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S. A. Chakraborty’s novel, The City
of Brass the first of a projected
trilogy, opens with a veiled

woman fortunetelling in what appears
to be 18th-century Cairo. We quickly
learn that Nahri earns her money as a
thief and a leader of zars (rituals for the
exorcism of bad spirits), and speaks a
language, inherited from her long-dead
parents, whose name she doesn’t know.
It seems we are about to be plunged
into a cultural mash-up of “The Thou-
sand and One Nights” and any number
of young adult novels with plucky fe-
male protagonists, but when Nahri
walks through Cairo’s spooky cemetery
things take a speculative turn. Puff! 

A warrior in robes emerges from
among the gravestones, flashing his
scimitar, bows and arrows aquiver. Next
come ghoulish zombies: “The tattered
remains of burial shrouds hung from
their desiccated frames, the scent of rot
filling the air.” Nahri and the warrior
must escape, but how? A flying carpet,
of course, and when Nahri responds, “A
rug? How is a rug going to help us?”
it’s clear we’re in the hands of a playful
writer. The warrior is a type of spirit
called a daeva, his name is Dara and, as
luck would have it, he’s “frighteningly
beautiful,” with the “type of allure Nahri
imagined a tiger held right before it
ripped out your throat.” As kidnapper-
rescuers go, he’s hot as hell. 

Also, he knows the answer to the
mystery of Nahri’s origins: She’s a shafit,
descendant of an ancient half-human,
half-magical tribe thought to have be-
come extinct. A birdlike creature then
explains that Nahri is in danger and that
her handsome protector must take her
away to the city of Daevabad. Thus their
adventure begins, complete with snowy
plains, forbidding mountain ranges and
fierce confrontations.

The city’s name, Daevabad, with its
Persian suffix of -abad, makes reference

to exotic-sounding cities like Islamabad
or Hyderabad and signals what comes
next: the sound of the call to prayer,
views of citadels and minarets, the bus-
tle of grand bazaars. To Nahri, who sees
“a man pass by with an enormous
python settled over his shoulders,” the
people of the city look “wild.” Its
streets are full of strollers in glowing
robes wearing headdresses of glittering
stones; there are even shape-shifters
among them. Chakraborty doesn’t hold
back on the Eastern glitz.

The Muslim world is no stranger to
speculative fiction, though that label
wouldn’t be used there. Islamic folklore
and narratives are full of flying ma-
chines, impossible journeys, skewed
time frames and stories that illuminate
cultural or scientific theories. It’s clear
that Chakraborty has great fun alluding
to these tales, though in storytelling
terms “The City of Brass” is standard,
fast-paced fantasy fare. 

On the journey, Nahri gains access
to Dara’s memories and figures out that
he’s a slave, even as her personal trajec-
tory involves explorations of her own
identity. Most enjoyable is the gusto
with which everything is thrown into
her story, from massacres to zombies to
djinns. If there are stereotypes, they’re
consciously acknowledged and mis-
chievously inhabited.

At the moment, speculative fiction
has an exciting relationship with protest
fiction and feminist narratives, and while
“The City of Brass” doesn’t blow away
cultural notions of difference or recon-
figure the male-female divide, it does
exploit the genre’s penchant for inclu-
sion. In fact, the novel feels like a
friendly hand held out across the world.
(I hope very much that it will be trans-
lated into Arabic and Farsi.) It reads like
an invitation for readers from Baghdad
to Fairbanks to meet across impossibly
divergent worlds through the shared
language and images of the fantastical.

Mysteries Unfold in a Land of 
Minarets and Magic Carpets


