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Tamil literature is remarkable for its wealth of representations of women and female perspectives. From the love poems of the
Sangam classical corpus to the devotional hymns of the bhakti saints and later lyric texts of courtly dance, women, female personae,
and female voices play a central role in the Tamil literary tradition. In this paper I examine representations of women in the
Kuravanji, "The Drama of the Wandering Kuravanji Fortune-teller', an opera-like literary-musical dance drama genre that arose
under the patronage of the rulers of provincial South Indian kingdoms in the 18th century. Kuravanji dramas flourished in
performance by female devadasi dancers at courts and temples well into the nineteenth century, continue to be a staple of the
literary curriculum, and were revived on the Bharata Natyam (classical) dance stage in Madras in the mid-twentieth century.
Focusing on the two central female characters of the Kuravanji drama -- the lady in love and the Kuratti, an itinerant fortune-teller
of the hill Kuravar tribe, after whom the genre is named -- I show that the portrayal of the two women, while drawing on older and
contemporary female literary personae, at the same time suggests avenues for new readings of the discourses of gender and the
erotic in 18t-century Tamil literature and culture. The characterization of the wise and eloquent folk fortune-teller broadens the do-
main of representations of women in elite Tamil literature beyond conventional discourses of the erotic to discourses of class and
social identity. The rise of the Kuravanji dance drama as the premier literary genre in the 18t century refracts the shifting
configurations of culture and power in early modern South India, and signals the formation of new relationships between the court
and the public.
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