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This book is in memory of
 Saadat Hasan Manto,







and it is dedicated to
 Khushwant Singh:







for both travelled the routes of barbed wire
 between India and Pakistan
 and survived
 with their humanity and art intact.




 


“The eight (rhetorical and aesthetic) Sentiments recognised in drama and dramatic representation are as follows: Rasa Erotic, Rasa Comic, Rasa Pathetic, Rasa Furious, Rasa Heroic, Rasa Terrible, Rasa Odious and Rasa Marvellous.” – Bharatamuni







 “If the quantity of shadow increases because of the extension of the object’s limits in such a manner that sight is lost in it, this shadow is called darkness, like the situation at night. Then the name of shadow vanishes, just as the ability to perceive its limits also vanishes.”
 – Ahmad al-Biruni







“Of the thing now gone silent, named Past, which was once Present, and loud enough, how much do we know? Our ‘Letter of Introductions’ comes to us in the saddest state; falsified, blotted out, torn, lost, and but a shred of it in existence; this too so difficult to read, or spell.” – Thomas Carlyle







“It would seem a paradox that the cinema is said to be, in one sense, the most real of all media, but that it is also an enormously effective medium for the unreal, the fantastic and the dream-like.”
 – Alexander Mackendrick







Dé di hamain azaadi bina khadag bina dhaal Sabarmati ké sant tu né kar diya kamala 
– Song from the film Jagriti







“Hé Ram!”
 – Mahatma Gandhi’s last words




 


STARRING





Saadat Hasan Manto 


as 


Himself







and







M. K. Gandhi 


as 


The Sant of Sabarmatz









FEATURING









	Harihar 

	.......................................

	a bioscope-wallah








	Durga 

	.......................................

	the prostitute who ran away with Harihar








	Ashok 

	.......................................

	Harihar and Durga’s son








	Chotte Thakur 

	.......................................

	the younger son of Raja Sahib, a Zamindar








	Bade Thakur 

	.......................................

	the older son of Raja Sahib








	Badi Maalkini

	.......................................

	Bade Thakur’s wife, also called Badi Ma






	Hari Babu 

	.......................................

	the Director






	Rajkunwar 

	.......................................

	Producer and Studio-owner








	Bhuvaneshwari

	.......................................

	Hari Babu’s wife






	Saleem Lahori 

	.......................................

	silent-film star








 	 Maulvi Sahab 

	.......................................

	Lahori’s father, a Muslim scholar








	Gulabo 

	.......................................

	Lahori’s mother, a Hindu prostitute






	Satish Mama 

	.......................................

	Lahori’s uncle, a mill-worker






	1947 

	.......................................

	Independence/Partition into India and Pakistan






	Avik Sen

	.......................................

	one of Lahori’s friends, a Hindu






	Bala(subramanium)

	.......................................

	one of Lahori’s friends, a Hindu






	Ashiq Painter 

	.......................................

	one of Lahori’s friends, a Muslim






	Doctor Surender Singh 

	.......................................

	one of Lahori’s friends, a Sikh






	Nitin Kumar 

	.......................................

	a ‘talkies’ film star, a Hindu






	‘Joshilla’

	 .......................................

	Batin’s co-writer, Lahori’s friend, a Muslim






	Seth Dharamchand 

	.......................................

	businessman, financier














ALSO INTRODUCING











	Rizwan Hussain ‘Batin’

	....................................... 

	scriptwriter,






	Urdu short-story writer, immigrant






	Mrs Hussain 

	.......................................

	Batin’s wife












AND





A HOST OF MINOR ACTORS!!!






 








Reel I




  








Rasa Terrible


(23rd January, 1948)







Under the green leaves green grey wood of this tree I who never slept under a tree sleep dream wrapped in quilt dream or do I am I dreaming again of horses as I always do of a horse a thoroughbred horse am I dreaming or am I sleeping if I am awake why do I see him the Sant of Sabarmati no horse this time I see myself lying here on a charpoy under the green wood green tree a young man with the dented pair of US Army binoculars which I feel for in my sleep here I feel it next to me this thing that cost me a week’s salary under the green wood tree am I dreaming if I am who is this like me like me he starts spitting when he talks of the famous sage the famous Sant of Sabarmati saliva bursts from his mouth like shrapnel splattering the villagers clustered around him he speaks as if he knows the Sant personally and in a way he feels he does I do he does so much has the Sant walked through the dreams of this land the land of his dreams but actually this young man speaking shrilly 

 now like I will speak when I wake if I am sleeping now if under the green wood tree like him I will speak obscenities exploding from his mouth I have never he has never has never seen the Sant he has never gone to any of the Sant’s halting increasingly slurred speeches heard him say shay shay shh shh the sound that escapes most often from his mouth the Shage the Shant of Shabarmati shay shh shh I hate him I even threw away newspaper pictures of the old man the old sage and the only picture I can recall is from almost a year ago when most of India was burning in that grimy black-and-white photo the famous Sant was just a tired old man tired old man frail and half-naked he leant heavily on his wooden staff he was standing in the middle of rubble smouldering furniture blackened bricks metal plates that had melted in the heat fluttering scraps of charred paper warped plastic the group of young men and woman who accompany him everywhere and the police party that he had been provided with recently for protection rather than detention now crowded the open doorway of the blackened house there was no door to keep them out I see it now in sleep or awake am I dreaming of it again there was no door to keep anyone out the fire had eaten all demarcation away reduced everything to the bone of soot and death even in the mute photo it was it was obvious that the young men and women wanted him to come away they pleaded with him they gesticulated the 

 paunchy police officer in the backdrop looks worried he says I hear him say under the green wood tree I hear him say not safe not safe this area is not safe saar but in the photo in the picture in my dream under the green wood the green tree the Sant had refused to budge from the place he had refused to hear them he had shut them out by chanting a mantra or that is what they thought he was doing this stubborn old man until one of them only one of them in the beginning paid attention and heard him repeating no not a Sanskrit phrase not even a Hindi verse the Sant was repeating a single word which I hear now in sleep awake just one English word over and over and over again terrible terrible terrible . . . I curse the Sant to the fascinated and slightly scandalized villagers outside this remote studio where I am doing what what am I doing here outside my dream in my self I curse the Sant to the villagers I am not dreaming for I can think can one think in dreams I can think I know that what fills me with such bitterness that saliva explodes from my mouth when I think of the frail old Sant is this is this I see again the newspaper item I see myself read it under the green I see I read that the Sant had been visiting a section of the city previously inhabited by the minority community call them mullah I shout call them mullah I scream I shiver am I dreaming I thrash in sleep under the green wood the green tree I am the young man who thinks who dreams of the 

 burned-out house the warped plastic the charred bricks but always my thoughts are interrupted my dreams broken by the old man’s broken chant of terrible terrible terrible . . . the old man who lisps who cannot say ss who says shhh as if he was asking for silence to pray to meditate to weep to say terrible terrible terrible the Shant of Shabarmati shays terrible terrible terrible I cry I weep I laugh







He awakes to find himself on the charpoy that has been lent to him by one of the villagers, sleeping under the peepul tree just outside the compound of the studio, wrapped in his brown quilt because it is a winter day. The sun is still out: he mostly sleeps during daytime now. He is a city person. He has trouble sleeping outside. He has trouble sleeping during daytime. But he has to do it. He has a duty to perform. He gropes around for his dented pair of US Army binoculars. They are still there.




 








The Magic Lantern


Once upon a time, or, in reality, exactly nine days after Holi in 1929, a bullock cart could be seen trundling up the narrow dirt track leading to the village of Anjangarh. A six- or seven-year-old child was running after the cart. He would sometimes be lost in the white dust churned up by the huge wooden wheels and the hooves of the two bullocks. Then he would emerge again, running up to the cart and hanging on to it, swinging from the back timber before jumping down and skipping into one of the adjoining fields or pausing to examine the spare trees or bushes by the sides of the track. If he ventured too far into the bristling, newly harvested fields, a woman’s voice would call him back. The voice was heavy, almost like a man’s, and it sounded slightly hoarse, as if the speaker had been shouting for a long time.




The late noon sun had curtailed all shade; the cart was crawling on its own shadow. The day was still, the slight breeze occasionally filling with the warmth of the coming summer. Once in a while, the wind would pick up and a gust would caress the boy’s face as if there was 

 an invisible giant breathing down his threadbare collar. The boy was startled once by what he had taken to be earth clumps in a field suddenly lifting up with a flutter of wings, a flock of yellowish-brown sandgrouse lifting like dry yellowish-brown earth to the sky. The dust on the track was as dry, but finer, lighter. The boy’s bare legs were almost white with dust up to the knees.




The cart was bigger than those used in the district, the back a lumpy mass covered with tightly tied tarpaulin. It was not heading for the village of Anjangarh, but for a large open space before a somewhat decrepit-looking mansion, walls white and stained with rain and fungi, to the south of the village. Built like a haweli around a courtyard and rising to three storeys of sullen shuttered windows on one side, it appeared to be a practical and smaller version of a fort, and had probably given the village its name: Anjangarh.




The boy had already scrambled to the door of the mansion – gate might be a more appropriate description – before the cart came to a lumbering halt outside in an open field, demarcated irregularly with broken and sagging stretches of barbed wire, an oddity in the villages and always, the boy knew, a sign of links to urbanity or the regime. The boy shook the brass rings attached to the door and banged on it with a stick he had picked up, calling, ‘Khul Simsim, khul Simsim!’




This magical invocation of ‘Open Sesame’ did not 

 seem to please the woman in the cart. She stopped making soothing sounds to the bullocks and shouted at the boy. Stop that, Ashok, stop that this moment, she shouted in Hindustani. When the boy did not heed her, she jumped out of the cart and dragged him back by the scruff of his neck. I will tell Pitaji, I will tell Pitaji, the boy whimpered.




You will sit here, she replied, lifting him up and dumping him into the cart. And be quiet, she added, don’t wake up Pitaji. He is ill. He needs to sleep.




There was some mumbling and movement from inside the tented section of the cart.




I’m feeling better; you go and speak to them. I will keep him here, a man’s voice sounded from inside the cart.




It would be good if they allow us to set up in the field, the woman replied as she walked briskly towards the gates of the mansion. She was a young woman, not older than twenty-one or twenty-two, with a pretty, slightly freckled face and shoulder-length dark brown hair. She was dressed in a light green sari with flowery patterns in darker green and golden edges of brocade-type work. The material of the sari, and the way she wore it, indicated that she was not from the village – or from any village in the region.




She walked with a slight, almost imperceptible limp.
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Had it been some other time of the year, the cart would have been trailed by a gang of village children by now. But this was after the harvest, so, with very little work for them to do, the children had been sent to the village school: this was one of the few weeks of the year when the old headmaster and the younger science teacher, who comprised the entire staff of the school, got to see more than half the boys – and even a few girls – whom they were supposed to be educating.




And yet the cart had not been unobserved. Some of the villagers had even guessed what strange animal lay tied down under the thick brown tarpaulin, its legs sticking up here and there, even if they could not read the two small boards hanging on the sides.




Bioscope, Bioscope-wallah, a young man outside one of the huts shouted and, tucking in the loose end of his dhoti, he sprinted towards the maidan, twisting through the straggly strands of barbed wire. His cry was taken up, and a couple of minutes later – when the gate of the haweli opened in response to the woman’s entreaties of ‘huzoor, faryaad hai; huzoor, faryaad hai’, the cart was already attracting open-mouthed spectators like a succulent jalebi collects flies.







‘Have I mentioned that Seth Dharamchand had two main sources of income: investing in films in the black – the interest rates were exorbitant during the war and official funding even 

 less likely after independence – and manufacturing barbed wire in the white? He owned a mill and later went into the construction business too, but it was really wire and films that provided him with his initial fortune.




It was a good time to be manufacturing barbed wire. In the 1930s and 40s, barbed wire started being used widely by the authorities: its usefulness had been established by two world wars and a series of concentration camps, set up for the Boers by the British, for the Cubans by the Spanish, for the Filipinos by the Americans, for the Jews by the Germans, and then finally by almost all modern nations for the peoples of other nations. If I remember correctly, young man, Seth Dharamchand had an unofficial monopoly on all government contracts, before and after Independence. But I haven’t told you about the Seth yet, have I? I am sorry, I forgot: we are still almost two decades from Independence.’







The Munshi who came out of the gate, accompanied by a couple of moustachioed, bare-chested youths, was old and racked by coughs. He looked so brittle that every bout of coughing seemed about to crumble his body to bits and pieces, leaving in his place not bone and skin but other odds and ends, paper slips, pencil nub, withered green cardamoms, eye-piece, caste thread. It was only when he looked at her through a monocle that dangled from a kurtah collar that the woman glimpsed the underlying steely perseverance of the old man: this 

 was someone who had buried many enemies, and was prepared to bury more. She addressed him as if he was the owner of the mansion. The conceit pleased the old man, though he gave her a sharp glance as if to say he was not taken in by it.




He interrogated her roughly, less about the ‘bioscope’ and more about the fact that she – and not her husband – had come to the door with the request to set up their show in the maidan.




My husband is very ill, otherwise he would have come to pay his respects. He is lying in the cart, she replied, pointing behind her.




Her gesture, or the need to shoo away a couple of village urchins intent on uncovering the mystery under the tarpaulin, brought Harihar, followed by their son, Ashok, out of the cart at exactly that moment. Even from a distance, the Munshi could detect signs of illness on Harihar’s haggard, unshaven face, could see the difficulty with which he moved. Harihar, in his turn, mimed an elaborate, somewhat theatrical greeting in the Munshi’s direction, folding his hands in a namaste as well as bowing low like some feudal courtier. Ashok, copying his father, namaste’ed much more stiffly and then, overcome with shyness, climbed back into the cart.




And the two of you are enough to run this, this 

 contraption? You do not need helpers-whelpers? You do not have servants?




The Munshi was a man who equated respectability with servants. The more servants one had, the more respectable one was. Look at all the raja sahibs, look at the English officers: would any of them ever keep less than a dozen servants in their retinue?




Once again, the woman came up with rehearsed answers, even wiping tearless eyes with her aanchal. She told him their three servants had run away with some of their money and the other cart on the way to the village. (It was not altogether a lie. The last man they had hired to drive the bullock and go about the villages advertising their show – see the greatest show on earth, see the wonder of science, see, see, see the gods descend on earth – had run away with one entire night’s ticket collection three days ago: he had not been paid for a week. And the only permanent worker they had, old Mehto from Calcutta, had disappeared earlier that morning with the cycle he used to announce the shows. They were used to his disappearances, which happened about once a month, and knew that he would lie under the palm fronds of a low toddy joint, drunk and drinking, for a night or two, before miraculously finding his way back to them.)




The Munshi looked unconvinced. I will have to ask 

 the Thakur sahib. Only huzoor can decide, he said, in response to her request to be allowed to set up a ‘bioscope’ in the maidan. Wait here. And then, as an afterthought: What’s your name, woman? 


Durga, hazoor.




The two burly men pulled the gate shut behind the tiny Munshi. Durga stood there, dwarfed by the enormity of the gates. She looked back, and the bullock cart appeared so small in the open field, Harihar and the villagers inconsequential before the sullen, stolid might of this three-storeyed haweli, its shuttered windows, its dank, lime-washed walls, its immense brass-studded gate. At times like these – especially lately, with Harihar ill more often than not – she would begin to doubt the dreams they had once shared.




Those were other days. That was another place.




And yet she knew that Harihar only had to put up the tent and arrange the few folding chairs and benches, their legs poking like dead sticks into the tarpaulin cover right now, and set up the single projector, and, and suddenly – like light streaming on to a white screen in the dark – hope would flow back into her. She would be flooded with something elusive and tangible that she felt was shared by the spectators who paid as little as three anna for a show – or sometimes even paid with a quantity of wheat or rice.
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She had not been convinced when Harihar, who was at least fifteen years her senior and a widower with one married daughter in Borali, a village near Ranchi, had first told her about the future of the bioscope. Growing up in Calcutta, she was familiar with films. Some of the women she had known had recently appeared in films in insubstantial roles. But even her mother – who would sit on a stool, legs bared to the knees, layers of fat leaking out of a crumpled but expensive sari, mouth filled with paan, and bargain her three daughters’ prices with every new customer – considered it immoral to work in films. Her mother had been convinced that seeing films made one blind, and exposure to the camera lens impaired the health of women, turning them into ailing, barren, flat-chested, narrow-hipped hags. To be told by someone like Harihar – an older man from a Brahmin caste and that too one with a college degree – to be told that ‘the bioscope is the world, the bioscope is the future of the world’ was to be provided with a perspective on something ordinary and scorned. Like realizing one day that the khaat you slept on was actually a flying chariot that could whoosh you away to distant cities and palaces.




Harihar had come to her the usual way: through her mother. She had no idea what he had paid for one night with her. But having entered the small and dark, one-window, gecko-infested room – with a couple of wilted 

 garlands of bela flowers strewn on an old harmonium on the plank-bed – and closed the cracked wooden door to the sounds of revelry elsewhere in the house, Harihar had stood looking unhappy. When he had finally spoken, he had said: But I had no idea, I had no idea. You are younger than my daughter.




It was a strange relationship to recall in a room reeking of body fluids in spite of the cheap attar and the wilted flowers. Durga – though she had another, a Muslim, name then – had been nonplussed but had recovered soon and, getting off the bed to caress him, had lisped in what she thought was her most enticing voice, But I am not your daughter, Sethji.




(Her mother had taught her to address all Muslim men as ‘nawab sahib’ and all Hindu men as ‘Sethji’. When in doubt, she would use ‘huzoor’.)




She did not know it, but her lisping attempt at adult passion always revealed her for the young girl she was and, in almost all cases, brought the man to her not because he considered her a grown woman but because he realized exactly how young she was. However, Harihar had disengaged himself after a moment and flopped down in the old armchair that stood in one corner. They had not had sex that night. Instead, he spent half the night telling Durga about the death of his wife five years ago and how, after he had arranged his only daughter’s marriage two years ago, he had quit his job as a postal 

 clerk. He did not have any other responsibilities – his parents were dead – but he had a dream. Piling together all his savings and selling what he could, he had bought the best projector he could afford and leased Phalke’s stupendous success from many years ago, Lanka Dahan. He could not afford to lease anything more recent, but had showed that film in villages around Calcutta, even travelling as far as Borali, where his daughter had settled with her husband. This was the passion he had guarded like an infant through all his years of marriage. He made it sound as if money was his goal, he told Durga stories about travelling bioscope-wallahs who had earned enough money to buy theatres or even produce films and it was only later that she came to notice and understand the gleam that came into his eyes when he discussed films or mentioned producing films: Harihar had a dream so dear, so irrational and so private that he did not dare put it into words. He could not explain the fascination that films held for him, and so he spoke of the money that could be made.




Later that night, he joined her in bed, sitting, legs pulled up, in one corner, while she lay diagonally across the charpoy and fiddled with the cotton of his kurtah, listening as he told her about his plans of buying a bullock cart – it would reduce the expense of hiring one all the time and he had, by now, learnt to drive a cart. I could get a cart and a new film, and travel right across 

 the Presidency – from Calcutta to Patna – showing films all the way.




It was curious the way he used words and expressions like ‘Presidency’.




She had listened to him with a faint smile, an eyebrow raised almost imperceptibly at times, until he straightened himself, lay down beside her and fell asleep almost instantaneously. It was the first time any man had revealed his innermost dreams to her. It was the first time any man had fallen asleep beside her or permitted her to sleep soundly through the bought hours without the stickiness of his sex oozing down her thighs and jolting her awake with nightmares of drowning in a tub of molasses.







Molasses occur in many of Rizwan Hussain ‘Batin’s’ stories. They do not occur, as one might expect, simply in the mode of nostalgia: their significance varies, ranging from the salvage of some memory of childhood or first love to the stickiness of congealing blood. And I had used that word – gur – in my letter to him, arguing that a meeting with him would be like the taste of gur in these lands of refined sugar.




That I had decided to interview Batin was largely incidental. I had finished most of my PhD research and everything indicated that Batin, though a character, was undoubtedly a minor character in the colourful drama of 

1940s talkies. There is actually, I believe, not a single surviving photo of Batin with any recognizable film dignitary and when, in 1973, he went back to India for a visit, he did not call on any film personage. The only industry person with whom he appears to have had some contact after leaving for Pakistan was his co-writer, Sheikh Taleb Deen ‘Joshilla’, who died in 1971 or 1972 and who was always remarkably reticent on the topic of Batin in his interviews. I recalled reading in an unpublished Bombay University PhD thesis on Joshilla that the only time Joshilla had been pressed by an interviewer to recall his collaboration with Batin, he had replied with a chuckle that Batin would have been a great actor if he had not been such a good writer.




No, Batin was by no means the hero of the drama of 1940s talkies, not even the hero’s best friend or father; he had at best a walk-on role, a brief cameo to play in it. I do not deny that I admired Batin as a writer, having read him in Urdu, but that admiration had very little to do with my academic interests and there was hardly anything to indicate that Batin had been anything other than a scriptwriter of the second order. True, he had co-written the script of at least three golden-jubilee hits – the first starring Devika Rani in 1939, the second with Ashok Kumar in 1944 and the third marking a pinnacle in the ‘Lover Boy’ career of Nitin Kumar in 1945 – but there was very little else of interest. (The last film co-scripted by 

him – Aakhri Raat – had been a minor hit too, but by then he was already in Pakistan.) Even in Bombay, no one really recalled him as a scriptwriter. What finally made me decide to interview Batin was hardly of professional significance: Batin was not only alive but also accessible. And perhaps, as I was to realize later, there was also the pull of resentment, the irksome bewilderment of a Muslim from a family that had not left India for another Muslim who had left for Pakistan after Independence.




After moving to Karachi in 1948, Batin tried to make a career as a writer in films and radio in Pakistan – he failed abysmally, and managed to survive by publishing short stories in Urdu magazines and papers. Then in 1954, after two court summons for obscenity in his stories, he emigrated to Copenhagen, though how and why remain unanswered. Soon afterwards, he published his second collection of short stories, brought out in Delhi and Lahore, which were noticed in critical circles and resulted in the republication, a few years later, of his out-of-print first collection, Bandish, which is still considered his best work. He was to publish only one more book after that, though he contributed a number of semi-autobiographical essays about Bombay to various Urdu magazines. Most of what we know about his life in Bombay comes from these essays.




Later, I reasoned that Batin’s lack of international significance might have had to do with his emigration to 

Denmark – London might have made him visible but Copenhagen was removed from all established routes of Urdu, Commonwealth or postcolonial narratibility. That and, of course, the fact he did not publish anything after 1973, when his third and last collection of stories came out in India and Pakistan: it was also the only time he went back to India for a visit.




Three collections of stories of which the first was published by such a small Delhi house that not a single copy of the original edition has survived, and the third published after a gap of three decades: these are not exactly the ingredients of literary celebrity, whatever they might become posthumously.




So one frosty wintry day in November 1988, I wrote Batin a letter in warm flowery Urdu, and asked a friend of mine (who had a doctorate in nineteenth-century Deccani Urdu poetry and drove a taxi in Berlin) to correct it. I did not have Batin’s address, but I knew he lived in a place called Frederiksberg in or near Copenhagen and I assumed there could not be too many Batins or Rizwan Hussains around, and that the Danish post was probably not as overburdened and underpaid as the post back home in India.




I had almost forgotten about the letter when, in early January, I received a postcard from Batin. It was of the sort that you can pick up free in cafes, advertising Tuborg beer, and on it, writing in slightly old-fashioned English, he gave his exact address and phone number and invited 

me to fix up an appointment for some weekend. I still had a few days before semester began, so I rang the number. The phone was answered by a woman who said Hello but, in the usual subcontinental manner, did not identify herself (although I could tell from her husky voice that she was probably old). I asked for Batin. It’s for you, she shouted in Urdu to someone else. Who, came the response. Your good name please, she asked me in English, but with such a heavy accent that I switched immediately to Urdu. I identified myself and my purpose, and asked for an appointment. Some student who wants to speak to you about films in the 1940s, from Berlin, she shouted again in Urdu. Ask him to come next weekend, the male voice replied. Are you sure? Yes, yes, ask him to come one evening next weekend. (There was obviously no consideration of enquiring whether or not this suited me. Batin, I reasoned, still thought of ‘students’ in the Indo-Pakistani way: as people with flexible schedules, who could in general be made to run errands.)




As I had little to do the next few days, I told her I would be there around six on Saturday evening. Assuming – with what later stood revealed as the sneaking prejudice of the convent-educated Indian – that they ate late like all Pakistanis (and from the talk on the phone they did seem to be very Pakistani), this would give me two hours for my interview. I doubted I would need more.
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Not here, said the old Munshi on his return, huzoor does not want cheap, two-cowrie nautanki outside the haweli. There is a field on the other side of the village, beside the pond. It is not being used and has just been cleared of crops. You can set up your bioscope-vioscope there.




But, mai-baap, Durga begged, we want to offer the entertainment to huzoor and his family. We have come all the way from Dhoda and Gaya for Raja Thakur sahib and cultured people like your highness, not for uncouth dehati peasants.




Durga did not say this too loudly. She did not want the villagers, crowding around the bullock cart, to hear. It was they who paid for the show. But they could not give her permission to set up the show or bestow on it the respectability that it still lacked in the villages, not to mention the safety of the haweli’s proximity: to be allowed to show the bioscope outside the haweli of the local landlord is to be extended the protection of the status quo; it keeps you from getting into trouble with the conservative elements and it is a warning to thieves, Harihar always told her. Harihar had a way of making ordinary statements sound like lines from a book.




The Munshi was not to be budged, however. There, beside the pond or nowhere in this village, woman, he barked, and began a fit of coughing, limbs shaking like 

 the doors and windows of a decrepit house during a storm.




Durga did something that no one – not the Munshi, not the villagers crowding around the cart, not even Harihar – had anticipated. She squatted in the dust and clutched the Munshi’s legs, wailing about her helplessness and her husband’s illness, beating her left hand against her breast and head when she could.




Such a performance would not have been unusual for a low-caste village woman. But this was a woman who was dressed in town clothes, an expensive brocaded sari, and whose language did not sound rustic. The spectacle drew most of the villagers away from the cart. Even Harihar came running, gasping, as the Munshi was trying to extricate his legs from the woman’s clasp. Had she been a low-caste village woman, he would have kicked her away or asked his henchmen to remove her with a few blows from their well-oiled lathis. But a woman like this – pretty, well spoken and well dressed – how did one deal with such an uncharacteristic display from a woman like that?




Suddenly the crowd that had collected around the woman and the Munshi parted to cries of ‘Jagah do, jagah do, Chotte Thakur aa rahe hain! Jagah do, jagah do, Chotte Thakur aa rahe hain!’ A young man walked into view. The crowd fell back around him, not even brushing against his clothes; the process resembled a hot 

 knife running through butter. The man, who had appeared from the direction of the fields, was wearing a long richly embroidered silk kurtah over pyjamas that were tucked into English riding boots and was carrying a sleek black and silver whip. He led a horse by the reins.




What have you been up to now, Munshiji? The Mun-shi was still trying to squirm his way out of the woman’s grasp, but every time he managed to disentangle one leg, the woman clutched the other leg.




Nothing, huzoor, nothing, the Munshi stuttered. I will drive these people away. I did not know you were out for a ride. Here, Pyaaru, Ramavtar, Kallanwa, are you all dead? Come here, come clear a way for huzoor, send these, these people away . . . The Munshi’s frame shook with coughing even as three or four henchmen, wielding lathis, moved up to carry out his orders.




No, stop it, ordered the young man. Take my horse in and bring this woman and her people to me.




But, huzoor – the Munshi controlled his coughing with visible effort – but Bade Thakur sahib might not want these people to set up their tents here.




Why not? Is the maidan being used for some fair or puja these days?




No, huzoor, but . . .




I will speak to bhaiyya-sahib. Here, woman, get up, stop making a scene, what’s your name?




 




Durga, huzoor, her name is Durga. The Munshi provided this answer, and was ignored.




Durga, tell your people they can set up the bioscope here. But not too close to the haweli.




Durga, now joined by Harihar, started offering elaborate thanks even as the Munshi collapsed once more into coughs of impotent rage.




Enough, enough, said the young man, keep the rhetoric for your shows. He started walking into the haweli. Then he stopped and turned around.




What is it you will be showing? he asked Durga and Harihar.




Star Film’s Krishna Arjuna Yuddha, huzoor. We also have Baburao’s Sairandhri.




The Baburao film I have already seen, but not Krishna Arjuna Yuddha. Put it on for us tomorrow evening. We will inaugurate your show. Make sure you have some music too.




Having said that the young man tossed his whip to one of the henchmen and entered the haweli.







He enters the cool, damp corridor of the haweli with the old music pounding in his head. It had been their title song, their curtain song, written by a Bengali poet who sang, like so many other poets of the time, of revolution and liberty and solidarity and Home Rule, all somehow palpable and within reach. The poet’s name 

 has slipped from his mind, but the tune has remained, although he has not heard it for years now. But the moment he saw the woman and realized what the cart contained, the tune returned to him, with a sudden lucidity that startled him and made him think, for a fleeting second, that someone had put on one of his gramophone records upstairs. Except this was a tune that was never captured on the gramophone records he collects and has started listening to again, after about two years of silence.




He is surprised by the clarity of the tune that comes back to his mind across the years, the ease of accuracy with which he can recall it, a gramophone playing in his head, a forgotten voice (and desire) returning from the past. Even the Bangla refrain, though he has forgotten much of his Bangla in recent years: We lift the curtain from your sight / And show what’s wrong and what is right. (The refrain alone had made the authorities keep track of their performances, though they had specialized in Bangla adaptations of Shakespeare, sometimes merging two plays into one, and the occasional Shakuntala.)




He climbs the narrow high stairs leading to his section of the haweli, and the music keeps step with him in his head. He waits for it to stop. He thinks of the time when he had actually heard this melody in the flesh, as it were, waiting behind a curtain or in the wings of some impromptu stage for the melody to finish. He 

 was eighteen, had not even finished his BA at Hindu College. And he knows why the melody had disappeared from his memory, to come back only now, only today: his father’s shadow had fallen on the tune, obscuring it. Now, again, he waits for the sight of his father’s face, heavy-jowled, large-eyed, brush-moustached, glowing with anger, almost floating in the murk of the tent, he waits for his father’s face to appear in the audience, as it had that last evening, and stop the music. He waits for the pounding of remembered music to change into the throb of his back, flayed with birch sticks and leather whips at the slightest excuse for weeks after that.




He was familiar with his father’s palm and birch sticks, but the whips were new. He had only seen them used on servants, and that – perhaps more than the pain – left a mark on his soul. To be whipped like a common servant! He had been hit many times as a child, always for the same failure: weakness, or effeminacy – are you a boy or a girl, you . . . you . . . his father would splutter. He had been slapped and caned, but never whipped until then, until after he was discovered, a young man of eighteen, performing on stage in Calcutta.




And how it had come about that first time in the haweli, his first whipping – after he had been slapped by his father in the dressing room and taken away from Hindu College and Calcutta – this is what he has never been able to forget or forgive. How it had happened in 

 the haweli because he had walked into the kitchen and tried to show his mother how to make a rehu curry and his father’s spies had told his father, how it had happened here in this haweli: he had looked at his mother and been surprised to see her face drawn into a mask of unseeing. Had she agreed with his father? Had she been too afraid? Why had she not intervened, not done anything except send a maid to apply balm to his back later? Would she have stood there, like a statue, letting his father whip him to death? Two or three of the older female servants had started weeping and shouting, no more Raja Sahib, have mercy, he is your son, your own blood.




And then a memory from even earlier; he must have been five or six, when he had, unseen by anyone, stolen into his mother’s dressing room and emerged with lipstick on, and rouge on his cheeks, talcum all over his face, clips in his hair, a grinning hybrid of a girl and a clown. He had come out expecting to be congratulated, for he had achieved something and he felt he was someone. But his father’s face had blazed. His mother had made a half-hearted effort to defend him: just a child, he is just a child. And his father had only slapped him once, hard enough to send him reeling into the bedclothes, but still only a single slap, not that flaying of the skin with a riding whip.




And so back again his mind moves, swinging on the 

 the long thin thread of hurt, to that later memory. The kitchen. The rehu curry. His mother standing there, face frozen, unmoving, the frying pan still in one hand, watching her son, a grown man, being abused and whipped by her husband.




The husband included her family in his abuse, alluding to their liberal values, in particular cursing the ‘Bombaywalli mausi’, an aunt now dead always religious, whose only fault was that she had once come to Anjangarh and taken the family – the children and the mother, for Raja Sahib had refused her invitation – to stay with her for a summer in her mansion, which was actually tens of miles from Bombay, between the townlets of Khopoli and Rajmachi. She had never been forgiven for that act of unsanctioned initiative; the relative proximity of her house to Bombay had been used again and again to implicate her in lewdness and amorality. But though his mother had revered the older woman, she did not utter a word. Not a word to defend the dead aunt or to protect her living son. His mother stood still and mute. She who had once been known for her accomplishments and wit: she came from a liberated landlord family in Bengal and had been taught to read and write, sing and, it was rumoured, dance.




She had stood there, incapable of speech or gesture.




And what had driven his father into such a rage in Calcutta, such a rage that he had slapped his son publicly 

 with his chappals – was it the fact that he was part of, as he put it, a ‘nautanki’, or that he had been playing a woman?







‘How did I first suspect something like this about him? Well, we all did, we all did. You could see it in his face – the effort of not dreaming, of not being what he was in his stifled imagination. He lived at an angle to his fantasies and inclinations, perpetually tilted. Yes, I guess all of us saw it on his face – though some gave it a less charitable interpretation. But that was another place, another time. I am getting ahead of my story again, young man. Give me a second. A second.’







Music might have been what brought Harihar back to Durga after that first night, though she was called something else in those days. He had woken late, around ten in the morning. Durga had already been up for a few hours, cooking breakfast and then washing the dishes with her sisters and two ‘cousins’ who were by no means related to her. It was her mother’s policy to let patrons sleep as long as they wished. The longer they sleep, the oftener they return, she would say. Durga realized that Harihar was awake when she heard the sounds of harmonium, played very badly, drifting out of the room. She wiped her hands on a rag and went to him.




Harihar was sitting on the cushioned plank under 

 the single window. He had opened the window and pulled out the old harmonium. In the daylight, Durga could see he had the nondescript look of the proverbial clerk, a man average in every way, unremarkable down to his small trimmed moustache and his choice of dhoti, kurtah and sandals, so much without remarkable features that it was impossible to tell his age.




Shall I fold a paan for you? Durga asked him.




No. Sit down here. Can you play this thing?




Durga could have told him that all the women in the house – and most houses like it – could play and sing a bit. Her mother, undoubtedly the coarsest and most mercenary person in the house, was the best singer of them all. People still came to listen to her if she let it be known that she would be singing. In her younger days, before she moved to this suburb of Calcutta and set up on her own, she claimed, she had been patronized by the aristocracy in Lucknow.




Durga did not have a voice capable of as much variation as her mother’s, but she had been rigorously trained, and not only in music but also in other skills such as playing indoor games or telling fortunes, each skill an intricate net in which to snare patrons. Most patrons expected women like her to be able to sing, she could have told Harihar. Instead, in reply, Durga arranged her sari’s folds and sat down beside him. She pulled the harmonium to her and played a few notes.




 




Sing, he then said, sing the lines. He was staring at her, fascinated, as if seeing her for the first time.




She sang a composition by Umar Khusro. When she finished, he was silent for a moment. Then he got up and headed for the door. At the door he turned and looked at her. I might come back, he said.







It is their first night outside the Anjangarh haweli. They have used part of the tent canvas to form an extra side to the section on the cart; they did not have the time – understaffed as they are – to pitch the tent itself. Old Mehto is still missing.




The brisk night wind probes the canvas. Its sides flap and fill and fall. It looks as if there is a gigantic unseen animal outside trying to get in, or perhaps it is trying to escape.




Durga’s eyes are as mobile as the canvas. They are closed. But they do not rest. Something pulses behind those shut eyelids, something trembles and hesitates and flickers. The eyeballs are ricocheting from dream to dream. But one dream comes back again and again. There is a house, there is a tree, there is a shadow from the bars of a window falling on a wall in a room of the house. The tree casts shadows on the wall too, shadows that are as restless as the animal wind struggling with the canvas of the tent. There is a girl sleeping in the room, afraid of the shadows on the wall. In her sleep, 

 Durga wants to wake the girl up and reassure her. But someone else does so. Someone in the dream. Someone creeps into the girl’s bed and holds her. A woman. A woman, like her. But it is not she, not Durga. It is someone she has never seen. For a moment she is surprised, even in her dream: it is a sense of being surprised, like light sensed through a blindfold. (When she wakes up at dawn she will remember only this feeling of surprise, as one remembers a taste.) She is startled. And then she feels oddly reassured. It is all right. The girl is safe. Durga sighs in her sleep and slips deeper into it, as if it were a familiar quilt.




Next to her Harihar sleeps, eyes at rest. He hardly ever dreams at night. Ashok sleeps diagonally, curled up an inch or two from their heads, one of his hands resting on Harihar’s shoulder.







‘Dreams, my young scholar, are not just a happening in your head.’




This is the first sentence in the notes I took that evening, though it could not have been the first sentence Batin spoke. Surely, a lot of other things must have been said, a lot of hesitant and inconsequential things – for my memory of the first few minutes of the meeting is of awkwardness – before such a magisterial statement could be uttered. (And my original notes were by no means as flowing and complete as they became; they were desperate 

scribbles in longhand, abbreviated words, slashed phrases, dashes and dots where I had trusted memory to insert the missing words if I ever had occasion to want to fill in the blanks.)




The initial awkwardness was only partly due to the fact that I had miscalculated: they did not keep Indo-Pak time. When I rang the downstairs bell to Batin’s fourth-floor flat, it was almost 6:15 in the evening. But when I entered the flat, the first thing that struck me was the smell of onions frying in garam masala. I could also see the small kitchen table laid with three plates. At least as far as dinner was concerned, Batin and his wife obeyed a Danish clock.




It later struck me that they even ate the European way – in the kitchen.




The flat was rather cramped and in a decidedly unfashionable part of suburban Frederiksberg. I had been let in by an elderly woman, thin and alert, with a finely wrinkled face and delicate features, wearing a cotton printed shalwar-kameez. I took her to be Mrs Hussain. She might have been in her seventies, or perhaps even her eighties, but she gave an impression of youthfulness, accentuated perhaps by the nose stud that she sported. He is waiting for you, she broke in before I had finished introducing myself. This way, she added, ushering me through an L-shaped corridor, hung with small Mughal miniatures and two fake-antique papyrus paintings, into 

 a large sitting room. The room was unremarkable, pots of tough-leaved plants and papery flowers, a vase containing somewhat wilted pink roses, a fashionable wooden book-rack, a cushy sofa and two rattan armchairs of colonial vintage. There was no one in the room.




I took one of the armchairs and helped myself from a pile of magazines and papers – in Danish, Urdu and English – from the table in front of me. This ivory-studded table was the only piece of furniture in the room that had definitely come all the way from India or Pakistan, probably India. Eater when I thought of it, the flat differed from other immigrants’ flats that I had been to only in the fact that it was singularly devoid of any symbols from living religions: no photo of Mecca and Medina, no inscription from the Quran, not even the usual Ganesh carving or Krishna painting, no Sacred Heart calendar. Whatever there existed of religion belonged to dead ones: Mohenjodaro statuettes on a shelf and fake papyrus paintings.
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