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      For women everywhere

      May you have

      
      ‘An erect stride, frank and direct look,
Conduct that fears no one on earth,
Pride in one’s growing knowledge…’

      
      Subramania Bharati, ‘The New Woman’
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      Major Milestones in Bharati’s Life

      
      
         
         



         
         
         
         
         
            
            	1882, 11 Dec

            
            	Born in Ettayapuram, Tirunelveli district, Tamil Nadu

            
        

         
         
            
            	1893

            
            	Conferred title of ‘Bharati’

            
        

         
         
            
            	1894–1897

            
            	Hindu College High School, Thirunelveli

            
        

         
         
            
            	1897, 15 June

            
            	Marries Chellamma (aged 7)

            
        

         
         
            
            	1898

            
            	Death of father, Chinnaswami Iyer

            
        

         
         
            
            	1898–1901

            
            	Higher education in Benares with his aunt

            
        

         
         
            
            	1902–1904

            
            	Appointed court poet at Ettayapuram

            
        

         
         
            
            	1904, Aug

            
            	Tamil teacher at Sethupathi High School, Madurai

            
        

         
         
            
            	1904, Nov

            
            	Joins Swadesa Mithran as sub-editor
          

            
        

         
         
            
            	1905

            
            	Partition of Bengal

            
        

         
         
            
            	 

            
            	Attends Indian National Congress meeting presided over by Gopal Krishna Gokhale at Benaras

            
        

         
         
            
            	1906

            
            	Meets Sister Nivedita who was to become a major influence; later dedicates his nationalistic poems to her, his ‘guru’

            
        

         
         
            
            	 

            
            	Attends Indian National Congress session in Calcutta, presided over by Dadabhai Naoroji, where demands for Swaraj and the
               boycott of British goods are raised
          

            
        

         
         
            
            	1907

            
            	Attends Indian National Congress session in Surat with V.O. Chidambaram Pillai and Mandayam Srinivasachariar; meets freedom
               fighters Bal Gangadhar Tilak, Sri Aurobindo Ghosh, Lala Lajpat Rai; Dr Rash Behari Ghosh nominated President of Indian National Congress,
               leading to the party splitting between Extremists, led by Tilak, and the Moderates; Bharati, an Extremist, is greatly impressed
               by Tilak who later features in his poems
          

            
        

         
         
            
            	 

            
            	Edits English weekly Bala Bharata; also associated with nationalist newspapers Vijaya, Karmayogi and Suryodaya

            
        

         
         
            
            	1908

            
            	Translates and publishes Tilak’s lecture ‘The Tenets of the New Party’

            
        

         
         
            
            	 

            
            	Brings out a pamphlet of his experience at the Surat Congress titled ‘Our Congress Tour’; publishes his first book of poems,
               Swadesa Geetangal (Songs of Freedom)
          

            
        

         
         
            
            	1908, Sep

            
            	British arrest and imprison M. Srinivasan, legal editor, India magazine, for five years, while Bharati, the de facto editor, escapes to the French territory of Pondicherry on the advice
               of friends
          

            
        

         
         
            
            	1908, 20 Oct

            
            	Resumes publication of India, a weekly magazine from Pondicherry; it has a circulation of over 4000 copies; Bharati calls for political freedom and denounces
               the British for their injustice to the people of India
          

            
        

         
         
            
            	1909

            
            	Publishes second volume of poetry, Janma Boomi

            
        

         
         
            
            	1910, April

            
            	Sri Aurobindo comes to Pondicherry seeking political asylum; he and Bharati spend long hours discussing a wide range of subjects

            
        

         
         
            
            	1910, March

            
            	British Government bans entry of India magazine into British India; journal ceases publication for want of funds
          

            
        

         
         
            
            	1912

            
            	Writes major works – ‘Kannan Paattu’, ‘Kuyil Paattu’, ‘Panchali Sabadham’, Tamil translation of the Bhagavad Gita

            
        

         
         
            
            	 

            
            	Publishes first part of ‘Panchali Sabadham’

            
        

         
         
            
            	1917

            
            	A collection of Bharati’s poems under the title Nattupattu is released
          

            
        

         
         
            
            	1918, 20 Nov

            
            	Courts arrest at Cuddalore; imprisoned for about a month

            
        

         
         
            
            	1919

            
            	Lives in Kadayam (wife Chellamma’s native village)

            
        

         
         
            
            	 

            
            	Meets Mahatma Gandhi in Rajaji’s house in Madras

            
        

         
         
            
            	1920, Nov

            
            	Returns to Madras and joins Swadesa Mithran once again as sub-editor; continues to seek funds to publish his books but fails
          

            
        

         
         
            
            	1921, July

            
            	Triplicane Parathasarathi temple elephant attacks Bharati; saved just in time by his friend Kuvalai Kannan but sustains heavy
               injuries
          

            
        

         
         
            
            	1921, 11 Sep

            
            	Dies in Madras at the age of 39

            
        

         
     

      




      
      
      Introduction

      
      C. Subramania Bharati (1882-1921) was born in a Tamil Brahmin family of moderate means in Ettayapuram in the erstwhile Tirunelveli
         district of Tamil Nadu. Young ‘Subbayya’ as he was called as a child lost his mother, Lakshmi, before the age of five and
         was brought up by his father Chinnaswami Iyer, a scholar and disciplinarian who wanted the boy to learn English, excel in
         Arithmetic and become an engineer. However, even as a child, Subbayya displayed a remarkable gift for poetry and preferred
         to watch the river flow and hear the leaves rustle rather than stay confined within the walls of the anglo-vernacular School.
         Though he struggled with arithmetic, he excelled in composing impromptu Tamil verses which entranced his listeners. So prodigious
         was his talent that when he was eleven the boy was given the title of ‘Bharati’ (one blessed by Saraswati, the Goddess of
         Learning) at an assembly of scholars and poets in Ettayapuram.
    

      
      Chinnaswami, proud of his son’s gift but seeing no secure future for a poet, got the young Subbayya admitted to the Hindu
         College High School in Tirunelveli paying hefty fees for his son’s education in English. That failed too because Bharati was
         increasingly losing himself in reading and writing poetry.
    

      
      Marriage at the age of 14 to Chellamma, half his age, did not make him change his ways. What did, however, was his father’s
         death a year later. It made him realize his responsibility as a family man. His stepmother moved to her parents’ home with
         her children and Bharati went to Benares to complete his education. Here he immersed himself in learning new languages, including
         English, and discovering their literature. He was indeed so fascinated with the Romantic poets, especially P.B. Shelley, that
         he tried to write like him under the pseudonym ‘Shelley Dasan’ (Shelley’s disciple). He would soon find his own voice and forge his individual style and idiom
         which aimed at reaching out to the common man. The simplicity of his language and clarity of expression caused twentieth-century
         Tamil literature to be called ‘The Age of Bharati’ and marked the start of a new and modern era. Despite all the troubles
         in his life, most of them financial, Bharati wrote prodigiously – not just poetry but also essays, political commentaries
         and short stories along with translations of the Gita, Vedic hymns and some of Rabindranath Tagore’s short stories into Tamil.
    

      
      As a poet, Bharati wrote on a vast range of themes opting initially to write them in the shorter lyric form. His nationalistic
         essays and poems in the Tamil daily, Swadesa Mithran, of which he was sub-editor, and in India, of which he was the de facto editor, had set the British police on his heels. On the advice of his friends he fled to Pondicherry
         in 1908. This prompted several other political exiles and revolutionaries such as Mandayam Srinivasachariar, Subramania Siva,
         V.V.S. Aiyar, an associate of Veer Savarkar, and Sri Aurobindo to do likewise. In fact, it was Srinivasachariar and Bharati
         who helped Sri Aurobindo settle down when he arrived in Pondicherry on 4 April 1910. Bharati and Sri Aurobindo spent long
         hours together discussing literature and spiritual texts, reading and researching the Vedas. It was perhaps this heightened
         awareness of the self and the supreme which inspired Bharati to write some of his best and major works in this period, namely
         ‘Kannan Paattu’, ‘Kuyil Paattu’, Panchali Sabadham, and the Tamil translation of the Bhagavad Gita.
    

      
      ‘Kannan Paattu’ (Songs of Krishna) is a set of 23 evocative lyrics in which he portrays Sri Krishna variously as a child,
         friend, father, mother, servant, king, teacher, lover, beloved and God. ‘Kuyil Paattu’ (Koel’s Song) is an abstruse narrative poem of about 750 lines which reads like a fable. Panchali Sabadham (Panchali’s Pledge) is based on the pivotal Game of Dice incident in the Mahabharata. In the preface to the first part published
         in 1912, Bharati wrote:
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