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Sri Thakazhi Sivasankara Pillai, on whom the Sahitya Akademi is
conferring its highest honour of Fellowship today is a distinguished
novelist and short story writer in Malayalam, whose fame as writer has
spread far and wide not only in this country but also beyond.

An author of some thirty-five novels and five hundred stories,
besides memoirs and travelogues, Sri Sivasankara Pillai was born in
1912 at village Thakazhi in South Kerala, by which place name he is
popularly known. All the formal education he had was up to the
Secondary School level, followed by a course in Law.

His earliest introduction to literature was through the readings of
the Ramayana and the Mahabharata which his father, as was the -
custom of the day, used to read out to the members of the family after
supper every night. These readings left a lasting impression on his
young mind, and one can find the strains of these epics, in terms of form
and structure, in some of his works. He was also exposed to the writings
of European masters, particularly Maupassant who cast a spell on him.
Working under it, he started writing short stories at a young age, and
then took to «writing novels. His-first novel, Tvagattinu Pratiphalam,
came out in 1934, when he was only twenty-two. This was followed by
Patita Pankajam. These early writings show Sri Thakazhi as a votary of
naturalism, writing freely on sex in an effort to tear down the prevailing
social taboos.

About this time, a band of brilliant writers in Kerala were waging a
war against the sentimental writings of the day, trying to usher in a new
era of social realism in literature. The legendary
A. Balakrishna Pillai was one of them who wielded a strong influence on
Sri Thakazhi. Under the impact of the new trénd, he started writing
about the social evils around him. His own background as the son of a
landed farmer from the low-lying and water-logged, though colourful,
countryside with its agricultural labourers and socially backward and
oppressed Pulayas and Parayas, and their ceaseless struggle against
nature and the prevailing social system gave him new insights. He came
out with a new series of novels. First came Thottiyude Makan, a novel
on the life of the scavengers of Aleppey, and then Randidangazhi on the
plight of the Pulayas and Parayas of Kuttanad. With these novels, the
social-realistic novel in Malayalam reached a high degree of excellence.

Sri Thakazhi, however, did not stop with mere social realism. In his
next major novel, Chemmeen, the mood changed to romantic realism.
It is a love-tale of the fisherfolk of Kerala, but raised to the heights of a
Greek tragedy, built around a powerful myth against the backdrop of
the sea and the beliefs and superstitions of the fisherfolk. Chemmeen is
indeed, a classic which won him the Sahitya Akademi Award in 1957,
and was soon translated into many Indian languages and several
languages abroad.

In his recent work Kayar, his magnum opus, Sri Thakazhi deals
with the life of Kerala of the past hundred and fifty years and traces its
evolution from a feudal society to its present position. It is polyphonic
work in which realism, fantasy, legend and mythology blend together
into a mosaic to make it a great epic of Kerala.

In novel after novel, Sri Thakazhi with his keen understanding of
life and rare psychological insight, delves into human situations and
behaviour patterns of his characters. Each character, however, has his
own personality and each treads his own course towards his destiny.
This he does like a master artist, builds up amood and atmosphere, and
through them conveys a situation and an experience. This is precisely
what he does in his short stories too, of which genre he is considered an
accomplished mastér and often compared with Maupassant and
Chekhov for excellence. Sri Thakazhi’s is unquestionably an all-
encompassing vision and the entire fabric of life of Kerala comes alive in
his works.

Sri Thakazhi is the recipient of many awards and distinctions: the
Sahitya Akademi Award in 1957 for Chemmeen, the Kerala Sahitya
Akademi Award for Enippadikal in 1965, the Vayalar Award and the
Jnanpith Award for Kayar in 1980 and 1984 respectively, and the Soviet
Land Nehru Award in 1974. The Kerala University and the Mahatma
Gandhi University, Kottayam, conferred on him the degree of D. Litt.
(honoris causa), and the Government of India honoured him with
‘Padmabhushan’ in 1985.

All these awards have not affected Sri Thakazhi and he continues
to remain a farmer’s son transparently modest and affable, who can
fostle with the big and the small alike and join them in a good laugh and,
if need be, at himself.

For his eminence as a novelist and short story writer in Malayalam,
the Sahitya Akademi confers its highest honour, the Fellowship, on Sri
Thakazhi Sivasankara Pillai.
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