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Preeta Samarasan is a Malaysian author who writes in English.  Tonight’s novel, Evening is the Whole Day, published in 2008, is her first and only novel.  It was well received: long listed for the Orange Prize in 2009 (a UK award for female novelists of any nationality writing in English, to be called, starting this year, the Women’s Prize for Fiction) and short listed that year for the Commonwealth Writer’s Prize – Best First Book.  She has also produced a handful of short stories published in various magazines and is said to be working on a second novel.  Don’t hold your breath for the second novel; the first took her 9 years.

Samarasan was born in Batu Gajah, a town in the state of Perak in Malaysia, 24 km from Ipoh, the Perak state capital.  Amazingly, I could not find out her birthdate.  I doubt it is a secret since it is pretty clear from her graduation dates that she must now be in her late 30’s.  Like the family portrayed in the novel, her background is Tamil – a major Indian ethnic group that has spread in a great diaspora throughout the world and that spread to Malaysia in particular during the late stages of the British Empire.  Her father was a schoolteacher in Ipoh, an old British colonial town, well described in the novel.  There she was raised until 1992, when she won a United World College scholarship and went to the Armand Hammer United World College of the American West, in New Mexico.

I gather that she was raised speaking English in the manner we associate with the educated Indian classes. I listened to a couple of interviews over the Internet.  Her voice is fresh and clear and her English distinctly British-accented, with a subtle Indian cadence.

The school in New Mexico was a small 2-year co-educational residential independent school run under the International Baccalaureate program, aiming to prepare international students for admission to selective American colleges.  The school’s website currently shows an enrollment of about 200 from 90 different countries – most on full scholarship. Graduating from there in 1994, she went to Hamilton College, and then joined the Ph. D. program in musicology at the Eastman School of Music of the University of Rochester.  At Eastman, her dissertation was on Gypsy music festivals in France, for which she was awarded a Council for European Studies fellowship in 2002.   That dissertation, however, was never completed.  In 1999 she had started work on tonight’s novel.  She gradually shifted her focus away from the Gypsies and toward her novel, enrolling in the MFA program in creative writing at the University of Michigan with the express goal of completing her novel.  She later commented that she got a lot more out of the Michigan creative writing program than some others because she was already focused on her novel rather than a more general goal of learning to write. She brought chapters of it to workshops and subjected it to the comments and suggestions of her instructors and fellow students. Asked if she thought she would ever go back to those Gypsy music festivals, she said that it was quite an interesting subject, but that someone else could take it up if they like.

She received her MFA from Michigan in 2006, having won the University’s Hopwood Novel Award.  She went right on to publish the novel in 2008.  Asked about the problem of getting a first novel published, Samarasan acknowledged that she had been very fortunate.  She is mindful that many worthy writers go for years without recognition. She had an agent who shopped it around; she promptly had multiple offers; and “sold” it in a matter of months.

Samarasan presently lives in rural France (Limousin) with her husband and daughter.  She reports, when asked, that she is working on a second novel.  She has spoken of it since 2009, but publication does not seem imminent.  She has said that it will be set in Malaysia.  She returns to Malaysia a couple of times a year to renew, as she puts it, her “sense of horror.”  “I think the West knows woefully little about Malaysia, and it is a fascinating place.”  “I think that people would be shocked and fascinated and horrified to know more about the political system – which is apartheid under a different name – and everything that festers under our tourist-brochure-perfect façade.” 

She does not have a contract with a publisher, but when her second novel is ready expects to go from scratch as she did on the first one, putting out a product through her agent and hoping for a sale.

My sources for this paper were tidbits from the Internet.  She seems to have no publicist.  Her website has been untended for many years.  It is so out of date that it states that she lives in France “with her husband and dog”, while she has actually published a couple of articles in recent years in the Michigan Quarterly Review making specific reference to her daughter. I sent her a Facebook friend request, without result.

Samarasan speaks forthrightly of her process of writing: It is meticulous hard work with much trial and error.  For instance, she mentioned to one interviewer that when she first started Evening she included a few scenes with Uma in the U.S., making friends and living her life. “But I quickly found I couldn’t write about America.  The writing sounded fake and clichéd, like, well, a foreigner trying to mimic American-ness. … So I knew I couldn’t write that story line – though one scene, of Uma in her dorm room, remained until close to the end.  I cut it because in the end, I decided I wanted the emphasis to remain on those who were left behind (most notably Aasha) – I didn’t want to detract from that.”

She goes on to situate herself in the novel: “ A lot of reviewers see the book as mostly Aasha’s story.  Aasha is definitely the character to whom I feel the most allegiance, because she and I share many traits.  She is basically the childhood Preeta thrown into a situation I never experienced.”

On books and authors that have influenced her:

“Graham Swift’s Waterland for its ideas about Time and History.”

“Dickens’ Bleak House for its preoccupation with class and justice, as well as its narrative style.”

“I wanted to write a Midnight’s Children for Malaysia, yet I wanted to write a book that was in some ways more “female” the Rushdie’s.” 

* * *

It took some inspired Internet sleuthing for me to find out the name of Samarasan’s husband: it is Robert Whelan, mentioned in the Acknowledgments as her first reader and best friend.  I googled his name + Samarasan and found a promotional piece for his web-based business in music theory education.  He explains that he is married to the novelist Preeta Samarasan and can follow her all over the world because he works entirely by computer over the Internet.  He seems to be an American and makes reference to studying music at Hamilton College.  College sweethearts I presume.  He says their home in France is a former post office and centrally located for their family members scattered around the world: New York, Los Angeles, Boston, Kuala Lumpur, the Netherlands, and elsewhere. He mentions that their daughter Rumika was born in 2009.  As a multifaceted musician, including singer and songwriter, he says he has produced hundreds of short songs for his daughter. In pictures he and his wife have posted from their travels, he is tall and slim and appears very white in contrast to her small, dark presence.

Samarasan is a citizen of the world, a respected novelist and intellectual.  She returns frequently to Malaysia and stays in touch with her family there and that part of her identity.  And yet Samarasan can see her situation as that of a dark skinned person holding her own in a white world.  She writes of this in a very personal way in an article entitled “Blue” that appeared in the Michigan Quarterly Review January 6, 2012.

She begins: 

“My daughter has her father’s white skin, her grandfather’s dark curls, but nobody is sure how she got her blues eyes.  Her father’s eyes are hazel; mine are brown.” She goes on to acknowledge the “bright blue Irish eyes” of her husband’s father and then gives a complex dissertation on her maternal grandfather’s mistreatment of her mother – sounding a bit like Amma’s father’s treatment of Amma before her marriage -- and on the unsettled dispute over whether that grandfather had blue eyes.

She reports many a thoughtless remark from strangers about her daughter’s fair skin and blue eyes.  “You must have adopted her,” being typical.  

“Were I another mother with another child, I might not care that people do not see me in her physical appearance, or I might have got over that after the first few months.  But it is different for us.  I am brown skinned and my daughter is, for all intents and purposes white.  She will grow up being treated as a white person.  And …  I worry that she will grow up identifying only as a white person, forgetting that she is that and more. The desire that most parents have to pass our culture on to our children becomes more urgent, more desperate for me.  Instead of Mummy or Mommy or Maman, I chose to be Amma, clinging to this shred of non-whiteness, hoping in the distant future the use of this word alone, Amma, will set her apart from all the kids calling Mum or Mom on their cell phones in some college dorm.  I’ve taught my daughter to call my parents Tata and Paati, even though all their other grandchildren call them Grandpa and Grandma, even though it would be easier and more natural for her too, to use the English words.  I worry I will become the mother who forces her reluctant child into Tamil (language and dance) classes ….  I was once that reluctant child: I tore up and threw out the school letter inviting my parents to sign me up for Tamil classes … .  Why should my daughter have less choice in these matters just because she happens to have white skin?”

Samarasan reports being mistaken as the hired help when out with her child and feels that people are poor observers of how they interact – not looking past skin and eye color.

She ends by acknowledging that when the subject of her daughter’s eye color comes up she now regularly mentions that her grandfather had blue eyes despite the family ambivalence towards him. “I am standing up and demanding to be counted: I am reclaiming what is mine.”

* * *

So here is an appealing writer with a disarming honesty and much on her mind, but for whom a broader appraisal can only be made if and after another novel comes along.
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