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ABSTRACT

The thesis is devoted to an exploration of the historical and literary background of
Naipaul’s writings. It examines the structure of their internal relations and the practice
of self-reference evident in his work. It explores the way that A House for Mr Biswas
alludes to his father’s works: the novel not only describes family relations, but, as a
tribute from son to father, is an aspect of them. It contrasts his non-fictional account of
family history in "Prologue to an Autobiography", and that of his brother Shiva Naipaul
in Fireflies. The narrative technique of his article on Michael X is compared to that of his
novel Guerrillas. The novel’s use of the outsider’s perspective is seen as indebted to
Conrad’s method in Heart of Darkness. The thesis discusses the treatment of the female
protagonist in the article and in the novel. The Enigma of Arrival is read as a dialogue of
past and present selves, and is compared with other narratives of colonial migration to the
metropolis, and with Naipaul’s other accounts of his life. The thesis examines the work’s
allusions, and its ambivalence towards the idea of England. A discussion of his Indian
travel books looks at the context of his Hindu ancestry: he sees himself as both insider
and outsider in India, and his dissection of its society serves to define, ironically, his own
practice. His Indian writings are compared with works by Kipling, E.M. Forster, Rushdie,
R.K. Narayan and Nirad Chaudhuri. A Bend in the River is interpreted in the context of
traditional images of Africa in European literature, and of his non-fictional discussions of
Zaire in A Congo Diary and the article on Mobutu. Similarities with In a Free State and
Guerrillas are identified. The thesis considers the manner in which A Way in the World
reworks The Loss of El Dorado, and suggests that both portray history as tending to repeat
itself; connections are established between this view of history and the structure and style
of these works.
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INTRODUCTION

V.S. Naipaul was born, in 1932, in Chaguanas, a town in a predominantly Hindu area of
central Trinidad. At this time, Trinidad was a Crown colony; it acquired its independence in 1962,
twelve years after Naipaul had left for England. His ancestors migrated from India three
generations previously on his mother’s side, and four on his father’s; his father’s family came from
Ayodhya, in Uttar Pradesh. Trinindad’s Indians represented a large minority community, and a
certain amount of tension was to characterize their relations with the Afro-Caribbean majority.
His father, Seepersad Naipaul, worked as a journalist for the Trinidad Guardian and wrote short
stories. His mother was a member of the Capildeo family, one of the more important Hindu
families of the island. Naipaul portrays himself as having been born into obscurity and poverty.
His childhood, he states, was characterized by disorder. As a child, he says, he felt that he "was

! and that he was "a kind of helpless unit in this large family organisation".?

in the wrong place",
During the early years of his life, the family lived in many houses; in 1938 they moved to the
more cosmopolitan environment of Port of Spain. Naipaul studied there at Queen’s Royal College,
where he was taught to identify with the values of English culture and civilization: he refers to
the "ordered life of my colonial English school".? He left Trinidad in 1950 to study English at
Oxford. He had five sisters; his brother Shiva, born in 1945, also studied at Oxford and wrote
novels and travel books. Shiva died in 1985; Seepersad Naipaul in 1953.

V.S. Naipaul began to write when at Oxford. He describes the period after he finished
his degree as a time of profound uncertainty: "I can easily make present to myself again the
anxiety of that time: to have found no talent, to have written no book, to be null and unprotected
in the busy world".* He contends that, when he first came to England, he had "a great sense of
being adrift".’ He contemplated working in India. He moved to London in 1954, living in

Muswell Hill, Kilburn and Streatham, before buying a house in Stockwell in 1965. He depicts

his early experience of migration as a disappointment: "I had dreamed of coming to England. But

'Interviewed by Bernard Levin, "V.S. Naipaul: A Perpetual Voyager", Listener, 109 (June 23
1983), p. 16.

*"The Novelist V.S. Naipaul Talks to Nigel Bingham about his Childhood in Trinidad",
Listener, 88 (September 7 1972), p. 306.

Finding the Centre: Two Narratives (London: André Deutsch, 1984), p- 31.

“"Writing A House for Mr Biswas", New York Review of Books, 30 (November 24 1983), p.
22.

’Interviewed by Alex Hamilton, "Living Life on Approval", Guardian (October 4 1971), p.
8.
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my life in England had been savourless, and much of it mean".° He began to contribute to the
BBC’s Caribbean Voices programme, for which his father had also written: Naipaul came to edit
the programme, and continued to work on it until 1958. His involvement led to a familiarity with
the writing of other new Caribbean writers. His first book, Miguel Street, was written at this time,
with the encouragement of other freelances at the BBC. In 1955 he married Patricia Ann Hale.
He returned to Trinidad for the first time in 1956. In the next year he published The Mystic
Masseur, and he began to write reviews for the New Statesman and the Spectator.

His life thereafter is punctuated by a succession of travels, revisitings and publications.
His travels he explains as a response to the lack of a "settled culture" such as other writers feed
on,” to having "no society to write about".® In 1960, he returned to the West Indies in order to
research The Middle Passage; and he spent 1962 in India gathering material for An Area of
Darkness, a visit he describes as a mistake, "since for the colonial there can be no true return".’
The trip, he states, taught him his "separateness from India".'° Late in 1965 he went to East
Africa; he stayed for a time in Uganda (a visit to which he refers in the final section of A Way
in the World). The Mimic Men and A Flag on the Island were published in 1967, and at this time
he began to research The Loss of El Dorado in libraries in London. This undertaking, he writes,
caused him to view his native island in a fresh light, as touched by romance. In 1968, he sold his
house and travelled in the West Indies, Central and North America, and briefly settled in Canada.
He returned to England in 1970, when he lived in Gloucester and then at the Wiltshire cottage
depicted in The Enigma of Arrival, while working on In a Free State. Between 1972 and 1974,
while planning Guerrillas, he went to Argentina, producing the articles on this country which are
collected in The Return of Eva Peron, and visited Trinidad in order to work on an article on
Michael X: the article helped to shape Guerrillas. In 1975, he went to Zaire, published
Guerrillas, and returned to India -- a trip which contributed to the writing of India: A Wounded
Civilization. Naipaul subsequently began to write A Bend in the River, which draws on his visit
to Zaire for some of its detail. He travelled in Islamic countries while researching Among the
Believers; these countries also form the subject of his most recent book, Beyond Belief. In 1982,
he moved into a cottage near Salisbury, wrote an autobiographical piece, and made a journey to

the Ivory Coast, an account of which, together with "Prologue to an Autobiography"”, comprises

The Enigma of Arrival: A Novel in Five Sections (Harmondsworth: Viking, 1987), p. 95.

"Interviewed by John Cunningham, "Floating up to a Point", Guardian (April 20 1984), p. 9.

!Interviewed by Ian Hamilton, "Without a Place", Critical Perspectives on V.S. Naipaul, ed.
by Robert D. Hamner (Washington: Three Continents Press, 1977), p. 42.

°The Overcrowded Barracoon and Other Articles (London: André Deutsch, 1972), p. 38.

YAn Area of Darkness (London: André Deutsch, 1964), p. 266.
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Finding the Centre. He subsequently wrote The Enigma of Arrival, which furnishes a semi-
fictionalized account of his life in England. His travels in the southern United States are recounted
in A Turn in the South. He returned once more to India, to collect material for India: A Million
Mutinies Now, and proceeded to produce A Way in the World. In 1996, he revisited the Islamic
world.

Although he has produced various accounts of his life, these are reticent about its detail.
He expresses himself more freely on the subject of his life in interviews than in his non-fiction
and fiction. His declarations in interviews show a tendency to dramatize himself in terms of an
overstated pessimism, but they are broadly consistent with the sense of his life attainable from his
writings. He depicts his existence as beset by anxiety: "One has been slightly broken and
damaged by one’s disappointments".'" The fulfilments of writing, he asserts, are only
"momentary".'> He cherishes solitude and detachment, and sees himself as comprehensively non-
aligned: "I am never disturbed by national or international issues. I do not sign petitions. I do
not vote. Ido not march".”? He portrays his life as distinguished by "homelessness and drift and

n 14

longing".”® Despite a reputation for being difficult, testy, finicky, fastidious and fierce, he

describes himself as "full of humour"."”

Naipaul’s output is almost equally divided between works of fiction and non-fiction.
Some of his works blur the boundary between these categories, blending fact and fiction, and
certain novels draw extensively on factual sources for their inspiration. He has stated: "I don’t
draw much distinction between my journalism and my imaginative work".'® At the risk of
appearing to contradict himself, he has elsewhere affirmed, "I regard the novel writing as engaging
the truer part of me. This doesn’t mean that I don’t take what I do in non-fiction seriously. I take
it very seriously”.!” Discussion of his work inevitably involves some investigation of the relations
between fact and fiction, life and art. Much of his writing, moreover, makes use of

autobiographical material, to provide overlapping accounts of his life. Historical figures, travels

"Interviewed by Linda Blandford, "Man in a Glass Box", Sunday Telegraph Magazine
(September 23 1979), p. 90.

"’The Enigma of Arrival, p. 97.

The Overcrowded Barracoon, p. 16.

"“The Enigma of Arrival, p. 152.

“Interviewed by Stephen Schiff, "The Ultimate Exile", New Yorker (May 23 1994), p. 63.

Interviewed by Raoul Pantin, "Portrait of an Artist", Caribbean Contact, 1 (May 1973), p.
19.

"Interviewed by Charles Wheeler, "It’s Every Man for Himself -- V.S. Naipaul on India",
Listener, 98 (October 27 1977), p. 537.
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and recent political events often furnish the subject-matter of his work; frequently, he treats
material in a non-fictional form before going on to recast it as fiction. In the case of A House for
Mr Biswas, the order is reversed, and the novel precedes "Prologue to an Autobiography". A
tendency to revise and to revisit earlier works is a prominent feature of his output. This thesis is
concerned to examine the genesis of his writing: it is interested in the exploration of instances of
self-reference, and of recurring preoccupations and motifs. The selection of texts for discussion,
and the organization of the argument, are determined by a concern for such recurrences.
Naipaul’s work invites meditation on the nature of individual identity, and on its relation
to self-contradiction. His practice of self-reference combines consistency with divergence,
variation with repetition. The frequency with which he returns to reinvent the narrative of his life,
and to revise earlier works, affords a sense of the instability of his identity, of the provisionality
of his conclusions, and of disjunction. "Every book is quite different from the other",'® he has
stated. This, however, is by no means an unqualified account, on Naipaul’s part, of what he does.
His work displays a notable ambiguity: it contains both centrifugal and centripetal tendencies, and
blends formal fragmentation with thematic unity. This fragmentation is a response to what he
perceives as the disparate nature of his experience, and to the disruption of his world, which he
seeks to restore to a state of coherence. He defines as one aspect of his artistic project the
aspiration "to reconstruct my disintegrated society, to impose order on the world, to seek

patterns"."

The fact that the various accounts of his life that he offers do not propose radically
divergent interpretations of his experience, and that the views expressed in his books are more
often in harmony than in conflict, ultimately fosters a perception of consistency in relation to his
oeuvre. He has declared, "All my work is really one. I'm really writing one big book".”

The thesis attempts to locate Naipaul’s work in relation to a social and literary context.
An extensive debt to Conrad, and to the writings of Naipaul’s father, is explored. His allusions
are often ironic, serving to draw attention to a disparity between the literary forms he employs,
and the societies he describes. Aspects of his writing can be seen to be shaped by the indirect
influence exerted by the work of other post-colonial writers with whom he takes issue, and by

those audience expectations he seeks to dispute: he writes as a scourge of liberal sentimentalities.

The thesis attempts to contextualize the work of a writer who has styled himself, and has

®Interviewed by Raoul Pantin, p. 19.

“Interviewed by Adrian Rowe-Evans, "An Interview with V.S. Naipaul", Quest, 78 (September
- October 1972), p. 52.

“Interviewed by Ronald Bryden, "The Novelist V.S. Naipaul Talks about his Work to Ronald
Bryden", Listener, 89 (March 22 1973), p. 367.
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sometimes been read (notably by Paul Theroux®'), as aloof from any background, solitary and
adrift.

Part of the complexity of his work proceeds from its entertaining contradictory attitudes
towards its material. There is an unresolved and important ambivalence in his attitude towards
the history of empire: he conceives of colonial rule both as a system of base pillage and as a lost
ideal of order, and he views the metropolitan centre at once as fulfilling and betraying an ideal.
At times he seems to reconfirm imperialist assumptions, while at other times he offers to refute
them. Another aspect of this ambivalence, and a recurring theme of this discussion, consists in
the complex viewpoints he adopts in relation to his subjects. He moves between the stance of
insider and that of outsider with regard to the societies he portrays, and blends, in an unsettling
manner, sympathy with irony, cruelty with compassion, in the treatment of certain characters.
These ambivalences are interpreted as the product of his situation of cultural dislocation.

There has been a shift of focus in recent years in post-colonial criticism away from
treating literature as the vehicle of damaging stereotypes, and as a site for the elaboration of a
rigidly polarized contrast between Europe and other parts of the world,”? to an interest in
discussing the hybrid, heterogeneous and disjunctive cultural identities -- both individual and social
-- which have emerged as a consequence of empire, and in exploring the historical experience of
imperialism and its aftermath as a matter of "overlapping domains".” This shift is exemplified,
for instance, by the successive and contrasting approaches adopted by Edward Said in Orientalism
and in Culture and Imperialism. The thesis undertakes to study one such displaced identity, and
to examine the contradictions, and striving for consistency, that can be discovered in the work

of the writer in question.

2'V.S. Naipaul: An Introduction to his Work (London: Deutsch, 1972).

**This, broadly, is the approach adopted by Rob Nixon, in London Calling: V.S. Naipaul, Post-
Colonial Mandarin (New York: Oxford University Press, 1992).

PEdward Said, Culture and Imperialism (London: Vintage, 1994), p. 313.
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ABSTRACT

The thesis is devoted to an exploration of the historical and literary background of Naipaul’s
writings. It examines the structure of their internal relations and the practice of self-reference
evident in his work. It explores the way that A House for Mr Biswas alludes to his father’s works:
the novel not only describes family relations, but, as a tribute from son to father, is an aspect of
them. It contrasts his non-fictional account of family history in "Prologue to an Autobiography",
and that of his brother Shiva Naipaul in Fireflies. The narrative technique of his article on Michael
X is compared to that of his novel Guerrillas. The novel’s use of the outsider’s perspective is
seen as indebted to Conrad’s method in Heart of Darkness. The thesis discusses the treatment of
the female protagonist in the article and in the novel. The Enigma of Arrival is read as a dialogue
of past and present selves, and is compared with other narratives of colonial migration to the
metropolis, and with Naipaul’s other accounts of his life. The thesis examines the work’s
allusions, and its ambivalence towards the idea of England. A discussion of his Indian travel books
looks at the context of his Hindu ancestry: he sees himself as both insider and outsider in India,
and his dissection of its society serves to define, ironically, his own practice. His Indian writings
are compared with works by Kipling, E.M. Forster, Rushdie, R.K. Narayan and Nirad Chaudhuri.
A Bend in the River is interpreted in the context of traditional images of Africa in European
literature, and of his non-fictional discussions of Zaire in A Congo Diary and the article on
Mobutu. Similarities with In a Free State and Guerrillas are identified. The thesis considers the
manner in which A Way in the World reworks The Loss of El Dorado, and suggests that both
portray history as tending to repeat itself; connections are established between this view of history

and the structure and style of these works.
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One

SONS AND BROTHERS: FAMILY AND TEXTUAL RELATIONS IN
NAIPAUL’S EARLY TRINIDADIAN FICTION

My father was extremely important in my childhood: nearly everything that I am

1 am because of this great link I felt with him, and a lot of my work -- especially

my early work -- I meant to be dedicated to him."

The writing that has mattered most to me is that of my father, which has never

been published. It taught me to look at things that had never been written about

before, and seemed dull in life, yet when transformed to paper became very

surprising. A great deal of my vision of Trinidad has come straight from my

father.’

These assertions, dating from 1972 and 1963, give some indication of the extent of the debt
of influence that Naipaul owes to his father, Seepersad. It is a debt he has acknowledged in

"Prelude to an Autobiography”, which investigates his own "literary beginnings"*

by means of an
exploration of his father’s life. The autobiographical element forms a substantial component of
Naipaul’s output, appearing not only in explicitly autobiographical works, but also in fiction and
travel books. A House for Mr Biswas follows the contours of Seepersad Naipaul’s life. It stands
at an interesting point of intertextual relations -- using as a starting-point a story by Seepersad,
incorporating his suggestions concerning subjects that his son might write about, and taking its
cue from the tone of his stories and journalism. The book portrays the complex and troubled
relations of a father and son, and is also an aspect of such relations. Naipaul points out that "the
writing ambition bound us all together";* literary production appears to have served as an extension
of family relations. The Naipaul family also produced another writer in Shiva, whose novel
Fireflies covers similar ground to that of A House for Mr Biswas. There is a family resemblance
which encompasses the preoccupations of the three writers: these include entrapment in a society
of restricted opportunity, frustrated ambition and dreams of escape, and the rituals and customs
of Hindu family life.

The present account of Seepersad’s life is derived from Naipaul’s "Prelude to an

Interviewed by Nigel Bingham, p. 306.

“Interviewed by David Bates, "Portrait Gallery", Sunday Times Supplement (May 26 1963),
p. 13. Seepersad Naipaul’s stories had, in fact, been published privately in Trinidad (1943-44),
but were not published in England until 1976.

3Finding the Centre, p. 9.

“"My Brother’s Tragic Sense", Spectator, 258 (January 24 1987), p. 22.
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Autobiography" and foreword to his father’s book, The Adventures of Gurudeva,® which provide
an interpretation of his life that can be contrasted with the fictional treatment of the subject in A
House for Mr Biswas. Seepersad Naipaul was born in 1906. His father, a pundit, died when he
was young, and the family was left in poverty. Seepersad’s older brother was sent to work in the
canefields; Seepersad was saved for education. Attempts to make him a pundit failed. He did odd
jobs, drawing on the patronage of wealthy family members among his own and his wife’s families:
he married into the wealthy Capildeo family. Naipaul writes that his father "dangled all his life
in a half-dependence and half-esteem between these two powerful families".® In 1929 Seepersad
began to contribute articles to the Trinidad Guardian; and in 1932 he was made staff
correspondent in Chaguanas, the town in central Trinidad where the Capildeo family lived:

It was through his journalism on MacGowan’s Guardian that my father arrived
at that vision of the countryside and its people which he later transferred to his
stories.’

He wrote about eccentric characters, "village feuds, family vendettas, murders, bitter election
battles".® Naipaul quotes facetious headlines which indicate a bond of mischievous humour
between Seepersad and his editor, Gault MacGowan. With a report on the "superstitious
practices"® favoured in the Indian countryside, Seepersad incurred the wrath of Hindu
traditionalists, who demanded that he make a sacrifice to Kali. Naipaul places great emphasis on
this incident in the "Prelude to an Autobiography"”, identifying it as a significant element in his
father’s breakdown, when, in his mother’s words, "'he looked in the mirror one day and couldn’t
see himself. And he began to scream™.’® He began to contribute less to the paper. MacGowan
was replaced as its editor, and its ethos changed. Seepersad lost his job, and was "idle and
dependent for four years"'' (1934-8):

It was the story of a great humiliation. It had occurred just when my father was
winning through to a kind of independence, and had got started in his vocation.
The independence was to go within months.'

The house where this terror befell him became unendurable to him. He left it.
He became a wanderer, living in many different places, doing a variety of little
jobs, dependent now on my mother’s family, now on the family of his wealthy

°T am also indebted to Landeg White’s chapter on A House for Mr Biswas, in V.S. Naipaul:
A Critical Introduction (London: Macmillan, 1975), which explores the parallels between
Seepersad Naipaul and Biswas.

®Finding the Centre, p. 34.

"The Adventures of Gurudeva (London: André Deutsch, 1976), p. 15.

¥Finding the Centre, p. 38.

9Finding the Centre, p. 80.

Finding the Centre, p. 82.

"Finding the Centre, p. 72.

"Finding the Centre, p. 74.
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uncle by marriage. For thirteen years he had no house of his own."
Naipaul here presents his father’s life as a tale of independence lost, which is in contrast to the
way the story is told in A House for Mr Biswas. Naipaul was born in 1932. The family lived in
the house of his mother’s family, the Lion House in Chaguanas, where his father remained a vague
and shadowy figure. The Capildeo family comprised landowners and pundits and was among the
leading Indian families of the island: Rudranath Capildeo later became the leader of the
Democratic Labour Party, Trinidad’s principal opposition party at the time of independence. This
family was a “totalitarian organisation"."* Seepersad found himself at odds with it, partly as a
consequence of his reporting activities, and partly due to his reformist principles, which set him
in opposition to the family’s Hindu orthodoxy.

In 1938 Seepersad resumed his work for the Guardian, and the family moved to Port of
Spain, to another house belonging to his wife’s family. Naipaul recalls that this was an idyllic
time, in which he got to know his father and the life of the street. After two years the Capildeo
family moved to a cocoa estate outside Port of Spain, the intention being to work the land
communally: "After the quiet and order of our two years as a separate unit we were returned to
the hubbub of the extended family and our scattered nonentity within it".'”> In 1942 the Naipaul
family returned to some rooms in the house in Port of Spain. Three years later, Seepersad left the
Guardian to work for the Department of Social Welfare; his tasks included the surveying of rural
conditions. In 1946, the family moved to a "small, box-shaped, two-storeyed house on Nepaul
Street",' the prototype of Biswas’s Sikkim Street house. Seepersad returned to work for the
Guardian again in 1948. Two years later, Naipaul left for England. Seepersad’s circumstances
deteriorated: he was in debt, and he suffered a heart attack. He died in 1953, at roughly the same
age as Biswas. Seepersad wrote stories; in 1943 he published Gurudeva and Other Indian Tales,
in a limited edition in Trinidad. "They Named Him Mohun", which contributed a founding
element to A House for Mr Biswas, was read to a Port of Spain literary group, which included
Edgar Mittelholzer and George Lamming. Around 1950, Seepersad began to write stories for the
BBC’s Caribbean Voices programme.

Biswas’s life resembles Seepersad’s in respect of the abortive apprenticeship as a pundit,
the poverty of his origins, and his marriage into a rich, powerful, engulfing and conservative

family. Both have nervous breakdowns, and work as journalists and civil servants. Both write

BFinding the Centre, p. 82.

“Finding the Centre, p. 76.

“Finding the Centre, p. 39.

'®Shiva Naipaul, Beyond the Dragon’s Mouth: Stories and Pieces (London: Hamish Hamilton,
1984), p. 30.
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stories, and transfer their ambitions to a talented son who leaves on a scholarship. Both live in
a succession of houses, moving from their wife’s family house in the country and then in Port of
Spain to an old estate house and back, before finally acquiring a house of their own. They share
the same ailments and taste in reading: Naipaul describes his father as

liable to stomach pains, and just as liable to depressions (his calls then for "the
Epictetus” or "the Marcus Aurelius”, books of comfort, were like calls for his
stomach medicine)."”

His characterisation of Biswas similarly links physical and spiritual malaise.

Seepersad Naipaul, however, began to work as a journalist at a much earlier period than
Biswas: he already possessed a measure of independence in 1929, when he lived in the country.
This change to the chronology of his father’s life has the effect of rendering Biswas’s acquisition
of independence at once more of a struggle and more of a lasting achievement than Seepersad’s:
it is the culminating point towards which the narrative progresses, rather than something attained
early on and interrupted by a backsliding into dependence. As Landeg White argues, the change
is made in the interests of novelistic pattern, and allows the book to trace a move from humiliation
in Hanuman House to independence at The Chase, then frustration and return, to a new
independence in his own house at Green Vale; and from collapse there to Port of Spain and
journalism, and eventually to Sikkim Street, the goal of the trajectory."

Paradoxically, although A House for Mr Biswas sets out to pay homage to Seepersad’s
memory and writing, it portrays in his fictional counterpart a man incapable of his literary
achievement, and tempers tenderness with mockery of its hero. Biswas’s stories remain
unfinished, unpublished and unread, except by Shama, and are confined to fantasies of romantic
escape. They concern either a wish-fulfilment figure, or a character akin to Biswas.

The hero, trapped into marriage, burdened with a family, his youth gone, meets
a young girl. She is slim, almost thin, and dressed in white. She is fresh, tender,
unkissed; and she is unable to bear children. Beyond the meeting the stories
never went."”

This appears to be based on an early story by Seepersad called "Gopi".** The only other literary
work that Biswas completes is a prose poem addressed to the memory of his mother.

He wrote of a journey he had made a long time before. He was tired; she made
him rest. He was hungry; she gave him food. He had nowhere to go; she
welcomed him.?!

"Finding the Centre, p. 42.

¥White, p. 97.

YA House for Mr Biswas (London: André Deutsch, 1961), p. 311.

As discussed by White, p. 36; the story is not collected in The Adventures of Gurudeva.

2'A House for Mr Biswas, pp. 436-7.
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The clauses satisfyingly answer each other, in this representation of the fulfilment of essential
needs. Naipaul echoes the Bible: "For I was hungred, and ye gave me meat: I was thirsty, and
ye gave me drink: I was a stranger, and ye took me in" (Matthew, 25: 35).22 Biswas reads his
piece to a literary group, where his head rings "with the names of Lorca and Eliot and Auden",?
and is also set spinning by the ready supply of whisky. Biswas embarrasses himself by breaking
down in the course of the reading, and then retreats into an ill-humoured and awkward silence,
with a comic bathos which deflates the solemnity of mood. "They Named Him Mohun" was read
to a literary group. This episode refers to the occasion of the reading of the story which helped
to inaugurate the novel, but associates Biswas’s literary efforts with the danger of appearing
ridiculous. This might lead one to infer that the belittling of Biswas involves a defence against
some compromising display of emotion.

A less reverential attitude towards Seepersad perhaps underlies The Mystic Masseur.
Ganesh can be seen as akin to Seepersad in his aspiration to be a writer; this is an aspect of his
fraudulence, and he has difficulties in producing enough text to fill even a slim booklet. Much
humour is extracted from the misplaced priorities of his reverential attitude towards the printed
word: he is more interested in the physical qualities of books than in their content. Ganesh’s
aspiration to be a writer furnishes Naipaul with an opportunity to expose the absurdity of literary
pretensions in the Trinidadian setting. The boy in the printing shop asks, ""You ever hear of
Trinidad people writing books?"** It can appear that the characters in The Mystic Masseur are
condemned to absurdity for the mere fact of being Trinidadian. The book highlights their
marginality by invoking the existence of a world beyond, refracted through their whimsical
perceptions: Ganesh has a plan to end the Second World War in two weeks, and discusses with
Beharry whether Hitler is likely to bomb Trinidad.” Naipaul can give the impression that he seeks
to vindicate his decision to leave Trinidad by proclaiming that to remain is to condemn oneself
to absurdity and frustration -- as, at times, he appears to think that Seepersad did. "A reading to
a small group, publication in a magazine soon lost to view: writing in Trinidad was an amateur
activity".*® In the interview quoted at the beginning of this chapter, he stated in 1963 that

Seepersad’s stories had not been published, as if publication in Trinidad did not count.

2Holy Bible: King James Version (New York: Penguin, 1974), p. 27.

A House for Mr Biswas, p. 432.

2*The Mystic Masseur (London: André Deutsch, 1957), p. 44.

»This perhaps alludes to the character in Samuel Selvon’s A Brighter Sun (1951) who flees
to the hills for fear that Hitler is going to bomb Trinidad. Other similarities with Naipaul’s work
-- the hero, Tiger, takes to speaking in dictionary definitions, like Ganesh -- suggest that Naipaul
knew of this book.

®The Adventures of Gurudeva, p. 9.



14

The Mimic Men might likewise be interpreted as including an element of mockery of the
father-figure. It contains autobiographical parallels in respect of Ralph’s background and
childhood, and emphasizes the embarrassment caused by Ralph’s father. Some of the incidents
described in A House for Mr Biswas are repeated in this novel: the occasion on which the father
gives his son a ride on his bicycle,” for instance, or the family excursion by car.”® Ralph’s father
is a parodic precursor, whose activities as a political and religious leader prefigure his son’s career
in politics, as Seepersad’s career anticipated that of his son. The name he takes, Gurudeva,®
alludes to Seepersad’s fictional creation.

Naipaul has openly avowed a feeling of ambivalence towards his father:

Perhaps if my father lived, it might have damaged me. . . . When he died I was
free. . . . Probably all my family relations have an element of oddity: malice,
reverence, all these things come together.*

A House for Mr Biswas would appear to combine contradictory impulses: it both acknowledges
and seeks to conceal a literary debt to Seepersad. It could be argued that it manifests an Oedipal
ambivalence similar to that which has been found in Lawrence’s Sons and Lovers. Although
intended to pay homage to Lawrence’s mother in the fictional character of Mrs Morel, the novel
at times appears to cast Mr Morel, with his spontaneity and vitality, as the hero of the piece, and
Mrs Morel, who has a cripplingly intense intimacy with her son, as the villain. Occasionally there
are hints of literary rivalry in Naipaul’s references to his father. Ambivalence might in general
be thought to inhere in the practice of allusion, which can appear to express the impulse to revise
or reinterpret the predecessor’s work, as well as to acknowledge its influence. A desire to be self-
originating is suggested by Naipaul’s statements: "I never had a model that I wanted to become".”!
"I am not aware of other styles of writing. I do my own. I write in my own way. I have no
models"* In "Jasmine" (1964), Naipaul discusses the remoteness of the metropolitan literary
culture in which his education has qualified him to participate, from his immediate environment

in Trinidad, which he describes as "without shape and embarrassing".** He makes an exception

for "some local short stories",** by which he may mean his father’s work, but this, it appears, is

Y'The Mimic Men (London: André Deutsch, 1967), p. 149.

®The Mimic Men, pp. 145-8.

PThe Mimic Men, p. 154.

*Interviewed by Roy Plomley, Desert Island Discs (July 5 1980), BBC Radio 4, V.S. Naipaul
Archive, IV, B: 4, Special Collections, McFarlin Library, University of Tulsa.

*'Interviewed by Curt Suplee, "Voyager with the Dark and Comic Vision", Washington Post
(November 19 1981), p. C 17.

*Interviewed by Jason Cowley, "The Long Road to Happiness", Times (May 11 1998), p. 17.

3The Overcrowded Barracoon, p. 25.

*The Overcrowded Barracoon, p. 25.
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not the place for the explicit acknowledgement of literary debts. On balance, he concludes, "my

material had not been sufficiently hallowed by a tradition"* The tissue of allusion to Seepersad
Naipaul’s writing in his early novels may be construed as a response to this sense that he lacked
literary antecedents whose work might act as a model for the treatment of his society. The
publication of The Adventures of Gurudeva and Other Stories in England was a delayed act of
homage; Naipaul records that before he died, Seepersad had collected together his stories and sent
them to his son in order that he might effect their publication.

Publication for him, the real book, meant publication in London. But I did not
think the stories publishable outside Trinidad, and I did nothing about them.*

The existence of the book indicates that Naipaul has revised his opinion. "I no longer look in the

stories for what isn’t there; and I see them now as a valuable part of the literature of the region".”

He has belatedly worked up to "a proper wonder at his achievement".*®

It is possible that Biswas is confined to a literary achievement of negligible proportions

in order to satisfy the logic of the novel’s portrait of a "simple, colonial philistine"*

society, where
significant action is a virtual impossibility. Naipaul seeks to emphasize the difficulty of the
circumstances against which Biswas, like Seepersad and himself, have battled, and to have Biswas
rising above them would be to weaken the thesis of their crushing inexorability.*” Such a story
calls to mind the self-help literature of which Biswas is fond:

Samuel Smiles was as romantic and satisfying as any novelist, and Mr Biswas saw
himself in many Samuel Smiles heroes: he was young, he was poor, and he
fancied he was struggling. But there always came a point when resemblance
ceased. The heroes had rigid ambitions and lived in countries where ambitions
could be pursued and had a meaning. He had no ambition, and in this hot land,
apart from opening a shop or buying a motorbus, what could he do?*

This is consistent with Naipaul’s reflection, "That is perhaps the difference between men -- the
difference in the possibilities of their societies".**
The portrait of a society where ambition is inevitably thwarted through lack of opportunity

is familiar from the pages of Naipaul’s earlier books: the narrator of Miguel Street ascribes his

3The Overcrowded Barracoon, p- 26.

**The Adventures of Gurudeva, pp. 18-19.

*'The Adventures of Gurudeva, p. 19.

*Finding the Centre, p. 67.

*The Overcrowded Barracoon, p. 9.

““The case is argued by Andrew Gurr in Writers in Exile: The Identity of Home in Modern
Literature (Brighton: Harvester, 1981), pp. 80-1.

“A House for Mr Biswas, p. 71.

“Handwritten sheets containing plans for "Prologue to an Autobiography", 1972, V.S. Naipaul
Archive, I, 1:3.
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wild behaviour to such frustration: "Is not my fault really. Is just Trinidad. What else anybody
can do here except drink?"* It is also a feature of The Mystic Masseur, which depicts the dull
dereliction of Fuente Grove, where the only amusements are rum-drinking and wife-beating, and
whose inhabitants resemble the flies trapped in Ramlogan’s dilapidated glass case. In such a
society it is seemingly only the trickster who makes good.** It is every man for himself; and
admiration attaches to the sharp character who lives by his wits. Ganesh, a descendant of
Seepersad’s Gurudeva, is the first of many a successful fraudster in the pages of Naipaul’s work,
and the predecessor of such confidence-trickster revolutionaries as Abdul Malik, Miranda and
Lebrun, in A Way in the World. Politics, in this society, serves as a business enterprise for rogues:

Democracy had come to Elvira four years before, in 1946; but it had taken nearly
everybody by surprise and it wasn’t until 1950, a few months before the second
general election under universal adult franchise, that people began to see the
possibilities.*®

These are, of course, for self-enrichment: "The new politics were reserved for the enterprising,
who had seen their prodigious commercial possibilities”.*

Whatever the satirical tendencies in Naipaul’s portrayal of Seepersad’s fictional
counterparts, the majority of his references to his father are unambiguously respectful. Naipaul’s
excursion into his father’s biography in the "Prologue to an Autobiography" testifies to the extent
of his influence: "The ambition to be a writer was given to me by my father”.*” Naipaul’s debt
to his writing is directly felt in the fact that the starting-point of A House for Mr Biswas involved,
in Naipaul’s words, a "cannibalising"* of Seepersad’s "They Named Him Mohun". Naipaul

interprets the tale in the context of his father’s family relations, as Seepersad’s imaginative

reconciliation with the father he could not forgive in reality:

“Miguel Street (London: André Deutsch, 1959), p. 216.

“See The Middle Passage: The Caribbean Revisited. Impressions of Five Societies -- British,
French and Dutch -- in the West Indies and South America (London: André Deutsch, 1962), p.
72.

“The Suffrage of Elvira (London: André Deutsch, 1958), p. 12. This novel does not make
reference to Naipaul’s family history, although it may include an element of satirical response to
the Capildeo family’s involvement in Trinidadian politics, which he describes as "a matter of
personal rivalries, passion and hostilities" ("A Visit to Valsayn Park”, V.S. Naipaul Archive, I,
1:3). Nor does it show itself to be indebted to Seepersad’s stories. Naipaul stated that "I wrote
The Suffrage of Elvira to prove to myself that I could invent, invent a story constructed around
a given incident" ("Speaking of Writing", Times [January 2 1964], p. 11). Of Seepersad’s work,
in contrast, he contends that "there was very little 'story' in these stories" (Finding the Centre, p.
42): he does not perceive them in terms which offer a useful model for the construction of this
novel.

“The Middle Passage, p. 72.

“"Finding the Centre, p. 33.

“®The Adventures of Gurudeva, p. 19.
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My father hated his father for his cruelty and meanness; yet when, in "They
Named Him Mohun", he came to write about his father, he wrote a tale of pure
romance, in which again old ritual, lovingly described, can only lead to
reconciliation.*

The beginning of the first chapter of A House for Mr Biswas, "Pastoral", rewrites the story, and
Bruce MacDonald argues that there is in Naipaul’s rendering of the story a satirical element absent
from the original.”® Seepersad’s priest "was known to be a good man and a holy one";’! Naipaul’s
pundit is "a small, thin man with a sharp satirical face and a dismissing manner".** Naipaul’s
pundit is unconcerned about the child’s ominous prospects: "'Oh, well. It doesn’t matter. There
are always ways and means of getting over these unhappy things™.** He is not, however,
indifferent to the size of his payment. In contrast, Seepersad’s pundit tells Soomin she "was not
to worry on that score and that she had done well enough, according to her means".> The
celebration of the birth of the child is a much more elaborate affair in Seepersad’s tale than in
the novel; it is described as a "carouse"”, a coming together of the village. In Seepersad’s story
the pundit is the agent of a reconciliation between husband and wife, which he effects by invoking
the solemnity of the marriage bond. Seepersad’s story ends on this note of forgiveness; Biswas’s
struggles have just begun.

There is a certain degree of ambivalence to Naipaul’s presentation of the rituals of Indian
village life, which mingles satire and lyricism. In places, he describes the rituals of his childhood
as beautiful, acknowledging the "need of a deep belief in a spiritual link between oneself and the
earth".” The beginning of A House for Mr Biswas is set before the time of his childhood, in "an
antique, 'pastoral’ time, and almost in a land of the imagination",” known to him mainly through
his father’s stories. "When I was of an age to observe, that culture had begun to weaken; and the
time of wholeness had seemed to me as far away as India itself, and almost as dateless".”’ Naipaul
suggests that an element of distance is necessary for the comprehension of individual experience:

at the time he lived in Trinidad he was "too close to childhood to see the completeness and value

“The Adventures of Gurudeva, p. 16.
59" The Birth of Mr Biswas", Journal of Commonwealth Literature, 11, 3 (April 1977), pp. 50-

'The Adventures of Gurudeva, p. 126.

2A House for Mr Biswas, p. 16.

*A House for Mr Biswas, p. 16.

**The Adventures of Gurudeva, p. 128.

SIntroduction to East Indians in the Caribbean: Colonialism and the Struggle for Identity.
Papers Presented to a Symposium on East Indians in the Caribbean, The University of the West
Indies, June 1975 (Millwood, New York: Kraus International Publications, 1982), pp. 5-6.

6"Writing A House for Mr Biswas", p. 22.

S"Writing A House for Mr Biswas", p. 22.
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of that experience".® This view is echoed in Naipaul’s argument that his father only wrote

lyrically about Hindu ritual once the family was breaking up and he lived in the city: "When he
was a young man this Indian life was all he knew; it seemed stagnant and enduring; and he was
critical".*® The Proustian overtones of this attitude towards the past are also present in the passage
from A House for Mr Biswas which imagines Anand, at a suitable temporal and spatial remove
from the distresses of his childhood, recalling it with tenderness:

In a northern land, in a time of new separations and yearnings, in a library grown
suddenly dark, the hailstones beating against the windows, the marbled endpaper
of a dusty leatherbound book would disturb: and it would be the hot noisy week
before Christmas in the Tulsi store: the marbled patterns of oldfashioned balloons
powdered with a rubbery dust in a shallow white box that was not to be touched,
So later, and very slowly, in securer times of different stresses, when the
memories had lost the power to hurt, with pain or joy, they would fall into place
and give back the past.%

The book here anticipates the circumstances of its own composition, suggesting that, by means of
the writing of it, Naipaul has recovered his past, and arrived at a truce with it. This is consistent
with the fact that "Prologue to an Autobiography" -- which reworks the material of the novel as
non-fiction, and is coloured by the writing of the novel -- discusses his childhood with less
bitterness than had previously been evident in his treatment of it. The impulse behind these texts
is akin to what Salman Rushdie describes when discussing the originating motive of Midnight’s
Children: "1 realized how much I wanted to restore the past to myself".®’ He argues that it is a
characteristic of writers in exile that they are "haunted by some sense of loss, some urge to
reclaim, to look back, even at the risk of being mutated into pillars of salt".®*

"Prologue to an Autobiography” did not emerge directly from the writing of A House for
Mr Biswas, but was preceded by an abandoned attempt, entitled "A Visit to Valsayn Park" (1972-
3). "Valsayn Park" could be thought to form an endeavour on Naipaul’s part to come to terms
with the wound of his past and the "servility of my own background".®® It is less concerned than
"Prologue to an Autobiography" with the history of Naipaul’s immediate family: its emphasis is
on exploring that of the Trinidad Hindu community. Naipaul contrasts an outsider’s and an

insider’s view of this community: "There are two ways of looking at this story; both are right;

8"Writing A House for Mr Biswas", p. 22.

YFinding the Centre, p. 79.

%A House for Mr Biswas, pp. 523-4.

8 Imaginary Homelands: Essays and Criticism 1981-1991 (London: Granta, 1991), p. 9.

%Imaginary Homelands, p. 10.

®Interviewed by Andrew Salkey, The Arts and Africa, (December 16 1971), André Deutsch
Archive, 96, In a Free State folder, Special Collections, McFarlin Library, University of Tulsa.
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but each by itself excludes one truth".* The former view is represented by his uncle’s bitterness:
"He was like a man who had just been granted the ability to see himself".> Even though he was
later successful, his sons shared "this vision of their helplessness, their various solitudes, . . . the
outsider’s vision of who and what they were".*® Naipaul attempts to recover the experience of the
past as it was lived, and in contrast to the way it is recorded by historians. "The records that
remain”, he writes, falsify the past, and reduce "people to units and a human history to statistics;
and . . . miss the other side of the truth: the truth as it was for my aunt".®” He describes a society
governed by strict code of honour:

The social organization, which must have seemed non-existent to outsiders, or at
the most chaotic and violent, was complex, of a piece, to people who knew how
to read the happenings.®®

Naipaul reconstructs a version of this lost world through his father’s journalism, and reads the

Trinidad Guardian as a record of family history: "I tried to trace his writing career through his

works in the old newspapers”.’

The lyricism with which Naipaul on occasion evokes Hindu ritual is an expression of filial
piety: these rituals were communicated to him by his father’s stories. The stories "gave a beauty
(which in a corner of my mind still endures, like a fantasy of home) to the Indian village life 1
had never known".” This accounts for the unexpected tenderness of the description of the
preparation of his fighting sticks by Mungroo, the local thug whom Biswas endeavours to defy.

Designs were cut into the bark of the poui, which was then roasted in a bonfire;
the burnt bark was peeled off, leaving the design burnt into the white wood.
There was no scent as pleasant as that of barely roasted poui: faint, yet so lasting
it seemed to come from afar, from some immeasurable depth captive within the
wood: as faint as the scent of the pouis Raghu roasted in the village like this, in
a yard like this, in a bonfire like this: bringing sensations, not pictures, of an
evening meal being cooked over a fire that shone on a mud wall and kept out the
night, of cool, new, unused mornings, of rain muffled on a thatched roof and
warmth below it: sensations as faint as the scent of the poui itself, but sadly
evanescent, refusing to be seized or to be translated into a concrete memory.”"

The preparation of the sticks is associated with the action of memory. The passage refers to the

circumstances of its own composition. Raghu is Biswas’s father: the book has Seepersad’s

4" A Visit to Valsayn Park", V.S. Naipaul Archive, I, 1:3.
8Ibid.

Ibid.

Ibid.

%Ibid.

®Interviewed by Nigel Bingham, p. 306.

Finding the Centre, p. 42.

""A House for Mr Biswas, pp. 156-7.
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fictional counterpart recalling his father with difficulty, in a passage in which Naipaul alludes to
the stick-fighting antics of his father’s creation, Gurudeva. The allusion is suffused with regret,
as if to signal an anxiety about failing adequately to do justice to the elusive memory of the father.
In Seepersad’s story, there is more precise detail of the procedures involved in the preparation of
the sticks, and less nostalgia and lyricism:

Out in the yard, he [Gurudeva] would make a blazing fire of dry leaves and bake
the sticks in it and beat the barks off them on the ground. Then he would cut
each stick into the desired length -- from ground level to his lower ribs -- and
then with cutlass, with broken bottles with razor-sharp edges, and finally with
sand paper, he would impart to each stick the smoothness and uniformity of a
ruler. Then he would go to the giant bamboo clump near by and bring forth a
length of bamboo, stout and ripe and roomy in its hollowness, and an inch or two
longer than his stick; and he would punch out all the compartments but the last,
and order Ratni to make enough oil from coconuts and fill the bamboo vessel with
it to the very top.”

More often, however, Naipaul’s depiction of ritual is satirical. It is the mechanical aspect
of ritual, devoid of spiritual meaning, which is emphasized in Biswas’s training as a pundit:

Mechanically he cleaned the images, the lines and indentations of which were
black or cream, with sandalwood paste; it was easier to clean the small smooth
pebbles, whose significance had not yet been explained to him.”

Anand’s experience repeats Biswas’s: "Untutored in the prayers he could only go through the
motions of the ritual".”* Comedy ensues in The Mystic Masseur from Ganesh’s taking his
initiation ceremony too seriously:

"Cut out this nonsense, man. Stop behaving stupid. You think I have all day to
run after you? You think you really going to Benares? That is in India, you
know, and this is Trinidad".”®

(Ironically, in An Area of Darkness Naipaul mentions that this ritual no longer seems to him to
illustrate the anomaly of being a Hindu in Trinidad, and now appears "touching and attractive".®
Ritual is informed with an absurdity akin to that of the characters of Miguel Street who do not
work, but put up signs advertising the services they never provide, or of the advertisements
Ganesh invents to fill the empty pages of his magazine. Ganesh also takes the kedgeree-eating
ceremony more seriously than is intended, turning the tables on Ramlogan, who has hitherto had

the upper hand, and eliciting from him a generous marriage settlement, in his guise of clever

trickster.

"The Adventures of Gurudeva, pp. 36-7.
A House for Mr Biswas, p. 49.

™A House for Mr Biswas, p. 375.

“The Mystic Masseur, p. 17.

An Area of Darkness, p. 37.



21

Naipaul traces his satirical tendencies to his father’s influence:

I was always very critical, liable to too easy a contempt. I think this is something
my father gave me. My father was a defeated man: I think contempt was all that
he could teach me, and I was contaminated by this.”

A House for Mr Biswas portrays a fictional version of this process:

Though no one recognized his strength, Anand was among the strong.
His satirical sense kept him aloof. At first this was only a pose, an imitation of
his father. But satire led to contempt, and at Shorthills contempt, quick, deep,
inclusive, became part of his nature. It led to inadequacies, to self-awareness and
a lasting loneliness. But it made him unassailable.”

Biswas’s use of satiric invective constitutes a fragile assertion of his tenuous dignity in difficult
circumstances, and a means of revenge on the Tulsis for the power they have over him as a result
of his position as their dependent.

"And what about the two gods? It ever strike you that they look like two
monkeys? So, you have one concrete monkey-god outside the house and two
living ones inside. They could just call this place the monkey house and finish.
Eh, monkey, bull, cow, hen. The place is like a blasted zoo, man."

"And what about you? The barking puppy dog?"

"Man'’s best friend.” He flung up his legs and his thin slack calves shook.
With a push of his finger he kept the calves swinging.

"Stop doing that!"

By now Shama’s head was on his soft arm, and they were lying side by
side.”

Shama is right: Biswas is in no position to call people names. More than one thing is taking place
in this passage: it in addition demonstrates the growth of intimacy in his relations with her.
Biswas’s satirical wit hits home, and the narrative makes use of his nicknames, to good comic
effect, as, for instance, in the confrontation scene between Biswas, Seth, Mrs Tulsi and her sons.*

The use of animal analogies represents a further dimension of Seepersad’s legacy. He
wrote to his son in England:

As soon as you can, get working on a novel. Write of things as they are
happening now, be realistic, humorous when this comes in pat, but don’t make it
deliberately so. If you are at a loss for a theme, take me for it. Begin: "He sat
before the little table writing down the animal counterparts for all his wife’s
family. He was very analytical about it. He wanted to be correct; went to work
like a scientist. He wrote, "The She-Fox', then "The Scorpion'; at the end of five
minutes he produced a list which read as follows: . . ." All this is just a jest, but
you can really do it.%!

"Interviewed by Nigel Bingham, p. 306.
"®A House for Mr Biswas, p. 372.

A House for Mr Biswas, p. 108.

%A House for Mr Biswas, p. 98.

8The Adventures of Gurudeva, p. 17.
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The animal satire alludes to Seepersad’s stories: Seepersad includes a similar episode in "The
Adventures of Gurudeva", which Naipaul says exerted a profound influence on his imagination
as a child: "I was involved in the slow making of this story from the beginning to the end. . .
. It was the greatest imaginative experience of my childhood. . . . It was my private epic".**
Gurudeva sets to work exactly in the spirit Seepersad has described:

He was careful not to let his prejudices interfere with his fitting the right animal
to the right person. He went to work with the detachment of a scientist spotting
his microbes without getting himself into a jitter. He was getting a great deal of
fun out of the exercise. He went on writing and soon enough had produced the
following list:

The Old She-Fox

The Old Donkey

The Scorpion

The Thug

The Human

The Hippo

The Donkey

The Donkey

The Donkey®

Gurudeva’s inventiveness appears rather more curtailed than Biswas’s fantastical and grotesque
wit, although the bathetic repetition could be thought to testify to his accuracy, and to reflect the
poverty of human types in his wife’s family.

Seepersad’s later stories often satirize Hindu society, and show solidarity with characters
who seek to defy the constraints of their circumstances. They paint a picture, in Landeg White’s
words, of

a place where custom and ambition, opportunity and talent, ritual and imagination,
are in direct conflict; a place where ability is squandered for the sake of ancient
prejudices, and where romance is finally accommodated in dreams of escape.®

"The Adventures of Gurudeva" mingles sympathy and irony in its attitude towards its hero, in a
complex blend which anticipates Naipaul’s writings. Seepersad is sympathetic towards Gurudeva
in so far as the character is seen as trapped by his situation: a marriage is imposed on him as a
young boy, in conformity with his father’s orthodox notions, and he is thereby deprived of the
opportunity for an education:

"That is orright, Schoolmaster”, he said. "He know ’nough. He could read. He
could write a letter. He could even write a receipt. What mo’ he want?"®’

Gurudeva is both victim and agent of the cruelty of his society:

Y Finding the Centre, p. 43.

¥The Adventures of Gurudeva, pp. 109-10.
¥White, p. 45.

85The Adventures of Gurudeva, p. 27.
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So, too, he beat Ratni; not from any overwhelming surge of anger, nor from any
conscious wickedness, but because the privilege and prerogative of beating her
was his, by virtue of his being her husband. He was not doing anything shameful.
He was only beating his wife. It would be a fine world if a man could not beat
his own wife!®¢

Gurudeva in this way conforms to his society’s impoverished definition of what it is to be a man.
He is set apart from his surroundings by his ambition:

From boyhood he was obsessed with a craving for fame. Had other things been
equal he might at least have risen to the distinction of a legislator; he might have
been a doctor or a lawyer or an electrical engineer; for his father was wealthy as
well as indulgent.”’

His imagination is fired by stories "of the dare-devil exploits of dead and gone bad-Johns",*® and
he sets himself up as a stick-fighter. He is a fraud, but nevertheless earns a prison sentence for
his exploits, which sets the seal on his attainment of manhood: his father proudly looks on while
the police take him to prison, and Gurudeva asserts, "'Is orright, Bap, I is a man".* Gurudeva’s
desire for glory subsequently expresses itself in the sphere of religion; he seeks to transform
himself into a holy man, upholder of the pieties. His holiness is based on empty imitation and
rivalry, and he merely goes through the motions of ritual. Gurudeva bathes, murmuring
invocations to the deity, "just as he had seen Pundit Shiviochan do a long time ago".** Gurudeva
knew that

cow’s dung, when fresh, was sacred; dry, it was only good for fuel. He couldn’t
say why it was sacred; it had always seemed most unaccountable and peculiar to
him; but he had not paused to reason.’’

The irony operates partly at his expense and partly at the expense of his society: "So Gurudeva

remained a Hindu, and was proud of his being a Hindu, though he hardly knew what Hinduism

meant".”?

The character is a progenitor of Naipaul’s Ganesh, who fraudulently sets himself up as a
masseur and mystic, and later as the legislator Gurudeva could never aspire to be. Ganesh’s tale
corresponds to Gurudeva’s in the way that the ritual of wife-beating establishes him in the state

of manhood:

It was their first beating, a formal affair done without anger on Ganesh’s
part or resentment on Leela’s; and although it formed no part of the marriage

8%The Adventures of Gurudeva, p. 30.
¥The Adventures of Gurudeva, p. 34.
8The Adventures of Gurudeva, p. 35.
¥The Adventures of Gurudeva, p. 51.
The Adventures of Gurudeva, p. 66.
*'The Adventures of Gurudeva, p. 69.
The Adventures of Gurudeva, p. 56.
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ceremony itself, it meant much to both of them. It meant that they had grown up
and become independent. Ganesh had become a man; Leela a wife as privileged
as any other big woman. Now she too would have tales to tell of her husband’s
beatings; and when she went home she would be able to look sad and sullen as
every woman should.”

The notion that this signals Ganesh and Leela’s attainment of independence is ironic; they have
simply learned to comply with pre-established social definitions. The novel is not untinged by
sympathy for Ganesh, however, who is ridiculed as a country boy when he goes to school in Port
of Spain, and is embarrassed by his origins. He is not entirely a fraud: he succeeds in curing the
boy who is haunted by a black cloud, and his speeches are said to make people feel a little nobler.
The dereliction against which he rebels -- the treeless cracked earth of the ironically-named Fuente
Grove -- is all too real. There is sympathy for Ganesh when it looks as if he is to be ensnared by
Ramlogan’s wiles: but when Ganesh transforms himself from victim into triumphant trickster, he
is likely to lose the author’s sympathy.

Gurudeva, with his aspirations to be a "bad-John", is also a prototype of Bogart in Miguel
Street, who models himself on the Hollywood tough guy in a bid for significant identity, and in
a fantasy of escape. The society of the street is one in which the conception of manhood is
severely attenuated: it is only when Popo’s wife deserts him, and he abandons his project of
making the thing without a name, and takes to drink, that Hat announces, ""We was wrong about
Popo. He is a man, like any of we'".>* As in the case of Gurudeva, a prison sentence sets the seal
on his accession to manhood. The majority of the characters do not work for a living. They assert
their identity by a reduction of the self to some whimsical eccentricity: in Trinidad, "only a man’s
eccentricities can get him attention",” Naipaul has written elsewhere. Here, the eccentricity verges
on derangement in the case of Man-man, who has himself crucified. Edward’s identity is defined
by his enthusiasm for all things American.

Edward surrendered completely to the Americans. He began wearing
clothes in the American style, he began chewing gum, and he tried to talk with
an American accent.”®

Miguel Street represents Naipaul’s first exploration of the theme of the mimic man. Ironically,
he sees his earlier self in similar terms: the idea of the writer which his father gave him is a
"fantasy of nobility",”” which he likens to Bogart’s self-styling as the Hollywood hard man, as

another dream of escape from limiting surroundings.

BThe Mystic Masseur, p. 55.

*Miguel Street, p. 21.

%The Overcrowded Barracoon, pp. 9-10.
*Miguel Street, p. 185.

“"Finding the Centre, p. 45.
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For all his reformist stance in relation to Hinduism, Seepersad’s earlier fiction often
confines itself to describing the detail of customs and ritual without passing judgement on them.
Rituals are associated with the redemption of a disrupted social order. "They Named Him Mohun"
culminates in a celebration of the birth of the child; the coming together of the community in
singing and dancing is matched by a reconciliation between the estranged parents. "Panchayat",
in which a village council adjudicates a marital dispute, works towards a similar outcome.
Naipaul highlights the element of wish-fulfilment in Seepersad’s approach by contrasting it with
the events which inspired the story -- it was based on Seepersad’s sister’s disastrous marriage: "In
the story ritual blurs the pain and, fittingly, all ends well; in life the disaster continued".”® The
romance of Seepersad’s stories also manifests itself in the manner in which they succeed in
reconciling individual will with social necessity. "The Wedding Came" describes the contrivance
by which a young man manages to marry the bride of his choice, all the while satisfying the
demands of the matchmaker and an antipathetic, conservative father that the wedding be arranged
in a proper orthodox fashion. "The Engagement" describes the arrangements for a marriage with
a bride demure enough to meet the requirements of the bridegroom’s orthodox father. She also
wins over the initially reluctant bridegroom: "'Yes, I like she', said Kanhaia, surprised at the vigour
of his own voice".* Romance does not preclude satire, however, and the conclusion, where
Romesh pays his future daughter-in-law the superlative accolade of likening her to a cow, could
be read as satirical: the tone, at any rate, is finely balanced.

Seepersad’s stories adopt contrasting tones and approaches: they blend satire and romance
with documentary detail and a relish for the drama of everyday life. Naipaul contends that
Seepersad begins as "a writer concerned with the rituals and manners and what he has seen as the
romantic essence of this community".’® He associates some of the freshness of Seepersad’s
approach with the influence of Gault MacGowan, editor of the Trinidad Guardian, who

was new to Trinidad, discovering Trinidad, and he took nothing for granted. He
saw stories everywhere; he could make stories out of nothing; his paper was like
a daily celebration of the varied life of the island.'”'

Seepersad’s stories combine an insider’s knowledge of the society with the perceptions of an
outsider. An aspiration to see things afresh is expressed by the epigraph to the collection of his
stories privately printed in Port of Spain. This is a quotation from Burns:

Oh, wad some Pow’r the giftie gie us,

%The Adventures of Gurudeva, p. 16.
®The Adventures of Gurudeva, p. 184.
'0The Adventures of Gurudeva, p. 8.
"The Adventures of Gurudeva, p. 14.
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To see oursels as others see us!'®
Naipaul contends that MacGowan’s influence is indirectly felt in his own writing:

It was through his journalism on MacGowan’s Guardian that my father
arrived at that vision of the countryside and its people which he later transferred
to his stories. And the stories have something of the integrity of the journalism:
they are written from within a community and seem to be addressed to that
community: a Hindu community essentially, which, because the writer sees it as
whole, he can at times make romantic and at other times satirize. There is
reformist passion; but even when there is shock, as in "In the Village", there is
nothing of the protest -- common in early colonial writing -- that implies an
outside audience; the barbs are all turned inwards. This is part of the
distinctiveness of the stories. I stress it because this way of looking, from being
my father’s, became mine: my father’s early stories created my background for
me.]OS

A House for Mr Biswas is indebted to the quality of Seepersad’s vision. It commemorates the
father by paying him the tribute of literary emulation, as well as by replicating the details of his
life in the novel:

I was writing about things I didn’t know; and the book that came out was very
much my father’s book. It was written out of his journalism and stories, out of
his knowledge, knowledge he had got from the way of looking MacGowan had
trained him in. It was written out of his writing.'®

In 1951 Seepersad wrote to his son:

And as to a writer being hated or liked -- I think it’s the other way to what you
think: a man is doing his work well when people begin liking him. I have never
forgotten what Gault MacGowan told me years ago: "Write sympathetically”; and
this, I suppose, in no way prevents us from writing truthfully, even brightly.'®

Elsewhere Naipaul has suggested that not to make himself disliked is a dereliction of the writer’s
duty: "Unless one hears a little squeal of pain after one has done some writing, one has not really
done much".'® In Naipaul’s first three books, ironies are more prominent than sympathy. But
in the case of A House for Mr Biswas, Naipaul does write sympathetically, and he has been liked
for it.

The essay "Jasmine", in which Naipaul expresses the view that his society was
insufficiently hallowed by a literary tradition, cites as an exception "some local short stories", not
published outside Trinidad, by which he probably refers to his father’s writings. "Where I had seen

a drab haphazardness they found order; where I would have attempted to romanticize, to render

'2The Adventures of Gurudeva (Port of Spain, 1943-44), V.S. Naipaul Archive, I, 1:4.
'“The Adventures of Gurudeva, p. 15.

'“Finding the Centre, p. 72.

' Finding the Centre, p. 68.

®Interviewed by Charles Wheeler, p. 537.






























































































































































































































































































































































































































































































































