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Not Waving, But Drowning

Vishwas Patil's Marathi classic is a saga of the
displaced, told with rustic crackle and searing
authenticity

— By Siddharth Dhanvant Shanghvi

Two years ago, a fire broke out in my house. We
summoned the fire department. | ran out of the house
clutching a translation of Sahitya Akademi Award-winning
A Dirge for the Dammed, which a friend had asked | read.
While the fire was being put out, one of the firemen
noticed the manuscript in my arms and asked if it was,
indeed, Zadazadati, the Marathi classic story of villagers
displaced by a dam. I nodded. The fireman's eyes widened.
"It's my favourite book," he said, as flames billowed
upwards. 'l read it as a yhoung man-it was
transformative." I'm generally encouraging of book talk
but this was a remarkably inopportune moment-a fire was
blazing, and | wasn't out to discuss grand themes but
rescue furniture. But perhaps that is the real influence of
this novel—it stops in their tracks grown men out fighting
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fire.

The village of Jambhli, at the heart of A Dirge for the
Dammed, is at risk of submersion when a new dam (the
Jambhli Dam Project) is sanctioned in the area.
Jambhlikars, favoured as brave and honest, put up a strong
protest. But in the light of insurmountable political
collusion, they turn to the village savant, Dalit teacher
Khairmode Guruji, who warns the "oustees' that ''carrying
our homes on our backs and moving to a new location is
like counting stars in broad daylight. Not even a dog will
care about our plight." From here commence the novel's
many awful, desperate battles, both public (with
government forces) and private (how can you give up the
land that brought you up?) During this struggle Guruji
meets a considerate, honest and efficient collector,
deshmukh, who empathises with the displaced, cheated
villagers and decides to help.

The novel is widely and memorably peopled, and
characters like Banubai (who's asked to furnish her own
death certificate) and Haibati (desperate for marriage and
a job) and Kushapa (who fights a tiger with bare hands to
raise money for his daughter's wedding) are morre than
stock figures of pathos—they are vibrantly alive with rage.
What begins as a sorrow saga gradually turns into a tale of
vindication; yes, if you suspect there's a Lagaan-like
element, you're spot on. But before you come to the
somewhat implausible but feel-good dénouement, the
novel's most important task—to impress upon you how
rural India is a greenhouse of violations—is realised
alongside its other roles: A social novel, a family saga, the
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tale of a village, a metaphor for Indian modernity and
everythingthat crumblesinits ruthless greed.

Keerti Ramachandra's translation is clean and
admirable, and introduces into the English language
bucolic richness (for instance, people's expressions jump
and crackle like corn seed). In range the book is sweeping,
introducing, and sometimes inexplicably discarding
characters in its roiling (it's as if Tristram Shandy had
written a Russian pastoral set in rural Maharashtra).
Aesthetically, it reminded me of Dorothea Lange's
photographs from the 1920s California drought—the
furious loneliness of people who once belonged, made
destitute by forces larger than themselves, with no
recourse to justice. Some English novels dealing with what
itis to be disenfranchised ring hollow—the characters don't
seem entirely believable, the sympathy seems purchased
from an American liberal arts porgamme. While it's not the
marginalised who have first dibs on writing about
themselves, here is a novel that really registers on the
authenticity graph (atil has said in interviews he grew up in
the poverty of rural Maharashtra, and that this novel was
based on his experiences as a district resettlement officer).

Two years ago, I'd first read the novel—in its hand-
printed manuscript avatar—as a chore, and as a favour to a
friend. | did it again, recently, as a pleasure, with gratitude
foritslearning.
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