
POETS AND PANCAKES

ABOUT THE AUTHOR 

Asokamitran (1931), a Tamil writer, recounts his years at Gemini Studios in his book My 
Years with Boss which talks of the influence of movies on every aspect of life in India. The 
Gemini Studios, located in Chennai, was set up in 1940. It was one of the most influential 
film-producing organisations of India in the early days of Indian film-making. Its founder was 
S.S. Vasan. The duty of Asokamitran in Gemini Studios was to cut out newspaper clippings 
on a wide variety of subjects and store them in files. Many of these had to be written out by 
hand. Although he performed an insignificant function he was the most well-informed of all 
the members of the Gemini family. The following is an excerpt from his book My Years with 
Boss.

Notice these words and expressions in the text.Infer their meaning from the context.

blew over, was struck dumb, catapulted into a coat of mail, played into their hands, the 
favourite haunt

Pancake was the brand name of the make-up material that Gemini Studios bought in truck-
loads. Greta Garbo must have used it, Miss Gohar must have used it, Vyjayantimala  must 
also have used it but Rati Agnihotri may not have even heard of it. The make-up department 
of the Gemini Studios was in the upstairs of a building that was believed to have been 
Robert Clive’s stables. A dozen other buildings in the city are said to have been his 
residence. For his brief life and an even briefer stay in Madras, Robert Clive seems to have 
done a lot of moving, besides fighting some impossible battles in remote corners of India and
marrying a maiden in St. Mary’s Church in Fort St. George in Madras.

The make-up room had the look of a hair-cutting salon with lights at all angles around half a 
dozen large mirrors. They were all incandescent lights, so you can imagine the fiery misery 
of those subjected to make-up. The make-up department was first headed by a Bengali who 
became too big for a studio and left. He was succeeded by a Maharashtrian who was 
assisted by a Dharwar Kannadiga, an Andhra, a Madras Indian Christian, an Anglo-Burmese
and the usual local Tamils. All this shows that there was a great deal of national integration 
long before A.I.R. and Doordarshan began broadcasting programmes on national 
integration. This gang of nationally integrated make-up men could turn any decent-looking 
person into a hideous crimson hued monster with the help of truck-loads of pancake and a 
number of other locally made potions and lotions. Those were the days of mainly indoor 
shooting, and only five per cent of the film was shot outdoors. I suppose the sets and studio 
lights needed the girls and boys to be made to look ugly in order to look presentable in the 
movie. A strict hierarchy was maintained in the make-up department. The chief make-up 
man made the chief actors and actresses ugly, his senior assistant the ‘second’ hero and 
heroine, the junior assistant the main comedian, and so forth. The players who played the 
crowd were the responsibility of the office boy.(Even the make-up department of the Gemini 
Studio had an ‘office boy’!)



On the days when there was a crowd-shooting, you could see him mixing his paint in a giant 
vessel and slapping it on the crowd players. The idea was to close every pore on the surface
of the face in the process of applying make-up. He wasn’t exactly a ‘boy’; he was in his early 
forties,having entered the studios years ago in the hope of becoming a star actor or a top 
screen writer, director or lyrics writer. He was a bit of a poet.

In those days I worked in a cubicle, two whole sides of which were French windows. (I didn’t 
know at that time they were called French windows.) Seeing me sitting at my desk tearing up
newspapers day in and day out,most people thought I was doing next to nothing. It is likely 
that the Boss thought likewise too. So anyone who felt I should be given some occupation 
would barge into my cubicle and deliver an extended lecture. The ‘boy’ in the make-up 
department had decided I should be enlightened on how great literary talent was being 
allowed to go waste in a department fit only for barbers and perverts. Soon I was praying for 
crowd-shooting all the time. Nothing short of it could save me from his epics.

In all instances of frustration, you will always find the anger directed towards a single person 
openly or covertly and this man of the make-up department was convinced that all his woes, 
ignominy and neglect were due to Kothamangalam Subbu. Subbu was the No. 2 at Gemini 
Studios. He couldn’t have had a more encouraging opening in films than our grown-up 
make-up boy had. On the contrary he must have had to face more uncertain and difficult 
times, for when he began his career, there were no firmly established film producing 
companies or studios. Even in the matter of education, specially formal education, Subbu 
couldn’t have had an appreciable lead over our boy.

But by virtue of being born a Brahmin — a virtue, indeed!— he must have had exposure to 
more affluent situations and people. He had the ability to look cheerful at all times even after 
having had a hand in a flop film. He always had work for somebody — he could never do 
things on his own— but his sense of loyalty made him identify himself with his principal 
completely and turn his entire creativity to his principal’s advantage. He was tailor-made for 
films.Here was a man who could be inspired when commanded.“The rat fights the tigress 
underwater and kills her but takes pity on the cubs and tends them lovingly — I don’t know 
how to do the scene,” the producer would say and Subbu would come out with four ways of 
the rat pouring affection on its victim’s offspring. “Good, but I am not sure it is effective 
enough,” the producer would say and in a minute Subbu would come out with fourteen more 
alternatives. Film-making must have been and was so easy with a man like Subbu around 
and if ever there was a man who gave direction and definition to Gemini Studios during its 
golden years, it was Subbu. Subbu had a separate identity as a poet and though he was 
certainly capable of more complex and higher forms, he deliberately chose to address his 
poetry to the masses. His success in films overshadowed and dwarfed his literary 
achievements — or so his critics felt. He composed several truly original ‘story poems’ in folk
refrain and diction and also wrote a sprawling novel Thillana Mohanambal with dozens of 
very deftly etched characters. He quite successfully recreated the mood and manner of the 
Devadasis of the early 20th century. He was an amazing actor — he never aspired to the 
lead roles— but whatever subsidiary role he played in any of the films, he performed better 
than the supposed main players. He had a genuine love for anyone he came across and his 
house was a permanent residence for dozens of near and far relations and acquaintances. It
seemed against Subbu’s nature to be even conscious that he was feeding and supporting so
many of them. 



Such a charitable and improvident man, and yet he had enemies! Was it because he 
seemed so close and intimate with The Boss? Or was it his general demeanour that 
resembled a sycophant’s? Or his readiness to say nice things about everything? In any 
case, there was this man in the make-up department who would wish the direst things for 
Subbu. You saw Subbu always with The Boss but in the attendance rolls, he was grouped 
under a department called the Story Department comprising a lawyer and an assembly of 
writers and poets. The lawyer was also officially known as the legal adviser, but everybody 
referred to him as the opposite. An extremely talented actress, who was also extremely 
temperamental, once blew over on the sets. While everyone stood stunned, the lawyer 
quietly switched on the recording equipment. When the actress paused for breath, the 
lawyer said to her, “One minute, please,” and played back the recording. There was nothing 
incriminating or unmentionably foul about the actress’s tirade against the producer. But when
she heard her voice again through the sound equipment, she was struck dumb. A girl from 
the countryside, she hadn’t gone through all the stages of worldly experience that generally 
precede a position of importance and sophistication that she had found herself catapulted 
into. She never quite recovered from the terror she felt that day. That was the end of a brief 
and brilliant acting career — the legal adviser, who was also a member of the Story 
Department, had unwittingly brought about that sad end.

While every other member of the Department wore a kind of uniform — khadi dhoti with a 
slightly oversized and clumsily tailored white khadi shirt — the legal adviser wore pants and 
a tie and sometimes a coat that looked like a coat of mail. Often he looked alone and 
helpless — a man of cold logic in a crowd of dreamers — a neutral man in an assembly of 
Gandhiites and khadiites. Like so many of those who were close to The Boss, he was 
allowed to produce a film and though a lot of raw stock and pancake were used on it, not 
much came of the film. Then one day The Boss closed down the Story Department and this 
was perhaps the only instance in all human history where a lawyer lost his job because the 
poets were asked to go home.

Gemini Studios was the favourite haunt of poets like S.D.S.Yogiar, Sangu Subramanyam, 
Krishna Sastry and Harindranath Chattopadhyaya. It had an excellent mess which supplied 
good coffee at all times of the day and for most part of the night. Those were the days when 
Congress rule meant Prohibition and meeting over a cup of coffee was rather satisfying 
entertainment. Barring the office boys and a couple of clerks, everybody else at the Studios 
radiated leisure, a pre-requisite for poetry. Most of them wore khadi and worshipped Gandhiji
but beyond that they had not the faintest appreciation for political thought of any kind. 
Naturally, they were all averse to the term ‘Communism’. A Communist was a godless man 
— he had no filial or conjugal love; he had no compunction about killing his own parents or 
his children; he was always out to cause and spread unrest and violence among innocent 
and ignorant people. Such notions which prevailed everywhere else in South India at that 
time also, naturally, floated about vaguely among the khadi-clad poets of Gemini Studios. 
Evidence of it was soon forthcoming.When Frank Buchman’s Moral Re-Armament 
army,some two hundred strong, visited Madras sometime in 1952, they could not have found
a warmer host in India than the Gemini Studios. Someone called the group an international 
circus. They weren’t very good on the trapeze and their acquaintance with animals was only 
at the dinner table,but they presented two plays in a most professional manner.Their ‘Jotham



Valley’ and ‘The Forgotten Factor’ ran several shows in Madras and along with the other 
citizens of the city, the Gemini family of six hundred saw the plays over and over again. The 
message of the plays were usually plain and simple homilies, but the sets and costumes 
were first-rate. Madras and the Tamil drama community were terribly impressed and for 
some years almost all Tamil plays had a scene of sunrise and sunset in the manner of 
‘Jotham Valley’ with a bare stage, a white background curtain and a tune played on the flute.

 It was some years later that I learnt that the MRA was a kind of counter -movement to 
international Communism and the big bosses of Madras like Mr. Vasan simply played into 
their hands. I am not sure however, that this was indeed the case, for the unchangeable 
aspects of these big bosses and their enterprises remained the same, MRA or no 
MRA,international Communism or no international Communism.The staff of Gemini Studios 
had a nice time hosting two hundred people of all hues and sizes of at least twenty 
nationalities. It was such a change from the usual collection of crowd players waiting to be 
slapped with thick layers of make-up by the office-boy in the make-up department.

A few months later, the telephone lines of the big bosses of Madras buzzed and once again 
we at Gemini Studios cleared a whole shooting stage to welcome another visitor.All they 
said was that he was a poet from England. The only poets from England the simple Gemini 
staff knew or heard of were Wordsworth and Tennyson; the more literate ones knew of 
Keats, Shelley and Byron; and one or two might have faintly come to know of someone by 
the name Eliot. Who was the poet visiting the Gemini Studios now?

“He is not a poet. He is an editor. That’s why The Boss is giving him a big reception.” Vasan 
was also the editor of the popular Tamil weekly Ananda Vikatan.He wasn’t the editor of any 
of the known names of British publications in Madras, that is, those known at the Gemini 
Studios. Since the top men of The Hindu were taking the initiative, the surmise was that the 
poet was the editor of a daily — but not from The Manchester Guardian or the London 
Times. That was all that even the most well-informed among us knew.

At last, around four in the afternoon, the poet (or the editor) arrived. He was a tall man, very 
English, very serious and of course very unknown to all of us. Battling with half a dozen 
pedestal fans on the shooting stage, The Boss read out a long speech. It was obvious that 
he too knew precious little about the poet (or the editor). The speech was all in the most 
general terms but here and there it was peppered with words like ‘freedom’ and ‘democracy’.
Then the poet spoke. He couldn’t have addressed a more dazed and silent audience —no 
one knew what he was talking about and his accent defeated any attempt to understand 
what he was saying. The whole thing lasted about an hour; then the poet left and we all 
dispersed in utter bafflement —what are we doing? What is an English poet doing in a film 
studio which makes Tamil films for the simplest sort of people? People whose lives least 
afforded them the possibility of cultivating a taste for English poetry? The poet looked pretty 
baffled too, for he too must have felt the sheer incongruity of his talk about the thrills and 
travails of an English poet. His visit remained an unexplained mystery.

The great prose-writers of the world may not admit it,but my conviction grows stronger day 
after day that prose-writing is not and cannot be the true pursuit of a genius.It is for the 
patient, persistent, persevering drudge with a heart so shrunken that nothing can break it; 
rejection slips don’t mean a thing to him; he at once sets about making a fresh copy of the 



long prose piece and sends it on to another editor enclosing postage for the return of the 
manuscript. It was for such people that The Hindu had published a tiny announcement in an 
insignificant corner of an unimportant page — a short story contest organised by a British 
periodical by the name The Encounter. Of course,The Encounter wasn’t a known commodity
among the Gemini literati. I wanted to get an idea of the periodical before I spent a 
considerable sum in postage sending a manuscript to England. In those days, the British 
Council Library had an entrance with no long winded signboards and notices to make you 
feel you were sneaking into a forbidden area.And there were copies of The Encounter lying 
about in various degrees of freshness, almost untouched by readers.

When I read the editor’s name, I heard a bell ringing in my shrunken heart. It was the poet 
who had visited the Gemini Studios — I felt like I had found a long lost brother and I sang as 
I sealed the envelope and wrote out his address. I felt that he too would be singing the same
song at the same time — long lost brothers of Indian films discover each other by singing the
same song in the first reel and in the final reel of the film. 

Stephen Spender — that was his name.And years later, when I was out of Gemini Studios 
and I had much time but not much money, anything at a reduced price attracted my 
attention. On the footpath in front of the Madras Mount Road Post Office, there was a pile of 
brand new books for fifty paise each. Actually they were copies of the same book, an elegant
paperback of American origin. ‘Special low-priced student edition, in connection with the 
50th Anniversary of the Russian Revolution’, I paid fifty paise and picked up a copy of the 
book, The God That Failed. Six eminent men of letters in six separate essays described 
‘their journeys into Communism and their disillusioned return’; Andre Gide , Richard Wright, 
Ignazio Silone, Arthur Koestler , Louis Fischer and Stephen Spender.

Stephen Spender! Suddenly the book assumed tremendous significance. Stephen Spender, 
the poet who had visited Gemini Studios! In a moment I felt a dark chamber of my mind lit up
by a hazy illumination. The reaction to Stephen Spender at Gemini Studios was no longer a 
mystery. The Boss of the Gemini Studios may not have much to do with Spender’s poetry. 
But not with his god that failed.

LISTEN TO THE STORY 

Click on the link below to hear the story being read. Pay attention to the pronunciation of the 
words.

Poets And Pancakes | Chapter 6 | Class 12 | English | Flamingo | NCERT | Audiobook | 
NCERT AudioHub

https://youtu.be/DbcUmqhPUeU?si=5j2REB8mrlx3JFzX
https://youtu.be/DbcUmqhPUeU?si=5j2REB8mrlx3JFzX


GEMINI STUDIOS 

MAKE-UP DEPARTMENT (PANCAKE)

SUMMARY 

The essay is based on Asokamitran’s experiences while working at Gemini Studios, one of 
India’s most famous film studios in the 1940s–50s. It gives a humorous and insightful 
description of life inside Gemini Studios in Chennai during the early days of Indian cinema.

The chapter begins with a description of the make-up department, where a large amount of a
make-up brand called ‘Pancake’ was slapped onto the characters. The author humorously 



describes how actors had to endure extreme heat from bright lights while getting their 
makeup done. Unfortunately the make-up made them all look very unnatural.

The department had a strict hierarchy, and even the office ‘boy’, who was actually a middle 
aged man, applied make-up to junior artists who appeared in crowd scenes. The department
was staffed with people from different parts of India, so it was a model of National 
Integration.

 The author worked in a small cubicle, cutting newspaper clippings. His job seemed 
insignificant; seeing him sitting at his desk tearing up newspapers every day, most people 
thought he was doing nothing. So anyone who felt that he should be given some occupation,
would barge  into his cubicle and give him a long lecture. He was often disturbed by the 
office ‘boy’ who complained about his own lack of success in becoming a writer or actor.

A key figure in the studio was Subbu, number 2 in the hierarchy of the Studio. He gave 
direction and definition to Gemini Studios during its golden years. He was very talented and 
creative, a poet and a writer, always cheerful, and loyal to The Boss. He could handle 
multiple responsibilities and contributed creatively to filmmaking. Despite his abilities and his 
helpful nature, he made enemies because some people were jealous of him.

The chapter also describes the story department, which included a legal advisor who often 
stood out as being different from the rest of the staff…particularly Subbu. The legal advisor 
was very cold while Subbu was very warm and caring. The staff wore  khaki dhotis, while the
legal advisor wore pants, a tie and sometimes also a coat. He was a misfit because he was 
cold and logical in a crowd of dreamers. So, he was known as the opposite.

The Moral Re-Armament Army plays a significant role in the story. The Boss and his friends 
hated communism. The MRA was anti-communism, so they were invited to present two 
plays at Gemini Studios. These were very professionally produced. The backdrop of these 
plays was  copied by other plays produced by the Madras and Tamil communities.

The author also recounts the visit of Stephen Spender, an English poet and an editor. 
Nobody knew who he was, or why  he had been invited to speak to them. He spoke to them 
about poetry, but nobody understood what he was speaking about. So they were all very 
confused.

🎯  Main Idea / Theme

The essay humorously exposes:

● The artificial glamour of the film industry
● The complex human behavior behind it
● The contrast between creative aspirations and reality

✍ ️️Conclusion

Overall, “Poets and Pancakes” is not just about films—it is a witty commentary on people, 
workplaces, and society. Through simple observations and gentle satire, Asokamitran 
presented a vivid picture of life inside a film studio in the 1940’s to early 1950’s.



VOCABULARY 

1. Incandescent : giving out light because of being heated to a very high temperature.  
The filament inside the traditional incandescent bulb glowed brightly when the 
switch was turned on.

2. Fiery : looking like fire.                                                                                   The 
sunset looked very fiery.

3. Hideous : very ugly or unpleasant.                                                              They 
painted their house a hideous shade of purple.

4. Crimson hued : an intense, dark red colour.                                               October is 
the best time to see the crimson hued mountains and lakes across the region.

5. Hierarchy : a system or organisation that has many levels of seniority from the junior
most to the senior most.                                                                                                 
She rose quickly through the corporate hierarchy to finally become the Chief 
Executive Officer.

6. Cubicle : a small room that is made by separating off part of a larger room. He was 
given a table and chair in a small cubicle in the office.

7. French windows : large , floor-to-ceiling double windows that open from the middle .
The French windows lead out onto a wide, shady terrace.

8. Barge : to push or move forcefully.                                                                  I’m sorry
to barge in, but may I ask a quick question?

9. Covertly : doing something in a secret, hidden or disguised manner so that it is not 
easily noticed.                                                                                      The spy 
covertly recorded the conversation.

10. Ignominy : public shame and embarrassment; a loss of honour.               They 
suffered the ignominy of being imprisoned.

11. Affluent : having a lot of money.                                                                Despite 
living in an affluent society, many people still face economic hardships.

12. Dwarfed : (used about a large object) to make something seem very small in 
comparison.                                                                                                   The 
skyscraper dwarfed all the other buildings around it.

13. Deftly : to do something in a skillful, clever, or quick way.                            She deftly
caught the falling glass before it hit the floor.



14. Etched : figuratively, it refers to memories, or expressions that are permanently and 
vividly imprinted on a person’s mind. In a more commonly used context , it means to 
cut or carve a design into a hard surface .                       The majestic sight of the 
northern lights will remain etched in my memory.

15. Aspired : to have a strong desire to have or  do something.                       Ever since 
he was a child, he aspired to write a best -selling novel.

16. Acquaintances : people that you know but who are not close friends.          We must 
not share secrets with  acquaintances.

17. Improvident : describes an action or habit that fails to plan  for the future, particularly
regarding finances or resources.                                                   His  improvident 
decision to spend a huge amount of money on his daughter’s wedding, left the family 
in debt.

18. Demeanour : the way a person behaves, dresses, speaks, looks etc. that shows 
what their character is like.                                                                 She is known for 
her cheerful and welcoming demeanour .

19. Direst : very bad or serious; terrible.                                                                The 
refugees were in the direst need of medical supplies.

20. Temperamental : describes someone whose mood is unpredictable and changes 
suddenly.                                                                                         You never know 
what to expect with her, she can be very temperamental.

21. Incriminating : to provide evidence that somebody is guilty of a crime.       The police
discovered incriminating documents hidden in his desk.

22. Tirade : a long, angry speech criticising someone/somebody or blaming somebody 
for something.                                                                              The manager’s tirade
about the team’s poor performance left everyone in the room ashamed.

23. Precede : to happen, come   before somebody/something.                           
His reputation precedes him. 

24. Catapulted : to be thrown, launched or propelled suddenly and with great force.        
When the car crashed, the driver was catapulted through the windscreen.

25. Radiated : to clearly show a particular quality or emotion in your appearance or 
behaviour.                                                                                                   She 
radiated self - confidence in her interview.

26. Averse : (often used with negative) against or not in favour of something.     She is 
averse to public speaking and avoids  it whenever possible.



27. Filial : connected to or related with the relationships between children and their 
parents.                                                                                                     As a true act 
of filial devotion, she stayed home to care for her ailing father.

28. Conjugal love : the deep emotional, spiritual, and physical bond shared between 
married couples.                                                                             Their conjugal love
has deepened over the years, marked by mutual respect, shared dreams, and  
companionship.

29. Compunction : a sudden feeling of guilt, moral unease, or conscience driven 
hesitation that prevents you from doing something bad, or causes regret after you 
have done it.                                                                                             He had no 
compunction about lying to his boss.

30. Homilies : short, practical religious sermons on a moral theme.                  Our priest 
delivers very thoughtful homilies on the importance of forgiveness.

31. Initiative : the ability to see and do what is necessary without waiting for somebody 
to tell you.                                                                                     She showed great 
initiative by organising the event before being asked.

32. Surmise : to guess or suppose something is true without definitely knowing.  Since 
there was no hard evidence, the investigator’s conclusions were based on pure 
surmise . 

33. Peppered with : to have many different elements, details or questions spread 
throughout a space, speech or written text.                                                    Her 
speech was peppered with jokes and interesting stories.

34. Dazed : unable to think or react normally; confused.                                       He had 
a dazed expression on his face.

35. Dispersed : to separate and go in different directions.                              When the 
meeting was over, the group dispersed . 

36. Utter bafflement : the state of being completely confused.                          When the 
magician performed the seemingly impossible card trick, the audience sat in utter 
bafflement . 

37. Sheer incongruity : the state of something being out of place, inappropriate, or out 
of harmony with its surroundings.                                                          We couldn’t 
help but laugh at the sheer incongruity of seeing a luxury sports car parked in front 
of a thatched mud hut.

38. Travails : painfully difficult, burdensome work, or the hardships experienced during a
challenging situation or long journey.                                                 We are often 
successful when we don’t allow  daily travails  to get us down.



39. Conviction : a very strong opinion or  belief.                                                She 
argued her case with deep conviction .

40. Pursuit : the act of following, chasing, or actively trying to achieve or obtain 
something.                                                                                                     The 
pursuit of knowledge is a noble goal.

41. Persistent : continuing to do something, especially in the face of difficulty or when 
others want you to stop.                                                                            I had to 
ignore the persistent salesman who wouldn’t take no for an answer .

42. Persevering : to continue trying to do or achieve something that is difficult.  Despite  
many challenges, her persevering attitude helped her to succeed.

43. Drudge : a person who performs hard, menial, or tedious work.                    He felt 
like a total drudge , spending all weekend cleaning the garage.

44. Commodity : a product or material that can be bought and sold.                 Salt was 
once a very valuable commodity .

45. Hazy illumination : light that is diffused or dim.                                                The 
street lamps cast a hazy illumination over the pavement , creating a dream like 
atmosphere .                         

QUESTIONS AND ANSWERS 

Think As you Read

1. What does the writer mean by 'the fiery misery' of those subjected to make-up?

2. What is the example of national integration that the author refers to?

 3. What work did the 'office boy' do in the Gemini Studios? Why did he join the 
studios? Why was he disappointed?

4. Why did the author appear to be doing nothing at the studios?



Page No: 61

1. Why was the office boy frustrated? Who did he show his anger on?

2. Who was Subbu's principal?

3. Subbu is described as a many-sided genius. List four of his special abilities.

4. Why was the legal adviser referred to as the opposite by others?

5. What made the lawyer stand out from the others at Gemini Studios?

Page No: 64

1. Did the people at Gemini Studios have any particular political affiliations?

2. Why was the Moral Rearmament Army welcomed at the Studios?

3. Name one example to show that Gemini Studios was influenced by the plays staged
by MRA.

4. Who was the Boss of Gemini Studios?

 5. What caused the lack of communication between the Englishman and the people at
Gemini Studios?

6. Why is the Englishman's visit referred to as an unexplained mystery?

Page No: 65

1. Who was the English visitor to the studios?

2. How did the author discover who the English visitor to the studios was?

3. What does 'The God that Failed' refer to?

Understanding the Text

 1. The author has used gentle humour to point out human foibles. Pick out instances 
of this to show how this serves to make the piece interesting.

2. Why was Kothamangalam Subbu considered No. 2 in Gemini Studios?

 3. How does the author describe the incongruity of an English poet addressing the 
audience at Gemini Studios?



4. What do you understand about the author's literary inclinations from the account?

Talking about the Text

Discuss in small groups taking off from points in the text.

1.Film-production today has come a long way from the early days of the Gemini 
Studios

2. Poetry and films.

3. Humour and criticism.

WRITING 

You must have met some interesting characters in your neighbourhood or among your 
relatives. Write a humorous piece about their idiosyncrasies. Try to adopt the author’s 
rambling style, if you can.

Answer: In our lane, which is otherwise famous only for its potholes and a perpetually 
confused stray cow, lives a man called Mr. Chaddha, who has taken it upon himself to be the
unofficial Minister of Time. Not punctuality, mind you—just time. He owns at least seven 
clocks, all of which show different times , and he consults each of them with grave 
seriousness before announcing to anyone within earshot what he calls “the approximate 
truth.”

Now, if you were to ask him the time, he would not simply say “three o’clock.” That would be 
too simple . Instead, he would adjust his spectacles, glance at his wristwatch (which is ten 
minutes fast), then at the wall clock (which stopped in 2019 but is retained for sentimental 
reasons), and finally at a small alarm clock he carries in his pocket like a relic. After this 
ritual, he would declare, “It is somewhere between the ambition of three and the laziness of 
four,” which is not particularly helpful if you are trying to catch a bus.

Then there is my aunt, who firmly believes that every ailment known to humankind can be 
cured by either turmeric, hot water, or a lecture. If you so much as sneeze in her presence, 
she appears instantly, as if summoned by an ancient spell, holding a glass of something 
yellow and steaming. Before you can protest, she begins a long discourse on how in her 
childhood nobody ever fell sick because they “respected their digestion.” What this means, 
nobody has quite understood, but it is repeated with such authority that one feels digestion 
must indeed be treated with reverence, like a visiting dignitary.

Our neighbour’s son, Rohan, is another specimen altogether. He has recently discovered 
fitness and now speaks only in the language of protein shakes and “gains.” He cannot climb 
a staircase without pausing midway to do push-ups, thereby creating traffic jams of 
bewildered residents carrying groceries. His greatest tragedy is that his grandmother insists 



on feeding him parathas dripping with butter, which he consumes with visible anguish, as 
though each bite is a betrayal of his principles.

And presiding over all of this is Mrs. D’Souza, who has the rare gift of knowing everything 
about everyone, often before they know it themselves. She does not eavesdrop, she 
clarifies; she does not gossip, she “updates.” Conversations with her are less exchanges 
and more revelations. You might casually mention you are thinking of buying new shoes, 
and she will nod thoughtfully and say, “Yes, blue would suit you better than the black ones 
you almost bought yesterday at the market but didn’t because of the price.”

Taken together, these individuals form a sort of living theatre, where nothing much happens 
and yet everything seems to be going on all the time. One cannot help but feel that if they 
were removed, life would become unbearably efficient—and therefore, quite dull.

EXTRA QUESTIONS 

1. Extract

“A strict hierarchy was maintained in the make-up department.”

(a) What does the phrase “strict hierarchy” imply here?

(b) How did this hierarchy affect the workers?

(c) What does this reveal about the working culture of the studio?

2. Extract

“In those days, I worked in a cubicle… with a great deal of responsibility but very little work.”

(a) What was ironic about the narrator’s job?
(b) What does this suggest about office life?
(c) What tone does the author use here?

3. Extract

“Subbu was the No. 2 at Gemini Studios.”

(a) Who was Subbu?
(b) Why was he important?
(c) What qualities made him popular?



4. Extract

“The legal adviser… looked like a man of cold logic.”

(a) How is the legal adviser described?
(b) What contrast does he present in the story?
(c) What does this reveal about his personality?

5. Extract

“The Englishman was met with just the same incongruity.”

(a) Who was “the Englishman”?
(b) Why was his visit significant?
(c) What does this incident highlight?

1. Describe the make-up department at Gemini Studios. What does it 
reveal about the social structure of the time?

2. Sketch the character of Subbu and explain why he was considered 
indispensable at Gemini Studios.

3. What contrast does the author draw between Subbu and the legal 
adviser?

4. Who was Stephen Spender? How was his visit received at Gemini 
Studios? What does this episode signify?

5. Explain the significance of the title “Poets and Pancakes.”

6. Discuss the theme of hierarchy and class distinction in the essay.


