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Novel Northern Star of Religious kefulgence
Thurkka Thuranthari Thangammah Appacuddy

DIAMOND JUBILEE OF RARE DISTINCTION

““ A woman is the centre of life, the very pivot of existence Life revolves
She is the Wife, She is the Mother.

There is no home and no family without her.”

round her. She is the Daughter,

The characteristic quality of the
human species, according to different
thinkers, consists in either self-sacrifice
or godliness or moral force or reason.
It is common ground that by virtue of
the quality of reason the human being
is considered to be higher than the
animal. This distinction was argued in
detail by the extra-ordinary thinker
Aristotle in tracing the essence of reason.

A person who inherently possesses
most of these essential qualitics must
necessarily become remarkable in the
eyes of any society. The reasonable,
who are at once godly, do develop
a moral strength that makes them acquire
authority in the social community in
which they sustain their position.

‘Chelvi Thangammah Appacuddy’
is the notabie nomenclature of that person
who because of her characteristic qualities,
specially the strength of divine humility,
has a claim to the spontaneous grati-
tude of the wide society that has been
perennially enjoying her unstinted service
for four decades. There is thus a luxuriant
light upon this captivating name that
keeps on continuously indicating to the
world-wide Tamil community the bright
side of human life.

— Kishori Gopal Krishnan

The inherent nature of the illumin-
ating qualities of this rare gem among
women of religion, need not be explicitly
explained except by reference to her
gifted parentage. There lived happily
in the southern border of the well
known town of Tellippalai, just
abutting on the northern limits of the
equally remarkable township of Malla-
kam, an orthodox couple whose inner
illumination could easily be evidenced
in their serene outer appearance. Shri
Appacuddy was content to be a school
master in the hilly regions that overlook
the historic sylvan Shrine of Lord Skantha
at Kataragama, by the winding waters
of majestic Menik Ganga, His tutorial
assignment could not be carried to its

- conclusion as priority had to be given

to his household that comprised four
dove-eyed darlings, daughters all, along
with an ideal house-wife, who was the
repository of religious practice.

Chelvi Thangammah, perhaps accord-
ing to an unseen pattern of programme
that was suggestive of a definite mission
in life, started her happy carcer as
a student in a rural school characteristically
called the Kaladdy School, Mallakam.
From then onwards, this gifted student
has been leaping from attainment to
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fresh attainment leading to the Senior
School Certificate Examination in Tamil
in which she obtained, as expected,
marks of merit. The natural brilliance
of this talented studeat very appropriate-
ly induced her to seek admission to
the noble profession that was well within
her reach. As if providentially planned,
it was at that time, the Ramanathan
Saiva Training College was established
to enable aspiring Saiva teachers receive
appropriate training in the science of
Teaching, imbibing Saiva fdeals by the
study of Saiva Literature. Admission
to this Institution was on a competitive
basis that stoed to advantage in the
case of candidate Thangammah. Here
was training and practice not merely
in the study of Sanga ciassics but also
in the learning of chosen Saiva Liter-
ature, the Puranas and the Ithihasas.
under the able guidance of Shri T. Soma-
sundaran: and Shri Sundararaja Ayangar
who faithfully interpreted the lofty ideals
of the Founder philanthropist, the Sage
of Suhasthan.

Having thus obtained the Certificate
as a Trained teacher, acquiring special-
ized instruction in Saiva Literature,
pedagogue Thangammah began her pano-
ramic life, the landscape of Ilearniag
becoming more and more picturesgue.
Her tutorial activities commenced at
the Shri Sundaramoorthy Ayar Tamil
School, However, Batticaloa was the

starting point of this brilliant career

as an accomplished teacher. This Con-
vent School was again conducive to
the flowering of disciplined feminity,

encouraging youthful Thangammah to
eschew the traditional inclination to be
involved in wedlock. Celebacy, though
not a sine qua non for a religious life,
yet is certainly a sure basis for higher

spiritual service, And to confirm this
determination, the mnext assignment

the Fatima Tamil School,
a school of the Muslim denomination
in the metropolis, Here in an ideal
setting, conveniently away from the calis
of her kin and within reach of facili-
ties for further studies, studious Than-
gammah set her heart, most logically,
on ‘being graduated as a Tamil Pandit
and Saiva Pulavar. In rapid succession,
she was successful with merit in the
examinations for Bala Pandits, Pandits
and Saiva Pulavars, the first two con-
ducted by the Jaffna Oriental Studies
Society and the third by the well known
Saiva Siddhantha Samajam. The confer-
ment of the Degree of Pandit required
the submitting of special treatises.
Pandit Thangammah had to work on
the Treatise —mpd gyt (Al GEIGET a Very
exhaustive research for a youthful gra-
duate. That Pandit Thangammah had
reached the required standard was evi-
dent from the fact that the panel of
examiners was headed by no less a
scholar than Shri S. Natesan, the author
of Sakuntalai Venba, whose seal of
appreciation was in itself an additional
testimonial.

was in

Saiva Pulavar Thangammah had by
then become a necessary acquisition for
the various religious organizations and
study circles in metropolitan Colombo
where there was ampie scope for co-
ordinated religious awakening in the
form of discourses, debates and dialogues.
And Teacher Thangammah soon turned
to be a prcacher having a firm foothold
on the religious and cultural forum.

The time had come for the home-
land to be direcily benefitted by the
rich scholarship of Senthamil Cheivi
Thangammah, The Sathananda School
at Alaveddy, situated in the centre
of a spirituaily  inclined village
studded with shrines won the race in
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securing the invaluable service of Teacher
Thangammah. But the hunger of the col-
legiate students of Kankesanturai Elector-
ate for enjoying the privilege of learning
Tamil and Saivaism under talented
Thangammah had to be satisfied. Union
College, Tellippallai enjoyed the uanique
distinction of having Pandit Thangammah
as its lecturer in Tamil fer twelve long
years till departmental rules intervened
at the concessionary age limit of fifty-
five. Though she could have obtained
extension of service, the call of her
duties as Treasurer of Thurkkai Temple
appeared to her to be more urgent and
useful.

South Indian Scholars of Saiva Sid-
dhantha philosophy were among the
first to rccognize the rare talent that
has made Thangammah Appacuddy a
house-hold word in Sri Lanka. The
Annual Conferences in Tamilaham that
mark the progress of activities of Saiva
propaganda soon became the favourite
platform for the rising star of Yalpanam

to have her lucid expositions heard
far and wide.
The learned lecture delivered at

the High Schooi in Chidambaram that
stands as a statue-like symbol of the
Great Navalar’s remarkable contribution
in South India to the steady growth of
Saiva Renaissance, brought this Night-
ingale of Swesat Senthamil into the lime-
light in Tamilaham.

The Annamalai University of Chidam-
baram that affectionately hosts leading
literators would not miss affording its
undergraduates the rare opportunity of
enjoying the privilege of listening to
the rhetorical rendering of the high-
lights of traditional Tamil classics by
this talented orator.

The Saiva Siddantha Maha Samajam
of Chennai, the guardian angel in
Bharatha of Saiva Siddantha philosophy,
has been illustrious for its annual
assembly where the Presideni-select
would invariably be an outstanding ex-
ponent of Saiva Tenets. This great
assembly had iniuitively chosen the
greatest Ceylonese of that time to deliver
the presidential address when the Sangam
was in its formative age. The Sage of
Suhastan, whose silver-tongued oratory
had then become remarkably known
all over the world, sitting in the pre-
sidential seat of that August Assembly,
in the solemn manner of a Sannithanam
of an Aatheenam, inspired the attentive
audience ina scintiliating speech in which
the melliflnous resonance of choice words
was echoing the rare significance of Saiva
Siddantha. It was a symphony of Sen-
thamil phraseology in a fluent flow
keeping the audience spell-bound. It
was also a reminder that the Great
Navalar bad left behind a rich legacy
for scholars of the calibre of Sir P. Rama-
nathan in Sri Lanka emulously to con-
tinue as legatees to maintain the capacity
of Sri Lankans as outstanding orators.

From then onwards, the Samajam
has been considering the feasibility of
inviting Saiva Scholars of Sri Lanka for
its annual deliberations.

Pandit V. Nagalingam, President of
the Jaffna Saiva Paripalana Sabhai,
and Sir Kanthiah Vaithianathan of Thiru-
ketheeswaram Renaissance fame hap-
pened to catch the eye of the vigilant
Sangam. Several years later, when the
Sangam had grown in stature and
widened its scope to include Mangayat-
karasis and Thilagavathys, the choice
naturally fell on Thurkka Thuranthari,
who by that time had become the roving
ambassador of Saiva Siddantha. Fresh
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from the lecture tour of Malaysia and
Singapore where she was accorded
spectacular receptions after a series of
scintillating speeches, Thurkka Thuran-
thari appropriately appeared as the Saiva
‘woman of the year in the Samajam
Annual Deliberations and carried the
learned audience with her by her melli-
fluous voice and sparkling SenThamil.

Conferment of choice epithets indi-
cative of distinction and merit in special
branches of literary, cultural and edu-
cational activities has been part of the
routine cof ouistanding establishments
such as Aatheenams, Mutis, Samajams
and Sangams. As a frequent recipient
of such conferments, Thangammah
Appacuddy, stands in the froat line.
They are too many to be recapitulated
here. But the most significant of them
are Senthamil Chelvi and Thurkka Thuran-
thari; the latter will serve as the intro-
duction to the next chapter of this sketch.

And now we come to the nerve-
centre of all activities of this remarkable
lady of religion—the Thurkka Devas-
thanam.

As one of the few ancient temples
of Sri Lanka, Thurkkai Temple situated
at Tellippallai, in the heart of the
Northern Peninsula, has a long history
of fluctuating conditions. This sacred
shrine, according to the scripts pre-
served in the Mavai Kanthan Aatheenam,
has been closely connecied to the Skantha
Temple. consecrated by the Indian Prin-
cess Maruthapuravalli, in devotional
gratitude, to Providence for restoring
her original facial features recovering
from a grim curse, The Thurkka Temple
consecrated several centuries ago was
the only one of its kind then in
this Island. The Thurkkai installation
on the outer northern Prakaram of
apother ancient shrine—Naguleswaram,

is of recent origin. Tellippallai Thurkkai
Temple has been specially known for
the Nine-night Poojahs to Sivasakthi
in the form of Thurkkai, Lakshmi and
Saraswathy, and the tenth day festival
called Manampoo, symbolic of the an-
nihilation of Asura Aanavam by Thurkkai
in ' trumphant mood. On that sacred
occasion, Lord Muruga visits Thurkkai
in a coclourful procession and receives
the Vel of atomic potential to disarm
Soorapanman and subjugate him so as
to serve Him as a devotee.

That such a significant shrine should
have run into a period of dilapidation
cannot be accounted for except as
the logical outcome of the indifference
and negligence of the devotees and of
the change of attitude of the priests-
in-charge, discarding spiritual values
for temporal tendencies. Unlike Thiru-

kethesevaram where the Portuguese
pirates turned proselytizers and laid
it low in utter ruins, Thurkkai under-

went a natural degradation. The Ten
principal devotees who as scions of
those who had performed the Navarathiri
Festivals, constructed a deed of Trust
and assumed Trusteeship to restore
the shrine to its pristine glory. However,
it was felt that a Restoration Com-
mittee should herald the enterprise,
This Committee having done good spade
work, invited the Trustees to form a
a Managing Committce which first took
shape in 1965 with Shri S. Thiagarajah
Retired Inspector of Schools, as President, .
Shri Sivavaakeesar B. A. the eldest son
of ene of the Trustees, as Secretary
and Chelvi Thangammah Appakuddy
as Treasurer. Circumstances were such
that the Treasurer in the course of finding
funds for a limited restorvation had been
able to do substantial organizational
work with the result that what looked
dim became brighter month by month.
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The Treasurer with the fund of goodwill

she had earned during her carcer as
teacher and preacher, was able to
organize religious functions in the

Temple that attracted devotees as well
as persons of spiritual achievement.

Rome was not built in a day—
they say. Thurkkai Temple, however,
was restored in as few days as possible.
This was due to a particular providential
touch, a prophetic call by the Sage of
Columbuturai, who in one of his rambling
utterances, one day straight in front of
the Temple on the highway. beckoning
those who were in attendance on him,
particularly a pious devotee—Thambu
Ponnambalam, yelled out “down with
the dilapidated structure’’. This then
was the spiritual signal that gave the
green light to the helpless band of reno-
vators. As if by magic, the reconstruction
work gathered swift momentum with
benefactions pouring spontaneously.
Chairman Thiagarajah feeling the strain
of the responsibility, gave way to a
younger but capable administrator,
Shri T. T. Jayaratnam B. A., who had
already earned a name as an ideal
organizer as Principal of Mahajana
College which had by then risen sky-
high in stature and content. The main
structure of Thurkkai Temple having
been reconstructed according to strict
Agamic conception, the Managing Com-
mittee turned its attention to the con-
struction of an ornamental chariot indic-
ative of sculptural elegance. it was
during this new venture that President
Jayaratnam passed away as if he had
been summoned for similar activities
in the upper world.

The choice of a successor did not
seem a serious problem, The officiating
Vice-President himself proposed the
name of Thangammah Appacuddy stating

Vi

that it was the inevitable selection. The
entire commitiee, to one member, bailed
the proposal.

And thus the present period of
activities of this prodigy of sacrifice
and service commenced with a chorus
of popular approbation.

The first Consecration ceremony
after the renovation was resplendent,
in the highest spiritual conception, scru-
pulously set to the pristine pattern of
authoritatively established agamic code,
The spectacular achievement of this
splendour was the result of the resolute
and dedicated service of a well co-
ordinated Committee of Management
of which Chelvi Thangammah was
Treasurer. It was not merely the restoring
of this ancient shrine to good condition
that had been visualized. What engaged
the attention of the Committee of Manage-
ment was an all-out effort to produce
the amplest use of this god-given oppor-
tunity to make this Temple full-fledged
but bringing to bear, in the massive
reconstruction, the stamp of spiritual
significance, incorporating the inherent
excellence of age-old architecture and
sculptural representations of idols. Thus
the invaluable services of a renowned
South Indian Scholar of the Science of
Sculpture and exponent of that excellent
art were solicited and secured. Pro-
fessor Thevalingam who had already
achieved distinction in this direction in
South India, the cardle of this cherishd
art, dedicated himself, heart and socul,
to this divine duty and exceedingly
embellished the Thurkkai Temple.

In the matter of the execution of
the prodigious Chitra Ther—the Artistic
Cbariot—a Sri Lankan, Pandit Kalakesari
Thambithurai, was intuitively chosen,

The very first flash of spiritual
thought of devotee Thangammah as
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Treasurer was to establish in her personal
capacity, a Thirumurai Madam on her
own initiative for the preliminary pur-
pose of conducting classes in Thiru-
murais, Puranams and Saiva Sastras.
This establishment soon blossomed out
intc a convenient venue for all religious
discourses and cultural conferences where
holy dignitaries often made their appear-
ance and invoked the Favour of Pro-
vidence.

Appropriately enough, the Chennai
Saiva Siddantha Maha Samajam, having
great capacity to comprehend the real
evolution of religious tendencies, took
it a pleasure to solicit the fruitful sup-
port of Thurkka Thuranthari fittingly to
celebrate the Samajam’s Pavala Vila
in the land of the historical Yalpadi
and specially in the spiritually salubrious
precincts of the Siva Sakthi Shrine—
the Thurkkai Thevasthanam. Here was
the finest chance for the Saiva World
delightfully to see the capable hand of
Thurkka Thuranthari in the art of
organization and the science of Saiva
Hospitality. The entire Committee of
the Samajam and the Chairman Select
of the Conference, Vidvasiromani Rat-
nam Chettiar, were overwhelmingly
delighted to see their Pavala Conference
reaching the summit of success.

The high light of hospitality in a
full-fledged place of worship should
naturally be the entertainment of the
devotees at Maheswara Pooja. This has
been a primary function of the Thurkka
Thevasthanam so much so that the con-
struction of a spacious hall for this
specific purpose had been necessitated.
And the Annapoorani Hall came into
existence. But even that extensive ac-
commodation would not suffice. The
ever stretching scope of the Thevasthanam
was soon capable of buailding another

huge hall for the exclusive use of
Maheswara Pooja, releasing the Anna-
poocrani Madam for yet another innova-
tion —the Kalyana Mandapam so designed
as to afford every facility needed for
the auspicious ceremony of Thiru-
manam. The suitably decorated Dais
and ‘the majestic Manavarai bear testi-
mony to the precision of planning.

To be in keeping with the tradition
of temporalities, the High Priest’s resi-
dence, the Secretariat, the Pongal
Peedam, Store Rooms, cow husbandry
and such other necessaries have been
provided by the Thevasthanam.

The shelter for the fair sex, the
dormitory for destitute Saiva children,
the Gurukulam for godly Brahmin youth
and the massive Mahalir Illam forming
a string of stately structures along with
the architectural arch in the gateway,
demonstrate Thurkka Puram in elegant
effect.

Special mention must be made of
the Theertha (Pond) Pushkarani decently
designed as a spacious square encircling
the sacred waters of peaceful placidity.
The altar appropriately accommodated
and the one hundred steps all around,
present a picturesqueness that can hardly
be forgotten if once seen. The Theertha
Ceremony, participated and witnessed

by several thousands of devotees, as
an annual feature, affords a pleasing

panoramic view of aesthetic excellence.

Celebate Thangammah having no
compelling need to bedeck herself with
bright ornaments and embellish her in-
herent beauty, however, gives vent to
natural feminine passion for jewellery
and costly costumes, by making the image
of Thurkka Thevi resplendent in the
richness of golden ornaments, in the
brilliance of brilliants. and above all



XXXIX

in the magnificence of the garlands of
sweet-smelling flowers ranging from roses
to lovely lotuses. President Thangammah’s
passion for this picturesqueness has been
perennially satisfied by the everflowing
gifts gladly endowed by enthusiastic
devotees.

There is a graciousness in her of
the heart, it is akin to pure love in-
dicating itself as the origin of the
exceedingly natural graciousness of out-
ward conduct.

Thurkka  Thuranthari was very
appropriately appointed a Justice of the
Peace. It was indeed doing justice to
this coveted appointment; spiritual peace
alone can lead to justice.

The poet muses that:

““There is no outward token of gra-
ciousness that is not deeply rooted
in the ethos”.

““True education should fransmit both
the outward foken and the inner
roofs”’

Born with the natural talent for
imbibing lofty ideas and ideals, Thurkka
Thuranthari has been cultivating it not
for her immediate temporal ends but
for a nobler, spiritual and universal
purpose.

There is no pleasure purer than to sit
and listen to a sweet succession of words
and phrases elucidating the eternal truth,
the sure means to sublime salvation.
Hindus all over Sri Lanka, in Malaysia,
Singapore aod South India have enjoyed
" this rare pleasure.

The path of duty has been the priv-
ileged way to spiritual enlightenment.

‘““Ruminating on religious thoughts
and dreaming high’® Thurkka Thuran-
thari ‘“has come closest to cultural
heaven’ leading to the highest reaches
of holy aspirations.

Here is a rich reward of virtue,
clothed as she is in changeless purity.

Let this simple sketch have an en-
livening epilogue

“YWhose high endeavours are

an inward light

That makes the path before her
always bright;
Who, with natural instinet fo diseern

What knowledge can perform,

is diligent to learn;
Abides by this resolve, and stops
not there

But makes her moral being her
prime care;

Who, if she rise to station of
command,

Rises by open means; and there
will stand

On honourable ferms........
Who comprehends #Zer frust; and
tio the same
Keeps faithful with a singleness
of aim;
And therefore does not stoop
nor lis in wait
For wealth or honours or for
Worldly State’’.
— Wordsworth
Winding up this weak writing. I
frankly feel that the pen I hold has
not fully fed all the feelings of the
holder on this admired theme—Thurkka
Thuranthari—The subject is vast, the
scope is varied.
R. N. Sivaprakasam
Editor, ‘Hindu Organ’
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