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Abstract:

When faced with feisty Priya, heroine of Tanika @gpThe Waiting Room, one cannot help
but feel that ghosts on the stage have come av@ygsince Hamlet's gloomy father. Gupta's
unlikely ghostly heroine dominates the play andfal characters in it, breaking a great many
traditions as the plot develops. This article aggtigat Gupta's play presents a mode of
cultural in-betweenness, offering alternatives itthdtomous pairs such as biography/fiction,
East/West, life/death and tradition/modernity. kteeenness as used and presented by Gupta
serves as a means to criticise and reduce thecathlniimited reception and perception of
British-Asian women's writers today.

Well, I've been ranting and raving about this feays: (...) they put you in a box. You
don’t call Tom Stoppard a Czech writer or HaroldtBr a white Jewish writer, so
why do we have to be called either women writerésian writers? For years | had
been resisting writing plays that are only abouaAgeople, and writing plays about
arranged marriages and all the rest of the clich#hsnk that if you are a writer you
should be allowed to write whatever you want. (GuptSierz 266)
1 Tanika Gupta'dhe Waiting Roon{2000), staged at the Royal National Theatre in
London, winner of the prestigious John Whiting Adjatraces the story of Priya Bannerjee, a
53 year-old female Indian immigrant to Britain, amdjhost to boot. Chronicling the period
around Priya's death, the two-act play followshiésoine as she lingers in the world of the
living, rights her wrongs and makes her peace be$tie finally transcends into the titular
waiting room, a non-denominational version of heave
2 With a female Asian character at its centre, antemale British-Asian woman
playwright behind the scenes, the labels of “womaiter” or “Asian writer” Gupta so
resents seem hard to shake and to thus once mafientthe binary oppositions that inform
colonial discourse (cf. Childs et al. 217). Oneither a woman writer or a writer, an Asian
writer or a British writer. But this article argudisat The Waiting Roonoffers much more
than a reading limited to the writer's and the @gonist's gender and ethnic identity. While
there was “no place for inbetweens” (ibid) in co@ndiscourse,The Waiting Rooms
deliberately postcolonial in its approach. As Chksedon points out itdentity and Culture,

Recent fiction by British women of South Asian c&# suggests that Britain is not
only multi-cultural but is reshaping notions ofltawe and identity, producing hybrid
forms that draw on both so-called 'ethnic' andtevBiritish identities, cultural forms
and practices. (114)
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The Waiting Rooraontinuously produces and reiterates hybrid foootsof dichotomies such
as (auto)biographyf/fiction, India/England (as reprgations of East and West), life/afterlife
and tradition/modernity. Elements and characters lwa moved from one category to the
next, and their identity is formed with and by tfiugdity.

In-between: (Auto)biography and Fiction

3 Tanika Gupta's first playoices on the Winds a dramatic retelling of a part of her
family history. It focuses on her grandfather'stbes, Dinesh Gupta, who was a member of
the Bengal \olunteers, a group striving for Indiemependence. Hanged at the age of
nineteen for shooting a high level government @fiDinesh Gupta was seen as a martyr by
his Indian and as a terrorist by his English coqteraries (cf. Sierz 261). It was his story
Tanika Gupta sought to explore decades latee. Waiting Roorntoo draws on Gupta's family
history, but moves from the genre of biography ithiat of autobiography.

4 The obvious similarity lies in the ethnic backgnd of both the writer Gupta and the
characters she created for the play. Both have rgd8eIndian background, both live in
England. Like Priya's children, Tara and Akash,iRarGupta was born in England as the
daughter of immigrants. “I'm quite interested iratthmiddle-class, Indian generation of
people who, like my parents, came over in the esiniles,” Gupta shares (Stephenson and
Langridge 117), and makes Priya, Firoz and Pradmbers of this particular age group and
social class.

5 But the key parallel between the play and Gupifa'dies elsewhere. “I fictionalized
my father, making him a woman," Gupta to Sierz {2&ike Priya, Gupta's father died from
a sudden stroke at the age of 53, and his death tladensuing funeral rites find
representation in the play. “It was quite weird dexe suddenly all these Hindu relatives
appeared, with ritualized weeping and wailing, sal/ing out glasses of water for the soul
on its journey,” Gupta reminiscences (ibid). Beftre play's three male characters enter the
stage, it is only inhabited by the props and anawing Priya in her casket, but the grieving
acquaintances set the scene, as “we hear the gvaifid crying of several Indian women —
high pitched and feverish” (TWR 11). Once the metege Pradip, Priya’s widower, begins to
put glasses of water on surfaces all over the rddm.perception of these events as “weird”
was passed on from playwright to character as Akidgla's son, is positively irate with the
wailing acquaintances and shows scepticism whefather carries out the water ritual. The
implementation of Indian funeral rites presentdaakscontrast to the middle-class English

setting that is established and is a first instarfaltural hybridity in practice.
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6 Other than using her father's death as the bhiefor Priya’s character, the main
element of fictionalisation lies in giving Priyashereal guardian the shape of Dilip Kumar,
who is a famous Indian actor. It is swiftly madeanl that all the immortal soul and the ‘real’
person have in common is their looks: the realDflumar is still very much alive and plays
no part in Priya’s journey.
Priya: So who in buggery are you? Dilip Kumar's not deéadw a film with

him in it last week and come to think of it —uas fat and bloody old.

(TWR 23)
The immortal soul has a personality that is congbyeseparate from the real Kumar and only
wears his skin, so to speak. At the end of the, glay immortal soul moves on to take the
shape of another iconic figure for the next perserwill guide into the afterlife. This time,
he is set to become Elvis Presley. By using Preateyhe next shape of the guardian and
therefore as a means of comparison, Gupta cleexjains Kumar's importance in Indian
popular culture to those in the audience who mayraware of his cultural relevance.
7 Even without any knowledge of Gupta's personakyaund, the play offers a direct
connection to 'the real life' by turning a realgmer into a character of the play, mixing the

real and the fictional and creating one of the mastances of in-betweenness.

In-between: India and England

8 As mentioned in the opening paragraphs, India Bndland are here not only
understood as countries themselves, but as repatiseis of East and West. Given the play's
multi-ethnic background, notions of immigrationne, and identity, and thus, overarchingly,
postcolonialism invariably form an important pafttiee play. As David Punter points out in
Postcolonial Imaginings‘the issue of what is and what is not postcolbisiaa complex and
open one” (11)The Waiting Roorfeatures aspects of the postcolonial in the diaspature

of the Priya's and Pradip's settlement in Englaalll gcquaintances of theirs that are
mentioned throughout the play seem to be of Intlienitage, there is no-one with an English
name, which creates the impression that they maxgely in an Indian environment in
England) and, in a subtler manner, in Priya's tgatiat Firoz, as a man of the East, is now
going to conquer the West “with his prehistoric eaai (TWR 65). This reversal of
conquest, however ironically meant by Priya, is stinmg that is only possible once
postcolonialism has been established as a criticale of thinking.

9 The Bannerjee family's identity is tied to bothit&n and India: while Priya and

Pradip live and work in the UK, and seem to owrrer estate in India, their mother country
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still plays an important part in their lives. Prigapecially had made plans to show Tara her
home country.
Tara: She was going to take me back to her birthpladeimares and then
we were planning a tour of South India and adltdmples. (TWR 28)

Priya: As we agreed, we'll start of in Delhi. Shop 'té @rop. And then head

off to Benares... I'll show you the little housere | was born. [...] Just us

girls, eh? No men. Get away from this ghastlyteirand enjoy the sun on

our skin. (TWR 30)
Showing Tara, whom Priya feels especially closdéw,birthplace and the country where she
spent her formative years was important to her.l8MPriya had other plans that she could not
bring to fruition (such as continuing her acadepaceer), the journey back to her roots was
only rendered impossible by her untimely death.Almay — The Indian Writer as an
Expatriate Amitava Kumar proposes that “Indian writers, tihgh their writing, repeatedly
make their way back to the Indian subcontinent¥)xand this certainly applies to Gupta
with regards td'he Waiting Room
10 While the parent generation is tied to the gaplical and metaphorical spaces of
India and England, the child generation is furthemenconnected to continental Europe.
Priya's daughter Tara is a2d¢entury embodiment of in-betweenness and hybriditriton
of Indian descent, now living in Paris, she retufimen a business in Cairo to attend her
mother's funeral. She is a fictional representativea British-Asian generation that has
“swiftly acquired a high level of bi- and indeed Ihivgultural competence, such that they
[...] are able to act and react appropriately in demange of differently ordered arenas”
(Ballard 203). This wide geographical distributioreates a setting that is not only diasporic
with regards to the parent generation, but alspstrational with regards to the children's
generation, thus effectively taking the growinghtteof international mobility into account. It
further shows that families with a history of enagon/immigration are not only tied to two
places, namely those of origin and destination,that the origin/destination dichotomy is
refuted as an absolute. Instead, through the clesira€ Tara, a globalised and normadic
lifestyle finds representation on the stage.
11 This is in keeping with Kumar arguing that “tveters in the diaspora are a product
of movement,” and as such, “they embody travel'iijxWhis statement can be applied not
only to the writers themselves, but also to therattars they create. Tara, about whom her
father complains that she is always “off in somertoy with an unpronounceable name”
(TWR 43) and — in a more mythical way — Priya dnaracters who are moving from one
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place to another, showing that the journey of (&ed afterlife) is never truly over.

12 It is interesting to see how the practicalit@fstravelling have changed for the
generations: where Priya's first journey from Inthathe UK required spending weeks on a
ship, Tara is able to make the journey from Cawr&mhgland within two days. The advent of
airplanes has made travelling faster and easies, shpporting the international lifestyle of
Tara and Firoz while at the same time giving Pthy@ possibility to visit her expat daughter
with relative ease. Pradip on the other hand semm® rooted in England, and wary of
another big journey. He has fully arrived at histdeation and unlike his late wife, is more
reluctant to accept his daughter's move abroad/aBriappreciation of Tara's lifestyle
contrasts sharply with Pradip inability to undenstavhy Tara wants to leave the country he
himself immigrated to decades earlier.

13 This ties in with another key question raisedAnyitava Kumar, namely “how (...)
the writer of Indian origin living abroad, which the most cases means living in the West,
negotiate[s] longing and belonging?” (xvi). On teeel of the writer, longing and belonging
is negotiated by establishing an Indian-Britishnathy for the characters ifhe Waiting
Roomand by having them negotiate longing and belon@imgndia. Pradip is initially not
portrayed as seeking to return to India, but d@syoout Indian and Hindi rituals after his
wife's death. He has brought his Indian heritagih Wwim to the UK, alleviating the need to
physically revisit his mother country. Towards thed of the play, he resolves to return
Priya's ashes to India and to scatter them in theg€s, thereby creating the feeling that he
wants his wife to come full circle geographicallgdaculturally. Priya on the other hand
longed to visit India with her daughter before death, thus passing the connection to the
country on to the next generation. Overall, theglog for the country of origin is present,
both in Priya and (through her death) in Pradig, the sense of belonging to England is
stronger. Both Pradip and Priya have made the W@ titome, and are unwilling to leave it
permanently. Ironically, this is precisely whatyRrhas to do in death. The physical spaces of
first India and later England have therefore begndd into temporal spaces, which must be
travelled through and left behind to make roomtfia next destination.

14 The play also negotiates the spaces of Indiabangiand linguistically. According to
Weedon, “language is central to racism, colonialemd notions of identity and hybridity”
(106). Even though all charactersTine Waiting Roomare of Indian descent, be it in the first
or in the second generation, the main languagetliegtconverse in is English, occasionally
enriched with Bengali terms of endearment and addr8taging the play in English is of

course also a question of practicality that is dithkto the target audience. While Gupta is
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bilingual and fluent in both Bengali and Englishe tsame cannot be presupposed for her
audience and it would be a daring move (both aliifcand financially) to stage a play in
another language than English at the National Taedtill, the use of English as the
predominant language in a play centred around aan/British family already develops a
mode of cultural hybridity.

15 Returning once again to Gupta's concern aboing baitically limited as a writer
because of her ethnic identity and her reluctancerite “plays that are only about Asian
people” (Gupta in Sierz 264 ff.), the character position inThe Waiting Roormust be re-
examined. All characters are located in the in-ketwy drawing on both cultural circles
simultaneously, and thus afford casting opportasito actors with precisely this background.
All roles are deliberately designed for Asian-Bifitj rather than 'only' British actors. This is
in keeping with Gabriele Griffin's assessment (oet in Theatres of Differengehat Asian
and Black women writers' works often tend

to have significant numbers of roles for Black aAdian female characters,
sometimes all-female casts, which gives women frdmse communities —
frequently socially and culturally marginalizedspecially in theatre — significant
cultural space, in terms of performance opporiesuit(11)

In-between: Life and Afterlife
16 Leaving the geographical spheres of Englandiaaid behind, Priya embarks on her
life's very last grand journey, but moving on liteafterlife is a difficult process with many
rules. As Dilip explains to Priya,
it is | who have come to — shall we say instryott We have certain formalities we
have to go through. Certain procedures that we follsw.
Dilip produces a piece of paper from his pocket amas through it with his finger.
(TWR 21)
So while there are no papers that need to be sigmegdassports that need to be shown, the
entry into the afterlife has requirements so compled specific that even an immortal soul
has to write them down. The humour of the situai®fost on Priya, who, at this point, is
still more concerned with ferociously denying heath.
18 She is caught between life and afterlife, betwser old self and the new self she can
be reborn as (TWR 22). Entering the afterlife fegiras a second — and in this case —
permanent immigration. Where, during her first igration as a young girl, she was
accompanied to England by Firoz, it is now Dilipavlacts as her guide. From a feminist

point of view, it seems questionable that Priygpastrayed as needing male assistance on
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both of her two decisive journeys, but the reasoesessitating said assistance differ
significantly. Firoz accompanied Priya on her wayEngland because Pradip believed she
needed a chaperone, whereas Dilip has to provideleguidance because the journey cannot
possibly be made without his instructions. So #éssce is really only needed in one case,
namely the latter one. Once her body is burnedjaRtan embark of a number of smaller
journeys into the dreams and memories of her l@rexs, thus slipping in and out of past and
present at her will. She is no longer bound by temlplinearity, so when she slips into
Firoz's dream, shis back on the boat taking her to England, no gurdsssary, instead of
simply remembering being there. Death thereforesfiger from both social conventions and
geographical and physical restrictions.

18 But Priya's new-found freedom is not withoutitsnin order to enter the titular
waiting room, she has to revisit the darker momefitker life as well. Her eternal guide
Dilip is needed to make sure that she does so lamslHelps her attain spiritual and mental
equilibrium. Dilip’s importance for the play cannbe stressed enough, as he is not only
needed to propel the plot forward, but also caraideightened metaphorical importance. It
has already been stated that the immortal solldrshape of a real person is a representation
of the reality/fiction dichotomy. But the charactexy not only a representation of in-
betweenness, but rather its embodiment. Lackingraenor body of his own, he always
resorts to borrowing that of another. He is corgan flux, a shape determined by those he
is sent to guide. Dilip, who could be anyone theedsed wishes him to be, mentions
“Buddha, Mohammed, Jesus Christ, Lord Krishna” (T\®® and “Elvis Presley” (TWR
103) as other people whose shape he might takeexgidins that he comes “dressed as” a
person the deceased will look up to and admire Hfiyia, this means the actor Dilip Kumar,
but not in his contemporary, real life version, bather as the man in younger years,
attractive and at the height of his fame. The intalaoul in the guise of Kumar makes his
first appearance clad “in a western suit in théesand cut of the 1940s”, illuminated by “a
halo of light” (TWR 20). He is thereby not only gatted to past times, but also to religion.
The halo is a common motif in both Hinduism and i§tfanity, and it soon becomes clear
that in the great beyond, no specific religion certeplay. This is directly dealt with in the
text, when Dilip takes on angel-esque charactesisti

Dilip glides down from above, sporting a huge paiiblack wings on his back.

Priya: What's with the wings?

Dilip: (proud)| saw them in a film once.

Priya: A bit too symbolically Christian wouldn't you say?

Dilip: Up there in the waiting room we simply exist. H'great relief to free oneself
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from the shackles of the gods and prophets. (BAR

The afterlife is therefore at the same time a nmeligious place that utilises religious
symbols as stylistic devices as well as a placaowit religion and belief at all, since it is
more centred on therapeutically making peace witkself rather than being forgiven by a
deity. Immortal souls can take any shape or formg &eligious concepts of hell are,
according to Dilip, who is the play's voice of $pial authority, “rubbish” (TWR 80).
Instead, hell is a psychological space, but on¢ ¢tha be avoided if the deceased have
learned from their mistakes (cf. ibid).
19 Dealing with grief is another issue that is usegresent a mode of in-betweenness
and hybridity. While it is usually understood asentiment attributed to the livinghe
Waiting Roomalso negotiates it on the level of the deceasedtlams breaks not only with
death/life, but with the aligned active/passivehdtomy as well. Priya, surprised by her
demise, is unable to cope with it, thus mirrorihg tlesperation and pain of those she leaves
behind. As mentioned previously, Gupta drew ondvem experiences to create the emotional
landscape of he Waiting Room

So this [The Waiting Room] was based on my owhees death, and it's a typical

thing where you have something quite traumaticpbapto you and as a writer you

find a way of dealing with it. (Gupta in Sierz 362
The way of dealing with it on the level of the maiharacter seems like a blueprint of
Kibler-Ross' famous five stages of grief. KibleisRaa Swiss-American psychiatrist, wrote
On Death and Dyingafter starting a then revolutionary programme sf/ghological
assistance and interviews of patients with termuhiatases in the 1970s, chronicling the
stages they went through while they came to teritis teir impeding death. The five stages
are denial & isolation (Kubler-Ross 31), anger (46grgaining (66), depression (69), and
eventually acceptance (91). While pop psychologiayoalso uses Kiibler-Ross's model to
describe the grieving process of the surviving dépets, its origin rests in the experiences
and attitude of the dying. Priya, however, has idango the stages posthumously because
her death was so sudden. The second Priya ‘wake#ig first scene, she is in denial,
completely unwilling to conceive of herself as dehltstead, she tries to reach out to her
family as if she were still alive, trying to intetawith them and ignoring the fact that they are
ignorant of her presence. Upon being confrontett Wwér own corpse, Priya enters the anger
second stage, and it should be noted that thistage she constantly reverts back to until she
transcends into the waiting room at the end ofplag. She tries to bargain her way out of

death, insisting that she is “trying to find a wiycome back,” and that she needs “just a
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little more time” (TWR 36), but her bargaining lesai nothing and in an irreversible act, her
body is burned, sending Priya into a deep depnes§laly when she revolves her difficulties
with her son in a dream-like sequence in whichlitheg and the dead reunite for a magical,
brief sequence, is she able to fully accept hethdaad thus figuratively dies a second (and
final) time. Priya, who (for the most part of thiay is forced to take on the role of a passive
spectator, has finally undergone a process of eaatharsis while watching the events of
past and present unfold.

20 By having Priya undergo Kubler-Ross' stages,effifect is that she is not so much
dead as (like the subjects of Kibler-Ross' studythe actual process of dying. A voice is
given to the ultimate voiceless: the deceasegaRrstory can be heard, her wrongs can be
righted.

In-between: Tradition and Modernity
21 The play develops its position between tradiaad modernity on two levels, namely

in the arenas of gender and ritual. While Akashts iroz's scepticism of the funeral rituals
mirrors Gupta's own experience, Pradip embracedr#ktional rites and tries to act them
out. He places drinks all across the room becatlmesbul gets thirsty” and they “must make
sure she has water” (TWR 16). According to Pam¢éath and Digestion: The Symbolism of
Food and Eating in North Indian Mortuary Ritethe thirst is related to “the parching
experience on the funeral pyre” (618). Akash iscamvinced” (TWR 16), and Firoz mocks
the custom by saying “if any of that water disappeave should inform the local Hindu
temple committee” (TWR 26). This shows that theadhce to rituals is not located on a
generational level: Firoz and Pradip are the sagee(laoth are 60), but their positions differ
significantly.

22 Priya seems to be more aligned with Pradip'gipnsShe positively recounts Akash's
first rice ceremony (cf. TWR 90) when she triegtmnect with her son. She is also shown as
being genuinely afraid of hell. Religion, intergrdtas a traditional element of a person's life
style, is contrasted with an urbanite lifestyleadip and Priya embody religious traditions,
while Akash and Firoz reject them. This confliciess to a climax when Pradip demands
that Akash “put a live burning coal in her [Priyasouth” (TWR 18), and he refuses to do
so. Neither father nor son is willing to commitgtact of perceived violation, even though
Pradip sees the necessity of it, as the coal wét the burning of her body in motion” (ibid).
Firoz calls the custom “barbaric”, and in a sunpgsturn of events, only Tara is strong
enough to enact it.
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23 While Pradip is portrayed as wanting to make ghat everything is done right and
behaving in the socially and religiously expecteshmer, his convictions and grief come to a
collision when he cannot attend his wife's fundr@atause, as Firoz notes with compassion,
“he's not in a good way” (TWR 35). In a reversalrales between father and son, it is now
Akash who wonders about outward-appearances antswaaryone to adhere to the funeral
rules. This shift is continued when Akash prepdrega's favourite dishes for the funeral
dinner, another rite mentioned by Pradip, but edrout by his children. But Pradip's sudden
and strict adherence to tradition and religion ugsfioned even by his own daughter, who
incredulously points out that he is “not even rielig” (TWR 41). Pradip does not elaborate
on his beliefs, but simply states that “these thingust be done properly” (ibid). It remains
open whether he only acts out the rites becauseateesocially expected, because he wants
to do right by his late wife or because he himBelts comfort in them.

24 Tara, who assumes some of her father’'s respbisibin the funeral rituals, and
generally acts like a self-assured and assertivengyovoman with a promising career,
nevertheless felt ill at ease revealing her seiu#di her mother, instead hiding her lesbian
relationship from her. As Schlote points out iBither for Tragedy, Comedy, History or
Musical Unlimited. South Asian Women Playwright8iitain, “traditional gender roles and
the concepts of ofzzat (honour) andsharam (shame), in particular, continue to be
determining factors in British Asian women's liv§g4). Tara's position is difficult: while her
mother assumes that she “changes boy-friends digkss (TWR 29) but does not seem to be
overly concerned by this, her father nags her torgaried:

Pradip: I'm probably not long for his world either now.would be so comforting to
leave knowing that you at least were married.eréls no one special?
Tara shakes her head.
(hopeful)But there is someone?
Tara: No — not really(Tara looks away, very uncomfortable.)
Pradip: Your mother was very proud of you.
Tara: | know.
Beat.
Pradip: But | want to see you settled. (TWR 43)

This reversal of traditional and stereotypical ganwbles, wherein it is usually the mother
who worries about the daughter's marriage, andatmer who wants to ‘keep his little girl’

unmarried, shows just how much the Bannerjee familgaught in the web of tradition and
modernity. Pradip evokes memories Rride and Prejudices Mrs Bennet, who constantly
frets about getting her daughters married. But evMks Bennet's motivation is the wish to

ensure her daughters’ economic security, Pradipwasits Tara to fulfil the traditional roles
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of her gender. He rejects her lifestyle, and whersdys that he wants her settled, he refers to
both a social settlement in terms of marriage andcal settlement that would see her
returning to England. Despite her successful caasean environmental lawyer, something
that Priya was intensely proud of, Pradip woultheaisee his daughter married and near him,
even at the expense of her career.
25 His emotional blackmail creates tension in thelationship and causes Tara to keep
her distance. It may not be too far from the tratiren Pradip accusingly questions Tara's
nomadic lifestyle and says: “Sometimes, | think yamit to avoid me” (ibid). Tara can be
free of paternally imposed gender roles and expieog& in Paris, and perhaps it is that
freedom that makes her so reluctant to visit heiilfain the UK. Freedom in her choice of
partner and sexuality is tied to the geographicsthdce from her parents. Weedon points out
that

generational differences are intensified for selcgeneration South Asian women

by the experience of growing up in British societhere gender norms and

expectations are not only different, but alsoanftct with parental values. (110)
But is this really specific to daughters of firgngration immigrants? The already mentioned
similarity to Pride and Prejudiceserves to show that this kind of conflict is aywaniversal
one. It is related to the constant developmentesfdgr roles in general rather than to the
development of diasporic gender roles in particiWdnether it is Lizzie Bennet who refuses
to marry Mr Collins despite her mother's wishesvbether it is Tara who does not want to
twist her identity to embody the heteronormativaditional mode her father envisions for
her, the basic gist is the same. Individual freedomthe second generation of women is
portrayed as being imperative.
26 But Tara is not the only female character whitederaditional gender roles. Priya,
who so longed to continue her B.A., looks back enlifie and summarises

| was a housewife. An educated one — but still asbwife. | cooked, | cleaned, |

made up rules, no shoes to be worn in the housenarghone calls after midnight.

Not exactly a great offering to humanity. (TWR 100)
While Priya was not able to live the way she warni@dshe encouraged a more modern
lifestyle for her daughter by ensuring a good etlanaand then rewarding Tara's success as a
lawyer with visits to Paris, positive encouragemearid the prospective journey to India.
Akash, on the other hand, who failed to fulfil h®ther's expectations of a successful career,
received his share of nagging and belittlement igefioeir reconciliation towards the end of
the play. Fundamentally unable to communicate Wwithmother, Akash was convinced that
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Priya disapproved of his choice of girlfriend, wharact, Priya felt just the opposite way.

Tara: | never forget the way she [Tasleema] stood @nt#ible at Shukla's wedding
and sang that song!

Akash: She was completely legless.

Tara: Yeah but she went up at least ten points in ldak.

Akash: Did she?

Tara: Oh yeah. Ma said she had spirit. Which meansappeoved.

Akash: (incredulous)She liked Tasleema because she got slaughterest@odi

on a table and sang a song?

Tara: She liked Tasleema because she could see sheymadi@ppy... said she

was a bit fat, though. (TWR 83f.)
Priya, who was — despite her own classificatiom é®usewife — anything but conventional,
appreciates the same unconventional streak indmes girlfriend. Unconventionality is what
makes Tasleema a suitable partner for her sonaBroyvn character and unfulfilled desires
are passed on to the second generation of wom#éreiplay, ensuring she lives on. While
Tara inherits her ambition, her joie de vivre carfdund in her son's ex-girlfriend.
27 Furthermore, Priya seems to be the antithediseofraceful Indian woman audiences
have been introduced to in the popular Bollywodahdi Her first words on the stage include
“oy”, “crater face”, and “inch dick” (TWR 17) anahstead of wearing the traditional clothing,
a sari, she appears in a “track suit-type outff¥R 16). Priya fights her way through the
first act, not only verbally, but also physically.scene three, she engages Dilip in a fist-fight
when he tries to pull her away from her body pteits cremation. Priya “smacks Dilip hard
on the jaw” (TWR 37), violently rejecting any nat® of female passivity. Already,
expectations are broken, and gender roles subvdtgdPriya's (masculine) aggression is not
all that sets her apart from the female stereofyppta can be argued to be writing against.
The life-long relationship Priya entertained totb&radip and Firoz also falls into this role
defying category. Priya met both Pradip and Firbzh@ same time while they were all
studying in India, but there was no instant attoscsince the two men did not even notice
Priya.

Priya: D'you know — | had seen them both around thesgell Always together
they were like Laurel and Hardy. | must have wdllpast them with flowers
in my hair at least ten times.

Dilip: They never noticed you?

Priya: Not even a backward glance.

Dilip: Which one did you have a crush on?

Priya: To be honest — both of them. (TWR 78)

There was no room for a woman between Pradip amd kintil Priya decided to “bugger up

both their lives” (ibid) by marrying Pradip whiléegping with his best friend. Unknowingly,

29



Firoz fathered Priya’s first daughter Chand, aeligirl that died prior to the play’s beginning.
Pradip was aware of this two-fold treason, butedayith Priya regardless. Interestingly, he
also never cut Firoz out of his life, and the fdehip continued despite the betrayal. With
Priya dead, the omniscient Dilip asserts that Higirt frail years to come — they will look after
each other” (TWR 81). Chronologically speaking, tingt important relationship of the play
has been mended. While the marriage of Priya anadir initially restored the
heteronormative order that was threatened by the rnven's deep bond, it is once again

subverted by an ending that leaves the two together

In-between: Two Sides of Every Coin
28 In Theatres of DifferengeGabriele Griffin analyses trends in contemporritish-
Asian women's playwriting, and identifies the feliog themes:
female agency, the status of women within their mamities both historically and
currently, mother-daughter relationships, femailenilship, domestic violence, female
experiences of and perspectives on relationshigd si3 abandonment by males,
misplaced romantic ideals within heterosexual reteships, and, last but not least,
female experiences of migration. (12)
While some of these themes take centre stagehenWaiting Rooma focus on the female
experiences, so often expected in the context ofi@vs writing, is not given. Not only is the
mother-daughter relationship explored, but alst¢ ¢fianother and son, which is much more
conflicted and extensively dealt with. Priya, whants to visit Tara in a dream, is convinced
by Dilip to visit Akash instead. These visits arainful but necessary, as fixing the
relationship to her son is the last act the deck&se/a has to accomplish before she can
move on.
29 It is one of the play's strongest features riblationships are never just presented from
one perspective (meaning the female one), butadisays from the other (male) one as well.
One is invited to feel for Akash as much as fordister, for Pradip as much as for his dead
wife. This way, as much as the characters are twden, so is the audience. Gupta's work
makes great efforts to portray both sides of eweryg and conflict, achieving a great level of
complexity that surpasses the limitations of tHeela “British-Asian” and “women” writer.
Griffin identifies these labels as “simultaneoualyd diversely claim[ed] and question[ed]”
by the writers (11). But the questions remain: hdaes ethnic background figure in
contemporary playwriting, how relevant is it to steries that are being told? An answer may

be found in the words of Asian-American playwrifetena Hasu Houston:
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What is an Asian American playwright? Easy answan Asian American
playwright is a playwright is a playwright is aagWright. (...) What is an Asian
American play? It is a play written by an Americaitizen of Asian ancestry.
However, the subject matter of Asian American plaghts is not limited to Asian
American topics.” (in Schlote 67).
This statement about Asian-American playwrightsliagpto Asian-British playwrights as
well: while a certain degree of ethnicity automalli¢ features in the creation and reception
of the plays by virtue of the writer having thatckground, it does by no means provide a
limiting framework as far as the play's themesamecerned. It is drawing on matters of the
supernatural and of death that establish a noriestihylimited centre for the play. Ethnicity,
still a contested point among the living, is nogenimportant once their world is left behind.
Gupta's version of the afterlife is a place wheskgion (so often inextricably linked to
ethnicity) no longer plays a role. All emphasisois the individuals, their relationships,
histories, and mistakes.
30 Gupta has explained her reluctance to havelhgs plassified as Asian plays because
“that assumes that only Asians would want to skefrt (Gupta in Sierz 262). Consequently,
instead of neatly fitting under the label of Asimmomen's writing, the play explores a
permanent state of cultural, physical, and tempiordletweenness, dancing on the thin line
between comedy and tragedy, and by dealing withgtieat and final equaliser of death,

creates not only plenty of instances of hybridityt also, finally, of universality.
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