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LEAVIS OF TAMIL LITERATURE

N. SABARATNAM
Retired Principal, Jaffna Hindu College.

For more than fifty years Panditha-
mani S. Kanapathippillai bestrode the
wide realms of Tamil Literature like a
Colossus and has produced a genera-
tion of scholars who pride themselves
in belonging to the Navalar Tradition.

It is difficult to assess the nature
of Pandithamani’s achievements with-
out at the same time discussing Srila
Sri Arumuga Navalar’s contribution to
Tamil. Navalar was indeed the Father
of Tamil Prose and as critic and com-
mentator he restored to Tamil Litera-
ture several standard works that were
languishing as moth eaten Ola Manus-
cripts.

Very early in life even as student
Pandithamani seemed to have made the
decision to dedicate his entire life to
the cause of Tamil Literature. His
success at the Pandit examination of
the ancient Tamil Sangam of Madurai
at the early age of 26is an indication
of this decision. For the last fifty years
he has been in the forefront among
Tamil poets and scholars and has earn-
ed the esteem of the Tamil Literary
world that conferred on him the title

of ‘Pandithamani’ — a _gem among
scholars. It is therefore 1n .the fitness
of things that the University of Sri

Lanka has honoured the savant with
the degree of Doctor of Letters. In
honouring Pandithamani Kanapathippilla;
the University of Sri Lanka honours the
Great Tradition of Tamil Learning, Liter_
ary criticism and Saiva Siddanta set up by
the Champion Reformer of the Hindus
who ushered in the Tamil Renaissance-
the Great Navalar.

Pandithamani has made a profound
and lasting impression on all those who
are seriously interested in Tamil litera-
ture and criticism. Some of the analyses
contained in many of his works like
‘Illakiya Vazhi’, ‘Bharatha Navamanikal’,
‘Kandapusana Pothanai’, ‘Kamba Rama-
yana Kaadchi’ are models of practical
criticism. He is unique among Tamil
critics in that he regards this form
of close and attentive reading as central
to his critical practice. :

It would not appear incongruous
if one were reminded of the late Dr.
F. R. Leavis of Cambridge whose canons
of criticism seem to have unwittingly
inspired this self made scholar; for it
was Pandithamani’s insistent creed that
in dealing with poetry and poets the
rule of the critic should be to work
as much as possible in terms of parti-
cular analysis of poems or passages
and to say nothing that cannot be

related to judgments about produci-
ble texts.

Like Leavis, Pandithamani swore
by the creed that the moral sensibility of
a writer as perhaps the imost important
component of his artistic personality.
He became a controversial figure when
he over-emphasized this creed; and his
excessive religious outlook seems to have
courted adverse criticism when he denied
the merit of literary excellence to stan-
dard works that deviated from the tradi-
tional norm of Divinity in the hero.

By his attack on Silapadikaram the
#2® heroine goddess Kannaki enjoyed
for long 1he incarnation myth was

"successfully swept off her pedestal - by

the rapier thrust of his. critical insight.



The same could  be said of his bold
stand that genuine poetry of the four
Saiva Saints who sang the Thevarams
and Thiruvasagam was different from
the mellifluous poems of Ramalinga
Adigal. This outlook is basic to his
abnorma}l attachment to Kandapuranam.
Indeed his ‘Magnum Opus’ is his epoch
making commentary on “Daksha Kandam”’
—an achievement that introduced him
to the Halls of Learning at Peradeniya
and earned for him a place among the
forgmost scholars of all time;

A highly respected teacher, an
inspired speaker whose subtle blend of
idealism and sarcasm kept huge audi-
ences spell-bound for hours, he had an

infinite capacity to infuse his students
and readers with 'a new  eritical cons-
ciousness and inspire them to pursue
the study of Tamil Poetry as a serious
discipline.

A confirmed celibate, that his name
implies, he is a great generator of Wisdom
like Lord Ganapathi; but in his 80th
year a full blown bearded sage that
he is, his twin Loves-Tamil Literature
and Saiva Siddhanta like Valli and
Deivayanai of Lord Subramania make him
the most popular ‘deity’ at almost
every function which is incomplete
without his blessings.
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HONOUR TO A TAMIL SCHOLAR

The confirment of an honarary
degree on Pandithamani Kanapathipillai
is a unique occasion in the history of
the University of Sri Lanka, for this
is the first time that such a degree is
being conferred on a Tamil scholar
educated purely on traditional lines.
This is not omly an honour conferred
on the great scholar but also an
honour conferred on the Tamil Lan-
guage and the Tamil - people of Sri
T.anka. Pandithamani represents all that
is best in Tamil and Hindu Culture.

Pandithamani had the singular pri-
vilege of being educated in the classical
school founded by the Champion Re-
former of the Hindus, Srila Sri Arumu-
ga Navalar. The Head-master of the
school at the time Pandithamani studied
there, was the great Tamil scholar,
Chunnakam Kumaraswamy Pulavar and
the manager was Mr. T. Kailasapillai, a
nephew of the great Navalar. Both the
Head-master and the Manager had
come under personal influence of Navalar
and were able to transmit his ideals to
their students. Kumaraswami Pulavar
was a great scholar in Tamil and Sans-
krit and was considered then the greatest

— S. Ambikaipakan

living authority on Tamil Etymology.
He helped in the preparation of the
Tamil Dictionary by Wyman Cathiravet-
pillai, father of the Tamil leader Mr. C.
Balasingham and himself published a
dictionary of ‘words found in Tamil
Literature.

After completing his studies at the
classical school, he sat for the Pandit
examination of the Madurai Tamil San-
gam and was successful in it. He was
one of the first three to pass this ex-
amination from Sri Lanka, at that time,
the other two being Pandit Mylvaganam,
who later became Swami Vipulanandar
and Pandit Rasaiyanar.

With all his Tamil learning he had
to undergo a period of training in order
to become a teacher. Whilelfat the
Training College he taught classical Tamil
Literature and Grammar to his fellow
students,

As soon as he completed his train-
ing he was appointed Lecturer in Tamil
at Saiva Training College, a college
founded by the Hindu Board of Edu-
cation for training Hindu

Teachers.

-



—_ 20 —

With this appointment began his long

career of service for the cause of Tamil
Language and Literature and Hindu

Religion. As a lecturer at the Train-
ing College he developed a distinct
style of approach to Tamil Literature
which endeared him to his students:
At the end of the course, his students
acquired a command of the Tamil Lan-
guage and a lasting taste for good
literature.

He also conducted a classical school
in the premises of the Training College
on the lines of the school where he
had studied. Here classes were held in
classical Tamil Literature and Grammar
and Sanskrit. Some of the students who
studied here became Tamil Pandits by
passing the Pandit examination held by
the Jaffna Oriental Studies Society.

Outside the college he gave popu-
lar lectures on Tamil Literature to an
ever widening audience. He lectured
on the Kamba Ramayana and on the
Jaffna poets like Sinnathamby Pulavar.
He had a sweet voice and " introduced
an element of drama into whatever he

spoke and these heiped to keep the
audience spellbound. Once at one of
the sessions of the Jaffna Youth Con-
gress he spoke on Sinnathamby Pulavar
for long three hours, and the audience
which ran into thousands, hzard him
in pin-drop  silence, captivated by bis
skilful delivery.

Later in life he became deeply
Interested in religion and spent his time
in the study ef Saiva Sastras, Puranas
and devotional Literature. During this
time be made a deep study of Kantha-
puranam which deals with the exploits of
Lord Muruga in his campaign agaiast
the Asuras. As a result of this study
he wrote a commentary on one of the
sections of the Purana called Dakshna
Kandam and it is interesting to note
that this book was released “under the
auspices of the Hindu Students Society
of the then Peradeniya University.

Like the Rishis of old he now lives
in a cottage thatched with cadjan—~a
Parna Salai - contemplating on the eternsl
verities of life.
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