It is difficult not to be impressed

by thi combination of brains, beauty, and personal-
ity that eludes so mary. But, Peoda Kumas has all
thwee, which are enhanced by her sense of lumor and
heer abality to not take things too serously and won
critical acclaime. The fact that Pooja has a great attitude
abaoiit lite and her work makes [t all the easber for us to
ool fof hir suceEsL

Born and raised in 5. Louls, MO Fooja has
ahways been drawn to dance, art, and the stage. bn fact,
sha gave her first dance performance at the truly tender
agpe of 2 [yes, 200 when she performed “Wad bbb be
Hadiivika” Since then, Poaja has worked consistently an
perfecting her dancing skills, traveling to India every
sumimeer to leann from a different master in the Kuchpud],
Kathak, and Bharatmatyam styles. She has had the for-
tune, in fact, of studying Kathak with Barju Mahara) and
Bharatnatyarm with Adiar Laxman,

As early as fifth grade, Pooja recalls, she was
also drawn towards acting. In fact, at that age, Pooja de-
manded to be cast as Petruccio in “Taming of the Shrow®
bt it it wides the bigger part. Although her teachers
tried to explain that Petruccio was the male lead, Pooja
would not be dissuaded. She ended up snagging the
e, and her fifth grade production of the play made
the cover of the local newspaper, With that
expEience, Pooja explabng, she knew that
FCiimg was her life. She continued to act in
mussicals and plays. But, the jokes, 1 never
really thought of it serously &t & career, Ac-
tually, | thought i'd be a lawyer becauss | was
alwrays arquing with my dad!®

Life, it seemms, had other plans.
Instead of law school, Pooja entered and won
thi: biss India LL.5S.A. pageant. As the affers
started poqming in, she realized that she
could actually make a career of her lifelong
PasshHn — actindg. A the same time, Pooja
wias accepted as one of the top 10 nalists in
the Amitabh Bachchan Corporation Limited
competition, That opportunity took Pooja
to India, where she spent a year and a hadf,
partkcpating in th o patition, working as
a Channeel W w-jay and a spokespersan in a
national ad carmpalgn, as well as acting in the
Tamil filrm "Eaadhal Rojave” Since her retuem
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to America, Pooja has seen success in a number of roles,
Inchudsng beads in “Flavod" "Might of Henna® and "Chots
Jadugar” a number of ad campaigns, and, most recently,
hosting a show on ImaginAzian TV, She has also studied
at the prestigicows Amernican Acadermy of Dramatic Arts
and wan acclabm for critical acclaim for her perior-
mances, including a Soneen Actors Guild Emenging Artist
Award for her work In"Flavers”

India, Pooja candidly admits, “was a huge thing
becausa living in bndla and wisiting India ane two wery def
ferent things™ Althaugh it was a trying and difficult ex-
perience, dhe 15 gratetul for the opportunities it present-
ed, iIncluding the chance to train with Boshan Taneja at
thae Pumne Film Institute and polsh up on her Hindi (and
bt her Ammierican acoent). According to Pooga, “thene is
so much talent in Indsa, But, | went with the mentality
that | would go and do iy best. Sa, | didn't put pres-
sure on myself 1o accomplish certain things” Perhaps
this attitude of taking the experience as a leaming one
hedped Poaja deal with the adjustment ta living in India
The fact that her mather and grandmaother would make
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regular visits, she explains with gratitude, alse made the
transition a little smoother. OF course, Pooja also sdmits,
it wias very tough for me o compete with people from
India ... Its so easy 1o Becoms negative, to think I'm niot
wiorking with the best director or compane yourself to
the ather girks” At the same time, Poaja had to scquaing
herselt with Bollywood's different mode of operation and
1o alleviate the misconceptions people had about her as
an Arerican. Nonethelews, Poojs says emphatically, the
cxperienoe “made me a stronger person and a better per-
son, When you have to prove yoursell to ather people .
- you aart learming about yvourself, which is one of the
st thindgs you can dol™

Although Paaja’s Indian adventure was a
pasitive one, she says, she simply was not interested in
pursuing the Bollywood route. "My goal wai basically
1o get the training and retumn to Morth Amerlca to wark?”

i

.| thought I'd be a lawyer
because | was always
arguing with my dad!”
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According to Pooja, South Asians sre sorely underrepresented in main
stream fAmenican media, and *1 felt | could make mone of an
Empact hire than in Bombay” But, what of the difficulties
of beirg & minority actos in Hollpwood? Amused, Pooja
anvwers, "of course, its difficult” But, wath a great agent
and management team whio tends her oul on 3o
for the best robes, Pooja feals blessed at the opportunity
b provee heriell a5 a performer. "D | always got them?
Mo, But, | abaays think, even i | don't get this role, I'm
impressing a casting director for the next role” And,
that, Ponja explaing, helps het 1o put the audition
process in perspective. Instead of getting upset by
the rejection inherent in life as an actor, Pooja says,
*1 actually have fun with auditions becauie | get o
comie up with new characters and new WOEnamos”
As she perfects Rer skill 85 an actor,
Pooja &l expresies her funivy side as one of
e hotts af thes "M oS hod the b .'||]-rI|"l.'.||II"
oo ImnasginAgian TV, These, she has the chance 1o
introsduce vanouws Chinese, Japaness, Indian, and
oither Asian ilms with dkits that she and her oos-host
verite and present together. Having fun with the cre
ative aspect of hir wiork at imagindsian, Pooja also
has started working on a short film with hes partnes,
wihilch will go into production in the Rest fewe mmnithes.
“rm all for people writing their own roles, producing,
directing, or doing shams, which Poaja explains is a
reak way far mone South Asian actors and characters 1o
appear in mairstream media, “We have 20 many expen-
ences (o share” Pooja reflects, 4o why not share them?
Expanding upon her creativity and working on
her art, Pooja i making her own way, with tha full sup
port af her family. According to Pooja, “Tm paisionate
aboul acting . . . and you have fo love what you o'o.” That
icve and passion ks what drives Pooja. \With a refreshing
combination of talent, ambitian, intelligence, beauty,
and, micet irportantly, perspective. Pooja ks on her way
to claim a star of fame for heosel




