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«Take it! It‘s ninety per cent water.» The old man 
grasps my hand. His fingers feel dry and warm – 
not hot, sweaty and sticky as those of the many 
young men I had shaken hands with while on 
my journey. He presses my ankles lightly, then 
reaches up for my elbow, pulling me a little 
 closer to him. He smells dry and earthy, like tur-
meric and iron.

Ranchi lies roughly 700 metres above sea 
 level and the city is known for being cooler and 
less  humid than the surrounding plains. It was 
 therefore a popular destination for people from 
nearby cities, and the British had used it as their 
summer residence when they had held sway over 
the region. In recent years, though, a lot of the 
forest that had once provided coolth to the area 
has been savaged by the iron and coal indust-
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ry-life in the city. Today, the temperature is an 
 oppressive 44 ºC. Ah well, I‘ve trudged these 
steps up to Lake Ranchi in the hope that it will 
soothe me with the touch of wind on my skin. 
And, yes, now and then a slight breeze creeps 
across the surface of the lake – just sufficient to 
raise the bodily hope that there will be different 
days again.

The old man presses a cucumber into my hand, 
while simultaneously offering me another whose 
tip he has already bitten off. «It‘s good! It‘s healthy! 
That‘s a gift!» he laughs, and then grimaces as if 
he‘s trying to sprinkle something ironic over his 
words. I sense that I do not need to distrust him. 
He had joined me at the market exit, where man-
goes, watermelons, garlic and onions are being sold 
at the moment. Side by side, we had walked to the 
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lake and he‘d asked me neither for my name nor 
from where I hailed.

Lake Ranchi is a pond, actually; its shores are 
overgrown with greasy water hyacinths smothered 
by garbage. There are even a few damaged deities 
sticking out of the mud; close to my feet an icon of 
Ganesha lies waving with his trunk. Disused icons 
are usually «exposed» by the wayside – gods cannot 
be thrown into the garbage can, after all, nor can 
they be recycled.

«This is not a lake,» my companion rumbles. 
«It‘s not pretty, all this dirt. Paradise looks diffe-
rent.» He poses in front of the water like a music 
conductor, spreads his arms, shakes his head and 
drops his arms again – as if the orchestra is not 
ready yet for his command.

Is my home my paradise, the gent wants to 
know abruptly.

«Not really,» I say evasively. 
Well, he would like to show me his paradise, 

he tells me, and pulls out of his trouser pocket a 
thick wedge of banknotes, papers and plastic co-
vers, their edges and corners scruffed by his thigh 
movements in waking life.

Does he wish to show me a banknote, the idea 
flits through my head. Or perhaps now comes a 

trick. Instead, he picks out a folded newspaper 
page from the bundle and unfolds it carefully. At 
the fold, the paper is badly torn, the sheet barely 
stays together. He unfolds the page holds it up be-
fore his chest so that I can admire it in all its be-
auty. That, he says with a beam, is «paradise», his 
paradise.

The newspaper page is from the Real Estate 
section of the Times of India; it shows pictures of a 
park with tidy lawns, ponds, footbridges, a foun-
tain. In one photograph a pretty European-looking 
beauty poses on the edge of a crystal clear pond. 
She is wearing an ivory-coloured robe, has taken 
off her sandals and is merrily splashing water into 
the air with her pale feet. «Grab our golden offer, 
hurry!» reads the bold print between the photo-
graphs. It‘s an advertisement for a luxury housing 
complex, where the price of a house starts at 49 
lakh rupees, which is equivalent to about 80,000 
francs.

That‘s really nice, I venture bravely. He turns 
the page over carefully, the display also covers the 
entire back, partly with the same pictures.

«Would you like to live there?» I ask.
He rolls his eyes: «Of course!»
«And where is it, your paradise?»
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Irritated, he looks at me, shakes his head, frowns.
«Well, these are houses, where are they?»
He has never asked himself that, he replies, and 

grins, rather bashfully, it seems to me. Perhaps he 
cannot read? Have I put him into an awkward si-
tuation now? Or myself? But all he does is squint 
his eyes and quickly turn the page: «Flower Valley!» 
He shrugs his shoulders; it does not seem to mean 
anything to him. «Ah, there, Gurgaon. It‘s near 

Delhi.» Another shrug. The question about where 
his paradise lies seems irrelevant to him.

When I know what a piece of photography 
wishes to portray, and to which place on this planet 
I can connect it, it changes my relationship to the 
image considerably – regardless of whether or not 
the connection holds any truth. To the old man 
this seems to be all the same. I help him fold his 
paradise back to pocket size, take my cucumber, 
and thank him.

Two hours later, I‘m in the throes photographing 
a small, golden equestrian statue in a street cor-
ner – despite the bad light. According to my city 
map, it‘s a dargah, the memorial to a Muslim saint 
named Shamesh Nawajwan. Only on the third or 
fourth click, do I realise that I have the paradise 
man also in the picture. He is standing by the shri-
ne and chatting with his acquaintances. He sees me 
and jumps up as if electrified. «Shamesh, Shamesh, 
Shamesh,» he sings, clapping his hands rhythmi-
cally and dancing across the street: «This is my 
saint, this is my boss.»

Passers-by stop and watch the little drama. He 
grabs me by the arm and pulls me a few steps back 
and forth. I brace myself and we stumble, stagge-
ring for a few seconds like two drunks, across the 
street. «Photo! You have to take a photo!» he exc-
laims, skilfully scaling the holy rider‘s pedestal and 
posing with a big grin next to the horse. «Is that 
your key to paradise,» the question slips out of my 
lips. But he does not understand what I mean.

Translated from German by Gunvanthi Balaram.
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