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Memonkayvi
Is Basically A Humanist
and Internationalist

- K. S. Sivakumaran

Incidentally, we have onc poet here who is a Sri Lankan who writes in
Tamil but whose mother tongue is Memon. He belongs to'the Memon business
community here. There are about 500 Memon familics living in Sri Lanka. His
rcal namc is Razak Lakhana, but he writes under the name of Memon Kavi. He's
only 28 ycars old and published three volumes of what he calls poetry.What 1
mcan by thatis that, inmy opinion, his vers libre isnotasrich as genuine poelry.
By "genuine” I mean poctry that has a freshness in approach and treatment, that
has insight with fecling, and an clement of surprise, cven bewilderment, in
dealing with a human predicament or secial cxperience. All the same, Memon
Kavi is imaginative and image-conscious. He's published three books: Yuga
Ragangal (Mclodics of the Age) Hiroshimavin Herokal, about Hiroshima
and, lately Eyanthira Sooriyan (Mechanical Sun). The last reccived a lot of
attention from younger critics of local Tamil poctry, but the older, more seasoned
and more maturc oncs did not give it the same attention.

R:The quality of his poctry, or whatever you call it, aside, what are his main
themes?

S: Look, I'm not dismissing him as a writer without potentialities, because
he shows reanarkable concern for social problems. That initsclf is a {unctional
aspect of any good literature, even though social consciousness alone is not
sulficient for acsthetic satisfaction. Anyway, Memon Kavi is basically a human-
istand internationalist. He finds, however, that everything is becoming mechani-
cal; cven nature is becoming mechanical. In such an atmosphere human beings
become alicnated, and he is sorrowful about that, and angry. One nice thing about
Eyanthira Sooriyan, which was published in Madras, is a long poem called "The
Saga of Colombo". Memon Kavi describes scenes in various parts of the city: a
boy calling for passengers from a moving mini bus: aman begging; a few twilight
women; a few white collar workers; a vegetable vendor; a woman bead seller; a
guide. It's sardonic piece. In free verse. Memon Kavi-he figures in this piece
himself--is the poet of the city.

Qook: Aspects on of Culture in Sri Lanka)
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MEMON KAVI

- A. Theva Rajan

Mcmons belong is a community of people of India. Their language is
also called memon which has no script. Memon language is an admixture of
Sindhi and Gujarati. Their religion is Islam.

Mcmon’s were a happy-go-lucky community of India. Most of them lived
in Junagat District of present-day Gujarat State. They arc a lively commercial
group. The men were scatterced in various parts of the world - mainly the cast,
cngaged in commercial pursuits. In 1947 India was torn apart resulting in the birth
of Pakistan. About Ten lakhs of memons opted to go to Pakistan leaving none in
India. The men who were abroad invited their familics to Karachi and joined them
there. The Memons in Sri Lanka invited their familics to Sri Lanka. Thosc who
went to Pakistan adopted Urudu for their educational and business purposes while
retaining their memon language for communication among themselves. Those
who came to Sri Lanka adopied Tamil for their educational and busincss purposes
probably becausc Tamil is the mother-tongue of the Muslims of Sri Lanka. Except
for a fcw clderly pcople, the new gencration of Memons do not know India. Sri
Lanka is their sweet home.

To one such family was born on 29th April 1957, a boy who was named
Abdul Karim Abdul Razak. He studicd at the Kotahcna Central College. He met
his Tamil teacher Mr. M. Ashroff Khan who encouraged and helped this boy 1o
promote the skill displayed by this boy in Tamil. From Grade Six he set about
rcading ncwspapers and books. He studiced up o Grade eight.

He had an irreprissible urge to write. He attempted short storics but failed.
He had an innate inclination towards poetry. He wrote and gained confidence.
Appreciated and cncouraged by fricnds he developed further. The versatile
SUTANTIRAN, a weckly first published one of his pocms in Fcbruary 1974
under the name MEMON KAVI. SUTANTIRAN was the cradle of many a Tamil
writer in Sri Lanka, including the late Prof. K. Kailasapathy.

From them onwards Memon Kavi contributed poems to DESAPIMANI.
THINAKARAN and MALLIKALI locally. Prestigious literary journals of India
like KUYIL. originally started by poet Bharathidasan and later edited by Dr.
Wahab, THAMARALI originally started by the great scholar P. Jeevanandam,
KANAIYALI and SIKARAM also published his poems. Within two years, in




( -1976 he published his first collection of poems entitled ‘
"YUGARAGANKAL". Dr. M. A. Nuhman himsclf a2 poet, critic, and scholar in
his foreward identificd him as a promising poct of great talents. In 1982, His
sccond collection of pocms HIROSHIMAVIN HEROKKAL was pub-
-lished. Dr, M. Mchtaof Presidency College, Madras, himself arenowed poct,
critic and scholar wrote the foreward where he appreciated the poetics and
versatality of Memon Kavi. The third collection of his poems entitled "Y ANTHIR A
SOORIYAN" was published in 1984 with a foreward by Vairamuttu a renowned
poct and lyricist of India. In 1990 the fourth collection of poems of Memon Kavi
cntitled "NALAYAI NOKKIYA INRIL" with a foreward by Kaviko Abdul }
Rahman of India was publishcd. Rahman hailed memon's poctic excellences. |
Incidentally, it also won the Tamil Sahithya Award for poctry in 1990.

Mcmon Kavi's poems were spun on the day-to-day sufferings of humanity
and the rigmarolcs of socicty. They were reccived well by all sections of society.
The excellence of Memon Kavi proves once more that poets arc born, not madc.

That is not all about Memon Kavi. He isa good critic as well. It is gencerally
belicved that the work of the artiste is to hide art and that the work of the critic is
to unfold the art. It is scldom that an artiste becomes a good critic. Memon Kavi
analyses collcctions of short stories and novels from different angles and subjects
them to multi-facted appraisals. Thus, his criticisms are rich and informative.

This writer was previleged to be present and listen to a lecture he delivered
at the Moratuwa University, this year, before a well attunded, science-attened
critical audience on "Contemporary Tamil poctry in Sri Lanka - it's history and
appraisal.” It was a thoroughly researched lecture, well periodised, and dealt vith
the nuances in siyie, content and artistry. He did not (ail to compare and contrast
with contemporary poctry of India, Malaysia and Singaporc. He has a computer-
ised memory and accuracy of facts and figures on contemparary Tamil poetics.

A businessman by profession, he has a wide range of sclective collections
of books of poctry, short stories, novels and literary criticism, Memon Kavi is the
only writer in Sri Lanka the Memon community has produced. There are three
Doctors, one of whom has migrated to USA, an Attorney-at-Law (also in
business) and a lady teacher of Tamil. The other Memons are all full-time
businessmen.
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