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A LIVING LITERARY LEGEND

S.L.Bhyrappa on whom Sahitya Akademi is conferring
its fellowship today is a prominent Kannada writer,
author of more than twenty novels in a career extending
over five decades.

How does one introduce a legend? As a colossus
who has been striding the literary landscape for more
than half a century with twenty three novels and a
stunningly honest autobiography to his credit? As a
best-selling author whose novels are sold out as soon
as they are announced, even before they are on the
shelves of bookshops? As a paradox of being elitist
and popular simultaneously? As the most translated
novelist in India today with eight of his novels translated
into English? As a writer whose fiction is a remarkable
combination of Literature, Aesthetics, Philosophy and
Music? Yes, Santheshivara Ligannaiah Bhyrappa is all
this and more — much more.

There is a saying, “Fact is stranger than fiction”.
This is literally true in the case of Bhyrappa whose
life is an illustration of this adage. This is the story
of a man of courage, fortitude and fighting spirit. The
limit of his endurance and hardship may be recalled
with just one incident. He had to carry the dead body
of his brother on his shoulder and cremate it with
shrubs and dry bushes when he was fifteen. A brief
recollection of the odd jobs he had to do to keep body
and soul together are heartrending. He had to wait
on tables as a server in a small hotel in a godforsaken
small town. He was a travelling salesman selling
“Agarbathis”. He had to sell “sharbat” at weekly village
market days. He worked as a ticket-collector and
gatekeeper at a village tent cinema. The ultimate limit
was he worked as a porter in Bombay Central Railway
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Station. Such has been his early life — a life of penury,
hardship and stoic endurance. His teenage struggles
in Mumbai gave him the no-nonsense attitude which
makes him call a spade a spade. By the time Bhyrappa
was sixteen, he had more experience of daily lived
life than most people have in their entire lives.

Bhyrappa was born in an extremely poor family
on 20" August 1931 at Santheshivara, a hamlet in the
Channarayapatna Taluk of Hassan District. This is
known as the coconut county. This region, its life and
culture has been presented in vignettes and strengthens
his works. Bhyrappa’s achievement is that he raises
the regional to the universal level without losing any
of the authentic flavor. His father was rather
irresponsible and indifferent in maintaining his family.
It was his mother Gowramma who bore the brunt of
raising the family of eight children, Bhyrappa being
the third. She was unfortunate in losing three of her
children. Plague took its toll and she herself became
a victim. A god-fearing, pious and noble lady, it was
she who inspired, taught and moulded the character
of Bhyrappa. In the midst of unending chores, she
would recite the Mahabharata to him and this effect
is seen in what many critics, have felt is his magnum
opus — Parva, which, incidentally, is dedicated to her
lovingly. It is important to remember that this is a
Sahitya Akademi publication which saw its second
reprint by the Akademi recently. Bhyrappa’s first novel
Bhimakaya was published when he was still a college
student. His latest novel Yaana was published in 2014.
From 1958 till date his novels are streaming forth like
the River Ganga. Just to mention a few of them,
Vamshavriksha (1965) deals with heredity and ‘genes’.
The speciality of this novel is that it has been translated
by the author himself into English. Tabbaliyu Ninade
Magane (1968) is related to the famous Kannada folk-
tale “Govina Haadu”. Nayi Neralu (1968) explores the
concept of metempsychosis, Grihabhanga (1970), a kind
of autobiographical novel, Daatu (1973) deals with the
caste system. In Parva (1979) we see the transcreation
of one of our epics, Mahabharata, Saakshi is a loaded
word — a technical Vedantic term and is about the
theme of Falsehood and Truth. Tantu (1993) is a
contemporary epic-novel and holds a mirror upto life
— political, social and changing values. Sartha (1998)
par excellence is a picaresque, historical novel which
recreates the eighth century. Mandra (2002) a “musical”
novel, Avarana (2007) is his second historical novel and
deals with the Moghul period. Yaana (2014) is his latest
novel, taking off apparently from Science Fiction but
exploring inner spiritual space. It is perhaps significant
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that starting with the physical (Bhimakaya is the story
of a wrestler) ending up with the Metaphysical Yaana
is an inner spiritual journey. After all, in our tradition
to move from the physical (body) to the metaphysical
(self) is the purpose of life and of literature too, isn't
it?

Bhyrappa’s love of music is congenital and even
as a baby this was apparent. He has said in his
Autobiography “only music draws me into myself and
makes me introspective. Nothing else has this magical,
mystical, magnetic power. There is a relationship
between Hindustani Classical music and my creative
energy and impetus” (Translation mine). There is hardly
any musician worth the name he has not heard starting
with Pandit Ravishankar and Ali Akbar. His love of
Kumara Gandharva is as great as his admiration for
Chaurasia. Some of the major characters he has created
are musicians or students of music. Ranging from
Honnathi in Tantu and Chandrika in Sartha to the
characters in Mandra like Madhumita, Champa, Omkar
Baba, Raja Sahib and culminating in Mohanlal, which
novel brought Bhyrappa the most prestigious literary
award, Saraswati Samman. In Mandra there is a detailed
analysis of various ragas. What is special about Mandra
is that Bhyrappa associates and approximates various
characters with these ragas as if these characters are
the ragas personified. Bhyrappa is not only a lover
of music but an aficionado — a connoisseur in fact. His
cosmopolitan outlook is seen in the fact that he attended
a month-long musical programme of Western classical
music in Albert Hall in London in one of his frequent
visits there. The technical terminology of Hindustani
classical music like Mandra, Shadja, Avaz, Uthav, Swar,
Sanchar, Alap, Tal, Sam, Avartan, Ton, Meend, Bol, Riyaz
is the very breadth of the novel and its warp and woof.
This is the beauty of Bhyrappa’s virtuoso concert
performance in words and language.

Bhyrappa is indeed a national writer in the best
sense of the term and not just a regional one. There
is no major, official Indian language into which he
has not been translated so that various regional readers
can read and enjoy his novels in their own language.
Indeed to such an extent that Maharashtrians think
of him as a Marathi writer and the Hindi-reading
public thinks of him as a Hindi writer. He mentions
how in one of his visits abroad, in distant Norway,
he met a Hindi reader who asked’ whether he was
the same Bhyrappa the famous writer whom he had
read in Hindi. An exclusive seminar was held in Pune,
only on his Marathi translations. The locale and canvas
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of many of his novels extend to different parts of India
like Maharashtra, Gujarat, Rajasthan, Madhya Pradesh,
Uttar Pradesh, Bihar and Himalayas and he has depicted
the characters of these locales as if he has lived there.
He has served as an educational adviser and
administrator of Delhi in the prestigious N.C.E.R.T.
and in that capacity he has travelled in every state
in our nation and it is only in the fitness of things
that he should have been appointed “National
Professor”. It is the unique distinction of Bhyrappa
that he is the only Indian novelist that has six novels
of his translated into Sanskrit, our National, cultural,
ancient, classical language. These novels are (1)
Dharmashree (2000), (2) Sartha (2000), (3) Avarana (2008),
(4) Vamshavruksha (2012), (5) Tabbaliyu Neenade Magane
(2012), (6) Parva (2012). It is also a record that two
of the above novels were translated in one year and
three in another. What is significant is that some more
Sanskrit translations are in the offing.

Finally, a word about the person Dr. Bhyrappa may
not be out of place here. The extreme poverty he had
to suffer from as a youngster has made him now a
very generous philanthropic person and just two
unusual events may be mentioned. When he was given
the A.N. Krishna Rao (a well-known Kannada novelist)
award of a lakh of rupees, he promptly returned the
amount to help the course of research about A.N.K's
work. On his winning the Saraswati Samman, the
Karnataka State Government gave him an award of
rupees five lakh in recognition of his merit which,
again, characteristically, he returned asking the
government to use it to help Kannada medium students.
There are many instances when he has privately helped
individuals in need and organizations which needed
charity. The “unremembered act of kindness and of
love” have endeared him to the hearts of the poor
and needy, illustrating the advice “let not your left
hand know what the right hand gives”. This is but
a brief introduction to a truly great writer. Several
prestigious awards and honours have come his way
which includes S.R. Patil award, Masti award, Bharatiya
Bhasha Parishad award, NTR National award, Honorary
Doctorate from Gulbarga University and Mysore
University but he wears them ever so lightly, the true
gentleman scholar, philosopher novelist that he is.

Sahitya Akademi takes immense pride in bestowing
its highest honour of the Fellowship on Sri S.L.
Bhyrappa.

— 5 July 2015, Bengaluru
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Acceptance Speech

I am thankful to this highest literary body of the
country for choosing me for its summit honour. Since
its inception the Akademi is striving to promote
excellence in literature in all the Indian languages and
to create Indianness among the writers in different
languages of the country.

I think it is appropriate to place before you the
basic factors which contributed to my creativity. I
chose philosophy for study and became a teacher in
that subject. My study of both Indian and Western
philosophies helped me to steer through the intellectual
confusions that clouded and are clouding the country.
It helped me to search the roots of India’s culture and
values. I am happy, intellectually and emotionally that
I remained an Indian.

Travelling has been and is a passion with me. I
have travelled extensively across the whole of India
including rural areas, staying in villages and with
village families. This experience made me realise that
India’s culture is the same in all the parts of the country
and different Indian languages have common roots
or common elements. All the rivers, contributory
riverines and even small streams, hills, mountains and
peaks carry with them the names and stories associated
with our puranas and epics. During my travel out of
the country, when I see on the moving map in the
small screen in front of my seat that the aircraft is
flying out of India, I feel depressed with the feeling
of losing something vital and on the return journey
when I see that my aircraft is entering the Indian sky
I physically experience excitement and my heart starts
throbing.

All these have made me touch the pulse of whole
of India even when I depict the life of a small village
in the southern part of Karnataka. Thus my novel
Grihabhanga is considered a picture of typical Indian
rural life and Daatu (Ullanghan in translations into
Hindi and other north Indian languages) is hailed as
the best literary depiction of our country’s caste
problems. History, especially Indian history has been
another area of my interest and it resulted in Parva,
Saartha and Aavarana. The locale of Tantu stretches
from Karnataka to Delhi and Banaras, and that of
Mandra extends from Maharashtra to whole of North
India with characters of those areas. Marathi literary
world has described me as a Marathi writer writing
in Kannada and Hindi readers have accepted me as

a Hindi writer. In the same way readers in translations
¢
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of other Indian languages have emotionally accepted
me. Six of my novels are translated into Sanskrit and
some more are under translation and the Sanskritists
consider me as an original writer in that language.
I believe all this recognition is because of my experience
of the whole of my country and my writing is a process
of expressing its shared culture, shared history and
shared ethos.

I am glad Sahitya Akademi has put its seal to this
general recognition by its fellowship.

- S.L. Bhyrappa



