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A principal object of the Office of the Minister of State for
Muslim Religious and Cultural Affairs is the promotion and
fostering of Muslim Religious and Cultural affairs. This in-
volves a wide spectrum of activities ranging from the supervi-
sion of Mosques, Quran Madrasas, Arabic Colleges, the provi-
sion of Islamic religious texts, the maintenance of Muslim law
structures in this country to the encouragement of Muslim arts
and crafts. It is in the expectation of the fulfilment of these
activities that His Excellency the President, Ranasinghe Pre-
madasa, has entrusted me with this Portfolio and I believe that
I'have discharged these functions with some measure of accep-
tance and satisfaction.

Each community in Sri Lanka has its Cultural heritage
which is an indissoluble part of the National cultural heritage
of Sri Lanka. These separate cultural traditions form mosaic,
valuable and unique in the total national heritage. That ex-
plains the particular unique texture of the National culture of
Sri Lanka.

One of the most interesting cultural components of any
community in the Island, is the folk tradition. From the very
commencement of the high office of Presidency of Sri Lanka,
His Excellency Ranasinghe Premadasa has committed himself
to the maintenance, preservation and the bringing into light,
these inchoate aspects of culture, such as folk literature. This
many faceted cultural transformation has been possible only
under the Executive Presidency of His Excellency Ranasinghe
Premadasa, who symbolises in himself the entire Nation of Sri
Lanka and in whom the people of this country, of all commu-
nities repose total confidence.

Folk literature is the songs, poetry, ballads and stories
found.on the lips of the ordinary townsman and the villager,
but which is not given the permanence of print. Despite its
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seeming impermanence, folk literature has an immediacy, an
earthiness, a vigour that truly reflects the soul of the commu-
nity from which it arises. It is well-known that the Islamic
Tamil literature among the Muslims of Sri Lanka has a large
number of such unprinted and unpublished works.

It is in this regard that the present work is being pub-
lished. This book is a remarkable work by any standards. In the
first place, it is composed by a blind poet. In the second place,
it displays a mastery of Tamil metrical modes, particularly the
sung lyric, which many sighted poets would be proud to
possess. In the third place, the locale of the poet was the
Puttalam District, which in Middle ages was a centre of Islamic
culture and traditions.

The poet of this work is Sheik Alawdeen of Puttalam.
Born in 1890 in the village of Karaithivu, about sixteen miles
north of Puttalam, Sheik Alawdeen was not born with a silver

spoon.

The Puttalam district, at that time was almost a frontier
outspot, far from the administrative, social and political centre
of Colombo. It had a considerable number of affluent Muslims,
but the majority of the Muslims eked out a sparse existence on
theland or on the sea.

These physical and economic constraints did not affect
the religious or spiritual dimension of the Muslims of the
Puttalam District. Their commitment to Islam was total ; their
sense of Islamic identity was complete. In spite of the lack of
sufficient formal educational institutions, they had a lively
imagination and a background of Tamil language and litera-
ture. There was the practice of “Padam Keytal” by which
groups of pupils gathered around a man of learning and learnt
from him Tamil classics.

It was in such an environment that Sheik Alawdeen had
his upbringing. It does not appear that he went to school; nor
does it appear that he took part in the Padam Keytal’. But he
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had mother-wit and innate intelligence. He was a born poet.
He picked up and studied Islamic Tamil classics such as ‘Seera
Puranam’ and ‘Qutub Nayakam'’ ; he studied other classical
texts such as ‘Nala Venba’ and ‘Kalladam’. Since his sight was
nothing to go by, he had those texts read to him by his friends
and the group of literary followers who had attached them-
selves to him.

By his twentieth year, Sheik Alawdeen had married and
settled down. But marriage brought him added financial bur-
dens. Sheik Alawdeen'’s talents were his knowledge of Tamil
literature and grammar and the gift for song-making. Fortu-
nately, the Puttalam District of his time had a tradition of
literary patronage. There were some affluent Muslims who,
respecting his intellectual attainments helped him financially.
There were the literary conversaziones in which men of letters
assembled, read, interpreted and commented on classical Tamil
texts, amidst an appreciative audience. The men-of-letters
were financially compensated. All these pursuits helped to
alleviate to some extent the incessant poverty of Sheik
Alawdeen.

In the course of his life, which lasted only forty-eight
years, Sheik Alawdeen had composed several works. These
include‘Nava Vanna Kirthanaikal’, ‘Sara Nool’ and ‘Vali Nadai
Schinthu’. During hislife time, only ‘Nava Vanna Kirthanaikal’
appeared in print as a booklet of six pages. Others were extant
as manuscripts.

Although Sheik Alawdeen was accomplished in the arts
of the Tamil prosody, most of his poetry were lyrics, which
could be set to music. There were several reasons for this
practice of the poet. Some of the verses of Sheik Alawdeen were
composed by him on the spot, at the request of some one or on
suitable occasion. Most of his verses were sung by people as
they went about their normal work. Sheik Alawdeen also uses
a great deal of spoken Tamil words, as distinct from literary
turns of speech. That had its advantages. While classical verse
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structures,with their intricacy, cannot be long held in the
memory withoutdistortion, Sheik Alawdeen’s poetry does not
suffer from this danger. Because of this musicality and simple
words, Sheik Alawdeen’s poetry hasbeen long retained in folk
memory, making the compilation of his work less arduous
than it would have been.

The present work is a compilation of this kind. It will be
noticed that most of his verses are structured in narrative
stanzas interspersed with chorus. This also enables it to be
recited by several persons.

The themes of the poetry of Sheik Alawdeen are wholly
Islamic. They emphasise the Islamic virtues of kindness, for-
bearance, total dependence on Allah. A group of his verses are
addressed to the Prophet Muhammed (Sal) praising Muham-
mad (sal)’s qualities and as exemplar to mankind.

This book is thus a retrieval of a part of the folk tradition
of the Muslims of Puttalam District, whose interest I have the
priviledge of being presently charged by His Excellency the
President to look after.

These poems have been collected and compiled by Mr
M.S.M.Anas, a University Lecturer with great devotion and
labour. He has been helped in this task by a band of willing
volunteers. I believe that this book will be of use to those
interested in Tamil and Islamic Tamil literatureand the literary
traditions in Sri Lanka.

Sd/- - --

Alhaj A.H.M. Azwer, M.P.
Minister of State for Muslim
Religious & Cultural Affairs.

34, Malay Street

Colombo - 2 - SRILANKA
10.10.1991
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