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Name: Kiran Desai
Age: 35
Nationality: Indian
Claim to fame: The youngest female Man Booker Prize winner
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KIRAN Desai has become the youngest woman ever to win one of the world’s most coveted literary prizes, the Man Booker Prize. Having just turned 35 on September 3, Kiran won this year’s Prize for her second novel The Inheritance of Loss. Incidentally, the previous youngest woman winner was Desai’s fellow Indian Arundhati Roy, who won the prize in 1997 when she was just a month short of her 36th birthday.

This prize must be very special for Kiran as her famous mother, writer Anita Desai, was nominated thrice for it but failed to win even once. While accepting the award, Kiran had these words to say about her mother, “To my mother, I owe a debt so profound and so great that this book feels as much hers as it does mine. It was written in her company and in her witness and in her kindness.” The young winner also disclosed that her mother declined to come for the award ceremony as she was too nervous.

This year, those short listed for the Prize were relatively unknown writers such as Sarah Water (The Night Watch), Edward St Aubyn (Mother’s Milk), Kate Grenville’s (The Secret River), M.J. Hyland (Carry Me Down) and Hisham Matar (In The Country of Men). The prize, formerly known as the Booker and founded in 1969, rewards the best book of the year by a writer from Britain, Ireland or a Commonwealth country. It was renamed when the financial services conglomerate Man Group PLC began sponsoring it four years ago.

Kiran took seven years to write this award winning novel which unfolds a cross-continental saga that moves from the Himalayas to New York City. Desai, who was born in India and educated in India, England and the United States, uses her experience of the different cultures to touch upon themes such as globalisation, multiculturalism, inequality and love in her book.

The Inheritance of Loss is the story of a disillusioned judge who is living as a recluse in his crumbling house in the Himalayas. But his life is turned upside down with the arrival of his orphaned granddaughter. The other track in the novel is of his cook’s son, who has gone to the United States to seek his fortune, but lives a miserable existence as an illegal immigrant in New York, working in restaurant kitchens.

There is clearly a lot of Anita Desai in her daughter’s work for both write not just about India, but about Indian communities in different parts of the world. Kiran initially had much difficulty in getting a publisher to print her second novel because it had a more gloomy and tragic tone than her first novel, Hullabaloo in the Guava Orchard, which was a rather enjoyable parable. Likewise, the sale of Kiran’s latest novel took time to pick up, but with the Man Booker Prize now attached with it, it has become a bestseller.

