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MANDIRA LIVED IN a room in college. She had come to Oxford

tWo years afler me, and I first saw her in hall, She spoke English,
I noticed, with a slight American accent, talked actively at the
table, walked in what is called ‘4 brisk manner’
rounded by English friends. She was simall
favourite with the porters

» and was sur-
and roundish, and 3
and stewards, who would wink at her,
or put an arm around her, and call her Jove’ or ‘dear’, as the
English do, and not take her very seriously. I did not like her, but,
when I was bored, T would g0 to her room and drink a cup of tea.
I gradually got over my tentativeness, and came to re

alize that g
knock on her door would not

be unwelcome, for she was always
very hospitable in her disorganized way. The first five minutes
would be spent in me settling down, after a preamble during
which T decided where 1 should sit, on the armchair in a way that
was both tortured and patient, and then open a bantering con-
versation with her in medias res ; all this T took to be courtesy, but
it made her uncomfortable, for I remember her as @ compound
of movement and aimless speed, putting the kettle on the hojl
and then running down a fight of st
carton of milk. Shyness made her quick, while I, by contrast, was
slow. When she was gone for that minute, I would be alone in
her room, with the photographs on the

and cups and clothes in her cupboard, th
washbasin and mirror,

3
airs to the kitchen for her

wall, the sccret things

e badly made hed, the
the textbooks on the table and the floor,
absorbing the materiality of the room and also its cheerful, fleeting

makeshiftness, and not knowing what to think. She was not a very
tidy person, but her attempt at order and creating the semblance
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The furniture in Mandira’s room — the bed, the study-table, its
chair, the cupboard, the bookshelves - was old, enduring. The
armchair was solid and stoic, and seemed to cradle the space that
existed between its thick arms; one felt protected when one sat in
it. As I got to know Mandira better, as we became intimate and
then grew increasingly unhappy, the room became her refuge, her
dwelling, and when she said, ‘T want to go back to my room’, the
words ‘my room’ suggested the small but familiar vacuums that
kept close around her, that attended (o her and guided her in this
faraway country, Because, for a foreigner and a student, the room
one wakes and sleeps in becomes one’s first friend, the only thing
with which one establishes a relationship that is natural and
unthinking, its air and light what one shares with one’s thoughts,
its deep, unambiguous space, whether in daytime, or in darkness
when the light has been switched off, what gives one back to
onesell. The bed and chairs in it had an inscape, a life, which
made them particular, and not a general array of objects. That is
why, when she spoke of her room, T think what she meant was the
sense of not being deserted, of something, if not somcone, waiting,
ol a silent but reliahle expectancy.

The room had other rooms next to it and other rooms facing
it. Sometimes, I would come up the staircase and enter the
corridor to find Mandira leaning out of a half-closed door talking
to the American girl who lived opposite, who would be standing
by her own door. Even when T was inside the room, they would
continue their conversation, and 1 would sit on the chair and
watch Mandira’s back; from there 1 could listen to the voice of
the invisible girl, and (o her rising peals of laughter. For ten
minutes they would say goodbye to each other, until there came a
rounded silence, and Mandira closed the door. What was missing
was the background sound of old people and children, of babies
and mothers, of families; instead one heard people running up
and down the staircase, or visitors approaching and knocking,
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There was a toilet near the room whose cistern gurgl.cd canchd‘ly
each time somecone [lushed it, and a ba‘t‘h to which men Hi
dressing-gowns went solemnly n the evening, _anr_l_\lw?’?cn_ Jw‘l
towels around their heads, less solemn .?.mr] with an air o rcT.r (}in;
From the bath everyone returned radiant 211"1(_1 ,clean, and slig tl§;
ashamed. As | passed to or from Mandira’s room, I}woi.lh r
encounter them but not look at them, for I had learnt 1r. 1at b 1rl:
English do not consider it polite to look at each ot lcr,d r}t“.
nc;’crtllt:lcss I remember the embarrassment of the ll](:‘.t'l,lf!.n. he
opulent towels like Moorish turbans around the women’s hair.
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WHILE READING the Times of India each morning, my father
spares a minute for the cartoon by R. K. Laxman. While my
mother is, like a magician, making untidy sheets disappear in
the bedroom and producing fresh towels in the bathroom, or
braving bad weather in the kitchen, my father, in the extraordi-
nary Chinese calm of the drawing-room, is admiring the cartoon
by R. K. Laxman, and, if my mother happens to be there,
unsclfishly sharing it with her. She, as expected, misunderstands it
completely, laughing not at the joke but at the expressions on the
faces of the caricatures, and at the hilarious fact that they talk to
each other like human beings. On important days, Laxman
occupies a large square in the centre of the newspaper, which he
fills with curved or straight lines that strangely look like prime
ministers and politicians, pursued by hairy, allegorical monsters
called Communalism and Corruption. On the right hand corner
of the page, there is a smaller square, in which small-scale
absurdities and destinies are enacted, witnessed through a window
by a passer-by, hapless, moustached, bespectacled, child-like, in a
dhoti and chequered jacket, he little knowing that millions regard
him daily through this other wonderfully simple window around
his world.

My parents knew cach other [rom childhood; both were born
in undivided Bengal, in Sylhet, which is now in Bangladesh. In
the late forties, my father went to England, and six years later,
my mother; there, in London, they were married. In those days,
Indian women were still a rare sight in England, and often, as
the newly-married couple walked down the road, they would be

ko
ho
M
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stopped by an Englishman who would politely request the young
man’s permission to take his wile’s picture. Thf&. young man would
then, as he stll does so often to so many things, give his good-
natured and gentle assent. Prying but harmless old women woul‘d
enquire, at lonely bus-stops, what the red do.t on my mother’s
forchead signified; and for many months, a picture of her hung
among other photos at a studio on Regent Street. Sut:h‘a good
cook was she, and such an inspired purchaser of hcr;rmg a.n.d
stewing lamb, that my poor father, neglected and und(‘:rlt:d l"ovr six
years, ;"atpid]y gained weight and happiness after marrage. Whjl(‘.
my mother took up a full-time clerical job, my fatl.w.t:r sat ‘lor
and, at last, passed his professional exams. It was while working
at thc India Office, and making conversation with the large fish-
monger, who called her ‘love’ and ‘dear’, and saved I;lf}e pieces
of turbot and halibut most precious to her, that she plckcd, up
spoken English. Like most Bengalis, she pronounces ‘hur't as
‘heart’, and ‘ship’ as ‘sheep’, for she belongs to a culture with a
more spacious concept of time, which deliberately allows one to
naively and clearly expand the vowels; and yet bcr speech s
dotted with English proverbs, and delicate, un-Indian construc-
tions like, It’s a nice day, isn’t it?” where most Indians would say,
straighl{brwardl}f} Tws a nice day, no?” Many of her sentences are
plain- translations [rom Bengali, and have a lovable homely mel-
ody, while a few retain their English inflections, and are sweet and
foreign as the sound of whistling. o

They rcturned to India by sea, on the Anchor Line l‘ITSt Class.
Those were the last days of the world’s flatness, when, as in a map
in an atlas, the continents were still embroidered upon a vast
blue handkerchief of water. That fiftcen-day-long, floating world
between two worlds — England and India - surrounded on ii“‘
sides by horizon, remains clearly in my mother’s mind as a briel
enchantment. What marvellous food was served, both Indian and
Continental, what memorable puddings! In the evening, the ladies
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m saris and evening dresses, accompanied by their husbands, went
out (o the deck to enjoy the cool air. When darkness falls z;l sea
al?d the only light is the light on the deck on which people cha;
with each other as if on a promenade in a town, dressed in clothes
sclected after quict and unobtrusive meditation — the sclection
representing some solitary, individual but habitual predilection
which only the spouse recognizes — how unique, in that darkness
of water and sky, must seem the human creation of cvening! Every
few days, there was a party al the dining-hall; a bandl-p]ayed'
others took part in musical chairs whi]e—my parcnts w.atchedf
often, classic films were shown. Such an air of celebration — il;
echo reminds me of similar occasions in my childhood, only
I'am not present. When I imagine my parents as they were before
my birth, it is like encountering those who are both familiar

and changed, like recognizing, with sudden pleasure, children who
have returned home after many years.
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Arrer Snranaz and I had been sceing each other for about a
week, | invited her to lunch at my college hall. T waited in front of
the lodge, loitering invisibly while people went about, rushing,
as they always do, with a special motivated speed at lunchtime.
The only thing fixed in that scene was the porter, who sat inside
his lodge, in a world a little detached from ours, and ignored
me stolidly. When the clock struck one, T began to walk towards
the hall, and Shehnaz came from behind and caught up with me,
somewhat breathless. We curved round the grassy oval patch
together, and entered a looming tunnel and then emerged nto
the second quad, with a large square ol green to our right, and
to our left, the L-shaped facade of the old buildings, with their
consecutive staircascs and rows of neighbourly windows. It must
have been a warm day, for Shehnaz was wearing a white cotton
top, with a message supporting the Palestinian cause printed
boldly upon it, ending in a vivid exclamation mark; I noticed then
how small her breasts were, two small bumps bencath her loose
top, and how bony and thin she was, her collar bones radiating
delicately and symmetrically bencath her neck, their outlnes
becoming clearcr as she bent forward.

‘The hall had great length and depth, and yet, from the
moment one joined the queue collecting trays and food, one failed
lo sec it in perspective. That day I realized, with the disappoint-
ment one feels when discovering another person’s hidden nature,
that Shehnaz was a vegetarian. With a plate full of peas and salad,
she stood waiting for me to pay at the till. Feeling ill at ease, we
then sat [acing each other at onc of the interminable parallel
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tables that ran from one end of the hall to another, Light filled
the transparent sections of the stained-glass windows. Beneath
them were portraits of the dead Masters of the college, luminous
presences in costume, and bencath the portraits was the table at
which the Chinese graduates sat. They looked no older than boys,
with straight black hair and clean, animated faces, leaning across
to shout to each other in Chincse, drawing back dramatically, or
lolling forward, collapsing, and settling a head upon a crooked
clbow on the table. In appearance, they were more Westernized
than Indians, at ease in their Luropean clothes, industriously
devouring steak and kidney pie, but they hardly spoke to the
English students, forming a little island at that table at lunchtime,
buoyant, and full of movement. They made a domestic noise, like
brothers watching a football match on television, with sounds

that signified violent disagreement, or native exclamations of

astomishment, but they might have been, for all [ knew, dis-
cussing mathematical formulae or their syllabus. With the Chinese
table as our background, Shehnaz and T ate together, more or less
silently.

When we came out from the hall, we sat for some time on one
of the benches on the edge of the green square, with our backs to
the library windows. From there, while we talked, we could see
people who had finished lunch appearing both from the hall and
the Senior Common Roon. Though T was not aware of it then,
Mandira’s room, which she had newly occupied, was behind us,
over our shoulders. I would later become familiar with its rec-
tangular window, whose shutter was lifted on hot days. On the

rool” above the room, there was a skylight, a narrow glass lid .

framed by wood, its simple, straight angles standing out against its
darker background, and clearly discernible in this briel, summa-

rized version from below. Tt was by this skylight that T would later
identify Mandira’s room.

16

THE RoAD that led to Shchnaz’s college passed, at one point, over
a canal. Then the road became, for a very tiny distance, a .bnclgc,
and one could sit on the wall on one side before entering the
college on the left. . o

The canal had its own life. Ducks climbed curiously on to its
bank or paddled upon the water w%l.h the utmost ser'lousnlil‘,.‘is;[
twigs, branches, and leaves drifted in from the south and trave cc
northward. Sometimes one saw a rare polythene pag or can in
the water, and, occasionally, a pair of tall, 1.1‘['11’11.11’?1(‘:[% swans also
headed towards a destination. Such were the daily journeys on
the canal, but once, I saw two men and a woman oul on a punt,
laughing and shouting, and as I watched from abo‘w_, lhe_b_x f)\-;n
tops ol their heads, a community of legs, and the interior of the
boat with its portioned spaces and shadows became, for a IIc:w
moments, visible, a glimpse of dark secrecies. On [h.{? college side,
the grassy bank sloped upwards, but on the other side, there was
a black wall and the backyards of houses. When one entered the
college, and began one’s walk towards th rooms, one fsem‘»', l.ohth(f
right, across the canal, signs of domesticity scldom S(‘I:CII u} t. cse
p'cirts of Oxford, with its student flats and old, S(Eh{)lastl(‘, blmldn?gs,
and elsewhere in England mainly from train windows = ldi?‘.ﬂtl(_‘.}l[
square backyards, each fencing in its peculiar orga.mthuon of
clotheslines, laundry, children, cats, and women, beginning sud-
denly at one point and ending as suddenly at arwth.t".r,

S;hel‘maz lived on the first floor of her building, in a room even
tinier and more modern than mine. Next to her bed, which d.urmg
the day served as a sofa, were several shelves with books on history
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and politics, a few novels, picture-postcards, and photographs
of her family. The hooks had significant titles on their spines,
narrating stories of crises in faraway countries, conjuring the
exciting imaginary worlds that graduates inhabit. Yet the global
concerns expressed in the titles fitted in quite unremarkably with
the marginal lifc in Shehnaz’s room, with its teacups and electric
kettle, and with the green, semi-pastoral life in Oxford. Opposite
the bed there was a study-table, upon which stood a lamp whose
angles were always crooked; beneath it, books lay open upon their
backs, with lines marked out in pink and yellow, and next to that,
there was a neat pencil hox with pens of different colours, The
table faced the wall-to-wall glass partition that illuminated every
part of the small room on sun ny days, and provided a seemingly
unlimited view of a wide field receding slowly towards a border
of trees. When one sat inside the room and looked out, one had
a sense of being surrounded on all sides by space, silence, and
greenery. Students in coloured jerseys sometimes played football
in that ficld, radiating in various directions, as they did on that
afternoon when Shehnaz lay on her bed and I unbuttoned her
shirt. On such brilliant days, unusual birds could be seen running
on the field, especially when it was empty and hot and shadow-
less, and full of its own presence. Along its sides, beautiful
English flowers bloomed in clusters, and if one walked there, one
cncountered small, timid creatures, shy hedgehogs and nervous,
preoccupied squirrels. Whenever 1 looked up that afternoon, I
would become aware of the frame of the window, which created
an illusory and transparent scparation between ourselves and the
day outside. It was impossible not to be conscious of nature and
sky, not to be surprised at how incidental, like stage-sets, these
rooms were, and how specific the human rehearsals within them,
of love or social intercourse. Our privacy, carefully constructed in
the room, lost its meaning against the background of the glass that
continually let in the solitude of that landscape.
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Tur waLLs in Mandira’s room had Pl‘u:;togr:-ipl'a:s stu;:lf l:t::;l;
with Blu-tack, and posters of ('}rcal: Britain, showmg t 1}@ ld .t‘rgf.g
of churches and cathedrals, and1 pfl(t{;t:.‘s fof pb;pt:iit:j;, 1;; ! \\;O.ﬂ_.(.l
typed upon them. Greeling cards from friends ‘i ’ ,'“ e work
arranced upon the mantelpiece, and on the wa opi e
;v:rfhirtlifdtdwr,[ there was a board to which' w:as‘ p:jnmlzﬂ(ilmi;
ainazing array of scribbled messages, 1‘t‘.ct1.1re—hsts,, tdI;q ioncqﬁ
or handwritten invitalions {rom a(:ﬁuamtanccs, Lu_ oh..,. ,I\;at
societics, and the students’ union. ’_lherc.scm'ncd [‘ué)).(;):d E,With.
crowd of people scattered through the (:t_)llegcs 0 l:_ 4 lﬁc
whom Mandira was on first-name terims; later, Wlf:l.] ‘P_.u e
became more solitary, more nm:l,un';a.l, al:;l Waslji?:: r:i;:i:lt S t :yed
. anxicties we created for ourselves, those letter: el stayad
:)}j;naerd to the board, no longer repmsaning. her otiuir -llf-f‘_’n(:]t‘l:;
her room, but a [orgetfulness, the r.l;.tlf:s missed, t.u,. c\:fc,l j:m lh;
over, but the lecture-lists and invital_lm} cards remaiing uy he
board as a beguiling and innocent sur.lacc. R
In Oxlord, the modes of social existence are ﬁ‘.\.w .J.th a gum
But the tangibleness of this existt:ru:e‘ = (:L'er:.rsuigf at H:,am:
studying al libraries, going to lectures — is at .Lh(: sar‘m.} '1111.1001.“), "
like. Sometimes the occasions scem like images .lxa,. .l_. l}w.
ojected from within for one’s own ent(:rlal.nm(:m,huntl. . y
?::]::'C((H they must after a certain hour at night. L\tlfj'hter_m;g;
dark‘n(:ss? the emptying of the iIT:IElgCS‘ Lh.at 1'1.15101{3 1.1;11. ‘Jilzw Y;’ -
that, in the solitary moment befor.c: i?}ljhzf ‘.351::3:;]_1]1;1, ;'\,t e
scem to be a dream one is about to remember. h
I(Ii;i;::'t::t;r;rlt Lknows that one has no existence lor others mn
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Oxlord, just as others have no existence for onesell, except in
their absence. Daylight and waking bring the fecling of having
travelled great distances, of arriving, at last, at a place that is not
home, a feeling that cannot be exactly recalled or understood
later, but which occurs at the same time each morning, until one
gets out of bed, changes into one’s trousers and shirt, and leaves
the room. To be somecone’s lover, to share somcone’s bed, does
not help, but only disturbs that fragile configuration of events and
meetings, that neutral and desirable intersection of public places
and private ambition, that creates the surface of the dream;
instead, the moments of solitariness and sclf-consciousness, such
as before sleeping and at waking, begin to recur unexpectedly,
interrupting the flow and allocation of time, of schedules, deadlines,
and appointments. One begins to get distanced from Oxford;
more and more, one sees it as one’s own dream, an illusion or
vision composed relentlessly of others, but not shared by anyone
else. This is in part an effect of knowing that onc’s relationship
with one’s lover could have only taken place in Oxford, and has
no meaning outside it, and that Oxford itself is a temporal and
enchanted territory that has no permanence in one’s life.
Mandira lived in a college among undergraduates. The
rhythms and inflections, the sounds, werce different here from
those of graduate life. For one thing, the internationalism of a
graduate building was missing; most of the undergraduates were
English, and, speaking in accents that belonged to different but
neighbouring localities and regions, they formed a kind of famuly,
constantly on the move, opening and closing doors, engaging in
interminable exchanges in the corridor, and borrowing each
other’s provisions. There was an urgency and panic in much of
what they did, writing weekly essays and preparing for examin-
ations, and tension exploded ecither into laughter, or remained
unexpressed as silent resentment. Men and women mixed with
each other in large, friendly groups, but there was also a subdued
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tension between the sexes that came out in their jokes, an
undercurrent of signals and hidden prioritics that never existed in
quite such a way in graduate life. Later, I came (o know that
many of Mandira’s English girlfriends, whom T would sometimes
find in her room drinking tea, speaking a rapid language that [
hardly followed, were always falling in and out of love with the
men on their floor or their staircase, and a conversation with a
female friend was only a stop-gap between two sexual moments of
anxiety or pleasure. Heartbreak was usual; for about a month,
one would sce a certain combination of singles and couples on the
staircase, the single people in jeans and the couples often dressed
in black formal clothes for guest-night; and then the combination
would change; the malc would disappear, and the woman would
return to her plain skirt and woollen jumper. For graduates, there
is no real difference between term-time and the breaks in between;
and, as most of them come [rom other continents, home 1s too far
away to go back to; so they stay on in Oxford during the shorter
vacations, going to libraries, continuing their research. But the
undergraduates keep returning home to the coasts of England, or
to the North, or to Wales, in the winter and Easter breaks, home,
where, one gathers from their talk, happiness or unhappiness 1s a
more unsurprising, everyday affair than here, home, where one
speaks another language, with sister and mother and father; a
simple train-journey takes them there, and brings them back,
changed somewhat, redder or a little less thin, or with their hair
cut much shorter. When they are away, the colleges become
monuments, stone passages and stairways, empty halls and gar-
dens, a place that is something between a deserted monastery and
an unused bed-and-breakfast guest-house, a world made of Latin
inscriptions and dates upon walls, and neatly made beds in rooms
with no one in them.

But strange things happen even in term-time. Once, I remem-
her, someone died, a former boyfriend of one of Mandira’s [riends,
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At rHE END oF Cornmarket Street, near the Lloyd’s Bank, comes

a confluence of four roads, making an irregular sort of cross which

one could possibly see [rom an aircraft. There is no centre in

Oxford, only different points of reference, from each of which the

conception of the city is altered slightly. Thus one never feels

completely rooted, and ascending three floors in a building of the

New Bodleian Library gives one, before entering the reading-

room, a view of Holywell Street from above. Onc senses, from

that window, how distinct and well marked-out each section of
the city is, each partially unknown to the other, each potentially
undiscovered to its own inhabitants — for, from above, Holywell
Street, with its repetitive up-and-down movement of cyclists and
pedestrians, the faint white [ringe of its pavement, and the houses
on either side appearing quite oddly rearranged from this angle,
seems, in the disturbing perspective gained by height and distance,
continually strange, a place that will never become familiar or old.
The orderly, disappearing line of traffic, the activity on the roads,
harmonious and self-dispersing, the unreality of the scenc and
one’s relationship with its unreality, are exposed and encompassed
by this view from a third-storey window, which reveals absences
between one lane and another, one house and another, unten-
anted, unexplainable spaces, and that absence over all these, on
eye-level with the window, so that the places one has walked
through or passed daily losc their known features. It takes some-
thing as small and unsuspected as this, a change of view and
altitude, to bring one’s foreignness to one’s sclf, the fecling of
being separated [rom the routines that one thought attached one
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to the city, of being secretly in transit, Similarly, at the junction of

four roads at the end of Cornmarket Street, the minor change
in gradient of one of the roads, St Aldate’s, the way it dips
downward, so that the line at its end is known to be a [alse line,
a border concealing and sheltering a second and more distant
border at that end of the city, marks, in the midst of everything,
an unnoticed but real departure, In a city so little known, so full
of such instants, such escapes, events and the memory of events
become temporary stays; Shehnaz, Mandira’s room, the walks
taken together, a meeting with Sharma, reassure one that one has
not been in Oxford alone, that one has shared it with others, ull
the solitary experience of being in transit returns, and friends and
acquamlances are borne away by this city, which renews itself,
and becomes, once more, strange to oneself. Tt is the city that
remams, a kind of meeting place, modern and without identity,
but deceptively archaic, that unobtrusively but restlessly rcaligns
its roundabouts and lanes and landmarks, so that it never becomes
one’s own, or anyone else’s,

The long road adjacent to St Aldate’s is the High Street. One
of my earliest mectings with Shehnaz was when we ran into cach
other at the junction, and she was going the opposite way, into
High Street, in search of a florist; 1 hardly knew her then, but on
her request, turned back to walk with her. The florist’s was closed,
so 1t must have been evening, one of the long, bright evenings of
summer. On both sides of this road are ancient colleges, with grey
steps and wooden doors and grim, outdated windows, smooth
brown stone walls, clock towers and spires. The gong of the clocks,
especially the one at the Cornmarket Street end of High Street,
can be heard every hour with great and transparent clarity, and
at night, when T would hear the ever-increasing repetition from
Mandira’s room, I would become conscious of the strangeness of
the place I was about to fall asleep in, of distance, and the
suspension of activity. As one walks past the colleges on High
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Street, one glimpses, through the frame of the doorway, a.nothcr
frame, which marks ofl’ the end of the entrance arca wuhbthc
porter’s lodge, noticeboards, and mai]—room,‘bmad(:‘mng oul;.mr.o
the first quad with its empty oval or square of green, its generously
enclosed, yet strangely liberated, parameter of open air and space,
the facade of a building, with the college chapel, bchmd the green,
and a measured rectangle of sky. This is the abbreviated, painting-
like view that passers-hy have of the interiors of the: colleges‘, and
the rest is hidden behind an edifice of stone that is part hlStF}I’y
and part fantasy, and has little to do with the domestic or worku?g
lives of students, and their particular slang or vernacular. Yet the
students do not really matter, because within the co]!egc wa.lls
there is a world — a geography and a weather — that (_:Ilr?gs to 1ts
own time and definition and is changed by no one. In this world,
élimpst:d briefly by the passer-by through the open dot.jrwa.}-',
a certain light and space and greyness of stone, and al.; night, a
certain balance of lamplight, stone, and darkness, (:.(J-ttxl.f:il.; almost
eternally, and it is the students, with their nat.mnahllles‘a..nd
individﬁal [eatures, their different voices and acccnts,‘ their differ-
ent habits and attempts at adjustment, their sense of bathos and
possession of reality, who, in truth, vanish, are strangely negated,
so that, when the passer-by later remembers what he saw, the
students scem blurred, colourlul, accidental, even t.out‘.hm.g, but
constantly skirting the edge of his visir_lm, .Wl'lllt‘. it is possible l,(_:
clearly and unequivocally recall the dignity and silence of the
doorway and the world beyond it. o

A little further on, a short distance before Magdalen Brltig(?,
are the Queen’s Lane Collee Shop and a newsagent’s on the lci.t_,
and the Exarrlina.l‘.ion Schools to one’s right. On certain days in
May and June, examinees in black gowns, at half’ l_)aSt E’.\o\’(t'\»‘(‘t and
ﬁ\-‘(?tthil'i.\’. trickle out, and then overflow, on to High Street fr()lm
the cntm;ﬁcc of the Schools, the women in black skirts and white
shirts, some jubilantly holding bouquets in their hands, the men
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in white shirts and black Lrousers,

the pavement and then separating at streel-corners, a young man
materializing from the crowd

and awkwardly crossing the street in
the midst of the traffic, sweethearts, their faces flushed with pride
and anxiety, waving madly and then embracing, large groups
chattering and breaking up, and other smaller groups held close
in serious conference. This is one of the few occasions on which

one sees something common to all these faces;
for the first time,

faces and outlines merging on
3 L

before one’s eyes,
a network of friendships is formed, correspon-
dences that link acquaintances and strangers

in one milling and
crowded moment, that

15 already turning into the past, already
disintegrating only to be remembered as something so immediate
as not to be wholly real; for no one, later, actually knows what it
was like at that moment. Common to each, as they emerge, is the
nervous or successful air of opera-singers; for each one has been
privileged and chosen by Oxford to perform for it; and now that
unique and invigorating moment, for better or for WOTSe, IS over.
On the other side, life at the newsagent’s goes on

people, such as those one holds the door open
you’ and leave with newspapers

as before; polite

for, say “T'hank
and sandwiches. By chance, onc
might pass them on the street a month later

does not bring up a memory or
their place, neither a memory or
identity to reconstitute itself

a connection, but something in
a connection, which causes one’s
The newsagent’s sells postcards of
Oxford, small, shining squares with pictures of colleges, hidden
lanes, the Radeclifle Camera, and students on bicycles. The
postcards are weightless, but palpable, and when one stops to look
at them, they have a recognizability that one’s consciousness of
Oxford lacks; they seem more real than the place one has lived in.

2360

, an encounter that
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‘Afternoon Raag’ is a semi autobiographical novel by Amit
Chaudhuri. This is a first-person narration by a student about
his days at Oxford. It significantly portrays his casual
involvement with two female students, nostalgic memories of
his parents staying in India, and his fond recall of the
classical music teacher in India. This piece of work by Amit
Chaudhuri is loosely structured like a Hindustani ‘raag’. And
because of this reason this book's prose part has gained the
vigor and has the poetic feel as well.

Amit Chaudhuri was born in Calcutta in the year of 1962. He
brought up in Bombay. He graduated from University College,
London, and was a research student at Balliol College, Oxford.
He was later Creative Arts Fellow at Wolfson College, Oxford,
and received the Harper Wood Studentship for English
Literature and Poetry from St John's College, Cambridge as
well. He has contributed fiction, poetry and reviews to
numerous publications including The Guardian, the London
Review of Books, the Times Literary Supplement, the New Yorker
and Granta magazine. Till date the author has written four
novels, a book of short stories, and edited the Picador Book

of Modern Indian Literature. The Clarendon Press, Oxford,
recently published D. H. Lawrence and 'Difference’, his study
of D.H. Lawrence's poetry and critical theory. He has been
translated into several languages and has won the Betty Trask
Award, the Commonwealth Writers Prize, the Encore Prize, the
Southern Arts Literature Prize, the Los Angeles Times Book
Prize for Fiction, and also the Sahitya Akademi award. He is
also a vocalist in the North Indian classical tradition.

Synopsis:

The delight of Amit Chaudhuri's *Afternoon Raag" comes from
his ability to render mental landscapes in a tight indirect
prose. This is a poetic expression of the author. His idea of
the novel as a collection of poetic reflections is also
displayed in his sensitivity to minute detail. It also shows
his ability to transform the seemingly insignificant into the
matter of intense reflection. "Afternoon Raag" deals with the
experiences and impressions of a young Indian student of
English Literature at the university of Oxford. Chaudhuri
recreates the state of mind of a young man coming to terms
with loneliness, nostalgia and alienation in a unique way. A
raag is a piece of classical Indian music, which plays around
a set of specific intervals to create a particular mood. Here
the mood recreated is one of being adrift in a unique
situation, enjoying a very special phase of life between
childhood and adult life, devoted to ephemeral, yet
significant relationships and aesthetic pursuits.

“Afternoon Raag, by Amit Chaudhuri”, Url: http://www.indianetzone.com/17/afternoon
raag amit_chaudhuri.htm, access: 30/03/2012.



