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Portrayal of Matangini in Rajmohan’s Wife 

 

Bankim Chandra Chatterjee’s Rajmohan’s Wife (1864) centres around the eighteen-year-

old protagonist Matangini who chooses to challenge the idea of conventional conjugality, uphold 

her moral responsibility and selfhood. Matangini’s identity, “as announced in the title, is 

irrevocably connected to her marital status” (Mukherjee, Early Novels 144) and this makes her 

struggle as an individual trapped in an incompatible marriage and a rigid tradition-bound society 

and choices all the more radically decisive. 

Portrait of Matangini 

As Rajmohan’s wife, Matangini migrates to Radhaganj, a village in East Bengal from her 

original home at Calcutta. She stands out among the Radhaganj milieu, her speech is free of any 

East Bengal accent and there is a sense of her being withdrawn and brooding as her tresses are 

“tied up in a careless knot on her shoulder” and her perfect form is “almost entirely bare of 

ornaments”. She hesitates from going to draw water from the river Madhu Mati due to 

Rajmohan’s injunction but when Rajmohan confronts Matangini after her return from the river, 

she asserts this spirit: “I had gone because I thought there was nothing wrong in it.” (12) She has 

a firmness and tranquillity that unnerves even her abusive husband Rajmohan. Matangini has her 

own resource, inner recess of energy and strength which the analogy between Matangini’s raised 

eyes and lightning and her loose tresses symbolize. 

Matangini as Rajmohan’s Wife 

As Meenakshi Mukherjee observes in Realism and Reality, the eponymous female 

protagonists in novels like Moll Flanders (1722) or Pamela (1740) had been liberated from the 

rigidity of a static society “into being a free agent who could to some extent shape his own 
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destiny” (7). However, Bankim Chandra Chatterjee had to depict an individual in relation to a 

rigidly tradition-bound society “where neither a man’s profession nor his marriage was his 

personal affair” (Mukherjee 7). Hence, Matangini is introduced within a set of familial relations. 

The idea of companionate marriage calls for the idioms of conjugality and the novel prioritizes 

this new concept as the basis of mutual relationship within the social institution of marriage. 

Matangini had requested her sister Hemangini to plead Madhav for procuring 

Rajmohan’s employment. Still, Rajmohan is resentful, churlish, and their troubled relation is 

hinted from the very remark that “some sorrow or deep anxiety had dimmed the lustre of her fair 

complexion”. When Matangini overhears her husband and two other men plan to rob Madhav’s 

house and  decamp with the will that provided for the inheritance of the estates, she faints. When 

she recovers, she is tormented by her caged position as Rajmohan’s wife. Yet, she refrains from 

confiding to Kanak and vows that she could not “for all the world turn informer against the man 

to who she had pledged her faith before God and man”.  

In contemporary society, marriage is a social institution which does not involve love or 

choice and Bankim Chandra Chatterjee’s innocuous title challenges and subverts the 

conservatism by including a tumultuous passion of Matangini for Madhav.  The relation between 

Madhav and Matangini is handled in such a way that the adultery never vitiates the motive of 

Matangini. On reaching Madhav’s house she warns her younger sister Hemangini but when 

Madhav wants to hear from her personally, she appears before him with her sari drawn over her 

forehead.  She also refuses to divulge the source of her information and requests him to conceal 

the fact that she has been the informant. Once she accomplishes her mission, there is a brief but 

momentous expression of her love for Madhav. She anoints him as her “God in earth”, a 

designation normally reserved for the husband. This moment, despite its transgressive, offers a 
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glimpse of a new conjugality in the novel but there is a doomed finality “Let us forget each 

other. Let us separate” (55) which none of them can accept.  

Matangini returns from Madhav’s mansion with a strong sense of duty, morality and 

purity that becomes her shield against the brutal aggression by Rajmohan.  When Rajmohan 

accuses her of being a “harlot” she replies with confidence: “I love him -deeply do I love him; 

long loved I and love him so”. Though she vows to erase him from her thoughts but “the first 

thing she did after leaving Madhav was to remember and hang with rapture on each word he had 

uttered, - on each tear he had shed” (57).Madhav  is  also  unable  to  preserve  his  vow  and  

muses  on  Matangini’s  disappearance  and  the “ deep  and  tender  feeling  which  he  had  

stifled  in his  breast  at  such  cost, seemed  to  burn  with  redoubled  fervour” (95).   The 

remembrance   of Madhav engrosses her soul in such a way that she steps out in the frightening 

thunder and lightning, becoming oblivious of the impending storm – both literal and 

metaphorical, with a firm resolution of leaving her home. 

Conclusion 

With her assertion "I am a woman” (29), Matangini happens to be the first in a series of 

“new women” (Nandakumar 400) Bankim Chandra created in his novels. She is not merely 

Rajmohan’s wife, as Paranjape views, “but the ‘spirit’ or personification of modern India itself” 

(149). Matangini asserts her individuality and respects her own natural feelings without 

exhausting them completely. She characterizes the rise of individualism and emancipation of 

Indian woman from the yoke of age-old submissiveness and self-annihilation. She transcends the 

confines of social norms and fearlessly tells that this “uncontrollable madness” of love is beyond 

the comprehension of Rajmohan. Thus, she emerges as an individual with singular point of view 

beyond the confines of social morality.  


