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with all the dramatic pacing, the fw
and the pathos of a first-ratepovel. * . . C
- Itis amagnificent tribute to the pain- - -
ful and unlikely struggle by w,hicgmthe
grandson of indentured Indian work-
ers, born in the small island colony of
Trinidad, made himself - into  the
atest English novelist of the past
. half century. It is also a portrait of the

== | §7= . df mdny contradictions

of it in terms of my passioﬁ for her. Her -

face was bad. She couldn’t appear

really in public. My hand was swollen. T °

was utterly helpless. I have enormous
sympathy for people who do stra
things out of passion.” :
Naipaul’s capacity for sympathizing
with himself is large: it even extended

‘to thé moment when he revealed the af-

fair to Pat. “She was so good: she tried
to comfort me. ... [ was so full of grief
myself that in a way I expected her to
respond to my grief, and she did.” The
tenderness soon-passed, and Naipaul
began to hurl insults at his wronged
wife. But the sensual release with Mar-
garet opened up Naipaul's most creat-
1ve period, in the 1970s. .
“And thereafter I thought if that
thing hadn’t occurred in my life I prob-

. ably would have shriveled and died asa

writer,” Naipaul told French. Compare

Naipaul's two Africa novels — the taut,
austere “In a Free State,” published in

1971, and his full-bodied masterpiece
“A Bend in the River,” published in 1979
— and it’s impossible to deny that hav-
ing sex with Margaret was good for his
writing. But so was living with Pat —
for Naipaul didn’t leave her, nor she
him. Instead, he went back and forth be-
tween them with the knowledge, if not
exactly the consent, of both.

Pat acceded to the arrangement be-
cause she had no idea of any possible
life without Naipaul. “Many years later,
he acknowledged that his relationship
with Margaret effectively. undid Pat’s

life,” French reports. “ ‘I was liberated. .
. She was destroyed. It was inevitable.”

Note the passive voice. Also note the
hand of fate. Naipaul's confessions to
French are like those of a man who
leads an investigator to the freshly dug
earth in his backyard, and even points

out the pieces of human flesh arid bone,
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ments can be sxmultaneously “true is

one of this: book's  central questions.
‘Whether Naipaisl himself understands
theenorm:tyofthestorytowhlchhe
contnbuted so-much candor is another.
ulwasbomm1932,mto alarge
ed family that Hindu

caste pride, small-time political power .

and material poverty. It was a rougher,
more chaotic world than one would
sutmise from Naipaul’s autobiograph-
ical writings — at times there wasn't
enough to eat — and it helps to explain
the affliction that one of his characters
calls “colonial rage,” as well as Nai-
paul's less-noticed sympathy for the
oppressed and blighted of the earth.
:His mother Droapatie’s kin were Jo-

cal potentates his father, Seepersad,
" was a sengitive, psychologically un-

stable newspaperman, a failed writer
who endured constant humiliation by
his overbearing in-laws. The result in

young Vidia was soaring ambition and .

undguenchable anﬁer — a sense of des-
tiny shared with his father, along with
consuming resentments of his home-
land, his family, the world’s injustice
shows that, though Nmpaul
w ldentlfied with his
father — to the exchision
ofﬁ:e many Naipaul women — it was
h1§motherwho gave her son the means
to, foree his way in the world: “Ma’s
bﬂBht. certain, robust, slightly mock-
ing tone of voice would be inherited by
Vido; without the impetus of Ma and
her -family, his later achievements
wogld have been impossible.”
In French's Tich narrative, there an;.
turning points, two moments o
A that might have crippled or de-
Naipaul, but that instead made

' h'”_’ the writer and the man he became.

receiving a coveted scholarship to
and graduating, he found him-
ea.tly 1950s, alone in London,

marginalized, with no job or

) unable to get his first at-
pts at fiction published, desperately
esick, but unwilling to admit fail-

in"fath sdeath.Thlscnslsplunged
Nalpmlintowhathe]atercalied a

great depression 'on madness"
that continued ﬁm

In hig later writing h# would return
to the panic of this periogof his life ob-

sessively — in fiction, Where he proj-
ects himpelf into the dexiiir of various
young misle characters, affmore direct-

" ly in autobiographical wi#k. But he al-
ways left put one cruciai$hing.

After he had become #i internation-
ally famous writer, Nfsgaul liked to
claim that he was a m ithout com-
mitments or entanglemeliys, free to ob-
serve and tell the truth 4§ other, more
sentimental souls wege But.at the
darkesi-moment of h he attached
himself to a quiet, in (igent, self-effa-
cing young from an un-
happy lower-middle-clasgfamily named
Patricia Hale; and she bt him from

Excerpts from feir letters re-
veal how desperately Nagau] clung to
her; “You saved me once;#nd it is from
that'rescue that I have bedlls able to keep
going — from Feb. 9 to todly. I love you,

and Ineed you, Please don#let me down,
Please forgive my occasigis
heart I am the worthiest 2

The relatnonshlp gagk with Pat in
the position of strength. (Jfce they mar-
ried and MNaipaul began @@ publish his

early books, the balance’ & power shif-

ted decisively to him. Pat came his in-

literary helfr; his maid
and cook,his mother, t.he‘ fiect ofhis ir-
ritations, the traveling cgf§panion who
never appears in any of §# nonfiction.
They had met as two hijllly repressed
and untutored virgins, true sexual

At the darkest -
moment of his

- life, he attached -
himself to a
quiet, intelligent,
self-effacing
young
Englishwoman
named Patricia
Hale; and she

kept him from
drowning.

Joe Ciarfllells .
Nzipaul’s tormented sexuality at the
center of his creative effbrts, revealed in
detail through various-'sources, above
all Naipaul himself, without ever sink-
ing into voyeurism or what Joyce Carol
Oates called “pathography.”

Over the years, as Na:paul’s fame'

'grew along with his irascibility, the

marriage desiceated. Naipaul frequen-
ted prostitutes, which brought no satis-

faction. The Nai gauls moved from place:

to place all overithe world, dislocation
becoming his gréat theme. By the early

1970s, age 40, N paul had reached an_

impassein hls.hfe andavork. He told Pat

that they had des ' other.
The second . ig point. comes

when Naipaul, on a;Writing trip to

Buenos Aires in early‘i972 meets an

o-Argentine i named Mar-
garita, or Margaret Go#ding. She was
30, unh:gpﬂy married¥ith three chil-
dren, a
ous, cynical and se

¥ Naipaul and
Margaret began an jir that set free
all of his desires and fintasies. When
his editor and friend Disna Athill scol-
ded him, he replied, “Fam havmg car-
nal pleasure for the firsttime in my life,

are you saying I must giye it up?”
Carnal pleasure meaht violence; in
fact, it was inextricable from beating
Margaret up, degrading her in bed,
turning the great man's penis info an
object of worship. How do we know
these things? Because. Naipaul tells
them to his authorized:biographer. “1
was very violent withhet for two days
with my hand; my hand began to hurt.
.. She didn’t mmd it at all. She thought

Pat's opponﬁ “tempestu- -
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When she learned about her hushand's
affair, Pat resumed a diary that she had .
kept intermittently over the years.
French’s access to these words raises
this miserable woman above the

. merely pathetic and gives the book a

badly needed second point of view, -
The diary, French writes, “puts Patri-
cia Naipaul on a par with other great,
tragic literary spouses such as Soniz -
Tolstoy, Jane Carlyle and Leonard
Woolf” Pat's voice is faltering and un-
certain where Naipaul’s is relentlessly

-in command, but its small observa-

tions, evasions and sudden bolts of 1in-
derstanding haunt the reader up until
her death of cancer, which gives this
story its heartbreaking end. Naipaul,
keeping a journal of his own, finally

'sees his wife as if for the first time: “Ito"

her: ‘Are you content? Yes. Would you
say you have hadahappyhfe?Nodirect
answer. ‘It was perhaps my own fault.’
. The ‘patch’ is working together with
the Zudoi tablets. She sleeps. But when
she wakes up she feels ‘stunned’ by
what she has been Her bad —
jaundiced — color comes and goes: She
is pure grace.” He scatters Pat’s. ashes

. deep in the Wiltshire cpuntrys:de,ﬂ;n;:‘i

companied by the woman he
already decided to marry once Pat was
dead, having jettisoned Margaret a ﬁ
nal time.

Naipaul's code of accountablhty les
in facing the truth, but it’s a limited
truth, with no sense of agency. He can-
not begin to see himself as his biogra-
pher or reader sees him, for the pain of
others a.lways reverts back to his  OWIL

And-yet. this bottomless narcissism,

together with the uncompromising: it
tens:tyofhiswsion.holdsthekeytoNal :

paul’s literary  power. He
city in his wnhngf g:mple pm}ectandhﬂnselfinto
a great variety o situations,
him to imbue his work with the

'sympathyandhumamtythathe failed to

extendtothosec]os&ﬁttohmmllﬁ

George Packer, a- staff writer at The
New Yorker, is the editor of a new two-
voltme edition of George Orwell's es-
says, “Facing Unpleasant Facts” and
“All Art Is Propaganda.”




