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Nanjil Nadan’s DRIFT WOOD

Drift Wood is Nanjil Nadan’s latest novel. As the
writer’s pen name indicates, his fictional world pictures a certain
region in Tamil Nadu which his earlier novels effectively fulfill
this purpose. His fiction may be described mainly as realistic. The
novels effective though they are, suffer from a certain laxity in
form to a certain extent. One finds in them a certain propogandist
slant. Certain situations do not ring true. But this cannot be said
of his latest novel. It isa well constructed work which has added
to his artistic effectiveness, the accent of felt - experience.

The novel may be briefly summarised. The novel depicts
the carrier of the central character - young Shanmugam, typical of
the vast unemployed, who swarm this country. His efforts to se-
cure employment in his own district do not come off. And he moves
on to Bombay where he succeeds after some efforts in securing a
Job of sorts, in a small industrial concern, thanks to the help of his
father’s brahmin landlord. But even this job offers him the means
only for his bare survival in a crowded city like Bombay. After
astay of two years there he borrows some money, returns to
his native place only to go back to his job, one among the vast
annonymous crowd who earn their keep in that industrialised
city.

It may be noticed that though Nanjil Nadan is not
concerned with complexity in the fictional form, distinctive fea-
ture of modernity, his novel does not pay in its effectivness. Even
the bald summary given here shows the emphasis is not on the
plot, which we associate with the conventional novel. One may
even say the catagorisation of fiction as realistic, naturalistic and
what not does not yet reveal the secret of art. It is the extension
of experience brought of by an imaginative and sensitive mind that
in this final analysis accounts for the secret of art. It is a critical
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common place to describe the novel as primarily the portayal of
man in his relations with Society. In the novel as students of
literature know. we have a world and a vision, even apparently
irrelevent elements depict the creative mind at work. All these
elements ought to be seen in Nanjil Nadan’s latest effort in the
fictional form.

The novel moves between two poles - a sleepy village in
the South and the industrialised city of Bombay. The point is quite
unobtrusively and quite effectively made that in the post - inde-
pendent India politics has lost its idealistic fervour, found in pre-
independent India. Every political party - be it the Congress or the
DMK is corrupt. Most M.L.A’s have thier quota of jobs and
seats in professional colleges which they farm out for a consid-
eration and falten themselves in the process. Disillusioned with all
this Shanmugam moves on to Bombay. Here we get a different
picture. Here ‘corruption assumes a more sophisticated form.
True, Shanmugam gets a job- though the salary is not much to
think of in a city like Bombay. The officer incharge is interested
only in promoting the business of the Company. The running of
the Office is in the hands of one Acharya, an efficient employee
who owes his position thanks to the force of nepotism. He is
efficient in his own way though he cheats the company on the
sly. He buys their spare parts needed in this company from the
agents and not from those who conduct wholesale business in
them. This is found by Shanmugam and this results in a sizable
saving for the company, yet when his turn comes Shanmugam is
not confirmed. Apart from this, if one may put it so, Bombay
emerges as a machinery nightmarish symbol in the novel. One
example will do. The gigantic erections in the industrial establish-
ments that spit out smoke are described as phallic symbols that
pierce the very heavens. We have also a very. effective descrip-
tion of the topography of Bombay and the landmarks that dot it -
- as the Tata Institute of Fundamental Research, the naval quarters
and the slum areas like the Shell colony. In the last we find the
submerged classes mainly the Tamils carrying on a sort of commu-
nity living held together by the force ofa sad experience and a sad
culture, however superficial it my be. Here we find that men and
women ease themselves at day breaks, a distance away from the
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railway track. Here we find people who deal in the black market
in rice, meanial servants and clerks. One unforgetable picture is
the daily death rate of four or five among the commuters by the
local trains who hang on to the footboard. Over and above all
these, we smell the faint excremental odour over the whole city.
The problem of accomodation is also effectively picturised.

In the novel we have also effective characters -- the
‘chota’ political leaders like Shanmugam’s uncle, Shanmugam’s
own fathera loyal tenant who owns some land and takes on lease
another two acres and yet cannot make both ends meet as he has
a large family. His dream is that his educated son will get a fat
dowry. In the Shell colony we have endearing characters like
Eswarapandy with his innate affability driven by his affection to
keep his mother and sister in some comfort, taking to the practice
of trading rice inthe black market. In the office we have Ruben
the assistant fitter, - a Jew who effects some reforms which
bring about some improvement in the condition of the staff there
through his humour and gentle persuation. And the man also
knows his job. And we have Acharya the undergraduate who
has a photographic memory, is efficient in his own way, is
affluent and yet his jealousy of Shanmugam acts as an irritant to
him. So the list goes on.

Another element in the novel is his style and sensitive
approach to the question of values. Shanmugam knows the
failings of the DMK party and yet he can see the petty mindedness
of the brahmin member of the staff in the Tamil Sangam who will
not grant membership to him because, as he puts it, people like
Shanmugam read only Chandilyan. One word from one who
looks like a leader of the DMK party puts him in his place. So
to the brahmin landlord, despite his large heartedness, is particu-
lar that people like Shanmugam’s father should keep their
distance. Shanmugam himself whose reading stops with the
popular magazines like Kumudham, Anandha Vikatan and the
novels of Chandilyan cannot fit into a group different from what
he thinks his is ( the brahmins). And yet he asks himself whether
the fault lies in himself or in them. Again it is a sort of the feel
of togetherness that drives him to live with the people in the Shell
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colony. It is not only the need forajob; the sexual need is also
there - much before the quest for employment is completed.
Thus in the Shell colony when a young woman makes her
advances to him a few days later we find him with a sense of
guilt, buving a contraceptive. Still his idealistic impulses do not
die out, with poverty still dogging his heels he does not fail to
send to his parents a monthly remittance of Rs.50.00. All this
shows that there is something of the artist in Shanmugam..

Nanjil Nadan’s style hasa peculiar flavour, that shows his
mind steeped in the Sangam and the latter Tamil classics. It has
its nuances. The local DMK party members quote from the
Sidhas and the Thirumanthiram. Even the very title reminds us of
a Sangam poem that shows how man is caught in the drift of
destiny that will take him to his destination, though he himself
might not be aware 'of it. The very descriptive style in which
the novel is written accounts for its element of relativity upborne
by the idealistic thought. It has a certain complexity. One may
also add thata passage in the novel on the killing of adog has
a surrealistic tinge. Altogether an enjoyable novel, indeed.

Thiruvananthapuram Nakulan
2-4-1987.
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