Ramanujan



Also by Amit Chaudhuri

Novels

A Strange and Sublime Address (1991)
Afternoon Raag (1993)

Freedom Song (1998)

A New World (2000)

The Immortals (2009)

Odysseus Abroad (2015)

Friend of My Youth (2017)

Short stories
Real time: stories and a reminiscence (2002)

Poetry

St. Cyril Road and other poems (200 Q\
Sweet Shop (2019) \/

Libretto
Sukanya, opera by Ravi Sh,

Nonfiction

D. H. Lawrence and ‘diffgrence’: postcoloniality and the
poetry of the present (2003)

Small Orange Flags (2003)

Clearing A Space: Reflections on India, Literature and
Culture (2008)

On Tagore (2012)

Calcutta: Two Years in the City (2013)

Telling Tales: Selected Writings 1993-2013 (2015)

The Origins of Dislike (2018)

Finding the Raga: An Improvisation on Indian Music (2021)

Edited Anthologies
The Picador Book of Modern Indian Literature (2002)
Memory’s Gold: Writings on Calcutta (2008)



Amit Chaudhuri

Rc;g@@nujan
Ae

Shearsman Books



First published in the United Kingdom in 2021 by
Shearsman Books
P O Box 4239
Swindon
SN3 9FN
Shearsman Books Ltd Registered Office

30-31 St. James Place, Mangotsfield, Bristol BS16 9JB
(this address not for correspondence)

www.shearsman.com
ISBN 978-1-84861-738-4
Copyright © Amit Chaudhuri, 2021.
The right of Amit Chaudhuri to be identified as the author

of this work has been asserted by him in accordance
with the Copyrights, Designs and Patents Act of 1988.

All rights reservedQ\

AckNow %\AE S
‘Ramanujan’ and ‘Cambrigdge appeared in Granta online.
‘Mother’ apgea Poetry at Sangam.

(,D



Contents

One

Ramanujan
Cambridge

Two

God

From Nakhoda Masjid
Cathedral

Hamburger

Tunnel

Salt and Vinegar

Zombies Q\
Chalta <</
Sandesh Mould

Orange Juice Conc Qe\/
They

Yesterday ?\

Oxford

St Cyril Roa

Shireen

The Fake and the Organic
Biros

Apartment

Leaving Paris
Three

The Story of My Life

The Reader

Reading Kaddish

Reading Li Shangyin on Emirates
while listening to Joni Mitchell

The Pleistocene Epoch

II
I2

17
19
20
22
24
25
26
28
29
30
31
32
33
34
35
36
37
38
39

43
45
46

47
48



Keith Jarrett
Vinyl

Sybille Bedford
Blackface
Buskers
Tuchho Kobita
Poem

Poem

To a Poem
Untitled
Crazed
Daphne
Death-Song
Timekeeper

Daybreak 1st January
Post-Midnight, Rain
Evening 2" October 20

Dhak

Parents
Mother

Block C

Four

The Squid and the Whale

Wind Up
Perfect
Thresholds
Onward Motion
Eating at Home
Life-line

Our Parents

The Laws of Physics and Gravity

X
N~

C we

Radha, Before Term

50
51
52
53
54
56
57
58
59
60
61
62
63
64

67
68
69
70

73
74
75
76
77
78
80
81
82
83
84
85
86



Six

Short Q & A 89

Notes 107






One






Ramanujan

Mahesh would cycle or simply stride
to the Broad Street Wimpy’s

to get himself a beanburger.

With a wisdom not expected

of a Tamil Brahmin from Delhi

he claimed it would suffice.

In Balliol, the alternative

was jewelled Brussels sprouts and carrots
in remnants of lukewarm water.

On good days, they — the vegetarians —
might stumble upon sauerkraut

or steaming cauliflower au gryem.

You, Heeraman, chose 5<2\

to forage weekly up the ovﬁ@Road
for turmeric, rice, and@}\gfeas

and potent jars of ch asala powder.
In the Co-op, yQU tted ‘yoghurt.

It was chick geasg¢that kept you alive.

In hall, you g@inised the mash.

Poor Ramanujan! Seventy years

before you he must have been

the first meat-abhorring Hindu

to conjure up from odds and ends

—no spices then in Oxbridge, no

curry leaves, hardly anything

even for ordinary Englishmen

in a time of conflict and rationing -

a semblance, at odd hours of night and day,

of an aroma that half-pacified
the voice that asked, Why are you here?
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Cambridge

It took us a few days after we arrived
in the suburban flat
from which Churchill College was a glimpse away
— milk left in the fridge
by an invisible hand,
bread and jam placed recently on a kitchen shelf -
to realise Cambridge was not Oxford.
It felt more beautiful for a day.
On Madingley Road, the weather
was wet, the wind
cutting.
Unexpectedly, the fens

became an invisible presence for u<</2 ~

Then, to phrase it dramaticall

I was told I might die. I'd ge It

more well or alive (meRta

I’'d never been as ouygof Klace as in Cambridge).
From AddenbrookLe’(s,’tBey sent me to Papworth.

How numb we were on the eve of departure!

The journey, twenty minutes by taxi,

seemed to go on into the narrow-laned

mordant hush of a Cambridgeshire

without industry or migration: just glum stillness.
Here, past a roundabout, in a verdant

nothing, a lease of life was enforced on me.

Papworth Everard! I'd forgotten

the second, almost Gallic, half of the name.
Nothing to define it as an English village
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except one Cost-Cutter.
Papworth.

That was the inaugural tour. The name

would keep coming up. A few days to go,

our umbrellas drenched, heavy of foot

on Madingley Road - a taxi stopped

as if the oracle had spoken: ‘Do you know

the way to Papworth?’ It was too much.
Defeated, we asked him to turn the car around.

Ancient wide building, the catacombs

coursing through it like veins! You and my parents
hovering at doorways, or standing, summer’s ghosts,
by the curtain to my bed in thggvard.

The imperial fixtures of bat and basin,
the unremarkable gener si&&space,

and, outside, sunlight. xwopped raining!
Despite my wakeful at night

when I lay liste%

to the womaltwyth the smoker’s rasp
remonstrating with staff recurrently,

then fell asleep, urging the dawn

to come, so I could see you

and my parents

before they took me,

despite being paraded round on a wheelchair
like a middle-aged woman in a sari

in an airport

now to X-ray, now sonography,

despite the affection I developed

for the two transplant patients who bookended my stay,
I never felt T knew the place.
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I thought of Ramanujan

and the men for whom this dour house was built,

a last stop, in which the chilly breeze

through the window was therapy.

Others would sit tinkering, or daydreaming vacantly —
but Ramanujan, your spirit left your body

many times in Cambridgeshire before you went home.

Now, eighteen years after
returning one tentative afternoon
to the flat in Benian’s Court,

I think of Ramanujan

where I left him in Papworth,

the war ebbing, my life beginning.

I think of you too, and my parents. Q\

That building, unsmiling memo 'al<</

to men permanently at a IOOQ
among whom he was stra

misfit: what will happe?to\ ow?
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God

I listen for it

in my sleepstruck daze

in the toilet.

I know it’ll be there

like a greeting

meant for no one else.
It’s my acknowledgement
of the day

when it’s taking form.
Loudspeakers demarcate the invisible
neighbourhoods, voices
orchestral, three bodiless

muezzins floating angrily 6\

over the beaten dun—col(ﬂ%
balconies %
of Park Circus and B Street

in a web of not

You forget t(e/r)&ﬁ other noise.
Today I heard it

in the afternoon — when,

on Sunday, these localities start
to retreat from slumber.

I like the low growl

which itself is half-asleep.
Though it’s in my proximity

it echoes from

the horizon of new buildings and old.

I’'ve heard it up close
where the minaret and the middle-class lane
each pretend



the other cannot possibly exist.

In five bursts, ephemerally

but recurrently, a familiar memory:

the voice

so inhabits the ear

as an admonition

you have to shut the window; it’s

full frontal din, impossible

to make sense of at close quarters.

It’s as if human and God were face to face,
touching noses;

difficult to delineate features

and do much else but breathe His odour.
Yet those who live without the benefit of distance

apparently don’t hear it at all. Q\
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