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IN 1938 in Paris, a young
writer by the name of
Samuel Beckett under-
went a perplexing

 misfortune: a pimp accosted
him, then stabbed him in the
chest. Beckett was in hospital
for some weeks; the wound
narrowly missed his lungs.
When he met the pimp —
whose name was Prudent —
he asked him why he’d done
it. “Je ne sais pas, Monsieur. Je
m’excuse [I don’t know, sir. I’m
sorry],” came the answer, as
pat and unilluminating as an
utterance in an absurdist play.  

A similar incident finds its
way into the play within Yann
Martel’s Beatrice and Virgil,
the novel that succeeds his
bestselling Life of Pi. The echo
is probably not accidental.
Beckett’s laconic, tender
tramps Vladimir and
 Estragon have their counter-
parts in Martel’s protagonists,
Beatrice and Virgil — a
stuffed donkey and howler
monkey respectively —
owned by Henry, an oddly
surly taxidermist. The parts
that open into Henry’s play
about Beatrice and Virgil are,
surprisingly, among the best.
What starts as a pastiche of
Waiting for Godot becomes
more interesting as it
 devolves. Beatrice and Virgil’s
unfinished conversations
have as their subject some-
thing they call “the Horrors”
— a holocaust of the world’s
animals that closely resem-
bles the Second World War’s
Holocaust. The two animals’
relative aphasia, or inability to
talk of the suffering they’ve
endured, leads to a descrip-
tion of torture and a set of
‘Games’ that conclude the
novel. Both are hard to forget
— for example, from the

Games: “Your daughter is
clearly dead. If you step on
her head, you can reach
higher, where the air is better.
Do you step on her head?”

But Martel is not a Beck-
ett, nor a Primo Levi, nor a
Flaubert — whose story 
St Julian the Hospitator is
 extensively quoted in the ear-
lier framing story, which is
about a writer also called
Henry. Henry has written a
novel about some talking ani-

mals which has made him
wealthy, prize-winning and
famous. Now he’s decided to
write a book of both fiction
and non-fiction about the
Holocaust. But his hostile ed-
itors discourage Henry from
publishing this book.

The first half of the novel
(before the introduction of
Henry the taxidermist, Beat-
rice and Virgil) follows Henry
the writer. Martel opposes
“the knowledge of history”

and “the understanding of
art”, and Henry wonders why
writers like Primo Levi are so
“literal” in their treatment of
the Holocaust. Here, Beatrice
and Virgil feels like a novel
written for people who don’t
really like novels. Why bother
with lived experience when
you can ponder abstracts like
“being human and what it
means” or “the real nature of
war” — in the singular, as
though there were exactly one
human experience, or one
truth about violence? 

Martel’s banal prose,
which can read like a bad
translation from a European
language, doesn’t help (for
instance: “The fraternity
among these dedicated thes-
pians was priceless”). Every-
thing is stated, little is lived,
and so what sets out to be a
meditation on a massive ag-
gregation of human cruelty
often slips into the comfort
of received ideas, which have
so often been the justifica-
tion for such acts. Despite
the apparently Martel-like
figure of the writer Henry,
what is missing is a sense of
the personal. In his Comedy,
Dante begins his journey
through hell, purgatory and
heaven (where Virgil and
Beatrice will be his guides)
by “finding himself ” amid a
dark wood. Martel’s Henry,
in contrast, never really
seems to look. •

BEATRICE AND VIRGIL 
Yann Martel
Hamish Hamilton
200 pp; Rs 450
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MODERN RAJASTHANI litera-

ture is perhaps an enter-
prise of not more than two
dozen individuals, though

approximately 700 writers are said to be
active at present. Often treated as Hindi’s
poor cousin, this literature has refused to
obey all kinds of powerful others, most
definitively the national(ist) narratives of
history. And there is little doubt that no
other writer represents this dynamic
more enigmatically than its lead figure,
Vijaydan Detha — aka Bijji. To some he
has not been modern enough, to others

not radical enough and for still others,
mostly at home in Rajasthan, not even
writer enough — rather, just another
transcriber of folk tales. And yet he is the
most celebrated and canonised writer
from his part of the world. Ironically, but
almost obviously, he has had to be an
outsiders’ darling.

His strange charm perhaps has a
very curious source: his work has no
traces of colonisation. Neither the soci-
ety he creates in his fiction nor the nar-
rator’s consciousness is bruised by
colonisation. If ever one could, he
stands outside the colonial and the
postcolonial. In his fictionalised uni-
verse there is no colonial ‘passage’. It is
a history in continuum. Rather, colo-
nialism happened more as a transla-
tion, masking itself as the local feudal
powers — the actual intimate enemy
was a familiar face. In Bijji, this inti-
mate enemy — caste-based feudalism

— found the intimate writer and killer
it deserved. 

Because he stands outside the colo-
nial, he also stands outside the realm of
standard realism. Genetically a rustic
storyteller (as he’d like us to believe) and
a magic realist by default (as I’d like you
to accept without proof here), he offers
us lost ways of our selfhood. His fiction
is the world of our oppressed selves, but
to him it’s not a lost world of defeated
selves but something that’s simply there
— like air, water and sand.

Whether they like it or not, such writ-
ers always become a
temptation for foreign
translators, but few
avoid the casualties as
sensitively as Christi A
Merrill has managed
to. The translator and
the writer go back a
long way, and she has
benefited from observ-
ing how Bijji’s writing
(parallel to his adven-
tures as an ‘original’
Hindi writer) has itself
become a mutual ex-
change not just be-

tween two worldviews (pre-modern and
contemporary) but also two languages,
Hindi and Rajasthani. 

These two volumes — by far his best
in English till date — are outstanding in
how they perform translation as an act
of telling the story when your turn
comes. By relocating herself in a tradi-
tion where a translator’s role is hardly
different from a writer’s, Merrill is able
to take up the baton of telling the story
in a new language for a
new audience. 

(Kiradoo is
the founder-editor

of multilingual
 online magazine

Pratilipi) 
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KNOWN TURF
Annie Zaidi
Tranquebar 
294 pp; Rs 250
WRITER ZAIDI
blends her political
reportage with 

personal reflections — almost like
blog entries. The events and peo-
ple she describes, from Punjabi
families trying to book a ticket out
of India to disarming dacoits, are 
a rare entry into a journalist’s 
working mind — betrayed, 
unfortunately, by sub-par editing.

BRAKING NEWS
Sunetra Choudhury
Hachette 
320 pp; Rs 350
ANOTHER SEMI-
memoir about life
on the road as a

journalist, NDTV reporter Choud-
hury relates her trip across India
in the lead up to the 2009 Lok
Sabha elections — ostensibly to
locate the ‘Indian voter’. The
travelogue aspect of the book is
far more enjoyable than its 
perfunctory political analysis. 

THE END OF 
THE PARTY
Andrew Rawnsley
Viking
816 pp; £25
THIS PORTENTOUS
account by political

journalist Rawnsley has made
waves in its depiction of outgoing
PM Gordon Brown as an abusive
 despot. The incredibly detailed
volume charts the decline of New
Labour amid in-fighting and a loss
of political will. Its timing couldn't
have been worse for the party.

THE RENEGADE
RIDES AGAIN
Vijaydan Detha’s  charm
masks a hidden politics,
says GIRIRAJ KIRADOO
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CHOUBOLI
AND OTHER
STORIES I-II
Vijaydan Detha
Katha
368 pp; 
Rs 1,500

POLITICAL NON-FICTION

Animal man  Yann
 Martel’s new book
 features a stuffed howler
monkey and a donkey

B O O K S

The 
Menagerie 
Man Falls

Yann Martel lacks no daring, so
why is his Holocaust allegory stuck

in abstractions, asks ANJALI JOSEPH
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