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Tamil Ilakkaṇam (‘Grammar’) and  
the Interplay between Syllabi, Corpora  
and Manuscripts 

Abstract: The field of traditional Tamil grammar (ilakkaṇam) offers an ideal case 
for studying the interplay between syllabi, corpora and manuscripts. The former 
two categories are reflected in the internal organisation of certain Tamil gram-
matical texts or listed in a number of Tamil (and Latin) literary sources as sub-
jects of learning and teaching. In turn, manuscripts, in particular multiple-text 
manuscripts the content of which is pertinent to the field in question, are not 
just the mere material instantiation of syllabi and corpora, but represent their 
concrete realisation in educational settings, where abstract lists may be actual-
ised or, quite often, rather approximated. 

Then said Ægir: ‘In how many ways are the terms of skaldship variously phrased, 

or how many are the essential elements of the skaldic art?’ 

Then Bragi answered: ‘The elements into which all poesy is divided are two.’ 

Ægir asked: ‘What two?’ Bragi said: ‘Metaphor and metre’. 

Snorra Edda, Skáldskaparmál1 

1 Introduction 

Ilakkaṇam – this is the name by which the traditional field of Tamil grammar is 
known – has had a long history, spanning over almost two millennia,2 during 
which it has constituted a fundamental component of the learning and teaching  

|| 
1 Þá mælti Ægir: ‘Hversu á marga lund breytið þér orðtökum skáldskapar, eða hversu mörg 
eru kyn skáldskaparins?’ Þá mælti Bragi: ‘Tvenn eru kyn, þau er greina skáldskap allan’. Ægir 

spyrr: ‘Hver tvenn?’ Bragi segir: ‘Mál ok hættir’. (Snorra Edda, Skáldskaparmál, tr. Brodeur 

1916, 96). 

2 The oldest treatise is the Tolkāppiyam of Tolkāppiyar, allegedly composed some time during 

the first half of the first millennium CE. 
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practices of pre-modern and early-modern Tamil scholarship.3 Throughout its 

history, ilakkaṇam has witnessed vigorous theoretical efforts aimed at defining 

its own perimeter, the composition of several treatises and the production of 

numerous grammar-related manuscripts. 

In this respect, ilakkaṇam represents a suitable field for the study of the 

interplay between the categories of syllabus, corpus and manuscript.4 Several 

Tamil textual sources refer to grammatical syllabi, i.e. lists of topics that a con-

noisseur of grammar is expected to master. The existence of different syllabi is 

also reflected in the internal organisation of certain Tamil grammatical texts – one 

can, for instance, look at the titles of their sections. Furthermore, specific selec-

tions of certain grammatical texts, in particular those which deal with one or, at 

the utmost, two grammatical topics, are mentioned in a number of secondary 

sources in a way that in fact describes well-defined corpora, which we can find 

instantiated, or sometimes approximated, in the selection of texts contained in 

several multiple-text and composite manuscripts. 

2 Ilakkaṇam and its growing syllabus

The term ilakkaṇam is usually translated as ‘grammar’, although it in fact 

encompasses domains of linguistic inquiry that do not only include topics such 

as speech-sounds, word formation and sentence building, i.e. topics that in 

modern Western linguistics would fall within the scope of disciplines such as 

phonetics/phonology, morphology, syntax and, to a certain extent, pragmatics. 

Ilakkaṇam also includes domains that deal with matters concerning the poetical 

usage of Tamil, such as poetic matter (i.e. the list of topoi suitable for poetry), 

metres, rhetorical figures, etc. 

In what follows we will encounter these domains as they are listed in Tamil 

primary sources, many of which are prefatory materials to grammatical treatis-

es. We will thus be able to map the syllabus of Tamil grammar as represented by 

the indigenous point of view, observing in particular that the number of 

domains grows in time. 

We will start our perusal having a look at relevant texts that are dated to the 

first millennium. Thanks to these sources, we can identify two kinds of syllabi: a 

|| 
3 See, for instance, Ebling 2010, 37–55. 

4 See the introduction of the current section of this volume, where, in particular, the definition 

of syllabus is discussed in detail. Here it suffices to say that this term is used to indicate any list 

of topics to study and teach. 
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threefold one, which enjoyed a long life in the Tamil scholarly domain, and a 
possible fourfold one, which on the other hand seems to have had an ephemeral 
destiny. When we enter the second millennium it seems clear that a fivefold 
syllabus became prominent, representing the standard syllabus until today. 
Finally, a sixfold syllabus appeared on the nineteenth-century Tamil scholarly 
horizon, but apparently did not gain enough momentum to become widely 
accepted. 

It is evident that the number of grammatical domains increases in time, 
although we should not forget that some of these domains do not represent 
brand new innovations, but rather topics that already existed in the grammati-
cal literature and which were later singled out and elevated to the rank of full-
fledged domains. 

2.1 Threefold Ilakkaṇam (eḻuttu, col and poruḷ)  

The earliest attestation of a threefold syllabus pertaining to ilakkaṇam is exem-
plified by the Tolkāppiyam of Tolkāppiyar, i.e. the earliest extant grammar of 
Tamil (first half of the first millennium CE). The text is divided into three main 
sections (atikārams) entitled eḻuttu-atikāram (‘section on sounds and letters’), 
col-l-atikāram (‘section on words’) and poruḷ-atikāram (‘section on poetic mat-
ter’). The first section covers matters of phonetics, with the description of the 
articulation of sounds, phonology, in particular external sandhi (i.e. sound-
related phenomena that occur to words when these are strung in a sentence) 
and, marginally, orthography. The second section covers nominal and verbal 
morphology as well as certain aspects of pragmatics. Finally, the third section 
investigates the main topoi characterising much of the early literary production 
in Tamil, which are, in turn, subdivided into the two main categories of akam 
and puṟam (respectively, interior and exterior themes, i.e. love matters and 
everything else, in particular war, respectively), metrics and language orna-
ments (i.e. rhetorical figures). 

This tripartite architecture of grammar is explicitly mentioned in the 
ciṟappuppāyiram (‘special introduction’) of the Tolkāppiyam, attributed to 
Paṉampāraṉār (date uncertain).5 In lines 5 and 8 of the ciṟappuppāyiram we 

|| 
5 Thus, according to Nacciṉārkiṉiyar’s commentary. Ciṟappuppāyirams are metrical composi-

tions that, despite forming an integral part of the grammatical treatises, are supposed to have 

been composed not by the author of the treatise in which they are found, but by one of its 

evaluators. Hence, at times, it cannot be clearly decided whether ciṟappuppāyirams are 
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read that ����� ��	
�� �	��� �	�� […] ������	�� ��	�� 
�	��� ��6 (‘after having investigated letters/sounds, words and subject 
matters […], he [i.e. Tolkāppiyar] knowledgeably composed a faultless trea-
tise’).7  

Much scholarship has maintained this tripartite understanding of the 
Tolkāppiyam, as for instance does Nacciṉārkiṉiyar (c. fourteenth century), one 
of its most important commentators.8 However, we will later observe that other 
sources clearly speak of the Tolkāppiyam as a fivefold grammar.9  

Another grammatical treatise, the Ilakkaṇaviḷakkam of Vaittiyanāta Tēcikar 
(seventeenth century), also contains three main sections bearing the same titles 
as those of the Tolkāppiyam. Not without reason, it is in fact known as kuṭṭi-t 
tolkāppiyam (‘little Tolkāppiyam’).10 Its ciṟappuppāyiram, attributed by some to 
Vaittiyanāta Tēcika’s own son, called Catāciva Tēcikar,11 also confirms that the 
treatise is about eḻuttu, col and poruḷ (line 8): ���� �
 !"#$%� 
&	��� ��'&�12 (‘so that everyone can understand the three [topics] begin-
ning with eḻuttu’). As in the case of the Tolkāppiyam, we will later observe that 
some sources refer to the Ilakkaṇaviḷakkam as a fivefold grammar.13  

2.2 Fourfold Ilakkaṇam (eḻuttu, col, poruḷ and yāppu) 

A fourfold syllabus is indirectly hinted at in Nakkīraṉ’s commentary to the 
Iṟaiyaṉār Akapporuḷ (both dated to the eighth/ninth century). Nakkīraṉ re-
counts that the king of the Pāṇṭiya country was forced to dismiss all his scholars 
due to a long-lasting famine. Once the famine ended, the king sent emissaries to 

|| 
contemporaneous with the composition of the treatises they are found in, or whether they are 

later additions. 

6 eḻuttum collum poruḷum nāṭi-c […] pulam tokuttōṉ-ē pōkkaṟu paṉuva[l] (Iḷavaḻakaṉ 2003, 57). 

7 All translations are mine unless differently stated. 
8 Nacciṉārkiṉiyar comments as follows about the passage eḻuttuñ collum poruḷum nāṭi: 

()�*���+,��- ���./�%� ��	
0/�%� �	�1*/�%� 23	4�� (avvilakkaṇaṅ-

kaḷuḷ eḻuttiṉaiyum colliṉaiyum poruḷiṉaiyum ārāyntu, Iḷavaḻakaṉ 2003, 63; ‘having scrutinised 

sounds/letters, words and subject matters in the [previous] grammars’). 

9 See Section 2.3.  

10 See Tāmōtarampiḷḷai’s introduction to his edition of the Ilakkaṇaviḷakkam (Tāmōtarampiḷḷai 
1889, ed. Tāmaraikkaṇṇaṉ 2004, 93). 

11 See Tāmōtarampiḷḷai’s introduction to his edition of the Ilakkaṇaviḷakkam (Tāmōtarampiḷḷai 

1889, ed. Tāmaraikkaṇṇaṉ 2004, 93–94). 

12 eḻuttu-mutal mūṉṟaiyum yāvarum teriya-t (Gōpālaiyar 1971, 56). 

13 See Section 2.3. 
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find experts in the various branches of knowledge. As it will emerge from the 
following passage, yāppu (‘metre’) is added to the three topics of eḻuttu, col and 
poruḷ: 

(��	���5 	6�&78 "�9'&	68 �:�;� ��"$�< ��
��� 

=�8����, (3�" =?;#3�&
�	, @�*, ‘��B", &	" C,�/15 

�$��3D
��"; �" ��&� �'�� ����D"$�< �9&*F G��� (H���	� ���, 

�	8 �	;	&*� I	"� �"/� %-1* ��B"’ �"K"< ��, (3�/� �*8�� 

�
�	�� �	&*� *"#$� �+�D"H5 "�9'&	68 �L���< �L�� *"�F, 

�	8 �0& �#M �4��< �4�*"�F (3�", ‘N�* �	8 �	;	&*:K�0", O
 

�
�	#3� ��	+F�’ �"� �
�	5�� � 2?�	��, ����.�	3 � 

��	
�.�	3 � &	5.�	3 � �
�	#3� �/�5?8� ��	+F��, 

‘�	�1.�	3� �
�	#3 �,�� �/�5?����’ �"� ���	F< �3 (3��� 

�#;;���"�, ‘�"/�, ����� ��	
�� &	5�� 23	4�� 

�	�1.�	3�." �	�?;"�$; �	�1.�	3� ��$���&�*", N#� �:�� 

�:H���’ �� […].14 

At that time a famine of twelve years occurred in the land of the Pāṇṭiyas. As this 

occurred, as soon as the hunger increased, the king summoned all the scholars and said: 

‘Come, I cannot protect you, my land (tēyam) suffers greatly. You go your own way (lit. in 

the way that is known to you); at the time [this] land will [once again] be a land, remember 
me and come [back]’. So said, after everyone left the king and departed, an everlasting 

(kaṇakk’ iṉṟi) twelve years passed. After they passed, the land knew abundant rains. After 

it rained, the king said: ‘Now, since the land is [once again] a land, we should bring 

together experts of the treatises’. Men went in all directions. They met and gathered 

experts of the study of eḻuttu, col and yāppu, [but] they returned saying: ‘We have not met 

anywhere experts of the study of poruḷ’. As they returned, even the king became greatly 
distressed and said, ‘What? Is not the investigation of eḻuttu, col and yāppu aimed at the 

study of poruḷ? Even if we obtain these [three], but we do not obtain the study of poruḷ, we 

do not obtain [anything]’ […]. 

The problem caused by the impossibility of finding experts in the field of poruḷ 
will be finally solved thanks to the divine intervention of Śiva, who composed 

|| 
14 Akkālattu-p pāṇṭiya-ṉāṭu paṉṉīriyāṇṭu vaṟkaṭam ceṉṟatu. Cellavē, paci kaṭukutalum, aracaṉ 

ciṭṭaraiyellāṅ kūvi, ‘vammiṉ, yāṉ uṅkaḷai-p puṟantarakillēṉ; eṉ tēyam peritum varuntukiṉṟatu; 

nīyir numakku aṟinta-v āṟu pukku, nāṭu nāṭu āyiṉa ñāṉṟu eṉṉai-y uḷḷi vammiṉ’ eṉṟāṉ. Eṉa, 

aracaṉai viṭuttu ellārum pōyiṉa piṉṟai-k, kaṇakkiṉṟi-p paṉṉīriyāṇṭu kaḻintatu. Kaḻinta piṉṉar, 

nāṭu maliya maḻai peytatu. Peyta piṉṉar, aracaṉ, ‘iṉi nāṭu nāṭu āyiṟṟākaliṉ, nūl-vallārai-k 

koṇarka’ eṉṟu ellā-p pakkamum āṭ pōkka, eḻuttu-atikāramum coll-atikāramum yāppu-

atikāramum vallārai-t talaippaṭṭu-k koṇarntu, ‘poruḷatikāram vallārai eṅkum talaippaṭṭilēm’ 

eṉṟu vantār. Vara aracaṉum puṭaipaṭa-k kavaṉṟu ‘eṉṉai, eḻuttum collum yāppum ārāyvatu 

poruḷatikārattiṉ poruṭṭaṉṟē. Poruḷatikāram peṟēmē-y eṉiṉ, ivai peṟṟum peṟṟilēm’ eṉa […] 

(Pāvanantam Piḷḷai 1916, 8). 
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and made the king receive the verses that constitute the text of the Iṟaiyaṉār 

Akapporuḷ. 
To the best of my knowledge, such a fourfold syllabus – if ever ilakkaṇam 

was actually perceived as such – left no trace in the field of Tamil scholarship.15 

2.3 Fivefold Ilakkaṇam (eḻuttu, col, poruḷ, yāppu and aṇi) 

The most overtly addressed conformation of the grammatical syllabus in Tamil 
sources is without any doubt the fivefold one, which is variously labelled as 
ilakkaṇappañcakam, aintilakkaṇam or pañcalakṣaṇam (‘grammatical quintet’ or 
‘five grammatical topics’). This includes aṇi (‘ornamentation’, also called 
alaṅkāram), which is the study of rhetorical figures. 

Its earliest mention is in Puttamittiraṉ’s Vīracōḻiyam (c. eleventh century). 
The third stanza of the pāyiram (‘introduction’) of the Vīracōḻiyam reads: 

�	�� ��������	 �:�	�- &	5�, �	3���� 

	��P �� �.�	3 �	�35 #�Q��D� 

���� �*&��	,�: �$F�93 ��	M" H�5�&3	: 

R�� �#35" �;O" �3�� ��"� ��	6�;16
 

After condensing the beautiful expanse of the five topics which inhabit verse – the letters 

that dwell on the tongue, words, good subject matter, meter, and ornamentation – he will, 
after learning the way of the northern treatises, explain [these five topics] upon this earth 

under the sacred name of Vīracōḻaṉ, whose chariot has festoons dripping with honey.17  

Later we will discuss the discrepancy between the statement of this verse and 
the actual internal structure of the Vīracōḻiyam, which contains, at least accord-
ing to its printed editions, just four atikārams (‘chapters’).18  

The next attestation in chronological order of the fivefold classification of 
ilakkaṇam is found in the ciṟappuppāyiram of another grammatical treatise, 
namely the Naṉṉūl of Pavaṇanti (twelfth–thirteenth century). Possibly the 
most popular grammar in the history of the Tamil literature of the second 

|| 
15 Daringly, one could envisage the Vīracōḻiyam as a fourfold treatise. In this respect, see 

Section 3.2. 
16 nā mēvu eḻuttu col nal poruḷ yāppu alaṅkāram eṉum | pā mēvu pañca atikāram ām parappai 

curukki | tēm mēviya toṅkal tēr vīracōḻaṉ tiru-p peyarāl | pū mēl uraippaṉ vaṭa nūl marapum 

pukaṉṟu koṇṭu-ē (Kōvintarāja Mutaliyar 1942, 1). 

17 Tr. D’Avella 2021, 404. 

18 See Section 3.2. 
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millennium,19 this text in fact teaches the rules of just two domains, namely 
eḻuttu and col. Nonetheless, a passage from its ciṟappuppāyiram reads (lines 9–
10): [N]���BS� �;�- (���	� /1�#�%� &	��  +3� […] 
������ […]20 (‘May someone give [us a treatise] so that everyone under-
stands the five difficult topics (arum poruḷ aintaiyum) in the vast ocean of 
Tamil’). Already in the first commentary to the Naṉṉūl, which is ascribed to a 
scholar called Mayilainātar (thirteenth century?), allegedly one of Pavaṇanti’s 
pupils, ‘the five difficult topics’ are glossed as ����� ��	: �	�- &	5� 
(+*�&"�� ('& �	�/1�#�%�21 (‘the five difficult topics are eḻuttu, 
col, poruḷ, yāppu and aṇi’). 

Later we will observe that, as far as the Naṉṉūl is concerned, there is not 
just a discrepancy between the mention of five topics in its ciṟappuppāyiram 
and the structure of the text as in the case of the Vīracōḻiyam, but between such 
piece of information and the actual content of the treatise.22  

From the eighteenth century the genre of fivefold grammars become popu-
lar and their ciṟappuppāyirams often mention that the treatise in question deals 
with all five grammatical topics. Furthermore, these texts do not present dis-
crepancies between what their ciṟappuppāyirams state and their internal divi-
sion, since the latter is always made of five chapters (atikārams). 

The first in chronological order among these treatises is the Toṉṉūlviḷakkam 

completed by the Italian Jesuit missionary and renowned author of Tamil poetry 
Costanzo Giuseppe Beschi (1680–1742) in c. 1730.23 Its potuppāyiram (‘general 
introduction’) reads O
 | ���*& U��	�- �*1��
 C+F��24 (‘having 
understood how to illuminate the five topics that pertain to a treatise [about 
grammar]’). Furthermore, in the ciṟappuppāyiram it is said: �"V
 24���	F 
��*"$ U��	�- | ��	"V
 �*1���  " ��	
��� �����25 (‘The 

|| 
19 See, for instance, Ebeling’s remarks on the popularity of the Naṉṉūl in the nineteenth 

century (Ebeling 2009, 244–246). 

20 [i]rum tamiḻ-k kaṭaluḷ arum poruḷ aintaiyum yāvarum uṇara-t […] taruka eṉa-t […] (Kaliyāṇa 
Cuntaraiyar 1946, 1). 

21 eḻuttu-c coṟ poruḷ yāppu aṇi-y eṉṉum ariya poruḷ-aintaiyum (Kaliyāṇa Cuntaraiyar 1946, 15). 

22 See Section 3.3. 

23 First published in 1838 (see Ebeling and Trento 2018, 22). 

24 nūl | mēviya aimporuḷ viḷakkal uṇarntu (Cuppiramaṇiyaṉ 1978, 73). 

25 naṉṉūl āyntōr naviṉṟa aimporuḷ | toṉṉūl viḷakkam muṉ collutum eḻuttē (Cuppiramaṇiyaṉ 
1978, 74). The copy of the edition that I have consulted, which is held at the library of the École 

française d’Extrême Orient (Pondicherry branch), actually reads coṟṟutum (Cuppiramaṇiyaṉ 

1978, 74). However, an anonymous reader, who I suspect must have been the owner of the 

book, i.e. the late scholar T. V. Gopal Iyer, emended it into collutum, which is in fact a more 

suitable reading.  
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Toṉṉūlviḷakkam will first speak of sounds/letters [among] the five topics that 
those learned in the good treatises have mastered’).26 Finally, in rule 370 the five 
topics are named: ����� ��	
 �	�- &	5� (+* �� N�6 ���.& 

U��	�- �M��� Q��D27 (‘having summarised the usage of the five topics 
that are extolled in this world as eḻuttu, col, poruḷ, yāppu and aṇi’). 

Another of Beschi’s works, namely the Grammatica latino-tamulica ubi de 

elegantiori linguæ tamulicæ dialecto ����BS [centamiḻ] dicta was completed 
in 1730 as the Toṉṉūlviḷakkam.28 Although it represents an exception compared 
the other grammars composed from the eighteenth century onwards, not only 
because it is composed in Latin, but also because it is not divided according to 
the Tamil fivefold model, it nevertheless lists the five topics by their names in its 
introduction.29 Interestingly, in the same passage, Beschi adds the remark, 
which is not always met with in the treatises, that akam and puṟam are two 
distinguished subtopics of poruḷ.30 

In the nineteenth century, the Cuvāminātam of Cuvāmikkavirāyar deals 
with all five grammatical topics. In this respect, the son of the author, called 
Civacuppiramaṇiyaṉ, says in the ciṟappuppāyiram that his father, who followed 
the tradition of the preceding grammatical treatises, dealt with five topics in a 
metre called akaval-viruttam (verse 2, lines 2–3, 5, 8) […] �B L&
U��� 
(��
�* �����	
 | 2(�) "V
 �L&	4 […] Q�	B�	�� �F��	" 
[…] Q�	B ��*3	�" ��O
�
 ��	��31 (‘the expert of treatises called 
Cuvāmikkavirāyar [uttered (pakarntāṉ)] the five topics of Tamil in akaval-

|| 
26 Note that the term naṉṉūl is ambiguous. Literally, it means ‘good treatise’, but it could also 

be understood as the title of Pavaṇanti’s above-mentioned work. The latter option can be, 

however, safely ruled out on the basis of the fact that Beschi himself discusses in another of his 

works, the Grammatica latino-tamulica ubi de elegantiori linguæ tamulicæ dialecto ����BS 

[centamiḻ] dicta, the fact that the Naṉṉūl deals with only two grammatical domains (see Section 4). 

27 eḻuttu-c col poruḷ yāppu aṇi eṉa ivaṇ vaḻuttiya aimporuḷ vaḻakkam curukki (Cuppiramaṇiyaṉ 

1978, 170). 

28 The original Latin version of the Grammatica was published much later in 1917, edited by 

L. Besse. Instead, an English translation by B. G. Babington was already published in 1822 with 

the title A Grammar of the High Dialect of the Tamil Language, Termed Shen-Tamil. 
29 See Beschi 1730, ed. Basse 1917, xii and Babington 1822, ix–x.

30 See Section 4 for further details on the corpus that according to Beschi is associated with 

the study of the five grammatical topics.

31 tamiḻ iyal aintum akaval-viruttam atāl ā(m)-muṉ-nūl | vaḻiy āy […] cuvāminātam pakarntāṉ

[…] cuvāmikavirācaṉ eṉum nūl vallōṉ-ē (Caṇmukam 1975, 2).
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viruttam metre and composed (pakarntāṉ) the Cuvāminātam, following the way 
of the preceding treatises’).32  

Similarly, another nineteenth-century treatise, which was apparently com-
posed directly for the press, namely the Muttuvīriyam of Muttuvīra Upāttiyāyar, 
reads in its ciṟappuppāyiram (lines 7–8) �����	8 ��	:�	� 1*&	5+* 
#&��� | �1*.: ��5; �*&:H� �����33 (‘may one compose so that the 
five [topics of] eḻuttu, col, poruḷ, yāppu and aṇi fall under the scope of something 
easy [to grasp]’).34  

Finally, flipping through John Murdoch’s ever useful 1865 Catalogue of 

Tamil Printed Books, it appears that at least a couple of new treatises were com-
posed in the nineteenth century, which addressed all ‘five parts of Grammar’. 
These are the Ilakkaṇac Curukka Viṉāviṭai of Tiruttaṇikai Vicākapperumāḷaiyar 
Āyyar,35 and the Pañcalaṭcaṇac Curukka Viṉāviṭai of P. S. Rājagōpāla 
Mudaliyār.36 Both texts are in the genre of viṉā-viṭai (‘question and answer’). 
Unfortunately, I could not access these texts directly and, to the best of my 
knowledge, one cannot exclude that manuscript copies produced before the 
printed editions may have in fact existed.37 

|| 
32 The understanding that the phrase tamiḻ iyal aintum akaval-viruttam atāl depends on a 

supplied pakarntāṉ is based on the explanation of the text provided by its editor, 

Ce. Vai. Caṇmukam (Caṇmukam 1975, 2–3). I thank Jean-Luc Chevillard for pointing out to me 

this source. 
33 eḻuttoṭu col poruḷ iyāppu aṇi-y aintum | eḷitiṟ pulappaṭa-v iyaṟṟi-t taruka eṉa (Pulney Andy 

1889, 1). 

34 An observation worth recording about the appreciation of late-nineteenth century scholars 

for fivefold grammatical texts can be read in the first complete edition of the Muttuvīriyam 

dated 1889. In the publisher’s note S. Pulney Andy writes (Muttuvīra Upāttiyāyar 1889, un-

numbered page): ‘The first two parts of this Grammar were published in 1881, by the kind aid of 
Mr. Pattabiram Pillay, a deputy Collector in Government service. It will be admitted that a 

complete Tamil Grammar, treating of the 5 parts in a style like that of the present work, is a 

desideratum amongst the present scholars; and I have therefore ventured to publish the 

“Muthuviryam” in full, by obtaining the work in manuscript from the author.’  

35 Murdoch 1865, 212. 

36 Murdoch 1865, 213. 
37 More texts are bearing titles such as Ilakkaṇac Curukkam, Ilakkaṇa Viṉāviṭai and the like 

are found in the list of nineteenth century publications given by Vēṅkaṭacāmi 1962, 148–154. 

However, contrary to Murdoch’s 1865 Catalogue, Vēṅkaṭacāmi does not provide us with a 

summary of the contents of these books, thus we cannot say whether or not they cover more 

than one field of Tamil grammar. 
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2.4 In search for a sixfold ilakkaṇam 

The emergence of a sixth ilakkaṇam is a process that never reached mainstream 
Tamil scholarship, in the sense that a sixfold ilakkaṇam never became, for 
instance, a topos like the fivefold one. However, its emergence was clearly a 
process in fieri, at least during the nineteenth century. This is witnessed by a 
few textual sources analysed in this section and, above all, by the selection of 
texts found in certain multiple-text and composite manuscripts (see Section 5.3 
below).  

This is particularly true for the topic of poruttam (‘appropriateness’), which 
loosely speaking deals with some features that literary compositions should 
have in order to be considered an appropriate piece of literature, such as auspi-
cious words with which a composition should begin. This topic is presented, 
among others, in the subsection of the atikāram on poruḷ of the 
Ilakkaṇaviḷakkam entitled pāṭṭiyal or in several texts belonging to the Pāṭṭiyal 
genre, the oldest of which, namely the Paṉṉirupāṭṭiyal, possibly dates back to 
c. the tenth century.38 Despite the fact that – to the best of my knowledge – there 
is no ilakkaṇam list that includes poruttam as its sixth item, there are hints that 
in fact at least some scholars considered it as a grammatical topic per se.39  

For instance, U. Vē. Cāmiṉātaiyar (1855–1942), often referred to as tamiḻ 

tāttā (‘grandfather of Tamil’) for his epoch-making contribution to Tamil stud-
ies, mentions in his autobiography, Eṉ Carittiram, that he studied the 
Navanītappāṭṭiyal,40 which he says is one of the porutta-nūls (‘treatises on 
appropriateness’) and which Zvelebil decided to render in his translation with 
the Tamil expression porutta ilakkaṇam: �YZ' U&,�	';� ���9�5 
	?�&
  �0& �	��� O
�- =� N����< ���� (�:H�� 
=H� M��� C6;	&*:�41 (‘Kastūri Aiyaṅkār also had in his possession 
porutta ilakkaṇam texts like Navanītap Pāṭṭiyal. I got acquainted with them to 
some extent.’).42 

|| 
38 See Zvelebil 1995, 518. 

39 Explicit mention of both pāṭṭiyal and poruttam as two separate ilakkaṇams is found in one 

of A. Tirumalaimuttucāmi’s works (Tirumalaimuttucāmi 1959, 191). However, such a claim is 

not discussed in detail nor supported with further evidence, and thus has to be taken as the 
personal opinion of that author. 

40 For more details, see Section 4. 

41 kastūri aiyaṅkāriṭam navanīta-p pāṭṭiyal mutaliya porutta nūlkaḷ cila iruntaṉa. Eṉakku 

avaṟṟilum ciṟitu paḻakkam uṇṭāyiṟṟu (Kaliyāṇacuntaraiyar 1950, 152). 

42 Tr. Zvelebil 1990, 75. 
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In addition, there is a short treatise called Poruttavilakkam, composed by a 
certain Kulām Kātiṟu Nāvalar of Nākūr in 1880 (but published in 1900). 
However, if the poruttam treatise mentioned by Cāmiṉātaiyar, namely the 
Navanītappāṭṭiyal, is a Pāṭṭiyal that deals with quite a large gamut of topics, the 
Poruttavilakkam is only concerned with the so-called pattu-p poruttaṅkal (‘ten 
poruttams’).43  

As it will be shown later,44 the inclusion of Pāṭṭiyal texts in the selection of 
certain multiple-text and composite manuscripts offers the most convincing 
piece of evidence for arguing in favour of a poruttam à la Cāmiṉātaiyar – rather 
than its more restricted understanding witnessed in the Poruttavilakkam – as a 
sixth independent grammatical topic. 

Finally, a brief mention ought to be made of another project that envisaged 
a sixfold grammar. The Aṟuvakaiyilakkaṇam (‘Grammar in Six Parts’) of 
Taṇṭapāṇi Cuvāmikaḷ (1839–1898) explicitly mentions a sixth grammatical topic 
in combination with the other five we previously discussed. The new topic is 
here called pulamai (‘scholarship’, or ‘genius’ according to Zvelebil’s transla-
tion45) and it appears to be a combination of skills that an ideal Tamil scholar 
should possess.46 Pulamai is mentioned in the ciṟappuppāyiram and the text is 
consistently divided into six chapters.47  

3 Discrepancy between the lists of topics and the 

internal architecture of the grammatical texts 

Discrepancies between what the prefatory materials of some of the grammatical 
treatises and their subdivision into chapters have already been mentioned in 

|| 
43 For more details about the ten poruttams and the Pāṭṭiyals in general, see Clare 2011, 59–83. 
44 See Section 5. 

45 Zvelebil 1995, 651. 

46 ��:$� ��� �3� ��&
�#� | ����	
 �#���	4 N&���� ��#��& || (tēṟṟam 

tavaṟu marapu ceyalvakai | eṉum nāl-vakaittu āy iyamputum pulamaiyē, Veṅkaṭṭarāmarājā 

1893, 96; ‘Scholarship is said to have four components: clarity/knowledge, [absence of] error, 

tradition and action.’).  
47 Furthermore, Taṇṭapāṇi Cuvāmikaḷ also composed one more treatise, entitled Ēḻām-

ilakkaṇam (‘The Seventh Grammar’). Here, he introduces tava-v-iyalpu (‘the nature of 

penance’) as a seventh discipline. It is clear that Taṇṭapāṇi Cuvāmikaḷ’s agenda aimed at 

including within the same scholarly domain, namely ilakkaṇam, fields that are not, or at least 

not immediately, related to language and its use in literature.  
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the previous section. Here, we will discuss some of the sources from which such 
discrepancies emerge. 

3.1 Three vs five 

We have seen that the ciṟappuppāyirams of both the Tolkāppiyam and the 
Ilakkaṇaviḷakkam tell us that these are threefold grammars.48 The subdivision 
into atikārams (‘chapters’) of these texts, as it has been transmitted to us, con-
firms such a configuration. However, there are sources that state that these two 
texts are in fact fivefold grammars. 

For instance, stanza 60 from the Pāṇṭimaṇṭalacatakam of Aiyamperumāḷ 
Piḷḷai (seventeenth–eighteenth century?) states that the Tolkāppiyam is 
pañcalaṭcaṇam āṉa (‘fivefold’):  

�#3�:$ ��	F�� �?�+ �	���	
 �	5*& �  

�#3 :�� �	:H& =��	 �+*%� �BS��,��."  

�*#3�: �&F��5 	?8� �*1,� �*�P#3#&  

�#3��= 7F�D�* &	F�	SP 	6�&" �6;���49
 

The Pāṇṭiya land is the residence of Nacciṉārkkiṉiyaṉ, who has obtained the [other] shore 
[of the ocean of knowledge], [and] who wrote his own commentaries so that the 

Tolkāppiyam, which is a fivefold treatise, the Cintāmaṇi, praised by the whole earth, and 

the excellent Pattuppāṭṭu, which has entered the system (nirai peṟṟu ?) of the Tamil 

Caṅkam [corpus], became clear (viḷaṅka).50  

Concerning the Ilakkaṇaviḷakkam, the editor of its first printed edition dated 
1889, namely Ci. Vai. Tāmōtarampiḷḷai (1832–1901) – also one of the most 

|| 
48 See Section 2.1. 

49 karai peṟṟat’ ōr pañcalaṭcaṇamāṉa tolkāppiyamum | tarai muṟṟum pōṟṟiya cintāmaṇiyum 

tamiḻ caṅkattil | nirai peṟṟ’ uyar pattuppāṭṭum viḷaṅka nica-v uraiyai | varai nacciṉārkkiṉiyar 

vāḻvu pāṇṭiya maṇṭalamē (n.n. 1932, consulted online). 

50 Cf. Wilden’s translation of the same verse printed in U. Vē. Cāmiṉātaiyar’s edition of the 

Pattuppāṭṭu (Wilden 2017, 189 n. 20), which however contains a minor variant in the fourth 

line. Note that the expression nirai peṟṟu is particularly problematic both grammatically (should 

peṟṟu ‘having obtained’ be read as peṟṟa ‘which obtained’?) and semantically (could nirai mean 

‘corpus’?). Wilden refers to the original text in which the verse is found as Pāṇṭi Nāṭu Catakam. 
On the other hand, Zvelebil (1974, 204) refers to it as Pāṇṭimaṇṭalacatakam, which is tanta-

mount to the former in meaning and is also the one found in the 1932 edition (of which I could 

consult the retyped online version available on projectmadurai.org). Neither Wilden nor 

Zvelebil attempt to date the text, however all the other Catakams mentioned by Zvelebil are 

dated between the seventeenth and eighteenth century. 
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influential Tamil scholars of the nineteenth century – argues that the text is the 
only one to offer a full-fledged instruction into the five grammatical topics. The 
same status is also implicitly attributed to the Tolkāppiyam, since – we are 
told – the Ilakkaṇaviḷakkam is called the ‘Small Tolkāppiyam’: 

[…] =��F  �0�&	F N���+� &*$:� C�&	��	�5 �+�.&	.�&	F 

��� �"V
 ="V
 �	'#� �"H"�� =:H���+ O
�- � 

��4�	3	&*7F< (#� ���	�� �BS �"�H�:� N"H&#�&	� U�� 

N���+,�/1%�  :$� @K� ["�K"� ["H368 �	�.3� C+F��	 

�*"$�< =�	"#� �93��	L&� �	"$� U��� �8��� @H����� B�� 

Q�,D&�	4� �:�	F�� ��6�& (1P N���+ I	�, ��	;	#�&*: 

���&" �����
��	&*�< N)�*� .$���P� �	�	� ���\+ � 

�	]��F��5 �	��	� (1P ��H���[.] N���+ �*1�� ��	"�$< N�" 

�D#� N�:�� �	"�K3	
 �M,D ��� “�?�� ��	
�	5*&�” �"�� 

�&3	�� N�*� �*1,��<51
 

[…] many, such as Pavaṇanti, composed several short grammatical treatises, such as the 
Naṉṉūl, the Ciṉṉūl [i.e. the Nēminātam] and the Kārikai [i.e. Yāpparuṅkalakkārikai], as 

they are useful to children and the like for learning grammar.52 For the most part, they just 

teach either one or two [grammatical topics], without fully expanding the fivefold gram-

mar (aintu ilakkaṇaṅkaḷaiyum) that is essential for understanding Tamil well. The minority 

[of texts], such as the Vīracōḻiyam, as they are very succinct, even if they take up all five 

[topics], do not yield great fruit, since they do not offer the grammatical knowledge to the 
extent that is required for scholars. Contrary to those two kinds, a fivefold grammar 

(pañcalakṣaṇam) is complete as far as it is sufficient for the students. The Ilakkaṇa-

viḷakkam is precisely that one [kind of grammar]. Its fame nicely appears through the 

name “Small Tolkāppiyam”, which is current among the learned (cāṉṟōrāl). 

Furthermore, S. Pulney Andy, the publisher of the first full edition of the 
Muttuvīriyam, justifies the composition and publication of the Muttuvīriyam as 
the attempt to meet the demand of scholars, who at the time were eager to have 

|| 
51 […] ciṟuvar mutaliyōr ilakkaṇam payiṟaṟku upayōkamāka-p pavaṇantiyātiyōr palarum naṉṉūl 

ciṉṉūl kārikai eṉṟu iṉṉaṉa ciṟṟu-ilakkaṇa-nūlkaḷ pala ceyvārāyiṉār. Avai perumpālum tamiḻ 

naṉku aṟitaṟku iṉṟiyamaiyāta aintu ilakkaṇaṅkaḷaiyum muṟṟa-k kūṟātu oṉṟu-oṉṟu oṉṟu-iraṇṭu 

māttiram uṇarttā niṉṟaṉa. Ciṟupāṉmai vīracōḻiyam pōṉṟaṉa aintum eṭuttu-k kūṟiṉa-v ēṉum mika-

c curuṅkiya-v āy-k kaṟpōrkku vēṇṭiya aḷavu ilakkaṇa ñāṉaṅ koṭāmaiyiṉ perumpayaṉ taruvaṉa-v 

alla-v āyiṉa. Ivv-iru-tiṟattaṉavum pōlātu pañcalakṣaṇamum māṇākkarkku-p pōtumāṉa aḷavu 

ceṟintatu[.] Ilakkaṇaviḷakkam oṉṟē. Itaṉ makimai itaṟku-c cāṉṟōrāl vaḻaṅki varum “kuṭṭi-t 

tolkāppiyam” eṉṉum peyarāṉē iṉitu viḷaṅkum (Tāmōtarampiḷḷai 1889, ed. Tāmaraikkaṇṇaṉ 

2004, 92–93).  

52 The Nēminātam is a twelfth- or thirteenth-century grammar that, like the Naṉṉūl, deals with 

eḻuttu and col; the Yāpparuṅkalakkārikai is a tenth-century treatise exclusively focused on the 

topic of yāppu. 
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access to a fivefold grammatical treatises that included developments in theory, 
although fivefold treatises had already been composed: (��.&�, 
��	
�	5*&  �0&  "V
���, N���+�*���  �0& 

*"V
���, U�.���+� ���	&*�� […]53 (‘Although both the early 
treatises, such as the Akattiyam and the Tolkāppiyam, and the late[r] treatises, 
such as the Ilakkaṇavilakkam, are fivefold grammars […]’).54 

One could argue that understanding the Tolkāppiyam and the 
Ilakkaṇaviḷakkam as fivefold can be justified in light of the fact that the last 
chapter of both works, namely the poruḷ-atikāram, deals with topics that do not 
only concern poruḷ (‘poetic matter’), but also yāppu (‘metrics’) and aṇi (‘[lan-
guage] ornamentation’, i.e. rhetorical figures). In both chapters, in fact, we find 
among others a subsection entitled ceyyuḷ-iyal (‘nature of stanzas/poems’) as 
well as one called uvamai-y-iyal (‘nature of the simile’) in the Tolkāppiyam and 
one called aṇi-y-iyal (‘nature of the [language] ornamentation’) in the 
Ilakkaṇaviḷakkam. 

In this respect, we could assume that scholars of the nineteenth century did 
not perceive the discrepancy between what is stated in the ciṟappuppāyirams of 
the Tolkāppiyam and the Ilakkaṇaviḷakkam and their subdivision into atikārams 
as the result of a tension, possibly because they did not deem necessary a one-
to-one correspondence between the two. 

3.2 Five vs four 

Another case of discrepancy concerns the Vīracōḻiyam. The verse discussed in 
Section 2.3 states that this is a fivefold grammar, but its internal structure is in 
fact divided into four main sections. As D’Avella observes: 

[…] none of the editions print alaṅkāra atikāram or the like as a name for the final section, 
simply alaṅkārap-paṭalam, in contradistinction to the other chapters which are clearly 

labeled as atikārams, e.g., poruḷatikāram […]. One wonders whether these divisions were 

original to the VC [Vīracōḻiyam] or perhaps later additions once the idea of the aintu 

ilakkaṇam ‘five characterizations (of poetic language)’ had taken deeper root […]. Addi-

tional manuscripts might reveal a different picture of the situation.55  

|| 
53 akattiyam, tolkāppiya mutaliya muṉ-nūlkaḷum, ilakkaṇavilakkam mutaliya piṉ-nūlkaḷum, 

aintilakkaṇattaṉa-v āyiṉum […] (Pulney Andy 1889, v). 

54 Muttuvīra Upāttiyāyar 1889, unnumbered page. Allegedly, the Akattiyam of Akattiyaṉ is the 

first grammar of Tamil, which survives today only in fragments. 

55 D’Avella 2021, 335. 
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For the mere sake of speculation, one could think about the Vīracōḻiyam as a 
fourfold grammatical treatise, in which aṇi (here called alaṅkāram), has not yet 
risen to the status of independent discipline and is still considered part of 
yāppu. In this respect, the chapter structure of the Vīracōḻiyam would be the 
closest instantiation of the syllabus hinted at in Nakkīraṉ’s story about Śiva’s 
composition of the Iṟaiyaṉār Akapporuḷ, in which the Pāṇṭiya king sent for 
experts in the topics of eḻuttu, col, poruḷ and yāppu.56 

3.3 Five vs two 

The case of the Naṉṉūl of Pavaṇanti is even more extreme. Its ciṟappuppāyiram 
mentions five topics, but the text clearly deals with just two of them, namely 
eḻuttu and col.  

This discrepancy was noted, for instance, by Beschi, who was of the opinion 
that Pavaṇanti did not complete the Naṉṉūl and that other authors composed 
other treatises on single topics (poetic matter, metrics and rhetorical figures) in 
order to create an exhaustive grammatical anthology.57 

Another source presents a different interpretation of the textual history of 
the Naṉṉūl. This is the commentary to one of the taṉiyaṉs (‘stray verses’) added 
as an invocation to the Periya Tirumoḻi of Tirumaṅkai Āḻvār,58 which seems to be 
of the opinion that the Naṉṉūl was originally a full-fledged fivefold treatise, 
thus evidently assuming that part of it went lost. The taṉiyaṉ reads: 

���Q�D�-��`� (;,�	 ��8� *$�* 

��Q�� �
�� �� �BS�"V
 �#$�- 

(�Q� D��D&� 23+�	3� 3��&5 

�Q���0"�	H 3�	�" ��
��159
 

A torch that drives off the darkness/ignorance from the heart, good ambrosia against the 

poison (nañcukku) that is unending rebirth (aṭaṅkā neṭum piṟati, lit. non-shortening long 

birth), literature/exemplification of the five [that are] the topics (tuṟaikaḷ) of the good 

|| 
56 See Section 2.2. 

57 Beschi 1730, ed. Basse 1917, xii-xiii. This passage is discussed in detail in Section 4. 

58 As far as dating is concerned, not much can be said about this stray verse, apart from the 
fact that it most probably post-dates Tirumaṅkai Āḻvār (ninth century?). I would like to thank 

G. Vijayavenugopal for bringing this source to my attention. 

59 neñcukk’ iruḷ kaṭi tīpam aṭaṅkā neṭum piṟati | nañcukku nalla-v-amutam tamiḻ-naṉ-ṉūl 

tuṟaikaḷ |añcukk’ ilakkiyam āraṇa-cāram paracamaya-p | pañcukk’ aṉaliṉ poṟi parakālaṉ 

paṉuvalkaḷ-ē (Rāmanujācāryar and Muttukruṣṇanāyuṭu 1904, 4). 
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treatise about Tamil,60 the essence of the Āraṇam [i.e. the Veda], a spark of fire (aṉaliṉ 

poṟi) that burns (lit. for) the cotton [thread] of other schools of thought (paracamaya-p-

pañcukku): [these are] the treatises of Parakālaṉ [i.e. Tirumaṅkai Āḻvār]. 

The commentary to this verse composed by the Śrīvaiṣṇava scholar Piḷḷai Lōkam 
Jīyar (seventeenth century?) reads as follows:61  

.3	�*;�	Y�3�, ����, ��	
, �	�-, &	5�, (�,�	3� �"D$ 

�*�\+�	� ���\+���	�; @�&*�$ &*�5�< ("H���, �B��� 

����  ��	� (�Q�\+�#�%� (�.&*8��	�, �"V��"� - [� 

�	Y�3 68 […].62
 

A Tamil treatise (tirāviṭa-cāstram) includes the diverse five grammatical topics (lakṣaṇam), 
namely eḻuttu, col, poruḷ, yāppu and alaṅkāram. In fact, there is one treatise called Naṉṉūl 

that fully treats (aṟutiyiṭuvat' āṉa, lit. brings to completion) the five grammatical topics 

(añcu-lakṣaṇattai-y-um), [i.e.] eḻuttu, etc., for Tamil. 

Interestingly, in this passage it is clear that Piḷḷailōkam Jīyar understands the 
compound tamiḻ-naṉ-ṉūl as corresponding to Pavaṇanti’s work, which is thus 
believed to have, at least originally, been a text that covered all five domains of 
grammar. On the other hand, the editor of the 1904 printed edition of the Periya 

Tirumoḻi, Māṭapūci Rāmānujāryar of Ciṅkapperumaḷkōyil, understood in his 
word-by-word glosses naṉ as meaning vilakṣaṇam (‘special’) and nūl as part of 
the compound tamiḻ-nūl-tuṟaikaḷ meaning trāviṭa-cāstra-mārkkam-āṉa (‘that is 
the way of the Tamil treatises’).63  

|| 
60 Or of the Tamil Naṉṉūl (see below). 

61 I would like to thank Erin McCann for helping me clarify the identity of Piḷḷailōkam Jīyar. 

62 tirāviṭa-cāstram, eḻuttu, col, poruḷ, yāppu, alaṅkāram eṉkiṟa vilakṣaṇam āṉa pañca-

lakṣaṇattōṭē kūṭi-y-iṟē y-iruppatu. aṉṟikk’-ē, tamiḻukku eḻuttu mutal āṉa añcu-lakṣaṇattai-y-um 

aṟutiyiṭuvatāṉa, naṉṉūl eṉṟu - oru cāstram uṇṭu, […] (Rāmanujācāryar and Muttukruṣṇanāyuṭu 

1904, 4–5). 

63 Another treatise that is considered by some to have been in its original redaction a full-

fledged fivefold grammar like the Naṉṉūl is the Tamiḻneṟiviḷakkam, which, as we know it, in 

fact deals only with the akam sub-topic of poruḷ. The earliest source I have been able to trace 

that argues in this direction is the introduction to a 1972 edition of the Muttuvīriyam: �BS��H 

�*1��� �"�  �#�&	�� D#;�.�� (tamiḻ-neṟi-viḷakkam eṉpatu muḻumai-y-āka-k 

kiṭaittilatu; ‘the Tamiḻneṟiviḷakkam is not available in its entirety’; Cuntaramūrtti 1972, 1). 

Unfortunately, the editor, Ku. Cuntaramūrtti, does not bring any argument in support of his 

claim. However, I strongly suspect that there may be earlier sources that share the same idea 

about the history of the Tamiḻneṟiviḷakkam. 
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4 Corpora 

The history of Tamil grammatical literature knows many texts that do not cover 
all the topics of the syllabus (or syllabi), but rather focus on one, or maybe two 
of them. For instance, a popular text such as the Yāpparuṅkalakkārikai deals 
exclusively with yāppu, whereas the above-mentioned Naṉṉūl describes the 
domains of eḻuttu and col only. 

In this respect, it can be easily imagined that one can conjure up a corpus 
that selects enough of these texts to be able to cover the whole grammatical 
syllabus. And this seems to have in fact been the case. Evidence of this scholarly 
phenomenon are found in secondary sources, as well as in manuscripts and to a 
limited extent in printed books.64  

The oldest attestation of a grammatical corpus is given in Beschi’s 1730 
Grammatica latino-tamulica ubi de elegantiori linguæ tamulicæ dialecto 

����BS [centamiḻ] dicta. In his introduction, Beschi provides a list of texts 
that are to be studied to engage with the five grammatical topics. These are the 
Naṉṉūl for eḻuttu and col, the Akapporuḷviḷakkam for poruḷ (note that the text is 
not mentioned by its title but by the name of its author, namely Nāṟkavirāca 
Nampi), the Yāpparuṅkalakkārikai for yāppu and the Taṇṭiyalaṅkāram for aṇi. It 
is interesting to note that, according to Beschi’s understanding of the history of 
Tamil grammatical literature, these texts were composed one after the other in a 
multigenerational attempt at devising a complete fivefold grammar – the histo-
riographical value of this observation being rather debatable: 

The term Panjavilaccańam, which we here used, is the general expression for these five 

heads. 

Pavanánti not having completed his design, his Nannùl comprises only the two first 

heads, viz. Letters and Words; on each of which he has treated at considerable length. On 

his death, a person named Nàrccaviràja Nambi took up the subject and wrote on the third 

head, or matter.65 A devotee called Amirdasàgaren (sea of nectar) composed a treatise on 

|| 
64 For the latter two categories, see Sections 5 and 6, respectively. 

65 From this passage one has the impression that Beschi thought that the Akapporuḷviḷakkam 

deals with the whole topic of poruḷ, including both its subtopics akam and puṟam. This not 

being the case since, as the tile itself reveals, the text deals only with akam, one can assume 
that Beschi simply deemed unnecessary to provide more details about this grammar of poruḷ in 

the context of the introduction to his grammar of Tamil. Margherita Trento, who is currently 

engaged in the study of Beschi’s Toṉṉūlviḷakkam, has confirmed to me (email exchange dated 

05.10.2018) that a close reading of the poruḷ section of the text makes clear that Beschi was 

familiar, among other texts, with the Akapporuḷviḷakkam. I thus here correct an observation 
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the fourth head, or Versification, which he entitled Càrigei; and lastly, a person named 

Tandi wrote on the fifth head, or Embellishment: his work was called from him 

Tandiyalancàram; the word Alancàram being the same as Ańi.66  

Interestingly, at the end of another of his works, namely the Clavis humaniorum 

litterarum sublimioris tamulici idiomatis composed in c. 1735,67 Beschi mentions 
a corpus of seven grammatical works:  

Dear reader, you now have that promised key (clavem) and thanks to that you have those 
five systems (opes) of the Tamil language unfolded. The Tamilians have transmitted dif-

fusely and confusedly those rules, which I have transmitted, spread across seven works 

(libris): 1. Naṉṉūl, 2. Akapporuḷ, 3. Puṟapporuḷ, 4. Kārikai, 5. Yāpparuṅkalam, 6. Pāṭṭiyal, 

7. Taṇṭiyalaṅkāram.68  

There are two main points of interest in this passage that concern us. First, it 
explicitly mentions the Puṟapporuḷveṇpāmālai, i.e. the treatise (with illustrative 
stanzas and commentary) that deals with the puṟam matters of poruḷ, the akam 
matters being dealt with in the Akapporuḷviḷakkam. Second, despite the fact that 
Beschi still openly connects this alternative corpus to the fivefold syllabus, 
which, as we have seen, he also presents in the Toṉṉūlviḷakkam and in the 
Grammatica, we can observe the inclusion of an unspecified Pāṭṭiyal text, which 
we can interpret as a hint towards (the emergence of?) a sixfold syllabus. 

|| 
I made elsewhere (Buchholz and Ciotti 2017, 135 n. 21) on the fact that it could have seemed 

possible that Beschi was not familiar with the Akapporuḷviḷakkam, given for instance that this is 

the only work in the list to which he refers by mentioning the name of its author, rather than its 
title. The Grammatica and the Toṉṉūlviḷakkam were in fact completed in the same year 1730. 

66 Tr. Babington (1822, x). The Latin original reads (Beschi 1730, ed. Basse 1917, xii-xiii): ‘Hæc 

quinque sunt quæ ���*���+� vocant. Ex his, dictus �+�. in quo �"V
 de litteris 

ac vocibus tantum diffuse scripsit; coque morte absumpto, alter cui nomen �	3	��*3	���*, 

extense quae ad �	�- spectant tradidit. (BF��	�3" autem, et ipse monachus, cujus 

nomen Ambrosiæ more interpretatur, de &	5� sive de versibus scripsit librum quem �	'#� 
nominavit. Tandem de (+* seu figuris egit quidam nomine ��6�, unde et liber vocatur 

��6�&�,�	3�, (�,�	3� enim idem est ac (+*.’ 

67 The date of completion of the Clavis can only be approximated on the basis of indirect 

evidence, since the manuscript does not contain a date (see Chevillard 1992, 78) and it was only 

published for the first time in 1876. The Clavis is a sort of adaptation, rather than a direct trans-

lation, of the Toṉṉūlviḷakkam into Latin. 
68 The Latin original reads (Beschi 1876, 159): ‘Habes jam, amice lector, quam promiseram 

clavem, eaque reseratas habes quinque Tamulici sermonis opes. Has, quas tradidi regulas, 

Septem libris dispersas fuse et confuse tradidere Tamulenses: 1. �"V
, 2. (�5�	�-, 

3. �$5�	�-, 4. �	'#�, 5. &	5�,���, 6. 	?�&
, 7. �6�&�,�	3�.’ I would like 

to thank Margherita Trento for drawing my attention to this particular passage. 
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A little more than a century later, a document written by the well-known 
Tamil Sri Lankan scholar and reformer Āṟumuka Nāvalar (1822–1879) in 1860 
and entitled Tamiḻppulamai (‘Knowledge of Tamil’) is witness of a sixfold cor-
pus.69 Here, Āṟumuka Nāvalar lays down a – rather ambitious – list of texts that 
students of Tamil, in particular those who adhere to Śaivism (caiva-camayikaḷ), 
should be familiar with. As far as grammatical education is concerned, he men-
tions a basic knowledge (ilakkaṇa-c-curukka[m]), which should be attained by 
young pupils, followed by a first list of texts to be studied, presumably by 
intermediate students.70 The list reads: 

�"V
 �*��.%#3, (�5�	�-�*1��P#3, �$5�	�-��6	�	/�%#3, 

�	'#�%#3, ��6	5	?�&�#3, �6�&�,�	3P#3 �"�� N���+,�/1� 

�:$H��, �	� �:$ N��D&,�1*
 N)�*���+�*.�/1 (#���5 M��<71
  

‘Naṉṉūl with Viruttiyurai, Akapporuḷviḷakkam with commentary, Puṟapporuḷveṇpāmālai 
with commentary, [Yāpparuṅkalak]kārikai with commentary, Veṇpāppāṭṭiyal with 

commentary, Taṇṭiyalaṅkāram with commentary. Once these grammars are learned, they 

[i.e. the students] should practice applying the rules of these grammars in the literary 

works that they studied’. 

A couple of aspects of this list are particularly important. First, it mentions not 
just the Naṉṉūl, but one of its commentaries, namely the Naṉṉūl Viruttiyurai.72 
Second, contrary to Beschi’s Clavis a specific Pāṭṭiyal work is mentioned, name-
ly the Veṇpāppāṭṭiyal – curiously even before the Taṇṭiyalaṅkāram. 

|| 
69 The document of Āṟumuka Nāvalar that is here under investigation dates October-
November 1860 (the original date is: Jovian year Rauttiri, month of Aippaci, Kali year 4962). It 

has been reprinted together with several other writings of Āṟumuka Nāvalar in a volume enti-

tled Āṟumukanāvalar Pirapantattiraṭṭu and edited by Ta. Kailāca Piḷḷai of Nallūr, which I could 

access in its 1922 edition (pp. 25–28). I would like to thank Krissy Rogahn for drawing my atten-

tion to this particular source. 

70 Āṟumuka Nāvalar 1860 [1922], 25. 
71 Naṉṉūl viruttiy-urai, akapporuḷviḷakkav-urai, puṟapporuḷveṇpāmālaiy-urai, kārikaiy-urai, 

veṇpāppāṭṭiyal-urai, taṇṭiyalaṅkārav-urai eṉṉum ilakkaṇaṅkaḷai-k kaṟṟaṟintu, tām kaṟṟa 

ilakkiyaṅkaḷil ivv-ilakkaṇa-vitikaḷai amaittu-p paḻakuka (Āṟumuka Nāvalar 1860 [1922], 25). 

72 I assume that the Naṉṉūl Viruttiyurai in question is the one authored by Civañāṉa 

Cuvāmikal (alias Civañāṉa Muṉivar), possibly the most renowned Tamil intellectual of the eigh-

teenth century, which is in turn a revised edition of the commentary by Caṅkaranamaccivāyar 
(seventeenth century). This text was in fact edited in printed form by Āṟumuka Nāvalar himself 

a few years before in 1851 (according to Zvelebil 1995, 175; or in 1854 according to Ebeling 2009, 

245). Alternatively, but less likely, Āṟumuka Nāvalar could be referring to another Naṉṉūl 

Viruttiyurai, which was composed by the ingenium perfervidum (according to George Uglow 

Pope) of Mukavai Irāmānucakavirāyar and published in 1846 (see Zvelebil 1995, 266). 
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It is worth noting that a further list follows (Āṟumuka Nāvalar 1860 [1922], 
26) with more grammatical texts to study. However, these are clearly regarded 
as non-essential, since it is explicitly stated that students should engage with 
them only ‘if time allows’ (kālam uḷatāyiṉ).73

It should be remarked, however, that the lists of texts made by Beschi and 
Āṟumuka Nāvalar may represent some sort of ideal corpora. The actual 
sequence in which those texts were taught and studied was most probably not 
always so linear, but might have had gaps or included other texts, too. This 
state of affairs can be deduced, for instance, from Eṉ Carittiram, the autobiog-
raphy of U. Vē. Cāmiṉātaiyar. In Chapter 19, Cāmiṉātaiyar narrates that he 
learned the Naṉṉūl as well as part of the Navanītappāṭṭiyal from Kastūri 
Aiyaṅkār. Later in Chapter 65 he devotes a few sections to reminisce about the 
grammars, among several other texts, that he studied under the guidance of 
Cuppiramaṇiya Tēcikar, his teacher at the Tiruvāvaṭutuṟai mutt (‘monastery’) 
after the demise of his beloved teacher Mīṉaṭcicuntaram Piḷḷai in 1876. First, 
Cāmiṉātaiyar mentions his desire, at the time, to study the Naṉṉūl Viruttiyurai 
(see above). He also mentions that he studied the commentaries of Iḷampūraṇar 
and Cēṉāvraiyar to the eḻuttu and col sections of the Tolkāppiyam. In this 
respect, it must be said that, at that point of his life, Cāmiṉātaiyar was not any-
more a beginner – he was, for instance, already given teaching duties at the 
mutt, while perfecting his studies. Thus, he reached a level of scholarship that 
allowed him to engage with more complex texts and study grammar through 
different sources at the same time. Furthermore, Cāmiṉātaiyar refers to the fact 
that he studied both the Yāpparuṅkalakkārikai and the Taṇṭiyalaṅkāram. Final-
ly, and most interestingly, he remarks that he studied the whole fivefold sylla-
bus, but that, as far as poruḷ is concerned, on the one hand, he studied akam 
only through a commentary to a particular poem and not as a distinct topic and, 
on the other hand, that he did not study puṟam at all.74  

|| 
73 The list reads: tolkāppiyam iḷampūraṇarurai, cēṉāvraiyarurai, nacciṉārkkiṉiyarurai, 

pirayōkavivēkavurai, ilakkaṇakkotturai, tolkāppiyaccūttiravirutti, iṟaiyaṉārakapporuḷurai 

(‘Tolkāppiyam with Iḷampūraṇar’s commentary, Cēṉāvraiyar’s commentary, [and] 

Nacciṉārkkiṉiyar’s commentary, Pirayōkavivēkam with commentary, Ilakkaṇakkottu with 

commentary, Tolkāppiyaccūttiravirutti, Iṟaiyaṉārakapporuḷ with commentary’). 

74 ����, ��	
, �	�-, &	5�, (+* �"�� N���+ O
�/1��	" 	;� 

��?�	�< (�5�	�- N���+�#�� ��?��*
/�< .��=:$��� ��	#�&	#3 

C#3%;" ��?;�	� ()�*��D&�.0���� N���+�#� (H����	6�;	�� 

&"H� ��*�& (�5�	�- N���+ O/�5 	;� ��?��*
/�< (��	��.
 

()�*���+�#�� ��*�& �5	F B�� �#$P< �	�1*���+�." �:�K� 

*'�	D& �$5�	�/15:H& 23	4�=�& N
/� (Eḻuttu, col, poruḷ, yāppu, aṇi eṉṉum 
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In conclusion, it would be hasty to cast a judgement over the corpora 
described by Beschi and Āṟumuka Nāvalar, whether they represent an 
alternative model to the more well-rounded texts, such as the Tolkāppiyam or 
the Ilakkaṇaviḷakkam, or they are to be understood as complementary to them, 
possibly offering a more beginner friendly way into ilakkaṇam.75 Certainly, 
selecting texts and building up a corpus offers a more flexible way of tackling 
the grammatical syllabus, given that one can add, subtract and substitute texts 
according to what, for instance, may have been local and personal educational 
strategies. Cāmiṉātaiyar’s case further shows us how the engagement with such 
corpora may be an activity made over several years. In this respect, multiple-
text and composite manuscripts are witnesses of such a malleable modularity.76  

|| 
ilakkaṇa nūlkaḷaittāṉ pāṭam kēṭpōm. Akapporuḷ ilakkaṇattaik kēṭkavillai. Tirucciṟṟampalak 

kōvaiyārai uraiyuṭaṉ kēṭṭapōtu avvilakkiyattiliruntē ilakkaṇattai aṟintukoṇṭōmē yaṉṟit taṉiyē 

akapporuḷ ilakkaṇa nūlaip pāṭam kēṭkavillai. Akkālattil avvilakkaṇattait taṉiyē paṭippār mikak 

kuṟaivu. Poruḷilakkaṇattiṉ maṟṟoru pirivākiya puṟapporuḷaippaṟṟiya ārāycciyē illai, 

Kaliyāṇacuntaraiyar 1950, 560; ‘Thus we studied all parts of grammar: phonetics and phonol-

ogy, morphology, literary convention, prosody and rhetoric. However, we did not study gram-

mars of love-poverty akam. While studying the commentary on Tirucciṟṟampalakkōvaiyār, we 
learnt the akam conventions – grammar of love poetry. But we haven’t studied any akam 

grammar separately. At that time there were only very few who would make a specific study of 

it. There was also no study at all of the other great division of the subject puṟapporuḷ of 

poruḷilakkaṇam – puṟam literary conventions’; tr. Zvelebil 1994, 281. Sic rebus stantibus, it is 

quite remarkable that Cāmiṉātaiyar will be the editor of the second ever printed edition of the 

Puṟapporuḷveṇpāmālai in 1895 – the first edition being that prepared by Tāṇṭavarāya Mutaliyār 
together with Mānēcar A. Muttuccāmippiḷḷai in 1835 (see below, Section 6). Another example of 

a flexible syllabus that includes some of the texts mentioned so far is that followed by 

Tāṇṭavarāya Mutaliyar (1790–1850), one of the most important Tamil headmasters at the 

Madras College of Fort St George (see Venkatachalapathy 2009, 120–121). 

75 The latter interpretation seems to emerge from reading Āṟumuka Nāvalar, who ascribes the 

Tolkāppiyam, among other works, to a later stage of education. 
76 See Section 5 below. It goes without saying that flexibility can be reached also with a text 

that deals with all topics of grammar, simply by selecting only certain passages from it during, 

for instance, a teaching section. However, the intellectual impulse to realise a more stable 

source of knowledge, such as the corpora that are mentioned here, should not be underesti-

mated. 
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5 Grammatical corpora as they emerge from 

manuscripts 

In this section we will explore what could be labelled as the material realisation 
of the ilakkaṇam syllabi and corpora in multiple-text and composite manu-
scripts. In particular, we will investigate twenty such palm-leaf manuscripts 
that were selected on the basis of both direct inspection (either personal or 
through digital reproductions) and the information gathered from library cata-
logues.77 Evidently, the list is not exhaustive. 

The artefacts analysed here surely have their own idiosyncrasies – hardly 
ever two manuscripts are the same – but they do help outline certain patterns in 
the production of grammar-related manuscripts, in particular the extent to 
which the selection of the texts that they contain matches or approximates the 
classification of ilakkaṇam as three-, five-, or sixfold. The resulting grouping of 
the manuscripts should thus be understood as a way to highlight the interplay 
between syllabi, corpora and manuscripts, rather than the application of defini-
tive descriptive categories.78  

Other patterns will also emerge such as, for instance, the apparent ap-
proach to poruḷ, which one may want to think of as complete only in those 
manuscripts that include copies of both the Akapporuḷviḷakkam and the 
Puṟapporuḷveṇpāmālai, i.e. the treatises that deal with the sub-topics of akam 

and puṟam, respectively. A further, particularly important pattern consists of 
the inclusion of a literary text along with a selection of grammatical treatises. 
Asking whether the literary texts are there to exemplify the teachings of theoret-
ical texts, or the latter are there to help understand the former would probably 
be a pointless question. What is in fact evident is the educational purpose of 
these manuscripts, which showcase the synergy between grammar (ilakkaṇam) 
and literature (ilakkiyam), in particular the texts of the Patiṉeṇkīḻkkaṇakku cor-
pus and the Cīvakacintāmaṇi.79 Mastering both these domains used to be the 

|| 
77 In what follows, I will specify when the information concerning the description of a particu-

lar manuscript was obtained from the catalogues. In all other cases, even if catalogue descrip-

tions are available, the information provided is based on my direct inspection. 

78 The main inspiration for such kind of investigation comes from the idea of applying the 
concept of multiple-text manuscripts as corpus-organisers laid out by Bausi 2010. See the 

introduction to the current subsection of this volume (in particular n. 17) for more details. 

79 The Patiṉeṇkīḻkkaṇakku is a corpus of eighteen texts that deal with the topics of akam, 

puṟam and nīti (‘moral conduct’). The Cīvakacintāmaṇi is one of the Tamil peruṅkāppiyams 

(‘great poems’) narrating the life and adventures of prince Cīvakaṉ. 
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bread and butter of a certain kind of traditional Tamil scholars at the time in 
which the manuscripts that we still have were in fact produced and used.80  

5.1 The threefold syllabus 

So far, I could find just one manuscript that matches the threefold syllabus 
constituted by eḻuttu, col and poruḷ. 
– MS no. 438 of the U.V. Swaminatha Iyer Library of Chennai (UVSL): Naṉṉūl 

(438, fols 1r–21v) and Akapporuḷviḷakkam (438a, fols 22r–44r). 
 While inspecting the manuscript, I noticed that the left margin of 

fol. 22r, l. 5–7 reads (�5�	�6!� � �$5�	�?D��D&���	8 
��6	�	/�!� �81 (‘the root-text of the Akapporuḷviḷakkam and the 
root-text of the [Puṟapporuḷ]veṇpāmālai with the literature of the poruḷ topic 
of puṟam’. This seems to suggest that the original, but unfulfilled, intention 
of the scribe was that of copying the Puṟapporuḷveṇpāmālai, too, so to 
encompass the full scope of poruḷ.82 

5.2 The fivefold syllabus 

A first group of four manuscripts presents selections of texts that are very close 
to that recorded by Beschi’s 1730 Grammatica,83 thus arguably representing an 
understanding of ilakkaṇam as a fivefold field of study. 
– MS no. 639 of the Maharaja Serfoji’s Saraswathi Mahal Library of Thanjavur 

(SSMLT): Naṉṉūl (639a), Akapporuḷviḷakkam (639b), Yāpparuṅgalakkārikai 
(639c) and Taṇṭiyalaṅkāram (639d).84  

This is arguably the closest instantiation of Beschi’s 1730 corpus that I 
came across. 

– MS no. 67 of the UVSL: Yāpparuṅkalakkārikai with a commentary (67), 
Taṇṭiyalaṅkāram (67b),85 and Naṉṉūl (67c).86  

|| 
80 Concerning the education of Tamil scholars (pulavars), see e.g. Ebeling 2010, 37–55. 

81 akapporuṇmūlamum puṟapporuṭkilakkiyattōṭu veṇpāmālaimūlamum. 
82 Note that Puṟapporuṭkilakkiyattōṭu Veṇpāmālaimūlam is the title by which the 

Puṟapporuḷveṇpāmālai is also mentioned in its first ever edition dated 1835 (see Section 6). 

83 See Section 4. 

84 Information obtained from the Catalogue of the Tamil Manuscripts in the Tanjore Maharaja 

Serfoji’s Saraswathi Mahal Library (Olaganatha Pillay 1925, entries nos 90–93). 
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This manuscript, a composite one,87 presents us with a deficient 
approximation of Beschi’s 1730 corpus; only the Akapporuḷviḷakkam is missing. 

– MS no. 601 of the UVSL: Tirukkuṛaḷ (601a, recorded in the catalogue as 601, 
fols 1r-23v), Cūṭāmaṇinikaṇṭu (601a2, not recorded in the catalogue, fols 23v–
62v), Yāpparuṅgalakkārikai (601b, fols 62v–92v), Nāṉmaṇikkaṭikai (601c1, not 
recorded in the catalogue, fols 93r–101r), Tirikaṭukam (601c2, not recorded in 
the catalogue, fols 101v–109v), Nālaṭiyār (601d, fols 109v–147r), Naṉṉūl (601e, 
fols 147v–162v) and Akapporuḷviḷakkam (601f, not recorded in catalogue, 
fol. 162v, incomplete copy).88

This manuscript is a deficient approximation of the corpus found in 
Beschi, given the absence of the Taṇṭiyalaṅkāram. UVSL601 also contains a 
lexicographical work, namely the Cūṭāmaṇinikaṇṭu and, furthermore, three 
Patiṉeṇkīḻkkaṇakku works dealing with ethics, namely the Tirukkuṛaḷ, the 
Tirikaṭukam and the Nālaṭiyār. In this respect, the manuscript represents a 
platform for the combination of grammars and literary texts, similarly to 
UVSL589 (see below). 

– MSS nos 5549–5552 of the Government Oriental Manuscript Library of
Chennai (GOML) constitute in fact a single codicological unit. They contain: 
Naṉṉūl (5549, fols 1r–3[.]v),89 Yāpparuṅkalakkārikai (5550, fols 1r–8r), 
Akapporuḷviḷakkam (5551, fols 1r–34v) and an incomplete copy of the 
Puṟapporuḷveṇpāmālai (5552, fols 35r–44v), which stops abruptly in the
middle of the text. 

Although the number of texts in the manuscripts could have been 
originally larger, their extant corpus approximates the one presented by 
Beschi, with the exclusion of the Taṇṭiyalaṅkāram. A peculiarity to be noted 
is the inclusion, instead, of the Puṟapporuḷveṇpāmālai along with the 
Akapporuḷviḷakkam, so that the whole topic of poruḷ is fully treated, since 
both akam and puṟam are covered. 

|| 
85 Notably, the left margin of fol. 168r reads U��	�� | N���+� | &+* (aintāvatu | 

ilakkaṇam | yaṇi; ‘aṇi is the fifth [topic of] grammar’). This points to the fact that the manu-

script indeed suits the concept of a fivefold syllabus. 

86 The numbering of the texts follows Descriptive Catalogue 1956, entries nos 82, 119 and 177. 

87 The fact that UVSL67 is a composite can be inferred by the fact that the last text to be found 

in the manuscript, i.e. the Naṉṉūl, was copied (from Aug. 1838 to Sept./Oct. 1838) before the 
copy of the Taṇṭiyalaṅkāram was completed (May 1839) and, furthermore, its foliation begins 

anew. I thank Marco Franceschini for checking with me the colophons of this manuscript. 

88 Cf. the information recorded in Descriptive Catalogue 1956, entries nos 118, 169, 252 and 287. 

89 Unfortunately, the margins of the manuscript are sometimes heavily damaged and the folio 

number of the last folio containing the end of the Naṉṉūl can only be partially read. 



 Tamil Ilakkaṇam (‘Grammar’) | 339 

  

– MS no. 589 of the UVSL is a rather unique artefact containing not only 
grammatical treatises, but also a large number of excerpts or full copies of 
numerous literary texts, such as the akam works of the Patiṉeṇkīḻkkaṇakku 
corpus, the Cīvakacintāmaṇi, the Tirumurukāṟṟuppaṭai, the Kallāṭam, etc.90 
As far as grammatical texts are concerned, UVSL589 has copies of the 
Naṉṉūl, the Akapporuḷviḷakkam, the Yāpparuṅgalakkārikai and the 
Taṇṭiyalaṅkāram. Furthermore, it quotes in three sections of the bundle 
stanzas from the Puṟapporuḷveṇpāmālai, which is the only one among the 
ilakkaṇam texts to include stanzas that illustrate its rules.91 In this respect, 
not only this manuscript matches Beschi’s 1730 corpus, but puts it in dia-
logue with literary texts. 

– MS no. 13 of the Tavattiru Cāntaliṅka Aṭikaḷār Kalai Aṟiviyal Tamiḻk Kallūri 
Nūlakam of Perur (TKNP): Naṉṉūl (fols 1–25), Yāpparuṅgalakkārikai 
(fols 26–87) and Akapporuḷviḷakkam (fols 88–102). To these three works, 
which show a continuous foliation, two more texts are added on unnum-
bered folios: Nēminātam (eight leaves) and Kēcātipātavupamāṉam (one 
leaf). 

 As the manuscript stands now, the topics of eḻuttu and col are 
reduplicated given the inclusion of both the Naṉṉūl and the Nēminātam. 
However, since the folios containing the latter text are unnumbered, it is 
plausible to assume that this was a later addition to the original plan of the 
manuscript. Similarly, the addition of the very short text called 
Kēcātipātavupamāṉam on an unnumbered folio suggests that at a certain 
point someone must have wanted to extend the scope of the content of the 
manuscript. The term kēcātipātavupamāṉam indicates a particular 
convention of describing a person from head to foot through a series of 
similes.92 Although this is a topic dealt with in some Pāṭṭiyal texts, there are 
a few texts specifically devoted to it, which secondary literature ascribes to 
the domain of aṇi. The text of the Kēcātipātavupamāṉam found in TKNP13 
corresponds to the third section of one of these texts, namely the 
Uvamāṉacaṅkirakam.93  

|| 
90 A detailed study of this manuscript is found in Buchholz and Ciotti 2017.  

91 As for the other ilakkaṇam texts, illustrative stanzas are usually found in their commen-

taries.  

92 See Ilakkaṇaviḷakkam, Poruḷatikāram, Pāṭṭiyal 111 (Kōpālaiyar 1974, 253–254). 

93 See Cuppiramaṇiyaṉ 2009, 580–581. 
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5.3 The sixfold syllabus 

Several manuscripts contain not only the texts mentioned in Beschi’s 1730 
Grammatica, but also at least one Pāṭṭiyal text. In this respect, these manu-
scripts are the best witnesses of the sixfold syllabus of Tamil ilakkaṇam, which, 
as it was shown before, primary sources only marginally refer to.94 As a matter 
of fact, the selection of texts in these manuscripts can be compared to the kind 
of corpus mentioned by Beschi’s c. 1735 Clavis and by Āṟumuka Nāvalar’s 1860 
Tamiḻppulamai.95  
– MS no. 127 of the Madurai Tamil Sangam of Madurai has three sections. One 

contains in continuous foliation the texts mentioned in Beschi’s 1730 cor-
pus: Naṉṉūl (fols 1r–25r), Akapporuḷviḷakkam (fols 25r–51r, with double fols 25 
and 39), Yāpparuṅgalakkārikai (fols 51r–58v) and Taṇṭiyalaṅkāram (fols 59r–
67v). Two more sections are added, containing respectively copies of the 
Puṟapporuḷveṇpāmālai (fols 1r–7r; only rules, no illustrative stanzas) and the 
Navanītappāṭṭiyal (fols 1r–?).96 

Interestingly, the first section of the manuscript ends with the following 
statement: ���� - ��	
 - �	�- - &	5� - (�,�	3� - b - 
N���+ :�� (fol. 67v, lines 4–5) (eḻuttu - col - poruḷ - yāppu - alaṅkāram 

- {āka} 5 - ilakkaṇamuṟṟum; ‘sounds/letters, words, poetic matter, metres, 
ornamentation: in total 5 - grammar is completed’) (see Fig. 1).97  

Such a statement clearly shows that the original project of the 
manuscript was to represent a fivefold grammar through the corpus 
described by Beschi 1730. Furthermore, the addition at a later stage in the 
life of the manuscript of the Puṟapporuḷveṇpāmālai (only rules without 
illustrative stanzas) and the Navanītappāṭṭiyal shows the influence of a 
broader understanding of the grammatical syllabus, with the inclusion of 
puṟam in order to complete poruḷ and a Pāṭṭiyal text in order to include 
poruttam.  

– MS Indien no. 187 of the Bibliothèque nationale de France in Paris: 
Akapporuḷviḷakkam (fols 56r–66v), Puṟapporuḷveṇpāmālai (fols 67r–75v; only 

|| 
94 See Section 2.4. 

95 See Section 4. 

96 Unfortunately, the section of the manuscript occupied by the Navanītappāṭṭiyal is heavily 
damaged and only a few folio numbers are left to read (the highest digit being 11). It is thus 

unclear how many folios were used in total for reproducing this copy of the text. 

97 What is probably a second hand has added for each ilakkaṇam the number of rules found in 

its corresponding text, the total number of rules found in the five texts combined (the computa-

tion is however problematic) and an invocation. 
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rules, no illustrative stanzas), a text entitled Alaṅkāranūl (fols 76r–82r; in 
fact, corresponding to the Taṇṭiyalaṅkāram) and Veṇpāppāṭṭiyal (fols 83r–87r). 

This manuscript presents some remarkable codicological features. The 
recto of the first folio of the manuscript reads tirukkurukūr - cuppiramaṇiya 

tīkṣitar cetya pirayōkavivēkamuulamum uraiyum (‘text and commentary 
of the Pirayōkavivēkam composed by Cuppiramaṇiya Tīkṣitar of 
Tirukkurukūr’). Since the first 55 leaves of the manuscript are missing, one 
can assume that it originally contained a copy of the Pirayōkavivēkam – a 
seventeenth century text that covers col in a Sanskritic fashion – that was 
removed from the bundle and never put back.98 In this respect, most proba-
bly, the manuscript originally represented a deficient approximation of a 
corpus befitting the six-fold syllabus, with the curious inclusion of the 
Pirayōkavivēkam, which does not deal with eḻuttu, and the odd exclusion of 
metrics.99  

– MS no. 6368 of the Oriental Research Institute and Manuscript Library of 
Thiruvananthapuram (ORI): Taṇṭiyalaṅkāram (6368a, fols 1r–75v), Tol-

kāppiyam (6368b, fols 77r–98, removed), Nēminātam (6368c, fols 99r–112r), 
Naṉṉūl and Veṇpāppāṭṭiyal (6368d and 6368e, fols 113r–140v),100 and 

|| 
98 For a rough estimate of how many palm-leaves would a copy of the Pirayōkavivēkam occu-

py, one can compare MS no. 47 of the Centamiḻk Kallūri - Tamiḻc Caṅkam (Madurai), an incom-

plete copy containing 45 folios (c. 14 lines per folio) and MS no. 316 of the Tiruvāvaṭutuṟai Ātīṉa 

Caracuvati Makāl Nūlkaḷ (Thiruvavaduthurai), a complete copy of 34 folios (c. 16 lines per 

folio). The latter manuscript was presumably part of a multiple-text manuscript, since its folia-
tion is 95r–129r. We can thus assume that the 55 missing leaves of Indien 187 (c. 14 lines per 

folio) could have contained an entire copy of the Pirayōkavivēkam. 

99 Notably, the manuscript contains a double foliation. This was probably added by a second 

hand: the numbers are, in fact, visibly larger than those of the first foliation, which are instead 

of the same size of the characters used to write the texts. According to this second foliation, the 

texts are distributed in the manuscript as follows: Akapporuḷviḷakkam (fols 161r–171v), 
Puṟapporuḷveṇpāmālai (fols 172r–180v), Alaṅkāranūl (fols 184r–187r) and Veṇpāppāṭṭiyal (fols 188r–

192r). If our estimate that the copy of the Pirayōkavivēkam occupied c. 50 folios (see n. 98 

above), it is clear that, at a certain stage of the life of the manuscript, more or less a hundred 

more leaves were added to the bundle. Was a further codicological unit added and, conse-

quently, all the leaves renumbered? Or, was the present bundle part of a multi-volume manu-

script (possibly even from its original production plan)? Finally, was this extra section occu-
pied by a text on metrics? 

100 Unfortunately, due to time constraints at the time of my inspection of this manuscript 

(7 Sept. 2016), I could not carefully check on which folios the Naṉṉūl ends and the Veṇpāp-

pāṭṭiyal begins. The Index of Tamil Manuscripts (Padmakumari 2009) does not record this 

detail. 



342 | Giovanni Ciotti 

Akapporuḷviḷakkam (not mentioned in the Index, fols 141r–143v, probably 
incomplete).101 

 This manuscript presents the reduplication of eḻuttu and col with 
inclusion of both the Nēminātam and the Naṉṉūl. It however excludes 
yāppu, unless of course one considers the section on metre within the 
Poruḷatikāram of the Tolkāppiyam – allegedly included in this artefact but 
missing at the time of my assessment (7 Sept. 2016). 

– MS no. 636 of the SSMLT: Naṉṉūl (636a), Akapporuḷviḷakkam (636b), two 
Yāpparuṅkalams (636c,d), Citamparappāṭṭiyal (636e), Taṇṭiyalaṅkāra (636f) 
and Nālaṭiyār (636g).102

Note that in this manuscript the Yāpparuṅkalam is preferred to the 
Yāpparuṅgalakkārikai. Furthermore, note also the inclusion of the 
Nālaṭiyār, one of the ‘didactic’ poems of the Patiṉeṇkīḻkkaṇakku corpus. 

– MS no. 631 of the SSMLT: Naṉṉūl (631a), Iṟaiyanār Poruḷ (631b),103

Akapporuḷviḷakkam (631c), Yāpparuṅkalam (631d), Yāpparuṅgalakkārikai 
(631e), Citamparappāṭṭiyal (631f), Veṇpāppāṭṭiyal (631g), Taṇṭiyalaṅkāram 
(631h), Tolkāppiyam (631i), Nēminātam (631j) and Cīvakacintāmaṇi (631k).104

This manuscript represents an anthology of a good deal of the 
grammatical literature in Tamil with 11 grammatical works. In addition, it 
also contains a copy of the Cīvakacintāmaṇi, which however seems to be 
contained in a different codicological unit. If confirmed, this feature would 
imply that SSMLT631 is a composite manuscript and not a multiple-text one.  

– MS no. 40 of the UVSL: Tañcai-vāṇaṉ-kōvai (40), Tēvāram-akattiyar-tirattu 
(40b), Varaiyaṟuttappāṭṭiyal (40c), Taṇṭiyalaṅkāram (40d), Veṇpāppāṭṭiyal

(40e), Akāratinikaṇṭu (40f), Irattiṉaccurukkam (40g) and Nēminātam 
(40h).105

In this manuscript, two literary works, namely the Tañcai-vāṇaṉ-kōvai 
and the Tēvāram-akattiyar-tirattu, are accompanied by a series of grammars 
that cover all fields of the sixfold syllabus, with the odd exclusion of yāppu. 

|| 
101 The numbering of the texts follows the Index of Tamil Manuscripts (Padmakumari 2009, 

entries nos 1632, 2085, 2152, 2289 and 3248). 

102 Information obtained from the Catalogue of Tamil Manuscripts (Olaganatha Pillay 1925, 

entries nos 83–89). 

103 Concerning the unique edition of the Iṟaiyanār Poruḷ (aka Iṟaiyaṉār Akapporuḷ) found in 
this manuscript, see Wilden in this volume. 

104 Information obtained from the Catalogue of Tamil Manuscripts (Olaganatha Pillay 1925, 

entries nos 72–82). 

105 Information obtained from Descriptive Catalogue 1956, entries nos 3, 40, 80, 140, 181 and 

186, 1961, entry no. 924 and 1962, entry no. 1399. 
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Noteworthy is the presence of the Irattiṉaccurukkam, a text possibly by 
Pukaḻēnti (twelfth–thirteenth century?) or Villiputtūr Vēṅkaṭaiyar 
(unknown date)106 that deals with similes. This is one of those few short 
treatises devoted to aṇi that were mentioned above while discussing manu-
script TKNP13 and its copy of the Kēcātipātavupamāṉam. Furthermore, 
UVSL40 also contains a lexicon, entitled Akāratinikaṇṭu. Lexicons are as 
essential to the understanding of literature as grammars are, but are seldom 
included in multiple-text manuscripts, possibly due to their bulkiness. 

5.4 Alternative projects 

A few manuscripts contain selections of texts in which more than two fields are 
left uncovered and no pattern seems to emerge that conforms to those outlined 
in the previous sections. Hence, these artefacts were probably produced in order 
to meet scholarly needs that, for the time being, cannot be fully ascertained. For 
instance, they may have been simply produced to fill the gaps in the collection 
of manuscripts of certain libraries. 

En passant, it is worth noting that the Nēminātam seems to have been cho-
sen in place of the Naṉṉūl in three occurrences, namely UVSL40, SSMLT645 and 
ORI6361, and the Yāpparuṅkalam in place of the Yapparuṅgalakkārikai in GOML 
R 1200, SSMLT170 and SSMLT645 (cf. SSMLT636 in Section 5.3). 
– MS no. 45 of the UVSL: Akapporuḷviḷakkam (45) and Puṟapporuḷveṇpāmālai 

(45a).107  
This manuscript has a clear focus on the topic of poruḷ. 

– MS no. 4/34 of the TKNP: Akapporuḷviḷakkam (fols 1r–23r) and Taṇṭi-

yalaṅkāram (fols 24r–25v; incomplete).  
– MS no. R1200 of the GOML: Yapparuṅgalakkārikai with commentary (1200a) 

and Nītappāṭṭiyal (1200b).108 
– MS no. 170 of the SSMLT: Taṇṭiyalaṅkāram (170a), Yāpparuṅkalam (170b) 

and Kucalavar Katai (170c).109  
– MS no. 645 of the SSMLT: Veṇpāppāṭṭiyal with commentary (645a), 

Yāpparuṅkalam (645b) and Nēminātam with commentary (645c).110 

|| 
106 See Descriptive Catalogue 1956, 57. 
107 The numbering of the texts follows Descriptive Catalogue 1956, entries nos 31 and 155. 

108 Information obtained from A Triennial Catalogue of Tamil Manuscripts (Bahadur and 

Chandrasekharan 1949, 2133–2134). 

109 Information obtained from the Catalogue of Tamil Manuscripts (Olaganatha Pillay 1925, 

entries nos 114–116). 
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– MS no. 8068 of the ORI: Yapparuṅgalakkārikai (8068), a tuti (‘eulogy’) enti-
tled Pañcatacappirakaraṇam (8068a) and Naṉṉūl Eḻuttatikāram (kaṇṭikai)

(8068b).111

– MS no. 6361 of the ORI: Nēminātam with commentary (6361a) and 
Veṇpāppāṭṭiyal (6361b).112

6 Multiple-text printed books 

At the time when most of the manuscripts discussed in the previous section 
were produced, print culture was consolidating its presence in the Tamil schol-
arly world. A few early printed books seem to be the result of an attempt at 
assembling corpora that represent specific grammatical syllabi. 

One such book is the Ilakkaṇappañcakaṅkaḷil Naṉṉūṉmūlamum Akapporuṇ-

mūlamum Puṟapporuṭkilakkiyattōṭu Veṇpāmālaimūlamum published in 1835 by 
Tāṇṭavarāya Mutaliyār together with Mānēcar A. Muttuccāmippiḷḷai – who, at 
different times, will both hold the position of head Tamil pundit at College of 
Fort St. George of Madras/Chennai.113 The title of this publication interestingly 
seems to indicate that the editors made a conscious choice in assembling a 
selection of texts that represented a threefold understanding of ilakkaṇam, i.e. 
the one including eḻuttu, col and poruḷ (akam as well as puṟam), but aware that 
this represents a subset of a fivefold grammar, which is explicitly mentioned in 
the title (ilakkaṇappañcakaṅkaḷil ‘among the five grammars’).  

Another book entitled Naṉṉūl mūlam, Nampi Akapporuḷ mūlam, Puṟapporuḷ 

Veṇpā Mālai mūlam, Yāpparuṅkalam mūlam, Yāpparuṅkalakkārikai mūlam, 

Taṇṭiyalaṅkāram mūlam and edited by one Naraciṅkapuram Vīrācāmi Mutaliyār 
in 1864 seems to have contained copies of the six grammars mentioned in the 
title itself.114 Here all topics of fivefold ilakkaṇam are covered through the texts 

|| 
110 Information obtained from the Catalogue of Tamil Manuscripts (Olaganatha Pillay 1925, 

entries nso 99–101). 

111 Information obtained from the Index of Tamil Manuscripts (Padmakumari 2009, entries 

nos 2159, 2323 and 3000). 

112 Information obtained from the Index of Tamil Manuscripts (Padmakumari 2009, entries 

nos 2288 and 3249). 
113 I consulted a copy at the Roja Muthiah Research Library of Chennai, item no. 100503. 

Another copy is also held at the British Library according to the online catalogue. About the 

two editors, see, for instance, Zvelebil 1992, 159 n. 36 and Blackburn 2003, 96–102. 

114 I was unable to find a record of any library holding a copy of this book. Thus, I completely 

rely upon the information provided about it by Vēṅkaṭacāmi 1962, 151. 
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that we know from Beschi’s 1730 list, with the peculiarity that the topic of yāppu 
is treated twice with inclusion not only of the Yāpparuṅkalakkārikai, but also of 
the Yāpparuṅkalam. 

Interestingly, a major discrepancy between manuscripts and printed books 
that have been taken here into consideration seems to be the fact that the latter 
do not include Pāṭṭiyal texts. 

7 Towards an integrated approach to the study of 

Tamil grammar  

Studying the interplay between syllabi, corpora and manuscripts – through the 
combination of philological and codicological observations – has the potential 
to help us reach a better understanding of premodern and early-modern Tamil 
scholarship. In the previous sections, I have tried to specifically apply this 
method to the study of ilakkaṇam, the traditional field of Tamil grammar. 

What has emerged is that knowing the history of ilakkaṇam as it is repre-
sented in the primary sources allows us to make sense of certain collections of 
texts found in multiple-text and composite manuscripts and, at the same time, 
investigating manuscripts allows us to obtain a more precise picture of the 
history of Tamil grammar. In this respect, one of the most interesting results of 
the present perusal is that it was possible to trace the marked emergence of a 
sixfold syllabus during the nineteenth century – the century in which most of 
the extant manuscripts were produced, thus including those examined in this 
article. This syllabus and its corpus, which saw the inclusion of Pāṭṭiyal texts, 
were very rarely referred to in the literature, but are manifest in the selection of 
texts of several manuscripts.115  

Notably, the first comprehensive grammatical treatise to include the topics 
that were found in Pāṭṭiyal texts is the Ilakkaṇaviḷakkam, which places it as a 
sub-topic of its section on poruḷ. However, these topics were not included in the 
following comprehensive grammars, i.e. the Toṉṉūlviḷakkam of C. G. Beschi 
(1730), the Cuvāminātam of Cuvāmikkavirāyar (nineteenth century) and the 
Muttuvīriyam of Muttuvīra Upāttiyāyar (nineteenth century). We can thus 

|| 
115 See Section 5.3. 
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observe a divergence in the syllabus between these treatises and certain manu-
scripts that include Pāṭṭiyal texts in their selection of texts.116  

On a more general level, a consideration that emerges from the materials 
that have been here taken under analysis pertains to the way one may narrate 
the history of Tamil grammar, in particular the way in which grammatical 
knowledge was passed down through generations. A possible historiography 
would see in the field of ilakkaṇam a constant tension between the composition 
of comprehensive treatises that aimed at covering the whole gamut of grammat-
ical topics – whether they were thought to be three, five, or else – and corpora 
of treatises dealing in-depth with one or maximum two topics at the time. Such 
a view seems to be supported by certain multiple-text and composite manu-
scripts, which just contain the ‘monographic’ treatises that we find, for 
instance, in the list of texts compiled by Beschi in his 1730 Grammatica.117 How-
ever, there are also other manuscripts, namely ORI6368 and SSMLT631, that 
include both the ‘monographic’ treatises and, for instance, copies of the 
Tolkāppiyam, which steadily enjoyed the status of the paragon of Tamil gram-
mars.118  

This latter configuration clearly points to the direction that already 
emerged, for instance, from Cāmiṉātaiyar’s autobiography, where a flexible 
account of the way in which grammatical treatises were studied and taught is 
depicted.119 Scholars were freely roaming through all available grammars, ac-
cording to their level of proficiency and competence in the field of cen-tamiḻ 
(‘Classical Tamil’), thus in fact contributing to the constant reshaping of the 
boundaries of both syllabi and corpora. At the same time, one should not forget 
the obvious, i.e. that manuscript hardly existed in isolation, but were parts of larger 
collections, where, it is not hard to imagine, a manuscript containing the Naṉṉūl, 
the Akapporuḷviḷakkam, the Yāpparuṅgalakkārikai and the Taṇṭiyalaṅkāram – or a 
manuscript containing just a selection of them120 – lied next to another 
manuscript containing, for instance, a copy of the Tolkāppiyam.  

|| 
116 It is also interesting to observe the great variety in the selection of Pāṭṭiyals that are copied 

in the manuscripts. None in particular seems in fact to have emerged as the most popular or 

authoritative. 

117 See Section 5.2. 

118 This was not the case, for instance, for the Ilakkaṇaviḷakkam, which was harshly criticised 
by Civañāṉa Cuvāmikal in his Ilakkaṇaviḷakkaccuṟāvaḷi (‘Cyclone on the Ilakkaṇaviḷakkam’). Is 

it just a case that so far we could not find any multiple-text or composite manuscripts including 

a copy of the Ilakkaṇaviḷakkam? 

119 See Section 4. 

120 See Section 5. 
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Fig. 1: MS no. 127 of the Madurai Tamil Sangam (fol. 67v, lines 4–5) reads: 
eḻuttu - col - poruḷ - yāppu - alaṅkāram - {āka} 5 - ilakkaṇamuṟṟum. 


