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Prime and Sub-prime
Aditya Vyas

Thanks to the major financial
crisis, the infamous sub-prime crisis,
we are on the verge of a recession.
There are now widespread reports
about how the American extravagant
living has been affected by the crisis
and fashion houses are facing the fire,
luscury products taking a beating and
an overall change in the psyche of the
money-barons of the world. In India
and other Asian economies where peo-
Pple have a good enough tendency to
save as against the western paradigm
of credit card lifestyle, one cannot say
the recession will very badly affect the
Indian firms but it is showing its ngl
head with major companies doing a
round of lay-offs and creating a fear
pSychosis amongst the people.

The crisis is not only financial but
also cultnral in a sense. Even a
common  day-to-day  conversation
wonld have us say "Oh life is quite
different in the western world" that
difference is not mainly financial but
cultural and one of the major reasons
of the crisis lies in the insatiable greed
of the financial world, which has led
1o the downfall of the mighty financial
powerhouses in  the world. As
Shakespeare rightly put it "The
wise men  have  folly  fallen"”
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able thing to do, Shashi Deshpande made
her mark as one of India's best-known writ-
ers of fiction. The award-winning novelist, who
published her first collection of short stories in
1978, and her first novel The Dark Holds No Terror

| ong before writing novels became a fashion-
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Writing is not just about being
trendy or marketable, says
award-winning novelist Shashi
Deshpande to

/
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and is the second daughter of the well-known
Kannada dramatist and writer Shriranga. She has
degrees in Economics and Law, and has also done
a course in journalism at Bharatiya Vidya Bhavan.

She is still writing actively and has recently
released In the Country of Deceit, a new novel that

in 1980, has written a num- X deals sensitively with a subject
ber of books since then - Inte rview that many still consider taboo
among them, four short in India - an extra-marital

story collections, four children's books and ten
novels. She won the Sahitya Akademi award for the
novel That Long Silence in 1991. She also has a col-
lection of essays, in a volume titled 'Witing from the
Margin & Other Essays', and has done some transla-
tions - Opening Scenes: The dramatic memoirs and a play
of Shriranga and Nirgathi by Gauri Deshpande,
translated from Marathi.

Deshpande was born in Dharwad, Karnataka,

affair. In the acknowledgements to this book, she
writes: “Devyani, who appeared in an early novel,
Come Up and Be Dead, lingered with a quiet persist-
ence for years, until I knew there was another story
of hers which she wanted me to tell. And so this
novel, in which Devyani comes back...”
Shashi Deshpande takes some time off to talk
about her life and her work...
Continued on Page 2
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You grew up in a literary household in the
early 1940s, as the daughter of the famous
Kannada dramatist and writer Shriranga.
What do you remember most strongly
about your childhood, and how it shaped
your later writing? When did you first begin
to write?

I grew up in a literary atmosphere, a home
in which writing and drama predominated. It
was intellectually very lively, because our
house was always with visitors - teachers,
writers, theatre people and so on. And my
father and his friends had heated debates
about literature, drama, politics.

I think I found out then that I loved the
life of the mind and of ideas. I was never
very interested in domestic life. I read a huge
deal and enjoyed the British authors - Jane
Austen and Dickens were my great
favourites.

I also got a glimpse of our own literature

since my father was a Kannada dramatist and
Sanskrit scholar. I saw it all as literature, I did
not think much of the fact that the literature
was in different languages.
What kind of education have you received?
I believe you have degrees in economics
and law, and have also done a course in
journalism?

Yes, I studied economics but I did not find
it interesting. In fact I hated it. I joined a
journalism course after marriage when my
younger son was three. There I began to
write. Until then, though I had been a great
reader, I had never written anything. I had
grown up in Dharwad, a small town where
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Kannada predominated, while we spoke
Marathi at home with our mother. But I
could only write in English. T guess it took
me some time to bridge the gap between the
language and my experience.

When I worked briefly for the Onlooker (a
magazine) they asked me to write a story,
which T did. It was a very 'Somerset
Maughamish' story. But it was like a dam had
burst. I wrote a great many stories after that.
I gave three stories to the editor of Fewina,
Vimla Patil, and asked her which of the three
she would like to take. "I'm taking all," she
said, and I neatly fainted!

I had come to Mumbai after my marriage
in 1962. My husband was a doctor working in
K.E.M hospital and we lived in the hospital
campus.

I found Mumbai very stimulating and live-
ly. We lived in Parel, right in the
midst of hospitals
and mills. There
was an amazing
vitality in the area.

When, later, my
husband moved to
Bangalore to join
NIMHANS, I
would write when
my sons were in
school. T used to sit at
the dining table and at
4.30 when they came
home, I would stop.

My first collection
of short stories came
out in 1978, and my
second novel, which
was published first, The
Dark Holds No Terrors,
came out in 1980. The
urge to write was so
strong, it obsessed me. I
worked incredibly hard -
that's how it seems to me
now - writing each free
minute I could get and
coping with housework,
which included cooking all the meals for my
family (two growing boys and a food-loving
husband!).

How did T manage everything? Well, no
one is ever going to give you time. I always
made time for my writing; I learned to com-
partmentalise. I found housework extremely
conducive to thinking. When you are rolling
chappatis or cutting vegetables, your mind is
free.

There were pressures, specially money
problems. My husband was a doctor, but the
salary was just okay. Besides, we had two
bright children whom we wanted to give the
best opportunities. But I find that in difficult
times I am able to work better.

How would you say you have evolved as a
writer from those early days?

I evolved through writing. As we grow
older, not only does the world change, the
various experiences we live through make us
different persons as well.

When writing That Long Silence, I had huge
problems. My father was very ill. My husband
had given up his job and started his own
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practice, our sons were in the 10th and 12th.
We had moved into a small house, so tiny
that I had to jump over my bed to reach my
writing table. In the course of writing the
book, my father died. But I wrote, I never
stopped writing,

That Long Silence had anger. All that I

wrote - about a woman's life, her inability to
establish selfhood, the human self crushed
by roles - didn't come through theory, it
came through life. I'm a less angry person
now.
You have worked on a variety of genres,
including children's books and a crime
thriller, which you did not want re-pub-
lished because you thought it did not work.
How does the process of writing work for
you in these various genres? What are the
yardsticks that you use to judge whether
something you have written
works or not?

I use the yardstick of a
reader. I see the flaws. With
the crime thriller, I had no

knowledge of police proce-
dures - that was a major

flaw. And T was trying to
write like Agatha Christie.
The narrative should
flow, the character should
be someone with whom
you can identify. T don't
like pretentiousness, I
like simplicity and under-
statement, not flamboy-
ance.

Writers  like  Jane
Austen and Dickens tell
you a story about peo-
ple. I like the honesty,

and unpretentiousness
of Austen, her vision,
integrity. She wrote in

an age of melodrama,

and went against the

tide of her time.
I also believe that we are
ethical beings. I believe human beings need
moral vision, that the good is important in life.
What has your experience of publishing
been? Would you say publishing has
changed today in comparison with the late
'70s, when you first began writing fiction?

I started with Orient Longman. I was
naive, and knew nothing, It did not work out
well. That Long Silence went to Virago; it was
accepted, though I had no agent. Now I pub-
lish with Penguin.

Today, marketing plays a huge role. For
instance, this new trend of chick-lit does well
because there is a huge readership of that
age, young women with money to spend.
Publishers believe that poetry doesn't sell,
and so it is struggling,

As for fiction, there ate too many manu-
scripts. The kind of writing that publishers
want is the sort that appeals to the young,
Something that is contemplative is not easily
recognised. Small publishers sometimes take
more risks, but in this big money, big markets
milieu, it is a miracle that small publishers
survive.

Continued on Page 3



What would you say of the current state of
Indian writing in English, the challenges,
and the opportunities available today?

One of the challenges for a writer is to
stay true to one’s self, write what one wants
to, and persevere. Writing is not just about
being trendy, or marketable. I see too many
young people who think they have written
masterpieces.

The problem today is that people don't
read, they are not able to assess their own
writing. The writer has to be a good critic
and be able to see her/his own writing crit-
ically. This can only come through reading,
through reading good literature.

The Internet has its place though I
wouldn't say it has a significant place.
People who write blogs are often hoping
for a publisher eventually, so blogging is no
more than a means of finally being pub-
lished in the regular way. But blogging can
get away with being self-indulgent. When
you send a manuscript to a publisher, it has
to meet certain standards - no room for
self-indulgence there!

Writing must come from within you,
but it is also a craft. Learning the craft
is very important. There is the desire to
write, but that's not enough. One has to
learn the craft; language is an important
part of it.

At a recent seminar you said that in the
Indian context, writers had a social func-
tion to play, and art for art's sake was not

Use of perspective

T he Signs", a solo show of works by

Bangalore-based artist, Ajay Gulati

will be held at Studio Napean, Mumbai,

from November 25 till December 24,
2008.

Ajay has a very unique style, one which
he refers to as 'sculpture on canvas', it
derives from studies in isometric and per-
spective drawings that explore the depths
of a third dimension on a two-dimension-
al surface. He uses textures and colouts to

enhance the drawings and create a &
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Shashi Deshpande

enough. Earlier, you had spoken of
contemporary writers veering towards a
journalistic style, and you seemed to indi-
cate this was not a good thing. Is there a
contradiction in these two statements, or
is there a point where both can co-exist?

You don't write out of a calm mind. You
write because you are disturbed about
something; creativity comes out of turbu-
lence. When you are young, you tend to
write about your own life, later, it is about
things around you.

Writing is a form of activism. You are
never carrying a message, but there is a
view that you present to readers. There is
an alternative vision given to readers; it is
up to the reader to accept or reject that
view. But the writer does not, like an
activist, insist on the change. The writer
raises questions which must disturb the
reader, make the reader think...

Tell us about your latest book, In the
Country of Deceit.

For the first time, I have written a love
story. I have been exploring love in differ-
ent forms in all my novels.

There are various kinds of love;
love which turns into an obsession,
love  between man and  woman,

the 'wrong' kind of love where the man is
married.

This book is the story of a young unmar-
ried woman Devayani, who falls in love
with a married man - and he with her, of
course - and the struggle within her as she
tries to deal with the wrongness of what
she is doing,.

It is set in a small town which is fast
changing, nevertheless remains a small
town where everyone knows everyone else,
and having a secret love affair becomes
even more difficult.

Shashi Deshpande’s newest book, In the
Country of Deceit, bas been published in
Viking by Penguin Books India (2008)

perception of
depth to combine
matter and
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thought. This is Ajay's 25th exhibition and 17th solo exhibition.
“Over the last few years, he has exhibited solely in the US with
sold out shows that have been very well received. This is his first
showing in Mumbai, and we at Studio Napean are very proud to
welcome him to our city,” says Studio
Napean’s Nandini J. Singh.

In the last four years, Ajay Gulati's
work was shown in the United States,
Canada, and Europe. In 2007 alone,
his solo exhibitions were held in New
York,  Washington D.C., San
Francisco, Toronto, and closed with a
sell-out show at Galleri Laessoe in
Denmark. His signature style, aesthet-
ics, and meaningful expression have
brought international flavour and
recognition to Ajay Gulati.
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