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(From left) The archive at
the British Library will have
on display Ruth Prawer
Jhabvala’s extensive notes;
a parcel inside which her
notes were kept safe;
Jhabvala in an undated
photograph; the collection
contains several of her
notebooks
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urderous mobs are on the rampage. In
Dhule, Maharashtra, a family of five was
beaten to death; and before that, lynch
mobs ran riot in Assam, Tamil Nadu, Tripura,
Bengal and Manipur. Mere suspicion has been
enough to get the crowds thirsting for blood, their
fury fuelled by false news of child kidnappings,
rape or perceived insults to religious affiliations.
At the receiving end of such mindless violence
is a group of outsiders — nomads, tourists,
migrant labour and settlers from other regions.
Fear of the Other stalks our lives as it did in ancient
times and the mobs are just as easy to incite as it
was then.
Greek myth tells us of the maenads, followers
of Dionysus who were often roused to fury by the
god. One story goes about his visit to Thebes,
which was ruled by Pentheus at the time. The
king did not worship Dionysus and did not receive
him with the respect due to a god. Angered,
Dionysus is believed to have compelled the
women of Thebes to quit their houses and indulge
in riotous celebrations on Mount Parnassus.
When the king went after them, the women
assaulted him, and his mother Agave, in her
Bacchic fury, mistook him for an animal and tore
him to pieces.
Mob fury backfired in the Indian tale about
Kacha, son of the guru of the gods, Brihaspati.
Kacha was sent to Shukracharya (teacher of the
asuras) to learn the art of reviving the dead.
Shukracharya did not turn away Kacha even
though he was the son of the enemy. But the
asuras were annoyed with their guru and, in
their fury, killed Kacha several times. Each time
Shukracharya brought him back to life.
Frustrated by what they saw as their teacher’s
weakness, the asuras killed Kacha, dissolved his
bones and fed them to Shukracharya. However,
Shukracharya’s daughter, Devayani, was in love
with Kacha and begged her father to bring him
back. When the guru tried to do that he found
Kacha in his stomach. And thus, much against
his own wishes, he taught him the secret mantra
so that Kacha upon coming out of his guru’s
stomach, could revive Shukracharya.
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uthPrawerJhabvalaspent
herformativeandarguably
mostproductiveliterary
yearsinIndia.Indiawas
whereshetrulyembarked
onherlongandsuccessfuljourneyasa
writer. Herportrayalsofthecomplex
nuancesofIndianculture,infact,led
manytoassumethatshewasIndian.
Apparently,salesofherbooks
declinedafterhertrueidentitywas
revealedandcriticsrushedtoaccuse
herof“Orientalism”and“oldfashionedcolonialattitudes”.
GivenJhabvala’slongpersonal
andprofessionalassociationwith
India,andtheprofoundinfluence
ithadonherlifeandwork,itmight
seemoddthatshechoseto
bequeathherarchivetotheBritishLibrary
inLondonratherthantoanIndian
institution.Equallyintriguingisthatthe
Indianliteraryestablishment,itseems,
didn’tshowanyinterestinacquiringit.
Jhabvalahadherreasons.Shewantedto
acknowledgeherdebttoBritainforgiving
herparentsrefugeaftertheyhadtofleeNazi
Germany.ButtheIndianindifferencecan
onlybeexplainedintermsofa wider
indifferencetoitsculturalhistory.
Fromhersickbed,shortlybeforeher
deathin2013attheageof85,Jhabvala
expressedherwishthatallthepapers
relatingtoherprosewritingbegiventothe
BritishLibraryinLondon“indeepgratitude
formylife,thewonderfuleducationthey
gaveme,theEnglishlanguageitself,my
greatloveofreadingandtryingtowrite,allof
whichsustainedmethroughoutmylife”.
Thearchive(1953-2013),whichwas
officiallyhandedovertotheBritishLibrary
andcelebratedataneventonJuly3,issaidto
bea“treasuretrove”withhundredsof
documentscrammedin11sealedboxes.
PaulineMcGonagle,thefirstdoctoral
researchertolookthroughthem,saysthatit
willtakeatleasttwoyearstocompletethe
processandforthepaperstobemade
availabletopublic.
Thearchivecomprisesnotebookdraftsof
herproseworks,typescriptsand
correspondence,includingtelegrams, handwrittenandtypednotesfromagentsand
publishersand friends.
“Therearealsoenvelopescontaining
floppydiscsfulloftypedshortstories,
annotatedscrapbooks,criticalarticles,drafts
ofplaysandcopiesofherhusband’s
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drawings.Thepapersshowapersonal
assertiveness:thewishtocommunicatewith
herreadersandintryingtoreachasmany
peopleaspossible.”
Shecomesacrossas“someonewitha
determinedcertaintyofhercreative
purposeandafirmnessinmaintaining
artisticcontroloverhercreativework,e.g.
endingstostories,booktitles,imagesonthe
coversofbooks”.“Italsoshowsastrong
concernovertheauthenticityandtruthin
thedepictionsofhercharactersandtheir
environments,”saysMcGonagle.
Jhabvala trusted the advice and
opinions of those with whom she worked
closely like her editors, but she also cared

for the opinion of her architect and artist
husband Cyrus, who illustrated many of her
books, papers reveal.
She was an extremely disciplined
writer, as confirmed by her daughter Ava
Wood. “She wrote on a near daily basis for
three hours in the morning... We tiptoed
around the house so as to avoid disturbing
her. This pattern continued almost to the
last days of her life.”

M

akingherfilmdebutwithThe
Householder,Jhabvalawrotemore
screenplaysthannovels,winningtwoOscars
—forARoomwithaViewandHowardsEnd.
But shelikedtobeknownasanovelistfirst.

Born in
Germany,
brought up in
Britain, married
to an Indian and
settled first in
India and then
America,
Jhabvala was
described as a
‘rootless
intellectual’ by
Salman Rushdie
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Filmswere“fun”but,“Ilivesomuchmorein
andforthebooks,”shesaiddismissing
“writingfilmscripts”asa“recreation”.She
foundfilmbusinessitselfrather
exasperatingand keptherdistancefromthe
filmcrowd,seekingrefugeinthe“protective”
companyofhertwolifelongcollaborators,
directorJamesIvoryandproducerIsmail
Merchant.Theyshieldedherfromthe“real
worldoffilms”.
“TheyhavestoodbetweenmeandwhatI
wouldhavefoundterriblyunpleasant:a
collaborativeeffortatwhatiscalledthescript
level;thedreadedstoryconference,”
JhabvalawroteinTheTimesLiterary
Supplement(TLS).
Opinion about her writing has swung
widely between stinging criticism and
gushing praise, but she never allowed
criticism to undermine her own faith in
her writing. Recalling a particularly low
moment in the 1950s when she had just
started writing, she wrote to a friend: “I
was at the bottom of a deep abyss. No one
read them. But I enjoyed it (the experience
of writing).”
In a career spanning more than 50 years
— half of them spent in India — she wrote a
dozen novels, most of them either set in
India or about Indian themes, with Heat
andDust winning the Booker Prize in 1975.
It was the last novel she wrote in India
before moving to New York, but India
continued to feature in her works. In 1986,
she wrote: “I have now lived in the US for 10
years and have written one novel, several
stories and several film scripts about the
experience. I cannot claim that India has
disappeared out of myself and my work;
even when not overtly figuring there, its
influence is always present.”
YetherrelationshipwithIndia(a“great
animalofpovertyandbackwardness”)was
markedbyambivalenceandoftentinged
withbitterness.“Ifyoudon’tsaythatIndiais
simplyparadiseonearth,andtheextended
Hindufamilythemostperfectwayof
organisingsociety,youareanti-Indian.I
don’thavemanyreadersthere,”shetoldThe
NewYorkTimes.
Born in Germany, brought up in Britain,
married to an Indian and settled first in
India and then America, Jhabvala was
described as a “rootless intellectual” by
Salman Rushdie: a status that she herself
was deeply conscious of and wrote about,
though in the end she knew where “home”
was: England.
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ACROSS:
8 Greek character is a
conqueror, we hear (4)
9 The perfect alibi event thrown
into confusion, was destined
to happen (10)
10 A deadly sin, there’s no
disputing (6)
11 Remove deposit from vessel
in drought area (4-4)
12 Do the French give state
benefit? (4)
13 Band accepts endless ribbing?
That’s entertainment! (10)
17 Returning, get stuck into
bananas (4)
18 Gringo gives a thousand to
the Mexican, just about (5)
19 Be full of, or just the other

way round (4)
20 Lawyer’s children argued
about in the court? (5,5)
22 A poet quite the reverse of
dull (4)
23 Dry Welsh out in a crafty
way! (8)
27 Article about girl being a
flier ? (6)
28 Identical, in spite of this (10)
29 In short, the lady would take
off (4)
DOWN:
1 A seer going crazy to get a
lordly position (10)
2 Massenet composition
produces no excitement (8)
3 Indian thus translates into his

own language (10)
4 With the cipher missing, the
wing will render support (4)
5 Jesters’ ability to reason and
act (4)
6 Go for a walk, rose! (6)
7 Animal comes up into current
form (4)
14 Is violent and ruins the
gears (5)
15 Concert-goer, one at the front
? (10)
16 Bird flying around there was a
rook (10)
19 Went up following
underground agave plant (8)
21 A match for some holy
scriptures (6)
24 Horribly heartless, yet pure in

heart (4)
25 Does, perhaps, have the
pipe back to front (4)
26 Grass given up, newer
drug taken, in casual
agreement (4)
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Ruth Prawer Jhabvala’s archive being catalogued by the British Library
sheds new light on her life and ambivalent relationship with the country in
which she spent her most productive years, writes Hasan Suroor

The death of Pentheus portrayed on a pottery
bowl from 450-425 BC

Myths also show that mob fury is often driven
by a fear of the Other. One such story is about
Babir, told by the Gavlis of Maharashtra. Babir
was born to a tribe of cowherds. His mother had
wrested a special boon from Shiva so that she
could bear a son. Shiva gave her a choice: she
could have a son who would be wise and brave but
only live till he was 12 or one who was stupid but
endowed with a long life. Much to the god’s chagrin, she chose the wise one. Shiva tried hard to
convince her otherwise and, finally, left with no
choice, he decided to be born as her son.
Babir grew up a gifted flute player. At age 12, he
was out in the fields when his cows strayed into
the fields of another tribe, the Ramoshis. Angered,
the Ramoshis tried to steal his cows but when
Babir played his flute, the cows always returned to
him. The Ramoshis killed him and stuffed his
body into a porcupine’s den. The spot immediately turned holy and sprouted a neem tree. That
night, Babir’s mother had a dream. Her son came
to her and pointed out the spot where he had
been left to die. That spot was then turned into a
shrine for Shiva who protects the community,
especially the poor and helpless.
The story is open to multiple interpretations.
Babir’s shows just how the fear of outsiders
usurping one’s wealth could trigger violent intertribe wars, his killing by the entire clan a grim
indicator of the legacy of mob fury that we have
inherited and the association with Shiva, a
reminder of how majoritarian cultures absorbed
minor local gods.
Social harmony has been a hard-fought battle
and its principles of liberty, goodwill and humanism are always changing. J S Mill, in his essay
“On Liberty”, wrote how the meaning of liberty
has changed over time. When the role of a ruler
changed, from being the master of his people to
their servant (or watchman, as our prime minister has famously pointed out), it brought forth a
new threat to liberty: the tyranny of the majority.
Majoritarian policies do the most damage
when they fuel anger against the Other — be it
for the food they eat, the clothes they wear or
the gods they follow. As Yudhishthira told the
yaksha in one of the most memorable passages
from the Mahabharata, anger is the invincible
enemy within us. Unfortunately we are still
under its thumb.

