Presents from my Aunt – Moniza Alvi
They sent me a salwar kameez
peacock-blue,
and another
glistening like an orange split open,
embossed slippers, gold and black
points curling.
Candy-striped glass bangles
snapped, drew blood.
Like at school, fashions changed
in Pakistan -
the salwar bottoms were broad and stiff,
then narrow.
My aunts chose an apple-green sari,
silver-bordered
for my teens.
 

I tried each satin-silken
top -
was alien in the sitting-room.
I could never be as lovely
as those clothes -
I longed
for denim and corduroy.
My costume clung to me
and I was aflame,
I couldn't rise up out of its fire,
half-English,
unlike Aunt Jamila.

 

I wanted my parents'
camel-skin lamp -
switching it on in my bedroom,
to consider the cruelty
and the transformation
from camel to shade,
marvel at the colours
like stained glass.
 

My mother cherished her
jewellery -
Indian gold, dangling, filigree,
But it was stolen from our car.
The presents were radiant in my wardrobe.
My aunts requested cardigans
from Marks and Spencers.
 

My salwar kameez
didn't impress the schoolfriend
who sat on my bed, asked to see
my weekend clothes.
But often I admired the mirror-work,
tried to glimpse myself
in the miniature
glass circles, recall the story
how the three of us
sailed to England.
Prickly heat had me screaming on the way.
I ended up in a cot
In my English grandmother's dining-room,
found myself alone,
playing with a tin-boat.
 
I pictured my
birthplace
from fifties' photographs.
When I was older
there was conflict, a fractured land
throbbing through newsprint.
Sometimes I saw Lahore -
my aunts in shaded rooms,
screened from male visitors,
sorting presents,
wrapping them in tissue.
 

Or there were beggars,
sweeper-girls
and I was there -
of no fixed nationality,
staring through fretwork
at the Shalimar Gardens.
Presents from my Aunt – Moniza Alvi
Possible themes: Identity; Living between two cultures; race; loneliness and insecurities. 

	Facts
	Quotes/facts
	Explanation/effects

	Content
	

	1. The poet describes how she felt about clothes sent to her from Pakistan, and other material things such as a camel-skin lamp and her mother’s jewellery.

2. She compares the colour/flamboyance of Pakistani things to her dull/ordinary everyday English wear.

3. She notes that her friend was not impressed by her Pakistani clothes.

1. She recalls stories of coming to England from Pakistan.

2. She remembers reading news of (the war in) Pakistan, and looking at pictures of Lahore.
	= the poet is confused about her identity – she admired the beauty of her Pakistani things, and longs to love that side of her nature, but also feels very ‘English’. She writes: ‘When I eventually went to Pakistan, I certainly didn't feel that was home… But I never feel entirely at home in England’

	Feelings of the Poet
	
	

	1. Confused – didn’t feel right in the Pakistani clothes
2. Couldn’t resolve mixed feelings about her identity

3. Mixed feelings about the beautiful camel-skin lamp

4. Could appreciate the beauty of Pakistani culture.

5. Disapproved of much of Pakistani culture.
	‘Alien in the sitting room’
‘I could never be as lovely as those clothes’

‘couldn’t rise up half-English, unlike Aunt Jamila’

‘and I was there/of no fixed nationality’
‘consider the cruelty of the transformation from camel to shade’

‘admired the mirror work, tried to glimpse myself’

‘there was conflict, a fractured land’

‘beggars, sweeper-girls’

‘through the fretwork’
	= felt like a foreigner – when normally felt English
= normal teenage insecurity transferred to her feelings about her racial and cultural identity

= wanted to be at home with her mixed identity (like her aunt), but she was torn and confused.

= loved AND disapproved at the same time

= wished she was comfortable with Pakistani identity

= horrified by the 1971 civil war, W v E Pakistan

= horrified by the poverty

= knows of harems & lack of female rights/ freedom

	
	
	

	Structure
	
	

	1. Free verse/ Stanzas of varying length

2. Line breaks create emphasis


	‘They sent me a salwar kaneez/peacock-blue’

‘I longed/ for denim and corduroy’

‘in grandmother’s dining room/found myself alone’
	Gives idea of a random sequence of personal memories, drifting from one image/memory to another 
= to stress the exotic, colourfulness of it

= to stress how she wanted ordinary English clothes

= to stress how the move isolated her from others

	Use of Language
	
	

	1. First person
2. Powerful IMAGES:

a. candy-striped glass bangles/snapped, drew blood

b. Her mother’s jewellery was stolen from the car

c. journey from Pakistan

d. playing with a tin boat

e. ‘staring through fretwork’
	‘I’ ‘my’
‘prickly heat had me screaming on the way’

(cf reference to harems)
	Stresses that this is autobiographical/personal
= beautiful but painful

= England is depriving her of her culture & it hursts

= pain of moving between cultures

= her now, musing on her change of culture

= realises she can never REALLY know Pakistan

	YOUR feelings

Have you ever felt like a ‘fish out of water’ (e.g. when among posh friends)?   Helps you understand friends who have had to move cultures/ schools etc.


Presents from my Aunts in Pakistan

This is a poem about confused identity, and the pain and confusion that being of mixed race – and living in a different culture – can cause.   

The poet describes how she felt about clothes (such as a salwar kameez and a sari) sent to her from Pakistan, and other material things such as a camel-skin lamp and her mother’s jewellery.   She compares the colour and flamboyance of the Pakistani things to her dull and ordinary everyday English wear (‘denim and corduroy’).   She feels that she ought to like these beautiful things, but both her friend was not impressed by her Pakistani clothes, and she feels uncomfortable (‘alien’) in them.   She recalls stories of coming to England from Pakistan, and she remembers reading news of (the war in) Pakistan, and looking at pictures of Lahore.   

The main feeling of the poet is confusion about her identity – she admires the beauty of her Pakistani things, and longs to love that side of her nature, but also feels very ‘English’.   She writes: ‘When I eventually went to Pakistan, I certainly didn't feel that was home… But I never feel entirely at home in England’.   

She didn’t feel right in the Pakistani clothes and was finding it hard to resolve her mixed-up feelings about her identity (for instance, she thought that the camel-skin lamp was beautiful – but also thought it was cruel to kill a camel to make it).   

She says she feels ‘alien in the sitting room’ because ‘I could never be as lovely as those clothes’.   

She could see the beauty of Pakistani things such as the mirror-work, but there were many things about Pakistani that she disapproved of much of Pakistani culture – for instance the war, and the beggars and sweeper girls, and the Muslim women forced to stayed in the harem.   She regrets that she can’t just be ‘half-English’ (like Aunt Jamila) – Aunt Jamila could be English and Pakistani at the same time, but in Moniza the two identities are in conflict.   She finishes by saying that she is ‘of no fixed nationality’; she has no cultural ‘home’.

The Structure of the poem is in free verse, with stanzas of varying length.   The poem dots from idea to idea, and every now and again a random phrase comes unexpectedly, such as: ‘My aunts requested cardigans’.   This may be to give the idea of a random train of thought of personal memories, drifting from one memory to another, but it also conveys her own uncertainty and lack of structure in her life.   

The poet uses enjambment to emphasise key ideas and words, such as ‘peacock blue’ (to emphasise how bright it was) and ‘found myself alone’ (to emphasise how isolated she feels).

The poet uses language to convey her ideas about her confusion and emotional pain.   

She writes in the first person, so the reader knows that these are personal memories 
Lots of the images are about PAIN, to reinforce the emotional conflict she is feeling about her identity – candy-striped glass bangles/snapped, drew blood (beautiful but painful), her mother’s jewellery was stolen from the car.   Even the journey to England was painful – ‘prickly heat had me screaming on the way’.
The poet finishes with a very powerful image of ‘staring through the fretwork at the Shalimar Gardens’.   This sums up the confusion the poet is feeling.   The ‘fretwork’ refers to the wooden screen of the harem that many Pakistani were forced to stay in; as a teenager in 1960s Britain, Moniza Alvi would have found this restriction horrific.   But she can also ‘see’ the beautiful Shalimar Gardens.

The poem creates feelings in me.   It makes me remember times that I have felt like a ‘fish out of water’, and helps me understand friends who have had to move house, or move to a new school.

