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Mahi's words are an arrow in the eye of The Patriarchy, shattering the cornea of convention and leaving us to contend with our passive blindness. Blindness to the rampant, unquestioning devastation of women from the beginning of time that loudly persists in its ugly pervasiveness. Mahi subtly yet insistently prompts the asking of the uncomfortable. Even in the most tender of moments, her words probe deeply into the reader's psyche.

Kali is a juxtaposition to the reader, emerging as the conscience, the confidante, the other, the mother, the allencompassing, the soul, the living spirit, the life-giving and the body through which we feel Mahi's poignant pleas. The imagery of Kali that Mahi evokes aesthetically, linguistically and spiritually speaks of a salvation that the reader will find a longing to anchor to.

Every passage feels personal and at the precise moment when the inevitable emotional crash is poised to occur, Mahi resets with a fearless empowerment without betraying the protagonist's anger. Her work justly calls for reading, rereading, reflection and more reflection without arrogance. Popular myths would have you believe in a Kali superiority and therefore, elusiveness. Mahi masterfully debunks a perceived high-handedness of the Goddess and situates her as every female spirit.

Mahi's work should be required reading as a study on Feminist Literature in The Global Majority.

Gayathri Santhi-McBain
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Mahi Ramakrishnan is surely Malaysia’s most overlooked poet writing in English, quite possibly the best of those living here.

Ramakrishnan’s images come at us with that same primal Kali energy of which her subject is formed: a child is “a comet made of giggles and mischief ” and a Kali rupa or statue has “eyes like eclipses” (The Child Who Saw Her). It all affirms there’s no other way for a poet to write about the goddess Kali than to do so from that entity's liminal territory.

Like Kali, Ramakrishnan’s poetry faces all ways at once. She does so fearlessly, without boundaries at times, which makes this collection not one for the faint-hearted, for delicate dispositions or assumed ones. Those averse to nuance or challenge might baulk at some consciously constructed swearing, as well as lines such as

“There is no good or bad,” she says

“Only experiences.”

This poet is masterful at describing liminal spaces:

We sat together on the floor of the dream

no temple, no body, no rules

Just the two of us

and the weight of everything unsaid.

We didn’t speak of grief

but I could feel her hand on the part of me

that still carried my mother’s death like a stone

What comes through a thousand times here is a naturalistic, no-holds-barred relationship to the goddess, which screams lived spirituality before anyone can contrive religion into its echo. To contemplate the goddess being one’s lover is religiosity's opposite, inevitably recalling, for me, the most striking aspects of 60s and 70s counter-culture: a total, fearless openness to experience.

The world in thrall to so-called social media needs this direct, unmediated and honest experience of spiritual life now more than ever before. Any parent lamenting the dearth of honest and compassionate tales to tell their kids — in the religious sphere especially, right up to contemporary post-truth politics, or what passes for both — Mahi Ramakrishnan’s tales offer much remedial warmth.

Lawrence Pettener
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Conversations with Kali by Mahi Ramakrishna is a mesmerizing collection of 30 poems and prose pieces that boldly turns personal wreckage into a source of terrifying, potent grace.

This collection is not a book, it’s a body. It breathes, bleeds, remembers. Its thirty pieces move like incarnations of the same goddess, fractured and reassembled across childhood, desire, violence, lineage, survival. Kali doesn’t arrive here in temples or scriptures; she appears in kitchens, hospital rooms, bedrooms, circus tents, small alleys where little girls are sold, and in the quiet corner of a son’s dream. The writing doesn’t worship her. It wrestles with her, touches her mouth, calls her in moments of exhaustion, daring, grief. She is the pulse beneath every wound the world tries to hide.

The work bends myth until it confesses what patriarchy has always erased. It spits out sanitized epics and replaces them with the messy truth of women who burn and rise. Mothers, daughters, lovers, defiant survivors who do not ask permission to exist. The text never begs to be 'beautiful'. It is stubbornly alive. Tender when it wants to be, brutal when it must. Every piece is a remembering: of bodies that were taught to shrink, of girls who were traded, of women who learned to roar in silence until the silence broke. Somewhere between the shattered altar and the single hibiscus, you feel it…...this is not mythology. It is lineage.

This is the book you read when you are ready to meet the deepest, most powerful version of yourself.

Kanaa Pillai


REVIEW 4

[image: ]

What does it mean to have a personal relationship with the Goddess Kali? It’s not an easy relationship - Kali is complex, dark, demanding, mysterious in her intent and unflinching in her opinions- but then again, so is Mahi Ramakrishnan.

Though this series of poems, Mahi explores personhood, personal growth, the boundaries of her relationships, justice and retribution and inherent snobbery. Mahi’s approach borders on the irreverent at times. Her Kali is not content to sit on a pedestal, she is far more likely to pick up said pedestal and cosh you over the head with it. This Kali goes into the marginal spaces. She watches over the child who is sold by her father for profit, she lends power to women in conflict zones, she appears to children and fools.

Mahi’s relationship with the goddess is conflicted, as most good relationships are. We can love, laugh, hate, lust and resent in equal measure. Frustrations lead the way to selfawareness. This is life. Mahi writes with maturity, with deft use of language and nuance to express her feeling, because these poems are threaded with raw emotions. It would be all too easy for a work of this kind to descend into selfindulgence and even sentimentality but Mahi keeps it well in check. The result is a tightly woven narrative of a relationship between a girl and her goddess. Inspiring, interesting and not to be taken lightly.

Sheena Gurbakhash
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