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The Poetry of Sex

No matter what the sizes and pills and surveys tell you, this is your heritage. 
Look for it and pass it along.

our boat arrived a while ago. The 
pudgy belly tells you just how long. 

That initial look of bewilderment has 
settled into a cocky wisdom, and one can 
tell you are neither here nor there. You 
also belonged to a different time, both 
here and there and you wished you knew 
how to make a sense of it all. 

When you arrived, they told you this 
was a land of lust and lusciousness. There 
was freedom in the air. Women and men 
lived in the same social space and the joys 
of the body were as easy as you thought 
they would be. All this was part of coping 
with another land, another time. You 
think you have done well for yourself. 

Then the new generation grew up right 
in front of your eyes. There was this big 
issue of values. W hen your daughter 
started dating and it did not mean much 
to post an ad in the personals section. If 
you did not wed someone from European 

l ineage, t hen your daug hter wou ld. 
Things, they were changing. 

You rea l i zed t h is place was more 
puritanical than those Hollywood movies 
you caught during matinee shows. This 
is a society with deep complexes about 
carnal pleasures, exposures and even 
more about talk that embraces both. 
There is more fun, more sex and more 
libido workout in a Hindi fi lm than there 
is in a week’s primetime or for that matter, 
even a walk down the streets of New York 
City. There is more sensual lust that you 
left behind and you realized that in a land 
that has more freedom, people have very 
little to say and thus very little to practice 
with. 

It was obvious that you were lucky too. 
Although you were born in a very young 
India, just trying to shake off the yoke 
of its history, you were now a part of a 
brazen generation here. You were now, 

unbeknownst to yourself, a baby boomer. 
This is the generation that has been more 
self-obsessed, self-indulgent, brilliant 
and decadent at once. It inf luenced 
everything and turned everything into a 
commodity, from desire to the womb. 

It was this generation that invented 
all the comforts of the living room, the 
work-out machines, t he coziness of 
l ife in general and of course, Viagra. 
Its brilliance and technological reach 
could not alleviate the pain for women’s 
m e n s t r u a t i on or  m e n op a u s e ,  b u t 
it invented a pil l that could turn you 
on just in case the rest of you did not 
want to or could not. Imagine that. For 
thousands of years, the imagination of 
poets, the seductive moves of genders and 
the sensuous make up of the body was 
supposed to do the trick. But now thanks 
to the ingenuity of the baby boomers, a 
pill that could get it up moved ahead of 



the cure for cancer or vaccines for AIDS. 
You were just lucky. Like everything else, you 

decided to ride this wave too.  You did not know 
color TV and now you have one larger than the 
other guy. You did not know you needed it, but 
now it is only a click away, the pleasure trigger 
in your wallet. 

W hat happened to you? W hat you lef t 
behind was a culture so rich that the rest of 
the planet was reduced to imitating it without 
understanding. What you left behind was a 
manual for sex that could be simplified as 
just another pornographic text to be hidden 
under your bed. Kama Sutra became just 
another Mira Nair movie and another one of 
those mysterious gifts of the East that made 
everyone chuckle. You were in the middle of it. 
Your pudgy belly was no laughing matter. Your 
stock was rising.

Thankfully, Viagra helps us understand the 
world. Otherwise, it would be just a pill. The 
concept of instant gratification, the idea of 
boosting something with a simple measure 
expecting strong results has preoccupied this 
part of the world (and hence the rest of it). We 
can now turn on the radio and hear the news 
that tells you that the interest rate reduction 
by the Federal Reserve was like a Viagra to the 
Wall Street. The “surge” (no wasted metaphor 
there!) of troops is expected to work like Viagra 
in Iraq (bless you, the Decider!). That is the 
idea, you see! If you lack something, expect 
a miracle from a simple medicine packed in 
a pill. 

T hen ca me t he news t hat 
Indian men seem to have shorter 
members of the reproductive 
system! Geez! What’s next! It 
t ur ned out t hat t he stor y is 
l isted as the “most emailed” 
news item on the BBC news web 
site.  The nugget emerged from 
t he discover y t hat condoms 
made internationally are “too 
big” for Indian men. Since we 
are thinking of you, the baby-
boomer-wanna-be, we have to 
assume this applies to you too. 
What a discovery! Obviously, 
t h i s  g a v e  f o d d e r  t o  f u n n y 
headlines, jokes and chuckling 
observations all over the world. 

There is season for everything, 

for everything its turn. Just when “our stock” 
was rising (and it still is), on the global stage, 
comes this news to cut us down. This has to 
be a conspiracy, don’t you think? If we are to 
become a superpower in the next 25 years as 
the pundits and think tanks predict, someone 
has to put us in place. So there is this major 
project to measure size and we lose. Should 
we really?

Some two years ago, condom manufacturer 
Durex conducted a similar survey and it still 
sits on its web site. It is worth looking at.  It 
seems that Indian men have the least sex each 
year. We are at the bottom. We do it 75 times 
while our compatriots, the Singaporeans (73) 
and the Indonesians (77) keep us company 
at the very bottom of the survey. Put this all 
together now. If we have very tiny something 
to work with, we use it very little each year. But 
we seem to be the most productive. It is hard to 
catch up with us in that area. As they say, every 
silver lining has a cloud and it all depends on 
how you see the elephant.  

When all is said and done, they also say, very 
little is said than done. If the West is obsessed 
with sex, it is typically interested in measuring 
things. Its history tells you the same thing, 
doesn’t it! After all, if we thought we were really 
short in that category, we would have left home 
and dominated others too. We have never 
thought of our relations with others in terms 
of “surge” or bigger membership. We have 
been busy doing things, in our own ways and 
on a different scale. With all this measuring 
and counting, and in living with self-indulgent 
boomers, we seem to have lost the art of 
doing it. In a real sense of doing it, not in this 
simulated variety. We also talk about it far less. 
The great thing about Viagra is that it killed the 
poetry of sex. The most deserving consequence 
of affairs this end of the planet! It is not the 
size that matters, but its manifestation. What 
it becomes in the minds, ambitions and in the 
humanity of people. Just look around and you 
will see what the big sizes have wrought on 
this world. 

All juxtapositions have a sense to them. 
Things happen for specific reasons and this 
method of history must be used to read history 
itself. Just when we have this urge to surge in 
the number of troops to the size of Trump’s 
buildings; just when the obsessions of the 
West are caught in their own contradictions, 
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bet ween pretentious Puritanism and the 
proclamations of freedom, and just when the 
drumbeat of the boomer’s indulgence reaches 
its peaks, we ought to turn our attention to 
what is lost. And here, we come upon two strong 
reminders of what the world was and what we, 
those here and even those back home, have left 
behind. Our culture, our talk, could distinguish 
between love and sex and could also assert the 
futility of that distinction. Thus, consider the 
juxtaposition of two books published in this 
area, shedding light on another dimension. 

The most salient aspect of these two books, 
both books on love poetry is that they are 
addressed to you, the pudgy belly immigrant 
of yesteryears. To that end, they embody a 
hope that you would pass them along to the 
next generation growing around you. The two 
books, published some years apart, bring to 
you and others, a gift of love poetry. They do 
commit the first cardinal sin of language, the 
sin of translation. Poetry simply does not sound 
better or convey its soul when translated. But 
given the predicament we are in, we have to 
live with that sin and take it as a blessing. If you 
manage to do that, these two books are great 
gifts you can give yourself. 

The Treasury of Indian Love: Poems and 
Proverbs from the Indian sub-continent, 
publ ished by Hippocrene Book s in 1999 

captures the spirit of how love became an 
all encompassing topic of life, rather than a 
specialized experience of the few. Interlink 
Publishing has just published Indian Love 
Poetry (2007), a collection that encapsulates 
the deepest sense of what love is in both 
painting and poetry and weaves both along. 
Bot h books should ser ve as eye-opening 
reminders that there is a richer world out there 
and it is far from instant or superficial. 

Clearly what we hear is true. Indian cultures 
were far from prudish or conservative. There 
is no separation between divinity and love 
or physical love and one that comes without 
immediate carnal pleasures. Our gods were 
sexual. Krishna and Radha are not for prudish 
souls. Mira is not a simpleton. She knows forms 
of love beyond the ones that Plato could have 
imagined. For her, love making is not in the 
body; it goes far beyond that the temporariness 
that the body can offer. Shankar sits with a 
large phallus in front of him. Lingam does not 
quite have an equivalent in anything, imagery 
or imagination. 

Once wisdom of this dimension is manifested 
in life, living is a pleasure, a veritable party of 
the senses. It is futile to think of the Kama Sutra 
as a single source of the insights into Indian 
cultures and sex or love or pleasures. It is not 
a manual to be emulated. It is a treatise on 
living and life, a continuous worship of what is 
bestowed upon us. 

The two books will bring the insights closer 
and will deepen your appreciation of what love 
is. It is hardly a four letter word. The distinction 
between genders is but foreplay of the divine 
powers to multiply pleasures.

“Her forefeet rest upon the bank, her hind legs 
ripple in the river
The she-frog heaves on her reflection, as women 
move above their men.” 
Prakrit

“Love does not break or snap
Love never drops away
The more you twist love’s thread
The tighter grows its coils.”    
Assamese Women’s proverb

Biting my mouth in love play; 
since to talk would be to let go
my lord would speak only 
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with his hands 
Kshetrayya

Listening to my moans as you touch certain 
spots, 
The pet parrot mimics me, and O how we laugh 
in bed!

You say, ‘Come close, my girl’
And make love to me like a wild man, Muvva 
Gopala, 
And as I get ready to move on top, 

It’s morning already!  
Kshetrayya

Love br ings up sex, of course, but not 
necessarily as a transient phenomenon. It also 
brings up all the follies of life. All its dramas, 
failures, admonishments, and wisdom. 

An old man making love to a maiden is like a 
Hindu riding a cow. 
Peshto proverb. 

After struggling through the night, 
She seemed wasted by the arrows of love. 
She denounced her lover bitterly
As he bowed before her, pleading forgiveness.  
Jayadeva. 

As sunset glows she wipes each tear away
With those same fingers which she uses to
Count off the days he has been gone, while he
Thinks: “Is she counting up my faults” 
Naladiyar, Tamil 

There is no t imidit y here, no appeal to 
external agents to fire up the flames of love. This 
is also not a heritage that we have cultivated 
in pop culture by running around trees in 
Switzerland. This is love, as clear and pure as 
life... 

If one could summarize the distinction 
that Indian cultures draw from others on 
the world stage, it has to be this: We never 
claim perfection! Our gods, our abilities are 
never perfect. There is no other paradise to 
seek. There is no second or fourth coming. 
Literally and metaphorically! This is it. Make 
the most of it and look for nothing else. It will 
expose your vulnerabilities and it will show 
you how culpable you are. But you are human 
nevertheless. It makes us more human, more 
sane, more sensit ive and sensuous, more 
st imulat ing a nd st imulated a nd more in 
worship of depth in a sea of superficiality. So 
no matter what the sizes and pills and surveys 
tell you, this is your heritage. Look for it and 
pass it along. 
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Detail from the barahmasa series, 
17th Century.
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16th Century, Orissa.


