Speech at the launch of Sepia Leaves, Dec 14, 7 PM, Habitat Centre, Delhi

Good evening everybody. Debbie, my editor knows I have waited for this day for a very long time. Thank you Anuj Bahri and Deborah Smith for seeing me up to here. 

While I was waiting for this book to be published I lost the two people in my life to whom this book is dedicated. Of course, the loss of one of them determined the real course of this book and the loss of the other came around the time this book was finalized. This book is dedicated to them, my parents, without whom I would not have been who I am today. 

I see some members of my family in the audience and some long standing friends. I do not much stay in touch with any of them. Yet, I know how to do one thing which will keep me in touch with them – write.

As you read the book you will find that I came from a broken family much before a broken family became fashionable. For most of my life both my parents and I stayed in different parts of the country. While we were away from each other there was one thing that kept us connected. We wrote letters to each other. Each of us would wait from a week to a month or more to send and receive information about each other. Once a letter came it helped us tide over the next few weeks. The letters I received from my parents did not change much: while my mother wrote very few lines in a large font my father exhorted me to find my place in the world and be successful. Those letters echoed my parents’ hidden desires. They were dreams that Mamman and Papa could not pursue but wanted me to fulfill. 

My mother’s madness was evident from her letters. She said the same thing over and over again. Yet, it gave me a sense of her being there for me unfailingly. It gave me a sense that her love for me was written in stone. In his letters my father weaved a poem or a quotation into his description of his life at the moment. He always gave me examples of how someone from the larger human community had overcome adversity and achieved his or her dreams. He wanted me to know the best so that I did not fall short.

Those letters inspired in me a love for words. Those words gave me a sense of continuity in my childhood and adolescence. A continuity which was important for me if I wanted to find my niche and dig deeper into myself to create what I have created and will create in the future – books. This debut book is a letter from me to my parents. It is my communication with them and depicts my understanding of their lives. It is just a small note from a son to his parents. Luckily, today I can say that you are invited to our talk.

As any letter between long standing acquaintances will have, Sepia Leaves also has all the hurt and all the love I had for them. Somewhere while I was writing I realized that by writing letters I could aspire to write novels. I could aspire to communicate my thoughts to the world in the form of those perfectly rounded pieces of writing -- novels. I am very thankful to those letters I received in my early life and I hope you share my pleasure when you read Sepia Leaves.

I thank Meghna for helping me make a draft out of the notes I had submitted to Tara Press. I thank Mandy, my editor’s sister, who picked up the draft and told Debbie to take the book. Mandy understood. Later Debbie understood it so well. I hope you can all understand what is being said here. Yet, if you feel, at any point, I did not satisfy, the blame is entirely mine. I am still learning and the acknowledgements to all others are in the book, either in the acknowledgements page or in the text. If I missed someone, you still know I am your friend.

During the last few years, friends and relatives have often asked me, “What is the book about?”

Even my publishers asked me the same question. 

We are promoting Sepia Leaves as fiction because it is not a complete or authentic autobiography. There are parts here that do not fall in line with the actual timeline of the story and characters who contribute more to a child’s understanding of the big dark world than really who existed. 

Also, I am not yet famous. Who will be interested in reading the autobiography of a child from a broken home? I look at Sepia Leaves in different ways. Some of them might prove useful to you.

· It is a political novel where what is happening in the country is reflected in the hearts and minds of a family. Before we look at Emergency we need to understand that the town Rourkela was a creation of Jawaharlal Nehru’s socialist ideal. In the process of modernizing India he had said, “These new industries and dams are the temples of modern India.” For the first time in the history of India we had nuclear families and our neighbours did not know us. Rourkela was a town like that. Here a madness could not be buried in the back rooms of a joint family. This book is about what happened to a family with its own crisis in a situation where the head of the Indian family seemed to have lost her mind. 

· It is also a social novel. In his aspiration to create new industry Nehru and the planners of India ignored the indigenous populations and industry of the lands where they set up the new towns, dams, industries, and educational institutions. They brought in bulldozers and heavy machinery and removed the real people of the land to the fringes of the new societies. The Adivasis became the labourers. Then when a mainstream family faced its crisis it was an Adivasi who came in to mother the child. The very people who had been pushed aside came in to help the family tide over the situation. 

· It is a novel about mental illness – Schizophrenia. When my mother’s psychiatrist read the draft he said that this book had one of the most accurate depictions of the illness. Unlike most fiction on a similar subject this book does not glorify the illness. For artists, madness is a very good place to be in. Once we say this work of art is mad or this artist has a mad outpouring we remove any possibility of judging it through common sense. The mad becomes the other, beyond the line of reason, and whatever the other does is right. For me it was not like that. My mother was not an other to me. She was my mother. What happened to her was not beyond the realm of my intuition. Of course, the understanding of her illness came much later and came through other experiences including trying to understand her life by writing about it. Someone said, “Poets are autistic people who have language.” In Sepia Leaves I attempt to give voice to my mother.

· For me, Sepia Leaves is fundamentally a personal novel. It is about my mother but it is also about my understanding of the battle of one man, who was shackled to his life because of her illness, with his guilt – my father. In my opinion what happened to her was her fate, her karma. What happened to us was our kismet. And all of us, including my larger family and my friends got involved. And now you are involved.

My teacher once said that a work of art is a thought experiment. I believe in that. Literature, for me, is an understanding of the essential human struggle to become complete. I find that many times our problems seem insurmountable but if we persevere we find peace eventually. It is a running motif for me and I think will apply to by future books as well. Because that is the kind of person I am. I write to understand myself and my world, and to sleep peacefully.
Here it is: Sepia Leaves.

PAGE  
4

