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    Born in Bombay (now Mumbai), India in 1947, Salman Rushdie was educated at Rugby School in Warwickshire, England, before studying history at King’s College Cambridge. His first novel was published in 1975, but it was not until his second, Midnight’s Children, that he began to receive literary attention. Influenced by James Joyce (Irish writer, 1882-1941), Gabriel García Márquez (Colombian writer, 1927-2014) and J. G. Ballard (English writer, 1930-2009), his work often contains elements of magic realism, as well as a frame narrative to tell parallel stories. His novels are noted for being highly satirical and have been labelled as “comic epics”.


    The Satanic Verses is unquestionably Rushdie’s most famous work, as the book sparked controversy a few months after its initial publication, in 1989. Its references to Islam were seen by some as blasphemous, and in February of that year a fatwa was issued against Rushdie by Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini (1902-1989), the then Supreme Leader of Iran. It called for the death of Rushdie and his publishers, and a bounty was placed on him. Despite this, in 2007 the UK knighted him for services to literature.

  


  
    

  


  
    

  


  
    THE SATANIC VERSES


    A FANTASTICAL JOURNEY BETWEEN THE MODERN DAY AND REALMS OF OLD


    
      	Genre: magical realist novel


      	Reference edition: Rushdie, S. (1988) The Satanic Verses. London: Penguin Random House.


      	1st edition: 1988


      	Themes: heaven, hell, alienation, migration, identity, metamorphosis, belief, magic realism, rebirth

    


    The Satanic Verses uses a frame narrative to combine several stories filled with magic realism (a genre of literature combining magical or fantastical elements with a realistic narrative), connecting them through time and space. Partially inspired by the life of the Prophet Muhammed, it follows the lives of two men after they fall out of a hijacked aeroplane only to take on the characteristics of the angel Gabriel and the devil. Although the reception it received from critics was generally quite favourable, the book sparked outrage among the Muslim community, leading to book burnings and protests, and a ban on the novel in over ten countries around the world. Sales of The Satanic Verses massively increased following the fatwa issued against Rushdie, even though several people died in protests regarding the book, while his publishers and translators were individually targeted.

  


  
    SUMMARY


    TWO MEN AND A PROPHET


    The Satanic Verses opens with the two protagonists, Gibreel Farishta and Saladin Chamcha, falling from a hijacked plane above the English Channel. Rushdie uses a frame narrative to tell multiple stories over the course of the novel explaining both their situation and the bizarre events that follow them throughout. Saladin had been on the plane after a trip to Bombay to see his father, where the two had come to blows, while Gibreel was flying to England to find a girl called Alleluia Cone, with whom he had had a glorious three-day-long affair. One of the hijackers who takes control of the plane, a female suicide bomber, blows the aircraft up, thus killing herself and trying to take everyone with her.


    As they fall through the sky, Gibreel has a number of visions which later continue to follow him through his life. One is of Mahound, a name synonymous with Muhammed, the Islamic prophet. Described as a “businessman”, he enters the city of Jahilia, where he begins to spread the word of Allah, relying on his visions of an angel for information – not knowing that this angel is actually the human Gibreel, who slips in and out of the visions and appears to have little control over what he can do. Mahound is attempting to convert the city, despite the resentment of the people. The city’s leader, Abu Simbel, offers Mahound the conversion of all the citizens, should three of the people’s old goddesses be included in the worship. Knowing how this would help him and his followers in the long run, Mahound retires to consult with Gibreel. On the day of the city’s famous poetry competition, he writes out a series of verses acknowledging the three goddesses, all while in a trance. The people all accept the new religion, but Mahound later retracts his verses, calling them “satanic” and claiming he was tricked into writing them by Shaitan (Satan), only to later be shown his error by Gibreel – unaware that his two interactions were in fact both with the human Gibreel.


    WHEN IN LONDON


    In the real world, Gibreel and Saladin have landed outside the home of Rosa Diamond, an elderly lady who allows the pair to stay with her. Between falling from the plane and washing up on English shores, the two have taken on certain religious characteristics: Gibreel is encircled by a glowing halo, connecting him to the archangel Gabriel. Saladin, meanwhile, has two hornlike lumps sprouting from his forehead, linking him to the devil. While staying with Rosa, Saladin is arrested as an illegal immigrant, and Gibreel does nothing to stop his arrest. Saladin becomes increasingly goat-like in appearance and manner, his horns fully forming and his legs becoming hoofed and hairy. He manages to convince the police – who seem to shift and change appearance as much as he does – that he is a British citizen, and is eventually able to call his wife, Pamela. However, he is instead answered by his old schoolfriend, “jumpy” (p.181) Jamshed Joshi, with whom his wife is having an affair. Joshi helps Saladin, and takes him to his friend Muhammed Sufyan, who allows him to stay above the Sufyan family’s restaurant, the Shaandaar Café. Furious at how Gibreel abandoned him, Saladin is ultimately overcome with rage, and in his fury expels his devil-like features, so he once more appears human.


    Gibreel, meanwhile, has headed to London in search of Alleluia Cone, mountain climber extraordinaire and his three-day lover. Managing to find her, he collapses outside her house whereupon another vision takes hold. This time he sees an Imam who opposes the Empress Ayesha. He forces Gibreel to fly him across the country and then fight the goddess Al-lat, who Gibreel defeats by pure luck. He then falls into a vision of Ayesha of Titlipur, an orphan who convinces an entire village to take a pilgrimage to Mecca, following her visions of an angel, who is once again only the human Gibreel. This is done, much to the consternation of Mirza Saeed Akhtar, whose wife, dying of cancer, follows regardless.


    Gibreel begins to live with Ally, although their relationship is mostly centred on their sex life. Gibreel, whose behaviour has been becoming increasingly schizophrenic, becomes incensed at the thought of Ally being near any other man, regularly flying into vicious rages. After one of these outbursts, he has a vision of who he assumes to be God, prompting him to go out and ‘save London’. It is unclear if this really is God, or actually Shaitan. Gibreel fails miserably at his task and is eventually hit by a car belonging to a film producer called Mr Sisodia, who convinces him to re-enter the limelight. During Gibreel’s grand and long-awaited re-entry into stardom at a huge party, he creates a heatwave in London then passes out, and we are shown another vision, again of Mahound, several years on. Having previously fled the city, he had later returned to take full control of it, enforcing strict laws that appear to not apply to him, and citing Gibreel as his authority when questioned.


    AYESHA, AND THE RETURN TO INDIA


    Saladin is now living with Joshi and Pamela, uncaring of their affair or the fact that Pamela is pregnant with Joshi’s child. The trio are invited to a party by one of Saladin’s old colleagues, where he sees Gibreel again for the first time. After spending time with Gibreel and Ally, he notes their toxic relationship and uses his skill as a voice actor to break apart their relationship with a series of anonymous calls that exacerbate Gibreel’s jealousy. Later, the Shaandaar Café catches fire and Saladin runs in in an attempt to save the Sufyans. Gibreel, who has realised Saladin is behind the phone calls, saves him regardless. While they are unconscious, we are given the final vision, of the outcome of Ayesha’s pilgrimage. Many of the pilgrims had died during the journey, and several had lost their faith. Nevertheless, many more walk into the Arabic Sea behind Ayesha, who has told them the waters will part for them to reach Mecca. This does not happen, and everyone who walks into the water drowns.


    Later, both Saladin and Gibreel return to Bombay, where the former reconciles with both his dying father and his Indian heritage, reconnecting with an Indian woman called Zeeny who wants him to embrace his roots. Gibreel has been attempting a series of films all based on his visions, but every single one has flopped. Ally is later found having fallen to her death from Gibreel’s residence, a building aptly named “Everest”. Mr Sisodia is found dead inside, and Gibreel later shows up at Saladin’s home, a prime suspect for the two deaths. After attempting to convince Saladin of his innocence while justifying his jealousy, he puts a gun to his mouth and kills himself.

  


  
    CHARACTER STUDY


    GIBREEL FARISHTA


    Gibreel Farishta is a sought-after Bollywood star, best known for his theological roles. He initially began work transporting tiffin carriers across Bombay, but is now one of the most favoured actors in the business. He is known for having relations with women left, right and centre, including his neighbour Rekha Merchant, who later commits suicide by jumping off of their tall apartment building, taking her children with her. His original name was Ismail Najmuddin, but he got the name ‘Farishta’ from his mother, who said he was “her personal angel” (p.19), and “too damn sweet” (ibid.). He has always been interested in reincarnation and various religions, but had lost his faith after a close brush with death with an unknown illness. However, after falling from the hijacked plane he appears to have merged with the angel Gabriel, although the extent of his power is unclear – it is uncertain whether he is actually connected to the angel at all, or if his visions are the result of schizophrenia. It often seems that his halo is the only thing marking him as different from anyone else, although he does manage to create a heatwave across London at one point. Within his visions, he seems capable of very little and instead watches, helpless, while Mahound, Ayesha and the Imam choose to interpret his presence as best suits their needs.


    Some of this inaction spreads into the ‘real’ world, when he watches unconcerned as Saladin is arrested and taken away. His pompous and arrogant nature takes a toll on his relationship with Ally, which is then heightened by the jealous fits he throws at the mere mention of another man’s name. It is this that proves to be his downfall: although almost his entire life has been spent loving India and her deities, whether he was rich or poor, it is his love for a Western woman that causes both their deaths.


    SALADIN CHAMCHA


    Previously known as Salahuddin Chamchawala, Saladin changes his name when he moves to England, in an attempt to leave behind his cruel and overbearing father and the Indian world he represents. Saladin’s name was the cause of some upset among Muslim readers, as it connected the devil to the Muslim defender against Christian Crusaders, also called Saladin. During the novel he comes to symbolise Shaitan, or Satan, gaining a goat-like appearance complete with horns and a tail and becoming increasingly inhuman in manner too. Born into a wealthy Indian family but continuously in conflict with his father throughout childhood and into adulthood, their relationship had only worsened after Saladin went to a boarding school in England. He later took on jobs as a voice actor in the UK, which he adores in spite of the racism, living there permanently and marrying an English belle called Pamela Lovelace. Saladin’s love for Pamela comes from the connection she gives him to England, while the woman he ends up with, Zeeny, reconnects him to India.


    He is something of an antithesis to Gibreel, although perhaps not to the extent the reader might expect, given the personas they take on. Throughout the novel Saladin suffers with his own personal demons of his heritage and family life, making his appearance all the more ironic. In spite of the elements of magic realism that pervade his life, his story is far easier to follow than Gibreel’s, as it clearly takes him from India and back again and examines how he comes to love his homeland once more.


    ALLELUIA CONE


    Alleluia Cone is an English mountain climber and Gibreel’s girlfriend for much of the novel. Nicknamed the “ice queen” (p.33), Ally is recognisable by her pale skin and blonde-white hair, and her love of all things related to Mount Everest. Prior to meeting Gibreel, she had conquered the mountain, in spite of the agonising fallen arches of her feet that prevent her from climbing further. While upon Everest, she herself had visions of a solo mountaineer named Maurice Wilson, who talks to her. Ally meets Gibreel after his recovery from a near-fatal illness and consequent loss of faith, and it is because of her that he is on Flight AI-420, travelling to England to find her once more. When he is diagnosed with schizophrenia, Ally cares for Gibreel, who time and again finds himself turning up at her house, often unaware of how he arrived there. Despite their electric sex life, Gibreel’s vicious jealousy takes its toll on Ally, and the pair are pushed apart
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