A Lovesong for India by Ruth Prawer Jhabvala - review

The economy and precision of Jhabvala's writing are in evidence in her latest book of short stories
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In a long and distinguished writing career, Ruth Prawer Jhabvala has moved with apparent ease between novels, short stories and film scripts. She has also moved between continents: India, to which she went with her husband as a young woman, New York, London. She is now 84; this collection of short stories has all her trademark versatility, throwing up a diverse cast of characters, skipping from the mansion of a Bollywood star to professional life in New York. Eleven stories, sternly sorted into categories: India, Mostly Arts and Entertainment, The Last Decades.
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1. Tell us what you think: Star-rate and review this book
I think I would rather have had them shuffled. Variety is one of her strengths – the shape-shifting quality of her imagination, the flourish of some new and entirely different setting, occupation, personality. Her own life would seem to be without compartments, and it is impossible not to see the life reflected in the work, the chameleon quality of a person moving at ease through Delhi or SoHo, but perhaps always the outsider looking on, taking note.

The powerful title story seems to be an indictment of some parts of contemporary India. The outsider in this case is an Englishwoman, herself with British Indian Civil Service ancestry, long married to an Indian administrator of probity and integrity, who is chagrined by their son's involvement with a new power structure of corruption and manipulation; perhaps both he and his wife are now the outsiders. The theme of the European absorbed by – besotted with – India surfaces again in the story of Maria, a professor of oriental studies, who becomes the acolyte to a flamboyant and possessive Indian poetess, thus losing, eventually, all control over events.

Eventually. One curious quality of the stories is that each covers a considerable span of time. They tell a long story; they are almost mini-novellas. One must admire the economy with which Jhabvala is able to establish who is who, and what is going on, within a few lines. She jumps straight in: "Although highly organised in her office – she was a talent agent – at home Magda was terribly untidy." It is an essential skill for a story writer, and one of the most difficult. She is able to jump in time within a story in a way that seems both natural and essential; she can collapse months and even years without it looking forced. My only quibble would be with her endings: she likes to finish with a sort of dying fall, so the story does not so much end as evaporate, or turn in on itself, finding a resolution in what has gone before. You wouldn't want a Roald Dahl sting in the tail, not with stories as subtle and nuanced as these, but there can be a feeling that the narrative has somehow slipped away.

If any aspect of the life seeping into the work dominates, it is her experience with the film world. Producers and writers pop up time and again. And there is the glimpse of Bollywood, with the legendary wealthy male star, now middle-aged, whose son and daughter-in-law are sucked into dependence and, in due course, the destruction of their marriage. Another story plunges into the New York film world, juxtaposing a producer with the half-Indian young man (the outsider again) with whom he becomes obsessed. This is not perhaps one of the most successful stories, but compelling in its view of that society and those who populate it.

Manipulation is a theme that runs through several stories. The flamboyant, self-regarding, domineering Indian poetess controls all in her orbit; in an entirely different setting, in upstate New York, a part-Indian guru-cum-mystic, Dr Chacko, undemanding and evasive, nevertheless infiltrates himself into the lives of others until all seem to dance to his tune. In a tale of two American sisters, a charming, personable young Indian man features once more, becoming an essential part of an already tricky family set-up. And each time there is such dexterity with the balance and introduction of characters – you never feel overburdened with new names and faces. Jhabvala writes with great precision; she never wastes words. She is telling a story about these particular people, and she takes intense care with both the story and its furnishings. The story will be told with a simplicity beneath which glints complexity, and the characters will be sketched in, then filled out, with a descriptive phrase, a few words about how they look or behave, and most of all with what they say. Economy, concision, defining dialogue – these stories display Ruth Prawer Jhabvala's crucial skills to wonderful effect.
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