
 

 II MA DIASPORIC WRITINGS 

UNIT 5- The English Patient 

The English Patient  

The English Patient tracks the convocation of four 

people at an Italian villa - a nurse, a Sikh sapper, a thief, 

and a badly burned Englishman - who come to forge an 

unlikely family, and together discover the secrets of their 

respective pasts, and the emotional wounds they share. 

Hana tends to the burned English patient in a room of 

their Italian villa. The nurse asks him how he was 

wounded, and he replies that he "fell burning into the 

desert" from a plane. His plane crashed in the Sand Sea, 

and nomadic Bedouins saw him stand up naked from the 

burning plane, on fire. They saved him, but he had no 

memory of who he is: after the accident, he knew only 

that he was English. At night the patient rarely sleeps, so 

the nurse reads to him from whatever book she finds in 

the library. Books are Hana's only refuge in the Villa San 

Girolamo, which used to be an army hospital. The villa 

was abandoned after the Allied victory, but there are still 

buried mines all over the property. 

Hana is only 20 years and won't leave the English patient 

even though he is destined to die and the villa is unsafe. 

Soon, a new character emerges: a man with bandaged 

hands named Caravaggio, who Hana used to know. He 

comes to the villa and begs Hana to leave because she 
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cannot stay with all the bombs still left underground, 

undefused. Hana refuses to leave the English patient. 

Caravaggio and Hana go for a walk in the garden. 

Caravaggio allows her to loosen the bandages and 

change them, and Hana sees that someone removed both 

of his thumbs. He tells her a German nurse was called in 

to do it and would have removed his whole hands if the 

torturers hadn't suddenly heard the Allies coming. Hana 

says they must have heard the bombing from outside 

signaling that the Germans were fleeing the city. 

Outside it is raining, and Hannah plays the piano in the 

library. She looks up, in a flash of lightning, and sees that 

there are two men in the room. Two soldiers - a Sikh and 

another man, both holding wet guns. She continues to 

play until she stops, nods towards them. When 

Caravaggio returns, he finds Hannah and the two soldiers 

in the kitchen making sandwiches. One of the soldiers, 

an Indian Sikh, sets up a tent in the garden. This is Kip, 

who has come to the villa to demine the property. Hana 

watches him bathe in the garden, and it's clear she's 

attracted to him. 

Kip finds a large mine in a field north of the villa, and 

defuses the bomb with Hana's help. However, he is 

shaken by the experience and resents Hana because now 

he feels like she feels that he owes her; that he is 

somehow responsible for her. These feelings bring him 

closer to her, and soon they become lovers. 



Hana sits by the English patient in his room, and he tells 

her that he was part of an expedition in 1930 that went 

searching for the lost oasis of Zerzura. There he 

met Katharine Clifton, wife of British 

aristocrat Geoffrey Clifton. Katharine was a firebrand, 

full of passion and moxie, and the English patient, 

despite his resistance to adultery, fell in love with her. 

Katharine somehow wanted Geoffrey to find out about 

the affair, but couldn't bear to tell him. Torn, frustrated, 

Katharine began physically assaulting her lover - leaving 

bruises on him from blows, cuts from flung plates and 

forks. He made up excuses for his wounds, and yet 

continued the affair, feeling disassembled by her. 

Finally, Katharine told him they could never see each 

other again. She couldn't risk her husband finding out 

about them. Eventually, however, he did - long after the 

affair ended. When Geoffrey Clifton found out, he 

arranged a murder-suicide on a plane trip and crashed the 

plane, killing himself, mortally wounding his wife, and 

yet ironically leaving the English patient injury-free. 

Hearing all this, Caravaggio tells Hana that he suspects 

that the English patient is actually Almasy, a Hungarian 

spy. Hana says the war is over and says it doesn't matter. 

Caravaggio injects the patient with more morphine and 

alcohol and begins to ask him questions. The patient tells 

Caravaggio that after crashing in the desert, he took 

Katharine's body to the Cave of Swimmers, where he 

made love to her dead body, wrapped her in parachute 

material, and promised to return for her. But he was 
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arrested in El Taj by British Intelligence, and didn't 

return to the cave for three years. He dug up the buried 

plane and put Katharine inside it. He put fuel into the 

tank, and they began to fly in the rotted plane. Soon, 

however, the oil leaked onto him, the plane began to 

schism, and it fell from the sky in flames. 

Kip flashes back to his youth. He was supposed to be a 

doctor, but the arrival of war meant he would join the 

army as an engineer - a bomb defuser. The life 

expectancy in his unit was only ten weeks. Kip's leader 

was a man named Lord Suffolk who Kip adored, but 

Lord Suffolk died while dismantling a large bomb. Kip 

left the army when he found out that people expected him 

to replace Lord Suffolk in position and in vision. 

Hana and Kip's affair begins to cool - from lust it turns 

to celibacy, and soon Kip begins to just hold Hana like 

his mother held him. She clearly is a surrogate for his 

deceased mother. Caravaggio asks the English patient if 

he murdered Katharine Clifton. He says Geoffrey Clifton 

was with British Intelligence - and Caravaggio says 

British Intelligence knew about Almasy's affair with 

Katharine even when Geoffrey didn't. When Geoffrey 

died, British Intelligence went to capture the English 

patient and finally did at El Taj. Caravaggio tells Almasy 

that he worked for the British as a thief and that Almasy 

was considered a dangerous spy - all of British 

Intelligence had been looking for him. The English 

patient knows nothing of all of this and can only attest to 

his love for Katharine. 

https://www.gradesaver.com/the-english-patient/study-guide/character-list#lord-suffolk


One day, Hana sees Kip listening to the radio on his 

headphones in the garden. He hears something awful, 

runs into the tent, grabs his rifle, and runs into the villa, 

into the English patient's room. He tells Almasy that the 

Allies have dropped the atomic bomb on Japan, and 

wants to kill Almasy for he is a representative of the West 

- the West that would create such destruction. The 

English patient begs Kip to kill him, but Kip doesn't. Kip 

leaves the villa. 

At the end of the novel, Hana writes a letter to her 

stepmother and finally explains how her father died. He 

was burned, and left deserted by his men. She could have 

saved him, but she was too far away. The novel ends with 

Kip, who years later is a doctor with a wife and two 

children. He thinks often of Hana, who used to send him 

letters. Because he never replied, she finally stopped. 

Unaccustomed Earth  -- JHUMPA LAHIRI 

Unaccustomed Earth is a 2008 story collection by 

Pulitzer-Prize-winning author Jhumpa Lahiri. Part 1 

contains four stories with distinct characters and 

plotlines, while Part 2 follows the story 

of Hema and Kaushik through three different stories. 

Each story chronicles an important phase or event within 

the lives of the characters it addresses, and most of the 

protagonists are Bengali or Bengali-American 

individuals. Most of the storylines seem take place in the 

1980s or 1990s, with the characters viewing their 

experiences in hindsight.  
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Plot Summary 

In “Unaccustomed Earth,” Ruma, a 38-year-old 

Bengali-American woman, has just relocated to Seattle 

by way of Brooklyn with her husband, Adam, and their 

3-year-old son, Akash. Adam’s generous salary at his 

new job has allowed for the purchase of a large, 

beautiful home, and for Ruma to stay home to care for 

Akash. Ruma is also pregnant with their second child. 

Shortly before the family’s move, Ruma’s mother dies 

unexpectedly. Ruma’s father has begun a romantic affair 

with a woman named Mrs. Bagchi, which he keeps 

secret from Ruma. He composes a postcard to Mrs. 

Bagchi in Bengali, which Ruma cannot read. Ruma 

eventually broaches the topic of her father moving in 

with her, but he declines the offer. He continues to keep 

his relationship with the woman a secret from Ruma. 

Ruma’s father begins a garden in Ruma’s backyard, and 

is happy to entertain Akash. When Ruma’s father 

departs for the airport, he realizes he does not have the 

postcard he composed to Mrs. Bagchi. Ruma soon 

discovers the postcard in Akash’s mock garden plot. 

Although she cannot read it, she surmises its 

significance. At the end of the story, she affixes a stamp 

to the postcard and sends it off to its destination 

 

 

UNACCUSTOMED EARTH 
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The eight stories in Unaccustomed Earth fall into two 

groups. The first five share only themes; the characters 

and settings are independent of one another. The last 

three can be read independently, but work better as they 

are designed: as a triptych telling the story of Hema and 

Kaushik. The first story focuses on their meeting as 

children; the second follows Kanushik when his father 

remarries; the third focuses on their reunion as adults. 

However, no matter how distinct the plot twists or 

character circumstances in any of the stories, as a 

collection Unaccustomed Earth is markedly unified. All 

stories focus on members of Bengali families dealing 

with England or America. All are richly detailed, 

painting portraits of the complexity of these families' 

lives; all deal with making and remaking lives, loves, and 

identities in the wake of radical disruptions. Often 

families reform after a family member has died. 

Sometimes they must learn to function again after an 

ending of another kind, as when Rahul Mukherjee 

becomes an alcoholic in "Only Goodness." However, in 

addition to these disruptions, which could happen to any 

family, there are always ripples of culture shock. The gap 

between India and America, or rather, between 

traditional India as it was, and America as it is coming to 

be, is brought vividly to life. The result is a set of lovely 

and accessible stories that blend the cultural and the 

individual, the exotic and the strikingly domestic. 

 



"Unaccustomed Earth" 

Ruma, her husband Adam, and their son Akash live in 

Seattle. Ruma's father comes to visit them after his 

travels in Europe; he started traveling after Ruma's 

mother died. When he comes, Ruma is afraid he wants to 

move in with them, something that had been common in 

Bengali families. She has to face this issue largely alone, 

because Adam is away on a business trip. However, her 

father has gotten used to living alone. What is more, 

recently he has started dating Mrs. Bagchi, a Bengali 

widow he met while traveling. When Ruma suggests he 

move in, he declines the offer. While he is there, Ruma's 

father puts in a garden. Just before he leaves, he writes a 

postcard to Mrs. Bagchi in Bengali. Her young son 

Akash ends up taking the postcard. Ruma realizes her 

father is dating someone, even though she  cannot read 

the message. 

"Hell-Heaven" 

This story tells about the relationship between Pranab 

Chakraborty and the narrator Usha's family. Pranab, who 

Usha comes to call Pranab Kaku (uncle) is essentially 

adopted by Usha's family because he is so alone in 

Boston when he moves there for graduate school. They 

take him in, feeding him daily, and Usha's mother falls 

in love with Pranab. Usha's parents had an arranged 

marriage, and it is one of duty, rather than passion. This 

makes Boudi all the more vulnerable when Pranab meets 

an American woman named Deborah, falls in love, and 

marries her. Boudi predicts they will divorce, and they 



do, but not for twenty-three years, and then only because 

Pranab cheats on Deborah. By this time, Usha's family 

has become like foster parents to Deborah as they had to 

Pranab. 

"A Choice of Accommodations" 

Amit and Megan go back to Langford Academy, where 

Amit went to school, to see his old friend Pam get 

married. While they are  getting dressed for the wedding, 

Megan realizes she has a burn on her dress. They plan to 

attend anyway, but for Amit to stand near Megan to keep 

people from seeing the burn. As they walk through the 

grounds, Amit notices what has changed about Langford 

and what has not and remembers his time there. After the 

ceremony, while they are socializing, Megan flirts with 

one of Amit's former classmates, and he ends up drinking 

too much. When he is looking for a pay phone to call 

their girls, he walks and walks, and ends up going back 

to the hotel and passing out. When he wakes up, Megan 

is there, but they are emotionally distant. 

 


