
Dales of Cilappatikaram and Ma'}imekalai
Introduction

Among the problems which confront the student of Tamil who attempts
to trace the growth of the literature of the early Tamils, two or three stand
out prominent. Were the epics, Cilappatikaram and Xlanimekalai, tradi-
tionally known as the twin-epics of the days of the Sangam, i.e. second or third
century A.D., written by two contemporary poets, and if they were not so
written, what would be the dates of their composition? And was Cilappati-
kararn written by the brother of Cenkuttuvan, the king of the Gras, and was
Cenkuttuvan himself, who is eulogized in Cilappatikararn as the conqueror of
the K orthern territories of India as far as the Ganges, a historical figure?
It has been assumed on insufficient data that Cenkuttuvan was a Cera king
of the Sangam period and that Ilanko, his brother, and his friend Cattaniir
were the authors of the two epics. But when all the available sources are
analysed they indicate a different conclusion. The examination of these
sources is, however, complicated by a number of difficulties such as their
background, antiquity, the different social problems, linguistic variatiorv-
and other matters which will be discussed in the course of this article.

The Difficulties of Sangarn Literature

THE Tamil literature of the second and third Centuries of the Christi,"!
era is generally known as the literature of the Sangam. I The -...
language itself being archaic, is not easily intelligible to a modern

student; the life and thought of the people of that period are so far remove,
from the life and thought of today that a real effort is required to transport
oneself back to that period. Further, no sources other than literary are
available for writing a history of the civilization of this period ;. these were
sometimes supplemented by the tradition handed down by commentators 0

later periods. Unfortunately these commentators, though they hLd"no
historical sense, were regarded by uncritical writers as . authorities ': and sr rne
positively misleading statements, for which they are responsible, have ad.
to the difficulties of the modern student. Among many such offenders, rm
be included Dr. S. Krishnaswamy Iyangar, the author of .. Manirnekalai
its Historical Setting" (1928). By his indiscriminate use of the traditio
accounts of poets and the views of the commentators in his attempt to fix '
date of Manimekalai, he has made the task of the student of literature ill'

"
I. It was believed that three academics were established in the early days and .'

the last one, known as the Sangarn was established in Madura in the second century
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more difficult. The modern student could easily be led away from realities
and from the actual chronology if he accepts without careful investigation all
that these commentators and critics have surmised.

One simple example will show how confusion arose in regard to the names
of some of the poets of the Sangam period even in the early days when these
poems were compiled and colophons written for them. If two or more con-
temporary poets had one name they were usually distinguished by a prefix
indicating the name of the locality from which they came. Thus the Cattanar
who came from Alamperi was distinguished from another Cattanar from
Cittalai ; the former came to be known as Alamperi Cattanar and the latter
as Cittalai Cattanar. If two poets with the same name came from one village
and if one was to be distinguished from the other and both from a third of the
same name coming from a different village, then significant appellations were
prefixed to the names of the first two in addition to the name of the village
from which they came. For instance, two poets with the name Cattanar
coming from Uraiyiir were distinguished from each other by one being called

.Katuvaiccattanar and the other Mutukannan Cattanar ; and, in order to
.difterentiate both of them from Cattanar of Cittalai they were known as Uraiyiir
. Katuvaiccatanar and Uraiyiir Mutukannan Cattanar respectively. Applying
this principle to the name Maturaikkiilavanikan Cattan, the author of Mani-
mekalai, we see that the two appellations Maturai and Kulavanikan were
prefixed to his name in order to distinguish him from another poet of Maturai
with the same name and from a third who lived elsewhere. Several examples

. could be cited of this system of nomenclature which prevailed during the early
days.

Scribes of the later periods who were unaware of the prevalence of this
system took Maturaikkiilavanikan Cattanar and Cattanar of Cittalai to be the
same person and called the poet thus created by their ignorance Maturaikkiila-
vanikan Cittalai Cattanar. 2 Others, little knowing that Cittlai was the name
'0f a place, took the word to be made up of two words G (sore) and talai
(ncac'). From this ingenious derivation of the word arose the story that
C~..dal}ar being one of the critics of the third academy was in the habit of

",atching his head with the stylus in his hand whenever he was called upon
:> criticise the bad poems that were placed before the academy for approval.
, a result of this, according to the story, a permanent sore had formed

". his head and hence he came to be called Cattanar with a sore head.
I a similar way, if a poet of the sixth century A.D., happened to have the
me name as another of the second century, both of them were at once and
"h a complete disregard of chronology taken to be the same person and a

.f _

i·. 2. See poem 59 in Pu~an5.~ii~u.·
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life history which belonged to neither of them was thereafter easily fabricated.
Thus, Tantarni] Cattan, one of the personages figuring in Cilappatikaram
becomes identified with Maturaikkiilavanikan Catt an , the author of Mani-
mekalai and thereby the two epics belonging to two completely different periods
in the history of Tamil literature are classed together as two contemporary
works. The next step is easy and the two poets, it is added, worked in colla-
boration in writing the two epics. Unless errors of this kind, arising from such
obvious causes, are removed and unless the chronology of the early poets is
established as accurately as possible, it will be almost impossible for a student
to study or trace the development of the literature of the early periods.

According to popular theory the two epics, Cilappatikaram and Mani-
rnekalai, have been assigned to the Sangam period; this was due to the assump-
tion that the authors of the two poems were contemporaries and that both of
them lived during the reign of Cenkuttuvan, a mythical king of the Sangam
period. F or this confusion the prologues of the two epics which were definitely
written by a later poet were mainly responsible. Evidently the author of the
prologues had taken the character Tantarni] Cattan appearing in Cilappati-
karam and Maturaikkiilavanikan Cattan , the author of Manimekalai, to be
one person, overlooking the fact that Catan of Cilappatikaram was merely a
creation of the poet's imagination. And again, although Cilappatikaram was
at least a hundred years older than Manirnekalai, yet the prologues menda-
ciously state that the epic Cilappatikaram was read by its author to the
author of Manirnekalai : and by way of returning the compliment the latter
is made to read his work before the former. Adiyarkkunallar, one of the
commentators on Cilappatikaram, probably fancying that the prologues too
were written by the poets themselves, went a step further and confirmed the
idea given in the prologues by stating that the two epics were not only con-
temporary works but were designed by the poets to be two parts of a complete
poem. Since then, scholars who attempted to write the history of the early
Tamil literature have followed this commentator and laid down as' a fact this
theory of the two parts forming a complete poem till Professor Jacobi, twenty
years ago, expressed his doubts as to the possibility of assigning Manimekalai
to the Sangam period."

Prologues Written in a Later Period

Writing prologues or invocatory poems at the beginning of a work or a
compilation was not in vogue either in the Sangam period or in the period of
Cilappatikaram or Manimekalai. It was established as a convention at a much

r3. 'Zcitschrift fur Indologie und Iranistik '; Band B Hgt 3 of the Deutsch Mor-
galandissche Gcsselleschaft (Leipzig).
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later period (circa sixth century A.D.) when Tamil poets obviously began
to imitate Sanskrit models, and every literary work was supplied with a preface
or a prologue from the hands of the author's pupil or teacher or from one of
his colleagues. It was, probably, during this period that all the earlier works
came to be supplied with these prologues. It would, thus, not be wrong to
surmise that the two prologues to the two epics were written by a poet who
lived in this later period. The fact that the prologue to Cilappatikaram con-
tradicts some of the statements in the epic suggests that it was not written
by a contemporary. For instance, while the epic (Canto XXV, lines 56-63)
clearly states that the pecple of the hill country related to the king Cenkuttuvan
the incident of Kannaki's ascent to the heavens. the prologue definitely lays
down that they related it to the author himself. If the prologue was written
by a contemporary even such minor contradictions would hardly have found
a place.

The Epics not Contemporary Works

The fact that the story of Manimekalai is almost a continuation of the
story of Cilappatikaram may have suggested the identification of the author
of Manirnekalai with the character Cattan in Cilappatikararn. It is, thus, only
the prologues which suggest that the two epics were written by two contem-
porary poets and, as we have seen, these prologues are very unsafe guides.
On the contrary the evidence available in the works themselves shows that
they were written by two poets living in two different periods. For instance,
the heroine, Manimekalai, according to the epic Manimekalai sets out to the
Cera country to see the temple of Kannaki in Vafici. There she comes to
know of the submergence by the sea of her native city of Pukar and the
departure of Aravana Atika] from Pukar to Kafici. She then goes to Kafici
to meet him and when she learns from him the Buddhist logic and philosophy,
she renounces the world and thereafter devotes her life to the practice of
asceticism. On the contrary Cilappatikaram states definitely that the renun-
ciation of Manimekalai took place long before the consecration of the temple to
Kannnaki (Cantos XXIX and XXX, line 27). Further, according to Cilappati-
karam the city of Pukar was always in a flourishing state and wherever any
reference was made to Pukar in Cilappatikararn, it was done with praise and
veneration as it was the capital of the Cola country. It is therefore evident
that Cilappatikaram was written before and Manirnckalai after the destruction
of Pukar. Many more instances can be taken from the two epics to show that
one contradicts the other in several other details of the story. (Cil. Canto XXX,
line 27, and Man. Canto III, 1. 16; Cil. Canto XXX, 1. 23 ; and Man. Canto
III, 1. r6; Cit.C~nt6 XXX, 1. 23; and Man, II, 1. 6-9 andI, 36 and 37).
If the two poets had been contemporaries and had written their works in con-
sultation with each other, contradictions in certain important events such as
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the consecration of the temple to Kannaki, the renunciation of Manimekalai
and the destruction of Pukar, could not have arisen. Since Cilappatikararn
does not refer to the destruction of Pukar which is a historical fact, and Mani-
mekalai mentions it clearly, it can' safely be assumed that the former was
written long before and the latter long after the submergence of the capital.

Manirnekalai a Work of the Sixth Century, A.D.
according to Professor Jacobi

Professor Jacobi was interested in fixing the date of Manimekalai, one of
the most important works on Buddhism in Tamil literature. After going
through the Nyayappravesa of Dignaga and carefully examining the system
of logic explained in it and comparing it with the Buddhist logic given in
Manirnekalai he has come to the conclusion that the author of the epic had
followed the Nyayappravesa in writing that portion of his work which dealt
with Buddhist logic. He referred to it thus:

" There are found the same nine pakshabasas, fourteen hetvabhasas
and ten clrshtantabhasas in the same arrangement and almost through
the same series in the Manimekalai as in the Nyayappravesa, Even the
example instanced for the purposes of explanation agree in most cases in
both. It is thus established without any doubt that the author of Manime-
kalai has made use of the Nyayappravesa in a most evident manner."

Following this line of argument Prof. Jacobi has fixed the lower limit of
Manimekalai as sixth century A.D. But Dr. Krishnaswamy Iyangar being
convinced that the two epics were a product of the Sangam period, and basing
his arguments on the doubtful authority of the prologues and tradition, has
devoted his entire work arguing that Prof. Jacobi, who based his arguments
on a much more dependable authority of the system of logic expounded in
Manimekalai itself, was wrong in assigning the epic to a period later than fifth
century A.D. Evidently Dr. Krishnaswamy Iyangar himself was not fully
satisfied with his own arguments and referred to the logical inference of Prof.
Jacobi thus:

"If I could go by this investigation alone r should not have any great
difficulty in accepting the position arrived at by the eminent scholar."

But the difficulty with him was that he was not prepared to admit the fictitious
character of the prologues. Moreover he took Cenkuttuvan, to be a historical
figure and the consecration of the temple to Kannaki as a historical fact.

CetikuHuva~ not a King of the Sangarn Period

In the" History of the Tamils" (page 596) P. T. Srinivasa Iyangar ex-
presses doubt as to the historicity of Ceran Cenkuttuvan. His surmise that

no
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he was a mythical figure deliberately introduced into the third part of the
epic Cilappatikaram appears on analysis to be justified. He is also of opinion
that the epic Cilappatikaram should actually consist of the first two parts only
and that the third part was added on to it, probably, for the purpose ot deifying
Kannaki and perpetuating the glories of the cera rule in the Tamil lanel by
eulogizing the mythical figure Cenkuttuvan. Even if we reject this as a con-
jecture, there seems to be no evidence either in the epic or in the literature of
the Sangam period to prove that Cenkuttuvan was a king of that period.

Patirruppattu (the Tenfold Ten) one of the eight anthologies of the Sangam
period consists of poems composed with the set purpose of eulogizing tcn kings
of the Cera dynasty. Each Ten has an epilogue, evidently written by a later
poet, which gives certain information in regard to the author of the poems,
the name of the king about whom they were written and also a short list of his
victories over others. The Fifth Ten was written by Paranar, the celebrated
poet of the Sang am period, in praise of Katal Pirakkottiya Velkelu Kuttuvan
who probably became famous by his victories over the pirates. But the
author of the third part of the epic identifies him with Cenkuttuvan of his
work and attributes the exploits and victories of the former to him and in addi-
tion assigns to him the expedition to the Ganges. But the author of the
epilogue to the Fifth Ten obviously taking everything stated in the thirel part
of the epic to be historical and identifying Katal Pirakkottiya Velke]u Kut-
tuvan with Cenkuttuvan assigns all the victories and achievements of the
latter to the former and calls him Katal Pirakkottiya Cenkuttuvan by coalesc-
ing the two names. But the expedition to the Ganges is neither mentioned in
the Fifth Ten of the Patirruppattu nor in any of the subsequent Tens of the
same work. Historians will admit that the exploits of Ccnkuttuvan and his
march to the banks of the Ganges as described in the third part of the epic
are incredible. P. T. Srinivasa Iyangar in his" History of the Tamils" says
thus:

"Canto III then makes Cenkuttuvan defeat a number of Trans-
Gangetic monarchs, for whose existence there is no other evidence, literary
or epigraphical, and makes two of the kings carryon their heads the stone
which was to represent the deceased lady Kannagi. All these must be
fables, because the transport of an army of the size necessary for the
purpose of fighting with the Trans-Gangetic monarchs is a feat that can
be imagined only by a Tamil poet ignorant of the geography of India."

Moreover it seems strange that no reference was made to Cenkuttuvan or to
his expedition to the Ganges in any of the Sangam poetry in which are mentioned
some of the less significant events in the history of that period. Since such
an important event as this had not been of any interest to any of the poets of
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that period it is evident that Cenkuttuvan was a creation of the author of the
third part of the epic.

Impact of Aryan Culture

A comparative study of the language and thought of the epic and those
of the literature of the Sangam period will yield further proof that the epic
was not a work of that period. If Cenkuttuvan was no other than the king
Velkelu Kuttuvan of the Fifth Ten of the Patirruppattu, it should be taken as.
certain that Paranar and the author of the epic were contemporaries and that
the life and thought as depicted in the epic should, in many respects be similar
to those in the poems of Paranar and a galaxy of other celebrated poets who
were his contemporaries. Anyone who is familiar with the Sangam works will
not fail to no Lice the marked difference between the life depicted in the Sangam
poetry and in the epic. It could be easily discerned from the epic that the
Aryan culture of the north had taken a firm hold on the masses of the south
during the days of the epic. Even the land from which that civilization entered
South India began to be known as ' the holy region' (Punniya ticai) in the
epic. As a result of this impact the religious cults of the early Tamils too
began to be relegated to the lowest sections of society. The hills on the north
of the Tamil land known as the Venkata hills in the poetry of the Sangam days
began to be known as Netiyon KUI]!"am (the hill of Visnu) in the epic, for it had
by this time become famous for the temple of Visnu built on it after the days.
of the Sangam. Sanskrit words and phrases have come into use among the
masses; even the names of towns and villages were replaced by Sanskrit names.
For instance, K6!iyiir began to be known as Varanam+ in the epic and a my-
thological story imported from Sanskrit was made current to establish the
use of the new name in place of the old one.> Words such as Kulavi (@jbO~),
Col (G'cm$l) and Kattu (lbL(f.) which were commonly used in everyday
life began to be replaced by words of Sanskrit origin such as Palakan (UfT011lb6lil),

Yarttai (6lJlTrTj!;61Jlfo) and Pantam (ujBjliu,) respectively. Numerous examples
could be taken from the epic to prove that the Aryan culture had begun to
attract the people in the days of the epic.

Linguistic Variations

The language itself appears to have undergone radical changes during the
clays of the epic Cilappatikaram. A fairly long period of time should have
elapsed before such change could become well established in a language. One
example would suffice to show what remarkable changes had taken place in
the language of Cilappatikaram. Nouns in Tamil are classified into nouns

4. H:oli in Tamil is Varanarn in Sanskrit.
5· Canto X, line 247 and 248.
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denoting human beings (~/Urt$~-w;) . and all other nouns (~o\a5)~).
The former in the early Tamil had a singular form as well as a plural form;
the plural was formed either by changing the last letter of the singular or by
adding a suffix ar (~Ii) or mar (u)rTri) to the singular. All other nouns
(JlJloooJI51~om) had only one form for the singular as well as for the plural.
But at a later period the plural of this group ($I 000 JI5l~1JIJT) was distinguished
from the singular by the addition of the suffix ka] (a;<0i7) and thereby the
plural had two forms, one with the suffix ka] (airDil) and the other without it.
In the Sangam period the plural with the suffix ka] (a><0i7) was rarely used.
A few examples of this could be found only in the later anthologies such as
Kalittokai and Paripatal, but none in the poems of Paranar. At a later period
this SUffIXwhich was used to indicate neuter plural began to be used as an addi-
tional suffix to the plural nouns which denoted human beings (~UJrt fo~1JIJT).
In this way some of the nouns of the latter class began to acquire two suffixes
to indicate plurality. For instance, the word yal) (I) had yam (we) as its
plural in the Sangam period and the plural form yanka] (we) formed by adding
the neuter plural suffix ka] (a;<Dil) to the already plural form yam (we) was
never used in the Sangam period or in the period of Kalittokai and Paripatal.
But it makes its appearance first only in Cilappatikaram (Canto XI, line r61).
This indicates clearly that the epic could not have been written either in the
time of Paranar or in the period of Kalittokai and Paripatal which followed it.

Social Practices
Cilappatikaram gives a clear indication that many of the customs and

manners of the early Tamils had undergone marked changes during the days
of the epic. It was the custom among the early Tamils to conduct a ceremony
known as Cilarnpukali Nonpu (Ull$llwLJ aiif) GWrT6I1TLJ) to remove the anklets worn
by a bride before she was given in marriage. Examples could be cited from
the anthologies of the Sangam period (Ainkuruniiru 399 and Kuruntokai 7)
to prove the existence of this practice in the early days and hardly any reference
could be found in the anthologies to the wearing of anklets by women after
their marriage. The author of the epic, while giving a detailed description of
the marriage ceremony of Kannaki, makes no reference to the removal of
her anklets before her marriage. On the contrary in Canto IV (line 47) he
clearly states that Kannaki wore her anklets even after her marriage. It
may be incidentally mentioned that the author attaches great importance to
her anklets by naming the work' The Epic of the Anklets.' This is a clear
indication that the practice of the removal of the anklets before marriage did
not prevail during the time of the epic. Prof. S. S. Bharati, however, in his
article to the Sen Tamil strives, though not very convincingly, to give a different
interpretation to this practice because of his belief that the epic was a work
of the Sangam period.
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Manirnekalai a later work than Cilappatfkdram :
Linguistic and Cultural Variations

If has been already pointed out from the details of the story as related
in the two epics that they could not have been written by two contemporary
poets and that Manimekalai should have been written long after Cilappatikaram,
It may also be established by comparing the language of the two epics as well
as the civilization they depict that these two epics represent two distinct
periods of culture and civilization in the history of the Tamil race. The use
of Sanskrit words and phrases is far greater in Manimekalai than in Cilappati-
kararn. Even kings and princes had begun to discard their Tamil names in
favour of Sanskrit names in the days of Manimekalai, There was hardly any
trace of religious animosity in Cilappatikaram ; but on the contrary the
author of Cilappatikaram, wherever he refers to contemporary religions other
than his OVVil, does it with respect and devotion. On the other hand, there is
enough evidence in Manimekalai to prove that in the days of this work
there was definite rivalry and antagonism among the various religions in the
Tamil land. This is a clear indication that these two cannot be contemporary
works. Moreover the analysis of the language of Manimekalai indicates
clearly that it must be much more modern than Cilappatikaram, For instance,
the use of the medial particle kinra (@5?iTflJ) to denote present tense in finite
verbs can only be found in the works that were written after the sixth century
A.D. but not in Cilappatikaram or the anthologies of the Sangam period. The
use of this particle in Manimekalai (Canto XVII, line 68; Canto XXVII,
line ICLf and III) clearly shows that it must have been written during or after
the sixth century A.D. Moreover the use of the demonstratives a (~) and i (~)
in the forms anta (~$fJ3) and inta (@Ji;ftj) and anku (~n'iJ@5) and inku (@ffi/@5)
respectively can hardly be found in the Sangam works or Cilappatikaram ;
but these are very commonly used in Manimekalai (Cantos XXVI, line 63 ;
XXIX, line 30 ; VI, line 26 ; and XX, line 89). It is therefore clear from this
that Manirnekalai must have been a later work than Cilappatikaram.

Conclusion

The Sangam literature, unlike the two epics is to a great extent free from
the influence of the Aryan Civilization; and among the epics its influence
appears to be greater in Manimekalai than in Cilappatikararn. Even in language
and in the use of words the two epics differ from each other and both from
the literature of the Sangam period.

In depicting the life of the people too the epics and the early literature
show considerable differences. The use of certain particles and forms of
demonstratives in Manimekalai give additional support to the conclusions
reached by Prof. Jacobi. Prof. S. Kuppuswamy Sastri and Mr. Iyaswamy
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Sastri? by analysing the system of logic in Manirnekalai come to the same
conclusion as Prof. Jacobi. Taking all these into consideration it will not be
far wrong to assign Manimekalai to the sixth century A.D .. If the earlier and
the later anthologies of the Sangam period could be assigned to the second
and the third centuries of the Christian era respectively, then Cilappatikaram
should be assigned to the fourth century A.D.

V. CHELVANA YAKAl\L

6. Journal of Oriental Research, Madras, VoL XI, Part II. pages 118-128.
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