19 July 1990

o
X

Sahitva Akademi India International Centre

invite vyou to

meet the author

Kamala Das




WORDS

All rournd me are words, and words and words,
They grow on me like leaves, they never

Seem o stop their slow growing

From within... But | tell myself, words

Are a nuisance, beware of them, they

Can be so many things, a

Chasm where running feel must pause, to
Look, a sca with paralysing waves,

A blast of burning air or,

A knife most willing to cut yvour best
Friend's throat... Words are a nuisance, but
They grow on me like leaves on a tree,
They never seem 1o stop their coming
From a silence, somewhere deep within...

amala Das, psuedonyrn

Madhavi Kutty, was
born in Malabar in 1934 in
an aristocratic Nair family
known for its writers : Nala-
pattu Naravana  Menon,
author of the remarkable
elegy Kunnunirthulli, was
her granduncle; Padma
‘Bhushan Nalapat Bala
mani Amima, outstanding
Malayalam pocl and win-
ner of the Sahitva Akademi
Award in 1966, is hor
mother. The late Aubrey
Menen is another famous
literary relative.

ifrom Sunumer in Calouria)

Educated privately, and
in schools in Bengal and
Kerala, she was married at
the tender ade of 15 She
has since lived in Calcurtta,
Bombay, Delhi and Col
oimbo at different times in
her life. Home, however, for
hor has  always  been
Nalapat House in Malabar,
over four hundred vears
old and a repository of rare
palm-leat manuscripts like
Varahasamhita,  Susrutba
Sambita and  books  of
Mantras, 1t is here thatl she
now lives with her family,

She recollects that she
wis already writing pocmes
at the age of six ;L about
dolls who lost their heads
and had o remain head-
less for enternity’. FPEN
India, ediled by Sophia
wadia published her firsi
pocm when she was no
more  than foureen. To-
sether with her graduation
from traditional verse forms
to & dreatly individoalised
poatic volce, Came recogni-
tion in 1963, when she was
awarded the Asian Poetry
Prize instiuted by PLEMN.



Phillipines. From 1971 to

1972 and 1978 t0 1979 she
was the Poetry Editor of
The Hlusmrared Weekly of
fnedia.

Kamala Das is armong the
few women writers in the
world who have not only
handled so many literary
denres with great success
but have also done so in
two  such distinct  langu-
ages  as  English and
Malavalam. Her elogquent

justification for why she

uses English is well-known
and often-quoted ;

- I speak three languages, wrile in

Twodream inone. Don'twrite in English, they said
English is not vour mothertongue, Why not leave
Me alone, critics, friends, visiting cousins,

Every one of vou? Why not let me speak in

Any language [ like? The languade | speak
Beoomes mine.. 1t is half English, half

Indian, funny perhaps, bul it is honest,

Itis as human as 1 am human...

Fiction is her forte in her
Malayvalam writing though
in  addition  ©  several
novelettes and numerous
short stories she has also
published poems, essavs,
children's ficlion and an
autobiography. She has
also written scripis for
television films, and does o
regular column for  a
Malavalam weekly,

Her writing in English is
equally versatile and
varicd. She has published
five volumes of poetry (one
of them with Pritish Nandy),
a novel (The Alphabet of
Lust) o collection of shorter
fiction (A Doll for the Child
FProstituie) and  the auto
biography, My Story, celo-
brated for its uncompro-
mising  doepiction of  the
experiences of a young girl
thrust too early into waornan-
hood.

Throughout her  literary
career of over four decades,
Kamala Das has altracted a
wide range of responses to
her poetry: hoer inherent
honesty  and a curious
detachment in being able

1o spcak of herself is
combined  with  a  sivle
powertully evocative and
immediate, A poetl under
whose deceptively simple
cxposition lics a complexity
that is  only  partially
subriued, she defies cate-
gorizations  thar  are not
heavily  gualified. She
empathises with the rebel,
Dut can also celeberate her
rocledness in her traditon;
autspoken about her wo-
manhood  she does not,
however,  type-cast  gdene
ders. She  is  passionate
without  sentimentalizing,
extremely personal and vet
apable ol intense  de
tachment

Her qquest [or truthiulness
is perhaps at the source of
this complexity : "yYou have
o sirip owvery  race ol
sentimentality, romantic in
clination, silly syvimbols and
all that frorm a poem for it o
reflect its authenticiny., A
poem is a time capsule, it
annot bring forth any
[alschood”, she has said
Her commitment 1o poctry
she expresscs  dramali-
cally.



.. I've stretched my two dimensional
Nudity on sheets of weeklies, monthlies,
Quarterlies, a sad sacrifice. I've put
My private voice away, adopted the
Typewriter's click as my only specch..

Towards Frankiur Book Fair

The comimilment o writ-
ing—making public dec
laration of privalc cxpocri
eNCe—is Consanzuine  with
the lardger cormrnitinent 1o
life, This larger commit
ment is manifest in a var
iety of ways: her staunch
vegelarianism;  her  initia-
tive in starting the Bodhiya-
tra Movement for environ-
mental  protection; her
active role in the Forestry
Board of Kerala, of which
she is the Chairperson; her
work as President of the
Children's Film Society of
Kerala; her attempt o enter
politics in order 1o help the
poor; the teaching she does
in a school for the deaf and
dumb....

Kamala Das, has travelled
widely, throughout (he
world, and her poetry has
been translated into sew-
eral Indian and foreign lan-
guages; the German ver
sion of My Story appeared
in 1982 Apart from the
Asian Poetry Prize, she has

wiorn the ASAN Waorld Prize
ior poetry, the Kerala sahi
tva Academi Award for her
short storics in Malayalam,
the Sahitva Akademi
Award for hor poetry in
English, the Thirumalarm-
bal Award for her collection
of poems/essavs Bhavarn
Enfe  Nisavasfrarn,  the
Chimanlal Award for Fear-
less Journalism, thie
Lakshmi Award for Social
Service and The Indira
Privadarshini Vriksha Mitra
Award on behall of the
Kerala Forestry Board, she
is only too wellknown 1o
thie Mol el Cormrmitieo
iMember Osten Sjiostrand
has translated her pocms
into Swedish) and she was
considered for the prize in
1 984,

Despite all these achieve-
ments  behind  her  and
undoubtedly with more o
come in the future, whaat
Famala Das has said inone
of hoer carly pocms conti-
nues o be true oday .



| have come, yes, with hunger, with faith and

A secret language,

All ready 1o be used, 1 have come with

Just a picnic bag

To this new city, to seak a blind date.
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