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ABSTRACT  
 
             Shalimar the Clown, published in 2005, attracted significant 

attention of the critical and general readers alike.The theme of the novel 

is extremism. The Hindu dancer Boonyi and her childhood sweetheart, 

Shalimar the clown, son of a Muslim family. Their passion leads to marriage. 

But as conflict develops, Boonyi is seduced by Ophuls’, the American 

ambassador, who, impregnates and abandons her. Boonyi’s husband 

Shalimar, embittered by the loss of his wife, involves himself in a guerrilla 

conflict. Trained in Afghanistan, Shalimar gradually transforms himself into a 

terrorist  and murders Ophuls. 

 

Keywords:  Extremism, Conflict, Terrorism, Murder 

                                            
                                                                                  © Copyright VEDA Publication                              

        

Shalimar the Clown, ninth novel of Salman 

Rushdie, was published in 2005. The novel, like 

the earlier ones, attracted significant attention of 

the critical and general readers alike. It was 

nominated for the 2005 ‘Whitbread Award,’ and 

received mixed responses in reviews. In the 

critical scholarship too, it received both positive 

and negative acclaim. Kirkus, for example reviews 

that the novel has a “masterly deployment of 

interconnected narratives…A magical realist 

masterpiece that equals, and arguably surpasses, 

the achievements of Midnight's Children, Shame 

and The Moor's last sigh. The Swedes won't dare 

to offend Islam by giving Rushdie the Nobel Prize  

 

he deserves more than any other living writer. 

Injustice rules.”1 Another reviewer, Chirstopher 

Hitchens makes a convincing assessment of the 

novel. He writes in Atlantic Monthly that it is “a 

highly serious novel, on an extremely serious 

subject, by a deeply serious man.”2  

Contrary to the positive reviews, Lee Seigel 

criticises the novel for not having a “single real, 

intimate moment…; not a single scene or situation 

unfolding according to its inner laws…; and barely 

any dialogue. Shalimar the clown is nearly all 

exposition.3 Similarly, Max Watman disapproves 

and criticises Rushdie in The New Criterion for the 
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way he deals with the characters in the novel, “I 

felt as if I were on my way to something good. 

And as soon as I felt it, it began to 

disintegrate…The deeper into this book one goes, 

the more it seems like jacket copy for some 

crazed James Bond ripoff.”4 Another reviewer, 

Michiko Kakutani charges the book in The New 

York Times Book Review that “Shalimar the Clown 

is hobbled by Mr. Rushdie’s determination to 

graft huge political and cultural issues onto a 

flimsy soap opera – a narrative strategy that not 

only overwhelms his characters’ stories but also 

trivializes the larger issues the author is trying to 

address.”5 

 The title of the novel is derived from 

Shalimar Gardens. It was one of the Mughal 

gardens situated in Srinagar of the undivided 

India. The novel is set in a small town in the 

Indian ‘occupied’ region of Kashmir. The town is 

illusory, but it is located in an accurate geographic 

location near by Srinagar. The novelist portrays, 

as its backdrop, the scenic beauty of Kashmir that 

includes ice-cold mountains and serene lakes. The 

novel contains a poignant love story. 

Shalimar the Clown is about Sher Norman 

who calls himself ‘Shalimar the Clown,’ son of 

Abdullah Sher Norman, who was the village 

headman and a Muslim troupe leader.  

Shalimar falls in love with a young girl 

named Boonyi when he was fourteen years old. 

The narrator describes, “It was Pandit Pyarelal 

Kaul who taught him about grabbing and it was 

Pandit’s green-eyed daughter Boonyi whom he 

loved.” Norman loved Boonyi passionately, and 

they make love to each other. They were not 

conscious that they were only fourteen years 

old, and that their indulgence in sex would 

assume serious consequences. Subsequently, 

the people of Pachigam come to know about 

their illicit affair. They hold an emergency 

meeting called the panchayat in which they 

decide to perform their marriage: 

Their behavior was worthy of the 

strongest censure-It had been licentious 

and rash and filled with improprieties that 

was a disappointment to their parents-

but they were children as every body 

knew. Abdulla then mentioned 

kashmiriyat. Kashmiriness, the belief at 

the heart of kashmiri culture there was a 

common bond that transcended all other 

differences…”So we have not only 

kashmiriness to protect but 

Pachigaminess as well. We are all 

brothers and sisters here,” said Abdulla. 

“There is no Hindu-Muslim issue. Two 

Kashmiri-two Pachagami-youngsters wish 

to marry, that’s all. A love match is 

acceptable to both families and so a 

marriage there will be, both Hindu and 

Muslim customs will be observed.”  

Pyarelal added when his turn came, “to 

defend what is finest in ourselves. (180) 

The crowd cheers at the decision. 

Shalimar the Clown breaks out into a broad 

smile of disbelieving joy. However, Boonyi is not 

happy about the development. She felt “For at 

that very moment in which the village had 

decided to protect her and Shalimar the Clown, 

to stand by them by forcing them to marry, thus 

condemning them to a lifetime jail 

sentence.”(186) 

 Bhoonyi suffers from claustrophobia. She 

decides to wait for a chance to get out of 

Pachigam. Boonyi has been looking for an 

opportunity to dance in the troupe’s 

performance for the guest of honour, Max 

Opuls, the American ambassador to India. Max 

gets mesmerized by her performance. Boonyi, in 

the meantime leaves Pachigam without 

informing her husband, who however never 

expected that she would do so.  

 Max arranges for Bhoonyi and her friends 

to give a dance performance in Delhi. The 

performance is only a pretext for Max to come 

close to Bhoonyi, who enters into a relationship 

with Max, and strikes a deal. Max makes 

arrangements for Boonyi to be taught Odissi. By 
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doing so, he thinks that she would surrender to 

him: “My body will be yours to command and it 

will be my joy to obey” (316). 

 Obviously their relationship appears to be 

superficial. As is customary with such superficial 

relationships, the attraction begins to wane. 

Boonyi’s determination to excel as a dancer 

crashes down. Over a period of time, Boonyi loses 

her beauty. She no longer attracts the attention of 

Max, who is otherwise an increasingly busy man. 

Often she is confined to solitude in a room. 

Gradually she becomes addicted to chewing 

tobacco and learns to make her life. She also gets 

addicted to opium consumption. She dreams of 

her lost joy in the intoxication.  

 When Max finally decides to send her 

back home, Boonyi declares that she is pregnant. 

The relationship between Boonyi and Max 

assumes the proportion of a scandal, attracting 

the attention of the media. The newly elected, the 

then, President Zakir Hussain made serious 

statement: “angry statements in private about the 

godless American’s exploitation of an innocent 

Hindu girl” (339). Subsequently Max is withdrawn 

as the American ambassador. Margaret Ophuls, 

wife of Max makes arrangement for Boonyi’s safe 

delivery of the child. Margaret makes 

arrangements for Booyni to reach Pachigam. She 

comes back to the same place after her long 

painful realization that the freedom she chose was 

only an illusion.  

Shalimar, who once longed to be in the 

company of Boonyi, has now turned from her 

deceptive love which proved to be an illusion and 

became a part of iron mullah’s organization:  

The iron Mulla led them to a “forward 

camp”, Known as FC-22, a front line 

facility of the Markaz Diwar centre For 

worldwide Islamist-jihadist activities set 

up by Pak Inter-service Intelligence. FC-22 

was a shit hole. There were few pucca 

buildings-the only sleeping 

accommodation was in filthy, patched-up 

tents-and not enough food or warmth. 

However there were staggering quantities 

of weapons available, and there were ISI 

personnel on hand to offer training in the 

use of these weapons, including high-

precision sniper-killer training. … There 

were weekly seminars about, and real 

time exercises in, high-speed, guerilla-

style strike-and-withdraw operations 

across the line of control. There was a 

bomb factory and a course in the fifth-

column infiltration technique, and above 

all there was prayer. (431-32) 

 After the training, Shalimar 

desires to be a part of the holy war and 

promised himself to continue the jihad, holy war 

against the infidel forces. He decides to attend 

to his private matters and to fulfill his personal 

oaths. At night his thoughts were filled with his 

wife’s face accompanied by the American’s face 

behind her. He waited for the right time to take 

revenge. When Boonyi’s father as well as 

Shalimar’s father died, he went to her, holding a 

knife and finally put an end to her life. But 

Boonyi had died long back because of the failure 

of her future, surrender of her child and her 

return in disgrace.  

 Boonyi is in search of an unknown objective 

because of which she leaves her husband in 

search of better opportunities. After meeting Max 

Ophuls, the memories of her valley and her 

husband who still loved haunt her. Alienation and 

loneliness drive Boonyi into a state of depression. 

Boonyi, in her liberated captivity finds solace in 

drugs and food.  

The betrayal results in the humiliation of 

not just a person but of the very place in the form 

of plunders, destruction and total lack of regard 

for human rights. Boonyi’s betrayal leads to a loss 

of identity and hopes. This changes her very life.  

The novelist attempts to show the conflict 

between quest for freedom and the consequences 

of the same search.  Boonyi, “… desires freedom 

from a middle class [rustic] orthodoxy, but she 

discovers that the free world she had tried to build 
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for herself was not free from the squalor of 

betrayal.”(James: 155) Boonyi’s disastrous flirtation 

with desire leads to a catastrophe not only in her 

life but also in the lives of the people related to 

her. She loses her identity and tumbles down the 

path of complete psychotic degeneration.  

 It is not true freedom that Boonyi desires. 

The freedom that she chooses for herself is a kind 

of false freedom, an illusion, a bait to tempt her to 

sin, which she, “… like Eve, is easily tempted and 

eagerly accepts the Ambassador’s offer of a change 

…” (Mathur, 2007:92) One finds in Boonyi the 

eagerness for liberation. Lured by her longing for 

the liberation, she loses herself. At larger level, 

Kashmir too, longing for liberation, is gripped by 

insurgency. The innocence and simplicity of life in 

the valley is ultimately betrayed in the name of 

false hopes and dreams. Betrayal leads to a loss of 

identity.   
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