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On His Magnanimity: Some from here and some from there
by
Dr. Sunder Kidambi

Unto him, whose benedictory verse reads,
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I bow with utmost reverence. A person who walked this earth for
about 80 years with an unmatchable combination of knowledge and
humility and with an unshakable devotion to his acaryas, unto him
my very humble obeisance. While, on the one hand, my fingers
tremble to write a few words about a man whose precincts of
knowledge and humility knew no bounds for I know I will
indubitably fail in describing the magnanimity of this person, on the

other, I feel extremely fortunate for the opportunity to express my
feelings, purely from my own experiences and from those of some



who have been very close to him. svami desikan in his magnum
opus, $ri padukasahasram, says
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that the holy ganga is not desecrated by a dog licking her water, but
instead the dog's thirst is quenched. I derive great comfort in this
verse since a few prattling from a lowly person like me would not in
any way diminish the grandeur of this person. Yes, I am talking
about kaviratna vedantavibhiisana pravacanakalanidhi vedasara
vidvan $r1 hariharapuram gopalacarya, who, in the year 1988
adorned the ochre robes as the 10™ pithadhipati of the andavan
periyasrama parampara and became consecrated as His Holiness $r1
Srinivasaramanuja mahadesikan, a.k.a., His Holiness $ri maistira
andavan. Born to $ri krnamacarya and $rimati ranganayakamma on
August 19, 1909 in sosale village, t. narasipura taluk, a place that is
majestically stationed at the confluence of kaveri and kapila rivers, he
rose to great heights very early in his life that astounded strong men
of erudition. It is believed that he composed a 134-stanza eulogy
titled Srimad andavan vaibhavam in Sanskrit in praise of His
Holiness $ri nammandavan $ri vedantaramanuja mahadesikan at a
tender age of 14 when His Holiness performed prapatti and
administered the panca samskaram to him. Pleased with his scholarly
disposition, His Holiness addressed the resplendent prodigious
sapling of uncanny calibre with the appellation maistira vidvan

gopu. At a later stage in his life, he became known as maistira gopu
mama. Throughout this article I will, with impunity and utmost



reverence and affection, address him as maistira vidvan gopu or
vidvan gopu.

$ri krnamacarya breathed his last when vidvan gopu was barely
eleven during a wave of plague that hit the village. Being the eldest
son in the family, in addition to the family being in an impecunious
state, he shouldered the responsibility of raising all his siblings, two
sisters, laksamma and cellamma and two brothers $rinivaasacarya
(who in the his later years became famous as sosale vadyar
Srinivaasacarya) and rangacarya. Realizing the tremendous potential
in him and the urge for the pursuit of higher knowledge, the scholars
in sosale advised him to go to maistrt for further education. With
the blessings of His Holiness $r1 abhinava ranganatha parakala
mahadesikan, then pithadhipati of parakala matham who provided
him both accommodation and food, he was able to pursue his studies
at the maistira maharaja samskrta pathasala. Subsequently, he
brought his brothers from sosale and took care of their education
with whatever assistance he got from parakala matham. During this
time, he completed vidvat degree in Sanskrit and passed all the high-
level examinations with flying colours in Kannada and Hindi to be
recognized as a pandita in these languages. It is believed that he
spent 14 years mastering the nuances of Sanskrit literature and
grammar and learning the intricacies of vedanta $astra and nalayira

divya prabandham.

Within a reasonable margin of error, it was in the year 1932 or 1933,
vidvan gopu married $rimati jayalaksmi of talakadu village. This
newly-wed couple, along with vidvan gopu’s mother, lived in sosale
for a few years during which vidvan gopu would frequently
disappear to Srirangam to pay respects to his acarya and quench his
thirst of mastering esoteric works of érivaisnava siddhanta by
listening to the divine discourses (kalaksepams) of His Holiness $r1



akkira andavan. Returning to sosale, every now and then, he would
stun his mother and wife by speaking in chaste Tamiz and presenting
to them what he had learned from his visit to $rirangam. How the
family managed to eke out a living, only the merciful Lord knows.
vidvan gopu and $rimati jayalaksmi were blessed with six daughters,
kamal3, saroja, kumuda, rajalaksmi, vaidehi and sita, and two sons,
krsna and rama.

vidvan gopu started his career probably around the year 1940 in
sakalesapura, a village near maistird, as a high-school teacher, after a
short stint in the same profession in nafijanagtidu and other
neighbouring villages in and around maistirci. During his stay in
sakalesapura, he found it difficult to perform the annual ceremony of
his father as there were only a couple of Srivaisnavas in that village.
On one such occasion, although he had invited these men to help him
perform his father's annual ceremony, due to some inconvenience
they expressed their inability to attend the function, right at the
eleventh hour. In those days the bus transportation was dismal and
hence that very moment, he set on his journey to maisirti on a
bicycle only to reach it in the evening. For the strict discipline he
followed, he travelled empty stomach to maistiri and subsequently
fast the rest of the day, feeling disappointed that he could not
perform his father's ceremony that day. Upon consulting the scholars
in maistiri, another date was set for performing the ceremony. Soon
after that he left sakaleSapura and settled in maistirti with a job in the
newly-opened Mahajana High School in 1945. He served here up
until 1975 for what was his longest career. A separate room was
assigned to him for his studies and regular consultation with his
students. A novice or the most erudite, both found time to converse
in person with vidvan gopu. It is believed that people flocked to his
room, both at college and at home. His daily routine would start
around 4.00 A.M., with his morning ahnikams, tiruvaradhanam,



followed by vedantic and philosophical studies. He would then leave
for work to return only in the evening. It would then be followed by
his evening ahnikams and discourse, either at home or at the andala
mandira, a venue for religious congregation. It was vidvan gopu's
belief that teaching is a god-given gift and that knowledge should not
be hoarded in one's mind but disseminated. It is believed that he was
the first person to teach nammazvar’s tiruvaymozi to eager aspirants,
at the andala mandira. With whatever he earned, he took care not
only of the family but also fed the poor and needy, for he certainly
knew his own times of hardship and difficulty. He raised a loan to
buy a house in maistirii and despite his altruistic demeanour and
meagre earnings, he paid back all the debt towards the house. If these
activities were not enough, he would frequently visit $rirangam to
pay his respects to his revered acarya $ri tirukkudandai andavan,
who, in turn, would eagerly await his arrival. 11 tirukkudandai
andavan once visited maistr, fulfilling the desire of vidvan gopu,
and camped at vidvan gopu's residence for a week. Day in and day
out, for those seven days disciples and admirers flocked to his house,
not just to seek the blessings of the revered acarya but also venerate
the man who brought the acarya in their midst.

The pandityam, vairagyam, dedication to the asrama and all the
features of a pithadhipati were seen in vidvan gopu and it was His
Holiness tenbirai andavan who administered the presa mantram and
moksasrama dharmanusthanams to vidvan gopu along with two
other great men, $r1 tirukkudandai $érinivasa raghavacariar and $r1
mannargudi ghanapathi narasimhacariar, for shouldering the
responsibility of the asrama as the 9™ pithadhipati of the periyasrama
parampara. At the time and place when His Holiness tenbirai
andavan left His mortal coils, $ri tirukkudandai Srinivasa
raghavacariar was present who, in the presence of many asrama
disciples, was immediately coronated as the pithadhipati with the



revered appellation His Holiness $ri vedanta ramanuja mahadesikan
( éri tirukkudandai andavan). It was probably not in the divine
itinerary for maistira vidvan gopu to take up the ochre robes for he
arrived much later at the scene. His Holiness $ri tirukkudandai
andavan, who Himself was a great orator and whose philosophical
discourses (upanyasams), especially on srimad ramayanam, have
mesmerized countless followers of $rivaisnavam, held vidvan gopu
in high esteem for his erudition and unmatched skills in composing
Slokas in Sanskrit. He once said that vidvan gopu, given a chance,
would compose an impromptu welcome speech by way of a §loka in
Sanskrit while others resort to a prepared speech in their native
tongue. $r1 tirukkudandai andavan, who became extremely popular
as $ri kannan svami, had the highest regard and admiration for
vidvan gopu's scholarship and unwavering dedication to his acarya
and the asrama, while vidvan gopu looked up to éri tirukkudandai
andavan with utmost reverence and affection as his acarya. Over
time the two grew extremely close to one another, one aspiring to
serve his acarya in whatever manner he could, and the other
confiding in his most trusted disciple many matters related to the
asrama and seeking his opinion on many philosophical matters. In
order to keep vidvan gopu in his close proximity, éri tirukkudandai
andavan made him the érikaryam of the arama and vidvan gopu,
true to his devotion to his acarya, faithfully discharged this
responsibility for nearly 25 years. maistira vidvan gopu's dedication
to his acarya is amply reflected in the salutary verses of many of his
compositions.
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I would like to particularly highlight the emotions of vidvan gopu

for his acarya at the time His Holiness &ri tirukkudandai andavan
had taken seriously ill. vidvan gopu sincerely and wholeheartedly



implored the divya dampatis in all the divya deSams in his soul-
stirring 100-stanza acaryavaibhavastakam. Addressing the divya
dampatis at kaficipuram, he says

e Gcaaqiedl FRATRRER JUIhE A
N~ o ~ o
A AT 31daNg, HElQead izl & |
ANETSA=aTETchd GBI
~ o
AT SETS SUSTATE RIS |

Turning to $r1 ramacandra in ayodhya, he says
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Surely, one of the 100 verses must have struck a chord in the Saranya

dampatis Who had no choice but to grant good health to the acarya.
vidvan gopu has travelled twice on foot accompanying His Holiness
$ri tirukkudandai andavan from $rirangam to badarinatha and back.
If it is not the unflinching and resolute devotion and concern for his
acarya undertaking such an arduous task, what else can we ascribe
this to. A parallel to such a devotion towards his acarya, in my
opinion, is probably only seen in kiirattazvan's devotion to $r1
ramanujacarya. Let me add an incident that §ri ptindi ramanujam, an
ardent disciple of Srimad andavan asrama, recalls that depicts the
veracity of this comparison. In the mid 1970’s $r1 tirukkudandai
andavan had ordained an eleaborate yagam for which scholars from
Tamil Nadu and Karnataka were invited. For some reasons a friction
between the two groups brewed that rose to such heights that it even
threatened the commencement of the yagam. Gauging the heat of the



situation, $ri tirukkudandai andavan signalled to his most trusted
disciple vidvan gopu to handle the situation and bring amity
between them. Having immediately understood the predicament his
acarya was in, he faced the two groups by accepting the complete
responsibility for their actions and even offered himself to be beaten
up physically if it helped diffuse tension and bring rapport in the two
groups. The two groups had no choice but to submit to his humility
and patch up their differences. The yagam was later conducted in
true spirit in a grand scale with great pomp and gaiety.

I am personally amazed beyond description with vidvan gopu's
poetic skills. I have spent many years transcribing his works (some of
which are published in this souvenir) and being extremely dim-
witted in Sanskrit, I've had a hard time making sure I have faithfully
reproduced the complex constructs in his compositions. ubhaya
vedanta éri H. R. sridhar, an ardent devotee of andavan asrama and a
person of great merit from bengaltird, says that vidvan gopu's
knowledge of Tamiz, Kannda and Sanskrit was such that not only
did he skillfully and eloquently provide a word-to-word meaning
with an elaborate commentary of svami desikan’s desika
prabandham in Kannada, but also, without the slightest deviation
from the essence of each Tamiz pasuram, provide an equivalent sloka
in Sanskrit. I am told that whenever $ri tirukkudandai andavan
delivered an upanyasam in Tamiz in Karnataka, vidvan gopu would
provide an instant synopsis of the discourse in Kannada between
pauses keeping the interest in the audience alive. I am dumbfounded
at how magnificently vidvan gopu has captured the experiences of
svami deSikan when he describes in his tiruccinnamalai the
transcendental and awe-inspiring gait of kafici devadhirajan as He
traverses the streets of kaficipuram. One can sing the sanskrit $lokas
with the same lilting and ecstatic effect as the Tamiz pasurams,
swaying in unison with the Lord's movement. The words "vandaar"



and "vandaar taame" occurring in 10 of the 11 stanzas in Tamiz have
been woven so commendably and mellifluously in Sanskrit that one
cannot distinguish between the Sankrit and Tamiz versions if one
heard them from a distance. The same can also be said about
tiruvarangattamudanar’s ramanuja nattandadi in Tamiz rendered in
Sanskrit. vidvan gopu not only provided an elaborate commentary
with word-to-word meaning of this masterpiece in Kannada but also
provided a 108-stanza $loka in Sanskrit faithfully reproducing the
purport of each pasuram in Tamiz. It must be noted that it is
extremely difficult to capture all the sentiments expressed in one
language and present it equally well in another. Only a person who
has mastered the nuances of grammar, literature and poetry in all
these languages would have the courage to venture into such a
challenging task. Indeed, vidvan gopu was that person. He has
shown beyond the slightest doubt and many times over, to cynics
and critics alike, his command and deftness in these languages and
mastery over the understanding of our piirvacaryas works. What was
looked upon as esoteric knowledge and belonging only to the Tamiz-
speaking Srivaisnava populace, works like desika prabandham,
tiruvaymozi, and ramanuja nattandadi, were made known to the
diaspora in Karnataka in crystal-clear and easy-to-understand
Kannada. For this, the Kannada-speaking $rivaisnavas should
eternally be indebted to maistira vidvan gopu for his untiring and
unflinching efforts and sacrifice. He mesmerized the Kannada-
speaking world by publishing a voluminous commentary in Kannada
of svami deSikan’s $r1 ranganatha padukasahasram in the year 1968
on the occasion of svami desikan’s seventh centenary tirunaksatram
celebrations. It was in the year 2007, Prof. B.R. Ramaprian published
the faithfully-translated work of vidvan gopu’s commentary in
English.



It was just providence that I stumbled upon a souvenir in $11 krsna
bhatta's house. ér1 krsna bhatta is the priest at the Ashland Lakshmi
Temple in the Boston area. We had gone to the temple on one of
Boston's cold wintry days and $ri krsna bhatta invited us to his house
for a cup of coffee. His house was within the temple premises. I had
gone upstairs to wash my hands and my eyes fell upon a dust-laden
bookshelf. Seeking $ri krsna bhatta's permission to look at his
collection, my hands fell on this souvenir.The first page I open, lo and
behold, I find a stotram called srimannigamantamahadesika
vaibhavadatakam and the author was none other than $r1
hariharapuram gopalacarya. After looking further in the souvenir I
found another stotram on svami desikan composed in Kannada by
vidvan gopu. I immediately asked $r1 krsna bhatta to part with the
souvenir as I had found a invaluable treasure in it.

Only recently did I come to know about a commentary written by
vidvan gopu on éri alavandar’s magnum opus, stotraratnam. A few
weeks ago I spoke to my aunt sita who mentioned to me that she had
recently visited Dr. jayaram, a medical doctor, who happened to have
the commentary of stotraratnam written by vidvan gopu. It seems
that Dr. jayaram, who attended to vidvan gopu for his medical needs,
once requested him to write a commentary on this stotram. It is
believed that within a short span of time he wrote an extremely lucid
commentary with translation of this stotra but, due to a impending
commitment, could complete 57 of the 65 stanzas of this stotra. He
handed Dr. jayaram this manuscript and promised that he would
finish this work at a later date. As destiny would have it, this
remained an unfinished work. Many of his works are either lost or
not yet found. When I visited my uncle krénan in the summer of
2007, he handed me a few notebooks which contained many
unpublished works of vidvan gopu. Some of these compositions have
been written in the 1940's. I didn't see many overwriting on whatever



he scribed in these notebooks, which gave me the feeling that the
thoughts and emotions flowed like an uninterrupted river. There was
absolutely no doubt in my mind that he was an asu kavi. When $r1
patracariar, an ardent disciple of andavan asrama, mentioned to me
that on one occasion he happened to be with vidvan gopu enjoying
the grandeur of varadaraja perumal as He was taken around the
streets of kaficipuram during His purappadu. $ri patracariar
recollects vidvan gopu spontaneously pouring his heart in a stotra.
Unfortunately, $r1 patracariar does not recollect those verses. My
uncle raman has preserved a paper clipping from sarhyukta
karnataka published in 1971 which mentions that vidvan gopu has
composed a 300-stanza stotra describing the bala 1ila of $ri krsna. It is
hitherto not known whether this work was published. It would not
be an exaggeration to believe that the compositions of vidvan gopu
we have unearthed so far is a fraction of what he may have
composed, either written or rendered spontaneously. Recognizing
the contributions made by vidvan gopu to the world of Sanskrit and
Kannada literature, the office of the President of India conferred
upon him the President's Gold medal. The hitherto known
publications, to the best of my knowledge, are

Srimannigamantamahadesikavaibhavasatakam
mahalaksmistutih

acaryavaibhavasatakam

Sriramanuja paficasat

srivenkatesa stutih
$rinivasastottarasatanamastutih
Srimahalaksmyah astottarasatanamagunastutih
dombavilli Srinivasapaficasloki
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Srinivasaprapadanastutih
10.8r1 nathamunistutih
11.8r1 yamunamunistutih



12.The entire desika prabandham with word-to-word meaning,
commentary in Kannada and a $loka-by-$loka reproduction
in Sanskrit. This is equivalent to composing a $loka with
more than 400 verses.

13.Word-to-word meaning, commentary in Kannada and a
Sloka-by-$loka reproduction of tiruvarangattamudanar’s
ramanuja niattandadi in Sanskrit.

14.A wonderful garland of 100 verses on the 1008 names of ér1
visnu in $11 visnusahasranamam titled sragdharasatakam.

15.A magnanimous work on svami de$ikan’s §rimad rahasya-
trayasaram called srimadrahasyatrayasarathabodhini. This
work comprises of the commentary of rahasyatrayasaram in
poetic form entailing 1748 stanzas spanning all the 32
adhikaras.

16.maistira vidvan gopu's magnum opus, the commentary on
svami deSikan’s $r1 ranganatha padukasahasram in
Kannada.

17.A treatise on andavan asrama acarya parampara covering till
$ri tirukkudandai andavan in Kannada titled $rimadacarya
parampara prabhava.

18.Word-to-word meaning with commentary in Kannada of
many stotras of svami desikan’s. I have only a few of these
stotras in my collection.

There are a few other works of vidvan gopu which I came across in

other publications, namely,

1. A condensed version of $ri visnusahasranama bhasya

(language not known).

2. A commentary to nammazvar’s tiruvaymozi on the lines of the

commentaries by our ptirvacaryas in Kannada.



It would also not be an exaggeration to say that vidvan gopu made a
significant contribution in spreading the parampara of andavan
asrama and bringing many thousands of disciples into its fold,
especially in Karnataka. It is worth noting the ordeal undertaken by
vidvan gopu when he invited His Holiness akkiira andavan to visit
Karnataka. It is believed that he travelled on a bicycle from maistra
to rirangam via camarajanagara, satyamangalam, erodu, namakkal,
to name a few, and made elaborate arrangements at many places
enroute for His Holiness to sojourn and perform paduka aradhanam
without any obstacles.

I pause here to reminisce on the extraordinary efforts of vidvan gopu
to sustain and maintain the temple of his ever-so-dear $ri venugopala
svami in the hamlet of sosale. He spent most of his paltry savings to
defray the cost of publishing his works and has walked miles and
miles going from pillar to post trying to raise some coppers from his
books just to ensure the day-to-day functioning of the temple. It was
his long-cherished dream to renovate and expand the precincts of
this temple and construct a rajagopuram. It was also his wish to see
the annual functions conducted in a grand and pompous manner
with people congregating from various quarters to experience the
majesty of the perumal and the sublimity of the surroundings. I am
pleased to say that, to date, some progress has been made towards
realizing the dream of this mahan.

vidvan gopu had other talents too. It is believed that he was a great
swimmer who rejoiced the serene waters of kaveri growing up in
sosale. It is believed that he had a keen interest in field hockey and
kabaddi. During my elementary school summer vacations, we used
to invariably camp in maisiiri to visit my grandparents. I remember
him brandishing a few strokes with a cricket bat we sculpted with a
washing paraphernalia. I remember him engrossed in this game



while playing with children less than a sixth his age. My father, $r1
vidvan gopu and $rimati jayalaksmi visited him in cennai in 1961.
During their visit they happened to picnic in Hensman Park in T.
Nagar. Childhood nostalgia may have crept into each one of them as
they decided to play on a see-saw. On one side was my father, my
mother (saroja) and my grandmother (Srimati jayalaksmi) and on the
other was maistira vidvan gopu trying his might to bring the see-saw
down on his side. While attempting that, the see-saw broke into a few
pieces. The esteemed scholar maistira vidvan gopu, or should I say
mighty vidvan gopu, had put aside all his achievements to enjoy the
moment with his family.

My younger brother kannan recalls some of vidvan gopu’s
engineering skills when he lived in maistiri during his college days
in the mid 1980’s. It was one afternoon when kannan had returned
from college and after having his lunch he was going about doing his
assignments. All of a sudden he heard a loud sound from upstairs.
He immediately climbed the stairs only to be astonished to see
vidvan gopu finish building a shed from metal sheets left aside as
scrap. From one end to the other, he meticulously tied the ropes and
made sure that the wooden poles were fastened tightly. He then
ensured that the metal sheets, which were put on top as a roof, were
held strongly with metal strings and secured tightly. What struck
kannan with awe was the provision vidvan gopu made for the
pressure gradient on a sloping roof that required special attention in
the event of a gusty wind. Be it fixing a tap or laying a tile on the
floor, there was no dearth of pragmatism in vidvan gopu for he had
all the zeal and enthusiasm to finish the job with perfection.

$ri pindi ramanujam recollects that vidvan gopu diligently and
devotedly performed antaranga kainkaryam to $ri tirukkudandai



andavan. On one occasion, His Holiness had a muscle pull on his
back that proved to be very painful. vidvan gopu, unravelling
another talent from his repertoire, twisted His Holiness' arm and
raised it above His torso behind His back to relieve the pain. Just
then, our witty His Holiness said, ““Maisiira svami!, don't do this to
me. [ will certainly give you the pitham". On another occasion, when
an astrologer visited the asrama in $rirangam, $r1 tirukkudandai
andavan, in the presence of vidvan gopu, jokingly asked the
astrologer when maistira mama (referring to vidvan gopu) would get
sanyasam. $ri tirukkudandai andavan made sure that wherever He
was honoured and welcomed, vidvan gopu was accorded the same
respect. While it was the extreme liberty He took with one of his most
trusted disciples, He surely and certainly conferred vidvan gopu with
turyasrama, with the unanimous consent of scholars, disciples of the
asrama and admirers of vidvan gopu, on Monday, April 11, 1988,
navami, the 29™ day of panguni in the year prabhava during the
ascendence of Sravana naksatra with the revered appellation $ri
$rinivasa ramanuja mahadesikan who popularly became, needless to
say, $r1 maisiira andavan. Even though vidvan gopu was considered
old to take up the reigns of the arama, éri tirukkudandai andavan
verily felt that it would be colossal injustice if vidvan gopu, who
served four generations of acaryas from the depths of his heart and
who dedicated every nerve in his body to the upliftment of the
asrama, were not given sanyasam. Although vidvan gopu faced
tremendous opposition from his family members, it was providence
and the infinite grace of his acarya, His Holiness $r1 tirukkudandai
andavan, that he ascended the pitham as the 10™ pithadhipati in the
lineage of acaryas of periyasrama. But the good Lord had His own
agenda who relocated $ri maistira andavan from our midst to His
own abode on May 22, 1989 thus allowing him to be eternally with
his acarya who had departed just 42 days before.



My uncle krénan says that he had a kamadhenu in his father who
was a repository of knowledge and wisdom but unfortunately could
not milk it enough due to his mundane commitments and
obligations. It is my extreme misfortune (durbhagyam) that I did not
get to know vidvan gopu more intimately. It was only when he had
settled well in the Lord's abode did I realize the greatness of this
mahan. I most humbly admit that I have done inordinate injustice to
this magnanimous soul by scribbling a few random thoughts from
here and there with my grossly inadequate and poor literary skills. If
I have portrayed even a modicum of his grandeur and loftiness, it is
solely due to the grace and blessings of my acaryas and most
certainly of maistira vidvan gopu. Our present acarya sarvabhauman
revered His Holiness $r1 rangaramanuja mahadesikan has strived
very hard to bring as many publications of $ri maistira andavan as
are available today into limelight by publishing and making them
available to the general public at a very reasonable price.

I conclude this article with a verse that appeared in a recent
publication of $r1 ranganatha paduka that reads
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Who is worthy of always being remembered,

who showed an unshakeable devotion to his dcaryas,
who was an embodiment of merit and erudition,

who possessed humility and qualities ethereal,

who practiced bhakti and indifference to all mundane,
who was a poet par excellence, unto him,



His Holiness $11 §rinivasa ramanuja mahadesikan,
we bow with utmost reverence.



