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ABSTRACT

This research paper explores the life and poetic compositions of Sadhu Om Swami (1922—1985), a revered devotee and literary
disciple of Bhagavan Ramana Maharshi. Born Natarajan in Thanjavur, Tamil Nadu, he became one of the most prolific
Tamil poets of the Ramana tradition, composing over 400 titles with more than 4000 verses collected in 'Ramana Geetham'.
The paper traces his spiritual journey from his early poetic gifts and encounter with Ramana in 1946 to his role as literary
executor of Sri Muruganar, his decades of selfless service, and his profound contributions to devotional Tamil literature. His
works continue to inspire dancers, musicians, and spiritual seekers worldwide.
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1. INTRODUCTION

Sadhu Om Swami (1922-1985) stands as one of the foremost devotee-poets of the Ramana Maharshi tradition. Born Natarajan in
Thanjavur, Tamil Nadu, he was naturally endowed with the gift of spontaneous poetry—a faculty known as 'asu kavitvam' in
Tamil literary tradition. His encounter with Bhagavan Ramana Maharshi in 1946 transformed his life completely, channelling all
his poetic and musical genius into devotional service. Over nearly four decades, he composed more than 4000 verses now
enshrined in 'Ramana Geetham', served as literary executor to the saint-poet Muruganar, and lived in selfless dedication near the
sacred hill of Arunachala in Tiruvannamalai. This paper presents a scholarly account of his life and an analytical overview of his
poetic compositions and their significance in Tamil devotional literature.

2. SADHU OM SWAMI - A BRIEF LIFE SKETCH

Sadhu Om was born on January 12, 1922 as the second son of Pakkiri Swamy and Kalimuthambal at Punnai Nallur, a famous
kshetra, 2 miles from Thanjavur in Tamil Nadu. His parents named him Natarajan as he was born on Arudra Star of the Tamil
month of Margazhi. This is the sacred day Arunachala rose as the column of fire between Brahma and Vishnu.

Even from his childhood Natarajan was naturally blessed with 'asu kavitvam' as it called. He could spontaneously compose
poetry. He had great love for Lord Muruga and many songs in His praise flowed from him. As he was a good singer as well, he
would joyously sing these songs. When he was around 20 years old, sometime in 1942, he read the Life of Sri Ramakrishna
Paramahamsa and became deeply indrawn with thoughts of Sri Ramakrishna filling the inmost recesses of his mind. Then, he had
the Divine Vision of the 'Face of Sri Ramakrishna, beaming with a Divine Smile and Radiance'. At the age of 24, (i.e., in 1946) he
happened to come across and read the book 'Sri Ramana Vijayam', a Tamil biography of Ramana. This attracted his heart and he
yearned to have Darshan of Bhagavan. At this juncture, through some friends he learnt that the saint Janaki Mata, living at
Ganapati Nagar at Thanjavur, visited Arunachala regularly with her devotees. The same evening, he met her and offering his
respect to her, asked whether he too could join to have Darshan of Ramana. She welcomed him to join them on their visit to
Ramanasramam the very next week. Before he took leave, she asked him to participate in their recitation of 'Arunachala
Aksharamanamalai' composed by Ramana. Even as Natarajan joined in the recitation he was thrilled. It sank so deeply into him
that he memorised all the 108 verses at that very moment!

The momentous day for the devotee to meet the Guru came on June 7, 1946. Everyone in their group of devotees went and
prostrated to Bhagavan in the 'Old Hall' where he was always seated and took their seats in the Hall. When Sadhu Om entered the
Hall, it was just empty space! He thought that it was the custom for everyone to prostrate to the space. He prostrated and as he
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was rising up, slowly the image of Bhagavan got formed before his eyes and he got the Darshan of Bhagavan Ramana. With this
Bhagavan made known to him that He is not the body.

One day, Muruganar [1] had been petitioning Bhagavan about the sorry plight of the Tamil language. Bhagavan did not make any
comment then. The very next day Natarajan arrives with a song "Kuyil Vidu Thoodhu" and starts singing it before Bhagavan. He
could not continue singing due to choking with tears of devotional fervour. Bhagavan, handing over the manuscript to Murganar
said, 'Here is the boy you wanted!" Muruganar corrected it 'Kuyilodu Kooral'. Sadhu Om's relationship bonded by Bhagavan with
Muruganar continued till the end.

There is an entry in 'Day by Day with Bhagavan' [2] dated 11-8-1946 which says: "This morning, a young man Natarajan of
Tanjore arrived. He brought from Janaki Ammal a walking stick with a silver knob and a pair of wooden slippers with silver gilt
for Bhagavan. Bhagavan said, "I shall touch them and give them back. Let her have them in her puja." So saying, he inspected
them and gave them back to the attendant. Later, found out that the reference in the seventh stanza of his "Vetkai' is to the
following incident:- It seems one morning during his last visit he came into the dining hall late for his lunch, and that all except
Bhagavan had risen. It seems then Bhagavan also rose and came and stood by Natarajan's side and when he tried to get up
Bhagavan told him (Attend to the business for which you have come — Vanda velaiyai gavani Oy!) and walked on. Natarajan now
read out before Bhagavan his poem which he had not read out on his previous visit." This indicates how Sadhu Om's devotional
outpourings on Bhagavan which had begun with 'Kuyilodu Kooral' became a steady river of beautiful Tamil poetry.

Soon he started finding his job at the Thanjavur Collector's Office a hindrance to his spiritual pursuit and resigned from it.

Sri Sadhu Om's association with Ramana Maharshi lasted four years from July 1946 until Ramana's Mahasamadhi in April 1950.
Sri Muruganar, often regarded as one of Ramana's foremost disciples, designated Sri Sadhu Om as his literary executor. Sri
Muruganar used to say "One for tapas, two for Tamil" (Tapas is done alone but you need two for editing Tamil literature),
because such refined literary work can be done perfectly only when two equally accomplished poets assist each other. Because of
his tireless and willing labour, his thorough knowledge of Sri Muruganar's style and subject, his own literary skill and profound
and practical understanding of Sri Bhagavan's teachings, Sri Sadhu Om alone could render real assistance to Sri Muruganar in all
his literary work. Knowing this, Sri Muruganar once said during his last days, "If Sadhu Om is not entrusted with full
responsibility for preserving and editing all my unpublished verses, then it will be better to bundle all of them together and offer
them into the Deepam-fire on top of Arunachala or drown them into the Bay of Bengal". [3]

Sadhu Om's visits to the ashram continued even after Bhagavan's Mahanirvana in 1950, and he also used to participate in the
bhajans held at Janaki Matha's residence. When Janaki Matha started 'Arul', a monthly publication dedicated to Bhagavan, he
functioned as its editor admirably. Still, he continued to visit the ashram and wanted to live permanently near Bhagavan's
sannidhi.

The periodical 'Arul' went out of publication after five years and he could no more bear to be away from Bhagavan's sannidhi.
Taking the ascetic name "Sadhu Om," he came in 1955 to Tiruvannamalai for good. On his arrival Kunju Swami, an ascetic
devotee of Bhagavan and his attendant, accommodated him in his cottage in 'Palakothu’, a grove adjoining Sri Ramanasramam.
Sadhu Om then became a volunteer-staff of the ashram library, and later on served as an attendant to Doctor Siva Rao of the
ashram dispensary. From 1961 till his end, he lived in the home of Pazhmalai Natha Pillai in Ramana Nagar. [4]

Sadhu Om had exclusive devotion to Bhagavan and regularly went for the giri-pradakshina, the circumambulation of the sacred
Arunachala, Annamalai. He talked about the boundless merits of the Giri valam and created an awareness of its auspiciousness in
Western seekers and other Bhagavan devotees. Dedicating his life to the twin purposes of composing hymns on Bhagavan and
performing giri - pradakshina, Sadhu Om merged in Bhagavan's grace on 17-3-1985. [5]

3. SADHU OM SWAMI'S WORKS

Sadhu Om composed many hundred devotional hymns — keertans, and a lengthy hymn titled Sri Ramana Varugai [The Coming of
Ramana]. These works have come to form a repertoire of vocal performances by devotees, especially of the Ramananjali troupe
of Bangalore. [6] Many of his songs have also been set to dance and have been performed in various prestigious platforms by
senior dancers like Chitra Visveswaran, Dr. Ambika Kameshwar, Swathi Mahalakshmi, Swapna Sundari and by the Artistes of
Ramana Maharshi Centre for Learning. [7]

Talking of Sadhu Om as a poet, [8] Michael James first describes his own experience of the presence of Sadhu Om. He describes
Sadhu Om's love for Bhagavan Ramana as being overwhelming and infectious and how he himself became infected with that
same love. This immense current of devotion, or bhakti, is what is at the core of each and every composition of Sadhu Om. The
compositions were an outpouring or expression of this current. Further, Sadhu Om was a very good singer. He had a natural flair
for singing as he did for poetry. He was not formally educated in Carnatic music but could spontaneously capture the rhythm of
any song including the intricate movements of its words.

When Sadhu Om started composing poems and songs on Bhagavan Ramana the divine force brought into his life a visually
impaired devotee of Bhagavan named Kannappan. [9] He taught Sadhu Om the intricacies of Carnatic Music. He had a dream of
training someone to become a great singer. Instead, Providence allowed him to train Sadhu Om whose compositions have the
stamp of eternity on them. Sadhu Om composed the varnams, the keertanams and the chandappaakal with the training and
assistance of Kannappan. Often Kannappan would probably simply sing these to him. Because, Sadhu Om could immediately
pick up both the song and its rhythm and at once reproduce one on Bhagavan Ramana that was a musical replica of the original.
When he found the young boys of the Asram patashala humming film songs as they plucked flowers for worship in the morning,
he composed songs on Ramana in the same tune so that they could sing these instead. Sadhu Om also used his flair and new
knowledge of music to compose fresh music for many of his poems.
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We can see Sadhu Om's more than 400 poetic compositions in this context. [10] Each of these titles has several verses in it,
sometimes upto 10 verses so the total number of verses composed by Sadhu Om exceeds 4000. All the compositions are lilting
and very 'singable'. The literary style of Sadhu Om appears simple, Tamil that is easy to understand. But when one begins to dive
into the meaning one finds so many nuances and great depth in the words. These published compositions are contained in the two
volumes entitled 'Ramana Geetham' and may be classified as follows:

- Stuthi or Tudigal — 11 Titles

- Geethangal — 58 Titles

- Songs of chandam (chanda pakal) which also includes Tiruppugazh — 29 titles

- Kirthanaigal — 30 titles

- Mellisaippaakkal — 251 titles

- Bhajanaippaakkal or Namavali — 25 Titles

- Tannippaakkal or stray verses which includes Dance Dramas too — 4 Titles

- Varnangal — 16 numbers

Some of the other important verses in prayer form are:

1. Sri Ramana Guru Arul Anthathi,

2. Arunachala Aksharamanamalai Virivu Pamalai

3. Arunachala Venba, verses ending in Arunachalam.

4. Sri Ramana Sahasram, 1000 verses praying for Jnana.

5. The embavai to be sung in Margazhi, Sri Ramana Embavai

6. Sri Ramana Thiruppalli ezhuchchi

Sadhu Om's Tamil prose writings include "Sadhanai Saram" (Essence of spiritual practice) and three volumes of "Ramana Vazhi"
(Path of Ramana). Sadhu Om takes pains to explain in detail the subtle teaching of Ramana Maharshi and cautions readers against
the pitfall of misunderstanding them. Sadhu Om and Michael James have translated into English Arunachala Stuti Panchakam.
Together they have done a lot to spread Bhagavan's teachings to Westerners and English-speaking devotees. Apart from this, his
commentary on the Muruganar's "Guru Vachaka Kovai" stands him apart.

4. HIS OWN APPROACH TO HIS WORKS

Michael James in the July 1985 issue of the Mountain path wrote in depth about Sadhu Om. The following is an edited excerpt
from the article:

"To say that he was a poet of surpassing excellence, a talented musician, a melodious and sweet-voiced singer, a lucid prose-
writer, a brilliant philosopher, a faithful exponent of Sri Bhagavan's teachings, a man of deep, one-pointed devotion, clear
spiritual insight and perfect humility, is to describe but a few of his many gifts and virtues. He followed the principal precept
taught and exemplified by Bhagavan Sri Ramana, namely that we should not give importance to our own individual entity, and
should thus completely erase the ego. It was this self-effacing attitude of Sri Sadhu Om which was responsible for his remaining
unknown even to many devotees of Sri Bhagavan. When his friends wanted to write about Sri Sadhu Om, he quoted verse 623 of
Guru Vachaka Kovai, which says: 'Because it brings one under the great evil of yielding to pramada (forgetfulness of Self),
through which one is made to think that one is the worthless and mean body, while in fact one is the supreme Brahman, fame (or
praise) is to be rejected with great contempt and is not at all to be aspired for by wise people'." [11]

James goes on to say how his verses are filled with fervent and one — pointed devotion to Bhagavan Ramana and at the same time
have his teachings interwoven into them beautifully, "thus transforming even prayers and praises into profound works of jnana
and thereby helping us to understand the oneness of jnana and bhakthi". [12]

Two books of his songs, 'Sri Ramana Gitam' and 'Sri Ramana Varnangal', have been published by Sri Ramanasramam. James
notes that while a few of Sadhu Om's other verses have been published by individual devotees in small books and pamphlets,
many of his verses continue to remain unpublished and are known only to a few devotees. The reason for this is his indifference
to the publication of his works. So far as he was concerned, he was singing only for Bhagavan. In a prefatory verse of Sri Ramana
Sahasram (a thousand verses in venba metre praying for Jnana, which one may say is his poetical magnum opus), he writes,
'"These venbas are not for print, approval or appreciation of loving friends. These are my words of love, the lover's appeal to the
Beloved, the Lord of my heart, made with great inner yearning, and hence it is not proper for others to overhear them.'

"Sri Sadhu Om's exemplary way of living truly teaches us how to follow the path of Sri Ramana. Many devotees of Sri Bhagavan
have received great inspiration and encouragement from Sri Sadhu Om's chaste and one -pointed love for Sri Bhagavan and from
his unshakable conviction that Sri Bhagavan is ever with us, guiding and sustaining us from within. "Sri Bhagavan's help and
guidance is never lacking or insufficient”", Sri Sadhu Om often used to assure people, "indeed. His Grace is the sole existing
reality in this false world. There can never be any need for any devotee of Sri Bhagavan to go to any other God or Guru. No
intermediary is necessary between Him and us. Of His own accord. He directly contacts the heart of each devotee who comes to
Him, without the need for any intercession from others. To obtain His Satsanga, we have but to think of Him, pray to Him, read
His teachings, reflect on them and practise them. Such mental contact with the Sadguru is the best Satsanga.

And if at all we want Satsanga with His physical form. He is and ever will be standing here in the form of Arunachala. In His
works Sri Bhagavan has revealed that Arunachala is Himself, and He has said that just as we identify our bodies as 'T', so Lord
Siva, the Supreme Reality, who is none other than Sri Bhagavan, has chosen to identify this Hill as 'I' in order to guide us and
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give us solace. Arunachala is the foremost physical embodiment of the reality or Sat, so there is no better form of outward
Satsanga than to live in Tiruvannamalai and to do Arunachala-pradakshina.

When people used to praise his poems and songs, he would sometimes say with childlike simplicity, "When I see these verses, I
myself wonder whether I could really have composed them. Truly it can only be Bhagavan and not I who has given such verses."
Hence, Sri Sadhu Om's simple, selfless and open way of living, his warm, cheerful and loving nature, his patience and
forbearance, his readiness at any time to do any work that came to him, no matter how small or insignificant it might appear to be,
his strong sense of Sri Bhagavan's protection and guidance, his fearless way of always standing by the truth, his indifference to
praise and blame, his staunch adherence to Sri Bhagavan's teachings his attitude of complete surrender to and dependence upon
Sri Bhagavan, whom he adored as his Mother, Father, God, Guru and sole Lord and Protector, and above all, his total denial of
his own individuality, made him an altogether exemplary disciple of his great Master, and has helped many aspirants to
understand more clearly the glory of an egoless life and the correct and practical way of following Sri Bhagavan's path in our day-
to-day lives". [13]

In many of his verses Sri Sadhu Om has prayed to Sri Bhagavan to keep him unknown to the world and to protect him from the
great peril of name and fame. Throughout most of Sri Sadhu Om's life Sri Bhagavan fulfilled this prayer of his, though during the
last few years more and more devotees came to know of the greatness of Sri Sadhu Om and gradually more and more of his
writings came to be published in the form of books [14] or in the form of articles which he allowed to be published in The
Mountain Path, a quarterly by Sri Ramanasramam, Tiruvannamalai. Hence, when an awareness of his greatness was thus
beginning to spread among the world-wide family of Sri Bhagavan's devotees, it was perhaps appropriate and in keeping with his
prayer that Sri Bhagavan should at this time choose to withdraw from our midst the physical presence of Sri Sadhu Om.

"The end of Sri Sadhu Om's bodily life came in a most sudden and unexpected fashion. On the evening of Thursday 14th March,
which was the first of the Tamil month Panguni, he did Giri-pradakshina, and after returning home he took food and went to bed
as usual. During the night he had a cerebral haemorrhage, and when we found him early next morning, he was partially paralysed
and unable to speak. On Sunday 17th March, he was lying facing the holy hill of Arunachala surrounded by all the friends and
devotees who began to chant Sri Arunachala Aksharamanamalai. At 9.05 a.m., while we were all singing the final refrain
"Arunachala Siva, Arunachala Siva", Sadhu Om peacefully breathed his last and was absorbed for ever in absolute union with his
Divine Father and Sadguru, Bhagavan Sri Arunachala Ramana." [15]
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