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About a decade ago, three books were published on the history of 
Buddhism among Tamils. Five scholars—Irāmaccantiraṉ Nākacāmi 
and Turaicāmi Tayāḷaṉ from Tamilakam, Civacuppiramaṇiyam Pat-
manātaṉ and Āḷvāppiḷḷai Vēluppiḷḷai from Īlam, and Peter Schalk 
from Sweden, each a specialist in a different academic discipline—
were members of a research team working under the direction of Pe-
ter Schalk of the History of Religions of Uppsala University of Sweden 
on Buddhism among Tamils of Tamilakam and Īlam. They brought 
out papers which were then edited by Peter Schalk and and Āḷvā-
ppiḷḷai Vēluppiḷḷai published as two parts—Part 1 and Part 2 of Upp-
sala University research publications.1 The third book was that of a 
Harvard University Professor Anne Monius who brought out a re-
vised version of her doctoral dissertation on imagining a place for 
Buddhism through a study of Buddhist literary culture and religious 
community in Tamilspeaking South India.2 These are all excellent 
books, and they take modern studies on Buddhism among Tamils, 
which has gone out of vogue for centuries, to a very high level in in-
ternational Tamil scholarship.  

Peter Schalk’s team adopted a historical approach and could not 
find any evidence for a continuous existence of Buddhism among 
Tamils after the 13th or 14th centuries. So, their volume stops with the 
pre-colonial period of both regions which could be dated to the six-
teenth century. Anne Monius confined her study to the two existing 
Tamil Buddhist texts, which are dated to the sixth century and the 
eleventh/twelfth centuries and so her book also covers time spans 
within the same period. All the six scholars have made valuable con-
tributions and each of them will be mentioned in relevant places in 

                                                 
1  BaT 1; BaT 2.  
2  Anne E. Monius, Imagining a Place for Buddhism: Literary Culture and Reli-
gious Community in Tamil-Speaking South India (Oxford: Oxford University Press, 
2001). 
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this paper. There are, nevertheless, a few rough edges in their views 
which need to be smoothed out. Elucidating, supplementing and 
highlighting some ideas from these scholars is a very important task 
which is attempted in this paper.  

This paper will be in three parts: 

(1)  An outline of the history of research on Buddhism among Tamils. 

(2)  Cōla Buddhism and Insular Cōla Buddhism. 

(3)  Comments on Buddhism-related developments of pre-Pallava, 
Pallava and later periods. 

1 An Outline of the History of Research                  
on Buddhism among Tamils  

Peter Schalk has given an excellent survey of the history of research 
on Buddhism among Tamils.3 The history of research on Buddhism 
among Tamils does not go beyond the last 125 years. U.Vē. Cāminā-
taiyar, the pioneer editor of most of the ancient and some of the me-
dieval Tamil texts, came across the Buddhist Maṇimēkalai manu-
script, now dated to the sixth century A.D. and felt helpless as Bud-
dhism was not a living tradition among Tamils and the Maṇimēkalai 
text had no commentary, unlike most other old Tamil texts. There 
were no dependable books in English when he had to write a com-
mentary and bring out the edition of the text in 1899. He also brought 
out a monograph on the life of the Buddha.4 His work should be 
judged as that of a pioneer. His edition of the Maṇimēkalai and his 
commentary became the base for all Tamil Buddhist studies.  

T. A. Gopinatha Rao and Vincent Smith made some significant 
contributions. Gopinatha Rao was the first to study Buddhist archi-
tecture and artifacts in Tamilakam. The very influential interpretation 
about the conversion of Buddhist temples into Caiva or Vaiṇava tem-
ples was first propounded by him in 1915.5 He stated that the well-
known Kāmākṣi temple in Kāñcipuram was in all probability origi-
nally a goddess Tārā shrine, associated with Buddhism. Buddhism 

                                                 
3  Peter Schalk, “Some Indian Scholars on Buddhism among Tamils”, BaT 1, 96–
108. 
4  U. Vē. Cāminātaiyar, puttar carittiram, pautta tarumam, pautta caṅkam (Ma-
dras: Tiyākarāja Vilās Publication, 1951). 
5  T. A. Gopinatha Rao, “Buddhist Vestiges in Kanchipura”, Indian Antiquary 44 
(1915): 127. 
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was primary and Caivam secondary in his conception of history. He 
influenced three generations of Tamil scholars.  

Vincent Smith, a British scholar, has also contributed decisively to 
the views of Tamil scholars in their view of the introduction of Bud-
dhism in Tamilakam. He drew up the borders of the Aśokan Empire 
and he launched the theory of the Mauryan invasion of South India.6 
He stated that “it seems almost certain that the conquest of the Dec-
can was effected by Bindusara”.7 He misinterpreted a passage in 
Taranātha’s history of Buddhism. Many of his followers still cling on 
to his theory. Smith’s influence cannot be said to have been beneficial 
to Tamil scholarship because he was wrong about a Mauryan invasion 
of South India and he was wrong about the nature of the Aśokan 
dharma, which he identified with Buddhism. 

Peter Schalk seems to have missed the important contribution of 
K.V. Subrahmanya Aiyer in his account. The latter’s studies of the an-
cient cave inscriptions of the Pāṇṭiya country, marks a progressive ten-
dency for his time by identifying them as written in Tamil language, 
using Brāhmī script and modified Brāhmī letter forms to represent 
peculiar Tamil sounds. He published his edition in 1924. He was influ-
enced by comparison of caves as well as resemblances in letter forms in 
Īlam and the Pāṇṭiya country. He identified the Pāṇṭiya caves as caves 
of Buddhist monks and inscriptions also as referring to Buddhists.8 
This identification is no longer accepted. The same author edited the 
Larger Leyden Plates,9 which throws much light on Cōla Buddhism in 
the eleventh century, as will be demonstrated later in this paper. 

The present Tamil scholarly traditions regarding the history of 
Buddhism among Tamils are influenced by one book in Tamil and by 
its author, mentioned and quoted in almost all other works: pautta-
mum tamilum (Buddhism and Tamil), by Mayilai Cīṉi Vēṅkaṭacāmi, 
first published in 1940 and then reprinted thrice.10He collected archi-
val material and travelled throughout Tamilakam to take pictures of 
Buddha statues. As professional archaeologists were not yet similarly 
occupied on this project, his findings became primary sources. His 
                                                 
6  V. A. Smith, Asoka. The Buddhist Emperor of India (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 
1920). Id. The Oxford History of India, 2nd edition (Oxford: Clarendon Press, 1921). 
7  BaT 1, 101.  
8  K. V. Subrahmanya Aiyer, “The Earliest Monuments of the Pandya Country and 
Their Inscriptions”, Proceedings and Transactions of Third All-India Oriental Con-
ference (1924): 275–300. 
9  K. V. Subrahmanya Aiyer, “The Larger Leyden Plates of Rajaraja I”, Epigraphia 
Indica 22 (1933): 213–266.  
10  BaT 1, 99. 
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was also the first attempt at writing a history of Buddhism in Tami-
lakam.   

I can think of two reasons why his book had such appeal. The first 
was the anti-Brāhmaṇa Dravidian movement, which was becoming 
widespread in Tamilakam, contributed to the acceptance of ideas 
about a glorious and rational Buddhist past which was undermined by 
the Brāhmaṇas. Pēriyar E.V. Irāmacāmi, the founder of the Dravidian 
movement, was inspired by rational elements in Buddhist philosophy 
which suited his no-god and no-varṇa/caste classifications. The sec-
ond was the Ambedkār movement which encouraged their Dalit fol-
lowers to convert to Buddhism, a religion with Indian roots but with 
no varṇa/caste distinctions in its teachings. Vēṅkaṭacāmi brought the 
views of Gopinatha Rao, Vincent Smith and Subrahmanya Aiyer in 
the form of one book to the Tamil-reading public. As there was no 
reference to sources, his statements cannot be verified.  

S. Krishnaswamy Aiyangar made an important evaluation in 1941 
about the role of Caiṉam and Buddhism in South India.11 He endorsed 
Smith’s theory about the Mauryan invasion of South India and about 
the invaders reaching the well-known mountain of Potiyil, almost at 
its southwestern coast. He had a novel, unacceptable theory that the 
pre-Pallava Tamilakam was a bastion of Vedic religion against Cai-
ṉam and Buddhism but he was correct to consider the latter two relig-
ions as weak and marginalized. His analysis of social and political 
conflict as being caused mainly at a religious level was a progressive 
step which was taken up by other scholars later. 

K. A. Nilakanta Sastri, the eminent historian of South India and S. 
Vaiyāpuri Piḷḷai, the editor of the Tamil Lexicon of the University of 
Madras and an outstanding scholar in Tamil literature of the last cen-
tury, had been sharing notes, which seems to have benefited both. 
Both of them questioned the whole concept of the Mauryan invasion 
of the South. Nilakanta Sastri published the concerned article in a not 
so well-known journal,12 so it could not influence many of the Tamil 
scholars. He interprets the four passages about the mōriyar in pre-
Pallava Tamil literature as intervention by the Mauryas on the north-
ern border of Tamilakam. He argues against Krishnaswamy Aiyan-
gar’s theory about the Mauryan invasion reaching Potiyil. He also 
rejects the view that the Brāhmī inscriptions from Maturai have evi-

                                                 
11  S. Krishnaswamy Aiyangar, Ancient India and South Indian History and Cul-
ture. Ancient India to A.D. 1300, vol. 1 (Poona: Oriental Book Agency, 1941). 
12  K. A. Nilakanta Sastri, “Buddhism in the Tamil Country”, March of India 12 A 
(1956): 51–54. 
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dence for Buddhism. As a critical scholar, he does not give credence to 
Hiuen Tsang’s account of his travels, which take the establishment of 
Buddhism in Tamilakam to Aśokan times, if not earlier. 

In 1979 T. N. Vasudeva Rao came out with a scholarly work, writ-
ten in English, on Buddhism in Tamilakam.13 This book takes the 
same stand as Vēṅkaṭacāmi’s work on many issues but marks an ad-
vance on scholarship on the subject as it advances rational arguments 
and a critical approach. He argues for the establishment of Buddhism 
in Tamilakam during the Aśokan period but rejects the claims of some 
scholars to take it to the pre-Aśokan period. He has collected many 
literary references from the pre-Pallava period of Tamil literature to 
argue for Buddhist influence. 

In 1988 Paula Richman, an American scholar, published her re-
vised doctoral thesis from Syracuse University on the Maṇimēkalai 
under the title Women, Branch stories, and Religious Rhetoric in a 
Tamil Buddhist Text.14 This was mainly a content study of the Maṇi-
mēkalai text, focusing on the role of renunciation in the life of 
women. This is an important contribution to Maṇimēkalai studies.  

In 1989, almost 90 years after Cāminātaiyar made a pioneering 
contribution to Tamil Buddhist studies, Shu Hikosaka, a Japanese 
scholar, published his revised doctoral thesis from the University of 
Madras, with the title Buddhism in Tamilnadu.15 He had been heavily 
influenced by some previous scholars, beginning with Gopinatha Rao, 
Vincent Smith, Subrahmanya Ayyar, Vēṅkaṭacāmi and Vasudeva Rao. 
Hiuen Tsang’s travel account was an important source for his book. In 
trying to picture a glorious period of Buddhism in ancient and early 
medieval Tamilakam, he modified Smith’s view of the Mauryan inva-
sion of the South under Bimbisāra. According to him, it was Aśoka 
who penetrated to the Potiyil Mountain in the South. He explained 
the term potiyil as the location of bodhi. Buddhism was already there 
before Aśokan invasions but Aśoka strengthened it. He developed a 
theory about the existence of potalaka, the abode of Avalokita in 
Tamilakam, as a Buddhist pilgrimage site, which he identified with 
the potiyil Mountain. Vīracōliyam’s allusion to Akattiyaṉ learning 

                                                 
13  T. N. Vasudeva Rao, Buddhism in the Tamil Country (Annamalainagar: Anna-
malai University, 1979). 
14  Paula Richman, Women, Branch Stories, and Religious Rhetoric in a Tamil 
Buddhist Text, Syracuse (New York: Maxwell School of Citizenship and Public Affairs, 
Syracuse University, 1988). 
15  Shu Hikosaka. Buddhism in Tamilnadu: A New Perspective (Madras: Institute 
of Asian Studies, 1989). 
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Tamil from Avalokita, gave Hikosaka scope to link Avalokiteśvara of 
the Mahāyāna tradition with Īśvara=Civaṉ of the Tamil Caiva tradi-
tion. Shu Hikosaka has attempted to give an apparently historical 
survey of Buddhism in Tamilakam. 

The above two latest works kindled interest in Tamil Buddhist 
studies in wider circles. The Institute of Asian Studies in Madras, in 
the founding of which Shu Hikosaka played an important role, and 
History of Religions of Uppsala University of Sweden jointly planned 
to have an international seminar on Tamil Buddhist studies. Peter 
Schalk, who did his doctoral thesis in 1972 on Siṃhala Buddhism, 
began to feel that he needed to study Tamil culture, and if possible, 
Tamil Buddhism to understand certain aspects of Siṃhala Buddhism. 
He developed a link program between his department and the Uni-
versity of Yālppāṇam in Īlam. Āḷvāppiḷḷai Vēluppiḷḷai, from the Tamil 
Department of Yālppāṇam University, was the first scholar to come 
on this link program to work with Peter Schalk on the Caiva saint 
Campantar’s polemics against Buddhists and Caiṉas in his Tamil 
hymns of the seventh century. So, by 1992, Uppsala had two scholars 
working on Buddhism among Tamils. John Samuel of the Institute of 
Asian Studies and Peter Schalk of the University of Uppsala were the 
organizers of the conference. A few years before this conference, the 
Institute of Asian Studies held a national conference on the theme 
Buddhist Themes in Modern Tamil Literature and published its pro-
ceedings.16 Two important chapters—chapter 2, dealing with the The-
osophical Society located in Ceṉṉai and Periyār E.V.Rāmasvāmi’s and 
Ambedkār’s movements’ contributions for the promotion of Bud-
dhism in 20th century Tamilakam, and chapter 7, dealing with Bud-
dhist themes in Tamil creative writing—are worthy of notice for 
scholars as these themes were not covered by the six scholars men-
tioned at the beginning of this paper. 

The international seminar in 1992 on Buddhism among Tamils 
was organized in a broad-based manner to attract scholars from all 
disciplines studying Buddhism among Tamils, especially in South 
Asia, so that further research could be planned. Excursions were 
made to places of historical interest for Buddhist studies in Tami-
lakam and to a special exhibition of the Buddhist collection in Madras 
Museum. The Conference in Ceṉṉai was important as a prelude to a 
systematic study of Buddhism among Tamils but several of the papers 
also demonstrated the weakness in the approaches of earlier scholars. 

                                                 
16  Buddhist Themes in Modern Tamil Literature (Madras: Institute of Asian Stud-
ies, 1988). 
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The proceedings of the seminar were published by the Institute of 
Asian Studies in 1998 as Buddhism in Tamilnadu: Collected Papers.17  

A second seminar in Uppsala in 1994 was important, as a step for-
ward in activities towards the appearance of Buddhism among Tamils 
in Pre-Colonial Tamilakam and Īlam (2002). A discussion about his-
torical and philosophical problems in selected papers took place with 
participation also of other interested scholars in Uppsala. Turaicāmi 
Tayāḷaṉ and Irāmaccantiraṉ Nākacami, who were active participants 
in the Ceṉṉai conference of 1992, were special invitees from India for 
the seminar. The Uppsala research team on the topic expanded into a 
four member team with their addition. 

A third seminar confined to the Tamil Buddhist narrative Maṇi-
mēkalai but on an international level took place in Uppsala in 1995. 
Scholars from France, India, Israel, Īlam, Russia, the U.K., and the 
U.S.A. participated along with Swedish scholars. Noteworthy high-
lights of this conference included the participation of Paula Richman 
from Syracuse University, who had already established a name for 
herself on Maṇimēkalai research, Anne Monius, who was then an 
emerging scholar on the history of religions among Tamils and who 
was preparing her doctoral thesis for Harvard University on Bud-
dhism from Tamil texts, and Civacuppiramaṇiyam Patmanātaṉ, Pro-
fessor of History, formerly of Yālppāṇam University and lately of 
Peradeniya University in Īlam, who henceforth became the fifth 
member of the Uppsala research team. The seminar resulted in a pub-
lication in 1997 called A Buddhist Woman’s Path to Enlightenment.18 
This volume, very much relevant for the study of Buddhism among 
Tamils was published as a separate book as otherwise the size of the 
Uppsala volumes of 2002 could have become unwieldy. 

In 1997, Anne Monius submitted her thesis to Harvard University, 
with the title In Search of ‘Tamil Buddhism’. Language, Literary Cul-
ture and Religious Community in Tamil-Speaking South India.19 A 
revised version was published in 2001 under the title of Imagining a 
Place for Buddhism. Literary Culture and Religious Community in 
Tamil-Speaking South India.20  

Though Irāmaccantiraṉ Nākacāmi, Civacuppiramaṇiyam Patma-
nātaṉ and Āḷvāppiḷḷai Vēluppiḷḷai have occasionally commented on 

                                                 
17  Buddhism in Tamilnadu: Collected Papers. General Editor G. J. Samuel (Chen-
nai: Institute of Asian Studies, 1998). 
18  BaT 1, 108. 
19  BaT 1, 108. 
20  Loc. cit. 
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some wrong views on the history of Buddhism among Tamils, it was 
Peter Schalk, as Editor-in Chief of the volumes, who laboriously col-
lected all arguments for the establishment of Buddhism from Gopina-
tha Rao, Vincent Smith, Krishnasamy Aiyangar, Vasudeva Rao, Cīṉi 
Vēṅkaṭacāmi, and Shu Hikosaka, in addition to other arguments put 
forward in Collected Papers of 1998 and examined them with a criti-
cal historical philological approach.21 Besides literary sources, he went 
through all the published reports of the Archaeological Survey of In-
dia, the departments of archaeology of the states of Tamilnadu and 
Kēraḷam, and the Archaeology and Epigraphy reports of the former 
Travancore State. He was most critical of Hiuen Tsang’s travel ac-
counts of the seventh century which he characterizes as mainly a folk-
tale and a collection of hearsay. He concludes that Hiuen Tsang did 
not have first-hand knowledge of Tamilakam. According to him, ar-
chaeological evidence shows that Buddhism was established in Kāviri-
ppūmpaṭṭiṉam of the Cōla country in the fourth century AD through 
Andhra influence and then gradually spread to other parts of Tami-
lakam. The Cilappatikāram and the Maṇimēkalai, which are as-
signed by modern research to the fifth and the sixth centuries, refer to 
this Buddhist establishment. He also points out that Cōla Buddhism 
(=Buddhism of the period of the Imperial Cōlas in Tamilakam) and 
Īla-c-cōla Buddhism (Insular Cōla Buddhism of the same period in 
the Island) are relatively well-documented. Information about Bud-
dhism among Tamils of other periods, remain rather vague except for 
a narrative by Cāttaṉār, a Buddhist poet of the sixth century. There is 
another text by Puttamittiraṉār, a Buddhist grammarian and Perun-
tēvaṉār, a Buddhist commentator of the eleventh/twelfth centuries. 
But these fall within the imperial Cōla period. So, we will first take up 
developments in Cōla Buddhism and Insular Cōla Buddhism which 
connect developments on both sides of the Palk Straits. 

2 Cōla Buddhism and Insular Cōla Buddhism 

2.1 Cōla Buddhism 
As Nākacāmi points out,22 the story of Cōla Buddhism should begin 
with Cuntarac-c-cōlaṉ who reigned from 960 to 973. He was Rājarāja 

                                                 
21  BaT 1, 238–376. 
22  BaT 1, 120. 
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I’s (985–1014) father. The commentary of Vīracōliyam quotes a long 
poem of 45 lines, more than 40 lines praising the Buddha and implor-
ing his grace for Cuntaraccōlaṉ’s prosperity.23 This poem reflects Ma-
hāyāna thought and strong Caiva/Vaiṇava theological influence on 
the understanding of the Buddha by the devotee. Nākacāmi refers to 
the existence of a cuntaracōla-p-perumpaḷḷi. It is very signifiant to 
note here that perumpaḷḷi meaning ‘great monastery’ was most prob-
ably first coined in Cuntaraccōlan’s time. The Caiṉas of Tamilakam 
have begun using this term for their religious institutions. It is inter-
esting that Syrian Christians in Kēraḷam have been using both paḷḷi 
and perumpaḷḷi to denote their establishments and perumpaḷḷi as a 
personal name also. The earliest available Syrian Christian inscription 
from Kerala of the ninth century uses the word paḷḷi. When I google –
searched online the word perumpalli, many words with the English 
spelling perumpally came up, all of them indicating usages in Kēra-
ḷam.24 Later developments in Nākapaṭṭiṉam regarding nākapaṭṭiṉam 
cūḷāmaṇivarma vikāram seems to have a beginning about four dec-
ades ago. 

 Patmanātaṉ has two excellent articles on Nākapaṭṭiṉam Bud-
dhism.25 The Larger Leyden Plates and the Smaller Leyden Plates, 
which are so-called because these records are preserved in the Leyden 
Museum of the Netherlands, are copper plate Cōla inscriptions of the 
eleventh century AD, giving a lot of historically important material 
about Buddhism in Nākapaṭṭiṉam, the port-city of the Cōla empire. 
The Larger Leyden Plates, also referred to as Āṉaimaṅkalam Copper 
Plates, are one of the biggest Tamil inscriptions in size. It was issued 
by Rājendra I, incorporating an entire long record of Rājarāja I, his 
father. It mentions about Cūḷamaṇivarman of Sri Vijaya building a 
Buddhist vikāram in Nākapaṭṭiṉam from 1006 and requesting an 
endowment from Rājarāja I. The Borobudur monument from Java 
reflects Mahāyāna with strong Caiva influence. So it is quite possible 
that the two emperors cooperated in building a big vikāram for Bud-
dhism, a marginalized religion among the Tamils. The Cōla emperor 
obliges the Śailendra emperor, readily making Āṉaimaṅkalam village, 
an endowment with immediate effect. The building of the vikāram 

                                                 
23  BaT 1, 118–122. 
24  See SyrianChurch.org/ch/PerumpallyChurch.htm; www.facebook.com/Jenshil. 
perumpally. 
25  Ci. Patmanātaṉ, “Buddhism in Nākapaṭṭiṉam”, BaT 2, 569–609. Id. “Texts and 
Alternative Translations of the Inscriptions on the Pedestals of Bronze Images”, BaT 
2, 828–834. 
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seems to have taken a few years to complete. Mara Vijayōttuṅka-
varman of Sri Vijaya completes the building and names it as cūḷā-
maṇivarma vikāram after his father. Rājarāja I’s record also took a 
long time to go through different processes of record-making and to 
be engraved in copper plates. 

Rājendra I, the Cōla emperor of the time, incorporates the record 
of his father within an inscription issued by him. Probably because 
the Cōla emperor and Sri Vijaya emperor, living far away from each 
other, were involved in these transactions, the drafter of the Āṉai-
maṅkalam Copper Plates felt the necessity to give so much informa-
tion about this endowment. Most probably, a translation of the in-
scription was sent to the Sri Vijaya emperor. Āṉaimaṅkalam was a big 
village, covering about 97 vēlis of land. According to the Tamil Lexi-
con, one vēli is equivalent to 6.74 acres of land. It had channels of 
Kāviri river water running through it. It had both irrigable and non-
irrigable land. Various professional and artisan groups were living 
within its borders. All of them would continue to live and carry on 
their activities, except for toddy-drawers who were prohibited from 
climbing palmyra and coconut palms. Cultivable land was assessed 
for their income in grains measure, and cultivators had to pay about 
sixty percent as fixed contribution annually. About 27 kinds of dues in 
cash payments were to be collected wherever applicable from other 
groups in the village. No assessed income and fixed payments are 
mentioned for cash payments.  

The Smaller Leyden Plates were issued by Kulōttuṅkaṉ I, in 1090 
A.D., about seventy years after the issue of the larger one. This was 
done again on the initiative of the emperor of Sri Vijaya, who requested 
a new charter to sum up all the royal endowments and to accommodate 
later changes in conditions to endowments. From this inscription much 
new historical information has come to light. The emperor of Sri Vijaya 
built another perumpaḷḷi and named it after Rājendra I as irācēn-
tiracōlapperumpaḷḷi, but attached it to cūḷāmaṇivarma vikāram. This 
perumpaḷḷi does not have a name commemorating its builder. It is this 
inscription which mentions for the first time that cūḷāmaṇivarma vi-
kāram has another name as irācarācapperumpaḷḷi. The specific intro-
duction of the names of Cōla emperors might indicate that the vikāram 
was intended to cater mainly for Tamil Buddhists. This vikāram must 
have catered also to the traders from Southeast Asia and China, where 
Mahāyāna was on the ascendant at least in certain regions. In the then 
contemporary Java, Mahāyāna with Caiva influence, as reflected in the 
massive seven storey monument of Borobudur, dated to the ninth cen-
tury, was strong. The Sri Vijaya emperors must have been promoting a 
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kind of Mahāyāna. Peter Schalk thinks that Mahāyāna, as seen in the 
Vīracōliyam, and Cōla Buddhism are different.26 I think that they are 
one. If the Śailendra emperors adopted a narrow outlook and promoted 
only their version of Buddhism, it is difficult to explain how endow-
ments from the Cōla emperors went on to increase many-fold within 70 
years.  

In addition to Āṉaimaṅkalam village endowed by Rājarāja I, eight 
other units of land, spread over three different provinces of the Cōla 
kingdom, had been endowed. The extent of each unit of land, assessed 
income in grains from each as well as fixed income to be supplied in 
grains, are mentioned in this inscription. Roughly four times the ex-
tent of land and four times the fixed amount of grains are added to 
what Rājarāja I had endowed. In this connection, it is very interesting 
to notice that out of the eight endowments, there were two brahmad-
eyams, lands already donated to Caiva/Vaiṇava Brāhmaṇa settle-
ments: Āṉaimaṅkalam brahmadeyam and Pālaiyūr brahmadeyam. 
Most probably Brāhmaṇas were moved out and compensated else-
where. It is quite possible that Āṉaimankalam brahmadeyam, only 
12 vēlis in extent, adjacent to Āṉaimaṅkalam paḷḷiccantam, was 
added to the latter after negotiations began with the Brahamaṇas. 
There seems to be some mix-up when the inscription mentions about 
Pālaiyūr brahmadeyam of 60 vēlis of land and Kīlcantirapati paḷḷi-
ccantam of 10 vēlis of land—both mentioned as belonging to Aḷa-
nāṭu—as it mentions assessed income separately but one fixed income 
to be supplied.27 They too might be adjoining each other and they 
might have been integrated into one unit. 

It is interesting to note that the endowment included paḷḷiccantam 
iṟaṅkaḷ. I feel that there could be some ambiguity as paḷḷiccantam 
could be an endowment to either a Caiṉa or a Buddhist establishment 
in Tamilakam. Paḷḷiccantam iṟaṅkaḷ (=abandoned paḷḷiccantam) 
should be referring to what was once a paḷḷiccantam but no longer in 
use at the time of this inscription. It might have been in disuse as the 
concerned religious establishment was no longer surviving. If a paḷḷi-
ccantam included within belonged to the Caiṉas, the king must have 
made alternate arrangements for that community as compensation. 

The Smaller Leyden Plates specify that the endowments were made 
for nivantaṅkaḷ. According to the Tamil Lexicon,28 the Tamil form of 
nivantam is from Sanskrit ni-bandha which has the following two 
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meanings among others: (1) alloted duties, as of servants, (2) temple 
expenses, associated with ceremonies, rituals and festivals. The 
caṅkattār (= members of the saṃgha) of the vikāram seems to have 
derived more authority over people living in paḷḷiccantam lands. At 
the request of the king of Sri Vijaya, Kulōttuṅkaṉ I obliges him by 
removing the rights of kāṇiyāḷar ‘proprietors’ of their proprietary 
rights and entrusting them to the saṃgha. May be, in Java and ad-
joining regions, the saṃgha of monks under Mahāyāna influence ex-
ercised such authority. Here it is also interesting to note that the 
saṃgha of Cūḷāmaṇivarma vikāram does not approach the Cōla em-
peror directly but through the emperor of Sri Vijaya. The leading 
monks from that vikāram probably were still coming from Sri Vijaya. 

The relationship between the empires of the Cōlas and Sri Vijaya 
were not always smooth. Soon after Rājendra I issued his Āṉai-
maṅkalam Plates, hostility broke out between the two powers. Rājen-
dra I claims in the meykkīrtti portion of his inscriptions that he 
raided many ports, which he mentions by name, along the coast of the 
empire of Sri Vijaya and carried away much booty. No reason for the 
hostility is mentioned anywhere.29 May be the raid was carried out to 
open up different ports for access to foreign trade and to do away with 
the trade monopoly of that empire. 

The most important source for substantial information on Bud-
dhism among Tamils, especially from Nākapaṭṭiṉam, comes from 
Buddhist icons, mainly of bronze, discovered in the 19th and early 20th 
centuries. Their importance was not realized at the beginning, as 
there was no concerned Buddhist community among the Tamils at 
that time. Some of the bronzes were sent to Madras Museum, while 
others were sent to museums in other parts of India and to different 
places in the world. Colombo Museum too has a number of these 
bronzes. Some others went into private collections while others got 
lost. There is a record of about 350 bronzes of medium and small 
sizes, not all of them sculptural masterpieces. It is surmised that the 
small sized ones must have been meant for private worship at homes 
or monasteries. About one-fifth of them have small inscriptions, all of 
them in Tamil. Most of these inscriptions are just labels. T. N. 
Irāmaccantiraṉ,30 Nākacāmi31 and Patmanātaṉ32 have deciphered and 
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interpreted them. As Patmanātaṉ points out, it is difficult to choose 
between different interpretations, as all of them appear plausible.33 
Still, some generalization is possible from these interpretations.  

Patmanātaṉ34 and Nākacāmi35 (argue that Tamil terms for attrib-
utes of the Buddha, Buddhist monks and lay followers were liberally 
taken over from attributes of Caiva/Vaiṇava gods, Caiva/Vaiṇava 
saints and Caiva/Vaiṇava devotees. These attributes can be analyzed 
further. These terms, ālvār, perumāḷ, nāyaṉār, nāyakar, tēvar, etc. 
were sometimes used interchangeably to denote different categories, 
showing that no standardized terminology has evolved in the Tamil 
Buddhist community. The first two terms have clear Vaiṇava back-
ground and the third one has a clear Caiva background. The last one 
is common to both Caiva and Vaiṇava traditions. The term nāyakaṉ 
(=Sanskrit nāyaka) is used in many meanings but the term nāyakar, 
in its honorific form, as used here in Buddhist context, may not have 
been used in previous times to denote a Caiva/Vaiṇava god. Though 
nāyakar was very common in Nākapaṭṭiṉam bronzes, and nāyaṉār 
was used in a couple of instances as in turai āḷvi nāyaṉār and 
periyapiḷḷai nāyaṉār, they were not recorded in any Īlam Tamil in-
scription. The parallel Caiva term for Vaiṇava perumāḷ is perumāṉ. 
The people who came to Buddhism from Tamil Vaiṇava background 
might have been using terms which they were used to, in the new 
Buddhist context and the Caivas might have been using terms which 
they were used to, in their Caiva background. On the whole, terms 
related to Vaiṇava background predominate both in Tamilakam and 
Īlam. Looking at religious polemics in Tamil, Caivas and Caiṉas have 
criticized Buddhism and the Buddhists strongly while Vaiṇava criti-
cisms occur only in a few instances. Probably a section of the 
Vaiṇavas among Tamils felt comfortable in accepting Buddhism. 

Some women—may be some of them nuns—got some of these 
bronzes made. Some females mentioned in the bronzes have designa-
tions like ammai as in tiruvuṭaiyār ammai; āṇṭāḷ as in alakiyāṇṭāḷ; 
and nācci as in periyanācci; the first one had a parallel in Kāraik-
kālammaiyār, a female Caiva nāyaṉār and the last two, two names of 
Āṇṭāḷ/Nācciyār, one female Vaiṇava ālvār. But the Buddhists seem to 
have developed a new feminine gender form from ālvār as ālvi. This 
form occurs in four different inscriptions, for example caṅkālvi and 
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tukkai āḷvi [ālvi and āḷvi are variants of the same term].36 This form 
does not appear to have been recorded anywhere else in Tamil. No 
female terms occur in Īlam Tamil inscriptions. In modern Tamil us-
age, Buddha is rendered as puttar perumāṉ. It will be considered 
strange to use puttar ālvār or puttar perumāḷ. The fact that a dozen 
inscriptions refer to piḷḷai, a title of peasants, indicates that a substan-
tial number of Tamilakam Tamil Buddhists might have been from the 
peasant community. Two icons of Avalokiteśvara, one of Tārā and 
another of Khadiravani Tārā seem to indicate Mahāyāna ideals among 
these Tamil Buddhists. 

One of these bronzes, now with the private collection of Asian Art 
of Mr. & Mrs. John D. Rockefeller in New York, has a Tamil inscrip-
tion, which throws plenty of light on an otherwise unknown chapter 
of Nākapaṭṭiṉam Buddhism. It speaks about akkacālaipperumpaḷḷi, 
attached to irācēntiraccōlapperumpaḷḷi and patineṇ vicayam.37 Here 
it is important to note the usage of the term perumpaḷḷi to indicate a 
subsidiary of the subsidiary of a makā vikāram. A similar usage is 
also found in the Polononaṟuvā Slab inscription of the Vēḷaikkārar 
where the Temple of the Tooth is referred to as dalaḍāypperumpaḷḷi 
when it was a subsidiary, attached to uttorulmūḷai, itself a subsidiary 
of Abhayagirivihāra38 Patineṇ visayam, also referred to as patineṇ 
pūmi in Īlam Tamil inscriptions, refer to the well-known mercantile 
guild of the Five Hundred. Akkacālai, in relation to the Five Hundred, 
must refer to the artisan manufactory. During the course of the 
growth of mercantile guilds, artisans as a community got affiliated to 
them. From this inscription, we know that the Five Hundred were 
established in Nākapaṭṭiṉam and an allied community establishes a 
Buddhist shrine and attaches it to irācēntiraccōlapperumpaḷḷi. The 
artisan community of the locality must have accepted Buddhism. The 
Buddha was referred to as ālvār, which was already in use as the des-
ignation of Tamil Vaiṇava poet-saints, but later taken up by both 
Buddhists and Caiṉas among Tamils. In the Buddhist temple was in-
stituted an icon, also referred to as ālvār, to be taken in procession 
around the temple. Taking an icon in procession around a temple is a 
popular festival in Caiva/Vaiṇava temples. This Buddhist festival was 
taking place in akkacālaipperumpaḷḷi, attached to irācēntiraccōla-
pperumpaḷḷi, which was attached to cūḷāmaṇivarmavikāram. This 
monastery seems to have accommodated Buddhists of different views. 
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2.2 Insular Cōla Buddhism 
Anne Monius39 and Peter Schalk40 mention Pāli scholars from Tami-
lakam, writing on Theravāda Buddhism, for example, Dīpaṅkara and 
Kassapa, identified as Cōla/Choḷiya in their own writings while occa-
sionally also as Demaḷa, even though they don’t seem to be associated 
with preaching Buddhism in Tamil. There were, of course, Pāli schol-
ars from Tamilakam, like Buddhaghosa, Buddhamitta and Jotipāla 
from the fifth and sixth centuries, who contributed to the Mahāvihāra 
tradition but they never claimed to be either Tamil or Choḷiya. After a 
long break of about five centuries, there were again monks professing 
allegiance to the Mahāvihāra tradition of Anurātapuram and assigned 
to the twelfth and thirteenth centuries, who have written books or 
commentaries which were well-received by Siṃhala Buddhists. The 
kind of monastic organization and patronage they had in the Cōla 
country had not come to light. Whether they could have had a perum-
paḷḷi of their own and attached themselves like akkacālaipperum-
paḷḷi, to cūḷāmaṇivarma-vikāram, should be investigated. If the Cōla 
emperors had been hostile and refused patronage to Theravāda Bud-
dhism, it is difficult to explain why those Buddhist monks identified 
themselves as Choḷiya/Cōla. Cōla/Choḷiya might be related to Cōla-p-
perumpaḷḷi, an establishment which is mentioned in inscriptions on 
two bronze icons. 

Among the Tamil inscriptions found on the pedestals of Nāka-
paṭṭiṉam bronzes, two of them give names of their locations as just 
cōla-p-perumpaḷḷi. I think that they might indicate a stage leading to 
the emergence of Cōla Buddhism. Even though Turaicāmi Tayāḷaṉ 
lists all the locations where Buddhist icons/statues had been discov-
ered from various parts of Tamilakam with many locations spread 
throughout the Tamilakam coast and dates almost all of them to the 
eleventh, the twelfth and the thirteenth centuries,41 no architectural 
remains or inscriptions had been discovered anywhere else, so that 
not much could be made out about Buddhism in other parts of Tami-
lakam from them. During this period, the entire Tamilakam was part 
of the Cōla Empire. Only Nākapaṭṭiṉam has significant epigraphic 
evidence and hundreds of Buddhist bronzes, besides a three storey 
building of a peculiar style, which existed till 1867, before it was de-
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molished.42 Nākapaṭṭiṉam port was in a strategic location to serve as a 
link for Theravāda Buddhism between Myanmar and Īlam. All Bud-
dhism-related activities in the Cōla Empire which included the entire 
Tamilakam, might have had Nākapaṭṭiṉam as their center. 

There is clear evidence that the choḷiya monks were honored by a 
Siṃhala king who ruled in the mid-thirteenth century. The Cūḷa-
vamsa portrays the Choḷiya monks as far more pure in practice than 
those of Laṃkā. King Parākramabāhu II, also known as Paṇḍita Parā-
kramabāhu, after sending gifts to the Cōla emperor, invites the 
Choḷiya monks to purify the insular saṃgha and establish harmony 
between the two orders.43 While this complementary attitude to the 
Choḷiya monks should be given due importance, it should be noted 
that both the Cōla empire and the Siṃhala kingdom were going 
through very troubled times. Māgha of Kaliṅga invaded Polonaṟuvā to 
press his claim to the Laṃkan throne in 1215 AD and oppressed the 
people and harassed the Buddhist institutions to press his claim. 
Māgha controlled the North while the Siṃhala king moved away from 
Polonaṟuvā to the southwest and established a new capital at 
Dambaḍeniya. The Cōla Empire just existed in name as the Pāṇṭiyas 
and other feudatories were challenging it in all directions and the 
Hoysalas of Karnāṭaka had to intervene in about 1245 to secure the 
personal safety of the Cōla emperor. Rājarāja III and his successor 
Rājendra III managed to hold on to the throne till 1279, after which 
the Cōlas were no longer heard of. The Pāṇṭiyas were on the ascen-
dant from early on in the thirteenth century and by 1250, one can say 
that they were the dominant power in Tamilakam. In this connection 
it is intriguing to observe that Tēṉuvaraipperumāḷ, a Tamil astrologer, 
claims that he presented to Parākramabāhu I’s court for approval, 
Caracōtimālai, a Tamil astrological text. The astrologer claims in his 
pāyiram ‘introduction’ that this king had the tiger banner.44 The tiger 
banner was the banner of the Cōlas throughout their history. From 
the context, it appears that the Siṃhala king must have been pleased 
with the pāyiram. 

The best explanation for change of fronts had to be found in politi-
cal changes in the region which encompassed South India and Īlam. 
There were no permanent friends and permanent enemies among the 
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political entities of the time. Any kingdom becoming dominant and 
expansive in South India was a threat to other kingdoms. The other 
kingdoms fought together to keep the dominant power in check. 
When the Pallavas were dominant, they claimed to be fighting the 
Pāṇṭiyas, the Kēraḷas and the Laṃkans. During the early half of the 
ninth century, the Pāṇṭiyas were on the ascendant; the Pallavas and 
the Laṃkans were fighting against them. When the Cōlas began to 
build up the empire, they dislodged the Pallavas and took over their 
territory. But the Pāṇṭiyas, the Kēraḷas and the Siṃhalas were fighting 
against the Cōlas. From about 1250, the Pāṇṭiyas were fighting in 
Īlam against the Siṃhalas. It was they who were credited with the 
founding of the Tamil Yālppāṇam kingdom in the north with ārya-
cakkravarttis in power in late thirteenth century. So, the Cōlas were 
no longer the hated foreigners. 

The study of Tamil inscriptions in Īlam of the period of the impe-
rial Cōlas has been going on for about fifty years. The late Kantacāmi 
Kaṇapatippiḷḷai was the pioneer in the field. Kārttikēcu Intirapālā and 
Āḷvāppiḷḷai Vēluppiḷḷai, his students in epigraphy, continued to work 
in this field. They were followed by Cellatturai Kuṇaciṅkam in editing 
a few of these inscriptions, with Seneraṭ Paranavitāna, K. A. Nilakanta 
Sastri and K.G. Krishnan contributing revised editions of some of 
them. Patmanātaṉ, has brought up to date the study of all the Tamil 
inscriptions relating to insular Buddhism with important insights 
developed among recent epigraphists.45 Based on his studies and re-
lated to research by the other scholars, I can arrange these inscrip-
tions in exact or approximate chronological order. From this, I can 
draw certain conclusions and highlight some of them to throw some 
new light on the history of insular Cōla Buddhism of that period.  

As in Nākapaṭṭiṉam, the Cōlas probably wanted to promote Bud-
dhism among Tamils by establishing a Rājarājapperumpaḷḷi in the 
present Tirukōṇamalai District in Īlam. Like the Nākapaṭṭiṉam vi-
kāram, the Tirukōṇamalai vikāram also had another name Velkā-
mavikāram. There is no information concerning who had it built and 
whether its other name indicates that it was remodeled from an an-
cient structure. The Pāli chronicles have no record of either of the two 
names. Its architecture, as far as it could be made out, seems to have 
been modeled on Dravidian style, with elements of Laṃkan architec-
ture. This site has the largest number of Tamil inscriptions in the is-
land, even though most of them are fragmentary. Two of these epi-
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graphic records have the meykīrttis of Rājendra I but they remain 
fragmentary so that it is not possible to conclude whether he was di-
rectly involved in its construction or whether he made any donation. 
But these fragments are sufficient proof that this vikāram has come 
into being as early as the reign of the emperor Rajendra I, who issued 
the Larger Leyden Plates.  

On paleographical grounds, all the sixteen inscriptions46 can be 
approximately dated to the eleventh century, more or less to the pe-
riod of the Cōla rule. That these inscriptions belonged to the heyday of 
the imperial Cōlas also becomes evident from the different names of 
Tirukōṇamalai region as some of these inscriptions record names of 
the region as Parakēcari vaḷanāṭu, Abhayāsraya vaḷanāṭu and Irācēn-
tiraciṅka vaḷanāṭu. The term vaḷanāṭu is glossed in the Tamil Lexicon 
as ‘fertile tract’. Because of the fertility of the Kāviri delta, the Cōla 
country by itself and each of its provinces have been designated as 
vaḷanāṭu in medieval times. The Mahāvēḷi delta and tanks like Kan-
taḷāy, Periyakuḷam and Patavi/ Padaviya must have inspired the 
Tamils to name Tirukōṇamalai region as a vaḷanāṭu. Within the Cōla 
country, emperors in the eleventh century frequently changed names 
of provinces to tally with the titles they assumed. I think that chang-
ing the name of the Tirukōṇamalai so frequently implies that the 
Cōlas considered this region as an extension of Kāviri delta in Cōla 
maṇṭalam and a special province within Īlamaṇṭalam. These names 
could not have been used in inscriptions after the end of the Cōla rule 
in the island. If the Cōlas were not directly involved in the affairs of 
this perumpaḷḷi, it is difficult to explain why so many donors—
personal names/designations suggest that some of them might be 
administrators and some others soldiers—came forward to patronize 
this institution. None of the records suggest that any mercantile guild 
was involved in this vikāram. The fact that nearly three quarters of 
the Tamil inscriptions of the Cōla period are found in and around 
Tirukōṇamalai indicates that the Tamils were very active in this re-
gion during the Cōla period. 

Some of the epithets used for the Buddha among Nākapaṭṭiṉam 
Buddhist bronzes were also used for the Buddha in Tirukōṇamalai 
District. Some of these inscriptions clearly state that donations were 
made for nivantaṅkaḷ ‘temple expenses’ for establishing perpetual 
lamps, for burning perpetual lamps by donating cash or cattle for the 
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supply of oil. One of them also mentions arrangement for food offer-
ings to the vikāram. The donors appear to be supporting the vikāram 
as they were supporting Caiva/Vaiṇava temples in Tamilakam. Cūḷa-
vaṃsa has not even mentioned this development. Evidence is over-
whelming to consider this perumpaḷḷi as a Tamil Buddhist site. 

Peter Schalk talks about two categories, namely Tamil merchants 
and Tamil mercenaries, supporting Buddhism and fighting for 
Laṃkan kings. He illustrates his theory by indicating that merchants 
supported vikārams and mercenaries fought for the Siṃhala kings 
after the latter rid the country of the Cōla rule, especially in the re-
mainder of the eleventh and twelfth centuries AD.47 All Tamil soldiers 
who remained after the fall of the Cōla rule could not be classified as 
mercenaries of Siṃhala kings. There appears to be a substantial num-
ber of Tamil soldiers not associated with Siṃhala kings. Merchants 
and soldiers were clearly associated in some cases but they could have 
acted independently of each other also. The Cōlas and the Tamil mer-
chant guilds were engaged in expansion in Īlam at about the same 
time, the former from the tenth century and the latter maybe from the 
ninth century. Mākkōtaippaḷḷi in Anurātapuram, mentioned in a 
Tamil inscription of the ninth century, appears to be the work of 
nāṉku nāṭṭār from the western coast of ancient Tamilakam. But it 
was with the Cōla conquest of the island that a network of towns of 
the merchant guilds of South India, predominantly of Tamil traders, 
becomes well-established in various parts of Rājaraṭa ‘the king’s do-
main’, and some adjoining areas. This network was allowed consider-
able autonomy, without being tightly controlled by the Cōla rulers.  

Even after Vijayabāhu drove the Cōla rulers out from Polonaṟuvā, 
the capital city, and established Siṃhala rule, the network of towns of 
mercantile guilds, continued to function as they did before. Peter 
Schalk brought to light an article of the eminent South Indian histo-
rian, K.A. Nilakanta Sastri, to explain how this was possible.48 Vijaya-
bāhu I found that the capital city was retaken by the Tamil forces re-
maining in the island, soon after he took it from the Cōlas. According 
to Peter Schalk, who quotes from Nilakanta Sastri, Vijayabāhu chose 
to integrate the Tamil groups into his administration. His successors 
continued the same practice. There is no indication that he and his 
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successors had a racial view that excluded Tamils from institution-
building, just because they were Tamils. The vaṃsa-tradition has 
chosen to depict him as motivated by Buddhism only but his inscrip-
tions give another picture: he also, like the Cōlas, was rational and 
pragmatic. A sort of military equilibrium when the Tamils also had 
military strength and the Siṃhala rulers had pragmatism seems to 
have secured for the Tamils autonomy, while the country flourished 
under the most acclaimed prominent Siṃhala king called Parākrama-
bāhu the Great (1153). 

The Cōla emperors held vēḷaikkārar regiments in great respect. 
They were not just mercenaries. This term has been explained in the 
Tamil Lexicon as “devoted servants who hold themselves responsible 
for a particular service to their king at stated hours and vow to stab 
themselves to death if they fail in that.” When mercantile guilds es-
tablished their network of urban centres, they seem to have recruited 
similarly committed forces for their security. In the Pollonaṟuvā Slab 
inscription of the Vēḷaikkārars, their commitment becomes clear in 
their declaration that they would, paṭṭuṅ keṭṭuṅ kākkak kaṭavōm 
ākavum ‘may we be committed to defend even in the event of death 
or destruction’. Because one wing of the mercantile guild was rich and 
the other wing militarily strong, they seem to have functioned as 
autonomous institutions in towns where they operated. Either as 
merchants or as soldiers or as both in unity, they were issuing long 
inscriptions in Tamil, just like their Cōla predecessors had done. They 
record the charters of one or more mercantile guild, (issued by the 
Cōla kings in Tamil) in an inscription just like the praśāstis of kings 
and then refer to their transactions. There is no reference to any 
Siṃhala ruler and there is not even one Siṃhala word in some of 
these long inscriptions.  

These inscriptions use the land measure vēli and the liquid meas-
ure uri, which the Cōlas introduced, many decades after the end of the 
Cōla rule. Tamil titles of administrative officers like nāṭāḷvāṉ and 
vēṇāṭuṭaiyār, never used in Siṃhala administration, have been used, 
long after the end of the Cōla occupation. Their Tamil inscriptions are 
spread out in a vast area in Rājaraṭa, stretching from Tirukōṇamalai 
District in the east, to Mātalē District, on the border of the central 
mountainous region, and to Kurunä ̅gala District in the border of the 
southwest coast.  
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2.3 Insular Tamils’ Patronage of Buddhism at its Time of 
Adversity 
Some Tamil inscriptions dealing with support to Buddhist institutions 
were dated in the regal years of Siṃhala kings and they seem to cover 
the period from about the end of Vijayabāhu I’s reign in about 1110 to 
Niśśaṅkamalla’s reign in 1192. The period of time in which merchant 
guilds continued to maintain their network included the rule of 
Vijayabāhu I who is hailed as the liberator of the Siṃhalas, Parāk-
ramabāhu I who is hailed as the greatest Siṃhala ruler who engaged 
in military campaigns in South India and Myanmar, and Niśśaṅ-
kamalla, born in Kaliṅga but related to Parākramabāhu as nephew, 
who had many achievements to his credit as a Siṃhala Buddhist 
ruler. The dichotomy between merchants and mercenaries seems to 
have a wide open gap which could be filled by adding another group 
as officers. Officers could be either administrative or military. I take 
the definition of the Oxford English Dictionary as ‘a person holding a 
position of authority or trust, especially one with a commission in the 
armed services.’ Soon after Vijayabāhu I’s death, there was a conspir-
acy in which the Buddhist saṃgha was involved to deprive Vikrama-
bāhu I, the son of the deceased king through a Kaliṅga princess, of his 
rightful claim to the throne and to press the claim of Mānābharaṇa, 
the son of Mittā, sister of Vijayabāhu I, and a Pāṇṭiya prince. The 
blow was outwardly softened by declaring Jayabāhu I, the brother of 
the deceased king, as his successor and crowning him as king, and 
Mānābharaṇa as the crown prince.  

When Vijayabāhu I was waging his war of liberation against the 
mighty Cōla empire, he needed strong Indian allies. Even though the 
Pāṇṭiyas were Tamils, the Pāṇṭiya dynasty remained irreconcilable 
enemies of the Cōlas and they must have been Vijayabāhu I’s natural 
partners in fighting the Cōlas. So, a Pāṇṭiya prince married Mittā, a 
sister of Vijayabāhu I. The Kaliṅgas were the enemies of the Cōlas on 
the northern border of the Cōla empire which included the Eastern 
Chālukyas of Veṅgi, a Telugu kingdom. Vijayabāhu I took Tiloka-
sundarī, a Kaliṅga princess as his queen to bolster his alliance with 
the Kaliṅgas. The Kaliṅgas were not Tamils, but were speakers of 
Ōriya, an Indo-aryan language. Their language had considerable Dra-
vidian influence through Telugu as northernmost districts of Andhra 
Pradesh were parts of the Kaliṅga kingdom. The Kaliṅgas in the me-
dieval period were Caiva/Vaiṇavas.  

On a complaint that Tilokasundarī was disrespectful to the 
saṃgha, she was disowned by Vijayabāhu after some years and sent 
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back to Kaliṅga. Several intermarriages seem to have occurred be-
tween the Siṃhala royal family and the Kaliṅga royal family for more 
than a century and the Kaliṅga connection, which the Siṃhala royal 
family initially sought to defeat the Cōlas, turned into a curse which 
the Siṃhalas could not shake off.  

After Niśśaṅkamalla, the Kaliṅga faction and Parākramabāhu fac-
tion put rival claimants on the throne, one after the other, for one or 
two years in a period of political instability. This culminated in Māgha 
of Kaliṅga’s invasion in 1215 to assert his claim to the throne. The 
Siṃhalaspeaking Buddhists suffered immensely from his invasion. 
The –vaṃsa-literature records the bitterness of the Siṃhalas against 
Māgha - but maligns the Tamils unfairly. Vikramabāhu I, who was the 
son of Vijayabāhu and Tilokasundarī, was the chief of Ruhuṇa when 
his father died. He returned to Polonaṟuvā to claim his inheritance. 
He was angry with the saṃgha for supporting the usurpation. Civil 
war threatened and people of the country appeared to be divided in 
loyalty between the consecrated king and the legitimate heir. It was at 
this critical time that Mugallan, the chief monk, got scared about the 
safety of the Tooth and Bowl relics of the Buddha and their temple as 
well as the saṃgha in residence there. Two Siṃhala claimants were 
about to fight a bloody war for the kingdom, and the relics of the 
Buddha, which some Buddhists describe as the holiest of the holies, 
were not safe. The chief monk could not trust anybody in the country 
except the Tamil Vēḷaikkārar regiment who could be relied even to 
lay down their lives, if they pledge to defend the holy shrine. The 
monk was said to be associated with king’s ministers, who must have 
been ministers of the deceased king. The Vēḷaikkārars, on their side, 
brought the chief of the Vaḷañceyar, their mercantile guild boss, and 
officers of nakaram ‘town’, the locality where they stayed. The link 
among the three groups closely allied to each other in enjoying auton-
omy, is clearly visible in the words of this inscription.49  

It is also clear that not all Vēḷaikkārars were bound together as 
one body. There were Vēḷaikkārars who had taken service under 
Siṃhala kings. There is a Tamil inscription from Raṅkoṭ vihāra prem-
ises, in which Cētarāyaṉ, a Vēḷaikkārar commander, identifies him-
self as the chief (of army) of mahāmaṇḍala and claims that he was 
Jayabāhu I’s nilal,50 which could mean ‘shadow’ among other things. 
He was probably a body-guard of Jayabāhu I, the newly consecrated 
Siṃhala king. 
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It was the security of the Temple of the Tooth, along with the tem-
ple that housed the relics and the monks associated with the temple 
that was of primary concern. The rituals associated with the temple, 
endowments to the temple, and people who had sought refuge in the 
temple had to be safeguarded and maintained. These concerns are 
mentioned in the inscription, and the Vēḷaikkārar regiment, with the 
concurrence of the other two associated bodies, accepts full responsi-
bility for the security and maintenance of the temple. There was no 
reciprocal arrangement as the soldiers receive nothing in return ex-
cept the honor of having the Tooth Relic temple named mūnṟu kait 
tiruvēḷai-kkāraṉ sriḍaḷatāy pperumpaḷḷi51 ‘Sacred Shrine [perum-
paḷḷi in this context] of the Tooth of Honorable Vēḷaikkāraṉ of the 
three divisions’.  

 It was the Vēḷaikkāra regiment that assigned one soldier per unit 
for the protection of the temple and assigned one vēli of land for his 
maintenance. It was in an honorary capacity that the Vēḷaikkāras, 
with deep respect for the Buddhist shrine held in great veneration by 
Siṃhala Buddhists, undertake the risk of death or destruction to 
themselves and to make good any loss to the temple, again on their 
own, to the best of their ability. They also take care to warn any possi-
ble violators, in their ranks, that they would suffer severe conse-
quences. It was not just the violators, but also those who might incite 
violation and/or who might agree to do so were warned. They would 
be punished for infringement of the military code of the regiment. 
This could be like court-martial of the present day. Their religious 
susceptibilities, whether they were Buddhist or Caiva/Vaiṇava, have 
also been raised to invoke the evil consequences of heinous acts, ac-
cording to Caiva/Vaiṇava and Buddhist scriptures.  

The Vēḷaikkārar regiments remained not only around Polonaṟuvā, 
the capital but also around Tirukōṇamalai in the northeast. The mer-
cantile guild Aiññūṟṟuvar was very active at Padaviya, and their in-
scriptions mention that they were building Caiva/Vaiṇava temples 
and Buddhist shrines. A Sanskrit inscription at Padaviya, engraved in 
grantha characters of the thirteenth century, records the construction 
of a vihāra by Lokanātha Daṇḍanāyaka ‘Lokanatha, army comman-
der’, who named it after the Vēḷaikkārars and placed it under their 
protection. There is no mention of any Siṃhala king. In fact, during 
the thirteenth century, the Siṃhala kings abandoned their capital in 
Polonaṟuvā and started their Drift to the Southwest, establishing their 
new capital first at Dambadeṇiya. The Vēḷaikkārars, attached to 
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Aiññūṟṟuvar, seem to have the autonomy to build a Buddhist shrine 
and to maintain it as their very own, about two centuries after the fall 
of the Cōla rule. The Aiññūṟṟuvar had already Civaṉ and Kāḷi temples 
at Padaviya.52 Under not only no pressure from any Siṃhala Buddhist 
king, but also no inclination to curry favor with any Siṃhala author-
ity, they seem to have established a vikāram on their own. The Tamils 
of Tirukōṇamalai region seem to have patronized both Caiva temples 
and Buddhist monasteries equally well. 

Another Tamil inscription, which is dated in the 18th regnal year of 
Jayabāhu, also mentions Kaṇavati,53 a daṇḍanātha ‘army comman-
der’ taking the initiative to summon four sub-divisions of the Vēḷai-
kkārar regiment stationed at Ututtuṟai, near Tiriyāy, named the vi-
kāram as Vikkiramacalāmēkaṉ perumpaḷḷi and instructed them to 
maintain the establishment. It is not clear whether Kaṇavati was an 
officer of the king or of the mercantile guild. Whatever it was, it seems 
that he had acted on his own. Vikramabāhu I, the de facto king from 
Polonaṟuvā, was still not reconciled with the saṃgha and many Bud-
dhist institutions suffered from neglect. The fact that the vikāram had 
been named after a title of the deceased Vijayabāhu I and not after the 
de facto king Vikramabāhu I, implies the uncertainty prevailing in the 
country. Unlike in the case of the Slab inscription of the Vēḷaikkarars, 
what this inscription mentions appears to be a low-key affair as this 
paḷḷi does not appear to be an important one and no Buddhist monk 
was involved in this arrangement. Probably there were no Siṃhala-
speaking Buddhists around to care for this shrine. Kaṇavati should be 
considered an officer and not just a mercenary. He was not a mer-
chant who was trying to please his clients or customers. There was no 
reciprocity. Even the four sub-divisions of the Vēḷaikkārars were not 
receiving any remuneration for taking care of this paḷḷi, except having 
the honour of a half-Tamil designation for it. As the vikāram was 
named after a deceased Siṃhala king, it may be that it had to carry on 
its Buddhist traditions as of yore. 

It was not just the Tamil Vēḷaikkāra regiments that were active 
with merchant guilds. There were Tamil vīrakkoṭi ‘heroism flag 
(bearers)’ and Tamil eṟivīrar ‘flinging heroes’ also. The former is 
mentioned in the Budumuttava inscription from Kurunāgala Dis-
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trict.54 It is now a personal name among the Siṃhalas and is written 
as Weerakkody in English. The eṟivīrar regiment assumes promi-
nence in the long Vihārahinna Tamil inscription from Dam̆bulla in 
Mātalē District.55 Mācēnakāmam, a village, has developed into a paṭṭi-
nam, with the name taṉmacākara-p-paṭṭinam. The epithet taṉma-
cākara in Tamil is derived from dharma sāgara in Sanskrit and 
means ‘an ocean of dharma’ and in Īlam it could denote only the 
Buddha. The inscription is found within the premises of the ruins of a 
vikāram, indicating that the paṭṭiṉam, “town”, has established close 
ties with the local saṃgha. Aiññūṟṟuvar and nāṉātēci were the mer-
cantile guilds responsible for establishing this paṭṭiṉam. It was again 
the eṟivīrar regiment who got this inscription made, even though the 
inscription has the charters of the above two guilds. One of the 
eṟivīrar, known as Nāṉātēciyāṇṭāṉ was taken into custody by Vēṇā-
ṭuṭaiyār ‘the lord of Vēṇāṭu’, who kept him chained. The significance 
of the Tamil title in the Īlam context is not clear. The assembly of the 
paṭṭiṉam paid the ransom and got him released.  

The paṭṭiṉam made the point of honouring the eṟivīrar by giving a 
silver amulet to each of the soldiers and by renaming the paṭṭiṉam as 
Eṟivīraṉtānam, ‘abode of eṟrivīraṉ.’ This record also brings out the 
way the three bodies, the merchants’ wing, the soldiers’ wing and the 
paṭṭiṉam/town interact closely in their matters of concern. Some re-
ciprocity is mentioned in this record. The eṟivīrar gave up their right 
to collect lamp oil and the nāṭṭuceṭṭis gave up the right to collect 
money levies in the paṭṭiṉam. If any of the eṟivīrar violated this 
promise, he would be stripped of his post and his instrument of au-
thority and then beaten up severely. If he died, he would be given a 
dog’s burial. Looking at different punishments meted out to violators 
in different inscriptions makes one realize how autonomous these 
institutions were and how military discipline must have been main-
tained. There is no mention of royal authority. Eight eṟivīrar have 
signed the document.56 The very first soldier had the title nāṭṭuceṭṭi 
‘trader of the region.’ This indicates that the distinction between mer-
chant and soldier was not always clear cut. 

One can make a few inferences about the flourishing Tamil institu-
tions of Īlam where Tamil inscriptions are generally assigned to the 
eleventh and twelfth centuries, some of them on paleographical 
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grounds. Some scholars have stretched the date to 1250 A.D., espe-
cially because of the Sanskrit inscription of the thirteenth century 
from Padaviya which mentions a Buddhist monastery, named after 
the Tamil Vēḷaikkāras and which was to be maintained by the latter. 
Most inscriptions which could be dated from the regnal year of kings 
belong to the period from 1110 to 1153 when chaotic conditions pre-
vailed in Rājaraṭa, the king’s domain. Vikramabāhu I and Gajabāhu 
II, his son, were denied their legitimate rights to the throne. They 
controlled the capital Polonaṟuvā and the northern portion of the 
country as de facto rulers till 1153 while the southern half of the is-
land, consisting of Rohaṇa and Pihiti Raṭa, were under the control of 
Mānābharaṇa and his brothers. Neither faction could dislodge the 
other from each other’s strongholds. Even though Jayabāhu I died 
soon after his accession, nobody else was crowned king of Laṃkā be-
cause nobody could control the whole island. The fiction of dating the 
deceased Jayabāhu as ruler of the country in inscriptions was kept up 
till 1153 when Parākramabāhu I was crowned king of the whole island. 

The Cūḷavaṃsa 61.54; 70.53 was critical of Vikramabāhu I and Ga-
jabāhu II, accusing them of harming the Buddhist saṃgha and other 
Buddhist institutions and favoring alien faiths, which must have been 
Caiva/Vaiṇava sects. When Vikramabāhu I became ruler, both move-
able and immoveable property of the Buddhist temples were plun-
dered. Foreign soldiers, presumably non-Buddhists, were awarded 
with some of the booty. Some Buddhist monks fled with the Tooth 
relic and the Bowl relic to Rohaṇa to make sure of their safety. Non-
Buddhist soldier beneficiaries seem to have developed into nobles 
during Gajabahu II’s reign. The king’s domain of Rājaraṭa was also 
said to have been filled with heretics. The Cūḷavaṃsa claims that he-
retical nobles from abroad were fighting along with him when he was 
fighting against Parakramabahu I. The Kōṇēcar Kalveṭṭu, a Tamil 
chronicle of the Kōṇēcar Temple of Tirukōṇamalai, gives prominence 
to Gajabāhu as a major benefactor, who had put up imposing struc-
tures for that Civaṉ temple. He seems to have resided occasionally at 
Kantalāy where he had a gal-āsana ‘stone seat’ with a Tamil inscrip-
tion which is now almost defaced.57 This Kantalāy village adjoined a 
large irrigation tank of the same name, which is within a few miles of 
the Kōṇēcar temple. It was during this period that Tamils, especially 
officers, came forward to bolster Buddhist institutions. 

The Cōla emperors were staunch Caivas and they constructed a 
Caiva temple in Polonaṟuvā, as soon as they established their capital 
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there. Other Tamil inscriptions during the period of their rule men-
tion patronage of Civaṉ temples in and around Polonaṟuvāi, Tiru-
kōṇamalai, Padaviya and Mātōṭṭam, but there is no explicit mention 
of imperial patronage. One Tamil inscription, dated on paleographical 
grounds to the early eleventh century, mentions the establishment of 
a Buddhist paḷḷi by Aiññūṟṟuvar: the Bōlāppaḷḷi of Bahicinakāy in 
Polonaṟuvā area. This was just a two-line inscription. It is mentioned 
as the paḷḷi of the five hundred of the thousand directions whose fame 
spreads to eighteen lands.58 The name of the paḷḷi seems to betray 
Kannaḍa language influence. These merchant guilds of South India 
had their origins in Karnāṭaka. That these guilds could have Kannaḍa 
membership is made clear from the Slab inscription of the Vēḷai-
kkārars, which mentions vaṭukar [Kannaḍa and Telugu speaking 
people, as northerners to Tamilakam Tamils] as a constituent in their 
organization. So, it is quite possible that Kannaḍa merchants were 
also in their guild. 

There were other Tamil inscriptions which mention the regnal 
years of Jayabāhu I which deal with Tamils extending patronage to 
Buddhist institutions. There was a Tamil inscription from Puḷiyaṅ-
kuḷam, in Anurātapuram District, towards the border with Tirukōṇa-
malai district.59 It is interesting to note that this village retains its 
Tamil name up to modern times. This might indicate that local people 
there were Tamils till recently. The record is fragmentary, and several 
key expressions were reconstructed. The date is most probably 1114 
A.D., the fourth year of Vikramabāhu I’s de facto rule. The donor’s 
title is mentioned as nāṭāḷvāṉ ‘chief of region,’ a Tamil title which 
occurs frequently in Tamilakam inscriptions. He is an administrative 
officer, and there is no indication that he is acting under anybody 
else’s instruction. It is surprising that this title occurs in Rājaraṭa, 
more than four decades after the disappearance of Cōla rule. The 
Buddha is also referred to as puttar mahādevar. An endowment to 
Uttama Cōlaṉ Īśvaram, a Civaṉ temple from Ātakaḍa, found near a 
Buddhist shrine near Polonaṟuvā, has already referred to Civaṉ as 
mātēvar.60 The titles mahādevar and mātēvar ‘great Deva’ are vari-
ants of the same term. The Ātakaḍa inscription must have been 
brought to its present site from a ruined Civaṉ temple. It mentions 
the 28th regnal year, but the name of the ruler is missing. It might be 
Rājarāja I’s regnal year because Uttama Cōlaṉ was his beloved uncle 
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and predecessor on the Cōla throne (973–985). On this argument, the 
Ātakaḍa inscription with the title mātēvar for Civaṉ, belongs to 1013 
AD. It is also worth noting that Civaṉ temples in Kēraḷam are called 
mahādevar temples. In the Puḷiyaṅkuḷam inscription, this epithet is 
applied to the Buddha. 

Another Tamil inscription from Morakakavelai in the Tampaṅka-
ṭavai area, adjoining Tirukōṇamalai District, which is dated the 28th 
year of Jayabāhu I, equivalent to Gajabāhu II’s de facto rule in 1138, 
mentions that Ulakāyakittaṉ, who had service tenure land, gave a vēli 
of that land to the Buddha.61 More than 60 years after the disappear-
ance of Cōla rule the land measure of vēli seemed to have been in use 
in the heart of Rājaraṭa. It is curious that he just mentions puttarkku 
(for the Buddha) in the inscription but no name of the Buddhist insti-
tution. But he takes care to discourage any future possible violator of 
his charity after his death. The violator would have destroyed the 
mūnṟu kōyil ‘three temples.’ The three kōyils seem to refer to the tri 
ratna – the Buddha, the dhamma and the saṃgha. The usage of the 
term kōyil in this context implies the sense of veneration the donor 
had for the concept. The violator also would have wronged the mūnṟu 
kai (= ‘three arms [of the army]). That the vēḷaikkāra army had such 
three arms was mentioned in the Polonaṟuvā Slab inscription of the 
vēḷaikkarars. As this statement says indirectly that the violator would 
suffer punishment from the vēḷaikkārars, its implications are that 
they too were in that area, that they would punish violators of Bud-
dhist charity and that they could punish on their own, without waiting 
for instruction from a centralized government. The vēḷaikkārars sta-
tioned in the Tirukōṇamalai region might have exercised some au-
thority over this location. It is important to note that punishment by 
the king for a violator of charity to the Buddhist institution was not 
mentioned. The Tamil officer appears to be patronizing a Buddhist 
institution without caring for the attitude of the de facto king. 

One pillar Tamil inscription from Polonaṟuvā, which begins with 
the 38th regnal year of Jayabāhu I, mentions that it was the 15th year of 
Gajabāhu I.62 This inscription has helped historians conclude that 
Vikramabāhu I must have been de facto king till 1133. This inscription 
should be dated in 1148. Ātittamakātēvan deposited 102 kācus and 
stipulated that interest at the rate of one uri per kācu per month 
should be supplied to the puttatēvar and vērattāḷvār of the vikāram 
at Vijayarājapuram (Polonaṟuvā). The Tamil term of uri, a liquid 
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measure is mentioned. The term vēram, as a shortened form of vi-
kāram already occurs in velkam vikāram/rājarājapperumpaḷḷi in-
scriptions in the eleventh century. Two different Buddha icons appear 
to be distinguished here on some basis which is not clear. The epi-
thets āḷvār and tēvar, the first one associated with Tamil Vaiṇava 
saints and the second one associated with both Tamil Vaiṇava and 
Caiva traditions, have been used in a Buddhist context both at Nāka-
paṭṭiṉam and from different sites in Īlam . The violators of the charity 
had been threatened that they would suffer the consequences of vio-
lating royal orders. This Buddhist institution was located in the capi-
tal city and the king was expected to enforce order. The inscription 
gives executive authority not just to Gajabāhu I but also to his succes-
sors. 

A pillar Tamil inscription from Hin̆gurakgoḍa was dated to 115063 
Umpiḷa Ayittaṉ, who was attached to the akampaṭi group of soldiers 
in the service of Gajabāhu II, sold an amaṇam of land which had been 
given to him as service tenure, and invested the proceeds for a site of 
the Buddha at Pātoṇi Māsār. The word ‘amaṇam’ is a very rare word. 
The gloss of the Tamil Lexicon as “twenty thousand arecanuts” does 
not seem to have any bearing on the meaning of the term in Tamil 
epigraphical usage. The Muṉṉīśvaram Tamil inscription64 is the only 
record that settles the meaning of the term as referring to a land 
measure. It is still not clear how much extent of land is denoted by 
this word. Pātoṇi Māsār seems to be a place-name, the significance of 
which is unknown. It is not clear why the site of the Buddha was not 
specified as a shrine or vikāram. This gift is a clear indication that it 
was just subsidizing the expenses of a Buddhist institution not taking 
over of the institution. It is a case of a military officer acting on his 
own. He who violates this charity will be deemed to have committed 
an offence against the concerned Buddhist site and will go to hell. 

There is an interesting Tamil inscription which has come to light 
from Māṅkaṉāy in Tirukōṇamalai District.65 It is dated to 1153, the 
43rd regnal year of Jayabāhu I, the last year of Gajabāhu II, and the 
year of accession of Parākramabāhu I as the king of the whole island. 
Mintaṉ Koṟṟaṉ, the supervisor of the palanquin bearers of Gajabāhu 
II, had recorded this inscription. The lands which he had as service 
tenure were transferred as pūmi tāṉam ‘gift of land’ to veykavēratt-
āḷvār ‘Lord (Buddha) of Veykavikāram.’ After Gajabāhu’s defeat at 
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the hands of Parākramabāhu, Mānābharaṇa I, from Rohaṇa, a cousin 
of both Parākramabāhu and Gajabāhu, intervened in their war to oc-
cupy Rājaraṭa for a short while. Mānābharaṇa directed that Gaja-
bāhu’s order should be honored. This is the only record where a Tamil 
officer seems to have acted under the order of his boss to transfer his 
service tenure land to a vikāram. Gajabāhu seems to have softened 
his stand in relation to Buddhist institutions, when he found that he 
could not resist Parākramabāhu who was backed by the saṃgha. Vio-
lators of the charity would go to hell. The solemn declaration was 
made in the name of the Buddha and in the name of Vallavaraiyar 
[Vigneśvara/Vikkiṉēcuvarar ‘the god of obstacles’, a Caiva/Vaiṇava 
god]. This indicates that possible violators could be either Buddhists 
or Caiva/Vaiṇava and they would be liable to go to hell in either case. 

There are no datable Tamil inscriptions patronizing Buddhist insti-
tutions during the reigns of Vijayabāhu I and Parākramabāhu I as 
those kings patronized them lavishly. There is one Tamil inscription 
from the reign of Niśśaṅkamalla (1187–1196).66 The king’s name indi-
cates his Kaliṅga connection but he was mentioned as Parākrama-
bāhu I’s nephew. He identified himself as a Buddhist and he was a 
great king who must have patronized Buddhism lavishly. The inscrip-
tion from Pan̆ḍuvasnuvara refers to the establishment of a pirivuṇa at 
Sripura nakar. It was dated to 1192. Parākrama Atikāri, a vanquisher 
of the Five (= the Pāṇṭiyas), who was a grandson of cenevi nātaṉ 
(=senāpati) Mēnai, established the Parākrama Atikārip Pirivuṇa to 
flourish at the town of Śripura to make the monastery and the temple 
there pre-eminent. This is a military officer, from a military family. 
The grandfather of the donor might have served Parākramabāhu I. 
That the donor had to vanquish the Pāṇṭiyas indicates war against 
them. During the latter half of the twelfth century, during the reigns 
of both Parākramabāhu I and Niśśaṅkamalla, the Pāṇṭiya princes 
were fighting against each other to claim the Pāṇṭiya throne against 
the Cōlas and rival claimants to their throne sought help either from 
the Cōlas or from Īlam. The Cōla Empire tried to maintain their hold 
with support to some of the Pāṇṭiya princes. So there were proxy wars 
in the Pāṇṭiya country where armies from the Cōlas and the Siṃhalas 
were fighting on opposite sides. Niśśaṅkamalla left an inscription at 
Rāmeśvaram (Rāma-Īśvara) temple where he claims that he estab-
lished a temple called Niśśaṅka-Īśvara, presumably by renovating 
Rāma-Īśvara. He must have been fighting a ruler, supported by the 
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Cōlas.67 The military officer, mentioned in the Pan̆ḍuvasnuvara in-
scription, probably found an opening for a distinctive form of patron-
age for Buddhism in attempting to create scholars among Buddhist 
clergy. The pirivuṇa is an institution for higher education of the Bud-
dhist monks.  

All the six datable Tamil inscriptions in the twelfth century after 
Vijayabāhu I, where insular Tamils extend patronage to Buddhism, 
have donors who are clearly not merchants. Three donors seem 
clearly to be military officers, but none of them can be considered 
mercenary as they were not after pecuniary gain through their pa-
tronage.  

3 Comments on Buddhism –Related Developments 
in Pre-Pallava, Pallava and later periods 

Peter Schalk’s periodization of the history of Buddhism of the pre-
colonial period of Tamilakam needs some elucidation and other re-
marks at some boundary lines. Peter Schalk was dealing with the pre-
colonial period, the end of which is roughly dated to the sixteenth 
century. According to him, there are four main periods in Buddhism- 
related developments of Tamilakam: 

1. The Pallava period (ca. 400 to ca. 850) 
2. The imperial Cōla period (ca. 850 to ca. 1300) 
3. The Pāṇṭiya period (ca. 1300 to ca. 1500). 
4. The Vijayanagar period (ca.1400 to ca. 1600) 

I admit that there is always some problem in arguing that social and 
cultural changes occurred within boundaries of dynastic rule. Still 
there seems to be some overlap between (3) and (4). I suggest that we 
should look into (2), (3) and (4). Peter Schalk’s book covers the pre-
colonial period but stops with the period of the imperial Cōlas. So (3) 
and (4) do not seem to have anything significant on Buddhism-related 
developments among the Tamils. A Pāṇṭiya period intervenes be-
tween (2) and (4). When does that begin and when does that end? The 
Cōla dynasty, carrying over the imperial title, disappears forever from 
1279. After 1215, it was on steep decline. The Pāṇṭiyas were on the 
ascendant and started challenging the Cōla supremacy. Some other 
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feudatories of the Cōlas were also threatening the empire. The Hoy-
salas of southern Karnāṭaka were expanding almost up to Tirucci in 
the Cōla kingdom. The Hoysalas had to intervene to save the Cōlas 
about the middle of the thirteenth century. By 1251, the Pāṇṭiyas have 
become the imperial power, with the humbled Cōlas surviving in the 
heartland of the Cōla kingdom. There were repeated Muslim inva-
sions of the Pāṇṭiya kingdom from the Delhi Sultanate from 1310, and 
within two decades most of Tamilakam, with the Pāṇṭiya capital 
Maturai, becomes Maturai Sultanate. After about fifty years, Vijaya-
nagar absorbs Maturai Sultanate. In the southern districts of the 
Pāṇṭiya kingdom, the Pāṇṭiyas continued to maintain their rule till 
about 1600. If there is going to be a Pāṇṭiya period, it should start by 
1251 so that about 60 years of their real dominance can be covered. 
There is some justification to end the Vijayanagar period in ca 1600 as 
Vijayanagar declined rapidly after 1565. Some of the west European 
powers established fortified trading stations along the coast of Tami-
lakam and Kēraḷam and gradually actively intervened in political de-
velopments. Does the colonial period start from ca 1600? He could 
have been more explicit. 

Peter Schalk brings forward the beginning of established Bud-
dhism in Tamilakam to 400 AD, based on the discovery of Buddhist 
archaeological remains only from that period and the absence of epi-
graphic evidence as well as clear literary evidence for the presence or 
influence of Buddhism68 even though Tamil has considerable source 
materials for some centuries before that period. He cites Aśokan in-
scriptions to show that the latter did not say explicitly anywhere that 
he sent missionaries for the propagation of Buddhism. Peter Schalk 
does not give credence to later sources and Chinese travel accounts 
which could not be accommodated with the available facts.69 He had 
shown most of what Shu Hikosaka was trying to establish as a new 
perspective of Buddhism in Tamilakam was untenable through argu-
ments based on critical historical philological methods.70 Nākacāmi 
has given his own arguments to show that potiyil =potalaka (mythical 
residence of Avalokita in Mahāyāna Buddhism), an equation which 
Shu Hikosaka introduced for the first time in his book, has no basis in 
facts.71 The other four researchers mentioned in the introduction of 
this article have not commented on Shu Hikosaka by name. But they 
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seem to write something else, when they write about Buddhism 
among the Tamils. 

The conclusion of Peter Schalk about the date for the establish-
ment of Buddhism in Tamilakam seems to contradict my view ex-
pressed in the 2002 volume72 of the influence of Tamilakam Bud-
dhism on Nāgadīpa/Nākanāṭu Buddhism in Yālppāṇam and adjacent 
parts of north Īlam before the fourth century. I have to reformulate 
my view. There is no conflict between Peter Schalk and myself on Ān-
dhra influence on the Vallipuram Gold Plate inscription and on the 
Buddha statue, unearthed from Vallipuram, which is now located in 
Thailand and in limestone stūpas, discovered at Kantarōṭai. Āndhra 
traders might have had contacts with Nākanāṭu and Buddhism might 
have been established there, even before it was introduced in Tami-
lakam. Āndhra Buddhism was disseminated in Prākrit, so that prac-
tice might have continued among Tamils in Īlam too. The Dravidian 
influence in the Vallipuram Gold Plate inscription might have been 
due to influences both from Āndhra and/or Tamil influence in 
Nākanāṭu. 

Even though Peter Schalk agrees with the main thrust of my argu-
ments about the significance of the Vallipuram Gold Plate, he seems 
to differ from me on the identification of the king Vahaya, mentioned 
in that inscription. On this point he agrees with Seneraṭ Parānavitana 
that it should be Vasabha,73 a second century Anurātapuram king be-
cause almost with exactly the same wording and paleography but with 
the name Vahabha another inscription mentions the establishment of 
a vihāra in the Eastern Province. I can accept his identification and 
reformulate my view thus. According to the Mahāvaṃsa, this Va-
sabha is said to have come from Uttaradesa, which must have in-
cluded Yālppāṇam and adjoining areas. He founded the new royal 
dynasty of the Lambakarṇas which ruled from Anurātapuram for cen-
turies. He probably spoke Prākrit and he was an ardent Buddhist. He 
proved his credentials to the saṃgha by establishing Buddhist vi-
hāras in the north and the east.  

I suggest that it is important to examine whether rulers of this dy-
nasty spoke Tamil also and whether they interacted closely with the 
Nāgas. Vasabha’s grandson was Gajabāhu I. Even though Gajabāhu I - 
Ceṅkuṭṭuvaṉ synchronism is now discredited for chronological stud-
ies in Tamilakam—it is quite possible that the Cilappatikāram narra-
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tive in Tamil preserves the memory of a historical event at a later time 
when Kayavāku (Gajabāhu) of Ilaṅkai, surrounded by the sea, at-
tended the inauguration of Pattiṉi worship in Vañci, the Cēra capital 
and brought that worship to Ilaṅkai. In that case, this reference indi-
cates that he took interest in cultural and religious developments in 
Tamilakam and brought them to the island. The successor of Gaja-
bāhu I was his father-in-law, who was identified as a—Nāga. During 
the third and fourth centuries AD, many kings from Anurātapuram 
identify themselves as—Nāga. This might be due to constant inter-
marriages between Vasabha’s dynasty and the Nāgas, which might 
indicate that Prākrit Buddhism enabled a section of the Nāgas to be 
integrated into the major community of the island. 

Peter Schalk points out that Buddhism among Tamils in Īlam 
seems to have been established in the pre-Pallava period, based on 
epigraphic evidence. Īlam has thousands of Prakrit inscriptions, writ-
ten in Brāhmī script. No entire Tamil inscription written in Tamils 
Brāhmī has been discovered in Īlam. Influence of Tamil Brāhmī can 
be traced in ancient Īlam Brāhmī.74 Some inscriptions, especially of 
the north and east and the capital Anurātapuram mention the names 
of Tamil donors to Buddhist institutions. Many terms in those in-
scriptions make sense only when they are compared to usages in an-
cient Tamil .75 So Peter Schalk concludes that Buddhism in ancient 
Īlam was promulgated in Prakrit, and Tamils cooperated with the 
dominant Prākrit speakers in institution-building for Buddhism.76  

The Mahāvaṃsa narrates a tradition about the establishment of 
Abhayagiri Vihāra. King Vaṭṭagāmaṇi of the first century destroyed a 
Caiṉa establishment under Giri and built the Buddhist Vihāra over its 
ruins. According to the Mahāvaṃsa 10:77, Paṇḍukābhaya, the third 
king of Īlam, patronized a Caiṉa monk and gave him a lodging. I think 
that this must have been the donation that developed into the Caiṉa 
establishment under Giri. There were Caiṉas in the Pāṇṭiya kingdom 
and it is understandable that a Pāṇṭiya dynasty ruler could have given 
patronage to a Caiṉa monk who had moved to Anurātapuram. There 
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is an anomaly about the date because on the date given in the 
Mahāvaṃsa the Jains might not have been in Maturai. But modern 
researchers reject the highly improbable long reigns assigned by the 
chronicle to rulers before Devānampiya Tissa. When Vijaya, the first 
legendary ruler died without an heir to the throne from his marriage 
to a Pāṇṭiya princess, he was succeeded by Paṇḍuvasudeva and after 
the latter by Paṇḍukābhaya. Even though the Mahāvaṃsa has taken 
pains to hide the true identity of the rulers who go by the name 
Paṇḍu, it makes sense to infer that as there was no heir to king Vijaya, 
the successors must have come from the queen’s Pāṇṭiya dynasty.77  

Whatever the origin of the Abhayagiri Vihāra might have been, 
Tamils seem to have maintained a close relationship with it. Soon 
after its origin, a Tamil monk seems to have built a terrace for Tamil 
householders, mainly traders, on a boulder close to the vihāra. In-
scription no. 94 in Paranavitāna’s edition of ancient Brāhmī inscrip-
tions deals with this information. Peter Schalk has carried out a criti-
cal study of this inscription and improved on Paranavitāna’s and 
Vēluppiḷḷai’s elucidations.78 Very soon, rivalry develops between Ab-
hayagiri Vihāra and Mahāvihāra, established by Mahinda, an Aśokan 
emissary during Devānampiya Tissa’s reign. The Mahāvihāra followed 
a conservative line to preserve what they considered pure Buddhism. 
Peter Schalk79 and Anne Monius80 mention details of Buddhist monks 
from Tamilakam who were loyal to Mahāvihāra. Patmanātaṉ men-
tions a recently discovered fragmentary Tamil inscription from the 
premises of the Abhayagiri vihāra,81 which could be dated to the 
eighth century on paleographical grounds. It mentions the building of 
a platform sixteen feet by sixteen feet with dressed up stones by the 
side of a Buddhist shrine. This is proof that Tamil Buddhists existed 
in Anurātapuram in the eighth century. It could indicate that monks 
from Abhayagiri maintained contacts with different parts of South 
and Southeast Asia. Abhayagiri vihāra went for innovations probably 
because of the developments in Buddhism from the outside world. 
According to the Mahāvaṃsa, kings generally settled the disputes by 
taking the side of the Mahāvihāra. Under the influence of Choḷika 
Saṃghamitta, king Mahāsena in the fourth century demolished the 

                                                 
77  A. Veluppillai, “The Pandya Rule at the Beginning of Ancient Lankan History”, 
Airāvati (Felicitation Volume in honour of Iravatham Mahadevan) (2008): 263–274.  
78  BaT 1, 348–373. 
79  BaT 2, 523–534. 
80  Monius, Imagining a Place for Buddhism…, 121–127). 
81  BaT 2, 682–690. 



 Comments on the History of Research on Buddhism 93 

 
Mahāvihāra and punished its monks.82 But the situation was made 
good for the Mahāvihāra during the reign of his successor. 

Anne Monius speaks only about Tamilakam and excludes the 
Tamil factor in Īlam in her study. I feel that there is enough evidence 
to imagine that the north of Īlam had some individuality of its own 
from early historical times. She seems to reject the identification of 
Maṇipallavam of the Maṇimēkalai with Nayiṉātīvu and ignores the 
identification of Nākanāṭu of the Maṇimēkalai with Nāgadipa of the 
Mahāvaṃsa. The first identification seems to have been made first in 
the Tamil Lexicon, in its gloss on Maṇipallavam, even though it does 
not mention the name of Nayiṉātīvu as such. I made both identifica-
tions in an article, published in 1997.83 Even though I am aware that 
no archaeological remains have come to light in Nayiṉātīvu, except 
for a twelfth century Tamil inscription of Parākramabāhu I, which 
deals with foreign trade overseas and with shipwreck and conse-
quences, which itself might indicate that this island was situated in a 
strategic location. Both Tamils and Siṃhalaspeaking Buddhists seem 
to accept this identification. There is no evidence that the Siṃhala-
speaking Buddhists care much for the Maṇimēkalai account, but they 
believe in the Mahāvaṃsa account of the second visit of the Buddha 
to the Nāgadīpa where the Nāgas gifted him a throne. They have es-
tablished a Nāgadīpa Vihāraya in that island, and thousands of pil-
grims visit the island annually except during the time of the recent 
armed ethnic conflict. 

According to Anne Monius, it is not possible to identify the Maṇi-
pallavam as it is totally a fantasy. She says:  

The contors of the extended Buddhist world are both terrestrial and fan-
tastic, alternately portrayed with realism or in vividly creative strokes of 
imagination. Maṇipallavam, some several hundred miles (in Tamil, 30 
yōcanai, Sanskrit yojana) to the south of Pukār (vi. 211–212), for example, 
is squarely located, for any reader with the slightest geographical sense, 
near no known island or tract of land and serves as home for two impor-
tant and other-worldly sites: the bejeweled lotus seat of the Buddha that 
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grants knowledge of former births (vii. 43–53) and Kōmuki Lake which 
harbors the Buddha’s bowl relic, until Maṇimēkalai appears to claim it.84  

The Mahāvaṃsa speaks about a gemset throne in Nāgadīpa, hal-
lowed by the visit of the Buddha himself and that was the reason for 
Siṃhala Buddhists to make it a pilgrimage site. I cannot understand 
why she wants to take Maṇipallavam several hundred miles away 
from Pukār. Wikipedia.com gives the following elucidation on yojana: 
Yojana is a Vedic measure of distance used in ancient India. The exact 
measurement is disputed amongst scholars with distances being given 
between 6 to 15 kilometres (4 to 9 miles).85 

 So, I say that the distance can be anything between a minimum of 
120 miles and a maximum of 270 miles, which cannot be described as 
several hundred miles away. About this word, the Sanskrit-English 
Dictionary (New Edition) by M. Monier-Williams (reprint 1976) has 
the following to say:  

…a particular measure of distance, sometimes regarded as equivalent to 4 
or 5 English miles, but more correctly = 4 krosas or about 9 miles; ac-
cording to other calculations = 21/2 English miles; and according to some 
= 8 krosas.  

Taking these comments together, it is clear that the distance men-
tioned as yojana is not clear cut and it could be anything more than 
120 miles. We have no means of finding out how much distance Cāt-
tanār, the author, could have meant. 

The Tamil Lexicon has the following to say on the Maṇipallavam: 
“An island, 30 yōjanas to the southeast of Kāvirippūmpaṭṭiṉam, said 
to contain a footprint of the Buddha on a pedestal.” The Tamil Lexi-
con takes the word Maṇipallavam from the Maṇimēkalai and equates 
it to the Mahāvaṃsa account about Nāgadīpa. Nayiṉātīvu is a small 
island of about four square miles, the westernmost of the seven is-
lands attached to Yālppāṇam, except for Neṭuntīvu, which is far away 
from the cluster of the other six islands.  

About the identification of Maṇipallavam with Nayiṉātīvu, Peter 
Schalk says that it stands on shaky foundation as no archaeological 
evidence has come to light.86 Only because Maṇipallavam has been 
described as a lonely small island with its adjacent mainland to the 
east described as Nākanāṭu in the Maṇimēkalai, the identification I 
suggested seems credible.  
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There is an alternate suggestion also. Probably to get over the non-

existence of any ancient Buddhist remains in Nayiṉātīvu, the late Pro-
fessor of Tamil of the University of Ceylon, Kantacāmi Kaṇapa-
tippiḷḷai, who taught me the Maṇimēkalai text about fifty-seven years 
ago, identified Maṇipallavam with Vallipuram village, situated along 
the northeast coast of Yālppaṇam peninsula (oral communication in 
class room setting). An ancient Buddhist icon, which has been 
brought to Thailand, and an ancient inscription of about the second 
century A.D., had been unearthed from there. This satisfies the need 
for archaeological and epigraphic remains. Remains of the foundation 
of ancient buildings as well as ancient coins and megalithic urns have 
been discovered there.  

The present Vallipuram village is situated about two miles from the 
sea coast where mounds of sand dunes intervene for more than a mile 
between the coast and the inhabited portion of the village. There is an 
ālvār/Māyavaṉ (Viṣṇu) temple, located close to the site, where the 
Buddhist remains were discovered. In between this temple and the 
village site, with about three hundred metres or more on either side, 
there is a big lotus pond. This could have been the Kōmuki pond from 
which the bowl relic appeared. The temple area might have looked 
like an isolated area to the heroine Maṇimēkalai and Āputtiraṉ, be-
cause human settlement, if we project the present situation, was far 
away. But the problem here was the description of Maṇipallavam as 
an island which Vallipuram was not and the location of Nākanāṭu to 
the east of Maṇipallavam while Vallipuram is located in the north-
eastern coast of Nāgadīpa. There is no land to the east of Vallipuram. 
I think that the text Maṇimēkalai seems to have combined facts and 
fantasies over the tradition about Nākanāṭu and a gem-set throne in 
Nāgadīpa, mentioned in the Mahāvaṃsa. 

Anne Monius has the following to say:  

Although the historical record is scanty, the Maṇimēkalai provides sev-
eral hints that that this imagined connection between Kanchipuram and 
Cāvakam does not arise from nothing, that it is not a wholly created space 
like the magical island of Maṇipallavam.87  

I wish to point out that as the Maṇimēkalai text is dated in the sixth 
century, Kāñcipuram, as the capital of the Pallavas, was just rising to 
prominence. Cāttaṉār might have had high hopes about Kāñcipuram 
emerging as a great Buddhist centre to replace Pukār. But it was not 
to be. Mahendravarman I, who ruled up to 630 AD, managed to reach 
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Tirucci rock and mentioned in an inscription left there about his 
dream of controlling Kāviri delta. The Pallava dominance in South 
India became secure only when they began to control the Kāviri delta. 
Peter Schalk, after an exhaustive search, points out that Kāñcipuram 
had some vihāras but never attained the status of a great Buddhist 
centre. Historically, it was Nākapaṭṭiṉam which replaced Pukār.88 As 
Anne Monius dismisses Maṇipallavam as mere fantasy, she ignores 
Nākanāṭu also, which included Maṇipallavam. The names of the king, 
queen and princess of Nākanāṭu are mentioned as having conch-
bangle as part of their names. Yālppāṇam Lagoon, especially around 
Nayiṉātīvu, is wellknown for conch fishery. Conch remains have been 
discovered in archaeological sites in various parts of Yālppāṇam from 
about the beginning of the historical period. When editing the Val-
lipuram Gold Plate in 1936 in Epigraphia Zeylanica, Paranavitāna 
himself commented that at one time the northern peninsula (Nā-
gadīpa) and the rest of the mainland (Laṃkādīpa) might have been 
considered as two separate entities.  

Nāga worship might have been very important among certain 
communities in Tamilakam. Nair/Nāyar, the dominant community in 
Kēraḷam, which was part of ancient Tamilakam, have continued to 
keep Nāga shrines within their home compounds. Though not popu-
lar to the same extent, the northern province of Īlam preserves quite 
popular Nāga shrines. On the eastern coast of Yālppāṇam peninsula is 
a Nākar Kōyil ‘Cobra Temple’ and a village of that name. This temple 
attracts pilgrims from other parts of the peninsula and beyond during 
annual festival times. Nayiṉātīvu has a large Nākapūcaṇi Temple 
(Temple for goddess having cobra as ornament) which also attracts 
pilgrims from far away places during festival times. What I am trying 
to illustrate is that Nāga worship seems to have prevailed from early 
times and what we in north Īlam have now seem to be its remnant. 
This cobra worship could have linked Kēraḷam, which was a part of 
ancient Tamilakam and the north of Īlam. Some Tamil poets and mu-
sicians mentioned in the earliest strata of Tamil literature are identi-
fied as Nāka(ṉār), probably signifying their Nāga identity. 

The legend about the three visits of the Buddha to three different 
locations in the island of Īlam, far away from each other, raises the 
possibility that at least the author of the legend must have considered 
the three regions as separate entities. On the first visit of the Buddha 
to Mahiyaṅgana, by the side of the Mahāveligaṅgā, he had to scare 
away the Yakkha inhabitants to flee to the highlands, as they were 
                                                 
88  BaT 1, 395–397; BaT 2, 534. 



 Comments on the History of Research on Buddhism 97 

 
considered unfit to receive the message of the Buddha. The Buddha 
had a much better reception during his second visit to the Nāgas in 
Nāgadīpa and in his third visit to the Nāgas in Kaliyāni (modern 
Kälaniya), close to modern Colombo. It was the Kaliyāni Nāga ruler 
who persuaded the Buddha to leave his footprint on Camantam/ 
Sumaṇakuṭa, what is now Adam’s Peak. It is important to note here 
that Cāttaṉār introduces in his narrative allusions to locations said to 
have been sanctified by the second and third visits of the Buddha to 
the two Nāga chieftaincies and completely ignores his first visit to the 
Yakkhas as well as what the Siṃhalas claim as interactions of their 
ancestors with the Yakkhas as well as their traditions in Anurāta-
puram. I think that he apparently realized a Tamil connection in the 
Maṇimēkalai narrative linking Pukār, Maturai, Vañci and Kāñcipu-
ram of Tamilakam, Nākanāṭu (including Maṇipallavam) and Caman-
tam of Īlam, and Nākapuram of Cāvakam. 

Anne Monius compares the importance given to Akattiyaṉ89 first in 
the Maṇimēkalai and then in the Vīracōliyam in a Buddhist context 
as a culture hero and master of Tamil language, but in a Caiva context 
he is extolled continuously and profusely in Tamilakam and secondly 
in many Southeastern countries, especially in Java inscriptions and 
literary texts. I find this very interesting. It is difficult to conclude 
where this tradition could have originated and then spread to the 
other side of the Indian Ocean. I am not aware of any Siṃhala source 
which extols Akattiyaṉ. Tamils in Tirukōṇamalai District in the east-
ern coast of Īlam have preserved a Civaṉ temple with the name akat-
tiyat tāpanam ‘establishment of Akattiyaṉ’. 

Peter Schalk had quoted and discussed Burton Stein’s class conflict 
theory which allegedly explained the underlying reality of the bhakti 
movement in Tamilakam, as involving a conflict between agricultural 
classes of peasants on the Caiva/Vaiṇava side and mercantile and 
tribal groups on the Buddhist and Caiṉa side. Peter Schalk has 
pointed out that mercantile groups in Tamilakam, especially during 
the Pallava period, were not powerful as imagined by Burton Stein. 
There was no evidence of collaboration between the Buddhists and 
the Caiṉas, and there was no evidence that tribal groups cooperated 
with mercantile groups.90  

Here, I wish to point out that the base of the Tikampara Caiṉas of 
Tamilakam and Karnāṭaka have been peasants. The characteristic 
base of the Śvetāmbara Jains of Gujerat, Rajasthan and elsewhere is 
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merchants, which Burton Stein seems to have wrongly identified with 
Digambara Jains. 

Peter Schalk had also quoted and discussed Kamil Zvelebil’s theory 
that the Caiva/Vaiṉava patti movement was aimed at the Caiṉa and 
Buddhist leanings of the Chālukya kings, who were fighting continu-
ously on the northern frontier of the Pallava kingdom. I agree with 
Peter Schalk’s observation that the Chālukyas were Caiva/ Vaiṇava 
even though they extended occasional patronage to Caiṉam also.91 No 
evidence has come to light for their patronage of Buddhism. 

Peter Schalk’s suggestion that antipathy of the patti movement to 
Buddhism was directed against Ilaṅkai seems to make some sense. He 
puts forward his own theory of the importance of the Rāmāyaṇa story 
of the Rāma-Sītā-Rāvaṇa complex, justifying the killing of Rāvaṇa 
and projecting Rāvaṇa to the Simhala king of Lanka as deserving de-
struction.92  

I wish to point out that in Caiva patti (bhakti) literature, the allu-
sions are to a story of a Rāvaṇa-Śiva–Rāma complex. These allusions 
to Rāvaṇa, a vast majority of them occur in Caiva devotional hymns, 
are ambivalent in their attitude. These hymns emphasize the arro-
gance of Rāvaṇa, which is regarded as evil. But he was redeemed by 
his patti to Civaṉ. The hymns do not justify Rāma’s killing of Rāvaṇa 
as that approach would be favorable to Vaiṇavam. They do not men-
tion Rāma except in the context of the Rāmeśvaram shrine. 

The allusions to Rāvaṇa appear to refer to a Śiva Purāṇa and 
Liṅga Purāṇa story93 that Rāvaṇa, because of his arrogance, tried to 
lift Mount Kailāsa, the mythical abode of Śiva, to take it to Laṃkā for 
private worship by his aged mother. Śiva punished him, by pushing 
down, with his toe, the mountain on Rāvaṇa’s shoulder. Rāvaṇa cried 
aloud, earning the title rāvaṇa, which means ‘he who cried aloud.’ 
Rāvaṇa obtained Śiva’s favor with an improvisation. He broke one of 
his twenty limbs, and using it as a musical instrument, sang sāma-
veda. Śiva was pleased; he appeared before Rāvaṇa, freed him from 
his suffering and gave him boons, such as a long life and a mighty 
sword. Even though the epic Rāmāyaṇa justifies Rāma’s killing of 
Rāvaṇa and considers it as the fulfillment of the aim of that particular 
incarnation, the Śaivites have another perspective. According to them, 
killing Rāvaṇa, a Śaiva devotee, was a heinous sin from which Rāma 
had to get expiation. Even according to the Vālmīki Rāmāyaṇa, Rāma 
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as a kṣatriya, should not have killed Rāvaṇa, a brāhmaṇa from his 
father’s side and so needed expiation. As soon as Rāma lands at a 
small island on his return to the other coast, he sets up a Śivaliṅga 
and inaugurates its worship at Rāmeśvaram, which means the Śiva 
temple established by Rāma. Even though Śaiva poems of the seventh 
century mention these things, the Tamil version of the Rāmāyaṇa 
story by Kampar of the twelfth century, has not included this episode, 
maybe because he thought that it might detract from the greatness of 
Rāma, who was considered an incarnation of Viṣṇu.  

The Rāmāyaṇa epic story has an underlying tone of Śaiva-Vaiṣ-
ṇava rivalry. The immensely popular television presentation of 
Rāmāyaṇa, produced in Hindī and dubbed in English in India, had 
Rāma and Lakṣmaṇa, his brother, wearing the Vaiṣṇava forehead 
mark of sacred white clay, while Rāvaṇa and Kumbhakarṇa, his 
brother, wear the Śaiva forehead mark of sacred ashes, when they 
were fighting each other. It is quite possible that Appar and Campan-
tar in the seventh century, who had to convert the Caiṉa-leaning Pal-
lava and Pāṇṭiya kings, were warning them against arrogance in deal-
ing with Civaṉ and his devotees. There is some limitation in project-
ing hatred of Buddhist kings of Laṃkā as ilaṅkai arakkaṉ (=rākṣasa 
in Sanskrit) at such an early period. Even though the Mahāvaṃsa 
gives importance to invasions and occupations of Laṃkā by Tamil 
adventurers from the second century B.C., it does not mention any 
reprisal attacks from Laṃkā on Tamilakam till about the ninth cen-
tury. At different times some adventurers from Tamilakam (who had 
been identified as non-Buddhist in the vaṃsa-tradition) invaded the 
island, dispossessed indigenous rulers and established their own rule 
from Anurātapuram. Rulers who organized resistance against these 
adventurers were said to have used furtherance of the cause of Bud-
dhism as their rallying slogan.  

Campantar was from the Cōla kingdom and there was no indica-
tion in his roughly four thousand verses or in his hagiography that he 
had any dealings with the Pallava king. Appar’s hagiography mentions 
that he had a brush up with a Pallava king, now identified as Mahen-
dravarman I, but after the latter’s reported conversion to Caivam, 
there seems to be no record of any relationship between them what-
ever. 

How the prevalence of Tamil Buddhism, both in Tamilakam and 
Īlam, came to an end has only to be conjectured. Nāgasamy puts for-
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ward the view that Muslim invasions of Tamilakam in the fourteenth 
century seem to have led to their disappearance.94 

Peter Schalk seems to suggest that in Īlam, it could be due to the 
change in the military and political equation when the Cōlas declined 
and fell and the Siṃhala Buddhist rulers became dominant in Īlam.95 I 
want to point out that in Īlam, especially after Māgha’s invasion, the 
Siṃhalas seem to drift to the Southwest, almost abandoning Rājaraṭa, 
where Tamil Buddhists were active during the previous period. The 
core territory of Rājaraṭa gradually becomes a malaria-ridden jungle, 
which is rarely mentioned in history till the modern period. In the 
broader field of South and Southeast Asia also, vast changes were tak-
ing place. Arabs and other Muslims were establishing international 
networks of traders, even in Tamilakam and Kēraḷam. Muslim traders 
from Gujerat played an important part in converting rulers of Suma-
tra, Java, and Malaya to Islam from Buddhism. So there was no sup-
port for Buddhism in Tamilakam from that region. Most probably the 
Tamil merchant guilds could not carry on business in the changed 
scenario. We get only one Tamil inscription from Kalutara, probably 
of the fifteenth century, which mentions aiññūṟṟuvar, the merchant 
guild.96 It mentions an arrangement assigning income from some 
taxes payable to a Kāḷi temple, for its maintenance.97 Parākramabāhu 
VI allowed some warriors from the Coromandel coast (Cōlamaṇṭala-
k-karai) to settle along the Southwest coast of Īlam. They probably 
needed a Kāḷi temple to continue their religious traditions for some 
time before their conversion to Buddhism of Siṃhala speakers. 

The ‘vamsa’ tradition, especially from the Mahāvaṃsa and Cūḷa-
vaṃsa, projects an antipathy between insular Buddhism and the 
Tamils. Buddhism was a marginalized religion among Tamilakam 
Tamils from ancient times. So resistance was built against the Tamil 
rulers, even when they were exemplary in virtue like Eḷāra, because 
they were not Buddhists. The legendary account of the three visits of 
the Buddha to sanctify the island and to seal it for Buddha sāsana 
(interpreted narrowly as Mahāvihāra tradition of Theravāda Bud-
dhism) to shine throughout the island seems to have had such an im-
pact that guaranteeing equality of opportunity in a unitary set-up or 
sharing the territory or sharing power in a realistic fashion with the 
Tamils in the island, appears as a blasphemy to the Siṃhalaspeaking 
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Buddhists. This tradition seems to be using the designation Tamils 
just to denote the Tamils from the mainland at the earlier stage but 
extended it at a later period to cover anyone from India.  

Siṃhala people seem to have had contacts with people from Kar-
nāṭaka, Kēraḷam, Tamilakam, Āntiram, and Orissa in that later pe-
riod, but all of them were identified as Tamils, as observed by Ga-
nanath Obeyasekara, the eminent anthropologist, elsewhere. There 
were regions like Āndhra, Karnāṭaka and Orissa where Buddhism was 
strong in ancient times, but gradually Buddhism disappeared from 
those parts of Peninsular India. Invaders, trouble-makers, traders and 
migrants from any of these regions were called Tamils because there 
was no common designation at that time to cover the speakers of all 
the Dravidian languages or to cover the several communities and cults 
who go by the name of Caiva/Vaiṇavas today. Even Māgha of Kaliṅga 
was characterized as a Tamil because invaders from the mainland 
were not distinguished neatly. The vicious cycle of Buddhist hatred of 
the Tamils seems to have originated against invaders and conquerors 
from Tamilakam. Later when Siṃhala ethnicity developed, it devel-
oped into hatred of the invaders and conquerors anywhere from In-
dia. This hatred is now projected to the Tamil ethnicity. The situation 
has changed dramatically in the modern period as there cannot be 
any invasion from anywhere in Peninsular India. The Siṃhalas are 
unable to break away from the many historical myths, some of which 
they had constructed, expanded and elaborated on demonization of 
the Tamils. Their hatred of India is projected to modern day insular 
Tamils, whose demand for a political space like equality of status in a 
united country or for a federal constitution or for separation is met 
with brute force, again and again.  

Cōla Buddhism and insular Cōla Buddhism are well-documented 
attempts when a section of the Tamils followed and patronized Bud-
dhism. This was completely ignored by the vaṃsa-tradition which 
continued its animosity towards the Tamils and the Cōlas except at 
one point, mentioning Parākramabāhu II inviting monks from the 
Cōla country to purify the Siṃhala Buddhist Theravāda saṃgha. Un-
fortunately, these forms of Buddhism among the Tamils disappeared. 
In Īlam, the Tamil Buddhists must have been absorbed into either 
Siṃhala-speaking Buddhist or Tamil Caiva/ Vaiṇava/ Muslim popula-
tions. 
 



 
 




