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NOTE: The history of Andhra Pradesh, Telangana and. indeed, Karnataka, is often closely linked because of their geographic proximity and roughly similar geography; therefore, in this book Andhra and Telangana have been treated together.




BEFORE YOU BEGIN YOUR ADVENTURE IN SOUTH INDIA…


A NOTE FROM THE AUTHOR


South India is the region now composed of the states of Andhra Pradesh, Telangana, Karnataka, Kerala and Tamil Nadu. According to general estimates, together they not only house around 20 per cent of the Indian population, but they also contribute about 30 per cent of India’s gross domestic product, forming a vital part of its economy.


All the states in the region have a rich and varied history dating as far back as the Stone Age. They boast long coastlines and, therefore, have maintained trade and cultural connections with the outside world over several centuries.


There are not many books for children (or even adults) that focus on the expansive history of the region, though there are many that focus on individual dynasties that ruled this ancient and fertile land. They include dynasties such as the Cholas who had one of the largest Asian empires because of their naval superiority, the Chalukyas who amalgamated Jain and Hindu religions in a harmonious way and built stunning temples, and the Kakatiyas who used temple building to drive the economy of their kingdom, among others. The region also houses Kerala, one of Asia’s most international trading areas, and Hampi, which was one of the world’s wealthiest cities in its heyday. The food, textiles, art and architecture of each present-day state in south India are as diverse as those of many nations in the world.


Of course, that doesn’t sum it up. Many people are not aware of the diversity and depth of the region’s history and polity. The curriculum largely lends itself to being more nationally focused (except that of some State Boards), with emphasis on north India.


Keeping this in mind, this book tries to:


• Present history as a subject that is relevant to contemporary times. While many things, such as technology, travel and lifestyle, are very different today, some things connected to the way human beings think, feel and act have not really changed. Gleaning insights from the past is a good way to understand the course of the future.


• Outline the broad history of the region and focus on the small details that breathe life into the subject, which is otherwise dominated by political history. Dates are given wherever relevant, but the approach is a 360-degree one rather than listing a long line of rulers and their achievements.


• Help understand the basic principles of structures, especially temple sculptures, and see how different they are from the rest of India. This region has the maximum number of art and architecture sites virtually untouched since the medieval times, and they give a rich understanding of that time in a visual way.


The Sangam period is roughly considered to be from the third century BCE to the third century CE. Several poems from this time, especially in anthologies like the Purananuru, mention kings, kingdoms and battles. These are considered to be historical sources for us to reconstruct the political history of that time. Sadly, we have no dates and, in some cases, we aren't sure whether it is the name of the king or a title. However, that does not take away from the rich source of historical information we have from these poems of the kings and kingdoms of Kerala and Tamil Nadu.


After reading this short book, you – the young reader – should be more knowledgeable about how south Indians really lived their life in the ancient and medieval times. And if you also enjoy getting to know all this, then this book will truly be a success.


Happy reading!


Pradeep Chakravarthy, PhD


Chennai, 2023
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WHEN THERE WAS NO HISTORY













THE STONE AGE AND THE MARVELLOUS METAL AGE


Human evolution is the very gradual, 5,000,000-year-long and complex process of change by which people evolved from their ape-like ancestors. In hindsight, it is also seen as a process of advancement for the better. It enabled us to lead safer, healthier, comfortable and more enjoyable lives.


It is important, however, to not view this purely as a simple ‘good’ or ‘bad’ process, or say that only good came out of it. It is far more complicated and can be seen by different people in different ways. For example, urbanized humans living in cities are more comfortable with technology. However, those who continue to lead simpler lives, such as in forests and rural areas, are closer to nature and, perhaps, inflict less damage on it. This is possibly because their being so dependent on nature means that they need to protect it more fiercely.


Evolution is an ongoing process that has been unfolding for millions of years. We don't fully understand its complexities yet. We can learn only from the careful study of remains, such as old bones and fossils. For example, by examining the remains of an animal bone, scientists can conclude what kind of tools were used to cut the meat from the bone. Such evidence helps create a clearer picture, a kind of reconstruction of the past, and offers us clues to the process of evolution.


Evolution has to be studied in a social context as well. How did we learn to live together, find food and communicate? Simple things that we take for granted today – our parent tending to us if we are sick or even our ability to use language, are all incredibly complex actions and thoughts that we have learnt over thousands of years.


Going by some scholars who attribute this view to anthropologist Margaret Mead, the first sign of evolution was when a bone was discovered healed after a fracture because someone had taken the time and effort to tend to it. In the animal and plant world, if something is hurt, it is quickly eaten up, or dies because of lack of food and water. However, in the case of the healed bone from over 15,000 years ago, one is able to witness humanity. This, according to Mead, was the first sign of human evolution and civilization, and the core value that makes humans more evolved in comparison to other animals – the ability to feel empathy, as displayed in the willingness to care for the wounded.


As we learnt to communicate and live with others, human populations increased and moved in search of new and more fertile land, due to, perhaps, water and food shortage or even threat to life from conflict. Then, some populations began travelling across land and a few landed up in India about 500,000 years ago.


This stage is called the Palaeolithic period, which lasted till about 12,000 years ago. ‘Palaeolithic’ means ‘old stone’ and refers to the earliest part of the period when human beings used stone tools, such as arrowheads and knives fashioned from stones, to help them hunt. They ate fish, plants and animals.


THE PALAEOLITHIC PERIOD


Tamil Nadu, Karnataka, Kerala, Andhra Pradesh and Telangana house many sites from which remains dating as far back as to the Palaeolithic period or the Old Stone Age have been unearthed. Since they are spread across each of these rather vast states, it isn’t vital for us to know the names of all of them, but there are certainly a few that are worth taking note of.


On the following map, many Palaeolithic sites can be found situated close to hills and mountains. A popular site among these is Pallavaram, considered to be one of the oldest inhabited places in south India, now near the present-day Chennai airport.


Around 160 years ago, a British archaeologist and geologist, Sir Robert Bruce Foote, discovered old stone tools here and set up one of the earliest collections of what came to be known as the ‘Madras Stone Tool industry’. Today, one can see some of these at the Government Museum in Egmore, Chennai. Another, less easily accessible, but certainly more beautiful location of Palaeolithic remains is the site of the Belum caves in Andhra Pradesh. Some sites, like those in Hampi in Karnataka, started off being settled in and grew into big cities later.
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Map of main Stone Age and Iron Age cultures


In fact, there is a very good chance that the home that you live in might be located on top of such an ancient site. So the next time you visit any place in India, don’t forget to check out the local museum or sites maintained by the Archaeological Survey of India. You will most certainly chance upon remains from the Palaeolithic period there. In some of the museums, you may even find paintings from these times, featuring wild animals and humans.


Following this period, in the Mesolithic (or ‘middle stone’) age, about 8,000 to 6,000 years ago, across India, including south India, people began domesticating wild animals for their food. It began with cows and sheep, for milk and wool. Next in line was the horse, because it could help in transporting heavy and large things. This was followed by the domestication of dogs: for protection from wild animals at night. And then cats, possibly to catch pesky rats…


You will see evidence of this in some cave paintings in Kerala (Koodakkad) and Karnataka (Badami region). The paintings show a man holding a cup, and hunters with elephants, horses, bison, and deer. Some of the hunters are shown to be wearing conical caps made of leaves and are accompanied by some kind of dogs from about 6,000 to 3,000 years ago.


The typical tools of this period were tiny stone tools called 'microliths'. They were combined with other materials such as wood or bone to form compound tools like spears, arrows and sickles. Smaller tools helped in the hunting of smaller birds and animals.


THE NEOLITHIC AGE


About 5,000 to 3,000 years ago, human populations in south India had become smart enough to use stone weapons and to polish them. This is called the Neolithic (or ‘new stone’) age. The sharper stone weapons made hunting more precise and successful, so meat was a certainty for meals. And because hunting took less effort and time, the Neolithic people had more time to invest in farming and to improve it by adopting new techniques. The earliest grown grains in this period were corn and millets.
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People made pots of all shapes and sizes during the Stone Age


Since farming needed water, humans began to move away from forests and caves to places closer to waterbodies. In several caves in the Palani Hills (in Kerala and Tamil Nadu) we find paintings of a community in the act of hunting and farming, featuring domestic animals such as cows, sheep, goats, pig and fowl, along with wild animals such as spotted deer and jungle cats. In some paintings you can also make out crops being grown, such as green gram, horse gram and millets. With the variety of food on offer, the Neolithic people were perhaps trying out newer recipes, given that fire had already been discovered during the Palaeolithic age.


As hunting and grain production increased, animals became increasingly important, not only as a source of food, but also for farming and hunting. Building shelters also became more important, especially during the rainy season. Caves were no longer comfortable enough, and sometimes these weren’t close enough to the lands that were being farmed.


From 4,000 years ago to about 2,000 years ago, people started building shelters to protect themselves, their food and their animals. Excavations conducted in places such as Sendamangalam and Adichanallur in Tamil Nadu, and Brahmagiri in Karnataka show us that the houses from this period featured low walls of brick or were made using granite boulders. From some paintings we also come to know that roofs were made of wooden rafters and were thatched. Some houses even featured L-shaped roof tiles.
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Pieces of broken pottery with beautiful patterns on them have been found in Adichanallur


From archaeological remains we know that men and women had long hair that they coiled up over their head like a crown of snakes; they wore lots of bangles, pendants, beads and, sometimes, gold ornaments. They wore a piece of cloth around the waist. Kids played games such as discs made from broken pots – so we know that people were smart enough to recycle even back then.
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Bits of pottery (like this one from Adichanallur) give us clues about the crops grown and the animals around


WHAT BURIALS TELL US


Death was a scary thing and people died young, given that modern medical care didn’t exist back then. We can infer this from the evidence of many skeletal remains of infants. Sad but true. Sickness and death were seen as mysterious, and healing was considered magical because people didn’t understand the human body as well as we do today.


In places such as Sulimalthe, near Somwarpet town in Karnataka, dead people were cremated and a simple tomb was built with three flat stone walls and a slab on top. These are called 'dolmens' or 'cists'. In Adichanallur, in some cases, they buried the dead in unusual coffins, such as in the shape of an upright ram made from burnt clay. In other places, such as Kumarikalpalayam in Tamil Nadu and Pathekkar Hills in Kerala, they even erected menhirs, large upright stones, somewhat like the ones Obelix carries in the Asterix comics. In places, such as on the Nagaleru riverbank in Andhra Pradesh, they even made some cool carvings on the menhir – called petroglyphs – which are thought to be among the world's oldest engravings on rock.






BURYING WITH LOVE


Today, we have good medical facilities that prevent or delay death. In the olden days, this wasn’t the case and living even till the age of 30 was very rare. Couples had many children, and it was difficult for a child to survive their first birthday. But emotions were the same! From archaeological remains we learn that when some children were buried, their favourite toys, made of clay or game counters made of bone, were buried with them.
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A typical burial: The pit usually went right down to the bedrock. The oval pot usually contained selected skeletal remains and teeth, along with grave 'furniture' consisting of different types of pots. It was covered with a lid.


Paintings and other artefacts recovered from these sites give us some idea of daily life. Evening time probably meant songs and dance and music from pipes and drums. Everyone ate and drank out of pots and bowls that were red or black with artistic designs, composed of lines and circles and triangles. In paintings in Alambadi and Keelvalai (both in Tamil Nadu), you can see warriors on horses, big lizards in frames, and even an X-ray-like image of the tummy and intestines of a cow!


All these are more than 3,000 years old, and many are situated on the ceilings of caves. Looks like these people were superb rock climbers!






SITTING LIKE A MUMMY?


As a child when I sat on the floor, hunched up my knees and put my arms around them, I was strongly reprimanded by adults. Can you guess why? It was a preferred posture for bodies buried in the Stone Age in some places. So, long after communities stopped that way of burying, that posture likely continued to be associated with death and was discouraged.








THE METAL AGE


Iron had been discovered and they made arrows, and even little goddess images in bronze, an alloy of copper and tin. They knew how to mix two metals, something which is difficult to do even today. A little Mother Goddess statue was discovered on the banks of the River Tambraparni (or Thamirabarani) in Adichanallur. The site was originally excavated around 1900, and several artefacts discovered, including gold jewellery. In the early excavations, only iron objects were found, such as arrows, daggers, knives, swords and many chisels. However, in later excavations in 2004, at the same site, archaeologists found items of iron and copper but no bronze or gold. These were found buried with paddy, a small dog-shaped toy and a small gold ring, leading archaeologists to believe that this might have been the burial site of a small child.




DECIPHERING DOLMENS


A dolmen is a megalithic (big rock) structure typically made by a large horizontal stone slab resting on two or more upright slabs, though shapes differ. This kind of stone monument has been found in different parts of the world. In India, archaeologists trace the majority of the megaliths to the Iron Age (1500 BCE to 500 BCE), though some sites go back to 2000 BCE. Megaliths are spread across the Indian subcontinent, though the bulk of them are found in peninsular India in the states of Maharashtra, Karnataka, Tamil Nadu, Kerala, Andhra Pradesh and Telangana.


These megalithic structures functioned as burial chambers or sites. In some cases, they were also places of worship. The megalith vary in size, but what is fascinating is the sheer size of each. How such stones were moved and placed or what rituals were carried out around them remain a mystery. Sadly, sites like Marayoor (a small town around 40 km from Munnar, Kerala), famed for its cave paintings and picturesque dolmens, shows the neglected state of megalithic monuments in India.
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Dolmen cist type 1


[image: Image]


Dolmen cist type 2
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Dolmen cist type 3
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Menhir
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Stone circle
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Mother Goddess figurine found in Adichanallur


Broadly, the Bronze Age is dated from 2300 BCE to 700 BCE and the Iron Age from 700 BCE to 1 BCE. In western and central India, this demarcation is quite clear, with some village sites having only bronze and some only iron. In the south, it is not so clear-cut. In most places, we find both metals, which means that the places were continuously inhabited for longer and that people were slowly learning how to work with different metals, to melt them at different temperatures and to forge them together. Examples like this abound in south India.


In 2018, for example, very close to Hyderabad, a hand axe and a hammer stone dating back to about 3000 BCE were discovered in Athvelly. In some cases like near Regonda (Karimnagar district in Telangana), dating back to 10,000 years, metal slag was found, proving the existence of iron foundries back then.
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Arrowheads and spearheads of the Stone Age


In Kerala, megalithic monuments (2000 BCE to 2 CE) are either rock-cut caves, umbrella stones (unique to Kerala) and capstones – all found in the plains – and dolmens (eastern mountains), menhirs and stones are all found to have the same designs.


Menhirs and urn burials are found predominantly on the sea coast. In these sites, while complete skeletons have not been found, beads (that must have formed parts of ornaments) have been unearthed. Some of the beads were of carnelian (a semi-precious gemstone), found only in western India – which means that even as early as the third century BCE, Kerala was already trading with western India, especially Gujarat, where this stone is found.


In Karnataka too, metal age sites are aplenty, the most famous being Hirebenkal in Koppal district. Dated from 800 BCE to 200 BCE, this now remote location was in continuous habitation for over 1,000 years. The climb to the hilltop is tough, but the rare paintings there show warriors with metal weapons, and iron slag has been found too. The locally famous kettledrum is a hemispherical stone that, when beaten with a wooden or metal hammer, can be heard at least a kilometre away.






NO STAINLESS STEEL IN THE PUJA!


Stainless steel vessels are even now frowned upon in pujas (ceremonial worship of religious idols), but why? That’s probably because many of the early Vedic customs came from the Bronze Age, before iron was used. Later, even when iron was used, it was only for agriculture or weapons. Which is probably why this preference for copper, silver or gold for the puja continues!








Maski near Hampi is famous for its Ashokan edict, etched on a rock-face of the gneissic outcrops, the oldest known rock on Earth’s surface. Excavations show that it has been in habitation right through the Stone and Metal ages. Unlike in other areas, Iron Age societies in south India were not nomadic. In another metal age site of the same period called Koppa, in Chikkamagaluru district of Karnataka, grains of ragi and paddy have been found in the graves, revealing to us what people ate during that time.


As communities grew, more complex social and political systems were created, as you will find out in the next chapter.
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A TIME OF AMBITIOUS KINGS













WHEN HISTORY BEGAN IN SOUTH INDIA


Most of what we know about south Indian history is from about 2,000 years ago. We have two main sources: books and inscriptions. The books may be of poems or stories, or religious texts, but they all offer us clues to how people lived and thought, and what was important to them. Temple inscriptions are somewhat like notices on your school website. In the olden days, all important announcements were carved into the stone walls of temples. With the help of these two sources, we can get a fairly accurate picture of the past.


By this time, the entire region had many small villages and towns. Villages may have had just a few streets of possibly 50–100 people living in them over a small area versus cities, which would have been much larger with more people living in them. It’s difficult to pinpoint an exact number, but generally speaking, from the information available on new villages set up during the Chola rule, a village would have had less than a 100 people while a town would have had more. Cities may have had more than 1,000 inhabitants. In some cases, towns and cities flourished in places that had been continuously inhabited, right from the Stone Age times – for example, the area of Pallavaram in Chennai or the village of Hampi in Karnataka have been continuously inhabited for more than 5,000 years. In other cases, these were built, from the ground up, in new areas that people settled in as communities expanded.


As in most societies, villages were governed by one powerful family or a male individual. However, some scholars believe that many, if not most, ancient south Indian societies were ‘matrilineal’ (families were organized through their connection to the mother) or even 'matriarchal' (where key decisions were taken by the oldest female member of the family). Over the course of time, as agriculture developed and men began to spend more time on their farms, the system evolved to men being in charge and families being based on the relationships of the father.


Sometimes, a group of villages was ruled by a chieftain. When there was a shrewd, ambitious chieftain, he would fight and successfully conquer the land of other chieftains and become their 'ruler'. And it wasn’t always that smart, ambitious and successful chieftains or kings had smart, ambitious and successful children of their own. So his kingdom could be wrested away from him by another king or chieftain. Very often, a powerful king would either have no children or have children who fought among themselves. Or, as he became older, he was not able to fight well or motivate his army, and a more courageous and smarter neighbouring king would overthrow this one.
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An old painting of a Toda settlement


MATRILINEAL AND MATRIARCHAL SYSTEMS


In 1975, the matrilineal system was abolished by law in Kerala. Even till then, the Nairs and Ezhavas of Kerala, and the Bunts and Billavas of Karnataka followed either the matriarchal or matrilineal system. This meant that property and position passed through women, from mother to daughter; usually, the youngest daughter stayed with the parents and inherited the house. Husbands married and stayed with their wives rather than have the wives move to the husbands’ homes. The Todas of the Nilgiri Hills and the Kottai Pillamars of Tamil Nadu also had a close connection to this tradition.


None of them follow much of this today.
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Early kings of a dynasty would maintain a strong army


FAMILY AND DYNASTIC RULE


In the entire history of south India, there are only about 10–15 famous dynasties. The same ones, as if by rotation, kept coming to power, retreating to the background, and then coming back again for repeat performances. This depended on whether a particular king of the dynasty was ambitious or not.
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Middle-order kings invested in building and art


One can sense a pattern in dynastic rule. Generally speaking, the early kings of a dynasty were normally the ambitious ones who set up the foundation of their rule. They worked hard, fought and won wars, and looked after the needs of their people so that their citizenry was satisfied and their kingdom stayed united. The middle-order king, who had all the benefits of land, wealth and organized systems, would start focusing more on the arts and on living a good life. So these kingdoms would then witness the construction of grand building projects, and artistic endeavours such as poetry, painting and sculpture would flourish. The later kings tended to overindulge in the finer things in life and ignored their kingly duties. The army became complacent, weak and lazy. This time was ripe for the king in power to be overthrown by a neighbouring state or by one of their smaller chiefs. And with this, the story would start all over again but with a different set of names.


[image: Image]


Later kings were prone to overinduulgence, and neglected their army


GEOGRAPHY DETERMINES HISTORY


Where we live influences how we live. Much more than it does now, in the past, the geography of a region shaped the economic conditions and lifestyle of the people that inhabited it. For instance, mountains became defences and barriers for travel, and prevented the sharing of information. Rivers determined the amount of food production and, therefore, the prosperity of a place. Rivers connected to the sea and were pathways to seaports. Lands that were not fertile, such as rocky areas that could not have much agriculture, or areas with less water, tended to have kingdoms that sparred over precious food and water. Therefore, these regions had smaller kingdoms and were often more frequently at war with each other. The Pandyas of Tamil Nadu are an example of this.




THE CYCLE OF POWER
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The Pandyas ruled a stretch of land (in present-day Tamil Nadu), which had only two main rivers, one of which had little water. The land was also in the rain-shadow region of the Western Ghats and received relatively less rain. Although they developed excellent systems of rainwater conservation, the smaller chiefs fought more viciously than most to resist subjugation. Once could assume that this was so since they had to work harder to secure the bare minimum of the scarce resources at their disposal.


Kingdoms that had control over a river and were able to harness the water for agriculture, were more prosperous. Owing to this, they had money to pay for a larger fleet of soldiers. One could say they were also more inclined to expand their empires through battles. The Cholas, who controlled the River Kaveri, or the Chalukyas, who held sway over the River Malaprabha, are classic examples of this.


However, this is not a one-size-fits-all formula! For instance, kingdoms that were located in present-day Kerala had many rivers, over 44 of them. Rivers, such as the Periyar and Pamba, have multiple tributaries, which are in turn fed by smaller streams. However, the large number of rivers and dense forests made it hard for big armies to move fast, so the region saw many smaller kingdoms, such as Trippappooru Swaroopam, Perumpadappu Swaroopam, Nediyiruppu Swaroopam and Kola Swaroopam, fighting each other, with very few being able to conquer significant parts of Kerala.


With so many conflicts taking place all the time, for land, water, and mineral resources, there was no exact division between ruling kings, dynasties and empires by way of time periods. It may seem fixed and linear in textbooks, as if one came after the other. In reality, however, there was quite a bit of overlap between ruling dynasties. Likewise, the boundaries of the kingdoms too constantly shifted as rulers captured new lands and added them to their kingdoms, or lost some in battle. Apart from this, the geography of the region too affected the way people lived. For example, the culture of Hampi in Karnataka was shaped by the nearest waterbody, the River Tungabhadra, and agricultural activities that sprang up owing to it. The kingdom’s shape, size and culture evolved over its existence. It started off as a small village under the Hoysala kings. It grew to be the capital city of the very wealthy Vijayanagara kings, and then again reverted to being a small village after the Bahmani kings plundered it.


It can be said that tracing the course of a river system can help us understand the course of the kingdom located near it. For instance, the many rivers that flow through the mountains and forests of present-day Kerala kept the region relatively isolated from the rest of south India. Alongside, the long coastline that skirts the state offered an opportunity for establishing close linkages with the outside world, much more than what the other states of south India could boast of at the time.


Similarly, the Tungabhadra and the Krishna–Godavari rivers can help us better understand the history of Karnataka and Andhra. The Palaar–Kaveri river tells the story of the Cholas. The Pandya story is captured through the Vaigai and the Thamirabarani (Tambraparni) rivers.


WHAT ABOUT THE QUEENS?


Unfortunately, most of the political history we have is the story of kings. They were certainly supported by queens, but we don’t hear much of them. What we do have are many stories of women who were famous for their expertise in the arts. There are two recorded instances of queens following a different religion from the king and able to maintain their position and power, which was unusual then.


One such queen was Angayarkanni (also known as Mangayarkkarasiyar), the wife of the Pandya king Koon Pandya. The king, who ruled in the seventh century, was a practising Jain. This was until he fell severely ill. To heal him, the queen – with the help of her minister Kula Chirayan and the boy-saint Sambandar – encouraged the king to adopt Shaivism because the king could be cured only by Sambandar using the sacred ash from a Shiva temple, and this warranted him to do so. It is believed that the goddess Meenakshi of the famous Madurai Meenakshi Sundareswarar Temple, an avatar of goddess Parvati, is a deified (regarded as god) version of queen Angayarkanni. In fact, the Sanskrit meaning of the word ‘Meenakshi’ – ‘one with fish-shaped eyes’ – also happens to be a translation of the word ‘Angayarkanni’.
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A sculpture of King Vishnuvardhana and his queen Shantala who followed Jainism


Another story we have, this time from Karnataka, is of Shantala Devi, the wife of the Hoysala king Vishnuvardhana (1108–1152 CE). As a follower of Jainism, he was known as Bitti Deva. He adopted Hinduism under the influence of the saint Ramanujacharya. His wife, Shantala, however, continued to follow Jainism. Not only did she fund the construction of many Jain temples or ‘basadis’ in Karnataka, but she also supported her husband’s Hindu temple project in Belur. Many believe that she has been featured on the sculptures we see in Belur and Halebidu, for she was an excellent dancer, and possibly an equally acclaimed singer as well.


Legend has it that she died by suicide because she could not have a male child. What is more likely, however, is that she – like many old and devout Jains of the time – performed the sallekhana vow, where a Jain retires to a cave in a remote mountain and gradually gives up food and water as the final act of the mind overcoming the needs of the body.


Shantala Devi and King Vishnuvardhana seemed to have patronized different religions and still lived together. Was this common? No, it wasn’t. We have an ancient Kannada poem titled the Yashoda Charite, the story of Yashoda (no connection to the mother of the god Krishna) who is a Jain queen married to a Hindu king. They are unable to have a child for a long time. In the story, the king’s mother believes a sacrificial killing will fix the problem. The queen is aghast – how can she bring forth a child into the world with another being killed in its place? This went against the key Jain belief of ahimsa. The poem is an exploration of the circumstances that drive us to become violent in thought or action. In 1980, this poem was adapted into a gripping play titled Bali – The Sacrifice by well-known playwright Girish Karnad.




KERALA


Kerala is surrounded by the very tall Western Ghats mountain range with a few peaks as high as 8,000 feet. This meant that moving an army of soldiers, horses and elephants was not an easy task by any means. Even if they did manage to cross these mountains, the region was dense with forests and many rivers snaked through them. Not to forget that it rained most of the time, and during the rain, the army could not move at all. This meant that Kerala was left largely on its own while dynasties like the Pallavas and Hoysalas in Tamil Nadu and Karnataka fought with each other. Only the most militarily powerful kings like Rajaraja Chola were able to make inroads into Kerala through the Palghat pass (or Palakkad Gap) near Coimbatore in Tamil Nadu.


To the west was the sea coast and that was closer to the European trade route managed by the Arabs and Europeans. So, Kerala had much more international exposure to Arabia and Europe, and to their cultures and religions.


Although we have rock art from ancient times to help us understand the past, it is literature and inscriptions that offer us a more definite idea of Kerala from about 1,600 years ago. At the time, Kerala was ruled by the Ay kings in the south, the Ezhimala kings in the north and the Chera kings reigned over the central part of Kerala, which stretched into Tamil Nadu.


Malayalam had not emerged as a language yet, and everyone in the region spoke Tamil, an early version of what is spoken primarily in present-day Tamil Nadu. We have a huge collection of stories of these kings from a set of poetry texts collectively called Sangam literature.






MUZIRIS: A BUSTLING PORT


Somewhere around the town of Kodungallur today, not far from Kochi and Ernakulam, was the famous port of Muchiri Pattanam or Muziris. From about 3000 BCE till the 14th century, this was an active port with traders from Rome, Egypt and Arabia coming here to buy pepper and other spices. In the 14th century, because of the change in the course of the River Periyar, and perhaps earthquakes as well, the port faded away. Fortunately, in the last few decades, the Government has, through the Muziris Heritage Project, restored important buildings in the region to tell visitors the story of the international flavour the place would have had even 2,000 years ago.


[image: Image]


An old painting of Muziris


On the banks of the Periyar was an ancient settlement from Iron Age times, and arrowheads and parts of farm tools have been recovered. By the seventh century, the region was controlled by the Pandya kings; later, the Chera kings conquered it in the eighth century. Today’s Valapattanam, Kadalundi and Kodungallur were all important ports known from Roman times. In this region, there is also the Cheraman Juma Masjid for followers of Islam, and the Paravur and Chendamangalam synagogues for the Jews (most of whom left for Israel when it was created in 1948). This was one of the earliest regions for Christianity to enter India, and museums in the area showcase the unique Syrian Christian community of Kerala. The Azhikode and Kottakkavu churches are particularly ancient. The Bhagavathy Temple and the Azheekal Sree Varaha Temple are all examples of the rich Hindu traditions from ancient times in this region.


Visiting the various sites and the museums, one gets an idea of how wealthy and cosmopolitan a place the entire region would have been in that time.












Kerala had five broad divisions based on geography.






	Name in the Old Days


	Because…


	Ruled By


	Time Period


	Today, They Are…







	Venad or Velnad


	‘Land of the Vel chieftains’. The ‘Vel’ is a spear associated with Murugan, the god of war.


	Ay kings. who later became the Chera kings and in 1755 came to be the most dominant rulers of Kerala.


	From the first century CE to the ninth century, they organized themselves and in the 18th century CE became very powerful, especially under the ruler Marthanda Varma.


	Thiruvananthapuram (Thiruvaramcode in the olden days)







	Kuttanad


	Kutta means a pond or a lake.


	The Cheras


	One of India’s oldest dynasties from the second century BCE. Their fame dipped from the third century CE but revived in the ninth to 11th centuries CE under the Kulasekhara kings. After their defeat in the 11th century CE by the Cholas, smaller kingdoms like that of the Samuthiri evolved.


	Ernakulam and Kottayam







	Kudanad


	The ‘western’ land (west of Kongunad, which is now Coimbatore in Tamil Nadu)


	Trichur, Palghat and Malappuram







	Puzhinad


	The marshland, further up north


	Ezhimala kings


	From the third century and in the 11th century CE, they supported the Cheras of central Kerala and became smaller chieftains. By the 12th century CE, there were many rulers in this region, the Kolathiri being the most important. In the 17th century CE, there were ten kingdoms that were eventually conquered by Tipu Sultan and then the British.


	Kasargod and Kannur; Mountainous region of Wayanad







	Karkanad


	Means ‘remote and difficult to pass’


	Ezhimala kings; later, the Mushika king Nannan was a great ruler in the Tamil Sangam times. Ezhil Mala or the 'Beautiful Hills' got distorted to Eli Mala or 'rat mountain'.














Many of the poems talk about war. Some also capture the ruler’s idiosyncrasies. One Chera king, Utiyan Cheral, became famous for hosting big feasts and honouring poets who sang about this. His son Nedum Cheralatan won a battle against the Yavana (Greeks) about 1,700 years ago. Legend has it that he poured a tonne of ghee on the head of the enemy and forced him into a walk of shame on the roads of his capital. Please don’t try this at home unless over a hot idli!


In another example, Adu Kottu Pattu Cheralatan, a fierce king from the Sangam times, would, after defeating his enemies on the battlefield, perform a rather scary dance while brandishing his sword.


Around the ninth century CE, the Chera kings united with branches of the Kongu Cheras (rulers of Coimbatore in Tamil Nadu) and ruled over almost the whole of central Kerala. According to some scholars, the word Kerala comes from the word ‘Chera’. They first ruled from Vanchi, which is called Kodungallur/Muziris today and is believed to have been an important port until it was flooded in the 14th century CE. Thereafter, Kochi became the new port of the kingdom.


From the ninth century CE, the Kulasekhara (meaning ‘jewels of the clan’) kings ruled from Kodungallur, then called Mahodayapuram. The first of their kings was Kulasekhara Varman. He was a devotee of Vishnu and is considered a saint. In 1000 CE, one of his descendants, Bhaskara Ravi Varman, gave a land grant to Joseph Rabban, the leader of the Jews seeking refuge in India after fleeing the Middle East. This wasn’t the first time they had done that. The first group of Jews are said to have come to Kerala in around 70 CE when they were persecuted by the Romans.






[image: Image]


Arrival of the Jewish pilgrims in Cochin in 68 CE


THE JEWS IN KERALA


About 2,000 years ago, a group of Jews fled the Middle East to avoid persecution and reached Kerala, They were welcomed by the king of the Kulasekhara dynasty, Bhaskara Ravi Varman. They lived as a distinct community and were allowed to build synagogues and own property without conditions attached, for as long as ‘the sun and the moon exist’. The reference to the sun and the moon is a poetic way of saying ‘forever’ as these two will always be in the sky. It is believed that these Jews introduced the appam, a staple bread in Malayali cuisine, and vinegar made of raisins. Even today, the pastel, their deep-fried pastries with assorted fillings are popular in Kochi.








The Jews, by 1000 CE, had established an important place in Kerala’s society. By trading mostly in pepper and horses, they had amassed an enviable fortune.


In those days, traders went from coast to coast transferring or selling goods. The trading rights were given to a body called the anjuvannam. They worked in organized groups called ‘guilds’, which were very diverse, with traders from different religions and regions working together. Besides doing business, they also donated substantial amounts to temples and through that to the local people.


By about 1000 CE, the Kulasekhara king was defeated by the army of Rajaraja Chola, who ruled from Thanjavur in Tamil Nadu, and had the courage and ambition to cross the forests and rivers of western Tamil Nadu to enter Kerala from the east where the mountains are relatively lower. He also defeated the Kerala kings in a naval battle by coming around the southern Indian peninsula – quite an achievement for his first campaign of conquest. For the next century, the Cheras were completely under the control of the Cholas.


The Kulasekharas never recovered from this defeat. However, the Venad kings of the south managed to overthrow the local king, and from the 12th century CE onwards they ruled most of Kerala for about 200 years. We know from an inscription that one of them, Ravi Varma Kulasekhara (no connection to the earlier one), even donated a huge vessel made of solid gold to the Padmanabhaswamy Temple in Thiruvananthapuram. Imagine that!
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