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Abstract: Geetanjali Shree’s Tomb of Sand, originally written in Hindi as Ret 
Samadhi and later translated into English by Daisy Rockwell, presents a 
multigenerational perspective on memory by comparing the experiences and 
memories of the older and younger characters. This intergenerational narrative adds 
to a deeper knowledge of cultural and familial history by highlighting the ways in 
which memories are passed down, altered, and occasionally disputed between 
generations. This novel intricately weaves objects and symbols not only as agents 
for memory and identity but also as sites of remembrances through which collective 
histories are exchanged across generations and borders. Ma, the protagonist of the 
novel, embarks on a transformative journey that leads to a profound exploration of 
her identity. This paper attempts to comprehend the interplay between cultural 
history and memory by applying Pierre Nora’s concept of lieux de memoire [sites 
of memory]. In the novel, both tangible and intangible objects evoke introspection 
and contribute to Ma’s resuscitation and self-discovery, reflecting the author’s 
concern about the plight of individual and families during and after the Partition 
period. By analysing key artefacts and their significance within the narrative, the 
study elucidates how these elements serve as conduits for Ma to confront and 
reconcile with her past, thereby catalysing her rejuvenation. 
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Pierre Nora, a French historian, designed the conceptual and historical project lieux de memoire 
[sites of memory] to investigate how symbolic locations, occasions, artefacts, and customs retain 
communal memories, particularly when the original, lived memories have started to wane. The 
first article in Volume 1 of Rethinking France: Sites of Memory defines “locations” as actual sites 
where “memory crystallises and secretes itself” (Nora, 2001, p. 28). They are the places where the 
diminishing assets of collective memory are expressed and condensed. For these sites to be 
considered valid, they must exist in three senses, material, symbolical, and functional, always 
present though in varying forms. However, the relationship between history and memory enables 
their mutual reliance; what distinguishes memory sites from historical sites is the way in which 
they are recalled. Nora believed that the passion to remember an event or occasion from the 
moment it begins transforms it into a memory site; otherwise, its status will be reduced to merely 
a historical site. This idea is expanded in Volumes 2 and 3 to include “all significant units, of either 
material or ideal order, from which the will of men or the effect of time has created a symbolic 
element of the memorial patrimony of a community” (Nora, 2001, p. 20). 

Nora’s idea was originally developed to examine the collective national memory of the French 
people; the project provoked immediate debate. After a gap of nearly two decades from the 
publication of the first volume of Lieux de Memoire in 1981, an English translation by Arthur 
Goldhammer, Realms of Memory (Nora & Kritzman), was published in 1998. Nora’s concept is 
not intrinsically confined to French history; it can equally be applied to evaluating collective 
memory in North America and Europe, and also giving rise to a seminal body of scholarship on 
memory work in Asia. Erney’s (2025) paper “Some of the Dhwani: Translating Geetanjali Shree’s 
Ret-Samādhi/Tomb of Sand” highlights the implications of translation for understanding Shree’s 
linguistic and artistic expression; the current study, in contrast, focuses on how the phrase “sites 
of memory” can help in comprehending the intertwining of Partition history and memory in 
Shree’s (2018/2022) novel. It examines the implications of nation, nationalism, and national 
identity for a post-Partition situation using the conceptualisation of the relationship between 
history and memory presented by Nora (2001). A prominent theme in South Asian post-colonial 
writings is the historical trauma of Partition, which is present allusively in initial sections of Tomb 
of Sand but explicitly in the third section of the book. Further, in the genre of Partition studies, 
Tomb of Sand finds its place in late Partition literature. In her book Unsettling Partition: Literature, 
Gender, Memory, Didur (2006) considered post-2000 novels that reconstruct the 1947 trauma 
through the scarred bodies of women instead of using male migration narratives. In the context of 
contemporary Indian literature, Tomb of Sand is a novel that employs objects and symbols as an 
agency of memory to interweave individual and collective histories. 

In addition to the authorities cited in this paper, my research was informed by the works that 
are listed in Appendix A. 
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Dynamics of Location, Sites, Artefacts, and Memory 
Shree’s (2018/2022) novel Tomb of Sand is set in a contemporary middle-class family in 

northern India. The story takes place against the backdrop of cultural norms and familial 
expectations, tracing the intertwined journeys of two contrasting women: the protagonist Ma, an 
80-year-old widow, and Beti, her free-spirited daughter. Initially, Ma is presented as one who has 
played the role of homemaker to perfection by being an ideal wife and mother. However, as Spring 
Rice (1939) observed, “In the large majority of homes, the woman is … the slave without whose 
labour the whole structure of the family tends to collapse” (p. 14), highlighting the tremendous 
load borne by women due to their housewife status. Furthermore, the novel also establishes Ma as 
a character who values freedom and an independent identity, as evidenced by the latitude she grants 
to her daughter. The focus on Hindu–Muslim encounters fosters a greater understanding of 
Partition’s sociopolitical implications and provides insights into the subcontinent’s cultural and 
religious dynamics. Apart from contributing to the growing body of scholarship on Partition 
literature, Tomb of Sand explores how individual memory and collective history interact. This 
paper will also highlight how relevant Shree’s work is to contemporary discussions on religious 
harmony and intercultural coexistence. 

The book is divided into three parts: Ma’s Back, Sunlight, and Back to the Front. Ma’s Back 
begins with the passing away of Ma’s husband, the patriarch of the family. The novel demystifies 
the idea of memory experienced by Ma literally as well as metaphorically: “His presence was still 
felt, even in death. But regardless of whether or not he had died, it seemed his widow certainly 
had. At least that’s how she looked as she lay in her room” (Shree, 2018/2022, p. 15). 

After her husband dies, Ma sets off on a journey that compels her to face not only her grief but 
also the roles that have been forced upon her all her life. Regardless of the context — colonial, 
post-colonial, Partition, or otherwise — women are predestined to succumb to a kind of oppression 
and servitude. As de Beauvoir (1988/1949) said, “One is not born, but rather becomes, a woman” 
(p. 283). Shree (2018/2022) explores issues of gender, identity, and resilience by evoking 
memories with the help of meaningful historical artefacts and symbols: “It was just a simple brick-
and-cement wall — a yellowing, whitewashed, middle-class wall, holding the ceiling, floor, 
window, and door together, with a network of pipes, wires, and cables arrayed within, enfolding 
the entire home in its wallfulness” (p. 20). 

Aggarwal and Naik (2022) in “Narratives of Indian Women and Their Catastrophes: A Study 
of Geetanjali Shree’s Tomb of Sand” also analyse the manner in which Shree depicts women’s 
experiences of patriarchy, marginalisation, and Partition. However, the main focus of their 
examination of Ma’s border crossing is gendered oppression and women’s resistance to patriarchy, 
which provides a lens to examine how memory allows Ma to revisit a buried history and reclaim 
a sense of identity and belonging. Conversely, core objective of the current study is to explore how 
Shree deals with memory and history concerning India’s Partition and to explore how it impacts 
Hindu–Muslim relations as shown in the narrative. It aims to explore how individual and family 
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memories shape the way religious and cultural conflicts are depicted in the novel. Thus, the novel 
presents a refined understanding of the lasting influence of Partition on community relationships. 

The Buddha as a Site for Shared Recollections 
The Buddha statue in Shree’s (2018/2022) Tomb of Sand is a poignant symbol that entwines 

individual and collective memories, especially those associated with India’s Partition. The statue 
is the solitary witness to historical calamity; the resilience of the people who endured that calamity 
is embodied by the artefact, thereby transcending its physical form: 

Ma called it my heart-of-stone and the children called it the Starving Buddha and 
their father called it her heart-of-stone, and he’d gaze over at her warmly, and Ma 
would grab hold of his hand, and the children would burst out laughing at this 
affectionate display. The ancient meditating Buddha was cracked. A bit of the 
shoulder was missing, and now there was only one dangling Buddha ear. The other 
had broken off somewhere. In the sand. (p. 124) 

Thus, the statue’s silent presence in the narrative provokes contemplation about the ways in 
which tangible artefacts can represent and perpetuate collective histories, acting as channels for 
memory and understanding throughout generations: 

That’s why Papa — the father of Bade and Beti — who’s come into this story only 
in passing, always used to say that when English people rip such Buddhas in 
samadhi from the soil and lock them up in museums, it is simply theft. Also a huge 
racket. And if they couldn’t find the whole Buddha, they’d make do with assorted 
body parts — a head, an arm, a leg — uproot it from the soil, and nail it to their 
walls. So we’re not wrong to keep this idol in our home, he’d conclude. It belongs 
in our home, where it’s respected. It’s valuable but we mustn’t try to make money 
off it. (Shree, 2022, p. 126) 

Chironji: A Culinary Catalyst for Recollection 
As the narrative of Shree’s Tomb of Sand unfolds it unveils a close association between Ma 

and the hijra (transgender) Rosie. Although their friendship seems at first to belong to Ma’s 
present, Ma had actually met Rosie when she was young, and their friendship was rooted in the 
catastrophic events of Partition. Chironji seeds serve as the tangible object that initiates the process 
of Ma’s journey to Pakistan: 

She (Rosie) says, there are no red-faced rhesus monkeys there. She (Ma) says, must 
we take one of those too, laughing. She (Rosie) says, only chironji seeds and you. 
She (Amma) says, letttt’s see iffif.... She (Rosie) says, what do people like me need 
a passport for? There are advantages to not existing. We aren’t counted among the 
Muslims and Christians nor the Jews Parsis Hindus nor the men and the women, 
they won’t take our name, won’t recognise us. What does “real” mean to us, they 
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want us to stay disappeared from imagination itself. So we can sneak in anywhere. 
(Shree, 2018/2022, p. 353) 

Following Rosie’s tragic suicide, Ma vows to fulfil Rosie’s wish to fly to Pakistan and hand 
over chironji seeds to Rosie’s relatives. Ma’s daughter Beti becomes her new companion: 

Beti analysed the matter compassionately and open-mindedly and decided that 
whatever one may feel personally about Rosie, after all, she always stood 
steadfastly by Ma, and if now Ma wants to do this in return, to deliver the chironji 
to someone for Rosie, then I will absolutely support her. (Shree, 2018/2022, p. 387) 

The resulting journey with Beti unfolds layers of memory connected to the locations that they 
visit. The trip across the Wagah border allows Ma to return to Lahore, relive her Partition 
memories, and retrieve bits of her past that had remained hidden from her family. Thus, chironji 
seeds become a metaphorical connection that evokes memories of the agony that Rosie and Ma 
had endured. However, Beti is unaware of Ma’s covert intention to return to the place where she 
was born and find Anwar, her first husband, lost to her during Partition. 

Khyber Pass: A Conduit to the Past 
The Khyber Pass, in Ma’s homeland of northwestern Pakistan, plays a crucial part in Tomb of 

Sand by triggering buried pre-Partition memories of Ma’s early years. The geographic setting 
serves as more than just a background: it is a profound representation of Ma’s individual and 
societal history, allowing for a thorough reflection on her experiences and identity. The Khyber 
Pass, a historically significant corridor between South and Central Asia, embodies the transitions 
and transformations in Ma’s life. Her journey to this region is emblematic of a return to origins, a 
traversal through layers of time and emotion; it prompts a confrontation with memories long 
suppressed. 

As Ma approaches the Khyber Pass, the narrative delves into the complexities of her past, 
revealing the details of her early life, including her first marriage to Anwar and the circumstances 
surrounding her displacement during the Partition. As a narrative device, the journey bridges the 
chasm between her present identity and her earlier experiences: 

When she [Ma] gets no response, she continues. Khyber is Khyber. Everyone 
comes here. And she begins to enumerate all the people who have been drawn here 
over the centuries: Alexander, Timur, Babur, Ahmad Shah, Gori, Ghaznavi, silk, 
iron, gold; all succumb to the spell of it. Look at the splendour of this rocky land. 
Wonderful indeed! Wah, wow, you’ve carved a ring somewhere, somewhere a 
locket, bangles elsewhere, with which the Lord of the Forest of Khyber has lovingly 
adorned his limbs. So there’s magic here. (Shree, 2018/2022, p. 463) 

The ending of Ma’s journey to Khyber symbolises the restoration of her splintered identity. 
She traverses the unconscious terrain of pain and grief by facing the physical sites of her past. She 
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is able to reconcile the conflicting aspects of her past through this encounter, which gives her a 
more unified sense of who she is. As a result, the Khyber Pass plays a crucial role in turning Ma’s 
quiet grieving into active remembering. It provides the context for a comprehensive examination 
of the long-lasting effects of Partition on people’s lives by fusing personal history with collective 
memory.  

Wagah Border: A Threshold for Reclaiming Agency Through Transcendence 
The psychological and physical divisions triggered by the 1947 Partition are most clearly 

illustrated by the Wagah Border, which was originally established as the boundary between India 
and Pakistan. In the narrative, Ma’s trip to the Wagah Border represents not just a physical journey 
but a metaphorical crossing of time, memory, and identity. Her journey to Wagah marks a struggle 
with the fractured histories of her childhood, which were shattered by the catastrophic 
repercussions of Partition. As Ma and her daughter Beti approach the border, the novel explores 
the intricacies of migration and displacement, portraying the dehumanising administrative 
processes faced by people when they are treated “as cattle” at border crossings. Furthermore, 
Chatterjee’s (2023) paper “Another Border, Beyond the Border: A Comparative Study of the 
Woman Characters in Tomb of Sand ” reveals a universality inherent in the novel’s miniature 
universe: the delusions of exiled millions who never quite understood which faction they belonged 
to. 

Conclusion 
Ma herself crafts the climax of her story. She sings a romantic song, a thumri, with her head 

resting on Anwar’s chest. He is paralysed and mostly unresponsive, but she feels sure that their 
long separation was as distressing to him as to her. It is now clear that her ex-husband is the key 
to Ma’s life. Every woman entering an arranged marriage does so with a secret — a past they have 
left behind. As Ma did for the six decades of her marriage to Papa, they live their new world while 
suppressing their history. After Partition, Ma dwelt in the darkest hours of history, carrying inside 
her the trauma of displacement and violence. Years later, as an old woman after the death of her 
husband, she experiences freedom by confining herself to her bed and room and cutting all ties 
with her relations. This invisibility eventually relinquishes its sway and morphs into a strange kind 
of freedom; paradoxically, she has escaped the expectations imposed on her, and this frees her 
from the confines of the long-lost memories of her past. She becomes a burden bearer, oblivious 
of the grand schemes of patriarchy and nation. But unlike many others, Ma is a revolutionary. In 
an act of emancipation and rebellion, she overcomes all boundaries to find Anwar. With true 
revolutionary fervour, she is prepared to die in the quest to rediscover her lost love. 

Further, Pierre Nora’s concept of lieux de memoire has been frequently applied in studies of 
cultural and communal memories attached to specific locations, monuments, artifacts, 
commemorative customs and cultural symbols. Ho Tai (2001), for example, used Nora’s 
framework to analyse how French national memory is constructed, showing how memory sites are 
associated with processes of remembering and formation of national identity. Additionally, 
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historical and cultural spaces where collective memories of significant historical incidents are 
preserved and addressed — monuments, museums, archives, and community rituals — have made 
profound use of Nora’s concept. Meanwhile, literary texts provide a contrasting but 
complementary context for studying memory since they can depict how people navigate the past 
through things, locations, bonds, and remnants of memory. 

Furthermore, Pierre Nora’s concept of lieux de memoire has been extensively used in studies 
of cultural memory and memorial practices, yet the role of household items as locations where 
memories are triggered and negotiated, as Partition memories are in Tomb of Sand, remains less 
explored. Although past researchers have studied the novel’s engagement with reference to 
Partition, gender, and borders, the mnemonic value of items like chironji seeds and of tangible 
artifacts like the Buddha statue remains underexamined. Therefore, this study looks at how these 
items serve as emblematic locations of memory, allowing Ma to retrieve and reframe memories of 
her Partition past. The study delves into this concept’s relevance to the experiences of people who 
lived through Partition by exploring Ma’s locked-up partition memories and the manner in which 
they are reactivated by contact with seemingly ordinary household items, material artifacts, and 
Rosie, a living link to Ma’s Partition past. As such experiences enable repressed emotions and 
memories to resurface and together catalyse recollection and self-discovery. As the book unfolds, 
borders — between countries, men and women, and identities — are not just traversed but 
problematized and destroyed. 

However, most importantly, analysing Tomb of Sand by applying Nora’s 2001concept of sites 
of memory helps in comprehending a fundamental aspect of human existence: places adhere to 
people even after they depart them. It was this adherence that led to Ma’s epic journey and to the 
restoration of her connection to the past and her former self. Nevertheless, Nora’s concept also 
eloquently implies that identity is linked with location: no matter where you go, fundamental 
locations are preserved within you as memories. In conclusion, Shree’s (2018/2022) Tomb of Sand 
recognises memorized speech, household tales, gaps, and echoes as sources of the knowledge that 
is passed down through generations within families. It strikingly depicts how knowledge can be 
derived from familial voices, not only from conventional narratives and chronological records. 
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