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PUBLISHER’S NOTE

We have great pleasure in placing before our readers this
exposition in English of Periya Puranam, one of the seminal texts
of Saiva Siddhanta.

References to Siva and the worship of Siva are extant even
in the earliest Tamil literature.  Siva as conceived in Saiva Siddhanta
is not merely one of the Trimurtis, but the Supreme Being to whom
Brahma and Vishnu offer obeisance. Siva is called Pati or Master
with the five functions of Srishti (Origination), Sthiti (Sustentation),
Samhara (destruction), Tirodhana (veiling) and Anugraha (Grace).
The Jiva or human soul is called Pasu or animal because it is tied
up by Pasa or the rope of bondage. This Pasa. is the result of
three impurities or Malas. The Anava-Mala is due to primordial
ignorance—what is called Avidya in Advaita. Karma-mala
accrues from the good and bad deeds of the Jiva. Maya-mala
is the impurity arising from attachiment to the world. To efface
the Karma-mala and Maya-mala four paths are prescribed. ~First
is Sariyai consisting in external acts of worship like cleaning the
temple, gathering Rowers for the deity etc. This is called Dasa
Marga or the path of the servant. This leads to Salokya, or residing
in God’s abode. The second stagz is Kriyai consisting in intimate
service to God. This is called Salputra Marga, the path of the
good son. This takes the devotee necarer to God, Samipya.

The third stage is Yoga which implies mnternal worship or
meditation. This is Sakhya Murga, the path of friendship. This
leads to Sarupya, attaiming the form of God. The last path is
Jnana. the path of Sanmarga, because it takes the devotee to Sat,
which is God. This leads to Sayujya, union with God. [t is said
that these disciplinies can remove only Karma-mala and Maya-mala,
while the Anava-mala can be removed only by God’s grace.

This theology was systematized only late in the 13th Century
A.D. by Meykanda Deva in his Siva-Jnana-Bodham which is the
basic text of Saiva Siddhanta Philosophy. Two other authoritative
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texts are the Siva-Jnana-Siddhiyar of Arulnandi and Siva-prakasam
of Umapati Sivacharya. But the great period of Saivism was
when the sixty three canonical saints, called the Nayanmars or the
Adiyars, lived and showed the people the way of devotion to Siva.
The Periya Puranam of Sekkizhaar is a literary masterpiece celinea-
ting the lives, deeds and sayings of these servants of the Lord.
Of these Appar, Thirugnana Sambandar, Sundaramoorthy Swamikal
and Manikkavachakar are the four pillars of the edifice of Saiva
Siddhanta. In this present work, the hagiography of the first
three is dealt with in detail and that of the other Nayanmars in a
briefer form.

The translation in English has been done by a well-versed
Saivite scholar, Sri G. Vanmikanathan. We are thankful to Gii
N. Mahalingam, the eminent industrialist, who has not only func-
tioned as the General Editor of this book, but has also substantially
subsidized the publication. We hope that this magnificent devo-
tional poem will enable the readers to dwell in auspiciousness or
Sivam.

Sri Ramakrishna Math PUBLISHER.
Madras
October 1985.



PREFACE

“The Periyapuranam is an account of the lives of Saivite Saints
who lived in the Tamil Kingdoms hundreds of years ago. The
lives of sixty three Saints are spoken of in the Periyapuranam.
These Saints do not belong to any one community; they hail from
various commnnities—high and low, rich and poor. They have
brought into the lims-light the various aspects of Saivismi.

Reference is made to these Saints and their lives in the works
and com.nentaries of Saiva Siddhanta, works such as Sivagnana
Siddhiar and Thirukkalitruppadier. Any one who reads the lives
of these Nayanmars will no doubt be impressed by the sense of
devotion they had for the Almighty. This is the underlying theme
of the whole of Periyupuranam, although the methods followed by
the Nayanmars are not the saine. The life of each and every
Saint 1s a grand illustration of the emancipation of the soul in its
search for the Supreme Divine Being.

The lives of these Saints are told in various works in Tamil
Sanskrit, Canarese and Telugu.. However, the most ancient of them
are in Tamil and Sanskrit. The one in Tamil is called Periyapuranam
or Thiru Thondar Puranam-authored by Sekkizhaar. This version
is based on Thiru Thondaththokai of Sundaramoorthy Swamigal
and Thiruthondar Thiruvandadi of Nambiandar Nambi. The
date of Sundaramoorthy Swamigal is the eighth century after
Christ and that of Nambiandar Nambi is the tenth century. Sekki-
zhar lived in the cleventh century and was the prime minister in the
court of Kulothunga Chola who reigned during the eleventh century.

Saint Umapathi Sivacharya of the thirteenth century has also
authored an account of the lives of these Saints. His work entitled
Thiruthondar Purana Saram, is also based on the Thiruthonda Thokai
of Nambiandar Nambi. Of the works in Tamil, the Thiruthonda
Thokai of Sundaramurthy Swamigal is the first. It also forms part
of the Saint’s Tevarams. This decade contains ten songs beginning
with the words, “I am the servant of the servants of the servants of
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Tillai” (o eurp st b JYurisGw g Cuer).
These Tevarams were composed in Tillai and relate, in a very brief
form, the lives of all the saints. )

The ‘most important of all the works relating to the lives of
the Saints is that of Sekkizhaar and contains detailed information
on the lives of the Saints. Since that date, Sekkizhaar’s work has
taken a place next only to the Tevaram and Thiruvachakam and
has been the source of information and solace to all devotees.

Sekkizhaar, being an admirer of nature and beauty like the
Nayanmars, has expressed himself in a simple, sober style. His
poetry charms all readers and large audiences have been held spell
bound by the recitation of the Periyapuranam. It is not only a
document of Hindu religious history but is also a literary masterpiece
which should attract every student of Tamil Literature.

Thiru G. Vanmikanathan, author of many books such as
“Pathway to God trod by St. Ramalingar”, and “Pathway to God
through Thiruvachagam” has dealt with the subject in an excellent
manner, grouping the subjects under suitable captions and has given
lucid translations of Sekkizhaar.

Much would depend on the mental make-up of the reader in
understanding the lives of these Saints. If one's fdith is strong,
he can read them as absolute truth and believe them as true—which
is sure to strengthen him in his spiritual life. He can read. them for
the spiritual guidance that could be taken from the lives of the
saints. Most of Periyapuranam carries the teachings on the
surface, but one has to dive deeper to pick up the rare gems.

" This being the first comprehensive English work on Periya-
puranam, it will be of immense value to the English-kn_owlng public
as well. T am happy that I am associated with this publication.

I am particularly thankful to Dr. K.R. Srinivasa Iyengar,
former Vice-Chancellor, Andhra University, for having given a
Forewerd to the book, which is by itself a literary masterpiece.

I am very much indebted to Swami Tapasyananda for getting'the
sanction of the Headquarters of Sri Ramakrishna Math to publish
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this great work of Sekkizhaar. Sri-la-Sri Kasivasi Arulnandi Tham-
biran Swamikal, Head of Tiruppanandal Mutt, always desired that a
religious musenn based on Periyapuranam should be set up at
Madras and I do hope that this work will be the prelude to that
great work. 1 am also indebted to all members of the Ramakrishna
Math who assisted the work and my respectful regards to Thiru
Vanmikanathan for his erudite work done at his ripe old ag:.

N. MAHALINGAM



FOREWORD

I could not understand why a scholar of eminence and seasoned
writer like my esteemed friend Thiru G. Vanmikanathan, should
ask me to contribute a,Foreword to what is his most ambitious
effort yet, “The Condensed English Version of Periyapuranam”. My
knowledge of Tamil poetry is small, and of Tamil Saivism even less.
It could be that, coming from an elder, the assignment was meant
to give me an opportunity to rectify my ignorance to some extent
at least. If so, it is a kindness and not alone an honour extended
to me. And, indeed, I have fried to make what profitable use I can
of this singular compulsion to plunge into the confluence of Sekkiz-
haar and Vanmikanathan, only to be buffeted between Sekkizhaar’s
encyclopaedic hagiology and divine poesy, and Vanmikanathan’s
polyphonic reasonings- and twin harmonies of prose and verse,
and presently, edified as well as exhausted, to feel fulfilled by the
sheer exhilaration of the unique adventure.

Since the publication of hLis edition of V. V.S. Aiyar’s
“Kamba Ramayana: A Study”, G.V. has conquered, as it were,
whole continents in the ‘realms of gold’. Hadn’t he received our rever-
ed Jagadguru Kanchi Periyaval’s benediction and ordainment for the
future, ‘“‘Even like this, may you persevere in your service to Tamil!”
Sure enough, G.V.’s prose translation of Tirukkural appeared in
1969, and was followed two years later, by Pathway to God through
Tamil Literature (Part I—Through the ‘Tiruvachakam’). It was a
gallant, if also arduous, exercise in interpretation and verse transla-
tion, and more or less set the pattern for the literary ministry of the
coming years. With Professor R.D. Ranade’s classic triology -of
‘The Pathway to God’ in Kannada, Marathi and Hindi literatures
for an exemplum, G.V. scheduled his own comprehénsive Agenda:

“Before my desire is completely fulfilled, two or three
more books should be written, one on the path shown by
the first Seven Tirumurais and the Tenth Tirumurai—
the Tirumandiram—another on the path shown by Thayu-
manavar and Ramalinga Swamigal, and a third on the
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path shown by the Alwars. There could be another book
on the path shown by the Siddhars.”

Aside {rom significant fall-out activities like essays and dis-
courses and the well-cut monographs on Appar, Manikkavasagar
and Ramalingar, G.V.’s major achievement of the next quinquenn-
ium was Pathway to God trod by Saint Ramalingar (1976), a massive
tome including verse transladons of nearly 1000 stanzas from
Tiru-Arutpa, Aund now, piling Pelion on Ossa, ‘This Condensed
English Version of Periyapuranam.’ In his late seventies ard
early eighties, G. V. Pillay retains the buovancy and commands
the purposive energy thas might well put to shame a much
younger man.

‘The Tamil Saiva Canon comprises the twelve Tirumurais:
the first seven (collectively called ‘Tevaram’) being the outpourings
of Tirugnana Sambandhar, Appar and Sundarar, the eighth (called
‘Tiruvachakam’) those of Manikkavasagar, the ninth (called
“Tiru-isaippa’y a miscellaneous collection, the tenth(called ‘Tiruman-
diram’) being :he miystic recoraations of Tirumoylar, the eleventh
another miscellaneous collection, andl the twelfth and last is Sek-
kizhaar’s Periyapuranam that weaves into a splendid epic parrative
the lives of the sixty-three Tamil Saiva Saints. The Canon brings
together nearly20,000 verses, and themusings,meditations and affirma
tions of twenty-six singer-saints. Like the twelve Alwars (including
the marvellous mystic-minstrel, Andal) of the Vaishnava Tamil
Canon, the ‘sixty three’ Nayanmars too form a mighty aggregate
who zssert eternal Providence and exemplify the ways of the Divine
to purblind humanity. The ‘sixty-three’ and a ‘motley’ assembly
of the Siva-intoxicated, some movingly and memorably- ‘Vocal’
but many dumb in their overrnastering devotion to the Lord;
drawn from ali regions of Tamil Nadu (and even beyond), and from
all castes, classes, professions, stages of life, and. from both sexes;
householders; all, yet ascetic in their renunciation of meat, hunting,
anger, pride and greed; and addicts of a divine humanism that
swears by service of the. interpenetrating universes of man, flora
and fauna. The ‘sixty-three’ make a world of ardours, aspirations,
intensities, contradictions, seeming aberrations, sore trials, startling
transcendences, yet it is a world Wonda,rf'ully beld together and
sustamedby the Bhakti elan vital, by the love of God, and of the God
in all, and the unfziling ambiance of Divine Grace.
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These prophets and practitioners' of God-love, these adepts
and laureates of Bhakti,—these servitors, these children, these
com.ades of Siva — these devotees of the Divine’s exemplars,
these sixty-three darlings of Infinity, as they make their appearance
and leap into scintillating life in Sekkizhaar’s poetic universe, they
acquire a ‘criticality’ that engineers their prolonging themselves
permanently in our—and in the earth’s—consciousness. First they
are barely listed (sixty-three saints, and nine saintly groups) with a
brilliant brevity and haunting reverberation in Suvndarar’s ‘Tiru-
thondar Thokai’; then the sixty-three are more elaborately described
in Nambi-aandar-Nambi’s ‘Tiruthondar Tiruvandadi’ in eighty nine
quatrains (as against Sundarar’s eleven eight-line stanzas). And
finally, the golden galaxy spreads to epic proportions in the 4286
stanzas of Sekkizhaar’s Periyapuranam. It is rather like three
concentric and expanding universes, but Siva is at the centre,
with the sixty-three (and, by implication, numberless other Bhaktas)
orbiting and orchestrating the music of the marvellous divine-human
relationship. The roll-calls of the devotees in all three recordations,
although they follow neithera chronological nor an original nor any
other obvious rule of arrangement, nevertheless seem to have their
own compelling logic in the heaving poetic spans of Sundarar,
Nambi-aandar-Nambi and Sekkizhaar.

In the present interpretative study, however, Thiru Vanmi-
kanathan has ventured to impose on the narrative an order of his
own. Aftera preamble in which the fisher-man devotee, Adipatthar
raises the curtain, long chapters are devoted in part-1 to Sundarar,
(The Lord’s Companion), Tirugnaana Sambandhar(the Lord’s Son),
Appar (the Lord’s Serviteur), and Tirumoolar the Gnani who knows
and lives his identity with God. For these four ‘vocal’ devotees,
singing in praise of the Lord is love-abounding, joy-abiding, and
stainless Karma, all in one. - Sundarar, Sambandar, Appar and
Tirumoolar, these saintly four loom immense as the poet prota.
gonists of the unfolding drama of devotion ehacted in Periya-
puranam. '

The problem, then , is with the eﬁlaining nearly sixty saints,
each his (or her) own infinity. It is here that G.V. Pillay has boldly
tried to apply his new grammar of classification. Part II is thus
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entitled ‘Applicd Siva-Gnaana-Bodham’, and the saints’ lives and
ministry are made to exemplity with overwhelming force the diverse
specifications in the Twelfth Sutra in ‘Siva-Gnaana-Bodham’.

(Through the help of Gnosis)

God rid of that (Anava) Malam

which prevents You

from uniting with the lovely lotus-like

yet strong feet of the Lord;

fraternise with the Lord’s devotees

(who Lave apprehended Reality)

and worship the guise of those

who, to the detriment of delusion,

are filled with ‘Gneyam’

(that which ought to be known: Reahtv)
and the Temple

as verily Haran Himself.

Seven of the sixty-three (including Sirrutthondar) graduate ir.
sainthood by cleansing their obscurely yet tenaciously clinging
taints (the ego’s kick-back, the Karmic self-shackling, the forging
of fetters by Maya). And although, taken at their face value, incidents
like one saint surrendering or sacrlﬁrmg his wife, another his
daughter’s ravishing tresses, a third welghmo in the balance himself
and Lis all for redeeming a promise or fulfilling a duty, may scem
something like devotional ‘overkill’ today, the principle'sought to be
illustrated and established is surely this: in the mysterious calculus
of God-love, there can be no second to the Divine, and all is resolved
and redeemed in the burmng brazier of His Grace. Aside from
the pammount reed for the rejection of ‘taints’ (i.e. of the mere
mind’s adhesions and preferences, the vital’s demands and desires,
and the body’s re:icences and revulsions), there is the ‘positive’
good to be gained from Satsang, consorting with the elect like
Sundnarar, or Sambardar or Appar, znd. this is exemplified in the
lives of Gananatha and other Nayunars. And of course the true
Bhakta stationed in God can have no fear of ‘death’, and this faith
has sustained men of religion tae world over to face the worst
of persecutions and come safely through. Suffering is often tne
badge of the devotee’s life, and as Abdul Baha (Baha Ullah’s son),
who spent most of his life in prison, told Mirra Richard (later the
Motter of Sri Aurobindo Ashram), people who suffer for their
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religious faith “have always felt a kind of Divine Grace helping
them.”

But the House of Devotion has many mansions, some arresting
the eyes at once, some hidden in the interior spaces. Quite a
few of the Nayanars (Ilayangudi Marar, Moorkha and Nesa,
for example) made the regular reverent feeding of devotees the well
trodden pathway to God. There were, then, the Temple Builders,
and some built visible architectural marvels,and some like the gloried
Pusalar and Vayilar in the innér plateaus of the mind, heart and soul.
There were ‘also the paragons of obscurity who were content to
perform with meticulous punctuality simple acts of service like
mending the Temple Tank, providing oil for the Temple Lamp by
selling grass, or offering garlands, frankincense or sandal paste for the
service of the Lord. The names of these saints, too, shine with undi-
minished lustre in Sekkizhaar’s luminous pageés. Unlike these
‘Sattvik’ devotees, there were the ‘rajasic’ ones also, .the “fanatic’
or violent ones; one cut off his father’s irreverent leg, another his
wife’s hand, a third the tongues of the blasphemous, and yet another
an offending nose!

Even as all roads lead to Thillai or Kashi (or to Rome, or
Mecca), numberless are the pathways to the Lord. Right ardour
and aspiration, rejection of the false, seeking the company of His
devotees and basking in their fellowship, and making temple-service
—music, mantric chants, or any service however supposedly ‘mean’,
an apt form of worship for the nonce, and aye, meeting Him face
to face!—offering mangoes to Him, as Karaikkal Ammayar did, or
‘an eye for an eye’ as Kannappar did, or himself—body and soul—
as did Nandanar; and all roads indeed can lead to the Divine.
And there were the Tamil saints beyond the limits of the Tamil
country, for theDivine’scitizenship is coterminous with the cosmos
and the centre is everywhere, the circumference nowhere.

While the categorisation of the sixty-three under ‘companions’,
‘sons’ and ‘serviteurs’ or under the diverse interlocking clauses of
the twelfth of Meikkandar’s Sutras confers an immediate advantage
on the reader who desires initiation into the Periyapuranam world,
presently the phenomenon of Bhakti is seen to blur and transcend
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all constricting boundaries. This is whole, that is whole, this
minus that is whole, this multiplied or divided bythat is still whole—
for all is the Love Divinz, and such Love is not Love if it can permit
the intrusion of the weights and - measures of the market place.
A little while, and one feels divorced from the Divine; and a little
while, there is the rencition of the veil of separation, and the river
is well lost in the sea. =~ We inhabit a ‘bootstrap’ universe that’s
an intricate web of interpenetrating relationships, and the purgative-
illuminative-unitive steps of ascent and the serviteur-son-companion
classification are both gathered in the triune unity of I(arma-jnana~
bhakti. Sambandhar died as a boy of 16, Sundarar when he was
18, and Appar when past eighty. Kannappar of Kalahasti was the
ancient among the sixty-three, and Sundarar was the most recent.
But these ‘facts’ mcan nothing. The sixty-three were infinities
scocped out of the Infinity, and hallowed be their Names!

With a two part structure neat and logical as above indicated,
Thiru Vanmikanathan’s scholarship,commitment,linguistic resilience
and expository expertise feel free to present Sekkizhaar in insightrul
translation and interpretation. A 1000 year period is the time span,
&nd all Tamil Nadu (and beyond) is the theatre of action, and
infinitely varied is the play of chance and change, of emotion and
memory, of aspiration and realisation. Understandably enough,
Sundarar and Samoandhar, Appar and Tirumoolar, fill a large
space, but the others too—each with his own autonomy and his
sovereignity of love of Siva—reign in their respective territories.
What a divine-human drama, what a heaven-earth concord!
For a guide-map, one might use S. Shivapada Sundaram’s “In the
steps of Sekkizhaar: A Pilgrim’s Progress” (1978). And .so,
shuttling between Sekkizhaar’s images of devotion and poetic
iridescences on the one hand and G.V. Pillay’s elucidations and
‘transcreations’ on the other, the reader is taken through a masterate
course in the Love Divine, the Love of Siva, the anatomy of
Bhakti, the ecology of Faith, and the inscrutable ways of the Ordainer
and ‘the mystical mathematics of the City of Heaven.’

Not the least of the -attractions of Thiru Vanmikanatban’s
book is of course the verse renderings of about 800 stanzas from
the original Tamil. G.V. Pillay is an old war horse in the art and
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science of Translation, and in his ‘Grammar of Translation’ he
agrees with J. W. McFarlane’s view that a good translatidh is
“making something” that is

recognisably a translation

and not a ‘free rendering’ or ‘adaptation”. ..
and yet, at the same time,

making the lines ‘sayable’.

All translation is treachery, say some, but no translation
is necessary bridge-building. Competent translation of poetry
plays the good broker bectween the reader and.the original, and
surpassing the mere prose of statement, gives intimations of the
poetic reverberations; it inspires trust as well as stimulates con-
tinuing interest. And G.V. Pillay’s renderings are certainly close
to the original, and are ‘sayable’ and enjoyable as well. "Here
for example, the three-year old Sambandhar’s celebrated salutation
to the Lord: '

Behold Him .

with an ear having a plug of rolled palmyra leaf
stuck in its pierced lobe,

the Rider on the bull,

the Wearer of pure white moon on his locks,

the ome smeared _

with the hot ashes of the cremation ground

all over His body, -

the Stealer of.my heart...

And this, from Sundarar:

Piththa! Pirai-choodi!
O Crazy One: O crescent-moon-adorned One!
O Great Lord! O Dispenser of Grace!
You have installed Yourself
" in the mind of mine.....

And this, about the meeting between Appar (Thirunavuk-
Arasu) and Sambandar:

On Arasu, who was approaching

with palms joined in obeisance,

passing with heart melting with love
through the throngs of devotees,

and prostrating at the feet of Sambandar
with unstinting great love,
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Samtandar...... took hold cf the hands of him
who humbly prostrated at his feet, '
lifted him up ...and paid obeisance to him,
aud hailed him ‘Appare!] ‘O Daddy!
Appar. in return exclaimed:

‘Your obedient servant!’

Whether episodic, descriptive, evocative, exhortatory or philosophic,
the rendering makes a 'audable atteinpt to convey the sense and
emotive quality of the original. In the commerce of translation
from Tamil to English, there is seldom total correspondence or
identity between word and word, and the translator must needs
sway between the too strong and the too weak ‘equivalent’. At
best it is a ‘thankless’ task, but G.V. Pillay—I venture to say—
has done a good job on the whole.

For the rest, ‘Tbe Cqndensed English Version of Periyapuranam’
has the same weight and varied richness of the earlier work cn
Saint Ramalingar. Thiru Vanmikanathan’s extensive reading and
uncanny memoyy forge similitudes between Western and Indian
mysticism; there are suggestive comparlsoas like the one between
Sambandar and Adi Sankara, or between Appar and Sambandar
and John the Baptist and Christ. The citations at the appropriate
places from the poets, thinkers and writers of all time give the
work a global sweep, and we encounter names as varied as Rama-
krishna, Vivekananda, Thomas a Kempis, Thoreau, Dag Haminer-
skjold, Thomas Merton, Robert Frost, Jerome K. jerome, Aldous
Huxley, Kahlil Gibran, Shakespeare, George Trevelyan, John
Doane, as well as noted Tamil Scholars like C.K. Subramapnia
Mudaliyar. We are not required to accept all G.V. Pillay’s opinions
or all the minutiae of his translations. The volume is now and then
interspersed with G. V. Pillay’s obiter dicta which-add spice to the
narrative, but they too need not necessarily receive the reader’s
endorsement. What G.V. Pillay’s- book really does.is to launch
the intcrested reader into the ocean iminensity of Periyapuranam
and the beneficiary must feel duly and profoundly grateful. <The
Cond:nsed EnglishVersion of Peuyapuranam is also aTestament in
its own nght for it presents Sehkizhaar as the great laurcate of the
sixty three Tamil saints, and as a universalist whosecontemporaneity
cannot be missed, as for example, when G. V. Pillay sums up
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Appar’s message “‘to-our world opening its morning paper with
trepidation” as fearlessness, faith, wealth of voluntary poverty,
service and humility. G.V. Pillay places us all in his debt with his
‘Pathway to God’ series, and I can conclude only by praying that
he will yet complete by Grace of the Divine the Agenda Le announced
in his 1971 ‘Preamble’ to the Tiruvachakam volume, and give us his
interpretative and educative studies of Thayumanavar, the Slddhars
and the Alwars as well.

It is from the givers we ask for more,
for bounty sustains’ itself;

it’s the wish-fulfilling Tree in the Grove
that claims out supplication.

‘Sydney House’

277-B, J.J. Road, K.R. SRINIVASA IYENGAR.
Madras-600 018.

Dated 15th March 1984.
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Between The Thiruvachakam, which 1, on the basis of Maraima-
lai-adigal’s vast research, place in the 3rd Century B.C., and the
Thiruvarutpa of Ramalinga Swamigal of the 18th—19th Century.
there exists a voluminous devotional literature in Tamil which is a
record of the pathway to God-trod by the mystics, saints and
devotees of Tamil Nadu.

These are the Twelve Thirumurais the sacred compilations,
the Divya-p-Prabandham, and the songs of Thayumanavar. I
propose to restrict myself to the Thirumurais. Among- them,
chiefly to the first seven. They are the hymns sung by Saint Thirug-
nanasambandnar (lst to the 3rd), Saint Thirunavukkarasar (4th
to the 6th), and Sundaramoorthi Swamikal (7th). The twelfth
is a hagingrapLy of sixtythree saints of Tamilnadu who lived from
the B.C.'s to the ninth certury A.C.

In terms of personalities, this work will cover all the sixty
three saints in the Twelfth Thirumurai, the hagiography of Saints
by Sekkizhar. "In terms of hymns and poems, the. twelve Thiru-
murais contain more than eighteen thousand stanzas, the out-
pourings of twenty-51x persons. These may be called the vocal
devotees. '

Aldous Huxley, writing in his Introduction to his ‘Pcrenmal
Philosophy’, observes: :

The TIerennial Philosophy -is primarily concerned with
the one divine Reality substantial to the manifold world
of things, lives and minds. But the nature of this one
Reality is such that it cannot be directly and immediately
-apprehended except by those who have chosen to fulfil
-czrtain conditicns, making themselves loving, pure in heart,
and pure in spirit. ...... But in every age, there have
been some men and women who chose to fulfil the conditions
upon which alone, as a matter of brute empirical fact, such
immiediate knowledge can be had; and of these a few have
left accounts of the reality they were thus enabled to appre-
hend and have tried to relate in one comprehensive s ystem
of thought, the given facts of this experience with the given
facts of their other experiences.
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- The twenty-six devotees are some of the few who “have left
accounts of the Reality they were enabled to apprehend.” As
against these few ‘vocal” devotees who span the vast period of time
between the 3rd century A.C., and the 19th century A.C, there
must have been and have actually been hundreds of ‘dumb’ devotees -
no less in merit than the twenty-six. But apart from the Periya-
puranam and the Twelve Thirumurais, we have no record to help
us to know who they are. But the Periya-puranam by Sekkizhar
gives us information about Sixty-three devotees only, of whom the
major four are Thirugnanasambandhar, Thirunavukkarasar, Sun-
daramoorthi Swamikal, and Thirumoolar, the author of the 10th
Thirumurai. These four account for one half of the output of
the songs in. the Thirumurais. Of the remaining fifty-nine, three
have left records of their quest of God. These are Karaikal
Ammaiyar, Aiyadigal-Kadavar-kon, and Ceraman-perumal-naya-
nar. For the rest fifty-six, whom we may call the ‘dumb’ devotees,
we have to rely on Sekkizhar only who has left vivid pen-pictures
of ‘their lives in enthralling verses. This book will, therefore, deal
with these fifty-six dumb devotees as well. Such is the scope of
this work.

The task is formidable and frightening. 1n one sense, however,
the work has been made easy by the two Pathway books which
have preceded this work, namely, Pathway to God through the
Thiruvachakam and Pathway to God Trod by Ramalinga Swamigal.
-Even without this book, those two works alone would suffice
to show the research scholar and the devotee, the Pathway to God
hewn, step by step, by the mystics of Tamilnadu. But.those two
books show us only the Pathway trod by no more than two mystics.
Whereas this work will show how sixty-three mystics trod, it is true,
the same Pathway, but each doing it in his own characteristic way.
The Pathway trodden is the same, it is the Pathway of devotion to
God, of love and service to fellow-men, -but each of the sixty-thtee
saints covered by this book makes the journey in his own fashion,
making it look as if it is a unique manner of treading the Path

As our work will be based mainly on the Periya-puranam,.
it is proper that we spend some time in getting acquainted ‘with the
characteristics of this hagiography. The source work, or to put
it correctly, the inspiration for this hagiography is a song of eleven
stanzas sung by Sundaramoorthi Swamigal. How he came to
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sing this song is quite interesting. Once, he was hurrying along
to worship Lord Civan, going under.the name of Thiyaagaraajar,
in the tempie &t Thiruvaaroor. As he-crossed the threshold of the
entrance in the scuthern boundary wall, he cast a glance at the
devotees assembled in the Devaasirivan.! ~ a many-pillared hall,
situated at the other end, right opposite the entrance by which he
‘came in, and proceeded on his way, wondcring whea he would be
made a s.ave unto them. Sekkizhar relates this incident thus: °

" Apart from the heaven-dwellers,
countless devotees of grcat fame on carth
were assembled in the hall called ‘Devaasiriyan’
in the temple of the Lord
vith an eye on the forehead.
Sundarar, musing within himself,
“Which will be the day ‘when 1 v.il be made
a slave unto these,”
vent on his' way, ]
singing the praises of the feet of tae Supreme.
. 335-T-1892
* ' * *
Viranmindar, a great devotee of Lord Civan, a personality
as-rugged as thz hilly country he hailed from, who was present at
that time in the Devaasiriyan, unable to see what passed in the
mind of Sundarar, only saw him pass by the devotees without

1. The ‘Devaasiriyan’ is a hall situated right opposite the entrance
in the southern wall encircling the temple of Vanmeekanaathar and
Thiyaagaraajar at Thiruvaaroor. It is a structure of cut stone masonry,
206 feet and 6 inches in length and 123 feet and 6 inches in width. As
many as 462 stone pillars, each 9 feet high, support the roof.

Its floor is 2 feet and 6 inches above the ground level. A few
steps lead to a portico 37 feet 6 inches - long and 24 feet 6 inches
wide. From this point the main hall begins. A Passage, 93 feet in
width, leads up to a little over one-third of the length of the hall when
it expands to a psassage 21 feet in width flanked on either side by nine
ornamental cut-stone pillars till it reaches a dais, 2 feet above the floor-
level of the hall, 43 feet 6 inches wide and 57 feet 9 inches long, at
the northern end. This has steps on all sides except the northern end.
At the northernmost end of this dais, is a small niche which houses an
image of Ganapati. This dais is called the ‘aasthaana-mandapam.’
Here, one imagines, sat the clite of the devotees, while the whole hall
thronged with the rest of them.

2. 335-T 189. The first number is the continuous serial number
of the stauza in the Periya-puranam. The second number without any
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paying homage to them. He became very annoyed at what he
considered a serious act of disrespect. And he was rightly annoyed

too. For does not the Civagnanabodham, the basic scripture of
Caiva Siddhantha, aver thus in its twelfth aphorism?

Wipe out that malam?3 :
which prevents you from reaching those stronghold—
the pink lotus-like feet. of the Lord;
associate with devotees who have apprehended the God-
head;
and worship verily as Haran Himself
the guise of those who,
to the detriment of illusion,
are filled with ‘Gneyam’—
that is, the Being who isto be known—
and the temple of God. ,
. * * *
The devotee is to be worshipped as Haran, that is, Lord Civan
Himself. In fact, the devotee is entitled to greater respect and

service than God.

It is not only in Tamilnadu that this view-is held; the belief
prevails all over India, nay, it may be said to prevai’ in all the
eastern countries.

For Jesus, an Easterner, had also said, addressing the people:

Verily, I say unto you, in as much you have done it (fed,

letter prefix is the number of the stanza in’ the chronicle (Puranam) of a
particular saint. The letter ‘T’ or ‘E’ pr ‘K’ or ‘V’ prefixed to a number
in some cases stands for ‘Thaduththu-aat-konda-puranam’, ‘Eyar-kon-
kalikkaamanaar-puranam, Kazharritra-rrivar-puranam, Vellaanai-saruk-
kam respectively in the case of Life of Sundaramoorthi Swamigal whosé
life is treated in the above chronicles of puranams.

3. ‘malam’—a taint which affects the soul like verdigris on copper.
Malam-s, according to Caiva-Siddhaantha Philosophy are three. They
are Aanavam—ignorance—karma (the fruit of good and bad deeds
which accompanies a soul birth after birth on earth),and ‘Maayai’ (matter
from which God creates the bodies of creatures and the worlds).” All
these, according to Caiva-Siddhaantha, are beginningless and eternal,
and coeval with God. Aanavam, without straining the cogparison too
much, may be compared to the ‘Original Sin’ of Christianity. Though
all three are called Malam-s or taints, it is Aanavam alone which holds
back a soul from progressing towards Godhead and Mukti—release
from the cycle of deaths and births. The other two, in fact. are used by
God to release the soul from the grip of Aanavam.
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clothed, quenched the tairst, tended in illness, visited in

misery) unto one of the Icast of these my bretnren, you
have done it unto me.

And Abu Ben Adhem, a character in an English. poem, said
to the angel who had told him that his name was not in the list of
those who loved the Lord:

“l pray thee, then,
write me a¢ one who loves his fellowmen._”

And, lo!, when on the next night, the angel showed him the
names of those whom love of God had olessed, his name led all
the rest.

The saints of Tamilnadu never asked God for a favour.4
They did not even pray for mukti. On this account there prevails
-a phrase in Tamil, namely, ‘veedur1 venda virclinar’, people of ‘the
repute of niot wanting even muxti. But they prayed for admission
tc the galaxy of devotees. They held this as the highest reward
of devotion to God. Such an admission was tantamcunt to
confermeant of mwk:i even while alive in this world. Sri C.K.
Subrahmaniya Mudaliyar, the great commentator on Sekkizhar’s
Periya-puranam, observes: “Joining the gala<y of devotees is the
blessing mentionad in Caiva-Siddhaantha as the tlessing gained by
worship of Lord Civan.”” Maanikkavachakar, one of the four
samaya-kuravars, Fathers of the Faith. (the others being Thiru-
gnanasambandher, Thirunavukkarasar and. Sundaramoorthi Swami-
kal, prayed for the privilege of admission to the galaxy of devotees
in the beginining, middle, and end; in fact, throughout the whole
of his famous wcrk, The Thiravachakam, the Handbook of Mystical
Theology. He sang in the very first poem:

Rid me (of the cycle of births)
and induct me into the fold of Your devotees.

And in the 2Ist decad, he prayed:

O our Primal Lord Whose being knows no end,
and Who dwells in the sacred olden Hall!
The Mistress dwells in midmos. of You,

in the Mistress centred You dwell,

if in the core of me, Your servant,

4, When [ say this, | have not forgotten the numerous requests
Sundaramoorthi Swamikal made for gold. naddy, ciothes etc.
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both of You indeed dwell,
come forward and bestow on me, Your servant,
the gracious privilege
of abiding amidst Your servants
that my heart’s purpose be fulfilled.
* * *
His .prayer was granted, for he has sung in the 26th decad
of his work thus:
We - witnessed the mystic event of my Father
of peerless, . simile-transcending, resplendeat,
blossom - like holy feet
enslaving me - and initiating me
into His band of devotees!
* * *
This theme pervades nine out of ten stanzas of the decad.

The devotees assembled in the Devaasiriyan were, perhaps, the
devotees whom Maanikkavaachakar had in mind when he declared,
“We witnessed the mystic event of my Father enslaving me and
initiating me into His band of devctees.” Viranmindanayanar,
therefore, was justifiably annoyed at Sundarar passing by the
Devaasiriyan without paying homage to the devotees assembled
therein. Sundarar however, unmindful of the criticism he had
invited, went on his way to the sanctum-sanctorum of Vanmee-
kanaathar, the Lord abiding in the anthill. The Lord desirous of
bestowing the boon craved by him who was now worshipping
him with welling love, Himself extolled the Glory of the Galaxy
of Devotees abiding in" the Devaasiriyan, and bade Sundarar go
and worship them. Furthermore, he fade him sing their praises
in faultless Tamil.

Bid thus, Sundarar went towards the saints, prostrating him-
self several times even from afar. On arriving near them, he
addressed each one of them and sang his famous Thiruth-thonda-
th-thokai, a Cataloguc of the Holy Servitors of the Lord.

In this Catalogue, he included certain mystics, saints, and
devotees of his own time and of several centuries before him, on
whom the gracious eye of Dame Fortune had fallen, and whose
names had, therefore, come down the ages in the lore of the coun-
try. For, it is obvious that Tamilnadu, the cradle of the cult of
devotion, could not have produced sixty-three saints only in the
course of a thousand years or more. For each one of the sixty-



PREAMBLE (1) 7

three saints. there must have been scores, no less in merit than
them. but who, like the flowers in the words of the Poet Thomis
Grey, were born to blush unseen and to remain unsung.

Nambi-andar-nambi of.the cleventh century. the.discoverer
and compiler of the Thirumurais, elaborated Sundarar’s poem
and sang a poem of eigkty-nine stanzas. But Sekkhizhar took as
his basis Sundarar’s song, tnough sometimes he weaves into his
own poems phrasés from Nambi-andar-nambi’s poem.

Each line, or, as in a few cases, a set of lines of Sundarar have
been elabcrated by Sekkizhar into hundreds of stanzas, and, in
one case, a line and a half have been elaboiated to a biography of
1256 stanzas. The biographies are the result of great painstaking
research which has been’ substantiated in recent times by discoveries
of epigraphical finds on stone or copper plates. One may -dare
say tiat there is no other similar work so historical in character,
so accurate’in topography, so enlightening on the economic, cultural,
religious, and sociological life prevailing at the time of the several
saints, so singular!y free from fights of imagination, fable and
legend which usua’ly mar the biographies of saints in other works
in India or clsewhere. Whether it is a vignette of only one stanza
or.an elaborate biogiaphy of over a thousand stanzas, each bio-
graphy is characterised by a vividness that compels belief.

It the Peria-puranam was only. a hagiography, of vwhatever
merit it may be, it would not command the kind of study by the
learned and the lavmen alike as it actually does. But it is a
revolutionary work in more than one sense. Let us examine its
characteristics one by one.

As a country in the olden days was composed principally of
several villages, the village was the self-sufficient unit of a .country.
‘The self-sufiiciency of a village in India, and perhaps of all countries,
was something unique. At the bottom of the structure of the
community life in an Indian village was the Pulayan, a person who,
according to Saint Thirunavukkarasar, though he js one who eats
the offal of a dead cow, is worthy of worship as God if he is a devo-
tee of Lord Civan. Others ‘n the structure were the hunter, the
fishzrman, the potter, the weaver, the washerman, tae barber cum
-physician and surgeon, the toddy-tapper, the oil-monger, the
groce; or th2 merchant, the cowherd. the carpenter, the blacksmith,
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the farmer, the temple priest, the Vedic brahmin, the Chieftain,
and the king. All these categories of a village community except a
carpenter and a blacksmith are represented in the Periya-puranam.
The crafts of six of the saints are not given bv Sekkizhar in his
work. They are Eripaththar, Kanampullar, Kariyar, Kulach-
chiraiyar, Peru-mizhalai-k-kurrumbar, and Thandi-adigal.  Thandi-
atigal was a blind-man from birth, and therefore, was not plying
any craft. Kariyar was a poet. Kanampullar was a rich merchant
who had fallen on evil days. He should have. been classified
as a vanikar, a merchant. Kulachchiraiyar was the Chief Minister
of a Pandiyan King, and, therefore, would have been a velaalar.
Peru-mizhalai-k-kurrumbar was a petty-chieftain. This leaves only
Eripaththar who could have been a blacksmith. He could well
have been one. Perhaps; he forged his own hatchet with which he
hacked down the elephant of the king. Perhaps, he followed the
profession of a carpenter as well.

In writing the chronicles -of.the saints, Sekkizhar was not
giving the it castes but the crafts they followed to earn their
livelihood, the crafts which also served as their means of service.
In no more than two cases out of the sixty-three does Sekkizhar
use the name of a Varna. He uses the word ‘soodra’. In the cases
in which he used the word ‘brahmin’, he did not so much refer to
the caste as to the craft the persons followed in their lives. That
1s, the discharge of the prescribed six duties—learning, teaching;
performing sacrifices and conducting sacrifices on tehalf of
others; giving and receiving of gifts. It is a tragedy of our
country that crafts became castes. It was a fossilization that
took place because of troubled conditions in society. There-
fore, it is not an exaggeration to say that Sundarar when
he sang the Thiru-th-thonda-th-thokai and Sekkizhar when he
wrote his Periya-puranam, both .proclaimed the greatest truth,
that is, that everyone irrespective of caste or craft is entitled to
gain mukti, freedom from the cycle of births and deaths. When
Saint Manikkavachakar sang ‘“Behold Eesan, whom everyone is
entitled to apprehend,” he was uttering a phrase which is the
keynote of the Periya-puranam. 1t is the first and foremost charac-
teristic of the Periya-puranam. Country, creed, craft, caste, sex,
language—nothing is a bar to a person apprehending the Godhead.

Love. creature-oriented. and creator-oriented, is the only
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qualification required of an aspirant for mukti. 1t must be totel
love, selflesslove—a love which opens the = gates of salvation tc
any one irrespective of one’s birth in apy caste or community.

The second characteristic of the Periya-puranam, or, rather,
of the saints whose lives are chronicled in the Periya-puranam, is
that ali of them were householders. They were married men
with wives and children. 1In the case of twenty saints, the chronicles
make special mention of their married statz.  In the case of others,
this can be inferred from the particulars of the lives of the saints.
When the chronicles of each of the saints will be dealt with further
cown in this book, this aspect of the lives of the saints will be
highlighted. A!' of them haa occupations of taeir own which
served as means of their livelihood, and, . hat is mare unique
about th2m.. as means of service as well. Again, when we come to
deal with tine chronicle of each of the saints, we shall notice this
aspect wita special attention, but now it will suffice to give one
or two instances. The very first saint mentioned in Sundarar’s
Calendar of Saints, Thiruneclakanta-k-kvyavanar—Thiruneelakan-
dar th> Potier—baked pots and pans for sale to provide him a living,
and, at the same time, bakad alms-bowls to give away to devotees.
This 'vas the ferm, his desire to do service to' fellowmen took.
Thiruk-kurippu-th-thondar was a washerman. He laundered
clothes for his living. He washed clothes of devotees free of any
charge and thus served his fellowmen.

All the saints chroricled in the Periyu-puranam were ascetics.
Usually we identify ascetism with certain external marks and ways
of life. o doubt, ascetism means renunciation. But what these saints
renounzed was not their kith and kin, their hut or hamlet, or their
locks, or their occupations. What they gave up was meat, anger
theft, killing, pride, hurting others, conduct not becoming a. righte-
ous man. Atfachment and desire “Were two other things they
rencunced. What they.donned was not external clothing of ochre
cloth. They were qualities of the -heat. What they donned
were not externals. They donned trutl.fulaess, a/iimsa (not hurting
any creature), cheerful endurance of privations, austerity of life.
In the externals they were no diffecrent in appearance than their
neighbours, they werz householders like the rest of the people
in their village. In heart, they were ascctics. In thought, word,
and deed they were ascetics. They were ascetics according to the
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age-old Tamil traditions. They were the ascetics who were por-
trayed by Thiruvalluvar in his Section on Asceticism in_his Thiruk-
kural. This is the third characteristic of the saints portrayed in the
Periya-puranam.

A century after Sekkizhar had created his masterpiece, Meikanda
Thevar, the Codifier of the Principles of Caiva Siddhantha, cast
as the crowning sooktham—aphorism—of his Civagnana Bhodham
certain characteristics of saints whose lives have been chronicled
by Sekkizhar in his Periya-puranam. He bade the Caiva Siddha-
nthis thus:’

Wash out the taint :

which prevents you from embracing the feet of the Lord
tender like the .rosy lotus;

consort with devotees

who have gained apprehension of the Godhead,

and worship the form of those

who are free from delusion

and are filled with the Being Who is to be known,

and the Temple as well as Haran (i.e. Civan) Himself.

* * *
No other than Lord Civan Himself had said about the devotees thus:

Shortcomings they have ncne.

These sixty-three saints had washed out the ialam, the taint
which would prevent one from embracing the feet .of the Lord.
And they consorted with other devotees. "In fact, the privilege of
consorting with other devotees was their only wish, was their
only prayer to God. And they worshipped devotees as verily
Lord Civan Himself. When they did not worship the devotees
themselves as Haran ie. Civan Himself, they worshipped the
temple of Lord Civan as the Lord Himself. Service of every
kind, from sweeping the premises and keeping it free of dirt and
weeds, to the providing of oil for the lamps of the temple, to the
providing of wicks for those lamps, to the providing of incense,
all these and more services were the forms the worship of the temple
as Haran Himself took. And the direct worship of the Lingam,
i.e., of Haran, was done by some of