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Sidhwa was born in Pakistan, and is the author of such distinguished novels as The Crow Eaters and Cracking India, as well as the lesser known texts, The Bride and An American Brat. Her remarkable position is rather obvious: she writes in English; she writes from the perspective of a minority community; her work has certainly created a framework for such indebted novelists as Salman Rushdie and Arundhati Roy. When the postcolonial novel from the Indian subcontinent is evaluated, Bapsi Sidhwa will figure as one of its most startling progenitors. And she has so much more to write. 


Her originality is perhaps best exemplified in the text, Cracking India[Cracking India in USA] This work addresses the partition of the subcontinent in ways that encompass the trauma of nationalisms, torn identities, and the precarious condition of derailed cultural consciousness. The novel has been adapted into a film, Earth, which brilliantly touches on moments--but not all—of the poignancy in Sidhwa’s representation of postcolonial history.


Lenny is a child in Lahore, who serves as a witness to the profound cultural and ethnic traumas that attended the independence of the Indian subcontinent. She tells this tale in the present tense, which allows a touch of Munto’s bitter aphorisms into the novel. The child is a polio victim; she is Parsi; she watches Lahore transmogrify as, suddenly, her world disbands into warring minorities. Lenny’s perspective is perhaps the only consistent anchor for the reader: she observes, records, and remarkably withholds judgment.


The novel deftly makes the plight of Lenny’s maid, Ayah, the crux of the partition tale. The lovely and desirable Hindu Ayah becomes the victim of her religion, as the little child Rana becomes the victim of loss. In both cases, we read a testimonial, with the poignancy of loss presented to the reader with the chilling recital of fact.


At the same time, Cracking India is gloriously funny. The trickster Cracking Indiaexpresses, elliptically, the possibility of how much change the subcontinent may be capable of. This brilliant book is a remarkable indication of how writing can change testament into celebration.


Where Sidhwa is most astonishing—and, to some, most disturbing—is her unerring talent for representing the languages that continually emerge from fresh definitions of gender, of immigration, and of loss. There is a brilliantly funny explosion of convention in her language that is all the more resonant because it does not proclaim itself as iconoclastic. Instead, it deftly creates the space where more easy iconoclasms may be uttered.


I wish to add that Sidhwa, as a polio survivor, writes from the perspective of more minorities than one. This survival is brilliantly transmuted into a metaphor for national reconsideration in Cracking India and uncannily illustrates how limber cultural crutches may be. 
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The story of the partition of India is one that demands to be written and rewritten. Among the available representations of this subject, there is surely no finer version than Bapsi Sidhwa’s Cracking India. The arresting beauty of this novel can perhaps be best recognized in its translation of history into the present tense. Through the eyes of Lenny, the child protagonist, the narrative does indeed take the reader into a “compressed” world, but then proceeds to make that world implode into dazzling sequences of change.

Lenny is a child in Lahore, who serves as a witness to the profound cultural and ethnic traumas that attended the independence of the Indian subcontinent. She tells this tale in the present tense, which allows a touch of Munto’s bitter aphorisms into the novel. The child is a polio victim; she is Parsi; she watches Lahore transmogrify as, suddenly, her world disbands into warring minorities. Lenny’s perspective is perhaps the only consistent anchor for the reader: she observes, records, and remarkably withholds judgment.


The novel deftly makes the plight of Lenny’s maid, Ayah, the crux of the partition tale. The lovely and desirable Hindu Ayah becomes the victim of her religion, as the little child Rana becomes the victim of loss. In both cases, we read a testimonial, with the poignancy of loss presented to the reader with the chilling recital of fact.


At the same time, Cracking India is gloriously funny. The trickster Cracking Indiaexpresses, elliptically, the possibility of how much change the subcontinent may be capable of. This brilliant book is a remarkable indication of how writing can change testament into celebration.
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FOR SIDHWA OMNIBUS EDITION BY OUP

[Oxford U Press]


This welcome and significant collection brings together for the first time four novels by one of Pakistan’s most distinguished authors, Bapsi Sidhwa. On a sociological level, Sidhwa’s work is crucial to an understanding of the cultural complexities of post-Independence Pakistani cultures, and the diaspora they have occasioned. On a literary level, Sidhwa’s novels are constructed with grace and written with an exquisite sense of humour, so that the subtleties of their irony totally dispenses with bombast or grandiloquent claims about “postcolonial history.” Instead, their characters are wrought with an understated delicacy, so that the reader is entranced by the writer’s ability to convey, for example, the appeal of Ayah in Cracking Indiaor the comic warmth of Freddy Junglewalla in The Crow Eaters. No writer has equaled Sidhwa’s capacity to address grim historical realities with both precision and affection: the compassion of her prose remains its most startling and original quality. Sidhwa is certainly one of the finest Anglophone novelists of South Asia; the brilliance of her writing deserves to be honored by the widest possible readership.
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QUOTE FOR WATER NOVEL 

[Feb 20, 06]


In this brilliant work Bapsi Sidhwa adds richness and depth to the beautiful film Water. With her characteristic grace, Sidhwa historicizes the images, lends greater poignancy to faces and provides speech where the film must leave the women speechless.
Sara Suleri Goodyear

Professor of English

Yale University

