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The Novelist

The protagonist of The Buddha of Suburbia, Karim Aumnir,
describes himself as a “funny kind of Englishman, a new breed as it
were, having emerged from two old histories” (3) and it is this
historicized tension between the history of the colonizer and the
colonized that characterizes Hanif Kureishi the author. Born in
1954 to an English mother and an Asian father, Kureishi’s creative
output investigates and explores what it means to hold a position in
society, indeed, a position within identity that is predicated on
plurality rather than singularity. In his essay “The Rainbow Sign”
he describes the relationship and its significance in suceinct terms:

The two countries, Britain and Pakistan, have been part of each other for
years, usually to the advantage of Britain. They cannot now be wrenched
apart, even if that were desirable. Their futures will be intermixed. What
that intermix means, its moral quality, whether it is violently resisted by
ignorant whites and charagterized by inequality and injusfice, or under-
stood, accepted and humanized, is for all of us to decide.

Kureishi has said on many occasions that he wanted to be a writer
and was sufficiently disciplined as a school child to write novels and
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short stories in his evenings at home. But his early efforts, like those
of his father, were destined to remain unpublished. In fact it wasn’t
until he was a student at a university in London that he found some
publishing success writing for pornographic magazines under such
pseudonyms like Antonia French and Karim, the latter the name
he goes on to choose for the protagonist of his first novel. His
breakthrough came in 1980 when his plays were accepted: two for
the stage, The King and Me and The Mother Country, and You
Can’t Go Home for BBC radio. He continued to write for the stage,
winning the George Devine award in 198] and becoming the Royal
Court’s Writer-in-Residence in the same year. In the following year
his play, Borderline, was a winner in Thames Television’s Bursary
scheme and he adapted Kafka’s The Trial for BBC radio. However,
widespread success didn’t come untj] 1985 when Kureishi scripted
My Beautiful Laundrette, the screenplay for which he was nomi-
nated for an Academy Award. His next flm, Sammy and Rosie Get
Laid, received a lukewarm reception from critics and viewing audi-
ences alike. However, it was money earned from this film that
allowed him the security to take a two-year break in which he could
concentrate on writing what would become The Buddha of Subur-
bia. The idea for the novel had been around since 1987 when
Kureishi published a version of the first chapter as a short story in
Harper's magazine, This is unsurprising since Kureishi, as he says
below, often writes and rewrites stories and returns to characters

until he is satisfied that he has exhausted what he wants to say about
them and their contexts.

AN INTERVIEW WITH HANIF KUREISHI

Your interests are eclectic: you have cited African American and
Russian novelists, short story writers like Maupassant, and your

P
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contemporaries, like Rushdie. How do you find your own voice as
a wriler?!

I do think I have my own voice but I can only tell you that I am
naturally influenced by everything I hear and n.:afl. I.guess yo;
might say that is the postmodern conditign. Ther'e is inevitably sut;l
a range of influences and associations, as there is in Salman Rush-
die’s work too, for example.

Is it true that Rushdie encouraged you into writing novels?

He did in that he knew the screenplays but felt that the novel was
the thing to work on in a sustained way and 1.1e told me I should gft
writing onel I was a bit stung to begin with but I rerncmbedr‘ (;t
fondly. I was always just about to start on a novel and then [ did,
The Buddha of Suburbia.

Could you cast your mind back to the publication of Buddha.
Were you surprised by its overwhelming success? And how do you
feel about its endurance as a classic of contemporary fiction?

I am pleased it has held up. I wanted to write a book that people
would want to read ten years later. But I am also pleased that works
like Buddha and My Beautiful Laundrette helped to open the pub-
lishers’ doors for other writers because you forget that “:rhen I starte.d
writing people asked “Why are you writing about Asians? Who is
interested in minorities?” You can't believe it now .but when My
Beautiful Laundrette came out it proved it was possible to make a
film about Asian people that other people wanted to see: people
+ went to see it and it was popular and made money. It is h?rd to get
into that position in the first place. I remel.rnber a?P]{mg for a
bursary and being told, “You are going to be in a writers .ghettf.a if
you write about Asian people. Don’t do that.” It was really insulting
and offensive. So it is important to me, and I thil:l]( to (.)th,em wl-m
get through to publishers now. A novel like Zadie Smith’s White
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"{'éeth can be a }llluge hit now whereas we used to be described as
ommonwealth Literature.” To be located in th '

. at
ghettoisation, veyisa form ot

You have managed to deconstruct that ghettoisation in innovative
ways. Fo.r example, Jay, the protagonist of Intimacy, doesn’t wear
his cfthmct'ty on his sleeve so I think the reader is quite surprised
to discover some way in to the book that he is of mixed heritage.

|

You expect to recognise ethnicity but no-one says that a white
character is white. It can unsettle the reader.

There ustfd to be the expectation that black and Asian writers
would write about racism and victim status, what writer Barbara
Burford called “a little black pain undressed."™

There are always expectations. Asian people aren't “Asian” for me
any more than white people are “white” for white people. They are
just people. I was writing about my father not “an Asian man.” You

cou]d_n t get too caught up in issues of representation and continue
to wnte.

But the burden of representation did fall on you. There were those

who expected you to smash stereotyp
s aﬂd create o )
representations. nly positive

Yes, 1 was in New York when My Beautiful Laundrette came out
and people demonstrated, marching up and down outside the cin-
ema, shouting that the film was a slur and that there were no ga
Asians. But you can understand where they were coming from sincZ
there had been virtually no representation of Asians in the media
The answer is more diverse representation which the film helped t<;
establish, I hope. In the end, you can't write to anybody else’s ideas
If other people think Asians should be represented in a certain w .
then they can write their own stories. *

Sl S,
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You have also been a target for those who argue you create stereo-
types of fundamentalist Muslims in My Son The Fanatic. How
would you answer their charges? Do you feel the need to?

Well, there are as many kinds of Muslim as there are Christians,
obviously. I just write about the small corner of the world that
interests me. 1 never claim to create a full picture. I just do what [
do. The self censorship goes on all the time, to do with issues of
style, taste, judgement, character. But I would never try to imagine
what the world might want or not want. To try to fit in with it would
prevent you from writing anything. For examnple, does the world
want a film about a gay Nazi running a launderette? The work
creates the market rather than the other way around, as with, for
example, postcolonial writing where the works create the interest
and the label comes later. When you imagine a mixed-race Asian
living in the South London suburbs, you can't ask if anyone wants
to read about him because no one has previously written about him,

$0 you can't know.

Your humour is earthy, salty, farcical at times. Can you say some-
thing about humour, in Buddha especially?

I guess you develop your hurmour from your family, out of the sense
of humour your parents have. But I also grew up on British sitcorus.
When you're sitting at home in Bromley you tend to mostly watch
Dad’s Army and On the Buses and Please, Sir! and all that stuff.
That was the humour of my time. In Bromley you didn’t go and
watch films directed by Godard, you watched On the Buses! My
hurnour is very British in that sense. Any writer's humour comes
from the sort of person you are—just as your whole style, the
Janguage you use, the characters you create — comles from your own
character and how you see the world. The humour in my work has
certainly changed over the years. The Buddha of Suburbia is a
comic novel in a way that Intimacy quite clearly is not. Humour
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de.pel‘lds on your mood, on what the subject is, and on what you're
thinking abgut at the time. I think the humouyr in Buddha comes
from the point of view of 1 young man. When you’

]::_r;d they're just funny. And you sort of deconstruct the world as a
id: you deco’nshuct the power and authority of the world by mock-
Ing it. People’s parents are vety funny to their kids. My children just

:he generations: you are just as idiotic to them as your parents were
] yc;)u and so on. When you become the teacher yourself —when
you become middle-aged and have only got one eye and one leg

yourself—it is not so funny and the world i
cated and more painful. o1 becomes more ol

Memory and history seem to play an important role for you.

I think the history you remember is first and foremost your parents’

In Intimacy you write: “The drea ]
: : m or nightmare of the h
family haunts us all. It is one of the few utopian id):as :e ‘;fzf:

The Buddha of Suburbia 13

[ was thinking the other day about the idea of the family that we
grew up with in the 1950s and 1960s. The idea of the family that
my generation had inherited was really breaking up by the 1980s
when people like Margaret Thatcher and Ronald Reagan began to
proselytize it. | remember being very puzzled by why Ronald Rea-
gan and Margaret Thatcher in particular went on and on about the
family. The whole idea of family in that period was clearly breaking
down and that is partly chronicled in The Buddha of Suburbia and
later more seriously and in other ways in the other books. It was
probably a fantasy in the first place. The whole idea rested on the
woman being at home and the man going out to work while the
kids were at school. There are very few people who live in that
precise way in nuclear families.

In the early work there are alternative “families” — communes like
Jamile’s house in Buddha, Danny/Victoria’s trailer site in Sammy
and Rosie and the posse in London Kills Me. Do you see the
nuclear family mediating into other forms—strangers or social
outcasts coming together? Are you testing the boundaries of the
“family”?

Growing up in the 1950s and 1960s and being involved on the Left,
and with hippies, I was very aware that my mates were thinking
about new ways of living, particularly in that period after university
and before usually you have kids yourself. I knew a lot of people
living in housing associations, other people in communes and oth-
ers involved in all kinds of other sexual relationships, for instance,
particularly the Gay Movement in the 1970s. I was very interested
and involved in thinking about whether there were other ways in
which to live without living in the traditional nuclear family. But I
think people are still hypnotized by that idea. I don’t think it's much
of a reality and it's a dangerous idea in lots of ways because it makes
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pco?lc feel like failures. That is how “family” has often been used
tp}ii‘rtlcularly by Margaret Thatcher: to make people in single families'
wmk xtth:;t thiey were not as good as those in traditional families. 1
as extremely interested in the ways that th i i
e ys that the family was used polit-

One cultural critic has argued that if we

: . - could stop the fetishizi
of the family unit, homesick fathers might have a better hea:izr:;.g’
It seems to me that the non-custodial parent, still almost ahways

the father, is a figure
! you have begun 1o resc e
your recent work. & escue from obscurity in

I think that before feminism it was a bad deal: men got the work
and the women got the kids and there wasn’t much sharing either
way. So, the women missed out on the work and the men missed
out on the kids. In a way under Thatcherism a lot of that changed
partly because of mass unemployment because men were at hsmf;
and women did other kinds of work to make do. Inadvertentl
people were able to experiment with different modes of livin yl,
guess I'm interested in men because I'm a bloke myself but iso
because I was very interested in the revolutions of my time: for ga
womer, blacks and Asians —with people becoming awan;- of tghz:;
positions. And white blokes got rather left out of that. But of course
when everybody else’s position changed so the white bloke’s position
changed as well. So I try to write from his point of view as vf:ell.

So, is a feature of your writin

, g agenda a study of masculinity in
crisis? I'm thinking of Stephen in Sleep Wit ;
“Umbrellas,” for example. °p With Me and Roger in

I thmk_as a writer you Jook for the moment of crisis because it is so
dramatic. When you think about how you're going to construct a
text, you think of the moment when something is breaking down
and you'll go in at that point. Say, in the film My Son the %’anatic

e
L=
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where the main character is a taxi-driver: you look for the moment
when his life is falling apart because for a writer that is dramatic.
You look for the moment when he has to make lots of difficult
decisions about who he wants to be. It’s partly to de with craft,
about where you start a story and about what you look for and
where the story begins: where do you start? Where do you go in? [t
is about looking for the moment when somebody's life is falling
apart and they have to think about who they are, what they believe
and who they want to be and what sort of relationships they have.

You can enter a marriage that is in crisis and think what do these
people really want. Who do they want to be now? As a writer I try

to.go in at that point of crisis and then I can go back or forward and

see what's happening.

Are specific objects sometimes a symbolic or metaphorical focus
(Clint's search for shoes in London Kills Me, the umbrella, “The
Penis,” the turd in “Tale of the Turd”) Are they an imaginative
and associative starting point?

Its not something that I'm particularly aware of, . .. Maupassant is
a writer Pve always really loved. I've mever really thought about
things or objects quite in that way. I love absurdity and in The Black
Album there’s the aubergine so there are symbols or objects in my
work. But, to be honest, 've not really thought of it in that way.

How do you feel about critical labels being attached to you, then?
I'm thinking specifically of your work being labelled “postcolo-
nial.” Is it a term you can embrace?

I¢'s something you have to live with. It is going to happen. You write
stuff and send it out and people are going to do things wifh it. That's
fine and up to them but if you try to engage with them then that's
when it gets difficult. For example, [ can't think about myself as a
postcolonial writer. When 1 go upstairs to my study, I think “what

-
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do I want to write about today?” I can’t think about myself or m
wor]c‘ theoretically. I have to 80 o a concrete object: two peo ]:
fighting over an umbrella, as you say. Then the writing comesp alil:re
There. are two aspects to writing: one is the creative aspect and the.
other is that it is 2 business in the sense that I have to sy ort
family and that's the side of it where I send stuff out into til: wonlg
and people make of it what they will. T think the postcolonial Ial; 1
has always bothered me slightly because, to me, it is a narrow terr: :
And so much of my work is not about that and so you fee] that. '

think of V.. 8, Naipaul as a colonia] or postcolonial writer, I think of

him in the same wa i
y as I think of Grah s
great writers. ot Lrzham Greene. They're both

Are there descriptors that you feel more closely define you as a

writer? W, i } i
lonc;r() > ould you be happier being described as q chronicler of

.I like London and I like what goes on here, I'm interested in the
idea of opening the door and not knowing whom you are going to
meet or what’s going to happen. Also, being a suburban bo ?’ve
never lost the romance of London: the idea of coming to I_.;:’}don

the inside of- people —their minds— and jn the outside —the world —
and the conjunction of those two things. Che city has always turped

me offy T!lf:re’s always something else I want to describe, For ex-
ample, writing about the 1980s, the film world, Soho, the advertis-

ing business that I haven’t written about yet, I think what js great

The Buddha of Suburbia 17

about the novel is that you can gao an}zwhprp with it-@_digﬂ‘
thing. It seems to me to be a wonderful form, almost better than

any other form for conveying human experiengz. You can go into
people’s minds, the intricacies of their minds, describe shops,
streets, anything. If I read a book about Paris in the nineteenth
century I like those bits, the deseriptive sections. The novel is the
most capacious, the most sensual form.

So how do you feel when a novel is transferred to the screen? In
the adaptation of Buddha, the first person narration is lost. Do
other aspects concern you?

The language is lost and for writers it’s the most important thing.
All writers go to a lot of trouble to put their words in a certain order
and to catch the right words where possible, and of course, you lose
that. But you gain lots of other things too. You get to see actors’
faces, you get to see good acting, good directing, when you see the
text as a movie. I've always worked in film so it’s not as if I feel that
film is necessarily a degradation of the work. I thought Roger Mich-
ell did a really good job with the TV version of Buddha and it
worked very well. Now when I think of Buddha, 1 see the actors
and the text is mediated through them. The actors have become

superimposed on the text.

You have compiled an ensemble, a cast of characters, and had
some important collaborative relationships too, haven’t you?

I have been lucky to work with some tip-top people in the theatre
and in film: Howard Davis, Max Stafford-Clarke, Stephen Frears,
Patrice Chereau, Udayan Prasad. You have to rework, compromise,
change when working with directors and I need the argument and
the-criticism to test my work. I enjoy good and important fights over
material and I've enjoyed working with a set of actors who are
associated with my work, like Roshan Seth, Naveen Andrews, Rita
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Wolf, Meera Syal, Steve Mackintosh. I've got 2 new film coming
up called The Mother that Steve Macintosh might be in. It's a dul]

life being a writer so working in film and the theatre with actors is
cheering and inspiring.

You have also compiled a cast of characters who reappear?

In Gabriel's Gift especially. I think you become really fond of them,
you get to like them. They're all parts of your own self in some way
but you also wonder how they develop and age. [ guess what I'm
interested in is time and how people change over time. I'd like to
know what Karim is doing now or what Charlie Hero is really like
now. It is inspiring for me to imagine what might have happened to
them so I write about 3 character I created years ago. I like the fact
that the audience js interested too so you have a relationship with
those readers who recognise what you are doing. I usually write a
group of pieces around a subject, like The Black Album and “My
Son the Fanatic” which go together. There’s a short story, “Night
Light” that goes with “Sleep With Me” and Intimacy, then there’s

Buddha and My Beautiful Laundrette. 1 tend 1o write around the

same subject for a bit until I fee] that I've said what I want to say.
You circle around, rather like a painter who might do a sketch, a
sculpture and 3 painting of the same subject, a face or a body, and

experiment with the subject for a while before moving on to some.
thing else.

You have also said that You measured out your life in pop music

and that consequently music forms part of your cultural vocapu-
lary. Can you say more about this?

I did at the beginning. I don't think I do so much now. It was so
liberating for us at that time. Music was linked to so many other
things, not just fashion but politics—in Eastern Europe and in the
United States—the straight world, the weird world. Jt meant so

The Buddha of Suburbia 19

much. Then, when | was writing The Blaclxt Albfzm, I was lolster;ing
to a lot of Prince and Madonna. It was a t1mf: in the 192:3»i 5 xg ei
ambiguous sexuality was moving into the mainstream gnhsu ct‘}l,e
tures were becoming mainstream. It wa.s very od . dow s
Thatcherite-Reaganite energy was ab'sorblng th'e weirdo s s,
turning people on to it but at the same tlm(..’: render_mg. it %;nol;:uotiles.
Music can take you anywhere. 1 had been mtt.zrested in The ei] N
but [ hadn't heard Little Richard. So then I listened to him a]r: ‘

John Lee Hooker, and to other black music.of the 1950s. ﬁl’;au ;Em
with one thing and take up others. You r.mghii say t.hat‘a Bcu lze
works by appropriation. There’s me, an Asian kid sitting in mt-:teg
in my bedroom listening to The Rolling Stf)nes who aplpdroPn ;

black music and at the same time I am reading James B_a gu:f.dh;n
in a sense reappropriating it when it comes to figure 1111 111 1;
having been influenced by all this othe_r Stl'lﬂ. as well. C edar y,byc:1 )
have to say there are all kinds of distinctions to be made abo

appropriation.

ur
There are certain signature scenes, momenis or phrases that oce
across stories too. Is this conscious?

Some of it is unconscious and some of it is deliberate. I think ’Fhe
stuff in Intimacy and “Sleep with Me” is deliberate. I was playing
with ideas. You have to write them out, release them.

Thinking about Intimacy, we wondered whetffer it is really more
about desire than intimacy? In “Blue, Blue Pictures of You 'ym:
actually have a character who considers writing “a book of desire.

It is about the dream of intimacy rather like we were talklfr;g zfllao'LIl:
the dream of the family—or a fantasy of a certain kind of ]:n: y. !
is the idea or ideal that you might have that haunts yoE t ;a yoiS
pursue but never quite catch up with. $o, there_fore, t_els olr)y t
about failed intimacy or the desire for intimacy. It is certainly abou
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desire !)ut what it is a desire for I'm not entirely sure: certainly f
recognition rather than union, being recognised, being seen b{:i: r
understood. 'T?w film is an adult film. I always thought it ;houI§
have a 35 certificate! It is quite a dark film, not a film for eightee
yea;—(?lds eating popeorn. Films at the moment seem to begso fol::
‘r’r;ury a:;u:_::fn you see a film like this, it feels dark, strange, and

Interviewed in the Guardian, Alexander Linklater the partner j‘of
Kerry I:m: the actress in Intitnacy, described the film as an exam-
ple of “sublime ugliness.” What would you say to that?

I have just written an essay about the film, “The Two Of Us.” It i

really about Patrice Chereau and I was thinking about peo ie likls
Bacon and Freud, about flesh— real flesh as opposed to advirtisine
flesh —the idealisation and use of sex in the media that seems to bf
corrupt, as opposed to what bodies and sexuality are really like in
real pe_ople which I try to write about more seriously. Thl); film i

more like that—more like a Lucien Freud painting and that’s th:
ugliness. There are real human bodies and real people, real strug-
gles over desire that you don'’t usually see in the cinc;ma It isga
composite of “Night Light,” “Strangers When We Meet” al:ld Low

in a Blue Time. 1 told Cherean to take what he wanted from thfe:

works and then we sat around and
. worked out -
story in that sense, out a story. I did the

Desire has been seen as the location of resistance to convention
throz.sgh transgressive sexualities and relationships, drug-fuelled
passion, pornography. Is that how you conceive of d’es:'re—o is it
simply a utopian project? e
I think that all western literature is probably about desire so it i
bro.ad subject in that sense. Anna Karenina is all about desire a::l
so is Madame Bovary. It is question of people wanting things very

j/
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badly which often comes down to people wanting other people very
badly. The literature then being an exploration of the way that your
desire for other people is always constrained by the society, in that
you are not allowed to desire certain people, certain things.

You could say that Anna Karenina and Tess of the D'Urbervilles
are constrained by romance plots, though, while you are not lim-
ited in that precise way.

That's an interesting thing to say. The form of the
changed and I'm also working actoss a number of genres. What is
common is the idea that desire 15 transgressive, as you say: Meadame
Bovary does not love her husband but she does love people who are
not her husband. In My Son The Fanatic the main character is no
e with his wife but he loves a prostitute which is
transgressive in itself. But what should we make of it? It becomes
nat only an emotional, sexual problem but 2 social problem too and
that is when a novelist gets interested and worried and starts to think
ahout how desire works in society, not only in the minds and bodies
of the people involved. That's a question that we are all interested
in: what do we do with desire? What shapes does it follow and how
does it ran? How transgressive does it have to be to continue to be
exciting? For Freud all desire is transgressive and incestuous.

novel has

longer in lov

In your early work desire is set against impending social crisis as
in Sammy and Rosie and My Beautiful Laundrette. But with the
{ater work there is a stronger emphasis on the interior worlds of
the characters, isn’t there?

I suppose different kinds of desire are transgressive and dangerous
in different ways. Let's say being gay in London today is not like
being gay in Afghanistan so it depends where you locate the char-

acters. During the 1980s, Thatcher, it seemed to a lot of us, was
trying to introduce, in shorthand, “old-fashioned morals.”
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Therefore, transgressive desire seemed very important to write about
then. So you combine two gay blokes running a launderette, which
is the entrepreneurship she wanted, and you make it transgressive.
The social stuff has fallen away to a certain extent. Also my work
has got pared down. I think that often does happen to artists: you
become very interested in econamy, daing things as economically
as you can, and the wrong word, or too many words, offends you. 1
think you look for new styles. 1 am much more interested in 2 piece
of writing that is broken up, fragmented, unfinished. Sometimes I
look at my notes and think why would I even bother to organise
these notes into a fuid page. I like the spaces between the notes. I
leave three spaces between this chunk of prose and the next. I like
it looking like that on the page. You show it to people and they tell
you that you can’t publish it as it is not “written” yet. But it is the
fact that it is not written that interests me. Then, to follow through,
you may be moving away from the public. I guess my writing has
always been quite conventional. I start at the beginning and move
all the way through—just like the novels I read as I grew up—or
the way I thought they worked. But now I am much more interested
in the experimental, not for its own sake but because T like the look
of the words on the page in that way — the gaps, the unfinished bits.
The writing is like some of the later work of Miles Davis: it sounds
cacophonous to other people. It may sound like banging on pots
but it is interesting to Davis. It is quite difficult, particularly when
you are an established writer, to decide how far you can go in terms
of your relationship with the audience. 1 liked Intimacy being a
rough book in that sense; the crueliy, the fragmentation, the lack of
smoothing out or over. People have said the book is so cruel and
horrible, the people in it are so nasty and I say “well, that's what it's
like.” I wanted the book to be an experience. If I wrote a book now
about a relationship that split up ten years ago, it would probably
be overworked and too thought-out. I wanted to capture the rough-
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ness. The style you use has to reflect what is going on in the mind
at the time of writing,

You have begun to exploit new technology as with your website.

I guess so. Websites are good for certain ?:hings. You can gul:lls?1
stories and bits and pieces on them. Wet?snes are great in t1 adyo’t
can write something and bang it up straightaway but peopdc r:irsle

really know it is there unless you go to a lot of tro?blc toa v;:) Oks.
Books are still best. But you get a lag with bookf. I've gt;t two_11 (t)u ks
that my publisher hasn't yet got around to p\'ﬁ?hshmg at wi fore
up after a while. You have to plan an advertising campanEF ;nd g-n
to bookshops. “Goodbye Mother,” a story that was publis eI i

Granta, is now on my site. But [ don't think [ would put a novel on

there.

Would you mind talking about unpublished work?

I have completed 2 novel called The Body and I would llk(.‘. to :n:z
another book about race, starting from the 1970s and combmgksl;yare
the present day. I thought it might be a saga but my booomin
getting shorter and more condensed. My u.fork, as I’ sa)}/‘, is etc o 5
really concentrated and I don’t write the bi.ts Tdonte oc:e o.h o
much should you explain? Will the al:Jdtence move throug e
ideas with you? These kinds of questions don’t go away as y

continue into your writing career.

De you feel you are picking up new readers with short stories?

Maybe. It is hard for me to get a sense of the rea'dershl};. }Slomeh:ixg(s:
I will go to a teading but 1 don't get much xdea.od t ;,. spt?ther
audience. Reviews don't tell you much about your rea er; 1{3 el 1;
[t is not like sitting in 2 cinemna where you can' see and' ee' plfj:epds
responding to the film you have made. But, [ did a r'eadlrLg 1ri oo

recently and there were a few men who were talking abou g
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ts}t;:p.exratf:d from their. wives and children and of the relationships
€y try—and sometimes fail —to build with them both. It did ife
me a sense that peaple might look for that stuff in my work °

f:;:; tsill): that yt.)u”are “nc: good at plots, at working out precisely
€ story is.” How significant i plot in your writing?

I am ntere t oV
Petson or chalaCtel- I]Ot Is a IIlUCIl more lHECIla]“Ca] L"lioldl]lg

wo}:ld ?utside.. It is important to be part of wider relations. It is
]rat er like being a writer. if you sit up in your office imagini;l for
ong enough, your relationship with the rest of the world : Id
become tenuous. So you keep sane by having relationships >

So Gabriel is rescued by th . . )
which socialises himp by the relationship he has with his father

z’telf, and he is res.cued by his general ability to make friends witl,
er people. [ think the writing always has to exist in relationship
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to others or it becomes obsessive, circular. It is not just self-
expression. Literary form is important too as recognised by others.

You conceived of Gabriel's Gift as a children’s book, didn’t you?

Yes, in that David Bowie wanted a book that he could then illus-
trate, but as I was writing it became more of an adult book. I have
written one children’s story, “Ladybirds For Tea.” I think when you
have children, you want to write for them and it wouldn't occur to

you otherwise.

Do you feel Gabriel’s Gift re-established you after the controversy
of Intimacy?
Intimacy really bothers people where Gabriel’s Gift does not. [ think
some reviewers were caught up in the furore around Intimacy and
so haven't yet looked fairly and squarely at the book. Nor have they
yet taken into consideration the fact that T was aware I was playing
a literary game. I consciously wrote Intimacy in the form of a
confession and was also aware that it might be read as “Hanif
Kureishi telling the truth about a relationship break-up.” That too
is a literary construct: it is artificial. All of one’s work is autobio-
graphical to the extent that it reflects one’s interests. But the book
hasn't yet been read as a move in a literary game which is quite
disappointing. It operates as a construct—written in the first person,
constructed as a confession —and this is the basis on which it should
begin to be evaluated. I wanted a book people could play with in

that way. It is a text, not me. 1 am not the fext.

Does the cult of celebrity annoy you then? If you weren’t famous,
critics wouldn’t have read the novel as autobiography and you do
have that ironic scene in the story “That Was Then” when Na-
tasha challenges Nick for using her life in his book.
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[ suppose it works both w i
ays. Being a celebrity allow: i
books that people will read, which is what we all wani-ygll:ttjl: :;::

other hand, it devalues wh
? t .
it one-dimensional. at you do, as all celebrity does. It makes

The last section of Gabriel’s Gift i
' o s Gift is @ kind of coda—a ha
ending. In reclaiming what is comfortable at the heart ‘;f mﬁii:

families, it is perh i i
fo perhaps the happiest ending you have writtein, isn't

Th ’ i
met;r: z(\;c:}r:t any happy endings in life but there are happy mo-
e w.a \ er pieces are cheerful too, like “Four Blue Chairs "{What
nt as a writer is to write in differe .
$ & wri nt tones for you
})i:{:lure. .It isn tas if any one thing you write is your final z:sminc;‘:lr?
acy isn't how I am feeling today, or even how I felt the daj;

after it was finished. It isn’t
; . my last word i tonshi
children. You write in light and dark. o mamage,relatonships

The Novel

The Buddha of Suburbia tells politically-nuanced and
hugely comical stories about contemporary Britain. Published in
1990, it was a novel ahead of its time. Its British protagonist of
biracial heritage only found a category to tick on the national census
form in 2001, and the appellation “mixed race” still conveys little
of the complex history of ethnic encounters in the UK with which
Kureishi engages. Hanif Kureishi's fist novel uncovers many of the
ironies that underlie our recognition of Britain as 3 multicultural
society and of Britons as racially diverse and culturally heterogene-
ous citizens. Kureishi sets his novel in London where around 300
different languages are currently spoken. In 2001, the (then) British
Foreign Secretary Robin Cook declared chicken tikka masala 3»/
“ue British national dish” in an effort to promote Britain’s cultural
hatmeny in the year in which the British National Party secured
their best ever result in a General Election.* Multicultural Britain
remains at the forefront of public and media attention into the new
millennium, and this novel sct in the 1970s touches on many issues
that remain as controversial as they are comic. 1t provides food for
cultural and political thought all at the same time.
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