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"Visible and Visitable": The Role of Historyin Gita Mehta's Raj and Rohinton Mistry's AFine Balance Beverly
Schneller The title ofthis essayderives from Henry James' comments in his preface to The AspernPapers
aboutthe qualities ofthe novel. He liked to read about a pastthat was both "visible and visitable,"i.e.,a
pastwhichwas alive, relevant, and the creationofits author. Recent post-moderndiscussionof
historiography has also takenasimilarapproachto the nature of historical narrative and the kinds of
meaning historical writing produces. Hayden White, the leaderinthis debate, argues thatthere is little
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difference between historical narrative and the type of prose narrative associated with fictions. As is now
we ll-kknown, he posits that the historian's point of view towards the materialused in historical writing is
equivalentto the fiction writer's point ofview whencreating a plot fora novel. Whetherornot White is rightin
his analysis is beyond the scope ofthis essay, but whatis ofinterestin his work is the idea that historyis an
authorialcreation: historyis atextshaped byits writer's intention and interpretation of what should be
"fact." The implications of White's ideas bearonthe name and nature of historical fiction of which Rajand A
Fine Balance are two recent South Asianexamples. JNT: Journal of Narrative Theory31.2 (Summer2001): 233-
254. Copyright A© 2001by JNT: Journal of Narrative Theory. 234 JNTGita Me hta and Rohinton Mistry are writers
of popularnovels;hers in1989 and his in1995. Theirsubjectis the sweep ofIndian history; hers before
independence from Britainin 1947 and his since.As historicalfictions , both Me hta and Mistry are willingly
engaged withthe burdenofthe pastand participate inwhat David Cowart has defined as the historians'task
ofadvancing "culturalself-knowledge" typicallyassociated with such "humanistic studies" as history (25).
Mehta chooses afemale central character, Princess Jaya of Balmer, as the lens through which she trans mits
herversions oflate empire;incontrast, Mistrycreates acastofinterrelated characters whose lives offer
different but complimentaryvisions of lower caste Indian life inthe 1970s. Neither novelhas received much
critical atte ntion with most of the existing commentary coming frombook reviews inpopular periodicals. My
purpose inthis essayis to compare these two novels intheiruses ofhistory; to show howtheyrelyon
historicalinformation which theyshape to fit their plots; and to discuss how these popularnovels perform
as historyfortheirreaders. To broadenthe focus ofthe essay, I brieflycompare how Me hta and Mistryuse
historyintheirnovels to some recentwork by Bapsi Sidwha, a Pakistani novelist, and by Hanif Kureshi, an
Indian novelist living in Britain. Because Rajand AFine Balance are historical novels ofdiffering types, they
provide awindow onthe ways novelists canincorporate historyinto theirworks to teachas wellas to
delight. Historicalnovels,inlight of Hayde n White, maynow be considered as kind of historiographyand itis
as historical novels that Rajand AFine Balance need scrutiny. Inthe opinionofsome book reviewers,
Mehta's and Mistry's use of historyis problematic. Some have asked the question, "Are we reading historyor
fiction?" While a few, such as lan Buruma, ide ntify the challenge facing the South Asian historical novelist. In
The New York Review of Books, Buruma wrote, "infew countries is the legacyofhistory, inspiritand form, so
apparentasinindia" (9).ForPico lyerinTime, Mistry has created "the GreatIndian novel" (85) while for The
New Yorker's anonymous reviewer, AFine Balance is "anovelthat canstand withthe bestofDickens" (93).!
Mehta, praised by Buruma for writing ofthe Raj "without nostalgia orbitterness" (9) sets Princess Jaya's
storyacross the end ofthe colonial period including the first elections for the Indian Congress,inwhichshe
places hername as acandidate. Mehta's story...
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