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Peruntēvaṉār’s rather startling comment on the Vīracōliyam’s open-
ing verse on tātu (Sanskrit dhātu, verbal roots)—claiming not only 
that “Sanskrit is the mother of all Tamil words” (tamil colliṟku ellām 
vaṭanūlē tāy āki), but that all Sanskrit usage applies to Tamil as well 
(aṅkuḷḷa valakku ellām tamilukkum peṟum)1—has prodded me over 
the past decade to think further about both the eleventh-century theo-
retical text attributed to Puttamittiraṉ and its twelfth-century com-
mentary. While my earlier published work on the Vīracōliyam and its 
commentary focuses on “the importance of language and literary aes-
thetic vision in the imagining of religious identity and community,”2 
many questions about the two texts remain unanswered: how might 
one make sense of the extremely complex, many-layered influences of 
Sanskrit grammatical and poetic theory in the Vīracōliyam? Why do 
the Vīracōliyam and its commentary stand alone in so explicitly 
weaving Tamil and Sanskrit theory together in this way until the sev-
enteenth century?3 How are the obviously Buddhist elements of the 
Vīracōliyam and its commentary best understood alongside contem-

                                                   
1  Puttamittiraṉ, Vīracōliyam Peruntēvaṉār iyaṟṟiya urai uṭaṉ, ed. Kā. Ra. 
Kōvintarāca Mutaliyār (Ceṉṉai: Teṉṉintiya Caivacittānta Nūṟpatippu Kalakam, 
1970), 67. 
2  Anne E. Monius, Imagining a Place for Buddhism: Literary Culture and Reli-
gious Community in Tamil-Speaking South India (New York: Oxford, 2001), 136; see 
also Anne E. Monius, “The Many Lives of Daṇḍin: The Kāvyādarśa in Sanskrit and 
Tamil“, The International Journal of Hindu Studies 4/2 (April 2000): 1–37. 
3  The seventeenth-century Ilakkaṇa viḷakkam attributed to Vaittiyanāta Tēcikar, 
for example, is the first text after the Vīracōliyam to integrate the study of grammar 
and poetics in the manner of the earlier (perhaps fifth-century) Tolkāppiyam (see 
Vaittiyanāta Tēcikar, Ilakkaṇa viḷakkam mūlamum uraiyum, ed. M. R. Civaprakā-
cam (Ceṉṉai: Teṉṉintiya Caivacittānta Nūṟpatippu Kalakam, 1973). Also in the sev-
enteenth century, the Pirayōkavivēkam of Cuppiramaṇiya Tīṭcitar provides the first 
attempt at integrating Sanskrit and Tamil grammatical principles since the Vīracōli-
yam (see Cuppiramaṇiya Tīṭcitar, Pirayōkavivēkam mūlamum uraiyum [Ceṉṉa-
ppaṭṭaṇam: Vittiyāṉupālaṉa Yantiracāḷai, 1957]). 
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porary theoretical developments in Tamil literary culture during the 
Cōla period? 
 Much recent work on both the Vīracōliyam itself and on the wider 
medieval Tamil literary world in which it participates allows for a 
more nuanced reading of the text and its commentary on multiple 
levels. Studies by various scholars of Tamil linguistics, for example, 
have explored in depth the unique features of the Vīracōliyam’s 
treatment of eluttu (phonology, literally “letter”) and col (morphol-
ogy, literally “word”) in its two opening chapters, particularly in view 
of their obvious engagement with Sanskrit traditions of vyākaraṇa or 
grammatical theory.4 Various scholars have similarly done much to 
map out broader developments in Tamil poetic theory—and literary 
and religious culture more generally—in the era of the Vīracōliyam’s 
composition.5 This essay revisits both the Vīracōliyam and its com-
mentary as theoretical enterprises that attempt to integrate at least 
two intertwined sets of discursive practice: (1) the study of Tamil 
grammar and poetics as a single topic, and (2) the approaches to 

                                                   
4  See, for example, Ce. Vai. Caṇmukam, “Vīracōliyam: oru moliyiyal āyvu”, Moli-
yiyal 4/1–2 (1980): 425–488; Cu. Irācārām, Vīracōliya ilakkaṇa kōṭpāṭu (Nākark-
ōvil: Irākavēntirā, 1992); Mu. Caṇmukam Piḷḷai, “Vīracōliyam: The Earliest Contras-
tive-Transfer Grammar in Tamil”, in Buddhism in Tamilnadu: Collected Papers, ed. 
R. S. Murthy and M. S. Nagarajan (Ceṉṉai: Institute of Asian Studies, 1998), 339–
344; Āḷvāppiḷḷai Vēluppiḷḷai, “Some Significant Aspects of the Vīracōliyam and its 
Commentary“, in Buddhism among Tamils in Pre-Colonial Tamilakam and Īlam 
Part Two: The Period of the Imperial Cōlar, ed. Peter Schalk and Āḷvāppiḷḷai Vēlu-
ppiḷḷai (Uppsala: Uppsala Universitet, 2002), 644–662; T. Aji, “A Comparative Study 
of Viracoliyam and Prayoka Vivekam”, PhD Dissertation (University of Kerala, 
2007); Rosemary Hepsy, “A Comparative Study of Viracoliyam and Neminathan”, 
PhD Dissertation (University of Kerala, 2007); and K. Nachimuthu, “Negotiating 
Tamil-Sanskrit Contacts: Engagements by Tamil Grammarians”, paper delivered at 
the Workshop on Bilingual Discourse and Cross-Cultural Fertilisation: Sanskrit and 
Tamil in Medieval India, Cambridge University, 2009. 
5  See, for example, Indra Manuel, “Treatises on Alaṅkāra Śāstra in Tamil”, in Heri-
tage of the Tamils: Language and Grammar, ed. S. V. Subramanian and K. M. Iru-
lappan (Madras: International Institute of Tamil Studies, 1980), 602–648; Indra 
Manuel, Literary Theories in Tamil (with Special Reference to Tolkāppiyam) 
(Pondicherry: Pondicherry Institute of Linguistics and Culture, 1997); Jennifer Steele 
Clare, “Interpreting the Flawless Story: Tamil Commentaries of the Chola Period”, 
MA Thesis (University of California, Berkeley, 2005); Whitney M. Cox, “Making a 
Tantra in Medieval South India: The Mahārthamañjarī and the Textual Culture of 
Cōla Cidambaram“, PhD Dissertation (University of Chicago, 2006); Jennifer Steele 
Clare, “Canons, Conventions, and Creativity: Defining Literary Tradition in Premod-
ern Tamil South India”, PhD Dissertation (University of California, Berkeley, 2011); 
Kārttikēcu Civatampi, Tamilil ilakkiya varalāṟu (Ceṉṉai: New Century Book House, 
2007); and Marutur Araṅkarācaṉ, Ilakkaṇa varalāṟu (Ceṉṉai: Maṇivācakar Patip-
pakam, 2008).  
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grammar and poetics taken by earlier scholars working in both Tamil 
and Sanskrit. Recognizing the Vīracōliyam and its commentary as 
distinct yet obviously intimately related theoretical endeavors, both 
are set here in the broader contexts of developments in Tamil theory 
itself, in the emergence of South Indian commentarial practices on 
grammatical and literary topics, and in wider patterns of grammatical 
and theoretical engagement on the part of Buddhist scholars through-
out South Asia working in multiple languages. What renders the Vīra-
cōliyam and its commentary so unique in Tamil literary and gram-
matical history (their open acknowledgement of theoretical indebted-
ness to vaṭanūl, “northern” or Sanskrit sources, their insistence on 
theorizing both grammar and poetics as part of a single project during 
a thousand-year span when no other scholars do so in Tamil) seems 
much less striking in the context of Buddhist innovations in grammar 
and poetics throughout the medieval South Asian world. On the other 
hand, contextualizing the two works more firmly in their South In-
dian (i.e., non-Buddhist) intellectual milieu (reading both less for 
their Buddhist elements, more for their primary comments regarding 
Tamil grammatical and poetic theory) sets each in a complex network 
of arguments and counter-arguments regarding the very nature of 
language and literature. In other words, reading the Vīracōliyam and 
its commentary as both Buddhist and Tamil, as both unique and fully 
participating in broader conversations across the spectrum of South 
Asian Buddhist and South Indian Tamil intellectual cultures serves to 
highlight certain aspects of both texts that have thus far received little 
scholarly attention. 

The Vīracōliyam and its Commentary 
As numerous studies of the Vīracōliyam make clear,6 the first verse of 
the pāyiram or introduction (of unknown authorship) attributes the 
text to one Puttamittiraṉ (Sanskrit Buddhamitra, literally “friend of 
the Buddha”), the “lord of Poṉpaṟṟi” (poṉpaṟṟi maṉ).7 The location of 
Poṉpaṟṟi has been the source of considerable scholarly disagreement; 
Vēluppiḷḷai—by process of elimination, based largely on comments in 
the text regarding where Tamil usage has become corrupt—identifies 
Poṉpaṟṟi with modern-day Poṉpētti on the eastern coast of the 
Pāṇṭiya country.8 Dating of the text has largely relied thus far on a ref-
                                                   
6  See, for example, Monius, Imagining a Place, 116–136; Vēluppiḷḷai, “Some Sig-
nificant Aspects”, 644–646. 
7  Vīracōliyam, 1. 
8  Vēluppiḷḷai, “Some Significant Aspects”, 646. 
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erence to the Vīracōliyam’s royal patron in the third verse of the pāy-
iram as Vīracōlaṉ, generally identified as an epithet of Vīrarācēntira 
(Sanskrit Vīrarājendra) Cōla, who ruled briefly in the third quarter of 
the eleventh century (1063/1065 to 1069/1070).9 
 Even a cursory glance at the Vīracōliyam reveals its indebtedness 
to earlier Tamil traditions of theorizing both grammar and poetic lan-
guage as part of a single project, embodied in the earliest extant theo-
retical text in Tamil, the perhaps fifth-century Tolkāppiyam. Like its 
predecessor, the Vīracōliyam analyzes both Tamil grammar and poet-
ics, its first three chapters mirroring those of the Tolkāppiyam: eluttu 
(phonology), col (morphology), and poruḷ (poetic content), but split-
ting the last into three distinct chapters on poruḷ (a treatment of clas-
sical Caṅkam poetics), yāppu (prosody), and alaṅkāram (poetic or-
nament, from Sanskrit alaṃkāra). Yet the Vīracōliyam’s other obvi-
ous project—theorizing Tamil grammar and poetics through lenses 
first developed for Sanskrit—is signaled as early as the third verse of 
the pāyiram, where the text to follow is characterized as “summariz-
ing” (cirukku)10 its five topics “according to the traditions of Sanskrit 
texts” (vaṭanūl marapum).11 While only one specific vaṭanūl is ever 
cited by the Vīracōliyam—the text mentions Taṇṭi or Taṇṭiyār three 
times in its treatment of alaṅkāram or poetic ornament and follows 
Daṇḍin’s Kāvyādarśa quite closely in the ensuing discussion—the 
influence of Sanskrit theorization is evident in each section of the 
Tamil text.12 
 That the Vīracōliyam also seeks to tie the language and poetics it 
theorizes through frameworks both Tamil and Sanskrit to some sort 
of Buddhism or Buddhist community is also made clear as early as the 
second verse of the introductory pāyiram. Here the text is described 
as explicating “the cool Tamil that was … heard by Akattiyaṉ at the 
side of Avalōkitaṉ of beautiful qualities” (āyum kuṇattu avalōkitaṉ 

                                                   
9  See, for example, Kamil V. Zvelebil, Lexicon of Tamil Literature (New York: E. 
J. Brill, 1995), 587, 772. 
10  The Vīracōliyam does a formidable job of such “summarizing”, reducing the 
1500-plus verses of the Tolkāppiyam to a mere 181. 
11  Vīracōliyam, 1. 
12  Leading Caṇmukam Piḷḷai to suggest that the Vīracōliyam might be a “contras-
tive-transfer grammar” attempting to teach a second language (Tamil) through the 
application and transfer of categories from the student’s first language (Sanskrit) 
(“Vīracōliyam: The Earliest Contrastive-Transfer Grammar in Tamil”, 339–344). 
Vēluppiḷḷai has argued that the first two chapters of the text provide a compelling 
description of Cōla-era inscriptional Tamil (see Āḷvāppiḷḷai Vēluppiḷḷai, “Viiracoozhi-
yam as a Grammar for Inscriptional Tamil”, in Proceedings of the Second Interna-
tional Conference-Seminar of Tamil Studies, vol. 1, ed. R. E. Asher (Madras: Interna-
tional Association of Tamil Research, 1971), 345–348. 
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pakkal akattiyaṉ kēṭṭu . . . taṇ tamil),13 thus claiming that the great 
sage Akattiyaṉ (Sanskrit Agastya)—portrayed as master of both Tamil 
and Sanskrit throughout South Indian literary tradition—learned 
Tamil from the great bodhisattva Avalokiteśvara. Avalōkitaṉ/Avalo-
kiteśvara is again invoked in verse 83 that concludes the Vīracōli-
yam’s discussion of morphology (col), a section of the text particu-
larly laden with Sanskrit terminology and definition; here the lan-
guage thus described is named “the true Tamil of Avalōkitaṉ whose 
glory shines in a thousand ways” (āyiram vitattil poliyum pukal ava-
lōkitaṉ mey tamilē).14 
 In a penultimate commentarial verse, the Vīracōliyam commen-
tary is attributed to one Peruntēvaṉ (Sanskrit Mahādeva), who com-
posed this “brief commentary” (polippurai) as a “duty” (kaṭaṉākavē) 
for “those who study Tamil language with affection” (naviṉṟāṉ tamil 
kātaliṉ kaṟpavarkkē).15 The reference to compositional “duty” 
(kaṭaṉ) has led several scholars to suppose that Peruntēvaṉār was 
Puttamittiraṉ’s own student, placing him in the late eleventh or early 
twelfth century.16 The many poetic illustrations that the commentary 
deploys—drawing from the Caṅkam classical anthologies, the fifth-
century Tirukkuṟaḷ, the (now-lost) Kuṇṭalakēci, the tenth-century 
Yāpparuṅkalam of Amitacākarar and its anonymous commentary, 
and a host of other unidentified sources—reveal a broad engagement 
with Tamil literature composed largely before the twelfth century. As 
such, Peruntēvaṉār’s work marks the beginning of a veritable explo-
sion in the production of Tamil commentaries on grammar, literary 
theory, and literature itself; fully half the extant commentarial litera-
ture in Tamil can be dated between the twelfth and fourteenth centu-
ries.17 

                                                   
13  Vīracōliyam, 1. 
14  Vīracōliyam, 86. 
15  Vīracōliyam, 284. 
16  See, for example, Vēluppiḷḷai, “Some Significant Aspects”, 646. 
17  Nakkīraṉār’s eighth-century commentary on the fifth- or sixth-century Iṟaiya-
ṉār akapporuḷ—a treatment of the love (akam) themes of classical poetry—is widely 
taken to be the first Tamil commentary, although, as Wilden correctly points out, 
“with Nakkīraṉ we are already faced with a fully developed specimen of commentarial 
idiom and technique” (see Eva Wilden, “Introduction: Between Preservation and 
Recreation—Tamil Traditions of Commentary”, in Between Preservation and Rec-
reation: Tamil Traditions of Commentary: Proceedings of a Workshop in Honour of 
T. V. Gopal Iyer, ed. Eva Wilden [Pondichéry: Institut Français de Pondichéry and 
l’École Française d’Extrême-Orient, 2009]), 37. For an overview of Tamil commen-
tary, see Thomas Lehmann, “A Survey of Classical Tamil Commentary Literature”, in 
Between Preservation and Recreation: Tamil Traditions of Commentary: Proceed-
ings of a Workshop in Honour of T. V. Gopal Iyer, ed. Eva Wilden (Pondichéry: Ins-
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 The commentary obviously shares with its root text the goal of 
providing a theory of language and poetics as part of a unified or inte-
grated enterprise, and expands considerably upon the relationship 
between Tamil grammar and forms of poetic expression and those of 
vaṭanūl at multiple points. Yet the commentary is perhaps most strik-
ing for the many poetic examples it invokes—from sources as yet uni-
dentified—that provide a glimpse of a perhaps much larger Buddhist 
literature composed in Tamil.18 Multiple references are made to the 
pōti (Sanskrit bodhi) tree, to many celebrated scenes from the Bud-
dha’s previous lives as bodhisattva, and to the (now-lost) Buddhist 
narrative poem, the Kuṇṭalakēci. Citations from non-Buddhist works 
also appear to focus on Buddhist-friendly themes, such as the tran-
sience of human attachment and the misery of unchecked emotion.19 

The Vīracōliyam and its Commentary in their 
South Indian Context 

When considered in light of Tamil literary and grammatical theory in 
the eleventh and early twelfth centuries (and the medieval Cōla period 
more generally), both the Vīracōliyam and Peruntēvaṉār’s commen-
tary are quite striking in multiple ways. Among the most obvious, 
perhaps, is the Vīracōliyam’s return to the authority of the Tolkāppi-
yam to frame the discussion of Tamil grammar and poetics in terms 
of eluttu, col, and (an albeit expanded sense of) poruḷ. As mentioned 
briefly above, no other Tamil theoretical text apart from the Vīracōli-
yam treats phonology, morphology, and poetics as integral aspects of 
a single theory of language and literature in the millennium that sepa-
rates the Tolkāppiyam from the Vīracōliyam’s nearest chronological 
successor, the seventeenth-century Iḷakkaṇa viḷakkam.20 While the 

                                                                                                                        
titut Français de Pondichéry and l’École Française d’Extrême-Orient, 2009), 55–70. 
18  Aside from the Vīracōliyam and its commentary, the only other extant Buddhist 
text in Tamil is the perhaps sixth-century narrative of a young courtesan who be-
comes a Buddhist nun, the Maṇimēkalai attributed to Cāttaṉār. See Monius, Imagin-
ing a Place, 13–115. 
19  As above, see Monius, Imagining a Place, 137–155, for a discussion of Perun-
tēvaṉār’s poetic citations and their potential significance. 
20  The Ilakkaṇa viḷakkam is followed by the Toṉṉūl viḷakkam of Vīramāmuṉivar 
(also known as the Italian Jesuit missionary, Constantino Giuseppe Beschi) in the 
eighteenth century (Ceṉṉai: Teṉṉintiya Caivacittānta Nūṟpatippu Kalakam, 1984), 
the Muttuvīriyam of Muttuvīra Upāttiyāyar in the nineteenth century (Ceṉṉai: 
Teṉṉintiya Caivacittānta Nūṟpatippu Kalakam, 1972), and the Cāminātam or Cū-
vāminātam of Cāmi Kavirācar (Aṇṇāmalainakar: Aṇṇāmalai Palkalai Kalakam, 
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production of literary and grammatical theory appears to accelerate 
during the period of Cōla dominance, the forms such theorizing takes 
are narrower in scope, focusing either on a specific aspect of Tamil 
poetics or on eluttu and col to the exclusion of poruḷ.21 The late 
twelfth and early thirteen centuries, for example witness the appear-
ance of the Nēminātam attributed to Kuṇavīrapaṇṭitar22 and the 
Naṉṉūl of Pavaṇanti,23 both of which address Tamil phonology and 
morphology but not poetics, the latter often deemed the “most distin-
guished and popular grammar of liter[ary] Tamil” that remains “valid 
for formal standard language.”24 Theoretical treatises on particular 
aspects of literature begin with the Kaḷaviyal or Iṟaiyaṉār akapporuḷ 
briefly cited above, dating perhaps to as early as the fifth or sixth cen-
tury and focused on the treatment of classical akam or love themes;25 
other Cōla-era works on akam poetics include Tamil neṟi viḷakkam 
(anonymous, ninth century),26 Kaḷaviyaṟkārikai (also anonymous, 
twelfth or thirteenth century),27 and Akapporuḷ viḷakkam (twelfth 
century, attributed to Nāṟkavirāca Nampi).28 Puṟam or heroic themes 
are similarly taken up in the ninth-century Puṟapporuḷ veṇpā mālai 
attributed to Aiyaṉāritaṉār.29 The Yāpparuṅkalam and the Yāppa-
ruṅkalakkārikai (both perhaps tenth-century)30 focus primarily on 

                                                                                                                        
1976), also in the nineteenth century. 
21  Commentaries on the Tolkāppiyam (no less on the Vīracōliyam) produced in 
this period are, of course, an exception, and will be taken up for further discussion 
below. 
22  Kuṇavīrapaṇṭitar, Nēminātam, ed. Kā. Ra. Kōvintarāca Mutaliyār (Ceṉṉai: 
Teṉṉintiya Caivacittānta Nūṟpatippu Kalakam, 1964). 
23  Pavaṇanti, Naṉṉūl mūlamum Mayilainātar uraiyum (Ceṉṉai: Vaijayanti Ac-
cukkūṭam, 1918). 
24  Zvelebil, Lexicon, 478. 
25  Kaḷaviyal eṉṟu Iṟaiyaṉār akapporuḷ Nakkīraṉār aruḷiya urai uṭaṉ (Ceṉṉai: 
Teṉṉintiya Caivacittānta Nūṟpatippu Kalakam, 1969). For a full translation of the text 
with Nakkīraṉār’s commentary, see David C. Buck and K. Paramasivam, trans., The 
Study of Stolen Love: A Translation of Kaḷaviyal eṉṟu Iṟaiyaṉār Akapporuḷ with 
Commentary by Nakkīraṉār (Atlanta: Scholars Press, 1997). 
26  Tamilneṟi viḷakkam mūlamum palaiya uraiyum, ed. U. Vē. Cāminātaiyar 
(Ceṉṉai: La Jarnal Accukkūṭam, 1937). 
27  Kaḷaviyaṟkārikai urai uṭaṉ, ed. Es. Vaiyapuri Piḷḷai (Madras: B. B. Press, 1931). 
28  Nāṟkavirāca Nampi, Akapporuḷ viḷakkam palaiya urai uṭaṉ, ed. Kā. Ra. Kōvin-
tarāca Mutaliyār (Ceṉṉai: Teṉṉintiya Caivacittānta Nūṟpatippu Kalakam, 1966). 
29  Aiyaṉāritaṉār, Puṟapporuḷ veṇpā mālai (Ceṉṉai: Teṉṉintiya Caivacittānta 
Nūṟpatippu Kalakam, 1967). 
30  The latter is assumed by many scholars to be the author’s own condensation of 
the former. See Amitacākarar, Yāpparuṅkalam palaiya virutti urai uṭaṉ (Ceṉṉai: 
Ulaka Tamilārāycci Niṟuvaṉam, 1998); and Yāpparuṅkalakkārikai Kuṇacākarar 
iyaṟṟiya urai uṭaṉ, ed. and trans. Ulrike Niklas, Publications du Département d’indo-
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Tamil prosody, while the twelfth-century Taṇṭiyalaṅkāram31 treats 
forms of poetic adornment or embellishment and, like the final chap-
ter of the Vīracōliyam, draws its inspiration from Daṇḍin. A wholly 
new form of literary theorizing—the pāṭṭiyal analysis of all poetry as 
royal praise—also begins in the twelfth century.32 
 Yet as the Vīracōliyam signals some manner of fealty to the au-
thority of the Tolkāppiyam’s theoretical stance, the text also decid-
edly ignores or eschews those narratives of the sources of the Tolkā-
ppiyam’s authority that were widely circulating in Tamil literary cul-
ture by the eleventh century. According to the well-known story first 
laid out in Nakkīraṉār’s eighth-century commentary on the Iṟaiyaṉār 
akapporuḷ, the Pāṇṭiyaṉ kings of Maturai established three literary 
caṅkams, the first of which included both Akattiyaṉār or Akattiyaṉ 
(from Sanskrit Agastya) and Śiva himself, and which looked to the 
Akattiyaṉ’s text, the Akattiyam,33 as its primary theoretical reference. 
The two subsequent caṅkams diminished in size and longevity, and 
the Tolkāppiyam assumed its place alongside the Akattiyam as a 
primary reference work during the second caṅkam.34 Tamil texts after 
Nakkīraṉār’s commentary increasingly position Akattiyaṉ as both the 
conduit of Sanskritic culture to the South and the devotee of Śiva who 
first learned Tamil from the lord himself;35 indeed, the association of 

                                                                                                                        
logie, 79 (Pondichéry: Institut Français de Pondichéry, 1993). 
31  Taṇṭiyalaṅkāram mūlamum teḷivuraiyum, ed. Mu. Caṇmukam Piḷḷai (Ceṉṉai: 
Mullai Nilaiyam 1999). 
32  For the most compelling treatment of pāṭṭiyal theorization to date, see Clare, 
“Canons, Convention, and Creativity”, 59–83. 
33  The status of the Akattiyam as the first true Tamil grammar has been the sub-
ject of considerable scholarly debate. Although no such text has survived, the Akatti-
yam is quoted in the commentaries on the Tolkāppiyam, the Yāpparuṅkalam 
virutti, and Naṉṉūl. Chevillard claims that the Akattiyam is quoted a full eighteen 
times by Mayilainātar in his thirteenth-century commentary on Naṉṉūl (see Jean-
Luc Chevillard, “The Pantheon of Tamil Grammarians: A Short History of the Myth of 
Agastya’s Twelve Disciples”, in Écrire et transmettre en Inde classique, ed. Gérard 
Colas et Gerdi Gerschheimer, Études thématiques, 23 [Paris: École française 
d’Extrême-Orient, 2009], 264), for example; Zvelebil (Kamil V. Zvelebil, Companion 
Studies to the History of Tamil Literature [New York: E. J. Brill, 1992], 246) is 
somewhat less sure of such an attribution: “In Mayilainātar’s commentary on 
Naṉṉūl, and in Caṅkaranamaccivāyar’s gloss on the same grammar, we find sixteen 
short sūtras of unequal length (all in all 48 lines) which are possibly genuine frag-
ments of an old grammar, perhaps the Akattiyam.” 
34  For an English translation of Nakkīraṉār’s narrative of the three caṅkams, see 
Buck and Paramasivam, Stolen Love, 4-6. 
35  For surveys of the references in both Tamil and Sanskrit to Akattiyaṉ/Agastya 
and his evolving mythology, see Chevillard, “Pantheon of Tamil Grammarians”; 
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Akattiyaṉ/Agastya with Śiva would eventually spread far beyond the 
Tamil-speaking region to Southeast Asia and Nepal.36 As Kampaṉ 
proclaims in the twelfth century (and in a decidedly Vaiṣṇava con-
text), Akattiyaṉ “gave [the world] Tamil, as the god [Śiva] whose red 
eye burns in his beautiful forehead gave [it to him].”37 
 While not all Cōla-era grammatical or poetic theories necessarily 
link the origins of Tamil to Śiva, Akattiyaṉ, or the narrative of the 
three Pāṇṭiyaṉ-sponsored caṅkams38—the tenth-century Yāppa-
ruṅkalakkārikai, for example, associates Tamil grammar with the 
Pāṇṭiyaṉ ruler and “the sage of the mountain” (glossed by the com-
mentator as Akattiyamuṉivar) without any mention of divine beings 
or poetic assemblies—39 the Vīracōliyam does more than simply elide 
any linkage of Akattiyaṉ to Śiva in the manner of the Yāpparuṅka-
lakkārikai and other texts and commentaries authored (perhaps) by 
Jains.40 In its first mention of Akattiyaṉ (in the second verse of the 
pāyiram, as noted above) the source of Akattiyaṉ’s Tamil is not Śiva 
but Avalōkitaṉ, associated in the following verse not with any caṅkam 
sponsored by Pāṇṭiyaṉ kings but with Vīracōlaṉ, and in the previous 
verse with “he who sat in eminence under the pōti tree” (pōtiyiṉ 
mētakku iruntavaṉ), that is, the Buddha.41 In the only other mention 
of Akattiyaṉ by name in the Vīracōliyam—in verse 76, in the midst of 
the discussion of kiriyā (Sanskrit kriyā) or finite verbs—the first- and 
second-person endings of tēṉ, ēṉ, īr, īrkaḷ, and so forth are said to be 
those of the “true Tamil spoken by Akattiyaṉār of Mount Potiyam” 
(potiyattu akattiyaṉār coṉṉa mey tamilkkē).42 
  

                                                                                                                        
Zvelebil, Companion Studies, 235–261; and William Spencer Davis, Jr., “Agastya: 
The Southern Sage from the North”, PhD Dissertation (University of Chicago, 2000). 
Davis usefully organizes the long history of Akattiyaṉ narratives in Tamil according to 
how their respective authors view the relationship between Tamil and Sanskrit (270-
318). 
36  See, for example, Carol Radcliff Bolon, “Images of Agastya in Nepal”, Artibus 
Asiae 51/1-2 (1991): 75–89. 
37  Kampaṉ, Irāmāyaṇam: āraṇiya kāṇṭam (Aṇṇāmalainakar: Aṇṇāmalai Palkalai 
Kalakam, 2010), verse 2762, vol. 1, 161: neṟṟi umil ceṅkaṇ/talal purai cuṭar kaṭavuḷ 
tanta tamil tantāṉ. 
38  See Clare, “Canons, Conventions, and Creativity”, 12–31, for an extended dis-
cussion of the complex ways in which scholars after Nakkīraṉār are both indebted to 
his narrative of caṅkam and Tolkāppiyam authority and also deviate substantially 
from it. 
39  Amitacākarar, Yāpparuṅkalakkārikai, 15. 
40  See Clare, “Canons, Conventions, and Creativity”, 29. 
41  Vīracōliyam, 1. 
42  Vīracōliyam, 81. 
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 Thus the Vīracōliyam stands alone in both (1) ignoring contempo-
rary narratives of Akattiyaṉ, Pāṇṭiyaṉ poetic assemblies, and Śiva and 
(2) assigning the origins of Tamil to an at least quasi-divine figure 
who is other than Śiva. In the context of grammatical and literary the-
ory produced in Tamil during the centuries of Cōla rule, in other 
words, its identification of the bodhisattva Avalōkitaṉ as the source of 
“the true Tamil” the text describes constitutes something of an auda-
cious argument, a re-centering of the origins of Tamil grammar and 
poetics away from Pāṇṭiyaṉ courts and Śaiva devotees. 
 That such “true Tamil” born of Avalōkitaṉ and sanctioned by Aka-
ttiyaṉ is theorized through “the tradition of Sanskrit texts” (vaṭanūl 
marapum)43 alongside the commitment to the basic approach of the 
Tolkāppiyam (as noted above) renders the Vīracōliyam absolutely 
unique in Tamil grammatical and literary theory until the early mod-
ern period and the analogous efforts of the Pirayōkavivēkam.44 Yet 
the Vīracōliyam’s appropriation of the analytic lenses of vaṭamoli or 
vaṭanūl is quite markedly different—and differently marked—accord-
ing to the specific topic under discussion. While its treatment of eluttu 
and col reveals a consistent interest in appropriating for Tamil the 
technical vocabulary of Sanskrit vyākaraṇa discourse and its under-
standings of word-formation,45 the ensuing discussions of poruḷ and 
yāppu draw little upon vaṭanūl; in its final chapter on alaṅkāram or 
poetic ornament, however, the Vīracōliyam explicitly names Taṇṭi or 
Taṇṭiyār (Sanskrit Daṇḍin) three times as the source of the discus-
sion,46 and, indeed, the Tamil text’s indebtedness to Daṇḍin’s Kāvyā-
darśa is obvious throughout.47 
 The Vīracōliyam’s level of engagement with Sanskrit is complex, 
displaying neither the “shallowness” of other medieval Tamil treat-
ments of vaṭanūl48 nor the clumsiness of earlier Tamil efforts at “first 
translation”;49 the Vīracōliyam clearly knows—and anticipates an 

                                                   
43  Vīracōliyam, 1. 
44  Although, as above, the seventeenth-century text does not address issues of 
poetic theory. 
45  For the most developed discussion of the Vīracōliyam’s use of Sanskrit analytic 
practice in its first two chapters to date, see K. Meenakshi, “Sanskrit Grammars as 
Models for Writing Tamil Grammars”, Vishveshvaranand Indological Journal 22/1-
2 (1983-1984): 61–85. 
46  Vīracōliyam verses 141 (198), 147 (202), and 160 (239). 
47  See Manuel, “Treatises on Alaṅkāra Śāstra”; and Monius, “The Many Lives of 
Daṇḍin”. 
48  Clare, “Interpreting the Flawless Story”, 25. 
49  Chevillard’s characterization of the Tolkāppiyam’s initial efforts as “translating” 
the thirty-two aspects of argumentation enumerated in Sanskrit śāstra as the tantra-
yukti (Tamil tantiravutti); see Jean-Luc Chevillard, “The Metagrammatical Vocabu-
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audience who knows full well—both extant Tamil literary and gram-
matical theory and their nearest Sanskrit analogues. The chapter on 
eluttu, for example, organizes itself entirely around canti (Sanskrit 
sandhi), the morphophonemic changes wrought by the combination 
of letters. Three verses in particular (10-12) transliterate critical San-
skrit terms into Tamil and apply basic rules of vaṭamoli to euphonic 
combination. Ulōpam (Sanskrit lopa), ākamam (Sanskrit āgama), 
and ātēcam (Sanskrit ādeśa), for example, describe processes of eli-
sion, augmentation, and substitution;50 Sanskrit rules of vowel incre-
mentation—kuṇam (Sanskrit guṇa) and virutti (Sanskrit vṛddhi)—
are also introduced.51 The Vīracōliyam gives more attention to col 
than any other topic (fifty-five verses), and the basic organizational 
structure of the discussion reveals something of the text’s deep com-
mitment to theorizing Tamil language through Sanskrit analytic 
frameworks. Not only are the six paṭalam or sub-chapters organized 
around basic topics of Sanskrit vyākaraṇa—vēṟṟumai or cases (nine 
verses), upakāra or noun-verb relationships (six verses), tokai or 
compounds (eight verses), tattita or nominal derivatives (eight 
verses), tātu or verbal roots (eleven verses), and kiriyā or verbal de-
rivatives (thirteen verses)—but evidence of direct borrowing or para-
phrasing from known Sanskrit sources is also evident (although, 
unlike the final chapter’s invocation of Taṇṭiyār, no specific texts or 
scholars are mentioned). The Tolkāppiyam defines col as that which 
conveys meaning;52 the Vīracōliyam borrows directly from the San-
skrit tradition of defining pada in the manner of Pāṇini, stating that 
the particle -cu is added to nouns in the nominative singular and then 
dropped.53 In the same vein, Subrahmanya Sastri offers compelling 
evidence that the Vīracōliyam’s treatment of tokai or compounds 
(Sanskrit samāsa) paraphrases, at least in part, the kārikas on 
samāsa attributed to Vararuci.54 The first verse on tātu (Sanskrit 

                                                                                                                        
lary Inside the Lists of the 32 Tantrayukti-s and its Adaptation into Tamil: Towards a 
Sanskrit-Tamil Dictionary”, in Between Preservation and Recreation: Tamil Tradi-
tions of Commentary: Proceedings of a Workshop in Honour of T. V. Gopal Iyer, ed. 
Eva Wilden (Pondichéry: Institut Français de Pondichéry and l’École Française 
d’Extrême-Orient, 2009), 71–132.  
50  Vīracōliyam verse 10, 8. 
51  Vīracōliyam verse 12, 9. 
52  Tolkāppiyam: collatikāram Iḷampūraṇar urai, ed. Aṭikaḷāciriyār, Tamil Palka-
lai Kalakam Veḷiyīṭu, 101 (Tañcāvūr: Tamil Palkalai Kalakam, 1988), verse 152, 142: 
ellā collum poruḷ kuṟi taṉavē. 
53  Vīracōliyam verse 33, 29; see also Pāṇini, The Aṣṭādhyāyī of Pāṇini, vol. 1, ed. 
and trans. Śrīṣa Chandra Vasu (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1988), i.4.14, 173: 
suptiṅantam padam. 
54  P. S. Subrahmanya Sastri, “History of Grammatical Theories in Tamil”, The 
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dhātu) or verbal roots explicitly states that Tamil tātu should be 
formed by analogy with those of vaṭanūl.55 As noted above, the inter-
weaving of Tamil and Sanskrit becomes even more apparent in the 
final chapter on poetic ornament, in the direct (and repeated) citing of 
Taṇṭiyār as the source of the Vīracōliyam’s treatment of alaṅkaram, 
beginning with a beautiful image of literature personified, with poetic 
language as its body (urai uṭalāka), life or breath as its content or 
theme (uyir poruḷāka), rhythm as its complexion (vaṇṇam . . .  niṟa-
māka), style as its movement (naṭaiyē celavāka), and alaṅkāram as 
its ornamentation.56 The formation of Tamil words in accordance with 
Sanskrit principles, and the composition of Tamil poetry in accor-
dance with Sanskrit theories of alaṁkāra or ornamentation—all 
framed with the authoritative Tolkāppiyam rubric of treating gram-
mar and poetics as a single topic—constitute the heart of the Vīracōli-
yam’s project. 
 The Vīracōliyam’s innovations, however, are by no means limited 
to the incorporation of Sanskritic principles of language and poetics. 
In the context of outlining classical Caṅkam akam poetics in its chap-
ter on poruḷ, to cite but one example—a uniquely Tamil literary milieu 
that does not easily allow for the intervention of vaṭanūl—the Vīra-
cōliyam echoes the Yāpparuṅkalam virutti’s division into four the-
matic categories of akam, puṟam, akappuṟam, and puṟappuṟam57 
and offers its own unique list of twenty-seven elements of akam po-
etry; various of these elements in combination yield the other three 
thematic categories of puṟam, akappuṟam, and puṟappuṟam.58 The 
Vīracōliyam commentary provides an extended treatment of meyp-
pāṭu as an aspect of akam poetics, defined by Peruntēvaṉār (perhaps 
quoting another source) as “the manifestation that arises in the body 
and the verbal expression [of that state]” (meykkaṭpaṭṭu viḷaṅkiya 
tōṟṟam . . . ceppal).59 As Manuel’s survey of Tamil literary theory con-
cludes, “the VC [Vīracōliyam] has developed a unique structure of 
love poetry”60 with a particular focus on the proper language of po-
etry,61 while its commentary theorizes unique elements in the se-
quence of akam poetic events.62 

                                                                                                                        
Journal of Oriental Research, Madras 7/4 (1933): 378–381. 
55  Vīracōliyam verse 60, 67. 
56  Vīracōliyam verse 141, 198. 
57  Vīracōliyam verse 84, 89; and Yāpparuṅkalam virutti on verse 96, 561–619.  
58  Vīracōliyam verses 87–89, 90.  
59  Vīracōliyam commentary on verse 94, 102. 
60  Manuel, Literary Theories in Tamil, 53. 
61  Ibid., 83–84. 
62  Ibid., 561–563. 
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 Much scholarship on the Vīracōliyam to date has asked whether or 
not this analysis of Tamil grammar and poetics through Sanskrit 
lenses adds anything to the development of Tamil theory, whether it 
“works” or simply serves to “violently dragoon Tamil language and 
grammar into the groove of Sanskrit.”63 Yet whether or not the Vīra-
cōliyam and its project of analyzing Tamil through Sanskrit finds an 
audience in the language politics of Tamilnāṭu today, that very project 
itself epitomizes the processes of vernacularization that swept across 
South Asia in the medieval period: the theorization through Sanskrit 
of local languages and literatures at the nexus of high culture and 
royal power.64 Yet unlike the other vernaculars of southern India—
Malayāḷam, Telugu, and Kannaḍa—Tamil had already been theorized 
apart from direct references to vaṭamoli in the Tolkāppiyam and its 
successors. The Vīracōliyam “difference” lies in its paraphrasing of 
Pāṇini and Vararuci, in its organization according to Sanskrit discur-
sive practices of phonology and morphology, and in its direct render-
ing of the work of Daṇḍin into Tamil. 
 In the context of alternative approaches to grammatical and liter-
ary theory extant in Tamil in the eleventh and twelfth centuries, the 
projects of the Vīracōliyam and its commentary emerge as highly 
contested. On the one hand, Puttamittiraṉ and Peruntēvaṉār partici-
pate in much wider scholarly conversations of their day regarding the 
nature of language, literature, genre, and the work of commentary 
itself; both the Vīracōliyam and its commentary demonstrate exten-
sive engagement with theoretical and literary sources in both Tamil 
and Sanskrit. Peruntēvaṉār, for example, cites the Tolkāppiyam, the 
Yāpparuṅkalam and its virutti, and other works now lost, and in ad-
dition names Aviṉayaṉār,65 Mayēcuvaraṉār, Kākkaipātiṉiyār,66 and 
several others (all of whom are known only through these and other 
fragmentary references). Yet, on the other hand, the positions that 
each assumes—often rooted in the two texts’ commitment to weave 
together Tamil and vaṭamoli—reveal vernacularization to be a con-
tentious project in the Tamil-speaking region on multiple levels. 
 First, perhaps, is the issue of what actually constitutes “Tamil.” 
What does the Vīracōliyam mean precisely by the “cool Tamil” (taṇ 
tamil) that will be explained according to the “traditions of northern 

                                                   
63  Subrahmanya Sastri, “History of Grammatical Theories”, 396–397. 
64  See Sheldon Pollock, The Language of the Gods in the World of Men: Sanskrit, 
Culture, and Power in Premodern India (Berkeley: University of California Press, 
2006), 283–436. 
65  Vīracōliyam commentary on verse 83, 88. 
66  Peruntēvaṉār mentions Mayēcuvaraṉār and Kākkaipātiṉiyār in Vīracōliyam 
commentary on verse 123, 166–167. 
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texts” (vaṭanūl marapum)?67 Before the emergence of colonial Tamil 
language politics in the early twentieth century, the relationship of 
“Tamil” to language, culture, region, people, and even divinity is sur-
prisingly difficult to pin down.68 Indeed, for the Cōla-era theorists and 
commentators with whom Puttamittiraṉ and Peruntēvaṉār engage, 
what counts as “Tamil” is a matter of obvious debate. Nakkīraṉār’s 
eighth-century commentary on the Iṟaiyaṉār akapporuḷ, for exam-
ple, rather stunningly equates the subject matter of his root-text—
akam poetics—with “Tamil”: “What does this book describe? It de-
scribes Tamil” (innūl eṉ nutaliṟṟō eṉiṉ tamil nutaliṟṟu eṉpatu).69 
While Nakkīraṉār seems here to mark the classical Caṅkam poetics of 
love as the epitome of literary expression in Tamil, subsequent theo-
retical and commentarial works will continue to debate the status of 
the Caṅkam anthologies, the proper relationship of Tamil to vaṭa-
moli, and the geographical region where “proper” standardized Tamil 
is spoken. As Clare’s work has compellingly demonstrated, for exam-
ple, Cōla-era commentators on the Tolkāppiyam aim “to define a 
standard Cōla Tamil language that united Tamil speakers within a 
multilingual mileu.”70 Tolkāppiyam commentators such as Iḷampū-
raṇar (eleventh-century), Cēṉāvaraiyar (thirteenth-century), Pērāciri-
yar (also thirteenth-century), and Nacciṉārkkiṉiyar (fourteenth-
century) all locate the epicenter of standard Tamil in the heart of 
Cōlanāṭu, “north of the Vaikai river, south of the Maruta river, east of 
Karuvūr, west of Maruvūr.”71 In addition to identifying the Cōla heart-
land as the region of standard Tamil usage, the Tolkāppiyam com-
mentaries also largely follow Nakkīraṉār in focusing on the classical 
Caṅkam anthologies as the heart of the “literary” in Tamil. Pērāciri-
yar, for example, a century after Peruntēvaṉār, more or less rejects 
any literary innovation that cannot be traced to either the Tolkāppi-
yam or the Caṅkam works themselves.72 For a wide swath of Tamil 
scholarship of the Cōla era, “Tamil” unites Cōlanāṭu and the Tolkāp-
piyam, Caṅkam poetics and literary canon. 
                                                   
67  Vīracōliyam pāyiram verses 2–3, 1. 
68  See, for example, the recent survey of pre-modern references to “Tamil” in Blake 
Wentworth, “Insiders, Outsiders, and the Tamil Tongue”, in South Asian Texts in 
History: Critical Engagements with Sheldon Pollock, ed. Yigal Bronner, Whitney 
Cox, and Lawrence McCrea, Asia Past and Present: New Research from AAS, 7 (Ann 
Arbor: Association for Asian Studies, 2011), 153–176. 
69  Kaḷaviyal eṉṟu Iṟaiyaṉār akapporuḷ, commentary on verse 1, 5. 
70  Clare, “Interpreting the Flawless Story”, 20. 
71  Ibid., 21. 
72  See Clare, “Canons, Conventions, and Creativity”, 15–26, for an excellent dis-
cussion of Pērāciriyār as the “most conservative” (15) of Tolkāppiyam commentators 
in his rejection of post-Caṅkam literary developments. 
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 In such a commentarial context, the Vīracōliyam’s approach to 
Tamil as both language and literature positions itself quite uniquely. 
Certainly Puttamittiraṉ and his commentator share in the appeal to 
Cōla patronage that marks so much scholarship of their day; in addi-
tion to the explicit mention of Vīracōlaṉ in verse 3 of the pāyiram 
noted above, for example, the Vīracōliyam identifies the “pure Tamil” 
(centamil)—that begins with initial sounds ka-, ta-, ca-, and so 
forth—as that spoken by Vīrarācēntiraṉ, glossed by Peruntēvaṉār as 
Vīracōlamakārācāvaṉ.73 Yet the geographic heartland of centamil in-
terestingly does not mirror the boundaries of the Cōla kingdom that 
so many medieval Tolkāppiyam commentators cite. While the Vīra-
cōliyam itself echoes the Tolkāppiyam’s pāyiram in tracing the 
boundaries of good Tamil from Vēṅkaṭam to Kumari,74 the commen-
tator more narrowly locates the four boundaries (innāṉku ellai) of 
centamil as the eastern ocean (kuṇakaṭal), Kumari, Vēṅkaṭam, and 
kuṭakam or the western ghats (thus effectively eliminating the Mala-
yāḷam-speaking region).75 As noted briefly above, Vēluppiḷḷai argues 
by process of elimination that the Vīracōliyam actually considers the 
ancient realm of the Pāṇṭiyaṉs to be the true center of centamil; ref-
erences to corrupt usages in other parts of the Tamil-speaking region, 
from Koṅkumaṇṭalam to Toṇṭaimaṇṭalam and even Cōlamaṇṭalam 
suggest,76 perhaps, that the text recenters centamil in the region that 
had long been associated with both the Tolkāppiyam77 and Caṅkam 
poetry.78 
 In other words, the Vīracōliyam and its commentary both partici-
pate in the praise of Cōla royal patrons that marks much medieval 
textual production in Tamil, yet also seek to locate the epicenter of 
standard, “proper” Tamil beyond the Kāviri river valley. Is this a nod 
of respect to the broader geographical vision offered by the Tolkāppi-
yam, or, as Vēluppiḷḷai speculates, perhaps the work of a Pāṇṭiyaṉ 
viceroy of sorts to the Cōla ruler,79 paying homage both to his patron 
and to the traditional identification of his region as the heartland of 
proper centamil? The historical situation that generates this unique 

                                                   
73  Vīracōliyam verse 7 and commentary, 7. 
74  Vīracōliyam verse 8, 7; see Tolkāppiyam: eluttu atikāram Iḷampūraṇar urai 
uṭaṉ (Ceṉṉai: Teṉṉintiya Caivacittānta Nūṟpatippu Kalakam, 1996), 10. 
75  Vīracōliyam commentary on verse 8, 7. 
76  Vēluppiḷḷai, “Some Significant Aspects”, 646. 
77  The pāyiram to the Tolkāppiyam claims that the text was first recited before 
the Pāṇṭiyaṉ ruler; see Tolkāppiyam: eluttu atikāram, 10. 
78  Nakkīraṉār states simply that “the Pāṇṭiyaṉ kings instituted the three Caṅ-
kams”; see Kaḷaviyal eṉṟu Iṟaiyaṉār akapporuḷ, commentary on verse 1, 5. 
79  Vēluppiḷḷai, “Some Significant Aspects”, 653. 
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Cōla-era vision of Tamil-speaking geography will perhaps never be 
known for sure, but the efforts of both text and commentary to shift 
contemporary attention away from Cōlamaṇṭalam as the heart of lit-
erary and grammatical culture certainly signals some manner of de-
liberate authorial choice. 
 Returning to Nakkīraṉār’s eighth-century equation of Tamil with 
the central theoretical project of the Iṟaiyaṉār akapporuḷ, the com-
mentator on the Vīracōliyam clearly shares much in common with his 
contemporaries’ analyses of the Tolkāppiyam, yet the actual content 
of the commentary marks Peruntēvaṉār’s work as quite unique in 
several respects. As the recent work of both Clare80 and Wilden81 
makes clear, medieval commentary provides an important locus for 
the construction of “a Tamil literary past via a process of selection and 
evaluation,”82 a selection process whose criteria often includes con-
cern about ethics or morals.83 In other words, by the twelfth century 
and Peruntēvaṉār’s interpretation of the Vīracōliyam, the processes 
of debating literary tradition, of selecting and excluding extant works 
as properly “literary” or not, and of highlighting various aspects of 
literary works via citation was already well under way. While the Vī-
racōliyam follows the basic commentarial practices of Iḷampūraṇar 
and Nakkīraṉār, Cēṉāvaraiyar and Pērāciriyar, what counts as au-
thentic Tamil “tradition” shares far more with the Yāpparuṅkalam 
virutti’s wide-ranging approach to literary theory and poetic canon 
than with the Tolkāppiyam commentators’ focus on the hegemonic 
authority of the root-text, Caṅkam literature, and its close deriva-
tives.84 Indeed, Peruntēvaṉār cites forty-five verses from the virutti in 
his treatment of yāppu alone. 
 What precisely is recognized as “literary” in the Vīracōliyam com-
mentary, and thus constituted as relevant to Tamil grammatical and 
literary history? Not surprisingly, the commentary provides glimpses 

                                                   
80  Clare, “Canons, Conventions, and Creativity”. 
81  Eva Wilden, “Canonisation of Classical Tamil Texts in the Mirror of the Poe-
tological Commentaries“, in Between Preservation and Recreation: Tamil Traditions 
of Commentary: Proceedings of a Workshop in Honour of T. V. Gopal Iyer, ed. Eva 
Wilden (Pondichéry: Institut Français de Pondichéry and l’École Française 
d’Extrême-Orient, 2009), 145–165. 
82  Ibid., 145. 
83  Wilden, “Introduction”, 43. For more on the moralizing interpretive force of 
Tamil commentary, as well the role of commentary in the stabilizing of texts them-
selves, see Norman Cutler, “Interpreting Tirukkuṟaḷ: The Role of Commentary in the 
Creation of a Text”, Journal of the American Oriental Society 112/4 (1992):549–566. 
84  See Clare, “Canons, Conventions, and Creativity”, 26–58, for a discussion of the 
Yāpparuṅkalam virutti, especially its innovations in akam poetics and its general 
approach to Tamil literature and literary theory. 
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of a perhaps once substantial Buddhist literature in Tamil, verses 
from texts now lost but also known to non-Buddhist commentators.85 
Peruntēvaṉār, for example, cites the kaṭavuḷ vālttu or benediction 
from the (now lost) Kuṇṭalakēci, a verse that refers to Buddha’s con-
stant efforts on behalf of others;86 elsewhere the Kuṇṭalakēci is cited 
as “the first kāvya entirely in viruttam meter” (kuṇṭalakēci mutalāṉa 
kāppiyam ellām viruttamām)87 and is noted, along with the Jain 
Utayaṇaṉ katai, for its rigorous poetic style (vali) and difficult poetic 
complexity.88 Far more commonly cited are verses with obvious Bud-
dhist inclinations but of no known or extant source, ranging from 
simple lines of praise to the Buddha as “great physician” (maruntu 
mākumē)89 to twelve illustrations of praise-poems in honor of both 
Buddha and king.90 
 Yet other aspects of Tamil literary tradition in Peruntēvaṉār’s day 
are neither excluded nor ignored; praise of the Buddha and bodhi-
sattva is embedded in a Tamil literary canon that is both inter-secta-
rian and thoroughly ethicized. Jain verses are cited quite frequently as 
illustrations, from the eighth-century book of moral maxims known 
as the Nālaṭiyār and the eleventh-century long narrative poem, the 
Cūḷāmaṇi.91 The fourth- or fifth-century Tirukkuṟaḷ—perhaps author-
ed by a Jain, but eventually claimed by every religious community in 
the Tamil-speaking region—is quoted a staggering fifty-eight times 
throughout the commentary; as demonstrated elsewhere,92 Perun-
tēvaṉār’s selections from the Tirukkuṟaḷ largely ignore the text’s em-
phasis on the delights of wedded love, focusing instead on verses em-
phasizing duty, honor, generosity, and the despair wrought by un-
checked passions. Yet Peruntēvaṉār claims more than Buddhist and 
Jain poetics (and moral maxims) for Tamil literature; he also quotes 

                                                   
85  In his commentary on the Tolkāppiyam, for example, the great fourteenth-
century scholar, Nacciṉārkkiṉiyar (a Śaiva brahmin), cites a verse depicting the bo-
dhisattva’s giving of his own flesh to a hungry tiger (puṉiṟṟu paciyulanta puli piṇavu 
taṉātu . . .) that is also cited in the Vīracōliyam commentary (on verse 102, 114); see 
Tolkāppiyam: poruḷatikāram Nacciṉārkkiṉiyar urai, vol. 1 (Ceṉṉai: Teṉṉintiya Cai-
vacittānta Nūṟpatippu Kalakam, 1967), commentary on verse 76, 233. 
86  Vīracōliyam commentary on verses 107 and 121–122, 125 and 164–165. The 
verse is identified as belonging to the Kuṇṭalakēci only in the fifteenth-century an-
thology known as the Puṟattiraṭṭu (Puṟattiraṭṭu, ed. I. Iḷaṅkumāraṉ [Ceṉṉai: 
Teṉṉintiya Caivacittānta Nūṟpatippu Kalakam, 1972], 2). 
87  Vīracōliyam commentary on verse 127, 175. 
88  Vīracōliyam commentary on verse 144, 201. 
89  Vīracōliyam commentary on verse 107, 124. 
90  See, for example, Vīracōliyam commentary on verse 115, 140–146. 
91  Both cited in Vīracōliyam commentary on verse 109, 130. 
92  Monius, Imagining a Place, 150–153. 
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occasionally from Caṅkam akam poetry, but, again, with a distinct 
selection that emphasizes themes of separation, loss, and transience. 
The commentator selects verses from the akam anthology known as 
Kuṟuntokai, for example, that focus on the anguish of unchecked 
love: “I pine and suffer great affliction on a bed of ill sleep”93 and “oh 
great one, are the houses pleasing to those left alone”?94 Three short 
lines from Puṟanāṉūṟu are drawn from a poem on the kāñci theme of 
transience that imagines the devastation of a great city after battle.95 
While the bulk of Peruntēvaṉār’s citations are drawn from unknown 
sources (that also appeal to the perhaps Jain author of the Yāppa-
ruṅkalam virutti), even extant Tamil literature—at the heart of the 
Tolkāppiyam’s canon of Caṅkam classics—can be productively align-
ed with the Buddhist values of the root-text and its commentator. 
 Given its primary project of describing Tamil grammar and literary 
expression through the lenses provided by vaṭanūl, it is perhaps not 
surprising that the Vīracōliyam and its commentary present unique 
understandings of literary genre. The ways of classifying literature are 
taken up for discussion three times in the root-text, the first in the 
treatment of prosody or yāppu. Here Puttamittiraṉ divides ceyyuḷ or 
poetic composition into two types: pattiyam (literature in recognized 
forms and meters) and kattiyam (divided into two classes: poetry in 
deficient or incorrect form and prose suffering from similar errors).96 
Later the Vīracōliyam adopts the classification scheme of Daṇḍin in 
his Kāvyādarśa, outlining four types of poetic composition: mutta-
kam (Sanskrit muktaka), the single-stanza poem; kuḷakam (Sanskrit 
kulaka), the five-stanza poem; tokai (a Tamil translation of the San-
skrit koṣa) or anthology of verses; and kāppiyam (Sanskrit kāvya), 
defined by Puttamittiraṉ as a “great work” or mānūl.97 After carefully 
distinguishing between viraviyal as the mixing of Sanskrit letters or 
sounds (vaṭa eluttu) with Tamil and maṇipravāḷam—as the mixing of 
Sanskrit words (teyva col) with Tamil—98 the Vīracōliyam offers a 
two-fold system of literary classification into tuṟaikkavi and kiḷa-
vikkavi. The first is characterized by a list beginning with eight 

                                                   
93  Kuṟuntokai 216 in Vīracōliyam commentary on verse 117: yāṉē tōṭu ār el vaḷai 
nekila ēṅki/pāṭu amai cēkkaiyiṉ. . . 
94  Kuṟuntokai 124 in Vīracōliyam commentary on verse 117: iṉiyavō peruma 
tamiyōrkku maṉaiyē? 
95  Puṟanāṉūṟu 345, cited in Vīracōliyam commentary on verse 117, 154. 
96  Vīracōliyam verse 110, 131. 
97  Vīracōliyam verse 176, 268. 
98  Vīracōliyam verse 180, 283. Note the Puttamittiraṉ twice states earlier that 
Sanskrit letters (eluttu) should not occur in Tamil poetry (Vīracōliyam verses 142–
143, 199). 
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themes, from the scorn of a king (maṟam) to the effusive babbling of 
a drunkard (kaḷi) and the power of magicians (campiratam).99 All 
eight characteristics mentioned by name are recognizable as (or rec-
ognizable translations of) the fourteen to eighteen different elements 
of the kalampakam, literally “mixture,” an extremely productive 
genre first theorized in the twelfth-century Paṉṉiru pāṭṭiyal.100 Kiḷa-
vikkavi is simply said to exude excellence (tiṟam) and possess many 
fine qualities (pala pōkkum). The result of poetry (poruḷ) is said to be 
dharma (aṟam), kāma (iṉpam) and mokṣa (vīṭu).101 In commenting 
on the root-text’s treatment of cittirakkavi (a form of poetry untheo-
rized in Tamil before the Vīracōliyam’s appropriation of Daṇḍin), 
Peruntēvaṉār offers yet a fourth mode of classifying literary texts: as 
taṉinilai ceyyuḷ (isolated stanzas), toṭarnilai ceyyuḷ (connected stan-
zas), and taṉippāta ceyyuḷ (single stanza).102 
 In short, both Puttamittiraṉ and Peruntēvaṉār seem remarkably 
flexible about classifying Tamil literature, willing and able to work 
with multiple systems that basically treat both form and content. In 
other words, two of the systems above classify by stanzaic form, one 
on the basis of acceptable and unacceptable usage. The Vīracōliyam’s 
listing of the thematic elements found in tuṟaikkavi in its final verse—
perhaps a nod toward the emerging theorization of all Tamil literature 
in terms of praise genres to the king in the pāṭṭiyal grammars—also 
implies some form of critique, as tuṟaikkavi is marked as distinct 
from the “excellence” (tiṟam) and “many fine qualities” (pala pōkk-
um) of kiḷavikkavi. Is this intended to separate proper kāppiyam 
from new forms of poetic theorization and production?103 
 Placed in the context of Tamil theoretical and commentarial litera-
ture produced prior to and during the Cōla period, the Vīracōliyam’s 
(and its commentary’s) intellectual projects come into sharper focus. 
Like the ninth-century Kannaḍa Kavirājamārgam discussed at 

                                                   
99  Vīracōliyam verse 181, 283. Unfortunately, Peruntēvaṉār does little more than 
gloss the verse. 
100  See Paṉṉiru pāṭṭiyal, ed. K. R. Kōvintarāca Mutaliyār (Ceṉṉai: Teṉṉintiya 
Caivacittānta Nūṟpatippu Kalakam, 1963), 129–130. 
101  Vīracōliyam verse 181, 283. 
102  Vīracōliyam commentary on verse 179, 280. Aṭiyārkkunallār’s thirteenth-
century commentary on the Cilappatikāram provides an explanation for toṭarnilai 
ceyyuḷ as a poem uniting akam and puṟam elements with its stanzas (called here taṉi 
ceyyuḷ) connected either by content or by poetic form; see Iḷaṅkō Aṭikaḷ, Cilappati-
kāram mūlamum arumpata uraiyum Aṭiyārkkunallār uraiyum, ed. U. Vē. Cāminā-
taiyar (Ceṉṉai: Ṭākṭar U. Vē. Cāminātaiyar Nūlnilaiyam, 1978), 6. 
103  Manuel, Literary Theories in Tamil, 174, speculates that tuṟaikkavi might cor-
respond to “folkloric literature” and kiḷavikkavi to “classical” literature. 
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length by Pollock,104 the Vīracōliyam “self-consciously theorizes the 
relationship between vernacular and cosmopolitan ways of literary 
practice”;105 unlike the Kavirājamārgam in its Kannaḍa literary con-
text, however, the stance taken toward vaṭanūl in the Vīracōliyam 
and its commentary are controversial minority positions in a Cōla-era 
literary culture more keenly interested in preserving the traditions of 
the Tolkāppiyam and the Caṅkam anthologies as authentically 
“Tamil,” positions that would not be attempted again for another five 
hundred years. In the commentarial practices of Nakkīraṉār and Pēr-
āciriyar, Iḷampūraṇar and Cēṉāvaraiyar, Tamil language and litera-
ture are identified largely in terms of Tolkāppiyam, Caṅkam, and 
Śiva. That Puttamittiraṉ grounds his treatment of Tamil-through-
Sanskrit in the authoritative structures of the Tolkāppiyam—and ad-
dresses his verses throughout to Tamil language personified as a 
beautiful woman—106 obviously signals an intention to root the ap-
propriation of vaṭanūl in unequivocal respect for, even devotion to, 
the beauties of Tamil and the authority of Tamil theory. The closest 
analogues to the Vīracōliyam and its commentary in the Cōla period 
are, interestingly enough, theoretical texts assumed to be of Jain au-
thorship: the Yāpparuṅkalam and its anonymous virutti and the 
Yāpparuṅkalakkārikai, all of which, in addressing issues of prosody, 
assume the Tolkāppiyam to be simply one authority among many.107 
Does this perhaps suggest that the construction of a Tolkāppiyam- 
and Caṅkam-based literary history is primarily a project of Śaiva 
brahmins? Indeed, in considering the unique place of the Vīracōli-
yam and its commentary in Cōla-era processes of vernacularization 
(and the resistance to the same), does it matter in any way that both 
author and commentator demonstrate explicitly Buddhist inclina-
tions? 
 

                                                   
104  Pollock, Language of the Gods, 330–379. 
105  Ibid., 330. 
106  This begins as early as Vīracōliyam verse 1, 2, which ends with “oh divine lan-
guage” (tē moliyē), glossed by the commentator (2) as “address to a woman” (tē 
moliyē eṉpatu makaṭūu muṉṉilai). 
107  The twelfth-century Taṇṭiyalaṅkāram—as above, an independent treatise in-
terpreting Daṇḍin’s Kāvyādarśa for Tamil—is difficult to assign to any particular 
religious inclination. 
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The Vīracōliyam and its Commentary in the    
Buddhist World of South Asia 

That the Vīracōliyam and its commentary take up the project of theo-
rizing Tamil grammar and poetics via Sanskritic frameworks as Bud-
dhists, in the name of Avalōkitaṉ and in order to explicate the poetic 
expression of the bodhisattva’s acts of self-sacrifice, seems less sur-
prising, perhaps, in the context of Buddhist innovation in multiple 
languages across pre-modern South Asia. Although the Vīracōliyam 
stands out in Tamil literary history not only for the theoretical posi-
tions it assumes but for its very existence as a Buddhist text composed 
in Tamil, both the text and its commentary share in much broader 
patterns of Buddhist grammatical and literary production. Both texts’ 
Buddhist inclinations, in other words, seem more than coincidental. 
 Before considering how Puttamittiraṉ and Peruntēvaṉār participate 
in broader movements within a South Asian Buddhist theoretical 
world, it is important to acknowledge some key differences in each text, 
particularly in regard to intellectual focus. While the Vīracōliyam, for 
example, might stand out today for being the first Tamil text to say ex-
plicitly that it follows a particular Sanskrit thinker in its treatment of 
alaṅkāram, the text actually devotes considerably more verses (fifty-
five) to col (morphology) than to any other topic (alaṅkāram, by con-
trast, receives forty-one verses of attention, yāppu thirty-six, eluttu 
twenty-eight, and poruḷ a mere twenty-one); only the col chapter is 
further subdivided, in this case into six distinct treatments of word-
formation based on Sanskrit models. In theorizing Tamil grammar and 
poetics “according to the traditions of vaṭanūl” in only 181 verses, 
Puttamittiraṉ displays the most theoretical interest in Sanskrit 
vyākaraṇa and Daṇḍin, and devotes the least attention to the topic of 
akam and puṟam poetics (poruḷ). On the other hand, Peruntēvaṉār’s 
commentarial interests are somewhat the reverse; he devotes relatively 
little attention to eluttu and col—108 primarily glossing and explaining 
the verse in the root-text—but exerts much greater energy on explicat-
ing and providing illustrations for the chapters on poetics, particularly 
alaṅkāram and yāppu.109 While grammar, in other words, demands 
most of Puttamittiraṉ’s theoretical attention, the explication of literary 
forms and the anthologization of Tamil verses amenable to Buddhist 
sensibilities constitute the bulk of Peruntēvaṉār’s effort. 

                                                   
108  Twenty-five and sixty-two pages, respectively, in the Kōvintarāca Mutaliyār 
edition. 
109  In the Kōvintarāca Mutaliyār edition, eighty-nine pages are devoted to alaṅ-
kāram and seventy-five to yāppu. Poruḷ again receives the least attention (thirty-four 
pages). 



124 Anne E. Monius 
 

 

 While Vēluppiḷḷai is correct, in part, in stating that “it is not possi-
ble to find anything Buddhist within the grammatical portion of the 
[Vīracōliyam]”110—the section on col concludes with a verse outlining 
the qualities “true Tamil”111 and attributes such language to Avalō-
kitaṉ—the larger project of the text itself, particularly in its appropria-
tion of vyākaraṇa lenses in its second chapter, might be considered 
“Buddhist” from multiple perspectives. First, the pāyiram’s associa-
tion of Avalōkitaṉ with Akattiyaṉ (and the association of both with 
Sanskrit and Tamil) echoes a long tradition of Buddhist claims to the 
origins of Sanskrit vyākaraṇa (and their Śaiva counter-claims). While 
it is possible that the now-lost Bṛhatkathā draws the oldest connec-
tion between Śiva and Pāṇini,112 the first clear textual attestation to 
the long Pāṇinian tradition that Śiva himself gave the grammarian the 
Aṣṭādhyāyī can be found in Haradatta’s Padmañjarī, a commentary 
on the Kāśikāvṛtti; perhaps not coincidentally, Haradatta composed 
his text in South India during the Cōla period.113 The same verse that 
Haradatta cites is repeated again in the benediction of the tenth-
century Rūpāvatāra, a rearrangement of the Aṣṭādhyāyī attributed to 
the tenth-century South Indian or Sri Lankan Buddhist monk, Dhar-
makīrti (more on this text below): “Greetings to Pāṇini, he who re-
ceived the Sanskrit alphabet (akṣarasamāmnāya) from Maheśvara 
and recited the entire grammar.”114 Counter to this claim are many 
Buddhist attestations to the contrary, that the ultimate source of 
Pāṇini’s intellectual achievement is not Śiva but the bodhisattva Ava-
lokiteśvara.115 Tāranātha’s sixteenth-century history of Indian Bud-
dhism, for example, describes Pāṇini in a number of ways: as a brah-
min sympathetic to Buddhism116 and as Avalokiteśvara himself.117 Bu-

                                                   
110  Vēluppiḷḷai, “Some Significant Aspects“, 645. 
111  Vīracōliyam verse 83, 86, including both the proper usage of Sanskrit words 
(vaṭacol kiṭappu) and Tamil tradition (tamil marapu). 
112  See Madhav M. Deshpande, “Who Inspired Pāṇini? Reconstructing the Hindu 
and Buddhist Counter-Claims“, Journal of the American Oriental Society 117/3 
(1997):453, for the chain of circumstantial evidence leading back to Guṇādhya’s text. 
113  Deshpande, “Who Inspired Pāṇini?” 448–449. 
114  Dharmakīrti, Rūpāvatāra, ed. M. Rangacharya, vol. 1 (Madras: G. A. Natesan, 
1927), 1: yenākṣarasamāmnāyam adhigamya maheśvarāt/kṛtsnaṃ vyākaraṇam 
proktaṃ tasmai pāṇinaye namaḥ. Dharmakīrti goes on to praise the Buddha in the 
following verse (more on that below). 
115  See Deshpande, “Who Inspired Pāṇini“, 453–462, for a survey of the relevant 
Buddhist materials. 
116  Tāranātha, History of Buddhism in India, trans. Lama Chimpa and Alaka Chat-
topadhyaya, ed. Debiprasad Chattopadhyaya (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1990), 16. 
117  Here Tāranātha cites a prophesy in the Mañjuśrīmūlatantra that the grammar-
ian will eventually gain enlightenment (History of Buddhism, 83). 
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ston’s fourteenth-century history explicitly states that Buddhist tradi-
tion holds the bodhisattva to be the source of Pāṇini’s text.118 Thus 
the Vīracōliyam’s identification of Avalōkitaṉ (rather than Śiva) as 
the source of Akattiyaṉ’s Tamil—and the insistence throughout that 
the Tamil language described in accordance with vaṭanūl is the “true 
Tamil” of Avalōkitaṉ—reflects broader trans-regional and inter-sec-
tarian conversations about the authoritative source of language and 
its theoretical analysis, conversations in which Buddhist scholars 
were active participants. 
 More than merely claiming the language it describes for the bodhi-
sattva, the Vīracōliyam’s theoretical content actively participates in a 
robust Buddhist tradition of grammatical innovation, from early 
“practical” grammars such as the Kaumāralāta and Kātantra to more 
complex treatments of Pāṇini and Patañjali in the fifth-century 
Candravyākaraṇa attributed to Candragomin.119 Of particular inter-
est in the case of the Vīracōliyam is the tenth-century Rūpāvatāra 
attributed to Dharmakīrti (widely assumed to be of Sri Lanka or 
South Indian origin) cited above. Notable primarily for being the first 
text to recast the sūtras of the Aṣṭādhyāyī in the so-called prakriyā 
style,120 the Rūpāvatāra obviously circulated widely in Cōla South 
India. Numerous inscriptions, for example, attest to the importance of 
the text in Sanskrit curricula throughout the Cōla realm, recording 
donations for the upkeep of both teachers and students of the Rū-
pāvatāra.121 Dharmakīrti’s text even warrants a mention in Tamil in 
the commentary on Amitacākarar’s tenth-century Yāpparuṅka-
lakkārikai; in explaining the import of the text’s title in his comment 
on the first verse, Kuṇacākarar notes that his root-text contains 
mnemonic verses, like the “leading verses” (nītakacculōkam; Sanskrit 
nītakaśloka) in the Urūpāvatāram (Sanskrit Rūpāvatāram).122 
 In light of the Rūpāvatāra’s full-scale rearrangement (and thus 
reinterpretation) of the Aṣṭadhyāyī as the project of a Buddhist 
                                                   
118  Bu-ston, The History of Buddhism in India and Tibet, trans. E. Obermiller, 
Bibiotheca Indo-Buddhica, 26 (Delhi: Sri Satguru, 1986), 167. 
119  For a survey of Buddhist contributions to Sanskrit grammatical theory, see 
Deshpande, “Who Inspired Pāṇini?”, 456; and Hartmut Scharfe, Grammatical Lit-
erature, A History of Indian Literature, ed. Jan Gonda, 5.2.2 (Wiesbaden: Otto Har-
rassowitz, 1977), 162–167. 
120  See K. S. Lalithambal, Dharmakīrti’s Rūpāvatāra—A Critical Study, Bibliotheca 
Indo-Buddica, 153 (Delhi: Sri Satguru, 1995), 3. Prakriyā grammars rearrange the 
sūtras of the Aṣṭādhyāyī topically for greater clarity. 
121  See, for example, the discussion by K. A. Nilakantha Sastri, “A Note on the Rū-
pāvatāra”, Journal of Oriental Research, Madras 8 (1934): 277–278; and George 
Cardona, Pāṇini: A Survey of Research (Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1976), 285. 
122  Amitacākarar, Yāpparuṅkalakkārikai, commentary on verse 1, 3. 
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monk, the Vīracōliyam’s recasting of the Tolkāppiyam through vaṭa-
nūl seems considerably less revolutionary. Although one cannot claim 
with any certainty that the Sanskrit Rūpāvatāra provides a model for 
the col chapter in the Vīracōliyam, a number of parallels between the 
two texts are certainly suggestive. Like the three verses of the Tamil 
pāyiram, for example—that link together in quick succession the 
Buddha, Avalōkitaṉ, Akattiyaṉ, Vīracōlaṉ, Tamil, and Sanskrit—the 
benedictory verses that open Dharmakīrti’s Sanskrit text praise in 
equally quick succession both Śiva and the Buddha. After the verse 
cited above that claims Maheśvara gave Sanskrit and vyākaraṇa to 
Pāṇini, Dharmakīrti goes on to praise the Buddha as sarvajña, “all-
knowing”: “Having bowed to the all-knowing one who is of limitless 
good qualities, I write this small, beautifully and straightforwardly 
assembled Rūpāvatāram for the purpose of instructing children.”123 
In a manner similar to the Vīracōliyam, in other words, the Rūpāva-
tāra draws out a lineage for the language it goes on to describe, 
through multiple figures both divine and human, some straightfor-
wardly Buddhist and others not. 
 Like the Vīracōliyam, the Rūpāvatāra also offers a rearrangement 
and substantial condensation of its authoritative root-text. As above, 
the Tamil text narrows the 1500-plus verses of the Tolkāppiyam to 
181; the Sanskrit text, in turn, completely reassembles the sūtras of 
the Aṣṭādhyāyi and leaves out nearly half, virtually eliminating any 
reference to Pāṇini’s rules governing Vedic usage and focusing instead 
on classical Sanskrit. Moreover, as its title suggests, the Rūpāvatāra 
focuses far more on the proper forms of Sanskrit words, rather than 
on Pāṇinian rules of derivation. In appropriating the frameworks of 
vaṭanūl to analyze Tamil, the Vīracōliyam echoes the Rūpāvatāra in 
emphasizing proper form over any elaborate processes of develop-
ment or adaptation. In fact, the Tamil text’s chapters on eluttu and col 
follow the topical order of the Rūpāvatāra’s chapters on saṃjñāvatā-
ra and saṃhitāvatāra (dealing with phonemic articulation and forms 
of sandhi, respectively, the topics taken up in the Vīracōliyam’s eluttu 
discussion), and on vibhatyāvatāra (veṟṟumai or declension), kāra-
kāvatāra (upakāra or noun-verb relationship), samāsāvatāra (tokai 
or compounds), taddhitāvatāra (tattita or nominal derivatives), and 
a long, ten-part section on dhātu (that covers the Vīracōliyam mate-
rial under tātu and kiriyā, verbal roots and their derivatives). 
 Not only does the Vīracōliyam participate in a radical rethinking 
of grammatical theory as an explicitly Buddhist project in a manner 
akin to the Rūpāvatāra, but the Sanskrit text might itself have pro-
                                                   
123  Dharmakīrti, Rūpāvatāra, 1: sarvajñam anantaguṇaṃ praṇamya bālaprabo-
dhanārtham imam/rūpāvatāram alpaṃ sukalāpam ṛjuṃ kariṣyāmi. 
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vided source material for Puttamittiraṉ. Both texts engage in strate-
gies of innovation in vyākaraṇa/eluttu/col claimed for Buddhism 
that resonate throughout the subcontinent from the earliest frag-
ments of the Kaumāralāta.124 The Rūpāvatāra offers the first full-
scale recodification of the Aṣṭādhyāyī in homage to Pāṇini, Maheś-
vara, and the all-knowing Buddha; the Vīracōliyam presents the 
first—and only, for another half-millennium—full-scale rethinking of 
the Tolkāppiyam’s grammar through the frameworks of Sanskrit 
vyākaraṇa in the name of Avalōkitaṉ, Akattiyaṉ, and Vīracōlan. The 
moves to edit out references to Vedic, to replace Śiva with Avalokiteś-
vara, to integrate Tamil and Sanskrit theories of language, perhaps 
point to wider patterns of Buddhist innovation. 
 Similar patterns of creativity can be seen in Buddhist contributions 
to literature and literary theory throughout pre-modern South Asia, 
providing a broader context in which to evaluate both Puttamittiraṉ’s 
incorporation of Daṇḍin and Peruntēvaṉār’s broad anthologizing of a 
Tamil literary history sensitive to Buddhist ethical concerns. Buddhist 
contributions to both kāvya and alaṃkāraśāstra are far too many 
and diverse to be considered in any depth here. From Aśvaghoṣa’s 
pioneering work in the second century through the influential plays of 
Candragomin and Harṣa,125 Buddhist poets and playwrights contrib-
uted significantly to courtly literary cultures across India for more 
than a millennium. In the evolution of Sanskrit intellectual and liter-
ary practices, and in light of Aśvaghoṣa’s early heroes who attain 
nirvāṇa in the closing scene, Buddhist theorizers were likely the first 
to add śāntarasa—the emotional experience of “the peaceful”—to the 
list of eight rasas first championed by (the Śaiva) Bharata in his 
Nāṭyaśāstra. Stray references point to the work of a Buddhist drama-
turgist named Rāhula as incorporating śānta as a ninth rasa;126 cer-
tainly the Buddhist plays Lokānanda and Nāgānanda play a critical 
role in the medieval development of Kashmiri theories of poetic 
rasa.127 Mahimabhaṭṭa’s eleventh-century refutation of the idea of 
poetic suggestion (dhvani) championed by Ānandavardhana and Ab-
hinavagupta relies heavily on the work of the Buddhist logician, 
Dharmakīrti; Mahimabhaṭṭa’s Vyaktiviveka argues that the savoring 
of rasa is made possible by inference (anumāna) alone, effectively 
aligning literary theory with a Buddhist epistemology.128 

                                                   
124  Scharfe, Grammatical Literature, 162. 
125  For an overview of these works, see A. K. Warder, Indian Kāvya Literature 
(Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass, 1990), vol. 2, 142–181; vol. 3, 66–75; and vol. 4, 52–65. 
126  Warder, Indian Kāvya, vol. 1, 40. 
127  Ibid., vol. 1, 40. 
128  For a discussion of Mahimabhaṭṭa’s Vyaktiviveka, see Lawrence J. McCrea, The 
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 In the context of such widespread and enduring Buddhist contri-
butions to the development of both Sanskrit literature and Sanskrit 
literary theory, Puttamittiraṉ’s interest in interpreting Daṇḍin for 
Tamil poetry, no less Peruntēvaṉār’s work of gathering together a 
body of Tamil literature that both illustrates well the compatibility of 
Tamil with vaṭamoli and speaks to worldviews compatible with Bud-
dhism, again render the association of each project with Avalōkitaṉ 
and the Buddha something other than coincidental. Although obvi-
ously composed in Tamil rather than in Sanskrit, the interest in using 
extant theory in new ways—and thus pushing both literary form and 
theory forward—on the part of both the Vīracōliyam and its commen-
tary reflects much wider Buddhist patterns of innovation and creativ-
ity. 

Concluding Thoughts 
In returning to the Vīracōliyam and Peruntēvaṉār’s commentary af-
ter a decade of further thought and much new scholarship on South 
Indian history and literature, both texts now appear simultaneously 
both more “Tamil” and more “Buddhist,” thoroughly embedded in 
complex ways in the scholarly conversations flowing through the Cōla 
courts of medieval Tamilnāṭu, yet equally situated in much broader 
currents of explicitly Buddhist discourses of grammar and poetics. 
Both texts’ “Tamil” and “Buddhist” inclinations perhaps go a long way 
toward explaining their relative uniqueness in South Indian literary 
history, their originality in analyzing Tamil through Sanskrit lenses, 
as well as their somewhat stunning lack of any obvious successors to 
that project for at least five centuries. As “Tamil” texts, the Vīracōli-
yam and its commentary chart a unique course in theorizing Tamil 
directly through vaṭanūl, although framed by the Tolkāppiyam; al-
though a move typical of vernacularization processes in other linguis-
tic regions, in the context of an emerging brahminic focus on Caṅkam 
poetry and the Tolkāppiyam as authentically Tamil, Cōla, and Śaiva, 
theirs was a minority position at best. In wedding the treatment of 
Akattiyaṉ’s Tamil as “divine language” to Avalōkitaṉ and the Buddha, 
the Vīracōliyam and its commentary perhaps fell into disuse as a still-
enigmatic community of Tamil-speaking Buddhists disappeared, if 
such a community ever existed at all. 
  
                                                                                                                        
Teleology of Poetics in Medieval Kashmir, Harvard Oriental Series, ed. Michael Wit-
zel, 71 (Cambridge: Department of Sanskrit and Indian Studies, Harvard University, 
2008), 398–440. 
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As the first intentional theorization of Tamil grammar and poetics 
through principles developed for an unrelated language, the work of 
Puttamittiraṉ and Peruntēvaṉār marks an important point in South 
Indian intellectual history. The continuing story of the relationship of 
Tamil to vaṭanūl, of theory in multiple languages to literary composi-
tion in multiple languages, certainly merits further scholarly investi-
gation, as does the Buddhist contribution to such efforts. 






