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About Us

Culture matters. And it mY; to matter in India, with its diverse languages, dialects, regions and
communities; its rich range of voices from the mainstream and the peripheries.

This was the starting point for 40k'010 (www.guftugu.in), a quarterly e-journal of poetry, prose,
conversations, images and videos which the Indian Writers’ Forum runs as one of its
programmes. The aim of the journal is to publish, with universal access online, the best works
by Indian cultural practitioners in a place where they need not fear intimidation or irrational
censorship, or be excluded by the profit demands of the marketplace. Such an inclusive
platform sparks lively dialogue on literary and artistic issues that demand discussion and
debate.

The guiding spirit of the journal is that culture must have many narratives from many different
voices — from the established to the marginal, from the conventional to the deeply
experimental.

To sum up our vision:

Whatever our language, genre or medium, we will freely use our imagination to produce what
we see as meaningful for our times. We insist on our freedom to speak and debate without
hindrance, both to each other and to our readers and audience. Together, but in different
voices, we will interpret and reinterpret the past, our common legacy of contesting narratives;
and debate on the present through our creative work.

Past issues of 40k'©10 can be downloaded as PDFs. Downloads of issues are for private reading only.
All material in 40k"©10© is copyrighted. See Copyright.

40k©10 acknowledges the generous support of a friend of 40k"©10, as well as the Tata Trusts for a matching grant
towards its production in 2019.



Our Team
*ZX10rnx D _dnz¥]

K. Satchidanandan
Githa Hariharan

-dn"zéyv *zwfb e f

Daniya Rahman
Ishita Mehta
Mukulika Radhakrishnan
Anu Toko
Varda Dixit

L F
Shweta Jain
, FInlxE 1¥ Yxd =Y+z0"
Shoili Kanungo
1d@njz¥+ HYX T

Adil Jussawalla
Anand
Gulammohammed Sheikh
Jerry Pinto
M. Mukundan
N.S. Madhavan
Orijit Sen
Shubha Mudgal

Contributions: 40k'Ol© welcomes contributions from writers, academics, artists, cartoonists, filmmakers,

performing

artists

and

scientists.

Please email us

at

guftuguejournal@gmail.com

indianwritersforum@gmail.com with your ideas and/or work, and we will get back to you.

or



Contents:

From the Editors
Cultural Resistance from We the People

1

Singing in Dark Times
LmYX"Y 4zumYvF

4

The Black Panther
XYn Tmn"Yuf¥

13

Songs of Nanak
M¥YX Y fd at LY¥Yatff™ 4Y¥omY

19

Topography of a Stitched Landscape

4zCyY ?2Y'm
T m YX X ¥zdOb nzx at 6xY HO¥

36

I am a Hindu

PHImY¥ TYtYmY”
M¥YX VY fd at Tvzu YmYwY

42



‘Unbind me’ and other poems
B¥zw LmY¥wnY

50

Ambedkar and Panchi Devi
M~z LbOve"O¥F} at Sm¥YvYv KYtY | mYxn

54

The last pair of kolhapuri chappals in the known universe
Mm¥Ff ¢zfw) at >0} Yx ¥ , Yién

61

Detritus Mundi

)XY LmYm

66

The Last Brahmin
LmYorFim )IKT

71

Plucking sunsets from the water
8F ¢zfw| at KYxti™ 5z}uz"f

74

Exodus
=>YdmO;©dmYxYx Yxd LYan'mY LY bmn

78



Contributors

91

Terms and Conditions, Privacy Policy and Copyright

95



From the Editors

Cultural Resistance from We the People

Arpana Caur, ‘Do Ghaz Zameen’, earth, painted canvas, lanterns and fibreglass cover on the grave, 6.5x3.5x2 ft,
2014

For years now, 71 years to be precise, the cultural community of India has spoken for equality
among all citizens; has fought for freedom of speech; and practised, through language, poetry,

song, novel, theatre and film, cultural diversity.

For the last few years, five years, since 2014 to be precise, our voices have had to work harder.
We have had to be more insistent about our common legacy.



@ We, the People of India: Naseeruddin Shah and T M Krishna Y
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A gem from this common legacy: On 26 January, 1950, the Indian people — a diverse
population that had fought for independence from colonial rule — decided what kind of
Republic they wanted to build; what kind of national, collective life they wanted to live. They
made promises to themselves through a constitution, and the most fundamental, of these
promises made up the Preamble:

“WE, THE PEOPLE OF INDIA, having solemnly resolved to constitute India into a SOVEREIGN
SOCIALIST SECULAR DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC and to secure to all its citizens:

JUSTICE, social, economic and political;

LIBERTY of thought, expression, belief, faith, and worship;

EQUALITY of status and of opportunity; and to promote among them all

FRATERNITY assuring the dignity of the individual and the unity and integrity of the Nation;

IN OUR CONSTITUENT ASSEMBLY this 26th day of November 1949, do HEREBY ADOPT, ENACT
AND GIVE TO OURSELVES THIS CONSTITUTION".


https://youtu.be/XhY5jLHQ3XE
https://www.newsclick.in/Indian-Constitution-We-the-People-NRC-NPR-CAA-Naseeruddin-Shah-TM-Krishna
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PREAMBLE

WE, THE PEOPLE OF INDIA, having

nll[l'l]Lf]'l\ resolved to constitute India into a
'ISOVEREIGN SOCIALIST SECULAR
DEMOCRATIC REPUBLIC] and to secure
to all its citizens ;

JUSTICE, social, economic and

political;

LIBERTY of tl wression, beliel

faith and wors!

EQUALITY of status and of opportunity;

and to promote among them all

FRATERNITY assuring the dignity ol

the individual and the “lunily and |

integrity of the Nation);

IN OUR CONSTITUENT ASSEMBLY
this twenty-sixth day of November, 1949 do
HEREBY ADOPT, ENACT AND GIVE TO
OURSELVES THIS CONSTITUTION.

oy

Video courtesy We, The People Abhiyan

The Preamble makes no compromises with the principles India lives by, and no Indian should. If
there is a political party, or a government, or an ideology that makes a mockery of these
principles, we have to resist. And this is what our brothers and sisters across the nation have
done, every day. This is what they — we the people — continue to do.
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Singing in Dark Times

Shanta Gokhale

| have taken the title of my talk from Bertolt Brecht’s ‘Motto’ to the poems he wrote while in
exile in Denmark. Again, as we all know, there is more to the four-line ‘Motto’ than these four
words. Brecht’s idea is not only that there will be singing in dark times, but there will be singing
about the dark times. But it is important to concentrate on the four words of the title first,
because they remind us that, in our country where so many social ages and artistic practices
live together side-by-side, much of the singing we hear is not about the dark times at all. The
loudest songs we hear are often about how bright the times are.

Shubha Mudgal, who thinks the times are dark, has signed an open letter to the PM to say so.
Consequently she, along with her 48 co-signatories, is likely to be charged with sedition. To
underline how divisive the times are in which we live, let me return to 1999. That was the year
Mudgal released an album of monsoon songs, titled ‘Ab ke Saawan’. One of her three lyricists
for the album was Prasoon Joshi, screenwriter, poet, advertising man and the chairperson of
the Central Board of Film Certification.

So what was 1999 like that these two artists could make music together quite happily? It was a
time when the shock of December 6, 1992 had settled into a grudging resignation to a future in
which the RSS and the BJP would have a loud say in national matters. But the face of the two



organisations we saw at the time was Atal Bihari Vajpayee’s. It was a moderate, reasonable,
conciliatory face. Although as PM, he failed to rein in his younger colleague’s supervision of the
2002 massacre in Gujarat, only mildly reminding him of Ramrajya, artistic expression was not
more adversely impacted in his time than in any other before him. Nor had the word sedition
entered the lexicon of public discourse. The social media revolution that allowed vicious trolls
to roam free under assumed names was still 11 years away and private satellite TV news
channels, were only six years old, and neither partisan nor viciously belligerent, at least partly
because Vajpayee was not interested in deepening existing social fault lines and ideological
differences into poison-filled chasms of hatred and division.

This was the time when Mudgal and Joshi created music together. The content of the lyrics
Mudgal sang fell neatly into the traditional mould. They were about the rain, the wet chunariya,
the drenched tann, mann, the gathering ghata and the pehli barkha of the pehla pyaar. This was
familiar ground for Joshi. But it was something of a rebellion for Mudgal. While the album
catapulted her to the top of the popularity charts and she became a celebrity, in Mumbai’s
vibrant classical music culture, a loud buzz of bigots arose, disapproving her lively foray into
Indipop. It had taken courage and a strong belief in pluralism to make that foray. Through the
album Mudgal had said loudly and clearly, that music was music. No form was high and none
low. Her lyricist on the other hand had made no such statement in composing a song about the
monsoon rain. So it comes as no surprise that today, when we are encouraged to look at one
another with suspicion and the safest bet is to sing paeans of praise to the PM, Mudgal has
been labelled seditious and Joshi has become famous, or infamous depending on how you look
at it, as the obsequious interviewer of the nation’s top honcho.

In 2003, the year in which Habib Tanvir had been attacked in Madhya Pradesh, and four years
after Mudgal had cocked a snook at Hindustani music pundits, | attended the launch of a book
of new bandishes, composed by one of our most loved and respected Hindustani classical
vocalists. | bought the book eagerly and flipped through its pages only to find the usual suspects
there — the blue god, Radha, gopis filling water by the Yamuna, the evil mother-in-law and
sister-in-law, and the pardesi who neither returns home nor writes a single chitthi to his
lovelorn beloved. Different raagas and different beats maybe, but the same language and the
same themes. Around the time when this book of new compositions was launched with much
fanfare in the hermetic world of Hindustani music, elsewhere in the city, Shubha Mudgal and
Neela Bhagwat had sung the same song, on different platforms and on different days. The song
was Kabir’s ‘Sadho dekho jag baurana’. For the author of the new bandishes, the world had not
gone mad. And if it had, it was not her business to sing about it. That would be defiling the
sacred performance space she occupied. Her listeners would have been shocked too if she had
dared disturb their peace with news of the outside world. They were the paying majority,
invested with the power to dictate terms to the artist. The mutually agreed terms of
engagement here were simple: Tradition good, questioning bad.



As Emily Dickinson says in her short poem about the majority:

‘Tis the majority / In this, as all, prevails. / Assent, and you are sane; / Demur, — you’re
straightway dangerous, / And handled with a chain.”

TM Krishna has discovered the price of demurring. He has been barred from several platforms
here and abroad. Krishna rang the first warning bell against the establishment of Karnatik music
with his 560-page scholarly tome, 1 LzO'mf¥x =0OMbi MmF <Y¥xY'nu L"z¥. It reminded me of
Narayan Surve’s poem addressed to the Marathi literary elite, ‘Il am not alone, the age is with
me too / Beware! The storm is about to break over you / | am a worker, a flashing sword / High
literature I’'m planning a crime against your word.” Krishna’s book challenges the total system of
practice, performance and consumption in which Karnatik music operates. In chapter after
chapter he shows us its claustrophobic nature, managed and dominated by the Brahmin
cultural elite. The ‘caging of art’ as he calls it, begins in the classroom where students are
taught that the music they are learning is not just music, but ‘Hindu-Brahmin-music’. On the
concert platform music is to be seen as faith and faith as music. Says Krishna scathingly,
‘Listening to Karnatik music is not mere exposure to the music; it is a complete Brahmin
brainwashing package.’

The Brahmins of Chennai naturally bristled when the book came out. The singer whom they had
been used to speaking of as talented had suddenly sprouted contrary opinions and needed to
be chastised. Perhaps he was not a talented singer at all. Perhaps he was a charlatan only
looking for publicity. But what could this system do to an artist who was himself about to
abandon it? In 2015 Krishna quit the December music season in Chennai, the platform on which
musicians from home and abroad vie to perform. His reasons for doing so seemed strikingly
similar to the ones that had made Badal Sircar move from the proscenium stage to community
halls and parks. Sircar wanted to and did create a free un-ticketed theatre that he took directly
to the people. His intent was political. It was to engage people in spaces where performers and
audience were on one level, where theatre could be used to inform them of who their enemies
were and how they operated. Sircar was doing what the revolutionary balladeer Sambhaji
Bhagat was saying in his popular song:

‘Inko dhyan se dekho re bhai / Inki surat pehchano re bhai’.

Four decades later, Krishna took Karnatik music to a fishing village. He won the Ramon
Magsaysay award in recognition of ‘his forceful commitment as artist and advocate to art’s
power to heal India’s deep social divisions.” The Hindu Right spewed venom. One of its many
bloggers wrote: ‘Attempts by the likes of Krishna are divisive and these attempts get awarded
by agencies with an ulterior motive of seeing India divided and broken.” This is a familiar tune.
To say that an unjustly divided society is unjustly divided, is to divide the nation. To actually



divide the nation is to unite the nation. Unfortunately the Magsaysay award doesn’t go to
dividers, even when they erect a monumental statue and call it the statue of unity.

In theatre there was once Habib Tanvir who ruffled the same feathers that Krishna has done. To
the best of my knowledge, so far Krishna has not been physically attacked. Habib saab was. We
had heard the same tune then that was played when Krishna won the Magsaysay award. Uma
Bharati, in full support of the right-wing fanatics responsible for the attack, accused Tanvir of
spreading communalism through his plays, chiefly a folk play called ‘Ponga Pandit’. How was
the play supposed to be spreading communalism? By showing a jamadarin outwitting a temple
priest. How dare she not know her place? Unfortunately, this concept of human rights has put
the time out of joint for the Right. The trampled and the oppressed are no longer willing to just
lie down and die. There is a documentary film titled pg 3fft scripted, directed and edited by
filmmaker Renjith Kuzhur. It is about a band of dalit musicians in Kerala who are bringing back
and popularising the traditional songs of their community. The title of the film, pad 3ff", refers
to the distance dalits were once expected to maintain from caste Hindus in order not to pollute
them. The camera in this film is not brahminical. It mingles with the musicians on stage, in their
homes and during rituals, on terms of unforced equality and warm affection. In the process, it
tells a counter-story to the one told by the title of the film. While caste always gets brushed
under the carpet today, it has shown up in many ways in the band members’ lives. Caste is
therefore never too far from their conversations with each other in the film. Remesh, a bus
conductor and the co-founder and leader of the band, is the son of a man who was once
bought by a local landlord along with many other dalits. Remesh asks his father, ‘How can
anybody buy human beings as if they were inanimate objects?’ The father has a simple
explanation. ‘A landlord needs serfs to work on his land. He has the money. So he buys them.’
The father belongs to a generation that didn’t ask questions. Remesh asks many. Out of that
questioning comes confidence. He tells the younger members of his band, ‘Black is strength.
Don’t deny who you are. Hold your head high and say you are a Pariah.’

Uma Bharati would approve of Remesh’s father. But she would call Remesh divisive.

Theatre in Maharshtra is riddled with those who believe that the times have at last passed from
dark to bright. Unto us a son is born and we shall be saved, they sing. After two incidents in
Mumbai and Pune designed to warn theatre people against transgression, Jayant Pawar, one of
our leading playwrights and an award-winning short fiction writer, wrote an open letter
addressed to his friends and colleagues in theatre, condemning the events. The first instance
that he recorded happened when Jana Natya Manch performed ‘Tathagat’ at the Harkat Studio
in Andheri. Two CID cops turned up there, took pictures of the set, made inquiries about
Sudhanva Deshpande, asked about the nature of the play, asked the manager of the studio why
he had permitted such a play to be performed at his venue, took pictures of the people waiting



to buy tickets, barged into the auditorium, stood at the door through the play and then left. The
message was clear. You are suspects. We are watching you. So you better watch out.

A similar message was sent out in the second incident. The group Qissa Kothi was scheduled to
perform its play ‘Ravidas Romeo and Juliet Devi’ in Pune. Two policemen visited their hotel in
the early hours of the morning looking for Yash Khan, a member of the group. They examined
his ID proof, wanted to know how the other members of the group knew him, searched
through their belongings and properties and left. They did not have a search warrant. As a
result of this targeting, Pawar says, ‘An ordinary youngster who manages the backstage
operations of a small theatre group as well as his family will forever live in terror.’

| asked Pawar how his colleagues had responded to his letter. He said with silence. He then told
me that the celebrated actor Vikram Gokhale’s response to the news of the open letter written
to the PM on July 29 by 49 celebrities was to write an article titled “They should be soundly
thrashed”. However, Gokhale was rather disturbed by Pawar’s letter and vowed to take it up
immediately with the concerned minister. That happened to be Maharashtra’s CM. So Gokhale
did nothing except maintain a judicious silence. Pawar who comes from a textile mill
background has taken on the mafia of politicians-builders-corporates in his own work. He has
felt empowered to do so at least partly | think because he is a caste Hindu and therefore not a
born target of the Right.

This does not hold true for another fine Marathi playwright-director, Shafaat Khan. He is a
Muslim and therefore fundamentally suspect. He has written a long article about the years
when he fell silent, unable to write. ‘Sadho dekho jag baurana’ is exactly how he saw the
absurdities of the late eighties when leaders carried swords, wore crowns and rode
automobiles converted into raths. Khan wrote in the article, ‘When the Babri Masjid was
demolished, my heart sank. | felt the first intimations of something drastic and terrible that was
about to happen. It depressed me to realise that | had not been aware enough of the rehearsals
that had preceded the tragic scenes of burnings and killings that were being staged on the
streets of Mumbai. We had known riots earlier but what was happening now was on a different
scale altogether. | locked myself up at home and tried to write. | wrote in bits and pieces that
would not cohere into a play. | found myself unable to write about what was happening
outside, and unable to write about anything else. So | decided to give up on theatre. | simply
stopped writing.’

It was only three years later, in 1995 that Khan saw a glimmer of hope for himself. He was
persuaded by a director friend to do what he had been avoiding doing for all these years. He
attended a play-reading. The play was Asghar Wajahat’s ;n} =Ymz¥f ?Ymn , fumtY. Somehow,
listening to the play released all the knots in Khan’s writing process and he found himself
writing. He wrote KYmvf ,zz¥ 4mY¥ =>Ytmf (My home is left far behind), an adaptation of
Wajahat’s play, which went on to become a hit on the Marathi stage.



Artists have often suffered this kind of despair in dark times and contemplated putting a full
stop to their singing. Poets in particular have questioned the efficacy of their work when action
rather than words seem to be called for. Often they have found reassurance in what other
poets have said. Some poets have recorded their debt to the lines in Auden’s tribute to WB
Yeats. The lines which end the tribute are,

‘For poetry makes nothing happen: it survives / A way of happening, a mouth.’

Even to survive in dark times is to win. And a mouth that is ready to speak out is as important as
hands that act. Brecht’s poem ‘To Those Born Later’ poses a question that troubles many of us
in repressive times:

‘What kinds of time are they, when / A talk about trees is almost a crime / Because it implies
silence about so many horrors?’

Brecht himself answers the question in his poem, ‘In Dark Times'. It is a clever poem in which he
intersperses the lyric poet’s usual themes about trees and children, rivers and women with lines
referring to the horrors of the time. At the end he says, referring to future generations,

‘They won’t say times were dark / Rather, why were their poets silent?’

In my Marathi novel MtY SY¥jmi, translated in English as *¥z kYw, | had wanted to explore how
art could respond to the violence that had gripped the country and the world. This novel was
written two years after the 2002 Gujarat bloodbath. Two pieces of writing guided me then —
an article by an Iraqi ceramicist Nuha al-Radi and Mathew Arnold’s poem ‘Dover Beach’. In her
article al-Radi says that she had expected her well-known book, )YImdYd ,1Y¥f}, to make some
difference to America’s attitude towards her country and its citizens. But that did not happen.
America attacked Iraq a second time. This time around she says, she simply put her head down,
did her work, hoped that she would survive the bombing while attempting to preserve some
shreds of humanity in herself. ‘Dover Beach’ told me how this could be done. Arnold speaks of
his despair at the ebbing of faith in the world. He means of course religious faith. But to me it
was faith in the principles of equality, liberty and brotherhood. The lines from ‘Dover Beach’
that | related to most were:

‘Ah, love, let us be true / To one another! for the world, which seems / To lie before us like a
land of dreams, / So various, so beautiful, so new, / Hath really neither joy, nor love, nor light, /
Nor certitude, nor peace, nor help for pain; / And we are here as on a darkling plain / Swept
with confused alarms of struggle and flight, / Where ignorant armies clash by night.’

And so, my novel revolves around a group of artist friends, unsentimental, truth-seeking, bound
by mutual respect and affection, working out their individual ways to respond to the
surrounding violence.



However overwhelmed the writer is by despair, her choice can never be between writing and
not writing. Perumal Murugan tried to stop writing, but could not help composing 40 poems
during his self-imposed exile. Writers write because they must. They have no way of shedding
their lifelong habit of working with words. So the question is not whether to write, but how to
write, particularly when times are dark. One way perhaps is to strike the enemy from within.
One of the cheekiest plays on the Marathi stage, Lm@Yth Nxdf¥1¥zOxd nx )miwxY 1Y¥ >zmYwy,
has done precisely that.

In Maharashtra, the political party that has named itself after Shivaji the warrior king, has
ignored every other quality of that wise and generous ruler except his campaigns against
Aurangzeb, turning them ahistorically into a Hindu-Muslim battle aimed at establishing a Hindu
rajya. Three men from disparate backgrounds came together to write this play that challenged
this narrative and liberated Shivaji from his devotees’ clutches. The three men who made the
play were Sambhaji Bhagat, a dalit activist and revolutionary balladeer, Rajkumar Tangde a
farmer from Jalna, one of Maharashtra’s most backward districts and Nandu Madhav, the actor
who discovered Tangde when he saw his play YudY on the State drama competition circuit and
brought it to Mumbai. 'YudY was about farmers being compelled to steal power in order to
survive, sometimes at risk to their lives. The play was performed in near darkness to give the
urban audience a taste of the villagers’ lives.

Lm®Ytn Nxdf¥1¥zOxd nx )mwxY IY¥ >zmYwY had a hilarious cover story about Yama being sent
down to earth to fetch Shivaji along with his ideas. Shivaji forgets to bring his ideas, so he is
allowed to go back to earth to get them, leaving his turban behind with Yama as surety. But
Shivaji hoodwinks Yama and goes underground in Bhimnagar. Yama comes down with the
turban looking for him. The head that the turban will fit is Shivaji’s. The turban fits nobody. This
forms a running gag in the play. The play ends with a sawal-jawab competition between the
dalit shahir and the Shivaji bhakt party’s shahir. Both sides are to sing Shivaji’s praises. The
bhakts have nothing more to say than how brave he was and how the corn was plentiful and
golden in his time. The dalit shahir on the other hand extols Shivaji’s policies regarding women,
caste, religion, agriculture and revenue. It is a contest between myth and history in which the
Bhimnagar shahir wins hands down. On the day of the first show of the play, Sambhaji Bhagat
and his boys were positioned outside the theatre, all set to face disruption by the police and/or
political hoods. After all, the play was about Shivaji, the holiest of holy cows in Maharashtra.
But nothing happened. Strategy had won. For who could object to a play in which Shivaji was
lauded for virtues nobody had ever even heard of?

A complex work of art stumps Rightist regimes. Complexity requires subtle thinking. Their way
is to win by appealing to people’s sentiments. And nothing is more sentimental than the idea of
patriotism. Patriotism is love for the land, never for its people. In our country, love is slyly
turned into worship. Worship is made concrete with a symbol. The symbol is a goddess, white
skinned, wearing white or orange and bearing the national flag. With such a beautiful goddess,
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what a divine thing patriotism becomes. It puts into your hands a powerful trishul to stab
doubters with.

Shaw has something scathing to say about patriotism in his play, AB3\Ymf¥'+ ST *I “You'll never
have a quiet world till you knock the patriotism out of the human race.” The play subverts the
whole notion of courage in war by depicting its protagonist O’Flaherty as a slob of a soldier
more afraid of running away from the battlefield than staying on and fighting.

The battle of reason against unreason cannot be fought with simple answers. Artists repeatedly
assert that it is not their job to offer solutions but to raise questions. The finest writers also
attempt to raise such questions as will allow their work to cross the boundaries of time and
space and make sense to future generations. Chilean playwright Ariel Dorfman’s harrowing play
,FY'm Yxd “mf >Yndfxt was written a few years after Pinochet’s rule had ended. During the
terrible 17 years of that rule, Chileans had been mercilessly tortured and punished for the
slightest hint of rebellious expression. Dorfman’s protagonist Paulina has also been tortured
and raped by a doctor. Only her husband knows about this. Although those dark times have
passed, she is still gripped by fear. A man, whose car has accidentally broken down, comes to
their door in the night seeking shelter. She hears his voice and is instantly convinced that he
was her tormentor. Sentiment would require that she be allowed to have her revenge. People
who have bayed for the blood of rapists in our country, have been unable and unwilling to
consider capital punishment in its larger implications. Dorfman stands back from this demand
for revenge and looks at the problem in the context of his country’s future. He makes Paulina’s
husband a lawyer in charge of investigating the deaths of dissidents under Pinochet’s regime.
The husband must therefore defend the man in his living room against his wife’s anger and
need for revenge. Dorfman says in an article written on the occasion of the play’s revival in
London 20 years later, ‘The husband had to do this because, without the rule of law, the
transition to democracy would be compromised.’ Then he adds, ‘But one does not create such a
transgressive play in a country still reeling from many years of pain without suffering the
consequences oneself. My compatriots hated what | had done and reviled it.’

Consequences come with transgressive action. Abhishek Majumdar’s play Mmf , tixx} zk .nd1Ym
is complex and layered like all his plays. But for the police who stopped its staging in Jaipur
recently, its complexity was the artist’s business. As far as they were concerned, his play was
about not Kashmir alone but the people of Kashmir. Now that was transgression because he
not only treated the people with sympathy but to add insult to injury, he examines the
attitudes and actions of Indian security personnel in Kashmir. For this and other such
transgressions, the Bengaluru police have prepared a dossier on him and occasionally call him
in for a friendly chat.

| once questioned Habib saab about not providing solutions to the questions he raised in his
plays. His answer was, ‘The moment you say things out clearly and produce answers your
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audience says thank you, nice evening, goes home, has dinner and sleeps. Also there is no
single answer to a question. If you incite them with a disturbing question, there may be more
answers than you thought of.” In street theatre you take immediate problems and produce
answers, because there are answers. But even street theatre can be artistic. Safdar Hashmi
went back to straight theatre to make his nukkad natak more stimulating; also to get his actors
to give more rounded performances. He was a rare fellow, imaginative, open-minded, always
ready to learn. He was the only person who wrote a sensitive critical appreciation of my play
SI¥WY un TwY¥ <YmYxn.

| asked Habib saab about this problematic play in which he seemed to suggest that feudalism
was a good thing. He said, ‘Safdar talked to me at length about this dilemma. He came on
several evenings to watch the rehearsals and saw the show at least three times before he wrote
about it.” He said the play does present a dilemma with no solution. My dilemma was this —
that democracy, though desirable, has a propensity to turn into fascism. And yet democracy is
more acceptable than dictatorship. But feudalism, no matter how condemnable and
exploitative, has its own silver lining. It has supported the arts, not just classical but folk arts. It
can teach us something even about administration. So there is a dilemma, and | have left it at
that in S¥wY"l.

| told Habib saab that many artists in troubled times feel there is no point in writing poetry or
fiction or plays. Artists wish their work could be seen to change society to make it worthwhile.
In this context | wanted to know from him if he felt his work had changed anything at all. He
said, ‘Yes and no. Art never changes society. It cannot be the vehicle of change. But art,
particularly theatre, does something very precious. It paves the way for change, it affects
opinions, it opens up minds. | think my work has had its effect in the sense that | have revived
some dying arts and caused ripples to spread.’

Finally he had this to say about singing in dark times about dark times: ‘The worst society often
produces the best of art,” he said. ‘Art is always anti-establishment. It is like the hilsa of Dacca.
The Bangladeshis are proud of theirs. They say it is better than the Hooghly hilsa. | ask them
why — it is the same hilsa. They say no. The Hooghly hilsa goes with the current. Ours goes
against the current so it is tougher and sweeter. Art goes against the current to flourish.” At this
point he took a light drag on his pipe and said very thoughtfully, ‘You almost wish for a bad
society if you want art to flourish!’

This is the text of the 26th Safdar Hashmi Memorial Lecture delivered by Shanta Gokhale at New Delhi’s Studio
Safdar at Shadi Khampur.

Text © Shanta Gokhale.
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The Black Panther

Zai Whitaker
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Photograph by David Raju | Image courtesy Wikimedia Commons

It is the monsoon time of year and stiff sharp winds shoot through the Grass Hills, eastern
offshoot of the Highwavy mountain chain in the Western Ghats. Like arrows they pierce the
waist-high grass, bending the silky tassels and making neat furrows like carefully parted hair.
Bending and straightening as the wind dies down or suddenly surges forth, the gyrating grass
brings life into the rock promontories which keep quiet watch on the dungeon of mist and fog
hovering over the froth of a stormy river.

The boy takes his fishing rod and walks down to the stream which skirts his cabin. It is a simple
bamboo rod: he has an iconoclast’s distaste for the fibreglass ones which are widely advertised.
Reaching the rushing white water, he hides behind a tall grass clump and with a gentle flick,
casts upstream into the epicentre of the current. The swift billows of water take the line just
past the big boulder where the fish like to crouch with stealthy patience. Flicking their tails to
keep their balance in the swirling water, they wait for a grasshopper dislodged from the bank,
or crabs drifting by. The boy, huddled over his knees, feels a tug at the bait. A fat rainbow trout
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hesitates, then darts forward and is hooked; Stephen will not be able to land it where he is
because of the boulders and overhanging vines so he steps into the shallows. He pulls in the
line, hands working like pistons: and jumps on the fish which is flopping about on the grass. He
dislodges the hook and jabs his thumb down the trout’s throat — avoiding the sharp teeth —
and jerks the head up. He hears the crack of the vertebrae, Krrk. The fish shivers once and is
dead.

Wet shoes and jeans ooze water. He takes his pocket knife and slices the fish open, pulls out
the guts in one adroit movement of thumb and forefinger. Stripping a frond of silver-green
bracken he stuffs it into the empty cavity to prevent rot. He leaves the fish in the shade, tail in
the water for coolness, and continues to fish.

An hour later he is back in his cabin, picking the flaky white meat off the fine ivory skeleton with
the serrated contraption on his pocket knife. He pumps the brass primus stove to make a cup of
black coffee, changes into dry jeans stiffened by rain and sun. He lifts from an open tin trunk a
pair of earphones, arcs them around his head and plugs the jack into the beeping receiver
which he carries to the door. Turning away from the wind, he pulls out the antenna, cues in the
receiver. He listens. High-pitched, peevish shreds of sound prick the air and Stephen’s eyes
soften with gentleness. He speaks to the wind. “Evita. She’s back. Thank God.” Returning the
tracking device to its tin home, slinging binoculars around his back, scooping up a
weather-proof notebook, he’s off.

He follows the curved, bracken-fringed path which loops in and out along the stream, then
strikes off into a grove of gnarled rhododendrons. Behind him on the eastern frill of ridges the
sun is hurling yellow and orange beams on the grasslands but early clouds block the colour. This
is the season of high rushing streams and thick ground fog, the only time of year when
elephants come to the mountain grasslands. The cloud cover gives them safety and thrice,
Stephen has suddenly come upon one as a cloud bank moved, startling both boy and animal.

Evita’s den faces the east and she sits in the entrance immobile as black stone. The sun lights up
her ebony jacket with sequins of fire. There are gold nuggets in her eyes, a look of deep dreams
as her two kittens draw milk with kneading caresses of their soft small paws. Now and then she
looks up into the hide where Stephen is writing his notes, green arrows flashing in her eyes. He
has almost finished his PhD field work and is the only biologist in the world who has been able
to study the rare, melanistic form of leopard in this remote highland habitat. He may also be
the last because poachers are after them for the almost unbelievable price of their skin. Apart
from the regular fashion industry, rich and powerful African tribal leaders covet them as part of
their ceremonial attire.

Stephen has hundreds of hours of observations, many of them about Evita’s life as it is now,
when she is raising her second litter. One, a runt, has died and he watched her carry the
scrawny rough corpse to a depression behind the cave, drape it gently over a grass patch and
roar her mourning into the afternoon winds.
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Watching her, and feeling her watching him, he feels ennobled, touched with grace. He reads in
Evita’s eyes messages of comfort, imagines she is directing him from the depths of her panther
soul, core of one being to the core of another. Writing his notes, working his stop-watch, raising
and lowering binoculars, his mind re-creates its usual triangle of connection between Evita, the
child Stephen, and his mother as she sat in their Springfield home twenty years ago.

Dad had left him and driven away with Juliet, Mother’s best friend. This was called divorce, he
learned. He’'d waved but Stephen, sensing perfidy, fisted his hands in his pockets. Mother
wouldn’t leave the kitchen and wept for days before they took her to the sanitorium. When she
came home again her eyes had changed, transmogrified to hard stones set in skin the colour of
fading newspaper. Dad had left him and taken away, in a sense, Mother as well.

But Evita’s eyes are mother-eyes.

She is waiting for Raol to come with meat; by now her flanks show in sharp angles from weeks
of hunger: and were there marks of tabefaction in the crinkles of her forehead? Still looking
into the mind of the boy she moves away from the kittens who have finished their meal. The
boy is beginning to resent the dilettante ways of her mate, who comes and goes with the
careless freedom of a truck-driver. She deserves better. Now she hears him coming, points her
ears forward: Stephen moves in his hide and snatches the camera trigger in readiness to record
the encounter. She moves forward on her haunches, waiting, and Raol appears but his worst
macho tendencies surface and dropping the barking deer, he springs up on a stubby
rhododendron and sharpens his claws on the deeply fissured bark. She dare not go for the meat
but must wait for him to offer it.

His mind remembers the times after the abandoning with the clarity of a film strip. “You're the
man of the family now, you’ll look after me won’t you?” She asked this again and again with
sobs in her voice and eyes. He knew he had to, because it wasall his fault, he knew it from the
way Dad had looked at him. He’d wanted so many times to ask her this, clarify the guilt once for
all, but never had the courage.

When Raol enters the den she crawls to him submissively, licks his face, purring, nudges at the
meat in his mouth. But he pushes her away, turns to face Stephen’s hide and stares
thoughtfully ahead as if trying to remember something. It takes Evita a long time to cajole and
humour him into surrendering the meat and the boy, sharing her humiliation, wishes to punish
him. The anger of many years has seeped into his bones like bitter resin.

The monsoon leaves the High wavies, and the elephants leave the high hills to return to their
deciduous habitat in the plains where flowering bamboo awaits them. Soft new tahr fawns
wobble jerkily after their mothers as the big males — saddlebacks — keep their eyes rooted to
the high boulders where a leopard may be hiding, waiting for the right moment to strike.

Just after the last big thunderstorm they get Raol; an agent is paying huge sums for black

panther skins. They have been exterminated everywhere else and even here in the Highwavies
only three or four remain. Their obsessive loyalty to one den makes them easy targets.
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No more subservient purring and begging for Evita. She hunts on her own now and brings back
wild boar, tahr and spotted deer for the cubs, who are growing fast. But a vicious attack by a
saddleback unnerves her, makes her timid and skittish; there’s also the hint of a limp in her
front right leg. In a month she becomes a cripple, dragging the useless limb like a trailing
branch.

From his hide the boy watches her return to the hungry waiting cubs with smaller and smaller
prey; crabs and lizards: and cuff them for fighting over the pittance. Finally he cannot bear to
see the hoping eyes as the mother comes in again and again with her feeble offerings, or her
helpless gestures of appeasement. He breaks the naturalist’s code and interferes.

In college he was a 3-Star archer and has brought his bow with him. With it he sets out on a
hunt for Evita. A slow but tireless walker, he cannot hope to carry back sambar or tahr and on
the afternoon of the second day, begins stalking a displaced family of wild boar. A smallish sow
is gravid and her heavy, slow, hopeless gallop shows promise of success. As the mid-afternoon
sun begins to slide slowly into the western valley she lumbers up a rise with two young males
and prepares to rest while they snuffle around for tubers. Stephen sees her clearly in the twin
orbs of his binocs, notes the bloated stomach pulsating with the wriggling unborn puppies and,
keeping downwind, walks towards his prey. He stoops low to shorten the elongated shadow
loping ahead of him and finds himself hugging a clump of bracken within a few feet of the sow;
he has miscalculated the angle of his descent.

Her long kind eyes look ahead unseeing and every now and then she shifts to re-position her
litter. Around her are patches of flattened grass and bracken; perhaps she has started making
her den though it seems to Stephen to be too exposed. With a pang at the thought that she will
not need it now, he positions his hands on the bow. Feeling the sureness of his purpose slipping
away he makes a clean sideways leap to a boulder on his right and crouches behind it. Catching
the movement in the far corner of her vision the sow squeals softly in alarm but only half turns
her head, breathing hard so a jet of light dry soil arcs upwards. Stephen knows that this lethargy
means she will drop her litter soon. He avoids the soft mother eyes and chooses from his quiver
a metal-tipped broad-head arrow, places it across the bow, takes aim, pulls back, aligns it again,
and fires. A horrid shriek cuts the whistles of the wind and the sow stumbles to her feet as ruby
blood shoots out of the hole above her left shoulder. But her slow movements give him enough
time to re-load his bow and the next shot only leaves the agitated turmoil of the imprisoned
litter.

It’s almost sundown by the time he has trussed the carcass and dragged it to Evita’s cave. It is
empty; now the cubs hunt with her. He watches from his hide, knowing that the human smell
may make her reject the food. But she has got used to his presence; perhaps she’ll allow him to
provide meat and he is already planning different carrying techniques, choosing good hunting
places.

She returns hungry, the she-panther, cubs whimpering by her side. The boy holds his breath,
looks on with pleading in his eyes. She lets out a loud wail of confusion and clouts the cubs as,
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mad with hunger, they pounce on the meat. Howling and whining with Valkyrian grief she
nudges the meat with head and paws until it falls into the ravine outside the cave. The boy can
hardly hold up the binoculars and in any case he can’t see through them, they are misty.

A fortnight later the cubs have starved to death. Evita is once again the lonely wanderer of the
windy grasses.

With Raol and the cubs gone she is his once more and Stephen, spending more and more time
in the hide, revels in the possession of this exclusive relationship among the lonely mountain
meadows. For a while despair eats at the happiness growing deep in his gut; he begins to feel
her days are numbered: the infected paw has got much worse. Then there is a sudden,
dramatic improvement and her leg strengthens, the limp is gone. But regardless, and breaking
the naturalist’s code again, Stephen decides to offer her meat once more. It works: she slurps
delicately at the barking deer fawn he has found, like a child exploring ice cream with curling
tongue-tip. Then she takes it away inside and he hears the crackle of bones. His heart lurches
painfully with pride.

By the time the next monsoon brought greenness to the grasslands, his field work was done,
and almost time for him to leave. Evita was hunting successfully and also enjoying Stephen’s
occasional offerings. She looked sleek and content, her black velvet shining like a newly
brushed carpet. She looked straight into the bigger look-out he’d made in the hide, watching
him with quiet interest. Once, wanting to get closer, meet her on her own terms, he tried to
take the meat to her instead of leaving it when she was out. He walked slowly towards the
steep descent down to her home.

But she notices the movement immediately and retreats into the den. The confused sawing
wails unnerve him and he returns to his hide. Perhaps it is too soon. He will try again and one
day it will happen. One day he will crouch at arm’s length from the mother panther and slowly,
very slowly, reach out to touch the satin folds of her back. He knows this must remain a vision,
for her sake; he has already crossed the holy boundary. But he dreams about it.

The boy turns in his sleep, hair sprayed on the pillow like a fan. The shrill creaks of the camp-cot
hinges bring him into a state of half wakefulness. Fingers flip on a torch and a yellow cone of
light falls on a watch enclosed in a fluorescent orange sphere which continues to glow brightly
even after it is dark again. Then the moon, a perfect gold coin climbing the crags of the clouds,
sends a shower of light into the cabin and as a few drops fall on him the boy covers his eyes
with an arm heavy with sleep. It is midnight.

The beams of moonlight squeeze through the spatter of rat nibbles on the curtains and settle
on the few objects strewn about the spare cabin. The wind, picking up speed, gently claps on
the wooden walls, the clouds re-group quietly around the smooth-sailing moon. Inside, the light
shifts, picks out the big petromax lamp suspended in mid-air like a bird of prey. In the
improvised sink of bent metal sheets a frying pan collects drops from a leak in the hollow
bamboo pipe which is the only piece of plumbing in this jungle habitation.

17



The cabin returns to darkness as the moon floats away, veiled and unveiled by the swift cloud
masses. The moon-gold washes the air, settles softly on a tuft of grass, a still pool, or perfect
living bouquet of orchid blooms.

The low, despairing You-two, You-two of a night bird wakes a troop of langurs and there’s a
brief treetop commotion. A silence sweeps the high hills once more, filling the patches of
riparian forest, the few wind-stunted rhododendrons, the ferny tresses bordering secret
streams. Then suddenly the world cracks with a sound so sharp that the animals don’t respond;
a sound that drives the silence deeper into the earth. The gunshot hits cliff after cliff and the
echoes ricochet off escarpments to fall, spent, into the depths below.

The boy has been pushed into waking. He blinks away disbelief and peels off the warm sleeping
bag, pulls on gloves and woolen cap. He knows that sound; in his two years here the night has
thrice been wounded by this net of fear. And now fear and the fear of loss lacerate his
drumming heart as he stoops for the ear-phones and arcs them over his head. Picking up the
receiver, he steps outside and into the icy wind.

The pitch and frequency of the beeps tell him again what he already knows and he raises an
arm in a gesture of helpless pain, trying to shield his mind from the knowledge. He returns to
the cabin, knowing he must wait till sunrise, giving time for the poachers to leave, but then
stumbles out anyway to wade through the moonlight and darkness towards Evita. He knows
the way like the back of his hand, knows also how to walk noiselessly, knows a ledge from
where he can see the den.

Evita has been shot at the den entrance and at first Stephen stands rooted in surprise, she looks
so alive; but then he sees death in her shoulders. There’s no knowing when the poacher’s
armed men will arrive, to remove and take away the skin; but he spends an hour under the
great round mourning moon which is now shocked into stillness and sits suspended over the
boy and the panther.

As the sun rises he sits on the fishing rock, very still and quiet. An eagle owl shrieks on a
neighbouring plateau and the echo meanders. Then his sadness breaks loose, silencing the birds
as the forest makes space for his grief. In the days ahead his heart feels both heavy and light at
the same time, and he will understand later, how Evita’s end was his beginning. He begins to
clean and pack his study equipment for the journey out of these grasslands, his hell and heaven
for the past two years.

Text © Zai Whitaker.
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Songs of Nanak

Translated by Sarabjeet Garcha

Merlin Moli, ‘Animalistic’, acrylic on paper, 1x1.5ft, 2019
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They are five.

| am one.

How do | save my house,
O my mind?

They beat and plunder
over and over.

Who should | look to

for rescue?

Be mindful
of the One,

O my mind.
Yama’s alarming army,
dense and mighty,

is coming for you.

As the edifice rose,
so did its doors.
Inside sits

a seductress.

Thinking herself immortal,
she keeps cavorting
while the five go about

their business of looting.



At last, razing the edifice,
they sack the shrine

and seize the bride.

But as soon as Yama’s rod
clubs the head

and the noose

tightens around the throat,

the five vamoose.

The bride yearns
for gold and silver,
and friends

for things to consume.

Nanak says, it’s for them
that one lapses,

unmindful of being dragged
straight to the city of death.
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Look how sugarcane is cut.
Look how, stripped

of leaves, it is bundled.

Thrusting it between
cylinders, the landowner

punishes it. Poured in

a cauldron and brought to
a boil, the juice

screams in anguish.

Even the pulp is saved
to intensify the fire

under the same cauldron.
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Nanak says,
Folks, come and see

how sugarcane is deceived.
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How can deep waters
bother a fish?
How can the vast sky

pester a bird?

What can dew
do to a rock?
What’s marital bliss

to a eunuch?

No matter how much
a dog is rubbed

with sandalwood,

it can’t give up

its doghood.

Try reading out
scriptures to one
who is deaf.

Try bringing one
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who is blind
into the light

of fifty lamps.

Scatter gold in front of
a grazing animal.
It still chooses

and eats grass.

Even when pulverized
to the finest powder,
iron doesn’t

become cotton.

Nanak says, these are
gualities of the fool,
who brings only ruin
the moment he opens

his mouth.
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