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Is literature a way of escaping from the difficulties of life? Or is it a documentation of life? With the advent of instant hits in the form of Google-cyber-shots, who has the time to sift quietly, page by
page, through a book? This week we review acclaimed novelist Mohammed Hanif's reaction to freakish reality and ponder whether bookstores are doomed to be washed away as TV dramas break upon
our shore. Perhaps though, all we need is to find only the one who will give meaning to our creations and release hundreds of butterflies. Tell us what you think! Comments, viewpoints and contributions
are welcome at: DSLitEditor@ gmail.com
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A Case of Mohammaad Hanif

Mohammed Hanif is a Pakistani writer and journalist. Trained at the Pakistan Air Force Academy, Hanif has an inborn talent to hit the mark with his genius writing. His debut novel A Case
of Exploding Mangoes won the 2008 Shakti Bhatt First Book Prize and the 2009 Commonwealth Book Prize in the Best First Book category. The novel uses the event of Pakistani dictator Zia-
ul-Haq's plane crash in 1988 as a spring-board to delve into the conspiracy theories behind it. His second novel Our Lady of Alice Bhatti, the story of a hospital nurse in Karachi, was
published in 2011 and shortlisted for the 2012 Wellcome Trust Book Prize and the 2013 DSC Prize for South Asian Literature.

In this interview with the SLR editor, Mohammed Hanif talks about the mystery of babies, an occasional need to shout from rooftops and reminds Dhakaites how important it is not to take

SLR: How has your writing sensibilities
been shaped by your earliest reading?

MH: There were about two and a half
books in the village where I grew up.
Colonel Mohammed Khan's Bajang
Amad - the memoir of a Punjabi officer
in Second World War - was very funny,
very exotic. The second one was a col-
lection of miracles performed by
Muslim saints; fantastic. We also used

to get a free government-published
magazine by the Family Planning
Ministry. It was quite mysterious

Is This The End For

Serious Fiction?

On a visit to New York, [ meet an old novelist friend in a café in
Greenwich Village. He's enthusing about Breaking Bad, the
acclaimed American drama series about a chemistry teacher with
lung cancer who, faced with prohibitive medical bills and an
insecure future for his family, starts cooking illegal methamphet-
amine. My friend tells me TV drama has finally achieved the status
of high art to rival the Victorian novel.

He suggests that Charles Dickens was the TV dramatist of his
age. Being serialised in magazines such as Household Words
brought Dickens' work to a mass readership. It also enabled read-
ers to respond while the story was still taking shape, just as mod-
ern dramas are subject to constantly updated viewer ratings,
reviews, blogs and fanzines.

But why is Breaking Bad the break-through drama, I ask him,
the one that has elevated the form to Dickensian heights? He tells
me it's because it achieves genuine artistic coherence. The
Sopranos, though beautifully crafted episode by episode, under
the pressure to generate fresh story lines while maintaining the
essential dynamic on which its success depended, descended to
the level of soap opera. Most original dramas are like this.
Expensive to make, they have to be commercial products first and
works of art second. And nobody knows if they're going to last
one season or ten. Uniquely, Breaking Bad followed the logic of its
opening premise, taking its characters through life-changing expe-
riences, resolving dramatic instabilities by smashing through into
even greater instabilities, and finally resolving into a single coher-
ent narrative structure,

Suddenly my friend looks gloomy. 'So where does this leave
us?' he asks me. 'What are novelists for, now?' I understand his
concern. But television is the least of our worries. On the plane
from London I was reading a piece by Will Self, arguing that the
literary novel isn't dying, but only because it's already dead. In fact
it's been walking around in a zombie state for three quarters of a
century, ever since James Joyce took it as far as it could go, and
beyond, in Finnegan's Wake. What does the future hold for serious
fiction? In Self's view, within twenty years it will have been
squeezed out of cultural significance by the distractions of social
media and our addiction to instant information.

It's a bleak outlook. Leaving the café, I console myself with the
thought that among anxieties about possible futures for the
planet, the decline of the novel rates fairly low. I find myself out-
side the Strand bookstore, the biggest, longest surviving independ-
ent bookshop in Manhattan. Inside I find fiction prominently
displayed, heaped on tables labelled Modern Classics, Just Arrived,
and Best of the Best. [ seem to be looking at all the novels I've ever
read, all the novels I've ever thought of reading, and vast numbers
of novels I've never heard of. It's a big scruffy space estimated to
hold 2.5 million or 18 shelf-miles of books. It's crowded with
yvoung people. And they're all buying.

Joe Treasure is the author of two novels: “The Male Gaze” and “Besot-
ted”, and teaches creative writing at Royal Holloway, University of
London. Read more of him at http://joetreasure.blogspot.co.uk/

because you never learnt how babies
are made. And then there was China
Pictorial everywhere. I am sure every
little bit that I read influenced me.

SLR: You are both a writer and a jour-
nalist. We all know the responsibility a
journalist has. Do you think you have a
responsibility as a writer from
Pakistan?

MH: I hope not. 1 mean I should try
not to bore my readers or lecture them
because that I can do as a journalist.
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even a bit of freedom for granted.

SLR: If you had to choose between the
two careers, which one would you go
with?

MH: Not sure. You are doing your
responsible journalistic work, doing a
bit of reporting or just looking at the
names and ages of people killed during
the last day and at some point you
think it's too depressing and pointless.
You rush back to that great novel that is
stuck on page 18. And you spend some
time with it and then want to escape
back to reality. I guess I'll always choose
the thing I am not doing.

SLR: One of the best scenes in A Case
of Exploding Mangoes is when the
generals are having their first staff meet-
ing and they realize that Zia-ul-Huq
isn't merely acting pious but is, in fact,
a religious fanatic. Throughout the
novel, everyone seems smarter and
more sophisticated than the dictator.
Do you think this 'buffoonish’ syn-
drome is a common phenomenon in
totalitarianism?

MH: I wouldn't go that far. There is a
lot of buffoonery in societies which are
not totalitarian. I mean, look at our
own neighbourhood, look at some of
our elected leaders, media personalities,
tycoons. You can find quite a few. The
only difference is that in dictatorships
they tend to feel threatened by open
laughter; in democracies like ours they
encourage you to laugh. Maybe they
know they are going to have the last
laugh.

SLR: A Case of Exploding Mangoes was
a political satire based on a real-life
incident. Our Lady of Alice Bhatti is a
love story about a Christian nurse who
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falls in love with the wrong guy. How
do such diverse characters and story
lines come to you? Do they percolate in
you for a long time before you actually
sit down to write or is it spontaneous?

MH: Nothing is spontaneous about
writing a novel. An image, a voice, a
fleeting memory can help you start but
after that you are on your own. [ am
still hoping to write a spontaneous
novel.

SLR: Speaking of story lines, what are
you working on next?

MH: A spontaneous novel.

SLR: The genius humour is a hallmark
of your work. Are you ever afraid that
you'll start repeating jokes?

MH: Hahaha...that was funny. There is
nothing wrong about repeating jokes.
The real worry is that increasingly we
live in a world where reality is so freak-
ish, so funny, and so devastating, that a
novelist might have to tame things
down, make it less funny, less freakish,
more livable.

SLR: Your novels are in English but you
have some journalistic pieces in Urdu.
Why this difference in choice of lan-
guage?

MH: I like writing in Urdu. Also some-
times you feel like shouting from the
rooftop and you want more people to
hear. There are lots of political, histori-
cal references, poetic flourishes, clichés
- lots of clichés - that only work in
Urdu.

SLR: I read a beautiful piece you had

Only The One: “Matro Akjon”

Ahmed Sofa (30 June 1943 - 28 July 2001)

Translated by Munize Manzur
[ search for only the one - of
Who will look at me with love, N/ SN

While the dulcet tone of my heart

Beats out word upon word;

While a river so red ripples

To the rhythm of my youthful song;

Until my heart-wrenching pain

Like a tender child, in her takes form.

All my threads of thought, half-expressed,

In her, will reveal a feeling peaceful;

Like a glowing stroke of gold upon a dark stone.

To Creativity: "Shristtilotar Proti”

Abdul Mannan Syed (1943 - 5 September 2010)

Translated by M. Harunur Rashid

your taste,

has torn apart its mask

[ salute only you - don't care for anybody else,
All else is tuft of grass trampled under feet - you alone are
blossoms in green herbage,

All else is pain and suffering — only you are eternal ache,
All else is dirty like worn-out currency notes and coins
rotating from hand to hand -

Only you are pure white, yes you,

You only eat time that keeps ticking, nothing else suits

You blast the flint and spurt out a fountain - creativity

Against all objective trash, fly hundreds of butterflies.

written for ‘Newsline' called “The Seven
Places in My Heart” which recounts
your original journey on the literary
path. What places would you add as a
sequence to that piece, now that you
have travelled quite a bit more along
this successful literary path?

MH: Thanks. I haven't thought about a
sequel but since you mentioned it,
some of the people in those seven
places are dead now. Some are in and
out of jails. Maybe I'll write about
them.

SLR: Aspiring writers are always told
that it's imperative to write every day.
What's your writing regime like?

MH: 1 tell myself every day that I

should write every day. There's no other
way.

SLR: What are some noteworthy books
that you have read in 20137

MH: Goat Days by Benyamin, trans-
lated by Joseph Koyippally. Saba
Imtiaz's Karachi You are Killing Me. The
World in my Hands by Kazi Anis
Ahmed and Sam Miller's A Strange
Kind of Paradise. All rip-roaring reads.

SLR: You first visited Dhaka in 2012 for
the Hay Festival, Dhaka. Is there any-
thing you are looking forward to revisit-
ing?

MH: I found Dhaka's bazaars and parks
much safer than all the places I go to in
Karachi. I mean, the traffic jams are
worse than Karachi but at least [ didn't
think the car next to me was going to
blow up. I guess, I'm looking forward
to a bit of freedom.



