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The SKA premises dressed up for National Day at an earlier time, before extensive
renovations were carried out.

ounded in 1917 by a small but committed group of

immigrant Malayalees, it was the realisation of a
dream. For this community, “home” with all its emotional
meaning was still a place in Kerala. Yet here they were,
living and working toward a better life.

The Singapore Kerala Association was to be the place
for the community, the place where, as the song goes, “eve-
rybody knows your name”, and where you could partake
of good conversation in Malayalam. Where news from
home could be shared and exchanged, where a heritage
would be preserved. For this and any other ethnic com-
munities, this was, and remains, a real concern. The con-
cept of the “Singaporean”, or in this case, the “Singapore
Malayalee” had not yet evolved.

The SKA grew in strength, from its earliest year un-

der President V R Menon, and those that followed. By
the 1950s, under the leadership of A Shukoor, a decision
was made to purchase premises that would belong to the
Association. The present site at 44 Race Course Road
was chosen, and a lifelong investment was made.

Today, having come under the leadership of more than
20 presidents, the premises remain the single centre of
the SKA. As it was intended, it is the venue for meetings,
public talks, demonstrations, drama and dance rehears-
als, yoga classes and even parties.

And like the Association itself, the premises stand
poised for change — to become more relevant to the aspi-
rations of Singapore Malayalees, while remaining the place
where they can feel distinctly Malayalee without forget-
ting their Singapore roots.
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TAKING STOCK

he young today live in a world that is complex and con-

stantly in a state of flux. I remember capturing my
primary one teacher’s regard just because I knew my
“A.B,C” and had memorised the multiplication tables. To-
day, with the same knowledge I may not even qualify to en-
ter primary one. But like it or not, we have to aceept that
the new challenges facing today’s Singapore requires this
increased demand on the student. Itis alsomatural for par-
ents not to want to see their children lose out. So there
are parents who, with the best intentions, may be packing
in one too many a class or course for the child.

As adults, we often lament that we don’t have enough
time for leisure . We yearn for that extra time for ourselves.
We all need that “comfort zone”. Our children are no dif-
ferent. It is my belief that the many teenagers hanging out
at shopping centres are seeking that “comfort zone” among
their peers, because they can’t find it in school or at home.

Malayalees have always placed a high premium on edu-
cation. In fact, in our community, educational qualifica-
tion is a more important yardstick for social stratification
than wealth, This means we have to be that much more cau-
tious about pushing our children too hard to excel. Allow
me to urge you to ask yourself, “Do [ want my child to come
out tops because I want him to do well in life, or because 1
want him to achieve what I could not as a youngster or is it
because I want to be able to tell my neighbour that my child
is as good if not better than theirs.” I fear that if we don’t
ask ourselves these questions regularly, we can too easily be
swept by the wave of striving for excellence at all cost. Let
us not begin reflecting only after we have begun to face the
consequences.

Our young people are also bombarded with conflicting
messages. Forinstance, in an increasingly international so-
ciety where we see wisdom in dismantling racial barriers,
our youth appear to come up against an ineffable obsession
with pigmentation.

How often have we heard people equate good looks with
fair complexion. Whatis sad, even ironical, is that this line .
of thinking appears to be most pervasive among Indians.
How often have we heard of prospective Indian brides be-
ing “rejected” because they were not fair enough! Itis para-
doxical that the term fair has another meaning that is cer-
tainly alien to this scenario.

Further, this obsession with the complexion has allied
with physical features like the sharpness of the nose or broad-
ness of the lips, to illustrate and exacerbate the many di-
vides between Indians. Some assert, for example, that north
Indians have sharper, “more refined” features and are gen-
erally fairer than their south Indian counterparts. Even
among south Indians, there are many who say that the

Malayalee is generally fairer and “better looking” than the



Tamil. Even within the Malayalee community, it has often
been said that those from northern Kerala (Malabar) have
more “Aryan” physical atiributes than Malayalees of
Travancore origin, generally seen as being darker.

These physical differences have been used, mainly in a
subtle way, to assert the superiority or inferiority of the vari-
ous Indian sub-ethnic groups, not just in India, but very
sadly, in modern day Singapore! Thave even witnessed this
“attitude” filter down to the younger Malayalee, born and
bred in the Singapore environment.

What [ find strange is that although we as Indians, as
Malayalees, still find it hard to cast aside the physical differ-
ences between us, there are some amongst us who complain
vociferously about ethnic discrimination in Singapore! For
argument’s sake, when we see nothing wrong in discriminat-
ing between dark and light brown, why do we take offence
when we perceive others distinguishing between yellow and
brown?

Let us take stock. Let us take a good, hard look at the
prejudices that exist within our community, prejudices that
some of us may be guilty of promoting to the next genera-
tion. Let us do this before pointing an accusing finger at so-
ciety at large.

In the same vein, let us not too easily attribute things
that don’t make sense; things that don’t seem”right - to

diserimination along racial lines. Let us be realistic. No
society, except in an utopian world, is devoid of discrimina-
tion — it is bound to manifest itself in one form or another.
What we need to ask is whether it is within a tolerable level,
and whether the society in general scorns upon it. Let us be
careful not to fall into the trap of too easily generalising from
our limited individual experiences — meeting five or 10 or
20 bigotted individuals need not mean that society condones
diserimination. And, even if for argument’s sake, we have
reason to believe that there are racist leanings, let’s not re-
sort to “reverse racism”. Two wrongs have never made a
right!

If we want society to recognise our community, we need
first to redress the many problems and misperceptions that
are striking at our very foundation. Let us start by ensur-
ing, as adults, as parents, that we “allow” the next genera-
tion to grow up balanced; with open minds. I know we care
enough about them to do what it takes to make this happen.

[ wish you a happy Onam, and a bright year ahead.

Mﬂf@w

Viswa Sadasivan

“THE SINGAPORE KERALA

ASSOCIATION IS THE FOCAL POINT FOR SINGAPORE

MALAYALEES - AN ASSOCIATION THAT GIVES

THEM REASON TO BE PROUD OF THEIR HERITAGE

WHILE CONTINUING TO BE

RELEVANT TO THEIR CHANGING ASPIRATIONS.”
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The Malayalee

t's a Sunday evening and I'm eat-

ing vadais at the residence of

Mohan and Latha Menon. It’s a
cool day in Tampines and the view of
the evening sky from their 5-room mai-
sonette is breathtaking.

Youngest son Sandesh, 5, is playing
with his toy cars as elder brother
Sandeep, 8, finishes assessment
worksheets. The oldest son Sanjay, 12,
is nowhere to be seen. He sits for the
PSLE this year and is busy studying
upstairs.

While I'm being stuffed with cake
and chayar, Mohan makes an interest-
ing observation. “You know, for a
group like the Malayalees, education
is what makes us a community.”
Stranger things have happened, I sup-
pose, but I never expected to hear
someone say education was central to
what makes a community. Mohan ex-
plains. “It’s not that education makes
the community but it’s the community
that holds education with such high
regard.”

This is very evident in their fam-
ily. Mohan works with Telecoms and
Latha is a school teacher. They have
been married for 13 years. Their chil-
dren understand that education is im-
portant to their future. “Malayalees
here had to work very hard and at low-
paying jobs before my generation be-
came professionals. It'simportant that
my children realise the value of edu-
cation so that their lives can be easier,”
says Latha.

Malayalees have been in Singapore
for over 180 years. During the early
1840s, Malayalee labourers filled the

Romen Bose
provides a glimpse
into the early history
of the Malayalees
in Singapore, when
and why they
came, and where they
 are today.

Malayan rubber plantations. Then as
the Straits Settlements — and Singa-
pore in particular — developed into a
modern colony, more and more edu-
cated people were needed to staff the
burgeoning colonial government at the
turn of the century.

Malayalees from the native states
of Travancore and Cochin, and from
the Malabar districts of Madras were
among the first to come in large num-
bers. There were extensive higher edu-
cation facilities in Travancore and
Cochin producing the most literate
group in India.

From the early 1920s, Malayalee-
educated men emigrated to Malaya,
tending to concentrate in the private
sector, as clerical staff for European
firms and the plantations. As the op-
portunities for clerical employment
were many and varied, they were also
quite successful.

New Malayalee migrants were now
employed in many government depart-
ments and private firms. Some pro-

fessionally-qualified people also immi-
arated — doctors, lawyers, journalists
and teachers — university-educated
men coming with high expectations.
They settled at first in the Straits Set-
tlements, and then spread into the Fed-
erated States of Selangor, Perak and
Negri Sembilan.

During the same period, the migra-
tion of various categories of traders
boosted the Malayalee and Indian
population. The phenomenal growth
of Singapore and Penang brought in
huge numbers of people, from large-
scale entrepreneurs to the humblest
peddlars.

The Malayalee Muslims, famed for
retail trade in India, began migrating
to Malaya. Coming from the southern
districts of Malabar, they were the first
to move into the Malay states, where
because of their Islamic identification,
they could gain admittance into the
Malay kampongs and establish busi-
nesses there.

“My parents were shopkeepers in
Singapore in the early 60’s. Life was
very hard but we managed alright,”
says Salmah Begum, 35.

A sales executive, Salmah remem-
bers how Malayalee Muslims felt as
part of the community. “We were not
very different from the Hindus or
Christian Malayalees in that food
brought us all together. I can remem-
ber my mother making paiyasam and
patiri, which we would eat with our
Hindu neighbours.”

By 1957, Malayalees formed over
seven percent of the total Indian popu-
lation of Malaysia and Singapore.




Baby’s first rice meal — a
custom that crosses religious
boundaries.

A respectful Malayalee j
way to welcome a guest

— with youth, fresh
flowers and ceremony.

Tying the thali at the church ceremony — a nice meeting Onam Sports and other secular events continue to bring the
of different traditions. community together.
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Music has
the power to
be a binding factor.

Malayalees were then in the middle of
a transformation, with a partly mid-
dle-class and partly working-class
community. Malayalee workers were
employed in estates, heavy industrial
labour and in the docks. By then the
middle-class Malayalees were in sen-
ior clerical positions in government of-
fices, private firms and the British
military and naval bases.

The late 1950s saw the Indian com-
munity in Singapore, which for many
years had shown migratory and tran-
sitory characteristics, begin settling
down permanently. The seximbalance
that had been a problem for so long
now began correcting itself with a fig-
ure of 692 females per 1,000 male In-
dians. By the early 1960’s, about two-
thirds of the Indians had been born
in Malaya.

The withdrawal of the British mili-
tary bases from Singapore in the late
1960’ and early 1970’s caused an out-
flow of Malayalees. Many left because
of uncertainty about the future of Sin-
gapore. Since many of them had come
to Singapore on short-term contracts
with the British, they could not assume
their jobs would remain. The Colonial

government, in its turn, offered them
two alternatives to staying on. They
could return to India, or they could
migrate to Britain.

Today, a significant number of
former Naval Base residents live in
London suburbs. But a parallel move-
ment was taking place.

After the British were defeated in

A monument to the Indian National
Armys; it stood briefly near Elizabeth
Walk, before being destroyed by

the British.

Malaya, the Indians rose up against the
Raj and joined forces with the Japa-
nese to help India gain independence
from the British. Malayalees who had
held important clerical positions be-
fore the war were ideally suited to staff-
ing senior positions at the Indian Na-
tional Army’s headquarters in Singa-
pore and Rangoon where battles were
being planned.

But the surrender of the Japanese
and the mysterious death of INA leader
Subhas Chandra Bose put an end to
the INA. But it didn’t mean the end of
nationalism. The one thing Malayalees
had learnt from the war was that they
would never again be under the yoke
of a foreign power. Malayalees
and Indians in Malaysia helped form
the MIC, and those in Singapore
moved into the labour unions, all with
the aim of gaining independence not for
India, but for the country they were
had been born in.

The 1980’ and 1990’s have seen
members of the community hold more
senior and professional positions. As
senior civil servants and entrepre-
neurs, the community has made a vast
leap along with the country.

This is clearly seen in the case of
the Nainens. A jet-setting couple,
Mammen, 32, is a pilot for a regional
airline and wife Shanti, who is in her
early 30’s, just graduated from an
American University. Singapore is a
stopover for the couple who travel fre-
quently to India and Europe.

“I don’t feel like we are any differ-
ent from other Malayalees here be-
cause we have adapted to local prac-
tices. Moreover, I feel at home when I
hear the ladies yakking and yapping,”
a trait he cheekily says is common
among all Malayalee women.

Other Syrian Christian friends like
Mary Chacko, a civil servant, feel that
it’s less the lingo and more the cuisine
that binds. “The links with the moth-
erland are still there as we still wear
‘Kerala Sarees’ and eat Aluva, the
Keralite fish curry with its distinet puli
(tamarind).”




Syrian Christians add another di-
mension to the Malayalee community
here. Religion, like in all the other
groups, play a key role in maintaining
ones identity as a Malayalee.

“It doesn’t matter whether you are
Hindu, Christian or Muslim. What
matters is that we as a community have
faith. For us, going to Church and tak-
ing part in Church social activities are
avital part of being a community,” says
Shanti. They even have some Hindu
customs in the Syrian Christian mar-
riage ceremony. The tying of the thali
for example, is common to hoth reli-
gions. However, for the Syrian Chris-
tians, the thaliis inlaid with crosses.
“Religion is an important part of our
life”, says Latha. “Especially the rice-
feeding ceremony and writing cer-
emony when the child is one and a half
years old. This is important to us as a
community as it symbolises life and the
importance of education.”

Today, common issues threaten the
whole Malayalee community. The lack
of Malayalee literacy among the
younger generation is a major prob-
lem. * With the loss of the language,
the culture also disappears. All that

remain are the rituals,” says Salmah.

The diminishing number of Malayalam
speakers has been alarming. Tn 1957,
they made up 16.8 percent of the
Singaporean Indian population. By
1970 they formed only 12 percent, and
by 1980, only 8.1 percent.

The Malayalam daily, Malaysia
Malayali, had been published four
times a week since the early 1960s.
During its operational years, it had
avoided closure many times through
the efforts of the community leaders.
And as with all change, urban renewal
and the diffused pattern of Indian set-
tlement have made the community a
more disparate and alien group. This
has made the need for social organisa-
tions like the Singapore Kerala Asso-
ciation key to the survival and unity
of the community.

Educational underperformance
among Indian children on a national

level has also been a key concern
among community leaders. The setting
up of the Singapore Indian Develop-
ment Association has helped stem the
initial symptoms but more has to be
done by each community to prevent the
next generation from under-achieving.

“Its hard to teach my children
Malayalam. The centres that offer it
as a second language are so far away

pore-born Indians. Except for a few
organisations having premises or able
persons, most organisations are un-
able to do more than merely exist.

Moreover, as most Indians are re-
siding in housing estates and working
in non-Indian establishments, more
and more Indians are involved in non-
Indian organisations.

“As a community, we must look at
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A clipping from the now-defunet Malaysia Malayali.

and it just doesn’t seem practical or
fair to them to send them off every day
for tuition when their study schedule
is so heavy with other tuition classes,”
says Latha.

However, the disorganisation within
and between Indian organisations re-
mains an impediment to any organised
social action. Added to thisis the grow-
ing problem of lack of participation in
Indian social organisations by Singa-

solving these kinds of issues. The com-
munity can get eloser and will be much
more unified if we get together and face
these challenges head on,” says Mary.
It remains to be seen what the
Malayalee community develops into by
the end of the century.

There are many challenges facing
the community, but there are as many
shared links that could draw its mem-
bers closer, if there is the will.
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THE CASTE SYSTE :

Time to Cast it Off?

So much a part of all we identify with Indian-ness, yet,

asks Vineeta Sinha, has its time come and gone?

erhaps no other theme has gen-

erated as much interest in Indian

social life as the caste system.
A vastly complex subject, it has engaged
Indian and non-Indian scholars for cen-
turies. Lively debates and controversies
abound, invoking questions about its
origins, evolution, rationale and con-
temporary relevance, if any.

This fascination with caste is far
from recent. Starting in the 6th and
Tth centuries, accounts of caste, based
on Arab, Chinese and European trav-
ellers’ tales and later 18th century mis-
sionaries’ and colonial administrators’
reports have portrayed caste as pecu-
liarly Indian and marking all aspects
of an Indian identity - social, religious,
cultural, economic and racial. Collec-
tively, and through time, this intrigue
with caste has generated an image that
continues to dominate lay and schol-
arly discussions.

Such a portrayal of caste includes
the following elements: ascription to a
caste category by birth, a rigid social
order and hierarchy, ahsence of social
mobility and individual freedom, ex-
istence of food taboos, hereditary oc-
cupational specialisation, restricted so-
cial interaction between members of
different castes — such as eating to-
gether, physical contact and marriage,
notions of spiritual purity and pollution
of skills, castes and thus individuals,
and finally the conflation of caste and

Hinduism. Following this, caste was
further invoked to explain India’s in-
tellectual degradation, vulnerability to
conquest, and static unchanging na-
ture.

Since the 1950’s, some social scien-
tists (particularly Indians, notably M
N Srinivas) have questioned such a de-
piction of India and of the caste system
therein. They have pointed out the
ways in which these interpretations of
caste reveal a reliance upon Vedic tex-
tual sources and upon Brahmins as the
sole religious authority in India. Such
ideal representations of caste are thus
completely divorced from the everyday
practice of caste. They have responded
so as to “correct” these misconceived,
inaccurate and mostly negative images
of caste. In so doing, ironically, they
have validated both the existence and
a rationale for the caste system. How-
ever, and more importantly, these
scholars have highlighted the differ-
ences between ideal conceptual-
isations of caste and their somewhat dif-
ferent translations into practice.

A most crucial clarification has
been made about the word “caste” it-
self. This word, thatis aninherent part
of the vocabulary of Indian social clas-
sification, is itself of non-Indian origin.
The word is not traceable to any Indian
language. The Indian application of the
word comes from the Portuguese
“casta” which means “race, breed or
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lineage”. This is attributed to 16th cen-
tury Portuguese travellers to the
Malabar and Western coasts of India
who encountered and reported the ex-
istence of groups and communities they
called “casta”.

European accounts of caste in In-
dia refer to the varna system, a
classificatory system found in the Vedic
texts. This four-fold occupational divi-
sion has been described as a scheme of
elaborate and rigid social classification.
M N Srinivas argues that the real unit
of the “caste system” is not varna but
jati (birth group) which he defines as
“a very small endogamous group prac-
tising a traditional occupation and en-
joying a certain amount of cultural,
ritual and juridical autonomy”. He fur-
ther questions the rigidity of the caste
system, showing that mobility has al-
ways been possible, both at the indi-
vidual and group levels. Others have
pointed out that caste intermarriages
have also been possible, referring to
examples of “anuloma vivaha™ (in
which men of higher caste could marry
women of lower castes and “pratiloma-
vivaha” (where higher caste women
could marry men of lower caste).
Srinivas also makes the point that to-
day, caste is not confined to Hinduism.
One finds caste categories amongst
Muslims, Jains, Buddhists, Christians,
Catholies and Sikhs.

Despite these forceful illuminations



the point remains that caste, or more
accurately jati, has a real potency in
the lives of individuals who live within
the framework of this system that has
seemingly created and continues to con-
done social divisions and prejudices be-
tween different caste members.

Conceivably, the greatest challenge
for scholars and laypersons alike has
been how to make sense of the existing
caste system. Clearly the caste system
as it exists today has evolved over along
period of time and was probably organ-
ised differently in earlier periods of
history. We often turn to history to seek
clarifications for a contemporary puz-
zle and to inspire reform of institutions
considered outdated. It is no different
with caste.

Historians have to date unearthed
a great deal of knowledge about ancient
Indian social life, including its
economy, polity and religiosity. The
archaeological excavations at Mohenjo-
daro and Harappa (the sites of the In-
dus Valley civilisation) and the Aryan
conquest of India have pushed back the
known history of India to at least 3000
to 4000 years. The first known refer-
ences to varna are also found in the Rig
Veda, the earliest of the Vedic texts.

The latter has raised questions:
Were ideas about caste introduced by
the Aryans, or were they indigenous to
Indian natives prior to Aryan arrival?
Or were they a product of two broad
cultural confrontations? That the in-
habitants of India did not exist in a
socio-cultural, religious, economic and
political vacuum before colonisation by
Aryans is accepted by scholars today.
Ideas of family life, tribe, community
and professional economic guilds
clearly provided frameworks with
which individuals organised them-
selves, The Brahmanic and Sanskritic
tradition carried in the Vedic literature
is, however, clearly Aryan in origin.
The inter-connections between the
former and the four-fold varna classi-
fication with Brahmins at the pinnacle
of the hierarchy are hard to miss. Some
scholars have argued that caste as it

emerged thus was an amalgamation of
pre-existing indigenous ideas about
food taboos, kinship and community
values, and Aryan notions of rank and
social stratification to further maintain
the social distance between the con-
querors and the indigenous dasyus
(slaves), whose customs the Aryans
clearly found quite repugnant.
Mythical explanations of caste also
abound. The four-fold division of caste
and its origin is carried in the Purusha
Sukta of the Rig Veda: “His mouth be-

came a priest (Brahmana), his arm was

There are too many
gaps in our knowledge
of how varna and ideas

of social distance,
purity and pollution
actually originated:
who were its
proponents and
opponents, whose
interests were served
in this particular
construction of caste,
who stood to lose, who
had the power
to decide?

made a nobleman (Rajanya), his thigh
was transformed into farmer (Vaishya),
from his feet sprang the servile man
(Shudra).” The Vishnu Purana, and
the Bhagavad Gita mention similar ex-
planations. The words of Manu, the
Indian lawmaker in the Laws of Manu
are worth quoting: “For the sake of the
prosperity of the world, he (the Lord,
the divine self-existent) caused the
Brahman, the Kshatriya, the Vaishya
and the Shudra to proceed in turn from
his mouth, his arms, his thighs and his
feet...But in order to protect this uni-
verse, He, the most resplendant one,
assigned separate (duties and) occupa-
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tions to those who sprang from his
mouth, arms, thighs and feet.” These
quotations serve a dual purpose for two
very different categories of individu-
als: those who argue that the varna
classification is a natural, given, divine
order as well as those who argue that
varna was originally a form of profes-
sional specialisation and economic
stratification.

From a liberalist, rationalist posi-
tion, the economic argument would
appear to be the least offensive one. It
gives the caste scheme some sense of
legitimacy and purpose, even respect-
ability. But it fails to account for the
ranking that clearly exists in the earli-
est texts, both of skills, duties, occupa-
tions and of those who perform them.
In other words, a hierarchy is discern-
ible even in the earliest formulations of
the varna classification. The inter-
connectedness of varna with ideas of
ritual purity, sanctity and prestige
render the argument of varna catego-
ries purely as occupational groupings
somewhat vulnerable.

Moving away from allegorical ac-
counts of varna, it is erucial to recog-
nise this form of stratification as a man-
made social order and not something
that was, or is, divinely ordained. This
change in perspective is imperative for
the future of caste. There are too many
gaps in our knowledge of how varna
and ideas of social distance, purity and
pollution actually originated: who were
its proponents/opponents, whose inte-
rests were served in this particular con-
struction of caste, who stood to lose,
who decided? These are some impor-
tant questions which have yet to be an-
swered adequately and must be ex-
plored to piece together a history of
caste in the Indian subcontinent.

However, if we look at the more re-
cent history of caste in India and
amongst overseas [ndians, we stand on
much firmer ground. The practice of
caste at the level of action continues to
exercise a firm stranglehold. In India,
caste identities endure despite the
emergence of other markers of socio-

-




cultural identity. The areas of social
distinctions and distance, of maintain-
ing caste categories and boundaries
persist. This is not to say that there has
been no change in the way that caste is
acted out in contemporary India. The
transformed economic structures, he-
ralded by the Industrial Revolution
and agrarian land reform, have meant
that traditionally-held ideas about he-
reditary, jati-related occupations have
been drastically altered. One’s caste
identity may no longer necessarily de-
termine the vocation one pursues. In-
creasing urbanism and large-scale mi-
gration of individuals in search of
greater economic opportunities have
reduced the importance of caste as a
primary measure of one’s status. How-
ever, in much of rural India, traditional
ideas of caste continue to influence so-
cial interaction to a large extent. In
urban Indian centres, it is clearly no
longer feasible nor desirable to adhere
to the principles of exclusion, avoid-
ance and determinism carried in the

ideology of the caste system. Here,
other mechanisms of social differentia-
tion and ranking, such as education,
income and class come into play. It is
clear that the restrictions placed on
social interaction between different
caste members are breaking down.
(Caste is not just confined to the re-
gion of the Indian sub-continent but is
found wherever Indians have settled.
The phenomenon of caste among over-
seas Indians is interesting, The tenac-
ity with which caste-related ideas sur-
vive on foreign shores is quite astoun-
ding. However, here caste may not be
arelevant social category but meaning-
ful only at a personal and perhaps com-
munity level. Here, as in urban India,
caste membership becomes salient
mainly at the point of marriage alli-
ances. But even here, other categories
such as religion and ethno-linguistic
background may be more significant.
It is regrettable that caste ideology

<continues to be supported and perpetu-

ated even by Indian individuals and

communities (wherever located) that
profess democratic and meritocratic
principles. Yet this is the reality. How
can it be possible for one to affirm as-
cription and achievement, hierarchy
and equality, determinism and freedom
simultaneously?

Clearly, a drastically changed glo-
bal context has made caste irrelevant
in the contemporary world. Given the
assumption that the caste ideology was
created by people, surely it can be dis-
mantled. While it is naive to think that
changes in individual thinking and be-
haviour alone will bring down the in-
stitution of caste, it is a first step in the
right direction which Indians every-
where must have the courage to take.

Vineeta Sinha is a Senior Tutor at the
Department of Sociology, NUS and has
done research on the Indian community
and Hinduism in Singapore. She is
currently pursuing a Ph.D at Johns
Hopkins University, USA.
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We have made special arrangements for Issuance of Indian Rupees
bank drafts on 2,300 bank branches all over India.
This arrangement covers most of the bank branches in Kerala state.

Please contact us for your remittance
requirements to India.

We provide fast and efficient service
with competitive rates.
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A MISSION

ACCOMPLISHMENT

We celebrate the Sree Narayana Mission,

perhaps the most recognised and respected social institution set in

place by members of the Malayalee community in Singapore.
By its very philosophy, it has transcended dialect

and race constraints to emerge as a vital part of Singapore society.

he year was 1948, and it was an
Tidea born of simple but pro-

found beliefs in brotherhood,
community service and the eradication
- of social injustice.

These were and are the teachings of
Narayana Guru, and they
were the inspiration for a
group of socially-conscious
Malayalees who wanted to
practice the teachings of this
wise man who had been
born and raised in Kerala,
India in the 19th century.

The Sree Narayana Mis-
sion was set up as the 109th
Registered Charity in Singa-
pore. Although initially it
could only offer indirect
welfare services, it soon em-
barked on a Food Relief
Programme and a Financial
Assistance Programme.

These provided a boost
for those on government
public assistance, by giving
them basic food require-
ments and short-term finan-
cial aid,

Today, some 120 needy
families are among the hen-
eficiaries which also include
students from poor families,

who might not otherwise have had the
means to upgrade themselves educa-
tionally.

Students have also been able to tap
on the Mission’s Tuition Programme,
while others have secured interest-free

Sree Narayana Guru.

study loans for tertiary education. For
those with interests in Indian classical
music and Malayalam language, there
are classes as well, and these are open
to everyone.

In 1979, the Mission entered into a
new chapter of its very sig-
nificant history. In response
to the desperate need for
residential and institutional
care for the destitute aged
sick — an often-overlooked
segment in many societies —
the Mission opened a Home
for the Aged Sick.

This haven has gained
prominence over the years,
mainly because of the high
quality of its care and its
hygiene. When it opened its.
doors — and heart — it had
four residents. It now cares
for 150.

With its team of dedi-
cated staff, volunteers and
Mission committee members
from all walks of life, the
Home is poised to play a
larger and more significant
role in Singapore, which, -
like so many other devel-
oped societies, has an age-
ing population.



Staff, volunteers and residents.

By the year 2030, 26% of the popu-
lation will be 60 years old and above,
and the elderly and their families will
increasingly need the support of the
voluntary welfare sector for services
like residential and community-based
care. In anticipation of this — and with
much-appreciated support from the
Government —it has relocated to a new,
purpose-built three-storey mini-hospi-

tal that can provide residential care for
up to 250 residents.

In line with the Government’s move
to integrate the Aged Sick into the main-
stream of society, the new facility is
located centrally in the relatively new
housing estate of Yishun Avenue 5.

The first residents moved into the
home in February this year. With the
move has come new volunteers who live

in the nearby Yishun area.

On a different, more “social” level,
the Mission holds once a year on the
anniversary of the birth of Sree
Narayana Guru, the Chathayam
celebrations, an event which has be-
come an important part of the social
calendar for Malayalees and others who
espouse the goals of the Mission.

The events include a multicultural
concert, a traditional vegetarian
Malayalee lunch, a sports programme
for children and a public meeting. Ad-
mission —in keeping with the Mission’s
philosophy — is open to all for free. A
special Chathayam Bursary Award is
also open to deserving candidates of all
races.

The Sree Narayana Mission is con-
stantly forward-looking in its approach
and unwavering in its aim to serve so-
ciety. And with a happily increasing
trend of voluntarism among Sin-
gaporeans — and the Guru’s blessings -
it is confident of continuing to meet
these aims.
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MAN’S

CONTENTMENT

A short story by Thakazhi Sivasankara Pillai

appu Nayar accepted Bhargavi

as his wife. He was blind from

birth. Her reputation in the vil-
lage was not good.

No one questioned the propriety of
his visiting that house of evil repute.
Was he not a blind man? Bhargavi’s
mother was fond of hearing stories from
religious mythology. Pappu Nayar
would relate to her all the stories he
knew. His mother had twice prohibited
him from going there. Finally Bhargavi
became pregnant. Pappu Nayar ac-
knowledged responsibility for this.

Pappu Nayar’s mother told him he
would not be allowed to set foot in her
house. He had an answer: “My younger
brother is not going to lead me around
all the time. I need someone to look af-
ter me.”

His mother asked: “How are you
going to support her?”

“I'don’t have to give her anything.

She’ll make a living sweeping some com-
pound or pounding rice.”

“What about you?”

“She will look after me.”

“She has had three abortions.”

“Nothing of the sort. She has no
peer on earth.”

And thus Pappu Nayar’s expulsion
from home became permanent.

Bhargavi was working as a sweeper
and cleaner at a Brahmin household.
She was given two meals a day and a
para (five measures) of rice every
month. Besides this, she was perma-
nently engaged by two families to pound
rice by hand.

She looked after Pappu Nayar well.
She would make Aanji (rice gruel), and
feed him the rice while she contented
herself with the water. She was an obe-
dient type. She hardly ever talked. Mis-
ery appeared to have wiped out all
traces of cheerfulness from her face. At

twenty, her sunken eyes and cheeks
and falling hair made her look ten
years older. There was always a
shadow of sadness over her features.
She never laughed out of a sense of in-
born happiness. Occasionally a deri-
sive smile would play over her dried-
up lips, when she looked at her more
fortunate companions. '

Nearly always she managed with a
thin loincloth tied around her waist.
She had hardly any other clothes to
change into. But she never hid her
semi-nudity in shame.

Into that lifeless anddrab atmos-
phere had come Pappu Nayar with his
lightheartedness and his wagging
tongue. She never talked to him much.

Pappu Nayar would say: “Bhargavi
has a boy in her womb. He will grow
up and recite the Ramayana.”

“I want a girl.”

Bhargavi gave birth to a boy.



Nayar’s happiness was unbounded. He
would not stir out of the room. He
would tell all the women who called
there, “It is as I wished. Bhargavi
wanted a girl.”

He wanted to fondle the baby all the
time in his lap. He would ask it: “Well,
little fellow, will you read the
Ramayanato your father

Pappu Nayar would be stunned. She
went to work and would return only in
the evening. He would lose his peace of
mind and would start muttering to him-
self that the child’s throat was getting
parched.

His affection was heartrending.

“My son has got great good fortune

say: “You little rascal, your laugh!”

He even saw the silent laughter.

The women in the village would say:
“Well, she is a bad one alright. Does
that child look like him?”

It was time for Raman to be given
the first ceremonial feed of rice. Pappu
Nayar desired that he should perform
this auspicious act with his

when you grow up?”

The blind man’s face
would light up with de-
light. He would fre-
quently say, “Bhargavi,
don’t you kiss the baby?”

She would reply,
“Your tongue is not idle
even for a minute.” L

“Woman, our good|
days have come. What
more do I want? He will
take me to Kasi and| °
Rameswaram. Won't}. .
you, son?” Pappu Nayar
would stroke the child
and kiss it.

“Aswathi, Makham. |

Moolam, seven tol.

Kethu,” thus he would |, Lo :

start calculating the| ¥
horoscope.He is born un- [
der the influence of Venus [/
even during his youth. He {X_ |/
is very fortunate. [’ X
Bhargavi, we must name
him Gopika Ramanan.

He said Bhargavi
should learn the old
lullaby Omana thingal
kidavo (Oh, child of the
darling moon).””

She named him

Hlustration byParvathy Nayar Narayan

own hands. But Bhargavi
would not allow it. She told
her mother that he had too
large an appetite. Her
mother said, “Then we must
. | getit done by someone else.
He should not grow up with
“.|a large appetite and an
| outsized tummy. “I did not
I Jknow I ate so much
/| rice,”Pappu Nayar said and
laughed in genuine amuse-
ment at this joke.

The child grew up.
. | Things started getting worse

"~ | for the family. Bhargavi lost

4 7 her job with the Brahmin
’| family on an accusation of

&5 | theft.

“Don’t keep the child
! hungry. Give him my

\ﬁ share,” Pappu Nayar would

- tell Bhargavi.

It was Karkatakam, the
traditional month of scar-
city. [t was three days since
‘| even rice gruel has been
‘| cooked in the house. They
.|managed one day eating
cooked bean leaves. The
second day they managed
with rice bran. On the third
day, their neighbour

Raman. He asked: “Why
didn’t you name him Gopika
Ramanan?”
She said: “Oh, for a boy born to
beg'."”
“Don’t say that, woman. His horo-
scope is that of a kesari, a leader.”
She did not learn the lullaby either.
The child would wriggle about on
Pappu’s lap and cry loudly. Pappu
would get excited and shout for
Bhargavi. She would gnash her teeth
and shout,“The brat was born to
scream.”

Bhargavi would beat the child.

in store. Below his left breast there is a
mole, like a lotus, a sign of divine
race.”

“He would ask the women from the
neighbouring houses: “Does he look
like me?”

The women'’s eyes would be wet with
unshed tears. He saw a mole in the
darkness that engulfed him! He thought
the child was like him. One day one of
the women asked him: “Can you see?”

“I can see my son,” he replied.

And he went on seeing him. When
he kissed the child he would sometimes
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Kesavan Nayar gave them
two-and-a-half chakkams (about ten
paise). They bought a little rice which
they made into gruel. Bhargavi, her
mother and son ate it up. Pappu Nayar
was sitting on the verandah having the
Ramayanaread to him by a neighbour.
He was not aware of what was going on
in the kitchen.

That night he was lightheartedly
singing couplets from Kuchela Vritha.
His gnawing hunger would not let him
sleep even after midnight. The neigh-
bours could hear him reciting the verses
and beating time. Bhargavi became




angry: “What madness is this?”

“Was I not singing Bhargavan’s
praises?” He stopped and prayed si-
lently.

Bhargavi became pregnant again.
The time Pappu Nayar told her she
would give birth to a girl.

The elder child began to talk a lit-
tle. He would call his mother Amma and
his grandmother Ammoomma. But
even the basic sounds for father never
came from him.

“You little fellow, why don’t you call
out ‘Father’?”

And then Pappu Nayar would con-
sole himself that the word for ‘Father’
was difficult to pronounce.

Bhargavi fell ill many times during
this pregnancy.

Pappu Nayar continued to say that
their miseries would all be over. Raman
would not leave his mother’s side. He
would go nowhere near Pappu Nayar.
Pappu Nayar would tell him that his
mother was expecting a younger sister
for him and he would ask him to kiss
her where it was.

Bhargavi gave birth to a girl. As
before, Pappu Nayar cast the child’s
horoscope and said that she was des-

tined for a happy marriage in her four- | " 53

teenth year.

“My daughter looks like her
mother, doesn’t she, sister?” he asked
Kuttiyamma from the next house. She
laughed and a broad grin spread on her
face.

“Yes, I think so,” she replied.

The neighours discussed and de-
cided who was the likely father of the
girl.

Now there were two children. The
poverty of the family increased.
Bhargavi’s health was shattered. She
was too weak even to go to work.

Pappu Nayar consoled Bhargavi
and told her that their poverty would
soon end. She wanted to escape from
all that misery by committing suicide.
He argued that the children would be
left orphaned and suicide was foolish.
But not even a tear dropped from
Bhargavi’s eyes. She would just grind
her teeth in helpless misery. Her lus-
treless sunken eyes sometimes lit up for
amoment with inhuman brightness, but
presently she relapsed into helpless ac-

quiescence. One day she told him:
“Why don’t you go out and beg?”

“Woman, you are right. You are
talking sense. But I will have to leave
the village. The problem is how I can
be away from the little ones.”

Bhargavi was again carrying. This
time she was too ill even to get up. For
many days there was not even a fire in
the kitchen. Pappu Nayar would send
Raman every noon to the neighbour-
ing Brahmin house. The mother and
the children would take the rice gruel
they gave. Pappu Nayar would have
some if there was anything left. Ie
would say, “When I hear the
Ramayana, | want neither food nor
drink.”

He would thus spend the day listen-
ing to the Ramayana read to him by
someone. At night he would repeat such
lines as he could remember.

The hungry children would cry.
Bhargavi would not utter a word.
Pappu Nayar would say, “All this mis-
ery will end.”

The children were left to themselves
uncared for. Raman was not to be seen
during the day. He went from house to
house begging. The girl fell ill. He would
borrow rice from some neighbour and
get some gruel prepared for her. Raman
would return home ar dusk. He would
be asked to recite namam, words in
praise of God, but would not pay any
heed. Pappu Nayar would make him sit
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beside him and tell him stories from
religious mythology. He would go away,
while Nayar continued his narration.
He would realize of Raman’s absence
only when he heard his voice in the
kitchen.

The baby born to Bhargavi was a
boy. He died on the fourth day.

In a way that was a blessing. How
would they bring it up? Pappu Nayar
consoled himself with this thought. He
told Bhargavi, “It is my responsibility
to bring up the children. We have two
children now. How will they live? We
do not want any more children.”

Raman was now six years old.
Pappu Nayar decided that he should be
taught reading and writing. He was put
to school in the ensuing month of
Edavam.

Bhargavi got back the job she lost
at the Brahmin household. Pappu
Nayar said it was the good fortune of
the child which had died. Thus the fam-
ily had the means for one meal a day.
But it brought no comfort to Nayar. He
continued to starve. Every noon and
night, mother and children would eat

| the food brought from the Brahmin

madom (house). Nayar would be sitting

\*| on the verandah reciting prayers or lis-

tening to the Ramayana. Occasionally,
he was given something to eat. He never
asked for food. He took what was given.

Raman was not going to school. His
mother had asked him to stay away. She
said she could not afford the expenses.
Pappu Nayar admitted she was right.
All the same his children should learn
to read and write. After all, the boy was
only six. He said they would wait for
the next year.

And the children? They had never
called him Father till now. They would
laugh when they saw him groping
around in his blindness.

“Daughter, some here,” he would
say and stretch out his hands. The girl
would not go near him, She would stand
at a distance and make faces at him.
Once he told Raman: “Son, bring me
some betel leaves and nuts to chew.”

Roman spread lime on the betel leaf
with a generous hand. The cunninglad -
put some pebbles in place of areca-nut.
Pappu Nayar got his mouth burnt.
Raman clapped his hands and laughed.



Nayar also laughed at the prank.

One day Pappu Nayar stepped
down from the verandah to the front
yard with the help of his stick. Raman
who had walked out in a huff from the
kitchen after quarelling with his mother
knocked off the stick. Poor Nayar fell
on his face. He would describe these
evenis to passers-by and praise the
boy’s high spirits.

Two years passed thus. Raman had
still not been put to school. Several
times Pappu Nayar talked about this
to Bhargavi. She would say: “With your
glib tongue you can say anything you
like.”

“But, is there not something in what
[ say?”

She would say nothing in reply. She
would indifferently go about her work.
Raman was involved in some petty
thieving. Nayar asked him: “Is that
right, you fellow?”

“I'll take care of that,” would be the
reply.

After all, he was a boy. He would
be all right when he grew up, Pappu
Nayar consoled himself.

Bhargavi again became pregnant.
That surprised Pappu Nayar a little.
He asked her: “Bhargavi, how is this?”

She didn’t answer. At this time
Bhargavi sent Raman to some house to
work as a domestic helper. Nayar com-
plained about this to the neighbour
Kuttiyamma: “Was it right to send him
away thus? Should he not learn to read
and write?”

“My dear, yes...” and then
Kuttiyamma  checked herself.
Kuttiyamma had been an eye-witness
to many of Bhargavi’s goings-on. She
had grieved over the way Pappu Nayar
had been ill-treated by Bhargavi. She
had seen her eating her fill of rice and
curry while the blind man was starved.
She had seen it and wept. Besided she
had now come from Pappu Nayar’s
mother with a message for him. People
around were talking of the sad state of
affairs. But out of sympathy no one
would talk to him directly of such
things. And so the evil side of life lay
hidden from him behind the perpetual
darkness in which he existed. People
were afraid that he would not be able
to bear the burden of the hell in which

kL]

he lived if it was revealed to him, His
unbounded affection for Bhargavi
wrested admiration from everyone. At
the same time his unshakeable opti-
mism was a matter of surprise. The
world bowed before his sincere and
enviable spirit of sacrifice. He had not
spoken one word in anger to Bhargavi.
How could he be made to face the stark
reality?

Kuttiyamma could not bring herself
to spell it out. Pappu Nayar said: “My
son is a clever fellow. He is working for
a big office. He will learn to read and
write.”

“Pappu Nayar, he is not your son.”

“No, heis a child of God. Is not this

world itself an illusion created by

10 ther'?”

God?”

Kuttiyamma did not say anything to
that. She did not have the strength to
do so.

Bhargavi gave birth to a son this
time. Nayar was very happy at the new
addition to the family.

He said the child would be a com-
panion for him. Another day,
Kuttiyamma came again. She said:
“You are lucky you cannot see. You do
not have to see the misery and evil in
this world.”

“There is no evil in this world. True,
there is poverty, but that will end. If
there is sorrow, there is happiness also
sister.”

“No dear, not that...”
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“I am not unhappy; God has not
sent down any sorrows for me. Of
course, | am a little uneasy about my
children. Raman has not even written
me a letter.”

“You would not feel like this if you
had seen those children.”

“I see my children.”

“If so, are you their father?”

Kuttiyamma's heart missed a beat.
She had blurted out the truth without
thinking. Pappu Nayar hesitated, fum-
bling for an answer. The next moment
he said: “They are children.”

“What do you know, Pappu
Nayar?”

“You may be right, sister. The
present child - it - I am not a fool, sis-
ter. Blind people have an excess of in-
telligence. I know many things, One
night I heard the jingle of coins from
inside the house.”

“You sit in this verandah. She is a
demon.”

Pappu Nayar did not respond im-
mediately.

“What of it? At least the world will
not say that the children have no fa-

." ther.”

“Do these children call you ‘Fa-

“No, but I love them. Look, my
Raman and my Devaki are standing
before me. How lovely they are! The
little darlings! They are my children.
Should I not do something for them?”

“She has been deceiving you.”

“She is to be pitied. How much she
has starved! Perhaps this is her only
way of subsistence. She requires a hus-
band to show the world. Atleast [ have
been of help to her that way.”

Kuttiyamma had no answer for
him. His heart was large, wide as the
universe. He was someone groping
about in the dark. His mind was a lu-
minous crystal with a perpetual inner
light. Many, many worlds flitted about
playfully in its prismatic brilliance.

Kuttiyamma left in silence. That
night also the neighbours heard him
reciting the Kuchela Vritha.

Translated from Malayalam by V
Abdulla, and reproduced with kind
permission_from the author who lives
in Kerala, India.
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ROOTS &
REALITY

Journalist PN Balji ponders the importance of sustaining healthy
cultural roots while growing outwards.

very time | take the train out of

the sleepy and rustic station

called Mahe in Kerala, I ask my-
self: “Do I know this place enough? Do
[ want to live here?”

I'must have done this about 15 times
in the past 20 years, and each time the
answer to both questions has been a
firm “No.”

My roots began in Kerala. My par-
ents came from there. I was born there.
I'have friends and relatives there. I like
the place very much. The swaying co-
conut palms, the still backwaters, the
rickety autorickshaws, the innocent
faces, the Kathakali dances, the dilapi-
dated bars and the late-night discus-
sions I have had with my friends
there...all these provide a temporary
ballast to life in Singapore.

Over time, these one-month jaunts
have also given me a peek into a great
civilisation and culture.

Ilook at my two daughters and won-
der: Will they ever soak in the joys of
Sundara Keralam? 1 raise this point
here because of the possibility of
Malayalee youths in Singapore missing
out on unlocking the myths, mysteries
and magic of the land their fathers or
forefathers came from.

Many of these children don’t speak

the language, have an obnoxious view
of things Malayalee (except maybe the
food) and are caught in the classic Sin-

gapore trap of viewing the world with

tinted glasses.

The parents are helpless. They are
so caught up in the vicious cycle of their
work and their children’s education
that they are forgetting they are bree-
ding kids whose only link with their
roots will be the word MALAYALEE in
their identity cards.

That will be a sad day, indeed. To
prevent that from happening, grand-
parents can be asked to play a key role.
The moothachans, moothammas and
achamas are walking encyclopaedias
on the customs, rites and fairy tales of
the Malayalam culture.

I'have only my personal experience
to go by. My mother and my in-laws
don’t live with me. Yet there is regular
phone contact between my daughters
and them. Although these are not good
enough, the little bits my children have
picked up from these conversations give
them, I think, a certain sense of bal-
ance in their lives.

These contacts with the language
and culture can be enhanced if the fam-
ily is conscious about the benefits for
their children.
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And you don’t need grandiose
plans. Little things will do. Like watch-
ing some good Malayalam films with the
children. Getting them to read stories
about Malayalee legends and heroes.

But we can only ensure our children
retain their ethnic connection while fit-
ting comfortably into our multiracial
society if — and this is a big “if” - we
shed some of the chains that shackle us
from moving forward. This has an im-
pact not just on the Malayalees but the
entire Indian community.

Time and time again, | have heard
Indians here complaining that they are
being discriminated against. I know it
is an emotive subject but it is high time
that it is brought into the open. Re-
cently I had a heated argument with an,
Indian friend who started with this
line:“They will never give us a chance
to do well here.”

I'asked him: “Who runs Singapore
Airlines, the Republic’s icon on the
world stage? ] Y M Pillai, right? Tsn’t
he Indian? Who runs the listed trading
company called Inno-Pacific?
Gopinath Pillai. Isn’t he Indian? There
are three English language newspapers
in Singapore. Two of them are edited
by Indian Singaporeans.

* So what is all this about Indians



not being given a chance?”

I am not sure my friend was con-
vinced. But many who are caught in
this minority syndrome must ask them-
selves amore pertinent and philosophi-
cal question: Is there a country out
there where a minority has a better
chance of doing well than in Singapore?

In fact, I will argue that Singapore
has two pre-requisites for minorities to
prosper. The two conditions: A Chi-
nese majority that controls the coun-
try in both population and political and
economic power. These two conditions
ensure that the minorities do not
threaten the majority and multi-racial
tensions are thus eased.

Fiji and Malaysia are two living ex-
amples of what can happen when the
majority feels threatened. In Fiji, the
Indians not only controlled the
economy but were close to winning the
numbers game with the native Fijians
being nearly ousted as the dominant
race. The result was a military coup to
re-establish their superiority.

A person does
not get
promoted in his
job and he blames
the colour of his
skin for it.

In Malaysia, the numbers were get-
ting tricky. And economic power in the
hands of the Chinese began to make the
Malays restive. The result: The May
1969 riots and the New Economic Policy
which was intended to give Bumiputras
a headstart in life.

Do we want to go the way of Fiji and
Malaysia? Any sane Indian Singa-
porean will definitely say “No.”

I sense that the silent breast-bea-

ting that goes on in our community
about discrimination is the result of
inherent weaknesses in ourselves,

A person does not get promoted in
his job and he blames the colour of his
skin for it. Very seldom does he do a
thorough soul-searching to find out
whether he deserves that promotion.

The bottomline is this: Discrimina-
tion is a subjective and sensitive mat-
ter. To be sucked into this cesspool will
do the community no good. It is better
to look at the brighter side and ask our-
selves: Is there a place in this world that
offers a better place to live?

My answer has always been a big
“No.” So let’s accept the impurities,
quirks and foibles that come with the
Singapore system, and make a decent
living for ourselves and our children.

With that sobering thought, I wish
all Malayalees Onasamshagal.

PN Balji, Editor of The New Paper,
wrote this article in his personal
capacity.

With compliments from

Citivcen

K. Sudhakaran
Managing Director
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SAME STOCK,
DIFFERENT
STYLES

Sankara Ruby, a Malayalee expatriate living in Singapore
for the past three years, shares his observations and muses about
the differences between the “home-grown” and the
Singapore-versions of the Malayalee species.

alayalam movies of the early
70s had songs in praise of the
natural beauty of Kerala. They

rhymed that there was a very green
pasture on the other side of the moun-
tains. This was clear to me in those
days when I had not too much
money, and used to travel back
to Kerala from Delhi by train.
After the arid wastelands of
north India, and the uninterest-
ing plains of central India, it
was such a delight for the eyes
and mind when the train
chugged into Kerala at Palghat
and I could feast my eyes on
the green carpets everywhere.
Later on when I moved up
the grease pole, and visits to
Kerala became more frequent
by the much-maligned Indian
Airlines, the same sights greeted
me from the window of the plane
while losing height for landing. How
apt is the name Kerala, the land of

the coconut tree.

As is the Kerala topography and
vegetation typical, so are the people
of Kerala, the so-called Malayalees,
meaning people who speak
Malayalam, the langnage of this
small state in India. We are a bit
strange and peculiar, as is clear
even from the English spelling
of Malayalam, same when

spelled from both ends. The
great Vivekananda is re-.
ported to have said that
Kerala is a “mental asylum”,

Sometimes I agree with this

great thinker.

When writing about
Malayalees in Kerala and
Malayalees in Singapore, 1
tend to get stuck on the basie
definition of Malayalee. Re-

cently I came across an article
in the staid Straits Times on the
definition of an Indian (or at least
the attempt to explain the term). If

Hiustration by
Parvathy Nayar Narayan




we define a Malayalee as someone who
speaks Malayalam, I need not continue
with this essay since not many
Malayalees speak Malayalam outside
their state. Be it due to lack of access
to teaching centres or apathy, many
later generation generation Malayalees
do not know the language. So my trea-
tise will be more on the Malayalee who
is a Malayalee by having his or her roots
in Kerala.

During my short “social” visits to
Singapore in the late 80s, I was putin
contact with many Malayalees who have
been here for a long time. I gotin touch
with them, since my main hobby is talk-
ing and the bigger a crowd there is, the
better for me since it takes longer for a
bigger group to get bored with my
monologues.

From such early visits, the first im-
pression of Singapore Malayalees was
that they lived in a world of schedules.
Even entertainment had a fixed, pre-
arranged time and place. The easygoing
style of Malayalees that I had encoun-
tered in Delhi, Bombay and other parts
of India seemed to be lacking here. The
people were correctly friendly, they did
invite you home for very good Kerala
meals and you were dropped back at
your hotel.

At times it would almost feel as if
an item in the host’s engagement diary
had been attended to and ticked off
smartly with a red pen. The back-slap-
ping camaraderie usually associated
with rum-drinking Malayalees was, I
felt, absent here (a good friend of mine
used to berate me for taking back — or
bringing back, for speakers of Singlish
- Black Label whiskey for him from my
foreign jaunts. For the same price, he
preferred a number of XXX rum bot-
tles since, he maintained, the Malayalee
palate is just too crude to distinguish
the taste of Black Label and it was just
a waste of money).

After arriving here for a semiper-
manent stay, these early impressions
have solidified, although they are now
tinged with understanding of the social
context, and the push-pull forces in this

society.

T have a huge circle of friends from
both the above classifications, and the
distinctions have become more
clearcut. Although both sets are
equally good friends, admittedly I tend
to be more at ease and comfortable with
a crowd of expatriate Malayalees than
with “Singapore” Malayalees.

Let me describe the differences. The
Kerala Malayalee is more keen and vo-
ciferous about carving a niche for the
culture wherever he or she goes. The
Singapore Malayalee tends to he more
forthcoming with monetary support for
the cause even as he appears less will-
ing to engage emotionally with it. Per-
haps thisis due to the extremely hard-
pressed schedules that so many of them
live with.

This is not to belittle the tireless ef-
forts of many artistes that I have per-
sonally known over the past three
years. May their tribe increase in num-
bers.

The Singapore Malayalee seems to
be slowly losing the traditional style of
dress and attitude. This is an obvious
result of living in a cosmopolitan place
where convenience is primary. While [
am not too old to appreciate the shapely
legs of slim Chinese girls in mini skirts,
I’m not so sure our generally well-
nutritioned Malayalee Miss with her
generally spindly legs would have the
same effect! In the rush of life here,
wonder if the Singapore Malayalee
woman tends to forget the graceful
saree and other ethnic outfits which are
tailored to highlight natural assets and
conceal flaws.

One similarity between the two sorts
of Malayalees, on the other hand, is the
lack of cohesiveness within the commu-
nity. Where | come from, it said that
when there are three Malayalees, there
will be four Malayalee associations. It
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is a sad realisation that constant expo-
sure to the multiracial Singapore envi-
ronment and the higher levels of edu-
cation here have not made a dent in this
well-known Malayalee malady.

I see very little cohesiveness among
the Malayalees in Singapore. The petty
differences based on religion and caste
are very much evident and maybe much
more than in other cosmopolitan cities
of the world. I have the greatest respect
for the Indian self-help association,
SINDA, and its efforts to improve the
standards of Indians in general in Sin-
gapore. But I can’t help wondering if
more efforts could and should be made
at the level of the Malayalees?

I say this because of another differ-
ence [ have noted, this one between sec-
ond or third generation Singapore
Malayalees and the children of expa-
triate Malayalees.

Maybe the expat is always worried
about having to go back to India where
the education and job market is so com-
petitive that you have to be on top to
survive, In Singapore, on the other
hand, I feel that the strong and vibrant
economy may be giving a false sense of
confidence, a feeling that even an av-
erage performance will do since jobs
are aplenty and the economy can ac-
commodate laggards as well. I feel this
is a very wrong assessment and that the
Singapore Malayalee should be as com-
petitive as anybody else. This country
holds so much promise and opportu-
nity and it will be foolish not to ride
with Singapore’s success to the very
top, instead of being left along the side-
lines clapping.

I've arrived at my observations af-
ter an admittedly brief overview of the
community, and they are intended to
be read as purely personal opinion, not
a judgement. [ am ever ready to stand
corrected and change my views based
on the experience and knowledge of all
my friends, both local and expatriate
(and possible enemies who may have
taken offence at some of my comments.
But unlike Khushwant Singh, T write
without malice to anybody. )




INDIA

Holidays spiced with loads to do and see
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India is a celebration of
life that has been going on
now for almost 5,000 years.

And it shows.

The country has numer-
ous historical monuments
which have endured the
centuries in all their

intricate splendour.

Experience the awe-
some magnificence of the
Taj Mahal, one of the
Seven Wonders of the
Ancient"\fré;,r}‘df Or'marvel
at the ornate maharajah
palaces of Mysore. Or
explore the over 500 intri-
cate 11th century temples
in Orissa.

The more adventurous
may prefer trekking in the

e R
foothills of the Himalayas.
Or a safari into any of the
55 national parks teeming
with wildlife to catch a

glimpse of the Bengal tiger.

Or join an adventure camp
for white water rafting.

You could also take
off to the breathtakingly
beautiful ski resorts in
Himachal and Uttar
Pradesh. Or soak up the
sun at the world famous
beach resorts of Goa.
There’s more. Much, much
more.

And all for a lot less
than almost anywhere in
the world.

l

Contact your travel agent

for more details or call the

Indian Tourist office on
235 3800.

Even the more experienced
shopper will be dazzled by
the bargains in silk carpets,
exotic gems, intricate
handicrafts and valuable
heirlooms in the many
bazaars and emporiums.

Government of India
Tourist Office

Singapore: 20 Kramat Lane
#01-01A United House
Singapore 0922
Tel: (65)235 3800 Fax: (65)235 8677



LUSH LIFE AT
THE CAPITAL

On a leisurely journey
through Kerala’s
Trivandrum,

Purnima Sharma is enticed

by the lush greens and

architectural splendour of

this capital city.
Vijendra Tyagi captures
the beauty in his
photographs.

ith grand, natural spectacles

that more than gladden the eye,
territories wild and primordial,

Kerala is a land of exuberance. Over-
flowing with greenery, coconut-palms
swaying to the call of the light breeze
and picturesque landscape, the old-
world charms of the state that lies along
the South-West coast of India is entic-
ing. And we are hooked, as the train
chugs past delightful lagoons, fisher-
men out for a lucrative catch, and of
course, the lush greenery that has be-
come almost synonymous with the area.
Though a bustling state capital,
Trivandrum is regarded as one of the

loveliest cities in India. Believed to have
been built on seven hills, this quiet lit-
tle town is spread over an area of just
74 square kilometres.

As we move out of the station, the
city presents an amalgam of bustling
bazaars and broad avenues inter-
spersed with stretches of tranquil ham-
lets that still retain the charm of a tra-
ditional lifestyle. The “Gulf money” is
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apparent in some of the structures that
make occasional appearances, but all
this should soon be a thing of the past,
we are told, with people having become
wiser to the judicious old-time, low-
cost houses more suited to the weather
here.

As our hosts in the city point out,
Trivandrum boasts of being associated
with King Solomon, whose ships landed




at a port called Ophir, believed to be
near Trivandrum, Traders, it is be-
lieved, came here even as [ar back as
190 AD for sandalwood, spices and
ivory. -

Even today, these attract visitors to
the city, who, upon leaving, carry not
just souvenirs but also memories of its
lush-green beauty, coconut palms,
clean streetside stalls adorned with
clusters of bananas and king-sized co-
conuts and its famed backwaters. And
what adds further charm are the Jungi-
clad gentlemen and ladies in bright
sarees and their thick lustrous hair

laden with flowers going about their
daily chores.

Trivandrum or Tiruvanantha-
puram, as the city is also called, takes
its name from the statue of Lord Vishnu
in the main house of worship here - the
Padmanabhaswamy Temple. The
statue enshrined in the sanctum is that
of Lord Vishnu in his anantha
sayanam pose, that is, reclining on the

coil of the celestial serpeant Anantha.
The name of the city is derived from
the words 7Thiru-Anantha-Puram or,
the town of Anantha. Although no
records of its antiquity exist, the sanc-
tum is believed to be 1,500 years old.

The prece de resistanceis of course,
the Padmanabhaswamy Temple, be-
lieved to be one of the 108 shrines sa-
cred to the Vaishnava sect in India. The
structure is impressive as we walk
within its hallowed environs. The
Kulashekhava Mandapa or the main
pavilion stands supported by 400 beau-
tifully carved pillars of granite. The 100
feet high gopuram
(tower) has seven
storeys and each
has window-light
openings in the
centre. The stone
basement of the
tower is covered
with elaborate
sculptures and the
masonry above is
replete with orna-
mental works of
figures from the
Puranas and other
such ancient scrip-
tures, the top hav-
ing gold steeples or
turrets. The flag
staff of the temple,
we are told, is
about 80 feet high
and tapers to-
wards the top
bearing the statue
of the divine bird
Garuda, the vehi-
cle of Lord Vishnu.

There are some interesting legends
associated with this temple that charm
avid listeners like ourselves. The priest,
evineing our interest tells us how the
entire area housing the city today was
once a thick jungle. A poor couple lived
in a hut here. One day, as the woman
was busy with housework, she heard
the cries of a infant coming from the
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deep woods. Wending her way through
the thick growth, she found a beautiful
baby crying. Having washed and fed
the baby, the woman reluctantly left it
there thinking its mother would come
looking for it.

She returned home and related the
incident to her husband who, upon
hearing so much about the beauty of
the child, wanted to see it for himself.
When he got back to the spot, the cou-
ple were amazed to see that a huge co-
bra was carefully dragging the child
towards a hole in a nearby tree. That
done, it spread its hood to protect the
child from the blazing heat of the sun.

Seeing this, the couple were con-
vinced that this was no ordinary in-
fant but an incarnation of Lord Vishnu.
Both fell on their knees praying to and
thanking the Lord for appearing before
them. Later, as the news of the Child-
Lord spread, everyone including the

king rushed to the spot hoping for a
glimpse. But he proved inaccessible to
them all. The king, however, got a tem-
ple built at the very place the child was
seen by the woman.

Always a surprise to the new-
comer, these ancient martial arts
still practiced today.
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According to another legend,
Vilvamanglam Swamiyar — an ardent
devotee of Lord Vishnu —was once per-
forming his daily puja (prayer) with his
eyes closed in deep meditation. But he
was constantly disturbed by a frisky
child who would come and topple his
puja material. Swamiyar, initially pa-
tient, soon got irritated and abused the
child with his eyes still closed. The child
walked off in a huff, saying that the
Lord the devotee was seeking was none
other than he Himself.

By the time Swamiyar opened his
eyes, the child had disappeared. But a
voice was heard saying that the Lord
would now grant him darshan only at
place called Ananthankadu. The
present temple is believed to be at the
place where Swamiyar was finally
granted the Lord’s blessings.

Although the Padmanabhaswamy
Temple is the landmark of the city,




Sunset over
the hills of
Kerala.




Gables, turrets and sunny courtyards
are very Kerala.
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there are several other places that
should be visited. The Trivandrum
Museum, with a profusion of gables and
turrets is a fine example of architectural
exuberance. A repository of some fine
works of art, it boasts a 230-year old
temple-car made for Lord Vishnu, ar-
tistically designed and ornamented.
Besides this, bronze sculptures, objects
carved from wood, models of temples,
antique jewellery and so on make the
museum worth a visit.

Sri Chitralayam Art Gallery, lo-
cated within the museum proves to be
a veritable paradise for lovers of art,
with its collection of paintings from In-
donesia, China, Japan and of course,
India. The Indian section fascinates
with its works of famous artists like
Rabindranath Tagore, Jamini Roy, K
K Hebbar, Nicolas Roerich and Raja
Ravi Varma. There are Rajput and
Mughal miniatures as well, besides the
famous Tanjore paintings encrusted
with semi-precious stones.

A short drive past the airport at
Trivandrum takes us to the Veli Tou-
rist Village, that gives the impression of
being miles out into the countryside.
The most exciting part of Veli are its
backwaters that lead immediately off
Trivandrum. In fact, the areas drained
by the backwaters are rich farming land
and for centuries these placid, gently
flowing waters have brought fertility
to the Kerala lowlands. Sitting in a sim-
ple paddle-boat we glide past charming
houses, and of course, people. There
sits a Kerala beauty, gently massaging
her black cascading hair. A little boy
returns our wave, smiling splendidly for
our cameras. Swarthy boatmen sit in
their basket-like boats throwing nets
into the water — after all, the home fires
have to be kept burning.

Just about 18 kilometres away from
Trivandrum lies Kovalam that provides
excellent opportunities for a “sun and
land” holiday. Regarded as one of the
finest beaches in the world, Kovalam’s
sensuous waterways and sleepy lagoons
prove ideal for swimming and other
watersports. We, however, are not so
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fortunate with the heavy monsoons hav-
ing made their visit lately and the sea
going wild with joy. Nevertheless, we
stand close to the banks enjoying the
waves as they frolic and circle around
our ankles often making us lose our
balance, or hunting for charming shells
left behind by the white-waters.

For the convenience of visitors, ac-
commodation ranging from 5-star ho-
tels to modest but charming tourist-huts
is available from Kovalam itself.

There is yet another experience that
Kerala offers — wilderness and wildlife.
The road to the Thekkady Sanctuary
takes one through tea estates with
manicured slopes and spice gardens and
pretty crystal-clear waterfalls.

Accomodation, we find, is well
within walking distance of Thekkady’s
Periyar Lake — the heart of the sanctu-
ary. Visitors are taken around in
launches. Ones does not drive around
the forest as is generally done in other
sanctuaries. As our launch put-puts its
way forward, our first encounter is with
the birds — snake-birds, cormorants,
fish-eagles, kingfishers. One can also
spot what the launch-driver refers to
as the “water dogs” — the shy yet play-
ful otters and the turtles, both of whom
lead private lives and submerge when
the exposure becomes too much.

Looking out towards the shore, we
catch sight of sambars — generally
roaming around in groups and bison as
they graze, move slowly and purpose-
fully about. And then, framed amongst
the lush growth we catch sight of large,
graceful brown-hued beings. These are
elephants we see, who generally cover
themselves completely with mud to keep
the flies and mosquitoes away. Could we
move closer, we ask the launch driver,
who of course smiles, shake-nodding his
head in that unmistakeably Malayalee
way. The requisite rule has to be ob-
served: wildlife must not be disturbed.
We agree. Just then another group
emerges majestically, not far from
where we are, and walk away like her-
alded sculptures, into the green depths
of the jungle.
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Originally from Kerala, South India, 29-year
old Parvathy Nayar Narayan is a full-time
artist who held her first solo
exhibition Woman and the Elements at the
Temasek Polytechnic early this year. She shares
her views — onart, the role of women, her
Malayalee background and the
local art scene — with
Shila Fernandez.
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SF + Early influences in your life:
who would you say had a part in shap-
ing your personality and life?

PNN: 1dont really have memories
of my very early days. I remember just
a feeling or a snapshot. I remember my
grandfather’s voice vaguely. He was a
big and loving presence. Strangely |
don’t remember his face. He was an
important person in the family - very
colourful, individualistic, extremely
confident, almost larger than life. He
would go off and do his own thing, say
what he thought. It’s hard to tell what
the truth of the memory is and what
has been added on through the years.
Indirectly he shaped me without being
there.

He had a fiery temper. When he
was young, he was involved in the free-
dom struggle for India in Kerala. To
prevent him from being jailed, my
great-grandfather sent him to England
to study law. He came back and was
the manager-cum-patron of the foot-
ball team along with his own law busi-
ness in Trivandrum. He took his foot-
ball team to Trichur. Someone said
something about a nice girl there whom

“It’s the Malayaleeness in me..

he later met and decided to marry. She
was to be my grandmother. She played
the veena beautifully and she bowled
him over with her height, grey eyes and
long black hair. It was in the local
Trivandrum papers how he had lost the
football match, but won the heart of a
young lady. Trichur was considered a
foreign part in those days and my
grandfather’s family was quite worried
about the girl he had chosen! He mel-
lowed after many years and became
very religious. [ wish he had been
around longer. My family was defi-
nitely a close-knit one. They did influ-
ence me more than I realised at the
time.

SF: How would your grandfather
have described you as a child?

PNN: We come from a matrilineal
society in Kerala and I was the first
granddaughter born in a very, very
long time. In my mother’s generation,
she was practically the only girl and
I'm the only daughter that she has.
Everyone said he doted on me. He
would have said I was a chip off the
old block (his block), tempered down
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. that has made me the artist I am.”

a bit. I don’t think I'm that confident,
but I have inherited some of his indi-
vidualism and some of his temper.

SF': How did your parents and oth-

ers of their generation influence you?

PNN: Very supportive, very gentle
sort of people, and very moderate. I've
always had the sensation of them be-
ing there for me. Other people say I've
been spoiled by my parents, but with-
out them saying so, I have always got
the sense that they will be there for
me. We had millions of maids, but we
had to do our own chores. My father
was a very strong person in a very dif-
ferent way. I remember once when I
was in school, I saw my father go and
break up a schoolboy fight; all the peo-
ple around weren’t doing a thing. T
thought “Wow!” and kept asking him
what had happened. He had cut his
hand, but he just didn’t say anything
to me or anyone else in the family. He
was like that.

SF: How would he sum you up?

PNN: My father had this charming




trait of being extremely proud of all of
us, which would embarrass us no end.
He would love telling people about us;
we found it excruciating as children.
Yes [ was a good student, but he would
have been proud of me even if  hadn’t
been. It mattered to him that as peo-
ple we were good people. My parents
never drove any of us (my two older
brothers and I), I don’t know if that
was good or bad. We were left very
much to decide what we wanted to do.
When I said I wanted to do Art, they
were behind me 100%. They didn’t say
Art was bad as a career move nor that
it does not have money and that I
should be a doctor; most parents
would have said that. When I look
back I realise that this was rather unu-
sual. I said I wanted to be an artist and
they said, *OK, we’ll go and find an
art school.” I didn’t realise then that
this was special.

I'm very close to my mother, so it’s
hard for me to be objective. She’s very
gentle and universally liked - a tre-
mendous feat. We have a huge family
on my father’s side with a lot of diffi-
cult and individualistic people. She’s
very diplomatic and tactful. Maybe the
only person she does get angry with is
me. She does expect a little more from
me. I"ve got to carry on the family
name and she thinks I'm special. She
was here in January to hold my hand
for my first exhibition at the Temasek
Polytechnic. My mother’s brothers are
also very close and I could call on them
if there’s an emergency, now that my
father is dead.

SF': You focus on women in many as-
pects of your work. What do you feel
are their roles today?

PNN: 1ve always grown up think-
ing it’s wonderful being a woman. [
never ran into anything else until 1
read about women and their problems
in the papers or when I started travel-
ling and people would say how hard it
is being a woman. I know the hardship
is a reality, but what I grew up with

and experienced in my own life is also
a reality. It is precious and wonderful
being a woman, something I've been so
proud of. If T have a child, I hope it’ll
be a girl, a daughter.

Women do have crimes committed
against them and it is important to
bring these out. But being a woman is
also something to celebrate. A woman’s
strengths are different from the
strengths of a man. She does not need
to be like a man; she has to explore
fully the potential of being a woman
first. I think it is something glorious.

There is enough being said about how
women are being ill-treated.

When I was in England [ went for
an exhibition which tried to create a
museum of women’s art and it was
wonderful to see a forum like that.
Then I went to an exhibition called
“Reclaiming the Madonna” where
they had asked women artists to por-
tray motherhood on canvas. There
were about 40 paintings - every single
painting was negative. Not one said it
was glorious to be a mother. I'm not
saying that the odds do not exist, but
you can also go too much the other
way. There is a need to balance out the
negative, to bring out the positive in
paintings. That is why my first solo
exhibition, called Woman and the El-
ements, was basically a celebration of
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o pt for the high that I experiéﬁc.”

women as human beings and as part
of the world.

SF: How does this balance work in
your own personality?

PNN: 1 am not an even-tempered
person. I paint for the high that I ex-
perience. It is a very special feeling to
put in a good day’s work. I am capa-
ble of deep depression as well as ex-
treme happiness. Hinduism is based on
balance; everything in the world is bal-
anced by what is good and what is bad.

This way, the interesting and the mun-
dane balance. When this balance
shifts, things go wrong.

SK': You mention this need to balance
the positive and the negative. This im-
plies an ability to choose. What are the.
choices women have today, especially
in matters of marriage, sex, children?

PNN: You always have a choice. It
is a matter of acceptance. Sometimes
the choices you make are not good and
you just accept them. This makes you
merely exist. | think contraception is
gift to women. Where family planning
is concerned, the focus should be on -
the woman. Any organisation dealing
with it should go straight to the woman.
Women themselves can create the




choices that are important to them.
Education is the key. Women have to
be made aware of the choices available
to them. The driving force to make
these choices must come from within,
an internal force. The same technique
may not apply to everyone. For exam-
ple, travel is said to broaden every-
one’s mind, but this does not happen
for every woman.

If T become a mother, I will let my
child know where her mother is from,
her family background, what it was
like being an individual in Kerala. I
would want her to be individualistic,
to discover her individual self, yet not
be a misfit. She must be unguilty about
what she wants or needs to do.

SF: You have been described as a
promising young artist. How do you
think you fit this title? What, in your
opinion, is a promising woman? Are
Singapore women, promising?

PNN: ona personal level, it is to
be able to paint and write to the most
of my potential. On a broader scale,
promising women should be able to
sense real talent in themselves. This
talent should then be expressed. In the
art world, it is difficult to quantify suc-
cess. Great artists, like Van Gogh (I
think he is the greatest artist) did not
start off as promising. He was a com-
plete failure when he was alive. Suc-
cess is not guaranteed later.

I would like to think that it does
not matter what other people say; to
say that I have given it my best shot
and only that matters. But this is only
in an ideal situation. It does matter.

Money has never been the meas-
ure of my success. I paint because [ am
passionate about painting. Very few
people understand this deep need I
have to express myself this way. Nine
out of 10 times my work does not turn
out and the unhappiness when this
happens is extreme. Not many people
understand this. They tend to see it as
a hobby, or something I do to pass my
time. The jargon “arty” is applied to

me. But I have to put my feelings into
pictures, words, colours — I have to.

For most women, choices are par-
ticular or a combination. She is prom-
ising if she fulfils in the area she
chooses. By promise, | mean she shows
aptitude in the area of her choice. 1t
could be choosing to be a mother, a wife
and/or a career woman. I flow with the
times, change and adapt. It is part of
my Hindu faith. I have some basic val-
ues which I define or redefine depend-
ing on what I am doing. Life is always
changing and I want to do so with it,
accepting all the dangers that this
brings with it.

There is a generic quality about
Singapore women. They are visible es-
pecially as a workforce. They also seem
to have achieved a level of economic
stability and security.

SKF': What are your impressions of the
local art scene?

PNN : Being creative is sometimes
not a very obvious thing in a society.
However, I have seen tremendous
growth in Singapore in this area in the
five years I have been here.

In Singapore, there is some
incomprehension. It is a young society
and the role of the artist has not been
examined carefully nor thought
through in any measure. Art contrib-
utes to society in an intangible way, not
like businesses. Precisely because of
this situation in Singapore, it is an ex-
citing time to be here now.

There is this conflict between want-
ing financial security and this need to
express yourself through art and all the
uncertainty that comes with it. It is a
sort of a ‘self-fulfilling paradox” for
me.

This society will eventually reach
the stage when artists will no longer
need to justify themselves or their art.
They will play a necessary and vital
part and enrich their own and others’
lives. Choosing to be an artist is not
making a monetary choice. Being an
artist is a difficult career choice; you
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are constantly fighting established art-
ists. It is the same anywhere in the
world. There is a lot of pressure.

I feel an artist has to challenge, both
himself and the viewer, to supply an
ending. An art piece should be open,
incomplete. Artists also go through
phases. With Woman and the Ele-
ments, | wanted to introduce my paint-
ingsin a vibrant way, to celebrate the
state of being a woman. One of my fa-
vourite pictures is one of a group of
fisherwomen, Itis a happy, happy pic-
ture. It celebrates the strong woman,
earning a living, showing strength in
an essentially man’s world of fishing.
She counts on other women for close
friendship and the women form an in-
trinsic circle of strength and meaning.

SF: How would you describe your
own style? What has been the response
to your work by your family,
Singaporeans and members of your
own community?

PNN: Ifocus on people and colours,
sometimes in the semi-abstract. I do
the occasional landscape. I am still
experimenting and have not found a
typical style. My family has been very
positive. In Singapore, there is not
such a long history of the figurative.
People are not quite sure how to re-
late to them. Art flourishes with sup-
port. Tt does need patrons. It would
certainly matter a lot if the Malayalees
in Singapore support the growth of the
visual arts, even in little ways. They
can come to art exhibitions, buy pieces
or have forums to discuss works of
other Malayalee or Indian artists.

After the support of the family and
friends comes that of the community,
in this case the Malayalee community.
Art should be allowed to grow natu-
rally with the other aspects of the com-
munity here. After all, it is the
Malayaleeness in me that has allowed
me to become the woman I am and the
artist I am. The family, clothes, the
language, the rituals, Kerala, have
made me what 1 am.
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Jasmine flowers are
often the inspiration
for traditional
jewellery designs.

Shila Fernandez
discovers the
significance and
sentimentality

behind the
carefully-crafted
pieces of gold

that Malayalees
and other

Indians sa proudly
wear.

pecial pieces of gold jewellery
mark the rites of passage in the life
of a Malayalee. Often, the birth
of a grandchild, a daughter coming of
age or the first marriage in the family
are best remembered and described in
terms of a particular necklace, the
weight of the gold bangles the bride
wore or the pattern in which the semi-
precious stones were set into a pair of
new earrings. These items of decora-
tion are given a further dimension of
being auspicious, symbols of fortune,
success and family prestige while be-
lieved to protect the wearer from evil.

In ancient times, the owner dis-
played the amount of gold he had - in
the form of jewellery — on his person.
This indicated his wealth and acted as
a life saver in times when he was set
upon by marauders while on his fre-
quent journeys. Often these surprise
attackers spared their victims on re-
ceipt of a piece of golden ransom. So
where your golden assets were con-
cerned, it was a case of “never leave
home without it”.
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The names given to these jewel-
lery items are as imaginative as their
ingenious variations in design. These
ornaments both subtly and aestheti-
cally reflect the grace and finesse of the
community while outwardly displaying
the members’ prosperity. The motifs,
setting, colours and choice of stones
used in the most popular pieces reflect
nature, sensuality and divine power.
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This is certainly the case with
Malayalee jewellery. The unique pat-
terns, especially of our necklaces and
earrings, characterise us at a glance.
While the original rationale and signifi-
cance of the shapes and motifs have
dimmed with time, their essential fea-
tures are still found in the adornments
worn by modern Malayalee wearers.
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Slight variations mark the jewellery
sported by Malayalees from different
religions, castes, economic and regional
backgrounds. Although Malayalees,
both in Kerala and the world over, have
not been spared the effects of sweeping
global changes in almost every aspect
of life, our choice in jewellery, espe-
cially among women, reflect a quintes-
sentially Malayalee look.

The already obviously happy event
of the arrival of a new baby is marked
by families gathering, all-round feast-
ing, thanksgiving prayers and merry-
making on the 28th day. Jewellery, usu-
ally in gold, are inextricably woven into
the essential rituals of this day’s cel-
ebrations. A baby girl’s ears are pierced
with much pomp and ceremony by a
goldsmith and gold studs slipped into
the tiny lobes. More than 50 years ago,
baby boys were honoured similarly too.

The baby’s hips are girdled in a gold
arinnyanum, basically a thin gold chain
that rests loosely between the waist and
hips. This part of the baby’s body is

chosen because it is considered the

So many more
ways to add to
traditional design
these days. In the
past, the craft of
jewellery design
was handed down
through family
members; today,
| there are design
{ schools which
provide opportuni-
g ties to experiment
ey and innovate.
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safest part where a fairly large piece of
jewellery can be displayed and worn on
a daily basis. The arinnyanum is an
open sign of passionate love for the
child; the thickness of the chain is an
indirect symbol of the family’s wealth,
power and prestige in the community.
Sometimes, a thin black cord accom-
panies the arinnyanum serving as a
talisman to ward off potential evil that
could harm the well-being of the child.
While lining the eyes with Aokl or
putting a black dot on the face is only
a temporary way of casting off the evil
eye before they are smudged off, the
black cord serves the same purpose on
a more permanent basis. A more,
elaborate version includes the g
kinginyi , a gold accessory
in the shape of a tapered 4
banana flower >

1

g, festive and
W life, and this is
in its influence in
i alee jewellery, as in
¥ the annah wallah and
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attached to the hook and eye of the gold
arinnyanum. It is fashioned to jingle
every time the child moves. The prac-
tice of using the black cord was adopted
by the members of the Malayalee-Mus-
lim gentry. The arinnyanum also en-
hances the delightful waddle of a tod-
dler taking his first steps. As the child
grows, these hip chains are lengthened
progressively and some wear them right
through childhood into adulthood.
Gold and black bangles, often gifts from
maternal and uncles, complete the en-
semble for girl babies on this special
28th day of their lives.

For the next six months, the child
is fed only milk and pureed vegetables
or fruit, since he is considered to be in
a pure state. Then an aus-
picious day is chosen on
which the child is often
taken to the temple to be
given its first mouthful of
rice. The child sometimes
wears again all the jewel-
lery received during the
28th day celebrations.
Gold plays an important
role on this day. Tradi-
tionally, the child is fed his
first morsel of rice with a
gold ring used as a scoop.

As the child begins to
walk, another part of the
body that is highlighted

are the ankles. Silver anklets in the
form of loose hollow bands or tahllah
are slipped on. Since gold is considered
worthy of the gods, it is never worn
below the waist by anyone. Only the
kings of yore were allowed this privi-
lege. Traditionally, boys used to sport
these as well. Girls wear the padha
swaram which has the added appeal of
making a light tingling sound with the
young wearer’s slightest movements. As
the girl reaches preschool age, a set of
lolake or kodahkadeken is added to
her already growing jewellery collec-
tion. These earrings take the basic
shape of 3-tiers of gold umbrella shapes
attached loosely and which descends
from a stud. They are delicately en-

It began with a ruby
from a mother’s
ear-ring that was

thali,

And now this unique
ruby-and-diamond-
studded thali has
become a family
heirloom.

graved and these sometimes gem- or
pearl-studded miniature golden um-
brellas (kodah) decrease in size as they
cascade towards the wearer’s shoul-
ders. The jim/ka and the smaller jimki,
from which the kodahkadekentakes its
shape, had their origins during the
reign of the Moguls. It is heartening to
note that, just like the mini skirt and
bell-bottom pants, new-age forms of
these old designs, in this case, earrings,
are making strong fashion statements
in the current world of Indian fashion.

Puberty is marked for the girls with
more ceremony in which a host of jew-
ellery again features. The adolescent
girl wears a saree and is decked in all
the chains, necklaces, pendants, ban-
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set into her daughter’s
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gles and rings that she has accumulated
through her childhood. Looking very
much like a bride, she is “exhibited”
in all her golden glory to announce her
coming of age, very much like a debu-
tante at her “coming out™ball. In some
rich homes it was the practice in the
early days to hire an elephant to take
the girl to temple. The then popular
practice of boys having their ears
pierced and gold or stone-studded ear-
rings being used has declined.

After this, both boys and girls wear
a piece of jewellery as part of their daily
wear right through childhood. Semi-
precious studs in both ears used to be
in vogue for the men. The animal con-
nection is seen in the puli nagum that
is commonly worn to protect men from
evil forces and simultaneously reflect
manliness and boldness. The puli
nagum literally means tiger’s nail and
this is exactly what it is. A single or the
more popular pair of these claws are
polished, crowned with gold and fash-
ioned into a pendant. Sometimes a box-
like pendant similar to a amulet box
forms an anchor for a pair of these
claws which protrude from either side
or from the lower edge. Tiger claws
have their origins deeply rooted in
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Every curve and design flourish is inspired by historical events,

Buddhist sculpture as Buddha was con-
sidered a tiger among men. A symbol
of masculinity, piety and love, its use
spread throughout Southeast Asia. It
is attached to a gold chain or threaded
through it and the chain itself varies in
thickness and length. These days, when
the tiger is protected from being hunted
to extinction, stylised puli nagum pen-
dants are an equally good substitute.
The elephant, closely associated with
Goddess Lakshmy, is a long-standing,
honoured part of Indian religious, fes-
tive and economic life and is reflected
in Malayalee jewellery. The thick
strands of hair from its tail are fash-
ioned into rings (moethirum) and han-
gles (wallah). The tough, yet pliable
strands are woven and held together
with bits of gold and worn by both men
and women. Like the puli nagum, this
annah wallah and annah moethirum
imbibe the typical qualities of the ani-
mals which supply their parts to make
these jtems. The naga padham or snake
hood is yet another representation of a
potent Hindu symbol. Fashioned in the
shape of a cobra’s outspread hood, in-
dividual pendants in red are strung to-
gether to form a dramatic necklace that
seems to embody the awesome beauty

elements of daily life, popular trends, moods.
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and power of the snake itself.

It is the wedding ceremony that
gives free reign to the choice of jewel-
lery. While the sky (or in this case the
wallet) is the limit when it comes to the
number and variety of chains, neck-
laces, bangles, earrings or belts the
bride can wear, some pieces are staples.
While nothing can come anywhere close
to the visual treat of seeing a bride re-
splendent in her trousseau, the aware-
ness of the significance of the jewellery
she wears go a long way to enhance its
value and beauty.

The thalihas come to be considered
the most significant item of the matri-
monial ceremony, but it did not always
serve this function. A girl’s coming of
age used to be marked by her donning
a thali, often given by a prospective
groom. While it made a subtle an-
nouncement to suitable young men, it
also served as a reminder to her family
that they had to fulfil their parental
duty of arranging a suitable marriage
for their daughter. With time, the thali
became a part of the marriage cer-
emony itself and part of the daily wear
of the wife. If the newly weds face prob-
lems within the marriage, such as diffi-
culties in bearing children or a sudden
illness of the husband, the thali is of-
ten sacrificed to the Goddess Parvathy,
as a mark of gratitude when the prob-
lem is overcome. The mango shape of
the Malayalee thali embodies prosper-
ity, fertility and other auspicious quali-
ties associated with the mango in the
daily culture of the Malayalees. With
widowhood, this piece of jewellery,
along with others, are removed to indi-
cate the end of the married state.

The paleka moethirumis not a ring
as the word moethirum suggests, but is
actually a necklace. Individual leaf-
shaped pendants often in green glass
are connected at their broad ends to a
chain that goes around the neck. Ru-
bies and diamonds often complement
the piece. The lack of availability of
rubies in South India determines the
value of these gems. Their brilliance is
also desirable.




The base of the necklace is pre-
pared in 24 k pure gold if the client can
afford it or else, partially in lacquer.
Sometimes lead is insidiously added in
to make the piece heavier, the uniniti-
ated being easily fooled. The stones are
sunken into place while the base is in a
semi-liquid state. The chiselling method
is used here by the goldsmiths who work
on each small part of the necklace and
then assemble the whole. This necklace,
in several variations on the theme, is
currently enjoying a revival among the
younger Malayalees here.

The use of the leaf motif is a reflec-
tion in art form of the vital role of the
auspicious betel leaf in all religious
functions. In Sanskrit, the word
“mukhshudhai” vefers to the ritualis-
tic cleansing of the mouth. Priests do
this in reverence to the gods to whom
they offer prayers. Wearing a piece of
jewellery in a similar shape is believed
to simulate this elevated form of cleans-
ing in the mortal wearer. The lotus is a
powerful symbol in Hinduism, Bud-
dhism and Jainism. The helief that such
an exquisite flower can bloom from a
base of mire is carried onto the moral
aspect of human society —the good and
beautiful can thrive in the most squalid
of conditions. The thamera (lotus) or
mullah (jasmine) buds are popular pat-
terns for pendants and necklaces. Bird
motifs are reflected in many pendants;
the most popular being the peacock and
the parrot which are considered birds
of Love.

An array of other neck ornaments
form part of the wedding collection de-
pending on the means of the family of
the bride and the gifts she receives from
her relatives. The manga mala is a
shorter version of the paleka
moethirum. The kumblah thali, a
multi-tiered choker tightly packed with
rows and rows of hanging attachments
in the shape of the pumpkin seed is a
unique piece which derives its name
from this gourd. The ghalah mini or
elakah thali are based on the same
idea, but hundreds of tiny slivers of
tapering gold are attached to a choker.

that inspire design and tell of beliefs.

The slightest movements of the head set
off a series of glistening tremors. The
kashi or Lakshmi mala have imprints
of the Goddess Lakshmi on each me-
dallion that combine with others to
form a fairly longish necklace. The
technique used here is the repousse one
in which the image is made in reverse
on a stone mould and the negative
transferred to gold by beating it over
the raised relief. Sometimes the images
of Lord Muruga and Krishna are em-
bedded into rings. This depiction is a
sign of the devotee’s particular rever-
ence for this deity. Red or green glass
is often used to complement the appear-
ance of these pieces. Beads, which have
a 5000-year old history in Indian cul-
ture, are fashioned out of coral
(paviyum), precious and semi-precious
stones or clay and strung into neck-
laces.

The odiahnum, a highly decorated
gold or silver belt, is an optional extra
worn over the rich wedding saree. In
the early days some brides highlighted
their foreheads with a gold pottu held
fast with gum from the raw banana. A
hair ornament, the pon puweh, en-
cased the knotted hair. The wrists get
their touch of beauty from bangles and
bracelets. These come in an infinite va-
riety. The konu vallah collapses open
with the help of a hinge and is fastened
round the wearer’s wrists with the help
of a golden screw. A pair of kothu
vallah depict the entire Ramayana on
them. These masterpieces were popu-
lar among the higher castes of
Malayalees.

When used in the kashewe mundeh
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elements

and wveshti, as well as sarees and
cholees, gold shows off its flexibility.
Gold thread is woven into broad bor-
ders which frame these traditionally
Malayalee garments worn especially on
auspicious and festive occasions. There
was a time when these borders had
money value. When in dire straits these
could be detached, the amount of gold
in them weighed and sold for money.
Often they were carefully removed
from a worn out garment and attached
to a new one; an early form of recy-
cling.

Jewellery making has developed as
a highly specialised art form which
forms an integral part of a sophisti-
cated, graceful part of Malayalee com-
munities the world over. Traditionally,
goldsmiths trained their sons and
passed on the knowhow on intricate
techniques and design.

While complete handerafting and
chiselling techniques of fashioning jew-
ellery are on the decline, it is hearten-
ing to know that training institutes
have been set up in Kerala for the
young to hone their skills and express .
themselves in this art form. This is one
way of ensuring a steady supply of tal-
ented young jewellers and with them a
promise that traditional Malayalee jew-
ellery will be born and worn again and
again albeit in slightly modified forms.

Special thanks to all the Malayalee
women who provided information and -
lent their jewellery for photography,
and Dr Binoy Sahay, Curatorial Asso-
ciate, National Museum, New Delhi.
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Bending |

and twisting
and acling
... all part of
he fun at the
SKA
Christmas
Party for
children.

he past year has been a full one for the SKA. Following last year's

Onam Night was the annual Onam Sports, which saw the beginning of a new
tradition—the P N Sivaji soccer tournament. After a spirited final game, the Naval
Base Kerala Library walked away with the trophy that was generously donated by then
national soccer coach P N Sivaji.

Later in the year came a series of activities, led by the annual SKA children's
party in December. Popular singer Unni Menon entertained SKA members in January,
the same month that the SKA Executive Committee carried out a massive clean-up of the
SKA premises, and set up an administrative office complete with a donated computer.

March saw a specially-organised membership drive activity. A tea was organised
for young people, and the SKA welcomed a number of new life members. The AGM was
held in April. followed later that month by a drama at Victoria Theatre. Two well-
known personalities from Kerala visited as well, one a language expert and writer,

Mrs Lily Gopalakrishnan, and one renowned film director Adoor Gopalakrishnan, who
was in Singapore for the Singapore International Film Festival.

The AGM that was held in
April yielded some serious
discussion, some humour
and even some entertaining
moments.
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Rehearsals and cast

i of a play entitled

i & Pishukkante
In August, the SKA ~ e X AT el
launche(l the new-look Wi Kaly gnare -(Mlbm-b
SINGAPORE MALAYALEE el g Waexizge)dinapril

newsletter.
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Renowed
Malayalee film
director Adoor
Gopalakrishnan
enjoyed chayar
and chat with
SKA members
when he visited
as head of the
jury for the Film
Festival.
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The SKA

recently

presented a

dance drama

entitled Thenmala
Thoppile Ponmani,
staged by members of
AMMA from Kuala
Lumpur. It proved to
be a burst of colour
and vibrance that was
thoroughly enjoyed
by the audience.
Here's to more joint
activities!




THE SKA
WOMEN'S WING

his very active and dynamic

group was started informally

about 30 years ago in the 1960s,
Always involved and helping in various
SKA activities, it continued to become
even more active in the 1970s, There-
after, interest waned but in the late
1980s, the Women’s Wing was “rejuve-
nated” with the active commitment of
42 women in the community.
Among the activities they organise are
talks, demonstrations, social service
projects and the annual SKA children’s
party which has become very much a
tradition. The Women’s Wing has also
been fondly associated in past years
with the preparation of wonderful food
every year for the Onam Sports Day.
The Women’s Wing is devoted to the
promotion of Malayalam culture, mu-
sic and language. Its roughly 40 mem-
bers are involved in conducting
Malayalam and yoga classes, staging
Malayalam plays and conducting dem-
onstrations on specific aspects of tra-
ditional Malayalee culture.
And on a more informal level, members
of the Women’s Wing can always be
counted on to very generously contrib-
uie their time and effort in organising
receptions for various SKA functions.

&
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Some early members of the wing.
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A talk-cum-demonstration in session in the early years.
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Explaining traditions and
helping to keep them
alive — another of the wing’s
roles. In this case, it’s the
preparation of the
traditional Onam Sadhya.

Making sure the
individual dishes

are arranged
according to tradition.
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MALAYALAM CINEMA:

Maestros & Masterpieces

Film-buff Radha Ravindran offers a personal perspective of
Malayalam movies, and describes the qualities which give them

their special flavour of courageous realism.

ealism is a quality syn-
onymous with Malaya-
lam movies and this is

unique in Indian cinema. The
winning of the 1994 National
Awards by five Malayalam
movies Akashdoot,Manic-
hitrathazhvu, Pondhan
Mada, Vidheyan and
Narayam more than illus-
trates this point. Unlike
Tamil, Telugu and Kannada
cinema which had folk theatre and
drama for their cinematic parents and
influences, Malayalam cinema grew up
almost a cinematic orphan, in that it
had no such parentage. Malayalam cin-
ema evolved a genre of its own with
distinctive characteristics.

Having said that, one can almost list
the allurements Malayalam cinema has
been endowed with: the nativity of the
characters and dialect, even if some-
what off the beaten track; picturesque
but uncosmeticised locations; the pro-
nounced lack of “glamour” as witnessed
in conventional cinema; and the treat-
ment of situations with bold and often
bleakly believeable realism.

These characteristics have always

been present, embedded in the craft-
ing of Malayalam cinema. Today, I
would say, through innovative
experimentations these have become
even more apparent than they were
perhaps 20 years ago.

Bearing these characteristics in
mind, I can almost feature in my mind’s
eye the enchantment of typical
Malayalam music and flavour in
Neelakkuyil - a 1954 film based on
Uroob’s novel. In fact Screen lists it as
the first Malayalam film to win a Na-
tional Award in India. Yet another ‘im-
mortal’ Malayalam film that will always
be held as a yardstick of quality is
Chemeen, based on Thakazhi Siva-
sankaran Pillai’s  internationally-

acclaimed novel of the same ti-
tle. This was the first South In-
w dian film to win the top na-
§ tional award, in 1965. While
4 Neelakkuyil found success in
Kerala, Chemeen earned for
future Mala- yalam films the
passport to success  beyond
Kerala. This success also gave
Malayalam cinema the impe-
& tus to anchor its roots in the
| wealth of literature.

And anchor its roots in literature it
did, especially with the entry of Vayalar
Rama Varma into Malayalam films as
a lyricist. The musicologist V A K
Ranga Rao commented in a 1982 inter-
view that Vayalar Rama Varma was not
the first, but “the greatest lyricist in
Malayalam filmdom and the greatest
ever on an absolute scale”. In Vayalar
we saw “the most versatile, most pro-
lific, the poet incomparable who
brought the treasury of Indian culture
to film songs and consequently got this
wealth into the reach of the common
man.” The Vayalar-Devarajan team
worked on 200 films and 1500 songs
during the years between 1959 and
1975. The results of their teamwork




have often been described as magical
and poetic. Their songs mesmerised
and brought into the fold intellectuals
and masses alike. In fact the common-
ers loved these and transformed them
into instant hits that-made for endur-
ing memories, often leaving the erudite
blind. I for one have been entranced
by many of the team’s gandharva
ganangalsuch as “Sangamam” , an ex-
cellent example of high poetry with the
clinically explicit description about sex,
the ethereally beautiful tune of
“Chakravarthini™, the the scathing in-
dictment of man’s inhumaity to man in
the name of religion in “Manushyan
mathangale srishtichu™, the simple but
profound literary quality of his lyrics
in “Privathama”, the metaphysical
questions raised in “Saenkrama
vishupakshi”, and the romance of tran-
quil pre-dawn beauty of “Seraswathi
yamam”, Today, though one hardly
hears such heavenly tunes, music in
Malayalam cinema remains an integral
element of the movie, making itself as
poignant and loud a force to be reck-
oned with.

With the entry of the “poet of new
Indian cinema”, the late Aravindan,
and Adoor Gopalakrishnan into
Malayalam cinema, Malayalam films
gradually found a niche in the arena of
international cinema. This, in my opin-
ion, was largely due to the shift toward
greater realism and innovation.
Aravindan’s Pokkuveyil (1981) is
unique in that its development is strue-
tured, as he said, “like a single raga:
vilambit, jog and dhrut... The visuals
had to follow the same pattern...My
films have evolved their pace as de-
manded by their theme.” His 1975 film
Kummaty described as a “fanciful and
interesting tale” has won the Mannheim
Film Festival Award and was rated one
of the 10 best films by the internation-
ally-acclaimed Japanese film critic Sato
Tadao, in the August 1992 issue of
Sight and Sound. Aravindan’s ap-
proach to film-making can be summed
up in one word: unconventional, like
that of the Russian film-maker

Tarkovsky. He does not tell a story, nor
does he raise a social question. Rather,
he makes keen observations and stud-
ies of people in certain situation and ex-
plores human nature in the context of
these situations. In fact his films have
been described as projecting impres-
sions of people and situations which
stand out as “pure cinema of visual
rarely attempted in India”.
Aravindan’s innovative kneadings have
certainly given the dough of Malayalam
cinema greater allurement and a high
degree of universal pliability.

The great poet Rabindranath
Tagore alerts us not to dismiss “...a dew
drop on blade of grass, a dew drop
which reflects in its convexity the whole
universe around you.” The lesson is
that one should not overlook the pres-
ence of the essential in a very small de-
tail which one must catch in order to
express the larger thing, This seems to
have been the hasis for Satyajit Ray’s
films. Adoor Gopalakrishnan’s films
such as Elipathayam (1981) and
Mathilugal (1989) which won the
FIRESCI award at the Venice Film Fes-
tival, seem to echo this trend. In these,
the characters and their reactions to
situations capture the cameos of daily
life in its convexity, and reflect a uni-
versal relevance that jolts the viewer.

Gﬁpa]akrislman's Anantaram (Mono]ogue,— 1987

The British Film Institute gives an
award for films which have the best
original and imaginative themes. Only
two Indian directors have clinched this
award — Satyajit Ray for Apur Sansar
(1960) and Adoor Gopalakrishnan for
his film Elipathayam. Likewise, only
two Indian films have won more than
30 awards — Satyajit Ray’s 1955
Pather Panchali, the film that placed
India on the map of international cin-
ema, and Shaji’s 1988 masterpiece
Piravi.

One last aspect of Malayalam mov-
ies which cannot be dismissed is the al-
lure of its actors, namely the late
Sathyan and Prem Nazir and currently
Mohanlal (National Award Winner for
Best Actor) and Mammooty (twice Na-
tional Award Winner for Best Actor).
Each of these legends with their acting
versatility have etched in our minds in-
delible performances par excellence.

In retrospect, [ would say that the
Malayalam cinema genre has evolved in
unique ways hitherto unprecedented in
the history of Indian cinema, and
therein lies its irresistibility. And as far
as Malayalam cinema is concerned, the
legacy of Vayalar and Devarajan,
Aravindan and Adoor Gopalakrishnan
are priceless jewels in the crown of
Indian cinema.



BELOW THE SURFACE

n a recent visit to Singa-

pore for the International

Film Festival, Malayalee
film-maker Adoor Gopalakri-
shnan met Singapore Kerala
Association members for
chayar. This artist who hides
away for 18-hour days at an
undisclosed location when he’s
working on a script talked to
Audrey Perera about movies
and motivation.

‘I'm personally against the term ‘art
movie’. It invites the feeling that if's elitist
cinema, only for the few to enjoy. It's dan-
gerous fo categorise honest, fruthful work
as 'art movies'. Although it is meant fo
encompass a film-maker's infelligence, truth-
fulness and integrity, it is unwitlingly injuri-
ous fo him because it makes the common
man see it as something that's beyond,
above him.

‘| make movies that | like, they are
made to be seen by people, not just to be
written about by crifics. | don't consider that
| make ‘art movies'.

“Fortunately for me, my films have al-
ways been released in cinemas in Kerala
where there is no language barrier. My films
are culturally specific, people-specific, au-
thentic and reﬁevont fo a particular areo
and people. That's why my films have such
strong appeal in Kerala. And why although
they may be widely seen ouiside Kerala,
they are not widely undersiood.

“Indian films in general don't belong
to any specific place, the problems are su-
perficial and always in generalities. This
makes them widely understood. Nuances
are neither infended nor understood. Com-
mercial films give audiences what they
want. There is no friction between what
the producer wants and what the audience
wants.

"But when cinema talks in @ new, in-
ventive and original language, suddenly
there is friction %ecouse the viewer is en-
counfering something which has reso-
nance. That is why original works are not
always popular with audiences.

“Familiarity breeds acceptance in art.
Yet originality is essential. This is the equar
fion.

“Theatricality is essential in commercial
films. Everything has fo be fold, said, dia-

logues, climaxes, resolutions-nothing is left
unsaid. Cinema is hardly 100 years old,
and we are familiar with this fechnique be-
cause that is the way it began. The more
theatrical, the better it's accepted.

"You cannot compare commercial film-
makers such as those in Bombay with Ray.
One is an organiser and one is an arfist.
Commercial F?lms rely not on a film-maker
but on a team that can assemble a suc-
cessful production. Art films, as they are
called, are where one's man vision holds.
The production team helps him realise that
vision. There is no basis for comparison.

"The essence of cinema is
visual and sound. Dialogue is
one element, as much as is si-
lence. Popular cinema uses a 8
running track of dialogue, and
music is subservient to this. But
mere dialogue is not adequate,
music is to replicate emotion.

“The Indian film industr
has never seen Ray or m\/serf
as part of the mainsiream. We
have originality, yet we need
accepfance. It is a tightrope
walk for a serious film-maker.

"My usage of music is not
as subservient. Music is a leit
motif, it works at a subcon-
scious level. Music adds a new
dimension and a new level. It need not be
related to what's happening on screen and
that's the way the human mind works.

"Sound has fo be used psychologically.
| also use sound fo show the redlities of
life. Silence has fo be used creatively. Si
lence is always bracketed by sounds.

"My ideas can be friggered by any-
thing. Once | was travelling in a train within
Bombay city. VWe were passing a slum, and
| saw somebody with a knife in his hand.
He was shouting so angrily. People were
frying fo stop %fm but he wouldn't be
stopped. He wasn't angry, he was anger
itself. | wondered how he had reached such
a pitch of anguish, what kind of a person
would express himself in that manner and
why? Had someone wionged hime Wha
was his background, his socio- economic
situation? Perhaps he had no one with any
expeciations thim. It brought to mind
thoughts about how the city represses hu-
man beings and makes them inhibited. This
man was being uninhibited. Was he so
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enraged that he was throwing off the city
inhibitions, or was this his usual way of
reacting? All my films are close looks af
people and the conditions they live in.

“Story-elling is only going on at a pri-
mary level. Plot line helps, keeps the audi-
ence in their seats. But I'm trying fo help
them experience something beyond the ob-
vious. Sharing a new level of experience
which | cherish. | want to share what | love
mast.

“You become a rasika (one who is
equipped to appreciate) by training your
self fo look at lines, colour, composition. It

- - _I 4

.

Gopalakrishnan: movies made
to be experienced.
comes naturally with fime and a lot of ex-
posure. You can't do it just by studying from
a book. With time, one can T/ecrn the differ-
ence between a master and @ novice, but
this is @ process.

“In cinema, what people have been
familiar with is one kind ofcmemo which
is never looked at with any seriousness.
Films are made almost dead, they don't
ask the audience for any kind of infellect.

"My kind of cinema need not neces-
sarily happen on the screen. It guides you
fo an experience. But unless the audience
is willing, they may lose it. | use devices fo
do this, such as story line, and so on.

“Film-making is my profession and
means of living. What I'm Irying to do is o
make films the way | want to without mak-
ing concessions or compromises. 'm happy
when | can do what | want fo do. It soothes
my arfistic ego. It would be boring fo keep
to a formula that has proven successful. |
like creative challenges and the whole proc-
ess of evolving and selfdiscovery.
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Ae. B. MOHAMED RESTAURANT
(C%ém 24 .%m/

VEGETARIAN & NON-VEGETARIAN RESTAURANT
IN THE HEART OF LITTLE INDIA

EXPERIENCED CHEFS REPUTED FOR SERVING ONLY
THE FINEST & THE MOST EXQUISITE
NORTH & SOUTH INDIAN
CUISINES WELCOME YOU TO ENJOY THE BEST OF

Chicken, Mutton & Fish Briyani,
Prawns, Crabs,
Chicken, Mutton & Fish Curry
Murtaba, Pratta, Chappathi, etc.

WE CATER FOR ALL FUNCTIONS

WE PROVIDE EXCELLENT GUEST ROOMS WITH ECONOMICAL ROOM RATES
100-A, SYED ALWI ROAD, SINGAPORE 0821. TEL: 2996295 FAX: 2949454

NO. 276-278 SERANGOON ROAD, SINGAPORE 0821 TEL: 2981010
136, SYED ALWI ROAD, SINGAPORE 0821 (AIR-CON) TEL: 2992723
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sia Kitchen Machine

! Few cuisines in the world can match the rich

Now, an advanced kitchen machine
ideal for Indian, Chinese, Malay, Indonesian
and Thai cooking

Distributor (Within Singapore)
Fewa Time Pte Ltd

No. 1 North Bridge Road, #01-04A, High Street Centre
Singapore 0617. Tel: 336 5175/336 3441 Fax: 336 1676

Dealer
Mohamad Mustafa & Co.
Samsuddin Co. Pte Ltd

320 Serangoon Road, Serangoon Plaza, Singapore 0821
Tel: 296 5947/298 2967 Fax: 298 2692/297 1762

flavours of Asian cooking.

And now, here's a kitchen machine specifically
designed to give you the extra-fine grinding
necessary for your cuisine.

So you can get the true, traditional taste of your
favourite foods.

A New Concept. A New Versatilii.;yo.

The Sumeet Asia Kitchen Machine has an Asia
Grinder attachment, which gives you a super-
fine grinding consistency, effortlessly. So you
don't have to resort to your stone and pestle.

The Asia Grinder has a multi-purpose blade,

designed to handle all of your rigorous grinding

requirements:

e Grinding of Cereals and Whole Grains like
Wheat, Maize, Corn and Coffee Seeds

e Dry grinding of Chilli, Pepper, Garlic,
Coriander, Cloves and Cardamom

e Wet grinding of Soaked Lentils, Rice, Chick
Peas, Soya beans, Lankuas, Chinese red
chilli sauce and Serai

e Combination grinding of Spices with Herbs

7 and Meat for Pastes and Curries

The Asia Kitchen Machine also has a Stainless
Steel Jar, with three blades for whipping,
blending, pureeing, mincing, chopping and

more.
So Advanced. Yet So Simple, T\

Check out some of the exclusive features of the

Sumeet Asia Kitchen Machine:

Built-on stirrer, to help you stir while

grinding

Electrical inter-locking system, for added

safety

* Unbreakable plastics for the dome, flat lid

and jar housing

Unique capability for combination grinding

*  Provision of match-holes, to add water while
grinding

* Funnel to help pour in ingredients ‘

Sumeet: The Big Plus. *

All this comes to you with the assurance of
prompt, reliable service from your

local Sumeet dealer.
And the
== guarantee
of Sumeet-a

company that's been
designing mixers for tough
grinding requirements, for the past 3 decades.

Discover The Complete /
Kitchen Companion.

Bring home the new Sumeet Asia Kitchen
Machine. And you'll actually wonder how you
managed without it, all these years.

Sumzeet
Asia Kitchen Machine

Nor Just A MIXER,
A NEw CoNcePT IN HOUSEHOLD
KircHEN-HELP
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Swathi Thirunal Maharajah

of

Thiruvithamkoor

Dr T P Paran describes the life and artistic legacy of this
ruler who passionately devoted himself to statecraft and the
development of the arts of music and dance in India.

1846). popularly called Swathi

Thirunal, was more than a 19th
century ruler. He was a musicologist,
literateur, linguist, Veena expert,
composer and above all, a patron of
allfine arts and literature following the
tradition of the royal family. His con-
tribution to music is as remarkable as
it is unique, and is the focus of this es-
say. He achieved this in spite of his
heavy load of affairs of state, in which
he introduced many significant far-
reaching reforms that are today con-
sidered ahead of their time.

THE BACKGROUND

Before we begin to describe the life
and achievements of this patron and
developer of the arts, let us set the
stage into which his contribution was
born. Indian aesthesis found its high-
est expression in the form of fine
arts, music and the allied arts besides
literature, painting and architecture.
A golden period signalling the begin-
ning, evolution and proliferation of
Carnatic music in South India pre-
ceded the glorious period of Swathi
Thirunal Maharajah in Kerala.

Purandaradasa (1484-1564) of

Karnataka marked the beginning of

S wathi Thirunal Maharajah (1813-

Carnatic music. The music of India,
the North and the South is based on
the raga (the melody) and tala ( the
rhythm) system beginning with the
scale key: sa, ri, ga, ma, pa, dha, ni,
sa in the Mayamalavagaula founded
by Purandaradasa. He was the son of
a wealthy banker who evolved spiritu-
ally to a high degree. This manifested
when he emerged as a unique musician
and composer who also prescribed the
elementary lessons of Carnatic music.
He laid the foundation for the golden
period of Carnatic music. He com-
posed more than 47,500 songs of
Carnatic music. He was followed by
Venkitamaghi (16th century) who con-
tributed Chathurdandiprakasika on
theory of Carnatic music, inspired by
his father’s Sangeetha Sudha.
Venkitamaghi established the 72
melakartha raga system in his hook.
This system is followed even today.
Many musicians and composers fol-
lowed, until we come to the period of
the famous musical trinity of India.
Thyagaraja, Muthuswamy Dikhitar
and Syamasastry were preceded and
followed by a host of other composers
and musicians. All of them contributed
the various types of compositions:
Kirtanam, Pamam, Varnam, Tha-

[a]

navarnam, and so on, besides Bhajans
and texts for Harikatha.

THE SWATHI ERA

Swathi Thirunal Maharajah of
Thiruvithamkoor was born under the
Nakshatram Chothi (star) as the son
of Rajarajavarma Koi Thampuran and
Rani Lakshmi Bai. His suecession as
the king was assured by the provision
of the law of succession of the state and
predicted even before he was born,
hence his title of Garbhasreeman. His
birth was celebrated with country-wide
rejoicing, and a great poet and musi-
cian Eraviamman Thampi even com-
posed a lullaby (Tharatu) in praise
of the prince. Two parts of this lullaby
are quoted below.

Omana thinkal Kidavoel Nalla

Komala thamara-poove

Poovil niranja madhuvo Pari-
poornendu thante Nilavo

At the age of two Swathi Thirunal
lost his mother. Her younger sister,
Rani Parvathi Bai assumed at a young
age the dual responsibility of running
the state and raising the prince. She
fulfilled this heavy responsibility ably




assisted by Koi Thampuran as well as
the British resident Col. Munro, who
was considered a friend of the state.
The education of the prince was care-
fully handled. Initially he had a
thorough traditional training in San-
skrit, which he mastered before he was
seven. Col. Munro himself supervised
the prince’s English education. Sur-
prisingly the prince secured a thorough
grounding in what was a foreign tongue
— English. Besides this, he also mas-
tered French, Parsee, Gujarathi,
Marathi, Hindustani, Telugu, Tamil
and Canarese. The list of languages he
eventually mastered was a staggering
14.

In fact,there’s an interesting anec-
dote from the pages of history about
the prince’s wide knowledge. Col
Welsch, a British naval officer has re-
corded in his memoirs that from the
Maharajah he learnt that the words ge-
ometry, hexagon, octagon and decagon
have been respectively derived from
Jyamiti, Shadkonam. Ashtakonam
and Dasakonam, which are, respec-
tively, the original Sanskrit terms.
(Sanskrit has been incidentally aptly
termed an Indo-European language).

In 1829 Swathi Thirunal, the young
prince who was then 16, had to assume
the responsibilities of ruler of the state,
in which he aptly displayed his unique
intellectual qualities. He established
the nuclei of some of today’s modern
institutions, such as the Land Survey
system, the Public Works Department,
the National Library, the first Eng-
lish school, the University College, the
broad framework for a legal system,
an observatory, and modern hospitals.
Yet he was not only an innovator. He
was also an anti-corruption activist
who routed out corruption at all lev-
els, and with an iron fist.
_ Ironically, it was from British
Agent Mr. Cullen, who succeeded Col.
Munro, that Swathi faced unprovoked
irritation and harassment in his ad-
ministration of the state. By virtue of
his royal background, though, he was
able to guide and carry through his

= AR

monumental programme of developing
the fine arts, music, dance and litera-
ture. His own linguistic scholarship is
reflected in his multi-faceted musical
and related compositions in
Malayalam, Tamil, Telugu, Canarese,
Hindustani and Sanskrit. He culti-
vated and improved his music and de-
veloped an original system of musicol-
ogy. His works reflect all the richness
of vocabulary, diction and poetic im-
agination, and his musicology and
practice of music and dance reveal a
thorough understanding of Natya-

His musiecal
compositions
include a wide range
of types, set in the
familiar as well as
« rarely used ragas
within the Carnatic
system
of musiec, besides
Hindustani musie.
His multilingual
compositions are in
Sanskrit, Malayalam,
Canarese, Telugu and
Hindustani.

sastra of Bharatha Muni (300 BC),
considered the encyclopedia of musie
and dance of India.

To do full justice to his varied con-
tributions to the art of music in the
space of a short essay is impossible.
However the main features are sum-
marised. There are others in the form
of books which are also dedicated to
devotional aspects.

His compositions breathe the air of
Bhakti, devotion to God or spiritual-

ity indicated at the end of each Ariti
particularly in the form of a stamp Sre
Padmanabha, the deity of the temple
at Thiruvananthapuram.

His musical compositions include a
wide range of types, set in the familiar
as well as rarely used ragas within the
Carnatic system of music, besides
Hindustani musie. His multilingual
compositions are in Sanskrit, Mala-
yalam, Canarese, Telugu and
Hindustani. Thisis a rare achievement
by any standard.

His Aritis (compositions) are tai-
lored specially for dance forms, like
Swarajati, Sabdam, Varnam,
Thillana , Padam , Javali and a vari-
ety of special kritis or kirtanams.

All the padams are in praise of
Padmanabhaswami, the deity of the
Thiruvananthapuram temple. In fact,
one of them, Aliveni (in Kurunyji) is
annually presented as a dance in cel-
ebration of Onam, and this is the dance
called Kaikottikali.

Sarvakalanidhi Semman-kudi
Srinivasa lIyer, Principal, Swathi
Thirunal Academy of Music at
Thiruvananthapuram made a success-
ful and ingenious experiment to con-
vert the song in Raga Saver: into a
Ragamalika, a “garland of ragas” in
seven ragas. Shobana, a Malayalee
lady performed a dance based on this
song “Bhavayami raghuramam” a
summary of the Ramayanam recently
in Singapore. It was well received by
the audience. The dance has also been
presented on Singapore television by
Priyalatha Arun.

The Life and Complete Works of
Swathi Thirunal Maharajah have
been published by Kerala Sahitya
Academy of Kerala, Thirussoor,
Kerala.

Let us pay our homage to Swathi
Thirunal, who achieved such a glori-
ous record of contributions to music,
dance and literature during 18 of the
34 years he lived, a tragically short life.

Dr T P Paran is a Bio-Scientist-Edu-
cationist. Music is his first love.
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eter Zachariah makes a
spirited case for the unity
of all religions, even those
that appear dialectically opposed.

Christianity was originally an East-
ern religion (like practically all reli-
gions) but its movement from the be-
ginning has been predomi-
nantly westwards. It passed

St Paul called the “Cosmic Powers™ but
this is not the authentic tradition of
oriental religion whether Hindu, Bud-
dhist or Taoist. In all these religions,
the powers of nature or the ‘gods’ are
held to be subject to the one Supreme
Being, by whatever name it may be
known.

the heart of every creature.

Hinduism started from immanence
of God in creation in the same way the
Hebrew Christian tradition starting
from the infinite transcendance of God
or Yahweh. God descends to earth,
manifesting himself through his angels,
speaking his word to his prophets and

finally becoming incarnate
—the word became flesh-

with St Paul through Asia
Minor to Greece and Rome,
and then in the course of
time to Europe and
America. As a result,
though not always main-
taining its Eastern basis, it
has become a Western reli-
gion. Its theology is Greek,

MANY

and communicating his
spirit to men.

There is in all Semitic
religions a profound sense
of the infinite holiness of
God, his moral righteous-
ness and refusal to toler-
ate sin but also of his infi-
nite compassion and will-

its organisation in Rome,
its cultural expression in
Europe.

Christianity shares with
Judaism and Islam a Se-
mitic  structure and
thought. It has to learn to
see this Semitic tradition

ingness to forgive the sin-
ners who repent.

Semitic religions have
to learn from the oriental
tradition. There are innu-
merable sects and divi-
sions in Hinduism, and
though there have been oc-

with all its unique values in
the light of the oriental tra-
dition, to learn what Hin-
duism, Buddhism, Taoism
and Confucianism have to
teach it. Then only will the
marriage take place in the
church as in the world be-

FACES,

ONE

casional conflicts, they
normally manage to live
together in peace and mu-
tual respect.

In Buddhism, there is
a great division between
Hinayana and Mahayana,
but it has not led to vio-

tween East and West.

This is the sacred uni-
verse, in which man has
lived as far as we know
from the beginning of his-
tory.

Yet every trace of sa-
credness has been removed

an

Shantivanam

means forest of peace.
There is a small thatched

lence and persecution.
In Malayatoor ‘Kuru-
sumala’ in Kerala there is
ashram  called
which

hut among the trees in

from life so that Western
man finds himself in a uni-
verse in which both man
and nature have been deprived of any
ultimate meaning.

There are some who think that this
process of secularisation is itself the
effect of the Christian revelation, which
placed the whole creation under the do-
main of the supreme God and took
away power of the gods. It is true that
the tendency of the cosmic religion and/
or its form is to deify the power of na-
ture so as to make man subject to what

The difference between the Semitic
(Judaism, Christianity and Islam) and
the oriental religions (Hinduism, Bud-
dhism and Taoism) is this: that in the
Semitic tradition God is represented as
the transcendant Lord of Creation, in-
finitely ‘holy’, separate from nature.
But in oriental tradition, God, or the
Absolute, is immanent in all ereation.
The world does not exist apart from

God but “in” God and God dwells in

70

which the monks live and
pray. They meet for
prayers three times a day,
not for the formal prayers in which
there are readings from the scriptures
of the different religions as well as
psalms and readings from the Bible. In
the morning they read from the Vedus,
and midday from the Koran and the
Granth Sahib of the Sikhs, and in the
evening from the devotional poets es-
pecially those of Tamil Nadu like the
great Tamil mystic Manikka Vasagar.
They are thus confronted day by day




in their prayers with the question of the
relationship between the different reli-
gions.

Itis no longer possible today for one
religion to live in isolation from other
religions. Each religion has been taught
to regard itself as the one true religion
and to reject all others as false. Yet
more is the necessity for contact and
those who attempt to do so are finding
that dialogue, when properly under-
stood, is not a compromise with errors,
but a process of enrichment by which
each religion opens itself to the truth
to be found in the others, and grows
together in the common search for
truth.

Thus we begin to realise that the
truth is one, but it has many faces and
each religion is, as it were, a face of the
one Truth, which manifests itself un-
der different signs and symbols in the
different historical traditions. The Se-
mitic coneeption of God is that of an
utterly transcendant being, as its crea-
tor and ruling its destiny from above.
The spatial imagery is, of course, only
symbolic, but the concept is one of ut-

ter transcendance. The Hindu and Ori-
ental concept is one God—or rather of
ultimate reality, since it may not receive
the name of God — is that of an imma-
nent power in nature and in man, hid-
den in the heart of every creature. The
figure of Shiva Natraja, the Lord of the
dance, is a perfect symbol of this. He
creates, sustains and dissolves the
world by his rhythmic dance, and the
whole cosmic order is nothing but this
dance of Shiva. What is distinctive
about this vision is that God is con-
ceived not so much as above the uni-
verse as in it.

As it is said in the Upanishads, the
God who is in the fire, the God who is
in the water, the God who has entered
the world, the God who is in the plants
and trees, adorations to the God, ado-
ration to him. It is true, of course, that
in the Christian tradition, God is also
conceived as immanent in nature, and
St Paul himself quotes the saying: “In
him we live and move and have our
being.” But the emphasis is quite dif-
ferent. The Hebrews start from the
transcendance of God and gradually

discover his immanence; the Hindu
starts from the immanence and gradu-
ally discusses and reaches toward his
transcendance. It is a difference in the
point of view. Each is complementary
to the other and opens up a different
perspective. We find ourselves divided
between the conscious and uncon-
scious, psychological and physical,
mind and matter, or in Hindu terms,
between purusha (spirit, conscious-
ness) and prakrti(nature or the uncon-
scious).

But the more we penetrate into
mind or matter, the more we find that
they themselves interpenetrate and that
they cannot be divided. Mind and mat-
ter, conscious and unconscious,
purusha and prakrii, and at the deep-
est level of consciousness the division
disappears and mind and matter, Spirit
and Nature become as one.

The aim of all religion is to restore
this undivided consciousness which
Hinduism calls Moksha or liberation,
Buddhism calls Virvana and Christi-
anity represents as the redemption of
man and his reunion with God.
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With all best wishes from
Deﬁayopa[ %urup & 7@1221@

With Best Compliments from
Dr & Trs A Abrabam

Warmest Onam Greetings from
Dr Dasanthi Sankaran

Best Wishes from
Dr € s TG Jobn

Happy Onam and Warm Greetings from
the USA

TMark and Frabla

All the Best from
Yim Moban Anthon 2y
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The mind of a free and innocent child

Can fathom a universe running wild
While the mind of a man moulded in schools

Can only claim nature with logic-kissed rules.

The mind of a child knows not disgrace
Sees human beings as of one race.

While the mind of a man with partial view
Picks and chooses, the many, the few.

The heart of a child before it is chained
Lives in a world where man once reigned.
While the heart of a man so bright and clever
Takes cold-blooded science for his lever.

The heart of a child has passion pure
Where needs are simple, desires are fewer,
While the heart of a man with logic cold
Has a view of life gone sour and cold.

The soul of a child is always free
To live and play in the great Mystery.
The soul of a child will soon enough

Become man-sized, contrived and tough.

R Asokan, 42, is a traffic assistant at PSA. A number of his poems, which he writes as a serious
hobby, have been published in Onopaharam as well as in Portview, the PSA newsletter. His favourite
themes are human nature and the innocence of childhood.
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The Executive Committee of the Singapore Kerala Association would like
to thank the following for helping to realise Onopaharam '94:

- Juria Banding of Graphic Details, for fine design, and unfailing
professionalism and patience,

Lukman and Noor Siti Banding, also of Graphic Details, for their time,
attention to detail and enthusiasm,

Mr Shyam, Sonams Printech for fast, efficient Malayalam typesetting,
YK Foo, Studio alpha for being so generous with his photographic talent,

Parvathy Nayar Narayan for artistically-rendered “short-order”
illustrations,

Mr & Mrs S Ruby and Mrs Shanta Bhaskaran for “quick turnaround”
translation and proofreading of Malayalam text,

All the writers for their well-considered words of wisdom, humour,
illumination and wonder,

And all our supporters, well-wishers, sponsors and advertisers for the
countless ways they lent support.
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