‘The Card Sharper's Daughter
is a novel written by Vaikom
Muhammad Basheer.

The story is about a card
sharper Ottakkannan Pokker,
his daughter Sainaba and his
daughter’s lover Mandan
Muthappa.

Ottakannan Pokker runs a
small tea shop. He also
makes quite a small living as
a cardsharper. His daughter
Sainaba who takes care of
the tea shop falls in love with
a poor man named Mandan
Muthappa. Pokker disagrees
to her daughter’s love as he
always aimed to get her
married to a better groom.
The storv narrates and



Muthappa.

Ottakannan Pokker runs a
small tea shop. He also
makes quite a small living as
a cardsharper. His daughter
Sainaba who takes care of
the tea shop falls in love with
a poor man named Mandan
Muthappa. Pokker disagrees
to her daughter’s love as he
always aimed to get her
married to a better groom.
The story narrates and
describes the love between
Sainaba and Muthappa. The
story ends with how Mandan
Muthappa defeated
Ottakkannan Pokker in the
card game. 4:26 PM
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M Bashéer: The Card Sharper’s Daughter

The Card Sharper’s Daughter

An Introduction

As mentioned earlier, ‘The Card Sharper’s Daughter’ belongs to the group of stories

known as the Sthalam stories. All the features of a Sthalam story discussed above are

therefore quite evident in this story too. The ‘humble historian’ makes an early

appearance in the story and states in a mock serious tone that he is going to relate the
history of how the arch card sharper Pokker was done in by the slow-witted Muthapa
and how the latter thus succeeded in winning the hand of Zainaba who is Pokker's
daughter There is the same exaggeration of a small event which lays bare its triviality
when considered against the grandiose style used for narrating the same. We witness
the use of the whole rigmarole of historical writing in the narrativization of this small
event and_we are also consistently exposed to a parody of political discourse throughout
the narrative The narrator remains an amused observer merely recording objectively the
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With Zainaba’s help Muthapa is able to connive and beat PokKer raconteur par
secret however, is not revealed till the end and Basheer's tatent ais ?‘e
excellence is evident in the manner in which he is able to keeP hsld win each timé
listeners riveted to the narrative in order to find out how Muthapa cou ca
he placed a coin on one of Pokker’s cards. The involvement of the onl KeT™ tow witted
to the readers too as they witness the undoing of the clever Pokker by om
‘Muthapa. While the crowd applauds Muthapa’s luck, we have an jronic i:j g
humble chronicler: ‘There was absolutely no connection between card S the game is
 luck. Pokker knows this too and is at his wit’s end. Zainaba’s connivance in ae ol
complete for she offers a lame explanation that probably by now every one s
on to the trick. But what this trick is Basheer still withholds from us, whipping SUA}
curiosity further and thus maintaining our interest in the narrative till the end. Qui
ingeniously Muthapa has hit upon the best method in making Pokker r;c:nt‘.ﬁ.-tfhe'I toh
demand “let me marry Zainaba and I'll quit card shaping for good.” The valiant
villagers’ were firm on this compromise formula.
While Basheer has presented a parody of romantic conventions in his delineation
: ice between Muthapa and Zainaba, he has at the same time also |
of the tragic conventions as well. We witness here not t nvent
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characters in his stories, he de
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troduced main characters and laid the ground for the story tou 1, tNE
mmg:rinw to m ver;e of beginning the narrative but not before he has made it
: the narrativization of a historical event. Thus

narra
: what we are about to read is
ftiiemna;?ﬁ:u‘ refers to himself as ‘the humble chronicler’ and uses the textual apparatus

of historic S This is the reason why he draws our attention to procedure. Like 2
of historical writing. This is y o PR st

: he has given us ‘the essential facts’ and again like a hist
m?snnarrativeﬁon these facts as well as whatever other data he has col_lected from
“interviewing major characters’. Ultimately he concludes by saying that he is now going
to record the whole event for the ‘benefit of students of history’ thus driving the point
' historiography will therefore be

. further. The whole procedure of modern academic _ :
I mobilized in this narrativization of a historical event. Yet the idea itself is und_enmned
| and debunked by the fact that the event is of no historical importance at all. Itis in fact
! '|| ~at best a small event having just local reverberations rather than national or
~ international ones. The triviality of the event exposes and thus parodies the structuring
4 of historical narrative. This parodic debunking of historical

D IR writing and also historical
i | ‘,fﬁtﬂaﬁaﬁm is carried on throughout the story.

~ Notice that the narrator makes a very clever use of political rhetoric and leans towards
Marxist terminology for describing people and situations. By doing so, while he is
depicting the popularity of Marxist ideology, he is also presenting a critique of it by
applying it to trivial matters like a domestic conflict. Thus the two constables are
dpscrfbed as_representatives of the ‘tyrannical regime’ meaning the government, the
village big-wigs are also named but it is pointed out that they are all peace lovers and
pave nothing to do with ‘war reactionaries.” Phrases like ‘tyrannical regime’ and
reactionary’ are lifted straight from Marxist terminology. By applying the same to
p_eople and situations tha‘t have no grandeur or no importance to merit such treatment
Basheer succeeds in making a travesty of the politically charged atmosphere of Kerala .
which at the time was reeling under the influence of a | o &
poltica happenings. : e of a lot of slogan shouting ani (&
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Let us look at the story in detail to

achieved.
Detailed Analysis
The First Person Narrator
from the first sentence itself and
n which an emphasis is placed
to be didactic. A sense of

The sense of the teller and the tale is created right fron
the ‘performance’ of the story begins. From the manner i
on ‘the moral’ of the story the teller's apparent aim seems ? \ SSIE
curiosity is aroused by placing hints that the story may 80 against the fair sex since girls
will find it neither amusing nor enlightening.’ Sweeping statements however, put the

? We might well ask ourselves

reader on guard — why murder all daughters in cold blood

who has set the ball rolling, now makes his appearance as the

The first person narrator,

‘I of the story and indicates that what he has just said is not a matter of personal

opinion. He implies that he is the narrator as well as the writer here for he mentions his

lady readers who might get incensed by his ‘blatantly misogynist observations’ and he
| damnation’. The sense of the teller and

they would not condemn him ‘to eterna

hopes
the tale is going to be present throughout. The point of view is going to be that of this
narrator who is will observe the action and the characters and present the same to us.

The story proper has not been launched yet. Till now the narrator has merely laid the
ground for the narrative to unfold and has succeeded in implying that the subject of the

story is a serious one. Yet you cannot fail to notice that the tone he adopts is a mock
serious one and in the same mock serious tone he introduces the main characters of the

story in one go.
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pokker, .sharper’ while Muthapa 'is called ‘Ma
P;akl?:'sc;ir?e is dead whereas Muthapa’s parents tonmhm
 bokker’s daughter is the village beauty- and being i y

1 . married off ‘to some hard working young man.” P
hard to collect the money needed for marrying off his daughter. In a racy
colloguial style Basheer continues to bring us up to date with the situation and we are
next informed of how the one hundred and twenty rupees that Pokker had col :
over the years, are already lost. But nobody had stolen it so where had the money gone
In a chatty tone, where the narrator enters the narrative in first person, refreshing the
sense of the teller and the tale, he asks the reader to be patient. Thus suspense and

curiosity, two important ingredients of a short story, are both brought into play.

The build up to the main narrative is however not over yet. It is not sufficient for
Basheer to simply mention the respective professions of the arch rivals Pokker and

Mapa. He gives us an indepth look at how card-sharping or pick pocketing works. .As
‘mentioned earlier Basheer had modelled many of the characters in his Sthalam stories
on the various ‘jail-birds’ he had met while incarcerated along with them. His behind-
-scenes knowledge about card-sharping and pick- pocketing, could very well spring

n the same source. Like any other profession, Basheer gives due respect to these too

| in a style which is typically Basheerian, he proceeds to give us an objective

of them. He is not a conscious social reformer, therefore, while he tells us

about professions which run against the law, he neither condemns them nor valorizes
" them in any way. He remains objective as well as slightly amused, using his device of
inflation and deflation to create irony, satire as well as humour. Thus, while on the one
hand he tells us that card sharping requires brains as well as capital, in the next breath
we are told what that ‘capital’ is — ‘pack of cards, an old issue of Malayala Manorama
and a handful of small stones.” Any inflated expectations that might have sprung up
from the imposing word ‘capital’ are imediately punctured in a manner where the tone
remains dead-pan and there is no obvious laughter. An amused smile however, cannot
be pushed away. Basheer’s humour therefore is not the raucus kind. In fact, it is very
subtle. ~
With Pokker’s cry of ‘Hai Raja ....," Basheer makes the card-sharping language come
alive for his readers. At this point you must remember that Bash:ser %uas ?wﬁl?iig at a
and place when the literary scene was riddled with conventions of Sanskritized
alam writings. In such a milieu he intrudes with not only the colloqui
y the colloquial everyday
llagers, but also the language of card sharpers and pickpockets. Basheer
t each profesaion creates its own language and the same is very evident in
entices customers to come and play his game. The cry ri a
visualize him sh > A ry rings in our
sualize him shouting at the top of his voice “Hai Raja.... Come
Wwfolks -+ - two for one, four for two, the joker




