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Al of the follow ng papers deal with the relations between culture and
literature, and with cultural resonances between East and West. Moreover,
alnost all of the contributions show sonething of the conplicated processes of
soci al change which were set in notion during the colonial period and which we
still see reflected in the literature of nany nodern independent nations. The
critics here, and the witers they discuss, are particular exanples of the
nmeeting of Cccidental and Oriental traditions, and readers are invited to
listen to the resulting dialogue, not only for its own sake, but with the
thought that it will help themto bring to the surface their own cul tural
pre-dispositions in the appreciation and judgenment of literary art

The people involved in witing and assenbling these papers were all in 1981
associated with the Contact Literature Project of the Culture Learning
Institute at the East-Wst Center, Honolulu. This Project is in the charge of
Guy Anmirthanayagam ' Contact Literature' refers to the study of literary
expressions of the encounter between people of different cultural traditions
This is a field whose boundaries, to a | arge extent, overlap those of
establ i shed areas of research such as 'influence studies' in conparative
literature or the sociology of literature. Wthout pretending to a position of
simlar theoretical rigor as a discipline, 'contact literature' does constitute
an area of cohesive interests the discussion of which is not always adequately
provided for in existing acadenic structures. It is hoped that the follow ng
essays will serve to give the reader an idea not only of the theoretica
questions relating to this approach to literary studies, but also a fair sanple
of the possibilities for creative investigation in this field

The papers all come from seninar presentations, many of them by junior
schol ars, and sone by peopl e whose mai n professional expertise lies in other
disciplines. This collection of occasional papers, therefore, makes no claim
to offer the last word on the various topics treated. In nany ways, the reader
shoul d regard it as 'work-in-progress'

What is contained here is an unusual assortment of subjects in the sense
that some of themare relatively uncommon for international audiences, and they
collectively cover a wide range of cultures: India, Sri Lanka, Ml aysia,
I ndonesi a, Tibet, Korea, and Vietnamall provide focal points for the studies
that follow Another thing that may be of interest is that the papers possibly
provide clues to the critics' cultural allegiances. There seemto be distinct
styl es of approaching literary analysis which mght be attributed, in a genera
way, to cultural factors, so that we could speak, say, of a 'Sanskritic' (or
"Classical') nethod of listing definitions and precepts according to sone set
of abstract ideals; a 'French/German' (and, lately, American) nethod of erudite
"scientific' theory and exhaustive inmage-counts and statistical analysis; and a
"British' nethod of vaguer, integrative thenmatic generalizations nmade within a
I'i beral - hunani st framework. These three nodes of critical response are, of
course, vastly conplicated in actual practice by all kinds of national, ethnic
and social factors, but it may be that sonething of this further dinension of
culture learning through literature is evident here



I have been privileged to be involved in the stinulating exchange of ideas
whi ch occurred in the seninar series this year, and wish to record ny speci al
t hanks to Reuel Denney and Andrew McCul | ough for editorial support, G eg
Trifonovitch, Acting Director of the Culture Learning Institute, for approving
the publication of these papers, and C. L.1. staff, Lyn May, June Sakaba and
Beverly Toyozaki for their help in producing themin the present form

P. S
Honol ul u,
Cct ober 1981



THE SENS1 OF SELF:
Changes in the Role of Korean Women as
Reflected in Mdern Korean Drama

Shim Jung- Soon

The inpact of the Western civilization on Korean wormen in nodern tines is
deep and extensive. Deep, in the sense that it brought about real changes to
their sense of self, and extensive in that these shifts of awareness manifested
thensel ves throughout society in the formof resistance and rebellion agai nst
the traditional norality. This paper aims at examining the growth of this
sense of self as reflected in the femal e characters in some Korean plays
witten in the nodern era.

About the time when Nora in Ibsen's ADIl's House (1876) |eaves home in

the pursuit of a nore nmeaningful life as a hunman being, wonen in Korea, still
bound by the Confucian ethical code characterized by the predom nance of man
over worman, were still required to make unilateral sacrifices. Bound by the

"three virtues of obedience," and the "seven deadly sins," the role of woman
was to take care of the household and to give birth to a son for the famly
successi on. Changes, however, were on the way.

Domestically, the point of departure for the inprovenent of wonmen's rights
can be regarded as the Tonghak Revol ution, which for the first time in the
history of Korea permtted the remarriage of widows. But in terns of the
intrusion of the foreign culture and its inpact on the consciousness of Korean
woren, the nost powerful nomentum was generated by the introduction and
acceptance of Christianity in Korea.

Wth the advent of Christianity, wonmen were freed fromthe confines of
wonmen's quarters, and could attend religious services on an equal footing with
men. The new doctrine taught that wonen possessed a soul as well as nen and
the Christian idea of salvation made no distinction on the basis of wealth,
status, sex or age.

Above all, the schools established by the American nissionaries provided
equal opportunities for acquiring the new Western-styl e education. Thus, there
appeared on the Korean scene the 'new wonan'. Her sense of self, which was
| argel y awakened by the new education, was first to be seen ip rebellion
against the traditional marriage and in the pursuit of freedom of |ove.

I't was not until the 1910s when the forms of Western drama were introduced
to Korea by way of Japan that this new woman appeared in Korean drama. The
traditional dramatic forms |ike the nask dance-drana and the puppet play, with
their standardi zed plots and stock characters, fell short of reflecting this
soci al change.

The nost common thene of the plays witten in the first two decades of this
century centers on the idea of freedomof |love. Yun Paek Nanmis Destin*_ (1919)
explores this theme well by dealing with the ills of the 'photo-marriage'
system popul ar at that time.l| Hs play is set in Hawaii. The heroine, Mary,
is a 'new wonman' who graduated from Ewha school in Korea. Her father is a
Christian evangelist who associates with nmany Anericans, and worships things



Western without reservation. Believing that everyone living in Anerica is both
reaped 3le and weal thy, he dermands that Mary marry a man |living in Honol ulu,
based on the exchange of pictures.

Mary has a sweet heart whom she has had from her school days. She agoni zes
over the conflict between |Ilove and the Confucian norality of obedi ence to
parents. But she can not sinply rebel against the traditional ethic.
Mor eover, she herself has "the vanity of yearning for the West." Eventually
she goes to Honolulu according to her father's wish. But the bridegroomis
not hi ng but an ignorant, poor, drunkard cobbler. There is no alternative for
Mary but to live an “"h®ppY married life.

One day, her former sweetheart, Suok, stops at Hawaii on his way to the
mai nl and to study. He has a secret rendezvous with Mary, who pleads with him
to show her a way to free herself fromher mserable life. But Suok only tells
her to find spiritual salvation. To this, Mary answers:

Spiritually? Does that make sense? | have been torturing
nyself so far. Suok, spiritual salvation is nonsense
when the body is dying. It is a crippled life. | don't
agree with you. It is not convincing to ne. | would

find nmy Iife nmeaningful only when | find a place to
transfer my soul and body t oget her.

Informed of their rendezvous, Mary's husband rushes to the spot. A riotous
scene takes place, and it happens that Mary, snatching a knife from her
husband, drives it into himin spite of herself.

It is possible to observe in this one play that Anerica, as an inage that
cannot be ignored, has already found a secure place in the Korean
consciousness. This m ght be seen as a m xed bl essing since it provokes
Mary's overseas narriage as well as her self-assertiveness. Her secret neeting
with the chil dhood sweetheart, her rebellion agai nst an unhappy marri age and
her rejection of an other-worldly spiritual solace are a far cry fromthe
traditional imge of the obedient and self-sacrificing woman. But Mary's agony
derives fromher inability to transcend the conflict between the pursuit of
self-fulfillnment and deference to tradition so that she fails on the one hand
to fully realize a nodern senseof self and on the other to totally reject the
past .

Anot her play which seriously deals with the traditional marriage and
freedom of love is Choe Sung Man's Dusk (1919).2

Sunjong, also a new woman, falls in love with KimlIn Song, a married nan,
and in doing so, rejects traditional attitudes towards narri age and noral
propriety. Sunjong speaks of the agony of the Korean wonan bound by tradition:

After all, our Korean wonen are too ignorant. And nobody
teaches them Sonetines | feel sorry that | was not born
a mn. | want to be as free as nman.

Kimln Song married early, according to the wish of his parents, and now he
wants to divorce his wife but faces the stubborn opposition of his parents. In
Song argues his case:



What | nmean is that marriage shoul d be deci ded by the persons
concerned. Even parents have no right to say anything about
this matter. If they can introduce and reconmend a person, they
don't have the absolute right to decide. As for ny marriage,

I did not consent to it nor decided it nyself.

But the parents, who are inbued with the Confucian ethic, are unyielding.
Hi s not her says:

Don't be absurd! How can one decide one's own marriage unl ess
it isin the Western countries? It is inpossible in our
Korean tradition.

H s father says:

Divorce is sonething totally inpossible. It is possible
only when a wife has one of the seven deadly sins |ike

di sobedi ence to the in-laws, barrenness, unchastity,

j eal ousy, incurable disease, verbosity, and theft. But
this is not even ny saying, but the teachings of Confucius.
I's there anything cul pable in the teachings of a sage?
Therefore, except for these reasons, | can not consent to
what ever you say.

In Song's wish for divorce is frustrated and he commts suicide.

The i mage of worman as a wanderer in between the traditional Confucian
norality and new Western ideas, increasingly becones that of soneone who
chooses the new norality, audaciously rejecting the old, and is nore clearly
projected in the plays of the 1920's. This awakened sense of self on the part
of Korean wonen reflects the w dening social horizons of the tinmes when nore
and nore ideas fromoutside were being introduced through Japan.

Presi dent W son's advancenent of the concept of national self-
determ nation sparked off the Korean | ndependence Movenent, which eventually
had an inpact on cultural developnent. It awakened anobng the Korean people a
nodern sense of freedom and equality. This in turn gave rise to criticism of
the feudalistic Confucian ideology which had ignored individual rights, woman's
dignity and a flexible conpassionate view of chastity and the freedomto | ove.

The heroine in KimYong Po's Poet's Hare (1920) is also a 'new wonman'
| eadi ng the vanguard of the new era.3 She wears a western-style hair-do and
gol d-frame gl asses. Her husband, Chungang is also sufficiently enlightened to
wear a 'frockcoat.' According to their plan of making an ideal honme based on
the new enlightened ideas, Chunja leads the life of the Korea version of the
"lady', putting the household cares into the hands of a nmaid while she engages
herself in playing the piano and readi ng novel s.

But when her maid | eaves without notice, Chunja's ideal suffers. To her
husband Chungang, who advi ses her that she must not forget the duty of the |ady
of a house, Chunja says:



Did you marry ne to use nme practically in cooking and
drawi ng water fromthe well?

Chungang answers:

That is what the educated wonen nowadays say. Chunja,
you know better than to ask whether | took you as ny
wife to use you as a servant or not. If you who are
hi ghly educated cook neals for your beloved husband,

how can it be a shame? It is never a shane.

Rel uctantly | ed by her husband into the kitchen, Chunja wears gloves to
keep her hands fromgetting dirty and accuses himof animal abuse when he
prepares fish for cooking. Furthernore, she asks himto cook for her while she
pl ays the piano.

Al t hough Chunja's life- style of a Korean |ady and the western idea of
"ani mal abuse' are presented in a distorted way, still this can illustrate that
the sense of self manifests itself as the rejection of the traditional role of
wonen restricted to housekeepi ng. But Chunja eventually reverts to an ordinary
wi fe at the persuasion of her husband. She can not sinply break the ol d val ues
boldly and take the new ones in the conflict between tradition and nodernity.

This conflict between the old and the new can be found in flie
Di sillusiorent R ed Poet (1925) by KimW Chin, the representative
pl aywright of the 1924's. # Heroine Chungja is educated in a western-style
school. She is a very liberated wonman who snmokes cigarettes, has once lived a
bohem an life, and is always surrounded by all sorts of nen. She is one that
loves for love's sake and hence doesn't feel any qual ms associating with
Wonyong, a married poet.

Chunj a even visits Wnyong's house to be introduced to his w fe. Wnyong
courts her love, nobilizing his poetic imagination. But contrary to his
expectations Chungja flatly rejects his courtship. She says:

Peopl e these days think it so easy to seduce someone
else's wifeas if it is to pick a flower from soneone

else's fence. But | don't betray my conscience. | am
not so unfaithful to ny feeling as to sacrifice ny
consci ence.

Wonyong i s disappointed at hearing this, and calls her "new woman under the
cover of old nask" and "vanpire." After |earning that Wnyong does not even
allow his wife to go out without his permssion, Chungja, referring to Doll's
House,__advises his wife to "follow the exanple of Nora." Eventually, Wnyong
and Chungja confront each other with their respective views of wonman. \Wnyong
says:

It is ny belief that hone is neant to be a prison. Once
narried, a woman | oses her freedomas a human bei ng.
The eternal lif€ of wonman is right here at hone.



To this, Chungjaretorts:

What kind of belief isthat? Using woman in giving birth
to a son, sewing up clothes, and cooking while you go
freely around calling yourself a poet. Is that what a
poet does? Sacrificing another's life while he himsel f
sings asong in paradise like God. Is that what you are,
you self-appointed bard?

Chungjarebels against the old values which demanded women's sacrifice
only. She sympathizes with the new values and acts them out. But she, too,
can not completely deny the Confucian morality, which is deeply ingrained in
her, only to be "faithful to feeling,” Here lies the agony of Chungja, a new
woman at the initial stage of enlightenment.

Asis seen above, women's sense of self at the early stage of enlightenment
presents itself in drama in the questions of the traditional marriage and
freedom and love. It also takes the form of opposition to and regjection of the
traditional role of women at hone.

Further momentum was provided for the growth of women's sense of self by
the historic events of Korea's liberation from Japanese rule in 1945 and the
Korean war in 1950. Throughout this period Korea became directly exposed to
the influence of American culture. Liberation established Korea's national
sovereignty on the international scene, enabling it to interact directly with
other cultures. And through the Korean War, Korea was also exposed directly to
the influence of the Western cultures introduced by the U. N. troops.

The image of women depicted in the plays written up until then is no more
than that of someone who agonizes over the choice between the disparate value
systems of the East and the West.

Ha Y u Song's LalRhterg extol egg_L ove (1950) illustrates how the value
system of women has changed since the inception of Western 'enlightenment.'5
For most of the characters in this play, the American culture has already
become a part of their life-style.

The father of three daughters of marriageable age is a professor. He is an
enlightened man who married for love, despite his parents' opposition, when he
was studying in Tokyo during the Japanese rule. The Korean students studying
in Japan then were regarded as the elite.

But when his daughters choose to marry for love on their own account, he
and his wife waver. The parents opposition becomes more stubborn when their
eldest daughter failsin her love-marriage. Their second daughter, Munhi,
wants to marry Chunchol, a tutor to her brother, but her parents recommend to
her a man with better qualifications—he is just back from study in America—as
a potential bridegroom. Their third daughter, Hyonghi, supports Munhi's
stance, citing democratic principles.



Myonghi : The person concerned likes him

M's, An: The person concerned may |ike soneone out of a nonent's
whim but it is her parents who should consider the
future of that person.

Myonghi : But when the children have grown up, their free wll
shoul d be respected in matters |like |ove and nmarri age
according to the denocratic principles.

There exists a clear cultural gap between the daughter's generation and
that of the parents. The daughters enjoy a nore westernized |life-style. They
dri nk beer and whi skey, play tennis, dance the nanbo. Even the nane of their
dog is Pace, an English nane.

The father is not as nodern in his views:

Dr. Go: You youngsters talk about love as if it is sonething
fatalistic and absolute, but it is not. It is sonetines
dom nated by circunstances and chance. It is especially
so in your sister's case. Wen she graduated from
col | ege and stayed at hone, your sister felt very lonely.
She nust have been very anxi ous too as she got ol der.
Accidentally M. Chunchol appeared on the scene and cane
to live under the same roof. It is natural that your
sister fell in love with him But your sister would have
fallen in love with anyone even if that one had had worse
prospects than Chunchol. No process of selection is
involved in this proceeding. That's the tragedy of your

sister and the sane is true of all love affairs. | want
your sister to open her eyes and realize her ability to
make choices. Rather, | wll nmake her eyes open.

But despite their parents' opposition, Munhi and Myonghi succeed eventually
in marrying for |ove.

The attitudes of these three girls toward the question of narriage are
different fromthose of the wonen who wandered between |ove and tradition at
the initial stage of enlightennment. Here, they respond to this question with a
nore individualistic and i ndependent way of thinking. At the core of this
thinking lies the idea that passive submi ssion to parents is no nore the best
filial duty and that one nust not be interfered with by others in one's pursuit
of happiness. To this new generation, marriage is a question the answer for
whi ch can only be the responsibility of the persons concerned.

Entering the latter part of the 19503, wonmen witers depict further growth
in women's sense of self with an insight unique to wonen.

Kim Cha Hms Wirlin2 Wnd (1957) deals with the story of three w dows,
covering three generations in one fanily.fi G andnother Park is a w dow whose
betrot hed di ed of a contagi ous di sease. Assum ng that engagenent corresponds
to marriage, she had cone to live in her betrothed' s fam ly, and observed the
three-year nourning as if she had been his wife. Then she adopted her niece,
Ms. Kang, as her daughter.



M's. Kang al so becane a wi dow after she bore one daughter in her nmarriage.
M's. Kang's daughter, Kisuk, has becone a w dow too. Her husband was ki dnapped
and taken to North Korea during the Korean war.

Ki suk | oves a wi dower, Doctor Hyonmuk, who has rented a roomin her house,
but grandnot her Park strongly opposes her remarriage. Ms. Park asserts that,
once married, a woman shoul d keep herself chaste for her husband even when she

becomes a w dow.

M's. Kang accepts her w dowhood as her destiny. But Ki suk adopts a
different attitude on this point. She believes that, rather than living in
agony and anxiety, suppressing all the human feelings and desires, a w dow
should renarry in the pursuit of another happiness:

Ki suk: What's wwong with desiring a man? It is a
natural and spontaneous desire. Wiy do you
meke a fuss over the talk of nman?

M's. Park: Look at her[

Ms. Kang: She is crazy.

Ki suk: You have lived with the i mtage of man at the
deep core of your hearts as if it were an
idol. If you could not cut off that anxiety

boldly fromyour hearts, why have you decei ved
your sel ves?

Ms. Kang: Aren't you afraid of heaven? You have a

husband.
Ki suk: 1 an afraid of nyself. \Watever efforts | nake
to suppress nyself, it is not easy to control
nysel f.

In contrast to her grandnother and nother, who tie thensel ves stoutly to
traditional norality, Kisuk rebels against it. Her rebellion is ainmed at the
active pursuit of individual happiness and a nmeaningful life. Eventually,
Ki suk breaks the old norality and explores her own |life courageously by finding
a second man for her life.

Anot her interesting character in this play is Aekyong, a college girl, who
| oves Hyonnuk. She is already engaged but boldly professes her one-sided | ove
to him

Aekyong: I'Il tell you point-blank. If | had net you
two days before ny engagenent, (sighs)... But
I angoing to break the engagenent. | can

not quench the flares of fire which are
growing in ny heart. (draws near him



Her forthright offensive does not succeed. But Aekyong's confident, and active
attitude toward the question of |ove nakes a sharp contrast with the wonen at
the initial stage of the enlightenment, who were wandering on the crossroad of
the pursuit of self and deference to tradition.

When it cones to the 1970's, wonen's sense of self extends even to the
question of sexuality. It is interesting to notice that for the first tinme in
the history of nodern Korean drama, equality in matters of sex becane an issue
for the wonen characters in plays.

The heroine in Park Hyon Suk's Mjsouerade (1976) nakes up her mind to have
her own pl easure outside of honme as a retaliation for her husband's
infidelity.7 He justifies his extra-marital affairs as foll ows:

Calling it wonen's equality, they treat their husbands
as if we are nothing. Can we nen help | eading a fast
life facing that kind of treatnent? Once wonen narry
and give birth to ababy, they slacken up. It is really
di sgusting. Wien a husband nakes desperate efforts to
provide a living, even sacrificing his own self-respect
to curry favor with his supervisor, all his wi fe does at
hone is to pose a challenge to such a husband. It is
unbear abl e.

Seei ng that wonmen have cone to demand equality even within the domain of
the hone, as this husband says, wonen's status has surely inproved. The wife
on her part speaks of her resolution to seek pleasure as her husband does:

I have been o far a bird confined in the cage. But |
will be liberated today. Yes, | will be |iberated
from now on.

Wonen's sense of self has becone so strong as to demand |i beration of
sexual ity. Thus, this wife attends a masquerade when her husband has gone away
for days on a supposed business trip. Not knowingthat her partner in the
masquer ade i s her own husband, the wi fe drinkswhiskey and dances. She even
expresses sexual desire openly, although not w thout a sense of guilt. she
says to herself:

I want to go to a hotel with this person. He nmust have
a handsone face under the mask. No, No. | should do
my duty as a wife.

The play concludes with husband and w fe discovering each other's identity.
Bei ng both enmbarrassed by their situation, they end by forgiving each other.

The heroine in another play by a woman witer, KimJa Rims Fl gwer % (o]
(1970) calls for the liberation of sexuality as a neans to rediscover the self
lost in nodern civilization.8 The heroi ne says:



| feel nauseous in this too artificial environnment.
W' ve been trained since we were young how to
breat he, how to wal k and eat, and even how to nmke
love. Sister, | want to run away fromthis overly
speci al i zed knowl edge. This 'great denial' is
struggling inside nyself.

She has an extra-marital love affair and justifies it as follows:

Sister, to set fire to the central heating system
| had to find thrills and the bizarre. To do so,
I needed a love. So strong and even a cruelly
strong one. That is a | ove which burns up ny
past, kills nme for the monent. It nmakes ne

burn up. Then | return to nmy original self.

I am baked fresh and new agai n.

Thi s woman recomrends an extramarital love affair to her ol der sister.
Chastity is already an out-dated thing. She reninisces on her experience of the
original self:

He held ne tight and laid ne in the primtive

forest. It was all green under ne. His heart
al so was inbued with the green. Silence
surrounded us. | felt with ny small heart that

excitement of being born again in this world.

I, who tried to escape fromthe bounds of boredom
and nmeticulous reality. That |awn, which I
experienced in an atnobsphere which nade e feel

li ke singing Hallelujah, was so nmuch like the
garden of Eden.

But this heroine also can not totally relinquish her duty as a wife and returns
hone:

The reason | cone back to this cage, pulling ny
divided self toether is that with that energy
I can operate on the |level assigned to ne.

As is seen above, contact with Western i deas of denbcracy, wonen's equality
and i ndividuali smexercised a great influence on Korean wonen in their
awakening to a sense of self. At the initial stage of this cultural contact,
worren' s sense of self was nostly expressed in the pursuit of freedom of |ove
and passive rebellion against traditional marriage and their role as
housekeeper. But coming to our tine, wonen's enhanced sense of self does not
merely remain at the | evel of inner rebelliousness, but becones so active as to
actual ly | eave the home and demand the |iberation of sexuality.



However, it is notable that the two wonen characters who try out
extra-marital affairs do not totally forget their duty as the lady of a
househol d. They can not free thensel ves fromthe sense of guilt which, in the
case of Korean wonen, derives fromthe traditional Confucian nmorality. 1t
remai ns probl ematical that while the wormen characters depicted in Korean drama
resist the established norality and chall enge the tyranny of nen, they are not
depl eted as strong characters |like Ibsen's Nora, who gives up her married life
for a neaningful life as an individual human being.
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CULTURE LEARNI NG THROUGH LI TERATURE
The Uses of Fakes

Paul Sharrad

Let me begin by sunmarizing years of debate and research into the bold
generalization that we have not only the experiences of individuals throughout
hi story, but the consensus of opinion in the nodern social sciences to prove to
us that |earning about other cultures is both a fact and a theoretica
possibility. ! The questions then remain: can we hope to cross cul tural
divides on a bridge of literature, and, if so, what are the peculiarities of
such a bridge conpared with personal encounter and enpirical research?

Fol | owi ng the same sequence of questioning, we can cite straight away the
fact that culture |earning has always gone on through |literature—especially so
if we include oral tradition in our canons of 'literature' . W often forget
that the supposedly isolated 'Dark Ages' saw a constant stream of contacts
The English court sent emi ssaries to India, the trans-Asia trade route
flourished | ong before Marco Pol o and Vasco da Gama, Brendan of Ireland,
possibly a Wl sh prince and certainly sone Vikings went to North America
Egyptian and Chinese sailors appear to have made landfall in Australia, Mlays
settl ed Madagascar, West Africans probably settled in Central Amrerica and so
on. 2 In all this, contact literature played an inportant part. The sacred and
learned texts were carried as gifts, nyths were shared and conpared, reports of
polity, commerce and custom were conpiled for home consunption. Apart from
these worldly exanples, we have the well-nigh eternal and amazi ng exanpl es of
accul turation through religious literature, whether it be the Vedas, the Pal
Canon, the Bible, the Quran, or the Confucian Anal ects. And too, for the
Westerner, there has been a lasting tradition of encounter with ancient Rome
and Greece through the learning of the assics, a tradition that produced the
Eur opean Renai ssance, the devel opment of vernacular literature and nationalism
as well as the various equivalents of the British Public School education which
lay at the heart of Enpire and which having been inposed on subject races, in
turn led to the nationalistic cultural and political resurgences of the |ast
fifty years. Indeed, we find the beginnings of a curious inversion whereby
fact is born of fiction, science fromart. Culture-learning through literature
I ed Schliemann to his archaeol ogi cal discovery so that historians, archaeol o-
gi sts, anthropol ogists, and |inguists now sack witten and oral literature with
as much determination as the G eeks once sacked Troy

Literature has always been, at the very |least, an invaluable adjunct to
culture learning and regardl ess of what literary critics say about the
self-sufficient nature of art and the linmted uses to which art can
appropriately be put, books continue to be marketed and read because they offer
not only enjoynment, but the opportunity of extending our know edge and
deepeni ng our understanding of the world we live in. History teachers may turn
to Restoration drama or Classical Chinese witing to give their students a fe%l
for a particular period of national history; sociologists put an or A Man
thle People on their reading lists to provide a sense of imersion in the val ues
and habits of Indians or West Africans, and so on
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This use of literature as 'applied art' extends into our eval uation of
writing on aesthetic grounds. Works that enable us to penetrate the surface of
anot her culture, or even to nore fully recognize our owm, are often the ones
which attract the nopst critical attention. (One wonders, for instance, whether
V. S. Naipaul would have been awarded the Booker Prize if he had witten solely
about famlies in East End London, and ignored Trinidad, India and Africa?)

Insofar as art is a reflection of reality, this mxing of aesthetic and
cultural appreciation is inevitable. One cannot analyze a hai ku w thout com ng
to ternms with a certain type of refinenent of sensibility and with cul tural
patterns that select sone elenents of nature as having i nherent synbolic
significance and aesthetic value. Dramatic works, on stage or screen, provide
insights into cultural priorities for behavior, reveal assunptions about what
questions are the inportant ones in society, reveal patterns of appropriate and
inappropriate action in human rel ati ons across cl ass boundaries, and so on.
Novels, with their relatively extensive and conplex framework of tine, place
and action, offer, perhaps, the nbpst conplete opportunity for synpathetic
imrersion in a social fabric, with the associated satisfaction for their
readers of feeling that they are comng to an understanding of a culture that
appears nore genuine than any tourist guide, or travel ogue or statistical
year - book can provide.

Literature, then, can be a valid nediumfor culture learning, with certain
special qualities of its own. These qualities also create problens of how
literature is related to society and what kind of truth it reveals.

If we cannot ( having surpassed the ages of Realismand the engage witer)
gi ve our assent wholly to Sidney's dictum "Poetry lieth not for it affirneth
nothing", we nust still admt that the truth of literature lies in a different
di nensi on than that of the sciences. Al though even nmat hematici ans nowadays are
realizing that their laws and theorens are to sone extent the result of the
nature of the people who propound them and the situations in which they are
formul ated (rather than of some autononobus, externally observable reality or
system of logic), witers have al ways been aware—npre so than readers and
publ i shers—+that the worlds they create are at several renpves fromthe reality
which inspires their creation. Wien it is a matter of culture |earning through
literature, the levels of nediation between reality and the reader are
especially inportant.

Beyond | ooki ng at what is depicted of another culture in a book, we have
to ask how much of it is revealed, how it is depicted, why, and for whose
benefit? Is the contact direct personal experience or through book-Iearning?
Are the inpressions of contact directed at those others contacted (Nai paul and
I ndia) or has the experience led to deeper realization of the witer's own
culture (Owell and Burma)? Is the witer inside the culture witing for
®utsiders or an outsider rel aying information to his or her fellows? In the
former case, is the work a translation and, if so, how does the particul ar bias
of the translator (there nust be reasons for choosing this or that work for
forei gn consunption) affect the faithfulness of the translation and the inage
of the source culture projected?

At this point we should rem nd ourselves that there is no i nmutable
undiluted 'real' culture, just as there is no fixed neaning for a text: we are
|l ooking at a set of relationships not a static object. (To use an exanple



already cited, the transmission of religious texts fromlIndia to China and

Japan not only nodified the cultures of the recipient countries but

produced—through 'creative mstranslation', or cultural cross-fertilization—
i mportant variants of Buddhist beliefs and life-styles). 1t may be that

literature is an effective vehicle for expressing this conplexity and flux, but

in many respects we ought to be consciously working agai nst authors, marketing

procedures and traditions of criticismand teaching which tend to attenpt to
"fix' atext into a nunber of categories of neaning, aesthetics and literary
history, or into the provider of ultimte answers and insights.

We may need to ask of the text howit reveals the process of cul ture-
| earning through contact, how that process is reflected in changes in the
characters, the witer's philosophy and craft, and how it can help us, as
readers and |l earners, enter into the culture-learning process and realize the
encounter with the 'other'.

If we define culture as a set of attitudes, values, beliefs and responses
which result in a recognizabl e established pattern of social behavior, then we
have to ask exactly how a character may be seen in the literary text to be
t¥pical of a cultural group. W nust also discover how we are presented with
this character's inner, and at tines unconscious, cultural set, and how the
character's individuality affects his or her stance with respect to the
fictional social environment (and therefore to what extent the culture we see
inthe text is distorted). How fully, for exanple, does Bakha represent the
sweeper class in Hul k Raj Anand's Untouchabl e?

The character is, too, a creation of the author, in response to sone
i magi native construct and to the demands of the genre with which the witer is
wor ki ng. To what degree is our perception of the character's culture shaped by
the creative vision of the author, fuelled by sone personal obsession or
idiosyncratic philosophy of life?3 V. S. Naipaul's Cari bbean and African
societies, for instance, are constantly tinged with his own bl eak view of the
post-col onial world, while Edgar Mttel hol zer's i mages of QGuyana's Kavwana
history are steeped in his private preoccupation with bl ood and sex.

The other factor nediating between external cultural 'reality' and the
reader's apprehension of it is language. |If we disregard questions of
translation and witers using a second | anguage, and if we accept the creative
capacity of |anguage to overconme its inherent cultural limtations, we are
still faced with the puzzle of how artistic considerations affect the ability
of language to accurately portray culture to the reader. How does a witer's
concern with literary or linguistic experinment affect our reading of the
cultural content of the resulting product? Language is also the tool of
extra-literary aspects of society: how nuch does it distort the picture given
of a culture in order to fit in with political or social preconceptions of what
that culture is or ought to be? (How does dialect, for exanple, exist to
rei nforce—er undernmi ne—ol onial, ethnic or national stereotypes in say Ayi
Kwei Armah, Joseph Furphy, Wl e Soyinka, Edward Brathwaite or Frank Sargeson?)

The main question we need constantly to ask oursel ves when readi ng
literature for cultural information is ' culture are we | earning about?
The answer to this final question may well be 'nobody's.'—er, indeed,
"everybody's."' What energes may be a purely literary construct based on
general humani stic phil osophical values. This we can deternmine to some extent



with the tools of formal literary anal ysis--textual exegesis, structuralism
etc. The main thing to do is to keep before our eyes a |l arge sign saying
CAVEAT LECTOR (' Reader Beware'[).

Literary theory has sought to establish literature as 'Literature' —a
discipline, if not a science, of its own--ever since Plato and Aristotle set in
train the argunent about the rel ationship between poetry and history. The
result in our century has been to fence off the literary text, raising flags of
sel f-determi nati on and pol em ¢ about 'codes of |anguage' and 'intertextuality'
whi ch need defer to no scientific big brother, or any external reality. (At a
recent sem nar on Deconstruction and Structuralism the |ack of a sociol ogy of
criticismwas noted. Such a field m ght possibly record the coi nci dences
bet ween the post-war urge to national liberation, black pride, fem nism
gay-lib, etc., and this assertion of literary autonony.)

One result of placing the enphasis on the prinmacy and sel f-sufficiency of
the text and "the systematic or totalistic explanation of |anguage" is, as
Mal col m Bradbury has observed, to suggest a fixed object rather than a process.

The domi nant tendency (of Marxismand Structuralism
is of course to see literature very nuch nore as a cultural
event, a witten or perforned text that emerges froma
soci o-nmental structure and acts within that structure.

Bradbury properly rem nds us that:

Culture is not a natter of fact; it is a matter
of social conflict and contendi ng social clains.4

and one of the contributions of the culture-learning approach to literature is
perhaps that of keeping the idea of process rather than product alive. Raynond
Tschum supports such a view when he points out that any |anguage is constantly
changi ng and that grammar ultimately is neither fixed nor rationally
determned.5 As we and our works are forned by our culture, so we and
literature act upon that culture. The essence of literature perhaps resides in
its ongoing dialectic between the work and the worl d: between the author and
soci ety, author and text, text and reader and so on. The culture we find in a
book or poemis no longer the culture that pertains in the society from which
it cane by virtue of the very existence of that work and its origina
contributions of |anguage, style and vision. The 'nessage' a work contains is
sonmehow nodi fi ed by our encounter with it.

Fortunately the theories of contextuality of |anguage and such devel op-
ments as Yuri Lotnman's semotic theory of literature seemto allow for this
ki nd of dynamic conplexity.6 For, strictly speaking, culture |earning through
literature is a para-literary enterprise or a venture into 'applied
literature'. As such, it involves us in considerations of authorial intention,
soci al background, and readership which would by the purist critic be regarded
as extraneous to our understanding and appreciation of the literary text. The
work of art beconmes a work of coetnunication, a teacher of soci ol ogical
information, not 'just' an aesthetic experience.
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Toillustrate some of the previous points (concerning the anbival ent
status of the literary work as a neans of culture |learning and the
pars-literary nature of such an activity,--as well as, | hope, sonme of the
significance this has for us) | want to look at a particular formof 'popul ar
literature', nanely the hoax: fiction nasquerading as fact.

Tuesday Lobsang Rampanmade his presence felt in the West follow ng the
publication of a book called f|>X Third Eygin 1956.7 This purported to be the
aut obi ography of a Tibetan nonk who, because of psychic aptitude, rose fromthe
rather brutal nonastic life of austere ritualistic Buddhismto become an adept
of the higher universal nysteries of the occult.

| carry the subjective inpression, fromAustralia at |east, of the lurid
covers of a succession of seventeen books regularly foun% inall sorts of
unlikely retail outlets and in all kinds of unlikely hores. These books are

still in print and F] Third Lyg exists in four different editions, not
counting its US publishers. For a while it seened that the Ti betan nonk had
becamethe 'Raiser of the Eastern Veil', succeedi ng Madame Bl avat sky and

Krishnanurti, to be |l ater displaced by Herman Hesse, G nsberg and Guru
Maharaj -, ji anongst nyriad others.

Book reviews of the tine and many readers appear to have taken Lobsang at
face value and dutifully gawped at miracul ous forns of transcendentalism | ost
to the nmodern world and wilfully ignored by the West:

There are unquestionably epi sodes which are apt
to oxidize the brass-tack imagination of the Western
m nd, but the prevailing effect is credible and
unassumi ng. Ranpa's education... is bizarre but
reasonable and filled with the normal pronptings
of children everywhere. ( Kirkus 25:62. Jan 15, 1959)

He has witten a fascinating book... Very few
books have been witten by 'insiders', born and educated
there, hence every such publication is of great interest.
(Librar¥ Journal 82670, Mar 1, 1957)

There was at | east one suspicious reviewer. Guy Wnt in the Minchester
CGuard an conment ed:

M. Lobsang Rampa's book is rather a nystery. He
clainms to be a Tibetan | ama who was trained in ancient
medi cal know edge and who has unusual clairvoyant powers.
He cannot disclose his true identity becauseof endangering
his friends and rel ati ons now under Chinese control. It
sounds all a bit fishy.

Last year an Austrian scholar sought in vain to find a |l ana
capabl e of translating Tibetan nmedical texts. M. Lobsang
Ranpa's book is the nore suspect because it has everything
whi ch the nore sinpleninded occultist could desire."

(Nov 30, 1956, p. 9)

Soon after this, Tuesday LobsangRampahad hiscover bl own. TI1M magazine in
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1958 showed a bed-ridden Charles Henry Hoskin and reveal ed how this son of a
Devon plunber had suddenly 'gone Eastern', taking the nanme of 'Kuan Suo' and
shaving his head.9 After he was fired fromthe vocational guidance bureau in
London where he worked, he took to small witing jobs, finally submtting to
his agent a nmanuscript on corsets and one on Tibet. He was told to stick to
Ti bet; advice which becanme worth $50, 000 to himup till 1958 when 1Q Third Eyg
had sol d 30,000 copies, 12,000 in the US. Hoskin was unrepentant, claining
that he'd witten the book in a state of possession by Ranpa's ghost, and his
publ i shers overcane their enbarrassnent to the extent of selling Transatlantic
rights, publishing 16 nore titles and illustrating the covers with broodingly
spiritual faces bearing a remarkabl e resenbl ance to Hoskin hinsel f!

There Is sone justification for continued sales of _f] Third Eve._ It is a
charm ng tal e whose protagoni st nakes one think of Rudyard Kipling's Kim
rei ncarnated as Teshoo Lana. The narrative is suitably fresh and childli ke,
full of naive repetitions of exotic bits of information, and there is an
appropriate 'getting of wi sdomi plot which nakes the revel ati ons of strange
custons and wi zardry the nore credible. The narrator hinself is both human and
appealing, with his love of food and kite flying, his nostalgia for famly life
and his alternate nonents of pride at his aptness and prefernent over others
and despair and chagrin when he nakes a fool of hinself and realizes what
arduous tasks still lie ahead. His distaste for riding and his aerialist
anbi ti ons al so make neatly worked-in |inks unifying the whole, and in the
latter case provide a poignant inage to round off the book in an ongoing cycle:

In the norning, at first light, we set out.
Slowy, reluntantly. Once nore | was honel ess, going
to strange places, and having to learn all over again.
As we reached the high nobuntain-pass we turned to take
last long look at the Holy City of Lhasa. Fromthe top
of the Potala a solitary kite was flying. (p. 256)

The overall structure shows an el egance of planni ng—ehapters 7 and 14 on the
Third Eye (creditably underplayed) with two lots of three chapters between
| oosely concerned with outside and nonastic life, respectively. Three nore
build to Lobsang's final initiation, and there is a valedictory chapter to
cl ose.

Ranpa has a gift for sketching in a scene and, of course, being always at
the top of buildings and hills, he is able to indulge his descriptive talent.
The reader is captivated by the rarefied, slightly nelancholy, atnpbsphere of
Lhasa, city of nonasteries and nystery, and excited as well by the human bustle
and the clutter of social observations acconpanying the recordi ng of the
activities of the young reincarnated abbot. Even the skeptical Guy Wnt
adm tted:

M. Lobsang Ranpa's book is.. .ably and el oquently witten, 10
--and the Tjnes Literar¥* Supplenent went further in its praise:

There is no doubt that this book was worth publishing,

since though it would be a matter of extraordinary

difficulty to say whether it is a work of truth, it
cones near to being a work of art.11



Thi s review expl ai ned how the publishers, not having direct contact with
the author, submitted the manuscript to twenty readers in an attenpt to
deternine whether it really was an autobi ography. No one coul d deci de.
Perhaps even then a judicious bit of textual analysis would have made the avid
culture-learner nore wary than the ex-British diplomatic representative to
Ti bet who picked up Ranpa on a couple of factual inaccuracies (there are no
gol d candl esticks in Lhasa apparently, and hi gh-ranki ng men—aot wonmen—wear a
| arge earring) which | ed to Ranpa- Suo-Hoskin's exposure. The task is nade a
| ot easier too, when we |ook at the second book, fli cave .the Ancients
(1957). 2 In this Ranpa has 'sussed out' the aura of his audience and is
concentrating to a patently absurd degree on the 'golly-gosh' fantasties of
occult lore. (H's cave of the ancients—a storehouse of high technol ogy and
dat a- banks froma lost Atlantis civilization--1 remenber, forned the basis of
an Enid Blyton (or was it Capt W.E. Johns?) adventure series novel | read in
sixth grade and it has since been used by other 'great savants' such as the
scriptwiter for "Planet of the Apes" and Erich von Dani ken.) The appealing
elenents of the narrative in The Third *yg (the scapegrace darling of the
nonastery, the reluctant horseman, the ascetic gourmand and so on) are reduced
to famliar props for the reader; mechanical and, finally, tiresome; pegs on
which to fling a gaudy fabric of hal f-baked social ideas and psychic-scientific
fant asy.

Fromthe literary point of view, the eclectic gnosticism (claining
succession from the wisdom of G eece, Egypt, Rone, Atlantis and the South
Anerican civilizations) and the idea that every natural phenonmenon was sonehow
rationally linked to "Akasic" nmagnetismand el ectricity points to Hoskin's
readi ng of Bl avat sky--another great hoaxer—since both are central to her
"Secret Doctrine" and are specifically nmentioned in the "Mahatma letters" to
her disciple, Sinnett. (He also deplores the 'crisis' of Russia's expected
i nvasi on of Tibet, nmuch as Ranpa preaches agai nst China's takeover). '3 The
constant commentingto a Western audi ence on the strangeness of its custons
seen froman Oriental viewpoint is highly rem niscent of WIlliamHaxlitt's
famus essays on London society witten in the guise of a Chinese visitor. And
it isironic that Hoskin was exposed by a British diplomat, since he obviously
relied fairly heavily on the accounts of Francis Younghusband and Charl es
Bell's sojourns in Tibet. (Pp. 183, 147, 210, 111.t Ln)14

A close reading of |1}Qg cave L the Ancients, in particular, will show
certain inconsistencies and inprobabilities operating within the supposed
cultural framework. While the narrator (now travelled, |earned and settled in
the West) is established as someone with a lively sense of hurmor and a rueful ly
ironic consci ousness of his own youthful failings, the precocious youth of both
books seens never to devel op towards such a venerabl e adul thood. Hs force-fed
training in nedicine and the highter nysteries inparts little w sdom and
decorum so that he remains in the words of the Lord Abbot:

"The wild young man who falls over cliffs, greases
the bottomof stilts and causes nore conmotion
than anyone el se here.' (p. 17, Cave)

There is a certain contradiction, too, in the airy dismssal of the |ower
orders of lamasery life, bound up in superstitious ritual and the human
passi ons of the ego, andthe expounding of a conpassionate all-enbracing



Buddhi st phi | osophy. (There seens to be no continuum-despite the doctrine of
| earning through reincarnati on—between the kitchen and the exalted real ms of
those few nonks selected to keep alive the flane of true know edge.) The
exal tedly inperturbable | ama M ngyar Dondup, Lobsang's tturu,_sagely expounds
the traditional Buddhist doctrine of suppressing the passions:

... There is naught ever to fear other than fear
itself. In casting out fear, then you strengthen
humanity...(p. 136, Cavg)

and then decl ares the necessity of fear in a rather Victorian way, enphasized
by his repeated use of the anal ogy between life and a strictly disciplined
school room (e.g. p. 194)

Fear spurs us on when ot herwi se we would be slothful.
Fear gives us added strength to avoid accidents...
You woul d not study your school work unless you
feared the teacher or feared appearing stupid in
front of others. (p.34, LAU)

Sone of this doubl e-speak is the inevitable rhetoric of the enthusiastic
prosel ytizer who attenpts to be broadm nded, understanding and reasonabl e, but
ultimately considers invalid every code other than his owmn. Ranpa tw sts
hinsel f into knots over the idea of secret know edge. He obviously revels in
the thought and in his own role as panpered initiate, but cannot keep it to
himsel f. He has his guru sorrowfully bewailing the wilful ignorance of the
West and the evil of Communismas an excuse to keep fromthe world for its own
good the know edge that woul d neke the world good (p. 47, Cave)._ Moreover, the
entire series of books are predicated on the idea of learning, and yet in the
crazed Japanese nonk, Kenji Takeuchi, we discover a strong nessage agai nst
eclectic know edge and travel .15 O°F course, the witer, like his teacher, is
not opposed to ea | earning:

| an opposed, as are all thinking nmen, to those who
obtain the brochures, the panphlets and the books witten
about strange cults, about so-called occultism These
peopl e poison their soul. (p. 74, Cave)

One other thing that energes fromattentive reading is the anti-conunist
obsession of the witer. W mght understand a resigned sorrowin an enigre
lama, but the constant and distorted ful minations against the Chinese and the
"cancerous blight" of comunismin general (p. 170, cayl)--especially in one
whose tol erance is broad and who is unusually generous toward the Jews (p.
55) - - bespeaks a personal aninosity born of Cold War Europe rather than Tibet:

... This, our land, will be later invaded and physically
conquered by a strange cult, a cult which has no thought
for the coma)on man, but exists solely in order to

bol ster up the power of dictators, dictators who will
enslave half the world. (p. 47, am

The Japanese at their worst are gentlenen conpared to
the communistsi (p. 228, EU)
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This failing rather calls into question Ranpa's clains to clairvoyant powers
and the accuracy of the prophecies in the Potala, since the nonasteries in
Ti bet have been opened again by the comuni st gover nment.

Along with this, there is the truly eccentric view of sex, which has all
the tone and cranki ness of the Hyde Park orator. Ranmpa and his nentors
naturally view Western puritan attitudes as |udi crous and astoundi ng, and
present a reasoned spiritualist apology for the erotic art of the East. (p.
118, Eyg) They go so far as to approve of abortion, and then roundly condemn
artificial insemination as "one of the major crines upon this earth"! (pp.
173-187, laU) ___At this point, we should indeed begin to wonder whose culture
we are |earning about through this piece of literature!

As a vehicle of culture learning, f|g Third Eygat least is not without
its merits. After that, we sense that the author has exhausted his fund of
soci o-cul tural know edge and has anyway hit upon a successful recipe of nystery
and marvel s which obviates any need for factual accuracy.

Rampa is careful —even clever—n his later works as well. He continues
to throwin a 'local' expression every now and then:

| felt like a badly tanned yak hide: soggy and |inp.
(p. 117, E)...asimmbile as a yak stuck in a nmountain
bog (p. 28, cave)

and even introduces inaccuracies of English expression:

.. They had hurried up their footsteps

..to do a certain course of action

.or we shall be at |ogheads again (pp. 104, 117,
119, Save)

Al though we never get the inpression of being inside his own mind as that of a
foreigner in a strange land or of someone unconsciously acting out of a monkish
and Buddhi stic worldview, we do get a strong taste of a corporate reaction to
the West as seen from outside, and of a collective or representative
presentation of Tibetan attitudes practices and beliefs fromthe inside.

Look, for exanple, at Ranpa's first encounter with a European:

| was hard put to keep silent; | wanted to expl ode
with laughter. A man,a tall, thin man. Wite hair,
white face, scanty eyebrows, and deep-sunk eyes. Qite
a hard mouth. But his dress! Blue cloth of sone sort
with a whole row of knobs down the front, shiny knobs.
Apparently sonme very bad tailor had made the clothes,
for the collar was so big that it had to be fol ded over.
It was folded over certain patches on the sides, too.
I thought that the Westerners nust have sone synbolic
patches such as those we used in imtation of Buddha.
Pockets nmeant nothing to me in those days, nor did
folded collars. In Tibet, those who have no need to do
manual work have |ong sl eeves which completely hide the
hands. This man had short sleeves, reaching only to



21

his wists. "Yet he cannot be a |abourer," | thought,
"for his hands | ook too soft. Perhaps he does not know
how to dress." But this fellow s robe ended where his

l egs joined his body. "Poor, very poor," | thought

His trousers were too tight in the leg and too |ong

for the bottons were turned up. "He nust feel terrible
looking like that in front of the Inmst One," | thought
"1 wonder if soneone his size will lend himproper
clothes." Then | looked at his feet. Very, very strange
He had sone curious black things on them Shiny things
shiny as if they were covered with ice. Not boots of
felt such as we wear, no, | decided that | would never
see anything stranger than this. Quite automatically

| was witing down the colours | saw, and making notes of
ny own interpretation of them Sonetinmes the man spoke
In Tibetan, quite good for a foreigner, then lapsed into
the nost renarkabl e collection of sounds | had ever
heard. "English", as they told ne afterwards when

agai n saw the Dalai Lama.

The man amazed ne by reaching into one of the
patches at his side and bringing out a piece of white
cloth. Before ny astounded eyes he put this cloth over
his nouth and nose and made it sound like a snal
trunpet. "Sone sort of a salute to the Precious One,"
| thought. Salute over, he carefully put away the cloth
behind the same patch. He fiddled about with other
patches and brought out various papers of a type | had
not seen before. Wiite, thin, snmooth paper. Not |ike
ours which was buff, thick, and rough. "How can one
possibly wite on that?" | thought. "There is nothing
to scrape away the crayon, things would just slide offt"
The man took from behind one of his patches a thin stick
of painted wood with what |ooked like soot in the mddle
Wth this he nade the strangest squiggles | had ever
i magi ned. | thought he could not wite and was just
pretending to by making these markings. "Soot? Wo
ever heard of anyone witing with a streak of soot. Just
let himblowon it and see the soot fly off!l"

He was obviously a cripple because he had to sit on
a wooden framework which rested on four sticks. He sat
down on the franme, and let his | egs hang over the edge
I thought that his spine nust have been damaged, because
two nore sticks fromthe frane on which he sat supported
it. By now!l was feeling really sorry for him ill-
fitting clothes, inability to wite, showing off by bl ow ng
a trumpet from his pocket, and now, to neke it even stranger
he could not sit properly but had to have his back supported
and his legs dangling. He fidgeted a |lot, crossing and
uncrossing his legs. At one time, to ny horror, he tipped
the left foot so that the sole was pointing at the Dalai Lamg,
aterrible insult if done by a Tibetan, but he soon renenbered
and uncrossed his |egs again. The Inmpst One did great honour
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to this man, for he also sat on one of these wooden frames and
let his legs hang over. The visitor had a nost peculiar nane,
he was called "Fenal e Misical Instrument”, and he had two
decorations in front of it. Now | should refer to himas

"C. A Hell". (pp. 208-210, Fie)

Chapter Ten of The Third , , _"Tibetan Beliefs", begins:

It may be of some interest to give here sone details
of our way of life. Qur religion is a formof Buddhism
but there is no word whichcan be transliterated. W refer
to it as "The Religion", and to those of our faith as
"I nsiders". Those of other beliefs are termed "Qutsiders".
The nearest word, already known in the West, is Lamaism
(p. 134)

and it continues in this sinple straightforward way with a presentation of
basic doctrine and ritual relatively unclouded by the special pleading of the
nore exotic sections el sewhere. Considering the facts about the author and the
preponder ance of egotistically ethnocentric western travel ogues about Ti bet,
this reversal of viewpoint is a remarkabl e achi evement, indicating some very
real cross-cultural encounters through literature on Haskin's part.l6

W, as culture-learners through his books, have to be careful though, as
we have already seen. The "truth" of the literary creation is not the whole
truth. Especially in the second work there is a cultural substratum which
gives the lie to inpressions of |earning about Tibet. Essentially this is the
confortabl e, watered-down eclecticismof the occult popularist witer.
Lobsang's nmonastic life is not a serious ascetic affair. He, as an adept, is
free to miss out on services and neditation; he can sit down to a 'decent' neal
and tidbits fromlIndia ("a sensible diet, none of the crank cult ideas"—p. 21,
Cave)__while | esser beings haveto be content with tsanpa and salt tea.
Learning, for him is a pleasant 'arncthair chat' wth the indul gent M ngyar
Dondup, and everything has a rational, scientific explanation, in spite of the
omi present tone of enlightened scorn towards western materialism The
overriding feeling that all this is sensible stuff presented in a no-nonsense
manner enabl es the author, of course, to slip in bits of fantasy that appeal to
gullible minds, but it also has the feel of a confortable English |ivingroom
rather than a Lhasa |lamasery. ' For you, dear westernreader, enlightennent
wi t hout tears[ You too can be the exclusive possessor of the secrets of the
sages in the confort of your own home!’

My own personal opinion is that yoga is not suitable
for western people w thout very considerabl e nodification.
(p. 228, fy_ee)

It is a sinple book in that there are no "foreign
words", no Sanskrit, nothing of dead | anguages. The
average person wants to KNOWthings, does not want to
guess at words which the average Author does not under-
stand either!

Too many peopl e get caught up in munbo-junbo. The
laws of Life are sinple indeed; there is no need at all
to dress themup with nystic cults or pseudo religions.
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Nor is there any need for anyone to claim"divine
revel ations”. ANYONE can have the same "revel ations”
If they work for it. (pe 7, 'Foreword' to Cave)

As with Bl avatsky's "nmunbo-,junbo'", the amazing thing about Lobsang Ranpa
is that readers continued to accept himas a teacher of culture and religion
long after his unmasking. This is partly because any good ' nunbo-junbo
contai ns enough truth to be plausible, and if it can enlist the credibility
gai ned through fictional truth, so nmuch the better for its exponent. It is
al so because of cultural preconceptions existing in the popular mnd. Tibet
acts as a synbol of 'the last unknown' and this hinterland, wherever it may be
situated, is rapidly becom ng the sole preserve of the transcendental -cum
supernatural. Tibet is the archetype of the High Places of the earth: the
wor | d- nount ai n, the supra-nundane keeper of nysteries, elusive and aloof.|7
Its feudal theocratic npnastic society was the ultinate secret-society
focussing on itself the appeal for the westerner of the masonic | odge and the
religious sect. And as Raj a Rao suggests in his novel Serpent aid

o e, there is a long-standing fascination in the western psyche with syncretic
gnosticismwhich finds a kindred spirit and formul ated guide in the [nanayoga
of India and Tibet

VWhat ever we think of 'crank' religions and popular literature, these
el ements of our cultural psyche need to be studied, for as Edward Hall points
out in Be¥ond Culture,_we cannot be free of our cultural constraints until we
becone conscious of them '8 The reverse side of the | esson such literature has
for us is the revelation of the kinds of dissatisfaction the witer and his
audi ence feel about their own culture; the conpensations they are prepared to
make for repressive norality er excessive materialismand so on

As one instance of the significance of such issues, let nme briefly cite
the case of Elisabeth Kubl er-Ross, the pioneering worker in social medicine in
the psychol ogy and care of the dying and the bereaved. Reacting agai nst the
nodern western cultural rejection of death, and I ed by clinical evidence to
theories of reincarnation, she for sone tinme quite uncritically followed an
Anerican cult | eader whose ideas and activities make himsound for all the
world like an avatar of Lobsang Rarpa and Hel ena Petrovna Bl avat sky. |9

Culture learning through literature is not always what it seens. It
requires careful scrutiny of the text and studies beyond that into areas of the
soci al sciences as well. The truths of literature are often doubl e-edged or

two-faced- - pi ck your netaphor—but they are necessary conpanions in our search
for human understandi ng across cultures and, even in their nobst spurious and
Popul ar forms, are deserving of our attention if only because they frequently
reveal as much of our own culture and its stereotypes of others as they al so
introduce us to cultures outside of our inmmediate experience
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NOTES

Thi s paper is a nuch-reduced version of the one originally prepared. Many
of the points of theory listed in the original can be gleaned from such
standard notes as:

Cole & Scibner (eds.), Qiture and Tho' ht, New York: John Wley, 1974

Hal |, Edward T., BeYond Culture, New York: Anchor Press, 1976

Hynes, Dell, Lrgue ;; Qilture Soci et Y, New York: Harper and Row, 1964
Koni gman, John H., Personalit* in Culture, New York: Harper and Row, 1967.

Various sources, er mia articles in Hem sDhere (Canberra) and Ivan
van Sertima's Thet CaneBefore Colunbus,_New York: Random House, 1979.

Gelya Frank raises these questions in criticizing the social sciences for
their apparent willingness to accept |life stories at face value, as self-
evident indicators of personality, culture, etc. "Finding the Commobn
Denomi nator: a Phenonenol ogical Critique of the Life Story", os, 7(1),
Spring 1979.

Mal col m Bradbury, "The Search for Methods of Cultural Study" typescript of
conference paper, Culture Learning Institute, 1975.

Raynond Tschumi, "Cultural Communication and Transnission", in R G
Popperwel | (ed.) Expression, Communication & Experience _Literature
and Language _ London: Mddern Humanities Research Association, 1973,
p. 21.

See the articles on Lotman in ew Literature Review,_No. 5 (Canberra,
undat ed) and Ron Bl aber's paper "Literary Theory and Contact Literature,
M A. Coursework paper, CLI, 1980.

Tuesday Lobsang Ranpa (pseud.) The Th Cd “"e, London: Seeker & VWérburg,
1956.

The other Rampa books are: M it J[ Beyond tie ent  Candleli,ght: Cave
the Ancients: Chapters of Life; Doctor from asa’ Feeding the flame;

il | jt' 1 Believe: | Vvine with the Lama: The Story:The Saffron
Robe: ree Lives; Twilight;The Wsdom jo Yaw For ever (not

in this sequence chronol ogically).
"Private vs Third Eye" Time,_71:50, February 17, 1958.

Quy Wnt, "Asian Wnders", Y Mnchester Cuardian,_Novenber 30, 1956,
p. 9.

"Boyhood in Lhasa" es Literar* Supplenent, November 30, 1956, p. 715.

Tuesday Lobsang Rampa, fl t e Ancients, New York: Ballantyne,
(1957) rpt. 1963.

For exanple, letters XXI1I1B p. 160 & IV p. 11 in Barker, A T. (conp.),
the Mahatmm letters _oo g® Pin et , Philadel phia: David MKay, 1930.
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For Exanple, Francis Younghusband, Wonders . the HimalaYa, London:
John Murray, 1924; Sir Charles A Bell, Tibet, Past A Present 1924,
Oxford: d arendon Press, 1924.

This figure is possibly based on Ei ki Kawaguchi the Japanese rector of
Gohyakur akan Monastery in Tokyo, who travelled to Tibet in 1897 in search
of Buddhi st texts. Anni e Besant published the English translation of

his reports, Three Years in Tibet, Adyar: Theosophical Pub. House, 1909--
a fact which may have led to Hoskin's hostile portrayal.

This Western response to Tibet is nowhere better exenplified than in WM
McGovern's . asa jn New York: The Century Co., 1924, a prine
case of how not to go about cross-cultural encounterl

The British-encouraged anti-foreigner policy, calculated to insulate Tibet
from Russia, China and the West (and thereby provide a buffer zone for the
Indian Enpire) acted as a strong stinmulus to the European curiosity and
sense of adventure. Accounts of entering "the Forbidden Cty" in disguise
have the appeal of real-life drana and a spy-thriller plot, and seemto
have al so involved racial feelings of superiority in hoodw nking barbaric
hill folk and superstitious nonk-barons. Certainly, Midane David-Neel is
outraged that a European should not be able to set foot wheresoever he or
she will (ham Journey ;U L a a, London: Heinemann, 1927) and travel books
on Tibet by English, French, Russian, Danish, German, Anerican and
Japanese witers proliferated after 1904.

Edward T. Hall, Be¥*ond Culture, ov. cit.
Elisabeth Kubl er-Ross, Interview, Pla¥bo¥ _28 (5), My 1981, pp. 69-106.

Apparently, in a subsequent newsletter, Kubler-Ross denounced her forner
‘guru'.
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[WAN SIMATUPANG AND CROSS-CULTURAL [NFLUENCES

Pamela McCall

I would like to preface what | have to say with a brief historical
outline of Indonesian literature in the twentieth century. This will also
provide some insight into the influence of the West on writers other than Iwan
Simatupang, the focus of this paper.

Most critics of Indonesian literature begin their analyses with the poetry
of aman named Amir Hamzah, a Sumatran whose writing in the 1930s reflected the
conflict many Indonesian people were then facing between traditional values as
embodied in their indigenous lifestyle and the modern, western values conveyed
to them through their Dutch colonial masters for over 300 years.

This very real conflict left most thinking Indonesians with a sense of
being in a cultural no-man's land. Their Dutch education provided them, on the
one hand, with a burning sense of nationalism (an Ironic result of colonialism
in most countries) and, on the other, with the realization that their cultural
identity was undergoing a major upheaval, with European thought undermining
indigenous ideas.

Indonesian literature of the period is basically a record of this
conflict, with writers looking to their past and their future for inspiration.
It isin fact a dichotomy with which contemporary writers are still grappling.

Interestingly, it was the most thoroughly westernized literature which
left the greatest mark. Chairil Anwar, writing in the early 19405, had as his
mentors Dutch symbolist poets, read German and English, (notably Eliot and
Auden), and drew inspiration from Beethoven and Mozart. His intellectual roots
were clearly in Europe and not in Asia, and he has been described el sewhere as
'the epitome of the Bohemian artist".1

Idrus, who contributed most to prose, also modelled his writing on that of
Dutch authors. He wrote with a certain detachment and cynicism reminiscent of
European writers. He believed that by incorporating Western conventions into
Indonesian literature, it could become universalist while being at the same
time recognizably Indonesian.

Sitor Situmorarg has been dubbed by a prominent Western critic as "a poet
between two worlds, atitle which seems self-explanatory in the light of the
foregoing remarks.2 After living for two yearsin Paris, he adopted into his
writing elements of existentialism and explored such Western-derived themes as
ennui, aimlessness and hedonism. He believed it to be the fate of the modern
Indonesian intellectual and artist that he can no longer 'go home' as he
doesn't know where 'home' is.

Despite the fact that it is now accepted form for Balinese, Javanese,
Sumatrans, etc., to think of themselves as first and foremost Indonesian,__and
only secondarily Balinese, etc., in the early decades of this century the
distinctions between the islands were more clearly maintained. Thisis
relevant because the writers mentioned were all Sumatrans. Sumatra for along
time was the home of many trading and commercial communities which adopted both
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Islamic and Christian world-views in a relatively unadulterated form Al ong
wi th those world-views cane ideas such as individualist econonmic enterprise and
initiative, as well as the views of refornmist Islam It is worth noting at
this stage that |wan Sinmatupang was a Sunmatran.

The Javanese response to the West, on the other hand, was nore muted, and
the witers in particular were nore selective in adopting el enents of Wstern
literature. It is still a commonly held view anmpbngst |ndonesi ans that Javanese
are nore conplex and subtle: nore 'Eastern', whereas non-Javanese (and
particularly Sumatrans) are straightforward, caring little for refinement. in
short, nore 'Wstern'.

One exanple of the nore 'Indonesia-centric' witers is Pramudya Ananta
Toer. Though he had sore influence from Europe, his greatest inspiration was
derived from China, and he shows none of the broad internationalismof Chairil,
Idrus or Sitor. He was preoccupied with the essential 'al oneness' of the
i ndividual, which (though it may well be interpreted as an existentiali st
concern) he treated in a very 'Asian' manner by pleading for a return to
communal living and rel ationshi ps.

Towards the end of the fifties young witers began to emerge who were the
first products of a purely Indonesian education system Their response to the
West was even nore dininished than that of Pramudya. They read no European
wor ks and no foreign | anguages, and they were regarded by witers of the
Idrus/Sitor nmould as very sentinental and i mmature.

Against this brief background then, |let us exam ne what Iwan has to offer.

As | mentioned earlier, he was a Sumatran, born in the town of Sibolga in
1928, into a Roman Catholic famly. After taking part in the 1945-1949
revol uti on agai nst the Dutch, he studied medicine in Surabaya in Java, then
went to Europe to study anthropol ogy and drama in Holland, followed by
phi | osophy at the Sorbonne in Paris. He returned to Indonesia in 1961, having
married a Dutch pianist. His witing career then turned to prose, short
stories and plays; in the fifties he had witten nostly poetry and essays. He
died in 1970. In this paper | wish to concentrate |argely on his novel Ziarab
publ i shed in 1969. There are three reasons: having been translated into
English (by Harry Aveling as Thg im3, it is nore accessible to
non- I ndonesi an speakers; secondly, space does not permt an exhaustive coverage
of all his novels and plays —and to be neani ngful, a coverage of Iwan's works
must be exhaustive; and the third reason is purely subjective —it is ny
favorite amongst his works.

I wish to return for a noment to the novels witten by Indonesian witers
earlier in the century. It has been suggested el sewhere that the devel opi ng
maturity of Indonesian literature was marked by a growing complexit* in the
i ssues treated in those novels. Those witten in the 1920s for exanple had in
common the thene of one character trying to find his/her place in the world,
the result usually being the so-called 'happy ending'. As the literature
matured, so too did the issues treated in the novels, so that characters became
invol ved not only with their own place in the world but also with nore conpl ex
rel ationships with other characters, and endings were nore often conprom ses,
or at |east anmbiguous, rather than resolutions of any kind. This phase
gradual Iy evolved to the point where witers were concerned primarily with the
world, the situation they were depicting. The actual characters played only a
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secondary role. What assumed significance, to use a theatrical anal ogy, was
t he stage upon which the characters were playing and not the characters
themselves. | will give a couple of exanples, drastically sinplified. In
Pra dya's story Keluara Gerilva he is discussing not so nuch the |lives of the
fam |y menbers, but the issue of man as an individual and man as a nenber of
soclety. 4 The characters are y8gg to get this nmessage across. Simlarly in
Mochtar Lubis' novel dalanj& a dun , while we are introduced to the
characters of Hazil, Guru Isa and Fati mah, what is inportant is the situation
in which they live, not so rmuch their individual life stories.5

This brings nme to Iwan's novels, in which this process of reducing the
significance of the characters has reached the stage where he doesn't even give
themnames. In all three of his major novels, Ziarahe Merahnva Merab and
Kerins,_the major characters are naneless and are referred to either by their
occupation, their former occupation or sinply as "our hero".6 The characters
have been dehunmni zed to the point where they are nere puppets of the action of
the play, manipulated by the situation in which they find thenmsel ves. One
critic su gists that the characters are nerely part of the cosnps Iwan is
descri bi ng. This then marks a radical departure fromthe novels of the 1920s
and 1930s, where the characters of a novel were its be-all and end-all

I'n 1960 Iwan wote an essay entitled "Mencari Tokoh Bagi Roman" (' Looking
for Characters for Novels') in which, after telling us that he knows of novels
in which there are no characters, just words, words, words, he goes on to quote
the French dranatist Sanuel Beckett, who clains that characters don't natter
any nore, that it's the situation that counts.8 Beckett makes the comment that
wi t hout characters, the reader can feel the situation nmore clearly, without
being diverted by people clanoring for our attention

Iwan's own plays and novels fit very neatly into this category. |nsofar
as they exist, his characters never devel o2 -_we are shown aspects of their
characters only, in haphazard order, as they relate to the situati on being
portrayed at the time. The characters seem inhuman; they have no nane; the
reader never fornul ates an idea about whether a particular character is good or
evil, ugly or beautiful. He is neither a hero nor an anti-hero; he is a nere
device of the witer.

I would like to refer for a nonent to one of Iwan's plays, Peta Al
Taman,__in which | believe there are quite close parallels with the works of
Beckett, |onesco and other menbers of the Absurdist school.9 There are four
nanel ess characters, distinguished by the titles Od Man, M ddle Aged Man,
Bal | oon Seller and Wman. (Incidentally, the play was set in Amrsterdam)

The play consists of a series of incidents, each ending in hysteria —
first when the balloon seller |loses all his balloons, second when the woman
accuses the middl e-aged man of being the father of her illegitinmate child, and
third when the old man breaks the news that not only has his wife taken up with
a younger richer man, but his cat has run away after eight years. At the end
nothing is resolved; the situation reverts to what it was at the beginning
Hardly profound stuff, perhaps, but one is left with the distinct inpression
that, just as Beckett and | onesco aimto convey the nessage of the basic
futility of one man's attenpting to achieve constructive comunication with
anot her, through the outwardly sinple, structurally neaningless 'conversations
between 'characters', Iwan is telling us the same thing through a (perhaps
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contrived) display of words, words, words between caricatures.

Here is just one exanple of the sinmlarity between conversations —or |

shoul d say exchange of words -- in this play and loneseo's 11 Less n:
From Petting d an: From!fie Lesson:
It's going to rain. The sky's overcast. Seven and one?
Is it the rainy season? Ei ght.
No, it's the dry season. Seven and one?
It doesn't rain in the dry season. Still eight.
Who says so? Very good answer. Seven and one?
What nmonth is it? Ei ght agai n.
I wouldn't have a cl ue. Excellent. Perfect. Seven and one?
I"'mright then. It's the rainy season. Eight for the fourth tine.
And soneti nes nine.
Magni fi cent! You' re magni ficent!
Subl i me! 10

The | ogi c behind both these extracts, and countless others in both plays,
defies any rational interpretation. One nust sinply ask, at whatever |evel one
tries to interpret it, '"what's the point? Wich of course is precisely the
question lonesco (and, | venture to add, |wan Si matupang) wants us to ask.

At this point I wish to give a brief sunmary of the story of Ziarah, _about
which, as | nentioned, | wish to nmake nost of ny comments. The title is
difficult to translate. Harry Aveling uses the term'The Pilgrim, which is a
little msleading, first because the word siarahrefers to an action, not a
person, and secondly because its neaning is culturally |oaded. It actually

neans a visit to a sacred place, usually a grave —of one's parents or
ancestors or a saint, for exanple. A nore appropriate translati on would
perhaps be 'The Pilgrimge'. The concepts of death and life are so

inextricably bound up with each other that at the end of the novel when "our
hero" is wandering through the cenetery, he is seen as making a pilgri nage not
to someone who has died but "to manki nd".

The chief characters of |f|® Pilgrimare an artist and a cenetery overseer.
Through a series of conplicated flashbacks we di scover details about their past
whi ch in both cases have shaped their current situation. The two are enem es,
in the col d—war sense, throughout the novel. The overseer, a forner phil osophy
St udent, knows that the painter, now decrepit, unproductive and drunken after
his wife's death, abhors the thought of entering the cenetery. The overseer
has a burning desire to see himsuffer and decides to offer hima job
whi t ewashing the cenetery walls. To his amazenent the painter accepts the
offer; the tables are turned and eventually it is the overseer who is driven to
Suicide, due in part to the failure of his experinent.

i feel it is necessary at this point to make a content on the two
interpretations of the Absurd as witnessed in French witings. A distinction
is usually nmade between Canus' concept of living out a life of autononous
choice in a universe that no | onger nakes sense because there is no God to
"®solve its contradictions (this is what Kierkegaard called 'Despair'), and
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farce. lonesco hinself says:

the fact of being astonishes us, in a world

that now seens all illusion and pretence

in which all hunman behaviour tells of absurdity
and all history of absolute futility; all reality
and al |l |anguage appear to lose their articulation
to disintegrate and col | apse, so what possible
reaction is there left, when everything has

ceased to natter, but to laugh at it all?11

Llarah __| believe, conbines both aspects of the Absurd. Wether or not
this was Iwan's intention we can never know, but along with the el enents of
despair there are monents of sheer farcical hunour.

Irrationality, or lack of proportion, plays a proninent part in the novel
and the characters thenselves frequently nmake a plea for proporsi or
‘proportion'. This irrationality manifests itself in the totally inappropriate
reacti ons of people to certain events. For exanple, when the painter gets
married there is such a big celebration and so many flowers are sent to him
that soon the town is swanped with flowers and the snmell of themreaches
si ckeni ng proportions:

...next morning the whole town lay inmrersed under flowers
fromthe hotel. The council workers were furious. The
drivers of trishaws and horse-drawn carriages wore flowers
behind their ears, in their button holes, in their fez,

even in the spokes of the wheels. They covered the netal -
work with flowers, just like in a procession. The beggars -
hi dden beneath flowers, flowers and nore flowers - no

| onger | ooked tattered and pock-marked. There were gladioli,
angel i ca, dahlias, chrysanthenmuns, roses, orchids and all
sorts of flowers.

It took a week to get rid of them Everyone hated flowers
by then; they wanted to vonit whenever they saw one. Wen a
butcher tried to carve up a flower-seller who had not eaten
all week for trying to sell himflowers, no one intervened.
The judge gave hima stern warning, even the prosecutor
never mentioned 'murder'. (2e Ppilgrim_p. 70)

This results in hostile feelings towards the painter and denpnstrations agai nst
the couple until they are finally forced into exile in a little hut on the
beach.

I'n anot her incident, some foreign visitors wish to visit the painter as he
has made a name for hinmself with his paintings overseas. Horrified that the
dignitaries should visit the painter and his wife in their little shack, the
| ocal administrators inmediately begin to urge themto nove back to a | arger
house. Because of their persistent refusal to do so, the mayor hangs hinself.
This produces nore anxiety in the town, "not because a nmayor has di ed but
because the guests of State had arrived. And nothing had been prepared.”

(p. 78)



31

This seemingly disproportionate ‘'mass hysteria seems to derive from an
established 'order' of things the breaking of which lets loose turmoil and
confusion. There are innumerable exampl es of things not being as they should
be in this novel. After his wife dies, the painter refuses to sign the burial
forms, causing great commotion in the office of the funeral director and the
accusation that he has "created ... perhaps the greatest (scandal) this country
has ever known". (p. 97)

When the philosophy student takes on the job of cemetery overseer, his
father and his former professor are outraged, exclaiming, "A young man as
handsome as he, as rich and as clever, shouldn't be wasting his life hanging
around your cemetery." (p. "10) The professor later comments, "1 had learnt
much more from him than he had from me" (p. 122) -- another role—switch in line
with the artist's becoming a whitewasher and the philosophy student cemetery
overseer. To use lonesco's words: "the world seems all illusion and pretence

all reality appears to lose its articulation”.12 I|n normal circumstances,

Ilwan seems to be saying, we are victims of rationality; however, we can just as
readily become propagators of irrationality when "reality loses its
articulation". lonesco's plays show this sort of disproportion and
irrationality too: in Victimsj putx_when coffee is to be served to three of
the characters, there is a mounting pile of hundreds of cups; in ZgNew Tenant
the furniture blocks up all the staircases, clutters the stages, then entombs
the tenant; in gig Chairsthe stage isfilled with dozens of chairs for
invisible guests and in Jacques a young girl develops several noses.

The title of the novel suggests a preoccupation with death. This permeates the
action and forms part of the thinking and philosophy of nearly all the
characters. One of the principal characterslivesin the cemetery, the other
works there, and deaths occur consistently throughout the story.

There are two mayors in the novel. One of them regards himself as being
above the common "dwarfish, dirty, stupid people with no other instincts than
feeding and clothing themselves"', but all hislife he suffers "because the gods
have made him too great for normal human standards but not great enough to be a
genius'. (pp. 18, 2)4) He is condemned to alife of answering telephones,
opening letters and looking at his watch, and putting off until tomorrow all
his ambitious plans. His death, which comes after he fails to perform a minor
mayoral duty successfully, can be seen as a statement of his failure to ever
realize his dreams. A recurring element in the novel is the disparity between
the reality one dreams of and the reality one encounters: the dilemma of ‘'the
dreamer'. This also is one of the prominent elements among the writings of the
literature of the absurd. William Barrett in irrational Man Writes that "the
divorce of mind from life ... (is) one of the central themes of existential
philosophy ...."13

The cemetery overseer takes his own life after having lived in seclusion
within the cemetery walls for 27 years. He finds the place ideal for his
philosophical meditations and makes the comment that "wealth and property lose
all meaning at the walls of the cemetery. Further, genuine philosophy exists
only on this side". He also regards living as merely preparing for death: "We
are future corpses walking on past corpses. The world belongs to the dead.
The world is Death's kingdom®". (pp. )43, ‘+5) The incident which prompted this
comment was his discovery that someone had stuck a'"Wanted Dead or Alive'
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poster of a crimnal on the walls of the cenetery. He is indignant because
death is thus reduced to the same value as life; his view of |life was al ways
based on the sovereignty of death. H's decision to finally take his own life
stens froma philosophical failure -- as nentioned before, his failure to cause
suffering to the painter. Life has failed once again to fulfill him

Wary as | am of applying Western | abels to non-Wstern witing, |
nonet hel ess feel that nany of the el ements of this novel appear to be of an
existential nature. Many existentialists contend that death is not sinply the
end of |life, sonething that cones along at the end of the story, but is itself
an integral part of that story. Heidegger (like the cemetery overseer) sees
human bei ngs as ' bei ngs-towards-death' and sees death as the suprene
possi bility of human existence. He calls for a realistic inclusion of the
deat h-factor anong our plans and the way we evaluate them Canus, while
insisting on the need to face death as a reality, sees it as providing the
absurdity of both man and the universe, the indifference and equival ence of al
things in the long run. Wth regard to suicide, Canus feels that "the feeling
of estrangement between a man and wife, which sonetinmes ends in suicide, is the
nost el enentary way of expressing the absurd" and that the only way to face up
to the dilemma (of absurdity) is to "preserve the paradox, to |ive the tensions
and conflicts which it involves". * I'n Sarah._perhaps, Iwan is portraying two
types of character —those like the cenetery overseer who give into death as
an escape fromthe dilemas of life; and those |ike the painter, still alive at
the end "preserving the paradox .... living the tensions which it involves
..."15

There is a feeling of |ack of conmmunication in the novel, and this feeling
is heightened by the aforenentioned theme of dreams versus reality. None of
the characters seemto really know each other and the total absence of names
increases this feeling. The painter does at one stage refer to the cenetery
overseer as "ny only friend", but significantly this is after the overseer's
deat h.

The conversations between the characters in many cases reflect a tota
lack of synpathy between those involved, as if they were on different
wavel engt hs. An exanpl e occurs when the nmayor is explaining to the cenetery
overseer that he is to be "non-activated" because he went agai nst orders and
had the cenetery walls whitewashed twice in one year instead of once. The
mayor' s conversation revolves around 'public' interests, the overseer's around
private:

"All | ask is the obedience witten into the constitution
of this country. The obedi ence each citizen owes his |eaders."
"But the constitution also guarantees ny right to know why
nust obey: in this particular case, to know why | have been
non-activated."
"The reason can be sunmarized as the 'public good' . Like other
great ideas it is an idea not open to further discussion."
"y 2"
"Because then it would not be a great idea.”
"lIsn't the decision dangerous to ny well-bei ng?"
"You and all your problens are part of the previous term
"the public good'.'
"But what about ny thoughts, feelings and private |ife?"
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"The public is greater than the individual, than any nunber
of individuals."

"Not the reverse, Your Worshi p? Wiat we call 'the public’
is, and can only be, conprised of individuals, hunman beings,
free citizens...," (pp.- 15-16)

Anot her exanple is a conversation between the mayor and the cenetery overseer's

former phil osophy professor. The two are follow ng separate trains of thought
runni ng al ong parallel Ilines:

"Ha! Now you' re entering dangerous grounds. Qoj ectivity.
According to Kant ...".

"Shut up! To hell with M. Kant[ Ppp...er, who is this
Kant person?"

"Ah, now you're trying to be objetive."

"What ?"

"Kant, |muanuel Kant - was a German - a Gernman phil osopher."

" Shut up! Enough! Stop!"

" Enough?"

"Yes, enough. If he's a German., | can tell you what sort
of person he is and what his philosophy is likely to be."

"So you' ve studi ed Kant. How encouragi ng, how encouragi ng."

"No! and there's nothing encouragi ng about the situation

at all. There's nothing nore to be said, once you said that
M. Kant is, firstly, German, and, secondly, a Gernman
phi | osopher. "

The professor thought deeply, then nodded.

"Very profound indeed."

"Prof ound? what is?" asked the Mayor, surprised again.

"What you've just said. |'ve never |ooked at Kant fromthe
perspective of national determ nism Truly amazing!" (p. X11)

The di al ogue in nobst cases seens to suggest that every person has a given
status in life and cannot expect to be able to comunicate with someone froma
different station or rank.

Lack of conmunication is also of concern to the existentialists, and of
particular rel evance here is Jaspers' conviction that only through
comuni cation with others can an individual becone human and truth be found,
and that the road to truth is "lost to the man who shuts hinself off from
others in stubborn self-will, who lives in a shell of solitude."16

There is further evidence to support the view that Iwan's portrayal of
life in this novel is existentialist, nanely, that the book denpnstrates a
concern witht he actualities of existence. The existentialists regard choice
and deci si on-naking as being vital activities for an existent being, and al so
regard decisions as not only leading to self-fulfillment, but also as involving
sel f-renunci ati on, because by choosi ng one possibility one renounces every

other alternative. I n Ziarah we constantly see the adm nistrators, over-awed
by the prospect of meking a decision about a problem relegate that problemto
a higher authority, until the mayor finally nakes the statenent, ".—n the

I%-nd, there is no other possibility, we nust choose." (pp. 1p3-4) Soren
aer kegaard, known as the 'father of npbdern existentialisnml, believed that nost
Peopl e refuse to reach the point of decision-making, preferring to take refuge
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and never becone thenselves. Sartre called the anxiety involved with nmaking a
deci sion 'anguish'; the Gernan termis nest.

Sane existentialists have criticized the pressures of a society that nolds
the lives of people and produces a world of confornists who rarely have to nake
a decision. | believe that Iwan is satirizing the order and routine of
people's lives, which makes it extrenely painful for themto accept the
responsi bility of making choices

An i nportant aspect of the novel is the plight of the 'outsider' in a
world fromwhich he is estranged. There are two outsiders in the novel -- the
cenetery overseer who, unable to comunicate with living people, chooses to
live in the world of the dead, and eventually takes the decision to join them
and the painter, who feels estranged fromthe society in which he lives, but
rather than adnit defeat by commtting suicide, "lives the conflicts which it
i nvol ves. "

The theme of the outsider is fundamental to the literature of the absurd

and is one of the concerns of existentialist philosophy.yl like to conpare
what Iwan is saying with the beliefs of Gabriel Marcel in M'ster¥ j Beirg:

...this strange reduction of a personality to an officia
identity must have an inevitable repercussion on the way

| amforced to grasp nyself; what is going to becone of

this inner life .. What does a creature who is thus pushed
about frompillar to post, ticketed, docketed, |abelled
becone, for hinmself and in hinsel f?17

It is possibly nore than coincidence that |wan was studying at the
Sor bonne at the tinme of the publication of this book in the 1950s, Marcel is
known to have influenced a contenporary of Iwan's, Wratnm Sukito, who becane
known as a ' Christian existentialist'.

Witers of Iwan's kind have been the subject, if indirectly, of criticism
fromfellowwiters and intellectuals. One critic accused nanel ess witers of
"wi thout |icence inporting Canusianisminto |Indonesia, causing pessimnmsm and
cynicismto be ranpant."18 Another identifies anpng |Indonesian intellectuals a
"curious anxiety to justify thenselves by appealing to Western concepts of art
and t hought. "19

It seens quite fitting to conclude by quoting |Iwan hinself

And if we see M. Beckett the next day, and we tell himthat

we had nightmares all night after seeing his play, but that

we still can't understand the point of it, and that it's

driving us insane ... he'll laugh delightedly, slap us on the
shoul der and say: "Ah, so ny play was successful. Thank you!"20

Thi s conment m ght equal |y apply to Iwan' s own writing.
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THE MODERNIZATION OF A POETIC TRADITION:
Some Problems and Per spectives

W nmal D ssanayake

The Si nhal ese poetic tradition has evol ved over a renmarkably | ong period
of twenty centuries. The earliest known exanples of Sinhalese verse are to be
found in sone of the stone inscriptions conposed in the first century BeCe,
Since then, Sinhal ese poetry has grown steadily, drawi ng on the storehouse of
Buddhi st literature for its thenes and Sanskrit |iterature and aesthetic
theories for the directions in poetic craft.

As with nost traditional literatures, the witings of classical Sinhalese
poets were highly conventionalized. Witers dealt with a linmted range of
thenmes and subjects that were sanctified by tradition. The narration of

Buddhi st stories, the eul ogizing of kings, and descriptions of natural beauty
figured prominently. In ternms of form and techni que, poets adhered to the
strict rules of verse-making that were |aid down by classical theorists. Seen
from a nodern perspective, one of the npbst distinct features of classical
Si nhal ese poetry is the transpersonal posture adopted by the poets.2 It was
the duty of the poet to narrate the life of the Buddha in verse in a highly
ornate style using stereotypical imagery in accordance with inmutably rigid
traditional neters; little, if any, of the poet's own personality was all owed
to show. The follow ng stanzas taken from one of the nobst well-known cl assical
Si nhal ese poens reflect this convention-bound formof witing:

Not only was the noon-king decked with jewels of clear bright pearl -
the noon's bright stars - with white bl ossons

And |inen robes as the noon's white beam but al so
He made t hose night-lotuses his peoples' desires unfold.

Thi s swan-ki ng, snared by the honey of drink,

Played in that |ake, his fatal hall, where the night-lilies
Were fair wonen, the stalks their strings of pearl

Their eyes the darting fish, the lotuses their bows of wne.3

Here, the | anguage and the i magery bear the unni stakable inprint of
traditional injunctions related to poetry. The epithets are stereotypical and
are indicative of the poet's desire to conform

It was this poetic tradition that the npdern Sinhal ese poets sought to
renovate. In the sixteenth century, Sri Lanka came under Wstern dom nation -
first the Portuguese (1597) and then the Dutch (1658) and the British (1795)
conquered Sri Lanka. In 1815 the British succeeded in conquering the entire
island. This Western rule, of course, had profound consequences for the
evol ution of Sri Lankan society. A new social structure began to take shape;
Engl i sh becane the | anguage of administration and education; Christianity was
| ooked upon as the favored religion. These and other simlar factors,
naturally, contributed towards the creation of a new conci ousness. The urge to
noder ni ze the Sinhal ese poetic tradition was an outcone of this new y-forned
consci ousness.



The Sinhal ese poetic tradition had undergone numerous changes, as any
living tradition nust. Over an extended period of tinme there was a novenent
towards secul ari zati on, greater use of colloquial idiom |ess display of
ornateness and a dimninishing interest in Sanskrit npdels of poetic conposition.
Martin W ckrenasi nghe, perhaps the npbst perceptive of npbdern Sinhalese critics,
described in the followi ng terns the change that had taken place in the poetic
tradition by the fifteenth century:

The poens of the classical period sprang up in the rocky soil of Al ankara
(ornanentation) and died as rapidly because their roots were not deep.
They had not reached the mminsprings, the thought and fueling of the folk.
The new poetry nmade an alliance with the rhynes and | anguage of folk
verse . . . . The literature left the courts and harens of kinds and
went into the countryside where it gathered a variety of rhythns
from songs of the peasant fol k. For once, the poet left the jewelled spires
and crystal ranparts of, for the nost part, inmaginary cities, and
attenpted to describe the real things he saw. For the first tinme poets

st opped usi ng vocabul ary which had no significance except for the |earned
and began to use ordinary words full of enotional associations for the
common fol k. 4

However, it is only in the twentieth century that we wi tness a decisive
break with the past consequent upon the emergence of new nbdes of feeling and a
new order of sensibility. That the increasing i npact of Western civilization
had a catalytic effect on the rate of change is indeed patent, and the degree
of flexibility which had been introduced into the Sinhal ese poetic tradition no
doubt facilitated this transition. The growth of Sinhal ese poetry in the
twentieth century is the story of the attenpt to nodernize the poetic tradition
without forfeiting its popul ar appeal.

The modern period in Sinhalese poetry conmences with the writings of the
so—al |l ed ' Col onbo poets' |ike Meemara Prenmmtil ake, P. B. Alwis Perera, Sagara
Pal ansuriya, W nal arat ne Kumaragama and H. M Kudal i gana. They felt that the
cl assi cal Sinhal ese poetic tradition as it was handed down to them was
deficient in many respects, and that there was a strong need to introduce new
el ements which were nore in consonance with the zeite eist,  The spread of
general education and the new nedia of comunication, the growmh of a sense of
individuality and the increasing infiltration of western values into Sri Lankan
society were the main agents in the creation of this Zzeitgeist. Despite their
procl ai ned desire, however, the Col onbo poets adhered fairly closely to many of
the requirenments laid down by classical tradition.

The Col onbo poets were nmainly interested in witing about nature, social
inequities and ronmantic love. In dealing with these thenes they created a
structure of feeling that was conspi cuously absent in classical literature. A
good proportion of classical Sinhalese poetry is concerned with extolling the
beauty of nature. The follow ng stanza, taken fromthe ~Selalihini Sandesava is
"epresentative of traditional Sinhalese nature poetry.

The stream call ed Diyavanna with its ripples and wavel ets
Seenms a silk garnment worn by the woman—eity

Worked with rows and red lotus, and figures of golden swans
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Its spreading cascades the long rippling waist folds.5

VWhat is interesting, on the other hand, about the nature poetry of the
Col onbo poets is the attitude of mind that animated their witing. If the
cl assical poets described nature froma transpersonal viewpoint (wthout ever
involving the personal enotion and identity of the poet) in the work of the
Col onbo poets it was the distinct individuality of the poet that made its
unni st akabl e presence felt. The foll owi ng stanza by a Col onbo poet on the
self-sane river celebrated in the earlier poemillustrates this clearly:

To savour the divine pleasure pierced on your body
| cane fromafar, amidst wild bees

Swi ngi ng your waist, enmnating moon's radiance

0 yout hful damsel of Sitawaka, do dance now. 6

We find very little of social experience, especially the life of average
men and woren, depicted in Sinhal ese poetry. Therefore, the attenpts by the
Col onbo poets to wite about the privations of the underprivileged in society
(not, of course, without a certain neasure of venom) was seen as an attenpt to
noderni ze the poetic tradition.

Those rich relations ignore him

He possesses nothing save the cloth he wears
Where indeed can a poor famly rest?

What is the state's help to them?

Simlarly, the poetry of these witers dealing with romantic |ove
signified a definite break with the past. It was not as if classical witers
did not portray romantic love. Wat is distinct, though, about this body of
romantic poety is the tone of approbation with which it is presented. In
traditional Sinhalese literature, when and where romantic |ove went counter to
the commonly accepted norns and val ues, it was portrayed as somet hi ng
undesi rabl e and disruptive of social harnmony. But in the poetry of Col onbo
poets, it was seen as sonething healthy and desirable and affording a solid
basis for individual fulfillment. Miuch of their narrative verse bears out this
contention. In witing about these subjects, the Col onbo poets were greatly
i nfluenced by such English ronantic poets as Shelley, Keats, Wrdsworth, Byron,
sone poets of an earlier period, like Goldsmth, and of a later, such as
Tennyson.

Apart fromthe question of subject matter, the Col ombo poets sought to
noderni ze the Sinhal ese poetic tradition in two other respects —by discarding
the somewhat artificial |anguage medi um and stereotyped imagery, in favor of a
more col loquial idiom and by creating less rigid poetic forms. Al nost all of
them though, still conposed poens according to traditional meters.

Despite the fact that the Col onbo poets took a lively interest in the
society around them and sought to nodernize the poetic tradition, they fell far
short of their objective. two factors suggest thenselves as having contributed
to this failure. Anost all the Col onbo poets were unable to explore in their
writings significant human experiences —experiences which were conpl ex and
which invited serious attention. Instead, they were given to sterile posturing
and attitudinizing. Only Kumaragama succeeded in endowi ng his poens with a
neasure of hunman significance. He produced di scerning and synpat hetic
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depi ctions of the privations of the peasantry, seeking to recapture the conpl ex
but fascinating relationship between man and nature in the renote vill ages of
the north Central Province. His poens succeed jr conveying the authority of
l'ived experience.6

Secondly, the kind of |anguage nedi um sel ected by the Col onbo poets had
nei ther the inmaginative force, nor the precision, nor the suppl eness that would
facilitate the communication of a truly nodern sensibility. They discarded the
creatively outworn vocabul ary sanctioned by tradition, but failed to fashion a
vigorous idiomto take its place. Indeed, their poetic |anguage can be
characteri zed as essentially prosaic, now and then decked out w th
superficially glittering trite poeticalities.

As a reaction against and, in a sense, as an extension of the concerns of
t he Col onmbo poets, the Sinhal ese "free verse novenent" was | aunched. This was
indeed a significant step, Until G B. Senanayake first introduced free verse
in the late forties, Sinhalese poetry had beer, conposed to set neters. He,
sonewhat diffidently, characterized his witing as a formof literary
expression existing between prose and verse. The following is a representative
poem of G B. Senanayake.

The Sin

Lord

Rise up and forgive my sin, Lord.
For it is not mnd

but a sin of the mnd;

not the mnd' s either

but of these senses.

Unheedi ng the mi nd

these ny senses

on that occasion

burst forth, powerfully aroused.
But ny mnd

whi ch knows only you,

did not join with the senses in their sin.
Ri se up and forgive nme, Lord.

| arose

tied up her hands and feet;
carried her

t hrough the Rukkaththna grove, and
at the deep point

in the broad river

I flung her in.

Looki ng on

till the loud splashing

of the di sturbed river
becane qui et again

| returned; and

throw ng nyself on the bed
shut ny eyes.B
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Not only the formal structure, but also the nbod and enotion explored in this
poemare alien to the spirit of traditional poetry.

Al though G B. Senanayake introduced free verse to the -Sinhal ese readers,
it was really Siri Gunasi nghe and Gunadasa Amar asekara who succeeded ir, w nning
recognition for this art form Their works like Mas | & Neti Ata” Bhava Gta,
Abi ni_unana_and Uvanaka nda_Li vu av , aroused nuch curiosity and a great deal
of comment, sonme of it openly hostile. Many readers at the tinme (in the late
fifties) expressed the view that free verse was an inportation fromthe West,
and that it went against the fundanmental grain of Sinhal ese poetry. Free verse
witers were accused of debasing the art of poetry by blindly imtating Western
forms.

The Sinhal ese free verse witers made no attenpt to conceal the fact that
they were largely influenced by such nodern English and Anerican poets as
Eli ot, Pound and Law ence, and by inmagi smand French synbolismin general.
However, they did stress the fact —to ny mnd, with a | arge neasure of
justification —that Sinhal ese free verse energed not as a consci ous attenpt
to inpose an alien formon the reading public, but rather in response to a
genui ne and deeply felt need: the need to revitalize the Sinhal ese poetic
tradition and transform Si nhal ese poetry into an instrunent capabl e of
i magi nati vely exploring nodern probl ens and experiences.

The Sinhal ese free verse witers like Siri Gunasi nghe, Gunadasa
Amar asekara, Mahaganma Sekara and W nal Di ssanayake abandoned the netrical forns
that had up till then been regarded as intrinsic to poetic statenent. Mich of

their poetry can be regarded as explorations into npod and consci ousness. The
structures of feeling that are central to their poetry have little ir. common
with those that were associated with classical poetry. In conparison to the
wor k of the Col onbo poets, the poetry of free verse witers contains very
little of the rhetorical anguish that marred the witing of the earlier group.
In the nore acconplished pieces of the free verse witers one observes a nmature
val uation of human experience, a suppl eness of |anguage and the depl oynent of
striking imagery. The followi ng poem by Siri QGunasinghe is reflective of
these strengths:

"Deat h, |npassive as the Hi nal ayas”

Though it's said that

Death foll ows us everywhere
Shadow | i ke, a dark bl ack nass,
It is alie, dredged out of fear

Noi sel ess,

Crouched, stal ki ng upon soft pads
Death does not grab you by the heel.
Awai ting a chance

To strike from behind

On a dark night

Deat h does not |urk anpng the bushes.

Death is not in a cadaver
Death is not in a graveyard
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It is the cowardice

Festering within you

That makes you | ook back furtively

Into the darkness behind.

Death does not use a dark blindfold
Does not trick you, or even deceive you.

He is not a stranger

Who works in secrecy

Rope in hand

He nekes no bid to bind and gag you.

Deat h, inpassive as the H nal ayas

St ands besi de you.

Enbraces you, takes you in his arns.
Step by step, wink by wnk,

It is you, who however closer to Death
It is you, who in stark terror scream
Deat h does not give chase.

Calling it life

Day by day

You enbrace

Only Deat h.

It's none other than life itself

Whi ch, monent by nonent

Cones into being

And ceases to be.

Li ke a burning dry | eaf

Life

Wthers and turns to ashes

Every drop of milk is Death
Every norsel of food is Death
Every kiss is Death

Wy strive so hard

To escape

The clutches of Death

It is no use.

What you call Death and

Try to escape from

I's but the shadow of Death.

the real Death is Life itself
Deat h, inpassive as the Hinalaysa,
St ands besi de you.9

Despite the fact that the poemis slightly over-witten, it reflects a serious
"nterest in human experience and a sensitive use of |anguage and i magery.
Unfortunately, such instances are not as conmon as one m ght w sh.

d Sociologically speaking, t he Sinhal ese free verse witers cane froma
ifferent social background than that of the Col onbo poets. Interestingly, the
free verse witers were alsoreferred to asthe Peradeni ya school —Peradeniya
bei ng where the University was situated. Many of the free verse witers were



42

conpetently bilingual and were closely associated with the University. They
were greatly influenced by the critical witings of Richards and Leavis and
Enpson and European poetry. Mich of their witing displayed these diverse
Influences. The following are but two exanpl es:
Dirt* Dishwater

Man's mind is a kitchen

Learning, it's dishwater

I grovel, lapping it up.

Bl ack crows fl ock
To drive ne away
It is not easy to escape.

Di shwat er stagnates in the drain
Wth stale | eftovers
Scraped of f broken plates.

No salt or flavour in it
Nothing to fill one up

Hurt by a hurled coconut shell
Leg-lifted

Yel pi ng

I still cannot tear nyself away
From that drain.

Al that gave life

To a lifel ess existence -
Di shwat er

The only flavour

In a flavoured life -
Stale food. 10

This poem by Siri Gunasi nghe contains echoes of Law entian phil osophy and
French synbolist technique. Similarly, the followi ng poem by Wnal D ssanayake
reflects a preoccupation with | magi sm

Death gf an g I n

The holy book
Li es open on the table

The conpound drifts
Wth wthered | eaves

The |l anp that shone there
Fli ckers no | onger

Now and t hen
Behi nd t he hut
A stray dog barks. 11
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At tinmes, though, one felt that their reading of Western literature unduly
and jarringly obtruded itself on the poetry, much to the detrinent of the
latter. Many of the free verse witers were accused of |eading an ivory-tower
exi stence and attenpting to deal with problens that were nore inmagi nary than
real and that enmanated froma reading of Western literature rather than from an
encounter with lived reality. This tendency had the effect of alienating a
| arge segnent of the readership for poetry that had been created by the Col onbo
poets.

By the late sixties, the interest in free verse began to dimnish. It was
often stated in alnpst a tone of protest that nuch Sinhal ese free verse was too
cryptically cerebral to warrant ready enotional participation on the part of
the readers. The question of |anguage, too, presented itself as a form dable
issue. Siri Cunasi nghe was one of the poets who discarded the then fashi onable
poetic idiomon the grounds that it was inextricably linked to certain stock
and shal | ow experiences. fie, along with certain others who subscribed to this
way of thinking, sought to create a rich | anguage replete with newy ninted
met aphors. This was indeed a notable step in the right direction, although the
results were not always cormmensurate with the ideal. There are, to be sure,
strikingly, picturesque turns of phrase and refreshingly original inmagery in
their witings. Describing a water-buffalo, Siri Gunasinghe says:

My beard on fire

in haste

I was running, running down in the dawn

bearing the burdens of life

all on ny back:

at the edge of the road, in a large clunp of grass,
like a fat nerchant sprawl ed on his easy-chair

| saw you. 12

In a simlar bold fashion he conpares past nenories to a flock of wild beasts:

For saki ng ne

leaving ny |inbs death-stiff

she |l eft —di sappeared

went away

and | becane a prey

to a flock of wild-beast nenories
a bl oody prey. 13

Despite such efforts, many of the npbst discerning readers felt that this
nove, interesting as it was, was characterized by a certain contrivedness, and
that it was not adequately anchored in tradition and cultural nmenory to strike
a spont aneous chord of response in the readers. Another constricting factor
that contributed to the dimnution of interest in free verse was that many who
were keen to practise this formdid not have a clear notion of what it entailed
in ternms poetic craft and self-discipline. Consequently, witing free verse
amounted to chopping up badly witten prose. T. S. Eliot's fanpus statenent
that, "No verse is libre for the man who wants to do a good job", 14 shoul d have
had a pointed nessage to the Sinhal ese poets of the sixties.

It was with the intention of renedying this situation that Gunadasa
Anmar asekara, whose nane had once been linked with the free verse nobvenent,
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urged a re-thinking of modern Sinhal ese poetry. Strictly speaking, though,
Amar asekara cannot be called a witer of free verse because a ghost of meter
lurks behind all his poetry. He expressed the view that free verse |acked the
support of tradition in terns of |anguage as well as of form and as a result
it alienated the general reader. To rectify the situation, he sought to draw
on the cunul ative richness of Sinhal ese fol k-poetry which had up till then been
largely ignored by the literati, as not being worthy of serious consideration.
He made use of folk-imagery and fol k-rhythns in his poetry, as is evidenced in
the following stanza. Here the poet describes, nmuch in the manner of a
Si nhal ese fol k-poet, how darkness generates undefinable fears.

Their footsteps clatter noisily as they rush about our yard,

They chase each other around and around and surround the house
They peer in at the window, hurl blood-curdling shrieks and yells
They are trying to get in at the door, where shall | hide nyself?

They kick the door again and again, demand | open it.

They squeeze each other by the throat, screamw th death-1ike shrieks.
They host three hoots three tines in succession, |eer through the
wi ndow pane

There's no escape for nme now, where shall | hide nysel f?15

Gunadasa Amarasekara succeeded, up to a point, in investing his poetry
with a traditional coloring, thereby w nning back the synpathy of many readers
who had forsaken poetry having been put off by the experinentations of the free
verse witers. In the process of doing so, he raised two inportant issues to
whi ch he has not as yet provided adequate answers. The first question is
whet her the fol k-idiomhas sufficiently broad a range to communi cate conpl ex
experiences associated with nodern |ife. The second is whether a reliance on
the folk idiomw Il not in point of fact stifle linguistic creativity.

Wth the dawn of the seventies, new social forces were activated and new
trends were set. The increasing nunbers of unenpl oyed graduates were in the
forefront of a new activism They were educated, poor and securely anchored in
the village society. They were disillusioned with the existing political
parties, both right-wing and |eft-wi ng, and were on the | ook-out for
alternatives. In April 1971 a period of insurgency began in Sri Lanka which
has been described as producing "a convul sion of political violence on a scale
previously unknown to the nation". As a consequence, over 10,000 persons were
taken into custody.l6 It is interesting to note that 89.7% of those detained
were between the ages of 16-30. The followi ng table bears this out:17

Age Distribution of Detained Persons

Age Nunber %
15 and under 107 1.0
16 - 20 3,573 35.1
21 - 25 4,183 41.0
26 - 30 1,386 13.6

31-35 448 4.0
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36 - 40 201 2.0
41 and over 294 2.9

This new activism perneated all the arts. A newer breed of poets who had
their roots in the soil of the land, but were also intensely aware of nodern
soci al currents, sought to fashion poetry into an instrunent of social
analysis. Unli ke the poets of the sixties, who were, by and | arge,
intellectuals ensconced in their own private worlds, the newer poets sought to
gi ve expression to the harsh social problens that they had to contend with in
their day-to-day life. As one comrentator, speaking of these poets remarked,
"This close identification with the needs and aspirations of a larger group had
led the creative witers of the 1970's to feel thenselves the voice and pul se
of a new social group. It has given their poetry a degree of social concern
not hitherto encountered in the literature.”"18 T Ihe foll owi ng exanpl es
adm rably reflect this new social consciousness and comitnent that has conme to
characterize nodern Sinhal ese poetry.

A lind Beggar's Ong

You who see the sun, nopon and stars
Do not see ny two eyes

And seeming not to have seen ny face
Sit |l ooking far out, beyond

I who have not seen sun, nmoon or stars
Yet know you by your eyes

And recogni zing you to be human
Beseech you to be kind. 19

sere, the ironic twist of the poemserves to reinforce the poet's social vision
°at her pointedly.

In the foll owi ng poem by Paraksama Kodi t uwakku, the plight of the
)rotagoni st draws attention to the stark social realities with which the
najority of the people in Sri Lanka have to contend.

Cane in one hand

letter in the other

| read;

My m nd kindles

Kusunmawat hi e

is there anyone in the world
with the right to punish you?
Rat her decree that society be punished
lashed with a whip

for |eaving you

with only two white dresses

One dress is split right down the back
I've darned it twice or thrice

The other one by the end of this term
will disintegrate with sweat.
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Ch for another dress!

The only issue at home is that
My one prayer is that

If | get it

even in a dream

I will surely cone
nexttermtoo -

to the Central - H gh- School

to obtain the wealth of |earning.

Al t hough the poem hovers on the brink of sentimentality, the poet's deft

transition of noods acts as a saving strategy. The poem concludes with the
beautifully lyrical lines:

Yes sir ....
Ski ppi ng from stone to stone

Ski pping from stone to stone
Laughing ...+20

Simlarly, Wnal Dissanayake, | ooki ng back on the late fifties and

si xties, portrays the snugness and pretentiousness of the intellectual witers
in a self-deprecatory tone.

Wiile little children shriek with hunger

And brittle bones pierce the thin flesh

And as poverty, skeleton-like, comes rushing

From anong the stenchful shacks

And as young nen and wonen | ooking for jobs

Drench the city with pouring sweat

Havi ng clinbed to the topnost floor of the ivory tower
Banqueted tothe heart's content

W argue passionately

About the rhythmc aubleties of Eliot and Pound. 21

That there has been a dramatic shift of enphasis in the concerns of the
poets of the sixties and seventies is patent. The follow ng content analysis
of one hundred poens sel ected at random (fifty poems each fromthe sixties and
seventies) enforces this point. This analysis, to be sure, does not co full
justice to sonme of the nore conplex poems in which personal emotions and soci al
comm tnent are indissolubly linked. However, it does indicate the broad
contours of change.

60' s 's
Lonel i ness 18 8
Love 11 10
Nat ur e 9 7
Soci al |ssues 6 21

Q hers

50 50



47

It is interesting to note that, while in the sixties the theme of |oneliness
and alienation figures pronminently, in the seventies the thene that nostly
seenmed to engage the imagination of the poets was one of social issues.

During the seventies a | arge nunmber of young witers published slim
vol umes of poetry. O them Mnica Ruwanpat hi nana, Parakrama Kodituwakku and
Dayasena Qunasi nghe are perhaps the nost noteworthy. They wite about both
soci al issues and personal emption with a great senseof confidence. They
have, in their best pieces, succeeded in blending the classical, folk and
col loquial idions with remarkable skill which cannot, of course, be captured in
translation. A large nunber of poens, produced during this period barely rise
above sl oganeering and propaganda. To Writeabout social problens persuasively
and poetically is a highly exacting task, and the vast majority of the young
writers of the seventies were sinply not equal to it.

This rapid survey of the evolution of nodern Sinhal ese poetry over the
| ast four decades draws attention to a nunber of problenms and perspectives
related to the nodernization of a traditon. |ndeed, they are the kind of
issues that are likely to surface in any traditional society with a |ong
literary heritage seeking to conme to terns with the twentieth century. They
can be summarized as follows.

1. However good the intentions may be, unlessthe body of poetry that is
produced in support of nodernization of the tradition does neasure up
to the highest standards, not much progress is likely to be nade.

This is made clear by the failure of the Col onbo poets.

2. The inpluse to nodernization cannot proceed so far ahead as to lose
touch with the tradition, both classical and folk. Too drastic a break
with tradition is likely to prove counter-productive as is evidenced
in nuch of the poetry produced by the free verse witers.

3. The urge to nodernize a poetic tradition can generate healthy results
only in an atnosphere of shared values. This is clearly seen in the
failure of the free verse witers. They were nostly fluently
bi l'i ngual and chanpi oned norns of conduct, values and a world view
that were not shared by the bulk of the people. On the other hand, the
great preoccupation with social issues reflected in the poetry of the
seventies facilitated the speedy nodernization of the Sinhal ese poetic
tradition. The general readership found the substance of the poetry so
relevant to their daily experience that they agreed to endorse the formal
innovations that it contai ned—nnovations which were rejected when
introduced earlier by the free verse witers.

4. The attenpt to nodernize a poetic tradition is characterized by a
di al ectical interplay between change and continuity. The free verse
witers of the sixties sought to introduce a nunmber of new features,
both substantive and formal into the domain of Sinhalese poetry.
They were very nuch Western in conpl exion. The general readership
felt that these novel features constituted too sharp a break with
the part. But at the same tinme, the free verse witers did nake an
inpression on the sensibility of the readers. The poets of the younger
generation conbined el enents of tradition and sone of the newer
features introduced by the free verse witers.
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5. The urge to nodernize a poetic tradition should answer to sone of the
deeply felt needs of a given culture. Mdernization cannot be inposed
arbitrarily fromoutside. It should be a natural outcone of largely
endogenous cul tural forces.

Al'l these phenonmena, then, point to one unm stakable conclusion. The
inpetus to nodernize receives its forward thrust at the point at which poetic
sensibility and contenporary consciousness intersect.
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ARUN JCsHI's THE FOREI GNER':
The Protagonist in Search of Meaning

Ti na Shettigara

Arun Joshi has recently published his fifth work of fiction, which is his
fourth novel, the other work being a collection of short stories. The central
characters of his novels are all individuals in sone way alienated fromthe
worl d around them They struggle with quests of the spirit and the corrupting
influence of the material world, victins sinultaneously of both forces.

However, these protagonists are portrayed as very real figures. The
situations they encounter are for the npst part conmmon to every human life:
| ove, pain, nmarriage, work, noral issues and matters of conscience. AnN
engagenent with life and the decisions one nust nake in life are the thematic
I'inks between the novel s.

The central character of Streare Case g Bill ¥ Biswaais probably the
nmost extraordinary of Joshi's heroes. Wihile living in the nodern materi al
world in the roles of scholar, son, husband and father, Billy is spiritually
torn between follow ng the expectations of that world and his own prinordial
urge to be free of its veneer: to feel the currents of nature sinply and
freely and to respond to instinct. When he is working as an ant hropol ogi st,
the urge becones stronger and eventually overtakes him He di sappears totally
fromthe world of which he was once a part and lives in a tribal world with a
new, tribal wi fe who bears himanother, tribal son. Al truismcauses himto
identify hinmself to the civilized world in order to prevent a catastrophy.
This action proves to be his own sacrifice, for the 'civilized world attenpts
to retrieve himbut succeeds only in hunting himdown and sl aughtering him
The 'civilized world, anal agous to the conscious nind, cannot and will not
tolerate the surfacing of the primtive, which it fears, and so violently
suppresses it.

Rat an Rat hor, narrator of g Apprentice._is a victimin another sense.
He is not a nenorable character like Billy Biswas. He is 'M. Odinary' who
becones enbroiled in and corrupted by the materialistic world. H's spirit is
anaest heti zed by the influence of that world. He begins as an enthusiastic
young cl erk, made nore enthusiastic and anxious to please his superior officer
by the tenuous nature of his wartinme tenporary position in the governnent
service. He enters into an apprentice relationship with his supervisor whom he
admres alnopst to the point of worship. His enthusiasmand his willingness "to
toe the admnistrator's line" alienates himfromhis fell ow workers, but
neverthel ess it pays off when he becones permanently appoi nted and others are
laid off at the end of the war. At that stage, he is unaware of the price he
has paid. Hi s soul has been sold to the systemand it posesses him
Furthernore, the systemis corrupt and he, in his turn, is corrupted by it.
Rat an Rat hor goes along with the passing of faulty goods which are bound for
the front of a new war, the 1961 war with China. He does not do it for noney,
al though he is paid for it. He has no clear notive at all, unlike his nentor
in the deal who bears a deep grudge agai nst society because of his background.
Rat an Rat hor has sinply |lost his conscience in his |long association with
corruption. He is one anbng thousands of similarly corrupted officials.
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The difference in Ratan Rathor is that an accident of circunstance
succeeds in reawakeni ng his conscience. The police are investigating the
faulty goods and Ratan Rathor is suspected, although nobody can bring final
evi dence agai nst him One unusually zeal ous and fervent young police
investigator establishes an inprobable connection between goods passed by Ratan
Rat hor and the sad case of Rathor's only life-long friend, The brigadier. The
Bri gadi er has returned fromthe Chinese front in a disturbed nental state. He
spends many nonths in a repatriation hospital, but neither his w fe nor Rathor
under stand exactly what is wong with him The truth is that the Brigadier is
bei ng court-marshalled for desertion. What the police investigation reveals to
Rathor is that his friend s desertion was the direct result of faulty equi pnent
that Rathor hinself had passed. Wthout Rathor's confession, however, the case

cannot be proven and the Brigadier will be found guilty and probably shot.
Rat hor has the opportunity to save his friend' s life by sacrificing his own.
After much internal struggle, his will to confess fails. His friend the

Bri gadi er comrits suicide. Rathor then undertakes a life-1ong project of
atonenent cl eaning the shoes of people who are attending the tenple. He never
enters the tenple hinself. In his tinme of need, he discovers that the taint of
corruption has extended even there. He al so di scovers that his forner
supervi sor, who had started himon his career, was also involved in the passing
of the faulty goods. The whole world appears to be corrupt, but Ratan Rathor's
hunmbl e act each day is the constant reninder to hinself to avoid such
corruption in the future and the words "be good" reverberate in his head as a
mant r a.

Joshi's | atest protagonist is Som Bhaskar of The |_ |_ Lab*rinth (published
1981). Bhaskar is also enbroiled in the world of affairs. He is a rich young
industrialist with a flair for acquiring new conpanies. He is a cynic as a
young man, easily irritated by his father's preoccupati on with questi ons about
"The First Cause" and his npbther's reliance on Krishna rather than nedicine
when she is dying of cancer. His nother's death sparks off his fear of death.
That fear is fuelled by his father's death, ostensibly of a heart attack, but
according to the fam ly physician and personal friend, K, of grow ng
el anchol i a. Som Bhaskar's first near attack at an early age nmakes the fear
of death a phobi a.

Som Bhaskar is al so subject to the craving of a nanel ess desire nanifest
as the sensation of the words "I want" boom ng from space ("the Voids") in
dream and in illness, or at other tines of stress. Lust for wonen is the
coi rmon synpton of the search for the panacea to this desire, but it is always
qui ckly satiated upon possession and he returns to his devoted and faithful
wife, Geeta. That is, until he neets Anuradha. She is the wife (or mstress;
one is never really sure which) of a decadent, bhang-snopking fell ow

ustrialist, Aftab, whose conpany Som Bhaskar wi shes to acquire. The desire
take over the conpany is rapidly replaced by an obsession wi th Anuradha.
ISthe, and her world of Aftab's strange |abyrinthi ne house at Benares, Benares
self, and the whol e air of physical corruption and noral decadence that
urrounds that world beconme a focus for his phobias, fears and desires. It is
irst an obsession of |ove and |ust. However, when Anuradha | eaves him after
hgmhas suf fered another, massive heart attack that K says should have killed
. his insecurities are intensified and the obsessi on becones one of hate.
He resunes buying into Aftab's conpany, having suspended his purchases for
radha's sake (and virtually as a trade for her body), and pursues a bl ock of

to
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shares to a tenmple in the H mal ayas.

There he finds the nysterious Gargi, a deaf-nute, daughter of a sufi whose
background is nysterious and miracul ous, and is a part of Aftab's world. Gargi
is one of the nost nysterious characters of all in this novel of enigmas. At
the tenple, K, who has acconpanied Somon his search, tells Gargi what Somdid
not know before. K says that during Som s last attack he had given himup as
dead when Anuradha visited. He gave Anuradha the news that there was no hope.
Since then, Anuradha has intimated to K. that she had gone from San's sickbed
to Gargi to plead that she should save San's life. At first, Gargi had refused
to even acknow edge her power to do anything, but |ater charges Anuradha to
give up Samentirely, and Samwould live. So San had recovered and Anuradha
refused to see himanynmore. (The story echoes the story of Gargi's father, who
had fallen ill and was denying the existence of God. H's father was advised to
give up what he nost |oved and his son's life would be spared, so he called on
God to take his own life. The father died and the son recovered.)

So the issue is finally one of faith or belief in God, or mracles, or at
best, in something beyond the material world. San Bhaskhar's skeptical mnd
cannot accept faith. He takes the shares which Gargi has in her charge and
goes away vowi ng to have Anuradha as well. He visits Aftab's house seeking
her. After an interview with Aftab, Anuradha cones out and pleads with Somto
go away for his life's sake. When he returns the followi ng norning, Aftab
informs himthat Anuradha has di sappeared fromthe Jannasti cel ebration and
cannot be found. Sam Bhaskar has the police investigate but she is not found,
and Somgoes in real fear for his life, for Aftab, in his grief, has threatened
him The question of faith is, furthernore, unresolved, for Som cannot
di scover whet her Anuradha's di sappearance was the work of human interference or
a mysterious disappearance engineered by God in fulfillment of the terms of
boon granting Som Bhaskar life.

It can be seen that Joshi's exploration of the inner quest has become nore
conplex with tine. Billy Biswas was certainly a strange case, but his story is
sinmply told as the record of an external narrator. Ratan Rathor reveals his
tale to a much younger man as the unwi ndi ng confession of a consciencetortured
despite his acts of contrition each day at the tenple. By this means the
conplexity of Rathor's guilt feelings is fully portrayed.

In Last lLab¥rinth the structure is as labyrinthine as the central
themes and the processes of Sam Bhaskar's mind. Synbols are used in a far nore
sophi sticated manner to explore the conpl ex psychology of a mind that is
tornented by the relationship between the material and the nystical. Yet
despite this growi ng sophistication of treatnment, Joshi's interest has al ways
been in the alienated being, whether the individual be extraordinary, as was
Billy Biswas, suprenely ordinary |ike Ratan Rathor, or psychol ogically
di sturbed in the manner of Som Bhaskar.

The same el ements were present in Joshi's first novel, flg Foreiagner
(publ i shed 1968). The hero-protagonist-narrator is Sindi Cberoi who, like his
successors, is an individual estranged fromthe world around him Joshi has
here chosen the thenme of the East-Wst encounter as another neans of
investigating the many forns of alienation.

Sindi Qberoi is in Anerica studying at Harvard University. There he neets
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June and he falls in love with her despite his reluctance to becone invol ved.
He al so neets Babu Khenka, an i mmature student newly arrived from Del hi, sent
by a father who expects the utnost fromhim June, finding Sindi unwilling to
conmit hinself, |leaves himfor Babu. Sindi is distraught but does not attenpt
to reclaimher. Soon Babu and June are engaged to be nmarried. Sindi finishes
his degree neantine and takes a job in New York. He hears that Babu, who has
never done well in his studies at Harvard, has failed his examns. Babu i s
utterly disconsol ate and despairing and June, at a loss to know how to cope
with him wites to Sindi. Sindi visits her in Boston where June assures him
that things are sorting thensel ves out. Neverthel ess, they spend the afternoon
toget her, have dinner at an expensive restaurant and, back at Sindi's hotel,
their tenderness for each other is revived and they go to bed together. Wen
June returns to Babu, he accuses her of sleeping with Sindi. June, in anger
tells himof their fornmer rel ati onship, which Babu had been too naive to
recogni ze. I n shock and anger, Babu drives away in his car. Sone tine |ater,
Sindi is called to the norgue to identify Babu's body.

Sindi is so distraught at the circumstances of Babu's death that he
deci des on a radical change in his life. Fromvarious options he decides to go
to India. Wile organizing this change of scene, he hears from June that she
is four nonths pregnant with Babu's child. Wiile wanting to hel p her, he
post pones contacting her until he can obtain |l eave fromhis job and then
arrives in Boston unannounced. He goes to her house in the mddle of the night
and is informed by a neighbor that June had died of an abortion and had been
buried that afternoon. Controlling his grief, Sindi goes to Del hi and visits
Babu's father and sister. He finds their questions about Babu's death
enbarrassing, for he feels guilty about it and yet angry with Babu for being
the cause of June's death. M. Khenka offers Sindi a job as his personal
assistant. Khenka is an industrialist with an expandi ng busi ness. Sindi works
for himfor a long tine, but typical of his principle of non-involvenent, is
personal |y unnoved when the affairs of the conpany are investigated and found
to be corrupt and M. Khenka is jailed. Sindi accepts a position in Bonbay,
but the workers in the office at Khenka's busi ness send an em ssary to beg
Sindi to stay and hel p save their jobs. Si ndi becones involved in their
predi canment and takes over the nanagenent of the conpany.

We nmight with gl ee seize upon the text of ftg Forei gner as yet another
text on the East-West thene, hailing it as a new objective treatnent. W&
m ght, too, take note of Sindi's cultural and geographical rootl essness and
di scuss the ncvel as a manual of detachment. Predictably, this is what npst of
the few critics who have given sone attention to Joshi have done.l At |east
one, D. R Sharma, has recogni zed that Joshi's heroes, Sindi Oberoi included,
are not sinply existential, Canusian outsiders, but are "deeply involved in the
amt of living, and that their predom nant passion is to reflectively consider
the el enent of choice inlife."2

The Foreigner is constructed on two cross-cutting tine-spans. The first
is the tine in Arerica and the second is in New Del hi. Even here, especially
in the American portion, there is not a strict chronol ogical narration. This
Zionstant switch between India and Anerica, conbined with Sindi's cross-cultural
. rthright as the orphan son of an Indian father and English nother who was
aised by an uncle in Kenya, actively suggests the perfect set-up for sone
Obj ective treatment of the East-West thene.
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It is also true that Sindi observes the society of the rich industrialist
inlIndia with as nuch objectivity as he also views the Anerican mniddle-class
suburban home of Ms. Blythe or the attenpts at cross-cultural comrunication
hosted by the Harvard international students' association. He can coolly
observe a person |ike Babu as he arrives in Anerica froman innocent existence
of over-protection in the Indian fanmily and from experience note the phases of
acculturation in such people, which, in Babu's case msfire and result in the
destruction of human life.

Sindi's behavior in both Anerica and India is that of one who is in
contact with a different culture, but we are never sure what Sindi's own
culture is. June frequently refers to himas a foreigner. She has a "feeling"
whi ch she confesses to Sindi on their second neeting that he'd "be a foreigner
anywhere. "3 She is referring to nore than national identification. Sindi,
wat ches the International Students' Association Ball with a cynical eye and
calls it a fraud, "intended to bring foreigners in contact with Americans, but
all it ever achieved was aninmosity." (p. 21). Such an occasion nmakes Sindi
"feel even nore like an alien." (p. 22). Simlarly, he begins work for M.
Khenmka and feels in no way a part of the hierarchical systemof servility he
finds. He says:

| took a long tine figuring out how | was expected to
behave. | had no desire to cause a di sturbance.
Utimately, | decided to forget about the figuring.
It would have been inpossible for ne to behave |ike the others.

(P 13)

He had | eft Kenya because he "didn't fit in." (p. 166). But Sindi's quest is
not for roots or a place with which he can identify. From Kenya to London,
London to Boston, Boston to New York, New York to New Del hi, Sindi's quest is
al ways for peace, and the neaning of life. The place itself nmeans so little to
his that when he decides to | eave Anerica, it can be decided by the flip of a
coin: West or East, Nigeria or India, it is irrelevant. "I only wanted a
pl ace where | could experinent with nyself," (p. 175), he says, and depends
upon luck as much as choice in his quest.

It is not only this theme of foreigners, but also the reiterated idea of
Sindi's attenpt to achi eve true detachment that makes himseemlike the
archetypal East-West existential protagonist. Hi s inborn alienation from
country and culture first makes him'detached', but it is the pain of
rel ationshi ps that causes himto develop an ideal of detachment as the clue to
his quest for peace and the meaning of life.

Si ndi's understandi ng of detachment devel ops throughout the novel. Its
tragic events cause himto reflect on his adopted stance of non-invol venent and
to modify it through various phases of self-realization to the point where he
acknow edges at |ast that "sonetinmes detachnent lies in actually getting
involved," (p. 225) and takes on the job of re-establishing the Khenka
busi ness. Describing the first weeks of his managenent of the business, Sindi
says:

| knew there was no choice for ne except to renain cool,
as | had always been and to concentrate on decisive action.
(P. 228)
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That there should be "no choice" but "decisive action" is a delightful little
paradox but also an inportant one, for the perceived | ack of choice had been a
key factor in causing the sense of futility that had governed Sindi's life.
Early in the novel he agrees with a friend who says that there is no choice in
life, (p. 76) and sees a futility in life when "death wi pes out everything."
Just before he decides to stay in New Del hi to nanage Kenkha's busi ness, he
reflects upon the randommess of |ife that had brought himso far. He says:

...the randommess of existence had |ed ne towards the
target like a programed mssile. It had thrown ne, Anna
and Kat hy and Babu and June, each working on his own
random destiny. It need not have been so random We
could have acted with nore responsibility, with

greater detachnment. (p. 221)

To that point Sindi's |life has not been one of naking decisions. He has |et
t hi ngs happen. Hi s becom ng involved with June was the result of inaction and
l osing her was yet again the result of inaction. In this way, he had been
confirmng his self-forrmulated rule of life —that |ove was a decayi ng

process —and he did nothing to nake it otherw se.

Babu's death was the first event to shake that illusion. At various
pl aces he records the change.

...A'l along, | had acted out of lust and greed and
sel fi shness and they had appl auded ny wi sdom Wen
I had sought only detachnent, | had driven a man
to his death. (p. 4)

Babu had ki cked out all ny beliefs and di sproved
all nmy theories. (p. 175)

Fol l owi ng this, June's death teaches himhow vain his stance of inaction has
been:

| thought | was acting out of detachnent, but was

it not nerely a desire to prove that | still held
the key to June's happi ness?

I had presuned that | could extricate her fromthe
web of her own actions just be sinply standing still
and letting her use ne whi chever way she w shed.
Not hi ng coul d have been further fromthe idea

of detachnment. That was a fatal presunption.

(P. 196)

This realization eventually |leads himto his new theory for the right way to
live his Iife, something only the nost painful experience could teach him

Staying in New Del hi is a decisive nove, the first really decisive step he
had ever taken. In staying, he takes on the responsibility for other people's
lives rather than pursuing a selfish desireto remin uninvol ved. The struggle
< Sindi Oberoi toarrive at an appropriate way in which to live and renmain
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truthful to himself is a universal theme which ultimately has little to do with
the theme of East-West encounter that critics have found enbl azoned on the
surface of this novel. Because Sindi is neither East nor West, his
difficulties are not those of cultural encounter but of an individual in
society. Furthernore, Joshi's explanation of the inner life of his character
and the delicate equi poi se between inaction and decision are continued in the
ot her novel s whi ch have none of the East-Wst appeal of The Foreiener. I n
these, Joshi's world is one of nodern India, a world of industrialists, big
busi ness and bureaucraci es

I'n B@ Strange corse f_mittx 'sws, that world is pulled into sharp
contrast with a world of the past into which Billy passes. Even so, the vital
features of the story are not those of a violent clash of so-called
civilization with a primtive world, whatever the surface story suggests
Rather, it focusses upon the life of Billy hinmself, who is carried through life
on a mnimum of decision-neking: undertaking the study of anthropol ogy instead
of engineering, is probably his nost decisive act until he decides to revea
hinmself to his friend (the narrator) in order to save his tribal people from
massacre. Even his disappearance fromcivilization into the tribal world is
not really the result of a decision, but the non-resistance of an urge within
himand the pulls of nature. His decision to reveal hinself is, like 5indi's
act of involvement, the ultimate self-sacrifice or non-attachment to self

Ratan Rathor is pulled along by events too. He does not decide to becone
a bureaucrat -- it is the only job he can get at the tine. He does not choose
to become corrupt -- one just does those things. He could not choose his own
self-sacrifice to save his friend. Utimtely, he does decide upon an act of
contrition and the only appropriate behavior for his life becones encapsul ated
in that outward act and in the words, "be good."

Som Bhaskar is born into his role as rich industrialist and he becones
adept at acquiring conpani es not by choice but by circumstance. Sinmlarly
he is ruled by phobias which are products of circunstance rather than action
Som marries Geeta because in a nonent of his enotional defensel essness she is
present and he expresses affection for her, their nmarriage growi ng fromthat
point. Sams lust and |love for Anuradha is sonething which grows on himlike
an obsession. In fact, if Som Bhaskar acts at all, it is under the drive of
obsession rather than the clear decisive action seen by Sindi cheroi to be the
best node of detachment at the end of The goreigner._ Neverthel ess, Sam Bhaskar
is engaged in a struggle with life and with driving forces bigger than his own
will. The events of il sty rabxrinth do not lead himto a resolution of his
problens, but further into his mental |abyrinth of psychol ogical disturbance
and fear.

The thematic concerns of these novels indicate that Joshi is interested in
nmore deeply universal human probl ens than the superficial summary of
Foreigner as an objective treatnent of the East-West thene would suggest.
Joshi's choice of protoganist in his first novel is an indication of his deeper
concerns. Sindi Oberoi, half Engish, half Indian by birth, raised in Kenya
educated in London and Boston, a sensitive person battered by enotional pain, 8
character without roots and anxious to avoid attachments is undoubtedly a
cross-cultural or, perhaps nore accurately, an extra-cutural individual. Yet,
he is nore than that. In the light of Joshi's later novels and by the evidence
of the text itself, it nust be seen that the individuals and their inner lives
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that he explores depict a searching for a meaningful anchor to existence, some
firm basis of involvement or useful ness to humanity.
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COLD CULTURAL CURRY:
Anthony Burgess's "Malayan Trilogy"

M chael F. Duffett

One of Leavis's nore dogmatic utterances is as follows: "The great English
novel i sts are Jane Austen, George Eliot, Henry Janes and Joseph Conrad—to stop
for a nonment at that conparatively safe point in history." By the phrase
"conparatively safe," Leavis presumably neans that it is a point sufficiently
renoved fromthe present to allow of confident judgnent; that conment about
contenporary matters is likely to be distorted by the fact that the conmentator
is hinmself caught up in what he is attenpting to judge. Anthony Burgess can be
taken as an exanple. He is indeed concerned with subjects that are a matter,
in his "Malayan Trilogy" at |east, of unresolved history. Sone idea of the
difficulty experienced by critics attenpting to assess Burgess's oeuvre nmay be
gl i npsed by considering the opening sentences of a couple of critical works.
One, ) Clockwork Universe gof Anthon” Burgess by Richard Mathews, begins:
"Ant hony Burgess may very wel| be the greatest |iving English novelist.”" ! The
ot her, AnthonY Burgess-- Artist as Novelist by Geoffrey Aggeler belies the
solemity of its title by beginning thus: "And a very happy New Year to you
too, M. Burgess!" Thisis an opening of which, one feels sure, Burgess woul d
have far nore approved.

That | ast coeu ent, of course, risks an assessnent. It inplies that Burgess
himsel f has greater tolerance for the light-hearted, the flippant, as agai nst
the acadenmic tonfoolery of the first book quoted. This preference, it seens to
me, is eminently borne out by the events, characters and approach to what mn ght
ot herwi se be ponderous historical, social and political matters in ch Malsyan
T.CLAYe

A short biographical note may serve best to Introduce the trilogy. Burgess
was Col oni al Education Oficer in Malaya and Borneo from 1954 to 1959 and this
is the situation with which he deals. Someclue to the reasons for the way in
Which he deals with it—his preference for the light touch of the com c rather
than the sol emm pronouncenents of the sociol ogi st—may be provided by nore
etail ed know edge of his appointrment. Dr. Frank MKay, Reader in English
Literature at Victoria University of Wellington recalled to ne a neeting with
Burgess in which the latter rel ated what actually happened, | have assuned the
"velist's own art to reproduce the anecdote in rough paraphrase. (Burgess's
real name is John WIlson.)

| got a letter fromthe British Council requesting nme to
be present at their offices at 65 Davies Street for an
interview for the position for which I'd applied. Position?
What position? But | went and was asked all kinds of
questions by all kinds of sober, dignified gentlenmen, one of
whom at the conclusion of all this questioning, told nme that
they were satisfied with my qualifications (and presunably ny
answers to the sober, dignified questions) and that | would
be appointed to the position.
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Me: Forgive me appearing rude, gentlenen, but what position?

Sober Dignified Gentleman: Wiy, M. WlIlson, the position for
whi ch you applied in your letter.

Me: | wonder if | could see the letter sir.

Sober Dignified Gentleman: But, of course. (SDG signals to
secretary who returns with letter)

And as soon as | saw it, continues WIlson, | knew what
had happened. It was perfectly typed. And | only type
perfectly when |I'mconpletely pissed. So | had no nmenory of
the matter.

Neverthel ess, Burgess was appointed; and thus his advent to the Oient) A
fitting beginning, one feels, for a man whose attitude to the whole weighty
matter of colonialismis considerably less than weighty. It is a chance event,
and he puts the protagonist of The Ml a%“an j ooy, Victor Crabbe, into a
simlarly haphazard pattern.

It was partly accident nmy coming here—you know,
answering an advertisenent when | was tight--and also a kind
of heliotropism turning towards the heat. | just can't
stand the cold. (p. 279)

A few nore biographical details may illumnate the matter further and | can
think of no better way of providing themthan by quoting in its entirety the
openi ng paragraph of a third critical work: "The Novels of Anthony Burgess: an
Introduction” by John Cadman:

I magi ne for a nonent a British colonial officer earning
a very nodest living in South East Asia. It is 1959. One
day his doctor tells himhe has brain cancer. He is given a
year to live and invalided home to reflect upon the wastel and
of his life: he had anbitions at one tine to be a conposer,
but had failed. Virtually wi thout neans, he has nothing to
| eave his w dow, and absolutely nothing to bequeath to
posterity. Mst nortals, confronted by such a fate, would
despair. This resourceful fellow however, suddenly bursts
into creative activity and, in the short space of twelve
nmonths, wites five novelsl By doing so, he earns noney for
his wife and a reputation for hinself. Destiny holds strange
and unexpected twists: the cancer diagnosis turns out to be
fal se. Wen the year has passed, he is still healthy and
what is nore, eager to wite nore. Wth bitter irony his
wife is the one who dies, but Anthony Burgess, novelist, is
born.4

It is acurious fate; one likely to give a man an outl ook consisting of a
strange mixture of attitudes toward life, sw nging between poles of grateful
exhuberance and bitter resignation. These attitudes are tail or-nmade, of
course, for a detached comc vision rather than a solemn tragic one; comc in
the wi de sense of a Balzac or a Dante, but not excluding the narrower anbit of
a Groucho Marx al so necessary to Burgess's purposes in his three novels.

The trilogy, then—er to give it the perhaps better title by which it is
known in Anerica, MgL2U ply Wanes--is a conic achievenent. And this is
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apparent fromthe openi ng words:

"East? They woul dn't know where the bl oody East was if
they sawit. Not if you was to hand it to themon a plate
woul d they know it was the East. That's where the East is,
there." He waved his hand wildly into the black night. (p.
11)

Fromthe first page we are introduced to what nay be the el enent that has
obscured any proper understandi ng of the East—gnorant certainty. Al an Watts
has pointed out that the idea of some conglonerate 'East' is of dubious val ue
in considering peoples, countries and i ndeed whol e continents so diverse as
that covered by this enornous generalization. 5 \Wereas it may not be part of
Bur gess's consci ous purpose to be suggesting a simlar reservation about the
notion of 'the East,' the Iril ogY_does seemto contain such an abundant variety
of different uncategorizabl e individuals--all fromdiverse cul tural
backgrounds, often at hilarious odds with each other—that we nay safely
consider it to be one of the effects of reading the work, whether Burgess
intended it or not.

One of the best foci of this odd, hilarious cultural diversity occurs about
hal fway through the first novel entitled "Tine for a Tiger," and it is worth
quoting at length to give not only the flavor of Burgess's witing, but also
the conic effect of detachnent from scene, epitom zed here by the theatrical
met aphor. Nabby Adams, an al coholic, Urdu-speaking giant of a police inspector
in the British Colonial police, with his Indian assistant Al ladad Khan, is
acconpanyi ng Victor Crabbe and his wife Fenella into the Ml ayan out back:

"1 nust get back,' said Crabbe. 'I'm working tonorrow. '
They were sitting in a kedai_on the single street of Gla,
acting, it seened, a sort of play for the entire popul ation
of the town and the nearest kamponct._ Their audi ence was
uncritical and appreciative. Tiny smling people squatted in
rows before their wall-side table, and behind the squatters
were others on chairs, and behind those the | ateconers who
had to stand. The play, after its opening scene, in which
Nabby Adanms had cracked his head smartly on a hangi ng
oil-lanp, nust seemto |ack action, thought Crabbe. But the
townsfol k and their neighbour villagers had little
entertainment in their lives and, presunably, they had to be
thankful for a brown man with a gun and a huge liverish
runbling man and a pal e wet school master in sweaty whites and
a rather tatty gol den-haired goddess. Al so there was no | ack
of sound of f-stage. Cough, the dog, was shut up in the car
yel ling and whining, answered |oudly by her own cani ne
audi ence.

Primtive drama being primarily religious, small brown
sm ling matrons kept bringing their infants to Fenella to be
touched and bl essed. Hal f-naked orana et _their bl owi pes
sl eeping at their sides, snoked strong |ocal shag wapped in
dried | eaves and watched and |istened.

"l don't see how you can,' said Nabby Adans. 'You won't
drive and | need himhere to translate for ne.’

"It's not a question of "won't drive",' said Crabbe
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bitterly and with heat. 'There's just sonething in me that
won't let ne.'

"1 don't fancy sleeping in a prison,' said Fenella. 'We
ought to get back. Oh, why can't you drive, Victor?

"Why do you need himhere to translate for you?' said
Crabbe nastily. 'Wy don't you speak the bl oody | anguage
yoursel f? You' ve been here |ong enough.'

"Why don't you drive a bloody car yoursel f?' asked Nabby
Adans.

"That's a different thing.'

"Wy is it?

"Hush, hush, said Fenella. 'Please don't quarrel.’

The audi ence, pleased with the rough and rapi d passage
of irritable language, sniled to each other. At the back
sone newcomers were being given a resune of the plot.

Al l adad Khan, seated upstage, gave a | engthy speech.
Nabby Adams gave one back. Finally he said, in English, 'He
says he'll take you back and then get here hinself again
tonorrow norning. Al though that's going to be a bl oody
nui sance. '

"Wy is it? asked Crabbe.

"What an | going to do, stuck out here on ny own?

"You' ve got the dog.'

' She's got no nobney. He has.'

"Here's ten dollars,' said Crabbe.

But Nabby Adans was not to be lonely after all. A new
character entered, acconpanied by little nen wearing clothes
and wist-watches. He was brown and nearly bald and he
greeted Nabby Adams in the English of a Cockney Jew.

"Hallo, chum Still hitting it hard, eh?

"It's Ranjit Singh,' said Nabby Adans. 'He | ooks after
these here Sakai .__ Get a chair,' he invited.

"You mustn't call them Sakai, chum They don't |ike
it." Ranjit Singh, now that his nane had been announced,
| ooked strangely beardl ess to the Crabbes. The cl ean shave
and the naked bald head had a Black Mass quality. Ranjit
Singh exhibited his apostasy to the whole world. Hs wife
was a Eurasian Catholic, his children were at a convent
school, he hinsel f, abandoning the faith of the Sikhs, had
become a devout agnostic. He held the post of Assistant
Protector of Aborigines, and his task was to win the little
men over to the true cause and to enlist their specialist
jungle-skills in the fight against the terrorist. In fact
they were incapable of being corrupted ideologically by the
Communi st, but they responded strongly to the nore
intelligible and sensible corruptions with which they were
bribed and rewarded out of Governnent funds. They |iked
wrist-watches and Player's cigarettes; their wi ves took
quickly to lipstick and brassieres. The ineluctable process
whi ch Crabbe was inplementing in the class-roomwas spreading
even to the core of the snaky, |eechy jungle. The three
little men found chairs, accepted beer and joined the play.
The introduction of local talent did not, however, please the
audi ence. They wanted the exotic and nythical. Mrnurings
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and spittings of betel juice began to spread through the
assenbly. Still, they waited. Perhaps the play would end as
it had begun--with the big man's cracking his head again and
the awful runble of unintelligible words.

Ranjit Singh now took the desecrated host in the form of
a cigarette. As the beer went round and the |ight thickened
and the oil-lanp was lit, Crabbe saw the begi nnings of a
sessi on burgeoni ng. He said:

"W& must think about going, you know. It's a |ong way
back. '

'Coi ng?' said Ranjit Singh. 'You' ve got to stay and see
t he danci ng, chum'

'Danci ng?' said Fenell a.

"Ch, just a bit of a hop,' said Ranjit Singh. "A bit of
a oarty, really, because |'ve just got back here from Ti mah.
Any excuse for a party. W'll have to get through a bit of
jungl e, though. On foot. A car's no good.'

Fenella's first flush of Gol den Bough enthusi asm was

mtigated somewhat by this. But, still, aboriginal
danci ng. ... The nonograph droned on: 'The cul ture-pattern of
the or dara is necessarily limted. The jungle houses

them and feeds them and provides themw th an ant hr oponor phi c
pant heon of the kind which is fanmiliar to us from our
observations of primitive life in the Congo, the Amazon and
other centres where a rudinmentary civilization seens to have
been arrested at what nmay be terned the "Banboo Level."
Morality is sinple, government patriarchal, and the practice
of the arts confined to primtive and unhandy ornanentation
of weapons and cooking utensils... .In the dance, however, the
orana darat has achi eved a considerable standard of rhythmc
conplexity and a high order of agility..."'

One of the orang darat asked Fenella jr courteous Mal ay
if she would like some nore beer. She cane to, startled, and
refused with equal courtesy.

We nust get back,' said Crabbe.

But, darling,' said Fenella, 'we nust see the dances,
we nmust. We can travel all night, after all.’
And Al | adad Khan?'

'"He can get back here by nid-norning. He won't mind.'

The play cane to an end. The characters took their
bows. Nabby Adans cracked his head again on the hangi ng
I anmp. The audi ence was pl eased and, gently, began to go
hone, chattering with ani mation, discussing, conparing...

"W ought to have taken the bl oody hat round,' said
Nabby Adans. (pp. 148-151)

This is a masterly summary of the forces of non-conprehensi on possibly at work
in cross-cultural encounter—t devolves to the | evel of dunbshow And from
this flinmsy evidence, Burgess inplies, there may evol ve the kind of acadenic
gobbl edegook whi ch Fenella here begins to conpose and with which we are all too
famliar. 1If Burgess's intentions are serious (and despite the conic tone, one
cannot but assune that they are) they are certainly not solem, and we feel
sure that Burgess would be highly anused by the endl ess di scussion, analysis
and academ c di ssection that sonme of his books have undergone on Anerican
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canpuses.

I have considered this relatively |long passage first because it typifies
the tone of Burgess's account of this somewhat strange cultural encounter. The
light tone is nore or less uniformy nmaintained, but it nerges gradually,
subtl y—ene feels alnbst reluctantly on Burgess's part--into nonents of
seriousness. It is as if the author does not want to take the concerns of his
alter ego, Crabbe, seriously or admt that he hinself night share them Qite
early in the first novel, Victor Crabbe is approached by a Chinese student who
tells of the expul sion of another boy, Harmi din. Toong Cheong is described
thus.

Toong Cheong had been brought up a Methodist. H s eyes
narrowed in enbarrassnent behind serious thick spectacles.
"It is a delicate matter, sir. They say he was in
house-boy's roomw th a wonan. House-boy al so was there with
anot her woman. A prefect found them and reported to
Headnmaster, sir. Headnaster sent hi mhone at once on
m dnight nmail-train.' (p. 53)

As in , Passaqge >lo dig, it is in the npst delicate and dangerous of human
affairs, the sexual encounter, that m sunderstandings are nost likely to occur.

The situation devel ops with Crabbe reflecting: "Expelled! The very word
is like a bell." Morelikea bell with its assonance than the "forlorn" of
Keats, but one feels that the use of quotation is forced, inappropriate’ a kind
of sophomoric showi ng-off of erudition, rather than a natural eruption of
ver bal exhuberance. At an earlier stage in the novel, Nabby Adanms, in his
overhung al coholic renorse, had reflected: "God's nobst deep decree bitter
woul d have himtaste.” An uncertain conic effect is achieved by this habit of
quotation, in this case as in nmany others, of an esoteric quality. Nothing
could be further from Nabby's horizons than the poetry of Gerard Manl ey
Hopki ns, but here it has a punning quality when one considers the deep draughts
of bitter beer that Nabby puts away. One so highly consci ous of words, their
sounds and acconpanyi ng puns, conundruns and doubl e-entendres cannot but intend
such hunorous undertones. But they do not ring entirely true. Unli ke
Shakespear ean word-play (of which we know Burgess to be a professed admrer)
this witer's word-ganes do not spring froman i nedi ate perception of the
situation as it is occurring, but froman overlay of sophisticated and, as |
have said, often esoteric infornmaton and | earning. The word-ganmes frequently
interrupt the narrative flow of a scene and indicate, again, | think, the
curious reluctance Burgess seens to be feeling to becone what he really, au
ond, w shes to be--serious and conpassi onate. The expul sion of Ham din is
t hus descri bed by Toog Cheong:

We wish you to tell Headnmaster, sir, Ham din wongly
expel led. Injustice, sir. He is a nenber of our form W
must stick by him'

Crabbe was touched. The form had welded itself into a
single unity on this issue. Tam|s, Bengalis, and one Sikh,
the Mal aya, the one Eurasian, the Chinese had found a loyalty
that transcended race. (p. 53)

Here is the Cultural Curry. But it hasgone cold. These boys are grow ng up,
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with the exception of the indigenous Mal ays, away fromtheir cultural origins
in India, China and Europe. | prefer the netaphor of curry-making to Burgess's
one of welding not only because it seens to nme nore accurately to represent the
ki nd of inconplete cultural mngling that Burgess presents, but because it is
an item of Ml ayan diet frequently nmentioned. Fenella Crabbe on nore than one
occasi on rem nds her husband as she is trotting off to divert herself that
there is some "cold curry in the fridge."

Soreti mes, however, Crabbe and his wife go out together.

Sonetinmes they would go to the cinenma and, tortured by
bugs, watch a long Hindustani film about Baghdad, nmgic
horses that tal ked and flew, genies in bottles, swordplay,
sundered | ove. Alladad Khan woul d transl ate the Hi ndustani
into Mal ay and Nabby Adans, before he slept, would forget
himself and translate the Hi ndustani into Udu. O perhaps
they would go to see an Anmerican filmand Fenella Crabbe
woul d translate the Anerican into Malay and Nabby Adans
woul d, before he slept, translate what he understood of it
into Udu. (p. 129)

Burgess has cleverly got into this one paragraph a whole historical range of

illusions resulting frominadequate East-Wst encounter. The Arabian nights,

magi ¢ horses, genies and swordpl ay represent the whol e conpl ex of 'exotic,

romantic' alien notions about the East which our grandfathers had as their

excuse for either colonial oppression or healthy suspicion. And with the
telling phrase "Nabby would translate what be understood'_of the Anerican film
we have a subtle suggestion, | believe, o the misunderstanding that beset
Western powers (in this case British and Anerican) when they confront the East.

And there we are, back again, willy nilly, with that phrase, the East,' a
concept that Burgess inplies is of dubious value. He nevertheless slips into
using it himself occasionally:

The East woul d al ways present that cal mface of faint
astoni shnment, unnoved at the anger, not understanding the
bitterness. (p. 163)

Is this kind of comment authorial intervention on Burgess's part or does it
represent the inner nusings of one of his characters—n this case, Rivers?
One suspects, and hopes, the latter, because the comment again partakes of that
quality of generalization with which we have already seen Burgess so
dissatisfied. At a later point In the first novel, this passage occurs,
rem ni scent of the opening words:

"And if you did say you know anything about it at all you'd
be a bloody liar,' said Flaherty with a kind of epileptic
vigour. 'See the world, man. Get out into the hi ghways and
byways. The East,' he waved and tw sted his arns
cellingwards in snake-dance gestures, 'the bloody East. And
this is no nore the East than that bl oody boot |ying over
there.' He pointed with a stiff shaking armin a soap-box
orator's denunciatory gesture. 'Now | know the East. | was
init. Palestine Police fromthe end of the war till we
packed up.' (P. ]_73)
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For Flaherty, the Palestine Police is the East. Again, the generalization,
Bur gess suggests, depends on your particular experience, and is therefore of
limted application.

Burgess's point of view (if he may be said to possess anything so
consi stent and serious as a view) is often colored by his wy sense of hunor.
No better exanple of this satirical tendency to deflate solemity could be
found than his introduction of ideas about the -1 Ching:

The Chi nese shopkeeper and his fam |y watched the stiff
retreating formof Nabby Adans and the wagging runp of his
dog. Then they | ooked again at the nunber, quacking with
great excitement. Gstensibly Christian, they were all
profound Taoists in fact, and what excited them now was an
arrangenment of nine nunbers which could easily be resol ved
into the Magic Square:

4 92357816

The Noah of China, Enperor Yu, wal ked al ong the banks of
a tributary of the Yellow River one day after the Geat
Fl ood. He saw a tortoise rising fromthe river with a
strange pattern on its back. Mraculously, this pattern
resolved itself in his eyes into the Magic Square, the ideal
arrangement of the vin-*ang digits. Qut of this carne a plan
for reconstructing the world and devising the perfect system
of governnent. (p.180)

This introduction of ideas solemly examn ned nauseam by serious scholars as
the background to a trivial ganmbling gane suggests, | think, the m senphases we
may make when considering an alien culture, The irony of it all is that, for

all their feverish activity and cunning plotting to rid Nabby of the magical
nunmbers, it is he who ends up with the winning ticket, the one which has been
pal ned off onto him The first novel thus ends with another situation
resulting fromthe operation of pure chance.

The opposite process to this (that is, an Oriental's m sapprehensi on of
certain aspects of Western culture) also occurs.

Al l adad Khan, his gun ready to aim suddenly saw
himsel f, Alladad Khan, in a film his gun ready to aim Ha!
How far away she seenmed, she and her squalling mlky brat.
Adventure. He heard the atnpspheric nusic of the soundtrack.
(p. 141)

Here is Eastern man's perception of hinmself being distorted by means of Western
technol ogy, and what he is escaping fromis the reality of "his squalling,
mlky brat,"--his famly's (and, by extension, presumably the country's)
future.

What we have nmpst commonly is not "fusion" (which had, at one point, been
Victor Crabbe's solemly stated ideal), but confusion—the cultural curry gone
col d. Consi der this:

Crabbe | ooked at the 'No Spitting' notice on the wall
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and his head swamw th the absurdity of four |anguages
telling people not to spit, all on the sane notice. A thin
Chi nese bathing girl beckoned froma cal endar. From behind
her, in the sw nm ng open kitchen, cane the noise of painful
expectoration. (p. 139)

Here we have a comment on the non-cortnunication of |anguage and, perhaps, the
ineffectiveness of governnent. It is not what is said that nmatters, not what
effortful attenpts are nmade at inposing order on chaos that count, but sinply
what al ways, chaotically, happens. The representatives of the various cultures
do not communi cate in any neani ngful way and this nay be because they are not
trul ¥ representative. This is, in fact, suggested at one point:

The fact was that Victor Crabbe, after a mere six nonths
in the Federation, had reached that position commopn anong
veteran expatriates--he saw that a white skin was an
abnormality, and that the white man's ways were fundanentally
eccentric. (p. 56)

An interesting conparison might be made here to Paul Scott's Staving Qn, in
whi ch the eccentric Snalleys are not wholly representative of the Western hal f
of the East-West encounter in that book. But here, Burgess suggests, they can
never be so. (Although, of course, the 'abnormality' notion begs a question:
abnormal by the standards set by what?)

As the novel closes, we find these non-representative representatives
carousi ng together:

They drank, and the evening poured itself out in a long
bubbling or frothing or aromatic stream and Alladad Khan
sang a Punjabi hunting song and addressed the Crabbes
seriously in Udu, and the Crabbes addressed Nabby Adans in
Mal ay, and it became Whitsun nore than Christmas, for the
tower of Babel lay with the enpty bottles. (p. 202)

Bur gess has recourse here to a Biblical sinmle that nore than adequately
expresses his reaction to the kind of cultural mngling---the cold cultural
curry--that we find here.

The second novel of the trilogy, "The Eneny in the Blanket," opens with
“rabbe on his way to a new post as Head of Haji Ali College in the state of
Dahaga. The Crabbes' arrival is one of the typical kinds of confusion Burgess
elights in depicting. There is no one to neet them but on their way to town
in a trishaw they neet an old school friend of Crabbe's in a car. He is Rupert
:ardman, an albino (or "a very white nman" as Burgess describes him heavily
nderlining the synbolic point) and when we | earn of his situation we are again
in the mddle of cultural confusion. He is a lawer with a failing practice
Who has recently enbraced Catholicism but who is considering relinquishing it
to marry 'Che Normah, a wealthy and donminating Miuslimw dow. The inpression of
dISorderly m xing is reinforced when we neet the man who has converted Hardman
to Catholicism Father Laforgue is a Catholic priest who is deeply attracted
%ar t he Confuci an et hic which he studi es assi duously in Chinese, having

gotten his native French—a Catholic Miuslimand a Confucian Catholic before
the book has hardly got under way and we haven't even net the natives yet][
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This ganme of 'nusical religions' may reflect Burgess's own experience. He
was brought up as a Catholic, lost his religion (paradoxically, at the Catholic
Xavi er Col | ege, whose teaching brothers were losing their faith and encouragi ng
the boys to question theirs) and at one point, after studying Chinese,
consi dered becoming a Mslimn

I've never been excited about the Chinese ideogram | think
it's been over-glanorized. That's what [Marshall] MLuban is
doi ng at the nmonent, over-glanorizing the ideogram Frankly
| think the Chinese way of witing is a stupidly outnpded
insufficient technique. It would serve as a nmediumonly for
a totally non-auditory verse, a verse or pure ideas which
couldn't be read aloud. |I mean the only virtue of Chinese
script is that it unites many dialects. |'ve seen Chinese of
di fferent provinces talking to each other and not making
thensel ves understood. They either turned to English or
wrot e down everything they had to say in Chinese ideograns.
Everyone can understand a Chi nese newspaper, but if a nan
fromthe North and a nman fromthe South start reading to one
anot her, they're hitting two different |anguages. The

uni fying power of the ideogramis of great interest, of great
val ue, but fromthe point of view of a witer who has al ways
been troped to the auditory, Chinese has no appeal. The
sounds of Chinese are different because there you use nusica
intonations to determ ne neaning, and this has always been
tremendously interesting to ne, but | was drawn nore to the
Islamc culture and the | anguages of Islam?®

O this latter religion, Burgess has said: You believe in one God. You say
your prayers five times a day. You have a trenendous anount of freedom sexua
freedom you can have four w ves. The w fe has commensur ate freedom She
can achieve divorce in the same way a nman can." However, Burgess hinself,
unl i ke Hardman, never made the switch and now describes hinmself as a "renegade
Catholic," not having had the incentive of union, presumably, with a beguiling
sexual |y insatiable and wealthy ' Che Nornah.

It is this character who introduces us nost forcefully to what | have taken
as the identifying metaphor for the Trilogy.

Soon she brought to the door-step a plate of cold
curried beef, fiery pepper-choked fibres, and forked it in
delicately. Then, unaware of irony, she humed ' Cue Fine

Day' while picking her teeth. "Amn, alittle man, is
approachi ng across the Dadang."__She did not know the words

Before twelve-thirty the court recessed. She saw her
betrothed come out, talking to a white-suited Tam |, making
forensic gestures, his brief under his arm Then she saw him
prepare to nove off and then someone cone on to the scene up
left, and accost himgently

The storns began to stir in her eyes, for, despite
everything, she was still a daughter of Islam and the man
that Rupert Hardman was talking to was just the man he shoul d
not be talking to. She banged her fist on the enpty curry
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plate and it cracked in two. (p. 250)

It is a dramatic noment which Burgess conveniently makes appropriately
symbolic.

It is in the second, central novel, too, that we have what | take to be a
very significant encounter between the two white nen, Crabbe (who here speaks
first) and Hardman:

"But think of European architecture, and the art
gal leries, and London on a wet day, river fog, the country in
autumm, pubs decorated for Christms, book-shops, a live
synmphony orchestra...'

' The exiles' dreamof hone,' grinned Hardman. 'My dear
Victor, what a sea-change. Is this our old ruthless
di al ectician, our hard-as-nails pillar of pure reason? You
nus be getting fat, you know,'

"CGod," thought Crabbe, 'I'mtalking |ike Fenella. Wat
devil nmade ne do that?

' There speaks the ol d Enpire-builder,' said Hardman.
"You're a bit late, old man. You've only got to the third
drama of the cycle. After the grubbing for Rhinegold come
the thundering hoofs. And then Rhodes and Raffles,
Siegfrieds in armour and bad verse. And always this ghastly
"What do they know of England?" Wiy did you come out here?'

"I told you before,' said Crabbe wearily.

"I know. You spouted some nonsense about heliotropism
and aplying for a job when you were tight. How about the
net aphysical level, the level of ideas? |I nean, know ng you,
unl ess you' ve changed all that much...'

"Vell, * Crabbe puffed at a cigarette that was damp with
the night air, 'l suppose part of ne thought that England wa:
all television and strikes and nobody giving a damm about
culture. | thought they needed nme nore out here.'

"They didn't need you. They needed sonmebody el se, and
only long enough to teach themhow to nanage a strike and
erect a television transmtter. And that's not your line,
Victor.' (p. 312)

Hardman, the "very white nman," is here quite ruthless in pointing out the
i nadequacy of Crabbe's (and therefore, by extension, Burgess's) unpractical

ealism A sad conclusion to which, one supposes, Burgess nmight hinself have
cone and whi ch night account for the overlay of cynicismand irony. Crabbe
rand again, Burgess, one feels) has the idealismand the opportunities to
anslate it into reality. Hi s best hope is the ungainly, unsynpathetic
hi nese boy, Robert Loo, a dedicated conposer—€rabbe fels he is a genius-all
g whose talent is eventually wasted and dissipated by a chance rui nous
ncounter with the extremely beautiful but totally shall ow Rosemary, a Eurasian
irl who allows herself to be seduced by the boy while she is tenporarily
anenting the |oss of her lover, Joe. For her, it is a noment of dalliance:
°r him naive, inpressionable but inmmensely pronising, it neans the death of
plstal ent. Any future nusical creations of his are distorted by the shallow
¢ ol escent romanticismso clearly represented by the jukebox which Robert's
ather had previously placed in the famly grocery store, and which had
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interrupted the young conposer's creations. (Know ng Burgess's penchant for
puns as one does, it is entirely possible that the nane "Loo" has a punning
quality. There is a suggestion, perhaps, that the talent and promi se have been
flushe away and | ost down the tubes of the sanitary item which bears his
nane.)

This sense of loss is no nore manifest than in the final volume of the
trilogy, "Beds in the East," in which Victor Crabbe neets his fate--a fate
whi ch had been foreseen as early as the first novel. The cultural divergence
is too wide for there to be any possibility of fusion. Consider this:

The driver of the trishaw reclined in the double w cker seat
and watched themidly, picking his teeth. They had asked him
to wait for an hour. One hour, two hours, three: it nade no
difference. He would mlk the white nan; he would ask him
for two dollars for the double journey, and he would quite
certainly, get it. The white nan had nore noney than sense.
Meanwhile it was pleasant to rest under the sun, its heat
mtigated by the strong sea-wi nd, and bask in the know edge
that no nore work need be done for at |east a couple of days.
Two dollars was a | ot of money. (p. 370)

Paid off in the house drive, the trishaw man gaped in
incredulity at the single note. Five dollarsl A whole
week's holiday. The white man certainly had nore noney than
sense. (p.374)

Here the juxtaposition of Eastern and Western val ues nakes the possibility of
fusion inpossible. Crabbe is unable to achieve his ideal. As M. Raj has
prophesied in "Tinme for a Tiger," he is "swallowed up by the country,"
drowni ng, or being eaten by a crocodile (it is left unclear) in the river.

I't is another sad conclusion, despite the riotous humor of the trilogy.
And yet; one feels that sonewhere, |urking beneath the cynical, inpish
exterior, there is a note of hope. Characteristically, it is hidden, cloaked
agai n, beneath the game of quotation which we have seen Burgess playing. The
title of the trilogy, I 1,Q g ply Wnes, is taken from Tennyson's "U ysses."
Here is the whol e passage:

The I ong day wanes; the slow noon clinbs; the deep
Mbans round with many voi ces. Cone, ny friends,
"Tis not too late to seek a newer world.

It is surprising that, amd the plethora of references the critics | have
nmenti oned have spotted, they have not identified this. It is astonishingly
apt. Quite apart fromthe obvious applicability of the first phrase tc the
wani ng of the long day of British colonialism there is both the
appropri ateness of the "many voi ces" of Ml ay, Chinese, Tam |, Urdu and
Eurasian in the trilogy and finally, and nost significantly, | think, the
intense optimsmof the final line. One feels that, despite the detached,
cynical, comc nmask, it represents the true tone of Burgess's voice which we
have noticed in those serious conpassionate peepings-through of his involved,

concerned humanity.



[

71

NOTES

Ri chard Mathews, Thed ockwork Universe Anthcn Burgess, _San Ber nadi no,
California: the Borgo Press, 1978.

Geoffrey Aggel er, AnthonY gess-_the Artist Novel i st, _University,
Al abama: The University of Al abama Press, 1979.

Ant hony Burgess, ~j g Mala¥an Trilog! _Harnondsworth: Penguin Books, 1972
(1956, 1958, 1959). References are to this edition and pages given in the
text. (Al so published as T}g LgM Dgy Wanes, New York: Norton, 1977.)

John Cadman, "The Novels of Anthony Burgess: An Introduction", T7g

Humeni ties,_Yokohama National University, Il (22), Cctober 1975, P. 22.
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This possibility (i.e. the particularly British punning on the slang for
"toilet') is made nore likely by Burgess's penchant for satiric place
names: Kual a Hantu ('ghost town'), Gla ('crazy'), Tahi Panas ('hot shit').

Interestingly, it is the defeated Robert Loa who provides a glinpse of a
posai bl ¥ pronising future when he and the cinema-besotted del i nquent,
Syed Hassan, become the nucleus of a multi-racial teenage gang which even
i ncludes young English soldiers.
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SOCI O CULTURAL ASPECTS OF TWO SOUTH | NDI AN NOVELS:
R K. Narayan's "The Painter of Signs" and Kannadhasan's " Civappukkal Mukkutti"

S. K Jagadeswari

The socio-cultural study of how people of different nations live directly
involves the study of literature as a great factor in constructing and
transmitting cultural images. Witers can provide valuable insights into
day-to-day activities and patterns of social organization, and how change is
incorporated into a set node of living.

| have sel ected two contenporary South |ndian novels in order to show how
they reveal particular aspects of Tami| custom and beliefs. Pai nterr of
Signs (New York: Viking Press, 1976) by R K Narayan was witten in English
and published overseas before it appeared in India (Mysore: |ndian Thought
Publications, 1977). It is set in the fictional town of Ml gudi, somewhere
around Mysor e. G vaooukkaj _Mikkutti (Madras: 1977) is witten in Tam| and its
setting also centers around Tanmi| Nadu, Madras State. Its author, Kannadhasan,
is best known as a lyric poet, but also has a nunber of novels to his credit.

A conparison of these two works seened to hold prom se of interesting
simlarities and differences relating to the follow ng questions:

1. How does the | anguage medi um affect the depiction of socio-cultural
el enent s?

2. \What does the story reveal of the socio-cultural background?
3. How do the characters fit into the social structure?

k. Do the novels handle any conflicts and how do these involve
phi | osophical or religious thought systens?

5. Are the novels in any way critical of social practices?
6. |Is there any sense of justice and how does it energe?
7. |s there any evidence of cross-cultural interaction?

Il

Pai nter df Signs._the central character is Raman, a young man of
about thirty who is a commercial artist. He lives with his w dowed aunt who
attends to his domestic wants by day and spends the evening at a nearby Ganesha
tenple listening to the pundits discourse on the Rana¥ana,_Mahabharata and
BJhaga¥at ham ___She and Ranen are survivors of a train crash which killed his
parents.

After some hunorous and | argely unsatisfactory encounters with his clients,
Raman is introduced to Daisy. She wants himto make signs for the famly
pl anning clinic where she works. Raman is unused to dealing freely with a
singl e wonan and finds his passions being aroused. He avoids Daisy in an
effort to control hinmself, but she visits his hone with his wages and invites
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himto acconpany her as signwiter on a fanmly planning tour of surrounding
villages. Obsessed with thoughts of marriage, he goes with her and after nore
m sadventures refers to Daisy as his wife to a cartman carrying them hone.
Daisy is outraged and threatens to conplain to the police.

Once again, Raman avoids Daisy, only to find that there has been no
conpl aint and that she again comes to his hone to give himhis pay. He resunes
his attentions to her and as the town gossips spread runmours about them he
resol ves that they rmust wed without parental support in 'Gandharva' narriage.

His aunt is very upset at Raman's news because she had been saving her
noney to go on pilgrinmage to Kasi Banares. Wile respecting her wi shes, Raman
nonet hel ess continues to get the house ready for Daisy to cone and stay. She,
meanwhi | e, goes about her work unconcerned, and when approached by Raman
decl ares that she will remain single and perhaps pursue her vocation in Africa.

As she | eaves Mal gudi, Raman reflects that they may be married in another
Janina rebirth, and he nounts his bicycle heading for the 'Beardl ess Hotel', his
customary haunt.

| found Narayan to be a subtle narrator, feeding us bits of infornmation
here and there through the dialogue rather than telling the story directly.
The arrangenent of the novel, though, is relatively straightforward in that its
characters and events are all built up around the central figure of Raman, the
pai nter of signs, whose nane, in fact, supplies the first word of the book.

Let me follow up some of the questions |listed above to see how fltie Painter
2 Sians presents conflict.

Raman neets a | awer who wants a billboard to inaugurate his practice. The
lawyer is guided by the dictates of the stars while Raman relies on his own
prof essional sense of calligraphy:

"Sir, listen to ne. The letters on a |lawer's board
nust always stand up proudly, and not lie supine. Head
erect.”

"You are going to be a | awer, not a kerosene-nerchant,"
sai d Raman.

The other replied, undaunted, "I want the letters to

be slanted, to the left—etherwise it will be no use to ne."

Raman's curiosity got the better of him and he asked,
"What makes you so firnR"

"“lIt's ny astrol oger again, who believes that a left slant
is auspicious for ny ruling star, which is Saturn."

Raman was upset. Al day |ong he was engaged in arguing
with his old aunt who advised himto do this or that according
to the stars. He was deternmined to establish the Age of Reason
inthe world. "I want a rational explanation for everything,"
he cried. "QOtherwise ny nmind refuses to accept any statenent."
He was bursting with self-declarations. "lI"'ma rationalist,
and | don't do anything unless | see sone logic init."
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The | awyer, born to controvert all statements, said,
"What nore logic do you want than that |'mpaying for it?

And | want it that way and the slanting letters to be shaded;
that's all there is to it. Wat nore do you want than that?"
"That sounds pretty convincing," Raman cried, holding

out his hand. "Don't forget that no nopney has passed
yet, and the command is premature,” The | awyer dranmati-
cally pulled out his purse and gave hima ten-rupee

not e.

Raman delivers the board at the auspicious hour and is fed two idli and
weak coffee. The board had been drying by the river and sone sand bl ew onto
the paint. The | awyer protests: "Wiat is this? Dirt? Am| to start ny
career with dirt on ny nane?" and Raman, to avoid ill-feeling and possessed by
"a sudden sense of fair play", agrees to paint a fresh board. He is farewelled
as an honoured guest with coconut and betel |eaves and then realizes that he
has not collected the bal ance of his fee.

Raman has another client, a bangle-seller, for whomhe paints a "strictly
cash" sign in glowing red. The nerchant refuses to pay hi munless he changes

the color to blue: " 'Cash' is too red,..It'Il put people off." (p. 22) Ranan
takes back the board, thinking to sell it to another businessman but finds only
one who deals in credit ("Shall | also add 'for credit' in green letters?") and

who of fends his aesthetic sense by suggesting that 'Cash' woul d al so be better
green.

Let us follow up a third conflict. Ranman cycl es past The Town Hal l
Professor---a local eccentric orator who sells inspirational nessages for five
nai.sa--who seizes on the board as a topic: " - "Strictly Cash' - a nessage for
the noney-mad world. What is cash? What is strict?" Self-conscious at being
the focus of public attention, and annoyed because he too has thoughts of
transcendi ng the cash econony, Raman retorts:

"What's wong with it? How can we |ive w thout cash?
How can we? How?"
He could hardly be heard. They kept commenting in a junble,
"Don't argue with the learned man. Are you w ser than he?"
"He is also giving it not free, but only for cash," said
Raman.
"That's true," nurmured a group in support of him
The Professor was nonplussed only for a monent, but said
smartly, "This is just nomnal. Five paisa for such a
prof ound nessage!"
"Wy don't you hang this on this parapet?" asked Ranan

cynically.
"Yes, why not?" said the Professor. He snatched it from
Raman, |leaned it against the fountain wall, and said, |I'lIl take

this as your payrment." He held out the packet. "Take it home
and follow the advice init, you will be all the better for it.
You will find a change in your life." The transaction was too
far gone for Raman to withdraw his offer.
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Anot her interesting conflict is Raman's efforts to control his passions:

Living on the river, he occasionally entertained hinself
by wat chi ng the bathers, and was fairly accustonmed to the
sight of the human figure in the wet; but it always

ended in self-criticism He wanted to get away from sex
thoughts, minimze their inportance, just as he w shed

to reduce the inportance of noney. Mney and sex, he
refl ected, obsessive thoughts, too nuch everywhere--
literature, magazi nes, dramm, or cinenma deal w th nothing
but sex all the tine, but the female figure, water-soaked,
i s enchanting.

Despite his irritation at his aunt's traditionalist outlook, he explains
Daisy's allurenment to himself in ternms of the H ndu nyths:

Qur puranas were full of instances of saints failing
in the presence of beauty. The gods grew jeal ous of
austere nmen and manoeuvred to disturb their rigours,
and their purpose; their agency was al ways a wonman of
beauty. Now the same situation was presenting itself
in the garb of a Daisy. He had determ ned to give
sex its place, and sonehow the gods didn't seemto
like it. Having witten signboards for so many years,
it was rather strange that he should be presented with
a femal e custoner now, and that it should prove so
troubl esonme. He was going to shield hinsel f against
this tenptation. Mahat ma Gandhi had advi sed one of
his followers in a sinlar situation, "Walk with your
eyes fixed on your toes during the day, and on the stars
at night." He was going to do the sanme thing with this
wonman. He woul d not | ook at her eyes when he net her,
nor involve hinmself in any conversation beyond the
strictest business. That business part of it was nost
inportant. To deliver the board next week, and take
nmore orders if it was satisfactory.

To carry out his resolve, he haggles for a pair of contraband sungl asses
and dons themto deliver the signboard to the Famly Planning clinic:

The Hong Kong optician has excelled in his art, he

t hought. She | ooks terrible. This is even better

than Gandhi's plan to keep one's m nd pure. She

seened to grin, and |l ooked |like a denpness! Soorpanaka's
approach should have had the sane effect on Ramm, he
reflected, recollecting an epi sode fromthe Ramayana.

Her teeth seemed to jut out and were uneven. He sniled
to himself.

This sel f-discipline, however, backfires and |eads to further conplications
in their relationship:

She asked suddenly, "Wy those gl asses? Don't you find
them a nui sance inside a roomat this hour?"
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He had to find an explanation. "Some dust blew int
ny eyes— he began to spin a yarn

"Does it bother?" she asked

"Slightly,"he said, wthout |ooking at her

She suddenly cane over and pulled off the gl asses, and
stared into his eyes. This action was so sudden that

Raman coul d hardly conprehend what had been happeni ng

until she was back in her seat and said, "I see nothing
now. Perhaps you'll do well to give your eyes a wash
I have had sone doctor's training, too, you know?"
"Ch, how wonderfull" he said, "I'll come to you if an

indifficulty."

She had not returned his glasses to him but carrie
themwi th her, held themup against the light, waved
them up and down and said, "Throw this thing away
the |l enses are uneven and full of errors. You'l
becone squi nteyed..."

"lIt's from Hong Kong," he said by way of defence

"No wonder," she said, and he did not know what she
neant

He lay tossing in bed that night. She had touched
him and that had sent his bl ood-pressure up so high
that he had felt giddy, and her perfune had nearly
stunned him He had stolen a glance at her when
she was funbling with the glasses on his nose. But
she stood so close that he could not see her clearly
still, many points about her personality were puzzling
He told hinself, | nust get over this obsession

Such conflicts reveal sonething of the nature of day-to-day activities in a
small South Indian town and its surrounding villages. Raman bathes in the
river, wonen cone to town to renew their bangles once a year, nmango | eaves are
strung over a threshold for good fortune, food is eaten from banana | eaves,
goods are bartered for, business transactions are fluid, open-ended arrange-
ments and everything is conducted (to Daisy's distress) before the eyes and
coments of the ever-present crowd.

The notives and belief systenms of characters energe through dial ogue and
fuel conflict, and traditional Hi ndu thought acts as a basic cultura
foundation for behavior, even in the case of a 'nodern rationalist' |ike Ranan
The | awyer is guided by astrol ogers; Ranman's aunt reveal s an unquesti oni ng
faith in traditional practices

She continued her narrative. "I was one of the severa
children in the house. It's not |ike these days when
peopl e are afraid of children.' The house was full in

t hose days. But nothi ng bot hered anyone in those days—
as long as there was a wel |l -stocked granary and the
bronze rice-pot was on the boil. My father was a priest
and officiated at birthdays, funerals, and all kinds of
religious functions and brought honme his fee in the form
of rice and vegetabl es and coconut and sugar-cane
Cccasionally he also brought in a cow, which, as you
know, when gifted to a brahm n helps a dead man's sou
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to ford a difficult river in the next world."

"How?" questioned the rationalist.

"Don't ask ne all that," Aunt said. "That's what our
shastras say, and we don't have to question it. It is
the duty of the living to help the dead with proper
rituals.”

Dai sy' s canpai gn for popul ation control is checked by a vill age yogi
popul arly credited with miracul ous age and insight, who has constructed with
his own hands a shrine on which Raman was to paint one of his famly planning
sl ogans:

He had a | oud- speaker voice and wore nothing nore than
a brown loin-cloth. "I built this tenple and installed
the Goddess of Plenty, |ong before anyone cane here and
built these houses. The Coddess came to ne in a dream
and commuanded and | made it ny mission in life. For

a hundred miles around there is no tenple like this.
Barren wonen cone and pray here for three days, and
conceive within thirty days."

Dai sy | ooked shocked. This was going to prove the
antithesis of all her mssion, defeat her entire
business in life.

Ranman' s sense of irony was touched: "W will have to
| ook for another place quickly. Let's |eave."

Before they could decide on it, the old man said in a
trunpeting voice: "Qur shastras say that the nore
children in a honme, the nore blessed it becones. Do
you want to dispute it?"

Dai sy, not having prepared herself for facing such a
chal I enge, blinked uncertainly. Raman cane to her
rescue and said, "No, no, how can anyone di spute
the shastras?"

Yet the society is also shown as being open to all kinds of contact with
the nodern secul ar and technological world. In the |awer's house, Rama's
feebl e explanation of the sand in the paint is supported from an unexpected
quarter:

"What's stucco?" asked the | awyer chall engingly.

A hippie-like youth cane out to explain, "Don't you know,
uncl e? Latest in architectural surfaces." He was a
student of engineering.

Bl ess your enlightened m nd. May your side-burns flourish!
t hought Raman. Noddi ng a thanks to the fellow, "You | ook
li ke Robert Louis Stevenson, Faraday, and a host of other
celebrities to be seen only in our ancient school books."

and Mal gudi itself is changing:

Hi s reverie ended when a policenman on traffic duty at the
fountain blew his whistle and gestured to himto nove
on. Wien Ranan failed to obey, he blew his whistle again
and flourished his arns wildly. Raman felt, They won't
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| eave one in peace. This is a jungle where other beasts
are constantly on the prow to attack and bite off a

mout hful, if one is not careful. As if this were New York
and | blocked the traffic on Broadway. He woul d not
recogni ze it, but Ml gudi was changing in 19072, It was
the base for hydro- electric project sonmewhere on the

Menpi Hills, and jeeps and lorries passed through the

Mar ket Road all day. The city had a new superi ntendent

of police who was trying out new i deas. Policenmen were
posted every few yards. They seemto be excited at the
spectacle of all this traffic, he thought, inmgining that
we are on the verge of disaster, | suppose, with pedestrians
and vehi cl es bunping i nto each other

The conflict between the new and the old is one of the central concerns of
Pai nt er Sians and is the source of nmuch of Narayan's hunor as well as
satirical jibes at idiosyncrasies of South Indian life. Raman, for exanple
devel ops the habit of outwardly condoning the status & .po while inwardly
criticizing it, or at |east specul ating on other possibilities. These range
fromsnmall Lewis Carroll—ike jokes about witing a 'nanel ess' board for The
Boardl ess Hotel, "run by a man who capitalized on the fact that he had no nane
for his restaurant”, to |l arger questions such as what woul d happen "if everyone
adopted the beardl ess notion" and the feasibility of an econony that does
wi t hout noney (p. 13). In passing, Raman takes a pot-shot at |ocal politics
international aid prograns and corrupt business practices

They m ght engage himto inscribe gossip or blackmail on
public walls; do it on the comand of one and rub it off
on the conmand of another. Sivanand, the nunicipa
chai rman, woul d provi de enough material for all the
bl ank walls of the city. His enem es could offer five
rupees a line for witing, and Sivanand's supporters
ten rupees for rubbing it off. A better nmediumthan a
scandal - sheet, | ess perishable. You could have a new item
each day about this or that man, the renting of market
stalls, the contract for that piece of roadmendi ng, change
of nane in order to imortalize a visiting mnister and
gain his favor; and a thousand other sins. Wat about the
Anerican m |k powder neant for the orphans of India and
sold on the black market? What about the government
hospi tal surgeon who flourished his knife |ike an assassin
and nade noney and acquired the much-coveted building sites
beyond the railway crossing! And that whol esal e grain-
mer chant who cornered all the rationed articles and ran
the co-operative stores nmeant for the poor? Raman woul d
expose themto the world if soneone paid himand provi ded
himw th a spacious wall, but ironically enough, he wote
sign-boards for nost of them

O course, this raising of national issues is central to the plot of Narayan's
story, which focusses on scientific famly planning versus the | ove of
children

Nar ayan seens to be searching, through Raman, for sone neans of justice
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whi ch functions both as a |l ofty general ideal and a personal human sense of
fair play. Raman, however, appears not to have any deep sense of commitment to
an i deol ogy or code of conduct, and so it is hard to pin down the position of
t he book. Narayan, as a witer in English (who dislikes having his stories
anal yzed by graduate students) also hovers at the edges of the society he
writes about and his attitude to the realities criticized in the book is also
hard to determ ne. But we have an obligation as scholars to exam ne especially
those works of literature that deal with social questions and we m ght w sh
that they fit in with econonmic, ethical and scientific principles in the
service of social devel opnment.

(Y

va ukl a Mikkuttj, _as the title of the novel reveals, is a story woven
around a nose ornanment studded with rubies. This in itself |Is an interesting
aspect of Tami| culture, as there have been nany tal es involving the mracul ous
powers of nose ornanents.

The story begins in the village of Thirukadaien in Tam | Nadu and noves to
Madras, Ooty and Nilgiris. The characters are fromthe m ddl e and upper-cl ass
sections of society.

Janaki, at sixteen, is a beautiful and clever girl who is nmuch sought-after
by local fanilies as a wife for their sons. Her chil dhood, though happy, has
been cl ouded by the desire of her grandnother for nmale children in the famly.
Janaki's nmarriage to Surantharan, a boy from Madras, is arranged and he gives
her the man alvam_ or thali,_a gold pendant signifying betrothal. Hs famly
al so gives a di anond neckl ace. Janaki's parents are delighted, not being
overly rich thensel ves, and the marriage is perforned to everyone's
sati sfaction.

The sanme evening, the young couple return to Madras by train. They were
teasing and joking with each other, happy to be together, when the train gave a
sudden jolt and Janaki saw that the ruby from her pmnaal vam was ni ssing. She
is greatly upset, since the stone is a sacred synbol of marriage, and with her
husband, carefully searches their conpartnment only to discover that it has
probably dropped through sone holes in the floor onto the tracks bel ow. The
train, nmeanwhile, has halted am dst some commoti on and Surantharan | earns that
a baby has slipped fromits nother's arns, fallen out and died. Janaki is
extrenmely agitated by these two bad onmens on the first day of her married life.

After three years, Janaki has had no child. She wal ks around the pioul
tree as an act of faith and takes pills prescribed by the doctors, but to no

avail. Her nmother-in-law, who wants a son to inherit the famly weal th,
persuades the couple to go on pilgrinmage to Kasi. Janaki is tornented by the
thought that Surantharan's nother will arrange a second wife for her son and

finally urges her husband to marry her sister, Vidahi. Wth a stubbornness
born of depression and a sense of self-sacrifice, Janaki persuades her sister
to agree and promises to keep out of the way, serving only as housekeeper. She
secures her parent's approval and the marriage is cel ebrated.

A year passes and, acconpani ed by Janaki, Vidahi returns to her parents’
house to have her child. A boy is born blind and dies a few days later. The
two sisters sadly return to Madras and in the train find a poorly-clad worman
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with a thin baby crying for mlk. Vidahi instinctively lifts the child and
puts it to her own breast then gives it back to its nother who gives Janaki a
ruby nose ornanent and, asking her to wear it, |eaves the carriage and never
returns.

Janaki eventually gives birth to a girl and once again Vidahi |oses her
baby. On the return journey the sisters neet the wonman agai n and Janaki
returns the nose ring. The wonan explains that it had bel onged to her sister
who died in childbirth and who had requested it to be given to anyone who had
no child. This time she hands it to Vidahi.

Deprived of her own children, Vidahi becomes attached to Janaki's daughter,
acting as its nurse. She fails to attend to Surantharan's wants and Janaki
al so does not oblige himmch for fear of displeasing her sister. There is a
great deal of tension and m sunderstanding, and finally Surantharan accuses
Janaki of having caused all these troubles by having himmarry again. The
sisters by this tinme are no longer living together harnoniously and so Janaki,
seei ng her daughter well cared for by Vidahi, concludes that her role in the
family is conplete and | eaves.

Searches are fruitless, and after sone years Surantharan and Vidahi go to
Ooty to a clinic where she gives birth to a baby girl. The nurse who tells the
news to Surantharan | ooks so nuch |ike Janaki that he follows her only to be
di sappoi nted. He nuses on his first wife and seens to hear the call to nane
hi s new daughter after her. Vidahi also feels that Janaki is reborn in the
child and the inner glow of the ruby nose ornanment appears to confirmthis.

One thing that is obvious in this story is its quick turn of events.
Readers unfamliar with the patterns of family life in India my also find the
rapi d successi on of marriages unconvincing, and Janaki's selfl ess decision a
little strange. The story however does provide nany insights into South Indian
beliefs and norns of conduct which put these events into their social context.

From the beginning there is a marked discrimnation against girls. Wen
Janaki is born, the nother-in-law does not even cone near the nother after she
learns the sex of the child. A girl is also a liability because the famly
normally has to provide her with a dowy. Janaki |earns when she is sixteen
that her grandnother refused nedicine for her younger sister and thinks: "She
too was a wonan [the grandnotherl. If a boy was born was he going to give her
lots of wealth?" At the close of the story, though, we find Surantharan and
Vidahi longing for a girl. This is due to the belief that the dead are reborn.
Nami ng a child after a beloved dead relative is a customof the region, so they
want ed Janaki to be reborn to themin accordance with her parting words:
"Those who are born are sure to di e~Those who are deadare sure to be born."
In this way we see discrimnation corrected not by court decision or socia
action, but within the same traditional belief system

Tradi tional nodes of behavior are also illustrated in the pilgrimge to
Kasi and Benares in order to be granted a wish. Janaki's departure to becone a
wanderer is no nore out of place than the concept of narriage being primarily
for procreation to naintain the famly line. In fact, at the end of the story
when Surantharan catches up with the nurse he is told there is no such person
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"But who are you?" he asks. "The world is still searching to know who | anf is
the reply, which seens to place Janaki fully within the nythic and nystical
tradition of South Indian stories. Sita, as the daughter of Janaka is al so
call ed Janaki so the tale has links with the Ramayana.

Interesting details and expressions can be found in Kannadhasan's novel
which relate to social practices. The finer points of dowy negotiation are
evident in the arrangenent surroundi ng Janaki's marriage. Janaki refers to
hersel f as having "grown on the shoul ders of her father", thus capturing a
characteristic famly scene in which the nother tends to kitchen duties while
the father wal ks the child up and down on his shoul ders and suggesti ng al so
that her chil dhood was not w thout affection despite her being a girl.

C a ukka Mukkutti is a nore straightforward story than Narayan's but it
obvi ously contains an inplicit critique of the marriage and dowy system and
makes at | east sone indirect comments on the state of |ndian rail ways.
O herwi se, |ike Narayan, perhaps even nore than him Kannadhasan depicts a
traditional Hi ndu society in which prayer is a constant source of strength and
virtue has ultinmate power. Both novels provide dramatized insights deep into
the values and culture of South Indian life.

I'n conclusion, |I should note that this is only a limted study of two
prolific witers in the Tam | literary tradition, but that in accordance with
this tradition | dedicate this hunble venture to those i mortal poets of Taml
Nadu, Subramanya Bharat hi and Bhar at hi Dhasan.

[Editor's Note] News of Kannadhasan's death did not reach Hawaii until after

this article had been conpleted. It should, therefore, be
seen also as a tribute to Kannadhasan hinsel f.
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THE MORE WE READ:
Contact Literatureand the Reader

Ronal d L. Bl aber

It is true to say that there are nany ways to read a novel--Kipling's C
can be read as an adventure story, as an exam nation of British Inperialism
and so on. It is also true to say that a second readi ng of a novel nmy be
markedly different fromthe first. Wiy is this? The text remains the sane,
the marks and spaces on the page have not changed. These different readings
must, therefore, be attributed to changes in the reader's perceptions of the
novel . To answer the question 'Wiy has this perception changed?' it is
appropriate to exam ne just what current literary theory nakes of the novel

In recent years, literary theorists have turned their attention towards
the way readers read. A basic premi se of their analysis is that reading is the
reception of information as transmtted fromthe author through the text. For
this to happen, of course, there has to be an information system generally
seen to be constructed on structuralist lines, that is, a series of oppositions
or relations between signs providing units of nmeaning. But if there were only
one information system then there could only be one readi ng

Yuri Lotman, a Soviet sem otician, argues that if the primary function of
t he novel —ts social role—+s to transmt information, there have to be
nunerous information systens within the text to explain varying reader
responses. Lotman identifies two fundanmental systens, although many infe.rnma-
tion systens can be generated by interaction between the two: 1) information
encoded by a 'prinmary nodeling system (by which he neans a prinary sign
systen) which is largely centred in |language and literary technique (netaphor
trope, etc.): 2) informati on encoded by a 'secondary nodel i ng' conmuni cation
system which is not directly manifest in the text, but encodes the
extra-textual information—+iterature, nyth, religion, philosophy, aesthetics
The secondary nodeling systemis culturally bound. Wthin the text these
informati on systens converge to give a work its neaning

The greater the nunber of deciphering structures
that one or another constructional bundle of the
text simultaneously enters into, the nore individua
its neaning.|

If this nodel is to be accepted, then | believe it beconmes clearer why we
read in the way we do. The novel transnits a certain amount of information but
not all the information is received. The reader fails to recognize certain
informati on systens, although he may have the ability to deci pher them and
thus he enphasi zes others. This can change in a re-readi ng dependi ng on the
rel evance of the information to the reader. Alternatively, the reader inposes
a personal ideology that is another information system on to the text, which
results in a different interpretation. Lotman calls this "internal' cosrmnunica-
tion:

Internal communication is constructed on the foll ow
ing schene: given a text that is encoded in a
certain system another code is introduced and the
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text is transformed. ...an increase in information
occurs in the text due to its interaction with the
new code. 2

To sinplify (perhaps to oversinplify) Lotman suggests that there are three
basi ¢ types of reader response:

a)

b)

c)

the hearer's and transmtter's typol ogical classification of
texts coincide; the audience is generally inclined to believe
that only one 'correct' typology exists.

The audience is indifferent toward the text's functional
character in the transmtter's systemand includes it inits
own system

The audi ence does not possess the author's classificatory
systemand tries to interpret the text in terns of its own
typol ogy. However, the audi ence becomes convinced of the
unsoundness of its reading of the text by a systemof trial
and error and masters the author's system 3

As Ann Shul man points out, it is the third response that interests Lotnman
the nost. In such a process the author's input dominates the interrelationship
of author-text-reader.

The perception of the artistic text is always a struggle
bet ween perceiver and author. Having perceived a certain
part of the text the perceiver "nakes a construction" of
the whole. The next move by the author may confirmthis
guess and demand fromthe reader a new construction..

and so on until the rmoment when the author, "victorious"
over the previous literary experience, aesthetic norns
and pre-supposition of the perceiver, inposes on himhis
own nodel of the world, his own understanding of the
structure of reality.1

In contrast to Lotnan, Unberto Eco believes that the reader dom nates the
author-text-reader relationship. In other words, Eco would favor Lotnman's
second type of literary response. Eco wites:

the reader approaches a text froma personal ideol ogical
perspective, even when he is not aware of this, even
when his ideological bias is only a highly sinplified
[system) of axiol ogical oppositions. Since the reader
I's supposed to single out the el ementary ideol ogical
structures of the text, this operation is overdeterm ned
by his ideol ogi cal subcodes.

This neans that not only the author of textual
i deol ogi cal structures is governed by the ideol ogical
bi as of the reader but also that a given ideol ogical
background can help to discover or to ignore textual
i deol ogi cal etructures.5

Both Lotnan's and Eco's views on reader response have inportant
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inplications for any discussion of contact literature. Lotman's application of
his theories is primarily concerned with Russian literature. He is witing
within a particular culture with specific primry and secondary nodel i ng
comuni cation systens. Problenms arise when one or both of these systems is
transferred across cultures, that is to say, when a reader who is conditioned
to one set of communication systems is introduced to another

To backtrack a nonent, it may be appropriate to ask what is a story, or
what nakes a story interesting, bearing in mnd the story's cultural context
Livia Polanyi notes that "there are not an infinite nunber of 'interesting
things' available to be tal ked about by nmenbers of a culture, but only a
limted nunber of them—+relatively few, highly conplex and anbiguity-ridden
concepts around which the social organization of a culture revolves and the
enotional and intellectual energy of its menmbers is largely spent."b Pol any
goes on to point out that "stories are built in large part around culturally
salient material."7

If the "things' that make stories interesting are culturally based or
bi ased, then one might assune that interaction between a teller's information
encodi ng system and the reader's decodi ng system depends on shared cul tura
know edge- - consci ous or unconscious. The witer makes assunptions about shared
under st andi ng. But across cultures "these norms, these expected understandi ngs
of the way the world is, may well not be shared. A story told by an 'outsider’
may thus fall flat if through his story the teller is appealing to a sense of
common under st andi ng which, in fact, is not present. "8 Robert Schol es argues
that narrativity, "the process by which a perceiver actively constructs from
the fictional data provided by any narrative nmedium "9 is culture bound. He
further suggests that the nature of narrativity "is a matter of |earned or
acqui red behaviour like the acquisition of a particular |anguage."10 Schol es
appears to go beyond Pol anyi's argunent. Narrativity may be nore than just
concerned with different cultural semantic levels; it nay be at the heart of
the interaction between Lotman's prinmary and secondary nodel i ng conmuni cation
syst ens.

On another level, there is literature witten by an "insider' but witten
in a second | anguage. In other words, information inportant in the secondary
conmuni cati on nodeling systemis encoded by an alien prinmary nodeling
comuni cation system Wthin Lotnan's theory the prinary nodeling
comuni cation system dominates to the extent that it al nost determines the
secondary nodel i ng communi cation system Essentially, this is a variation of
the Worf-Sapir hypothesis. Therefore a witer witing in another |anguage
woul d perhaps unknowi ngly be trapped within alien cultural material. This
notion has been highly contested, especially by African and Indian witers.
Chi nua Achebe stated that:

My answer to the question "Can the African ever learn
English well enough to be able to use it effectively

in creative witing?" is certainly "yes". If on the
ot her hand you ask: "Can he ever learn to use it like
a native speaker?" | should say "I hope not." It is

nei ther necessary nor desirable for himto be able
to do so. The price a world | anguage nust be prepared
to pay is submission to many different kinds of use.ll
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To understand Achebe's point, one only has to look at the difference in
use of the English | anguage to encode cultural material by native
speakers--Australian, American, New Zeal anders, Canadi ans--and the probl ens
that arise in comunication (or nmiscommunication). Achebe, arguing al ong
simlar lines, says:

| feel the English |anguage will be able to carry the
wei ght of my experience. But it will have to be a new
English, still in full cceriunion with its ancestral hone
but altered to suit its new African surroundings.|2

Achebe' s views have been echoed by K S. Narayana Rao in "The Untransl ated
Transl ation and Aesthetic: Indian Fiction in English":

The phrase untranslated translation inplies an activity
of expressing oneself in a foreign | anguage while, in
fact, doing the thinking in one's own nother tongue.
Expressions in the original |anguage acquire
a new sense in English or what is perfectly sensible
in one language becones illogical when put in another.
For the Indian witing in English the challenge
[is] to bend it to suit the needs to convey Indian
sensibility. 13

Bot h Achebe and Narayana Rao recognize that there is a definite nmis-match
between linguistic and cultural information when a witer chooses to wite in a
second | anguage. Both comment ators suggest, however, that the witer's own
secondary nodel i ng comuni cation system to use Lotnman's term nology, can
transformthe foreign prinmary nodel i ng comuni cati on systemto suit their
cultural needs, but therein lies the problemfor the native speaker. He is
presented with what appears to be a text filled with information encoded by a
fam liar primry modeling comunication systemonly to find that the secondary
nodel i ng communi cation systemis unknown. For exanple, the use of names wthin
literature often exploits cultural nmaterial Jane Austen's M. Knightley i

conjures up chivalric overtones, or John Fow es' use of the nanes
Ferdi nand and Mranda in The collector should bring :g TemPest quickly to
mnd, |f one assunes that nanes within all literatures serve as cultural and

literary cues, then it mght be assuned that such a function is |ost across
cul tures.

As far as reading is concerned in such a situation, Lotman's second
readi ng pattern and Eco's assessnent of the process would appear to be npst
useful. The reader dom nates the author-text-reader interaction. The reader
brings to bear, consciously or subconsciously, his own ideol ogi es and
prejudices, interpreting the text to his own view of the world, O course, if
the reader takes the trouble to read outside of the text (to try to gain sone
information that forns the cul tural background) then the bal ance night be
redressed. It appears, therefore, that Achebe or Narayana Rao need not worry
about English not being able to accommdate their own cultural needs, but they
may find that readers whose only |anguage is Standard English may not recognize
cues to cultural material salient to the interpretation of the text.

This appears, however, to underestimate the educative properties of
text. The nore one reads of a particular author or a literature from
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particular cultural background, the nmore one's recognition of significant and
cultural material should increase. Essentially, this reaffirns Lotman's third
readi ng nodel, whereby the author ultinately persuades the reader to concur
with his own meaning. Urberto Eco does share this view to sone degree. He
argues that the reader is conditioned by information he reads:

every character (or situation) of a novel is immediately
endowed with properties that the text does not directly
nmeni fest and that the reader has been 'programed' to
borrow fromthe treasury of intertextuality.1l

Az an exanpl e, when Bobby, in Naipaul's In r ee State,_ exclainms "The
huniliation) The humiliationl" echoes of Kurtz's "The horror! The horror!"
resound—assuning the reader is famliar with Conrad's Heart O Darkness (or
per haps, these days, with Coppola's Anocal vose NQj)

However, if the reader's own ideology partly determines his interpretation
of the text, then that ideology is going to determne his intertextual
"programmng". For nobst of us, this would anount to a reinforcenent of
cul tural biases and thus | essen the cross-cultural experience offered by
contact literature. But this does not appear to happen. |f anything, the
reader finds himself in a position somewhere between Lotman's and Eco's nodel s:
a position whereby the reader is confronted with his own cultural limts but
remains aware of and sensitive to those of the witer. It seenms inevitable
that, in the field of contact literature, the nore we read, the nore we'll
read. The experience becones a point of exchange _rather than donination by
reader or author.



10.

11.

12.

13.

14.

87

Y. Lotnan, AnalYsis Poetic Text ,_(ed. and trans. D. Barton Johnson),
Ann Arbor: Ardis, 1976, p. 123.

Y. Lotman, "Two Mddels of Communication" in Soviet Semiotics (ed. and
trans. Daniel P. Lucid) Baltinore: John Hopkins University Press, 1977,
p. 99-100. By conparison Lotman describes external communication in the
follow ng way: "External communication is constructed on the follow ng
schenme: given a code, a text is introduced that is encoded in the code's
system transmtted, and decoded. ldeally, the text coincides at entrance
and exit; in practice, a decrease in information occurs."

Y. Lotanan, "Problems in the Typology of Texts" in Soviet Semiotics (ed. and
trans. Daniel P. Lucid) Baltinore: John Hopkins University Press, 1977,
p. 122.

Ann Shukman, Literature and Semiotics: A Studv g # Witings
Yuu. M Lot man,_Ansterdam North Holland Publishing Co., 1977, p. 133.

Urberto Eco, 1bg Rol e - Reader: Explorations tag Semiotics
Texts, Bl oomington: Indiana University Press, 1979,p. 22.

Livia Polanyi, "Wat Stories Can Tell Us about Their Teller's Wrld,"
Poetics Toda¥*,_2(1981), p. 99.

Polanyi

. p. 99.

Polanyi, p. 101.

Robert Scholes, "Narration and Narrativity in Film" in Kk WA L
Criticism (ed. Gerald Mast and Marshall Cohen), New York: oxford
University Press, 1979, p. 421.

Schol es, p. X121.

Chi nua Achebe, "The African Witer and the English Language," in Mrning
et 9 Creation a+, New York: Anchor Books, 1976, p. 82.

Achebe, o 84.

K. 'S. Narayana Rao, "The Untranslated Translation and Aesthetic

Consequences: Indian Fiction in English", in Exoression Cc .anication
Experience (ed. R G Popperwell) London: The Mdern Hunanities

Research Association, 1973, pp. 160-2.

Eeo, p. 21.



88

FOR BE11}R OR FUR 1ti )RSE
U.S F3ns oni the Intnution d Scem

Rut h Vasey

Fromits outset, novie-nmaking has had an international character. Because
of the heavy financial investnent involved in producing a novie, comrercia
fil mmakers have naturally sought the w dest possible audience, and this has
often nmeant trying to attract international custoners, as well as utilizing
talent fromaround the world. The production process too, has crossed nany
national boundaries. By the twenties, Ernst Lubitsch, Eric Von Stroheim Geta
Garbo and Eni| Janni ngs were naking novies in Hollywod, and by the thirties
even Sergei Eisenstein was working for Paranobunt. This international trend
continued into the sound era, so that, by the sixties, it would not have been
unusual for a novie to be made in Spain by an Anmerican director based on a
French novel with English, Italian and German stars financed by an interna-
tional syndicate based in Switzerland. However, despite this internationa
eclecticismin production, world filmdistribution has al ways been dom nated by
U S. conpanies. Readily avail able capital for American productions and an
aggressive world nmarketing approach by Anerican distributors conbined early in
the history of the filmnediumto give the U S. nonopolies of distribution
outlets in many countries beyond Anerica's shores. In this paper | wll
briefly survey the history of the U S. film comerce throughout the world

In the late 1920s, films being distributed in Europe and Latin America
were sixty to ninety percent Holl ywood nmade, and this percentage woul d have
been hi gher but for the fact that many countries inposed quotas and trade
restrictions specifically designed to keep the U S. filns out. Even in the
Sovi et Union, where the revolutionary cinem was at its height, Anerican filns
wer e being given wide circulation.)

The uncontrol |l ed spread of American filns had an anbi guous status even in
the United States. Many Anericans feared that the novies were creating a bad
inpression of their country, even though the filns were popularly received
over seas

The foll owing warning by Wlliam Seabury, witten in ;g930, is typical

Pictures, with a predom nating theme glorifying war
and which incidentally hold up to ridicule and

di sparagenent race, religion and nationalistic
attributes, are produced and exhibited in increasing
nunbers.

Their inevitable effect is to stinulate racial and
national dislikes which readily ripen into hatreds
and ultimately | ead to and encourage war, and since
nmost of these and other undesirabl e pictures enmanate
from Anerica they seriously inpair American prestige
abroad and stinulate world aninosity and unfriendliness
agai nst Anerica and everything American. 2

Hol | ywood was indeed guilty of sone gross insensitivity, and certainly of
bad taste. Chinese people for instance, were constantly cast as thieves and



89

villains, and then the pictures were blithely sent to China. Wen Dougl as

Fai rbanks visited Shanghai in 1929, he was confronted with a host of protests

about the misrepresentation of Chinese people in "The Thief of Bagdad." The
na Weekl ¥ Review pointed out in 1930 that:

It is generally conceded that the motion picture
of today wields a great influence over the public
m nd, because it reaches people of every class
and every race...[yet]...whenever a Chinese is
portrayed on the screen he is depicted as a dope
fiend, anbler, murderer, or sonmething equally

as bad. 3

In one particularly sensational incident, when Harold Lloyd' s Welcone
Danger was playing in the Gand Theatre at Shanghai, a Chinese student returned
fromoverseas rose fromhis seat and addressed the audience to the effect that
the picture was anti-Chinese and therefore unfit for his countrynen to see.
Pronpted by this speech, a crowd of 350 strong rushed to the box office and
demanded the return of their noney

The threat of a boycott eventually convinced the filmrakers to cease using
Chinese villains; instead they used Mexican villains—and sent the films to

Mexi co!

At the sane time, commi ssioners in India were conplaining that the
sensationalismof American novies was "proving a hindrance to anicable
relations, because foreign audiences gain false and unfavorabl e i npressions of
the United States", and the New Zeal and H gh Conmi ssioner was brandi ng 95% of
the filns shown in New Zeal and as "cheap, trashy and harnful."5 The Japanese
were incensed when they were sent a filmin which Arerica, for no apparent
reason, declares war on "Eurasia"--Eurasia being represented by Japanese
actors.6

On the other hand, even while people were being offended, they were
i npressed by what they saw in the novies. Young people wanted to behave Iike
the glanbrous actors and actresses that they saw on the screen, and the high
standard of material wealth that they were exposed to affected their val ues and
priorities. The following is taken from.g Wrld Tonorrow in 1930:

Filns are now the missionaries of the trader

Fil ms produce demands for his goods in all parts

of the world. The drana of the new order is being
written and directed on Hol | ywood Boul evard

MI1lions of feet of filns! MIlions of acclaining
eyes! Silk stockings, overstuffed flurmittwre,

floor lanps, clothing, automobiles, radios,

p ones, tractors, canned fruits, nusical instfuments,
and thousands of other nanufactured articles are
suggested to mllions of people in all parts of the
worl d. Theatre palaces in Cairo on the Nile, little
novi e houses in Gold Coast towns, theaters on
Shanghai roof - gardens, weekly photo-plays in Y.MC A
buil dings in Java, kinos in Minich, cinemas in
Marseilles, Ceylon, Cape Town, Mexico City--hundreds of
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thousands of them di spense pictorial suggestions of
goods avail abl e.

Ni ght after night American habits, ways, manners, and
noral s are paraded before a world audi ence. ?

As far back as 1923, the London Dail ¥ os comment ed:

If the United States abolished its diplomatic

and consul ar services, kept its ships in harbours
and its tourists at hone and retired fromthe
world' s markets, its citizens, its towns, its
countryside, its roads, nmotor cars and counting
houses would still be famliar to the utternost
corners of the world... The filmis to Anerica
what the flag once was to Britain. By its neans
Uncl e Sam may hope sone day, if he is not checked
intime, to Amrericanize the world.8

Such fears were no doubt exacerbated by the U S. Departnent of Conerce's
adoption of the catchphrase, "Trade Follows the Films". In its session of
1925-26, this departnent appropriated a special fund for the creation of a
motion picture section in the Bureau of Foreign and Domestic Commerce. |t
recogni zed the fact that the weekly display of a great number of commdities to
over a billion people would create a desire for Anerican-made goods, and, by
inference, the American way of life. As one commrentator of a slightly later
period enthusiastically put it:

American products. In the great najority of
Amrerican films there is a very |arge nunber

of Anmerican products, not only on display, as

it were, but in actual denonstrated use. Scenes
laid in Amrerican kitchens, for exanple, have
probably done as much to acquaint the people of
foreign lands with Anerican electric refrigerators
el ectric washing machines, egg beaters, w ndow
screens, and so on, as any other medium...

what is engendered is not bitterness, but a desire
to emul ate. There has never been a nore effective
sal esman for American products in foreign countries
than the Anerican notion picture.9

As an exanple of this influence, the Department of Commerce found in 1930
that the construction of the California-type bungal ow and t he outdoor

Swi nrrmng-pool in Brazil was brought about through people having seen them on
the screen

In the 19303, articles appeared in journals in Britain, France and South
Anerica protesting the force of Anericanization in the novies. In 1938, 220
mllion people throughout the world attended the cinema every week, and seventy
percent of the films seen emanated from Hol | ywood. In this year, sone 110, 000
adoring fans greeted Mary Pickford at Tokyo Railway Station

In 1945, the U. S State Departnent published a report which called upon
the novie industry to: (1) avoid nore blatant forms of offense to foreign
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nations, and (2) devel op an awareness of other peopl es which would conpli nment
them and stinulate friendly relations. The Departnent was concerned about
reports fromtheir foreign officers, such as one fromlran which clained that,
"unl ess sone control is exercised over American comercial films, official
efforts to maintain a cultural relations programare futile."'0 Yet at the
same tine foreign filmrentals were bringing in 75 nmillion dollars each year.
They woul d certainly have brought in nuch less if the horror and gangster filns
whi ch the Irani ans objected to had been elimnated. Furthernore, the novie
industry was enjoying high favor with the State Departnment (as well as the
Depart nent of Conmmerce, the Justice Departnent and the O fice of War
Information) owing to the part it was playing in pronoting Anerican ideol ogy
abroad during the war. I n particular, the Ofice of the Co-ordinator of
Inter-Anmerican Affairs was creating i nportant synpathy for U S. objectives
through the export of pro-U S. films to South America.

According to the chief of the State Departnent's Tel econmuni cati ons
Di vi si on:

Aneri can notion pictures as anbassadors of good-wll -
at no cost to the Anmerican taxpayer--interpret the
Anerican way of life to all the nations of the world....
The right kind of filmcan present a picture of this
nation, its culture, its institutions, its methods

of dealing with social problens and its people, which
may be invaluable fromthe political, cultural and
commerci al point of view On the other hand, the
wrong kind of picture may have the opposite effect.
Finally—and this is an inportant consideration--
American notion pictures act as sal esnen for

Anmerican products, salesnen that are readily

wel comed by their public.11

The governnent felt so strongly about these various points that the
Justice Departnent issued a warning that it woul d oppose arrangenents with
foreign interests which m ght cause Hollywood to withdraw its films from any of
the world's nultiplying screens. The Anerican Mercur?Y of 1945 hailed the
novi es as a "ready-made, subtle and powerful weapon to spread the story of
denocracy and nake friends for this country."12

However, not everyone agreed that this was what the novies were doing.
Nor man Cousi ns brought the matter to public attention with a series of
editorials in the Saturda” Review Literature,__in which he claimed that the
novi es provided ant -Anerican propaganda nore powerful than anything the
Sovi ets coul d devi se, and out-wei ghing the efforts of Voice of Anerica, the
Anerican press, books, periodicals and radio. He clainmed to be particularly
concerned with the matter because:

"No nedi um of comuni cations or entertainment in

the world exercises the power—actual or potential —of
the notion picture. No nediumcan claimthe attentions
of as many mllions of people for such uninterrupted
periods of tinme each week or each nonth. And no nedi um
is as effective in projecting Anerica for foreign

audi ences. +"13
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Cousins inplored the novie industry to practise careful selection in
choosing films to send abroad. In 1952 MaM did unveil a new, inproved nethod
of selecting filns for foreign audi ences--based entirel¥ on box office results.

Throughout the fifties, the pattern of operation of the international
industry altered radically. The inpact of television depleted audi ences,
especially in Japan, Britain and Western Europe. The United States dropped
fromthe largest filmmaker in the world to fourth in 1959-- behi "d Japan, India
and Hong Kong. Furthernore, although in 1952 American novies had occupied from
eighty to ninety percent of screen time on the overseas market, in 1959 this
had dropped to 60%in England, 50%in Italy, 35%in France, and 30%in Germany.
Nevertheless, the U S. was still the largest exporter of filns, and was nostly
bei ng ousted by domestic markets. The U S. government maintai ned an intense
interest in the industry and provided special economc incentives for certain
prescribed pro-U. S. filns to be shown in Turkey, Yugoslavia, Poland and
Vi et nam

By 1961, the international exchange of politically sanctioned filns was
beconi ng nore comon. Peking signed an agreement wth Havana for the exchange
of feature filns, to prompbte "cultural exchange and increase the friendship
bet ween the two peoples." China also distributed filns in Africa, Hong Kong
and I ndonesia. Meanwhile, America was trying to set up a solid base for a West
African filmnarket. Anerica was al so investing heavily in the filmindustries
of other countries. By 1969, 75% of new British pictures exhibited on the
mej or theatre circuits were financed in whole or in part by Anerican interests.
The situation was simlar in Italy and other major film producing countries.
the inplications for national cinenma industries are far-reaching. In an
article in Cineaste in 1972, Thomas Guback warns that:

European filmindustries, by relying upon
American investment, |ose the chance of
autononmy and with it the chance to be a

force of national expressiveness. They
inevitably gravitate, under the pressure

of international finance, to making the kind
of films which defy attribution to any
national culture, rather than providing audi ences
access to the richness of each culture. An
international trade in filns becones a hol |l ow
acconplishnent indeed if those filns say the
sanme thing in the sane way. 114

In the 1980sfilm attendance runs at about nineteen billion per year in
nore than thirty different countries. Many of the films seen still originate
fromthe U S., which depends on the international market for about half its
total feature-filmrevenues.

The "Americani zing" force of the novies has been recogni zed since the
1920s, both within Anerica and in her foreign markets. Wether or not this
force has been for good or ill has been a matter of hot dispute both at home
and abroad. But the | ove-hate rel ati onship between worl d audi ences and
Aneri can novi es has not affected the denmand for Hol |l ywood- produced
entertainment. The fact that Anericanization through filmcontinues to be a
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force in the daily life of people throughout the world suggests that it is high
time that serious research be devoted to the questions of who is show ng what
to whom and with what effect.
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AMERICA IN VIETNAM!:
Some literary Responses

Andrew Janes MCul | ough

No event has been nore inportant in forging the consciousness of
contenporary Anerican society than the war in Vietnam |f, beforehand, it had
been natural for Anericans to visualize a world in which goodness and progress
radi ated indefinitely outward fromtheir own shores, by the war's end a
dramatic transformation had taken place. The civilization whose technol ogi cal
geni us and econom ¢ resources had put a man on the nmoon was now reduced to
pitifully boasting of its victory over a group of Canbodian irregulars in the
May aaue7 incident. It was widely reported that the United States had lost its
innocence, and it appeared to many that it had lost its noorings as well.

It is nore than a little surprising that an event which traunatized
Anerican life for years and continues to haunt the nation's consciousness (if
not its conscience) renmins |argely unconprehended by nost Anericans. The
di mensions of the defeat, and of the overall effect of Anerican involvenment in
Vi etnam have hardly been hinted at in public discourse. W are frequently
warned, it is true, to heed 'the |l essons of Vietnam' but these pleas
invariably turn out to be calls for support for the witer's cause, whether
liberation struggles or increased mlitary spending.

Anerican tel evision networks are often credited with (or blaned for)
turning Americans against the war, and so it is worth renenbering that they
provided neither the data nor an interpretative schene which coul d make the war
intelligible to the average citizen. Even after the publications of M
Pent agon a rz, after the pattern of official prevarication had beconme part of
the public record, the popular nedia failed to offer reportage and background
naterial that might appear to give any interpretation of events. Wiat they did
communi cate were i mages of death and destruction, in a tone that suggested the
sensel essness and futility of the entire enterprise. Qccasionally, the
transm ssion of statenents such as we had to destroy the village in order to
save it" revealed the absurdity for all who could see it. Such inmagery
produced an instinctive revulsion, but |left npost Anericans |largely
unenl i ghtened concerning the causes and effects of the war.

It has frequently been the case throughout the life of the Anerican nation
that the dark, unconfortable truths of our culture have first surfaced in the
works of creative artists. The evidence of recent years suggests that the |ong
noratoriumon serious consideration of the war may be at an end. Bel atedly,
there have energed a nunber of literary and quasi-literary works--works of
journalism biography, fiction, oral history and the ci nema—that deal in
t hought - provoki ng ways with American participation in the Vietnamwar. From
this enmerging literature, | have chosen four najor exanples for discussio-two
novel s and two fil ns.

Ifitly Ag 17[g In Vietnan?, _Nornman Mailer's inexplicably neglected major novel
of 1966, cuts to the heart of America's Asian adventure despite the fact that
its setting never |eaves the North Anmerican continent. ' The |argest part of
the narrative centers on a hunting expedition in Al aska's pristine Brooks
Range. Its menbers are Texas corporate executive, Rusty Jethroe, his corporate
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flunkies, his teenage son, DJ, and DJs friend, Tex Hyde. Mailer employs a
staple theme of classic American literature (that of ajourney into the
wilderness to encounter undefiled nature) as a means of commenting on the war
in Vietnam and the civilization that wages it.

Once the hunt begins, its most apparent feature is the immense
technological firepower that the hunters bring to bear against their quarry.
In deliberate contrast to the situation of rough equality between man and beast
presented in a story such as William Faulkner's " The Bear", Mailer takes us on
an excursion into the world of high-tech hunting. Helicopters, the omnipresent
and seemingly omnipotent symbol of American military superiority in Vietnam,
are used to airlift the hunters to desirabl e perches, and then to herd the
animals back into their gunsights. This desecration of what we might consider
the natural order is aggravated by the fact that many of the weapons blow huge,
gaping "toilet plunger holes’ in the animals.

By the use of such imagery, Mailer indicates that the hunt is to be seen
as an extended metaphor for America's Vietnam involvement. In prosecuting the
war, the United States employed its technological superiority in away that not
only obliterated the Vietnamese |landscape, but simultaneously destroyed
whatever possiblity existed for the emergence of heroism and nobility. For
Mailer, the idea of war is not inherently reprehensible; indeed, he often
employs the imagery of the battlefield in describing his own efforts to create
an artistic and personal self. It is precisely because he can imagine a
potential value for an individual in the testing fires of battle that he
repudiates the war in Vietnam, which he regards as nothing but a technological
holocaust. Mailer's inquiry into the root causes of the war lead him not into
the realms of political ideology and geopolitical strategy, but into the inner
recesses of the national psyche. We scorch the green earth of Vietnam, he
seems to suggest, because we have surrendered our souls to the technol ogical
monster we have created. It is no accident that Rusty's corporate division is
engaged in R & D for the space program, which Mailer elsewhere identifies as
among the most alienating of contemporary enterprises.

Mailer's portrayal of the motivation of the hunters makes clear his belief
that the old formula of lyrical celebration for man in nature no longer
obtains. If Americans once journeyed into the wilderness to test themsel ves
against its uncompromising exigencies, the hunters in this story are engaged in
nothing more uplifting than corporate politicking. Rusty's flunkies, the
"medium grade assholes,” are placed in a particularly delicate (and unmanning)
position: advancement hinges on the ability to outshine each other without
overshadowing the boss. Rusty must perform well enough to maintain the loyalty
of his subordinates and thus protect his own position in the pecking order.
The bureaucratic structure of the big-business world demands a slavish concern
for the opinion of others and a corresponding loss of contact with one's inner
nature.

This thematic concern isreinforced by Mailer's success in creating an
artistic form sufficiently complex to achieve his larger purposes. The novel
isdivided into a series of "Intro Beeps' and Chaps"' narrated by D. J., the
self-styled "disc jockey" to the "electrified mind" of America. The various
noises that are literally "in the air" throughout the book are transmitted to
us filtered through D.J.'s consciousness. His typical narrative styleis
characterized by the rapid-fire "patter" associated with radio, and the effect
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is one of chronic interruption. Wether he is engaged in high culture lit-crit
specul ation or in scatological word-play, D. J. refuses to pause and devel op
any of his observations. This "esthetic of interruption," a cultural
concom tant of a high-technol ogy society, has resulted in forms of
comuni cation, including art, in which sustained el aboration of thenes is no
| onger consi dered necessary or desirable. Instead of inculcating an
appreciation for subtlety and nuance, contenporary cultural forms encourage
superficial conprehension and instant gratification. As the volume rises on
the cacophony of voices in the Anerican air, it becomes even nmore difficult to
determ ne the value, or even the meaning, of any particul ar nessage; the
el ectronic nediumitself becones the domi nant cultural force.

Mai l er brings these ideas into full focus in the novel's long clinactic
section. D. J. and Tex, ashaned of their own participation in the high-tech
hunt, attenpt atonement through a "purification ritual"—a hike into the
wi | derness wi thout their weapons. As the boys alternately dodge the
expedition's helicopters and the forest's carnivores, we notice a gradual
stylistic change in the narrator's voice, fromthe high electronic intensity of
the radio D. J. to a nore descriptive, even lyrical, narrative style.

* ..and as the dark came down, a bull noose,

that King Mose with antlers near to eight

feet wide across all glory of spades and

points, last moose of the North, came with

his dew ap and his knobby knees and dunb red
little eyes acros the snowto lick at salt on

the other side of the pond, and sunlight in

the blood of its dying caught him lit him

left himaguilded red on one side as he chonped

at nud and salt, clodding and wads dunping from
his mouth to plop back in water, like a canel
foraging in a trough, deep in content, the full
new moon now up before the sun was final and

down silvering the other side of this King Mose
up to the noon silhouettes of platinumon his
antlers and hide. And the water was bl ack, and
noose dug fromit and ate, and ate sone nore until
the sun was gone and only the moon for |ight and
the fire of the boys and he | ooked up and studied
the fire some several hundred of feet away and gave
a deep caw pulling in by sone resonance of this
grunt a herd of nenories of animals at work and on
the march and sonething gruff in the sharp wounded
heart of things bl eeding somewhere in the night, a
sound somewhere in that voice in the North which
spoke beneath all elseto Ranald Jethroe Jellicoe
Jethroe and his friend Gottfied (Son of Qutsy)
"Texas" Hyde. They were alone like that with the
noose still staring at them And then the noose
turned and crossed the bow the other way and

pl odded through the moonlight along the ridges

of snow, noonlight in his antlers, gloomon his
steps. And the boys slept. (pp. 196-7)
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At this point, the encounter with the wilderness seenms to hold out the
prospect of a kind of redenption fromcivilization's electronic excesses.
Significantly, the next chapter is the only one in the novel that does not
begin with an "Intro Beep"—we are now al nost thoroughly renmoved fromthe
at nosphere of perpetual electronic static. But in Mailer's vision of
technol ogi zed Anmerican life, the ground for such a reconciliation no | onger
exists. In the final chapter, D. J. proves to be exactly what he has clai ned
to be throughout the novel +the "crystallization" of Anerica's "electrified
mnd." Lying alone together at the top of the North American continent, D. J.
and Tex are positioned to receive the unconscious wish fulfillnents of the
sl eeping continent below. They becone aware of a sexual tension in the air,
whi ch each nentally translates into a scenario of buggering and domi nating the
other. Just like Anericans in Vietnam Mailer seenms to suggest, D. J. and Tex
are frightened by sonething that threatens their sense of identity, and they
respond by trying to obliterate it.

Mail er's use of the netaphor of crystallization suggests D. J. is finally
fixed and incapable of the kind of dialectical novenment that the author
associates with vitality in individuals and cultures. After their aborted
affection has destroyed the recently restored peace of the purification
cerenony, the now "killer brothers" receive an unequi vocal nmessage fromthe
beast-spirit of the North Anerican night: "Go out and kill—fulfill ny will,
go and kill."

The title of this novel itself could be viewed as an exanple of the kind
of enpty sound that rattled around the popular culture of this period and so,
in a sense, as a self-answering question. Still, Miler does offer a serious
and t hought - provoki ng answer to his question, one that is related to his
general theory of culture. In Presidential Papers he wites:

As cultures die, they are stricken with the

nute inplacabl e rage of that humanity

strangled within then. So long as it grows,

a civilization depends upon the el aboration of
meaning... as it dies, a civilization opens itself
to the fury of those betrayed by its neaning,

preci sely because that meaning was not sufficiently
true to offer a life adequately large. The
aesthetic act shifts fromthe creation of meaning
to the destruction of it.2

Surely, it is sonmething like collective "nute implacablerage" that ani mates
the command to "go and kill." Americans, unable to cone to grips with their
participation in the betrayal of their culture's best inpulses, furiously
di spl ace their rage onto the | andscape of Vietnam The "destruction of
meani ng" is, of course, precisely the end toward which D. J.'s finely toned
intelligence operates, and this aesthetic shift is paralleled by the massive
destruction taking place in Vietnam In Miler's bleak view, the physical
devastation of the Vietnanese | andscape stands as a perfect synmbol for the
spiritual collapse of Anerican culture.

In a nore recent novel, TimO Brien sets out in pursuit of the answer to
Anerica's presence in Vietnamfromthe opposite end of the question. Wile
Mai | er focusses on the nentality of the culture that generated the war,



99

O Brien's Going After Cacciato offers us the perspective of the infantry
"grunt" fighting it on the ground.3 But although its descriptive passages
crackle with authenticity, Going After Cacciato is no nmere chronicle of the
Vi et nam experi ence. Through his careful interweaving of three different tine
sequences--the picaresque pursuit of Cacciato, the grinmy realistic close-ups
of the actual war, and the "observation post" runinations of Paul Berlin

O Brien has fashioned an artistic formappropriate to the conplex reality of
hi's subject.

Cacciato (literally, '"the hunted" in Italian) is presented fomthe outset
of the novel as a disturbingly undefined presence within the infantry unit.
"Open-faced and naive and plunp, he | acked the fine detail, the refinenents and
final touches, that maturity ordinarily marks on a boy of seventeen years."
Wien he wal ks away fromhis unit into the jungle, sparking off the chase that
constitutes the novel's principal narrative line, the sense of his unreality is
intensified. Periodically on the road to Paris (his previously announced
destination) he nysteriously materializes in the mdst of his pursuers,
of fering whatever aid they need to continue the chase. The gradual trans-
formation of this spectral presence fromquarry to guide is paralleled by the
increasingly introspective nature of the journey, particularly in the
consci ousness of the novel's central character.

"Spec Four" Paul Berlin shares with his fellow soldiers the experience of
confusion bordering on chaos that is their node of being in Vietnam but he is
unique in the intensity of his need to nmake sense of their situation. Al one at
his "Observation Post" in the mddle of the Vietnanese night, facing a darkened
sea that seens to synbolize the depths of his unknow ngness, he begins a kind
of imaginative reconstruction of the events of his wartinme experience. H's
nocturnal reveries propel the novel in two different directions, each presented
in a distinctive stylistic node. Reaching back into the recent past, the
history of their canpaigns is rendered with a subtle but nmerciless realism

But Paul Berlin continually attenpts to surnount the gri mess of these facts
wi th hopeful speculation. As the squad closes in on Cacciato in the novel's
openi ng chapter, Berlin nakes the ultimate effort in this direction:

The possibilities were closing thensel ves out,

and, though he tried, it was hard to see a happy
end to it. Not inpossible, of course. Wth skill
and daring and luck, Cacciato might still slip

away and cross the frontier nountains and be gone...
Yes, it could be done. He imagined it. (p. 23)

And so, on one level, the pursuit of Cacciato is a desperate flight of
fantasy frominpending calanmity. But |i ke the sol diers departing the
bur ned- out wreckage of Troy with wily Qdysseus, the nmen of Paul Berlin's squad
find the road honme fromwar far from peaceful. Their |eader is bew tched by a
Circe-like character, they are nearly tranpled to death by Buddhi st nonks, and
they are forced to squeal that they are pigs by a brutal Savak officier in
Iran:

Thi ngs were out of control. Gone hayw re.
You could run, but you couldn't outrun the
consequences of running. Not even in

i magi nati on. (p. 227)



The possibilities of peace are also crowded out of the narrative by the
ever-intruding i nages of the "real" war: the technicol or nightmare that Paul
Berlin has so recently experienced. (It emerges that he and his conrades have
committed atrocities and conspired in the murder of their gung-ho leader.) Try
as he might to distance hinmself in space and tine fromthe battefield, its
spirit remains with him Berlin clings to an image of hinself" as a builder of
houses and spends his days burning villages. The men of the squad remain
connected to the war not only by the cursed mission they cling to, but by the
unconfronted consequences of their deeds in Vietnan. The history of the squad
is aroll-call of nmen who come into fully individuated focus only in the nonent
of each one's death. If the living "could not outrun the consequences of
runni ng," neither could the dead outrun the consequences of not running.

The novel offers a nmodi cum of synpathetic consideration for the quandary
of the Anerican fighting man in Vietnam

Not knowi ng the |anguage, they did not know the
peopl e. They did not know what the people |oved
or respected or feared or hated... They did not
know religions or philosophies or theories of
justice...He wanted themto understand, all of
them that he felt no hate. It was all a sad
acci dent, he would have tol d them<ehance, high-

I evel politics, confusion... He was no tyrant,

no pig, no Yankee killer. He was innocent.

(pp. 263-5)
But al though O Brien (a forner foot-soldier hinself) synpathizes with this
position, he is unwilling to condone the self-justifying ignorance of his
central character. Paul Berlin may not be a "Yankee killer" at heart, but
neither is he "innocent." Fl eeing the war in his imagination, its spirit
nonet hel ess pervades his pursuit of Cacciato, Even Sarkin Aung Wan, the
refugee girl with whomhe promses to live a peaceful life in the city of the

peace-tal ks, finally despairs at his comrtnment to abstractions such as "duty"
and "m ssion."

She pulled her armfree. "Spec Four, you have
the alternatives. It is tine to choose."

"But look, it's not realistic to just run off."

"Realistic! Is it realistic to make our apartment

into a mlitary headquarters? To chase a poor sinple boy...
I's that realistic?"

"But | prom se-"

"Ch, | know about pronises," she said. "Spec Four,
you are full of such promi se. Promise and prom se. Pronise
unendi ng." (pp. 315-16)

Paul Berlin is a young man as divided as the city whose nane he bears, and
the idea of "going after Cacciato" ceases to be a way of |eaving the war,
becom ng instead a netaphorical depiction of the absurdity and cruelty that
characterized the hostilities in Vietnam

It is left for Sarkin Aung WaAn, the refugee whose experience of the war
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has been the npbst devasting, to pronounce, at OBrien's version of the Paris
peace tal ks, the final judgnment on well-meaning Arericans in Vietnam

"Spec Four Paul Berlin: | amasking for a

break fromviolence. But | am al so asking for

a positive comnmtnent...Gve up this fruitless
pursuit of Cacciato...It is one thing to specul ate

about what might be. It is quite another to act on
behal f of our dreans, to treat them as objectives
that are achievable and worth achieving. It is one
thing to run fromunhappiness; it is another to
take action to realize those qualities of dignity
and wel | -being that are the true standards of the
human spirit." (p. 320)

There have been relatively few major filmtreatnents of the Vietnam war,
but it is arguably the case that those few have done nuch nore to bring its
conplexities and dilemas to a wi de audience. Two of Americasnost gifted
filmdirectors have recently sparked of f controversies, providing yet another
indicati on of how far American society still has to travel on the road to
under standi ng and assimlating the war's conplexities.

M chael Ci mno's Deer Hunter, one of the npbst controversial Anerican
films of recent years tells the story of the war's devastating inpact on the
lives of people living in a snall, ethnically honbgeneous town in Western
Pennsyl vani a. Three buddies fromthe town work in a steel mll together, drink

together, and hunt together—now, they are about to go to Vi etnamtogether.
The openi ng scenes (certainly the nost powerful and convincing in the film
vividly create the world inhabited by these men. We al so observe their
participation in two inmportant cerenpnial activities that define their way of
life: a Russian Othodox weddi ng and a deer hunt. The former is neant to
suggest the sense of strength and purpose that inhabits a world in which
rituals of 'rootedness' are retained; the latter functions as the films
central netaphor.

Cim no obviously intends that his deer-hunting heroes be seen as |ineal
descendant s of Feni nore Cooper's Deers]laver. M chael, the natural and
unquesti oned | eader of the group, is characterized by the al oof ness and
contenpt for civilized life that we see in Cooper's Natty Bunppo. Lacking the
trappings of civilization--wife, fanily, hone, possessions, social graces--his
facial expression of taut suspicion relaxes only in the wild. Al though M chael
works in a steel mll, G mno demands that we see himas a nopdern-day
incarnation of nature's noblenman, a believer in the idealistic creed that a
deer mnust be killed with a single shot, or not at all.

The tension in Mailer's novel between civilization's technol ogi cal
inmperative and the purity of the natural |andscape is absent from The Deer
Hunter _ _reflecting Cinino's nore optinmistic belief that the ability to
encounter nature on its own terns renmains a redenptive option for American
society. The artistic problemfor Cinmino is to reconcile this optimstic
world-viewwith the reality of American involvenment in Vietnam

It is at this point that The junter seens inexplicably to retreat
fromits own basic insights. One night well expect to see dramatized a
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stri king discontinuity between M chael's "one shot" creed and Anerica's
t echnol ogi cal bonbardnent of Vietnam w th the consequent disillusionnment of

the protagonist. Instead, C mno gives us a picture of heroic continuity:
M chael is still nature's noblenman, living up to his own inner ideals despite
the mani fol d provocati ons offered by his ignoble circunstances. 1 f an

historian had only this iflmto go on, he would conclude that Anericans in
Vi et nam were a hopel essly outmanned minority who managed to survive only
because of the physical and noral toughness enbedded in their culture. The
portrayals of the eneny are a strictly one-di nensional reprise of the "yell ow
peril" inmagery characteristic of World War Il propaganda filns. Wien M chael
and his friends are captured, their captors are presented as both sadistic and
stupid: they force the hero-prisoners to play a kind of Russian roulette, then
foolishly overload the gun, so that the Anericans are able to escape,

It soons becones apparent that, in Cmno' s eyes, even the 'good'
Vi et nanese are a peopl e of nenace and treachery. As the setting noves fromthe
battlefield to Saigon, it seens that everyone in South Vietnamis betting on a
formof Russian roulette in which players pass the gun back and forth until it
di scharges. Nick (Mchael's best friend) is fatally drawn into this web and,
after years of inplausibly defying the odds, he finally blows his brains out
while Mchael sits across the table.

These events are powerfully rendered in strictly cinematic ternms, but it
is difficult to discern in them any coherent neaning. Wiat we are left wth,
then, is a grand nmetaphor that is not so nmuch portentous as pretentious: one
shot to kill a deer vs. one shot to blow one's |ife away. The very inage of
Russi an roul ette, suggesting a randonness of survival chances, actually
underm nes Cimno's garbled nessage. M chael, disparaged early in the filmas
a "control freak," has acquired, through the practice of nental discipline in
hunting, the toughness that will enable himto survive in the fiery furnace of
Vietnam Ni ck, a poetical type who hunts because he | oves the natural
| andscape, is fatally corrupted by the world around. Surely it is no accident
that the one survives and the other does not.

Cimno seens to ask us to believe that it was the | and and peopl e of
Vi etnam that corrupted and finally destroyed virtuous and vul nerabl e young nen
like Nick. Vietnanese on both sides (lacking the innate American sense of
honor and nobility), have turned their country into a living hell, and
wel | -intenti oned Americans have blundered in--this is Cmno' s basic scenario.
At the end of the film when M ke has inplausibly rescued Nick's body fromthe
chaos of South Vietnanmls defeat, Nick's friends gather and sing "God Bl ess
Anerica." Vietnam nay have been a | ost cause fromthe outset, G mno seens to
be saying, but for ethnic Americans |ike these—people whose |ives seens to
epitom ze the traditional American values--it was also an arena of personal and
national honor. This overlooks the contradictions inherent in the imge C m no
is building upon. If the young men who went to war were as noble and naive as
Natty Bunppo they quickly reveal ed the other side of their archetype, described
by D. H Lawence as "hard, isolate, stoic and a killer."q

G mno's depiction of the ethnic community is sensitive to the somewhat
par adoxi cal fact that its celebration of ethnic distinctiveness actually serves
as a ritualistic affirmati on of American-ness. But this is nowhere to be found
in his presentation of the Vietnamese. Cimno is curiously blind to the war's
destruction of traditional Vietnanese culture through systematic techni ques



such as 'carpet' bonbing and relocation centers. At the extrene, there is even
a kind of cultural projection at work here: all of Cimno' s Vietnanese can be
seen as one formor another of the rugged individualist: fromthe sadistic
killers at the prison canp to the nortality specul ators of the Sai gon ganbling
dens--the latter resenble nothing so much as crazed traders at the Conmodities
Exchange. In his initial focus on the Anmerican pattern of nmle canaraderie
shadi ng into mal e bondi ng, G m no possessed a conpl ex and subtle thene
integrally related to the filnms |arger concerns and worthy of his great
filmmeking skill. Unfortunately, his portrayal of Anericans in Vietnamonly
adds to the glut of 'misinformation' in which Arerican society is already
wal | owi ng.

Surely the nost spectacular attenpt to present the experience of Anericans
in Vietnam has been Francis Ford Coppola's film "Apocal ypse Now. " Taking its
basic narrative line fromJoseph Conrad's classic story, Dar kness ,
" Apocal ypse Now' tells the story of an upriver journey through a | andscape of
increasing barbarity culmnating in a realization of the "horror" at the heart
of human experience. Conrad's story presents the nmysterious Kurtz as an ivory
trader, known for his synpathy to the natives, who is transforned into the
ultinmate inperialist for vague reasons that appear nore spiritual than
materialistic. Coppola's Colonel Kurtz, a Green Beret comuander turned
renegade, is also the product of a spiritual transformation: he has achieved a
chilling clarity in his vision of warfare pursued wi thout any of the restraints
imposed by civilization. Al though he is still at war with "the eneny," Kurtz
has effectively seceded fromthe Anerican chain of cooinand. Consequently,
Captain Wllard, a burnt-out, hyped-up war junkie, is sent to termnate Kurtz's
command "with extrene prejudice."”

Thi s sonewhat pretentions structural device is nore than redeened by
Coppol a's success in creating the events of the journey upriver which
constitute the heart of the film In a series of long, fluid set pieces,
various aspects of the war's underlying horror are brought into focus. In the
first of these episodes, Col. Kilgore, the epitone of the crazed mac o
conmander, |eads a helicopter raid on an undefended Vi etcong hideout. The
ensui ng technicol or slaughter, to the strains of Wagner blaring fromthe
helicopters, is a devastating indictnment of the soldier's swaggering bravado.
Kilgore is a noral idiot, oblivious to the fact that he is nurdering
peopl e--nostly wonen and children--unable to protect thenselves. Lacking a
noral calculus, he lives only for the sensual gratification that war brings:
"l love the snell of napalmin the norning. It snells like victory."

The journey's next surrealistic episode depicts an erotic riverside USO
show, in which the perforners nust be airlifted fromthe stage after it is
stornmed by U S soldiers. Back on the river, the patrol boat ferrying Wllard
upstream stops a sanpan to search it for weapons, and the chronically nervous
crewren open fire, killing all on board. Both episodes show the way a pal pabl e
tension increases to the point of frenzy with the subsequent disintegration of
the very standards Anmericans clained to be upholding in Vietnam The absurdity
and futility of the war are al so comment ed upon, in what we might call "the
battl e of the bridge": each night the Vietcong blow up a bridge, and the
Anericans rebuild it the next day. It is, of course, night when Wllard and
conpany arrive, and chaos reigns. There are no officers in the vicinity, and
the crazed conbatants, filling the night air with nortar fire and screaned
curses, seemnore |like teenage gang nenbers defending their turf than a squad



104

of disciplined soldiers. It is a tribute to Coppola's skill in creating a
bel i evabl e worl d out of these extrene i mages that the episode's patent
parabl e-1i ke quality does not detract fromits credibility.

Wien WIllard, having lost nost of his crew along the way, finally reaches
Kurtz's stronghold, the filnis climactic confrontation fails to materiali ze.
We have | earned a good deal about Kurtz, and what we have | earned |leads us to
expect an extraordinary character, a dem god. Here, screenwiter Coppol a
overreaches hinmsel f, grasping at phil osophical straws to di scover the roots of
man's addiction to war and his nodern decline. Kurtz may i ndeed have had a
spiritual epiphany, but none of his pseudo- philosophical nmunbling illum nates
its essential nature. The strength of "Apocal ypse Now' lies in its capturing
the unique particularity, the very texture, of the war in Vietnam and this is
a tritanph of imagery rather than of ideas.

Despite its unsatisfactory endi ng, "Apocal ypse Now' deserves to be seen as
an inportant artistic response to the conplex situation of Anmericans in
Vi et nam Coppol a manages to recreate the texture of a freaked-out, psychedelic
war w thout surrendering to the cult of anprality which usually attends that
vi sion. The opening scene of the film a visual t9VE f or ce _provides a key
to what Coppola is able to acconplish throughout. The first inmnge is of a
benign, if not quite idyllic, palmjungle seen through a slight haze. Al nost
imperceptibly, a faint noise breaks the silence; indistinct helicopters flit
across the screen and di sappear. Then, in the instant of unconscious relief
that this om nous intrusion has passed harm essly, the entire jungle silently
erupts in flanes. This scene forces the viewer to experience, before noral
judgnents can be narshall ed, the aesthetic beauty and the feeling of rel ease
produced by the spectacul ar conflagration. The fil m suggests that it is
possible to get high on burning jungles, or on nachi negunning civilians, or,
like Kurtz, on the "purity" of killing w thout conpunction, but Coppol a does
not condone any of these activities. It nay be that "the war" has nmde these
Anericans crazy but in "Apocal ypse Now' it is the Anericans, with their
technol ogi cal arsenal, who have injected craziness into the war. Coppol a
acknowl edges the seductive power of the apocal ypse, for the observer as well as
the participant, but his filmforces us to realize that the price being paid
for this "high" is norally unacceptable.

Anong its many dubi ous distinctions, the war in Vietnam narked the debut
of social and behavioral scientists as an integral part of the war effort.
Bankrol l ed by fat grants fromintelligence agencies, "value neutral" research
organi zations |like the Rand Corporation ransacked the anthropol ogi cal and
soci ol ogi cal archives searching for aspects of the Vietnanese national
character and culture that could be used to be further Anerican war ains. Not
surprisingly, none of these cross-cultural gens found their way into the
nati onal debate over Vietnam (unless we count pop-anthropol ogical ideas such as
"Asians value human life less highly than Anericans"). In effect, Americans
were being asked to make an intelligent decision wthout anything |ike adequate
i nformation.

Bel at edl y, an appreciation of the inportance of cultural factors as an
instrunent of understanding rather than of war, is becom ng part of our
retrospective consideration of the Vietnamera. Each of the artists discussed
above assunes the centrality of culture to any satisfactory explanation of why
we were in Vietnam Miiler and CGmno offer interesting interpretations of the
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pressures exerted by Anmerican culture on young nmen going off to war. Although
their perspectives are fundanentally different, it is significant that they
enphasi ze the sanme cultural factors, such as the relationship between man and
nature and the rel ationship between the iacho nystique and an al nost conpul sive
urge toward mal e bonding. In "Apocal ypse Now," there is a hint that the exotic
al i enness of the Vietnanese | andscape and civilization act as a provocation to
mayhem for the rootl ess technol ogi cal Anerican. Tim O Brien has gone sone way
toward introducing el enents of Vietnanese culture into the discussion. Paul
Berlin may | ament his ignorance of the |and and people, but OBrien is all the
whi |l e educating the reader in this area. Consider the followi ng comments of
the captor-captive Vietnanese sol dier:

"There is an anci ent ideograph—the word
Laa...Xa, it has many inplications, but

at heart it neans that a man's spirit is
in the land, where his ancestors rest and

where the rice grows. The land is your
eneny." (p. 86)

It is above all sinple insights such as this that we nust grow to appreciate if
we are ever to conprehend the catastrophic experience of Anericans in Vietnam
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