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COMMEMORATIVE STAMP FOR
SWAMI GNANAPRAGASAR

Our country has already risen in popular estimation by issuing
commemorative stamps to cherish the memory of two of our
greatest scholars—Arumuga Navalar and Swami Vipulananda—
who had rendered invaluable service or the cause of their
language and religion. I am very happy now, and do feel elated
to see another commemorative stamp being issued to honour the
memory of another eminent scholar—Swami Gnanapragasar—a
Christian Missionary—who from the same band of scholars had
whole-heartedly dedicated himself to the service of the Tamil
language and Lesxicography, while being essentially a dedicated

missionary.

It is an undisputed fact that the banner of Christ flies in this
realm because of his exposition of Christian doctrine. He
sacrificed government service he secured during his early
vouthhood for the service of God. He was born in this island
of ours nearly after two hundred years after the advent of
Fr. Beschi and became a Catholic Tamil scholar. He was a
multi-linguist and was respected and honoured the world over
for his linguistic knowledge by international language experts.
In his mission to propagate Christianity, he fostered also the

Tomil language which God had given for his mother tongue.
The Tamil language grew because of his labour and rose to

etherial heights in the field of linguistics reaching new
dimensions. He has written hundreds of books in various
fields—historical research, linguistic studies, religious writings
and the like. He has edited unpublished religious works written
by the Oratorian missionaries too. His books—“ How Tamil was
built up” and “ Studies in Tamil Etymology "—both in Tamil,
opened a new vista for the study of the Tamil language amongst
the researchers,

Swami Gnanapragasar was really a prodigy. He bestowed all
his inductive studies for the benefit of the Tamil World. His
monumental work—" the Etymological and Comparative Lexicon
of the Tamil Language ” is the product of real scholarship.



He was shining as a scriptural luminary, a devout monk, a
world-famous linguist, a historian, a researcher and as a good
teacher. He was serving as the head of very maﬁy institutions
both literary and religious. His service was évailed of for
various educational committees appointed by Government,

A commemorative stamp which should have been issued very
many years ago, is being issued today to honour the memory of
Rev..Father Gnanapragasar. Any way let us be happy that it
is being done today. Let the Tamil World be proud. I had been
constantly requesting Government to issue a commemorative
stamp to honour his memory. Last vear, the an. Mr. D. B
Wijetunge, Minister of Posts and Tclecommunications sai(i in.
Parliament, “ We have decided to issue a commemoratiw’ze stamp
to honour Swami Gnanapragasar as requested by Minister
Hon. Chelliah Eajadurai. We are taking action to issue it next
year. My sincere thanks are due to Hon. Wijetunge. I do
whole heartedly thank also the various officers for their deligence,

and thgse of the Sri Lanka Christian Tamil Cultural Fraternitv
for their service rendered. )

Long live the memory of Swami Gnanapragasar!

Chelliah Rajadurai

Minister of Regional Development,
Tamil Language Affairs,
and Hindu Culture.

22.05.1981.
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MISSIONARY AND SCHOLAR

- Rt. Rev. Dr. Edmund Pieris, OM.L
(Retired Bishop of Chilaw)

CONVERSION AND VOCATION

Swamynathapillai Gnanapragasar was born of Hindu parents
«t Manipay, Jaffna, in North Ceylon, on the 30th August,
1875. His father was a devout Hindu, the guardian of a well
known Hindu temple, and a teacher by profession. His mother
was the daughter of a Hindu scholar of repute. But she began to
show Ieanings towards Christianity very soon after her
marriage. She read the Bible daily during her leisure hours
and prayed in secret to God for enlightenment. One day when
her son was dying of fever she vowed to God to embrace
Christianity and dedicate him to the Sacred Ministry, if he would
recover. God heard her prayer and the boy got well. It was
about this time that his father died, and he went under the
care of his Hindu relatives. His mother then contemplated a
second marriage, and the partner chosen was a devout Catho-
lic, a lay leader among Catholics and the editor of an education-
al periodical. But before her marriage she wished to be.
baptised and her son with her. The Hindu relatives objected and
pointed out that the boy would lose his ancestral property if
he left Hinduism. Her reply was: “Am I to go to heaven and
send my child to hell ? So they both received baptism on the
same day at the hands of Father C. H. Lytton, O.M.I. who in
the exuberance of his joy said “ Others buy a field and sow the
harvest afterwards, but I have acquired a field with the
harvest. ” T

Young Gnanapragasar, began his education in a non-Catholic
school, of which his father was a co-founder; but after his
mother’s second marriage, he was sent to St. Patrick’s College,
Jaffna, conducted by the Oblate Fathers. After finishing his
studies here, he secured a post in an estate as an accountant.
During his spare hours he prepared for the Ceylon Railway
Clerical Examination. He was determined to do his best and
he succeeded so well, that he was placed first in the order of
merit. This secured for him an important place in the Head
Office of the Railway Department in Colombo. The prospects
of success in a worldly career were indeed bright, but the young
man’s thoughts were gradually turning towards the service of
God. He longed to serve the Church and dedicate his life to
work for those who sat “in the shadow of darkness and in the
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]vall.ey of death.” But a sense of his unworthiness made him
1csitate. 'He want for advice to Rev. Fr. Charles Collin, O.M 1
who straightaway asked him: “ Well, my boy, if you’like to

serve God why don’t you leave the world and join the

i}f_.;g)inutry?”d }I;Ie decided ; resigned his place in the Railway
i returned home to Jaffna to tell the news to hj r
She made no objection but his step-father was veryodfslfpprggrtl?gg.

He entered the Oblate Novitiate i ft

) e Ol A e In Jaffna and 1 i
for his e'c'clesmstu_:al studies. On the 1st ofd Sgsgnﬁggrsig?)l?aiz
was ordained Priest and under the care of an experieﬁcéd

Oblate missionary, began his A ;
’ t e
his death only. g postolate, which was to end with

PREACHER
Very eariy in Fr. Gnanapragasar’s ecclesiastical careef, in

fact, even before his ordination to the Priesthood, he was

initiated into a form of missionar
ntc _ s y work most dear to thos
g)rkl)éa;e mtlsimnames, who had been schooled in the inirep?deggit%
an pf;ascgig:gco;}rag; of a Semeria or a Bonjean. This work was
1 ] isslons” or great retreats to Catholi
directly and to non-Catholics indrect] {al feature of
these retreats was the Tarka ixra g oty cature of
Wwhere one did the role of a dogil ucstioner and ppae sermons,
Catholic gurn. Tho oo of - e questioner and the other of a
) pended not so much on the matt
presented, as in the manner of presenting it. T hers
> ] . The pr
zﬁglllggg, ggggﬁs r; tl?géf(;ufh knowlidge ofgthe langualg)eeighflfg
r ; 2 periect acquaintance with their fad
fzgic;es,othellr superstitions and prejudices, their wit and huin:f;f
e tOpbpu arusklts_ and epigrams: in a word, the missionar}i
nad t 1't-e Yve equipped with an intimate understanding of the
“neality and genius of the masses. That Fr. Gnanapragasar
g;ist rg past master in this form of exposition of Christian
doct ine, is e\cldent from.the numerous booklets he published
ate I;n da vanety of Christian tenets, on Protestant objections
and | 11nL.u p’l,'eg:tmes. Here are a few titles in English: “Two
P al Laes, ™ “ An Important Duty ”, “ The Royal Road, ” “The
“oul » “The Divine" Teacher ", “Christ the God Man ”
. Honesty in Religions *, “Inquiry», « Origins of Pillaiyar”
. a;ldgment » “Conscience ”. * Protestants ”, ete. Their nuz"nber"
1s legion, and their size varied from four pages to fo
%\‘r,eerg t('Jhr::e tci;f_léiqem ﬂ;}? touch of the Cathoﬁcgguru is gz?;rrﬁgzrf?
» @ they run in Tamil, spea % .
knowledge of Tamil literature is deep and g::té{nsioxfe gl;f:l xggzz
understanding of his countrymen’s genius thorough. Tt is not an
fxggfgerat_lon to say that in this counirv none hé; excelled him
%}1;.1 ew, if any, e:qualled. him in this art of popular teaching, All
is was for the instruction of the ignorant and the erring.
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WRITER

For the edification of the faithful, he edited, with the help of
some of his fellow priests, a small monthly tract known as
Kudumbavasagam or readings for Catholic family. Together
with these minor religious writings, mostly tracts, he carried
on with great industry a campaign for supplying the Tamil
reader with first rate literary works on doctrines of the Church,
asceticism, Church history and Liturgy, both in prose and poetry.
He began by editing unpublished religious works, writlen by
the Oratorian m’ssionaries and preserved among Catholics as
heirlooms. The works of Fr. Jacome Gonsalvez, Fr. Gabriel’
Pacheco and Fr. Caetano Antonio were carefully revised and
edited by him. Among these works was a Tamil translation of
Fr. Sebastian do Rego’s life of Fr. Joseph Vaz by Fr. Gabriel
Pacheco, the Tamil scholar who wrote Thevapirasain Tirukkadai
(the Sacred history of the people of God), in five volumes. Some
of Fr. Gnana Prakasar’s literary works were translations or
adaptations from French and English works: e.g: Andavar
Sarithiram (life of Our Lord) from Fr. Lesetre’s * Notre
Seigneur Jesus Chirst dans son S. Evangile” Christhu Nathar
Sarithira Arayicci, a critical life of Our Lord, containing
mater'al gathered from the famous lectures of Mgr. Freppel on
Divinity of Christ; Cattoliccu Tiruccapaium athan Podakang-
kalum, an adaptation of Fr. Hull's book, the Catholic Church

and her teachings.

Fr. Gnanapragasar was at his best in his writings on Hinduism.

His mastery over the language and his intimate knowledge of
Hindu Philosophy and mythology, from Sanskrit and Tamil
sources, as well as his forceful logic, made him irresistible in any
controversy on the subject. Here are some of his works on
Hinduism : Philosophical Saivaism, An American Hindu on
Hinduism, A Critique of Mr. Phelp’s letter (all in English),
Metempsychosis, Answers to Saivites, Neo-Saivaism, History of
Hindu Vegetarianism, Hinduism and Animal Sacrifice, Origin
of Pillaiyar, Origin of Subramaniya (All in Tamil). His literary
output on all religious matters is so vast and varied, that one
wonders whether it will ever be surprised by any Tamil writer
in this island.

PHILOLOGIST

He loved the language which GOD had given him for his
mother tongue, and laboured with all the ardour of his soul and
the keeness of his intellect to honour it and praise GOD for it,

by making a deep study of its literature and grammar. Not
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satisfied with all this, he delved into the very foundation of

the Tamil language, its connections with other languages and

sought to establish a theory, which would give it a priority,
hitherto unclaimed. He had to face the ordeal, which is the lct
of all discoverers; he had to meet with criticism, some the
product of real scholarship, others the outcome of prejudices or
injured pride. But he held fast to his theory, with the courage
of conviction and even attempted to demonstrate it by under-
taking a monumental work—the Etymological and Comparative
Lexicon of the Tamil language. It was to have been in two
volumes, of ten parts each, each part running into about 100
pages. He had the happiness of seeing the sixth part of the first
volume in print a few months before his death. The entire matter
for the other parts was in manuscript, but no one has, so far,
attempted to continue his work.

In his book “ How Tamil was built up ”, he tells us how he
stumbled on his new theory of the origin of languages. “ After
a particulary strenuous season of official work I saf, one day,
jaded and fit for no serious undertaking. Finding the new Tax.ml
Dictionary of Mr. C. W. Katiravel Pillai handy, I began turning
the pages at random, for the mere curiousity of seeing what
treatment certain obscure words of classical Tamil had received
in the magnum opus of a great scholar. Soon my attention was
drawn to an important fact which had never struck me so
torcibly before: namely that the entire vocabulary of our
peculiarly symmetric language (with the exception of a handful
of imitative words) falls into a number of interrelated groups.
Caldwell and others, indeed, had pointed out the fact with
regard to a few scores of words; but I now began to see that
this was the case with the whole vocabulary ™ {P.V.). Briefly,
his new theory was this: ‘

Inductive studies in the ancient vocabulary of Tamil have
brought out a fundamental fact-that the first words of ﬂglat
language are built upon certain sounds denoting the relation
of things in space, that is, built upon the deictics A. U. I and
E., and conveying four distinct ideas in relation to Extention
or Space, viz. near by, far away, beneath and above. These first
words of Tamil are also the long-forgotten Roots of most words
in all the Indo-European languages. Tamil first words or roots
take us back, thus, to the remotest period of human history
when only a few scores, or perhaps a few hundreds, of mono-
syllabic words without inflexion, formed the sole language of

what are known as the Aryan and Dravidian races.
v
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Fr. Gnanapragasar gives a fairly comprehensive account of

his theory in the introduction to his Lexicon, and in the two
books, “How Tamil was built up” and “Studies in Tamil
Etymology "—both in Tamil. His paper on “the Dravidian ele-
ment in Sinhalese ”, read at the Royal Asiatic Society (C.B.),
was severely criticised by Prof. W. Geiger, (rf. Jurnal of R.A.S,,
C.B., No. 89, pp. 233-253 ; No. 90, pp. 16-43). But his lexicon,
which illustrated his new theory received from scholars of India
and Europe a certain measure of praise. Among the European
scholars, the following are noteworthy: Dr. Henri M. Leon,
Dr. Ludwig Harald Schutz, Prof. ¥, O, Shrader and Dr. H.
Beythan. They praised him especiglly for his industry and
erudition, without committing themsélves entirely to his new
theory. Had he been given an opporfunity of a visit to Europe
for consultation with philogists in France and, especially, in
Germany, he would have ranked high in the science of languages.
Such ambitions were not his, for it was all “a labour of love
undertaken solely for the advancement of knowledge, and
prosecuted amid the hardships of a buysy missionary life”
(Introduction to Lexicon p. viii). Although he may not have
been a prophet in his own country, in the Tamil Nad he was
respected and honoured as an authority in that language, as
the present writer had occasion to observe, when he travelled
with him to Goa in 1931.

HISTORIAN

Historical research went apace with his linguistic studies. The
religious and civil history of Jaffna, naturally engaged his atten-
tion first, and he worked at it diligently, braving the difficulties
Whlgh pioneering in any branch of knowledge entails. “ The
Tamils, their early history and Religion ”, “ A Critical History
of Jaffna ”, “ Jaffna History in Portugese and Dutch Times "—
all ip Tamil ; and in English, “ The Kings of Jaffna”, “India’s
Ancient History and Chronology ” “Origin of Caste among the
Tamils ” are some of his major historical works. To the same
categoz:y belong three other works: (1) “A History of the
Catholic Church in Ceylon ”, about which Fr. S. G. Perera s.j.
wrote : “ He places before his readers a plain unvarnished history
drawn from all the sources available for a study of history of
the period ”. (2) “ XXV Years’ Catholic Progress in the Diocese
of Jaffna, ” which is really a Gazetter of the Diocese, containing
fgcts and figures, gathered with admirable patience from tradi-
tion, from parochial and Diocesan records, and from published
an unpublished sources. (3) “ Catholicism in Jaffna ” which is a
summary of the history of the Catholic Church in Jaffna, from
earliest times to 1926, ’
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For his linguistic and historical work he had to depend mainly
on his library which he had built up by personal endeavour and
the sinall contributions he received occasionally from his lay
fricnds. The present writer can testify to the fact that it
contained very valuable and rare books and documents. But
the pity of it is that ne effort was made to preserve this precious
collection, at least as a monument to the memory of a great
scholar. A similar fate seems to have overtaken his printed

works. They should have been gathered together for the use
and edification of posterity.

MISSIONARY

Fr. Gnanapragasar was indeed a linguist, a historian and a
literateur. But this was not his life’s work, for he was essentially
a dedicated missionary, cast on the model of a Joseph Vaz or
Jacome Gonsalvez, His prodigious learning was but a handmaid
to his work for the enlightenment of his countrymen, for their
conversion to Christ. In 1904, he was placed over the Nallur
mission, which meant an undefined territory in the Northern
peninsula, where non-Catholics may be found. Catholics were
left to the care of the parochial Clergy, religious or diocesan,
but non-Catholics were his parishioners. At Nallur he had a
church and a small presbytery, and that became his parish. Here
he built up his study and received his friends. From this centre
he extended his apostolate to the remotest villages.

It is no easy task to wean a people from their allegiance to a
religious system, sprung from the soil and deeply rooted in the
hearts of millions, enriched with a literature, venerable -and
vast, observed in a minute daily ritual and hallowed by every
form of art. In such cases, conversion becomes particularly
difficult, when it is to a religion which in the popular mind, is
associated with a foreign culture. The missonary’s first task is
to break down all such prejudices in the minds of his hearers ;
then he has to approach the subject through the very channels,
which have been familiar to them. Fr. Gnanapragasar was well
aware of this. He know Hinduism, popular as well as philo-
sophical ; he knew its culture and literature, and to what extent
they may be admired. His simple and ascetical life fitted well
into the popular image of a “Suvami” or “Guru”. He was
actually known among them as Nallur Suvami.

The missonary’s next difficulty was to find the funds to buy
land, build churches or chapels, pay catechists, provide the
converts with books,-and, at times, with food, clothing and
lodging. The converts were often harassed with false law-suits ;
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they were denied access to wells and common pools of water
andyostracised from the society of Hindus. The animosity showfn
them was often directed against the missionary even to the
extent of personal injury. With heroic courage Fr. Gnana
Prakasar surmounted every obstacle and bore the banner of
Christ from village to village. It is estimated that the number
of his converts is well over 3,000, and the mission stations built
by him about 37. Thus he laboured for his Divine Master, like
St. Paul, “in journeying often, in perils of waters, in perils 6i
robbers, in perils from my own nation, in perils from thei Gens
tiles in perils in the city and in the wilderness, in perils ')grom
false brothern, in labour and painfulness, in much Watchlngs};
in hunger and thirst, in fastings often, in cold and nakedrness
(2 Cor. 11, 25, ff).

Fr. Gnanapragasar was pre-eminently a man of action, who
could never bear to be idle or unoccupied. He was constantly at
work, preaching, teaching, reading, writing or dictating to clerks,
But he was not a pedant ; he greeted every one with a gentle
smile, a kind word, and was always accessible to his poor converts,
Even his frequent journeys to and fro he turned to good account
to sow the word of GOD. He carried with him a small book
shelf, and whether in a cadjan hut or under a palmyrah tree,
he could concentrate on his literary work, as if he were in his
study at Nallur,

Above all he was an exemplary religious and a holy priest
who lived in GOD’s presence, and spent himself for Him. The
inspiration et his-life ‘wilielive oniand pestebity 'will risetipiand
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