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Abstract:

Namita Gokhale's Gods, Graves and Grandmother (1994) presents a
compelling narrative of cultural transition in contemporary India. Through the
experiences of Gudiya, her grandmother Ammi, and a host of memorable characters,
the novel explores the dynamic relationship between tradition and modernity. Rather
than portraying these forces as mutually exclusive, Gokhale demonstrates how
traditional beliefs, customs, and values continuously adapt to changing social
realities. The narrative moves across multiple cultural spaces—aristocratic Muslim
households, urban Delhi, temples, cinema halls, and middle-class domestic settings—
revealing the complex negotiations individuals undertake in order to survive and
flourish. This paper examines how the novel represents tradition as a living and
evolving force while simultaneously embracing modernity's opportunities for self-
fashioning, mobility, and transformation. Through an analysis of religion, female
agency, memory, urbanization, and cultural inheritance, the study argues that Gokhale
envisions identity as a process of negotiation rather than opposition between past and
present.
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Introduction

Published in 1994, Namita Gokhale's Gods, Graves and Grandmother
occupies an important place in contemporary Indian English fiction. The novel
narrates the life journey of Gudiya, whose experiences unfold against the backdrop
of social change, religious plurality, urban transformation, and shifting gender
relations. Through a richly textured narrative combining Gabriel Garcia Marquez’s
magical realism, folklore, memory, Gokhale explores how individuals navigate the
tensions between inherited traditions and emerging modern realities.
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The novel refuses simplistic binaries. Tradition is not represented as static or
oppressive, nor is modernity celebrated as wholly liberating. Instead, both function
as interdependent forces shaping human experience. Gudiya's life becomes a site
where cultural inheritance and personal transformation intersect. Through her
grandmother Ammi, the narrative preserves oral traditions, folklore, and spiritual
wisdom, while through Gudiya's own experiences the novel charts the emergence of
modern female consciousness and selfhood.

This paper examines the ways in which Gods, Graves and Grandmother
negotiates tradition and modernity through its representations of religion, family,
memory, female agency, and cultural adaptation.

Tradition as a Living Cultural Force

One of the most striking features of the novel is its portrayal of tradition as a
living presence rather than a relic of the past. The sacred peepul tree functions as a
central symbol throughout the narrative, serving as the bridge between ancestral
memory and the urban present. Gudiya recalls:

"Sacred to Lord Shiva, the peepul tree was a presence in our lives. Its leaves talked
to me in a sibilant murmur, and I knew that ghosts and spirits dwelt in its enormous
gnarled branches." (Gokhale 4)

The peepul tree represents a world where folklore, spirituality, and everyday
existence merge seamlessly. Traditional beliefs are not abstract doctrines; they are
lived realities that shape the consciousness of individuals, providing a consistent
framework for interpreting the world even as they migrate from rural roots to the
chaotic urban landscape.

Ammi reinforces these folk traditions through stories about spirits inhabiting
the tree, which ground the characters in their heritage. Yet these beliefs are not merely
superstitious; they provide emotional security, social cohesion, and crucial economic
survival for the characters after they flee to the city (Renuka). As Gudiya observes:
"It was the shrine beneath the peepul tree that kept us fed and clothed." (Gokhale 4)
Religion thus becomes both a spiritual and material resource. The shrine enables
survival in an uncertain urban environment, illustrating how traditional institutions
are adapted by metropolitan migrants to secure their livelihoods under modern
socioeconomic conditions ("Rewriting Women's Destinies"; Renuka). By
transforming the tree into a site of communal worship, the characters do more than
practice faith—they create a sustainable economic ecosystem. Establishing an
improvised temple under the ficus religiosa (peepul tree) in Delhi serves as a
practical, strategic formula for navigating and surviving the harsh realities of the city
(Sumalatha).
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Ultimately, the novel challenges the reductive assumption that modernization
necessarily eliminates traditional beliefs or renders them obsolete. Instead, tradition
proves its resilience by evolving and acquiring new, practical functions. By balancing
the juxtaposition of modernity and tradition, Gokhale shows how these ancient belief
systems remain fluid and highly effective strategies for securing identity and stability
within changing, urban circumstances (Sumalatha).

Would you like me to explore how Gokhale uses specific characters to further
illustrate this blend of survival and spirituality?
The Decline of Aristocratic Culture and the Need for Adaptation

The narrative begins with vivid, nostalgic memories of a lost aristocratic
world, serving as the foundational contrast to the protagonists' later lives. Gudiya
recalls:

"There was a big house, a haveli with a hundred-and-thirty rooms." (Gokhale 5)

The haveli serves as more than just a physical structure; it symbolizes a vanished
social order characterized by inherited wealth, entrenched prestige, and a refined
sense of cultural heritage. Ammi’s former identity as a celebrated singer—a life
defined by artistic patronage and social grace—further reflects the elegance and
rigidity of this fading feudal culture, which ultimately fails to protect its inhabitants
from the changing tides of history.

However, the traumatic collapse of this insular world compels an urgent
process of adaptation. The family’s forced migration to Delhi marks a seismic
transition from the security of inherited privilege to the harsh realities of economic
uncertainty. Significantly, the old beggar Riyasuddin Rizvi acts as a catalyst for this
shift, advising:

"Come to Delhi. It's a city with a future. A lot can be done in Delhi." (Gokhale 10)
In this context, Delhi emerges as a powerful symbol of modernity, restlessness, and
democratic possibility. Unlike the decaying, stagnant feudal order of the past, the city
functions as a crucible that offers opportunities for reinvention and gritty survival.
The physical movement from the expansive haveli to a modest pavement shrine
illustrates the profound transformation of social identity in a rapidly changing India,
stripping away the exterior markers of class and demanding a new, pragmatic self-
definition.

Yet, the novel does not depict this transition as a complete or clean break
from tradition. Instead, it suggests a synthesis: traditional knowledge, artistic grace,
and cultural memory are recontextualized as vital tools for survival in the anonymous,
competitive modern urban space. By carrying the "spirit" of the haveli into the heart
of the city through their rituals, the characters demonstrate that even when the
aristocracy falls, the cultural resilience embedded in those traditions can be
repurposed to navigate the challenges of the modern age.
__________________________________________________________________________________________|

RJOE JOURNAL 193


http://www.rjoe.org.in/

RESEARCH JOURNAL OF ENGLISH (RJOE)
www.rjoe.org.in | Oray’s Publications | ISSN: 2456-2696
An International Approved Peer-Reviewed and Refereed English Journal
Impact Factor: 8.373 (SJIF) | Vol. 11, Issue 3 (July, Aug &Sept;2026)

Religion and Cultural Fluidity

One of Gokhale's most nuanced contributions lies in her representation of
religion. The novel repeatedly questions rigid religious identities and highlights the
fluid nature of cultural practices, portraying spiritual life as a dynamic process rather
than a static inheritance.
After arriving in Delhi, Ammi demonstrates this malleability by actively reinventing
herself to suit her new, precarious urban reality:
"Grandmother had abandoned her burka the day we arrived and consigned it to her
trunk... Now she assumed an entirely different persona." (Gokhale 12)
This transformation illustrates the performative dimensions of identity, where
religious markers are shed or adopted to navigate social terrain. Here, religion
functions less as a fixed category of being and more as a flexible cultural resource
that can be managed, negotiated, or discarded to ensure survival and agency (Vishesh
and Varshney; Jajodia).

Ammi explicitly articulates this subversive perspective when she tells Gudiya:
"These religions, what should I tell you, they are a type of fashion. Bombay cut,
Calcutta style, London look." (Gokhale 13)

This remarkable statement serves to destabilize essentialist understandings of
religion, stripping away the aura of absolute dogma. By comparing religious identities
to the shifting nature of "fashion," Ammi suggests that traditions are inherently
porous and evolve according to historical and social circumstances. She prioritizes
individual self-definition and pragmatic adaptation over adherence to pre-ordained,
restrictive rules (Agrawal; Vishesh and Varshney).

The novel therefore promotes a vision of cultural hybridity that stands in
direct opposition to sectarian exclusiveness. By weaving together Hindu, Muslim,
and folk traditions, Gokhale creates a narrative space where these belief systems
coexist and intermingle rather than conflict. This reflects the pluralistic and
postmodern nature of Indian society, where individuals do not merely inherit a single
tradition but actively navigate, synthesize, and reconstruct their own spiritual realities
from the available cultural fragments (Agrawal). Through this lens, religion becomes
a vital, evolving tapestry that reflects the adaptability of the human spirit in a rapidly
changing world.

Female Agency and Modern Consciousness

The negotiation between tradition and modernity becomes particularly
significant in the novel's treatment of women. While traditional gender expectations
influence Gudiya's life, she gradually develops a modern sense of selthood and
agency.Her marriage to Kalki initially reflects conventional romantic ideals.
However, the relationship soon reveals the realities of abuse and domination.
Following Kalki's departure, Gudiya begins to interrogate her own submission:
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"Why had I been so afraid of Kalki? Why had I let him beat and abuse me as I had
done?" (Gokhale 224)

This moment represents an important shift in consciousness. Rather than accepting
suffering as inevitable, Gudiya critically examines the structures that enabled her
victimization.

She further acknowledges the possibilities opened by independence:

"I missed him, but I sensed in his absence an opportunity for growth, for escape,
which I was determined not to miss." (Gokhale 224-25)

The statement signals the emergence of a modern female identity grounded in self-
awareness and autonomy. Gudiya does not reject love or relationships altogether;
instead, she recognizes that personal survival and self-respect must take precedence.
Gudiya's character embodies a gradual movement from traditional dependence to
modern self-reliance. As Vijay Songire observes, Gudiya "stands for a transition of a
woman from traditions to modernity" and ultimately becomes self-sufficient without
the support of her husband (Songire 1).

Renu Gupta argues that Gods, Graves and Grandmother challenges
conventional gender binaries through its portrayal of women who negotiate power,
survival, and selfhood in patriarchal contexts. According to Gupta, characters such as
Ammi, Gudiya, and Phoolwati create alternative spaces of female solidarity that
undermine male-centred structures of authority. Their relationships demonstrate how
women develop strategies of resistance and survival outside traditional patriarchal
frameworks (Gupta 161-67).

Similarly, M. Sumalatha and K. K. Sunalini emphasize the novel's
representation of liberated women who assert their individuality despite social
constraints. They observe that Gokhale's female characters refuse passive acceptance
of patriarchal norms and instead seek self-definition through personal choice and
resilience. The critics note that the desires and aspirations of women in the novel are
treated with equal seriousness as those of male characters, reflecting Gokhale's
commitment to gender equality (Sumalatha and Sunalini 565-71).

Gokhale thus presents female empowerment not as a rejection of cultural roots but as
an essential aspect of personal growth within changing social realities.
Memory, Preservation, and Cultural Continuity

One of the most profound explorations of tradition in the novel occurs
through the domestic metaphor of pickle-making. Ammi’s detailed account of a
hundred-year-old pickle serves as a complex meditation on the nature of cultural
heritage and the necessity of keeping the past alive within the present.

She explains:
"There is a cycle to saving things, to preserving them, and then to devouring them,
letting them go." (Gokhale 229)
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This observation encapsulates the novel's central philosophy regarding time and
change. Tradition is portrayed neither as a stagnant artifact to be locked away, nor as
a burden to be discarded in favor of modernization. Instead, it is treated like a
preserved food—a cultural practice that requires careful curation, seasonal
adaptation, and eventual consumption to sustain life. By acknowledging the need to
"let go," the novel suggests that healthy traditions must remain fluid, allowing for the
expiration of obsolete forms while retaining the essential "flavor" of the past.

The narrative also illustrates how memory serves as the primary vehicle for this
continuity, bridging the gap between the haveli’s vanished grandeur and the urban
pavement’s stark reality. After reflecting on Ammi’s culinary lore, Gudiya notes:

"I missed my grandmother, but she was there with me, in the act of pickling and the
act of remembering and the act of surviving." (Gokhale 229)

Here, memory functions as an active force rather than a passive longing; it
transforms physical absence into a functional presence. Through the ritualistic act of
preparing food—a craft passed down through generations—the past ceases to be a
distant, untouchable entity and becomes a tangible, repeatable experience. This
suggests that cultural inheritance is not preserved through statues or museums, but
through the repetition of everyday habits and the intentionality of the domestic
sphere.

Ultimately, the novel posits that tradition survives not through rigid, static
preservation, but through continuous reinterpretation. By framing cultural identity as
an iterative process, Gokhale argues that succeeding generations do not merely inherit
a legacy; they actively participate in its evolution, ensuring that the past remains a
vital, nourishing component of their contemporary survival.

Loss, Survival, and the Ethics of Adaptation

Another important dimension through which Gods, Graves and
Grandmother negotiates tradition and modernity is its representation of loss and
survival. Throughout the novel, characters repeatedly confront personal tragedy,
social displacement, and emotional upheaval. Yet Gokhale does not present suffering
merely as a destructive force. Instead, adversity becomes a catalyst for adaptation,
resilience, and renewal.

The experiences of Gudiya reveal how survival often demands a willingness
to accept change. After Kalki's departure, she gradually realizes that emotional
dependence cannot provide a stable foundation for life. Although she continues to
remember him, her memories increasingly lose their power to control her existence.
Looking at an old photograph, she reflects upon the distance between memory and
reality:

"I looked deep into his eyes, but they didn't ook back into mine; they were leery and
furtive; he was laughing at a joke with his friends." (Gokhale 225)

. ___________________________________________________________________________|
RJOE JOURNAL 196


http://www.rjoe.org.in/

RESEARCH JOURNAL OF ENGLISH (RJOE)
www.rjoe.org.in | Oray’s Publications | ISSN: 2456-2696
An International Approved Peer-Reviewed and Refereed English Journal
Impact Factor: 8.373 (SJIF) | Vol. 11, Issue 3 (July, Aug &Sept;2026)

This moment symbolizes Gudiya's growing awareness that the past cannot be
recovered exactly as it was. The photograph preserves an image, but it cannot restore
a relationship. The realization marks an important stage in her emotional maturity and
her movement toward independence.

The novel further explores survival through the character of Phoolwati.
Despite her flamboyant personality, she repeatedly demonstrates extraordinary
strength in moments of crisis. The most striking example occurs after the
assassination of Sundar Pahalwan. Rather than collapsing into hysteria, she responds
with remarkable composure:

"Quietly, and with great dignity, she slowly dragged Sundar's body back into the
house. Then she sat down beside him and began systematically breaking her green
glass bangles on the cold marble floor.” (Gokhale 235)

This scene combines traditional widowhood symbolism with individual
determination. Phoolwati observes a cultural ritual, yet she does so with dignity and
self-control rather than passive submission. Tradition becomes a means of expressing
grief rather than an instrument of oppression.

The novel repeatedly suggests that survival depends upon adaptation rather
than resistance to change. This idea is reflected in Ammi's story of the century-old
pickle. The pickle survives because it is preserved, but its preservation ultimately
acquires meaning only when it is finally consumed and shared. The story becomes a
metaphor for human existence itself: life requires both continuity and transformation.
The ending reinforces this philosophy. Despite numerous deaths—including Ammi,
Roxanne, and Sundar—the world continues. Gudiya observes:

"Grandmother is dead, Roxanne is dead, Sundar is dead. Even Kalki is gone, but the
end of the world is nowhere in sight." (Gokhale 240)

The statement captures the novel's central insight regarding survival. Individual lives
are finite, yet life itself persists. Personal losses do not bring history to an end; instead,
they become part of an ongoing process of renewal and adaptation.

Rashmi Agrawal argues that Gokhale's fiction frequently foregrounds
characters who resist fixed identities and negotiate changing realities through acts of
self-assertion and resilience. This observation is particularly relevant here, for the
novel consistently privileges adaptability over rigidity and endurance over despair
(Agrawal). Similarly, Sumalatha and Sunalini note that Gokhale's women repeatedly
demonstrate the ability to reconstruct their lives despite emotional and social setbacks
(565-71).

Thus, the novel presents survival not as passive endurance but as an active
process of adjustment. Through loss, memory, and renewal, Gokhale illustrates how
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individuals negotiate the demands of both tradition and modernity while continuing
to move forward.
The Persistence of the Sacred in Modern Life

Although modernization transforms the social landscape of Gods, Graves
and Grandmother, the sacred continues to occupy a vital place in the lives of the
characters. Gokhale suggests that religious beliefs and sacred spaces adapt to
changing circumstances, remaining meaningful within an increasingly urbanized
environment.
From the beginning, the peepul tree functions as a sacred centre. As the novel
progresses, it evolves from a site of folk belief into an established religious institution.
By the conclusion, it has become the focal point of an expanding temple complex,
demonstrating how sacred spaces flourish despite transformation. Reflecting on this,
Gudiya observes:
"All kinds of construction—small shrines, a boundary wall, a piau—have crowded
around the contours of my peepul tree. It has lost none of its mystery, but it has
become somehow domesticated, tamed, habituated." (Gokhale 238-39)
This capture of the sacred's "dual nature”" shows it is not displaced by modernization,
but rather acquires new institutional forms.

The novel further suggests that spiritual experience cannot be reduced to
rational explanation. Even after the deaths of her friends, Gudiya continues to
perceive a connection between the living and the dead. Watching her daughter, she
reflects:

"Many times, as the day fades and the evening shadows fall, I find my daughter
Mallika at play under its sheltering branches. I am certain then that my friends and
familiars are watching over her." (Gokhale 239)

This illustrates that the presence of the dead is a natural extension of faith, blurring
the boundaries between the visible and invisible. The narrative reinforces this when
Gudiya remarks:

"I glance up, involuntarily, but they no longer recall themselves, although I can often
hear a familiar sigh or catch the fragment of a familiar song from the rustle of the
gentle green leaves." (Gokhale 239)

These moments exemplify Gokhale's refusal to separate modern
consciousness from spiritual imagination, preserving cultural continuity through
subtle experiences.

Furthermore, the temple becomes a thriving social and economic centre,
generating networks of support. The sacred thus possesses practical significance,
proving that religion remains deeply embedded within everyday reality. The
continued success of the shrine demonstrates the adaptability of traditional
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institutions, challenging theories that assume religion inevitably declines with urban
development.

Finally, the novel presents spirituality as a source of emotional resilience.
Characters turn to faith and ritual during periods of loss, finding frameworks to
endure suffering. Through the coexistence of multiple belief systems—Hindu rituals,
Muslim memories, and folk traditions—Gokhale presents a pluralistic universe.
Ultimately, the novel portrays the sacred as a dynamic force that remains essential to
individual and collective identities in the modern world.

Reconciliation with the Past

By the novel's conclusion, Gudiya achieves a balanced understanding of her
personal history. She neither romanticizes nor rejects the past; instead, she learns to
incorporate it into a mature sense of self. Throughout the narrative, memories of loss,
displacement, family history, and personal suffering remain central to her
consciousness, yet these memories gradually cease to be sources of pain alone and
become sources of insight.

From childhood, Gudiya's identity is shaped by stories of a vanished world.
Her recollection of the ancestral haveli—"There was a big house, a haveli with a
hundred-and-thirty rooms" (Gokhale S5)—reflects not merely nostalgia but an
awareness of historical change. The contrast between the lost aristocratic household
and the uncertain realities of Delhi teaches her that survival requires adaptation rather
than attachment to the past.

Similarly, Ammi's constant storytelling preserves a connection with earlier
generations. Through these narratives, family history remains alive even when
material traces have disappeared. Remembering the old world becomes a way of
preserving cultural continuity amid social transformation. This attachment to memory
allows Gudiya to understand herself as part of a larger historical and familial tradition
rather than as an isolated individual (Gokhale 18-20).

The process of reconciliation becomes more personal in her relationship with
Kalki. After years of emotional dependence and suffering, she begins to examine her
own past critically: "Why had I been so afraid of Kalki? Why had I let him beat and
abuse me as I had done?" (Gokhale 224). This act of self-questioning marks a crucial
step toward self-awareness. Rather than allowing the past to define her permanently,
she confronts it and derives knowledge from it.

The dream in which Kalki appears as a threatening paternal figure further
reveals the persistence of memory in shaping present experience (Gokhale 225-26).
However, instead of remaining imprisoned by such memories, Gudiya gradually
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learns to live beyond them. The passage of time creates emotional distance, enabling
reflection rather than suffering.

Ultimately, she recognizes that the past cannot be erased, but it can be
accepted. Reflecting upon Ammi's legacy and her own experiences, she concludes:
"Rendering the past acceptable, if not accountable, is a talent I inherited from my
Ammi" (Gokhale 240). This realization encapsulates the novel's broader vision:
meaningful identity emerges not through forgetting the past but through
understanding and integrating it into the present.

Conclusion

Gods, Graves and Grandmother offers a sophisticated exploration of the
relationship between tradition and modernity in contemporary India. Through the
experiences of Gudiya and Ammi, Namita Gokhale demonstrates that tradition is
neither static nor obsolete. Instead, it remains a dynamic force continually adapting
to new circumstances.

The novel portrays religious practices, folklore, family memories, and
cultural rituals as resources for survival and self-understanding. At the same time, it
embraces modern values such as individual agency, female autonomy, and personal
transformation. Rather than depicting tradition and modernity as opposing forces,
Gokhale reveals their interconnectedness.

Ultimately, the novel suggests that meaningful identities emerge through
negotiation rather than rejection. By preserving cultural memory while embracing
change, Gudiya exemplifies a mode of existence that accommodates both continuity
and transformation. In this sense, Gods, Graves and Grandmother becomes a
powerful meditation on how individuals and communities navigate the complexities
of a changing world.
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