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PREFACE.

——00¥0L00——

@he present volume is a series of short biographies of the
great women of Upper India within historic times down from
the days of the famous Prithvi Raj of Delhi and Ajmere,who
flourished in the latter part of the 12th. century A. D., up to
the comparatively recent days of the Great lndian Mutiny
in 1857. The names selected are just 17 in number, and the
list can (and will in the proposed second volume) be indefi-
nitely increased seeing that no less than nine centuries of
Indian History are covered by the period included in these
modest sketches. We are conscious that these stories of the
‘Heroines’ of Ind can be made more elaborate in treatment
graphic in description, and dramatic in incidents. But the
defects of these translated sketches are those of the crigi-
nal—a volume entitled‘Gleanings’ from Indian Classics’ hail-
ing from Caleutta (1893) edited by the well-known scholar
and Pandit the late Mr. Manmath Nath Dutt M. A., Rector
of the Keshub Academy., The regrettable absence in’Ind+
of authentic and reliable narratives of national and personal
history,except a3 shadowed forth in legendary and tradition—
-al songs, must serve the authors of the original and ourselves
as an excuse for the thinness and the baldness noticeable in
these biographical narratives, the translators being entirely
innocent in this matter. The translators have not made any
appreciable changes by way of adaptation except in a very
few cases. Thers are a hundred other faults in these sketches
and a hundred things might be said to prove them beauties
or to extenuate the blemishes of matter or of style. But it
is needless; we launch this volume on the indulgent public of
Kerala in the confident hope that this humble attempt at
enriching their national prose literature will meet with a kind
reception at their hands, especially of the fair section of
them for whose pleasure and profit it is designed in the
first instance.

The wowmen of India! What were they? What are they?
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And what shall they be? These are indeed most momentous
questions, not to be answered except with leisure, research
and reflection. It is too much the fashion now-a-days to
speak of India’s women as a set of unlettered domestic drud-
ges—blind, custom-ridden, superstitious, and conservative to
a degree unknown in auy country claiming to be civilized.
We are not going to-deny that there is some truth even in
this unfair estimate—the result of an ill-advised comparison
with foreign womanhood or oftener of too unpractical an ideal
of excellence imposed all too theoretically upon this work-a-
day world of our fair companions with all its social and reli-
glous limitations. Whatever our ladies are not in the present,
o rmay not have been in the past,they have been and continue
tobe beyond all doubt the safe repesitories and faithful guard-
ians of our religion, of our family tribal or racial traditions,
aud of a thousand nameless little virtues that have combined
to make the Indian home the purest and so far the happiest
home in the world—a shrine of simplicity and temperance and
devotion, of tenderness, of love, of unostentatious religion.
They may have been teo much of slaves to customs; but it is
beyond all question that they act to-day as a useful
and moderating drag upon those rockets of go-ahead
inuovation in social revolution miscalled reform. Speed
and cxpedition are good things; but they also serve, who
by their immobile inertia tend to slacken the speed of those,
who, if left to their own reckless haste,would soon wreck the:
vessel of national individuality and social distinctness. But
what with peace, education, and the gathering enlightent—
ment due to western influences, aleng with the transitional
upheaval and the nascent feeling of nationality dawning upon:
us,we would fain hope that a day of real pregress has really
e >me upon the weaker half of our society. Whatever the
women of India may become in the future or way tend to
become, the resultant issue must be a compromise between
what our women were and are on the ene hand, and what
they would in their ideals be on the other. The future of
cur women, as that of our men, depends for its birth and
devslopment upon a co-wmingling of our inherited social and:
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racial instincts, tendencies and even prejudices, with the
ideals and possibilities of the labouring generative present.
Strange as it may seem, it is the past that ever moulds the
future; if we wish the coming issue to be healthy and
handsome, we should weed the past of its ugly features and
graft the ideal of our future on this chastened residuum of
the past. Hence the importance and utility of placing be-
fore our young men and women these accredited aud avowed
historical biographies with no {ables about them.The examples
of womanly virtue and excellence now set before our young,
ladies will disabuse their juvenile minds of a not very unusual
contempt for what is our own and of an excessive admiration
for what is foreign and new. An intelligent yet discriminat-
ing estimate of our own past perfections and a judicious com-
mon sense appreciation and afapbatiou of foreign customs and
manners would seem to be the most desirable end of education
on western lines now common in our schools and colleges.
The present volume aims at this,and it is to-be hoped that the
examples of heroic fidelity,of staunch patriotism, of devoted
religiousness, of asense of personal honor choosing death
beforeits inglorious compromise—will tend towards educating
and perfecting the ideas and ideals of those for whose benelit
and delight it is intended.

It would be presumptuous on my part to spéak about
the way in which the translators have. done their work.
Highly educated and enlightened gentlemen, well-known in
the field of vernacalar literature, they have come forward
out of sheer public spirit and patrictism to enrich their
language and benefit the rising generation,whose best interest,
they would serve even at considerable trouble and self-sacri~
fice. In point of style, scholar-like dignity, chaste elevation,
and withal a desirable simplicity of language, the present
volume will compare favourably with any recent publications
in the field. The book is emineuntly suitable, alike in matter,
language and treatment of details, for a text-book in our
schools, where unsxceptionable vernacular literature is a.
lamentable want felt too long to be tolerated any longer;
especially as the Madras University has pronounced in favour
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of modern vernacular prose boo’k?for the Matriculation anp
higher examinations. Apart from all this, a versatile and
vigorous prose literature is a welcome sign of healthy growth
in any language.

I should not omit to mention here the extremely grateful
feelings with which I appreciate the efforts of Mr. Vallaikal
Narayana Menon the publisher of this volume. He is a past
student of mine; and his unaided efforts at journalism and
publication in these days of much talk and little action by
way of patronage of indigenous efforts at vernacular revival
has come upon his friends and upen myself as an example of
selfreliance and perseverance under difficulties~—the more to
be appreciated as it has been a mere labour of love. Some of
these lives have been already published at various intervals in
the well-known ‘Ladies’ Magazihe of Malabar ‘the Lekshmi
Bai’ of Trichur. They are now collected and issued for obvi-
ous reasons in the hope that these scattered biographies will
do good, if brought together and issued in one volume at a
very moderate price.

The printing and general get up of the book reflects
great credit on the Bharata Vilasam Press, Trichur; the
authorities of which have been at all times in the front rank
of those who help forward the efforts of pioneers at improving
and enriching the Malayalam language— perhaps the pcorest
of the major Dravidian Languages— at all events in classic
prose literature.

St. Thomas® High School,

TRICHUR, P. Subramania Iyer, B. A.
25th. November 1908.
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