The Poetic Rendezvous: An Email  

    Interview With Smita Agarwal 
           Nilanshu Kumar Agarwal

If I were  a creepy-crawly,

or an airy-fairy, I’d at least

stick to instincts…
The just mentioned emotional outburst from the pen of Smita Agarwal reveals the lyrical intensity of her poetry. Poetry, it appears, is an emotional outlet of her emotions. Eunice  de Souza has written thus about her poetry, “Smita Agarwal is frequently concerned with pain, but in the tradition of impersonality, it is expressed through the dramatized consciousness of other people, or other forms of life.”

Her poetry collection Wish-Granting Words (New Delhi: Ravi Dayal Publisher,2002) exhibits her profound veneration of poetry, which according to her “performs a civilizing function.” Her poems have appeared in prestigious journals and anthologies like Kavya Bharti, The Scoria, Literature Alive, The Journal of Poetry Society(India), Indian Literature, Indian Review of Books, Wasafari (London), Poetry Review (London),Ariel (Canada), Thumbscrew (Oxford), Verse (U.S.A.), Poetry India: Voices for the Future; Poetry India: Voices in Time; Poetry India: Voices of Silence, ed. H.K.Kaul;  Nine Indian Women Poets,ed. Eunice de Souza,1997.
Currently, she is a Professor of Englsih at University of Allahabad and was a writer in residence at the Universities of Sterling and Kent in 1999.She is also a vocal artist for All India Radio. This emotional creative artist, with a doctoral dissertation on Sylvia Plath talks to Dr.Nilanshu Kumar Agarwal about her love for poetry and music along with several other important issues  like eroticism in literature and current curriculum of English Studies in India.

NKA: Poetry comes naturally to a poet. It emerges as spontaneously in the human heart, as the leaves on the branches. In your poem ‘According to my bond: no more or les’,  you say, “The universe is intentionless.” I say, “Poetry is intentionless.” Wordsworth has also called poetry ‘spontaneous overflow of powerful feelings.’ That is, poetry can not be created by way of force. It is spontaneous, natural and instinctive. Sage Valmiki too experienced the poetic upsurge in his heart, when he was filled with pathetic sentiments  at the emotional killing of the Kraunch bird. Poetry, it appears, has come spontaneously to you too. Pain is the paramount thing in your verse.  The inner emotional pain has made the natural poetic effusion possible in you. Externally, your poetry poses to be impersonal and objective. You talk about nature and other external things. But, a poem like ‘At Forty’ clearly indicates that behind this impersonal grab, there is sufficient personal emotion. I suppose, ‘she’ of the aforesaid poem is none other than you. Am I right? The line  ‘At thirty-eight she loses her dad to diabetes’ is clearly written from a personal angle.(As per Wish-Granting Words, your father left for his heavenly abode, when you were 38 and in the poem ‘Joyride’, you have referred to his diabetes.) Should I call you a subjective poet, who is hiding her personal emotions under the guise of impersonal thought. In a way, you have universalized your personal anxiety and pain. Is my  hypothesis correct? Please make an emotional statement.
SA:I am a human being; I have a mind and a heart. But, the objective of my poems is to use art to find that fine balance between reason and feeling where all who read the poem feel as if it were theirs. As I have said in my interview with Eunice de Souza in Nine Indian Women Poets, OUP, 1997, p. 60, “ … a poem performs a civilizing function, answering not only a human need for emotional expression but for rational control as well.” 
NKA:Due to the presence of the just mentioned feverish strife in your psyche, you involve in an imagery which indicates the emotional outburst of your heart. I think in the poem ‘The Map’, the picture of volcano is nothing but an extended image of your own disturbed heart. “Geophysicists peer into its smoking vent,/Wondering how, for over a thousand years,/It has been fuming yet never allowed/ Its seething discontent to spew out.” The above-mentioned lines just bring out the inner frustration and seething discontents of your heart. What factors, other than the mentioned in ‘At Forty’ (considering it to be a personal poem), are responsible for your lyrical effusion? Or, were the reasons mentioned in the poem sufficient to cause poetic upsurge in you? Please illumine.

SA: The reason for writing poetry is life itself: its complexity, beauty, ordinariness … discontents … I am careful to allow any and everything to move me. Most agitations drift away into space. Only some gift me a poem. I never know which one will do that but I am constantly alert and I try. 

NKA:What is the way come out of this distress? Can poetry, music and arts help us in finding a way out. Please guide.

SA: I am a poet not a spiritual guru so I cannot guide. You must find the answer for yourself as I have found mine. Poetry and music make me happy. I cannot live without them. When I am happy everything around me is warm and good and beautiful.

NKA: In the poem ‘Monsoon Cantata’, you have talked about ‘suicide-squad assassinations’, ‘communal conflagrations’, ‘scams’, ‘arms deals’, ‘a tribal woman gang-raped’ and ‘mute deaths in custody’. This derailed social system is perhaps due to the fact that “Standing in a hall of mirrors he sees/Everywhere only himself.” This expression from ‘Man on the Make’ shows the basic selfishness of the man. This approach is robbing man of his divine virtues and making him a mere beast. What are the possible solutions to this selfish bestial approach of man? Can Literature be a guide to solve this problem? There is a problem here too. In the contemporary age of Information Technology, the young men and women have lost interest in Literature. Somewhere, you have also written,” …they don’t understand much of what you write (Qtd. in Eunice de Souza 61).” The youth has his ideals in top MNC Executives. They do not care for Literature, music and other arts. To be very honest, ’the world is too much with us’. How can the interest of the youth be restored in these creative arts. Please instruct.

SA: I think that the beauty of Man is that he is both beast and divine. This is of great interest to me as a poet. I would rather let Man be as he is. Who wants an insipid, perfect God? As for your second question, yes, contemporary life is very demanding on young people and maybe it does not offer them much time to read, write, sing and dance. But is that really so? We still find time to see movies, go to discos, participate in family weddings where we sing and dance, go to melas, fairs, mandirs … all these are cultural activities. We do what is best and easily available to us. We cannot exist in a cultural vacuum … whether it is high, low, popular or folk, each one of us is a part of some cultural activity. I don’t think the creative arts can die out. Periodically they impact human life. As, after 9/11, the New York Times reported a flurry of poetic activity by bruised and stunned Americans.
NKA:Sometimes, your poetry indulges in too explicit love imagery. The poem ‘Parrots’ is an example in this case, where the third stanza reaches the height of forbidden subject. Can traditional Indian readers accept this type of content too easily?

SA: Dear friend, what do you mean by the traditional Indian reader? India has a tradition of the erotic as exemplified by Khajuraho, Kalidas, Jayadeva, to name just three. The list is really long. There is no forbidden subject in art. Art breaks boundaries, allows new things to be born and the old and accepted to grow … Yes, the erotic may be uncomfortable to read or see but that does not make it irrelevant. (Am e mailing you my article on erotic poetry published in Poetry Review, London.)

NKA:You seem to be a close observer of nature. The expression “Rain is tattooing on the roof, tap-tapping/On the thin sunshade of the kitchen window” in the poem ‘Monsoon Cantata’ exhibits your keen observation of natural scene. What is the significance of this natural imagery in your poetry? Please enlighten.

SA: How should I put it? I love nature because maybe I am made that way. Maybe because I belong to the hills I grew up with nature, as you call it. My father used to take us for trips, nature walks; point things out to us. I married a man who loves traveling and gardening. It could be all of this. 

NKA: In your poem ‘Joyride’, you are nostalgic about your father. How the nostalgic past enhanced your poetic sensibilities. Please elaborate.

SA: Memory and memorability are linked. In order to remember and preserve, the human brain resorts to rhyme, symbols, metaphors – the tools of poetry. Memories of irrevocable loss tend to be nostalgic – a civilized way of grieving for what is lost. Memories of pain and loss are a rich vein poets have mined across time and cultures. “Joyride” is a villanelle echoing Dylan Thomas’ elegy “Do not go gently into the Night …”. The strict rhyme scheme keeps a check on sentimentality. The refrain, “Till daylight fades out on every side”, (the slow growth of darkness that ultimately engulfs all life no matter how beautiful or how powerful) makes the poem an elegy and a lament. 

NKA: Simon de Beauvoir called the women ‘the second sex.’ Your poem ‘Enchilida’ deals with this suppression of the woman. The subjugation of the woman is brought out in the opening stanza itself, where you write, “She wonders if she’ll ever know/This Man./Five or Fifteen years of marriage,/He is still a closed fist.”  Similarly, the poem ‘Discord’ brings this strained man-woman relationship to the fore in the last line- “Like two crossed knives, husband and wife.” Is there a way out of this jungle of male patriarchal system? How can the rainbow of emotional bond arise in the dismal sky of man-woman relationship? Please make a statement, if possible.

SA:  Again, you ask me a question as if I were a swamiji with vibhuti up my sleeve. I am a poet. I write of what I see – without praise or blame. However, I do feel, much depends on the man and woman concerned. If there is love and trust, they can aim for a relationship of equality and mutual respect. 
NKA: Has this patriarchal system of society been an obstacle in your growth as a poet and a teacher? How did you encounter male prejudice towards a woman, while advancing your career as a poet, teacher and a singer?

SA: When one is young one reacts to male prejudice. It enrages you because it is unfair. As one grows older one learns to do the job well so that the very men who stand in your path learn to respect you for your expertise and individuality.

NKA: You are also a vocal artist for All India Radio. How has this art helped your creativity in poetry? Do you find some affinity between poetry and music? What do you prefer- poetry or music?

SA: Poetry is music, is it not? Even in free verse we aim for internal rhyme, assonance, repetition, alliteration, anaphora, for what purpose, if not to create the music of sound? Certainly my training in music has taught my ear to catch even the softest of sounds and rhythms. There is no question of preference; both make me happy, make me feel good, grant me a sense of being free.
NKA: As a teacher of English Literature and Language, what do you think are the major problems faced by the students of English in North Indian Universities?

SA: I wonder, if English has lost its relevance? Path-breaking scientific research and the Internet continue to use English as their medium of expression. (For this answer and the next please read Attachment that was published in the Times of India).{For the readers of this interview, that article is attached as Annexure to the Interview.}
NKA:Is the current curriculum of English Studies in Indian Universities proper? Or, is there a need to reform it? Should it not be decolonized? Should not we have Literature in English Language in place of Literature of England in our curriculum? Teaching of just the classics of England and complete ignorance about the great works of regional  languages (in English translation) are the  signs of our slavery syndrome. Your views, please.

Interviewer Dr.Nilanshu Kumar Agarwal is Senior Lecturer in English at Feroze Gandhi College, Rae Bareli.
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                     Annexure to the Interview
Eng. Lit. in the University of Allahabad : A  

                        Rethink*
 Prof. Smita Agarwal, English Dept. A.U.

As a fresh academic session begins, and boys and girls file past for admission in post-graduate classes, once again I think of how  an education in English Literature and Language may be made more meaningful and beneficial for these hopefuls with all of their lives before them.

     A restructuring of the English syllabus, making it more grounded, linked to the student’s real-life situation, seems imperative. Gone are the days when an A.N. Jha or a Prof. Dustoor could wax eloquent on Shelley and Keats to a student-body coming from an upper-crust and upper-middle-class background. No longer are our students scions of royal families or progeny of well-to-do thakurs and talukdaars, aspiring to become civil servants or dilettantes. The present day student-body is largely lower-middle-class wanting a job as fast as possible. Labouring under the delusion that an education in Eng. Lit. will grant him his wish, unable to grasp either the nuances of the language or the irrelevance of a syllabus now anachronistic in a postcolonial, postmodern setting, I see him, Sisyphus-like, being punished for something he is not responsible for. After a B.A. or an M.A. in Eng. Lit., his English is the pits and his world-view zilch.

     The first step is to revamp the courses we run; make them more relevant to the students opting for them, that is, make them job-oriented. The employment intensive sectors these days are Information Technology and Multimedia. Keeping this in view, Eng. Lit. teaching should become interdisciplinary and eclectic in approach. Courses on translation, comparative literature, creative writing and spoken English should be framed and implemented. These will equip the young persons to work with regional and English language dailies and mass-circulation magazines. Spoken English and Language Labs will make them better TV presenters and call centre personnels. Our boys, (the girls can at least marry and opt for being set alight for several reasons) first generation out of an East U.P. village, at best become lawyers’ clerks, shop assistants, those that manage to bribe – chaprasis, security guards, cooks and waiters in hotels and restuarants and household help. We have to give serious thought on how to make Eng. Lit. beneficial to them.

     Auden and Eliot fail to ignite their minds. Homi Bhabha and Gayatri Spivak are inaccessible  and dull for them. A comparative study of Kalidas and Shakespeare, Meerabai and Kamala Das, Tagore, Wordsworth and Thoreau may perhaps revivify the situation. Indian and Western translation theory and practice may perhaps help them in negotiating cultures and languages. Courses on essay , precis and feature writing may perhaps help them acquire that elusive job that will sustain them. 

     According to a former Head of the Department of English, Allahabad University, we have to rethink a syllabus that places Eng. Lit. centrestage and marginalises Indian English and other literatures. Also, a chronological, history based perspective may be abandoned for a more inclusive syllabus that offers optional papers on relevant areas like Womens Studies, Popular culture, Film and Media Studies, Commonwealth Literature, Literature and Politics, Literature and Psychology, Literature and Culture,Contemporary Literary Theory and Comparative Aesthetics and Poetics.

     However, in traditional universities established during colonial times, a restructuring of the syllabus has to go hand in hand with a restructuring of the procedures followed for a change in the syllabus or the introduction of new papers. Ponderous, orthodox methods of syllabus revamp involving arthiritic and almost senile Faculty Boards and Academic Councils have to make way for newer and speedier methods that get the job done rather than shoot down innovative ideas. In these times of globalisation and freemarket, traditional institutions of higher learning are being consistently challenged by a naya- paisa- a- dozen Deemed Universities and Coaching Institutes. Isn’t it time we let a high wind fill our sails to ride on the crest of the wave?

                                                                                             *TOI, Lucknow. Aug. 8th, 2004.

