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A Historical and Literary Study of the Sanskrit and Tamil
Inscriptional Eulogies of Tamilnadu during the Pallava and

Cola periods.

V. SIVASAMY
Lecturer and Head,
Department of Sanskrit, University of Jaffna,
Sri Lanka.

Tamialnadu occupies a unique place in the history of South Asian
Epigrahy, as it has not only the largest number of inscriptions but also some of
the longest inscriptions during the various epochs of history ranging from the
third century B. C. to the Seventcenth Century A. D.  The bulk of these inscrip-
tions were inscribed from about the Sixth Century A.D.to the Fourteenth
Century A. D. This period coincides with the age of the Pallavas of the line of
Simhavishnu, the Pandyas and the Colas. These inscriptions were written in
Tamil or Sanskrit or in both Janguages. But it is a great pity that many of these
inscriptions which are a mine of information for the history as well as the
literary activitics of Tamilnadu are not yet published. These wer: inscribed by
the kings and others for various purposes religious and seculaz.

Among hese inscriptions, there were two distinct literary genres peculiar
to Indian epigraphy. These are of considerable importance from historical and
literary points of view. These are the Prasastis and the Meykkirttis. The
first type was written to a large extent in Sanskrit and to a small extent in
Tamil; the second was written only in Tamil.  These two are interrelated and
have many conunon features in their form and content. The first type is found
all over South Asia, whereas, the Second one is found only in Tamilnadu, Thus
the first one has an all Indian character, whereas, the second onc is peculiar
to Tamilnadu. Thus both thesc forms reflect in a way the two significant facts
of South Asian culture, namely the all pervasive common tradition and the
particular regional genius or tradition.

Indian epigraphists especially the iali in the epj hy of Tamil-
nadu like T. V. Sadasivapandarattar, M. Ragh‘wa Iyyankar, V. Suntaresavandaiyar
and A. Veluppliai have analysed some aspects of the Meykkirttis.  But there
has been hardly any serious study of the Sanskrit prasastis of Tamiladu.
A study has already been done on the important Sanskrit Prasastis of the
early times especially of the Gupta period. Some articles on the. Prasastis
and Meykkirttis of Tamilnadu have been published recently. In this article,
it is proposed to point out bricfly the importance of these forms from the
historical and literary points of view and reiterate the need for further detailed
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study of these literary genres. A comparative study of these forms will be fruitful.
Besides many other things, these will clearly show that the indigenous rulers
of Tamilnidu while fostering their regional culture and mother tongue did
not keep away from the main stream of Indian Culture.

Origin and development of Prasastis and Meykkirttis

The origin of the Prasasti form will be discussed first, asit is the
earlier of the two forms. The word Prasasti has a variety of meanings conveyed
by it from Vedic times:- “‘praise, fame, eulogy, panegyric, small poem written
in praise of anyone, description, laudation, value, liking, instruction, guidance,
benediction and written edict”, The words kirtti, kirttana and Kkirttand were
used in the sensc of prasasti. Pathak thinks that certain inscriptions are called
Purva (past history) because they contain the royal genealogy.

An inscriptional Prasasti may be defined as ‘a form of literary composi-
tion on stone or metal, which usually describes a king in a special manner (in an
ornate literary style, as in the standard kavyas, caritas etc.) with reference to his
genealogy, titles, fame, conquests, administrative measures, patronage of reli-
gion and culture, qualities, talents and other accomplishments worthy of praise
and emulation......

The origin of this type of eculogy may be traced back to literary and
epigraphic sources. One may refer to the eulogistic trais found in the hymns
of the Rgveda, the githas and nérasamsis (praises of men found in the later
Vedic literaturc) and the epics. As for the epigraphical antecedents, one may
especially refer to the Hithigumpha inscription of Kharavela and the Nasik cave
inscription of the time of Vasisthiputra Pulumavi. These records are in Prakrit
and are highly culogistic. Inscriptions with all the features of Sanskrit pragasti
are found from the time of the Girnar Inscription of Rudradaman (150 A. D.).
Following this record, one notices a series of pradastis during the age of the
Imperial Guptas. The Allahabad stone pillar inscription of the Gupta king
Samudragupta is a typical prasasti. In some of the inscriptional eulogies written
a little later, the word pradasti itself occurs to denote this type of composition.
One may, for cxample,cite the Aihole inscription of Pulakesin Il where the
word parsasti is found at the end. This word is found in some of his small
inscriptions too. From about this time onwards, the word pradasti is found in
such inscription in the North as well as in the South. In Tamilnidu this word
occurs not only in Sanskrit but in Tamil also, as in the inscriﬁtions of the
Pandyas (about 8-9th C. A.D.). From this evidence it might be suggested that
this type of composition had attained a specific form and content by this time
or before. in Tamilnadu as well.

Bilingual inscriptions in Tamil and Sanskrit were issued in Tamilnadu
from about the 7th century A.D. The word prasasti was used not only in the
Sanskrit portion but also in the Tamil portion of the particular inscription. One
may for example, cite the Vélurpilayam Copper Plates or the Udayendiram
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Copper Plates of the Pallava king Nandivarman'* (9th century). In the former
inscription'' the word ‘ippirasasti’ meaning ‘this eulogy’ is formed at the con-
cluding portion. The same tendancy is formed in the contemporary Pandya
culogies. Taking the inscriptions of both the Pallava and their Pandya contem-
poraries'* in Tamilnadu, one may notice that in some inscriptions there are two
eulogies, one in Sanskrit and another in Tamil and in some the eulogy proper
is written in Sanskrit while the donation of the king and such other details are
written in Tamil. Further in some inscriptions the Tamil eulogy contains more'*
historical matter than the Sanskrit eulogy. There is ~more legendary material
in the Sanskrit than in the Tamil eulogy. Itis interesting to notc as pointed
out earlier, both th2'* Tamil and the Sanskrit portions are called prasasti at the
end of the record. It might be reasonably assumed that the Sanskrit prasasti
might have been based on the Sanskrit inscriptional prasasties and the Sanskrit
literary tradition and the Pandya historical tradition. The Tamil prasasti in
addition to all these, would have had the Tamil literary tradition as well. Fol-
lowing the prasasti of the Pallavas and Pandyas, longer and more important
prasastis were issued by the Colas of the line of Vijayalaya. Their Sanskrit
culogies were of considerable length. Among these, one may for example cite
the Anbil plates of Sundara Cola,'* the larger Leiden Plates of Rajardja I, the
Tiruvalankadu Copper plates of Rajendra I, and the Kanyakumari'* inscription
of Virarajendra. All these run'’ to more than 100 lines. They are like small
kavyas" on the particular kmgs and their family. They can be called Cola-

or Col: § yas. But in the Tamil inscriptions, the prasasti
form is not found but instead almost a similar but quite distinct literary form is
found from the time of Rédjaraja . This is the Meykkirti.

As some scholars already referred to have done some important work on
the Meykkirtis, it is proposed to deal with them briefly. Meykkirti means ‘true
fame’. The great Tamil savant M. Raghava Iyyankar interpreted this to mean
‘as having the body of fame’ (of the particular person). As a literary form,
this is found in medieval Tamil epigraphy from the time of Rijarija I (985-1018)
to the 16th century A.». Some medieval grammatical works like the Pannirup-
pattiyal, the Vaccanantimalai and the llakkanavilakkappattiyal have defined's
both Meykkirti** and Meykkirtimilai. Taken together®, these meant a parti-
cular form of eulogy especially on the king. But the extent Meykkirtis do not
completely conform to the definitions as set forth in the above works. Further, more
significant is the fact that the early Meykkirtis of Rajaraja I;  and his successors
are earlier than the works cited above. Usually, literature precedes grammar,
Therefore, it is logical to presume that these early Meykkirtis themselves had
some antecedents. Further, the Meykkirtis of Raiarajal are in full form,
thereby showing some developments prior to his time.

Ever since the dawn of civilization or perhaps cven before, there has been
a tendency in man to praise himself or more particularly to be praised by others.
The ruling and the more affluent classes liked eulogies. For this purpose as time
went on, the rulers employed poets and others in their courts and patronized
them. Enjoying the state patronage, the poets too eulogized their patrons on
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specific occasions, as after a victorious campaign. The patrons gave away land,
cash or kind to the poets who praised them. Such a trend was noticeable in
in Tamilnadu also from the age of the Sangam onwards for a long time.

The earliest stratum of Tamil literature collectively known as the
Ettuttokai and Pattuppattu contain a lot of references regarding this subject.
The poems dealing with “puram” are full of this. If one goes through carefully
the early literary and grammatical tradition of the Tamils, he will not fail to
notice the importance of Patantinai in the origin of the Meykkirtis. Many a
king and chieftain had been aspiring for fame in this life and the next. This
great aspiration for fame especially in war had inspired many a poet who have
given vent to their feelings in such poems eulogizing their patrons. This a:
ration for fame is quite typical of the Heroic Age as eloquently and explicitly
illustrated by Dr. K. Kailasapathy.*

One of the poets says that the warriors were prepared to lay down even
their precious life for fame (ysPysfigyudnt Qarpasai ypb. 182). The
patikams in the Patirruppattu might have been another precursor to the Meyk-
kirti. One sure and effective way of establishing one’s fame in this world was to be
praised by the poets in their immortal poems. Thus some such poems from the
Sangam classics, the Silappatikairam and other later works and the Sanskrit
prasastis might have contributed in no small measure to the evolution of the
Tamil pra<astis which in turn would have led to the origin of the Meykkirtis.

At this juncture, a comparison may be made of the salient features of the
Prasastis and Mcykkirtis.  As typical examples of both types of eulogies, one
may cite the Velvikkudi Copper Plates of Nedufjadaiyian containing Tamil and
Sanskrit prasastis and the Larger Leiden® Plates and one of the Meykkirtis of
Rajaraja I Both types of eulogies'* panegyrize the particular king. But the™
prasasti eulogies not only the contemporary king but also his ancestors. The
Meykkirti praises only the contemporary king. The panegyrical tendency is
common to both. The prasasti generally begins with an invocation to a parti-
cular deity or an auspicious word or symbol. The Meykkirti begins with an
auspicious phrase compares which varies from one ruler to another. In other
words, the Meykkirti bears a distinct stamp by having a particular phrase
belonging to a particular ruler. In this way, it is always possible to identify the
ruler eulogized in the Meykkirti at once, from the opening phrase itself. For
cxample, the Meykkirtis of Rajaraja I always begin with “S@esdCurad
QupPas Gewalqu”. Meykkirtis are generally written in the Akaval metre.
The prasasti whether it is in Tamil or Sanskrit generally mentions the name of
the composer. But the Meykkirti does not mention the name of the poet at all.

Historical Aspects

The prasastis and the Meykkirtis were composed by poets who were patro-
nized by kings or others of high rank and affluence. As it is clear from the very



32

name of these two forms, they are culogies. Yet, they are not mere culogies,
This is borne out by internal evidence as well as external sources. They generally
have a historical kernol as their very basis. It istrue that they praise their
patrons with the highest i But the achi of the kings and their
qualities have some historical basis which is of vital importance to the historian
of Tamilnadu where the sources of history are limited. It might be that the
composers of these literary forms, especially the Meykkirtis were quite aware of
the historical facts and so wanted to differentiate their compositions by referring
to them as ‘Meykkirtis’ (compositions of true fame) in contrast to Poykkirtis
(empty boasts) which have no historical foundations whatsoever.

The composers of these eulogies usually knew their patron kings personally
They have of course described their partrons with their literary imagination.
The personal knowledge and intimacy of the king and the poet may not be doub-
ted.  The poet was a witness to the events that he had described inspite of the
natural eulogistic traits found in his composition. Thus, whatever the evidence,
it is of great value to a historian. Some of the composers of pras<astis like the
Velvikkudi copper plates were officials of high rank.  The composer of this
Tamil prasasti Enadi Sattan was a commander-in-chief of the forces. In the
case of the Sanskrit pragastis which usually describe not only the contemporary
king but his ancestors, the poet might have sometimes witnessed the events of
the immediate predecessors of his patron.  He might have used the oral or the
literary tradition or the archives if kept in the courts regarding the ancestors of’
his patron. He might have utilized two of these or all the sources to write his
composition.

The g logical lists and the d. regarding the exploits of the
kings seem to have been kept in the various states in ancient India North and
South. The Purinas constitute an important illustration of this fact. The
history of the rulers of the Kali Era is one of the flvefold characteristics (PaRca-
laksanas) of the Puranas. The Arthadastra,* the Yijfiavalkya Smrti** and
other works refer to the preservation of Vamsavalis (genealogical lists) of kings.
The evidence of the Chinees traveller Hiuen Tsang who visited India in the
seventh century A.D. is quite interetin.  He says “‘with regard to the records
of events, each province has its own official for preserving them in writting.
The records of the events in their full character is called Ni-lo-pi cha (Nilapita-
blue doposit). In these records are mentioned good and evil events with cala~
mities and fortunate occurrences”. Tamilnaidu is one of the regions in India
where historical* traditions were preserved atleast in some way for a long time.
Except Kahmir and a few outlying areas, Tamilnadu has preserved a good amount
of the royal genealogical lists of the three crowned kings of the Cera, the Cola
and the Pandya dynastics especially the last two. A good number of the nemes
of the Pandya and the Cola kings are known from the prasastis under
review.’*  One may cite for example, the Kanyakumari inscription of Virara-
jendra which describes the history of the Colas from the time of the Sangam Age
ifnot earlier, to the time of this ruler (11th country). Of course the legendary
material in this and other prasatis can be easily set aside.
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It is ture that both these literary forms have considerable bias and exag-
geration as the composers were dependent on their patrons when they have
eulogized.  Yet they need not be mere eulogies. ~ Another defect in both is
that they have a literary aspect. They were composed by poets who had des-
cribed the patrons with their poetic imagination.  Thus, they might not neces-
sarily state the facts as they were. Inspite of these defects, their historicity
cannot be gainsaid. The evidence from these could be confirmed and corrobo-
rated by other contemporary sources of information in some way or other.
Some of these praatis mention the names of the writer and the engraver also.
Dr. J. F. Fleet had doubted the historical sense of the Indians but Dr. C. Sircar
has accepted this criticism partially.  He has® stressed the importance of the
inscriptions as a source! of history especially in the absence of any other reliable
sources. Prof. K. Nilakanta Sastri had said that ‘Epigraphy and numismatics**
are perhaps the most precise and trustworthy sources of history everywhere and
particularly in India where indigeneous literary sources are very defective”. Prof.
Romila Thapar has recently emphasized the historical®* sense in ancient India
after refuting the fallacy that the Indians had no historical sense at all.**

Literary Aspects

These eulogies are of equal importance to the literary history of Tamil
and Sanskrit.  Both forms though written in two different language share a
common literary tradition, namely, the Kavyatraditien. They are written in an
ornate literary style mostly in verse. One may cite for example the Velvikkudi
copper-plates or the Larger Sinnamanur plates or the Larger Leiden plates and a
Meykkirtti of Rajaraja 1. These two literary forms have a litery merit of their
own. Their scope and extent were limited probably due to the lack of space on
the stone or copper-plate on which they were written.  Here and there, one
finds good specimens of poetry in Tamil and Sanskrit. The Tamil pradastis of
the PallavaPandya period and the Meykkirttis to the Cola period could favoura-
bly and profitably be compared with the ccmlemporary Tamil court poems
like the Pantikkovai the Nandikka the K i and the
Muvarula.  Further, thus could also be compared with some portions of the
Sangam classics. The panegyrical trait is very marked in these epigraphic and
the literary forms. Unfortunately, there is hardly any contemporary work
with which the Sanskrit prasasti could be compared.

The names of some Sanskrit pocts and Tamil poets are known from
these pradastis in both languages. One may cite for example Senapati Enadi
Sittan the author of the Velvikkudi Tamil prasasti or the Pindi Marayap-
perumkollan the composer of the praasti found in the Talavaypuram copper
plates of Parantaka Viranarayana.*  The names of some other poets are
known from the other Pandya and the Pallava prasastis.

The Tamil pra¢astis remind us of some of the “puram’ poems of the
Sangam Age. The Tamil prasastis found in the Talavaipuram copper plates



begins with the phrase “gii 5 Senyefwsruyinde”, This phrase already occurs in
the very first line of the M. ikkdnci. The p of the Tamil i
inall probability were conversant with the Tamil litarary tradition as well as
the Sanskrit literary tradition.  Besides the Kavya tendencies, there are
Sanskrit words and phrases in these prasastis. Both the Tamil pradastis and
the Meykkirtis were written in’¢ a chaste style.

The Sanskrit pragastis also mention the names of poets whoare not known
from other sources. One may cite the name of Varodayabhatta the author of
the Sanskrit prasasti found in the Velvikkudi copper plates or Paramesvarak-
kavi composer of the prasasti found in the Udayendiram copper plates. The
Cola pargastis too generally refer to the poets who composed them. These
Sanskrit poets have used a variety of metres as in an ornate kavya. For example,
the prasasti in the Larger Sinnamanur plates is written in as many as 12 metres
in a composition of 38 verses. The Cola prasastis too were written** in a variety
of meires. These Sanskrit prasastis have éabdalankaras and arthalankaras as

in a kavya.

Taken together the Tamil and the Sanskrit prasastis and Meykkirtis are
like “mini” kdvyas on stones and copper plates and are of equal importance to
the history and literature of Tamilnadu. They have to be studied and analysed
thorcughly, Thus a comprehensive study of the inscriptional eulogies of the
Pallava - Pandya and the Cola periods of Tamilnadu from the historical and
literary points of view will contribute to a better understanding of the history
and culture of those times.
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