Kumaran Asan, whose birth centenary iz deing celebrated as
em year-long national festival in Keralzs, was a great poet amd social
reformex. Ho was bosm em the 12th of April, W73, st Kayikkara, &
small village em the sandy shere of Arabian sea abeut 2% miles td the
serth of Trivandrum, as the secend of nime childrem, and his father
e petiy tradew, ia indigewt circumstances, halomged to the commmmity
of Eshevas. Considered umbtenshable zad evem umspyreashable, this
cammpnity cesupded almest a esmiral positiem im the Nimdu hierarehy of
Eewals amd ococunted into its fuld almest 1/5 of the emtire populatien
of the yegion. While the majority of Ezhavas were hamhle agrioultmral
labourers smd toddy tappews, a fov of tham were weal thy landowmers,
profound Sanskrit sehelass amd remewmed practitiomers of Ayusveda, »eeceg-
nised amd rewarded YW e regul familiew of Esxala. Yot evem this
wpyex crust of ¥he comunity wes esmsidezed umappreashable, had to keey
the prescribed distance fyem t%he so-called Caste Hindus, was demied
entrance to temples snd roads passing through e vicinity of temples.
They were not allowed to emter Government sesvise a4 certain levels or
even schools established st puiiis expewse. Kerala in thoee deys was
divided into three components, the Distyiest of Malabar imecluded im the
Province of Madras and the twe nadive States of Cechin smd Trevemeeme.
Tadle e rigeams of eadts eary leve irisoms i Melebes wmhiek ess wader
dirvet Mritish administration sml whewe medesm education smd ewtxy imte
Govesmmest jobs were not éumied %o Bshaves, the esnditions were differest
is the native States whese Julems were also stout defenders of ewthedemy.
It is mo wondexr them that the Ezhavas, the laxgest single commmnity ia
these Btabes, smmwrbed under ¥he indigeities heuped e then in the mame
of caste amd emgendsed themsslves for the amsliscatiem of their dis-
abdlities under ¥he inspiring leadership of Saint Sri Narsywms, &
posfound philosaphey snd famed asestie, whose message was "Ome Cumbe,
Cme Religion, Gme God for Nem".

Bufewe ho was 14 the bay Numares had his imitial lessons in
Semskxit and 4 yoars of fexrmal seheoling. Denied the post of a teachey
owing te his immturity, he eentimned his Semekrit studies under a
lesal sehelar, and them worked fox %we years as an accountant with a
lesal trader. Net satisified with this lumfrum careexr he became the
Awetia in a temple of Lesd Sulwehmanis and begem to give lessons in
Samakrit te leeel children, therely earmimg the surname "Asaa", whigh
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is & ceryupted form of “"Aotxya®. At this time he met the osledcated
saint Sri Narsyame, whe immediately recognised the moral, spiritual
and intellectual gmalities of the youth. The attrestion was mutmal,
and Kumaran Asen aftes semetise felleowed the revemed Guru %o his rural
retxeat at Arwippuren neew Trivemdrum, where, Datexr in 1903 the SNDP
Yogem, the meat potent instrument of seeial change in Kerala, come imte
oy hemee . .

Kmmaran Assm surremdewed himself completely %o tiw Guru im
1991 at his 100k yoar, and follewed him to his Mermitege in 1893. Ne
spent three yvese with the Swami stedyimg Vedants emd practising
apstoritios and enie %0 Do kmowm a¢ "Jmmicr Swani” amang the follewars
of the Guru. Dosizame of making his disciple az erwiite sehelar im
Sastsas e Guru sent him in 1895 % Bangalore, where Asem jeined the
Government Sanskrit Gsllege smd began te stady Vedamta. Wnfortunately
he had to lsewe Bangalore befese the cempletiem of Whe course. Ne
centisned his studies at Nedros amd faleutta, and Feturmed to Kewela
i@ 1900, without taking the final examination. The shewt stay in
Caloutta, had however, 2 decisive influence em his intellectual develop-
aemt. Vhile shudying highex texts im Nysys Sestss st Caloutta, he
also acquired sems command evexr the English langnage and imbided e
wpirit of Indian yenaissance, that was Wem being espressed mainly
through the writings of Swami Viveksnanda snd Feet Togewe. The ides
that the down-trodden ecsmmmities can break their shagkles emly through
their united effort emd that smy sevemsmt in India if 1% is te capture
the imagination of the maswes had to be spiritmal in cembewt - this
idea found repested exprwewien im the writings ef Svami Vivekamends
bsesms & conviction with Mn, and resulted in Whe establishasnt of
the SBP Yegem with Sri Narayana as President apd himself as the
Seexetary. Vith single mitnded devotion he sewved this cogmmisatien
as Secretary for 16 yesrs. e eldited "Vivekedayan", the memthly
sxgen of the Yogmm, yepwesemted his commmity as a memimsted member
in the Legislative Assemily of Trevemsswrs, agitated esatiimscusly
threugh witings ead plaifeore spesches for exalisstiion of wsewinl evils
and fox the recegaition eof eivil rights of the Welwesd commmitics
and strived hard %o speead among the masess the snlightening messege
of the Guru. At the late age of 45 he married, and six yeass lates,
on the 16th of Jummey 1984, he met his watery grave when the steam
oot im which he was irewelling capsized - Iromically emough the boat
earried the name "Redesmas” - at a spet nov knewsn as Kumarakoti im

e Pallese waterway.
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As @ himself has said, he spemt the major poxtiem of his
sotive )life sexving the commmity as the Secretary ef SNDP. Yogam,
mnd setting in motion the process of rapid modernisation firet among
the Ezhava Community ssd then in other high and low communities consti-
tating the sooial hierarchy in Kerala. Though his services ss a
uohlnf—'-u-ornnqughudu.-mmmmm
with his role as & poet who revelutionised dur comcept of oulture and
hasalded the romafifle remaisesnce in Malsyalam literature. Like memy
of his less gifted contemporaries, be $eo started his poetic career Wy eom-
poaing éovetdomsl poems in the iraditiomal form snd translating from
Semakyit. Theoe early writings attracted little atténtion andare .
significent teday only as recesds of the differemt stages in the develsp-
mat of his pottis pesvomality. The earliest of his mjor werks, tm
ode en a "Fallen Flewer”, waa published in 1908 vham the peet was 35.
Tais poverful poen omeisting of 41 stanzas is a.lment on the tmagedy
at the cane of Lifs and is %he first significent Nalayalam pesm in the
romantic strain, ssd wag immediately recegnised as ushering ia & new
era in our litersture. This was followed by "Nelimi” ssd "Idla”, twe
dmmatic nammetdves of seme lemgth respectively highlighting the spiritmal
snd eseular aspeste of romatic leve that vas se diffessat frém the velgar
sensuality parading fn the neme of love im the literature of that day.
In the "Neditations of 5ita”, which some erities esmaider to be his
mgaum epus, The pest makes use of & sitmation tahem ewt of the epic
Ramayana te set forth his idess em sesiety em the dmties of Govermment
snd en the role of woman im society, amd %o emplore the sud cemsciom
surgings of the mind yumding ot times, wsbwidled Wwough every forbidden
tsask. In s "lemsst" (Presedemem) which is am elegy em the demise
of Peef.A.R Rajesajovasma he expounds eleazly ami cogently his conception
of poetry of high sericusness. In the long marrative poem "Duravasgtha"
(™he tragie plight) which contains his clariom eall to the higher comm-
mities %o change the out moded lawes lest they viclently change the
seedeties”, the poet unites s Brahmin refugee girl with a youth of
lowest easde in hely wedlock against ¥he background of the bloody
Noplah (Moslem) revolt im the District of Nalahar. The powerful crusade
againgt caste vhich found eloguent expression im this poem is carried
further im the "Outcaste Nem" (Candala Muikshuki) which has its theme
takem frem luddhist legemds. In "Cuckoo" which is a poem with
sutoblographical gender tones, he reveals his dis disgust at the petty
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Jeslenay prevailing in the community and the decisiem e quit the
social work to devete Sm his heart. fis last poem "Compassien”
{Xaruna) also hes a Bedéhist theme and deals with We transitoriness
of wmrldly glamour and the pexmanence of spiritual qualities. Im addi-
tion %o these, ke ke alsc givem us an almost free remdew of Béwin
Ameld's Light of Asia and & Children's Ramayana, sed a few children's
vessss of suprese Desmty. [His poems have heem collected inte three
valumes rumning % mere than 1500 pages. Ko was alse 2 writer of
effestive proees; his prose writinmgs ramging frem perc-eptive literexy
eariticism %o sealhing seeisl amd pelitisal cemmemtary.

The fmpest of isan's persemalily in the sluggish sesistly amd
tradition-tbund literatuse of Kewala was tremsndeuns. Nis pelitieal
exreed wag lideralism vemging om conserveatism; he was singularly unaffected
Wy e prograrme of the Indism Matissal Congreds snd the emargemce of
Genihi on India’s pelitienl heriwem. Vith immense sstisfastien ke
received the honours bestowed em him ly the Nritish Govermnent whieh
poet Vallathol, who Wy then had chosen Gandhiji for his Guxm sed had
identified himsalf with the ssmse of nom-ce-cperation had rejested.
Nevertheless he wan em amdemt beliecver in sm intemes sert of spiriteal
ond eultapal nationalism, and wmas never tiwed of mefesximg bask te the
age-ald wisdon enshwided in the Upanisheds. It is alse meteoworthy What
the leeals of eumly %we of his majex pesms is Kerala, while, in all
others, the story tabee plase sithew in "the heaxy Himalayes land”, ow
in the Vindhya regions watexed W river NHazrbada, er in such legemdaxy
temms of North Indis as Sravasti, Ayediys and Nathmre. It is strenge
that this poet, born =i Wwyught wp on the semdy beash of Arabian sea
mever forcmoe mentions %he evssm im his poems but takes a pesuliay
delight in doseniding the smew-elad peakts and lush forests of the
Himalaya vegion. Though he did met shew amy affinity with the
mationalist movement of his time, his philosephy Af seeial astiom wemt
home to the dowm trodden, and the eagmisatien be Built wp with patient
assiduity provided ¥he frame-work for chain-reasting seeial changes
in Kerala. Asd above all kis peetxy with its inherent amd seveme purity
has managed %o retain its fresh appeal through these yeass, amd seems
%o constantly zenev i%e idiom and image %o suit the semsibilities of
ever new genmerations.

I have mentioned earlier about his sheet stay im Calocutta, amd
how the ocultural links forged during this period gave defimibe shape
to his whole cutlook. Fzoz his philesophy of social actiom he owed



a deep dedt to Swami Vivekananda, while for his philosophy of poetry
the inspiration came from poet Tagore. Asan has paid eloquent tribute
to these two exinent sons of Bengal. In his dedication to the transla.

tion of Vivekananda's Rajayoga occur the following verses composed in
Sanskrit;

His tribdute to Tagore, agaln in Sanskrit, is as followst-
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