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Prayer

Where the mind is without fear and the head is held higu:
Where knowledge is free;

Where the world has not been broken up into fragments

by narrow domestic walls:

Where words come out from the depth of truth;

Where tieless striving stretches its arms towards perfection;

Where the ¢lear stream of reason has not lost its way

into the dreary desert sand of dead habit;
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Where the mind is led forward by Thee
into ever — widening thought and action-

into that heaven of freedom, my Father, let my country awake.
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Ni. Maria Xavier Adikal Forum, Thirumarai Kalamanram

*Youth’s a stuff will not endure”

Oh! Shakespeare, a minor clarification.
Age and Youth may be correlative

Can physics constrain meta-physics?
Look at SOPA, unique and nonpareil!
Time smiles at him from a distance
Imaging through a rainbow

The misty Seventy plus Five!

Platinum offered as a garland!

SOPA’s meek and mild eyes twinkle!
So agile, sparkling, dashing, youthful
Inspiring vividly the Five plus Fifteens
Markandan of Six plus Ten is slightly envious!
Hebe and Juventas are plainly dubious!

SOPA’s parents. were they rishis?

Did they hear a haunting mantra?

So named him Seigneur of Padma?
Their intuition proved prophetic
Padmanathan was ordained to imitate
Brahma, the Lord of Lotus, who creates

SOPA is an avid and focused reader

A savant of deep and wide erudition
Ever available source-book of reference
Shadowed by his simplicity and humility
Looking for a Doctor honoris causa candidate?
Do not miss the apparent!

SOPA is an exemplary Guru

Of teachers, preceptors and mentors

He loves, respects and accepts his pupils
He takes care to study them as prelude
To the sacred task of enlightening

“What man thinks,

That he is”, so the Upanishads

His imparted wisdom of quality

is destined for Immortality

He is a lover of the Arts

He can enter the realm of beauty
Involved, captivated and absorbed
By the colors, the lines, the dots
The space and the void

His attitude empowers him

To bridge the divide between

The Surreal and the Rational

The Absurd and the Real

The Human and the Divine
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Belonging to a dwindling generation

He deserves our tender veneration

SOPA is a recognized Poet of fame

Honors the title “Kavignar” before his name
His recitals Keep the audience spellbound
The message readily makes the rounds

“Traduttore/Traditore” aphorism apart
Translation is both science and art
Kanagaratna made his mark yesterday
SOPA is supreme in this genre today
Accurate and nuanced

In spirit and in sense

Grammar, syntax and style
Comfortable in two worlds:

The Subject and the Object.

SOPA here, SOPA there

SOPA is everywhere

Gracing Concerts and Plays

Dances , Debates and Festivals
Functions, private and public
Encouraging with kind words
Advising with courteous thoughts
Correcting with a seraphic smile
Inspiring tyros to move by miles
Offending none helping all

Blessing heartily with pure soul

Virtues, golden qualities of dharma
Innumerable and multi-faceted

In the atman deeply embedded
Define SOPA’s amazing Personality
An abiding asset to our Homeland
A cultural legend to be remembered
He is, by any measure, a Gentleman
A Gentleman par excellence '

Message From Dr. Elisabeth Schauer-Kaiser (Germany)

‘Mr. Sopa turns 75 - unbelievable! A man, so youthful, elegant, smart and kind, he seems to not age, but simply get
more wise. Thank you Sopa for the wonderful work we have accomplished in Jaffna at the time, despite difficult times
of crisis, war and tsunami. You are a role model for all of us! Please keep up your beautiful spirit for many more years
to come! With warm greetings and all best wishes for your big birthday!

Much love,
Elisabeth and the vivo team
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Sopa : A Portrait of the Poet as a Wrestler
Dr. Gerard Robuchon (Alliance Franyaise de Jaffna & Dept. of Lingistics & English)

If1 were asked to sketeh a portrait of Sopa, I would make a drawing representing him as... a wrestler. An expert wrestler.
Why wrestling? To be more specific, more straightforward: because he wrestles with words. Working together with
Sopa over a translation from French to Tamil is not only one of the finest pleasures on earth - it is also an athletic
challenge! So, how does it start? By hitting the gong, of course. The two of us entering the ring. And then? Well,
from my side, 1 bring in the finest texts in French- the delicateness of which I expose to Sopa. making him feel the
delineations, the grain and the delicacies of the texture, the subtleties of the wording; all that that the French author
had dared to submit as an offering to the French readership of his time and of all times. Sopa then tastes and enjoys
the said delicacies grasps the poetry lines, handles them, grabs them, grips them, grapples with them, translates them,
at the same time groping around for Tamil words which he finally moulds into sentences and into yet another sort of a
text - another clothing, another texture - supposed in its turn to be. to the Tamil readership. an offering composed of the
same assortment of delicacies.

Yes. we are fighting on a common ground, in the same ring. We knead the same dough, we churn the same butter, and
leaven the bread using the same yeast- transposing the feelings provoked by a pocm in one language into another,
unrelated, language- only sheer poetic will

will relate them .

... Deciding at which point we have to reluctantly sacrifiee the against-all-odds ori ginal originality in French for the
sake of charming new readers in Tamil and attracting them to the enchanted labyrinth of poetry. The very labyrinth in
which, time being abolished, we can deliciously feel lost, and abandon ourselves. translators and readers, in a symbiosis
of ecstasy and exultation.

And you should never forget the facial expressions of the translators, the exhaustion but satistaction of the translators
while the task reaches fulfilment - like two wrestlers both with shoulders to the ground ... Knocked down, or ravished,
by the Poem. e
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Jemes Thompson
Professor of Applied and Social Theatre | Associate Dean External Relations - Faculty of Humanities
University of Manchester, UK

1 first met Somasuntharampillai Pathmanathan in January 2000 when he was kind enough to act as my translator during
a course on theatre for young people that T conducted in Jaffna, He insisted on the first day that I ¢all him Pat which as
it is my father’s name made me immediately warm to him. I didn’t discover until later that [ had been provided with
one of the most able translators in mc;_region—'and he was an gxpert and remarkable translator for the whole course. |
worried that my somewhat unarthodox style and movement around the teaching space would be difficult for him, but
he was fantastic at turning my unpredictable English into beautiful - and importantly understandable - Tamil. The strong
theatre scene in the Jaffna peninsula that 1 encountered in that first visit made me eager to develop research work on
Sri Lankan Tamil theatre and Sopa.helped me tirglessly with this in future years, His excellent translation of three of
Shanmugalingam’s plays was a testimony to this - and the availability of this work in English-has been important in
bringing Tamil theatre to a wider international public. In this ehgagement Sopa taught me and introduced me to a huge
amount of influgntial Tamil cultural work-and for this I am indebted. T send him warm greetings for this felicitation
publication and wish him the best for many more years of contribution to Tamil culture, literature, poetry and of course
theatre. '

“
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To my Guru : From my heart
MJISMUTHUKUMARASMY LBCtlll"el‘, Kopay T.C.

It is with great pleasure that 1 wish to convey my message to be included in the souvenir to be launched on the 75th
Birthday of Sopa.

It is said that ‘Good teachers impart good education, but great teachers inspire us to seek our own path. They encourage
us to discover our own talents.’ These lines have meaning when [ look back to the beginning of my teaching career.
I was appointed as a teacher of English to Kopay Navalar Vidyalayam during the 90s. The Principal of that school
insisted me to have a grand English Day and invite Sopa as the Chief Guest. [ was really scared to invite him as I was
not up to the mark at that time. But everything went on well and he appreciated the performances of the students. That
was my first introduction to Sopa.

Later [ was selected to Palaly Teachers’ College for teacher training where Sopa was the Principal. One week had
elapsed. One day he called me and requested me to give a talk on any topic at the morning assembly. He also backed me
up by saying ‘you can’. From that time until now the two words inspire me always to make the maximum effort towards
success. After passing the GAQ, I was admitted to the University of Jaffna for my 1st degree as an internal student. To
my utmost surprise and happiness I found Sopa as our Visiting lecturer for English Literature,

Then I did my Masters entirely under his guidance. Criticism is a challenging unit in MA and I couldn’t pass it in the

first attempt. When [ approached him for the second time, [ was told that he had had an angioplasty during his visit to
U.K. Anyhow [ contacted him over the phone and-explained my problem. Without any hesitation, he agreed to help me.
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I felt guilty to trouble him when he was under medical care but without any fuss he took the classes at his residence
and I got through the same year.

Today [ write this article to congratulate him for the services he has rendered to the Society and to say that he has
actually been the beacon light that led me in my academic pursuits. He spent his entire life in the service of the
community imparting knowledge to thousands of students.

We come across many people in our day-to-day interactions. Most we forget; a few we faintly remember and there are
very few who we never forget, When I think of our Training College period (1998/1999) it was really astonishing to see
a person like Sopa who taught us English Literature and Psychology in an admirable manner. He took the maximum
effort to provide us an all-round teacher training under his Principalship in the midst of the minimal facilities we had
due to the constraints imposed by war. His simple and humble way of life has kept us in touch with him even after 15
years of our training.

His contribution to the literary genre cannot be described in words. We hardly find any literary function without his
presence. Finally, I must proudly say that Sopa was the first teacher who ever recognized that I had something special
and the potential to succeed.

1 wish our dear Sopa good health and the blessings of God for many more years of service to the Community.

Sopa Sir: A Lodestar in the Galaxy of Scholars.

Tharuni Suntharalinkam. (ELTC, University of Jaffna )

| feel honoured to have been asked to write a few words of appreciation of my Guru Sopa’s contribution to the cause of
literature and translation in Jaffna, to be included in his felicitation number.

Mr. S. Pathmanathan, well known as Sopa, has been a highly reputed senior poet and a widely recognized translator
both from English into Tamil and Tamil into English. But for me, he was introduced as a teacher of English literature.
As one of the few students who ventured to offer English literature for A/L in the Jattna peninsula, I was fortunate to
sense the flavour of English literature, which was indeed very new to me, from Sopa, the veteran teacher.

There were six of us in his class. Though we had classes once in a week, those classes had been fruitful and preparative
for our exam. As a new entry to the field of literature I was fascinated by the way Sit’s reading of novels and plays.
I could still recall the diction of Dickens via the modulated voice of Sopa Sir. Among six, four of us entered the
University and offered English literature. Being undergraduates we were anticipating to be in Sopa Sir’s lectures, but
we were not fortunate enough to read literature under his guidance.

Even though our teacher-student relationship came to an end with our A- levels my acquaintance with Sopa Sir still
continues to this day, as | have the privilege of witnessing his endeavours in literature and participating in special
functions organized by Alliance Francaise de Jaffna, where he has been a member of the Executive Committee and me,
a teacher of French on casual basis. Recently | was given a chance to review my Guru’s work, the Tamil Translation of
. “Prose of Trans Siberien and of little Jeanne of France”, which was published by Alliance Francaise de Jaffna on Oyt
of April, 2014 at the University of Jaffna.

Translating Cendrars is not an easy task. For his ideas are pretty much those of the Cubist period. He began writing free
verse, which in Cendrars’s case was a kind of rushing, sprung alexandrine or hexameter or hendecasyllable. To translate
Cendrars successfully, it would be necessary to have either shared his background and his attitude toward it or to be
a consummate actor able to project oneself imaginatively into almost complete identification with his personality.
Regarding the Tamil translation of the poem, it has been done with great attention and endurance. With the aid of
Dr.Gerard Robuchon, a versatile Frenchman, Sopa Sir was be able to go into the depth of the original poem and bring
out the suble meanings into appropriate Tamil forms,

Throughout the poem there is a monotonous nostalgic conversation between the poet and the little Jeanne of France,
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Jeanne keeps on asking the same question as “Tell, Blaise, are we a long way from Montmartre?”, and the poet is
calling the little Jeanne as “come come™, But the translator has translated it into Tamil as “va, vavan’ instead of “ Va va”
{come come). Through this effective usage of Tamil words he exploits the richness of the Tamil language.

It’s interesting to read the part where the poet addresses Jeanne with affection as in a [ullaby:

“Jeanne,Jeannette, Ninette, nini, nono, titty
Ma-mi my-me my poopoo my Peru

Dodo dolly dildo

Cuddle cunt

Mud pie sweet heart

It is worthy to know how all these words have been translated into Tamil. Sopa sir is very clever and tactful; as
it’s impossible to find equivalents for each French word he has rendered those words in Tamil sounding similar and
approaching meaning. Though some words can be translated into Tamil, Sir has replaced those words with other Tamil
words similar in meaning. For example, in France there is a custom to address the babies as “Carotte/ ma crotte”, It
can be translated into Tamil as “Carad/ en aaddupulukkaje™ (carrot/ my goat’s pellets) but Sopa didn’t do it, because in
Tamil there is no custom to address our babies as “carrot/ my goat’s pellets™, Therefore the line “carotte / ma crotte” has
been replaced by *Selvame anpe’(my precious/ my darling), widely used affectionate terms in Tamil. Thus the Tamil
translation of the poem “Trans Siberian™ shows the expertise and versatility of the translator, who is able to bring out the
essence of the poem with the local Tamil flavor. The words like “thitukal vandil, poovatasuhal, yalkuruvi, and naiyandi
kuruvi, make them wonder whether they are reading a poem written in our local context.

Considering the bitter fact that only a handful of English readers exist in Jatfna, Sopa Sir’s focus is mainly on translating
English works into Tamil, thereby enable Tamil readers to get exposed to different literatures of the world. [ hardly
know any other person in Jaffna who is involved in translation. But, this dearth for translators will be solved in the near
future, as there are disciples of Sopa Sir waiting to pass out with a degree in Translation. Sopa Sir not only remains ‘as
an erudite in the Jaffha society but also strains every nerve to impart his erudition to posterity. Thus he will be a beacon,
an illustrious precursor to the younger generation.

My beloved teacher, Mr S. Pathmanathan

Renuka Thanaskanda
Former student, Australia

*A teacher affects eternity, he can never tell where his influence stops’ -Henry Brooks Adams

Sri-Lankan Tamil society consists of a community of dedicated teachers and scholars. These words reflects Mr
Pathmanathan’s role as a teacher. He nurtured the intellectual curiosity of his students, opening their minds to
knowledge. This knowledge made us better human beings and helped us to change the way we think about the world.
Mr Pathmanathan possesses discipline and perseverance, which are the fundamental elements around how he lives
his life. He is a talented educator, poet, writer and speaker. He has a positive approach to life and has contributed
significantly to Tamil and English Literature. He tirelessly uses his wealth of knowledge for the betterment of the
community.

He is humble and humane. I admire his sweet and compassionate nature. I revere him as a friend, philosopher and
guide. | wish you a very happy birthday and many happy returns of the day.
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Sopa- More than just @ Teacher.
K. L. Ramanan {Lecturer (Prob.). ELTC, University of Jaffna)

It was a time when the University of Jaffna had a dearth of lecturers who could teach English literature for its undergrads
in the year 2003. The student career then was very challenging since it was the first batch offering English literature
for special degree. In addition to the service of permanent academics, three outstanding scholars outside the university,
were given visiting posts at the Department of Linguistics and English. One of them was Sopa. The other two eminent
people were Rev.Dr.J.E.Jeyaceelan and Mr.Sivarajasingam.

Going down the memory track prompts me recollect  the old days of a very small group of us reading literature in
a small lecture room at the university . Sopa sir used to appear in the lecture room with some handouts and excerpts
from relevant materials He would make us read them and subsequently discuss the contents . in order to generate peer
interaction. This was the first time we had the experience of student centered learning which has become the current
wvogue term in andragogy . He would elaborate the emphatic portions, exhibiting his distinct instructional skills and
motivate us to identify the inherent concepts and thematic ideologies presented in the literary piece, with our imbibed
knowledge. He meticulously took steps to stimulate spontancous learning among students by assuming the role of a
guide and a mentor .

His sessions dedicated for poetry were the most interesting ones as he exploited his own experience as a poet. He shared
the nuances of learning poetry, writing and evalifating them. As 1 had a tremendous fancy for evaluating creative works,
I often pestered him with requests for the access to essential theories I should learn . Though my inquiries were out of
the scope of the syllabus, he, with a pleasing sense of responsibility, quenched my thirst, lending me the books he had
and directing me to the late A.J.Canagaratna for further enlightenment.

As a teacher he made my learning a perennial perusal . He, being a voracious reader of world literature, sowed a seed
of inspiration within me that sets me endlessly dwell in reading masterpieces. Though his interests were variegated, he
had been an easily accessible worthy resource for literature students. He is more than just a teacher.

=2
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Our role model

Mprs, J. Denicius

Gentle and simple his pathways
kindness and patience his virtues
knowledge and wisdom his ornaments
that’s my Guru Sopa sir.

An inspiring Guru

A motivating Guide
A generous facilitator
A powerful resource

“Are you a teacher of English?
Aren’t you a student of Sopa?

oh! what a pity not to be one

Ahi! we the lucky lot to be proud of.

We the lucky lot

Have climbed up the rungs
He our great Guru

watch us contended

As we climbed up the rugs

He who led us through

the highways and byways of leterature
watched us contended

A teacher, A principal

An administrator, an innovator
A poet, A writer, A translator
who else but our dear Guru?
Dear sir, we wish you

Health wealth and long life
you shall always remain

our role model.
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Sopa and the Poetry of Arfifice'

Pro. Chelva Kanaganayakam

It is one of the ironies of literary history that certain periods tend to claim what often appears to
be a disproportionate amount of space and attention. Phases of such heightened literary activity
hardly ever occur in isolation, and if one looks hard enough, one would find the seeds of growth
being sown in preceding periods. The actual burgeoning of a period, however, takes places within
certain spatial and temporal boundaries. In Sri Lanka, that was certainly the case when the 1960s
and 1970s witnessed a gradual transformation in literature that, together with a particularly
resonant cultural and political context, allowed for new and exciting forms of expression to emerge
in the 1980s. Two decades of restless inquiry created the groundwork that, together with a volatile
political backdrop, paved the way for thirty years of powerful literary innovation. Very few would
dispute that the last three decades have been crucial in giving Sri Lankan Tamil literature a new
identity and strength that is hardly matched in other parts of the world where Tamil literature is
being written. A large number of notable authors appeared in Sri Lanka and in the diaspora during
this period, and the distinctive contribution they made to literary history is quite striking. It is
against this literary canvas that one needs to see the contribution of S. Pathmanathan (popularly
known by the sobriguet Sopa).

The shift in literary style began in the 1960s with a number. of writers, including Mahakavi,
Murugaiyan and Neelavanan, who in their poetry sought ways to break free from the stifling
formal practices of traditional verse. The reasons for this transition are not easy to explain since
in the neighboring Tamil Nadu, the shift to free verse had occurred much earlier. Sri Lankan
Tamil literature remained largely entrenched in formal verse, despite the political and cultural
changes that were taking place in the island. Even in the 1960s, the change in poetic form was not
a response to political contexts but rather to a number of cultural changes that allowed for a range
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of new poetic voices and perspectives. The shift from tradition to modernity as it were was neither
sudden nor total, but a movement towards the demotic did oceur in significant ways. Traditional
forms, or for that matter, thematic preoccupations, were not abandoned, but now there was a
very different sense of audience and style. The conventions that framed traditional poetry were
loosened as poets such as M.A. Nuhman, Shanmugam Sivalingam, M. Ponnambalam, and several
others, began to explore new themes and new forms of expression that related more closely to the
society they saw around them.

It is in relation to this tradition which cleared a space for innovation and experiment that one
needs to view the last thirty years, when upheavals of various sorts created the climate for a
very different and often radical poetry. The major poets of this period were not unmindful of the
past; in fact, they were sharply conscious of tradition. Now, they set about the task of reshaping
literature and finding their own distinctive voices, Each of the major poets of this era broke new
ground, including Sopa, who, over a period of thirty years, has made a tremendous contribution
to literary history.

Literary innovation is hardly ever entirely fortuitous. Sopa belongs to two worlds, and that has been
crucial to shaping his literary sensibility. Born and educated in Jaffna, he has lived his entire life
in the northern part of Sri Lanka, and a local tradition was very much a part of his upbringing and
intellectual horizon. Vidwan Karithkeyan introduced him to the world of classical and devotional
literature in Tamil, as did many others, including Kirupananda Variyar. His English education
at the UniVersity of Jaffna and the University of Reading in the UK gave him access to a broad
range of Western literature, and his occupation as an English lecturer gave to him an awareness
of both western and postcolonial literary styles. Intellectuals such as Professor Sivathamby and
A.J. Canagaratna, who were themselves products of two worlds, served as mentors in shaping the
sensibility of Sopa. The fusion of these two strands has been quite central to his work as a poet,
essayist, and translator. His deep familiarity with more than one tradition is probably what shapes
the particular texture of his poetry and accounts for its range and depth. He clearly belongs to the
group of poets who, in the last three decades, effected a renaissance in Tamil poetry, but he has
also created a distinctive niche for himself. In many ways, what distinguishes his work from that
of his peers is his conviction about the importance of tradition as a crucial element for experiment
and innovation. His essay titled “Puthukavithaikum Osai Undu” which appeard in Jeevanathi is
a clear and cogent statement about his belief that free verse is really a relative concept. Poetry
without any formal constraints often ceases to be poetry. This essay provides a theoretical frame
for understanding his poetry and also underscores his nuanced understanding of western literature.

Tradition appears in a number of ways in his poetry. There are often a plethora of allusions in
his writing that relates to a whole tradition of literature. The intertextuality is never arbitrary.
It is a way of signaling that literary history never exists in isolation. Even the title of his book,
Vadakkiruthal, invokes an intertextual field. Equally important, Sopa is aware, both as a critic and
as a poet, that metre in poetry is never an embellishment. The long history of prosody in Tamil
literature has been a response to changing conditions. If certain metrical and stanzaic patterns
became dominant in certain periods it was because the social or political context demanded a
shift from the practice of earlier times. But the shifts never entailed abandoning previous forms.
The symbiotic relation between metrical form and experience becomes crucial to understanding
Sopa’s own work. He is also sharply conscious of the performative aspect of Tamil poetry. The
tradition of poetry being sung or spoken is very much a part of Tamil literary history. Sopa himself
has performed his poetry and is conscious of the relation between poetry and orality.
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That said, Sopa’s poetry from the very beginning recognizes that the new context facing the Tamils
did not possess an adequate vocabulary. This is not a question of globalization or modernity that
appeared to require a whole new set of terms. More importantly, diction in Tamil did not often
possess the capacity to access the new and often traumatic experiences that confronted the Tam ils.
Sopa’s response to this challenge is what constitutes the distinctiveness of his poetry. For him
the struggle with language does not get resolved by importing or inventing new terms. Rather, it
involves pushing the boundaries of language until language itself becomes capable of accessing
new dimensions of experience. Sopa is never a “difficult” poet, but that in no way diminishes the
complexity of his writing or the depth of his thought.

Sopa has not been a prolific writer, but he has written poetry consistently for a period of five
decades, starting in the 1950s, and has published three volumes of poetry. He was a young poet in
his teens at the time that poets such as Mahakavi were changing the face of Tamil poetry with their
experiments in metrical forms and content. Their influence is as evident in Sopa’s poetry as is the
work of a large number of poets from classical to modern times. Intertextual references to both the
secular poets of the Cankam age to the religious poetry of the Pallava Period abound in his work,
drawing attention to the sense of tradition that informs his work. He is also equally aware of the
tradition of western poetry, including the work of postcolonial authors, whose preoccupation with
postcolonial modernity was significant in many ways.

Sopa’s three volumes of poetry, titled Vadakkiruthal (1998), Ninaivuch Chuvadukal (2005) and
Suvattecham (2010) are not only central to understanding the poet’s contribution to literary
history but also for tracing the trajectory of modern Sri Lankan poetry in general. As one who has
consistently read and performed his poetry, Sopa is conscious of the oral quality of Tamil poetry,
while being equally conscious that poetry must lend itself to careful scrutiny. Here lies the true
genius of his poetry, and the uniqueness of his contribution. He poetry combines the oral with the
cerebral, the traditional with the modern, and the literary with the demotic in ways that very few
poets have achieved. Free verse for Sopa was always framed by tradition, and rhythmic patterns
came naturally to him.

There is, inevitably, a gradual change in his poetic mode over time. The poems written in the
1960s, for instance, tend to be much more formal in their use of metrical patterns. In retrospect,
these poems are more important for their mastery of form than for their preoccupation with the
events of that time. A gradual shift occurs in the decades that follow, and his recent poetry is more
overtly conversational in its diction and rhythm. The changes in form underscore the social and
political context of the time which required a different sense of poetics. As the political context
became increasingly fraught, the poetry too changes to accommodate a different sensibility and
a different sense of audience. The arc of his poetry mirrors the vicissitudes of Sri Lankan Tamil
society in postcolonial times.

Sopa’s poetry consistently raises a fundamental question about the function of poetry and the role
of the poet in times of turmoil and upheaval. We are aware that Sopa himself has thought deeply
about these issues in his critical essays and in his translations. As one who lived through the
tempestuous years of recent history, he is not simply an observer but one who has a direct sense
of what war does to people. He is constantly aware that poetry constructs its own world in which
passion is always framed by control. Sopa is not the only poet in recent times to push the limits
of poetic language, but he does that in his own way with remarkable success. For the purpose of
this brief essay, I would like to focus on one of his poems, written at a time of political turmoil.

=
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How does the poet, for example, capture the trauma of internal displacement and diaspora when a
community is asked to leave its home and embark on an uncertain journey to safety? Sopa’s poem
“Veethi Vazhi Vantha Virutchangal” in Vadakkiruthal is a memorable poem that grapples with
the challenge of finding a language to express an experience that was both new and traumatic.
The persona of the poet is that of the observer and witness who shares the sense of panic with the
people and remains detached at the same time. The language itself moves across various registers,
from panic stricken utterances to formal declamations, and the voice of the poet that is conscious
of its own artifice. So much is said, and so much is left unstated. Even the mundane gesture of
finding the time to untie a tethered goat suggests so much about rootedness, and about the sheer
helplessness of moving from one’s own village to an unknown destination.

Each section of this long poem shifts its tone to capture the experience of a long journey into the
unknown. As the focus moves from the individual to the collective, and the pace moves to one
of panic, the rhythm of the poem too changes to give a sense of the urgency of the moment. The
poem itself acquires a cinematic quality and the stanzas capture a chorus-like quality to mimic the
instinctive, determined, and despondent movement of the people. At the end of a long journey,
the exodus reaches a place of temporary safety. There is now relief and a deep sense of regret and
pain, all of which are echoed in the formal rhythm of the poem.

“Veethi Vazhi Vantha Virutchangal” is a somewhat uncharacteristically long poem. The idea of
a journey or exodus inevitably determines the length and shape of the poem. One cannot write
about a moment of displacement without being conscious of other displacements, including the
Biblical one, which then gets recapitulated by many authors such as T.S. Eliot. Sopa is aware
of the need for specificity, but also of the significance of artifice that requires an awareness of
tradition. Recounting the exodus of the Tamils at a specific time and place involves a partrcular
kind of linear narrative, but such narratives have a causal logic that often goes against the grain
of art. A causal narrative presupposes a simple binarism and a clearly defined ideological stance.
Here the poem does not attempt to narrate an event; instead, it creates thé event as a form of
artifice.

The poem has a beginning and an end, but the artifice of the poem compels the reader to witness
multiple lines of intersection. The poem grows out of a political context that we, as readers,
are aware of through many other sources. The poem itself is not interested in causes or about
blame. What we get instead is a cluster of images. each one shaped differently by poetic form, but
connected to each other synchronically rather than diachronically. Take, for example, the second
stanza of the poem.
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Four segments constitute this stanza, and each one is distinguished by a particular use of diction.

The first with its easy flow of language recapitulates the normality of the gesture of untying a
tethered goat as a part of daily ritual. The second segment shifts the tone to a very different register
with its allusion to impending violence and death. No reasons are given, but the juxtaposition of
the first segment with the second startles the reader with the suddenness of the transformation.
The third segment is formal and while it explains the first two segments, it remains impersonal
and almost clinical in its minimalist use of language. The final segment is both cumulative and
self-sufficient in that the response of the character is caused by a sequence of events, but the
sequence has made everything opaque rather than transparent. One is struck by the sheer genius
of this stanza which, like all great poetry, reveals its multiplicity and heterogeneity.

The poem ends on a note of despair and faint hope even as it offers a sense of its context and
artifice. Here is a poem that does not simply record, from a subjective perspective, the trauma
of a people who are forced into displacement. It does not even attempt to attribute blame or look
for causes. This poem is not tendentious and it does not advance an ideological stance. What this
poem provides is a sense of lived experience, of the sheer scale of human suffering in ways that
are deeply subjective but with the control of artifice. The formal dimension of the poem frames
the expression of trauma, and in the process transforms a historically verifiable event into what
Yeats once described as the “artifice of eternity.”

Those who are familiar with Sopa’s poetry hardly need to be told that he is one of the finest poets
of our time. Like most great poets, he teo casts his net wide and writes from multiple perspectives,
capturing subjective states from extreme despair to humor and irony. He is both a poet who
reaches out to the average reader and one who chronicles the times through his complex artifice.
The trajectory of his poetry over fifty years gives us a sense of how Tamil poetry in Sri Lanka
transformed itself to acquire a new lease on life. His work is a record of the social and political
history of the Tamils in postcolonial Sri Lanka. More importantly, it is the finest example of
how Tamil poetry, in recent times, reinvented itself to become an essential part of a larger social
discourse. Sopa’s poetry alone would enable us to construct a frame for writing the literary history
of Tamil in postcolonial Sri Lanka.

(Endnotes)

! It has been for me a privilege and pleasure to have known Mr. S. Pathmanathan for over three
decades. When I first met him in the late 1970s he had just enrolled in the degree program at the University
of Jaffna, and I was ositensibly his lecturer in English. My role as teacher morphed into something else very
rapidly, and we became good friends, sharing ideas and exchanging views each other. Our conversations
at my home often lasted several hours, encapsulating a range of topics. Over the years I have learned a
great deal from him about poetry, literature, culture, and life in general. When I met him two years ago in
India, he was no different from the cultured, generous, and humorous person he was when I met him over
thirty years ago. He treads lightly on the ground, and that has enabled him to live through tempestuous
times without bitierness or anger, and embrace each phase of his life gracefully. As an intellectual, and
as a poet, translaior, and essayist his contribution has been remarkable. More importantly, I see him as a
compassionate, ethical and decent person whose friendship has enriched me in important ways.
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Sopa the energelic humanisk
Prof. Rajiva Wijesinha, M.P.

1t is an honour to contribute a few words to a publication in celebration of Mr Pathmanathan’s 75
birthday. It is not long since I came to know him, but in that time I have grown increasingly to
appreciate his deep humanism, and his capacity to express this through his writings and his life.

I first came into contact with him when I was asked by the National Book Trust of India to
edit a collection of Sri Lankan poetry, representing writing from all three of our languages. The
publication was to be in English, so I needed to identify — with much help from friends, I should
add, since my own expertise is only with regard to Sri Lankan writing in English - not only good
poems in Sinhala and Tamil, but also good translations. Sopa had considerable achievements in
both areas, and the book, Mirrored Images as it was called, contains impressive examples of his
translations as well as his poems. I should like to cite here. to illustrate the manner in which he
conveys so much experience and emotion through simple occurrences, one of the most moving
poems in the collection —

The Release

1 returned

after a six-month exile

to find to my surprise

my house standing, the roof intact,
with the exception of some stolen items
our belongings safe

Thank god no one stepped

on booby traps.

I look around and I miss something:
ves, the jubilant welcome of Blackie.

My eyes scan the deserted homesteads
and the shritbs
that day and the following days.
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Disappointed my mind darts back
to that cold October evening

When I left my hearth and home
with the young and old,
you stood sentinel over
the house I abandoned

From the sanctuary I paid fleeting visits
seeing me you leaped up in joy

licked me, snatched from my hands

the goodies 1 had brought

running round and round

vou communicated to me

the pangs of separation

The third time you followed me
Defiantly, steeling my heart

1 chased you

pelting stones

Today

memories haunting me

1 gaze and gaze

at the stray dogs that shun human beings
conditioned by the shelling and firing
heard in the wilderness

You are not there

but your memory haunfs me
when I think that you perished
defending the house I abandoned
1 feel the pangs of guilt

I am ashamed of my cowardice

my peftiness

as I take stock of the damaged houses
the lost possessions

the missing members

the displaced persons

My balance sheet shows

a debt

Bankrupt

I could ask you for a write-off
but

you re not there

only your menory

haunts me still.
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I will not cite any of his translated poems in full, since I have no knowledge of the originals so
cannot comment on the performance as a whole. But | can certainly note the felicity with which
he describes simple things, the enormous force for instance of the word ‘longing” in this extract
from Karunakaran’s ‘Impressions of a Soldier’ -

The village under siege had lost its people

the compounds strewn with flowers

toys

longing for kids

the surge of wind rising from the palmyrah palms
kicked me

And there Cheliyan’s ‘The Little Fry that Left the Sea’ where the splendid absurdity may be the
poet’s rather than the translator’s

the fry

enjoying a swim by the shore
leaped up in joy

to find themselves on land

they rolled on the sand
flew kites with the children
stood in the hot sun
perspiring

sucked popsicles

spat out complaining

that the sea water was salty

But the last four lines would not have the effect they do, of suggesting that the poem is about
much more than sea fry that strayed, were it not for Sopa’s command of nuance, the ‘never ever’
of the penultimate line -

the litile fry
that left the sea
never ever
returned to it

In addition to his literary competencies, Sopa is also full of energy and enthusiasm. I found this
out when he kindly agreed to come to Colombo for the launch of Mirrered Images at the Indian
Cultural Centre in September 2013. He was also immensely generous, for he read the poems of
others as well — though it was I think the poem | have cited above that had the greatest impact.

Sopa then helped with the launch at the Indian Consulate in in Jaffna later in that same month, by
arranging for several other poets to participate. And then he actually came down to Matara for the
launch at Ruhuna University in November that year, and brought a couple of colleagues with him.

His easy rapport with fellow artists led me to ask him what [ can best describe as a Travelling
Poetry Tour, when the distinguished Indian writer Prof Satchtanandan visited Sri Lanka in April
2014. Sopa joined Ariyawansa Ranaweera, who had come up to Jaffna for the launch there, and
Kamala Wijeratne, who had been with him in Matara, to travel to the universities of Peradeniya
and Batticaloa and Sabaragamuwa to read from their work and join in discussions about their art
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and its impact. The tremendous affection they received everywhere was a tribute to the essential
humanism of their approaches and its capacity to communicate effectively to any audience.

But I should note that I was deeply appreciative too of the way the group interacted, and the synergy
they developed. It was a tough assignment I had given them, with much travelling followed by
a public event each day, but despite their age all three poets continued enthusiastic throughout.
I should note too that Sopa’s solid reliability contributed to the success of the enterprise, for
Kamala Wijeratne told me when I first mooted the idea that, if Sopa were coming, she had no
hesitation in joining in.
They had known each other previously for both had been in the Training College system, which
Sopa graced admirably, ending as Principal of the Palaly Training College in its golden days. It -
 is thus not surprising that he was able to interact so readily with counterparts all over the country,
whilst also acting as a mentor to poets of the younger generation, as he did so effectively in Jaffna
and Matara.

We ended the tour with a launch in Colombo, at the Indian Cultural Centre, of Sopa’s latest book,
his translations of short stories, published by that imaginative publisher. S Godage & Brothers.
This too is an invaluable contribution to letters and to the development of mutual understanding in
Sri Lanka. Given the monolingualism that has been imposed on so many of our youngsters through
self-destructive educational policies, it is essential that translation into and through English helps
with communicating experience and enhancing awareness of the needs and desires of others.
The range of stories Sopa had chosen indicates his understanding of, and sympathy for, the
problems of so many of our people. He does not flinch from dealing with the horrors of conflict,
and the destruction it causes to commiunities as well as individuals. But he also deals with social
problems, the difficulties of adolescence, financial deprivation, and other aspects of the human
condition. His excellence in conveying the experiences of the Tamil people, as expressed in
literature, is enhanced by his awareness of the touches of nature that make us all kin.

His active enthusiasm belies his 75 years, and I can only hope that he will continue for a decade
and more to devote his energies to the cause of his people, in Jaffna, in the Northern Province, and
in Sri Lanka, as he has done so superbly in the past.
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Shanmugalingam: Three Plays A rare insight inlo
Tamil Drama in a lime of War

Prabha Manuratne

When war rages on and anger and hatred cloud the judgment of ordinarily good people, artists and
art have the power to build new bridges where old ones have been burnt.

When all have been lost in the foggy mist of war, art provides a way for understanding the others
desperate to deal with the realities of being subect to untold hardships and violence, For too long,
too many voices have been silenced and for too long too many have refused to listen. *Shanmu-
galingam: Three Plays’ is a translation of three plays by the Tamil dramatist Kuzhanthai M. Shan-
mugalingam. It has been translated by S.Pathmanathan and published by Kumaran Book House.
Coming in the wake of a renewed spate of hostilities, this timely translation provides those of us
who do not speak Tamil with an insight into the history and depth of our Tamil friend’s struggle
to deal with the bitter realities of war.

‘Man Sumantha Meniyar’ is a story of a young boy who is beseeched by his parents to focus on
his studies and his individual development. However an old man, and the boy’s own conscience
make him feel that it is wrong to pursue one’s individual happiness when the entire society is at
war. A bandoning his examination and his father’s attempt to send him abroad, the boy joins the
struggle for liberation fought by his people.

‘Entayum Tayum’ is an ironic insider’s view of the upper - middle class Tamil people whose
children have escaped the war and migrated abroad. Aiyathurai, a fifty-year old farmer has taken
on the responsibility of looking out for Sangarapillai, a seventy-five years old retired government
servant whose children live abroad. Like Sangarapiliai who constantly dreams of his children,
his neighbors Selvaratnam and Maheswary long to hear from their children who also live abroad.
While these relatively well off people dream of their. children who live so far away, Aiyathurai
is left with his own two children: a daughter to be given in marriage and a son who should be
taken good care of. Sangarapillai asks Aiyathurai to pray for his third son’s birthday, and while
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Aiyathurai is away at the temple the old man passes away. This wryly humourous play evokes the
tragedy of old parents left alone in the war area. Yet underpinning this tragic experience lies the
bitter ironic laughter of a man who refuses to accept these parents’ tragedy as the greater loss in
a society that is embroiled with violence and war. Aiyathurai and Kannan laugh along the tragic
death of an old man who has conquered the world by sending his children “to eleven countries.”

“Velvithee’ is quite different from the preceding two plays as it deals with the issue of rape in
conflict areas. Vasuhi, a university lecturer and a counselor for rape victims is herself raped dur-
ing an army check-up while her husband is away. The young husband Sri Rangan, who is away in
Colombo attending a seminar on counseling must confront two realities upon his return:his wife
is pregnant and she has been raped. Even as understanding, female friends and neighbous assure
Vasuhi that the rape is not her fault, she is filled with fear and guilt, wondering how Sri Rangan
would receive the news. When Vasuhi reveals the truth about the rape to Sri Rangan against Na-
layani’s best advice doubt enters the young husband’s mind as to the paterniy of the child. This
heavily stylized play, in which the present is interlaced with the past, the Ramayana with Othello
the dramatist himself seems to be struggling looking for the right poise with which such a delicate
theme should be handled.

All three of the plays deal with different aspects of War. The central theme in the first two plays
is the choice one makes when it comes to dealing with war. Shanmugalingam is clearly critical of
those who leave the country to escape the war and sees it as a kind of betrayal. ‘Man Sumantha -
Meniyar’ is the earliest of the three plays and the author seems quite hopeful at this early stage.
He sings of his land and, the need to protect it with the kind of rhetoric that is only possible at an
early stage of a war. His play provides an insight into the choices that were available to the Tamil
people and helps us understand the complexity of the emotion of patriotism that was dominant
at the time. It is not surprising that this play was hailed by many and was quite a success. It ad-
dresses, and brings out a deepfelt need in society to give expression to the collective response to
war without degrading into sheer propaganda for a particular group or party. While one may feel
that this early optimism of the dramatist is rather naive we must remember that the process the
dramatist is describing is a complex historical event whose meaning is yet to be understood.

It is clear that Shanmugalingam’s voice has gained a bitter ironic tone by the early nineties. What
he has not lost in *Entayum Tayum’ is his cynicism of those who escape war into foreign coun-
tries. However, even as he is critical of this commonwealth of children spread across the globe, he
is also to see its tragic dimension, where old parents are left alone to die in the midst of stangers
or neighbors without much support. How must one talk about such and experience? While one
may feel that expatriation is a form of betrayal, it is also a strategy for survival as shown in ‘Man
Sumantha Meniyar’. It is often the wish of parents that their children escape impending danger.
Of the three plays in the collection ‘Entayum Tayum’ is the closest theatrical form. It does not
use songs or narrators. Its set is rather complex but it remains within the realistic dramatic mode
except when simultaneous action is taking place on stage. The dramatist strickes just the right
balance between criticism of and empathy for the characters.

The most difficult and complex play in the collection is Velvethee’. Not only does it deal with
a complex emotional theme involving violence against a woman it also draws quite heavily on
Hindu mythology, demanding the constant engagement of the audience with the play’s action. We
are expected to understand the parallels being drawn and make historical connections between
the present and the past. The dramatist is aware that rape is nothing new in human society. Nor is
the general male response to it. Like the sage Gautama, and Rama Sri Rangan too, is incapable
of seeing that the woman is not at fault when she is raped. Rape is presented as age old problem
in which the woman is left a victim both by the act and in being abandoned by the husband. The
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reasons for making these historical and mythological allusions are clear, but from political point
of view one wonders if the dramatist’s style overshadows the true dimension of power and domi-
nation that lies within Vasuhi's rape. She is a victim of a crime of war, not only of sexual abuse.
Therein lies the complexity of what Shanmugalingam is trving to discuss using stories from the
past.

Shanmugalingam’s style is eclectic. He uses a range of sources, idioms and characters from epics,
Hindu scriptures folk song and canonical literary texts. Drawing upon these various sources help
him to deal with the emotional themes that he is attempting to handle. His liberal use of stylized
dramatic techniques releases his characters from the difficult task of making explicit references to
the traumatic experiences he is discussing in the play, and allows them to roam freely in history
and tradition, draw upon historical parallels and thereby discuss these heavily emotional themes
by creating a sufficient distance. The influence of Brecht and poetry of the theatre is unmistak-
able. However, the aliennation effect is used not only create a political theatre that presents audi-
ences with the challenge of engaging with the play intellecutually, but also to create the spatial
and temporal distance necessary to discuss the harsh realities the dramatist wants the audience to
confront.

While the dramatist’s eclectic script serves a political purpose on stage, it also no doubt produces
much entertainment. Even as the dramatist draws on non indigenous sources he also uses folk
songs, religious texts and cultural motifs that make the play familiar and accessible. For example
‘Man sumantha meniyar’ easily reminds one of ‘Everyman’ the medieval English play with its al-
legoric style and use of characters such as Kin, Kith, Friend, Relative. While ‘Everyman’ is forced
to confront the journey of Death, the younger son/brother must confront his journey of life. Must
he choose the luxuries of a life abroad, or must he join his people and their struggle? Although
the two plays bear little resemblance in terms of theme, the dramatic structure bears much simi-
larity in that both plays are didactic and try to teach a lesson without quite compromising on its
dramatic values. ‘Man Sumantha Meniyar’ contains songs, stylized scenes and borrowings from
the scriptures and Hindu mythology, thereby making the play quite entertaining in its evocation
of political rhetoric. “Velvithee’ relies upon a considerable portion of ‘Othello’ to bring out the
uncertainty and irrational jealousy that takes hold of the young husband’s mind. It is unfortunate
that we in the south do not have access to seeing how this rather verbose scene works on the actual
stage. Although the shift from Ram to Othello is smooth enough, this final part in the play does
seem rather inadequate to bring out the profound emotional drama the characters are dealing with.
The historical parallel between Desdemona and Vasuhi is only superficial.

There is no doubt that translating Shanmugalingam’s plays must have been a daunting task. His
manifold use of Hindu texts and Tamil folk literature compounds the difficulty, as such texts are
virtually untranslatable in to a language whose very texture is alien to the experiences embedded
in these sources. S.Pathmanathan is able to convey the profundity of the play by extensive use
of the original songs and Tamil borrowings. The translation is enjoyable and reflects the work of
a mature translator who is able to recreate the original play to aconsiderable extent. Of course
it is given that there is nothing like the original production in its original language. But where
language has become a barrier to (re) building trust and respect for each other, the value of such
a translation cannot be underestimated. Deep inside, we all thirst to know our neighbour friend,
brother, sister, such works provide at least a partial key in a context that constantly tears us apart
breeds hatred and mistrust.
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Trekking the Tamil Mindsel through Tamil Drama

Kusal Perera

It’s been a long time since I sat in an audience to watch a stage drama. The last time was when I sat
in the audience at the Elphinstone Theatre, half an year ago. That was to watch the “Janakaraliya™
Production of “Charandas”, and adaptation of Indian dramatist Habib Tanvir’s “Charandas Chor”.
The Janakaraliya production was based on the versatility of dramatist cum teledrama and film
director Parakrama Niriella, who had given his own interpretation to the Indian drama in terms
of the present Sri Lankan context. Since then, there was no other stage play that compelled me to
set aside a few evening hours. The era of intellectually creative drama that was pioneered by Prof.
Sarachchandra followed by playwrights like Dayananda Gunawardene, Henry Jayasena, Sugath-
apala de Silva and R.R.Samarakoon in the 60’s and the 70’s had fizzled off. Dharmasiri Bandara-
nayake, Asoka Handagama and a few others who lived through into the 80’s and after, have not
brought anything new on stage for over two decades. We don’t have creative productions on stage
any more that could at least stand on par with those in the 60s and the 70’s. What needs to be
stressed here about Sinhala stage drama is that it depended more on adaptation than on orignals.

We are most unfortunately talking of Sinhala stage drama only talking of Sinhala drama as a
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national fact that ignores Tamil drama althogether. Do we in the South know about Tamil stage
drama? I honestly doubt we do. We know of popular adaptations from Bertold Brecht, Henrik [b-
sen, Jean Paus Satre and Darion Fo to name those from the developed proscenium theatre. Brecht,
of them all is better known than any local Tamil Playwright. I for one came to know of Tamil
dramatist Prof. Maunaguru and his production “Ravanesan” more through writings than through
stage. There is definitely something amiss. we do not have any conscious interactions with Tamil
stage drama and their dramatists.

There are two basic reasons for this. One, there had been very little Tamil stage drama in the first
decades after independence that stood its own ground, in comparison with the new development
of the sinhala stage drama that evolved with prof. Sarachchandra from mid 1950°s. The develop-
ment of the Sinhals stage drama also had the advantage of being projected as a national effort
with the advent of Sinhala politics in the south from the mid 50’s. Heavy emphasis on Sinhala art
and culture was part of this emerging Sinhala politics. Two, Tamil stage dramas perhaps stymied
by being pushed into provincial status in social acceptance, also because of the hype given to
Sinhala rejuvenation from the 50’s was not an important cultural participation in the south. This
thereforedid not help develop a Tamil stage drama loving audience in Colombo that could sustain
it, even with defficulty Out of Colombo, they are no national events.

Within this broad cultural parameters in the south, the Sinhala dramatists did not look towards
Tamil stage productions or literature for any discourse. Within our literary discourse, we did not
comparisons with or intrusions from Tamil literature. Why have back in the 70’s Dharmasena
Pathirajah tried his hand on a Tamil film called “Ponmani” and then Parakrama Kodituwakku
came with a collection of Tamil poems translated into Sinhala titled “Indu saha Lanka”. They
were the two most significant interactions between sinhala and Tamil creative art. If there were
anything else, they were insignificant in a society that was trying to come to grips with social
aspirations divided and divergent as Sinhala and Tamil.

Political divisions on either side of the divide getting ethnically radicalised, the chances of mov-
ing together, in learning together in all forms of performing arts, also fell between extremism.
They had moved away to such and extent that almost none knew prof. Sarachchandra had bor-
rowed from the Tamil “Koottu” Dance traditions in producing his own “miracle” on Sinhala
stage for the Sinhala society, they were its own tradition brought down from the past. The Sinhala
hegemonic polities in the South were’t prepared to accept anything as Tamil even if they were.

This breakdown of literary dialogue among the Sinhala and Tamil artistes was the resuit of politi-
cal antipathy. During the 1980’s and more conspicuously after the 1983 july pogrom, the escala-
tion of the war closed all doors and paved the way for a new trend in Tamil political drama in the
North, unknown to the South. That tamil drama which struggled to establish itself in the Northern
Tamil society, had a distinct difficulty in performaing publicly as we do at the Liones Wendt or at
the Elphinstone Theatre. They grew in and atmosphere of increasing political suppression trying
to find expression amont non-con-ventional audiences. This new Tamil stage drama produced a
pioneering and committed playwright in the name of M.Shanmugalingam, better known as ‘Ku-
zhanthai’ Shanmugalingam, who wrote his own plays from what he saw, felt and lived in his own
Tamil society. He was thus an organic product of the Tamil society in the North that struggled to
express itself through drama.

Theree of Kuzhanthai’s plays had been translated into English by a well known Tamil poet,
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S.Pathmanathan also known as Sopa. The three plays have a cover title “Shanmugalingam Three
plays” printed and published by Kumaran Book house. It is wholly unfair to stand on judgement
of plays that had been produced and staged in a very oppressive context, by a mere reading of
their script. Yet it is worth the reader to get a glimpse of the mind set in Jaffna, as it grew over two
decades from early 1980’s through armed conflict.

The three stage plays included in this book “Ma Sumantha Meniyar (with sweat and dust on their
shoulders),Enthayum Tayum (The land of our parents) and Velvithee (The sacrificial fire)” cover
a period from early 1985 to late 1993. Politically this covers the period begum after the 83 July
pogrom and run till the end of the Premadasa era, through th IPKF presence and the Indo Lanka
Accord. Obviously. for a dramatist who struggled to have his foothold in society, all these would
have surely had their engravings with due stress.

These are all plays that have within them the echoes of the ordinary man in Jaffna. They are quite
different to the armed cadres we generally see as Tamil life. The struggle of the innocent farmer in
‘Man Sumantha meniyar’ is brought out with the hardened hope he cherishes within a cfumbling
society. This play had first been staged in February 1985 and thereafter had become popular with
youth groups that staged it in many parts of the peninsula. It was the period the youth in Jaffna
emerged with a loud bang to challenge the democratic presence of the traditional Tamil leader-
ship. ‘Enhayum Tayum’ produced and staged in 1992, first in an inner courtyare of a house in
Nallur, came at a times when Jaffna was in grips with itself. The famous Vadamarachchi attack
by the security forces had left thousands displaced and homeless. The IPKF, the Jaffna society
thought, would liberate them had also left bitter memories. It was a period the older generation
in Jaffna was struggling with a fractured conscience. This play portrays this elderly forlorn life in
Jaffna that tries to come to grips with the absent child sent off to seek safer and a greener future.
What kuzhanthai Shanmugalingam does best in the play Veivithee is using the old traditions of
marriage in a contemporary society that rocks all traditions, not due to change of life by itself, but
due to a hostile breakdown of normal life. He uses old stanzas as songs to drive his characters to
contradiction and pitches them against Shakespeare’s Othelo and Desdamona too, in testing love
and attachment in the burning world around him where even sacrifices aren’t enough.

They anre not mere reportage of Jaffna. Life on stage. They are all about human relationships and
aspirations within a turbulent society, about life that nevertheless screams, wanting to live. Its life
we are not familiar with and wouldn’t see in the perspective of the victim. Finally, they represent
a culture that has over the past decades distanced itself with a vengeance due to broken promises,
but does not seem so distant in human terms. Sopa Pathmanathan with his lucid translations of
these stage plays provided a rare chance for the south to reach out to the Jaffna mindset through
Shanmugalingam’s drama that otherwise would not be possible in this war ridden, politically di- -
vided and culturally diverging Lanka.
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“The Poelry of a Jaffns Man”

conversation with Imaad Majeed of the weekend leader.

Born and raised in jaffna, “Sopa” (Pathmanathan) is a poet and translator who has worked as a
teacher for most of his life, serving as Principal of the Palaly Training College, from 1996 to 1999.
He is currently the President of the Saiva Children’s Home, which falls under athe purview of
the Hindu Board of Education — an organization that provides food, shelter, clothing, healthcare,
education and vocational training to children affected by the 30 year conflict, those from broken
homes, and those from families below the poverty line.

The rhythmic nuances of the written word first struck chord with Sopa, when, as a child, he
listened to traditional religious discourse, or Kadaparagasangam, sung at the kovil; “To, me, it
was like watching an opera; I was possessed by the sonority and the rhythm, and so I began to
write”.

Sopa’s poetry took a political angle around the 60s, with the elections that followed S.W.R.D
Bandaranaike’s assassination. “People were being taken for a ride. “he said, indignantly. In the
70s, his poems would become satire on electioneering and on Tamil candidates.

“I have not written for the Tigers.” He declared, “They may have had a cause to fight for; [ know
that most Tamils felt the Tigers were justified in their actions as peaceful moves had failed.” But
his concern was for the people caught in conflict. He claims he shares the psyche of the people,
and is proud he did not run away. “Anyone who dons the uniform belongs to one caste and the gun
is their symbol of authority. When the [PKF left in 1990, that vacuum was filled by the Tigers.”

The cover of his book of poetry, Vadakiruthal, depicts the scene of the October 1995 exodus
of Valigamam when nearly five million were evacuated “wholesale” in the Riviresa Operation.
“The Tigers could not contain the Army, and, so they said ‘Leave. or stay and be butchered by
the Army,” The title poem asks which house has been demolished today, which bridge bombed,
which mine blasted, which library burnt down, which child orphaned, which wife widowed, which
woman defied, which mother’s Iwail will be breaking the silence of the night”, and, tellingly,
“where should we complain?”
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“I have even written poems on the Government’s embargo on batteries, bicycle spare parts and
fertilizer these were times when being caught with two pen-torch batteries on your person would
get you into serious trouble,” he said. “Even pharmaceuticals were withheld.”

He spoke of how the plays of Dr. M. Shanmugalingam gave expression to the anguish of the
community caught in the conflict. “I was convinced that it was the finest artistic expression of
helplessness,” he said. “We were all witness to the struggle. It was not safe to express our feelings,
at the time, 35 anyone could be mistaken for a militant.”, and described how it planted in him the
urge to take on the task of translating Shanmugalingam’s work.

“At some points, | felt helpless, as he draws copiously from devotional and folk literature from
the Tamil tradition. Folk idioms are difficult to translate.” He said.

Translation of poetry is a real challenge — as the famous quote from Robert Frost goes, “poetry is
what is lost in transiation!” Short stories, on the other hand, were not as challenging unless they
made use of indigenous words, he claimed.

His translations have appeared in the Journal of South Asian Literature, and he has received the
State Literary Award twice: in 2001, for his translation of African Literature to Tamil, and in 2011
for his translation of a Burmese monk’s tales. During the peace talks, Sopa worked on translation
of Sinhala poetry, a project that stemmed from a meeting of writers from the North and South.
Sopa’s original poetry, as well as his translation of Tamil poets, appears in (2013), an anthology
of Sri Lankan poetry edited by Rajiva Wijesinha.

While attempting the translation of African poetry, Sopa chose to parallel the metrics with
traditional Tamil meter. “I would try to absorb the rhythm of the original, and find one closest to
that within the Tamil metrics,” he said. With the writings of Sinhala poets, Sopa chose to glide
into free verse despite the original poems being in traditional form, because he felt the rhythm
would suffer, as the poem had already lost some meaning between Sinhala and English. “In the
traditional form, I could have created a good poem, but it would have deviated away from the
original.” he said.

“A translation requires the translator to come to terms with the original idea of the creator, The
discipline is to grasp, not to replace,”

Sopa was an upstart in the field of translation in the 80s, a time when, according to him, there
was a dearth of trilingual persons. “The switch to the National Language in 1956 saw a decline
in the use of the English language and far fewer multilingual persons — more so in Jaffna,” he
said. When asked about Jaffna’s reading culture, Sopa expressed his concerns with the present
generation’s fixation with the internet. “They are keen on studies, but those are the only books
they touch.” He complained. “For 20 years, the students of jaffna studied under kerosene lamps,
and yet they remain illuminated. Now, with new and improved access to technology, very few
visit the library. They are buried in the internet.”

Despite this, he said there was evidence a new generation of writers from Jaffna is actively
publishing their work “However, publishers are not willing to risk publishing poetry as it does not
sell. I had to offer to purchase my own books from my publisher in order to convince them to take
it on!” he said, adding sadly “Thre is no encouragement to pursue a literary career in Jaffna. You
can recever part of your investment, if you win an award, but, you will be a loser in the long-run.”
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Sensitive Transcrealions
A.J. CANAGARATNA

S. Pathmanathan - a Tamil poet in his own right and a notable translator who gave us
African Poems (2001) has now turned his attention to the Sri Lankan Southern Muse in
this path-finding work dedicated to the Hffu Group which has striven against all odds
to bring Sinhala and Tamil artistes togeth er as a first step towards improving Sinhala-
Tamil ties.

Altogether - poems from South Sri Lanka are transcreated here. Wisely, Pathmanathan does
not confine himself to poets writing in English: all the ‘canonical’ figures of Sri Lankan
English poetry, with the notable exception of the late Patrick Fernando, are represented here
by their best (or best-known) poems. Unfortunately Jean Arasanayagam is represented here
by Remembering Nallur- 1984 which, in my opinion, is one of her weaker poems: it seems
somewhat strained. overwrought and unconvincing in its attempt to superim pose images of
war, death and destruction on typical Nallur temple festival scenes. She has written more
memorable poems and it’s a pity that Pathmanathan opted to transcreate this poem
perhaps because it centres round atemple which is close to the Jaffna Tamil Hindu =~
psyche, especially in the aftermath of Black July “83. '

Pathmanathan has also transcreated (via English renderings) Sinhala poets like Mahagamasekera,
Parakrama Kodituwakku, Monica Ruwanpathirana and Ariyawansa Ranaweera. Soone could
say that this slim volume (neatly produced with a computer graphics designed cover) is a
representative col lection of the Southern Muse. ’
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PERSONA

The first poem is Mahaga masekera’s Prabuddha (English rendering by Ranjini Obeysekera).
The poet donsthe persona of an ordinary man who was not born toriches to implicitly
critique (not through abstract argu ments but by confronting the ideal with mundane realities)
the Buddhist ideal of renunciation. The speaker says he cannot renounce his family because if
he does so, his wife and infants will ultimately starve to death. Thus it’s the compassion he feels
towards his family (glossed as attach ment by Buddhism) which prevents him from turning
his back on them. The poem con cludes by his appealing to Prince Siddhartha to show
him a way whereby not only he as a lone individual but also along with thousands of others
collectively, can sever the ties of attachment. There’s one other poem by Mahaga masekera, The
Moon and New York City, which expresses the sense of complete alienation felt by the poet in
this concrete jungle. When he opens the window and looks skywards he sees the familiar moon
which immediately brings back nostalgic memories of the moon-lit paddy fields in his native
village and of the full moon lighting up the bo tree in the village terple, every Poya Day.

Prabuddha is immediately followed by Ariyawansa Ranaweera’s Rahula is Born (English
rendering by E. M. G. Edirisinghe). In tone, this isthe diametrical opposite of Mahagamasekera
‘s poem. The poet imagines Siddhartha add ressing his son Rahula: “Sleep, search for me
not, my son so tender A world full of bliss unto you I render.”

Compared with Mahaga masekera’s radical view, this poem Pxpresses well  the orthodox,
conventional view.

Space will not permit me to comment on all the poems. Therefore I shall concentrate on those
that appeal to me.

MOVING

His transcreations of some of Anne Ranasinghe’s Holo caust poems are as moving as the
English originals. As Prof. Ashley Halpe has aptly ob served “Anne Ranasinghe has made an
aesthetic and ethic of memory.” In July ‘83 in Sri Lanka, 40 years later:

“and I -though related

only by marriage

feel myself both victim and accused” Incidéntally, I wonder whether Anne Ranasinghe has written
a poem (or poems) about the terrible plight of the palestinians who are being brutally victimised
by the Israelis, a once-oppressed people. Which only goes to show that there is no special virtue in
being an oppressed people because they are just as likely to become brutal oppressors themselves
overnithy: there are local examples close to hand. All this is by the way and not intended as
disparagement of her undoubted poetic talent or to cast aspersions on her patent sincerity.

I must thank Pathmanathan for his discovery of Upananda Karunatilleke’s poem Corbetts Gap
where the poet subtly and unobtusively transforms topography into a symbolic landscape:

“And the boy said, “This is the Gap”

We thought we could see far below,

But there was only mistswirling, so we headed back,
The boy pointing out as we descended.

Their row of gloomy line rooms,
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Where women after teaplucking pottered around

Watching across the slop the tennis by the summer house.

And tea served English style.”
Another noteworthy poem is Karunatilleke’s Nineteen Fifty Six — Part 2 where the poet narrates
his experience of -

“The second spell of duty that election week

Was a tea extate town

Steep crossroad in a mountain bazaar.

Deafened by waterfalls.”

He goes on to relate:

“Was it your luck, love, or the black cat’s

That found us that night in a cosy estate bungalow
Magically empty. _

The sad South Indian type who cooked our dinner
Appeared lonely and wanted to talk.

We asked him about tomorrow’s poll

And found out the reason for his sadness.

He had voted, he said, with all the lusty joy of voting
In every election since Independence

He couldn’t vote on the morrow.

He was no more a citizen” (emphasis. mine).
There’s a further twist of the knife at the end:

“By strange chance it was our polls rusult.
It brought a pang of sadness for our previous evening’s caretaker.
The name over the radio was that of the bazaar lawyer.”

How much more powerful these lines are — because they focus on a concrete person than all the
harangues in Parliament about the disenfranchisement of the Indian tea estate workers by the then
UNP Government because their votes had helped to return predominantly leftwing candidates in
the upcountry electorates in the very first General Election, held in 1947.

. REPUTED

I now turn to his renderings of Yasmine Gooneratne’s Big Match 1983 and Basil Fernando’s Yet
Another Incident in July’83. The former is beter known and reputed for its sophistication, irony
and balance. As a Tamil, when I look at the poem more closely I think the comparison with the
Big match is completely askew (after all, there was only one team playing!) and somewhat callous
though it masquerades as sophisticated irony. Her cock-eyed balance amounts only to this: A
hundred guns raised above Jaffna’s palmyra fences’. Apart from the stereotype of the Palmyra
fences (no longer true even of the villages), only poetic licence can sanction the reference to a
hundred guns. At the time of the ambush of the military patrol in July 83, there were less than
fifteen hard-core militants. Thanks to President JR’s (and his henchmen’s) ill-conceived pogrom,
the ranks of the militants have swelled since then much to the discomfiture (to put it mildly) of
successive governments. If Yasmine’s poem is suave, Basil’s is stark. Its language is spare and
unembellished:

“Yet I remember

the way they stopped that car,

the mob. There were four in that car, a girl, a boy (between four and five it seemed) and

theri
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parents — | guessed — the man and the woman.

It was in the same way they stopped other cars,

I did not notice any marked difference. A few questions in gay mood, not to make a
mistake.

I suppose then they proceeded to

action, by then routine

Pouring

petrol and all that stuff.

Then someone noticing something odd

as it were, opened the two left side doors took awa the two children crying and resisting
as they were moved away from their parents...
Someone practical was quick,

lighting a maitch efficiently.

An instant fire followed, adding one more,

Then suddenly the man inside

breaking open the door; was out, his shirt already on
fire and hair too. Then bending,

too his two children. Not even

looking around as if executing a calculated

decision, he resolutely

re-entered the car

Once inside he closed the door

himself — I heard the noise distinctly.

Still the ruined car

is there, by the road-side

with other such things. May be

the municipality will remove it one of these days
to the Capital’s garbage pit.

The cleanliness of the Capital

receives Authority’s top priority.

CONCIOUSNESS

Though the poet had stated later that he had not witnessed this particular incident personally,
his poem is virtually an eye-witness, report and by its very matter-of-factness it sears our
consciousness and conscience and is as heartrending as John Hersey’s Hiroshima.

I"d like to wind up with a reference to Sopa’s effective renderings of Parakrama Kodituwakku’s
Kusumawathi and Court Inquiry of a Revolutionary and Monica Ruwanpathirana’s Podiduwa and
Street walker. They introduce into poetic discourse the hithertomuted voice of the marginalised
and the downtrodden. something barely audible in Sri Lankan English poetic discourse, with the
possible exception of the late Lakdasa Wickramasingha’s ‘The Death of Ashanthi.’ I’'m afraid 1
cannot agree with my friend Gamini Haththotuwegama’s assessment of this poem: “His concern
for the humble is best seen in that most gentle and moving story told by this gifted story-teller-
The Death of Ashanthi, with its many-sided observations and its perfect direction and control
of feeling. “Though Lakdasa’s poem is a harsh expose of the sexploitation of the servant girl by
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the aristocrats (the poem bears the sub-title Nuwarawalauva Kotte 1974) and others the reader’s
indignation and sympathy are somewhat dissipated by the touch of romanticism in the lines:
' I noticed her ear-lobes
They were longer than usual as if

gold rings of great intricasy
and weight had hung from them”

These lines are reminiscent of Baudelaire’s To a Red Haili".f_ed Beggar Girl where the poet indulges
in erotic fantasies which have little to do with the beggar-girl:-

“Gaping tatters in each garment prove

Your calling is not only beggary

but beauty as well,

and to a poet qually ‘reduced’

the frail and freckled body you display

makes its own appeal — queens in velvet buckins take the stage
less regally than you wade through the mud

in your wooden clogs”

(Richard Howard’s translation)
Gaudelaire’s poem oscillates between these erotic fancies he’s indulging in and the wretched
reality:

“Meanwhile here you are, begging scraps

doled out by the local table d’ hote at the kitchen door.”

Lakdasa’s poem moves from Ashanthi’s marsh howl’, with the focus shifting to her earlobes and
it ends on a rather surreal, danse macabre note:

“and then the familiar black stork

danced in the hall

once more, among an army of spines,

an army of men centuries old who watched and gloated
as she lay upon my lap, packed with white seed.”

Way back in 1988 when prof. Rajiva Wijesinha published his pioneering anothology of Sri Lankan
English poets he had to tackle head — on the question whether there were any worthwhile poems
being written in English by Sri Lankans. Now that particular question has been answered once
and for all with a resounding ‘yes’, I would like to conclude by urging him to publish a new,
expanded edition covering not only Sri Lankan poets writing in English but also representative
Sinhala and Tamil poets transcreated in English. Such and anthology will be truly representative
of the Sr Lankan Muse.
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South Asian Conversations: CBC Radia |

S. Pathmanathan is a highly regarded Tami translator as well as an accomplished poet. He
is best known for his English translations of the plays of Shanmugalingam, a pioneering
Tamil dramatist whose work refiects the turmoil of the civil war. Pathmanathan is also a co
translator of a poetry anthology, that brings together the works of the Sinhalese and Tamil
writers.

He was born in Jaffna in 1939 and he still lives in the outskirts of the town where I went to
see him.

You began your education well in the Island when it was governed by Britain - when English
was the medinm of instruction up to 1948.

No. It continued 1 think upto 1956. Because 48 to 56 was a transitionary phase and English
education and the legacy of the British rule lingered up to 1956. It was only after Bandaranayake
came to power and he wanted to change the face of Ceylon and make it a very typically Sinhala
Buddhist country. Things really did begin changing. Till then it was just a continuation of a
colonial system. So English education continued I might say until 1956. By which time 1 was also
leaving school to find employment.

Then you say in 1956 the governmeni tried to transform the country. What happened in terms
of language?

The one who ushered in this change was Mr. Bandaranayake, the father of the former
President Chandrika Kumaratunga and the husband of the first woman Prime Minister Srimavo
Bandaranayake. He was the man who ushered a new era. He said it was the people’s era.
Apeanduwa in sinhala. meant our government. The inference being upto now it was somebody
else’s government. It is *our government” he emphasized that and this our government also meant
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our language, our religion. our indigenous medicine, our culture... the first thing that he gave
priority to was language. *Sinhala only” he said. our leaders who said we don’t object to Sinhala
but it shoud not be Sinhala only. It should be Tamil also. That is where we came into conflict
with Bandaranayaka philosophy. Sinhala only meant Tamil was relegated to an inferior status.
Of course English too was relegated. But English continued because it was indispensable. And
ironically Mr. Bandaranayake spoke perfect English. He had' been to Oxford University and was
one of the great orators we had seen. So it’s an irony. He was the one who championed Sinhala
and this meant that the Tamils felt second class in their own country. Upto this time they were on
par with the sinhalese because English was the official language and your language is nowhere.
English was also expected to phase out in time to come. That was the expectation. So there was a
lot of bitterness among the Tamils.

And do you remember how you felt then?

There was so much of passion, there was so much of hurt and yvou know humiliation we felt.
Our leaders who tried to protest were rudely beaten-up. The very first peaceful demonstrators
against the move were rudely beaten-up in the capital. There was no getting back. It was Sinhala
only and then Mr. Bandaranayake himself came out with a formula. he said “Reasonable use of
Tamil” could be accommodated. After prolonged negotiations he came to Sinhala only with the
reasonable use of Tamil.

— What that means...

Of course that was a compromise. That was a short of accomodating the demands of the Tamil
leaders. He said “all right, in the North and East a Tamil citizen could communicate with the
government in Tamil. In the North and East Tamil will also be the language of the courts.

Yea... Yea

That was very reasonable indeed. It was, 1 should say generous of him to agree to it. But the
problem is such things are in the letter of the law, These are not implemented. These are not
faithfully followed by those who execute those laws. by the very government Departments. They
continue to work in Sinhala or to work in English. Even now the situation has not changed. If you
want to get something done, if [ write in Tamil it won’t be attended to except at the very local
level. So... this situation remains. sadly.

You left Jaffna. for the South when you finished school.
Why did you leave this area? Why Colombo?

Yea. [t was you know usual for young men, after schooling, to look for jobs, Most young men of
my time would do that and the clerical jobs were the most sought after jobs for the Jaffna Tamils.
They were doing very well. That is what you call managerial jobs these days. There wasn’t any
animosity between the southerners and the Northerners. The Sinhalese and the Tamils at that
stage. Things were only brewing up then it flared up later in 58. But till then we were able to go
round quite easily, quitc amicably with the Sinhalese in the south. [n fact the office to which I first
went, that is I went as a tclephonist and the majority was Sinhalese and there was a sizable number
of Tamils and we used to work together amicably. There was no problem.

And what happened in 587
That was two years after the passage of the language Act and the agitation was going on for
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parity of status, for reasonable use of Tamil and things like that. And by 1957 Mr. Bandaranayake
had come to an agreement with the Tamil leader Chelvanayagam and signed the Pact for the
settlement of these issues. Most of the things which we are breaking our heads with these days
about alienation of land, about decentralization and things like that were contained in the B - C
pact of 1957. No less person than President Chandrika Kumaratunga had said that it was a great
mistake to have abrogated the B-C pact of 1957, which could have settled things once and for all.
But what happened? There were radicals who were agitating for the abrogation of the pact.

From both sides?

Yea, there was a sort of agitation from here, from the North, some leaders, for political and
personal reasons they said “this is not enough’. On that side they said “you are conceding too
much to the Tamils. and so there was a demonstration, a sort of satyagraha at the Prime Minister’s
residence. The Prime Minister - it is on record -bowed down to the pressure of the Buddhist clergy
and he said the pact is no more! And from then started all the troubles and the culmination of it
was in 1958. And there was rioting and Tamils were attacked, killed, Their houses looted and they
were displaced, and as a young man of 18. [ ended up in the refugee camp at Royal College where
we stayed for two weeks. Of course we were not harmed. And after two weeks. Of course we were
not harmed. And after two weeks we were sent by ship to the North. Six ships carrying all the
Tamil refugees from Colombo to the North. And that started in 58. It was repeated in 1977 and it -
was repeated in 1983. Lverytime a large scale rioting takes place. The Tamils end up as refugees.
They are sent to their areas where they are considered to be safe.

And you came back to North?

Yea, I came back. I was here. And of course there were nothing else to do. We were unemployed.
And how long could we remain like that? The government said things are under control now. You
can get back. So slowly by the end of 1958 four to five months after the rioting and the city had
returned to normal. I went back and worked for another six years or so... And all this time I was
dreaming of becoming a teacher. I was doing my work alright but in my heart of hearts, I wanted
to get out from the daily routine of office work - what you call - pen pushing job. And the first
opportunity came in 1964, | grabbed it. You won’t believe it was for hall the pay I used to get
under government and | accepted it. Because my passion for teaching was such.

And you studied in Fngland

Yea. That was later you know. | got a lecturer’s appointment at the very same Teachers’ College
where | was trained. so long ago. [ was very happy. and that same year the British Counsil offered
scholarships for lecturers of English. So that was how 1 went to Reading in September 1983, three
months after my appointment as lecturer.

And it was on the eve of the riots of 1983

Yea. The country was in the grip of the riots. Things were not back to normal. Travelling had
become, seriously disrupted. There was a total breakdown of communications.

Then you had to consider not to return to Sri Lanka during this, uncertain period.

Yea. It was an option
As so many others stayed there,
I will tell you this. There were some friends in UK. Some sons and daughters of my colleagues
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and so on. Because when | went to UK. | was about 44 years old. There were the younger crowd
who had themselves migrated to UK and who were permanent residents there. They said “are
you mad to get back to Sri Lanka? Sri Lanka is in a hopeless position. So stay on. If you are not
allowed to stay in UK, you can proceed to Australia and so on. ‘I said’ “I have a duty to get back
to my country. Come what may, | will go back” and [ came back. Some people didn’t come back
at all.

I know. Did you every regret the choice you made

No. I have no regrets. | have no regrets at all. [ am happy. After my return | had been through
many experiences, displacement conflicts, bombing, shelling... | had to hide in bunkers and so on.
But I never, for a moment. regretted 1 made a blunder. No. I think I did the right thing to be with
my family, with my people, with my students and with my institution. S. Pathmanathan, you
had a long stint here in Jaftna as a teacher of English and also as a poet. But you worked
as a translator that I wanted to discuss this facet of yours because it when go to cross the
borders ethnic, cultural linguistic.

Yea.

You also translated Sinhalese poetry and those from the fiction collection that brings together
the works of Sinhalese and Tamil writers. Can you tell me about how that happened?

Yea. That happened in somewhere in 2002. I should say. I have been teaching Poetry written by
Sinhalese poets. Sinhalese poets writing in English. And I found that these poets had been quite
sensible. They had been unbiased. They had been holding the scale even in matters pertaining
to race relations or ethnic relations. They didn’t take extreme ant-Tamil stances. So | was very
happy. 1 thought these people have done something wonderful. And the Tamil reader must be
imagining that all the Sinhalese poets are pro Sinhala? They consider themselves superior and
the Tamils inferior. So that prompted me to write. And the climate was favourable. Because from
2002 upto 2004 or so... That was the time of Peace. There was total ceasefire. A team of Sinhalese
writers from the South visited the North and some of us from the North went to the South. And
there was a semblance of dialogue at least. So [ worked pretty fast and brought out this collection
and also later on when I translated three plays by Shanmugalingam, the reception was excellent.
Because for the first time.

Shanmugalingam is a tamil playwright
The foremost palywright in Tamil.
And you translated his works from Tamil into English.

Yea. He has written and produced a lot of plays. | chose three palys and translated them into
English. It was well received. For the first time what the Tamil theatre has been working on was
laid bare for the Sinhalese audience. So | am very contended. | am very happy that [ did something
worthwhile in my own way in bridging the gaps. :

Do you think this there’s greater opportunity now for interaction or dialogue between Tamil
and Sinhalese people.

Yes. There is greater opportunity. But I would qualify by saying that the political climate should
also become a little more conducive, for us to work on these literary and cultural projects, the
political climate is somewhat frustrating as it is now. When still an-acceptable settlement has not

Digitized by NoolageﬂnﬂjFoundation.
noolaham.org | aavanaham.org



-@u/_;j

been arrived two years after the war, So there is, you know, bitterness amongst the Tamils. If a
settlement is forthcoming and if it is acceptable to everyone this should be a heaven of a country
for us to live in and then there will be .. T promise - a cultural and literary upsurge, which will
make this country a heaven on earth.

What would you consider an acceptable settlement for the Tamils.

Of course you have been here last week. The President had been telling us *I will go upto [3+. But
he has not speit out what he means by that. '

What does he mean repeating it off and on?

Yea, you know. the 13" amendment to the constitution which was made in 1987 with the Indo Sri
Lankan Peace Accord. Indo — Sri Lankan Peace Accord gave a larger degree of devolution. Land
rights to the North and the East. That is, the Provincial councils will have land rights. Rights over
the alienation of land and settlement will be their business. And of course the use of Tamil as an
administrative language and so on. This devolution package has already been contained in the
amendment 13. So the question is will the government faithfully implement rather than claiming”
we will go beyond that; we will do everything for the Tamil people rather Let them faithfully stick
to what they have been saving or assuring us from time to time. Up to last week the President has
been assuring the Tamils several people have given such assurances. But the Tamils have a bitter
experience. Bitter memories of broken pacts, torn agreements, words not kept. This is how our
history. So nobody should blame the Tamils for not having faith in the promises held out by any
government. Because successive governments have let down the Tamils. So the Tamils are bitter
about it. The Tamils are offended. They are hurt. Because they are the ones who suffered. They
are the ones who went through the annihilation at the culmination of the 2009 war. They are the
affected party. So they should be given some sort of concession: some sort of relief. And that is
not forthcoming. Relief work is being done at a very modest level. It’s not just the repairing of
roads, or rehabilitation people that matters. Larger issues are still at stake, T am afraid. And I might
tell you this, basically the Tamil rural people and the Sinhalese rural people are very fine. They are
harmless. They are innocent. It’s only the politicians who whip up emotions for their own ends
and push the country into the abyss. [ see people coming this way on pilgrimage to Naagadeepa,
to Nallur. They worship kike anyone of us. There is no difference. No animosity. They are all
very kind, smiling warm people. So also the Tamils who go to Kataragama in the South. They
don’t feel themselves alien there. It is their God. They are worshipping. The presiding deity at
Katragama is a Hindu Deity. worshipped by both the Sinhalese and the Tamils. So we have so
many factors in common. Much can be done in bringing these two ethnic groups together, inspite
of the big cleavage that has been created by politics.

I am glad to have the time with you.
Thank you very much.
Yea. Thank you.
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Review by Prof. K. Satchidanandan
Sri Lankan stories

Tamil short story in Sri Lanka is not entirely free from the hangovers of a conventional
past. But some stories capture the estrangement and the dilemma of the Tamil ethnic-
religious-lingu istic minority in a country dominated by Sinhala-speaking Buddhists.

One of the many assignments I had during my recent Sri Lanka visit was the release of abook
of Sri Lankan Tamil short stories in a highly readable English translation by S. Pathmanathan
. popularly known as “Sopa”. The |2 stories in the collection (Tamil Short Stories from S1'i
Lank a, S. Godage & Brothers, Colombo, 2013), though translated at different times for
differentjournals and anthologies, together provide the reader a glimpse into the diversity of
the patterns of Tamil life on the island country, while Chelva Kana ganayakam’s informed
introduction locates the collection in the mod ern narrative traditions of Sri Lanka. The

attraction of these stories, which are not necessarily “great” inthe aesthet ic sense, is the way
they narrate Tamil life in Sri Lanka. )

Admittedly poetry, which has deeper roots in the literary tradition, has been more popular
as a genre in recent Sri Lankan Tamil literature than short fiction and has perhaps better
reflected the social turmoil and political violence in the country since the 1970s. But
parallely, short story, too, has been reinventing itself and finding its own niche. As a genre, it
has ahistory of nine decades in Sri Lanka, but it has gained real signif icance in literary terms
only since the 1960s. Until recently, the short story remained conventional in torm as well as
substance, realist but without actually confronting the specificities of ethnic and political conflict.
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Tamil short story in Sri Lanka is not yet entirely free from the hangovers of that conventional
past, and its chief mode continues to be premodern naturalism, unlike in most Indian languages,
including Tamil where diverse kinds of experimentation '

intertetuality, radical rereadings of myths and legends, use of unconventional structures
and narrative modes and voices, symbolic, allegorical, surrealist/magical representations of
reality, metanarrative mode have kept the form fresh and vibrant. To quote the introduction,
“We see in them the residual influence of a previous generation of writers whose impulse was
more spatial than temporal. They were not unaware of social or cultural issues, and in fact
often drew attention to them, but their strength lay in framing the ordinary within a vision
of consolida tion. Writers were often sensitive to systemic forms of oppression, but in many
instances, the experience of otherness was subsumed in a world view that was cohesive and
benign.” While some of the stories in the present collection, as also in Bridgi.llg Connections
(edited by Rajiva Wijesinha, National Book Trust, Delhi. 2006), do reflect the trend, many of
the stories have gone ahead to capture the estrangement and the dilemma of the Tamil ethnic-
religious-linguistic minority in a country dominated by Sinhala speaking Buddhists.

TAMIL MUSLIM IDENTITY

But Tamil life is no monolith, and the problems the community faces are not the same
everywhere. Tamil Muslims, for example, have their own lifestyle. identity and kinship
forms. Look at Ottamavadi Arafath’s story Mooththamma. Thevery atmosphete is set in a
deeply localidiom: “Intheskythemoon layintheshape ofacurd pan.Itwas motionless like
set buffalo curd. The white clouds seemed to wrap it in an embrace.The roaring sea could
be heard at a distance. The \vithering mango flowers were falling softly on the roof. The
dogs howled without any cause and chased one another.” A screeching swing and the crying
paklcul-rock horned owl-on the manchona- morinda tree complete the scene. Mooth
thamma, sitting cross-legged with a betel box on a mat under the tree, comes alive in the story
narrated from the point of view of her little grandson. The cry of the paklcul is supposed to
forebode a death in the family.

The story has many ominous signs that foretell death, like Aunt Rahuma’s rooster crowing at
an unusual hour. And the forebodings cometrue when Mooththamma, “the uncrowned queen
of the village”, dies of feverintheend, leavinga longtrail of sweet memories for the grand
child. - ' '

The story, while dealing with a child’s first encounter with death, also provides us a glimpse
of Muslim life in rural Sri Lanka. The narrative style with its underlying structure of kinships,
professions and belief systems is strongly reminiscent of Indian writers like Vaikom Mohammed
Basheer, Sarah Aboobacker and Abdul Bismillah.

Sritharan’s The Saga of Ramasamy leads us to another pattern of existence: that of the
coolies of the hill region. It resonates strongly in the conteAt of the multiple displacements
faced by the Tamil labourers in Sri Lanka. Tamil indentured labourers had been brought to Sri
Lan ka in two phases, first by the Dutch and later by the British, to work in the plantations. In
the story, Ramasamy, a man from the hill country, from Gampola, is in search of his fortune
in the north. Ttiswith great hopes that he, along \vith his wife, Meenachi, and children, Sevanu
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and Mookiah, goes to meet Karuppaiah, a distant relative. He has no money and walks several
miles with his bag gage, partly along the never-ending gravel road through the jungle and
pattly along a tarred one (“Mankulam-Mullaitivu road is not just atarred road. At times...
it can transform itself into an epic, an autobiography™), almost on empty stomach. Finally they
find a tractor going to Muthaiyan Katu, their destination.

Itis driven by Karuppaiah’s cousin. Karuppaiah himself'is too poor to treat hisguests properly.
His attempt to borrow provisions from the landlady find no success; so he decides to catch .
hold of a hen. The hen belongs to his neighbour Rasa, who discovers the theft the next morning
and Karuppaiah is thrashed. Ramasamy finds ajob, but he is given only Rs.3, half of what was
promised, when the day’s hoeing is done.

The meandering story does not have a strong narrative content,yet it represents the paradoxes
and dilemmas of the lives of Tamil labourers: Karuppaiah, on whom Ramasamy pins all his
hopes, is himself so poor that he cannot feed his guests with out stealing food. Itis an allusive
tale, ironic in its attempt to understand the marginalisation of one group of Tamils by another.
One may well re memher that the “native” Tamils had lent support to the disenfranchise ment of
the immigrant Tamil labourers (a dubious distinction, except tor the difference in the length of
time that the two groups have been in the country) in Sri Lanka, complicating the assumption of
a monolithic Tamil community in the island nation.

Al Azoomath’s Despondency presents the political impasse in the country by looking at its
impact on the life of a single man, an estate dweller from Dickiriya, who wonders why all his
friends are so much in love with their native towns that they crazily keep dashing to and fro and
beam withjoy when they come back. He was unable to visit the land that his family had goton lease
at Matale for several years because of the conflict; now the Sirima-Shastri pact has enabled him to
“undertak e the much postponed trip. As a worker who had left home in search ofa job assoon as he
completed his school education, he could never dream of having his own land; that is why he had
gone for a lease in his bitthplace that he had visited only on special occasions like when his father
and brother died or his siblings got married or in 1977 and 1983 when they were chased out. His
amma lived in Matale \vith the children of his brothers, one ofwhom had passed away and the
other was working inJeddah. His neighbours found fault with him tor abandoning his mother tor
a life in the faraway town. "1 5 i ' '

He recalled Matale: “Matale was like my mind. Some surviving traditional buildings smiled
shyly. Many free verses looked haughtily. Familiar, though not closely acquainted, figures
plodded by-backs bent, gray-haired, sans teeth. The Gombiliwela stream had been rejuvenated
by the Mahaweli Project-like an old woman returning from Saudi Arabia.” Once he reaches
the place everything is restored to him: places, people, relatives, friends. His amma was the
happiest of all. And when he was to depart with his son the following morning, she condensed
a whole decade into her question: “When will you come again?” The story revolves round the
bin ary of belonging and alienation; by the time it concludes, their border becomes vague
and uncertain; the distance shrinks. Matale, which was a space within, becomes a real place
peopled by friends and acquaintances and the protagonist begins to understand the meaning
of nostalgia that he used to ridicule before this visit. Dislocation here leads to a permanent state
of suspension. '
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Nanthi’s Questiom Keep Coming ' explores the question of the discontent and rebellion of the
Tamil youth in the con text of an unju stified death. While the story is not overtly political, the
systemic fear of political upheaval remains a constant motif. The story is not political per se, but
about a climate in which the intrusive presence of politics is not far away. Shivaprakasam, the
disciplinarian schoolmaster, is very critical of the youth of the day, and on his way to Idaikkadu
to attend the funeral ofhis postmaster friend Saravanabavan’s wife he actually suspects the boy
sitting near him to be a terrorist since he is tightly holding a white canvas bag \vith red stripes
which, he thinks, could well be carrying a bomb. He believes that all young men except his
three sons who are all abroad are the cause of the chaos in his country. And his suspicion grows
as the boy does not notice the temples and bow to the deities on the way. He also does not like
girls befriending boys. He turns his head when a pregnant woman boards the bus, to avoid giv
ing heraseat. He is full of complaints about everything in the world .

Reaching the friend’s house, again he feels like a stranger as his friend is away where rituals
are being performed to his wife and he is surrounded by peers who are seated here and there
“like old storks in a dried-up pond“. There is fear writ large on their faces as the lady had
been killed by a shell that landed in the Sellasannithy temple when she was praying.

Strangely, the old men only say she should not have gone to the temple knowing there is an
army camp near the temple. No one.asks how there could be an army camp near the temple
and whether human dwellings can be targeted by shells. The master now finds the “terrorist”
boy he had met in the bus weeping and holding a torch in his hand: he is the postmaster’s son
and had been on his way to his mother’s funeral! '

The master isovercome \vith regretand hebeginsrethinking hisattitudes: it is as if a lightning has
struck his brain. He begins to ask questions he had never betore asked: why, what for, by whom,
when ...? He hears the rolling of funeral drums being drowned in the sound of shells from the
army camp. An array of people unjustly killed in the conflict passes before his eyes, from Kala
Parameswaran to Rev. Wenceslaus and a thousand unknown civilians. He recalls one by one the
events, from 1956 to 1983 (the notorious genocide was yet to happen when the story was written),
and remembered all the victims: widows, orphans, violated women, maimed men, people
who had lost everything they had. Only the children around are not scared, they are playing
with poovara su sticks for guns aimed at the passing army helicopter. And the bereaved son
wears a determined look. The story is able to develop a subtle critique of the oppressive state
through the protagonist’s change of heart and make the readers ask themselves the questions
he raises towards the end. The multiple perspectives the narrative provides suggests an air of
indeterminacy that characterises the space in which it is played out.

REFUGEE STATUS

An Off-camp Refugee by Kohila Mahendran has also been written in a-similar context. Amiddle-
class lady, who had been indifferent to what was happening around her, even whenbomberswere
appearing in her little son’s nightmares, has a rude shock when she finds bullets being fired all
around her. Soon news of arson, arrests and torture begins to trickle in: the troops are campingin
a nearby temple. There is confusion on the streets and the woman too finds herself among the
villagers with just the clothes she was wearing when she ran out of home and a small steel trunk
that carried her possessions; she is a refugee now, along with her motherand fivesiblings. But bein
ga professional woman from themiddle class, she has no place in the refugee camps. And she has
to look for arented house. She has had no bath forfourdays and only very little food.
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They find temporary refuge in her aunt’s house: they call her “Colombo auntie”. But the
hostess is a “germophobe”obsessed with cleanliness, constantly warning and abusing her and
her siblings for little lapses. They know they cannot stay there long. So they move out to share
a home with a poor couple who appear caring and compassionate. But the lady of the house
» Kamalam, is e:-.1:remely conservative, always criticising her guests tor combing their hair at
night, for not fasting on Fridays or for going to school during their periods. But they have to
put up with that as they have no choice. At the end of the story, the protagonist amends the
saying “To a blind man who has lost his way dark and light are ju st the same”, replacing “a
blind man” with “the refugee”. The stor mixes humour \vith pathos and creates a situation
where suffering exists but is also endured.

The Crooked Sw0l-d by Cheliyan is a humorous story that deals with the disillusionment of
a child when he watches his king-like uncle who had seemed omnipotent to him fall prostrate
before hisbossandbehaves like his slave: another kind of metamorphosis, a downward evolution,
like what Gregor Samsa had experienced onthat fatal morning. The fear of authorityand the loss of
itare both addressed by the narrative.

Faces by Uma Varath arajan presents a cross section of the Sri Lankan lower middle class as
Nagulan meets people to collect the monthly instalments for sewing machines, each client
finding adifferent excuse forevading payment. The story is full of hilarious encounters and points
to the collapse of community.

Invocation by Ranjakumar is a surreal ghost story woven around Devan, a writer who eerily
disappears from home one day. Rajeswari Balasubramaniam ‘s Who isAfraid of Ghosts, too, is a
ghost story where Mahadevan, an engineering student in England whose sister had committed
suicide after a rape tor political revenge, encounters a ghost in his rented room in St Albans.
He soon learns that a despondent Sri Lankan Tamil nurse had taken her own life in that room after
being deserted by an Englishman who had got her pregnant. The story reminds us that the past
is hard to jettison and the diasporic experience is by now part of the Tamil experience in general
even if the people are located outside Sri Lanka. The ghosts suggest shadows from the past that
are hard to shake off.

Thirukkovil Kaviyuvan's Chevuanthi is a tragic romantic story where Chevvanthi’s lover,
Senthan, leaves for Colombo after a period of intense love and courtship. Senkai Aaliyan’s
Watering Time begins like a fable and ends up demonstrating how when human beings turn
bestial, animals appear humane. These stories together can be said to be an attempt to narrate
a community in all its diversity of life-experience, of dislocation and dispossession, of fear and
indeterminacy, of longing and belonging.
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Drama review:
Shanmugalingam’s YARKOLO SATHURAR
Topical, Thought - provoking

S.PathrarB.t.hm, Daily News, Wednesday july 23. 2003 Kulanthai Shanmugalingam is perhaps
the only Tamil dramatist who has consistently been writing I producing plays over the last thirty
years. Through his plays he has been commenting on the socio - political issues that were at the
heart of a nation going through the most turbulent period of its history. Shan held the scale even,
maintaining a balance giving expression to the stifled voice of the oppressed and, at the same
time, not over reaching his limits, becoming fanatic in the process.

Thus “Shan” has highlighted the flaws in our educational setup. the bane of the dowry system and
the hankering after false values. He has exposed the excesses of both the Sri Lankan and Indian
armies, satirized the enthu~asm of the Tamils in seeking asylum abroad and made a strong case
for the liberation of women.

From his days with Kalaiyarasu Sornalingam who excelled in Victorian romantic productions,
Shanmugalingam has come a long way. It won’t be an exaggeration to say that our land road to.
a Sri Lankan Tamil Theatre has landmarks most of which are Sht.MJ.’s. His theatre draws from
many sources both Eastern and Western. He has made the Tamil theatre a powerful medium
through which a discussion of the most topical / controversial issues becomes possible.
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Shan’s latest production Yaarkolo sathurar staged for the fourth time at the Kailasapathy hail on
the 5th ofJune is a treatise of war. The title borrowed from the Thiruvasagam means literally
“who is cleverer?”. It is the appropriate time for a nation which suffered a severe shock and setback
wrought on it by a bloody war which no one won, to pause and look back. Shan’s characters do
reflect upon the motives of those who wage wars and the codes of their conduct in the battlefield.

The Gauravas and the Pandavas are ranged against each other in Gurushetra. It is a war for
possession of land. They have fought for twelve days. And it is the thirteenth day. The veteran,
Drona aacharya for both the contending parties is on the Gauvraua side. He has vowed to take
Yudhistra captive. Drona has ranged his men in Pathma vyooham (lotus formation). On the
Pandava side only Arjuna and Bhima are capable of breaking in to this formation. On this day
Arjuna has accepted a challenge from the Scmsaptakas and is engaged with them. So Yudhistra
sends the young Abhimanyu, son of Arjuna, to penctrate the enemy ranks. The valiant youth
thrusts into the vyookam and inflicts heavy casualties among the Ganvrava s. Dryodan’s son
himself' is slain. The king, grief- stricken, urges his commanders to kill Abimanyu by whatever
means. So six Maharathas surround him. Unfortunately for Abhimanyu his uncle Krishna has
taught him only the art of breaking into vvooham, but once the vvooham closes, he knows not how
to beat a retreat. So the brave youth is trapped. He blows his conch for soliciting help. Bhima from
another flank rushes to rescue him but Jeyadratha throws on his route Lord Shiva’s garland which
Bhima cannot step over. So the tragedy builds up. Abhimanyu stands alone, helpless. The six
commanders play foul. One breaks his bow. Another kills his charioteer. And when Abhimanyu
takes a sword and a shield, a third destroys them. The hero. now desperate, seizes a wheel to
defend himself. He is hit by a mace wielded by Jeyadratha. And thus is recorded an unfair episode
enacted by the most valiant of men.

Shanmugalingam exploits the Abhimanyu episode to provoke the audience to think about the war.
He uses an old man, a woman and two children as narrators. As in Greek tragedy they comment
on the action. They also serye as the voice of the audience. At the end ofeach battle they discuss
the highlights- the victories, the losses, instances of valour and of foul play. This is not just a
narrative but a serious probe. Here are two examples:

Boy: Why didn’t Abhimanyu kill the fallen Duchathana?
Old man: Even you have developed a taste of killing.
Old man: Wars don’t just occur. They are waged.

Boy: What will remain when war ends?

Old man: War wil remain.

[t is amazing, says Shan, that the feuding factions at the end of the day, go to the field, to pick
up the bodies of the dead. They meet there without any malice- in fact they help one another to
identify the bodies. They part cordially to meet as foes the following morning. One is reminded
of an incident in the lliad. Achilles slays Hector and ties his body to his chariot and drags it to
his camp. Hector’s father, Priam is grief stricken. That night he drives to the enemy camp and
is received by Achilles himself who fee~for the old father. gives his son’s body and gives him
twelve days time to mourn for his son. Such a code of conduct cannot be expected in modern
times. That makes Shan’s play topical and relevant to us who have lived with war for so long that
we tend to honour codes more in the breach. We have grown too complacent accepting that “all
is fair in love and war”.
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True. tragedy involves the fall of a great hero. More important, though, is the conflict — the
struggle of the protagonist with forces against which he is helpless. Furthermore, the tragic hero
is gradually is olated: All these requirements are fulfitled in Abhimanyu. Interestingly, there are
other characters, who through the inner struggle, render tragic dimensions to their characters.
Yudhistra is one. It is he who charges the young man with the formidable task of breaking the
Pathma vvooham. He is answerable to the boy’s father. He is laden with a sense of guilt. Orona is
apother tragic character. Arjuna is his favorite student. It is because of the stroke of fate he has to
fight with the opposite camp. When the young ‘brat” breaks his vyooham, he is full of admiration
for him. but when h~ causes havoc on the Gaurava forces - and the king himself accuses him of
partiality- he is outraged he “organizes’ the foul murder. Once it is committed he is overcome with
remorse. The full range of all these emotions are well brought out by Thavendran.

Devanthi Sivanesan plays Abhimanyu. She does a wonderful job portraying valour, fearlessness,
obedience, nobility and sagacity. Jeyadrathan is the “villain® who deals the fatal blow with his
mace on the helpless Abhimanyu. He is supposed to be from the Sindhu province. tlis physical
appearance suits this role.

Mahabaratha is a store - house of sub plots which are artistically woven into the main story. They
can also stand by themselves as excellent individual stories. The Abhimanyu story is one and
Shan’s interpretation of it makes timeless.

The play is highly stylized. Shanthiny Sivanesan’s choreography is brilliant. Well- steeped in
classical dance, she has taken up the challenge of training thirty-five young dancers for an epic
performance. The audience is aghast watching the spectacle of quick movement of troops in
various dance forms, to the thumbing rhythms. More powerful perhaps is the wheel, ever present
as a backdrop, for the dharma which is put to the test by the warring factions.

Shan insists that it is team work. Dr.S.Sivayokan has been the live wire of the whole venture.
Besides functioning as coordinator, he was very much involved composing the music for the
lyrics. Thavanathan Robert is an up and coming musician. His compositions are original and
pulsing with life. As a singer par excellence Robert always brings out the appropriate bhava.

Murugaiyan, the lyric - writer, deserves special mention. As our leading poet well- versed in
traditional Tamil poetry, he uses rhythms that suits the battle scenes with the ease typical of a
master. Although the ‘Aakkandy’ (folk song) is an excellent piece, | have my reservations about
its place in a purely classical ensemble.

The make-up, costumes, stage effects, sound and lighting have reached a perfection that gives
credit to the School of Drama and Theatre. It is a costly production and Shan lamented that he
couldn’t see a packed hall. That was the reason why it had to be the last staging. I was [ortunate
to catch the last bus.

Cevion Daily News,
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