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Abstract 

The Travancore Royal Family occupies an important place in the social and cultural history of South India. 

From the nineteenth century to the mid-twentieth century, the rulers contributed to the development of 

education, literature, music, arts, public health, scientific institutions, social reform and cultural heritage. 

Maharaja Swathi Thirunal promoted Carnatic and Hindustani music, encouraged English education, 

established the Government Press and supported scientific institutions, reflecting the interaction between 

tradition and modern knowledge. During the reigns of Ayilyam Thirunal and Sree Moolam Thirunal, schools, 

colleges and professional institutions expanded, along with Sanskrit, Ayurveda, legal and women’s education. 

The Regency of Sethu Lakshmi Bayi and the reign of Sree Chithira Thirunal further strengthened education, 

welfare and social reform. The Temple Entry Proclamation of 1936 marked a significant step against caste-

based exclusion. However, missionaries, social reformers, community organisations and popular movements 

also shaped Travancore’s transformation. Thus, modern Travancore emerged through the interaction of royal 

initiatives, administrative reforms and wider social movements. 
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Introduction 

Travancore occupies an important position in the political, social and cultural history of South India. The 

princely state, which developed from the historical kingdom of Venad, emerged as one of the prominent political 

entities of southern India. Its history is closely associated with the Travancore Royal Family, whose rulers 

exercised political authority while simultaneously functioning as patrons of religion, education, literature, music 

and the arts. During the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, Travancore experienced a gradual transformation 

from a traditional princely polity into a state characterised by expanding educational institutions, public services, 

cultural organisations and social legislation. The nineteenth century was a period of considerable transition in 

Travancore. The influence of British political power, the activities of Christian missionaries, the growth of 

English education, the emergence of print culture and the activities of social reformers created new intellectual 

and social conditions. Within this changing environment, the Travancore rulers increasingly recognised 

education and institutional development as important components of state administration. 
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The Travancore State Manual compiled by V. Nagam Aiya and published in 1906 remains an important primary 

source for understanding the political, social, economic and cultural conditions of the state. It was published by 

the Travancore Government Press and consisted of three volumes. The contribution of the royal family should 

not, however, be understood merely through the activities of individual rulers. It should be examined as a 

historical process extending across several reigns. Maharaja Swathi Thirunal, Ayilyam Thirunal, Sree Moolam 

Thirunal, Sethu Lakshmi Bayi and Sree Chithira Thirunal each contributed in different ways to the development 

of Travancore. The present study therefore examines the contribution of the Travancore Royal Family to social 

and cultural development, with particular attention to education, women's advancement, music and literature, 

printing, science, public health, heritage preservation and social reform. 

Historical Background of the Travancore Royal Family 

The Travancore monarchy emerged from the political consolidation of southern Kerala under Marthanda Varma 

in the eighteenth century. His successors developed the state as a centralised political system and gradually 

strengthened its administrative structure. By the nineteenth century, Travancore had entered into a subsidiary 

relationship with the British. Although British political influence increased, the Maharaja continued to exercise 

authority over internal administration. This political arrangement allowed the rulers to initiate or support 

developments in education, public works, health and culture. 

The transformation of Travancore became increasingly visible during the reign of Swathi Thirunal. Government 

sources describe his accession as marking a period of cultural progress and institutional development. English 

education began with the establishment of an English school at Thiruvananthapuram in 1834, while an 

observatory and charity hospital were established in 1836. The subsequent rulers expanded these initiatives. 

During the reign of Ayilyam Thirunal, schools and institutions of higher education developed, while during the 

reign of Sree Moolam Thirunal, Sanskrit, Ayurveda and Law Colleges and a women's college were established. 

This institutional expansion formed the basis for the gradual transformation of Travancore into a modernising 

princely state. 

Maharaja Swathi Thirunal and Cultural Development 

Maharaja Swathi Thirunal Rama Varma occupies a prominent position in the cultural history of Travancore. 

His reign is particularly associated with music, education, literature, science and printing. Swathi Thirunal was 

not merely a patron of music but also a composer. His compositions in different languages contributed to the 

interaction of diverse musical traditions. His court attracted musicians and scholars and became an important 

centre of South Indian classical music. The cultural importance of Swathi Thirunal is therefore twofold. First, 

he preserved and encouraged traditional artistic practices. Secondly, he created an environment in which 

different cultural and intellectual traditions could interact. 

His interest in modern education was equally significant. The beginning of English education at 

Thiruvananthapuram in 1834 marked an important transition in the educational history of Travancore. Later 

historical studies identify Swathi Thirunal's educational initiatives as an important stage in the expansion of 

Western education in the state. His contribution to science was also remarkable. The establishment of the 

Trivandrum Observatory reflected the growing interest in scientific knowledge and astronomical observation. 

Thus, Swathi Thirunal's reign represented an important combination of traditional cultural patronage and 

modern intellectual development. 

 

Contribution to Education 

Education was one of the most important areas of social transformation in Travancore. The rulers increasingly 

recognised education as a means of improving administration and developing human resources. During the reign 

of Ayilyam Thirunal, English, Malayalam and Tamil schools were established in different parts of the state. An 

Arts College was also established at Thiruvananthapuram. The educational expansion was accompanied by 

developments in public health and institutional infrastructure. The reign of Sree Moolam Thirunal represented 

another important phase. Schools expanded throughout the state and educational institutions became 

increasingly specialised. The Sanskrit College, Ayurveda College, Law College and Maharaja's College for 

Women were among the institutions associated with this period.  
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A significant feature of educational policy was the gradual attempt to extend educational opportunities to 

communities that had previously experienced social disadvantages. Research on Travancore's educational 

development indicates that free primary education was introduced for sections of backward communities and 

that various concessions were provided to disadvantaged students. Education therefore became an important 

instrument of social mobility. It contributed to the emergence of educated groups who later participated in 

government administration, professional occupations, journalism and public life. 

Higher Education and Professional Education 

The expansion of higher education was particularly important because it created a new intellectual class in 

Travancore. The establishment of the Arts College and later specialised institutions such as the Law College 

and Ayurveda College expanded opportunities for professional education. The development of higher education 

also reduced dependence on educational institutions outside Travancore. The establishment of a separate 

Travancore University in 1937 was another major milestone. The institution subsequently became associated 

with the University of Kerala after the formation of Kerala State. The expansion of higher education had wider 

consequences. Graduates entered government service, teaching, law, medicine and other professions. They also 

contributed to the growth of political and social consciousness. Thus, the educational policies of the Travancore 

rulers contributed not only to literacy but also to the development of a professional and intellectual middle class. 

Women's Education and Social Advancement 

Women's education formed an important component of Travancore's social development. During the nineteenth 

century, educational opportunities for women gradually expanded through government institutions, missionary 

organisations and private initiatives. The establishment of institutions specifically designed for women 

represented an important step. During the reign of Sree Moolam Thirunal, a Second Grade College for Women 

was established at Thiruvananthapuram. Later educational policies continued to support women's education. 

Women's education contributed to changes in family life and social attitudes. Educated women increasingly 

entered teaching and other forms of public employment. Education also encouraged women to participate in 

literary and cultural activities. 

The role of Sethu Lakshmi Bayi as Regent is particularly important in this context. Her regency demonstrated 

the capacity of a woman to exercise political authority in a princely state. However, women's advancement 

should not be attributed exclusively to royal policy. Missionary institutions, social reformers and changing 

social attitudes also contributed substantially. Royal patronage should therefore be viewed as one of several 

forces responsible for the gradual transformation of women's social position. 

Printing, Literature and Intellectual Development 

The introduction of printing transformed the cultural environment of Travancore. The Government Press 

established during the reign of Swathi Thirunal played an important role in the production of official documents 

and publications. Printing facilitated the wider circulation of administrative information and contributed to the 

growth of literary and intellectual activities. The publication of the *Travancore State Manual* itself represents 

the importance attached to systematic documentation. The work recorded information on administration, 

population, religion, caste, language, education and other aspects of Travancore society. The growth of printing 

also contributed to the emergence of a public sphere. Books, journals and newspapers provided opportunities 

for discussions concerning education, caste, social reform and political representation. Thus, printing was not 

simply a technological development. It became an instrument of intellectual transformation. 

Patronage of Music and Performing Arts 

The Travancore Royal Family's contribution to music represents one of the most enduring aspects of its cultural 

legacy. Swathi Thirunal's compositions became an important part of Carnatic music. His court attracted 

musicians from different regions and encouraged interaction between musical traditions. The royal court 

provided artists with patronage and opportunities to perform and develop their artistic skills. This system helped 

preserve classical traditions during a period of rapid social and political change. The relationship between 

monarchy and culture was particularly strong because music and other performing arts were connected with 

temples, court ceremonies and festivals. Royal patronage therefore helped sustain both classical and traditional 
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cultural practices. The musical legacy of Swathi Thirunal continues to influence South Indian classical music 

and remains an important part of Kerala's cultural identity. 

Preservation of Manuscripts and Historical Heritage 

The Travancore rulers also contributed to the preservation of manuscripts and historical records. During the 

reign of Sree Moolam Thirunal, a department for the preservation and publication of oriental manuscripts was 

established. This was historically significant because manuscripts represented an important source of 

information concerning literature, religion, philosophy, medicine and social traditions. The preservation of 

inscriptions and monuments also became an important state responsibility. The development of archaeological 

activity contributed to the documentation of historical sites and material culture. Such initiatives created an 

institutional foundation for the later development of historical research in Kerala. 

Public Health and Medical Institutions 

The Travancore rulers also contributed to public health. During the reign of Swathi Thirunal, a charity hospital 

was established at Thiruvananthapuram. Later rulers expanded medical facilities and established hospitals in 

different parts of the state. Ayurvedic education received particular attention. The establishment of the Ayurveda 

College provided institutional recognition to indigenous medical knowledge. Modern medical institutions also 

developed during the nineteenth and twentieth centuries. The expansion of hospitals, medical education and 

public health services reflected the growing concept of state responsibility for public welfare. These 

developments were important because health services gradually moved beyond purely charitable or private 

initiatives towards organised public institutions. 

Social Reform and the Temple Entry Proclamation 

The social history of Travancore was deeply influenced by caste hierarchy and social exclusion. Several 

communities experienced restrictions concerning access to temples, public spaces and educational 

opportunities. During the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries, social reform movements challenged these 

inequalities. Sree Narayana Guru, Ayyankali and other reformers played major roles in challenging caste 

discrimination. Community organisations and political movements also demanded greater social and political 

equality. Within this context, the Temple Entry Proclamation issued by Maharaja Sree Chithira Thirunal in 1936 

became a landmark event. 

The proclamation opened Hindu temples under state control to communities that had previously been excluded. 

Government historical accounts identify the Temple Entry Proclamation as one of the major reforms of Sree 

Chithira Thirunal's reign. Its importance lies not merely in temple access. It represented an official rejection of 

a major form of caste-based exclusion and contributed to the wider transformation of Travancore society. 

Nevertheless, a critical historical interpretation must recognise that the proclamation was preceded by decades 

of social reform, public agitation and intellectual debate. It should therefore be understood as the result of an 

interaction between royal authority and wider social movements. 

Sree Chithira Thirunal and Modernisation 

Sree Chithira Thirunal Balarama Varma was the last ruling Maharaja of Travancore. His reign witnessed 

important developments in education, social reform and institutional modernisation. The establishment of 

Travancore University in 1937 was a major achievement. The University created opportunities for higher 

education and intellectual development within the state. His reign also witnessed the Temple Entry 

Proclamation, which gave Travancore an important place in the history of social reform in India. Educational 

policies during the period attempted to combine traditional knowledge with modern education. Research on the 

Travancore educational system identifies the University Act and Temple Entry Proclamation as important 

developments associated with this period. Thus, Sree Chithira Thirunal's reign represented the final stage of the 

monarchy's contribution to the modernisation of Travancore before the integration of the state into the Indian 

Union. 

The Royal Family and Cultural Identity 

The contribution of the Travancore Royal Family cannot be limited to formal government policies. The royal 

court itself functioned as an important cultural institution. Music, literature, temple festivals, architecture, 

painting and traditional knowledge received patronage. This helped establish Thiruvananthapuram as an 
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important cultural centre. The coexistence of traditional and modern institutions is one of the distinctive features 

of Travancore's development. Sanskrit scholarship and classical music existed alongside English education and 

modern scientific institutions. This combination enabled Travancore to experience modernisation without 

completely abandoning its traditional cultural identity. 

Conclusion 

The Travancore Royal Family played an important role in the social and cultural history of South India. From 

the nineteenth to the mid-twentieth century, successive rulers promoted education, culture, public health, 

science, literature and social reform. Maharaja Swathi Thirunal contributed significantly to Travancore’s 

cultural and intellectual development through his patronage of music, education, printing and science. Later 

rulers expanded educational and professional institutions, encouraged women’s education, supported medical 

and Ayurvedic learning, and promoted the preservation of manuscripts and historical heritage. The Temple 

Entry Proclamation of 1936 was a landmark reform that challenged caste-based exclusion and strengthened 

social equality. The establishment of Travancore University further promoted higher education and intellectual 

development. However, Travancore’s transformation was not solely a royal achievement. Missionaries, social 

reformers, community organisations, intellectuals, journalists and popular movements were also important 

agents of change. Modern Travancore emerged through the interaction of royal initiatives, administrative 

reforms and popular participation, leaving a lasting educational, cultural and social legacy. 
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