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SHYAM SELVADURAIL
Praise for Cinnamon Gardens

“Ciinamon Gardens is a considerable accomplishment...Selvadurai has the ability to
create a naturalistically detailed fictional world.”
The Atlantic Monthly

“Richly rewarding...This is in many ways, an old-fashioned novel, brimming with old
fashioned virtues. The characters and setting are established in a measured, finely judged
manner, allowing us to feel at home with them. Selvadurai is good at female characters,
and Annaluksmi’s Jane Austen-ish domestic life...is brought to life with glancing
humour. Of greater physiological interest, however — and revealing Selvadurai’s frue
power as a novelist — is the other half of the story, his depiction of Balendran
Navaratnam. The story of this tragic family is told with great acuity... What lingers in the
mind is the way Selvadurai subtly portrays the father-son struggle... Not least of the
novel’s old-fashioned virtues is the way he seems to conjure up a whole social panorama.
With its vivid evocation of time and place, its wise characterisation, its involving
emotional dramas, this is a novel that deserves, and will surely gain, a wide readership.”
Sunday Times, UK

“Selvadurai, the author of Funny Boy, is expert in capturing the nuances of this
particularly precious time and place; there is real texture to these upper-class lives, and
you can’t beat the atmosphere,..”

The New York Times Book Review

“British publishers now flock to India in search of anthors who can ladle magical realism
and large doses of mythical lore...So it’s quite refreshing to see this novel from the
subcontinent written in the tradition and style of the Great English Novel. There’s wit and
irony in this elegantly written tale. .. fine character sketches which recall

Austen,, . Selvadurai’s powers of description are commendable.”

India Today

“With the publication of the subtle and deeply humane Cinnamon Gardens, Shyam
Selvadurai has established himself firmly as an important chronicler of the complexities
of social and cultural difference...Selvadurai’s examination of difference is almost totally
free of naiveté. Cinnamon Gardens is a successfully novel because the author manages to
critique the foolishness behind the prejudices of his characters while acknowledging the
great difficulties facing anyone who attempts to simply shrug off the demands of their
culture...Cinnamon Gardens is a fine novel that is both delicately written and very, very
wise. Selvadurai has definitely delivered on the promise of Funuy Boy, and asserted
himself as a gified and sensitive writer.”

BOOKS in Canada



“Selvadurai succeeds in bringing in an Austenesque novel of manners — with ifs issues of
marriage, gender and class — to Ceylon, while broadening the scope to explore themes of
race, religion and sexuality in his sweeping tale of conformity and rebellion.”

Publishers Weekly

“Impressive...his gifts for compassionate characterization and clarity of statement augur
well, and suggest that this very interesting new writer may be on the verge of producing
major work.”

Kirkus Reviews

“For an examination of the oppressive effects of societal strictures and expectations, in
this case upon women and homosexuals, Twenties Ceylon proves a most appropriate
backdrop, and Selvadurai...manages well to convey the stifling effects of caste fashion,
etiquette and belief. Colonial Ceylon also provides a good novelistic venue for the
exposure and scrutiny of other forms of oppression: of the lower castes, the exposure and
scrutiny of other forms of oppression: of the lower castes, the undereducated and the
poor...Selvadurai has captured horrifyingly well the airlessness of a society in which
only a few are truly able to breathe, and deeply.”

The Times, London

“Match-making aunts, illicit passions, cinematic scenery. ..his real forte is sly social
comedy.”
The Guardian, London

«..is both wildly exotic and oodly modern. Wry references to love, always in terms of
fever or illness, grace notes of description for a fock of hair or the fold of a sari, and
elegant chapter headings taken from the Tirukkural, the famed work of Tamil philosophy,
add to the ambiance generated by this beguiling novel.”

Booklist

“A multi-layered tale...a mature and sophisticated successor to his accomplished first
novel. Selvadurai is a young novelist, but he’s from the old school, with a foundation of
rich and involved stories to tell.”

The National Post

“Selvadurai is a sensitive narrator and his descriptions take us behind the fagade of
fragrant gardens and decorated drawing rooms to reveal conflict ridden families divided
by passions and lives destroyed by class hatred. This is a distinctive voice and the author
is a talent to be reckoned with.”

Telegraph, India

“A completely captivating novel in which the reader feels fully absorbed in the lives of
the characters. The fascinating thing about the book is that one is effectively reading two
stories simultaneously, which may sound confusing, but in fact works remarkable

well,. It is not only the characters, which are effective, but also the detailed descriptions
of the gracious world of Ceylon in the 1920s, which really bring the story alive. Well



thought out and sensitive, Cinnamon Gardens is a book that will stay in your mind long

after you shut the cover.”
First City, India; Rating **** (Very Good)

“Much of the comic irony in the novel comes from her efforts to thwart the elaborate
plans of her mother Louisa and aunt Philomena — two characters who walk off the pages
of Jane Austen to seamlessly assume their roles in Cinnamon Gardens...Shyam
Selvadurai’s novel is an engaging and sympathetic portrait of the dilemma of those who
wish to be different.”

Island, Sri Lanka

«...finely nuanced rhetorical style...{reats more interestingly than other fiction by Sri
Lankan writers the tropical nature that frames its events. ..this text delicately outlines the
irony of the heavy European clothes and the desperate gentility of people in a warm, wet
island.”

Biblio, India

“_,.characters in the story are all drawn with sensitivity and understanding.”
Statesman

“Selvadurai’s nuanced prose evokes the country’s dense climate and lush beauty. Readers
will be seduced by descriptions of great mansions and elaborate gardens. Cinnamon
Gardens succeed marvelously at conveying a sense of time and place.”

The Toronto Star

“_..a slow and well-crafted novel written keeping a large canvas in mind. The world of
Cinnamon Gardens contains the best of Ceylonese society.”
The Asian Age

“An old-fashioned page-turner with a literary heart — the perfect book for the beachgoers
who want melodrama that doesn’t ignore the mind.”
The Advocate

“An elegant novel... What stays with you is the struggle of two finely drawn characters: a
spirited young woman and a melancholy gay man who try to escape the tyranny of
parents and British mentors and achieve a lonely inner freedom. A.”

Entertainmment Weekly

“A near-miraculous capturing of life and love (both gay and straight), family tensions,
political upheaval, labour wrest and feminism in the Ceylon of the 1920s...”
Edmonton Journal



Praise for Funny Boy

“With deft humor and a keen eye, Selvadurai...captures his protagonist’s difficult
passage info his own identity — of which his homosexuality is just one component. And it
is with deep, wistful feeling that he ties that story to larger themes of family and
country.”

Publisher’s Weekly

“Shyam Selvadurai writes as sensitively about the emotional intensity of adolescence as
he does about the wonder of childhood. He also paints an affectionate picture of an
imperfect family in a lost paradise, struggling to stay together in troubled times.”

The New York Times Book Review

“Selvadurai succeeds in melding the personal, the political and the emotional as few of
his contemporaries have.”
Time

“Selvadurai movingly evokes his narrator’s soul, but in some ways his most remarkable
accomplishment is his marvelous dynamic control, from the pianissimo of the deft, telling
detail to the thundering fortissimo of the finale.”

The Atlantic Monthly

“On the surface a first-person coming-of-age narrative, Funny Boy consistently
transcends the solipsism inherent in the genre, displaying instead an awesome range...it’s
a pleasure fo read — and recommend — this riveting and vital novel.”

Time Out New York

«...lives up to its double bill of guns and anger. .. This is a superb novel.”
The Independent Weekend, London

“...graceful and intelligent...”
The Observer, London

“Selvadurai has a genius for touching a nerve with a feather-like touch...a powerful and
beautifully written novel...”
Literary Review, London

« . rich, fluent, and exciting; this is a remarkably mature and accomplished book.”
BOOKS in Canada

“He bears eloquent witness for all of us who have grown from secure childhood to clear-

eyed uneasy adulthood.”
Quill & Quire



“Though rich in political subtext Funny Boy stands as literature in its own right. If you
know something about Sri Lanka, you will enjoy it. Tf you don’t, chances are you will
enjoy it just as much!”

New Internationalist, London

“A sweet evocation of a Sri Lankan childhood spent in the company of Nancy Drew
mysteries, love comics and romantic aunties.”
The Independent, London

“...full of magic. Fumy Boy is more than a colourful, insightful novel; the book is a
simple, tender call for tolerance that must not fall on deaf ears.”

Neue Zurcher Zeitung, Switzerland
“...(one of) the most compelling new voices and themes in Canadian literature.”

The Globe and Muail

“He’s far enough from the mainstream to be a judicious observer, but close enough to the
rough-and-tumble of society to bring passion to his work.”
The Toronto Star

“Compassionate and mature...blessed with both a definess of touch and a seriousness of

purpose. An auspicious debut.”
The Montreal Gazette

“...a glittering and wise novel. Fumiy Boy keeps repeating with quiet conviction that the
human condition can, in spite of everything, be joyful. “You are not alone,’ it says to the

reader, ‘I understand you. I was there, | remember
Alberto Manguel

“Shyam Selvadurai’s butterfly-delicate first novel is both a simple coming-of-age tale
and an intricate study of cultural conflict...Sparsely written and suffused with winsome
humour, this is a magicai debut.”

The Independent on Sunday, London

“...a gem — quiet yet powerful, and a delight from start to finish.”
Gay Times, London

“He spins a subtle web that holds readers captive....”
Saskatoon Star Phoenix

“Lyrical, moving, and deeply perceptive. This isn’t the first coming-of-age story ever
written, but I doubt there’s been one quite like it.”
Halifux Chronicle-Herald
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July 25, 1999
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. ... EDEL RODRIGUEZ
-
Spice Island
. The struggle of the spirit against oppression — of class, gender and sexual
orlentation — is at the heart of CINNAMON GARDENS (Hyperion, $23.85),
- Shyarn Selvadurai’s second novel, set in 1920’s Ceylon, Two intertwined sto-
ries are told: a renewal of an affair after 20 years between Balendran, a mar-
ried family man and Ceylonese aristocrat, and Richard, an Englishman now
living with a much younger lover, and the travails of Balendran’s niece Anna-
lukshml, a schoolteacher who ralls against her family's attempts to marry
her to a series of dull, intellectually inferior would-be suitors. Both stories
play themselves out in the politicaliy heady days before caste-consclous Cey-
lon became $ri Lanka, when the homosexuality of a man of polite society was
considered a ““regrettably irreversible” disposition, and a wornan who showed
a sensual spirit and even a hint of freewheelingness (particularlyona bl-
cycle) was considered “fast.’” Faultlessly elegant but familiar in its depiction
of nostalgic regret and repressed desire, ‘‘Cinnameon Gardens” has a sepia-
toned cover and an oddly sepla-toned style, yet it is also surprisingly light
reading — it’s unfettered by any attempt at highbrow heaviness. Selvadurai,
the author of “Funny Boy,"” is expert in capturing the nuances of this particu-
larly precious time and place; there is real texture to these upper-class lives,
and you can't beat the atmosphere — hushed conversations, heated debates
and private ruminations are held in luscious gardens and in grand drawing
rooms, As you read, you can almost see the Merchant-Ivory adaptation play-
ing itself out in your head, . ) . ) DANIEL RIETZ
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CINNAMO
BOY

Shyam Selvadurai’s new novel
hails the small acts of courage that
force a whole society to change

By STEPHEN SMITH

e HEN 1 SAT down at the compurec again, [ thoughr it
5 would blow up in my face. It was really haed,”

E Shyam Sebvadurai is speaking of pressure, the off-the-
harometer kind that starts to press on novelists once they've come
ot ofdhe lireranyblue to publish a first rovel that readers and crities
alike agree to be highly accomplished,

Sefvadurai, of course, is just such a novelist: in 1994, while work-
ing ina Torunto bookstore, he made his debut with Funny Boy.a
book thad was peaisced as much fories clacity of tone and steucture
as for the assurance with which the story wove the personal—aboy's
story of growing up gay in Sti Lanka ~ with the political - the fric-
tion of chat country’s longssanding rivalry between its Tamil and
Sinhalese communities.,

AN D

REVIEWS

SUSIN KNG

The book anracred rave reviews {“First-rate fiction, froma brillianc
now writee whose nexe book cannot arrive here quickly enough.” one
Asnerican reviewer wrote, and that was more of fess the tone of things
ingernationally). e won a SmithBooks! Books in Canads First Novel
Awaed, a Lambda Literary Award for gay and fesbian lieerature,

{See p. 30}

: H By JoHn Lorine
0 Somenville’s new troubles

€D) Convention outlook
D) Defining Canadian English
@ Pierre Barton's best

F 1 suburban superstares, veteran Win-
* nipeg retailer Holly McNally is feeling
very bullish about the climate for selling books.

" OR SOMEONE about to get beokended by a pair of
CBA preViEv
The irdie superstare she opened in fate 1996, next toa maltin cen-

tral Winnipeg, is performing "exceptionally well,” and has exceed-
ed iniial expectations now thac the kinks have been worked out.

Riding out the storm

Indies take the long view as Chapters’ expansion redraws the retail map

Thaecramped MeMally Rabinson location in s diwntowa malt
is cuerently under renovation and wilk respenin July asa 7008
square-foor stare with a coffee bar. Acomputerized customer loy-
alty program is about to be faunched. Aad chis
October, McMally Robinson will open a super-
store in Saskatcon, making this mini-chain the
firstestablished Canadian independent to expand across a provin-
cial border. Fhe store will be cun by Wayne and Carey Dueck.

(See p. 25)

International bestselling author

Orson Scott Card

continues the story of Alvin Maker

0-312.35053.3 » §32.95 he
q-cupry Hoor display (-312.86737.9 * 5296.55
Spragl ca-op awnlshie

Extensivn SF Fantasy ad campaign

O-412.55142-8 » 4839 mm - <3 :
27-copy floer display: 0-$12-57054-5 P 52587
1&-copy floor dlspley: 0-412- 57055-3 » $359.64




continued from cover

got on the inaugural Giller Prize shodist, and
found wself deemed 2 Notable Book by the
American Library Association,

In Canadda, she Bt prine run wold nuthefore
its publication dute, thea kept on going after thae
Inv Sei Lanky, it was merely read by everyone,
from the prasident on down, creatinga forum in
which diserssion of homosexualicy could find 1
way into the social discourse tor the first time.
And iv mercly caused Selvadurai, who's now
32, wfearhis computer. *The pressure,he says
new, “was not made any easies by people abways
tatking about, well, the pressure of writing a sec-
ond novel.”

Could he o it again? Interviewers often
seemed to expece him to know. He was just
abour ready 10 go inte

that world, without the act of migration, | won-
der if Funrmy Boy would have ever been written.”

{n Cinnamon Gurdem, Selvadurai seeks 1o
capture & workd that he never actually knew.
Thenovelisalso serin Colombeo ~ Cinnamen
Gardensis an afluent subnrb — bue dhis dme the
yearis 1927, and it’s the capitat of pre-indepen-
dence Ceylon, It's also atime, asone characier
notes, in which “everything is changing.” A
high-level delegation, the Donoughmore Com-
missian, has arrived trom London 1o decide on
how the island will be governed, so the country
is tottering on the tim of its future. At the same
time the longstanding sacial arder is st2nting 0
shift as, for example, women chafe ac the old,
hidebound secuctures of things,

Foran epigraph with which to apen the
novel, Selvadurai borrows a passage from

Gearge Eliors Middle-

hiding when, at thedin.
ner for the 1994 Giller

[ think Cinnamon Gardens

mareh: “the growing
good of the world is

pears 1o have come through the second-book
pressures. While McClelland & Stewart won'
publish his new novel, Cinnamon Gardens, ungl
Sprember, and while he can'r, of course, forerell
how it will be received, he'sarrived ava kind of
peace.

It'saspring Saturday a¢ the Toronto apm
ment he shaces with his partner, Cats are asteep
inthe living room and, under the fieree gase of
aframed print of Frida Kahlo in self-portrai,
Selvadurai is pouring the tea he'sjust madeand
smiling his serene smile,

“You know,” he says, “having said all thar,
something is different finishing this second
aovel, It feels...] really feel like a writer now.
With Furrny Bey | knew [ was a writer, but |
didn't know if I was fly-by-night or not.”

. .

Bunny Boy was setin the Sri Lankan capita,
Colombo, in the seven years leading up to the
bloodying riots that erupred in 1983 beoween
the Buddhist Sinhaless majorityand the minor-
ity (Hindu) Tamils, It was follewing those very
fume communal riots that Selvadurai’ parents
-his father Tamit, his mother Sinhalese - decid-
edshat there was no future for the family amid
the strife and broughe the family to Canada.
“lewas hard for us to leave Sri Lanka, hard
taleave the place that has always been, in our
Yearts, harne,” Selvadural, whowas 19 when he
kmigrated, told an incerviewer in 1994,

b Acthe same time, he recognized that, 1o him
Jrawriter, the distance was also a gift. “Like a
- Bocoflimmigrane writers | ind thata homeward
inhabits my creative mind, tharitisthecap-
puring of the world Heft behind that haunes my
rngina«ion. Yer, without the isolation from

Prize, he talked 1o jucy partly dependent on
member Alice Munro. g gbgutpmanﬂlcgurdgg gnd unhistoric acts and
“Sheasked me, 'Oh, thar things are not s ll
are you having difficul- libgrgtign, Byt]cguldn’t with you and me as
ties with your second they mighe have been
book?’ And I said, ‘Oh, undgr;tgnd;/)gt conrage is half owing 1o the
yeah." She said: "'l let ¢ number who lived
youinonalicdesecret:  gntil [was in Sri Lanka Githfulty a hidden Life,
ifs no berter for me now and rest in unvisited
than it was on my sec- witb my Pﬂﬂﬂﬁ; nying to tombs,”
ond boek, it never gets . As it was with
caier’Shesidyoujuse [ive a5 a gay couple— the Funny Bay, Selvadurai's
ahways wan to do betrer stage in the new navel
than the hastone, and  enormons cost, the energy, is the wider world, buc
that’s always 2 pressure. his story — or stories -
So that helped.” the dgy_ tg—day ﬁa r are the unhistericacts,
MNow —until the next _ theunvisited 1ombs,
time — Selvadurai ap- He follows twe central

characters: Annalukshmi, a young teacher who
seesherselfas belonging to “the modem world,”
everrwhile shelives day-to-day in the sepressive-
ly traditional world of hier parents’ genecation;
and Balendran, who struggles with hisidentity
and his homosexualiey against the strictures of
family, marriage, and tradition.

“What otiginatly sparked the story,” Sel-
vadura says, “were the stories my grandmother
used to tell me abonc hersister, who lived in
Malaysia. She was a remarkable woman in every
way. She was married, premy much against her
will, 1o a hushand who gambled, so she more or
lesstook over the estate from him and ranither-
self. She was very sheewd, She drovea carand
she rodeahorse - thisata time when awoman
ceally couldn't walk to the bottom of her sireet
unchaperoned. That was the story { had.”

Then, in 1994, around the time of Funny
Bay's publication, Selvadurai wenrt back 1o Sri
Lanka and spent some time in Colombe’s
archives, The more he read abour the 19205, the
more fascinated he found himself. “The major-
ity of the book was going to be set in Malaysia,
Sri Lanka was only going to beabour a third of
it. But it just changed, it grew into something
else. It makes sense that irdid, because Malaysia
isnetrcally..Idon't love r, it doesn't ceally have
any great significance 1o me, notin the way
Colombo does,

“And { gocvery intesested in the history of
the fate "20s, The labour movement, the
women's movement, the Denoughmore Com-
mmission - those are the beginnings of modern
Sri Lanka.”

That realization was crucial, he says, because
asmuch ashe was interested in writing a histor-

1l wovel, he was abo mitent an producing 2
buonk that comnents on Sni L anka wday.

W ancanovel thads mieeely setin that pe-
riand -0 3 parable for waday. Sa far, when Pve
satduwn towrite, Lhave conond & Sei Lankan
readetop The S ankan Foglish speiking
speet-mnhlte s -y dicr sacred cows I'm
sttackuy H them Py addeesuing.

“livthe 19210, he sy, “peaple were aying,
okay, Ceylon sl wery, s mosaic,
and we car'tuse a Beatish systen, 1 Whicehatl
syateit here. Evens the British were saying this.
Fhe Donoughmoee Conunission, from out-
side, was saying this. They said, we have to come
upwith sditfecent system. And they did. Ies the
sefiusal toundersand the complexity of a society
that causes it co Bl apare, Today in Sri Lanka,
people know chisis afact, but they're unable co
sesolve things, they're unable to find a polirical
system thae refleces this.”

g
Lastyear, when Selvadurai was warking on the
second deaft of Cimmamon Gardens, he and his
partner wene 1o live in Colombe. Before that,
he says, he understood, perhaps in a mostly inar-
ticulte way, how the second book connected
to the first.

They are both, he knew, about racial con-
Hict, be it Tamil/Sinhalese or Ceylonese/Eng-
lish. They were both obviousty interested in
what it means to be honiosexual, Bath focused
on 3ri Lankan pelitics and hiscory. But it was
only in Colombo thac he began to see the im-
portance of those unhistoric acts of George
Etiot’s to his work both past and present,

“Lihink this book,” he says, “iswhatic is be-

Selvadurais attacking sacred cows

<ause [was there laseyear. You see when you're
living in the West, you don't really understand
the enormous courage it takes somebody like
Balendran tolive the life he lives, They dor'rwin
batdles, of court cases, or anything like chat.
“Lthink Cinnamivn Gurdens s sbout person-
al courageand liberation. Buel couldn't really
understand that courage until L was in Sri Lanka
with my partaer, trying o live asa gay couple
in a sociery like that. The enormous cost, the
enormous eneegy, the day-to-day fear, the prob-
lems - and the joys, I think may have intelle-
tualized all chat before, buc to five ic.... | chink
that’s what made my characters come alive,”

Stephen Smith is & contributing editor to Qe
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Selvadural, Shyam. Cinnamon Gardens, July 1999. 400p.
Hyperion; dist. by Little, Browh, $23.95 (0-7868-6473-7).

The evocative title comes from the name of a suburb of Colombo,
Ceylon {now Sri Lanka), in 1927. This world, of Tamil Christlans and
Hindus, of heated discussions over self-rule and suffrage, of class
divistons and control, and of the place of women, is both wildly
exotic and oddly modern. Selvadurai has written an almost Victo-
rlan novel, with the lives of his characters Intertwined and Interre-
lated, rich with the heat and scent of British coloniai overtay on an
ancient society. He has tied together the bloodlines and relations
of the two main characters: Annalukshmi, who at 22 has qualified
as a teacher despite the strong objections of her well-placed family,
and her uncle Balendran, who suffers under his father's heavy and
powerful hand and who struggles with the love that dare not speak
its name. When Balendran’s first love, a man named Richard whom
he has not seen in 20 years, arrives from England to study Ceylon’s
political situation, a delicate and bittersweet reunion rings a chord
of romance and longing that echoes throughout the story, Mean-
while, Annalukshml takes strength from her studies, her reading,
and her growing insights into the cholces made by her school head-

mistress and her mother, sisters, and friends, to extricate herself .
from the compromises of marriage. Uncle's and nlece’s paths cross |

naturally In the telling of their tales. Wry references to love, always
in terms of fever or illness, grace notes of description for a lock of
hait or the fold of a sari, and elegant chapter headings taken from
the Tirukfural, the famed work of Tamil philosophy, add to the ambi-
ence generated by this beguiling novel. —GraceAnne A. DeCandido
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YOYOKRS in Canada

P appadums at the Sky Dome

Ameen Merchant speaks with Shyam Selvadurai

11YAM SELVADURAI was born in Colombeo,

Sri Lanka, in 1965, After attending the Royal

College and completing bis university entrance
requirements, he emigrated to Canade with bis family
fellowing the 1983 rivis in Colombo, He studied Fine
Arts and Creative Whiting at York Untuversity in Toronto,
where be resides today.

His critically acclaimed novel, Funny Boy,
recounts a $ri Lankan boy’s coming of age during the
turbulent 1975-1983 period, and it won the 1994
Smithbooks/Boaks in Canada First Novel Award, and
the Lambda Literary Award for Best Gay Men’s
Fiction. His latest novel is Cinnamon Gardens,

I spoke with Selvadnrai by telephone from
Visreonver,

AM: Cinnamon Gardens has a tone and struc-
ture which reminds one of the Victorian novel, T was
wondering if you chose such a framework with an
intent to parody?

§8: Ithink it is an attempt to appreciate more than
parody. 1 don’t think I am parodying the form,
although the novel does have a Victorian fecl 1o it. ‘The
“20s in the West may have been an age of jazz and all
that, but in Sri Lanka it was a very mannered period...

AM: So you will say that it is not unlike a Jane
Austen novel, only set in colonial Ceylon?

§8: Exactly.

AM: I am interested in the beginnings of this
new work. How did it come about?

$S: The original seed was a story my grand-
mother told about my grandaunt, whom I'd never
met, who married and settled in Malaysia. It became
clear through the stories T was told that she was a
woman ahead of her time in many ways. Not a fem-
inist by any means. Rather, a woman who was
moved by pragmatic concerns, even selfish ones.
The character of Annalukshmi is an example of
those early glimmers of feminism in Sri Lanka. My
early research into that period wrned out to be fas-
cinating—particularly around the time of the
Donoughmore Commission which opened the
debate on the definition of nationalism, And there
were 50 many progressive ideas... Franchise for
wamen, the Union movement, the formation of the
Congress, And yet, ironically, it becomes clear that
all those definitions of Sri Lankan nationalism
depicted in the book have failed.

AM: Would it be apt then to describe Cinnarmon
Gardens as a post-colonial novel?

§8: I think it is a post post-colonial novel in
that it revisits the past to understand how and
where these definitions of the post-colonial state

Shyam Selvadurai

went wrong. It is also an attempt perhaps to sug-
gest what post-coloniality should be.

AM: But the novel participates equally in the
discourse of nostalgia...

8S: Yes, there is nostalgia. But there is no sense
of loss. At least for me there is none. T really don't
miss Sti Lanka in that way. And even in Canada, Tam
not really a part of the Sri Lankan community, as 1
don’t attend the song, dance, and food events they put
on to keep in touch with their culture. My commu-
nity in Canada is the one outside what is generally
seen as the Sri Lankan community here.

AM: And that would include?

§S: Segments of the gay community in Toronto,
{riends from Montreal Serai and Desh Pardesh, and
progressive people in Sei Lanka, both gay and
straight.

AM: How do you handle the hypocrisy and
homophobia of South Asians—including the so-
called “progressives”?

8S: Well, I don’t think you can change the
Mudaliyars of this world, or for thar marer the
Jerry Falwells or anyone with a right wing agenda.
These are hopeless cases and I have no intention of
wasting my energies on them. But there are also
people who are committted to social change, peoaple
who want to understand and redress soctal injus-
tices, and these are the people | am interested in
tatking to. And, surprisingly, there are many out
there who are willing to listen.

AM: So coming out was not particularly trau-
matic for you?

§S: Mot really. 1 have a very supportive family.
But it is so much easier to be gay and out nowadays.
There are so many young people, just cighieen or
ninetees, who are out to the world and Irave no prob-
fems with their identiey. At least, that is what I secin
‘loronto and other cities in Canada.

AM:  Yes, but class and cconomic power alse
have a significant bearing on who is accepted as
gay/lesbian and who is not. [ understand your part-
ner, Andrew, accompanied you to Sri Lanka for a year
when you were working on Chmamen Gardens.
What was that like?

$S: It was fine. | am out to cveryone there so
it was not a surprise or anything like that, There
was also no chance of being snubbed as my own
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family is so supportive of both of us. So snubbing
us would have been an indirece affront to my par-
ents, amtd nohody there was going to do tha,
People were considerate. For instance, people
woulkl't dire 1o ask me out without nviting
Andrew along. And then after a few months there
[ found it imteresting that my relatives would ask
Andrew for news on x common friend in Toronte
and he would give them a detailed answer... Now
that's 4 familiar thing to do, you see. So there were
those signs of incluston,

AM: IHow often do you go back o Sri Lanka?

$S: 1go back almost every year. P was there for a
whole year working on Cinnamon Gardens. 1 find
that being in Sri Lanka for a period of time, for me,
puts many things in perspective.

AM: Are you happy about the response to
Cinnamon Gardens?

§S: 1t’s doing well, although I wouldn’t be able
to say how well in terms of sales figures. I haven’t
scen any yet But it has had good, bad, and mixed
reviews. That’s a good reception.

AM: How would you define Canadian litera-
ture, the way it is today?

$S: Landed tmmigrant Literature? I mean, ook
at the diversity in Canadian writing today. There are
Canadian writers from so many different places and
cultures.

AM:  And yet there is & criique—specitically
from Canmadian writers/eritics of colour—that this
diversity is merely a gesture of tokenism, juse a veneer
of literary multiculwralism...

§S: 1 am not sure of such a critique.
Nevertheless, it is an interesting one. If this were
really tokenism then how do you explain the pres-
ence of Rohinton Mistry, Anita Rau Badami, and
M.G. Vassanji—all Canadians originally from India?
Or Neil Bissoondath and Shant Mootoo, both from
Trinidad? So tokenism is really hard to prove, and
hence such a critique is difficult to sustain.

AM: Butitis also true that the publishing indus-
try is as market-driven as any.

§S: Well, no one wants to publish a book that
no one will read. And, of course, they also want to
make & profit. But still the fact is that many new He-
erary voices are being heard today in Canada more
than they were ever in the past. In just ten years
there has been such a change in the Canadian liter-
ary scene, And there are so many big publishing

houses that are publishing and prometing an
impressive list of non-white writers.

AM: Ttis evident that you have been influenced
by many great Victorian novelists. Are there any writ-
ers outside the English canon that have inspired you?

$8: Lam influenced more by books than writers.
There are many books that have affected me deeply,
that have pushed me in my own wiiting. Anita
Desai’s Clear Light Of Day is one such novel, T was
also moved by Naguib Mahfouz's Cuire Trilogy. So
there are intluential books, even after the writers have
moved on to other styles and subjects.

AM: s there an anempt to rewrite the Aziz-
Fielding relationship of Forster’s A Pussage to India
through the gay affair in Cinsameon Gardens?

$S: You know, it’s funny, bur I never finished
reading A Passage to India. 1 loved Howard’s End,
but A Passage to India | found to be rather boring. [
found it to be quite dated.

AM: Thank you, .
Ameen Merchant is a cultural oritic specializing in

Sonth Astan/diasporic popular cnlture. He lives in
Vancornver,
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