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Directions:

Read carefully the following essay, “Imaginary Homelands” by Salman Rushdie, and then write a
well-organized short essay of approximately 800 words as your analytical response to the claim he
makes in the essay. (Writing competency 40%, argumentation 30%, organization 30%)

“Imaginary Homelands™
Salman Rushdie

An old photograph in a cheap frame hangs on a wall of the room where I work. It’s a picture, dating
from 1946, of a house into which, at the time of its taking, I had not yet been born. The house is rather
peculiar—a three-storied gabled affair with tiled roofs and round towers in two corners, each wearing a
pointy tile hat. “The past is a foreign country,” goes the famous opening sentence of L.P. Hartley’s novel The
Go-Between, ‘they do things differently there.’ But the photograph tells me to invert this idea: it reminds me
that it’s my present that is foreign, and that the past is home, albeit a lost home in a lost city in the mists of

lost time. -

| A few years ago I revisited Bombay, which is my lost city, after an absence of something like haif my
life. Shortly after arriving, acting on an impulse, I opened the telephone directory and looked for my father’s
name. And, amazingly, there it was: his name, our old address, the unchanged telephone number, as if we had
never gone away to the unmentionable country across the border. It was an eerie discovery. I felt as if I were
being claimed, or informed that the facts of my faraway life were illusions, and that this continuity was the
reality. Then I went to visit the house in the photograph and stood outside it, neither daring nor wishing to
announce myself to its new owners. (I didn’t want to see liow they’d ruined the interior.) T was overwhelmed.
The photograph had naturally been taken in black and white; and my memory, feeding on such images as this,
had begun to see my childhood in the same way, monochromatically. The colours of my history had seeped
out of my mind’s eye; now my other two eyes were assaulted by colours, by the vividness of the red tiles, the
yellow-edged green of cactus-leaves, the brilliance of bougainvillaea creeper. It is probably not too romantic
to say that that was when my novel Midnight’s Children was really born; when I realized how much I wanted
to restore ‘the past to myself, not in the faded greys of old family-album snapshots, but whole, in

CinemaScope and glorious Technicolor.

Bombay is a city built by foreigners upon reclaimed land; I, who had been away so long that I almost
qualified for the title, was gripped by the conviction that I, too, had a city and a history to reclaim.

It may be that writers in my position, exiles or emigrants or expatriates, 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. But if we do
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look back, we must also do so in the knowledge—which gives rise to profound uncertainties—that our
physical alienation from India almost inevitably means that we will not be capable of reclaiming precisely the
thing that was lost; that we will, in short, create fictions, not actual cities or villages, but invisible ones,

imaginary homelands, Indizs of the mind.

Writing my book in North London, looking out through my window on to a city scene totally unlike the
ones I was imagining on to paper, T was constantly plagued by this problem, until I felt obliged to face it in
the text, to make clear that (in spite of my original and 1 suppose somewhat Proustian ambition to unlock the
gates of lost time so that the past reappeared as it actually had been, unaffected by the distortions of memory)
what I was actually doing was a novel of memory and about memory, so that my India was just that: ‘my’
India, a version and no more than one version of all the hundreds of millions of possible versions. I tried to
make it as imaginatively true as I could, but imaginative truth is simultaneously honourable and suspect, and I
knew that my India may only have been one to which I (who am no longer what I was, and who by quitting
Bombay never became what perhaps I was meant to be) was, let us say, willing to admit [ belonged.

This is why I made my narrator, Saleem, suspect in his narration; his mistakes are the mistakes of a
fallible memory compounded by quirks of character and of circumstance, and his vision is fragmentary. It
may be that when the Indian writer who writes from outside India tries to reflect that world, he is obliged to
deal in broken mirrors, some of whose fragments have been irretrievably lost.

But there is a paradox here. The broken mirror may actually be as valuable as the one which is
supposedly unflawed. Let me again try and explain this from my own experience. Before beginning
Midnight's Children, I spent many months trying simply to recall as much of the Bombay of the 1950s and
1960s as I could; and not only Bombay—XKashmir, too, and Delhi and Aligarh which, in my book, I've
moved to Agra to heighten a certain Joke about the Taj Mahal. I was genuinely amazed by how much came
back to me. I founid myself remembering what clothes people had worn on certain days, and school scenes,
and whole passages of Bombay dialogue verbatim, or so it seemed; I even remembered advertisements,
film-posters, the neon Jeep sign on Marine Drive, toothpaste ads for Binaca and for Kolynos, and a footbridge
over the local railway line which bore, on one side, the legend ‘Esso puts a tiger in your tank’ and, on the
other, the curiously contradictory admonition: ‘Drive like Hell and you will get there.” Old songs came back
to me from nowhere: a street entertainer’s version of ‘Good Night, Ladies’, and, from the film My 420 (a very
appropriate source for my narrator to have used), the hit number ‘Mera Joota Hai Japani’, which could almost

be Saleem’s theme song.

I knew that I had tapped a rich seam; but the point I want to make is that of course I’'m not gifted with
total recall, and it was precisely the partial nature of these memories, their fragmentation, that made them so
evocative for me. The shards of memory acquired greater status, greater resonance, because they were
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remains; fragmentation made trivial things seem like symbols, and the mundane acquired numinous qualities.
There is an obvious parallel here with archaeology. The broken pots of antiquity, from which the past can
sometimes, but always provisionally, be reconstructed, are exciting to discover, even if they are pieces of the

most quotidian objects.

It may be argued that the past is a country from which we have ali emigrated, that its loss is part of our
common humanity. Which seems to me self-evidently true; but I suggest that the writer who is out-of-country
and even out-of-language may experience this loss in an intensified form. It is made more concrete for him by
the physical fact of discontinuity, of his present being in a different place from his past, of his being
‘elsewhere’. This may enable him to speak properly and concretely on a subject of universal significance and

appeal,

But et me go further. The broken glass is not merely a mirror of nostaligia. It is also, I believe, a useful

tool with which to work in the present.

John Fowles begins Daniel Martin with the words: “Whole sight: or all the rest is desolation.” But human
beings do not perceive thirigs whole; we are not gods but wounded creatures, cracked lenses, capable only of
fractured perceptions. Partial beings, in all the senses of that phraée. Meaning is a shaky edifice we buiid out
of scraps, dogmas, childhood injuries, newspaper articles, chance remarks, old films, small victories, people
hated, people loved; perhaps it is because our sense of what is the case is constructed from such inadequate
materials that we defend it so fiercely, even to the death. The Fowles position seems to me a way of
succumbing to the guru-illusion. Writers are no longer sages, dispensing the wisdom of the centuries. And
those of us who have been forced by cultural displacement to accept the provisional nature of all truths, all
certainties, have perhaps had modernism forced upon us. We can’t lay claim to Olympus, and are thus
released to describe our worlds in the way in which all of us, whether writers or not, perceive it from day to

day.




