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‘Day-lo-day life is frusirating, even
for someone ensconced within
the administration of the Welfare

Stale such as Agastva. "I'm a
girder of the Steel Frame, okay?”
Agastya reminds others by way
ol explanation why he shouldo't
get the usual runaround. But it
is hopeless — the Welfare State
is a mystery wilhin and withoul
and getting things done is pretty
much last on the list of cvervone's
priorities.” This is a quole [rom
a review of The Mammaries of
the Welfare State, This secms to
profile Upamanyu Chalterjee him-
sell in his daily official role of
a bureaucrat. But what of the
individual, the private person?
This persona of the writer comes

through in a personal encounter
with him: a very sensitive, witty,
withdrawn artist of letters.

Upamanyu Chalterjes was
born in 1959 in Patna. He grew
up in Delhi and has a B.A. and
an M.A, in English from Delhi
University; recently he has also
successiully completed an M.Phil
Course in Public Administration
at the Indian Institute of Public
Administralion, New Delhi. He
taught English for one year at St,
Stephen’s College, Delhi, helore
joining the Maharashitra cadre of
the Indian Administrative Ser-
vice in 1983. He lives at present
in Mumbai. He is [luent in live
languages, which include English,
Bangla, Hindi and French. His
hobhies include reading, wriling,
swimming and he enjoys taking
long walks.

Upamanyu ook 1o wriling
very early in life. “He likes writing,
particularly with fountain pens,”
hae adds serio-comically. He began
with one-act plays in school and
graduated in college to a handful
of short stories. Aller joining lhe
Civil Service, some of those stories
were published in Debonair and
London Magazing. One of them,
“The Assassination of Indira
Gandhi" was published in the
Heinemann collection, Hest Sto-
ries 1936,
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His wry sense of humour is
manifest in his description of the
derivation of his name. As he
tells us in a lighter vein, “My
name Upamanyu (literally means.,
Vice- or Depuly — Anger, in
Sanskrit. [Cf. Upa - rashtrapati
— jee]” He learnl it up — prac-
ticallv blazoned it on his fore-
head around his third eye - for
his Civil Services interview. They
asked him instead aboul vasec-
tomies! He has brothers with
equally distinctive namaoes
Tishvarakshit and Beetashok. He
has four novels in English to his
crodit. English, August was
published in 1988, 1L was laler
made into an award -winning film,
for which Upamanyu helped to
write the screenplay. The Lasi
Burden came out in 1993, fol-
lowed by The Mamimaiies of the
Weljure State in 2000, The lasl
won the Sahitva Akademi award
tor 2004, A fourth novel, Weight
Lims, s due [or release. He has
begun work on a fifth, “partly
hecause of my fine collection of
[ounlain pens,” he commenls
carrving the [elish forward.

He married Anne Vaugier in
19849 and they have two
daupghters. As if to laugh
at the curious who would
insist on peeping more
into his inlimale, privale
life he stales aboutl him-
self: T gave up smoking
in 1995 and took it up
again in right earnest
when Wills Silk Cut was
introduced in the coun-
iry.” He believes that, more
than China or India, the
future belongs to the
noxious weed.

Upamanymu
Chatterjea’s first nowvel
English, August which
launched its author so
decisively, tells the story
ol the young civil servanl
Agastva [“August”) Sen.
Joining the Indian Ad-
ministralive Service —
which author Chatterjee

sell joined al the same age. in
1983 — Agaslva is sent off for
a vear's fraining in district ad-
ministration to a small district
town called Madna. ... The novel
presenls a new  generalion ol
Indians already strongly influ-
enced by modern American
culture [several af the characlers
have studied in the 175} — though
not quite the MTV generation yet
(the novel was wrillen in 1988,
when the impact of cable and
satellite TV in India was still
limited]. Il is a generalion Lhal
is not entirely disaffected or
alienated, but that is unsure of
ils Tuture, ils goals, and ils am-
bitions — Agastyva, often affable
but generally choosing to remain
an outsider too, more than mosl.
The changes in society are even
maore pronounced when seen from
Madna, a small place of extremes,
that obviously can’t quite keep
up with the fast-paced life and

Apastva is still a vouth, trying
to find meaning and direction.
“T'vee become your American,
laking a vear ofl after college Lo
discover himsell™, Agastya wriles

The book launch of Fngelish, Avgust
1988, Mumbai



With wife and daughters

to his best friend Dhrubo at the
end ol his year in Madna, and
the training-year is, indeed, very
much like that.

The book s a satire, the
humounr veering from the blunt
and crude to the delicate, Still,
little of the comedy comes across
as too forced — and much of
it is very funny indeed. Much
of the humour is almost as il
incidental, the obvious conse-
quence of the absurdities all
aroundd.

About his second novel, The
FLast Burden, Theresa Munford
wriles in the Mir Eostern Eoo-
nomic Review:

“The three generations that
Upamanyu Challerjee draws
under one roof in this uncom-
fortable portrait of an urban Indian
household seem to be bound to
each other as much by bile as
by blood. (...} The only silence
is that of a sulk. Perhaps that
is why lhe rare glimmers of
tenderness, even of affection. are
all the more poignant (.....] Despite
the author's wil and humorous
prose, the nastiness of it all soon
begins to wear, The reader may
close the book wilh the same
sense of relief as slamming the
door behind a house [ull of quar-
relsome, rowdy acquaintances.”
But The Last Burden is not

meant as an uplifting tale,
Challerjes remains a realist —
and occasionally the realism can
appear brutal. The writing is very
solid throughout the book, There
is some humour, bul little of the
lightness found in much of
FEnglish, Ausust, But Challerjee
strikes the proper tone through-
oul: it is both assured and
accomplished,

Mammaries of the Wellare
Staite, his third novel and a sequel
lo Enpglish, Ausust, carries his
satire on the bureaucracy even
further. “Compared to Fnglish
August [and one can't help the
comparison of a sequel o a
prequel) The Mammories of the
Welfare Storte has a greater breadth,
a broader sweep, a [ar bigpger
mélange of unforgettable charac-
ters. It is also often dark, brood-
ing, even scarv, The humour is
sometimes all black. Nonethe-
less, it is unputdownably funny,”
rernarks  Soumya Bhallacharya,
in The Hindustan Times. Nirmal
Sandhu, in The Sunday Tribune,
inviles the reader Lo the serious
aspect of the work. “IL is a hilarious
satire. But the issue it locuses
0on ... is loo serious Lo be laughed
off. It provokes one lo realise,
how worthless one's upbringing
has heen when il comes to facing
one's own country, "



Upamanyu Chatterjee’s
work is intended to be comic.
He has greal respect for the comic
tradilion in literature. Even when
what he writes is sad and
depressing, he argues that il was
mearnl (o be funny and that there
is no accounting for how people
read books. He was happy to
note that the Sahitya Akademi,
in the award citation for 2004
to The Mammaries of The Welfare

State, acknowledged ils richness
arising oul of an interlacing of
fascinating humour and the bit-
ing power of critique and satire.’
Happily noting it, Upamanyu
could hardly resist the tempta-
tion to invoke his pet obsession
even a third time. He exclaimed:
“Mare power to the Akademi's
fountain pen.” Small wonder his
handwriting is real calligraphy!
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M.Phil in Public Ad-
ministration

Wins Sahitya Akademi
Award for The
Mammuaries of the
Welfare State

At the Sahitya Akademi Award ceremony, February 2005



