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The Postics and Stylistics of Nirmal Verma: from the grammar of
indefiniteness to the subversion of gender oppositions

Annie Montaut

Publié dansSummer Hill, revue de I'Institut d’Etudes Avancées
de Shimla (IIAS), printemps 2012 (S. Aikant ed.)

Nirmal Verma, who spent his youth in Shimla and ®emmer Hill, before later
becoming a fellow of the IIAS, has explained in mwous essays the specific function
and intrinsic quality of art and, especially, ligire, in particular Indian literatureHis
theories have in the past repeatedly been discasleth artificial desire to invent roots
for himself in the Indian tradition in order to legate a novelistic style that is largely
made up of foreign influencésThe view that Nirmal Verma’s novelistic art is an
adaptation of European technics and notions iseiddguite widespread in the Indian
literary establishmenit These numerous evaluations leave behind the isipreghat
Verma is a Hindi writer who writes in Hindi aboutédtern (English) themes, structuring
contents and characters according to Western fjtgreinciples? particularly the new
novel, where “characters often do not have nameg,their motivations and feelings
remain shadowy”®.

The reputation of the author now (he was awardedJimanpith distinction in
1999 has certainly made the judgments about hik Yess critical and has even led to
some sort of admiration for his ideology of art,king him into a kind of Sartre or
‘maitre a penser’ of his generation. Yet, such esitism is often of dubious origin as the
wish to reinforce a Hindu perspective is an impartaotif for some of his supporters.
However, reasoned comparisons of the theoreticayssand the text of his novels have
been rare and restricted to two recent papers, fomtin 2000 (Prasenjit Gupta and Annie
Montaut). The latter is mainly devoted to matterfoom and, like the former, deals with

the contents and narrative structure of the tettterathan with its style in the phrastic
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meaning of the term. What will be at stake herasdms been in these two papers, is the
resolution of the implicit or explicit contradicticdbetween the essays as a purely Hindu
worldview and Verma’s fiction as a Western formested on westernized figures and
westernized intrigues or, to phrase it more adedyat a western guise: the absence of a
proper story.

A sample of a theoretical program within the ntweaoffers even more insight
since it is both, implicitly, a philosophical/thetical program and a practical illustration
of that program involving the material (here saript) devices implicated in the concrete
realization of the artist's program. Such a sangale be found ifck cithra sukh(further
on ECS A Rag called Happiness English translation).

| will therefore start with an explanation of tbhentent and formal explanation of
this short sample, then develop its main formalickss by analyzing some crucial
extracts of the novels, eventually relating theultss of the analyses to the

“philosophical” background displayed in Nirmal’'ssays.

1. Still life: a lesson in ‘gazing’

In the novel mentioned above, the episode of #ssdn of « how to see » is
introduced by a project, if not a full fledged pram, of being a writer: “I will remember,
I will write it in my dairy”. This is followed by a outline of a scene observed from the
room on thebarsati “Bitti was hanging the clothes (...) and .1t is quite striking how
the three dots (quite frequent in Nirmal Verma'stiinal writing) link both first the
observed scene to the “I”, and then the “I” to faigorite gamekhel) which triggers the
memory of the drawing lesson. This punctuation d&as another effect: it makes the
word to stand in isolation, like an island suspehbetween two silences, cut off from
what precedes and what follows, while at the same tonnected to the neighboring
sequences as an iconic announcement of what wiwo Knowing that the whole
structure of the novel is made to disclose, witthie main protagonist, the inner “I”
(maiN) who observes the events in the third person (“hal) and is transformed into a
writer by writing from memory and by reliving theents, having left the deserted scene
at the end of the novel in a Proustian strucfuse, cannot overestimate the impact of this

short piece of poetics within the overall econonfiytre novel. Such a meta-narrative



injunction to « see » describes the writer’s stana novel aimed, among other goals, at
describing the genesis of the writer. Let us fiestead the passage, which carries on with
the third person right after the quote mentioneavaband right before taking us into the
« lesson %:

vah apne bistar par lgttha. Kitni bar vah yah khel apne se kheltha, jaise vah

duniya se kali bahar se dekh rad hai, skim, chhat, bif aur dairi — ab unld nah’

janta. Vah unl& paht bar dekh ral@ hai. Uske Déiing mistJar klas men kahte the —

he was lying on his bed. How many times had nqgtlaged this game with himself,

as if he was looking at the world from outside, rémg, roof-top, Bitti and Dairy —

now he does not know them. He is looking at thentlfe first time. His drawing

master used to say in the classroom --

dekho, yah seb hai, yah s@bl par rah& hai. Ise dhyn se dekho.i8h akho se —

ek sunn nigh sii ki nok—$ seb par @dh jati Vah dire-dhire havi mé ghulne lagt,

gayab ho {ita. Phir, phir, aginak pat caltz — seb vahhai, mez par, jaiseédktaisi —

sirf vah alag ho gay hai, kamre se, itsre latkd se, mez aur kursiyd se — aur pahl

bar seb ko nanigahd se dekh rahhai. Nagi, sabut, samprn ... it samgrn ki

vah bhaybit-sz ho jata, bhayblit bhi nah — sirf ek ajb-s7 vismay pakatetz, jaise

kishe uskankhon se pdt khol d hai (p. 19).

look, this is an apple, this apple is on the tabtmk at it with attention. With right

eyes — an empty look pierced the apple like thed tefaa needle. It/he began to

slowly dissolve in the air, disappeared. Then, tleemdenly became aware — the

apple is exactly there, such as itself — only hedit got separated, from the room,

from the other children, from the table and theirsha and for the first time looks at

the apple with new eyes (a new look). Naked, ent@mplete ... In such a

wholeness (completion) that he became kind of fegld, not even frightened —

only a somewhat strange wonder seized (him), asrifeone had lifted a bandage

from his eyes.

What strikes the reader about the formal structiréhis short passage, of the whole
writing process, is the density of specific stytistlevices making it a microcosm: the
shifting reference in the pronominal system, thpetéions, the use of the so-called short
(truncated) imperfect sometimes called indefinitepoetic imperfect, the very peculiar

system of punctuation, the linking of « independemiauses or sentences with dashes



rather than with commas or full stops, an abundaoicenarkers of indefiniteness
(comparisons, the approximation suffigz-rectifications such as “frightening, not even
frightening”), a number of formal devices which efintribute to create the position of
standing aloofdunya se lahar, alag) and the empathy described in this fragment as th
correct attitude to look at things in order to wriabout them/describe thémt is
significant that the passage occurs in the novehediately after the decision to
transform the experienced feeling into a writterpexience through the use of diary
which is given to the boy by his dead mother asoa for precisely seeing and
remembering and thereby transcending death. lteisefore all the more obvious that the
right vision, which makes remembering possible alhmlvs a memory to be written, has
to do with life and death, as art generally haNimal’s perception.

Along with the formal structures of this paragraptich are in a way seminal
throughout Nirmal’'s writing, some highly loaded wer deserve a more detailed
comment, in order to locate the whole «lesson shm global body of the author’s
philosophical/aesthetical statements mentionedénintroduction (before coming back
to it in conclusion). Among these adhyan and sidhi. dhyan, which literally means
« attention », is also the word used from medidiaks till today to indicate the
concentration a devotee seeks in order to mediate deity and reach a further state of
union with the divine. As foeidhi, a feminine adjective, it literally means « strdig
right » but is also is related to the yogic powg@fs the noursiddha which indicates an
utterly accomplished person or some sort of samdiowed with spiritual powers) or the
inner realization of the self and of true knowled§&his makes it obvious that the type
of perception involved in the lesson appeal to ecsig way of looking, whether it is
namednigah, akh or dekhin Hindi. Perhaps we can relate it to the ritusdidarshan but
the text makes no use of the watdrshan neither in this passage nor elsewhere, as it
avoids direct explicit analogies with the religiows philosophical vocabularies.
Attempting to get at the sacred is not done throofgteady-made categories in the novel
but is the result of the very immanent acts andde@s they get transcended into their
bare intrinsic self. That is also hinted at in fhequent use of the worsuinn (empty,
dumb) and is further emphasized by the use of svaith a rich alliteration such &8

the needles the approximative suffix, ®ebthe apple.



What is of special interest is of course the efficthis intense, absolute gaze,
literally piercing bhid) the apple to reach at its inner nature: the applgns to dissolve
in the emptiness, while the pronoun which replatégah) is also the form used for the
boy, making both viewer and viewed interchangedbtea moment in a first reading.
Once dissolved, the apple suddenly appears in bisolate wholeness, which is
paradigmatically equivalent to its nakedness, ntegrity and firmness, while again the
ambiguity of the pronoumah temporarily connects the viewed object and tlesver. A
special gaze is thus required for the object teeapjin its very self and in its own being
(i.e.: undistorted by the observer), and this dmeperception can only come about when
someone is himself detacheadgg) from all the present contingencies (other pupéble
and chairs). The viewer looks from nowhere or frautside the world (free from worldly
contingencies), and thus perceives the objectHerfitst time because he has freed his
vision from the attachments that are socially orycphslogically or historically
conditioned, like a “blindfold” pattz) before one’s eyes. This kind of perception i®als
described as almost frightening; an emotion thamisiediately corrected into another
fundamental aesthetic emotion: amazeniéfhe seeing for the first time, “playing” as if
one is not aware of what has previously been seémeiobserved scene is then a “game”
which is as childish as it is philosophical.

As for the object that is put before the pupilobserve, the apple, it too belongs
to the well known tradition in the training of west still-life painter, but this tradition
is here renewed (nativized ?) by the words thatuaesl to describe it. The apple, while
disclosing its pure object-ness in a literally werfdl way, becomes part of a process.
This process, the perception that units the peedeobject and the perceiver through the
act of perception itself, is a classic referencehim theory of meaning and grammar as
well as in the theory of aesthetics in SanskritsiBes, the way the object has to be
perceived echoes the pictorial perception of Rag@Z, 2004) in his theory dindu, the
focal point, which amounts to reaching the inneritsal truth of an object once the
ocular, superficial perception is transcended by dntist's concentrationdfiyan). In
Nirmal Verma’'s novel, this happens once thingspeeived correctly. Then the ‘still
life’ is subtly distorted into a vibrating life, ithgs becoming living entities and active

participants, again a subdued reference to thesickdsvision of the cosmic world in



Indian philosophy? Further on inEk Cithia Sukh after the suicide of an important
character in one of the last chapters, when theid@ready becoming an adult and a
writer, and when the fusion of his “I” and his “h&"allows a “you” to appear in the
shifting process of (de)identification, objects amtso described as active entities
endowed with a consciousness of their own, a drdesture for this world of inter-
relatedness to connect “I”, “he” “it”, the self glother, the world.

vahi ab ka nah tha. Koi naht tha. Sirf vah tia, jo ab mahi...

Durghana ki bhi ekatma hotr hai. Yah mzne dekh tha. Dekhi tha, ma thik kahtz hii,

kydki usk gandhapas k cizd ko bl patz cal jati hai aur ve apnaprt jagah se utkar

tumhe gher lef ha... aur tum uné hakk-bakk nigahd se aise dekh rahe ho jaise dnh

pahle kabkinah dekfi (p. 140)

Now there was nobody there. Nobody was there. Hewas there, who is now |...

Catastrophies have their own soul. This | have .Seleave seen, | say it, because even

the things around become aware of their smell atdug from their place to circle

around you... And you look at them with dumbfoundgdseas if you had never seen

them before

2. The central episode of ECS: approximation and coparison

The scene of the Allahabad fair takes place ab#ginning of the last third of the
novel (pp. 98-100) and features just one reminiseemong many others, but this small
piece gives the book its title. There is also aeotkason to consider this scene as vital in
the global economy of the novel (and use it to plesés stylistic texture): it explicitly
raises the question of rebirth, being cut off frdemily and social support, and,
concerning its form, it mixes short dialogues witpoetical » sequences that are equally
short, which reflect a perception that is strongdyniniscent of the one depicted just
before the lesson in perception.

The boy, who has already been staying with hisicoBitti for a few months in
her barsati at Nizamuddin, sometimes feverish and sometiméerhebserving Bitti's
friends in their theatrical activities as amatewssends his time reading a book about a
missionary and a panther. He wanders around iméghborhood and remembers his
days in Allahabad, his home town that he left beeanf a persistent fever. Among the

memories that continue to recur, is that of hishrads death in the hospital in Allahabad,



that of the fair with his cousin, Bitti when botisited the strange spectacle of a dwarf
who was stripped of all his clothes except a fegsras a result of his walking and
running in the cold wind of the fan in the circest This spectacle was shown to them
as an answer to a question asked by Bitti: “whduaispiness like?”. Right after that, just
before leaving the fair ground, they step in fag tast round on the giant wheel and are
forgotten by the manager, who has not seen them Waetops the machine.
kor unhé nahr dekh sakd ? ve adrishya hia..ve kafiapar ha, havi aur andhere &
ek disre ke andhere énjakrlle hue, shaharikroshniyd, ghard, auadmiyd keipar
jahd kabl ve rahte the, bahut pahle, kidisre janm ré [...] vah lic andhere @
baiThz tha, na rice, naipar, sanaci duniyz se katla hua
- Bittz, kya f karti... tum karte ho?
- mujhe pai nah... lekin aig samay zair raha hogi jab han@ kai nalt janta hogs,
mew matlab hai...
Nobody can see them? They are invisible... They aneesvhere above, in the wind
and the dark, frozen in each other’s darkness, el lights of the city, the houses,
the men, where the have once lived, long ago, imesather life (...). He was sitting in
the middle, in the darkness, neither below nor about off from the whole world.
- Bitti, do you believe in previous birth?
- No, | don't... Do you?
- I don’t know... but there must sure be a momengrmvhobody knows you, I

mean...

A long (one page) dialogue follows, on the questidrether people who are reborn in
one single life can change identity and life insthebirth, in order to “leave/quit
themselves”. Then the boys asks her cousin whatwshed like to do later and she
answers she would like to be like the dwarf — “cdth rags €ithre)!” exclaims the boy,
and his cousin answers — “they were not rags, Wexg happiness”.

The description following the dialogue belongstie often mentioned poetic
suggestiveness of Nirmal's style and particularlifist “controlled epiphany,
impressionistic evocation of setting (...) virtualtypossible to emulat€. Let us try to
analyze first how the “evocation of setting” is guzed at the phrastic level at least, since
it is the level most commonly ignored when commetdn Nirmal’s poetic virtuosity.
Part of it occurs before the dialogue sequencé,gfar between the two main dialogued



sequences. In the first setting of the frame (s lines quoted above), “high” in the sky
(zpar), one expression is repeated three tinresdhere réd “in the dark”. The third
occurrence, which at the first reading seems taioas a precisiorb{c andhere @), in
fact opens on a more precise indication of thetlonathat apparently contradicts the
very first setting (fipar”), since it is now specified as being “neither lowar high”. The
notion of “middle” (ic) then appears as a trigger for the creation aheer-space, both
high and not high, a space where contradictions sargpended since it is itself
transcending the differential categoriesd’..na’) in a distinctly advaitin formulation
(neti...neti). It is from this position that the required détaent (“cut off from the whole
world”) is obtained, along with the “invisibility”the two kids in the empty space are
adrishya“invisible”, and what they can still see (city, Uses, men) appears to them as
belonging to a previous life, while at the sameetithe outside darkness changes into a
shared inner darknessk( dirsre keandhere ré), transforming and balancing the outside
and the inside. Repetitions are not just a patieahis used to musicalize the narrative,
they induce a subtle twisting of notional categonehich is further developed in the
second attempt of “setting the frame”, half waytigh the dialogue:

use kuch samajhdmah’ aya, kintu us it bic havi mé bait'he hue use sab kuch sac

laga tha, asambhav lekin sac, caridrmit mé per 16 ke rice ek khel jaig jisné jo

dikhar detz hai, vah nafihai, jo sacmuc éhai vah diklar nah det.

he did not understand anything, but sitting in #ie of that night he felt as if

everything was true, impossible but true, like aypunder the trees in the silvery

(moon-lighted) night, in which what is visible doest exist, what does exist is not
visible.

Again the in-between position, this time, in-betwehbe air, is used to create the place
where intellectual incomprehension changes intadlbéng (aga) of truth, a realization
comparable to the wonder at the dissolved apples Téeling, involving only un-
referential pronounsk(ch nali, sab kuch, jo’nothing, everything, which”), hence
relying on a basis of indefiniteness, amounts fftisg and opposing the categories of
the visible and the truth (words each repeatedraktimes), so as to convey a deliberate
turning of the focalized view-point, just like they’s usual game (as if he did not know,
as if he had never seen). The comparative expreskiokhel jaig, “as in a game”,

emphasizes the other devices for approximatasi(lagaz), building the scenario of a



game which is not really a game, and more genepalbjts blurred categories in order to
dissolve the very notion of clear-cut categoried emsuggest the inter-space as the only
point from which to observe truth. It has long bedserved that Nirmal Verma makes a
profuse use of such expressions asktXor aisz laga (jaisa)”, X felt like / as if”, “had
the impression that”, or “it was like”. The psycbgical interpretation of hesitation,
indeterminacy, while focalizing on the inner sulipty, is a secondary effect of the high
frequency of similar expressions, which mainly ¢eethe space for an adjacent category
or notion. Whether it is a metaphor or a comparigotroduced bylaga or mano) or a
comparative clause, all these devices presenefeeent as double (one signified for two
signifiers), inaccessible by means of a singleretes wording, requiring to be hinted at
(suggested) by other representations, questiortiegefore its sheer referentiality and
direct intelligibility. In a distinct yet similar ay, the approximation affixs, originally

a contraction ofjaisa (< Sk sadrishya “looking as > resembling” < verbal root
DRSH/DARSH), which in Hindi can be suffixed to naymdjectives, participles, with an
attenuative or approximate meaning (Montaut 2002%4-6), transforms a notional
category into a wider and vaguer one with blurredtours, that is, a notion which is not
precisely categorizable.

This is a kind of re-birth within this birth whicbpens the way to a different,
clairvoyant life, linked to the quality of beingwvisible and unknown to the others,
detached, beyond the secure parameters of measuciety, time and spaceghar
chorikar “having left home”).

And then right after this piece of dialogue alngagt in such a specifically
“evocating” frame, occurs a short piece of poe@saiption:

vah bhaybh-sa hasne lag (...) [Bitti] ka svar itni halkz tha ki andhere @ jan
pard, jaise vah kissvapn K chilkz hai, jo uske fth rah gay: hai... tir6 ki pili chah
mé kamptz hui — use nice ktaraf khcta hua, jahd Ill ahabad ke itne varsbekir
tukrd ki tarah havi me ur rahe the...

kind of frightened, he started laughing (...). B#tivoice was so light that it seemed
in the darkness as some peeling of a dream whichrémained in his hand...
shivering in the yellow/pale shadow of the staggulting him down, where all the
many Allahabad years were flying in the air likelass bits and pieces...
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How tis the poetic dimension obtained here? No partiulpoetic word except the
vagueness of the “dream” in its Sanskrit equival@viapr), no great metaphor, no
elaborate phraseology or metaphor. But this sieghlgence, further de-articulated by the
punctuation (suspensive marks, dashes), is rigim fthe beginning framed /lit on the
background created by the boy’s state of mioldaybht-sa, the very word associated
with the feeling of wonder, which creates an exgiganh for what follows. What follows
is in the dialogue Bitti's answer regarding “hapsr” and rags, and the way it is
reverberated in the narrative by the boy’'s reactifinis single sentence, describing the
boy’s emotions at his cousin’s answer, is both mrmoent on the last, crucial words, as
well as a projection of this truth onto the boy&ationship with the world outside and
the narrator’'s writing. We remain in the repeatedation of “in the dark” with the
recurring use of comparative clausgin( paw@ jaise “looked like”) and nominal
expressionsk{ tarah “like”). The voice, made the outer shell of someain, then made
immaterial, further recovers materiality when désel as shivering or trembling in the
boy’s hand, and this trembling is in a way takeonfrthe twinkling light of stars by
means of a chiasm. The whole scene becomes stfasgggestion of the metaphysical /
aesthetical wonder) because words are slightlylatied, either by a trope or by an
apparent inadequacyghilka “peeling”, chih “shadow”): the selection of the improper
word is a well-known impressionist device (the Ffesymbolist poet Verlaine claimed
it, along with unbalanced prosody), and thanducityd so to speak, is handled by
Nirmal Verma with great mastery. A dream has clolka, but thechilka makes it
physically sensible that the boy is left withshes a remaining (?), a left over in both
psycho-analytical and physical (the ecdbyani of the voice) meanings. Similarly the
“pieces” tukra) are deliberately presented as a bizar metaphgrefars, by means of the
most undefined segmentable object and a very bapal which has practically no
meaning except that of ‘broken object’. The veryiom of brokenness, unconnectedness,
uselessness is what matters here to re-createiamdresh life to the worn out metaphor
of “gone with the wind”. To distort it too, sinckdy are not exactly gone with the wind
and forgotten, they are half forgotten half parttbé surrounding wind, as is the

contingent pieces of the past for the detachedpers
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Last but not least, as far as formal devices areerned, the punctuation of this
sentence prevents the reader from operating hleemrcn the syntactic levels and
clauses; on the contrary, flat pauses, which opplselogical demarcations between
clauses and especially the lowering tone of enckspareate here not only a rhythm but
also a melodic line with almost no peaks and masilBnces (..., —), a silent breathing,
a space for internal echoes to reverberate. Asguihiat standard punctuation in a
written text is a marker of logical junctures anelgs in interpreting logical
dependencies, we are dealing here with a proceds-bftellectualization, allowing for a
parallel reading with a non-logical interpretati@nrelation of equivalence and not of
dependence and hierarchy which best suits theteegitfeelings than that of intellect.

3. The incipit of Lal Tin ki chat (how on LTC, The Red Tin Roof): the “atonal”
punctuation and the de-temporalized imperfect

The one and a half page incipit of LTC is particutamany respects: the formal
division of the book makes it an incipit of thesfisection (“In one breathegk sis n¥)
rather than of the whole novel, before chapterameng the seven which make this first
section, none of them bearing a title. But sectwn (“Above the town” shahar seipar)
has no title (it consists in seven chapters, wébain, no title), and section three
(“Beyond consolation"tasall se par¢, has only one chapt&r Yet this incipit bears the
title of the novel itselfLal Tin k chat Another peculiarity is the use of the tenses and
punctuation: 16 dashes (among which 6 in the 8istlines), 3 suspensive marks, 1
guestion mark, 1 exclamation mark, for only 24 &ibbps. An opening in the imperfect is
in no way strange for a novel, nor is the intenapbdf such a static and descriptive frame
or background by an event in the preterit (simg@st) which also appear in the novel:
such preterit forms occur in paragraphs 4, 6, 8,110 The dominance of the imperfect,
however, has two particularities, both relatechi Hindi language itself. The first one is
not stylistically marked since it is the regulabhaal and progressive imperfects which
are formed with the imperfect of the verb can beduss an auxiliantlta, the, th, thi are
gender and number variations). If such a form Ifitse unmarked, combined with the
massive use of the copula or existential verb (whih same form), as is the case right

from the first sentencesdb taiyir tha “everything was ready”), the result is a particula
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emphasis on the static aspect. Both copula andiayppolarize each other, and both are
polarized also by the same auxiliahg used with a past participle to denote a resultant
state:mizh khuklz tha “his mouth was open”.

The second peculiarity, this one stylistically metkand occurring almost only in
written texts, is the alternative form of the imieet, without copula:phail jatr
“expanded, extended” (instead ihail jatr thi), lagta “seemed” (instead dagta tha).
Some authors use it less (Alka Saraogi for instatitan others, but none use it more
than Nirmal Verma does. Given the craftsmanship @mdrolled mastery of his writing,
this is very likely to have some meaning.

This tense is identical in form to the presenth@gatunaccomplished) participle,
except in the feminine plural.This adjective-like form (nominal category)haseofbeen
considered to convey more of a habitual sense ttiiamegular “general” or “habitual”
imperfect'® However its occurrence in the incipit (p. 8), @uiepresentative of the other
occurrences throughout the novel, does not denatgcplarly habitual processes or
states”® Its first occurrence in the fifth paragrapha calt) is chained directly on
actualized imperfects ldtl]ar-baks latlak rahz tha “the letter box was
hanging/dangling”jaise ... jll raha ho “as if ... was swinging”), which describe the
actual situation at a specific moment — the timele@parture. The short imperfect then
describes a process that may be repeated (“evagyvihen the wind was blowing”, “at
each wind blow”) but within the short span of tegecific sequence when everything is
getting ready for departure. During this limitedratlion the door may be repeatedly
flapping in the wind to vah hilne lagi), but not more repeatedly than the previous long
imperfects in the above context, and the light sbitrdiffuses €k dhmi-si avaz phail
jati) inducing the pony to look around with its tirechtery eyesdpri thak dabdalar
ankhd se dekhne lagt all in the short form of the imperfect, is defigly not connected
with a specifically habitual notiof?.

However, this flapping in the wind introduces aufet leitmotiv of the novel and is
then the beginning of an indistinct series. Morepweis initial occurrence, within the
syntactic diptych of temporal-dependent and maaws®, one clause being located only
in relation with the other, therefore none beingeexally stabilized, marks the process,

even if not really habitual, but de-temporalizedairway. The serialization and the de-
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temporalization converge here to extract the pmoes of the actualized temporal frame
of the narration. Hence its effect of “vaguenesbfurred contours, and poetic
impressionism, which is consistent with the formalure of this tense (a participle, more
nominal than verbal). It is consistent, too, witie tother participles in collocation with
the various imperfects of the text. The first paapty contains a number of nominal and
participle clauses, very loosely related to the rmaerb, and indeed presented as
independent clauseSdb taiyir tha. Bistar, poliya — ek stkesThe hold-all, bundles -- a
suitcase.f! or clauses hanging in a sort of syntactic vacuue w the dashesafti ko
ras thime — “holding the reins of a pony”). All such devicesnverge in producing an
interruption of the narrative sequence, introducangind of pause, on a flat, atone
melodic level, detached from the running coursevants. The first chapter (p. 16) gives
a more canonical illustration of the use of botlpériects, since the short form occurs
there for marking habits. But, similarly, such hab@re more habitual than the ones
marked by the long form. Both kids Kaya and Chogét for their father to come at night
and kiss them in their bed. The whole page desztiecoming and their state of mind.
The first paragraph contains two sequences inhlibg $orm, each chained on a previous
long form. The first centers on the actions perfedrby the father, the second on Kaya'’s
expectations and fears. In between long forms oqcaitinough the temporal frame is
exactly the same, because the viewpoint shifts rdsvéhe inner state of the children.
This subtle shift (here in the viewpoint, elsewhier¢he scenario described, in the focus,
the topic, the character or the actions presemeda foreground) is enough to break the
continuity created by the short form as an inddtiquasi nominal, static, theater of
blurred events. The short form creates this absahllsence of saliency so specific of
Nirmal’s gift for representing an impressionistimslowy suggested worfd.

One of the most representative poetic passagéeafdvel, when Kaya comes back
at night to her uncle’s house and finds the verditdke a magic ship, also exhibits a
similar mix of nominal clauses, dashes, and shaopgerfects (along with comparative
structures such as mentioned above):

vah zine ke gs ai, to piv thithak gae. Sab kamrd kattiya jal rahi thi.

Kaya ko ek bahut puini kitab K foto yad ho ar — andhere @ni se khaya jahaz.

Navambar Kk ratd me, jab havi sif hotz.® vah makn sacmuc jaliz lagti tha.
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Lamhbi galiyara dek-si dikhar deta — vahi hamesh ek mez aur kuchiram-kursiyi

pari rahti thi. Garnt ke dind nd vahi cica ke mitr tish khelte the, kima-pina bh

vahi hotz tha. Lekin sitambar ke mame né ve shahré ktaraf cal dete. Galiyara

ujar par jata. Mez, kursig, phild ke gamle i hu garmiyd ke khastahar-sedikhar

dete. Caca jab kabh bahar najate, to der slam tak val baithe rahte. Bilkul akele.

Mez par ek botal, ek @i, pini ki ek jag... aur &mne Sajaulki battiyg... jo do

pahir /0 ke lic jagmagati rahti. (p. 135)

She went near the stairs, and then felt her lezgzé. All the lights in the rooms

were lit.

Kaya remembered a picture in a very ancient boakship standing in the dark sea.

In the nights of November, when the wias pure, the house really resembled a ship.

The long verand#ooked like a deck — there were always a few chairs and & tabl

there. In summer, Uncle's friends used to play €dhére, eating and drinking was

also served there. But in September thegd to leavefor the city. The veranda

suddenlybecame desertedTable, chairs, flower-pot®oked like the remnants of

the gone summer. Whenever Undid not go out, heused to sitthere late in the

evening. Absolutely alone. A bottle on the tablaglass, a jug of water... and the

lights of Sanjauli in front... Whichglimmered (were glimmering) between two

mountains’
The entire end of the sequence is in the shortiifage as is the evocation of the veranda
like a deck in November in the beginning (afterimisial location in the long imperfect).
In between is the evocation, similarly habituakisimilarly vague past, during summer.
The short forms occur right at the time of the axodf friends down to the city. They are
maintained although the topic shifts from the hotssés owner and resident and to the
landscape far away: what unites the whole sequéndbe atmosphere of solitude,
emptiness and gravity, the magic beauty of thided deck, which makes the house
look like a ship in the ocean at night, aloof andhinous (whereas the summer playful
atmosphere, although made of serial enumeratioratains and habits, does not fit in
the mental frame suggested by the opening compariso

Such a technique of suspension — which delocalthes sequence from the

temporal frame—is not purely a play of form usedadvert the classical orientation of
the narrative time, from a “before” to an “aftery lmeans of articulated steps. What is at

stake here is this particular space out of, or hdyiine rational and phenomenological



15

points of reference which build the ordinary tinpase frame. The goal in Nirmal's
fiction as in Indian classical philosophy, of beimgvriter, an artist, a “seerfighi), is to
reach this literally extra-ordinary time-space whiés outside time-space while
proceeding from time-space, echoing Nirmal Vern@sessive longing for immanent
transcendené@

The same novel (LTC) contains some passages wamobst theorize this kind of
longing or at least attach this perception to ottara (the protagonist Kaya for instance)
who describe such feelings as true knowledge ami@rstanding. One of these occurs
just after the death of the dog Ginny, run oveahgyain in a tunnel under the eyes of both
Kaya and her mysterious cousin Lama. The sequendesdcribed in a combination of
simple past (narrative preterits) and progressiveerfect, before it suddenly shifts to the
short imperfect in describing the running dog tadvéire tunnel: “she did not look aside,
as if she had found (present perfect) this mystericeasure she was looking for
(progressive imperfect)Vah na udhar dekhtna idhar, jaise vah jo chip khazina
dhindh ralf thi use mil gag ho (49)%° That is already a quite unusual use of the short
imperfect, since the dog is obviously not described routine activity but only during
this single and last run towards the tunnel. Anddeumly after this very unusual tense
pattern, the narrative shifts to the present. asgre uttered by an untemporal (or
untemporalized) Kaya, since she is the Kaya remendpéor ever the eveni¥ah main
dekh sakthiz, yad kar sakk hin, duhira saki hin. Ginrt nice utarf hu rail ki patiy6 ke
age, etc.: “ This | can see, | can remember, | caraepGinny going down in front of the
rails” (50)?’ Then again the narration uses the regular pafterthe imperfect gur

—

main khaf thr “and | was standing”), with an

uln

that is disso@d in a way, since the
girl listens to her own shriek as if it was not $idnujhe kf: hairani hu ki ma khud
bahar se apncikh sun ralhizii khud apne ko apneébhendte hue!l was quite amazed
[discovering] that | was myself hearing my own senefrom outside, tearing myself in
myself’)?® A very long sequence follows, with nominal expansj describing the
sudden silence after the disappearing of the rgamoking train, after which nothing
was left kuch bil shes! nah' rahd), only “a speedless speed/ a motionless move/
goalless goal, where there is no time, no deathnigbt, no day, only a life running

between the rails, a ball of wookK gatitin gati, jahi na samay hai, na mrityu, natrna
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din, sirf patiyd ke bc bhagti hur ek jin, in ki gola... (51)%° Then again, after this
speedless speed, directionless direction, leadngniptiness, transcending both the
categories of oriented space and time (no day nght,nno time) and death, the
description goes on in the presgotsmriti nali hai, vah smriti banne se pahlesmriti
hai, jo mere lie ek bahut pam: rat ka svapn ban gay “which is not memory, it is
memory before memory is born, which became for hee dream of a very ancient
night”.%°

This memory which is beyond memory since it is befthe making of memory,
building for the girl a primeval night beyond thery concept of beginning, before any
process, before temporality itself which transforthe things experienced into the
memory of them, introduces a distinctly non navatilimension in the text. If the first
occurrence of the present may be explained byrh@mar of comparison, this is not the
case in the second clause, which is not relativeifrmependentvah smriti banne se
pahle k smriti hai). The relative clauses that follow this equatioa.(.na beyond time
and death), although they seem to link up withrthration in the long imperfect (“where
| came back often and often, sat down, waitijghz ma bar-bar laut( ati thz, baitl1h
jatr thi, pratks’]a kartr hup), in fact evoke a Kaya born after this traumatipexience
and out of its transcendence in tha... naspace of “beyond”. Immediately after the
sequence of these two regular imperfects (habituthle strong meaning since the routine
is a life long one for Kaya), short imperfects agalisclosing the content of the repeated
drama, demarcated by a simple comma from the pirgeskquence: “the mouth of
tunnel remained open, first came the smoke thenaise of the wheels, then the anxious
call coming from behind the bushes, Ginny, Ginnnr... which slowly changed into a
dying whisper gurang k munh khui rahtz, pahle dhd ata, phir pahiyon k shor, phir
jhariyd ke pche seita hua becain Ktar bulava, Ginri, Ginri... jo dhire-dhire mart hur
phusphughat me¢ badal jita.)

This rewriting, rehearsing or repeating the whefgsode in a de-temporalized
way echoes the initial presenta dekh sakthii, yad kar saki hii, “I can see, | can
remember”, in a quasi-performative way since thastipular remembering which is
beyond memory amounts to the very act of writinig fbrecise sequence commented

above. Performing the process of remembering isrib#sg the “remembered” event in
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the way it is described by the de-temporalized a@mwdlocalized Kaya. Ordinary
(psychological) memory indeed requires a sequemfiest occurrence of the event, and a
second ‘visit’ of the event. A thing happens, ahdnt is revisited, within the oriented
sequence of time. In contrast with this view, therao first occurrence of the event here
that could be a beginning for the process of membhys is why memory is said to be
before the making of memory. This is also why tlaeise is in the present, obviously not
a narrative present nor a general present. If tiseaename for such a tense in Nirmal, it
would be the present of eternity, or the absoluésent, as he himself repeatedly names
it in his essays on culture and amiréntan vartanan).

Memory, therefore writing (since Kaya, like Munns, at times, speaking in the
first person and in the present of discourse whiea Becomes a philosopher), is
transforming the event which previously ‘happenedhin an ordered sequence with a
before and an after, into a non event, a never éragap because it was always already
there. In other words, the contingent accidenbisverted into absolute truth and eternity.
It gives the impression of a “presentification”fatts in the mode of the absolute. So that
we could call this type of short imperfect the infpet of eternity or of pure present
(cirantamin Nirmal’s terms)>!

Interestingly, the next paragraph after the remanmpy of the “accident” leads to
another conclusion of this metaphysical (or physagica?)l experience: “then it seemed
to me that on that afternoon | had seen Lama feffitst time” tab mujhe lag jaise us
dupahar ko mzne paht bar Lama ko dekli hai).*?> And this vision of a familiar person
“as if” it was the first time she was seen, aséf mad never seen her, of course echoes the

lesson of seeing described in the beginning op#per.

4. The background: cognitive frame in Nirmal Verma’s essays

A writer who writes a narrative but discards thaiaing of events as meaningless
in front of the primeval memory, memory before meymdime which allows no day no
night, equated to non-time, in the same way asanatan be equated to motionlessness
(gatinin gati), looking till the point of evanescence of the eaftjseen in the seer, is
discovering the “I” up to the point where it stdpsing “I” and identifies with “he”. He

cuts himself off from the world and becomes a npasate part of the whole world. This
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clearly sounds like a series of unsolvable parasiopeoceeding from an unsustainable
stand if looked at from the “western” rational dodical framework’® And clearly not
from the traditional “Indian” viewpoint. What isithviewpoint like, according to Nirmal
Verma?

Let us start with the first paradoxes, dealingwiiine. The contemporaneousness
(samkalintz) of past within present, says Nirmal, is an irgrinpart of traditional
cultures, and has been particularly preservedenntian etho&? Those societies which
are traditional in nature have absolutely no newditie past. My feeling of being part
(ansh of the Indian culture does not only rely on being dédkwith a piece of ground
which is called India, but rather derives from faet that | live in a timegamay which
is eternally contemporaneous to rieivhereas cultural identity has been “given” to the
West with historical conscience, as the realizawbrculture as a collective historical
culture objectivable in churches, museums, dates, Ehis uneasiness to separate past
from present and future is in fact a typical mastd##ion of what some call a mythical
mentality (mithakya bodh. In another essay devoted to the relation of étimyth and
reality”, Nirmal criticizes this vision of a timeriented and progressing from past to
future, which values change, and substitutes aralgtiocess like a never ending wheel
(cakrakar, anavarat silsiZ) “which past and future are both intertwined wite
eternal/never-ending present.

This does not mean that the distinct categorigsyad do not exist but they do not
move from a beginning to an end, their motion takath within a smooth global vision —
a motion @ati) that we can call a pauseirgm), where there remains no longer any
difference between motiomgdti) and motionlessnesgdtihintz). This ‘eternal present’ is
not something like a playful dream, nor is its amogsness limited to prehistoric
populations &di-manuslya). This consciousness of time has always been mrésenan
(as the consciousness of natyseakriti ka bodh, but historical time githihasik samay
tries to suppressdébng and crush Kucalng, bodh, although it never completely
succeeded in crushing it. Man always kept it aigea dream and memory buried in his
intimate self, where distinctions of time, melttime mystery and miracle of death and
rebirth”, (SH:. 191-1); and this echoes what Freéad called the suppressed impressions

(dabe hue prahiv) hidden in the layers of subconsiousn®sh.also reminds Nirmal
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Verma of the concept of memory in Proust, whereflbw of events condensed into a
never ending presenti(antar vartanzn) where there is no beginning and no end. Such a
conception of time can be called the time consciess of nature, that is especially
strong in Hindu myth but in no way the exclusivegerty of Indian culture. It is now the
role of art in mythless societies to fulfill thisup, kalaz mithak k bhimika kamobesh atl
kar sakf hai (SH: 192).

These reflections can help as the philosophicakdpaund for the conceptions
alluded to in the novel in the form of some forntidas like “gatiin gati’ or the
negative definition of “memory before memory”. Theake evocations of prehistoric,
primeval times intelligible in the context of loosy past in relation to present (Kaya’'s
meditation).They also confirm that the classicabniework of space-time so
indispensable for a rational thinking no longerdsotrue, nor does the very notion of
category ghrenli), distinction phed and limit &@ma), the latter two obviously
constitutive of the first’

Moreover, if we try to understand this feeling“béing part énsh of the Indian
culture”, and read for instance the essays on cdtion and postcolonization entitled
D(Jhalan se utarte huéGoing down the Slope), we find a clear opposito@mtween a
Western(ized) objective rational concept of cultarel an Indian subjective empathic
conception, which resisted to some extent the imipasof rational objectivity with
British cultural domination over India. First stag with the classical metaphor of the
body as a window that opens for the soul on theMaldbe world in western philosophy,
Nirmal brings against it the Indian viewpoint, waahe world is not seen through a
window, but rather the window is the world, as wedl the soul. This means that the
visible object (world) is not distinct from the wer (the soul) and the instrument
(window). “The difference between body and sowdssartificial in the Indian tradition as
is the contradictionantarvirodh) between outside and inside. What our ancestads ha
seen from the window centuries ago — trees, rivargast unchanging landscape of
animals and men, is the same that | see, and dwsdhat | am not simply a spectator
(darshal of this surroundingsp@ridrishyg), rather am | in the middle of thermarke fc),
an indifferentiate partaphinn ash of them. There was a feeling of uni®saflagnat ka

bhav) which naturally conjoined me to the time and wnarld (kal aur vishv ke &h).
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What matters is that this inner relatioan{irini sambandh between the various
components of the external surroundings is as itapbras the feeling of oneness /
onesoulnessetatma ki bhavna) between the viewerd(ista) and the vieweddfishya).
The person who sees and the object which is skem, rhutual relation (...) is a better
key of alacrity §phurtidzyak and empathy or sympathytiiyatz) than the separation
of viewer, viewed, man and landscape into distiregments as does European culture
(alag-alag khandd énvibhgjit karke) (DH, p. 72). This is this whole mental state whic
has been challenged by the British colonization.

With this kind of background we can now acceptradural” (saha) the lesson of
seeing commented in sectiori®IThe dissolution of the object viewed (apple), ity
for a possible ambiguityvéh) of viewer and viewed, points to thekatmatz which is
more philosophically expounded in the essays, ahdes classical texts on knowledge
and language (from Bhartrhari to Abhinavagupta).

Such perceptions result in a very particular cptioa, too, of the self and the
other. To start with, the self in the traditionadian mental framework is both ego
(aham and its wider form the selz{mar), and since this wider fornbiihattar rip) is
an all-encompassing form, including nature, animblsman beings, trees and rivers,
history and society’ there can be no conflict between self and ottt bther is not in
a relation of oppositionv{rodh) with the Indian self, the others are part of‘lts of its
existence” (ske astitva, uske ‘rfiané shamil ha” (Dh p. 74). The world resulting from
this assumingly ‘Indian’ tradition is indeed a wbif inter-relation where everything is
linked to and intertwined with the whole universepart of it, is in a way it and radically
differs from the assumingly western world such lasve in the modern western novel
dynamic motion but no orientation and no cerifer.

This world-view is inseparable from a state ofadbiment, again a word and
concept loosely related by the West to the tradéidndian way of life and thought, most
commonly with the sadhus who are its popular embedi. Characterizing this state,
Nirmal uses two words, both traditionally specietlan the description of such modes of
life (or rather stages of life, namely the last taghramas, the eremitanasprathaand
the ultimate detachment) aiming at the most desiddevementnoks a (mukti,** the

freeing of the self from worldly boundaries, andnfr the very consciousness of such



21

boundaries. The words used by Nirmal arevaiyaktik detached, andat’lasth
indifferent, along with their nominal derivationrvaiyaktitva, tatlasthtz. The first word
is derived fromvyakti individual, singular person. In Nirmal's worldyakti belongs to
the world of separate entities (monadic beings) #merefore is the opposite of
manuslya, man, human being/yakti looks towardsaham (ego), whereasnanuslya
looks towardsatmam?? and manuslyatz “humanness” only, enables one to reach
samp@irnta, with the feeling of wholeness or holis#chieving thenirvaiyaktik state,
literally disindividualized, means transcending theundaries ofvyakti (egocentered),
leaving the worldly distinctive limits and socialrisctures responsible for distinctive
differences and categories. It means reaching tleldwof connectedness where
manus![lya, humanity in a holistic sense (see below) is abdd. From this viewpoint,
the creator, creation and creature are no longgindt entities, in the same way as the
viewer, viewed thing and process of vision are dugeonenes$® There is no longer a
contradiction between the cutting off from the wdods in the episode of Allahabad fair
or of the drawing lesson, and getting united to thleole universe, a seemingly
paradoxical path which is in fact deeply rootedha high and low Indian traditions of
saintliness since the medieVdlakti traditions. Similarlytatiiastht, often translated by
“‘indifference”, impatrtiality, is derived from the osd tat'!, shore, bank of a river or
seacoast, and beingt lasthmeans standing on the bank of the river, beinthershore,
between earth and sea, on the limit therefore eeith this nor that part of a divided
space, connected with both. That is how in Nirmed (vell as in the many various
implicit traditions nourishing his world-view, detament becomes equal to non-
separateness and connectedrféEhis process is obviously made more difficult tasp
in a translated language, such conceptahasnAtman, vyakti/manusya, nirvaiyaktik,
sammrn(], akhandlit, being ill-rendered by English equivalents suchlasu “ego”,
“self” or “soul”, individual/man or human, detachedomplete or holistic. As rightly
pointed by Nirmal Verma irBharat and Europe(2000: 72-3), after Coomaraswamy
whom he often quotes, such “seminal concepts” argranslatable”, and their English
translation has often been the cause of deep nesstathdings.

Nirmal precisely defines such an oppositiomyakti / manusiya, ikar /

sam@irnta) in relation with the two mental attitudes he a@ssi®s to respectively the
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Western novel and specially Saul Bellow on one,siohel Indian literature on the other
side. If we turn our back to the individualistic mality of the Western new novel, he
says, “we will suddenly feel as if we leave the \ta@f units and arrive into the world of
relations. Here all living creatures and animatmdge are intertwined, inter-related, and
not only those animate beings who breath but al$® tobjects which
externally/superficially seem to be inanimate. s tintertwined world, the things are
linked with the men, the men with the trees, tleedrwith the animals, the animals with
the flora /vegetation, the flora with the sky, wikte rain, with the air. A creation which is
living, animate, breathing at every second, vilm@t- a creation complete within itself,
within which humanity too exists, but the importdatt is that humanity is not in the
center, is not superior to everything, the measdireverything; it is only related and in
its relation(hood) it is not the autonomous unitickhthe individual has been considered
to be till now, on the contrary, it is completedractly the same way as the other living
beings are complete in their relations, and indlme way as man is not the support of
creation, similarly the individual is not the suppof man; we leave the world of ends
and means and enter the world of holish”.

If Nirmal assigns such a potential to literatuamd more generally to art, as
opposed to the philosopher or the mystic, it isabee art in a modern society may
assume a function similar to that of myth in a itiadal society. This is especially true
for the conception of time and motion, so differenthe non modern and in the modern
mentalities ¢f. suprg. Contemplating the stone sculptures in Elephasiamal says: “in
art there is this immobile speesti{ir aveg where we live in a single time / together,
simultaneously, in time and past, life and deatstohy and eternity (...). It is as if Shiv
had centered on his face the male power and thetype& Shakti, both (centered) on a
peaceful, detached, fixed point — in an extraomgirfasiori® -- which is not simply a
halt, but it is such an invisible poinbigdu) where all motions stop movintf’ As the
mythic view-point, the aesthetic view-point for Mial is connected with the wish for
worldly life and desire, made as much precioushasabstract path of the philosopher or
the mystic. Hence his protagonists, very much hyreaffering and soothing their pain
by the discovery of contemplation, but never tgtadllinquishing the world of humanity,

pain and happiness, memory, events and formshigewbrld of maya). This passion of
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life (aveg is simply transcended, by decantation througHikesl gaze of contemplation,
into its stable, ultimate or focal, poirgtal bindu).

Now, the last question is how much Indian is thesld-view, and symmetrically
how much Western is the opposite one (the worldedmentation, units, distinctive
categories, logical oppositions, positive oriemtafihistory, etc.). In other words, how
solid is the opposition East/West, terms that Nirkegps using as commodities although
he repeatedly suggests that the holistic view n@ybe a unique property of India (DH.
p.24). It is obvious that “Western” values haveatoonsiderable degree been integrated
in the Indian way of looking — leading to a kindswhizophrenic stand, which the author
illustrates in a striking way when describing hisitto Bharat Bhavan in Bhopal: on one
side the tribal art displaying myth-like creatiorms) the other the avant-gardist wing
displaying modernity quite similar to western conporary art. A tentative answer to

this last question will serve as a conclusion fos stylistic study.

Conclusion: a genderly ambivalent “orientalism”

Now coming back to the type of negative statemeutsted in the introduction,
we may see something else than existential doubt \@esternization behind the
“vagueness” and shallowness of the characters.riciphy, this disregard for strongly
marked figures and rich individualities against egually rich and significant social
landscape, echoes the Western Nouveau Roman o style, as well as the Indian
Nai Kahini, which has been blamed for its westernization. , Yéte specific
contextualization of these fuzzy contours discloabdve changes the meaning of this
“vagueness” obtained from the low characterizaflank of name, motivations, feelings)
of the characters.

“The effect of all this vagueness is a langoroasspvity”, says trhe Weekly
Publisher review (1991). And this term is rightimghasized by Prasenijit Gupta (2002)
in his introduction: “this langorous passivity sdsnorientalist in its overtones”.
However, the way Gupta himself develops “orientglisy emphasizing the “restraint” as
a “manifestation of some essential Indianné&shay surprise the reader familiar with
Said’s notion of “orientalist”, but the end of theote he uses to illustrate this essential

indianness makes it clearer: “Restraint is the kéyrof Verma’s fiction, reflecting the



24

paradoxical nature of the Indian character: emali@md often volatile, yet diffident to
the point of repressiort® Diffidence, emotionality, volatility (unreliabilj) indeed fit the
conventional stereotype of the oriental nature.

What is generally assumed under the tag « orientalong with a « langorous
passivity », is indeed the feminine, or childisi,bmth, component in a male subject,
therefore weak, self-contradictory, unreliable, efgose, illogic, unfit for manly pursuits
and unaware or not interested in the principle edlity, displaying no ability for
mastership and no interest in it. This negativegepastrongly present in the nineteenth
century colonial discourse, but also internalizethie native reactions to it, relates in fact
to a simplified polar opposition. The masculinenpiple, polarized as superior, is
identified with colonial domination, and its « othe with the subjugated weaker
principle (female principle, or eventually child wWa). This construction is in no way
specific to the Indian scenery, as Ashish Nandgnsfiy demonstrates: from times
immemorial, the drive for mastery over men proceéasn «a world view which
believes in the absolute superiority of the humear dhe nonhuman and the subhuman,
the masculine over the feminine, the adult over théd, the historical over the
ahistorical, and the modern or progressive overttaditional or the savage » (Nandy
1998: VI). What may be more specifically Indiantiee complex reference in both
colonial and colonialized discourse and in the pobnial reactions to the various layers
of the Hindu scriptures and traditions. Kshatriyathdas for instance served as an image
of masculinity to be contrasted with the generalgtession” and weakness of nineteenth
century India® The wish to regain male strength in some of theeteienth century
reformist models is a clear evidence of this irémation of the « oriental » stereotype
as well as the opposite attempt to acquire a daitatage according to western values,
that is, a more « manly » image : this whole preagsedefining Indianness is based on
“the perception that the loss of masculinity antural regression of the Hindus was due
to the loss of the original Aryan qualities whittey shared with the Westerners” (Nandy
1998 : 25), which amounts to acknowledge the sopgriof the « Western » mod#|.
This model ranks first manhood on the hierarchytwemanhood and last effemination

in man Klibatva).
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But the more interesting (and the really spedifyca Indian ») reaction to the
colonial construction at that time is the Gandhraodel. As noted by almost all
observers —Nandy quotes mainly Lannoy but othess-ta@Gandhi had in his physical
aspect and use of images or symbols a strikingigldte appearance. His emphasis on
passive disobedience too is more on the child/wosid® than on the man’s side of the
colonial polar opposition mentioned above. Instedapposing the colonial image by
asserting the manly values in Indian culture, Hevetts it in a double way: within the
polar opposition woman/man, he grants superioatwbmanhoodriaritva) on manhood
(purusatva), adding a third term at the bottom of the hiengtravhich iskapurus atva,
the lack of masculinity or cowardice. The secondl dar our purpose the more
interesting subversion is the second model, whietkes bothpurushatvaand naritva
(equal on the hierarchy) inferior to androgyny, #i®lity to transcend the man/woman
dichotomy. This construction, being borrowed frohe tgreat and little traditions of
saintliness in India, was really fit to the requaents of Indians in the early twentieth
century, hence its strength (Nandy 1998: %52).

This is the model that we find subtly enacted inmél’s protagonists and main
characters, none of them belonging to the cleacatggories of adulthodd,all of them
diffusing this oft noticed « passivity ». It is #&iking evidence that both Gandhi and
Nirmal in his essays display a very similar worigw in their non modernity: for Gandhi
too, time is an all embracing present rather thaaaession of clearly oriented events,
memory is a collective memory grounded on a difftesding of belonging, rather than
on a clearly preserved collection of facts anddhitof the past”. For him too, myth is
indistinct from or superior to historical chronoyggcircuminventing, Nandy comments,
the unilinear pathway from primitivism to modernignd from political immaturity to
political adulthood”. For him too, a certain vagass, as opposed to the clear objectivity
of rationality, characterizes the belonging toaalitional culture, Indian in facf.

Although coined in distinctively Indian words andtions, the general concepts
of what is better called non-modernity than pre-erady are certainly not exclusively
Indian nor even Eastern. As Said has shown, tloiher » which the colonial discourse
has constructed into the image of the non-westdra® been part of the medieval

European consciousness. Although it is far moregmeand still vivacious in India than
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in Europe in spite of the internalization of the $&gn model of modernity there, it may
not have completely been uprooted in Europe itsatid this is why reading and
translating Nirmal to-day in Europe is also mainitag alive this part of our non modern
selves: reading our own story against the grainthef modernist revolution and

postmodernist market hegemony.

Notes

! See section 4. A significant selection of thessags has been translated in English
under the suggestive titladia and EuropgVerma 2000).

% In a conference in Paris by Alok Rai during thstifeal Belles Etrangéres in 2002, who
saw this radical opposition between Premchand raiffurooted in the traditions of India
yet writing in a « progressive » style inspired thg Western social realism, et Nirmal
Verma, uprooted and therefore in need of inventougs.

% Ranging from Indranath Madan (1966: 136-38), Lakisagar Varshneya (1970: 69
sq), Chandrakanta Bandivadekar (1977: 399) to, mearently, Jaidev (1993: 48-49).

* Similarly the German critic Gaeffke, a classierence, speaks of a « language of the
existentialist post-war jargon » (1978: 69).

> Review ofThe Crows of Deliveran¢@ublishers Weekl238.36: 53, August 8, 1991.

®p. 19. My own translation, in order to keep a Vésral and almost word-to-word
equivalent, including punctuation, which is genlgralever kept in the translations (an
exception is the Frendte Toit de tble rouge /dl Tin k chat at Actes Sud, 2004, but not
Un Bonheur en lambeaux / Ek chithsukh Actes Sud, 2000). Kuldip Singh’s translation
gives: “Bitty was hanging clothes out to dry (...tie ‘aur mda’ sequence is skipped.

" See the analysis of the structure of the novelamtaut (2000). One of the threads
linking memory, death, rebirth and vision with wrg (and art) is the diary given by the
young boy’s mother, whose death he repeatedlyageEn and again.

® Note on the transcription of Hindi sounds?, @ transcribes long vowels, underscibed
dots transcribe retroflex consonants and the (ildeis for nasalization

® Most of these devices are omitted in the Engliahdlation: “Lying on his bed, the boy
played at his secret game. He imagined that agbditn was outside, looking in at Bitty
and Dairy, the diffuse afternoon light, the ceilig if he’d seen none of these before. At
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school, his art teacher used to say : ‘Look, thieg on the table is an apple. Look at it
carefully. Look at it straight so you see nothingeewhatever.” Slowly, then, he would
feel hi seye draw to a needle-point and stick thitoapple even as the rest of him seemed
to fall away. The other boys in the class, the desie chairs — all disappeared. Only the
apple remained. In its nakedness, fullness, wheken# was all so frightening and
wonderful, as if he were seeing an apple for thet fime ever, as if a blindfold had come
unstuck.” (pp. 14-145).

19 gdhg, with long first vowel, is the tadbhav faiddh (with the classical vowel
lengthening compensating the simplification of naédbnsonant cluster)

L Cf. the eight, later nine and eleven, fundamentaltems in the classical theories of
rasa, in the most clearly presented synthesis ufjufi Raja.

2 Nirmal Verma has always had a special interegtaimting, partly out of a personal
taste, and partly out of a family surrounding sihi® brother is the well-known painter
Ram Kumar.

13 Fully explicit in Nirmal's essays (see section )t showing without metadiscourse in
his fiction.

14 The writing alternately focuses on the same chieraxs a first person narrator or as a
third person observer in the sequence.

15 “His mastery of succinct details, controlled egipf, and impressionistic evocation of
setting is virtually impossible to emulate” (Aantéussein 1991: 22).

1% There is a definite decrescendo in the structimefirst section occupying about half
of the book and the last one a bare fifteenth.of it

7 \Where there is an additional nasalizatithi s participlethi), similar to the simple
past form compared with the past (accomplishedjgygle. As a predicate, the form is
homonymic to the counterfactual mood (Montaut 2QTR)4b).

18 Montaut 2004: 100-104. Van Olphen (1970) aftemhizrd (1964)and Platts (1876
[1967]: 145) makes it a form conveying habits, noeit remote past or duration.
Similarly, Nespital (1980) labels it “imperfect halal” in his 39 *“temporal
grammemes”. “Routine imperfective” in McGregor, floem is according to him used to
describe “not actions presented as actually ocuyrrbut actions presented as those
which would typically occur in given circumstancgd976: 171). Kellogg (1876: 233-
234) is as often the most perceptive, both in mglthe form an “indefinite imperfect”
and emphasizing the lack of “reference to any paldr time”, with no equivalent in
English, so thatrtha ata hi” means according to his translation as well “| esras “|
would come”.
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19 Wwhich, as is well known, are represented by a ifipaty marked form, the
grammaticalized “frequentative” aspect witirna (« do ») as an auxiliary following the
main verb in the past participle.

22 The printed translation gives: “a tin letter boxnky on one nail from the gate, like a
dead bird suspended upside down. It creaked rustitked by the wind”, p. 4.

2L Which is not reproduced in the printed translatitEverything was ready : the hold-
all, bundles, and one suitcase”, p. 3.

22 Even within a series of apparently similar renteisces, as in page 17 when the little
boy remembers all the facts related to the auturematus from the hill station, all
processes in the short form are in a way inter-ghahle, (trai shum ho jatz, cir ki siiya
dikhai det, pil7 par jat, shahar ko dekla), but the one in the long form, closing a quite
long enumeration, relates to a very salient faitti(ki cehi jhakta tha): father’'s face
has so much saliency in Chote’s imagination thhtetks the continuity and prevents the
use of the short forms which blurs differentialtteas. Both sequences are respectively
as follows in K. Singh’s translation : “[Chote samhat looked like swarms of ants]
marching downhill in single files among yellowinghgs, away towards distant cities »
and « behind which peered one face : his Babujgs?0.

23 This short form in a dependant clause is locatedhle long imperfect in the main
clause.

24 “3eeing the lit house, Kaya recalled a picture Ishé seen in an old book — of a ship
anchored in darkness. In the clear November nightbuse loooked like that ship. The
long veranda with folding chairs set out on it veadeck. In the summer Chacha played
card here with his friends and treated them to fad drink, but they left for the plains
by September. With their departure, the verandeestdooking deserted. The empty
chairs, the card table, the flowerpots: the ruiha tost summer. Chacha now sat among
these alone, nursing his drink, looking at the &alnjlights glimmering between two
hills”, in K. Singh’s translation (p. 108-9).

25 Cf. conclusionCf. also Rushdie, in a totally different way, lmaginary Homelands
specially the chapter “Is Nothing sacred?”.

26 “[She moved as if mesmerized], looking neithehait left nor right as though she had
picked up ... the scent of the cache she had be&mbpéor all her life”.

27 «All this | can see again, recall, repeat to mfis€here was Ginny crawling down the
slope, stopping short of the railway track” (p.iB8&. Singh’s translation).

84|n a daze | realized that | too was screamingeneas that scream tore through me, |
felt detached from myself, listening to it from tbetside”.
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29« eaving behind nothing, a nothingness, time spigrio a standstill, a living creature
running for its life between the rails, a littlelloaf wool”, in K. Singh’s translation.

30 «“All of which is a memory, a nightmare that keapsurning. | return to this day, and
wait again by the gaping tunnel : first there is #moke, then the roar of the wheels, the
impatient panicky call from behind the bushes —ngihGinny ! Ginny ! But that, too,
subsides with the dying whimper” --

31 Making present in the meaning the French philosodtevinas gives to the word
‘presence”.

32 Again a quite different translation in K. Singh*%\ Lama | had not seen before
rambled along... “.

3 If such a thing as “Western” has any meaning.

34 Even if this ethos may seem vague and more rekatddelings than to objectivity
(aspasitl] bhavna), undefined #gparibhaSit) or at least not allowing historical
definitions @ithihasik paribhiSzen). DH, p. 70. DH will now on refer to the Essay
“DUJhalan se utarte huein Verma 1991, and SH tcShatibdr ke dhalte hue Halan” in
Verma 1995.

% jo sahaj mip se parampaigat hoti hai use at ki kar avashyaki nahi hai. Merr yah
bhavna ki main blartiya sanskriti kK ag hi, keval islie nahhai ki ma zanin ke ek ash se
jura hi jise bhirat kahte habalki islie ki main ek aise samayta hi jo cirantan tip
se mefi samklin hai(DH, pp. 70-71).

% We may add that Freud (1929 / 2002) also, likemidirin the end of this essay,

explicitly states the analogy between this pringitieeling (oceanic feeling, refusing the

limits between inside and outside, here and theast and present, etc.) and art (also
love).

37 Both time and space perception relate to a forncasfsciousnesscétni) which is
indivisible, unbreakableakhartit), which sees everything together, tearing throtigh
limits of space and timgq kal aur spes ksmad ko bhedkar sab kuch ekl dekht hai,

p. 16 Kal aur smritr").

38 An exactly similar « lesson » is proposed by thgtmact painter Raza (2002, 2004).

% 1n N. Verma’s (1991) terms: « but there is a wjdemperior form of egaham which
we can callatman which is not in a relation of dual opposition lwithe phenomenal
contingent worldgamer) : it is, in its intrinsic truth, an element ofislrsupreme absolute
(param), which is somewhat larger, more diffuse and ursgkthan social reality, to
which belongs the entire naturerdkriti), the whole of living creatures, time and
history ». See also the ess#at aur srijan’, DH p. 13sq.
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“0 Either socio-historical and cut off from inner ligas or ego-centred and cut off from
others and the world, a kind of double bind thaiil lengthily comments as the dead-
end of the modern novel (DH pp. 22-25).

“1 Both words derive from a common root.
“2In this contextahamis defined aségo k chalnzoN aur bhentiyoN’ (DH).

*3 Needless to emphasize the difficulties raised byhsa view for a rational stand,
difficulties echoed by the metaphoric formulatiangphilosophy and mystics, since the
very use of words and sentence implies at leasindisve categories (subject / object,
entity / process).

| emphasized the most radical contradiction (demicof characters cut off from
others, the world) but the widely commented sobtudkekipan) favoured by many
characters in Nirmal is part of the cutting off too

4 ... to han? sahg lagegi mano ham ikiyd k duniyz se nikalkar sambandhd Euniya
mé caleae hd. Yahi sab jv aur pani ek-disre né antargumphit hg anyonyishrit ha,
na keval ve pin jo pranvan ha, balki ve @¢ bhr jo par se nipran (inanimate) dikayr
det ha. Is antargumphit duniy mé cize admiyd se jur hai, adni peron se, pefjanvard
se, gnvar vansaspati se, aur vanaspakizsh se, brish se, hag se. Ek jvant, panvan,
pratipal sans lat spandit hathur srigi — apne @ sampirn srigi jiske bhtar manusiya
bhr hai, kintu mahatvapn bat yah hai ki manug srigi ke kendr ré nah hai, sarvopari
nah hai, sab &6 ki mzpdard nah’ hai; vah sirf sambandhit hai aur anpne sambandh m
vah sviyatt ikzi nah hai, jise ab tak ham vyaktiante ze the, balki vah vaisei lsamgirn
hai jaise disre jv apne sambandhdasampmrn ha, jis tarah manuga sridi ka dhyay
nah’ hai us tarah manuga ki dhyay vyakti hah nah hai, ham gdhan aur gdhyd k
duniy@ se nikalkar samprnta ki duniyz ¢ a jate ha (Dh p. 25-6).

“° Literally “absorption”:tanmay, a technical term and concept in classical adsthet

4" Kala m¢ vah sthiraveg hai, jati ham ek &th, ek i samay ré kal aur kalatit,
jivan aur mrityu, itilds aur slashvat nd bas karte ha (...) Shiv ne @ano apne
chehare par puruske vaibhav aur shakti ke saundarya dond ko ekntsh
nirvaiyaktik, aal bindu par kendrit kar ly hai — ek agdharan tanmayad mé — jo
mahaz ahahmiv nah hai, balki vah ek ais adrishya bindu hai, jafi sab gatiyi
nishcal ho §ti ha Dh p. 14.

*8 This "langorous passivity” sounds Orientalist its undertones; even those who
appreciate Nirmal-ji's fiction sometimes conneat thestraint” to some kind of essential
“Indianness”.

9 Quoted by P. Gupta from Aamer Hussein, “Visiondnufia, Voices of Exile” Times
Literary Supplemem6.19 (Oct. 11, 1991: 22).
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% Whereas, as is now well-known, the «real » trauliin classical scriptures rather
emphasized the power of shakti and the female iplasncas primary and superior
(Malamoud 2005).

°1 See Nandy's account of the « kshatriyazation Krighna in Bankimchandra (25sq),
of the herioization Ravana for his masculine vigdus warriorhood, his sense of politics
and historicity (20sq), of Dayanand Saraswati’sstascts.

2 While the first one enabled Gandhi to ask hisofebrs to display the courage of the
passive resistance and never fear physical or mautaority.

*3 The two novels studied here have child or adolgsgmtagonists. The last on&r{tim
Aranya The Last Forest, with a word for forest which@feally points to the forest as
the space of eremitic life and detachment, beyauiak categories and rules), stages an
old dying man, and as the main protagonist, hisvegess » who is a young man.

> Nirmal's word: aspaShT. See also Madan 1977 who defines the «quest for
hinduism » as an open-ended, fluid, cultural seffrdtion.
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