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'According to the Banga Mohila, "Independence and
civilization are enemies to female chastity. In Bengal there is little of either, they are chaste.
Among the Koles and other wild tribes the women are more independent, but because uncivi-
lized, they too are chaste.'–National Paper, 13.7.1870.

'.... though Strishiksha was enabled by vernacularization of education, in Radhabinode Halder's
Pash Kara Maag, the words and phrases freely jostle with Bengali. She dominates her hen-
pecked husband who has been rendered meek, nervous and submissive by Strishiksha, for it
makes women out of men ....'
Tanika Sarkar, 'Strishiksha and its Terrors : Re-Reading Nineteenth-Century Debates on Reform,'
Literature and Gender ed. Supriya Chaudhuri et. al. (Calcutta : Orient Longman, 2002), P. 178.
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Anton Chekhov’s The Duel and the Missing Pistol Shot
Subhadip Das

The silver screen has been kind to Chekhov. Perhaps the reason why Chekhov is so popular
among filmmakers is the fact that short stories and plays closely approximate the run time of
a feature or maybe even a short film. Chekhov’s insistence on atmosphere, mood and
psychological complexity in his characters plays out well with the format of cinema. His
continuous hovering between subjectivity and objectivity makes Chekhov’s stories a delight
to be filmed. Geoffrey Wagner in his book The Novel and The Cinema speaks about
commentary, analogy and transposition as three modes of adaptation. (Wagner 219-33) In
this regard we might call the 2010 cinematic adaptation of Chekhov’s The Duel as transposition,
since the cinematic version is limited to deal with core narrative structure and action of the
original work.The British critic David Lodge points out subtly to the merits and demerits of
cinema :

Film creates an illusion of life…We are more likely to feel strong physical symptoms
of pity, fear etc…the film is more like a record of something that happened, or is
happening, only once. The camera and microphone are voyeuristic instruments: they
spy on, eaves drop on experience and they can in effect follow the characters
anywhere—out into the wilderness or into bed –without betraying their presence, so
that nothing is easier for the film-maker than to create the illusion of reality. Of course,
film is still the system of signs, a conventional language that has to be learned (films are
more or less unintelligible to primitive people never exposed to them before). The
oblong frame around the image does not correspond to the field of human vision and
the repertoire of cinematic shots –long shot, close-up, wide-angle, etc.—bears only
a schematic resemblance to human optics. Nevertheless, once the language of the
film has been acquired it seems natural: hence the thudding hearts, the moist eyes, in
the stalls. We tend to take the camera eye for granted, and to accept the ‘truth’ of
what it shows us even though its perspective is never exactly the same as human
vision…film does not deal very much or very effectively with consciousness except
insofar as it is manifested in behavior andspeech, or can be reflected in landscape
through the pathetic fallacy, or suggested by music on the soundtrack.(Lodge 104-5)
During the first half of the 19th century two practices became a sort of cultural institution

in Tsarist Russia: Dueling and Suicide. A history of suicide in Russia and its consequences
would be beyond the scope of this paper. However, dueling became a source of great attraction
during this period. If we look at the history, some of the most important personalities throughout
history have been charmed by dueling – from Ben Jonson to Caravaggio. It would be interesting
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to note in this regard that two of Russia’s premier writers were killed in dueling: Alexander
Pushkin in 1837 and Mikhail Lermontov in 1841.Western filmmaking havehad its own share
of fan following with the aspect of dueling. It is worth noting here that both Steven Spielberg’s
and Sir Ridley Scott’s debut movie deal with dueling. Spielberg’s The Duel (1971) deals with
a vengeful tanker truck driver out to kill a salesman in a road rage. Scott’s movie The Duellists
(1977) deals with two French soldiers out to kill one another as a matter of honor. It is
noteworthy here that the cinematic version of Chekhov’s The Duel which was released in
2010 is particularly interesting because Andrew Scott (better known to us as Moriarty from
the BBC TV Series Sherlock) essaying the role of Laevsky. H. Peter Stowell claims the film
as, “the finest adaptation of Chekhov’s prose because without sacrificing cinematic integrity it
captures the essence of his bittersweet mood, complex dramatic structure, and nuances of
characterization .” (Stowell 286)The director Dover Kosashvili has placed particular importance
on the mis en scene ,1 especially the setting and the lightning . The setting is an unnamed Black
Sea port, with sensuality and languor dominating. The high key lightning is generally used
when characters are outdoor, however when the characters are left all by themselves in their
rooms –a particularly low-key lightning is used.

In Chekhov’s novella the question of dueling does not arise until more than half the
novella is finished. The proposal of duel arises suddenly when Laevsky and von Koren decide
they need to settle their ideological differences via a gunfight. For both of them this would be
their first duel. However, in the cinematic adaptation we are shown that von Koren is practicing
target shooting before the dueling episode comes up. The protagonist of the novella, Laevsky,
is bored with his mistress Nadezhda Fyodorovna and wants to escape from her. He has
broken up her marriage,thereafter eloping with her from St.Petersberg and has settled in an
unnamed black sea port, but now he wants to escape. Almost the entire plot consists of
Laevsky’s coming to terms with himself –about his guilt at the thought of abandoning his
helpless mistress. The film tries to portray this sense of helplessness on the part of Laevsky by
showing him attempting a molestation of Nadezdha. (This episode however is completely
absent in the novella). Perhaps the only saving grace in Laevsky’s character is his ability to
forgive Nadezdha even after finding her in flagrantedelicto. It is perhaps this forgiveness that
makes Chekhov save Laevsky from an almost a certain death during the duel next day. In the
novella when the duel begins, we find Laevsky is scared, the deacon comments that he looks
“like an old man” (Chekhov, The Duel222); Laevsky does not want to continue with the duel
and apologizes to von Koren. Koren would have none of it, he wants to fight. In a typical
Chekhovian twist we find none of them know the rules of dueling, “Gentleman, who remembers
how it is described in Lermontov? von Koren asked, laughing. “In Turgenev, too, Bazarov
exchanged shots with somebody or the other …” (227)Laevsky fired a blank shot in the air.
However, when it was Koren’s time to shoot he thought that, “Now I’ll kill him,” thought von
Koren, aiming at the forehead and already feeling the trigger with his finger. “Yes of course,
I’ll kill him …”(228) As he was about to fire a desperate cry rang out, “He’ll kill him!”

Anton Chekhov’s The Duel and the Missing Pistol Shot
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(228).The shout distracted von Koren and he missed his shot. It was his friend the deacon
who had shouted out! (earlier in the story as well as the film it was shown that the deacon had
decided not to witness the duel as he was a man of God and would not be a witness to
bloodshed. However, curiosity got the better of him.) Now the movie also portrays this missed
shot. But the outcome is quite discounted in the movie. Chekhov in his stories and his plays
refrained from showing violence. (a notable exception would be the short story Sleepy where
the young girl strangles the baby just to get some sleep). In Chekhov’s Three Sisters we have
the fatal duel between Solyony and Tuzenback, but the duel takes place offstage and its
consequences is reported later on.Similarly, in The Seagull the suicide of Trepliov occurs
offstage. Dostoevsky’s The Possessed (also known as The Devils) published exactly twenty
years before Chekhov’s The Duel also portrays such a duel, with similar results. (No party is
injured). We might compare Dostoevsky’s description of the morning of the duel with Chekhov’s
description. Dostoevsky describes the morning, “The rain of the previous night was over, but
it was wet, damp and windy. Low, ragged, sooty clouds scudded across the cold sky; the
tree –tops rustled intermittently in the gusts of wind and creaked on their roots; it was a
melancholy morning.” (Dostoevsky 288-89) Chekhov in his story narrates that:”Dawn was
breaking. The gray, dull morning, and the clouds racing westward to catch up with the
thunderhead, and the mountains girded with mist, and the wet trees –it all seemed ugly and
angry to the deacon.” (Chekhov 220) In the movie however the weather is shown to be
exceptionally fine, with bright sunlight and birds chirping. Dostoevsky’s The Possessed was
adapted for the screen by the Polish director Andrzej Wajda. In the movie Les Possessed
(1988), Wajda completely does away with the duel episode instead focusing on the killing of
Shatov, the suicide of Kirilov and the death of Peter Verkhovensky (played by Omar Sharif).
It would do us good to dwell for some time in the duel depicted in Dostoevsky’s Possessed
whose beginning and end closely echoes Chekhov’s story. The duel between Stavrogin and
Gaganov begins with the same formalities as in Chekhov. Both participants are advised to
reconsider their decision and give up dueling. Gaganov (like von Koren in Chekhov’s
story)refuses. The duel in Dostoevsky’s novel is long and arduous as opposed to Chekhov’s
story:

At the word three, the combatants began walking towards each other. Gaganov at
once raised his pistol and fired at the fifth and sixth step. He stopped for a second
and, having made sure he had missed his opponent, quickly walked up to the barrier.
Stavrogin, too, walked up to it, raised his pistol, but, holding it rather high, fired
without taking aim at all …Kirilov at once declared that, if the opponents were not
satisfied, the duel would go on. (Dostoevsky 292)
The duel does go on, with Gaganov managing to pierce Stavrogin’s hat, a couple of

inches lower and Stavrogin’s life would have been cut short. However, when it was Stavrogin’s
turn to shoot, Dostoevsky decribes the scene, “Stavrogin gave a start, glanced at Gaganov,
turned away and without caring this time for his opponent’s feelings, fired into the copse. The
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duel was over. Gaganov stood as though he had been crushed.” (294) The similarities with
this dueling episode and Chekhov’s story abound: one of the two parties unwilling to continue
with the duel, the bleak weather,the purposely missed pistol shot and so on and so forth.2Like
Dover Kosashvili, the director of Chekhov’s Duel, the polish director Andrzej Wajda placed
great importance on the mis en scene in his cinematic adaptation of Dostoevsky’s novel. The
color palette of the entire movie has dull and greyish tones, setting up a gloomy and foreboding
atmosphere from the arrival of Stavrogin in Russia right up to the end.

It is of little doubt that director Dover Kosashvili has taken a few liberties with
Chekhov’s text while adapting it into the cinematic version. For example Laevsky is shown
polishing his shoes after a passionate encounter with Nadezdha , Nadezdha talking in her
sleep , and most importantly doing away with the torrential rain when von Koren departs . By
eliminating the rain and portraying a calm atmosphere at the end of the movie, the director,
might have just missed an important aspect of Chekhov –the spirit of human triumph amidst
hostility of nature. Chekhov wonderfully describes the atmosphere when von Koren departs:

The boat goes on and on, now it can no longer be seen, and in half and hour the
oarsman will clearly see the steamer’s lights, and in an hour they’ll already be by the
steamer’s ladder. So it is in life…in search of the truth, people make two steps forward
and one step back. Sufferings,mistakes, and the tedium of life throw them back, but
the thirst for truth and a stubborn will drive them on and on. And who knows? Maybe
they’ll row their way to the real truth ... It began to drizzle. (Chekhov 237)
Again another improvisation on the part of director consists in setting up the scene of

the duel: he selects a cavern like place as the spot where the two main characters would
duel,and this cavern is by the side of a small stream. In the text neither the cavern nor the
stream is mentioned.Alexander Pushkin in his story The Shot (published in 1831, exactly six
years before Pushkin’s own death in dueling) also shows us a duel which ends inconclusively.
The Shot is a story of waiting, the story of Silvio who wants to shoot the count, but in his own
terms, he would duel with the count only when the count would value his own life and not
under earlier circumstances when the count was reckless and was willing to throw away his
life for a trifle. Just like the deacon in Chekhov’s story, a timely intervention by Masha, the
count’s wife, saves his life. Silvio spares him with the parting words, “I am satisfied: I have
seen your confusion, your dismay.” (Pushkin 358). However, the difference between this
story and Chekhov’s is the fact that both the count and Silvio are experienced duelists unlike
Lavesky and von Koren. In Sir Ridley Scott’s debut film The Duellists(1977) two French
soldiers fight each other out throughout the Napoleonic campaigns and thereafter. The film is
an adaptation of Joseph Conrad’s 1908 story The Duel. Feraud and D’Hubert continue their
duel for almostfourteen years,on horseback, foot, pistol, swords. D’Hubert finally emerges
victorious when he makes Feraud shoot twice, but himself refraining and thereby preserving
the right to shoot twice anytime according to the laws of dueling. The plot of story has a
striking similarity with Puskin’s story The Shot, as both stories end with no fatality at the end.

Anton Chekhov’s The Duel and the Missing Pistol Shot



56

OPEN EYES
To conclude, we may say, that the 2010 movie on Chekhov’s The Duel is crafted

wonderfully to show us not only the beauty of Russian landscape but also the obsession with
dueling which characterized much of the 19th century Russia. Chekhov did not believe in
violence, he perhaps believed that death benefitted nobody, especially dying with meaningless
bravado at dueling.  He seems to tell us that no one will remember our acts of bravery. In an
interesting entry in his notebook Chekhov writes: “Looking out the window at the corpse
which is being borne to the cemetery: You are dead, you are being carried to the cemetery
and I will go and have my breakfast.” (Notebook 104)
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(Footnotes)
1. Brain Henderson talks about the mis en scene as a term that “is originally a theatrical one meaning

literally (to) put in place. It is, baldly, the art of the image itself –the actors, sets and
backgrounds,lightning, and camera movements considered in relation to themselves and to each
other.” (Henderson 315) H. Peter Stowell believes that,”the concept of mis en scene which is so
important to film signification is, of course, a theatrical term. Those elements covered by this term
–setting, lightning, costuming, and actor’s behavior and movement.” (Stowell 241)

2. While this paper engages texts where the duels fought have yielded no result, it would be of some
importance to turn to a story where a duel resulted in death. In 1883, Guy De Maupassant published
a story titled A Duel. In it Maupassant narrates the story of a civilian Monsieur Dubuis who
engages in a pistol duel with a Prussian army officer (the setting of the story is the German occupation
of France, as an aftermath of the Franco-Prussian War) killing him. Maupassant describes the scene
of the duel, “A voice shouted: Fire! Without hesitating, Monsieur Dubuis fired blindly and was
astonished to see the Prussian opposite him sway, fling his arms in the air and fall facedown onto
the ground. He had killed him.” (Maupassant 176).  Like Laevsky in Chekhov’s story, Dubuis too
had no previous experience of dueling. As Maupassant mentions,”Monsieur Dubuis had never
held a pistol in his life.” (176)

_____________________________________
Subhadip Das

Assistant Professor, Dept. of English
Govt. General Degree College. Muragachha
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Socio-economic Implications of Shakespearean Gravediggers in
the Context of a Global Pandemic

Sayantani Ghosh

Abstract :-
The main impetus behind William Shakespeare’s creative acumen was to entertain the
Elizabethan audience so that they frequented the Globe Theatre to watch his plays. It was
more for financial profits than towards futuristic application or relevance that he poured his
heart out in his writings. Yet in the present global pandemic scenario, we are left awestruck at
the truth that lies embedded in Shakespeare’s dialogues and how closely they deal with
individualsentimentality and experience. Act V Scene I of ‘Hamlet’, popularly known as the
gravediggers’ scene, is all about looking at death from a casual, matter-of-fact angle. “He that
is not guilty of his own death shortens not his own life.” As the world today grieves and
mourns the death of countless COVID-19 victims and watches people lose their battle against
this fatal disease, Hamlet’s words, before he jumps into the grave that was meant for Ophelia,
wring at so many hearts. “What is he whose grief Bears such an emphasis, whose phrase of
sorrow Conjures the wandering stars, and makes them stand Like wonder-wounded hearers?”
In most of the movie adaptations of Hamlet, the role of the first gravedigger, who is a clown,
has been played by extremely established actors because it needs a lot of expertise to play a
Shakespearean clown and usher in the much-needed comic relief in a graveyard amidst all the
hatred, murder, revenge and death. Shakespeare has so subtly brought out the class divide
prevalent in his times and little has changed in the social-economic situation at present. The
gravedigger’s words ring so true when he says, “If this had not been a gentlewoman, she
should have been buried out o’ Christian burial.” Laws were bent then, and laws are bent now
to accommodate the rich and influential who get the best medical treatment in the best hospitals,
while the poor are left to die. It is a pity that the world has not changed at all in these almost
four hundred and twenty odd years.

Keywords : Gravediggers, COVID-19 Victims, Pandemic, Comic Relief, Class Divide
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Introduction :–
Considering the underlying the Socio-Economic context of the gravediggers’ scene in the
paradigm of the present global pandemic, the first image that comes to mind is that of a young
distraught Prince standing in the graveyard holding a skull in his hand. It is the skull of Yorick,
a former jester in the court of Hamlet’s late father. The visual impact of this psychologically
distraught Prince is both immediate and long-lasting (Frye 16). To summarize, this is an iconic
image representing the inevitability of death and the existential meaninglessness of life in this
context, that has for a long time, haunted Shakespeare’s audience- both at the Globe Theatre
in the 17th century and through all the following centuries.

DEATH IN ITS DIFFERENT AVATARS
Death is a recurrent feature in the Shakespearean tragedy ‘Hamlet’ (Shakespeare). Its merry
dance continues to “entertain” us throughout the play to culminate in Ophelia’s grave (Rutter
300). Today the Scene I of Act V of Shakespeare’s tragedy ‘Hamlet’ has once again become
horrifyingly relevant as the entire world grapples in the throes of a global pandemic. It has
shaken the very foundation of humanity. In the present day, Death has not appeared as a
hooded figure in a cloak carrying a scythe, but as an invisible minuscule virus, but it is also
enjoying its merry dance, performing Shiva’s dance and leaving the world devastated.

In the Elizabethan times, a person who committed suicide was denied a Christian
burial. As a result, the gravedigger finds it very strange and questions:

“Is she to be buried in Christian burial when
she willfully seeks for own salvation?” (Shakespeare 185)

Today due to the unbelievable number of deaths from the dreaded Covid-19, the
victims are also deprived of a decent burial in the presence of family and friends. It has
stripped people of their personalities, their entities, their human dignity, dreams and annihilated
all that they were their very identity when they were alive. The Shakespearean groundlings-
those who were not able to afford a seat in the Globe Theatre and watched it standing, found
a reflection of their own thoughts in Argal’s words when he says:

“If this had not been a gentlewoman, she should
have been buried out o’ Christian burial.” (Shakespeare 186)

 The aristocrats have always been served a better fortune than the commoners and
even in Death, there were no exceptions. Rules have always been made to be broken but

Socio-economic Implications of Shakespearean Gravediggers in the Context of a Global Pandemic



60

OPEN EYES

history abounds in instances of the law being made to bend to accommodate the rich. The
same phenomenon has again reared its ugly head up.As the entire human race today is fighting
tooth and nail against a global pandemic, Shakespeare’s ‘Hamlet’ has once again brought to
the forefront the economic aspect that there has always been, and always will be, a great class
divide in society.

GRAVEDIGGERS AS CLOWNS
The gravediggers (or Clowns) are examples of Shakespearean fools (also known as clowns
or jesters). Like most Shakespearean fools, the Gravediggers are peasants or commoners
who “possess an intuitive wisdom by virtue of their special affinity to nature” (Hunt 142) and
use this great wit and intellect to get the better of their superiors, other people of higher social
status, and each other.They appear briefly in Shakespeare’s tragedy ‘Hamlet’, making their
only appearance at the beginning of Act V Scene I (but they leave an indelible mark on the
audience).  They are first encountered as they are digging a grave for the newly deceased
Ophelia, discussing whether she deserves a Christian burial after having killed herself.

In course of the scene, the First Gravedigger throws a skull and later again a second
up and out of the grave. Hamlet points out to Horatio how inappropriate it is to treat what
used to be someone’s and possibly an important someone’s body with such disrespect. They
speak in riddles and witty banter regarding death and sing too (Hunt 143). They bring the
focus to the real world of the audience. The literal greatness of the situation (the funeral)
subsides to the humour. This makes it possible for the characters to look at the subject of
death objectively, giving rise to Hamlet’s musings over the skull of Yorick. Though the clown
added some merriment to an otherwise serious situation, in this scene their words of mirth do
seem strange because they are laid in a cemetery among the bones of the dead. In writing
Hamlet, Shakespeare was preoccupied with the corruption of mortal flesh. From the famous
first statement of the idea in Marcellus’ “Something is rotten in the state of Denmark” to
Hamlet’s discourse with the Gravediggers on the lamentable condition of the bodies they
disinter, the reader of the play may never long forget that after death the human body putrefies.
To Shakespeare’s contemporaries, of course, the idea was the most familiar of commonplaces,
the center of a cluster of time-worn platitudes which, by making pious capital of a universal
biological process, reminded man that flesh was foul and that even a king could go a progress
through the guts of a beggar. It was a commonplace, but much more. Every Elizabethan
citizen knew from personal observation the reek of a gangrenous wound or a cancerous sore
(Altick 167)
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Death has always been a mystery, and it has also been the predominant theme of
discourse among writers, philosophers and sages. It is still not clear to us why no traveler has
never returned to enlighten us about life after death. Human beings have time and again made
numerous surmises and they differ on the basis of culture, time, place and ideology. In the
midst of this absolute ignorance, the one and only absolute truth is that death is inevitable and
will certainly visit us someday. It fills our hearts with fear and dread. Yet in the present pandemic
situation, this fear has magnified manifold times, leaving human beings in a state of panic and
despair. Covid-19 is another name for Death- a painful, suffocating and isolated from everything
that we hold dear and shunned by all. It has become a crime to be inflicted by this disease.

Shakespeare’s tragedies actually seem to revolve around Death, and it is as if they
rush headlong towards it. The readiness is all that is required. ‘Hamlet’ has always been a
treasure trove for research analysts but the situation today has added a previously unforeseen
dimension to it, which is the basis of this research. Disaster, devastation, and death from the
three pillars on which a tragedy is based and these very three pillars have become the basis of
our lives today in this pandemic era.

REAL LIFE GRAVEDIGGERS
Death has not fazed gravedigger, Mohammed Shamim ever before, but since the grip of the
coronavirus crisis as tightened in many places, a shiver runs down even his spine each time he
sees a hearse pull up at the cemetery he tends: “I have always felt the safest around the dead
and most vulnerable in the outside world. Now I find it difficult to sleep at night” Shamim
says. He fears for his very life1.

In the present situation, the gravediggers are facing a precarious situation. The COVID-
19 outbreak is giving them sleepless nights as they now fear the risk of coronavirus
contraction.The burial grounds, too, have space crunch. The burial procedure is too risky as
they now need to dig not four, but nine-feet deep pits for Covid cases. It is difficult to get
down into this deep pit carrying the body. It is too risky. Relatives either do not come or even
if they do accompany the corpse, they do not lend a helping hand. They are merely mute
spectators2.

James Alan Gomes, a resident of Sao Paulo, Brazil, has been working as a gravedigger
for over five years, a profession which is often met with prejudice. “There are people today
who appreciate our work, but there are others who avoid getting close to us because they
think we’re infected” he says, commenting on the increase in burials due to Covid-19. Along
with the prejudice, the amount of work has also been an extra challenge. Gomes remarked,
“We have always had a hectic schedule, but with Covid-19, it has intensified.” On top of

Socio-economic Implications of Shakespearean Gravediggers in the Context of a Global Pandemic
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everything else, the risks of his work cause even more fear. “No matter how much we use
Personal Protective Equipment [P.P.E], with a single oversight we can get infected,” Gomes
lamented3.

COVID-19: THE MODERN PANDEMIC
The pandemic has already taken thousands of lives and it is moving steadily and with

haste to satiate its hunger. The tragedy is that no cure has been discovered yet. The
images of masses of dead bodies in coffins from Italy and Spain are enough to send

chills down one’s spine.However, little thought is spared for those who work day and

night to provide a proper funeral to those piles of dead bodies. No doubt, health workers,

along with policemen, are providing their services for humankind, but aren’t the services
of these funeral workers also crucial? Narratives of people of all shades of lives, their

pain and anxieties, because of the lockdown, have been shared throughout the pandemic.

But nobody pays much heed to the funeral workers4.

Death had not fazed Delver and Argal, the two gravediggers in Act V Scene I of
‘Hamlet’. The first clown, Delver, sings without a care as he digs a fresh grave (Patrick 25).
The subject- matter of his merry song is definitely not in keeping with the solemn situation in
which he is singing.Seeing the old man’s grim occupation and hearing his humorous song, the
incongruity of the proceeding surprises the Prince who enquires of his friend:

“Has this fellow no feeling of his business that he sings at grave-making?” (Shakespeare
189)

To this query, Horatio sagely replies,
“Custom hath made it in him a property of easiness.” (Shakespeare 189)

It is from this feeling of absolute coziness and easiness that people have been ruthlessly
wrenched out and made to confront the horrors of the post-pandemic world. In Shakespeare’s
‘Hamlet’, Ophelia’s coffin is brought to the burial ground by all her relatives, friends, mourners,
priests and a procession headed by the royalty and their trains to bid her a befitting goodbye
(Berry 26). As both Ophelia’s brother, Laertes and her lover, Hamlet jump into the grave and
grapple with each other as proof of the intensity of the grief, we cannot but ponder over the
sea-change that has taken place today. Close relatives too are not allowed a last look at their
dear departed. They are deprived of giving vent to their feelings of grief and despair.

The socio-economic class divide, which is an integral part of any thriving society
becomes apparent in the 21st century, post-Covid period too. The rich and the influential are
able to accompany the mortal remains of their relatives on its last journey albeit at the necessary
down payment of a hefty amount of money. This great divide transcends all times, places and
pandemics (Watson 836). The current coronavirus pandemic is more than just a health
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emergency all over the world. As on one hand, when it had sent shock waves of pain, grief
and death, on the other, the pandemic had further broadened the massive inequalities that
already existed in society. Marginalised sections of the society have been the easiest prey for
this virus, as most of them were already victims of social differentiation and discrimination.
The unheard plight of funeral workers is a no different, as they often go ‘missing’ from the eye
of the general public. Funeral workers all over the world, irrespective of whether they are
grave diggers or cremators, perform their duties to provide a dignified funeral to our loved
ones5.The gravediggers’ scene in ‘Hamlet’ was intended primarily for comic relief but it has
effectively contributed more towards heightening the tragedy in the life of the young Prince
and increasing the atmosphere of sadness and grief (Nasic 33).Hamlet’s appearance, thoughts,
feelings, and actions- all demonstrate his obsession with depression and death. Like Hamlet
today we too have been trampled over by depression and the heart-wrenching news of the
death of our near ones. The global figure of those already dead and infected pushes us further
into the world of despair and gloom from which we find no means of escape. The scene is not
one of comic relief for us.

CONCLUSION
In the post-pandemic world, where things are bound to change, Shakespeare remains
enormously relevant and topical.Altogether Shakespeare’s works include 38 plays, 2 narrative
poems, 154 sonnets, and a variety of other poems, no original manuscripts of Shakespeare’s
plays are known to exist today. It is thanks to a group of actors from Shakespeare’s company
that about half the plays have been recovered. They collected them for publication after
Shakespeare died, preserving the plays. These writings were brought together in the First
Folio (‘Folio’ refers to the size of the paper used). It contained 36 of his plays, but none of his
poetry (Orgel 5). Shakespeare’s legacy is as rich and diverse as his work; his plays have
spawned countless adaptations across multiple genres and cultures. His plays have had an
enduring presence on stage and film. His writings have been compiled in various iterations of
The Complete Works of William Shakespeare, which include all of his plays, sonnets, and
other poems6. William Shakespeare continues to be one of the most important literary figures
of the English language.
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Cost Structure and Profitability of Major Crops Produced in
West Bengal in the First Two Decades of the New Millennium :

A review
Hemanta Sarkar

Abstract
Agriculture in West Bengal like all other states of India has been the mainstay of livelihood
in all these years of planned economic development. Ensuring sustainable income from
farming requires reasonable profit from cultivation and for that efficient cost effective
as well as yield enhancing agricultural practices are needed to be adopted by the farmers.
Data on Cost of cultivation/production and related data as published by the Directorate
of Economics and Statistics, Department of Agriculture, Co-operation and Farmers
Welfare, Ministry of   Agriculture and Farmers Welfare, Govt. of India in the period
from 2001-02 to 2018-19 shows that profit generated from farming of the major crops
of West Bengal has declined in the 2nd decade as compared to that achieved in the first
decade of the new millennium. When measured over the catch-all cost(considering
imputed value of family labour, imputed land rent on owned land and interest on fixed
capital with the cost of agricultural inputs), majority of the major crops yielded negative
returns to the farmers and failed to cover the cost of production. But farmers are ignorant
about the distinction in the cost definitions and see profit from crop farming only over
the paid-out expenses on inputs. In the current paper, attempt has been made to analyse
the cost structure in producing major crops of West Bengal in the period from 2000-01
to 2018-19 after diving the period into two phases and the change in the dynamics of
cost components over the two decades. Detailed discussion has been made in the paper
on the profitability of the major crops on the basis of both the two alternative cost
definitions as stated herein above which can shed light on how farmers get deprived of
a decent farming income due to their wrong choice of crops and their calculation of
profit based on an erroneous cost definition. To ensure sustainable farm income to the
farmers of the state, Govts. at central or State levels should work together in making
the farmers aware of the cost concepts, encourage them to adopt cost effective
agricultural techniques and also to work on stabilizing input prices particularly the
cost of fertilizer and irrigation (happened to be the two most important factors in
negatively affecting farmers’ income during the period of study as revealed by the panel
regression exercise done in the paper).
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Open Eyes, Indian Journal of Social Science, Literature, Commerce & Allied Areas, Volume 18, No. 1, June 2021, Page
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I. Introduction

Agriculture in West Bengal in the 71 year period of planned economic development in
India has been the largest employer of its population with a declining share in the GSDP
notwithstanding the broad trend in the country. Share of agriculture in GSDP of West Bengal
has fallen from 30.06% in 1980-81 to 21% in 2019-20 whereas share of agriculture in the
state employment has gone up from 35.3% in 2017-18 to 36.1% in 2018-19 (State finance
of West Bengal, December, 2017 and Govt. of India, MOSPI, July, 2020)

Agriculture being the largest sector for employing rural population in West Bengal as well
as in India, issues related to the sustainability of agricultural activities in the state judged on the
basis of potential of agriculture in the state translated through the aspects on productivity, cost
of production and profitability in agriculture needs sincere and credible discussion. At the
micro level when individual farmers need to understand the economics of cultivation (cost and
returns) in respect of production of various crops to decide on the allocation of resources,
state needs information on the crop wise cost patterns and returns thereof for taking important
policy decisions, be it issues related to minimum support price of various crops or quantum of
state procurement of crops. Estimates on cost of production, output and profitability in
production of various crops helps individual farmers to decide on the crop combination they
should adopt for increasing their farm income and decision on crop diversification. State on
the other hand can use such estimates for deciding on providing incentives to the farmers in
producing specific crops particularly in view of the fact that crop diversification through a
change in the cropping pattern towards high value crops can ensure augmented farm income
for the individual farmers as well as for the state. In the state of West Bengal where agriculture
is the mainstay of the state economy and which has time and again proved to be the largest
producer of rice in the country, one of the largest producers of jute and Mesta, potato and
other vegetables, discussion on cost of cultivation, output and profitability in respect of various
crops becomes an issue of paramount importance.

In this backdrop, effort has been made in the current paper to analyse the cost structure
and profitability in respect of 7 major crops produced in West Bengal for a period from
2001-02 to 2018-19 with detailed discussion on the change in the cost structure and profit
patterns over time and across various crops produced in the state. Effort has also been made
to see the major factors affecting the profitability of these 7 major crops in the period as
mentioned above.

In section II of the paper, major definitions used and methodology adopted for deriving
various results to study the impact of different factors on profitability of the major crops of
West Bengal has been discussed in brief. Section III discusses the cost structure observed in
producing major crops in West Bengal for the period from 2001-02 to 2018-19 in detail. In
section IV,broad trends in profitability of major crops in West Bengal in the referred period
has been discussed. A brief discussion on the impact of different factors on the profitability of
the major crops of West Bengal has been made in section V. Finally section VIconcludes the
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paper with notes on way ahead and policy prescriptions.

II. Methodology
In this paper, We have used secondary data on cost of cultivation of major crops produced in
West Bengal as published by the Directorate of Economics and Statistics, Department of
Agriculture, Co-operation and Farmers Welfare, Ministry of Agriculture and Farmers Welfare,
Govt. of India for the period from 2001-02 to 2018-19 to analyse the cost structure and
profitability of the major crops in West Bengal in the referred period and how the same has
changed over time for different crops.

For the current paper, we have used the concept of paid out cost (out of pocket expenses)
and catch-all cost in explaining results related to profitability of various crops. I have borrowed
the calculation methodology of paid out cost from the manual by the ‘Foundation for Agrarian
Studies, Calculation of Household Incomes: A Note on Methodology (FAS 2015)’ where
imputed rental value of owned land, imputed value of family labour and interest on fixed
capital (excluding land) were deducted from the total cost to arrive at the paid out cost for
each crop. I computed paid-out cost of production in respect of all the major crops by
following this methodology. Catch-all cost on the other hand was obtained from summing all
cost components in the secondary database as above. Gross value of output (GVO) in respect
of the crops was calculated by summing the value of main product and that of the by-product.
Profitability of each crop was estimated considering both the cost definitions where GVO
over paid out costs gives farm business income and GVO over catch-all cost gives net farm
income.

In this paper, while studying the impact of various cost components, area under the crops
and real output on profitability of 7 major crops of West Bengal for the period 2001-02-
2018-19, we have applied panel regression for all crops taken together.

1)  The basic panel equations are as follows:
The Fixed effect model:

1 2 2 3 3 .....it iti it itY X X u� � �� � � � � (1)           

t = 1, 2,…17 (2001-2018)
i = 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6 (Potato, Paddy, Wheat, Mustard, Sesame, Jute)
Dependent variable: Y= Profit (Paid out profit; poprofit & catch all profit; caprofit)
Independent variables: X = area, real output, seed cost, fertilizer cost, pesticide cost,
irrigation cost, family labour cost, hired labour cost, animal labour cost, machine labour
cost, imputed rent cost, interest on fixed capital.
The Random effect model:
Here �

1i
 is not fixed, it is a random variable with mean value of �

1
.
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 is the random error term with a mean value of zero and variance .
Putting the value of (2) into (1), we get

Where, 

The composite error term  consists of two components, which is the cross section and,
which is the combined time series and cross section error components.

We applied panel regression to find out the overall impact of various cost components,
area under the crops and real output on profitability levels over the period 2001-02-2018-
19.  We have checked the results for both Fixed and Random models and thereafter used
Hausman hypothesis test to find out which model is more efficient and consistent. We have
used STATA 14.2 and GRETL to run the regression result.

III. Cost of cultivation of major crops of West Bengal for the period from 2001-02 to
2018-19: A descriptive analysis
For an analysis on cost of production of major crops produced in West Bengal for the period
from 2001-02 to 2018-19, I have considered 7 major crops of West Bengal namely Paddy,
Wheat, Mustard, Masur (Lentil), Til (Sesame), Potato and Jute and analysed the trend in the
component wise cost of producing the crops in the state in the referred period dividing the
period into two phases, Phase I- 2001-02-2010-11 and Phase II-2011-12-2018-19. As
cost component wise analysis for the crops for all different years in the referred period will be
unnecessarily elaborate, I have attempted to derive component wise average cost of production
in two different phases both at current prices and at real prices and tried to understand the
trend in the cost components in the two periods. For getting the real values of the cost
components, I have deflated the nominal values of the costs for different years with consumer
price index for agricultural labourers (with base 1986-87=100).For different crops, data for
the available years in a phase has been used for estimating the average. For crops like paddy,
Mustard, jute and potato, data on cost of production for all the years in phase-I(2001-02 to
2010-11) were available, whereas cost of production data were not available for all the years
in phase-I(2001-02 to 2010-11)   and could not be used for estimating averages for crops
like wheat, Lentil and sesame. In phase-II however, data on cost of production for all the
years in phase-II (2011-12 to 2018-19) were available for all the crops considered here and
averages were estimated accordingly.

In the following tables 1A and 1B, component wise average cost of production in two
different phases has been presented respectively at current prices and at real prices. From the
following 2 tables, we can see that amongst the 7 crops considered, cultivation of potato
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proved to be most expensive in both the phases and both in nominal as well as in real terms
followed by jute. Total cost of cultivation (catch-all cost) of potato at current prices was
found to be Rs 70779 per ha in phase-I and it more than doubled to Rs 142517 per ha in
phase-II. These values were worked out to be Rs 18407 per ha and Rs 19663 per ha
respectively in phase-I and Phase-II while computed in real terms and the increase in the total
cost of cultivation was only around 7%.Even when we compare the component wise cost of
various crops(at current prices), we see that almost all the cost components like cost of seed,
fertilizer, irrigation etc had the highest values for potato cultivation except human labour (where
jute surpassed potato)  and animal labour(where both wheat and paddy surpassed potato)  in
the category of operational cost and interest on fixed capital and other fixed expenses within
fixed costs in Phase-I whereas all cost components had the highest values for potato cultivation
except hired human labour and a few fixed expenses in phase-II. Exactly the same trend was
observed in case of potato cultivation when we compare the cost component values at real
prices.

Whereas cost of cultivation of Til was found to be the lowest among the crops in Phase-I
in both nominal as well as in real terms, in Phase-II lowest cost was found in case of Masur
crop in both the measures. In Til cultivation during phase-I, the cultivators could save on the
cost of fertilizer, animal labour, machine labour and other operational expenses and also under
fixed costs, they could save on imputed rent for owned land (signifying comparatively less
cultivation in owned land) and interest on fixed capital. In phase-II however, in all the
components of operational expenses except machine labour and seed cost, masur crop was
found to have a cost advantage thus making masur the most economical crop in the 2nd

decade of the 21st century. Almost the same trend was observed for Til and Masur when the
component costs were compared in real terms.

In both current prices and in real terms, cost of animal labour for cultivating the crops has
decreased significantly between the two phases for all the crops considered (except Til and
Potato in nominal prices) with a considerable increase in the component of machine labour.
With the mechanisation of agriculture getting popularised for cultivation of almost all the crops
and a steady growth in mechanisation in the last decade as compared to the initial years of the
new century, this trend was quite expected in the state. As can be seen from table 1C below,
there has been more than 100% increase in the machine labour cost (in real values) in case of
all the different crops except potato whereas in nominal terms the growth % in the cost
component was more than even 300% for most of the crops (except paddy, potato and Til
where the growth % were respectively 121%,145% and 243%)

Whereas cost of seed and fertilizer at current prices has increased between the two periods
for all the 7 crops, in real terms, though cost of fertilizer increased for all the crops between
the 2 periods, cost of seed increased for 5 major crops of Bengal (except jute and potato).
Cost of irrigation in real terms has decreased over the 2 phases for all the crops except Jute
implying a betterment in the irrigation infrastructure in the State and also possibly due to a

Cost Structure and Profitability of Major Crops Produced in West Bengal
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better managed electricity distribution by the government for agriculture at affordable price in
phase-II. As for jute, since the cultivation of the crop is concentrated mostly in the north
Bengal districts and a few areas in the south Bengal, there might be typical irrigation infrastructure
issues in those areas.

Interesting observations come in from table 1C where we can see that paid out cost has
grown at a lower rate than the total cost (both in nominal and real terms) only in case of potato
and in contrast to all other 6 crops where out of pocket expenses has grown at a much higher
rate than the catch all cost over the two decades. It could be easily explained from table
1Cthat cost components like imputed value for family labour, imputed rental value for owned
land (which are deducted from the total cost along with interest on fixed capital to arrive at the
estimate of paid out expenses) have grown at a much higher rate as compared to the actual
expenses for hired labour and actual rent paid for leased-in land for potato cultivation. This
hints at the fact that where in case of all the other 6 crops, involvement of family labour in
cultivation has substantially declined in the 2nd decade, potato cultivation has banked more on
family labour with a noticeable growth in the imputed value of family labour in cultivation in the
2nd phase as compared to that in the 1st phase. Cultivation of potato in owned land has also
increased at a faster rate than that in the leased in land over the two phases. In case of
mustard and paddy cultivation, out of pocket expenses has grown at almost similar rates with
the total expenses over the phases at both current price and real values. In case of both the
crops, cultivation in leased-in land decreased substantially in the 2nd phase (against a rise in
cultivation in owned land) resulting in a comparatively lower growth in paid out cost for the
referred crops.

Now question arises as to whether these changes in the components of cost of cultivation
of various major crops in the state and its dynamics over the period of two decades are
reflections of farmers’ choice in selection of crops produced by them considering the
requirements of various inputs in the cultivation of the specific crops. Whether change in the
cost of agricultural inputs over time impacts farmers’ selection of crops for cultivation or it’s
the other way round is a complex issue and beyond the scope of discussions in this paper but
one thing is undoubtedly true that dynamics of change in the components of cost of cultivation
of various major crops has a direct bearing on how much income reaches to the farmers at the
end and how far the farmers manage to sustain the cultivation of  crops which they are
traditionally used to cultivate.
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As we can see from the above table and also from the charts below that potato cultivation has
required one fourth of its cost of cultivation in seeds in the first phase which has declined to
slightly less than one fifth in the 2nd phase and seed cost share of potato is not only highest
amongst all the major crops followed by Masur and wheat crop in both the phases but also its
manifold higher as compared to the other crops. Therefore, it requires no special intuition to
predict that farmers’ profitability from potato cultivation can be enhanced with a cut in the seed
cost of potato through Govt. intervention or otherwise. (In the 2nd phase, it has already reduced
by over 6%though which is a healthy sign). Other major cost components for potato cultivation
were seen to be Land rent (both paid out and imputed) and Human labour cost (both paid out
and family labour) in both the phases though human labour cost share has increased substantially
in the 2nd phase (from 20.1% to 26.59%) as compared to the 1st decade.
Cost share of fertilizer was also found to be the highest for potato cultivation in both the phases
followed by wheat and Mustard. Share of fertilizer cost in total cost of cultivation didn’t grow
substantially over the two phases in case of crops except for Wheat and Til (where there was
a near 3% growth in the relevant cost share). Cost share of animal labour has decreased and
share of machine labour increased in the 2nd decade for all the major crops understandably due
to the growth of mechanisation in agriculture in the state.

Cost Structure and Profitability of Major Crops Produced in West Bengal
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Jute Cultivation in Bengal was found to be highly labour intensive in both the decades with
cost share of human labour being near 50% in first decade which jumped to 54% in the 2nd

phase. After Jute, Human labour component in total cost was also significantly higher in case
of Til and Paddy in both the phases. In case of Jute and Til (Sesame) cultivation, scopes of
mechanisation is limited at the stages of harvesting and threshing etc. and can’t replace human
labour and that might have been reflected in such high shares of human labour in total cost of
cultivation.

IV: Value generated from the major crops of West Bengal and their profitability for
the period from 2001-02 to 2018-19.
Now, I would like to see the output generated from cultivation of various crops in West
Bengal and profits earned over catch-all cost and paid out cost in both the phases. As year-
to-year analysis of the above parameters (output and profit) for all the crops in the two
phases will eat up much of our time and space, I would like to explain the above in terms of
averages (average output, average cost and average net profit of all the reference years in a
phase) for all the crops and for both the periods of study. This part of the discussion is going
to be very interesting as net profits are final values which cultivators look for at the end of the
crop seasons and whether they can sustain with the profits earned.
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Table 2A: Profitability of various major crops of West Bengal (measured as average net profit
rate over average Catch all costs) in the period from 2001-02 to 2018-19

Name of Phase-I Phase-II

the Crop Average Average Net Profit Average Average Net Profit
Output Cost (in %) Output Cost (in %)

(in Rs/ha) (in Rs/ha) (in Rs/ha) (in Rs/ha)

Paddy 27358 28821 –6.35 56868 65822 –13.56

Wheat 24211 27886 –13.32 37985 47036 –19.08

Mustard 20790 19632 5.01 43705 42181 4.26

Masur (Lentil) 28168 20747 36.87 46280 35710 26.64

Til (Sesame) 19946 17651 12.59 34058 38427 –10.51

Potato 67200 70779 -5.13 143015 142517 –0.67

Jute 34294 30758 7.12 78191 76035 2.25

Source: -Computed from the cost of cultivation/production and related data as published by the Directorate of
Economics and Statistics, Department of Agriculture, Co-operation and Farmers Welfare, Ministry of Agriculture
and Farmers Welfare, Govt. of India in the period from 2001-02 to 2018-19.

Most disturbing picture comes in from table 2A above that average net profit rate over catch-
all cost was found to be negative for 3 crops (Paddy, wheat and potato) in phase-I and one
more crop was added in the list in the 2nd phase in the form of  Til (Sesame). Net profit rates
of paddy over catch-all cost was found to be negative in all the 10 years in phase-I except
2007-08 and 2009-10(where the crop registered a net profit rates of 2% and 8% respectively)
and that resulted in an average negative net profit rate in the 1st decade. For wheat however,
net profit rate over catch-all cost was found to be negative for all the 6 years from 2005-06
to 2010-11 for which data were available. In case of potato, there was positive profits in 3
years (2003-04, 2005-06, 2010-11) in phase-I but that could not offset the loss in the remaining
years. There were almost similar stories for year wise net profits of the referred crops in
phase-II with the only change that net profits were negative for all the available years for
paddy and wheat and that net profit rate was negative for Til crop in almost all the years in
phase-II except in 2013-14 to 2014-15. But crops like Masur (36.87% and 26.64%), Mustard
(5.01% and 4.26%) and Jute (7.12 % and 2.25%) registered positive net profits over catch-
all cost in both the periods though the % of net profits declined in phase-II. Only in case of Til
crop, though there was a sizeable positive net profit over catch-all cost of 12.59% in phase-
I, it registered a net loss of 10.51% in phase-II.

Cost Structure and Profitability of Major Crops Produced in West Bengal
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Table 2B: Profitability of various major crops of  West Bengal (measured as average net
profit rate over average Paid-out costs) in the period from 2001-02 to 2018-19

Name of Phase-I Phase-II

the Crop Average Average Net Profit Average Average Net Profit
Output Cost (in %) Output Cost (in %)

(in Rs/ha) (in Rs/ha) (in Rs/ha) (in Rs/ha)

Paddy 27358 14109 93.22 56868 34300 65.72

Wheat 24211 16220 48.23 37985 29113 32.15

Must ard 20790 9875 109.86 43705 21397 106

Masur (Lentil) 28168 9495 200.39 46280 17468 160.94

Til (Sesame) 19946 8186 142.67 34058 20538 66.11

Pota to 67200 48024 44.57 143015 90306 60.76

Jute 34294 14927 119.94 78191 39895 96.34

Source: -Computed from the cost of cultivation/production and related data as published by the Directorate of
Economics and Statistics, Department of Agriculture, Co-operation and Farmers Welfare, Ministry of Agriculture
and Farmers Welfare, Govt. of India in the period from 2001-02 to 2018-19.

Table 2B however gives little relief when we see that all crops in the two phases had registered
positive net profits rate over paid-out cost. Masur (Lentil) crop turned out to be the most
profitable crop in both the phases in terms of net profit rate (while measured in either of the
two measures). Wheat on the other hand was proved to be the crop with lowest net profit in
both the phases in terms of net profit rate measured in either of the two measures except in
phase-I where net profit rate over paid-out cost for potato was found to be the lowest followed
by wheat. Mustard, Masur, Jute and Til had a more than 100% net profit over paid-out cost
in phase-I which could be maintained by only Mustard and Masur in phase-II.  Net profit
over paid-out cost was found to be in double digit figures in both the phases for all other
crops.
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Chart-2

The above discussion leads us to two important observations, i) Oilseeds and Jute crops
garnered more profit as compared to that in case of cereals in both the phases and also in terms
of both the profit measures (over Catch-all and paid-out cost) and ii) There has been a decline
in the profit rates in cultivation of most of the crops in phase-II as compared to that in phase-I.

As for the first observation, In spite of the profit rates being lower for cereals as compared
to that in case of oilseeds or jute, the cultivators in West Bengal are sticking to paddy (the
major cereal) cultivation, 55-60% of the gross cultivated area of West Bengal being devoted
to the cultivation of paddy in the state (State Handbook of West Bengal, 2011-2015 and
Economic Review, 2021-22). This might be due to the wrong perception of most of the
cultivators regarding estimates of cost and profits. They can’t see the catch-all cost and
therefore, while calculating profit of the crops, they don’t consider the cost of their family
labour or imputed rent value for cultivation carried out in their own land. They get concerned
only with the paid out costs while preparing their estimates. (Pal, B, Space and Culture,
India, 2019, 7:3) and accordingly they can’t visualize the loss incurred in cultivating the
concerned crops.

Now, as regards the decline in profit levels of the crops considered in the paper in phase-
II as compared to that in Phase-I, the above tables 1A and 1B clearly show that growth in the
average output of the crops (except potato) has not been able to offset the growth in their
cost of cultivation in phase-II. Excessive increase in the input cost in the major part of the 2nd

decade has led to such reduction in profit levels of all the crops (except potato) in phase-II.
The cure to this issue therefore lies in an efficient cost-cutting mechanism in cultivation of the
crops through a wisely developed public policy.

The above discussion therefore transpires that crop cultivation was not at all sustainable
for the major crops in either of the 2 phases except for Mustard and Jute (Also Til in phase-

Cost Structure and Profitability of Major Crops Produced in West Bengal
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I) when profitability is computed as output over catch-all cost and that implies that, had the
cultivators not used their own land for cultivation or putting their family labour, they had to
suffer losses in the cultivation of all the 4 crops as stated above. That makes cultivation of the
referred crops un-remunerative for the cultivators which in turn demotivates them from cultivating
these crops. When major part of the gross cropped area in the state is put to crops like
paddy, the above result has a serious implication.

It therefore becomes pretty important to see as to which of the cost components or
output of crop impacted the profitability of the crops in the entire period from 2001-02 to
2018-19. As we didn’t see any major difference in respect of profitability of the crops over
the two phases (particularly in regard to negative net profits of crops measured over the
catch-all costs), we have studied the impact of the cost components and the output of crops
on the profitability of the crops (both estimated over catch-all cost or paid-out cost) for the
entire period of reference and didn’t venture into the analysis over two phases separately. As
the study on the impact of component wise input costs, area under the crops and real output
on the profitability of each of the 7 major crops produced in the state could again be extremely
elaborate, I have tried to study the impact of the cost factors, real output, area under the
crops etc. on the profit levels by taking all major crops considered through a panel regression
(in respect of both the profit measures) but as regression of profitability over catch-all cost on the
inputs and output yielded unconvincing results, the same was therefore not considered for analysis.

Panel Regression for All Crops for the period 2001-02-2018-19:

Table 3: Random Effect Model (Dependent Variable: poprofit)

poprofit Coefficient Std. Error p-value

Area .0000817 .0000236 0.001

Output real .9997524 .0174293 0.000

Seed cost -1.285898 .065567 0.000

Ferti cost -.8966946 .2062451 0.000

Pesticost -1.189146 .767264 0.121

Irrig cost -1.385216 .2930715 0.000

Hirelab cost -.7525693 .0595668 0.000

Animlab cost -.6246878 .3121137 0.045

Machlab cost -1.200183 .4301386 0.005

_cons -111.1367 199.1907 0.577

R-squared Prob > chi 2 = 0.0000
Within = 0.9789
Between = 0.9979
Overall = 0.9849
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Table 4: Fixed Effect Model (Dependent Variable: poprofit)

poprofit Coefficient Std. Error p-value Remarks

Area -.0007541 .0002659 0.006

Output real 1.028277 .018325 0.000 ***

Seed cost -1.124185 .0807159 0.000 ***

Ferti cost -.5771796 .1915216 0.003

Pesti cost -.5455334 .6948559 0.435

Irrig cost -1.349873 .3141583 0.000 ***

Hirelab cost -1.000686 .0939314 0.000 ***

Animlab cost -.5704499 .3199484 0.079

Machlab cost -1.043507 .4416494 0.021

_cons 623.359 460.567 0.180

R-squared Prob > chi 2 = 0.0000
Within = 0.9844
Overall = 0.7095

Hausman Test Result : Prob > chi 2 = 0.0001 (Since it is less than 0.05, hence we will choose
Fixed Effect Model)

By accepting the results detailed in table-4 where profit over paid-out costs earned from
the cultivation of all the 7 major crops was regressed over the area under the concerned
crops, their various cost components and real output, we see that effect of real output, cost of
seed, irrigation and hired labour on the profit over paid-out costs were statistically significant
at 99% level of confidence (p-value being less than .001 in all the 4 cases).Out of these 4
variables, as expected, real output was observed to have a positive impact on profit on a 1:1
ratio whereas cost of seed, irrigation and hired labour negatively impacted the profit in the
referred period. Out of these 3 cost components, cost of irrigation was seen to have the
highest negative impact on profit (co-efficient value being -1.35) followed by seed cost (co-
efficient value-1.12) and cost of hired labour (co-efficient value -1). Implication of the above
result is obvious that when cost of production, area under the crops, real output and profit
level of all the 7 major crops of the state are considered, relationship between the variables
indicates shrinkage in profit primarily due to high cost of irrigation followed by cost of seed
and hired labour and output growth obviously ensures growth in the profit levels on a 1:1
basis.

V : Conclusion and way ahead : Discussion on the cost structure in production of the major
crops of West Bengal in the two periods from 2001-02 to 2010-11 (phase-I) and 2011-12
to 2018-19(phase-II) revealed that cultivation of potato was most expensive in both the
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phases and both in nominal as well as in real terms followed by jute. cost of cultivation of Til
on the other hand was found to be the lowest among the crops in Phase-I in both nominal as
well as in real terms. In Phase-II, lowest cost was found in case of Masur crop in both the
measures.

As expected, In both current prices and in real terms, out of the cost components, cost of
animal labour for cultivating the crops has decreased significantly between the two phases for
all the crops considered (except Til and Potato in nominal prices) with a considerable increase
in the component of machine labour. This is grossly on the expected lines where there has
been noticeable improvements in the agricultural mechanisation in the 2nd decade. Cost of
irrigation in real terms has decreased over the 2 phases for all the crops except Jute indicating
development in the irrigation infrastructure in the state in the 2nd decade of the new millennium.

Coming to the profitability of the major crops, we find that average net profit rate over
catch-all cost was found to be negative for 3 crops (Paddy, wheat and potato) in both phase-
I and phase-II and Til (Sesame) crop was also observed to register negative profit in the 2nd

phase. But crops like Masur (36.87% and 26.64%), Mustard (5.01% and 4.26%) and Jute
(7.12 % and 2.25%) registered positive net profits over catch-all cost in both the periods
though the % of net profits declined in phase-II. So except the 3 aforementioned crops, in
case of all the other major crops, the farmers couldn’t earn enough to cover the cost of
cultivation which is worrisome.

As regards the profit over paid-out cost however, all crops in the two phases had registered
positive net profits. Masur (Lentil) crop turned out to be the most profitable crop in both the
phases in terms of net profit rate (while measured in either of the two measures). Wheat on
the other hand was proved to be the crop with lowest net profit in both the phases in terms of
net profit rate measured in either of the two measures except in phase-I where net profit rate
over paid-out cost for potato was found to be the lowest followed by wheat.

But the above dynamics of profitability of major crops produced in the state over the
period of two decades could not be related to the farmers’ choice in selection of crops
produced by them considering the requirements of various inputs in the cultivation of the
specific crops and/or the net profits earned thereby. In spite of negative net profits (over
catch-all cost) generated from the cultivation of paddy, wheat and potato, farmers were
observed to put major share of their land in the cultivation of these crops. This is largely
because of their inability to judge the total cost involved in the cultivation of the respective
crops and their inability to come out of the habits of cultivating traditional crops instead of
trying for crop diversification.

Now, to enhance farmers’ income from cultivation which can only be ensured by raising
their profit from crop cultivation, farmers are needed to be made aware of the dynamics of
cost and output produced from cultivation of various crops and the concepts of cost imputation
involved in the form of family labour and/or land rent on owned land so that they can differentiate
between the profit earned by them over the total cost and that over the paid-out cost only.
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This knowledge can motivate them to shift to crops generating higher profits in actual terms
after covering the total cost of cultivation and in the process they can ensure a sustainable
income through a proper crop diversification on the available resources. At the same time,
efforts are needed on the part of the government to control prices of agricultural inputs like
fertilizer, irrigation etc. (accounting for the major cost share other than hired labour cost as
seen in the panel regression results in table-3) so that input cost burden on the farmers can be
lessened to some extent and in turn raises their profit and farm income. For increasing production
of crops (which was seen to have a 1:1 relation with profit of all crops taken together), yield
enhancing techniques of farming need to be adopted by the farmers like land preparation
before transplantation through modern agricultural tools, testing of soil to have a check on the
fertility levels, application of timely irrigation and use of proper and timely pest control measures.
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Beyond Cartography: The Unmappable in Anthony Minghella’s
Cinematic Representation of Michael Ondaatje’s The English Patient

Dr. Chinnadevi Singadi  &  Malvika Lobo

Abstract

This essay attempts to ascertain the challenges of cartography or mapping of people and the
places they encounter as envisioned by film director Anthony Minghella in his consummate
Academy award winning movie The English Patient, a cinematic adaptation of Canadian
author Michael Ondaatje’s Booker winning novel of the same name published in the year
1992. By resting its focus on the cartographic elements of the movie, this study will try to
highlight the postmodern landscape of the English patient’s perishing body, his talk, his identity,
his only possession his weathered and constantly transforming copy of Histories, all coloured
by the elements of the various landscapes through which he travels – the caves, deserts and
war-torn villas he journeys into – even as they constantly evade any and all attempts of
plausible mapping.

Keywords : The English Patient, Franco Moretti, Cartography, Postmodernism

Franco Moretti, in his project ‘The Atlas of European History 1800- 1900’, suggests that
literature can contribute immensely to geography’s understanding of spaces. He creates a
culmination of literary maps using novels to reveal more intricate details of lived spaces and
the experiences associated with them.Thefirst section of his book talks of the geography
contained in the text and those that the narrative constructs. In this cartographicexercise,
Moretti creates maps primarily based on the reading and understandingof the plot in
novels.Schilling claims that Moretti’s projectdoes notdisclose that locales navigatedby a
character “do not have the same statusas those places mentioned in passing by the narrator or
that, nowdestroyed or reconfigured, exist only in and through the memoriescharacters have of
them” (221). He also says that the actual and virtual space “cannot be put on the same plane”
(Ibid).

Projects such as ETH- Zurich address key factors concealed in Moretti’s project, for
instance,the fact that locales such as the routes travelled by characters do not share the same
status as some other places mentioned in the narrative or may also have been destroyed to
exist solely in character’s memories (Schilling 222). In the same vein, this paper mainly concerns
itself with how geography operates within the text in The English Patient. In Moretti’s project,
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the maps arecreated based on novels to explore how geography “shapes the narrative structure
of the Europeannovel” (5).In this view, Pamela Gilbert says that maps help people see where
they fit into and that “perform an important function indefining communities—not only spatial
communities but interpretiveand identity-based communities”(11)(Cook61).Novels, according
to Moretti, function “as the symbolic form of the nation-state, anessential component of our
modern culture”(6). And thus, both novels and maps can create political realities (Cook 61).

Likewise, one can talk about another concept of unmapping as the resistance to mapping
identity. In an essay written in the influential volume Literature and Cartography: Theories
HistoriesDebates, Robert Stockhammer, in an essay titled ‘The (Un)Mappability of Literature’
states that theseprojects do not define a map (72). For example, Franco Moretti uses figures
that mostpeople consider to be maps based on popular belief. Stockhammer claims that
geographers do nottake this definition of a what map is for granted (73). The mapping of
literary texts is a representation ofvarious narratives that might not be an adequate depiction
of the real spaces, scientifically speaking.However, mapping literary textscan uncover and
unveil experiences of human beings in places that are not being acknowledged.Takingliterary
mapping as the point of departure, the claim is that the landscapes and the identity of the
protagonist Almásy in the movie are continuously unmapped, thus resulting in its plurality. The
English Patient is a novel whose characters display an aversion to cartographic impulses of
mapping. The termunmapping is used the metaphoric sense and talk of how identities in the
film are constantly in flux and plural in nature.

Though it is possible to some extent to mapthe routes traversed by the narrative of The
English Patient, it uncovers many anomalies. The protagonist Almásy is named after a real-
life cave explorer of the same name who discovered the rock painting of the Cave of Swimmers
in Egypt. The cartographic exercise of thenovel reveals the fact that the Cave of Swimmers,
explored by the cartographerAlmásy in the novel, is a fictional representation ofa real cave in
the Sahara desert.The original explorer of the cave,László E. de Almásy’s book titled The
Unknown Sahara contains a chapter that talks about this cave.In the Sahara desert, basins
filled with water were principal refuges to humans (Svoboda 159) proposesthat the pictures
on the cave are visual representations of people swimming and called them “Swimmers”,
though recent studies have indicated that the figures were not swimming but 3 were engaged
in a ritual(162). The explorer László E. deAlmásyproposes a possible climate change that
occurred that createthe landscape shift causing the water body nearby to dry as the desert
was forming.Water bodies in desertsare vital for human civilization. He indicates that at some
point in time, there must have been a water body somewhere in the vicinity of the Cave of
Swimmers that does not exist now asgeographical features changed over time.Incidentally, it
is also the place where Katharine dies of starvation and thirst. Thus, the geographical features
around the Cave of Swimmers are unmapped over timeowing to subject to temporal climate
change.
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Moreover,the protagonist, Almasy, is continuously engaged in the process of unmapping
himself as his identity isalways in flux. His burnt body is beyond recognition,and all his features
are burnt,erasing all marks of identification. In the novel, The English Patient is described
as”a man with no face. An ebony pool. All identification is consumed in a fire. Parts of his
burned body and face had been sprayed with tannic acid, that hardened into a protective shell
over his raw skin…… There was no recognize in him” (Ondaatje50).Younis observes that
the film transforms the image of the patient himself. In the novel, the patienthas no expression,
that his nerves have been destroyed (Ondaatje29), and that he has no face (Ondaatje48)(Younis
3). However, in the film, the patient does show emotion, and his face is not expressionless.
Furthermore, he also points out this is due to the requirement of melodramatic elements in the
film, as an expressionless ambiguousprotagonist barely makes a mark on the audience (Ibid).
Almasy is unable to recognise himself and the people around him are unable to recognise him
as well.The English patient’s Hungarian origins remain masked to his nurse, and he is presumed
to be English due to his accent.

The English Patient is cared for by Hana in an Italian villa. The walls of the villa have
broken and “one bomb crater allowed moon and rain into the library downstairs – where
there was in one corner a permanently soaked armchair” (Ondaatje 8). The villa is no longer
a closed shelter which protects its inhabitants from harsh weather. Hana compares the books
that she reads to the English patient and says that “they had gaps of plot like sections of a road
washed out by storms, missing incidents as if locusts had consumed a section of tapestry” (7)
and the villa is like the books. The villa was a war hospital, that is now long abandoned save
for Hana and her patient along with Kip and Caravaggio who visit. The villa ceases to be a
home but now has plural identity as a site for a multitude of activities.

Since maps are an integral part of the identity creation, it is used to classify and differentiate
various nation-states. However, the English patient displays an aversion to his own national
identity. The viewers of the movie observe that the national identity becomes paramount in the
post-war scenario as Almásy is constantly asked for his national identity even in times of dire
need. The end of the film sees Katharine’s husband crash his plane towards Almásy, and
Katharine in a combined suicidal and murder attempt. Almásy is forced to leave her in the
Cave of Swimmers while he goes and looks for help to treat wounded Katharine. After days
of walking, he meets English soldiers. When asked for Katharine’s nationality Almásysays
that it does not matter as she is dying. He also describes her as his wife, unwilling to accept
that she was Geoffrey Clifton’s wife. Katharine’sBritish identity is unmapped, and
Almasy’sunmapping of Katharine’s identity is accompanied with some resistancefrom the
outsider. The British are not sympathetic towards Almásy’s outbreak and imprison him, which
causes Kathrine to die of starvation.In the face of death, Almasy refuses to acknowledge
Kathrine’s national identity and personal relationships. While he carries Katharine’s body out
of the cave, he hears her voice over uttering, “that is all I have wanted, to walk in such a place
with you, an earth with no maps.We are the real countries, not the boundaries drawn on maps
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by powerful men” (Minghella and Ondaatje). Besides, he is also mistaken to be a Germanspy
as “he did not give them the right name” (Ondaatje 266) when he comes to El Taj to ask for
help to save Katharine. To the English, he is “another possible second-rate spy. Just another
international bastard” (268).

Almásy’s quest in the desert, apart from explorations, is also to eliminate traces of his
former identity.Ironically, Almásy, despite being a cartographer and dealing extensively with
mapping terrains and routes, finds himself engaging in the process of unmapping himself in the
novel. He expresses his desire to”erase his name and the place he hadcome from” (148).He
admires the Bedouin people he encountered, referred to as “the most beautiful humans I’ve
met in my life” (147). With them,Almásy”became nationless” (Ibid). Heasserts that Madox
died because of nations, and he has “come to hate nations” and humans “are deformed by
nation-states” (Ibid). The desert is further rendered nationless and beyond borders. The desert
“could not be claimed or owned…It was a place of faith. We disappeared into the landscape”
(148). Thus, the landscape of the desert is a transnational space that is beyond borders. On
spending ample time in the desert, it became possible for Almásy”to slip across borders, not
to belong to anyone, to any nation” (Ibid).Katharine and Almásy’s story blossomed primarily
in the desert. The desert in the film is a place that resists identity, and despite being a cartographer,
Almásy is unable to think of the desert in merely cartographic terms. In the film, the desert
landscape is personified, personalised,and described as a women’s body. While in conversation
with Madox, he asks if a place at the hollow base of a woman’s throathas an official name. He
renames the same spot on Katharine’s body and claims to be his own, calling it Bosphorus
(250).

The geopolitics associated with the war mean very little to Almásy. He views maps as a
means of exploration and data instead of objects harbouringclassified information that need
protection. Thus, he leaves confidential maps behind and conflicts with Madox, who wishes
to guard the maps from the enemy.Just like how Katharine and Almásy’s love transcends
notions of national and geographical identity along with societal fidelity, the landscape in which
they fall in love exists bereft of any cartographic impulse of mapping. The desert exists by
itself, defined by its own landscape of sanddunes and caves. The idea of love that Almásyand
Katharine share transcend nationalities and hence is unmapped. Any national boundaries do
not mar the desert.Katharine and Almásyconstantly, reinforce national boundaries and land
relations.

Along with the centrality of Almásy’s character in the film, his only possession- a copy of
Herodotus’ Histories- in which he has added his own jottings, maps and entries occupies a
major part of the narrative. The English patient is amnesiac, and he is unable to recollect who
he is. It is through the book that Hana uncovers Almásy’s identity and experiences. The book
is an object that is unmapped and no longer remains Herodotus’ Histories. By adding his
accounts, Almásycarves his own narrative into Herodotus’ text. Herodotus’ Histories is
constantly being rewritten by Almasy’s additions.As Friedman points out, “the Histories has
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been made into his commonplace book, but one that lacks an owner’s name. The book
becomes the palimpsest on which he joins his voice to that of Herodotus” (56).

Douglas Stenberg explores the various dimensions of love in the film. He explains that the
motif of water is prevalently used in the novel and the film. Almásy recalls how Geoffrey talks
of Katharine’s love for water in the novel, and Almasy is joyful as Hana takes him in the rain.
Almásy recalls that Katharine was happier around water “she was always happier in the rain,
in bathrooms steaming with liquid air, in sleepy wetness, climbing back infrom his windowthat
rainy night in Cairo and putting on her clothes while still wet, in order to hold it all”(Ondaatje181).
Elements of the desert and water consume the English patient’s unmapped identity in the film.
Almasy spent ten years in the desert getting consumed by the dry landscape and sand while
Katharine spends hours swimming or in the bath, getting consumed by water.To Hana he is an
“a pool for her”–“an ebony pool”(50). Almásyalso believes that “in the desert, you celebrate
nothing but water”(26). His own love story with Katharine stems out of liquids as “their
bodies had met inperfumes, in sweat, frantic to get under that thin film with a tongue or a
tooth” (185). Rather than being categorised by nations, Almásyfinds himself unmapped and
consumed by the elements of the desert landscape and water.

In conclusion, Almásy’s identity in the film is unmapped as it transcends national borders
and merges with the various geographical elements of the desert. Studying the cartographic
aspects of the novel revealed that there is resistance to national identity in the post war scenario.
The search for identity in the novel drifts from the public domain and finds itself on a more
fundamental level and is described by elements that make up landscapes. While geographical
location and borders have been dominant identity markers, the postmodern transnational
novel looks for identifications beyond borders. The objects and people in The English
Patientfind themselves fusing with geographical elements of landscapes instead.
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