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THE VOYAGE BEYOND

The delta of the mighty Ganges; a derelict
little temples on its banks: lonely funeral
ground where the local Hindus burn their
dead; with the solitary presence of Baiju, a
low-caste untouchable who builds the funeral
pyres. It is here that an old and dying Brahmin
Sitaram is brought in by relatives and friends
to lie on the banks of the holy river, waiting
for death. While the whole community of
Brahmins wait, Ananta the astrologer
discovers that the planets foretell Sitaram's
imminent death, but he must take a mate
along with him. So the widowed Sitaram must
be married off to create the mate the stars
demand. For a poor Brahmin, it represents a
possibility of being saved from the shame of
an unmarrigd nubile daughter and the glory of
her cannonization as a Sati. Sati - an ancient
practice of wives going in alive with their
husbands into the funeral fire. In Sitaram's
ailing body:. life flows faintly on.

With Brahminical power threatened by
history, and the practice of Sati being
prescribed by infidel British law, the idea
enthuses the Brahmins. Sitaram’s lingering on
enthuses them further and his wedding with
the voung Yashobati is finalized. The only
discordant note is struck by Baiju’s sarcasm,
and his pleading in vain with the village
doctor to inform the constabulary. But the
high priestly class need take no heed of a
drunken untouchable.

Yashobati arrives at the funeral grounds as a
bride for a dying old man who is condemned

to Satihood. Ironically, her Brahmin father is
forced to take a loan of silver from the
untouchable Baiju. The proximity to vouth
and the sensual promise of marriage seems to
revive the dying Sitaram.

A night of fever pitch excitement for the
Brahmins, and of a drunkenness and bawdy
songs for Baiju, also passes. But Sitaram's life
hangs on by a slender thread. Sitaram’s sons
wail anxiously to take possession of the key
that is tied to the old man’s clothes

When Yashobati unknowingly throws it away,
they tight over it brutally aand leave. So do
the bystanders, whose patience wears thin
with waiting. The old man, his voung bride
and Baiju are trapped in a primal drama of
love and passion, jealousy and hatred. fear
and the vearning for freedom.

The full moon rises, Sitaram’s condition
deteriorates, a deliriously drunk Baiju
implores Yashobati to run away. But she
cannot, caught in the web of her superstition
and fear, brought up to believe that from one
rebirth to the next, marriages are made in
heaven,

Baiju's anger finally breaks through the
impasse, and tries to murder the old man.
Yashobati fights him relentlessly, and the
physical act itself draws them together. In the
soft mud of the delta, they become the
primordial man and woman

It is nature that brings this drama of passion
to its violent conclusion. A tidal bore comes
down the mighty Ganges, till now a silent
spectator. Asits turbulent waters sweep
Sitaram away, Yashobati tries to save him.
Haiju, who knows the power of the river, can
be nothing but a witness to the inexorable
destruction.
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