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does not necessarily write the text … the text
writes the author’ (p. 198).

Four other essays round out this admi-
rable collection: a piece on political thought
in medieval Andhra, a brilliant study of six
Telugu folk epics, a comparative look at
Gurajada Apparao and the Oriya poet Fakir
Mohan Senapati, and finally, a relatively
lighter piece on Telugu riddles. One of the
most striking features of VNR’s research
method, evidenced in almost every essay
here, is his ability to form highly productive
working relationships with fellow literary
scholars like A.K. Ramnujan, Sanjay
Subrahmanyam, and most importantly
David Shulman. Although this kind of col-

laborative model is not very common in the
field, I believe it was the ideal modus oper-
andi for a scholar like VNR, who, as the in-
troduction informs us, came to be a student
of literature via a very traditional Brahmanic
upbringing. His unique ‘rootedness in local
and regional traditions’ (p. 13) was really
only able to blossom into the work we see
here precisely because he fostered such mean-
ingful relationships with a range of fellow
academics.

The English mathematician John
Littlewood once said of the celebrated In-
dian savant Srinivas Ramanujan that ‘each
of the positive integers was one of his per-
sonal friends.’ He was getting at a kind of
intuitive intimacy that Ramanujan seemed
to have with numbers, and I believe the same
can be said of VNR and his texts, they are
his friends and relatives, they are family to
him. In his own words he says, ‘Texts not
only have histories, they have cultures and
communities. Texts not only have births,
they have samskara, families, deaths and re-
births. Texts are not only isolated artefacts,
they are members of societies. They also re-
flect and reproduce the practices of the soci-
ety they belong to’ (p. 21). VNR’s dearest
friends, other than esteemed collaborators

like Parachuri Sreenivas to whom he dedi-
cates this volume, seem to be his Telugu texts.
And although Telugu is the specific language
of his mastery, he states that his ‘ideas tran-
scend the language and are applicable, mu-
tatis mutandis, to Indian culture generally’
(p. xii). We may take this further, so that
with the necessary changes made again, many
of VNR’s ingenious ideas about textuality,
authorship and readerships become appli-
cable to other non-Indic literary canons and
contexts. To put it another way, the penetrat-
ing thoughts expressed in the variety of es-
says contained in this collection speak not
only to scholars, but to any curious listener,
and not only those in India, but anywhere
in the world.
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A tale of unrelieved misery and despair
where one atrocity merges into the
next without any let up. A tale of ut-

most human suffering, of the unspeakable
horrors that human beings wreak on their
fellow human beings.  The tale of a Dalit com-
munity in Andhra some seventy years ago.

It is the tale of Sorajjem (meaning inde-
pendence) who was born on 15 August
1947. But she is no Midnight’s child with
their magic and might. Rather, she is an
unfortunate born to the lowest rung of people
in the Indian caste system; a Dalit, a Mala,
belonging to Malapalli, somewhere in
Andhra, where historically, the caste system
was among the most rigid. The novel deals
with the first sixteen years of the girl’s life—
and what a life it is for all the wrong reasons!

Sorajjem is the daughter of Yenkadu and
Paddalu, both landless labourers. She has a
much older brother, Tirapati, who is the se-
nior paleru or general dogsbody to a Kamma
landlord or dora as they were referred to.

Yenkadu and Paddalu accept their fate as
their karma, and stoically continue to toil
for their landlords under abysmal conditions.
‘Even a corpse has to go to work’, Yenkadu
curses (p. 8).  Not so Tirapati who chafes at
his bondage and tries to overthrow the yoke
that ties him and the other youths of his
community to their desperate lot. Tirapati’s
ideas are alien to his parents and the older
generation of Dalits. He is the head of a small
coterie of reform minded young men who
begin to question, to a degree, the actions
and orders of the landlords. They do not take
the injustice meted to them lying down.  But,
this continued resistance leads to inevitable
tragedy in the society where might is the only
right and right counts for less than nothing.
Tirapati and two of his friends are murdered.

In this uncaring society Sorajjem grows
up, first as a dung picker, then as a day
labourer and so on. With her hopes of even a
nominal schooling dashed, she, as per tradi-
tion, reconciles to her fate, working in slave-

like conditions as a maid in some upper caste
houses till she is sixteen when her looks at-
tract the attention of a dora.   She, who has
already paid the price for being a lower caste,
now stands the risk of paying the price for
being a woman. A Dalit and a woman! But
her mother, unable to bear the thought of
the degradation that awaits her daughter,
sends her away, perhaps never to see her again!
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This anthology of Telugu short stories
seems more a book to honour
Srinivas Rayaprol rather than an an-

thology. The reader who picks this up to read
Telugu fiction could well be disappointed.
It is true that the works of several major
Telugu short story writers have been in-
cluded—those of Abburi Chaya Devi, Tilak,
Kutumbarao, Saraswati Devi and others like
Chalam who strictly do not fit in this cat-
egory. The stories themselves are not repre-
sentative of the writers though one can de-
bate this point. There is no editorial note to
introduce the writers and the stories; rather,
the editor’s note speaks of their failure to
comprehend the nature and reason of selec-
tion, and neither introduces the writers nor
contextualizes the stories. It is as if they re-
signed themselves to the impossibility of
their task.

To add to this, the collection does not
indicate to the richness and variety of the
short story in Telugu literature. Take for ex-
ample, Chalam’s ‘Susheela’ in this anthology.
This is set in pre-Independence India, where
a freedom-fighter allows his wife to choose
her lover. She however, ‘realises’ her mistake
when her husband falls ill, returns to nurse
him and spurns her lover. The story line
stretches the imagination, to say the least.
Where in India, in what kind of house, in
which class of society, could such a thing
happen? What was the impact of this story
on Telugu readers? How did the literary
world react? The English reader would not
know that Chalam is not merely a short story
writer, he is a revered visionary and pioneer—
if one were to introduce him, one would
need, at the least, a short note on his work,
his important pieces, and the place
his ‘Susheela’ has in his oeuvre. None of this
is included here. To add to the tragedy, the
English reader has no choice as compared to
the Telugu reader. If the latter does not like
a story, s/he can read others by the same au-
thor.  Chalam’s story here is so poor that the
English reader must be puzzled by the choice
and wonder why Chalam is loved by the
Telugu readers.

The translation is certainly competent
and smooth. However, where selection of the
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stories is concerned, as well as introducing
them, we are disappointed. The editors do
admit that the choice of stories and their
ordering were the translator’s decision. In that
case, the editors had only one option before
them—this was to contextualize the stories,
prepare notes on the writer, the story, its place
in her/his oeuvre and most certainly, give its
year and details of publication so that the
reader has an idea of the period and place.
None of these details are available in the an-
thology.

This is also the first book I have read
where it is the translator’s picture that graces
the cover. Despite the fact that here are so
many writers, each of them far more famous
than the translator, whose works feature in
the book.

Two delightful stories lift us out of our
gloom—one is ‘Force of Habit’ by Nelluru
Kesavaswami and the other, ‘Half An
Anna’ by Palanki Ramachandra Murthy. In
the first, a civil servant invites his activist class-
mate of years ago to stay with him for a much
needed rest. Only a five page story, it is a
tongue in cheek account of what happens
thereafter. The second is even shorter—a four
page story told from the viewpoint of a mil-
lionaire miser—somewhat O’Henry style, no
doubt, but written delicately enough. As far
as the other stories go, the modern English
speaking reader could find them banal.

Telugu fiction has been badly served
through the decades with poor translations,
poorer editing and the shoddiest eye to other
details that necessitate anthologies. It is a
pity that this slim volume with excellent
translations does not break the pattern.
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A tragic heartrending tale, set some sev-
enty years ago. But while it is tragic, there is
nothing new in it. What is surprising is that
the author, Akkineni Kutumbarao, is not a
Dalit, but has succeeded in objectively cap-
turing the lives of the Malas and other Dalits.
Unremitting disasters, hopelessness, de-
spair—all these and some more are described
as they are and the author scores by not of-
fering any overt opinion. He is telling a story
and if the story is as bleak as can be, so be it.
He is telling a story, the story of the down-
trodden which, though in a specific area, at
a specific time, becomes the story of the
downtrodden in all of India. It loses its spe-
cific time and place and becomes timeless in
its relevance. These events could have oc-
curred anywhere in India or in any country
where society is unequal. The timelessness
of the narrative leads to is significance.

The English translation by Alladi Uma
and M. Sridhar tells the story faithfully and
holds the interest of the reader. But, it is
rather uneven. There are some effective de-
scriptions that need no elaboration like:

 By the time Yenkadu came near the hut, the
pigs that were  circumambulating  the hut scat-
tered and stood by the side. The environment
was filled with the stench of pig faeces—a pecu-
liar stench of filth—large, large flies, huge, huge
mosquitoes, swarming on tiny, tiny muddy pot-
holes... (p. 6).

Or the description of Sorajjem as a tod-
dler,

... Sorajjem was walking about freely in the ba-
zaars, with her head resembling a palm fruit
nibbled by squirrels, an aluminum coin cover-
ing her privates without even a piece of cloth on
her body (p. 21).

But, the narrative has a jerky quality
about it. Too many swear words in every page.
Curses like ’You mother...’, bitch, whore, ...
and many more. Not knowing the original,
it is difficult to review objectively. But, as
the translation is the work to be reviewed, it
is fair to say that the translators should have
used a freer flowing style, which would have
been much less distracting. What is suitable
to the original language may sound awkward
in translation. Also, there are too many foot-
notes, some of them refining on the mean-
ing of words in the text. This again is intru-
sive, and one does not know who the target
audience is.  The cover design by Annapoorna
Sitaram and Shrabani Dasgupta is effective.
A young girl, hand on her forehead stares—
into her future?
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