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The diasporic voice
SPOTLIGHT

Readers will enjoy reading both these books to see how,
from every perspective and on every page, Prajwal
Parajuly blends rich colours and the vernacular tongue
to paint an eye-opening picture of a unique world and its
people trying to balance modern life while still keeping
tradition alive... A review by somdatta mandal
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IT is no new knowledge that in the last two

decades fiction from the South Asian Diaspora has
managed to hog the limelight in the western
world and has helped several of these writers also
bag a few prestigious awards. One of the
complaints against writers of the South Asian
diaspora is that its Indian members have been
playing big brother and have almost monopolised
this literary arena for quite some time. Though
several new diasporic voices have now been
coming out of Pakistan and Bangladesh, the other
SAARC country writers are still completely
marginalized. In this context the two books under
review written by Prajwal Parajuly (both
shortlisted for the Dylan Thomas Prize) hold
greater significance because apart from the
writings of Manjushree Thapa (a Nepali residing in
Canada), we are not much familiar with any work
of the Nepalese diaspora. In his debut collection
of short stories entitled The Gurkhas Daughter,
Parajuly gives us eight stories that describe and
dramatise the experiences of both the Nepalese
people and the Nepalese diaspora  the people
whose culture and language is Nepali but who are
dispersed in India, Bhutan and beyond.
The son of an Indian father and a Nepalese
mother, Parajuly divides his time between New
York and Oxford, and as he describes himself in
the book, he is one who often disappears to
Gangtok, his hometown in the Indian Himalayas,
at every opportunity. It is quite a few years after
Kiran Desai penned her The Inheritance of Loss
setting it in the 1980s and telling us about a
troubled Gorkhaland agitation brewing in the hills
of North Bengal, that we are able to read stories
from this region once again. Here we have
Gurkhas who are sometimes unsure of their
identity in a post-independent India because they
no longer have to pay allegiance to their British
masters. But Parajuly's book has definitely
provided an in-depth study and given voice to the
much neglected and lesser-known Nepalese
speaking people, be they from Gangtok,
Darjeeling and Kalimpong in India or from distant
Manhattan in New York City.
The mixed parentage and transnational nature
of his own living gave Parajuly the right exposure
to pen his stories and each of them brings to life
the dilemmas and constrictions of daily Nepalese
life. Reminiscent of the journey that the pilgrims
undertook in Chaucers Prologue to The
Canterbury Tales, the first story The Cleft

narrates the plight of a lady called
Sarita, her foreign paying-guest called
Erin, and her young maid servant called
Kaali, who are all undertaking an
arduous journey from Kathmandu to
Birtamod by road in order to attend the
funeral ceremony of Saritas father. The
title of the story refers as much to caste
division as to the young servant girl
Kaalis deformity of a cleft lip. Though
despised by the masters family, she still
lives in an imaginary world of her own.
In a stream of consciousness style of
narration we are told how she plans to
flee Nepal after being lured by a wily
agent with false promises of freedom
from bondage and with the prospect of
becoming a big star in the glamour world
of Bombay. Set in Kalimpong, Let
Sleeping Dogs Lie speaks about class and
caste differences within the Nepalese
society and narrates the poignant story of
a struggling shopkeeper who has to
tolerate the kleptomania of a young girl
who happens to be the daughter of a
reputed doctor in the vicinity.
Unable to sort out the problem the
shopkeeper faces an impossible dilemma
and in the end has to bring his own wife
clad in a burqa to help him man the shop
counter as she would at least be able to
surreptitiously keep a watch through the
burqa without herself being seen by
anybody.
The problem of caste and class is so
predominant in our South Asian societies
that often a genuine love affair is broken at the
insistence of the parents who force their children
to agree to arranged marriages though very often
those marriages result in disaster. Set in Gangtok,
A Fathers Journey narrates such a sad story
where a suffering girl justifies her broken marriage
by consoling her family members that at least her
husband is a Brahmin. When she was a child she
had posed a naïve question about the inequalities
of the caste system; yet she embraces its strictures
when as an adult, she chooses a Brahmin as her
husband in a misdirected effort to please her
father. The story Mixed Blessing, which
according to Parajuly is closest to his heart, brings
out the problems of poverty that ails many
middle-class homes and also touches upon the
complicated relationship between Hindus and
Christians. It tells us about a Hindu religious

festival in Darjeeling that brings with it a sacrifice
when a young man in Darjeeling prepares for his
wealthy relatives arrival while figuring out his
missionary friends.
The problem of exile and migration of people
of Nepalese origin being sent away from the
neighbouring Bhutan and presently residing in
camps is highlighted in a wonderful story, No
Land is Her Land. Here Parajuly paints a
wonderful picture in the way the dysfunctional
clan of Bhutan refugees cherish an American
dream as chimeric as the image of the perfect
family that they somehow convey to their green
card interviewer. The title story The Gurkhas
Daughter tells us about the secret bonding
between two young nine-year old girls whose
fathers were close friends in the Gurkha regiment.
They don fake moustaches to play-act their fathers

talking about booze and Brits. The problem of
identity formation becomes quite significant in
this tale. In Passing Fancy a retired woman
contemplates an affair. Interestingly, the
protagonists marital conversations are given in
direct speech whereas the dialogue with a
neighbour is presented indirectly. We guess that
the creative writing courses that Parajuly attended
helped him greatly to hone his skills in this sort of
narrating experimentation. Perhaps the most
moving story in the book is the eighth and last
one called The Immigrants which is quite
autobiographical in tone and is set in
Manhattan in New York. It poignantly
narrates the plight of two arriviste Nepalis
from two different classes who ultimately
overcome their mutual native prejudices in
a strange land. A relationship that was
totally unimaginable in the homeland

thus becomes possible in the socio-cultural
ambience of the diaspora.
Parajulys first novel Land Where I Flee, which
was published almost simultaneously with his
book of stories (an exclusive extract of which was
appended at the end of the first book as a nice
marketing gimmick), is interestingly dedicated to
Gangtok and Kalimpong the two cities he knows
very well. Like the earlier work, this novel is full of
local Nepalese expressions, beliefs and concerns
and very clearly highlights the caste and class
consciousness that permeates lives of South Asians

3

in a significant manner. The story is based around
a sort of home-coming to Gangtok for three of
Chitralekha Nepauneys grandchildren, who
having being reared by the woman in the absence
of their parents, is going to celebrate her
Chaurasi  her landmark eighty-fourth birthday.
According to the author, the Chaurasi is a
curious event not many Nepali-speaking Hindus in
India, especially the people of his generation,
know much about which could be partly because
few people live to see their 84th birthday. While
narrating the story of Chitralekha, the beedismoking matriarch who runs her own business in
Kalimpong, Parajuly very deftly interweaves the
individual stories of each of the grandchildren.
The eldest grandson Agastaya, travelling from
New York, is dreading his familys inevitable
inquisition into why he is not married. He is
unable to disclose that he is gay and has a steady
relationship with a man called Nicky. The
granddaughter Manasa, the Oxford-educated
achiever has flown in from London and her lifestory explains how the South Asian notion of filial
piety expanding to the in-laws was the most
forced and hypocritical thing about their society.
Their other sibling Bhagwati was flying down
from Colorado where she managed to reach as a
Bhutanese refugee, but back
home she is still seen as a
disgraced eloper because she
had gone and married a man
from a low caste, a Damaai,
and for that treason her
grandmother could not forgive
her for the last eighteen years.
Parajuly also deftly paints
the character of a eunuch
called Prasanti, who is the
matriarchs Man Friday, and
who is very reluctant to do
the household chores, but
delights in using slang and
four-letter words (some of
which seem a little forced
and unnecessary) and
provide entertainment
quotient to the story. As the
narrative unfolds we find that
all the three grandchildren
harbour the same dual
objective: to emerge from
the celebrations with their
formidable grandmothers
blessing and their nerves
intact  a goal that will
become increasingly difficult
thanks to the mischievous
Prasanti and the unexpected
arrival of Ruthwa, the fourth
uninvited guest and their
youngest sibling. The rest of
the tale is best left untold.
Readers will enjoy
reading both these books to see how from
every perspective and on every page, Prajwal
Parajuly blends rich colours and the vernacular
tongue to paint an eye-opening picture of a
unique world and its people trying to balance
modern life while still keeping tradition alive. The
sights and smells of Gangtok and the Nepali
community come alive in such a vibrant manner
that one expects that Parajuly will be giving us
more such interesting tales in the near future.
the reviewer is professor, department of
english, visva-bharati university
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Beyond physical realms

THE word place, geographically
speaking, can be defined as an area or a
region, which possesses some
characteristic in the context of preconceived ideas, local conditions or
unique events. But the term has varied
meaning, in its myriad nuances, when it
comes to literature, films, music,
architecture and photography. A place
does not revolve around just geography
but it has other aspects as well and
its uniqueness is affected by its
history, language, society, time and
inner conflicts. Every place goes
through a course of varied changes
in terms of development or
destruction as politics and other
societal ideas remarkably mould it
into a distinctive fabric. This idea
was discussed at a recent event in
Kolkata, which was organised by
the British Council in collaboration
with the Writers Centre, Norwich,
UK.
Place when it comes to be
defined as a dwelling, encapsulates
the concept of someones
existence in that particular region.
The thought made Peter D
McDonald, professor of English
and related studies, Oxford
University, to look upon it with
visceral scepticism. He took up
the examples of Rabindranath
Tagore and James Joyce and said
that in their works, dwelling in the
sense of place, refers to the idea of
ownership. But a particular street
is different from another while the
same goes for two cities. The more
ones ambit of consideration

The idea of place was given much thought
at a discussion in Kolkata organised jointly
by the British Council and Writers Centre,
Norwich, UK, says neelabh raj
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narrative of a space in the world of
dreams. In the famous soliloquy in
William Shakespeares Hamlet, the term
bourn refers to the land of the dead.
Novelist Anjali Jospeh referred to a
character in one of Sunil
Gangopadhyays works for whom a
place of existence is not the room he
increases, the more differences crop up
shares with his brother but rather a
but underlining everything is a
small box where he keeps his
combining factor. To that, Amit
possessions. The box totally subverts the
Chaudhari, eminent writer and
perceived idea of what a place should be
musician, said, Place can be provincial
like but consequently conforms to the
and yet cosmopolitan.
notion of a room being a personal
Away from the physical realm, a place
haven. What is obvious is that the realms
can exist in the mind, case in point
of place in that tale completely overturn
being James Joyces Finnegans Wake,
the concepts of physical dimensions of
which tells a story in a non-linear
size.
Even estrangement from a place
colours ones ideas about it as
evidenced by the abundance of
narratives concerning the same in
post-modern and modern
literature. Celebrated and
ostracised in equal measure,
writer Salman Rushdie believes in
the integration of cultures and
identities and goes on to
denounce the idea of a nation,
culture or even home. Living in
London, the settings for most of
his works are India where he was
born. He refutes the idea of being
on exile and accepts both places
with their cultures and its
identities. This further begs the
propensity of a writer or
filmmaker creating fictional
places in which they put ideas or
events, which otherwise wouldnt
have made sense in a real
setting  utopian or dystopian
worlds give wings to an artists
creative expression.
Vesna Goldsworthy, novelist
and professor of creative writing,
University
of East Anglia, threw
An illustratrion from Charles Dickens Bleak
light on the matter by saying,
House by HK Browne.
Young Mexican writers mostly

write about other places such as
Australia because they are tired of
stereotypical renderings of their nation.
Writing about a place is affected by how
one perceives the region and that varies
from one individual to the next. The
advent of technology has allowed one to
gain a picture of a place. However, the
same place can be interpreted in
completely disparate ways. Both
Gregory David Roberts Shantaram and
Suketu Mehtas Maximum City, give
details of life in Mumbai. The former
though is autobiographical in nature and
sets a starkly different tone to that of the
latter. Similarly, the London of Charles
Dickens was quite apart from Virginia
Woolf s view of the city. In a way, the
setting of a place conveys to readers, the
ideas at play in a writers mind.
That aspect is also informed by the
descriptive style of a particular writer.
Like, in the gothic novels of yore,
Transylvania has always been portrayed
as a gloomy and dark place and as
somewhere people wouldnt wish to
stay. But reality is completely different.
However, such interpretations elevate
the possibilities of a lived reality. Time is
another important factor that greatly
affects the idea of place. According to
Goldsworthy, time can change not just a
place but a whole country. Belonging to
Serbia, she became nostalgic about the
place of her childhood. She said that the
bombing by NATO in Yugoslavia and the
passage of time had greatly changed the
country. It is not what it was before,
she said. Even if one looks at Kolkata,
the city isnt the same as Calcutta.
To sum up, one can easily come to the
conclusion that a place is really an
amalgamation of completely
independent and often, conflicting
ideas. All great works of art move
beyond pre-conceived notions of
geography and frame a comprehensive
construct by infusing it with the
creators individual quirks.

