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THE GUIDE

R. K. NARAYAN was born on October 10, 1906, in Madras, South India, and educated there and at Maharaja’s College in Mysore. His first novel, Swami and Friends (1935), and its successor, The Bachelor of Arts (1937), are both set in the fictional territory of Malgudi, of which John Updike wrote, “Few writers since Dickens can match the effect of colorful teeming that Narayan’s fictional city of Malgudi conveys; its population is as sharply chiseled as a temple frieze, and as endless, with always, one feels, more characters round the corner.” Narayan wrote many more novels set in Malgudi, including The English Teacher (1945), The Financial Expert (1952), and The Guide (1958), which won him the Sahitya Akademi (India’s National Academy of Letters) Award, his country’s highest honor. His collections of short fiction include A Horse and Two Goats, Malgudi Days, and Under the Banyan Tree. Graham Greene, Narayan’s friend and literary champion, said, “He has offered me a second home. Without him I could never have known what it is like to be Indian.” Narayan’s fiction earned him comparisons to the work of writers including Anton Chekhov, William Faulkner, O. Henry, and Flannery O’Connor.

Narayan also published travel books, volumes of essays, the memoir My Days, and the retold legends Gods, Demons, and Others, The Ramayana, and The Mahabharata. In 1980 he was awarded the A. C. Benson Medal by the Royal Society of Literature, and in 1981 he was made an Honorary Member of the American Academy of Arts and Letters. In 1989 he was made a member of the Rajya Sabha, the non-elective House of Parliament in India.

R. K. Narayan died in Madras on May 13, 2001.

 
MICHAEL GORRA is the Mary Augusta Jordan Professor of English at Smith College. His books include After Empire: Scott, Naipaul, Rushdie, and The Bells in Their Silence: Travels through Germany, and he has been the recipient, for his work as a reviewer, of the Nona Balakian Citation of the National Book Critics Circle. For Penguin Classics he wrote the introduction to The End of the Affair by Graham Greene.
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Introduction

The Indian novel in English has been around for longer than is generally realized, with the first attempts dating to the middle of the nineteenth century. But it wasn’t much more than a curiosity until the 1930s, when three writers emerged who, for all their differences, amount to a literary generation. All three were published in London before they appeared in India, and their Indian reputation was at first predicated on metropolitan acceptance. Raja Rao remains best known for Kanthapura (1938), an ambitious attempt to capture the choral voice of a village, and a central novel of the Independence movement. The Marxist Mulk Raj Anand began his career with the propulsive naturalism of such works as Untouchable (1935) and Coolie (1936). R. K. Narayan’s first books look slight in comparison. The son of a schoolmaster, he spent his childhood in Madras before moving in his teens to the gracious inland city of Mysore, and his early novels amount to a loose autobiography in their account of middle-class provincial life, of school and cricket and the move into marriage.

Yet while his coevals did continue to publish, their first works remain the ones for which they are best known. Neither of them really pushed past his starting point. Narayan did, and did so, moreover, while seeming to stand still. In the almost sixty years from Swami and Friends (1935) to The Grandmother’s Tale (1993), he published fourteen novels and some uncounted number of stories, nearly all of them set in the half-mythical and half-generic South Indian town of Malgudi. Narayan’s work was from the start well-received in England, where he acquired an advocate in the young Graham Greene.  His Indian audience came more slowly, and in part for the deft anecdotal short fiction he published in the Madras newspaper,  The Hindu. But come it did, and both at home and abroad Malgudi’s creator remained for many years the most prominent of Indian writers in English.

Malgudi is the kind of place that might, reductively, be called charming: a town that knows mischief and folly but not real evil, and in which everyone, always, has the time for what The Guide (1958) describes as an “all-absorbing” talk. It seems so sleepy and peaceful that in the novels set before Independence the British presence appears limited to a few statues and the Albert Mission College; almost entirely Hindu, and so unmarked by communal strife. With age and success Narayan would travel widely, and in fact The Guide was written on his first trip abroad, in a residential hotel in Berkeley, California. Nevertheless he always kept his base in India, and over the years both Malgudi and Narayan himself became firmly identified with Mysore, the capital of one of colonial India’s most important princely states. Certainly the real city and the imagined one would appear to share a geography—the forested hills in the distance, the great river along the edge of town. Still, such near-abstractions carry little weight. Malgudi is at the very least much smaller than Mysore, more town than city, and it certainly contains nothing like the maharajah’s palace that dominates Mysore’s center. But then Malgudi seems unburdened by the presence of a state—some policemen and the post office only.

The Guide stands as the greatest of Narayan’s comedies of self-deception. Pellucid and elusive at once, and marked by an ease that masks its difficulty, it was the first novel in English to win the annual prize of the Sahitya Akademi, India’s national literary academy. In its opening pages the title character Raju, who has just come out of jail, takes shelter in an ancient shrine along the banks of the river Sarayu. Raju has had some education and it’s moreover “in his nature to get involved in other people’s interests.” So when a villager, Velan, mistakes him for a swami, Raju can find the words the role demands; an interpreter of maladies who advises on marriages and schooling, and who even claims he can handle a crocodile. That impersonation  proves good enough to produce several years of free meals, with the villagers bringing him baskets “filled with bananas, cucumbers, pieces of sugar cane . . .” and yet soon enough he begins to feel “like an actor who was always expected to utter the right sentence.” Then comes a year in which “the skies never dimmed with cloud” and the monsoon looks to have failed. A mix-up persuades the villagers that Raju has promised to fast until the rains begin. Raju has said nothing of the kind, but feels trapped by the part he has so successfully played. He realizes that “the time had come for him to be serious—to attach value to his own words,” to make his rogue’s inner life match the swami’s public role. Still, the hungry man does attempt to break free: he tells Velan his life’s story, trying to prove that “I am not a saint.”

No saint indeed. Narayan works throughout The Guide in an unobtrusive mix of first- and third-person narration, slipping back and forth between the past of Raju’s tale and his present circumstances along the river. And that tale gives us ample reason to believe him. “Railway Raju” has spent his earlier career as that most engaging of charlatans, a tour guide with an answer for every question. “I never said ‘I don’t know.’ Not in my nature, I suppose. If I had . . . my life would have taken a different turn.” Most of his story describes his relations with one client in particular, a pith-helmeted explorer-type whom he calls Marco. Or rather his relations with Marco’s wife, Rosie, who, despite her MA, comes from a family of devadasis, temple dancers who, she says, “are viewed as public women.” Marco has forbidden her to dance, and yet Rosie does have the training, and wants to use it. Only not in a temple, but professionally, as an exponent of traditional culture. Raju encourages her, entranced by the way “she swayed her whole body” in imitation of a snake charmer’s cobra. She speaks of hiring musicians, rehearsal space, a “Sanskrit pundit,”—even a car. Raju says yes to it all, and when she leaves Marco for him, he abandons both the responsibilities and the safety of his old Malgudi life to become the impresario—frenzied, arrogant, and increasingly dishonest—behind her enormously successful string of public recitals. 

Some years ago, Anita Desai told me about a curious moment in a writing workshop she was leading. Two undergraduates had given her stories in which the main scene took place in an Indian household kitchen. One was a white American who had grown up in India; the other was an Indian studying in the United States. The American described the kitchen but the Indian did not, and when the contrast was pointed out, the latter replied that everybody—every Indian, at least—already knew what a kitchen looked like. Why describe something they could see for themselves? This might seem just a question of audience, and yet that reluctance would have startled any exponent of novelistic realism, from Balzac to Ian McEwan. For such work implicitly claims that in fact we don’t know what a room or a street looks like until the writer has shown it to us.

I remember that conversation whenever I think of Narayan—and remember it because his books too are pretty much without kitchens. Oh, they’re mentioned, people pass in and out of them, and in The Guide he makes Raju recall his childhood lust for the sugar tin kept out of his reach “on a wooden ledge on the smoke-stained wall.” In all his work, however, there is nothing like the account in Madame Bovary of a farmhouse kitchen in which “the sun sent across the flooring long fine rays,” while “Some flies on the table were crawling up the glasses that had been used, and buzzing as they drowned themselves in the dregs of the cider.” Indeed Narayan gives us very little physical description of any kind. In another writer that absence might have a political edge; might mark the attempt, in Feroza Jussawalla’s words, “to portray a vision of India without seeming like a salesman of exotica.” Yet Narayan’s oblique irony and understated prose appear to eschew any explicit political engagement, and his avoidance of the physical looks to have had a different cause.

In a postscript to his late novel, Talkative Man (1986), he writes that in reading he “ruthlessly skip[s]” over all “laboured detail and description of dress, deportment, facial features, furniture, food and drinks,” and has no interest in rendering those details himself. What, for example, does Malgudi look like? Narayan’s collection of stories, Malgudi Days (1982), does  come with a map: a drawing, approved of though not done by the writer himself, that looks modeled on the plan that Faulkner supplied for Yoknapatawpha. Narayan never offers a close description of the place, of the kind E. M. Forster gave of Chandrapore in A Passage to India or that, more recently, Arundhati Roy provided for Ayemenem in The God of Small Things. The physical world seems irrelevant to the main business of his narratives. And not just physical description. The pressures of colonialism and its aftermath, of war and sectarian violence, the natural disasters of flood and famine: none of these touch Malgudi in any permanent way. Even the emergency of the mid- 1970s, when after a judicial setback Prime Minister Indira Gandhi suspended many civil liberties, enters his work, in The Painter of Signs (1976), only to be pushed aside, a transitory and illusory present, a crisis to which he doesn’t bother to give a name.

Desai herself, though admiring, has written that to many Indian readers Narayan’s work does not seem to “reflect the chaos, the drift, the angst that characterizes a society in transition.” His most powerful critic, V. S. Naipaul, puts it even more sharply, arguing in An Area of Darkness (1965) that “the India of Narayan’s novels is not the India the visitor sees.” So much the better, one thinks at first. But Naipaul’s claim is typically counterintuitive: “Too much that is overwhelming has been left out; too much has been taken for granted.” And he would later add that, “Narayan’s novels did not prepare me for the distress of India.” They do little to show the starving, the dying, the diseased; skip over all “laboured description” of the dirt and the squalor and the smell. Yet the gap between the page and street is more complicated than it looks. In A Bend in the River (1979), Naipaul connects what he calls “the habit of looking” to an ability to “assess” one’s self historically, as though the one were inseparable from the other. So once again, what does Malgudi look like? To what degree—in what way—is that marvelous city embedded in history itself?

I was in Mysore one year in the early 1990s, for a conference on—well, on the works of R. K. Narayan. I suppose we all hoped that the man himself might appear, but just the month  before he had moved to Madras, many hours away, and so instead sent an invitation for us all to visit him there. Yet Madras wasn’t on anyone’s flight path home, and I have to admit I liked that elusiveness—his vanishing act seemed so exactly what Raju might have done. And I liked the city too, with its wide and well-shaded streets; a city whose greenery made it possible to believe, for the moment, in the idyll Malgudi so often provides. One day some of us drove out of town, and after a little while found ourselves on a road running down to the Kaveri River, one of South India’s major waterways. The river spread itself wide here, where its two branches joined at the end of an island, and its banks seemed uncertain, with a conflict of currents rippling over its surface. It was broader than the novel’s river, and yet for a moment it did seem as though we had stepped into the pages of The Guide itself. For there was a ghat on the banks, with steps going down to the water, and a small pillared hall on the platform; there was a stone cow daubed with blue, and wearing the remains of a garland. It would have made a good hermitage, with “the branches of the trees canopying the river course,” and I’d like to think it was the very place Narayan had had in mind, that we had by chance been shown the way to what, in an essay, he calls the “actual spot” of his imagination.

Still, there are probably many such ghats up and down the river, and if this was the place, his description had been selective indeed. For we had just come from the region’s great historical attraction, a place a mile away that any guide would want a traveler to see: Seringapatam, the fortified town on the Kaveri from which, in the last decades of the eighteenth century, the Muslim warlord Hyder Ali and his son, Tipu Sultan, had ruled their self-made South Indian kingdom. In those years there was an almost continuous state of war between Mysore and the British East India Company, and the English now remember Tipu for his tiger: a life-sized wooden automaton, complete with growl, depicted in the act of eating a redcoat. Almost all visitors to Mysore go to Seringapatam, and Narayan himself has described it in a little book called The Emerald Route  (1977), a gazetter to the principal sites in the state of Karnataka. He writes that when the British finally took the fortress, in  1799, more than 11,000 bodies were found in its moat, and for him the ruined citadel “has a haunted appearance, with its countless monuments, tombs, and cemeteries; and with its bungalows and palaces tenanted only by caretakers or guides.” Yet nowhere in his fiction does he offer an account of this place, of this past, so close to the city that is usually taken as his model.

For Naipaul, Seringapatam might stand as an emblem of all that Narayan has “left out”: not just a detailed description of India’s “distress” but also an account of what Naipaul describes as the “centuries of Muslim invasions and Muslim rule,” the centuries that culminated in the defeat of one invader by another. What he leaves out is any sense of how that “distress” has been shaped by history itself. That, however, is the kind of story with which Naipaul’s own work has been concerned. Narayan has a different and, by now, a less familiar one to tell. Raju grows up on the outskirts of Malgudi, where his father keeps “a small shop built of dealwood planks and gunny sack,” dispensing sundries to “the wayfarers on the Trunk Road.” Then the railroad comes, with trucks “bringing timber and iron” to the building site and the station going up “in the field in front of our house.” Eventually the shop moves into the station itself, a location that leads on to Raju’s own career as a guide. Yet just when does all this happen? Narayan never offers a date, never even specifies Raju’s age. The presence of a “Collector” at the station’s opening suggests that the British are still in charge, though later in the novel the villagers along the Sarayu will speak not only of Gandhi and Nehru, but also of the atomic bomb. Such news reaches them, however, as but the faintest of echoes, the epiphenomena of a far-off world. The Guide’s last pages do suggest that Raju has lived on into an independent India, and yet Narayan offers no sense that the country has passed through a moment of historical change. And really he does little, in the whole body of his work, to note either the British presence or their eventual absence; he ignores them almost as much as he does Seringapatam.

Instead he offers an image, an illusion, of permanence. Amit Chaudhuri has written that the “subject of Narayan’s fiction is . . . the fictionality of ‘timeless India,’ ” a place that, like Malgudi itself, “exists nowhere.” That fiction, however, is one that Narayan both acknowledges and insists upon, invoking Nehru and shrugging him off at once. On the riverbank Raju at first keeps “a rough count of the time,” marking not the years so much as their “seasons of sun, rain, and mist.” Then he loses track. One cycle falls into another, and history seems suspended. Or is it? For change does come, has already come, to disturb this world; change that takes the provocative form of the dancer, Rosie. Her Anglo name is the least of it, though it does serve as a warning, with Raju’s mother looking “anguished for a moment, wondering how she was going to accommodate a ‘Rosie’ in her home.”

Narayan uses Raju’s affair with Rosie to suggest the disruptive power of all change, including the very ones that have made her career possible. The move from the shrine to the secular stage is characteristic of classical Indian dance in the middle of the twentieth century, and yet it is difficult, at first, to see Rosie as typical or representative of her age. Narayan doesn’t depict her performances as something new, but presents them instead as a revival, a way of restoring the past. It seems an unlikely career for a “Rosie,” and in fact Raju soon gives her a “sober and sensible” new name; the world knows her as “Nalini.” Yet that insistence on—that fashion for—revival stands in itself as typical of the novel’s moment, with the dance as a kinetic version of the homespun, or khadi, that Gandhi made popular and which Raju begins, with prosperity, to wear. Indeed the past in Narayan’s work is endlessly reviving, though Raju himself has little interest in history as such. Statues, shrines, temples—as a guide he does know the dates, but “the age I ascribed to any particular place depended upon my mood at that hour.” When the “ruin-collecting activities” of Rosie’s cast-off husband, Marco, lead to an “epoch-making” book, Raju pushes it aside as “beyond me.” For like many of Narayan’s characters, Raju sees the past as immemorial to the exact degree that he does not in fact remember it.

If he did, he might listen more to the mixture of admiration and ambivalence with which his mother speaks to Rosie: “Girls today! How courageous you are! In our day we wouldn’t go the  street corner without an escort.” Raju even disregards Rosie’s own attempts to warn him off, and in many ways she herself disapproves of the besotted man she has created. Or perhaps unleashed. “I was puffed up with the thought of how I had made her,” he says. “There was no limit to my self-congratulation.” And no limit to his spending, either, until one day he forges Rosie’s signature on a form “for the release of a box of jewelry,” and goes to jail because of it. Yet all the enormous upheaval of Rosie’s career—that experience of modernity itself—is precisely what brings Raju to the pastoral world of the riverbank, and allows him to insert himself into the endless round of its seasons. Change alone is what enables him to assume his place in the India that, in Desai’s words, “is capable of absorbing change and of transforming it into the perpetual.” It is not, she adds, “the whole story.” But that paradox remains one of India’s stories, and so let me add one final quotation from Naipaul: “For all their delight in human oddity, Narayan’s novels are less the purely social comedies I had once taken them to be than religious books, at times religious fables, and intensely Hindu.”

 
In the 1950s Narayan achieved a style that, in William Walsh’s terms, is “easy and natural in its run and tone, but always an evolved and conscious medium.” His prose has a “translucence” that makes it seem neither invisible nor determined to draw one’s attention, neither slavishly proper nor bent on subverting an established norm. It is not, one must admit, the English of Conrad or Nabokov. Narayan writes in a language that seems mastered but not fought with, and the result is a flexible voice that nevertheless knows its limits, that never appears to strain after the inexpressible. He kept that distinctive equipoise into his eighties. By that time, of course, the Indian novel in English had begun to roll past him. His finely burnished plots say little about the crude and intricate corruption of Indian public life, he never touches on the enduring wounds of Partition, and he merely grazes the politics of language. Everything he leaves out would become the material of Indian fiction with the publication of Salman Rushdie’s Midnight’s Children (1981), a loud,  sprawling unbounded world that would, for a while, make Narayan’s look tepid and small. Yet the more one reads him, the stranger he seems, and strange in a way that suggests both his originality and his extraordinarily deceptive difficulty.

Most criticism deals with Narayan’s Hinduism thematically, showing how this or that character embodies this or that principle. So the belief of the moneylender Margayya, in The Financial Expert (1952), that he can “make his own present and future” leads him into a form of spiritual corruption; while the outsized impositions of the taxidermist Vasu in The Man-Eater of Malgudi (1961) reveal him to be a kind of rakshasa or demon. Raju himself can be seen, as Chitra Sankaran has written, as an example of the “trickster-sage” characteristic of some Hindu myths, while his refuge on the riverbank stands as an ironic version of a holy man’s ashrama. But all this is rather like looking for the Christ imagery in Russian fiction. Narayan’s work offers more interesting problems, and in particular raises questions of form that criticism has yet fully to address.

What, for example, happens to literary realism when it must confront the concept of maya, when the social world itself becomes a form of illusion? This may at first simply seem like the novel’s stock-in-trade. In reading Jane Austen, for example, we note the difference between Emma Woodhouse’s perceptions of the people around her, and the way those people really are. Emma’s misreading of the book’s other characters is, however, a far simpler thing than the sense of spiritual delusion that  maya entails. Her ego may need to find its proper scale, and she may need to learn the truth of her heart, but that isn’t at all the same as learning to live, in the words of the Bhagavad-Gita, as though “Weapons do not cut [and] fire does not burn.” How might the novel adapt itself to a realm in which Narayan’s illusion of permanence, of a perpetual riverbank world, may not be illusory at all?

Or take the question of dharma, that untranslatable concept that includes both social duty and a sense of vocation, an idea so all-embracing that it appears to subsume the very idea of a self. Narayan’s titles suggest its centrality in his work: The Vendor of Sweets (1967), The Painter of Signs, and yes, The Guide.  In what way does dharma affect the novelist’s sense of the relation between plot and character? Is the discovery of one’s  dharma the same thing as the process of maturation we recognize in a Bildungsroman? Does a sense of novelistic characterization as governed by dharma allow its people to grow and change? Near the end of the novel a journalist asks Raju if he has always been a yogi. “Yes,” he replies, “more or less.” One laughs—Raju the dishonest tour guide has seemed so very un-yogi like. But let us take his words seriously. Before he was less of a yogi; now he is more. Always he has been a guide of one kind or another, someone showing people how to get what they want, whether as a tour guide, as an impresario of traditional culture, or now as a spiritual guide, a swami. The whole action of the novel, in fact, concerns Raju’s discovery of just what kind of guide he is, of becoming more the yogi that he has always in some sense been.

Character in Narayan remains fixed in a way that in Western literature seems more common on the stage than in a novel, and  dharma in his work functions as something like an equivalent of the caractères of seventeenth-century French comedy, or the comedy of humors that we associate with Ben Jonson. As Molière has his embodiments of vices, his miser and his misanthrope, so Narayan has his financial expert and his talkative man; figures who can no more escape their dharma than Tartuffe can escape the consequences of his own hypocrisy. Molière never thinks to explain the origin of his characters’ vices. Narayan’s characters find, in contrast, that their natures have been determined by the force of external events, over which they have at best the illusion of control. “It is written on the brow of some,” Raju tells Velan, “that they shall not be left alone. I am one such, I think.”

That statement suggests the way in which dharma may be determined by one’s circumstances, socially given—people won’t leave him alone—and yet also innate; it is written on his brow. Raju takes no active role in shaping his own career. He becomes a tour guide by accident, because other people expect it of him; so too he becomes a swami. His only actions are negative ones, and grow from his dual lusts for Rosie and for  money. Then he finds himself seized by an egotism that makes it feel as though “some devil was wagging his tongue within my skull,” transforming him into the kind of man described in the  Gita as “self-aggrandizing, stubborn, drunk with wealth and pride.” But on the riverbank all that self-interest falls away, and in the end The Guide shows how Raju comes to fulfill his given role. He may enter upon his fast unwillingly, his life as a swami may have started as a kind of imposture, and yet the mask does begin to fit him, or he to fit the mask. His character grows into the plot that’s been written for it, performing the dharma from which the maya of his affair with Rosie, his attachment to the things of this world, had distracted him. We can read it on his brow, and when he tells Velan his story, he discovers that it makes no difference to the esteem in which the villager holds him.

By the twelfth day of his fast, Raju himself has become a tourist attraction. Before an enormous crowd and an American television crew, the starving man is helped down to the drought-stricken river to pray:

 
He stepped into it, shut his eyes, and turned toward the mountain, his lips muttering the prayer. Velan and another held him each by an arm. The morning sun was out by now; a great shaft of light illuminated the surroundings. It was difficult to hold Raju on his feet, as he had a tendency to flop down. They held him as if he were a baby. Raju opened his eyes, looked about, and said, “Velan, it’s raining in the hills. I can feel it coming up under my feet, up my legs—” He sagged down.



 
And the novel ends. But what, exactly, has happened? Is the rain indeed on its way? Does Raju believe what he says, or is he playing to the cameras, giving his audience what they want for one last and probably fatal time? Narayan leaves all questions open, and we may read The Guide as a religious fable while also taking it as a comedy in which Raju is caught, if movingly so, by his habit of avoiding “the direct and bald truth.”

Narayan here recalls those moments in the work of his friend Graham Greene in which a character appeals to a God in  whom he doesn’t quite believe, and perhaps one’s view of the novel’s conclusion will indeed depend on where one personally stands in terms of swamis and miracles and prayer. He is, however, a more delicate writer than Greene. Narayan may well have found a structural model for The Guide in the looping chronology of The End of the Affair (1951), and yet he does not insist upon belief in the way that the English writer so often does. The Western novelist he most resembles is instead Muriel Spark. Narayan lacks her savagery, but like Spark he is easy to read, and hard to understand. Both see their characters sub specie aeternitatis, finally concerned only with their souls and not their bodies. That might even suggest why Narayan’s books have no kitchens—under the aspect of eternity, they are simply not worth worrying about. “India will go on,” he once told Naipaul; endures now as it was and will be. At the height of his career that affirmation made his work seem a reassuring point of stability in a rapidly changing country. And perhaps a bit unsettling as well.

 
Michael Gorra
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Spivak, Gayatri Chakravorty. “How to Read a ‘Culturally Different’ Book.” In Colonial Discourse/Postcolonial Theory,  eds. Francis Barker, Peter Hulme, and Margaret Iverson, pp. 126-50. Manchester: Manchester University Press, 1994. Provocative and with special attention to the cultural role of  Bharat natyam in the newly independent nation.

Swinden, Patrick. “Hindu Mythology in R. K. Narayan’s The Guide.” Journal of Commonwealth Literature, Vol. 34 (1999), pp. 65-83.

Walsh, William. R. K. Narayan: A Critical Appreciation.  Chicago: The University of Chicago Press, 1982.

 
A film of the novel, called simply Guide, was released in 1965, produced by and starring Dev Anand, directed by Vijay Anand, and with Waheeda Rehman as Rosie; it is now available on DVD. Narayan has written a comic essay, “Misguided ‘Guide,’ ” on Bollywood’s process of adaptation. It can be found in The Writerly Life: Selected Nonfiction, ed. S. Krishnan (Penguin Books India, 2001), a generous selection, drawn from throughout his career, that includes My Dateless Diary (1964), Narayan’s account of the 1956 trip to America during which he wrote The Guide. The novel was also adapted for a Broadway production in 1968, but ran for less than a week.

My thanks to Sumit Ganguly and the Indian Studies Seminar of Indiana University for serving as this introduction’s first audience; and to Pankaj Mishra, Andrew Rotman, and especially Margery Sabin for their comments on the manuscript.
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CHAPTER ONE

Raju welcomed the intrusion—something to relieve the loneliness of the place. The man stood gazing reverentially on his face. Raju felt amused and embarrassed. “Sit down if you like,” Raju said, to break the spell. The other accepted the suggestion with a grateful nod and went down the river steps to wash his feet and face, came up wiping himself dry with the end of a checkered yellow towel on his shoulder, and took his seat two steps below the granite slab on which Raju was sitting cross-legged as if it were a throne, beside an ancient shrine. The branches of the trees canopying the river course rustled and trembled with the agitation of birds and monkeys settling down for the night. Upstream beyond the hills the sun was setting. Raju waited for the other to say something. But he was too polite to open a conversation.

Raju asked, “Where are you from?” dreading lest the other should turn around and ask the same question.

The man replied, “I’m from Mangal—”

“Where is Mangal?”

The other waved his arm, indicating a direction across the river, beyond the high steep bank. “Not far from here,” he added. The man volunteered further information about himself. “My daughter lives nearby. I had gone to visit her; I am now on my way home. I left her after food. She insisted that I should stay on to dinner, but I refused. It’d have meant walking home at nearly midnight. I’m not afraid of anything, but why should we walk when we ought to be sleeping in bed?”

“You are very sensible,” Raju said.

They listened for a while to the chatter of monkeys, and the man added as an afterthought, “My daughter is married to my  own sister’s son, and so there is no problem. I often visit my sister and also my daughter; and so no one minds it.”

“Why should anyone mind in any case if you visit a daughter?”

“It’s not considered proper form to pay too many visits to a son-in-law,” explained the villager.

Raju liked this rambling talk. He had been all alone in this place for over a day. It was good to hear the human voice again. After this the villager resumed the study of his face with intense respect. And Raju stroked his chin thoughtfully to make sure that an apostolic beard had not suddenly grown there. It was still smooth. He had had his last shave only two days before and paid for it with the hard-earned coins of his jail life.

 
Loquacious as usual and with the sharp blade scraping the soap, the barber had asked, “Coming out, I suppose?” Raju rolled his eyes and remained silent. He felt irritated at the question, but did not like to show it with the fellow holding the knife. “Just coming out?” repeated the barber obstinately.

Raju felt it would be no use being angry with such a man. Here he was in the presence of experience. He asked, “How do you know?”

“I have spent twenty years shaving people here. Didn’t you observe that this was the first shop as you left the jail gate? Half the trick is to have your business in the right place. But that raises other people’s jealousies!” he said, waving off an army of jealous barbers.

“Don’t you attend to the inmates?”

“Not until they come out. It is my brother’s son who is on duty there. I don’t want to compete with him and I don’t want to enter the jail gates every day.”

“Not a bad place,” said Raju through the soap.

“Go back then,” said the barber and asked, “What was it? What did the police say?”

“Don’t talk of it,” snapped Raju and tried to maintain a sullen, forbidding silence for the rest of the shave.

But the barber was not to be cowed so easily. His lifelong contact with tough men had hardened him. He said, “Eighteen months or twenty-four? I can bet it’s one or the other.”

Raju felt admiration for the man. He was a master. It was no use losing one’s temper. “You are so wise and knowing. Why do you ask questions?”

The barber was pleased with the compliment. His fingers paused in their operations; he bent round to face Raju and say, “Just to get it out of you, that is all. It’s written on your face that you are a two-year sort, which means you are not a murderer.”

“How can you tell?” Raju said.

“You would look different if you had been in for seven years, which is what one gets for murder only half-proved.”

“What else have I not done?” Raju asked.

“You have not cheated in any big way; but perhaps only in a small, petty manner.”

“Go on. What next?”

“You have not abducted or raped anyone, or set fire to a house.”

“Why don’t you say exactly why I was sent to jail for two years? I’ll give you four annas for a guess.”

“No time now for a game,” said the barber and went on, “What do you do next?”

“I don’t know. Must go somewhere, I suppose,” said Raju thoughtfully.

“In case you like to go back to your old company, why don’t you put your hand in someone’s pocket at the market, or walk through an open door and pick out some trash and let the people howl for the police? They’ll see you back where you want to be.”

“Not a bad place,” Raju repeated, slightly nodding in the direction of the jail wall. “Friendly people there—but I hate to be awakened every morning at five.”

“An hour at which a night-prowler likes to return home to bed, I suppose,” said the barber with heavy insinuation. “Well, that’s all. You may get up,” he said, putting away the razor. “You look like a maharaja now”—surveying Raju at a distance from his chair.

 
The villager on the lower step looked up at his face with devotion, which irked Raju. “Why do you look at me like that?” he asked brusquely.

The man replied, “I don’t know. I don’t mean to offend you, sir.” Raju wanted to blurt out, “I am here because I have nowhere else to go. I want to be away from people who may recognize me.” But he hesitated, wondering how he should say it. It looked as though he would be hurting the other’s deepest sentiment if he so much as whispered the word “jail.” He tried at least to say, “I am not so great as you imagine. I am just ordinary.” Before he could fumble and reach the words, the other said, “I have a problem, sir.”

“Tell me about it,” Raju said, the old, old habit of affording guidance to others asserting itself. Tourists who recommended him to one another would say at one time, “If you are lucky enough to be guided by Raju, you will know everything. He will not only show you all the worth-while places, but also help you in every way.” It was in his nature to get involved in other people’s interests and activities. “Otherwise,” Raju often reflected, “I should have grown up like a thousand other normal persons, without worries in life.”

 
My troubles would not have started (Raju said in the course of narrating his life-story to this man who was called Velan at a later stage) but for Rosie. Why did she call herself Rosie? She did not come from a foreign land. She was just an Indian, who should have done well with Devi, Meena, Lalitha, or any one of the thousand names we have in our country. She chose to call herself Rosie. Don’t imagine on hearing her name that she wore a short skirt or cropped her hair. She looked just the orthodox dancer that she was. She wore saris of bright hues and gold lace, had curly hair which she braided and beflowered, wore diamond earrings and a heavy gold necklace. I told her at the first opportunity what a great dancer she was, and how she fostered our cultural traditions, and it pleased her.

Thousands of persons must have said the same thing to her since, but I happened to be the first in the line. Anyone likes to hear flattering sentiments, and more than others, I suppose, dancers. They like to be told every hour of the day how well they keep their steps. I praised her art whenever I could snatch a moment alone with her and whisper in her ear, out of range of  that husband of hers. Oh, what a man! I have not met a more grotesque creature in my life. Instead of calling herself Rosie, she could more logically have called him Marco Polo. He dressed like a man about to undertake an expedition—with his thick colored glasses, thick jacket, and a thick helmet over which was perpetually stretched a green, shiny waterproof cover, giving him the appearance of a space traveler. I have, of course, no idea of the original Marco Polo’s appearance, but I wanted to call this man Marco at first sight, and I have not bothered to associate him with any other name since.

The moment I set eyes on him, on that memorable day at our railway station, I knew that here was a lifelong customer for me. A man who preferred to dress like a permanent tourist was just what a guide passionately looked for all his life.

You may want to ask why I became a guide or when. I was a guide for the same reason as someone else is a signaler, porter, or guard. It is fated thus. Don’t laugh at my railway associations. The railways got into my blood very early in life. Engines with their tremendous clanging and smoke ensnared my senses. I felt at home on the railway platform, and considered the stationmaster and porter the best company for man, and their railway talk the most enlightened. I grew up in their midst. Ours was a small house opposite the Malgudi station. The house had been built by my father with his own hands long before trains were thought of. He chose this spot because it was
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