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Introduction

Before you start, here’s a fascinating fact – all the stories in this collection were originally poems! Tamil literature, just like literature from other regions of India, is full of stories written as poetry. These writings reflected the society, politics and culture of the time and place.

Historically, Tamilakam or the ancient Tamil country covered modern Tamil Nadu, Kerala and southern parts of Andhra Pradesh and Karnataka. The Sangam Age, from 300 BCE to 300 CE, is thought to be the richest and most important period of the literature of Tamilakam. It features the works and anthologies of many poets, dealing with many aspects of life, including social values, trade and war, among others. This was the period when the Tamil country was ruled by the three dynasties – the Cheras, Pandyas and the Cholas. People were at peace and could spend time on literary pursuits.

Unfortunately, much of Sangam literature has been lost. What is available has been divided into three broad categories based roughly on chronology. These are the Major Eighteen Anthology Series comprising the Eight Anthologies, the Ten Idylls, and the Five Great Epics. Tolkaappiyam, a commentary on grammar, phonetics, rhetoric and poetics is also from this period. It also includes classification of habitats, animals and plants as well as people and their behaviour!

Tamil legend goes that these were composed in three poetic assemblies or literary academies (called ‘sangam’) held over twelve millennia ago on a continent (that later disappeared) to the south of India. This collection contains more than 2,000 poems composed by around 450 poets, of whom about 100 remain anonymous, and were brought together around 1000 CE. These Tamil poets were both men and women, coming from different professions and classes of society, and were judged as worthy and talented by their peers.

The poets had a unique relationship with the rulers of their land: the poets could pull up the kings if they did something wrong. Their respect had to be earned. These poets sang of the bravery of their rulers. Sometimes, they acted as ambassadors for the kings and were tutors to the princes.

Some of their poems are about what is tangible (puram), such as sieges, everyday life, and so on. Others are about the heart, the feelings (agam). Every situation is described using themes, which have fixed times, landscapes, socioeconomic situations and floral symbols. The idea was that human activities are affected by factors around them, and these factors were combined to create specific ‘habitats’ for poetry. For instance, land was categorized into five types: kurinji (mountainous regions), mullai (forests), marutham (agricultural lands), neithal (seashore) and paalai (wasteland). The imagery connected with these landscapes – flowers, trees, animals, birds, music, gods, weather, and so on – were used to communicate a particular mood connected with an aspect of life.

The three centuries after the Sangam Age saw an exchange between Tamil and Sanskrit – of words, concepts, ethics, philosophies and religious ideas. Around 300 CE, the Tamil country was under the Kalabhras, who were Buddhist, and a number of Buddhist and Jain authors wrote during this period, mainly on morality and ethics, grammar and lexicography.

The best known of these works on ethics in Tamil is the Tirukkural by Thiruvalluvar. This is a manual of ethics, polity and love, containing 1,330 couplets or kural divided into chapters of ten couplets each: the first thirty-eight on ethics, the next seventy on polity and the remainder on love. Other famous works of this period are Kalavali, Nalatiyar, Inna Narpathu and Iniyavai Narpathu. The Jain texts Nalatiyar and Pazhamozhi Nanuru each have 400 poems; each poem in the latter presents a proverb, illustrating it with a story.

At the beginning of the 4th century CE the Pallavas became rulers in the north of Tamil country, with Kanchipuram as their capital, and the dynasty reigned for over 500 years. The Pandyas ruled in the south. The early Pandya and the Pallava kings were followers of Buddhism and Jainism. In the middle of the 9th century the Cholas began one of India’s most remarkable empires, in terms of administration and contribution to art and literature. Towards the end of the 13th century the Cholas were overthrown by the Later Pandyas, who ruled for about a century, and were followed by the Vijayanagara dynasty, whose greatest ruler was Krishnadeva Raya (1509-1529), and the Nayaks of Madurai and Thanjavur.

The early epics and moral literature, authored by Hindu, Jain and Buddhist authors, lasted up to the 5th century CE. From the 6th to 12th century CE, the Tamil devotional poems written by Nayanmars (sages of Saivism) and Alvars (sages of Vaishnavism) welcomed in the great Bhakti movement that later went across the entire Indian subcontinent. It is during this era that some of the greatest Tamil literary classics like Kambaramayanam and Periya Puranam were written and many poets were patronized by the imperial Chola and Pandya empires.

The Colonial Age began in the 17th century, when in 1639 the British East India Company established a trading post at the fishing village of Madraspatnam, now Chennai, the capital of Tamil Nadu. The later medieval period saw many small literary works and writings by Muslim and European authors.

I hope you will enjoy these small gems mined from the great treasury of Tamil literature. Many such were lost in ancient times, and this is my effort to bring a few from those left to a wider audience.

M.L. Thangappa

Puducherry, 2016
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