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LANKA
GUARDIAN
Vol. 3 No. 9 September 15, 1980 Price 3/50

Tamil Literary

scene |
Marxists vs Formalists

by Samudran (N. Shanmugaratnam)

The mid and late sixties were a period of heightened acti-
vity, on an unprecedented scale, by the Maoist - oriented sections
of the Writer’s Union. It would not be an exaggeration to state
that this period showed all the signs of a qualitative leap
forward in theatre and creative writing. The already revived folk
drama was taken to a new height when Maunaguru’s Sankaram
(Destruction), with its revolutionary content depicting social
evolution based on historical materialist premise, was staged.

The Tamil theatre gained a new dynamism with the arrival
of N. Suntharalingam, Tassisius, Sivanandan, Pathmanathan and
several others, who united revolutionary content with significant
experimentation with form. Leading Tamil poets like the late
Pasupathy, Murugaiyan and many others penned some of their
best revolutionary poems during this period inspired by the anti-
caste struggles in Jaffna. Many young poets and short story
writers from the plantations made significant contributions to the
evolving radical tradition.tProblems of the exploited and oppressed
Tamils, Muslims and Sinhalese people found a central place in
this progressive literature and art.

5-09-1980
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LANKA
GUARDIAN
Vol. 3 No. 12 November 1, 1980 Price 3/50

The Tamil Theatre
Then and now

by N. Sunidaralingam

It was in the late sixties and early seventies that a serious
Tamil theatre movement really blossomed. Students who took
keen interest in the production of plays both at Peradeniya and
Colombo teamed up after their studies and started producing
and writing plays of their own, combining the experiences they
gained with the traditional and modern plays produced at the
Universities and elsewhere. It is heartening also to note that
outside producers and playwrights as Zuhair Hameed and
Fousul Ameer and others were coming out with serious
artistic productions at this juncture. These new playwrights and
producers were also keen followers of the social changes that
were taking place in and around them and they tried to reflect
these changes in their artistic creations. They very consciously
used the theatre medium as a tool for a social dialogue with
the masses and in bringing about a social change. Mounaguru
who was the backbone in Dr. Vithiananthan’s effort to revive
and urbanise Kooththu tradition produced a Kooththu
called ‘Sankaram’ (Destruction) in support of the mass struggle
of the depressed castes to gain temple entry at Maviddapuram.
Another group of actors called ‘Ambalaththadigal’ produced
another play called ‘Kanthan Karunai’ (The Grace of Skanda)
in the ‘Kaththan Koothw’ tradition again in support of this
movement for the eradication of untouchability. Both these plays
imbibed new content into the old traditional forms, making
these forms more socially relevant and meaningful. Another play
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called ‘Apasuram’ (Discord) made use of the absurd theatre style
to put across a concrete idea on the ways of the politicians and
priests. ‘Kalam Sivakkirathu’ a- play by R. Sivananthan, another
offspring of the Colombo University, underlined the importance
of the unity of the Sinhala and Tamil peasants to liberate them
selves from the burdens: and ills of the class society. While
R. Murugaiyan, a product of the Ceylon University and a widely
known poet, wrote ‘Kadooliyam’ (Hard ' labour) a play on the

exploitation of labour and the liberation of the downtrodden.

12-11-1980
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GUARDIAN
Vol. 3 No. 16 January 1, 1981 3/50

Tamil Literary
by A.J. Canagaratna

A good example of this critical hijacking is the overrated
Sankaram, a play dealing with bloodless abstractions. It was
performed recently in Jaffna, for the first time after eleven years.
The leaps | saw on stage were quite pleasing to the eye but 1
must say that, ideology-wise the play was a great leap backwards
into the arms of the TULF with whom the left movement here
is having a running battle about shelving the class struggle til]
the Tamil nation wins its freedom. No one doubts the revolu-
tionary intentions of the play-wright; what’s at issue here is the
actual effect of what we see on the stage. The counter-
revolutionary implications of the ending are obvious t¢: any one
with even a nodding acquaintance with Marxism. How &ome then
that our revolutionary pundits missed the obvious? I can only
explain it on the basis of mutual admiration. (Strangely enough
1 understand the play-wright had, at a post-performance discussion
defended his ending on the ground that the traditional form
demands that the climax be the battle between the protagonist
and the antagonist! Who’s being a formalist now?) Sankaram is
a textbook illustration of what happens when you ignore the
inter-dependence of form and content—the point that Mr. Reggie
Siriwardene made with characteristic lucidity.

Samudran seems bent on making this exchange as intermi-
nable as the legendary Hanuman’s tail (and knowing what havoc
that caused Ravanan’s Lanka, I wouldn’t want the same fate to
befall the Lanka Guardian). I have no intention of wasting any
more time—and space—on Samudran. If, Kaspar-like, he wishes
to interpret my unilateral withdrawal as another ‘famous victory’
he’s welcome to thump his chest and proclaim he’s the greatest.

Jaffna 1-1-1981
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