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Book Review

Namita Gokhale and Malashri Lal, Betrayed by Hope: A Play on the life of Michael
Madhusudan Dutt (Noida, HarperCollins Publishers, 2020)

The title of the book is a word play on the English translation of the biography of Michael
Madhusudan Dutt by Ghulam Murshid, which was titled Lured by Hope (2003). In this
context, Betrayed by Hope is a play on the life of Madhusudan Dutt (1824-1873) based on his
letters to his friends and focuses on the identity crisis, anxiety, hopes and betrayals of this
nineteenth century revolutionary Bengali poet and playwrnight. He was recognized as a
polyglot, rebel and also a Christian convert. The script of the play is based on the letters of
Madhusudan Dutt.

Betrayed by Hope won the “Fiction Book of the Year Award 2020-21" in the Kalinga
Literature Festival held in Bhubaneswar, 10-12 December, 2020. It marked a path breaker for
the great achicvement of Bhasha writers and translators like Malashri Lal and Namita
Gokhale. It also has its rendition on YouTube.

The play begins with an epigraph written in Bengali by Madhusudan Dutt and its English
translation by Amit Chaudhuri. The main characters of the play are Madhusudan Dutt and the
Sutradhar (generally considered as a narrator originating from Sanskrit drama). In this play,
the Sutradhar, Rubina Rahman, is a young researcher from Dhaka (Bangladesh) who wants to
work on Madhusudan Dutt because both have their roots in Bangladesh. Although, it was the
undivided Bengal for the poet in the nineteenth century, the cultural anxiety of pre and post
colonial India (including partition) resonates in the narmation. The dual time frame of the play
becomes important since it is based on a historical character. Throughout the script, Michacl
Madhusudan Dutt is referred as MMD (hence, sometimes even I might use MMD for the

sake of convenience).

The play is divided into Five Acts. The First Act is set in Calcutta (presently Kolkata). The
screen displays the image of nineteenth century Calcutta and gradually shifts to Sagardarai,
MMD’s birthplace and its famous Kapotaksha river in Bangladesh. The Sutradhar, Rubina
Rahman wears a sari and looks scholarly while she introduces the poet and her research
mission. Her Asian- English accent and later her informal tone in discussing MMD''s English
education and western lifestyle (including dressing) reflects the difficulty of balancing a
hybrid cultural identity. Moreover, the offstage recitation of the poem on Kapotaksha River
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Temple Barrister-at-Law!..”(65). Here, the joumey from “kobi” or poet to a lawyer is
emphasized.

The Fourth Act is set in London and shows the success of Madhusudaan Dutt in finally
becoming a Barrister and enjoying the “acceptance he craved from the white masters,” as
Rubina stated . The scene exemplified it with Dutt dressed in “suitable London clothes.”
However, Dutt did not have any time to celebrate as he looked distraught with papers in hand
and the sudden arrival of his wife Henrietta accompanied by two children since she was
unable to pay the expenses in Calcutta. Even in London they faced the same problem and
finally they moved to Versailles, France since the rent was cheaper. As the despair and
financial difficulty increases, the Sutradhar also shows her disappointment with MMD since
he abandoned his wives and children in the fulfillment of his own ambition. The scene ends
with MMD'’s desire to come back to his homeland and his mother tongue. He changes his
sumame to “Daua” rather than “Dutt,” since the latter sounded more Anglicized. “Datta”
sounded more Bengali for him now.

The Fifth Act also reflects the anxiety of home and identity as the Sutradhar , Rubina comes
on the stage wearing a “black and white dhakai saree,” Bangladesh being the original
homeland of both the characters across the historical time frame. The formal tone of the
Sutradhar accesses the success and failure of her rescarch topic (Michacl Madhusudan Dutt).
As the Act moves towards the end, we see his health decline and he is admitted in Alipore
Hospital in Calcutta in 1873, where he ultimately breathes his last. He is finally buried beside
his wife (his life partner for the last fifteen years), Henrietta White. However, since he was a
Christian convert, there was a controversy regarding his last rites too. He was always a
controversial figure and he had anticipated this end, thercfore maybe he wrote his own
epitaph. The Sutradhar gives the details of the epitaph being erected in 1888, fifteen years
after the poet died. The scene ends on an emotional note with the resonating voice of MMD
reading the epitaph (in English translation) dedicated to his memories of Bengal, its beauty
and his parentage. It is a journey back to his roots and this essence is highlighted as the
Bengali poem is projected on the screen in the background as all the characters on the stage

bow their heads in reverence.

By Anavisha Banerjee, Assistant Professor, Bharati College (University of Delhi)
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