
Katie Hubbard
Senior Tutorial Paper

12/15/04

Character of Concept:  The Exploration of Hybridity in Hari Kunzru’s The
Impressionist

Hari Kunzru’s novel The Impressionist explores hybridity through character and

physical space in the fictionally recreated worlds of colonial-era India, England and

Africa.  Homi Bhabha has defined hybridity as “a problematic of colonial representation

and individuation that reverses the effects of the colonialist disavowal, so that other

‘denied’ knowledges enter upon the dominant discourse and estrange the basis of its

authority” (114).  As those engaged in the colonial endeavor attempted to create a neat

bifurcation between colonizer and colonized in order to maintain and justify their

attempts to assert authority, the potential for hybridity also emerged, subverting the

bifurcation. It is this problematic of colonial representation that manifests itself in

Kunzru’s novel. The location of power is consistently both subverted and re-inscribed by

characters and objects that borrow from the identities that hold a position of power and

simultaneously challenge those identities—often, their ability to “borrow” is, in and of

itself, an implicit challenge to the position of power.

In his essay, “Signs Taken For Wonders: Questions of ambivalence and authority

under a tree outside Delhi, May 1817,” Bhabha is careful to emphasize that “hybridity is

not a third term that resolves the tension between two cultures.”   Instead, hybridity

represents the point at which two or more conflicting cultures/races/ideas come to occupy

one space, not necessarily finding common ground, but interacting to articulate

displacement and dislocation.  Nikos Papastergiadis has said that “hybridity is both the
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process by which the discourse of colonial authority attempts to translate the identity of

the other within a singular category, but then fails and produces something else” (18).

Kunzru’s novel, following the life of the main character, Pran, as he continuously

recreates his identity into adulthood, is interested in this potential for hybridity to emerge

in the wake of colonial assertion of power, producing something that challenges the

attempted discourse of dominance.

In this essay, I will primarily consider the creation and expression of Pran’s

hybridity.  I will illustrate that Pran is not so much a character presented through

psychological depth and breadth of identity, but one whose identity is most fully

understood as the expression of and fight against his own hybridity.  In this sense, the

character of Pran is driven more by concept than construction of a locatable identity.

Numerous critical reviews of The Impressionist have faulted the novel for this—in

Susannah Meadow’s review for The New York Times, she writes: “To make his point

about the confused identity of a colonized country and a mixed-race man, Kunzru leaves

Pran Nath hollow, a mere impersonator . . . That’s the problem (2).”  In Meadow’s

summation, Pran’s hybrid identity, his status as an “impersonator” of sorts, is actually a

“problem” in the novel.  In Daniel Mendelsohn’s review, he complains that after reading

the book “you might wonder, as I did, why it doesn’t affect you more . . . The reason, in

the end, has to do with Pran himself, a character whose belief that surfaces are everything

makes him not only ‘utterly unavailable to himself’ but unavailable, ultimately, to the

reader (2).”  Mendelsohn seems to think that his own inability to connect to Pran is

directly related to Pran’s struggle with his hybrid identity (constructed by Mendelsohn as

Pran’s “belief that surfaces are everything”)—which implicitly demonstrates
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Mendelsohn’s need, as with Meadow’s, for a character to express a “depth” of identity in

order for a novel to be completely successful.

 Both of these reviews are, at least partially, imposing an expectation of how a

character should be expressed that, I will argue, in the context of this novel is a

misreading.  In their desire for a main character whose identity is fully realized, or a main

character who has a depth of identity, they are perpetuating the myth that there is

something essential that can be defined as an “identity,” and that this is what we should

be looking for in a fully realized character in a fully realized novel.  Instead, I will argue

that Kunzru is interested in the fluidity of identity; in the challenge the hybrid presents to

notions of identity as something essential.   It is in this way that The Impressionist

becomes a form of resistance, not only in opposition to binaries colonialism attempted to

establish, but also in resistance to the expectations of identity representation in the

dominant discourse as something necessary, stabilizing, and ultimately, even possible to

create.  Kunzru’s use of the concept of the hybrid as the dominating force behind his

main character produces a new way of considering character that challenges notions of

the necessity for identity creation and realization.

After following the construction of Pran’s character through the concept of

identity, I will also consider how Kunzru explores the concept of hybrid in physical

space.  The concept of hybridity is not limited to exploration through character, in fact,

Kunzru crafts the concept into inanimate objects—exploring it in the house of a

missionary couple in Bombay that has been divided physically in half and also in a

terrific failure of architectural hybridity at the palace in Fatehpur.  In this way hybridity is

not only tied to a human entity in the novel, but rather plays itself out in the wider world
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under the pressures of the colonial moment.  The boundaries or categories the colonial

endeavor would attempt to assert are not able to exist, even in the inanimate world.  In

this way, Kunzru is broadening the implications of how far reaching the colonial project’s

inadvertent creation of hybridity extends. This is also related to my argument that the

character of Pran is concept driven rather than identity driven, as he is, in many ways,

constructed similarly to these inanimate objects.  Kunzru is demonstrating the emergence

of hybridity in the colonial moment, and the constant ambivalent space it occupies, which

necessarily fights against any impulse to create a “depth” of identity, as identity becomes

a term far more elusive and unfixable than that.

Pran’s “identity” is constantly in flux.  He is a racial hybrid, a gender hybrid, a

cultural hybrid—eventually, he attempts to gain power by performing a single identity

and suppressing the other aspects of himself.  His experience of hybridity moves from

allowing himself to be imposed upon by others to his own attempt to gain power by

portraying the identity he believes will give him access to a position power. However, in

performing a single identity, Pran is suppressing other parts of himself.  These other parts

cannot merely disappear, and their existence challenges the very identity he is trying to

perform.  In the process of attempting to successfully embody the single identity of

Englishman, he actually discovers that he has become “the impressionist” of the novel’s

title, a body that performs identity but when not under observation, not in the act of

performing, is completely identity-less.  The ‘denied’ knowledges within Pran prevent

him from having a completely individuated singular identity.  Finally, in Pran’s final

incarnation in the novel, he is nameless.  He is presented without the most basic
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signification of identity, and it is significant that this is the point at which the novel can

no longer follow him.  It would seem that naming Pran is no longer feasible for Kunzru,

as that would fight against Pran’s potential as a hybrid to become “something new,”

something beyond a singular expression of identity.  Kunzru’s novel, in this way, points

to the limitations of what a narrative can express—by challenging the notion that

character should be a container for identity, the novel eventually reaches a point where

Pran does not have a locatable identity.   At this point, continued presentation and naming

of Pran in the text becomes impossible because it would re-inscribe his position as one

who, at some level, enacts identity, when he is, in fact, a multiplicity, something beyond

our current ability to narrate.  

Kunzru’s construction of Pran’s hybridity loosely mirrors the outline of theories

of hybridity Papastergiadis discusses in “Restless Hybrids.”  He points out that, initially,

hybridity was “positioned within or beside modern theories of human origin and social

development, mostly appearing as the moral marker of either contamination, failure or

regression” (Papastergiadis 9).  Pran is conceived after a one-time sexual encounter

between an Indian woman and a white Englishman.  This fact, however, is concealed

when Pran’s mother immediately marries a Kashmiri man, Pandit Amar Nath Razdan,

and it is assumed that the child is his—an assumption made possible because he is

Kashmiri.  In fact, in the Razdan’s family, Pran’s fair skin is celebrated—his aunts say,

“Pran Nath, so beautiful!  So pale!  Such a perfect Kashmiri!” (Kunzru 20).   Racial

identification and assertion of superiority, then, is not only limited to the colonial

endeavour.  Even for the Indian family Pran is born into, his coloring is a potential

signification of purity.  The project of whiteness as a measure of colonial superiority, in
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this way, is subverted from the onset of the novel.  Kunzru then sets up conditions that

demonstrate the initial conception of the hybrid discussed by Papastergiadis through the

idea of the hybrid as “contamination.”  Pandit Razdan is obsessed with cleanliness—

pollution “is his main enemy, an adversary he battles daily through every aspect of his

life” (Kunzru 31).  It is significant, then, that his death occurs upon learning the truth of

Pran’s background.  Pran’s racial hybridity is the ultimate “contamination”—the

inescapable challenge to the conception of Pran as representative of racial purity—he is,

instead, a racial hybrid.

The moment that Pran initially becomes aware of his racial hybridity is also

interacting with other theories surrounding colonial conquest.  It is because he is

imagining, and preparing to act out, the rape of the child of the servant who knows the

truth about his identity that the servant chooses to reveal that truth—a truth that will

ultimately remove Pran from the position he occupies as a fully accepted Kashmiri.  The

manifestation of the desire for violent sexual penetration interacts with the idea that part

of how the colonizer asserts his authority is through sexual penetration—asserting

dominance through masculinity.  Papastergiadis says that, “the comforts of ideology

however rarely constrained the parallel ideology of conquest through sexual penetration.

Hence the paradox of conquest was in both distanciation and penetration” (10).  It is at

the moment of sexual conquest that Pran’s hybrid racial identity emerges—violently,

irreparably.   It is by revealing the truth of Pran’s ancestry that the servant is able to save

her daughter from Pran.  The truth of his hybridity subverts the possibility for the power

he desires in the moment, the beginning of a trend that will occur repeatedly throughout
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the novel as he attempts to assert power but something about the fact of his multiple

identities prevents the full realization of that assertion of power.

Although it is the fact of racial hybridity that initially dislocates Pran from the

comforts of his formerly assumed identity, the novel very quickly puts Pran in the

position of another kind of hybrid, demonstrating Kunzru’s interest in pushing the

character of Pran through as many manifestations of the concept of hybridity as can be

accomplished.  This, again, follows a loose outline of the conception of hybridity

discussed by Papastergiadis.  He says that postcolonial theory has broadened the theory

of the hybrid, moving it beyond ideas of “fixity and purity in origin.”  Pran is sold to a

group of hijras and forced into the location of a gender hybrid.  At this point, the fact of

his hybridity is so jarring to Pran that he is completely unable to figure out how to use his

multiplicities to his advantage, or how to assert any kind of identity whatsoever.  The

hijras, then, impose upon Pran an identity he is incapable of creating for himself.

Rukhsana is an identity thrust upon Pran.  The reality of this new identity becomes

apparent slowly; first an outward reality imposed on his body that gradually makes itself

known to him:

He is dressed in clean clothes, given something to substantial to eat, spoken to like a

human being.  It’s all over now.  Things will be better  . . .  One small snag.  The clothes.  A

rustle of silk.  A heavy veil hung over his face.  The world seen, new and extraordinary, through a

cotton grille sewn into the veil.  These are purdah clothes.  Women’s clothes (66).

The identity Pran has now been given is that of an hijra, something he defines as a

“frightening woman-man” (72).  He only comes to understand this fact through the

outward comodification of his body—the presentation of women’s clothing.  As it is

given to him from external forces, from “his new owners,” this identity is not something

that comes from within Pran, but rather something presented by the outside world that
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potentially has the power to alter his inner landscape.  Pran sees the world “new and

extraordinary,” reminiscent of Bhabha’s conception of hybridization as something

beyond mere mediation, but a powerful creator of innovation.  Kunzru moves the novel

beyond simple racialized notions of hybridity and into the realm of larger conceptions of

identity, partially answering the question Papastergiadis asks in his essay, “Can we now

have the confidence that hybridity has been moved out from the loaded discourse of

‘race,’ and situated within a more neutral zone of identity?” (Papastergiadis 9).  At this

point in the novel, hybridity is conceptually presented through outward symbols of

identity, not merely a racial construct.

Pran’s inner landscape remains in a state of almost complete ambiguity.  He

“opens and closes his mouth, but cannot find any words.”  He “tastes food in his mouth

but cannot tell what he is eating.  None of the objects around him have names.”  His

sense of self has been so completely deconstructed that language and the concrete,

tangible world around him no longer carry meaning.  The deconstruction of self is farther

attained when Pran, now given the name Rukhsana, meets the khwaja-sara.  In their

dialogue, the khwaja-sara repeatedly asks Pran who he is.  Each time Pran attempts to

answer the khwaja-sara reprimands him, asserting that he is nothing.   Pran, without

realizing it, is receiving a lesson on how to manipulate a hybrid identity.  The khwaja-

sara says: “You may think you are singular.  You may think you are incapable of change.

But we are all as mutable as air!  Release yourself, release your body, and you can be a

myriad!” (81).  At this point, Kunzru does not give the reader access to what Pran thinks

or feels about this possibility of identity fluidity, projecting the reader into a hybrid space

that Pran may not be capable of taking in yet.  The khwaja-sara demonstrates the
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possibility for the inability to fix identity, or as Bhabha suggests, “that identity is never

fixed once and for all, it never coheres to an absolute form” (Papastergiadis 17).

In many ways, the time Pran spends as Rukhsana serves as a lesson for how

“identity” is imposed and ultimately performed through outward signification, rendering

identity incapable of presenting true “depth” of the type one might expect to encounter in

a novel.  For example, it is almost purely through physicality that Pran himself begins to

believe in the identity of Rukhsana: “With every sweep of the broom Pran Nath Razdan

is falling away.  In his place, silent and compliant, emerges Rukhsana” (Kunzru 99).  It is

the physical action of identity, the performance of sweeping, which brings the identity

into being.  This potential for performance to create reality is one that Pran evokes for

himself continuously throughout the novel, as his identity skips from the performance of

one identity to the performance of another.

The ambivalent and conflicting expressions and possibilities of hybridity continue

to emerge from the colonial moment.  Significantly, the “lessons” about identity that Pran

learns during his time as a hijra in Fatehpur come not only from the South Asian

characters he interacts with, but also from Major Privett-Clampe, a member of the Indian

Political Service.  Pran’s initial interactions with Privett-Clampe are part of the hijra’s

political ruse to catch Privett-Clampe in a sexually compromising position with Pran, as

Rukhsana, and blackmail him to strip him of his authority.  This plot never fully

succeeds. Privett-Clampe’s interactions with Pran cease being overtly sexual, and instead

center around dressing Pran in English clothing and having him recite English

verse—another example of a character attempting to impose a singular identity on Pran.

Privett-Clampe tells Pran, “You’ve got some white blood in you . . . With training you
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might understand.  The thing is, boy, you have to learn to listen to it.  It’s calling to you

through all the black, telling you to stiffen our resolve.  If you listen to what the white is

telling you, you can’t go wrong” (Kunzru 107).  In this way, Privett-Clampe is providing

Pran with the tools to perform another identity—and once again, the assertion of that

identity comes from its external performance.  Even in the knowledge Pran gathers about

how to construct an identity, he is provided with discourses of both the colonizer and the

colonized.  The khwaja-sara encourages Pran to perform multiplicities of identity, and

and Privett-Clampe, in effect, offers “British lessons”—even in the dialogue Pran

accesses about hybridity, he is transgressing the bifurcation of “us” and “them.”

The full impact of the possibility to perform multiple identities comes about in the

khwaja-sara’s demonstration for Pran of a fluid identity, of an identity that won’t adhere

to any singular presentation of self.  It is a performance enacted through body and also

through narrative voice:

The khwaja-sara hobbles toward [Pran], kohl-rimmed eyes drilling into him from

the rouged, wizened face.  Quivering with excitement, it makes an effort to calm itself,

with a toss of long hair and a flutter of a hand becoming a herself, then coughing and

straightening up into a himself, then relaxing into something else, something complicated

and fleeting, a self with no prefix (81).

Before the demonstration begins, the pronoun used for the khwaja-sara is an “it,”

signifying the ambiguous gender space the khwaja-sara occupies.  Subsequently,

following a physical movement—an identity performance—the pronoun used to refer to

the khwaja-sara shifts.  It is not only in the the khwaja-sara’s physical movements that the

reader witnesses the fluidity of identity, but also in the narrator’s use of multiple gender

pronouns.  The khwaja-sara is a he, she, it and something else entirely.  This performance
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of a multiplicity of identity, the seamless shift from pronoun to pronoun that enables

multiple possibilities for identity contained within one body, is central to Pran’s later

understanding of how to use his hybrid identity.  He “shifts” his performance of identity

into one singular identity after another, depending on the context, in an attempt to gain

power.  It isn’t until the novel’s final pages that he comes to the full realization of the

hybrid, the potential to become “something else,” rather than continue to translate his

hybridity into a singular performance.

Pran’s shift into performing identity happens gradually—sometimes intuitively

and eventually deliberately.  The performance of identity is always grounded in

physicality, as part of fitting in with a particular cultural surrounding.  While still in

Fatehpur, Pran begins to almost reflexively perform any identity he is surrounded by.  For

example:  “He looks at the assembly of nobles.  In their finery, with their hawkish

features and proud bearing, they are an impressive sight.  Involuntarily, he raises a hand

to his own face, to stroke an imaginary heroic mustache” (84).  By reaching a hand to

stroke “an imaginary heroic mustache” he is physically creating the identity he is

witnessing around him—the outer sign that would make him a part of the group.  It is this

mimicry that will become central to the process of identity creation he learns to utilize

later in the novel.

Pran’s performance of identities continues to happen almost accidentally, when

other people “mistake” him for belonging to a group he doesn’t necessarily realize he is

embodying.  But coming on the heels of his various “lessons” about identity creation, he

is capable of asserting power through performing the identity the other person is seeking.

After escaping from Fatehpur, Pran encounters a group of British soldiers who address
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him as if he is British.  He isn’t sure how to respond, and refuses to say anything at first,

not realizing yet that he has the ability to perform an English identity.  But instead of

giving up, he “wills his pores to close.  Skin to statue.  White marble.  Impenetrable.  He

stands as still as he can.  . . . He tries to hold Privett-Clampe’s voice in his mouth”

(Kunzru 181).  His ability to successfully embody the identity of a white man comes

directly from the knowledge he gained from Privett-Clampe, from the opportunity to

mimic Privett-Clampe, to perform Privett-Clampe.  Pran’s identity begins to partially

include Privett-Clampe, his performance expressing a singular identity his hybridity has

come to contain that he hadn’t previously known to use to his advantage.

 Eventually, Pran “passes” as an Englishman under the guise of Jonathan

Bridgeman.  He becomes the physical embodiment of the racial and cultural hybrid

attempting to only express one part of his identity, constantly in the process of

performing an English identity.   “He has grabbed this life; he is an Englishman.  But

there are more requirements, things that hitherto have escaped his attention . . . Before he

is, he is an Englishman, and should have the taste of an Englishman” (Kunzru 292).  The

identity of “Englishman” has to constantly take precedence over whatever intuitive

multiplicities Pran may actually wish to express.  His life as an Englishman is therefore a

continuous process of performance and evaluation.  There are moments where the outer

performance enters his inner self, for example, during a discussion about France with

Star, a woman he is involved with, “He tries not to think of anywhere in France south of

the Midi” (Kunzru 352).  The appearance of the French word midi in his thoughts

suggests the powerful role mimicry occupies in his life, becoming a part of his reflexive

thinking patterns.
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The performance of an identity that occupies the position of power does not leave

Pran completely realized as an individual.  If anything, as the outer identity becomes

more fully realized, to the extent that it is a part of his inner life, Pran’s experience of

himself is less and less complete.  I would like to suggest that, in attempting to only

engage with the “white” side of his hybrid identity, Pran is, in effect, reinforcing

discrimination against other parts of himself.  Simultaneously, the existence of his

hybridity, of his multiple aspects of self, challenges the singular identity he is attempting

to portray.  It is only through suppression of his multiplicities that Pran can perform an

English identity, but this suppression ultimately leaves Pran unsatisfied, feeling as if he

doesn’t completely exist.

Pran’s multiple identities are in conflict with the English identity he attempts to

perform and this leaves him unable to fully exist when the performance is not being

enacted.  For example: “In the brief minutes before Willis comes in and starts clearing up

there is a blankness, a suggestion that Bridgeman [Pran], like a forest tree, exists only

when being observed.  Behind his face, beneath it, there might be something else, but it is

inaccessible” (Kunzru 335).  Especially as the performance becomes more and more a

part of who he is, a reflexive identity creation, Pran’s fuller sense of self has to be

suppressed.  It is part of the process of performing a singular identity—“If [he] makes

himself invisible to others, shape shifting, changing names, and keeping his motives

hidden, he does so no less to himself” (243).

Eventually, it is Pran’s ability to observe and mimic that provides him with

insight into the fact of his ultimate lack of self.  While in France, he witnesses the

performance of an “impressionist” at a cabaret.   He “watches intently, praying that he is
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wrong, that he has missed something.  There is no escaping it.  In between each

impression, just at the moment when one person falls away and the next has yet to take

possession, the impressionist is completely blank.  There is nothing there at all” (Kunzru

405).  This description almost exactly mirrors the description of Pran’s lack of self

between performances cited earlier.  It is significant, though, that it is only through

witnessing the phenomenon in somebody else that Pran can understand it about himself,

it is a symptom of the way observation and performance have become the only methods

Pran has to construct a sense of self.  By not acknowledging the multiplicities of his own

identity, Pran has, in some sense, denied himself a self.

It is only after coming to understand that performance of a single identity is not

ultimately enough that Pran can begin to come to terms with his hybridity, his suppressed

histories begin to reemerge in the fabric of the narrative.  Pran’s individuation occurs

after his realization about his lack of self, when he travels to Africa as an

anthropologist—a full participant in the colonial endeavor.  It has to occur at this

moment, when he is finally fully in the act of performing the identity of power—reifying

the structure that forced him to alter his identity in the first place.  Finding himself in the

position of power, face to face with other colonized subjects, Pran’s willingness to

perform an English identity begins to seriously falter.  He wants to tell them the truth of

his identity.  “It is what he has striven for; this instant effect is what it means to be the

master.  So why does he have trouble looking his servants in the eye?  Why does he wish

he could tell these faces, suddenly grave and inscrutable, It’s all right, I’m only

pretending” (Kunzru 419).  The repressed parts of Pran’s identity, the multiplicities of his

past, reemerge the first time in the novel—his preparations for Africa are described as
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including everything from “his studies in the university library to his conversations with

Professor Chapel (and farther back, through history lessons, head measuring, poetry

reciting) . . .” (Kunzru 419).  The “history lessons, head measuring, and poetry reciting”

refer back to points of the novel when Pran was embodying or performing a different

identity.  In this way, the colonialist disavowal of knowledges with himself that Pran had

attempted to enforce is beginning to be challenged by the reappearance of those denied

knowledges.

As Pran becomes progressively more and more unable to deny his hybridity and

perform an English identity, his position as a member of the anthropological team

becomes more and more untenable.  Pran leaves the group of anthropologists, not

knowing where he is headed, only knowing “he cannot stay,” and eventually finds

himself in the hands of the Fotse, the tribe he came to study.  Pran’s singular identity

performance doesn’t deceive the Fotse—they recognize that he has something else in him

as well:

Gently, the old man lets him know the worst: that he has been possessed by a European
spirit.  Soon the needle grass will rise up through the earth and kill the other white men and grind
their bones to dust, but the old man does not think death will be necessary in this case.  Instead
(though it will be painful) he can draw the spirit out.

He becomes very afraid, and begs the old man not to do it.  Please, he says, I am not evil.
I am not a sorcerer.  If you draw out this spirit, there will be nothing left (460).

Even though the old man seems confident that Pran will survive what the old man

conceives of as “the drawing out” of his “European spirit,” Pran does not have the

confidence.  The performance of that identity has become the only thing he knows of as a

self, and without it, he is not convinced anything else will remain.  Just a few pages

earlier, “a suppressed thought” had occurred to him, he asked himself, “What if, long
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ago, he got lost?  What if he got lost from himself and could never get back again?”

(Kunzru 454).  The prospect of eliminating the performance of a European identity forces

Pran to confront his fear that he has “lost himself.”  In the last three paragraphs of the

novel, it becomes clear that Pran’s fear does not materialize.  Although he has been freed

of his need to perform his English identity, he still exists.  Kunzru does not posit identity

performance as the essential substance that creates character.  Pran has simply become a

“he,” with “no thoughts of arriving anywhere.  Tonight he will sleep under the enormous

bowl of the sky.  Tomorrow he will travel on” (Kunzru 462).  Finally, Pran is only a he,

unnamed, engaged in the journey and nothing more, no longer performing any

immediately recognizable identity.  The novel cannot continue at this point because it

would run the risk of casting Pran into a named role, binding him again to something that

could be construed as a particular identity.  Instead, he is left in an indeterminate state

(with no thoughts of arriving anywhere), allowing the multiplicities within him to take

him where they will, having reached the point where the narrative can no longer follow

him.

It is not only in his main character that Kunzru explores the creation and

manifestation of the hybrid—the hybrid is not even limited to a human body.  Instead, the

hybrid comes about in physical spaces that are created during the colonial era, material

manifestations of the conflicting identities imposed upon one space by the colonial

endeavor.  In exploring hybridity outside of the realm of human characters, Kunzru is

demonstrating that the boundaries that the imperial enterprise attempts to enforce in fact
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lead to vast gray areas where boundaries cannot be imposed and one site can become the

symbol for the conflict of the multiplicities of imposed difference.

Kunzru creates a physical space that prompts the exploration of hybridity when

Pran leaves Fatehpur for Bombay and lives in the house of a missionary couple.  Upon

Pran’s arrival, the house has already been “divided” in half—representative of the type of

bifurcation that colonialism promoted in order to enforce a position of authority.  In this

case the divide is between two British people in opposition because of their idealogical

approach to India.  The wall divides Mr. Macfarlane’s side of the house from his

wife’s—situating Mr. Macfarlane, the missionary who is obsessed with constantly re-

asserting his own racial superiority on one side, and his wife, who has abandoned the

goals of the mission in favor of exploring other methods of spirituality and cultural

interaction, on the other.  In this example, the concept of hybridity isn’t completely

realized in the physical space, but rather, the house is a physical manifestation of the

colonial impulse to bifurcate in order to assert authority.  It is Pran’s presence in the

house that challenges the bifurcation, bringing hybridity, but it is literally manifested

through the physical attributes of the house.

The impulse behind the creation of the wall is explained from the perspective of

Mr. Macfarlane.  He builds the wall after learning that his wife not only doesn’t believe

“in his God,” but moreover appears to have adopted some of the beliefs of Hinduism,

“her fairy tale of reincarnation and silvery spirits.”  He feels as if “a chasm” had opened

up between him and the world.  The concept of his own wife contaminated by the people

he needs to conceive of as racially inferior leaves him unable to understand or cope with

his position in the world.  He builds the wall—“as much to keep himself in as to keep her
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out.  No one understood that.  Slamming the bricks down one on top of the other he felt

like the very last man.  The tide of filth had swallowed even his wife” (Kunzru 220).

The concept of hybridity, of cultures coming together, frightens Mr. Macfarlane.  It

challenges his sense of purpose and threatens his identity; if the “tide of filth” could

consume his own wife then it certainly could do the same to him.  As he conceives of it

later, “The baroque mysteries unfolding on the other side of the courtyard were the

devil’s work, of that he was sure, but he had always eschewed even more innocent forms

of imprecision.  Lack of limit.  Blending.  Multiplicity.  To him these were just other

names for Doubt” (Kunzru 221).  The wall is a necessary device to prevent his own

contamination and protect his perceived superiority, physically enforcing the boundary he

can’t bear to see crossed.

Pran’s arrival at the house necessarily threatens the very boundary the wall

attempted to establish.  This is not merely a fact of his own hybridity—although that

certainly plays a role—but also because the wall is not absolute.  Mr. Macfarlane knows

about Pran, spying on his wife through a hole in the wall he feels immediately threatened

by Pran’s presence, thinking “To have to live so close to the thing he feared most: white

yet not white . . . ” (Kunzru 229).   To that extent he knows what happens on the other

side of the wall, and eventually invites Pran over to his side, ostensibly intending to give

him “the rudiments of culture.”  In fact, Pran’s travels back and forth to either side of the

house connect husband and wife more closely than they had been in years.  Physically,

Pran is deconstructing the wall, he “pulls a packing case close to the wall and uses it to

climb over, dislodging a loose brick with his foot” (Kunzru 189).  Almost in spite of

himself, Pran challenges the physical representation of the colonial divide.  It is
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significant, again, that although it was Mr. Macfarlane who built the wall, it was also Mr.

Macfarlane who invited Pran to cross the boundary.  As he realizes, “the boy did the job

of a messenger, a celestial intermediary between his world and that of his wife” (Kunzru

229).  It is through the inanimate representation of the boundaries created by the colonial

mindset that Kunzru furthers the possibilities for how the colonial endeavor creates

hybridity despite its intentions otherwise.  In Kunzru’s novel the hybrid enters upon and

emerges from inanimate manifestations of colonial ideology in addition to the more

traditional conception of the hybrid that comes in the form of human character—locating

identity beyond simple expression through character.

Another example of the concept of hybridity appearing in physical space can be

found in the palace at Fatehpur, whose physical garishness and architectural history, like

Pran himself, mirror the construction of a hybrid identity.  The palace at Fatehpur had

three official architects, with conflicting and overlapping designs for the palace—a

hybrid birth, of sorts.  Although the construction of the palace was undertaken by the

nawab, he hired non-Indian architects to build the palace.  The first architect was “a

‘Highlander’ who created a set of drawings and models in the Scottish Baronial style,”

the second architect was instructed to “incorporate the best aspects of both European and

Asian traditions,” and the third architect used drawings and models from both of the

previous architects, then he “decorated his structure with more or less anything that took

his fancy, Gargoyles, urns, Islamic arches, Mughal glazed tiles, and numerous copies of

Greek and Roman statuary.”  In this way the palace became the physical representation of

people and cultures coming together and clashing.  “The clash of cultures that

colonialism invariably provoked not only produced a neat bifurcation between the
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coloniser and the colonised, but encouraged the formation of new cultural hybrids”

(Papastergiadis 11).   The palace is the nawab’s attempt to both impress and appeal to the

British, but in the creation of a physical representation of cultural hybridity, he is, instead,

challenging their bifurcation of society.

The palace is described by a British visitor as:  “the unwholesome confection of

European and Oriental motifs which . . . leads the unlucky visitor to wonder whether

some law or treaty could not have been invoked to prevent this devilish work from being

undertaken” (Kunzru 75).  This reaction is exactly in keeping with Papastergiadis’

observation that, “It was one of the peculiar features of British colonialism that the

subjects of British colonialism that induced the greatest discomfort and were the victims

of the most bitter attacks were the hybrids” (Papastergiadis 12).  The nawab’s attempt to

create something illustrious ultimately fails, at least from the perspective of the British,

because of its obvious manifestation of cultural conflict—its subversion of the colonial

divide.  The British visitor describes the palace as an “unwholesome confection”—its

hybridity physically demonstrates contamination.

Returning to Bhabha’s point that hybridity is not the mediating factor between

two antagonistic points, even though the nawab wants something “generically Oriental

rather than Indian in design, and above all the kind of thing that English people would

appreciate if invited to the kingdom to ride or shoot,” the physical expression of cultural

hybridity does not create that reality.  When Sir Wyndham visit’s Fatehpur, his reaction

expresses the impossibility of the nawab’s desire for English people to appreciate his

palace:

“This is Sir Wyndham’s first visit to Fatehpur, and the sight of the giant edifice makes
him feel worse than he did already.  The building looks feverish, decadent.  As he approaches, he
could almost swear it was throbbing.  A gland.  A great pink growth.  Minty is watching it, too,
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one hand clapped over the brim of her hat as if caught in a high wind.  For the only time on their
journey husband and wife catch each other’s eye.  A shared instant of horror immediately
smothered.  Face to face with the embodiment of all the runaway madness it is their job in India
to curb” (Kunzru 348).

The palace is hideous to Sir Wyndham, almost incomprehensibly so.  He can’t

even think of it as a palace, it is so far outside of any conception of palace he might have.

Instead it is “feverish,” a “growth.”  The nawab’s palace fails to impress the British

visitors, instead backfiring and bringing them more closely together in their disgust at the

palace, forcing them to reassert their stereotypes in order to cope, as they find themselves

facing the “madness it is their job in India to curb.”  The palace is not a mediating

presence, the discomfort it provokes in its visitors challenges them, and their response is

to attempt to reinforce their position of power by again conceiving of a divide between

themselves and the Indian “other.”

In order to fully conceive of the complete infiltration of the concept of hybridity

into the fabric of The Impressionist, I have first outlined the manifestation of hybrid

identity within the novel’s main character, then proceeded to suggest that Kunzru furthers

the possibilities of what hybridity can mean by crafting the same characteristics of

hybridity found within Pran into inanimate objects.   In this way even the boundaries

between character and inanimate are blurred by the exploration of the concept of

hybridity.  A thorough explication of hybridity requires that identity never become

something essential, or ultimately fixed in any sense.  In The Impressionist the

representation of identity is constantly being undermined and re-evaluated as the concept

of hybridity complicates the ability to assert identity and, potentially, even calls into

question the efficacy of the project of identity creation and assertion.  I would like to
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return to excerpts from reviews of the novel.  Meadows criticizes Kunzru’s development

of Pran, saying that: “There is so little development that each incarnation of Pran Nath is

like a new outfit tabbed onto his paper-thin personality, with no accessory left over from

the former life on which to build the new” (2).  Significantly, she calls attention to the

process by which Pran struggles with his hybridity—by fighting against it by moving in

and out of identities in an attempt to gain power and stabilize himself.  But her

conception of this as a flaw of development fails to fully come to terms with the

possibility that Kunzru’s novel isn’t, and doesn’t have to be, interested in a cohesive

development of identity.  Mendelsohn is even more insistent, he says, “The most

desperate mess you encounter in this book is, inevitably, Pran himself, a person whose

(wholly understandable) interest in, and expertise at, manipulating surface appearances

comes at the cost of a truly authentic personality” (2).  Once again, he locates the

construction of “a truly authentic personality” as what is finally necessary in a

novel—construing Pran’s inability to achieve it as a significant “cost.”  Kunzru’s

exploration of hybridity, conceptually, through character and physical space, destabilizes

notions of identity, the very idea that “a truly authentic personality” can or should exist.

This is clearly a significant challenge to how a successful novel is expected to behave.  In

exploring the emergence of hybridity from the colonialist impulse to bifurcate society,

creating a character that is driven by concept rather than identity, The Impressionist

becomes an act of resistance to the dominant discourse of how character should be

expressed in a novel—creating, instead, as the hybrid does, something new.
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