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Anjum Niaz in New York went to a reading by Taslima Nasrin of her book Meyebela. This is what she emailed to us.

being called a 'female Rushdie'. While he

I I \ HEWest's poster girl Taslima Nasrin frowns at

chickened out and 'apologized' for having
hurt Muslim sentiment, the Bangladeshi feminist,
'bravely' withstood the religious frenzy, "I faced the
music when 100,000 fundamentalists came out on the
streets of Dhaka and demanded my head. Still I did s

notapologize."

She's never met Rushdie, "but I believe he's angry
with me for criticizing him." Her next sentence is sure
to make him cringe: "Why doesn't someone call him a
male Taslima Nasrin!" Her audience at Asia Society's
splendid premises on Park Avenue in Manhattan

delightin this quip.

Tossed sky-high into international notoriety for
writing just one book denigrating God, Prophet
Muhammad (pbuh) and the Quran, it earned them
both fame and sympathy from civil libertarians in the
West, and a death sentence from hard-line Islamists

that made them flee for their lives.

ButNew Yorkloves the odd couple.

Rushdie-with his sights set on the Nobel Prize--is
reinventing himself as America's godless top gun,
while Nasrin, battling her childhood demons and religious discrimination
that has scarred her for life, is still struggling to find a focal point for her
fight against Islam, portrayed as the personal villain of the piece in her
memoir Meyebela (My Bengali Girlhood: A Memoir of Growing Up Female
in a Muslim World), 2002, translated from Bengali by Gopa Majumdar.

Speaking haltingly in fragmented English, a home-sick Nasrin, now
turned 40 and shunting between Germany, Sweden, France and the US
since her exile 8 years ago, her nape-clinging cut highlighting the gray in
her crown and a trimmer figure dressed in black pants and a multi-
coloured jumper worn with a blue scarf, mechanically... or impassively
travels the same road she has walked a thousand times to draw gasps from
her audience on the hypocritical, subterranean vices practiced by the men
feigningreligiosity through theirhidebound, intolerant and excessive atti-

tudes towards theirwomen.

Responding to charges that her book Lajja (which continues to be a
bestseller in India) was used by the BJP to fan anti-Muslim sentiment in
India, and that The Statesman added fuel to the fire by misquoting her on
the Quran, she clarifies her position: " do not hold the view that the Quran
should be revised thoroughly, because I think it is impossible to revise the
Quran.... Why should we try to change a religious text which is held as
sacred by many? My view on this issue is clear and categorical. I hold the
Quran, the Vedas, the Bible, and all such religious texts determining the
lives of their followers as 'out of place and out of time.' We have crossed the
socio-historical contexts in which these were written and therefore we
should notbe guided by their precepts."

Does she then consider herself a Muslim? "I consider myself a human
being.Iam very proud to be a Bengali. Idon't believe in religion because of
religion there's bloodshed, ignorance, illiteracy, women's oppression,
injustice and inequality. My books were burnt as blasphemous and I was
thrown out of my country. Religion and freedom cannot coexist."

"Dedicated to my mother who suffered all her life," Mayebela revolves
around her 'Ma," a devoutly religious

woman who instilled the fear of God in her
daughter: "If T didn't pray, fast or drape a
burqa I would burn in hell. Fire, fire fire. I
would ask 'Ma," why does God terrorize
everyone? Why does he want to hurt people

by fire?"

"I never wanted to be famous. All I
wanted was to fight for the rights of women
inmy country. My mother told me Iwas infe-
rior to my brothers. Atage 15, [ began asking
questions. Because I asked questions and
gotno answers,  would often cry for myself,
other girls and the sufferings of maidser-
vants." (In Meyebela , she recounts her
mother often catching her father in bed
with the maidservants whom 'Ma' would
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fire unceremoniously.)
Giving God a male identity, Nasrin compares Him

Hadith."

East and West,

to her 'Baba’(father) who is "wicked and cunning...
but men will go to heaven where they'll get exotic food
served by pink beautiful women with their skin glow-
ing, pouring wine in their glasses. Grandfather's won-
derful pilgrimage will send him straight to heaven...
he belches continuously... I hate that smell... the ter-
mites attacked the books in our house, they made me
cross, so one day I smashed them on a book of

Her childhood stream of consciousness co-opting
God, Quran and the Hadith as antithetical to her very
existence may have ensured her a lifetime of admira-
tion from the West, but has deeply hurt Muslims
around the world. Not to mention providing grist to
the anti-Muslim mills spewing anger and disgust
against Islamsince 9/11.

"I can't control the hate!" exclaims Nasrin in
response to the above. "There is no conflict between

Christianity or Islam. The conflict is

between secularism and fundamentalism; between

rationality and

tradition; between pastand future...

blind faith; between innovation and

Shimmering at the heart of her discourse is the chilling story of a girl,
interrupted, deprived, discriminated, sexually abused and raped. She
opens her tale with the 1971 brutalization by Pakistani army when she's

nineyearsold.

"The 'Punjabis' are coming, and the family must flee farther into the
countryside to another relative, then another...and then the soldiers
come. I'wassimply pretending to be asleep, traveling the land of dreams,
playing with fairies, swinging on a high swing, no longer a part of this
world. Pretending that I did not know that men wearing heavy boots had
entered the room and were walking about, a rifle dangling from every
shoulder.... little girl, never mind what those heavy boots do in your room.
Your heart must not tremble--if it does, hide that tremor from these men
when they lift the mosquito net and look at you, lust and desire pouring
from their eyes, flames shooting out of their mouths as they speakin alan-

guage you cannot understand."

"Meyebela will be problematic as an educational tool in the United
States today, where people are constantly being told that Muslims are evil.

In a society that knows little about

any variety of Islam, the dark picture

painted by Nasrin may be universalized, and welcomed all too eagerly,"
warns Meredith Tax, herself a feminist and founder of the PEN American

Center Women's Committee.

"My father is very sick, I can't go visit him in Bangladesh," Nasrin's
voice trembles. When her mother was dying of cancer, she returned in
1998 and surrendered to the courts. She was allowed to care for her

mother. After her death, Taslima
France, alongwith her cause celebre.

again left Bangladesh, this time to

Bangladeshis who heard her speak came away with mixed feelings. One

woman said: "I concur with the perverse male hypocrisy and women's sub-

jugation in our society. But she's seizing the world's sympathy for her-
f
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treated like a heroine. What about millions
like her left sufferingin silence backhome?"

Added a man, "Someone should tell
Taslima of the terrible things that happen
here in the US: child abuse, domestic vio-
lence, sexual harassment and gender dis-
crimination. There's no Islam here, so who
takes therap?"

Since

Taslima Nasrine with Jacques Derrida

larl
tion/detention/deportation of
America.

Anjum Niaz is a correspondent for Dawn
newspaper in the United States and a well-
wisher of The Daily Star literature page.

last spring she has been writing regu-
about the registra-
uslims in

Iam sure you have become tired of being called "the female Salman Rushdie" - what a bizarre and comical creature that
would be! - when all along you thought you were the female Taslima Nasrin. I am sorry my name has been hung around
your neck, but please know that there are many people in many countries working to make sure that such sloganizing does
not obscure your identity, the unique features of your situation, and the importance of fighting to defend you and your

rights against those who would cheerfully see you dead.

---extract from Salman Rushdie's open letter to Taslima Nasrin

UKETU Mehta had written

a tepid review of Samrat

Upadhyay's first novel, The
Guru of Love, for the New York
Times Book Review (January
2003). I wondered then why the
review was so lukewarm. After all
Samratwrites in a deceptively sim-
ple prose and his debut book,
Arresting God in Kathmandu, had
been arunaway success. Now that
I have read the novel The Guru of
Love 1 can understand why.
Upadhyaya's second book is dis-
appointingly pedestrian. This
bookin factraises questions about
any optimism that Arresting God
in Kathmanduwould do to Nepali
fiction in English what Salman
Rushdie's Midnight's Children did
to Indian fiction in English -- that
is, bring Nepali fiction in English
firmly to the centre stage of the
international literary scene.

The Guru of Love begins with
Malati, mother of a child born out
of wedlock, requesting
Ramchandra, a tutor (we keep
comingback to tutors! The Tutor of
History, remember), to teach her
mathematics. Some days after he
takes her on Ramchandra kisses
her on the lips. Then begins a
chase that goes beyond the bed.
But between the time he kisses
and sleeps with her something
happens: Ramchandra tells his
wife, Goma, that he kissed Malati.
Feeling betrayed she leaves for her
parents' home, with her children
in tow. Gomais reluctant toreturn
to her husband's home even dur-
ing Dashain, and Ramchandra is
busy courting Malati there.

Inexplicably the story takes a
twist when Goma returns from her
parents' house at Ramchandra's
insistence. Finding that Malati has
been thrown out of her own home
by her stepmother, she asks
Ramchandra to bring Malati back.
Things go on unbelievably well at
Ramchandra's until the father of
Malati's child resurfaces. Malati
departs with the lover who years
ago hadjilted her and theylive hap-
pily ever after. This is the skeleton
of the story, which Samrat fleshes
outwith other details.

The weakness with the novel is
that the author develops the story
without any particular conviction
or attention to the social details of
the Nepali context. There is incre-
dulitywritten all over the story. We
are never told what personal mag-
netism there is in Malati that com-
pels Ramchandra to chase Malati
even when she is happily reunited
with her former lover. We are in
the dark about the psychology
behind Ramchandra's confession
to his wife about kissing Malati.
Nor are we given any insights into

Goma's somewhat unorthodox
request to her husband to bring
Malati home and sacrifice her hus-
band and her bed to her rival for
Ramachandra's affections.

One plods on through the novel
in the hope that somewhere
things will begin to improve with
both the credibility of the text and
the tension of the plot. Of course,
nothingof that sorthappens. Even
after Malati ends up sharing the
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bed with Ramchandra, while
Goma sleeps with her children on
another bed, in another room, the
proceedings remain dull. The
story just crawls on, and we who
have paid good money to read an
allegedly Nepaliwork of fiction are
supposed to accept the drudgery
and the implausibility of events
with the resignation of the novel's
discarded wife.

There are quite a few episodes
in the story that are trite and hack-
neyed. One adolescent scene even
has monkeys doing Malati's sari-
haran when she and Ramchandra
are about to have, well, you-know-
what. And there is the mystifying
melodrama of Malati's former
lover surfacing after many years.
Could be that Upadhyay is whiling
away the tedious hours between
writing tedious fiction by watch-
ingtedious Bollywood films?

As the Editors Choice of Other
Recent Books of Particular Inter-

est section of the New York Times
Book Review has it, The Guru of
Loveis an "understated" novel. No
surprise that, since Upadhyay is
not explicit about the motives that
animate, or should we say stran-
gulate, the plot. The book is
remarkable for its characters who
meander through the plot doing
this and that for no particular rea-
son. It is left to the reader not only
to buy the book but also to make
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sense of its unbelievable plot. In
any case, even if there are those in
New York who believe it to be
understated, there are many in
Kathmandu who are left to won-
der how much of this understate-
ment is by aesthetic design. Is
such understatement necessarily
a virtue in a work of fiction? Per-
haps it is best that the consumer
decides on such matters. Surely an
understated hamburger will not
goveryfarinlife.

On second thoughts it is just as
well that the novel is understated.
The inaccuracies of the book will
only have increased manifold had
the book been less understated.
There are many little details that
are obviously and hence irritat-
ingly incorrect. And these are not
mere quibbles. Errors begin to
creep into the story from the very
first page. Upadhayay describes a
chilly day in Kathmandu. It was so
cold that he drew the electric
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Ajit Baral sent this review of Samrat Upadhyay's just published first novel The Guru of Love. With the publication in 2001 of his collec-
tion of short stories, Arresting God in Kathmandu, he became the first Nepalese author writing in English to be published in the West.

"The impulse to violate traditional boundaries exists in all
of us, and literature seems to be a cathartic way of experi-
encing this breaking out. In many ways, life is a constant
negotiation between limits and freedom from those limits,
regardless of culture. But in a traditional society like ours,
this struggle for balance becomes even more heightened
because the restrictions are deeply embedded in our religio-
psychological make-up.”" Samrat Upadhyay

heater close to him, and he also
had a blanket wrapped around
him and was wearing the thick
socks. And just so the point about
the cold is notlost on the unsubtle
reader, he adds that that the entire
house became almost unbearable
with chill. Mind you, all this
unbearable chill is happening
even before Dashain. Makes you
wonder how the gentleman in
question survived the Kathmandu
winter. And it is not just the tem-
perature that he has got all wrong.
Upadhayay thinks an anchal
(zone in Nepali) is another name
for a state. He even makes a mess
of the food. The samosa, we are
told, was old (whatever that
means, perhaps it was getting on
in years) and dripping with oil.
Surely he should have known that
an ageing samosa does not drip
with oil, only a new-born samosa
does.

Most annoyingly, Upadhaya
does not choose his words with
care. He writes about rummaging
around and finding rice and curry.
One can rummage around in the
kitchen and find biscuits or
bhuzia. Street children rummage
in the refuse heaps for discarded
food. But rice and curry in the
household is a bit much. But that
isnotall. GomadeclaresIwill go to
Panday Palace. It is not often that
you have women who refer to their
maita in this way. A woman is
more likely to say I am going to my
parents.To compound matters
there is no consistency in
italicisation either. Sowe have ital-
icsforasthai, butnotsirak.

The Guru of Love tells us two
things. First, this book is an
attempt to ride on the hype cre-
ated by the success of Arresting
God in Kathmandu. And second, it
is very important for works of fic-
tion to have editorswho havea cul-
tural familiarity with the social
context of the novel. Even bad
works offiction need good editors.

Ajit Baral is a regular contributor
to various Nepalese newspapers
and is a well-wisher of The Daily
Star literature page. He lives in
Kathmandu

Protibha Bose On Shivram Chakraborty

"Buddhadev, listen to me, Dhalka's girls are notoriously fast."

URING her childhood, a

sight that nobody could

recall seeing was that of
my eldest daughter's hands not
holding a book. When she was lit-
tle, she would be seen closing her
eyes and muttering something on
her birthdays. And frequently
greeting somebody with
namaskars. She tried to hide this
behavior but was not particularly
adept at it. She thought, like the
crow, that by shutting her eyes she
became invisible. One day, unable
to suppress my curiosity, I asked
her, "What do you pray for?"
Embarrassed, she replied, "Noth-
ing." But then unable to remain
silent in the face of my prosecuto-
rial demeanor, she blurted out, "I
was praying to IshorthatIgetbooks
onthisbirthday."

Ilaughed and said, "Why, don't
%;ou like anything else except
ooks? Everybody gives you such
nice presents. Last time Kamakkhi
kaka gave you such a lovely toy
cart. Also Amu gave you such won-
derful clothes"

My daughter flung her arms
around me and said, "But Ma, you
know, Abanindranath's book that
Harprasad kaka gave me doesn't
suffice me anymore. Now [ want a
rajkahini (a king's tale). And
Shivram kaka's book." And she
laughed out loud as she said it, no
doubt remembering a story by
Shivram Chakraborty. I began to
laugh, too, recalling his story Bari
thakay paaliyay ("Running away
from home"), the policeman who,
while kneading tobacco in his palm
and mispronouncing the word
"grass," sang:

Inthenewnewgreen grath

New new flowers have
bloomed.

Ourwhole household were utter
devotees of Shivram Chakraborty.
Just the other day, my son Pappa
bought Shivram's collected works

for his son Riju. Then father and
son began to quarrel who would
get to read it first. Pappa's son, no
doubt under the bad influence of
his father's household, has mis-
chievously become addicted to
books. Pappa was a Reader at
Jadavpur University. The day he
would get paid his salary, he would
set his son loose in a bookstore and
say, "Buy. Buy whatever you want.
Buy it now before the money runs
out."

The son, however, would be
mindful of his father's money. He
would say, "No, no, we won't buy
too many. We'll get some next
month."

I read Shivram Chakraborty's
books avidly before my marriage
(in 1934). Afterwards, I met all of
Buddhadev Bose's writer friends
but for a long time I did not see
Shivram. But I heard stories about
him. For instance, that Shivram
spelled his name in a distinctive
way. One day, on hearing the door
knocker of our house at 202
Rashbehari Avenue being rattled
early in the morning, I wondered
who could it be at this hour. I
opened the door to see a full head
of hair, hair that rolleddown to the
nape of the neck. A man, wearing a
none-too-clean dhuti, his shirt a%it—
tle torn on the chest, was standing
on the doorstep. Laughter played
in the eyes and mouth. On seeing
me, his smile broadened.

"Here I am," said the man glee-
fully.

Isaid, "Comein."

Suddenly furrowing his brow he
said, "What do you mean, come in?
How do you know I haven't come
with evil intentions?"

"Oh, no, no," I replied with a
laugh, "why would you come here
with evilintentions?"

He stepped through the door-
way, tapping his chest with a fore-
finger and announcing, "I have

From Six Seasons Review vol. 1, no. 2. Published by
Mohiuddin Ahmed, University Press Limited. Translated

by Khademul Islam from Protibha Bose's Jibonayr
Jolchobi, 1994, Ananda Publishers, Kolkata.

come to see Buddhadev Bose's
wife."

"My, those are noble words.
Buddhadev's wife also wants to see
you."

Hearing voices, Buddhadev
pulled aside the curtain and said,
"Aray, Shivram, you? Come in,
come in. Ranu (Protibha's nick-
name), this is Shivram
Chakraborty."

Shivram came in and sat down.
He said, "Buddhadeyv, listen to me,
Dhaka's girls are notoriously fast.
I'm warning you, this wife of yours
will land you in hot water some-
day."

"Why?Whathappened?"

"She opened the door and said
come in. Aray, has never seen me,
doesn't know me, a complete cat
burgler's face like mine, but she
immediately says come in!"

Buddhadev Bose, laughing
uproariously, said, "Ranu, listen to
what Shivramis saying."

"It was on seeing that cat
burgler's face," I shot back, "that I
knew this had to be Shivram
Chakraborty."

Our mingled laughter swept
through the whole house.

A couple of days later
Buddhadev and I, for some reason
that escapes me now, were walking
along Chowrangee Street when it
dawned on us that the person root-
ing through books, and haggling
furiously with the seller, on the foot-
path beneath the Grand Hotel was
none other than Shivram. On spot-
ting us, he rushed up to Buddhadev
and said, "No, no, it isn't what
you're thinking." Taken aback,
Buddhadev replied, "But I am not
thinking of anything."

He said, "What is there to say? I
know what you're thinking. I can
see it on your face. No, no, I am not
buying some cheap thrillers. It's a
book of poems, Mairy (by Mary), I
swear."

For a time after that Shivram's
visits grew frequent. Then he dove
out of sight. This dive, Shivram
being Shivram, of course had to be
performed in the inimitable

Shivram style. Not for two days, not
for a month or two, not even for a
couple of years did he disappear.
Oh no, for years and years, there
was no sign ofhim.

Then one day we met him at a
wedding. By this time my elder
daughter Mimi was a young lady,
the younger daughter Rumi a teen-
ager, and my only son, Pappa, a
boy. He spent the whole time at
that wedding talking with my two
daughters. It's not that he
neglected the boy, but com-
mented, as he lightly pulled his
cheek, "He's too small. He's got to
grow up a bit for us to be friends."
Pappa had had Shivram's stories
read to him by his eldest sister
Mimi and was well acquainted with
Harshabordhon and Gobordhon
(characters in Shivram's books).
He loved Shivram the writer and
thus the pinch on his cheek was
enough for him. He was ecstatic.
And then again for a time Shivram
renewed his acquaintance with us
and dropped by often. Mimi once
said, "Baba (father), Shivram kaka
is here." Shivram warned her in
mock-stern tones, "Don't you
address me as kaka. If you do have
to call me something, I will allow
you to say Shivram da (diminutive
of elder brother) only. Nothing
beyond that, understood?”
Buddhadev admonished him,
"Shivram, let go of all your foolery.
Comeon, comeinside."

He came once before Mimi's
marriage. He inquired of her, "This
fellow you intend to marry, what
doeshedo?"

Jyoti (Mimi's fiance) then had
taken a job at A.G. Bengal at 250
rupees a month just so that he
could marry. Upon hearing this,
Shivram ruefully shook his head,
"Uhuu, this won't do. He won't be
able to feed you on this money. Just
amoment..."

With that he left. A little while
later, he was back with an armful of
vitamin tablets and bottles of tonic
medicine. "Here," he said to Mimi,
"keep these. It should last you at
least for the better partofayear.”

Mimi's wedding was held at Stu-
dio Number 2 on Anwar Shah

Road. Shoren Babu had arranged
for it. The studio's vast floor could
accomodate at least five hundred
people. The garden had been
thrown open for the invited guests.
There wasn't a literary figure who
failed to turn up for the wedding.
Shivram also came. The Brahmin
cook for the occasion had been
hired by my ever-dependable
cousin, Mimi's Laru mama. My
own elder brother shouldered the
responsiblility for the entire event.
The wedding feast included, along
with other kinds of sweetmeats,
chanar payesh. Small tables had
been set so that the guests could
form their own groups and talk as
theyate. Loud laughter, happy chat-
ter and general merriment were
not in short supply. Nobody knew
why, but at Shivram's table the
payesh had not been served. He
started to complain, loudly, "Ba
ray, 1 heard that there is chanar
payesh here, but I have yet to see
any. Aray, hello there, hey chokra,
hey there, where is my chanar
payesh?" Also at the table was
Jyoti's father, Volnath Dutta, who
was vastly amused by Shivram's
antics. He said, "I'll feed you
chanar payesh. Please tell me when
Icanexpectyouatmyhouse."

Right there and then a day was
agreed on. And Shivram actually
showed up. Volnath's wife Usha
Devi prepared and served the
payesh herself. After he had eaten
hisfill, Shivram gently belched and
declared, "Did you know, shami
(husband) actually means ashami
(criminal defendant)?"

Volnath exclaimed, "That's a
fine thing to say! My wife cooks and
feeds you payesh and I turn into an
ashami!"

And then once again, Shivram
vanished. After that singular atten-
dance at the wedding, for many
years we heard nothing from him.

On the ground floor of a double-
storied house two doors down
from us was a dhoba's shop. They
would toss huge piles of unwashed
laundry on the footpath before
hauling them to some distant pond
for washing. They also had a don-
key. And what can only be
described as a raga-singing ass was

something I knew all too well! The
donkey would carry those loads on
its back. (Then) one morningI saw,
right in the middle of the footpath,
sitting on one such enormous bun-
dle while leaning against another,
in most fine fettle, gently swinging
his legs, Shivram. Complete happi-
ness was stamped on his features.
It musthave been aboutnine or ten
o'clock. Pappa, by that time a
grown lad, ran to get him. He
exclaimed, "What's this, sir? Why
areyousitting here? Please come to
our house." Shivram stared at him
for a long time, then replied, "I do
not know you. Why should I go to
your house?" Pappa laughed and
said, "You may not know me, but
surely you know my father,
Buddhadev Bose. Please, do come
in."

"Ah, so you are Buddhadev's
son? Actually, I am quite comfort-
able here. In fact, why don't you sit
down here with me? And if you
wish, run and getyour father, too."

Shivram and his books were as
one. An extraordinary man. An
uncomplicated, guileless person-
ality. He spent his whole life at a
mess (in Indian English men shar-
ing living quarters) on Number
134, Muktaram Babu Street. I heard
that towards the last he suffered
financial woes. He died in 1980, at
3:30 in the afternoon. At 3:25 p.m.
he opened his eyes and looked
around him. The doctor was sitting
in frontof him. Leaning forward, he
asked, "Howare you feeling?"

Shivram smiled and said "First
class." And that was it. Shivram left
our familiar earth, girded by sky
and air, in a very Shivram sort of
way.

It pains me greatly to think that
children do not read Shivram any-
more. They spend most of their
childhood subsisting on comics,
thrillers and such other thin fare. I
suppose we should be grateful that
at least they know the stories of the
Ramayan and Mahabharata from
the movies. Abanindranath Tagore
has melted away. Achintya
Sengupta and Buddhadev Bose,
too, arenowlost.

"Death is not extinguishing
the light; it is putting out
the lamp because dawn

has come."

--Rabindranath Tagore

_—

The Daily Star literature page sadly notes the
passing away of Golam Mostafa on February
20, 2003. He had been an enduring and
beloved presence in our cultural and
entertainment landscape for decades. He will
be sorely missed. Surely his poetry
recitations will stay with us forever. Our
condolences to his family.
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