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THANKS!

We sincerely thank the Educationa -
lists friends who gave us Poems,
Articles and Short-Stories for ‘Kalaivani-

It is our greatest ambition that
more of our Writer - friends come for-
ward and take a chance to prove
thier ability through Kalaivani.

— Editor
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A Birthday Tribute

IT is ironic that we should
be paying annual homage to
a man who strongly depre-
cated the modern cult of
personality, with all its exhi-
bitionism and its stress on
the private lives and loves

cEezZzrZP
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TRADITIONALIST
A BREIEF NOTE

by
A CORRESPONDENT



of “stars”. ¢ Not who said
it but what is said”: this
was almost Coomaraswamy’s
motto. If one recalls Thiru-
valluvar’s

61 IGILIT (I 6T Wi Wi e id
CaL 19 emib SLI@UIT (B 6T
@uoutiQUIT (6T ST 63T LI sMa).”

one can see how deeply embed-
ded in tradition, this attitude
is. Such an attitude came
naturally to one who firmly
believed, with tradition, that
to liberate one-self from the
fetters of personality was the
highest ideal. Coomaraswamy’s
fabulous erudition, his wide-
ranging scholarship, his
knowledge of languages and
cultures, his researches
in art, the aphoristic clarity
of his style which was an
instrument of precision - all
these aspects of this ‘ myriad-
minded intellect’ have received
attention — and at more com-
petent hands - before.

The magpie aesthetes and
the antiquarians who have
claimed Coomaraswamy for
their own, have only helped
to obscure the real signifi-
cance of his work. In this
brief note, I wish to empha-

12

sise the Coomaraswamy who
had such deep insight into
traditional doctrines and the
principles which governed tra-
ditional societies. Not only
«did he interpret the East
to the west, but also the
West, to itself”.

Coomaraswamy did not
propound any novel theories
of his own. In fact, he had
no sympathy for the -eccen-
tric and individualist’ philo-
sophies of today (* thinking
for oneself’ implied, he said
« thinking of oneself”); pre-
ferring instead to place him-
self in the tradition of the great
and magnanimous philosophers
of old, whose ideas were his,
in so far as he had made
them his own. In a world
where, as he himself observed,
philosophy had degenerated
into a study of the history
of ideas rather than a pur-
suit of the truth, and which
feverishly pursues the latest
-{sms’, thisis a salutary em-
phasis.  This lack of any
novel theory partially explains
why Coomaraswamy is not
much in favour in the West

today.

With penetrating insight,
he diagnosed the malaise that

81



afflicts the modern West: its
departure from the sane and
healthy principles that go-
verned ' traditional societies.
«“ When - nations grow old the
arts grow cold And commerce
settles on every tree” wrote
* William Blake, lines which
Coomaraswamy often quoted.
The Renaissance destroyed the
traditional order in Europe.
The West began to hanker
after the dead-sea fruits of
economic and material prospe-
rity. Not content with this,
its empire-builders began to
extend their commercial and
proselytizing activities to the
East, tragically destroying.
in the process, a traditional
culture which served both the
spiritual and material needs
of man. Coomaraswamy sug-
gests that the remedy is for
the West to seek to restore
the concept of vocation, and
quotes Plato on the advant-
ages of a vocational order:
¢it is in this way that more
work is done and better done.”
Historians like  Christopher
Dawson too have stressed the
need for the restoration of the
concept of vocation.

Coomaraswamy did .not
draw a crude contrast bet-

82

ween East and West : rather,
it was a distinction between
the still-surviving traditional
East and post-Renaissance
Europe. As he himself points
out, it was really a contrast
of times not places, and one
that only accidentally presented
itself in terms of geography.
He emphasises over and over
again the essential unity of
the principles ( the Philosophia
Perrenis) governing traditional
cultures, however far-removed
in space. He uses his pro-
found erudition to show how
there is a traditional symbo-
lism, both visual and verbal,
pervading the various cultures.
To him, the various traditio-
nal cultures were dialects of
one and the same language
of the spirit.

Coomaraswamy’s stress on
the traditional or normal (in
the etymological sense ) order
should not be taken to mean
that he envisaged resurrecting
knights in shining armour.
His was a flexible attitude.
In fact, he explicitly states
that neither the social order
nor the outward forms of
mediaeval times can be re-
vived. What he did advocate
was a return to first—principels,



the application of unchanging
principles to contingent cir-
cumstances. To Coomaraswamy
there was no such thing as
a ‘dead past . While
circumstances had changed,
the fundamental principles re-
mained the same. To a critic
who accused him of wanting
to put the clock back, he
retorted that the intention
of his reactionaries (again
the etymological sense) was
to put the hands of the clock
forward to another noon day.
The modern West had brought
itself to the edge of a preci-
pice. The crucial question
Coomaraswamy poses is whe-
ther it were a sign of back-
wardness or of sanity if the
West, re-collecting those im-
memorial principles which had
made for health in the past,
pulls itself back from the
edge of the abyss.

The notion of progress,
of a continuous upward curve

of evolution, is one of our
most cherished illusions.
Coomaraswamy, who set out

to deflate this smug illusion,
was fond of quoting a Museum
Director’s remark: ¢ From the
Stone Age onwards what a
decline there has been!” A

“There is ne religion higher
than Truth and Righteous -
ness. In matters of Consci-
ence, the law of majority
has no place. It is “better
in prayer to have a heart
without words than words
without a heart.”

— M. K. Gandhi

decline in intellectuality, not
in comfort. Neolithic Man,
says Coomaraswamy, was a
whole man (not merely Eco-
nomic Man), and the whole
man is naturally a metaphy-
sical man. All his products
were intended to serve both
bodily and spiritual needs.
In fact, primitive man did
not recognise the disastrous
modern distinction of spirit
from matter, of the profane
from the spiritual. Primitive
man’s home could not boast of
modern comforts like central
heating and plumbing, but
his house was built on a
cosmic analogy.

abhorred
the modern conception of art

Coomaraswamy

and
denounced current appreciation

as an aesthetic activity,
of primitive art - an apprecia-
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tion that ignored the content
that was sought to be ex-
pressed - as a kind of hocus-
pocus. His was the traditio-
‘nal .or forgotten view that
art was the making well of
whatever needed to be made.
And ‘beauty’ was the attrac-
tive power of perfection. In
this traditional doctrine of
‘art, there was no distinction
between the Useful Arts and
the” Fine Arts, no divorce of
use from beauty. This modern
divorce of wuse from beauty
has only led to ‘ the art-less
manufacture of products in
factories and the manufacture
of ‘art’ in studies. ‘‘Art
which was a way of life has
now become a super-stition.
The -course of art reflects
- the course of thought, Coo-
maraswamy observed. The
thesis of traditional art was
a divinity: most of these
works of art ‘are about God
whom nowadays we don’t
mention in polite society.”
In traditional societies, art-
like everything else-was a
means to an end, not an end
in itself as with our moder
aesthetes. Modern art is
either realistic ( because it
cannot think of ¢anything
nobler than bodies’) or the
vehicle of a private and ec-
centric (usually sexual) sym-

bolism. That is why Cooma-

raswamy was out of sympa- -

thy with much of modern

art and literature.

Coomaraswamy’s ideas ( or

rather, 1 should say, the
traditional ideas), which he
presented  so  challengingly

and forcefully, are completely
at variance with modern pre-
judices and opinions. The
real significance of his work
is that he puts us in mind
of, recalls us to, the princi-
ples that animated and enor-
gised traditional societies. The
Kast especially needs to take
the doctrines he so tirelessly
elaborated, to heart. We who
are in the process of remould-
ing our destinies, are in
danger of forgetting our true
selves and throwing overboard
our precious spiritual legacy
for the secular humanism of
a Nehru, a Nebru who once
pathetically confessed “I am
a queer mixture of Kast and
West, neither here nor there,
at home nowhere.” We seem
bent on treading the same
disastrous path post-Renais-
sance Europe trod. To get back
to first-principles, toapply them
to our contingent circumstan-
ces that is the greatest tribute
we can pay Coomaraswamy —
Ceylon’s  finest  genius of
modern times.
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|[KALAIVANI BOOK CENTRE|

23, MAIN STREET,
BATTICALOA.

«

In order to meeting the convenience of and to
sattsfymg the requests of the general public of
e Batticaloa

We have the greatest pleasure
N announcing :
that we have opened a Branch gt

23. Main Street
BATTICALOA.

(Ill 'I\e sﬂe lormerly I-KI'IOWII as

Lalaasih lool: ﬂepol)

; !
Dealing in all kinds of goods at Wholesale and Retail : |

SCHOOL BOOKS GROCERIES
STATIONERIES - PATIENT MEDICINES
LIBRARY BOOKS NATIVE DRUGS '
PERIODICALS TOYS & FANCY

TINNED FOODS
GIFT GOODS

These goods may be obtained at a fair and
reasonable price
Wholesale
or
Retail
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