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The Poet of Revolt

S, J. GUNASEGARAM

: ¢ Bharathi Thasan’ whose real name is Kanagasabai.

Suppurathinam, was born in ¢ Pythuvai’, on 29-4-1891.
He will be 68 years old on the day this article is handed
over to the Editor of The Tamil Culture. His father,
Kanagasabai Mudaliyar, was a progressive merchant in the
then French colony, ‘ Puducherry .

After his early education in a French school in his
native town, he proceeded to a Tamil School from where,
at the close of a brilliant scholastic career, he “ graduated’
to become a teacher in a Tamil School, at the age of 18.

An event that was destined to influence greatly his
future was the occasion of a friend’s marriage feast, He
had been invited to sing a few of the songs of the great
Pharathi. Bharathi himself, we are told, was present at
the function, and was impressed by the rendering of his
poems by Suppurathinam. That was his first ‘infroduc-
tion’ to the reigning poet of the day, though they did not
actually meet on that occasion.

Sometime later, when in the company of his friends,
we are told, he was actually introduced to Bharathi. When
his friends told the great poet of the talents of Suppurathi-
nam, Bharathi is said to have requested the youth to com-
pose a poem, He sang the now famous poem of 16 lines
entitled, ¢ Sakthi’. The great Bharathi at once recognised
in the young man a ‘poct’! For nearly ten years later he
was an ardent disciple of the older poet. His love and
admiration for Bharathi he has expressed in ‘mellifluous

— 1 For & Faller description of Bharathi Thasan's “early life reference
may be made to the volume of his poems published by Pari Nilayam.
59 Proadway, Madras, y
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language, in a number of poems found in his volume of
poems entitled Bharathi Thasan’s Kavithaigal (Pari
Nilayam). In fact today he is more popularly known as
‘ Bharathi Thasan’ (the disciple of Bharathi), in honour
of his association with the great Master.

Bharathi Thasan is known to the Tamil world as the
‘Poet of Revolt’. Born and bred in a French colony
(before India won Swaraj) in the South of India, educated
in a French school in his early days, he had imbibed some
of that love of freedom, a faith in the equality and brother-
hood of man, and a breadth of outlook on the larger
problems of religion, politics and social life characteristic
of the true Frenchman. Three tvpes of influence must
have had a profound effect in shaping his views, and in
giving him the impetus and inspiration for his refreshing
novelty of style, his courageous approach to the problems
confronting the social life of contemporary Tamils, the
choice of his subjects and his outspoken condemnation of
many things held ‘sacred’ by his fellow Tamils in their
everyday life. L

The first and the most significant of these influences,
ne doubt, was the French environment in which he grew
up, and the French education he had received during the
formative years of his life, Secondlv, a sensitive mind like
his must have been greatly moved by the struggle of kis
great mother country, under the leadership of the Mahatma,
against the British Imperialistic hold on India, The third
but not the least of the influences was his contact with the
great Bharathi and the impact of the soul-animating strains
of his fearless literary Guru. Bharathi, by far the greatest
of our poets since Kamban, has slirred the hearts of
millions of Tamils in a way few poets in the past had done.
His range of subjects was wide ; his knowledge of Tamil
literature was profound ; his love for the language and his
country, and his sympathy for the people, particularly the
poor and the down-trodden, were so deep, that his
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magnificent gift of poetic expression clothed in words that
touched every human emotion and raised it to a pitch
never before felt or experienced, must have churned young
Suppurathinam’s heart too to its very depths, Here are
a few lines of tribute to his master : —

“ Eupwy b SedepiiLd 6T Sl L& SeoTm
Q& Lbemin HeVLD 6TeUEVIT(LHLD <Hiauf LT Has6uoT GL_TLd ??

and again
“ LB, Uphisalsns, UWpbSOlD Bre)
urg Q&S urgEury o wibarilsdu ? 2

There has been a long succession of poets since Kamban
of Ramayana fame and Saint Thayumanavar. But the
dizzy heights the incomparable ‘ Emperor of Poesy’ and
the weaver of quaint magic garlands fo the Divine had
reached seem to have left the lesser lights that followed
so dazzled by their refulgence, that they could give us only
pale reflections of their glory, without contributing any-
thing new or striking. It was left to Bharathi and to his
brilliant disciple Bharathi Thasan to tune the harp anew
and stir us with new melodies and fresh harmonies.

It has been said that to read contemporary literature
is not only a pleasure but a duty. It is not enough that
we become familiar with the best that has been thought
and known in the world in the past. It is equally our
duty and pleasure to make ourselves familiar with the best
that is thought and known in our own time as well. The
culture that confines itself to the literature of the past is
an imperfect culture, for all good literature, whether old
or new, is good and fresh only in so far as it is living. The
ultimate test of any new work in a language is whether
it can be absorbed in the store of the accepted literature
of the pecple who speak it. “ A breach with the past, the
abjuration of tradition, is of course, the characteristic symp-

2 Bharathi Thasan Kavithaigal Vol. 2, p. 88 (Pari Nilayam),
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tom of revolt. Where literature has frozen into bleak
etiquette some vigorous breaking up is necessary. Bul
there is revolt that means revival and revolt that means
degeneration into the dissidence of dissent..... An artist
of the first rank accepts tradition and enriches if, an artist
of the lower rank accepts tradition and repeats it, an artist
of the lowest rank rejects tradition and sirives for origina-
lifar s

The true artist, the artist of the first rank, selects that
which is genuinely valuable in tradition and throws over-
board that which is spurious, that which is only a superfi-
cial accretion in the history of a pecple.

The traditionalists among the Tamils, and their name
is legion, have looked askance at some of the vigorous and
frank criticism of Bharathi Thasan, of the accumulated
superstitions encrusting the superstructure of the ideals of
the Tamil people. These fail to realise that living in the
modern age we are yet circumscribed by old customs and
beliefs which keep us bound to a dead or dying past. A
literature that could revolt against these devitalising
encrustations was long overdue. The great task originated
by Bharathi has been taken up by his younger contem-
porary, Bharathi Thasan. He extends his revolt not merely
to false beliefs and congealed outmoded customs, but to
the modes of poetic expression as well, It is not suggested
that one should give importance to what is modern merely
because it is modern or to what is old merely because it
is old. * What really matters is ahsolute value. Eminence
and especially moral eminence must be preserved at all
cost. The Artist who repudiates moral eminence repu-
diates life itself ”.* The enduring indefectible ‘ virtues of
art’ are the aristocratic virtues so nobly exalted in the
literature of the Tamils by the Kural, Silappatikaram, and
in Kamban’s Ramayanam.

3 The Concise Cambridge History of Literature EPHLOGUE, George
Samnson.
4 Ibid,
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“ Whatever our form of belief or disbelief one cannot
evade the duty of man, his duty towards God and his duty
towards his neighbours—that is the need for aspiration
zbove the self and the need for expression beyond the self.
Literature as an art need not make the inculcation of this
duty its prime business, but literature that brings this duty
tc contempt has gone over to the ecnemy of life and art.
It has joined the mob to whom art is folly, it has joined
the cheap jacks and charlatans to whom Art is deception.” ?

Judged by these tests Bharathi Thasan’s poetry does
niot go counter to those eternal verities cherished and up-
held by the best of the Tamil poets, as will be revealed by
a close study of his published works.

“We artists ? wrote John Drinkwater, “ have the world
to fight. Prejudice, indifference, pesitive hostility, mis-
representation, a total failure to understand the purposes
and power of Art, beset us on every side. Nevertheless if
the world is to be renewed it will be renewed by us”.

Yes, if the Tamil world is to be renewed, re-invigorated
and re-inspired it is only the study of poets like Bharathi
and Bharathi Thasan could do so. Bharathi Thasan, in a
sense, has been more daring and outspoken than even his
master in touching and probing the sore spots of Tamil
beliefs, customs and superstitions.

Each generation demands ils own poet to express in
the language of the day the passing phases of life as viewed
from the standpoint of the thinking section of that genera-
tion, and also newly to interpret many things of the spiri-
tual, social and the world of natore. Unlike many of the
revered poets of the past, Bharathi Thasan speaks to us
fruly in the language of the day, in the language of the
commeon man, in a language simple, intelligible and redo-
lent of the fresh breeze of the dawn.

5 Ibid. e
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He sings to us of the dangers of false beliefs raised to
the dignity of religion, of the sufferings of the worker who
is the real builder of the world, of woman, her charm and
power, her wisdom and the need to free her from the
shackles of dead custom ; of nature, of birds and beasts, of
rivers, hills and flowers, of the charm of home, the worth
of elders and the delight of children.

Some have accused Bharathi Thasan of being irreli-
gious. There is no reason to infer from his works that he
is anti-religious. On the contrary if Religion is an aspira-
tion after the ideal, the spirit of devotlion to the perfection
of human life, the love of fellow beings and the pursuit
of what is true ‘and beautiful and good, the poems of
Bharathi Thasan breathe the true spirit of Religion.

In his poem Gg& Curifits Qssterupd (a poem on
Jesus), he asks:

Garev BpH CFa .
&DE8E Qersoreor 2 G Hl—

and answers :

“ Gamudl Glevsar (rpsd
Sieor) CaTil et eredrpentf S Lo,

‘The mind steeped in Love’ is what Jesus means by
“temple’; the poet uses the word Ko-il (temple) which
in Tamil means, ‘ where god dwells’. He is not against
true religion—but is against formal religion which exalts
form while ignoring the essence of the spirit of Religion.

His sympathy for the toiling labourer, here in parti-
cular the Tamil labourer, scattered far and wide away from
his home in distant climes, is expressed in the following
lines : '
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« gHilp B, & Terbg), sl ey
& @alQuenh QFlIGSHS S STET WTjend ?
QuIrh g&dard: SLUULPEM G, Lo6uTId @6 Sem LI
Guimit TR SM_&8w epd QFaufledr cpdar 27

and again :

“ Qurapgy G&rmih,

LTS @ Jaraueib, G pH@IEGD,

sd@Lh alagl) LTbI@SEID, TsSmIsE!Ld,
&G LRSGGLD, Be wE CHTISEFSESLD

Ul urdEs Ere e BEsT, 2 L 0EsT, HSILD,
ugme réab ufiord, b5 BTl

ST S QUFRITLLD 2_DL WHTEHSH
shsEgu 17

These lines remind us of the poem of Martin Armstrong, a
contemporary English poet, who in his ‘ Epitaph ’, mourns—

“These are the unthrifty souls _
Who watered dusky streets with wine ;
Gathered pearls from Indizn shoals®
And cast them royally to swine ;
Poured for the heartless, healing tears ;
Fed the tyrant with their grief ;

Paid the price they neyver owed ;
Prayed to gods who claim no prayer”

In the poem ‘yglfldaal’ (the Poem of Revolt), the com-
position after which the poet has since been known,
Utharanan, the young tutor of the Princess Amuthavalli,
who is in love with her, exclaims :

6 ¢ Ancient fisheries in ‘the Gulf of Mannar Ceylon, and at Tlnne-
velly on the Madras side of the strait™.
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“ gsran QpEHlUTe sisbiarCus srelBGaer,
Frdl eTgyiid Fmided eTeir Hrary) L0 55519 !
urérd AT presr ety LGH e L_meb,
B &rd@ Cabatarayh BbeFrad CaateiiGaer 7

He wonders how they could overcome the bar of caste that
stands between him and his beloved. She replies :,

“ grdl o wijQaet mih, SerSsmen @ wif&lasor Hith,
Bur sTEGmDEESL QuIrg Hesrif] suren fapsib,
GQwds @BCausst gith, (AGQUEHLLUTCT enFsTebaurd
&SEplar Eril g STaQsurh 671 SRELD,
urelalar$ SmHal Lras@er BLOO(maT
Dheilsler Guignd Sifriuswrid QeliGaurd ?

Let us, she tells her lover, sacrifice our lives so that we
might change the hearts of those who in the name of caste
and wealth, would thwart true love and treat with con-
tempt the lowly. The king who is informed of the romance
orders the execution of Utharan. Amuthavally appeals
to her father, the King—

“ Pwagd pSSuLomii—Lioerid
2_auhSiger tlenpbuieT o _snyiuglsuor G ?
3lyQFer PRFTH—AF5D
sWelever CaiQmes Frdusor@Lr 77

‘Does a king belong to one caste and his subjects to another
caste ? TIs it wrong for a youth and maid to become heart-
united in-love ?°

The king remains unmoved and Utharan turns to
the people—for the people are more important than the
king ; the voice of the people is the voice of God. He tells
them that he had been invited by the king to instruct his
daughter in Tamil poesy. They had learned to love each
other even as they loved the beauty of Tamil poetry. “Is

the love of Sweet Tamil to be the causge of my death ?”, ha
asks,
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“ a8 f b5 SrevGalbsesr sTeT DHILSHTET 5
SO pEEeNQuisdT Gpdor Slaiesd &Tgedldsrer !
DipQ a6t i AereogublEss @blih sTeTE)el—
NPy S D& @mysssron uimhS6 ST D)
Fpsrwd HldorS5HECwr 7 P
He appeals to the people to save at least, Amuthavalli, the

young poetess who longed to make the hills, the rivers and
the bowers of their land immortal with her song.

“ aidard STy !
Sl eter Heppr@L. ! Sty mrGL !
DAUWEHE60 2637 CILImemn S60ToT, ReUs
Losoofl pdlemi, e_wjGersnns, Csiar Sferafll
Quilu) B mres Canuouldeor G, SBlipTHUTHLD
Guyrasy SF by ! ?

The people rush to the rescue of the lovers. They declare :

W LTS seotia_eTs@S STETTLLTET Bt
Cuirysmyiumi)* srermisst | CUrsm(pesrGL,
Qealuilsai@a srdlpmil, Curenesr Coubsar !
- Qesasllosurid 2_flantoCusurth BT L (hEHE%
memeudlest Bl QUG SHBHF FILLLD QElgmy !
Bedlailsudev! Bev@bsveomid il bsGmGS ! ??

‘We shall not allow you to rule us any more. All wealth,
all ownership belong to the people’, they proclaim, and
proceed to draw up a democratic constitution.

i e # i
‘eepdal ufwssSer ergsu’ is one of the finest narra-
tive poems of Bharathi Thasan. It deals with an incident
described by Kamban in the Ramayanam. The poet
makes use of the incident to show how gullible people
could be, and accept uncritically the most fantastic tales
and myths found in old tales. The opening lines of the
poem constitute a remarkable example of the poet’s

2



10

mastery of the language, and his ability to make music out
of the simple words used in everyday life. Describing the
approach to the mountain and its environs, the poem reads,

“ @lsvon.ells Qerenriqméh ; Cared Bebs
Wiy QsTedtigBSEGLD ; UTELD 2 e s
ST DDIGMNY bHiad@d ; serempg GUreTnBF
261 ) DidEeT 2 60T(B 5 weaflogmissT Bldse T ;
LL&ESIT LDGUOTLD &LO(LOLD 3 gigéeﬁsir@,@rrg@ CQFarmGs
of dast Qmpbeug Aarallamns Urgdsaflas ;
Gau” BauiQussor Ser eddamure CLiralsieo0rB.
GpehAd Hnsginisst; Qbs ALimasser
FepFall LIS SHT Firysh sr6sr gy QFrevsiBeurt.

£ i € #

“ FehFall Lfaissdler FngeiiGey, gf mrafs,
LB ehFLD @emmuwitnsoof] Bresram@td tomSuudGe,
GLILeT eTspid Coau_sGiogesr Ssofluln b,
Cleriye AuBuTGso QO getr HemFemuls UTFSsLIg
DN FDFWITLOSY Uil [HlesT@psor. & mmylindesr,
BITLTS LLP GG QUehF] ey des00r L_Tesr
QUGS BILD GSLILIGT auirfl Nsvordsesd
Gr&HEDTD ST 5@ G657 (65T . —** AaTLrQs !
STeT ) GlFTeorigmer aushA. Srwiret HBEAL Liresr

Ne high school education is necessary to understand the
language. The meaning is as clear as crystal, clothed in
words which a child could understand. The description
of the natural scenery is graphic, and the music of the
werds rings in our ears. :

(To be continued)
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