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Abstract 
Polali Sheenappa Hegde, the author of one of the 

earliest Tulu novels written in the 1930s, was an 

active member of the Tulu Movement in the early 

decades of the twentieth century along with S.U.  

Panyadi, N.S. Kille, Madhava Thingalaya, and 

others. He was also a staunch Gandhian, and went 

to jail during the freedom struggle. The novel 

therefore reflects nationalist concerns. This gets 

expressed through regionalism and love for the 

mother-tongue. What narrative strategies and 

themes does the writer use to achieve this? What 

time-zones are used to represent it? What idea of the 

nation does the novel posit, unawares at times? 

What role do women have in the construction of 

regional nationalism? This paper hopes to explore 

these questions from the framework of nationalism 

and gender. 
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This novella uses the story of the weaver 

and the carpenter from Pancatantra Tales wherein a 

weaver falls in love with a princess, and uses a 

flying-contraption made by a carpenter to reach her. 

In the tale, though he deceives the king and the 

princess, he is seen as a valiant hero, and gets to 

marry the princess. Narayana, the Brahmin who 

impersonates Lord Narayana, uses an aerial 

contraption to reach the quarters of the Jain princess, 

Sridevi. He impregnates her, but, as Surendra Rao 

and Chinnappa Gowda say, manages to escape any 

serious consequences other than an unpleasant fall 

from the flying contraption (Introduction).  

The innocuous-looking novel that mixes 

fantasy, local myths and legends with 

historiographic writing, can be read for the assertion 

of regional nationalism intersecting masculinity, and 

for reflecting some of the pressing ideologies of the 

time. As observed of other Tulu writings, this novel 

is an attempt to address missionary/colonial charges 

of primitivity laid at the door of Tulu language, 

culture, and the region. The worship of Daivas, the 

Nemas and Kolas are seen by the Europeans as 

demonolatry of a savage stage of human civilisation 

(Walhouse 1876, Navada and Fernandes 2008). 

Hegde now puts forth an alternative civilisation and 

rule far superior to that of the West. Such a glorious 

reign that is shown as promoting all the rituals and 

religious practices decried by the whites, could 

certainly not be wrong in doing so. Hegde weaves in 

local Tulu sayings, rituals, landscape, and ways of 

life, in an attempt to portray the glory of the Tuluvas 

who saw the reign of the Alupas, the Vijayanagara 

kings, the Keladi Nayaks, the reign of Hyder Ali and 

Tipu Sultan, and finally the British. It is an 

interesting masculine project to imbue the natives of 

this region with pride, and to prove to the aggressive 

and ‘muscular’ coloniser(Sinha 1995), the 

civilisational, organisational, and military might of 

the Tuluvas in the past days of glory. The Indologist 

hearkening to the golden Aryan period is replicated 

at the local level. Pride in historical Hindu warriors 

like Shivaji, Rana Sanga, Rana Pratap, and others, 

intended to restore the male-pride of an enslaved 

Rashtra under the hyper-masculine British and 

Muslim rulers, is tailored here to project the Jaina 

Chowtas and Bunt lords as a resplendent and heroic 

alternative presence. Anthony Smith perceived 

national identity as being shaped by ‘ethnies’ or 

cultural and ethnic communities that have 

sharedhistoric ties through common myths, symbols, 

and narratives, and which shape the formation of 

nationsthrough the bonds that are forged between 

these groups(Smith 1986). Hobsbawm and Ranger 

on the other hand say that seemingly ancient 

symbols, rituals, and cultural practices are in fact 

quite modern ‘inventions’ where these ‘traditions’ 

are standardised to suit political and ideological 

purposes (1983). The diversity of India as a nation 

accommodated plural cultures and ethnic 

communities that managed to ‘invent’ a common 

identity nonetheless. Hegde’s little novel makes 

ample use of a symbolic past anchored in common 

myths and traditions that are seen as binding all 
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Tuluvas, and therefore also identifying with larger 

national concerns that could challenge British 

imperialism. 

The author uses the voice of Narayana 

Bhatta to talk of the myths and culture of Tulunadu. 

He says that all those who live in Tulunadu are the 

progeny of Naga, and ‘must observe all worship and 

obsequies associated with Naga who is both the god 

and the ruler of this place.’ He continues, ‘this land 

of the Tuluva and the Malayala was known from 

time immemorial as Stree Rajya and it is mentioned 

in the puranas. The reason is that here the language, 

deity, and land of the people are considered as 

female! Since all these three are looked upon in 

feminine terms, it has got the name Stree Rajya. 

Here even today people adhere to Marimakkattaya 

custom of inheritance. Mari means serpent; makka 

implies children.’ He goes on to relate how Vasuki, 

used by the gods and the demons to retrieve the 

treasure swallowed by the sea, was left to writhe in 

pain by both the groups after he had helped them get 

back the wealth. It was his mother Lekkesiri, and 

her two daughters Malasiri and Talasiri who nursed 

him back to health. So, he decreed that the land was 

henceforth to be ruled by the daughters of his two 

sisters, and no administrative decisions were to be 

taken without consulting his mother Lekkesiri. Here, 

females would inherit property, and should stay to 

rule the kingdom. The sixty daughters of Talasiri 

married a boy called Ananta, and these sixty 

daughters settled in sixty sacred groves, lending 

gold and jewellery to the faithful to conduct 

weddings, and help them in all matters. This 

recreation of past glory and commonly shared 

cultural identities through a recourse tomythoffers a 

response to the colonial charge of native men 

keeping their women subjugated. If the entire region 

centred around the idea of empowered femininity 

that ruled by divine sanction, the question of female 

subjugation could not then arise. The pretext of 

rescuing brown women from brown men in order to 

rule the nation, was thus to be contested. This male 

imagination of feminine reign and control over all 

matters was often just that – a male fancy, and could 

not account for the actual power wielded by 

dominant men of the region. As a discourse, this 

mythological feminisation served to assuage male 

egos accused of native patriarchal repression of 

women. Tulunadu thus served as a synecdoche for 

the nation as motherland, and could boast of female 

power. This reimagination however excludes the 

marginalisation of both men and women from the 

lower strata, and is largely invented by elite 

nationalists to posit an imaginary feminine realm. 

Before going into a feisty description of this past 

national/regional glory, Hegde reproachfully writes 

about our descent into the Kaliyuga of current 

enslavement. Local men from dominant 

communities seem pliant and feminine in their 

willingness to please their white masters. He writes: 

‘But times have changed. As they 

say, “Those days are gone, dear, 

and even those virtues!” Similarly, 

the kings of those times have 

become caricature kings of the 

chessboard. Today, they have 

become the abject slaves of the 

white-faced rulers and dance to 

their tunes. That is what Kaliyuga 

does to you! But at the time when 

the events of this book took place, 

they were yet independent rulers’ 

(45).  

The hearkening back to a golden age in the 

past before the setting in of Kaliyuga thus comforts 

effete men in the presentthat valour was bound to 

give in to civilisational deterioration and moral 

corruption, paving the path for alien rule. Thus 

remythification of the region, and obliquely of the 

nation, is a step towards awareness of past glory – 

essential for the galvanisation of indifferent native 

men into valiant action.The author then jogs the 

memory of Tuluvas about how ‘the Chouta of 

Puttige used to be a powerful ruler of our 

Tulunadu.’ He praises the organisation of the 

kingdom of this Chennaraya Chowta under sixteen 

minor rulers, all of whom werein turn under his 

jurisdiction, and weaves a fabulous tale as seen in 

folk-tales and other fantastic stories from Marga 

traditions. He spins the tale about this Chouta king 

who he says, had a big army, and built a palace 

called Kayarmanj which was more like a fort with 

soldiers guarding it, swords in hand. ‘Outside the 

front hall’, he says, was ‘a platform for gymnasts, 

wrestlers, and body-builders to perform and show 

their skills. The palace women watched it from their 

seraglio.’ He is projected as an ideal king in a 

utopian kingdom, envied by other kings outside. He 

was just and generous, a benevolent paternal figure. 

Such a portrayal counters the colonial narrative of 

‘oriental despotism’. The ‘despotic’ rulers were seen 

as unfit to rule, and were seen as given to infighting 

and lacking modern western modes of governance 

based on Reason (Inden 1990).  

Hegde observes further in the novel that 

none went hungry or without a job here. There were 

no crimes either here. Children were given 

education. Young men knew the skills of warfare, 
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girls, of folk medicine. He had loyalty and 

allegiance from all under him. 

Here, then, was a highly systematic, 

civilised, martial, and economically viable 

alternative to the British whose so-called benevolent 

paternalism was a mere mask for conquest. The 

culture of the latter seemed shadowy when 

compared to the civilisational refinement projected 

onto Tulunadu. The significance of physically fit 

men training their bodies to give battle, is evident in 

the rise in the akaras and gymnasia everywhere. A 

militant, able-bodied Hindu masculinity that 

emerged in the 1930s is presented here, with 

admiring women watching it all in the novel. 

He then mentions that many basadis were 

built – the Thousand-Pillar one in Moodbidri being 

the most famous. All the nema, kola, aayana held in 

the Daiva shrines at annual festivals, and those in 

the temples would, according to the royal order, 

have to fly the Jaina flag, and long after the fall of 

the Choutas, says the writer. History is thusdeployed 

to place the Chouta on the nationalist pedestal as a 

model worthy of emulation. He then gives a detailed 

picture of the coronation of the king. The guests 

would then offer their gifts to the king, who would 

then give them betel nuts and leaves, and lead them 

to the Hall. The proclamation of Queen Victoria as 

the imperial head of India, and the resplendent 

Durbars held thereafter to show the majesty and 

grandeur of the British empire, with a show of 

solidarity by the natives, is countered here with its 

regional but superior model.The actual loss of 

power of the princely states under the Regents is 

made up for by recreating history. 

The detailed description of the coronation 

ceremony does not add much to the content and 

consequence of the narrative. But the objective of 

the author does not include building a cohesive and 

well-knit plot growing organically out of the 

narrative structure. A nationalist male agenda seems 

more urgent here than a regular romantic story. 

Multiple voices, ideologies, and concerns here 

reveal the intersection of gender, race, nationalism, 

communalism, and tangentially, even caste and 

class. The narratorial voice goes on thus on a 

glorifying spree: 

‘The kings of Banga, Ajila, 

Karkala, Moolki, Bailangadi, 

Kutyara, Vitla, Kumble, and 

Kolanthanadu came. So did the 

Ballals, Pergades, Kamboli-

Heggade, and their relatives and 

retinues. Other kings from 

Padubidri and other places arrived 

with their wives and children. 

Soldiers of different kinds, 

elephants, cavalry, and infantry 

were around. Heads of Guttus and 

landlords were present... The king 

in silk cloth, and silk shawl with 

gold embroidery, wearing his 

headgear, sat grandly on his 

throne, sword, and bow and 

arrows in his hands... He then sat 

on the decorated howdah on the 

royal elephant and set forth to the 

sound of jingling bells, trumpets, 

pipes, drums, tambourines, and 

conchs. The heads of Guttus 

holding a spear and the royal 

sword each, sat on horseback on 

either side. Men carrying the royal 

insignia followed. ‘By the time the 

procession in its pomp reached the 

temple, two hundred and fifty 

swivel-guns were ignited in a 

spectacular show of pyrotechnics.’ 

Twenty-five thousand people took 

part in this procession.’ 

The narrativising of past grandeur in 

miniature stands in for the glory of the nation. The 

harmony and tolerance of the smaller kings towards 

each other, and the systematic, if hierarchical 

organisation of the entire kingdom as a cohesive, 

well-knit entity also works as a contestation of 

orientalist and colonial stereotypes of socio-political 

structures in India. 

As mentioned in the beginning, the writer, 

along with many other writers/anti-colonialists, was 

a strong supporter of Gandhi.The influence of 

Gandhian nationalism is also evident in the novel in 

an intersection of anti-colonial nationalism and 

gender. The country’s woeful plight is at times seen 

as the outcome of women’s greed for gold and 

material possessions that drive their men to despair 

and enslavement. Panyadis’s novel Sati Kamale also 

exemplifies this theme of feminine avarice 

corrupting men (2018). The princess of Narayana 

the Imposter,Sridevi, preaches to another queen, ‘If 

we are able to stop wasting huge sums of money on 

gold, at least the poor stand a chance of coming out 

of their poverty.’ The Suralu queen promises not to 

waste money on gold and saris in future. 

 The writer also turns to the Woman’s 

Question revolving around education, the fears, the 

hopes, and proscriptions surrounding the New 

Woman, caught between tradition and modernity. 

Native men needed to respond to the colonial charge 

of keeping women in ignorance, and the country in a 

primitive state, that therefore justified foreign rule. 
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But too much education could make women 

disorderly, defiant, and independent. The New 

Women must therefore be educated enough to 

manage home and hearth better, and be suitable 

companions for their educated husbands. But if 

educated on par with men, they would become 

mannish, refuse to cohabit with the husband, as in 

the Rakhmabai case (Chandra1998), or be a thorn in 

the flesh of orthodox men, like Pandita Ramabai 

was (Chakravarti1998). Another fictive model of 

ideal royal-womanhood can be seen in Kashibai 

Kanitkar’s utopian novel Palkicha Gonda where an 

educated, enlightened woman reigns as a just and 

efficient queen (Kosambi2008). The queen in 

Hegde’s novel grumbles with the other queens that 

her husband had educated his niece Sridevi to the 

extent that none could win an argument with her, 

including the Swamis in the mutts, and the Indras or 

Jain priests in the basadis, for she could quote 

extensively from the scriptures. The nineteenth 

century opposition to women’s education came not 

only from orthodox men, but from women, 

traditionally seen as the custodians of culture. The 

queen here wonders, 

‘Why should girls study so much? 

Did we all study to become 

queens in our palaces? Why do 

women need to be literate? To 

count the number of times they 

clear the hearth of its ashes? Is it 

to keep an account of the number 

of earthen vessels broken in the 

kitchen? …They wouldn’t listen 

to me. If something goes wrong, 

then they will learn their lessons. 

Why should we bother about it?’  

Sridevi’s groom would need to be as 

educated as her, handsome, intelligent, heroic, and 

from a family of fame. He must also stay in the 

king’s palace. None fitted the bill. In Hegde’s novel, 

the king’s niece Sridevi embodies masculine and 

feminine qualities, and occupies both spaces with 

ease. A minor character in the novel says of the 

princess, ‘She is more than a boy, and more than a 

girl!’ She is taught the Ramayana, the Mahabharata, 

religious lore, hymns, rituals, and rites. She is taught 

to read and write by a Brahmin teacher. She gave 

wiser counsel than the king himself, was the 

epitome of kindness, and dispensed local medicine 

to the ailing. She is taught sword-fighting, horse-

riding, and elephant-riding. This promising 

depiction of the androgynous veerangana, capable 

of wielding a sword on horse-back like Rani 

Laxmibai of Jhansi, has similar models nearer home, 

in the form of Rani Chennamma of Kittur, and the 

Chouta queen of Ullal, Rani Abbakka. But the 

militant feminine valour of the lovely and educated 

Sridevi has a tame and domestic ending in her 

pregnancy, marriage, and motherhood. The 

reformed and ‘reconstituted’ Arya woman, Sridevi, 

takes care of the kitchen, accounts, cowshed, and 

other duties of the inner domain. 

As noted earlier, the masculine project of 

educating women had a limited agenda, and was 

never intended to challenge patriarchy. In fact, the 

most reactionary positions around discourses of 

caste, religion, and gender, are articulated by none 

other than the ‘enlightened’ Sridevi.  Hindu 

masculine anxieties about protecting their women 

from the grasp of the hyper-masculine and sensual 

Muslim men, was a recurrent concern of the 

nineteenth century nationalist discourse (Sinha 

1995, Gupta 2001).  This suspicion and fear are 

retrospectively applied in the novel to the region 

that did see Muslim rule for some time. The 

microcosmic world of the Tuluvas mirrors the 

macrocosmic national universe, expressed here by 

Sridevi. In a largely matrilineal agrarian world 

where a large number of women went out to work, 

the ‘historical’ cum mythopoetic novel conjures up 

pictures of sequestered women, kept in to protect 

them from the predatory ‘Other’. Siridevi tells the 

Suralu queen that this was the first time she had 

come out of the palace. ‘I have not stirred out, until 

today.’ The Suralu queen replies, ‘You alone dared 

to come here! In our area, the girls about to reach 

the age of puberty are not allowed to stir out of the 

house.’ Siridevi replies,  

‘That is all nonsense! When the 

Turks were ruling us, it seems 

they were grabbing beautiful girls 

and taking them away. That is 

why the girls were not allowed to 

go out. Now girls hide themselves 

even when their own people visit 

their homes. Why should they? 

These days you see our own 

people ruling over our lands. Now 

we have no such fears. Why 

should pubescent girls hide 

themselves like so many thieves? 

[She mouths an adage] ‘If you are 

virtuous, you can live alone on a 

hill.’’ 

James Mill’s history of India, with its anti-

Islamic stance,paved the path for Hindu nationalists 

to construct history along these lines as well. 

Hegde’s Sridevi articulates such misgivings that had 

by now passed into common parlance. But with the 

region now ruled by ‘our’ kings, as she says, the 
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onus of guarding one’s chastity is placed squarely 

on the shoulders of the Hindu girl. If raped or 

molested, that would be because she was not 

virtuous enough.  

The novel also reveals resentment at the 

erotic union of another related and likewise socially 

undesirable kind – the love and sexual attraction of 

Tuluva men of dominant communities, for Muslim 

women. While Hindu women could be monitored, 

indoctrinated, and strictly policed in Brahminical 

ways, the sexuality of men eluded such control and 

confinement. Caste and community gate-keeping 

could not be enforced on the bodies of men, an 

authority unto themselves. But these unions were 

seen as racially and culturally inferior and worthy of 

contempt. The men who contracted such unions in 

the past are seen here as emasculated fools. When 

Narayana Bhatta, the imposter of the novel, keeps 

weeping copiously, straining for a union with the 

lovely Sridevi, his friend Sankrayya reminds him of 

the fate that befell Indra, Chandra and many other 

men. Many were reduced to beggary. He continues,  

‘Tell me, what should happen to 

us when many young men of the 

rich aristocratic family had thrown 

away their land and properties and 

abandoned their wives and 

families as precious and beautiful 

ears of corn, and run after fallen 

Turkish or Beary women, living 

with them, and rearing their 

children, eating or drinking with 

them, accompanying them to fairs 

and festivals, and getting derided 

or slandered by all and sundry? 

These men, who should have lived 

like lords, are living like louts 

because of these women, aren’t 

they?’ 

The friend, though a carpenter or Achary, displays a 

misogyny he attributes to Brahminical texts and 

views. Upper-caste patriarchal mistrust of universal 

womanhood is injected into a matrilineal society, 

which though patriarchal and concerned about 

maintenance of endogamous unions, nevertheless 

had not shared such regressive assumptions. The 

imposter who was to impregnate the princess 

through deceit and trickery, is warned about the 

volatile and dangerous side of femininity thus:  

‘Look at what women can do… 

our ancestors have said, and our 

sastras have prescribed that men 

should never ever trust 

womenfolk! They get the name of 

naari because they are verily 

maaris to the world. She gets the 

name of viliya because she 

destroyed the mental frame of all. 

Since she is capable of making 

people play and frolic in sin, she is 

called ramani. Since she gives 

momentary pleasure, she is called 

yosha; as she is the killer of all, 

she is known as kumari. since she 

is the embodiment of mighty 

anger, she is called bhamini. Since 

she is known to be the fount of all 

injustices she is called stree.as she 

is known to domesticate all people 

she gets the name of pramada. 

Since she is capable of destroying 

the youth of people, she is known 

by the name of yuvati. As she is 

the root of all desires, she is called 

kaamini. Since she saps the 

strength of all, she has the name of 

abale. Such etymologies are listed 

in Jaina puranas… Even the tala-

maddale sessions highlight the 

fact that supremely valiant men 

like Vali and Ravana were ruined 

because of their infatuation for 

women. When that is so, give up 

your obsession for that lady.’` 

The novella began with a nationalist 

intention of providing a glimpse of a past glory of a 

regional Arasu or king whose decentralised and 

well-coordinated kingdom was a far-cry from an 

emasculated nation under foreign yoke.It then 

descends to misogynist depths, weaving this dread 

of women into nationalist cautionary tales for men. 

After a comical and anti-realist narration of the 

antics of a wily and not too manly Brahmin, the 

novel ends with the restoration of the status quo that 

had been upset by usurpation of intra-regional 

power by some Jains. The king who bestowed all 

power on men of his own caste, stripping away the 

offices and rights of the erstwhile community 

leaders like the Bunts and the Pergades, now 

restores it. Caste, and class hierarchies are restored. 

The narrator says, ‘In the palace he convened a 

meeting to discuss and decide how best the 

administration of the kingdom should be conducted 

in future. There it was resolved to conform to the 

prevalent custom of worship of gods and deities, 

honour the words of deities regarding rituals and 

properties, customary honours and privileges 

according to status and caste hierarchies, protecting 

the endowments and donations made to men and 

institutions.’ There is nothing radically different 
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from a caste-centric universe that the novel offers at 

the end.However, through this endeavour to 

contribute to the literary world of Tulu, the novel 

reveals regional and national masculine concerns 

about Tulu as mother. It also exposes some 

unintended chinks in the armour of male 

imaginative and discursive orientation in the early 

nineteenth century, as in the rise of a Hindu 

consciousness at unease with the ‘Other’, a recasting 

of womanhood intended for national regeneration, 

but which also reveals male phobia of the feminine 

Other, and a domestication into a non-threatening 

maternal world. 
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