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Raja Rao

RI Raja Rao on whom the Sahitya Akademi is conferring

its highest honour of Fellowship today is one of the
most distinguished writers of English fiction in India,
whose contributions have taken Indian novel in English to
rare spiritual heights.

Accepting the much-coveted Neustadt Prize from the Uni-
versity of Oklahoma in 1988, Sri Raja Rao said, "] am a
man of silence. And words emerge from that silence with
light, of light, and light is sacred ... The writer or the poet
is he who seeks back the common word to its origin of
silence, in order that the manifested word become light.”
It is this awareness that has given Raja Rao’s works the
quality of prayers.

Born in Hassana, Mysore on 5 November 1908, Raja Rao
lost his mother when he was four. From 1915 onwards he
was a student of Madrasa-e-Aliya in Hyderabad from which
he graduated in 1925. He studied English at Aligarh Muslim
University and had his B.A. degree from Nizam's College,
Hyderabad. He joined the College des Ecossais, Montpel-
lier, France in 1929 on an invitation from Sir Patrick Ged-
des. The Asiatic Scholarship for study abroad from the
government of Hyderabad encouraged him to stay in
France and also study at the Sorbonne (1930-33). Mean-
while he also began writing in Kannada for the periodical
Jaya Karnataka. His research in Sorbonne was on the
Indian influence on Irish literature, done under Louis Caza-
mian’s supervision. From 1932 Raja Rao joined the edito-
rial board of the Mercure de France (Paris). In 1933 he
returned to India to live in Pandit Taranath’s ashram in
Tungabhadra. Around the same time the French and
English versions of his stories began to appear in reputed
Jjournals abroad; he also began writing in English. His first
novel, Kanthapura was published from London in 1938,
followed by The Cow of the Barricades and Other Stories.
Raja Rao’s comments on these early works are reveal-
ing : “Starting from the humanitarian and romantic
perspective of man in Kanthapura and The Cow of the
Barricades—both deeply influenced by Mahatma Gandhi's
philosophy of non-violence I soon came to the metaphys-
ical novels, The Serpent and the Rope and The Cat and
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Shakespeare based on the Vedantic conception of illusion
and reality. My main interest increasingly is in showing the
complexity of the human condition (that is, the reality of
man is beyond his person) and in showing the symbolic
construct of any human expression. All words are hierar-
chic symbols, almost mathematical in precision, on and
of the unknown.”

Meanwhile Raja Rao went from ashram to ashram in his
quest for truth. Sri Aurobindo, Ramana Maharshi, Mahatma
Gandhi and Atmananda were some of the Gurus he met
and lived with between 1934 and 1944. For a brief while
he was also active in an underground movement against
the British. In 1948, he returned to France, and after two
years visited the United States. Sri Raja Rao travelled in
India with Andre Malraux in 1958 and after two years pub-
lished the novel Serpent and the Rope that immediately
captured the world's attention and won him the Sahitya
Akademi award in 1964. The Cat and Shakespeare : A Tale
of India came out in 1965. The following year Raja Rao
began teaching Indian philosophy each Fall semester at
the University of Texas, Austin. He was awarded Padma
Bhushan in 1969 and named a Fellow of the Woodrow
Wilson International Centre, Washington D.C. in 1972,
Comrade Kirillovcame out in 1976, followed by The Police-
man and the Rose : Stories (1978). Raja Rao retired as
Professor Emeritus of Philosophy from the University of
Texas in 1980, and was elected Honorary Fellow of the
Modern Language Association of America in 1984. 1988
saw the publication of his Chessmaster and His Moves fol-
lowed by the Neustadt International Prize for Literature.
Sri Raja Rao’s works as editor include Changing India : An
Anthology (1939), Whither India (1948) and Jawaharlal
Nehru's Soviet Russia : Some Random Sketches and
Impressions (1948). He has also widely contributed
stories, travelogues, critical articles and interviews to
important journals all over the world.

E.M. Forster considered Kanthapura to be the best novel
ever written in English by an Indian. Not the least of its
merits is the picture it gives of life in one of the innumer-
able villages that are the repositories of India’s ancient
but living culture. In vivid detail, Rao describes the daily
activities, the religious observances, and the social struc-
ture of the community, and he brings to life in his pages
a dozen or more unforgettable individual villagers. The
novel is political on a superficial level in that it chronicles
a revolt against an exploitative plantation manager and
the police who support him. But more profoundly, it traces
the origins of the revolt more to an awakening of the
long-dormant Indian soul than to the activities of the Con-
gress party. One of the young men of the village, while
away, undergoes a mystical conversion to Satyagraha, and
returns to incite his fellow villagers to civil disobedience.
He arouses in them not only a sense of social wrong but,
more importantly, a religious fervour which proves to be
the true source of their strength against the oppressors.
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If Kanthapura is a novel in which the reader’s interest is
held mainly by its action and characters, The Serpent and
the Rope and The Cat and Shakespeare are metaphysical
novels in which plot, setting and even characters are of
secondary interest. Semi-autobiographical, The Serpent
and the Rope records the disintegration of a marriage,
mainly on philosophical grounds, of a very scholarly Indian
Brahmin and a French woman professor. The union floun-
ders on the incompatibility of the Brahmin's Vedantic con-
viction that “Reality is my Self’ and the wife’s Western
belief—even though she has become a Buddhist—that the
evidence of our senses is based on an objective reality
outside ourselves. “The world is either unreal or real—the
serpent or the rope,” the Brahmin assures his wife. “There
is no in-between-the-two ...” The intellectual demands that
Raja Rao, roaming at large through world history and
among the religions, philosophies, and literatures of
Europe and Asia, makes upon his readers are unequalled
in any modern novel since Thomas Mann's The Magic
Mountain. He quotes at length from a bewildering assort-
ment of languages like Sanskrit, Latin, Provencal, Italian,
Old French and other tongues.

The Cat and Shakespeare is much shorter and lighter in
tone, though scarcely less metaphysical. The subject of
its probings is the problem of individual destiny, and the
solution is conveyed in an odd analogy stated by a govern-
ment clerk : “Learn the way of the kitten. Then you are
saved. Allow the mother cat, sir, to carry you.” Raja Rao
here exploits the vedantic idea of the world’s being a play-
lila-of the Absolute and the result is a hilarious comedy
that does not even spare Shakespeare and his language.

In Comrade Kirillov, Raja Rao exposes communism as
ideologically alien to the Indian tradition. He does not hide
his preference for Gandhism that he considers to be the
next political system of the world. The Chessmaster and
His Moves is firmly rooted in the Indian metaphysical tradi-
tion that it seeks to illuminate in the form of an epic novel
incompassing three countries—India, England and France
—besides the fourth one, of the human mind. Structured
as a bhashya on the esoteric knowledge of India often
expressed in the terse, aphoristic style characteristic of
such commentaries, totally indigenous in the narrative pat-
tern that collapses a number of stories as inBana’s Kadam-
bari or the Vikramaditya Tales. The Chessmaster and His
Moves reveals the great upanishadic truth of tat twam asi
from the metaphysical position of Advaita Vedanta. The
characters here seem to comprise a scale of spiritual
awareness in terms of deliverance.

The whole oeuvre of Raja Rao is notable for seriousness
of purpose, profundity of thought, a flair for vivid presen-
tation of detail and a distinctive and vigorous English
prose. He holds : "We cannot write like the English. We
should not. We cannot write only as Indians. We have grown
to look at the large world as part of us. Our method of
expression therefore has to be a dialect which will some
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day prove to be as distinctive and colourful as the Irish or
the American.” In fact Raja Rao’s own style is as yet the
best example of this kind of distinctive expression in Indian
fiction in English.

At eightyeight, Rao is one of the most innovative
novelists now writing. Departing boldly from the European
tradition of the novel he has indigenized it in the process
of assimilating material from the Indian literary tradition.
He explores the metaphysical basis of writing itself, and
of the world through his works of fiction. His concern is
with the human condition rather than with a particular
nation or people. Writing to him is sadhana, a form of
spiritual growth. That is why he can say that he would goon
writing even if he were alone in the world. In appropriating
for fiction the domain of metaphysics, Raja Rao has
enlarged the potential of the very genre.

For his unquestionable eminence as fiction writer, the
Sahitya Akademi confers its highest honour, the Fellow-
ship, on Raja Rao. O



Acceptance Speech

Raja Rao

TO the esteemed members of the Sahitya Akademi,

I am a proud Indian. It is my karma that has destined
me to live more than half my life outside this
Punyabhami. India indeed is the land of the ultimate
value, The Truth. Hence we can believe and shout
Satyameva Jayate.

My dream would have been to write in that luminous
and precise language Sanskrit, the richest vak in the
world. The Sanskrit Dictionary, when it is completed, 1
am told would be in about one hundred volumes. But
destiny has forced me to learn English first—my primary
school teachers were all English or Anglo-Indian—and
it was a struggle with my father to go back to a little
Sanskrit. It was only in this wise and rich language |
would have liked to have written. Alas it has not been
so. But Kannada my mother tongue, which historians
tell me, was alive in the Third Century before Christ—it
is this language belonging to the Hoysala Land, | should
have written in. But my karma made me live outside of
Karnataka—I was going to say Mysore! -but my Kannada
was a babble. I tried and failed writing in it. Thus English
had to be. The only virtue of English is, it is an Indo-

European tongue. An excellent English Dictionary pub-
lished in America, sometime ago, has over ninety pages
right at the end, to indicate the Indo-European roots of
those given words. And often those roots are the same
or similar to those of our Sanskrit.

Thus, though exiled, my country ever and ever is the
sacred land, Bharatha Varsa. And the honour that the
Sahitya Akademi has bestowed on me, in electing me
a fellow of this august body, is to show I am not such
a renegade as | might have seemed to be.

Thus my deepest gratitude goes to you, for your
generous gesture.

However, to have been born in India and not have
written in Sanskrit, or at least in Kannada is believe me,
an acute humiliation. But 1 still dream of writing in
Sanskrit—one day! May those of you who have given me
this honour, deeply wish my dream be achieved. Let my
hand and head be blessed by the Mother of vak, the
vakdevi, that 1 achieve this one day.

I deeply thank, once again, the Sahitya Akademi, for
having given me the honour of making me a fellow of
your unique organization. Namaste!!!
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