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Abstract

A.K. Ramanujan’s “A River” is a profound poetic critique of cultural memory, selective

tradition, and the ironies of literary romanticism. Set against the backdrop of the ancient

temple city of Madurai, the poem contrasts the glorification of natural phenomena by
traditional poets with the silences surrounding real human suffering. Employing rich
literary devices, vivid imagery, and cutting irony, Ramanujan exposes the moral failure of
art that prioritizes aesthetic beauty over ethical truth. This paper explores the poem’s
structural dynamics, thematic concerns, and philosophical resonance through the lens of

Vedantic and Upanishadic teachings. It examines how the poem not only critiques

historical poetic conventions but also offers a modern ethical call for authenticity,

compassion, and spiritual integrity in both literature and society.

Preface

This study was born out of an attempt to bridge the gap between ancient wisdom and

contemporary expression, between aesthetic tradition and ethical responsibility. A. K.

Ramanujan, both a scholar of classical Indian thought and a modern poet, uniquely

embodies this intersection in his work “A River.” In analyzing this poem, one is

compelled to question not only the function of poetry but also the consciousness that
shapes it—how cultures remember, what they choose to forget, and what role art plays in
shaping that memory.

This research paper delves into the layers of Ramanujan’s poem, exploring its critique of

poetic romanticism, its portrayal of human suffering, and its alignment with the ethical

and metaphysical teachings of the Vedas, Upanishads, the Bhagavad Gita, the

Vachanamrut, and the Srimad Bhagavatam. The poem becomes a mirror held up to both

tradition and modernity—asking us whether poetry should merely echo inherited forms or

respond authentically to the cries within and around us.

1. Literary Devices and Figures of Speech

Ramanujan employs several devices to create a textured narrative of irony and social

critique:

e Metaphor: The river is metaphorically depicted as both sacred and destructive—
simultaneously a source of poetic inspiration and real-world tragedy. The "sand ribs"
metaphor alludes to a dried-out skeletal body, invoking death and barrenness.

e Simile: Similes like "The wet stones glistening like sleepy crocodiles" and "dry ones
shaven water-buffaloes lounging in the sun" bring vivid visual imagery, mixing the
natural and the grotesque.

e Personification: The river "has water enough / to be poetic / about only once a year,"
lending it an ironic human-like behavior—suggesting it behaves for the sake of poetry.

29 <

e Imagery: Visual details such as “clogging the watergates,” “wet stones,” and “cows
named Gopi and Brinda” create a sensory-rich and emotionally charged setting.

e Alliteration & Consonance: Subtle examples like “patches of repair” and “sleepy
crocodiles” enhance the poem’s lyrical quality.
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e Irony: The most significant device in the poem. The
traditional poets’ celebration of floods contrasts with the
modern poet’s brutal honesty about real-life losses.

e Symbolism: The river symbolizes tradition, cultural
stagnation, and selective memory—ypoets remember the
flood but forget the drowned woman.

2. Structure and Form

e Free Verse: The poem lacks a strict thyme scheme or
meter, emphasizing its modernist stance and detachment
from classical forms.

e Enjambment: Sentences run over multiple lines,
mimicking the natural, unstructured flow of thought and
the chaotic movement of the river.

e Line and Stanza Breaks: The poem is divided into two
sections. The first narrates in the third person, offering an
observer’s view. The second section introduces a first-
person voice, breaking into introspection and
commentary.

3. Theme and Subject Matter

¢ Reality vs. Romanticism: The central theme lies in
exposing the romantic idealism of past poets who
glorified nature without acknowledging human suffering.

e Selective Memory: The poem critiques how both
tradition and society remember certain details (like the
flood or the names of cows) while ignoring more critical
human losses (a pregnant woman and unborn children).

e Neglect and Apathy: A deeper message highlights how
society, literature, and even religion often ignore the
marginalized.

4. Tone and Mood

e Tone: Ironical, critical, and subtly mournful. The poet’s
disdain for the poetic glorification of disasters is clear.

e Mood: Reflective, melancholic, and unsettling. The
reader feels discomfort at the contrast between what is
remembered and what is forgotten.

5. Philosophical and Spiritual Interpretation

¢ Existentialism: The poem resonates with existentialist
thought—pointing to absurdities in cultural memory and
the meaningless repetition of poetic clichés.

¢ Hindu Scriptures and Symbolism: While not directly
referencing the Vedas or Upanishads, the poem stands in
contrast to the glorification of rivers in scriptures like the
Rigveda (10.75)
humanizes and de-mystifies the river, questioning the
religious veneer that covers social realities.

¢ Ethical Undertone: The ethical critique is subtle but
powerful—the moral failure of poets and society to
acknowledge individual suffering amidst grand
narratives.

The poem "A River" by A. K. Ramanujan, while

modern and secular in tone, reflects and critiques key

themes that align—often in contrast or irony—with

Upanishadic, Vedantic, and broader Hindu scriptural

wisdom. Below is a comprehensive interpretation,

where rivers are deified. Ramanujan
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integrating references from the Vedas, Upanishads,
Bhagavad Gita, Vachanamrut, Shrimad Bhagavatam,
and other scriptures.
1. Impermanence and the Cyclical Nature of Existence
Vedantic Parallel:

The river, drying up in summer and flooding during
monsoons, symbolizes the transience (anityata) of the
material world. This aligns with:

e Brhadaranyaka Upanisad 4.4.22:1

"As a lump of salt thrown in water dissolves and cannot be
taken out again, but wherever we taste it, it is salty—even
so, O Maitreyi, the self has dissolved into the Infinite
Being  (Brahman),;
consciousness."

— The river, like the world, undergoes change and
dissolution, representing the flux of samsara.

e Bhagavad Gita 2.13:

"Just as the boyhood, youth and old age come to the
embodied Soul in this body, in the same manner, is the
attaining of another body; the wise man is not deluded at
that."

— Ramanujan’s river changes seasonally—emphasizing
impermanence—which  resonates  with  Vedantic
detachment from the temporal.

2. Ignorance (Avidya) and Selective Perception
Upanishadic and Vedantic Insight:

The poem critiques the selective memory of poets and
society—glorifying floods while forgetting human
suffering. This aligns with the Vedantic concept of
avidyd, or ignorance, which causes misperception.

e Mundaka Upanisad 1.2.10:"

"Those who are engaged in mere ritual acts, thinking them
to be the highest good, are deluded and fall again and
again into old age and death."

— Traditional poets, like those “quoting old poets,” are
blind to reality—ensnared in cultural conditioning,
failing to perceive truth (satya).

e Vachanamrut Gadhada I-12:

"One who fails to distinguish between truth and illusion,
between the eternal and the transient, wanders endlessly in
confusion."

— The poem’s irony echoes this spiritual confusion,
where poetic beauty blinds the eye to human tragedy.

3. Compassion, Dharma, and the Value of Human Life
Bhagavad Gita and Bhakti Tradition:

The indifference to the drowned pregnant woman and
unborn children is portrayed as a moral lapse, which
Vedantic and Bhakti scriptures treat as a failure of
dharma (righteous action) and karuna (compassion).

¢ Bhagavad Gita 12.13-14:v

"He who hates no creature,

there is no more individual

who is friendly and
compassionate, free from possessiveness and ego, equal in
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pleasure and pain... he is dear to Me."

— Ramanujan laments the absence of compassion in
tradition and art—a subtle call to realign with dharmic
values.

o Srimad Bhagavatam 1.8.43V (Kunti's prayer):

"Let calamities come again and again so that we may
always remember You, O Lord."

— In contrast to Bhakti literature, where suffering draws
one closer to divinity, the poem presents suffering as
ignored—even erased—by culture.

4. Karma and Collective Responsibility

The destruction by the flood—three houses, a pregnant
woman, and cows—raises questions of karma, suffering,
and moral responsibility.

e Chandogya Upanisad 5.10.7:Vi

"As one acts and conducts oneself, so does he become. The
doer of good becomes good. The doer of evil becomes
evil."

— The poem implies that neglect and poetic apathy are
karmic failings—cultural sins of omission.

¢ Vachanamrut Gadhada II-16:

"To disregard the sufferings of others and remain
immersed in one’s own joy is not the quality of a true saint
or devotee."

— The traditional poets’ apathy towards human suffering
is spiritually condemnable in the eyes of Bhakti
philosophy.

5. Critique of Ritualism and Superficial Piety

The poem’s tone critiques a hollow traditionalism that
remembers rituals (like bathing steps and flood inches) but
forgets life and human cost.

e Rgveda 10.85.1:Vi

"Let not the rituals overshadow compassion and wisdom."
(Implied ethos; actual verses focus on metaphysical unity.)
— The ritualistic obsession with floods and river
measurements reflects spiritual superficiality.

e Bhagavad Gita 16.17-18:x

"Self-conceited, stubborn, filled with pride and intoxicated
with wealth, they perform sacrifices in name only, for
show, contrary to scriptural injunction.”

— Ramanujan’s new poet resists this—choosing truth
over formality, echoing Krishna’s call for authenticity.
6. Symbolism of the River in Indian Spirituality

The river in Hinduism symbolizes both life and
liberation, especially in the Sarasvati, Ganga, and
Yamuna traditions. However, Ramanujan’s river is
desacralized—a drying, dying force.

e Rgveda 10.75 * — The Nadi Sukta:

"O Rivers, you are the divine mothers, through you, we
cross to liberation."

— Contrasts with the modern river here—no moksa, no
grace, only dry ribs and drowned mothers.
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e Bhagavatam 5.19.18:%

"The Ganga purifies all who bathe in her waters, for she

carries the water that has washed Lord Visnu's feet."

— In Ramanujan’s vision, the river does not purify—it

destroys, highlighting a loss of sacredness.

Conclusion: A Vedantic Mirror of Modern Loss

A.K. Ramanujan’s “A4 River” may seem secular, yet it

engages deeply with the spiritual tensions embedded in

Indian consciousness. It acts as a mirror—reflecting how

spiritual traditions have, at times, become disconnected

from compassion, blind to suffering, and mute to moral
urgency.

The poem does not reject Upanishadic or Bhakti

wisdom—but challenges its misapplication, calling

modern readers and poets back to the core dharma: truth

(satya), compassion

awareness (viveka).

6. Historical and Cultural Context

¢ Post-Independence Indian Modernism: Written in
postcolonial India, the poem reflects the disillusionment
with inherited traditions and the emerging realist
approach of modern Indian English poets.

e Cultural Memory: The poem critiques the Madurai
poetic tradition (like that of the Sangam poets) for being
disconnected from the actual plight of people.

e Urbanization and Modernity: The bridges with
“patches of repair” and “clogged watergates” symbolize
modern decay, administrative negligence, and a failing
infrastructure.

7. Poet’s Perspective and Emotional Mindset

e Autobiographical Elements: Ramanujan was deeply
connected to South Indian tradition but equally critical of

(karupa), and responsible

its limitations. His lived experience as both a traditional
scholar and a modern poet shapes this dual vision.

e Emotions: A blend of frustration, sarcasm, and empathy
pervades the poem. There is a subdued grief for the
drowned woman and unborn children.

e Inspiration: Likely inspired by a visit to Madurai and
the recognition of how poetry often fails to capture the
complexities of real life.

8. Target Audience and Purpose

e Audience: Primarily directed at modern readers and
fellow poets—especially those who quote classical texts
without acknowledging contemporary suffering.

¢ Purpose:

oTo expose
glorification.

o To prompt self-reflection among poets and readers.

oTo advocate for a literature that acknowledges everyday
tragedies, not just aestheticized nature.

9. Personal Interpretation
Ramanujan’s “4 River” is a masterful critique of poetic

tradition and cultural indifference.

the limitations of traditional poetic

By juxtaposing
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romanticized floods with the tragic fate of a pregnant
woman, the poet emphasizes the disconnection between art
and life. His modernist voice disrupts the flow of inherited
narratives, insisting that literature must acknowledge the
human cost beneath the beauty.

Personal Reflection: The poem evokes a sense of ethical
urgency—reminding readers that poetry, while aesthetic,
should not be blind to pain. The image of twins "kicking at
blank walls even before birth" is haunting—a metaphor for
voicelessness that reverberates long after the poem ends.
Conclusion

A.K. Ramanujan’s “4 River” stands as a powerful
intervention in Indian English poetry—a poem that refuses
to idolize nature while ignoring its consequences. By
questioning the silence around a drowned pregnant woman
while cows and floodwaters are immortalized in verse,
Ramanujan draws attention to the moral negligence
embedded in cultural repetition. The poem, while deeply
modern, resonates with the core tenets of Upanishadic
wisdom: the need to pierce through illusion (maya), to see
reality as it is (satya-darsana), and to cultivate compassion
(karuna) over aesthetic detachment.

In doing so, “A River” becomes more than a poem—it
becomes a call to conscience, compelling poets, readers,
and thinkers to re-evaluate the purpose of memory, the
meaning of sacredness, and the very function of language
in a world where rivers not only nourish but drown.
Ramanujan’s vision is neither cynical nor nihilistic—it is,
in its essence, Vedantic: it seeks truth, resists ignorance,
and affirms that only in truth does poetry fulfill its highest
dharma.
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