
ANCIENT 

LIGHT
John Banville
Alexander Cleave 
returns and his 
past is a haunting, 
poetic and beauti-
ful place. 

THE ILLICIT 

HAPPINESS 

OF OTHER 

PEOPLE
Manu Joseph
A mouthful of a ti-
tle and an unfor-
gettable story. 

GONE GIRL
Gillian Flynn
A sociopath, the 
breakdown of a 
marriage, a seri-
ous twist in the 
tale. Flynn is cruel 
and brilliant.

YELLOW 

BIRDS
Kevin Powers
A debut novel 
about the psycho-
logical impact of 
the Iraq war. Im-
mensely moving. 

WORTH A WHOOP

A FREE MAN
Aman Sethi
Excellent report-
age and sensitive 
storytelling made 
Sethi’s debut one 
of the standout 
books of the year.  

BEHIND THE 

BEAUTIFUL 

FOREVERS
Katherine Boo
Boo showed us all 
how reporting 
from a Mumbai 
slum is done. 

EISENHOWER 
Jean Edward 
Smith
Ike is considered 
one of the most 
boring American 
presidents. Not 
after this Smith’s 
biography. 

JOSEPH 

ANTON
Salman Rushdie
This bicep-build-
ing memoir 
proved Rushdie is 
as good a gossip 
as he is a story-
teller.

TAJ MAHAL 

FOXTROT
Naresh Fernandes
This book was lit-
erally all that jazz.  
It’s full of fantastic 
real-life charac-
ters and incredi-
ble stories. 
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D Read for an hour
n December 9, from 8pm to 9pm, the National Book Trust of India and Del-
hi-based cinema group Cinedarbaar have planned a Book Hour. The rules 
are simple — during these 60 minutes, they want people to attach them-
selves to a book  and read it without putting it down. They have also invited 
people to organise reading groups at a café and allow for Kindles and tab-
lets too. The initiative is part of Qitaabe, a month-long literary lab to pro-
mote reading as a fun activity among the youth. 

At the age of 27, 
Virginia Woolf 

admitted to being 
afraid of sex

o

books

Karishma Attari

The first person narrative turns tyrant in art-
ist Fatima Ahmed’s novel about a young 
woman finding her feet in the modern world. 
We are in the territory of what Henry James 
would call “the darkest abyss of romance” 
with a heroine who pronounces herself “too 
nervous even for dignified silences” and 
chooses instead to opt for a “verbal deluge”. 
Haleema flees the coop in the sixties, shed-
ding her conservative joint-family upbring-
ing in Hyderabad to join her childhood friend 
Parvati in Bombay. She takes the reader with 
her to Goa, Amsterdam, and finally to Lon-
don, carrying the baggage of meandering 
prose-poetry, interspersed with flashbacks 
to demonstrate the “callous” nature of her 
family and its impact on her life.

The dangers of the “romantic privilege” of 
the first person that Henry James cautioned 
about in his preface to The Ambassadors are 
all too evident here. Haleema is an artist and 
a closet-poet who pens down, and stuffs her 
mattress with, observations. Her unre-
strained, unedited notes are of a piece with 
her running commentary that makes up the 
four parts of this novel. Her notes, in her 
words are, “so much language, such a cackle 
of wit, humour, anecdotes, parables, puns, 
quips… Some night, it may tiptoe into my 
indolence and demand to be inked into an 
anthology of the irrational.”

In Haleema’s Words is a celebration of 
Haleema’s sensitive disposition and free-
spiritedness. There is no analogy too trite. 
“I am a stray leaf. Poised on the edge of the 
wind.” Nor is there any 
comparison too far fetched 
to bring Haleema’s indi-
viduality to the forefront. “I 
never ride astride a camel, 
but foot it alone on fringes 
of caravans.” Had the writer 
shown Haleema struggle 
with an honest day’s work 
as an artist it might 
have been easier to 
credit her with the ar-
tistic temperament.

Much like a struggling 
artist, however, she moves 
from city to city with the 
financial and emotional 
support of her friends. Her 
friends Parvati and a shad-
owy man named Sameer want only to see 
Haleema shine. Parvati keenly awaits Hal-
eema’s loss of virginity, even dictating that 
a hippie is the best candidate for this busi-
ness. The next step appears to be Haleema’s 
much-awaited union with an Englishman 
who calls himself Harlem. There, Haleema 
is pulled up short by a nature more laissez-
faire than hers and finds herself forced to 
reassess her needs.

The plot may be skeletal but there is little 
doubt that the main feature of this novel is 
meant to be the writing. Unfortunately the 
writing does not hold up to scrutiny. Descrip-
tions of people, places, or things are loaded 
with out-of-proportion emotions. When de-
scribing her admirer Sameer, Haleema finds 
that she has gone overboard by conjuring up 
savage hordes, dynasties, copper gongs, and 
yak butter lamps. She tries again. “But his 
mouth is cruel. Evokes dust from enemy 
hooves. Cracks whips over captive backs. Ties 
bleeding arms to thorny bushes.” Even the 
innocuous street scene at Marine Drive is not 
spared. “Feet scrambled, mouths blabbered, 
farting cars raped the road.” 

To bite into a burger is to take off on an-
other flight of fantasy. “Burgers scaled low 
on health but saved time on consumption. I 
find a round, hot burger sexy. Awaiting my 
lascivious teeth in its flesh. It enjoyed my 
bites of intimacy but lacked the altruism the 
open turkey sandwich was filled with.” 

In Haleema’s Words has a strong personal 
style that could have been improved with 
stronger editing and more attention paid to the 
pitfalls of the subjective. inbox@dnaindia.net

TALKING 
HEAD

Fatima Ahmed

� Rupa

� 431  pages

� `395

In Haleema’s 
Words

Deepanjana Pal

How can anyone avoid puns while writing 
about this book? Tom Hickman, a Sussex-
based writer, has written a book about the 
penis. You can try to be as innocent and dry 
as is possible, but chances are that puns 
will pop up unintentionally. Hickman 
writes in God’s Doodle — The Life And Times 
Of The Penis, “What is phallic is sometimes 
only in the eye of the beholder.” However, 
given he’s devoted 200-odd pages to this 
organ, it clearly has quite a hold over the 
human imagination. 

God’s Doodle is one of the funniest 
books you’ll read this year and it’s also 
one of the most informative. Hickman 
covers an impressive range of time pe-
riods and cultures in his study. From ancient 
Greeks to Bill Clinton, it’s all packed in God’s 
Doodle. Did you know that the word ‘testicle’ 
comes from testiculus, which in Latin means 
‘witness’, because the ancient Romans 
thought testicles were “little witnesses of vi-
rility”? A Hindu Sanskrit treatise titled Brihat 
Samhita has a guide to prophesying a man’s 
future by analysing the anatomy of his pre-

cious organ. A bit of flesh believed to be the 
holy foreskin was displayed all the way till 
1983 during the Feast of Circumcision in 
Rome (even though it was officially removed 
from the Catholic calendar in 1954). Annually, 

200 Americans and 30 to 40 
Britons break their erect pe-
nises, mostly during violent 
intercourse and occasionally, 
by falling out of bed. The term 
Viagra is the lovechild of “vi-
rility” and “Niagra”.   

Hickman has written the 
book as though it’s a free-
wheeling chat, but each 
chapter is a precisely-struc-
tured argument. Possibly 
because Hickman is sensi-
tive to what all male (and 
perhaps female) readers 
want to know, the book be-
gins by confirming and de-
bunking myths about size. 

Statistically speaking, not only do Indo-
Asians not make headlines in the inches de-
partment, the average weight of adult Asian 
testicles is similar to that of a 12-year-old 

white or black boy. 
The second part of the book considers the 

penis in a cultural context, looking at how its 
been presented in everything from clothing 
to literature. This reviewer is never going to 
listen to the guitar solo of any rock song 
without blushing noticeably. The organ’s vul-
nerability is the subject of the third section, 
in which Hickman outlines the history of its 
evolution and all that threatens it, ranging 
from barnacles, impotence to castration. The 
final section of God’s Doodle confirms what 
most women have known for a while: men 
have sex on the brain. Hickman calls it “par-
asympathetic wiring”, which translates to 
“sexual thoughts flicker in the background of 
a man’s visual cortex all day and almost all 
night.” This means anything and everything 
can, and often is, sexual stimuli. Women, 
Hickman informs us, do not behave this way.               

God’s Doodle isn’t just a collection of interest-
ing trivia. It’s a well-written book that presents 
an insightful look at male psychology and how 
different cultures have negotiated the trials and 
tribulations of the male libido. And here’s the 
best bit: it’s as fun a read for men as it is for 
women.    deepanjana.pal@dnaindia.net

Apoorva Dutt

At one point in her new book, Vagina: A New Bi-
ography, Naomi Wolf advises men to address the 
woman in their life as a “Goddess”. She does ad-
mit, however, that “the ridiculousness meter 
each one of us carries inside may not allow it to 
happen”. One wonders what happened to Wolf’s 
own meter during the writing of this book, which 
goes from randy lab rats proving the importance 
of a good cuddle to the science behind why men 
should buy their wives flowers.

Wolf begins with an incident that is entirely 
personal — a wonky spinal column has 
caused her orgasms to lose their “techni-
colour” quality. Wolf uses this incident, 
and the ensuing cure, as a springboard 
into the vagina’s history and science. The 
author’s strengths are exhausted in the first 
half when the vagina serves as a sort of cul-
tural Rorschach. Wolf uses the examples of a 
few Victorian and Edwardian writers, such as 
Christina Rossetti and George Eliot, to make a 
case for a connection between female sexual-
ity and creativity. Apparently, the better your 
orgasm, the better your writing. Spinsters and 
those with sepia-tinted orgasms, step away 

from your creative endeavours.
The historical and cultural explorations fall 

away in the second half when Wolf makes ex-
tremely dubious scientific jumps. On one hand, 
she goes to a Tantric expert who administers non-

sexual vaginal massages and is 
besotted with him immediately. 
On the other, she makes a Frank-
enstein of sorts by fusing together 
semi-related sexual studies and 
anecdotal evidence to reach con-
clusions that would fit better in a 
dating advice column. “Men abdi-
cate the moves that will trigger 
female sexual desire,” Wolf con-
cludes after recounting how a 
friend had to book her own anni-
versary dinner at a restaurant. 

Vagina is Wolf at her worst —
personal experiences turn univer-
sal and an emotional, mumbo-
jumbo narrative of the vagina as a 
“divine, Goddess-shaped hole” 

make the fascinating accounts of the first half of 
the book a distant memory. No wonder she’s ru-
moured to already be in the process of rewriting 
the book. d_apoorva@dnaindia.net

DRAWING NO BLANKS PAYING LIP SERVICE

Tom Hickman

� Square Peg

� 234 pages

� `912

God’s Doodle

Naomi Wolf

� Hachette

� 550 pages

� ̀ 400

Vagina: A New 
Biography

FAVOURITED BY ALL

BOATS ON 

LAND
Janice Pariat
These charming 
short stories take 
you into the misty, 
melancholic 
world of 
Meghalaya.  

I AM AN 

EXECUTIONER
Rajesh 
Parameswaran
This brilliant short 
story collection 
came out of the 
blue and roared. 
A must-read.

BEST        DEBUTS

NW
Zadie Smith
If you’re a forgiv-
ing fan,  you’ll say 
it’s experimental. 
The rest of us de-
spaired at how 
disjointed and 
patchy NW was. 

THE SECRET 

OF THE 

NAGAS
Amish Tripathi
Sloppy writing 
and lazy storytell-
ing.  Let’s hope 
the Shiva trilogy 
ends with a bang.

TOP       DOWNERS

STRAYED
Cheryl Wild
An 1,100 mile trek 
helped Wild re-
cover from a melt-
down. It’s one of 
the most moving 
books you’ll read.

THE MAN 

WITHIN MY 

HEAD 
Pico Iyer
Graham Greene 
lives in Iyer’s 
head. Of course 
it’s a good read.

VANISHED 

YEARS 
Rupert Everett
Intelligent, honest 
and even poetic in 
parts, this proves 
Everett is not just 
a pretty face. 

NOSTALGIA        CHECKS

BOOKMARKING

GOAT DAYS 
 Benyamin (India)

The original novel in Malayalam, 
about an Indian labourer in the 

Middle East, won the Kerala Sah-
itya Akademi in 2009. 

BETWEEN CLAY AND DUST 
 Musharraf Ali Farooqi (Pakistan)
This novel about a tawaif and a 
pahalwan in a bygone era was 

longlisted for the DSC Prize for 
South Asian Literature.  

ANOTHER COUNTRY 
Anjali Joseph (India)

One woman wafts across conti-
nents in a discontented haze. 

Joseph’s debut novel Saraswati 
Park won the Betty Trask Prize. 

THE BRIEFCASE 
 Hiromi Kawakami (Japan)

Kawakami won the Tanizaki 
Prize in 2001 for this love story 

between a woman in her 30s 
and a man in his 70s.

 
THINNER THAN SKIN

Uzma Aslam Khan (Pakistan)
The old Silk Road, the wilds of 

northern Pakistan and the 
charm of nomads — it’s an un-
usual but charming world de-
picted in Khan’s latest novel. 

RU
 Kim Thúy (Vietnam / Canada)
Thúy won the Governor-Gener-

al’s Award for French Language 
Fiction in 2010. This translation 

was shortlisted for the Scotia-
bank Giller Prize. 

BLACK FLOWER 
Young-Ha Kim (South Korea)

Talking about the Korean dias-
pora, the original (written in Ko-

rean) won the Dong-in Literary 
Award in 2004. 

ISLAND OF A THOUSAND 
MIRRORS  

Nayomi Munaweera (Sri Lanka)
This debut novel follows the fate 

of two families, one Tamil, one 
Sinhalese, as they straddle op-

posite sides of the long and bru-
tal civil war in Sri Lanka.

SILENT HOUSE
Orhan Pamuk (Turkey)

This 1983 novel by the Nobel-
prize winning author is the story 

of a Turkish family gathering in 
the shadow of the impending 

military coup of 1980.

HONOUR 
Elif Shafak (Turkey)

The book is a fierce tale of 
tradition in Muslim culture.

NORTHERN GIRLS
Sheng Keyi (China)

The author’s first book to be 
translated into English focuses on 
the experience of migrant women 

in China’s big cities, particularly 
in relation to their sexuality.

THE GARDEN OF EVENING MISTS
Tan Twan Eng (Malaysia)

Shortlisted for the Man Booker 
Prize this year, this novel tells the 

story of a mysterious Japanese 
gardener and his ancient craft. 

THE ROAD TO URBINO
Roma Tearne (Sri Lanka / UK)

The book is the story of obses-
sion, love and art set in Tuscany, 

Sri Lanka and London.

NARCOPOLIS 
Jeet Thayil (India)

Shortlisted for the Man Booker 
Prize and the DSC Prize for 

South Asian Literature, this nov-
el about the opium dens of Bom-

bay has been on a high. 

THE BATHING WOMEN
Tie Ning (China)

The novel follows the lives of 
four young professionals in 

contemporary China.

The 15 books 
longlisted for the 

2012 Man Asian 
Literary Prize

FICTION NON-FICTION

This year, the literary cup runneth over. It’s been a remarkable year for literature, both in India and abroad. The 
oldies produced goodies and many first-time writers charmed both critics and prize juries. There are some titles 

that will be in every best-of-2012 list, but our collection of favourites contains the usual suspects and more   

TOP OF     EVERY PILE

BETWEEN 

CLAY AND 

DUST
Musharraf Ali 
Farooqi
Not since Dara 
Singh has a 
pahalwan won so 
many hearts. 

BRING UP 

THE BODIES
Hilary Mantel
History boys were 
at the top of their 
game. The novel 
won Mantel her 
second consecu-
tive Booker.

EM AND THE 

BIG HOOM
Jerry Pinto
Mum was the 
word for Pinto. 
Moving and witty, 
this was one of 
the best novels of 
the year.

NARCOPOLIS
Jeet Thayil
Almost every Indi-
an critic hated 
this novel till the 
Booker jury short-
listed it. Now it’s 
nominated for ev-
ery award.

THE 

WILDINGS 
Nilanjana Roy
The feline world 
was explored with 
the rigour of non-
fiction. Thank god 
the cats got Roy’s 
tongue. 


