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Lanka, published by the anthropologist Valentine Daniel, bears the
striking title Charred Lullabies. The fitle is a particularly appropriate
one for a book that chronicles the author's stated ethnographic
project of visiting Sri Lanka in the 1980s to seek out an alternative history to the
national master narratives of the nation in the folk songs, lullabies, and nuptial
songs of the Estate Tamils of Sri Lanka. In other words, his altempl was to see
beyond the various legitimising myths that underpinned the identities of the
dominant ethnic communities and uncover the stories of a marginalised group.
Much to his surprise, his quest was

! ‘recent book on the origins and escalation of ethnic violence in Sri

. ! = — subverted by the explosion of po-
Postcolonial Paradigims |t

he found yet another history that
swept aside the narratives he set
out to record and established its
own centrality and its own claim to

Gontemporary
Stilankan Tamil Poetry it
v posite for my own inquiry which has

Chelva Kanaganayakam
Department of English
University of Toronto

to do with contemporary Tamil po-
etry in Sri Lanka, specifically,
though not exclusively, those that appeared after the communal riots of 1 983,
an event that marked, in.many.ways, a watershed in the history of the nation

* and the Tamil people. Displacement, exile, death, disfigurement, resistance and

alienation become the overarching subject of recent poems, recalling at once a
familiar paradigm of centre and margin, of self and Other that are familiar to
those involved in postcolonial studies. Only in this case, the binary is formu-
lated not in relation to colonizer and colonized but in ethnic terms involving two
communities, the Sinhalese and the Tamils. That this poetry is stunning in its
resonance, its awareness of massive social and political upheaval is hardly in
doubt. One cannot fail to recognize the momentum, urgency and conviction that
underpin this body of poetry. What is less clear is the precise nature of this
achievement, of the dijfferent forces that converged on poetry to shape it in
certain-directions. If what happened during this time is nothing less than an
attempt to create a new space for Tamil writing, then what exactly is the quintes-
sential aspect of this space? Literary criticism has been relatively cautious and
conservative in dealing with this body of poetry, and beyond the general asser-
tion that this is for the most part oppositional in its stance, not much has been

done towards contextualising these poems. And the relation between this prolif-

eration of poetry and the work that preceded it is has been spoken of in terms
that assert a linear and causal movement. In short, critics have tended to see
an evolutionary pattern leading to the contemporary scene - a practice that is
not without its merits, but it falls short of providing a comprehensive context for
what s clearly a literary renaissance in Sri Lankan writing.

My own essay is less at detailed explication than at a more general attempt to
understand the ideological positions and motivations that underlie these po-
ems. | am less concerned with the specific achievements of individual poets
than with general trends and preoccupations that have transformed the literary
scene. The essay is specufative and in some ways personal in that it is about
understanding my own contradictory responses to contemporary Tamil poetry,
about my own complicity in social and cultural norms that have been rendered
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suspect by the political events of re-
cent years.

In 1985, two years after the ethnic
riots that marked a new phase in the
political scene, a collection of poems
entitled "Maranathul Vaalvom" was
published. In the 8BU or so poems that
make up this collection some thirty
poets, several established ones and
others relatively new, have stressed
—one theme,-and-that is the-sense of-
betrayal and loss experienced by the
Tamil community. The anthology is
as close as one gets to a call for re-
sistance in literature, a nationalism
on the basis of a strongly felt Tamil
ethnic identity. As Nuhman so insist-
ently puts it in one of his poems en-
titted “Thuppaki Arakkarum
Manithanin Vithiyum”:
If to battle must be one’s fate
battle '
and death must be one’s fame

Not all of these poems are particu-
larly impressive and those that fore-
ground the message at the expense
of poetic sensibility have sometimes
a shrill quality that render the poetry
ineffective. In fact, S. Sivasekeram,
in one of his many reviews collected
under the title Vimarsanangal in
19985, is unsparing in his criticism of
the tendentious utterances that mas-
querade as poetry. He sees several
of the poems in this collection as
being wordy, repetitious and gener-
ally flawed. Granted that some ofthe
poems lack poetic intensity, the an-
thalngy ohviously espouses a politi-
cal agenda and within those terms
the collection emphasises that for
the first time in Sri | ankan Tamil
poetry, politics is uppermost in the
consciousness in the poets. Andthe
consciousness and its expression
* are of a kind that really did not exist
in Tamil poetry. This anthology, and
the dozens of other volumes by in-
dividual authors, make up what one
might call contemporary Tamil po-
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etry, and this is largely the subject
of my paper. Those that appeared
in the form of audio cassettes, and
those that were transmitted in the
form of oral narratives of various
kinds often invoke a different poet-
ics, but in genersl they too become
part of the lotal body of this poetry.

To read these poems is to recognize
a new emphasis in both subject

matter and form- In-the-older poets-

that shift is sometimes less striking
than in some of the younger poets,
whose choice of metaphor, syntac-
tical patterns, exploitation of free
verse, sense of urgency have all
changed the face of Tamil poetry.
The apocalyptic imagery that per-
vades some of the poems reflects
the deep psychic wounds and the
nightmarish sense of reality caused
by the violence. And sometimes
very self-consciously the poets in-
voke past writing to stress the dis-
tance between them and those who
preceded them. There are times
when the poetry intertextually recalls
the work of earlier poets. In some,
younger poets rewrite old poems
without any “anxiety of influence,”
any sense of deliberately subvert-
ing or questioning an older version.
The intention is to present a new
world view, a new consciousness
brought about by the deep rifts within
the nation, and by the monolithic
identities that sufficed in the past.

In a significant article entitled’

“Samakala Ealathu Thamil Kavithai
Patriya lllakiya Kannoftam," Surash
Canagqarajah establishes an inter-
esling taxonomy on the basis orality,
literacy and orature to signify the
radical rupture that took place in re-
cent times. Although his analysis
adopts the methods of discourse
analysis to trace changes in forms
of utterance, the fundamental asser-
tion that recent poetry has sought
new ground remains a valid and
insightful one.

In 1951, three years after Sri Lanka
gained its independence, Mahakavi,
a poet who probably has the claim
to be the elder statesman of post-
independence Tamil poetry, pub-
lished his first volume of poems, an
event that signalled both a depar-
ture from an established literary tra-
dition and the beginning of a new
tradition. What exactly this break
meant is hardly easy to define,
-mainly-because this-poet-too was
conservative in his choice of subject
maitter and traditional metrical forms;
but significantly enough, the break
did not mean, as one might well ex-
pect, an aftempt at decolonisation,
at negating western hegemonic
forms. If anything, it marked a de-
sire to break free of South Indian Iit-
crary dominance which until then
had been the mainstay of literary
production. Mahakavi was a tradi-
tionalist in that he had little use for
free verse or for forms that had no
discernible metrical pattern. He was,
at his best, a figure not unlike
Bharati, the great poet of Tamil Nadu
at the turn of the century, who
moulded traditional ballad forms to
give expression to current realities.
Against the backdrop of the Tamil
poets of the 30s and 40s Mahakavi
was the poet of modernity, in whose
work worn out poetic formulations
were repfaced with a modern con-
sciousness and idiom, although his
vision remained distinctly conserva-
tive.

If Mahakavi and those who belonged
tn his generation, including
Nilavanan and Murugaiyan, have
been thought of as espousing a
decadent aestheticism, those who
followed them were decidedly Marx-
ist in their thinking and they often
addressed what seemed to be the
problematic aspects of Tamil soci-
ety, namely, its class structure and
more particularly its caste structure.
To them one owes the widespread
use of free verse, of a poetic form
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that imitated the rhythms of ordinary
speech. They spoke of the under-
dog from a liberal humanist and
Marxist perspective. In fact, M.A.
Nuhman and A. Jesurasa, in their
introduction to the anthology entitled
Eleven Eelam Poets which ap-
peared in 1984, map out the vari-
ous. distinctive features that charac-
terise the various generations from
the 50s until the early 80s. The edi-
tors speak of at least five genera-
tions in order to establish the liter-
ary history of modern poetry. Not-
withstanding the substantial contri-
bution made by these poets, and de-
spite the heterogeneity of their writ-
ing, it is still possible to claim that
the elitism of Tamil poetry remained,
for the most part, infact. This is not
to say that the poetry was divorced
from the quotidian realities of life or
that they lacked significance, but the
perspectives were broadly human-
ist rather than specific and multi-fac-
eted. The indeterminacy that marks
more recent poetry was noticeably
absent in the earlier poetry which
seemed more assured and confi-
dent about the cultural space it oc-
cupied.

The political issues that related spe-
cifically to the Tamil community were
not, for the most part, the subject of
poetry until the mid-eighties. One
needs{o recognize that events in the
1950s, particularly the Official Lan-
Qguage Act, the perceived or real
measures adopted by various gov-
ernments that led to the agitations
of the Federal Party and later the
Tamil United Liberation Front did
lead fo a few poets becoming the
spokespersons of the political cli-
mate of the day. They did tap into a
larger base of oral narrative and if
at times their writing did seem ten-
dentious and populist, they did sig-
nal a new direction through a call for
Tamil solidarity. But the main thrust
among the traditional and Marxist

poets was humanistic and the iden-
tity they sought to establish was
largely a Sri Lankan one, a national
rather than an ethnic one. The rela-
tion between the political agenda of
the time and the poetry that seemed
to resolutely turn its head away is a
complex one that merits careful
study. However, for the purposes of
the present paper, before one moves
to the present, | would like to specu-
late briefly on what made the earlier
poetry so compelling for those of my
generation.

The poetry of Mahakavi, or the best
of Murugaiyan, Neelavanan or
Nuhman, or the early poetry of
Jeyapalan demonstrated a lyrical
power rarely equalled by later poets.
To read them now is‘sti// to respond
to the sheer force of the poetry while
acknowledging sometimes grudg-
ingly that one can hardly agree with
the value systems upheld by the
poems. From my own perspective, |
believe that my positive response
had to do with an essentialised
sense of Tamil identity that was a
consequence of enjoying certain
privileges within the larger social
structure. That some of the lyrics of
this period portrayed a landscape al-
ien to the arid expanses of the North
of Sri Lanka, or were decidedly pa-
triarchal in their treatment of human
relations, or they drew strength from
an Indian rather than Sri Lankan
sense of heritage did not seem then
to be of much significance. Some of
these poems still appeal to us, sur-
prisingly because we are now in-
creasingly conscious of the total ar-
chive within which a literary product
is evaluated. It may well be that for
the diasporic community the need
to articulate in unambiguous terms
a monolithic identity is sometimes as
strong as the will to assert the
constructedness and contingency
of identities.

The events of 1983 brought in new

poets, and a new consciousness in
old poets. Atjts broadest, at its most
profound, this poetry involved a fun-
damental contradiction, which, |
think, goes against the grain of what
we, as students and critics of
postcolonial literature, have come to
expect in post-independence writ-
ing. Tamil poetry is at present about
Tamil identity, or more precisely a
Sri Lankan Tamil identity. And at its
best it arises out of a profound un-
certainty about the constitutive as-
pects of Tamil identity. When this
consciousness of ambivalence is
absent, one is made aware of a nar-
rowness in the vision. In the more
complex poems, even the asser-
tions are accompanied by a desire
to erase and question ideological
underpinnings. And here again our
familiar tropes of indeterminacy and
contingency are not necessarily
helpful. Tamil poetry is held together
by a conviction and a certainty about
the causes it espouses. The need
to assert a Tamil identity energises
the best of these poems, but the
same conviction coexists with an
awareness that to subsume such
identities under essentialised labels
is to negate the urgency and value
of the writing itself.

Among the dozen or so poets who
flourished in the last two decades
one could take Jeyapalan’s poetry
as an example of the subtle but sig-
nificant changes brought about the
political and cultural climate created
by the resistance of the eighties.
Jeyapalan’s early poetry - the ones
he wrote in the 70s - reflects a lyri-
cism that is of exceptional power.
Now his attitudes have changed, his
sensibility has changed, and his per-
ceptioh of identity has altered. In the
wonderful lyrics he wrofe in the sev-
enties, what is uppermost is a sense
of stasis, of stillness in the midst of
movement. The tropes of movement
in his poems hint at the various
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palimpsests that make up the Tamil
identity, but that is also offset by a
pervasive sense of stiliness, silence
and harmony. His postic sensibility
went beyond platitudes, but there is
a sense of containment and com-
pleteness even in the socially con-
scious poetry he wrote in the sev-
enties. Now in his poems the still-
ness gives way to Images of motion
and unceasing quest. In the chasm
between stasis and movement one
perceives a larger dichotomy and a
fundamental change of direction.

And in this fundamental dichotomy
lies an uneasiness about identity,
and about memory that validates
identity, and even about the reality
of the arid Northern regions of the
country. Where the earlier poets,
and even Jeyapalan himself, spoke
about flowers and rives and groves,
now there is the stark imagery of
barrén trees, threatening waves,
and scorching heat. When, thirty or
so years ago, Mahakavi wrote his
well known poem about the myth of
Ahalikai, the landscapes he painted
had little to do with the reality of the
north of Sri Lanka. It had to do with
what is now often called an imag-
ined reality. Or, as Nuhman and
Jesurasa point out in their introduc-
tion, the preoccupation was with re-
pressed desires, psychic states and
psychosomatic manitestations of
guilt. What he offered in that memo-
rable lyric was a poetic truth, not a
real one. Now in the face of dismem-
berad hadjes and inhuman violence,
it is no fonger possible to pretend
that such a world is the legitimate
concern of poetry.

Valentine Daniel rightly points out
thatthe sense of heritage among the
Tamils of Sri Lanka was more dif-
fuse, more oral than that of the
Sinhalese. While the Sinhalese
drew attention to specific lexls and
to the so-called objectivity of histori-

cal events to substantiate an
etiology of themselves, the Tamils
drew vague allusions to an eclectic
group of Kings to historicise their
heritage. Ethnic identity was thus an
amorphous affair which depended
on a series of assertions and exclu-
sions. The poets, like the people
themselves, were comfortable with
an essentialised, romanticised view
of themselves.

The Tamils in the North lived as if
the Tamils in other parts of Sri Lanka
belonged to a different sphere. As
historians have repeatedly pointed
out, political negotiations spear-
headed by the leaders of the North
paid inadequate attention to Tamils
who lived outside the Jaffna penin-
sula. Those who lived in the North
West or the East received less at-
tention than those in the North. To
live in the hill country was even
worse, and these people were con-
sistently marginalized and ignored.
And history was invoked to justify
these various claims of purity and
hybridity. Tamil identity was, in its
own way, a discursive construction
that was narrowly defined in reli-
gious, caste and class terms. In
short, the identity of a Sri Lankan
Tamil was determined by a variety
of factors, and while unity was con-
stantly invoked, it was hardly prac-
tised. Now, in the face of violence
that causes mass migration of peo-
ple, of resistance that transcends
such arbitrary geographical bounda-
ries. the sense of what it means to
be a Sri Lankan Tamil has altered
dramatically.

Consequently, a whole structure of
values has altered. No longer does
one resist the hegemony of caste in
quite the same way. As early as in
Mahakavi, there was a conscious-
ness of the inherent evil of caste
based system, but the point of view
of such poets was that of the liberal

humanist who is made uncomfort-
able by the inhumane apartheid to
which the lower castes were sub-
Jected. Now, confronted with the re-
ality of having to share spaces with
the lower castes in refugee camps,
of having to fight alongsicle mem-
bers of different castes, of acknuwl-
edging the sacrifices and leadership
of those who may well be of lower
caste, such differences are more dif-
ficult to sustain, in life as in poetry..
Suddenly there is a sense of shared
humanity and stereotypes and
essentialised figures disappear to
give way to a more complex, inclu-
sive and multi-faceted sense of eth-
nic identity.

The myths that sustained the Tamil
community, including that of a Hindu
Indian past, are less clear cut in their
appeal. Thus for instance, when
Mahakavi writes his wonderful
poem, “Ahalikai” he shares a whole
weltanschauung about Rama, about
gender, about a whole system of
mythology that sustains a patriar-
chal, Hindu world. Now when
Sivasekaram writes a poem with that
title, there is no attempt to imitate
the lyricism and metrical compe-
tence of the older poet. Instead, the
halting rhythms express an anger
held in check, the metaphors reflect
a conviction that old myths must dis-
appear in order to create a more hu-
mane society. In the earlier poem,
the seduced woman becomes a
stone until the touch of Rama trans-
forms the stone into the woman. In
the present poem, Rama is a
complicitous figure in a patriarchal
order and the poet concludes that it
would be better to remain a stone
that be touched into life by an un-
worthy god.

The lover rescued

from across the seas

he thrust into flames

to still the voice of doubt.
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The stony foot

of this unworthy god

stirs into life

a stone

condemned to live a stone.
Untouched

this stone

defying time

would be a timeless peak.

(Nathikarai Mungil, 58)

It has been claimed, not without
some justification, that the poets
themselves are under various con-
straints. Writing against the state is
to risk reprisal. Even more, to speak
against the various militant move-
ments is also to risk censure. And
while a certain measure of self-cen-
sorship is often evident in the po-
etry, the poets have also been bold
enough to write against the Tamils
themselves. In wonderfully moving
poems, the poets have written about
the expulsion of the Muslims from
the north, about the killing of civil-
ians, both Tamils and Sinhalese,
thereby asserting again that if a new
identity is to be forged, it has to be
lone with honesty, with compassion
and with an awareness of its own
complicity in the perpetuation of in-
equalities. In these poems, a new
vision is invoked, not by recalling a
mythical Indian past, but by the stru-
ggles that have created the present.
No longer are the Tamils of the East
or of the Tea estates exoticised or
othered, but seen as participants in
a struggle to assert a distinct voice.
In formal terms, the poetry has aban-
doned the constraints of restrictive
metre. In subjective and epistemo-
logical terms, the poetry both ex-
pands outward and converges in-
ward.

If Tamil nationalism can be said to
have begun in the 1950s with the
Federal Party, and with the mobili-

sation of the people in various move-

ments, the poets themselves were
not actively involved in the process.

Poetry was still a specialised activ-
ity, and if anything it was fiction in
the form of novels and short stories
that demonstrated a sense cf politi-
cal consciousness. Now in the last
fifteen years or so, Tamil poetry has
becomes an integral part of defin-
ing an ethnic consciousness in a
completely new way. And it is ironic,
that if the early poets were seen as
breaking away from South Indian
influences, recent poets are less
worried about such distinctions. A
number of the Tamil poets are now
in exile, and are writing from coun-
tries as diverse as Canada, Eng-
land, Norway and France. A number
of their publications appear from
South India where they have both a
readership and a common space.
Tamil identity is no longer depend-
ent on a South Indian or Indian past,
noris it self-conscious about its links
with Tamil Nadu. From a postcolo-
nial pedagogical perspective, the
poetry is counter-hegemonic, inclu-
sive, driven by ethnic solidarity, self-
conscious about the provisionality of
identities, inspired by oral narratives,
influenced by written forms, eager
to remember the past, willing to jet-
tison a mythical history, allegorical
and representational, committed to
a cause and always conscious that
commitment and fanaticism are eas-
ily confused.

Itis hardly possible to reflect the kind
of space that poets have created for
themselves without a comprehen-
sive selection of recent poems from
poets as diverse and gifted as Siva-
lingam, Cheran, Sivasekeram, Vil-
varatnam, Nuhman and Pathmana-
dan, to name a few. The poem given
below provides at best a sampling
of the sensibility that informs this
writing. Self-consciously invoking
the oral form of lament, Jeyapalan
offers what is at once an allegory
and a reminder of how history needs
to remembered and recreated.

To Grandmother

Hands of the palm trees
framing the waves
perennial as you

my grandmother

Demons possessing
you relentlessly
have all now fled

On the ashes of the Portuguese
tise the coconut trees

fruits for us to pick

from the coconut trees

On the graves of those
victors by chance
defying time,

my grandmother lives

Again on your shores

have they appeared

the vanquished Portuguese?
Speak not of their skin

the colour of their eyes

they are the Portuguese

They shall not remain

a consoling thought

we will prevail.

The Portuguese will die
the palm trees will grow
a consoling thought

Grandmother

In my youth

| danced and sang and romped
and pined

A life that tortoise like

Along your shores | hid

the moon that joined in stealth
to pick those fruits

the sun that joined to splash
in rain-fed pools

all these [ leave

for those | love

Rudderless, anchorless
a sailor adrift

on rafts

! dream of your shores

A consoling thought
is all that | possess:
you will triumph.
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DAKEES

369 High Street North, Manor Park, London E12 6PG
We Promice to Weet /9 Yoar Travel Heeds!

Contact U on:
Tel: 0181-471 7242/ 7800

Fax: 0181-471 7800

Book With Us And Enjoy A TENSION-FREE HOLIDAY
We Offen Competitive Prices on HL Airlines Workd -Wede!

® WedoP.T.A, T.0.D, Travel Insurance, Charter Flights & much more..
@ SPECIAL FARES TO:

India, Colombo, SingaporelMalaysia, JFK, Toronto & Many More Destinations ...
@  Special discounts for 0.A.P's to India in Air India & British Airways!

We Are Open Mon - Sat From 9.00 am - 6.00 pm.
Tel: 0181-471 7242/7800

EURO -INDO Property Mart

369 High Street North, Manor Park, London E12 6PG

For Wone Tnjermation Call Ue Now Ou
0181-471 7800/0181-471 7242
0956 111 370 Olf Fax Us on 0181-471 7800

eereeeeeeee.  Buy Your Own LAND In Madras
The Dream Pfoliday Resort For Your Bright Future!!
Site Costs only £3,000 %1375 cents i.e. 6,000 sq. ft. (60'x 100

Attractive Di is { * Kccess Roads
ractive viscountis 1or * Developed with 11 coconut trees and 6 different
Full or Two Half Payments  fuit e

2 Space for Construction of Your House
Puyment e * Protected Water % Electricity
Monthly Instalments uccepted- * Compfortable Conveyance to and from Madras

24 Hours Security with Watch and Ward Staft
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