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			  In lieu of an abstract, here is a brief excerpt of the content:
			  Introduction Highly original impulses often clothe themselves in available guises. In the second half of the sixteenth century, the Telugu poet Pingali Suranna composed three Telugu kavyas (sustained narratives in verse) in his village Krishnarayasamudramu and the small towns of Nandyala and Akuvidu in southern Andhra Pradesh, in the region that is today called Rayalasima. Each of these works, while formally continuous with the classical Telugu tradition of court poetry that reached its apogee in this period, marks a new point of departure. We have already translated one of these three texts—the Kalapurnodayamu , or The Sound of the Kiss,1 a subtle meditation on human emotion in relation to the creative powers of language. We have argued that this kavya-text is actually a novel, if by this term we mean a discursive, polyphonic, open-ended arena for the depiction of autonomous individuals endowed with complex interiority.2 The linguistic concomitants of this new form are clearly present in Suranna’s other work, the Raghava-pandaviyamu, which simultaneously tells the story of the two great epics, Mahabharata and Ramayana. Such dense intralinguistic playfulness becomes one major vector in the development of Telugu poetry in this period.3 The contrasting vector, very pronounced in the Kala-purnodayamu, takes us toward more directly narrative and novelesque modes, in effect using metrical forms to read like prose. The Prabhavati-pradyumnamu, translated here, is a striking example of this new trend. The history of Telugu literature, like that of many others, has a rather oblique relation to the domains of politics, state-building, and war. The “imperial” edifice of Vijayanagara that had supported such great poets as Peddana and the famous poet-king Krishna-deva-raya in the early sixteenth century had largely collapsed after 1565. Political power was scattered among small rival kingdoms throughout the xiii southern Deccan, including the Akuvidu and Nandyala courts where Suranna was active. In these remote, miniature polities, often ruled by self-made men drawn from communities newly emergent on the political scene, intellectual and artistic life could be very intense. These little kings often depended more on their poets than vice versa: the poet held in his hands, or on his tongue, the ruler’s tenuous hope for fame and status. For their part, multilingual poets and their audiences created a communicative space that connected disparate locales and cultural milieux, a space in which there was room for remarkable experimentation and innovation.4 Suranna’s period was one of rapid social and structural change. We have elsewhere documented the rise of a highly mobile, nonascriptive elite capable of maneuvering successfully within the unstable political realm and of manipulating (cumulating and investing) the increasingly available free-floating resources.5 Throughout the eastern Deccan, during the late sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, Velama and Reddi lineages, as well as warriors from farther afield (Karnataka, Bundelkhand, and even as far north as Afghanistan), were carving out more or less autonomous states within a wider system still partly dominated by the last, displaced (Aravidu) dynasty of Vijayanagar and by its major rivals the Golconda and Bijapur Sultanates to the north.6 European powers were also beginning to impinge on these polities from their footholds on the coasts. But in the interior, in the small towns and royal courts of Rayalasima, a characteristic Deccani ethos survived, rooted in memories of even earlier, Kakatiya-period cultural forms—an ethos of rugged individuals bound in ties of personal loyalty to their overlord, claiming individual ownership of lands and proclaiming the unique status of their lineage by building or patronizing large-scale, clan-based temples.7 These men were warriors and entrepreneurs, a somewhat surprising amalgam motivated by exemplary stories of singular achievement and endowed with a particular form of historical awareness.8 They tended to patronize poets who were capable of articulating a novel, experimental vision, rich in political implications, that adapted earlier imperial idioms to the volatile context of the late sixteenth-century Rayalasima courts. Suranna is an outstanding instance of this experimental trend that generated new expressive modes and distinctive templates of perception.9 We can see indications of far-reaching change in every major cultural domain: in the refashioning of the political order and the attempts to reimagine its metaphysical basis;10 in the rise of “leftxiv Introduction [44.198.181.6] Project MUSE (2024-04-09 16:02 GMT) hand” temple cults and their eventual takeover of important pilgrimage sites such as Lepaksi and, above all, Tirupati;11 in a... 
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