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S

(1906-2001) first encountered the English language and was immediately bewild-

ered. Narayan was five years old at the time, part of a middle-class brahmin family
of second-generation immigrants from rural Madras. The family was new to the city, and
«ill close to ancestral ways; an almost religious solemnity had attended Narayan’s formal
- troduction at home to Tamil and Sanskrit, when he was asked to shape the first two letters
of the alphabet with corn spread out on a tray.

! s a young student at a rather severe missionary school in Madras, R.K. Narayan

But Tamil and Sanskrit were a badge of inferiority and occasion for jokes at school, along
with everything else that belonged to the old Hindu world broken into by British colonial-
ism; Narayan, as the only Brahmin boy in the class, came in for special mockery by the
Christian teachers. The ‘“first’ language at school was English, taught from a textbook im-
ported all the way from England and looking much more sturdy and glossy than the text-
books produced in India. Its glamour also came from the mysteries it contained.

Narayan’s first English lesson went along these lines: ‘A was an Apple Pie. B bit it. C
cut it Narayan could see what B and C had been up to; but the identity of A eluded him.
He had never seen an apple before, not to mention a pie. The teacher, who hadn’t seen
an apple cither, wondered if it wasn’t like idli——the South Indian rice-cake. And so Nara-
yan’s education in English began, with everyone in the class ‘left free to guess, each according
to his capacity, the quality, shape and details of the civilisation portrayed in our textbooks.’

s

]N}‘C distant centre of that civilisation—London—was then closed for ordinary natives like

rayan; but its periphery extended even further than India, and its products had travelled

(:vA . » 3
“ywhere, transforming many different parts of the world. The textbook bewildered
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Narayan initially but it was also the begin.
ning of an imaginative enrichment for hitgs
and the English magazines he came acrog ir;
lndia_Srrau(/, A'[t’r(‘m:y, and The S/"’Cfdto;-\
inspired him to be a writer. \V“‘Cm-sty]e
education offered by schools and collegeg
such as the one in Mysore that Naf'&\';n’;
father was headmaster of, helped creare ]
dynamic new civilisation in what had been,
for at least a century, a somnolent world.
The Madras that Narayan was born ing
had been the first city of British India, ang
had become, with its opportunities of edyca-
tion and employment, one of the centres of
modernising India in the late nineteenth cen-
tury. Everywhere across the South, Brahmins

left centuries-old rural settings and occupa-

- ; ; - tions and moved into towns and cities, where

géﬁ:lfgysg;)‘@ Rajam, with their daughter they formed Lhe_ first adminiStrati\:e middle

class. The men in Narayan's own family ex-

emplified the various ways in which a once rural community, now cut off from its roots,
responded to the new world.

His maternal grandfather was a petty government official in the provinces who buile
up the kind of wealth that income-tax authorities in India call *disproportionate to the pos-
sessor’s income’. One of Narayan’s two uncles became a successful car salesman; the other
was an amateur photographer—one of the first in India—before settling down to edit one
of the many serious weeklies in Tamil; and Narayan’s father, the stern headmaster, offered
a picture of colonial Indian respectability and authority as he bicycled to his college and
club each day, ‘impeccably dressed in a tweed suit and tie and crowned with a snow-white
turban’, his appearance part of the newfangled ways that had alienated him from his tradi-
tion-minded parents and brothers.

In this somewhat oppressive adult world of work and responsibility and economic secur
ity, Narayan was expected by his family to find his own place. But the writer has, from an
carly age, his own relationship with the world; his mind feeds on daydreaming and irres
ponsibility, the idle contemplation of life that Narayan, made unhappy by the ‘unwarranted
seriousness’ of school, so often indulged in. He grew up in a small-town-like suburb of Mad-
ras and the province of Mysore and was always haunted by his memories of childhon.d/_
the catching of grasshoppers and the furtive first cigarettes—of what the narrator of his
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fourth novel, 7; AR LR S
. . /](’_['”-QI”/’ I'eacher, calls a ‘grand period’ when ‘there was a natural state of
joy over nothing in particular’

. ’l!mr. d‘”‘l’ﬁ.“CCnsc to daydream made Narayan naturally attracted to the freelance
JIEIERS ll'f‘Ci burt 1t was never going to be casy for him. Modern literature, with its preoccu-
pation with the individual and personal freedom, had only just begun to be understood in
| SOGIELY ruled by custom and ritual. Although Narayan has not mentioned them, the
h"t‘“?“ in his way would have been immense: disadvantages unique to writers from limited
SOCI?“L’S, Who. work without a received tradition, who are the first of their kind.

”Tcsc writers have to overcome their intellectual upbringing before they can learn to
Iool-f directly at their world and find a voice that matches their experience. The disdain for
one’s own language and literature taught at school and college; the forced initiation into
a foreign language; the groping for knowledge through an abstract maze of other cultures
and worlds—these are things that can make for a lifetime of confusion and ambivalence.

There are people who try to reject this experience altogether by turning to what they
think is an uncontaminated past: the time before foreign rule when the world was whole
and everything was in its place. Bur Narayan, bewildered by the apple pies of another civil-
cation, was not much closer to Brahmanical tradition and ritual when he set out to be a
writer. He had no use for contemporary or classical Tamil literature which his uncle kept
urging him to read, although he renewed that link with his ancestral past much later in
life when he published English abridgements of the Ramayana (1972) and Mahabharata
(1978). He saw himself—and, given the time, it is a remarkable self-assessment—as a
‘realistic fiction writer .

S 4

But this confidence came later, after he had already published three novels and had become
the pioneering Indian writer in English. Before that there was the struggle to make a living:
odd-jobbing, journalism for an anti-Brahmin newspaper, reviews of books like Development
of Maritime Laws in Seventeenth-century England for the Madras daily, The Hindu. There
were also the inevitable false starts of a writer who acquires both ambition and inspiration
from other literatures and civilisations and then flounders with derivative literary forms that
cannot accommodate his particular experience of the world. Narayan’s first writing efforts,
like those of many other Indian writers, were poetic prose pieces with ttles like ‘Divine
Music’; the kind of pseudo-Romantic thing that, produced t0o frequently by Indians, had
provoked Kipling into stridently mocking the semi-anglicised native.

Other writers, and other modern literatures, have also gone through these false starts:
'}fc imitative Russian writers before Pushkin, the Irish writers of the eighteenth and early
nincteenth centuries. For all of these writers, who followed foreign models, the problem
%as one of recognising that their own experience of the world had intrinsic value and could
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be written about—something, that writers in colonised countries still have to deal with.
Narayan's uncle expressed many Indian uncertainties about the realist novel when he read
afew typed pages of Navayan's fist novel, Swami and Friends, which follows the advengyy,.,
of a small-town Brahmin boy quite like the young Narayan, and said, “What the hell i thjg
You write that he got up, picked up a towel, rinsed his teeth, poured water over his head
just a catalogue!”

Narayan had considerable problems finding a personal literary voice and tone. ‘Nibp).
ing’ his pen and ‘wondering what to write,” and finding Malgudi swimming into view, *y|
ready-made’ and then writing on, without any ‘notion of what would be coming,’

\

£

Narayan always avoided political or social commentary in his writing and so it is almos;
startling to come across in the memoir of his early life, My Days (1975), an acknowledgement,
however indirect, of one of the first and most effective anti-Brahmin agitations anywhere
in India (both low- and upper-caste groups were protesting against the near-monopoly of
Brahmins, who constituted less than four percent of the population, over government jobs
in Mysore state): “These days are difficult for Brahmins to get jobs in the government,’ warns
the headmaster of the small town school Narayan has been teaching at.

Narayan had taken up teaching without much success or joy after a resolutely mediocre
academic career and farcically aborted attempts at becoming a railway officer and bank offi-
cial. He gave up, after two attempts, on his unruly students and dingy living quarters and
went home where things weren’t good: his father’s retirement had demoted the family to
the lower middle class, had forced them to move from the old large house Narayan had
grown up in. Narayan, still trying to write, couldn’t be of much use to his elder brother,
who worked until midnight to keep the family afloat, while Narayan stayed at home, typing
out a bad play on a noisy over-sized typewriter, and annoying his father who wasn’t alone
in his conviction that Narayan was wasting his time trying to make a living as a writer.

Swami and Friends (1935) came in the middle of a stressful time for the young Narayan,
and the novel registers all the small confusions and dislocations of the child reaching the
end of an idyllic childhood and facing the grave tasks of adulthood. The setting that, one
day, swam into Narayan’s view—Malgudi, the colonial district town with its post-office
and bank and middle-class suburb and small roadside shops and low-caste slums and mis-
sionary school and government bungalows—is the new world of urbanising India that
Swami is expected, in the way Narayan was, to find his place. But Swami is essentially anar-
chic and it is his great restlessness within this restricted world and premonitions of the
drabness that awaits him which make for that unique mix of ‘sadness and beauty’ that
Graham Greene—who helped publish the book—spoke of.

He feels oppressed by authority—the severe Christians at school, his admonitor
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fcher—butis also attracted by its |\mmi.\‘cul\x‘fdl\ilil_\' and identity, i||l.l| his Breat infatnation
is with Rajam, the police otticer’s son, with his bungalow and oy 1;.u| (‘|||l',lll('! the symbolg
ot the world ot colonial progress and modernity that Swami, too, is lwml", asked o enter,
That exalted world, once the exclusive preserve of Brahmins, is changing fast: it is no ACC].
dent that Swami's greatest source of fear in Malgudi is the low-caste slum—dwallin[; ball.
bov at his father's tennis club.,

" The game ot cricket, with its simultancously rule-bound and anarchic nature, offers
Swami, as 1t does to millions of Indians, the best kind of emotional release from the straing
and pressures ot‘adiuxting to their ever-altering circumstances, But the captain of the cricket
teau i Rajam, betore whom Swami tries hard to pose as a modern rational adult, an act
w which the presence of his old aftectionate grandmother is a shameful embarrassmen,

When Swamni, giving in to his natural rebelliousness, runs away from home just before
an important cricket match, he knows not only tear and uncertainty but also guilt, Hig
teeling that he has been irresponsible and cowardly, that he has failed to act like a man,
overshadows the heartbreaking last two pages where Narayan's swift clear prose—so natyr.
ally a part of his alertness to physical and emotional actuality, the randomness of events
and emotions—describes Rajam's departure for the bigger world outside Malgudi.

The world offers @ more inscrutable face in Narayan’s second novel, 7he Bacheloy of
Arts(1937), where the youthful energy and irony of a young graduate, Chandran, only take
him so far. Narayan's dislike for the kind of education Swami and Chandran receive had
hardened into conviction by now: the system of education churns our ‘clerks for business
and administrative offices,” and reduces India to a ‘nation of morons’. But a lot of clerks
is what a dependent economy needs; there is really no way out for the intelligent and
sensitive Chandran who joins, as reluctantly as Swami once did, other adolescent students
in playing at being grown-up and serious. He is not at ease in the role; he feels ‘distaste
for himself as the secretary of his college’s historical association; he tries to keep his distance
from the revolutionary student and the poet student; he scrapes through his final exami-
nations, feeling ‘very tender and depressed’.

Itis love—a gir sighted on the banks of the local river—that brings relief from the utter
dreariness of his preparations for adult life. But when he finally persuades his parents into
arranging his marriage with the girl, whom he never gets to speak to, the ho roscopes cannot

be marched. A distraught Chandran runs away from home and becomes a wandering sadhu
for some weeks. But he soon begins to feel hi

of his ancestors can no longer be retrieved—
secure job and arranged marriage with a good
quick to accept the smallness of his horizons,

Chandran is one of the first in Naraya
hungry for adventure,

mself a fraud in that role—the religious past
and when he returns to Malgudi, to a semi-
dowry, he is quick to denounce romantic love,
and settle down to ‘a life of quiet and sobriety’.

n’s long gallery of young restless drifters who,
very quickly reach the limits to their world and then have to find
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ways of reconciling themselves Wi‘!‘ it The reconciliation itself can never be ¢ omplete, You
C“"SCC‘Qﬁ'“““‘d‘%$“"i" r\{""“Y""-\‘llnvdsImwtfu-cmnunlvrwillllln'lmllI».nlf.mlnunlwn
ity of colonialism has dcr;fcln:llcd Indians like ¢ “handran: has turned them into what Nara-
R in an unnsu;l”}”PGlSSIUHIA-HILI‘ ”“""L'nll in 7he /!'II'(f/I's/J '/'r‘rll'/lt'/‘. describes s "all,l”[’(‘l'. 10y
“OWn € B amp-fo ers of . — d
out ;:\\';:Jllil\:—r_u—u;:.P;:lri:-f‘:‘llll(llln[l‘ I,m.(:_\:]:':;ll_):.,;l :;:lllill:w’ t-)l;'lllul";-. f('c(hn}’, on leavings ;|l|(|';£r1||f.llgr.,.
tions and intellectual impotence; the confused i!,’,,,c:l;-tf-fn‘}!,c l;.)'ny,m;; Inc yague ‘l,".'";m"!m A
chat has yet to f‘lgllrc P PasEOF Aol i lnl (,.(.J afragmented ln:llf.(-f,hlfl ',(J(‘I(:'y
; e e e s this, more than the cconomy and simplicity
of N:H‘J)’:ll} s .lmsr’lc means, t!l.lt reminds one of Chekhoy,
Nmt:;ll\,: ,il\],:xlr\l:i:r;sul\g‘:c:}e,:: isi E; ;.:l:lllntlfzr;ﬂtiil::(l)l(ilrlnjly ;l;“-l nu’:muv(l :!l Ill('.‘.;l'lllc. ti’mr.
the n'mjor historical events—British colonialii’m lnL(ll: v I'fs"mm' o («,! Al
through which his characters drift. Even a quite r’m] s .d", independence, th_c l',n'wr;;cncym
e 2 . Iv a f silv i e setting gocs under l‘hc imaginary name
of Malgudi; and QL oL TeWg A Uy missed domestic details hint at the fact that Swami and
Clmndmn: along with many other Narayan protagonists, arc Brahmins marginalised by a
fast-changing world. ;

Nev?rtheless, the lack Ofc d‘irect political comment doesn’t prevent one from secing in
Narayan’s novels all the anxieties and bewilderments and disappointments of a generation
of Indians CXPCHGd from the past into a new world. This tortuous initiation into modernity,
which Narayan himself underwent, is what gives his work, particularly the carly novels—
and despite the inevitable comedy of small-town ambition and drift—an unexpected depth
of suffering, which is all the greater for not being perceived or acknowledged by the charac-
ters in his novels.

Interestingly, where Narayan seeks consciously to acknowledge and dramatise that suf-
fering, his art loses its special tension and resonance. One of his least successful novels is
The Dark Room (1938), which takes up, in schematic ways, the condition of women in the
changing circumstances of modern India. In Narayan’s first two novels, women had been
exempt from demanding citizenship in a harsh, discouraging world; they existed on the
s and bedrooms and inner courtyards, where they were often a source
own marriage to a girl he saw drawing water from a road-
arayan overrode his parent’s objections—gave
f human experience previously denied

margins, in the kitchen
of tenderness. In 1933, Narayan’s
side tap—the horoscopes didn’t match, but N
him access to the lives of women, a whole new range 0
him by strict segregation.

. In The Dark Room, Savitri run
tion is by now a familiar theme in Narayan—an
tyrannical husband, an insurance officer, takes up wit
ar.xd then invokes, in a classic instance of middle-class hypo
his tyranny over his wife. Savitri is rescued by a low-caste collp B

7 »ssive conven-
s away from home—the escape from oppressive con
d attempts to drown herself after her

h a new ‘modern’ girl in his office,
crisy, Hindu scriptures to justify
who provide her shelter
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ar its querulous priest, and finally returns o,
But she can’t bear its queralous | ; ¥

i an old decaying temple, yan, whose realism Jies ;e

- agrain, Nar:
(o more familiar constraints and suffering, Onceag |' ion: ir |
{ y ' . : e on: Ve
L content as in form, offers no neat ending, or reso utl' her house, but she canre 1r "
l\‘n i s the low-caste man who had helped her passing her ho =t | ' J Fing
DAV SOQ Y . , sate T son here, and we ey
herselt to fnvite him in. Class, as much as caste and gender, is a pris g ¢ leave
wisell « s

' ¢ y shining facc’.
' ' ' »man’s hungry shinin
her in it desolate, haunted” by the man’s *hungry ¢
o
Ry

1 1 e 1 . 2y P X
Human connections are not achieved casily in Narayan’s fictional wr’)r'ld. l'ndu{d, lwh.n often
strikes one about that world—something well-concealed by Narayan’s instinct for humeyyy_

» Miuuch
1 the last pages of the g,

is its extraordinary lovelessness, A Brahmanical formality circumscribes t-hc rclaiinnship',
within families, the father being especially aloof, often cold, and ron’u'mtlc' lf)vc,’ \r'/hcn it
oceurs, is either a loss of self-control (7he Bachelor of Arts, Mr Samparh, / he G.zmle, Talkatiye
Man), or so beset by anxiety and fear (Waiting for the Mahatma) that its failure comes, a5
n A Painter of Signs, almost as a relief to the protagonists.

It is what makes so remarkable the first part of The English Teacher (1945), where the
narrator, Krishna, describes the quiet happiness of suddenly falling in love with his wif.
The happiness is celebrated here through the many details of domestic life: the lictle squab-
bles, the shopping expeditions, the reading of poetry, the fussiness over the first child, the
search for a new house. Elizabeth Bowen was one of the many reviewers of the novel who
commented on the rapturous state of Krishna's being, which really de
explicicly autobiographical of Narayan’s novels—from the serenity
brought to Narayan’s own life. Until his marriage,
future a discouraging blank, N
begins, is leading a |
explain the poe

rived—in this most

and joy marriage
the novels still unpublished, and the
arayan scems to have been like Krishna, who, when the novel
argely unsatisfactory life as a teacher of English literature, trying to
ms of Southey to uncomprehending students at a missionary college. The
six years of married life with Rajam, his wife, seemed to have returned Narayan, while he
was still in the midst of the long ordeal of growing up and finding a vocation for himself,
to that ‘joy over nothing in particular’ of his childhood,

That the marriage should have
emotional constriction people in N
as The Dark Room shows, some of the
too fast: the hypocrisy and inconst

the new world, But women could also be redeemers

within their homes, they brought some of the calm
10 uprooted, confused men.

Ina world where custom
vidual happiness i not

bracing kinds of pe

a special intensity seems natural when you consider the

arayan’s world lived with at that time. Women suffered,
Worst consequences of an old world modernising

ancy of men released from rules, the lack of support in

> as upholders of tradition and ritual
and security of the supplanted world

and ritual are
yeta culturally ye
rsonal fulfilme

Iusing their hold, but where the pursuit of indi-
spectable endeavour, marr;

I ) o .\’f

. - 5 ¢l
s possible their first encount
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with women outside their families, and it is often, when love is present, overwhelming. So
¢ was in Narayan's cases and it would have made all the more traumatic the sudden illness
1od death of his wite 1 1939 events that Narayan, who never remarried, returns to often
n hw stories and memotr, and relates with controlled emortions in the second part of The
English Taacher, w here Knishna's attempts to communicate with his wife through seances—
an anadote to griet Narayan himself used before moving on with a renewed determination

ro live. as C imndnn hopes to after his stint as an ascetic, without ‘distr: acting illusions and
\

l-‘\~ \.n\\ -

()
S

There was no dearth of distracting illusions in Narayan's own life at the time. The shock
and grief of m\ wife's death undcmnncd lnm for a while. Tt was the seances, his rcadings

srofessional hi* was <ull marl\:‘d by driﬁ The war had severed his connection wnh British

;-,__ lishers. In any event, the sales of his books in England were negligible; and in India the
books hardly moved out of the warehouses. He had little money, and he spent much time
and energy on 2 magazine-publishing venture thar always seemed destined to go nowhere.

These setbacks explain the slighdy overdetermined quality of My Sampath: A Printer
of Miignaz (1949), Naravan's first novel after India’s independence. The main protagonist
Srintvzs resolves to live only for himself after being pushed around for much of the novel
by the confused ambidons of an eccentric hlmmaken an over-ambitious printer, and a

ringed arrist. Philosophical or religious convicuons, when too explicitly dramatsed, don't
sormally make for good novels, and Narayan's beliet, stated towards the end of The English
Teacher, that a ‘?:o‘foupd unmingarad loneliness is the only truth of lite’, spoils Mr Sampath.
I has some good things. such as the first glimpse of independent India in Narayan’s

T

movsis. -;r'_::*:e wou can see the old colonial world being cracked open, being intused with
4

T e

rulear now energies of people with plans for the future: ambitious men who in the end
& ’:ﬁ bizzer than their serting. But, on the whole, Mr Samparh must be considered an
eample of the hir-or-miss quality of Narayan's wridng atter independence. The last novels,
m? rticular the misconceived A Tiger er for Malgud: (1980), where the soul of a human being
tades oo residence inside 2 ::g::r. and the lazily repetiive Talkarive Man (1985) and The

World 4 Nagaraj (1990). illustrate the dangers inherent in a style and vision that cease to

»

o S 2
EWew hemsaives

S LI -—

Iz is where the nerurs] novelist, the unprejudiced observer, stays dominant over the
philosopher. where Narayan's belief in the oneness of being—the vision of Vedanta philo-
gty offered on zh—: lasx

PORTICE and 2 recoenIiuon O

< LI

pag ¢ of The English Teao lsfr—{mnd:ltc‘s INTO AN Openness 1o ex-
2 of human diversity. that the nov els work best; they then possess
WEman inreress and mo..& complexiny: even 2 kind of marure beaury.

In Witting for the Maohaors (19551 Narayan uses as background the Indian freedom
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movement, fron which hey like so many other Indian writers of the time, had derived the

basic nationalism— that sense of place and time and some idea of who you are—so hecessary

w the wotng of realist fiction,

Naravan, as a voung, man, was forbidden by his family to have anything to do with, the
agitators tor treedonmi The benigner aspects of the British presence in India—the edye,.
tonal institutions, the new career opportunities—had brought their own kind of freedom
w many Indians, including people in Narayan's family. His father, the headmaster, kney
where his tuture lay when he adopted modern ways and turned his back on his tradition.
minded parents and brothers: and then Narayan's own writing came to depend heavily o
patronage by British publishers and readers. He, like many members of the new and insecure
colonial bourgeoisie, could not but feel a profound ambivalence about the mass movemene
against the British—an ambivalence never clearly expressed but always present in his writ-
ngs.

There is a short story he wrote soon after independence, ‘Lawley Road’, which portrays
some ot the contused impulses and blind nationalism of that anti-colonial struggle. The
story describes how the statue of a British administrator called Lawley is scornfully dis-
mantled and sold and then reinstated by the municipal authorities after Lawley is discovered

to be the tounder of Malgudi. But it is in Waiting for the Mahatma that you find a franker
ambivalence about that movement and its impact on the Indian masses.

The Indian characters in the novel make of the movement whatever suits their own
narrow ends: men eager to revere Gandhi as a mahatma, cager to be touched by his aura
of holiness while remaining indifferent to, or simply uncomprehending of, his emphasis
on developing self-awareness and an individual vision. There is the corrupt chairman of the
municipal corporation who has replaced. just before Gandhi’s visit to Malgudi, the pictures
of English kings in his house with portraits of Congress leaders; he then worries about the

low-caste boy Gandhi talks to sullying his ‘Kashmir counterpane’. There is the novel’s chief
protagonist, Sriram. another feckless young man in Malgudi, who joins the 1942 Quit India
movement after falling for Bharati, an attractively gentle and idealistic young woman in
Gandhi's entourage.

Sriram drifts around the derelict famine-stricken countryside, painting the words “Quit
India’ everywhere, arguing with apathetic and hostile villagers about the need to throw out
the British. His weak grasp of Gandhi's message is confirmed by the fact that he lets himself
be persuaded by an egoustical terrorist into becoming a saboreur. He is arrested and spends
years in jail, longing for Bharati. His abandoned grandmother almost dies and then gos
off to live her last year in Benaras; and then Gandhi himself, devastated by the masaas

and rapes of Partition, is assassinated on the last page of the novel.

Even before his death, as Wasting for rhe Mahatma shows, Gandhi had been ahsorbed

into the ostentatious puritanism of the men who came to rule India, the uniqueness of s

Scanned with CamScanner




Scanned with CamScanner



