Molla- The Saint Poetess of Andhra                                                                                 by V.S. Srinivasan

Narrator: The normal place of women in India has from time immemorial has been in the seclusion and sanctity of the home. The ideal of the vast majority of the Indian women has been Sita and Savitri - the epic characters who embody the virtues of self-sacrifice, patience and one-pointed devotion to their husbands. This ideal of the chaste wife (pativrata) has been further ennobled by its fusion with the mother ideal. 

As Sister Nivedita has pointed out, the Hindu woman as mother “has been not only the lady and queen of her husband, but also the Goddess enthroned in her children’s worship.” But quite distinct from this average run of women, there have been some outstanding characters who devoted themselves solely to spiritual practice and devotion to God without burdening themselves with the duties of family life. 

Some of them have left behind, as a treasure for posterity, wonderful hymns and songs about their spiritual struggles and experiences. One important fact we learn from the lives of these great souls is that they all demonstrate the right and the capacity of women to live a life of utmost renunciation and of divine realization. 

Molla was one such evolved soul. The earliest and perhaps the greatest of the Telugu poets, she gained renown during the glorious reign of King Krishna Deva Raya of the Vijayanagara Empire. She was of humble origin, being the daughter of Kesana, a potter of Gopavaram, a village in Kovor Taluk, a few miles north of Nellore in Andhra Pradesh, on the left bank of the river Pennar. 

Her parents were great devotees of Siva in his forms as Mallikarjuna and Mallikamba of Srisailam. They were initiated disciples of the Siva Math.

Her father, Kesana, was well-known not only in his own village but also in the surrounding hamlets, for his generosity and love. His wife was not an ordinary woman but indeed a goddess to the village folk. An all-embracing love filled her heart and raised her to a lofty plane. She was most concerned about the wants of her neighbors. In the midst of her household duties she would now and then go to attend to their needs. 

As a householder, Kesana was leading a happy life, his only sorrow being that he had no children. The couple therefore started praying to Sri Kanta Malleswara for a child. 

Lord Shiva: Kesana, I am pleased with your austerities and I bestowed on you a boon fulfilling your wish for a child.

Kesana: Thank you, my Lord.

Narrator: Thus, around the year A.D. 1440, Kesana’s wife gave birth to a female child. The baby was very beautiful and had an air of divinity about her. Immediately, respected astrologers were called to study the position of the stars at the birth of the newborn baby and to foretell her future. 

1st Astrologer: We have found that the child has come into the world at an inauspicious moment. We predict that the mother of the newborn will die within a few days and note many other dangers, too.

Kesana: Oh no!

2nd Astrologer: We have further predicted that if the baby is able to overcome all dangers and does survive, she will live long, more than eighty years and will earn great distinction, occupying a place of eminence in the galaxy of great souls of Bharatvarsa (India). Her name will be written in golden letters in the history of the Vijayanagar Empire!


1st Astrologer: Her fame will spread like the fragrance of the jasmine. According to the star of her birth, she will hence be named “Molla,” which means “like a jasmine flower.”

Kesana: Yes, I must do whatever I can to help Molla fulfill her lofty destiny!

Narrator: A few days after the birth of the baby, Kesana’s wife did indeed pass away with a calm and serene look on her face. Though Kesana accepted it quietly as god’s will, he found it very difficult to bring up the baby on his own. The village women consoled him, promising to take over the entire responsibility of looking after the baby while he attended to his work and continued his spiritual practices as before.

Kesana mentally offered the child to Sri Basaveshvara Shiva and he very lovingly used to call her “Basivi”, one who is dedicated to the service of Ba sava.

(Music to indicate the passing of time. A small child enters and worships the Deity of Lord Shiva very seriously.)


At the age of five, Molla was sent to the village school. She took her studies very seriously. She was very quiet by nature and from a very early age she showed signs of being intensely spiritual. While still very young, she has developed the habit of visiting the Siva temple daily to offer worship and prayers. 

(Music to indicate the passing of time. An older child enters with Kesana.)

Narrator: At the age of twelve, Kesana took her to their family priest in Srishailam for being initiated. 

Kesana: O Gurudeva, Sri Kantha Mallikarjuna, although generally a female child does not come forward for initiation and temple service, my daughter Molla is an exception. Since her birth, Molla has shown great devotion for Lord Shiva in her every word and deed.

Guru: Yes, so I have heard! Actually, I can easily recognize her extraordinary spiritual disposition, Kesana. Your daughter was not destined to lead a married life; she will instead become a saint and fourteen generations of your family will be elevated thereby. 

Keshana: The Lord is so kind upon us! (They exit.)

Narrator: On his return from Srisailam, Kesana gave full freedom to Molla to carry on her spiritual practices. As she grew older, she continued to stay at home, living like a brahmacharini and observing all the rules and regulations laid down by her guru. 

One day, as usual, Molla went to the local village temple to perform her daily worship, japa and so on. There she went into deep meditation. This was followed by a vision. In that vision, Sri Rama appeared before her and ordered her to write the Ramayana immediately. She got up and told the temple priest about this.

Molla: O Brahmana, I have had a vision wherein Sri Rama has ordered me to write a Ramayana in the language of the village people!

Brahmana: Jaya Sri Rama!!

Narrator: The priest arranged to procure palm leaf for paper, feathers of birds for a pen and leaf juice for ink.

She meditated for a while and started writing thereafter without a break. She completed six cantos of the Ramayana from the Bal Kanda to the Yuddha Kanda within a short time. Then she started reading it aloud. 

The Brahmana: (holding it up) It is an excellent composition!

Narrator: The priest ran to the village to inform the people of this amazing event and he invited them to come and hear Molla’s Ramayana.

Narrator: The news soon spread to the neighboring villages. People started visiting the Siva temple daily to hear the Ramayana she had composed. 

(Music to indicate the passing of time.)

Molla Speaks Before the King

Slowly this news reached the capital of the empire and then up to the royal court. Being himself a great scholar, King Krishna Deva Raya wished to hear Molla’s Ramayana.

Accordingly, orders were sent to bring her to the royal court. Molla was brought with majestic dignity from her village of Gopavaram to the royal court. When she recited the Ramayana in her melodious voice, the king and his courtiers listened spellbound.

(Molla recites or reads as the King and his court listen attentively.)

In the royal court, the eight high class poets residing in the palace wanted to test Molla’s poetic talent in front of the emperor.

The chief poet: Molla, please demonstrate your talent by composing two stanzas, in the pproper metre on the theme of ‘How the lordly elephant was saved from the grip of the crocodile who was stronger than himself’.

Narrator: This theme is found in the eighth canto of the second chapter of the Bhagavat Purana. And she was given only one minute to think!

Molla looked up at the heavens, then closed her eyes, mentally prayed to Sri Rama and in her melodious voice sang the two poems within the prescribed time. 

All the poets were struck dumb. She had been able to silence all of them!

The chief poet: Your Majesty, we the poets of the royal court not only give Molla the title of “Kavi Ratna” but also recommend to the king that he show great honor to this saint and poetess by performing the “Suvarna Abhisheka.” This pubic declaration requires that a generous presentation of gold be made in order that the poetess will never have to be concerned with her maintenance. 

Narrator: The king gladly accepted the advice of his poets.

At the King’s court, one of the court poets named Tenali Rama asked her some questions. Here are the questions and Molla’s replies.

Tenali Rama: Who is your Guru?

Molla: Sri Kantha Mallikarjuna, the Guru of all gurus.

Tenali Rama: Why did you choose to compose your Ramayana in colloquial language?

Molla: This Ramayana is only for the masses. If I had used Sanskrit, it would be like singing in front of a deaf and dumb person. It would be like a donkey carrying sandalwood who knows only its quantity, not its quality. My child, if the sugarcane is bent and low, will that lessen its sweetness ?

Tenali Rama: Why have you not dedicated your book to the emperor?

Molla: Is it my book? It belongs to Sri Rama. I am only an instrument.

Tenali Rama: Born and brought up in a remote village and that too in a potter’s family, how were you able to acquire such great spiritual insight?

Molla: Gourishwara, who is the bestower of the highest knowledge, has conferred on me, through his infinite conferred on me, through his infinite mercy, a special boon. My self-effort and keen observation have also played a part.

Tenali Rama: How? Kindly explain.

Molla: My father being a potter, I observed him making models of all animate and inanimate forms.

All these he prepared with one substance only- clay. Every day in our village we see oil in seeds, butter in curds, water in underground springs, fire in wood. Even so, the Atman is perceived in the Self.

In the Sevetasvatara Upanishad (1.15, 16) the four similes with distinct shades of suggestiveness are found:

The first suggests that the Atman is present everywhere, just as oil pervades the whole of the sesame seed. 

The second implies that the impersonal Atman though all- pervading, assumes the form of the personal God under the influence of bhakta, like butter contained in milk. 

The third conveys the idea that the bliss of Atman relieves us of all suffering, even as a man digging for water is relieved of his trouble when the water level is reached. 

The fourth conveys that by rubbing one stick against another a man gets fire. Primarily, they all alike convey by implication the idea of the immanence of God.

(The King and his court applaud and then disperse, leaving only Molla on stage. She sings a bhajan under the ending Narrations or sits and listens to a bhajan.)

Narrator: Women generally were not outspoken in the past, especially in India until the 14th to16th century. There were exceptions to this norm. Molla did not hesitate to go to the court despite her caste status. The following passage from Pratapacaritra by Ekamranatha, an early historian throws light on Molla's stature in society:

When Molla offered to dedicate her work to King Prataparudra, a contemporary of Shri Chaitanya, the scholars present in the court objected, calling it sudrakavitvam [poetry of a lower class person] and so was inappropriate. The king, in deference to their objection, invited the male brahmin scholars to prepare their own commentaries on Ramayanam. 

Molla came to the court and read verses from her Ramayanam. The king, being knowledgeable, and appreciative of Molla's talent, yet afraid he might offend the brahmin scholars, rewarded her appropriately and sent her to speak in the queen's palace...  Asquoted in Arudra 8: 113-114: ‘Molla, a woman and a shudra, threw a challenge to the Brahmin court poets by writing a perfect classical Ramayana. The Brahmins did not allow Molla's work to be read in the royal court.’

Molla’s Wit

   One day Molla was returning from the market carrying a chicken and a puppy in her arms, and ran into Tenali Ramakrishna, a contemporary poet and prankster. Ramakrishna saw Molla, and as was his custom, saw an opportunity for a good laugh. He asked Molla if she would let him have the chicken or the puppy for a rupee. The question was a double entendre. At one level, it was a simple, straightforward question whether she would sell the chicken or puppy to him for a rupee; and, at the other level, it was an obscenity.  Molla saw where he was going with his question, and replied that she would not sell anything to him at any cost. Her response was also a double entendre matching his wits at one level, her response was a straightforward answer that she simply would not sell anything to him, and at the other level, her response meant, 'Whatever your intentions are, you know I am like a mother to you'. The story continues to state that, then on Ramakrishna treated her with respect, like a mother.

     The story raises several questions in regard to the status of women in society, in general, and of women poets, in particular. Was this a story of humiliation or success? Does this mean that women poets were subjected to ridicule? Or did it intend to show that women equaled men in a battle of wits? Ramakrishna was known to pull pranks on his male contemporaries, and at times, ended up at the receiving end himself. In that sense, could we say that he treated Molla like he would any other poet, irrespective of gender? 

Molla’s Last Days

Returning to her native village, Molla entrusted her Ramayana, which was already dedicated to Sri Kantha Malleswara, to the temple authorities. As her life’s mission was over, she took leave of the deity as also of the village folk and left for Srisailam to spend the rest of her life performing great austerities.

During her last days she also spent a great deal of time preaching to those seekers of God who came to her for inspiration and enlightenment. Molla went into Mahasamadhi about A.D. 1530 at the ripe age of ninety years. 

Though Molla’s physical body is gone, her life will continue to be a living example for ages to come. The poems Molla composed throughout her life are sung wherever Telugu is spoken, throughout the country. Their simplicity and intense spiritual fervor have made them popular in the past five hundred years. (Bhajan)

Additional comments:

The Lady sings the Blues: When Women retell the Ramayana                                                                        by Nabaneeta Dev Sen

Epic poets the world over are men singing the glory of other men, armed men, to be precise. In a study I did a couple of years ago, I noticed that out of the thirty-eight basic things upon which most epic narratives of the world are based, only nine are associated with women. The ideals of the epic world obviously do not have much to share with women, nor do the women enjoy the heroic values. There is little they can do there - other then get abducted or rescued, or pawned, or molested, or humiliated in some way or other. So, what happens when women choose to retell an epic? 

In the 14th to 16th  century,  Chandrabati and Molla are the very first women to retell the Ramayana in their regional language, and they have amazing similarities. Both remained unmarried out of choice in order to become professional poets, both worshipped Shiva, yet wrote a Ramayana. But here they took different routes. Just as the Ramayana has been exploited by the patriarchal Brahminical system to construct an ideal Hindu male, Sita too has been built up as an ideal Hindu female to help serve the system. The impact is far-reaching. 

For ninety per cent of the women of India Sita is their favorite historical woman. No one blesses a bride by saying, "Be like Draupadi". It is always Sita and Savitri. They are the saviors. Savitri saved her husband from death, Sita saved him from disgrace. Although Sita's life can hardly be called a happy one, she remains the ideal woman through whom the patriarchal values may be spread far and wide, through whom women may be taught to bear all injustice silently.

But there are always alternative ways of using a tool. If patriarchy has used the Sita story to silence women, the village women have picked up the Sita history to give themselves a voice. They have found a suitable mask in the tale of Sita, a persona through which they can express themselves, speak of their day-to-day problems, and critique patriarchy in their own fashion.

In the women's folk tradition in India, never mind where you are, which century you belong to or what language you speak, you are all sisters in sorrow. Though the singers may live in different parts of the subcontinent, wear different clothes, cook very different food and vote for totally different political parties, when they sing the story of Rama, they are astonishingly close to one another. In their feelings, their perceptions, their expressions, their choices of events and their responses, they echo each other, so much so that it took a good deal of careful screening and categorizing of the songs to keep their identities clearly separated by religious historians.

These work songs and ritual songs have opened up a rich world of women's Ramayanas. While weeding or sowing in the field or husking or grinding in the courtyard, or preparing for religious ceremonies, the women all across the country sing these songs. These are connected with different moments of a woman's life, and here Sita is the name of the woman who attains puberty, gets married, gets pregnant, is abandoned and gives birth. They call it the Ramayana but it is of Sita that they sing.

It is natural in women's retellings of the Ramayana for them to pick and choose their episodes; they are not interested in the heroic epic cycle, which has no relevance to their lives. If what they create is fragmentary, it is because their lives are fragmentary. For them, it is the whole story. It reflects a woman's world in its entirety.

The favorite episodes of the women singers seem to come mostly from the Balakanda and the Uttarkanda, the two so-called spurious books, excluded by strictly classical Ramayana scholars. The Balakanda deals with the birth and marriage of Sita and what happened before Rama's coronation plans were made. And the Uttarkanda tells us what happened after the war, after Rama-Sita's return to Ayodhya.

Uttarkanda is not a flattering book for Rama. The topics that interest men do not seem to interest the women. They leave out the details of war, Rama's glory, the details of Brahminical rituals, etc. The women seem to sing mostly of abandonment and injustice, and of romance, weddings, pregnancy and childbirth. Naturally, the songs center around Sita, rather than Rama. The areas where Rama usually shines brilliantly, those of moral strength (like father worshiping) and of physical prowess (like demon killing), do not seem to interest the women at all. One area of Rama's moral judgement does bother them though - his wife-testing and wife-abandoning.

Incidentally, the man who seems to appear most in the songs is Lakshmana, the brother-in-law and forest companion of Sita. He appears to be the only man whom the rural women of India and Bangladesh care for, with whom Sita can communicate.

The six major themes in these songs are: Sita's birth; her wedding; her abduction; pregnancy; abandonment; and childbearing.

Identity

In a Marathi song too, Sita looks back at every step as she leaves home. She keeps stopping Lakshmana for things she has left behind. Wait! her blouse is on Rama's bed. And oh, her sari is there too, then her box of sindoor. Finally, she says: "I have forgotten my face on Rama's bed." Presumably, the 'face' is her mirror. And most certainly it is her identity that she has left behind. For in Indian society, even today, it is believed that the wife's identity is derived from her husband. And when he throws her out, she does have reason for existential crisis.

To send her into exile, away from her husband, is to deprive her of that borrowed identity. What remains is the foundling. From the Mahabharata to Moby Dick, exile has always been a symbol of disempowerment-of dispossession of rights, of exclusion from society.

The forest for Sita-or the desert for Sarah-serve the same purpose. Wilderness is the opposite of society, exile is the annihilation of all social relations. For Sarah, as for Sita, it shows the fragility of women's status. In epics, exile and abandonment are not exactly the same thing. There can be heroism and dignity in exile-it can be a male experience.

Rama Himself is sent into exile, but there is no question, of course, of His being abandoned. For Sita, as for Sarah, exile equals abandonment. Not just being dispossessed, but being rejected and driven out of home forever. There is nothing heroic in being abandoned; it can only bring shame. Abandonment happens to women, to those who are weak. Deserted wives are a common concept but how often do we hear of a deserted husband? A man's identity belongs to himself, but a woman's identity is lent to her by a man - with abandonment that identity is snatched away from her. 

It is a humiliation experienced by all women.

Molla sang: 

"Sita's exile, 

Let us share it among ourselves.

Sita's exile,

How many times will it happen?

Sita's exile,

Is happening every moment, everywhere

When leaving for the forest

Sita distributed it amongst us all

Bit by bit."

In this Marathi song, women see Sita as a symbol of the suffering that is inextricably linked with womanhood. Sita, for them, is the universal woman. Through her songs, the women sketch out the stark reality of their own lives. ("Sitecha dukkha bayen tumi batun ghiya.)

The rural women in India and Bangladesh have shared the same historical experience, the same socio-economic situations, and their response to an elitist patriarchal text naturally show a great deal of commonality. Their values are not very different from each other's, but are very different from those of their ruling males' which are the concerns of an epic.

Hence, the Ramayana sung by the mainstream bards have little in common with the women's songs. Women sing for themselves, the male bard sings for the public. Their approaches to the epic and to the act of singing are totally different.

The professional bard sings of Ram. The village woman sings of Sita.

Draupadi is too dramatic to be a role model for the weak and the exploited. Women cannot identify with Draupadi, with her five husbands, and with Lord Krishna for a personal friend. With her unconventional lifestyle and thirst for vengeance, Draupadi inspires awe. Sita is a figure closer home, the girl next door, a person they know too well, a woman whose pain they can share. She is not part of the elite, and never rebels. Sita symbolizes sacrifice, a woman's greatest virtue according to patriarchal traditions. She laments but does not challenge Rama in the songs. 

Sita is the one with infinite forbearance and thus a winner even when she loses. She lends dignity to suffering, makes forbearance a heroic quality. This is what makes her a role model for Indian women. For, in spite of the sweeping changes across the sub-continent in the last decades, for the silent majority of Indian women, justice remains a dream, equality an absurdity and suffering an everyday reality. When women retell the Ramayana, Sita is the name they give themselves: the homeless female, the foundling, unloved, rejected and insecure. 

One can understand why Sita is the favorite historical woman in India, the ideal woman. Sita has lent dignity, even glamour, to suffering. When there is no escape from suffering, one prefers to accept it with grace. Sita helps one do just that. She is a victim who suffers in grandeur, without being vengeful. She is a prey who never turns into a predator.

Usually in epics, preys turn into predators and vice versa. And when a woman turns from prey to predator, out of anger or vengeance, she doesn't win. Even if she does on the surface, her victory leads to total disaster. Those who remained victims, like Andromache or Helen, pose no threat. Draupadi, a victim who turns aggressive and urges her five husbands to avenge her humiliation, wins the battle of nerves but loses all her five sons.

No, a revengeful woman cannot win. An angry Dido killed herself in the epic of The Aeneid, leaving her dream city of Carthage incomplete. Nothing happens, however, to the hero Aeneas, who abandoned her. He fulfils his mission to start his own dynasty and build his own city. The anger of Amata is looked upon as madness, and derided. In Nibelungenlied Part I, Kriemhild is clear by the prey. But in Part II, a revengeful Kriemhild is portrayed as a near demon and her whole family is wiped out, just as Draupadi's family is sorrowed. Sita remains prey to Fate, and her sons live to become heroes.                                                                                         
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