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 As I Cannot Forget 
As I cannot forget I visit the same place again and again 

and I spread there a few pollens of my heart.

Particles of memory fly hither and thither 

I remember, I told her five years back 

Just here, in the same place in an anxious voice   'I have crossed the vast barren fields 

And reached this landing for you only.'

Right now the sun will cease to shine as old age bloats life.

Birds returning to nests form a grey  necklace and 

remind me many times from the smoked sky

'You have very little of your time.'

I look at the eventide with my indifferent eyes 

you are quickly declining as the dusk declines 

you are absorbed in a game with soul, 

I know you will come out of this illusion in no time. 

I dreamt of a unique landing, but now I am sitting on an odd one

Nightmares encircle me from all around.

Someone weeps not too far from here and 

wail that his entire paddy has been burnt

One moonstruck poet  reproaches me saying that 

I worshipped her with flowers five years ago 

and later on got withdrawn to remain busy in  meetings and processions.

Does it really suit a poet?

 I reply, 'I am not very far away, only a little apart.

I have vested my poems with the rights to squeeze 

my bones and marrow everyday and

bestow all glories on her.'

In the Land of Sub-consciousness
Are the clusters of flowers in full bloom

in his land of sub-consciousness?

The man cannot make out at all when evening falls upon the land.

Complexities grow and he roams in darkness like a blind man 

sometimes to his right and sometimes to his left.

A bison of fear chases him from his right

he does not understand.

When dark cloud gathers in the sky

and when there is a report of slaughter  

in the street in the broad daylight 

or when there is a disorder he takes himself to be the offender and 

falls prey to a disease that he caters in mind.

Especially the night appears putting on a face of danger 

walls around him advance and grin their sharpened teeth 

and claws aimed at him.

Hours of sleeplessness suffocate him and 

he finds death to be a great ally.

Sometimes there appears under the shadow of sub-consciousness 

a garden that enchants him.

Illusive hands approach him with incomparable entwining fingers.

The sun bites and inflicts pain on him

An ointment of moonshine takes the burning away 

When he lies down on the grasses 

to watch  the conference of stars.

Stories of olden days come out in bubbles 

to mingle into the grey storehouse of engrossed memories.

Dusts fly around for a while and an outline of face

comes out a hundred faces and

gets thickened to grow into his own heart.

 In the moment next, an uncontrollable mongoose 

starts agitation in his mind.

The man gets terribly scared and covers his face 

Sometimes he looks through his fingers, fear trembles,

many scary things may appear right now.

Suddenly he eyes on an unfortunate dead body

Floating in the pale light of the moon.

Whose corpse is this?

He imagines the unfortunate man

whose name will never be known.

Or is it his own dead body?

Translated by Andalib Rashdie  
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T HE Bangla books written elaborately on 
the 1857's Great Rebellion in India are not 
many. Among a few of these worth men-

tioning there are Promothnath Bishi's novel 
Lalkella (The Red Fort), Utpal Dutt's play Tota 
(The Cartridge) and, in recent time, Rahman 
Chowdhury's Mohabidroho O Shamrat Bahadur 
Shah (The Great Rebellion and the Emperor 
Bahadur Shah). This book has been published by 
the Bangla Academy in 1995. For its diction, 
analysis of history and depiction of characters, 
this play stands out from the recent Bangla plays 
in our country.

The Great Rebellion in 1857, which is only a 
Sepoy Rebellion to the English historians, was 
first national revolt against British colonial rule. It 
shook the base of the British reign over India.

Two unsuccessful rebellions against British 
rule occurred at  Baharmpure and Barackpur 
where the mutineers lost their jobs. Then on 10th 
May, 1857, the first successful mutiny broke out at 
Meerut  cantonment. The Indian scopes refused 
to bite open the cartridge of the new enfold rifle. 
Because the cartridge was rumored to be 
greased with cow and pig fat. The former is 
sacred to Hindus and the latter is unclean to 
Muslims. The prophecy spread by Fakirs, a 
Muslim rebel group, that India will be ruled by a 
foreign power for a hundred years, gave spiritual 
support to the mutineers at the centenary of the 

Battle of Plasscy. Having killed some British 
officers there one and a half thousand sepoys on 
horseback travelled the whole night to Delhi. On 
11th May morning they reached the Red Fort, 
Emperor Bahadur Shah's palace.

The play starts here in Bahadur Shah's cham-
bers with the Emperor, himself a poet, discussing 
poetry with the great poet Mirza Ghalib of his 
court. Bahadur Shah was a titular emperor and 
pensioner of the East India Company. As all the 
power rested with the company, the eighty four-
year old Mughal emperor took consolation from 
poetry and music. The company even did not 
bother to guard his palace with enough soldiers.

After reaching the Red Fort the mutineers 
wanted to meet the emperor and demanded talks 
with him. But Bahadur Shah refused them. They 
killed the guard, entered his court by force and 
prostrated themselves before the trembling 
emperor. They declared him emperor of inde-
pendent India and wanted his approval of the 
mutiny. It took some time for the emperor to 
overcome his hesitation and region self-control. 
Thus, in that stormy moment of history, Bahadur 
Shah stood at the helm of the first national revolt 
of India.

The rebels had all the moral support from the 
people at large. But there always remain some to 
pull the wheel of history behind. In the next scene 
we see some conspirators such as Nawab 
Zaiuddin, Moulovi Rajjab Ali, Hakim Ahsan Ullah, 
Banian Shiu Prashad and Banian Devi Singh 
discussing things against the mutineers. There is 

no usual vilain artificially imposed in this drama. 
Every conspirator's role is set against the back-
drop of historical course of events. Each of them 
presents the reason of his own role. For instance, 
Banian  Shiu Prashad says that in the company's 
rule there is law and individual's right is protected 
which was absent under the Mughal. Hakim 
Ahsan Ullah, a selfishly clever man, says, in one 
sense rightly, that everyone serves his own 
purpose.

In the fourth scene the playwright has exposed 
the conflict in the heart of Zinat Mahal, the youn-
gest wife of the emperor. On the one hand she 
deeply hopes for the independence of India and 
on the other she is worried about the future of her 
son Zoan Bakht as the next emperor. So once she 
shows outright loyalty towards her husband and 
thus towards the rebels. But later, as a concerned 
mother, she tries to reach a secret deal with the 
company. In the next scene we see Prince Mirza 
Mughal, commander of the army, represent the 
decaying Mughal dynasty with all its false pride 
and moral downfall. Inexperience, loose morality 
and wasteful life-styles of the princes leads to the 
mutineers' continued defeats. The number of the 
rebel soldiers increased day by day but they 
failed to win against a small numbers of com-
pany's soldiers. The difference of power between 
the Mughal and the company is clear when Major 
Srigram says, "Dear Prince, the days of swords 
are gone. Now war is done with guns and 
cannous. Learn how to shoot, Sir. Since now the 
sword will only decorate your wall." Here comes 

the brave, experienced and skillful military officer 
Bakhat Khan, head of the Berily force. He along 
with his large strong force reached the palace of 
Delhi on the 2nd July and was appointed as head 
of the army by the emperor replacing Mirza 
Mughal. This rekindled the glimmer of hope 
among the mutineers, but made the princes 
unhappy and envious. So a conspiracy by them 
ensues against him. They plan to set Ghaus 
Mohammad, head of the Nimokh force, against 
Bakht Khan.

This split within the rebel force is exploited in 
full by the traitors like Hakim Ahsan Ullah. The 
traitors even try to spoil this struggle for inde-
pendence by provoking communal riot between 
Muslims and Hindus. In addition to the acute 
financial problems among the rebels, relationship 
between Ghaus Mohammad and Bakht Khan 
turns bitter and bitter. To prevent the approaching 
victory of the company's force, all the opposing 
rebel groups tried to reunite themselves for an all-
out attack for the last time. But by then it was too 
late.

Company's force crushed the rebels' last futile 
attempts and marched victorious into the Red 
Fort. One hundred fifty million Indians lost at the 
hands of a paltry forty thousand British soldiers. 
Despite having all the sincerity and the deepest 
kind of patriotism, the rebels embraced defeat 
instead of victory for their internal conflicts, nar-
row self-interest and jealousy against each other. 
The mutineers headed for Lucknow to reorganize 
and keep fighting against British rule. But the fate 

of India's next ninety  years under the British was 
sealed there that day at Red Fort.

In last scene the sorrows of  Zinat Mahal, 
Bakht Khan and Bahadur Shah sudden our 
hearts deeply. Yet above all we see Bahadur 
Shah shines not only as a great emperor, but a 
great man too. In spite of all his faults Bakht Khan 
is the epitome of patriotism. And in Zinat Mahal 
cries the heart of Mother India.

Though for writing a historical drama the 
dramatist need not be true to history in all 
aspects, Rahman Chowdhury has followed the 
historical events almost in detail except in some 
dialogues. But it is not a more drawing of those 
past days. The objective of the playwright has 
been to show the reasons of failure of the Great 
Rebellion. That he has done through clashes of 
ago between characters, their sorrows and joys 
and individual passions.

On June 30, 1857 after fifty days of the 
mutiny's eruption at Meerut, Karl Mark, while in 
London, wrote, "The rebels at Delhi are very likely 
to succumb without any prolonged resistance. 
Yet, even them, it is only the prologue of a most 
terrible tragedy that will have to be enacted.' And 
this prologue is also a most terrible tragedy in 
itself, Rahman Chowdhury's Mohabidroho 0 
Shamrat Bahadur Shah is quite heartfelt and 
remarkable in its depiction of that unforgettable 
event in India's history.

Rahman Chowdhury's play Mohabidroho O Shamrat Bahadur Shah

NARAYAN GUPTA

There are many well intentioned people who call 
for unity amongst people who just "proclaim" 
justice.  This is admirable. They are right on mark 
when they say, "United we stand, divided we fall."  
Immediately, the question crops up: What unity?  
Unity for what, with whom and against what?

Unity for unity's sake can and will, in most 
cases, be perilous.  History teaches this.  There 
are more than sufficient examples in the pages of 
history.  Just take a few accounts which are 
reliable: The ethnic Germans were united, as 
strong as they could be in the1920s, more in the 
1939s, even more solid and confident in early 
forties.  What happened to the thousand year old 
Reich of the Germans?  That did not last even a 
thousand days and the united efforts of God 
fearing Germans took at least 50 millions of lives 
of innocent people, many their own folks.  Herr 
Hitler was no less God fearing (in his mind) than 
Vibekananda or Sant Kabir.  Alas, what a misdi-
rected and well-intentioned unity can lead men to.  
In recent times, God-daring Pol Pot forged unity 
amongst the like-minded Cambodians with the 
solid support of a Billion (yes, Billion) Chinese.  
What was the result of such misdirected unity?  
Even more recently, Ayatollah Khomeini's follow-
ers were solidly behind the Shia cleric in their war 
against Sunni Iraq.  Net result?  Few millions 
reached the arms of the Almighty.  Both sides 
chanted in the same Ashmani language "Hail the 
Lord" while believing that each side will be wel-
comed in Heaven by dancing damsels.  Were 
there damsels at all as promised?  With open 
mind try to assess for a moment, please, setting 
aside all distaste against men you consider 
ignorant, Jaban or Kafir, etc.  Also, can we forget 
the events in South Asia in the forties and seven-
ties that took a heavy toll and rendered millions 
homeless?  Have we ever seen a word of repen-
tance from any quarter?  Remember Rwanda-
Burundi? And Biafra? 

What I say is this: Unity for a cause not benefi-
cial to human being in this mortal world can be 
perilous.  A mere offer of a reward after death is of 
little value.  If there is a solid guarantee that there 
will be a berth in Heaven and pretty Arabic 
Damsels/Houris will be washing my feet, I will 
certainly consider taking orders from any cleric.

The problem is this: We all have the ability to 
think, seek truth, ask for proof and even dissent. 
That is the reason, we have in this age a Fleming 
(Penicillin fame) among us whose efforts saved 
lives of dear ones. There is an Einstein (theory of 
relativity fame), whose works enables us to enjoy 
the level of comfort you and I both like - in spite of 
many misapplication of science. Why ten million 
Bangladeshis (given opportunity, there would 
have been 100 million in India) apply for entry for 
Lottery Visa to the non-Muslim (all the time 
accused of being anti-Muslim with some degree 
of validity) USA and Canada?  Because, we are 
all hedonist more or less.  After the prayers are 
performed, we all like TV programs - sitcom or 
soap operas, air conditioned room, chordless 
phone, an Internet connection, a medicine for 
diabetes and asthma and even caviar on toast.  

Do we not? 
Did you ever think that if Newton, Einstein, 

Khyyam, Abdus Samad,  Mendelef, Jagadish 
Chandra Bose, Wright Brothers, Marconi, Steve 
Hawkins, Russell, Curie, Krishnamurthy, Raman, 
Bill Gates and tens of thousands truth seekers 
were praying seven times a day or chanting 24 
hours in a row or if they had spent their formative 
years at Madrassass, were you and I been able to 
this level of progress?

The world is very demanding these days. 
Everybody want a proof.  "Proof and proof, no 
hearsay please!" is the order of the day.  Will you 
hire someone to perform surgery on you unless 
you are sure he/she has right credentials?  So, let 
us have a single proof of the all wild claims like 
parting of the Red Sea, Crossing of the Palk Strait 
by a Hanuman, the Smiling Bengali Houris in the 
Heaven speaking in Arabic tongue.  If there are 
no proof, let us talk about something else, like 
Salman Khan, Juhi Chowla, Urmila Matandkar, 
huh?  How about establishing an automated Tabij 
(amulet) Factory - a Tabij that will cure cancer, 
malaria, impotency and even hair loss?  I have 
seen such devices are sold in Chittagong-bound 
or Darjeeling-bound trains. Or, Pani Para (so 
called hydro therapy)or Dhajbhanga Gooly 
(tablet) that are the fastest growing profession in 
South Asia!

There is little harm in offering routine prayers 
or seeking help from cosmic sources.  The trou-
ble arises when in the real world we see most 
advocates of one or other religion are holding 
daggers at each others - all with the belief that 
they are serving Him.  Secondly, seldom do I 
notice that any God-fearing person come and 
stand up and take responsibility for the crimes 
their folks have committed over thousands years, 
including this very moment.

Readers, do you care to know that the worst 
enemies of God are His trusted followers, believe 
me.  It will take thousand years of damage control 
to have the records cleaned.  Let that start today, 
with a pledge that inspired thousands - ".....Hindu 
Na Muslim Jiggashey Konjan?"  Can we pledge 
not to harm anyone if he/she fails to live up to 
every single Sutras/Suras of a  thousand year old 
doctrine - however divine that doctrine may be? 
Shakta Proshna, Tai Na (difficult question, isn't 
it?)?

The Spiritualists amongst us who want to 
distance themselves from the crazy fundamental-
ists but it is hard to skim out what they stand for 
and what they are opposed to.  Their blood 
remains cool, some of them admit, when a child is 
tossed by faithful mob into raging fire.  When that 
was happening in Bhiwandi, many educated 
Bhaktas (disciples) felt the same way, they just 
watched from the comfort of a balcony and went 
to perform their Pujas.

Spiritualists claim that they love "justice."  The 
crux of the matter is what is just and what is not. If 
that can be sorted out the rest is straight forward 
and not so complicated.  We have seen the rise of 
nations based on developing consciousness.  I 
do not say everything ancient must be discarded.  
Even this day, most Medical students have to take 
the Hypocritus Oath. Not because it is old or 

sacred, because it passes the test of the modern-
day needs and values. Shall we re-visit the days 
of witch hunting/burning, or widow burning, or eye 
gouging or stoning to death - the justice pre-
scribed in illegible scripts by Barbaric Monks or 
Naked Sadhus or Wondering Nomads some 
2500 years or 1400 years ago

If that answer is unqualified Y-E-S, then there 
is no need to continue any further. Come to think 
of it, did how many wise guys stand up and pro-
tect poet Taslima Nasreen from the Dhaka mob 
that went after her head for her "crimes" for stand-
ing up for the minities and seeking review of 
Shariat "Laws"?   By over relying on thousand-
year old doctrine, we have build up a society in 
South Asia where a man well known for his thiev-
ery gets elected to the Sangsad (National 
Assembly) from five ridings and given red carpet 
welcome to the highest place of worship. But 
when a would be assassin aims at the life of poet 
Shamsur Rahaman chanting "Hail the Lord," the 
clerics have no time to condemn such acts.  What 
we see today in this 21st century is wall-to-wall 
injustices in many part of the Third World.  If these 
acts were committed "In the name of Religion," 
there would have been some consolation.  The 
fact of the matter is that more than half of these 
crimes are committed "In Accordance" to the 
dictums of one or other religion. 

Apparently, it looks as though that this conflict 
is between atheism v. theism or Vedas v. Hadis.  
But it is not necessarily so.  The real conflict is the 
concept of justice we pretend to know and what 
we think to be so dear to us all.  The word may 
mean due process to some while to the psycho-
logical dwellers of caves it means the enforce-
ment of some questionable divine codes devel-
oped to serve the inhabitants of tribes who may 
have just left the caves or are still semi- canni-
bals. 

The problem is the wide hiatus between the 
concepts (often interpretations) of Justice.  Will 
anyone stand up and loudly tell friends in clear 
conscious that the codes once prescribed by the 
Monks, the half naked Sadhus and the Nomads 
need to be re evaluated even though  some of 
them are said to have fallen from God's mouth?  If 
you dare say this, you are an instant Humanist.  
Everything else will be inconsequential.If you 
hesitate, then you possibly belong to the tradition-
alists Sermonbaj (Fatwabaz) gang.  According to 
them, widow burning is okay, gouging of eyes of 
convicts (by religious courts) is welcome, burning 
of so-called witches is fine, taking a nine-year old 
child as wife to satisfy lust is something not to 
worry about.

For every noble action there must be a noble 
intentions behind this.  The destinations are 
same for most of us - the well being and eternal 
bliss for all.  Please think about this: if you want to 
go to Singapore, please board a boat destined for 
Singapore.  If you board a ship for Karachi, I 
doubt if it will ever take you to Singapore however 
strong your intention may be.

Narayan Gupta writes from Maryland, USA.

Some random but coherent thoughts 
on becoming Ubermensch…

Atwood has had a busy year. The furor following 
the publication of her fall 2000 novel, The Blind 
Assassin,  has been intense. A bestseller in many 
countries almost before it hit the stores, interna-
tional reviews for The Blind Assassin were almost 
unanimously fawning. A week before our inter-
view, the novel won England's Booker Prize, one 
of the most coveted literary prizes in the world 
and an award for which three of Atwood's previ-
ous novels had been nominated: The 
Handmaid's Tale, Cat's Eye and Alias Grace.

Confident and beautiful at 61, Atwood meets 
our camera head on. "Enough of that," she says 
to our photographer cheerfully, after too long in 
one pose.  "Now we're going to try this," and she 
curls her legs under her lithely and elegantly and 
smiles for the camera.

Finally, with the motor drive is still pounding 
away, she turns, smiles brightly and says, "Ta da!" 
which the photographer understands to mean, 
"We have completed this portion of our program." 
She has said it lightly, as though making a happy 
remark, but she's also sprung to her feet and 
refocused her attention on me.  Gentle, yet firm 
and sure. No feelings are hurt, but she has 
achieved what she desired. Confident and 
assured:  Atwood at her very best and, in many 
ways, just the Atwood we've come to love through 
her work.

"Are you finished with the interview?" asks her 
assistant. And while I'm about to answer in the 
affirmative, Atwood interjects. "No. We're going to 
talk a bit longer." And what interviewer would 
argue with that?

She tells me that she feels we haven't talked 
enough about the current book. "Everyone has 
been talking about the book," I tell her. "I wanted 
to talk about you."

So she tells me a story about the book. The 
sort of story that won't have gotten lots of ink yet, 
because it happened late in The Blind Assassin's 
publishing history. Something that is useful to me 
because no one has said much about it yet and 
it's different and interesting and it makes a good 
story. And if there's one thing Atwood under-
stands, it's the making of a good story.

Sometimes it's hard to imagine a literary world 
without Margaret Atwood in it. Sometimes it's 
difficult to think of a time when her name was not 
only a household world, but also one that was 
shrouded in the exotic mystery that goes with 
something absolutely new and therefore some-
what dangerous. From the time of the publication 
of her first novel, The Edible Woman in 1969, 
Atwood's voice was strong, clear and different.

She had invented herself not only as a writer, 
but as a writer that wanted to tell her stories in her 
own way.  There was really little choice. As she 
says now, when she first got the idea she wanted 
to be a writer "there were no living role models," 
for a young Canadian woman. In many ways, The 
Blind Assassin feels like the culmination of all of 

those years of original storytelling in all of the 
mediums that Atwood has chosen: fiction,  non-
fiction, literary essay and review and, of course, 
poetry, for which she is also renowned. The Blind 
Assassin is a multilayered mosaic of a novel that 
reaches epic proportions in its dealings with 
human relationships and understanding. The 
main narrator in The Blind Assassin is Iris Chase 
Griffen, a woman near the end of her life madly 
trying to capture her own story before it's too late.

We met with Atwood in her hotel suite in 
Vancouver where she was in town doing a special 
event for the Vancouver Writer's Festival. She 
was keen to talk about her muse, her craft and the 
road that has led her to become one of the most 
celebrated and admired authors in the world. 
Interviewed by Linda Richards 

Linda Richards: I didn't realize until recently 
that you were a Radcliffe girl.
Margaret Atwood: Well, sort of. Not really. Here's 
what happened. I went to graduate school at 
Harvard in 1961. At that point in time the Radcliffe 
graduate school was still separate from the 
Harvard graduate school, although the classes 
were all the same. That very year they amalgam-
ated so, technically, I have my A.M. from Radcliffe 
but it was the same as Harvard and the next year 
it become officially Harvard. Then I went to 
Harvard for three more years. Radcliffe remained 
the women's undergraduate college, but the 
graduate schools amalgamated. So, technically, 
that's true. But in actual fact, there wasn't any 
difference.
You've been very fortunate and this has been 
a wonderful year, but seeing your CV made 
me think about something I always say: 90 per 
cent of good luck or good fortune is hard 
work. And you've really done the work in so 
many ways.  That's part of it. It seems as 
though you really were setting up for this 
amazing career.
[Laughs] I think the hardest work as a student that 
I ever did was writing the grade 13 exams in 
Ontario in 1957. I don't think it's the same any-
more, but at that time they were province-wide 
exams. They were marked blind. Nothing you had 
done during the year counted. It was just make or 
break: one exam. And they were all held within a 
period of about two weeks in the high school gym 
which had no air conditioning and it was just 
unbelievable. On that depended whether you 
went to university, what university you went to: all 
of these things. I was so pressured. I kept a jar of 
Noxema in the freezer. I used to come home and 
take it out and rub this frozen Noxema all over my 
face to clear my mind and then get hard at it 
studying again. I wrote two more exams than the 
number actually needed because I didn't think my 
Latin marks were going to be that good. Latin too?

Oh, you had to have Latin to get into Honors 
English then. That was just as well because my 
science marks were actually very good. [Laughs] 

The top of all of my marks were in botany and 
zoology. And in those days they took marks off for 
spelling. They took half a mark off for each spell-
ing mistake and I was always a speller by ear.
So you're a good speller or you're not a good 
speller?
I was not a good speller. I'm a better speller now, 
but I'm still [Shrugs]. A lot of writers are like that. 
They hear words but they don't necessarily see 
them. I wasn't an atrocious speller, but I made 
enough mistakes that it took my mark down.

It's funny, though, because people associate 
the whole spelling thing with writing so much. 
When I was a kid, my mom would say: How can 
you be a writer if your spelling is so bad? And she 
didn't really understand that the two weren't 
related.
My mother said: If you want to be a writer, maybe 
you should learn to spell. [Laughs] And I said: 
Others will do that for me. And they do. Either it's 
the real person editor, or it's the little man hiding in 
the computer who comes out and waves his 
hands at you and underlines your things with 
squiggly lines.
Did you always know you wanted to be a 
writer? No, I didn't. I knew from the age of 16, but 
before that, no. I did write the way most children 
write. As quite a young child I wrote. But then I 
didn't. For years. I had no interest in it. I read a lot, 
but I never thought I would be a writer. From about 
the ages of, say, seven to 16. I had other interests. 
At 16 I just started writing.  Don't ask me why. I 
don't know. Looking back, you could say I always 
read. I always read a lot. I read voraciously. But I 
did not in my mind translate that voracious read-
ing into writing.
And you were attacked by the muse at 16?
[Laughs] My own version is that a big thumb came 
out of the sky and said: You. And everybody at 
that time,  which was 1956 in Toronto, Ontario -- 
which was not the multicultural metropolis that it 
is today, but was a rather provincial limited town. 
And I was at what was  as the most boring high 
school in the city.  Although it was quite a good 
high school, but it was not pulsating with creative 
energy of that kind. Everyone thought I was a bit 
crazy.
For wanting to be a writer?
Well, apparently I was rash enough to actually 
say, in the high school cafeteria to my group of 
friends, that I was going to be a writer. Says one of 
my high school friends who told me this. I don't 
remember, but she said that we were all eating 
our little bag lunches with our packed sandwiches 
and apples and apparently I said this.
They all pictured you in a beret and...
They all thought I was completely berserk. It 
wasn't even berets: nobody had a clue. We only 
took dead people. And usually dead English 
people. A few dead American people. So as far as 
anybody knew, there only was one Canadian 
writer and that was Stephen Leacock. and I still 
don't know why I did that.
And then you aligned your life for that.
Then I aligned my life to it. Once I was converted, 
once I'd had this conversion experience in the 
football field -- there wasn't a game going on at 
the time. [Laughs] It  was just the way I used to 
walk home. Once that had happened, I did try to 
arrange my life to make that possible.
And you did.
And I did. But it wasn't always terrifically easy, 
because there was no obvious thing to do. There 
were no creative writing schools that I knew about 
at that time. It was very early days.
And role models?
Well, there were no living role models. Luckily, we 
did study the English curriculum and therefore I 
knew there were such people as Jane Austen and 
the Brontë s and George Eliot. Then I got hold of 
modern short stories and there was Katherine 
Anne Porter. There were people and there were 
female poets that I We took Elizabeth Barrett 
Browning for instance. None of them were con-
temporary, but that was the way of the school 
curriculum most of the time.
Is that something you have an awareness of 
now?
That there was such a dearth of role models then 
and the fact that you are a role model for many 
young writers now.

Yeah. It's a bit heavy. [Laughs] I never wanted 
to be a role model because role models, when I 
went to this very Radcliffe/Harvard of which you 
speak, that term had just come in. And what it 
really meant was that you had to dress in suits, 
with a little feminine touch [indicates perhaps a 
scarf at the throat] to show that you were a girl. 
You had to have nice manners and you had to 
have a service mentality. I mean, they're all very 
good things, but not very useful from writers, if 
you see what I mean.
Not very useful for living, maybe.
Well, I think they're fine for living if you wanted to 
be a dean in a university and be an example to 
young people. I didn't see what I was doing as 
necessarily what other people ought to do in 
order to live a proper sort of life.
And now?
I wouldn't necessarily tell people that they should 
pursue a career in writing if they want a pension 

and a guaranteed income. It's a risk. It's a risk for 
anybody who takes it up. It's not a job with a 
pension plan, a boss and a guaranteed income 
and raises. It doesn't go like that.
And your "overnight success" has come with 
considerable hard work.
My overnight success did not come over night! 
[Laughs] I wrote for 16 years before I could make 
a living out of it. So, day jobs and being a student 
and getting scholarships and being the cashier 
behind the coffee shop soda counter.
And university appointments. I know you had 
some of those.
Yes. That was a bit later. My first academic job 
was in Vancouver [1964-65]. I was pretty low 
down on the totem pole. I taught those courses 
that higher up people didn't want to teach, such as 
grammar to engineering students at 8:30 in the 
morning. [Laughs] We got on fine. We were all 
quite asleep. And Chaucer to T.S. Eliot courses 
and then I went back for a couple more years of 
Harvard, finished all my course requirements and 
did my orals and then I taught at Sir George 
Williams [University] which was then in Montreal 
and I taught my two academic specialties which 
were Victorian Literature and American 
Romantics. That was fun: I enjoyed that year. And 
I lost a lot of weight: why was that? I basically 
wasn't eating very much because I was teaching 
these two courses in the daytime and then I was 
teaching them again at night. To young people in 
the day and to returning students in the evenings. 
At the same time I was revising The Edible 
Woman for publication and putting together The 
Journals of Susanna Moodie and doing both the 
cooking and shopping, because by that time I was 
married. So I was drinking too much coffee. I got 
quite thin. I went down to a sort of Twiggy shape: 
around 102 [pounds] which was not much. Don't 
worry, I was not an anorexic.

I wasn't even thinking that. I know about being 
busy and forgetting to eat.

I didn't forget about it. [Laughs] I didn't have 
time. I was burning more calories than I was 
taking in. That will always cause you to lose 
weight.
When was that?
That would have been 1967-8.
And your last teaching appointment was in 
Texas?
In 1989? Texas? Oh, those are little writer-in-
residence things that you go for maybe a couple 
of weeks. Just for fun.

But my last full-time teaching appointment 
was 1971 at York University and since that time 
I've not done a full-time teaching appointment.
When I looked over your bio and it mentioned 
that  [Trinity University, San Antonio, Texas] 
was in 1989 and I realized that you produced a 
tremendous amount of work in the 1990s. 
1995 in particular. 
What did I do then? The children's book, Princess 
Prunella and the Purple Peanut... But that had 
basically been written before. But a lot of stuff 
came out in 1995. And Alias Grace came out in 
1996. And Strange Things......Was a book of 
lectures I had done at Oxford. And The New 
Oxford Book of Canadian Short Stories in 
English...
But that's not something you write. It's some-
thing you put together.
But there's still work involved. It's work, yeah.
The 1990s just seemed like you had so much 
going on.
I had a lot going on, but I always seem to me to 
have a lot going on. It wasn't more. I think proba-
bly it was harder when I was either a full-time 
student and writing or had a full-time job and was 
writing. Now that's busy. I had a market research 
job, I wrote my first novel and it didn't get pub-
lished. That would be 1963. I was very busy then.
Kids in there someplace too.
1976: that was much later. Anyway, my CV is very  
tangled and hard to follow because I moved so 
much and had so many different jobs and worked 
in so many different cities. And that was just 
availability of work, it wasn't because I thought: 
Oh, now I'll go to Montreal,  now I'll got to 
Edmonton. That's where the jobs were.
Which is what CVs are like though, isn't it?
Because you look at them and go: Oh, it was all so 
well thought out and she was making all of these 
plans.

Anyway, that's what it was like. Hither and yon. 
And then in 1972 I was writer-in-residence at U of 
T [the University of Toronto] and it was at the end 
of that year that I moved to the country and from 
that time on I made a living from writing. One way 
or another.

[Laughs] The one way was doing the writing 
and the other ways were doing a lot of little read-
ings here and there -- for which I did not get paid 
as much as I would get paid for an event nowa-
days -- and writing television scripts and writing 
scripts for films that never got produced and 
doing those sorts of things. So it was writing 
writing and then it was job work.
Are you working on anything now?
Yes. In April/May of this year -- which is the year 
2000 -- I gave a series of six lectures at 
Cambridge University in England. They were the 
William Empson Lectures, named after the man 

who wrote Seven Types of Ambiguity. While he 
was writing Seven Types of Ambiguity he got 
expelled from Cambridge University for being 
found to have contraceptives in his room. So I 
was happy to give the William Empson lectures in 
honor of this man who had been so thoughtful and 
filled with foresight. Because nowadays you'd be 
kicked out for not having contraceptives in your 
room. [Laughs]

He was a man of the future.
I gave the six lectures and then part of it is that 

you turn them into a book and Cambridge 
University Press publishes it. That sort of book: 
non-fiction, non-poetry.

And what is its title? Its title is Negotiating With 
the Dead. And what is its theme? Its theme is 
writing. Not how to write, not my writing, but what 
are writers doing? How is what they do unlike 
painting, dancing,  singing, being in movies, all of 
those things? What is it that all writers, no matter 
what they write, have in common? Simply as 
writers. And you'll find these answers when this 
book appears. [Laughs]
 Oh come on. Tell me one thing.
One thing. Well, let's see now. OK, I'll tell you one 
thing that I put in the book which is: I went around 
asking writers the following question -- and these 
were mostly novelists. What is it like when you go 
into a novel? And nobody said: What do you 
mean, go into a novel? They all said: It's dark. It's 
like a dark room. It's like a dark room full of furni-
ture I can't see. It's like a tunnel. It's like a cave. It's 
like going downstairs into a dark place. It's like 
wading through a river. It's like entering a laby-
rinth. Isn't that interesting?

Yes!
Nobody said: It's like skippity-hopping around 

on the clouds. Nobody said that.
Do you concur? Is it like that?
Yeah. It's dark. What I'm reminded of is my friend 
Henry Singer who was a medical student and 
who I knew in the late 1950s. And he said: The 
thing about being a doctor, he said, it's dark in 
there. [Laughs] Well that's the same thing about 
being a writer. It's dark in there.

I saw a sign once that sort of summed up life in 
general. It said: This is a dark ride.

Yes, but with writing it's not a ride. You're on 
foot.

[Laughs] I think it was Virginia Woolf who said:
Writing a novel is like walking through a dark 

room with a lamp and the light from the lamp 
illuminates all of the things that were always there 
already. She said something like that, I'd have to 
look up the exact quote.

I love the title: Negotiating With the Dead. 
Great title.

I thought so. And why is it Negotiating With the 
Dead? Well, because it's the last chapter, so I 
won't tell you. But it has to do with the fact that it's 
dark in there.

I thought the influence of dead writers.
Well, that too. But also, what do writers do? 

How does that make them different from singers 
and dancers? Well, one thing is that by the time 
the reader is reading, the writer is nowhere. The 

writer isn't actually there. Only the book is there. 
Whereas with a singer or a dancer, the audience 
is present. With a traditional storyteller, the audi-
ence is present.

Somebody speaks the story. The audience is 
right there listening. But if you write the story a 
whole different relationship is established. 
However, I'm not going to do that book for you 
right here, there's no point to that.
People can't read it yet. Writing is obviously 
something you've thought about a lot. And it 
comes up in your work. Well, in The Blind 
Assassin, Iris is a writer...
Yes, in several ways, but we're not going to talk 
about the end. But she begins by writing the story 
of her life. She has a few things to get out of her 
steamer trunk. Or people say: Get off your chest. 

When in fact they should say: Get out of your 
chest, because they're usually things that are 
packed away. We say: Baggage. [Laughs] So, 
she has some of that to unpack and she is in a 
race against time as to whether she will actually 
work her way around to telling what she did and 
not before she toddles over. Unpacking her bags, 
yeah. Well, there's that steamer trunk sitting in 
her kitchen.
Congratulations on the Booker! 
Thank you.
Let me be among the first thousand people to 
congratulate you. And I think your country is 
proud of you, as well.
Well, I think my country was somewhat relieved. 
So they wouldn't have to go through this again. 
[Laughs] I think most of my country was pleased 
or else relieved. And about three people in my 
country were very pissed off.
You said you have an interesting story about 
the cover of The Blind Assassin.
Well, the cover: We were looking and looking for 
art deco images and stuff like that. We couldn't 
find anything that wasn't a bas relief or something 
that really wouldn't have worked too well. [My 
assistant] Sara said: Look at ads. So the English 
went to the image archive and they came up with 
that [points to a copy of the portrait of the woman 
on the cover of The Blind Assassin] and sent it to 
us in our e-mail. And we liked it right away and we 
thought it was a soap ad or a hand lotion ad or 
something. So, we used it on the cover. Then right 
after the book was published, we got a letter from 
San Antonio, Texas, saying: I walked into my local 
book store, and there was my mother all over the 
place. It's her mother! She had been a society girl 
in 1934 and she had posed for the cover of The 
Saturday Evening Post magazine. And there was 
a little write up about her,  which this woman sent 
me, which ended: An eyeful in any man's country. 
[Laughs] Luckily she liked her mother, so she was 
thrilled. Because if she hadn't liked her mother, it 
would have been a horrible nightmare. [Laughs]
Can you imagine her surprise!
She was thrilled. Really. She said: Now my 
mother is eternal. It was very sweet. There's a 
Web site for the novel itself in which you can see 
all of the different international covers. All of which 
use that image, but they all use a different design 
for it. The Latvian isn't like that, but the others all 
use that image. I loved The Blind Assassin. And I 
loved the four stories that are actually one story. I 
couldn't even contemplate the logistics of writing 
this book. 
There's so much that you had to make work 
together. 
That's true. On the other hand, step back from it 
and it's really quite simple. All of the stories rotate 
around the same central story. And they all 
unwrap to reveal their contents, as it were.
It worked very well. And it struck me as your 
most mature work to date. Not to say that any 
of your work has been immature, but it struck 
me as an evolution of your work.
That is in fact what a number of people have said, 
so that is very nice to hear. And it is also the only 
book I've written in which the narrator dies at the 
end.
You've given it away!
No, but it's true. It's the only one about sisters and 
it's the only one in which the narrator is no longer 
with us at the end.
In a way, that's not the biggest surprise at the 
end. She's old and she's moving towards that.
 [Nods] You can see it coming.
But, is it significant that she's the only dead 
narrator?
I think it's significant to me.
Why is that?
Well, you could say that you're not at the end but 
you can see the end up ahead. The end is in view.
Iris is looking at it through most of the book.
No, I mean it's significant to me because at the 
age I am now the end is not yet, but you can see 
the end.
You can see that there will be an end.
See, I missed that entirely, because I wouldn't 
have thought of you that way at all. You're 60?
Sixty-one on November 18th. I was born in 1939, 
in November. Which means that I'm always the 
age of the last two digits of the year, until 
November, when I change to the next digit. And 
then I'm that digit, all the way around until the next 
November. Usually people think I'm a year older 
than I am. So: 1939 and they count and they think 
I'm already 61. So I always know how old I am 
because I just think: What year are we in?

So you feel like you're dealing with not always 
being around?
Well, mortality is creeping up little by little. And I 
must say I don't really wish to live to be 100. 
Unless I was in tip-top health. If I was in tip-top 
health it wouldn't be so bad but, even so, all of 
your friends would be dead. Not a lot of fun. Iris [in 
The Blind Assassin] is her own heap of rubble. 
[Laughs]
 And she's a writer.
Yeah. That's true. Gives you a little shiver up your 
spine, doesn't it?

Linda Richards is editor of January Magazine.
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