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Arabic made easy

An illustrated language has come to life as the
Egypt-based graphic designer Mahmoud
Tammam has created minimalistic designs to
represent Arabic words in their literal meaning.

BOOK RACK
KAUTIK ON EMBERS
Uddhav J Shelke, translated by Shanta Gokhale
Speaking Tiger, 2017, pp 291, 350

LEAD REVIEW

Encircled by ghosts
A cemetery becomes the birthplace of compassionate tales on one of America’s
presidents and a country disfigured by a civil war, comments MICHIKO KAKUTANI

G

eorge Saunders’s much-awaited first novel, Lincoln in the
Bardo, is like a weird folk art
diorama of a cemetery come to
life. Picture, as a backdrop, one
of those primitively drawn 19th-century
mourning paintings with rickety white
gravestones and age-worn monuments
standing under the faded green canopy
of a couple of delicately sketched trees.
Add a tall, sad mourner, grieving over his
recently deceased son. And then, to make
things stranger, populate the rest of the
scene with some Edward Gorey-style
ghosts, skittering across the landscape —
at once menacing, comical and slightly
tongue-in-cheek.
Lincoln in the Bardo takes, as its jumping-off point, the death of Abraham Lincoln’s beloved 11-year-old son, Willie, who
succumbed to typhoid fever on February
20, 1862, and the grief-stricken president’s visits to the crypt where his son
was interred at the Oak Hill Cemetery in
nearby Georgetown. Saunders intercuts
facts and semi-facts (culled from books
and news accounts) in a collage-like narrative with some ghost stories of his own
imagining, allowing a chorus of disembodied spirits to describe Lincoln’s visits,
while babbling on about their own regrets
and misplaced dreams. ‘Bardo’ is the Tibetan Buddhist name for a transition period between death and rebirth,
and seems to indicate, in this
case, the bizarre purgatory
inhabited by these ghosts.
The supernatural chatter can grow tedious at
times — the novel would
have benefitted immensely from some judicious
pruning — but their voices gain emotional momentum as the book
progresses. And
they lend the

Saunders’s novel is at its most potent
and compelling when it is focused on
Lincoln: a grave, deeply compassionate
figure, burdened by personal grief and
the weight of the war, and captured in
the full depth of his humanity. In fact, it
is Saunders’s beautifully realised portrait
of Lincoln — caught at this hinge moment in time, in his own personal bardo,
as it were — that powers this book over
its more static sections and attests to the
story a choral dimension that turns Lin- and Saunders’s new novel extend well be- author’s fruitful transition from the short
coln’s personal grief into a meditation on yond the Lincoln association and the story to the long-distance form of the
the losses suffered by the nation during graveyard confessions. Like Sherwood novel.
the Civil War, and the more universal Anderson’s Winesburg, Ohio (1919) — a
“His mind was freshly inclined toward
heartbreak that is part of the human con- notable influence on Saunders’s early sorrow,” Saunders writes of Lincoln, “todition.
short stories — and Thornton Wilder’s ward the fact that the world was full of
The ghosts are a motley lot, reminis- Our Town (1938), Lincoln in the Bardo sorrow, that everyone laboured under
cent of the dispossessed and disenfran- appropriates Masters’s multivoiced ap- some burden of sorrow; that all were sufchised characters in Saunders’s short sto- proach, using it to create a story that un- fering; that whatever way one took in this
ries. They include a soldier, a murderer, folds into a meditation on the dreams and world, one must try to remember that all
a disgraced clerk, a rape victim, a hunter disappointments of ordinary people, were suffering, and therefore one must
who’s killed more than 30 bears and hun- longing for connection but often left feel- do what one could to lighten the load of
dreds of deer, an aggrieved scholar, a ing isolated and alone.
those with whom one came into contact;
mother of three girls, a young man who
Saunders’s short stories — CivilWar- that his current state of sorrow was not
tried to kill himself after the man he loved Land in Bad Decline, Pastoralia, In Per- uniquely his, not at all, but, rather, its like
spurned his affections, and an older man suasion Nation and Tenth of December — had been felt, would yet be felt, by scores
who was struck in the head by a falling tend to vacillate between two impulses: of others, in all times, in every time, and
ceiling beam and died before he could satire and black comedy, reminiscent of must not be prolonged or exaggerated,
consummate his marriage to his pretty Nathanael West and Kurt Vonnegut; and because, in this state, he could be of no
young wife. Together, these voices create a more empathetic mode, closer to An- help to anyone and, given that his position
a kind of portrait of an American com- derson and William Trevor. Though there in the world situated him to be either of
munity — not unlike the one in Edgar Lee are moments of dark humour in some of great help or great harm, it would not do
Masters’s 1915 classic, Spoon River An- the ghost stories, Bardo definitely falls to stay low, if he could help it.”
thology, which was set in a fictionalised into the more introspective part of that The New York Times
version of a small Illinois town.
spectrum. In these pages, Saunders’s exThe poems in Spoon River were nar- traordinary verbal energy is harnessed,
rated from beyond the grave by the for the most part, in the service of capLINCOLN IN THE
dozens of souls “sleeping on the hill” in turing the pathos of everyday life — as
BARDO
the local cemetery. One of those charac- experienced by the spirits of the dead, reGeorge Saunders
ters was Anne Rutledge, rumoured to membering missed opportunities; by
Bloomsbury
have been Lincoln’s first love, and whose Willie, as his life slips away and he enters
2017, pp 337
untimely death — reportedly of typhoid, the limbo of the bardo; and by Lincoln,
599
at the age of 22 — was said to be a source as he struggles to come to terms with his
of his often-melancholy outlook on the son’s death and the devastation of a war
world.
that is ripping the
The similarities between Spoon River country apart.

LINCOLN IN THE BARDO’ TAKES, AS ITS
JUMPING-OFF POINT, THE DEATH OF
ABRAHAM LINCOLN’S BELOVED 11-YEAR-OLD
SON, WILLIE, WHO SUCCUMBED TO TYPHOID
FEVER ON FEBRUARY 20, 1862...

In rural Maharashtra tinged with poverty and
discrimination, Kautik must feed and keep intact her
family comprising her utterly lazy husband Mahadev
and three young children. Whatever the difficulty,
she strives to keep the family’s integrity alive. But for
how long can she bear this burden?
THE WHOLESOME KITCHEN
Pooja Dhingra
Hachette, 2017, pp 191, 799

In over 80 scrumptious recipes, Pooja Dhingra,
India’s macaron queen, award-winning chef and
popular restaurateur, shows us how to reinvent
everyday ingredients to cook hearty meals and
luscious desserts that can be consumed with all the
pleasure and none of the associated guilt.
THREE DAUGHTERS OF EVE
Elif Shafak
Penguin 2017, pp 367, 599

Shirin, Peri and Mona, they were the most unlikely
of friends. They were the Sinner, the Believer and
the Confused. But now, they have parted ways. One
of them, on finding an old photo, goes down
memory lane to share the friends’ true story.
REFLECTIVE SHADOWS
Nagesh Prabhu
Oxford, 2017, pp 541, 995

India, one of the founding members of the World
Bank, is also the Bank’s single largest borrower since
its inception. Based on grassroots-level experience in
political processes, the author charts out a
comprehensive assessment of various facets of this
relationship.
MONSOON MINDS
Ravi Nambiar
Partridge, 2017, pp 151,

350

Monsoon Minds offers a collection of stories
featuring a host of individual characters and their
deep emotions. For example, A Rural Desire is about
Sugadamma, a frail elderly woman whose wish was
to die peacefully. In An Old Love Story, a young man
reflects on his homesickness, etc.
ATTENDANT LORDS
TCA Raghavan
Harper Collins, 2017, pp 337,

699

Attendant Lords spans the reigns of four emperors —
Babur, Humayun, Akbar and Jahangir, and covers
over a 100 years of Mughal history, a time when
these noblemen were at the very heart of the
court’s labyrinthine politics.
CARNIVALESQUE
Neil Jordan
Bloomsbury, 2017, pp 282,

599

Andy walks into Burleigh’s Amazing Hall of Mirrors,
and then he walks right into the mirror, becomes a
reflection. Another boy, a boy who is not Andy, goes
home with Andy’s parents. And the boy who is not
Andy is pulled into another world, a carnival world
where anything might happen!
PERHAPS TOMORROW
Pooranam Elayathamby, Richard Anderson
Speaking Tiger, 2017, pp 244, 299

Sandy was one of the thousands of Sri Lankan
women who joined the workforce serving Middle
Eastern households and risked — and continue to risk
— being bullied, humiliated, and often starved and
beaten. This is her story.

Moving procession Crime in the capital
CHANDNI CHOWK
Swapna Liddle
Speaking Tiger
2017, pp 176
399

T

rue to her words, Swapna Liddle
kept aside theoretical arguments in
weaving a chronological narrative
of the last three-and-a-half centuries of
the lived-in history of Chandni Chowk.
Far from being a museum of the bygone
era, its unchanged bylanes have kept alive
its distinct culture of adapting to changing times without losing its contemporary
relevance. History may be the most cruel
of all goddesses, but Chandni Chowk has
seen history as a moving procession. It
has been part of the making and remaking of the city during its glorious and inglorious journey.
First part of the book reads like a heritage walk, wherein the author guides
the reader into the making of the Red
Fort and the walled city, much of it during the politically stable period under
the reigns of both Shah Jahan and Aurangzeb. The aura of royal power, which
ascended on Delhi on April 18, 1648, only
added to the spiritual significance that
the banks of River Yamuna enjoyed. By
alighting from the boat at the Nigambodh Ghat, Shah Jahan had drawn upon
the spiritual power that the populace associated with the site. This spot on the
bank of the river is considered to be
blessed by Vishnu, where knowledge of
the Vedas could be gained simply by taking a dip. Ironically, it is now known for
the city’s biggest cremation ground.
The second half of the book captures
the history as it unfolds following the
tumultuous years during 19th and early-20th centuries, following the decline

of the Mughals till the emergence of an
independent India. It is intriguing how
the city held on to its cultural vitality during this period, developing an education
system based on an indigenous language
alongside its long-standing literary tradition. This was the age of Ghalib,
Momin, Zauq and the emperor Bahadurshah Zafar. Their poetry worked as the
literary balm for the aching souls and
the severed bodies. Though there were
only 1,37,977 people living within the city
walls during the mid-19th century, cultural amalgamation was reflected in people taking part in each other’s festivals
and celebrations. The city had emerged
as a cohesive group for diverse religions.
History is often written from either of
the two perspectives — mysticism or cynicism — the history that lies somewhat
outside history, or the one that the historian draws meaning into. But Swapna
Liddle has viewed history of Chandni
Chowk as a constructive outlook over the
past, reporting the events based on facts,
and drawing conclusions based on objectivity. Consequently, the narrative records
the past with historical accuracy. One can
only concur with William Dalrymple that
it is a much-needed introduction to the
history of the Old City of Delhi.
The history of Chandni Chowk has

HISTORY MAY
BE THE MOST
CRUEL OF ALL
GODDESSES, BUT
CHANDNI CHOWK
HAS SEEN HISTORY
AS A MOVING
PROCESSION.

known many turning points, where each
quest for succession to the throne was
borne out of intrigue and violence. The
city may have been a mute witness to
the victor and the vanquished, but the
people within its walls rarely resisted
their resentment against injustice by its
rulers. Noticeable is their angst that
spewed out on the streets when Prince
Dara Shukoh, heir apparent and Aurangzeb’s elder brother, was publicly paraded and insulted. What followed was
a public outcry — stones and dirt were
pelted on the procession led by Jiwan
Khan, who had treacherously captured
Dara to hand him over to the Emperor.
Despite his half-century rule over the
empire, Aurangzeb was strongly despised by the people. There is a deep repugnance for the manner in which he
conducted himself during his long rule
even today. Although that part of history
cannot be dispensed from him, surely
his name can be from existing historical
memorabilia. It may not be out of place
to mention that the road bearing the
name Aurangzeb was wiped out from
the city. However, the same city acknowledged the contribution of Dara
Shikoh recently by naming a street after
him. After all, he was the one who drew
parallels between Sufism and Vedanta,
and had translated the Upanishads into
Persian.
Chandni Chowk makes for an absorbing read. It may have been subsumed
under the great metropolis of the modern capital city, but it has held onto its
charm. It continues to be one of the
biggest trading hubs; its narrow lanes
continue to provide interesting insights
on its glorious past. There is something
mysteriously attractive about the place;
its history seemingly still thrives in its
narrow streets. Swapna Liddle only adds
historical flavour to the unending fascination for this old city.
SUDHIRENDAR SHARMA

PRIVATE DELHI
Ashwin Sanghi &
James Patterson
Penguin
2017, pp 380
299

A

serial killer is on the loose in Delhi,
murdering carefully selected victims in carefully chosen ways. A
grisly laboratory, with human remains
in it, is discovered in a house in an upmarket locality in the same city. It turns
out the house is owned by the government. The story is hushed up. In parallel, Santosh Wagh of the detective
agency Private is asked by a senior government official to discreetly look into
the matter. Santosh, whom we first met
in Private India, has relocated to Delhi
in an attempt to restart his life after the
events of that book. Now some of the
aspects of this new case hit rather too
close to home for him and his trusted
lieutenants in Private.
Private Delhi opens with a fairly hackneyed scene of the serial killer murdering
his next victim, but it starts to get interesting when the politics of the capital city
make an appearance. It turns out that
the chief minister and the lieutenant governor are at odds, and each have their
own loyalists. Santosh, and Private, are
brought in partly to find out the facts of
the case, but also to allow one politician
to score brownie points over the other.
Without naming any parties, Ashwin
Sanghi makes sly references to the recent
real-life situations in the Delhi government.
A third thread adds spice to the mix —
that of an organ donation racket, stretching from posh hospitals to the slums, and
all the way across the world. The serial
killer seems somehow involved in this

racket — or is he?
The various players in the action feel
realistic and drawn from current events
— corrupt cops, selfish doctors and administrators, the self-aggrandising news
anchor, the hardworking, honest workers
who just want to get on with their jobs.
The politicians, too, are made real with
brief histories of how they got to their
posts. Santosh and his coworkers, Neel
and Nisha, are well fleshed out, with detailed backstories and motivations. They
have all suffered losses before, and they
have their weaknesses that make them human.
Jack Morgan, the head of Private — who
also features in the other books of the series set in other countries — makes brief
appearances, thinking typical touristy
thoughts about India’s energy, lawlessness
and the strength of his coworkers.
Sanghi and Patterson are good at piling
on the suspense and keeping the story
moving at a fast clip. The pages go by effortlessly, the thrills keep coming.
Where the book might throw Indian
readers off is the over-explanation of the
locale. The locations are chosen to be “exotic Indian” rather than realistic — a hos-

SANGHI AND
PATTERSON
ARE GOOD AT
PILING ON THE
SUSPENSE AND
KEEPING THE STORY
MOVING AT A FAST
CLIP. THE PAGES GO
BY EFFORTLESSLY...

pital is named Delhi Memorial Hospital,
Mehrauli is explained as being ‘next to
the twelfth-century Qutub Minar tower.’
Things well known to every Indian are explained for the benefit of foreign readers.
“In that moment, Nisha was the embodiment of Shakti — female power,” for example, or “he had worn a white turban
because white is the colour of mourning”.
Thankfully, there isn’t much description or mention — of Delhi foods or clothing.
Also, what is it with the serial killer fascination? The whole thing has been done
before, and better, and it just seems like
the overall plot could have been more interesting and topical had it focused on the
organ-donor conspiracy and the political
storyline.
The editorial reason for these trade-offs
iscleargiventhebackgroundforthisbook.
It is part of a larger series focused on Private, the secretive detective agency, with
offices worldwide. Different country-focused books are written by authors from
those countries — Ashwin Sanghi is the
author from India, and probably vetted by
Patterson to some extent. So the series as
a whole is meant to be a generic one, not
too deep into any specific culture. Only
concepts that are well known worldwide
are to be included. It’s a comment on the
small extent of India’s cultural reach: the
Qutub Minar, for example, needs to be explained, while an ‘OBE’ is not expanded
in the included excerpt from Private Royals, a Britain-themed book.
Private India suffers from the flaws endemic to every thriller ‘series’. You know
the main characters are going to be safe,
and that the whole adventure will be more
or less ‘a day in the life of’, instead of lifechanging for them. Given these limitations, though, Sanghi does add in some
hair-raising experiences and backstory
for Santosh and his team.
Overall, this is a fast-paced thriller that
is a fun one-time read.
SUDARSHAN PUROHIT

