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Twentieth Century Tamil Society's Ambivalent Engagement with a 

Cherished Past 

The nineteenth century was important for south India, particularly for the Tamil speaking  

region, for the development of the idea that it was culturally distinct from north India. 

Language as a marker of identity, articulation of an idea of race, the conceptualization of the 

region south of the Vindhyas as one occupied by this race and the consequent understanding 

that people of the south live and lived from ancient times by a set of codes and social norms 

different from those of the people of the north were some of the elements that marked these 

developments. The publication of what came to be called the sangam literature, the Kural and 

towards the end of the century the epics Silappatikaram and Manimekalai, provided a 

substantial literary basis for this understanding. They underlined the antiquity of an ancient 

Tamil society as well as the depth of its literary achievements. But their reception amongst 

the literate reading public of Madras Presidency was not unambiguous or unmediated by 

twentieth century ideas of propriety. While the Kural escaped the censuring gaze of these 

times, some of the earlier literature and Silappatikaram did not.  The discomfort of an 

articulate Tamil reading public with some aspects of the corpus of ancient literature informs 

about the concerns of the times. The past then was fashioned to suit the present even as it was 

held up as fit for emulation in the present. The preoccupation with the past led to a relook at 

some goddesses of the past and contemporary times as well. While I briefly mention the 

ambivalent responses to some poems of the sangam and a couple of goddesses, my primary 

focus is on the Silappatikaram.  

Framing a Separate Identity 

In the nineteenth century Sanskrit was taken to be the mother of all languages in India. A 

major contribution for this understanding came from the researches of Christian missionaries 

and Indologists of the Asiatic Society situated in Calcutta. However, from at least the second 

decade of the century the primacy of Sanskrit came to be challenged through philological 

scholarship undertaken by British administrators. The pioneer in this effort was Francis 

Whyte Ellis of the college of Fort St George at Madras, who showed through his research that 

the languages of the south were independent of Sanskrit except for some loan words that had 

crept into them over the centuries. With the publication of Caldwell‟s The Comparative 

Grammar of the Dravidian or South Indian Family of Languages in 1856,  however, the idea 

of the Dravidian family of languages was firmly established. Amongst these languages 
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Caldwell gave primacy to Tamil as a language that had a literary tradition more ancient than 

any of the others.
1
 He asserted that Tamil being the most cultivated of all the Dravidian 

idioms “can dispense with its Sanskrit altogether, if need be, and not only stand alone, but 

flourish without its aid.”
2
 

At this time language and race were taken to be inextricable. The idea of a distinct Dravidian 

race and its languages was an important contribution of the Orientalists in Madras. As 

Caldwell tried to show, the „Dravidian race‟ inhabited much of India before they were pushed 

down to the south by the Scythians and this was even before the north faced the might of the 

„Aryans‟.
3
 He also argued that the Dravidian race developed highly refined languages in the 

south before it was influenced by the Aryans who later came to the south. There was no clash 

in the south between these two races but a peaceful influence of the Aryan language and 

culture on the already developed Dravidian race.
4
  The equation between race and language 

was later abandoned by Max Muller, the ardent proponent of the idea of Aryan race, and he 

proposed that philology and ethnology should be delinked.
5
 But in the 1950s a separate state 

of Tamil Nadu was demanded not only on grounds of language but also ethnicity; that those 

who spoke the language were one ethnic group.
6
 

If there was a distinct race that spoke a language of distinct linguistic origin, the idea of a 

territorial space for this race was not far behind. As early as 1827, Kavali Venkata 

Ramaswami published a map of the „Dekhan‟ which reflected his understanding of the 

Deccan as a region. Even though he defined it as „Hindu‟, he also linked language and 

territory.
7
 In 1859 Simon Casie Chitty identified the region of the people who spoke Tamil as 

“that part of India, which was formerly under the sway of the Chera, Chola and Pandya kings 

and of those of the eastern and northern provinces of Ceylon.”
8
 He further asserted “Few 

nations on earth can perhaps boast of so many poets as the Tamils.”
9
 Caldwell identified the 
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region of the Tamils (a word derived according to him from Dravida) as divided from ancient 

times into the subdivisions of Pandiya, Chola and Chera. 

 

5.2 Society in the Imagined South 

The contribution of Ellis at Fort St George was not limited to the discovery of a family of 

languages of the south. He also asserted that the laws, customs and mores of the societies in 

the south were different from those of the north. When the Calcutta Orientalists tried to form 

a code of Hindu law, Ellis contested the presumption and tried to show that a different 

situation and different authorities of law prevailed in the south.
10

 With his encouragement a 

law book, Smriti Candrica, was published in 1815.
11

 The assumption that the societal norms 

of all of India had their source in Sanskrit texts was effectively challenged.  

 Print and the circulation of indigenous stories further contributed to the construction of a 

separate „national‟ cultural identity.
12

 The nineteenth century was the century of print in 

Madras Presidency as it was in other Presidencies of British India. Through the early decades 

of the nineteenth century a large number of books were published. Though the initial efforts 

were towards the publication of Tamil grammars and dictionaries, the efforts quickly turned 

to indigenous literature.
13

 These were important as the foundational bricks for the 

construction of a separate „Dravidian‟ cultural identity. The publication of folklore in the 

latter half of the nineteenth century was a phenomenon noticeable in other parts of India as 

well. However, it carried an additional import in Madras Presidency. While in Calcutta, 

Bombay and elsewhere the publication of folklore contributed to the construction of a 

national identity and the idea of a pre-colonial indigenous culture, in Madras it also meant the 

retrieval of a cultural tradition that predated the influence of the brahmanical Sanskritic 

traditions from the north.
14

 A missionary Beschi had already stated in the eighteenth century 

that Tamil as it was in the folktales was free from Sanskrit.
15

 A „pure‟ origin would be 

claimed for folklore.  Charles Gover in the 1870s published The Folk Songs of Southern 

India. This was a collection mostly of the Siddhas. Gover described the songs as pure 
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Dravidian and asserted „episodes from the great epics and the erotic chapters‟ were omitted 

since „both are purely Brahmanic, entirely foreign to the Dravidian literature and mind‟.
16

 A 

major contribution in collection and publication of Tamil folklore was made by S.M.Natesa 

Sastri. Through the 1880s and 1890s, Sastri published a series of collections of Tamil 

folklore. He believed that, “every nation, whether ancient or modern, has had and continues 

to have its own peculiar wit and humor.”
17

  

Another text that enjoyed popularity and continues to do so to this day is the Thirukkural of 

Thiruvalluvar. First published in 1812, it became in the subsequent decades a symbol of the 

originality and brilliance of the Dravidian Tamils. Gover included this text in his anthology. 

The sangam texts were yet to be published and the Kural continued to enjoy popularity as not 

only the oldest Tamil text but as one that described the moral world of the Tamils before they 

were influenced by the north. It was taken to be the description of a world before the 

inequalities of caste and ritual superstitions had crept in.
18

  

By the last decades of the nineteenth century Tamil poems which could be dated to at least 

the early centuries of the Christian era were discovered and published. „Purity‟ was claimed 

for these Tamil poems as well. But even before the publication the sangam poems, „purity‟ 

was the adjective used to describe any Tamil poem which seemed not to have Sanskrit words. 

Commenting on a medieval Tamil poem Ellis had asserted its „purity‟. Purity to him meant 

the absence of Sanskrit words.
19

 The publication of the sangam poems was important because 

now the corpus of Tamil literature consisted not only of folklore but also what could be 

labelled as classical Tamil which could be stood at par with Sanskrit.  

It is in this context of a connection with a distinct and glorious cultural past that in the 

nineties of the nineteenth century the epics in Tamil were published. The story of Kannagi as 

she is in the epic was possibly known to only a few in the Tamil regions of southern India in 

the late nineteenth century.  U.V.Swaminatha Aiyar, the indefatigable champion of Tamil, 

lamented that many in the villages who had palm leaf copies of Ilango‟s epic were unaware 

of its value. He travelled to homes in distant villages in Tamil Nadu in search of palm leaf 

copies of the epic.  Even those who possessed the works were unaware of their value and 

allowed them to crumble to dust in the attics of their homes. Other works of the sangam age 
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were also published around the same time and with the same effort.
20

 These publications 

generated a lot of interest. Even though the publisher struggled to publish them for lack of 

funds, they were appreciated by the few hundred that it reached for their literary value and for 

the light they shed on an age long forgotten. They constituted the repositories of what came 

to be represented as „true Tamil culture'. U.V.Swaminatha Aiyar managed to bring out a full 

version of the epic Silappatikaram in 1892. By then others had published some sections of it. 

This and the subsequent publication of its twin Manimekalai further shored up the Tamil‟s 

sense of self and pride in a distinct and deep cultural past.  

By the turn of the century then, through the efforts of British administrators and Indian 

scholars newly trained in European education and tools of research, the wherewithal for the 

conceptualization of a „south‟ was complete. The „south‟ was now a region inhabited by a 

people who spoke a different family of languages (the oldest of which was Tamil), who had a 

deep history attested to by their ancient literature and which was free from the influence of 

Sanskrit. This literature was taken to encapsulate the essence of Dravidian/Tamil culture. 

Tamil ethics was contained in the Kural, Tamil notions of justice and ideal of womanhood 

was encapsulated in the epics, primarily the Silappatikaram.  

 

5.3 Fitting the Past to the Frame 

 

The idea of separateness deeply influenced the writings on language and culture through the 

twentieth century. But the past as constituted in the literature of the sangam and the epics was 

used selectively to define this culture. Some aspects of ancient Tamil society as reflected in 

the poems of the sangam were interpreted in ways that would fit contemporary sensibilities. 

Some religious practices were similarly criticized as unsuitable for a people who were proud 

inheritors of an ancient Tamil culture. On the other hand some elements of this ancient 

culture were elevated as quintessential to Tamil culture.    

Many early writings on Tamil culture and literature celebrated the deep cultural past of the 

Tamils and expressed regret that this glorious ancient culture had remained hidden for 
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centuries. An early work which argued on these lines was by V.Kanakasabhai.
21

 He 

attempted to show the Tamils as a distinct race that had been submerged through regular 

inclusion in their society of "Canarese, the Moguls, the Telugu Naicks, the Mahrattas". He 

claimed that these people collectively endangered the very existence of the Tamils.
22

 This 

reflected the developing sense that a glorious Tamil past, its culture and language had been 

sullied by external influences over several centuries.
23

 Hence there was a desire to reclaim 

this past culture in its purity, without any trace of varied outside influences.  

This „external influence‟ was most clearly seen to be in the influence of Sanskrit on Tamil 

language and Brahmanical influence (as constituted in elements like caste, rituals and 

temples) on Tamil society.  Kanakasabhai described a Tamil society that was hierarchical in 

nature where when men of the “higher classes passed in the streets, the lower classes made 

way for them. The Pulayan or scavenger on meeting a nobleman bowed before him, with 

both his hands joined in a posture of supplication.”
24

 Yet, he complained that the Brahmin 

grammarian Tholkappiyar tried to bring the Tamils under the caste system.
25

 Certainly, the 

objection was to inequalities based on birth, but there was a hesitation in acknowledging that 

Tamil society in its supposed pristine state was not without inequalities of class and 

hierarchies of occupation. Yet, Kanakasabhai himself used caste as a category when referring 

to bards in ancient Tamil poems. He said, "There are four classes of bards mentioned in 

ancient Tamil poems-The Panar, Kooththar, Porunar and Viraliyar. The Panar were a very 

low caste and lived in the outskirts of the towns among the harlots, and when they wandered 

about from town to town, they were accompanied by their wives and children and carried 

with them their begging bowls and cooking utensils."
26

 The simultaneous reverence for the 

past and desire to change with the times is attested to in the conclusion where he, on the one 

hand, was thankful that “a sterner and superior race of pale-faced men dropped, as it were, 

from the clouds, and saved the Tamils and all other races of India from anarchy and 

misrule”,
27

 and under the English, “Tamils ...present the unique spectacle of a race of people 

who have retained their language and civilization almost unchanged for the last two thousand 
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years or more.”
28

  But on the other hand he suggested that, “Tamils should now awake from 

their apathy of ages, if they wish to reap the full benefit” of changes brought by the English.
29

 

Change was to be brought about “on the lines of western civilization, avoiding its vices...”
30

 

Women, in this transformation that he wished to see of Tamil society, feature only as wives 

and mothers when he exhorts the Tamils to “educate their women and train them to be 

intelligent wives and mothers...”
31

  

In this sense of separateness, it was imperative that goddesses that were elevated as fit for 

worship met the standards of 'Tamil culture'. If they did not there was a call for their rejection 

as unfit to belong to 'Tamil culture' at all.  The relationship between goddesses and mortal 

women was thus, real and immediate. For instance, the northern belt of the Tamil region was 

and continues to be dotted with numerous temples dedicated to Draupadi, the wife of the five 

Pandava brothers of the Mahabharata. The tradition is dated to the period of the Pallavas 

who ruled this belt between the 6th and 9th centuries.
32

 So, the tradition was at least a 

thousand years old in the twentieth century. Yet, a writer in 1955 condemned the worship of 

Draupadi not only on grounds that she did not belong to the Tamil culture but also because 

her worship might cast aspersions on the character of all Tamil women.
33

 He said: 

34

While Draupadi could be rejected by the scholars as unfit for worship by the Tamils and they 

could deride her worship by the illiterate, their silence on the ancient Tamil goddess of 

victory, Korravai is intriguing. Korravai features in several of the sangam poems. Even 
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though she is originally the goddess of one eco region (palai or the arid zone), she was 

known in the entire macro-region of Tamilakam.
35

 She was closely associated with blood 

sacrifice and there are frequent references in the poems about the offering to her of rice 

mixed with the blood of either the slain enemy soldiers or of the devotee himself.
36

 She is 

also worshipped as a mother who carried Murugan, the god of the hill regions, in her womb.
37

 

Yet, this goddess was not elevated as a Tamil goddess in the twentieth century even while 

sections of Tamil scholars were rejecting Sita and Draupadi as unfit for worship and 

emulation. I would venture to suggest that this was for several reasons. Korravai had an 

autonomous presence in the sangam. She did not have a spouse. Even when there were 

references to her as the mother of Murugan, there is no simultaneous reference to the father. 

Reference to Shiva as her husband does not occur until the tenth century when she was 

already fully appropriated in the puranic tradition.
38

 Secondly, the close association of this 

goddess with blood and flesh sacrifice would not appeal to the twentieth century literate 

community who were crafting a past for themselves from the same sangam literature but as a 

rational society. Thirdly, when she was closely associated with Durga and acquired Shiva as 

her spouse, the entire mythology had already been assimilated within a brahmanical religious 

tradition. For the society of the twentieth century, the Thirukkural of Valluvar which 

emphasized a secular ethic and chaste Kannagi who fought a monarch to avenge the death of 

her husband, were much more appealing as icons of Tamil culture.
39

  

The attempt to tailor the ancient Tamil culture as reflected in its literature is visible in the 

translations into English of ancient Tamil texts that were undertaken through the latter half of 

the twentieth century. Some of the verses in the work were found to be not in keeping with 

the twentieth century Tamil‟s sense of propriety. Ilakuvanar attempted to obfuscate certain 

aspects of Tholkappiyam that he found unacceptable within this sense of Tamil culture. For 

instance, in Meypattu iyal, Tholkappiyar, details the different stages in the emotions of the 

kilatti when she experiences passion for the kilavan. In the third phase, the verse reads: 
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40

 

This verse is translated by Murugan, in a work published in 2002, as: 

The third phase of the clandestine love manifests in: 

Her seeing her hips down off from exposure as the garments slip, 

Correcting the waist-ornaments thereon, 

Her pretence to be unassailed by slings of passion, 

And her hands rising her pretence notwithstanding.
41

 

 

P.S.Subrahmanya Sastri translated it thus, using a Latin word for alkul:  

They say that the third consists of four:-placing the hand on the pudendum muliebre, 

bringing the ornaments to their original position, pretending to be strong and raising both 

the hands.
42

 

 

Ilakkuvanar however, translated it thus: 

Softly touching the waist, correcting the wearings, exhibiting the power of resistance without 

having it, and lifting the two hands-these four belong to the third stage.
43

  

 

Several poems of the sangam clearly indicate that men and women sought and brought about 

sexual union in rendezvous with their loved ones before marriage. Tholkappiyar devoted an 

entire chapter to how a poet could handle situations of secret love. Agam poetry included 

sexual union, elopement and marriage. However, in the social context of the twentieth 

century, when sexual expression was much more restricted, there was insistence by authors 

that lovers met before marriage but there was no sexual intercourse. In an anthology of 

ancient Tamil poetry published in 1959, Nalladai R.Balakrishna Mudaliyar stated, “When 

furtive love or kalavu leads to or culminates in ceremonial or open marriage, it is called 

karpu, or conjugal life. During secret engagement or kalavu period, though there was physical 

contact between the lovers like embracing, decorating the lady-love etc there was no sexual 

intercourse.”
44

 What is more, the translator went on to translate „iyarkai punarchi‟ as 
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„providential first meet of the lovers, love at first sight‟
45

, when it clearly means natural 

sexual union, because punarchi in this context means sexual union.  

 

5.4 Karpu and Tamil Women 

 

The desire to rework the past to meet the concerns of the present led some writers to present 

ancient kings as social reformers. The story of Kannagi the wife of king Pekan was well 

known amongst Tamil scholars.  A couple of Purananuru poems refer to Kannagi as the 

aggrieved wife whose husband, the king, was enamored of another woman. Her sorrow is 

communicated to the king by poets who visit him. In 1947 a writer used this reference to 

write a play where he presented the king as not only changing his ways on the advice of poets 

but ending the practice of prostitution altogether in his realm. King Pekan announces to his 

people: 

46

 

Echoing the attitude to prostitutes that the twentieth century society had he says: 

47

 

The king further recommends and orders the marriage of prostitutes:

48

We can immediately see the echo of the debate on prostitution that raged in these years. The 

solution recommended by most was the marriage of prostitutes as Thiru.Vi.Ka did. These 

were serious concerns of the forties and fifties and the attempt here was to reform 

contemporary society. But this was done as an ideal society that ancient Tamils had already 
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attempted to achieve. If ancient Tamil women were women of karpu, then the references to 

prostitutes in ancient literature could be rectified only by endowing the ancients with the 

desire to marry these women and thereby make them women of karpu as well. The 

preoccupation with karpu as a cultural concept unique to the Tamils found expression in 

many general essays on women in these decades. By the early 1960s karpu came to be listed 

as one of the essential qualities of a Tamil woman and as a unique achievement of the Tamils. 

One S.K. Saami in an essay titled ' said that the word was sacred and 

brought honour to women and to the culture of the Tamils. 

  

49
 

He reasoned that since ancient Tamils had maritime trade as their primary occupation, it 

became essential to develop the concept of karpu to protect the women from straying and to 

enforce the high ideal of one man for one woman.
50

 But Saami recommended that 

contemporary women follow the rules of karpu by basing his arguments on the couplets of 

the ancient, the revered Valluvar. He suggested that women worship their husbands as 

recommended by Valluvar for it is the husbands who give them life and most importantly 

they give them the good fortune of becoming mothers. 

  

If worshipping their husbands as gods was recommended, dying with them at their deaths 

was elevated as a virtue as well. Saami categorized women who died at the death of their 

husbands into three. The most distinguished women of karpu were those who died as soon as 

they even heard of their husbands' death. He referred to Koppenrundevi, the wife of 

Nedunchezhiyan of Silappatikaram as an example of this kind of karpu. He then referred to 

women who lived for a few days after the death of their husbands and then joined them on the 

funeral pyre. In the third category were women who lived on for some years after attaining 

widowhood on account of their children. They followed all the rules of widowhood and died 
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after fulfilling their responsibilities towards their children. Thus he established a close 

association between karpu and death.
51

  

Another essayist drew heavily from Valluvar when he exhorted women to follow the rules set 

for their lives by the ancients.
52

  The essay is in the form of a series of letters from a mother 

to her daughter in which she tells her daughter the duties of a housewife. In one letter the 

mother informs her daughter that Tamil Nadu alone gave the female of the human species a 

place of honour in society.
53

 She further adds in the same letter that women are compared to 

milk which once spilt cannot be poured back into a vessel. Then she states: 

54

Thiruvanan (in the voice of the mother to her daughter) rejected Bharatiyar's critique of 

traditional expectations from women. He reiterated the qualities that ancient normative texts 

assert as the qualities of women: 

 

 

Thus not only were the norms reflected in ancient literature accepted selectively and 

uncritically for all women in contemporary society as befitting Tamil women, even the rare 

criticism and rejection of them by Bharatiyar was dismissed as an aberration belonging to a 

colonial era.  
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5.5 Silappatikaram and Tamil Culture  

Silappatikaram, along with the entire corpus of sangam poetry and the other epics, was 

utilized fully through the twentieth century to assert not only the unique cultural traditions of 

the Tamil people, but also their antiquity and purity. Essays of comment and criticism on the 

Silappatikaram published in these years reiterated these themes. In the pristine Tamil society 

of the ancient past as conceptualized in the twentieth century men were courageous and 

honourable. Women were defined by their karpu.  Kannagi was projected as a prototype of an 

ideal 'Tamil woman'. But Kovalan abandoned her to live with Matavi, a courtesan. There was 

discomfort with this part of the story in these years. There was an attempt to rehabilitate 

Kovalan through various interpretations of his actions in the story. Similarly, Matavi received 

sympathetic assessment from most of the writers and commentators.  

Silappatikaram in this developing literary tradition was appropriated as an epic that 

highlighted and symbolized the unified Tamil Nadu, Tamil people and their exemplary 

culture in the times gone by. As early as 1915, retelling the story in prose form for the benefit 

of students and the lay public, T.Selvakesavaraya Mudaliar wrote in his foreword, “this book 

is eminently suited not only for lovers of Tamil but also for anyone who understands Tamil, 

to explain the leadership of Tamil land in the age of the epic, the good conduct of the Tamils, 

the various religions that thrived in the Tamil land, the greatness of Tamil, the state of culture 

amongst the Tamils and the manliness of the Tamil soldiers.”
56

  Having said this, Mudaliar 

did not embellish the narrative in any way to make his point.  

M.P.Sivanganam's writings on the text were much more political in their aims. In several 

writings in these decades the epic represented the culture of the Tamils. Even Sivagnanam 

saw it as such. But in his hands it also transformed into a text of a territorially identified 

people.  For him Silappatikaram was not just a literary text. It connected a people, their 

language and a territory. In the foreword to a collection of his articles on the epic published in 

1973, he said he had realized a quarter century before that Silappatikaram was an instrument 

to transform the Tamil regions into a true Tamil Nadu, land of the Tamils: 

57

  

                                                           
56

 T. Selvakesavaraya Mudaliar, Kannaki Charittiram, p. x 
57

 M.P.Sivagnanam, Silappatikara Thiranaivu, p. 10 



14 
 

As in several works in these years, Silappatikaram was not taken as a work of fiction. It was 

a true representation of society and the culture of a people called Tamils who lived 'eighteen 

hundred years ago'.  It was a text that every Tamilian could be proud of.  Sudananda 

Bharathiyaar was convinced, for instance, that if the Tamils read the epic and owned it as 

their own they can be like the Himalayas before the world.
58

 He wondered if Tamil Nadu 

would ever witness the same greatness ever in the future: 

59

He wanted to see the Tamils and Tamil Nadu attain the same greatness: 

60

He exhorted the Tamils to read the epic since it had the capacity to infuse their veins with 

'Tamil courage':  

.61 

Lastly, Silappatikaram came to be presented as an adornment of the goddess of Tamil-

. U.V.Swaminatha Aiyar had imagined the Silappatikaram as one of the adornments of 

the goddess of Tamil as early as the 1890s, wherein the work of Ilango was her anklets.
62

  At 

other times it was one of the five ornaments that decorated the chest of the goddess of 

Tamil.
63

 A glorious ancient Tamil culture was further shown to reflect best in the character of 

the protagonist, Kannagi, who came to symbolize not only Tamil ideal of womanhood but 

'Tamil culture' itself.  
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5.6 Kannagi, Matavi, Kovalan and Tamil Culture 

 

Commentators felt free to interpret the Silappatikaram and its protagonists in a way that 

added to the sense of cultural pride and identity that was an all pervasive theme in the 

writings of these years. In the process they fleshed out the characteristics that would befit a 

Tamil woman and to some extent Tamil man. Not all of these commentators wrote avowedly 

to highlight the elements that constituted 'Tamil culture'. Yet, their writings reflect an 

awareness of a cultural past and a distinctive present.  

One of the earliest prose narratives of the story of Kannagi was by V. Kanakasabhai who in 

his book published in 1904; just 12 years after the publication of the full version of the epic; 

included the narratives of both Silappatikaram and Manimekalai. Even though he followed 

the epic Silappatikaram closely in his narrative, he also introduced some elements absent in 

the epic. He was perhaps the first to begin the rehabilitation of Kovalan in the eyes of an 

imagined Tamil community. In his rendering when Kovalan returns to Kannagi after several 

years of cohabitation with Matavi, he says, "'I am ashamed of myself. I have wasted all the 

wealth given to me by my parents on a deceitful actress'."
64

 The words used by Ilango in this 

situation may be open to multiple interpretations. Kovalan says: 

65
 

 

Translating this verse, Parthasarathy has taken the last line to mean shame on account of the 

poverty Kovalan has brought upon himself through his actions: 

By keeping company with a liar, 

Full of deceitful conduct, I have lost, 

The mountainous hoard of wealth left to me  

By my family. The poverty has brought shame on me.
66

 

 

It is not accurate to interpret Kovalan's words to mean his shame for his actions. The most 

generous interpretation of these lines would be that he regretted that his actions led to his 
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losing the wealth that he had received from his parents. It is poverty that is a cause 

for shame. Kanakasabhai's free translation would indicate as much but without the close 

association the epic verse seems to carry between poverty and shame. Rendering the story in 

prose in 1915, Mudaliar remained close to the verse and translated it as: 

 

67

 Later writers were much more willing to gloss the actions of Kovalan in more definitive 

ways as we shall see. Another significant departure that Kanakasabhai made from the work of 

Ilango was that he omitted the mode used by Kannagi to burn the city of Madurai. He 

endowed her words with the power to burn:  "'This king shall die and his palace shall be 

destroyed by fire,' said Kannagi in the bitterness of her anguish, and invoked the wrath of the 

god of fire."
68

 Clearly, Kanakasabhai and at least some of the writers in these decades were 

squeamish about mentioning body parts of women.  

 If general essays on 'Woman' and 'Tamil Woman' detailed what a Tamil woman should be, 

Kannagi was presented as an ideal from the epic past fit for emulation. It was within a larger 

frame of 'Tamil culture' that 'Tamil woman' and Kannagi as an epitome of that ideal were 

placed. Writing an essay on the epic titled Silappatikara Araichi in 1942, Auvai S.Duraisaami 

Pillai asserted: 

69

We must notice that not only is Silappatikaram presented here as a true reflection of Tamil 

society but also as an ideal that contemporary Tamil society must strive to achieve.  This is a 
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society that was egalitarian, where kings ruled well and respected virtuous women. While it is 

one of the stated purposes of the epic to show that virtuous women would be respected even 

in the heavenly world, Pillai, like several commentators after him detailed the characteristics 

of Kannagi to emphasize that she was a Tamil woman. He insisted that Ilango showed the 

greatness of a 'Tamil woman' through the character of Kannagi. He said: 

70

The actions of Kannagi are presented as the actions of a ' In this reasoning even 

her demand for justice before the king is motivated not by a desire for justice as a value in 

itself but to correct the dishonour to someone born in : 

71

It is because she was a Tamil woman that she reacted the way she did when her husband was 

unjustly executed. It was, as Pillai asserted, the desire of all Tamil women of yore to see their 

king rule righteously. He said: 

72 

In a detailed analysis of the character of Kannagi, Pillai repeatedly emphasized the karpu of 

Kannagi and the code of conduct of a virtuous woman, ' , that she lived by. Pillai 

pointed out that Kannagi did not marry Kovalan after falling in love with him but her 

husband was chosen for her by her parents. Yet, the love she had for him was truly a love that 

had the fragrance of Tamil love: 

73

Pillai observed with approval that Kannagi refrained from wearing any ornaments other than 

the one that signified her married state when she was separated from Kovalan. Another 

quality that Pillai emphasised as an exemplary quality of Kannagi is her silence when 
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Kovalan lived with Matavi. In the Tamil literary tradition, Pillai pointed out, it is permitted 

for a wife to refer to the prostitute that her husband visited with bitterness. Yet, Ilango did not 

present Kannagi speaking ill of either her husband or Matavi. This Pillai interpreted as 

Ilango's attempt to show that a woman who did not show her pain and who did not complain 

was an exemplary woman:  

 

 

 

Pillai further pointed out that Kannagi did not consent to worship at any temple to get her 

husband back from Matavi. Here the words Kannagi utters in the epic are:  

These words were interpreted by most writers to mean that she thought it inappropriate to 

worship any god but her husband. Pillai does the same. In a short biography of Kannagi he 

made the same point: 

75

 

Other events in the life of Kannagi are also interpreted to fit the idea of an ideal Tamil 

woman. After the execution of Kovalan, Kannagi repeatedly reiterates her own innocence. 

Pillai omitted to mention this. He also ignored her assertion that she shall not suffer the way 

other women who had lost their spouses suffered. Instead, he mentioned only that: 

 

and later 

76

In this reasoning it is difficult to reconcile the burning of Madurai by Kannagi. Pillai tried to 

explain it in two ways. One, that the event was a fulfilment of karma through the action of 

Kannagi. Second, that at the time of her action, her anger clouded her better judgement: 
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77 

Finally, in Pillai's analysis of Kannagi she becomes a self conscious Tamil woman who saw 

the injustice done to her as a blot on all of Tamil nadu and corrected the error by burning 

down the city of Madurai: 

78

 

This work was published by the Saiva Sidhanta Publishing Society which was engaged in 

publishing ancient Tamil works and it was devoted to the Saiva Sidhanta ideology. But Pillai 

writing his piece was certain that the story as narrated by Ilango cannot be given a Shaivite 

tint. In fact, he clearly disapproved of the portrayal of Kannagi as a ferocious Kali in the 

popular koothu tradition. He further condemned the folk traditions when he compared them 

poorly to the doorkeeper of the court in the epic. The doorkeeper, Pillai said, was not foolish 

like the  of today. He understood that Kannagi was not Kali or Durga: 

79

 

This kind of representation by the illiterate, he said, revolted and saddened the scholars: 

80

We must notice that he used the collective pronoun ' when addressing his readers. Here, 

he clearly excluded the 'illiterate' and rejected the popular folk traditions associated with 
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Kannagi. He took a similar stance when he analyzed the character of Matavi. For him Matavi 

was a woman of exemplary virtue and ignorant of this contemporary portrayed 

her as a duplicitous woman who hankered for wealth: 

81 

 

We cannot miss the contempt he had for the performers in the folk tradition. In his reading of 

the epic and the characters of the story, Matavi cannot but be a woman of exemplary virtue. 

She was true to Kovalan and when she knew he was not coming back she renounced the 

world. As he said, even though she was a woman born in the community of performers, she 

had the qualities of a .  

82

However, Pillai had no sympathy for Kovalan. Deviating from the general trend in these 

years of explaining his abandonment of Kannagi as his love for the arts, or Kannagi's 

preoccupation with domestic chores, Pillai dismissed Kovalan as a man whose love for 

Kannagi or Matavi was not 'great love'. He was driven by passion ( and not love.
83

 

For another writer this very passion became the reason for Kannagi losing Kovalan. Writing a 

detailed essay on the epic in 1948, S.R.Margabandhu Sarma insisted that it was not Kovalan's 

love of the arts but Kannagi's inability to fulfill the carnal desires of Kovalan that led to his 

seeking the company of Matavi.
84

 In the years that they were together, Kannagi spent much 

of her time in extending hospitality to guests and offering alms to ascetics. Kovalan wanted 

her to spend more time with him. 

85
  

                                                           
81

 Ibid., p. 73 
82

 Ibid., p. 71 
83

 Ibid., pp. 31-32 
84

 S.R.Margabandhu Sarma, Silambin Rasanai, pp. 47-48 
85

 Ibid., pp. 51-52  



21 
 

Kovalan, Sarma reasoned, was too generous at heart ( to explain to Kannagi 

that these chores could be performed in later years as well but youth once gone would never 

return. Kannagi was ignorant of his desires. So, it is no surprise, Sarma said, when Matavi put 

up her garland for sale, Kovalan bought it immediately:  

86

Kovalan went seeking his pleasure and did not think that Kannagi who was more interested in 

domestic chores would be troubled by his departure.  

87
 

He concluded that she was not interested in the pleasures of the flesh. 

.
88

 

It was no surprise then that he settled down with Matavi. Why should he worry about a 

woman who was not interested in giving him pleasure?  

89

 

No writer in these years or even later asked the same question from the point of view of 

Kannagi. That she would be a goddess by virtue of her steadfast fidelity to Kovalan precluded 

such speculations. But she was not beyond being held responsible for her own misfortunes in 

her life as a human being. Sarma first assumed that Kannagi was not fulfilling the needs of 

Kovalan and then blamed her for his departure. While like most writers in these years Sarma 

did not find Kovalan's love of music and Kannagi's ignorance of matters of the arts a reason 

for his desertion of Kannagi, he did hold her responsible for lacking in another quality. In any 

event it was some lack in Kannagi that led to Kovalan's desertion of her. 
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Another Tamil scholar who received much fame in his lifetime as a writer of distinction was 

M.Varadarajan. He worked for several years at Madras and Madurai Universities. He wrote 

several novels and critical works on the Silappatikaram and other Tamil classics. He was a 

prolific writer through the middle decades of the last century. His two essays on Kannagi and 

Matavi reflect his engagement with the primary theme of karpu and love. Kannagi was like 

the Sun in her karpu, 90 Silappatikaram, according to Varadarajan, 

tells of the greatness of women, particularly the greatness of a woman who had the firmness 

of karpu. 

91

 

It is the greatness of karpu that someone like Kannagi could have courage that is the quality 

of great men. Kannagi stands as an example of the greatness of a virtuous woman that 

Valluvar spoke of.
92

 

 

Varadarajan compared the relationship between a wife and a husband to the one that was 

expected between a religious leader (guru) and his follower. 

93

Under the most trying of circumstances the wife must act with restraint and even resist the 

temptation to seek the aid of any god. This quality is highlighted in the character of Kannagi 

when she rejects the idea of visiting the temples of the Sun and the Moon as suggested by her 

friend Devanti. Varadarajan interpreted this event, like Auvai Duraisaami Pillai before him, 

to mean Kannagi's rejection of the idea as inappropriate for a woman who worshipped her 

husband. He quoted Valluvar's verse to emphasize his point and observed that some women 

had slowly given up on that practice but Kannagi was steadfast in her devotion to her 
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husband.
94

 But this devotion was an element of Tamil culture. A married woman might 

worship a god with her husband by her side. But it was not customary for a Tamil woman to 

worship a god for herself: 

95

 Kannagi should not be criticized for her patience. She was incapable of using harsh words 

because she was a 'cultured woman' 96 In fact her patience with 

Kovalan might be an indication of his qualifying for such devotion. In the few years that they 

lived together there was much love and affection. Kovalan was also a man with a generous 

heart, evidence of which is scattered in the epic. It was in memory of the years they were 

together that Kannagi remained faithful to him even while he was with Matavi. This then was 

'true love'.
97

 Moreover, Kannagi lived by the rules of karpu: 

98

Kannagi then, in this interpretation, played multiple roles in her relationship with her 

husband. She followed husband as an acolyte would, worshipped him as a devotee would and 

tolerated his excesses as a friend would because of his other good qualities. It is striking how 

this Kannagi is a neat fit with the ideal womanhood that was being etched out in these years. 

If Kannagi was a woman with such fine qualities Kovalan was not without qualities to 

recommend him either. Like his contemporaries, Varadarajan was at pains to 'explain' the 

behaviour of Kovalan. He acknowledged that Kovalan did not possess the qualities of culture 

and contentment that Kannagi had. But on those grounds he cannot be judged as a cruel or as 

a man of poor character.
99

 Like his contemporary M.P.Sivagnanam, Varadarajan observed 

that the one quality that Kovalan did not have was the firmness of karpu '

But there were two reasons for this lack in him. One was the social context and the 

other was his love for the arts. Women in society were divided into those of the family and 
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public women or prostitutes. Karpu was emphasized for women of the family and not for 

men. It was this state of social morals that was a reason for Kovalan's behaviour.
100

 Also only 

men of wealth in those days had the opportunity to associate with prostitutes. Kovalan was a 

man of wealth. So, he was in a position to buy the garland sent by Matavi in the street.  

Secondly, the fundamental reason for Kovalan seeking the company of Matavi was his love 

for the arts. He had witnessed the dance performance of Matavi and lost his heart to her art.
101

 

Had he been a man of lose morals, he would not have waited even for the few years that he 

lived with Kannagi to seek other pleasures. Nor did he seek Matavi for carnal pleasures. Had 

that been the reason he would have sought the company of more women. In fact, Varadarajan 

argued, that Kannagi waited patiently for him also goes in his favour. Had he been a man of 

easy morals she would not have had so much love him. Kovalan needed several years to 

realize the value of Kannagi's love. Until then he was caught between life and art. Here 

Kannagi symbolized life and Matavi symbolized art. Kovalan did not abandon Kannagi. He 

forgot her for a few years. What is more, his new relationship was not lacking in love. Matavi 

was equal to Kannagi in culture.
102

 In addition she was exceptionally beautiful and proficient 

in dance and music, qualities that Kannagi lacked.
103

   

It is important to remember that in the epic there is no indication that Kovalan had witnessed 

the dance performance of Matavi before the king. Matavi sent her maid to the street 

frequented by the wealthy and Kovalan bought the garland there. Most writers in these years 

felt compelled to have Kovalan witness the performance of Matavi. Without this ruse there is 

absolutely no explanation for Kovalan buying the garland, except that he gave in to 

temptation and sought carnal pleasure with Matavi. Ilango does not pretend otherwise either.  

Ilango has Kovalan reach the bedchamber of Matavi immediately after buying the garland. 

Clearly, Ilango was not willing to put a gloss on the action of Kovalan as later critiques of the 

twentieth century, in the thick of issues of Tamil culture and Tamil pride, did. 

 The flaw in the character of Kovalan, which was important to underline the nobility of the 

character of Kannagi in the epic, becomes a flaw in the story itself for Karunanidhi and 

Bharatidasan. Both of them attempted to rectify the situation in different ways. Bharatidasan 

suggested that Kovalan is a lover of the arts and Kannagi was more interested in her duties as 
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a wife
104

. Secondly, he had Kovalan witness the dance of Matavi and describes their being 

attracted to each other at first sight.
105

 What is more he pays for the garland after Matavi 

garlands him.
106

 Karunanidhi‟s narration of the event is more elaborate. The event as narrated 

not only absolves Kovalan of all wrong doing, it is also an occasion to highlight „Tamil 

culture‟. Kovalan buys the garland up for sale to protect Matavi from having to be with an old 

Greek merchant who offers to buy the garland. This is not only to protect a Tamil girl from 

the clutches of a Greek but also because it is not „Tamil culture‟ for a young girl to wed an 

old man.
107

 Thus in the narrative of Karunanidhi Kovalan emerges as a protector of Tamil 

culture. This was a dramatic transformation of a character whose flaws several writers since 

the publication of the epic in 1892 struggled with. As pointed out in chapter 5, most writers 

remained within the available situation presented by Ilango and explained Kovalan's 

desertion of Kannagi as his love of the arts or Kannagi's preoccupation with domestic duties 

or lack of knowledge of music and dance. By introducing the character of the Greek 

merchant, Karunanidhi elevated Kovalan as a man of high purpose and a true representative 

of 'Tamil culture'. This relocation of Kovalan takes away the shine from the character of 

Kannagi. 

 

Many writers who studied the Silappatikaram analyzed the character of Matavi as well. In a 

detailed monograph on Matavi, Varadarajan presented her as a woman who is as worthy of 

admiration as Kannagi. Fitting into the metaphor of slush and lotus, he described Matavi as a 

woman who was a woman of karpu despite having been born in a community of prostitutes: 

 

 In fact, he asserted Matavi was perhaps more suited to be Kovalan's mate than Kannagi 

because of her proficiency in the arts: 
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.109 

Unlike in the lives of Kannagi and Kovalan, there was and in the lives of 

Matavi and Kovalan. In fact, Varadarajan gave the absence of this activity in the lives of 

Kannagi and Kovalan as one of the reasons for Kovalan living for several years with 

Matavi.
110

 The love that Matavi had for Kovalan was also or true love.
111

 

Having lived a life of love Matavi could not have taken another lover when Kovalan left her. 

So, the only honourable option available to her was to renounce the world and take to a 

spiritual path. What is more, she considered her daughter as the daughter of Kannagi and 

made her a monk as well. No writer of the twentieth century questioned this action that 

arrested the life of Manimekalai in her youth. Matavi thus became a woman worthy of praise. 

Varadarajan concluded that Matavi was a social reformer ( ) and a revolutionary 

( ).112 That she took to the life of a monk and made her daughter a monk as well 

made her a woman of exceptional qualities despite her birth in a 'disreputable' community.  

Written in the 1940s when debates about prostitution and the devadasi system raged in the 

Madras Legislative Council and in the media, it is understandable that most writers in these 

years tried to rescue Matavi from the reality of her birth. Tested on the touchstone of karpu, 

Matavi was adjudged a woman of exceptional karpu because she took no lover after Kovalan 

left her. But that there were women who were prostitutes by profession was a blot on a 

luminous Tamil past. So, Varadarajan asserted that in no truly cultured society can we see 

this. Even though the epic described a time when 'Tamil Nadu' had achieved much in many 

ways, it also had a 'backward' blot like prostitution.
113

  

Many writers saw the epic as a message from Ilango that making proficiency in music and 

dance the exclusive preserve of prostitutes and unrelated to family life damaged the society at 

large.
114

 So long as the situation remained unchanged more Kannagis would be born and 

                                                           
109

 Ibid., p. 45 
110

 Ibid., pp. 29-34. The word means feigned anger. In Tamil literary tradition when a wife pretended 

to be angry the husband appeased her. The reconciliation that resulted from this interaction led to an 

enhancement of love and passion.   
111

 Ibid., p.38 
112

 p. 87 
113

 Ibid., p. 77 
114

 M.S. Vimalanandam, Silambu Pudayal, P. 23 



27 
 

more cities would burn. But Vimalanandam did not present his interpretation as a response to 

the contemporary preoccupation with prostitution but as a need to go back to a past where 

such separation presumably did not exist. He said: 

115

 

However, he did not explain which past contemporary society must emulate since clearly, 

such separation of art from family life existed in the epic times that Ilango described!  

In the epic Kannagi lived for fourteen days after the death of Kovalan. Within the ideals that 

were being etched out during these years a woman dying immediately after the death of her 

husband was taken to be the ancient way. Thus the wife of the King of Madurai, 

Kopperundevi, was an ideal wife who dropped dead when she realized her husband was dead. 

Many writers then felt the need to explain Kannagi's last fourteen days. Shanmugam gave his 

own twist to Kannagi reaching Madurai city. She had come to Madurai to burn with her 

husband, he asserted. In fact, she lost the opportunity to burn with her husband because 

Kovalan forbade her to do so. It was Kovalan who asked her to seek justice. Shanmugam 

further speculated that Kannagi probably burnt the city to burn herself! But the words of the 

deity of the city assuring her that she would be taken to heaven after fourteen days prevented 

her from burning herself.
116

 

M.P.Sivagnanam presented Silappatikaram as the cultural treasure trove of the Tamils 

( 117 In this cultural frame Kannagi was not just a 

fictional character but a historical figure who acted as a symbol of Tamil culture: 

118

It is through Kannagi that one can know the way of the virtuous ( . Within this 

frame, a wife did not worship any god but her husband and did not wear ornaments when he 
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deserted her.
119

 When he returned to her, she tried to assuage his sadness by offering her 

anklets and when he asked her to follow her to Madurai, she did so without demur. Kannagi 

was to Kovalan what a creeper was to a pole.
120

 Writing in the 1970s, Sivagnanam added 

further to the qualities of a woman of virtue.  Kannagi was a Sivagnanam 

asserted, because she stayed at home and thus ensured that she was out of the sight of any 

man other than her husband.
121

 If such a woman did not die the moment her husband died, as 

a virtuous woman must and as the queen of Madurai did, it called for an explanation. 

Sivagnanam explained that it is because she had to avenge the death of her husband that 

Kannagi continued to live even after the death of Kovalan. Such a woman was jealous of the 

queen of Madurai.
122

  Sivagnanam regretted that despite having such a virtuous woman to 

worship, the women of Tamil Nadu looked to Arundhati for an ideal of virtue.
123

 So, Kannagi 

was not just a woman, even an exceptional and historical one, of days gone by, but an ideal to 

be emulated by Tamil women in contemporary times.   

However, while Sivagnanam applauded Kannagi for all her qualities that fell within his frame 

of , he could not approve of the one extreme act that Ilango credited her with. The 

burning of the city of Madurai, Sivagnanam insisted was not the righteous way.
124

 It was born 

out of rage due to extreme sorrow. Her actions may be condoned if we kept in mind the 

political context of the times Kannagi lived in and that was what the author Ilango wanted to 

emphasize. Ilango did not want such incidents to recur and that was why he had Kannagi 

burn the city with her breast, which is an unnatural act. Had he made her burn the city with a 

torch, there would have emerged thousands of Kannagis in the two thousand years since her 

time as representatives of this quality of Kannagi alone!
125

  

In the varied representations of Kannagi in the folk and textual traditions the city of Madurai 

burns through an action of Kannagi. Her curse, her breast or water droplets from her hair 

cause the fire.  In the story as narrated by Bharatidasan and Karunanidhi, even this is taken 

out of her hands. In the narration of the former the people of the city of Madurai burn it down 

when the king executes Kovalan unjustly and in the case of the latter the fire starts by 

accident.  
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Sivagnanam's defence of Kovalan was similar to the ones provided by most writers at this 

time. However, he differed from them when he asserted that the epic was a text that warned 

the men of the world about the consequences that would follow if they strayed from the path 

of karpu He asserted that the epic emphasized the importance of karpu for men as well.
126

 

The act of burning the city that Sivagnanam attributed to extreme sorrow was approached 

differently by M.R.P.Gurusaami. Writing in the early fifties Gurusaami held that the practice 

of depriving women of the home some knowledge of music and dance and making these art 

forms objects of merchandize in the homes of prostitutes was primarily responsible for the 

burning of Madurai. So long as such restrictions continued, more and more cities would burn. 

The destruction of the city represented the anger of women against a social order. Since the 

king was the maker of that order Kannagi directed her anger on his city: 

127

Incidentally Gurusaami omitted to mention in his essay that Kannagi burnt the city with her 

breast. It was her words that had the power to burn.
128

  

Gurusaami was clearly reading back into history contemporary concerns about the 

relationship between art and the world of courtesans and prostitutes. Men with power over 

wealth had divided women into those of the home and those for art. This was an insult to 

womanhood. He regretted that in his time when there was debate about reform such practices 

had not ended.
129

 Silappatikaram in this reading was not only a reflection of a society that 

existed several centuries ago but a didactic text that indicated what an ideal society should be. 

Like several of his contemporaries Gurusaami saw the epic as a luminous ornament on the 

feet of the mother goddess of Tamil ( ) which told of the way of the Tamil people 
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( ).130 The primary lesson that it carried was that if the king strayed from the path of 

righteousness the virtue of women, a virtue that caused the rains, cannot be sustained.
131

  

Analyzing the character of Kannagi, Gurusaami referred to her as the pinnacle of virtue. But 

she had a flaw. Like his contemporaries Varadarajan and Margabandhu Sarma, Gurusaami 

held Kannagi responsible for her desertion by Kovalan. While Kovalan and Kannagi were 

happy in the years that they were together and nothing untoward seemed to have happened 

during that time, Kovalan still left her. This was because while she was not a slave of 

Kovalan and had rights visa-a-vie him she did not engage in . Kannagi treated her 

husband as a god and not as a human being. By not engaging in Kannagi failed to keep 

her love fresh. This was a flaw not a fault, Gurusaami pleaded. If a Matavi had not entered 

their lives some other woman would have certainly intervened.
132

   

Silappatikaram in the writings of the twentieth century symbolized Tamil culture and a 

glorious Tamil past. Kannagi in this cultural representation was a crucial cog as a symbol not 

only of the ideal of Tamil womanhood but Tamil culture itself. Karpu defined not only 

Kannagi but Matavi as well. Through their writings the Tamil scholars in these decades 

added more layers to the qualities of Kannagi and to some extent Matavi as well even as the 

essential core remained karpu. While delineating the qualities of Kannagi, these writers 

rehabilitated Kovalan as well as a man who was driven by his love of the arts, and in the 

understanding of Margabandhu Sarma, by passion. He was not as yet a protector of Tamil 

culture as he would be in the hands of Karunanidhi. But these writers collectively succeeded 

in rescuing him from the ignominy of being branded as a man swayed entirely by the 

pleasures of the flesh.  

 

Ancient texts have their uses. They help to connect the past and the present. But the nature of 

the connections established in rewriting an ancient text is determined by the purpose for 

which it is being revived and who is taking the initiative to do so.  In the case of 

Silappatikaram, certain themes were emphasized over others in every new narration. The 

concept of justice and the role of the ruler in imparting justice was an important theme in 

many of the narratives as it was in the epic by Ilango. That an ordinary woman, a stranger to 

a city, could challenge the king and win a case on behalf of her husband, however, was an 
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idea that had an added resonance in the colonial context of the early nineteenth century when 

concepts of citizenship and justice were becoming important. But it was in relation to women 

that the text became a very powerful tool. Kannagi was presented as a being of the second 

century even as she was recreated to appeal to different sections of Tamil literate society in 

the twentieth century with the quality of karpu that marked her.   

 

The colonial discourse on race and language impacted the self perception of the literate Tamil 

society in significant ways. The cornerstones of a Tamil past and a Tamil culture were laid in 

these years. The uniqueness and antiquity of Tamil language was emphasized and a major 

attempt was made to etch the characteristics of those who could be called Tamil.  The epics 

were useful in this endeavour. Kannagi, Kovalan and Matavi were elevated as archetypes of 

Tamil men and women. Against the sexual permissiveness of Tamil society that sangam 

poetry indicated, the qualities of these characters better fit the needs of the twentieth century.  

Matavi, the dancer par excellence had to find redemption not by her art but through karpu. 

The placement of Matavi in the community of prostitutes posed a problem for the essayists of 

more contemporary times who analysed the epic from within the 'Tamil society' frame.  In the 

epic Ilango had endowed Matavi with a celestial lineage. She was further distinguished by 

her beauty and her proficiency as a dancer. He had placed her at par with the distinguished 

Kovalan and Kannagi. Further, she does not take another lover when Kovalan deserts her and 

chooses to become a monk after his death.  But in the social atmosphere of early twentieth 

century when a vigorous campaign was being conducted to end prostitution, Matavi's location 

in the epic as a prostitute in a Tamil society who enjoyed the attention of Kovalan put the 

writers in a quandary. Unlike a Nagai C. Gopalakrishna Pillai or a Panchapakesa Ayyar, who 

could approach the issue as a social problem which could be resolved by training all women 

in dance and music, writers like Varadarajan saw the profession as a blot on the fair name of 

Tamil society in an age gone by.  But the solution offered was the same-which was that all 

women should be made proficient in the arts. Matavi fit the metaphor of a lotus that bloomed 

in a muddy pond and her karpu was praised as being equal to that of Kannagi. In some cases 

she was even placed a notch above Kannagi because she could attract and retain the attention 

of Kovalan with her art and because despite being from the community of prostitutes she 

remained true to him. The contrast with Kovalan is sharp. He was not a man of karpu but he 

was redeemed by his love of music and dance. But Matavi, the dancer and musician par 

excellence, had to be a woman of karpu as well to be respectable and to be accepted.  
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Writers who worked within the frame of Tamil culture and traditions had to make the most 

vigorous attempts to rehabilitate Kovalan amongst the new and self conscious reading public 

of the twentieth century. He could not be a child of fate as he was in the epic. The casual 

manner in which he establishes a relationship with Matavi when he had Kannagi, the now 

emerging icon of Tamil culture waiting at home, did not befit the role of the ideal Tamil man 

that he was now called upon to portray. Twentieth century Tamil society was not comfortable 

with the idea that the hero of the epic they looked upon with pride would enter the home of a 

prostitute for pleasure. Something more than the attractions of the flesh, something higher in 

the hierarchy of the pleasurable alone could justify his actions and redeem him in the eyes of 

contemporary Tamil society. If Matavi's art was not sufficient to find her a place in the 

esteem of Tamil society, it was her art and his love of the arts that allowed Kovalan to be 

elevated as a true son of Tamil society. From the epic to the work of Karunanidhi, Kovalan 

transformed from a week minded but good hearted hero of the epic to the protector of Tamil 

culture and traditions in Karunanidhi's play. But in the Tamil culture frame, he was first and 

foremost a lover of the arts. He was first the slave of Matavi's art and then he fell for her. In 

the process of the rehabilitation of Kovalan, several authors pointed out the short comings of 

Kannagi. In this interpretation it was not enough that she was a woman of karpu. To retain 

her husband she had to know music and may be even dance. She did not engage in 

one author asserted. That was an art Matavi knew only too well. She was not passionate and 

did not show any interest in marital relations, another author asserted. Again this was 

assumed to be a quality that a woman like Matavi would know. All these excuses were meant 

to evoke sympathy in the mind of the reader for Kovalan. But Kannagi's qualities or lack of 

them got highlighted in the process. Women then, in these years were presented with an 

impossible situation. They were slotted as either virtuous wives or as prostitutes. Yet, each 

had to be more like the other. Matavi was honourable because she was like a wife. Kannagi 

would have retained Kovalan had she been more like Matavi. 

In the case of Kannagi most writers emphasized that her qualities as a housewife was 

exemplary. All of them acknowledged that her uncomplaining fidelity to her husband was 

praiseworthy and fit for emulation. Many writers pointed out that Kannagi of the epic did not 

complain about the woman who enjoyed the attention and affections of her husband even 

though in the literary convention detailed in Tholkappiyam she was permitted to do so. This 

quality elevated her even further in the esteem of the twentieth century scholars. They 

insisted that her fight for justice was a fight of a Tamil woman. She spoke to restore the 
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illustrious traditions of justice of Tamil kings. Her quest had to be for a value outside of 

herself. Therefore, none of the writers pointed out that her anger at the death of her husband 

emanated not only from the unjust execution but from her awareness of her own innocence as 

well. Ilango had Kannagi say repeatedly that she was innocent. Twentieth century writers 

omitted to mention this. That her struggle for justice for her husband should be contaminated 

by her desire for justice for herself as well was not acceptable to those who wrote to highlight 

Tamil culture and the virtues of a Tamil woman. Unadulterated selflessness in a woman was 

a virtue desired in all women in these years in the literate middle class context where opinion 

was being created and consumed.  In many cases this Tamil Kannagi would not even tear off 

her breast in anger to burn the city of Madurai. This again reflected the twentieth century 

prudishness of an emerging self conscious middle class society. Kannagi had to be content 

with her words accorded the same potency. Her karpu and the power she could derive from it 

could not be allowed to become so powerful as to cross the bounds of modesty that was now 

defined by a twentieth century middle class society.  
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