Chapter Three

Locating Varanasi: a city and its spaces

Introduction

This chapter begins where the previous ended: with the suggestion that one way to approach television and its cultures is through an concentrated focus on the places and spaces in which it is watched.  The previous section also left hanging what might be termed the ‘conundrum of place’ that faces anthropology.  How can we remain committed to a methodology that would appear to undermine the ways in which we now encourage ourselves, and others, to think about contemporary culture? 

Whilst familiarising the reader with the contemporary city of Varanasi I juxtapose several geographies of the city - religious, suburban, colonial, everyday and personal - in order to locate the city in history and my fieldwork in the city.  I approach the question of place by considering the ways in which residents from different areas of the city map cultural and social practice onto these different part of the city.  This chapter will therefore represent a journey through of the city streets and identifying sites along them.  It describes the densely populated heart of the city and the more spacious outer areas of the city. This context setting, ‘navigational’ chapter, consciously evokes a centrifugal geography in order to contrast old city life with that of the residential colonies: the suburbs.  In contrasting these areas I want to offer contexts for the cultural processes I will describe and how my locations (and acquaintances) shaped the material that follows.

The ‘footprint’ of an average satellite covers a large proportion of the globe but my focus in the chapter is a rather smaller area, a city or, more accurately, small sections of it.  The contrast between the satellite and the city is instructive because this chapter seeks to provide a historical, geographical and cultural portrait which highlights how different ‘places’ support different senses of place. Through an investigation of suburbs, and what they represent, it seeks to think through the tensions between located and dislocated culture that the ‘city’ and the ‘satellite’ appear to represent.  It proceeds from the conviction that to understand the cultural process connected with television we need to grasp the local more clearly than ever. 

Journeying through the city

Let us begin our journey at the river Ganges, the Ganga, or Ma Ganga as she is known locally.  In Varanasi, the Ganga flows north through a twist on its journey towards the Bay of Bengal.  The city is built on the western banks of a ridge sufficiently raised above the water level (even at flood times) to keep the city above the waters of the Ganga.  It is this façade, a line of ghats (stone steps) facing east and the rising sun, that represents Varanasi, and often India, to the world.  Although the city is ancient, (Eck 1983, begins her history in the sixth century BC), this façade, in the form seen today, is relatively recent.  There are 84 ghats, some used more often than others, some in a better state of repair.  These ghats stretch from Adi Keshava in the north, near the Raj ghat plateau, the site of first settlement, to Assi in the south.  This façade lines, defends and defines the city.  

A journey by boat from one end to another, from Assi ghat (where the Assi meets the Ganga) to the north, where the Varna flows into the Ganga, is a journey of four miles.  En-route one will pass the spot where Tulsidas composed the Ramcharitmanas (the central text of north Indian Hinduism), the British water works, and folk fishing of an afternoon.  Continue and pass the imposing Chet Singh ghat where the eponymous Raja escaped the clutches of Warren Hastings in 1781 while the future of north India was contested as the Mughal empire declined.  Move on past Harischandra ghat, one of two cremation grounds in the city, then  Kedar ghat, a central locating point in the city’s religious geography.  Before long you will arrive at Dasawamedh ghat, the busiest of the ghats where most visitors first take darshan (sight) of the Ganga.  Priests sit beneath umbrellas instructing pilgrims and masseurs ply their trade on unsuspecting tourists.  Men come and go, with a packet of pan to chew after a bathe.  Continue on, passing a man rowing with a radio tuned to film music, until plumes of smoke signal Manikarnika ghat, the cremation ground that marks the site of Vishnu’s austerities, those which created the universe at the beginning of time
.  Further on one reaches Panchganga ghat, located beneath an imposing mosque from Aurangzeb’s time.  Continue down river and other ghats pass by until established structures merge into trees.  The huge Malviya bridge looms, and a train making its way to Calcutta passes overhead.

The river is one place to start, and for many it is the sine qua non of a visit to the city.  In addition to mortuary rites that will be performed for dead relatives, most pilgrims will make the Pancha tirthi pilgrimage in which the river is the central locating element.  The Ganga washes away the sins of those who bathe in her and death in the city ensures moksha (liberation) from samsara, the endless cycle of rebirth (Parry 1994: 26-30).  Centuries of writing, from the Sanskrit Kashi khanda, to the writings of visitors, colonialists and scholars have filled many thousands of volumes.  Much of this work is centred on religious aspects of the city and on the Ganga.  My work can do no justice, even by way of summary, to these works nor does it take as a central theme the Ganga or the religious activity associated with it.  For that the reader is asked to look elsewhere (e.g., Chandramouli 1995, Eck 1983, Hertel and Humes 1993, Prinsep [1831] 1996; Parry 1994, Sherring 1868, Singh 1993, Sukul 1974).  Since we will return to look at geographies of the city in which the Ganga is implicated, let us disembark from our boat at Dasaswamedh and explore some of the streets in the city; thoroughfares more central to my account.  

Past steps lined by alms collectors one quickly meets the broad road that leads to Godaulia crossing.  At any point an alley can be followed into the city that is a labyrinth of lanes.  One who knows the city and its alleys (gallis) can traverse the city from north to south barely using a major thoroughfare.  Those who do not are liable to get quickly lost.  For many this is the preferred way to navigate the city, passing friends, temples and tea shops along the way.  It is in these alleys, amongst the bustle, pilgrims, and cows where the joie de vivre, an insouciance known as mast is to be found.  Mast represents to Banarsis the spirit of life in this, Shiva’s city.  It was in this carefree spirit that one man said to me: “Varanasi is the city where people come for Kashi labh (the ‘profit’ of Kashi, salvation through dying in the city) but instead find life (zindagi)!”.  

Many take cycle rickshaws around the city and rickshaw pullers congregate at Godaulia crossing, avoiding the sticks of traffic police charged with keeping the traffic flowing.  Take a ride and go straight on and you will get to another crossing, marked by a derelict church from 1820, a crumbling remnant of British religious activity in Varanasi.  Continue and you will pass through Luxa, the Ramakrishna mission hospital to Rath Yatra crossing.  Turn right at Godaulia crossing and you start the ascent up to Chowk (the market centre in the indigenous quarter of north Indian cities).  Past Banspathak, centre of television and electrical shops, and by now your rickshaw puller will be doing just that, pulling the vehicle.  Had you turned left you would be following the road which leads, almost unbroken down to Banaras Hindu University
 (BHU) in the south.  
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Plate 3: 1. Rickshaws and advertisements at Goudaulia crossing. 

Imagine, then, the Ganga and a road running roughly parallel to it.  Between the river and the road is dense, compacted housing.  On the other side, too, there is housing.  On both sides of the road it becomes less dense the further south you travel.  The road is periodically broken by crossings but continues and were one to follow it parallel to the river it would lead to Raj ghat.  A less peaceful journey could be taken by boat, avoiding the traffic but also missing the glorious chaos, the functioning anarchy of the streets.  

Maps...betray the designs of those who create them.  [T]hey bear little resemblance to the personal maps we draw with our feet as we go about our daily occupations (Ossman 1994: 31)

This geographical orientation is not the local one, in that there are as many ‘maps’ of the city as there are people.  It is necessarily my mapping of a large city as I grew to know it: a key employed in the field to locate myself, and in this text to guide the reader.  I choose this road-river parallel to work through some geographies of Varanasi. 

Other Banarsis may have other much more extensive mappings of their city; ones that include points of reference defined by their kin, non-kin, temples, ghats, shrines or sites for family picnics and the festivals of their community.  However, within these geographies exist other ways of seeing the city: ones that might centre on the municipal and political division by wards (of which there are eight, each containing circa fifty neighbourhoods, mohallas).  Other geographies might address the mohalla, or religious and linguistic communities resident in them, geographies of the local neighbourhood where temple, mosque, mazar (Muslim shrine), akhara (wrestling club), park, well or pond and hawelli (mansion) are the defining icons of the locality (Kumar 1988: 71).  The mappings of men and women would similarly portray the different potential for their movements across city space.  Other mappings might revolve around Shiva’s presence, in which mythology is central in defining Varanasi as the ultimate cosmopolis: where mythological time meets the spaces of the city (cf. Singh 1993).  For Varanasi is a site of intersection between celestial and human worlds, a tirth or crossing place, literally a ford for traversing between these two worlds.  

By foregrounding a rather different geography of the city, which draws on a tradition of colonial cartography (namely the maps of Prinsep (1822) and Ryder (1918-9 & 1928)) and centres less on religious aspects of the city, I want draw attention to differences in the social spaces of the city.   I intend to use the concept of suburb to highlight the ways in which the changing landscape of the city is used by its residents to place themselves within the life of Varanasi.  I take my lead, self-consciously, from Nita Kumar’s (1988) sensitive portrayal of the artisans of Varanasi, and from the understanding that space reflects and imposes on values, ideas and activities which themselves act to define a city and constituent communities within it.

Studies of media (e.g., Meyrowitz 1985) and of globalisation usually employ metaphors of space and place.  By invoking a relationship between culture and place it is possible to examine the changing nature of their relationship.  Moreover, by historically localising the relations between space, place and culture in Varanasi I hope to set the scene for an examination of cultural change in the city in the age of television culture.  I argue that peoples’ experiences of the social landscape of the city become central in mapping their relationship to cultural and social change as it affects ‘their’ city.  There are continuities in the cultural geography of Hinduism and Varanasi that are unaffected by such developments.  Other cultural forms in the city would appear to have undergone transformation as the spaces of the city have changed.  

After providing the reader with some more details about the history and evolution of Varanasi, and its landscape, I will turn to these claims about culture and place through an examination of suburbs in the city.
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Plate 3:2.  The city in 1928. 

The social landscape of the city

The city has many names which underpin various geographies of it.  Varanasi, the post-independence title of the city
, signifies the area between the Varna and Assi rivers.  The city is also known as the Mahashmashana: the great cremation ground where the world began and the place that will survive the end of time.  Kashi is the name of the city bounded by the Panchkroshi road, a pilgrimage route around the city.   Adimukta, never forsaken, signifies that this is the place in which Shiva remains, even at the end of time.  Varanasi is said to be pre-eminent among the seven holy cities (saptapuri) of India while all the remaining six can themselves be located within the microcosmic geography of the city (Eck 1983: 285).  It is also said to contain the four abodes (dhamas) of the gods (ibid.: 288-9).  These are, depending on whom one asks, either Sanskritic or popular (laukik) views of the city.  

And there is the name Anandavan, ‘the forest of bliss’, the very reason Shiva made it his city and vowed not to forsake it, a place of verdant, luxuriant groves and running water.  Here was the mythical beginning of Kashi in “the forest paradise to the south” (Eck 1983: 29), not the comparatively later settlement, now partially excavated, at Raj ghat.  Hieun Tsiang, a Chinese traveller of the seventh century noted the leafy trees and the predominantly green landscape of the city.  The expansion of the city, from a place where “leafy trees shaded temples and shrines, and streams of clear water flowed in all directions” (ibid.: 79) to the city it is today, is well illustrated by the example of Madanpura ward.  Now firmly a part of the bustling city centre it was in the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries a mauza, a rural administrative unit (Kumar 1988: 68).  The river front, a principal aspect of the city, is largely a creation of the Marathas of the eighteenth century (Eck 1983: 90) but even at the beginning of the twentieth century much more was forested than at present.  
Recall this name Anandavan, evoking Edenic groves, running water and green Elysian fields.  Also, consider the maps overleaf which illustrate some of the changes which were afoot in this era and that have an impact on our story.  Primarily as a result of British intervention during their period of connection with the city, lakes were drained and parks created, streams and rivers around the city dried up or were diverted.  The Godaulia river which flowed into the Ganga by Dasaswamedh ghat was transformed into a road.  Tanks, which had been used for domestic water supply, were drained.  These transformations were followed by the domestication of water with piped supplies beginning, in 1895, from the Gothic revival water works in Bhelupura (Kumar 1988: 107)
.

Prinsep’s map shows a large number of gardens, the majority of which are annotated with the name of an Indian owner or patron.  These appear as very stylised, well kept grounds on the map though the real extent of their formality and the question of access to them is not possible to deduce.  Comparing this map of 1822, with those compiled under Ryder in 1928, the striking change is the transformation of these lakes and tanks into parks.  A garden and lake with ‘tame turtles’ has, by 1920, become the Town Hall maidan
, and the central police station.  A garden which was, presumably, a place of social contact for the Anglicised élite became either a site of political association during the rise of mass politics (cf. Haynes 1991) or the site of municipal buildings.  Similarly, the Benia talab (lake) becomes Victoria Park, and under a new name remains a well-used park in contemporary Varanasi.  The transformations and subsequent uses of these urban spaces accord with Kaviraj’s (1996) observations about the increasing plebianisation of public space in Calcutta and the increasingly domestic orientation of middle-class existence.  

In addition to the changes to the landscape of the city made by the British we should also consider population totals.  Prinsep had estimated in 1829 that there were some 31,000 houses and a population of 181,482
, and reports a large increase of Mirzapur stone produced for Banaras between 1802-16 (Bayly 1974: 489).  By 1881, in what Singh regards as the first reliable census, the population was 218,573 and had grown to 355,777 by 1951 (an increase from 1881 of 62%).  By the 1991 decennial census, Varanasi, or more accurately the ‘Varanasi Urban Agglomeration’, had reached a population of 1,030,863 with a density of 471 per km2 (Govt. of India 1991).  Alongside Kanpur and Lucknow in Uttar Pradesh it is a “million city”.  

Plate 3: 3.  Prinsep’s 1822 map of ‘Bunarus’.  Note the number and size of parks and gardens, and the substantial open spaces.  

What is clear, from a brief survey of these two maps, is a growth of the core of the city.  Lakes have become parks, gardens replaced by housing.  Areas which in contemporary Varanasi are housing colonies, apartment blocks and commercial or residential complexes were groves, fields and forests.  It is for this reason that, of all the names for the city, and the contrasts with its contemporary form they evoke, I find it useful to dwell on this name - Anandavan - forest of bliss, because it draws attention to a process which continues to this day: an expansion from the core of the city outwards which has changed the appearance of Varanasi.  This growth is hardly a unique occurrence; cities rise and fall, and one that rose as the premier pilgrimage site in India and a major commercial centre in eastern Uttar Pradesh is likely to have grown both in area and population.  What is important is the coincidence of such growth in a city where flowing water, open space, and tranquil areas are central to a sense of identity (Kumar 1988).  Moreover, patterns of housing across the city are different in areas of later expansion and these different architectural and residential spaces are suggestive, as Blake argues (1986: 70), of the different structure of political, economic and social relationships of those living within them.   

Before considering the different spaces of the city, and the implications these might have on matters of identity, let us look at some selected history of the city to help ground the reader and to consider the historical context of the social and spatial organisation in the contemporary city which is most important to the account. 

Bayly (1975: 499) cites the history of a Banaras family whose ancestor migrated to the city in 1810.  Struck by the overwhelming tranquillity of the city, he decided to remain in it.  The preceding years, though, had been ones of turbulence and growth.  With the decline of the Mughal empire, Banaras became the centre of a small quasi-independent successor state (Freitag 1989a: 7), and this period saw the emergence of the city as a major commercial centre, located en route between Bengal and the Maratha territories.  By 1775 the British had taken over Varanasi from the Nawab of Awadh without attempting to rule the city directly.  Rather, a powerful triumvirate was at the reins: a religious, commercial-merchant, land-holding group.  They were the Gosains: mendicant soldier-traders who combined piety and commercial interests, ensuring that trade and pilgrimage routes remained open.  Joined by merchant-bankers, and a local powerful Bumihar Brahman zamindari (land owning) dynasty that would later become Rajas over the princely state, this triad of mixed interests coalesced into what scholars have termed the “Hindu merchant style” (Freitag 1989a: 11).  

This period of power shifts had been preceded by 500 years of Mughal rule and the city had been christened Mohammadabad by Aurangzeb, although this name had never stuck (Eck 1983: 83).  The city described by most visitors in the last two centuries is the post-Aurangzeb city, a city with mosques and other Islamic social features and one carved out by British road construction.  Histories of the city have tended to accent the Aurangzeb period as one of destruction and desecration, and Hindu-centric research has tended to continue this ‘Othering’ and marginalisation of the Muslim population.  Although my work, at least in domestic contexts, is predominantly focused on Hindu life, much of what is described of public contexts and their relationship with home life is also applicable to Muslim residents.

However, it does seem clear that the cultural patterns established by the Mughals, and later fostered by the Nawab of Awadh created a ‘Mughalising city’ (Bayly, in Freitag 1989a: 9) of Varanasi.  Physically this is manifest in organisation by mohalla (neighbourhood), and by the Islamic architecture and shrines.  Culturally, a conspicuously united pan-Banaras tradition emerged.  Artisans and the lower orders, significant numbers of whom were Muslim, were incorporated into this pan-city culture, as were the élite until they withdrew in the early part of this century (cf. Kumar 1988: 232-3).  A striking example is the festival of Moharram: strictly speaking this is a Shi’ite event, but in Varanasi 90 per cent of Muslim participants were Sunni and were joined by Hindus (Freitag 1989b: 27).  It was, therefore, at once both an Islamic and Banarsi occasion.  Therefore, contrary to dominantly Hindu accounts of the city (e.g., Eck 1983) Varanasi is an important place for other religions too
:

[F]or Muslims the city [Varanasi] is the ‘flower of earthly existence’ because this is where the faithful can find the basis of social life - the mosque, running water for purity, learned qazi’s to settle disputes, and the Sultan to protect the umma (religious community) (Bayly, cited in Freitag 1989a: 5).  

We have a picture, then, in this period at least, of a markedly synthetic city.  Social organisation in the Mughal era was based around the hawelli (mansion) in a mohalla and service-client groups in clusters around it.  In the eighteenth century, with the decline of the Mughals, this form endured and caste and craft groups gathered in specific areas (cf. Kumar 1988: 67, fig. 3).  There were ruptures in this smooth picture, but as Freitag has convincingly argued, some instances of trouble between religious communities, e.g., the riots of 1809 and 1810-11, which have been seen as instances of Muslim-Hindu riots, are better viewed as expressions of civic unity and as “the readjustment of power relationships in an urban site undergoing significant political change” (Freitag 1989b: 51).  It is worthwhile to dwell on this sense of unity between populations in the city for it remains a marked aspect of contemporary life in the city.  Kumar (1988: 222), for example, notes the lack of riots in the city between 1831 and 1931 when they were sporadic across the United Provinces
.  

Having considered some geographies of the city, some of its long and complex history, and the combined results of British intervention and population growth we are now in position to return to the city I grew to know during my fieldwork.  The principal aim is to consider patterns of residential settlement in the city with a view to illustrating the importance, in social and cultural terms, of these differences in the contemporary city.  The two primary residential areas in the city I discuss are the ‘old city’ and the colonies, to which I attach the appellation ‘suburb’.  It will be shown that these residential locales support very different forms of social life and are central in their residents’ formulations of their ‘place’ within the city. 

Mapping the city 

Moving from the quasi-rural Nagwa to Shivala mohalla I needed some maps.  Even navigating a route between my new flat and the river, a distance of barely five hundred yards, was something of a trial.  I decided to attempt some amateur cartography, reasoning that the exercise would provide a means of getting to know people too.  The map never got finished, although by the time I gave up I had a pretty good sense of my immediate surroundings and why the map was barely feasible.  And I had met people too.  I spent many hours, day and night, at one of the tea shops in this locality and, once the vendors in the region knew that I had developed a taste for it, much time avoiding the offers of pan, the all-important ‘communicative lubricant’ of Varanasi.  My first ‘media-use’ survey commenced in Shivala and adjoining mohallas and it was to this area of the city that I felt I most belonged.  In time Shivala would became, unequivocally, my neighbourhood.

Shivala is about ten minutes rickshaw ride from Godaulia.  The rickshaw first passes through Madanpura, technically a mohalla, but the name now given to a whole, predominantly Muslim area.  Further down this road, outside the Bengali tola Inter-college, hordes of school children swamp drinks vendors at break time.  The road here is poor and traffic further slows at Municipal attempts at traffic control: speed bumps.  The road is gradually widening and the rickshaw gathering pace.  In the distance the faint cries of ‘Ram nam satya hai’ (God’s name is truth) can be heard from those carrying biers to Harischandra ghat.  The funeral procession turns down the road towards the river, opposite the massive, and newly renovated Rashtriya Sahara press office.  Tucked in an alley by this turning is Kali’s tea shop where folk sit outside chatting and cows rummage enjoying their ‘leisurely sovereignty’ (Eck 1983:19).  Down the road towards the Ganga, water buffaloes await their daily bath.  The theme of the hit film Raja Hindustani can be heard from a barber shop, where young men attend to their quiffs before roaming the neighbourhood.  To the left, the mohalla of Sonapura, home to Bengalis and various south Indian communities and the Kedar temple.  To the right a south Indian temple signifies the similar regional origins for those living in Hanuman ghat mohalla.  Straight ahead there are piles of wood, jeeps and silently stoic relatives unloading bodies.

This is the ‘old city’.  Receiving a guest in my rooms during the heat, I was reminded that the ‘old city’ means cool living in narrow alleys the sun cannot enter.  From here towards the south of the city, housing becomes progressively more spacious; the alleys are wider and the style of house slightly more expansive.  Singh’s description of houses in these areas, curiously similar to that of Heber
 (who was reminded of Chester) is still fitting, even if lodged in the past tense: 

[The] majority of the pukka houses were lofty with two or three storeys and several of them as high as five or six storeys.  Their entrance was at a considerably higher level than that of the streets.  They were richly embellished with verandahs, galleries, projecting oriel windows and very broad and overhanging eaves supported by carved brackets (1955: 34).  

In most areas of the old city the alleys are too narrow to admit even cycle rickshaws and buildings too tall to allow sustained attack by the sun.  Housing is compact and population density very high.  The alleys are punctuated by periodic shrines, piles of decaying rubbish and small stalls.  Writing about ‘Delhi and other cities of the north’ (1993: 124) Bayly notes that, in the late eighteenth century, British administrators drew misinformed parallels between the state of buildings and the health of civic life.  The crumbling façades of the former they equated with the ill health of the latter.  He suggests that the apparent meanness was not a reflection of poverty but a feature of patterns of consumption and the same could still be said.  The crumbling houses of the old city are as likely to be home for rich merchants as they are to a group of less affluent, unrelated tenants.  What Bayly correctly identifies in respect of houses, a disregard for external appearance, is considered a defining feature of the general attitude of those that live in the old city.  Residents of these areas are apt to claim that values (religious or community spirit) are more important than outward impression.  In this regard, they draw strict (and often caustic) parallels with the houses and residents of the colonies I discuss below. 

For a description of houses from the outside we can do no better than quote Padfield’s description: 

In passing through the streets...one notices at once that there are few windows, if any at all, looking out upon the street, and those that may be are often placed high up in the wall, out of all reach of passers by...Often there is nothing presented to the public road but a blank wall with a more or less imposing doorway...The chief feature in the building is that it must be in the form of a square, with an opening to the sky in the centre...In large houses, this...space will form a regular courtyard, whilst in small buildings...it is only a few square inches (1896: 16-7).

Houses fitting this description may be occupied by a single joint family, although they are often practically and economically unviable.  Where family partition has occurred, each conjugal group may take a floor to themselves and share common facilities.  Often straitened circumstances, or occupational mobility within a family, leads to the leasing, to several unrelated tenant families, of a floor or some rooms.  In this way many such houses, once occupied by a single joint family, may be home to one or two families on each floor.  Residence in the old city does not necessarily entail residence in a grand house.  Most families are likely to be sharing property with kin or non-kin and conditions may be more cramped than the tenor of this description suggests.  By the same token other houses are much smaller and of less aged provenance.  Building work is a frequent sight with houses extended skywards due to the limits of space.  

The Pandey’s house in Hanuman ghat, where I spent long mornings watching soap operas and discussing national politics with Mr Pandey, offers a good example of ‘old city’ living.  They rent four ground floor rooms having moved from Bareilly after Mr Pandey’s retirement from the railways.  On one such hot and lazy day we were watching the cricket on television and swapping the daily newspapers whilst Gayatri put the finishing touches to her granddaughter’s new frock.  We could see the television screen, and the world as it passed by outside.  A vendor called, Gayatri hollered to her daughter-in-law to check if vegetables were needed and we looked on, as the Tamil family opposite took the salesman to task for overcharging.  Gayatri joined in the playful abuse as did, it seemed, another woman keeping an eye on the world from her doorstep down the way.  The vendor moved on, cursing, as the conversation of the householders continued to ricochet around the alley.  

The alleys of these areas represent an almost seamless continuum of buildings that is punctuated by the movement or activity of their residents.  This seamlessness is determined, variously, by the relations between residents and their neighbours.  Doors may be open or shut, depending on the time of the day and the position of the sun.  The steps between alley and home provide an ideal locus for spectating and talking.  Therefore the houses, many of which are quite imposing and ‘closed’ from the outside are opened up through the daily interactions of their inhabitants. All this represents something of a contrast to life in a residential ‘colony’, not more than five minutes bike ride away.

Picture a father taking his kids to drink Pepsi at the end of the street.  He beckons them to get into the car.  The gates of the house swing open and they travel four hundred yards down the street.  Stopping at the shop, he gets out of the car and returns with the bottles.  Several minutes later, when all are finished, the empties are handed back.  The car turns round and heads off home.  Here the physical and social space of Varanasi is altogether different.  There is little activity between houses which are separated from the roads, and their neighbours, by walls and fences.  There is no labyrinth of lanes here and none of the animation that defines life in the old city, instead broad roads and a rather an eerie quiet.  This is Ravindrapuri colony. 

A note on the word ‘colony’, the usual name for a ‘new’ housing area in urban India, is necessary.  Like imperial territories, these residential areas often have a founder who claims dominion over an area by purchasing it.  The land, often a field isolated from other habitations, is mapped, divided, and then sold in lots, though colonisers rarely sell all the land immediately, instead preferring to wait until the value of their holding has risen.  In many colonies
 in Varanasi, the home of the ‘coloniser’ is often recognisable in several ways: it stands at the main point of entrance to the territory, is often noticeably larger and more imposing than any other, and finally a small plaque on the gate often reveals that it is on ‘plot number one’, the frontier home.  

Ravindrapuri colony is not far from where I lived in Shivala, to the west of the main, arterial Assi-Godaulia road.  It was established in the 1960s on what was previously an orchard, renowned locally for its plums.  The Ryder map of 1918-9 show clearly that this entire area was partially forested or otherwise open space (cf. Plate 3: 4, map ref. Af & Ae).  It is based along a wide road, divided into two lanes by a central barrier.  Periodically there are roundabouts, decorated with statues of independence era heroes.  The first perception of this colony is that of quiet, of an unfamiliar lack of people or traffic.  The few people to be seen are sari workers drying their threads, taking advantage of the expansive areas needed for this work.  

The people within Ravindrapuri are extremely wealthy with large disposable incomes greatly exceeding those of most, but not all, old city inhabitants.  They are white-collar workers, professionals, owners of ‘fancy’ sari shops.  The children of those that I surveyed, without exception, attend the English-medium convent schools.  This colony, because of its proximity to Shivala, was the one that I investigated in my preliminary survey.  My experiences there, even with a chaperone, were not wholly encouraging and thereafter my experiences of colony life were guided by a desire to only visit families with which introductions had been made.   

Plate 3: 4.  A section of the Ryder map of 1918-9, showing the southern section of the city.  Ravindrapuri colony stands on the area directly below the name of the Bhelupura ward.  (The later ‘Ravindrapuri extension’ colony now covers square Ag.).

Houses in Ravindrapuri colony are arranged down roads running perpendicular to the main avenue.  Systematic ordering by odd and even numbers makes finding one’s way quite simple.  Throughout my period of fieldwork I was struck by the glaring juxtaposition with the houses to the sewage flowing, from a ruptured pipe, through this main avenue.  Thinking it ironic that a place where rich people (paise walle) live should be filthy and untraversable, this glaring contrast drew my attention to the construction of these houses and their surrounds.  The presence of what these people attempt to escape made it all the more clear what it was that these houses were about.  

Marc Girouard, in his ‘Cities and People’, cites a satirical poem by William Cowper of 1781, some ten years after the establishment of suburbs in Calcutta (Silverstone 1994: 57-8).  It captures the isolation, and escapism from overcrowded areas, that underlies life in the suburbs.

Suburban villas, highway-side retreats, 

That dread the encroachment of our growing streets, 

Tight boxes neatly sash’d, and in a blaze

With all a July sun’s collected rays

Delight the citizen, who, gasping there

Breath clouds of dust, and calls it country air.  

Houses in this, and other colonies, have an aesthetic quality that differs from those in the old city.  Their designs are phantastic, a rhapsody on borrowed styles and imported motifs, often using non-local materials.  Typically they have walled gardens and solid wrought iron fences; some employ gatemen (chowkidars) to filter out callers (anthropologists) and enhance security.  It was the gardens that struck this first-time visitor.  Gardening is enjoyed by many; or, at least, growing some flowers in a pot is a popular pastime.  The large number of ‘garden centres’ on the outskirts of the city is testament to that.  Yet the gardens in this, and other colonies, are highly manicured - lush groomed lawns, a rare sight in urban India, are tended by small fleets of gardeners.  One area of the colony has a shared garden in the corner: a private playground for residents’ children.  

Late on into fieldwork, the lengths to which families, “that dread the encroachment of ever growing roads”, had gone in creating their own spaces became apparent.  The new Municipal chief declared an atikraman hatao abhiyan
 (anti-encroachment campaign).  This affected all; street vendors, makeshift tea stalls and residents of this (and other) colonies were all ordered to clear the streets of encroaching structures.  The campaign moved inexorably, day by day, to each and every area of the city.  Ten days into the campaign, residents of Ravindrapuri colony were to be seen on the local Siti Cable news (Siti Halchal) complaining as they reluctantly ordered their staff to tear down their encroachment on to public space.  It then became clear how these residents had made part of the city (privately) their own.  

Many of the Ravindrapuri households have cars but as the vignette above suggested beyond saving a family from wading through raw sewage the possible set of journeys is small.  Some old city residents, more at home in their narrow alleys, laughed at the wasteful extravagance of cars in a city with notoriously few and poor quality roads
.  Perhaps they might consider visiting the ‘Country Retreat’ that advertising hoardings signalled the imminent establishment of in the far north east of the city?  A real escape from the pressures of the city.

The gates, gardens and guardsmen all serve to project an image of and maintain seclusion, privacy and isolation and this is something only the rich can afford.  Yet the houses are curiously open in the sense that they take seriously the task of projection and are centred on their façade.  There is therefore a contrast between houses described in the old city whose central, lit courtyard is both interior and yet exteriorising (and a ‘traditional’ feature of Hindu architecture).  In their architectural style such houses give little away to the passer-by, yet their inhabitants ‘open them up’ through their interactions.  Colony houses work in an opposite manner.  Designed ‘for show’ they actually reveal little and daily practice does little to open them up any further.  

The other contrast, and one that was frequently noted by friends in places like Kali’s tea shop, brings us back to Bayly’s comment on municipal pride and the state of buildings in this and other north Indian cities.  Bayly notes that the British misunderstood the run-down appearance of housing, thinking that their inhabitants cared little for their home and surroundings
.  What this suggests, apart from a familiar colonial ethnocentrism, is that a different evaluation of the importance of outward appearance might be at work.  Many old city inhabitants, and the more reflexive colony dwellers, were apt to remind me that the important things in life lay ‘within’, and not in appearance.  Proverbially, the rich Banarsi merchant from Chowk travels second class, with an old suitcase and worn bedroll.  This is not interpreted as parsimony, but a matter of correct priorities.  It is only, for those that recount this and other commonplaces, the brash nouveaux riches of the colonies and those enraptured by a culture of conspicuous display that seek to show (dekhana, causative of see) their wealth.  The distinction is between exterior (show) and interior (values).  The same can be said of the houses, which in the colonies are faced in marble and expensive fittings and in the old city where, whatever the wealth of their inhabitants, there is a striking equality of appearance. 

Thus far, through a description of the two principal forms of housing present in Varanasi, I have suggested a quite stark sense of discontinuity between these areas.  In a purely physical sense such an opposition appears well-founded.  But now it remains to ask, in more detail, what residents of both these areas consider the primary differences between these areas to be.  I propose that this be approached through an evaluation of the term ‘suburb’, a term that will aid us in thinking through some of the ‘dislocated’ and ‘located’ senses of culture that are suggested when residents from one locale talk about residents in the other. 

The suburbs in Varanasi

Around Varanasi shopping malls are being constructed in which boutiques with Italian marble floors sell the latest in fashion.  Fleets of Mercedes, Marutis, Contessas, Esteems, and Fiats disgorge their well-dressed passengers into the crowded streets and doormen admit them into these cathedrals of consumption.  Outside, the walls are Coca-colonised or Pepsified as the soft-drink giants seek to imprint their logos on every available space.  Banners spread across the streets announce ‘seasonal offers’ for colour televisions, fridges or announce the arrival of another soft furnishing shop in the city.  

A new and ‘exclusive’ Videocon showroom opens, an Aladdin’s cave of consumer durables.  Beauty parlours (‘Ladies Only’) operate all over town, promising results that will ‘surprise and please your husband’.  The Nike ‘swoosh’ does just that as men race around the city on their Hero Honda motorbikes.  Dinner parties turn into impromptu pitches for home-care products and pyramid-marketing techniques.  Hoardings at the cross-roads announce the launch of ‘inexpensive’ cellular networks: “So feel free to spread the word”.  The local television channels proclaim the Varanasi branch of Benneton open, while graffiti exhorts Indians to reject the West and adopt swadeshi (home industry) products (and mentalities).  At the news stands, the first issue of Indian Cosmopolitan goes on sale, and its advertisers ask, teasingly, “Are you up to it?”

There are no shady forests and groves in this landscape and some may protest that the contrast I have drawn is rather stark.  There is no mention of the Ganga and the ghats in this portrait of a city, no cows, pan chewing and rubbish, rather the messages of desire, domesticity and consumerism.  But it is this contrast that surfaced continually during my stay in the city.  A short journey through the city, by bike or foot, will present the traveller with just such a landscape of difference; from old city to spacious suburb, from religious to consumer activity.  Of course commerce and religion have long been partners in Varanasi, the two coexist and support each other.  However, what was presented to me during the course of fieldwork was entirely different evaluations of these landscapes and the forms of activity they support or encourage, and these evaluations reached their clearest expression when people talked about ‘living’ and homes.  In such statements what emerged repeatedly was a division between the old city and the colonies.  I now want to think in more detail about ‘suburbs’, less in terms of geography and more in terms of the social and cultural existence they are seen to support.  One place to start is a geographical account of the city in the 1950s. 
Singh, the first post-independence geographer of the city,  represented Varanasi in terms of three zones.  The outer zone is where “an air of modernity and change is encountered, and characterised by open spaces and ‘good residential housing’” (1955: 48).  These areas then are the suburbs of the 1950s; the British colonial reaches of the city, the Cantonment, Civil Lines and BHU, the creation of nationalists and reformers in the early twentieth century.  Clearly this is a rather limited definition of suburb and one that, not unreasonably, pays little attention to the people who live within them.  

What dangers are there then in ascribing to a residential area like Ravindrapuri colony, just one block from the main Assi-Godaulia road, the epithet ‘suburb’?  On the face of it many, especially if we treat the category suburb as a primarily geographical one, defined as ‘contrapositional’ (Archer 1997) to the main urban settlement.  However, since the first suburbs were in Calcutta, in an area hardly marginal to the city proper, we might want to establish a sense of the word freed from purely geographical position.  If we examine the historical and cultural conditions under which the term arose it becomes clear that suburbs refer to more than mere geographical location.

Both Calcutta and Madras figure heavily in the pre-history of suburbia (Silverstone 1994,1997; Archer 1997; King 1980), reminding us that the application of this term to contemporary South Asia is not the totally misplaced imposition of foreign terminology that it may at first appear.  In form and function, suburbs derive from their colonial beginnings.  However, the term carries with it a considerable amount of cultural baggage which must be discussed.  

The early uses of the term suburb in English refer to the areas outside the centre of the city: suburb was used in a pejorative sense to refer to these areas as sites of licentiousness, impropriety and ill-discipline.  By the eighteenth century, a reversal of this original meaning had occurred (Archer 1997: 29) and so, in South Asia, the suburb became the spacious, orderly area, where the task of government was discharged and where those responsible for it could reside.  The confluence of ideas about architecture with those of race and disease (King 1980:12), and the representational imperatives of authority and government, resulted in the Cantonment areas of cities in which there was a British presence.  The geographical discreteness reflected the paradoxical nature of the Raj; attempting control of, but remaining aloof from, its subjects.

With this reversal of the meaning of the suburbs in cities like London, linked to demographic and economic changes, came a rethinking of the nature of leisure; places of work and leisure became distinct.  The suburbs became the inverse of the hub - sites of inactivity, lack of productivity.  Archer concludes that this was not just a matter of taste, or of geographical dispersions based on economics and organised transport, but predicated on a change of consciousness which anchored identity in the “autonomous self rather than in a social...collective” (Archer 1997: 41, original emphasis).  With the inversion of the meaning of suburb such areas grew both as a product of, and an escape from, the expanding cities.  In the process, suburbs became areas with claims to physical distance, social distinction and cultural control (Silverstone 1997: 5).  It was the city centres that now stood for what the suburbs had previously represented: areas of licentiousness and ill-discipline. 

Rather than transpose this western development to contemporary Varanasi, and invoke the ‘curtain twitching’ that so often accompanies references to the suburb, it is possible to draw, after Silverstone (1994), on Strathern’s discussion of the suburb (1993).  Her argument helps avoid an either (urban) or (rural) distinction in categorising the suburb, returning to it a neither/nor hybridity in which it is essentially the product of the intertwinement of categories.  In this light, the suburb can represent the fundamental ambiguities between collectivity and individuality, community and family, and cultural production and consumption, that people drew my attention to with their representations of people according to their geographical location in the city.

The Agrawal family had been living for two months in Shivam apartments when I first spoke with them.  The block is itself a good example of the changing patterns of land use and the implications of this for cultural practice.  The ‘Shivam talkies’ (a cinema) had been replaced by the four blocks of flats that are home to about 40 families.  The Agrawals bought two flats and, by knocking them into one, created a huge living area.  No attention to detail had been spared in creating what reminded me of a set from a Bombay tele-serial.  The family had moved away from a mohalla near Chowk, the centre of the old city, where commerce meets important religious areas, labourers wait to find employment, and bodies make their way to Manikarnika.  It is an area that for Banarsis typifies the glorious chaos and spirit of Shiva’s city.  

For the Agrawals, the need for a different sort of space was a primary motivation for a move across the city; from crowded, dirty alleys to an apartment block in the spacious south.  The traffic jams that continually threaten to bring Chowk to a standstill do not occur on the wide road that passes Shivam complex.  Shopping is easier in this part of town.  Stores here are fixed price and offer a huge array of luxury household goods and imported foodstuffs.  Their children are educated at the English medium St John’s School and this is much more easily accessible from the south of the city.  The most telling observation centred around children and their upbringing.  Recalling Chowk it was said that “the neighbours there are not that good, they are mainly Ahirs”.  A reference to an important caste grouping of eastern Uttar Pradesh, the cow-herding and milk-selling Ahirs (or Yadavs as they prefer to be known) is noteworthy because this caste group in some sense stands for ‘old’ Varanasi and the ways of its residents
.  This move and all its motivations therefore appears to be a denial of typically Banarsi ways and pleasures.  The move away from the ‘filthy’ and crowded gullis to the newly renovated flat in the low density housing of the suburbs was quite specifically linked the nature of the people in Chowk, the heart of the old city.  Moving house, in this respect, is about more than just finding somewhere, anywhere to live. 

One way to fix identities is to view them in terms of ideas of place that are maplike and motionless (Ossman 1994: 67).

In depicting fundamental difference in architectural and cultural practice between the old city and the suburbs I risk, as Ossman warns, fixing the identities of those that live in these two different areas.  However, I would argue that there are two grounds for taking such an approach.  One is, quite simply, the repeated and powerful contrasts that colony dwellers and old city residents drew between each other.  The other, following Alter (1993b), is that one way of approaching the disjunctions between the ‘traditional’ and ‘modern’ in Varanasi is to see both as playing or projecting against each other, sometimes in quite conscious ways.  

It was when a well respected member of Kali’s tea shop said that the influence of the colony wallahs on Banarsi culture was as malevolent as that of foreign television that I realised that, to him at least, something quite important was at stake.  His point was that they produced nothing in the city, and here he was referring to cultural production.  Not only do they not organise community events, he argued, they fail to attend those elsewhere in the city.  He added, later, that they were happy to watch such events, or something else, on television.  This comment reflects one aspect of the historical development of suburbs in that they are sites of inactivity and lack of productivity; for this trenchant critic the sense was that the people do nothing but make money and remain in their houses (‘to count it’).  In an echo of Archer’s comment about “autonomous self rather than … social...collective” he suggested that “they have no connection with anyone else” (kisi se koi matlab nahi hai), they are aloof and consider themselves superior; above the life of the old city and its ‘backward’, implacably traditional residents.

Many in the old city felt that colony wallahs were divorced from the real city, more interested in the ephemera of fashion and the latest three-piece suites than other, more simple pleasures.  Some families in the colonies I visited seemed aware of this reputation and attempted to construct distance between themselves and their neighbours or make a particular point about being Banarsi.  And this is what Alter’s (1993b) piece is driving at: that those who see themselves as ‘old timers’ quite consciously use the ‘Banarsi’ label, and the cultural practice which accompanies it, as tools for the assertion of difference.  In this context it should be noted that this cultural reference is given spatial expression; cultural difference is asserted through geographical location

What all this suggests is that the physical landscape of the city is used to map identities at a time when the nature of culture, between what is and what should be, is highly contested.  Seen in the context of liberalisation, and what is characterised as a ‘hunger’ (bukh) for status symbols and objects, the stark disjunctions across the landscape of the city can be employed quite easily, if with some degree of parody, to locate the ‘other’ and therefore the self.  This is not to argue that the culture of Varanasi has always been unitary, indeed one argument of Kumar (1988) is that, in the 1920s and 1930s, a pan-Banarsi culture in which both rich and poor participated began to wane.  I would suggest that this process may be gathering pace (or simply becoming more discernible.)  What people were asserting is that the landscape of Varanasi is one highly tangible resource through which the social identities of residents in the city can be fixed. 

Geography here emerges as a constituting feature of culture and identity: a hook onto which to hang understandings of the city and its peoples.  This social geography is presented here in rather stark contrast and there are considerable dangers in so doing.  Those who made such comments, from either side of this purported divide, were not stating a social-geographic rule (“that the roads must be red if they correspond to red lines on a map” (Ziff, cited in Bourdieu 1977: 29)) but employing a mnemonic for representing themselves and others.  There are residents of the ‘old city’ who might be as divorced from the spirit of the city as any colony wallah.  Similarly, colony wallahs who are enthusiastic

participants in what ‘old city’ residents call proper (sahi) Banarsi culture: trips on boats, drinking thundai laced with bhang (edible cannabis) and all-night, open-air music concerts.  

The nature of the buildings recently constructed in the city, apart from that already described, would seem to fit into a narrative of suburbanisation.  During fieldwork, the twenty storey commercial-housing Kashiraj complex, on land belonging to the Maharaja of Banaras, and in which he has retained a stake, was being constructed: evidence of the growing paucity of space, the increasing land prices this results in, and a different modality of consumerism from that evinced elsewhere in the city.  This pattern of contemporary development is replicated throughout areas of the city with which I am familiar.  Close to Shivala, off the Assi-Godualia road the Guru Kripa ‘residential-cum-shopping complex’ is under construction.  In Assi, near the Abhay talkies, another defunct cinema has been pulled down and foundations sunk for an apartment block.  At Rath Yatra crossing the vast Kuber shopping centre and office complex has arisen.  Well manicured lawns and smart railings were in evidence long before any shops opened
.  By the busy Durga Kund temple another shopping complex, Dayal Towers, is being developed and its billboard suggests it will be similar in conception if not size.  

It is with such developments in mind that the more familiar meaning of suburban is of some use, primarily because it draws attention to the centrality of the home and domesticity in the suburb, and of the consumption implicit in these ideas.  These will be discussed in more detail below, for now it suffices to note that in such commercial or residential developments, the consumerism so instrumental to suburbia, and so implicated with the development of both local and global television, finds stylistically appropriate outlets.

Plate 3: 5.  The Kashi Raj Commercial-cum-Residential Complex, Bhelupura. 

Plate 3: 6.  The Kuber Complex, Rath Yatra.

Plate 3: 7. ‘Old city’:  Shivala. 

In some respects the term ‘suburban’ fits quite neatly into an account of the landscape of contemporary Varanasi, in others it might be quite reasonably suggested that a city devoid of ‘lace curtain-twitchers’ is best not discussed in terms of suburbs.  Perhaps one indication that it may be a valid way in which to think about such cultural and spatial changes is the hesitation felt in using it.  The suburb (in this context and western contexts) is a concept which evokes either fear or comfort.  From the vantage point of Kali’s tea shop - fear; from behind the walls of the barricaded house - comfort.  It is a category which, viewed from either direction, contains a sense of distrust.  The colonisers of Varanasi, who prepare the ground for suburban dwellings are oddly reminiscent of those pioneers Girouard refers to who built terraces of housing, often isolated in fields “waiting for London to catch up with it” (1985: 276).  

However, in other respects, as Kaviraj (1996) and Khilnani (1997) remind us, Varanasi is most clearly labelled as a traditional pilgrimage centre of sacred spaces and very different from Calcutta and Madras, not to mention London, in its historical development and contemporary nature.  The term suburban, however deconstructed and localised it may be, has a resonance rather at odds with the defining ethos of Varanasi.  

Conclusions

From an orientating geography for the newly arrived visitor, this chapter has proceeded to consider some spatial and geographical change in the contemporary city.  From the many names available I chose to highlight Anandavan, the forest of bliss, to mark the progression of the city, from a densely forested area to one in which apartment blocks rise out of the remains of cinemas, which themselves had been constructed on once open space.  
Given that the history and cultural life of Varanasi have been written about from a range of perspectives it seems valuable to risk a novel transposition of terminology.  As I have indicated, this is not without dangers.  However, there has been, to date, no literature dedicated to the forms of geographical and social development that I have highlighted and these are crucial for understanding the contexts of contemporary urban life in India.  Certainly Varanasi has, as residents (in all locales) are apt to note, a unique place in the cultural geography of India, but although it may be a city sui generis some developments are more widespread in urban India.  Some framework for understanding their implications is therefore required.

By invoking a cartographic metaphor, and by highlighting the importance of place and space in culture, the ground has been prepared to consider more completely the relation between culture and the space that it inhabits.  In an era of globalisation, the images that are used, academically and popularly, to explain the impact of these more wide-ranging cultural flows are very often geographic.  The world, it is said, has become a smaller place, by which it is often meant that geographic boundaries no longer represent cultural boundaries. (Which is not to say that the extent to which the world was ever split into discrete cultural units has not been questioned.) 

There is therefore a double-layered narrative unfolding.  At one level we are considering a very located sense of culture.  ‘Located’ here suggests that culture inhabits a space that is at once socially, geographically and historically determined.  By subjecting space in the city of Varanasi to a broad historical examination it is possible to suggest that the ‘homogeneous’ culture of the city is not so clearly shared and is heavily contingent on its relationship with space.  By highlighting physical and social differences between the suburbs (as a geographical reality and a ‘structure of feeling’) and the old city I sought to show how the “changing physical layout of the city...in itself provides important evidence for the changing urban structure of community” (Freitag 1989b: 111).

At another level, by invoking a strong sense of the word ‘place’, the ground is prepared for an analysis of the impact of media technologies on senses of place (Meyrowitz 1985).  Kailashnath Pandey, a trenchant social critic and frequent writer to the local press, complained to me that young men think about America and ‘the West’, and they talk about these places, “as if they have been there”, when in reality they have never even been to Allahabad (4-5 hours by bus).  There is, therefore, a potential tension between writing of culture in Varanasi as inhabiting space and place in quite fundamental ways and adopting the position that media tend towards a deterritorialisation of culture.  However, it is this tension, or contradiction, which is at the heart of the cultural process I am seeking to illuminate. 

There are those who seek to hang onto the very located sense of identity that involvement in neighbourhood practice (festivities, protests and gossip etc.) engenders for residents of Varanasi.  There are others whose cultural moorings seem more deterritorialised by the new media regimes.  It is the tension between these located and dislocated senses of culture that lies at the heart of experiences of modernity in Varanasi.   

By employing the representations of residents from both types of ‘locale’ in the city, and mapping them onto a social and geographical account, I have attempted to illustrate the ‘structure of feeling’ that pervades, or is seen to pervade, these locales.  To the colony wallahs, the old city and its residents are ‘located’ in ways in which they are not.  The colony wallahs may have been abroad, or further from Varanasi than the old city residents but as far as the old city residents are concerned, they do nothing but watch television and emulate what they see on it, and wish to go to the places they discover on the screen.  Their moorings are less closely secured to the city, and their houses (or apartment blocks) which conform to a transnational repertoire of styles and display little continuity with the ‘place’ in which they are located, represent this placelessness most keenly.  Colony wallahs are apt to regard their transcendence of ‘place’ as modern and sophisticated while old city residents see it as a denial of ‘place’.  That the ‘place’ is Varanasi, the city which to them epitomises the strength, vitality and brilliance of India, makes this disavowal of its ways such a live element in the ways people account for change in the city. 

The old city folk, as colony wallahs and many old city residents themselves would have it, are content with where they are and feel no need to ape the cultures seen on television.  They are happy to be in the city which in itself is an entire world, albeit one whose moorings are those of mythology.  As far as they are concerned, those who look further afield, wishing for other lives in other places in the company of their television set are rudderless.  Located, in the sense that colony wallahs might consider these types of people to be, comes to mean backward, and has a temporal aspect too: implacably attached to the past.  It is in this sense that ‘place’, in a geographical and televisual sense, assumes the importance it does in mapping competing experiences of modernity in Varanasi. 

The following chapters will continue to illustrate and examine these themes by outlining some patterns of media use in the city and examine in more detail this relationship between place and culture in a localised way.  
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� For a discussion of death and its associated specialists and rituals cf. Parry (1994).


� This university was established in the early years of this century by Indian nationalists.  As a major employer, and academic and political centre it has a strong presence in the city.  For a recent account that touches on BHU and north Indian society and politics cf. Mishra (1997).


� The etymology of ‘Varanasi’ is much debated (cf. Eck 1983: 27).  The Padma Purana proclaims that “The illustrious city of Varanasi is bounded on the north by the Varna and on the south by the Assi” (Singh 1955: 2). 


�cf. Kumar (1988: 107, and passim) on the domestication of water, mohalla water supply and the general importance of water (both in quantity and quality) in Varanasi. 


�A maiden is an open space in an Indian city which is used for a variety of purposes but particularly political gatherings. 


�Comparable figures are available for Delhi, 125,000 in 1830, and Allahabad, 52,000 in 1838 (Bayly 1975: 489-90).  


�The Muslim population of Varanasi is currently c. 25 per cent (Govt. of India 1991). 


�The larger and more complex question concerning the emergence of communalism lies outside the scope of this brief history (cf. Freitag op. cit., Pandey 1990).


� Heber’s account is based on travels in the ‘Upper Provinces’ of India in 1824-5. cf. Eck (1983: 13).  


� According to the 1998 Kashi Tradika (an almanac of the city) there are sixty colonies.  Many of the colonies have names which reflect the idyllic spaces they offer their residents, and which, paradoxically, their establishment removed from the city.  A sample include: Sundarnagar (Beautiful city); Suryanagar (Sun city). 


�The local press in this period was saturated by articles and pictures of the campaign.  The interest, amusement and anger that this ‘clean up’ precipitated was evidenced all over the city, especially in the tea shops (cf. Aaj, Dainik Jagran and Gandive in November and December 1997).  An overview of this campaign, and a related discussion of public and private space, can be found in chapter 5.


� Kumar notes that in 1958 there were 60 miles of roads as compared with over 300 miles of alleys (1988: 77). 


� Appendix 1, a letter to the press which notes the huge number of millionaires in Varanasi who do little to care for crumbling temples, mirrors the British perspective discussed by Bayly. 


� Kumar (1988: 232-3) makes a similar point, i.e., that castes such as the Ahirs, whose professions had undergone little structural change during the period of her study (1880-1986), are the strongest bastions of the traditional lifestyle. 


� The Kuber complex was opened in late 1998.  It features, over its two acre site, escalators, four lifts, central air-conditioning, generators, “the potential of thousands of customers coming and going daily”, car and scooter parking.  In December 1998, the Raymond suiting and menswear chain opened a shop in the complex.  Much was made of its mosaic Italian marble flooring.  
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