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The defining characteristic which differentiates the ‘Novel’ from zll other
forms of fiction, it must be said, is Realism.l This new lite;ary genre provided
the writer with full scope for revealing the truth of contemporary life and
society 1n great depth. However, as a result of various social forces at work
from time to time in different countries, realism conveniently extended its
bcundaries until new the ries and new terminclogy emerged, viz. Naturalism,
Criticel Realism, Sccial Realism. Some writers and critics appear to have
held the view that tradition<] realism was not dynamic erough to trest the
complexities of modern society. Hence, the need to explore new dimensions

arose resultirg in the emergence of a very influential school of writing under
the name of Modernism.2

It 1s not the purpose of this article to go into the history or the meaning
of these concepts. Our attempt is to discuss two important contemporary
Sinhrla novels, namely, Gamperaliya® and Viragayat both wiitten by Mar:in
Wickramasinghe, and to assess their value from the point of view of some
of these concepts.

In the short history of the Sinhala novel, the appearance of Gamperaliya
(1944) and of Virdgaya (1956) remain to be two of the most significant events
so far. Gamperaliva was the first reclist novel in the true sense of the word
and this work perhaps became the model for all other Sinhala novels until
1956. In Viragaya we see a Sinhala writer trying to explore the complexities
of an individual character. This work in turn became the mocel for younger
wilters fcr many years to come. What is significant and strange in these two
works, falling ito two different literary movements, is the fact that both of
them have been written by one and the same author.

Perhaps, it is not wrong to say thet no other work of Sinhela fiction drew
so much critical attention 2s Wickremesinghe’s Viragaya. At this point it
would be worth our while to recollect 2n opinion on the African novel ex-
pressed by a critic to Chinua Achebe, the Nigerian writer. To quote Achebe :
“He said the trouble with whet we have written so far is that it has concen-

1. lan Watt, The Rise of the Novel, University of California Press, 6th Printing, 1967,
p. IO.

2. See Modernism, ed. by Malcolm Bradbury and James McFarlane, Penguin, 1976.
3. ©.50x7 8By, 0doud€au, Il O e, moedn, eied, 1973.
8007 Bpd8-w, Bdnw, 9T0 wTpIice, oEBedes, 1956.
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trated too much on society and not sufficiently on individual characters «nd

»as a result it lacked “‘true aesthetic proportions”.® Achebe scorns &t this
propos:tion. The other African writers, too, do not seem to have paid much
attention to 1t but our writers and critics, in their attempt to conform to
western standerds seem to have been fascmated by this kind of novel con-
centrating on individual characters.

Coming back to Viragaya, towards the end of its introductory chapter,
Sammy who 1s said to have edited the autobiography of Aravinda, throws
a challenge to the reader :

Whet tojlows is the autobiography of Aravinda as edited by myself.
Heving read this to the end, if you would succeed in answering the

question, ‘Who is he?’, you would have understood human character
and life itself.8 (p. 20).

The critics, netuielly, took up this challenge. Their preoccupation haed
been with the individuel cheracter of Arcvinda. Let us examine Viragaya
with a view to ascertaining to what extent modernist tendencies are evident
in this work.

M-rlcclm Br:dbury and James McFarlane, jointly editing a book entitled
Modernism, speak of ‘four great preoccupations’ thet the modernist novel
has shown. These cre : (i) complexities of its own form, (11) representation of
inward state of consciousness, (iii) sense of the nthilistic disorder behind the
ordered suiface of life and reality, and (iv; freeing of narrative -art from the
determinetion of an onerous plot.?

The cha-acteiistics ¢f mcdernist litereture es expcunded by Georg Lukacs
and other critics generally seem to agree with the four great preoccupations
mentioned above.8

‘““...exclusive emphesis on formal matters®, says Lukacs, “can lead to
se1lous misunderstanding cof the character of an artist’s work”.? He appa-
rently hes in mind works like Ulysses with the author’s preoccupetion with the
stream-of-consciousness technique. In Viragaya we find Mertin Wickrama-
singhe employing techniques new to the Sinhazla novel, particulerly, with
regerd to its structure. Aravinda’s autobicgraphy is presented to the reader
through ancther character, Sammy who himself hes me¢de certain revisions
meinly ¢t the beginning and the end (pp. 19-20). Time and agcin we see
Aravinda looking back at his own ch-racter with a criticcl mind and a sense
of self-awareness. Tecking the novel as a whole 1t is unfdir to conclude that
the author Fad been ‘preoccupied with the complexities of its own fcrm’.
Here we find the author employing techniques, some of which are new to the

s. Chinua Achebe, Morning Yet on Creation Day, Heinemann, London, Reprint 1977, p. 47

6. All passag=s quoted from Sinhala works are literal translations rendered into English
bv the present writer,

7. Modernism, p. 393,

8. Georg Lakacs, The Meaning of Contemporary Realism, Tr.by John and Necke Mender,
Merlin Press, London, 3rd Impression, 1972, “The Ideology of Modernism,, pp. 17- 46

9. lbid. p. 19.
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Sinhala novel. However, as an experienced craftsman he has zttenrpted to
bring about a complete synthesis between fcrm and content. Nevertheless,
one cannot fail to see the author’s preoccupation with the cheracter of
Aravinda.

“Man for these (modernist) writers, is by nature solitary, asocizcl, unzble
to enter intp relationships with other human beings”.19 These are the quelities
of Aravinda in Viragaya. The following self-criticisms of Aravinda himself
would suffice to reveal his nature :

I felt as though my life, too, was like the sky, 4 gloomy stretch of
iand (p. 242).

My mind is like a swallow with broken wings (p. 245)

I, too, spent the time lying on my bed with a puppet’s mind, my
teclings going astray (p. 245).

In course of time I got used to a solitary life. At school, beceuse
[ encaged myselt 1n conversation with other children and playced with
them, there was no fezling of loneliness. And I did not hzve an intro-
verted mind. However, from the day I started doing a job zfter
leaving schoel my loneliness increased manifcla (p. 47).

This solitary man according to Lukecs “is an ahistorical being” possessed
of two major cheracter traits. *“‘First, the hero is confined to the limits cf his
own experience” and ““secondly, the hero himsclf is without persorat history.
He 1s ‘thrcwn-into-the-world’: meaninglessly, unf:thems bly”’.11 Lukecs wes
undoubtedly uncsware of our literature but one cannot fail to draw an «nalogy
between Aravinda and the above description of the solitary man. In examin-
ing the three main characters in Viragaya Gunaddsa Amarasekera has rightly
raised the question : . .. One question darises at this point namely, how was
it that Aravindz got such a peculiar mind? The lack of a suitable answer to
this question seems to me the only weakness in Virdgava. Martin Wickrama-
singhe’s attempt has been to show this as an inherent quality of Aravinda.”12

It 1s not out of plece to point out that Meartin Wickramasinghe was not
happy with such criticisms levelled cgcinst his work. The cuthor went to the
extent of writing sncther bock by way cf replying to such critics.’3 His con-
tentlon was that Aravinda’s cheracter Lad been conditioned by such quelities
as contentment, passionlessness, svmpethy, compession o.nd selflessness which
he claims to be inherent to the rural Buddhists of S:1 Lanka. ‘“Aravinda’s
cheracter wes besed on & young man who hrd been disciplined by the rural
Buddhist culture and environment™,1? says Wickramesinghe., But hardly any
attempt hes been made in the work itself te justify his claim.

10. Ibid. p. 20,

11. Ibid, p. 21.

12. @etdMmB, BI3Ben e, TenidY 053 @ 1978, ‘aldxsle sosldd o DB’
Qehets ¢®Jedmo, 91 8.

13. 28357 808w, »OMrn 01 IG1ve, PEFTO yminnmews, eigc®, 1965,

14, ©9 144 8.
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Disappcintmernt and dis:llusionment. pessimistic outlook on life. lack of
self-confidence, boredom and defeatism without reasonable cause-—these are
pften taken to be the prircipal themes of the modernist writers. In fiction,
their main characters suffer from these cheracter traits. We see in Aravinda
a person aptly qualifying for 1l these qualities. “He is immazture, a prey to

shyness and 1ndifference, irresolute and afraid of action”, points out Ashley
Hclpe.1$

The following self-criticisms of Aravinda would illustiate the point :

I considered it 4 pleasure to despise the people and their traditional
beliefs and customs. Nevertheless, I did not have the courage to arrive
at a decision and act (p. 121).

At times I feel that my thoughts about Bathie and Sarcjini flicker like
the flapping of wings of a dying bird. The untulfilled desires now biing
about not sadness but pleasure. I have lost my self-confidence (p. 245).

When it 1s time for me to swim cver to the other side, my power of
action comes to a standstill (p. 100).

It is not the intention of the present writer to imply that this tvpe of
character should nct heve a2 place in our novels. But any sensible reeder has
the right to expect the characters to be conditioned by the historicel and sccial
forces at work. For instance, Maxim Gorky wes one among other writers
who depicted charecters defected by life, but “they are cll defected in the

intricate and eventful struggles, the result of which 1s by no means a foregone
conclusion for the individual case” 18

This brings us to the other point. Itissaid that the characters of mcdernist
writers hzve been just thrust upon the world depriving the characters of a
sense of time and perspective. The lives of such “characters are without
direction, without motivation, without development’’.2?

Let us look at Aravinda in Viragaya.

I did not think of the future. At times, I felt that a person who
thought about his future was a selfish one (p. 78).

Pondering over the past and the future leads to the bewilderment
of the mind, says Kulasooriya. This statement fescinated me. Every
time I thought of my past I was reminded of the wrongs I hed done to
my mother or to somecne else, This caused me pzin of mind (p.117)

I tried to forget the past. I did not think of the future. I do not
have a present worthy enough to worry about (p. 190).

What prevails behind all these argumerts is the disinclination to
change my way of life, the life that I have long been used to. My fear.

(p. 172).

15. Ashely Halpe, “Beyond passion; Some Comments on the Theme and Structure of
Viragaya in ©103s7 5930 emdoc @w giwy:, Bud gmaweed, ¢80
1975, 8. 224,

16. George Lukacs, Studies in European Realism, The Merlin Press, London, reprint
1972, P. 214.
17. The Meaning of Contemporary Realism, p. 59.
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Viragaya was 2cclaimed by most ctitics as a novel of the highest order. 8
They were 1! fascinated by its ‘artistic perfection’. Nevertheless, the opinions
expressed about Aravinda’s cheracter fell far shoit cf the expectations of the
author, so mucls so, that he himself came forward with his own exposition
as referred to earlier. Wickramasinghe’s contention was that the character of
Aravinda was conditioned by the “rurel Buddhist culture and envitonment'’.1®
He further explains : “Aravinda does not fit into modern society and the
world. He is in fact a true Buddhist who, while remaining a layman (i.e.
not renunciating the worldly life) consciously or otherwise strived to enter
into the path advocated by the Buddha’’.2¢

However, 1t must be pointed out that the novel Virdgaya, but for the
title?® and just once in the introductory chapter where Aravinda’s character
has been compared to that of a Thero or a sage, does not contain any reference
to the “path advocated by the Buddha”. Aravinda does not seem to have
any explicit intention of following the preachings of the Buddha, either.

This 1s not the place to go into details as to whether ‘a true Buddhist®
who remains a layman does not fit into modern society and the world as is
implied by the statement quoted above. If it was so, Buddhism would have
been dead long ago. One must dlso not be blind to the fact that Buddhism,
just as much as any other religion, had not been immune to the process of
change and evolution.

Praising Viragaya as a good work of art, Bdiriweera Sarachchandra says :
“The question came to my mind : Isn’t there 2t lecst a fraction of Aravinda’s
character embedded in every Sinheclese? All of us have not fzced the same
situzticns 2s did Aravinda. But can we possibly say that we have not been
confronted with, at least partially, similar situaticns? On such occasions we
have not acted in the s2me manner 2¢s Aravinda. But did we not feel like
doing so? Isit not possible for usto act in that way? This, I feel, is one 1e2son
for the greatness of Viragaya. Aravinda’s is a unique character. It is not the
character of a typical Sinhalese.”s®

No doubt, 1n every man’s life there are moments of crisis end fiustration,
but it is the nature inherent in man to try to overcome them, to struggle for
existence. At times when one is overcome by boredom one may feel inclined
to run away fromeverything. Inclinationis one thing; reality another. Sarach-
chandra himself has pointed out that Aravinda’s character was different from
a typical Sinhalese.

18. tetdzmal, Bnp®8ewn fome, “Bowewdd ededm O WD 08885 ©Ii0OxTe ;
Ashley Halpe, Loc. Cit.

19. OWDTr10 M THow, 144 8.
20, ©9® 146 8. .

21. ‘The term Viragaya includes such a range of significance as to be virtually untran-
slatable. Perhaps its most inclusive meaning is that it signifies a state in which
“all desires passions, feelings, beliefs and thoughts are purged from the mind of the
contemplater’® (Mr. Wickramasinghe in a letter to the present writer). The word.
detachment, non attachment, indifference, passionlessness ate all partial and inadequate
equivalents’. Ashely Halpe,- Op, ¢it- fn. 3, p. 223.

22, Cogima®, Bp®i-v gamw, 48 8.
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In the words of Friedrich Engels “realism...implies, beside truth of
detail, the truth in reproduction of typical cha acters under typical circum-
stances”.23 Elaborating on this Lukacs clezrly makes the distinction between
rezlism and mcdeini:m. “In realistic litereture each descriptive detzil is both
individual and typical”.2* “Mcdernist litereture . .. replaces concrete typi-
cality with abstr.ct perticulerity.2% In the cheracter of Aravinda we see not
individuality and typicality but certainly zbstract particularity.

It 1s of interest to note how Szrachchandra ends his article on Viragaya.
“However, 1t 1s not fair to make a generalizetion on human chearacter or on
the nature of the world through 2 unique cheracter or a rare experience. Such
a pleasure (derived out of a unique cheracter or a rare experience) should be
valued sclely for the sake of that pleasure”.2®8 Sarachchandra, apparently,
was thinking of the arts for art’s sake theory in meking his ¢ssessment of
Viragaya. And we know that most modernist writers end critics hold the
same view. In this context it will be of interest to recollect a statement by
Georgei Plekhanov. He said, “the belief in ort for art’s sake arises whenever
the artist is out of harmony with his social environment”.27

Gunadasa Amarasekers who has authored a couple of novels that con-
veniently confcrm to the Viragaya pattern zttempts to justify such werks by
counling Viragaya with the reclist tredition.2® He places the reclist novel in
Sinhela inthe backeround of ‘a super dialcgue’ which he claims to have started
with the socio-politico-n~tional movement under the leadership of Anegarika
Dharmrapala in the lete 19th century and the eerly 20th, the logiczl culminztion
of which was reached in 1956 when S. W. R. D. Banddaranaike became the
Prime Minister of this country. This super-dizlogue, 2ccordir.g to Amera-
sekera, which continued to dominate the cultuiallife cf the ccuntry for so long
ceased in 1956 resulting in a pericd of cclm. “Viragaya came into being ir
a society in which prevailed a stete of tranquility ceused by the absence of a
super-dizlogue. It can 2lso be taken as a novel where the author is giving a
judgment of the society devoid of a super-dialogue.2

Even if one were to concede to this rather ambiguous ‘super-dialogue’
theory 1t would be inconceivable to imegine how a socio-politico-national
movement which hed been active for a pericd of over seven decades suddenly
comes to d standstill right at the point of its culmination in 1956.

Viragaya was published in 1956 and the a2uthor would have conceived
the idea of the novel ecrlier then that. Hence it is beseless to conclude that
Viragaya wes the logical outcome of a society devoid of any dialogue. In
poriraying the cheracter of Aravinde, we see an author who had remained
“out of harmony with the socizl environment™’.

23. Friedrich Engels, “Letter to Margaret Harkness” In Marxists on Literature: An
Anthology, ed. by David Craig, Penguin, Reprint 1977, p. 269.

24. The Meaning of Contemporary Realism, p. 43.

25. Ibid.

26. oS, 8p0L-» g, 51 8.

27. Georgei Plekbanov, “On Art for Art’s Sake,** in Marxists on Literature: An Anthology
p. 272. |

28. Qe @0ILSWT, QLN Yous, Yo EMmaamewd, eie®, 1976.

20. 28 30 &,
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On the other hand we see in Gamperaliya a Sinhala fiction writer operating
in complete harmony with the social environment. For the first time 1n Sinhala
fiction we come across a4 work, the characteristic of which 1s thet every single

character has been portraved as both individual and typical functioning under
typical circumsfances.

Kaicaruvatte Muhandiram was a typical descendant, the lest link, of a
‘high-class’ village family respected and drcaded by ¢1l. His wife, Matara
Hamine was conservetive, but had a tender hecrt towards the villagers and
was loved by them. Their two dzughters, confined to their own werld, were
two different individuals both of whom inherited the pride cf prestige from
their parents. They tried to meintain this to the last but circumstances fcreed
them to shed some of it. Tissa, the only son of the Keisaruvettes, who was
expected to continue the family tradttion hed a different outlecck on life. He
was a shy led who disregerded all conservetism and trediticn. There was
very good reason for his attitudes. He had been awey from his home since
he was seven years of age attending a Christian schocl in town until his father’s
death and later dcing a job in Colombo. From the verv beginning he was
the onlv member of the family who did not care about his sister merrying
Piyal who was certainly a match for her but considered by the elders to belong
to a lower rung 1n society though of the same caste.

Gunzdesa Amarasekera is of the opinion that Aravinda in Virdgaya 1s
no other than Tissa in Gamperaliya, Kalivugaya and Yuganiaya.3® However
it must be pcinted out that, unlike Aravinda, Tissa’s character is the inevitatle
result of his environment and social circumstances.

Wickramesinghe, in Gamperaliya, hes succeeded in portraying a reelistic
picture of the social change that took place during the first few deccdes of
this century. With a deep understanding cf society, he wes ¢ ble to portrey the
characters whose attitudes and actions were condificned by the socicl and

econcmic groups to which they belonged. Hence, Gamperaliya is a truly realist
novel.

The modernist trend that dominated the Sinhela novel for some time
has alrecdy subsided and it is heartening to note that our writers have cgain
sone back to the rezlist novel and thet they concentrate on society rether than
on exclusively individual characters that remain out of harmony with the
social environment.*

o. dd¢eds @ows, 30 8.

* 1 am grateful to Prof. Sarathchandra Wickramasuriya of the Peradeniya University
who read through this article and offered many useful suggestions.
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