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Smt. Nalappattu Balamani Amma

Smt. Nalappattu Balamani Amma on whom the Sahitya
Akademi is conferring its highest honour of Fellowship today
is one of the most eminent poets in Malayalam, who has been
writing poetry incessantly for more than sixty years.

She started writing poetry even as a teen-ager. Born and
brought up in a village in central Kerala in an aristocratic
family with sublime cultural traditions and literary
background, poetry came to her as leaves to trees. Daughter
of Kunhunni Raja of Chittanjoor Palace, and niece of
Nalappattu Narayana Menon an eminent poet, author of
reference books on philosophy and psychology and translator
of Les Miserables of Victor Hugo into Malayalam, she had,
from her very childhood, imbibed refined literary taste and
flare for poetry. Her uncle’s library contained not only great
literary works but also books on philosophy and psychology
and several other branches of knowledge. Though she did not
have formal education, as girls from aristocratic families
were rarely sent to schools in those days (she was born in
July 1909), she learned Sanskrit and earned a basic
knowledge of English from tutors engaged at home, and she
expanded her knowledge by making good use of her uncle’s
library. Wide reading is the source of her remarkable
knowledge in philosophy, psychology and certain other
disciplines. The proportion of intellectual element found in
her poetry is much higher than in the work of most of the
contemporary poets.

She was married to Sri V.M. Nair, a senior managerial
official in a European company in Calcutta where she lived
for a long time. Encouraged and inspired by him she
continued writing poetry. The main themes were motherly
love, affection for all, especially for the suffering sections of
humanity and such other fine sentiments that can be qualified
as pure, holy and divine. Children are for her the worldly
manifestations of God. She finds a divine greatness, purity
and glory in children. “Trailing clouds of glory do we come
from God who is our Home.” These words of Wordsworth
are exactly what the children depicted in her poetry would tell
us.

Her collections of lyrical compositions began to be
published from 1930 onwards, which come to more than
twenty volumes. On the basis of themes and perceptual
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nature, three phases can be traced in the evolution of her art
of poetry. The first phase belongs to the two decades
beginning 1930, in which the predominant emotional world is
that of mother and child. The whole universe is reviewed
through the mother’s eyes. When the Magnificent “I"” (Moi-
le-Magnifique) of the Romantic poet is all mother in
Balamani Amma’s poetry, everything in the universe
assumes the charm of the darling child. There is nothing ugly
or detestable in the universe, because everything appears
beautiful as one’s own offspring. On the other hand, when the
mysterious universe is viewed as the great mother, the
humble ‘I" appears as the child in her lap, affectionately
protected. The vision in this phase, thus possesses a unique
philosopic magnitude and metaphysical grandeur. Nine
volumes of her poetry belong to this period: Kooppukai
(Worshipfully folded hands, 1930), Amma (Mother, 1934),
Kudumbini (The Housewife, 1936), Dharmamargattil
(Along the Path of Duty, 1938), Strihrdayam (The Mind of
Woman, 1939), Prabhankuram -(The Emerging Rays, 1942),
Bhavanayil (World of Imagination, 1942), Oonjalil (On the
Swing, 1946) Kalilkkotta (The Basket of Toys. 1949)

In the second phase, the world of ‘T" is depicted in relation
to the society. Great concern for human society with its
materialistic and spiritual problems and a deep anguish at the
apparently incurable ills of humanity are the characteristics of
poetry during this phase. It is not that the world of woman
and child is entirely transformed. Child, as it appears to the
eye of the grandmother, is indeed presented in a more
glorified view. But the dominant aspect is the poet’s deep
concern for the various maladies of mankind and their
remedies. This quest for solution for problems created by
man in the process of building up systems of societies and
life, has led the poet even to the personalities in legends.
myths, and epic poetry. The poet analyses in the poems on
them the basic psychological facts involved in the problems
of class-struggle, authoritarianism, selfishness, thirst for
power, etc. The personalities chosen from ancient literary
works symbolically represent mental truths and attitudes that
lead men to doom or redemption. These are not narrative
poems meant for retelling the old stories, but are dramatic
monologues in which the speaking selves are forced to have a
rethinking and reassessment of their own lives and deeds. In
this process, even though the stories remain the same, the
personalities undergo such transformation that they represent
human predicaments relevant in contemporary situations.
Parasurama, who is violence incarnate, is made to confess his
sins and to declare the ultimate futility of the path of
violence. Viswamitra, in the poem of Balamani Amma,
reminds us of the modern scientist with his technologies in
genetic engineering and rocketry. He is also made to admit
that the ultimate values are not the faculties but the qualities
of mind, such as mercy, love, and dedication to the cause of

others’ happiness. The volumes in the second phase are:
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Velicchattil (Light of Truth, 1951), Avar Padunnu (They
Sing. 1952), Pranamam (Obeisance, 1954), Lokantarangalil
{In the Other Worlds, 1955), Muttassi (Grand mother, 1962),
Ambalattil (In the Temple, 1967), and Nagarattil (In the
City, 1968).

The third phase (1970-1990) is one of individuation in the
Jungian sense, and the poems of the period are an
amalgamation of the earlier trends. It was during this phase
that the poet gave her reinterpretations to the stories of
archetypal characters such as Bhishma and Valmiki.
Bhishma, in her poem, suffers from guilty conscience for
inflicting fatal injury and insult to the mind of Amba. His bed
of thorns is according to the poet his guilty conscience.
Similarly, Valmiki is depicted as possessing a remorseful
mind for having deserted his family and thus depriving
himself of the moral right to fling a curse on a poor forest
hunter who had killed one of the couple of birds.

The third phase consists of a few small volumes and a
large collection titled Naivedyam (1987). An earlier
compilation is Sopanam (1958).

The voluminous poetic writing, the depth of philosophic
insight into human existence, the aesthetic sensibility and
above all, the incessant flow of tender human feelings of
love, mercy, devotion and respect for human justice and
dignity make a rare combination that leaves a discerning
reader in a state of astonishment, adoration, and reverence.
Immaculate in every sense is Balamani Amma’s poetry.

The talents of the poet were recognised by the nation when
the Sahitya Akademi award (for the collection, Muttassi )
and “Padmabhushan” were conferred on her. She has also
won several awards in her home state.

The scholar-ruler Pareekshit Raja of the erstwhile Cochin
State had conferred the title of “Sahitya Nipuna” on the poet
in 1947. She is known as “The Mother” in the literary circles
of Kerala, not only because her poetry projects the world of
the mother, but also because of her endearing motherly
personality, which explains why adverse criticism is
singularly absent in her case.

For her eminence as a poet in Malayalam, the Sahitya
Akademi confers its highest honor, the Fellowship, on
Nalappattu Balamani Amma.
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