Cracow Indological Studies
vol. XVIII (2016)
10.12797/C1S.18.2016.18.05

llona Kedzia
ilkedzia@gmail.com
(Jagiellonian University, Krakow)

Global Trajectories of a Local Lore: Some Remarks about
Medico-Alchemical* Literature of the Two Tamil Siddha Cosmopolites

SUMMARY: Tamil Siddha medicine in the present-day discourses on identity and
tradition is often presented as an exclusively Tamil system of science. The following
paper aims at showing some examples of quite different images of the Tamil Siddha
tradition depicted in a few of the classical Tamil Siddha medico-alchemical texts.
The following consideration concentrates on the works of two respected authors of
Tamil Siddha literature, namely Iramat&var alias Yakopu and Pokar, both of whom may
be regarded as particular cosmopolites among the Tamil Siddhas. The texts ascribed
to Yakopu and Pokar suggest the cosmopolitan nature of both of the authors, which
may be also reflected in the character of their teachings presented in their literature
as a transcultural system of knowledge dedicated to the benefit of all mankind.
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In regard to Indian medicine the problem of the concepts of ‘regional’
and ‘cosmopolitan’ might be considered as a relation between local
medical systems, represented by the body of literature often composed
in vernacular languages, and the classical pan-Indian medical system
of Ayurveda, the canonical texts of which have been composed mostly

*

Traditional Tamil Siddha medicine is closely connected with alchemy.
A wide range of metallic and mineral preparations used in traditional
alchemy is regarded to be a speciality of the Tamil medical system. Entan-
glement between the two disciplines is reflected in Tamil Siddha literature,
the texts of which often deal with both medical and alchemical subjects.
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in Sanskrit. Nonetheless, there is yet another interesting aspect of this
matter which may be observed with reference to Tamil Siddha medicine,
i.e. its claims of affiliation with certain foreign traditions from outside
India and consideration of those traditions as a valuable source of some
integral elements of the Siddha medical system. In this case the con-
cept of ‘cosmopolitism’ could refer not so much to the pan-Indian and
Sanskrit-language ‘cosmopolis’ addressed by Pollock (Pollock 2006),
but it would rather designate going out further, even beyond India and
the area of Indian cultural impact. This ‘cosmopolitism’ would be con-
nected not only with the assimilation of some elements borrowed
from foreign medical traditions in the Tamil Siddha system of knowl-
edge but also with describing it as a transcultural science dedicated to
the well-being of all mankind.

Tamil Siddha medicine (Tam. citta maruttuvam, citta vaittiyam)'
is one of the traditional Indian medical systems recognized by the Indian
Ministry of AYUSH.? In general, Siddha medicine, as traditional
Tamil medicine, is closely tied with the specific Tamil community and
regarded as an essential element of the Tamil tradition. This strong con-
nection between Siddha medicine and the region of Tamil Nadu may
be observed not only in political, medical and popular discourses but
also in practice, since Tamil medicine is in fact absent outside Tamil
Nadu (Rageth 2016: 1).° In the context of the present-day imaging of
the Tamil Siddha tradition, marked with a conception of Siddha medi-
cine as a unique heritage of the Tamil nation, some examples of a dif-
ferent view presented in the classical Tamil Siddha literature appear

' According to the general convention in scholarly publications
in English, in this paper I use the Sanskrit name siddha for the Tamil medical
tradition, instead of its Tamil version cittar.

2 AYUSH is an acronym for Ayurveda, Yoga and Naturopathy, Unani,
Siddha and Homeopathy. However, since 2010 the traditional Tibetan medicine
sowa-rigpa has been also legitimized by the Ministry. See Khalikova 2016: 2.

3 Among traditional Indian medical systems it is Ayurveda that is
generally considered to be ‘national’ or ‘global’ medicine. On the dominancy
of Ayurveda over the other Indian medical systems see Khalikova 2016.
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unexpected and astonishing, and therefore remarkable. Siddha medicine
is often presented in present-day discourses on identity and tradition
as an exclusively Tamil system of science, which should be purified
from external influences seen as a cause of damage to the original
knowledge (Weiss 2008 and Weiss 2009). This paper aims at showing
some cases of diverse images of the Tamil Siddha tradition depicted
in the few texts of the classical Tamil Siddha medico-alchemical lit-
erature. Our consideration will be focused on the works of the two
authors of the Kayasiddha* branch of the Tamil Siddha tradition, who,
as will be shown, may be regarded as particular cosmopolites among
the Tamil Siddhas. The cosmopolitan nature of the above-mentioned
Siddhas, suggested in their texts, may be reflected also in the character
of their teachings presented as a transcultural system of knowledge,
dedicated to the entire mankind.’

According to the prevailing traditional view the total number of
the Tamil Siddhas includes ‘Eighteen Siddhas’ (patinen cittarkal).®

4 This term derives from the word kayacitti, i.e. the power (citti) of
preserving the body (k@yam) from the effects of ageing by use of special med-
icaments, which is considered to be the main preoccupation of this stream of
Tamil Siddha tradition (Venkatraman 1990: 7-9). For the classifications of
the Tamil Siddha tradition see also Zvelebil 1993:17-19, Zvelebil 2003: 19-20,
Ganapathy 1993: 22-24.

> It should be emphasised that the following study concerns only a few
of the vast amount of Tamil Siddha texts and that the cosmopolitan character
of the two authors of our present interest suggested by their texts is not a char-
acteristic trait observed in all of the Tamil Siddha classical writings.

¢ Modern scholars commonly agree that the number eighteen in
reference to the totality of the Siddhas is unhistorical, see for example
Venkatraman 1990: 6, Ganapathy 2004: 24-26. Number eighteen in regard
to the southern Siddhas, as well as number eighty-four in regard to the north-
ern Indian Siddha tradition, appears to be chosen on the grounds of its mys-
tical connotations, widely present in Indian culture (see Zvelebil 1993: 28).
Personages who are regarded to be Siddhas, variously listed in the texts, seem
to be much more numerous than the traditionally accepted group of eighteen.
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Those eighteen figures are regarded as a group of particularly respectable
personages possessing great wisdom, supernatural powers (citti) and
special skills in medicine, alchemy and allied sciences. Venkatraman
in his book 4 History of Tamil Siddha Cult shows that a number of
textual sources contain listings of those eighteen authorities, but no
two of the lists are identical.” Among variously listed eighteen Siddhas
names of gods, demigods, celestial damsels, sages and religious
personalities can all be found (Venkatraman 1990: 5-6).

Among the most traditionally revered Tamil Siddhas listed
in the above-mentioned sources two personages are especially
renowned for their accounts of distant travels in the quest for acquir-
ing and spreading medical and alchemical knowledge. The first one
is Iramatévar alias Yakopu,® who claims to have visited Mecca.
The second one is Pokar,’ who claims to have travelled around the world
visiting many foreign places, including Mecca, Rome, Jerusalem and
China. Although at the present stage of research it would be difficult
to find external evidence of those travels, it may be supposed that
the two Siddhas had a certain idea about the foreign traditions seen by
them as a valuable source of knowledge, and as potential recipients of

On the relevance of the number eighteen within Indian spiritual traditions see
Ganapathy 2004, Appendix 1.

7 Venkatraman 1990, Appendix 2, 3, 4.

8 It is the name ‘Ramatévar’ (i.e. variant of the more common
form ‘Iramatévar’) only which figures on the eighteen Siddhas lists pro-
vided by Venkatraman, whereas there is no mention of the name “Yakopu’
(see Venkatraman 1990, Appendix 2: 199). Both the names are used repeatedly
by the author in his texts, hence in the present paper I will refer to the author
interchangeably as ‘Iramatévar’ and ‘Yakopu’.

®  ‘Pokar’ is a Tamil name, derived from the Tamilized version of Sanskrit
noun bhoga, i.e. ‘enjoyment’, ‘eating’, ‘pleasure’, ‘wealth’. In the present
paper I use the Tamil version of the name, instead of its Sanskritized counter-
parts, i.e. Bhogar/Bhogar/Pogar, which often figure in English publications
on the subject.
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their science as well.! Imagined or not, distant travels were described
in the passages scattered in the literature ascribed to these two authors.
The following section of the present paper will examine selected
passages from the texts of Yakopu and Pokar which may imply the cos-
mopolitan character of both of these extraordinary Siddha personages
and which could suggest the cosmopolitan character of the teachings
contained in their texts as well.

Iramatévar alias Yakopu: The quest for knowledge to ‘the land
of Mecca’

As far as some figures enumerated on the above-mentioned lists
of the Eighteen Siddhas seem to be mythical characters whose
names were adopted by some Tamil Siddha writers in order to raise
the esteem of their works, Iramatévar is considered to be a historical
person. Most probably he lived between 15" and 17" centuries.!' As
argued by Natarajan, in opposition to the opinion that Yakopu was
a foreigner among Tamil Siddhas, most certainly he was a native
Tamil alchemist and medicine man. The author introduces himself
as a person originally called ‘Iramatévar’ in several passages in his
texts.!> Moreover, he provides an account about the origin of his lin-
eage called ‘Maravar’ and ‘Tévar’, which is claimed to be a family
of warriors, connected with some Hindu mythical personages:

10" Some passages, especially from the works of Yakdpu, may suggest
that the author personally visited the lands described, as some cultural details
and foreign words are provided in the description. On the other hand, there
are also phantasmagorical descriptions included in the texts, especially
in the works of Pdkar, which would rather imply that the travels are imagined.
So far there is no external evidence found which could confirm the alleged
journeys of the two Siddhas.

' Natarajan 2004: 257. According to Venkatraman Yakopu lived
in a later period, between 17"-18% centuries (Venkatraman 1990: 63).

12 See for example VaiCi: 6: atimuta lempéru iramatévar |...]
(At the beginning my name [was] Iramat&var [...]").



98 Ilona Kedzia

As Indra, [the Lord] of Celestials, made love to Akalikai," in this [way] was
born our family. [There are] great warriors [belonging] to it. Because for
the sake of happiness [the seduction of Akalikai by Indra] was concealed,
also the noble Gautama was called the skilful ‘Maravar’ and ‘Tévar’. In
this [family] also great venerable persons [who performed] sacrifices [for]
the world were [born]. Firmly also ‘Rama’ is called ‘Tévar’ [i.e. Irama-
tevar]! Akastyar'* gave [us] also the name ‘Makapati’’® and all the sages
were giving blessings and rejoicing.'®

It is reported that in search of medical and alchemical knowledge
Iramatévar travelled to Mecca, famous for its alchemical masters,
where he converted to Islam, was circumcised and received the Muslim
name ‘Yakopu’:

When [I] was in Mecca to become [who] I [am now], I knew my name
as ‘Ramatévar’. I went to the land of Mecca in order to obtain help
[of the prophets]. [...] The noble prophets revealed [to me] the

13 ¢Akalikai’ is Tamilized form of the Sanskrit name ‘Ahalya’. This
stanza is closely connected with the Hindu myth about seduction of Ahalya,
the wife of the sage Gautama, by god Indra. According to the version of
the myth from Ramdayana, Indra disguised himself as the sage Gautama and
seduced his wife, Ahalya. When Gautama saw the god disguised as himself
and realized what had happened, with the power gained by his great austerities
he damned his wife and cursed the god, so that both of Indra’s testicles fell off.
See Doniger O’Flaherty 1994: 94-96.

4 ¢Akastiyar’ is one of the Tamilized versions of the Sanskrit name of
vedic sage ‘Agastya’.

15 ‘Makapati’ is Tamilized version of Sanskrit compound makha-pati
and it means literally ‘the Lord of Sacrifice’, i.e. Indra.

16 VaiCi: 18: akalikaiyait tevéntiran cinékaiiceyya

atirpiranta tenkalkula mannaltannil
cukamaka maraintatinal kautamarum
citcamulla maravarenrum tévarenrum
Jjekameccap pérumitta ratiliruntu
tiramuta néerama tevarenru
makapatiya makastiyarum perumittu
valttinar munivarella makilntittaré
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Knowledge. I was reformed, I got circumecised, for heaven [to be obtained]
the prophets'” called me ‘Yakopu’. T was living [there] truthfully for
a long time.'®

Yakopu is regarded to be a prolific author, as he is credited with
at least seventeen works on medicine, alchemy and magic." Reports
from his travel to Mecca are scattered in all of his texts composed
after his conversion to Islam (Natarajan 2004: 6). As observed
in the texts, the journey to the distant land and the first encounter with
a foreign culture may have been a difficult experience for the author.
According to the account given in the Cunnakantam 600, the jour-
ney to the distant ‘land of Mecca’ (makkatéecam) required the use
of both ordinary transport (sailing) as well as extraordinary means,
i.e. application of the mercurial pill (kulikai), which according to
the Siddha tradition bestows upon the user the ability to fly in the sky:

17" In another book Yakopu claims that it was his teacher, Iracil, who
gave him the name “Yakopu’. See VaVai: 241.
18 PaMi: 5: nanaka makkavil iruntapotu
natinén yenpéru ramatéevar
ponénan makkavin técantannil
pukalariya patindaru patiyilerik
konana napimarkal putticonnar
kunappattuc cunnattuc ceytukontén
vanaka napimarkal yakopenrar
vativaka vekukalam valntittene
¥ Yakopu is credited with seventeen texts, which he is claimed to have
composed after his conversion to Islam. The general publisher of the Yakopu’s
works, Ji. Iramacamik Kon, lists the seventeen works as follows: Vaittiya
Cintamani 700, Kuruniil 55, Cunnakkantam 600, Cunnam 300, Centira
Custi[ram] 150, Cuastiram 55, Vakarak Kalanku 300, Paricamittiram 300,
Tantakam 110, Cistirvam 55, Itaipakam 16, Ceypakam 16, Vaitya Vataciistiram
400, Vaittiyam 300. To this list Kallatam is also added as a work traditionally
ascribed to Yakopu. See Kuppucami Nayutu 1960: 2. However, before his
travel to Mecca, [ramatévar probably also composed a few texts, for example
Civayokam 200. See Natarajan 2004: 258.
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Having sailed the northern sea and the southern sea, having sailed through
the ocean located in the West in order to obviate the obstacles, having
applied the pill (kulikai), I have seen many artful alchemies! I have come
[to Mecca], considering among [my] aims [reaching again] the edge of
the sea in the East [i.e. India]! [...]*

The statement that at the time of travelling to Mecca Iramatévar
already possessed the magical mercurial pill suggests that he images
himself as a skilful alchemist even before the departure from his home-
land. However, as may be observed from the reports of his journey,
in the quest for knowledge he seems to be unceasingly willing
to improve. Nonetheless, it is suggested that having reached the des-
tination, i.e. Mecca, learning alchemy from the Muslim masters appeared
to be an arduous task. It is reported that the Muslim prophets (napimarkal),
presumably local authorities in the domain of alchemy (racavatam),
at the beginning showed indifference or enmity towards [ramatévar:

In Mecca there are many prophets living in great joy. Look, they will not
tell [anything] to anybody. At first they will speak with hatred, do not stand
before them desiring anything!?'

However, it is claimed that the explorer did not give up on his quest
for knowledge. On the contrary, it is suggested that he patiently and
humbly followed the demands of the prophets, learnt about the culture,
observed and performed local customs and finally fulfilled the required
tasks and gained the favour of the authorities. The act of granting

20 CuKa: 287: tametan vatakatalten katalumaotit
tataiyaravé mérkilulla camuttirattil

vametan kulikaiyittu otinanum

vakaiyana vatankal mikavumparttéen

kamé tan kilakkilulla katalinoram

karuttilé ninaittume vantutanum | ...]

PaMi: 4: irupparkal makkattil napikal rempay
inpamurru oruvarukkun collarparu
veruppakap pécituva ravarkal munné
virumpiyé ni nirka ventampinné | ...

21
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his possessions to the citizens of Mecca may have also been helpful
in acquiring the friendship of the locals:

Having thus truthfully bestowed [my] possessions [upon] the prophets [who
kept guard at] the border of the land of Mecca I spent [money] on the prepara-
tion of the Kantiri*? Festival. Having bestowed [money] for the livelihood [upon
them] I went [in] by walk. At the time of going happily through the gateway of
the street of Allah in Mecca blessed with supernatural powers the prophets will
be loving [you], oh dear, listen in good manner to them as [they] will speak.”

I went to the land of Mecca, in order to obtain help [of the prophets].
I climbed the sixteen steps* and the noble prophets revealed [to me]
the Knowledge.”

22
23

24

Kantiri—a Muslim festival held in honour of a deceased holy person.
CuKa: 374: vaittumé ippatikku makkatécam

vativakap pokumattum napicottaittan

vaittumé celavalittuk kantiripanni

vakaiyaka vaittumé natantupoyi

cittuvara makkavin allaviti

cirappaka vacalilé pokumpotu

nattumé napimarka lirupparappd

nalamaka avarkalukkuc collakkelé

The text does not explicitly say what kind of steps are meant by the author

here. Number sixteen in Indian tradition is associated with fullness and perfection.
Conquering sixteen steps in the quest for the knowledge may indicate the com-
plete character of learned science. On the meaning of the number sixteen in Veda,
Yoga and Tantra, see White 1996: 36-45. Interestingly, in another work Yakopu
relates climbing not sixteen but eighteen steps (see for example VaVai: 5). Simi-
larly to the number sixteen, the number eighteen is yet another figure connected
with fullness in Indian tradition. Sixteen and eighteen are especially meaningful
in Sanskrit alchemical tradition of rasasastra, as the first figure is a number of
perfecting operations (samskara) which prepare mercury and other substances for
the ultimate transmutation of metals into gold and creation of an immortal body,
the last two of the total eighteen alchemical operations. See White 1996: 265-269.

25

PaMi: 5.2-3a: ponénan makkavin técantannil
pukalariya patindaru patiyilerik
konana napimarkal putticonnar
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Listen, for a very long time I was hated by the prophets in a terrible way.
[But finally] they accepted me as a protégé and lowered [their] hearts.
They told me orderly about one salt. [...]*

It could be presumed that Yakopu probably describes his own
experience when he advises the reader how to behave towards
the prophets unwilling to let the foreigner in and to reveal the secrets
of alchemy:
Having gone inside [Mecca] and stopped, having seen many prophets
on the excellent streets you too should bow towards them and worship
[them]. In this place you should praise and prostrate yourself with love.
Every day you should go [there] and fall to [their] feet, [their] helpful hearts

will melt and you [will] walk [in] and stay. Ask for [their] orders and do
with energy [according to their] will!*’

As claimed by the author, the prophets revealed to him some alchemical
preparations. The process of learning was gradual and required a lot of
patience and continual effort in order to constantly please the proph-
ets.” The description of the experiences in ‘the land of Mecca’ presents
its author as a keen observer of the foreign culture. He describes
Mecca as a rich country abundant with gold and precious stones
(Cu: 151-152). He also extols the local prophets, who are said to reside
in Mecca in huge numbers. Yakopu portrays them as modest, skilful,

26 CuKa: 376: kelume vekukoti kalamnanum
ketiyaka napimaraik karttiruntén

alumé avarkaltan manamiranki

ataivaka oruuppuc connartamum

CuKa: 377: cenrumé ullétan ninruniyum
cirappana vitiyile napimarrempak
kantumé avarkalukku vanankipporrik
kanivakat tolutiraiicip pallitannil
anrumé poyumeé ativananki

ataivana manaturukic cenruyeki
ninrumé uttaravu kéttukkontu
ninaippaitta nurutiyayc ceytitaye

2 See for example PaMi: 105-112.

27
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wealthy, good-minded but reserved.” It is suggested that the Siddha
observed, learnt and performed the local religious customs, such
as Muslim prayer (kalima), he also repeatedly mentions worship-
ping Muhammad, following the path of Muhammad and praying with
the phrase /ayyillayillallaku, which most certainly is a Tamilized ver-
sion of the initial part of the Muslim confession of faith. As described
in the texts, the expedition to Mecca seems to have been exceed-
ingly fruitful for Yakopu. First of all, it is suggested that he managed
to acquire the recipes for alchemical preparations from the Muslim
alchemical lore, which seems to be regarded by him as highly valu-
able knowledge. It is said that he received the teachings from Muslim
prophets, among whom with special emphasis he mentions the master
called ‘Iractl’ (Arab. rasil, ‘messenger’, ‘prophet’):

[...] In the land of Mecca there were many great persons of rare fame.
They told [me] about many different alchemies. Having seen and examined
the basics for the [preparation of] the artful pill (kulikai), I moved towards
eighteen separated steps. I climbed the twelve [steps] and I got confused.
At that time Iractil saw [me] and gave [me] a hand competently, [so that]
the bliss would occur.*’

He [Iracul] blessed [me] and told me [how] to [make] iron become gold.’!
I heard [about] all the fertile alchemies. I shared and told the permanent

2 For example Cu: 151-152.
30 VaVai: 5: pukuntitte makkavin técantannir
pukalariya periyorkal mettavuntu
vakuntitta vatankal mikavuiiconnar
vakaiyana kulikaimutar kantuteri
ukuntitta patinettu patiyilyanum
urrume yiraru patikalérip
pakuntitten yircilun kantarappo
pakkuvamayk kaikotuttar pataviyame
31 According to the common belief the successful Siddhas are capable
of producing pure gold from other metals. Gold created in the alchemical oper-
ations is expected to provide livelihood for the Siddhas, who should devote
their time fully to medical and alchemical works and spiritual practices.
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essence [of the knowledge]. I followed and united with the prophets
on the Earth and I revealed [the knowledge]. [...] I saw and studied all
the deep matters. [...]2

It is also claimed that apart from the alchemical preparations
the prophets revealed to Yakopu the location of the mythical Well
of Mercury (racakinaru),® which allowed him to collect mercury for
the preparation of two more magical pills (kulikai) (Cu: 153—155).
Subsequently the pills enabled him to travel by flight even further than
Mecca. He asserts to have visited ‘all the worlds’ and learnt alchemies
of many sages and Siddhas. However, he does not provide the reader
with more detailed descriptions of the alleged travels (Cu: 156). Beside
mastering the art of flying in the sky (kécaram) Yakopu claims to have
achieved the highest goal, i.e. the final bliss, due to his travels and
education:

Having walked the path of Muhammad, having examined and learnt

unspoilt alchemy in an excellent way, with sharpness of the intellect I have

entered [the domain] of those who walk in the sky (kécaram).** T have risen
on the ancient path and indeed I have entered the final bliss.*

32 VaVai: 242: valttinar cornamaya makavenru

valamana vatamellam kettukkontu
pattiyeé pativana cattucconnen

parulakil napimaraip pattittéri

[...] kanamana porulellan kantutéri|...]

33 About the myth of the well of mercury in Sanskrit alchemical literature
and its parallels outside India see White 1997.

3 The Tamil word kécaram derives from the Sanskrit term khecara,
‘moving (cara) in the air (kha)’. In Indian alchemy it is regarded to be a skill
acquired by the alchemist who in his mouth keeps mercury bound due
to alchemical operations, called khecari (‘the one that moves in the air’).
See White 1996: 211-212.

35 VaVai: 4: [...] karrunarntu mukammatuvin markkattekik

kuraivilla racavatan kunamatakak
kitrmaiyayp patikéca rattirpukkip
puraiyana valitanile yériyanum
pukkinén patavitanir pukuntittené



Global Trajectories of a Local Lore... 105

In his books Yakopu mentions not only his Muslim teachers from
Mecca, but also gurus from Indian tradition, i.e. the Siddhas,* which
may indicate the multicultural roots of the science contained in his
texts. Therefore, it could be expected that the teachings of Yakopu
contain elements of both traditions, that is of Muslim and Siddha lore.
Apart from alchemical recipes claimed to be of Islamic origins, in his
teachings Yakopu preserves also elements deeply rooted in Indian
tradition, for example, he recommends the performing yoga in order
to achieve success in alchemy (Cu: 160) or he suggests the worship of
Hindu deities (Natarajan 2004: 160). He claims to have acquired his
knowledge not only from his travels to Mecca, but also from classical
Indian scientific texts, such as sastra (castiram) and sitra (cittiram):

After hearing oral explanations, as all the prophets were showing
creation of many alchemical [preparations] which they had [well] ex-
amined, [, [who am] a slave who became refined, learnt [the alchemy].
I was walking in the forest and considering [the learnt science]. | have
taken the index of the treatises (castiram) and recited the treatises
(castiram) and the aphorisms (cuttiram) in order to remove the obsta-
cles. In the old world I have revealed [the science], oh dear, I, [who am]
Yakopu of acute intellect, have committed myself to speaking.”’

The syncretic character of his science may be reflected also in the
language of his books, which contains foreign vocabulary from
Sanskrit, Arabic, Urdu, Persian and Chinese (Natarajan 2004: 262).

3¢ For example Kumpamuni and Tévarisi Cittar, see VaVai: 6.
37 VaVai: 240: navinritta molikéttu napimarellam

natiyé vatamikac ceytukattak

kavinritta atiyénun karrukkontu

kanakatti lekiyé kanakkaipparttut

tavinritta cattirattinattavanai kontu

tataiyaracds tiramurficis tiramumpati

tuvinpritta tollulakil connénappa

tutiyana yakopu toyntittené
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Yakopu presents his teachings as a science destined for the well-being
of all the world:*

I have shortened [all the learnt knowledge] and said [it] with love for [all]
the present and future worlds, indeed [I], Yakopu, [have] proudly [said]
the truth.*

Students who will follow the alchemical instructions contained

in Yakopu’s books are promised to achieve the ultimate goal of

salvation, becoming emancipated ones (muttar)®® and to lead happy

lives of Muslim prophets (napi) ‘in all the three worlds’ (mavulakil):*!
[...] if they examine all my books and prepare centiirams,* starting with

kalanku,® they will all live happily as the prophets in all the three worlds
having reached the desired state as the emancipated ones.*

It is also stated that they will obtain permanent and pure satisfaction
and master the alchemy. Moreover, it is asserted that they will

3% Presenting the teachings contained in the text as knowledge destined
for the benefit of the entire world may be considered as conventional in Siddha
literature. Such claims are present also in other Tamil Siddha sources,
see e.g. Pari: 1.6.

3 VaVai: 242: [...] talttiyé yikaparattuk koppayc connén

tattikama yakopu tanmaitané

4 muttar is a Tamilized form of the Sanskrit term mukta, i.e. ‘liberated’,
‘emancipated’.

4 “in all the three worlds’ (mavulakil) i.e. in heaven, on earth and
in the intermediate space.

2 centiuram—calcined red oxide. For the division of centirams see
Sambasivam Pillai 1991-1998, vol. 4, part 1: 466—469.

# kalanku—alchemical preparation in the form of a pill, with several
metals and mercury as a chief ingredient, see Sambasivam Pillai 1991-1998,
vol. 2, part 1: 530-531.

4 PaMi: 303: cuttaraca vati-ta n-en-niil-ellam

cotittuk kalankumutal centiirankal
muttardyp pakamayc ceytukontal
mitvulakil napimaray mulutum valvar |...]
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be transformed to the fulfilled ones—the Siddhas (cittar)—who possess
the riches (pakkiyamavar):

At the time when [they will] be eternally [and] purely satisfied
the alchemy certainly will come. [Thus] said Yakopu . They will
change into Siddhas who possess the riches [...].#

Successful adepts of Yakopu’s teachings are, therefore, expect-
ed to become highly respected members of Islamic society as well
as revered personages among the Indian Siddha tradition.

Pokar: Collecting and spreading the knowledge around the world

The following section will concern the figure of Pokar, the author of the text
Pokar 7000. This voluminous text consists of seven major portions, each
containing about 1000 verses, and, therefore, it is also alternatively called
Captakantam, i.e. The Seven Portions. The name of the author occurs
in the Siddha listings examined by Venkatraman extraordinarily frequent-
ly, as it figures in all of the consulted lists (Venkatraman 1990: 198-200).
Venkatraman discerns three different Tamil Siddhas called ‘Bhogar’.%
The first one (Bhogar T) supposedly lived around the 10® to the 11™
century, and he is mentioned in Tirumantiram®’ as the pontiff of one of

4 PaMi: 303: nittiyamay nirmalamay niraintapotu

nirpayamday vatamvarum yakopuconnar
cittarayt tirivarkal pakkiyamavar |...]

4 Venkatraman, as well as other scholars on the Tamil Siddha tradition,
follows English transcription throughout his book, using for the Tamil name
‘Pokar’ the form ‘Bhogar’.

47 Tirumantiram of Tirumilar is traditionally considered as a source text
for the Tamil Siddha tradition. The book is also accepted as one of the twelve parts
of Tirumurai, i.e. a collection of sacred Tamil Saiva scriptures. The chrono-
logy of the text is uncertain. It is dated to the period around the 5% to the 6™
century CE by Ganapathy (Ganapathy 2006), Zvelebil accepts the 7™ cen-
tury CE as a period of its composition (Zvelebil 1993: 72), whereas accord-
ing to Venkatraman the text is not older than the 10™ to the 12 century CE
(Venkatraman 1990: 45).
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the Siddha religious centres. So far no preserved texts of this Siddha have
been found. Bhogar II possibly lived in the early 17" century in the region
of Caturakiri.*® He is believed to have been the teacher of many students,
among which Konkanar and Karuviirar are the most prominent Siddhas.
There exist many texts ascribed to this author. Finally, Bhogar III lived
around the 17" to the 18" century (Venkatraman 1990: 65). He is closely
linked with the Palani region in the Madurai district and in popular view
he is considered to be the creator of the famous Tantapani* idol believed
to be made of ‘nine poisons’ (navapdasanam),® located in the Palani
shrine.®! Captakantam is considered by some scholars to have been com-
posed in Citamparam in the 17" century (Natarajan 2009: 154). However,
as indicated by Venkatraman (Venkatraman 1990: 163), at least some parts
of the text cannot be older than the 19" century, as it refers to the Muslim
poet Kunankuti Mastan (1788-1835).2 It remains uncertain which

4 Caturakiri is located near Srivilliputhur in the Madurai district
in Tamil Nadu. The place is closely associated with Siddha tradition. The name
of the hill might be translated as ‘the square (caturam) mountain (kiri)’,
as it is situated in the middle of the square formed by the sixteen other moun-
tain peaks, four on each side of it (See Muruk&can 2013: 13). Another possible
translation is ‘the mountain (kiri) of wisdom (caturam)’, indicating Siddha
sages' relation with the site. It is reported to be a natural habitat of rare medical
herbs endowed with supernatural powers and an abode and place of practices
of renowned Siddhas. See Venkatraman 1990, Appendix 8: 215-217.

4 ‘Tantapani’ is one of the names of god Murukan.

0" Nine poisons (navapasanam), i.e. corrosive sublimate (viram), sub-
chloride of mercury (pitram), vermilion (ilinkam), realgar (manocilai), yellow
orpiment (t@lakam), golden coloured arsenic (kauri), white arsenic (vellai),
rat’s bane (elippasanam), dark coloured prepared arsenic (karmukil). See
Sampasivam Pillai 1991-1998, vol. 2, part 2: 1571. Navapasanam are widely
used in the Tamil Siddha medical system and are generally available in medi-
cal shops across Tamil Nadu.

1 About the relations between Siddha Bhogar and the Palani shrine see
Little 2006: 31-61.

52 Kunankuti Mastan was a Sufi mystic poet and yogi. He wrote over
1000 verses of mystic poetry in Tamil. See Venkatraman 1990: 173—-174.
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Bhogar/Pokar was the author of the Captakantam.® Nevertheless, the text
itself presents its author as a master of alchemy, a scientist and a construc-
tor, who travelled around the world visiting famous places and meeting
renowned personages. The text contains references to the various, often
marvelous, means of transport used by Pokar during his travels in the air,
on the earth and in the water. In the book, one finds frequent referenc-
es to the magical flights enabled by the use of a mercurial pill (kulikai),
as well as mentions of travel by steam-engine vehicle (pukairattam)
(PS: 2203-2231),* ship (kappal) (P6: 1926), steam ship (niravi kappal)
(Po: 4115), air balloon (melpokum kintu) (Po: 2390-2393), and parachute
(kiptu) (Po: 1281-1284), all the machines claimed to have been con-
structed by Pokar himself. The author provides the reader with the descrip-
tion of how to construct a few of his inventions, for example the parachute:

With pleasure I will tell [you] about the copula [constructed] in order
to watch the earth from the skies. Listen about the suitable length and width
of the umbrella— a circle of six feet [would be] suitable. Make the rope
out of beautiful silks. In order to complete [the copula] fasten also thirty-
two stalks of rattan and a strong wheel. While fastening, drive the iron
screws in the wheel, according to the method. [...] While covering the long
beams with the cloth, arrange [it] with a long cord. Let [the copula] expand
with the beauty of form, hold the umbrella up. Skillfully let the wind make
it bloom while jumping. Having learnt [the method] with earnest desire
the copula will swing [in the air]. Quickly you will be able to see the peo-
ple below. Hold the umbrella up in [your] hands immediately at the time
of jumping from the mountain. The umbrella will wholly hold a man
up, the man [should] take [all] the confidence. At the time of descend-
ing to the Earth all the lands in the eye will appear small. You will know

[it when you see it] with [your] eyes. Thus said Pokar. [...] 3

53 According to Little, shifts in voice throughout the text indicate that
there were at least three authors of Captakantam. See Little 2006: 68.
3 Pukairattam means literally ‘smoke-car’. In another place Pokar
calls this vehicle also ‘divine car’ (tevaratam), see Po: 2212.
35 Po: 1281-1283: parkkave vakasampavantannil parivutané kutippatar-
ku kiiptucolven
karkkave vattamankutaitanonru pankana kutainikala makalankelir
erkkave aratiyavattavitu yelilana pattuvatan tanndarceytu
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Among the places allegedly visited by Pokar the reader of Captakantam finds
mythical places such as Mount Meru (maiyakiri, méru),” as well as really exis-
tent cities and countries from all over the world, such as Rome (romapuri),”’
Mecca (makkavam puri) (Po: 2228-2233), Jerusalem (erucalém nakaram)
(Po: 2221) and China (cinam).® Pokar describes his meetings with many
prominent persons encountered during those travels, such as sages (risikal)
and Siddhas (cittar) inhabiting Mount Meru,” disciples of Jesus (écuvira)n
cisar) in Rome (Pd: 2216), and Muslim prophets (napi) in Mecca (Po: 2233).
He also claims to have taken some sages and Siddhas in his steam-engine car
with him for a ride to Rome (Pd: 2215) and to China (Pd: 2225):

[...] I, who am [just] a slave, [have constructed] with the calculations
the steam [engine] cars in order to astonish everyone. Having praised Sid-
dhas, sages and saints with cordiality I have bravely taken them to China.
I have shown them one by one all the beauties and wonders.®

tirkkave pirampatuvum muppattirantu tiramana cakkaramumonrémadatté
(1281)
madttavé cakkarattilirumpukkampi markkamayt tanmutukki vanimatti
nittamutan kampikkut tunitanporttu netitana ciittiraman kayartankorttu
vattamutan tanvirittu kutaiyaiyénti vakakat tankutikkil vayupiintu
tettamutan karratuvunkiintetikkum tiviramay manitanuntan kilnokkalamé
(1292)
nokkalam kiitaitanaiyé kaiyilénti notikkullé malaiyaivittu kutikkumpotu
titkkumé kutaitanumanitanaittan tuppuravay manitananké tunivukontu
tekkutané piamitanilirankumpotu tecamellankannukku lanuvupolum
nokkutané teriyumenru pokartanum nérakap pativaitten nérmaiparée
(1293)
¢ For example, P6: 2213-14. The journey across the peaks of Mount Meru
in full form is described in section 5 of Captakantam, starting from verse 4813.
For the condensed English version of the surreal trip to Mount Meru, as well as other
accounts from Captakantam and popular stories about Bhogar see Little 2006: 71-110.
7 For example P6: 2215-16.
8 For example Po: 2220, 2225-26.
% For example Po: 2213-14, 1310, 2266.
€0 Po: 2225: [...] kanitamuta natiyenum pukairatankal kacipiyil yarenum
aticayikka
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Pokar states that he has visited seventy countries (Po: 2219), and that
he has seen, among others, the tombs of the kings of Rome (Pd: 2215),
the tomb of Emmanuel (immanvél) and Israel (isuravél) (Po: 2216),
tombs of twelve Apostles (panirentu cisavar) (P6: 2217), tomb of
Jesus (Po: 2219) and tomb of prophet Muhammad (kori) (Po: 2230).
It is claimed that during his travels he was learning from the people
encountered®' and he was teaching his science to the locals on his
way as well. Pokar’s teachings to the people in China are mentioned
repeatedly in the text:

The praised sage [Kamalamuni] ** told me: ‘The knowledge that [you have]
learnt having matured in the old world, without desire [and] with kindness,
it [this knowledge] is [destined] for the students in China to be emanci-
pated.” With all the affection and with efforts, without [any] fault, the learnt
science about which the sage has spoken I have poured forth with affection
among all the people. Learn the truth! %

Accordingly to the will of sage Kamalamuni, Pokar is repeatedly
reported to have taught his knowledge to the people in China.
Lessons ‘poured forth’ by Pokar concern many various subjects,
from construction of a parachute and steam engine to construction of
the mansion (malikai) in which the dead people can be seen in their
bodily form (P6: 1272-1280). It is suggested that revelation of such

aniyaniyaykkontucenruaniyellamavaravarkkuvaticayattaikkdttinénée
1 For example, Pokar receives teaching of doctrine (7iana upatecam)
from the group of a thousand Christian heroes met on the way from Rome
(Po: 2217), he is also taught by Siddha Akastiyar the ‘knowledge of
the ultimate reality (piramanenra vittai) (Po: 1749).
62 Sage Kamalamuni is mentioned in the previous stanza (P5: 1479).
It is said that he has been visited and worshipped by Pdkar in his samdadhi
(camati) in China.

63 P6: 1480: tolutitta yentanukku munitanconnar tollulakil nivkarravittaitannai
paluttitta millamal cinantannil patcamutan manakkalpilaikkavenru
mulutittan tannutané munitanacolla muyarciyutan karravittai palutillamal
valutittamutan ranumaraippaiyella manitattil kottivitten vanmaipare
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a powerful and so far secret ‘science’ caused the disapproval of
the other Siddhas, who ‘have swollen up with anger like boiling milk’
(Po: 1279-1280). Apart from the relations from the visits in China,
the descriptions of the travels to other destinations are usually devoid
of details. Pokar does not share with his readership a lot of insightful
observations® and the stories are written in phantasmagoric manner,
for example, one of the relations from his travels reads as follows:

[...] T went to the land of China. I saw the vision of Jesus who is a God.
I turned back in order to see with details the group of [his] disciples and
warriors. Having constructed the steam-engine car with bell metal I came
to Jerusalem with [all my] virtue. I have put in [the fuel], I have applied
the pill (kulikai), T have come [to Mecca] to see the Great Prophet.®

Links between Pokar and China are especially remarkable.®® References
to his visits to China are repeatedly mentioned throughout the Captakantam.
Ganapathy indicates that in another Tamil Siddha text, Agastiyar — 12000,

[...]it1is said that Bogar® is a Chinese, that he is a disciple of Kalangi (who
lived in China) and that he is the guru of Pulippani (the Indian name of
Bogar’s Chinese disciple Yu). (Ganapathy 2003: 66)

There is also a view that the Siddha Pokar was in fact Lao-Tzu,
the founder of Taoism in China (Ganapathy 2003: 67). According

% An example of the very few details included in the report from
travels to places other than China is mention of roti bread (rotti), which Pokar
was given by prophets in Mecca. See Po: 2230.

8 PO&: 2226: kattivantén cinapatitanircenrén katavulamecuvintan katcikanten
vattamutan pimarkal cisavarkkam vakaiyutané kanavenru tirumpicenren
kattamutan pukairattatai mattikkontu nalamutané erucalém kanavantéenée
mattimaiyay kulikaiyatu pintukontu manapiyaikkanavenru vantitténé

% The maritime trade route between the south-east Indian coast and China
had been established already by the beginning of the Common Era. Later, the early
contacts resulted in the wider Sino-Indian exchange of ideas and goods, and also
in the domain of alchemy and medicine. See White 1996: 61-66.

67 “Bogar’ is yet another version of transcription of the Tamil name
Pokar, used by Ganapathy in his book.
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to some scholars, Pokar was a Chinese Buddhist or Taoist philosopher
who came to India to study medicine.®® Yet other academics hold the view
that Pokar was originally a South Indian alchemist who went to China
to study and teach his science (Natarajan 2009: 152). As pointed out by
Ganapathy, Pokar himself in his Captakantam claims to be the disciple of
Kalanki, who was the disciple of Tirumiilar, the author of the 7iruman-
tiram and the revered ancestor of the Tamil Siddhas, which suggests his
South Indian origin (Ganapathy 2003: 67). Pokar highlights his opinion
about the special status of China among the countries of the world by jux-
taposing its greatness among other countries with the greatness of devo-
tion to the Supreme Being among other kinds of devotion:

If [you could] call [anything] ‘a country’—it’s the country of China. No one

in the world has seen [such a country]! If [you could] call [anything]

‘a devotion’—it’s the devotion to the Supreme Being (piramam). In the earthly

world people will eternally worship [It]. [...]%

Again, as in the case of Yakopu, Pokar’s teachings are frequent-
ly declared to have been dedicated to the well-being of all humans.
The knowledge contained in Captakantam is said to be an abridged
version of a much vaster book, containing seven hundred thousand
verses, shortened for the sake of the humanity of the whole world:”
Having studied all the wonders I have composed with love the book of

seven hundred thousand [ verses]. I have abridged [it and] proclaimed [it]
as Pokar 7000 for the sake of the mankind of the world. [...]"!

8 See Ganapathy 2003: 80, Natarajan 2009: 152.
8 PG: 1524: tecamenral tecamatuctinamama jekattil kantavarkal yarumillai
pacamenral piramamattin pacamakum parulakil catanittam toluvarmantar
7 The description of the shortening of a previously composed longer text
is mentioned also in other Tamil Siddha texts. The texts often claim to contain
a huge amount of knowledge, and at the same time they highlight their availabil-
ity for the wide spectrum of audience by the statements that they are abridged,
condensed and facilitated versions of some older authoritative literature, which
originally was much more voluminous. See, for example, CauCa: 12.
"' PG: 6: araintittén élulatcam kirantantannai anpaka aticayarkalellam parttu
kuraintittén pokareélayiramakakirinén lokattu mantarkkaka |...]
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Pokar says that people have been deceived by other Siddhas with their
unclear texts.”” He claims that for the salvation of all the people he has
travelled around the world looking for hidden knowledge. It is stated
that in his book he revealed secret teachings previously hidden and
guarded by other Siddhas:”

[...] With clarity of mind for the salvation of mankind, having applied
the pill (kulikai), I have been flying from country to country with effort
[through] proud mountains, caves and forests. I have seen all the dwelling
places of independent Siddhas, as well as the robust tombs and so on. I have
obtained all the books composed by the royal branches [of the Siddhas],
the entire essence [of knowledge] which was kept hidden in the caves.
As a master [of science] I have got into a quarrel with the Siddha. I have
ridiculed [him] and obtained all the treatises. Having examined respect-
fully all the subtleties which were kept hidden I have converted [them] into
the book for the sake of the mankind.™

Moreover, Pokar does not limit his lessons only to humans but he
is concerned with animals as well. There are numerous animal stories
contained in Captakantam. Pokar repeatedly speaks with animals and
helps them in various ways.”

2 See, for example, P6: 1431-1432.

7 The claims about the secrecy of the teachings contained in the text
are present also in works of other Tamil Siddhas. Similarly, quarrels with
other Siddhas and the wrath of the traditional authorities unwilling to reveal
obscured knowledge are also frequently mentioned in Siddha literature.
See, for example, Pa: 1.2, PiVaiCa: 3-4.

™ Po: 1475-1476: [ .. ] telivaka manitarkal pilaikkavenru tecatécarkalmutal

kulikaipiintu

nelivana malaikukaikal vanantirankal nérpputané kulikaiyittu parantentane
tanana cittarmuni iruppitankal takkana camatimuta lellamparttu

konana kavaravarkal ceytaniilai kukaitanile maraittuvaitta karuvaivellam
panaka cittaritam vatupéci palippottu cattiranka lanaittumperrén

manaka maraittuvaitta nutpamellam matipputané yarayntu nulceyténé

5 See, for example, the story about the pride of lions which was living
at the site of Pokar’s samadhi (Po: 1351-1354). Having entered the state of
samadhi, Pokar appeared as a stone image. The pride of lions did not recognize
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Conclusions

In opposition to the popular discourse emphasizing the local character
of Tamil Siddha medicine, in some texts of the classical Tamil Siddha
medico-alchemical literature the Siddha system of knowledge may
be imaged not as local but as transcultural science transmitted for
the benefit of universal scope. Such a way of portraying it is connect-
ed with the presentation of Siddha medicine as not only physical but
also as spiritual. The teachings of the Siddhas are claimed to bestow
spiritual benefits such as salvation and final bliss upon the people who
follow the teachings and therefore they may appeal to the fundamen-
tal longings of every person. The knowledge contained in the texts
is repeatedly and conventionally declared to be destined for the well-
ness and salvation of all mankind, regardless of nationality, sex or
creed. Exemplary passages from the texts of the two Tamil Siddha
cosmopolites, i.e. Siddha Iramatévar, alias Yakopu, and Siddha Pokar,
present multicultural connections and indicate possible foreign influ-
ences in the local lore, seen by the authors as valuable contribu-
tions to their science. Although at the present stage of research there
is no external evidence found which could confirm the statements of
the authors about their travels, it may, nonetheless. be assumed that
the authors were at least aware of the existence of foreign systems of
knowledge and that they saw some value in deriving from them and
spreading their own teachings among them. Whether imagined or not,
affiliation with foreign traditions and intercultural exchange of knowl-
edge are frequently mentioned and presented in the consulted works of
the two Siddhas as precious and desirable. Keeping in mind the unde-
niable originality of Tamil medicine, recognized as a distinct medicine
among the few indigenous Indian medical systems, attested in its vast

the Siddha and they stayed at the site. After receiving wisdom through the tear
of Pokar which dropped into a lion’s mouth, animals started to worship him
and lead a pious life feeding on vegetarian food only. When Pokar came out
of samadhi, he blessed the lions so that they were born as kings in their next
birth. See Ganapathy 2003: 74.
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literature composed in Tamil, as well as considering the substantial native
component of Siddha lore, it is, nonetheless, noteworthy to see possible
mutual influences between the local Tamil and foreign cultures, which
may have been seen by the Siddha authors as enriching for both of sides.
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