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FOREWORD
(SoeB300eed(BeoBeaen S8 ohErsso)

Analysing the nature and timeless significance of a literary
work. Sri Sasti observed:

Even ifthe subject is good and writer is well equipped
with linguistic and other tools, ifhis heart does not flow
in the direction of spiritual values, that piece of writing
is vitiated. But if this spiritually-oriented heart is there,
whatever the subject and whatever the language it will
reflect the light generated by the intersection of subject
and emotion.

Pionting out that such a situation does not exist yet in modern
Telugu literature, he identifies the reason as rooted in the con-
tinuing economic and social imbalances:

For people starving for want of food and clothing, and
for writers who emerge from such a context, it is diffi-
cult to allow the spiritual outlook to crystallize. Dedi-
cation does not come unless there is (economic) stabil-
ity. Even if stability is achieved, it evidences only chaos.
(pp. 156 -157).

These remarks constitute the critical framework from which Sri
Sastri undetstood and evaluated literature. Whatever he wrote
or spoke was animated by the impulse to find in literature the

XXl

principle of refinement of the self both individual and collective.
In effect, literature was for him a mode to delight, instruct and
move a person to virtuous, dharmic, action.

I

Judged from such a perspective criticism becomes endur-
ing only when its content and form - like literature itself - pos-
sesses a significance transcending its immediate context and the
specific text. Ifthis transcending element is there, then, the topi-
cal and the timely acquires an interior resilience to survive mere
history and become an integral component of the continuum of
tradition. This tradition is so indispensable that both the creative
writer and the critic willingly - and deliberately - acquire it as a
dynamic catalytic agent activating (what they initially but inde-
fensibly assume to be) their own individual sensibility.

Sri Sastri invariably professed and created this kind of criti-
cism. As such his critical writing shows insights which are holis-
tic and itegral, expository skills which are remarkable, and above
all linguistic nuances which are highly singificant in understanding
the development of modern Telugu prose itself.

To read this fascinating-- and fairly substantial --collection
of essays, seminar papers, radio talks etc., by Sri Sastri is, there-
fore, to realize how a scholar can combine meticulous concern
for detail with and unusual gift for spontaneity and immediacy of
language. Here is no pedantic punditry but a remarkable intelli-
gence vitally alive to the changing "registers" ofa living language.
In fact, one is amazed at the prophetic way in which Sri Sastri
predicts in an extremely lively essay -- " Neti Telugu and Noti
Telugu'-- the need to align the spoken and the written structures.
He realizes, in this regard, the unmistakable impact of English.
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Yet he is aware of and cautions us against the risks implicit in the
emergence of spoken Telugu in the context of several extant varia
tions.

I

It is this caution of a classicist and the openness and cour-
age of conviction of a modernist that marks almost all the essays.
If'this is itself refreshing, what is more amazing is the versatility
and range of'the areas discussed. There are essays on prosody,
on music, on women's poetry, children's poerty, folk literature,
on rural milieu, on important poets such as Srinatha and texts
such as Ranganatha Ramayana.

Everywhere the animating impulse is to see literature steadily
and see it whole. Sri Sastri unerringly identifies the social deter-
minants of literary and linguistic structures and unambiguously
declares that literature should be available for the experience of
all. He rightly argues that the impulse towards modernity is rooted
in the quest for freedom from all constricting elements - social,
economic, political. Analogously, the same freedom and fluidity
is bound to be demanded in the use of language and the creation
of literature.

But in the context of dialectical variations, evident in the
usages peculiar to different social groups where do we locate
and how do we create norms and standards? This becomes prob-
lematic specially when - as Sri Sastri makes us aware with sur-
prising finesse and familiarity - that the so-called ' illiterates', old
women, devadasis, rural folk etc, can extensivelyand with full
awareness quote and comment on classical Telugu poetry in the
very ordinary events of what critics call 'contingent reality'. As is
abundantly clear, these variations, of often breath - takingly pic-
turesque expression have to be absorbed into the mainstream of

language (and implicity of literature).

This concern for language and literature as dynamic in-
struments reflecting the ethos ofa culture makes this collection a
rich treasure- house of considered, mature judgment. Even ca-
sual observations illumine a whole cultural context and some
context recreated with studied casualness (cf: the recreation of
a context of marriage festivities which was enlivened with
recitfations of verses from Sringaranaishadha and somebody re-
citing another verse from the sametext on the eve of sending the
bride to the inlaws) make one feel nostalgic of the days when
peotry (supposedly elitist speech) was the comoonent of "com-
mon" texture oflife. No wonder that in a memorable sentence
Sri Sastri says that the unstudied, unadorned Telugu (“B¢> Beorss”
) is the invariable of all people from the "lower classes to the
Prophet," from the "Balasiksha to Moksha vidya", from the EI-
ementary primer to the Science of Liberation (p.128). As such,
Sri Sastri declares rightly, we have to recover and conserve this
heritage embodied in proverbs, in folk tales, and popular songs
etc., to identify the angularities of Telugu language and its evolu
tion vis-a-vis the development of literary sensibility.

This draws attention to what is certainly the most valuable
perspective which emerges from this collection. In Sri Sastri's
own words:

n

whatever changes in dress and language we
experince, we retain the patterns and moulds of our grand-
fathers, of our ancestors. Similarly, whatever new paths
we traverse, we retain the residue of the ideas, tradi-
tions, and writings of our ancestors. These are rooted in

"

us. We cannot forsake them; indeed we should not.....
(p.31)
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Sri Sastri was himself an exemplar of this rootedness in
tradition opening itselfto new sources of literary and linguistic,
cultural and spiritual, nourishment. In making these essays avail-
able in a collection to a whole new generation of readers, Sri
Prabhakara Sasrti Memorial Trust and its dynamic, guiding spirit,
Professor V. Anandamurti specially, have done a signal service.
My gratitude for this is symbolic, I am sure, of th gratitude of
Telugu people everywhere.

4-10-1988
Hyderabad M. Sivaramakrishna
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