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AND THERE THE OILED SOW COUGHS
Wednesday, December 28, 2016 – Udaipur (India) Footbridge, Chand Pole Puliya

I capitulated as I stood in the middle of the pedes-
trian bridge connecting the Cham-Puri peninsu-
la with the slightly hilly centre of the old city of 
Udaipur. I had admired the scene of ornate palaces, 
temples and houses of the rich merchants emerg-
ing gradually from the uniform and undramatic 
fog into the light of day –- gleaming-fresh, as if 
they were brought forth every morning by the wa-
ters of Pichola Lake. I had tasted the flavour of a 
weak coffee sweetened with condensed milk and 
spiced with a bit of cardamom: it had clung to my 
teeth and lingered in my tastebuds for a long time, 
turning my mouth into one big child‘s candy. I 
had imagined how the late rulers of Udaipur and 
their princes must have slowly woken up from the 
last opium rush of the night before as daylight was 
beginning to stream into their arbours. And how 

proud they must have felt at being the great-grand-
sons of the greatest war gurglers that Rajasthan has 
produced – who knows how boldly they had weild-
ed the scimitar in their own dreams? I had listened 
to the fast drumming and banging of bells coming 
from the Old Shiva Temple on the eastern shore of 
the lake. A frenetic rhythm that would have been 
an appropriate accompaniment to the appearance 
of a powerful dignitary. Instead, an old male had 
hobbled out of the temple, straggled across the pair 
of steps and carried a small butterlamp to the two 
altars, bowed briefly before them, circled the ped-
estals, and disappeared into the building again.

When the sound of the last drumbeat faded 
away, a marvellous silence enveloped the lake. But 
all too soon, there was the sound of a cough in 
a house somewhere behind me, of wracking and 
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barking for a long minute until the mucus was fi-
nally driven out of the bronchs with a retch. Then, 
as soon as the man‘s cough stopped, a woman 
began wrestling at an octave higher with her mu-
cus. I felt a palpable sense of indignation at this 
disturbance of the peace – and shivered slightly. 
Places where history is as gloriously visible as in 
Udaipur make the lives – and deaths – of individ-
uals often seem meaningless. The present has little 
importance here. I have often registered this fact 
– but on this pedestrian bridge over Lake Pichho-
la I am suddenly terribly bothered by it. For sure, 
I have not come to Udaipur to hear its inhabit-
ants cough; I have come to savour the vision of 
its palaces, temples and magnificent havelis. This 
lofty goal, however, suddenly strikes me as being 
strange, even irrelevant. Does it make sense, is it 

worthwhile for one to marvel at all the splendour 
that rich idiots have erected on the humpbacks of 
poor dogs? Mustn‘t I find such a way to travel that 
people‘s coughing can also play a role in it? Wasn‘t 
that actually what I was looking for?

At that second I surrendered to my own claim of 
travelling in order to seek a sort of world embrace. 
This world was an oiled sow; theoretically I could 
put my arms around it thanks to cheap air con-
nections. But the reality was that it always slipped 
away from any rapprochement. And just then, al-
most as if Saint Tussi had heard my thoughts, a 
powerful cough broke out from the depths of my 
being. And, as peculiar as this may sound, there 
was something deeply reassuring about it.

Translated from German by Gunvanthi Balaram.
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