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Abstract
Kolatkar’s poetry corresponds to Rancière‘s definition of the literary as realm of “dissensus”, undoing
strict delineating frontiers. Kolatkar refuses to draw the line between what is included and excluded – both
in the space of the Bombay he portrays (and specifically the Kala Ghoda neighborhood) or in the space of
writing itself, since the space of writing is linked to the space of the nation and frontiers of perception cor-
respond to geopolitical frontiers. His poetry does not excise strangeness but makes it visible. It thrives on
the “refusal of the world”, on people and objects abandoned at the margins of the nation and of our ordinary
perception. It also celebrates those who oppose the certainties of identity and the sacredness of the nation
(A. Appadurai). It hence subverts the ideology of Hindu nationalism that has been trying to restore an In-
dian-Hindu essence by purging history, language, and identity from so-called foreign, minor, or inauthen-
tic elements. Kolatkar constantly exposes the historicity of identity and of language against nativism, the
hospitality of poetics against the politics of expurgation. 
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Against the majoritarian, petrified, and exclusive perceptions of identity and “root-
edness,” contemporary Indian poets seem to put forward alternative ways of belong-
ing and trace a lineage back to the off-center, the itinerant, the unsettled and the un-
settling.

Arun Kolatkar (1932–2004), who was a Bombay Brahmin and a bilingual poet in
Marathi but also in English, hence so-called part of the “majority” culture, repeat-
edly dismissed the “insider” vs “outsider”, minority vs majority, authentic vs “alien”
debates, his poetry perpetually hovering over boundary lines. “You use the tradition
to the extent you find it relevant to the world around you. Hindu tradition is so amor-
phous. It’s got room in it […] for every other tradition”1. To Dominique Sila-Khan,
the landscape of South Asia and the fate of its inhabitants may have been different if
history had not forced so many people to “cross the threshold”2. It might hence be
possible to imagine a form of belonging (whether national, linguistic or cultural) as
threshold, and this is precisely the locus of Arun Kolatkar’s poetry. Categories like
“foreign”, “authentic”, or even “Indian” become meaningless. His poetry subverts
the quest of origins, challenges stable national narratives as well as the equation
made between Indianness / Hinduness and majority.

The space of writing is connected to the space of the nation itself, while frontiers
of perception also correspond to geopolitical frontiers. Kolatkar’s poetry blurs the
frontiers of the nation-state, refuses to draw a line between what is included and ex-

1 See Arun Kolatkar’s interview in Eunice de Souza, 1999, p. 22. 
2 Dominique Sila-Khan, 2004. 
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cluded, and constantly exposes the historicity of identity or language against nativ-
ism. 

The ideology of Hindu nationalism rests on the recovery of an Indian-Hindu es-
sence that has been sullied by successive foreign invasions, on the homogenization
of the space of the nation, language and history of India, the purgation of so-called
“exogenous”, minor, or “inauthentic” elements, by targeting all those who are not
“the sons of the soil” (predominantly Muslims, but also Indian Christians, British
and in Bombay particularly, migrants of all sorts), as if there was such a thing as an
innate “indianness” entrenched in the natural frontiers of Bharat. 

This nativist “Hinduness” is associated with the dominant culture and the reli-
gious majority, while all those who are not part of the majority, seem to be outside
of the Indian nation. They are targeted as being “anti-national” and “anti-demo-
cratic” at the same time and, as the works of Aamir Mufti and Arjun Appadurai
show, are the target of hatred and community-based violence.3 The writer and critic
Amit Chaudhuri writes: “'Hinduism’ and the ‘mainstream’; how frequently are these
words juxtaposed, and made synonymous with each other! […] Ironically, saffron is
the colour of our mainstream […]. At what point, and how, did the colour of renun-
ciation, marginality and withdrawal from the world, become the symbol of a mili-
tant, and materialistic, majoritarianism? […] For years now, the BJP’s satellites
have imposed a violent, if illegal, ban on imagined offences to the Hindu religion,
and abused and harassed artists and writers for their supposed transgressions.”4 By
contrast to this “mainstream” majoritarianism celebrated by the custodians of purity,
to the “certainties of identity and the sacredness of the nation” (Arjun Appadurai).
Kolatkar traces a lineage back to the minor, the transgressive, the foreign and the
de-territorialized. He continuously manipulates lines of perception and subverts pet-
rified representations. 

The aim of this poetry is thus to open up our vision, to transgress the frontiers of
perception, of propriety, of “order”. It celebrates the formidably creative anarchy of
borderless territories where “all laws break down” (“Man of the Year”, in the Kala
Ghoda Poems collection). The world is seen from another perspective, from the
margins, from the sides, from under or closer, etc, street-level, just like the pa-
riah-dog that opens Kala Ghoda Poems in the poem “Pi-dog”:    

This is the time of day I like best,
and this the hour 
when I can call this city my own […]

What I like about this time and place 
– as I lie here hugging the ground, 
my jaw at rest on crossed forepaws, 

my eyes level with the welltempered 
but gaptoothed keyboard 
of the black-and-white concrete blocks 

3 See Arjun Appadurai, 2006 and Aamir Mufti, 2007. 
4 Amit Chaudhuri, 2008, pp. 162–163.  
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that form the border of this trisland 
and give me my primary horizon – 
is that I am left completely undisturbed

to work in peace on my magnum opus: 
a triple sonata for a circumpiano 
based on three distinct themes – 

one suggested by a magpie robin, 
another by the wail of an ambulance, 
and the third by a rockdrill

His poetry thrives on what is stigmatized as alien or filthy, on what is perpetually
distanced or estranged from us because its otherness is threatening or because it
does not fit in. Leftovers, wastes, scraps, junk(ies), dropouts, all those who are left
out, abandoned on the roadside, on the margins of modernization and of our ordi-
nary perception or exclusive and hygienist vision are the substance of his poetry,
looked at and not looked through. The collection Kala Ghoda Poems for example,
that takes its name from a neighborhood of South Bombay, records the urban every-
day and the successive appearances of the different characters and pavement-dwell-
ers of the Kala Ghoda traffic island. It is peopled by paralytics, lepers, alcoholics,
tramps, errant children, stray dogs, castaway objects, beggars, old bicycle tires or
plastic jerry-cans, etc. Kolatkar’s poetry privileges the minute, the peripheral, the
improper and intractable dimensions of the world. Everything becomes meaningful,
nothing superfluous. 

His poetry is hence characterized by a kind of meticulous x-ray vision that privi-
leges the details over the whole. The complexity and heterogeneity of reality in its
infinite singularities is never concealed under a kind of compact or monumental vi-
sion and knowledge. His poems often focus on the eclectic assemblage of reality.
Behind an everyday object, often reduced to its plain utilitarian surface, or neutral-
ized by habitual perceptions, the poet discovers and reveals another reality, much
more composite and ambiguous. Inter-revelation between things or people that are
usually dissociated, in different realms and contexts, substitutes itself to exclusion
just like piles of rubbish and their poetic inventories connect the debris and the di-
versity of the world:

a fresh new series of installations 
goes on display [...] 

in the form of modest piles of rubbish
all along the kerb

at regular intervals of about
fifteen paces perhaps,
and consisting of dry leaves, scraps of paper,

prawn shells, onion skins, potato peels,
castoff condoms, dead flowers
– mostly gulmohur and copper-cod.  (“Meera”)

If rubbish, which keeps on invading Kolatkar’s poetry, is such a potent metaphor, it
is because rubbish also stands for the underdogs of society and the refuse of the
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world. The poem “Song of Rubbish,” for instance, celebrates a reality which has
been confined to silence or invisibility, exiled “in the wilderness of a landfill site”.
In the poem “Meera,” the sweeper-lady, a contemporary embodiment of the devo-
tional bhakti5 poet Meerabai, collects rubbish, but this discarded reality is spiritual-
ized. The sacred litany supposed to recite the theological qualities of God, becomes,
through a parodic reversal, the material litany of things, wastes, and provisional
works of art, for there is a constant sacralisation of impermanence in Kolatkar’s
poetry. 

As they sink deeper 
into themselves, 
eggshells and dead flowers, 

dry leaves and melon rinds, 
breadcrumbs and condoms, 
chicken bones and potato peels 

start giving off their essence, 
exude the wine 
of worthlessness, express 

an attar of thankfulness 
that floods 
the cracks on her heels, 

licks the soles 
and arches of her feet, 
anoints 

callouses, 
and rises 
between her toes.

And if “Meera” takes sidesweeps “at errant scraps of paper, / chas[ing] the riffraff
of dry leaves off the road” (italics mine), it is also because rubbish represents the
poor and homeless who crowd the pavements of the megalopolis. In a city of fifteen
million citizens, half of which live in slums … and an estimated ten percent of the
rest are pavement dwellers. Homes, when they exist, writes Arjun Appadurai, are of-
ten unstable and shoddy products.6 Space being so scarce, chasing the poor off the
road and evicting slum-dwellers, is not only highly lucrative,7 but has also become a
question of national prestige. A lot of urban planning in major Indian cities implies
confining or expelling the visibly poor (beggars, vagrants, etc), cleansing space, es-

5 North India Bhakti is a powerful movement of popular devotion (roughly from the 13th to the 18th centu-
ries). It has been reinterpreted as subaltern and subversive, since it also represented a compelling move-
ment of resistance against Brahmin orthodoxy. Bhakti poets were often itinerant and included women and
members of low castes, untouchables and dissident Brahmins. They produced extraordinary poetry,
expressing themselves in the regional dialects, rather than in Sanskrit, in an oral, popular, sometimes rough
language. 
6 See Arjun Appadurai, 2002. 
7 Real estate prices in Bombay have reached record heights. The Dharavi slum, for example, often referred
to as the biggest slum in Asia with approximately one million people, stands on two square kilometers of
land estimated to be worth more than ten billion dollars. 
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pecially in “global” cities and showcases of India. There is no home, no place to stay
for all these outsiders, outside of their own bodies (Appadurai), but also outside of
Kolatkar’s writing. Unlike the restricted space of Bombay, a space that continues
evicting and compartmentalizing, the space of writing does not excise strangeness
but opens to it and makes it visible. 

The castaways of modernity are also the literal outcastes, the Dalits, still sub-
jected to multiple marginalities and who exemplify the powerlessness that accom-
panies a system based on exclusion. The hierarchical caste system, which is asso-
ciated to the two key concepts of pollution and purity,8 implies the partition and
segregation of space. Dalits were indeed relegated outside or at the fringes of vil-
lages.9 This spatial exclusion corresponds both to a symbolic expulsion of human-
ity, since outcastes were denied the status of full human beings, and to a discur-
sive exclusion. They were excluded from all forms of knowledge and representa-
tion, excluded from a language also – Sanskrit –, their exploitation sanctified by
religious and legal texts. Ambedkar once said to Gandhi in a famous dictum,
“Gandhiji I have no homeland”. Dalits are – according to this perception – stran-
gers or refugees in their own land, the real outsiders, as it were, of the Indian
nation.10

Yet Kolatkar places these outcasts at the center of his poetry, at the heart of India
and Kala Ghoda. No wonder it is a mongrel, a pariah-dog (the Indian-English word
“pi-dog” would come from the Hindi pāhī, “outsider”) who opens the collection and
is said to lie “exactly at the center of this traffic island,” also exactly where the sym-
bol of colonial power (the equestrian statue of Edward VII, from which the name of
Kala Ghoda, “black horse” takes its name) used to stand. This collection hence rep-
resents nothing else than a genesis. A new world is born, from the debris of the
world. The pi-dog’s inaugural soliloquy at daybreak is like a hymn celebrating the
beauty of creation. Elements of the world are named for the first time and appear:
“this is the time I like best, / and this the hour / when I can call this city my own”
(italics mine). And the pi-dog’s words, waiting for the sun to rise, command the
world: “as i play, / the city slowly reconstructs itself”. 

Kolatkar’s poetry thus centers on minority and marginality, but also on outsiders
and foreignness, transforming the politics of eviction and exclusion into a poetics of
hospitality. Nation-states often trace the frontier between who is undesirable and
who welcome. This frontier is both geographic and symbolic, but sometimes also
visibly materialized (in India for example, on the frontier with Bangladesh) to “pro-
tect” the integrity of the Indian nation from illegal immigrants, Muslims and terror-
ists, all lumped together in the same conveniently broad category. 

For the stranger or the alien, as Hannah Arendt (and Appadurai drawing on
Arendt) has remarkably shown, is the frightening symbol of difference and individu-
ality as such, that we tend to expurgate because he reminds us of our inability to

8 Brahmanism expresses the ideal of purity by the ever-present threat of the organic world and by a sys-
tematic attitude of repulsion towards every kind of leftovers which are thought to be the main channel for
impurity. See Dumont, 1966 and Lannoy, 2006.
9 Sharankumar Limbale, the dalit critic, includes in the dalit community “all those living outside the
boundary of the village”, 2004, p. 30. 
10 See Arjun Dangle’s anthology, Homeless in my Land, 1992. 
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transform him.11 He deconstructs the fiction of purity on which identities often
stand. For the French philosopher Jacques Rancière, the fear of the foreigner or out-
sider is the fear of the “proliferating multiplicity,” the multiplicity that reproduces it-
self outside of the law (and which explains the fear of illegal immigrants, immi-
grants in excess) who must be excluded from consensus, excluded for consensus to
be – just like details threaten the idea of an organic whole.12 Yet, as Jacques Ran-
cière also demonstrates, literature precisely undoes these lines of partition, these
hierarchies and strict delineating frontiers, reallocating voices and places, giving
names, inventing singularities and subjects, making visible and audible what was
previously invisible or inaudible.

The Kala Ghoda traffic island and the Kala Ghoda Poems collection thus not only
give space and time to the castaways of modernity (the metaphor of shipwrecked
refugees on a deserted –traffic – island runs through the collection) but also repre-
sent another vision of the Indian nation itself. Kolatkar constantly connects the
physical with the metaphysical, the minutely local with the panoptical, the micro
and macro levels, and the everyday with the geopolitical. The vagrant mixed-breed
pi-dog, with its seven black patches like “seven disjointed islands” is the real mon-
grel equivalent of cosmopolitan Bombay, and the “triangular traffic island” is con-
stantly equated with the triangle-shaped Indian subcontinent, or rather, with what it
should be. The old idli woman, for example, in the long “Breakfast Time at Kala
Ghoda” sequence, sits on the “lesser island” which is compared to Sri Lanka and is
appended “to the much larger one, which is almost / subcontinental in proportion”.
The India celebrated in Kolatkar’s poetry is the India vivified, put in motion, and re-
claimed by its “strangers” and outsiders. 

The Kala Ghoda traffic island is an open and unrestricted space, thriving on rub-
bish and “pollution,” not walled in exclusive frontiers, nor appropriated by one
community. One of the traffic island characters hence exclaims in “Breakfast Time
at Kala Ghoda”: “boy, am I glad they’ve left / at least this one traffic island alone; /
haven’t landscaped it to death, / put a fence around it, / and slapped logos all over
it.” And the expression “landscape to death” suddenly makes literal sense, once we
remember the Bombay riots and anti-Muslim pogroms in 1992–1993, in which hun-
dreds were butchered. 

Arjun Appadurai indeed makes the link between the battle for space and the in-
tensification of communal strife: “the explosive violence of 1992–1993 translated
the problem of scarce space into the imaginary of cleansed space, a space without
Muslim bodies.”13 It meant cleansing space not just of the visibly poor, but also
cleaning Indian identity of its non-native elements.14 For many extremists of the
Shiv Sena and the MNS in Bombay, the national space of India, and Bombay partic-
ularly, is reserved for the “sons of the soil” (an ironic statement for the most com-
posite of Indian cities, peopled by migrants, Portuguese, British, Jews, Parsis, Iraqis,

11 See Hannah Arendt, The Origins of Totalitarianism. 
12 See Jacques Rancière, 2004.
13 Arjun Appadurai, 2002, p. 72.
14 “The issue of cleaning up Bombay was not limited to the slums. The clearing of footpaths, the removal
of beggars, and deportation of the alleged 40 000 illegal Bangladeshis living in the city had also been high
on the Shiv Sena / BJP agenda for a long time”, in Thomas Blom Hansen, 2001, p. 210. 
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Russians, Persians, and Indians from the whole subcontinent), excluding not just
Muslims but all “outsiders”, from South Indian non-Marathi immigrants to Biharis,
etc. 

Appadurai also explains that all moral and social taxonomies find abhorrent the
items, like minorities or foreigners, which blur boundaries. Dirt is matter out of
place. Kolatkar, on the contrary, grounds his work on those that make lines wobble,
on people, objects and realities that are on the move and cannot be framed, or that
smash categories and habitual perceptions, on the so-called “polluters” of space,
mainstream identity or pure lineages: mixed-breeds and migrants (brought by the
turmoil of history), alcoholics and tramps, loafers and pilgrims, homeless and no-
mads. The pavement-dwellers in Kala Ghoda Poems, for example, are not settled
but keep on circulating in-between, blurring the frontiers between intimacy and ex-
posure, private and public spaces; living, eating, loving, dressing and sleeping in the
open. Kolatkar celebrates those who are strangers to the land, strangers to others,
strangers, sometimes, to themselves – migrants of all sorts who counter the certain-
ties of identity and nationalism. 

Like Kolatkar, these strangers do not frame reality into pre-fabricated perceptions
or conditionings of a nativist conscience, and they refuse to consider themselves as
the proprietors of meaning, the possessors of the world they inhabit. 

No wonder Kolatkar placed himself in the blues and in the bhakti traditions. In the
section “Words for music” of The Boatride, written in the late 60s, this inspiration is
palpable. Kolatkar was fascinated by Blues singers like Bessie Smith, Muddy waters
(“their names are like poems”15) and by blues lyrics. The “Words for music” poems,
that were originally meant to be songs, are anchored in the idiom of the street. They
are indeed poems of drunkenness and “booze”, solitude and rejection, memory and
survival, melancholy and humor, of people who wander through the night and
through the city, people who have given themselves up to alcohol and to music: “I
was wondering if you’d let me stay the night / I haven’t eaten all day I could do with
a bite … I’m completely broke I’ve nowhere else to go / I can’t sleep on the road
the cops have told me so” (“Door to Door Blues”). Yet, as always, Kolatkar makes
multiple traditions and inspirations jumble in his poetry.16  We thus find the same
“poetics of non-belonging”, the same casual familiarity, conversational tone and
slangy idiom in a lot of bhakti compositions (originally meant to be songs) and in
Kolatkar’s translations of Marathi bhakti poets like Tukaram and Janabai, Namdeo
and Eknath (see the “Translations” section of The Boatride). These bhakti voices
translated by the poet belong to the Maharashtra Varkari (literally pilgrim) tradition.
They were not only rebels (see footnote 5) who transgressed frontiers, but also wan-
derers. The bhakti poet is “forsaken by the last human being, / He’s usually found in
deserted places” (“Who cares for God’s man?”). “An immigrant now, I’m / a citizen
of No Land” says Tuka (“There’s no percentage”). 

A poem called “The Turnaround” (The Boatride) may help us to understand

15 See Arvind Krishna Mehrotra’s introduction to The Boatride. 
16 Kolatkar asks for “[the] right to claim everything that comes from our roots and everything that comes
from ‘elsewhere’ and put the two together in one defiant all-inclusive category”, “No easy answers”, The
Hindu, “Literary Review”, Sunday, September 05, 2004.
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Kolatkar’s affinity with improper, deviant and marginal characters. They no longer
have any kind of exclusive belonging, and have lost everything. This picaresque
poem that resembles the mock-heroic journeys of some of the blues-bhakti personas
in other poems, begins with the line “Bombay made me a beggar” and narrates the
gradual dispossession of an urban wanderer. But this dispossession, an equivalent to
the ordeal of tīrtha, is the key to revelation. At the very end of the journey, the world
is restored to consciousness and seen anew: “sweat stung my eyes / and I could see.”
The turnaround here also stands for a conversion of perception. When hierarchies
and frontiers are transgressed, the “I” thrown off center and homes become provi-
sional, then it is also a condition of renewal and inclusion:

sweat stung my eyes 
and I could see. 

A low fence by the roadside. 
A clean swept yard. 
A hut. An old man. 
A young woman in a doorway. 
I asked for some water 
and cupped my hands to receive it. 

Water dripping down my elbows
I looked at the old man.
The goodly beard.
The contentment that showed in his eyes.
The cut up can of kerosene
that lay prostrate before him. (“The turnaround”)

If Tukaram, who also calls himself “enduring bum” and “wretched beggar,” is trans-
formed into “an immigrant”, a citizen of no-land, it is also because “every home is
[his] bank / and granary”. That calls to mind a famous (made famous by Edward
Saïd) quotation by the 12th century monk Hugo de Saint Victor: “he is perfect to
whom the entire world is a foreign land.”17 Seeing the entire world as a foreign land,
which makes possible originality of vision, conversely means seeing the entire
world as hospitable and thus dissolving the radical frontiers between “foreign” and
“native”, “strange” and “familiar”, Self and Other, proper and improper. 

The space of Kolatkar’s writing does not excise strangeness but opens to it and
makes it visible also through language. The poetic celebration of creative disloca-
tions and estrangements is of course linked to the issue of English in India, a dis-
placed language that has distanced itself from its original model, has been set in mo-
tion, pluralized, Indianized. Neither can identity be cleansed of its so-called exo-
genous elements nor can language be “purified,” made to conform to an “authentic”
origin. There is no such thing as an innate condition, tradition or language that
would have been corrupted, from which a nation would be “estranged” or that would
estrange a nation. The Kala Ghoda collection thus time and again celebrates Bom-
bay and never Mumbai, as the city was renamed by Hindu nationalists in 1995 to
undo the supposed British and Portuguese perversions of a so-called authentic “In-
dianness”. And the whole collection revolves around names of places or people that

17 Edward Said, 2000, p. 186. 
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have been recently “nationalized” or “indigenized”. Kolatkar’s English poetry is
thus vivified with words from other Indian languages, and his poems are often con-
structed around litany-like enumerations of names which give evidence to all kinds
of origins and religions, bear testimony to the multiple linguistic and cultural herit-
ages of the Indian subcontinent. 

History makes the nation, but also language and identity move, subverts rigid,
univocal frontiers and territories, exclusive appropriations of a lineage, a language, a
narrative or a geographical space. Kolatkar’s mobile poetry (both in the sense that it
constantly makes lines and frontiers move and wobble but also because you hear the
voice speak in his poems, with its emotional labile surface, its silences, modaliza-
tions and interruptions) celebrates digressions, displacements, uprooting, and ar-
bitrary encounters, identities and territories which are altered by migrants and stran-
gers – those who are precisely brought in by the turmoil of history. 

Some of his poems are thus supposed to be “found songs” based on newspaper re-
ports, on overheard conversations, on scraps from the world. Kolatkar does not write
in a unique, proper or sanitized language, any more than he chases “foreign,” “im-
proper,” or “remaining” elements from history, language from identity. He uses
them all, for everything is born again and revitalized in his poetry.

Strangeness is itself forged in Kolatkar’s process of writing and translating, since
there is no such thing as a source text in his poetry. It is thus often impossible to dis-
tinguish the “original” versions in Marathi or in English from their translations. Cer-
tain poems are supposed to be translated in Marathi from English or vice versa but
never had an identifiable Marathi version; others are supposed to have been written
in one language, lost and rewritten in the other language. Other poems are presented
as translations but are complete recreations that have not much to do with the origi-
nal. There is no “authenticity” to go back to and no “repatriation” after an expatria-
tion, no such thing as an unadulterated essence, source text, or origin, engrained in
“natural” frontiers to restore. 

The humorous meditation “Making Love to a poem,” at the end of The Boatride
collection, precisely explores issues of multilingualism, identity and translation, and
subverts all the questions of ownership, propriety and property – in the sense of
what is proper, what is mine.  Many of the fragments start with “whether …
whether”. The poet does not select or choose between possible alternatives but plays
with them contrapuntally and makes of this position of non-belonging a condition of
creativity. He also shows that the frontiers between languages, between outsiders
and natives, minorities and the rest, are matter of purity and hierarchy in the Indian
context. 

I’ve written in 2 languages from the start  […] 
switching from the one to the other freely 
without asking myself whether I had the right to write 
in either […]  

writing ten in one language       then a few in another 
sometimes writing 3 altogether new poems 
in an attempt to translate one poem 
or indulge in cannibalism  
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or sometimes constructing one poem 
out of material taken from 10 discarded poems 
stolen / salvaged / plundered 
from rubbish heap / junkyard / graveyard  […] 

 whether it’s only a reflection 
of cultural schizophrenia 
creative schizophrenia    split personality 
whether I’m just one poet writing in 2 languages 
or in fact 2 poets writing in 2 different languages […]
whether I wipe my arse with one   eat with the other 
use one to wipe my arse    one to eat with 

or whether my use of 2 languages can be likened 
to the way I use my 2 hands
relegating one to minor jobs or certain taboo functions  […]

I’ll create such confusion 
that nobody can be sure about  what you [Tukaram] wrote and what I did 

Will the real Ramanujan please stand up 
There are several of them as you know 

A. K Ramanujan is a legion rather than an individual 
There is a multitude of Ramanujans 
the poet of course, the translator, the folklorist 

I don’t claim to know all of them […]
Ramanujan and his doubles 

Am I a Marathi writer, an English writer? What is the original text? What is the
translation? Am I two or one or many? What is the difference between Tukaram’s
poetry and mine? Which is which? What is mine? Reality is inexhaustible and inex-
haustibly plural. Hovering over boundary lines, Kolatkar’s whole poetry refuses to
be circumscribed and defined once and for all in a language, a belonging, a culture.
There is no “real” A. K. Ramanujan, no “real” Kolatkar, no legitimate, proper “In-
dian” language, no minor or major, authentic Indianness, and no natural or national
property of identity:

To create a poem means to translate from the mother tongue into another language … No
language is the mother tongue. For that reason I do not understand when people speak of
French or Russian poets. A poet can write in French, but he cannot be a French poet… Or-
pheus exploded and broke up the nationalities, or stretched their boundaries so wide that
they now include all nations, the dead and the living. 
Marina Tsvetayeva in a letter to Rainer Maria Rilke (“Making Love to a Poem”) 
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