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comparable in its size and
's War and

language readers expected to
buy enough copies of a book
priced at £20 to make the pub-
lishing venture viable. The
British Raj in the Indian sub-
continent is back in fashion

heiped by such films as Gandht -

and A Passage to [ndin and the
enormously watchable TV series .
RqJ Quartet based on Paul
Scott's brillant epic novel but
this is still hardly the making
for a global bestseller.

There is a growing lterature
the nafives of the former
British colonial raj writing in
the mother tongue of
English. Such creative out-

g

dubbed by Salman Rushdie as
Midnight's Children — those
born in the post-colonial era —
are coming of age. The award of
the Booker Prize (o
such writers as Rushdie for
Midnight's Children, has

attention on the works of simi-

hﬂyﬁﬂedﬁouthﬁﬂmuwrmng
such as Anita Desai,

dian Novel). Upamanyu Chatter-
Jee (English Augusd, Sara Suleri
(Meatless Days)
Vikram Seth whn had acquired
literary acclaim with his epic
novel set in verse, The Golden
Gate, termed by Gore Vidal as
the definitive novel on San
Francisco. This new. generation ;
‘of writers Is now acquiring
of a critical mass to
qu as a literary typology
around which uate stu-
ts of literature can
te Ph. D theses. This is

aomethingufm achievement
a recognition of the skills of

who were not English by
but have acquired a facility
the language which derives
much from their Anglo-In-
upbringing as from their
talents. Vikram Seth's
current acclaim must thus be
set in the context of this new
found recognition of the South
Asian writers in English who
have, ofcourse, benefitted not a
little from the public contro-
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ype surrounding Seth's
novel and to disouss it on its
own merits. Here one must im-
mediately declare an interest.
Emdmemmm

in a locale, covering Cal-
cutta and a fictional provincial
capital, Brahampore, resem-
bling an Indian litan
centre in UP or Bihar,
is entirely familiar to me. The
historical, political, social and
cultural nuances of the novel
are thus for me enormously
evocative. 1, however, find it dif-
ficult to understand how the
novel would strike an equivalent
resondnce in the United States
or even someone of my son's
muunfu-mminm:lnf
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Book Review of 'A Suitable Boy'

by Rehman Sobhan

Vikram Seth

the 1950's is just social history.
This is not to say that Tolstoy
= in Russian about Russia
at the time of the Napoleanie
Wars or Pasternak about the
Russian revolution or the out-
standing Latin Americans writ-
ing in Spanish, such as the Ar-
gentinian Gabriel Marquez or
the Peruvian politiclan-novelist,
Lhosa., the Mexican novelist
Carlos Fuentes or more re-
cently, the Chilean, Isabelle Al-
lende, cannot move audiences
outside Hispanic America with
the incandescent brillilance of
their writing, read even'in tran-
slation. However, such writers
have had to demonsirate out-
standing skills as creative
novelists who can tell a good
story, capture the grandeur of
historical events and weld these
together with considerable lin-
v Buistic skill into a literacy work
which leaves a lasting impact
on readers unfamiliar with the
context of such works.

My own impression is that,
however readable A Suitable
Boy is for me, it does not tell a
sufficiently captivating story nor

does it demonstrate the linguis-

tic felicity associated with the
writings of the more skilled
Indo-English writers or even
that demonstrated by Seth him-
self in the Golden Gate. The

style is entirely workman-like,
almost in the manner of a more
readable treatise in social his-
tory or a biography. There is lit-
tle poetry in this book which
brings a social setting, a land-
scape or a character to life with
a few evocative sentences. The
success of the novel must thus
rest on its subject matter,
structure and characterisation.
Here the fact that the novel
does not set out to tell a story

- seamless in its structure, whicl;

captures the attention of the
reader through the unfolding of
events reaching their culmina-
tion in some powerful event,
may itself deter a reader unfa-
miliar with th: context of the

novel. :

The story of A Suitable Boy is
really built around four fami-
lies, the Kapoors, the Mehras,
the Chatterjees, all bound to-
gether by marriage and the
family of the Muslim Nawab of
Baitar. a close friend of the
Kappors. Running through the
novel is the agonising search of
the widow, Rupa Mehra for a
suitable boy for her daughter
Lata Mehra, a student at Bra-
hampore University. The novel
begins with the marriage of
Savita Mehra, Lata's older sister
to Pran Kapoor, a teacher ol
English literature at Braham-
pore University and ends with
the marriage of Lata. To reveal
the boy found suitable for Lata
would be to take away the only
clement of suspense running
through the novel.

Built around this search by
Rupa Mehra for a suitable boy
is a quite evocative depiction of
Indian political history and so-
ciety seen from Calcutta and
Bihar or UP in 1952. The story
louches on the state of Indian
politics arising out of the pas-

sage of a bill to abolish the za-
mindart system and its impact
on the feudal families of
UP/Bihar. It also centres on the
degeneration of the Congress
Party into a party of corruption
and patronage, which drove
Pandit Nehru to submit his
resignation from the Congress
Party Working Committee and
even raised the possibility of his
resignation from the party. This
political episode is reflected in
the story of the senior Kapoor,
Revenue Minister in the Provin-
cial Government of Braham-
pore. Kapoor is piloting the
zamindari bill in the state legis-
lature thus creating tensions in
his relations with the Nawab of
Baitar. But Kapoor has also be-
come’ disillusioned with the
Congress to the point where he
resigns from the provincial
cabinet and becomes a member
of a rebel Congress Party in-

spired by the UP leader, Rafl
Ahmed Kidwai, one of Nehru's
closest associates in the move-
ment for Indian independence,
who had in 1952 actually re-
signed from the central cabinet
headed by Nehru.

The other historical theme
most effectively captured by
Seth was the communal tension
between the Muslims and
Hindu's which lingered on even
after the partition of India in
1947 in the Hindi speaking part
of India and how this impacted
on the family of the Kapoors
and that of their Muslim friends
both at the level of the fathers
and the sons. The communal
lenision in Brahampore provides
an element of suspense in the
search for the suitable boy
since Lata falls in love with a
Muslim boy, Kabir Durrani, an
attractive and out-going class-

‘mate of Lata’'s at the university
who is the son of Prof. Durrfani, -

a university mathematics tea-
cher of some distinction. Ano-
ther dimension of the com-
munal scene is captured in the
infatuation of Maan Kapoor, the

younger brother of Pran, with
the Muslim singer/courtesan
Sayeeda Begum and its impact
on the relationship between the
Kapoors and the family of the
Nawab of Baitar.

Built around these historical
themes is a quite well done evo-
cation of Calcutta of the 1950's.
Seths perspective on Calcutta is
epitomised in the family of Arun
Mehra, the older brother of
Savita and Lata, a quintessen-
tial Boxwallah working for a
British merchantile company,
drawn'on the lines of Andrew
Yule or Birds, bursting with the
pretensions associated with his
status as a brown sahib. Arun
and his social circle appear to
be metaphores for the varieties
of social life in post-colonial In-
dia. Similar social settings are
captured by Seth through his
depiction of the lives of particu-

lar characters in Brahampore
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and its rural hinterland.

This use of individuals to
represent social categories does
not always lend itself to the
formulation of well-developed
characters in this novel. About
the best developed of the char-
acters is the mother in search of
her suitable boy, Rupa Mehra.
who appears to be both poig
nant and ridiculous as every
mother in South Asia trying to
do her duty as a widow by gett
ing her daughters respectably
married, must appear to these
more fortunately situated The
other well-etched character is
Maan Kapoor who captures the
vacuity in the life of a younger
son lving in the shadow of a
lamous lather and a promising
bother. His relationship with
Sayeeda is one of the better
done sketches in the book.
Surprisingly. Lata the heroine,
emerges as a . rather flat
character, a pallid contrast to
her lively feminist friend at the
university. It Is surely im-
portant to develop a central
character who can rouse posi-
tive emotions either way. The
rest of the characters are little
more than two dimensional pro-
totypes of particular social
stereo-types: the old Muslim
nawab and his family. the
‘modern’ Calcutta Bramho fam-
ily of Justice Chatterjee into
which Arun Mehra is married,
the upwardly-mobile technocrat
with not quite the right social
graces working for a foreign

. rather unsubtly mo-
delled on Batas who is an
aspirant for Lata's hand, the
angry young Muslim private tu-
tor with radical | s who
spans the world of the village
and of lower middie class life in
Brahampore, even the crooked
but servile factotum of the
nawab. None of these charac-
ters stay in the mind though
they appear familiar to all who
have knowledge of that world.

This weakness in characteri-
sation is, however, amply com-
pensated by the skills with
which Seth captures the differ-
ent social milieus which are wo-
ven together in the tapestry of
this novel. The world of Firpos
and the saturday visit to the
races, in Calcutta, the hierar-
chical world of the factory town
of Prahapur/Batanagar, the old
city of Brahampore with its in-
tersect of Muslim and Hindu
live, the socio-economics of
small enterprise, the decaying
world of Muslim feudaligm and
the naunces of village life pro-
vide ample evidence of Seth's
skills, which contribute so
much to the book’s readability
at least to my generation or
even to a social historian.

The book itself does not re-
ally progress to a climax. The

of Lata is itself rather
anti-climatic. If there was any
climax as in the communal riot,
the 1952 elections or a critical
court scene, these do not merge
comfortably into the central
theme of the novel, the search
for a suitable boy, which I re-
gard as one of the weaknesses
of the book. This view, ofcourse,
may owe to my own rather
stereo-typed notions of what
constitutes a successful ‘block
buster novel, so other readers
may well Jay the book down
with the same sense of replete-
ness felt when we put down
War and Peace or Gone with the
Wind. However, | en-

joyed myself over the week that
I took to read the book and I

imagine that those of my gener-
ation for whom the scenes of

., with speci
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ABEYA Moyeen in her
recent book Kavi Syed
Ali Ahsan : Provaya Bai-
vabey has sought to critically
evaluate Syed Ali Ahsan as a

unhthemultprmmel

of the forties.

The first chapter — Oitjjya.
Jug O Jibon Prarochana
(Tradition, Age and Impetus for

pnﬂ.&yaduinhnnl-m_nf Life) — is the smallest of the

our foremost literary -
lities and scholars. He held
many eminent positions in life.
But his fame rests mainly on
his ou contributions to
literature, including poetical,
prose and critical works. He is
equally prominent in all these
three areas. He also enjoys a
reputation for being one of our
few leading art-critics. He has
published and is continuing to
write au hical reminis-
cences whu:_ch reflect wide di-
mensions of his experience, un-
derstanding of life, and knowi-
edge about various things
wh.ﬁ: will enrich the minds of
readers. Rabeya Moyeen has,
however, chosen to study one
part of his literary cnntrlhuuann
and present her findings sys-

tematically and lumuhtingly

| also find Rabeya Moyeen's
book very inspiring in the sense
that she has decided to write
about Syed All Ahsan during
his life time. Posthumous eval-
uations are possibly critically
more viable because these en-
able critics to judge authors
from a distance of thme, with de-
tachment. However, evaluations
undertaken during life time,
and if not deliberately and con-
certedly hostile or over-
in nature, are welcome tributes
paid to authors for thefr contri-
butions to the realm of litera-
ture. When they leave this world
for good. they leave with this
satisfaction that the time they
have employed for the cultiva-
tion of literature has not been
wasted.

Rabeya Moyeen's work is
quite an ambitious one and

tonsists of an enlightening in-

troduction, three
ters, facts aboutm

san's life, a bibliography of his
works and a list of references.
In the introduction the au-
thor has sought to succinctly
throw light on poetic move-
ments in Bengalli literature,
al attention to the
thirties and forties of this cen-
tury, mentioning the major po-
ets and that the poets
of the forties have not received

attention as such from either
critics or literary historians and
this has prompted her to under-
take this study with a view to
filling a gap in literary history.
Her view is that most lovers of
literature generally consider the
thirties as a decade, pay atten-
to it without considering
the forties as a distinct decade
in itself which contributed to

later developments in Bengali

poetry. She has decided to

india in 1952 still generates | analyse the characteristics of

powerful recollections, would |
share my pleasure. Prospective
readers should at least reserve
their copy at the British Coun-
cil. To invest in the Tk 1000/-
or more which this book will
cost on the Dhaka market will
demand a rather stronger level
of literary enthusiasm from

prospective readers. Whether at

all it will be read by a more con-
temporary generation and with
enthusiasm, in our part of the
world or by a non-South Asian
audience, will ofcourse deter-
mine whether Vikram Seth will
take his place as a suitable boy
to sit in the company of his lit-

ERENNIAL cartoon favo-
P urite Mickey Mouse,

" who has made billions
for the US-based Walt Disney
organisation, is faring second
best in his duel with a lesser-
known but feisty villager from
ancient Gaul.

Despite the odds, the French
comic book character Asterix is
managing to hold his own

Mouse and his
Disney friends who have in-
vaded French turf,

When Euro Disney, the fan-
tasy land of Disney characters
begun in' the United States as
Disneyland and Disney World,
opened at its sprawling site
outside Paris in April 1992, the
future appeared bleak for the

hectare Asterix Park.

Located near the town of

. 35 kilometres northeast of
'the French capital, the French
theme park suffered an initial
‘setback shortly after Euro
Disney was inaugurated.

From 1.3 million visitors in
1991, attendance dropped to
Just one million, forcing man-
agement to streamline opera-
tions, retrench personnel and
ﬂﬂ]mt Asterix for his biggest

- Now Asterix Park has sprung
back — to the chagrin of the

Asterix Trounces Mickey

Disney group — and the crowds
are once more heading for the
French cartoon character's lair.

Says Park director Nicholas
Perrard: "If the trend continues,
we will have 1.3 million visitors
for 1993 "

That's still small compared
with Euro Disney's more than
10 million visitors during its .
first year. But the 2,000 hectare
theme park al=o has huge
debts, and it now appears in,
need of restructuring itself if it
wants to take on its tinier
French competitor.

Perrard attributes the Park's
success to its strong French.
characteristics — and the popu-
larity of Asterix. According to a
1992 independent survey of
1,000 people in this country, 55

- per cent knew the comic book
hero, while 47 per cent knew
Mickey Mouse. “Asterix is popu-
lar also because it touches a
familiar chord in the hearts of

the French people: the side that *

loves the family and friends.
and also the chauvinist side,
the one that complains a lot
and picks up an argument very
easily,” says Perrard.

\in the early

The French homegrown Asterix Park holds its own

against

giant Euro Disn
Press Service reports from
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"It is (also) the side that does
not accept American culture in
particular.” he adds,

Since Asterix first appeared
1960s, the bemous-
tached little warrior has been
delighting cnildren and adults
allk¢ In France and in other
parts of the world.

The first comic book in a se-
ries called The Adventures of
Asterix appeared in 1961 and
sold 6,000 coples. By 1991, 29
titles had been created and over
250 million copies sold. Today,
Asterix comic books are trans-
lated into more than 40 lan-
guages including Korean,

the forties as a decade, having a
| distinct identity, by way of eval-
uating the poetical productions
of Syed Ali Ahsan. The poets of
the forties, she has pointed out,
deserve detailed critical consid-
eration and evaluation, adding
that only Farrukh Ahmed's ge-
nius and poetical productions
have been evaluated by Sunil
Kumar Mukhopadhaya, and
other eminent poets like Syed
All Ahsan and Ahsan Habib
have only received cursory
glances in short studies al-
though, as poets, they also have
a strong claim to a high position
in the pantheon of litterateurs.

| According to her, Syed Ali Ah-

Mouse

Greek, Hindi, Hebrew, Chinese
and Basque.

Created by illustrator Rene
Goscinny and writer Albert
Uderzo, Asterix’'s storyline is set
in the year 50 B C, when Gaul
was occupied by Roman in-
vaders for one tiny vil-
lage inhabited by Asterix and
other Gauls, ancestors of the
French.

' Thanks to a magic potion
giving them super-human pow-
ers, Asterix and his friend
Obelix lead the villagers in re-
sisting the Roman occupiers.

These days, people the world
over are unable to resist the
charms of Asterix and find
modern-day analogies to their
struggle for self-determination
in the face of an over-whelming
occupying army.

"Every time | come to
France, | come to Asterix Park.”
says Nabila Abdal-Aziz from
Saudi Arabia. "1 have gone to
Euro Disney and it's all right.
But everyone likes it better
here. It's cheaper.”

- Entrance fee at Asterix Park
is 150 francs for adults (some
US#$17) compared to 250 francs

for the Euro Disney.

The Asterix Park offers sev-
eral attractions, rides, thrills,
including a splash 8-me-
tre waterfall and the largest.
roller coaster in Europe that
turns the riders upside down
seven times, and s them
through double loops and
twists.

“I've already tried all the at-
tractions, but the one | like best
is the ‘Flying Carpet'. That one
made my heart pop.,” says
Frenchman Francis Diaha, still
walking unsteadily after a vig-
orous spin In the giant saucers
‘Magic Cauldrons’,

Asterix Park also has a
‘Streets of Paris’ section, which
guides the visitor through the

~ Gallo-Roman world and through

different periods in French his-
tory from the Middle Ages to the

20th ury.
Thzﬁ'n:re'u 'Asterix Village '

a cluster of huts where the
mighty hero and his friends live.
At any moment, Asterix or the
other characters emerge from
their huts to mingle with the
pubilic.

“In the Park, we make the

visitors participants in the ad-
ventures, not jult onlookers

and spectators,” says press offi-
cer Marylene Litoul.

three chapters. In this chapter,
the author has enumerated the
characteristics of the forties as
a literary decade and has tried
to ascertain Syed Al Ahsan's
position in it. She has marked
him out as a poet of this decade
and considered the earliest
phase of his poetical career
which she has described as the
preparatory stage for a mature
poetic style and sensibility
without which the poet cannot
be properly evaluated.

The second chapter — Kavi
Manash O ja Sadhana (the
Mind of the Poet and His Poeti- .
cal Career] — is by far the
largest of the three chapters
and is divided into eight sec-
tions which severally throw
light on the poet's modernism,
his love for loneliness, his bor-
rowings and his art of assimilat-

them and diverse li
i ences at work in him, his
alertness to words, his response
to feminine beauty, his pen-
chant for physical love, for love
itself, his approach (o the ocean
and his poetic (ranslations.
While commenting on and
analysing Ali Ahsan's moder-
nity, the author has carefully
pointed out what qualities con-
stitute modemnity and to what
extent the poet's verses reflect
these and, in the context of his
experiments. referred to Euro-
pean art-movements such as
impressionism. cubism. etc. In
the rest of the sections as well,
the author has offered a de-
tailed analysis of the various
aspects of the poet's art and
predilections, quoted from sig-
nificant verses and from the
poet's own pronouncements
made at various times in differ-
ent contexts in support of her
assertions. For example, while

discussing loneliness, she has -

pointed out that like other feel-
ing hearts, Ali Ahsan has also
created a chamber of loneliness
in his own heart. .

In the third section the au-
thor has thrown light on the in-
fluences of such native and for-

~ eign poets as Rabindranath,

Farrukh Ahmed, Whitman,
Eliot, etc. on Ali Ahsan, includ-
ing those whom the poef has
not mentioned in his autobio-
graphical writings and inter-

views, such as Jibonananda -

Das, Sudhin Dutta, Mohitlal
Majumber, etc. While comment-

ing on Ali Ahsan's alertness to

words, Rabeya Moyeen has
drawn attention to his love for
words and inclirration to exper-

‘iment with them in his verses.

The poet's response to beauty,
to physical love and to love itself
has been discussed in the fifth,
sixth and seventh sections. As
usual, the author has referred
to particular poems which
highlight the poet's profound in-
fatuation for feminine beauty,
his burning desire for physical
love and his nal realiza-
tions about love, The eighth
section is concerned with Al
Ahsan's about the ocean
and throws light on his preoc-
cupation with the ocean which
has a profound significance for
him. The ninth and last section
deals with the poet's transla-
tions from Igbal, Yvan Goll,
Whitman. Merecith, German
poets, Sandesh-Rasak, Chaura-

_ Ppanchasika, Mirgabati, Madhu
Malati,” Padmabaltic¢, etc., and
the very considerable contribu-
tion made in this field.

The third — the second larg-
est chapter — 'Kavitar Kala-
prakaushal’ — deals with the
technique and technicalities of
poetry and is divided into two
sections entitled 'the Creative
Inspiration for Poetry’ and the
‘Construction of Poetry'. The
second section is again divided
into six sub-sections which sev-
erally deal with words, rhythm,
sentence, simile, metaphor, im-

, style, etc. The author has
very skilfully ‘considered the
technical aspects of verse which
do not only throw light on Ali
Ahsan's mastery over these, but
also demonstrate the author's
own understanding of these as-
pects.

The sections dealing with
Syed Alli Ahsan's biographical
details, his works and refer-
ences will be very helpful to fu-
ture students, critics re-
searchers and lovers of the

" Syed Ali Ahsan emerges from
this book as indeed a very ac-
complished poet. | om the
point of view of trad:ion and
individual talent. he truly fulfills
T S Eliot's definition by his
conscious adherence to tradi-
tion which "iInvolves, in the first

the historical senag”,’
“involves a

place .
which

again percep-
tion. not only of the pastness of

the past. but of its presence;
the historical sense compels a
man (o write not merely

his own generation In
bones, but with a feeling that
the whole of the Hterature of
Europe.... and within it the
whole of the literature of his
own country has a simultane-
ous existence and compels a
simultaneous order”.

Syed Ali Ahsan is a modern
poet. but in his poetry we notice
a mixture of romanticism and
classicism. We find in it es-
capism. love for village life, an-
imals, and also love for order
and restraint. From the begin-
ning of his poetical career love
and women. memory and
wakefulness, senise of existence
and self-awareness, experience
and philosophy found their
places in his poetry. His ulti-
mate poetic aim is to reach a
stale of mind unassailed by
doubt. .

By critically evaluating Syed
Ali Ahsan as a poet In this re-
markable book, Rabeya Moyeen
has established herself as a
considerable critic of our time.
She has been meticulously ana-
lytieal, historical and compara-
tive in her assessment of Ali
Ahsan as a poet and her com-
ments and conclusions are
based on a profound under-
standing of the poet's work and
his sensibility and also of the
many authors of the past and
the present. By identifying, the
forties as a distinct literary
decade and forcefully asserting
it for the first time, she has not
only emerged as a pioneer In
the realm of literary criticism
but also earmarked a re-
spectable place for herself in the
history of literature. Her vo-
cabulary is rich, and her lan-
guage equal to her thoughts;
The book u ’
her utmost effort to understand
the mind and art of Syed All
Ahsan as a poet and, at the
same time, displays her own
wide-ranging scholarship. She
has traversed quite a vast range
of literature in order to deter-
mine properly the poet's posi-
tion vis-a-vis other contempo-
rary poets.

However, Rabeya Moyeen's
critical terms are not wide-
ranging. She does not display
any awareness of the modern
trends in criticism — awareness
of the challenging developments
in European criticism which
could have added new dimen-
sions to her approach. While
writing the book she has been
in close touch with the poet
which has a positive side in that
she received assistance in un-
derstanding his poetry, the
working of his mind and in
tracing and understanding the
influepces which were at work
in shaping his poetic genius.
But such an association has a
negative side as well in that the
critic rans the risk of being in-
fluenced by the poet in her
judgement and become a
‘charmed critic' rather than an
objective one.

Excepting the weaknesses of
His earlier works, Rabeya Moy-
een does not refer to any weak-
ness in the poet's later works
and it points to her weakness
as a critic since she ignores the
ups and downs in the achieve-
ments of a literary artist. At
times Ali Ahsan a tobe a
little too self-conscious as an
artist. In prder to be a more
properly detached critic in the
western sense, Rabeya Moyeen
will have to control her sense of
admiration in her future critical
‘works and has to rigorously
avoid being poetical. Unlike a
critic's her appeal, at times,

_tends to be more to the heart

rater than to the head. She has
been understandably ambiva-
lent 'in assigning ce to
Syed All Ahsan and Farrukh

Ahmed as poets of the forties.

Apart from these Rabeya
Moyeen's language is fittingly

‘powerful and racy and carries

the readers along with it rather
forcefully. And taking every-
thing together, 1 have no hesita-
tion in asserting that Kavi Syed
Ali Ahsan : Provaya Baivabey is
one of the very few remarkable
critical works of our time and
an admittedly piloneering work
which has very admirably pre-
pared the ground for a proper
appreciation and evaluation of
Syed All Ahsan as a poet. A very

t poet in his own rl"n.
Syed All Ahsan is also promi-
nent as a prose writer and a
critic. Before concluding | would
like to request Rabeya Moyeen
to undertake the evaluation od
All Ahsan also as a critic and

m'“'“ﬂ¢



