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• Baumgartner 
– Baum = tree 
– Gartner = gardener 

Just a joke about his occupation as a 
timber merchant? 
Or does this suggest something about 
his relationship to the environment? 



Plan of Today’s Lecture 

①  	  The novel’s title 
②   The novel’s discussion of 

language 
③   The place of the Jew and of the 

Holocaust in the novel 
④ Desai’s women 



The novelʼs title"
•  Immediately points to the importance of place 

and placelessness, to a sense of belonging 
or lack thereof, to a sense of ownership"

• Connection to German idea of the Heimat"
•  ʻThe life of Bombay which had been 

Baumgartnerʼs life for thirty years now—or, 
rather, the setting of his life; he had never 
actually entered it, never quite captured it; 
damply, odorously, cacophonously palpable 
as it was, it had been elusive still.ʼ (255)"



The novelʼs title"
• Misleading association with a single place, 

whereas novel is set as much in Berlin and 
Calcutta as in Bombay  
(In fact, place descriptions are much more 
vivid for Calcutta and Berlin than for 
Bombay.)"

• Function of associating Bombay with 
cosmopolitanism—of which Baumgartner 
is and is not a part"



From the original review of  the novel by Paul West in the New York Times (1989) 
entitled “The Man Who Doesn’t Belong” 

This is a daring, colorful novel almost impossible to absorb in one 
reading, and rightly so because it's about imperfect knowledge. The 
very title, with its quasi-guidebook roll, set me wondering. Does it, 
like a “Fodor's Beijing,” flirt with completeness, or does it remind 
us how subjective all knowledge is and therefore how unreliable? 
Like Anita Desai, who has a subtle mind, we can get the best of  
both notions if  we make the key phrase into a title: ''Baumgartner's 
Bombay'' sounds at once authoritative and tentative. If, however, we 
gently offer ''Fagin's London'' or ''Heathcliff's Liverpool'' (he was 
found there, remember), the phrase implies the mellow dignities of  
bias. What Ms. Desai depicts here is how one particular man's 
presence in a city alters that city for everyone in it, himself  too; and 
then he thinks: Since I change it, I know it. What can a mote know? 
We savor Ms. Desai's title as a thoughtful emblem of  the novel it 
adorns. 



The	  novel’s	  language	  

 Foreignizing	  presence	  of	  German,	  as	  opposed	  to	  an	  
Indian	  language	  (which	  has	  the	  effect	  of	  naturalizing	  
English	  within	  the	  Indian	  environment)	  

 NarraJve’s	  constant	  emphasis	  on	  language	  to	  establish	  
both	  Baumgartner’s	  posiJon	  as	  the	  representaJve	  of	  
the	  human	  AND	  as	  the	  Other,	  the	  alienated	  (Jewish)	  
presence	  that	  haunts	  the	  novel	  

 AlienaJon,	  through	  the	  historical	  experience	  of	  war	  
and	  displacement,	  from	  the	  ‘mother	  tongue’—even	  
though	  the	  novel	  offers	  no	  clear	  alternaJve	  language	  
for	  the	  characters’	  consciousness	  and	  interior	  
monologues	  



Lotte pressed her fingers to her lips, to her 
eyes, to her ears, trying to prevent those words, 
that language, from entering her, invading her.  
Its sweetness, the assault of sweetness, 
cramming her mouth, her eyes, her ears, 
drowning her in its sugar.  The language she 
wanted not to hear or speak.  It was 
pummelling her, pushing against her and into 
her, and with her mouth stuffed she moaned, 
Nein, nein, nein, Hugo, no.’  Her teeth bit on the 
crystals and her nerves screamed at their 
sweetness… (11) 



The	  Holocaust 	  	  
SOURCE	  OF	  THE	  NOVEL	  IN	  THE	  ARCHIVE:	  

LeVers	  of	  a	  Jew	  who	  had	  lived	  in	  India	  that	  Desai	  was	  asked	  to	  
read/translate.	  	  At	  first,	  she	  thought	  they	  were	  dull	  because	  
devoid	  of	  content,	  but	  then	  realized	  they	  were	  sent	  from	  a	  
concentraJon	  camp.	  

Her	  role	  of	  “filling	  in”	  the	  narraJve	  gaps—but	  is	  this	  what	  the	  
novel	  does?	  

Anna	  Gu7man	  suggests:	  
‘the	  le7ers	  only	  confirm	  the	  essen>al	  unrepresentable	  nature	  
of	  Jewishness	  in	  Desai’s	  novel’	  (518)	  



‘Silent’	  presence	  of	  the	  Holocaust	  
The	  Holocaust	  as	  unspeakable/unnameable	  

•  In	  Hugo’s	  father’s	  suicide	  with	  gas	  
•  In	  omission	  of	  final	  line	  in	  children’s	  song	  “Backe,	  
backe	  kuchen”	  (Alex	  Stähler):	  
	  Scheib	  ihn’n	  Ofen!	  Scheib	  in’n	  Ofen!”	  
	  (Push	  it	  into	  the	  oven!	  Push	  it	  into	  the	  oven”)	  

•  Hugo’s	  realizaJon	  in	  the	  internment	  camp:	  
When	  the	  others	  roared,	  ‘Heil	  Hitler!’	  they	  were	  
silent.	  	  Baumgartner	  gratefully	  joined	  their	  silence.	  
He	  realised	  at	  that	  instant	  that	  silence	  was	  his	  
natural	  condi>on.	  (140)	  



Kristallnacht 
9-10 November 1938 





Baumgartner’s	  Lack	  of	  Belonging	  
•  Image	  of	  the	  wandering	  Jew	  
•  InterpretaJon	  of	  the	  Jew	  as	  outside	  of	  normaJve	  culture,	  non-‐assimilated,	  

recognizable	  as	  Other:	  	  German	  OR	  Jewish,	  white	  man	  OR	  Jew	  
•  The	  Jew	  as	  liminal:	  	  Baumgartner’s	  embrace	  of	  Jewishness	  in	  Venice	  

‘Venice	  was	  the	  East,	  and	  yet	  it	  was	  Europe	  too;	  it	  was	  that	  magic	  boundary	  where	  the	  
two	  met	  and	  blended,	  and	  for	  those	  seven	  days	  Hugo	  had	  been	  a	  part	  of	  their	  union.	  	  
He	  realised	  it	  only	  now:	  that	  during	  his	  constant	  wandering,	  his	  ceaseless	  walking,	  he	  
had	  been	  drawing	  close	  and	  closer	  to	  this	  discovery	  of	  that	  bewitched	  point	  where	  
they	  became	  one	  land	  of	  which	  he	  felt	  himself	  the	  natural	  ci>zen…	  	  He	  had	  not	  found	  
the	  Jewish	  quarter	  or	  the	  Jewish	  girl	  but	  he	  had	  seen	  another	  world,	  perhaps	  it	  was	  
where	  Jewry	  was	  located	  but	  to	  him	  it	  was	  the	  East,	  and	  he	  was	  both	  in	  it	  and	  
travelling	  to	  it	  and	  yet	  one	  with	  it.’	  (79)	  

•  Baumgartner’s	  own	  alienaJon	  from	  his	  Jewishness:	  	  his	  confusion	  about	  Hebrew,	  
the	  way	  Jewishness	  is	  not	  so	  much	  self-‐idenJfied	  but	  imposed	  by	  others	  (Jews,	  
Nazis,	  the	  BriJsh)—but	  not	  necessarily	  by	  Indians	  

•  The	  Jew	  as	  always	  foreign,	  ‘outlandish’	  



Their faces sneered ‘firanghi, foreigner’, however good-
naturedly, however lacking in malice.  Still, the word, the 
name struck coldly and he winced, hunching his shoulders 
and trying to avoid the contact he knew they hated 
because contact contaminated.  Accepting—but not 
accepted; that was the story of his life, the one thread that 
ran through it all.  In Germany he had been dark—his 
darkness had marked him the Jew, der Jude.  In India he 
was fair—and that marked him the firanghi.  In both lands, 
the unacceptable… Still, it was a long time since he was so 
acutely aware of his outlandishness.  It has come to him at 
some moments, in a drenching of terror that he could 
remember even now, but for a long time it had not been as 
it was today. (29) 



Outlandish	  

	   	   	   	  	  

	   	   	   	  	  
	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	   	  Ausländer	  



For	  discussion	  in	  seminars:	  

 Kurt’s	  ‘outlandishness’	  

 Abandonment	  of	  home	  
 Drugs	  
 Same-‐sex	  relationship	  in	  Kathmandu	  
 Life	  as	  an	  outcast	  in	  Benares,	  Bombay,	  Goa,	  etc.	  
 ‘Murderous’	  Aryan	  



Baumgartner’s	  Lack	  of	  Belonging	  

• The	  Jew	  as	  vicJm,	  as	  object	  of	  persecuJon	  
• The	  Jew	  as	  Everyman	  for	  human	  suffering:	  

Desai:	  	  ‘I	  see	  his	  condiJon	  as	  not	  being	  one	  of	  
extraordinary	  suffering,	  but	  of	  suffering	  which	  
fits	  in	  with	  the	  general	  scheme	  of	  things.’	  



Baumgartner’s	  Lack	  of	  Belonging	  

	  ‘Where could we go, Lotte? Where could you and 
I have gone?  Baumgartner had taken out his 
handkerchief and sat twisting and crumpling it.!
!‘Hmm,’ she muttered, scratching her arms 

thoughtfully, brooding.  ‘Yes, there was nowhere to 
go.  Germany was gone—phut.  Europe was gone, 
all of it.  Let us face it, Liebchen, there is no home for 
us.  So where can we go?  Hah? Tell me.’ (98)!

THE ELEPHANT IN THE ROOM:  ISRAEL!



Baumgartner’s	  Lack	  of	  Belonging	  

•  The	  Jew	  as	  a	  way	  into	  the	  text	  for	  the	  presumed	  
Western	  reader,	  a	  point	  of	  idenJficaJon,	  but	  not	  
the	  ‘white	  man’	  to	  be	  hated	  and	  reviled	  

•  Disturbing	  idea	  that	  the	  camp	  is	  where	  
Baumgartner	  feels	  most	  at	  home:	  	  a	  sense	  of	  
belonging	  comes	  only	  from	  incarceraJon,	  but	  
even	  there	  he	  is	  uncomfortable	  idenJfying	  as	  
Jewish	  or	  idenJfying	  with	  the	  idea	  of	  
‘Germanness’	  that	  the	  Nazi	  internees	  embrace	  



The Jew as prototype for globalized South Asian 
identity, as Anna Guttman suggests:"

… the depiction of Jewish history and its subjects is 
used to illuminate South Asian subjectivities-in-
process.  Specifically, I argue that the contemporary, 
cosmopolitan readers examined here attempt, 
through their engagements with Jewishness, to 
disavow all narrow categories of belonging, thereby 
positioning themselves and their readers as 
globalized subjects.  This is a paradoxical gesture 
that threatens the place of Jewish difference within 
the text, despite the fact that the history of the Jews 
is illustrative, for all these writers, of the need for 
tolerance. (505)!



Hugo’s reaction to the picture of 
Rabindranath Tagore:	  

…it had a pale blue cover and its title was 
meaningless to Hugo—Gitanjali—but he leant across 
to look at the photograph to which they turned and 
found the poet-sage’s face as the old lady described.  
Somehow its outlandishness connected with the 
song he had just heard his mother singing, and 
Hugo squirmed at the unfamiliarity of it all. (61)!

‘Silly Hugo, that was written by Goethe, it was about 
the Mediterranean, not about some dangerous land 
in the East, mit den Schwarzen.’ (71)!



The	  Holocaust	  as	  a	  Foil	  for	  the	  South	  
Asian	  Experience	  

•  The Refugee camp!
•  The Holocaust as a point of reference for talking about other 

instances of genocide!
•  Partition:  Mirroring of the Partition of the Subcontinent with 

the UN Partition of Israel!

Guttman: ‘Desai’s text focuses far more than Seth’s on what she 
clearly sees as a necessary and quintessential South Asian subject
—Partition and the ongoing communal tensions between Hindus 
and Muslims in independent India.  Indeed, one of 
Baumgartner’s features in the text is his attention to the suffering 
of others—for instance, reminding his Hindu business associate 
of the fate of the Muslim partner whose disappearance from 
Calcutta at the time of Partition Chimanlal would rather forget 
(182).’ (515)!



The	  Women	  of	  Baumgartner’s	  
World	  



Lulu/Lola/Lily	  
	  ‘Lola	  and	  Lily	  
	  are	  fiieen	  and	  free,	  
	  Lola	  and	  Lily	  —’	  

and,	  together	  with	  the	  bandleader,	  all	  the	  men	  in	  the	  audience	  roared:	  
	  ‘O	  give	  them	  to	  me!’	  (115)	  

‘Lola!	  They	  call	  me	  that,	  those	  Dummkopf	  people—don’t	  even	  know	  a	  
Lola	  has	  to	  have	  black	  hair,	  black	  eyes,	  skin	  like	  a	  magnolia	  flower.	  	  To	  
them,	  you	  can	  have	  blonde	  hair,	  blue	  eyes,	  pink	  cheeks	  and	  sJll	  be	  
Lola.’…	  

	  …	  Lulu	  —	  in	  Germany,	  I	  was	  Lulu.’	  
	  He	  gave	  her	  a	  wink.	  	  ‘Lulu	  is	  not	  German.’	  
	  She	  turned	  on	  him	  angrily.	  	  What	  Germany	  are	  you	  speaking	  of,	  

you	  turnip-‐nosed	  Jude?	  	  My	  mother	  might	  have	  named	  me	  LoVe	  but	  
once	  I	  became	  a	  dancer,	  I	  was	  Lulu.’	  (116)	  



Mun/Mü/Mama	  

•  Stereotyped,	  Oedipal	  image	  of	  Hugo’s	  mother	  
and	  of	  the	  only	  child’s	  aVachment	  to	  the	  
mother	  

• Mother	  seen	  only	  through	  Hugo’s	  eyes	  

• Deferred	  loss	  of	  the	  mother	  during	  Hugo’s	  
period	  in	  the	  internment	  camp;	  the	  end	  of	  the	  
war	  literally	  breaks	  the	  last	  of	  Hugo’s	  affecJve	  
Jes	  with	  Germany	  



Lulu/Lola/Lily/LoVe	  (Lenya)	  

• Women	  involved	  in	  cabaret,	  ‘taxi’	  dancing	  
• Women	  who	  ‘live	  by	  their	  wits’	  

• Of	  ‘loose’	  morals,	  ‘kept	  women’	  or	  casual	  
prosJtutes	  



LULU:	  	  	  
The	  ‘It	  Girl’	  Louise	  Brooks	  in	  GW	  Pabst’s	  

Pandora’s	  Box	  (1929)	  



Shanghai	  Lilly	  (associated	  in	  the	  novel	  with	  Gisela,	  who	  
becomes	  the	  wife	  of	  Julius/Julian	  ‘von’	  Roth)	  

Character	  of	  Marlene	  Dietrich	  in	  Josef	  von	  
Sternberg’s	  1932	  film	  Shanghai	  Express	  

‘a	  notorious	  coaster…	  a	  coaster	  is	  a	  woman	  who	  
lives	  by	  her	  wits	  on	  the	  China	  coast.’	  



Lili	  Marleen	  
(Cf.	  reference	  near	  end	  of	  Chapter	  3)	  

Underneath	  the	  lantern,	  
By	  the	  barrack	  gate	  
Darling	  I	  remember	  
The	  way	  you	  used	  to	  wait	  
T'was	  there	  that	  you	  whispered	  tenderly,	  
That	  you	  loved	  me,	  
You'd	  always	  be,	  
My	  Lilli	  of	  the	  Lamplight,	  
My	  own	  Lilli	  Marlene	  

Time	  would	  come	  for	  roll	  call,	  
Time	  for	  us	  to	  part,	  
Darling	  I'd	  caress	  you	  
And	  press	  you	  to	  my	  heart,	  
And	  there	  'neath	  that	  far-‐off	  lantern	  light,	  
I'd	  hold	  you	  Jght	  ,	  
We'd	  kiss	  good	  night,	  
My	  Lilli	  of	  the	  Lamplight,	  
My	  own	  Lilli	  Marlene	  

Orders	  came	  for	  sailing,	  
Somewhere	  over	  there	  
All	  confined	  to	  barracks	  
was	  more	  than	  I	  could	  bear	  
I	  knew	  you	  were	  waiJng	  in	  the	  street	  
I	  heard	  your	  feet,	  
But	  could	  not	  meet,	  
My	  Lilly	  of	  the	  Lamplight,	  
my	  own	  Lilly	  Marlene	  

ResJng	  in	  our	  billets,	  
Just	  behind	  the	  lines	  
Even	  tho'	  we're	  parted,	  
Your	  lips	  are	  close	  to	  mine	  
You	  wait	  where	  that	  lantern	  soily	  gleams,	  
Your	  sweet	  face	  seems	  
To	  haunt	  my	  dreams	  
My	  Lilly	  of	  the	  Lamplight,	  
My	  own	  Lilly	  Marlene 	  	  



For further discussion in seminars…

 The novel’s Indian 
women 
 Kanti’s wife

 The woman on the 
pavement in front of  
Hira Niwas (Jagu’s wife)

 The Jewish painter in 
Venice

The novel’s Indian men:  
careful allegorical ‘types’?

 Farrokh (Parsi)

 Habibdullah (Bengali 
Muslim)

 Chimanlal (high-caste 
Hindu)

 Sushil (the revolutionary)

 Jagu and the watchmen 
(the rural migrants)


