RAMAYANA LITERATURE IN MALAYAIAM

By
Dr, K. Bhaskaran Nair

The world has not seen a greater literary miracle than the Ramayana.
Here is a poetical composition whose author is known, his purpose expli.
citly stated and the circumsyances of its creation described in detail,
But in the course of the two or three millenia which have elapsed since
it came into being, it has become an integral part of the daily life of
one-fifth of mankind; its hero has become God whosec name is on the lips
of devotees every moment of thir life and its heroine the ideal of wo-
manhood. In a sénse this epic is xxeximx larger than life itself; it
abides as the essence of transcendental rcality amidst the fleeting,
drcam-like panorams of earthly existence. It is wrong to call it & story
or poem or evn an eplci it does not fit into any of the known categories
of literary creation; it is human imagination that has been transmted ixty
into everlasting truth, the only instance I know of, of literature that
has attained ultimate fulfilment,

The life of our people has lain under the spell of the Ramayana for
as long as we can recall and it is only natural that we should be promptw
ed to probe this mystery as much as we can with our limited intellects in
order to reaffirm the perennial inspiration which this ancient land has
received from this marvellous book. In this context I am aware that there
have been attempts in the recont past by historians, archasologists and I
do not know who elss, to dig the earth in ancient sites in order to ex-
cavate evidence to prove whoether the Rumayana was true or not. I am ama.
zed at the motivation of these puerile endeavours and am aghust at the
utter futility of our education and scholarship if this is all that they
could care to know about the Ramayana. I wish they had caught a glimpse
of the gradeur of this groeat work, the enormous power of its impact =m
on the cultural,social and spiritual aspirations of humsnity, its apo-
theosis of Dharma, its debunking of history itself., But to get an insight
into these phenomena you need instruments infinitely more subtle than the
spade and the shovel; X you must dig into the innermost strata of of the
Indian consciousness. I supoose it is too much to expect urchacologists
and scientists to do this as they are concerned and trained only to deal
with material evidence and do not even recognizec or acknowledge spiritual
values. K Let us therefore try in our own humble way to follow the Rams.
yans as it has evolved in the traditions of the diffcrent regions of this
great country and its many languasges. It is our good fortune that we
arc enabled to do this with the blessings und in the immediate presence
of Bhagavan Sri Satya Sal Buba, the Avtar of the Age.

The hamayans cume¢ to Kerala with the Sanskrit language brought to xiomi
that secluded south-wostern corner of the country bordered by the Western
Ghats and the Argbian Sea by the Nambudiri Brahmins as they migrated far
and wide in this vast land from their carly settlements in North India,
We are accustomed to tracing the coursc of history on the basis of writa.
ten rocords and inmscriptions, but these are the very things which are
conspicuous by their absence in the carlier periods and we do not know
exactly when this wonderful language of the gods came to Krala., However
if oral traditions are any guide we cen say that the Ruma story had per.
colated to the lowest stratsa of mmxiwky socicty a long, long time back,
even before lulayalam, the local language of Kcrala, had become & dis-
tinet and recognizable vehicle of expression. This was about & thousand
yeuars ago. The ballads und folk songs of primitive tribes who wore the
original inhabitants of the region contain referenes to Ruma, Sita und
the monkeys and there can be little doubt that they are much older than
this period. The langyage of these songs hus the pristine simplicity
and churm which churacterige the medium of expression of unsophisticated
psople und the very fact that the story was fumiliar to them in those
carly days shows that it had slready bccome very popular in the other

soctions of society. A sanskrit drams oalled Ascharyachoodumani, based
of the Kamayana, has come down to us and tradition has it that Sakti.
bhadra, its suthor, was contemporary of Sankara und that he belonged to
the village of Chenganmur in South Kerala. Scholurs say that this work
is sscond only tn'%%ﬁg;gggggggggllg of Bhavabluti in literary &and dra-
metic qualities. we uccept the latter half of the 7th century A.D,
as the age of Sankara und give credence to the lecgend of Saktibhadra's
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contemporaneity with him, then, it bocomes clear that the Ramayana had
been selected as a kXhmww theme for the most refined liserary composition
in Kerala muny centuries before it ever appeured in any form in Malayalam,
And Saktibhadra had no hesitation in modifying Valmiki's story in appro-
oriate places to suit the requirements of his drama, Thcre is also &
significant statement in one¢ of the commentarics of the drama that the
author was a devotee of Sri Ruma which shows that the cult of Rema wore
ship had already comé¢ into vogue in far-away Keralas too in the carly
centuries of the Christian era,

The history of the Ramayana in Malayalsm secms to have followed two
zourses, both very stirong, and in a scnse vying with cuch other in its
sagerness to plcase the people and contribute to their enjoyment and
sdification., These were folklore on the one hand, expressing itsclf =
in a profusion of songs and ballads and devotional hymns, and high-brow
lLiterature leuning heavily on Sunskrit and the scholastic tradition on
the other. In folklore the Dravidian modec of composition culled Pattu
vas the most popular und there is evry rcason to think that much of the
sarlier work in this line has never becn recorded and has been lost to
yosterity. However the strage fact cmerges that the curliest known lit-
srary work in Mulayalasm, culled Ramacharita is composed in the Pattu form,
ut it cannot by any meuns be clussified us folklore. It is a very so-
1isticated work reaching the highest levels of lyricism and postic exa
sellence. The author mentions ¥im his name as Cheerama, which is the
aincicnt Malayalam version of Sri Rama, and from internal evidence scholars
1ave identified him as one of the Maharajas of Trauvancore, nemely Sri
/leera Ruma Varma who ruled over the state from 1195 to 1208 A.D. Ruma.
:harita is a large work contuining 1814 pattus, divided into 164 sections,
mt it deals only with the Yuddha Kanda of the Ramayana. The rest of the
spic story comes in only casually by way of croos references and it is
selieved that the work was composed by the king primarily for the benefit
)>f his fighting forces. Scholars say that the influence of Kamban, the
rince among Tamil poots, is discernible in many parts of Ramacharita,
yut there is no doubt at all that it is an independent work characterised
)y extraordinary originality und souring poetic qualities. Tius the
1istory of lialayalam literature as we know it today mey be said to have
started with a fine work on the Rumayana thome,

There is another work called Hamakathappattu about which a lot of
10ise was made a few years ago, It deals with the whole of the Ramayana
and is used even today in temples in South Kerala to entertain the
srowds that gather during festival time, It is sung to the accompani.
pent of & huge bow with jJingling bells, struck rhythmically. Though it
188 been recovered in fully recorded form this ballad is of indifferent
literury quality und we cannot date it cven approximately on linguistic
svidence as there have been additions to the earlier version made during
succeeding generations, However this folksong which has come down to us
Prom a very early period shows how popular the Rama story had become
among the masses of the southerrmost region of India.

The next significant step in the adoption of the Ramayana into Mala.
yalam literature was taken in the 14th century A.D. by a post called
iwma Punicker who rendered the whole story into beautiful verse. This
ireat work is called Kannaspa from the family name of the gifted
smthor, It may Dbe mnnt%unﬂd in this connexion that it was another post
of this family who rendered the Bhagavad Gita into Mulayalam more than
300 years ago. IThis I prosume is the first translation of the sacred
000k into any langusge, Kunnassa Rumayana is also writtoen in the Dra.
vidian pattu form, but unlike the Rumacharits its languusg¢ 1s more akin
to present.day Mulayalam in so far as it has freely adopted Sunskrit
vords snd mixed them with the indigenous vocabulary. In some of the
lines we xmg find only Senskrit werds; fer example, see the following
PRSBSAZeB! -

Pushkara patra manohara netre

Poorna sasanka nibhanana ramye.

* * * * *

Avyaktem paripoornam sham

Punarakhila charachara bhutam. _
Though the smuthor follows Valmikl closely in his rendering of the story
he haus not hesitated to expand or condense particular sections for mak.
ing his narration more artistic und effective. It is also worth mention.
ing here that thig work contuins the Uttara Hamayana also and is tims
the first complete narration of the HRuma story in Mulayalam,
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The next work we have to consider is Ramayana Champu by Punam
Nambudiri who is said to have lived in the_mnﬁﬁmﬂ.ﬂf “He was
one of the court poets of the Zamorin of Calicut. His Champu is com-
posed in the Sunskritic tradition and contains slokas and the so-called
Gadyae passages which are highly allitertive rhythmical descriptions of
situations and events. The language is ornamented and artificial and
it is often difficult to say whether it is the Sanskrit or the Malayalam
vocabulary which is more profucly used. DBut the work throbs with beauty
from beginning to ond and may be described as a veritable deluge of
pocetry. It has been compared to the skyscraper gopurams of South Indian
temples in which every inch of space is filled with carving and sculp-
ture and colour. Hundreds of slokas and even some gadyas and Dandakas
have been selected from fumous Sanskrit works and woven into the Champu.,
This seems to have been & fairly common practice in olden days when
there were no cpyright regulations. Apparently the poet was more cone
cerncd with the embellishment of his work than with his own originality.
And it has to be said in fairness to him that he was supremecly capable
of composing passages of equal morit or even better ones.

In its totality the Rumayana Champu is an artistic creation of
breath-taking gruadeur., It was widely used as a text for story-telling
and for this purpose cvery sentiment, including Srngara, is portrayed in
ample measure. Though Sri Rums is depicted as an Avatar, the descrip-
tions are intensely luman and the aim of artistic enjoyment was upper-
most in the poet's mind, Valmiki and following him later poets have
given detalled planetary positions and their astrological connotations
at the time of the birth of Sri Rama, but Punam Nambudiri alone has
given the horoscope of Ravana. This shows that the poet was concerned
not only with the points of the story, but with the counter-points as
well, Rumayana Champu is a comprehensive work., It starts with Exm
Ravanodbhava and énds with the Swargarohana of Sri Rama where the Avatar
reassumes the form of Viashm,

We now come to an epochal point in the history of Malayalam liter-
ature, This was the middle of the 16th century A.D. and the key figure
of this period is Thunchatlu Remamijan Ezhuthacchan who is rightly exe
tolled as the gresatest name in the language and its literature. This
was & time when the whole of Indis was under a cloud., Her culture had
declined; the glorious days of Sanskrit had long gone by and the regie.
onal languages had yet to acquire sufficient power and flexibility to
become officient media of expression, This was also the time when
Western nations masde their apprearance on the Indian horizon and were
trying to impose their mercantile civilization on an alien people,
Hzhmthacchan realised tho sericusness of the situation and the gloomy
prospect confronting his people must have pained him greatly. He felt
that a spiritual regeneration was the only hope for txxpampim them, =muxh
caught up as they were in a crisis of culture and character and a
conspiracy of history. It was indeed a decline of Dharma that was
taking place and he decided to redeem the situstion by assuming the
role of a teacher exhorting the people about the first and last things
of 1ife and instructing them how to dispe} the gathering clouds of
ignorance and illusion, He was & born poet, & ,an of wisdom endowed
with the gift of penetrating spiritual insight and deeply learned in
the soriptures. He knew that language was the key to the kingdom of
the mind and the convigtion grevw in him that Mulayalam had to be put on
a firm footing if anything was to be uchieved in Kerala. The dichotomy
of culture represented py s snobbish scholasticism based on Sunskrit
adopted by the upper classes of society and a weak and inefficient
popular tongue leaning hegvily on Taumil had to be ended. It is true
that there was & long sories of attempts to bring mbout a fusion of the
two, but the product knéwn py the neme of Moniprevals wss an atraocious
artificiality which failed tp click. It also bocame addicted to an
unabashed eroticism and got bogged down in a morass of futility,

Eshuthacchan's genius forged a now linguistic tradition in the
midst of this cultural catastrophe and saved the languagse and the People
chaos. The new mode of expression und sytsotic discipline that he
brought into being have stood the test of time und turned out to pe the
greatest blessing received by Kerals at & crucial point in her histopy
They are alive and vibrant even touday. Xour undred yoars of tripy. =
lation which the whole country passed through has not changed a sy1jsp;
of his marvellous offering to his mother tongue. DBut this was only °
the vehicle. What he wanted to convey through it was a new ocultyre
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rooted in the ethos of the race and its immemorial heritage, Ad it
was the Ramaysna that he selected for the purpose, There is no doubt
at all that he was a devotee of Vulmiki, but it was not an epic poem
that he wanted to give to his pcople, not literary enjoyment but
spiritual enlightenment, Unerringly,he knew the limitations of phi
losophy and mysticism and the limited appeal of the Vedas and Upa-
nishads. Bhakti and Namasmarana wers the antidotes for the ills of
the Kali Yuga; devotion was the surest means for the metamorphosis

of the human psyche. Valmiki himself was the classical example of
Zhn kxmn this transformation and Ezhuthacchan was inspired more by

the 1life of the Adikavi than by his Adikavya, He, therefore started

singings-
ngings Sri Rame, Rama Rama, Sri Rumachandra Jaya
Sri Rama, Rama Rama, Sri Ramabhadra Jaysa
Sri Bama, Rams Ramp, Sitabhirsma Jaya
Sri Rama, Reama Rama, lokabhirama Jaya.

With this sweet and sacred name of the Loxrd on his tongue hc proceeded
to make a free translation of the Adhyatma Ramayana from Sanskrit into
Malayalasm, Iegend has it thatit was from an original written in Telugu
script, which he was conversant with, that the translation was made,

It is a free and casy rendering that ho has given us and nowhere does

it rcad like & translation at all., It is said that the original Adhyat.
ma Ramayans is not particularly noted for its literary quality and

that in msy places it reads like a metuphysical dissertation., Iut Ezhu.

thacchen's Malayalam translation while not oxce?ing philosophy, cap-
tures our imsgination from beginning to end by its literary content and
the beauty of its composition. He has expanded and condensed the
original in many places and in some crucial contexts he has rejected
the original and followed Valmiki, Kalidasa and other great Sanskrit
poets and even some of the earlier lMulayalam poets. This is parti-
cularly noteworthy in regard to Uttara Rumasyana where frequent use is
made of the ideas and method of treatment of Kannassa Ramayana.

Ezhuthacchan's Ramayana which was followed by an equally celebrated
version of the lMahabharata had a revolutionary effect not only on the
fate of the Malayalam language but also on the cultural development
of the Malayaslam-speaking psople, As Vallayhol has said, the destiny
of both these were re«delineated for 21l time by his palmeleaf stylet
and Kerals found its soul. The great work became smazingly popular .
all over the region in spite of the political turmoil of the period and
the msocial upheaval of succeeding generations. It acquired the aura
of holiness which fow books get and became sacred scripture during the
aathor's life.time itself. Thousand of copies were made on pulm-leaf
and even people who could not read wanted to have a copy for worship,
in spite of the printing press and the burgeoning book trade the tradi.
tion has not gied outs people still venerate the palm-leaf copy of the
Ramayana, Ngne of the other books of old, not even the other works of
Lzhuthacchan himself, huave enjoyed this position of honour and adoration,
it is the one book that is invariably used for Saraswati Pooja during
the Navarathri gesson., Towards the end mg of the 19th century a very
enterprising vook.seller of Andhra extraction, Srl S.T.Reddiar, came
to Kerala and wag gtruck by the amazing popularity of the Ramayana.

He immediately mtarted printing it in very cheap paper-back editions

and lakhs of copieg were #0ld in a few Yeurs' time, 1 know Christian
homes in Kerala whigh preserve this early edition of the book as a
prized possession ang x4 family heirloom ulong with the loly Bible,

lew courts use it even today for the swasring of witnesses, Livery year
in the month of w (Mguut-Soptembo;? of the lalabar calendar,
«t the height of the rginy sesson, Hindu families perform ritual reading
0T The Dook for 21 dayas., In this context it has to be mentioned that
the only roeligious obsexrvance followeéd in the ordinary Himdu heueeheld
in Kerala, viz, the repetition of the sacred name of Hama (Noumns Japum)
as soon &b the lmp ims lit at du’k' lﬂuﬂt also have Bt.rtod from EZh.u-
thecchan's time, Purents jngist that that children should wash them.
selves, sit round the lamp wpg do this without fail and it 1s indeeq

an elevuting experience to heur the refrain,

Ruma Hams, Rema Remg, Rams Rems pshimasm

arising from hundreds of little onhildre's throats anad rovorberat.ing

in the countryside as night fallg softly wnd the air 1tself vecomeg
still., 1 em afraid in the swesping tide of modernisstlon that jgu
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being unleashed over the country all this is vanishing and it is only
the vulgar cinema songs that we hear now.

In the modern age books have become mere products of the pulp
industry and are so commonplace that we hardly notice the rapid suc-
cession of their birth and death. But in Kerala at any rate this one
book, Zzhuthacchan's Adhyatma Ramayana, has turned out to be an exe
ception. 1t has triumphed over the tyranny of time and transcended
the tragedy of transcience, has imprinted itself on the memory of
25 million people and has been absorbed into their soul. In the
course of four centuries it haes transformed their entire outlook and
changed the very sound of the mother tongue ih their curs,

Ezhuthacchan has culled his kmmk work Kilippattu (bird song and
has composed it as coming from the musiczl throat of a multicoloured
member of the parrot family. He offcrs it milk and honey and all the
u;a;;m:hingu.nf the world and coaxes and cajoles it to sing the glory
of Rumat.

Sakala suke ula vimsla thilakita kalesbare

Saarasys peeyusht sara Sarvaswame

Kaethaya mame Kathsys msms kathskaluthi saadaram

Kaakulste leelakal kettasl mati varas.
This great poet, the fether figure of the Mslayalam language and its
glorious literature, takes his place on the same pedestal as Tulsidas
and Kamban and Tyagaraja as the inspired minstrel of the Ramzyansa and
deserves to be known all over the world,

The next important event in the history of the Raumayana in Malae
yalam is something for which not only keralites but the whole world
has to be grateful. This is inferred to have happened in the 17th
century A.De One of the smuller Rujas of Bmim South Keralu who ruled
over the kigdom of Kottarzkkara was groztly interested in the art of
dance, The might® Zamorin of Calicut had cultivated @ form of art
called Krishnunattam (Krishna dance). The small Raja is said to have
requested the Zamorin to send his troupe to Kottarakkars for a perform.
xmance, {1he Zumorin declined the request. Thereupon the Raja
decided to avenge the humiliation by developing his own dance form.
He bascd it on the Ramsyana und called it Ramanattam (Rama dance). It
is this art which has become world famous as Kuthakali today. There are
muny experts who claim that this supert dence-drama is Kerala's
geatest contribution to world culture. The fact that it is a highly
technical and recondite form of theatrical art with all its literature
available only in the nos-too-well-known language of the land of its
birth has not stood in the way of lovers of art from the five conti.
nentes appreciating its ontrancing besuty and intrinsic greatness, it
is the traditional art of & distinctive psople who have enjoyed .a
certain degree of isolation even from the rest of India, It is the
same impulse and inspiration which elsewhere in India flowered into
the architectural mesgnificence of rosk-out temples, or which covered
wall spaces as at Ajanta and Bagh with forms of infinite beauty that
have found expression in Kathakali in Kerala, Though in its present
form it cannot be smid to be more than three hundred yocars old, there
is no doubt that ity has its roots in the ancient culture of Kerala
and that it has drawn heavily on very old art forms like cult plays
coming down frem Pre.Aryan days, distinguished by bizarre make.up,
magic und religious associstions. There is also welded into it the
wanderful art of story.telling practiced by the @Ghagkiyar community
which has preserved the traditions of the Sanskrit stage for nearly
two thousand years. It has to be emphasised that Kathakall is not
mere dencej nor is it all mysic and rhythm, There is intense drama
in it und the perfection of nistrionic art is its very soul. As
Bhuratha Iyer says in his fine book on Kathakali, "What is unravelled
IXIHAXNENER ‘8 & world ef might and power, where light and darkness,
good and evil, wuge a titanic gonflict in which greal aBpirationsy
noble cndeavours, mussive achievements, loves and hatreds, siruggles,
failures and victories tell their imperishable tales .ccescc. What is
ssen on the stage is & world of dreams and they are dreams of our
deepest longings."

P it Hn:Ey:En that inspired this sstonishing art. The Raja of
Kottarakkars fashioned eight Kuthakali plays out of the epic, each one
intended for « night's performance, These plays are not a form of
literaturs and are to be looked upon, rather, as scenarios for the
stage. DLut literary beauty can also contribute to its effectiveness,
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Unfortunately the Raja was poorly endowed in this respect, but some

of his plays are stage-worthy all the same and are enacted even today.
There is ample scopr for gripping drama in the Rumayans and it was

the later playwrights who made the fullest use of fumous episodes of
the great epic for the Kathakali stage. 1 still remember most vividly
& performance which 1 saw in my boyhood in our local temple. The
story was Ravana's penunce., In addition to the traditional orchestra
consisting of four members, sll the drums &nd druumers of the temple
were commandecred for the scene., There were not less than a dozen
additional drums of different shapes and deafening sounds and a de-
moniacal percussion xmwwas worked up which echoed und re-echoed
within the high walls of the temple premises., In the midet of this
terrifying scene stood Ruvana, looking every inch & king but of

fierge mien, determined to wrest his boon from his deity at all costs
and prepared for any sacrifice including the supreme one, When he
found that all his ritual offerings were of no avail he started cut-
ting his ten heads one after the other &nd offering them in the sacri-
ficial fire, The superb acting made me fcel that I had ten heads on
my shoulders and with each stroke onc of them was being severed and
automatically my hand stroked my neck to feel the stump: There is a
transiormation on the Kathakali stage in which both the actor and the
spectator participate and which no other art xkimk 1 have witnessed
is able to create to such a measure of intensity of experience, rer-
haps only the best classical music has this power, but there the
experience is more or less instinctive, unconscious und impersonal
and extremcly transient, This is the mystery of Kauthakulis the aclors
on the stage &re no longer men similating & divine or diabolic entity;
they are the ting itself, Acting is no adequute term for their
embodied acts and passions, ZEvery time & play is stuged the fabled
heroes, demons and devas, come to life, Surely the great art of Kathu-
kali has enubled the psople of Kerala to see Rama, vita, Lakshmana,
Harmuman, Bali, Sugriva, Thataks, Soorpanakha and even Kusa and lava
not merely as characters in the story but in a totully different and
life-~like dimension.

After this great popularity which the Ramayana achieved in Kerala
about 300 years ago &nd which is still continuing in undiminidhed
vigour there have been only two major developments which are worthy of
mention in & prief and hurried survey like this. These were attempts
to translate Valmiki's wmxk original work into Malsyalam. 7The first
of these was by a warrior prince who originally came from the northern
part of Kerala but was later adopted by the royal house of Travancore.,
He was born in the same family as that of the 1illustrious Raja of
Pazhassli who proved more than a match to Colonel Wellesley (the later
Duke of Wellington who defeaied Napoleon) in the wars with the British
in the hills of Wayanad on the Coorg border. His name was Kerula Varma
and the translation is known a&s Kerala Varma Ramayana, Only the first
five Kandas have been rendered into Malayalam &and the transiation is
fairly faithful, but done in lUravidian metres. It does not lack
literary quality and deserves commsndation as the first attempt to
make lMulayalam readjers familiar with Vulmiki's work without any alter-
ation,

The next translation was done more than two hundred ycurs later
and it was a far more ambitious work. The suthor was none other than
Vallatol liarayana Menon, internationally xnown as Muhakivi Vullathol.
It is a very faithful rendering of the entire work including the Uttara
Rummyans, sloka by sloka and in the sume Sanskrit metre., Vullathol
was only 26 years old when he did this stupendous work and he took
enly 23 months to complete it, He was not so very well known then and
had to undergo great huar ship to publish the tranclobtiem. After many
struggles he brought it ocut in fascicles and the first issue Tcauched
the publie in April 1907, This mighty task amxmmpxfarxitmx did earn
for him the reputation &s a great translater capable of taking im.
mense pains, but in this respect the fame of everyone else lis
sclipsed by Kunhikkuttsn Tsmpuran, indeed & prodigy of & poet, who
translated the Mahabharat® &ll by himself, sloka by sloka in the
same metre, in less than three years' time (874 days 1o be exact),

It may a#lso be mentioned here that Vullathol uauumplilhﬂd yet another
massive work of translation when he was 75 years old. lhis was the
hig Veda into Malayalam. Iiiis rendering of the 24,000 slokas of

the Valmiki Hamuyana is very faithful, simple and beautiful,
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With the phenomenal expunsion of the book trade during the last
hundred yecars innumerable publications on the Ramayana have appcared x
in Malayalam, the majority of them in prose, but quite a few in verse
as well, for different clusses of recaders like children, women, neo-
literates, etc., There have been more thun one seralisation also,
giving the original Valmiki verses in Sanskrit (in Devanagari or
Malayalam script) and exhaustive commentaries of cach of them in
prose,

The fascination of the Rame story seems to be perennial. Many
distinguished writers of the modern period have returned to the theme
again and again, in spite of the alletoo-obvious tendency of the pre-
scnt day to draw inspiration from Western culture and to popularise
foreign books. Some of ocur outstanding poets who loudly declared
that they were beaking away from the past have dwelt on the theme
and produced beautiful works on the Ramayana. Mahakavi Kumaran Asan
is one such example, He has been oxtolled as a revolutionary and even
as a post of revolution, btut two out of the eighteen:titles listed
in his complste works (poetry) deal with the Hamayana. Yne of them
is the exquisite Balaramagans (1916) which unfortunately ends with
the Arenya Ksnda. The other Chintavishtayays Sits is a very famous
work which describes Sita's anguished thoughts in the loneliness of
Valmiki's Asrema on the night previous to her fateful last journey
to Sri Rema's court. Asan has put some very irreverent thoughts on
Srl Rama into the mind of Sita, particularly regarding his action
in banishing her bacause of some bazar gossip about her chastity.

This work has been translated into beautiful Sanskrit verse by the
late Sri N, Gopals Pillai under the title Sitavicharalahari. ILet me
guote the last sloka from this transletion:-
'"Vatse ma sma suchomuyahi sukha'mityasamsino yoginah
Padabje Nihitekshenaa nrupasabham ssmprapyachadhomukhi
Tushneematikametya tantvamisaya klaantuasyamaslokayat
Kantam pouassmakshacevamatha sa tatyaaja lokam sati,'
Vallathol Asan and Ulloor Paramsswara Iyer constituted the great
trio of poets of the modern period in Malayalam, Mahakavi Ulloor whose
birth centenary is being celebrated now has also written on the LHama.-
yana., IHis book Pingals contalns soms of the finsst lines of Malayalam
poetry over written, It deals with the legend of the transformation of
a bcautiful woman from evil ways to the life of the spirit, from darke-
ness to light, in the course of a fow hours. She lived in Bt Sita's
Mithila and thé totml change is brought about by a sudden focusasing
of attention, in a situation of great distress, on a picture of Sri
Rumm, But it 1s not the story but the story-telling in soul-entrancing
poetry that works the miracle in the reader's mind. The poet waxes
into ecstatic ®loquence when he deals with Ruma and Sita and the tradi-
tions of Dharma which sustain India. I cannot help quoting a few lines,
though they are in Malayalam and may not be quite intelligible. XNmmm
Here is what he says sbout Sita:-
Maatusve vénnalum maahastmya saslini,
Siteakhye Chitsuma maadhveedhare
Bharata bhoothals bhasgyaabdhi chandrike
Charitra digjayappolpatake.

And on Sri Remale
Bhhotaavalambana bhootanuam bhoomithan
DhatAsve bhartaave jaamsateve
Mauarushd sarthaika masrgopadeshtauve
Bhamu vamsasaryambara bhaarmmasne

Limitations of space do not permit me to deal with the works of
other authorg of th¢ modern period. There are some famous tomples
dedicated to gpri Rame in different parts orf Kerale es at Thiruvilvaasmals
(Vilvadri) ang Thriprayssr snd these centres of pilgrimsge have pro. 7
duced & large mymber of hymns und songs drenched in bhakti and lyri.
cism which have yept alive the cult of Rama worship initiated by
sghmthacchan, 1¢ {s not possible to describe them even briefly. kven
the purely litaru-r works based on tho RHumayana are too many in mmhnr"'
to be discussed here, 1 MaY however mention & drammtic trilogy writtep
by Srikentan Nair yho died premsturely a few months back. They are
entitled Saaketa, Kaanchans Site and lanka lakshpi and have proved
greuvt suco6sSS6B on the stage. It is reported that Kaﬁﬂﬂhﬂﬂlisitl is
being mmde into a £i1m and that the shooting is done in the Godavarj
reglons and hilly traots of Andhra Pradesh,
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This in brief is the history of the Rumayana in Mulsyalasm. I do
hope I have been able to convince you that the pcople of Kerals have
enjoyed Humayana Sudha Madlri to the full for a thousand yecars through
their own linguuge and the crcecetions of their great pocts., I kXnow my
efforts to convey at leeast a little of that delectable experience have
not been successful. This is tragedy of Indien literuture expressing
itself in multi-tongued diversity. We are forced to resort to lLnglish
for intercomminication knowing fully that this forein lunguage, great
and beutiful in itz own way, cannot ¢ven represent all the busic sounds
of our alphabets. LZven otherwise, the orinted word is no substitute
for the poet's living, vibrant, utterance; it can convey little more
than meanings and ideas, But meaning is only cne of the many proper-
ties of those magical things called words through which literary ine
sight and inspiration find expression. And it seems to me, with
particular refercnce to the present context, that the Ramuyans involves
more of feeling than philosophy, morc¢ of direct intuitive experionce
than explanatory discourse or analytical discussion und that this is
the reason why it has been a groeater inspiration thun other epics and
puranas to our poets and singers (as distinet from thinkers, sages
and teachers) and the unsophisticated und cven unlettered millions
of our countrymen for countless generations. There is & standing
example of this great truth in living memory. Gundhiji was the light
of our lives; "out of dust he made us into men." VWe owe him more
thun we cun tell, wnd infinitely morc than we can ¢vor ropay. JIn the
evening of his life, in that tragic twilight of history, he bequeathed
to his fellowmen the quintessence of his life's work and the momimental
wisdom guined by his matchless sadhuna, through the modium of a
melodious couplet borrowed from Tulsidass-

Raghipati Raghava Ruja Ramm

Patita pasvana Sita Ram, .
Toduy as we listen to that unforgettabls prayer song, not only his
timeless mossage, but the memory of his martyrdem too, comes out of it
as & haunting experience elevating us to eternity. Thai is thc power
of the RKumayana,

Il am convinced that the people of Kerala who still onjoy the poetiry
of Ezmthacchan will never lose the tuste for Ramayuns Sudha; they have
found it to be the best antidote for the torments of e¢xistence, both 1n
individual and collective experience, the source of the groutousi solace
in the sojourn of life, In Muluyslam we pronounce it not as Rumayans,
but as Rumayanam in accordance with the genius of the lunguuge usnd in
this form it can be interpreted as Ra (Rathri - nighi) - Hoayanam(mst
fade out) und this I would suy is the message of this great epic of
India -~ the darkness envecloping the soul must vanish und msn should
strive and reach light everlasting {o fulfil his destiny. Lot us
therefore repeuat the great prayer: Tumuso me jyotlr guuuys.
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