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AKASA DEVARA :
A MODERN PARABLE

What is poetry which does not save
Nations or people?
A connivance with official lies,
A song of drunkards, whose throats will be cut in a moment,
Readings for sophomore girls.
- Czeslaw Milosz

No one could agree more with the above than Nagnamuni who
took poetry as sacred vocation quite early in his career. He retains still
an undying hope in the redemptive power of the poetic word despite
the brutal and total philistinism of the times.

By no means a prolific poet, considering his nearly half a century
engagement with poeiry, Nagnamum is nothing if not subversive in his
uncompromising critique of all that is hollow, false and vulgar in the
institutions that tend to shape and influence the mind-set of common
men and women.

Back in the early sixties, on the eve of Diwali, [ came across an
opening line of a poem by one Kesava Rao (later known as Nagnamuni)
in a Telugu weekly reverberations of which could be felt in all that he
wrote later. Here was a poet, I thought then, who discovered his poetic
identity and voice so early in his career without any Lraces of anxiety of
influence of his precursors. That was my first encounter with a
Nagnamuni text whose impact continues to remind me of what to expect
of this poet. His signature is writ large in later poems and writings with
the same inlensity, seriousness and trenchant irony.

Not for him the gentle satire which tickles you while it wounds.
He would rather opt for unveiling the hidden truth behind all subterfuges
and pretences masquerading as reality beguiling the public mind. In
fact he appears al times as an elegist lamenting the loss of all that 1s
human from the human being.

If we define the poet as the most conscious point of society, he
would answer that description with unmatched accuracy. Poem after
poem arttest to his conlinuing concern with governmental cormuplion
and corporate complicity robbing the common man of his self-esteem
and freedom.

In all this he would not absolve the responsibility of the common
man in his reluctance to resist and take a stand against the evils of
society.
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He is a proactive poet who is also a whistle blower with a well
developed early waming system in words of exceptional clanity. vigor
and vitality.

With Digambara movement, he violated all conventional norms
in order Lo assert his right to express extreme disgust al the sorry scheme
of things. Chastened by the experience of taking language to the farthest
limit one could take in stripping naked all wrappings of decorum with
which society wraps itself, he moved once again into yet another
experiment during the emergency. This time in prose fiction with
“Viloma kathalu.” Everything appeared topsy-turvy and vupside down
and quite appropnately he introduced the technique of dehumanization
to satirize the follies and distortions of the times. As always without
losing his unerming insight into the ways in which the average mob
would be manipulated by the people in authority. Most of these pieces
are still relevant and have acquired universal validity. These are pure
vintage Nagnamunj. -~

And then came his magnum opus. Koyya Gurram wherein he
spent almost the last farthing of his imagination to deploy a pervasive
irony in metaphor and symbol against the inequity inherent in any act
whatsoever of govemment and the deep complicity of those who profit
by govermmental action.

What more can be said? Having exhausted the resources of all
verbal devices. can you still pursue this trade to raise the consciousness
levels of human kind? The poet offered to go in search of an igniting
fuel to set fire to the Wooden Horse which was made to stalk the entire
poem of that title. For one thing he did ignite the cliche in his experiments
with language and metaphor even as he doubted the capacity of the
word. Did he for once think that he should communicate in common
language a modemn parable that would be understood by all? His poetry
was experienced even before it was understood. In the process some
may have missed as Eliot would say: we have had the experience bul
missed i1s meaning.

In his current attempt he would ensure that meaning is understood
on the first reading itself. I am referring now to “Akasa Devara”™, his
latest foray into prose fiction. This time round, he offers a straight
forward narrative about a very topical subject involving the nexus of
political power, corporale greed, and media complicity against common
man’s gullibility. Once again he deals with the dangers the nexus poses
to society. It 1s a modemn parable with age old ingredients and modem
variants combining to produce a cocktail of deadly potential - a portent
and a threat to all values of Democracy. The narrative encapsulates the
lethal connection between politics, media, muscle and money not to
speak of propaganda and falsehood. What is seen as a relentless quest
for the conquest of the human mind for exploitation by the power
strucrures of society is center staged in the actions of the protagonist.
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Here is a protagonist who has had a difficult childhood, orphaned
at ten having lost both parents, fending for himself against all odds,
climbing the social ladder by degrees all the while seeing life in the
raw. He comes through as one who could be a model for all young men.
That is where he upsets conventional expectations. He becomes a superb
conman mastering all the tricks required for peddling falsehood and
propaganda to the high and the mighty. He is seen as one who could
manipulate meaning 1o suit his clientele to create outright falsehood
and pass it off as truth. He deals in the business of creating falsehoods,
and for a fee could destroy truths. He is a power broker for a lech savvy
21 century by just sitting in his office 1o operate invisibly in arranging
image management for politicians, takeovers for corporale honchos,
crisis management for companies-literally anything and everything
under the sun. His business makes him more powerful than the clients
whom he serves. Would he remain an eternal middleman serving his
clients with professional rectitude? With so much talent and intelligence,
would he not be open to temptation of wielding power himself? Why
play second fiddle even if it is for money? An open question.

He sought on his own admission to find an effective method 10
influence and sway the workings of the human mind for permanent
subjugation. This is precisely what every politician, be it a small town
street comer youth or a state comer leader, dreams of getting. In the era
of globalization, technology 10 persuade and coerce a whole population
te submit their freedom 1o a leader is available for the asking. One can
‘outsource’ anything including waging a battle against your swom
enemy. You shouldn’t be surprised if the outsourcing contractor tums
oul 10 be the same for both your enemy and yourself. Technology today
is a double-edged weapon.

Nagnamuni holds out a hope that the protagonist would tum out
lo be good for society. He couldn’t be sure. He could (um either way.
There is no guarantee that the power broker does not become a power
monger himself given the strength of his potential. A prospect terrible
10 contemplate! Let us not forget that he is just a character in a story but
fiction has a way of surprising reality.

Fifty years ago when Van Packard published “The Hidden
Persvaders™ in the US, there was an outcry [rom the public. Packard
seems to have defended himself: ‘we could choose not to be persuaded’.
Today you are not sure,

It was Chomsky who said in one context that the USA is the
freest of countries where the mind of man is constantly shackled. Such
is the power of politics and media mix.

And what shall we say of our country or even of our state? Worthy
of debate, isn’'l it?

Akasa Devara provides an alibi for an informed debate about the
implications of what is presented in the narrative as an unequal contest
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between the freedom and choice of common men on the one hand and
the vested interests of the power centers in society on the other.

A genuine writer sometimes Jegitimizes in his work what is
incubating in society. In other words, the writer gives a ‘local habitation
and a name’ to whatever is supposed to be latent in society. If that is
true, does the story endorse in the person of the protagonist the use of
21 century technology for thought-control in public life? We are already
witness 10 an increasing nexus between politicians and criminals, money
and media, government and industry. We are also witness to the rape of
the environment by unscrupulous corporates who are in the business of
privatizing profits and socializing the costs. We are silent witnesses to
democratically elecled leaders democratically succeeding while the
institutions they administer totally failing. The leader’s success, in this
case, is in inverse proportion to the failure of the institution.

Do we also sense a latent lust for tyranny, tyranny of the sort
outlined above, in the mind of the public at large? This does not bode
well for democracy. ’

For evil 10 succeed, we are told, the good has only to be silent.
Can we alford to be silent?

Where the Mind 1s free and the Head held high

There be the poet's permanent habirat -

The habitat of the human heart

For Shelley Poet is the ‘unacknowledged’ legislator, the phrase
carrying a hint of self-pity. What if he is unacknowledged? The Poet
remains still the legislator, yes, legislator of the unacknowledged world,
the true voice of all those oppressed and suppressed but still
unvanquished millions that constitute ‘the wretched of the earth’.

The Poet’s task remains incomplele until he ‘forges the uncreated
conscience’ of the wretched of the earth. Only then will he escape the
charge of connivance with official lies.

This brings me back to ‘Akasa Devara’ which sends out a wake
up call in terms of a parody like parable to all aware and concemed
citizens to preserve their sanity and resist the madness poised to engulf
the 21st century mind.

- Prof. C. Subbarao
Former Chairman, AP State Council of Higher Education
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