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Abstract

Besides excavations, evidence of Tamil antiquity is preserved in written records, such as
literature, inscriptions, and palm leaf manuscripts in one form or the other. Efforts were made
constantly to alter the perceptions of the past into new forms while contesting to foreign influences
of many kinds. To synthesize the indigenous past from these textual sources, however, one must
first have a deep understanding of them and apply appropriate inter-textual research methods. This
often involves sifting through many pieces of evidence and distinguishing between foreign and
native Tamil elements. In most cases, one can find a trajectory from one point in history to the
other through changes that might have taken place gradually to change the indigenous perceptions
to foreign. Without a sense of historiography and efforts to record history in the past, one is
obligated to read in between lines and make connections where necessary. To cite an example,
indigenous Tamil rituals have always been one of the significant pieces of evidence to trace Tamils’
history and we find many forms of them through various means, including archeological,
inscriptional, and literary. The term tiruppatiyam vinnappariceytal (cf. SII2 No. 65), is recorded
in many Tamil inscriptions to denote Tamil’s indigenous form of ritual in parallel to Sanskrit rituals
during the medieval period. Subsequently, this term leads one to other related terms such as
kalaficu pon, taliccérip pentir, otuvar, pantaram, piicari and so on and so forth to attribute to the
dialogues of Tamils’ antiquity. In Sangam literary texts we attest evidence of Tamil’s rituals in the
form of folk deities with special connotations of vélan veriyayar, veriyattam (cf. Kuruntokai 53,

360), velan éttum veri (Paripatal 5-15) and others. Thus, one is tempted to trace the trajectory and
analyze the dialogues over the change of perceptions belonging to the ancient past to a newly
introduced form of tiruppatiyam vinnappariceytal or tiruppatiyam patutal. (see Renganathan 2021
for a detailed account of these terms and the later development of the concept of Tamil Arccanai).
Thus, these terms and the cultural nuances associated with them become the cultural clue to trace
the history of the Tamils. What is significant to note is that such terms form the consolidated
pieces of evidence to be correlated with other evidence from literary and archeological evidence.
Along these lines, this paper aims at capturing both cultural and literary evidence that can be
treated as the base for tracing the history of the Tamils through change in perceptions. As for
literary sources, it will be attempted how the imageries and artifacts as employed in Sangam period
transitioned through the medieval and modern periods. Specifically, it examines the literary
sources from the Sangam and medieval periods to explore how the use of the objects such as A/i
and 7ialar pu reflect a shift from a secular to a religious perspective.

By using these inscriptional and literary evidence to track historical trajectories and the change
in perceptions that occurred throughout, one can contribute to parallel research in the fields of
archeology, numismatics, and other relevant fields by shedding light on the historical changes of
the ancient past.
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0. Introduction

To understand the antiquity of the Tamils, we must examine a number of different sources,
including language, culture, literature, inscriptions, and customs. Recent archaeological evidence
has pushed the history of the Tamils back several centuries before the Christian era. However, the
earliest linguistic evidence comes from sources such as graffiti marks, inscriptions, coins and
inscribed potshreds written in the Tamil-Brahmi script (Rajan and Yatheeskumar 2012, p. 194).
Therefore, we must explore two main sources: Tamil society before the use of Brahmi scripts
(preliterate society) and Tamil society after the use of Brahmi scripts (literate society). The oldest
written sources lead us to examine evidence from epigraphical and inscriptional sources, which
are commonly found on graffiti, coins, potsherds, cave inscriptions, and so on. Although these
sources contain some basic information about the Tamils’ way of life, one witnesses a large gap
between what is found in highly sophisticated Sangam and later literature and what is observable
in these preliminary sources, with very few texts presented. Thus, we are left with finding most
of the antiquity related evidence from much of the transitions that may have taken place in
linguistic, cultural, and literary forms that are extant from the Sangam era to predict the antiquity
of the Tamils from the ancient past. Such evidence from observable inscriptional and literary
sources can help us to predict the ways of life of the Tamils even earlier from the preliterate society.
This paper examines transitions in Tamil literature from the Sangam to the medieval period and in
medieval Tamil inscriptions, with the goal of using this evidence to better understand the history

of the Tamils.

It is well-known that Tamils’ way of life has always been intercultural and bilingual
throughout the literate period. However, it has been challenging to identify what is indigenous to
Tamil culture and what is borrowed and assimilated to. Without clearly distinguishing between the

two, it would be difficult to understand the true form of Tamil antiquity.

1. Significance of the legendary animal a/i and Adlar pd in Sangam poems:

Along the lines of drawing inferences from poems, what we explore in this section are the
two types of imageries, which include in them a reference to explicit comparison of two objects,

one in relevance to the flower called fAialar pia ‘Cinnamon, Cinnamomum’ and another with a
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specific reference to a ferocious mythical animal called AJi, ‘a legendary animal known for its
hybrid forms and exceptional power’. Both of the instances have mentions in many Indian
literatures including Tamil and Sanskrit. In Sanskrit the Tamil term Ali is referred to invariably as
yali or vyali, where the initial ‘y’ and ‘v’ can be taken to represent a glide, rather than to be part
of the word itself. What is particularly of interest here is that when studying how these objects
are employed in Sangam and medieval Bhakti poems, the imageries that are depicted in them
seem to differ from each other quite contrastingly, implying two different forms of imageries
drawn from same object. While their references in Sangam poems offer an in-depth and absolute
form of representation, the religious poems of the medieval period, on the other hand, appear
to demonstrate a clear case of adaptation, with a relatively less intensity and fervor in their
depictions. What is striking though is that these objects of comparison survived through
generations, from one genre of literature to the other, but by exhibiting a clear disconnect
between them as to how they are employed differently among the indigenous past and the later

period.

1.1. Two diverse traditions of Tamil and their continuum in making imageries with identical
objects:

Tamils’ customs and traditions are differentiated primarily by two distinct phases of the
past namely the ancient which is deeply secular and the medieval/modern which is flatteringly
religious. Both traditions are particularly known for their resilient and refined literary productions
with abundantly exquisite and appealing qualities of realistic and indigenous talents of many
poets. While the objects of representations in the former type of poems relied heavily on kings
(araisan), heroes (talaivan), heroines (talaivi), concubines (parattai), love life (katal valkkai),
bardic personals (viraliyarkal), the five landscapes (aintinai), and a host of others, the latter
consumes within it the depiction and praise of gods, ways of worship, conducting rituals, ritual
life and related many others. Invariably in both genres, one can appreciate the eminence of
poems as enfolded on how they extend their world views, especially of the animals, plants, and
other natural objects such as mountains, fountains, rivers and so on to the life of the humans by

making suitable analogies. In the context of a discussion on the geniuses of the Sangam poets,
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Hart assumes that the Tamil poets of the Sangam period had an in-depth knowledge and
experience over writing their literary pieces. “Tamil poetry was composed by sophisticated poets
who had written poems for much of their lives and who used a group of conventions that had
been refined and made more sophisticated for many years.” (Hart 1975, p. 180). This is
particularly observable in the context of Tamils’ antiquity in that knowledge production and
talents can be attributed to Tamils in Sangam which is devoid of any foreign influence and that
this circumstance needs to be taken into consideration in any research related to indigenous
nature of Tamil and Tamils. With this background in mind, we now examine the following imagery
of Adlar pd ‘Njalar flower’ as employed in love poems of the Sangam period. We will see later

how this object is transformed to a new perception in the medieval period.

1.2. The imagery of Adlar pi and love life in Sangam period:

Engaging the nature to designate the love life can be perceived in many instances of the
Sangam poems. One of them may be cited from how the use of Aalar flower is employed in both
Sangam as well as medieval poems. A set of ten songs under the title Aialar pattu 'Ten songs of
falal flower' in Ainkurunt, composed by Ammdavanar uses Aialar pi and Aalar tree as the objects
of comparison to the hero and heroine's love life in a metaphorical context in that the stages of
this flower, from budding, blossoming with fragrance and subsequently reaching to the stage of
withering are symbolically correlated to the multiple moods of the lovers from their union,
experiencing happiness, separation, and subsequently attaining the mood of desperation. These
ten songs put forth to us an image where a parallel occurrence of both the plant’s blossom and
the love life of the hero and heroine are presented in a succinct manner. What is of particular
significance in this imagery is that the poet not only observes the stages of the Aalal flowers in
terms of their emitting fragrance and the breeze that permeates the fragrance, but also interprets
them as they are the main cause for which each of the moods of the hero and heroine happen to
occur in the first place. In this sense, what is to be presupposed is that the nature is the primary
cause of the lives of people, and they cannot escape themselves from how the nature around

them evolves. Thus, this type of intertwined depiction between nature and the human life
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deserves special mention as to how the imageries can be considered very engaging and
appealing.
To begin with, the fragrance of the falal flower and the breeze from it causes the love sickness

to the heroine.
g5 @miped Qe GEHOWTE oS
SIS Fevirglaf afFILT
Lwenev GFuiFest LieiL® genmCuw.
ekkar falar ceruntiyotu kamala
tuvalait tantuli vicip

payalai ceytana pani patu turaiyé (Aing. 141)

'"There exists
the fragrance of Aalar flower with its blossoms
a cold breeze with misty sprays

instigates within me a feeling of love-sickness.

Aalal tree that is grown in neytal nilam is associated here with heroine's desperate state of mind
due to hero's separation. The terms payalai cey ‘instigating love sickness’ and pacalai noy ‘the
syndrome of love sickness’ are very common attributes throughout Sangam poems particularly
referring to the mood of longing heroines for the arrival of the heroes. What is uncommon
though, here, is that attributing to the permeating fragrance (ceruntiyotu kamala) and
subsequently the pollen that is emitting into the air (tuvalait tantuli vici) form the Aalar flower as
the cause of love sickness of the heroine. Thus, a correlation between the nature and people’s

mood is purposely made by the poet as part of this imagery.

Subsequently, while the fAalar tree continues to emit its cold and fragrant breeze along
with the pollen, the bees are swarming around as attracted by the fragrance. The bees’ explicit
intention is to draw honey from the flower, but implicitly to acquire the pollen (patucinai) for the
purpose of cross pollination. A symbolic connection is made deliberately to the hero’s return to

unite with the heroine for a physical union. However, with a sense of pleasant repulsion
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(commonly called dtal in Tamil), the heroine pretends that she is unaware of his presence, and

hence orders her eyes to be closed to deliberately ignore him.

THET @GP Q)MEIS @il LIGFeeTLi
L{QT@)eD Fn (LD $I6HDG6UEHGT

2 arGarer QB TLp) Lie @ uiferert 5 et Gew.
ekkar falal irankinarp patucinaip
pullirai kirum turaivanai

ullén toli patiiyar en kanné (Aing. 142).

‘The falal tree emits the fine breeze,
the bees enjoy the breeze,
there happens the arrival of the hero.

However, my eyes are shut unaware of his presence!’

Bees swarming around the Aalar flowers enticed by the fragrant breeze, on the one hand, and
the hero returning to unite with the heroine, on the other hand, are the two parallels that the
poet makes here.

Eventually, though, in the same ekkar region with Aalar tree abundant with tiny leaves
and big branches spread out like waves of ocean, the hero consummates his union with the
heroine and gets rid of her love sickness permanently. They are together now happily ever after -
pacalai nikkinan iniyé. ‘he removed the spots of love sickness from her body in a very satisfying

manner’

61850 @riped Flullenevri G)LImehFen e
QSO QUTEIG LD 6O 6V GO
wrGurer uFeme B& & arer ()i Gui.
ekkar falar ciriyilaip peruficinai
otam vankum turaivan

mayol pacalai nikkinan iniyé! (Aing. 145).
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‘In the midst of the fialal with tiny leaves
spread out like the vast ocean,

the hero removes the spots of love sickness!’

The beauty of the fialal flower, fAiglal tree, and their exquisite and attractive forms are thoroughly
integrated symbolically to the extent of the heroine, her love sickness and subsequently her union
with the hero. The Aalar flower becomes the point of reference for the poet to both establishing
and correlating to two concurrent forms of lives namely the nature and human, a typical feature

that one can always appreciate throughout in almost all of the poems of love in Sangam literature.

The spots of love sickness (pacalai ‘love sickness’) that the heroines develop on their body and
subsequently their cure due to hero’s union have been a common trait that one can always attest
in many of the poems of love. Fascinatingly, here though, the tree with abundance of tiny leaves
spread out in the sky like an ocean (ciriyilaip peruficinai ‘dense tree with plentiful tiny leaves’) is
used symbolically to appreciate the gorgeous and beautiful body of the heroine without any spots
of love sickness at the beginning. Hero’s rejoicing of the association with the heroine is correlated
to the bees swarming around the Aalal flowers (patucinaip pullirai kiirum ‘bees enjoying the
fragrance of the flowers’) consuming honey. Flowers without the bees swarming around and
subsequently without any possibility of pollination is to be understood as an implication of the
deserted heroine without her hero around. Being fallen sick with the spots of love sickness
(tuvalait tantuli vicip payalai ceytana ‘emitting the pollen on the air caused the love sickness’)
tends to be a scenario quite like flowers without the possibility of cross pollination. Flowers
emitting fragrant pollen on the air is succinctly related to women flirting their heroes and it is no
means an uncommon technique in any of the Sangam poems. (cf. Aham 234, 250, 360, Kali 33,

35, 40, Narr. 299, 311).
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1.3. nalal flower in the context of divine propositions and the continuum from secular to
religious life:

A major twist in the way how the Aalal flower is referenced in medieval religious poems
can be observed in several bhakti poems, but with the elements of devotion, devotee and god
instead of love and love sickness. While the secular poems exploited the charm of this flower
symbolizing the love life among lovers, the religious poems, on the other hand, make use of the
same charm in the context of obtaining the grace of the gods. The aesthetic quality of the Aalal
flowers and the popularity that it instituted among the readers through Sangam poems is now

reverted to the divinity of gods, an object of utmost importance in medieval poems.

@HTLOGD HLOLY STLAUYGIT @hTTFLO LIS GOT
GoupLdQlimm Cgessrents <y Fens af gL’ L 1esgs)
@PLD HLPGTen 68T CFT6HTas & LA LH LD Tem 6V

QUTUPLD FIeW RTINS BlewaTauTiaienat @e Gy

falal kamal kaliyul fianacampantan
vélam poru tennir _atikai virattanattuc
culum kalalanaic conna tamilmalai,

valum tunai_aka ninaivar vinai _ilaré. (Tevaram 1.46.11)

‘In the grove of nalal flowers filled-in fragrance
the poet Sampantan adored the anklet Lord Siva
in the shores of Virattanam with his beautiful Tamil verses,

adoring these poems of Siva, one attains no evils’

Bees consuming honey from fAalal flowers signifies the heroes enjoying the presence of their
heroines, and in the same fervor, the poet Sampantam rejoicing the Aalal grove was able to adore
the Lord with his delightful verses in Tamil. Thus, the circumstances of the imagery and the

objects of comparison are quite unchanged in these two genres, but the objects referred to are
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vastly different from one another. In other words, the metaphors are the same but the

metaphorized objects are different with a parallel between human versus divine.

Similarly, a verse from Periyapuranam attempts further toillustrate that when the devoted
devotees worship the Lord Siva from a grove of #Aalal flowers, their minds would be fully

preoccupied as a sacred temple, where the god himself would be dwelling in.

eoesTL LIL L1196 &L_60

Osrppbsl auewar ClFTRujd AL LiTenev LD(LPEIE BEIS)
B eTEF 6wt O)Lo6wT (&6 @hTLpED

Qumfled 2a1() auLf) GlsressT(h) BesramiLd GLiTGed
BlevetLitiauy sib oerrd G mufled

Q& TasT(B) 9 (B @BLD YLOLIVSS] B(BSSTTEn IS
BewarssenesniTid O\LIT(LpSl LOD bS]

2 11GeuGerrr 6TewLl LITLY FVEO6V FTFBSTT
manaip patappil katal

koluntu valai coriyum kalip palai malunku niki
nanaiccinai men kulinalal

polil Gtu vali kontu nannum potil

ninaippavar tam manam koyil

kontu arulum ampalattu niruttanarait

tinaittanaiyam polutu marantu

uyveno enap pati tillai carntar (Periyapuranam 5.1.174)

‘In contrast to the bushes of the ocean,

from the grove of the cool and radiant fialal flowers
surrendering the Lord,

heart transforms to a temple with God in it,

the poet reached the Lord’s place Thillai’

Identical references of fAialal flowers and their unique potentials of obtaining god’s grace can be

understood from a number of other medieval poems as well (Cf. Tevaram 7.71.2, 6.71.5 etc.).
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Even though the similarities here are striking as to how both genres employ the same
simile in their poems, what is of more relevance here is that the purpose of these imageries are
quite different in the sense that in the former love between hero and heroine is the point of
object, whereas in the latter the devotion between God and devotee becomes the point of focus.
However, the religious connotation seems, in many respects, to be an adaptation of what was
very common and popular among the poets of Sangam literature. The symbolism as one can
observe between the bees swarming the fialal flowers and the heroes rejoicing the company of
the heroines seems quite natural and spontaneous, whereas the latter analogy between the
comfort of the Aalal flowers and obtaining the divine grace of gods seems very unnatural and
purposeful without any spontaneity of expression of one’s feelings. Especially, the implicit
comparison of Adlal flowers as surrounded by bees to heroes rejoicing the comfort of the
heroines is found to be making an authentic poetic imagery of pollination and sexual union,
whereas enjoying the divine grace amidst the fragrant and beautiful Adlal grove seems to be an
idea that may be farfetched while there is not any fundamental relevance between the two. In
the former, the youth and the beauty of the heroines are very much appealed to the heroes, as
much as how the bees are appealed to the sweet honey and fragrant pollen emitted from the
flowers. In this respect, the reason why the medieval poems employ the identical similes as
originally prevalent in Sangam poems but in a relatively unrelated tone of expression deserves
further explanation. What is pertinent to mention in this context though is that there had been
a continuity from Sangam toward medieval in terms of how the poets of medieval period were
fully conformed to the intriguing similes and metaphors as used in Sangam poems, and hence
might have fallen trapped by their fame to the extent of employing them in their works to suit to

their own context.

1.4. The Imagery of Ali and its relevance to the two genres of Tamil literature:

In a similar note, what we present here is yet another explicit comparison of simile both

in Sangam and in medieval poems with the same inquiry as to how they are found to be very

10
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relevant in one context but not so quite appealing in the other. A close examination of the uses
of the term A/i in many Sangam pomes indicates that it is represented as a symbol of braveness
and strength to anything with supreme power with a sense of aggravation and restlessness in the
state of mind. Ali is considered, imaginatively, to be a very powerful animal, more powerful than
any other animal of the ancient period such as lion, elephant, and tigers. It’s originally an
amalgamation of both lion, tiger and elephant with trunk, short legs, and fierce eyes. Hence, it is
believed to have possessed a hybrid form of these animals, such as with the faces of lion, elephant
and tigers with harsh teeth and horn. Even though the history of this image is yet obscure, the

artifact images of it are prevalent in the South Indian temples on the niches.

References to Ali can be found invariably both in Aham as well as in Puram poems despite its
unique understanding as an object of braveness and valor. In the context of Aham poems, as in
the following example, the heroine compares Ali to her hero, who possesses an extraordinary

strength and power.

@b L@ yplwr euerd L@ Caul’L g5
U TaT Ul BHBISL LSO BS, 6

2 W BIF WIHGTL] ST (LLEHSSH DD,
Qeuasst Cam(® Luis@Ld sewt sLop CFrenevL
Qs uew T 3 BHS533 RH Coued a1 F)
STNIGT 6U(HF 6D eUGHILD 9 @HFTGET

itam patupu ariya valampatu véttattu
valvari natunkap pukalvantu ali
uyarnutal yanaip pukarmukattu orri
venkotu puykkum tankamal colaip
peruvarai atukkattu oruvel entit

taniyan varutal avanum afican (Akam. 252:1-5)

‘In the battle field of the scary land

emanating a sense of fear among all of the animals,

11
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Ali enters and attacks on the face of the long tusked elephant.
In such a dreadful field abundant with fragrant neem flowers,

my hero will never fear to enter alone with just one sword.

In this, rather an exaggerated note, what seems to be implied is that the animal Ali is although
portrayed as the powerful and fierce animal, it can possess the skill even to attack on the face of
the supposedly very powerful male elephant that has a long and sharp white tusk. Likewise, the
hero can be possessed with an exceptional strength of even with more strength than this animal
Ali. Besides portraying Ali for its extraordinary power and strength, it is also understood as an
aggravated, restless, and disturbed animal, always attempting to appease its desire by destroying
everything that it encounters. This is obvious from the following Puram poem, which implies the

behavior of those who always tend to align themselves with unscrupulous people.

Baofl (pesrLier gy af GLimev,
2 QTeTLD 2 619N bGI L_mIHTEH OleuaTOerest
Grmeur Gz mesreuullesr S ymi &%)

UmT UesTFHesH 5@ 2 i@k CeurGo.

mili munpin ali pola
ullam ulavintu atankatu vellena
nova tonvayin tiranki

vaya vankanikku ulamaru vore. (Puram. 207)

Just as the Ali moves back and forth restlessly,

never satisfied, so too is the person.

who associates with those without virtue.

They are like someone who loves to eat unripe, tasteless fruit.
Those with unsatisfied and uncontained intent (ul/lam ul avintu atankatu) attempting to align
themselves with the unscrupulous (novaton vayin tiranki) is nothing other than someone being

very fond of unripe sour fruits (vaya vankanikku), instead of the readily available sweet ones

12
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(ulamaruvoré), like the restless Ali (mili munpin ali pola). Sangam poems of both Akam and
Puram are known for their imageries depicting the contemporaneous society of this kind,
especially for bringing the life of the past to the reader. Either in the case of developing a sense
of fear, love, desperation, or expressing the hatred of the heroines abandoned by heroes, the

ancient poets always had a clear strategy to adopt to an appropriate simile from the nature.

These two poems, as well as several other poems (see Akam. 252, 381 and Narrinai 207) that use
the simile of A/i, suggest that there was a widely known mythical figure who was ferocious in
nature and assumed to be more powerful than any other animal of the time, including lions,

elephants, and tigers.

The fact that these poems all use the same simile suggests that this mythical figure was a common
archetype in Tamil culture. It is possible that this figure was based on a real animal, but it is also
possible that it was a purely mythical creature. Whatever its origins, the mythical figure of Ali
seems to have been associated with strength, power, and ferocity. This is evident in the way that it

is used in the poems to describe the beauty and power of the beloved.

The fact that this figure is still mentioned in poems from the medieval period suggests that it
continued to be a popular archetype in Tamil culture. It is possible that this figure came to be
associated with God himself, but it is also possible that it simply remained a popular symbol of

strength and power.

As conceptualized by the Sangam poets, this figure is often used in the context of developing a
sense of fear and ferocity, and it is portrayed in the later bhakti tradition with a face constituting

both an elephant and a lion.

1.5. References of Ali in medieval Tamil poems and its purpose:

While Sangam poems describe this hybrid mythical animal as having extraordinary power,
medieval poems attribute this animal to God Siva, who is said to have excessive strength and
power like Afi. This is evident in the Tirumantiram poem, where Tirumilar compares Lord Siva to

Ali, a magnificent army that enters our hearts.

13
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2 Hafled) oeresf)el) sarastLb aiTm) ()66
DBaied 5 e CHeuis@HLd G et
Qurpaied) LsLi LieL_ujenL_ wiraf
LD (5 @16S) 6U BGI6TGHT LOGTLOL|(& B HTGEHT.

uruvili Gnili Gnamonru ili
tiruvili titili tévarkkum tévan
poruvili patap pataiyutai yali

maruvili vantuen manampukun tané. (Tirumantiram. 2941).

‘Formless, without a human body, and not handicapped either.
No sacrality nor with any negativity, being the Lord of the Lords.
without any enmity, Yali with magnificent army.

the faultless came and entered into my heart.

One also finds a similar analogy of attributing Siva to Ali in Periyapuranam (cf. 229, 717 and

952), as a simile to the Lord (ali éru pola ékum annalar), instead of a metaphor, in its depiction.

<afl ern) GLITeV eI@LD I GHTERTGV T (LpGST 6TEsT 6w |GV
Bafl GourL_g B® o’ L_1b 105@ Goed e1(pp5Cs
ali éru pola ékum annalar mun ennilar

mili vétar nitu kGttam mikku mél eluntaté 3.3.68 (Peri. 717).

‘In front of Lord Siva (annaldr), who is appalling, like ali,

gathered uncountable number of hunters in a long row.

Manikkavasakar’s Tevaram also illustrates a similar simile as A/i attacking an elephant as kulikaz
kaliru veriiari yali “Ali quenched its anger by attacking an elephant that has a hollow eye’. The
Sangam poems attribute the notion of being "unconquerable with overwhelming strength and
power" to a mythical animal. However, medieval poems use this same notion to refer to the
supreme and primordial Lord. This can be seen as a change of transition from a secular to a

religious mode of perception, in which only God is seen as having such power and might.
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Therefore, Ali, who was originally understood as a fierce and deadly killer animal within the
context of Tamils’ ancient past, came to be seen as a symbol of God himself in the medieval
period. This is because God was seen as the ultimate source of power and strength, and A/i was
seen as a manifestation of that power.

2. Rituals of the ancient past as evidence to Tamils’ antiquity in the context of its

transitioning to medieval rituals:

In this section, we discuss how ancient Tamil rituals transitioned to a new, non-Tamil
method. We argue that this transition should be a focus of studies on Tamil antiquity, as it is more
important to understand the indigenous method of ritual, now known as Tamil Arccanai, than the
transitioned method. We show evidence from medieval inscriptions that the Pallavas and Cholas
patronize both the Tamil method of rituals and the Sanskrit method concurrently during the
medieval period, but at the later period the later became dominant and the former became less
significant. Hence, a revival of worship method was proposed mainly to retain the antiquity of the
Tamils prevalent from the past. Particularly, we emphasize that the transition from the clan
worship variously termed as ‘vélan veriyattam’, ‘camiyati’ of the indigenous Tamils’ way of
worship transitioned to medieval worship method, variously termed as tiruppatiyam
vinnappariceytal (cf. SII2 No. 65), tiruppatiyam patutal and so on. Further, the two terms Aryam
patuvar and Tamil patuvar are recorded in inscriptions referring to those who recite poems from
Sanskrit and Tamil respectively in temples (cf. SII Vol.2, No. 66-11). However, in the modern
period, the medieval worship method which was instituted in contest with its Sanskrit counterpart
is now revived as Tamil Arccanai, without any endorsement to the much earlier method of worship
based on either ‘velan veriyattam’ or ‘vélan veriyayar kalam’, even though such custom is still
prevalent in the villages of Tamil Nadu.*

Despite the domination and recognition of a single elite group, the Tamil society had
always been pluralistic in practicing religion and culture. Stein, for instance, notes three levels of
ritual affiliations that existed in Tamil Nadu from the past.? The first level of religious activity
includes domestic rituals pertaining to clan and place tutelaries, usually led by the non-brahman

Pujaris also called Pandarams; the second level involves pilgrims worshipping Siva or Visnu led

L An earlier version of this section is published in Renganathan(2021) and this is reproduced here with suitable
modifications to suit to the present discussion on “changes in perceptions from the Tamils’ antiquity”.
2 Stein (1978, p.28) bases his descriptions based on Buchanan’s report of 1800.
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by Brahman priests, following strictly the Agamic practices; and the third level is dominated by
guru networks culminating in any of the premier temple centers in South India. It may be stated
that the domestic rituals can be distinguished between two distinct textual patterns namely the one
performed by Pujaris, who chant folk versions of Tamil poems ascribed to the clan gods Vélan,
Aiyanar, Mariyamman and Maturai Viran; and the other performed by Pandarams and Otuvars,
mostly chanting Tamil religious poems chosen from one of the works of the sixty-three
Nayanmars. The former is predominantly attributed to bodily performances, like frenzied dance,
fire walking, tongue piercing and others, which are generally performed when the devotee is in the
state of trance with the accompanying folk songs and playing drums passionately. The latter type
of worship, however, may be understood within a very formal circumstance when the Tamil literary
poems are sung with melodious and coordinated music, yet appealing fervently to the religious

mood of the Tamils.

The liturgical texts as employed for worship by Pandarams are commonly chosen from the
scriptures of medieval Saiva saints.>  The sixty three Saiva Nayanmars, who lived during the
medieval period between 5™ and 10" century A.D., were in most part responsible for formulating
a new mono-theistic ritual basis for Tamil religious nationalism.* Similar to what Stein observed,
a distinction between the Brahmanic and the domestic ritual patterns is accounted for in
Mandulbaum (1966: p.1174) as “transcendental” and “pragmatic” functions. Pragmatic functions
are like what Stein categorizes as ‘domestic rituals’. One of the crucial characteristics of the
‘pragmatic function’ is noted by Mandulbaum as ‘being possessed’ and ‘speaking through the
deity’. This unique behavior of ‘possession by god’ in Tamil religious tradition can be traced back
to Sangam period, especially by the unique Tamil expression called cami ati ‘god dancer’. In
parallel, the poet saints of the medieval period expressed a relatively similar spiritual experience
in par with their obsessive engagement with God through their textual encounters, and it is termed

in Tamil poems as “Atkondar” (one who took over the body). One of the twelve Vaisnava saints

3 Thurston (pp.45-46) — cited from Stein, Burton, South Indian Temples: An Analytical Reconsideration. Vikas
Publishing House PVT LTD., 1978, p. 32.

4 Periyapuranam composed by Sekkilar in 1100 A.D. provides the biographical sketches of all the sixty four Tamil
Saiva saints. The notable among them are Tirumiilar, Manikkavasakar, Appar, Cuntarar and Campantar. The three
Saiva canons namely Tirumantiram by Tirumilar, Tiruvasakam by Manikkavasakar, and Tévaram by Appar,
Cuntarar and Campatar along with the most recent 13" centry work of Meykkandar constitute, in general, the basis
of the Tamil Saiva Siddanda tradition as developed during the Medieval period.
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called Nammalvar who primarily composed his verses fervently expressing his love of God Visnu
in the deepest manner possible. It was he who first expresses his desires upon the Lord employing
the Tamil term Atkondar, a state of mind constituted with a total control by the Lord. The 1,102
verses (called Tiruvaymoli® — meaning ‘utterance of the holy/sacred”) composed by Nammalvar
somewhere during 880 to 930 A.D. (Ramanujan 1981: p. xi) are, like the other saints’ works,
believed to have been uttered by the Lord through Nammalvar. “Anyone who engulfs in his poems
can immediately realize why the poems are at once philosophic and poetic, direct in feeling yet

”6  The name Alvar (lit. immersed ones)

intricate in design, single-minded yet various in mood.
interacts with the Lord’s joyful mood of sleeping in the ocean of milk with that of the saints’
excessive enjoyment of the Lord’s love; so does the term bhakti, a blissful state of the saints whose
mind is totally filled with the love of the Lord. A. K. Ramanujan interprets this state of mind as

the saints who are “taken over” by the love of God.’

Notably, the “indigenous” attributes of “possession by god” or “Atkondar”’, which does
not form part of the characteristics of the Sanskrit mode of ritual system, but unique only to Tamil,
legitimizes the argument for a separate worship method to be carried out in the Tamil language
employing particularly the Tamil religious texts and folk songs - a different mode of approaching
god through the Tamil textual traditions of bhakti and music, rather than the Sanskrit mode of ritual
practice employing the Agamic texts integrated with the varna form of worship.  Strikingly,
Mandalbaum who notes the practice of ‘possession’ as shaman’s calling, observes that “being
possessed” is not something with any hereditary feature.® Nor is this practice attributed to any
specific caste group, instead to be attributed to a feature that is analogous to Dravidians, their clans
and subsequently the folk beliefs surrounding them. In this sense, assuming the varna system, as
Dumont notes, to be providing a universal model for worship throughout India® is questionable;

especially if the ‘model’ has any implication over Hinduism in a religious sense. Furthermore, on

5 The term tiru means ‘sacred’ or ‘divine’. It is common in Tamil that the names of places that have any historic
relevance due to either by the visit of renowned saints or by their special mention in religious literatures; names of
popular religious works; names of people with divine qualities etc., take this prefix to denote their sacred nature.
The Saiva saints celebrate 274 holy places and the Vaisnavas celebrate a total of 108 places including Vaikundam
‘the Heaven’. All the terrestrial places are usually called paral perra patikankal or paral perra stalangal ‘places that
received a mention in poems’.

& Ramanujan (1981, p. xi.)

" 1bid. (p. 83)

8 Mandalbaum (1970, p. 412).

° Dumont (1980, p. 73).
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the grounds that “communion with god” has no bearing for castes, it is reasonable to think that the
division of caste system needs no association to religion, but only to profession, a concept that one
can draw largely from Sangam texts which categorize the divisions of people by the exclusive term

of kuti.

tutiyan panan paraiyan katampan enru

innan kallatu kutiyum illai

..... (puram. 335).

‘Warrior, singer, drummer and carpenter

are the best among all the divisions of people (kuti).

The behavior of “communion” with god, as Mauss notes in his work on ‘body techniques’,
represents the divine potential of human body.!® The human body, according to Mauss, is not to
be viewed simply as the passive recipient of “cultural imprints”, but to be viewed as the
developable means for achieving a range of human objectives, from styles of physical movement,
through modes of emotional being, to kinds of spiritual experience (e.g., mystical states, as in the
case of ‘possession’ and ‘take over’). The inability to enter into communion with god becomes a
function of untaught bodies, according to Mauss.!! The concept of possession, a fundamental
notion of Tamil bhakti and its folk tradition is comparable to the idea of ‘communion with god’, a
divine potential of human body. The idea of ‘god’ in the context of ‘possession’ may also be
attributed to the world of ‘spirits’, normally termed in Tamil as ‘@vi’. Tamils also tend to
comprehend the act of possession to the capture of human body by spirits with the unique
expressions of ‘avi pidiccirukku’ and ‘cami pidiccirukku’ meaning ‘the spirit/deity detained (the
body)’, a phenomenon to be dealt within the perspective of Tamils’ indigenous ritual practice from

the ancient time until the present.

2.1. Music, the tradition of Ofuvars and the prying for an indigenous worship method:

Alvars® texts are being passed on from generation to generation with much emphasis on
music (icai) and mime (avinayam), and with less emphasis on poetry.'? Both Tiruvaymoli and

other similar Tamil religious texts are constantly sung in temples by the Omvars. It is often

10 Mauss (1979).
1 Quoted from Asad (1993, p. 76).
2 Ramanujan. (1981, p. 135)
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believed that their performance of singing with rhythm and melody is more appealing and carrying
the spirit than the meaning. Further, the idea of antati*® ‘a Sanskrit term referring to end and

beginning’ that one can experience in Alvars’ poems facilitate recitation with an aesthetic appeal.

Another relevant point to be made in the context of A.K. Ramanujan’s work on Tamil
hymns is that his reference to “shifts” that took place during the bhakti period. According to him,
both the Vaisnava (of Alvars) and Saiva (of Nayanmars) compositions during the bhakti period

3

caused many shifts. “...from hearing to speaking; watching to dancing; a passive to an active

mode; a religion and a poetry of the esoteric few to a religion and a poetry of anyone who can

=19

speak.... From the sacrificial-fire rituals (yajiia or homa) to worship - pizja'”. Not to mention the
fact that the ritual method of ‘singing of the lord’, ‘dancing’ and piija' are continued even until the
present time in temples and other sacred places of Tamil Nadu keeping the shift alive for ever;
same as Antal Tiruppavai rituals being performed with abundance of mysticism and devotional

commitment.*

Whereas the Agamic manuals became the basis for all the rituals conducted by the Brahman
priests, the Saiva textual canon called Tévaram and the Vaisnava textual scripture called
Prabhandams, no doubt, became the basis for the traditions of Pantaram and Otuvar. According
to Davis (1991), the Brahmin priests who perform the rituals claim that they have understood the
Sanskrit Agamas either directly from the Agamic texts - composed either in Sanskrit or in Tamil
Grantha - or from a long tradition of Gurus.?® The same is true with the co-existing Tamil tradition
where the saints’ devotional experience was originally composed in the form of bhakti poems, and

later transmitted orally through generations by Pantaram and Otuvars.

Thus, the authorship of the medieval saint poets is delivered by Pandarams with a shift
from ‘composition’ to ‘recitation’, without affecting the spirit that the texts transcended originally.

This transformation became the foundation for the development of a new method of worship called

13 All of the Tiruvaymoli poems are sung in such a way that the last word of the poems become the first word in the
subsequent poem — resulting a string of garland to offer to the Lord.

14 See Renganathan (2014) for a detailed account of the Tamils’ rituals performed exclusively based on the Vaisnava
text of Aptal’s Tiruppavai.

15 Davis (1991); Ishimatsu, op., cit.
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‘Tamil arccanai’ as noted elsewhere. In fact, Ramaswamy states that this revivalism had its origin
in 1920 A.D., from the then Tamil revivalist movement called neo-Saivites,'® who in turn believe
that this practice of using Tamil for divine worship, instead of Sanskrit, started during the times of

Pallavas (ca. 6™ to 9™ century A.D.) and Cholas (ca. 9" to 11" century A.D.).

Therefore, the ritual practice of ‘Tamil arccanai’ as performed by Pandarams and others
by chanting the songs from the Tamil bhakti texts of Tevaram, Tiruvacakam and Tirumantiram, on
the one hand, and the Sanskrit rituals as performed by the Brahmin priests, or otherwise called
“Aryap pattarkal” following strictly the rules of the Agama scriptures, on the other hand, form the
two legitimate groups contending each other over religious hegemony, domination, and power.
However, it is evident from Fuller’s account of these two competing traditions in Tamil Nadu that
the practice of Tamil Arccanai had never been successfully implemented in any of the temples in
Tamil Nadu, and that the Brahman priests who continued to conduct their worship in Sanskrit,
disregarding the efforts of the government led by the Dravidian political party. (Fuller 2003, p.
116). In the trajectory from ancient folk traditions of rituals to the corresponding medieval
practices one can also find relevance to the development of courtesan customs engaging in the
characters such as taliccérip pentir, velattup pentir, tévar atiyarkal and others during the process

of rituals.t’

2.2. The tradition of chanting Saiva hymns in Siva temples of South India and evidence from
stone inscriptions:

Chanting of the Saiva Tirumurai hymns in temples as part of the rituals, is attested in many
inscriptions from the Pallava period onwards and it substantiates the fact that the dialogue between
the two contesting methods of religious exercises had been in vogue historically from the past.!®
Even though this tradition continued to exist from the period of composition of the Saiva hymns
by the sixty three Nayanmars and until the recent times, references to establishment of permanent

grants by both the Pallava and Chola kings in inscriptions asserts the point that the Tamils’ method

16 Ramaswamy, Sumathi (1992).

17 See Ali 2007 and Orr 2000 for a detailed account of courtesan culture and the significance of these terms in medieval
Tamilnadu.

- “Tirumurai otutarkuriya koyil mantapattukku vittanivantam..”

‘Offerings made to temples to chant Tirumurai hymns...” (SII. Vol. XII:231).
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of ritualization with a community of hymnists took place merely by employing Tamil texts as well
as the poet saints’ expression of incessant affinity toward god. One of the inscriptions of Raja
Rajendra Chola, for instance, records an order of the king to assign daily allowances of paddy to
each of the forty-eight persons (pitararkal), who engage in reciting the Tiruppadiyam ‘Saiva
hymns of the sixty three Nayanmars’ and to the two persons who had to accompany others on
drums in the Siva temple of Thanjavur.

“...rajaraja tévarkku yantu irupattonpatavatu varai utaiyar rajarajisvarasri utaiyarkkut

tiruppatiyam vinpnappaiiceyya utaiyar rardajatévar kututta pitararkal narpattenmarum

ivarkalile nilaiyay utukkai vacippan oruvanum ivarkalilé kottimattalam vacippan oruvanum
aka aimpatinmarukkuppéral nicatam nellu mukkuruni... (S.L1. II No. 65).

‘The twenty ninth regnal year king Rajaraja Devar’s order is hereby given to

perform Tiruppatiyam to Rajarajiisvarasri Udaiyar. All the forty-eight

men (pitararkal) who engage in Tiruppatiyam performance as well as the one who plays hand drum and
the one who plays the stick drum in total of fifty people need to be offered with the three fourth of the
measurement of paddy.’

The subsequent line in this inscription designates the command of the donor that this
custom should continue to exist without halt in all of the generations to come and this donation
should be issued to those who engage in this process; in case of lack of hymnists, according to the
inscription, the heir of this tradition should be forced (alittut tiruppativam vinnapparceyvittu) to
continue. On the account of any discontinuation of this lineage at any point, it is the utmost
responsibility of those who manages (niydyattare) this ritual process to find an appropriate hymnist

(yogyarayiruppar) to pursue the tradition and dispense the donation accordingly.

“...ivarkalil cettarkkum anatécam ponarkkuntalaimaru avvavarkku atutta murai
katavar annellupperrut tiruppatiyam vinnapparnceyyavum avvavarkku atutta
murai katavar tantam yogyari allatu vitil yogyarayirupparai alittut tiruppatiyam
vinnappariceyvittu annellupperavum avvavarkku atutta murai katavarinriyoliyil
anta niyayattare yogyarayirupparaittiruppativam vinnappanceyya ittu ifta
avane avvavar perumpati nellup peravum aka ippati utaiyar srirajarajatévar
tiruvaymolintarulinapati kallil vettiyatu.” (ibid.).

‘Among these, aside from those who are dead and those who left the town, the
subsequent generation of the people who engage in chanting of Tamil Saiva

hymns should be offered with the aforementioned amount of paddy. In case of
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lack of subsequent generation who can engage themselves in this process, the
people who are in-charge should attempt to appoint those who are capable of
chanting hymns and offer them with this amount of paddy. This is the writing

made on the stone by the order of Udaiyar Sri Raja Raja Tevar.’

Thus, the determined efforts of the kings of the medieval period, mostly to promote the use
of Tamil religious texts, can be taken as evidence for the fact that the Tamil religious poems were
authenticated to be legitimate for the Tamils’ religious life. However, the kings patronized both the
traditions consistently — Sanskrit and Tamil - and hence became responsible for the continued
coexistence of the two competing ritual practices in parallel to each other from the medieval period
onwards. This can be substantiated further with a reference from the inscription of the same king
Rajarajatevar on the north wall of the Tiruppundurutti temple, Tanjore Taluk. This inscription
which becomes part of a very long Meykkirtti “praise of the god’ includes in it a mention for the
prosperity of the two religious groups namely Tamil and Sanskrit along with those from other
diverse regions, including kuccarar, ariyar, kocalar, konkanar, vaccirar, kaciyar, conakar and

vantiyar.

“...nal vetat tarumaraiyo raivvelvi yarankamutan cirappa varuntamilu mariyamu
maru camaiyat tara neriyun tiruntu mapuneriyun tirampatu talaittonkak
kuccararumariyarum  kocalarun = konkaparum  vaccirarun  kaciyaru
mattararu....rumanaruil conaka vantiyaru mutalaya virunila mamuti vénta

riraifici ninru tiraikattavum...” (S.L.I. V. No. 459:4).

‘Let the four Védas prosper with all five types of fire rituals (V&lvi) in order;
The precious Tamil along with Aryam and other religious doctrines as well as
Manu’s doctrine prosper without fail. Besides, the kings of kuccarars, ariyars,
kocalars, konkanars, vaccirars, kaciyars, conakars and vantiyars who belong to

two different regions should prosper as well with all richness.’

What one can postulate from this inscription, in particular, is that the religious rituals of diverse

doctrines were treated equal during the medieval period without any contest over domination or
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power. Thus, the challenges facing among the diverse belief systems must have occurred at a

relatively later period, especially during the post-medieval and colonial period.

3. Concluding remarks

This paper discusses two examples of how the Tamils adapted their indigenous past to the
borrowed tradition of Sanskrit. In the case of their literary sources, the Tamils adapted and gave
new religious meaning to imageries from the Sangam era, which was originally created in a
secular context. In ancient Tamil literature, the mythical animal AJi was seen as a ferocious and
unconguerable symbol of a king's power over his enemies. However, in the medieval period, this
perception changed, and the Ali came to be associated with God, who is more powerful than any
human. Similarly, the Aidglar pa was originally associated with the beauty and charm of heroes and
heroines in Aham poetry. But in the medieval period, it came to be associated with God's abode,
a completely new meaning that is different from its original significance in Tamil culture. Literary
sources show that the Tamils changed their perception of their past when they adapted their
literature to a religious context. A similar trend is shown in the religious rituals performed by the
Tamils using Tamil literary works in a religious context. Medieval inscriptions show that kings
patronized both Sanskrit and Tamil traditions equally. However, the Tamils' religious practices
changed dramatically from clan-based samiyati and vélan veriyattam rituals to tiruppatiyam
patutal and, in the modern period, to Tamil Arccanai. Thus, the antiquity of the past undergoes
modifications throughout the history particularly because of the foreign interventions. To either
resurrect the past or fully understand it, one must closely observe the constantly changing
perceptions. Transformation of perceptions from the past attributing to the antiquity of the
Tamils occurred or continued to occur, but as Karashima (2001) presumes that such

transformation of perceptions is constantly whispering in the Tamil literature and inscriptions.

23



In the proceedings of the International Seminar on Ancient Tamil Nadu, Chennai, December 15-
16th, 2023. Department of Archeology, Government of Tamilnadu

4, References:

Ali, Daud. (2007). “The service retinues of the Chola court: a study of the term velam in Tamil
inscriptions”. Bulletin of SOAS. 70. 3(2007), 487-509. School of Oriental and African Studies,
London, United Kingdom.

Davis, H. Richard. (1991). Ritual in an Oscillating Universe: Worshipping Siva in Medieval
India. Princeton, NJ: Princeton University.

Dumont, Louis. (1980). Homo Hierarchicus. Chicago: Chicago University Press.

Fuller, C. J. (2003). The Renewal of the Priesthood: Modernity and Traditionalism in A South
Indian Temple. Princeton: Princeton University Press

Hart, George (1979). Poets of the Tamil Anthologies. Princeton: Princeton University Press.

(1979). "The Nature of Tamil Devotion." In Aryan and Non-Aryan in India. Edited
by Madhav N. Deshpande and Peter Hook. Ann Arbor: Michigan Papers on South and Southeast
Asia, no. 14, 1979, pp. 11-33.

(1975). The Poems of Ancient Tamil: Their Milieu and their Sanskrit Counterparts.
Berkeley: University of California Press.

Ishimatsu, Ginnette. (1994). Ritual Texts, Authority, and Practice in Contemporary Siva Temples
in Tamil Nadu. Ph.D. dissertation. Berekely: University of California.

Karashima, N. (2001). “Whispering of Inscriptions.” In Kenneth R. Hall (Ed.) Structure and
Society in Early South India: Essays in Honor of Noboru Karashima. (pp. 44-58). New Delhi:
Oxford University Press.

Mandelbaum, David. G. (1966). “Transcendental and pragmatic aspects of religion”. American
Anthropologist 68:1174-1191.

Mauss, M. (1979). “Body Techniques.” In M. Mauss, Sociology and Psychology: Essays, edited
and translated by B. Brewster. London: Routledge and Kegan Paul.

Murugaiyan, Appasamy. 2012. New Dimensions in Tamil Epigraphy. Crea-A, Chennai, Tamil
Nadu.

Murugaiyan, Appasamy and Edith Parlier-Renault (Eds.). 2021. Whispering of Inscriptions. South
Indian Epigraphy and Art History: Papers from an International Symposium in memory of
Professor Noboru Karashima (Paris, 12—13 October 2017) (2 vols.) Oxford: Indica et Buddhica
Publishers.

Orr, Leslie. (2000). Donors, Devotees, and Daughters of God: Temple Women in Medieval
Tamilnadu. Oxford, Oxford University Press, 2000; 305pp.

Rajan, K. and Yatheeskumar, V. P. 2012. “Cultural Transformation from Iron Age to Early Historic
Times: A Case Study of the Vaigai River Valley, Tamil Nadu”. In Appasamy Murugain (ed.), 2012.
Ramanujan, A. K. (1981). Hymns for the Drowning: Poems for Visnu by Nammalvar. Princeton:
Princeton University Press.

Ramaswamy, Sumathi. 1992. Passions of the tongue: language devotion in Tamil India, 1891-
1970. Berkeley: University of California Press.

Renganathan, Vasu. 2021. "Hegemony of Religious Texts and Development of Tamil Ritual
System called Thamil Arccanai." In Tiravitap Polil: The Journal of Dravidian Studies, Vol. 1, Issue
2, April-June, 2021, Vallam, Thanjavur, India.

24



In the proceedings of the International Seminar on Ancient Tamil Nadu, Chennai, December 15-
16th, 2023. Department of Archeology, Government of Tamilnadu

. 2021a. “Exploring Inter-Textuality between Medieval Tamil Inscriptions and
Bhakti Literature”. In Murugaiyan, Appasamy and Parlier-Renault, Edith (Eds.). Pp. 29-50.

Stein, Burton, ed. (1978). South Indian Temples: An Analytical Reconsideration. New Delhi:
Vikas, 1978.

Thurston, Edgar. (1975). Castes and Tribes of Southern India. Vol. 1. 1909. Reprint. Delhi:
Cosmo

25



