


Sri Thallapaka Annamacharya, the fifteenth century composer rose to a legerd
in his own lifetime. Gifted with rare poctic talent and versatility . this simple,
pious Telugu composer elevated music from its traditional courtly atmosphere
to the cosmic heights where only the purest of the words and ragas interplay .
His Kirtanas possess innate sweetness, simplicity and grace because they derive
their surpassing strength and heauty from his all-surrendered desotion to the
Lord of the Seven Hills. His Iyrics shorn of verbiage and pomposity are
suffused with a rustic charm and cadence and are subtly orchestrated into the
motif of the poems—the devotion transcending space and time.

Annamacharya was a poet, devotee ahd
mystic of Andhra Desa of the 15th century that
made unparalleled contribution to the religious
and cultural heritage of South India. Com-
mencing his compositions at the age of sixteen
in 1424 A.D. he continued them till he left this
mundane world in 1503 and no less than 32000
hymns in the name of Lord Sri Venkateswara
are said to have been composed by him. It is
said that there was not a single day passed in
his life without his composing at least one song
in praise of his Deity, the Lord of Venkatadri.
Like the forgotten but never to be forgotten
history of the Vijayanagara period to which he
belonged, his glorious history was forgotten by
the country till recent times. The great works
of this saint-poet were discovered and rescued
in the recesses of a (dark) cell in the temple of
Lord Venkateswara from the copper plates on
which they were inscribed and the Tirumala-
Tirupati Devasthanams have recovered this
great cultural treasure for the country.

The hymns published so far by T. T.
Devasthanams are enough to disclose the
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magnitude of the master mind which has a
thousand brilliant facets like a diamond, in all
its varied excellence. They show how Anna-
macharya was a great musician, poct, devotce,
reformer and a mystic.

Annamacharva belonged to a small village
cailed Thallapaka 1n Cuddapah district.” He
came from a family of scholars but his early life
showed no promise of scholarly attainment,
though it was not without devotional leanings.
At the age of 16, he visited the temple of Sri
Venkateswara. His soul fell in love with Him at
first sight and from that moment it continued
to be in inseparable and everlasting commun-
ion with Him. This communion expressed itself
in the outpouring of his heart which he called
Sankirtanams. Inheriting the poetic talent from
his ancestors of the ‘Nandavariki’ brahmin
family to which scveral great Telugu poets
belonged, he transmitted it for two immediate-
ly successive generations after him. But the
significant fact is that while his successors were
undoubtedly great poets he was something
inore than a poet. He was a Bhakta, a Yogi, a
devotee and a mystic.



Annamacharya belonged to the 15th cen-
-tury. It was just the time when there was a
clash between Islam and Hinduism resulting in
the impact of the one on the other. Particularly
in South India it was just a little over a century
since the Muslim invasion had taken place.
There was the emergence of a new outlook, a
new order in the religious atmosphere of the
land. A reformist tendency, and a religious
fervour characteristic of the adoration of a
personal God appeared in a novel form. It is
interesting to find that when Annamacharya
was singing in South India the glory of his God
Vishnu as that of the God of the universe,
there was another remarkable devotee Kabir
who was singing the glory of God in Northern
India inspired by a similar Vaishnava Bhakti.
Kabir was born in 1444 and was a contempor-
ary of Annamacharya. Though the two had
many superficial differences they had much
that was common in fundamentals. Both were
mystics in a sense. In the introduction to
Tagore’s poems of Kabir, Evelyn Underhill
defines mystic poetry in the following words:

“The Poetry of Mysticism might be de-
fined on the one hand as a temperamental
reaction to the vision of reality, on the other,
as a form of prophecy. As it is the special
vocation of the mystical consciousness to medi-
ate between two orders, going out in loving
adoration towards God and coming home to
tell the secrets of eternity to other men; so the
artistic self-expression of this consciousness has
also a double character. It is love poetry but
love poetry which is often written with a
missionary intention.” These words apply with
equal force to the poetry of Kabir as that of
Annamacharya. The hymns of Annamacharya
are of two categories (1) Adhyatma Sankirta-
nas and (2) Sringara Sankirtanas. In these
there is “Love poetry which is written with a
missionary intention.” To quote again Evelyn
Underhill “It is by the simplest metaphors, by
constant appeal to needs, passions, relations
which all men understand—the bridegroom
and the bride, the guru and the disciple, the

A
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pilgrim, the farmer, the migrant bird, that he
drives home his intense conviction of the
reality of the soul’s intercourse with the Trans-
cendant”. The hymns of Annamacharya
abound in all these examples. Every common
experience of life formed the theme of his
communion with Lord Sri Venkateswara. He
and His Lord were the bride and the
bridegroom. He realised Him as the all-
pervading One. He begged Him for grace. He
spoke to Him and listened to Him. He was in
direct communion with Him and received His
Grace and communicated it to the common
man.

Again like Kabir Annamacharya preaches
as a reformer the futility of vain forms amd
rituals. Kabir has poured contempt on the
professional sanctity of the Yogi who has “a
great beard and matted locks” and Anna-
macharya points out the importance of genuine
devotion as being superior to the external
forms. One of his hymns says:

“Neither high birth nor low birth but the
understanding of the Truth is the cause of real
greatness. The person who is born in a low
caste and yet worships the feet of the Lord is
greater than the ‘Somayaji’ who is well versed
in vedic lore but has no devotion to God.

If a person, though belonging to the
lowest caste, seeks the all-pervading One, he is
greater than the “Sanyasi” devoid of Har
Bhakti.

He who enjoys the unparalleled Grace of
t.ord Sri Venkateswara is at once greater than
a Tapasi who has knowledge and learning but
grows only in body and not in the spirit of
divine worship.”

It has its kinship with the following utter-
ance of Kabir. “If yvou have not drunk of the
nectar of that One Love what boots it though
you should purge yourself of all strains?

The Kazi is searching the words of the
Koran and instructing others; but if his heart



"be not steeped in that love, what does it avail.
though he be a teacher of men?

The Yogi dyes his garments with red: but
if he knows not of that colour of love. what
does it avail though his garments be tinted?”

Thus there is a kinship of spirit in the

mystic nature of Annamacharya and Kabir-

whose minds are undoubtedly influenced
though not in a direct manner by the spiritual
atmosphere of the times which were sur-
charged with thoughts of Sufis like Jalaluddin
Rumi and Hafiz and the saints like Ramanan-
da. There is a subtle unity in their philosophies
with the marked divergence resulting. of
course, from the fact that Kabir was a Moslem
by birth while Annamacharya had the inheri-
tance of Hindu philosophy. But both had the
inspiration of Vaishnavism preached by Rama-
nuja the Reformer and Ramananda the
Bhakta.

In an age when the embellished form of
Kavya or Prabandha was in great vogue in the
Telugu country Annamacharya had chosen the
popular form of Sankirtana though he had all
the literary talent and equipment to write in an
ornate form. His compositions would reveal a
richness of diction and mastery of style which
would enrich any form of literary compositions
of high order. He wrote freely in Telugu and
Sanskrit. The speciality of Annamacharya’s

works is that they are a rare combination of -

fine music, rich poetry and intense love. In this
respect Jayadeva may be compared with him.
But even here Annamacharya sometimes adds
a finer technique to his musical compositions in
Sanskrit by the adoption of the additional
embellishment of ““Prasa” a special feature of

Telugu metre, not found in Sanskrit verse or
song.

Even if his compositions are to be consi-
dered for their literary value Annamacharya’s
Sankirtanas must be ranked among the
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greatest works in Telugu literature. At the
same time he wrote in a very simple and lucid
and yet popular and soul-stirring language
because his writings were the outpourings of
his heart intended for the common man of
kindred spirit and not for the merely learned.
In fact he started a new school of Telugu
poetry both in form and content. He greatly
enriched the musical lore of Andhra. He was
reformer in the literary field, in the artistic
field and in the Spiritual field.

Annamacharya was the living example of
a Parama Bhagavata.

He loved God and lived in God, and had’
his being in Him. Every one of these aspects of
his life and experience was borne out by his
numerous songs. The dawn of his devotion to

Sri Venkateswara reads like a miracle tale

while its well developed firmness was un-
affected by the temptations of royal pomp and
power. He lived in the time of Saluva Nara-
simha who loved him and extended his patron-
age to him. Annamacharya was provided with
all comforts and was allowed to sing the glory
of Lord Venkatesa. One day the king chanced
to listen to the dance tune of a charming song
on Lord "Venkatesa by Annamacharya. He
requested Annamacharya to compose a similar
song in his name. Annamacharya immediately
refused to use his talent to sing in praise of
man. Narasimha felt humiliated, got wild with
him and ordered his imprisonment. Even then
Annamacharya would make his appeal to his
supreme lord and not to the sovereign that
punished him and expressed his firm conviction
that the power of Lord Venkateswara would
remove all fetters. Immediately his fetters
dropped down and the king then realised his
mistake and restored Annamacharya to his
former position. In an age when poets, scholars
and artists craved for royal patronage Anna-
macharya despised them. He was a *“‘Brahma-
nistha Grihastha.” Brought up by such a father
his son donated his own wealth for the renova-
tion of the temple and the tank of his Deity like
kings and feudal chiefs.
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