Usha Kishore

in conversation with Bashabi Fraser

Bashabi Fraser (BF): Today, it's a pleasure to welcome Usha Kishore as
our profile writer for WritersMosaic. Usha, | have known you for many
years now as a poet, a critic, an editor, translator, and as a post-colonial
scholar. You have co-edited a seminal anthology, Home Thoughts, with
Jaydeep Sarangi, to which you very kindly invited me to contribute. And |
have had the privilege of reading some of your poetry collections before

their publications.

Usha Kishore (UK): Thank you very much, Bashabi and WritersMosaic, for
considering me as a profile writer. Speaking of Home Thoughts, it's been a
sheer pleasure to co-edit that with the Indian academic, Jaydeep Sarangi.
And the work of many diasporic writers like you, who were published in
that anthology, has been a real eye-opener. Thank you very much for that

contribution.



BF: You're very welcome, and thank you. Usha, you grew up in Kerala,
where Malayalam is the regional language, which you consider your native
language. However, you are Tamil. So Tamil is your mother tongue. And
you have this rich heritage of Malayalam, Tamil, Sanskrit, Hindi, to which
has been added English. Could you tell us something about the place
which nurtured you as a writer, what role it has played in shaping your

perspective as a poet? And what hold it still has on you as a writer?

UK: | was born in Trivandrum, the capital of the Southern Indian state of
Kerala. I was born in a Tamil Brahmin family. Technically speaking, Tamil is
my mother tongue. However, like other Tamil Brahmins who have
adopted Kerala as their homeland, | consider myself Malayali. My late
mother was a Hindi teacher, and my father was a Sanskrit scholar. Being
born into a family of Sanskrit scholars had its advantages. You grow up
with people chanting mantras and Sanskrit verse all around you. From a
young age, my parents infused me with a love of literature, both English
and Hindi. And of course, although | did not understand Sanskrit, | could
hear the music ringing in my ears. | went to the Holy Angels' Convent in
Trivandrum. And there, | was encouraged by the sisters, the nun sisters in
the convent, who published my initial verse. And | cringed at some of the
lilting, rhymed verse that | wrote then. And the publication, however,
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helped because it was wonderful to see me in a school magazine, which

was obviously handwritten. That is where | started off as a writer.

BF. Wonderful, Usha. So that is when you knew you were going to be a
poet; you were a poet, and that would be your future. So when did you
move to the UK? And how has moving here influenced your idea of being
a translated woman? It's a phrase you use in your writing, ‘translated
woman'’. And how has this affected your own estimation of yourself as a

writer?

UK: | came to the UK in 1989 after my marriage to Dr. Kishore. And
coming to the UK was an eye-opener. | went to an English-medium
school. | spoke English very well. But in the UK, realisation dawned that
English is not my native language, that | am a post-colonial, an immigrant.
And that idea of being an immigrant was playing on my mind when | came
upon the idea of the translated woman, obviously influenced by Salman
Rushdie's Translated Man. | mean, this is the feminisation of it. And that is
initially a real obstacle that you come across that you cannot write English
as the natives do. You can only write English as an Indian does. And that's

why | came upon the idea of a translated woman.

BF: | really like this translated-woman take on Salman Rushdie, Usha.



UK: Thank you, thank you. [They laugh.]

BF. And Salman Rushdie, like you, also has the same colonial links that
have been forged historically between India and the UK. Like him, you too
are conscious of your post-colonial identity. And I've noticed that your
work, like all diasporic writers, is marked by a hybridity that actually
sharpens your poetic vision. Could you tell us how, as a woman, you
continue to combine the consciousness of the divine woman? And this is
also something I've discovered in your poetry, ‘the divine woman' who is
exemplified in the idea of the mother goddess. And how you reconcile
this with the political reality of writing as a woman of colour from the

metropolitan centre, as it were, from Britain; in your case, the Isle of Man.

UK: That's true. | have a Manx passport now, so | should be considering
myself as Manx British. As a woman of colour, writing in the UK or on the
island, I've combined my interpretation of the mother goddess with my
contemporary concerns on womanhood, especially women of colour. The
idea of mother goddess is an inspiration to voice the subaltern; the
subaltern situation into which a woman writer of colour is put into. Here,
speaking of myself, there's a double jeopardy. As a feminist within the
Brahmanical patriarchy that | was born into, and as a woman of colour
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and first-generation immigrant to the UK. So that is where the hybridity
starts. Not a native speaker of English, writing in an alien tongue from the
metropolitan centre, and a translated woman who combines the idea of
the mother goddess to voice my subaltern voice or a collective subaltern

voice of immigrant writers.

BF: Brilliant, yes. | mean, your very collections, On Manannan's Isle and
Immigrant, explore your experience of being an immigrant and constantly
going back to Indian journeys, both physical and emotional. But
nevertheless, you continue to be firmly rooted on the Isle of Man. So
would you like to tell us how you balance your two worlds in your writing,
and maybe read a couple of lines from poems from these collections to

exemplify your point, Usha?

UK: Certainly, Bashabi. | think my poetic journeys are between the UK and
India, and sometimes in an in-between space where | explore individual
and collective post-colonial identities of South Asian immigrants,
first-generation, of course, because | am a first-generation immigrant.
Writing from the metropolitan centre, my verse takes wing in a poetic sky
clouded by the joint histories of UK and India. But my language is my own,
my English, colonised by colonialism and the many languages that I'm
associated with. And that is where my in-betweenness stems from, a
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space between the Isle of Man, mainland UK and Kerala in India. To be
honest, my aesthetic is neither here nor there. Again, the physicality and
emotionality are journeys between two continents and two cultures and
many languages. | mean, as a first-generation immigrant, you establish a
relationship between an Indian past and a diasporic present. | mean, you
sometimes attempt to engage in a cultural critique of Indian heritage. At
the same time, you also are attempting a dialogic engagement with both

British and Indian cultures.

Speaking of the Isle of Man, this has a very active poetry community with
its own LitFest, with the local Arts Council and Culture Vannin, the
heritage foundation, the Manx Heritage Foundation, all of which support
local writers like me. And we have the Isle of Man Poetry Society. And I'm
inspired by the island and its Celtic sea deity, the spirit of Man, Manannan
mac Lir. Manannan—son of the sea, as translated from the Manx Gaelic. |
will read you a couple of lines. To me, Manannan is one of my own gods.
It's the Manx spirit, the Celtic deity. Coming from a land of 33 million gods,
Manannan is one more. [They laugh.] So here is my, here is my invocation

to Manannan mac Lir.

The land rises to meet the sky

when | renew my pledge to Manannan mac Lir



for letting me live, dream, and write

on his holy isle.

This midsummer night's day,

let me place my humble

bundle of green rushes

at the foot of Barule

and climb the lofty summit of the mountain
where he dwells,

invisible to immortal eyes.

So my debut collection, Manannan's Isle, explores the island's culture and
heritage, but from an immigrant perspective. And again, I'm banking on
the symbols of myth and legend through migrant metaphors. So in this
collection, | reflect on the binary opposites of assimilation and
marginalisation, displacement and nostalgia, which, of course, many
postcolonial writers face with this dilemma. And this is clearly illustrated
in a poem of mine in this collection called Multiculturalism,
Postcolonialism, which begins with an epigraph, Rudyard Kipling's famous
‘East is East, and West is West, and never the twain shall meet’. So my take
on multiculturalism and postcolonialism is | do not understand the nation
| live in.

| study its moods in its verse.



| cannot fathom the nation that | still call home.
| only versify its moods in distant colour
and dream of reincarnating there

time and again.

So that is my first collection, On Manannan’s Isle.

BF: That's beautiful.

UK: And my second collection, Immigrant, came a bit late. It was supposed
to be my first collection. So actually it became my third collection, not my
second. And it's writing taken from nearly two decades of work. To a
certain extent, Immigrant is an extension of On Manannan’s Isle. It's
actually a poetisation or shall | say a poetic documentation of the politics
of being an immigrant professional in the UK. Again, | have incorporated
the politics of individual and collective postcolonial identities like the
quest of an exile for home, the quest of an immigrant to carve a niche in
a new land. And of course, a highly nostalgic quest for roots. The
eponymous poem, Immigrant, exemplifies this collection.

And | think I will read a few lines from Immigrant.

Immigrant, a country stretches across my wings.

At times a burden, at others a blessing.



I've learned to live with it.

Its silhouettes of waving palm fronds seizing my dreams.
Its myths spread-eagled on my verse.

The cry of its peacocks haunting my silent nights.

| feel its goddesses in the feminine flow of my form.

| whisper its twilight prayers in my sleep.

BF: That's very moving and very powerful, Usha.

UK: Thank you.

BF: And you talk about the goddess here and | would like to move to your
in-between collection and you use in-betweenness a lot, even in the title,
which defines your position as a writer here. Night Sky Between the Stars,
which was published in 2015. And | love the title. It speaks powerfully of

women. And you were talking about myth, the Isle of Man and in India.

UK: Yes.

BF. And so you have women in this poetry collection who are mythical,
mystical, real and imagined. Their voices speaking from the margins as it
were. And you go back to your land of birth and speak to an audience,
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not just there, but here. Could you share the impetus behind this

compelling collection and read a few lines from it as well?

UK: Oh, sure. I'm delighted that you approve of my second collection,
Night Sky and it resonates strongly with you. The title Night Sky comes
from the Bengali Shyama Sangeet or Darkling Song, which is dedicated to
Kali, the dark goddess. And the themes of Night Sky is drawn heavily from
myth, of course, Indian myth and Sanskrit verse. Primarily, it is my
preoccupation with Indian womanhood and is a highly feminised reading
of mythical texts and the creation of an alternative dimension for women.
And this preoccupation with womanhood and mother goddess comes
across clearly, I think, in the Night Sky. | think | will read a few lines from
the eponymous poem, Night Sky. | have tried to bring a contemporary
twist to this poem on female empowerment. Of course, | am influenced
by Rabindranath Tagore's play, Chitra. And of course, the late Kamala Das,
the well-known Indian poet from my home state of Kerala. So the lines
that | will be reading are from Night Sky Between the Stars, the eponymous
poem.

| am she, cosmic soul, dark warrior,

fecund earth making love to the sky.

My endless female hungers pouring out in universes

that | laboriously carry in my womb.
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| am no goddess.

| am a woman, birthing gods like bubbles in the sea.

BF: Once again, that is a poem that really resonates with me and also you

read it beautifully, Usha.

UK: Thank you.

BF: Now to move on to your current situation. You have been an A-level
English teacher in the UK for many years now. Do you feel that your
multicultural background and knowledge of literatures in English and
Indian languages have enriched your teaching methods and benefited
your students through your teaching career? And has this experience

influenced what you read and the way you write?

UK: I actually have been learning on the job from my students, from other
teachers of English. Yes, | do feel that my multicultural experiences and
my multicultural background and knowledge of literatures in English and
Indian languages have enhanced my teaching experience. | actually
provide post-colonial readings to Shakespearean texts like Othello and
The Tempest. And I'm able to teach literature from other cultures like The
Life of Pi, The Color Purple, Beloved, with empathy and understanding. And
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| hope my students have benefitted from my immigrant perspective. Also,
my career has certainly enriched my reading experiences. Being an
English teacher is a bibliophile's dream. You get to read new texts, you get
to teach new worldviews, you are enriched by student interpretations. In
fact, | swell with pride when | teach poets of Indian origin, Daljeet Nagra
and Tishani Doshi, from the Forward Book of Poems, that is a prescribed

text for A-level students.

| mean, speaking of classroom experiences influencing my writing, yes,
certainly. The one thing that | can really think about is Teaching Telugu to
10 AS. | was then teaching William Radice's English translation of the
Bengali poem by Rabindranath Tagore, New Rain, in a grammar school for
boys in Kent. And the poem, Teaching Telugu to 10 AS, is based on student

interpretation.

The opening lines of Radice's translation gathered real interest, and |
couldn't help noticing my panache and bravado of introducing Tagore to
an English class. So let me start with the epigraph of the poem, which is

Radice's translation.

Who wanders high on the palace-tower, hair unravelled,
unravelled—
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Pulling her cloud-blue sari close to her breast?
Who gambols in the shock and flame of the lightning,

Oh who is it high on the tower today with hair unravelled?

Suddenly, | found that the students were really following this, and in my

poem, | record this.

Floating an Indian poet in an English class,

enhanced by sitar music,

to be tuned into ears overflowing with Anglic notes

and Saxon beats seemed ridiculous at first.

But with drumming heart, | read.

With dancing eyes, they listen.

Kadamba trees blossom.

Ketaki trees gather moss.

Bakul trees branch out into the wilderness

as | wander among the desks, high on the rhythm, low in
tone,

Flashes of doubt charge the air

as strange words and their stranger sounds rain in torrents.
Multiculturalism, with a wry smile, thunders down.

| show them Tagore as a relief from Donne.

13



They find a brave new world of dreams and songs.
A hand shoots up.
Asian women and hair unravelled?

Reformation or rebellion?

BF: | love that!

UK: Those are the closing lines [she laughs]—closing lines of the poem.

BF: | like that, yes, yes. A rich mix of metaphors there, Usha. Well done.

UK: Oh, thank you.

BF: | know you're at the last stage of your doctoral studies and you're

actually critically analysing Indian poetry in English.

UK: Yes.

BF: As a post-colonial scholar, editor and critic, how do you think Indian
poets writing in English in the past, with their access to their own regional
literatures, affect and continue to affect poets living and writing in the
diaspora as they write today, diaspora poets?
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UK: As a post-colonial scholar and editor, | think I'd speak for the
diasporic poets first before coming to the Indian poets. | think the
UK-based diasporic poets with access to world literature and their own
regional literatures not only affect the diaspora, but also provide new
dimension to writing in the UK, which is actually a multicultural nation
today. And speaking of British South-Asian diasporic poets, we have
people like you, Imtiaz Dharkar, Moniza Alvi, Daljit Nagra, the list goes on.
All of you conform to the post-colonial genre or to a category of what |
would call immigrant writers, first or second generation. Pioneering poets
with their own collections and edited anthologies lead the way for a new
generation of poets contributing to UK literature. So, when you revisit
Indian poetry in English from a UK perspective, you can see the origins of
Indian poetry in English firstly as a political genre, then subsequently as a
hybrid genre with syncretic linguistic formations. And you can see that in
Nissim Ezekiel and recently in Daljit Nagra. I've been talking to Daljit and
he told me that he'd also looked at Nissim Ezekiel's poetry and tried and
created, and he's trying to create something called Babu English. So, the
post-colonial concerns of language, of course, nation and narration,
location of culture—sorry to be stealing from Homi Bhabha—here [they
laugh] abound in the works, both in the UK diasporic writing and in India.
And this hybridity and syncretism provide a new dimension to British
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poetry and also world literature. So, diasporic poets in Britain have

actually brought much to enrich the poetic scene here.

BF: Thanks Usha for that.

UK: Definitely.

BF. Well, you have endorsed it and we actually look forward to the

completion of your PhD and to see it published.

UK: Thank you. Now, thank you for mentioning that [laughs]. I'm working
quite hard and hoping to submit the thesis in the next year or so. So,

keep your fingers crossed.

BF: | think you'll do brilliantly, Usha. Would you say that you have now
found a place for yourself as a writer of colour in the UK, confident of
your transnational identity, speaking for two nations as you address a

global audience?

UK: | don't know if I've really carved a niche for myself as a writer of
colour. I'm certainly grateful to you, Bashabi, to WritersMosaic and the
Royal Literary Fund for having profiled me. I'm trying to work on my
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poetry. It has been a long journey. And since you found me, | think you

must have seen something within my work!

BF: Certainly.

UK: [Laughs] As far as transnational identity is concerned, perhaps I'm
more confident because | find myself defending UK in India and India in
the UK. And I'm honoured and almost humble that my work has been
well-received by a global audience. My poetry has been translated into, let
me see, Spanish, Turkish, German and Manx Gaelic. And a recent
privilege has been the fact that Indian students have chosen my work as a
topic of their research degree and are approaching me with
questionnaires and interviews. And [laughs] I'm really moved. And | don't

know what in my work has contributed to their interest [laughs].

BF: Well, | think you are a significant writer today, Usha, as a poet whom
people will return to, not just as scholars, but as readers now and in the
future. So my final question is, what can your readers expect from you in

your next collection? If you wish to share that with us now, that's fine.

UK: That's very kind of you. However, since 1980, and I've been
concentrating on my PhD, but | do write in bits and pieces. And many
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literary friends have been constantly asking me why | do not submit work
for publication anymore. They remind me that I'm a poet. In the last two
years, I've been through a spate of bad health and a couple of health
scares. And | have immersed myself in prayer and found solace in myth
and legend. So the myth has become a quest for mental peace or part of
my belief system or religious ritual. | have tried to approach myth as
allegory, writing in bits and pieces, possibly reinventing myths on a
personal level. And also myth has become a source of psychic healing for
me. So | think the next collection would just primarily be based on myth
and how as a diasporic practising Hindu, | interpret myth—Indian myth in
English. So that is my plan because bits and pieces | have written—I
mean, it's nowhere near a collection, but there have been poems that are

moving towards those lines.

BF. Oh, well | think this will be a significant contribution, Usha, the
mythical and the spiritual as you bring India to Britain through your

poetry in your next collection. Thank you very much, Usha.

Today, Usha Kishore has been our profile writer today and WritersMosaic

is extremely grateful to you for sharing your work, your ideas, your

thinking with us today. Thank you, Usha.

18



UK: Thank you once again, Bashabi, for this interview and the very
excellent set of questions which drowned me in deep thought and which
I'm floundering actually [laughs]. The questions were so intellectual. |
would also like to thank WritersMosaic for profiling me. Thank you very

much.

Usha Kishore was in conversation with Bashabi Fraser

A recording of this interview can be found at writersmosaic.org.uk

© Usha Kishore
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