
[image: Image]


THE FIRST NAIPAUL WORLD EPICS


THE FIRST NAIPAUL WORLD EPICS

From The Mystic Masseur to An Area of
Darkness and Beyond

Edited by
J. Vijay Maharaj

[image: Image]


ABOUT THE SERIES

V. S. Naipaul is one of the most compelling writers of the twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. From the publication of his first book in 1957 to the last in 2010, his works have provoked a vast quantity of contradictory critical literature that raises the writer to the status of an enigma and produces a critical quagmire that few neophytes can easily navigate. This series intends to make navigation easier by generating and collecting the most pertinent essays representative of the dominant trends in the critical literature and providing overviews of each. Each of the first set of books will focus on Naipaul’s oeuvre in sets of seven in the chronological order of their publication. Additional single-author volumes on major issues and ideas illuminated in Naipaul’s writing will complement the essay collections. In this way, the series aims to make the enigmatic qualities readable and allow for an appreciation of the relevance and pertinence of V. S. Naipaul’s oeuvre to burning contemporary issues. 
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EDITOR’S PREFACE

V. S. Naipaul’s writing is embroiled in critical traditions that began in 1957 with the publication of his first novel, which continue to this day. In this series, we seek to disentangle some of the strands of the criticism in so far as the limits of each singular monograph will allow. The process begins by calling for and collecting recent samples of the paradigmatic critical literature on each of his works into single volumes. The first volume is self-explanatorily entitled The First Naipaul World Epics: From The Mystic Masseur to An Area of Darkness and Beyond. The series editor looks forward to receiving proposals for the subsequent three volumes that do a similar job of pulling together representative strands of the critical literature on seven books. In tandem with these four books, proposals for other monographs that engage thematically or otherwise with Naipaul’s oeuvre as a whole are invited. 
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Introduction

V. S. Naipaul’s Writing: A Case of Literature Undoubtedly Transforming Our Lives

 J. Vijay Maharaj

Most people know the name regardless of the form in which it is iterated: Sir Vidia, Vido, Vidiadhar Surajprasad Naipaul or more often V. S. Naipaul, even if they have not read anything written by him. The name has indeed acquired mythic proportions and it connotes, to use Jessica A. Sequeira’s term, “a literary institution” (Harvard Crimson). Along with him, the places about which he wrote—a vast swathe of global territory—have been similarly magnified. The books that achieved these phenomena can now be considered world epics along Virgilian and Homeric lines, albeit ones which began appearing on shelves only in 1957. 

Over almost sixty years, between 1957 and his death in 2018, he produced over thirty. They brought him numerous awards, including the Booker, a knighthood and the Nobel Prize for Literature. Each book was unique. Everyone was related to the other. All had an impact on people everywhere from all walks of life but more so on a range of contemporary workers in the fine arts. One of the outcomes is an immense body of formal and informal critical and appreciative literature on the man and his work and, as a consequence, a body of insightful literature on the world in which we live today. 

As the selection of essays in this book amply demonstrates, this material is indeed proof that many aspects of Naipaul’s works have now achieved the status of hyper-interpretability and omni-significance. By this, I mean that, often, depending on who is reading, the work can elicit an extremely wide range of reflections. The work may be, and often is, read in relation to Naipaul’s personal life or, in a closely related manner, it may be read through the lens of psychoanalysis. It can be read for sociocultural or alternatively anthropological truths, or it can be condemned as pandering to imperial dreams. The iteration of opposite ends of a continuum on any given perspective or theoretical approach can itself amount to a book-length list. Moreover, in the Caribbean where people are not too willing to suspend disbelief and demand an often not quite definable authenticity, multiple interpretations are even more common with some preferring to look into the omni-significance of his representations, which, as the Oxford English Dictionary defines it, still connotes universal meaning.

When he died on 11 August 2018, expressions of grief and reflections on his life also provided abundant evidence of omni-significance. In Trinidad and Tobago, the land of his birth, along with similar expressions in daily news forums, two memorials were held through the efforts of the NGO, Friends of Mr Biswas. The first, at the University of the West Indies St Augustine (UWI StA), called “Celebrating His Life, Mourning His Passing”, was held on his birthday, 17 August 2018. The second, primarily for family and an act of love by his niece Shalini Aleong, the daughter of his older sister Kamla, was held the next day at the eponymous house of A House for Mr Biswas which is managed by Friends of Mr Biswas. This was hosted by the chairman of Friends of Mr Biswas, Professor Emeritus UWI StA Kenneth Ramchand. 

Following these first memorials, a project, supported by the Campus Research and Publication Unit at UWI StA, then directed by Professor Patricia Mohammed, was started to collate the memorial material and to generate rethinking and revisioning of the work done by the man as well as that about his work written by the many who have been influenced by his thought. The base of the project is a digital platform, www.linesoflifenaipaul.com. This book, the first in a V. S. Naipaul series to be published by Bloomsbury India, is one of the by-products of the digital collation project. It seemed to be demanded by the volume of critical thought produced just recently, mainly in the twenty-first century, which is yet to be experienced collectively. In the first instance from 2020 to 2022, a simple quartet, comprising work on seven of his works in chronological order in each volume, is envisaged. The quartets to follow will adopt more sophisticated approaches based on the insights provided by the first four. 

This book on the first seven—The Mystic Masseur (1957), The Suffrage of Elvira (1958), Miguel Street (1959), A House for Mr Biswas (1961), The Middle Passage (1962), Mr Stone and the Knights Companion (1963) and An Area of Darkness (1964)—published in the eight-year period between 1957 and 1964, begins the series. In order to develop a sense of the widespread interest in and the ongoing relevance of Naipaul’s writing, essays produced in a wide range of journals have been selected and placed next to each other to demonstrate the breadth of disparate insight each text can elicit. Two academic essays on each of these books comprise the bulk of the volume. 

However, essays sparked by An Area of Darkness open and close  the book. The book is, in fact, sort of prefaced by a single brief evocative essay. It is called “V. S. Naipaul and Swachh Bharat…” a version of which was written first on a blog by Gollamudi Radha Krishna Murty. The collection deliberately selects this non-literary professional heartfelt tribute to Naipaul from the popular wide-ranging Indian website, Boloji.com, with which to begin. This essay responds to a statement made by the Prime Minister of India by remembering that Naipaul had remarked more than fifty years before on what the Prime Minister was attempting to address in 2018. This resonates with a persistent recognition over the course of the project of a singular but thus far largely unremarked element of affect that impacts readers of Naipaul’s work. At the oddest moments, one recollects what he has said or says what he has said sometimes without even recollecting that he said it first. The memory of the writing becomes almost embodied, one might say. Thus, if Naipaul as a writer recalls for us Michel Foucault’s statement that “One writes in order to become other than what one is”, then, as readers, we would have to assert contra Foucault that the author is not dead because, in reading him, we also become other than what we were (Primo Levi 7). 

This effect was indeed the main guide on the process of essay selection and a broad geographically dispersed wealth of essays has been gathered to demonstrate it. The generative, expansive acknowledgement of this affective quality of the writing is the anticipated cumulative outcome of this kind of repetition across the series as a whole. This is because consideration of Naipaul’s work seems to lead readers into speculating on their own circumstances and the formation of their own intellectual perspectives and attitudinal positions. This, quite often, involves confronting some disconcerting truth about how the reader’s own cherished outlook is shattered by the glimpses into Naipaul’s imagination and his more provocative views or how Naipaul’s perspective is apropos to current concerns. The writing, in other words, haunts the reader until some rapprochement is achieved, some enlightenment is achieved about the dynamics of the world in which we live and our place in it. We are, in other words, in the territory of the unconscious in the Naipaulian reading experience far more than we are with many other writers.

Murty’s writing is a wonderful illustration of this and seemed most suitable, therefore, to begin the book. He makes no bones about the essay being written “in memory of Sir Vidiadhar Surajprasad Naipaul, a Nobel Laureate … who, as an astute observer of the human condition, having written thirty-odd books that indeed caused many storms in readers’ minds, died peacefully in bed on 11 August 2018 in England”. While the memorial tone is, therefore, strongest in the essay, it also provokes recognition of Naipaul’s immense impact on the Indian subcontinent and his lifelong continuing engagement with Indian issues, which is an important indication of this aspect of Naipaul’s work that will be picked up in the second volume in the series. 

Like this first essay, the last essay in this book, The First Naipaul World Epics, is also not only attentive to the text itself but also to Naipaul and his relationship to India and issues of religious faith and conversion. This is indeed the point from which the second volume will begin also because An Area of Darkness is often analysed in tandem with the three books which have come to be known collectively as the Indian trilogy and they will be the focus of attention in the next. In this first book, however, the final essay by Robert Balfour already gestures in this direction as it also makes references to many other books to demonstrate Naipaul’s engagement with the idea and impact of religious faith and the potential of his work for developing critical insight on the issue. This essay and the two that precede it, in fact, step out of the two-essay per text pattern and point in the direction of the kind of critical work that the project hopes to spearhead after the first quartet is completed. The last three essays, including the second to last two by the Sri Lankan scholar Mahesh Hapugoda and postcolonial studies scholar Sanjay Krishnan, are indeed representative of the “beyond” of the book’s title. 

The Mystic Masseur has the honour of being the first Naipaul novel to be published. It was also the first and only one to be made into a film. Chapter 2, “Merchant-Ivory’s The Mystic Masseur: When Caribbean Literature meets Filmi Dreams” by J. Vijay Maharaj, one of the five Caribbean scholars whose work is included in this eighteen-chapter volume, examines The Mystic Masseur in relation to the film of the same name in order to argue that the film erases many of those aspects of the novel so readily apparent to Roxana Elena Donçu who analyses the text alone in the following chapter. 

As Maharaj notes, “The film, The Mystic Masseur, was released in 2001 with the DVD version becoming available the next year, forty-five years after the bookish character first entered readers’ consciousness. Off set, the combined formidable talents of V. S. Naipaul, Ruth Prawer Jhabvala, Caryl Phillips, Ismail Merchant and James Ivory, among many others, went into the production of the film.” Nonetheless, the film has troubled many and this essay identifies some of the problems of aesthetic recognition posed by the film in the history of its making as well as in the many texts involved in the translation of novel to film and in subsequent reproductions of the novel. 

Chapter 3, “V. S. Naipaul’s The Mystic Masseur: Defining Failure and Success for the Colonial Subject”, is written by Roxana Elena Donçu. Donçu notes that The Mystic Masseur is the story of Ganesh Ramsumair’s journey from the margin to the centre, from colonial Trinidad to the imperial metropolis of London. The particulars of Ganesh’s local and later metropolitan success are inscribed into the larger picture of a colonial society and its maladies. She argues that Ganesh’s rise to prominence is premised on the bastardisation of both Hindu and Western cultural capital. 

She asserts that yet still what at a superficial level appears in The Mystic Masseur as achievement is eventually revealed as a deeper failure. Instead of fighting, for example, for equal access to education or championing the rights of the subaltern, Ganesh proves to be a supporter of the status quo. Donçu argues, to paraphrase her lightly, that Ganesh uses opportunities only to further his own interests, and never takes a wider view on issues of social injustice. Through Ganesh’s character and the story of his meteoric rise to power, Donçu notes that the novel satirises the limited social and political understanding of colonial society and directs a powerful critique at the effects of economic imperialism. Due to what Naipaul represents as a lack of authentic cultural traditions and real values, Trinidadian society appears as artificial, half-made and, thus, incapable of fostering and promoting excellence. This is familiar territory. But Donçu does not end there. She reflects further that the scenario Naipaul paints in this book is evident in contemporary Eastern Europe! The essay, therefore, provokes a new reading of an old favourite, The Mystic Masseur. 

The next chapter picks up on this point Donçu makes as it moves on to Naipaul’s second novel The Suffrage of Elvira. Chapter 4, “The Suffrage of Elvira: A Study of Politics in Pre-Independence Trinidad”, is written by Bhoe Tewarie, another Caribbean scholar and former Principal of UWI StA as well as a well-known politician in Trinidad and Tobago. Tewarie insightfully brings that background to bear on his analysis of the political realities and problems in Trinidad and Tobago from the 1950s that Naipaul represented to our contemporary moment now. Tewarie states, 

The Suffrage of Elvira is Naipaul’s second published novel. It concerns a contractor-politician, Surujpat Harbans, who is blackmailed by a political broker into paying out hard cash for his political support. As the campaign intensifies, more and more people ask for their payoff. The constituency or community of Elvira is a virtual hornet’s nest of pettiness, intrigue, and guile, and when the election comes to Elvira every hornet, so to speak, is unleashed in the service of the new god, “Democracy”, which the election comes to symbolise. In his portrayal of Ganesh Ramsumair in The Mystic Masseur, Naipaul displays some ambivalence and, in the end, in spite of Ganesh’s faults, it is difficult to regard him as a totally contemptible character. There is no such ambivalence about Surujpat Harbans in The Suffrage of Elvira.

This unique turning point in Trinidad and Tobago’s sociocultural and political history captured by this novel is also the point of interest for Kenneth Ramchand who is another Caribbeanist and Professor Emeritus of UWI StA and one of the most important contributors to the development of the study of Caribbean Literature and the field of literatures in English in general. 

Ramchand’s first essay, Chapter 5 in this book, is titled “Elvira, You Is a Bitch”. Ramchand begins his essay with the assertion, “The Suffrage of Elvira is comically alive and politically relevant even after the age of sixty in 2018.” He goes on to discuss the real-life incidents that impacted on the creation of this novel to prove the point and concludes: “You can read the whole of The Suffrage of Elvira as a sign portending the irresponsible and unimaginative political practices that have been destroying our country since independence. But the artist imposes no thesis. There is no thesis.”

Chapters 6 to 8 are focused mainly on Miguel Street. Chapter 6 written by Italian scholar, Mariacristina Petillo, examines the difficulties of translating Naipaul’s Creole work into another language and thus opens up a topic that continues to confront Caribbean literature, including many books by Naipaul. That problem is how to become visible and audible to a global audience given what Caribbean theorist Édouard Glissant has called the opacity of Caribbean subjectivity, history and culture. Her essay thus makes an invaluable contribution to this volume which raises a great many contemporary questions and concerns evoked by Naipaul’s work but which, as a consequence, raises far fewer issues of language in Naipaul’s writing. 

Chapter 7, written by another Caribbeanist, Paula Morgan, professor at UWI StA, recognises the calypso-carnival aesthetic of Naipaul’s work and is entitled: “With a Tassa Blending: Calypso and Cultural Identity in Indo–Caribbean Fiction”. In this, Morgan follows Gordon Rohlehr, John Thieme and other Caribbean and Naipaul scholars who have analysed Naipaul’s utilisation of the carnivalesque and the calypso. However, the essay is unique in that it offers us a sense of the place of this aesthetic, which is not normally associated with them, in the writing of the descendants of the Indian indentured labourers to Trinidad and Tobago and distinguishes between its gendered application. Morgan argues in fact that 

calypso with carnival as its encompassing ritual context originated in Afro–Caribbean resistance and cultural affirmation in the face of Eurocentric denigration and repression. Despite the fact that it has been a creative vehicle of African towards Indian diatribe and racial stereotyping, it emerges in Indo–Caribbean literary expression as emblematic of the possibility of raising a common voice against Eurocentric hegemonic discourses and asserting shared cultural belonging and national pride.

This is precisely, one can argue, the form that it takes in many of Naipaul’s work and it is certainly most evident in Miguel Street as well as in the work of Samuel Selvon and the Indo–Caribbean women’s work which Morgan also explores in this essay. 

Chapter 8, “Elitist versus Vernacular Cosmopolitanism in Naipaul’s Miguel Street”, is written by Weiwei Xu, who is currently completing a book on Caribbean literature. Xu says that through his series of character profiles, Naipaul presents the microcosm of a colonial world. The major thematic concern of Miguel Street is not to depict natural eccentrics but to convey the social reality of Trinidad as an impoverished colonial society without any opportunity for a full life, forcing people to wear the mask of eccentricity. She uses Homi Bhabha’s concept of vernacular cosmopolitanism to demonstrate the attractiveness of Naipaul’s depiction and contrasts this with his superior tone that has long annoyed many scholars, including, most famously, George Lamming. 

She concludes, “Naipaul’s mockery of his characters’ doomed efforts to escape from disillusionment and poverty is devoid of empathy and painfully condescending.” Therefore, despite the beauty and subtly evocative representations of life on the street, this book, she concludes, jars on the reader’s sensibility. Xu establishes indisputably, however, that Naipaul himself became aware as a mature writer of his own coloniality, what he calls his hysteria, in these early representations. For us as readers, the essay evokes the concern that whereas many nations taken into independence by men like Naipaul have continued to construct the national subject and the institutions and development plans for this subject on the basis of the idea that only “literacy by education can allow one a place in the larger discursive field of an articulated history … [and] a colonial subject cannot prosper unless he seeks the trappings and cultural privileges of elite cosmopolitanism”, Naipaul moved beyond this subjectivity. This is something from which we can all learn much.

Chapter 9 is called “The Language of Advertising and the Novel: Naipaul’s A House for Mr Biswas” and is written by Yi-Ping Ong who has recently published a book, The Art of Being, with Harvard University Press. This book has a decidedly metaphysical slant and the scholarly predilection it reveals is also apparent in the essay included in this volume. Ong’s essay suggests that in Naipaul’s work, modernity in Trinidad does indeed turn out to be, as Naipaul puts it in The Middle Passage,

the extreme susceptibility of people who are unsure of themselves and, having no taste or style of their own, are eager for instruction. In England and America there are magazines for such groups; in Trinidad instruction is provided by advertising agencies, which have been welcomed by the people not only for this reason but also because the advertising agency is itself a modern thing. (47)

In this essay, she looks at the parallels between advertising and novel writing and reveals a keen understanding of the sociocultural and psychological handicaps of people in postcolonial settings who struggle to assert individuality against the crushing shaping forces emanating from the insubstantial imagery of the advertising industry. 

Ong’s words remind us of the powerful insights into our contemporary condition that A House for Mr Biswas never fails to evoke, a fact that was evident from the earliest critical responses, the most perceptive of which is included here in the following chapter. Chapter 10 is written by UWI StA Professor Emeritus Gordon Rohlehr and is entitled “Character and Rebellion in A House for Mr Biswas by  V. S. Naipaul”. The essay needs no further introduction since it is probably the most cited essay in any subsequent study of this novel and on Naipaul’s work in general and may well have helped to make Naipaul “the literary institution” he was to become. Rohlehr’s work has indeed been seminal not only in this regard but in the directions Caribbean Cultural Studies in general have grown and to which Naipaul’s work adds such an important component. 

Most Naipaul readers will recall that immediately after the success of A House for Mr Biswas, Naipaul was invited by the soon-to-be first prime minister of an independent Trinidad and Tobago, Dr Eric Eustace Williams, to undertake the travel and study that resulted in the very controversial—The Middle Passage. Despite its dark history of controversy, as many of the previous chapters reveal, this first work of creative non-fiction by Naipaul continues to inspire many academic reconsiderations of the discernments it contains. The following chapters illustrate the point further. 

Chapter 11, “The Implications of Transtextuality in V. S. Naipaul’s The Middle Passage: The Caribbean Revisited”, is written by Zuzana Klímová Kršková. This essay troubles the confinement of Naipaul’s work to the terms set out by fellow Caribbean writers and followed by Edward Said to thereafter inform subsequent postcolonial approaches to the text, most notably in Rob Nixon’s early work.1 But this and the following essay juxtaposed side by side demonstrate why making trouble is necessary. 

In fact, Kršková argues:

V. S. Naipaul had to face severe criticism from postcolonial scholars like Edward Said and local writers like Derek Walcott for his equivocal points of view. He was reproached for his attitudes towards the former British Empire and his alleged denial of his own community. To explore Naipaul’s ambivalent standpoint, it is necessary to consider the role and obligations (if any) of the writer within a wider multicultural community. Naipaul refuses to retreat into the seeming stability of nationalism. Instead, he sticks to his personal views no matter how pessimistic or controversial they are. His highly emotional and daring account of the world is first and foremost a personal perception, ignoring social expectations of either side of the postcolonial world. Looking more thoroughly and in a wider textual and historical context on his transtextual references in The Middle Passage, we can see this work as a valuable contribution to postcolonial literature which goes beyond the restricted point of view of either the formerly colonised or the colonising. 

These are very important points that few other scholars have dared to make. This does not include Chapter 12, “Did V. S. Naipaul Hate Trinidad?”, which is another brilliant contribution to the volume by Ramchand. Through a roving examination of Naipaul’s writings, Ramchand argues that Naipaul actually wrote out of a love for the island of his birth—to help it achieve the self-knowledge that would set it free. How he makes the point in relation to The Middle Passage is most interesting. 

The following chapter serves as something of a mid-point summary of views since it analyses the major problems critics have had with Naipaul’s treatment of history and the historylessness of Caribbean peoples or, more specifically, the people of Trinidad and Tobago. In Chapter 13, Aaron Eastley argues:

Matching the vehemence and prodigious output of the author himself, the debate surrounding Naipaul has been intense and multifaceted, and its prolonged fervour highlights the need for additional studies that carefully ground their analysis in historical particularities. This is where an event like the 1946 Trinidad general election becomes of extraordinary interest: as an indicator, however partial or narrowly focused, of how Naipaul’s representations—both fictional and journalistic—compare with lived experience insofar as it can be reconstructed from formal histories and, more especially, from historically contemporaneous sources such as newspaper articles, interviews, diaries and government documents. 

Eastley’s essay is deeply indebted to the seminal work of postcolonial studies scholar Said as evident, for example, when he notes that “because Naipaul introduces coherent interpretive paradigms from the authoritative subject position of a societal insider, and because most of his readers are not in a position to bring any significant degree of parallel local knowledge to bear on his representations of places like the West Indies, his perspectives have attained a level of influence seldom achieved by modern literary discourse”. This essay set against the backdrop of Chapters 1 to 11 deliberately creates a momentary pause for reconsidering Naipaul’s writing and the unresolved problems it has caused for some critics. 

After The Middle Passage and perhaps more so after the critical literature of the type in the previous chapter it generated began coming in, Naipaul turned his attention away from the Caribbean and to England for the first time. Chapter 14 which looks at this is also by Weiwei Xu. It is named “Colonial Fantasy Shattered, Cosmopolitan Dream Broken: V. S. Naipaul’s Mr Stone and the Knights Companion”. In this essay, Xu argues that Naipaul’s depiction of the dull London life in Mr Stone and the Knights Companion challenges the metropolitan-centrism of cosmopolitanism. 

Criticising the self-consciousness and insularity of English people, Naipaul illustrates the point that the multiplication of cultural contacts and exchanges facilitated in the metropolis does not necessarily mean that the metropolitan locals exposed to it are predisposed towards cosmopolitan openness. Xu’s essay demonstrates how this novel provides insight into the allure and danger of cosmopolitanism because consumption of various cultural products and
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