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Gunturu Seshendra Sharma

ri Gunturu Seshendra Sharma, on whom the Sahitya

Akademi is conferring its highest honour of Fellowship,
is an eminent poet — a "Mahakavi" — a critic of fine
sensibility and a scholar of great standing in Telugu
literature. He also writes short fiction and plays and
translates from Telugu to English. He has been writing
poetry in English as well.

Sri G. Seshendra Sharma was born on 20 October, 1927,
in Nagarajupadu in the Nellore district of Andhra Pradesh.
After graduating from the Andhra University, he did law
at the Madras University. He worked as Municipal
Commissioner for 37 years, in the service of the
Government of Andhra Pradesh. When he was studying
law in Madras, his greatest ambition was to become a
journalist. He believes that the poet and the journalist are
twin brothers because their source of material is the same,
i.e. people and human life. He had been writing weekly
columns in Andhra Prabha Daily for more than a decade, in
the 1960s and 1970s, and hundreds of essays and features
in many other periodicals.

Sri Seshendra Sharma began his writing career in 1951
with the translation of Sohrab and Rustam with the help of
Matthew Amold's version of the Persian epic Shahnama.
From then on, he concentrated on poetry. The whole credit
of having invested Telugu poetry with the life-breath of
modernity in the late 70s and early 80s goes entirely to
him. To this day, he is considered a unique poetic voice.
Seshendra "melted anew the materials of poetry, language,
imagery, symbolism and fashioned for himself a forceful
poetic instrument which bears the stamp of his personality.”

Sri Seshendra Sharma's first collection of prose-poems
Seshjyotsna written between 1968 and 1972, was published
in 1972 in bilingual editions (Telugu and English). This book
marks the beginning of the new trend in Telugu poetry
pioneered by Seshendra. "His emergence is to be hailed as
a significant landmark in the history of modern Telugu
poetry,” observes C.N. Sastry.

The publication of his Munday Suryudu (Burning Sun)
and Rakta Rekha (Arc of Blood) in 1974 proved to be a
turning point in Telugu poetry and criticism. Rakta Rekha
has now become a classic in Telugu literature revealing his
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clarity of thought, varied and profound erudition and
intellectual acumen. In Munday Suryudu, the poetic
language necessary to deal with a revolutionary theme
found expression for the first time, and is followed by many
even today.

In 1975, his magnum opus Naa Desham Naa Prajalu (My
Country, My People) brought Seshendra into prominence,
as one of the outstanding poets of our country. Eminent
writers like Ali Sardar Jafri hailed it as a landmark in the
recent history of Indian literature. Some have even
compared it to Eliot's Wasteland. Steeped in the spirit of
Indianness and Indian culture, this master work moves
with the grandeur of lyric beauty through the epic
landscape of India. In the preface to its Greek translation,
the renowned Greek poet Nikhephoros Vretakkos observes,
Personally I would compare the pain and anguish of the
poet with the one of Loutremont (the founder of Surrealism)
in his lyric "Mald Aurore”. The difference is that Seshendra'’s
protest is not made in the void. He walks firmly on his
soil. At times we observe in this poem, a Biblical and
prophetic tone which attracts us.'

The collection of poems Neerai Paari Poyindi (Turned into
Water and Fled Away), brought out in 1976 in bilingual
editions, was quite different structurally, and his concept
of 'genetic memory' found expression in it. In 1977 Gorilla
came out, and it was hailed as 'pure poetry’ by critics.

Narudu Nakshtralu (Man and Stars) which deals with a
variety of subjects like science, politics, economics, history
and sociology bear testimony to Sri Sharma's versatality
and brilliance of thought.

His deep scholarship in Vedas, Upanishads, Puranas,
Itihasas and Kavyas has placed him in a unique position
among the scholars of the country. Shodasi, his tantric
commentary on the Ramayana and Swarna Hansa, his study
of Harsha's Naishadhiya Charita, are monumental works of
literary criticism.

Adhunik Kavya Sastra, the manifesto of 'Kavisena' which
he founded along with five others is a work on poetics,
presenting a synthesis and a comparative study of ancient
Indian poetics, ancient Greco-Roman poetics, modern
western literary criticism and Marxian aesthetics.

His Sahitya Kaumudi (1968) is a brilliant work, re-
evaluating the classical poets of Telugu literature of the
medieval period. Kaala Rekha, Sri Sharma’s Sahitya
Akademi Award-winning book, is a collection of 25 essays
on various subjects like ancient drama, comparative
literature, classical poetry and modern writing. This work
reflects his rare critical insight, fruitful application of
comparative poetics and refreshing originality.

Sri Sharma has attended international seminars held in
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Greece, Germany, France, Italy, England, Mauritius,
Madagascar, etc. presenting his original thoughts on a
variety of subjects.

The many honours and awards Sri Sharma has received
include Subramanya Bharati Rashtriya Sahitya Puraskar
from the Hindi Akademi, Calcutta, in 1993, Sahitya
Akademi Award, the Rashtriya Sanskriti Ekta Puraskar and
the honorary D.Litt conferred by the Telugu University in
1994.

For his eminence as a poet and scholar in Telugu, the
Sahitya Akademi confers its highest honour, the Fellowship,
on Sri Gunturu Seshendra Sharma.




Acceptance Speech

Gunturu Seshendra Sharma

Distinguished Friends,

In all humility I accept the prestigious Fellowship
conferred on me by the Sahitya Akademi of India. I feel

highly honoured and I heartily express my sincere thanks

to the Hon'ble members of the Sahitya Akademi, the

President of the Akademi Sri Ramakant Rath and the

Secretary Prof. Satchidanandan.

As all of us know we are passing through exceptionally
hard times when our country has suffered a steep decline
of moral integrity and the first casuaity of this historic
calamity is that the people in positions look upon merit
with supreme contempt and willingly kneel before the
throne of power, receive their command and trample
justice ruthlessly. This is the phenomenon that we confront
in every field of activity in our society today.

In this convenient atmosphere mediocrity is ruling the
roost. It is exactly here that literature comes into the
picture. It is the primary duty of literature to uplift the
moral values and human values among the people, This
is the role that literature played from the hoary past. We
do not know when Valmiki was alive and wrote Ramayana,
the world's greatest epic. Ramayana exerted influence
almost over half of the world and the influence still
prevails in large areas even outside India to this day.
Valmiki was accidentally witness to the barbaric scene of
a tribal man killing one of a pair of birds. The hunter seeks
out his livelihood by killing innocent birds and animals
and making the dead, the meal of his, his wife and his
children. When the bird was struck by the arrow of the
hunter and fell down from the branch and died while the
female bird was wailing, hovering around its dead mate,
Valmiki was overwhelmed by sorrow and indignation.
He cursed the hunter and the famous curse ‘maa nishaada’
came out of his lips in Anushtup Chanda i.e., in a metre
called Anushtup and that too, it ensued unintended. It
became famous as a shloka. It was musical and lending
itself to singing. It is in this metre that Valmiki wrote his
immortal epic and it is this poignant incident that gave
birth to the epic. Here it can be noticed that the sequence
of poetry is, first 'shoka' and from out of it came ‘shloka’
and this fact recorded in the same sarga as 'shokasshlokattva
maagathah (2.40).

Here it is noteworthy to understand the implications

of the cruical shloka in the same sarga,

tatah karunavedithwaath adharmoya
mithi dwijah f nisaamyarudatheem
krauncheem idham vachana mabraveet (14.2)

It was such a great wave of sorrow that overtook him
that Valmiki consequently became very indignant of the
barbarous protest permanently applicable to adharma in
all times. This is the role of poet; this is the role of
Literature. The role is to oppose injustice and to oppose it
most vehemently and ferociously for the good of the
human race. But then how does one become poet, that is
to say, how does one identify oneself with others' sorrow
when he has no reason personally to become sorrowful.
Now we get back to the crucial shloka tathah karuna
vedithwaath.

Karuna Vedithwaath, that is, due to compassion which
is the supreme quality ruling the essential realm of
Valmiki's personality, Valmiki was moved to the core by
the wailing of the bereaved bird. It is this karuna vedithwa
that was taken up by the chain of great thinkers over
centuries who explored the root cause of poetry by
minutely studying the mechanics of the Art of Literature.
Sharadaatanaya in his treatise on Poetry called Bhava
Prakasha named it as Satwa, the supreme of the three gunas
i.e., qualities of Satwa, Rajas, and Tamas. By this guna
one identifies himself with the others' sorrows and joys
and becomes one with the other. It is with this quality
that he distinguishes the good from the bad. Satwa guna
sharpens the conscience; the voice of the conscience
becomes profoundly articulate and alert in him. 'Now,
what Sharadaatanaya said defining Satwa is Parasya sukha
Duhkhaadeh anubhavena chetasah, thad bhaava bhavanam yena
bhaveth tadanukulathah thath sathwam (Bhavaprakasha).

It can now be easily drawn from what is narrated above
that poetry emanates from a person who is a Saatwik i.e.,
compassionate, not from a pretender or an impostor. That
is to say ope should feel for the victim of injustice. Feeling
is the essence of a human being. The distinguished
Professor of Poetry, Harvard University, Archibald
Mcleish in his 'Experience & Poetry' says, 'The crime
against life, the worst of all crimes, is not to feel.' From




feeling are born metaphors. And in another context he
says, 'when a metaphor dies, a civilization dies.’

It is well to know that one should consciously and
determinedly suppress swartha i.e., selfishness in him and
it is only then that he becomes open to receive the pains
and sorrows of others; that means it is only then he can
feel for others. No virtue falls into one's lap from out of
the blue'. One has to deliberately practise it. All human
beings have to reach this point in their journey on earth.
All poets from time immemorial dedicated their lives for
this noblest cause and had become builders of civilisations
and cultures. How much we are indebted to these great
men, we scarcely realize. But for them two persons could
not be sitting together and talking to each other as we do
today. We would have jumped at each other's throat and
killed and we would have continued to be the example of
the theory of survival of the fittest, as in the jungle and as
in fact we were to start with.

There is a Chand in Rigveda offering salutations to

them. Idam nama rishibhyah purvajebhyah poorvebhyah pathi

krithahyah. Please note the word pathikrithabhyah, which
means PATHMAKERS; they made it easy for the coming
generations to walk easily in a world which was a pathless
jungle. (In those days for the word Kavi they used the
word Rishi). We have a similar episode in the modern
times, like the bird killed in Ramayana. Guy de
Maupassant, the French story writer has a story called
"Love' which is almost similar to Ramayana's bird. One
must read it to feel the thrill. These celebrated bird stories
are found in the ancient lore. There is one in Chinese also.

Literature is not worth the name if it does not stand up
against injustice and champion the cause of moral values.
The renowned essayist of England, Hazlitt, dwelling on
the birth and purpose of poetry, says, Tmpassioned poetry
is an emanation of the moral and intellectual part of our
nature.' So literature played the moral and the humanizing
role in our society from the ancient times. In the West also
literature played the same role as can be seen from the
Greek Epic Illiad of Homer, the works of playwrights,
Aechylus, Sophocles, Eurepedes and poets like Pindar and
the Roman stalwarts like Virgil, Ovid, Horace, Longinus
and so on. Aristotle in the end discussing on tragedy in
his Poetics said, 'it is the part played by the social morality
and rhetoric that is important in making the dialogue.’
(Ch. 15). The Roman rhetorician Horace (85 B.C.) also says
'you will win if you blend what is improving with what
pleases and at once delight and instruct the reader.’

In English literature it is this tradition that led to the
emergence of Morality Plays. The immortal Shakespeare
is only an extension of this glorious tradition in which the
poet dedicates himself to the single goal of uplifting
mankind from mire to morality. In the modern period
Wordsworth was the zealous protagonist of teaching
morality through poetry. He says, ‘every poet is a teacher;
I wish either to be considered as a teacher or as nothing.’

(Letters to Sir George Beaumont). Coleridge went a few
steps forward and said, 'No man was ever yet a great poet
without being at the same time a profound philosopher.’
These are the very words that Thouthabhatta said in his
Poetics Kavya Kautukam, Naan rishih Kavi rithyukthah / rishih
cha kila darshanaath....’

Well, the last and not the least of all is the ultimate truth
that the art of literature alone can bring about change in a
person, there is nothing else in the world that can do this
Himalayan miracle, which to the work-a-day world looks
little and negligible. Even at the point of gun one cannot
change the other. Perhaps frightened of being shot he may
yield and say yes but inwardly he remains unchanged and
also will be cursing the threatener inwardly. But this
means that the gun could not change him and even the
nuclear bomb cannot change anybody. The governments
and the courts punish the thieves and the murderers. But
after they serve their sentence and come out of the jail
they again take to the same crimes. The stark reality is
that all change has to come from within and it is a
conversion of one's heart, from one state to another state.
To the immoral and the unscrupulous, truth is unpalatable
and so they instinctively detest any punishment or
pontifical teaching. Then what is the solution?

Should the world suffer forever in crime, danger,
tension, violence and chaos? No! If we only realize there
is a divine medicine, the ambrosia, the nectar, that is, the
art of literature. That alone can change man entirely from
the very core of his person. How? That is what
Abhinavagupta in his Lochana Vyaakhya explains. He says,
'Kaavye Hridaya samvaada vasaath thaavath nimagnaakaarikaa
bhavathi chittavrithih. When the reader reads the poem
his heart is attracted towards what the poem says in the
skilful poetic way. What is the poetic way? One is advised
to go to the ampler page of poetics to know this. But the
change here is a change from within the heart. Hridaya
samvaada vashaat is the crucial point here. Another great
personage in the hierarchy of the seers of poetic truth,
Mammata says in his Kaavya Prakasha, obviously
expatiating ~on  Abhinavagupta, 'kaantheva
sarasathaapaadanena abhimukhi kritya ramadivath vartitavyam
na raavanaadivath ithyupadesham cha karothi...." The earliest
of all these authors of poetics, the great Bharata in his
Natya Shastra uncovered this truth in most potent words
"Yortho hridaya samuvaadee tasya bhavo rasodbhavah / shareeram
vyaapyathe thena shushkam kashtha mivaagninaa’. The object
with which the subject has emotional rapport, spreads all
over the body and mind of the subject like fire spreads in
dry wood.’

The art of literature invests magnetic power on the word
by the skilful use of symbols, metaphors, and various such
devices of poetic mesmerism, by which the reader or
listener is virtually enticed into its snares and accepts its
teaching not even realizing that he is changing himself
into another. Rudrata in his Kagvyaalankaara says more




dexterously swaadukaavya rasonmisram
shaastramapyupayunjathe / prathamaaleedha madhavah pibanti
katu bheshajam. Shastra which goes above the head of
common people, also will be happily received by them if
conveyed with the coating of the sweet juice of poetry; it
is like the powder of bitter medicine mixed with honey it
happily eaten by the patient enjoying the sweetness and
not realizing that it is in fact bitter medicine. It is not
irrelevant here to quote the legendary figure in literature,
Count Leo Tolstoy from his What is Art, 'Art is infectious.'
This is the lofty cause which literature has been serving
from ages and aeons.

All this boils down to one point or leads to one
omnipotent question. Should we have to remain quite,
with folded hands while such a sacred weapon of literature
is being besmirched and tarnished by extra literary
barbarians. Should we not act now, while imposters,
crooks with literary masks, manipulators and
manoeuvrers, masquerading as Maha Kavis demolish
merit in the literary field and turn literature into a ladder
for social-climbing, using the contemporary socio-political

circumstances in their favour. The greatest atrocity is that
the television, the most powerful of the publicity media
has literally banished literature from its kingdom. Even
cricket stars and film actors are given the lion’s share of
the screen. The poet is not given any place and he is kept
out of its gates. The poet has no place to go anywhere in
this country. The concerned section does not realize that
this is disgraceful for the country, the country which
worshipped Valmiki, Vyasa, Bhasa, Kalidasa and a whole
pantheon of poets.

We must revolt against this treachery against all canons
of culture and humanity. We must purge the literary field
of all the evil elements. Let us launch a nationwide debate
for this righteous cause. I also call upon the press and all
the publicity media to join their voice to resurrect India.
Let my voice be the first salvo.

I take this opportunity again for thanking the President,
the Secretary and the Members of the Sahitya Akademi
for conferring on me this prestigious Fellowship. Thanking
you all.
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