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Revisiting Mahapatra’s Storytelling: a Study of the Green Gardener
Dr. Maulik Vyas
Assistant Professor, Govt. Engineering College, Bhuj, (Gujarat) India

Abstract
Storytelling is such an instinct that makes a peremptory call to its artist at least once. This
creative engagement becomes noticeable when its compositional tools are co-opted from other
literary form, especially poetry in this case. Jayant Mahapatra, a noted Indian English poet,
eminently leaves traces of his poetic genius in his stories compiled in his anthology The Green
Gardener. The generic fluid created in storytelling by such a blend of symbols, figuration,
elliptical syntax, and suggestive plurality of meanings as are most exploited in poetry leaves a
scope for its readers to pry into the mode of composition and the subject chosen thereby.
Mahapatra seems to offer in his stories the inscape of human consciousness where everything
tangible and exterior invariably turns into an objective correlative for the desired telos. Keeping
these intricacies in view, the following paper critically reads the said anthology.
Key Words: Storytelling, narratology, psychonarration, poetic devices, Jayant Mahapatra

Literary historians of Indian writing in
English place Jayanta Mahapatra amongst
modern poets. Although Mahapatra‟s poetic
genius exceeds his other creative endeavours,
his art of storytelling equally garners critical
esteem. His stories were published
intermittently in journals and magazines such
as Femina, The Illustrated Weekly of India,
Opinion
Literary
Quarterly,
Paris
Transcontinental (Paris), St. Andrews Review
(Laurindburg, USA) and The Telegraph
Magazine. The Green Gardener (1997) is
Mahapatra‟s collection of stories, which were
published first in above mentioned journals
and magazines.
In his stories he aims to present a figurative
reality exhibiting a matter-of-fact attitude in
intimate relationships. The short stories of
Mahapatra in presenting life-like situations of
prevalent society do not present them flatly.
He does so by foregrounding psycho-emotive
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complex signifying libidinal and rational
tendencies in a person. Such tendencies,
dominating interchangeably, seem to govern
individual action in relation to other beings
and phenomenal multitude. This overbearing
psychologicality of human life permeates all
transactions relating to self and the other. It is
in this framework that an individual attributes
certain meaning and significance to things
around. Those not befitting requirements of
this framework are perceived either irrelevant
or non-existent. For instance, in „30th
January 1948: An Evening‟, four different
social classes are shown in their rut, fully
preoccupied with their immediate concerns.
Here, they have least concern for the death of
the Father of the Nation, Mahatma Gandhi,
for his assassination has no significance to
them, nor does it come any near to those
things they prioritize. The communiqué “The
light has gone out of our lives” becomes a
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self-mocking dictum. Mahapatra, thus, draws
on the unromantic but amusing reality of life
for his subjects. And in the process some
stories become prototypes, supporting the
notion of man as an individual impervious to
all other than himself.
This unique imperviousness of modern
human being, then, forestalls concerns for the
other in a howsoever close relationship. And
therefore, in the stories such as „Turn Left for
Happiness‟ or „The Bottle of Perfume‟ the
fact of being together is tantamount to „one
placed close to another‟ and not „the two
living harmoniously‟. As a result, there
prevails objectivity or apathy between the
most personal relationship of even husband
and wife. The material comforts seem to be
instrumental
in
exhibiting
affection.
Moreover, in „The Bottle of Perfume‟ one
sees apathetic relationship between the
couple. The author writes, “His (Jagannath
Misra‟s) wife Vidya had never been a
problem. She was there, as though floating in
a spell of weak warmth in his thoughts.”
The titles of the stories are well selected.
Mostly, the title speaks of its content or
indicates toward the subtle nuance(s) the
story purports to present in its narrative
course. The titles in stories of Mahapatra
impart
within
condensation
and
displacement, which is a notable practice in
prose writing, for the nature of prose as such,
is descriptive. Moreover, his metonymic titles
succeed in bringing in „estrangement‟. The
stories like „The Green Gardener‟, „And
Under the Casuarinas‟, „In a Lost Love‟s
Turning‟, „Turn Left for Happiness‟, „Bells
for a Bull‟, „Red‟ are such instances. This
quality lends his stories poetic attributes of
suggestivity and plurality of meaning.
Volume II Issue III: June 2015
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Therefore, reading of stories automatically
dawns on its reader a consciousness of
unfolding meanings, helping them learn more
about the stories in heuristic fashion.
Apart from thematic concerns, Mahapatra‟s
style in his stories is systematically a poet‟s
style, incorporating symbols, and sudden
short sentences like a disjunction in the
stream of unbroken thought. In this relation
one may elicit what AK Mehrotra observes in
Mahapatra‟s poetry:
If the chief strength of Mahapatra‟s poetry is
the spontaneous fertility of his metaphors, not
to have the desire or the mechanism to
control their profligacy but to willingly
submit to their inclinations is also the
principal reason why what is memorable in a
Mahapatra poem is as often the individual
line, image, or group of lines, as a unified
totality of poetic experience. He is
predisposed to blurring all manner of
boundaries, so that experience is encountered
by the reader through the poet‟s
consciousness, as across a low threshold
permissive to all that it can register. The
syntax remains adequate without being
distinctive, as also the free verse he prefers.
(Mehrotra, 2008: 300)
Likewise, in his stories too some sentences
have a mere length of instruction such as
given in the script of acts of the play. This
also serves him a poetic function: a function
of suggestion. The poetic suggestiveness is
extended to his prose by dint of incorporating
ellipsis, symbols, metaphoric displacement
and
condensation,
and
juxtaposing
contradistinctive imageries compressed at
times in pithy expressions. This brevity, for
instance, is coupled with recurring symbols
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such as eyes, colour of green and red, clouds,
Freudian snakes etc. Besides, the scientific
lingo of medical terms also adds to the flair
of narrative, as he used to be a physicist
erstwhile. Hence, narration of the story is not
only impregnated with mordant wit but also
has fine musicality of lyrics. This enables
Mahapatra, in Mehrotra‟s words, to be
„…particularly responsive to fugitive nuances
of feeling and evanescent shades of thought;
ascribing through a welter of metaphor, a
fresh being to every person, object, or
phenomenon with which he empathises,
dissolving the phenomenal relation between
the subject and the object of experience.‟
(301)
The same feat of poetic utterance becomes an
unavoidable
deadweight
because
a
continuous reading of eighteen stories
together leaves an impression of unimodal
pattern, making his narrative art is chromatic.
The consistency, nonetheless, speaks well of
writer‟s uniform manner of expression. But
then if variety of subjects are dealt with
various characters—as it tend to be in short
stories, and the characters‟ responses, which
tend to vary in accordance with the
characters‟ social class, occupation, age, etc.
to the given situation, this authorly constancy
turns out to be a palimpsest on the varying
utterances of characters. This is like
Holmes‟s stories where the detective, the
detected and the cab driver speak same
language.
Uniformity, however, in the noted writers
such as R. K. Narayan, Jack London and
Mary E. Wilkins Freeman among others can
also be looked upon in contrivance of factors
as below:
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a) the place that presupposes its habitué
b) the way characters adapt to the situation
emerged many often due to particular place,
and
c) the manner in which writer describes
them, one is convinced that uniformity in
them was specifically set to evoke certain
ambience in the story or feelings towards it,
which would, then reconfigure in readers the
intended effect the writers put in through the
congruity between the action and settings.
To explain, one finds in Narayan the
imaginary township of Malgudi as setting
and the story focalised through the sensibility
of characters smeared in the dust of Malgudi;
the icy landscape of Alaska or waterfronts
and seascape as setting in J. London focalised
through swashbucklers; nondescript regions
of New England, state of America, as setting
come to the fore through artless but
remarkable homemakers in Freeman. Such
features are present, for it was them that had
impressed their observer the most. Hence, if
Narayan writes with humorous irony or
London with a pointed marlinespike of sailor,
they in fact participate in making a holistic
impression of content and the way they could
well be contended. Mahapatra‟s stories, in
this light, seem to be striving at harnessing
the elements of literary motifs, setting as
external determinant and narrative style.
Mahapatra‟s narrative, as often as not, is
focalised through city slickers living in a
decadent value system of urbane life. Since
his tales reveal quaint psychology of modern
wo/man, it is all the more necessary to know
what has made them so, especially when the
characters themselves remain unbeknown to
their behavioural quaintness. Therefore,
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without due details of settings and ambience,
Mahapatra‟s stories have certain abruptness.
Here comes the role of synchronisation
between action and setting done through the
writer‟s narrative style. Mahapatra's character
whether it is an adolescent boy, aged man, a
homemaker or an official, has equipollent
expression, which presupposes equal state of
consciousness in them. Therefore, either
Mahapatra should deploy different tactics to
present them, or by synchronising setting, the
characters inside it, and the manner of
exposing them he can provide a definite
design for narratives.
So, a single mode of narrative technique for
varied subject matters in Mahapatra strives to
achieve the „organic whole‟ which abovementioned writers lucidly make out. Thus,
spasmodic production of his stories carry
scattered
impression of the
world
surrounding, albeit in a remarkable poetic
expression. And that is why more visible is
Mahapatra‟s distinctive manner of writing
than the raison d’être that has set the story to
motion.
Short stories generally do not aim at
developing characters, for as such the form
does not suit this scheme. However, certain
way of tale-telling do help in revealing the
psyche of characters, which is a practice
increasingly found in modern short story
writers. In the same way, in Mahapatra,
characteristics of characters are more
predominant than characters themselves.
Many of his characters bear no identity.
Such showing forth is invariably present in
the writers who depict fragmented state of
emotions in city dwellers. The individuals
are nameless entities who are cloistered in
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their hyper-individuality like Pound‟s
„apparitions of the faces in the crowd‟.
One is simply indistinctive in the crowd of
automatons and is impervious to any other, as
one thinks oneself to be very distinctive.
Here, the nameless beings such as the
eighteen-year-old boy and his father are such
characters. In „The Disappearance of Protima
Jena‟ the character of Bibek has the same
apathy in his relation with younger brother
which every character has with every
another.
Mahapatra‟s depiction of human lives
explores sentimentally high-strung urban
lower middle class. For instance, in „The
Mango Tree‟ the old woman‟s wish is just
ravings to her relatives. This negligence of
her is symbolically seen through the felling
of the mango tree, leaving her more than
frantic. So is the boy in Red whose sheer
inability to overcome his insult only makes
him more attached to it and results into his
unbecoming self. Further, tenacious vagaries
of some rein their ability to perceive the
pragmatic realities of the world. This
psychotic chasm is evident in the characters
of Vidya Rani in „The Bottle of Perfume‟ and
Appa Rao in „Turn Left for Happiness‟.
Actions of characters that Mahapatra draws
out in his stories could be viewed from the
perspective of behavioural psychology. Here,
psychological equation of emotions as
elaborated by McDougall provides a
perspective. The following is a list of
instincts and accompanying feelings as given
by McDougall: Instinct of Combat
(aggression)—Anger,
annoyance,
(displeasure);
Repulsion—Disgust;
Submission (self- abasement)—Feeling of
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subjection (of inferiority, of devotion,
attachment); Social or Gregarious instinct—
Feeling of loneliness, of isolation, nostalgia;
and Acquisition (Hoarding instinct)—Feeling
of possession, ownership (protective feeling)
In McDougall‟s scheme of human interpersonal behaviour, motivation for action, as
it were, predicates on conflicting reciprocity
between instinct and feeling. As a residual, a
feeling accompanies its thwarted or
unfulfilled instinct. Mahapatra‟s stories
eminently exhibit such lesser feelings.
For instance, one becomes aware of impulse
when one reflects upon one‟s failure to act.
Impulse is, to McDougall, co-presence of
instinct and the degree of stimulation caused
by the nature of object. In Red the boy sees
his inability to effectively respond to his
instinct of combat (aggression) caused by the
threats of barbaric butcher and so becomes
much conscious to the possible affliction of
harm in any form he can do to that butcher.
Finally, his rage is inverted and ill feeling
towards others is ingrained upon his
conscience. Further, the character of father in
„The Death of a Boy‟ acutely feels lonely and
cut off from his wife as his social instinct is
shown abjectly absent. Characters like Appa
Rao and Vidya Rani have instinctually given
in to self-abasement which makes them prone
to insecurity and cling to their attachments.
Mahapatra‟s anthology of urban tales, The
Green Gardener, stands out in respect of
perspicuous exposition of idiosyncratic
human nature, unequivocal treatment of
behavioural problematic and ambiguous
equations of relationships. His literary motifs
tend to be those of the chequered relationship
between „father and son‟ and „man and
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woman‟ in urban societies. The general
thematic overview of the present collection
of stories present three major idée fixe of
Mahapatra
dealing
with
father-son
relationship; man-woman relationship and
woes of old age. The stories of this anthology
are, therefore, examined here from the
perspectives of theme, style and symbol.
II
An eighteen-year-old boy provides point of
view for the story „The Green Gardener‟— a
voice of son who imagines tasting the joy of
being unleashed, away from the patriarchal
tether in the spell of budding youth. Both
father and son are living in a state of
incommunicado. One gets the hint of their
lukewarm affection for each other when the
boy says, “He keeps everything to himself,
just as I do everything of mine”. Here is an
instance of a strong individuality, which
gives vent to the consciousness of otherness:
a son and his father, with their distinctive
take on life. As it appears, the boy is
enamoured by the fantasy of his own
microcosm, while his father, like an oldstagger, is least bothered with his son‟s
adolescent dreaminess. The boy gives an
account of his father thus,
He should be a god; it is he who has
made me. Those are the words I‟ve
been told. Ever since I can remember.
He speaks a strange tongue, one I do
not understand. It‟s more like the
weird sounds of stupid insects set free
by rains.
With hesitancy, the boy succumbs to his
father's decision regarding his marriage. In
fact, he is in no way powerful enough to let
not his father dictate terms for him.
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The style of „The Green Gardener‟ flows
swimmingly at simpler syntactic structures,
as an eighteen years old boy is taken up for
narrator. And yet the narration occasionally
soars in fantasy at the slightest mention of the
gender associated often with Venus. To
mention one, the appearance of Mimi is
thoroughly referred to with soft, woolly
clouds.
Most frequently used symbols are the colour
of green and eyes. In fact, green colour
pervades most of the stories as a symbol.
Generally, it is associated with envy or
inexperience, and in relation with „gardener‟
one can translate it as „furious (mount
guarding) father‟, for in Indian culture
„gardener‟ is also one who looks after the
well-being of family. In the present story, the
father obdurately checks his son lest he may
grow into a social non-conformist. Here, his
prying eyes, much in an Orwellian way,
become the symbol for a totalitarian vigil
over his son‟s juvenile rite de passage.
In another story, tone of the narrative adopted
in „The Death of a Boy‟ is quite emotive so
as to suit the subject. Some of its statements
are rendered with a poetic pithiness. For
instance, „You (addressed to son) have my
face, my eyes and my hands, but my life is
not yours to live.‟ As the story is told in first
person, the reader comes to know about other
characters filtered through the experience the
narrator has had. The father—no character
bears name—shows profound feeling for his
son when he imagines he can reach his son's
death bed in the hospital just by sniffing.
Moreover, in the pique of anguish, the fathernarrator describes his wife as "woman". He
behaves as if he had receded himself within
to some intractable point. His unnerved and
Volume II Issue III: June 2015
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numb consciousness only knows the aching
body of his son. Certainly, his entire being is
seized by his dying "nine-year-young" son.
At this particular juncture nobody and
nobody's angst can seize his attention. Yes,
but he can observe them nonchalantly. And
so he is referring to his wife as someone
other, „A cry of anguish breaks loose from
the woman's lips. The woman who has been
with me all these years.‟ (Italics mine)
It may sound weird that the narrator regards
his wife as "a woman", but in fact in his
overwhelming passion for dying son he is
unable to pay heed to anything. More to it,
the hopeless weak condition of first-born
child so weighs down the father that he
wishes to be solaced by his father but he is
"not there anymore ". He wants to be taken
care of, but realises that he cannot, for he is
"the father now". This is one such story of
Mahapatra, which has a rare synchronisation
among setting, characters inside it and their
showing forth in a suitable manner of
articulation. The father thinks about the
numbered hours left to his son. He thinks,
"There is this air I breathe which my boy is
beginning to lose." Even with bare
descriptions „The Death of the Boy‟ creates a
perfect gloomy ambience of paediatric
hospital. With every single line Mahapatra
constructs the narrative and mirrors the
mental state of a careworn father.
„1948: An Evening‟ shows how worldly
concerns could be of precious little value to
young minds, which otherwise might call for
serious attention. The writer, with irony,
writes, “The world is big laugh…” for them.
This happens, as things held earnestly by
sane and serious people might be overlooked
by those who do not reckon them with
Editor-In-Chief: Prof. K.N. Shelke
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urgency. Their priorities simply differ. The
reader is shown the happenings taking place
immediately after Gandhiji‟s death, and at the
same time the writer expects his readers to
notice the reasons as to why the characters
remained totally unconcerned of this national
tragedy.
Mahapatra composes a literary piece out of
time-to-time report of fictional events. In the
story five different classes of society have
been shown. First, Ajay is least bothered with
Gandhiji‟s assassination, which caused a
break in the movie show and so, annoyed.
Ajay‟s mother, far from her hostelite son, is
worried about his well-being. It seems,
perhaps, she does not even know about
Mahatma's having been assassinated. And
there the Radio airs Nehru‟s voice, mourning
in official manner, “The light has gone out of
our lives”. Second, in the colony of the
lepers bountiful dainties have sought people‟s
attention. Suha and her fiancé have each
other on their mind exclusively; barring any
news or idea to intrude into the radius of their
concerns for each other. Along with this
nuptial tie, Mahapatra hints lightly but
ironically at the socio-political condition of
the village. This shows one of the several
villages that never actively partook of the
Independence movement, unawares totally of
political consciousness. As he puts down,
„There has been no light here. No light to go
out. Perhaps, no lives even. What‟s this light
then of which Nehru speaks?‟
Third, two drinkers at bar became disgruntled
at the untimely close of it, since the news of
Gandhi‟s assassination caused so. They went
out of it mulling over the curvature of
danseuse Mona. Fourth, Mona‟s evening is
just another mechanical routine of compound
Volume II Issue III: June 2015
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life. Fifth, the two scapegraces, driven by
their semi satisfied hunger, are set in motion
by a rolling coin.
‘30th January 1948: An Evening‟ is the only
story of Mahapatra where it is selfexplanatory in its conclusion. The technique
employed for narration is of „simultaneous
narration‟ i.e. narrated events and its
narration happening almost simultaneously
like reportage. Moreover, the statement "The
life has gone out of our lives" is often
repeated. Narratively speaking, it is called
'repetitive
frequency',
i.e.
repetitive
frequency is narrating several times what
occurs once in the story. However, critical
investigation
in
"order",
"duration",
"frequency" of narrative, as proposed by
Gerald Genet might not be very much useful
in the case of short stories, for their spatiotemporal limit is normally prefixed. But the
present story allows its possibility because of
very clearly given time marks. Impact of the
story is intensified with the chronological
progress of the narrative.
Finally, the story shows that people deem
only those things fit to be attended to which
have immediate bearing upon their own
welfare. Drat the world all!
As is always the case with any literary
composition, „Eye‟ bears frail tension of
something uncommon; life has in its bag for
every mortal. Here is a “pretty young wife”
of six and twenty, “going blind”. The
husband is helplessly sympathetic to his wife,
but fears to show any such gesture, lest she
may think of herself as 'subject to and object
of' pity. The persona tells, “I did not dare
surround her with my haze of pity”. The wife
(unnamed) is heavily weighed down by the
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worry of her metamorphosis into a visually
handicap.
The other aspect of their relationship may be
conceived from the persona‟s aside-like
thought: Do the weak ones like me merely
move on with their games of silence? The
question is, in whose comparison does he
deem himself weak?—an outside world of
society of which his wife is also a member?
The persona wishes to please her by
remaining very low profile and so not to
exacerbate her state of mind, as she was
already distraught. But ultimately, she flings
away a glass full of ice-cold milk, not only
because she thought it a show of care but she
was also angry about her gradual loss of
sight—with a universal complain: Why me?,
which would perhaps change the truths of her
life.
One sees in the story that husband tries to
win his wife‟s dimmed confidence to assure
her of their bond of love but somehow
something unintended gets communicated. It
is a subtle irony on the concept of „Platonic
Love‟ because here even the acutest emotions
have to be „spoken out‟. After all, expression
is proof. (see „Ringing Silences‟) As
narratologists would call it, the story runs in a
„posterior narration‟ where happening of
events precede the narration; rendered in first
person. The focalization in story is invariably
through a masculine voice.
In the story „Ringing Silences‟ a point comes
when there erupts a tension between husband
and wife—a tension of being left un-confided
by husband, especially when the ringing
silences on telephone leaves Minu on
tenterhooks. On howsoever friendly terms the
two persons may be, human nature requires
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re-assertion of chastity to safeguard it from
real or phantom doubts. This feeling is put
through Minu's reflection over her nuptial
life, “Two years she had been married to him,
and she wondered if at all she knew him.”
It becomes more suspenseful when Minu sees
Shankar talking to someone very furtively in
"an exceptionally low voice". Here, Shankar's
suspicious ways of talking and evasive
gestures prompt Minu to be leery of his
intentions, for she readily associates all these
with the persistent blank-calls on telephone.
In this story telephone is seen as invariable
impedimenta in the course of simple life.
With telephone number one opens up his/her
personal life's widow to the world with open
access. Like an origin-point of tension the
telephone becomes a bugaboo, an object of
fear in their peaceful life.
In „Turn Left for Happiness‟, Appa Rao, who
focalises events in the story, is always at odds
with economic condition of his domiciliary.
This perennial penury drew Malathi, Appa
Rao‟s wife, to the folks like bootlegger for
the satisfaction of material needs. Though
Appa Rao has some misgivings about it, he
never dare ask for clarification or explanation
from his wife. He is incapacitated by
economic compulsions and seductive,
youthful body of Malathi, which he believes
can be ravished owing to nuptial possession.
A subtle cue is also given revealing Malathi‟s
philosophy. A sentence runs thus, “Malathi
believed she loved her husband” (italics
mine).
This story echoes an old truism that a person
cannot command respect from the kin or
society unless he is professionally and
thereby, economically well off.
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„The Bottle of Perfume‟ is a tale of a woman
who although loathing her debauched
husband endures this humiliation for all the
superfluities he affords her. Vidya Rani, wife
of Jagannath Misra, is awfully prone to the
luxury the comforters provide. She herself
hesitates to leave them even after the
cognizance of her husband‟s infidelity. Her
husband, Jagannath Misra, is a dreadful flirt
whose liaison with Leela is fifth in number.
Her hesitancy is worded thus, „She could
easily go back to her father‟s house or to her
brother‟s and stay on there in an act of
revenge. But then it would be too foolish to
leave Jagannath Misra, the M. D., forsake the
luxuries and the comforts she had got used
to.‟

tertiary thematic scheme for stories, first
being relationship between father and son
and second between man and woman. In
„The Old Man in the Dark‟, the character is
just called “the old man”. This namelessness
can deface character so as to appeal to the
mass that has undergone such feeling of
being neglected. To make it explicit, the
attenuation of one‟s significance in family or
society becomes solemn only because of
prevailing hyper-individuality. For one is
always touchy about one‟s self esteem. In a
condition, therefore, where one feels
unwanted, one feels unbearable heaviness of
being. This makes one miserable, for s/he
ultimately relies upon „good selves‟ of others
for fair consideration.

Vidya Rani prefers to lend importance to the
material frills that she can „possess‟ and
„use‟. This priority of hers downplays her
emotional worries such as her husband‟s
infidelity. This lust for luxury debilitates her
of any decisive power. Interesting here is a
reference to the weird human attitude,
upholding a mere trifling even at the dearest
cost, or attaching oneself to the most dime
thing and become oblivious of graver
problems. To Malathi the cynosure now is
her lost bottle of perfume. The narrative
reads, “The loss of her perfume drove all
thoughts of her husband‟s infidelity out of
her mind”.

The old man has to fend for himself, like an
isolated man put to quarantine from other
family
members.
His
station
of
grandfatherhood fails to earn him a single
regard of respect even from the children.

The solemn irony is that Malathi never
realises of what avail is her likes and dislikes
if they are in want of right cause. As a result,
she is always swayed by the unnecessary
worries.

There exists no trail between the old man and
his son or daughter-in-law that can palliate
unrelenting prejudices they have against each
other. The daughter-in-law believes, for she
overheard it, that the old man used to beat his
wife like an uncouth and in fact, that
incessant mistreatment took her life. This,
and perhaps more such tales, put her at odds
with the old man. One comes across it when
the old man is considered as a captious
person and at one point she thinks, “Back for
your food, the expression on her face seemed
to declare”. For the rest of the family, the old
man is simply reduced to a demented state
aware only of basic instinctual needs.

Old people in their world of enforced
seclusion forms a motif of Mahapatra's

A wish for the unreal attracts the old man to
dream about his freedom—
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If he weren‟t dependent on these
people, he thought. If only he could
have lived all by himself, in his own
different way.
But at this stage of life, the old man knows,
his velleity is far from its actual fulfilment.
For to earn dignity one must needs prove
one‟s usefulness, for every relationship is
reciprocal in this material world. And for the
same reason, one sees Mahapatra‟s characters
such as the old man, Vidya Rani (wife of
Jagannath Misra in „The Bottle of Perfume‟),
and Appa Rao (Malathi‟s husband in „Turn
Left for Happiness‟) unable to act as they
wish. Here the old man loses his point, as a
man unwanted in the house. High point of
humiliation comes when the old man is
stoned by his own grandchild, Munna.
Perhaps, the old man‟s confrontation with
excruciating grandchild causes his death.
Here the whole sanctity of the relationship
between grandfather and grandchildren is
inversed to the profane, malignant disgust.
„The Mango Tree‟ is symbolic of an old
woman‟s loneliness, for only the tree is
something animate she is sentimental about.
That is, her zealous attachment to the tree
turns the tree into such a referent that can
signify her loneliness. She personifies the
tree, as it grew every day with the old
woman‟s past and like her memory, grew old
in terms of its thicket. She says,
The mango tree, there in the yard
beyond, looks in through my window
into my life…It is not hard for me to
imagine those roots—twisted, lonely
exploring, turning away here and there,
growing into silence, into the slime of
both my past and my future.
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The old lady, like the old man, is not given
any name to deface individual personality,
for she represents general negligence to the
old age upheld by the modern bottleneck
values of society. To wit one, spending
money for the old lady's mobility is regarded
as an unnecessary expenditure. It was from
the kin that resistance comes against
purchasing a new wheel chair for the old
lady. The old lady twice mentions the
members of family as “my son and his
family” (italics mine) with obvious apathy.
In her one sees strong sense of nostalgia, as
everything she loves has something to do
with her past. In her possessive mood she
calls the tree as “My mango tree”. Nothing is
left dearer to her than the mango tree because
she had observed it grown into a giant tree
from the small sapling, which had “about six
leaves in all…”
Like the Old man, she is an inmate, spatially
confined to the solitude of her room. The
reason perhaps is, in Mahapatra's stories, the
old people feel lonely not because they are
away from their family members, but because
they do not have or have lost such people
with whom they can talk informally.
The story „Red‟ has an arresting start.
Similarly, „Red‟ opens with a startling
confession: „It is hard for me to recollect the
thought of killing him first entered my mind.‟
Narratively speaking, „Red‟ opens with a
„proleptic disclosure‟. A proleptic disclosure
is referring in advance to the narrator‟s wish
or an event before a reader can sequentially
relate to it. Proleptic method can subvert the
element of suspense by excluding „What is
next?‟. Instead, it calls for the curiosity as in:
„how did it happen?‟ and „who caused it?‟.
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This technique facilitates the elucidation of
necessary aspects of narrative as it can take
liberty with chronological movement.
Literary classics of yesteryears namely Moby
Dick, The Trial, 1984, Notes From the
Underground among so many others have
employed this technique.
Besides this, the narrator-protagonist in the
story „Red‟ directly talks to the reader or
indulges in a self-talk. Interestingly, this
story becomes a good example of one‟s
thought watch. If psycho-narration becomes
an element of plot in a structural sense, it
becomes a tale-motif in a thematic sense.
Mahapatra's short sentences make his style
jerky and more to it, its poetic rendition
makes the style over wrought, a purple patch.
Even a cursory reading can reveal his
obviously contrived English. Purple patch is
a writing that calls attention to itself because
of its obvious use of certain effects, as
exaggerated sentiment or pathos, so as to
enlist or manipulate the reader's sympathies.
In his case exaggeration is in terms of
figurative analogies he makes for the effect.
One may look into the following sentence,
for example: „The redness of a person that
the deepest roots of a tree cannot find inside
the earth, or redness that flares up with the
liberation of long-shackled countries.‟
Minakshi Mukherjee in her Twice Born
Fiction elaborates on it and according to
which no amount of experimentation with
style, no amount of conscious innovation,
would succeed in fiction unless it has
inevitability in the context of the particular
theme.
To some extent, the exotic, garish narration is
justifiable for its delineating
emotional
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vortex of the narrator. But at the same time
the authorly contrivance gives away itself
with a boy-narrator. That is, does this overwrought narrative voice with verbal
sophistication
and
contemplative
observations befit a young school boy who
otherwise gets jittery by his naïve impulses?
Second, with such stilted narrative voice for a
juvenile, do not the perspectives of innocence
and experience conflate with each other? One
may here elicit a contradistinction from the
projection of Swami by R.K. Narayan or
Stephen Dedalus by James Joyce where the
lexical repertoire and idiom match the
consciousness of an adolescent. It makes it
evident that emotional maturity, (in)
experience of life so far and psycho-social
priorities of the protagonist commensurate
with age determine style and content.
However, apart from this question of
propriety, Mahapatra‟s intended jolt for its
reader is effectively brought in. Habib Khan,
the butcher, is described by exploring
possible meanings of colour red. Further,
enraged, bloodshot eyes become a key
metaphor in revealing sub-conscious of the
butcher, Khan. For better image building, the
butcher is shown wearing chequered lungi in
a familiar filmy fashion. Descriptions of the
bowels of animals, choked mosquito inside
throat etc. have bareness of Naturalism. The
story suggests that one becomes in the course
of time what one repels constantly.
Mahapatra, the poet sometimes overshadows
Mahapatra, the short story writer. His take on
life worries away in his stories to present the
worries of people in their „modern‟ society.
These stories exist, like any instance of
creative art, as a record of detailed individual
experience in the contexts of time and
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circumstances in which the experience
occurs. Raymond Williams in this regard
posits useful observations as to how a writer
relates with social reality. He shows this
complex occurring in four ways. First, the
writer may describe and analyze conditions
of one‟s society (as Dickens or George Eliot
does). Second, the writer may project his or
her experience into a selected fragment of
social history and makes it immediate or
tangible (as Ibsen or Strindberg does). Third,
social conditions may be seen by the writer
as an extension of individual condition (as

Dostoevsky or Lawrence does). Fourth, in the
form of an allegory, the writer frequently
uses social references (as Swift or Orwell
does). Mahapatra as a short story writer
seems to correlate social reality in the manner
suggested by Williams in his third posit. It
only confirms that his stories foreground
individuals more than the events. While
departing from the old conventions of short
story form, Mahapatra renders matter
subservient to consciousness and locates it in
its immediate framework of culture.
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