Waiting for the Mahatma – R. K. NARAYAN (First Published in 1955 by Methuen & Co. Ltd.)
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That portrait in the opposite shop fascinated his adolescent mind. The shopman was known as Kanni, a parched, cantankerous, formidable man, who sat on his haunches all day briskly handing out goods to his customers. Until eleven at night, when he closed the shop, his hollow voice could be heard haranguing someone, or arguing, or cowing his credit-demanding clientele: ‘What do you think I am! How dare you come again without cash? You think you can do me in? You are mistaken. I can swallow ten of you at the same time, remember.’
The only softening influence in this shop of cigars, 1beedis, explosive aerated drinks, and hard words was the portrait of the lady with apple cheeks, curls falling down the brim of her coronet, and large, dark eyes. ‘Those eyes look at me,’ Sriram often thought. For the pleasure of returning the look, he went again and again, to buy something or other at the shop.
‘Whose is that picture?’ he asked once, pausing between sips of a coloured drink.
‘How should I know?’ Kanni said. ‘It’s probably some queen, probably Queen Victoria,’ although he might with equal justification have claimed her to be Maria Theresa or Ann Boleyn.
‘What did you pay for it?’
‘Why do you want to know all that?’ said Kanni, mildly irritated. 
If it had been anyone else, he would have shouted, ‘If you have finished your business, be gone. Don’t stand there and ask a dozen questions.’
But Sriram occupied a unique position. He was a good customer, paid down a lot of cash every day, and deserved respect for his bank balance. 
He asked, ‘Where did you get the picture?’
Kanni was in a jovial mood and answered, ‘You know that man, the Revenue Inspector in Pillaiah Street. He owed me a lot of money. I had waited long enough, so one day I walked in and brought away
this picture hanging in his room. Something at least for my dues.’
‘If there is any chance,’ said Sriram with timid hesitation, ‘of your giving it away, tell me its price.’
‘Oh, oh!’ said Kanni, laughing. He was in a fine mood. ‘I know you can buy up the queen herself, master 2zamindar. But I won’t part with it. It has brought me luck. Ever since I hung the picture there, my
business has multiplied tenfold.’ 
_____
1. small, thin, hand-rolled cigarettes     2. landowner


1. Introduce the extract (author – title – publication date & historical context if known – topic)
2. Who are the people mentioned in the extract?
3. What sort of shop-ownerr is Kanni? Find elements in the text to back to illustrate your answer.
4. What exactly does he sell? Why are his products likely to attract adolescent customers like Sriram? 
5. Briefly comment on the relationship Kanni and Sriram have.
6. How did the portrait end up at Kanni’s?
7. “‘You know that man […] Something at least for my dues.” (l. 26-27) 
a) Why is this passage particularly amusing? 
b) What other elements can be added to Kanni’s psychological portrait? 
8. “ ...probably Queen Victoria,’ although he might with equal justification have claimed her to be Maria Theresa or Ann Boleyn” (l. 14-15). According to you, whose portrait is it? Why can the other two suggestions be ruled out?
9. a) Why does Kanni keep the portrait of a woman he can’t identify? 
b) What conclusion(s) can you reach as regards his cultural political knowledge?
10. a) Can you imagine the reason why Sriram would like to buy the portrait? 
b) What does this portrait really symbolize? 
