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Abstract
Kirsten Hoist Petersen interviewed Anita Desai in India in July, 1984.
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Anita Desai

Kirsten Hoist Petersen interviewed Anita Desai in India in July, 1984.

You have called In Custody a 'comedy'. That is not how it strikes me; perhaps you
could explain what you mean by the term.
When I said the book waa a comedy, I didn't mean it was a comie book
meant to cheer up the reader. There is an order of comedy that makes
you laugh in order not to cry — like the man who has slipped on a
banana peel, fallen into a ditch, and laughs so that you don't see him cry.
His humiliation is great, but he may rise above it by seeming to laugh. It
is also the laugh of the onlookers who laugh to see the man slip on the
banana peel and fall into the ditch, because they are relieved that at least
on this occasion it didn't happen to them. Charlie Chaplin's art was
based on this kind of laughter. It is not meant to be jolly laughter,
companionable laughter; it is bitter laughter, rueful laughter. That seems
to me the best answer you can make to the world the way it is. I could
have written the story as a tragedy but didn't think it right when there is
tragedy of far greater, more intolerable proportions afoot in the world.
Nor could I risk letting it slide into melodrama since that is what the
characters so naturally invoke all the time.
The book seems to me to present a very pessimistic, not to say depressing view of
Indian society and life as a whole. Is your view really that bleak?
You know, a book is made not only by the writer, but by its readers as
well. The writer has his conception, but the reader gives it different
interpretations, adding to or subtracting from that conception, and so the
book leads a life beyond the one given it by the writer.
Reading a book is like travelling in a new country, and the readertraveller may be well or poorly equipped. Just as a traveller visiting
Kashmir or Tibet for the first time brings a certain amount of luggage —
mental or emotional — with him, and finds that to him Kashmir or Tibet
means history and legend, or geology and plants, or markets and
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commerce, or magic, myth and mystery — so a reader brings to a book
his personal luggage and interprets it according to his needs. Of course,
beyond the reader-traveller's interpretation, the book also manages to
remain itself and separate just as Kashmir and Tibet remain separate
from the traveller-reader and his accounts.
So you look at my hero — and I don't use the word sarcastically — and
think 'What a miserable worm'. You look at him with irritation or
loathing. But it is possible another might see him with pity or sympathy
or fellow feeling. I've presented him as he is — without sentimentalising
him. Perhaps to you he is a failure, and his life a failure, but I don't see
him as one. The world is what it is, life is what it is, man cannot help that
— but instead of being a victim of it, he can become the master by
mastering the philosophy of life. That is all the triumph possible to the
little man on the bus during the rush hour, fighting to perch on the edge
of his seat, wondering why it is all that he can have, and knowing he can
have no more.
Beyond this character, there is the concept of the guru. Do you know
that a guru means a gateway, a door? To my lecturer, the poet is that —
a door to another land. The guru inhabits it by right, the lecturer hopes
to pay it a visit. No matter what the guru's faults are, they have to be
accepted. He may not be kind and benevolent; he can be harsh and
demanding, and the disciple will have to accept that and suffer it as a
discipline that will widen his experience and his perceptions and teach
him what he must learn.
I haven't sentimentalised the characters, or their society, or the world.
I have to pursue the truth, and sentimentality is a distortion of truth.
Yes, this book does contain my view of humanity and society and the
world, and what I have observed of it. That it is also my view of India, of
Indian society and Indian life, is merely a coincidence — I live here, I am
Indian, and naturally India is what I describe. I have often thought that
in India one sees life as it is, without masks, costumes or cosmetics,
stripped bare, in the raw. In the west, life is well cushioned, well masked
and dressed and painted and made tolerable and comfortable. But underneath that, it is the same and we all share it.
You show a special contempt for the Urdu poet and his poetry in your novel. Does
that reflect a similar contempt for Urdu poetry in present-day Indian society?

My knowledge of Urdu poetry is limited. It seems to me representative of
a particular culture and period in Indian history of which I have
witnessed only the decay. I think Urdu a ravishingly beautiful language
84

that has cast its magic upon its poets and holds them in a kind of
bondage. They are lovers of it and slaves of it, and the poetry is chiefly,
almost exclusively, romantic. But I don't read Urdu myself and know
only what is translated.
I think many Indian critics are going to see your book as too harsh a criticism of
Indian society and therefore feel hostile towards it. What is your reaction to that?

It would make me sad if that is what happened, but it wouldn't make me
change a word.

Anita Desai.
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