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INTRODUCTION

Of the time- honoured trifurcation of Tamil Literature into Verse, Music, and the
Drama, the last has few or no representatives while the first and the second have
many. The positive want of ancient dramatic literature has been accounted for by the
lovers of Tamil in various ways, which seem more or less fabulous to those who have
any tincture of English education. That the Tamil speaking people have included the

histrionic art among the degraded arts of life, fit to be pursued by the wandering



nomads, or by the dregs of societies, seems to point to the conclusion that the art in
due course of time have degenerated and fallen into disrepute or lacked cultivation at
the hands of men of genius. In either case, any attempt | that direction in these days
of western culture can not but add to the reputation of one who, with necessary

intellectual equipment, energy, and zeal, devotes his nights and days to it.

In Madras, as in the Mofussil, we often come across travelling troops of actors
amusing audience with variety of plays based on the three great magazines* of
Poetic fiction, Ramayana, Bharatam, and Kandapuranam. They are for the most
parts comical, and abound in vulgar conceits and voluptuous songs, gratifying to the

vicious, but bearing no literary value.

If any drama has seen the light, that mingles interest with instruction, it is the
excellent Manonmaniyam, by the late* lamented professor Sundaram Pillai, M.A.,
published a few years ago. Eminently classical as it is in diction, metre and matter, it
is simply excellent in characterisation and plot evolution, and will do well on the

boards.

As a drama, what Manonmaiyam is in verse, Rupavati is in prose. Though it is no
praise to say that both are free from the Pigeon-Tamil Which obtains so much even
among the Scholars of Southern India, who however imbued with western knowledge
and stirred up by Western example from their wonted lethargy to a sense of national
literature, only pander to the tastes of low and the vulgar, our new-fledged writers
would do well to consult, the choice and chaste direction of these two dramas if they
would provide for their earnest readers opportunities of knowing what the classical
Tamil is, and what great purpose it can be made to serve. Our Sastriar has in
Rupavati pressed into service, whenever necessary, the facilities* of Tamil diction,
pure and unmixed, and given the reading public not only an intellectual feat but so
vivid portraiture of the ways and manners of princess and people of the age of the
literary *Witenagement in Madura that their imagination* cannot but be quickened,
exalted, and *ennobled. If he has succeeded in this as | verily believe he has,
Rupavati fulfils the mission it was intended to fulfil Into tears of joy for, now appeared

before them Sundara and Surupa stripped of their disguise and clad in their usual



apparel. Drunk with joy at the sight of their missing son and daughter, they made
haste to unite the bands of those who were already united in their hearts; and
Surasena, convinced of the cruelty done to Nayavachana, ordered his release and
begged his pardon. Then Surasena invited Satguna, Virendra and others to his
metropolis and wished that a day should be fixed for the marriage. An astrologer was
consulted and the marriage of Ambujakshi, Suchila's daughter, to Sukumara and
Kanakamalai to Nayavachana's son Chandramukha, were proposed. Thus three
marriages had tobe celebrated. But three is a number of very bad omen, and so they
arranged for the celebrations of their marriage on the day, Friday, when happily fell
the sixtieth-year ceremony of the laureate of the Pandian Court, Vidhya Sagara, the
guru of Sundarananda and his associates. Thus was the objection obviated and the

occasion made jubiliant all around.

"O world, thy slippery turns, Fullest foes,

Whose passions and whose plots have broke their sleep
To take the one the other, by some chance,

Some trick not worth on egg, shall grow dear friends,

And inter joke their issues"

Rupavathi, the first fruit of the author is excellent in its own way. It contains
magnificent speeches which would repay perusal and the obstacles in it and almost

all poetical or have poetry in them.

Rupavathi, the heroine, is the only daughter of Surasena. Endowed by nature with
the gifts of body and mind, she falls in love with the only son of Satguna. The parents
of the lovers live only for their children, and but for them their life and dominion are
trills "light as air". The angelic heroine is a perfect dissembler and is well acquainted
with the laws of fashion and etiquette. In Act |, Scene 2, her apparently innocent
questions 'will one swoon when he weaps? To continue the narrative, and the skillful
way in which she tries to draw out form her companions an unvarnished tale of her
lover's character and disposition, and the sound rebuke administered to Kanakamalai
for her interference while speaking amply testify to the statement. Further, she is a

poetic being and often speaks verses; she appreciates music and loves songs; she



exhibits the power of her tongue in the scene in which she brings down
Sundarananda to agree to their instance escape; she braves all fatigues and
hardships, being supported by the strength of her love; she keeps a steady reserve in
the court of Chola to avoid detection. Her part, in this drama reminds us of the
charming group of Shakespeare's women such as Julia, Viola, Portia, Rosalind and
Imogen who, under force of circumstances assumed the disguise of male attire, What

distinguishes Rupavathi most is her learning, intelligence and fidelity in love.

Sundarananda, her lover, is a man of superior intelligence, well-educated, and
well-versed in the art of war. He is a Dhirodatta, to use the expression of the Sanskrit
dramatistik, and, in the language of Suresena, he is an incarnation of meekness and
gentleness, and is a poet as well as a songster. His learning is manifest in his
explanation of the name Thiruvappanar and in his reference to Ahapporul ilakkanam
(Act lll, scene 6). The most remarkable trait in his character, besides his love to God,
is his great attachment to his parents, of which he thinkswith pious affection and
tearful eyes, when they are doomed to suffer the hardships of exile and when he is
himself oppressed by the pangs of love. Another noble trait in him is his gratefulness

to his benefactors.

Satguna, his father, is an incarnation of virtue. Full of piety and calm in judgement,
he is loved by his subjects as well as by his enemies. His wife, Sundari, is a good

match for him in every respect.

Suchila, his dutiful minister, is a subtle psychologist and sees through Surasena.
He is convinced that virtue will triumph independent of extraneous aid. His ministerial
tact is manifest in the scene where he negotiates peace between Surasena and

Virendra.

Surasena, father of the heroine, is rough, rude and ravengold. His conquest has,
as his daughter says, made him amibitious and hardened his heart. He would yield to
no persuation but force. It was only when his forces failed that he conferred with his

minister. The only redeeming point in his character is that he is capable of remorse,



and it is probably due to this fact that he is not murdered, though he richly deserved it,

for his tyranny.

Jnanadipa is a sage indeed. He is very hospitable to strangers, and his learned
love is manifested in the scences where his disciple appears. Unmindful of worldly

honours, he rebukes prince and peasant alike for their folly.

Vidya Sagara, the ocean of learning, is the Guru to the Prince and his associates.
All rever him for his wisdom, and quote his verses and sign his songs most of all ,
Ambujakshi a clever songstress. The scene in which he figures before Surasena and
thunders forth his highly eulogistic verses commemorating Surasena's late victory
followed by his learned interpretation thereof, is comical enough, when viewed in the
light of his question, 'Am | to be beaten?'. But this apparent inconsistency illustrates a
not uncommon occurrence among human beings, viz., that when fear overtakes a

man, his learning quits him and his faculty of argumentation is at a stand.

Chandramukha and Sukamara, are the companions of the Prince to whom they
are firmly attached. The former relies upon experience and human effort for success
in life while the latter resigns everything to the will of Providence. Hence these two

characters represent two great schools of Philosophy.

Imbujakshi and Kanakamalai are the two associates of the Princess. Former, a
clever songstress, is shy by nature whereas Kanakamalai is petulmeddlesome.
Further, the latter, thogh slightly superstitious, often nails on the head when she has

to judge of character.

The Lords appear in three of the scenes; and with Nayavachana, Surasena, they
lay their heads together to plot his death. The first Lord is collected in his procedure
and preaches against precipitancy in matters moment. The second Lord, rather hasty,
is wise on second thoughts, and the third is a ruffian ready for immediate action and

thirsting for revenge.



Nayavachana isa man of policy. He always veneers his thoughts,f or Surasena
falls out with him, and he cannot be brow-beaten when he sees tyranny prevails.
When the Lords are for the assassination of Surasena, criticizes his judgement, and
calmly refers the question to the decision of Sudananda, of whose superior

intelligence he has a high opinion.

Three DFreams are introduced in this play, two of them by Surasena, Kamalavallai
prognosticating evil and the third by the Nurse giving a ray of the reappearance of

Rupavati.

The Epilogue is spoken by Sundarananda. In it he discourses on human and
human love and rightly points out that domestic life, if rightly led, is better and
productive of better results than the life of an ascestic who prefers seclusion and

hates mankind.

To conclude, The plot of Rupavati, is so simple and dexterously consistent and
characterization so notable and happy, that they comine to give the pleasure of the
intellectual feasts given in it. | trust that the entire play wright will continue to amuse
and instruct the reading public, year after year,with some fresh creations of his own,
and will reclaim the dramatic love which is highly educative in its value but much

neglected by the Tamil people.

Coimbatore, March 1902 M.S. PURNALINGAM PILLAL.
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