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OZSA Hajnoczy's Fire of
Bengal provides a new,
and mostly unflattering,

view of Rabindranath Tagore s
Santiniketan. All established
beliefs about Santiniketan are
questioned in this mixture ul’l
fiction and biography. Fire of
Bengal looks at India and Indi-
ans in the late 1920's, but does
so from a colonizer's point of
view. It attempts to be revision-
ist in its presentation of Tagore.
Hajnoczy's approach and urr-
derstanding of the poet is differ-
ent from many other Western
women who have had close ties
with Tagore and who have writ-
ten about their experiences of
the poet, for example Victoria
Ocampo who had known Tagore
more closely than any other
Western woman. If Hajnoczy's
account is true, and this is a
bilg "if." she has done major
in undermining the poet
and his Santiniketan. In fact,
her sensational account por-
trays Santiniketan as "a mad-
house” (235). Her impression of
India is summed up in her
comment about a Durga Puja
she witnessed at Surul, near
Santiniketan, in 1929: "This is
how hell must be” (199).
Fire of Bengal was written
1929-31 when Dr Gyula
Germanus, a Hungarian scholar
of Islam and Hajnoczy's hus-
band, was a professor at San-
tiniketan. Hajnoczy maintained
a diary of her encounters. Since
her diary was written in Hun-
garian, she was able to freely
record her thoughts about the
she met. Later she con-
verted her diary into a book al-
it took a while for it to
be published. Indeed, the book's
publication history is curious.
Published in 1944 in Hungarian
as Bengali Tuz, the book was a
bestseller and the first two im-

were sold out rapidly

in about a year's time. And this
was the Nazi occupation
of Hungary! Unfortunately, Ha-
jnoczy had committed suicide
two years before all this hap-
pened, apparently because her
husband, who was Jewish, had
been imprisoned by the
Gestapo. When the Saviets oc-
cupied Hungary in 1945, they
banned Bengali Tuz. The ban
was lifted after the Hungarian
Revolution in 1956. There was
another edition in 1972 te
which Dr Gyula Germanus
added a preface. The translator
of Bengali Tuz. Eva Wimmer,
had fled to England in 1956
and received a copy of Bengali
Tuz (rom one of her Budapest
relatives al a later date. Fasci-
nated by her initial encounter
with the book. she undertook to
translate the Hungarian edition
with the help of her English
husband_David Gzant, Five
years later when the translation
was done, Eva succumbed to
anhaemia. Like Hajnoczy who
hall not seen her book pub-
lished in her lifetime, Eva's tra-
nslation was printed posthumo-
usly from Dhaka, Bangladesh in
1992, the fiftieth year of Rozsa
Hajnoczy's death.

From our present day van-
tage point, it is a difficult task
to determine whether Fire of
Bengal is an autoblographical
effort, a travelogue (which is
what the author's husband calls
it in his to the second
edition), or a completely fic-
tional work devised to attack
Tagore and his group. Various
reviewers, ex-students and
scholars from Santiniketan
have shown that Hajnoczy freely
mixes fictional names with real
ones. The most narrated. and

the most subverted,

character in the book is Atanu-
Ray, the Oxford-educated Pro-
fessor of English at Santinike-
tan who is infatuated, to his
Danish wife's understandable
dread, with Gertrud Rudiger. In
the original Hungarian edition,
Atanu Ray's real name, Amiya

is retained. as is
his wife's Indian name Hai-
manti. makes Atanu
Ray her wehicle for criticizing
Tagore, whereas the real Amiya
Chakrabarty had actually
worked as the poet's secretary!
However, the most error
she commits is with dates. In
the third section of the book —
The Third Year — which nar-
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rates the events of 1930, she
alleges that students of San-
tiniketan planned to kill the
Governor General of Bengal,
and that some of ﬂ}tm‘ﬂﬂlua]]}'
took part in the foiled assassi-

nation bid. However, the actual
assassination attempt was in

1931, a year aflter Hajnoczy left

India! The book is filled with

signs of such fabrication. Sev-

eral of the entries, such as the
"Sabarmati, End of May 1930"
entry on page 337, are definitely

fabricated. The previous entry,
also "End of May, 1930" on page
335, shows Hajnoczy comfort-

ably vacationing in Shillong. It
was impossible in 1930 to move
across India from Assam to

Puna in a matter of two days!

I have personally chosen to
consider Fire of Bengal as a fic-
tional work, but cannot refrain
from asking if she had the right
to perform such character as-
sassinations as she gets away
with in the original Hungarian
edition. Is she, then, an Euro-

woman so bored with San-
tiniketan and India that she has
to derogate it all in an attempt
to establish her superiority as
an European? ¢

Certainly, the initial enthu-
siasm for India that both Ha-
jnoczy and her husband feel on
their way to Bombay turns to
frustration and despair as they
approach India. Thus, although
she the Nile as the "life-
blood of Egypt" (40) she seems
to have little respect for Egypt's
ancient civilization. To her and
her shipmates, only the Euro-
pean way of life can be perfect.
In the bazaar, for instance, she
is very critical about the "very
unpleasant eastern style of
business” (40), and about the
hawkers and their way of
dressing.

When she lands in India, we
find Hajnoczy always critical of
India and Indians. For example:

Bombay, to her, "is a city of

contradictions. The Parsee wo-
men glittering with jewels, the
Hindus raking for scraps of food
in the rubbish heaps” (43). At
Tagore's Palace in Calcutta, she
finds the toilets absolutely un-
clean and complains to Ma-
halanobis, the secretary EE‘
Tagore. However, Mahalano
calmly explains that the Hindus
won't touch anything non-In-
dian ("mleccha” in their lan-
guage).

As she moves into the heart
of Bengal, her inability to accept
India as it is becomes more and
more evident. In particular, she
has problems with the Brahmo
belief in preserving lifé. Al-
though she finds her gquarters
at Santiniketan less than satis-
fying, she seems to like the air
there. Here in her own house-
hold she ruthlessly extermi-
nates all insect life, forcing -her
servants to participate in the
killing. But soon shé finds a
small European community
equally intolerant of India and
almost immediately begins to
feel at home.

Of course, not all the Euro-
peans find India detestable,
Helga Ray finds India exciting
and actually accepts the Hindu
way of life: she puts vermilion
on her forehead, prefers to wash
her husband's feet every day.
and eat after he has eaten. To
all this, Hajnoczy’'s reaction is
"You're beyond redemption!”
(58). But whereas Helga is lar-
gely successful in accepting the
caste-ridden Brahmin society, if
not the open architecture of the
Brahmo Samaj., Hajnoczy is
totally unaccommodating of
anything Indian. Indeed, she
finds the company of half-civi-
lized Italians and unruly Rus-
sians, openly considered the the
worst lot of Europeans of bard

- the Pilsner., the ship which

brings her to India. preferable
to the Indians. Hajnoezy never
gives up this racist attitude; her
inability to accept the Indian
fatth is clearly based on notions
of Christian superiority over
other religions.

This “Proud daughter of the
West" (59) is more remorselessly
ironic than any of the other Eu-
ropean writers writing on India
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Fact, Fiction or She
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opens it.” Bernard Shaw in Saint Juan, Scene VI.
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in and around that time. For
instance, this is how she de-
scribes her experience of having
tea at Santiniketan: "No sooner
is the tea poured out than the
cup is swarming with ants,
finding in the boiling liquid the
shortest route to Nirvana. | can
no longer keep up with the
spooning out of corpses, and
simply strain them through my
teeth. This, then, is the reason
why the Hindus suck up_their
tea no noisily. to avoid the sin
of taking life” (60). Not surpris-
ingly, as with otheér superficial
observers of the Indian scene,
she sees no religious communi-
ties other than Hindus and
Muslims in the sub-continent:
whoever is not a Muslim must
be a Hindu.

Nevertheless, the question
that Hajnoczy cannot avoid
asking is "Is European culture
simpler than Eastern Wisdom?"
(80). India does effect a change
on Hajnoczy in the course of her
travels as she becomes mar-
ginally receptive to India when
she is removed from the mer-
ciless heat of Bolpur and the
plains to the cool climates of
Siliguri and Darjeeling. In Dar-
jeeling while witnessing the
many dance parties as a by
stander, she seems to realize
how flimsy Western culture is
against the depth of "Eastern
wisdom." As she compares
western dances with some San
tal aboriginal dances, she ap-
pears painfully aware of the
shortcomings of Europe. De
spite such moments, however,
she cannot help feeling that her
white skin gives her the status
of a deity in India: "If the Hin-
dus in Bengal look up at the
sky and quaver a few prayers to
the heights (in Darjeeling). they
will soar up to us..." (81). While
she treats all European as her
equals, she always looks down

- on Indians. Indeed. she appears

elated when Gertrud Rudiger

the German mountaineer,
comes to Santiniketan and be-
gins to "discipline” her servants.

Hajnoczy's chief line of at-
tack against Indians in general
and Tagore in particular is their
supposed lack of artistic values.
This comes out "clearly in
siaternents such as "These Hin-
dus have got their values wro-
ng!” (170} in reference to the
eatable parts of a roast duck.
She assumes. that the Hindusg
only use their temples as a
sacrificial altar and pay no at-
tention to the terra-cotta art in
the temples: this is what she
has to say-about the ornate re-
lief at the door of a temple "The
art historians have yet to give it
their attention, and the wor-
shippers ignore it. They have
more important things on their
mjnds than art* (198). She
seemns to have forgotten that if
this relief "had been fashioned
two hundred years ago by an
unknown sculptor” (198) at
least that sculptor had to have
some good aesthetic sense.
Since thousands of such tem-
ples can be found everywhere in
the Indian subcontinent, such
sculptors with fine artistic
sense might not be as rare as
she proposes!

Amarzingly she indicts Tagore
too for lacking aesthetic sense,
and implies that he also lacks
common sense. When Tagore is
introduced, she is careful to
stress his dress as {f to indicate
that the man was all show. In
her comments she acknowl-
edges, or makes a pretense of
acknowledging. that Tagore has
the status and wisdom of a
sage: she implies, however, that
this man had no right to lead
such a large herd, for she does
think of his followers as cattle.
To Hajnoczy, Indians with their
continuous worship of the cow
and attempts to purify every-
thing with bovine excreta, are
no better than their revered an-
imal
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er Malice?

Tagore's statement about
Western music during a dinner
at Santiniketan in September
1929 is obviously fabricated.
According to her memoirs,
Tagore, when asked his opinion
of "classical music in Europe,”
replied that he" could find no
art within. ... European music
is very naive. It mimics animal
noises. It is trying to paints
scenery. This is not the prov-
ince of music" (183). If we
believe this account, we have to
do away with recent research

into Tagore's works which show

how deeply influenced Tagore
had beén by western music and
art. As Tagore is making his
"hostile" remarks aboul western
art, an impatient "l give up”
(183) muttered to her husband
in Hungarian neatly catches
Hajnoczy's attitude towards the
Indians and their great poet. Is

she perhaps trying to say that

Tagore is insensitive to different

forms of art? If one accepts for

the sake of argument that
Tagore actually said that west-

ern music "mimics animal noi-
ses” would it be wrong to
conclude that "mimicry is not
art” (183)7 The "I give up" is her
frustrated response at failing to

" "sivilize" (to borrow Mark Twa-
in's phrase) this Indian. The -

conclusion she draws is that
"Possibly (western music) is be-

yond the scope of the oriental
ear" (231). She overreaches her-

self when she suggests that
even the stireetside beggar of
Santiniketan shows better ap-

preciation of western music that
Tagore. Although William Ra-

dice thinks that the book has a
special appeal because of
Tagore, Tagore is really a very
minor character in the book. He
is only occasionally present,

and he seems to be there only
to be debunked.

The colonizer's attempt to in-

struct the colonized (Robinson
Crusoe educating Man Friday,
for instance) is clearly present
in her tlassification of societies.
There are three types of civi-
lizations: the paragon of civi-
lization is the Europeans,
amongst whom the English are
held in the greatest respect and
whom even Hajnoczy tries to
imitate ("I felt very protective
towards my English accent”
(181). The contrast to the me-
chanical civilization of the west
is provided by the Santal abori-

ginals whom Hajnoczy un-
abashedly adores and admires
for their freedom, in life and in
marriage, although she cannot
help noticing their excessive
drinking habits. In between
these two exiremes is the Ben-

i{ali "babu” who comprises the
indu and the "Mohammedan.”

At first she seemns to be prising
the educated Hindu such as
Atanu Ray because he has dis-
carded his own people and now
believes in a mechanical science
devoid of eastern wisdom. How-
ever, we eventually see that the
pariah Indian remains a pariah
even to this European who finds
the whole caste system de-
testable. That Hajnoczy believes
in foreibly instructing the colo-
nized is evident in her open
admiration for Gertrud's strict
German discipline; Gertrud be-
lieves that India's movement for
independence could be stifled "if
ten Prussian policemen were to
snarl at [Gandhi's followers]"
(320). Hajnoczy's contempt for
Bangalis is clear in her com-
ment: "Bad dogs. when they
pass on will become Bengalis;
good dogs become Santals. Ku-
mar, (the Bodganov's) own
spoiled hound, for example, will
be a Santal” (236). "The Hindus
are not human beings. They're
more like animals” (384).

It is difficult to determine
who Hajnoczy has any respect
for. The Hindus are openly crit-
icized for thelir "uncleanliness,”
the Muslims are shown to be
thoroughly lecherous and con-
tent to enjoy female company.
Not:a single Muslim character
in the book is spared this dis-
grace. Mohammad Jaffar, an
army major vacationing in Dar-
jeeling. is treated with typical
contempt. He is shown as a

m A

happy-go-lucky man content to |

be with Gladys who is a myste-

rious sort of flirt. The Afghan
servants of the s stow

a Hindu girl in a coal bunker
and frolic with her while the
Bogdanovs are in Darjeeling.
Hajnoczy appears to take a dis-
liking for Tagore, Gandhi and
Sir Hasan Suhravardy simply
because they are Indians. But
the extreme nature of Hajno-
czy's hatred for India is demo-
nstrated in her naming of her
pet "bitch," who is "subservient
as a Hindu woman,” "Sita, after
the wife of King Rama" (219).
Hajnoczy had never been to
Gandhi's Ashram at Sabramati,
yet she depicts the episode of
Himjhuri's meeting with. Gandhi
as if she had been a witness, In
this 11-page entry she makes
some imaginary American la-
dies speak of Gandhi as a
"confidence trickster” who was
"glancing stealthily at (the white
visitors) through his glasses to
gauge his effect upon them" and
that "(Gandhi) squats al Lhe
gate of the Brcitish Imperi-
alpower like a moneylender at
the reluctant debtor's door”
(339). Other epithets she ap-
plies to Gandhi are: "soothsa-
yer.the fortune-teller, the
mystic" (340). She also alleges
that "Tagore... shared few of
Gandhi's aspirations” (338). But
as with her other encounters
with Indians, she contradicts
herself just two pages later

where she allows Gandhi the
disclaimers that he is "no
saint,” only "a fallible human
being” (342). One is left with the
unmistakable feeling that the
Gandhi she shows in Fire aof
Bengal is a fictional character.
In sum, | consider Rozsa
Hajnoczy guilty of mutilation.
She freely concocts stories of
romance amony the students of
Santiniketan, including the one
between Gerirud Rudiger and
Atanu Ray.Take the entry —
"Mid-August, 1930" — where
she describes their first amo-
rous meeting/trip for this is
also where she most succeeds
novelistically. Notably, even in
this instance she had not been
present at the meeting, yet she
provides the dialogues that al-
legedly passed between Atanu
and Gertrud. Hajnoczy is also
guilty of mutilating Indian my-
thology. For instance, in many
of her mythologies she mentions

Fa

. that Shiva destroys with his

divine powers, whereas the
Shiva of Indian mythology is
known to destroy with his third
eye! She distorts the history of
India, even to the point of glori-
fying Lord Clive's conquest. In
her opinion, Clive delivered
Bengal from the hands of an
avaricious murderer like Shiraj-
ud-Dawla. No. wonder.. then,
that she would enjoy the hospi-
tality offered by the descen-
dants of Mir Jaffar in Murhsid-
abad.

I wquld not like to recom-
mend Fire of Bengal to people
who want to know more about
what Santinfketan is or what
Tagore was really like. The
translation is rather weak and
very prosaic. Moreover, the nu-
merous printing errors are frri-
tating. Besides, one feels that
the editor, Willlam Radice, cou-
Id have done a better job: his
sole intrusion seems limited to
less than half a dozen footnotes
and a Foreword. All the
elaborate fabrications lead one
to contemplate the role of Dr
Gyula Germanus, Hajnoczy's
husband, in editing and pub-
lishing the book. Did he simply
laugh to himself when he read
the manuscript, or did he care
about factual reliability? Appar-
ently, these were not his con-
cerns, He was perhaps only
trying to be true to the spirit of
his wife.

Would anyone believe that
the Fire of Bengal is neither
Tagore, nor the revolution in
India? It is simple the heat wave
of India! "By magic (the sun's)
redness created a red glow in
my eyes, the radiance of the fire
of Bengal" (589). Perhaps even
the title of the book was chosen
to increase sales. Although a
misnomer, Fire of Bengal cer-
tainly has a right to exist as a
personal diary: but it has no

place in print.
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| Yearender on American f‘_err_z_s
Hollywood Turns to Fiction
for 1993 Source Material

ASHINGTON — Holly-
wood turned to the pa-
ges of fiction as source
material for some of the most
fully realised, and most
meaningful, movies of 1993.
 Near the end of the year, its
creative screenwriters and- di-
rectors also explored a number
of gltty somber thegnes — the
Holocaust, the AIDS pandemic
and, once again, Vietnam —
that are not normal fare for the
holiday season.

Steven Spielberg, director of
such past hit films as "E. T."
and "The Color Purple”, directed
two major 1993 movies based
on novels. One, "Jurassic Park”,
an adventure centering on the
return of the dinosaur era in
the modern age, has in less
than six months produced the
highest gross revenues, world-
wide, in the history of the in-
dustry. The film was adapted
from the novel of that name by
Michael Crichton.

The second Spielberg movie,

"Schindler's List," released at
year's end, was a work of art
and history drawn from the
book written by Thomas Ke-
neally, an Australian.

Keneally's novel movingly de-
tailed events in the life of an ac-
tual German Nazi sympathizer,

‘Oskar Schindler — business-

man, womanizer and, eventu-
ally, shrewd savior of more than
1,000 imperilled Jews who, in
the 1940's, eluded certain death
at the extermination camp in
Auschwitz, Poland. Screenwriter
Steven Zaillian's script hewed
closely to the original story, and
the film was shot in black and

white to add an image of au-
thenticity.

Director Martin Scorsese
seemed in his element in the

evocative screen adaptation

(with writer Jay Cocks) of Edith
Wharton's novel "The Age of In-
nocence.” Costarring Daniel
Day-Lewis and Michelle Pfetffer,
the film radiated as it reflected
on the conduct and the trap-
ngs of New York City's high
society of the 1870s. .

Robert Altman, who
alienation and black humor in

- such films as "Nashville," and

"M-A-S-H", turned to the fiction
of Raymond Carver for his film
"Short Cuts". Drawing on nine
Carver stories and one prose
poem, Altman (in collaboration
with writer Frank Barhydt) cre-
ated a collage of unrelated sit-
uations that somehow, tenta-
tively, fuse on celluloid. Sexu-
ally, socially, psychologically,

the two dozen or so characters

are seen struggling desperately
to bring some order to their
lives. |

Amy Tan transposed her en-
grossing and often painful "The
Joy Luck Club” to the screen in
collaboration with coscenaris
Ron Bass and Chinese-Ameri-
can director Wayne Wang. With
a strong ensemble of Asian-

American actors — veterans as

well as newcomers — it haunt-
ingly evoked a history and
nearly a century's experience of
Chinese immigration to Amer-
ica.
Dark as this film frequently
appeared as eévents unfolded, it
was much more engaging and
affectionate than "Heaven and
Earth,” another movie rooted in
Asia. In this adaptation of two
memoirs by Le Ly Hayslip, di-
rector Oliver Stone chronigles
the history of Vietnam over 30
years — and the American role,
within it. He does so in an-
guished, angry terms which re-
semble Stone's efforts in the
riveting films "Platoon” and
“Born on the Fourth of July."
Versions of mass-market fic-
tion — popular genre novels —
also fund their way onto the
screen in 1993. In addition to
his "Jurassic Park.” Crichton's
East versus West political sus-
pense novel "Rising Sun” also
was adapted for the screen; the
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‘Michael J Bandler writes from Washington DC

film starred Sean and

Wesley Snipes.. "The Firm",

s Tom Cruise, and "The
Pelican Brief", with Julia
Roberts and Denzel n
— thrillers based on the of
author John Grisham — were
also among 1993's top money-

makers.

' Original  scripts, although

| not at all dominant in Holly-

wood this past year, frequently
attracted audiences as well.
Preeminent among them was
"Philadelphia”, written by Ron
Nyswaner and Directed by
Jonathan Demme, It starred
Tom Hanks as an attorney who,
upon that he has
contracted AIDS, is dismissed
by his firm — which he -
promptly sues. Denzel

ton and Jason Robards were co-
stars. The Home Box Office ¢a-
ble television network also de-
buted an original movie about
AIDS based on Randy Shilts'
history of the disease, entitled
"And The Band On.”

Hollywood often turmed to
the theatre for source material.
In addition to British- actor-di-
rector Kenneth ‘s exu- .
berant, ribald staging of Shake-
speare's "Much Ade About
Nothing," movie audiences has
their choice of "Shadowlands”
(British writer William Nichol-
son’'s touching drama about the
romance between author C S
Lewis and the .American Joy
Davidman) and "Six Degrees of
Separation,” a-comedy-drama
with social overtones by US
dramatist John Guare. =

American audiences in 1993
particularly warmed to three
foreign films that sensually de-
picted adulterous rélationships
— "The Piano,” from Australia,
"Like Water For Chocolate” from
Mexico, 'and "Farewell My Con-
cubine” from Chirnia. fioe

One of the unusual aspects
of the 1993 film year were the
multiple appearances onscreen
by many leading actors.

Clint Eastwood, winner of .
the "best actor” Osecar for
"Unforgiven"” last year, appeared
as a Secret Service agent {:-.
tecting a US president in
of Fire", then acted in and di-
rl:l:tti a conte chase
thriller, "A Perfect World,"

 thony Hopkins, who played op-

posite Debra  Winger “in
"Shadowlands,” beautifully por-
trayed
English manor in "The Remains
of the Day,” which cos-tarred
Emma Thompson as the resi-
dence's housekgeper, -
Thompson, in turn, was a
‘member of the jaunty ensemble
in (her husband) ° s
Shakespearean romp, and
played a barrister in "In the
Name of the Father". Washing-
ton ap in "Much Ade."
And Hanks, the AIDS- '
attorney in “Philadelphia”,
starred in one of the year's most
blissful comedies, "Sleepless in
Seattle,” playing a widower who
finds a new romance '

- the medium of a radio talk pro-

€. :

' Not to be overlooked 1s "Mrs.
Doubtfire,” a blockbuster com-
edy released late in the year
starring Robin Willlams. The
film, in which the just divorced
Williams di himselfl as a
nanny in order to visit his chil-
dren, was the seventh movie of
the year to earn over $100 mil-
lion. :

Now Hollywood is Fﬂ
its 1994 roster. Audiences
have a choice of screen adapta-
tions of Isabel Allende's "The
House of' the Spirits," Tom
Robbins' "Even Get the
Blues,” and movies drawn from
works by Grisham and Crich-
ton, among other popular novel-
ists. Costner, Hopkins, Paul
Newman and Streep are
slated to star in more than one
film in 1994. A

MICHAEL J BANDLER is a
USIA Staff Writer.

Then there were TVR sports
car. This smallish British sports
car manufacturer has been im-
mensely successful in recent
years. TVR's Griffith 500 is real
flashy. A 5-litre V8 engine with
race-bretl chassis and suspen-
sion, vented braké discs and
with power enough to zpom past
most other cars at the price
range of £30,000 to £35,000,
TVR has a constant supply of
enough admiring buyers to keep
the manulacturer busy -ﬂa
round. Recently not only -
fith 500, but other TVR models
had been sold even before they
left the production line. And
then there were Lamborghind,
Ferrar and Aston Martin
cars — all you need is £100,000
and some change for each.

"‘Dad, kts get this one”, |
overhcard a 4-year old urging
his father, as | was leaving the
show. Now that was a sensible
kid. But then | had a good look
at the tiny Fiat Uno he was
pointing at and wondered
whether he mistook the Uno for
a toy car. Fiat Uno is small, in
fact looks oo small to be safe.
it, though, costs only around
£6 000,00 and will probably
Lake you from Sadarghat te Ut
tara and back on one liter of
petrol. These small mundane
cars, however, spoil the glam-
our of a nwior show,

a dedicated butles dnam -



