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ABSTRACT: Numerous pre-modern literary works in Tamil begin with a
lengthy description of a country and a city. This convention is a stock ele-
ment of texts belonging to the kappiyam and puranam genres, which can be
defined as long narrative poems and mythological narrations, respectively.
Such descriptions are particularly numerous in talapuranams, i.e., texts
dealing with the mythology of sacred sites. This article discusses the de-
scription of the country and the city in the Karcippuranam (KP), a
talapuranam of the city of Kanchipuram composed in the late 18" century
by the author Civafiana Munivar. It will be shown that the description of
Kanchipuram and its surroundings in the introductory chapters of the KP,
rather than aiming at a realistic portrayal, is strongly based on Tamil literary
conventions that can be traced back to ancient Tamil literature, but also to
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India: Narratives, Rituals, and Material Culture,” funded by the Deutsche For-
schungsgemeinschaft (DFG, German Research Foundation)—project number
428328143, and the project ‘Hindu Temple Legends in South India,” funded by the
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influential texts of the medieval period, such as the Kamparamayanam or the
Periyapuranam. Moreover, the article examines how Civafiana Munivar
correlates the literary landscape that he describes with the real-world geog-
raphy of the region around Kanchipuram and Saiva devotional topography,
thus creating a complex multi-layered landscape.

KEYWORDS: Karicippuranam, talapuranam, Tamil literature, landscape,
Tamil Saivism

The country and the city in Tamil literature

Descriptions of countries and cities are found already in the Casikam
works, the oldest extant literary works in Tamil, composed perhaps
between the 1% and 6™ centuries CE.> More specifically, such de-
scriptions are found in the longer poems of the ‘Ten Songs’ (Pat-
tuppattu), one of the subdivisions of the Casikam corpus.* Among the
Pattupparru, we find several works representing the genre of arrup-
pazai (lit. ‘guiding the way’), in which a bard directs another bard to
the ruler in whose praise the poem is composed, describing said
ruler’s realm, which the fellow bard would pass on his way to his
capital.* For example, the Perumpanarruppasai, a poem composed
perhaps in the 4™ century by the author Uruttirankannanar in praise of
Tontaiman llantiraiyan, a ruler of Kanchipuram, contains a lengthy
section describing the land ruled by lantiraiyan, culminating with a
description of his capital Kanchipuram. Similar descriptions are also
found in three other arrupparai poems of the Pattuppariu, viz. the

2 The dating of the Casikam works is uncertain and controversial. The dates

suggested here are based on Wilden 2014. On the image of the city in Casikam litera-
ture, see Dubyanskiy 2010.

The Pattuppattu are a set of ten longer poems that together with the ‘Eight
Anthologies’ (Efzuttokai) form the corpus of Casikam literature. Most of the Pat-
tuppatiu poems belong to the genre of puram or heroic poetry and deal with the praise
of a particular ruler. For an English translation, see Chelliah 1962.

On the arrupparai genre, see Dubyanskiy 2018.
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Porunararruppagai, the Cirupanarrupparai, and the Malaipasu-
kagam.

Although the convention of describing the country and the city
may have antecedents already in Carnkam literature, the first Tamil
work that actually begins with such a description is the Civaka-
cintamani, a Tamil Jaina epic composed probably in the 9" or 10"
century by the author Tiruttakkatévar.® At the beginning of the
Civakacintamani, we find a description of its fictitious setting, the
country of Emankatam and its capital Iracamapuram. The convention
is also followed by the Kamparamayanam, the influential Tamil ver-
sion of the Ramayana probably composed in the 12" century by the
author Kampan, which begins with a description of the Kosala country
and the city of Ayodhya.® As we will see, the description of the Kosala
country in the Kamparamayanam is indebted to the Civakacintamani,
while itself providing a model for later works such as the KP.

Another highly influential text that contains descriptions of
a country and a city is the Periyapurapnam, the canonized hagiography
of the sixty-three Tamil Saiva saints (Nayanmar) composed also in
the 12" century by the author Cekkilar.” At the beginning of the
Periyapuranam, immediately following a frame story that is set on
the mythical Kailasa mountain, we find a description of the Cdla
country (the Kaveri delta region in central Tamil Nadu) and of the
city of Tiruvarar. The focus on Tiruvarir and its surrounding region is
because it provides the setting for the life story of the saint Cuntarar,
which serves as the main narrative frame of the text. Moreover,
Cekkilar composed the Periyapuranam under Cola royal patronage,
providing another reason for his prominent description of the Codla
country. However, the Periyapuranam also contains a lengthy de-
scription of the Tontai country (the region surrounding Kanchipuram)
and of the city of Kanchipuram, contained in the story of the saint

°  Onthe Crvakacintamani, see Zvelebil 1995: 169-171. For an English trans-
lation, see Ryan 2005-2012.
On the Kamparamayanam (or Iramavataram), see Zvelebil 1995: 267-272.
On the Periyapuranam (or Tiruttontarpuranam), see Zvelebil 1995: 545
548. For an English translation, see McGlashan 2006.

7
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Tirukkuripputtontar (a native of Kanchipuram).® As we will see, the
description of the Tontai country in the Periyapuranam also provided
a model for the KP.

Most kappiyams and purapams that were composed after the pe-
riod of the Kamparamayanam and the Periyapuranam contain a
section on the country and the city. Thus, the Cuappuranam, a
17"-century Tamil biography of the Islamic prophet Muhammad,
begins with a description of Arabia and Mecca, and the Tempavani, a
Christian epic on Saint Joseph composed in the 18" century by the
Italian missionary C. G. Beschi, with a description of the Holy Land
and Jerusalem.® Even texts that are not directly connected to a par-
ticular place contain the customary chapters on the country and the
city. This is true, for example, for the Kantapuranam, a work on the
mythology of the god Murukan (Skanda), composed probably in the
14™ century by the author Kacciyappa Civacariyar.”’ Although the
narratives that are told in the Kantapuranam take place in the myth-
ical realm of the gods and thus bear no direct relation to any earthly
place, the text begins with a description of the Tontai country and the
city of Kanchipuram, Kacciyappa Civacariyar’s hometown and the
place where he composed the Kantapurapam.

The largest body of texts that follow the convention of describing
the country and the city is made up of the works of the talapuranam
(or sthalapurana) genre. Talapuranams can be described as ‘temple
legends,’ that is, they are works that relate the mythological narratives
associated with particular sacred sites. Tamil talapuranams were an
extremely productive genre during the early modern period, with
almost 400 such works composed mainly between the 16" and 19"

8 Periyapuranam 1078-1205. The actual story of Tirukkuripputtontar is

told in a mere eighteen verses, whereas the first 110 verses deal with the description
of the Tontai country and of Kanchipuram. Cékkilar’s motivation to compose such
a lengthy description may be due to the fact that, being born in Kunrattir (today a
suburb of Chennai), he was himself a native of the Tontai country.

On the Cwrappuranam, see Narayanan 2000. On C. G. Beschi and his
Tempavani, see Clooney 2022 and Trento 2022. For an English translation of the
Tempavani, see Dominic Raj 2019.

1 On the Kantapuranam, see Zvelebil 1974: 185-190.
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centuries."* Tamil talapuranams were often composed on the basis of
Sanskrit sources. While the Tamil and Sanskrit texts are closely re-
lated, the Tamil talapuranams also considerably differ from their
Sanskrit counterparts by pursuing a much more ambitious poetic
agenda, more akin to ka@vya than to puranic literature in Sanskrit, and
by following distinctly Tamil poetic conventions. One of these con-
ventions is beginning the work with a description of the country and
the city. In the case of the talapuranams, this is naturally the place with
which the text deals and its surrounding region.

A more comprehensive survey of the chapters describing the
country and the city in Tamil talapuranam literature has recently been
undertaken by Ofer Peres (forthcoming). As Peres points out, chap-
ters describing the country and the city are a distinctive feature of the
talapuranam genre, albeit not an indispensable precondition, as there
is also a significant number of talapuranams that do not contain such
chapters. Moreover, while these sections usually follow a relatively
fixed pattern, there is also a significant degree of variance, reflecting
the different priorities and choices of their authors. In this article, ra-
ther than attempting a general survey, | will focus on the description
of the country and the city in one specific talapuranam, the KP,
which | will situate in the larger field of Tamil literature and religi-
osity.

The Karicippuranam and its chapters on the country and the city

Generally considered one of the major Tamil talapuranams, the KP
was composed in the late 18" century by the author Civafiana Munivar
(d. 1785) on the basis of an anonymous and undated Sanskrit text,
the Saiva Kaicimahatmya (KM).*? Tt describes Kanchipuram’s sa-

11 The number is based on the count by V&. Ira. Matavan (1995). On the Tamil
talapuranam genre, see also Shulman 1980a, Ramesh 2020, and Nachimuthu 2022.
More precisely, the KP contains two books (kantam), the first composed by
Civanana Munivar and the second by his pupil, Kacciyappa Munivar. However, the
less well known second book is in fact a separate composition that is based on a
different Sanskrit source. In this article, I am only concerned with Civafiana Munivar’s
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cred space from a Saiva perspective, dealing with the mythical origin
stories of numerous Siva temples in and around Kanchipuram and
culminating with the great Ekamranatha (Ekambaranatha) temple, the
city’s main Saiva sanctuary. | have discussed the relation between
the KP and the KM elsewhere in more detail (Buchholz 2023). Here it
may suffice to say that the KP closely follows its Sanskrit source on a
narrative level, but differs considerably in terms of its literary agenda,
being composed in a far more complex poetic style and often adding
ornate descriptive passages. Moreover, Civafiana Munivar has added
four chapters at the beginning of the KP, which have no equivalent in
the Sanskrit text, namely a prefatory section (payiram), the two cus-
tomary chapters on the country and the city, and an introduction
(patikam) that summarizes the contents of the work.

The two chapters on the country and the city, labelled tiru-
nattupparalam, “chapter on the holy country,” and tirunakarappasalam,
“chapter on the holy city,” contain a lengthy description (comprising 145 and
126 stanzas, respectively) of the Tontai country (the region around
Kanchipuram) and of the city of Kanchipuram itself."® The chapter on
the country begins with a description of the Palar (Tam. Palaru, here
called Pali), the main river of the Tontai country. It then follows the
Palar river on its course through the Tontai country, from its source to
the ocean, describing the landscapes that the river passes. The de-
scription of these landscapes adheres to the model of the five tizais or
poetic landscapes, a distinctly Tamil literary convention, which 1 will
discuss in more detail below. The chapter on the city, on the other hand,
is structured according to a different pattern as the description moves
from the outside of the city to its centre, with the Ekamranatha temple

first book of the KP. For more information on the two books of the KP and their
Sanskrit sources, see Buchholz 2022: 24-29.

¥ The Tontai country (tontainatu or toptaimangalam) is one of the traditional
divisions of the Tamil country, encompassing the north-eastern part of the pre-
sent-day state of Tamil Nadu and some neighbouring areas of Andhra Pradesh. It
coincides with the core area of the historical Pallava dynasty, which ruled from Kan-
chipuram between the 3 and 9™ centuries CE. On the historical geography of the
Tamil country, see B. Stein 1977.
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forming its very core.'* The text takes us from the groves that sur-
round the city to the horse and elephant stables and military en-
campments at its outskirts and then to the city’s fortifications before
proceeding to the inner part of the city. The text then describes the
brothels, the bazaars, the streets, and the tall mansions of the city
(with the section on the mansions mostly dealing with the beauty of
the women dwelling therein). Finally, the text moves to the
Ekamranatha temple (Fig. 1). The description of the temple also
begins at the outside, with the temple walls and the gopuram (gate-
way tower) and then describes various structures of the temple com-
plex before culminating with a description of the main deity, Siva’s
local manifestation as Ekamranatha, ‘the lord of the single mango
tree.”™ As such, the KP presents Ekamranatha as the very heart of the
city, thus marking Kanchipuram as Siva’s realm.'®

While the rirunarrupparalam and the tirunakarappasalam, as we
have seen, are Civanana Munivar’s additions, the KP also contains
another description of Kanchipuram, which, unlike the chapters at the
beginning, is based on the Sanskrit KM. This description is found in
the seventh chapter of the KP, titled talavicerapparalam, “chapter on
the excellence of the place,” as a part of the frame story in which Siva
explains the greatness of Kanchipuram to Parvati.'’ Here, the Tamil
text closely adheres to the Sanskrit source, which at times also ex-
hibits poetic ambitions, for example when the city’s gardens are said
to be full of lotuses that keep their eyes open as if they were soldiers

14 As Peres (forthcoming) points out, the ‘zoom-in’ motion that progresses
from the periphery to the centre is typical for the descriptions of the country and the
city in Tamil talapuranams and can be interpreted as a literary expression of pil-

grimage.
15

16

On the Ekamranatha temple, see Schier 2018, ch. 1.

It is worth noting that the KP, like its Sanskrit source, the Saiva
Kaicimahdatmya, presents us with an exclusively Saiva view on the sacred geography of
Kanchipuram. This Saiva geography coexists with Vaisnava and Sakta perspectives, with the
Varadaraja Perumal temple and the Kamaksi Amman temple, respectively, at the centre
(Hiisken 2017). All these traditions have produced their own texts (Buchholz 2022). On
Kanchipuram’s urban layout in a historical perspective, see Stein 2021.

17 KP 7.17-29, corresponding to KM 3.64-104.
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on patrol,"® or when coconut palms are compared to arms that the city

stretches out to welcome its visitors.® The Sanskrit text also contains
a lengthy enumeration of some forty different tree species that grow
in Kanchipuram.” Yet, there is a marked contrast between this pas-
sage and the descriptions of the country and the city in the tirunattup-
paralam and the tirunakarapparalam, as the description of Kanchi-
puram in the talavicetrapparalam, being rooted in the KM, is informed
by Sanskrit, rather than Tamil, poetic conventions; moreover this
passage is much shorter and far less sophisticated than the chapters
found at the beginning of the text.

Quite in contrast to the sections of the KP that are based on the
Sanskrit source text, the trunatupparalam and the tirunakarap-
paralam are composed in an extremely ornate style with numerous
striking images and elaborate similes.* Several stanzas also employ
the stylistic device of slesa (Tam. cilérai) or paronomasia, using
homonyms to convey two different meanings at the same time.* Due
to the length and extreme denseness of the two chapters, it is impossi-
ble to unravel them completely in the scope of this article. However, to

8 KM 3.74c-75b: udyanasatasahasrair unnidrakamaleksarais / udyuktair

iva raksartham antassainyair ivababhau. Cf. KP 7.22: kavan mara nilaiy utaiy
utcenaly enak kuva/ai vili nantapa nil vapamun. The image is based on an inversion
of the usual comparison of eyes to lotuses (or water lilies, as in the Tamil version).

19 KM 3.77¢c-78b: nalikeradrumair esa rajate nayanapriya / lokan dapatatas
Sighram hastair ahvayativa sa. Cf. KP 7.23: eytuvoraic cem patumak karam etuttu
viraiya nakar vilippatu por renku nijum.

KM 3.83¢-86: punnagapatalasokatamalamalakasanaih | hintalatalavaku
la-kramukagastyakimsukaih / aragvadhamadhitkaksalikucamlakacampakaih | tvak
sarabijapiaramrajambuplaksasilavataih | namerusaralankolakarnpikarasamidrumaih |
tintripiciribilvarkanimbasokasuradrumaih / pavamadibhir anyais ca bhuruhair
bhati samvrta. This enumeration is omitted in the KP.

21| have argued elsewhere that the passages that Civaiiana Munivar added
when composing the KP allowed him to explore his poetic imagination in a way that
was not possible for the rest of the text, where the outline of the narrative was already
predetermined by the KM (Buchholz 2023: 400-405).

22 For a comprehensive study of $lesa in Sanskrit and other Indian literatures,
see Bronner 2010. For examples of siesa in the tirunagtupparalam, see KP 2.19 and
2.45-48.
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give the reader an impression of the style of the tirunarruppagalam and
the tirunakarappasalam, | will quote the stanza KP 3.7, which de-
scribes the groves in the outskirts of Kanchipuram:

mmaiepm QmbHLiug Qmaiaieor 1910l merflGum
GlOIDENLIFETH HLOE

GMUL L QUITEHHBS GUIETEHMET LG & &0 S5WNH
SIS 5SS &6

mblemmLierm ML G50 LIMDSHE Spenid Qb 1g6m
CUTem 6L MedTE: G5

SI0MEGTMIMI 6M&LIDLIOT GlM60T8: 86011 GI& (L) THE 60T
Qarmfleier QBMWTL QUTSIDLIT.

naravam grreruppac cirakar vaut’imiru
na/i polil itumpai kiirnt” alaku
kuraipagap potinta kuyinka/ai valle
kutitt’ elunt’ utaitt’ utaitt’ akarri
nirai pupar rarattup piraltarus kiZamai
nett’ ila valai min ranakkut
turaitorun kaimmar’ enak kani celun ten
corivaga nefu marap potumpar.

The groves with their tall trees

shed fruits and luxuriant honey on all the banks

as a recompense for the large young va/ai fish

that flop into the tanks filled with water

after they have leaped high and chased away the clouds
that were so heavy that the dense groves,

where bees with wings buzz while nectar flows forth,
became distressed and lost their beauty.

One may note the rather heavy diction and dense imagery of this
stanza. The image of the va/ai fish (a species of catfish) jumping up
from the tanks to the clouds is characteristic of the hyperbolic style
that Civafiana Munivar employs. Elsewhere we learn, for example,
of elephants that empty entire tanks when drinking from them, only
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to fill them again with their musth (KP 3.11),%® or of horses that are
rendered invisible because the radiance of the jewels that adorn their
bridles blinds anyone who looks at them (KP 3.20). At the same time,
the idea that the groves recompense the fish for driving away the
clouds by shedding fruits and honey into the tanks is a striking ex-
ample of the poetic figure of utpreksa or ‘poetic fancy,” a stylistic
device that Civaiana Munivar also frequently employs, for example
when he states that the mansions in Kanchipuram reach up to the sky
because their upper stories want to let Indra’s celestial elephant pass
through them, just like ordinary elephants pass through the doorways
in the lower stories (KP 3.72). While these stylistic devices are remi-
niscent of Sanskrit k@vya, Civafiana Munivar also makes use of dis-
tinctly Tamil poetic conventions. Thus, the stanza quoted above
recalls the famous image, found in the Casikam poems Kuruntokai 8
and 164,%* of a valai fish snatching a mango that has fallen into the
tank. While this does not necessarily mean that the KP was directly
influenced by the Kuruntokai, as opposed to later works from the
intervening period that also employ the same image,” it does show
that the KP subscribes to a Tamil literary tradition that has its roots in
the poems of the early first millennium. We will return to this topic
later.

In his description of the country and the city, Civafiana Munivar
also employs a large number of elaborate similes. Befitting the theme of the
KP, these similes often refer to the local mythology of Kanchipuram, for
example when the moat that surrounds the city’s ramparts is compared to
Parvati, who embraced the liziga that she had built of sand when Siva sent a

2 Elephant bulls discharge a secretion from their temples during musth,
a rutlike condition that they experience periodically. References to elephants’ musth
are frequent in Sanskrit and Tamil poetry.

2+ For a discussion of these poems, see Wilden 2006: 362—366.

% U. V&. Caminataiyar, in his commentary on Kuruntokai 8 (p. 24), points out
to parallels in the Ci/amani, a Tamil Jaina epic composed by the author
Tolamolittevar perhaps in the 10" century, and the Villiparatam, Villiputtirar’s
15™-century Tamil version of the Mahabharata.
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flood to test her devotion (the central myth of the Ekamranatha temple),”®
or when a buffalo that has laid down in an irrigation channel is compared
to Visnu, who stopped the flood of the torrential Vegavati river by lying
in its way (the myth of origin of Kanchipuram’s Yathoktakari Pe-
rumal temple).?” In other cases, the similes are based on well-known
puranic myths, for example, when the sight of mahouts who are trying
to tame a frenzied elephant that has jumped into the moat is compared
to the gods and the asuras churning the milk ocean with Mount Man-
dara as their churning rod.?® Yet other similes allude to narratives that
were common knowledge among South Indian Saivites at Civafiana
Munivar’s times, such as the life stories of the Tamil Saiva saints
(Nayanmar) that are told in the Periyapuranam,® or Siva’s legendary
‘games’ in Madurai, which are the subject of the Tiruvi/aiyatar-
puranam.® Finally, Civafiana Munivar, being himself an influential
preceptor of the religio-philosophical school of Saiva Siddhanta, also
included various references to Saiva Siddhanta concepts in his simi-

% Cf. KP 3.29. On the Ekamranatha temple’s myth, see Schier 2018, ch. 3. In
the KP, it is told in chapter 63 (ta/uvakkuZaintapasalam) and 64 (tirumapapparalam).

Z Cf. KP 2.67. On the Yathoktakari Perumal temple and its myth, see Na-
gaswamy 2011: 39-54. This myth is primarily a Vaisnava one and is told in greater
detail in the Vaisnava Karicimahatmya, but is also briefly referred to in the KP
(11.29-31).

% Cf. KP 3.31. The myth of the churning of the milk ocean is one of the best-
known Hindu myths. The comparison of an elephant to a mountain is a standard one
in Tamil and Sanskrit poetry. The theme of the moat resembling various mythical
oceans is elaborated over several stanzas in the tirunakarappagalam.

2 Cf. KP 2.101 (Kuntaiyiirk Kilavar providing paddy for the saint Cuntarar,
cf. Periyapuranam 3163-3184), KP 2.139 (the saint Ceruttunai Nayanar cutting off
the nose of a queen who had smelled flowers that were meant for Siva; cf. Periyapu-
ranam 4120-4126), and KP 3.10 (the saint Tirunavukkaracar being thrown into the
sea by the Jainas; cf. Periyapuranam 1387-1399).

% Cf. KP 2.3 (Siva sending four clouds to Madurai; cf. Tiruviaiyatarpuranam ch.
19), KP 3.75 (king Ugravarman imprisoning the clouds; cf. Tiruvilaiyatarpuranam
ch. 14), and KP 3.97 (Mount Meru yielding a treasure to king Ugravarman; cf.
Tiruvilaiyatarpuranam ch. 15). The Tiruvilaiyatarpuranam, Paraficoti Munivar’s
17"-century Tamil talapuranam of Madurai, as well as its Sanskrit parallel text, the
Halasyamahatmya, found in wide circulation in early-modern South India (see Fisher
2017, ch. 4).
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les.®* All of these similes shed light on the religious and intellectual
milieu in which Civanana Munivar participated, thus helping us
understand the circumstances of the KP’s production.*?

Leaving behind these general remarks on the #irunattuppazalam
and the tirunakarapparalam, | will now focus on three aspects of
Civanana Munivar’s description of the Tontai country, namely the
section on the Palar river and its antecedents in Tamil literature, his
use of the convention of the five landscapes (tizai), and the relation of
the landscape that Civaiana Munivar describes in the tirunattup-
paralam to the real-world geography of the Tontai country and the
Saiva devotional landscape.

The river

As we have seen, Civafiana Munivar’s chapter on the Tontai country
begins with a description of the Palar river. The section on the Palar,
for its part, begins with a description of the rainclouds (KP 2.2-12).
These rainclouds, we learn, approach the Nandi hills, the place of
origin of the Palar,® where they shed their water in the form of tor-
rential rains, thus forming the Palar river (KP 2.13-17). In what
follows, the course of the river through the Tontai country is likened to
the military campaign of a king: like a king, the river conquers the
country through which it flows, invading villages and towns and tear-
ing down city walls (KP 2.18-31). At the same time, the Palar is por-
trayed as a just ruler who protects his subjects, “yielding six times as
much riches as it has seized before.”® This is followed by a few
stanzas that describe the Palar’s abundance of water and the fertility

3L Cf. e.g., KP 2.12 (the karmic imprint [vatanai, Skt. vasand] that remains
even after one has overcome the impurities of the soul [malam, Skt. mala]), KP 2.65
(Siva’s nine manifestations), KP 3.116 (the five types of bondage of the soul [pacam,
Skt. pasal).

%2 For a discussion on the milieu of the KP, see Buchholz 2023: 406-409.

% The Nandi hills are located in the state of Karnataka around sixty km north
of Bangalore.

3 KP 2.31: mupn urak kavarntu kopsa vajattipu maviratfi pinn urav afittu.
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that it brings to the Tontai country (KP 2.32-35) before the focus of
the description shifts to the country itself.

The image of the river as king builds on the notion of a king be-
ing both a warlike conqueror and a provider for his people, thus
highlighting the Palar’s potentially destructive force as well as its
life-giving nature. In former times, the annual monsoon floods of the
Palar must have regularly caused devastation, but agriculture in the
Palar valley was also relying on the river’s water for irrigation. From
a contemporary point of view, the descriptions of the Palar’s abun-
dance of water may seem surprising, given that the Palar now is
completely dry for most of the year (see Fig. 2). However, there is
evidence that the river carried significantly more water at least till the
19™ century before its drying up lead to the decline of once pros-
perous localities in Kanchipuram’s hinterland (Stein 2022: 77-79).
Does the KP describe a more pristine state of the Palar at the time of
the text’s composition? Possibly yes; at the same time, however, it is
important to keep in mind that Civafiana Munivar’s description of the
Tontai country is strongly based on literary conventions. As such, one
should be cautious of uncritically reading what appears to be the
conventional description of an ideal river as a reflection of real-world
circumstances.

Indeed, the very fact that Civanana Munivar begins the tiru-
natruppazalam with a description of the Palar river amounts to a
literary convention. Most Tamil puranams and kappiyams of the pe-
riod contain a section on a river at the beginning of their description of the
county. This convention apparently goes back to the Kamparamdayanam,
which begins with a description of the Saraya (the river flowing
through Ayodhya).*® The description of the river in the Kampa-
ramayanam seems to have provided the model for many later texts,
including the KP. The section on the Sarayi in the Kamparamdayanam

% Unlike in the KP, where the description of the river is contained in the
chapter on the country, in the Kamparamayanam, the description of the Saraya forms
a separate chapter, titled arrupparalam (‘chapter on the river”), preceding the chapters
describing the Kosala country (nartuppatalam) and the city of Ayodhya (nakarap-
paralam).
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and that on the Palar river in the KP have a very similar structure as
both of them begin with a description of the clouds, whose outpour on
the mountains (the Himalayas in the Kamparamayanam, the Nandi
hills in the KP) causes the river (the Sarayt and the Palar, respec-
tively) to come into being. Moreover, even individual stanzas in the KP
clearly show the influence of the Kamparamayanam. Compare, for
example, the stanzas that open the description of the clouds in the
Kamparamayanam and the KP, respectively:

Kamparamayapam 1.1.2

b ewoflbg L6 ewflmggeur
eoTITM 60011 h &I Cl&F6sT MTT&E6e0] GoWIheHSIM
Cam eusflbS (PEDEVEHSH) (I LOMIEH & &HE0T
edm evsfibseuest Goesfludlest WeooTLGs.

nir’ aninta karavu niratta van
ar’anintu cepr’ arkali méynt’ akir
cer’apinta mulait tiru marnkai tan
vir’ apintavap mepiyin mintaté.

The clouds, which have the colour of the god who wears ashes [= Siva],
beautifully go on their path, drink from the sea and return

like the body of him [= Visnu] who majestically wears [on his chest]
Laksmi, whose breasts are adorned with sandalwood paste.

KP22

HL6VS 60LHSILEF ClFevanmT2 1D GCleusTeneaTLomsy & (hlLILIL
LLen6v GleuesoT(p&lev LiFemeulh (HLo&Sleuml (&g
LGl (PbGlg 6T LH6toTL6ULD LDTLIEN6TT e l6m Lol

6yL6V& MI&G|6Neser GClesorMLLLTTH Gl&mGlwet hesor ().

karal kazaintizac cellurizum vellai mal kaguppap
paralai ver mukil paravai nir ulakki vaymatuttu
viram eluntena mintav am mayanai vilaiyav
uzal karuttu vip nerip patarnt’ oyyena mintu.
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Resembling white Visnu who went to churn the ocean,

the billowing white clouds stir up and drink the water of the sea,
and, their bodies become dark like the same Visnu

who returned after the poison had arisen,

they set out on their path in the sky and quickly return.

The parallels between the two stanzas are unmistakable: both
describe how the clouds ‘drink’ from the sea (i.e., absorb the evaporat-
ing water),* set out on their path, and then return (note how both
stanzas end with slightly different forms of the same verb:
mintaté/mingu). Moreover, both stanzas contain variations of the same
simile: in the Kamparamayanam, the white clouds are compared to
Siva’s ash-gray complexion and the rainclouds to Visnu’s dark blue
colour. The simile in the KP is slightly more complex as it refers to the
myth of how Visnu became dark through the effect of the poison that
was created when the gods churned the milk ocean; here the colour of
the clouds before and after they have become saturated with water is
compared to Visnu’s complexion before and after the churning of the
milk ocean, respectively.®” Evidently we are dealing not just with a
shared convention, but with a clear intertextual reference. It thus
becomes clear that Civafiana Munivar must have consciously fol-
lowed the model of the Kamparamayanam.®

The KP is not the only Tamil literary work that was influenced
by the Kamparamayanam. Thus, the description of Arabia in Umarup
Pulavar’s Cirappuranam begins with a very similar description of the
rainclouds, which, as Vasudha Narayanan has shown, is also indebted
to the Kamparamayanam (Narayanan 2000: 83-85). The same appears
to be true for the description of the rainclouds at the beginning of

% The image of the clouds drinking from the sea is quite common in Tamil
literature already from the Carkam works onwards.

7 A version of this myth of the churning of the milk ocean is told in chapter
12 (manikanticappatalam) of the KP. According to this version, the poison burned the
gods, causing Visnu to become dark.

| have speculated elsewhere that Civafiana Munivar’s motivation might

have been to outdo the (Vaisnava) Kamparamayanam, a work that he seems to have
opposed on religious grounds (see Buchholz 2023: 401).
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C. G. Beschi’s Tempavani, which, as we know from other examples,
has an intertextual relationship with the Kamparamayanam.* To
name only two examples from the talapuranam genre, Paraficoti
Munivar’s Tiruvilaiyatarpuranam and Ti. Minatcicuntaram Pillai’s
Amparppuranam both also begin with very similar descriptions of the
rainclouds.”® All these texts describe how the white clouds become dark
after they have drunk from the sea, closely mirroring the Kam-
paramayanam stanza that was quoted above.*”* A full investigation of
Kampan’s influence on later Tamil poets is beyond the scope of this
article, but it should be clear from these examples that the Kam-
paramayanam played a crucial role in establishing a convention that
later works followed.*

At the same time, the Kamparamayanam itself builds on earlier
sources, most importantly the Civakacintamani. 1t has long been ac-
cepted that Kampan was greatly influenced by the Tiruttakkatévar’s
Jaina epic, and this also seems to be true for his description of the river.
The chapter on the Emankatam country in the Civakacintamani also
begins with a description of the rainclouds that pour their water on the
mountains, forming the Carai river.*® It thus appears that the Civaka-
cintamani, with its description of the river, the country, and the city, pro-
vided a model for the Kamparamayanam, which for its part was emulated
by many later works. This seems to confirm George L. Hart’s verdict
about the relation between the Civakacintamani, the Kamparama-
yagam, and later Tamil literature:

¥ See the discussion of the avaiyarakkam (apologetic preface) of the

Tempavani by Sascha Ebeling (Ebeling 2020: 161-163).

% On the Tiruvilaiyatarpuranam, see above (fn. 30). Ti. Minatcicuntaram
Pillai (1815-1876) was one of the last great traditional Tamil poets and the author of
no less than twenty-two talapuranams. The Amparppuranam (composed in 1869) is
considered his magnum opus. See Ebeling 2010: 33-87.

Cf. Cirappuranam, natuppasalam 1; Témpavani, nagtuppazalam 1; Tiru-
Vilaiyatarpuranam, tirundtfuccirappu 2; Amparppuranam 47.
By contrast, the Periyapuranam, which is roughly contemporaneous with the
Kamparamayanam, does not describe a river as part of its description of the country.
4 Cf. Civakacintamani 1.32-39.
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The Civakacintamani spawned a whole new type of literature in Tamil.
In the twelfth century, Kampan imitated it to produce what is arguably
the greatest literary work produced in India, his version of the
Ramayana which he called Iramavataram. In that great work, we can
see Takkatévar’s influence everywhere, from the template of the be-
ginning verses to the form of the verses to the meters. [...] After Kam-
pan, Tamil literature was never the same. Every writer imitated Kampan,
much as the great poet had imitated Takkatévar, and a huge literature of
sthalapuranas, epics, devotional poems, and literary works was pro-
duced. (Hart 2005: x—xi)

The genealogy of this convention, however, does not nec-
essarily end with the Civakacintamani. James D. Ryan, referring to
T. V. Gopalaiyar, has pointed out that the structure of the Civaka-
cintamani follows the Pattinappalai, one of the ten longer poems of
the Carikam corpus, “which describes in order the river, country,
capital town and king” (Ryan 2005: 293). Although I find the con-
nection between the Pagtinappalai and the Civakacintamani less
obvious than in the case of the texts discussed above, it is clear that
many of the conventions that Tamil authors of the early modern
period such as Civafiana Munivar followed can be traced back quite
far in time.

The tipai concept

Another ancient convention of which the KP, like many other
puranams and kappiyams, makes use is that of the tizai concept. The
term tipai, famously translated as ‘interior landscape’ by A. K. Ra-
manujan (1967), refers to a Tamil poetical concept, according to
which a poem is set in one of five landscapes (the mountains, the
wasteland, the woodlands, the agricultural lands, and the coast), each
of which is associated with a particular poetic theme.* The tizai

4 For an overview, see Table 1. In spite of the attention that the tirai concept
has received, a comprehensive study of tirai in Tamil literature is still a desideratum.
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concept was originally developed in the genre of classical Tamil love
poetry (akam) and is first attested in the Caskam works. At the same
time, it was theorized by a rich and equally ancient Tamil tradition of
poetics. While the earliest Cazikam poems do not always fully con-
form to the tipai system as it is described by the poetological treatis-
es,” later texts started following their prescriptions more and more
closely and thus present us with an increasingly regularized picture of
the tipais. The tizai concept continued to play an important role in
Tamil literature right into the 19™ century before the traditional lit-
erary genres came to an end.*

Table 1. The five tirais and their respective sections in the tirunarupparalam

Tinai  |Landscape Theme Stanzas
Kurifici |mountains lovemaking|2.39-51
Palai  |wasteland separation |2.52-55
Mullai  |woodlands waiting 2.56-63

Marutam|agricultural lands|quarreling |2.64-118
Neytal [coast lamentation|2.119-127

Tipai is a fairly complex concept. Each of the five landscapes is
associated with particular conventional landscape elements such as
plants or animals (in fact, the tipais are named after flowers that are
typical for the respective landscape). The inhabitants of the different
landscapes and their typical occupations are also frequently described.
These landscape elements provide the poets with a reservoir of signi-

For an introduction to the tirai system as it is found in Carnkam literature, see Ra-
manujan 1967: 105-108 and Zvelebil 1973: 85-110.

% For example, Eva Wilden estimates that more than a fourth of the poems
of the Kuruntokai (one of the early Casikam anthologies), does not contain any tizai
elements, leading her to the conclusion that “a regional setting of a poem is certainly
an important factor, but not as all-pervading as the tirai concept would make us belief
[sic]” (Wilden 2006: 197).

For an example of the use of tixai in 19"-century Tamil literature, see Ebeling
2010: 93-94.
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fiers that they can use to evoke the tizai in question. What is crucial
for the tizai system, however, is the connection between landscape
and poetic theme: tipai poems do not just describe landscapes, but they
deal with particular poetic themes that are set in a particular landscape.
These poetic themes are often reduced to the keywords: ‘lovemaking,’
‘separation,” ‘waiting,” ‘quarrelling,” and ‘lamentation.”*’ In reality,
however, these keywords stand for a complex set of conventionalized
situations that unfold in the love story of an idealized couple. Thus,
kurifici deals with the situations that revolve around the lover’s secret
meetings in the mountains; palai deals with the journey through the
desert that the man undertakes to find wealth; mullai deals with the
woman in the forest landscape who waits for her lover’s return at the
beginning of the rainy season; marutam deals with the couple’s mar-
ital quarrels in the agricultural landscape; and neytal deals with the
woman’s lamentation on the seashore as she is anxious that the man
might forsake her.*®

Returning to the KP, we may note that the description of the
Tontai country in the tirunartupparalam is almost in its entirety
structured according to the tirai system. After the section describing the
Palar river, the text devotes a section to each of the five tipais (see
Table 1). In the Tontai country, we learn, there are tall mountains,
parched wastelands, dense forests, fertile paddy fields, and vast sea-
shores. In the sections on each of the tirais various typical plants and
animals are mentioned. At the same time, Civafiana Munivar also
refers to the conventional poetic themes associated with each of the
tipais. Consider the following verse (KP 2.41), which is part of the
kuriici section:

47" These oft-cited keywords go back to the Tolkappiyam, the oldest extant

grammatical/poetological treatise in Tamil, which defines the themes (uripporu/)
associated with the five tinais as pupartal, pirital, iruttal, izal, and iraskal, respec-
tively (see Tolkappiyam Porulatikaram 16).

* This is still an oversimplification that does not take into account the great
number of specific conventionalized situations associated with each of the themes.
For an overview, see Takahashi 1995, ch. 6.
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GoulenL GLMHL|(E eUMT& G bev 65l6nenTu| b LU
Fal LD euT&G L& Frredlh Plenens @ rm 6l SIEh
CeLi smradlefle @eumhsens Cgflensunm GrmbLb

urLlly engsSHm GlumeflluN (b Hes)sleorb LuTsy|id.

veéttaimér pukuvarkku nal vipaiy unta magavar
kiigtam vaykkum ac caralir ripaik kurark’ eytusi
cett’ ijan kifik kularika/ at terivaimar ompum
patt’icait tiram o/iyirunt” anutinam payilum.

On those mountain slopes, where, as a result of their good karma,
young women grant union to the men who have gone hunting,
flocks of youthful parrots that go after the ears of millet call out every
day,
drowning out the sound of the songs of the women who try to chase
them away.

The stanza is unmistakably set in the kurisici landscape, as the
mention of the mountain slopes makes clear; moreover, hunting and
millet cultivation are typical occupations of the hills people. In addi-
tion, the stanza also refers to the theme of secret lovemaking, as is
befitting for the kuririci tinai. The trope of the women who are sent to
the millet fields in the mountains to chase off the parrots but then use
the secluded spot for clandestine meetings with their lovers is a fa-
miliar one, attested already in the Casikam poems.”® In the same way,
the other tinai sections, too, allude to well-known conventional themes:
in the palai section, men hesitate to leave their women behind as they
prepare for their journey; the mullai section describes how the women
rejoice at their men’s return; in the marutam section, sulking women
are reconciled with their husbands; and in the neytal section, the women
shed tears after their lovers have left.>

The sections on the five tipais are followed by a section termed
tinaimayakkam, ‘mixture of tipais’ (KP 2.128-142), a concept that is

4 Cf. e.g., Kuruntokai 141, 198, 217, 291, and 360.
%0 Cf. KP 254, 2.62, 2.116, and 2.125.
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also sanctioned by Tamil poetics.”* In this section, elements from several
tinais occur in various, different combinations. To give an example, |
will quote a stanza in which kuri7ici and marutam elements are combined
(KP2.131):

STDLULNEY|LD 6Ush FEHE606THS Cl&ILIEmeVLeVTT
&eUTLmyest MesTGm &l

wirbuedlestral ssesluNmEuIT weussTCaL&
Flemev&:&(THLDEm LI WY S G)600T LIT[TE (&L

LDU(HISTL LUSSLIg6oTralgs6T 616w 65oT6lL(LDHS)
LEDEVEFFTIM Lesfimm) eumenLp

G LuWIELEIEH SHlemerTenstTs g L& SHILNE S
GLowih g6 & eh Claeuails GHTrLIme.

tam payilum varaik ki/aitta ceyalai malar
kavar maran ranmer ciriy

ampal inan Kalapiyir poy avap cemac
cilaik karumpaiy alitt'unt’ arkkum

pum pagukarp pakayt’inankal vekupt "efuntu
malaic carar pupirru valai

tem payil cen tipaiy apaittum alirz’ ulakki
meynt’ uvakkufi cevvitt’ or pal.

Because they are angry with Kama, who has taken [as his arrows]
the ashoka flowers that grow on the mountains where they roam about,
the elephant herds go to the paddy fields and trumpet

after they have eaten up the sugarcane that is his strong bow.
[Seeing this,] the buffalo herds from the flowering tanks

angrily rise, trample down and happily feed on all of

L While the concept tinaimayakkam would be worth of a more detailed study,
it seems plausible that the concept was originally introduced by the poeticians to account
for poems that did not strictly follow the rules of the tinai system. Later poets like
Civanana Munivar, however, consciously exploited tizaimayakkam as a means of poetic
expression.
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the fresh bananas and the sweet red millet from the mountain slopes.
Such is the beauty of one part [of the Tontai country].*

Apart from the tizais that belong to the genre of akam or love
poetry (akattizai), the Tamil poetological tradition describes an
analogous set of tipais for the genre of puram or heroic poetry
(purattizai). These tinais are associated with different stages of a
military campaign and identified through different flowers, which the
warriors are said to wear as chaplets during the respective situations.
Moreover, each of the purattizais is said to correspond to one of the
akam counterparts.®®* The concept of tizai in the puram genre is gen-
erally considered a rather artificial category that is difficult to relate to
the actual poems. Civaiana Munivar, however, is fully aware of the
poeticians’ prescriptions about purattizai and productively employs
the concept in the firunattuppazalam: in the description of the Palar
river as a king on a military campaign, he describes the different
purattipzais and correlates them with the akattizpais that correspond to
the landscapes through which the river flows.>* To name only one
example, in KP 2.22, elements of the mountain landscape (honey-
combs, elephants’ tusks, and kanta/ flowers) that have been swept
away by the floods are compared to weapons (discus, bow, and ar-
rows) with which the river attacks its enemies while wearing a gar-
land of vegci flowers. Here, the kurisici tinai of the akam genre (as-
sociated with the mountains) is correlated with the verci tipai of the
puram genre (associated with the theme of cattle raid). The use of the
purattipais is, however, restricted to a few stanzas and thus plays a
clearly subordinate role in comparison to the akattipais.

To sum up, in his description of the Tontai country, Civafiana
Munivar presents us with a highly conventionalized picture of the five

%2 The love god Kama is said to shoot flower arrows with a bow made of sug-
arcane. Ashoka flowers, elephants, bananas and millet are typical elements of the
kurifici landscape. Sugarcane and buffaloes are typical elements of the marutam
landscape.

% For an overview of the tinais in the puram genre, see Kailasapathy 1968:
188-191.

% Cf. KP 2.22-30.
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tirais, which is informed by a thorough knowledge of the Tamil
poetological treatises and resonates with a literary tradition that
stretches back to the beginning of the first millennium. While it may
seem remarkable to find the same conventions that are already
attested in the Cankam works in a text from the 18" century, it should
be noted that the KP’s use of the tizai concept is by no means unpar-
alleled among Tamil puranams and kappiyams. Thus, the description
of the Kosala country in the Kamparamayanam is structured ac-
cording to the tirai system, as is the description of the Tontai country
contained in the story of the saint Tirukkuripputtontar in the Periya-
puranam.” This is also true for the introductory chapters of many
talapuranams, such as the description of the Pantiya country in the
Tiruvilaiyatarpuranam or that of the Cola country in the Amparp-
puranam. Indeed, even the descriptions of Arabia in the Cirap-
puranam and of the Holy Land in the Témpavani follow the conven-
tion of the five tirais, full of its conventional South Indian landscape
elements.

One should, however, be careful not to overemphasize the con-
tinuities between the ancient Tamil literature and the purapams and
kappiyams of the early modern period. Firstly, the fact that the later
texts follow the same conventions as the Casikam works does not
necessarily mean that they were directly influenced by them; rather
we are dealing with a continuous, but constantly evolving literary
tradition that presents itself as a chain with many links.*® Secondly,
the discontinuities between a text like the KP and the works of
Carikam literature may be as striking as the continuities. Thus, the
heavy, hyperbolical style of the KP markedly differs from the natu-
ralistic aesthetics of the early poetry. Moreover, even the way in
which the tizai concept is employed is, despite all shared conven-
tions, clearly different. In the early literature, tizai was closely tied to
poems about love, and conventional landscape elements could be

 The description of the Cala country at the beginning of the Periyapuranam,
on the other hand, does not make use of the tizais.

% See the example of the image of the mango-eating va/ai fish that was
discussed above.
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used to reinforce the emotional message of a poem. However, tizai as
a central category for love poetry ceased to be productive shortly
after the Casikam era.”’ After that, the conventionalized situations,
rather than the landscape setting, became the central concern of Tamil
love poetry, resulting in new genres such as the kovai, which remained
popular well into the 18" century.®® What survived, however, was the
use of tigai in country descriptions. This is use of the tirais is found
already in the Pattuppattu works of the Cazikam corpus and continues
in the puranams and kappiyams of the early modern period. Here, the
portrayal of the tirais follows the same conventions as the earlier
texts but serves an entirely different purpose as the focus is on the
description of the country and not on love or emotion. As we have seen,
Civafiana Munivar does refer to the love situations associated with each
of the tipais, but these situations are entirely decontextualized and
serve as mere staffage to the landscape description. In other words,
by the time of the KP, tizai has become a learned exercise with which
the author can demonstrate his knowledge of Tamil poetics.

Multi-layered landscapes in the Kaicippurapnam

At this point it should have become clear that the KP does not present
us with a realistic description of the Tontai country, but with a highly
idealized literary landscape that is described in accordance with the
Tamil poetical conventions. At the same time, however, Civafiana
Munivar also seeks to connect this imagined landscape with the ac-
tual topography of the Tontai country. At the end of each of the tipai

" The last texts that make use of tinai as a central concept for love poetry are

the akam works of the Patinenilkkanakku corpus, which were composed in the period
immediately following that of the Carikam works, perhaps in the seventh and eighth
centuries. For a brief overview of these texts, see Buchholz 2017: xi—xvii.

%8 In the kovai genre, the conventionalized situations in the love story of the
idealized couple are arranged in a more or less linear narrative sequence, resulting in
a sort of serialized verse drama. A comprehensive study of the kovai genre is lacking.
For a brief overview, see Zvelebil 1974: 202-204. For the discussion of a
19"-century kovai, see Ebeling 2010: 90-101.
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sections except for palai, we find one or more stanzas that mention
real places that are found in this landscape.®® Consider the following
stanza, which is found at the end of the marutam section (KP 2.118):

&& LML Cl&mmhien g6l Gl LD6ILI(T LDTEITLDEILD &658TLIT(G5T
alaemu wyifl(gpar HMMI (K susveud eNenrFelenbs

euT&r DL SLDGILMLY) CevemesTw emeuLiL D6BTIHS (6 (&P

L&D LIEn6BDT LOMLD(T H501SL0160 wWmFusy SmoumGr.

tacump ’ural korkaiyot’ emperuman makil tan pacir
vicumpaiy urificu matir riruvallam viraic cen tén
acumpu tafam pol/il épaiya vaippum apantai ciil
pacum panai ma marutatt’ elil yar pakarkirpare.

Who can describe the beauty of the great marutam tract
with its green paddy fields that perpetually surround cool Paciir,
where our Lord rejoices with [Parvati], who has pot-like breasts,
Tiruvallam, whose ramparts scratch the sky,

and other sites with large groves that ooze with fine fragrant nectar?

In this way, two places that exist in the real-world Tontai coun-
try—(Tirup)pacir (today Tiruppaccir, located 45 km north-east of
Kanchipuram) and Tiruvallam (today Tiruvalam, located 60 km west
of Kanchipuram)—are anchored in the literary landscape previously
outlined. In similar fashion, a total of eleven places, spread over four
landscapes, are mentioned in the tirunattuppagalam (see Table 2 and
Map 1).

% The reason why no places are mentioned for palai is because palai, accord-

ing to the Tamil poeticians, is in fact not a landscape of its own, but any of the four
other landscapes that has fallen barren during the hot season. Civafiana Munivar is
clearly aware of this poetological discussion, for in the verse that leads up to the tizai
sections (KP 2.38), he proclaims his intention to describe “the faultless five tipais
that excel in the four landscapes” (ranilattinug ciranta puraiy il aintizai).
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Table 2. Places mentioned in the tirunattuppazalam

Tinai Place Stanza
Kurifici (mountains) Veénkatam (Tirupati) [2.49
Tiruttani 249
Tirukkalatti (Kalahasti) [2.50
Tirukkacciir 251
Tiruvitaiccuram 251
Tirukkalukunram 251
Mullai (woodlands) Tirumullaivayil 2.63
Marutam (agricultural lands)| Tiruppaciir 2.118
Tiruvallam 2.118
Neytal (coast) Tirumayilai (Mylapore)(2.127
Tiruvorriytir 2.127
®
Vér'\k.a(am Tirukkalatti
Tlrur11ulllai-
e ek Tiruvorriyar
" ﬂru.vallam e ﬁru:pécﬂr Tlruma;[I:i

KANCHIPURAM

Map 1. Places mentioned in the #irunartuppagalam. Map by Jonas Buchholz

What is the rationale behind the choice of these places? To begin
with, the first one, Vénkatam (Tirupati), is a major Vaisnava pilgrim-
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age destination in the present-day state of Andhra Pradesh, around 100
km north of Kanchipuram. The mention of a Vaisnava site, all the more
one that is today found outside the Tamil-speaking area, in a Tamil
Saiva text might seem surprising. Historically, however, Tirupati
played an important role in the cultural geography of the Tamils
because it was traditionally considered the northern limit of the Tamil
country. This idea is famously formulated in the introductory stanza
(cirappuppayiram) of the Tolkappiyam, the oldest extant grammatical
work in Tamil—a stanza with which Civafiana Munivar was demon-
strably familiar since he composed a commentary onit.*° Inthe KP, he
also refers to the idea of Tirupati as the northern limit of the Tamil
country by describing Vénkatam as “the boundary for excellent
Tamil” (métakun tamilkk’ ellai).

The second place mentioned is Tiruttani, an important sacred site
of the god Murukan (the Tamil form of the war god Skanda), located
at the northern border of the present-day state of Tamil Nadu, 45 km
north of Kanchipuram. As the northernmost in a group of six famous
Murukan temples that are spread across Tamil Nadu, Tiruttani, much
like Tirupati, symbolically stands for the northern limit of the Tamil coun-
try.®* At the same time, as a holy place devoted to Siva’s son Skan-
da/Murukan, Tiruttani was also relevant for the Saiva tradition to which
Civanana Munivar belonged.

Leaving Tirupati and Tiruttani aside, all other places mentioned
in the tirunartupparalam are Saiva holy sites. All of them belong to
the paral perra stalams or “places that have received a song,” a group of
274 (or 276) places that are mentioned in the hymns of the 7évaram, the

% The introductory stanza of the Tolkappivam states that the “good
Tamil-speaking world” lies “between Vénkatam in the north and Kumari in the
south” (vara verkafam tep kumari ayifai tami/ kizum nall ulakattu) (see Tolkappiyam
Eluttatikaram, Cirappuppayiram). Here ‘Kumari’ refers to Kanyakumari or Cape Comorin,
at the southern tip of the Indian Subcontinent. The importance of the cirappuppayiram of
the Tolkappiyam for defining the Tamil-speaking region has already been noted by
Selby and Peterson 2008: 4. On Civaiiana Munivar’s commentary, which covers the two
introductory stanzas (Cirappuppayiram and potuppayiram) of the Tolkappiyam, see
Cuppiramaniya Pillai 1955: 69-70.

81 On the six Murukan temples (Arupasaivitu), see Clothey 1978: 116-131.
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most important part of the Tamil Saiva canon, and which are therefore
considered particularly sacred in Tamil Saivism.*? Clearly, for a de-
vout Saivite like Civaiiana Munivar, these places must have had a spe-
cial status.®® By listing the paral perra stalams of the region, Ci-
vafiana Munivar maps the sacred landscape of his religious tradition
and depicts the Tontai country as a realm of Saivism.

The choice of the places that are mentioned in the tirunattup-
pazalam of the KP is also indebted to another canonical Saiva text, the
Periyapuranam. As we have seen before, the Periyapuranam contains a
lengthy description of the Tontai country, contained in the story of the
saint Tirukkuripputtontar, and this description also mentions sacred
sites that are situated in this region (see Table 3). As can be seen from
a comparison of Tables 2 and 3, the places that are mentioned in the
KP are, with few exceptions, the same that also feature in the Peri-
yapuranam, and they occur in almost exactly the same sequence. It
thus becomes clear that Cekkilar’s description of the Tontai country
in the Periyapuranam must have provided a model for Civanana
Munivar when he composed the tirunattuppagalam of the KP.

Table 3. Places mentioned in the description of the Tontai country in the Per-
iyapuranam

Tinai Place Stanza
Kurifici (mountains) Tirukkalatti (Kalahasti) ~ |1090
Tiruvitaiccuram 1090
Tirukkalukunram 1091
Mullai (woodlands) Tirumullaivayil 1095
Kalikai (Tiruviral) 1096
Marutam (agricultural lands) |Tiruvallam 1107
Tirumarpéru 1108

2 The number of patal perra stalams varies according to different counts. For
a comprehensive overview of the sites, see Chevillard and Sarma 2007.

5 Elsewhere, | have briefly discussed how Civafiana Munivar deals with the
patal perra stalams of Kanchipuram in the KP (Buchholz 2023: 409).
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Tiruppactr 1109
Neytal (coast) Tiruvorriyar 1116

Tirumayilapuri (Mylapore)[1117

Tiruvanmiyiir 1117

Indeed, Civaiiana Munivar indirectly acknowledges its source in
KP 2.128, where he asks with feigned humility: “How will someone
like me, a slave of birth, describe the beauty of the five tipais in the
four landscapes of the good and sacred Tontai country if the great poet
from the town of Kunrai (= Cékkilar) has already been able to show
it?"® That Civaiana Munivar held the author of the Periyapuranam in
high esteem can also be seen in the prefatory section (payiram) of the
KP, which contains an invocation of Cékkilar (KP 1.17). By follow-
ing the model of the Periyapuranam, Civaiiana Munivar pays further
obeisance to Cekkilar and simultaneously frames his own work as a
part of a Tamil Saiva literary tradition.

Now, let us return to the question how Civaiiana Munivar (like
Cekkilar before him) links the places that he mentions to the tizais
that provide the framework for his description of the Tontai country.
Correlating the ideal landscapes of the tipai system with the real-
world geography of the Tontai country is not a trivial task. It is easy
in the case of marutam, the agricultural landscape, since the region is
indeed dominated by the arable plains of the Palar river basin. As one
would expect, the marutam section is by far the longest of the tizai
sections, comprising fifty-five stanzas. Most of the marutam section
is devoted to a description of the paddy fields, which minutely details
the various stages in the process of rice cultivation. While this section,
like the rest of the chapter, is filled with numerous fanciful images
and elaborate similes (and much of it is devoted to a description of the
beauty of the women who work in the paddy fields), it also shows a

64 KP 2.128: tirut topfai nan ndtu na nilatt’ ain tipai va/amun terittuk kazza ...
kuprai nakark kulak kaviye vallan allar karut tompfar em polvar evvaru terint’
uraippar.
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genuine awareness of the technicalities of paddy cultivation, rendering
it more realistic than the sections on the other tizais.%®

Correlating neytal, the seashore, with the real-life landscape of
the Tontai country is also rather straightforward since the region bor-
ders the coast of the Bay of Bengal. Unsurprisingly, the two places
that are mentioned in the neytal section, Tirumayilai (Mayilappur or
Mylapore) and Tiruvorriytir, both today parts of Chennai, are both
located on the seaside. On the other hand, locating kuriici, the moun-
tains, in the Tontai country is a more difficult task. Of the places that
are mentioned in the kurisici section, Tirupati is indeed located in
the mountainous landscape of the Eastern Ghats, but it is very much
in the periphery of the Tontai country (as we have seen, it marks
the northern border of the Tamil region). Other than that, the Tontai
country does not possess any major mountain ranges. What is found,
however, are numerous smaller rocky outcrops that protrude from the
otherwise flat landscape. Aside from Tirupati, the other places men-
tioned in the kurisici section—Tiruttani, Kalahasti, Tirukkaccur, Tiru-
vitaiccuram, and Tirukkalukunram—are all located on or near such
outcrops (see Figure 3).°® However, given the relatively modest size
of these hillocks, the grand descriptions of the mountain landscape in
the tirunatrupparalam seem somewhat overstated.

Similarly, it is rather difficult to correlate mullai with the pre-
sent-day landscape of Tamil Nadu. According to the descriptions in
the literary texts, mullai appears to be a semi-dry forested landscape
that is used as a pasture ground for cattle. However, such lowland
forests have almost completely disappeared from Tamil Nadu. It is

5 One is tempted to wonder if the detailed description of the process paddy

cultivation reflects the agriculturalist ethos of the Vélalar, the landowning commu-
nity, to which Civafiana Munivar belonged. However, to answer that question one
would have to compare the description of the paddy fields in the KP with similar
passages in other texts.

% On Tiruttani, see above. Kalahasti, like Tirupati, is situated in the pre-
sent-day state of Andhra Pradesh, 130 km north of Kanchipuram, but is also an
important place for the Tamil Saiva tradition. Tirukkacciir, Tiruvitaiccuram (today
Tiruvaticiilam), and Tirukkalukunram are all located 40 to 50 km east of Kanchipu-
ram.
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difficult to say if the situation was still different at Civafiana
Munivar’s time, but we may note that the only place that he describes
as lying in the mullai landscape is Tirumullaivayil, today a suburb of
Chennai hosting the ancient Macilamanisvara temple. The temple’s
myth of origin has it that a king discovered a hidden lirga that was
overgrown by a jasmine creeper (jasmine, Tam. mullai, being the pro-
totypical plant of the mullai landscape) when he was passing through a
forest (Shulman 1980b). In the case of Tirumullaivayil, thus, the
name and the mythology of the place provide an obvious link with the
mullai landscape.

What we can witness in the tirunafruppazalam is a tension be-
tween the highly conventionalized tirai model and the actual realities
found in the landscape of the Tontai country. Clearly, the landscape
descriptions in the tirunattupparalam are not meant to be realistic, and
the Tamil poetic conventions require the author to include such idealized
descriptions in his work, no matter what the actual landscape of the coun-
try that he is describing looks like—after all, even Arabia and the Holy
Land are described in accordance with the tipzai system of Tamil liter-
ature. At the same time, however, Civanana Munivar (like Cekkilar
before him) tries to correlate the tizais with the actual landscape of the
Tontai country. Add to this that most of the places that are mentioned in
the rirunarruppasalam are Saiva holy sites connected to the hymns of
the Tevaram, and we can see how Civafiana Munivar creates a mul-
ti-layered landscape, in which real-world geography, the literary land-
scape of Tamil poetics, and Saiva devotional topography are inter-
twined with each other.

Conclusion

As this article has shown, understanding Civafiana Munivar’s work
requires a close reading of the text in its cultural and religious context.
We have seen that the description of Kanchipuram and its surround-
ings in the KP is strongly rooted in the Tamil literary tradition, with
influential works of the medieval period such as the Kampa-
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ramayanam and the Periyapuranam providing a model that Civafiana
Munivar (like many later poets) emulated. This can be seen from the
description of the Palar river at the beginning of the tirunattup-
paralam, which, as | have shown, is clearly indebted to the Kam-
paramayanam, and from the fact that the enumeration of sacred
places in the Tontai country is based on that in the Periyapuranam.
At the same time, Civanana Munivar also makes use of ancient lit-
erary conventions that can be traced back to the Casikam literature of
the early first millennium, most notably the tirai concept, which
provides the backbone for his description of the Tontai country. In
spite of this remarkable continuity, however, there are also marked
differences: by the time of the KP, the naturalistic imagery of the
early poems has given way to entirely conventionalized and starkly
hyperbolic descriptions of the five tirais. Yet, Civaiana Munivar
seeks to locate the ideal landscapes of Tamil poetry in the real world
by mentioning actual places. Since most of these places are Saiva
sacred sites that were extolled in the hymns of the Tévaram, their
mention also serves the purpose of aligning the KP with Saiva reli-
gious and pilgrimage traditions. As such, the description of the coun-
try and the city in KP (like the work as a whole) can be seen as an
example of how Tamil literature and Saiva religiosity enter a union in
the talapuranam genre.
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Fig. 1. Gopuram of the Ekamranatha temple, Kanchipuram (2023).
Photo by Jonas Buchholz



Fig. 2. The dry bed of the Palar river at Orikkai, near Kanchipuram
(February 2023). Photo by Jonas Buchholz

Fig. 3. The hill in Tirukkalukunram (2020). Photo by Emma Natalya Stein
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