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{Introduction}

Growing up, my grandfather V. Madhavan Nair ‘Mali’ had always been a source of inspiration. His stories were read out to me when I was really little, and as I grew up, I enjoyed delving into his tales of magic and mythology and all round fun. I learned a lot from these stories – about the world in general, about India’s glorious heritage, and, well, about donkeys who wanted to sing and how they stood when they were idle.

I was just a little girl in 1994 when Mali passed away, and yet, I have so many memories of him. He’d call my house nearly every day as soon as I got back from school to ask how I was. He called me ‘cheruthe,’ meaning little one, as then he’d ask, ‘What did you eat?’ I still remember the tone of his voice and the warmth of his speech. When he came to stay with me and my parents for a few days in early 1994, he’d accompany me to the bus stop to wait for the school bus on those misty mornings. He’d be there at home in the afternoons, cheerful and welcoming, when I returned.

It was around that time that he visited my school for a storytelling session, the last one he ever held. The story he told was about an ant who swallowed a mountain. It was a lot of fun, that session, with children laughing and applauding and asking him questions. And for me, it was a privilege, young as I was, that I was able to attend the session. I can still remember that session vividly, with him seated on a low stage with a backdrop of trees, the soft, crisp breeze and the mellow sunlight. I remember how engaged the audience was, and how my grandfather drew them into that story of magic.

When I visited him and my grandmother during vacations, he’d read stories out loud to me. There was a garden in the house they lived in, with bright, colourful blossoms. My grandfather was really proud of that garden. He even signed a book for me, and made a little wallet for me to keep my money in. I’ve treasured both.

I took up writing in my teens, and I have always wished that he could read my work. His own lyrical style of writing has inspired me throughout – and his whimsical imagination has always kept my own alive. Each time I finish a piece of writing, I wonder if he would like it. I’m told that it was he who guided my first alphabet during Navarathri when I was a toddler. This was on Vijayadashami, which is also observed as Vidyarambham day, and a time to start one’s education. I don’t remember much about that, but knowing him, and knowing me, I think I might’ve been fussy and he amused.

Mali left a great void in the family, and the world of literature, when he passed away. I was too young, too inexperienced, but I do remember realizing that this gentle soul of a man was no longer around, and I knew I’d miss him.

Circus! is, in my own way, a tribute to him and the genius that he was. And, I hope, as I always do, that he likes my translation of his work.

Parvathi Ramkumar

Bengaluru, 2017
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