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ANITA DESAI 

• Born in Mussourie in 1937 of a Bengali father Dhiren 
Mazumdar and German mother Antoinette Nime. 

• Educated at Queen Mary’s Higher Secondary School in 
North Delhi and Miranda House, Delhi University. 

• She is proficient in Bengali, Hindi, German and English, but 
she preferred English  for literary writings. 

• Started writing from the age of seven. 
• Thrice she was short-listed for Booker. 
• She received Sahitya Academy in 1978 for her novel ‘Fire on 

the Mountain’. 
• She also bagged  the British Guardian Prize for ‘The Village 

by the Sea’. 
 



ANITA DESAI II 

• She is a novelist and a short story writer. 
• Emerita, John E. Burchard Professor of 

Humanities at the Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology. 

• A visiting fellow at Girton College from 1987 to 
1989. 

• Purington Professor of English at Holyoke College. 
• Member, Advisory Board, National Academy of 

Letters, New Delhi. 
• Fellow, the Royal Society of Literature, London. 



MAJOR WORKS 

• Novels: 
     Bye-Bye, Blackbird  (1971) 
     Where shall we go this summer?  (1975) 
     Fire on the Mountain  (1977) 
     Clear Light of Day  (1980) 
     Voices in the City  (1982) 
     In Custody  (1984) 
     Baumgertner’s Bombay  (1989) 
     Cry, the Peacock  (1990) 
• Short Stories: 
         Games at Twilight  (1974) 
                                 Village by the Sea  (1984) 

 
      



IN CUSTODY : Introduction 

• Published first from Harper and Row, USA, in 1984, and 
then from London : Hainemann in 1988. 

• The novel was short-listed for Booker in the year it was 
first published. 

• The novel is based on the conflict of Urdu and Hindi in 
post-independence India. 

• It also underlines the decline of Urdu in post-partition 
India. 

• Along with language, the novel also embodies quest for 
identity, a theme that we find recurrent in the novels 
of Anita Desai. 

 



IN CUSTODY:TITLE  

• ‘Man is born free, but everywhere he is in chains’ – 
Rousseau. 

• Both Nur Shahjenabadi and Deven Barma are in 
metaphorical custody. 

• Senile and stolid, Nur is virtually a man in custody, 
chained up by circumstances beyond his control. 

• Deven too is confined within his professional world and 
domestic duties. 

• Deven contemplates himself as ‘a trapped animal’, and 
found Nur too trapped in his own cage. (p 146) 

• Finally Deven becomes the custodian of Nur’s very soul 
and spirit. (pp 232- 33) 



THE LANGUAGE CONTROVERSY 

• Urdu ranks 5th in terms of speakers in India. 
• According to census 2001, the number of Urdu speakers is more than 5 crores.  
• Ismail Merchant, the director of the film version of the novel says in his interview 

with Ameen Meer that Urdu is ‘the most gracious and expressive language’. 
• Hindi on the other hand is the national language in India after independence. 
• The partition and population exchange took away the spirit of Urdu which once 

enjoyed central patronization. 
• The rise of Hindi proved inversely proportionate to the decline of Urdu in India. 
• Urdu as a language has been communalized and politicized. 
• ‘I won’t have Muslim toadies in my department’ – says Trivedi, the head of Hindi 

Department. 
• Murad, the self-styled connoisseur of Urdu and the editor of ‘Awaz’ is equally 

sardonic about Hindi. 
• Siddiqui, the head of Urdu Department shows very little enthusiasm to promote 

the cause of Urdu. 



NUR SHAHAJENABADI 

• A recident of Chandni Chowk in Old Delhi, Nur is 
presented as the greatest living Urdu poet in 
India. 

• He is the anthropomorphic representation of the 
decline of Urdu in post-independence India. 

• ‘So now you see its corpse lying here, waiting to 
be buried’ – Nur says to Deven. 

• To his utter dismay Deven finds Nur surrounded 
by clowns, jokers and jugglers. 

• His wives, Safia Begum and Imtiyaz Begum, the 
prime stake-holders also keep him confined. 
 
 



DEVEN BARMA 

• A part-time lecturer in Hindi at Lala Ram Sing 
College, Mirpur. 

• With his wife Sarala and his son Manu, he 
could have passed a happy-go-like life. 

• Passion for Urdu impels him to meet Nur and 
do something for Urdu. 

• He is alone in this pursuit, only to hindered by 
fellows like Murads, Chikus. Pintus and the 
like. 

 

 



CONCLUSION 

• ‘We have no future. There is no future. There 
is only past’ – says Deven humorously to the 
fellow colleague Jayadev. 

• ‘Ah! Vantas vanitatum! Which of us is happy in 
this world? Which of us has his desire? Or, 
having it, is satisfied? – Come, children, let us 
shut up the box and the puppets, for our play 
is played out’ – W. M. Thackeray, Vanity Fair. 
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