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Sakunthala represents the fairy tale atmosphere of the
childlike Indians, the flower-fantasy which, like the Indians
themselves, breathes the blissful peace of paradise. Sakunthala
is compared to a flower unfolding itsinnocence in a holy retreat’.
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A literal translation might have commended itself to
the Orientalist student; but would not have given a true idea of
the beauty of India's most cherished drama to general readers,
whose minds are cast in a European mind and who require a
translator to clothe Oriental ideas, as far practicable, in a dress
comfortable to Europeans canons of taste.
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The discourse of Jnanadeva... announces to the world the arrival of a new
literary epoch... (p.46). “.... when | speak in my mother tongue, Marathi, liter-
ary excellence will appear in it like the different colours in the sky” see p.49-
50.

TAS., vol. I, part lll, T. A. Gopinatha Rao, 1921. p. 140.
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MURAL AS A CRITIQUE
OF THE MODERN AESTHETIC

(SOME CONCEPTUAL ELABORATIONS WITH SPECIAL REFERENCE TO
WALL PAINTINGS OF NORTH KERALA, INDIA )

SIGNATUIE & DA .o

Sunil P. Elayidom
I

Even though the term ‘Mural Painting’ occurs frequently in
contemporary discussions on art, the implications of that categorization
brings forth certain contradictions. This is because of the inherent
opposition between the materiality of mural painting and the special status
assigned to what is generally termed as ‘Art.” The same problem exists in
the case of ‘cave paintings’ also. Art history generally speaks of ‘cave
painting’ combining some pictorial expressions of primitive man with a
totally different one situated in a different paradigm. Actually, the conception
of ‘painting’ as an artistic category is not sufficient to address the realities
of the pictorial expressions of primitive man. They were produced in very
different contexts with differing priorities. When art history discusses the
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Mural as a Critique of the Modern Aesthetic

category of cave paintings, it tries to conceive a form of expression related
to magical rituals, or drawings made as a prior arrangement to hunting
etc. as the essentials of a later form. We always talk about ‘cave paintings’
by imposing this modern concept of ‘painting’ into a prior context. But
there exist none of the above said aesthetic elements and expectations.
This means that the qualification ‘painting’ in ‘cave painting’ is an aesthetic
category imposed by a modern aesthetic system upon the drawings of
primitive man.

This is a major problem we have to confront when we think about
what normally is meant by the term ‘cave painting’. What perhaps happens
here is a transposition of the subject matter from a material form with
practical associations to an absolute value of aesthetic appreciation.
Historically the self sufficient and autonomous existence of ‘Art’ has been
conceived within the framework of a modern aesthetic paradigm. It is
within this frame work, which brings forth the autonomy of Art, the category
of ‘cave painting’ attained its special status of an aesthetic object and
occupied space in art historical elaborations.

The term ‘Kerala murals’ also shares some of the above said
problems. We generally consider the murals of Thirunanthikara Cave
Temple as the starting point of the Kerala mural tradition. None of these
‘Kerala murals’ exist as a mere object of aesthetic appreciation. All of
them were drawn on the walls of temples, churches, palaces etc. This
spatial distribution attributes a special status to their pictorial existence.
This is not to deny the existence of many references about the ways of
pictorial representations in our ancient texts. Surely, Ramayana, Natya -
sastra and Naradasilpa have some allusions about the wall painting.
Vishnudharmotharapuranam (7th Century AD), Abhilasha chinthamani
(12th centuary AD), Samaranganasuthradhara (16th Centuary AD) and
Silparatna (16th Centuary AD) gives detailed descriptions on the modes
of pictorial representation. Yet none of these is sufficient enough to attribute
the status of a modern object of Art upon these murals. Modernity attributed
a special status to the object of ‘Art’, according to which ‘Art’ exists as the
manifestation of the self of an artist and claims a self sufficient existence.
‘Art’ as a special category exists within this modern understanding. In
none of the pre modern situations, has an art object had such a status,
without having any missions other than to exist as the object of aesthetic
contemplation. Art itself could not claim a self sufficient status in the pre
modern situation. The autonomous and private status of Art and Artistic
expressions are themselves the products of modernity. It is very clear
that the socio-historical context in which the Kerala murals took existence
cannot claim such a status. It can enter into the special world of ‘Art’ only
when it as appropriated into the pictorial forms specific to the modern
systems of artistic expression.

Sunil P. Elayidom

The emergence of the canvas along with modernity had a major
role in the transformation of the status of painting. Primarily it functioned
as the foundation of this transformation. With the coming of canvas,
pictorial space came to be redefined as an exclusive one. From the walls
of churches, temples and palaces the canvas replaced the picture into a
private and exclusive space. In other words it is a replacement of the
picture from the public to the private through the constitution of public/
private dichotomy. Here we can see two major shifts from the earlier
situation. On the one hand this liberated the picture from the bondages of
feudal and religious ideology. i.e., it took away the ideological functions
assigned to it in the pre modern context. The departure from the
dependence on the wall surface was also a departure from religious
narrative pattern. On the other hand the canvas took the picture from the
public to the private. This is not a simple change that occurred in the
realm of the material existence of the painting only. The private and
exclusive status assigned to the picture totally remoulded the existing
conceptual framework concerning artistic production. In the earlier
situation the picture existed within the common realm of public life as one
of its constitutive elements. Now the element of the ‘social’ is removed
from its foundational frame. Through this removal it attained the capacity
to claim itself as the source of an individualistic and solitary aesthetic
experience.

Thus the emergence of canvas was a historical event bringing the
picture into a secular public sphere. At the same time it appropriated the
picture to an individualistic private/personal space. While rejecting the
earlier religious and feudal ideological assumptions associated with the
picture it introduced the private (private ownership too) and a solitary
realm of modern aesthetic. Thus the framed canvas functions as a major
element which substantiates the experience of exclusiveness of modern
‘Art’.

Consequent to such a transformation a new dichotomy of art/non
art or of interiority of art/exteriority of life, was established. Its function
was to separate the ‘Art’ within and give it a free and self sufficient status.
This is an extension of the exclusiveness achieved through the introduction
of the canvas. As the canvas liberates the picture from the materiality of
daily life, its frame liberates the picture from the materiality of surroundings.
It illuminates the inner (artistic) and separates the outer world from this.
Thus picture becomes an object of ‘Art’, a self sufficient entity which is
the subject matter of individualistic contemplation.

Definitely murals -- including Kerala murals -- do not have the
above said status of an object of aesthetic contemplation. Even though
murals are done on canvas now, the paradigm which constitutes their
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existence is a totally different one. Their presence is generally amidst
spaces of societal interactions like the walls of churches, temples or
palaces. It never offers a private realm of experience or expect the
appreciation of an isolated individual. It is not possible to appreciate the
murals only with the movements of eyes as we do in the case of a framed
painting. It demands from the viewer a special kind of mobility which is
capable enough to problematise the very concept of ‘appreciation’ itself.
Along with this, in murals, there exists a pictorial world which is not
restricted by the boundaries as in the case of the framed canvas. Generally
murals are deployed as a flow of forms which move from one event to
another without any vacuum space in between. In modern paintings we
confront a temporality where the flow of time is split into different fragments
and one of these appears within a framed canvas. There we can see a
mode of systematization which elicit a temporal/pictorial frame from the
flux of time and then fixes it as the true or real vision. In murals we see no
such systematization. Generally Kerala murals do not try to frame the
story line as different pieces of events and to arrange them in a sequence.
The mode of pictorial representation is to fill the available space completely
with forms related to the life world of the mythical event. Thus the mural
appears as a filled arena of forms which can represent the flux of life in
both the spatial and temporal dimensions. It attempts not to produce the
impression of a private and individualistic realm of experience but to exist
as a realm of flow and flux.

Critics have already pointed out this speciality of Kerala murals. A
noted critic, Vijayakumar Menon is of the opinion that the speciality of
Kerala murals is its representational mode which present the central and
peripheral as an uninterrupted flow. Actually the dichotomy of center/
periphery does not exist here. As in the modern paintings, here,
perspectival vision does not separate the pictorial space as foreground
and background. Murals do not have a foreground of clarity and precision
and a background of vagueness and abstraction. They do not make the
picture stand still. Light falls upon the pictorial space not from a single
point. Hence there is no single vision with a final meaning. As mentioned
above the temporal element is not a stagnant visual fragment in the murals.
It is rather a flow embedded in space and many temporal situations are
present in a single narrative frame. Rather than projecting a sense of
time as a sequential flow of individual moments, or even presenting a
linear time frame it presents different layers of time, or a totality of temporal
fluidity in a single narrative. The concept of linear time, which begins at a
point and moves through the next and finally reaches the end point, that
determined the modern artistic endeavour does not exist in the internal
structure of murals.

Sunil P. Elayidom

Thus, the murals stand in opposition to the general understanding
of modern notion/conception of Art. It is an expressive form drawn in a
social space and always has an association with the everyday practices
of the people. Eventhough we conceive them in association with modern
notions of ‘Art’ now, a closer look will reveal the contradictions behind
such an understanding.

II

Contemporary mural practice, to a large extent, attempts to
transform it as an objectification of the modern aesthetic without taking
into account the contradictions. This in turn locates the murals within the
frame of modern ‘Art’. Modernity has maintained certain fundamental
assumptions about artistic production: Permanent and objective external
reality, individual genius capableof interacting with this external reality,
the aesthetic experience produced out of this dialogic interaction and the
mediatized manifestation of this aesthetic experience. Here we can also
see the emergence of the ‘free Art’ and the ‘free Artist’. The primary concern
of contemporary mural practice is to attribute such a modern aesthetic
quality to murals and to conceive it as the manifestation of an internal
experience which came into existence as the outcome of a dialogic relation
between the external reality of the world and internality of the artistic self.

In the contemporary arena of art criticism, where, the modern
aesthetic is being criticised and the concept of the exclusive existence of
‘Art’ is being abandoned, this said potential of murals have a profound
relevence. Generally, murals do not accomodate binary opposites like
art/craft, artist/artisan, art/life, space/time etc, which constitute the general
frame of modern aesthetics. Because of this distinctiveness murals can
function as the foundation of the democratic existence of art against the
exclusive and private existence of ‘Art’. But our contemporary mural
practice is not sufficient to appropriate this potential existing within tradition.
Generally, it attempts to create archaic forms which fulfil the exotic curiosity
of the viewer. Here the mural tradition is reduced to some kind of technical
specification and then this technicality is continuously repeated to fulfil
the tastes of increasing middle class viewership. Rejecting the
distinctiveness of murals in their existance and appreciation, contemporary
mural practice tends to reorganise them as a modern object of ‘Art’.

How to appropriate the mural tradition not as another simple
technical variety of painting but as a practice which offers some
fundamentally different theoretical assumptions about the existence of
artistic production is the basic question we have to face. By incorporating
the murals into the frame work of a modern aesthetic we cannot explain
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its relevance in a fruitful manner. Modern conception of ‘Art’ is generally
an essentialist one. Increasing pressure of the post modern thinking has
almost shaken the bases of such assumptions. We have to underline the
assumptions behind the mural tradition which reject the idea of private
both in the realm of its existence as well as appreciation. Definitely this
should not be a mere repetition of traditional practice of depicting forms
in accordance with the dhyanaslokas, which represent and constitute a
religious ideology. Even though Vishnudharmotharapurana talks about
Satya (realistic), Vainika (lyrical), Nagara (related with daily life) and Misra
(mixture of the three) modes of representation, historically Vainika got an
upper hand here. This means that we have not yet exploited the potentials
of the tradition fully. So an attempt to establish the contemporaneity of
the murals must be rooted on a new understanding of the tradition and its
appropriation in accordance with the new realisations about art.

It is a difficult task to give a practical form to these conceptual
assumptions, even though such an attempt will be able to replace the
existing paradigm of artistic production. The outcome of such a
replacement may be the following ones.

I.  Transcendence of the dichotomy of art/craft which functions
as the foundation of the modern aesthetic.

Il.  Re-establishment of the element of social in artistic production
and appreciation.

Ill.  Remoulding of the process of appreciation towards a democratic
and societal frame.

IV. Deconstruction of the aesthetic finality of ‘Art’ and opening up of
the realm of interdisciplinarity in expressions and appreciation.

V. Rejection of the essentialist notion of nationality in art.

Thus the appropriation of the mural tradition into the contemporary
practice will be sufficient enough to open up a new era in the history of
our artistic endeavours. Whether this will be taken up is a question that
will determine the future course of the artistic practices of Kerala Society.

II1

Wall Paintings of North Kerala, India is, no doubt, a major
contribution to the field of critical evaluations made of the Kerala murals.
Definitely this is the largest and finest volume of reproductions of Kerala
murals ever made. More than being a mere documentation of the temple
murals from Todikalam Siva Temple to Kadirur Surya Narayana Temple it

Sunil P. Elayidom

offers a historical analysis of the evolutionary nature of the mural tradition.
By maintaining such a frame Albrecht Frenz and K.K. Marar enable us to
go through the variations that occured in the technical aspects of
representation. Here we are encountering a living tradition of the last
seven hundred years through the reproductions of murals from Maniyur
and Mokeritemples of 12th century AD to Kadamberiand Parayiltemples
of the 19th century. Such a large time frame and extensive nature of
reproductions help us to go through the nuances of the technical evolution
and subtilities of artistic imagination. Without any doubt, this volume
contributes a lot to the historical and critical thinking on art in Kerala.

Personally | believe that the reproductions in this volume
substantiate the above said theoretical assumptions about the potentials
of murals. More than this here we face some exceptional issues which
generally evade our attention. One of them is the entry of the contem-
porary socio-political and historical realities into the pictorial space as
exemplified by the pictures 14, 52, 188, 192, 194 etc. Even though an
exception in the general frame, this is a matter of great importance.
Picture 188 depicits a horseman, probably a Portuguese, with a whip in
his left hand. In picture 52 we see ‘Kottayam Raja’ as one among the
spectators holding an arecanut cracker on his left hand and a fan in his
right. Picture 14 depicits the commoners associated with temple customs
and picture 15 portrays the Saint Sankaracharya. Picture 169 is related
with the daily life practices of the common folk depicting a rat on the pot
with some edible items and Pictures 102 and 170 depict Brahmin scholars
with ritualistic gestures. Picture 108 portrays the common folk as
spectators of Panchali’'s Svayamvara. Picture 101 is a unique one which
almost realistically depicts a ‘Crying Cow’. These are scenes from every
day life pushed into the mythical realm of murals.

Generally this inclusion of the everyday life into the mythical space
happens in a three-fold manner. On the one hand, these elements of
social life had been added as marginal elements to the central mythical
themes. On the other, actual historical figures like Kottayam Raja appear
as an ingredient of the mythical combination. In this group of pictures
mythical elements function as a background and the contemporary life
occupies the central role in the pictorial space. Besides this, there is
another group of pictures where actual historical figures like
Sankaracharya and the horseman who represents colonial power appear
as the central motif. Thus the reproductions in this volume reveal the
entry of socio-historical reality as the subject matter of murals. Definitely
this can substantiate the argument about the potential of the murals to
constitute a new paradigm of creative expressions.
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Another important feature this volume brings forth is the similarities
between the mural tradition of Kerala and the Ajantha cave paintings.
This is not an all inclusive one, though we can see the similarities in the
pattern of drawings and in the anatomy of human body. Murals of the
Pariyaram temple which belong to the 13th century AD and included in
this volume as pictures 76 - 79 sufficiently illustrate this. Murals of Kumbala
Anandhapadmanabha temple show the lineage of this tradition which
can be conceived as the connecting link between the Ajantha and Kerala
mural tradition. Even though Kesari A. Balakrishna Pillai pointed out this
distinctive quality of Kerala murals as early as 1930s, there was not
sufficient evidence to establish this. This volume, for the first time, has
made available the reproductions of those pictures which in turn establish
the relation between Kerala murals and so called ‘national’ tradition of
Ajantha paintings.

Thus in different ways, Wall Paintings of Kerala, India occupies
and will occupy a significant role in our practice of art criticism. Surely this
is a fitting tribute to the memory of Herman Gundert who contributed a lot
to the modern understanding of Kerala society and culture. a
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From Contact to Conquestransition to British Rule

by Oxford University Press, New Delhi, 2003.

PAZHASSI RAJA BETWEEN
INDEPENDENCE AND SUBMISSION -
THE CONCEPT OF RULE IN LATE 18'[h CENTURY MALABAR

Dr Margret Frenz

Being the land of spices, sometimes even called “God’s own
Country”, Malabar has been a rather attractive place for traders since
ancient times. But, one might ask, what has Malabar to offer a historian?
The answer is simple: quite a lot. Let me start at a decisive point of
Kerala history, the advent of European powers coming into the country
and trying to take over administrative power. For this, | am going to ana-
lyze the concepts of rule in late 18th and early 19th century Malabar. In
this context | use the models of the little kingdom and the contact zone
which are elaborated on the case study of two local rulers. The two rulers
concerned are Pazhassi Raja of Kottayam (Kottayam in Malabar, not the
one in central Kerala) and Vira Varmma of Kurumpranatu. Pazhassi Raja
was the ruler of Kottayam and Vayanatu during the last decades of the
18th century. He belonged to the patinnaru kovilakam of the Kottayam
royal family and was born in the middle of the 18th century. However, his
rule was not established thoroughly and his cousin brother, Vira Varmma
of Kurumpranatu, tried to get hold of the power over Kottayam and
Vayanatu. Apart from his cousin, two other forces from outside Malabar
were threatening Pazhassi’s rule. Firstly Haider Ali and Tippu Sultan who
invaded the country several times, and secondly the British East India
Company aiming at the conquest of Malabar in order to take over the
administration and with it the collection of revenues.
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Pazhassi Raja between Independence and Submission

2. Legitimation of Rule in Malabar

Regarding the question of the concept of rule and of political
legitimation in Malabar we have to ask on which ground rule and power
respectively were based. How did an 18th century Malabar ruler legiti-
mize his rule? In order to answer this question, we have to look closely
into the primary sources — namely the Malabar Collectorate Records at
present kept in the Tamilnadu State Archives, Chennai and Kerala State
Archives, Tiruvanantapuram, the Board'’s and other collections in the Ori-
ental and India Office Collections, British Library, London and the Pazhassi
Rekhakal, part of the Talasseri rekhakal. The Talasseri Rekhakal, given
to Hermann Gundert in 1842 by the British Administration in Malabar and
taken to Germany by the original text that is kept in the Tubingen Univer-
sity Library was published in the mid—nineties by Scaria Zacharia. Ac-
cording to these sources the rule in 18th century Malabar was mainly
based on a system of redistribution of honours and gifts as well as on
positioning oneself as ruler in a wider network of rulers in the region. The
redistributive system was genuinely connected with worship and devo-
tion. In short, the sacral legitimation of a ruler at that time played a deci-
sive role in ruling a country. Within the ceremonies a ruler could at the
same time conduct the redistribution of honours which were mainly meant
for the local elite, and please his subjects by showing respect to the an-
cient rites.

The redistribution system is the base of the model of the little
kingdom, which was first introduced by Bernard S. Cohn in his article
“Some Notes on Law and Change in North India.>” Later Nicholas Dirks
transferred the term from the context of Northern India t40 the situation in
Southern India in his monography The Hollow Crown. Dirks develops
the model on the example of the palaiyakarar of Puthukottai, a valuable
service to the historiography of Indian kingdoms, although there are cer-
tain shortcomings in Dirk’s study. The most important points of critique
are that Dirk’s model firstly seems to be static and secondly that his model
is applicable only to Putukottai and not to any other region in India. Fur-
ther research has been done by which the model of the little kingdom is
developed in such a way that it can be transferred to other regions. These
studies on little kingdoms in India include George Berkemer, Littée King-
doms in Kalinga, and Burkhard Schnepel, Die Dschungelkonige. A very
important aspect of the model is its processuality, i.e., the fluidity of its
parameters. For this point | refer to the article of Hermann Kulke ‘The
Early and the Imperial Kingdom'.® Kulke very strongly emphasizes the
fact that in history we have to look at the processes of change and struc-
tures and those structures are not always the same and static but follow
a line of processual succession. Another enhancement to the model of

Dr Margret Frenz

the little king lies in the introduction of the term fitna, which was applied
by Andre Wink from the Arabic to the context of India in the 18th century.”
the term fitna can be applied to describe the kings’ relations and pos-
sible development of relations, to one another — whether between great
and little king , or within the circle of little kings. Their relations among
themselves were always open to change, and constantly required new
regulations. The principle of fitna guaranteed an order among the Indian
rulers, which enabled them to react flexibly to new situation.

Taking into account all the mentioned studies and their sugges-
tions, we arrive at the following definition of a little king: a little king is a
ruler who acts independently inside his country because he owns the
means of power like financial fluidity and military ability as well as the
ritual sovereignty in his country. Parallel to the inner autonomy, the little
king has to accept a ruler from outside and above him who supports his
higher status through the system of redistribution and needs the great
king for legitimizing his rule inside his country. This structure of mutual
dependency is repeated on the different levels of society: on the micro
level there will be the subjects of the little king, on the mesolevel the little
king, on the macro level the great king. It remains to be said that the
individual components of the model are in the process of continual mo-
tion, i.e., that this is a flexible, processual model.

Bearing this definition in mind, we now have to analyze the situ-
ation of Malabar rulers in the late 18th century and see whether the model
of the little king is applicable to Pazhassi Raja. What about the first crite-
rion, the political independence of a little king, in the case of Pazhassi
Raja? Financially he was indeed independent due to his income out of
Janmam, cumkam and gifts for Onam and Vishu etc. For the administra-
tion of his country there were enough desavalis and nattuvalis (adminis-
trative officers) whose means of power were similar to those of the little
king but just on a lower level. Regarding the ordinary population they
occupied a higher position. Here the status of the respective persons as
well as the social, political and ritual context defined the relationship be-
tween the partners. Pazhassi Raja was responsible to the nattu- kuttam,
and could not take decisions without its consent. His position as a ruler
therefore was not absolute. Although the levels below Pazhassi Raja
were of considerable importance, he was none the less the first man in
the country due to the sacral legitimation of his rule. The structure of rule
in Kottayam could be described as a centre (centres) exhibiting an ideal
sovereignty that is primarily ritual; but actual executive authority is dis-
tributed at many lower sites of the structure, where there are multiple,
scaled-down replicas of the king.® Like his neighbouring kings Pazhassi
Raja legitimized his rule symbolically through ritual acts.

N
o

S 500z 500z caLreC@



@ValMo 2005 £)6)6A]

N
o
SN

Pazhassi Raja between Independence and Submission

Let us now turn to the second criterion of a little king; the rela-
tion to a king of higher status, a so called great king. Although there was
not great king anymore in Kerala since the 9th century, the dynasty of the
Ceraman Perumals was still depicted as the overlords of the local chief-
tains, i.e., the little kings. My hypothesis is that the rulers of Malabar still
needed a great king for the legitimation of their rule and therefore took
refuge in an imagined great king. This phenomenon | call the “virtual”
great king. The relationships of power in Malabar in the 18th century
show a distinctive feature: despite the fact that there had not been a
maharaja since the 9th century, titles, inscriptions and oral records tell us
that the legitimation of local princes was hinged on a supreme ruler.

The matri-lineal line of succession, the marumakkattayam, made
it more difficult for long reigning dynasties to be formed: It passed on the
status of maharajain a way which did not correspond to the dharmasastra.®
in practice conflict arose between the son of the great king and his cousin
(the son of the great king’s sister) due to the structural opposition that
was inherent in this system. Its final consequence proved to be the break-
ing up of the maharaja’s kingdom. From these considerations the follow-
ing hypothesis can be derived: on a long term basis a matri-lineal society
can only support a virtual great king, since the rules of succession make
it impossible for an actual kingdom of a maharaja to span several gen-
erations. In Malabar the Samutiri had tried to assume the position of the
great king after the fall of Cerman Perumal, but was not accepted by the
little kings as such.®

Colin Mackenzie’s collection of manuscripts from the 19th cen-
tury constitutes a significant contribution to the otherwise scant array of
source texts. Mackenzie has local people in South India collect and record
historical documents. Malayalam manuscripts are not represented in any
great number even here, however, since the majority of them were de-
stroyed at the time of the Maisurian invasions: On returning home in the
year 966 (M.E) after the invasion by Tippu Sultan, they found that all their
records were destroyed.™ The documents which are still in existence tell
of the acceptance of an 18th century great king in Malabar who no longer
existed but who continued to live in the people’s memory and who was
important to the practical legitimation of rule: the documents still in exist-
ence mention Cerman Perumal as the most powerful ruler in Malabar. In
a manuscript about the rajas of Kozhikode mention is also made of the
rajas of Kochi, who received their crown and a sword passed on as insig-
nia from Ceraman Perumal.’? There are also records of a report about
Ceraman Perumal which reads that he was the 18th king in his line of
Perumals and had ruled for 36 years before he became interested in
Islam and journeyed to Mecca. The transfer of power to his subordinate

Dr Margret Frenz

rulers is described thus: At the time of his departure to Mecca, Cerman
perumal distributed his kingdom among his subordinates.*®

One of the early princes of Kozhikode was given a piece of land
as a gift in return for the services which he rendered to Ceraman Perumal:

‘One of the early kings of Kozhikode, Konnilakkonadiri by name
had done great personal services to Cerman Perumal for which he, at the
time of his departure to Mecca [Sic], granted him a piece of land around
Kozhikode over he was asked to rule and extend his rule over the adja-
cent territory.*

The Malabar princes in the aforementioned cases attributed the
establishment of rule, or their participation in rule, to the initiative of
Ceraman Perumal. He was obviously keen to put his land in good hands
before leaving for Mecca and this appeared to have been done through
his little kings. With regard to the situation in 18th century Malabar |
therefore put forward the thesis that, whilst no great king actually existed,
a virtual great king certainly did exist in the minds of the little kings and
that this concept had far reaching consequences within the principalities
of Malabar. Since most documents were destroyed at the time of the
Maisurian invasions, we can only assume that the surviving documents
date from after this period in time. Thus, if Malabar princes in the 18th
century still fell back on the personage of Cerman Perumal as a great
king, i.e. Legitimator of rule, the logical conclusion to draw is that he
served as a virtual great king to the little kings of Malabar.

In their minds Pazhassi Raja and the other princes and the prin-
cess in Malabar still recognized Ceraman Perumal, who though he was
actually no longer alive, figured as the rightful occupant of the title of
great king, i.e. as their superior ruler. They derived their legitimation from
their participation in his rule. Having considered the aforementioned main
criteria for a little king, | have come to the conclusion that the model of the
little kingdom may indeed be applied to the princes in Malabar in its modi-
fied form. However a new element must be included for Kerala: the great
king does not necessarily have to be a living ruler, rather he can exist in
the minds of those princes considered to be little kings and carry out his
function as a great king in a virtual capacity. It was possible for a great
king to live on as a virtual great king where he has no actual successor,
but where little kings relied on him as the basis for their legitimation of
rule in their own territory. In Europe, Charlemagne was given a function
similar to the virtual great king in Malabar: even after his death he was
seen as the pater Europae and he became a force for integration for the
counts lands and the duchies in Europe.*® Taking in to account the so far
presented elements constitution the concept of rule in Malabar, Pazhassi
Raja was positioned at the meso-level between the virtual great king, at

N
o

Sl 500z 500z careC@



@ValMo 2005 £)6)6A]

N
o
»

Pazhassi Raja between Independence and Submission

the highest level, and the natuvalis or desavalis at levels below his own.
From the point of view of Pazhassi Raja natuvalis and desavalis had to
be regarded as little kings, and they in turn considered themselves to be
little kings in relation to their subordinates. The relations between these
parties were determined by the status of respective partners and by the
social, political and ritual context.

Pazhassi Raja, along with other little kings such as the Raja of
Chirakkal and Vira Varmma of Kurumpranatu and a little queen, the Bibi
of Kannur, formed a circle of neighbouring princes with similar strength,
who monitored one another within the Malabarkuttam. Pazhassi Raja’s
behaviour towards the aforementioned Malabar little kings and little queen
expressed in two ways: on the one hand he might join together to form a
family relationship, but on the other he might also form changing alli-
ances in accordance with the concept of fitna. This meant that he some-
times sought amicable relations and sometimes hostile relations with the
neighbouring princes. It depended on the political and economic situa-
tion. These fluctuating relations can be attributed to the ever shifting socio-
economic, political and cultural process along with its respective circum-
stances. For example, Vira Varmma of Kurumpranatu was related to
Pazhassi Raja and yet relations between him and Pazhassi Raja were
decidedly strained on account of Pazhassi Raja’s desire to resist large-
scale British interventions in matters of domestic policy. Pazhassi Raja
resisted intervention, however,only when the British broke the agreements
that they had made with him. Vira Varmma, on the other hand, opted to
cooperate with the British. If we take the example of forming alliances
through fitna, it becomes evident that scenarios in which political power
was grouped in a certain way would have caused Pazhassi Raja to look
around for new allies. This search for new allies was a traditional ele-
ment in Indian government — the concept of fitna was also considered to
be a practicable solution to the ongoing establishment of English colonial
power at the end of the 18th century. In this Kerala Varmma Pazhassi
Raja found himself facing political opponents who disputed his authority
within his little kingdom and who intended to exploit his people economi-
cally. He seized every possible opportunity to prevent this from happen-

ing.

3. Models of Dealing with Exterior Powers

When the rajas of Malabar had to deal with exterior powers like
the Maisur Kingdom or the British in from of officials of the East India
Company, they had to develop a different mode of conduct than they
were used to before the middle of the 18th century. Since then the rulers
of Malabar had to meet the invasions of Haider Ali and Tippu Sultan, both
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of whom aimed at establishing their power in Malabar. Were they to be
seen as new great kings from the perspective of the local rulers? The
same question arose when the British were to take over the administra-
tion in Malabar after the victory in Srirangapattinam in 1792, when Malabar
was ceded to them. Although the British, after the defeat of Tippu Sultan,
had promised the Malabar rajas independence as a thanksgiving for the
alliance with them during wartime, they did not keep their promise but
made the rajas depend on them.

How did the Malabar rajas defend their concept of rule against
intruding powers? Which were their means? It is not an easy task to give
a theoretical frame work to the meeting of different cultures. Neverthe-
less there are two major options: on the one hand the model of the clash
of civilizations, brought forward by Samuel P.Huntington,*® and on the
other hand the model of the contact zone, elaborated by Mary L.Pratt.*’
Evaluating both the models | come to the conclusion to reject Huntington’s,
because it is first of all static and secondly he imagines the Western
culture as the only “right” one which should be the yardstick for all others.
So interacting between cultures in his view does not mean reciprocal
giving and taking but the imposition of the Western culture on others. His
one-sided attitude becomes quit clear when he speaks of the “West and
the rest”. His line of argumentation finally ends up in the “clash of civiliza-
tion”, because naturally non-Western cultures would not give up their
own identities for being taken over by Western values. In contrast to this
one-dimensional model Pratt's model of the contact zone allows us to
look at the processes taking place when two different cultures meet, that
were so far geographically and historically disjunct and whose trajecto-
ries now intersect.’®* Though ideally the two cultures now getting into
contact with each other are on equal terms, the power relations between
cultures in reality are usually uneven as was the case in the time of colo-
nialism and still is today in the relationships between the so-called First
and Third World countries. If within the contact zone the attempt is made
disjunct so far factors like language or the societal context are decisive
components for the process of negotiation.

The concept of the contact zone wants to prove that colonial
contacts take place in areas, where colonial and non-colonial spheres
interchange. The contact zones are variable areas in which there is a
fluid transition from colonial to local culture. The contact between powers
occurs according to specific patterns of behavior, whereby dominant pat-
tern of action are determined by one power. Consequently, English pat-
terns of behavior was predominant in a centre within the European colo-
nial power of India, for example in Madras, but they hardly come across
of it in the periphery, the so-called mofussil. Instead, the indigenous
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patterns of behavior still apply there, perhaps in a slightly altered fashion
due to contact with the colonial power. Varying grades of respective colo-
nial or indigenous behavior patterns are represented in a characteristic
“regional mix” in the area between the centre and the mofussil. It follows
on from this example that verbal exchanges held in the centre were domi-
nated by the colonial power, while those held on the periphery were de-
cided by the local elite. Therefore, the contact zone is an area of perma-
nent cultural, political and economic negotiation of the diverse worlds of
European and local forces. Resistance can also be put up within the con-
tact zone, and this can be regarded as a way of opposing the dominant
verbal exchange.

The model of the contact zone provides us with a dynamic, pro-
consul model. This makes it possible to grasp the diverse nature of meet-
ings held in different regions, and the subsequent exchanges between
the colonial masters and the locals B simultaneously removed from con-
crete events and yet still appertaining to them. Contrary to Huntington’s
closed model, which is based on unreflected axioms, it takes into consid-
eration disputes within the colonial and local exchange of wor(l)ds. It can
result in new values of negotiated patterns of behaviour.

Now let us turn to the contact zone Malabar. Here we can ob-
serve a great variety of patterns of behavior beginning with dialogue
and ending with resistance. During the 16th and 17th centuries the
British and Malabaris usually encountered each other as traders con-
ducting their trade peacefully. But the more the British demanded
monopoles over trade items like spices and administrative power
including revenues and territorial conquest of country, the more conflicts
arose. Between 1790 and 1805 there were different reactions to the Brit-
ish policy: on the one hand the fierce resistance by Pazhassi Raja (and
his followers), whose rebellions can be seen in three phases i.e, 1796/
97, 1800/01 and 1802-1805 till his death, and the collaboration of Vira
Varmma of Kurumpranatu, who made many treaties with the British even
against his own countrymen. In the case of Pazhassi Raja it was clear
that he did not want tolose his sovereignty to the British. The phenom-
enon of two different powers claiming authority in the same country | call
clash of sovereignty. It can be understood as a collision of differing con-
ceptions of sovereignty, namely the sovereignty of the British within the
contact zone.

4. Conclusion

The historical events in Malabar during the period from 1790
to 1805 can be understood in a wider context with the help of the two
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presented models, i.e. the little kingdom and the contact zone. Both the
models enable us to a good picture of the policies of the ruling elites in
Malabar. The model of the little kingdom enables us to analyze the con-
cept of rule in late 18th century Malabar and explains why Pazhassi Raja
preferred independence, even if it meant death to submission. Addition-
ally the model of the contact zone depicts how different cultures devel-
oped creative processes of negotiation after meeting. The model of the
contact zone is not only an useful tool to analyse historical contacts be-
tween cultures but as well be applied to present-day situations. a
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Karklali - Yefefiah - Gorgeous! Jewish Women's
Songs in Malayalam with Hebrew Translations, Ed-
ited and translated with introduction and critical
commentary by Dr. Scaria Zacharia & Ophira
Gamliel. Published by Ben-zvi Institute, Jerusalem.

Jewish Malayalam Folk Songs

- Dr Scaria Zacharia

The Jewish Malayalam Folk Songs (JMFS) has come under
serious interdisciplinary investigation during the last few years. An in-
ternational project with theoretical and methodological inputs from an-
thropology, linguistics, folklore, translation studies, performance stud-
ies, women studies and ethnomusicology is in progress. Scholars with
specialization in Indology, Jewish Studies and Malayalam studies are
actively involved in this project of the Ben-Zvi institute of the Hebrew
University of Jerusalem. A pioneering volume of 51 songs titled
Karkulali is published in Israel. This bilingual volume with Malayalam
originals and Hebrew translations has critical introductions and notes in
both the languages. As the targeted readers of the Malayalam and
Hebrew sections are normally from different backgrounds, the introduc-
tions and notes in the Malayalam and Hebrew sections are different in
style and content. But Kerala Jews who can profitably read both
Malayalam and Hebrew versions will find them complementary. A Ger-
man anthology of JMFS in translation was published in 2002 under the
title /n meinem Land leben verschiedene Viélker. The German book by
Albrecht Frenz and Scaria Zacharia has beautiful illustrations by Raimer
Schoder. The Jewish Music Research Center of the Hebrew University
of Jerusalem has published a CD of JMFS. The CD, “Oh, Lovely Par-
rot!”, comes with a hand book of Jewish women’s songs translated into
English by Barbara Johnson and Scaria Zacharia. A larger volume of
English translations is under preparation.

Jewish Women'’s Songs

This repertoire of JMFS is the possession of Malayalam
speaking Jewish women. At the time of the formation of the modern
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state of Israel and subsequent migration of Kerala Jews to Israel, the
Malayalam speaking Jews numbered about 2500. Today Kerala Jews
are known as Cochin Jews in the popular jargon of Israel and other
parts of the world. They are labeled also as Malabar Jews, White Jews
and Black Jews. In intimate communications members of this Kerala
Jewish community do not prefer to use these terms to refer to themselves.
They introduce themselves as Paradesi Jews (= Foreign Jews of Cochin),
Kadavumbagam Jews (Ernakulam/ Cochin), Thekkumbhagam Jews
(Ernakulam/ Cochin), Parur Jews,
Chendamangalam Jews or Mala Jews.
The epithets in these names indicate
place/ Synagogue. Black Jews and
White Jews are discriminatory names
popularised by foreign visitors and
colonialists. In many western and
academic discourses the focus has been
on Paradesi White Jews, living in Cochin.
Naturally, the knowledge about other
Kerala Jewish communities is absent in
many available writings. Paradesi
community was always numerically
small, but they played an important role
in the socio economic life of Cochin in
the colonial period. Most of the visitors

In meinem Land leben verschiedene )
Volker, Baustein zueinem dialog der and researchers who came in search of

Kulturen und Religionen, Texte alter
judischer Lieder aus Kerala, Stdindien the Jews of Kerala never cared to go

by Albrecht Frenz, Dr Scaria Zacharia, beyond Cochin and meet other Jews.
202 dzlr‘rf"(',fehr?ﬁagg_ Schwabenverlag, - Tjs tyne of partial reporting has distorted

treatises on Kerala Jews. Today Kerala
Jews, who trace their origin to different local communities of Kerala
reassert their identities in their new settlements in Israel. It is in this new
context that we are examining JMFS.

The American and lIsraeli anthropologists who conducted
research studies in Kerala Jewish settlements in Israel identified IMFS
as a unique valuable cultural possession of this community. Malayalam
scholars have failed to notice and include JMFS in literary histories.
Why literary histories with descriptions of Christian and Muslim folk
literatures have failed to notice JIMFS? The most probable reason could
be Jews themselves did not consider these songs as literature. For them
primarily it was not an aesthetic object but a medium of religious
communication, especially religious education. Jewish Women of Kerala

Dr Scaria Zacharia

transmitted religious knowledge B
through Malayalam Songs. The [ @

contents of the songs in many cases i'F g1 37 nn il e
are prayers, blessings, Biblical Stories, | T
translations qf Hebrew hymns and Oh, Lovely | i
local community knowledge. So they |- Parrotl ~

played an important role in fashioning
their self-images as individuals and
communities. But these songs as
folklore were and are not stagnant. It

is changing as part of the folklore johnson, Barbara C. and Scaria Zacharia
process. tr. 2004 Oh, Lovely Parrot! ! (English
translations of Jewish women songs from

Today much of the Jewish Kerala). The Jewish Music Research

folklore has gained the status of Senten The Hebrew University of
valuable lore that had been ‘hidden

from history’ in the Malayalam world and Jewish World. The narrations
of different Jewish communities deserve equal consideration in the
academic field. Subjective experiences and imaginations are to be valued
for their personal meanings of lived experience. We hope the publications
of these songs in different languages and formats will attract wider
audience. The rediscovery of the JMFS is empowering women, especially
older women as valuable resource persons. Women'’s role in traditional
knowledge system has been revealed with their own interpretations of
religious texts and life experiences.

The multi layered structure and the intertextual connections of
the JMFS may be exemplified with a recent example. The song of
Tekkumbhagam synagogue (Zacharia, 2005:45, Gamliel, 2005:38,
Johnson, 2005:43, Frenz, 2002:77) concludes with a statement about
the sefer torah. We translated it as a poetic statement of the installation
of the sefer torah. Now, suddenly comes the revelation that it is a
statement on the royal procession of the sefer torah inside the
synagogue. Now it may be retranslated as follows:

“The dear and beautiful sefer torah moved about in grandeur.
Inside the Tekkumbhagam palli
the sefer torah moved about with the elaborate ornaments.”

The change has been necessitated by the chance discovery that one of
the curious expressions in the Malayalam original, attiparatti, has a
special significance. According to Gundert (1881) attiparatti denotes
solemn movement of a noble citizen. At the time of translation it was
taken in the literal sense, to mean ‘fixed’. Now this expression glitters
with archaic connotations. The most interesting thing is that the same
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expression is found in some tottam songs
(songs used for the famous folk ritualistic
performance called teyyam). Teyyam and
tottam are infused with divinity in Malayalam.
The word teyyam is derived from daivam,
‘God’. Now the last four lines of the
synagogue song are synergised by the
linguistic and cultural connectivity of the
expression attiparatti. This type of
revelations is part of academic research, but
it is unpredictable. The researchers of the

Seroussi, Edwin, ed. 2004 Oh, X
Lovely Parrot! (CD of Jewish ~JMFS must be prepared for such surprises,
women songs fromKerala). The 55 the whole corpus remains almost

Jewish Music Research Center, - .
The Hebrew University of unscrutinized by the Jewish and Malayalam

Jerusalem. scholars.

Fore more details see

Daniel, Ruby and Barbara C. Johnson, 1995, Ruby of Cochin : An Indian Jewish
Woman Remembers, The Jewish Publication Society, Philadelphia.

Frenz, Albrecht and Scaria Zacharia, 2002, In meinem Land leben verschiedene
Vélker. Schwabenverlag, Ostfildern, Germany.

Gundert, Hermann, 1881, Malayalam and English Dictionary, DC Books,Kottayam.

Johnson, Barbara C. and Scaria Zacharia, tr. 2004 Oh, Lovely Parrot! ! (English
translations of Jewish women’s songs from Kerala). The Jewish Music
Research Center, The Hebrew University of Jerusalem.

Seroussi, Edwin, ed., 2004 Oh, Lovely Parrot! (CD of Jewish women’s songs
from Kerala). The Jewish Music Research Center, The Hebrew University
of Jerusalem.

Zacharia, Scaria, 2003, Possibilities of Understanding Jewish Malayalam Folk
Songs. In: The Journal of Indo-Judaic Studies 6:29-47.

Zacharia, Scaria, 2005, Jewish Malayalam Flok songs : Text, Discourse and
Identity.

In: International Journal of Dravidian Linguistics Vol XXXIV No. 2: 209-223.
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