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INTRODUCTION

TRADITIONALLY COUNTED as one among the eight anthologies of classical Tamil verse, the Aiṅkuṟunūṟu (literally, “the Short Five Hundred,” by extension, “Five Hundred Short Poems”), is an anthology of akam (love) poems dating from the early decades of the third century C.E. The text consists of five sections, each containing one hundred poems. The individual poems range in length from three to six lines. Each section focuses on one of the five tiṇais (landscapes) of reciprocal love, a genre first described by the Tolkāppiyam, the earliest extant work on Tamil phonology, grammar, and poetics.1 The Aiṅkuṟunūṟu was commissioned by a Cēra-dynasty king, Yāṉai-k-kaṭ Cēy Māntaraṇ Cēral Irumpoṟai. The actual compiler is identified in the colophon as Pula-t-tuṟai Muṟṟiya Kūṭalūr Kiḻār. The text is unique in many ways, but the main characteristic distinguishing it from the other classical anthologies—save for the relatively later Kalittokai—is that it presents the work of only five poets. Each poet composed one hundred poems on the poetic landscape in which he was considered a virtuoso.

John Ralston Marr has characterized the text’s structure as “more formal and artificial”2 than that of the other anthologies, and this is true to a certain extent: the entire text is informed by a radically different aesthetic sensibility than that which seems to be giving the verses of the other anthologies their shape. When comparing the poems of the Aiṅkuṟunūṟu with those of the other anthologies, they seem almost ludicrously brief. By and large, the poems in the other classical texts are longer—and “flatter” in terms of imagistic density; they could in many instances be characterized as descriptive narratives in verse. But rather than relying on narrative to tell a poetic story within the boundaries of each individual poem, the five poets of the Aiṅkuṟunūṟu had to contend with an extremely brief format, relying almost exclusively on the slippery mechanics of suggestion, obliquity, and double entendre.

These formal characteristics of the text present a wealth of critical problems for the reader as philologist, as translator, and as critic, and because each of the five main sections of the text carries with it a discernible character or stamp, it gives us a unique opportunity to explore issues of authorial preferences in Old Tamil literature. Later in this introduction, I offer readings of certain poems—as well as certain sets of poems—that may help in addressing such issues as authorial choice, preference, and literary kinships and affinities among the authors and ultimately in speculating on possible processes of early Tamil textual production.

Before presenting these readings, however, I draw attention to some other features of the text and comment briefly on the life of the text, as it were, in English and on how choices made by other translators have obscured not the nature of the individual poems necessarily but the nature of the text in its entirety as an organic unit unto itself.

The Text: Its Discovery, Print History, Date, and Life in English Translation

The Aiṅkuṟunūṟu is one among a set of eight anthologies usually designated as caṅkam (assembly, fraternity, mustering), although I and some other scholars prefer the adjective “classical” to refer to both this literature and the language in which it was composed. The publishing history of this text is brief, as is that of all classical Tamil texts. Tamil savant U. Vē. Cāminātaiyar (1855–1942) was one of a small but tireless band of scholars who rescued the Tamil anthologies from obscurity when he found them, in palm-leaf manuscript form, bundled in a basket in a corner of a southern Indian monastery in the late nineteenth century.3 Cāminātaiyar published the first print version of the Aiṅkuṟunūṟu in book form in Madras (now Chennai) in 1902. The publication marked the first appearance of a classical anthology treating romantic themes in print. In 1903, Cāminātaiyar published another edition of the text in a somewhat longer version. The 1903 edition has undergone six printings to date. The preface contains brief essays on the five authors of the text and includes an utterly remarkable index of all the poetic elements (poruḷs) found in the anthology.

For his print editions, Cāminātaiyar reproduced the old, fragmented commentary, anonymous and of unknown date, found with the Aiṅkuṟunūṟu manuscript and added notes of his own, suggesting possible interpretations, usefully clarifying pronoun referents, and in some instances providing modern Tamil equivalents for classical Tamil verbal forms. Taken together, the old commentary and Cāminātaiyar’s augmentations could be characterized as pragmatic: they provide contexts, cross-references, and some grammatical notes, but there is little in the way of exposition or literary analysis. The old commentary itself is extremely brief and written in a sort of fragmentary language reminiscent of marginal scribblings. It provides a certain amount of information about the symbolic systems at work in the text (for more elaborate interpretive writing, we must rely on the recent commentaries of Turaicāmi Piḷḷai [1957], Po. Vē. Cōmacuntaraṉār [1966], and Ti. Catāciva Aiyar [1999]), but it has little else to say and can best be described as annotative but lacking useful word glosses, paraphrases, or summaries.

The Aiṅkuṟunūṟu is difficult to date, as are all classical Tamil texts. Some scholars agree that the Aiṅkuṟunūṟu is later than most of the other classical anthologies. For example, Takanobu Takahashi has placed the text in the first half of the fourth century. His arguments are convincing, justifying his assignment of this date through careful plottings of change in poetic convention as well as presentation of sound linguistic evidence.4

After George L. Hart urged me, however, to reconsider an earlier date for the Aiṅkuṟunūṟu and for the classical Tamil corpus in general,5 I returned, after many years, to the rationales for dating the classical texts as put forward in the 1970s by Kamil Zvelebil in three different sources,6 and, after consulting epigraphist Iravatham Mahadevan’s very fine 2003 work Early Tamil Epigraphy: From the Earliest Times to the Sixth Century A.D.,7 I can only agree with Zvelebil and conclude that the latest possible date for the Aiṅkuṟunūṟu is 210.8 Some scholars propose an even earlier date for the text, such as V. I. Subramoniam, who dates the text to around 120 B.C.E.9 Others propose dates that I find absurdly and impossibly late; Herman Tieken, for instance, who declares Old Tamil a “Prākrit,” oddly characterizes the poetry as rustic and claims that the entire corpus is a late Pāṇṭiya-dynasty imperial fantasy about its own history and heritage.10 I reject such notions out of hand, nor do I at all understand what is to be gained from such assertions.

The most common argument for an early date for the anthologies is made on the grounds of absence. As Zvelebil writes, there is no mention of the later Pallava dynasty in any of the texts, from which we can assume that the “earliest strata of literature is pre-Pallava, that is pre-third century A.D.”11 Mahadevan’s discovery of the rock inscriptions of the Irumpoṟai line of the Cēra dynasty at Pukalūr date to approximately 200 C.E.12 The fact that the Aiṅkuṟunūṟu was specifically commissioned by a king in the Irumpoṟai dynastic line allows us to argue for an early date. The king in question, Yāṉai-k-kaṭ Cēy Māntaraṇ Cēral Irumpoṟai, is the subject of a praise poem in the Puṟanāṉūṟu, an anthology of war and wisdom poetry.13 The Aiṅkuṟunūṟu opens with a decad (pattu) of praise poems to Ātaṉ and Aviṉi; according to Mahadevan, even though “Ātaṉ” was “a recurring name in the Cēra dynasty, this name is borne by only one ruler in the Irumpoṟai line,” Kō Ātaṉ Cel Irumpoṟai. Whether this is indeed the Ātaṉ who is sung of in the first decad of the Aiṅkuṟunūṟu is anyone’s guess, the inscriptional evidence at Pukalūr has been paleographically dated to the second century C.E.,14 and this suggests an early date for the text. What is more, Aiṅkuṟunūṟu 178 mentions the “just Kuṭṭuvaṉ” in an embedded simile, and if this is indeed the same Kuṭṭuvaṉ as the Cēra king of that name depicted on a silver portrait coin of the third century C.E., then an early date for the Aiṅkuṟunūṟu is assured.15

Another factor complicating the dates for the classical anthologies is the presence of Peruntēvaṉār’s invocatory stanzas, which occur at the beginning of the Aiṅkuṟunūṟu and its three sister akam anthologies, the Kuṟuntokai, Akanāṉūṟu, and Naṟṟiṇai plus the puṟam anthology Puṟanāṉūṟu. Śaivite in their orientation, these invocatory stanzas are late additions. Hart offers the mid-eighth century C.E. as a plausible date,16 agreeing with Zvelebil.17 Peruntēvaṉār’s invocation composed for the Aiṅkuṟunūṟu reads thus:


The triple universe and Order itself
arose in the shadow of the feet
of the One whose left half is a blue-bodied goddess;
the lady of the flawless jewels.


Although some scholars credit Peruntēvaṉār with giving the classical anthologies their final shape, he was most certainly not the compiler of the Aiṅkuṟunūṟu. We know from the colophon that the text was a Cēra imperial commission and its compiler was Pula-t-tuṟai Muṟṟiya Kūṭalūr Kiḻār. The Aiṅkuṟunūṟu is, in fact, not an “anthology” in the same way in which its sister anthologies are. The structure of the text as a whole is deliberate, and it is clear from the way in which it is assembled that its commissioner had a specific plan in mind, and that the compiler carried out the commissioner’s orders to the letter. I would suggest that all five poets of the Aiṅkuṟunūṟu—Ōrampōkiyār, Ammūvaṉār, Kapilar, Ōtalāntaiyār, and Pēyaṉār—were given assignments to compose their hundred verses under the patronage of Yāṉai Kaṭ Cēy Māntaraṇ Cēral Irumpoṟai. Marr has suggested that the Aiṅkuṟunūṟu was composed by a specific school of poets,18 and I would argue that these five brilliant men formed a short-lived atelier in the inland Irumpoṟai capital at Karuvūr. I can present no proof for this contention, but this is what makes the most sense given the scanty evidence we have.

For all its virtues and interesting features, there has been little work done on the Aiṅkuṟunūṟu. The late P. Jottimuttu published a full translation of the text in 1984, but his English renderings are largely inaccurate, contain quaint and outdated usages (“lads” and “lassies” abound), and in places the English is so desperately jumbled that it is difficult to make any sense of the poems without referring back to the original.19 Jottimuttu was a fine linguist—he was trained by the best—but linguistic ability is not at all an indicator of one’s skills as a translator. The goals of a translation are quite different when they are driven by concerns that have more to do with the conveyance of basic information than with issues of readability, aesthetic quality, and so forth. And, on certain levels, Jottimuttu’s translation is “correct.” It provides a sense of the text, and one can see that there is a syntactic correctness to most of his renderings. His version is, in other words, a linguist’s translation.

What is lacking, however, is a semantic correctness. There does not seem to be much sense in Jottimuttu’s versions of how the images were ordered by the poets, or precisely what the poetic effect might be. In the poems of the Aiṅkuṟunūṟu, in which a great deal of meaning is compressed into a few short lines, the ordering of images (and their connections with other elements in these poems) are absolutely essential for rendering the proper effect. Because of their brevity, the majority of these poems are constructed around an empty center of obliquity, and, taken in tandem with the skills of educated readers, this is how their emotional effects are successfully conveyed. The poets had to rely, therefore, mostly on their skills as imagists and not as narrativists to bring their intentions to full life.

Writing about translation as a “utopian task,” Ortega y Gasset describes the process as carrying all its “pleasure in the effort” but not in the result,20 and I have the sense that it was just this sort of dynamic that must have transported Jottimuttu through his task: there is this sort of utopian, almost altruistic impulse that seems to compel us to take on such projects, but in Jottimuttu’s case, his linguistic hyperliteralism impedes our understanding of the literary nature of the work. As Ortega y Gasset has remarked, “Translation is a literary genre apart, different from the rest, with its own norms and its own ends … it is not the work, but a path toward the work.”21 Octavio Paz has also famously commented that “literal translation … is not translation. It is a mechanism, a string of words that helps us read the text in its original language … a glossary … ,” whereas translation itself is “always a literary activity.”22

Aside from Jottimuttu, the late A. K. Ramanujan and George L. Hart have published a total of eighty-two verses from the Aiṅkuṟunūṟu between them in their respective collections. Hart includes twenty-five in his volume,23 while Ramanujan chose a total of fifty-seven for his book.24 Hart’s translations are accurate, fairly literal, and never shy away from the complexities of Tamil syntax. Ramanujan’s translations are true to the spirit of the poems and are accurate in the ways in which they convey the sometimes shocking beauty of the originals, but he made these Tamil poems into entities quite apart from translations. They work as poems in English quite well, and though they are exquisite, they are not true enough to the originals to be termed accurate in letter. Ramanujan took shortcuts—sometimes leaving out entire clauses that I would wager he found clumsy—in order to impose his own minimalist aesthetic on them. It is my contention that the way to bring these poems into English is to somehow mediate between the quite different registers of Hart and Ramanujan and achieve a result that is accurate and gives a sense of poetic idiom on the one hand while maintaining literary quality on the other. What is more, despite the fine efforts of these two translators, we are left completely without a sense of the Aiṇkuṟunūṟu as a text, or, as I would argue, as an enormous, complex poem when considered in its entirety.

What Constitutes a Poem in the Aiṅkuṟunūṟu?

To gain a sense of the work as a whole, it may be useful to first take a single poem at random, analyze it, consider how it relates to the other nine verses in the decad in which it is placed, how that set of ten relates to the nine other decads in which it is set, and finally how all ten sets together form a loose narrative structure.

The poem I have chosen for analysis is from the pālai section of the text, composed by Ōtalāntaiyār. Pālai is the landscape (tiṇai) of the “wasteland.” These poems are on instability and various states and modes of transition; in other words, on abject separation in various contexts, and they are all set against backdrops of severe physical hardship and emotional difficulty. The Tolkāppiyam sets these poems in either extreme cold or extreme heat—the latter is far more common—with midday as the preferred time. The poem I have chosen is number 345 in the collection, taken from the decad titled Iḷavēṉiṟ pattu (literally, “Ten Poems on the Time of Young Heat”; less literally, “Ten Poems on Spring”). All ten poems in the set are spoken by the talaivi, the heroine, who has seen the signs of the approaching season. She is separated from the talaivaṉ, the hero. Poem 345 reads


avarō vārār tāṉvan taṉṟē
putuppū vatira ṟāayk
katuppaṟa laṇiyunṅ kāmar poḻutē


Here is my translation:


He has not come still,

but the time of beauty has come
when the jasmine creepers
spread out their new flowers
and adorn the black silt ripples
as if they were strands of hair.



From a structural point of view, the natural elements of the poem—all of line 2 and the first three feet of line 3 in the original Tamil—are inserted in the middle of an interrupted sentence, a structure somewhat common in classical Tamil poetry wherein a major thought or unit of meaning is broken midway, the poetic content inserted, and the thought finished in the final foot or line of the poem. The major thought of the poem is paraphrased by U. Vē. Cāminātaiyar as follows: avar vārār, poḻutu vantaṉṟu (literally, “He has not come; the time has come”). In the poem, the first line literally reads, “He has not come still”; or more correctly, reading in the dubitative force of the -ō appended to the third-person polite masculine pronoun avar, “Will he not come?” or “Has he not come yet?” followed by a simple past singular neuter verb, vantaṉṟu, “[it] has come,” the subject of which is poḻutu, “time/season,” the final word of the final line of the poem. This technique, the English name of which can be rendered (envisioning the U-shaped shackle of a padlock) something like “the bow of the lock,” is used to create not necessarily a state of suspense but one of suspension, in which we do not know what has come until we reach the final word of the verse, the head noun, separated from its preceding verb with a dense string of modifiers, a construction made entirely plausible by the basic rules of Dravidian syntax but very difficult to render into English without breaking that “bow of the lock” and thereby destroying the sense of structural suspension inhering in the original.

But let us expand the basic structure of this single poem into the next level of its context. As noted, one of the major characteristics of the Aiṅkuṟunūṟu is its primary division into five sets of one hundred poems, each set of one hundred further divided into pattus, or discrete sets of ten. The poems of each decad are worked around a unique figure, either an object or animal, a line of direct address, a specific conversational context, or a specific situational context. The Iḷavēṉiṟ pattu (Ten Poems on Spring) is a decad characterized by situational context, but as it turns out, the word iḷavēṉil never occurs in the set, but rather the word poḻutu, “time/season.” Every decad in the text is characterized by a repeated element, and in the case of this decad, the repeated element is a rhetorical figure, the “bow of the lock” construction just mentioned. Every poem in the set follows, without exception, the same pattern. Every poem is metrically identical; every poem is exactly three lines in length, following a four-foot/three-foot/four-foot pattern. Every poem begins with the line avarō vārār tāṉvan taṉṟē and ends with the word poḻutu as the final foot in the final line.25 To make possible gaining a sense of the poetic effect of this figure, I provide here my translation of the entire decad, poems 341 to 350. Note the rhythmic pattern that emerges, and also the subtle shifts in poetic content while reading through this remarkable set of poems:

Ten Poems on Spring (Iḷavēṉiṟ pattu)

341.  He has not come still,
but the time has come
when the soft black silt
is laid down in rippled layers
as the cuckoo coos for her mate
with her sweet voice.

342.  He has not come still,
but the time has come
when the black-trunked mulberry
gives off its fragrance
as the rejoicing bees hum
in its fat branches.

343.   He has not come still,
but the time has come
when the dense ironwood trees
bear their fat buds swollen with beauty
and break open into bloom.

344.  He has not come still,
but the time has come
when the doll-like fruit
borne by the bottle-flower tree
with its fragrant blossoms
is ripe for the plucking.

345.  He has not come still,
but the time has come
when the jasmine creepers
spread out their new flowers
and adorn the black silt ripples
as if they were strands of hair.

346.   He has not come still,
but the time has come
when the red-eyed black cuckoo
keens for her mate
as the trumpet-flower tree blossoms,
its branches lush.

347.  He has not come still,
but the time has come
to make a paste of the sprouts
of the beech tree,
its blossoms like puffed rice,
which will enhance the great beauty
of young breasts.

348.  He has not come still,
but the time has come
when the branches of the oak tree
are thatched with right-spiraling flowers
and our cool garden blooms,
redolent with fragrance.

349.   He has not come still,
but the time has come
that gives forth young sprouts,
red as flame,
overwhelming the branches
of the mango tree
with its shaggy trunk.

350.  He has not come still,
but the time has come
when men pacify their lovers
with words dripping honey
as the bright flowers
of the margosa tree
sprinkle down.

The decad begins with rather simple conceits. The heroine laments that the hero has not returned for her even though the time has come when he should have. The first six poems of the set contain well-worked descriptions of spring, each containing implicit, simultaneous descriptions of the heroine’s plight. In the first poem, for instance, the heroine is “the cuckoo cooing for her mate/with her sweet voice”; in poems 342 to 344, the heroine describes the fragrance and the swollen, budding beauty of spring; again, this is all self-referential: she is a “fat bud swollen with beauty/and breaking open into bloom”; she is the “doll-shaped fruit/borne by the bottle-flower tree … ripe for the plucking.” Moving through the set, the allusions become less abstract and more explicitly self-referential: poems 345 and 347 refer to adornment of not just the season but of her own hair (with jasmine flowers) and breasts (with “a paste of the sprouts of the beech tree”) as she prepares for her lover’s return. Poem 348 contains a specific reference to “our cool garden … redolent with fragrance,” but in poem 350, the final poem of the set, the heroine is still alone and voices her doubts about her lover’s intentions with a sarcastic comment on his ability to keep his promises to her: “He has not come still/but the time has come/when men pacify their lovers/with words dripping honey/as the bright flowers/of the margosa tree/sprinkle down.”

The sequencing of these poems provides a subtle narrative movement that is not provided by the encompassing repeating rhetorical element but rather by the poetic content encompassed by the figure—a great deal takes place as the poetic elements of the second line and the first three feet of line 3 shift as the heroine’s comments become gradually less abstract and more concrete and self-referential, ending in some very pretty sarcasm and criticism of the hero. The genius of Ōtalāntaiyār is this: There is a total of eleven feet in each poem. Fully five of those feet are fixed with the repeated rhetorical element, leaving the poet with six feet within which to improvise and to develop both a mood and a narrative of sorts.

What next merits examination is precisely how the Iḷavēṉiṟ pattu functions within the pālai section of the text—what comes before it, and what follows? What poetic and narrative functions do this decad serve in the larger, overall scheme of the Aiṅkuṟunūṟu? Loosely, the story of the pālai section can be told through the titles of its decads. The section opens with the Celavaḻuṅkuvitta pattu (Ten Poems on Preventing His Departure with Distressing Words), spoken by the girlfriend (tōḻi) to the hero (talaivaṉ), followed by the Celavu-p-pattu (Ten Poems on the Journey) (in other words, the distressing words did not work!) which are spoken in a miscellany of voices—the heroine (talaivi), the talaivi’s foster mother (cevili-t-tāy), and the tōḻi. The talaivaṉ himself then speaks in the Iṭai-c-cura-p-pattu (Ten Poems from the Midst of the Wasteland), which are in turn answered by the heroine in the Talaivi-y-iraṅku pattu (Ten Lamentations of the Heroine). And it is after these ten that the Iḷavēṉiṟ pattu is inserted. It is worth having a look at the last two poems in the “Ten Lamentations” set to see how Ōtalāntaiyār manages the transition. Here are poems 339 and 340. Each poem in this decad begins, by the way, with the phrase amma vāḻi tōḻi, “Look here, Friend. Live long.” All ten laments are addressed to the tōḻi, the talaivi’s girlfriend:

339.  Look here, Friend. Live long:
In that country where my lover has gone,
is there really no evening at all,
when bats soar up
to eat the fragrant fruit
of the short-branched neem tree
with its tiny leaves?


340.  Look here, Friend. Live long:
Is our lover not thinking?
Or are we just confused?
Leaving us, he’s gone off
as the gossip rises in the town
like fire in dried-out bamboo.


It is this moment of doubt and hesitation, the heroine archly wondering aloud whether there is no evening in the place where he has gone off to, and that is why he can stand to be away, or whether he is just “not thinking,” or whether it is her own confusion, her own misunderstanding of his promises, that leads the heroine to comment on what we might call the empirical evidence surrounding her—all the signs of spring—with which she both comforts and tortures herself. And this building up of doubt, coupled with erotic expectation, are followed by the Varavuraitta pattu (Ten Poems on Announcing His Return). The first four poems of the set are spoken by the tōḻi to the talaivi, poems 5 and 6 by the talaivaṉ directly to the talaivi, 7 and 8 by the tōḻi to the talaivi, and 9 and 10 by the talaivaṉ to the talaivi, transitioning artfully into the Muṉ-ṉilai-p-pattu (Ten Direct Addresses), which are poems spoken in a myriad of voices, but all are confrontational in tone: they are in turn seductive, accusatory, and informative (the latter poems inform the mother that her daughter has been seduced). In several of these poems, ōtalāntaiyār has worked in some of the imagery from the Iḷavēṉiṟ pattu. My favorite in this cluster is poem 366, spoken by the tōḻi to her own mother, that is, the talaivi’s foster mother:

366.  O Mother, live long. Listen:
Mother, since with anger-reddened eyes
you’ve uselessly asked
why my friend has grown so very pale,


I know little more than that
the change can be blamed
on the ironwood tree
and its tender clumps of bloom.



This foreshadows the decad that follows, the Makaṭ-pōkkiya vaḻi-t-tāy-iraṅku pattu (Ten Laments of the Mother on the Occasion of Her Daughter’s Elopement)—the talaivaṉ and talaivi have united and left for the wastelands—followed by the Uṭaṉ-pōkkiṉkaṇ iṭai-c-curattu-uraitta pattu (Ten Poems on What Was Said in the Wasteland During Their Elopement), a very interesting set of poems spoken by passers-by, by the talaivi to passers-by, asking them to bear messages to her mother and the tōḻi back home, and the mother’s answers to them. The pālai section ends with the Maṟutaravu-p-pattu (Ten Poems on Their Return), and the text then shades off into the contexts of mullai, Pēyaṉār’s hundred poems on family life and the less-dramatic anxieties of domestically oriented love in separation.

The narrative connection between the pālai and mullai sections of the text lead me to suggest that the authors of these two sections—Ōtalāntaiyār and Pēyaṉār—must have worked in some sort of consultation with each other and that the whole text, in fact, is the product of an intense, collaborative effort.

Many poems in the Aiṅkuṟunūṟu successfully stand on their own, and both Hart and Ramanujan realized this when compiling their own collections, but it is my contention that the decads of this text were probably meant to be understood in the way that we might understand a set of song cycles, each illustrating a different facet of the five moods of reciprocal love. The entire text is itself one long poem, in my opinion, which intriguingly rewrites the ordering—the sequencing of the landscapes—as they traditionally appear in the Tolkāppiyam, which begins the sequence with landscapes tied to clandestine, erotic love before marriage—love that is kaḷavu (stolen)—and ends with those evoking jealous quarreling. The Aiṅkuṟunūṟu places the landscapes of jealous quarreling first, beginning with Ōrampōkiyār’s marutam poems, and the text ends with one hundred poems devoted to the theme of domestic happiness and patient separation after marriage, Pēyaṉār’s mullai poems. As I have read the text deeply over the past twelve years, it seems to me now that at least from a superficial standpoint the text’s compiler wanted the anthology to end on an auspicious note, and in fact it does: the final poem of the text, spoken by the tōḻi (the heroine’s female companion) to the hero, celebrates the man’s return from the pācaṟai (war camp) of his king, relieving the dramatic tension of the mullai section of the text and leaving the reader bathed in happy sentiment and emotion. In the Aiṅkuṟunūṟu, the landscapes move from poems about fracture, jealousy, and infidelity and settle finally into verses describing and celebrating trusting domestic romance.

The element of the text most responsible for the reordering of the landscape sequence, however, is a function of its patronage. Leaving Peruntēvaṉār’s later invocation aside, the very first phrase of the Aiṅkuṟunūṟu is vāli-y-ātan (May Ātan live long), and the first half stanzas of each of the poems in the first decad (Ten Poems on Wishing) are most likely nods to the Cēra patrons of all five authors.

On Objects, Animals, and Poetic Evocation

In the opening pages of his 1984 book Dominance and Affection: The Making of Pets, cultural geographer Yi-Fu Tuan writes of the human impulse to dominate nature. Artists, those who engage in “aesthetic activities, such as writing poems,” are not exempt from his critique. Such activities “do not have any obvious direct impact on nature and society, but the impulse to reduce—and thereby, order and control—is there. A poet looks at nature and captures its essence in a poem. Something out there is taken into the human world, dressed in words and arranged in rhythmic order.”26

I contend that in early Tamil poetry, it is not nature—that “something out there”—that is the object of the human impulse to tame, rather human emotion and sexuality are the objects of capture and ordering; not nature, not the wild outside but the wild within, disciplined with networks of referents, symbols, and indices culled from the environment. In other words, rather than engaging in a Nietzschean “anthropomorphic transformation of the world,”27 it appears to be humans who are transformed, not the animals and plants of the natural world. What does it mean to assign plant and animal natures to human beings, or to describe animal behavior to comment on that of humans?

The Aiṅkuṟunūṟu is fascinating from the point of view of material culture. One can, in reading this text, understand precisely how a sophisticated poetics was forged by acute comprehension of what certain objects or animals might evoke poetically. Often individual decads of the Aiṅkuṟunūṟu are named after an animal or object emblematic of its landscape—bangles, monkeys, stands of reeds, crabs, parrots, and so on—providing the reader with automatic—and ideally instantaneous—links between perception and mood. These formal elements of the Aiṅkuṟunūṟu are what make it an ideal text with which to raise questions relating to anthropomorphism, zoomorphism, and other such dynamics.

As Lorraine Daston and Gregg Mitman write in the introduction of their 2005 book Thinking with Animals: New Perspectives on Anthropomorphism, as humans, we tend to adopt the “reflexive assumption that animals are like us”; that humans “habitually use animals to help them do their own thinking about themselves … Humans assume a community of thought and feeling between themselves and a surprisingly wide array of animals … [recruiting] animals to symbolize, dramatize, and illuminate aspects of their own experience and fantasies.”28 Some of these notions fit the classical Tamil context rather well, but rather than empathetic feelings of communitas between man and beast, what seems to be driving the deployment of symbolism in these poems is what we might think of as an early brand of scientism exhibited in the final chapter of the Tolkāppiyam. The Marapiyal (literally, the “Chapter on Usage”) begins with lists of nouns designating the proper names for the young, the female, and the male of various species, followed by a list of the six senses (touch, taste, smell, sight, hearing, and the mind). The senses are hierarchized and each sense category includes examples of various types of plants, animals, and humans according to the numbers of senses they possess. I believe it useful exploring how the more familiar poetic elements of sign and symbol mix with this taxonomic system. How do certain values come to be assigned to particular objects in nature? The values here are poetic rather than pragmatic, to be sure, but could very well be grounded in early pragmatic taxonomies. I would argue against Nietzsche, who famously stated that scientism and taxonomical impulses preempt distinctive cultural styles. The Tamil example seems to have fostered a cultural style rather than preempt one, particularly in the contexts of poetic production and expression.

We must first ask precisely what Tamil poetry does. Do the poems exhibit anthropomorphism, zoomorphism, or something else entirely? In the Aiṅkuṟunūṟu, we find none of the elements of fable, caricature, or hyperhumanization, elements that come to mind when we think of the garden-variety anthropomorphism found in various world literatures. The birds and beasts of Tamil poetry do not have human features, nor do they talk. In fact, in several instances in the Aiṅkuṟunūṟu, heroines find fault with birds in particular for not imparting valuable information to them. In one example, the relative innocence of a tiny girl is emphasized when she asks a white water bird if it has seen where she lost her jewels in a sand dune. This particular verse is found in a set of ten poems addressed to the hero, in which the girlfriend of the woman who loves him mocks him because he has been spotted playing in the waves with a girl who is much too young for him, a girl who is too young to know that seabirds cannot talk:
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We saw your little friend,
didn’t we, Lord?



She asked a white seabird
about her gleaming jewels
that she’d lost
in the rising sands near the sea.



There is only one instance in the Aiṅkuṟunūṟu of anthropomorphism in its classical sense, in a set of ten poems in which a veḷḷāṅ-kuruku (white water bird) is the central figure, the same white seabird featured in the poem above. These poems are set in the landscape of the seashore, where the emotional mood is that of lamentation and romantic anxiety. The context of this decad is the lovers’ triangle. The husband has returned after having had an extended affair with another woman, and he is trying to regain entry into his home—his wife has denied him permission, and the erring man has gone off to allegedly break off the affair with his lover. Each poem in this set opens with the long phrase veḷḷāṅ kurukiṉ piḷḷai cettu eṉa-k/kāṇiya ceṉṟa maṭa-naṭai nārai (the soft-gaited heron as it went off to see the dying hatchling of the white water bird). The heron is the husband, the white water bird his lover, and the dying hatchling is the love they shared between them, which has died a slow death as the hero decides to return to his wife. In these poems, emotions are assigned to the heron as he makes his consolation calls to his former lover, the white water bird. Here are two poignant examples, both spoken by the wife, who expresses her confusion, pain, and the utter hopelessness of her situation:
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I will not consent to see him,
though my heart favors that man from the ford
where blue lilies give off their honeyed smell without cease
and, blooming like eyes,



were trampled by the soft-gaited heron
as it went off to see the dying hatchling
of the white water bird.
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I have borne a child of sedge grass for him,
that man from the ford
where the soft-gaited heron
that went off to see the dying hatchling
of the white water bird
uproots the blue lilies
that crowd the backwaters
and sends them out to sea.



As Wendy Doniger has noted, zoomorphism is more common in the Indian context than is anthropomorphism, and this is true for the Aiṅkuṟunūṟu. Comparing these two dynamics, Doniger has observed that “zoomorphism is more complex: although … the human being is the explicit object, the bestial qualities imputed to the human usually reveal an observation of animals more detailed … than that of anthropomorphism, and the text teaches us simultaneously what sort of person it thinks that animal is like and what sort of animal it thinks that sort of person is like.”29 In the Aiṅkuṟunūṟu, the zoomorphic impulse is best typified in the poems of Kapilar, set in the kuṟiñci landscape of clandestine love, where romantic and sexual impulses themselves are inarguably at their strongest and therefore at their most “bestial.” Quantitatively speaking, there are more descriptions of animals in these poems than in the other four landscapes. Of the eight decads in the Aiṅkuṟunūṟu specifically devoted to animals, that is, explicitly named for them and featuring them as the main figures in their verses, four are found in the kuṟiñci portion of the text (four decads devoted to boars, monkeys, parrots, and peacocks). But unlike the poems worked around the figure of the white water bird, these poems do not ascribe mental processes to animals, nor is there any attribution of humanlike intention. But what they might have instead, following Pamela Asquith, is an ethos or character that is “an innate attribute of a [particular] species and as diagnostic of a species as its physical form. The ethos or character of animals [consists] of their life habits and manners.”30 And the twist is here: In Kapilar’s kuṟiñci poems, these “life habits and manners”—the ethos and lifeways of beasts—are turned around and attributed to men, to heroes who have met their lovers in private and have not yet returned for second meetings. According to the taxonomical scheme laid out in the Marapiyal, “beasts” and “people of low culture” are “creatures of five senses,” that is, possessing touch, taste, smell, sight, and hearing but having no mind. And in the poems, comparing an indifferent or forgetful hero to a monkey or a boar is to say, yes, monkeys and boars are forgetful and neglect their mates much like humans do (that would be anthropomorphism, of course), but the main point is not to impute these human traits to the beasts but to comment on the lack of the hero’s mental capacities (and that would be zoomorphism). Here are three examples from the Kurakku-p-pattu (Ten Poems on the Monkey), in which the heroine’s girlfriend confronts the hero, basically accusing him of dillydallying, of engaging in futile activities amounting to thoughtless play and leisure, thereby not attending to more urgent “mindful” matters of romance, sex, and marriage. And, as Doniger has noted in other contexts, we must notice that in such examples of zoomorphism, “the bestial qualities imputed to the human [here, our shiftless hero] reveal an observation of animals more detailed than that of anthropomorphism.”31 The details in these poems are finely drawn:
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In your good mountains,
a strong monkey,
the young of that female,
the hair of her head like grass,
gorges on the shoots
of the mast tree in the path,
shining like red coral.



Lord, if you go,
that girl who lives only
on her love for you
will cry far more than I.
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In your country,
the mate of the female monkey,
that male with colored hair,
takes up a pretty little stick of cane
and beats at a rain bubble
on a broad slab of rock.




Lord, she’s loved you.
Yet if you show her favor,
will her celebrated beauty vanish?
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In your country,
the lover of the female monkey,
that male who grazes on shoots,
takes up a cool, fragrant creeper
and slashes at young clouds
foaming over broad slabs of rock.



Even if you don’t love her enough now
to make her your wife,
O Lord of the good mountain land
where a kino tree blossoms
in a stony cleft,
why not marry her, then leave?



There are, however, alternative ways of thinking about these dynamics that might prove more useful than oscillating between the poles of anthropomorphism and zoomorphism and then trying to decide which poems display which dynamic, or how we might characterize the Aiṅkuṟunūṟu in general in its use of animal imagery. Ecologists such as Kay Milton and Linda Kalof offer models that perhaps more accurately describe the functions and processes at work in these poems. Milton describes, for example, “egomorphism,” with the self or ego as the “primary point of reference for understanding both human and non-human things.”32 Just as the hierarchies of sentience in the Marapiyal imply, humans are “quantitatively different” from animals, but the poems themselves demonstrate that humans and animals are, in fact, “qualitatively similar.” Where all this must begin is with perception, the perception of the self or ego and how that self then perceives its human and nonhuman others, giving rise to the formation of an “ecological self,” one that is “formed or specified in relation to its environment,” which then “lays the foundations for cultural construction” and in the Tamil case leads to a complicated and rich poetic system.

Kalof adds that “human identity is developed through relationship with non-human others,” that animals should be regarded as “critical contributors to the construction of human identity and a ‘relational self.’ ”33 Kalof also argues that it is largely a matter of degree, the degree of similarity and dissimilarity.34 If we return to the “sentience scale” of the Marapiyal, if that is how we choose to think of it, plants and trees (one sense), snails and shellfish (two senses), termites and ants (three senses), and crabs and beetles (four senses) occupy the lower rungs, while most of the animals—as well as those problematic “people of low culture”—of the Aiṅkuṟunūṟu possess five. The further away we move from creatures with human shapes, the fewer senses they possess. In this poetic world, it is not so much the geographical boundaries that become blurred in the processes of comparison and metaphor, in the elaborate metaphysics of like and as, but interpersonal and interspecies boundaries of self and other. Each of the poems is a gloss on the human condition, and when interspecies comparisons are drawn, “animals are not just one symbol system out of many,” as Daston and Mitman write, “they do not just stand for something.”35 By their differentiation and their transvaluation by the resulting creation of various scales—proximal/distal, similar/different, like us/not like us—all that “wild” that is “out there” is used to create new “value-laden forms of life,”36 not in the rather simple and reflexive anthropomorphic sense but in the borderlands of the poetic imagination, where humans can grant themselves and others animal and botanical qualities to forge new and illuminating identities expressing love in all its hues; in its six-sense pleasures of love as well as in its five-sense problems of caprice, infidelity, and suspicion.

A Note on the Book’s Organization

The following translations are organized according to the order of the poems in U. Vē. Cāminātaiyar’s 1903 print edition.37 I introduce each section with a brief note on each author and the conventions at work in each landscape.38 I then introduce each decad with notes about the shifting conversational contexts therein. I have based these notes largely on P. Jottimuttu’s39 annotations, the excellent catalog of Aiṅkuṟunūṟu poetic situations found in M. R. P. Gurusami’s empirical study of the text, A Critical Study of Aiṅkuṟunūṟu,40 on information culled from various commentaries,41 and of course, on the notes I took during hours of discussion of the poems with my superb teachers and guides, Dr. Vijayalakshmy Rangarajan and Dr. K. V. Ramakoti. I certainly encourage readers to enjoy the translations without my notes, but many of the poems are difficult to comprehend without any knowledge of their conversational contexts.
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MARUTAM

ASIDE FROM the one hundred poems included in the Aiṅkuṟunūṟu, Ōrampōkiyār composed seven additional marutam poems (Akanāṉūṟu286 and 316; Kuṟuntokai 10, 127, and 384; Naṟṟiṇai 20 and 360). His most likely dates are 150–200. He was clearly a master of the ironic voice. He is also the author of Kuṟuntokai 70 (kuṟiñci) and 122 (neytal), and one Puṟanāṉūṟu poem, number 284. His strategic use of uḷḷuṟai (implied simile, the technique of employing a natural scene to describe actions, emotions, and characters) is a feature of nearly every one of his poems in the Aiṅkuṟunūṟu, and rightly so: the marutam landscape is largely that of the lovers’ triangle and the resulting secrecy, quarreling, and sulking (ūṭal); therefore oblique, indirect expression is called for.

The marutam poems are set on riverbanks and in cultivated fields. Convention tells us that all seasons are appropriate to this mood, and the preferred time is dawn (midnight is also allowed). The human cast of characters in these hundred poems include the hero (talaivaṉ), heroine (talaivi), her rival (parattai), the girlfriends of both women (tōḻi), and the bard (pāṉar), who acts as a mediator between the hero and his love interests. The native elements of the marutam landscape are exactly what we might expect to find in agricultural settings where rice is cultivated: the buffalo and the crab each have entire decads devoted to them. We also encounter cranes, water hens, freshwater fish, crocodiles, turtles, and other such animals, which are used by Ōrampōkiyār to great effect to illustrate human virtues and foibles. The women of these poems are most often represented by botanical elements (various types of lilies, reeds, and the scentless blossoms of the sugarcane are the most commonly employed).

Ten Poems on Wishing (Vēṭkai-p-pattu)

The first repeated element is vāḻi-y-ātaṉ vāli-y-aviṉi, which constitutes the first line of all ten poems in the set. Ātaṉ and Aviṉi were members of the Cēra dynastic line, and beginning the anthology with this blessing gives the entire Aiṅkuṟunūṟu its indelible Cēra stamp. All ten poems are spoken by the heroine’s girlfriend to the hero. The “mother” to whom she refers is her friend, the heroine. The context in the first five poems is marital infidelity. The heroine is married, and the girlfriend is reporting the blessings given by the heroine, who is conducting her life as usual even though her husband has taken a lover. The girlfriend’s wish is a veiled plea for reconciliation. In poem 2, the girlfriend refers to the woman and her rival in the line “where the water lily equals the many-petaled lotus,” an indirect criticism aimed at the hero: she is chastising him for regarding the rival woman and his wife as equals (here, the water lily is the rival, and the many-petaled lotus is the wife). In poem 3, the girlfriend indicates that something is amiss by blessing his “home life” amid all the abundance and flourishing. In poem 4, the wife is the ripening paddy full of fertile potential, while the rival is the blooming cane. Cane flowers have no scent, there is no “fruit” there, and therefore there is no real use for a relationship with her. The girlfriend additionally states that she does not want the hero’s chest to become a paḻaṉam, a paddy field; the sense is that his chest should be an exclusive place for his wife and not for any woman who happens by. The distinction being made is between private and public access, and I have inserted the word “public” in the penultimate line to bring this sense across. The reference to the husband in poem 5 should be clear: he is the “crocodile gorging on large fish”—in other words, recklessly feasting on other women. Poems 6 to 10 continue in the same poetic form, but the context has shifted to love prior to marriage. The girlfriend is expressing her wish to the hero that he make plans to marry the heroine quickly.

 1. “May Ātaṉ live long, long life to Aviṉi!
Let the fields yield rich harvest;
let the gold pile up in heaps!”
So my mother wished.

“Let the man from the rich town
of budding portia and tiny fish heavy with eggs
live long, and long life to his bard, too!”
So did I wish.

 2. “May Ātaṉ live long, long life to Aviṉi!
Let the fields be bountiful;
let the beggars come!”
So my mother wished.

“Let the love of that man from the cool riverbank
where the water lily equals the many-petaled lotus
grow as each day passes.”
So did I wish.

 3. “May Ātaṉ live long, long life to Aviṉi!
Let the milk flow in streams;
let the bulls thrive!”
So my mother wished.

“That man from the place crammed with flowers
where plowmen, having sown their paddy,
move on with their crop shares—
let his home life flourish!”
So did I wish.

 4. “May Ātaṉ live long, long life to Aviṉi!
Let his enemies eat grass;
let the Brahmins chant their Vedas!”
So my mother wished.

“That man of the place
with its fields of ripening paddy and blooming cane—
may his chest not become a public field!”
So did I wish.

 5. “May Ātaṉ live long, long life to Aviṉi!
May there be no hunger;
let disease keep its distance!”
So my mother wished.

“That man from the cool riverbank
where a young crocodile gorges on large fish—
may his chariot stop before our gate!”
So did I wish.

 6. “May Ātaṉ live long, long life to Aviṉi!
May the king’s enemies be vanquished;
let his years increase!”
So my mother wished.

“That man from the cool riverbank
where a lotus has bloomed in a wide pond—
may he marry her, and let our father give her to him!”
So did I wish.

 7. “May Ātaṉ live long, long life to Aviṉi!
May virtue abundantly flourish;
let what is not virtue rot away!”
So my mother wished.

“That man from the cool ghats
where cranes nest in the branches
of the myrobalan tree with its bristling blossoms—
may he marry her fast and go on to his town!”
So did I wish.

 8. “May Ātaṉ live long, long life to Aviṉi!
May the king maintain order;
let there be no fraud!”
So my mother wished.

“The man from the place crammed with flowers
where a fine peacock perches on a swaying mango branch—
let his promises come true in this place!”
So did I wish.

 9. “May Ātaṉ live long, long life to Aviṉi!
May goodness abundantly flourish;
let there be no evil!”
So my mother wished.

“That man from the cool riverbank
where a crane nests in a straw-lined cleft
and feeds on carp—
let not his love be slandered!”
So did I wish.

 10. “May Ātaṉ live long, long life to Aviṉi!
May the rains shower down;
let fertility abundantly flourish!”
So my mother wished.

“That man from the cool riverbank
where tiny fish reeking of flesh
live alongside blooming mango trees—
let him take her along with him and go!”
So did I wish.

Ten Poems on Reeds (Vēḻa-p-pattu)

In this set, the common element is the vēḻam (reed or type of sugarcane). All ten poems are set in the time after marriage, and the speaker in every poem is the heroine, except for poem 16, which is spoken by the girlfriend to the bard, who is acting as a mediator on the hero’s behalf. The heroine addresses her girlfriend in poems 11 to 15, using the royal “we,” in a sense, but the first-person plural is also used to indicate the close relationship between the two women. Poems 17 to 19 are most likely addressed to the bard, while the final poem is the heroine’s lonely soliloquy. The “purslane creeper” of poem 11 is the errant husband, who has coiled himself around a reed. The “reeds” in all these poems represent the parattai (other woman, the heroine’s rival). Similar to poem 4 of the first set, the “reed flowers” of poem 17 are without fragrance and represent futility, and in poem 20, the heroine describes the dashing of her domestic hopes, blaming her ruin on the hollow reeds. Her bangles slip from her wrists because her anxiety has caused her to grow thin—this is a common convention throughout the anthology, and throughout South Asian literature as a whole.


 11. Shamed by the cruelty
of the man from the riverbank
where the purslane creeper planted in the house
coils around a reed,
we will say that he is good.

Our soft, round shoulders contradict us.

 12. Let us bravely endure the cruelty
of the man from the riverbank
where reeds on its slope
bloom like stalks of cane.

Let our broad, soft shoulders contradict us.

 13. That man from the cool riverbank
where the reeds on its slopes
put forth white blooms
like the cresting plumes
of finely gaited horses—

even at midnight
as the town drowses,
his other women do not know sleep.

 14. That man from the lush riverbank
where the row of reed flowers
chafes the fertile shoots
of the nearby mango tree with its green fruit—

his chest makes a cool bed full of sweet grace.

 15. That man from the ancient town
where reeds give aid as companions
to women who yearn for gleaming leaf dresses
as they bathe in the sandy floodwaters—

even though he is from these parts,
he is not a local man.

 16. That man from the place dense with flowers
where servant girls keep kohl
in the tubular stems of reeds
with their rising blooms—

thinking of him,
a yellow pallor dulls
her flowerlike painted eyes.

 17. That man from the place
where white reed flowers wave over the bushes
like cranes streaking through the sky—

because he wants fresh women,
my ignorant heart is wretched.

 18. That man from the fields
where the reeds, sedge grass, and dark rushes
rustle like sugarcane—
he said that he would never leave,
but he left me, didn’t he,
as my flowerlike eyes shed tears.

 19. That man is from the place
where white reed flowers in cool groves
tear at the pale threads
of the mango tree growing in a dune,
its thick branches reeking
of the scent of lovers’ bodies.

Because of this, my eyes sting,
shedding tears like blossoms in the rain.

 20. Thinking of that man
from the place near the riverbank
where tubular reeds as hollow as bamboo
rip out eggs laid in a hundred-petaled lotus
by a tiny-legged dragonfly with iridescent wings,

the beautiful, gleaming bangles
slip from my wrists.



Ten Poems on the Crab (Kaḷavaṉ-pattu)

In this decad, the crab is the common element, and in every case it is used to illustrate the hero’s behavior, both good and bad. Poems 21 to 27 are set in the postmarital context. The first poem is one of reassurance, spoken by the girlfriend to the heroine, telling her obliquely that her husband has “severed” his relationships with her rivals. Poems 22 and 23 are laments spoken by the heroine to her companion. Poems 24 to 27 are spoken by the girlfriend to the heroine (24 and 26 are uttered in earshot of the misbehaving hero, who is ignoring his newborn son, the “green fruit” of poem 25). Poem 27 is another poem of reassurance, in which the girlfriend speaks obliquely of the hero’s wealth gathering. The final three poems are set in the context of clandestine love before marriage. Here, the girlfriend speaks to the foster mother to alert her to the urgent need to arrange a marriage for the couple. In poem 29, the “mottled mound” of the adolescent heroine possibly refers to visible hormonal changes on her dusky skin, a common descriptor of pubertal beauty in this poetic tradition.


 21. That man is from the cool riverbank
where a speckled crab
snaps off lily stems
in those primordial shoals
lined with tall thickets of thorn,
and he has ended all your doubts.

Mother, why do your painted eyes grow cloudy?

 22. That man from the place
where a speckled crab scrabbling in mud
burrows under the root
of the thornbush—
he spoke sweet words and married me.

Why, Mother, did he say that he would never leave?

 23. That man from the place adorned by floods
that uproot flowers and swirl around the crab
under the root of the thornbush—
he ended all our doubts
and made love to us.

Why has he become a menacing god, Mother?

 24. In his place,
speckled crabs kill their mothers at birth,
and crocodiles gorge on their young.

Has he become like them, I wonder?
After embracing women as their golden bracelets jingle
and having their beauty,
why is it that he leaves them, Mother?

 25. That man from the fields
where a crab severs red purslane tendrils
with their newly sprouting green fruit
growing in the shelter of the house next door—

his chest distresses many women
and makes their jewels slip off, Mother.

 26. That man from the place
where a crab leaves its mate
in a globe-thistle field
and severs the soft shoots of the bindweed—
he doesn’t know us;
he doesn’t know others.

Why has he become like this, Mother?

 27. That man from the place where a crab,
clutching ears of grain in a field of golden paddy,
drags them back to his hole
in the cool mud—

becoming so thin
that your bright bracelets slip off,
why do you suffer over him, Mother?

 28. If her lingering illness
is the fault of some fierce water goddess,
then why is she so thin
that her bright bracelets slip off?

Why, Mother, do her tender shoulders grow sallow
over that man from the place
where a crab leaves its traces
in the cool mud?

29.  Having embraced the chest
of that man from the fields
where a crab severs the white sprouts
of newly sown paddy
as watchmen come running
in a downpour,

Mother, why has your daughter,
her little mound mottled,
grown sallow?

 30. That man from the place
where many paddy flowers have fallen,
lining the cool, muddy burrow
of a crab, his eyestalks
long as neem sprouts—

why does this girl
lose her great beauty
on his account, Mother?



Ten Addresses to the Girlfriend (Tōḻikkuraitta pattu)

All ten poems begin with the line amma vāḻi tōḻi, which I have translated as “Listen, Friend, and live long.” Poems 31 to 37 are spoken by the married heroine, who has decided to allow her erring husband to return to her. She is still angry, however, and refers to her “crooked” husband by mentioning the “bent” myrobalan tree in poem 31. The remaining three poems (38–40) are spoken by the rival woman to her own companion after the hero has left her to return to his wife, but she remains convinced that he will come back to her. She alludes to this in the last line of poem 39, and describes him obliquely in the last line of poem 40 as an opportunistic leaping fish. She refers to herself (and others in her same predicament) as “water lilies luring bees.”


 31. Listen, Friend, and live long:

That man who made a vow
in the company of my friends
as they played on the vast banks
of our town where the myrobalan tree
grows old and bent—
will he now say that it isn’t his promise to keep?

 32. Listen, Friend, and live long:

Because he came to our house
for all of a day,
they say that his women wailed for a week,
their hearts melting instantly
like wax in fire.

 33. Listen, Friend, and live long:

They say that he bathes
with his women on the vast bank
where flowers bloom
and a myrobalan looms, growing tall

as they embrace his cool, garlanded chest
one after the other.

 34. Listen, Friend, and live long:

My eyes have sallowed
and are now the color of the pollen
of the water lily, blooming on its hollow stalk
in the tank in our town,

and it’s all because of that stranger.

 35. Listen, Friend, and live long:

My coppery beauty was brighter
than the color of the water lily’s soft stalk,
peeled of its fiber,
that grew in the tank of our town.

No more. Now it has grown sallow.

 36. Listen, Friend, and live long:

If he claims that he’s forgotten us,
then forgetting him in turn,
we will be at peace
and will even stop thinking of him,

but only if our kohl-rimmed eyes,
flashing like carp,
would not grow dull and sallow.

 37. Listen, Friend, and live long:

He is expert in lying
to the women who want him,
as their kohl-rimmed eyes grow dim
and fill with tears,

but he doesn’t know a thing
about keeping his sworn promise.

 38. Listen, Friend, and live long:

He will never comprehend the love
of those women who took his word to heart,
leaving us to weep,
our color like that of cool leaves;
our wrists adorned with gleaming bangles.

 39. Listen, Friend, and live long:

That man embraced us,
crushing our desirable breasts,
and though he’s left us
as our ample arms
with their flawless jewels
grow thin,

he hasn’t truly left us.

 40. Listen, Friend, and live long:

Leaving us as we wept,
our wrists stacked with gleaming bangles,
they say that he stayed in his wife’s place.

But he hails from the land
where water lilies,
luring bees,
bloom as fish leap.


Ten Poems on Sulking (Pulavi-p-pattu)

All ten poems are set in the postmarital context. The hero has returned home with his retinue, after having indulged in multiple affairs with other women. He, his bard-companion, and other supporters are trying to gain entry to the house. The heroine is the speaker of poem 41. She speaks obliquely to the mediators, likening her rivals to the “white flowers” and her husband to the “crocodiles” who eat their own young. In poem 42, she speaks directly to her husband, indicating that her rival must have sent him away because of her drunkenness. His chest is like “the Kāviri in full spate,” because everyone wants to “bathe there” and use it like a playground. Poems 43 (spoken by the wife) and 44 (spoken by the girlfriend) remind the hero of his profound duty to his children through the lovely comparisons of them to turtle hatchlings. The girlfriend is the speaker of poems 45 and 46. She speaks ironically to the hero in both. Poems 47 to 49 are addressed to the hero and his bard. All three verses indicate the high status and generosity of the wife, and the low status of the bard and his daughter, rice being more valuable than fish (poem 49 makes this explicit). In the final poem, the girlfriend makes a direct appeal to the hero on his wife’s behalf.

 41. They say that there is a pond in his place
teeming with white flowers
and unloving crocodiles
who gorge on their own young.

That is why the chief of the town
turns to gold the bodies of those women
who took his word to heart.

 42. Was her confusion enhanced by drink,
I wonder?

O Man from the place of fresh wealth,
your woman with her fine jewels
has begun to build a dam before your ample chest
as if it were the Kāviri in full spate.

 43. Clambering onto their mother’s back
humped like a rice measure,
young turtles bask there,
shiny as copper bowls.

O Man from the place of fresh wealth,
compared with you, your bard
is the better liar, with many promises
to his name.

 44. In the sweet, wide pond,
the hatchlings of the turtle are nurtured
just by gazing at their mother’s face.

Your chest is just like that, Lord.
Know this and behave yourself,
for that is your duty, indeed.

 45. Your place is ornamented by a river
that gives cool, cloudy water in autumn;
if it’s summer, it takes on
the clear sheen of sapphires—

but my eyes, Lord,
are adorned only with sallowness.

 46. It is good not only for you,
but good for us, as well.

Holding fast to your desire
for the woman with the good forehead
who, in turn, desired your chest,
you need not favor us,
so go stay there with her.

 47. O Man from the place
where a wife takes sheaves of good grain
and fills a big, wide basket
emptied of scorpion fish
by the bard’s daughter,
her teeth sharp as thorns,

my friends with their fine jewels
know that you’re as big a liar
as your bard.

 48. O Man from the place
where a wife takes year-old white paddy
and fills a basket emptied of murrel fish
by the guileless, white-toothed daughter
of the bard handy with nets—

yes, we don’t want you to come here, Lord,
bearing those marks made there in passion
by that other woman of yours.

 49. O Man from the place of fresh wealth
where the bard’s slow-gaited daughter,
her hair in beautiful plaits,
gets a lot of paddy
for having poured out a few fish,

I wonder whose beauty you can ruin now,
with those lies of your bard?

 50. O Man from the place of fresh wealth
and looming willows,
my dear friends and I, we suffer.

Please show us some mercy:
the girl who keeps you in her heart
does nothing but cry.



Ten Addresses by the Girlfriend (Tōḻi kūṟṟu-p-pattu)

After being turned away once, the hero returns to his wife’s door, and the girlfriend speaks all ten poems to him. In poem 51, the heroine is compared to a keening water hen, and her desire for sour raw tamarind indicates her probable pregnancy. In poem 52, by repeating the word “red” multiple times, the girlfriend indicates that the heroine is menstruating and about to enter the fertile part of her cycle. In poem 53, the heroine is the “lotus” jostled by her husband’s lies. The girlfriend praises the beauty and virtues of the heroine, comparing them to the cities of the Pāṇṭiya and Cōḻa kings (poems 54–57) and to the city of Iruppai, ruled by the chieftain Virāṉ. In poem 59, the girlfriend refers to all the help she gave the hero while he was courting his wife. All these poems are set in the postmarital context, except for poem 60, in which the girlfriend tells the hero that it is time for him to marry the heroine.


 51. O Man of the place
where the water hen,
her claws sharp,
keens for her blue-feathered mate,

her desire for raw tamarind
is more of a cure for this girl’s cravings
than the broad expanse of your chest.

 52. As a young red-lipped woman grieves,
the whites of her eyes streaked red,
her fingers stained a deeper red
from stringing garlands
of red purslane tendrils,

where, O Chieftain,
is your chariot to stop?

 53. O Man of the paddy fields
where a lotus is jostled
and blossoms in a field
when fresh floods roll over the bunds—

why do we need a riverbank god
to plague us with some illness
when we have your promises?

 54. If you drive off in your chariot
as the choice bangles slip off the wrists
of this woman who is like Tēṉūr
in the good lands of the Pāṇṭiya king with strong chariots
where cool floods flow even in summer,

then I fear what will happen
to the women who come
bringing you garlands of sedge grass
if you go to them in turn.

 55. You married the good beauty
of this girl who resembles Tēṉūr,
that city of the king who is rich in chariots
and where the cane presses roar
with the sound of a bull elephant.

Because you have left,
her forehead has paled
in front of everyone.

 56. The girl resembles Āmūr,
that town of Cōḻa conquerors
where night is unknown
due to lamps that shine bright as day.

As the light of her fine brow grows dim,
where is the profit in your calming words?

 57. Lord, I wonder:
is your lover so beautiful
that you’d leave, ruining the beauty
of this girl who resembles Tēṉūr
with its fields full of water lilies
and its many-rayed fires
as brilliant as day?

 58. You seem haunted by this girl
who resembles Iruppai,
the generous Virāṉ’s city,
with its heaps of white paddy like mountains.

You are like this with other women, too.
May you live long.

 59. Listen, Lord, and live long:

I served as medicine
to end your sorrow;
to soothe your frustrated heart.

But now, I am no medicine for this girl,
and my heart is suffering.

 60. O Man from the fields
where the water bird calls out
to his keening mate,
I say this to you:

You come all the time to our big place
while the whole house is asleep.
Now aren’t you afraid of the spear
in her father’s hand?



Ten Addresses by the Wife (Kiḻatti kūṟṟu-p-pattu)

All ten poems are set in the postmarital context and are spoken by the wife directly to her husband. In poem 61, she continues with the girlfriend’s comparisons of female beauty to the glory of cities, but this time the comparison is used to denigrate her husband and to sarcastically celebrate the beauty of her rivals. Of particular interest are poems 65 and 70, in which the wife voices her anxieties about the ravages of pregnancy on her body. It is possible that the heroine’s words in the last two lines of poem 68 indicate that her rival is living under the heroine’s roof.


 61. These good women who resemble Kaḻār,
the generous chieftain Matti’s city,
where ripe, sweet mangoes from a tree
full of fragrant, tender fruit
splash into the tank’s wide waters—

picking through them all,
you want to marry them one after another.

 62. As if it is Indra’s festival,
your chariot attracts the women of this town
where a hen with its tiny budlike head
keens in a strip of shade.

At which town, Lord,
will your chariot stop now?

 63. O Man of the place
where an otter, stinking of flesh,
catches a scabbard fish for his daily meal
in a place near the pond,

even if it wrecks our beauty,
we will not cling to a chest, Lord,
that has been embraced by others.

 64. While you bathed in the lovely freshets,
embracing your lusty friend
with her encircling companions,
the witnesses were not just one,
or two, but many.

Don’t hide it from us.

 65. O Man from the land of great floods
where a water lily growing
in a small plot planted in cane
satisfies a bee’s hunger,

don’t embrace our body,
just delivered of a son.
It will spoil your chest.

 66. I’m not angry, so tell me without lying:

she who foiled
your return in your chariot
to your fertile house,
even when you’d thought of your son
with his unsteady steps—

who is that woman, Lord?

 67. Listen:

That woman you’ve taken now is gullible.

They say that she’s proud
of her own great beauty
which rivals mine,
but I cannot rival her.
Many have dulled her hair
and her bright forehead,
more than there are bees
sucking honey from budding flowers.

 68. O Man from the place
where a hollow-stemmed lily
blossoms like a lotus at early dawn,
has your woman no respect?

I’ve tried to make her submit to me,
but she will not be tamed.

 69. Lord, we saw your girl, didn’t we?

The cool freshets
tumbling with blossoms
onto the vast banks where many bathe
erased her sand castle,
so she stood weeping
until her kohl-rimmed eyes turned red.

 70. O Man from the place of fresh wealth
with its great water tank,
where a crane perches atop
a myrobalan in the field
and gorges himself on paddy fish,
your women are pure and fragrant.

We are like a demon.
We gave birth to a child.



Ten Poems on Bathing in the Freshets (Puṉalāṭṭu-p-pattu)

All ten poems are set in the postmarital context and are composed on the theme of playing in water, an opportunity for heroes to cavort with other women and form clandestine relationships with them. The “waters” here are sluices that run between fields or bathing ghats at the riverbank. In poems 71 and 80, the heroine angrily accuses her husband of cavorting in the waters with her rivals. In poems 72 to 74, the hero wants his sulking wife to bathe with him, and to cajole her into doing so he reminisces on past pleasures to his wife’s girlfriend in his wife’s hearing. The girlfriend accuses the hero on the wife’s behalf in poems 75 and 76, and a sulking rival woman accosts the hero in poems 77 and 78, trying to convince him to go bathe with her rather than return home to his wife. The rival’s girlfriend addresses the hero in poem 79, mockingly accusing him of impropriety.


 71. Gossip says that you bathed in the freshets yesterday,
embracing your dear lover,
that girl with the tiny armlets with those dice-shaped clasps,
her body pliant, her gestures coy.

Can you, Lord, hide it from me?
Can you bury the brilliance of the sun?

 72. Wearing her shimmering leaf dress,
laced together with the tender stems of lilies that bloom in the fields,
her mound mottled and her tresses swinging,
that soft beauty with eyes like blue lilies
became my boon companion
as we played in the freshets
as the swelling flood came,
its waters crammed with flowers.

 73. When that woman,
her brightly colored leaf dress shimmering,
her jewels bright and forehead gleaming,
dashed into the freshets,

that rush of water in the broad ghats
became refreshing
as the blue lilies let go their scent.

 74. Climbing the myrobalan next to the bank,
she would jump into the waters
as her jewels gleamed gently, shining like purest gold,
her cool, fragrant hair equal in beauty
to a peacock’s tail as it swoops from the sky.

 75. This is not the place for you, Lord:

many have started a rumor in town
that she bathed with you in the chilly freshets
of the wide ghat
where an ancient myrobalan
stands in full blossom.

 76. As she bathed with you in these chilly freshets,
she became all the more radiant,
that woman with the glinting armlets,
hair thick as a cluster of sedge grass,
her freckles like new flowers,

and even to heavenly women,
she looked just like a goddess.

 77. Look at me, and live long!
I will say to you, Lord,
that I will bathe with you in the chilly freshets,
churning up the water’s ripples
until gossip rises in the big town.
Come along with us; why go home?

 78. Let us bathe in the new floods
that wash away the bunds.
Like those wall-smashing elephants of Kiḷḷi,
his horses swift, his spears long and with glinting points,
those waters are as fast as his beasts
as they thunder down their path.

Take hold of this raft with me;
this raft that resembles my shoulders.

 79. Lord, you caught her, asking,
“Whose daughter is this,
her eyes reddened from bathing
in the new floods?”

You wouldn’t know whose daughter she is,
and just whose son are you,
to be grabbing us like this?

 80. We will not become sullen,
so do tell us without lying:

because you have bathed in the sandy floods
that come with new rains,
and becoming intimate with the shoulders
of women that you love for their beauty alone,
your eyes, Lord, have grown pure scarlet.



Ten Poems on Varieties of Sulking (Pulavi virāya pattu)

As the title of this decad may suggest, the context of these poems is postmarital. This decad, in which Ōrampōkiyār presents an array of conversational situations, is distinguished by a series of unusual images and strong emotion. The rival woman speaks to the hero in poems 81, 86, and 87. In the latter, the rival learns that the wife has spoken ill of her. The sticks of sugarcane in poem 87 are the terrible things being said, and the falling mangoes represent the wife’s sweet words as she compels her husband to return to her. The heroine addresses the bard in poem 82; in poems 83 and 85 she speaks directly to her husband. The rival speaks to her companion in poems 88 and 90 and to the hero’s bard in poem 89. She refers to the hero’s wife as “Little Sister” in poems 88 and 89.


 81. O Man of the town
where the pond is decked with flowers at its gates,
and where expert drummers
set by as their supper
the flesh of a tortoise,
its wide, white belly torn open
and sampled by a stork—

if your wife hears that
you’ve said you want me,
she will suffer greatly.

 82. O Bard,

they say that your mistress was enraged
when she heard that the bees that eat pollen
from the fragrant garland of clustering flowers
on our lord’s chest

come to sit on the newly opened blooms
that adorn our own hair.

 83. You married me, but you still don’t care,
and please leave me slowly, bit by bit

so that all those women of your place,
their wrists gleaming with bangles,
might become the lovers
of the townsman of the cool ghats.

 84. If she so much as hears it with her ears,
she’ll get angry beyond words.
But what will become of her
if with her own eyes she sees your chest,
dirtied by those others
who embraced it and enjoyed it
as though it were a cool tank
in the winter months
where women bathe,
plaiting their hair in five strands
and decking it with fragrant flowers?

 85. O Man from the town
brimming with fresh wealth without taint,
where a white-browed water hen
keens sweetly with her flock
in cool, fragrant fields—

your actions are worthy of a child,
and those who saw you—
will they not laugh, big man?

 86. O Man from the place
that resounds with the calls
of a white-headed crane,
gentle in its flight,
that reach out
over vast stretches of paddy—

it’s impossible to love me in this place;
go home and join your wife.

 87. O Man from the town of fresh wealth,
where herders rich in cows
and wrapped in jalap garlands
drum ripe mangoes from the trees
with sticks of sugarcane,

your wife will get angry with anyone;
why should I be exempt?

 88. That man from the cool ghats
loved by everyone
where the refreshing banks of the pond
are lush with flowers—
Little Sister says that I want him close to me.
Though we act as if we didn’t want him,
we will make him come.

 89. Look here, Bard, and live long:

they say that the man from the town
where bees suck honey from the fields
showers Little Sister with favors;
why is that?

Not because of her womanly ways
but for her disposition.

 90. Have the bees acquired the fine habits of my lord,
or has my lord acquired the fine habits of the bees,
I wonder?
Not knowing his nature,
that mother of his son
is angry with me.



Ten Poems on the Water Buffalo (Erumai-p-pattu)

The water buffalo is the common element in this decad. In every poem, Ōrampōkiyār uses the buffalo to great effect to comment on human behavior. Poems 91 to 94 are set in the premarital context of clandestine love. Poem 91 is spoken by the heroine’s girlfriend to the hero. He has come to court the heroine, who is much too young for him. This is indicated by her garland of cane flowers, which bear no scent: the girl is not yet mature enough to discriminate between good and bad flowers; the cane flowers also indicate in this context that she has not yet reached puberty. The girlfriend hints to the hero that the heroine’s father might do him harm with her reference to the “big, blue-black he-buffalo” with the bad temper. In poem 92, the hero directly addresses the heroine, whose father’s wealth and generosity are indicated by the mother buffalo. The heroine’s girlfriend speaks to the mother in poem 93, in earshot of the hero. The mother has grown suspicious and has confined the heroine to the house, as the girlfriend simultaneously indicates to the mother and to the hero that a marriage must be brokered quickly. Poem 94 is the hero’s soliloquy as he returns to the heroine’s town to ask for her hand, having made his fortune. He expresses his wishes for a happy married life in the last three lines of the poem. Poems 95 to 100 are set in the postmarital context. Poem 95 is spoken by the wife to her misbehaving husband’s mediators (the bolting buffalo is a not-so-oblique reference to her husband). Poem 96 represents the voices of the mediators, who have taken the wife’s side: the flowers still manage to bloom in the mire where the husband/buffalo wallows. There is also an opposition between the heroine’s father, whose fields are kaḻaṉi (cultivated paddy fields), and the husband, whose fields are paḻaṉam, also paddy fields, but the indication here (as in poem 4) is a public, common space. The hero is the speaker of poem 97. He is wearing a fresh garland, and his wife thinks that he has been cavorting with her rivals (he is the mother buffalo; his wife is the calf). His words are of reassurance. Poems 98 and 100 are spoken by the wife’s girlfriend to the husband. In poem 98, the girlfriend tells the returning husband that the wife has every reason to be angry but that he is overly worried about the degree of his wife’s anger: he is, in effect, “making a boat out of a buffalo” in his misreading of the situation. In poem 100, the girlfriend also indicates the wife’s forgiveness to the hero: the unearthed jewels represent the wife’s recounting of pleasant memories. In poem 99, the hero rejoices in being forgiven: the wife is the buffalo, who takes the good right along with the bad.


 91. Wearing a garland of sugarcane flowers,
this girl is the daughter of the man
from the town near the fields
where a big, blue-black he-buffalo,
his horns deeply grooved,
uproots the lilies in the pond
crammed with flowers.

 92. We will come to your town,
to your father’s place,
where a red-eyed buffalo
with black horns
has just calved
and gives her flowing udder
to her love-struck young,

if only we can have you,
woman with the glinting armlets.

 93. The bees disdain the honey
from all those groves,
spoiled by herds of sturdy bull buffalos
as they feed on new red ebony
along with water lilies.

They prefer to swarm about this girl,
her hair decked with budding flowers,
to feed on the sweetness there.

 94. That town where her father lives,
that girl with the fine, gleaming brow,
and where lotuses bloom in the fields,

is in the country
where ancient ape-flower trees
cast their shadows
and stout-horned buffalos
are faithful to their mates,
like warriors who stay on with their wives.

 95. The man from the town circled by waters
where a black-horned buffalo
snaps his fetter, bolts, and grazes
at dawn on long beards of paddy—

he’s given me a rare sickness:
lush grief, even in broad daylight.

 96. This girl is the daughter
of that man from the town of the paddy fields,
where white lilies, along with those of sapphire hue,
flourish in the mire where a finely gaited buffalo wallows:

she is also the sweet bed companion
of that man from the town with public fields.

 97. This girl is the daughter
of the man from the town where,
in the pond, a black-footed buffalo calf
is afraid of his mother’s horns,
decked as they are with white jalap blossoms,

and she is cooler and more fragrant
than the lotuses in its waters.

 98. O Man of the town
where a stout-horned buffalo
wallows in the chilly freshets
and resembles a tied-down boat:

will your father and mother
scold you more
than this guileless girl,
her armlets gleaming?

 99. This girl is the daughter
of the man from the town lush with flowers,
where a loose buffalo
tramples a nest swarming with red ants
in a bitter-gourd vine in the field,
along with its beards of rice:

her shapely shoulders
are a balm for my pain.

 100. This girl is the daughter
of the man of the town of fresh wealth,
where, on dunes of shifting sand,
a buffalo unearths the glinting jewels
left behind by women bathing in the freshets:

her words sound more sweetly
than the lyre strings of bards.
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