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THE TAMIL RENAISSANCE

DESIKAVINAYAKAM PILLATS
MALARUM MALAIYUM (Flowers and Garlands)*
By Prof. K. SWAMINATHAN

Rao Sahib S. Vaiyapuri Pillai has done a
-great service to contemporary Tamil literature by
.collecting and editing, in such flawless fashion,
the poems, long and short, narrative, reflec-
tive and lyrical, of a poet whose writtings,
appearing modestly and infrequently in maga-
.zines and school-readers, have been tantalising
and fascinating discerning readers for some
years. The bulk, the variety and the qualities,
both of inspiration and technique, of these
.exquisite poems establish Sri Desikavinayakam
Pillai’s claim to a distinguished place in the
long splendid and happily still incomplete rol
-of Tamil Poets. :

A comparison of Sri Desikavinayakam
Pillai’s works with those of the late Subra-
manya Bharati reveals the powerful and inesca-
pable influence which older poetry as well as
the speech habits of the common people is
bound to exert on verse that has a chance both
of immediate popular appeal and of permanent
survival as literature. All poetry is no doubt
previous poetry with a difference, the diffe-
tence, being explicable both in terms of a new
.age and of the personality of the writers in all
poetry, tradition and individuality have to be
‘blended somehow. But Tamil poetry is by nature
.continuous and anonymous, the signature, where
it is recognizable, being traced by critics to the

3Review in The Hindu, dated 29th January 1939.
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characteristic technical devices of a period or
an author rather than to the voice or gestures,
the moral or emotional ‘quiddity’ ofa parti-
cular person. Poetry which is thus timeless and
impersonal tends, like the ballads, to be stylish-
ed and to become the expression of a people
at large, and not of individual thinkers. If ‘in
recent times Bharati escaped from this respecta-
ble but unexciting anonymity, it was because
helived and wrote in a period of aspiration almost
hopeless and not in a period of fulfilment al-
most complete. The bitterness of revolt, the
spiritual tooth-ach which was a complex physi-
cal feeling of disgust with oneself, of contempt
for our people’s weakness, of restless and una-
vailing anger aud the other nine and ninety de-
vils which give to the most characteristic modern:
poetry its resillence and realism, where all ready
to Bharati’s hand; and they found, in the forms.
and conventions of our older poetry and in the
tunes of our labourers’ songs, a miraculous
vehicle which, deftly handled by a master, gave
to the modern mood such definitive exprersion:
as it has not achieved in other contries. To a
mother weeping for her children and refusing to
be comforted and a nation indignant which it~
self and refusing to hate others or to coufess
frustration, the legends of our ancient gods and'
goddesses provided a symbolic language which
served at once as the medium and the inspira-
tion of a new poetry.

Yielding to his temperament, as well as to

the prevailing atmosphere of the Post-Gandhian
era, Sri Desikavinayakam Pillai has chosen a
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less arduous task than his great predecessor’s;
but his poetic achievement, considered objec-
tively and without reference to origins and
effects, is not less remarkable. If he has not the:
duty and the advantage which Bharati had of
harnessing into the service of his’ poetry the
enormous energy of a many-sided political re-
volt; if he sings neither to rouse nor to persuade
but to confirm, he has the poet’s freedom to be
free, to be an artist, not a message-bearer. A
poet of tenderness and sympathy sensitive to
the varied beauties of nature and the sufferings
of the minutest living being, he is eclectic ra-
ther than rebellious, serenrly afloat on a sea
of calm, not buffeting against the waves of
doom. Sri Pillai has no harsh word to say of
anyone, he needs no harsh note to complete
his harmony. His poetry has none of the
writhing or inarticulate fury of a tortured ani--
mal. After the storm, the calm; after the trage-
dies, the romances; after Bharati, Dasikavina--
yakam Pallai. Loss or gain, who can say?
English education was to Barati a2 den of
wild beasts to whose voracity our helpless
children were served out by their foolish pa-
rents. Sri Desikavinayakam Pillai, on the con-
trary, accepts with grace and assimilates into
some of the most moving of his Tamil poems
the thoughts and images of Blake, Emerson,
Tennyson, Fitzgerald and Swinburne. Again
and again, his choice of themes and images
reminds us of the Wordsworth of the Lyrical
Ballads, while his exploitation of popular
tunes is often as happy as that of Burns. His
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-preference for low life, for simple tunes, for
thoughts not bowed to cunning, for common
‘images and the language of ordinory speech,
-and his delicate blending of humour and melan-
choly, conspire to give his poems the appea-
rance of perfect translations from the quintess-
ential English poetry of our imagination. They
strike our finer senses as a sort of attar of Eng-
‘lish poetry.

This, however, is an illusion of identity,
which is easily accounted for, though it would
‘be inexcusable if it were real; it is the efflores-
-cence, beautiful and legitimate, of the deep,
subtle and perhaps unconscious influence of
many English poems, read with delight and
‘understanding and lovingly prooded over. This
influence is most vividly present in the simplest
-and most popular of Sri Pillai’s poems, in the
nursery songs, for example, which are a kind of
‘transparent and moving verbal accompaniment
for music and acting. Not even Bharati’s most
successful <‘Pappa Pattu” possesses the concrete
‘sensuousness, the clarity, intensity and bell-like
-chiming of sounds which give to these childrens
‘songs their instantaneous and irresistible
appeal to old any young. v

Sri Pillai is wholly averse to bringing about
the divorce, which in our opinion is long over-
-due, between Tamil poetry and music. In fact,
‘the obvious charm both of meaning and emp-
hasis resides in a great many of his poems in
‘the deliberate reinforcing or counter-pointing
-of the verbal and musical phrases : in the Lullby
{No. 26), for example, in the “Untouchable’s
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Prayer’” (No. 99) and in the bereaved mother’s
lament before Buddha in 4sta Jots* the greater
part of the effect is due to the tactful blending
of word and tune. An element of cleverness and:
surprise, which might not other wisé fit into the-
mood of tenderness, of protest or of sobbing
pathos, is carried off by the wounderful tact of"
the diction and the studied pauses and paces of"
the music. Once in the children’s poems he
makes a unique and not unsuccessful experi-
ment in free verse (No. 37). This, however, is 4.
liberty which he does nob permit himself in his.
more serious mood. He calls in rhyme and
rhythm to second his diction. At pagel,ina
formal poem of four lines, the rhyming syllables,
wich carry the metrical emphasis, receive such a.
variety of sense and grammatical emphasis that:
three super imposed patterns emerge.

No praise can be too high for the tact and:
tastedisplayed in the use of familiar but euphoni--
ous and suggestive words. The following list, long
but not exhaustive, of “foreign’® words which
are used effectively and without effort, illust--
rates his mastery of current Tamil:—wuangri (126)
amevddar (388, 514), yudsd (396), Curieri (513), susd-
S6b (807, 1134), s ad (807, 1134), web 1o (838), LAsd
(891) wetvelisir (895), Gaur_® (1132), Gari® (1135),.
@wrevgr (1135), Gsar® (1138), srinfséssm_ (1139).

No translation of course, and no description
can do justice to the utter rightness of his choice
and arrangement of words. But the following
images will convey some idea of his power:—

The sweetness of cow’s milk with what.

measure can one measure this ?e. .o oo

Now Puablished Separately.
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The cow may forget her calf, but your

karma will not forsake yotl.cceeeus

His (my dead child’s) toy-cart and little

drum, they make me mad, mad, mad......

In the flow of the river of time, behold the

law of God.we.e....

(The rose’s complaint)—The thief come

and carried away my treasure, my beauty;

My sentries so many with swords uplifted—

. he has cheated them all.........
(The untouchable’s complaint)—Will my
poliution enter and settle in the temple ?
Will the sins of the bathers defile the
Ganges ?.oeeeeee. Are we not Siva’s folk ?
Seeing us, will He shut His eye of grace
and open His eye of fire ?

In the religious poems with which the book
-opens and conciudes, and in a few of the reflec-
tive poems on the world and human life, Sri
Pillai abandons his studied naivety and uses a
few archaic and defficult words and combines
his words into somewhat obscure phrases.
Nature poems, children’s songs, poems on
society and nationalism have a brief though
glorious tradition in Tamil. Their standard has
been set by Bharati and their language is not a
backward-looking ghost, but a living thing
‘with current significance. Our devotional and
metaphysical poetry, on the contrary, has a
longer and better-established ancestry ; they are
odes rather than lyrics and demand and
Justify a more solemn and ceremonious style than
ordinary, the armoury of the invincible kinghts
-of old. SriPillai is conscious of his place in
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the high company of the Alvars and Nayan-
mars, of Thayumanavar and Ramalingaswami.
The diction here is -appropriately elevated and
full, but it is never really impenetrable. In . the
first part of < The Triumph of love’’ (No. 22—
The story of Mira Bai) he boldly challenges
comparison with Andal by his choice of the
marriage-machinery. But he has the sence and
the courage to distinguish and to keep apart
the special qualities and functions of verse and
those of prose. In this very poem, the emotions
are appropriatey uttered in delicately-turned
lyrics, while link-pieces are given in clear but
aufficient prose..

Poets, according to Sri Pillai, are not mere
dreamers of dreams but the architects of -an
indestructible kingdom of souls; and -either
directly or indirectly and in spite of a more or
less unique simplicity of style, Sri Pillai strives
to maintain this high and meritorious ideal. It is
therefore with no effort and withno sense of
irrelevancy that he utters in someé of his most
moving poems the ideals of Mathatma Gandhi.
These ideals have to enter only apologetically
and as unwelcome intruders into the realms of
politics, economics and even ethics; but into
Indian poetry, * which is their native country
and their own natural home, they enter unan-
nounced as lords that are certainly expected and
yet there i1s a silent joy at their arrival.
A poem’s prosperity lies in the ears and hearts
of the public for whom it is meant. There are
poems (and some living Tamil poets) which
perish because they are sown on soil not pre-
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pared for them. Sri Pillai’s poems on National
Unity, on the National Flag, on the Caste Hin~
du’s lament for the Harijan, on the Congress.
Ship and on the Khaddar-Seller, have a large
public avidly awaiting them; and indeed no
-part of his output is likely to be spilt uselessly
on the barren rock of indifference or among
the stifling weeds of harted. His religion is not a
formality nor his politics imported from abroad.
No poet is so thorougly or consistently nonvio-
lent in thought and word. There is only one
kick, so to say, in the whole volume (No. 108—
The Dictator); and even that is more a gesture
of contempt than an action energized by hatred..

Those who look to poetry for the statement
if not the solution of their problems may be
disappointed by this apparent mixture of naive
childishness ond jingling music. But if poetry
in an oblique and symbolic, not a direct and
intellectual, interpretation of life, the Gandhian
world-view capnot be more melodiously stated
than it is in Sri Pillai’s verse. He is a genuine
poet, though perhaps not a great one. We hesi-
tate to call him great, because he lacks the
greatest beauty, which is the beauty of arrange-
ment, and the highest quality, which is struc-
tural.

Standing right in the centre of the Tamil
poetic tradition and uttering in the best and
clearest words the noblest thoughts and feelings
of our country and our generation, Sri Desika-
vinayakam Pillai is certain to achieve both a
wide and immediate popularity and a permanent.
place in our literary history.

———
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