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    Desire takes root where duty once stood, and its fruit threatens a household. In The Poison Tree, Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyay imagines how a seemingly secure domestic world can be unsettled by impulses it struggles to name. The story’s force lies not in spectacle but in the quiet accumulation of choices, glances, and silences that test the bonds of marriage and community. Without announcing doctrines, the novel exposes the emotions that social codes try to manage, and the consequences when those codes collide with human need. It is a drama of intimacy that reveals the stakes of public morality, wrought with precision and restraint.

Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyay (1838–1894), a foundational figure of modern Bengali prose fiction, composed this novel in the early 1870s; it first appeared in 1873 in Bengali under the title Bishabriksha. Written during a transformative moment in nineteenth-century Bengal, the book looks inward to the life of the bhadralok—the emerging, educated middle class—rather than outward to palaces or battlefields. Its English title, The Poison Tree, succinctly evokes the organic spread of harm that begins with a small breach. The World’s Classics Series presents the work for a broad readership, recognizing its stature as a key text in the formation of the South Asian novel.

The novel holds classic status because it decisively shifted Bengali fiction from historical romance toward the social novel, making the ordinary household the arena of high drama. Bankim’s prose refines a new idiom—elegant, ironic, and probing—that accommodates moral debate without sacrificing narrative momentum. He also advances psychological characterization, granting his figures inner conflicts rather than fixed virtues or vices. These formal innovations reshaped expectations for what a Bengali novel could accomplish. Subsequent writers would elaborate the path he cleared, exploring domestic life, ethical ambiguity, and the pressures of modernization in ways that bear Bankim’s unmistakable imprint, even when they diverge from his conclusions.

At its center, The Poison Tree presents a respected man, his devoted wife, and a vulnerable young woman whose presence unsettles the house’s equilibrium. The immediate situation is unremarkable: an act of kindness extended to someone in need. Yet from this apparent generosity unfolds a chain of obligations, misunderstandings, and desires that no single person controls. Bankim invites readers to watch how sympathy can shade into attraction, and how social expectations intensify rather than resolve the crisis that follows. The premise is simple, the atmosphere intimate, and the narrative pressure inexorable—built from everyday gestures that acquire moral weight.

The book’s themes are enduring because they are elemental: duty and desire, compassion and self-preservation, honor and happiness. Bankim does not caricature tradition or celebrate transgression. Instead, he shows how both ideals and impulses can become poisonous when pursued without reflection on their human cost. Domestic life is not merely private; it is the crucible in which a community’s values are refined or corrupted. The novel’s abiding achievement is to render ethical struggle as lived experience rather than thesis, inviting readers to see how good intentions, pride, jealousy, and fear entwine until the boundaries between culprit and victim blur.

Stylistically, Bankim balances clarity with irony. An assured third-person voice guides the reader, tracking motives with a cool intelligence that neither flatters nor condemns. Scenes unfold with economical pacing: a conversation at dusk, an unexpected visit, a pause at a threshold. Imagery of growth, rot, and fragrance recurs, underscoring how emotions ripen and decay. The diction, grounded in the rhythms of spoken Bengali, supports swift shifts from tenderness to chill restraint. In translation, this poise allows the novel’s reasoning and feeling to register together, revealing how the author’s craft amplifies rather than simplifies moral complexity.

The historical context intensifies the narrative’s stakes. Nineteenth-century Bengal was marked by reform debates—on widow remarriage, women’s education, and the shape of the modern family—set against the backdrop of colonial governance and changing legal regimes. Bankim, writing from close observation of this milieu, maps how public arguments enter parlors and bedrooms, reshaping expectations of love, fidelity, and respectability. The novel does not deliver policy; it dramatises consequences. By locating conflict within an aspirational household, it shows how ideals of improvement can unsettle as much as uplift, and how rules, however well intended, can misread the urgencies of the heart.

Crucial to the book’s power is Bankim’s refusal to assign simple blame. Each principal figure embodies an intelligible claim: the dignity of a wife, the vulnerability of a woman without secure protection, the confusion of a man pulled between affection and expectation. The narration allows room for sympathy without erasing accountability. Small decisions—an unguarded word, a withheld explanation—acquire cumulative force. Bankim thus anticipates later psychological realism by showing how crises rarely stem from monstrous acts; they grow from ordinary human frailty exposed to social scrutiny.

The Poison Tree influenced the trajectory of the Bengali novel by demonstrating that middle-class domesticity could sustain complexity equal to epics and romances. Its focus on ethical ambiguity and interior conflict opened paths that later authors would travel, developing subtler treatments of love, honor, and social pressure. The novel’s poised critique—neither didactic nor sensational—became a touchstone for subsequent explorations of gender roles and familial duty. Its place in literary history rests not only on precedence but on achievement: a coherent architecture of plot and motive that remains compelling across linguistic and cultural boundaries.

The World’s Classics Series includes this work because it stands at the intersection of narrative art and cultural history, illuminating how literature records, and shapes, collective self-understanding. Presented alongside other seminal texts, the novel invites comparison with global traditions of the social novel, while retaining the particular textures of Bengali life. For contemporary readers, the series context underscores the book’s dual value: as an engrossing story and as a document of a society negotiating rapid change. Canonization here is not mere prestige; it is a claim that the questions the novel poses remain urgent.

Readers approaching The Poison Tree may attend to its careful patterning of images—flowers, shadows, seasons—that signal shifts in feeling and fortune. Household spaces, from courtyards to inner rooms, operate as moral cartography, assigning or denying visibility. Dialogue often carries more than it says; pauses matter. The novel rewards patience, as motives clarify gradually and sympathy migrates between figures. Reading with the historical moment in view sharpens the stakes, yet the pages ultimately compel on their own terms, showing how narrative suspense can arise from ethical suspense: what should be done, and what can one live with afterward.

The book endures because its questions persist. How far can compassion stretch without breaking trust? What do communities owe those most at risk within their norms? When does fidelity become cruelty, or mercy a mask for self-interest? These are not historical curiosities but dilemmas that recur in contemporary debates about marriage, care, and social judgment. The Poison Tree offers no easy consolations; instead, it asks readers to recognize complexity and accept responsibility for choice. In doing so, it secures a lasting appeal: a classic that speaks to its time and to ours, with quiet power and unblinking candor.
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    The Poison Tree, by Bankim Chandra Chatterjee, is a nineteenth‑century Bengali social novel presented in English in the World’s Classics series. It traces how a seemingly virtuous domestic world is tested by desire, obligation, and the weight of custom. Bankim shapes a concentrated study of conscience within a household, showing how private feeling intersects with public norms in colonial‑era Bengal. The title invokes a slow‑growing toxicity: a small seed of partiality taking root until it shades judgment and devotion. Without dependence on melodrama, the narrative probes how a choice made under the banner of compassion or duty can mature into moral entanglement.

The book opens on a prosperous home governed by a respected gentleman whose marriage appears stable and affectionate. His wife’s intelligence, competence, and quiet pride are set against the intricate rhythms of a large household—kin, retainers, visitors—ordered by ritual and reputation. Bankim sketches this environment with economy, establishing a code of conduct that values restraint, hierarchy, and benevolence. The couple’s generosity confers social credit, and their steadiness offers a model of domestic virtue. That equilibrium is crucial: the early chapters repeatedly affirm harmony and trust so the reader can measure how subsequent choices, undertaken for ostensibly noble reasons, destabilize every relation within it.

The first disturbance arrives not as scandal but as pity. A young woman, recently cast into misfortune, comes under the gentleman’s protection. Circumstances oblige him to offer shelter, and his wife consents, accepting the ethical burden that hospitality imposes in their milieu. Bankim marks the arrangement’s ambivalence: it appears charitable and prudent, yet it imports a volatile presence into a space ruled by propriety. The guest’s dependence demands attention; her vulnerability appeals to the householder’s sense of guardianship; and the household’s routines bend, almost invisibly at first, around her needs. What begins as relief from calamity quietly becomes a test of boundaries.

Admiration, gratitude, and moral scruple evolve into a more charged atmosphere. The gentleman’s solicitude deepens; the guest’s comportment invites sympathy; and the wife’s tact is strained by repeated concessions. Gossip outside the gate translates private nuance into public rumor, while advisers remind the protagonist that certain arrangements, though controversial, can be rationalized by precedent and custom. Bankim keeps the register cool, mapping temptation not as a rash impulse but as an accumulation of reasonable steps. The ethical core hardens into a dilemma: whether to uphold an existing bond at all costs, or to ratify a new attachment in the name of justice and care.

The wife’s interior life assumes prominence. She weighs dignity against forgiveness, loyalty against self‑respect, and discovers that virtue can resemble complicity when repeatedly tested. Her silence, once a sign of poise, risks being read as consent. Meanwhile the guest, still exposed to uncertainty, navigates a narrow path between gratitude and aspiration. Bankim refuses caricature: neither woman is merely saint or intriguer. Yet the narrative registers how pride, insecurity, and the hunger for acknowledgment can feed on one another. The poison the title promises spreads as habit: small slights accrue, household rituals are hollowed out, and kindness begins to resemble calculation.

A decisive step follows: the new tie is publicly acknowledged and given the legitimacy that society, however uneasily, can bestow. That act resets every hierarchy within the home. Roles blur, authority fragments, and long‑standing affections are pushed aside by the need to accommodate competing claims. The first partner’s position, once secure, becomes conditional; the newcomer, seeking firm ground, asserts space; and subordinates choose alignments that protect their interests. Bankim shows the social cost borne disproportionately by women, who must maintain composure even as their status is negotiated in rooms they manage yet do not control. Estrangement becomes a daily practice.

Consequences ripple outward into networks of kin and acquaintances. Letters, visits, and mediated messages multiply misunderstandings that conversation cannot resolve. A sympathetic confidant articulates reformist hopes for more humane domestic arrangements, while an elder voice defends orthodoxy as the anchor of order. The protagonist oscillates between remorse and self‑exoneration, convinced that benevolence motivated his choices even as their effects grow harsher. Bankim enhances the moral texture by shifting attention among observers, showing how each vantage point produces a different narrative of blame and necessity. The house, once a singular moral entity, becomes a forum where competing ethics vie for legitimacy.

Pressures culminate in crises of reputation, trust, and belonging—episodes that force every figure to confront the limits of endurance. Gestures toward reconciliation arrive, but the time required for confidence to regrow exceeds the pace of injury. Bankim’s pacing tightens, replacing spacious domestic detail with the clipped urgency of difficult decisions: departures, returns, vows, and the irreversible tinge of regret. The protagonist discovers that choices framed as kindness can be indistinguishable from self‑interest once their consequences settle. Without resorting to sensational revelation, the narrative moves toward an outcome that feels both socially shaped and personally earned, withholding any simple vindication.

The Poison Tree ultimately reads as a study of how sentiment, sanctioned by custom, can corrode the very virtues it claims to honor. It questions the justice of arrangements that ask women to absorb the costs of male magnanimity, and it probes the ethics of desire when dressed as duty. While the plot remains anchored in a particular place and period, its inquiry—into responsibility, temptation, and the fragile economy of trust—extends beyond them. In presenting this novel to a broader readership, the World’s Classics edition foregrounds its enduring provocation: that moral clarity requires more than good intentions, especially within intimate power.
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    Bankim Chandra Chatterjee’s The Poison Tree is set in nineteenth-century Bengal, largely in and around Calcutta during the early 1870s. The region was governed by the British Raj, whose institutions shaped everyday life: the district magistrate’s office, codified courts of law, the police, English-medium schools, and a revenue system that upheld zamindari property relations. Within this colonial framework stood the upper-caste Hindu household, gatekeeper of social respectability and tradition. The novel’s domestic canvas unfolds against this matrix of imperial administration and bhadralok gentility, rendering the home simultaneously intimate and public, bound by ritual obligations yet entangled with the bureaucratic norms of a modernizing colonial state.

After the 1857 uprising, the British Crown assumed control from the East India Company (1858), reorganizing administration and legal codes to project stability. The Indian Penal Code (1860) and procedure codes standardized adjudication, while the Indian Civil Service and allied magistracies extended surveillance into districts. Bankim himself served as a deputy magistrate from 1858 to 1891, a career that acquainted him with petitions, property disputes, and the moral rhetoric of litigation. The novel’s attention to legalities and social reputation reflects that world: the authority of the courts, the language of evidence and honor, and the ways civil procedure framed intimate conflicts within respectable households.

Bengal’s agrarian order rested on the Permanent Settlement of 1793, which fixed land revenues and empowered zamindars, producing a hierarchy of landlords, tenants, and intermediaries. By the mid-nineteenth century, many urban bhadralok families combined land income with government service, law, or education. Under the Dayabhaga school of Hindu law prevailing in Bengal, property transmission differed from other regions, shaping how women and widows might inherit or be excluded. Rural indebtedness and urban investment coexisted, and both fed anxieties about status. The Poison Tree’s households exhibit the financial prudence, pride, and fragility that accompanied this economic order and its punctilious record-keeping.

The novel speaks directly to the age’s most charged social debates. The Brahmo Samaj, founded in 1828, criticized idolatry and urged reform, while leaders such as Ishwar Chandra Vidyasagar campaigned for Hindu widow remarriage, leading to the 1856 Act that legalized it. Yet stigma endured; polygamy among Hindu men remained legal, and Kulin Brahmin polygyny, although declining, persisted in memory and practice. The Poison Tree dramatizes the ethical and emotional costs of plural marriage within an upper-caste milieu. It neither parrots reformist slogans nor glorifies custom; rather, it exposes how sanctioned male choices can devastate women’s lives and unsettle familial order.

Education reconfigured Bengali society. The establishment of Hindu College (1817), Macaulay’s English education policy (1835), and the University of Calcutta (1857) produced a new professional class adept in English and Bengali prose. Girls’ education began cautiously with institutions such as Bethune School (1849), though controversy lingered. In genteel homes, reading habits, letter-writing, and conversational polish signaled refinement. The novel’s characters move within this cultivated sphere: they read, reason, and appeal to conscience, yet remain tethered to ritual authority. That tension between abstract, text-based moral reasoning and inherited, practice-based duty is a central axis on which the story turns.

Print culture made the modern Bengali novel possible. Steam presses, vernacular typefaces, and expanding postal routes enabled serialized fiction to reach attentive middle-class readers. Bankim founded the monthly Bangadarshan in 1872, and The Poison Tree appeared in its pages in the early 1870s before book publication. Serialization shaped pacing, suspense, and the public discussion that accompanied each installment. The periodical sphere, filled with essays on marriage, property, and women’s conduct, became an informal court of opinion. The novel’s measured moral argument, unfolding episode by episode, mirrors that world of debate, rejoinder, and domestic readers gathered around a magazine.

Later dubbed the Bengali Renaissance, the nineteenth-century cultural ferment brought together scripture, European philosophy, and vernacular creativity. Figures such as Michael Madhusudan Dutt experimented with literary forms; reformers including Vidyasagar and Keshab Chandra Sen advanced their causes through polemic and association. The label is contested, yet the milieu was palpably dynamic. The Poison Tree inhabits this terrain: it accepts that change is inevitable but questions reform’s unintended outcomes. Bankim’s instincts were often conservative in social temperament and liberal in literary ambition; here he probes how selective modernity—legal codes, print, sentiment—interacts with custom to produce new forms of moral risk.

Domestic ideology was the crucible of respectability. Stridharma codified the duties of women; the pativrata ideal exalted wifely fidelity; seclusion in elite households protected honor. Child marriage was common, and even after 1856 widow remarriage remained rare among upper-caste Hindus. Within this lattice, the male prerogative to marry again was socially and legally available. The novel explores what happens when romantic desire and jealousy confront obligations of kinship and ritual. Without sensationalism, it shows how an ethically ambiguous choice, permissible by custom, can become a social catastrophe once filtered through honor, gossip, and the economics of household management.

Law mediated gendered vulnerability. Anglo-Hindu law, distilled from Sanskrit texts and case law, governed marriage, guardianship, and inheritance. In Bengal’s Dayabhaga system, widows could inherit in certain circumstances but often with limited power to alienate property. Stridhan offered women some claims, yet trustees and male relatives frequently controlled assets. Litigation over maintenance, dowry, and custody multiplied as households navigated new courts and old norms. The Poison Tree reflects these structures: rights exist in theory, but the path to enforce them is costly, public, and morally fraught, complicating any woman’s effort to secure dignity within a patriarchal order.

Calcutta in this period was a continent of contrasts: European enclaves and Indian bazaars, courts and colleges alongside courtyards and temples. Municipal expansion and civic improvements accompanied overcrowding and inequality. Social clubs, literary gatherings, and samaj meetings offered new stages for reputation, while traditional panchayats and family councils retained influence. Dress, language, and manners encoded class and aspiration. The novel moves through these urban and semi-urban spaces, attentive to etiquette and the fear of scandal. It captures how a family’s standing could be made or unmade not only by law or wealth but by the whisper networks of a rapidly modernizing city.

Technologies of speed reshaped intimacy. Railways reached Bengal by the 1860s, the electric telegraph connected major towns, and an expanding postal system circulated letters, newspapers, and serialized fiction. These infrastructures accelerated mobility and rumor alike, tightening the web between household and public sphere. Readers consumed novels in installments delivered with unprecedented regularity. Within the narrative world, visits, letters, and sudden journeys become catalysts of misunderstanding and reconciliation. The material possibility of being elsewhere quickly—physically or by message—modulates expectations of fidelity, presence, and duty, turning domestic life into a theater of unforeseen consequences.

Economic change pressed upon genteel households. The jute industry grew rapidly around Calcutta from the 1860s, drawing capital and labor, while global shocks—most notably the financial crisis of 1873—disturbed credit and trade. The near-famine in Bengal and Bihar in 1873–74, mitigated by grain imports from Burma, sharpened anxieties about provisioning and governance. Salaried respectability in government service or law promised stability, but conspicuous consumption of books, furniture, and textiles signaled status and risk. The Poison Tree’s attention to household budgets, gifts, and dowries reflects these new thresholds of aspiration and the fragile arithmetic of middle-class security.

The memory of 1857 lingered as cautionary backdrop. After the rebellion, the Raj proclaimed an ethos of noninterference in religion, even as it continued to legislate in family law and education. Public political dissent among the bhadralok tended to be restrained in the 1860s and early 1870s, though cultural nationalism gathered in associations and literature. Bankim would later write Vande Mataram and more overtly nationalist fiction, but The Poison Tree keeps politics at the edge. It turns instead to the ethics of home and the governance of self, implying that colonial modernity is felt first in the intimate economy of love and obligation.

Religious controversy animated parlors and pamphlets. Vaishnava devotional culture, orthodox ritualism, and Brahmo monotheism debated the nature of God, the legitimacy of image worship, and the moral basis of marriage. Disputes over caste discipline and inter-dining, and over whether a reformed marriage could be fully Hindu, were common. Legislation in 1872 acknowledged Brahmo and limited forms of civil marriage, yet did not resolve wider tensions. The Poison Tree places its characters within this contested field, showing how piety can console sorrow while also prescribing behavior, and how reformist rhetoric can falter when measured against lived consequences.

Bankim wrote within a transnational literary ecology. Through colonial education, Bengali authors encountered the British sentimental and domestic novel, as well as Walter Scott’s romances. Bankim naturalized these forms in Bengali, fusing realist observation with moral fable and Sanskritic allusion. The Poison Tree exemplifies that synthesis: it uses the machinery of domestic fiction—letters, confidences, crises—to test the claims of tradition, choice, and responsibility. Its didactic energy is unmistakable but never purely programmatic; the narrative invites readers to weigh competing goods rather than accept a single reformist or orthodox verdict.

Reception took shape in the argumentative world of Bengali periodicals. In the early 1870s, journals debated women’s education, the limits of reform, and the authority of husbands. Bankim’s own magazine fostered this culture of reading and reply. While precise circulation figures are hard to recover, repeated editions and later translations indicate that The Poison Tree reached a broad bhadralok audience. Its focus on polygamy and domestic duty aligned with contemporaneous controversies, making the novel not just a mirror but a participant in public reasoning about the household, a space where morality, law, and honor were daily negotiated.

The reform era did not move in a straight line. The same milieu that legalized widow remarriage in 1856 saw enduring stigma; the same circles that advocated enlightened marriage also defended patriarchal privilege. Events in the later 1870s, such as schisms within the Brahmo Samaj over questions of marriage, exposed contradictions that Bankim had already dramatized in social mode. The Poison Tree thus reads as a caution against selective modernity: adopting legal innovations and sentimental ideals without transforming power within the home risks deepening, not dissolving, injustice and suffering for those least able to resist it—women bound by love, kinship, and dependency.
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    Bankim Chandra Chattopadhyay (1838–1894), commonly anglicized as Bankim Chandra Chatterjee, was a foundational figure of the Bengal Renaissance and a pioneer of the modern Indian novel. Writing chiefly in Bengali, he also produced one early novel in English and a large body of essays, criticism, and lyric verse. A career civil servant in the colonial administration, he pursued literature alongside government service, helping shape prose fiction, historical romance, and social realism in South Asia. His hymn Vande Mataram, embedded in the novel Anandamath, later became a rallying song of the Indian freedom movement and is today recognized as India’s national song.

Educated within the newly formed colonial university system, he attended Hooghly College and Presidency College in Calcutta and was among the early graduates of the University of Calcutta in the late 1850s. His curriculum and reading ranged across English literature, Sanskrit learning, and legal studies. He absorbed narrative models from European romantic and historical fiction—especially the tradition of Walter Scott—while remaining deeply engaged with classical Indian epics, puranic lore, and Vaishnava devotional poetry. This dual exposure shaped his experiments with plot-driven romance, realist domestic fiction, and philosophically inflected essays, and informed a prose style that blended Sanskritized diction with lucid narrative movement.

Bankim entered the subordinate civil service as a deputy magistrate and deputy collector shortly after graduating, serving across Bengal for more than three decades. Parallel to this official life, he began publishing fiction. Rajmohan’s Wife, serialized in English in the mid-1860s, is often cited as the first Indian novel in English. His breakthrough in Bengali came with Durgeshnandini (1865), followed by Kapalkundala and Mrinalini within a few years. These romances, set against historical backdrops, showcased his control of suspense and characterization and quickly won a broad readership, establishing him as the leading Bengali novelist of his generation.

In the early 1870s he founded and edited the literary monthly Bangadarshan, which became a major platform for fiction, essays, and criticism and serialized several of his own works. Turning from romance to the social novel, he wrote Bishabriksha (The Poison Tree) and Krishnakanter Will, probing urban middle-class life, property, and moral choice. He also created the ironic, opium-dreaming persona Kamalakanta in Kamalakanta’s Daptar, a series of satirical sketches that mixed whimsy with social commentary. Through these diverse forms, Bankim refined a high, elegant Bengali prose that would dominate public writing for decades and offered a template for later novelists.

Bankim’s most debated novels—Anandamath and Devi Chaudhurani—use historical settings to imagine dedication, discipline, and resistance. Anandamath contains the hymn Vande Mataram, whose invocation of the motherland acquired symbolic power during the Swadeshi movement and the broader struggle against colonial rule. Alongside fiction, he pursued religious-philosophical inquiry in Dharmatattva and Krishnacharitra, reinterpreting Hindu traditions for a modern readership. Critics have noted both the inspirational energy of his nationalist idiom and tensions in his portrayals of community and faith. The complexity of these texts ensured their centrality to discussions of ethics, identity, and sovereignty in late nineteenth- and early twentieth-century India.

Public reception during his lifetime was substantial: admirers praised his narrative craft and moral seriousness, while some contemporaries and later scholars questioned aspects of his social and religious positions. He retired from government service in the early 1890s and continued to write until his death in 1894. Several novels and essays went through multiple editions, and translations began to circulate beyond Bengal. His fiction attracted dramatizations and, later, screen adaptations, keeping the stories in public view. The song Vande Mataram was performed at national gatherings in the 1890s and afterward, amplifying his influence beyond literary circles.

Bankim’s legacy rests on a synthesis of craft, cultural argument, and linguistic innovation. Often called the father of the Bengali novel, he demonstrated how European narrative forms could be naturalized within Indian languages without abandoning indigenous mythic structures and ethical concerns. His works became touchstones for writers across the subcontinent, and his language shaped school curricula and public discourse for generations. While critics continue to debate his depictions of gender and communal identity, the imaginative force of his historical romances and the social acuity of his urban novels remain influential, ensuring his continuing relevance in discussions of literature and nationhood.
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GLOSSARY OF HINDU WORDS.


  For the assistance of the reader, the names of the principal characters in the tale are given—


  
    
      
        	Nagendra Natha Datta

        	A wealthy Zemindar.
      


      
        	Surja Mukhi

        	His wife.
      


      
        	Debendra Datta

        	Cousin to Nagendra.
      


      
        	Srish Chandra Mittra

        	Accountant in a Merchant's Office
      


      
        	Kamal Mani

        	His wife, sister to Nagendra.
      


      
        	Satish

        	Their baby boy.
      


      
        	Tara Charan

        	Adopted brother of Surja Mukhi.
      


      
        	Kunda Nandini

        	An Orphan Girl.
      


      
        	Hira

        	Servant in Nagendra's household.
      

    
  


CHAPTER I. 
NAGENDRA'S JOURNEY BY BOAT.
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Nagendra Natha Datta is about to travel by boat. It is the month Joisto[1] (May—June), the time of storms. His wife, Surja Mukhi, had adjured him, saying, "Be careful; if a storm arises be sure you fasten the boat to the shore. Do not remain in the boat." Nagendra had consented to this, otherwise Surja Mukhi would not have permitted him to leave home; and unless he went to Calcutta his suits in the Courts would not prosper.

Nagendra Natha was a young man, about thirty years of age, a wealthy zemindar (landholder) in Zillah Govindpur. He dwelt in a small village which we shall call Haripur. He was travelling in his own boat. The first day or two passed without obstacle. The river flowed smoothly on—leaped, danced, cried out, restless, unending, playful[1q]. On shore, herdsmen were grazing their oxen—one sitting under a tree singing, another smoking, some fighting, others eating. Inland, husbandmen were driving the plough, beating the oxen, lavishing abuse upon them, in which the owner shared. The wives of the husbandmen, bearing vessels of water, some carrying a torn quilt, or a dirty mat, wearing a silver amulet round the neck, a ring in the nose, bracelets of brass on the arm, with unwashed garments, their skins blacker than ink, their hair unkempt, formed a chattering crowd. Among them one beauty was rubbing her head with mud, another beating a child, a third speaking with a neighbour in abuse of some nameless person, a fourth beating clothes on a plank. Further on, ladies from respectable villages adorned the gháts (landing-steps) with their appearance—the elders conversing, the middle-aged worshipping Siva, the younger covering their faces and plunging into the water; the boys and girls screaming, playing with mud, stealing the flowers offered in worship, swimming, throwing water over every one, sometimes stepping up to a lady, snatching away the image of Siva from her, and running off with it. The Brahmans, good tranquil men, recited the praises of Ganga (the sacred river Ganges) and performed their worship, sometimes, as they wiped their streaming hair, casting glances at the younger women.

In the sky, the white clouds float in the heated air. Below them fly the birds, like black dots. In the cocoanut trees, kites, like ministers of state, look around to see on what they can pounce; the cranes, being only small fry, stand raking in the mud; the dahuk (coloured herons), merry creatures, dive in the water; other birds of a lighter kind merely fly about. Market-boats sail along at good speed on their own behalf; ferry-boats creep along at elephantine pace to serve the needs of others only: cargo boats make no progress at all—that is the owners' concern.

On the third day of Nagendra's journey clouds arose and gradually covered the sky. The river became black, the tree-tops drooped, the paddy birds flew aloft, the water became motionless. Nagendra ordered the manji (boatman) to run the boat in shore and make it fast. At that moment the steersman, Rahamat Mullah, was saying his prayers, so he made no answer. Rahamat knew nothing of his business. His mother's father's sister was the daughter of a boatman; on that plea he had become a hanger-on of boatmen, and accident favoured his wishes; but he learned nothing, his work was done as fate willed. Rahamat was not backward in speech, and when his prayers were ended he turned to the Babu and said, "Do not be alarmed, sir, there is no cause for fear." Rahamat was thus brave because the shore was close at hand, and could be reached without delay, and in a few minutes the boat was secured.

Surely the gods must have had a quarrel with Rahamat Mullah, for a great storm came up quickly. First came the wind; then the wind, having wrestled for some moments with the boughs of the trees, called to its brother the rain, and the two began a fine game. Brother Rain, mounting on brother Wind's shoulders, flew along. The two together, seizing the tree-tops, bent them down, broke the boughs, tore off the creepers, washed away the flowers, cast up the river in great waves, and made a general tumult. One brother flew off with Rahamat Mullah's head-gear; the other made a fountain of his beard. The boatmen lowered the sail, the Babu closed the windows, and the servants put the furniture under shelter.

Nagendra was in a great strait. If, in fear of the storm, he should leave the boat, the men would think him a coward; if he remained he would break his word to Surja Mukhi. Some may ask, What harm if he did? We know not, but Nagendra thought it harm. At this moment Rahamat Mullah said, "Sir, the rope is old; I do not know what may happen. The storm has much increased; it will be well to leave the boat." Accordingly Nagendra got out.

No one can stand on the river bank without shelter in a heavy storm of rain. There was no sign of abatement; therefore Nagendra, thinking it necessary to seek for shelter, set out to walk to the village, which was at some distance from the river, through miry paths. Presently the rain ceased, the wind abated slightly, but the sky was still thickly covered with clouds; therefore both wind and rain might be expected at night. Nagendra went on, not turning back.

Though it was early in the evening, there was thick darkness, because of the clouds. There was no sign of village, house, plain, road, or river; but the trees, being surrounded by myriads of fireflies, looked like artificial trees studded with diamonds. The lightning goddess also still sent quick flashes through the now silent black and white clouds. A woman's anger does not die away suddenly. The assembled frogs, rejoicing in the newly fallen rain, held high festival; and if you listened attentively the voice of the cricket might
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