

[image: image]




SALMAN RUSHDIE AND THE GENESIS OF SECRECY


Also published by Bloomsbury


A Mirror for Our Times: ‘The Rushdie Affair’ and the Future of Multiculturalism, Paul Weller


Salman Rushdie: Contemporary Critical Perspectives, ed. Robert Eaglestone and Martin McQuillan


Salman Rushdie’s Cities: Reconfigurational Politics and the Contemporary Urban Imagination, Vassilena Parashkevova


Salman Rushdie and Translation, Jenni Ramone


For Three Generations

 

My wife Nalini

Our children Rohan and Paras

Our grandchildren Anjali, Tara, Percy and Vivian

 

How time has ticked a heaven round the stars
                                – Dylan Thomas


SALMAN RUSHDIE AND THE GENESIS OF SECRECY

Vijay Mishra

[image: ]


Contents

Preface

Acknowledgements

PROLOGUE: ‘AND WHAT SO TEDIOUS AS A TWICE-TOLD TALE’

Chapter 1

ARCHIVE FEVER: THE ‘BIOGRAFIEND’ AND THE GENESIS OF SECRECY

Chapter 2

MANUSCRIPTS IN THE ARCHIVE

Chapter 3

THE RIDDLE OF MIDNIGHT’S CHILDREN: UNRAVELLING A TEXT

Chapter 4

THE AFFECTIVE TURN AND SALMAN RUSHDIE

Chapter 5

SALMAN RUSHDIE CINEMA AND BOLLYWOOD

Chapter 6

ARCHIVAL MODERNISM

EPILOGUE: SALMAN RUSHDIE HUMANISM AND WORLD LITERATURE

Notes

Bibliography

Index


Preface

There is much in postcolonial criticism that celebrates Rushdie’s hybridity, his use of a radically new style of English and his familiarity with the generic registers of Indian, Arabic and Persian literary forms. But Rushdie is most familiar with the grand narratives of the West and their pervasive power in the world literary imaginary. Beyond that, his corpus manifests, uneasily, what may be called a late modern orientalism – an orientalism drawn from a range of sources, both scholarly and popular. ‘The wisdom of the East is nonsense, but it went down well with girls’ we discover in incidental notes in the Emory Rushdie Archive. Except for his use of the Qur’ān and the Muslim commentarial traditions in The Satanic Verses, the tale of the Simurg (after Attar) in Grimus and the Ibn Rushd and Al Ghazali humanist debates in Two Years Eight Months and Twenty-Eight Nights, the use of non-Western literary forms by Rushdie is more like a great Western writer’s selective and creative use of material in the non-realist tradition of the European novel. As seen in his eminently ‘prescriptive’ novel The Golden House, he is very much an English writer who understands the great Irish writers Joyce, Beckett and Sterne as well as the Spanish picaresque writers and their later Latin American and European adherents, especially Gabriel García Márquez, Günter Grass and Italo Calvino, and he is also fascinated by avant-garde European cinema. A good English public school education had also given him Shakespeare, and, later in life, he spent long hours reading all the great works of literature, because, as a history major at Cambridge, he had missed out on a rigorous training in the traditional Cambridge English curriculum – in those days commonly understood as ‘From Beowulf to Virginia Woolf’. This is not an uncommon reading as Rushdie’s ‘anxieties of influence’ are openly admitted. In the notes in the Rushdie Emory Archive (62/31, p. 25), we read:


[Mikhail] Bulgakov [The Master and Margarita] became my guide to The Satanic Verses, Rilke’s work on the Orpheus myth helped me with The Ground Beneath Her Feet while for Fury, to help me place Professor Solanka in New York, at a precise moment and in a precise social milieu, I read Balzac’s Eugenie Grandet, to see how he did the same thing for his eponymous heroine in another time and place.

In his autobiography (in the third person), Joseph Anton (2012), a long passage from Bulgakov is quoted as the epigraph to Part II ‘Manuscripts Don’t Burn’ (96), which is a line spoken by the Devil Woland in The Master and Margarita. Fury, of course, is not in the same league as Balzac’s masterpiece and Rushdie’s heroine never displays the same prolonged desire that one finds in Balzac’s heroine Eugénie for her cousin Charles, but the point about Rushdie’s Western leanings is nevertheless self-evident.

This book addresses and answers (through carefully argued examples) Rushdie’s location within an essentially English–European sensibility and a contradictory orientalism which in the end, especially in his reading of Islam, also connects Rushdie with earlier European colonial and orientalist writers. The book begins with a Prologue which introduces Rushdie by reading him in his own archive. The Emory Rushdie Archive, however, is not simply a trove of self-aggrandizing or self-congratulatory material as Rushdie kept critical commentaries on himself as well. The narrative offered in the Prologue is aimed at problematizing ‘Salman Rushdie’ and shifting him away from celebratory ‘badging’: Rushdie as the exemplary postcolonial, multicultural, postmodern, magical realist writer. He may be all these, but the tradition within which he writes, the ideological views he holds and his mindset nonetheless, is thoroughly English-European, even where the spectres of the Latin American magic realists are most marked. As noted in the Prologue, this point is made by, unarguably, one of the finest readers of Rushdie, J. M. Coetzee – a writer lesser than Rushdie but possibly greater – in his very close reading of The Moor’s Last Sigh.

Taking up Freud’s method of ‘anamnestic inquiry’, a method which takes us beyond the visible, beyond the manifest to uncover ‘what is buried’, Chapter 1 enters into the genesis of secrecy in Rushdie in the context of his engagement with the ‘satanic verses’. Joseph Anton provides one version of the genesis; this chapter explores the genesis with reference to what remains hidden by examining symptoms in the Archive that tell a slightly different tale. In this critical engagement the methodology captures something of the latent content of the material and enables the ‘biografiend’ to thematize the genesis of secrecy in ways different from how the author himself has constructed it. Important areas covered include the history of blasphemy (both Christian and Islamic), the Islamic sense of the mysterium tremendum, Rushdie’s ‘anxiety of influence’ with reference to Milton, Defoe, Blake and Voltaire, his ‘problematic’ orientalism and, more forthrightly, as the chapter argues, his conscious attempt to deconstruct the Qur’ān itself and the Islamic tradition much like Stephen’s retrospective history of the rewriting of the Abrahamic-Mosaic codes through the figure of Christ in the Acts of the Apostles. Historians speak of archival fidelity but the chapter argues that the latter is not a matter only of transcription – fidelity, that is, in the literal sense – but a matter also of the Freudian signature, the hidden lacuna which surfaces in the uncensored space of an archive.

Chapter 2 opens with a straightforward but difficult question: How to theorize an author’s unpublished fair copies, and what is their literary standing? In textual criticism an ideal text (that is a critical edition) is one that replicates as ‘closely as the extant material allows’ (McKerrow 1939: 6) a fair copy made by the author. In this critical procedure, the existence of a fair copy in manuscript implies that it is the text by which the author wanted himself to be remembered. The typescripts of unpublished material by Salman Rushdie, which form the crux of this chapter, by contrast, are fair copies with no corresponding published texts. It follows that the primary use of manuscript material – that is, the construction of a critical edition by which the author wants himself to be remembered – is inoperative as there are no published versions which may be (re)edited in light of a fair copy in the Archive. One, therefore, turns to the second use of manuscript material in an author’s apprentice phase: unpublished (and perhaps even unpublishable) manuscripts that show the paths taken by a writer on the road to success. In the case of Salman Rushdie, that success came in 1981 with the publication of Midnight’s Children, unargu
ably one of the great novels in English in the second half of the long twentieth century. Three unpublished novels and two screenplays in the Archive form the substance of this chapter. The chapter examines their latent meanings and poses the question, ‘What is there in an archive which a “careful concealer” wants to keep secret?’

Chapter 3 examines the texts of Midnight’s Children as found in the Emory Rushdie Archive. In the Archive there are many more drafts and associated marginalia on Midnight’s Children than on any other work by the author. This chapter examines the early drafts of the novel, especially the transformation of the novel originally titled ‘Sinai’ and ‘Saleem’s Story’ into Midnight’s Children, the narrative forms Rushdie experiments with, the struggle to locate an internal reader/listener (‘Padma’) and his early flirtation with another intratextual reader, the woman Valmika. Echoing Scheherazade, the chapter makes the case that for Rushdie, too, to tell a story is to find meaning; to transform aesthetics into ideology makes art triumphant in its own right. That sense of triumphalism becomes a magnificent obsession in Rushdie as he continues to transform this, his seminal novel, into other genres. The chapter acknowledges the heterogeneous nature of this text, in fact, Rushdie’s fascination with it, through its stage and cinematic adaptations as well.

Chapter 4 reads a feature that has been a foundational characteristic of the Rushdie aesthetic: the fact that language and its most complex instantiation, the literary work of art, are always aware of both the interdependence of intentional actions and motor or body movements and their incommensurability. Rushdie’s use of language certainly provides us with dramatic evidence of this insight embedded in language itself. The strong position of affect theorists is that affect and cognition are now dissociable when once they were not; the body itself is a meaning-making system. Rushdie’s conception of the work of art, as argued in this chapter, however, does not endorse totally this dissociation because, as we find in our Rushdie proof texts, the relationship between affect and object is reciprocal. Even as visceral intensities and the language of the body and emotion pervade the Rushdie text, intentionality is not totally dispensed with. It is as if intentional consciousness, the ideological, is somehow harnessed alongside the affective – an ‘immanent realism’ taken on as an alternative to phenomenological notions of intentionality, making consciousness a ‘more modest power’.

Chapter 5 turns to Rushdie and Cinema. Film has been one of the great art forms for Rushdie – an art form to which he has returned in almost all of his works. It is also an art form that drew him to the more specialized art of screenplay writing and finally, in The Golden House, to novelistic representation as a shooting script where the subtext is principally European avant-garde cinema because the narrator is a budding filmmaker. When it comes to Indian cinema, he turns primarily to Bollywood or Hindi popular cinema. His interest in Bollywood has been discussed by a number of critics, but what has not been explained is the nature of the young Rushdie’s own connection with Indian Cinema – a form whose beginnings in India in 1913 with Dadasaheb Phalke’s silent film Raja Harishchandra is almost congruent with Dr Aziz’s return from Heidelberg in Midnight’s Children. Nor has any account been given on the impact of Bollywood cinema in his novels-in-manuscript. This chapter fills that gap through a careful reading of a fanzine (Filmfare) Rushdie would have read during his childhood in Bombay before leaving for England in 1961. The chapter therefore offers a schematic account of Filmfare (1952–61) because many of the references to Bollywood in his works may be traced back to films (and advertisements) in Filmfare.

Chapter 6 of the book offers a close reading of The Ground Beneath Her Feet as an exercise in ‘archival modernism’. This reading empowers us to engage with Rushdie’s sense of modernity in a more global and transhistorical fashion. Years ago, in a Paris Review interview, Ezra Pound had spoken about the aesthetic design of The Cantos. His primary difficulty, he felt, was packaging six centuries of material that wasn’t in Divina Commedia. ‘The problem’, he continued, ‘was to build up a circle of reference – taking the modern mind to be the medieval mind with wash after wash of classical culture poured over it since the Renaissance.’ Building up a circle of reference necessitated understanding (if not mastering) of the glossatory techniques of the medieval moralizers. Taking up texts of the Orpheus tale, this chapter examines how Rushdie turns to a classic tale to read a moment in contemporary popular culture where a foundational myth of Death and Love functions both as a structural principle and as a recurring motif.

Having explored Rushdie’s genesis of secrecy in all its forms, the Epilogue poses the following question: How can we theorize Rushdie as a great writer of world literature? Two strategies are employed. The first is an evaluation of Rushdie’s humanism in the context of Edward Said’s essay on humanism and democratic criticism. The second is a reading of Rushdie against the reflections on world literature by Pascale Casanova, David Damrosch and Franco Moretti. The proof texts with which I round off Rushdie’s European and Anglo-American lineages and theorize Rushdie within world literature are Fury, The Enchantress of Florence, Two Years Eight Months and Twenty-Eight Nights and The Golden House.

Throughout the book, the Emory Rushdie Archive provides supporting data. For ease of reference, the materials in the Archive are cited with reference to their box and folder numbers with descriptions of the folder and page numbers given only where necessary. Citations from the paper archive are therefore given as 163/15 (box number and folder number), redacted material, TS (typescript) and so on. The Digital Archive is spelt out in full.
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Prologue: ‘And What So Tedious as a Twice-Told Tale’

At the end of Book XII of Homer’s Odyssey in Alexander Pope’s translation we find Ulysses telling King Alcinous, ‘Enough: in misery can words avail? / And what so tedious as a twice-told tale’. It is not that Ulysses is exasperated and does not wish to acknowledge King Alcinous’s hospitality; he is simply exhausted, tired and wishes to return to his beloved wife Penelope. He has retold his story at length – in fact in full five books to the king – and Ulysses’s surmise at the end of Book XII of the epic makes a valuable point: re-telling well-known life tales can be tedious. It is a cautionary and telling remark, which is why I turn to Salman Rushdie in his own Archive to write this Prologue.

Salman Rushdie in his Archive

Salman Rushdie (born 19 June 1947) is both a great writer and an influential public intellectual. He has also been the centre of one of the more culturally sensitive, if not unnerving and divisive, debates about censorship, blasphemy and the relative autonomy of the work of art in the long twentieth century. In drama it was the play within a play; in scholarship it is the archive wherein one catches the conscience of the king. The Salman Rushdie papers and digital material were bought by Emory University, which in 2003 had bought the Ted Hughes papers for a reported $600,000, for an undisclosed sum in 2006.1
 The British were, quite naturally, miffed and the British Library, while showing its approval that the Rushdie papers had been deposited in a publicly accessible institution, complained that they were not given the opportunity to discuss its acquisition. Additionally, some felt that although born in India Rushdie was a British writer, under British protection during the fatwa years (1989–98) at considerable cost to the tax payer, who achieved fame because of the Booker Prize for Midnight’s Children.

Clearly, even in the case of Rushdie, money did come into the picture since he is on record as saying, ‘I don’t see why I should give them away … . It seemed to me quite reasonable that one should be paid’ (Cole 2006). During the final months of negotiation, James W. Wagner, the president of Emory University, offered Rushdie a five-year position as Distinguished Writer in Residence which involved a short six-week teaching stint in the spring term of each academic year. Salman Rushdie completed his initial five-year tenure as writer in residence in 2011.

Once the deal was completed, it took Emory University archivists, librarians, editors and information technology experts over three years to order, classify and catalogue material in the 200 boxes and old computers which lay in a New York warehouse.

When the Archive was officially installed on Thursday, 25 February 2010, Rushdie reflected briefly on the relationship between an author and his archive.2
 Rushdie declared at the outset that he was never ‘archivally’ minded as he had thrown his working papers and peripheral material indiscriminately into boxes without any thought of returning to them. He noted that when the boxes were opened, he was alarmed to see his material, some of which ‘he couldn’t remember writing’, and he wasn’t too sure how much he could bear to look at his work being ‘exhumed, brought back to life’, although he added proper cataloguing has meant that writing an autobiography would be so much easier now, which is true as Joseph Anton, his autobiography as a third-person memoir, appeared in 2012. To Rushdie, though, an archive tells a reader what a writer did ‘on the way to other work … a means of getting from here to there’. Rushdie confessed, ‘To me the book at the end’ is the important thing, ‘the process is not very interesting’. In lectures and talks at Emory University he anecdotally noted the lack of interest in the processes of composition on the part of none other than Shakespeare himself, who left behind no autograph versions of his plays, let alone handwritten notes about their genesis.

The Archive which was opened for public use on 26 February 2010, that is, a day after the installation, is housed in the Stuart A. Rose Manuscript, Archives, and Rare Book Library (MARBL) of Emory University’s Robert W. Woodruff Library. In MARBL the ‘Salman Rushdie papers 1947–2008’ carry the manuscript collection number of 1,000. The hardcopies are described as ‘102.25 linear ft. (215 boxes) and 55 oversized papers (OP)’ and the overall Archive is divided into eleven collections or series with, where required, subseries within each series. The stemma, in reverse, may be reconstructed as folder→box→subseries→series→archive, with the folder being a kind of sub-arterial entry point for the selection of documents. Each box has a number of folders (or files) ranging from twenty-six (for boxes 42 and 44, for instance) to no more than six or seven depending upon the size and bulk of the material contained therein. Box 22, which deals with the author’s drafts and final near-proof copies of The Satanic Verses, for instance, is part of four boxes (21–24) in subseries 2.1 (‘Fiction, 1973–2006’, boxes 15–45). The number of files and their thematic unity is not a pregiven as the size of each box defines the number of folders in them so that the author’s copy typescript of the novel begins in folder 11 of box 21 and finishes in folder 3 of box 22. Such carry-over is not uncommon in other jurisdictions too.
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At first sight the catalogue description points towards an old-fashioned archive classified along traditional generic or chronological principles until we come to Series 10 and 11. The presence of the latter two introduces a new element in the ‘consignation’ of the Archive and a researcher’s own capacity to engage with it.


The Rushdie archive as it reached Emory was therefore a hybrid, meaning that Emory’s [Stuart A. Rose] Manuscript, Archives, and Rare Book Library (MARBL) received not only one hundred linear feet of his paper material, including diaries, notebooks, library books, first-edition novels, notes scribbled on napkins, but also forty thousand files and eighteen gigabytes of data on a Mac desktop, three Mac laptops, and an external hard drive. (Loftus 2010: 23)

The archiving of digital material marks a shift in cataloguing methodologies. Writers are now ‘born-digital’ in the sense that their literary life is preserved not on paper but on computers. Modern technology has made it possible for material in Series 11 (Computer and related devices) to be viewed as Rushdie himself viewed and worked on them. At Emory, Rushdie’s Apple computers were simulated into a PC so that even as they are located in another system, they function as if they were in their original habitat. Since turning digital on an early Mac (around 1990), much of Rushdie’s archival material – not only emails and notes but also first drafts of novels – no longer exists on paper. ‘Born-digital archives’ have, quite naturally, transformed not only the manner in which archives are catalogued and preserved but also how they are accessed, shared and exhibited, the way in which one engages with an interactive apparatus, and how a wholly new area of intellectual property and privacy may be addressed. As one of the archivists at Emory, Naomi Nelson, observed, ‘our challenge is how to bring all these records to life’ as institutions now bid not only for first editions but also for PCs and zip drives, the new depository of the copy-text and its variants.

A tradition built around paper archives, the kind historically understood as the British–Continental tradition, is now undergoing a massive epistemic shift as an author’s digital archive places different demands on the scholar-critic. Where once variant readings in manuscripts and early editions required training in palaeography, water marks, the concept of a fair copy and the like, the challenge now is how to decipher e-manuscripts in early model computers, unreadable disks and outmoded programmes. With reference to a soiled Rushdie laptop, an archivist noted, ‘Rushdie’s archives include a laptop he had spilled soda on that didn’t appear to work anymore; the library’s experts were able to extract the information from it without even turning it on’ (Loftus 24). The
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