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This year, 1976, marks the death centenary of the Maha- 
vidwan and the Library has thought it appropriate to observe and 
commemorate the event by bringing forth an abridged English 
biography of the Poet so that Sri Pillai and his great services to 
Tamil may be more widely known and appreciated by foreigners 

and others not knowing Tamil. i 

With this object in view, the Library commissioned Sri 
Sridharam K. Guruswamy, to write a life-sketch of Sri Pillai. How 
well and truly he has executed his commission (which he consi- 
dered his sacred duty) will be evident from the following pages 
and the discerning tribute paid to him by Dr. Meenakshisundaram 
in his valuable Foreword. We thank him for the fine piece of 
writing he has done as also his guru, the late Professor A. Rama 
lyer, who kindly suggested his name to us as the fittest person. 

We are specially grateful to Dr. T. P. Meenakshisundaram for 

contributing a beautiful Foreword. Herein we present, as he 
says, astory that “deserves to be placed in the hands of the 
world”. What could be nearer to the heart of Dr. lyer, whose 
honoured name this Library bears, than a recognition of his own 
Master's. greatness and worth overflowing the limits of the Tamil 
Land and embracing the globe in its sweep ? 

As a follow upto the present English work onthe Maha- 

vidwan the Library proposes to publish in English the one-volume 
condensation in Tamil of Dr. lyer’s own Autobiography made by 
his distinguished pupil, Vageesa Kalanidhi K. V. Jagannathan, 
who is the Director of Research of the Library. The English 
manuscript is ready. also from the same gifted pen as the author 
of this book. The Library has thus cause to be grateful to Sri 
Sridharam K. Guruswamy doubly for the help rendered so readily 
and so willingly. 

Dr. lyer’s Autobiography ends roughly with the first half of 
his life (1855 to 1899). He died, full of years and honour before 
he could take up the later half (covering the period 1899 to 1942). 
The Library is making strenuous efforts to publish a biography in 
Tamil covering this later period and has entrusted the work to 

Sri K. V. Jagannathan. We hope andtrust we will be able to 
publish this companion volume as early as possible.



 



FOREWORD 

Dr. U. V. Swaminatha lyer was a great man. It washe who 

published many of the Tamil Classics and opened to the eyes 

of the Tamilagam and the World the glory and greatness of the 

ancient Tamil Culture and Civilisation, leading to researches in 

ancient Tamil History and Tamil thought. Without any English 

or Western education, he himself framed a theory of Textual 
Criticism and in this he stands unique. He has enriched Modern 

Tamil literature by his Autobiography, again a new field in Tamil. 
Biographical literature in Tamil, can now be proud of the biog- 

raphy of his Teacher by him. 

He gives his personal experience of the history of the literary 
World of those’ days in which his Teacher was the moving spirit. 

This gives added significance and makes it a great piece of 

literature. It is also an introduction to the poetry of his teacher 

Meenakshisundaram Pillai, a poetry which has lost its glamour and 
popularity in the changed atmosphere of Tamil Studies, but the 
personal touch introduced by our author brings out its human 

significance and compels our attention. 

To our Author, the very name of his Teacher was like the 

name of the beloved. It was my good fortune to be named after 
his Teacher, my father himself having been a student of another 
disciple of Meenakshisundaram Pillai, Subbaraya Chettiar; and 

my name itself made Dr. Swaminatha lyer to take a keen interest 

in me. From this | was able to fathom the deep love and 
reverence he has towards his teacher. 

The literary world of the Tamil Land of the last century 

cannot be understood from within but for this biography. 

Meenakshisundaram Pillai was a great poet—a poets’ poet, as 
this English version of the biography tells us. He has given 
volumes of majestic Tamil Poetry, but more than that, he has 

inspired a number of Tamil Scholars like Vedanayagam Pillai, 

Thiagaraja Chettiar, Subbaraya Chettiar and above all Dr. Swami- 

natha lyer, who have made the Tamil studies what they are today 

by their lifelong devotion to Tamil. Further, he made the Thiruva- 
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Like father, like son. Chidambaram Pillai noted his son’s 
ability to compose verse and encouraged him in bis efforts, The 
usual practice is forthe teacher to give the last line of a stanza 
and ask the pupil to fillin the rest. This the boy did easily to 
the admiration of every one. 

Then came practice in employing ‘yamaka’ or puns. This art 
of using the same words and phrases in several succeeding lines, 
making them yield each time a different meaning suited to the 
context was a pastime for poets, and a mark of their thorough 
mastery of their vocation. It also afforded special delight to 
more sophisticated readers. 

Minakshisundaram Pillai took to such advanced stages of the 
art of poetry as to the manner born, and spent all his spare time 
in imitating the works of his forerunners in the field and composing 
verses of various kinds. He was' encouraged in this by scholars 

_ then residing in places like Woriur and Tiruchirappalli, who 
heard of him and struck up an acquaintance with him. 

Leading citizens of these parts often invited Chidambaram 
Pillai to their homes and the invitation naturally included his 
son and foremost pupil. This budding genius could always be 
counted upon to keep an audience instructed and entertained by 
both recitation of poetry and its exposition. Occasions like these 
also served as an incentive to him to further development of his 
powers. 

There is a pleasant episode connected with this early period 
of the Poet’s life. 

Days like the full moon and new moon were school holidays 
and students used to be sent on errands on such days. They usually 
went in groups, playing a literary game. One boy would recite 
a poem, another would take his cue from the last word of this 
and give a poem he knew which started with this word. And so 
the chain went on endlessly with linked sweetness long drawn out. 

Chidambaram Pillai used to send his boy to buy provisions 
from the shops at Tiruchirappalli; and when the boy went, his 
class-mates went with him. There was a toll-gate on the way and 
the chowkidar in charge was a lover of learning of the name of 
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wotks of grammar (2) Somasundara Mudaliar, who was patro- 
nized by the famous Manikka Mudaliar for his proficiency in 
Saivite religious works (3) Irulandi Vathiyar of Bima Naickan 
Palayam who rode on a bullock because his legs were atrophied, 

who got about with the assistance of a pupil and obtained gifts 
from the well-to-do by a demonstration of his learning (4) Pala- 
karai Veeraraghava Chettiar, the father of Shodasavadanam 

_ Subbaraya Chettiar (5) Arumugam Pillai of Kalla Street, who 
specialised in medicine too, one of whose pupils, Seshaiyangar, 
became Jater a member of the Presidency College staff and the 
author of several works and whose correspondence with his 
erstwhile master was always carried on in verse (6) Maruda 
Muthu Pillai who was as well versed in astrology as in grammar 
and literature (7) Appavaiyar of Tiru Nayam (Tinniyam) who 
came of a family of scholars and composed Tiru Vilaiyadal 
Keertanas and other works and (8) Maruda Nayakam Pillai, who 
specialised in Saiva Siddhanta philosophy also and was the first 
to edit and publish standard works of that school. 

Similarly there were patrons too who extended their assist- 
ance to Sri Pillai who now spent as much time in teaching others 
as in getting taught himself. 

A holy man of the name of Velayudha Munivar came to 
Tiruchi at this time and stayed at the Mouna Swami Mutt on the 

_ Rockfort for some months. Sri Pillai with another scholar of 
the name of Sri Govinda Pillai went to him regularly, morning 
and evening and got valuable instruction in many classics of 
whose existence they had not been aware till then. Sri Pillai then 
studied Kamba Ramayanam and other works and had his doubts 
cleared by the experts he found somewhere or other. 

Tamil grammar comprises five heads: letters, words, content, 
prosody and figures of speech. Of these, the first four were by 
now familiar ground for Sri Pillai as he had been working hard 
at them since his boyhood. The standard work on the last 
figures of speech was Dandi Alankaram but there was no one he 
knew who had either a copy of that book with him or was compe: 
tent to teach it. 

There was at this time a mendicant in Tiruchirappalli who 
begged from door to door, but was reputed to be a man of great 
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There is a marked difference between the poetry he composed 
now and his works of a later period. These earlier poems sprang 

spontaneously from love of God and were simple in diction. 

Some of the ideas and the flow of language remind us of Tevaram 

and Tiruvachakam Hymns. 

How can I hope, O Lord, for salvation—how 

When I omit each morn and eve to bow 

To Thee, or sing Thy praises, or take a vow : 

To adore Thee with flowers, or serve Thy servants now ? 

His later poems are charged with wonderful imagery, packed 

with ideas of Siddhanta philosophy and embellished with interest- 
ing word-play and ingenious figures of speech. 

When Sri Pillai visited Oottattoor, he was prevailed upon by 
friends to write a poem about the temple there. He composed an 
andaadi of a hundred verses, weaving into it all the facts of the 
stala purana andthe names of the Deities and making the very 
words leap and sing, as they flow into a crescendo with all the 
ten verses at the close ending with Potri (or Hallelujah). 

Two scholars who gave musical discourses at Poovalur 
requested Sri Pillai to give the story of Mayil Ravana in verse 
form, He did so in a total of one hundred stanzas and helped 
them to make a living out of that. 

Not content with visiting places of pilgrimage he now wished 
to offer worship daily by himself in the time-honoured way and 
SO was initiated into Siva Puja by an aged guru who lived in East 
Chintamani, Tiruchi. He was just past twenty and from now on 
never missed a day’s routine of loving adoration of God in 

private. 

Sri Pillai came upon a copy of Tiruvanaikka Puranam in the 
house of the trustee of that temple and found it to be superior 
in every way to all the works ofa similar nature he had read 
before. Lost in admiration he went over it again and again 
and revelled in the varied beauties. There were however, 
certain passages in it which were not quite clear and there was no 
one in the neighbourhood who would resolve his doubts for him. 
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Travelling by way of Tiruvalanchuzhi, Swamimalai 
Kumbakonam and Tiruvidaimarudur, at all of which places people 

vied with one another in according him a cordial reception, he 

finally reached his destination. 

A ravishing sight awaited him there. The monks in their 

shining ochre robes who look like so many personifications of 

purity and devotion, the cream of society that came in an unending 

stream from far and near to pay their homage, the scholars and 
artists who stood about in knots, speaking about the rewards they 

had received, each according to his worth, the attendants who 

performed their duties like clock-work, providing flowers, fruits 

and other accessories to worship and the all-pervading atmosphere 

of love of learning and love of God combined, took his 

breath away. 

The Head of the Mutt at this time, the fourteenth in the order 
of succession, was His Holiness Veloor Sri Subramanya Desikar, 
an all-round scholar, expert teacher and an eloquent and entertain- 
ing speaker. It was he who created the traditions governing the 
procedure and etiquette to be followed at the Mutt. 

Sti Pillai duly asked for permission to wait upon His Holiness 

and when taken into the presence did his homage, reciting the 

verses he had composed and offering the fruits and other tribute 

he had brovght with him. Desikar was favourably impressed with 
his young visitor and made kind enquiries about him. 

Sri Pillai stayed for afew days and noted the excellence of 
the arrangements made for the promotion of both Tamil and 
Sanskrit studies. Brahmin students received stipends in kind and 
went and sat at the feet of scholars in villages hard by, like 
Tiruvalangadu, Tirukkodikka, Bhaskararajapuram and Kutralam. 
Every facility was provided in the Mutt itself for the study of 
literature of all kinds, Vaishnavite as well as Saivite, under the 
supervision of experts. As those incharge of the farm, the granary, 
the stores and the mess were all monks who did their work with 
loyalty and devotion, the Head of the Mutt was free most of the 
time to attend to education and to patronizing arts and letters. 

Desikar set difficult tests orally to gauge the degree of Sri 

Pillai’s attainments in Tamil and the latter acquitted himself 
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Sri Pillai was one day being ferried across the Cauvery with 
some others intent, like him, to visit the temple at Tiruvanaikka. 

(There was no bridge there at that time). A good friend of his 
then suggested he should write a poem on the Goddess Akhilanda 
Nayaki. Anothersaid, ‘“‘We know that Sivaprakasa Swamigal 
completed a poem on Tiruvannamalai by the time he circled the 
hill once on foot. Can you do like that now?” 

“There is no harm in trying,’’ said Sri Pillai and started part 

writing and part dictating what he composed from that minute. 
He continued like that after they had all offered worship at the 
temple and the poem was completed before the party returned 
home. It was a marvel how he had managed to say everything 
perttinent to the temple and the Deities in the most imaginative 
and attractive manner and in such a very short space of time too. 
The friend who had made that request to him gave him a generous 
recompense for his feat. 

Another of his good patrons, Lakshmana Pillai by name, 
prevailed upon him to write a ‘Pillai Tamil’ on the same Goddess. 
This type of poem he was attempting for the first time; and so he 
invoked the aid of the Gods and the Saints in twelve opening 
stanzas. Sucha feature isnot to be found in any other ‘Pillai 
Tamil’, either his own or those written by other poets before his 

time. The poem turned out to be of such flawless perfection that 
every one implored him to get it printed; but he did not have the 
the facilities for it just then. An opportunity for that was to come, 
however, quite soon. 

6. FIRST TRIP TO MADRAS 

Sri Pillai was always in search of kindred souls; contact with 
whom would be of considerable satisfaction to him. The Govern- 
ment of Madras had at this time organized an Education Society 
consisting of the most prominent scholars then available and 
entrusted to them tasks like teaching, lecturing, editing, writing 

text-books, rendering into prose the contents of well-known 
poems and translating into Tamil worth-while literature from 

other languages, 
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He extolled Sri Pillai’s virtues gave him a servant to attend 
on him and placed at his disposal adequate funds for the journey 
to Madras and for a stay of several months in that city. 

The elders who came to see him off noted several incidents of 
good omen that occurred at that moment and blessed him, saying, 
«You are bound to succeed in this enterprise, young man and 

return home triumphant”’. 

Sri Pillai went by way of Patteeswaram, Mayuram 
Chidanrbaram and such places and reached Madras. He there gave 
necessary instructions to a lawyer and wrote about it all in detail 
to Lakshmana Pillai. Then he felt himself free to seek the scholars 
whom he had so much wished to meet. Three of these took 
kindly to him. 

Sri Pillai soon settled into a fixed pattern of life, which did 
not leave him even a free’ minute to enter a temple on the way or 
offer worship inside it, as he wished to do. The mornings he spent 

with Kancheepuram Sabhapathi Mudaliar and cleared his doubts 
in works like Kanda puranam and Peria puranam: Afternoons 
would see him with Tiruvenkata Mudaliar at Egmore studying 
Kallaadam, Tiruvachakam and Kural. During the early hours of 
the night he met Tiruvambalattinaamudam ‘Pillai at Mylapore and 
learnt from him the more abstruse passages in Kamba Ramayanam, 

Bhagavatam and the Vaishnavite commentaries. The hours in 
between were spent in assisting these and other scholars in their 
research and teaching those who came to him for guidance. One 
of such pupils was Ponnambala Mudaliar of Purasawalkam, who 
became later Tamil Pandit at the Government College 
Kumbakonam and the Presidency College Madras. 

The three elderly scholars named above whenever they met 
for discussion and comparing of notes, spoke in admiration of 
Sri Pillai, his many-sided genius and his winsome modesty. The 
very doubts the young man raised served as an incentive to them 
to apply their own brains all the more to the concerned 
masterpieces, to discover new beauties in them and also to take 
up other such works for comparative study and research. 

The high light of this visit to Madras was Sri Pillai’s meeting 
with that doyen among Tamil scholars, Mazhavai Mahalingaiyar. 
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With becoming humility Sri Pillai stated that it was a selec- 
tion from his own Akhilanda Nayaki Pillai Tamil. 

‘What!’ said Mahalingaiyar to himself, “How modest this 
young man still is after having composed such lovely poetry ! 
Surely this could not be his first work, for the maturity of judgment 
shown in the writing proves it to be the final fruit of years of 
unremitting practice. No, no!I have certainly not set eyes on 
his equal in my life till this day.” 

He then requested Sri Pillai to repeat that selection and 
then to recite afew more of such poems, listened with increasing 

admiration and said in the end, “I too havea little piece for you 

to hear, in yourturn. Please listen, 

Gone, gone with the wind is the fame that in days of yore 
Two mighty Poets gained with their Pillai Tamil—Sage 

Kumaraguru and Pahazhikkoottan; our very eyes before 

We see this Minakshisundaram of sweet and tender age; 

He sang but yesterday of the Goddess of Anatkka and bore 

At once the palm from these with his divinest poetic rage ! 

Mahalinga Aiyar turned to his friends and said, “It is 
remarkable that a young man of such gifts should at the same 

time be so modest too!” 

‘* Has this poem been printed? If not, it should be done at 
once. We should not deprive readers of the joy this work is sure 
to afford, them” he said neat. 

From that day Mahalinga Aiyar took Sri Pillai with him in 
his own carriage wherever he went. He gave him the clarifications 
he sought in higher grammar, lent him for his study a rare 
work not obtainable elsewhere and also got enlightening tips 
from him of help to himself. At Sri Pillai’s. request he demons- 
trated how with just one stanza before him he used to drill all 
kinds of grammar points into his pupils at the Presidency College. 

Akhilanda Nayaki Pillai Tamil was printed in April 1842 
with laudatory verses affixed to it from fifteen of the foremost 

men of letters of the day, who treated him, notasa young man 
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him an injury, but never one who insulted or otherwise ill-treated 
any of his beloved body of pupils. 

Namasivaya Desikar, who was his pupil and junior Head of 

the Mutt at the time of Melagaram Subramanya Desikar used to 

say that the benefit derived by teaching a piece was equal to 

reading it a thousand times. People competent to judge have 

declared that it was Sri Pillai’s natural love of teaching that 
contributed most to the rapid maturing of his powers and his 
extraordinary success as a poet. 

Some pupils expressed a desire to study Peria Puranam (Lives 
of the Saivite Saints) and when Sri pillai started teaching it, others 
dropped in and the classes were soon transformed into discourses. 
A well-to-do citizen then placed a spacious hall in his house at Sri 
Pillai’s disposal, and even remunerated him for the discourses 
month by month. Sri Pillai’s fame increased and the audience 
came to include people from nearby places too: 

This aroused the jealousy of one who was not a Saivite and 
- he thought of a way to put an end to this series of discourses. He 

met the host in private and after a shrewd preamble, said ‘‘Peria 
Puranam is an excellent epic. No doubt about that; but it should 
be read or explained in a public place like a mutt or a temple, not 
in a private dwelling. See, every episode ends with the death of 
the person concerned and it is not auspicious for householders, 

especially a man with a large family like you. I have no other 
interest at heart except your welfare. I have done my duty now on 
account of the regard and affection Ihave for you. You may do 
what you please.” 

That gentleman had evinced an interest in these discourses 
not because he was interested in religion or in poetry, but because 
of the publicity and the prestige they brought him. When Sri 
Pillai guessed at his new state of mind, he offered to discontinue 
the series and announced to his audience that fete would be no 
more discourses at that place thereafter. 

Another wealthy citizen a rival, now came forward and 
offered a bigger donation to the poet if he would conclude the 
Series under his auspices. Sri Pillai did not however accede to 
that request, since in this case too the guiding motive was love of 
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this Saminatha Kavirayar, another to Arumugatha Pillai of 

Patteeswaram and retained the third for his own use. 

Saminatha Kavirayar attained a high degree of proficiency 
aud developed a gift too for expounding Ramayanam before large 
audiences. He went for this purpose of invitation to several 
places, but did so without the knowledge of his Master; his 

_ reverence for him and his diffidence in his presence prevented him 
from informing him of it. 

Sri Pillai who knew about this, once listened to one of his 
discourses from a place of concealment. Then he made up his 
mind to bring him into the limelight. He convened a special 
gathering and persuaded his pupil to speak therein on certain 
selected episodes from that great work. Then he covered him with 
a robe of honour wiih his own hands and conferred on him the 
title ‘Kamba Ramayana Prasanga Vidwan.’ 

Saminatha Kavirayar at once leaped into fame and spent his 
entire life expounding the epic. He never forgot what he 
owed to his Master. He used to start his discourse wherever it 
might be, with a poem in praise of his great benefactor. He 
composed several such poems from time to time in his day. 

9. THYAGARAJA LEELA 

Sri Pillai visited Thyagaraja Chettiar’s birthplace Puvaloor 
and was prevailed upon there to compose a poem in honour of the 
local deity. This he did ina hundred stanzas, as rich in content 
as any he was to write later and at the same time retaining the 
wonderful musical movement of the Tevaram Hymns. Only 
twenty-four of these stanzas are now extant together with the 
invocation. 

Ona visit to Lalgudi, he composed a Pillaittamil on the 
Goddess in the Siva Temple. This poem is simpler in diction than 
the one on Akhilanda Nayaki, but in imaginative reach it excels it. 
It is one more proof of his versatility that he could depict local 
traditions and associations faithfully and at the same time 
achieve a work of transcendent beauty that is both spontaneous 
in flow and universal in appeal. 
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Thyagaraja Chettiar used to shed tears as he spoke of his 
experience that day. He of course had the whole of that work by 
heart and when he quoted from it and dilated uponits merits, 
his audience were always thrilled. 

The first verse Sri Pillai dictated on that memorable day was 
No. 159, describing the temple building :— 

See, see the bulls that are mounting guard on those lofty 

ramparts there 

As if to challenge the gods of Heaven who come hither to pray: 
“‘You are welcome, every one. to worship here’, they say, 

‘*But if you intend to steal our Master, beware our horns, 

beware’? ! 

Another disciple of Sri Pillai at this time, called Madurai 

Nayaka Mudaliar, has said, ‘“‘My Master went one day at about 
dawn from Tiruchirappalli towards Woriur and stopped at a way- 
side stream to clean his teeth with a twig. He was then in full 
sight of passers-by, who went to Woriur, finished their business 
and returned to the city. They noted that Sri Pillai was still 
there, sitting in the same posture, cleaning his teeth, oblivious of 
the sun beating down fiercely on him. Some of them were 
worried because it was now past ten o” clock; they went near him 
and gently reminded him of the unusually long time he was taking 
over this ritual. ‘Is that so?’ he said, washed his mouth and his 
hands, took down from the cloth that he had wound round his 
head his style and his palm-leaves, transcribed the stanzas that 
had been taking shape in his head and then returned with these 
friends to Tiruchirappalli.” 

These stanzas are included inthe chapter on Naimisaranya 
in the epic, Thyagaraja Leela. A disciple of the Poet of the name 
of Savarimuthu Pillai of Varaganeri added these palm-leaves to his 
treasured collection. This incident goes to prove how completely 
Sri Pillai was absorbed in the work he was composing. Every 
aspect of the projected epic was of special interest to him 5 
Tiruvarur, the centre of a fertile tract, with prosperous handicrafts 
and trade, his own beloved Chola Desa, watered by the divine 
Cauvery and, above all Siva as Thyagaraja, the Hero. 
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One day a splendid carriage drawn by a pair of horses stopped - 

in front of that priest’s house. A liveried servant announced the 
arrival of his master and other servants spread a red carpet on the 
pial and placed cushions on it for sitting and for leaning on. The 
master alighted from the carriage and took his seat majestically. 
Other liveried servants stood around, awaiting orders. 

The priest kept him waitng for sometime and then properly 
attired came out to meet him. He asked an attendant who stood 
neat who his master was and what had brought him there. 

The man answered with bated breath, ‘‘He belongs to a well- 
known family of zamindars in the south and came here on a pilgri- 
mage. He lodged yesterday in a bungalow in Cantonment witha 
view to spend three days here, visiting temples before proceeding 
to Chidambaram. His mother suddenly fell ill and in spite of the 
best medical attention passed away in a matter ofhours. The 
cremation took place last evening and the collection of ashes this 
morning; if this sad event had occurred in his own native town, 
everything would have been conducted on a lavish scale. Now he 
“requires some guidance regarding the obsequies to be performed on 
the sixteenth day. When we enquired of people here, we were 
directed to you as a leading authority on such matters. Our master 
was disappointed yesterday because he could not obtain some of 
the articles and commodities he wanted. He wishes therefore to 
return to his own parts for conducting the rest of the ceremonies’’. 

“Why, there is no need!” the priest answered. ‘I shall take 
charge and conduct everything better than any other man on earth. 
All we need is cash. There is nothing here that I cannot com- 
mand. I shall take you to the best spot for such an occasion, and | 
ptovide you with everything you need. Just you watch me do it!’ - 

“To my master cost is no consideration. He has also enough 
men with him to go round and collect the accessories. Well, when 
his father passed away before, he spent the days of mourning, 
under advice, studying Siva Dharmottara. Itis for this purpose 

that he is keen now on returning home’’. The attendant then 

added under his breath, “We have tried our best to make nim stay. 
He is obstizate like a child. His heart is set on that book. 
Having come so far, we have to pack up and go away just to 
indulge his fancy.” 
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These seven days in between the book had been with Sri 

Pillai. Sundaram Pillai had brought it to him. Looking at him 

his Master asked, ‘“‘How did you obtain this book, my friend? 

And then, why have you removed your moustaches? Should you 

not have told me of your bereavement? I would have come at 

once to meet you!” 

“Dear Master,” answered Sundaram Pillai. ‘lI shall certainly 

explain everything later in detail. First have the book copied 

for your reference within a week, Let no one know that the book 

is with us”. 

Sri Pillai gave each friend and pupil of his a set of ten palm- 

leaves to be copied, and transcribed the rest himself. On the 

seventh day the leaves were assembled and after comparison of 

the copy with the original, the latter was returned to Sundaram 

Pillai who called for it. Sundaram Pillai had the book and the 

sovereign given to the priest by the friend who had acted as his 

attendant. 

Sri Pillai heard from some other person of the ruse adopted 

by his pupil to get him the book he had badly wanted. Sundaram 

Pillai avoided meeting his Master for some time for fear he might 
not approve of what he had done. When finally they met, Sri 
Pillai asked, ‘‘was it fair, my friend, was it fair to take on your- 
self all that trouble?” ் 

Sundaram Pillai said in reply, ‘‘The scriptures agree in saying 
that a little untruth is justified if it could result in unmixed good. 
No one has been put to any loss or trouble over this. If it is still 

considered to be a fault, Master should forgive me for that.” 

Years later, in 1873, Sri Pillai had occasion to explain before 
a gathering at Kumbakonam some verses from his puranam on 
Nagapattinam. Thyagaraja Chettiar kept interrupting him 

raising objection to the content of a verse here or there. The tone 
he used was overbearing. 

After he had left, Sri Pillai turned to his friends near by and 
said, “Would Thyagarasu have dared to address me like this If 

Sundaram Pillai had been alive? Would he not haye made him 
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There was at this time at Bangalore a prominent citizen called 

Devaraja Pillai, who was a man of immense wealth and also a 

keen student of Tamil. He sent his representatives to inform Sri 

Pillai that on account of his business commitments he was not able 

to leave his headquarters and would be immensely happy if Sri 

Pillai could go to Bangalore and stay with him for some time. He 

wished to revise works he had already studied under otbers and 

learn further classics now. He assured him that every one of his 

needs would be attended to and he would be treated with the 

utmost respect. : ; 

Sri Pillai asked if he could bring with him those who were 

staying with him and being taught by him at the time. When he 

got answer that any number of them were equally welcome he said 

he would go. Nothing in his life gave him so much happiness as 
teaching and here came an opportunity of an unusual kind which 
he did not like to miss. 

Devaraja Pillai sent him a letter of respectful invitation and 

requested his friends at Tiruchirappalli to arrange for his every 

comfort during the journey. Sri Pillai took with him his family 

and the students who offered to accompany him. When he had 

almost reached his destination, the change in climate brought on 

an attack of fever. Devaraja Pillai hurried to where he was staying, 

took him to Bangalore and arranged for his being given the best 
treatment available. Sri Pillai recovered in a few days. This was 

in 1849 when he was in his thirty-fifth year. 

Classes started on an auspicious day. Devaraja Pillai first got 
his doubts cleared in the works he had already read and then 
studied epic poems like Tiruvilaiyadal and grammar texts like 

Nannool. 

Tamil scholars in that area hearing of Sri Pillai’s presence in 
‘Bangalore, flocked to him and availed themselves of that oppor- 

tunity to refer their doubts to him and to learn more and more of 
‘standard literature at his feet. 

Sri Pillai found on enquiry that an aged man of ninety who 
had formerly been Sivagnana Munivar’s personal attendant lived 
nearby. He went to see him and got from him much interesting 
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Devaraja Pillai was astonished. “You certainly area super- 

man, sir, a semi-divine being. I have wasted paper in plenty before 

T could get just one stanza to shape itself as | wished. But you go 

on talking with people and composing verse simultaneously and 

there has not been a single occasion for you to recast what you 

have dictated or alter a word anywhere. Only ௨௦௭1 realize how 

wonderful your gift is and I bow before it. I know I should 

venerate you even more as you very well deserve to be. 

Sri Pillai put him in the way of writing verse, demonstrating 

how ideas are to be clothed one by one in musical language that 

falls into a pattern of itself. Devaraja Pillai took heart and 

jmmediately started to translate Soota,Samhita in Tamil verse. He 

was in this again biting off more than he could chew; he found it 

difficult to continue beyond afew verses and then tore up his 

manuscript. 

Sri Pillai again spoke words of comfort to him. “If you are 
keen on bringing out Soota Samhita in Tamil, I give you my word, 

I shall do it on your behalf before your very eyes and then return 

to Tiruchirappalli.’’ And so he did in a few months. 

Soota Samhita is one of six such compilations found in 

Skaanda Purana and consists of four chapters, all celebrating Siva 

the shrines sacred to him and the gist of the Upanishads. It was 

a theme dear to Sri Pillai’s heart and so he gave free play. to his 

imagination and his poetic ingenuity in his version. The rhythm 

and the tempo suit the content from page to page and there is a 

surprising variety in the metrical patterns adopted. 

Shodasavadhaanam Subbaraya Chettiar was one of the pupils 

who had accompanied the Poet on this trip. Sri Pillai organized 

several demonstrations of his skillin the presence of the elite of 

B ngalore and secured for him suitable remuneration for his use. 

H-> then explained to Devaraja Pillaithat he had compelling 

business to attend to at Tiruchirapalli and would be happy if he 

was permitted to leave. 

Devaraja Pillai was reluctant to let him go, but seeing he had 
no option, placed before him costly silks and other presents anda 
sum of five thousand rupees. Prostrating before him he said, 
“May my Master be gracious enough to accept this, I venture to 
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He had also brought with him from Bangalore the completed 

script of Woriur Puranam and was now prevailed upon by the 

local citizens to have it released in public in the usual manner. A 

temporary hall was put upon the temple premises and gaily 

decorated, to accommodate the pick of the community who 

attended the ‘arangetram’ and on the concluding day the Poet was 

given the usual generous presents in cash and in the form of clothes 

and jewels. In due time the title of Vidwan was also conferred on 

him at a conference of scholars. 

When Sri Pillai composed the earlier half of Thyagaraja Leela 

onascale commensurate to the grandeur of the theme, there 

was a discontent there deep down in his heart that he could not 

continue it the same way and complete it successfully. That 

dissatisfaction he made up for by planning and executing 

Woriur Puranam as a model epic, perfect in every part. He also 

composed a Pillai Tamil on Goddess Kantimati.. Such works as 

these silenced unfriendly critics who had envied him the rewards 
be had obtained at Bangalore and they conceded that, for his 
learning and his musical invention, he deserved all this and a lot 
more. 

Among other works of this period, the most notable is a 
Kalambakam, the first of its kind, he composed on Ratnachalam 
temple, at the request of the votaries, an influential community 

known as Chettiars of the Twelfth Order, since they dedicated 

one-twelfth of all they earned to the service of the temple. 

Sri Pillai spent as much time in study as he did in teaching 

and composing poetry. But however hard he studied, he felt 
there was nothing'to equal sitting at the feet of a competent master 
aad learning things from him. Now he wasin search of sucha 
teacher because there were some passages as well as certain 
quotations in a grammar work, Wakkana Vilakkam, which baffled 
him. He heard of a great scholar named Keezh Veloor 
Subramanya Desikar who had come in the direct line of teacher- 

pupil relationship from the time of the author of the above 
book. \ 

A person close to Desikar told Sri Pillai that any one who 

wanted to be taught by him should engage him for a minimum of 
six months at the rate of twenty rupees a month and pay three 
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adequate merit. At their request he corrected revised and 

published it in 1851. 

During these years he visited Tiruvaavaduturai several times 

and also Dharmapuram at the invitation of the Head of that 

Mutt. 

13. SOME MORE PROMINENT PUPILS 

Some members of the Saivite community in the city were eaten 

up with envy at the growing fame of Sri Pillai and they 

complained once that it was wrong on his part to move closely with 
people belonging to other sects and to teach them works which 
were at variance with his own beliefs. At an important gathering he 

met them and silenced them all saying ‘‘just as it is a humanitarian 
act to feed the hungry, it is equally meritorious to satisfy the 
knowledge-hunger of people irrespective of the religion they 
belong to. It is part of my religion to teach with affection whoever 

comes to me seeking enlightenment. Ido not teach any work to 
spread the tenets it contains; I consider it solely as a thing of 
beauty, worth studying for its literary value. Anything is welcome 
if itis good Tamil and any one is welcome if he is eager to learn 

10: 

There were Brahmin scholars, Smarthas, Vaishnavites and 

Madhwas, people of other communities within the Hindu fold and 
also Christians and Muslims among his pupils. He made no 
distinction between one pupil and another, judged the attainments 
of each one, taught him what he had come to learn and sent him 

away immensely grateful and happy. 

Gulam Khadar Navalar wasa Muslimscholar from Nagore 
who studied under him works like Seerappuranam dealing with the 

life of the blessed Prophet. 

Savarayalu Nayakar was a scholar who had made his markat 
Pondicherry and he got Thyagaraja Chettiar to introduce him to 

_ Sri Pillai, who gauged the level of his learning, taught him certain 
texts of general interest first and then took him through 
Tembavani and other Christian religious works which he had 

specially come to study. : 
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who his parents were and also the fact that he had only recently 

been married. 

Without the young man’s knowledge he wrote a letter to his 
father. ‘Your son is getting on well here and has made com- 
mendable progress in his studies. His manners too are exemplary. 
But because he misses the kind of food he has been used to he is 
getting rather thin of late. I shall be happy if you could arrange 

to come and stay here for some months bringing with you his 
mother and his wife. You can then surely count on his studying 
here in comfort and completing his studies too with success. You 
need not have the least worry about house-keeping at this end. 
Everything, you will find, has been fixed up for your comfortable 
Stay. Only let me know a little in advance when you would be 

arriving.” 

A few days later, early in the afternoon, Sri Pillai was taking 
a class on the pial when.he heard his name being mentioned in an 
enquiry two or three houses off. Ariyankaval Pillai turned to see 
who it might be, jumped down from the pial and running up asked, 

“why did you come here? How can you come without telling me 
when I did not want you to come?”’ It was, of course his parents 
and his wife. 

Sri Pillai guessed the situation, joined the group and pacified 
his pupil. ‘Look here, brother. Don’t be upset like this. It is 
I who sent for them, having your own comfort in view.”’ He sent 

them to the house he had rented for their use and arranged for 
their dinner to be sent to them. 

Later, he took the father aside and said, ‘“‘Even if your son is 

in atemper, please don’t mindit. Try to geton smoothly with 
him. Ifelt your presence necessary here so that he could 
concentrate better on his studies.”’ 

The father occasionally visited his native town on business 
now and then, while the others stayed on for the duration of 
Ariyankaval Pillai’s studies, his Master supplying their wants in 

full. This pupil returned home after several months, but came 

back once in a way, seeking further guidance whenever the need 

arose. 
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joutney, stopping at the usual places on the way and was finally 
welcomed by Sabhapati Mudaliar and others when he reached 

the city. 

Sabhapati Mudaliar had sung certain verses in praise of a 
Vinayaka Mudaliar of Vyasarpadi who had built and endowed a 

chatram (institution for feeding people free) on the southern side 

of the Mylapore temple tank. Sri Pillai was now prevailed upon 
by his friend to compose a poem on the donor-which he did, ina 

garland of one hundred verses. That open-handed patron 

Vinayaka Mudaliar presented him with one hundred pagodas 
(Rs. 350) for his work. This poem was printed in 1856. 

Sabhapati Mudaliar, as also others sampled the works com- 

posed by Sri Pillai after his return to Tiruchirappalli, and liked in 
particular his Kulattoor Kovai in praise of Vedanayakam Pillai. He 
now made the request that he should write another poem on the 

same lines on Vinayaka Mudaliar. He began sucha work and 
completed the first one hundred verses, when Vinayaka Mudaliar 
made him an advance payment of four hundred rupees. He 

promised to complete it at Tiruchirappalli and send it to him from 
there. (It was Thyagaraja Chettiar who continued from where his 
Master had left off ard finished the work later to the satisfaction 
of every one) 

Vinayaka Mudaliar listened enraptured to Thyagaraja Leela 

and to Woriur Puranam and requested Pillai placing in his hands 
the Sanskrit original, to compose a similar puranam on Mylapore. 
The preliminary chapters were composed on the spot and some of 

- the passages in it were circulated among admiring friends. But 

even these parts were lost afterwards. 

Sri Pillai went on a pilgrimage’ now in 1853, when he was 
about thirty-nine to places like Kulattoor near Madras, made 
famous by Sivagnana Munivar and Sri Kachiappa Munivar who 
had stayed there and made notable contributions to Tamil 
poetry. When, similarly he went to Tottikkalai on an invitation 
from Krishnaswami Mudaliar of that place he gave expositions of 
the works composed by Sivagnana Munivar on the local deities 

and himself contributed a garland of one hundred verses. 
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of scholars on the same lines as himself and his presence will 
redound to the fame of our Mutt for all time.” 

Desikar made a mental note of this and was awaiting a suitable 
opportunity for meeting Sri Pillai and inviting him to take up 

teaching work under the auspices of the Mutt at Tiruvaavaduturai. 

15. AT SIRKAZHI 

It was in 1859 that Sri Pillai received pressing invitations 
from Vinayaka Mudliar and others to come to Madras again, 
complete the puranam on Mylapore and give them the pleasure of 
his company for some months. He wasnow up to his eyes in 
debt and so decided that another trip to Madras would solve his 
difficulties and secure for him enough funds to honour all his 
commitments. He took with him the script containing the earlier 
chapters of the puranam and accompanied by a chosen band of 
pupils set out for Madras, 

H: came as faras Sirkazhi and there he met Vedanayakam 
Pillai who had been posted there the previous year as District 
Munsiff. As this friend had often urged him to pay hima visit 
he now went and stayed at his house. 

Vedanayakam Pillai had just completed writing one of his 
works called Neeti Nool or Book of Ethics and availed himself of 
this opportunity to have it corrected and revised by his Master. 
In the laudatory verse Sri Pillai affixed to that work he made 
reference to the fact that Vedanayakam Pillai not only wrote 
Poems but had poems written and dedicated to him, including some 
by himself-a double honour which persons seldom achieve. 

Some of the leading citizens of the place now insisted on his 
giving them a sample of the Kovai he had Composed in the 
Munsiff’s honour and he obliged .them. They at once unani- 
mously entreated him to compose a similar work on Sri Brahma 
Pureesa the Deity in the local Siva temple. 

Sti Pillai said in answer, ‘‘The truth is that I have promised 
to visit my friends in Madras and complete a puranam on 
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whom he was szated, ‘“‘Why should referenc:s to the Dzities of 

Tirukazhukundram and other shrines be brought into a poem 

dealing solely with Srikazhi?” 

Sri Pillai took this objection in good part. He felt that it 

provided him with an cccasion to explain certain truths of interest 

to all. He said, “It is a tradition among devotees of the Lord to 

consider Him omnipotent and by whatever name a Deity in one 

temple happens to be known, it is their practice to identify Him 

with similar manifestations of the Divine in other shrines and 

under other names. For example, in Tiru Chitrambala Kovai, 

there are lines that are full of such cross-references to other 

shrines and the acts of divine grace are attributedto them all 

without distinction.”’ The audience were ina fervour of delight 

on listening tothe apt quotations that came in a continual 

stream. ் : 

But the man had come to scoff, not to pray. He turned the 
butt end of the bayonet now and made a disparaging personal 

remark. 

Sri Pillai did not mind the abuse; but Vedanayakam Pillai 
who presided, did. He knew the party. [He had warned the Poet 
already about such ungrateful men, who received assistance from 
him and then indulged in backbiting. He now asked the guards 

who had come with him to conduct the man outside with all show 
of politeness. 

Sri Pillai could not bear such indignity being meted out to 
any one, however misguided or malevolent towards him he might 

be. He restrained the guards from carrying out the instructions 
their judge had given them and also mollified his friend, ‘It is all 
part of the literary game. We consider it proper for any one to 
pick holes in other men’s work. It is attack and defence that 

lends interest to a public performance like this.” 

The pseudo-critic with those who had backed him, sat through 

the rest of the ‘arangetram’, sadder and wiser than before. The 
function continued day after day and it was something for ‘gods 
to envy and angels to admire’. As soon as the exposition for each 

day was over, the president Vedanayakam Pillai recited a short 
poem, eulogizing the performance. Of the hundreds of stanzas 
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Sri Pillai spent part of what funds he had now at his disposal 
on rendering assistance to his pupils to one of whom, Muthu 

Kumara Pillai he madea gift ofa house after bearing the 

expenses of his marriage. With the balance he arranged to repay 

all the debts he bad contracted at Tiruchirappaili. 

16. SETTLING DOWN AT MAYURAM 

Some prominent citizens of Mayuram felt it would be an 
honour to have Sri Pillai in their midst permanently. Twelve of 
them agreed to pay him-an allowance of ten rupeesa month by 
rotation and they prevailed upon him to make Mayuram his 
-home. This was in 1860. He lived in rented houses in the South 
Car Street for ten years and then bought a house of his own in 
the southern row of the samestreet. The chief reason that 
weighed with Sri Pillai in the decision he took now was the 
proximity of Tiruvaavaduturai, which he wanted to visit as often 
as he could. 

As luck would have it, Vedanayakam Pillai too was transfer- 
red from Sirkazhi to Mayuram as Munsiff. He had now another 
title to fame too. Famine broke out in certain areas of Tamil 
Nadu and Vedanayakam Pillai took it upon himself to arrange for 
the feeding of the poor who came flocking into the town. 

Students could in those days support themselves comfortably 
on five rupees a month. Those who could afford that sum, or 
raise it somehow settled down at Mayuram to study under Sri 
Pillai. Those who could not and were permitted by custom to 

dine with him found a ready welcome to stay with him. 

Besides the large number of students Sri Pillai made friends 
with other scholars of repute in the locality, who maintained 
themselves by delivering discourses or running schools. They 
dropped in frequently and watched him as he taught his pupils 
and composed and dictated poetry. Most of them helped by 
writing to dictation or reading verses at lectures and in other 
ways. 

There were also at this time some prominent musicians at 
Mayuram, the best known among them being the author of Nanda- 
nar Charitram, Gopalakrishna Bharatiyar of Mudikondan. He 
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the more keen on obtaining his services to teach the monks and 

the laymen at the Mutt. He convinced the Head of the Mutt of 

the necessity to appoint Sri Pillai there, by speaking of the 

reputation he had made at Madras, Bangalore and elsewhere, 

both as a teacher and asa poet. Just as the Mutt was giving a 

fillip to Sanskrit studies, it was incumbent on it to encourage 

Tamil studies also regardless of expense. he said. The final 

argument that won him his suit was that Sri P.llai was not worldly- 

minded in the least and would want nothing for himself if his 

pupils were cared for properly at the Mutt. 

So Sri Pillai came to be made Scholar by Appointment at the 

Court of His Holiness Sri Ambalavaana Desikar. Two attendants 

were sanctioned for looking after him and were paid a monthly 

wage for that. There was a spacious cowshed opposite to the Mutt 

buildings, which was remodelled to serve as residence for Sri 

Pillai and the students who stayed with him. He welcomed this 

move in particular, because Hindu sentiment regards any place 

associated with cows as holy ground. 

Some of the senior pupils Sri Pillai had to teach now had 

already made their mark as scholars. One was Namasivaya 

Tambiran of Tirunelveli Pettai, a monk and another was 

Narayana Chettiar of Devakottai. Namasivaya Tambiran made 

it a point to study systematically by himself any book before it 

was taken up by the Master and after he had been taught, revise 

it so thoroughly that he acquired full mastery of its contents and 

had them fixed firmly in his mind. 

Sri Pillai acquainted himself with the customs and traditions 

of the Mutt in an incredibly short space of time and composed a 

Kalambakam on the Head, Sri Ambalavaana Desikar. There 

were already in existence several poems celebrating the greatness 

of the Mutt; but, at the ‘arangetram’ that was held on a special 

occasion in the presence of eminent people, everyone found this 

work first and foremost in literary merit and the rest nowhere. 

In compliance with their unanimous wish and in consultation 

with the Junior Head, the Head of the Mutt conferred on Sri 

Pillai the title of Maha Vidwan. The Poet was presented with 

shawls and other customary gifts and he was also allotted the 

first place at the head of the table among laymen at meal-time.



 



Subramanya Desikar now spoke to Sri Pillai, ««Wbo could 

shut out the radiance of the sun? You may seek to hide your light 

under a brushel, but see how far your genius flashes its beams”’. 

Sri Pillai noted with growing admiration the personality of 

the two Brothers, their deep devotion their ability to sing without 

any movement of limbs or contortions of the face and their clear 

rendering that enhanced the beauty of the verse they took up and 

adorned it. ‘‘O Masters”, he said, “I have never heard in my life 
anything to match your singing. It is divine. I invoke God’s 

blessings on you from the fulness of my heart. I only pray it may 

be given to me to meet you oftener and become more intimate”’ 

“Tt is all due to the grace of His Holiness here,” the Brothers 

answered, pointing to Desikar. ‘‘We have long wanted to meet 

you and our prayers have heen answered at last. There are so 
many things we are eager to learn from you. We thank God who 

has been pleased to lead us to you today.” 

The next day, in the afternoon, before an audience that was 
both fit and full, Maha Vaidyanatha Aiyar and his brother gave a 
concert as they usually did whenever they visited the Mutt. Sri 
Pillai was so moved that he eulogized them in verses comparing 
them to Siva who took on the role of Songster in Madurai. 

Sri Pillai camped at different sacred places later, releasing to 
the public the puranams he composed on those shrines. On such 

occasions, Maha Vaidyanatha Aiyar and his brother used to 

attend and stay for two or three days, listening to him, They 

would then include his verses in their repertoire and make use of 
them as occasion offered, during their concerts and musical 

discourses. 

Stay at the Mutt provided Sri Pillai with the opportunity of 
meeting men of attainments in different branches of learning, 

especially Sanskrit. Such acquaintance proved to be mutually 
profitable, for it led to an exchange of the best thought in either 
medium. 

Sri Pillai’s former friend Namasivaya Pillai of Patteeswaram, 
waS now No more; but his son, Arumugatta Pillai, often prevail- 
ed upon Sri Pillai, whom he revered, to come to Patteeswaram 

and spend a few days with him from time to time. 
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there. He was unique in many ways. He never went and met 
anyone on a social footing and never allowed anyone to visit him 
either at his residence. He was so strict and incorruptible that 
even the most powerful and influential people would not venture 
to approach him for an introduction, let alone for any favour. 
He had all the same a reputation for piety anda deep love of 
literature. 

It was customary at Tiruvaavaduturai Mutt to invite to 
occasions like the Guru Pooja, officials posted to towns in the 
neighbourhood and these officials invariably responded to the 
invitation. While discussing arrangements with leading men of 
the district, Ambalavana Desikar naturally expressed his desire to 
extend an invitation to Rangaswami Pillai also. 

One and all of them said at once, “It would be no use. It is 
something that cannot be done. Who has heard of Rangaswami 
Pillai going anywhere on a visit? Many have tried to see him 
officials as well as non-officials, but the door has remained shut in 
their faces. That man is quite inaccessible.”’ 

Reports like this coming from every quarter, only whetted 
Desikar’s desire. He wanted to pitch upon some messenger who 
would be able to take an invitation and deliver it to him, 

Seeing him plunged in thought Subramanya Desikar, his 
Junior asked and understood the cause of his worry. “Simply 
because these big men say with one voice that a certain thing is 
impossible it does not become so for that very reason’’, he said. 

“What is there to be done? People don’t dare to draw near 
him, I see no way out.” 

“T assure you, there is’’. 

“Flow, pray ?”’ 

“We have with us someone to whom nothing is impossible. He 
will accomplish our object for us.” 
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him now and inform him of Master’s arrival in this town. { am 
sure Master will be sent for. I shall come myself or send some 
one on my behalf.”’ 

Sri Pillai thanked God. He had somehowstumbled on the 

right person for the job. 

Judge Rangaswami Pillai tookup his book as soon as 
Ramaswami Pillai entered his house. But the latter said, ‘‘I have 
today something important to communicate and request I may be 

permitted to do so.” 

«By all means, yes.” 

“Your Honour is sure to have heard of Maha Vidwan 

Minakshisundaram Pillai. He is usually described as the Kamban 
of the present age. Kamban composed ten thousand stanzas. 
Maha Vidwan Pillai bas already written several times that ten 
thousand and is likely to write a good deal more in the days to 
come. He is aninspired poet; he always composes extempore. 
Poetry comes to him as naturally as breathing. The Goddess of 
Learning surely dwells on his tongue and touches his lips as he 
begins to speak. He is second to none in his devotion too, for he 
glorifies God everyday in thought, word and deed. The number 
of his pupils is legion. He has taught them all freely, without 
taking a fee. What he has earned in other ways, he has lavished 
on them, feeding them and clothing them at his expense and they 
carved out successful careers for themselves, thanks to his help. 

Ihave never seen or heard of the like of him. I studied under 

him. Whenever I have doubts, I go to him to get them cleared. 
The Holy Mutt at Tiruvaavaduturai is fortunate to have him now 

as Court Poet in residence. Most part of each day he is coaching 
successive sets of scholars there.” 

“Yes, yes. Such reports have reached me. I have always 
felt a wish to meet him. But the nature of the office I hold 
prevents me from going anywhere or meeting anyone. What am 
T to do?” 

“This exalted personage has now graced my humble residence 

with his presence. There are any number of people inthis town 
who have been denied the honour of such a visit. I am fortunate 
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20. KUMBAKONAM—1865. 

Two pupils of Maha Vidwan Sri Pillai became Pandits at the 

Government College one after the other—Ponnambala Mudaliar 

and Swaminatha Desikar. At their request Sri Pillai used to spend 

a few days at Kumbakonam whenever he passed that way. It was 

then that he became acquainted with Rao Babadur T. Gopala Rao, 

who had won state wide reputation as a professor of English. 

Gopala Rao used to speak in later years with great admiration of 

his genius and his majestic personal appearance. 

Gopala Rao was asked by Diwan Madhava Rao of Travancore 

to recommend a Tamil Pandit fcr the Maharajah’s Co'lege there. 
Be offered that post to Sri Pillai; telling him that it carried a 
salary of Rs. 100/- with perquisites and that the Government 

there would deemit an honour to have him as their foremost 

scholar in Tamil. Sri Pillai declined it. ‘“‘I shall be losing my 

independence if I take up such a job.” he said. “I am happy where 
Iam, doing something after my own heart, spending most of my 

time with young men of little means and teaching them. I would 

not exchange this for any position of profit or prestige.” He 

recommended Swaminatha Desikar for that post. It was then that 
Thagaraja Chettiar succeeded Desikar at the College. He reported 
to duty on 3.7.1865. 

Sri Pillai’s visits to Kumbakonom continued, since Chettiar, 

also had been his pupil. At the request of the Tahsildar 
Sivagurunatha Pillai and others, he then went over and camped 
at Kumbakonam, to compose 2 ‘puranam’ on that town. 
Seshaiyangar of Mangalakkudi was his amanuensis and small 
portions were composed each morning and read out the same 
evening. The hall in front of Sri Kumbheswara Swami Temple 

was the venue of the ‘arangetram’, Sivagurunatha Pillai presided 
and shone in the reflected glory. 

There were not wanting here too people who envied Sri 
Pillai the admiration h> evoked among the public. One of them 

took it upon himself to detach Sivagurunatha Pillai from this 

laudable enterprise, 
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youth and for that reason, treated him still with veneration, gave 

him due precedence and stood aside with the humility of a pupil 

when the two were here. Which other person, I ask, has both such 

modesty and such gratitude ingrained in him? Inthis respect 

Sti Pillai is the most remarkable specimen of both these virtues 
I have ever known.” 

Kumbakonam could boast of anumber of Vishnu Temples 
too and Sri Pillai included an account of the greatness and 
sanctity of these in his ‘puranam’ on the town. At the request of 
the Trustee of one such Temple he enlarged his celebration of the 
advent of the: goddess Sri Komalavalli aset of ten exquisitely 
beautiful verses dealing with her childhood, as in a regular Pillai 
Tamil. Vaishnavites and Saivites alike were pleased with the 
way in which both the composition and the interpretation of the 
verses were tactfully managed to afford delight to either. 

AS stated already, verses foreach evening’s function were 
composed only in the morning. One day, on account of a stream 
of visitors, the Poet could not spare a minute for his work even in 
the early afternoon. Seshaiyangar, his amanuensis, stood there 

worry written large on his face, as Sri Pillai went on talking to 

friends. The Poet then asked him to bring his palm-leaves and style 

and in about two hours dictated fifty stanzas at a stretch. This 
marvellous feat soon became the talk of the town and of all places 
in the neighbourhood. 

The day the ‘arangetram’ drew to a close (early in 1866) was 
celebrated like a festival at Kumbakonam. The palm-leaf script 

was placed in the howdah of an elephant and taken at the head of 
a procession. A special palanquin was purchased for the Poet’s 
use—it remained with him for life—and seated init, he was borne 
by some of the biggest men in the area as if toremind people of 
the time-honoured way the Tamil nation honoured its scholars. 
Besides silk clothes and shawls, a sum of two thousand rupees was 
collected and placed before him. 

Sri Pillai then “composed at the request of one friend 
Mangalambikaj Pillai Tamil and at the request of another 
Kudandai Tiripandaadi. During his stay in that town, Tyagaraja 
Chettiar once invited him to visit the College. He gave him his 
own seat and standing by his side, requested him to test the pupils’ 
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Danappachariyar, a lawyer and a munificent philanthropist of 

Pondicherry, spent a few days with him, listening to his exposition 

of poetry with unbounded delight. His latest Andaadi was printed 

there and he had to teach it to an admiring set of the citizens of 

Pondicherry. He was loaded with gifts and seen off by the people 

as he completed the rest of the pilgrimage and returned to 

Tiruvaavaduturai. 

When a request was made to Sri Pillai fora puranam on 

Taniyur, a suburb of Mayuram, he produced a gem of a puranam 

in miniature, of just 202 stanzas, incorporating into it with 

delightful ingenuity a few stanzas in praise of the special excellence 

in the art of weaving for which the people of that locality are 

well-known--as desired by those master weavers themselves. Sri 

Subramanya Desikar used to say that this work gave him as much 

pleasure as any of the longer works, because it did not miss a 

single important feature of a grand epic while at the same time, 

displayed the highest imaginative reach and fertility of invention. 

A regular puranam on Mayuram town had to follow as a 

matter of course, but it conformed in size to the Sanskrit original 

and came to 1894 stanzas in all. It was printed immediately in 

Madras by Subbaraya Chettiar in September 1868. That work 

contains beautiful verse from beginning to end, in rare metrical 

forms; and Sage Agastya’s praise of Sri Muruga, for example, 

concludes with such lines as these: 

What use is the tongue that utters not His name? 

What use is ihe tongue that sings not His fame ? 

The Kasi Rahasyam that Sri Pillai wrote at this time contained 

1012 stanzas and its ‘arangetram’ was held in Tiruvidaimarudur 

temple. Inthe same year, 1868, he visited Nagapattinam at the 

request of leading citizens there and collected material for a 

puranam. When he started composing, the amanuensis was a 

good writer and scholar of exceptional ability, named Gopala 

Pillai. He was one day led by his own pride to complain jokingly 

that the Peot was not composing verses fast enough to cause him 

much of a strain. He did not know at the time that these words 

were spoken within his Master’s hearing. 
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Another scholar, Muthusami Pillai, filled in for him and the 

work went on. 

It was at this time that Munsiff Vedanayakam Pillai sent a 

scholar called Saverinatha Pillai to study under the Poet. He 

belonged to Karaikkal. Though he was a Christian by religion, 

there was very little in his bearing to mark him from the rest, He 

was a good speaker, with a melodious voice and venerated his 

Master. He became his inseparable companion and attended to 

his comfort to the end. He easily took his place from now on as 

Sri Pillai’s most devoted pupil. 

The Poet left for Nagapattinam on invitation, in February 

1869 and the ‘arangetram’ was scheduled to begin a month later. 

It continued, with breaks, for a whole year. Local scholars 

attended the function regularly. There were naturally some who 

wanted to make trouble and raised objections. These were met 

on the Poet’s behalf by Mahadeva Sastrigal of Tiruchirappalli, who 

had rendered the orignal Sanskrit puranam into Tamil prose for 

him and now quoted authority by chapter and verse from the 

Vedas and other sacred texts to bear out Sri Pillai’s interpretation. 

While the ‘arangetram’ was in progress, a holy man of the 

name of Sundara Swamigal, who happened to visit the tows, 

hearing of this function, graced it with his presence. This Swamigal 

was the guru of Maha Vaidyanatha Aiyar and a host of others. 

The audience rose aS one man to do him homage. He addressed 

a eulogy to the Poet, saying, ‘‘I have long wanted to meet you and 

I thank God I have been enabled by His grace to doso today. As 

a devotee of God and as a propagator of the best religious works 

in Tamil in these days we are yet to see your equal. [Iam quite 

familiar with your marvellous rendering of Soota Samhiia and 1 

make use of it in my own discourses. I have known you by report 

from Maha Vaidyanatha Sivan, Aiyasami Pillai and others and 

today I am happy to meet youin person. May God bless you 
with long life and vouchsafe that the good work you are engaged 

in may continue long and bear fruit.”’ 

His Holiness Sri Sankaracharya of Kanchi camped at Naga- 
pattinam while the ‘arangetram’ was going on and hearing about 

- Sri Pillai expressed his wish to see him. Mahadeva Sasirigal took 
him one afternocn to the presence of His Holiness. His Holiness 
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elders present. This system lIcosened their tongues, gave them 
address and fluency in speaking to strangers and so made them 
shed all platform fright. 

Printed books being hard to come by in those days, students 
had to copy out their texts from palm-leaf books into palm-leaves 
of their own. Sri Pillai used to obtain leaves of good quality, cut 
and arrange them in proper sizes, punch them and tie them with 
Strings for his stucents’ use. He used alsoto regale them with 
anecdotes in the lives of famous writers, quoting their occasional 
verses and make the young men take these down in an anthology 
they thus compiled for study and reference later. 

Sri Pillai never thought it beneath himself to acquire informa- 

tion that he wanted from any one, without letting prestige, so- 
called, stand in the way. He was always on the look-out for 
works he had not seen before. Thus, he once came across 
Tiru Kutrala Yamaka Andaadi and studied it with keen 
appreciation. The local allusions in it which he could not make 
out, he got his pupil, Chand sasekaram Pillai of Tirunelveli, to 

- explain clearly to him. 

Broad-minded as he was, Sri Pillai was still too deeply rooted 
in his devotion to Siva to bring himself easily to call his latest 
scholar by his Vaishnavite name of Venkataraman. He found out 

that, before his Upanayanam, he had been called Swaminathan. 
This being aname dear to his heart, Venkataraman came to be 
known as Swaminathan ever since. Sri Pillai learnt in the course 
of a casual conversation that he was taking lessons in music too 

every day from Gopalakrishna Bharatiyar. He advised him 
against it, asit would be a distraction; so Swaminatha Aiyar 

gave his undivided attention to his Tamil studies and gave up 
_music lessons to please his Master. 

Not content with teaching poetry, Sri Pillai set his pupils to 
composing verses of their own, by giving them last lines which 

they could shape into a stanza, by filling in the other three. 
Simultaneously he himself composed such verses, so that they 
could compare notes and improve their powers. He permitted 
these_ beginners to attend the classes in classics like Peria 
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whether he would at least at that stage restore SriSita to him and 
make peace, Ravana stood silent with shame and his tongue 
therefore had lost its wonted skill. The ten gold crowns that 
adorned histen heads had been toppled down by Sri Rama’s | 
arrows. The sword that Lord Siva had given him now went back 
tothe Lord because it had not been used at the critical moment 
for which it bad been intended. Finally, of course, he lost for 
ever the reputation he had made as conqueror of both earth and 
heaven.” 

Sri Pillai was pleased with this answer and stated that he had 
met Satakopa Aiyangar and had admired his literary perception. 

One of the two attendants given to Sri Pillai by the Mutt was 
named Panchanadam Pillai- He was ill-natured and ill-tempered 
too. He never forgave the Poet for “wasting” his energies and his 
time on students, who were of no earthly use to him. He fell foul 
of the students too and never missed an occasion to hurt them if he 

could. He would, for example, snatch away the lamp the students 
used for reading by night, saying it was needed at the kitchen. He 

was a talebearer too and could make mischief between Master and 
pupil or misrepresent every one tothe authorities at the Mutt 

Sri Pillai cautioned the students to treat him with the utmost 
respect lest he should do them an ill turn himself or through the 
agency of others over whom he had a hold. 

Sri Pillai had a parent’s solicitude in ministering to the young 
men’s comfort. He never failed to enquire if they had taken food 

and had relished it; and if any one was late by a few minutes he 

used to sit watching for his arrival with worry and anxiety for his 

welfare. 

His Holiness the Head of the Mutt invited Sri Pillai to attend 

his predecessor’s anniversary day at the end of June On his return 

Sri Pillai mentioned to his friends that he had been ‘ordered’ to 

come to Tiruyaavaduturai to teach the junior monks, Just at this 

time Arumugatha Pillai of Patteeswaram arrived at Mayuram to 

request him to come to his own village and spend some weeks with 

him.



 



_ It was all child’s play to Sri Pillai, with becoming modesty 
and with a face illumined by wisdom and keen enjoyment of the 
work he was engaged in, he went on explaining things tirelessly. 

The others who were present still watched and still their wonder 

grew, till there was a reference to Chitra Kavi, or the art of 

arranging the letters of a verse in diagrams of chariots, snakes and 

soon. Sri Swaminatha Aiyar now stole the show by quickly 
demonstrating the art, forestalling his Master. This excited the 

admiration of every one; and Desikar advised the young scholar to 

utilize to the full the rare opportunity he now had of studying at 

the feet of one of the greatest poets and teachers of alltime. He 

also presented him with several sets of books and gave him a 

standing invitation to the Mutt, with promise of every assistance 

he might need. 

Desikar then pleaded lack of time to do all the work of teach- 

~ ing himself and expressed a wish that Sri Pillai should take it off 

his hands and leave him more free to attend to administrative 
duties. Arumugatha Pillai now stood up and requested permission 

to take Sri Pillai with him to Patteeswaram, promising to send 

him back to Tiruvaavaduturai in a few weeks. Desikar agreed and 

Sri Pillai took leave of him. 

That night the Poet spent at Tiruvidaimarudur, met Tyagaraja 

Chettiar at Kumbakonam in the morning and reached Pattees- 

waram in time for his midday prayers, dinner and rest. Though 

far on the right side of sixty, he was of feeble health these days 

and except on special occasions, did most of his teaching reclining 

or lying down. Not a moment was wasted. Anecdotes of poets, 

memorable verses, the historical background of the places they 

passed through—all these flowed without interruption and the 
young scholar received them and kept them imprinted in his mind. 

Arumugatha Pillai was sole owner of the village of Melai 

Pazhaiyarai, adjacent to Patteeswaram ; it was beautiful and fertile 

as a fragment of paradise, with running streams bounding it on 

the north and the south, smiling fields, dense coconut and banana 

groves and a beautiful building set in a garden lush with jack and 

mango trees and tall and graceful areca palms. This place was 

Sri Pillai’s favourite resort. Fruits and tender coconuts were 

offered in plenty by the generous host to all who came here in 

company with the Poet in, the warm afternoons. Visitors kept — 
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worship. When passages replete with philosophical ideas came 
up in the books that were being studied, he used himself to explain 
them, to the delight of Sri Pillai, the scholars and other seniors 
who assembled then to hear him. 

As Sri Pillai went on teaching, he would point out correct 
_ readings and set right mistakes of every kind. The students who 
put more faith in the printed texts realized later, with growing 
understanding, that Sri Pillai had been right and the popular 
versions wrong, 

Sundara Swamigal at Kodaganallur arranged at this time for 
the renovation of the temples at Tiruvaiyaru and at seven other 
villages adjacent to it and their rededication on one and the same 
date. He came tothe Mutt in that connection, accompanied by 
Maha Vaidyanatha Aiyar, Aiyasami Pillai of Tirunelveli and cther 
notables. Sundara Swamigal said to Maha Vidwan Sri Pillai, 
“You are among the foremost devotees of God, and so any 

_ obeisance you make I offer direct to Him.”” He lifted him from 
the floor and seated him by his side. 

At Desikar’s request Maha Vaidyanatha Aiyar sang the 
passage from Sri Pillai’s Soote Samhita describing Lord Siva in 
his abode, Maha Kailasa, transporting the audience to ineffable 
delight. Other songs followed, like selections from Sri Piilai’s 
compositions on Ambala Vana Desikar and Ramaswami Aiyat’s 

Peria Purana Kirtanas. The distinguished visitors then left for 
Tiruvaiyaru. 

Etiquette requires that when all are seated at a meal, with 
His Holiness at the head of the monks and Sri Pillai occupying 
the first place among the laymen, no one should get up before the 
others. But once at Mayuram, where the whole party was staying ~ 
during the temple festival, Sri Pillai stood up and started 
towards the door. This is simply something that is not done, 
especially before the meal is served. 

Desikar sent an attendant to stop Sri Pillai and ask him what 
the matter was. He replied, “I left Swaminatha Aiyar outside. 
I failed to make any arrangement for his supper.” 
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men who may well be described 85 11 1௦ 02800. (16 1806 ௦8 
of this nation. One of themis a master of prose and the other 
of marvellous poetry. Arumuga Navalar is running a school at 
Chidambaram for the promotion of Tamil learning, while Maha 
Vidwan Minakshisundaram Pillai is himself a walking library and 
he educates and trains scholars without number, paying their 
expenses himself.’” WVedanayakam Pillai read this press note and 
gave Sri Pillai its substance, when he came to see him at about 
the time the issue of that Daily came to his hands. 

When Sri Pillai lay ill with fever for a few days at about this 
time, he made his Pupil read out Tanjai Vanan Kovai to him and 
found the relief he needed in its poetic beauty. He always gave 
praise where it was due and was generous in his appreciation of 
other people’s writings. Another poet whose work he listened to 
with pleasure at this time was Pala Pattadai Chokkanatha Pulavar, 

282, A HECTIC TIME 

The wedding of Sri Pillai’s son was an occasion on which 
expenses had been unrestrained. Much help had come from many 
quarters, but more had beenspent; and so Sri Pillai was faced 
with heavy bills outstanding at the cloth-dealers’ and grocers’. He 
sent Sri Swaminatha Aiyar in advance to Tiruvaavaduturai, telling 
him he would follow in a week or so. 

A few days later there came a letter to the Head of the Mutt 
from Subramanya Tambiran, who was in Charge of the temple at 
Tirupperunturai, popularly known as Avudaiyarkoil. “I request,” 
so ran the letter, ‘‘that instructions may kindly be issued to Maha 
Vidwan Sri Pillai for composing a regular puranam on the temple 
at this place as desired by the people here. Herewith are submitted 
two old Puranams and a Tamil version of the original Sanskrit 
puranam, I should like to have the ‘arangetram’ during the 
forthcoming festival in December-January and I agree to contribute 
Rs. 2.000 out of my own salary at its conclusion. Everything would also be found for the Poet for the duration of his Stay at 
this place.” 
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The learned and the wise who stood near watched with wonder 

this phenomenal interpretation that came spontaneously to the 

Poet of a simple fact pertaining to Vinayaka and the way he took 

it in his stride and went on with the next verse and the next 

without a pause. 

The chapter describing the locale of Avudaiyarkoil (Tirupper- 

unturai) was soon over and Sri Pillai wished to read it out in 

Desikar’s presence. He wrote to Tyagaraja Chettiar to be present 

at the time, for he chose a Saturday and Chettiar could spend the 

weekend with him without detriment to his duties at college. 

Every line that he wrote conformed to the rules governing the 

composition of epics, followed closely the example of his fore- 

runners in the field and still remained original and exclusively 

true to the place and events described. 

் Those who kept coming to pay their devoirs to the Head of 

the Mutt included people blessed with abundance of means and 

men of letters not favoured to an equal extent by Dame Fortune. 

They thought alike that the offerings they brought would not be 

complete without a poem too addressed to that illustrious patron. 

Sri Pillai complied with the wishes of the former by composing 

verses for them that would suit the individual needs of each and 

of the latter by revising and improving what they had brought for 

being submitted at the Mutt. During holidays, pandits serving in 

schools and colleges used to come to him for clarification of 

difficult passages and scholars too from places far away who 

would stay for days and weeks to study one or two selected works. 

At such times Desikar would himself take over Sri Pillai’s classes 

and leave him free to attend to the needs of such visitors. 

It is also amusing to note that several came under the guise 

of students seeking guidance, only drawn by the good food that 

was provided free for all—for each in place according to his 

station—for the entire duration of his stay at the Mutt. 

Homer sometimes nods and it would be no wonder if Sri 

Pillai, rushed as he was, made a mistake now and then. The one 

and only occasion on record that brought him toa standstill was 

when he was teaching Kanda Puranam. It was the seventieth 

stanza of the chapter narrating the birth of Gajamukha—an 
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Swaminatha Aiyar returned on 26-2-1873 and the classes were 
resumed. Two scholars now sought admission; Sri Pillai agreed 
to take them, though they had been most active in the campaign of 
mud-slinging against him at the time of ‘arangetrams’. He forgave 
his enemies readily, but the other scholars would not, though their 

Master asked them to stop baiting the new arrivals. Finally he 
interceded with His Holiness on their behalf. The other young 
men took the advice of the Head, the two then studied in peace 
and went away reformed and grateful. 

A certain Veluchami Pillai who came from Madras and 
profited so much from the Poet’s teaching that he composed 
Venbas readily (a difficult thing to do) and earned the title of 

Venba Puli (Tiger). Later he served as Tamil Pandit at Kanchee- 
puram. 

29. PATTEESWARAM AGAIN 

Few people knew why Sri Pillai chose to go to Patteeswaram 
at this time. He was always in want, he borrowed right and left 
and repaid these loans when he got lump sums in remuneration at 
the end of ‘arangetrams’. To make part paymeats to the trades- 
men at Mayuram he tried to raise five hundred rupees, pending 
completion of Tirupperunturai Puranam and the realization of the 
two thousand rupees promised for it. 

_ Asteward of the Mutt had plenty of money with him, but 
when the Poet put forth afeeler said, ‘‘What security can he 
offer? TellhimIhave no funds to spare at present.” Other 
efforts were equally fruitless and so Sri Pillai wanted to go and 
lie low at some place where he would at least have the leisure to 
continue his writing. He obtained Desikar’s permission and 
taking only Sti Swaminatha Aiyar with him left for Patteeswaram. 
He stayed there till the middle of November. 

People who did not know Sri Pillai intimately could never 
guess that he would be embarrassed for funds. There were 
admirers among the most well-to-do who would have placed at his 

feet whatever sum he chose to indicate; but he could never bring 
himself to ask them. They supposed, from the style he lived in . 
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Brahma Vidya Nayaki Pillai Tamil) and said, ‘‘Could you kindly 

arrange for the ‘arangetram’ of this poem? If you fix up the 

function, try to obtain a sum of fifty rupees in advance. I need 

the sum badly.”” Nothing came of this attempt too, to raise a 

small sum without the knowledge of his host, Arumugatha Pillai. 

He sent the poem to his good old pupil, Swaminatha Desikar at 

Trivandrum, with a note; and he remitted by return the amount he 

needed. Whatever he chose to ask, he was sure to obtain, if not 

at one place, then at another. 

There are a few incidents of this period that reveal what kind 

of man Sri Pillai was. Even sucha good friend as Thyagaraja 

Chettiar refused one night to lend to Swaminatha Aiyar a text- 

book of grammar by Visakha Perumal Aiyar which he needed for 

his study. Another copy of that book was placed in the young 

scholar’s hands by six the next morning. Sri Pillai had got up 

from bed two hours before dawn, walked a fairly long distance to 

the house of the Junior college pandit, borrowed the book from 

him and returned to chettiar’s house by sunrise, after finishing 

his morning prayers at a fiver on the way. 

Sivaprakasa Pillai had written a poem on the shrine at Avoor 

near Patteeswaram which he got corrected and revised, by Sri 

Pillai and prevailed upon him to attend with his friends the 

‘arangetram’ at Avoor temple premises. On Sri Pillai’s return to 

Patteeswaram after the first of ten days of the ‘arangetram’, 

Arumugatha Pillai forbade everyone to attend the rest of the 

function. He would forgive anything on earth, except an affront 

to his master. Due honour had not been paid to him at Avoor on 

that first day; and so Arumugatha Pillai refused even to speak to 

Sivaprakasa Pillai when he came and entreated him for forgiveness 

on bended knees. The poor author now stayed in the neigh- 

bourhood, refusing to take any food and determined to fast till 

Arumugatha Pillai lifted his interdict. 

Sri Pillai took pity on him when he heard of his plight, wrote 

a verse, gave it to him and asked him to read it out in Arumugatha 

Pillai’s presence. That potentate recognized the Poet’s hand in 

this intercession, fed Sivaprakasam Pillai and then permitted 

every one to attend the rest of the ‘arangetram’ except his own 

friend, philosopher and guide. This was what Sri Pillai had 

stated on that penitent’s behalf :— 
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To assist Arumugatha Pillai in settling certain of his family 

affairs, the Poet had to go to Tiruchirappalli and to Thanjavur. 

He proceejed up to Nidamangalam by carriage and then took the 

train from there. The road up to Nidamangalam, lined by trees, 

was pleasant to walk in and the Poet preferred to walk whenever 

he felt like it. Sri Swaminatha Aiyar went wtih him, taking down 

parts of Tirupperunturai Puranam which he dictated as he walked. 

Whether he was teaching or composing poetry, whatever he did 

at an umbrageous spot always turned out exceptionally well. 

At Tiruchirappalli this Poet held court likea king at the 

Sorgapuram Mutt in East Chintamani. People kept coming to 

him to clear their doubts, to listen to bis latest poems, to get 

their own writings improved by his suggestions, to offer him 

tokens of their regard, to sing his praises. to regret how empty 

and forsaken the town looked after he had left it, to take him to 

temples near by, to press him to come back and settle down again 

in their midst and to invite him to dinner at their homes. 

Savarimutha Pillai of Varaganeri prevailed upon the Poet to 

give a talk on one of the chapters in Peria Puranam at his house 

and sent out a Christian preacher who kept interrupting the 

discourse out of spite. Sri Pillai had patiently met that priest’s 

arguments and explained things, till the moment he was expelled. 

Even then he spoke to him in tones of affection, asking him to 

remember him and their brief spell of scholarly acquaintance. 

His stay at Thanjavur in September served as an occasion for 

old friends like Ramaswami Pillai the Grammarian to come to him 

and utilize his presence in various ways. Pandit Aiyasami Pillai 

studied the whole of Kalladam now at his feet. Those who came 

from Tiruvaiyaru and other places too benefited by his visit. An 

admirer, an artist in metalware, named Muthukkumara Pathar 

presented him with beautifully carved utensils to be used in 

worship. An Oduvar from Piran Malai, who stayed with him for 

long singing Tevaram Hymns, was paid a monthly wage for singing 

and performing on his Sarangi during the hours of worship. 
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Sri Swaminatha Aiyar, accompanied by a monk went to the 

temple in advance to announce the Poet’s arrival and found there 

a distinguished gathering of leading landowners of the area, several 
Nagarathars including Narayana Chettiar of Devakotiai and 
scholars, with Venba Puli Pichuvaiyar of Vembathur at their 
head. The moment Pichuvaiyar saw these two he imp ovised a 

venba and repeated it to Subramanya Tambiran their host, 
mentioning in it the arrival of these visitors. 

The Tambiran arranged to receive the Poet with full temple 
honours and took him in procession to the shrine where every- 
thing connected with worship was conducted in a most solemn and 
impressive manner for his benefit. At its conclusion he turned 
round and noticed his old friend Pichuvaiyar. 

Then followed a fiow of poetry and a feast of soul among the 
eminent scholars gathered there for the occasion. Pichuvaiyar 
had accomplished an extraordinary feat by composing a Yamaka 
Andaadi without a single labial (letter like ‘p’ or ‘m’) in it from 

first to last. He now read it out beforethe assembled notables. 

One of the scholars present kept objecting to passages at every 
step. Pichuvaiyar now accomplished an even more marvellous 
feat by rewriting the lines to meet the objections fully, without a 
moment’s thought or preparation. Seeing the speed with which 

the revision was made, Sri Pillai remozastrated with the critic. “You 
know, sir, how wonderfully our friend has mastered an art that 
others cannot even dream of attempting in their lives. As you go 
on objecting to the use of certain words, please see how he substi- 
tutes other, more acceptable words with the speed of lightning. 

Our part is to admire the performance whole-heartedly and not 
to damp the poet with carping criticism Ike this. Pray, let him 

continue with the same high spirits to the end.” The rest of the 
poem was read out, without further interruption, to the intense 
admiration of one and all. 

So day by day the assembly continued, with every one who 
had brought his work there to be read in the presence of Sri Pillai, - 

to be revised and improved by him and for him to set his seal of 
approval with his unfailing courtesy at the end. 

On the day specified there was a brilliant gathering of the _ 
representatives of the best society fromall parts of the state. - 

The script of the puranam was placed in the sanctum 

105



 



Then, persuaded by others somehow, he at last agreed to 
come and sit through the function. His fit of ill temper had 
blown over. But the wound he had inflicted on the Poet’s heart 
tankled. It never healed. 

The portion of the puranam that had been composed already 
soon drew to a close and then the passage for each evening’s 
‘arangetram’ had to be composed in the preceding morning itself. 

One day the context required a prayer—Manikka Vachakar 
praising the Teacher Divine seated under the Kurunda Tree. It 
was time for his bath and midday devotions, the attendants came 
and kept reminding him, but the address to God continued to flow 
in a continual stream, as the tears too flowed uninterrupted down 
his cheeks. Sri Swaminatha Aiyar’s fingers flashed across the 
page, line by line, taking all that poetry down and ப. it for 
the benefit of posterity. 

Those who stood by knew what poignant grief pent up long 
in his heart had opened these springs of emotion and their own 
hearts now melted in sympathy. Some of the verses ran like this: 

How can I celebrate in adequate numbers 

Thine special compassion for me, 

While all around Thee stand Thy devotees ? 
Who praise and pray and adore Thee 

With hearts that weep and melt in entreaty, 

As now at Tirupperunturai I see 

Thou hast come for my sake to this Pandyan Kingdom, 
O Lord seated under the Kurunda Tree? 

All my days have I spent in the chase 

Of shades that ephemeral be, 

Preferring the bitter, the sour, the unripe, 

Lo the fruit of divine ecstasy; 

Thou hast added poor me to the effulgent company 
Of sages and Saints who are free 

Of Heaven at Tirupperunturai on this day of days, 
O Lord seated under the Kurunda Tree! 
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Just on the day when Decsikar’s letter came to Subramanya 

Tambiran, congratulating him on the double privilege that was 

his, of listening to Sri Pillai’s poetry being rendered by Sri 

Swaminatha Aiyar, the latter was keeping to his bed with high 

fever. His work as scribe was taken over by Periannam Pillai of 

Kumbakonam and the reading of the verses fell to the share of 

Saverinatha Pillai. The Poet got his beloved pupil the best treat- 

ment available; but he preferred to go home to Uttamadanapuram 

for farther treatment. The parting between the two proved a most 

touching scene. 

Narayana Chettiar of Devakottai, who had won by his 

austerities and devotion the title of Van Tondar (an apellation of 
Saint Sundaramoorthi Nayanar) now said, ‘1 request Master be 

pleased to compose a Pillai Tamil in honour of Sekkizhar, the 

author of Perfa Puranam.’”? The Poet gladly welcomed this 

suggestion, saying, ‘Van Tondar the Saint provided the nucleus 

for the whole of Peria Puranam; and it is appropriate that Van 
Tondar the Chettiar should originate a work on the author of that 
puranam”. He concentrated his attention on the theme, whenever 

he was free and had the poem written within a very few days. 

Sri Pillai had studied and taught Peria Puranam for sucha 
number of years with love and appreciation that the Pillai Tamil 
shaped itself delightfully well from first to last. Just as he had 
invoked the illustrious predecessors at the Mutt at the beginning 
of Ambala Vana Desikar Pillai Tamil, he blazed another new 
trail now by invoking the blessings of the Sixty-Three Saints of 
Peria Puranam on the infant Sekkizhar. Among other things, he 

dwelt on the ingenuity Sekkizhar showed in avoiding direct mention 
of anything inauspicious throughout his long epic, the poetic 
way in which he described the shrines sacred to Siva in the five 
kinds of natural regions and his inestimable services in the cause 
of spiritual enlightenment. 

This was the last Pillai Tamil this Poet composed; and to this 
day it has remained with devotees of discernment as mucha 
favourite work as Tevaram and Peria Puranam. All who came to 
Tirupperunturai now insisted on having it read out to them and 
the Poet obliged them with pleasure day after day. 

In due course the ‘arangetram’ got completed on a day 
selected for the function and it came off as grandly asthe wedd- 

ing of a royal personage at his state capital, Officials from 
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in Tevaram and Peria Puranam. She showed her appreciation of 
such services by means of gifts, that included a set of silver 
utensils to be used in his daily routine of worship. Sri Pillai spent 
a month at that town and for the duration of his stay all the 
provisions he needed were supplied daily from the palace stores. 

At Tiruvarankulam the Poet undertook to write a puranam 
and made a beginning, but it remained a fragment for want of 
time and opportunity. When he reached Kumbakosam at last, 
Thyagaraja Chettiar. with his store of worldly wisdom, gave his 
Master sound practical advice. ‘I know, sir, you have with you 
now a sum of over four thousand rupees. I shall invest this on 
your behalf and see to it that the income it yields is of use to your 
family. Left to yourself, you are sure to part with this amount 
in a matter of days. You are yet to realize the value of money. 
There isno one, as far asI see, to guide youin matters of this 
sort, except me; and you simply should take my advice.”’ Chettiar 
argued with him in a number of ways, but he was only wasting his 

breath over this. Sri Pillai repaid certain urgent loans and ran 
through the balance, as he usually did, all, as Chettiar had said, 
in a matter of days helping others in need. 

Arumugatha Pillai had come to Pudukkottai and stayed with 

the Poet for some days, requesting him to come to Patteeswaram. 
He now stayed for a spell at Patteeswaram and Cholan Maaligai, 
before rejoining Desikar at Tiruvaavaduturai. He madea full 
report to his patron of the happenings at Tirupperunturai aod 
elsewhere and treated him to choice passages from the ‘puranam’, 
and the whole of Sekkizhar Pillai Tamil, over a number of days, 
affording him the keenest possible enjoyment. 

A landowner of Kanjanur (to the north-west of Tiruvaavadu- 
turai) named Swaminathaiyar' was an admirer of Sri Pillai 
and revised with his guidance Naidadam, Tiruvilalyadai and other 
such works he had studied before under others. He also used to 
take him and his pupils often to his village and enter‘ain them 
all royally. When Sri Pillai’s attendant Swaminatha Chettiar 
wished to construct a house, he purchased and sent all the timber 
required for the purposse and refused to receive payment in 
return. 

_ The Poet was in his sixtieth year, when Kumaraswami 
Tambiran fell iJl rather seriously ard went to Tiruvidaimarudur 
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ears, Sri Ambala Vaana Munivar (Desikar now) duly lost the 

case, after having poured plenty of money down the drain. 

The symptoms of the Poet’s illness became more pronounced. 

His legs and his lower abdomen swelled out. His system rejected 

nutriment. But, when his pupils pressed him to compose a 

Tiripandadi, he gave them one on the Deity at Tiruvidai- 

marudur. This was the last work he completed this side heaven. 

An admirer from London wrote him a letter at this time and 

it reached him directly, though it was addressed simply to “‘Maha 

Vidwan Minakshisundaram Pillai, India’. Everyone, including 

Desikar, was delighted with this indubitable proof that Sri Pillai 

was well-known far and wide. 

Desikar wished to have the life of Sri Sivagnana Munivar 

sung by Sri Pillai; he heard of that wish and immediately started 

dictating the poem on a theme ever dear to his heart. He cons 

tinued it even when he was taken to Tiruvidaimarudur for better 

treatment, but it could not, in the condition he was in, go on. The 

line which says that the greatness of the region where the Munivar 

was born baffles description by one like him was the last and 

significantly so. Sri Pillai was also requested to take up other 

works like this, but the days when he could turn the tap and let 
the verses flow in rich profusion were not to come again. 

The nights were sleepless and he had choice religious works 
recited and sung to him to occupy his thoughts and refresh his 
spirits. He arranged to have special prayers offered at the 
Tiruvidaimarudur temple for about ten days in September for 
his recovery. He really felt better asa result of that, but after 

some time there was a relapse. 

Desikar came to see him one day. There was no precedent at 
all in the annals of the Mutt for-sucha visit at any time to a 
private individual like Sri Pillai; but it now proved the great regard 
the present Head held himin. Sri Pillai seeing his illustrious 
visitor, suddenly stood up, folding his hands above his head. 
Desikar spoke a few kind words, instructed the people there to 
attend to him with the utmost care and returned to Tiruvaavadu- 
turai. 
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“TJ bought them in the bazaar.” 

‘What did you do for the cash?” 

“T got it from my Karnam Uncle”’. 

“Oh, you have needlessly put yourself to a lot of trouble and 
shelled out precious money. If you had told me I would have 
given you my own books with pleasure.” He now pronounced 
his good wishes and placed the books in his hands. 

But the young scholar did not mind the arduous job of running 

the ten miles to get the cash and the ten miles back to get the 

books, for after having used others’ books for years, he was now 
experiencing the thrill of having a set of books of his own. 

Back again at Tiruvaavaduturai, Sri Pillai found his own 
condition deteriorating. Sri Swaminathaiyar brought for him just 
the dishes he would find palatable, instructing his aunt to prepare 

them with care. Nellaiappa Tambiran, Temple Superintendent at 
Tiruvidaimarudur sent the Poet a silver cup which he could use 

conveniently for taking liquid and semi-liquid food. 

Sri Pillai’s pupils took turns watching at his bedside through 
the long, unending nights. He used to listen to their reading of 
Tiruvarur Kovai, Tevaram and Tiruvachakam and explain their 

doubts though speaking was an effort and a strain he could not 

easily manage. His wife and son came over from Mayuram to 
stay with him now and minister to his needs. 

The Poet knew that his end was drawing near and the thought 

uppermcst in his mind was that he should do something for 
Saverinatha Pillai in return for his years of devoted service. He 

had come under the pretext’ of studying under him but had taken 
over spontanecusly the management of his family affairs and the 
duties of a personal servant as a labour of the purest love. 

He dictated to Sri Swaminathaiyar letters addressed to 
Munsiff Vedanayakam Pillai, Savarimutha Pillai of Varaganeri, 
Savarayalu Nayakar of Pondicherry, Dhanukodi Mudaliar of 
Karaikal and other Christian friends, as well as to others like 

115



Arumugatha Pillai of Patteeswaram and Ratnam Pillai of Cholan 
Maligai. As usual there came the verse to be invariably found at 
the start of every letter. Though the tongue faltered as it formed 
the words, the mind kept its clarity unimpaired to the last and 
the verses flowed, as ever unchecked. 

“Saverinathu, my son,’ he said to him, handing him the 
letters, “‘give the letters to the addressees, accept what they give 
in return, marry and settle down in life. God bless you for all 
the happiness you have afforded me!’ That model young man 
received the gift with eyes blinded by tears. 

The foremost Sanskrit scholars of the area had known Sri 

Pillai for long and had cherished him asa most valued friend. 
They now came along with others to see him and grieved over 
his condition. When Sri Agnilinga Sastrigal of Kanjanur spent 
Some time like this with him, he indicated by a sign that he wished 
that day to hear something special from this highly revered visitor. 

He accordingly quoted and explained the choicest selections from 
the works of Sri Haradatta Sivacharya, Sri Aiya of Tiru Iyalur, 
Sri Appaiya Dikshita, Sri Nilakanta Dikshita and others. When 
he came to Sri Sankara’s Sivanantha Lahari and quoted the 
stanza beginning with “Sadaa Mohaatavyaam”, he turned to 
Swaminatha Aiyer, who brought palm-leaf and style and took 

down the verse translation that had automatically formed in the 
Poet’s head. Only the last line was changed a bit and the prayer 

was addressed specifically to Sri Nataraja of Chidambaram. 

The month of Thai came round and along with it the 
Brahmotsavam at the temple and Guru Pooja at the Mutt. Monks 

and laymen, leaders of society and officials, scholars and artistes, 
filled the village and its environs along with crowds of sightseers 

from far andnear. The whole place. decorated and lighted up 
at night, looked like Kailasa, with Gods and Sages pressing thick 

in a state of blissful ecstasy. 

On Tuesday, Ist February 1876, was the fifth day of both 
the festivals and the Image of the Deity was taken round in proces- 

sion. Sri Swaminathaiyar had been keeping Desikar in touch with 
the Poet’s condition from time to time and now, while leading the 

temple procession, he asked Sri Swaminathiyar again how the 
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Master was. “‘He is conscious,”’ he said in reply, “he follows what 

others say, but is himself unable to speak anything in reply.” 

Sri Swaminathaiyar then returned to his Master and, at a sign 

from him, took coconuts, fruit, betel and camphor, offered 

these to the Deity through the officiating priest and brought back 
the sacred ash. Sri Pillai received it from him and put it on his 

forehead. 

Just after midnight a sort of slackness was noticeable in the 

great man’s body asit lay stretched on his bed. Saverinatha 
Pillai now gently lifted him from behind and leaned his head and 
shoulders on his own chest. It continued like this for more than 

an hour. 

And then the Master regained consciousness. His lips moved. 
“Tiru Vaa’’ was all that issued out of them. Sri Swaminathaiyar 
brovght Tiruvachakam ard tead the ten verses that sing of God 
as our Last Refuge and Sanctuary. The Poet lay listening, with 

his eyes closed. There was atremor. The right eye-lid opened. 

The soul had found its passage through it to its final Refuge and 
Sanctuary at the Feet of Sri Nataraja. 

Saverinatha Pillai reverently laid his Master on the bed and 
joined the others who now crowded round, with tears gushing hot, 

and wailed and wept and lamented. 

Sri Desikar was foremost among those who had been closest 

to Sri Pillai and knew his worth—from the days he had been 
Junior Head, ard had spoken to his predecessor, extolling his 

all-round perfection. He had to bear the shock as best he could, 
because he was also obliged that day to go through the routine of 
the most important function at the Mutt in the whole year—the 
days of Guru Pooja. 

At orders from him the obsequies were performed as befitting 

the rank of the Laureate of the Institution, who had also adorned 

it as its leading lay disciple. Priests came to officiate at the 

ceremonies, sent for from all the neighbouring places. 

117



 



So spoke His Holiness Sri Subramanya Desikar, addressing 

Sri Swaminathaiyar who, unable to contiin his emotion in the 

other’s presence, burst into sobs on the afternoon of the day 
of the funeral. He was as good as his word. He built him a new 
house where he could live with his parents and where he soon settled 

down as 4 house holder. He wanted to make him Adeena Vidwan 

or Court Poet, in succession to Sri Pillai; but he declined the 

honour. He had him styled in writing and in print always as 

Sri Swaminathaiyar of Tiruvaavaduturai. Later, when the first 
poignancy of grief had mellowed and he started on a tour to 
Madurai and other places, he had the young scholar actually 

invested with the ring, the bracelet and the shawls pertaining to 
the high cffice of laureateship. And, when the time came against 

the advice of everyone, he also relieved him in time and enabled 

him to obtain a job with distinction. 

Thai night a gathering of people wh) hid come to pay their 
respects to him, Desikar spoke only, of Sri Pillai and his eminence 

as poet and lovable gentleman. “‘Wherever Tamil is spoken Sri 
Pillai’s fame has penetrated and, wherever he is mentioned and 
admired, our Mutt also comes infor praise. People of every 
creed kept coming here because his reputation as teacher had 

made the Mutt a veritable university open to all. High officials 
and other notables who have no connection whatever with the 
Mutt have been here a number of times, drawn by his illustrious 
presence. He has rendered certain services tothe Mutt which 
cannot at any time be compassed by means of official influence, 
position of power and authority or expenditure of enormous sums. 
What have we givea him in return? Very little indeed! 

“He would have been welcome anywhere and shed lustre on 
the court of any prince or ruler. Sivagnana Munivar had close 
affiliations with the Mutt, but he did not stay and teach at this 
place. Sri Pillai filled that void, and filled it wonderfully well. 
We cannot see the like of him again. 

“When people of status came to visit us, they used to say at 
the end, ‘Beso good as to have us taken and introduced to 
Sri Piliai’, When are we going to hear such words hereafter? 
Men of light and leading would stop here for an hour or so. But, 
within that short space, Sri Pillai used to improvise poems reflect- 
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ing their greatness and our own attitude to them and his own 
incomparable magic touch and recite these poems while yet the 
visitors were in our midst, well in advance of their leave-taking. 
Who else has got such gifts? Whatever the function that was 
organized here and however splendidly it happened to go off, he 

used to transport the audience to the seventh heaven by crowning 
it all with a poem appropriate to the occasion just before it ended: 

““We have, in the long course of years, come across innumera- 
ble men of learning. How proud some of them became on account 

of a little skill or knowledge they have acquired with practice! 
But here we have seen with our own eyesone whose gifts and 
natural endowments were truly colossalin comparison. Has any 
one ever heard him speak a word about himself or anything he 
has written? He was stilland unexcited asthe deep ocean ina 
calm. Can any one give another instance of such modesty co- 
existing with such superhuman excellence ? 

“Of all the persons we have met, by far the most eminent 
scholar tiJl recent days was our Adeena Vidwan, Tandavaraya 
Tambiran and this great scholar declared roundly that Sri Pillai 
has neither superior nor equal in erudition and was lost in wonder 
and admiration whenever he spoke of him. Whata pity his 
longevity did not match his genius! 

“If any one had brought us a report about a person who had 
such marvellous poetic gifts, we would have dismissed his tale as 
a concoction or exaggeration. Seeing is believing; and we have 
watched this prodigy surpassing himself all day and every day. 
In the world of Tamil learning the gap made by his departure will 
remain unfilled for ever: Nowwe Shall find time lying heavy 
indeed on our hands. God’s will be done!’’ 

Later, Desikar sent for Sri Pillai’s creditors to come with 

their bonds and said to them. ‘‘It should not be said that our 
Maha Vidwan passed away without paying his debts, for that 
‘would reflect upon the Mutt he was connected with. It is up to you 
to waive part or whole of the interest due and, if possible, of the 

principal also. Those who insist will have their dues settled in full.”’ 
Bags of money were placed before them and counted out, in the 

presence of Chidambaram Pillai and some of Sri Pillai’s pupils. 
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welling up, clear as crystal--this sight ravished him. He soaked 

his cloths in these, almost as a pastime, before rinsing them. This 

too in no way interrupted the flow of original verse, premeditated 

or impromptu. 

When he travelled, he often got down from his carriage, 

letting his pupils ride, for he loved to stretch his legs, revelling in 

the beauty of the surrounding scenery. 

While teaching, he rested his elbows on a cushion placed on 

his lap. If at the Monastery, he kept his arms folded. That 

posture he never changed for up to six hours at a time! 

There was one settled tone he used for reciting poctry. Most 

of his listeners adopted that tone for themselves! One noted this 

in places in and around Tiruchirappalli at that time- 

Breakfast had no place in the day’s routine. Dinner came 

only after he had finished his prayer and worship at noon. The 

other meal was at night. He was partial to dishes with a dash of 

pepper in them, to leafy vegetables, fragrant ghee, mango fruit 

and the kernel-of tender coconuts. At bedtime he never missed a 

- glass of warm milk. More than a glass was sent for his use during 

his stay at the Monastery. The surplus was shared among his 

pupils. 

Character 

Patience and contentment, humility and compassion, piety 
and gratitude and an abundant love for his pupils, were among the 

traits that went to the making of this superman. He had his share 
of tribulations brought on by need and the jealousy of lesser men ; 

but his spirit rose towering above all these. He shook off insults 
and injuries aimed at him and always returned gocd for evil. Such 
unperturbed equanimity was the magnet that over the years drew 
countless pupils and admirers to him. 

Money to him was not an end, but a tool for doing good’ 
when it came unasked. There were friends, ready and willing, to 

place their all at his feet; but his bearing furnished no clue to the 
‘spells of indigence he passed through. He also turned a deaf car 
to mere money-making schemes like running a school, or editing 
books for profit. 
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dissemination. We know of no other person to whom teaching 

and writing were the breath of his being to the same degree. 

In early life he had met with no end of trouble in collecting 

knowledge as the bee collects honey from sources varied and 

distant; and so he took it upon himself to impart all that know- 

ledge painlessly — pleasurably too — in the widest commonalty 

spread. He looked upon it as his life’s one and only mission. 

He remained more than a mother to the young men who came 

to sitat his feet. Blind and deaf to their shortcomings, he spared 
no pains to transform them with his warmth and generosity 
unobtrusively, that is, without their becoming conscious of the 
process. To him his disciples were in actual fact his family. 

He was accessible at all hours to everyone willing to learn, 
He could make no distinctions among these young men on any 
ground. People went to him without the least apprehension that 
they would be subjected to a battery of questions, or criticised, 
or simply relegated to a corner, or have the bread of their mouth 
taken with unkind comment. : 

He moved earth and heaven to see his pupils well placed in 

life. He presented them to visitors of eminence who had come 

on purpose to meet him, encouraging themto display their 
acquirements (for their own ultimate benefit) in that presence, 
without self-consciousness. 

He was the proverbial philoscpher’s stone. The least contact 
with him sufficed to transmute each pupil of his into purest gold. 
His too was the auspicioustouch. To meet him just once, if only 

_ to receive a book at his hands, made a man blossom soon into a 
scholar and poet of repute on his own. 

The number of his pupils who came in due time to adorn the 
highest places in the world of letters —as court poets, college 
professors, or heads of religious establishments-was legion. 

Methed and skill © 

் If there was one thing that never wearied Mr. Pillai, in body 

orin mind, it was teaching, teaching and yet more teaching. 
Nothing afforded him greater happiness than an opportunity to 
pass on knowledge to others. He instinctively gauged each pupil’s 

- ability and apperception and conferred maximum enlightenment 
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Erudition 

The Maha Vidwan’s knowledge of literature was both deep 

and wide. He had begun at a tender age to move with some of 

the best minds of his day and to retain systematically all that they 

had to pass on to him. Each book that came his way he mastered 

and assimilated with such thoroughness that it became part of his 

mental texture for him to draw on at will. His thirst proved 

insatiable. He ferreted out palm-leaf books from most unlikely 

corners, read them, taught them, and if there was need, made.out 

copies of them for his own use. He noted down whatever phrases 

or allusions in these baffled him and did not rest till he had had 

them clarified by senior scholars on whom he waited with 

becoming humility later. 

There is a flutter in cur hearts as we think of the way in 

which he kept alive countless works that but for his study and 
teaching of these would have been allowed to sink into neglect 
and oblivion. The works of Kumara Gurupara Swamigal, Siva- 
ptakasa Swamigal and Sivagnana Munivar are cases in point. His 
elucidation of Kambar Andaadi, Mullai Andaadi, Kaanchi 

Puraanam, Kallaadam and similar works formed the base of the 
commentaries that came to be published by others in due course, 

Calligraphy 

An ardent book-lover, Mr. Pillai found keen enjoyment in 
collecting rare books, in classifying themon his shelves and in 
adding to them copies of other books he made with his own hand. 
His writing-on palm-leaf, as a result of lifelong practice, was 
inimitable. Each letter was a perfect pearl and the lines equally 
well-formed and straight. He wrote out three copies of the 
whole of Kamba Ramayanam, gave away two and retained one 
for his own reference. The stack of scripts written by him kept 
growing year after year and became soon innumerable. He taught 
this art to his pupils too. ca 

Devotion to Tamil 

Dy Few people could be absorbed in the beauties of Tamil 
literature to the same extent ashe. He often forgot that he 

should spare some moments for such merely physical needs as 
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The Poet’s spoken language was quite simple, lucid and 
marked with the utmost gentleness. His pace, as he spoke was 
leisurely, enabling even laymen to grasp the significance of each 
Separate word and phrase he employed and the scope and content 

of the work he dealt with. 

A name to conjure with 

Endowed with gifts such as come but rarely to mortal men, 
Mr. Pillai was yet loved and cherished most for his character, for 
his winning manners and modesty. His fame spread far and wide 
as one who taught with tireless devotion pupils whom he fed and 
clothed too at his own expense. The respectful mention of his name, 

in common talk, denoted only him, though hundreds of others 

bore that name, but remained undistinguished in that generation. 
More scholars longed all their lives for an opportunity to meet 
him than were actually vouchsafed that priviliege and that thrill. 

His Holiness Sri Subramania Desikar summed up the Maha 
Vidwan’s greatness aptly when he said time and again, 

‘Scholars who come to See us declare themselves first as 
either Mr. Pillai’s pupils or his teachers and guides at some 

stage or other. They say this as proof of their own worth. 
But each time I listen to them the eminence of Mr. Pillai in 
our eyes keeps mounting to loftier and still loftier heights.” 

This Poets’ Poet not only enriched the Tamil language with 
works of his own of varied and imperishable beauty, but was the 
cause of a great awakening in our land. Wherever poetry is 
studied and enjoyed today, wherever a writer is appreciated and 
cherished, we may take it for granted that the seeds for such 
pleasure and such recognition were sown by this prince among 
men. The edifice that we raise to the Tamil Muse today rests 
securely on the foundations laid well and truly by one, the like of 
whom the world may not see again. 
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