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Making Order in the Vaults of Memory:

Tamil Satellite Stanzas on the Transmission of Texts

Eva Wilden

The Tamil intellectual universe, like so many others, underwent a profound
change in the course of the 19th century, the period when print, although not
unknown before, became available for the first time on a large scale, which al-
lowed the publication and dissemination of a variety of text corpora from the
Tamil poetic and religious traditions. This process has been described in recent
years, for its material and political impact, from a number of sides, be it manu-
script studies, print studies and literary or general social history. An understud-
ied aspect seems to be the sources of continuity in this transformation, and an
important part of these is a type of free-floating stanza, most often a four-liner
in the Venpa metre, transmitted in the paratextual margins of texts, orally
handed down from teacher to student and figuring large in prefaces and intro-
ductions to the early prints. It is these little verses of mostly indeterminable
date and origin which helped to shape the form today’s corpora and canonic
works are printed in. They have to be understood, on the one hand, as a way
precarious knowledge was preserved in periods of instability and perishable
media, and on the other hand as specimens of a literary genre by itself. Moreo-
ver, there are reasons to believe that they were deemed important enough to

supply them in cases where transmission failed.

1. The core of the classical corpus on the verge of the print era: Carkam and Kilkkanakku

Tamil, India’s second-oldest classical language after Sanskrit, looks back on a literary history of
roughly two thousand years. In this long and often politically unstable period its different branches -
religious and secular, learned and poetic - underwent varying fortunes. As elsewhere in India, the
processes of transmission were shaped by peculiar forms of interaction between oral tradition and
manuscript culture. It is only in the early 19" century, and largely by colonial impulse, that print
began to play a major role in the preservation and dissemination of texts, which resulted in changes
in the perception of texts and their interrelations (Blackburn 2003, Trautmann (ed.) 2009, Ebeling
2010, and Venkatachalapathy 2012).

The most prominent case in point is the so-called Carikam (“academy”) corpus, made up by two
hyper-anthologies of erotic and heroic poetry, named Ettuttokai (“the Eight Anthologies”) and

Pattuppattu (“the Ten Songs”), in their core probably going back to oral predecessors from about two-
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thousand years ago, collected and presumably written down for the first time around the 6" or early
7™ century, and since then transmitted on palm leaf.! Roughly around the same time, or slightly
earlier, other collections were initiated, in many ways following the conventions of the first, but
innovative with respect to metre and of predominantly moral-didactic content, although some also
continued the older heroic and erotic tradition. At some point these were put together into a corpus,
mirroring that of the Cartkam in number - that is, eighteen (eight anthologies plus ten songs) -, called
the Patinenkilkkanakku, the Eighteen Minor Classics.

The development of an exegetical apparatus and a commentarial tradition suggests that by the
turn of the first millennium those collections had become canonised and associated with the court of
the southernmost royal house situated in the city of Maturai, the Pantiyas. After a peak in classical
learning and commentary-writing around the 14™ or 15" century the texts themselves began slowly
to fade out of general consciousness, to be replaced, however, by widely told and prolific stories
about the lives and deeds of poets belonging to the “academy”. By the 19" century the whole Carikam
corpus and most of the Kilkkanakku had vanished completely from the canon of Tamil literature and
had to be rediscovered, a process that took the form of editing and bringing out in book form what
was soon perceived as the most precious Tamil literary heritage and strongly promoted by rising

Tamil nationalism.?

2. A glimpse into the vaults: Nampi’s Tiruvilaiyatarpuranam

For a period of about two thousand years of transmissional history we have direct sources in the form
of palm-leaf manuscripts dating back only some three hundred years, because in the South-Indian
climate manuscripts do not survive longer. Of course it is possible to follow the traces of our texts
through the network of quotations and references left in the exegetical and theoretical literature,
and also to some extent in the intertextual play and allusions of later literature still aware of those
classics. But this tells us little about the every-day task of preserving them, which meant, concretely:
keeping the manuscripts in a safe and (comparatively) dry place, oiling them regularly to keep the

insects out, renewing regularly the strings that bound them, and recopying every single text at least

' To be precise, this is just a hypothesis, since no palm-leaf from anywhere near that period survives. It seems justified,
however, given the fact that from early times onwards there are literary references to the use of palm-leaf in writing, follo-
wed up, for the first millennium, in Wilden (2014°).

* For a reconstruction of this long and varied transmissional history, see Wilden (2014b); for the development of Tamil na-

tionalism see Nampi Arooran (1980).
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once every hundred years, because within that span the first holes will appear and the first bits of
textual information stand in danger of getting lost.

In fact the anxiety of such a transmission process is well captured in a foundation legend
belonging to the somewhat later devotional tradition of the Saivas. Preserved in a hagiographic text
from perhaps the 15" century (the Tirumuraikantapuranam attributed to Umapati Civan)?, it tells the
story of the resurrection and subsequent preservation of the Tevaram, the most important portion of
the Saiva bhakti canon (7-9 c.). It is the king Apayakulacekaran who listens to a song in a temple,
presumably from oral tradition, and is so touched that he wants to have the whole corpus preserved.
But where to find it? He instigates Nampiyantarnampi, the compiler of the Tirumurai (the holy books
of the Saivas), who in a meditation on Ganes$a receives the answer: in Siva’s temple in Citamparam
there would be a locked chamber containing a heap of dilapidated, disordered and insect-eaten palm-
leaves. The salvage from this former abundance was meant to become what is today known as the
Tevaram.

A similar scene with respect to the classical corpus seems to have survived in the earliest
chronicle of Maturai, a narrative that entwines the so-called sixty-four “sports” (Tamil vilaiyatal, Skt.
lila) of Siva with a (legendary) account of the exploits of the Pantiya dynasty, for which today there
exist many versions in three languages, Tamil, Sanskrit and Telugu. Into this cycle belong five
episodes where Siva deals with the poets belonging to the academy (Carikam) in Maturai. The earliest
extensive version, Nampi’s Tiruvilaiyatarpuranam (14" c.?), still lacks narrative smoothing over and
preserves the cracks and redundancies that betray the integration of formerly independent elements.
The context is a poetic meeting in the said academy, with a lapse of time after Siva had granted the
famous bench of judgement (carnkap palakai), which allows only true poets to sit on it and thus put an
end to the everlasting quarrels in the academy hall set up by the Pantiya king in Maturai. For a long
time poets had been sitting on that bench, blissfully composing poetry, and putting down the palm-
leaves they had written on in the middle of the hall. That system had its drawbacks, as the following
stanzas reveal:

TVP(N) 15.6.

canravar terntu tammutai telival cayam urak kotta cen tamilai
tonriya cankam mantapattinkan corv’ ara vaittu vaitt’ eka
anrava ceyyul kalam nilattal alav’ ila-v-ay talaimayanki

van tota uyarnta ank’ avar tirantu vantanar marr’ oru kalam.

® For a recent translation and discussion of the legend, see Pechilis Prentiss (2003a; 2003b).
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As the worthy [scholar-poets] went on examining, ever putting diligently down in the
academy hall what appeared as refined Tamil, victoriously arranged by their clarity,

because of the length of time, [their] worthy verses, unnumbered, became confused,
[and] in that place where [the pile of palm-leaves] had become so high as to touch the
sky, at another time, they (the later-time scholars) came together in a meeting.

The words “palm-leaf” or “manuscript” are not explicitly employed here, but the context
unequivocally demands them. One cannot put down texts in the academy hall, but only the leaves
they are written on. These are piled high, even sky-high, with a familiar poetic hyperbole, and they
are in disorder, which either means they were not tied in bundles or that the strings, the weakest
point in the construct that is a manuscript, had been worn away by time. This is the situation that

scholars of another - later - time are faced with.

TVP(N) 15.7.

col arum collin takutiyal tammin totar vita valakkinul malaintu
vel arum tirattai kantu “nam tamilul vilakkam illatana vittu
nallana kolla katavam” enr’ iyaintu nayan-taru panuvalar ayvan

ollaiyil alakar cattkam mantapattul érindr ura tamai matittu.

After looking at those elements difficult to conquer since they were at variance with
[modern] custom, without, [however,] losing their coherence, because of the
appropriateness of words rarely spoken, those with pleasing compositions agreed: “we
will proceed by leaving off those that are not clear in our Tamil [and] then take those
that are good”, [and] mounted [the bench] in the academy hall beautiful in antiquity in
order to investigate [the verses], thinking themselves to have [found the solution].

Their natural first reaction is the wish to make order. The next obstacle that meets them is
language. Poetic conventions and vocabulary have undergone changes, and what they find is only
partly intelligible to them. They decide to discard the incomprehensible portions.

TVP(N) 15.8.

vantavar kulaintu munnamé kalaintu varai ara kitantavai etuttu,
muntavar ayum alav’ ila panuval murai talaimayankalal alintu,
“cintai akulattot’ en ceykém” ena tam celu mukam vatalum karunai

entai nayakanum vantanan talat’ in tamil pulavan dy iranki.

Those who had come were upset, and when they took up the [leaves] lying about
unrestrained, formerly untied [and] dispersed,
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they were desolate because the order of the countless compositions selected by the

former ones was completely confused,

[and] as their resplendent faces turned pale, saying “what shall we do with what is empty
to the mind?”,

my compassionate father, the lord felt pity [for them and] came as a scholar of non-

declining, pleasing Tamil.

But even that pragmatic compromise is not sufficient to solve their problem, because the leaves
are in disorder. It is at this point that divine intervention saves the situation and the classical Tamil
corpus. Siva in person descends as a poet and takes his place in the learned circle. He, of course, can
both find the leaves that belong together and understand obsolete words and phrases. To be sure, the
story cannot be taken at face value, even when one discounts the appearance of the god who with a
turn of his hand solves the problem. But many other elements of the situation have a ring of truth
about them. Once the oral tradition and line of transmission is disrupted, palm-leaves are a very
imperfect medium, because they are vulnerable to damage, fall into disorder very easily and, before
the era of commentaries at least, do not carry on the explanations of difficult words and phrases. Not
to mention the fact that the older Tamil script is not free from ambiguities and has to be
complemented by the mind of a reader who already knows the text. And, how, even if one
understands what is written, will one recognise a text, how will one know whether it is complete,
especially if it is a collection, and how can one know of an even greater structure such as a corpus or

several of them that may make up a literary canon?

3. Verses as corpus organisers

The starting point of the Tamil renaissance in the 19" century was not dissimilar to the one narrated
in the Tiruvilaiyatarpuranam. Editors were confronted with scattered and mutilated manuscripts with
contents they knew next to nothing about. How did they proceed in their reconstruction of the
classical corpus? One of the answers has been given incidentally, without eliciting much scholarly
attention, by the most famous among the early editors, the great U.V. Caminataiyar himself, in his
autobiography, entitled en carittiram (“My life”). He recalls his first encounter with the Cankam

manuscripts in the mutt library of Tiruvavatuturai, some of which survive to this day:

I began to search among the bundles of old palm leaf texts which were there. Some of the
palm leaves were very old; when one touched them, they felt sticky and fragile. On one
bundle was written ‘Ettut tokai’, and ‘seems to be Carnikam books’; it was Kumaracamit
Tampiran [one of the mutt’s scholars] who had tied up the bundle separately and
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inscribed it. When I took it and looked at it I found it to be Narrinai and other Carnkam
books - the plain texts. 1 had guessed that Ettuttokai (‘Eight Anthologies’) had become
Ettuttokai  (‘Collections of palm-leaves’). The eight texts of Narrinai, Kuruntokai,
Ainkuruntru, Patirruppattu, Paripatal, Kalittokai, Akananiru and Purananiru make up the
Ettuttokai Anthology. I knew the name of the anthology from an old verse. In
that bundle I found palm leaf manuscripts of the basic texts of all the collections.
Kalittokai and Paripatal were not in it.*

The important piece of information is printed here in bold letters. Caminataiyar had never read,
let alone learned any of the old texts, but he knew of their existence from an old anonymous stanza
he presumably learned from one of his teachers, be it in his youth at the village school or later from
the poet-scholar Minatcicuntaram Pillai. Of such verses there exist many in the Tamil tradition, most
of them in terse four-line Venpas, and they preserve essential information about the external and
internal order of literary works, their contents, their authors or their commentaries. They are easy
to recognise as a genre, following a simple scheme and easy to memorise, indeed if a designation
should be chosen on the basic of their function, it might be best to call them mnemonic stanzas. For
all the three of the early collections mentioned above such a stanza survives, rarely on manuscript -
perhaps these verses were rather a part of the oral transmission, as Caminataiyar’s remark suggests -
but in virtually any preface to an early edition of the respective texts. As one would expect with such
material, the wording is fluid in little details, abounding not in semantic variants concerning the
actual information imbedded in the verse, but formulaic, morphological and dialectal variation. For
the sake of readability that aspect has been excluded here and only one version per stanza will be
quoted.

Here is the one for the Ettuttokai, the Eight Anthologies, the venerable scholar refers to:’

narrinai nalla kuruntokai ainkurunar’

* Thus translated into English by Zvelebil (1994, vol. II: 385 f.); the Tamil original is to be found in chapter 92 of en carittiram,
veru palaiya tamil niilkal: nan ankirunta palafi cuvatik kattukkalaip purattik parkkalanén. étukalellam mikap palamaiyanavai; etuttal
kaiyil ottik kollak kitiyavai. oru kattil ‘ettut tokai’ enrum ‘cankanilpol torrukiratu’ enrum elutik kumdracamit tampiran katti vaitti-
runtdr. atai etuttup parkkaiyil narrinai mutaliya cankanilkalin milam enru terintatu. ettut tokaiyenpatu tan ettuttokai ayirrenru
unarnten. narrinai, kuruntokai, ainkuruniiru, patirruppattu, paripatal, kalittokai, akananiiru, purananiru enra ettu niilkalum ettut to-
kaiyakum. oru palaiya pattiliruntu anta ettin peyarkalum enakkut teriyavantana. ellavarrin malattaiyum certtelutiya éttuc cuvati onru
akkattil akappattatu. atil kalittokaiyum, paripatalum illai.

* It is found today in three palm-leaf manuscripts Kilkkanakku (UVSL 885, UVSL 603, UVSL 1078), in a paper manuscript of an
unpublished study of the Kalittokai, entitled Kaliyaraycci (GOML R-5780), in in Tamotaram Pillai’s and Anantaramaiyar’s edi-

tions of the Kalittokai, in Rakavaiyankar’s Akananiiru edition, as well as in Caminataiyar’s Kuruntokai edition.
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otta patirruppatt’ onku paripatal
karr’ arintar collum kaliyot” akam puram enr’

it tiratta ettuttokai.

“Narrinai, good Kuruntokai, Ainkuruniiru,
even Patirruppattu, high Paripatal,
along with Kali Akam [and] Puram praised by learned

knowledgeable people:® these parts [form] the Ettuttokai.”

So here we see a simple enumeration of the single anthologies that make up the hyper-
anthology of the Ettuttokai. It is metrical restraints that lead to the uneven treatment of the single
titles. In the first two lines, three of five titles receive an adjective. Line 4 names the remaining three
collections, and here abbreviation becomes necessary. The shorthand designations kali, akam and
puram have to be restored into Kalittokai, Akananiaru and Purandniru. This is done by Caminataiyar in
his list of works cited above, and this means he either retained the verse along with his teacher’s
explanations or he was helped by his familiarity with the grammatical tradition where both the short
and the long titles for the respective texts are mentioned.”

The same principle governs the following stanza, which enumerates the works collected in the
Pattuppattu:®

muruku porundru pan irantu mullai
peruku vala maturaikkarici - maruv’ iniya
kolam netunalvatai kol kurifici pattinap-

palai katattotum pattu.

Muruku, Porunaru, the two Pan, Mullai,
Maturaikafici of growing luxuriance, jointly pleasing
[and] beautiful Netunalvatai, exquisite Kurifici, Pattinap -

Palai along, finally, with Katam [constitute the] Pattu.

® Or those who have acquired knowledge by learning, that is, “educated people”.

7 For detailed documentation concerning the representation of the corpus in the grammatical tradition, see Wilden (2014b:
chapter I11.5).

® Preserved in the same manuscripts of the Kilkkanakku (UVSL 885, UVSL 603, UVSL 1078), in Tamdtaran Pillai’s Kali edition

and in Caminataiyar’s edition of the Pattuppattu.
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Here the distribution between ornamentation and abbreviation becomes slightly more
unbalanced, and the task is more difficult because ten titles have to be incorporated. In this case
neither the stanza alone nor the shorter titles known from the grammatical tradition would be
sufficient for the reconstruction. In the first four titles the genre designation arruppatai is missing,
but it is easy to recognise Tirumurukdrruppatai and Porunararruppatai. Only for someone familiar with
the anthology the two Pan-s are easily restored into Cirupanarruppatai and Perumpanarruppatai. Mullai
and Kuririci are established shorthand for Mullaippattu and Kurificippattu, Katam is, less obvious again,
Malaipatukatam. And though it is notoriously difficult to give an age to a Venpa verse, since the metre
was in use from about the 5™ century and the early Kilkkanakku anthologies onwards, there is reason
to believe that this one is not particularly early, for the older name of the Malaipatukatam, both in the
grammatical tradition and in the extant manuscripts, is Kuttararruppatai.

The wish to retain all the necessary information in a single stanza of four lines becomes a
liability with the Kilkkanakku, because here it is necessary to integrate a full eighteen titles into this
very limited space:’

nalati nanmani nanarpat’ aintinai mup-
pal katukam kovai palamoli - mamalam
innilai col-kafici-utan élati enpave

kainnilai avam kilkkanakku.

The Nalati[yar], Nanmani[katikai], the four Narpatu (Kalavali Narpatu, Karnarpatu,
Innanarpatu, Iniya Narpatu), the Aintinais (Aintinai Aimpatu, Aintinai Elupatu,
Tinaimalai Nirraimpatu, Tinaimoli Aimpatu), the one in three parts (= Tirukkural),
[Tiri]katukam, [Acarak]kdvai, Palamoli, Mamulam (= Cirupaficamtilam),

Innilai, with the Colkanci (= Mutumolikkanci) the Elati, they say,

the Kainnilai - those are the Kilkkanakku (the minor classics).

Here the amount of reconstruction that is needed to make the stanza functional is made visible
by complementing the all too minimal titles already in the translation. There is no way the verse
could have been understood without the explanations given by a teacher, and one wonders how to

visualise this instruction in a time when only two of these eighteen text were still widely known and

° Preserved in the same manuscripts of the Kilkkanakku (UVSL 885, UVSL 603, UVSL 1078), and in Tamataran Pillai’s Kali edi-

tion.
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read or recited, namely the Tirukkural and the Nalatiyar.' That the verse was important in the
reconstruction of the corpus, however, is testified by a scholarly dispute about the exact list of texts
included here [Zvelebil 1994: 251f.]. For, if one counts, the enumeration contains not eighteen but nineteen
titles. The solution agreed upon today is to read Innilai not as the title of a text, but as an attribute (in
nilai, “of sweet constitution”) to the subsequent Colkarici. However, a text of that title exists, and even
if there is reason to believe it might be later than others, because of its deviation from the Venpa that
is the standard metre of the Kilkkanakku, the argument is not incontestable, for the Innilai is quoted in
the Yapparunkalavirutti, generally attributed to the 9" century, which is not so far off the Kilkkanakku
period.

In sum, would it have been possible to reassemble the respective corpora without these verses?
There were other sources, to be sure. The grammatical tradition does not only preserve quotations
and references that name particular texts, but also the famous Cankam legend (cf. note 10) with the
list of the works from the third academy, containing all the titles that make up the Ettuttokai, but
notoriously silent about the Pattuppattu, not to talk about the Kilkkanakku which are supposed to be a
later offspring of the same tradition. The ubiquitous and fluid Saivite legends about the poets of the
academy could not be of help because the few works they mention are, with the exception of a single
stanza, devotional poems to lord Siva or to Murukan and incorporated into the Saiva canon.

The other most obvious source of elucidation are naturally the manuscripts. Serial manuscripts
exist even today, and presumably some of the ones that are lost today, although they are still
mentioned in the early editions, were of that type. Usually they are kept under the name of the
hyper-anthology (with luck that name is written on the wooden cover), while they give the names of
the single anthologies as marginal inter-titles and in the final colophon.

For the Ettuttokai we still find two, one from the U. V. Swaminathayar Library (UVSL) Chennai,
distributed over three sequential bundles 1076, 1075 and 237, beginning with Narrinai, then
Kuruntokai, followed by the beginning of the Ainkuruniru, followed after a break by Patirruppattu,
another break, followed by the Akananiru and finally the Purandniru. Kalittokai and Paripatal are
missing. A different sequence seems to have been observed by the incomplete single Ettuttokai
manuscript still found in the library of the Tiruvavatuturai Atinam (TVM), namely the last hundred-

and-two of the Akananiiru followed by Ainkuruniru and Patirruppattu. The catalogue still includes the

' One clear instance of tradition going on with mere titles is the works of the first and the second academy as they are enu-
merated and said to be lost in the Carikam legend from the preamble to Nakkiran’s commentary on the Iraiyanar Akapporul,
faithfully handed down through subsequent versions, and ironically it is the texts still extant, those of the third Carnkam,
where there is variation; cf. Wilden (2014 [in print], chapter 111.4.2).
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Kuruntokai in the self-same manuscript, and we have already seen Caminataiyar’s testimony as to the
presence of Narrinai and Purananiru as well, though again not the Kalittokai and Paripatal. Precarious
evidence, but it suggests that the customary serial manuscript of the Ettuttokai contained only the six
older anthologies, not the late-comers Kalittokai and Paripatal which are moreover always transmitted
with commentary. So, in order to make up the number eight that is suggested by the title Ettuttokai,
probably manuscript evidence would not have been sufficient. The enumeration of the Cankam
legend would have helped, but there more works than just eight are enumerated for the third
Cankam. The place that puts just the eight titles together is the stanza.

The exercise could be repeated for the Pattuppattu and Kilkkanakku, but for the argument it is
enough to do so summarily. For the Pattuppattu we currently dispose of five serial manuscripts, all of
them incomplete, four from the UVSL" and one from the national Library in Kolkatta. Only one of
them contains the Tirumurukarruppatai, otherwise with currently fifty-seven manuscripts the best-
attested classical text of all, grace to its integration into the Saiva canon and its popularity as a
devotional hymn to Murukan. With respect to the Pattuppattu, as already mentioned, the Carikam
legend is silent, and all manuscripts but the most fragmentary one seem to follow the sequence of the
stanza. For the Kilkkanakku the situation is less clear because the manuscripts have not been properly
catalogued as yet' and so there is no reliable statistics as to the distribution of texts. What can be
said at the moment is that serial manuscripts are frequent (at least twelve have been found so far)
and that none of them contains either the Tirukural or the Nalatiyar, the two most popular texts in the
collection. However, it is only in three of these serial Kilkkanakku manuscripts (UVSL 885, UVSL 603,
UVSL 1078) that the anonymous stanzas for the threefold corpus as quoted above have survived in

the form of a prepositioned folio.

" Among these fours, one comes in three batches, for Tirumurukarruppatai up to Netunalvatai with commentary (UVSL 1074),
one text only for Cirupandrruppatai up to the later parts of Malaipatukatam (UVSL 184), one with commentary for Poru-
nararruppatai up to the end (UVSL 579), and a fragmentary one with the colophon of Cirupanarruppatai plus the Pe-
rumpandrruppatai and part of Maturaikkarici (UVSL 166). The Kolkatta manuscript (BL 3112), which so far I have not been able
to see, contains, according to the catalogue, four songs from Porunararruppatai to Mullaippattu. Mention should be made he-
re of a composite manuscript containing part of the Pattuppattu and of the Kilkkanakku, but here the principle is different, as
becomes clear from the table of contents: this is a copy from various disintegrating palm-leaf bundles that have since been
given up.

2 And also because the digital collection of the Pondicherry Cankam project might have gaps.
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4. Verses pertaining to content and inner structure

Revealing the organisation of a corpus is by no means the only function fulfilled by our anonymous
stanzas. Some deal with the contents and inner structure of an anthology, and the two quoted here
are important, because they alone preserve crucial bits of information that is not available elsewhere.
A simple case is that of the verse enumerating the topics treated in the Paripatal along with the

number of hymns devoted to each topic. Since today what remains of the text itself is only a
fragment, there is no way of knowing whether the information provided is genuine, although the
overall number of hymns mentioned, that is, seventy, corresponds to the figure named in the Carikam
legend:”

tirumark’ iru nanku cevvetku muppatt’

oru pattu katukatk’ onru - maruv’ iniya

vaiyai iru patt’ aru ma maturai nank’ enpa

ceyya paripatal tiram.

For Tirumal eight, for Cevveél thirty one
songs, for her who guards the forest(?) one, for the Vaiyai,
pleasing to unite in, twenty six, for great Maturai four, they say,

[are] the constituents of perfect Paripatal.

Today of eight hymns to Tirumal-Visnu seven are available, of thirty-one hymns to Murukan
only eight, the one for Katukal is lost, of twenty-six for the river Vaiyai nine survive, and of the four
hymns to the city of Maturai a few fragments remain.

Impressive is the example of the following, very well-attested stanza pertaining to the sequence
of songs, the tinai arrangement of the Akananaru:*

viyam ellam pattam pani neytal
nalum nani mullai natum-kal - melaiyor
terum irant’ ett’ ivai kurifici cem tamilin

darum marutam avai.

 The verse is found in the manuscript UVSL 1077 and has found entry into Caminataiyar’s edition.

" This verse is attested in the six manuscripts that contain the traditional textual colophon, namely in the one of Tiru-
vavatuturai, in UVSL 237, in UVSL 11/73, in UVSL 4/66, in UVSL 5/67 and in GOML R-5734/TR1050; in two further mss., NL
3141/S.V.P. 91 and UVSL 6/68 the quality of the current reproductions does not allow deciphering the colophons, but it is
highly likely that the verse is present there too.
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Palai [will be] all the odd ones, the tenth dewy Neytal,
all the fourth, upon examination, abundant Mullai, to the former ones
are known these second and eights [as] Kurifici, in sublime Tamil

all those that are sixth [will be] Marutam.

So, out of every ten poems in the anthology, with every odd one five will be situated in the inner
landscape of the desert region (Palai), every second and eighth will play in the mountain region
(Kurifici), every fourth in the woodland (Mullai), every sixth in the rice-growing plains (Marutam) and
every tenth, finally, on the seaside (Neytal). There is nothing surprising in a tinai arrangement as
such; on the contrary this is quite customary for any but the oldest Akam anthologies, although this
one is by far the most complicated: in all the other examples, beginning with Ainkuruniru and
Kalittokai, the tinais are simply separated into groups or sections. But, in the by far predominant
strand of the manuscript transmission, currently represented by eight witnesses, the sequence is
broken by a mistake which indeed can be counted as the first diagnostic feature of this strand I have
called the Saiva vulgate."” It is only in the two incomplete manuscript witnesses of a second strand
that the sequence is still in good order. Thus the information given in this verse confirms the
arrangement preserved in the minority strand and is adopted from the later paper copies onwards,
where the two strands are conflated for the first time in the wake of preparing the anthology for

print in the early 20" century.

5. Verses naming authors

Another very current function of the mnemonic stanzas is to provide the name of an author, or
authors, or of a commentator, and here one may wonder whether in their origin they are related to
the signature verses that appear with the earliest devotional collections and soon begin to form the
traditional ending verse for a bhakti decade, that is, a group of ten poems that is the poetic unit above
the stanza but within a text for many of the canonical devotional anthologies. Examples can be given

not only from the classical corpus, but also from the Vaisnavas Tivyappirapantam. These names too

¥ In short, the point of origin for the confusion is AN 107, which includes the last 8 lines of 108, while the first 10 lines of 108
are missing. The result is that from this point onward (i.e., No. 109), the number given for each poem is one less than its
original number. This is kept up until No. 387. Then the No. 388 is skipped, so that for the final 11 poems we are back to the
traditional numbering. For a first description of the AN manuscripts and their interrelation, see Wilden 2014, chapter 1V.4.3;

the critical edition of the Akananiiru is under preparation but will take a few more years.
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constitute most precious pieces of information, because for many author names such a stanza is the
only indication that can be found, apart from occasional references in the commentarial literature,
and, in a very few cases, in inscriptions.'®
The first example comes from one of the smaller Akam collections among the Kilkkanakku, the

Aintinai Aimpatu and is probably an early one, since its features show elements both of a signature
verse and of a mnemonic stanza so that it is apparent that the two genres were not yet distinct:"

panpu ulli ninra periyar payan teriya

vanpu ulli maran poraiyan punarttu yatta

aintinai aimpatum matavattin otar

cen tamil ceratavar.

Those who do not recite the sweetness of the whole Aintinai Aimpatu,
joined [and] strung'® by Maran Poraiyan, [always] thinking of generosity,
so that [its poetic] yield be clear to great people that permanently remember quality,

have not joined with refined Tamil.

To begin with, the verse does not really make clear whether it talks about an author or a mere
compiler; in fact both might be possible. Also the name is slightly puzzling because it is a combination
of the titles from two royal houses, Maran pertaining to the Pantiyas, Poraiyan to the Céras. So is he
rather a patron? That sort of problem is not unusual, especially in cases where the only mention of
the respective name is found in the stanza. Another element is slightly less associated with the
mnemonic stanza and more with the signature verses, always written in the third person, namely the
concern with what gain is to be derived from learning and reciting the text - what would, in Sanskrit,
be called the phalasruti. And this can be expressed in positive or in negative form (by reciting one
gets something, by not reciting one does not). Here the result to be expected of course cannot be
heaven or the view of the lord, as is the customary reward for a devotee reciting a bhakti decade.

What is at stake here is being accepted into the circle of connoisseurs of higher Tamil literary culture.

' For a survey of such materials, see Govindasamy (1977).
1t is found in the manuscripts GOML D.205/TD.84, GOML D.206/TD.53 and GOML D.207/D.137.

'® punarttu yatta: my late teacher, the pandit T.S. Gangadharan, suggested that the abs. refers to the composition of the

poems and the subsequent peyareccam to the sorting according to tinai.
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The next example is from the Nalayirat Tivyappirapantam, the Four-thousand Holy
Compositions of the Tamil Vaisnavas. Such verses appear with every text within the
Tivyappirapantam, each called a taniyam, a solitary stanza, and what is peculiar about them is that they
come with an author, here Mutaliyantan, who is said to have been a disciple of the Visistadvaita
philosopher Ramanuja:

taniyan mutaliyantan arulicceytatu

separate stanza, made by the grace of Mutaliyantan

kaitaicer pampolilcil kaccinakar vant’ utitta
poykaip piran kavifiar por éru vaiyattu
atiyavar vala arum tamil antati

pati vilanka ceytan parintu.

The lord Poykai, bull combative among poets who hails from Kaccinakar
surrounded by flower groves joined by screw pines has lovingly made,
for the genre to shine, [this] Antati in precious Tamil

so that the servants (of god) may prosper in the world.

The information given is simple, although adorned with a number of epithets: The author of the
first Antati (one of the earliest texts in the Tamil bhakti corpus) is named Poykai and comes from the
place of Kaccinakar. It is written in “precious” or “difficult” Tamil and in praise of Krsna. The fact,
however, that the author of the taniyam is named makes one wonder. If the ascription is correct, it
gives us a date, namely the 11" or 12 century and the heyday of Vaisnava commentary production.
At that time with the Divyasiricarita (in Sanskrit) and the Guruparamparaprabhavam (in Manipravalam)
also the first saint hagiographies, an important genre, were probably already around. In other words,
things do not look as if this stanza could have been composed for the sake of preserving precious
information in a predominantly oral milieu. The rationale for the composition of such a stanza is that
it was regarded as a desirable complement, if not as a requirement: many Tamil texts come with such
a verse, though by no means all of them. Thus, the Vaisnava taniyam-s could be seen as an indication
that the genre of the mnemonic stanza was well established by their time.

The last example is a stanza which enumerates the commentaries written by the great medieval
scholar Naccinarkkiniyar. It is quoted, for example, in Caminataiyar’s edition of the Pattuppattu (one

of the texts commented on by Naccinarkkiniyar), and manuscript evidence has not yet been checked:
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para tolkappiyamum pattupattum kaliyum
ara kuruntokaiyul aififidnkum - cara
tiru taku ma muni cey cintamaniyum

virutti naccinarkkiniyameé.

On the weighty Tolkappiyam and the Pattuppattu and Kali
and on five [times] four verses in the ornamental Kuruntokai and on the essential
Cintamani made by the brilliant great sage":

[these five are] the elaborate commentaries attributed to Naccinarkkiniyar.

So, the commentaries attributed to Naccinarkkiniyar are five of which four are well-known: one
on the bigger portion of the first known treatise on Tamil grammar, the Tolkdppiyam, one on the Ten
Songs of the Carikam corpus, one on the Kalittokai, a Ettuttokai anthology, and one on the huge Jain
Mahakavya poem, the Civaka Cintdmani. Here the interesting part is the mention of a commentary on
twenty poems of the Kuruntokai, one of the early Cankam anthologies for which no traditional
commentary is extant. This stanza is our primary source for the information that Naccinarkkiniyar
would have written such commentary, if only for twenty stanzas. So far no trace of it has been found,

however.

6. Authorising recreated tradition

Just how important those stanzas were, is also revealed by another factor: there is evidence to
suggest they were made up in cases where genuine traditional information was lacking or lost. A case
in point is the Ainkuruniiru, one of the intermediate texts contained in the Ettuttokai, the earliest
Akam collection to be sorted by tinai” in a series of five hundreds. The colophon testifies to its being
an anthology from the south-western Céra dynasty, but it became part of the first hyper-collection of
five or six texts, as is documented by its invocation stanza composed by Paratam Patiya

Peruntévanar, a poet associated with the Pantiya court and author also of the invocations to

¥ 1.e., the author, Tirutakkatévar.

* The term tinai pertains to the construction of the poetical universe and refers to the five codified internal landscapes

Kurifici (mountain), Mullai (forest), Neytal (seashore), Marutam (river valley), Palai (desert).
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Kuruntokai, Narrinai, Akananiiru and Purananiiru.”’ Its mnemonic stanza enumerates five authors, one
for each tinai:*

marutam orampoki neytal ammiivan

karutum kurinci kapilar karutiya

palai otalantai pal mullai peyane

nal aiyor ainkuruniiru.

Marutam by Orampdki, Neytal by Ammiivan
imaginative Kurifici by Kapilar imagined
Palai by Otalantai, many Mullai by Péyan:

[such are] the string® masters* for the Ainkurundru.

The older anthologies are supposed to have been random anthologies (where the length of the
poem would decide its place in the collections), and each poem comes with an author name. How
reliable that is, is an open question - the variation in the manuscript transmission is considerable,
not only with respect to the spelling of a particular name but also for the name itself. The
Ainkuruniiru, if we take the stanza at face value, would have been the first text not only broken up
into tinai sections (and into decades), but also with a single author for each section, thus suggesting
that the whole was not based on a collection of widely scattered material from a partly oral
background, but a premeditated composition. What arouses suspicion about such a claim is the
choice of author’s names. All the five names are well-known from the earlier anthologies, Kapilar for
one being among the most famous Tamil poets of all times. Thematic, structural and morpho-
syntactical development, however, suggest that that Ainkuruniru poems would not have been
composed at the same time as most of the material brought together in its sister anthologies. Be that

as it may, the manuscript tradition proves that the stanza was well-embedded in the transmission of

* The prepositioned invocation verse, in Tamil “praise of the deity” (katavul valttu) is the counterpart to the Sanskrit manga-
la verse (cf. Minkowski 2008). For a detailed analysis of this group belonging to the Cartkam works, see Wilden (2014b: chap-
ter IIL.1).

2 The verse is attested in the manuscript from Tiruvavatuturai and in UVSL 98, as well as in the edition of Caminataiyar.
 Surprising is here the use of the word nal, which normally refers to theoretical texts. This induces me to take it here in its
literal meaning, “string”, which might be a reference to its being not only an anthology (like most Carikam texts), but an or-
dered anthology (in five hundreds that are made out of decades).

* The form aiydr is in fact ambiguous. We can either take it as an honorific plural of ai, “lord, master”, or of the number five,

which would make for five explicit scholars.
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the text, because in the manuscripts that survive there are intermediate colophons stating the
authorship of each hundred poems, and they confirm the stanza.
Different in this respect is the case of another stanza associated with the Carikam corpus, namely
with one of the two late-comers in the set, the Kalittokai:
perunkatunkon palai kurifici kapilan

marutan ilanakan marutam - aruficolan

nalluruttiran mullai nallantuvan neytal

kalvi valar kanta kali.

Palai by Perunkatunkon, Kurifici by Kapilar,
Marutam by Marutanilanakan, Mullai by
Aruficolan Nalluruttiran, Neytal by Nallantuvan

- [such is] Kali seen by those proficient in learning.

So here we get the five names of the poets that would have composed a tinai section each of the
Kalittokai. The first three names belong again to three of the very famous poets from the earlier
anthologies. Kapilar figures yet again, and by this time he should have reached the ripe age of about
500 years. It is only the last two that could claim a semblance of likelihood, Aruficolan Nalluruttiran
because he is mentioned only in this stanza, Nallantuvan because he is known as a late author also
from the Paripatal and some late poem in the Akananiru.

Moreover, this time the manuscript transmission does not back up the stanza. There are no
intermediate colophons naming authors, and not even a single out of eleven surviving Kali
manuscripts quotes the verse. However, T. Rajeswari has demonstrated that, on the contrary, there is
manuscript evidence—in one old, incomplete palm-leaf manuscript that was kept in the GOML and
has since vanished—for single-author ascriptions for Palai-Kali, the first of the Kalittokai’s tinai
sections.” The verse is not yet quoted in the editio princeps by Tamotarampillai of 1887, but it figures
in the later Anantaramaiyar and Cettiyar editions; the earliest references for the time being is an
undated, but undoubtedly late paper manuscript of the GOML, containing an unpublished study of
the Kalittokai, entitled Kaliyardycci (GOML R-5780). Here one cannot help but wondering whether the

stanza in fact is a product of the editing phase in the late 19" and early 20™ century, when decisions

» The EFEO photographs of that manuscript are proof of its existence; for the details and the author names see Rajeswari
(2009).
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had to be made as to whether Kalittokai and Paripatal were the two texts which make complete the

eight texts of the Ettuttokai, although none of the serial manuscripts included them there.

7. Conclusion

On the margins of Tamil literature a type of solitary, mostly anonymous stanza survives, of a type
seemingly metrically homogenous - four-liners composed in Venpa metre, based at least on the
evidence so far scrutinised - and similar in structure. A series of examples that could easily be
extended suggests that there are three main types of information that could be transmitted in such a
verse. Firstly, such verses may put together the single texts that make up a canonised collection, thus
functioning as corpus organisers. Secondly, they may deal with the contents and/or the inner
structure of a text or anthology. Thirdly, they may hand down the name, background and
achievements of a poet or a commentator.

Peculiar is the place they have in the transmission of texts. Some appear integrated into
colophons of the traditional type, that is, colophons related to the production of the text, not the
manuscript: textual, not scribal colophons. These in particular are the ones that may reach back a
very long way, such as the one pertaining to the arrangement of the Akandniru, although the only
thing we can say for certain is that none of them may predate the advent of Venpa metre which
started with the early Kilkkanakku anthologies, after most of the texts in today’s Carikam corpus had
been completed. Some, as the ones associated with the canon of the Tamil Vaisnavas, appear before
the text and are even ascribed to a particular author and appear rather to fill a genre slot than to
have an active function in the transmission of texts.

Others, however, appear on separate leaves before or after the text. Most noticeably, although
most of these stanzas have found entry into the early printed editions, only a minority of
manuscripts preserves them. Additionally we have testimonies like the one of U.V. Caminataiyar, who
“knew” the Ettuttokai stanza for one “from an old verse”. In other words, here we seem to be at the
intersection of oral and written tradition, and I believe we are justified in terming these verses as
mnemonic stanzas. They represent the minimal version of literary history as it was handed down
from teacher to student, also found in the same manuscripts, albeit a minority. Their wording was
fixed and solidified only in the late 19" and early 20™ centuries, when they invariably appear
integrated into the prefaces of the early editions. They helped to reassemble and shape the corpora
that today we know in print. In some cases, such as the Kalittokai discussed above, there is even
evidence to suggest that they helped fabricate an order or information that was lost in the abyss of

time. In any event they are deemed worthy of quotation and in these latter doubtful instances they
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may even be used as a justification by editors, as in the case of the Kalittokai stanza. It would certainly

be worthwhile to make a separate collection of all of them.
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