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U.R. ANANTHA MURTHY

Professor Udupi Rajagopala Acharya Anantha Murthy, on
whom the Sahitya Akademi is conferring its Fellowship today.
is one of the most eminent Indian writers who presided over
high modernism in Kannada literature in a unique manner
through his novels, short stories, poetry and critical writing.
Besides creative writing, he is well-known for his valuable
contributions to culture and education and for his committed
social activities on issues of vital importance—conservation
of environment, communal harmony and several others.

U.R.Anantha Murthy was born in a little village called
Melige in Shimoga District, Karnataka, on 21.12.1932. He
had his education in the village Veda Pathsala, Tirthahalli,
Shimoga, Mysore and Birmingham (U.K.) A Gold Medallist
for M.A. in English from Mysore University, he served there
as a lecturer in English from 1956 to 1963. In 1955, his first
short-story collection in Kannada, Endendu Mugiyada Kathe,
was published. In 1963, his first collection of poems, Bavali,
came out. In the same year, he got the Commonwealth
Fellowship and went to U.K. to pursue doctoral studies in
Birmingham University. In 1966, he was awarded Ph.D for
his thesis, Politics and Fiction in the 1930s. There, his first
novel, Samskara, was born, which changed the face of
Kannada fiction forever and proved to be a major event in
the history of modern Indian literature.

Returning to Karnataka, he resumed teaching as a Reader
in English in the Regional College of Education, Mysore,
during 1967-70, and then in the University of Mysore where
he became Professor, until 1987 when he was appointed
Vice-Chancellor, Mahatma Gandhi University, Kottayam,
Kerala, a post he held till 1991. He was nominated Chairman,
National Book Trust, India, in 1992 and elected President of
the Sahitya Akademi in 1993. In 2002, he has been appointed
Chairman, Film and Television Institute of [ndia, Pune, which
position he still holds. In the meanwhile, he chaired the School
Education Commission, Kerala, in 2003; presently he is
Member, Central Advisory Board for Education. Government
of India.

After Samskara, Anantha Murthy has authored four more
novels. Bharatipura (1973), Avasthe (1978) Bhava (1997)
and Divya (2001). Since the publication of Endendu
Mugivada Kathe, Anantha Murthy brought out six more short-
story collections, Prasne (1962), Mauni (1972), Akasha Mattu
Bekku (1981). Eradu Dashakada Kathegalu (1981) Mooru
Dasakada Kathegalu (Selected Stories, 1989)and Swuryana
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Kudure (1995). After Bavali, three more collections of poetry,
15 Padyagalu (1970) Ajjana Hegala Melina Sukkugalu (1989)
and Mithuna (1992) came out. He has collections of essays
on general topics and criticism run into several volumes,
some of which are: Prajne Mattu Parisara (1974),
Sannivesa(1974), Samakshama (1980), Purvapara (1989),
Yuga Pallata (2001) etc. He has one play, Avahane, (1968).
Daw Da Jing, his translation of Lao Tse’s Tao Te Ching,
came out in 1994. He has edited Kannada Kavya (1992) for
National Book Trust, India. His short stories, poems and
essays have been collected in the omnibus volumes, Aidu
Dashakada Kathegalu, (Collected Stories, 2000) and
Eeevareginal Kavithegalu (Collected Poems, 2001) and
Kannada, Karnataka (Selected Essays, 2001.)

Bharatipura and Avasthe have been translated into Hindi,
Malayalam and English. Bhava, and a collection of his stories,
The Stallion of Sun and Other Stories (1999) have also come
out in English translation. Divya has been translated into
Malayalam.

He has made presentations in more than one hundred
important international and national seminars. Delivered talks
in a number of seminars at Bangalore University on major
Kannada writers. Spoken extensively on contemporary issues,
participating in literary and political conferences in Kerala
and delivered a series of speeches on Civil Liberties as
General Secretary of the Karnataka Unit of the People’s Union
of Civil Liberties. Debates he carried out with writers and
public figures on the future of Karnataka and its language
and culture in the context of globalisation and interviews
with writers such as Masti Venkatesha Iyengar, Gopalakrishna
Adiga, Shivram Karanth and R.K. Narayan in All India Radio
and Doordarshan programmes are memorable.

Among the novels of U.R.Anantha Murthy, Samskara is
the most discussed. This first novel launched him as a world-
class author, lauded by personalities like Erick Erickson and
V.S.Naipaul. A highly controversial work ever since its first
publication, it is hailed variously as an iconoclastic work,
and as a path-breaking novel. A.K.Ramanujan describes it
as, “an allegory rich in realistic detail.” He explains: “As in
an early Bergman film, the characters are frankly allegorical,
but the setting is realistic. An abstract human theme is
reincarnated in just enough particulars of a space, a time, a
society.” The open-ended novel is a clarion call for change,
revealing the ardent expectancy of a revolutionary who
believes that breaking with an established order is worthwhile,
if a new and better order can be ushered in.” Translations of
Samskara have appeared in English, Hindi, Malayalam,
Bengali, Marathi, Tamil, French, Russian, German Hungarian
and Swedish. The novel has been prescribed as a text-book
in several universities in India and abroad. In 1970, Samskara
was made into a film that ushered in the Indian New Wave
Cinema of the South and won the President’s Gold Medal;
and the author got the Best Story Award.

In Bharathipura, Anantha Murthy progresses from the
allegorical and existentialist approaches he employed in
Samskara and catches the bull of realism by its horns. “...The
novel is essentially a critique of the limitations of the radical
middle classes, claiming an exclusive and sympathetic right
to change the nation,” said D.R Nagaraj, the famed Kannada
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critic. The perceptive psychological techniques Anantha
Murthy employs in Bharathipura are honed to perfection in
Avasthe. The theme is universal in that it is all about the
happiness of the individual pitted against the dirty business
of practical politics. .

His stature as a short-story writer is perhaps eclipsed by
his fame as a novelist; his stories like “Mauni” are celebrated
for the purpose and intensity he has put into writing them.

Anantha Murthy’s extremely sharp critical writings
moulded the literary taste of modern Karnataka.
B.C.Ramachandra Sharma wrote nearly two decades ago:
“Anantha Murthy’s role as a critic has been of seminal
importance in shaping the direction of modern Kannada
criticism. He has generated a few original constructs and ably
used his vast knowledge of English literature to assess the
present literary output. His influence on younger critics has
been considerable.” As an inspiring teacher and editor, since
1981, of Rujuvathu, a Kannada quarterly devoted, “to
experimentation in creative writing and open-minded dialogues
on disturbing socio-political and cultural questions,” he has
influenced generation after generation of writers and critics in
Karnataka. Unlike most of his contemporaries who could not
grow out of the modernist mould of their early career, Anantha
Murthy was ever on the move towards new horizons of creative
perception. His critical tools are strikingly indigenous, deeply
rooted in Kannada culture. When most of today’s academic
critics try to interpret Indian ethos in terms of western critical
methods and find themselves in truly unfamiliar and
unmanageable situations, Anantha Murthy tackles our complex
cultural questions with a healthy mixture of western and eastern
approaches. He always has a lucid, bold argument which he
neatly puts across to the other side. The charisma of the man
can be explained in terms of the clarity of his thought and the
courage with which he expresses it.

His essays in English have appeared in various
international journals like Transatlantic Review, Humanist
Review, New Quest, Indian Pen, Vagartha, Literary Criterion
and lowa Review etc., and in many national dailies and
magazines, a selection of which came out in a volume.
Literature and Culture: Essays in English, edited by
A.J. Thomas (Papyrus, Kolkata, 2002).

Anantha Murthy has been serving in varying capacities
in the governing bodies of prestigious institutions in the
country-- Trustee, Bharat Bhavan, Chairman, High-powered
Review Committee for Zonal Cultural Centres, Chairman,
Review Committee, Indian Institute of Advanced Study,
Shimla, Chayan Parishad of K.K. Birla Foundation, New
Delhi, Academic Council, Visva-Bharati, Shantiniketan,
Member of the General Council, “Parisar” Ministry of Human
Resource Development, Govt. of India, B.D. Goenka Award
Committee, CAREER Award Selection Committee,
University Grants Commission’s Board of School of
Humanities, Indira Gandhi National Open University,
Delhi,Academic Council, Jawahartal Nehru University, New
Delhi,Advisory Panel, Vagarth (journal),Chairman,
Comparative Literature Association of India, General
Assembly, Indian Council for Cultural Relations, New Delhi,
Governing Body, Indian Institute of Advanced Study, Shimla,
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International Advisory Board, Inostrannya (Soviet Literature
Monthly), Moscow, Chairman, Task Force on Higher
Education, State Planning Board, Kerala, Member, Board of
Governors (UGC nominee), Central Institute of English &
Foreign Languages, Hyderabad, Member,Governing Body
and Institute of Management in Government,
Thiruvananthapuram.

Recipient of several international fellowships such as
Homi Bhabha Fellowship for Creative Writing, the Fulbright
Fellowship and Honorary Fellowship in Writing in the
University of lowa, U.S.A. etc., Anantha Murthy has also
been Visiting Professor in several universities at home and
abroad, like University of Hyderabad, Shivaji University,
Kolhapur, Jawaharlal Nehru University, New Delhi, Cornell
University, University of Pennsylvania, Tufts University.
University of Madison, University of Chicago, Writer in
Residence, University of Texas at Austin, University of lowa
on several stints as Visiting Writer and Visiting Professor
(all in USA), University of Tubingen, (Germany) and others.

Beginning with his Best Story Award for Samskara, the
film, in 1970, many awards and honours came in search of
him. In 1978, he again won the Best Story Award for
Ghatashraadha and then for Bara. These were followed by
literary awards like Karnataka Sahitya Akademi Award for
Fiction (1983), the Karnataka Government Award for
Literature(1984), Masti Prashasti for Literature(1994).
Jnanpith Award(1995) Shikhar Samman, Himachal Pradesh
Government(1998), Keladi Shivappa Nayaka Prashasti,
Village Keladi,(2002), Ganakrishti Award, Kolkata(2002),
Rachana Samagra Samman, Bharatiya Bhasha Parishad,
Kolkata(2003) and Sir M.Visweswarayya Prashasti 2003.
Several honours were conferred on him including the
Honorary Fellowships he received as listed above, the
Harmony Award (1990), D.Litt, honoris causa (1995), by
Rabindra Bharati University, Kolkata, Padma Bhushan
(1998), "Vakpathi"(Hon. D. Litt) and Kendriya Uchcha Tibatti
Shiksha Samsthanam, Saranath, Varanasi.

At the agrahara where he grew up, the day of the boy
Anantha Murthy would begin with japa, and then the lessons
at the Sanskrit Pathsala. He would then proceed to the school
six kilometres away. In the school, there was a teacher who
questioned the veracity of the stories of the Puranas. On the
way back from the school, he, along with other boys, would
listen to 2 man who talked about Bernard Shaw; if not talking,
the man would be listening to the broadcast of BBC
programmes to maintain his English immaculate. Back at the
agrahara, he would often witness fierce debates between
pundits on the interpretation of ancient texts and their
discussions with visiting scholars and reformists on topics
ranging from the caste system to the Theory of Evolution,
and arguments like whether the earth was round or flat. “Thus
I traversed what would be centuries of the West within the
span of a single day.... | could have been a contemporary of
Galileo!” says Anantha Murthy. Something of this
bewildering co-existence of the centuries, the essence of Time,
breathes through Anantha Murthy’s works.

Sahitya Akademi is honoured by conferring its highest
honour, the Fellowship, on this versatile writer, educationist
and cultral figure, U.R.Anantha Murthy.
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