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To my partner in crime, O.




BY WAY OF INTRODUCTION


Irreverent, Irrelevant


At the very outset—it really is an onset though, as you will find out soon enough—this collection of essays has no theme, no spine running through it holding it together, no gurgling brook joining the start to the end, no agenda, no party plan. My day job at the papers keeps me tethered to that kind of rubbish. Here, I have just one purpose and pleasure: to tell you things. Baas.


The very fact that these essays are not connected to the hum and the hee-haw of constantly happening events, occasions, trends, interests, breaking news and joining dots, those things that go viral (or, in my late dear, as well as dear late uncle’s words, ‘go virus’) and then go die by swift forgetting, make them immediately useless for information ragpickers and conversation junkies. They can pick up the latest book on all-encompassing thoughts on everything, or A Pillow-Biter’s Guide to a Happy Life.


Considering what I intend to do during the passage of this book—tell you things—is wholly independent from what you expect essays as a writing species to do, both you and I have no expectations, barring one: pleasure. The title of this collection could well have been It’s Been a Pleasure & Other Essays. But that would have been presumptuous of me even before you began.


It is no coincidence that ‘leela’ has pleasure and play knotted into one tight, light, tongue tip-tripping word that Nabokov would have instantly recognised. This playsure entails taking the light, slight and fanciful things seriously and imbuing the heavy, serious, hmmdrums with a state of lightness, even frivolity. Such is the talent of our age to churn boredom until it resembles lassi that we make information the end-all and be-all of all experiences, especially the reading experience. I have encountered people who do not read fiction because it ‘serves them nothing real’, while they find it perfectly reasonable to be unperturbed by ‘fake news’ or concocted information decked out as facts to serve as subtle agitprop. Between the walls of this book, you will find nothing useful—not for Spartacus, not for Kirk Douglas; not for bhakts, not for kambakhts.


So, if there is anything holding ‘In Praise of Laziness, and…’ together apart from spit and syntax, it should be dives, forays, digressions and digressions with detours in between, vortexes, cul-de-sacs, and hopefully burn marks from sliding too fast across one corner of a page to another corner of the next. If there is an image that can serve as a ballast, a seat-belt for the duration of this book, keep the Straightest of Faces in mind. Doesn’t matter whose, doesn’t matter what it looks like to you, this Straightest of Faces will keep our spacetime journey together. For, the hi-falutin and the lo-falutin are not mortal enemies but kissing cousins. Remember, life can be long and slow-falutin.


In these pages, I intend to perform the shamanic function of a middle-aged old monk—the kind who smiles benignly at people who parrot things like ‘Oil is the next data,’ ‘Stay Hungry, Stay Curious,’ and ‘Age is just a number’ while imagining hacking them to pieces that can be fitted in neat, hygienic zip-locked plastic bags. I shall share observations and machinations tied to popular, unpopular, high culture and (always) low politics, relooking at some over-looked, some over-cooked subjects in a ‘carefully careless’ way.


Subjects range from praising laziness in the way folly and idleness were once praised by certified intelligent people; a literary forensic report on the adult years of Sukumar Ray’s ‘Pagla’ Dashu and Mark Twain’s Huckleberry Finn; the tactical use of radical shyness to confine oneself to the indoors; to the erotic value of the electric blanket; an investigation into a people via an atypical Bengali phenomenon; the functions and features of public mournings, and the mysterious phenomenon of mishearing song lyrics. There’s even a science fiction story bunged in because any meditationism on colonialism cannot be shared in isolationism from alien invasionism.


Two of the pieces here are undisguised and undisguisedly personal—one on my footballing loyalties, the other on my hate-hate relationship with kitchens. Writing both have finally cured me of whatever psychiatrists, psychologists and psephologists want people to worry about and come to them for.


Yes, the book you hold in your paws is irreverent. But at no point while reading it should the reader forget that its author would consider it worth his while if she or he finds reading these essays as pleasure-giving as irrelevant. With great power comes great pointlessness—and fingernails.


I.H.


Flight 6E 2413


Between Kolkata and Delhi


October 2023




IN PRAISE OF LAZINESS


for Probho


During my recent journey back from Kolkata to Delhi, not wishing to waste all the time I was obliged to be on Facebook, I preferred to spend some of it thinking over some topic connected with our common condition. And our common interest in our common condition.


But this, as you may have already conjectured, was a more challenging prospect to undertake than to just lob around one’s brain like the tongue feeling the back of one’s teeth as if to make a great oral survey that ends in nothing. It is, however, a comfort, and quite probably a luxury, for me to have you understand the importance that we attach to being lazy, and the equal salience I give to laziness for myself to actually make the effort to lift my laptop lid, resist the sirens of the Internet-connected world within this portable machine, discount nominally more serious unstarted as well as unfinished word documents, and offer my encomium to laziness.


To praise sloth, especially in the time we happen to live in, is to oppose a worldview that has overwhelming consensus and support, no matter what one’s class, sexual, political, dietary or aesthetic predelictions and disinclinations may be. To do nothing is one thing, but to find merit in doing nothing is quite another. It is heresy. It is a pity that at least for the superstitious, who seek confirmation whether in the herd or in the paternal voice—this voice being gender-neutral—or in numbers they believe to be not deus but data, there is no temple or faith preaching the virtues of laziness. Such is the depth of the delusion that even the lazy, those adept at laziness, consider it a vice.


Industriousness has been an object of veneration throughout human life. One cannot speak for a dog sleeping in the summer shade, or a cat lazing in the winter sun, and whether for animals, idleness is indeed the apogee of successful existence in an otherwise hostile world. But from childhood, regardless of culture or civilisation, class or economy, we have been taught to the point of becoming hardwired that even as we have a tremendous capacity to be lazy, this capacity bears the same shame as our ancestors once held to the commission of sin.


I’m not sure why such a eulogy—and a defence of such a eulogy—almost always demands classical references to back it up. Perhaps it spares effort. Perhaps it makes one understand what was meant to be understood but somehow has not. But here, I do point to the almost always supine and dormant character from the Ramayan of Kumbhakarna, brother of Lanka king Ravan, and nomenklaturally one of my two uncles.


Much too much chatter, legitimate and scholarly included, inevitably occurs whenever the character of a classical text like the Ramayan or Mahabharat is tugged out of bed to give ballast to one’s argument. ‘How many Ramayanas? Three hundred? Three thousand? At the end of some Ramayanas, a question is sometimes asked: How many Ramayanas have there been? And there are stories that answer the question.’ AK Ramanjun writes to open his famous essay, ‘Three Hundred Ramayanas: Five Examples and Three Thoughts on Translation’, for a University of Pittsburg conference in 1987.


You are more than familiar with this text bandied about by scholars to this day to counter notions of any ur-text nonsense in the collective imagination of the rabble. You will also then understand that for my purpose, the source of the Ramayan text from which I bring out Kumbhakarna as if out of a police van in downtown Thane matters not one jot, since in the description that follows, not only are the various sources similar or same, but that there is no public disputation on the matter. On Kumbhakarna, barring nuances that need not trouble either of us, there is agreement.


[On the other hand, while there are many Ramayans—effectively many Rams, certainly many Sitas and Ravans and Surpanakhas, a healthy batallion of Hanumans, and a tetrapack of Valmikis, including one turned-Bruce Wayne-returned-to-Ratnakar-and-back-to-Valmiki again, little if anything has been oralised—or the other way round—about the many Ram Rajyas, by which of course, we mean the polis, the citizenry. Perhaps one variant, tucked away in some Minnesota library or as sonorous mutterings of a Ghazipur babaji, goes:




Meanwhile, the people of Ayodhya were celebrating yet another wonderful year under the competent, kind and happy King Bharat. Little did they know that in exactly two months to the day, the king’s brother, thought to have died in exile somewhere in the south, would return and reclaim his throne. This sadness was ultimately overcome by that particular generation of Ayodhyans installing the pretence of celebrating the return of Ram, while in truth what they celebrated was the rule of the good, great king, Bharat.


But onward to the one Kumbhakarna.





Sleep being the most notable and visible brand ambassador of indolence, and Kumbhakarna being the most famous brand ambassador of sleep, he is laziness made flesh. I point you here to the sixtieth chapter of ‘Juddho Kanda’ (War Volume) in the prose transliteration from Sanskrit to Bengali of Valmiki’s Ramayan.1


The Ramayan, being quite the didactic epic that many, including myself, have read without mandatory reverence, is a place where Kumbhakarna’s habit of sleeping for nine years at a stretch is presented as an extreme form of narcolepsy by all transcribers of the epic—an illness that should invite opprobrium. In a way it is. In the Uttar Kanda right at the end of Valmiki’s Ramayan—which, I remember you once telling a curmudgeonly scholar droning on about para-texts, is a classic example of a para-text entering the main text over time ‘like ‘Logan’ in Marvel’s ‘Wolverine’ franchise’—Kumbhakarna’s ‘curse’ of novennial wakefulness is described as actually a boon sought by the demon prince from Brahma that goes terribly wrong. (In Arshia Sattar’s abridged English translation of the Critical Edition of the Sanskrit text, Valmiki Ramayana, prepared by the Oriental Institute at MS University, Baroda, he is also described as the chap who ‘sleeps under Brahma’s curse’.)


Acting on the instructions of the king of the gods, Indra, who you are quite aware has always been the model for spinelessness for me, Saraswati, the deity of Logos, entered Kumbhakarna and tricked him into seeking ‘nidravatvam’ (sleep), instead of ‘nirdevatam’ (the annihilation of the gods).


What I tend to find interesting is that despite this explanation that clearly puts the desire to do nothing (but sleep) in the ‘curse’ category, earlier, in the Juddho Kanda, when Ravan gives the order to wake his brother prematurely because of enemies at the gate, the reader doesn’t find Kumbhakarna in such a bad state that curses usually imply. His abode is descibed as being voluminous because of the resident’s size. But it is also filled with savouries and the sweet smell of flowers. After much cajoling, and then downright making a massive racket that includes some thousand elephants trampling along the giant demon’s supine body, he finally wakes up.


The consequences of a sudden spike in metabolism—from an interruption of years of sleep—is hunger and thirst. Kumbhakarna is then described to consume buffaloes, pigs and all kinds of meat washed down by gallons of blood, fat and alcohol. It is only after he gets acclimatised from the world of inaction to the world egging him on to act that he politely asks in a ‘sweet voice’: ‘What’s happened? Why did you massage me so lovingly to wake me up? Is everything alright with King Ravan?’ He is our empowered, entitled Gulliver.


In essence, Kumbhakarna is what the philosophers and other lifestyle commentators would describe as an Epicurean, a pleasure-seeker, a sensualist. The paradox here, of course, being that the chaser of sensory experiences finds it in sleep, the (partial) shutdown of all the senses. One can actually see what one is up against when one looks at a visual representation of the episode of people trying to wake Kumbhakarna. Even by 17th-century feudal Rajasthani standards, this painting by studio master Sahib Din from the illustrated Ramayan commissioned by Rana Jagath Singh of Mewar, shows much labour being put into things by everyone, except for the supine giant spreading across the picture.2
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Slumber is underrated: ‘The Awakening of Kumbhakarna,’ Mewar Ramayan, Book 6, ‘Yuddhakanda’, c. 1650, Sahib Din, British Library





One may find something comic in what the smaller figures are doing—prodding, poking, jabbing, pounding with tridents and maces. One Boschean pair next to Kumbhakarna’s head seem to be in a heated exchange, in all probability dismissing the other one’s tactic of waking the demon up and insisting that his own methodology is better. Even the quartet of musicians on the left are making an effort, via tune, via amplitude and certainly by avoiding anything too sonorous, soothing or soporific from the two stringed instrumentalists among them. You can almost taste the leathery salt sweat built up on the elephants in the background as their mahouts prod their ankushes deeper into the poor animals’ soft heads to have them trample and pound on the reposing body with more gusto. All that effort to convert inertia into action must be tiring.


However, I am here not to bury labour, but to praise laziness. Milan Kundera, that fine writer whom we both have had only good, praiseworthy things to say about, faults the world we have come to inherit for our current antipathy against happy idleness. And he places this blame squarely, in his slim 1995 novel, La Lenteur (Slowness), on the modern, post-industrial cult of speed:




Why has the pleasure of slowness disappeared? Ah, where have they gone, the amblers of yesteryear? Where have they gone, those loafing heroes of folk song, those vagabonds who roam from one mill to another and bed down under the stars? Have they vanished along with footpaths, with grasslands and clearings, with nature? There is a Czech proverb that describes their easy indolence by a metaphor: ‘They are gazing at God’s windows.’ A person gazing at God’s windows is not bored; he is happy. In our world, indolence has turned into having nothing to do, which is a completely different thing: a person with nothing to do is frustrated, bored, is constantly searching for the activity he lacks.3





I would venture to guess that upon reaching the word ‘bored’ in the Kundera passage I have quoted, you let out an indulgent smile. Perhaps my frequent diatribes against boredom have led you to believe that I may have, at the haunting midday of my life, finally come to terms with boredom, and perhaps even be holding out an olive branch or a conciliatory drink to settle down with an old antagonist Moriarty-Holmes-style, simply because I am now holding a brief for laziness, or because I am held hostage to the lazing age. Quite the contrary. Boredom, as Kundera points out, is the craving to engage. Laziness is the attainment of the desired condition of disengagement. It is saying, ‘Enough of engaging’ not with a sigh, but with the final positioning of many final positionings of pillows—both under head and between the legs.


Our nature is, I suppose for perfectly existential and evolutionary reasons, inclined in favour of action. After all, human greatness has been defined by it, while the opposite has been defined not in failure to take up a course of action—although Neville Chamberlain’s attempt to ‘appease’ Hitler has been projected, in hindsight, as a desire not to act—but to either take up a course of action and fail, or to lead it to conequences that have proved unfortunate for men. Greatness becomes enjoined with action. At best, pussilinamity has been seen as inaction’s muse.


But like the number of unborn outnumbering both the living and the dead, there have been enough angels who consciously decide, without fear, not to tread where many fools have sought to rush in Mel Gibson-as-William Wallace style. Laziness is not the first refuge of the scoundrel. It seeks to take leave from both justice and injustice alike. It chooses to leave the field altogether. Whether it can in this sublunary world is another matter. But not seeking something because it cannot be found in its full roundness is cowardice, an active force too many times conflated with indolence.


And it is this brave, underrated and unappreciated aspect of laziness that I present in your diwan-i-khas. Hopefully, I won’t make out indolence to be just a simplistic decision to not do something, but as a force to do nothing, especially when the alternatives—both doing nothing and not doing something—are to risk facing as well as doling out pain.


The great writer Shibram Chakraborty not only understood the value of laziness but had the genius to distinguish being lazy from being idle. For him, indolence is a force that through the green fuse drives the flower, the kinetic charmed into potential, the wind humbled into air. In a 1972 interview conducted by Amitabh Basu in his column ‘Dainandin Jibone’ (In Everyday Life) where in every issue of the film magazine, Ultoroth, Basu posed a set list of questions to writers, Shibram had articulated the nous of laziness.


Replying to the very first question, ‘When do you get up in the morning?’ he sets the warp, woof and tone:




It depends on the time. I try to get up as soon as I wake up. But after sleeping all night I feel so tired that to clear that very tiredness I need to sleep a bit more. As I keep doing this, when it becomes impossible not to get up, when it looks bad, then I just have to get up from bed.4





This is languor as joie de vivre, the purest manifestation of freedom, life as unmovedness—until internal compulsion compels.


As a questioner, Basu is taken aback, and asks Shibram the obvious question, ‘During the whole day when do you write?’ The response is disarming:




I don’t feel like writing at all—whether at night or during the day. It’s just that if I don’t write, I won’t get food on the table. So, for the sake of staying alive (without being under the influence of any muse) I write because I have to write. Like if a rickshawala doesn’t pull the rickshaw he won’t be able to eat, my situation is a bit like that…





And then the coup de grâce: ‘I write the next day, because I know only too well that writing the next day won’t last.’


This is not some social, Marxist exposition of the need for equitable labour, where the term ‘working class’ contains a perverted pride in working and an inverted shame for ‘working for the man’. Your copy of Bertrand Russell’s In Praise of Idleness and Other Essays is buried somewhere here with me. But I’d be damned if I hunted for it to shoot it down. But I did look up the title essay for the purpose of our current investigation, and the philosopher’s argument of equating the need for people to unburden themselves of work with idleness—doing nothing or making ‘spare time’ (sic)—remains as myopic as his role in Mohan Kumar’s atrocious, untrustworthy 1967 anti-war movie, Aman.


In the scene, Russell meets the cretinous Rajendra Kumar—not Manoj Kumar, as I keep thinking—who plays the role of Dr Gautamdas, a medical officer off to serve victims of the atomic bomb blasts in Hiroshima and Nagasaki. Russell plays Master Yoda to Rajendra’s young padawan, giving him a spiel on pacificism (the voiceover translator introduces him as ‘Lord Russell, shanti ke neta’: ‘I have the greatest admiration and approval for your project. I hope with all my heart that you will be sexsexful in finding the cure.’


But I digress. For a man who well knew that the cessation of war is only one kind of peace and not peace itself, his praise of muscular idleness is both strenuous and misleading.
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