SMALL TALK with RITA KOTHARI

Revisiting the city’s dark (p)ages

The cultural historian-author-translator on why it is essential to confront the
unpleasant, why as a society we tend to accumulate wounds, and why Hamid
Kureshi's memoir, Agnipariksha, serves as a mirror to it all
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Rarely does a book cover rattle you, but Agnipariksha has that part covered. At first glance, you see the
landscape of a city battered, bruised, traumatised and hurt. The city that was Ahmedabad back in 1969. A
tale of trauma and hope set against the riots in that year, Agnipariksha recounts the experience of Hamid
Kureshi, a staunch Gandhian who struggled to comprehend the rage directed at his community. Cultural
historian-author-translator Rita Kothari makes a rare document of a period, a city and its tale of inter-faith
relationships accessible to a wider readership with its English translation.

Although the riots of 1969 extended beyond Amdavad, the book is based entirely on events in the city.
Kureshi's scene-by-scene narration is about how his house was reduced to ashes before his eyes and how
his identity of being a lawyer and a Gandhian was reduced to being just a Muslim. While many would
refrain opening these dark pages of history assuming it to be a Pandora’s Box, Kothari finds it essential to
confront the unpleasant. “’Bhuli jaav ne havey’ — when this comes from victims who want to recover from
the incident, it is understandable. But unfortunately, this comes from the majority who are unaffected by
it, they pretend as if this never happened. As a society we accumulate wounds instead of facing it. This
book serves as a mirror.”

Kothari is not ‘just’ a translator. Her job is not limited to giving English words to a Gujarati text. Currently
working in the Liberal Arts Institute in Haryana, she has translated books including Fence, The Stepchild or
Unbordered Memories: Partition Stories from Sindh. These are not mere linguistic and cognitive transfers as
in each, you see the distinctive voice of the interpreter. "Oh aa phool, paandada, pakshiyo kevaa saras
chhe. Literature is often considered limited to aesthetics, metaphors, and fancy words. But I believe you
should have a voice, an opinion. This book was my attempt to bridge the gap between two poles which
would have otherwise never crossed paths.”

The text, originally written in 1969, was guarded by Kureshi for over three decades, before he finally
decided to go ahead and publish it in 2003. When Kothari read it, she felt she was watching a “live
telecast” of the riots. An unbiased memoir which doesn’t end in anger or grudge against a community,
but questions the law and order. It is a sore incident that didn't find a mention in school’s history books.



Of her association with Kureshi, Kothari flipped through the pages in reminiscence. "I met him when he
had almost lived his life, he was unwell. He asked me to translate the book and requested me to do it
early. It was as if he knew the clock was ticking.

His silence was as important as his words. He showed rare dignity amid hatred, and he moved me because
he seemed untouched by bitterness.”

Kothari had to leave all her work aside and focus on the translation as Kureshi had requested her to finish
the translation as soon as she could. She took a fellowship program in Bangalore to do the translation.

When Kureshi read the first draft, it was the tentative title ‘Trial by fire' that made him uncomfortable. ‘It
was a test at many levels, it wasn't just about the fact that my house was burnt down,” he had said. The
English title was only a literal translation of Agnipariksha, which included the word ‘fire’. Then, why did
Kureshi find ‘fire’ so crude? Kothari left, thinking she would discuss it some other day. A week later, he
passed away. The original title (Agnipariksha) was then retained.

A decade and a half later, how much does Kothari think the book, the memoir holds relevance to a
generation that may or may not have seen violence like the riots?

“The book holds relevance even now as the political situation is of cultural emergency. Actually, it is a pity

that the book is relevant even today. I wish I could say that it is thing of yesteryear. But the political
situation is still the same,” Kothari signed off.

Rita Kothari believes Agnipariksha is relevant even 15 yrs down the line

Literature is often limited to aesthetics, metaphors and fancy words. This book was
my attempt to bridge the gap between the two poles



w[&cu 226 UM AHY A, Hisnal

244, 2R3 M-‘ﬂ N

» ﬂEl DETE RAE]

ﬁtﬂ—uu&u
el A

Birals Wil
-ﬂ!l'-d W = ML

B cpvaa ad@da yd ade
wdle gialls o0m1 smmrmea
sl Vvl W ii'l"drﬂltl
sFvile gas edg ¥
iy w-me w-iud W]
s yFalddnl s
MbHy s wiadlday dlaaalan
Jin sl sl b, W 3wy
sl % b, e =ik
TR R TR
el (20w sl Sl semdls
WRIE| b, 000N ST S e
il 84 03 %03 w =-a (3]
e L, e AR o alh
Letmed O [ 30 W telt ooty ol

ue gy Pl el wy, w30
b =g v b, wilas Hed
AW WY, dsvH dlma
s wsyel sl sl sk =
il v o, Al o il
Wy, siliadl sy v
il @ W Wl Sy HAE
il aid] Wi, § i Ydai
e s S s
‘e ik ot g b, Al
il el i my b, o &

4 921 96

el wealasm i Fiama at
W, Al sl i o
1 et ek ),

silFpalern sqamedl wlia
w3 U e d2 fade vy
b, wllesudell oav wim adl
va o wedll Al v @ sl
s ek, S0 P T
awiaui el (a-g sgfeuy
e betem el [, ) ik
s v /b o e ey
sell 3141 S bl Wy e
skl B, ol iy A0 w1
wiie g gaa vl @, sl
ailleoud wsawl oy -l s
i i B e el e e
LTV R R
Bkl e o o o B gl
a0l s e il b g b
st wr¥ 'l Ll sadqa B S
Iy M1 ] e, e
Wizl Yeriien idam] awaarl
sl 43,




	Blank Page



