
NATIONAL POST  DAY   
10TH October  

 
Dr Sunitha Madhavan The private papers of Dr Sunitha 

Madhavan, the great granddaughter of Rai Bahadur V. Venkayya, 
the renowned epigraphist to the Government of India, 1908-12 
when Sir John. H. Marshall was the Director General of the 
Archaeological Survey of India [A.S.I.], which she was kind 
enough to give SPARROW, contain some very interesting 
exchange of letters and among them are letters between her 
grandmother Thaiyalnayaki and her grandfather Advocate 
Balaraman. We have given here the letters of Thaiyalnayaki 
with a commentary by Dr Sunitha Madhavan. We have missed the 
World Letter Writing Day on September 1st but would like to 
post these letters which reveal so much about life and times 
of women in the family in  the Tamil region, in the early 
twenties, on National Post Day (October 10th). 

 

                

 



 

 

Thaiyalnayaki: The Epistolary Narrative 

        Compiled by Sunitha Madhavan 
 

Letter writing in yonder times was an art providing emotional support. It served for 
bonding relationships to soul satisfaction. Below are a bundle of epistles written more than a 
century ago by a young girl aged 16. She was Thaiyalnayaki, sent to her ancestral home at 
Tondiarpet for confinement. Her husband, V. Balarama Aiyar, resided at Old Mambalam. He 
had given his wife a bunch of self-addressed postal envelopes. The understanding between the 
couple was they maintain regular weekly correspondences. Given their circumstances, it was a 
practical way to express themselves freely to each other.  

The letters from Thaiyalnayaki had been preserved with great love and care by Balaraman. 
They provided him the much needed succour when he was verging on his grave, to rise up for 
raising their only child. At the time of departure to the heavenly abode, he passed them on to 
his son, V. Suresham. Written in Tamil, these letters are produced here, with English 
translation. The content with the context is enumerated. The photographs capture the 
costume and the mood of the times. 
              These letters are particularly vibrant, vivid, warm, fanning out ebullience and 
disappointments. It is astounding how prolific Thaiyalnayaki was! Wistfully penned, her 
epistles express a feeling of great fondness, yearning and reverence for her husband. They 
exude Prema Bakthi in the Nayagan- Nayagi Bhavam of Tamil devotional literature. They are 
snapshots of the ethos of a bygone era. 

Both Thaiyalnayaki and Balaraman hail from notable lineage with distinguished ancestry. 
Balaraman’s father was Rai Bahadur V. Venkayya, Epigraphist to the Government of India, 
1908-12 when Sir John. H. Marshall was the Director General of the Archaeological Survey of 
India [A.S.I.]. His father, Brahmasri Appa Sitarama Ayyar, was a direct descendent of the 
Advaita philosopher, Appayya Dikshitar. 



 

 

              Thaiyalnayaki was the daughter of Justice Diwan Bahadur C.V. Visvanatha Sastri, 
who was awarded the Kaisar-i-Hind Medal in 1943. His elder brother was Justice Sir C. V. 
Kumaraswami Sastri. Their brother-in-law was Sir C. P. Ramaswami Aiyar. Sensing concerns 
regarding two brothers adorning the Madras High Court bench, Visvanatha Sastri resigned. 
The legal luminary was thereafter posted as District Judge at Chittoor, Nagapattinam, 
Cuddalore, etc. In fact The Board High School, Chittoor, has a prize instituted in his name.    
              Viswanatha Sastri sought the alliance of Venkayya’s second son Balaraman, a tall, 
handsome, brilliant youngster’s hand for his daughter, Thaiyalnayaki. She was well 
accomplished in music and scriptures even at a tender age. The marriage proposal is recorded 
in Venkayya’s personal diary notes maintained for the year 1912. The girl and the boy were 8 
and 14 years. But Venkayya was in a fix because his eldest son was not yet married.  
           Venkayya passed away in harness in Nov1912, sending the family into a tailspin.  The 
eldest son Venkatasubbaiyyar graduated in 1915. Sir John Marshall, on compassionate 
ground appointed him as Assistant Epigraphist at Ootacamund office. He got married to 
Saraswathi. Balaraman completed B.A. Honours in 1917 and went ahead with legal studies to 
become a lawyer. He was married to Thaiyalnayaki. They were an ideal pair. Their family life 
although very short was pretty great. We get glimpses of it through the epistolary lens of 
Thaiyalnayaki. Her pen (wo)manship is neat and legible for perusing.  
          All is well, even if they do not end well in this ephemeral world. The virtuous life and 
wisdom of our forefathers hold the beacon light for a better tomorrow. V Suresham married his 
maternal cousin, C.V. Marakathavalli [both grandchildren of C. V. Viswanatha Sastri]. The 
noble couple lived in the same old Mambalam house and are revered to this day for their piety 
and philanthropy.   
          The letters, zealously guarded by Suresham and given to his daughter, Dr. Sunitha 
Madhavan, the author of this presentation of letters with explanatory notes, are strung 
together by her, as a tribute to the Indian family tradition and its many facets. 
  







































 

 

 
 

Late Lakshmi Ammal hails from Chittoor. At her parental home there is 
a wedding. Ladies go in advance to help prepare wedding sweets.  Dorai 
is in college and can’t avail of much leave. Balaraman will take him for 
the wedding and quickly return. Such a hurried trip is not advisable for 
Thaiyalnayaki. She makes sure that her Perimma’s genuine concern is 
not misconstrued. 
       Thaiyalnayaki’s endearing epistles exhibit her powers of reasoning, 
persuasive eloquence, and candidness. She avidly awaited news from her 
husband and would demand immediate response to her letters. 
       The perfect understanding and immense confidence between the 
couple unravel their deep and intimate comradeship. * 

 

Safe                                                                                    19.1.20  
      I went to Tiruttani on Saturday. Returned yesterday evening. I 
got your letter. I had been wanting to write to you on this. I am 
very happy I got your letter. Padmavathi told me that you wanted 
me to come over there.  For the past two days I am having body 
ache. So Perimma is saying since you are all going for the wedding 
[to Chittoor], I need not go there. I said, I will go today and return 
on Thursday. She says of what use it will be; instead I can write a 
letter. Therefore, I am not coming there. When will all of you be 
returning.? If I get to know this, I will come. Did you send 
Saraswathi today with Padmavathy?  I do not desire to go to 
Chittoor now. Let not anybody know about what Perimma had 
said. Expect you will reply to this letter immediately. 
Your lovingly 
Thaiyanayaki 
 

 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

    
 
 

    
              



                                                              Epilogue 
 

These letters become even more important since Thaiyalnayaki did not live long after 
delivering a baby boy. She cuddled her baby, lived for ten days when matters suddenly 
deteriorated and she died on the 11th day of delivery. The date was April 29, 1920. She 
was 16 years old.  There was no immediate communication facility to inform the near and 
dear ones of the tragedy. Relatives who turned up for the Punyavachanam of the new 
born, a purification ceremony to cleanse the house and sanctify a home after child birth, 
performed after the 10th or 12th day after the child birth, came with all auspicious 
offerings—betel leaves with areca nuts and blouse pieces. They were tucked into the 
pallu of her madisar sari (nine yards sari) in which her body was wrapped and laid.          
Dr Sunitha Madhavan adds that she had gone to Thiruttani to the Veeraraghava Perumal 
temple on the Srirama Navami day, hardly 20 days before the delivery. After the temple 
visit she sent the kumkum prasad with the letter to her husband. Her wishes to see the 
deity, her baby and her husband were fulfilled. There was no remorse on her face as she 
lay for the final rites to be performed. The baby boy was named Suresham, one of the 108 
names of Krishna, meaning Lord of all demi-gods. Suresham was Dr Sunitha Madhavan’s 
father, who like his father, carefully preserved these letters and gave them to his 
daughter, who has kindly passed them on to SPARROW to be archived. 

 


