














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 population 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 should in course of time have degene-
rated and fallen into disrepute or lacked culti-
vation at the hands of men of genius. In either
case, any attempt in that direction in these days
of western culture cannot but add to the reputation
of one who, with the necessary intellectual equip-
ment, energy, and zeal, devotes his nights and
days to it.

- In Madras, as in the Mofussil, we often come
across travelling troupes of actors amusing audi-
ence with a variety of plays based on the three
great magazines of poetic fiction, Ramayanam,
Bharatam and Kandapuranam. They are for the
most part 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
Manonmantyam, by the late lamented Professor
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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 Manonmaniyam 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
the low and the vulgar, the choice and chaste
diction of these two dramas our new-fledged
writers would do well to consult, if they would
provide for their earnest readers opportunities of
knowing what the classical Tamil is, and what
great purposes it can be made to serve. Our
Sastriar has in Rupavatt pressed into his service,
whenever necessary, the felicities of Tamil
diction, pure and unmixed, and given the reading
public not only an intellectual feast but so vivid
a portraiture of the ways and manners of princes
and people of the age of the literary Witenagemot
in Madura that their imagination cannot but be
quickened, exalted and ennobled. If he has suc-
ceeded in this, as I verily believe he has, Rupa-
vatt fulfils the mission it was intended to fulfil.
The plot of the drama is as follows :—Satguna,
king of Pandya, worsted in the battle of Tirup-
paranguntram, was taken captive with his wife
and son, and all were shut in the royal gaol in
Madura by the victorious Surasena, king of Chera.
Believing that the presence of the royal prisoners
in his capital might be a source of frequent
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troubles to him and his sovereignty, Surasena
banished Satguna and his Queen Sundart and
retained their son in durance. Advised by
Suchila, his wise minister, who had been the
minister of Satguna ere his exile, Surasena
allowed the prince Sundarananda freedom of
movement, and companions to mitigate the
keenness of his misery. One evening, when
the Zephyr played gently, Sundarananda with his
two associates, Sukumara and Chandramukha,
visited the park adjoining the palace, fell a-
brooding upon the ills that might have overtaken
his parents after their expulsion from the king-
dom, sighed, sobbed, and fell into a swoon. At
this moment of despair to the associates of the
prince, there appeared in another part of the same
garden the Princess Rupavatr, only daughter of the
victorious Surasena in company with Ambujakashi
and Kanakamalar and heard some cries of distress.
The Princess, looking wistfully about for a time,
discovered, through a jasmine covert, the handsome
Prince with his head on the lap of Sukumara, who
was seated under a Madav -tree, the trysting place
of whispering lovers. A few minutes after, the
Prince recovered from his swoon and would
hasten to the goal as it was late in the evening.
But the Princess, having eyed the Prince in his
faint, was so charmed by his person that she fell
over head and ears in love with him, and let none
of her ‘companions know of this passion raging
in her swelling bosom. She suppressed it,
but it grew and grew till at last she neither ate
nor dressed well. She repaired now and then to
the park, the scene of their first love, and indul-
ged in her reveries. Equally smitten was the
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Prince, but his thoughts of love had frequent
interruptions at the thought of his dear parents
in exile. :

His parents, unaccustomed to travel on foot,
went their way slowly and with fatigue, and his
mother fainted. At this crisis a hunter appeared
with a pail of water and helped Satguna to bring
her back to her senses. When the Queen recovered,
her lord and herself, escorted by the hunter,
proceeded to the hermitage of Jnanadipa, where
they were given bed and board by his disciple
A’tmanatha. Soon ‘as day broke, the recluse
instructed his disciple to take his guests to the
court of Chola and ask Virendra to give them
accommodation and protection in his palace, and
offered Satguna a rosary with the blessing that no
ills would happen to them thereafter. With a due
sense of gratitude for his kindness as well as for
his hospitality, the guests bade a hearty farewell
to the hermit, and followed the cicerone of a
disciple. He led them to the palace of Chola, where
he delivered the message to Virendra and return-
ed. The Chola king took the instructions as
ipse dixit, opened his palace to them, and enter-
tained them suitably to their rank.

The news of their safe arrival and entertain-
ment at the court of Chola reached the ears of
Surasena and excited in his mind many a doubt
and fear of a future invasion. These fears and
doubts were aggravated by the thought of his own
tyranny and by the knowledge he had of the
conspiracy of his friend Nayavachana with some
.of the lords of the locality to undermine his
sovereignty. Surasena now resolved that, should
Satguna and Virendra invade his  conquered
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dominion, he would cause the Prince in durance to
be murdered.

Happily, of this his secret resolve, his dear
daughter Rupavati had an inkling, and she at
once hastened to the rescue of her lover from the
impending doom. She wrote to her lover Sunda-
rananda acquainting him with her father’s
murderous resolution and with the possible means
of effecting his escape and, enclosing the key of
the secret way in it, threw it at midnight into her
lover’s cell. Sundarananda, busy with. the
thoughts of his dear parents in exile and giddy
with the new-sprung love that had kept him
sleepless, heard a rustle about the balcony and
hastened to it. He picked up the letter and lighted
a lamp, and read it over and over, but he could not
make out from whom it had come. [Here is a string
of very fine arguments and conjectures as to the
source of the letter.] At last, by a process of
intellectual elimination, he discovered that it had
come from Rupavati and prepared himself to
meet her the ensuing night at the time and place
mentioned in the letter. When the iron hand of
Time tolled twelve, Sundarananda came out of his
cell and stood waiting on tip-toe for Rupavati.
The latter, true to her appointment, stole from
her bed-chamber and appeared in male attire
before her lover and argued with him as to the
expediency of their instant escape. Her arguments
had the desired effect. The Prince yielded, and
the lovers left the metropolis. Ere day-break,
they arrived at the hermitage of Jnanadipa, which
had given shelter to the Prince’s parents on their
way to Chola’s court. Here the lovers assumed
the names Sundara and Surupa, and were comfor-
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tably accommodated. Their weary journey gave
them sound sleep, and the incognitos, waking,
quit the hermitage under the escort of the disciple
for the palace of Chola, which was the asylum of
Sundarananda’s parents.

At the dawn of day, the gaolers opened the
gaol, but Sundarananda was not there. His absence
non-plussed them, and they were afraid of
Surasena’s punishment. They, therefore, concocted
a story that they murdered the Prince in the act of
self-defence, when he leaped over the prison-walls,
and begged of the king pardon for their act
without his sanction. Surasena easily swallowed
the bait and forgave them. Inwardly glad of their
wicked deed, the tyrant repaired to the harem to
communicate the glad tidings to his wife, but alas !
hont sott qui mal y pense, the news of Rupavati’s
disappearance from her bed-chamber fell on his
ears like a knell. At once he despatched messen-
gers to all corners of the earth to trace out his
Misstng Daughter, but none brought back any news
of her life or death. Enraged at this like a bull at
the sight of a red rag, Surasena ruled his subjects
with the rod of iron, and believing that his
subjects had removed his daughter by night and
done her to death, he incarcerated Nayavachana,
whom he suspected to have had a hand in the
imagined crime.

Meanwhile, the dismal tidings of Sundara-
nanda’s assassination by the gaolers had embittered
the feelings of Satguna and sharpened the rancour
of Virendra. The latter sent Tantradhira as
ambassador to the court of Surasena to ask him to
restore to Satguna his kingdom and, in default, to
inform him of his readiness to take the field.
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Before he returned, the intelligence of the sudden
disappearance of Rupavati, as if carried away by a
goblin, lightened the sorrow-laden hearts of many
a comforter of Satguna at Chola’s Court. But it
could in no degree console Satguna, who was wild
with grief. Now Tantradhira returned, severely
flogged on his way, an act believed to have been
done at the instance of Surasena. This insult to
his embassy exasperated Virendra, who with a
large force under the command of Sundara and
accompanied by Satguna, encamped on the
northern bank of the Vaigai.

Now, the long-expected messenger returned
from Karuvur, Surasena’s capital, with the sad
news that, on account of a war raging between
Rajopaya, his minister, and Viramartanda,
Satguna’s father-in-law and King of Thondai Nadu,
no army could be forthcoming. This broke down
the hopes of Surasena, and he immediately
conferred with Suchila and asked him to negotiate
terms of peace with Virendra. Suchila, whose
heart was filled to the brim with aversion to the
tyrant, and who was desirous of wreaking
vengeance on him for his .tyranny, bethought
himself and proceeded to the camp of Chola and
informed Virendra that he had persuaded his
monarch to avoid the impending war, as otherwise
his already afflicted subjects might fall victims to
the engines of war. At this, so strangely surprised
was Virendra that he could not believe his own
eyes and consulted Satguna about the character of
Suchila and the object of his visit. Satguna gave a
satisfactory account of his former minister and
helped him to express his consent to the peace;
but Chola would not agree to it, for in his heart
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rankled the insult offered to his embassy. As soon
as this secret canker in his mind was disclosed to
him, the foreseeing .Suchila informed him of
Surasena’s proclamation to give reward 'to those
who would detect the ruffians that had insulted
Tantradhira. When this unction was applied to
his cankerous heart, he consented and began to
settle the terms of peace. Now Suchila introduced
Surasena, accompanied by his body-guards, to
Virendra who received them with due respect.
Then the terms were given out; that Surasena
must restore his kingdom to Satguna and that he
must revert to his own realm. This amicable
settlement brought back to the minds of the
aggrieved Satguna and Surasena the loss of their
only children and brought tears to their eyes. But
these tears of sorrow were in the twinkling of an
eye changed 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 hands 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 marriages of Ambujakshi,
Suchila’s daughter, to Sukumara and Kanakamalai
. to Nayavachana’s son, Chandramukha, were -
proposed. Thus three marriages had to be
celebrated. But three is a number of very bad
omen, and so they arranged for the celebration of
their marriages on the day, Friday, when happily
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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 jubilant
all round.

¢ O world, thy slippery turns;—Fellest foes,
Whose passions and whose plots have broke their sleep
To take the one the other, by some chance,
Some trick not worth an egg, shall grow dear friends
And interjoin their issues.”’

Rupavatr, the first fruit of the author, is
excellent in its own way. It contains magnificent
speeches which would repay perusal, and the
characters in .it are almost all poetical or ha.ve
poetry in them.

Rupavatt, 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 trifles ¢light as air.” The angelic
heroine is a perfect dissembler and is well acquain-
ted with the laws, of fashion and etiquette. In Act
I, Scene 2, her apparently innocent question ¢will
one swoon when he weeps?’ to continue the narra-
tive, and the skilful way in which she tries to
draw out from 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 wh1ch she brlngs down Sundarananda to
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agree to their instant 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
Rupavati 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 arts of war. He is a Dhirodattea to use the
expression of the Sanskrit dramatists, and, in the
language of Surasena, he is an incarnation of
meekness and gentleness, and is a poet as well as a
songster. His learning is manifest in his explana-
tion of the ndme Thiruvappanur and in his
references to Ahapporul Ilakkanam (Act III, Scene
6). The most remarkable trait in his character,
besides his love to God, is his great attachment to
his parents, of whom he thinks with 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 judgment, he is loved by
his subjects as well as by his enemies. His wife,
Sundari, is a good mateh 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
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in the scene where he negotiates peace between
Surasena and Virendra. : !

Surasena, father of the heroine, is rough, rude
and revengeful. His conquest has, as his daughter
says, made him ambitious and hardened his heart.
He would yield to no persuasion 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 deserves it, for his
tyranny.

Jnanadipa is a sage indeed. He is very hospit-
able to strangers, and his learned lore is manifested
in the scenes where his disciple appears. Un-
mindful of worldly honours, he rebukes prince
and peasant alike for their folly.

Vidhya Sagara, the ocean of learning, is the
Guru to the Prince and his associates. All revere
him for his wisdom, and quote his verses and sing
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 I to be beaten ?? But this apparent
inconsistency illustrates a not uncommon occur-
rence 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 Sukumara are the compa-
nions of the Prince to whom they are firmly
attached. The former relies upon experience and
human effort for success in life while the latter
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resigns everything to the will of Providence.
Hence these two characters represent two great
schools of Philosophy-. ’

Ambujakshi and Kanakamalar are the two
associates of the Princess. The former, a clever
songstress, is shy by nature whereas Kanakamalai
is petulant and meddlesome. Further, the latter,
though slightly superstitious, often hits the nail
on the head when she has to judge of character.

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

Nayavachana is a man of policy. He always
veneers his thoughts, for which Surasena falls out
with him, and he cannot be brow-beaten when he
sees that tyranny prevails. When the Lords are
for the assassination of Surasena, he exercises his
judgment and calmly refers the question to the
decision of Sundarananda, of whose superior
intelligence he has a high opinion.

Three Dreams are introduced in this play—two
of them by Surasena and Komalavalli prognostica-
ting evil, and the third by the Nurse giving a ray
of hope of the re-appearance of Rupavati.

The: Epilogue is spoken by Sundarananda. In
it he discourses on human nature and human love,
and rightly points out that domestic life, if rightly
led, is far better and productive of better results
than the life of an ascetic who loves seclusion and
hates mankind.
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