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T
he city of Karachi - sprawling, over
crowded, dangerous - is a vivid 
presence in Kamila Shamsie 's percep

tive. funny and occasionally poignant novel 
Kartography. We see Karachi, "that spider
plant city", as one character calls it, through 
the naively perceptive eyes of two children, 
Karim and Raheen, friends who have always 
lived there, and they bring its crowded streets 
to vivid, disconcerting life. With the child
ren , we experience the chaotic bustle on the 
pavements, the traffic jams, the dirt and 
enervating heat; the lively street arguments 

' which occasionally erupt in violence. Like 
them, we spy on the pretentious parties thrown 
by their parents, where guests flaunt ex
travagant clothes and jewels, "right under the 
nose of the military government of the Islamic 
Republic of Pakistan". 

Karim and Raheen are indignant when their 
parents, anxious about the city's increasingly 
explosive ethnic and religious divisions, decidt 
to pack them off to an uncle's country house for 
the summer holidays. They agree to go, partly 
out of a sense of guilt. "We're really sick, aren' t 
we?'' Karim says, "Wanting riots to continue 
just so school can remain closed." In fact, the 
summer in the country is pleasant. "In Karachi 

·we never had this freedom", admits Raheen . 
"Too dangerous to walk around and too humiu 
to want to walk .. .. Besides, walk to where! 
Life compressed into houses and cars and pri
vate clubs and school and gardens too small tc. 
properly hide in." 

After no more than three weeks away, they 

''Meghdoot", 1988, by Gulam M. Sheikh; from Indian Contemporary Painting by Neville Tuli 
(482pp. NY: Abrams; distributed in the UK by Thames and Hudson. £60. 0 8109 3472 8) 

begin to see the city, their families, and even 
their future lives, in a different light. Karim 
announces, with adolescent pretentiousness, 
that he intends to become a cartographer, 
and spend his life making maps; not "one 
of those two-page things that you see in tourist 
books", but a "real proper" map of the city. 

As he sets obsessively about his chosen task, 
Raheen feels baffled, envious and, for the first 
time in her life, lonely. The pair have always 
shared everything. Now Karim seems to be 
growing away from her; he flatly rejects every 
suggestion she makes. He is no longer inter
ested in bird-watching, or in playing badmin-

ton; he will not even come out to meet friends, ' 
and it takes her a long time to persuade him to 
take their favourite walk down to the sand 
dunes. But she has to admit that for some time 
she has sensed that things are changing. The 
pair no longer feel comfortable sleeping in the 
same bed, lying "spine to spine and foot to 
foot"; they are embarrassed when people joke, 
"Oh, boyfriend, girlfriend! Early starters?" 1 
Worst of all, from Raheen's point of view, the 
Karim she has always taken for granted seems 
to be turning into a baffling stranger. His moods 
are darkening, he impatiently refuses to share 
his thoughts with her, and his flashes of anger 
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come more frequently; he seems to be "looking 
out at imaginable futures and facing the 
possibi lity that he would inhabit a less pleasant 

ne" . Kamila Shamsie has a sharp but sympa
fhetic understanding of adolescent restlessness, 

oredom, and the anxious fantasies about an 
unknown future that are part of growing up. 
. nd she is both convincing and witty about the 
way that, left to her own devices, the lonely 
Raheen becomes obsessed with following up 
stray hints about old family secrets. The adults 
flatly refuse to answer direct questions; she has 
known for years that Karim' s father , whom she 
calls Uncle Ali, was once engaged to her 
mother, Yasmin. Their parents always referred 
to it, apparently casually, as "the fiancee swap:·· 

But while climbing an old tree on her uncle s 
farm Raheen comes across the initials of her 
fathe'r and her Aunty Maheen engraved deep in 
1the bark; he must, she suddenly realizes, un
expectedly upset, have really loved her. "So 
why didn' t you marry [her] ?" she asks htm and 
is naively indignant when her father replies, 
'enigmatically or, to her ears, evasively: "the 

music changed". 
Years later, her pretentious, gossipy and inter

fering aunt Runty (whose equally "ghastly" 
husband is nicknamed Bunty) informs her that 
her father had dropped Maheen because she was 
Bengali - adding, with sly malice: "she's not 
even that dark. Many people can't even tell 
!Where she's from." Eventually, both Karim and 
Raheen leave the city; the boy and his parents 
emi!!fate to Britain and the grown-up Raheen 
1 "' · dS becomes a graduate student in the Urnte tates. 
Nevertheless, Karachi will always remain, in the 
deepest sense, their true home. "Recorded 
instances of violence on its soil go back over 
twenty-three hundred years", remarks a much
older Raheen. "And yet, it is the only place 
where I have ever felt utterly safe." 

It is this deep feeling for the chaotic, often 
violent city and the way it shapes the lives of 
the people who live there - a feeling which 
Kamila Shamsie shares with her characters -
that makes Kartography memorable, and at 
moments deeply moving. 


