PAGE  
2

TAN TWANG ENG
*****

A biographical essay by 

John P. Conomy 

*****

March 6, 2012



[image: image1.jpg]







Tan Twan Eng

The short view of Tan Twan Eng is this:  He was born in Penang, Malaysia, in 1972.  He was educated there, and holds a law degree through the University of London (I do not know whether he ever attended classes there).  His first novel, The Gift of Rain which we read tonight, was long-listed for the Man Booker Prize in 2007.  Not a bad start for a first-time author.  He is a business man-lawyer for what has become something less than a daytime job and lives in Capetown, South Africa with frequent jaunts to his law firm’s office in Kuala Lampur.  He has written a second, and very promising novel, The Garden of Evening Mists and holds a first-dan rank in Aikido (“The Way of the Harmonious Spirit”, a form of martial art (jujitsu), a blurry blend of philosophy, religion, diet, exercise and learning painful ways of physically annihilating your opponent).  No stranger to self-promotion, he has a busy website, an aggressive publisher (Myrmidon Books) and has been heavily influenced, in a stylistic sense, by Salmon Rushdie, Kazuo Ishigoro, W. Somerset Maugham and Vladamir Nabokov.  He also admits a lingering literary debt to Sidney Shelton, Jackie Collins and Judith Krantz and Ang Lee’s movie DVD “ Crouching Tiger, Hidden Dragon.”  In all his writing, and all of it is dreamy, hazy, cross-cultural, violent and fatalistic, one cannot escape his fascination with celestial precipitation, ethnicity, and most of all, his attachment to his homeland, its history and its fate.  He was, after all, born in Penang.  To know something of Penang is to know a good deal about Tan Twan Eng and his shape as a writer.  In attempting a composite biography of this immensely talented writer, I concentrate on four themes which dominate his stories and inform his writing: rain, war, ethnicity and the island of Penang.  I begin with the island.






Penang
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Penang is an island sitting off to the north of the peninsular part of Malaysia in the Straits of Malacca.  Remnants of human habitation there extend back about 5,000 years. Its original inhabitants were probably Negritos who drifted there from Melanesia.  The island appears on Chinese maps in Ming Dynasty maps of the 15th century, signifying a relationship that has never ceased.  Its “real discovery,” (in 1592) at least to western minds, was as all geographic discoveries, the result of a sailing expedition by some European, in this case on Sir James Lancaster who set out from Plymouth a year earlier seeking spices, people and land to call the King’s own.  About two hundred years later (1786) Captain Francis Light (who appears in name only in The Gift of Rain) conquered the place in the name of the British East India Company and King George III after blowing off a few cannon rounds and bribing an encroaching sultan.  Commercial development and open port policies have raged since not withstanding the collapse of European empires, giving Penang a deserved reputation as “the pearl of the orient” and because of its rains, forests and perpetual presence of malarial mosquitoes, equally deserved acclamation as “the white man’s grave”, the way there led by Captain Light himself.  Penang is now home to 1.5 million residents and endless droves of tourists, crowded in between the sea and the jungle hills and concentrated in Penang’s northern end, in the densely populated conurbation of George Town (1,500 persons per square mile).

Why this dirge about the land mass and accoutrements of Penang?  Because Mr. Tan, like Victor Hugo in Guernsey, writes about his home with vivid familiarity – Swettenham Wharf, the ware of street vendors, the noises and smells of the city of George Town, the beat of the monsoons against roof and window, the way that Hugo from a great distance in time (fifteen years or so) and space (it is a long swim to Ile de France from the Channel Islands). Though a de facto expatriate, Tan writes about Penang as though he were standing in the middle of traffic on Wellington Way in the middle of the city he never really left.

 People
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The end of homogeneous population on Penang came with the eradication of the indigenous Negritos.  Since then, waves of peoples of the earth have come to Penang, some staying, and the rest (Dutch, Portugese, English, German, Japanese) driven out.  Currently, ethnic Chinese (Perenakan) and Bhumiputra (native Maylays) together make up nearly half of population, 10% are ethnic (Tamil, mainly) Indians and a small number (1 or 2%) are made up of everyone else.  Political parties tend to follow ethnic lines. Penang (and Malaysia) are relatively religiously tolerant (in contrast to its across the straits neighbor, Indonesia), with about 60% of the Penang population following Islam, nearly 30 percent professing Buddhism and the remainder a long list of everything else or nothing at all.  The last Jew on Penang was said to have died in 2011, making Penang now a kind of Croatia-on-the-Pacific.  The upper classes speak English (a lasting remnant of the Raj) and the bottom get along in Penang Hokkien, a Mandarin-based linguistic hash of pidgin gabble.

The Chinese arrived in Penang as poor laborers, mainly from rural Fujian Province starting in the 18th century.  They worked on farms, construction enterprises, docks, rubber plantations and mines.  Today they tend to own these things, along with factories, banks and bordellos, the latter of which tend in Tan’s prose to have names evoking idyllic rest homes and sumptuous florist’s shops. 

Intermarriage between Chinese (Perenakan) and non-Islamic Malays has gone on since the 18th Century and are not uncommon although connubial ethnic harmony is the rule.  Marriages between whites and anyone else are very uncommon (there are not many in the club that Phillip Hutton belongs to, which has very few members, at least of legitimate birth) and Moslems only marry other Moslems, at least if they want to stay in Penang.


         
    War

Penang has a long history of wars, not belabored here.  Much of The Gift of Rain is set in the 1930’s and 1940’s and we tend to see the contemporary wars of the time inside Penang through English eyes, through Phillip Hutton’s retinas and the Anglo-Saxon ocular apparatus of his blue-eyed family.  The English of the time, at least of the beginning of that time, lived in mansions high in the Penang Hills, looking down on the city and every thing in it.
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     General Tomoyuki Yamashita

WWII came to Malaysia via China, and the long and brutal occupation of that country and its neighbors born in the aftermath of WWI.  The invasion of Penang came from Burma and Thailand to the north two weeks after of the bombing of Pearl Harbor.  General Yamashita (now eponymously remembered for the Yamashita Rule in international law), his successors and his Kampeitai (military killers, a kind of combination of the worst parts of the Gestapo and the SS) brutalized the country until the end of the war.  In is in the war action that Tan exercises the themes that dominate his writings: betrayal, moral blackness and resurrection.  Yamashita went to the gallows for what he sanctioned and supervised in Malaysia and in the Philippines.  The British response to the invasion was to “simply shoot the little men.”  When this did not work, the British bailed out to Singapore, and a lucky few to Australia or elsewhere.  Most escapees were put in concentration camps where all were starved and sickened, and many died.

The Japanese occupation of Asia and the Pacific ended British domination of that part of the world. This fact was put piquantly by Lee Kwan Yew who later became Prime Minister of Singapore as he stood with the English Principal of Raffles College and they heard to explosions destroying Singapore’s bridge to Malaysia’s Johor Province.  The Principal, alarmed by the thunder of bombs, asked “What is that?”  Lee responded: “That is the end of the British Empire.”  That imperial ending and the way it changed geopolitical history is a dominant and pervasive theme of all of Tan’s writing to date. 
And finally, Rain
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   Jungle Rain, Pacific Monsoon

There is plenty of rain in Tan’s writing.  Celestial precipitation is found in the title of all his books.  It is posed as something pure, almost sacramental and healing in titles, characteristics that do not persist in rain’s reality, or in the real life of hot, sweaty, stinking, dripping wet, bug and vermin-laden, jungle-dominated Penang.  Kon, a rebel leader against the Japanese who hides in the jungle tells this to Phillip Hutton:

“ But the worst times were during the monsoon.  The rain often fell for weeks without stopping and we had to sit under a leaky, overpatched tent for days and days.  And when we were on patrol we would sit huddled beneath our oilskins, or under giant ferns in constant misery.  I almost gave up.  Quite a few went mad…They became safety risks and I had to shoot them.”

Tan’s rain allusions are frequently dark, and tied to death.

A Japanese soldier, serving in similar circumstances as Kon writes in despair about “the gift” of heaven’s drippiness:

“ In the rain, with no place to sit, we took turns sleeping on our feet.  The bodies of our comrades…lay all around, rain-sodden and giving off a stench of decomposition…we fell among corpses again and again as we stumbled on rocks and tree roots laid bare by the rain and attempted one step, then one more step, in our exhaustion.”




(Martin Hastings, “All Hell Let Loose”, p. 563)

Rain and War are hell, and Tan writes about them in simultaneous metaphor.  Rain might be cleansing and redemptive, but it is also the blackest part of Tan’s writing.
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Casuarina Tree, Malaya
