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R.Champakalakshmi:

The Primordial Mother of Tamilian

Historiography

Dr.K.R.Sankaran

By, QF@pafuiesr

Professor R.Champakalakshmi (1932-2024) (hereafter RC)
recently passed away leaving us with a comprehensive
method of understanding the history of Tamil Nadu against
the backdrop of South India and the Indian sub-continent.
Hailing from Thanjavur Delta region, she had been graduated
from the University of Madras and got research degrees
(M.litt., P.hD.,). She started research on the line laid down by
the pioneer historians, right from the first professor of history
of the University of the Madras, S.Krishnaswami Aiyangar
and she was meticulously trained by Prof.T.V.Mahalimgam
in archaeology and epigraphy. RC adhered to the clinical
approach of analysing the data evinced from the sources
like excavated antiquities, early Tamil Epigraphs, Tamil
classics, didactic works, Bhakti canonical literature, features
of temple architecture, and the nuances of sculptural motifs,
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iconography and paintings. RC brought out the :
marked features of all sorts of the above stated

sources to the historians from north. Her book :

Vaishnava Iconography of Tamil Country (1981) : prize to the bards, idea of romanticism and

is a model work to analyse the historical course : heroism did not lay foundations to the state in

that how the common cults evolved into the royal : Sangam age. Contrarily, the enchanting slogans

culture. Trade, Ideology and Urbanisation: South : of Vedic rituals sounded the birth of state.

India 300 BC-AD 1300 (1996) has been a master : In subsequent centuries, Pallava-s in north,

piece depicting how trade got interlinked with : Pandya s in south rejecting Jainism, an nihilating

. . . : its followers, preferred the Brahmanical culture
statecraft in south India. Itis a monumental work : . }
: as state ideology through the establishment of

of understanding the trade network in south- : temple institutions associated with the creation of

east Asia in pre-modern period. Her recently : Brahmadeya-s whereby came the Oriental states.

published book (Religion, Traditionand Ideology: : [ this process, regional identities against the

Pre-Colonial South India, 2011) consisting of : packdrop of Pan-Indianization were assimilated

collected papers lays a method of attributing into Brahmanical oriented Bhakti movement. But,

: originally such movement was started first by the
country and explains how Tamil-triumvirate and
the Pallava-s of Kancipuram exploited the psyche :

of Bhakti in conglomeration of the public through classics further got merged into three major supra-

the temple institutions dealing with land grants : ;541 regions viz., Tondai-manadalam, Chola-

and other authoritative rights to the Brahmanical : mandalam, Pandy-mandalam. This classification

institutions, Ghatika. Strlklngly, she forwarded § further shrank into two : Pandy-mandalam and

: Chola-mandalam. It is said that there has been a
Studies in History bringing out the articles on :
: Tamil classics and those from medieval period.

Peasant State and Society in Medieval South : This gab was cemented through ,Fhe craftm‘g
: of myths and legends composed in Prasastis

India (1980) a critical and theorised book by (Quoii$8558) of the respective dynasties. This

Burton Stein attracted the historians from north : exercise was done so as to earn the legitimacy

and south to study it and it provoked them to : ruling over the territory and the people. In

review it at large. His expounded segmentary : prasastis, Kings were equated with puranic

state theory, including her, led almost all serious : gods and the heroes of Itihasa, particularly Ram.
: Rulers of the Pallava dynasty built the temples
: called after them. Cholas did this scheme in
grandiose. Strikingly, the term Koyil (G ui1$855$8)
Her stance for the emergence of state : denotes not only abode of the Gods but also

: the residing place of the Kings. The term irai

formation in Tamil country is a beacon light to : (@ep) has different shades: god, royal tax and

the scholars to comprehend what are the ethos : king. In another way, Chola-s and Pandya-s

leading to the rise of state. Sangam age, co-eval : (i4fted some legends portraying them the cosmic

to iron-age (500 BC to 300 AD) experienced the descendants: Chola-s the descendants of the

SUN; Pandaya-s the descendants of the MOON.
: Their virile and valour are often compared with
: that of the Gods.
access to them. They were gracious enough :
of granting precious items to the bards, their :
close associates. This practice, in due course,
was adapted by the obscure emergence of the :
Vendar-s (Gaugsi). RC tried to attribute Indra to
Vendar conceptually. These Vendar-s extended :

Bhakti movement to state formation in Tamil

an introductory article to the special issue of

varied model states.

Indian historians to offer alternate idea. But, no
one’s concluding remark is as sharp as hacksaw
to shape it.

role of chiefs who were, the clan leaders/leaders
of the concerned lineages, certainly the egalitarian
rulers. As Thiruvalluvar says, people got free

the practice of donating lands and gold to the
priests who executed the Vedic rituals, a new
fascinating culture to the common. Awarding

Jains, followed by Buddhism.

The five eco-zones categorised in Tamil

missed link between the Muvendar (epGoups 1) of

Further, to establish their
kingship metaphorically, characteristics of the
godly incarnations like Varaha (protectorate of
the earth), Vamana (surveyor of the territory)
and Tiruvikrama (conqueror of three worlds) are
attributed to the kings. They got ruling legitimacy
through the reiteration of culture. The regional

By, GO @heiufesr
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cultural tenets are embedded with sculptural, :
iconographic representation. Some rulers became
versatile in arts. It is said that one Pallava king :
was a great exponent in dance; another one was :
a dramatist. It is said that a Chola king was a :
litterateur (ueriysGamper) In the Sangam age, :
rulers followed the practice of procession around
the towns to near the people. It was further :
expanded in the medieval period wherein the
gods went around the temple towns. People’s :
musical notations harmoniously got influenced
the Bhakti hymns. The concept bridal mysticism :
narrated in that works offered a great sigh to be
released out from the heart of the people. The :
gods are depicted as endearing relatives of the :
Bhakta-s and they had been addressed as the
binding force of the family institutions. It reduced :
the distance between Gods and Bhaktas but
distanced the latter from the rulers. The above
P
studying the below enlisted works of Professor :

R.Champakalakshmi. Itis sincerely dedicated to

stated are some of the impressions got from

her in the names of history students.

Select research works by Professor
R.Champakalakshmi

1. 1969,”An Unnoticed Jain Cavern near
Madurantakam’ Journal of the Madras :

University, Vol.XLLLNos 1 and 2, January- : 12

July,pp.111-113.

2. 1973,'New Light on the Cola Frescoes of
Tanjore” Journal of Indian History, Golden :

Jubilee Njumber, 1973, pp.349-60.

3. 1975-76, Archaeology and Tamil Literary
s 13.
4. 1978, “Religious Conflict in Tamil Nadu: A :
Re-appraisal of Epigraphic Evidence’; Journal :
of the Epigraphic Society of India, Vol.5,1978.

Tradition, “in Puratattva, No.8

5. 1981, Vaisnava Iconography in Tamil Country,

New Delhi.

History Congress, Sri Nagar.

7. 1986,'Urbanization in Early Medieval :
Tamil Nadu’ in S.Bhattacharya and :

By, OF@haiufesr

10.

14,
6. 1986, ‘Urbanisation in South India: The :
Role of Ideology and Polity” Presidential :

Address, Ancient India Section, Indian

Romila Thapar (eds), Situating Indian History:
Essays for Sarvapalli Gopal, New Delhi, OUP.

1990,'The Sovereignty of the Divine: The
Vaishnava Pantheon and the Temporal
Power in South India; in V.Srinivasa Murthy,
B.Surendara Rao, Kesavan Veluthat and
S.A.Bari (eds), Essays in Indian History and
Culture, Felicitation Volume in Honour of
Professor B.Sheik Ali, New Delhi, Mittal
Publication,pp.49-66.

1996, Trade, Ideology and Urbanization:
South India 300 BC-AD 1300, New Delhi,
OUP.

1996, From Devotion and Dissent to
Dominance: The Bhakthi of the Tamil Alvars
and Nayanmars; in Tradition and ideology:
Essays in Honour of Romila Thapar, New
Delhi, OUP.

2000, Iconographic Programme and Political
Imagery in Early Medieval Tamilagam: The
Rajameheswara and the Rajarajeswara in
History of Science and Culture in Indian
Civilization, D.P.Chattopadhyaya (general
ed), Vol.VI,Part 3, Indian Art Forms Concerns
and Development in Historical Perspective,
B.N.Goswami (ed), New Delhi, Munshiram
Manoharlal,pp.217-40.

2000,"Reappraisal if a Brahmanical Institution:
The Brahmadeya and its Ramifications in
Early Medieval South India; in Kenneth
R.Hall (ed) Structure and Society in Early
South India, Essays in Honour of Noboru
Karasahima, New Delhi,OUP.pp.59-84.

2008, From Natural Caverns to Rock-cut and
Structural Temples: The Changing Context of
the Jain Religious Tradition in Tamil Nadu’
in Airavati, Felicitation Volume in Honour
of Iravatham Mahadevan, Chennai:Varalaru,
pp.13-36.

2011, Religion, Tradition and Ideology :Pre-
Colonial South India, OUP, New Delhi.

Guest Professor, Department of Maritime
History and Marine Archaeology, Tamil
University, Thanjavur-613010
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