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Kathmandu in English: Samrat
Upadhyay’s Literary Journey

Samrat Upadhyay became the first Nepali-born fiction writer
widely published in the United States, turning intimate
Kathmandu lives into internationally recognised literature
before expanding into the dystopian scale of

Darkmotherland.

By Nepal Digest - September 24, 2026 - Nepal

Samrat Upadhyay’s literary career began with a paradox. He
became one of the first Nepali-born fiction writers to gain
major publication and critical recognition in the United
States by writing intensely local stories about
Kathmandu—marriages, secrets, classrooms, desire, class
and the moral compromises of ordinary urban life. His work
travelled because it was specific. Rather than turning Nepal
into an exotic backdrop, Upadhyay treated the city as a
place where people worry about rent, status, sex, family
expectations and the consequences of bad decisions. More

than two decades after Arresting God in Kathmandu, he
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remains one of the most important figures in the

internationalisation of Nepali English-language fiction.

Upadhyay was born and raised in Nepal before eventually moving
to the United States, where he developed an academic and writing
career. He earned a doctorate from the University of Hawaii and
later became a distinguished professor of English and creative
writing at Indiana University. That institutional position gave him

stability, but the fiction itself remained closely tied to Nepal.

The relationship is not nostalgic in a simple sense. Upadhyay’s
Kathmandu is frequently uncomfortable. His characters are
jealous, ambitious, lonely, sexual, hypocritical and vulnerable. The
city is not presented to reassure outsiders that Nepal is spiritually

pure. It is presented as a modern social world full of pressure.

Leaving Nepal and Writing Back Toward It

Migration often changes what writers notice about home. Distance
can sharpen memory while also exposing the assumptions that
once seemed invisible. Upadhyay’s move to the United States gave

him another vantage point from which to think about Kathmandu.

This position is common among diasporic writers but produces a
difficult question: who is the imagined reader? Writing in English
for an international publisher can encourage explanation,

simplification or exotic framing.
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Upadhyay’s strongest work resists that temptation. He assumes
Nepal can contain ordinary human complexity without needing to

justify its relevance.

The First Nepali-Born Fiction Writer
Published Widely in the United States

Indiana University describes Upadhyay as the first Nepali-born
fiction writer to be published in the United States. The distinction
mattered because global English-language publishing had long

offered limited space to Nepali fiction.

Nepal was far more visible internationally through
mountaineering, development discourse and political crisis than
through contemporary urban literature. Upadhyay entered that

imbalance with stories that focused on domestic and social life.

His success created a precedent. Nepali-born writers could be
read internationally not only as explainers of Nepal but as literary

artists.

Arresting God in Kathmandu

His debut story collection, Arresting God in Kathmandu, appeared
in 2001 and immediately attracted major attention. The book later
won a Whiting Writers’ Award, establishing Upadhyay within the

American literary landscape.
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The collection’s title alone captures something distinctive about
his method. The sacred and the ordinary occupy the same city.
Religious imagery exists alongside adultery, frustration, ambition

and domestic conflict.

Rather than presenting Kathmandu as a mystical city outside
modernity, Upadhyay shows it as a place where modern desire

collides constantly with tradition.

Why Short Stories Suited Kathmandu

Short fiction is particularly effective for representing a city
because each story can enter a different household, class and
moral problem. The writer does not need to force one protagonist

to represent everyone.

Upadhyay used this flexibility to build a mosaic of Kathmandu life.

The city emerges through accumulation rather than description.

A teacher, husband, wife, civil servant or young lover may occupy
only one story, but together the characters create a broader social

map.

The Intimacy of Moral Failure

Upadhyay’s characters frequently make poor choices. They betray
partners, deceive themselves, pursue status or misunderstand the

people closest to them. The fiction does not necessarily punish
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them in predictable ways.

This moral ambiguity distinguishes literary fiction from social
instruction. Characters do not exist to demonstrate correct

behaviour; they exist to reveal how people rationalise themselves.

Upadhyay’s empathy does not depend on approving of what his

characters do. It depends on understanding why they do it.

The Guru of Love

His first novel, The Guru of Love, expanded many of the themes
established in the stories. The book follows a Kathmandu
mathematics teacher whose affair threatens the fragile stability of

his family.

The novel was named a New York Times Notable Book, further
establishing Upadhyay’s reputation. Yet the plot remains
deliberately domestic. There is no need for civil war or Himalayan

adventure to create stakes.

Desire, money and family are sufficient.

Marriage as a Social Institution

Upadhyay repeatedly returns to marriage because it is one of the
institutions where private desire meets public expectation most
directly. In Nepal, family decisions can involve extended relatives,

class, reputation and economic survival.
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This gives marital conflict a wider social dimension. An affair is
not simply a romantic problem; it can destabilise an entire

network of obligations.

Upadhyay uses that pressure to explore how individuals negotiate

between what they want and what they are expected to preserve.

Kathmandu Without Exoticism

International writing about Nepal has often relied on familiar
images: mountains, temples, spirituality and remoteness.
Upadhyay’s fiction rarely needs those elements to make the

setting legible.

His Kathmandu is dense with apartments, schools, streets and
middle-class anxieties. This normality is politically significant
because it refuses the idea that Nepali life becomes interesting

only when it appears culturally exotic to outsiders.

Ordinariness becomes a form of representation.

The Royal Ghosts

Upadhyay’s second story collection, The Royal Ghosts, won the
Asian American Literary Award. The title again suggests his

interest in how political history and personal life coexist.

By this stage, Nepal had undergone monarchy crisis, insurgency

and democratic upheaval, and readers increasingly encountered
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the country through political headlines. Upadhyay continued to

approach national change through intimate lives.

History matters because it enters kitchens, bedrooms and
conversations rather than because characters stop to lecture

about it.

Buddha’s Orphans

His novel Buddha’s Orphans widened the temporal and social
scope of his fiction. The book follows intertwined lives across
generations, using family history to explore the instability of

identity and belonging.

The novel was longlisted for the DSC Prize for South Asian
Literature, reinforcing Upadhyay’s position within a regional as

well as American literary context.

Longer form allowed him to examine how private choices echo
through time rather than ending within the compressed arc of a

short story.

The City Son

The City Son continued his interest in family relationships but
pushed them into darker psychological territory. The novel was

later longlisted for the PEN Open Book Award.
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Upadhyay’s work often reveals the violence hidden inside
respectable households. The most dangerous forces are not always
political or physical; shame, resentment and emotional

dependency can shape entire lives.

This is where his fiction becomes most unsettling. The familiar

family structure becomes a place of instability rather than safety.

Mad Country

The 2017 collection Mad Country broadened Upadhyay’s
geographical and tonal range. The stories became more surreal
and politically adventurous while retaining the character-driven

focus of his earlier work.

The collection was a finalist for the Aspen Words Literary Prize
and was widely praised for its daring. By then, Upadhyay had
enough reputation to experiment more openly with form and

absurdity.

The shift showed that “Kathmandu writer” had never meant he

was limited to realist sketches of one city.

Teaching Creative Writing

Upadhyay built a long academic career at Indiana University,
where he became a distinguished professor and taught creative

writing. Teaching places writers in a different relationship with
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craft because they have to explain choices they may make

intuitively in their own work.

A professor cannot simply tell students to “have talent.” He has to

discuss structure, scene, character and revision in usable terms.

This analytical work can sharpen the writer’s own understanding

while creating another kind of literary legacy through students.

The Workshop and the Page

Creative-writing workshops are sometimes criticised for producing
overly polished or similar fiction. Yet at their best, they teach

writers to see how readers actually experience the page.

Upadhyay’s academic role situates him inside the American MFA
tradition while his subject matter often remains connected to
Nepal. The combination creates a transnational literary practice:
stories formed partly through one country’s institutional

structures and another country’s social worlds.

This hybridity is central to his career.

Writing Nepal for Readers Who Do Not
Know Nepal

International readers can misunderstand cultural context, but
fiction cannot stop constantly to explain everything. Too much

explanation turns characters into exhibits.
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Upadhyay often trusts context to emerge through action. Readers
learn how family, class and social expectation function because

characters respond to them.

This method respects both the setting and the reader. Not every
cultural detail requires translation before it can carry emotional

meaning.

The Nepali Reader Looks Back

For Nepali readers, Upadhyay’s English-language fiction produces
a different experience. Familiar places are returned through a
language that may not be the language in which those places were

originally lived.

This creates occasional tension around authenticity, especially in
debates about writers who live abroad. Diaspora authors are often
asked whether they are still entitled to represent the country they
left.

Upadhyay’s answer is contained in the persistence of the work.
Nepal remains central not because he claims total authority over
it, but because it remains one of the landscapes through which he

thinks about human relationships.
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Diaspora and the Problem of Distance

Distance can make a writer sentimental, but it can also make
social patterns easier to see. The risk is writing a version of Nepal

frozen at the time of departure.

Upadhyay’s long career spans major changes in the country, and
his later fiction increasingly treats Nepal less as remembered

hometown than as a flexible imaginative territory.

This evolution becomes especially visible in Darkmotherland.

Darkmotherland

Published in 2025, Darkmotherland is Upadhyay’s most expansive
and formally ambitious novel. Rather than reproducing Nepal
directly, the book creates an earthquake-ravaged Himalayan

nation that is both recognisable and distorted.

The novel includes political violence, autocracy, class conflict,
sexuality and shifting identity across a sprawling cast. Reviewers
compared its maximalism to writers such as Salman Rushdie and

Thomas Pynchon.

The move into dystopian and satirical territory allowed Upadhyay
to write about power without being confined by literal political

history.

12 /21



Why Invent a Country That Looks Like
Nepal?

Fictionalising the nation creates freedom. A writer can exaggerate
institutions, invent rulers and push social tensions beyond realism
without requiring every element to correspond directly to a real

person or event.

Upadhyay described Darkmotherland as a kind of reverse Shangri-
La, a mythical place that refuses the romantic Himalayan fantasy

often projected onto Nepal.

This is a logical extension of his earlier work. He had spent
decades resisting exoticism through realism; now he could resist it

through satire.

The Big Canvas

Darkmotherland is much larger than the intimate scale associated
with Upadhyay’s early stories. It contains multiple plots, political

factions, lovers, servants, elites and dissidents across hundreds of

pages.

The expansion is significant because it shows a writer refusing to
remain within the form that first made him successful. After

decades of controlled domestic fiction, he chose excess.
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Risk becomes more valuable late in a career because reputation

can otherwise encourage repetition.

Political Fiction Without Direct Allegory

Readers familiar with Nepal will inevitably recognise echoes of
earthquakes, monarchy, party conflict and social hierarchy in
Darkmotherland. But the novel is not a simple code in which every

fictional figure corresponds to a real politician.

Allegory becomes most interesting when it creates new meaning

rather than merely disguising existing events.

Upadhyay uses the invented country to ask broader questions
about nationalism, authoritarianism and how private ambition

attaches itself to political power.

Language Across Borders

Upadhyay writes in English, but his fiction often carries Nepali
names, rhythms and social categories without flattening them.
This linguistic mixture became even more visible in
Darkmotherland, where reviewers noted the playful combination

of English, Nepali and street language.

Such hybridity reflects the reality of many transnational writers.

Languages do not remain neatly separated in the mind.
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Literature can make that mixture visible rather than forcing one

language to erase the presence of another.

A Writer of Kathmandu Who Outgrew
Kathmandu

Upadhyay will probably always be associated with Kathmandu
because his first major books helped place contemporary urban
Nepal inside international English-language fiction. But his career

has expanded far beyond one city.

The deeper continuity lies in his interest in human contradiction:
desire versus duty, public identity versus private behaviour,

political ideals versus personal ambition.

Kathmandu was the first laboratory for those questions, not their

limit.

What His Success Made Possible

Representation in publishing is partly cumulative. Once one writer
succeeds, editors become more capable of imagining that readers

may be interested in others from the same region.

Upadhyay’s early American publication therefore had
consequences beyond his own books. He made “Nepali fiction in
English” easier to recognise as a category, even if later writers

would take it in very different directions.
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This does not mean he opened every door, but he made the door

more visible.

The Burden of Being First

Writers described as “first” often become expected to represent
far more than one person can. A Nepali-born writer published in
the United States may be asked to explain a country, diaspora and

literary tradition all at once.

Upadhyay’s fiction resists that burden by remaining interested in

flawed individuals rather than representative types.

No character has to stand in for Nepal. The country becomes

believable because no single person contains it.

Fiction as a Counter-Image

For international audiences, Nepal is often encountered through a
narrow set of images. Upadhyay’s work offers a counter-image
built from apartments, classrooms, family resentment, sexual

desire and political absurdity.

This is valuable precisely because it is not flattering. Literature

does not owe a country positive branding.

To represent a place seriously is to allow it the full range of human

ugliness, humour and tenderness.
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The Long Career

More than two decades separate Arresting God in Kathmandu
from Darkmotherland. The span covers major changes in Nepal,
American publishing and the global position of South Asian

literature.

Upadhyay’s continued relevance comes partly from refusing to
remain frozen in the success of his debut. The work became more

ambitious, stranger and politically expansive.

A long literary career depends on this willingness to risk losing the

reader who only wants the first book again.

Kathmandu in English

The phrase “Kathmandu in English” can sound like a translation
problem, but Upadhyay turned it into a literary opportunity.
English allowed the city to enter new reading communities while
Nepal supplied the social complexity that made the fiction

distinctive.

The relationship has never been simple. Writing abroad creates
questions of distance and audience that cannot be permanently

solved.
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What Changes When Nepal Becomes
Dystopia

The move from realist Kathmandu fiction to Darkmotherland
allowed Upadhyay to exaggerate social pressures he had been

examining for decades. Corruption, class anxiety, sexual politics

and authoritarianism become more visible when realism no longer

requires them to remain within ordinary proportion.

Dystopia also changes the reader’s relationship with recognition.
A fictional nation can feel unmistakably connected to Nepal
without asking readers to identify which event corresponds to
which historical episode. This creates room for thematic truth

rather than documentary accuracy.

The result is a book that belongs to Upadhyay’s earlier concerns
while refusing the modest scale through which those concerns

first appeared.

The Scholar and the Novelist

Upadhyay’s long career inside a university places him in an
unusual position between literary creation and institutional
teaching. Academic life provides stability and a community of
readers, but it can also consume the time and energy required for
fiction. Maintaining both careers across decades requires a

disciplined separation of responsibilities.
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Teaching can sharpen a writer’s vocabulary for craft because
students demand explanations. Why does a scene begin here? Why
is this character withholding information? Why does a paragraph
feel slow? Questions that a novelist may answer intuitively in

personal work have to become explicit in the classroom.

That analytical habit may partly explain the structural control of
Upadhyay’s earlier fiction and the confidence required to
deliberately loosen that control in a sprawling novel such as

Darkmotherland.

Beyond Representation

Early discussion of writers from underrepresented countries often
focuses heavily on representation: who is first, which culture is
being shown and whether the depiction feels authentic. These
questions matter, but they can become limiting if they prevent the

writer from being judged as an artist with individual obsessions.

Upadhyay’s career has moved beyond the stage where his primary
significance is simply being a Nepali-born writer published in
America. The more important question now is what his changing
forms reveal about his interests in desire, family, absurdity and

power.

This is a sign of literary maturity both for the author and for the

audience. Representation opens the door; sustained craft
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determines whether the work remains inside the room.

The Value of a Long Literary Arc

A career extending from 2001 to Darkmotherland offers readers
something a single successful book cannot: the ability to see a
writer change. Early restraint, middle-period psychological
intensity and later maximalism become chapters of one creative

argument rather than unrelated experiments.

This evolution also protects Upadhyay from being permanently
defined by the international publishing breakthrough of Arresting
God in Kathmandu. The first book may have opened the career,

but later work determines what the career means.

For younger Nepali writers working in English, that long arc may
be as important as the original “first.” It demonstrates that
international publication can become a sustained body of work

rather than a one-time cultural novelty.

The long arc of his work also complicates the idea that diaspora
writing must remain trapped in memory. Upadhyay began with
highly recognisable Kathmandu realism and eventually arrived at
a fictional country elastic enough to hold satire, dystopia and
myth. Distance did not make the imaginative world smaller; it

made it stranger.
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That refusal remains the most valuable part of his work.
International readers may arrive expecting an explanation of
Nepal and instead encounter people whose private problems are
as complicated, selfish and ordinary as anyone else’s. The country
becomes real precisely because it is not required to behave like a

symbol.

That complexity is ultimately the source of the work’s durability.

The result is a body of work that remains unmistakably connected

to Nepal without ever reducing the country to a literary label.

Samrat Upadhyay’s achievement is that he never needed to
solve them completely. He wrote Kathmandu closely enough
that readers far away could enter it, then kept expanding
the imaginative map until the city became a gateway into
questions of family, migration, power and political
absurdity. His fiction travelled because it refused to make

Nepal simple.

Originally published by Nepal Digest - https://nepaldigest.com/samrat-upadhyay-kathmandu-english-literature/
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