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In Malaya, the gift of rain seems somewhat superfluous – doesn’t it rain all the time? – but author Tan Twan Eng surely has the gift of language.  I enjoyed reading this book the first time through, saving for later the more critical eye appropriate to the author of a Novel Club paper.

This is not just another World War II book.  Mercifully so, because such was my foreboding when I saw the plot blurb on the book jacket.  The Gift of Rain offers insights into a part of the world and a corner of the War that don’t  get much play around here, perhaps because the United States isn’t anywhere in the picture.  Prewar Malaya illustrates what a truly multicultural society might look like, though the stratification imposed by British society reminds us that there is always a problem when one culture thinks it is better than another.  It is ingenious of the author to make the protagonist the product of two cultures, each of which believes itself to be superior to the rest – the British and the Chinese.  Their strong, smug sense of superiority is outdone in this book only by the Japanese, who not only view themselves as the best but invade the country to place themselves at the pinnacle of the cultural mix.

Speaking of the Japanese, the book certainly isn’t very fond of them as a group.  It has sympathy only for two:  the elegant but fading Michiko and the leading Japanese character, Hayato Endo.  Endo is portrayed as a tragic figure: compelled by his father’s disgrace to demonstrate his loyalty to the Japanese government and its plans, whether or not he agrees with them.  Perhaps this is the element that redeems his relationship with Philip.  Also it helps to develop the theme of the puzzling Japanese national character: so refined and yet so brutal.  (Though perhaps this is something that we could say of the colonial British as well.)
Two features of the book and its author stood out to me.  This is a first novel and it is by – to misquote the Mikado – that singular anomaly, the lawyer novelist.  These two features made me look for telltale signs of first novelism and lawyerly thinking, and I found some.
Like some first novelists, the author seems to want to include every element he can think of.  The book is crammed full of themes and strands.  I was reminded of White Teeth, which we read a few years ago.  It, too, had many, many notes.  In The Gift of Rain we have Philip as outsider; tales of reincarnation and other magical touches (e.g. the scent of frangipani in his grandfather’s house, years after his mother’s favorite scent should have been gone, page 131); the impact of the horrible choices made necessary by war; martial arts, complete with accompanying mystical Asian philosophy and wisdom, as well as swords – kind of Karate Kid meets Crouching Tiger Hidden Dragon or Hero.  How do we have a martial art “based on love and harmony”? Page 145.  Or one in which the highest art is “not fighting”?  Page 148.   And finally, the device of a story told as if to an audience after the fact, the visitor Michiko.  Is Michiko’s illness, caused by the atom bomb, another element from which we should derive meaning?

On the lawyer end, I saw a need to make elements tidily hang together, and if necessary to add something to fill in the picture.  For example, Endo’s choice of Philip as a pupil is clearly opportunistic so, in order to make a genuine personal relationship seem plausible, the author adds the “many lives” reincarnation layer.  Although we never do get an explanation for Philips’s father’s decision to lease the island to Endo.  

And the book includes an overarching theme of the issue of free will, which shows up in many places and perhaps – in a tidy lawyerly way – ties some of the elements together.  The reincarnation theme, for example, ties into predestination.  A fortune teller predicts Philip’s future to his grandfather, suggesting that the future is beyond Philip’s control  (Page 125).  His mother named Philip Arminius, as a sign that there is free will after all  (Page 235). Michiko has the last word when she asks, about the two roads diverging in a yellow wood, “who created the two roads in the first place?”  (Page 401).  I am sure there is a classical term, or English professor label, for a character like Michiko.  She functions both as an audience and as a catalyst for Philip’s final reconciliation with his past.

 Philip is an unusual choice for a hero.  Yes, he is the classic fish out of water loner type that populates stories in which a misfit youth discovers hidden talents and strengths:  think Harry Potter, the Hobbit, and any number of novels for young adults.  But rather than emerging into a classic hero and leader, he goes and works for the enemy. He collaborates. Collaboration isn’t particularly heroic.  His sister Isabel makes the classic upright British choice and ends up dead; perhaps that’s some insight.  Philip’s decision seems to be a choice made by someone with no strong national loyalty, and only a loyalty to his family, whom he tries to save.  We must note that this effort does not succeed, in part because his siblings insist on being British to the end.  When Philip does make a stand against the Japanese, it ends up very badly for him and, in effect, kills his last remaining relative, his father.    

This was a great story, in part because much of it was utterly unpredictable, so it was thought-provoking (perhaps in the way of many war novels, but with an unusual angle on the war theme).  My initial reaction to Philip was: what a chump!  Isn’t it obvious what Endo is doing!  But by the end I was willing to explain Philips’ obliviousness as youthful naiveté, and just go along with the tale, secure in the knowledge that of course he lives through it. Though I never did feel sympathy for the warmth of his relationship with Endo, which had features I just could not understand. 

The explanation of the gift of rain at the end is the author’s final signal of what he thinks the book is all about:  “Like the rain, I had brought tragedy into many people’s lives but, more often than not, rain also brings relief, clarity, and renewal.”  I hope this helps Philip feel better about himself.

*****************************************************************

Questions for Discussion

1.  Philip’s mixed ancestry is important to the novel.  A Japanese outsider succeeds in making Philip feel part of his family for the first time. Discuss either point.
2. Why is it necessary (for novel purposes) for Endo to kill Philip’s father?  Indeed at some level Endo killed all of Philip’s family, directly or indirectly.  Yet Philip goes off to Japan after the war to continue his study of martial arts.  What do we think of this?
3. Philip and Kon end up killing their teachers.  Why?
4. Is Philip a war criminal?
5. On the topics of free will versus no free will, humans as good versus humans as evil, isn’t the answer always “some of both, most of the time.”  So why do we bother to ask?




