
"'Itihasa; thus it was": 
Mukul Kesavans 

"Looking through Glassv 

and the Rewriting of History 
J O N M E E 

T 
J L H E I N F L U E N C E O F S a l m a n R u s h d i e o n the c o n t e m p o r ­

ary I n d i a n nove l i n E n g l i s h is w i d e l y a c k n o w l e d g e d by b o t h 
the novel is ts themselves a n d cr i t ics . " In the b e g i n n i n g there 
was R u s h d i e , " writes R u k u n A d v a n i , " a n d the W o r d was w i t h 
R u s h d i e " (15-16). I r reverence , i c o n o c l a s m , a n d witty forms o f 
subver s ion are what A d v a n i ident i f ies as R u s h d i e ' s gift to his 
fo l lowers . However , I w o u l d l i k e to a rgue that there is a n aspect o f 
the pos t -Rushd ie n o v e l that w o u l d seem to have a c o m p l e x 
ancestry, that is, the r e w r i t i n g o f the h is tory o f Ind i a . I focus i n 
this essay o n o n e o f the mos t r ecen t novels to a t t empt such 
r e v i s i o n i s m , M u k u l Kesavan 's Looking through Glass (1995). B u t 
before d o i n g so, I w o u l d l i k e to c o n s i d e r the t rea tment o f h is tory 
i n Midnight's Children (1981) a n d its r e l a t a t ionsh ip to recen t 
d e v e l o p m e n t s i n I n d i a n h i s to r iog raphy . 

Midnight's Children c o u l d be r ead as a n o v e l that " exp lodes the 
n o t i o n o f the n a t i o n h a v i n g a stable ident i ty a n d a s ing le history, 
t h e n invi tes a scept ica l p r o v i s i o n a l fa i th i n the n a t i o n that it has 
e x p l o d e d " ( K o r t e n a a r 41-42). A g a i n s t the i d e a that " Indians 
are capab le o f w o r s h i p p i n g o n l y o n e G o d " (438)—the n a t i o n 
cast i n the image o f the Congre s s e l i t e — R u s h d i e offers a h is tory 
o f the n a t i o n i n terms o f d i s r u p t i o n a n d d i s c o n t i n u i t y a n d de­
fines the n a t i o n no t t h r o u g h the c o m i n g i n t o b e i n g o f some 
u n i f i e d n a t i o n a l consc iousness bu t i n terms o f the " o r i g i n a l 
one- thousand-and-one marve l l ous p romises o f a n u m i n o u s m i d ­
n i g h t " (438). A l o n g s i d e R u s h d i e ' s a t t empt to recupera te an 
a l ternat ive h is tory for I n d i a , o n e based o n p lu ra l i t y ra ther than 
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o n a h o m o g e n o u s n a t i o n a l ident i ty , comes a cor re la t ive interest 
i n the p o s i t i o n o f the h i s t o r i a n a n d the status o f h i s to r iog raphy . 
P l u r a l h i s tory w o u l d seem to i m p l y i f n o t a p l u r a l h i s t o r i a n t h e n 
at least some a c k n o w l e d g m e n t o f the l imi t s o f the p a r t i c u l a r 
h i s to r ian ' s perspec t ive . Midnight's Children's f amous ly d i s r u p t e d 
a n d digressive narra t ive is a f o r m p i c k e d u p a n d d e v e l o p e d by a 
n u m b e r o f subsequen t novelis ts . A m o n g t h e m , fo r ins tance is 
A l l a n Sealy, whose The Trotter-Nama offers to r ecupera t e the 
h is tory o f Ind ia ' s A n g l o - I n d i a n c o m m u n i t y — a g r o u p that c l ea r ly 
l ies ou t s ide o f any d e f i n i t i o n o f Ind ianness i n terms o f some p u r e 
e t h n i c i d e n t i t y — i n a narra t ive every bi t as digressive a n d dis­
r u p t e d as R u s h d i e ' s . N o less t h a n R u s h d i e ' s S a l e e m , Sealy 's 
narra tor , E u g e n e Trot te r , does n o t speak the p r i v i l e g e d l anguage 
o f t ru th . W h a t he says is c o n t i n u a l l y i n t e r roga t ed , i n t e r rup t ed , 
a n d u n d e r m i n e d i n ways that c o u l d be u n d e r s t o o d as an a t t empt 
to wri te a k i n d o f newly p o s t c o l o n i a l history, w h i c h Sealy de­
scribes as a " c h r o n i c l e " r a the r t h a n a history. 

T h e h is tory o f Sealy 's n o v e l p rov ide s a cor rec t ive for those 
cr i t ics w h o w o u l d ascr ibe every aspect o f the new h i s to r i ca l 
n o v e l i n I n d i a to R u s h d i e ' s i n f l u e n c e , s ince it was ac tua l ly c o m ­
p le t ed , bu t n o t p u b l i s h e d , before Midnight's Children's appear­
ance. Sealy 's e x p l a n a t i o n is that the c o i n c i d e n c e represents "two 
wri ters r e s p o n d i n g to the same h i s to r i ca l m o m e n t . T h e y have 
r e a d the same b o o k , b u t the b o o k is I n d i a . I n d i a is d i c t a t i n g , the 
c o u n t r y is d o i n g the ' t h i n k i n g . ' W e d o n o t wr i te b u t are wr i t t en" 
(30). W h a t this e x p l a n a t i o n leaves o p e n is the q u e s t i o n o f 
whose I n d i a is w r i t i n g these t ex t s—the very q u e s t i o n ra ised by 
R u s h d i e ' s v i s i o n o f a n a t i o n w i t h o u t "a stable ident i ty a n d a s ingle 
history." T h e q u e s t i o n o f w h o const i tutes the n a t i o n has b e e n 
o n e w h i c h has r e c u r r e d n o t o n l y i n r ecen t I n d i a n novels , b o t h i n 
E n g l i s h a n d o t h e r l anguages ( M u k h e r j e e ) , b u t i n r ecen t I n d i a n 
h i s t o r i o g r a p h y also. T h e two facets o f R u s h d i e ' s r e w r i t i n g o f 
h i s t o r y — t h e r e c u p e r a t i o n o f m a r g i n a l i z e d h is tor ies a n d the 
p r o b l e m a t i z a t i o n o f the p o s i t i o n o f the h i s t o r i a n - n a r r a t o r — 
have b e e n i d e n t i f i e d by C y a n P r a k a s h as essent ial to the recen t 
c h a l l e n g e set to I n d i a n h i s t o r i o g r a p h y by the Subaltern Studies 
p r o j e c t — a l t h o u g h wha t I have b e e n c a l l i n g " r e c u p e r a t i o n , " 
P r a k a s h prefers to t h i n k o f as " re t r ieval . " T h e re t r ieva l o f sub-
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a l te rn consc iousness has i n v o l v e d the u n c o v e r i n g o f "myths, 
cults , i deo log i e s a n d revolts" w h i c h c o l o n i a l a n d na t iona l i s t eli tes 
sough t to a p p r o p r i a t e a n d w h i c h "defy' the m o d e l s o f na t iona l i t y 
a n d soc ia l a c t i o n that c o n v e n t i o n a l h i s t o r i o g r a p h y uses" (9). 
T h e emphas i s o n the a u t o n o m y o f suba l t e rn consc iousness has 
p r o d u c e d i n its t u rn an awareness o f the l imi t s o f c o n v e n t i o n a l 
h i s to r iog raphy . Prakash ' s p a r t i c u l a r emphas i s is o n the recog­
n i t i o n that the very en te rp r i se o f m o d e r n h i s t o r i o g r a p h y is a 
c o l o n i a l legacy. H i s t o r y a n d c o l o n i a l i s m arose toge ther i n I nd i a , 
a n d the awareness o f this fact has l e d h i s to r ians such as P rakash 
to r e g a r d h i s t o r i o g r a p h y as a t r o u b l e d f o r m o f w r i t i n g that can­
no t be r e n o u n c e d by r e s t o r i n g some "lost f o r m o f t e l l i n g a n d 
k n o w i n g , " bu t mus t be d e v e l o p e d in to a p o s t c o l o n i a l d i r e c t i o n 
w h i c h w i l l " p i c k apar t the d is junct ive m o m e n t s o f discourses 
a u t h o r i z e d by c o l o n i a l i s m a n d a u t h e n t i c a t e d by the nation-state 
a n d rear t icu la te t h e m i n a n o t h e r — t h i r d — f o r m o f w r i t i n g his­
tory" (P rakash 17). T h e exact na tu re o f this t h i r d f o r m o f w r i t i n g 
r e m a i n s s o m e t h i n g that is s t i l l b e i n g e x p l o r e d by h i s to r ians , bu t 
P rakash is q u i c k to emphas i ze , a l o n g w i t h Gaya t r i Sp ivak , that an 
awareness o f the fact that the suba l t e rn neve r speaks w i t h o u t 
m e d i a t i o n does n o t i nva l ida t e the task o f re t r ieval . F o l l o w i n g 
Sp ivak , P rakash argues ra the r that "the in te rp re te r ' s r e c o g n i t i o n 
o f the l i m i t o f h i s to r i ca l k n o w l e d g e does no t d i sab le but enables 
the c r i t i c to m a r k the space o f the s i l e n c e d suba l te rn as aporetir" 
(12). 

N e i l ten K o r t e n a a r c l a ims that whereas the Subaltern Studies 
projec t is d e f i n e d by its c o n c e r n to retr ieve the traces o f suba l te rn 
consc iousness , "Rushd ie ' s n o v e l is a m e d i t a t i o n o n the textual i ty 
o f h is tory a n d , i n par t icu lar , o f that of f ic ia l h i s tory that c o n ­
stitutes the n a t i o n " (42). P rakash ' s c o m m e n t s s h o u l d m a k e it 
c lea r that a self-consciousness abou t h i s t o r i o g r a p h y has b e e n 
every bi t as m u c h a par t o f the Subaltern Studies p ro jec t as it has 
b e e n o f recen t h i s t o r i ca l novels . B o t h the n o v e l a n d h i s to r iog ra ­
p h y are genres whose e m e r g e n c e i n n ine teen th -cen tu ry I n d i a 
was par t o f the c o m i n g o f a m o d e r n i t y for w h i c h , as D i p e s h 
C h a k r a b a r t y has a r g u e d , E u r o p e c o n t i n u e s to s u p p l y the master 
narra t ive . W h e t h e r i n l i be ra l -bou rgeo i s o r m o d e s o f p r o d u c t i o n 
narrat ives o f history, the m o d e r n n a t i o n is a scr ip t wr i t t en else-



148 JON M E E 

where for I n d i a . T h e crisis o f r ep re sen t a t i on i n b o t h the n o v e l 
a n d h i s t o r i o g r a p h y relates to a crisis i n r ep re sen t a t i on o f the 
n a t i o n — the p r o d u c t o f what Ranaj i t G u h a cal ls "this historic 
failure of the nation to cone to its own" (7). H i s t o r i o g r a p h y a n d the 
n o v e l — espec ia l ly pe rhaps the n o v e l i n E n g l i s h , w h i c h always 
bears the m a r k o f a mas te r d i scourse e l s e w h e r e — a r e t i ed to­
ge the r as genres w h i c h c o n t i n u a l l y r e t u r n to the figure the 
I n d i a n n a t i o n as the site o f an i n c o m p l e t e o r f r ac tu r ed m o d e r n ­
ity. T h e des i re to find some t h i r d f o r m o f w r i t i n g , to use G y a n 
Prakash ' s phrase , to r e p r o d u c e this f r a c t u r i n g n o t as a gr ievous 
lack i n the n a t i o n bu t as s o m e t h i n g d i f fe ren t o r as a s u p p l e m e n t 
w h i c h cha l l enges the au thor i ty o f its mas te r narrat ives o f n a t i o n 
a n d modern i ty , has b e e n as m u c h a par t o f the n o v e l — a t least 
s ince R u s h d i e — as it has b e e n a par t o f I n d i a n h i s t o r i o g r a p h y at 
least s ince Subaltern Studies. I n d e e d Prakash ' s c a l l fo r a t h i r d f o r m 
o f w r i t i n g b e y o n d the d e a d e n d o f r e v i v i n g lost forms, o r acced­
i n g to the d e m a n d s o f a c o l o n i a l i s t mas te r nar ra t ive is e c h o e d i n 
Sealy 's c l a i m that by b r i n g i n g wha t he calls " i n d i g e n o u s fo rms" 
in to d i a l o g u e w i t h the n o v e l " I n d i a n m o d e r n i s m n e e d n o t be a 
wholesa le i m i t a t i o n o f f o r e i g n objects" (29). 

A s its a u t h o r is a p ro fess iona l h i s t o r i a n a n d n o w a novel is t , 
Kesavan 's Looking through Glass m i g h t be e x p e c t e d to be s h a p e d 
by recen t d e v e l o p m e n t s i n b o t h fiction a n d h i s to r iog raphy . S ig ­
n i f i can t ly i n tenus o f c o n t e s t i n g na t i ona l i s t h i s to r iog raphy , 
the n o v e l takes fo r its subject the c u l m i n a t i o n o f s t ruggle for 
I n d i a n i n d e p e n d e n c e f r o m the Q u i t I n d i a m o v e m e n t o f 1942 

t h r o u g h P a r t i t i o n to I n d e p e n d e n c e . T h e Q u i t I n d i a m o v e m e n t , 
w h i c h r aged p a r t i c u l a r l y s t rong ly i n eastern U t t a r P r adesh a n d 
B i h a r over A u g u s t a n d S e p t e m b e r 1942 be fore b e i n g b ru t a l l y 
repressed by the B r i t i s h , has i tself b e e n r ecen t ly revis i ted , i n 
1994, i n V i n o d C h o p r a ' s m o v i e 1()42: A Love Story, a film i n w h i c h 
var ious i n t e r n a l d i f ferences are o v e r c o m e i n the interests o f a 
t r anscenden t c o m m i t m e n t to the n a t i o n . A s such , the film c o u l d 
be u n d e r s t o o d as an a t t empt to suture o r m a k e g o o d p rec i se ly 
the k i n d o f fractures w h i c h , I a rgue , Kesavan 's n o v e l is set o n 
e x p l o r i n g . T h e f r ac tu red na tu re o f the na t i ona l i s t m o v e m e n t 
d u r i n g the Q u i t I n d i a c a m p a i g n has b e e n also the focus o f r ecen t 
revis ionis t h i s t o r i o g r a p h y w h i c h has d r a w n a t t en t ion to the disso-
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nances be tween the a ims o f the C o n g r e s s l e ade r sh i p a n d the 
masses o n w h o m they c a l l e d to "do o r d i e " i n the n a m e o f the 
n a t i o n . G y a n e n d r a P a n d e y a n d o t h e r h i s to r ians associa ted wi th 
Subaltern Studies have seen the m o v e m e n t as a " d u a l revol t" i n 
w h i c h the " a p p r o p r i a t i o n o f na t iona l i s t symbols . . . was the 
means by w h i c h the p o p u l a r classes i n d i f fe rent parts o f the 
c o u n t r y f o r c e d the pace o f the m o v e m e n t a n d c a m e to leave the i r 
impress o n I n d i a n n a t i o n a l i s m " ( 13). A c c o r d i n g to Pandey, C o n ­
gress leaders for t he i r part , e spec ia l ly p r i o r to the e lec t ions o f 
1946 a n d 1952, sough t to c l a i m c red i t fo r wha t N e h r u repre­
sen ted as the mos t s ign i f ican t event i n I n d i a n h is tory s ince what 
was c a l l e d the " M u t i n y , " w h i l e at the same t ime w a r n i n g against 
the r e p e t i t i o n o f wha t they c o n d e m n e d as i n s u r r e c t i o n a r y excess. 
F o r h i s to r ians such as Pandey, Q u i t I n d i a is p r o l e p t i c o f the 
r e l a t i o n s h i p be tween the p e o p l e a n d the r u l i n g e l i te i n the 
i n d e p e n d e n t s t a t e — a n d thus o f the i n c o m p l e t e n e s s o f the m o d ­
e m , p o s t i n d e p e n d e n c e n a t i o n . T a k e n together , 1942: A Love 
Story, Looking through Glass, a n d these rev is ionis t h is tor ies suggest 
the ex ten t to w h i c h this d e f i n i n g m o m e n t i n the i n d e p e n d e n c e 
struggle, w h i c h is s t i l l f r equen t ly c o m p a r e d w i t h 1857 " M u t i n y , " 
has b e c o m e a p o i n t o f anx ie ty i n c o n t e m p o r a r y debates abou t 
the I n d i a n n a t i o n a l imaginary . 

Kesavan 's r ep re sen ta t i on o f the Q u i t I n d i a m o v e m e n t focuses 
o n the r e w r i t i n g o f the a c c o u n t o f the s t o r m i n g o f the M a d h u b a n 
thana i n the A z a m g a r h d is t r ic t o f the eastern U n i t e d P rov inces , 
an i n c i d e n t to w h i c h mos t h i s to r ians o f the revol t i n U t t a r 
P r a d e s h r e t u r n , usua l ly c i t i n g the a c c o u n t by the A n g l o - I n d i a n 
Dis t r i c t Off icer , R . H . N i b l e t t . It w o u l d a p p e a r that Kesavan is 
f a m i l i a r wi th N i b l e t t ' s a c c o u n t for "the Di s t r i c t Magis t ra te o f 
A z a m g a r h , its admin i s t r a t ive chief , its a l l - in -a l l , its k i n g " (110) 

appears i n Kesavan ' s n o v e l t ravest ied as N i b l i c k . A s w i t h the rest 
o f the n o v e l , Kesavan ' s a c c o u n t o f the assault o n M a d h u b a n is 
rep le te w i t h " s o c i o l o g i c a l detai ls ," w h i c h have l e d at least o n e 
newspaper rev iewer to desc r ibe Looking through Glass as "not 
rea l ly a n o v e l " ( C h o s e 2), a c o m m e n t that suggests the ex tent to 
w h i c h it, a l o n g w i t h o t h e r recen t wr i t ings , has b e e n tes t ing ge­
n e r i c b o u n d a r i e s . W h a t is s t r i k i n g a b o u t Looking through Glass is 
the way these " s o c i o l o g i c a l deta i ls" are f r a m e d i n terms o f the 
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Quit India movement's failure to live up to the epic image of the 
national struggle. Indeed the episode is introduced with the 

narrator's disappointment at not seeing much of the "revolution­

ary spectacle" as he travels through the countryside. H e does 

soon encounter the insurrectionists, but the theatrical metaphor 

remains in place in a way that figures the national struggle as 

rehearsing a story only fully present elsewhere rather than com­

ing in to its own through the Quit India campaign. 

When he arrives in Azamgarh, the narrator first encounters 

a group of student activists who commandeer his motorcycle. 

Three different characters are highlighted among the students. 

There is Chaubey, the leader, a wrestler from Bañaras H i n d u 

University who, it is revealed later, tries but fails to preserve his 

semen for the nation in the name of H i n d u virility—the unruly 

excess of the body suggesting the illusory nature of the national­

ist desire to discipline the self to fit a single image of the nation. 

T h e n there is Bose Madam, a Bengali intellectual, who rides first 

class on the train commandeered by the students and unsuc­

cessfully calls the Muslim population in the town tojoin them in 

the name of Congress and the nationalist struggle. T h e strident 

triumvirate is completed by Rat Face, who is mainly motivated by 

a lust for Bose, the epic conception of the nationalist struggle 

again being undermined by the low comedy of physical desire. As 

the action proceeds towards Madhubar, Kesavan develops the 

idea of the uprising not as an epic revolt, but as a tragicomedy 

made up of dissonant forces, the generic mix indicating a lack of 

authentic being. T h e student activists are supplemented by "real 

peasants" as they move towards the thana; but where Pandey and 

other revisionist historians celebrate the appropriation of the 

nationalist struggle by subaltern insurrectionists, here their mo­

tives remain opaque to the historian and it is "hard to tell if they 

were there out of commitment or curiosity" (106). 

When Chaubey, the Student leader, meets Tojo, his opposite 

number among the peasants, he is delighted to be "on level terms 

with an authentically plebeian leader and at the head of genuine 

peasants, the Indian masses made flesh" ( tog). His attitudes are 

a comic rendering of precisely the differences—outlined by 

revisionist historians such as Pandey—between the Congress-



M U K U L K E S A V A N 151 

m e n a n d the p o p u l a r m o v e m e n t they m o b i l i z e d ; but , as a ru le , 
Looking through Glass r ende r s the assault i n terms o f a theatre o f 
the a b s u r d — the f r a c t u r i n g o f the n a t i o n a l m o v e m e n t b e i n g 
p r o d u c e d as farce. F r o m the b e g i n n i n g o f the assault onwards , 
the thea t r i ca l m e t a p h o r s m u l t i p l y . T h e advance o n the thana 
takes the f o r m o f a "p roces s ion" ( 109). W h e n the siege beg ins far 
f r o m the " c o n t i n u o u s assault," w h i c h the na r r a to r has an t ic i ­
pa ted , he finds the a c t i o n " u n f o l d e d i n a c u r i o u s l y f o r m a l inter­
mi t t en t f a sh ion , l i k e the o l d plays w h e r e there was s i lence d u r i n g 
a c h a n g e o f scene" (110). Severa l t imes the na r r a to r draws 
a t t en t ion to the e n d o f a p a r t i c u l a r e p i s o d e i n the assault. Bose 
M a d a m , the cha rac t e r mos t c lose ly i d e n t i f i e d w i t h the of f ic ia l 
C o n g r e s s p o s i t i o n , is he r se l f r ep re sen t ed as a voyeur . O n top o f 
the e l ephan t , safely o u t o f range , o r so it seems, "she sat h u n c h e d 
fo rward , d r i n k i n g i n the bat t le w i t h h u n g r y eyes . . . so c o n s u m e d 
by the spectacle i n f ron t o f h e r that she p r o b a b l y t h o u g h t it 
n a t u r a l that o thers w o u l d p u s h t he i r way u p for a r i ngs ide v iew o f 
the r e v o l u t i o n . " A n d , w i t h a final d i g at b o t h C o n g r e s s in te l lec ­
tuals a n d , o n e feels, na t iona l i s t h i s to r ians , the na r r a to r c o m ­
ments , " l i k e a l l academics , Bose M a d a m c o u l d n ' t te l l w a t c h i n g 
f r o m d o i n g " (113). 

T h e apotheos i s o f the revol t as comic -g ro t e sque comes w h e n 
the peasant leader , T o j o , takes a po r t r a i t o f G e o r g e V I a n d shits 
o n it i n f ron t o f the thana. A g a i n p i c k i n g u p a p o i n t m a d e by 
such h i s to r ians as Pandey, Kesavan ' s s tudent leaders are dis­
gus ted as the c o l o n i a l p o l i c e m e n are o u t r a g e d by this p a r t i c u l a r 
suba l t e rn "excess." G o a d e d by the desec ra t i on o f the i m p e r i a l 
visage, N i b l i c k tries to shoo t T o j o o n l y to have his r i f le e x p l o d e i n 
his f a c e — s o m e t h i n g w h i c h the peasant l e ade r i m m e d i a t e l y re­
gards as j u s t i f i c a t i o n o f the p o p u l a r p r o p h e c y — a g a i n w i d e l y 
r e fe r red to i n the h i s t o r i o g r a p h i c a l l i t e ra tu re — that G a n d h i h a d 
p r o m i s e d the r evo lu t iona r i e s they w o u l d be i n v u l n e r a b l e to Br i t ­
i sh weapons . A t this po in t , the tone o f the narra t ive changes as 
c o m e d y turns to t ragedy w i t h the peasants, a b a n d o n e d by the i r 
s tuden t a l l ies , d y i n g u n d e r B r i t i s h guns: 

E x c e p t f o r o n e o r two, t h e s t u d e n t s d i d n ' t g o t h o u g h t h e y c h e e r e d 

t h e o t h e r s o n a n d l e n t t h e i r v o i c e s to the s w e l l i n g f renzy . A n d t h e n 

f e l l s i l e n t w h e n t h e y saw t h e m d i e . F o r o f c o u r s e t h e y d i e d . S i t t i n g o n 
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e l e p h a n t b a c k , I w a t c h e d N i b l i c k , h o l d i n g a p a d to h i s eye, d i r e c t t h e 
k i l l i n g . T h i s t i m e the g a r r i s o n h e l d its f i r e t i l l T q j o ' s w h o o p i n g m e n 
w e r e less t h a n a h u n d r e d feet away b e f o r e t h e y fired, o n c e , twice , 
t h r i c e . T h e bat t le f o r M a d h u b a n was lost i n t h o s e m i n u t e s . I d o n ' t 
k n o w h o w m a n y d i e d . M o r e t h a n a h u n d r e d f e l l b u t o f t h o s e s o m e 
w e r e i n j u r e d a n d s o m e o t h e r s just t r i p p e d . T o j o d i e d c l u t c h i n g h is 
g r o i n : s o m e o n e a v e n g e d h i s k i n g bv s h o o t i n g low. ( 1 1 6 ) 

A t the e n d of this p a r a g r a p h , wi th T o j o " c l u t c h i n g his g r o i n , " 
the r ep resen ta t ion o f the assault as t r a g i c o m e d y reasserts i tself 
a n d the c h a p t e r d e s c r i b i n g the u p r i s i n g closes w i t h the s t amped­
i n g o f the e l ephan t , w h i c h l aunches Bose M a d a m d i r ec t ly i n to 
the a c t i o n she has b e e n w a t c h i n g . A b o v e a l l , Kesavan ' s rep­
resen ta t ion o f the assault f o r e g r o u n d s its theatr ical i ty, his meta­
p h o r s c a p t u r i n g what G u h a calls "the h i s to r ic fa i lu re o f the 
n a t i o n to c o m e to its o w n " (8). T h e di f ferences be tween Bose 
M a d a m ' s h igh - f l own rhe to r i c a n d the events at the thana p r o ­
d u c e a t r ag i comedy i n w h i c h h i s to r i ca l events travesty the "tryst 
w i t h Dest iny," w h i c h N e h r u b e l i e v e d h a d b e e n m e t o n the eve o f 
I n d e p e n d e n c e (362). Rev i s ion i s t h is tor ies have t e n d e d to 
locate this d ispar i ty i n the d i s sonance be tween p o p u l a r a c t i o n 
a n d the Congres s Party's c o n c e p t i o n o f the Q u i t I n d i a move­
ment . Kesavan ' s c h i e f c o n c e r n is n o t w i t h r e c u p e r a t i n g suba l t e rn 
consc iousness . T o j o i n the n o v e l is n o t exac t ly g r a n t e d any au ton ­
omy, t h o u g h pe rhaps he does a p p r o p r i a t e a k i n d o f agency w h i c h 
is g ro tesque i n its a b r o g a t i o n o f the h e r o i c c o n c e p t i o n o f the 
c o m i n g o f the n a t i o n i n t o b e i n g , b u t w i t h the absence o f the 
M u s l i m p o p u l a t i o n f r o m the n a t i o n a l s t ruggle. T h e c u r t a i n -
raiser for the l o w theatre o f the assault o n the thana is the 
re jec t ion o f Bose M a d a m ' s a p p e a l to be " Ind ians first" (99) by 
the M u s l i m p o p u l a t i o n o f A z a m g a r h . T h e i r absence r ende r s 
Kesavan 's por t raya l o f the assault o n the thana as t r a g i c o m i c 
ra ther t han e p i c . 

It is the h is tory o f the M u s l i m p o p u l a t i o n i n the final years o f 
the struggle for i n d e p e n d e n c e w h i c h Looking through Glass tries 
to re t r ieve. T h e cen t r a l cha rac te r o f Kesavan 's n o v e l i n this 
respect is the y o u n g M u s l i m C o n g r e s s m a n M a s r o o r , w h o opposes 
the Q u i t I n d i a m o v e m e n t because it leaves u n s o l v e d the q u e s t i o n 
o f the r e l a t i o n o f the M u s l i m p o p u l a t i o n to the nat ion-to-be: 

O n l y s ix m o n t h s a g o G a n d h i h i m s e l f h a d s a i d t h a t h e w o u l d n ' t start a 
c i v i l d i s o b e d i e n c e m o v e m e n t w i t h o u t a s e t t l e m e n t o f t h e H i n d u -



M U K U L K E S A V A N 153 

M u s l i m q u e s t i o n . B u t n o w , s a i d M a s r o o r a g i t a t e d l y p o u r i n g h i m s e l f 

a n o t h e r c u p , h e ' s a s k i n g us to d o o r d i e ! H e s h o o k h i s h e a d a n d 

d r a n k t h e tea. I f t h e y g o a h e a d w i t h th is Q u i t I n d i a b u s i n e s s , h e s a i d 

m o r e q u i e t l y , J i n n a h w i l l h a v e h i s P a k i s t a n by the e n d o f the d e c a d e . 

( 3 8 ) 

T h e fate o f M a s r o o r a n d his fe l low M u s l i m s is b r i l l i a n t l y cap­
t u r e d by Kesavan i n a r h e t o r i c a l ruse w h i c h speaks o f R u s h d i a n 
i n f l u e n c e . C r i t i c s have r e c o g n i z e d that i n Midnight's Children, 
R u s h d i e seizes o n the d e a d m e t a p h o r s u sed by h i s tor ians a n d 
b r ings t h e m to l i t e ra l l i fe . So , for ins tance , the m e m o r y o f I n d i a n 
M u s l i m s w h o o p p o s e d P a r t i t i o n has b e e n "swept u n d e r the car­
pet" a n d it is to a ce l l a r u n d e r a ca rpe t that t he i r representa t ive i n 
Midnight's Children flees ( K o r t e n a a r 43). It is p rec i se ly this m e m ­
ory w h i c h Kesavan retr ieves i n Looking through Glass b u t w i t h a 
d i f fe rent g o v e r n i n g m e t a p h o r . Kesavan traces the h is tory o f a 
g r o u p r e n d e r e d inv i s ib l e by h i s to ry by m a k i n g t h e m l i t e ra l ly 
inv i s ib l e i n his nove l . O n the m o r n i n g o f the a n n o u n c e m e n t o f 
the Q u i t I n d i a p r o g r a m , M u s l i m s a l l over I n d i a w h o oppose 
P a r t i t i o n b e c o m e i n v i s i b l e — i n c l u d i n g M a s r o o r w h o d isappears 
i n t o the p i c t u r e at the s ide o f a B r i t i s h a rmy r e c r u i t m e n t 
van . H a v i n g r e -emerged i n t o h is tory as P a r t i t i o n draws closer, 
M a s r o o r la ter e x p l a i n s to the nar ra tor : 

F o r t h e M u s l i m s we w e r e n ' t M u s l i m s — w e w e r e C o n g r e s s l a p - d o g s . 

F o r t h e B r i t i s h we w e r e n ' t p o l i t i c a l l y i m p o r t a n t e n o u g h to n o t i c e . 

T h a t lef t t h e C o n g r e s s ; so w h e n it w e n t a h e a d o n t h e e i g h t o f A u g u s t 

as i f it w e r e n ' t t h e r e . . . w e l l , we s u d d e n l y w e r e n ' t t h e r e ( 2 4 7 ) . 

R u s h d i e ' s use o f this k i n d o f dev ice has b e e n r e c o g n i z e d to be 
par t o f the way "Midnight's Children themat izes the l a rge r meta­
p h o r i c a l processes at w o r k i n the c o n s t r u c t i o n o f h i s to r i ca l narra­
t ive" ( K o r t e n a a r 44). A t the very cen t re o f R u s h d i e ' s n o v e l , 
o f course , is the b o d y o f his narra tor , S a l e e m , b o r n at the m i d ­
n i g h t h o u r o f i n d e p e n d e n c e a n d i n d i s s o l u b l y l i n k e d to the 
newly i n d e p e n d e n t n a t i o n . T h r o u g h this l i n k a g e , R u s h d i e fore­
g r o u n d s the m e t a p h o r o f the b o d y p o l i t i c a n d c r i t iques the 
n o t i o n o f the n a t i o n as h a v i n g some k i n d o f o r g a n i c c o h e r e n c e . 
Sa leem's b o d y is n o t h i n g i f n o t gro tesque . Parts are lost as the 
p l o t p roceeds , a n d by the e n d he sees cracks a p p e a r i n g a l l over 
his body. T h e l i t e ra l d i sappea rance o f M a s r o o r a n d his fe l low 
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M u s l i m s is o n l y the mos t g r a p h i c ins tance o f a p a r a l l e l c r i t i q u e o f 
res t r ic t ively na t iona l i s t c o n c e p t i o n s o f the b o d y o f the n a t i o n i n 
Kesavan 's n o v e l . 

I have suggested above ways i n w h i c h b o d i l y excess under ­
m i n e s a na t iona l i s t v i s i o n o f the d i s c i p l i n e d b o d y p o l i t i c i n the 
d e s c r i p t i o n o f the assault o f the thana. T h i s t h e m e is e x p a n d e d 
u p o n i n the nex t ep i sode . C h a u b e y , the H i n d u s t r o n g m a n a n d 
Congres s na t i ona l i s t leader , takes the na r r a to r to Varanas i to 
r ecover f r o m the w o u n d s he receives i n the assault. It t ranspires 
that C h a u b e y is a m e m b e r o f a w r e s t l i n g academy d e v o t e d to 
H i n d u phys ica l c u l t u r e w h e r e the n a t i o n is i d e n t i f i e d w i t h "the 
m a n h o o d o f the m e n o f Aryavar ta , " a n d the a s sembled c o m p a n y 
is f o r c e d to l i s t en to a "da i ly s e r m o n o n the i m p o r t a n c e o f 
ce l ibacy a n d that s a p p i n g ev i l , m a s t u r b a t i o n " (125). C h a u b e y ' s 
se l f -control is u n d e r m i n e d by sexua l des i re a n d even tua l ly ex­
p l o d e s w h e n he tries to rape a w o m a n w h o is t a k i n g refuge i n a 
hos te l across the way. It is p a r t i c u l a r l y over the b o d y o f this 
w o m a n , P a r w a n a — w h o s e n a m e signif ies the m o t h d r a w n to the 
flame o f the c and l e , a r e c u r r e n t image i n H i n d i film s o n g s — t h a t 
d i f fe rent ideas o f the n a t i o n are contes ted . She has b e e n b r o u g h t 
to Varanas i by a B r a h m i n pr ies t w h o wants h e r to star i n his 
p h o t o g r a p h i c a n d p o r n o g r a p h i c v e r s i o n o f the K a r m a Su t r a w i t h 
Chaubey . T h e narrator , w h o he lps i n h e r escape, t h inks that she 
is a w i d o w a n d that the scars o n h e r b a c k reveal h e r to have 
escaped f r o m a sati. I n fact, it emerges , she has e scaped f r o m a 
re formis t film d i rec tor , whose desi re for r e a l i s m h a d left h e r t i ed 
to a pyre w i t h the flames l i c k i n g at h e r back w h i l e the cameras 
c o n t i n u e d to r o l l . T h e i m p o r t a n c e o f sati i n na t iona l i s t - re formis t 
d i scourse has b e e n d iscussed by Gaya t r i Sp ivak i n a n essay w h i c h 
stresses that the vo ice o f the w o m e n themselves is neve r d i r ec t ly 
h e a r d i n the s t ruggle over the fate o f t he i r bod ies . P a r w a n a loses 
h e r o w n vo ice as h e r b o d y is passed be tween these m e n w h o try to 
wri te t he i r o w n m e a n i n g s o n it; b u t w h e n she does speak she 
reveals a h is tory that the na r r a to r has never suspected . I n d e e d 
the h is tory o f h e r b o d y is o n e o f res i s t ing the s i n g u l a r n a m e o f the 
n a t i o n . W e l ea rn that she has b e e n n a m e d i n three d i f fe ren t ways, 
C h a n d r a k a n t a , R u t h , a n d P a r w a n a — e a c h n a m e associa ted w i t h 
a d i f fe rent I n d i a n c o m m u n i t y f r o m h e r first five years. I n h e r 
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adu l t l i fe , she reveals des i re to be m o r e c o m p l e x t h a n the narra­
tor imag ines , s c a n d a l i z i n g M a s r o o r ' s f a m i l y w h e n she is discov­
e r e d k i s s ing his sister. T h r o w n ou t by the family , the na r ra to r 
takes h e r to his g r a n d m o t h e r , w h o o n c e m o r e tries to r e f o r m h e r 
i n the n a m e o f the n a t i o n , t a k i n g h e r i n t o h e r h o m e for fa l l en 
w o m e n a n d d res s ing h e r i n khadi; b u t h e r b o d y revolts a n d 
breaks o u t i n rashes. She resists every a t t empt to fit h e r b o d y i n 
w i t h the des t iny o f the n a t i o n , " h a v i n g nea r ly d i e d o n c e , she was 
qu i te e m a n c i p a t e d f r o m history, f r o m the hab i t o f see ing t ime as 
a series o f events, t e n d i n g to an e n d i n g . " I f h i s t o r i o g r a p h y i m ­
poses pat terns o n history, i n c l u d i n g the m e t a p h o r o f the b o d y 
p o l i t i c itself, Pa rwana stands fo r the l i m i t o f that pa t t e rn ing , the 
suba l te rn whose s i lence reveals the l i m i t s o f the d i scourse o f 
history. 

T h e mos t spec tacu la r fate suffered by any s ingle b o d y i n the 
n o v e l is that o f the nar ra tor ' s , for he is l i t e r a l ly b o r n e across 
history. It is by b e i n g t rans la ted across t ime f r o m the 1990s to the 
1940s that the narrator , w h o is never n a m e d , exposes h i m s e l f to 
h is tor ies that he h a d n o t i m a g i n e d , a n d i n the process , comes to 
e x p e r i e n c e the ins tab i l i ty o f his o w n body. B a t t e r e d a n d b r u i s e d 
i n the assault o n the thana, he has b e e n " s h a n g h a i e d i n the n a m e 
o f the N a t i o n a n d pressed i n t o se rv ing a d o o m e d r e b e l l i o n " 
( 103-04). R e c o v e r i n g i n V a r a n s i , he is cast as Si ta i n the na t iona l ­
ist R a m l i l a , w h e r e he is pressed i n t o a n o t h e r s tag ing o f the 
n a t i o n : dressed as a w o m a n , he is t h r e a t e n e d w i t h rape by the 
frustrated wrestlers. B y the e n d o f the n o v e l , h e has b e e n c i r c u m -
c i z e d — l o s i n g par t o f his H i n d u s e l f — a n d finds h i m s e l f par t o f 
M a s r o o r ' s f ami ly w i t h the o t h e r M u s l i m refugees, s h e l t e r i n g i n 
D e l h i ' s O l d F o r t f r o m the r iots ou t s ide . A t the b e g i n n i n g o f his 
adven ture i n t ime , Kesavan ' s na r r a to r h a d felt " o m n i s c i e n t . . . 
l i ke a h i s t o r i a n " (52) ; by its e n d , the p r i v i l e g e o f the h i s t o r i a n has 
b e e n s t r i p p e d away a n d the l imi t s o f h i s t o r i o g r a p h i c a l d i scourse 
l a i d bare . T h e novel ' s t i t le, o f course , suggests a c o m m i t m e n t to 
what o n e recen t c r i t i c o f rev is ionis t I n d i a n h i s t o r i o g r a p h y has 
c a l l e d " o l d " h i s t o r y — t h a t is, the poss ib i l i ty o f s i m p l y p r e s e n t i n g 
the u n m e d i a t e d t r u t h — b u t as the story un fo lds , the p r i v i l e g e d 
gaze o f the h i s t o r i a n is g r a d u a l l y u n d e r m i n e d , r e v e a l i n g the 
i r o n y o f its t i t le. T h e i r o n y is m a d e r i c h e r w h e n we k n o w that 
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Kesavan h i m s e l f is a p ro fess iona l h i s t o r i a n , bu t w i t h i n the n o v e l 
the mos t obv ious re ferent fo r the t i t le is the nar ra tor ' s p rofess ion . 
H e is a p h o t o g r a p h e r , n o t a h i s t o r i a n — b u t , o f course p h o t o g r a ­
phy, l i k e some k i n d s o f history, is a m e d i u m w h i c h flatters to 
dece ive so that it c a n offer an u n m e d i a t e d w i n d o w i n t o real i ty 
w h i l e , as any n u m b e r cr i t ics have p o i n t e d out , c r e a t i n g the 
p ic tu res it presents by f r a m i n g a n d se l ec t ing its subjects. F r o m 
the very b e g i n n i n g o f Looking through Glass, this aspect o f the 
novel ' s g o v e r n i n g p h o t o g r a p h i c m e t a p h o r is stressed. 

T h e nar ra tor ' s first subject, his g r a n d m o t h e r , a subject red­
o l e n t w i t h suggest ions o f M o t h e r I n d i a , is an i c o n o f na t iona l i s t 
h i s to r iog raphy . She is a h e r o o f i n d e p e n d e n c e , r e c e i v i n g a p e n ­
s i o n as a f r e e d o m fighter w h o is "a soc ia l w o r k e r i n the field 
o f f a l l en w o m e n . " T h e na r r a to r takes a p i c t u r e o f h e r "s i t t ing 
b e h i n d the b l u r r e d w h e e l o f a c h a r k h a , " aga in s i tua ted as a 
s y m b o l o f n a t i o n a l i s m . I n r e t u r n , he receives h e r o w n a c c o u n t o f 
the s t ruggle fo r i n d e p e n d e n c e i n the l anguage o f pho tog raphy , 
w h i c h changes to the l anguage o f h is tory as the na r r a to r de­
scribes h e r stories: 

I n t h e e a r l y days it was a n e p i c tale; s h e gave m e a w i d e - a n g l e p i c t u r e 
o f t h e G a n d h i a n d e c a d e s , b u t af ter t h e first few visits s h e z o o m e d i n 
o n t h e great S a l t S a t y a g r a h a l e d by t h e M a h a t m a i n 1 9 3 0 . T h e r e , i n 
the h i g h t h e a t r e o f c i v i l d i s o b e d i e n c e , D a d i r e p l a y e d , w i t h e v e r m o r e 
d e t a i l e d p r o p s , the s i n g l e s c e n e o f w h i c h she was the h e r o i n e . (2) 

H e r e i n e m b r y o are the g u i d i n g t ropes o f Looking through Glass. 
A l o n g s i d e the v o c a b u l a r y o f p h o t o g r a p h y is the l anguage o f the 
theatre w h i c h , as I p o i n t e d o u t ear l ier , also structures the desc r ip ­
t i o n o f the A z a m g a r h revol t la ter i n the nove l . A s the nar ra tor ' s 
g r a n d m o t h e r retells the tale, wha t has b e e n "ep ic" b e c o m e s 
" h i g h theatre ." W h e r e a s e p i c suggests the r e n d e r i n g o f a g l o r i o u s 
fullness o f n a t i o n a l b e i n g , " h i g h theatre" beg ins to suggest per­
f o r m a n c e a n d inau then t ic i ty . B y the t i m e the na r r a to r finds 
h i m s e l f i n the m i d d l e o f the na t iona l i s t m o v e m e n t , " h i g h the­
atre," w h i c h s t i l l pe rhaps i m p l i e s the au then t ic i ty associa ted wi th 
tragedy, has d e g e n e r a t e d fu r the r i n to the lower , m i x e d fo rms o f 
t r a g i c o m e d y a n d "spectacle." In the process , the m e t a p h o r o f 
p h o t o g r a p h y is o n e w h i c h is revea led to be less a b o u t l o o k i n g 
t h r o u g h a pane o f t r ans lucen t glass t h a n t h r o u g h a var ie ty o f 
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d i f fe rent lenses w h i c h refract a n d d is tor t i n d i f fe rent ways so that 
the object- in-i tself is never seen. T h e r e c e i v e d u n d e r s t a n d i n g o f 
the para l le l s be tween h i s t o r i o g r a p h y a n d p h o t o g r a p h y has b e e n 
t u r n e d o n its h e a d . 

It is a p h o t o g r a p h i c a s s ignment w h i c h first b r ings the na r ra to r 
o f Kesavan 's n o v e l face to face w i t h history. H e receives his first 
ever p ro fess iona l c o m m i s s i o n w h e n he is a sked by an I n d i a n 
m a g a z i n e to " i l lustrate an essay o n the U s e o f L i m e Plas ter a n d 
S tucco i n N a w a b i L u c k n o w " w i t h "b lown-up detai ls o f m o u l d i n g 
a n d o r n a m e n t a n d g laze" (6). T h e as s ignment i tself is suggestive 
o f a s i tua t ion where M u s l i m c u l t u r e is n o t h i n g m o r e t h a n m e r e 
o r n a m e n t i n the m o d e r n I n d i a n n a t i o n state; it is the focus o f an 
o r i e n t a l i s m p rac t i s ed o n Ind ia ' s o w n p e o p l e , a d r e a m o f L u c k -
now ' s nawab i past a n d the d e c a d e n c e o f M o g h u l b u i l d i n g s . A 
new z o o m lens, w h i c h h o l d s the p r o m i s e o f c a p t u r i n g the past " i n 
a l l the de ta i l I wan ted , m i n e w i t h o u t the risks of p r o x i m i t y " (8), is 
his passpor t to the c o m m i s s i o n . H e has b o u g h t the lens w i t h his 
g r a n d m o t h e r ' s p e n s i o n , w h i c h she has g iven h i m to r e tu rn to the 
g o v e r n m e n t because she feels gu i l ty at n o t h a v i n g assisted "the 
martyrs o f 1942" (7). T h e z o o m lens b r ings h i m c lose r to the 
M u s l i m past t han he c o u l d poss ib ly have e x p e c t e d a n d reveals 
D a d i ' s e p i c ve r s ion o f the past as h a v i n g a n o t h e r s ide. H e r shame 
at not b e i n g a m o n g the he roes o f 1942 is r e p l a c e d by a d i f fe rent 
k i n d o f shame: the shame o f the na t i on ' s e x c l u s i o n s w h i c h is 
p a r a l l e l l e d by the shamefu l th ings d o n e to the b o d y o f the 
na r r a to r i n the course o f the nove l . 

T h e nar ra tor ' s t r a in stops o n a b r i d g e o n the way to L u c k n o w . 
H e c l ambe r s o u t o f the w i n d o w a n d o n to a s u p p o r t to take a shot. 
H e sees "a m a n i n a whi te k u r t a . . . l o o k i n g u p at the t r a i n 
t h r o u g h a l i t t le te lescope." H e sees a po t en t i a l l y w o n d e r f u l p i c ­
ture bu t "the we igh t o f [his own] lens" ( 10) causes h i m to t opp le 
i n t o the river. H e wakes u p i n 1942 i n M a s r o o r ' s h o u s e h o l d . It 
was M a s r o o r w h o was l o o k i n g at h i m t h r o u g h the te lescope, 
t h r o u g h some k i n d o f warp i n t ime . 

T h e narra t ive p r o p e r beg ins wi th the p h o t o g r a p h e r - h i s t o r i a n 
l o s i n g his safe vantage p o i n t a n d e n t e r i n g h i s to ry h i m s e l f at a 
m o m e n t w h e n h is tory is s t a r ing back at h i m . In i t i a l ly his response 
to his p r e d i c a m e n t is to p i n his fa i th i n h i s to ry itself, that is, i n the 
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k n o w l e d g e that events w i l l be c a r r i e d o n i n a ce r t a in way w i t h o u t 
the h i s t o r i ca l r e c o r d m e n t i o n i n g his appea rance i n the past. H e 
imag ines that i f he keeps o u t o f the way o f h i s t o r i ca l events, a l l 
w i l l be w e l l ; he w i l l r e t u r n to his o w n t i m e a n d his i n t e r v e n t i o n i n 
the past w i l l be "sifted" by h i s to r ians s ince "no t eve ry th ing that 
h a p p e n e d i n the past was h i s to ry" ( 16). B u t s lowly he c o m e s to be 
d r a w n i n to the everyday lives o f M a s r o o r ' s family . H i s feel ings for 
the f ami ly c o m e u p against his o w n h i s to r i ca l k n o w l e d g e t aken 
f r o m the tex tbooks o f th i r ty years later. K n o w i n g t he i r fates he 
feels " l i k e a h i s t o r i a n b r o u g h t u p face to face w i t h some lost 
cause." T h e y seem to h i m l i k e " c a r d b o a r d figures p l a y i n g bi t 
roles i n a t igh t ly s c r i p t e d p lay" (52). D a d i ' s ep i c v e r s i o n o f the 
Q u i t I n d i a m o v e m e n t is b r o u g h t i n t o c o l l i s i o n w i t h h is o w n 
t r a g i c o m i c e x p e r i e n c e o f b e i n g there , o f k n o w i n g the events are 
a spectacle that has a l ready b e e n rehearsed . 

T h e r ep re sen ta t i on o f the assault o n M a d h u b a n as t r a g i c o m ­
edy comes no t o n l y f r o m the absence o f the M u s l i m s i n the 
revol t , w h i c h i n t r o d u c e s a lack in to the ep i c o f the n a t i o n , bu t 
also f r o m a c o n f i d e n c e that he knows what w i l l h a p p e n . A s a 
v is i tor f r o m the future , he t h inks he knows the scr ip t o f the past 
a n d feels caught i n a " c o m m a n d p e r f o r m a n c e o f some endless 
p e r i o d play" (14). H e r e is h i s to ry l i t e r a l ly r e p e a t i n g itself, as 
M a r x sa id (398), the s e c o n d t ime as farce. " H i n d s i g h t , " he recog­
nizes ear ly o n i n the n o v e l , "makes car toonis ts o f us a l l " (39). 
However , this c o n f i d e n c e i n the r e p e t i t i o n o f h i s to ry is p r o ­
gressively s h a k e n as the n o v e l goes o n , for i n the e x p e r i e n c e o f 
M a s r o o r a n d his family , he discovers that h is tory is m o r e c o m p l i ­
ca ted t han the a c c o u n t g iven i n the h is tory b o o k s he s t ud i ed at 
co l l ege . T h e lack i n the n a t i o n reveals a theatre that is m o r e as 
we l l as less t h a n the c o l o n i a l master narra t ive o f n a t i o n a l ident i ty 
w h i c h pr iv i leges iden t i ty over d i f fe rence . " L i k e o t h e r p e o p l e i n 
secu la r I n d i a , " the na r r a to r tells us, "I h a d b e e n b r o u g h t u p to 
be l ieve r e l i g i o n was a pr iva te mat te r . . . t aught that d i f ferences 
were u n i m p o r t a n t s ince we were a l l i d e n t i c a l i n o u r essential 
h u m a n i t y " (175). T h e d iscovery o f the e x c i s i o n f r o m I n d i a n 
his tory o f M a s r o o r a n d his f a m i l y b r ings abou t a loss o f his secular 
e n l i g h t e n m e n t fai th i n the h is tory o f the n a t i o n . Congres s , Mas ­
r o o r tells h i m , "bleaches us w i t h s ecu la r i sm t i l l we are t ransparen t 
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a n d t h e n walks t h r o u g h us" (189). T h e na r r a to r learns to love 
the d i f fe rence o f his M u s l i m f r iends . T o w a r d s the e n d o f the 
n o v e l , this love has to c o n t e n d w i t h the g r o w i n g k n o w l e d g e o f the 
i m m i n e n c e o f P a r t i t i o n a n d the v i o l e n t fate o f m a n y o f India ' s 
M u s l i m s . H e seeks to p ro t ec t t h e m f r o m history, s e e k i n g a safe 
p lace i n w h i c h they c a n be " o f f stage w h e n the c u r t a i n went u p " 
(294). H i s t o r y is s t i l l theatre , bu t n o w the t r a g i c o m e d y is n o t 
e m p t y r e p e t i t i o n bu t a story w i t h a new u r g e n c y o f its o w n . A 
p h o t o g r a p h i c ass ignment i n w h i c h M u s l i m c u l t u r e was the d e a d 
his tory o f a r ch i t ec tu ra l o r n a m e n t has b e c o m e o f in tense a n d 
messy i m p o r t a n c e to the narra tor . G a t h e r e d w i t h his new fami ly 
i n the O l d F o r t at D e l h i , he waits to see i f they w i l l r e t u r n to 
L u c k n o w o r g o to a new h o m e i n Pak i s t an . T h e i r c h o i c e o f I n d i a 
is a c h o i c e for a t r ag i -comic over an ep i c i d e a o f the n a t i o n . 

A p a r t f r o m the M u k u l Kesavan ' s Looking through Glass, the 
o t h e r p u b l i s h i n g event w ide ly h e r a l d e d by the I n d i a n press i n 
1995 was the appea rance o f V i k r a m C h a n d r a ' s Red Earth and 
Pouring Rain. I w o u l d l i k e to e n d by d r a w i n g what seems to m e an 
ins t ruc t ive contras t be tween two novels w h i c h i n m a n y ways seem 
a l ike . B o t h novels b r i n g the m a g i c a l i n to c o n f l i c t w i t h the h i s to r i ­
c a l — C h a n d r a w a r n i n g his readers n o t to " t h i n k that this story is 
un t rue , because it is itihasa; thus it was" (23)—the w a r n i n g w h i c h 
p rov ide s the title o f this paper . In C h a n d r a ' s hands , h is tory 
b e c o m e s an endless c i r c u l a t i o n o f n a r r a t i v e s — a d a p t i n g a H i n d u 
p a r a d i g m , " L e e l a , the great c o s m i c play" (104), as the au thor i ty 
for its o w n p o s t m o d e r n playfulness . In m a n y ways C h a n d r a ' s 
n o v e l is a m o r e impress ive imag ina t i ve tour-de-force t han looking 
through Glass, bu t wha t it lacks, I t h i n k , is Kesavan 's sense o f the 
t ens ion be tween an awareness o f the status o f h is tory as narra t ive , 
a n d the p o l i t i c a l des i re to retr ieve h i d d e n o r suppressed histo­
ries. N o t that C h a n d r a seems unaware o f the way ce r t a in k i n d s o f 
narrat ives have au thor i ty over o thers ; he is far f r o m i g n o r a n t o f 
the c o m p l i c i t y o f h i s t o r i o g r a p h y w i t h c o l o n i a l i s m a n d the en t i re 
E n l i g h t e n m e n t pro jec t w i t h w h i c h i t is associated. A t o n e p o i n t a 
cha rac te r even asks, "what supe r s t i t i on is m o r e l o c a l t han reason" 
(105)? T h i s r e m a r k i tself ind ica tes a w i l l i ngnes s to s i m p l y disre­
g a r d the m o d e r n ra t iona l i ty as i r re levant to an I n d i a m a d e u p o f 
b e g u i l i n g , nar ra t ive surfaces. T h e o p e n i n g o f Red Earth and Pour-
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ing Rain is s ign i f ican t i n this respect. It beg ins wi th the fo r e ign -
r e t u r n e d A b h a y ' s fa ther b e a t i n g o u t "yet a n o t h e r u rgen t missive 
to a n a t i o n a l newspape r abou t the state o f d e m o c r a c y i n I n d i a " 
( i ). Its o p e n i n g move is to c l ea r the g r o u n d o f po l i t i c s , p r i v i l e g ­
i n g the nove l over h i s t o r i o g r a p h y i n o r d e r to d i spense w i t h the 
ques t ions o f c i t i z e n s h i p a n d d e m o c r a c y — t h e ques t ions that 
m o d e m ra t iona l i ty asks i n Ind i a . F u l l o f r ecupera t ive " s o c i o l o g i ­
ca l d e t a i l " as w e l l as an awareness o f the theat r ica l i ty o f history, 
M u k u l Kesavan 's nove l e x p l o r e s the t en s ion be tween the po l i t i c s 
o f n a r r a t i o n a n d the n a r r a t i o n o f po l i t i c s . H i s t o r i o g r a p h y may 
no t be able to escape the f r a m i n g o f the p h o t o g r a p h o r the 
thea t r ica l s tag ing o f events i n Looking through Glass, bu t that does 
no t m e a n that the task o f re t r ieva l is s i m p l y to be t r anscended . 
T h e h i s to r i ca l project o f c o l o n i a l i s m d e n i e d h is tory to the c o l o ­
n i z e d . T o c o n c e i v e o f h i s to ry as s i m p l y endless ly c i r c u l a t i n g 
narrat ives o r a theatre o f t r a g i c o m e d y is to d isavow the r ad i ca l 
task o f re t r ieval a n d fa l l i n t o a p o s t m o d e r n i s t l i m b o . Kesavan a n d 
R u s h d i e represent a d i f ferent a t t i tude to the r e a l i z a t i o n o f the 
status o f h is tory as n a r r a t i v e — t h a t is, o n e w h i c h c o n t i n u a l l y 
re turns to the t ens ion be tween r e c u p e r a t i o n a n d n a r r a t i o n wi th ­
o u t r e s o l v i n g o n e i n t o the other . I f the na r r a to r is a " b l u r " c a u g h t 
i n a p h o t o g r a p h s u r r o u n d e d by his new fami ly at the e n d o f 
Looking through Glass, a b o d y c a u g h t be tween two t empora l i t i e s , 
t h e n it is f i x e d there because the n a t i o n c a n n o t be n a r r a t e d o u t 
o f this t ens ion . 
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