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Spices, Sister of My Heart), and a collection of short stories (Arranged
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South Asian Worren in the Bay Area.

Read fiction by Chitra Banerjee Divakaruni previously published in Weber
Studies.

You have Masters and PhD degrees in academics. Your dissertation on Christopher Marlowe at the University of California_Berkeley was
written under the direction of Stephen Greenblatt, and it'stitled, "For Danger Isin Words: A Study of Language in Marlowe's Plays." How
did you get into creative writing and make it your career?

Yes, that was quite a departure for me. It certainly wasn't anything | had planned because | had intended to study literature and then
teachitin college. For many years| did just that aswell, although now | teach purely creative writing. | think what happened is that
although I loved the Renaissance and | continueto loveit, at acertain point when | was getting my PhD at Berkeley, my political
consciousness was changing. | felt that my life asawoman of color living in Americawas so divorced from what | was intellectually
spending all my time on that a great dissatisfaction, akind of crisis of consciousness, rose upin me. | figured | had to start writing
about what was of importance in my life, and one of the big things was the act of immigration and thewaysin which it had changed me,
thewaysin which it had really made me see the world differently and see my place asawoman in the world differently, the waysin
which it had made me appreciate my own culture aswell as question my own culture, and question my lifein India, and all that was very
important to me. So | started writing tentatively, not very well.| wrote some pretty bad poems at first.

Your poetry isinfused with questions of social justice.

Yes, right from the beginning. The roles for women and the structur es of patriarchy that women struggled with have been very
important as points of explorationin my writing. That's how I've moved into writing; it wasn't something that | had planned at all. And
as| wrote, | did not, for many years, think of myself asawriter. It was only after Arranged Marriage came out and won a number of
awardsthat | began to think, " Oh, maybel am awriter."

And so your appointment at Foothill College was not in the writing program.

No. It was purely for literature. | taught all kinds, but especially 20th Century and multicultural literature.
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Before you came to this country when you were nineteen, had you written any poetry? Had you written any plays, short stories?
No. |l didn't writein India.
And your first collection of poetry was published in India?

It was published in India, but that was many year s after | came here.| wanted my first work to be published in India. And | had no
connectionswith Indian publishers, but | wroteto P.Lal,who isthe editor of Writers Workshop, and | sent him some poems and | said,
"1 don't know whereto place these or where to send a book. Do you know anyone who would beinterested?" He wrote back and said
that the Writers Workshop would be interested in publishing them.

And then, for your second book, did you go to an American publisher here? How were you received then?
By then | was already publishing in magazines, so it was not a problem.

This leads me into a question about your audience, your readers. In Yellow Light: The Flowering of Asian American Arts (Temple U, 1999)
edited by Amy Ling, | remember you have answered that specific question: Who is your audience? Would you enumerate that again for me?

Sure. When I'm writing, | really try not to think about audience because that concept seemsvery limiting to me—because as soon as |, at
least asawriter, begin to think of aparticular audience, | become consciously or subconsciously very influenced by what | think that
audience likes and would want meto write. | think that'svery detrimental to the writing process. So | try not to think about audience at
all. But oncethe pieceiswritten, and | think about whom | would like to reach, | think about many differ ent kinds of people. On one
hand, | would like to reach people of my Indian background, Indian-Americans, South-Asians, and | certainly hope that my work will
have for them the pleasur e of recognition. In terms of othersor alarger readership...l think of the author as being at the center of these
ringsor circles, these concentric circles.

Describe them for our readers.

The South-Asian circleisone of thefirst. The larger second circleisthe Asian-American one, and then alarger one still is of women of
many cultures, the large reader ship for whom | writein termsof wanting my work to reach them. But ultimately, | think the audience
iswhoever isinterested in our books. And so when you write without thinking about anyonein particular, when you're doing the very
best you can, in some ways you will reach people that you never even dreamed of reaching. That to me isthe ultimate success. For me as
areader, that has been the casein writers| thought | would have nothing in common with and find no pleasurein their books, but when
| read them, | lear ned so much from them.

I have noticed there are two kinds of readers: those who go only for the acknowledged canon which comprises only white writers with a
sprinkling of a few African-Americans and Native Americans, and some others who are normally not given to reading Asian writers or any
writers of color. And they react, "Oh, this, this writer...I can't say the name!" When that happensin my classes, | say to my students, "You have
a good education. Apply phonics and read."

Thisreminds me of afunny story. When | first published and got an agent, my agent who was a very good agent—and we ar e now good
friends—was very concer ned about the same thing. She said, " Oh, your books will never be successful because no one will be able to
pronounce your name and remember your name, so they will not be able to go and ask for your books at a book store." She said, "1

really think you need to change your name. Let's think of really shortening your last name. How about "Diva' instead of Divakaruni."
And | didn't say anything because...she has a very unusual, difficult last name herself [Dijkstra], and | just didn't say anything. And so she
inferred from my silence that that was not acceptable to me. But | know what you mean about those mainstream r eaders.

So, have you discovered or recognized that some readers don't want to read works by a writer with a difficult sounding name, and how do
you reach those kinds of readers?

Well, my personal view isthat alot of times you reach people through magaz ne publications. So I'm not aver se to being published in
all kinds of differ ent magazines. Some writers are very snobbish; they only want to be in The New Yorker, or they only want the Atlantic
Monthly, and | love it when I'm published in the The New Yorker or Atlantic Monthly, but every oncein awhile | give one of my storiesto
awomen's magazine like Good Housekeeping. And it's inter esting that they've been very eager to publish my storieswhich | would not
have thought would be the case. So they ar e always asking my agent, Does she have something for us? And oncein awhilel give them,
and for that same reason, Neila, |I've received so much—some very inter esting feedback from the fan mail | get from people who read my
storiesin Good Housekeeping. As for the ordinary readers, whom we think of as mainstream reader s who are not interested in these
issues, per haps, they think they ar e not inter ested, but when they come acr oss a story, an unusual story like my storiesin Good
Housekeeping, they do under stand, and they do relate. They are very appreciative, and it creates an interest in them from where they go
ontoread other things. And that would be one way of reaching that kind of audience. But at a certain point, | guess|'m just as
intractable as other authorsand think, " If they want to read me, they can read me; and if they don't, they don't have to." But I'm doing a
little bit by putting my work out there through magazines that will introducereadersto writersthey wouldn't have knowledge of
otherwise.

I'm with you. A person may not want to read a 200page novel, but may be willing to venture out into a 15page story.

But having read that 15-page story, then would think, " Oh, | really like this kind of stuff. Let me see what is available in the market or
inthelibrary."

As you wrote to Amy Ling about these concentric circles, you have the Indian-American writer in mind but you also have the larger
audience...

Right, and that is so important because | think that thereisone group of political thought inwriting literature that thinks: "You only
write for your own people. Why should you write for anyone else?" But that defeats the whole idea of literature, which is about
reaching across boundaries and barriers and making available to people lives they would never read otherwise.

You wrote to Amy Ling that you had two expectations from your readers: "I want them to know me and my people as we are. | want to break
the stereotypes that they might hold in their heads." And | see how you mean that. So do you then consider yourself primarily an
Asian-American writer with a mission?
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You know, when | think back on what | said, | think thisislike my hope of what my storieswill do for me morethan," Do | alter the
world?" Morethan my expectations from the reader, thisis akind of hope. | do think that writersneed to have a social purpose. Too
much of thewriting we do today is done, especially inthe more literary kinds of writing that we come acr oss, for the sake of art, for the
sake of structure. It's experimental or it'sdealing with individual issues and has chosen specifically and purposely to stay away from
social questions and social concerns. Many writers, many of the award-winning writerswritelike that. And | just don't agree. | think
thewriter hasasocial responsibility. Now, | don't think that the social responsibility can take the place of art. What you arewriting
hasto be good first of all; otherwise, any social purpose will not be served becauseit will not move your readers; it will not speak to
your readers. But | do believe that writers have to have asocial responsibility.

And that brings me to your social service. You were president of Maitri, the help-line for South-Asian American women. Did you help start it?
Did you get involved in Maitri before you started writing? Was there a symbiotic relationship?

Yes very much, a simultaneous r el ationship and symbiotic relationship. Maitri was founded in 1991, which was the year Black Candle,
my poetry collection came out. It wasearly in my writing career, and | was one of the founders. A group of my friends, we got together
and founded it,and it grew. It was a very small grassroots organization operating out of my home. We just got an extra phone line and
we started the service. And now it'sgrown into areally large organization.

With an office of its own?

With an office of itsown. And we've hired a fulltime per son for the office, and now we have, the last | heard, about 40 volunteers. And we
have now lots of support from the community aswell, whereas, when we started, there was alot of consternation in the community. We
werethefirst hotline for South-Asian women on the West Coast, but now there are more services of that kind and it's much more
accepted. That was abig part of my life, and since I've moved to Houston, I've been working with Daya, whichisasimilar organization,
and I'm on their board.

Were you inspired ... I'm not saying that you picked these stories as they were...

Right. In fact, | was very car eful not to take any of the stories asthey wer e, off the women who came to us. But | was tremendously
moved and affected by their lives and by the problemsthat they faced, and they really made me awar e of alot of things about our
community that | had not known or that | had known only alittle bit of, which is, how within thisvery successful affluent community [of
South-East Asians] these women werein situations of great distress and often great want, where they had no access to any help-line.

I'm reminded of Mistress of Spices where Tilo reaches out to all these South-Asians—Islamic people, Hindus, brahmins, nonbrahmins, all
kinds of people.

Yes. Also we South-Asians like to portray our community as comprising of very successful women; yes, it is certainly very successful,
but we must not forget those who are not and those who ar e struggling and those who need help. | think in my writing, aswell asin my
work with Maitri and Daya, that has been a big force.

I have a question about the fiction, "Crossing," that you wrote for Weber Studies — the one we published in the winter 1998 South-Asian
Special Issue. The narrator who livesin California is now visiting her brother in Vermont, and she makes a comment that her Punjabi-style
dress, the salwar kameez, which was ubiquitous and never noticed in California is now so eye-catching. Everybody is gawking at her.

Right.

And that made me realize that in the United States, we face questions not about diversity in general but varying degrees of it. And now you
live in Texas; you moved from California, which is one of the most cosmopolitan states. Everyone can live there and dress the way one wants
to; one can have one's ears, nose, and lips and eyebrows pierced the way one wants and nobody...

Nobody pays too much attention.
How do you find Houston in terms of diversity and multicultural awareness?

It was very different; it really made me awar e of how the quality of immigrant life and the natur e of immigrant experiences are very
different from state to state and very different on the coast as opposed to inland. So, it really made me awar e of all of that, and then, the
cultureisnot asopentoimmigrantsin Houston, although in Houston it is more open than in other partsof Texas, in the smaller towns.

So how does that affect you as a writer and as one who istrying to reach out to help readers?

Well, I'm still digesting this experience. It takesme along time to digest the experiences of my life and start writing about them. I've
jotted down some story ideas about immigrantsliving in Texas and what their experiences have been. | think it will be awhile before |
canwritethem.|I'm still writing about immigrantsinthe San Francisco area, but | think that | realize that it is avery different
experience and | already have some idea about how to bring out the differ ence of this experience.

In the nine years from 1991 to 2000, you have published an enormous corpus—four books of poetry, two novels, one book of short stories
and another one about to be out, and the novel halfway done.

And then two anthologies that | edited, Multitude and We, Too, Sing America. | edited them all by myself, although | see that as an
advantage. | find it easier when | am working on my own as opposed to when I'm trying to collaborate with other people. And they took
alongtime.l wanted to really focus on quality multicultural literature.

And they include Asian-American writers in the fullest sense—as Chinese, Japanese, Vietnamese, Korean, Indian?
Yes, aswell as Native American and some Eastern European writers, because they have become part of thistoo.

The first anthologies of Asian-American writing included only Chinese, Japanese and Vietnamese writers, and some editors even said they
were not considering any writers from India even though there are some wonderful writers of Indian origin in this country.

Yes, absol utely.
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Now, you write poetry, fiction, novels, and some nonfiction too. Do you consider yourself primarily a poet or a fiction writer?

I would respond to that by saying that it changes for me. If I'm working on poetry, then | am a poet at that time, and right now I'm
working on anovel, so I'm very much anovelist—that's all | am and nothing else. Oncein awhileif|I'm stuck in the novel, | write down
my other ideasin anotebook and they're for later, and | focus on the novel.

So, the genre you write in is not determined by the availability of time.

No. Asyou know, I'm in the middle of moving back to California, and | have no time at all, but the novel iswhat I'm working on, and if |
can do only a paragraph at atime, that'swhat I'm doing. Once I'm in awork, | have to kind of mentally think in that work. | can't do
others, nothing major, nothing creative. | write other things, but | don't write anything creative. | get into the pacing of the novel or
story and until that isdone, | have to stay with it, although I'll do editing work. For instance, while I'm writing the novel | could edit
my book of short stories, but that is different. Asyou know, editing takes a differ ent kind of creative ener gy as opposed to creating new
work.

| was very interested in the acknowledgments of your books. | think all acknowledgments in books tell a great deal about the making of a
book and the creative influences on writers, and your Mistress of Spices mentions not only your mother and your mother-in-law but also
Gurumayi Chidvilasananda, "whose grace illuminates my life every page and every word." What are the influences of your mother and your
mother-in-law and Gurumayi?

I think my mother and mother-in-law have just been very supportive of my writing. My mother-in-law doesn't read any English at all,
but when my books come—it'svery endearing—she'll just sit with my book and she'll 1ook at the cover and she'll look at my picturein
the back, and she'll tell me she isvery proud of me. And she'll just physically touch the book, and so | know that her supportisvery
much with me. And my mother, too, isvery supportive, although we don't discuss my writing. Because | think in terms of ideas, my
mother isvery different in many ways from who | am, and I'm sur e she doesn't agree with many of my ideas. And I'm sure when she
reads certain passages, the morerebellious or shocking passages, she must be going, " Oh, how could she? How did | give birth to this
child?" —but overall sheisvery supportive. And so they both have been important role modelsin my life, and people | respect. And al so
they remind me that when we think of women, alot of times, being professionalsliving in the West, we think of aparticular kind. But |
want my booksto reach women just like my mother; I'm writing for them aswell. If my motherinlaw could read English, | would be
writing for her too. So | never want my work to become elitist or exclusionary and not try to include or invite these women into the
work.

| remember the poem "How | Became a Writer," the one that you read yesterday, too. It is really the most favorite one of mine in all your
collection of poetry, which includes some very compelling poems. | keep thinking of the autobiographical possibilities of that poem, although
I know the persona in the poem is not to be confused with the poet. For instance, the lines ""Write mo-cha.' Her cool fingers/ petal over mine
like the layered red plantain flower / we are writing." Is this part biographical ?

Well, | think just that one image, not other parts of the poem. | do remember my mother helping me write my first words; that part
certainlyistrue.Soinavery literal way she (thelittlegirl) hasthen becomeawriter.

How often do you see her?

Not very often, maybe once ayear or onceintwo years, but as| did the meditation, | felt that in someinner way | was connected to her.
So | felt that | was very close then, and | continue to feel close, whether | see her or not. And | think that it made me awar e of or put me
intouch with my inner self, and | believe, for me at | east, that that isthe source of all our creativeinspiration. And that our art comes
from that source which is beyond the self as ego. So that when we are in touch with that deeper part of ourselves, all we havetodois
really keep the ego out of the way and the writing flows. And so | think that meditating and having my guru's blessing hasreally hel ped
me.

Yesterday, you mentioned that when you were thinking of writing The Mistress of Spices, you had a vision—a literal kind of vision of Tilo,
and she said, "Look at me, I'm Tilo, I'm the Mistress of Spices."

Yes, | had not thought about writing this particular novel, Mistress of Spices, in thisparticular way. It wasn't that | went through steps
inlogical thinking to arrive at that [vision]. It wasavery intuitive and inspired kind of image that came to me and that iswhat | mean,
that in someways | wasin touch with something within me that | cannot explain and that is beyond logic. When | think of writing, |
think of it asof all my worldly activities—all my secular activities—the most spiritual one, because it putsmein touch with

Clark Taylor, Weber State University

And then going to the other part of the question about Gurumayi as my spiritual teacher—it'svery hard to explain because | think the
blessing that has come to me through her and through following that path of meditation isjust beyond words.

When did you meet her?

I met her when | waswriting Mistress of Spices, and so I'm sur e she hasinfluenced that, particularly the mystical and spiritual aspects
of that book.

How often do you see her?

Not very often, maybe once ayear or onceintwo years, but as| did the meditation, | felt that in someinner way | was connected her. So
| felt that | was very close then, and | continue to feel close, whether | see her or not. And | think that it made me awar e of or put mein
touch with my inner self, and | believe, for me at least, that that isthe source of all our creativeinspiration. And that our art comes
from that sour ce which is beyond the self as ego. So that when we are intouch with that deeper part of ourselves, all we havetodois
really keep the ego out of the way and the writing flows. And so | think that meditating and having my guru'sblessing hasreally helped
me.

Yesterday, you mentioned that when you were thinking of writing The Mistress of Spices, you had a vision--a literal kind of vision of Tilo,
and she said, "Look at me, I'm Tilo, I'm the Mistress of Spices."
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Yes, | had not thought about writing this particular novel, Mistress of Spices, in this particular way. It wasn't that | went through steps
inlogical thinking to arrive at that [vision]. It was very intuitive and inspired kind of image that came to me and that iswhat | mean,
that in someways | wasin touch with something within me that | cannot explain and that is beyond logic. When | think of writing, |
think of it asof all my worldly activities--all my secular activities--the most spiritual one, because it puts mein touch with this power
whichisgreater than | and which | don't necessarily understand. | am just thankful that it chooses me to expressitself. Therefore, I'm
really never egotistic about my writing; | never feel proud that I've written this because | know that I'm only theinstrument of this
creative power.

That's a very interesting idea.

And therefore, I'm very, very concerned with making my books absolutely the best they can be, and I'm very willing to listen to
criticism. My ego is never upset when someone says, " Oh, you've made a mess here." | want the work to be absolutely as good asit can
get. Thework ismoreimportant than my mental feelings.

And | think indeed that The Mistress of Spices makes a big departure from your previous writing inasmuch as you plunge into magical
realism. And | love the way it works because at one level your work is magical but it's also firmly rooted in realism.

Right, because it's very much about the lives of immigrants and their challengestoday living in America.
Could you comment on the magical realismin your work?.

I would have to not call it magical realism because although thereismagic and thereisrealism,it'sinaway alittle different from the
work of, for example, GarciaM arquez, whom | love very much, or Isabelle Allende, whom | admire greatly. One of the big sour ces of
inspiration for me were the folktales and myths of Bengal,, which are woven into The Mistress of Spicesin avery central and significant
way. So | think it'salittle different because it draws on these very particular Indian supernatural traditions.

But they are magical nevertheless because they loom larger than life. This balancing of one writerly track on the magical and the other on
the realistic—was that hard to do?

It was difficult because | wastrying to bring together these very diverseworlds. | wastrying to bring together old Indian folklorewith
therealitiesof lifein America—the harsh realities of inner-city lifein Americaand Oakland. So that was difficult to do. | think the
voice of Tilo waswhat really allowed me to bring those thingstogether. | think what happened when | waswriting the book was that |
was able to conceptualize the charactersasrealistically as| could so that each of the char acter s became power ful presences. You have
the lonely American who comesinto the store and Tilo fallsin love with him, and he was mysterious. By the way, until well into the
novel, | didn't know what hisidentity would turn out to be. Hewas amystery to me aswell asto Tilo. | knew that he could not be Indian.
He had to be someone from outside of her culture, and he couldn't be awhite American. | just intuitively knew that that was not the kind
of person she would fall inlove with.

So what is hisidentity?
Well, he's Native American; he's mixed, but the Native Americanisreally important in him.
What kind of research did you have to do for Mistress of Spices? It has all these spices, and you write about all of them.

Right, I've been interested in ayurveda, the traditional ancient Hindu system of medicine, for alongtimeso | did alot of ayurvedic
research aswell. At Berkeley and in the Bay ar ea, there are alot of ayurvedic practitioners and you can get alot of booksaswell. So |
did do alot of ayurvedic research. Some of it came out of, again, the folklore of Bengal, the ways in which spiceswere used in my home
when | was growing up, not for cooking but for medicinal purposes. There are some good luck spices. You have certain ceremonies
wher e you would use certain spicesto bring good luck and avert the evil eye—the mustard seed to avert the evil eye and the haldi,
which isauspicious. So | incorporated all of that info, and then every oncein awhile | just made things up.

Now The Mistress of Spices has been optioned out for a movie?
Yes.
Isit being filmed right now?

No, Gurinder Chadha has finished the screen play and she'sright in the final processes of getting all the money together to start casting
and contracting with the actors. The last time she emailed me she said she knows people who would fund it, but I'm waiting to hear
from her.

What about Sister of My Heart? That also seems to be a very "filmable" book.

A lot of people are interested in Sister of My Heart. The problem isthat so much of it isset in Indiathat it's going to present problemsin
filming. So you need mor e of abudget to film inter continentally. And wher eas Mistress of Spices has people of many backgrounds and
races, Sister of My Heart is full of Indian characters, so we'll have to wait and see.

Just this past week, we saw Such aLong Journey, the movie version of Rohinton Mistry's novel of the same name. It's an Indian-Canadian
venture filmed entirely in India with all Indian characters .

Yes, it'slike Deepa M ehta's Earth. | think thereisapossibility, and thereisamarket. So | think we'll have to wait and see. If it becomes
afilm, great, if not, |'m okay with that with Sister of My Heart. Not all books are meant to be made into films.

Sister of My Heart ends on the kind of note that could easily lead to a sequel. It's very open-ended. Are you planning one?

I'll tell you something. Thisisan exclusive for Weber Studies. The novel I'm working on right now is acontinuation of the story of Sister
of My Heart. It's not a sequel in that the voices have changed, and ther e are alot of things that ar e different. One of the two narratorsin
the novel is Sudha.
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And she is the same Sudha asin Sister of My Heart?

But now she is different because of what she's been through. She's changed. And the other narrator is Anju's baby who dies before heis
born. So the other narrator isthe spirit of thischild looking on all of these events and narrating about human natur e through what he
sees.

The second narrator is a voice! The novel uses polyphonic voices?
Yes.
And you haven't thought of a title to give me another first for Weber Studies?

Well, I'm thinking of the title Loneliness Candy because—and I'm not sureifit will fit the tone of the book finally—one of the themes of
this book isthe idea of loneliness and the idea of being alone and how so much of what we do in lifeisto stave off or push away thisidea
of loneliness which we ar e afraid of. When we look at thisvery sameideanot asloneliness but as aloneness, from aweaknessit changes
into astrength. And to be able to be alone and to be able to be comfortable in your aloneness, | think,isavery important growth stage
in humans. If you ar e not afraid of being alone you become a much stronger individual because so much of what we fear is being alone.
That ideaisimportant in the lives of all of the characters. Do you like that title, Loneliness Candy?

Yes, it'sintriguing. | was interviewing Alan Cheuse some years ago when he was in the process of finishing up a novel. | had his galleys, and
he would keep changing the title every now and then, and | would say, "Alan, you have to tell me the title because the interview is now going
into print!" Finally the title he chose was By Light Possessed, but the galleys that | got had a title that | don't even recollect now.

Well, with The Mistress of Spices| knew from Chapter 1 thiswas going to be the title of the book. Ther e was no question in my mind.
With the book of short storiesthat is coming out, The Unknown Errorsof Our Lives, | wasn't sure of thetitle. Thereweretwo storiesin
it that | was thinking of. The story that | was thinking of and my publishersalso really liked had thetitle, " The Love of aGood Man,"
but then because Alice M unro's book came out, | said, " No, | don't want to use that title becauseit will seem derivative, even though it
wasn't."

The Unknown Errors of Our Livesis also a very fine, suggestive title.

And | think it relates magically to the entire book because, seen from one angle, the book is about all of these things that we do without
realizing the consequences of these actions and wor ds, and many of which turn out to be the unknown errors.

When | was thumbing through Black Candle recently, | was struck by the similarity between the poem "Restroom" and the story "Clothes."
When | read "Clothes" in Arranged M arriage some years ago, | didn't really connect this.

Right, in fact they both were inspired by the same incident, but they took very different forms. In the poem, the wife has just arrived
from India and already the husband isin the hospital.

And in "Clothes" they live together long enough for them to fall in love with each other before the intruder shoots the young husband. But
when you were talking about aloneness, | thought of this young protagonist of "Clothes," who finds herself alone.

And she chooses to be alone. She could go back to India and be with her parents, but she choosesto be alone.
Have you tried writing poems in Bengali?

My Bengali isnot good enough. My vocabulary in Bengali isjust not as extensive as my vocabulary in English, and | don't always fathom
the nuances of Bengali words.

Your poetry certainly reads as we expect poetry to, but even your fiction and your novels are full of lyrical language and rich metaphors.

I think alot of that often comes from Bengali, but | can't do it the other way. There are many English conceptsthat | wouldn't be able to
translateinto Bengali. Many Bengali ideas and words | can translateinto English, if not directly, through nuances. | can get the ideas
acr oss.

A word like dard—pain of longing, pain caused by separation from the beloved...

Yes, or aword like abhiman, which | writein the novel in ascenewhere | have to express abhiman. How would you explain abhiman?
It'slove and pride together. So there are all these difficulties and challenges with that.

So what are the challenges to an Indian-American writer whose vision is bilingual asyoursis?

Whose vision is both bilingual and bicultural. Trying to get some of these ideas acr oss, | have difficulty with words like dard, abhiman,
or even the various concepts of love that you have in Indian culture which are very different. Here, when you talk about love, you
presuppose that you're talking about romantic love, and that isnot at all truein our culture. Soitisachallengeto get these cultural
ideas acr oss.

So, are these some of the pressing problems you see for Indian-American writers?

Yes. The other problem—and thisis more on thelevel of language and style—I think the other larger problem that we face, particularly
asIndian-American writers, isthat we are expected by our community to write a certain kind of book. And people complain that
mainstream publishers expect you to write another kind of book and that too istrue. | think the pressure of what your own community
wantsyoutowriteismuch greater. And they'relike, " You must not portray uslike this. You must not do this. You must not betray
these secrets. You must not...." Talk about the ten commandments! | think there are one hundred commandments that your community
lays on you.

So how do you get across? How do you keep up your voice and your freedom and your integrity as a writer?

I think that at a certain point you just have to not think about those questions. You have to think, " What isthe story I'm writing? Why do
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I want towriteit? And how can | makeit come alive? What can | do to make my charactersreal-life human beings? How can | be

accur ate and true, and yet how can | stay with my passion?" And beyond that, really, writing isnot the time to think about anything el se.
Though, of cour se, you have to have a political consciousness, you have to have all of those things. But when you arewriting your first
draft, particularly, anything el se getsin the way.

Many writers who deal with their political consciousness become irate, but you seem to be different. Let me quote, from Weber Studies, a line
from my book review of your book of poems, Leaving Yuba City: "There is no rancor in her poetic vision, only chiseled images that cling to
one's consciousness “like shards of glass." How do you keep yourself from having that rancor and angst?

Well, thank you first of all, | really appreciated that comment. | think it's always a challenge; that's why per haps all of my experiences
have to have such along incubation period because, of cour se, the first thing you feel isthe anger and the upsetness and the sense of
injustice and outrage, but | can't write from that space. So then | have to let that incubate for along time until it takesfictional form
and what | wanted to say comes out through the lives of characterswho areliving it. And at this point I'm not concer ned about the
initial outrage but about the characters. What would be real for them? How would they feel? | try to get inside their heads and stay
inside them. So, | try to negate the authorial presence as far as such athing is possible.

Now, about your novels. They're steeped in romantic possibilities and magical realism. Even in the direst of happenings, there is that light of
hope; thereisthat romantic possibility.

Yes, | wouldn't say romantic, per haps, but certainly optimistic possibilities. Yes, that's very important to my writing. Also, | have a
great deal of hope for people who pass through traumatic situations and difficulties, and part of it does come from seeing the women
that | have been working with all of these yearswho come out of terrible, terrible situations that many of us can't even imagine
happening herein the 21st century or in the 20th century in the United States, which is one of the most advanced places. And they come
to these things or suffer through these things and they make new lives for themselves, so | am awar e of how resilient the human spiritis,
and | wishin my writing to honor the human spirit that is capable of this, to come through the fire and to prevail. That'swhy | find it
ironic when peopletell methat my stories are so sad, that all these terrible things happen to the women, and | think they've missed the
point. Yes, these terrible things have happened to the women, but look how the women come through them with greater self-knowledge,
with greater strength than if they had just had an ordinary happy life. And it isthose possibilities of the human spirit that | find most
intriguing. One of thewritersthat | havereally admired for many many year s has been Tolstoy. And | think Tolstoy does that. When you
look at hisstorieslike Anna Karenina and he says that, right in the beginning, happy familiesare all alike—who wantsto write about
them? The unhappinessin our livesand what we do with that are really what makes art.

Have you ever felt you arein a diaspora? You were not an expatriate. You came to the USA for an education and you stayed. But now you
have lived here for many years and you are keenly aware of the realities here for immigrants. Besides, it's very apropos to talk about living
in a diaspora and to write about postcolonial verities. But let's talk about the diaspora first. Do you feel you are in one?

Well,theway | think of it is, yes, | am becauseit isaphysical fact that | have left my homeland, whatever my motiveswere. And | have
decided to settlein aland that is very different and a culture that isvery different. So whatever the original motive or intent was, | do
find myself torn between two cultures especially now that I'm bringing up children here, and I'm torn by the desire to go back to India
for long or short periods of time. I'm conflicted by the fact that my mother isalonein India. All her children are here [in the United
States]. | think theidea of the diasporaisveryimportant to meand in my writing it comes up many times because I'm awar e of other
people whose entry into Americawas even more diasporic than mine. And | write about them too; their storiesareimportant to me.

When you were talking a little bit about postcolonial writing last evening, | was reminded of reading in Leaving Yuba City this poem about
these children who attend a Christian convent school and how the nuns had no idea that they treated these kids as if they had no past, no
culture, no traditions. That is a powerful story for postcolonial hegemony that the British left behind.

And it isverytrueto much Indian experience of schooling, because we have all over Indiathese convent schools. And many parentsare
very anxiousto send their children because the level of education ishigh, but, yes, it issuch acultural oppression. |'vetriedto deal with
itinthat whole series of poems,"Growing Upin Darjeeling,” wherel went to an Irish convent school and although most of uswere
Indian-Hindu children, we wer e always treated as second-class and the few Christian children and the very few White Christian
children werethe goal, the desired ones. Also, thereisapoem intherewherel tryto deal with thisin afunny way. One of my very few
humorous poems. It's about the dance wherewe are all preparing to goto asocial. And it'samoment of great trouble for usIndian girls
because we don't know anything about Western or ballroom dancing. And so we are madly trying to learn all these steps, the waltz the
cha-cha-cha.

| remember that poem; it's a funny poem, even though the humor comes through the hegemonic influence.

Right, why should we who have such an old and wonder ful tradition of dance in India be made to feel lacking because we don't know the
cha-cha-cha?

And now, for a question that | could have started out with. Something about your writing process. Every reader wants to know, and | want to
know too.

The actual processitselfisvery mysteriousto me.But | can tell you all the physical thingsthat | do,whichistheway | writeas| tryto
have a certain amount of time every day. | am very disciplined about it. Right now my lifeisin flux because | have to do things like make
surethe houseis painted. Thisisnot myregular existence. In my regular existence the children go to school and | goto my writing
desk. And when I'm really inspired | stay at my writing desk except for abrief lunch break until | have to go pick up the children. And
those are wonder ful times for me when | can write the whole day. And I'm hoping that once | get to Californiaand settle down, | can do
that.

And how do you write your novels? Do you have a certain plot or outline in mind? Do you have a graph of the events as Kurt Vonnegut did,
for instance, in Slaughter-house Five?

No, no | don't have any of these things. It's a process; it's an organic kind of process. Now, the down side of that isthat | often have to
come back and do major revisions because | get agood idealater in the novel, and then | have to make sure | am ready in the first part of
the novel for thiswonderful idea, but I'm never resentful of that. I'm always so appreciative when | have an insight which | didn't have
before that | don't mind doing the extrawork. And | know, for example, I'm writing achapter, and | know what's going to happen in this
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chapter.
Isit written someplace?

It isin my head, although maybe | have some notes on the side. AsI'm writing, | jot down notes and phr ases, but beyond that | really
don't know, except for thisnovel in progress; | know my final scene; | know my final image, but | don't know how I'm going to get
there.

By which you mean you know the ending?

By which | mean | know acertain scene where two characterswill do something, but because it's open-ended—and | alwayswrite these
open-ended novels—I1'm not one hundred percent sure. Let's say, two characterswill remain married or get divorced, or acharacter is
planning to stay in Americaor go back to India, or someone elseisgoing to get married to someone else or fall inlove. But | know; |
have this physical image of thislast scene where these two characterswill come together and do something. | don't know what they are
going to do.

Give me an illustration from The Mistress of Spices. What was the scene or the place you were writing toward?

In The Mistress of Spices, | knew ther e was going to be an earthquake scene. | didn't know how the earthquake would happen or what
would bring it about, and | didn't know what would happen after it, but | knew there would be an earthquake in which the Mistr ess of
Spiceswould be involved and for which she would feel responsible. So that's the kind of thing. So | knew that scene and | knew the
feelings of that scene and | knew it wouldn't be the end scene. | knew that the novel had to go on after that.

And in Sister of My Heart?

And in Sister of My Heart, | knew that the book would end with the two cousins coming together in Americaat the airport, but | didn't
know anything else.

You didn't know about their familial complications?

No. Not until | was almost at the end of the novel. Do you remember that scene where Anju's husband istalking to one of the other guys
intheairport and the guy sees Sudha, who is very beautiful, coming out of the airport and he says, " Oh, isthat your wife? Aren't you a
lucky guy." And Anju's husband doesn't say, " No, thisis not my wife." Hejust allows that to happen and Anju over hear s the whol e thing
and is devastated that her husband would allow that misunder standing to occur because she has always had this suspicion that hereally
is obsessed with Sudha, but | didn't know that until | got to that scene. So some things | know, and some things become apparent as|'m
writing.

Yesterday somebody said that for every Jhumpa Lahiri or one successful Indian-American writer, there are one hundred writers struggling
to come ahead. What is your message to emerging Asian-Indian writers?

I always feel that I'm not qualified to give advice or a message, but | can say what | feel, which isthat if oneisreally passionate about
one'swriting, thefirst thing awriter hasto do—and this happens asyou are writing; you haveto write for awhile before you

under stand it—isto figure out how important writingisinyour life,and ifitisreally, really important, then you have to do everything
you can to further that. You have to give your self time; you have to give yourself the necessary education, by which | don't mean joining
acreativewriting program but reading to educate your self, reading carefully asawriter, being awar e of what isbeing written,
especially by writers of your background, and then, in the end, being very deter mined, because ther e are going to be for most people a
lot of rejection slips, alot of heartache. But if writingisreally important to us, we have to keep doing it.

Have you had these heartaches?

Oh yes, when | first started sending out my poetry, | got lots of rejection slips. Now | was very fortunate that very early in my fiction
writing career, | wastaking aclassin writing, ashort story writing class, because | had never written short stories.

From whom?

| wastaking it from Tom Parker, who teachesin the Bay area, and hereally liked my work and he said, "I think you can become areally
good writer, but you need an agent." And | said that | didn't know any agents, and | didn't know how to go about getting one, so he said,
"Let me send your work to an agent." And that was Sandy. She became my agent; she called back and she said, "I really like your
stories."

How many stories had you sent her?

Three stories; thosewereall | had. | didn't even send them. My teacher sent them, because | wasn't confident enough to send anything at
that point. But then she did become my agent and since then she has handled all my fiction, so the rejection is much less traumatic when
she getsiit.

Therejection is second-hand.

Exactly, secondhand, and she'll say, " Oh, such and such magazine said it's not right for them. Why don't we send it onto...?" It'snot like
getting that letter in your mailbox and having to open it. Yes, the agent is the buffer between you and the cruel world.

You have such a distinct fictional voice. How did you develop it?
Thank you very much. Well, personally, | don't think | have avery distinct voice; | think it changes very much from book to book.
I'm not talking of a character's voice. I'm talking about the narrative voice that's independent of a character' s voice.

I think I'm still developing a style. Perhaps style iswhat you're talking about, because in terms of voice, | do feel the characterstake
over the book, but in style and in what | select to present, | feel I'm really just at the beginning of what | hope | will grow into. | have all
these visions | don't yet know how to put into words. So I'm constantly struggling with that.
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I want to read here what | once wrote about you: "Since Wordsworth first articulated that every good creative writer has to create the taste
by which he or she isto be judged, we have noticed how various and varied is this taste that has to be developed by every successful writer
and how inextricably connected it is to the writer's voice. The Mistress of Spices and Sister of My Heart demonstrate amply that Chitra
Divakaruni hasindeed found both her genre—magical, integrated with realism—as well as her voice. At no time does one feel that there is
an attempt in her novels to emphasize the exotic of the East to manipulate the reader. The mythic voice comes naturally to Divakaruni and
findsitsrationalein both India and America." Explain to me the process behind that development. | know, as a critic, that thisis the product.

I think, perhaps, if | can explain that at all, | really believe in being trueto little things, true to details. So that when | am describing, for
example, life for Sudhaand Anjuinthisold crumbling marble mansion, | want to betrueto thelittle detailsasthey'resitting on the
terrace and they feel that crumbly black brick under their legs and the aunt isrubbing hibiscusoil in their hair, the smell of that oil,
the touch and the feel of the bricks.

| remember that.

| think that by being true to detail | try—perhapsthat is my style and that is my voice. If | can get these minute thingsright, then the
greater story fallsinto place somehow for me. But | must say | always think of all the things| need toimproveonasawriter,and | hope
I will never stop thinking that way. | think it isimportant for me to continue to think that way. And | didn't tell you that | now have
ideas for my next three books, and in each of them | hope | will be able to go beyond what I'm doing right now.

I am reminded of how Seymour Lawrence of Delacorte Press gave Kurt Vonnegut a contract and advance for three novels at one time, and
Vonnegut promised that the first of the three would be his "famous book about Dresden." When he finished writing Slaughter-House Five, he
said to Seymour Lawrence, "Sam—here's the book."

My agent takes car e of those things. She tellsme, " A single book at atime. You don't want to give them all three at one time. Then they
won't appreciate them. You want them to think that you are theirs, but not forever. Only if they treat you right."

Back to Top
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