A Fertile Mind
Excerpts of an interview with Kunal Basu given to Utpal Borpujari of Sunday Herald, following publication of The Miniaturist in 2003.

Q: The setting of The Miniaturist is quite interesting.  What led you to think about it?

A: I can’t quite explain how I got the idea of a rebel artist in the Mughal court, but I know exactly when I started thinking about it.  I was visiting London from Oxford and going around museums and bookshops.  I must’ve flipped through albums of miniature paintings which led me to think about the Persian immigrant artists at the Mughal court.  How did they view their new home, how did they manage to create this huge enterprise that we know today as the school of Indian art?  At that point, though, I was thinking about writing a very different novel, a contemporary one.  Then, on December 31st, 1999, millennium eve, as I was milling around the partying crowd in London, my mind started to spin a tale set in the 16th century.  I had visions of the vast Central Asian plains, of mosques and minarets, and quite forgot about my immediate surroundings.  The story grew so quickly within just a few hours and fascinated me so much that I abandoned the earlier idea and started work on The Miniaturist soon after.

Q: Your protagonists, in both The Opium Clerk and in The Miniaturist, live in epic times and are engulfed in epic events.  How did you go about designing these?

A: A story suggests its protagonist.  Hiran, the key character in The Opium Clerk, is a man bereft of desire.  Strange as it is, he records the journey of opium in his ledgers – the buying and the selling – but is untouched by the drug himself.  I wanted the story of opium, which is really the story of desire, to unfold through the eyes of a desire-less man.

Bihzad, by contrast, the protagonist of The Miniaturist, is full of desire.  He is ambitious and strives for reward and recognition, yet his true artistic journey begins when he falls from grace and is banished from the very emperor who he so loved and admired.

I am, indeed, drawn to epics; search for something in a story that is more than simple play between characters and a passage of events.  I hope when I finish reading a book, it would somehow expand my universe.  For an author, this can be quite challenging.
Q: There is a similar feel of a journey in The Miniaturist as there was in The Opium Clerk….  
A: Both novels are characterised by journeys – real and metaphorical.  While there is very little that is blatantly autobiographical in my writing, the fact that I have lived in different continents and transited through many relationships and perspectives must’ve tinged my stories with a kind of wispiness that I associate with living simultaneously in many places.   
