
Chapter 7 

Under Cover: The Cover Illustrations of the Books ofAmit Chaudhuri 

Apart from the Books in which gods speak to men, those that also act as priests' side 

pillows, those one remembers just by their initial capital letters, Bhagavad Gita, The 

Bible, there is almost no other book, except the characterless telephone directory perhaps, 

which one can remember without thinking of its cover. The cover of a book is like a 

nickname, something that makes recollection easier and relationships closer. But like the 

nickname, however, cover illustrations often delude: they give wrong estimates about the 

personality of books. Very rarely does one encounter a book where the cover provides the 

skin to its character; the books written by Amit Chaudhuri belong to that rare category, 

where the covers seem, visually, to be a part of the writer's handwriting, tempting one to 

say that his books can be judged by their covers. 

The cover painting on The Picador Book of Modern Indian Literature ' is the Reclining 

female nude by Jamini Roy, one of the many "ideal figures with over-large eyes that did 

not see, the repetitive shapes in repose", as Chaudhuri describes the artist's paintings in 

his short story "The Old Masters" {Real Time, 109). Roy's painting appearing on the 

cover of an anthology of "Modem" Indian literature is not just a happy co-incidence. 

Ratnabali Chatterjee in " 'The Original Jamini Roy': A Study in the Consumerism of 

Art" writes, "Caught between a colonial hangover and a feeling of nationalism bordering 

on chauvinism, the middleclass intelligentsia were oscillating between two extremes. The 

new style created by Jamini Roy suddenly offered three possibilities of release. It was 

reminiscent of the folk forms, the survival of a past tradition which was unmistakably 

Indian or rather Bengali, thus providing a cultural root. Second, the strong lines were 

comparable to those used by contemporary European artists like Leger. A link was forged 

with the international world of art, so necessary to the progressive Indian in the late 

" ' Amit Chaudhuri, The Picador Book of Modern Indian Literature, (London: Picador, 2001). 
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1930s. Thirdly, to the younger artists the efforts of a single man offered a rescue route 

from the stylistic conventions of the Bengal school, which acted as a constraint on the 

depiction of contemporary events - the war and the famine".'^^ Chaudhuri's equivocal 

relation with the aesthetic of Jamini Roy is evident in many of his poems but what is of 

interest here is Chaudhuri's politics, his need to create a new style, one that would offer 

release from the nation-novels Midnight's Children had fathered incestuously, one that 

was rooted to a certain vernacular tradition (Bengal Renaissance) and which, at the same 

time, allowed negotiations with an outside (British modernism). The colour of the 

background on which Jamini Roy's thick strokes have created an imaginary woman, a 

hybrid and atavistic creature, is noticeably, in a shade of blue, a bluish green. 

Small Orange Flags (Seagull, 2004), a collection of essays about the gradual erosion of a 

'secular' space in contemporary India, has Naveen Kishore's cover design, saffron 

splinters on white background. It has the appearance of being an 'excerpt' (from the left 

hand side) of a 'swastika' and reveals, apart from the writer's politics ("I can't say I 

unreservedly enjoy going to this temple," he says in "Thoughts in Temple", Small 

Orange Flags, 17; italics mine), his aesthetics, the "small", the details, the fragments 

coming together to form, not the whole, but, always, a sense of it, the familiar tuming, in 

one epiphanous moment, into the not-yet-realised (the man eating breakfast goes "out of 

the house" to "explode" in the poem "Sticks, Stones and Names", Small Orange Flags, 

31) , the "small" orange flags moving in the wind to become a pattern, a much-abused 

Hindu motif, just as lines and planes slide into one another to become a study in colour in 

Cezanne. The small orange flags, in the essay which gives the collection its name, "flying 

on the roofs of slum settlements on the outskirts, denoting the Shiv Sena's power if not 

necessarily its popularity" (Small Orange Flags, 7), whose "presence" (Small Orange 

Flags, 7) signified different things to different people ("to the Muslim, they signified a 

certain kind of disquiet about the present and unease about the future; to the non-Marathi, 

another kind; to the lower caste Hindu, yet another; and yet another to the representative 

of the middle class, whose life had generally held no terrors, except nightmares about 

'̂ ^ See Ratnabali Chatterjee, " 'The Original Jamini Roy': A Study in the Consumerism of Art" Social 
Scientist, v 15, no. 164, Jan 1987, 5. 
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promotion and children's school admissions and higher taxes, and to whom, if anyone, 

India had made sense as a nation and a democracy," Small Orange Flags, 7), appear as a 

harbinger and critique of "the subterranean violence which Hinduism is now charged 

within its totality" {Small Orange Flags, 18). Orange it is, then, that gives the book its 

flavour, whether it is something to drink ("the way preservative-free orange juice is 

trusted these days in the West," Small Orange Flags, 5), the colour of a religion 

("Saffron, or gerua in the Indian languages: its resonances are wholly to do with that 

powerfiil undercurrent in Hinduism, vairagya, the melancholy and romantic possibility of 

renunciation.... Gerua represents not what is brahminical and conservative, but what is 

most radical about the Hindu religion; it is the colour not of belonging, or fitting in, but 

of exile, of the marginal man," Small Orange Flags, 20-21), the colour of an explosion 

("go out of the house and explode," Small Orange Flags, 31), the colour of old Berlin or 

at least how Chaudhuri imagines Spender's Berlin ("those pre-war summers when 

Stephen Spender and company descended on Berlin, to sunbathe with god-like blonde 

boys," Small Orange Flags, 37; italics mine), in general, the colour of life lived "during a 

'state of emergency'" (the subtitle of the collection). 

It would be easy to dismiss the cover photograph of A New World (Picador, 2000) by 

Sharon Smith as another Orientalist wooing, the familiar Orientalist tropes, the peacock 

feather and the mehendi-dyed patterns on a woman's hand, but what challenges this 

reading, almost immediately after such a first thought, is the other shade of blue on the 

cover, the deeper blue trailing the blue of the eye of the peacock's feather, the three 

words of the title, A New World. Chaudhuri's fourth novel is "a new world" in many 

ways. It marks a bend in his aesthetic. "In A New World, what I was doing is, I was 

taking some of the motifs that I had dealt with in my earlier novels and placing them in 

the magic less world of postmodemity ... it is radically different because it is about 

everyday life without the magic of childhood," said Chaudhuri in an interview.'^'' 

Similarly, the young bride's mehendi painted hands and the peacock feather, associated 

"^ Sumana R. Ghosh, "Aalap: In conversation with Amit Chaudhuri" in The Novels ofAmit Chaudhuri: An 
Exploration in the Alternative Tradition eds. Anu Shukla and S. B. Shukla (Delhi: Swamp and Sons, 2004), 
175. 
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with Krishna, the eternal lover, have been robbed off their usual 'innocent' signification. 

In this novel about failed marriages, the bride is no longer young, one having moved to a 

second husband while another, an expectant bride, is shown to lack the energy of 

believing in the "magic" of mehendi. Jayojit, too, is no Krishna: he lacks the lover-god's 

charm, his life is ordinary and eventless; Buffalo, after all, is no Brindaban and he is no 

lover - women, his wife included, run away from him. Krishna's power is centripetal; 

Jayojit's centrifugal. Chaudhuri's nomenclature, "a new world", allows parody, criticism, 

dialogue (with an ancestral tradition) and collaborates with play on geography, thereby 

moving the 'new world' from the west ("My America, My New Found land," cried John 

Donne in the sixteenth century) to the east (Calcutta). The cover, with its quiet and 

almost inverted irony, uses tropes tied to temporality - the beginning of a life of love, the 

hint of a wedding hanging around the margins - thereby deconstructing the meaning of 

'newness', as if saying that nothing could be new anymore, not in this new world, not 

even the story which one is about to read, a story that is as old or as new as shadows. 

Sarah Markes's cover illustration of Freedom Song (Picador, 1998) has two boys 

standing against the background of a wall with graffiti of electoral signs of political 

parties on it. This is a wall in Bengal, the wall speaks in Bengali, in spite of the few 

English alphabets; one of the boys looks to his right, the other, more grown up, faces the 

painter, but only obliquely. There is no strong sense of division, no thick line or contour, 

at the place where their profiles meet, so that they can be mistaken to merge into each 

other or, if one has to look at it differently, emerge from the same source. What is worth 

noticing is this: the boy looking to the right is the viewer's left, above which hangs the 

CPI(M) graffiti. Left and Right; the two boys, one taller than the other; graffiti for two 

different political parties; the orange and the green; even the optically palindromic 

number "69" ("C.P.I.(M.) UNIT 69") - all these exist in the same space. Here is 

Chaudhuri: "What I'm trying to say is that, for me, the novel is the space where I can say 

one thing and I can say exactly the opposite thing and both can exist." '̂ "̂  And, as always, 

in Chaudhuri, the important is invoked as an absence. Like Bhaskar's play, the dominant 

motif of the novel, alive as an absence, the cover of Freedom Song, a novel set in a time 

""Ibid., 183 

124 



just after the Babri Masjid demolition, makes no visual reference to the subject of 

fundamentalism, at least not directly, only the orange-tinted clothes of the two boys 

standing against the bluish green background. The CPI(M) graffiti, hanging from the left 

of the cover, is almost pegged like a moral in an amnesiac and ambivalently religious 

world. "The only thing 1 liked about the painting was the wall," said Chaudhuri. "At that 

time they did not have any Bengali graffiti on it. And I asked them to put it in. What I 

asked them was to take out the two figures on the wall. They didn't do that. I'm very 

interested in graffiti and I write about that in Freedom Song as well."'^^ 

The "Chippewa River I: Blue over brown and dark blue," by Jef Gunn that wraps 

Chaudhuri's study of Lawrence's poetry, D. H. Lawrence and 'Difference' (Oxford 

University Press, 2003), is annotated, in my mind, by lines from Chaudhuri's poem "The 

Steamer" - "Water grew/ like a different sensibility, dark and extraneous" (p. 14); "this 

expansive, wrinkled web" {St. Cyril Road and Other Poems, 15). Chaudhuri's book 

"explores D. H. Lawrence's position as a 'foreigner' in the English canon" (blurb); in the 

chapter "Lawrence's Pictography", he writes: "What I am interested in is this material 

superimposition, rather than the mental or internal association, that leads to the effect of 

collage ... an external, tattoo-like end-product" (Z). H. Lawrence and 'Difference' ,91). 

The language that Chaudhuri uses to talk of Lawrence's method can be useftal in 

understanding the cover of the book itself: the text as "surface" (Z). H. Lawrence and 

'Difference' , 99); "grafting" (D. H. Lawrence and 'Difference' , 100); "gluings" {D. H. 

Lawrence and 'Difference' , 98); "touch and flow" (D. H. Lawrence and 'Difference', 

185); "unfinishedness", "liquid" (£). H. Lawrence and 'Difference' , 185). One needs to 

just substitute 'text' with 'river' and the Chippewa river's blue "over" brown and dark 

blue becomes an optic representation of Lawrence's method. 

Roy Mehta's photograph on the cover of Afternoon Raag (Vintage, 1998) shows, without 

revealing, a part of a building. The picture is blurred, the foreground is made up of water 

droplets on glass through which the building is seen; the building could be a monument 

155 Ibid., 174. 
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though the camera's lack of focus on it annotates its seeming lack of significance; 

whatever it might be, it is certainly not home. The photograph has an aesthetic that one 

associates with a sense of half-remembering or an early morning dream, from both of 

which we remember something important, but only vaguely, a feeling similar to signing 

one's name with an inkless pen. This photograph has the architecture of a dream, of "that 

neutral and desirable intersection of public places and private ambition, that creates the 

surface of the dream" {Afternoon Raag, 67). The water droplets on glass in the 

photograph, apart from being closely linked to the writer's aesthetic of re-membering ("a 

few random drops upon/ the windowpane ... deflect and bring me back/ my childhood," 

writes Chaudhuri in his poem, "You Have Left Me with Nothing", St. Cyril Road and 

Other Poems, 45), become 'pointers' (a word I use in all its senses) of Chaudhuri's 

narrative technique in the novel. Pointillism, formulated by George Seurat and used to 

beautiful effect by masters like Matisse (in Luxe, Calme Et Volupte, 1904, for example), 

named for the little stippled dots of colour that cover the canvas, attempted to blend 

optical impressions and memories into a representational afterimage. The short chapters 

in Afternoon Raag that create the 'impression' of a foreign student's life in Oxford, his 

relationships with other students and his memories of home, are like the water droplets on 

glass which become a visual name for Chaudhuri's pointillistic style in his second novel. 

The water droplets in the foreground, with the blurred building behind it, also blur the 

distinction between foreground and background, break the inherent hierarchy between the 

significant and the insignificant, and transform, as Aamer Hussein says, "the seemingly 

insignificant into the matter of intense reflection". 

Reed Wilson's illustration on the cover of A Strange and Sublime Address (Minerva 

1994) looks like one of the houses in which the child-protagonist Sandeep's Chhotomama 

might have lived, "the pale walls, the spider-webs in the comers, the tranquil bedsheets 

on the old beds, the portraits of grandfathers and grandmothers, the fans that swung 

drunkenly from side to side" {A Strange and Sublime Address, 4); "the clothes left to dry 

on the terrace" {A Strange and Sublime Address, 72); a poster of a Hindu goddess. The 

cover is kitsch and it exploits the aesthetics of everyday life; in both the cover and the 

novel it clothes, the everyday loses its everydayness. Sandeep's life becomes 
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extraordinary because it is, like the illustration of everyday life, taken out of the context 

of day-to-day living and put into an artistic context, like Cartier Bresson's pictures, 

becoming an object of wonder. 

What these covers share, then, are, primarily, two things: the first is the affinity for blue. 

Apart from St. Cyril Road and Other Poems, Real Time and Small Orange Flags, the 

covers of all of Chaudhuri's books are in some shade of blue. -Chaudhuri, who shares 

similarities with Cezanne's visual vocabulary ("Evening had a light - ash-grey or blue," 

says Chaudhuri in "Winter Poem, 1990", 33), can, then, be read through the painter's 

aesthetic - "For him (Cezanne), light was orange, shade was blue."'^^ The other point of 

similarity is the choice of a trope to denote transience, impermanence and the ephemeral, 

the child of a moment: the clothes left to dry will be taken off the wires (A Strange and 

Sublime Address); the water droplets on glass will dry {Afternoon Raag); the wall graffiti 

will be removed or replaced by a new one {Freedom Song); the colour of the mehendi 

will not last long {A New World); the man will wake up from his dream {Real Time); the 

river might change its course or dry up {Lawrence and 'Difference'); and the staircase, on 

the cover of St. Cyril Road and Other Poems, which can be best described with a line 

from Chaudhuri's poem, "simple and homeless, and without an ending" ("Winter Poem, 

1990", St Cyril Road and Other Poems, 45), is for transit, for temporary passages, not 

wholehearted stops. They are meant to be permanently temporary, thus proving that they 

are the right optic for the books of a writer whose website is "permanently under 

construction". 

"* Frank Elgar, Cezanne, (London: Book Club Associates, 1975), 242. 
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