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Reviewof 'BrickLane' by MonicaAli.

Earlier this year
Dhaka-born Monica
Ali created literary his-
tory when she became
the first unpublished
author to be included
in Granta's decadal list
of 'Twenty Best Young
British Novelists.' Ear-
lier lists had included
Rushdie and Martin
Amis (1983) and Hanif
Kureishi (1993). The
manuscript that
earned Monica the cov-
eted accolade is of her
firstnovel, 'Brick Lane'
(Doubleday &
Scribners), which will
belaunched at the Ter-
race Bar, on the epon-
ymous street in the
heart of London's
Banglatown, on 2
June, and in New York
in September. Mean-
while, a chapter has appeared in the current 'Granta', which is
devoted to the new Top Twenty, and advance copies have been put on
sale at pre-launch readings. Laudatory reviews have started appear-
ing in the weekend papers, and the author has been interviewed on
TV.

Reactions automatically provoked by such media fanfare include
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two opposite ones. Those eager to keep up with the latest hail the new
celebrity and use her and her book as a convenient conversation
topic. Others, with upwardly mobile eyebrows, question the motives
behind the fanfare. Isita case of the British cultural establishment cre-
ating an icon to represent the sizeable Bangladeshi community here?
Or, to putitless pedantically: Is Monica the Asian Zadie Smith? In case
thereader needsto be reminded, Zadie Smith, who appears alongside
Monica on the 'Granta' list, is a British writer of Afro-Caribbean ori-
gin. She burst into fame a few years back with 'White Teeth', a colour-
ful pastiche on multi-cultural London, and has recently published her
second novel.

Needless to say, neither reaction is conducive to a healthy critical
climate. The first is the reaction of name-droppers, whom we may
write off at once. Eyebrow-raisers on the other hand, are often serious
readers; it's a pity that the raised brows may prevent them from look-
ingatMonica's bookwith an open mind.

I believe 'Brick Lane' possesses a dual significance, depending on
whether we arelooking at it from a Bangladeshi or British perspective.
To take the former first: the novel has set abenchmark for Anglophone
fiction writers of Bangladeshi origin (shall we coin a word and dub
them Banglophone writers?), putting into the shade earlier attempts
including those of the expatriates Adib Khan and Syed Manzurul
Islam (not to be confused with our friend Syed Manzoorul Islam). For
the British the novel is of interest as the first comprehensive fictional
portrayal of Bangladeshis that will reach a large--in fact worldwide --
audience. The 'Granta' editor, Ian Jack, commended it specifically for
bringing 'news' from Banglatown.

'Brick Lane' may well be the only novel set in London (or even in
Britain) with an all-ethnic cast of characters. Not that a few (white)
natives and other non-whites aren't sighted, but only in walk-on
roles. It is essentially the story of Nazneen, born in 1967 in a village in
Mymensingh, married off at eighteen to a much older man, Chanu,
who transplants her to a dismal housing estate in Tower Hamlets in
London's East End, where she slowly and painfully acquires confi-
denceinher ownselthood.

Nazneen's only connection with the mother country is through let-

ters from her ill-starred younger sister Hasina. Strikingly good-
looking (true to her name, for 'hasina' means 'beautiful') and wilful,
she elopes with her beau to Khulna. But the romance fades rapidly,
the husband turns out to be a wife-beater, and Hasina runs away to
Dhaka to join the vast army of garment workers. The perils of a pretty
sweatshop worker are graphically illustrated: Hasina is slandered,
sacked, sexually exploited. She eventually becomes a domestic and
thelastwe hear of heris that she has eloped with the cook. Sheis a nat-
ural-born survivor. As Nazneen sums up, 'She isn't going to give up.'

Hasina's letters pose a technical problem. As she has even less edu-
cation than her sister, she is supposed to write imperfect Bengali. But
Monica has lost her childhood Bengali, so it is impossible for her to
imagine the imperfect Bengali and translate it into imperfect English.
She circumvents the problem by devising a kind of broken English. If
the reader willingly suspends disbelief, the letters will give her a dis-
turbing glimpse of Bangladeshi anomie. Bengali dialogue poses less
of a problem: English with a South Asian slant works quite well.
Monicahas even rendered some Bengali saws quite effectively.

Apattern of balances, contrasts and inversions underlies the novel:
between Bangladesh and Banglatown, for instance, or between indi-
vidual characters (e.g. the contrasting fortunes of the two sisters) and
couples: there is conjugal unhappiness in two couples (balance), but
in one case it is the wife (Nazneen) who is unhappy whereas in the
other it is the husband, Dr Azad (inversion). The Azads are affluent,
but Chanu and Nazneen are precariously balanced on the lower edge
of thelower middle class (contrast). Other characters may be similarly
related. One effect of this is that the novel's feminism never becomes
doctrinaire.

Indeed, Chanu, who in a black-and-white feminist account would
have been cast as a villain, is insensitive rather than wicked, and more
importantly, emerges as a memorable comic character. His literary
genealogy goes back to Dickens, and his lateral family ties link him to
the creations of Meera Syal. My favourite comic episode occurs when
Chanu takes his family sightseeing and engages a bus conductor in
conversation:

'Can you tell me something? To your mind, does the British Museum

rate more highly than the National Gallery? Or would you recommend
gallery over museum?'

The conductor pushed his lower lip out with his tongue. He stared
hard at Chanu, asif considering whether to eject him from the bus.

'In my ratings%stem, 'explained Chanu, 'they are neck and neck. It
would be good to take an opinion fromalocal.’

'Wheredo comefrom, mate?'

'Oh, just two blocks behind,' said Chanu. 'But this is the first holi-
day for twenty or thirty years.'

There is a pervasive humour throughout the novel, which naturally
speeds the reader along, while the occasional simile makes her pause
torelishits aptness (e.g. An infant's 'face squashed into a purple mess,
and he made anoise like athousand whipped puppies.')

Nazneen's affair with Karim, though ultimately unsatisfactory, aids
her quest for self-realisation and introduces her to Banglatown poli-
tics. Irecall atime, circa 1980, when the Bangladeshis there lived in ter-
ror of white gangs. Soon after Bangladeshi youths began putting up
organised resistance, and eventually secured their territorial rights.
After 9/11 Karim and his friends, the 'Bengal Tigers', are up in arms
against the Islamophobe 'Lion Hearts', but the novel underscores the
ultimate futility of religious politics.

It comes to an open-ended close, with Chanu back in Bangladesh,
while Nazneen stays back in Banglatown with their daughters, who
incidentally are sure that their father will soon tire of Bangladeshi
chaos and return. Meanwhile there is talk of a holiday in the old coun-
try. In the last scene Nazneen's daughters take her ice-skating. When
she protests that one can't skate in a sari, her friend Razia quips: 'This
is England. You can do whatever you like.' This is the novel's last sen-
tence, and I suspect it may be narrowly interpreted by some as a slo-
gan for what the Tories once notoriously described as the Race Rela-
tions Industry. But to me it reveals a highly significant factabout expa-
triate Bangladeshis: the men dream of returning, but not the women,
who even as second-class citizens enjoy rights denied them in the
mother country. If this makes Bangladeshi men unhappy they should
do something to change their society.

Kaiser Haq: Could we start with
the first fact mentioned in the
biographical note to your novel:
that you were born in Dhaka.
Do you have any memories of
the place? What prompted your
family to move to England--did
the Bangladesh independence
war have anything to do with it?
Monica Ali: I was born in Dhaka
and came to England aged three
and a half, with my brother
(who was then five) and my
mother during the liberation
war. The war was certainly the
reason that we left. Though my
mother is English my parents
had no plan to come and live in
this country. My father joined
us as soon as he could, about
nine months later. I was so
young when I left that my mem-
ories are at most small frag-
ments andI'm not even sure if
they are really 'remembered’ or
if T have constructed them out
of stories I've heard from a
young age, visualising the word
pictures painted for me by my
parents.

K.H.:I believe when you arrived
in England you spoke only Ben-
gali. How would you describe the
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process of switching over to Eng-
lish?

M.A.: In Dhaka I was, appar-
ently, an early talker and fluent
in Bengali by the time we
boarded the plane. My mother
was worried that if the atten-
dants at the airport or on the
aeroplane heard us (the chil-
dren) speaking in Bengali they
would keep us in Dhaka and not
allow us to leave. So she stuffed
our mouths with boiled sweets
to prevent us from talking. This
three-year-old child seemed to
have a stubborn disposition.
She did not assent to speak to
her mother in English and her
mother was beginning to have
trouble keeping up with her. But
when she arrived in England
there were only English speak-
ers around. Nine months is
quite a long time to a three year
old. I still knew Bengali when
my father arrived but it was not
long before I was beginning to
'rebel' against Bengali. Perhaps
I resented my father for 'leaving'
us. I don't know. Nor do I know
the exact point when the lan-
guage was gone. There was cer-
tainly a span of years during
which I understood but would
not answer.

K.H.: Where did you grow up in
England?

M.A.:I grew up in a northern
mill town called Bolton (close to
Manchester). There's a sizeable
Asian minority there, mostly
Gujeratis and Punjabis, a few
Bangladeshis. My father had a
few Bengali friends but we were
not part of any tight-knit com-
munity. I think that my overrid-
ing concern as a child was to 'fit
in', not to stand out from my
white friends at school. Of
course, as the child of a so-

called 'mixed marriage' (why
does that term always sound to
me as though the partners must
come from different species?)
you don't quite fit in anywhere.
Good training for a future life as
a writer. Standing neither
behind a closed door, nor in the
thick of things but rather in the
shadow of the doorway is a
good place from which to
observe.

K.H.: Where were you educated?
When did you first become
interested in literature--as a
reader? And when did think of
becoming a writer?

M.A.:I was educated at Bolton
Girls' School and then at
Wadham College, Oxford where
Iread Modern Greats (Philoso-
phy, Politics and Economics).
My appetite for books, espe-
cially novels, was always vora-
cious. I was that type of child
who walks along the street with
her nose in a book, somehow
through some sixth sense man-
aging to avoid bumping into
things. I read widely and with
schoolgirl 'crushes' on a range
of authors, anyone from Austen
through to Narayan. I do
remember that I'd have a sort of
French period, then a Russian
period and so on. And of course
there were always voices from 's
ubcontinental' literature (if we
can be so general) around.
Tagore was certainly revered in
our household. I thought, on
and off, that it would be nice to
be a writer. That, of course, is
very different from being
gripped by the urge to actually
write and that came quite late to
me, after the birth of my son
who is now four.

K.H.: Could you tell us some-
thing about your early attempts,

before starting on 'Brick Lane'?

M.A.: I began by writing short
stories when he was about a
year old and going online (to the
internet) where I participated in
some writers' groups mutual
critiquing of each other's work,
that sort of thing. But I soon felt
constrained by the short form
(though it is an art I hope to mas-
ter one day). I felt that I didn't
have room to breathe. After that
it was a question of working up
the courage to begin on some-
thing larger.

K.H.: How did you zero in on
'Brick Lane'?

M.A.:I decided to set my book
in and around Brick Lane (it's
mostly set on a fictitious estate
off Bethnal Green Road)
because that street is still sym-
bolic of the Bangladeshi com-
munity here. I wanted to write
about quite a tight-knit commu-
nity and that just seemed like
the natural place to set it. Of
course Nazneen's story could
have happened elsewhere and
the essentials of her tale -- her
search for the answer to one fun-
damental question of what it is
in her life that she can change
and what it is better to accept
(or what must be accepted) --
are not unique to her situation.
For her, this conflict is framed
in terms of her specific religious,
cultural, social background, but
it is something that each of us
must at times wrestle with.

K.H.: What were you doing
between university and the time
you started full-time writing?
Also, if you don't mind, could
you introduce our readers to
your family--your husband and
children?

M.A.: When I graduated from
university I worked in publish-
ing (for a couple of small
presses) then moved into design
and branding. When I had my
first child I began to work as a
freelancer (doing branding pro-
jects, copywriting, writing cor-
porate brochures etc). My hus-
band, Simon, runs his own
brainstorming business (he's a
management consultant). My
children are Felix who is four
years old, and Shumi who is
two.

K.H.: You chose to write about
Bangladeshis in London, who
for the most part spoke to each
other in Bengali, and you have a
character in Bangladesh writing
in imperfect Bengali to her sister
in London. How did you work
out a strategy for dealing with
the technical problems that
arose?

M.A.: There were a number of
issues around English lan-
guage/Bengali language use.
Most of the dialogue is, as you
say, supposed to be in Bengali.
Nevertheless, within the speech
patterns I've sometimes chosen
to give a 'subcontinental’ inflec-
tion for dramatic purposes. This
is not a new technique as you
will be aware. I also wanted to
indicate when Nazneen (the pro-
tagonist) attempted English
without necessarily adding 'she
said, in English' at each point.
With a little trial and error this
was not too difficult. There was
also an issue I only became
aware of when my editor read
the first draft - when a Bengali
youth (Karim) was speaking in
slang she'd necessarily assume
it was a speech in English, for-
getting that every language in
the world has its own slang.

With a few minor adjustments
we overcame this. With Hasina's
letters the challenge was to con-
vey her character and essence
without becoming bogged down
in the problems of 'logic'. I'd
envisaged her writing energetic
but not very educated (i.e.
ungrammatical) Bengali letters
to her sister. A 'straight' transla-
tion however did not give me
the voice I desired and I experi-
mented with a more 'pidgin’
English style in order to put her
closer to the reader's heart.

K.H.: Could you tell us some-
thing about the research
involved--into Bangladeshi and
Banglatown matters? It'll be of
particular interest to aspiring
writers.

M.A.: My research into Bangla-
desh was, I suppose, more or
less cumulative over the years --
the result of a natural interest. I
can cite one more specific exam-
ple though. I read a book by an
academic called Naila Kabeer
(who comes from Bangladesh),
about Bangladeshi women gar-
ment workers in Dhaka and the
east end of London. The stories
in her case studies were very dis-
parate but what united them
was a common impulse towards
self-empowerment. I found that
book very inspiring. In terms of
Banglatown here, I read what-
ever I could get my hands on,
and I went to talk to people in
the area--drug workers, youth
workers, people at a women's
centre, people in restaurants
and so on. Then, at a certain
point, I stepped back from that
in order to allow myself the free-
dom to imagine things within a
context.

K.H.: How conscious were you
while writing of the feminist

aspect of your novel?

M.A.: Until women have equal-
ity in this world I'll be calling
myself a feminist. In terms of
'Brick Lane', I did not write with
a feminist agenda in mind. I
guess, if feminist issues come
through, that is purely as a
result of writing about the con-
cerns of an individual who hap-
pens to be a woman.

K.H.: I believe 'Brick Lane' is
being translated into fourteen
languages; are they all Western
languages?

M.A.: Western (e.g. French, Ger-
man, Spanish, Portuguese) and
Eastern European (e.g. Serbo-
Croat, Polish) languages.

K.H.: Were you aware of any
influences affecting your writ-
ing?

M.A.: In terms of influence on
my writing, [ wish I could be a
more acute judge of that but I
will probably have to leave it to
others to decide. I admire
Narayan for the audacious sim-
plicity of his prose (Raymond
Carver also) and if I could wave
amagic wand thenI'd turn
myself into that sort of writer,
but clearly that is not the sort of
writer I am!

K.H.: Well, I think your prose
does possess the beauty of sim-
plicity. Incidentally, I share your
admiration of Narayan and
Carver. But what about others:
how do you relate to the grow-
ing tradition of subcontinental -
-mainly Indian--tradition of
Anglophone writing?

M.A.: I read a great deal of that
'subcontinental’ Anglophone lit-
erature that you mention.
Mistry, Rushdie, Seth through to

the up-an-coming Jhumpa
Lahiri. I am interested in Indian
literature and history but I don't
necessarily feel any special rela-
tionship. I'd read Nadine
Gordimer with as much interest.
There is this label 'world litera-
ture'. I don't know what it is, but
Iwant to read that stuff. I am
also interested in many different
areas of literature that tap into a
‘cross-cultural' experience but
don't originate from the sub-
continent. Chang Rae Lee for
instance, writing about Japa-
nese/Korean Americans, Julie
Otsuka in the same area, Brady
Udall writing about Native Amer-
icans.

K.H.: T hope you will make time
to visit Bangladesh. You haven't
been there since you came here,
have you?

M.A.: No, I haven't been back
since 71.1'd love to go for a visit.
I tried to do that just after
Christmas but I couldn't get a
visa, because I put 'writer' on
my application form. It was sub-
sequently explained to me that
at the time they were very wor-
ried about letting any writers in
because of the two Channel 4
journalists who had been
recently arrested in Dhaka. They
didn't realize that writers are
not necessarily journalists. It's
not going to be easy, between
work and the children, but I
would very much like to come.

K.H.:Thope you can make it. I'd
love to welcome you to the old
country--to which I'm returning
next month. Thank you for
being such a good interviewee.

Kaiser Huq teaches English at Dhaka University.

The literary magazine Sarada
was started in 1934. It went on
and off before folding up in
1964. Though irregular, its con-
tribution to Nepali literature is
immense in that it groomed
countless number of writers and
helped in standardizing, even if
a little, the Nepali language,
which is perhaps the most
unstandardized language in the
world. Its contribution, when we
look from the vantage point of
the present time, to the under-
standing of Nepali history is also
by no means small.

Literary historian Shiva Regmi
has compiled the editorials of
this historic magazine in the
book Saradaka Sampadakiye
Bicharharu (Editorial Thoughts
of Sarada). The editorials take us
rapidly back into the past.
Through its language, among
other things. The not-so- per-
fect sentences of Sarada editori-
als (the translated editorial
below might give one an idea)
suggest that the Nepali language
was just beginning to grow then.
In fact, Nepali began to develop
systematically in earnest after
Turner wrote the first Nepali dic-
tionary some three decades
before Sarada came into exis-
tence. The editorials indulge
overwhelmingly on topics such
as how to write, what to write,
what is prose, what is verse, etc.
This indulgence is symptomatic
of alanguage in the initial stage
of development.

The Rana regime was in place
when Sarada first came out. This
regime used to discourage the
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publication of books, magazines
and newspapers, and the open-
ing of libraries. Even the news-
papers published from India
were also not spared. For exam-
ple, the Ranas had requested the
East India Company to close
down the Gorkahli Weekly that
was being published from
Benaras, India. And it did close
down in 1920 or thereabouts. In
1930 the then Nepalese Prime
Minister Bhimshusmher had
handed down public punish-
ment to those who had tried to
seek approval to open a public
library. The atmosphere was by
no means congenial for the dis-
semination of knowledge. Still
Sarada came out. Obviously not
without cozying up to the Ranas,
and restricting itself in its scope.
Any wonder that the editorials
show complete apathy towards
social and political issues and
are riddled with words and
phrases of servility to the Ranas.

The editorials spanning three
decades reflect more facets of
history than the example pre-
sented below.

Even this translated editorial
has more to offer in terms of his-

tory.

"Why didn't Sarada run?

The importance and the use-
fulness of a thing is felt when it's
not around. We found Sarada
near us for twelve long years. We
rejoiced in its qualities, got
angry seeing its mistakes. Some
of its issues may have been
safely kept, while most of them
may have been torn and thrown

Ajit Baral

away. We did everything one
could do to a callow magazine of
a just sprouting language. But
we couldn't quite realise its
importance, as long as it was
with us like our nails and flesh.
(If we had understood its impor-
tance, we wouldn't have let it dis-
appear from us.) And when it
wasn't, we painfully realised,

like fingertips without nails: Oh,
where is Sarada?

We have been receiving the
'where is Sarada?' questions the
moment Sarada closed down. It
was difficult for us to reply to all
those queries. What to say? It
was the time of [the Second
World] war; paper was not only
expensive but also unavailable.
And at times we had to resort to
crude paper. We felt like
responding with this. But that
was not enough reason. The war
was global and it had affected
the whole world, not just Nepal.
Newspapers, magazines in other
countries, however, were con-
tinuously running even if they
had thinned a little. Why could-
n't only ours run?

One of the reasons for Sarada
not running in those days [the
period when it couldn't bring
out its issues] was writers' indif-
ference. We didn't receive
enough good articles to fill even
reduced-in-size Sarada. We
started prodding writers by
showing these letters. Ours writ-
ers had ample reasons to give.
They showed us their sunken
stomachs. The day just passes by

while tending the stomach;
where is the time to write? they
said. And even when they wrote
diligently, Sarada knew only to
take, not to give. We went to writ-
ers who were doing well enough.
They were evasive and gave us
unsatisfactory answers. But we
never stopped pestering them.
And perhaps to evade our pes-
tering that one good writer even
said this: ' What to do. Those at
the top don't like what we write."'
One said to me just yesterday, '
Stop writing, if you want to pros-
per.' Surprising! But we didn't
believe them. We said to our-
selves, these writers lack devo-
tion; these are not genuine writ-
ers. We had to, however, reply to
the letters. The letters were from
immigrant Nepalis, too. Should
we answer citing these things?
But this would be to clearly
accept that good writers are not
in Nepal.

Let's take our subscribers. We
have few subscribers, and on top
of that, 200-250 Messieurs nei-
ther pay the price of their sub-
scription for a year or two nor
deign to inform us to cut their
subscription. As if they don't
have any relationship with
Sarada, their mother-tongue.
Despite much disapproval, we
didn't stop to knock at their
door. Money, however, wasn't
forthcoming. Why didn't money
come? Because of stinginess? We
Nepalis are not misers. Don't we
drink? Don't we smoke? Don't
we decorate ourselves? with
snazzy clothes, nice, big houses,
and the garland of 2-4 to 108

wives. Maybe we lack the cour-
age to spend a one-fourth of a
pice, to adorn ourselves with lit-
erature. No, definitely not. We
are a brave race. We are brave
and play fight. Yes, we play fight.
Our policy plays fight (Not every
language has the word fight con-
joined with the word play). But it
seems we don't have the cour-
age to be interested in literature
-- the delightful play of words,
emotion, and imagination.
Maybe we should write these as
our reply to the letters.

We were anxious and finding
it difficult to answer. In the
meantime, the Ramband answer
to all these questions came to
us:

Sriteen Maharaja's annual
help to Sarada and command to
keep it running.

This help is a command to
writers to serve literature, to do
Saraswati [knowledge] pooja,
and to readers, to help literature
through donation. Now we are
confident that Sarada will tram-
ple all the obstacles on its way
and move ahead. We received
the annual help on the condition
that it will run continuously.
Therefore, we have an exciting
answer to our letter-writing
well-wishers: there is no cause
for worry; Sarada will run."

A{it Baral is a frequent contributor to The Daily
Star and various Nepalese newspapers. He lives
in Kathmandu.

THE PRICE

KAMAKSHIPRASAD CHATTOPADHYA (1917-1976) ’
(translated by Sukanta Chaudhuri) )

The joy of sipping morning tea with stale mouth
Of stirring up a storm from the newspapers
Will end, alas, today:

Saturday's delightd

Going home to the wife in Krishnanagar,
Pumpkin, spinach, aubergines bundled under arm.

There goes the greenhorn, there the hackneyed crook,
Someone's cousin, someone's uncle

Adept

In planning how to make the extra buck.

We have no-one to cook;

The servant might decamp@

Never mind.

Do you know why the koel still goes on singing?
And the caterpillar creeps in placid rhythm,
The wall-lizard catches bugs contentedly?

It might not be so bad:

Ink-strokes, the falling leaves of early spring,
The page scrolled with the storm-filled sky's delight
On the brink of blue-tinged eyes.

Illustrated by Sabyasachi hazra
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