D Komle-Raj 2081
PRINT: ISSN 0971-8923 ONLINE: 2456-6756

. Koe, Sei, SO0&2p: &0-F0 J2000)
DOI: 10.31901/24566756.2001/05.1,2.08

The Poets as Anthropologists
The Representation of Hill/ Forest Tribes in
“Classical™ Tamil Literature

Ulrich Demuimer

Dept. of Anthropology, University of Murich, Munich, Germany
Email: <Ulrick. Demmenagi-enling.de>=

KEY WORDS Ancient Tarmil culture, remgam lilcra-
fture, Inbal spectirum, represenlation

ABSTHRACT ‘Heprescmtation’ has becors ane of the
miajor ssues not enly in anthropolegy at large bul also
i Soath Asian Stedies. The presend article 18 concemed
with the classical Tamil “Cankam”™ literature and pursecs
the quest of how tribal eultures are depicted in these
lexts As the paper shows the poems rather then bemg
mirreas of the sacial reality of the time are 1o consider-
ahble cxtent lnerary constructions. The article thug re-
vizals that the Cankam poets, despile thewr realistic rhbelbo-
ne presented a rather ficiitious ordered and harmomic
social/culiural landscape. Accordingly the poerms, allen
composed in the servios ol local rilers, can b seen as
windows offcrmg a glmpse on the process of political
legitinmeanon with poctical means

INTRODUCTION

At least since 5. Iyengar’s (1929) elaborate
studics in Tamil history it is a well-known fact
that in carly Tamil literature many aspects of an-
cient tribal societies arc depicted. Anthropolo-
gists (Morris 1977, Gardner 1969) and Indologists
(Zvelebil, 1975; Sontheimer, 1976) concerned with
the South Indian tribal spectrum referred to the
so-called Sangam literature, when they alleged
fior the long contimuty of tribal cultures in South
India. Other Indologists (Clothey, 1978; Hart, 111
1978} made attempts to trace back certain fea-
tures of South Indian religion, for example the
concepts around Murukan or the worship and
myihs regarding Valli, to this early poetry, parts
of which they claimed to be reflections of a
nealithic siratwm of tribal culture, Lastly, schol-
ars (cf. 5. Singaravelu, 1966) tried 1o reconstruct
an “ancient Tamil Culture” freely neglecting
therchy the cultural and tribal complexity, which
had been already developed in the region at the
time the sargam was composed,

Yet it seems indispensable, at least from an
anthropological point of view, to analyse the texis

in the hight of this cultural diversity, Moreover,
the sangam poems as much as any other litera-
ture in Inclia and elsewhere (cf. Ramanujan, 1989)
are literary texts and as such are crying for an
analysis that recognizes their constructed char-
acter. Therefore, instead of weating the poems
simply as “windows" offering an objective and
realist view of the tmibal cultures at that tme the
present paper will explore, how the poets of the
sangam |erature re-preésent the tmibal cultures
and their “worldview,” One approach in the
former sense, dealing with pastoralism, has been
provided by K. Zvelebil (1975). The present pa-
per will therefore concentrate on the cultures of
the hill /forest tribes, as they are depicted in early
*“classical” Tamil literature.

The Sources

The sources on which the present study 15
based are confined to the oldest, the “classical”
stratum of Tamil literature. These are the poems
of the so-called sangam, arranged in the two great
anthelogies Etuttokai, 1.e. the “Eight Collec-
tions,” and the Pattupimu, ie the “Ten Lays”
{cf. Zvelelal, 1973).

This poetry was composed by bards, who
travelled about in groups through the ancient
Tamil-Country and performed their ar at the courn
of kings or, like the famous Kapilar, acted as highly
esteemed court-poets, devoting their ar exclu-
sively to their patrons. Though this stratum of
literature is typically “Kunstdichtung,” for it's
heroes are idealized types (at least in the Akam-
genre), the poetry has a high sense for reality. I
reflects not simply the live of a nobility or par-
ticular class, though the bards praised thewr pa-

*trons in a high manner, but bears vivid descrip-

tons of all the different communities and goo-
graphical regions of the ancient Tamil-Country.
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This “realistic” character of early Tamil poetry
makes 11 a unique source for the study of the
representation of the early tribal cultures and their
value systems.

The early poems were finally arranged in the
rwo great anthologies some time in the middle of
the eighth century, but their actual composition
can be dated much earher. As Zvelehil (ibid.: 12)
shows, the most plausible time of composition
covers roughly the penod between middle of the
first century and the late third or early fourth
century A. D

The bulk of ethnologically relevant maierial
on the hill and forest mibes is included in only
some of the lays of the Pattuppattu collection,
which consists at a whole of ten longer poems.
We have relative ample descriptions in the ear-
lier poems Kupincipattu, Porunardguppatai and

anagruppatai (all 2-3th. A D.) and in the
slightly later composed Malaipatukatam and
Maduraikafci ( 2-4th. A.D.), Finally we have the
Timmurukarruppatai, the latest of the ten lays,
dealing primarily with the worship of Murukan
and to be dated somewhere between the fifth
and seventh century A. D (cf. Zveletal, 1973).

Additional hints to the life of the hill and for-
est tribes are given in poems of the Effuttokai
anthology, mainly in Akanfpiiqu , i.e. the *{col-
lection of) four hundred short (poems) in the akam
genre,” in Puran@piigu, i.e. the “four hundred in
the puram genre,” in Ainkupuniipu, the *{collec-
tion of) five hundred short (poems)” and in the
kuriiel theme of Kalittokai, i.e. the “collection in
the Kali (metre).”

The Region and It*s Tribal Spectrum

The part of India forming the background for
the Tamil poetry in question is essentially con-
terminous with the historiographic area termed
by B. Stein { 1980) the “macro-region™ of South-
India, comprising all of contemporary Tamil Madu,
Kerala, the southern parts of Kamataka and the
western fringe of Coorg. This macro-region was,
by tradition, further divided in several geographi-
cal units, For our purpose it 15 sufficient to fol-
low B. I Murton (1979) who gives the further
diversification of ancient Tamil Nadu by point-
ing out these units as Kar-, Tondai-, Kongu-,
Chola- and Pandya-Mandalam and to which we
have to add the Chera-Mandalam. Each of these

LILRICH DEMMER

units, which did not denote political territories,
we may term the traditional sub-regions and all
of them shared certain ecological characteristics.'

Politically, the macro-region was roughly di-
vided among the three great kingdoms of the
Chola-Pandya- and Chera-dynasiies and several
minor feudatory kingdoms, like the countries of
O, Kan, Pekan or Pan {that will be dealt with
below). In poetry, the more it was heroic poetry,
this political situation is sharply reflected. But
the poetical convention, as it 15 laid down in
Tolkfippiyam, employed a further classification
and subdivided the sub-regions along ecologi-
cal criteria in four and later five separate land-
scapes, the tinais.

Thus the pasture land was called mullai, the
coastal regions neytal, the fertile rivering plains
marutam, the dry parts were pilai and the hilly-
and jungle-regions were termed kugifici. The po-
etical “grammar™ ascribed a specific set of na-
ture, people and their respective occupations 1o
each of these regions, a diversity certainly corre-
sponding roughly with the ecological and cul-
tural reality of the period. So, according to the
poets, the mullai was mainly inhabited by
pastoralisis, called itasyar or @iyar,’ the neyal
was the habitat of the paravar, ie. the fishing
communities, in the manutam tracts lived the farm.
ing (ploughing) people, ulavar, and the palai was
the typical habitat of the maravar (also called
“wvillar”, bowmen), and the eyinar, said to be war-
riors and robbers, Finally there were the kugifici-
regions, representing the typical ecosystem of
the hill- and forest tribes (the kuravar or kiinavar).

In general we can say with B, Stein that the

eomorphological character of the macro-region
affected highly the settlement pattern such “tha
fertile lands, capable of supporting relatively
dense populations, were scattered and isolated
modes of prosperity and civilization™ surrounded
by forest clad uplands and pastoral tracts which
supported only small tribal populations.

The Hill and Forest Tribes

To evaluate the information provided by the
sources it has to be stated that the old Tamil
literature mowhere gives a description of a spe-
cific ethnic group or a particular hill/forest tribe,
The terms which the poets employed when they
referred to such tribes are the more general ones
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kuravar or kanavar, Etymologically these terms
are derived from “kupram,” i.e. hill, mountain
(DED 1548) and “kiin,” i.e. jungle, forest (DED,
1194), so that kuravarkipavar simply denote
“hill-people™ or “jungle-people™ respectively.
Thus their designation is related to their habitat,
In contrast, another term often said o refer
to forest mbes or even to indigenous hunter-
gatherers of South-India, namely véffuvar {or
vétar) is less definite. The word is derived from
“wéttam,” i.e. hunt, chase (DED, 4547). It is thus
related to an occupation, meaning “hunting-
people™ . Yet it refers to all the people who hunted
in ancient Tamil Nadu and these were not only
kuravar’kapavar but, more prominently, kings
with their hunting parties, warrior bands like
magavar’kallar and presumably others. Accord-
ingly, the term “vétfuvar™ is applied to kings (cf.
Pugam, 152 and 205; Magr., 212; Akam, 318), war-
riors (of, Pugam, 324; Mk., 116), the god Murukan
(cf. Akam, 28:; Puram, 214) and, only in a few
instances, o a group of people settling in the
forest, But ¢ven in those latter instances (cf.
Puram, 33 and 202} they are depicted as having
forts, being overwhelmed by the kings army etc.,
and nowhere can this term to be taken as syn-
onymous for kupavarkipavar. Therefore, T am
inclined to supposs, that the term “vEftuvar™” was
rather employed to denote people of a warrior-
class or a tribal population, which served at least
partially in armies of local kings.® But however
this problem will be solved one has to be aware
that none of the terms is related to a specific
ethnic group so that the pocms present a some-
what “ideal-typical” pattern of the tribes in that
early period.
Localization

Though in contemporary South-India the
most prominent regions inhabited by hill ribes
are the forested slopes of the western ghats, we
have good reasons to assume that at the time of
the old poetry the kuravarkinavar inhabited the
other forested hilly parts of the macro-region to
a considerable extent as well.

Fortunately we are able to localize roughly
the geographic areas some of the poems refer to,
o that we can differentiate at least the more promi-
nent sub-regions inhabited by kugavar/kinavar.

First we have the poems believed to be com-

1

posed by the famous Kapilar the elder whose
poetry is especially associated with the kupifici
theme. He was a highlv esteemed poet at the
court of the Pandya dynasty, lived first in
Madurai and later under the patronage of Pari, a
ruler of @ minor kingdom. Kapilar ascnibes Kugavar
as living in Pari's country and in many other po-
ems, written in praise of the mountainous regions
of his patrons kingdom, he mentions Kuravar
and Kanavar, Though we can't denote with cer-
tainty where exactly Pari's country is 1o be lo-
cated, we may follow Kanakhasabai who pointed
out that the Pararmbu hill, the dominant mountain
in his country, belonged formerly “to Ma-Vel-
Evvi, the great VEllala-chief of Milalakupram
whaose territory lay on the southern bank of the
river Kiveri”( Kanakasabhai, 1956: 104, citing
Puram, 202). Because it belonged unnl its be-
siege o neither of the greater kingdoms, it may
be justified to localize Pari's country somewhere
in the southern parts of ancient Konku-
Manidalam, which was a kupinci-region par excel-
lence, comprising the whole of the modern dis-
trict of Coimbatore and parts of Salem-,
Tiruchirapalli- and Madurai-Districts (cf.
Arokiaswamy, 1956: 5 and Murton, 1979: 1), This
part of South-India formed the background for
Kapilar's poetry and thus for his description of
the Kuravar/Kipavar living there,

With more accuracy we are able to localize
the region that is depicted in the poem
Malaipatukatim, which is rich in details about
Kugavar/Kapavar, This poem was composed in
praise of Napgan who was, according 1o 1. WV,
Chelliah { 1946: 198 1), a “ruler of the region wa-
tered by the Seyaru, now known as
Chanmuganathi. The mountains of this land are
known as the Naviram hills. His capital was called
Chankama and was siteated west of
Tirevanamalai, while his couniry was called
Palakunrakoddam™ one of the 24 divisions of the
Tondai-Mandalam. Thus this poem refers to the
north-castern part of present Tamil Nadu.

Twao other odes in which hints on kugavar/
kipavar are given refer also to this northern part
of the macro-region. One is the Perumpin-
aquppatai, in which the various regions ('Y ais)
on the way to Kanchipuram, sitnated at the north-
ern fringe of the Tondai-Mandalam, are depicted
And the other, the Porunararmuppatai, praises the
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country of the Chola king Karikal, lying east and
north-east of the above mentioned Konku-
Mandalam. Finally, two further poems of the
Pattuppatttu collection delineate the western
mountains, i.e. the Western Ghat regions from
the Nilagiri's in the north down to the Palni-Hills
in the south, as inhabited by kugavar Jkapavar.
These are the Maduraikafici, an ode in praise of
the area surrounding the present Madurai in the
ancient Pandya-Mandalam, and the Tirumur-
kipuppatai, also referring to the forested hilly
regions in the Western Ghats, like the Palni-Hills.

All these texts mention explicitly the kugavar
Mkagavar and we are justified to swm up that in all
the sub-regions there were arcas inhabited by
hilly forest tribes. [n fact, a far greater portion of
the macro-region than today was at least until
the end of the 9th century predominantly clothed
with a scrub-woodland and used by pastoralists
and shifting cultivators (Murton, 1979: 9). This
confirms the overall pattern in the several sub-
regions were small clusters of sedentary “ad-
vanced” peoples lived amidst relative large popu-
lations of pasture-, hill- and forest people.

In particular it is said that kigavar lived “un-
der the protection of the jungle™ (kitu kattu
uraiyum kapavar; Mal., 279) or that the “sounds
of kipgavar” (kiipavar plisal; Mk. 293) are heard
in the kurifici tract, Other passages state that
kuravar live “upon high hills” (keravarum
mamnfium kuprattu pating; Mal., 275) or that the
“little village of the kuravan™ (cirukuti kuravan;
Kuru., 95) is to be found, where waters crash
from the peak through mountain caves.

But one has to bear in mind that the differen-
tiation of the several tinais was largely employed
for poetical reasons and the habitat of kugavar/
kipavar was not strictly confined to the kugifici.
So the kiipavar are also said to be dwellers of the
low forest land (Mullainilamékbal), or to be dwell-
ers of desert tracts (palainilamikkal; Poru.116
commit.). Yet these misrpretations occur solely
in the commentaries, while the relation between
kugifici and kugavar /kdpavar in the actual texts s
maintained all over.

Economy and Ergology

It has been stated already, that the poets of
ancient Tamil Wadu did not describe a particular
tribe nor did they draw their picture of cultural
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phenomena very detailed. Nevertheless, the po-
ems distinguish clearly among the different eco-
nommic activities, the employed techniques and
artefacts. They mention many activities that are,
though diminishing, still practised by several re-
cent hill'forest tribes in the mountainous regions
of South India.”

Grarhering

Though the tribes called kuravar/kipavar prac-
tised shifting cultivation for subsistence, fond-
gathering formed an integral part of their
economy. According to poetry, the most impor-
tant items that were gathered were mbers, jack-
fruit and honey. But certainly the poets simpli-
fied in their descriptions. They mostly used the
general term for wber (kilanku), which can de-
note all the different kinds of vams (dioscorea)
or even roots of other species, rather then de-
scrnibing the vaneties amd they simply used the
term “t&n” for honey, though we know that the
tribes must have had a keen knowledge of the
different kinds of honey to be found in the for-
ested hilly regions of South-India *

Both kugavar and kdpavar are said to use the
kilanku for food. Kapilar states, that in the hills
are “deep holes that kipavar dig for mubers”
(kipgavar kilafiku akal netuikuli; Aink., 208:1-2)
and at least two other poems state that kuravar
had tubers to eat, These were probably the vari-
ous kinds of “dicscorea,” termed “valli” or “vall
kilafiku,” the wild varieties of which are up 1o
date the most important tubers gathered by many
hill tribes of South-India ®

Apart from roots and tubers different kinds
of fruits were collected by the hill tribes. In par-
ticular the jack fruit (pald, Aham., 12) and, more
specified, the sweet seeds of jack-fruit (tinsulai,
Puram. 109, 3) are mentioned. Further the tama-
rind fruit (puli, Mal., 179} and white bamboo-rice
(kalai nel, Mal. 180} are said to be cooked by
women of the kugavar (kuramakal, Mal., 183). In
Maduraikanci we hear of several other plants that
were mutually gathered. Green pepper (paifikagi,
Mk., 289), ginger (ifici, ibid. ), turmeric (mancal,
ibid.) and mustard (aiyavi, Mk., 287) are said w
grow, where the kapavar live and in Ainkrunuru
Kapilar speaks of kuravar who pick up mango
(mi) -fruits { Aink., 213),

But the most important and most esteemed
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item that was gathered was certainly honey, Ex-
plicitly 1t is said that kdpavar had honey (tan,
Mal., 152) or that kuravar had a drink mixed with
honey (tikkattenal, Mal. 171). Sometimes
kuravarkapavar are even called those “who col-
lect honey (t&nkGl pavar, Narr,, 292, 2; tEnkal
kollai, Mal., 317). It is interesting to note that the
ancient honey-gathering tribes used obviously
the same terms and technigues as do the recent
tribes who are engaged in honey-gathering. So
at least one technique of honey-gathering, which
is still practised by some South Indian tribes like
the Jénu Kuramba, Alw-Kummba or [rla is clearly
depicted in the poems, i.e. the gathering of honey
in cliffs and rocks produced by the rock bee (apis
dorsata)."® This was and is still done by using a
rope- or bamboo ladder, which was climbed to
reach the honeycombs in the middle of steep
rocks. Thus Mal, 215 says that honey, stored up
{tokutta) by bees for good use on beautiful high
rocky slopes (netuvarai) was gathered by climb-
ing tall fibre-ladders (mélpu). A similar descrip-
tion is given in Puram 105,6 (malputai netuvarai)
and in Kuru. 273, 5; “the old fibre-ladder (hang-
ing) on a rocky slope where big honeycombs
may be seen” (peruntén kappatu varayip
mutumilpu; cf. Zvelebil 1979). The term
“peruntén” being employed here suggests that
the ancient hill tribes did differentiate between
the different kinds of honey, for this term refers
to a special kind, namely the honey in rocks and
cliffs that is difficult and dangerous to get. In
contemporary South-India many honey-collect-
ing tribes distinguish at least two other varieties
of honey, namely shrub- and tree-honey and we
can assume, that these were also known to the
tribes depicted in the poems."!

Huniing

In the poems both kuravar and kipavar are
associated with hunting and we have whole pas-
sages that depict in detail the animals that were
hunted as well as the technigues and artefacts
employed therein. Yet, the poets donot provide
us with an all-embracing picture. They focused
primarily on the more suspicious, larger animals
(fit for poetry so to say), that were hunted by
kugavark3pavar and ignored the minor species
of the fauna like snakes or squirrels that were
certainly the objects of hunting activities too.

T3

The most often cited animal said to be hunted is
the wild black boar (pangi). It appears in several
passages, where it is described in dramatically
fashioned contexts, This 15 obviously due to the
fact that the wild black boar was much feared for
his ferocity and his destruction of the field-crops,
planted by the hill tribes {“the panri is feared for
it ruins the ripe millet field,” [...] k&lal vilai punam
nijattalin afici, bMal., 193). It was hunted with bow
and ammow (&vu), lit. “it died of the too many
wounds in his chest [....] caused by those, who
stay on platforms with arrows™ (kalutil cinén
&volu [...] nicam pun kiirnda neriketak kitanda,
Mal., 243-246). But it was also “caught in pit-
falls"” (pulai torum mattiya, Mal. 194) by kuravar
and by those who “kill the hoag that fell in digged
pits” (aka]nda-mativiy payampin [... | kélal, Mk.,
294.295), i.e. in this context the kapavar. The
kapgavar are also said to take the meat of the boar
after it has been crashed on a pointed stake, after
it had been driven by male jackals (kdndy, cf.
Marr., B2, 6-11)."* A further interesting method of
boar-hunting practised by kipavar is vividly de-
scribed in Perumpanduppatai and it becomes
obvious, that they had developed elaborate hunt-
ing techniques. According to the poem, it was
sometimes difficult for game of the mullai-regions
to get water in the dry season (lit. “in times of
failing rain,” vin mati polutil, 107) and animals
like deer (man) and boar (epam, panri) were in
search for waterholes, Therefore the kipavar dug
pits in considerable distance around waterholes
at the forest periphery early in the morning, hide
themselves therein and held out, until game ap-
proached and came near enough to be killed with
the bow and armow. " This method is called “the
hunt of the first early half of the day™ (araindn
vEtam 111). It is distinguished from the “hunt of
the later half of the day” (patnal véttam,
comm.,117). This type of hunting was practised
to catch smaller animals like hares (muyal) and
was carried out in co-operative hunting-groups.
In this kind of hunt the kipavar are said o come
“with their open-mouthed hunting dogs, beat-
ing the bushes, putting (knotting) nets in the
thickets" [...] cutiing off the route of the long
eared little hares and encircling them," the cruel
kiapavar eat their prey in the jungle, {pakapal
pakuviy -flamaliyotu paim putal erukki wokuvay
vEli tofar valai matti [...] netuncevi kupumuyal
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pokkara valar katunkan kapavar kataru
kuttunnum, Ferp, 111-116). Other animals hunted
were the ignana (ufumpu, Mal. 177} and the por-
cupine (ey panr, mulava, Mal, 175) though the
way this was accomplished is not clear.

In sum boar, deer and hare were the more im-
portant species that were hunted by kugavar/
kipavar. The poems neither mention the hunt of
tiger or elephants nor bird-trapping or fishing.
With regard to the later two occupations this
does not mean too much. The poets did not live
too intimately with the hill/forest tribes but rather
wandered through their territories, and for po-
etry the description of more dramatic events in
tribal life was obviously sufficient. Additionally
all of the recent hill tribes in South-India are to
some extent engaged in hird-trapping and fish-
ing, so that we can assume that they did so in the
past too.

Shifting Cultivation

Apart from gathering and hunting the hill
inhes of ancient South India cultivated several
crops by slash and burn cultivation. The poets
were well aware of the particularities of this type
of cultivation for they not only described it in
various poems but put it in distinet contrast to
the wet rice cultivation, practised in the plains,

Apain both kuravar and kdpavar are associ-
ated with slash- and burn cultivation, which isa
further confirmation of the fact that they were
not thought to connote different tribes. So the
peculiarities of that mode of cultivation are men-
tioned in Puram 159, were a broad field in up-
lands {pupam) 15 said to be planted with hill rice
{aivapam) and burnt over by kipavar (kipavar
kan pupam mayakkiva akapkana kollai, aivapam
vitti [..] 15-17). Kuguntokai tells us, that ‘those
who take the green stubbles of millet {tigai) have
to cut the yi-trees and burn them first into (a
substance) like charcoal (yi kopra mara-
cuttiyavira kaumpumarnul mudal paindal centigai,
Kumnt. 198, 1-2; ¢f. also Mk., 286-289 and
Kupunt., 214, [-2). The more important crops were
hill rice (térai‘aivapam) and at least two varieties
of millet; kural (resp. tinav'irat, panicum italicum,
of. Mk., 287, Kupunt., 214 et. al.) and camai (pani-
cum nilaceum).

The poems also reflect the actual working up
of the harvest. So we hear that women of the
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kiipavar “spread out the millet on an extended
rock (to dry )" (viyalarai sentipai parappi, Fumunt.
335, 2) and we know from the context of Kalitokai
40, that women of the hill tribe (koticcivar) pound
the millet (kural) in mortars (ural) and with pestles
(ulakkai, cf. 3-4)" . A peculiar feature of cultiva-
tion in the hill region was, that the ripening crops
had to be guarded and protected from destruc.
tion. Indeed, animals like elephant and black boar
were and are regarded highly destructive for the
cultivation. Therefore the hill/forest tribes built
platforms, sometimes high up in the rees sur-
rounding the fields and kept guard there,
cquipped with bow and arrow or with a kind of
sling, called “kavan.™ It was especially employed
to scare away the elephamts, for with it stones
could be flinged over a fair distance. Accord-
ingly says Mal,, that “kugavar, ascending lofty
platforms (itanam, parani) in the high land. scare
away the elephants (which stay) in thickets, by
flinging stones with force from slingshots
(kavan)” (kuravar nyar nilai itanam e kas putaiyil
akal malai ipumpil tuvapna vapai pakal nilai
dalarkkum kavan umil katu kal, Mal., 203-206) '

Folitical and Socio-structural Aspecis

Due to the poetic nature of the texts there is
not much evidence to reconstruct the political
siluation or the social structure of the hall/forest-
iribes. Yet, some remarks could be made. With
regard to the political constellation we can as-
sume that most of the kugavar'kapavar were not
isolated tribal communities, independent of the
broader Tamil culture. Many poets, first among
them Kapilar, emphasize that the hill tribes lived
in areas ruled over by minor kings like Pari, Kiri,
Fannan et. al. These kings were certainly not, as
some scholars (. g. lyengar, 1929: 71) have as-
sumed, tribal chiefs of the kupavarkapanvar.
More probably they were nobles of the vélilar
{cultivator) class, for in many poems they bear
the respective title “vEl" (e.g. vEl Pan, vel Ay,
vél Evviet. al; cfl Kailasapathy, 1968: 2101 and
DED, 4562) and this was a title of superior v&lalar,
who held high positions as regional chiefs and
army commanders in the Chola-country, Accord-
ing to M. Subrahmanian (1966: 280-281) these
nohles “owned land and directed agriculieral op-
erations,” and it seems possible, that they ex-
tended their sovereignty over the hill regions in
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some areas. So it is known from Puram 110 that
vE| Piri, the patron of Kapilar, muled over 300
villages in the mountain-range, That these minor
kings were not tribal-chiefs of the kupavarkapavar
is further suggested by the fact that their courns
were, in comparison with the cultural level of the
kuravar'kapavar, quite advanced. So they were
equipped with chariots and horses (Puram, 200
and 126) and at least some of them (e.g. Kan or
Ori) maintained a temporary army and war-el-
ephants. They waged battles against other mi-
nor kingdoms {ibid, ) either on their own behalf or
as allies of one or the other of the three greater
kingdoms of the Chola-, Cera- and Pantiya-dy-
naslies.

However, there is nothing definite to say
about the relationship between the smaller king-
doms and the hill forest tribes in their domains.
But we can speculate that, though they prob-
ably had developed trading relations with the
plains people or with agents of the minor kings,
they were able to maintain a considerable degree
of independence and neutrality. The range of time
covered by the poems clearly antidates the three
great periods of integration to be distinguished
in South-India, the first of which did not begin
before the 10th century A. D. (cf. Murton, 197%;
5). Only after the 10th. century the influx of culti-
vators into the mountainous regions increased,
and with these changes parts of the kugavar/
kipavar became slowly integrated in the broader
Tamil cultural framework and ultimately, in some
regrons, in the system of right- and lefi-hand di-
vizion."

Concerning the internal organisation and nor-
mative rules of behaviour the texts are even more
limited. We neither hear of tribal-chiefs (the des-
ignations “lord of hills,” “lord of slopes,” “lord
of forests,” i.e. kupra nitan, saral natan, kapaka
natap etc. are entirely poetical in context) clans
nor moieties, '

In view of this it 15 significant that many po-
ems emphasize kinship when they speak of the
hill'forest-tribes. Thus the term used for the settle-
ments of kuravarkipavar is cirukuti. This term is
of interest for it can denote a “little hamlet™ as
well as “tmibal community,” “family" or “lmeage™
{DED, 1379; and TED). Obviously the poets em-
ployed this term intentionally to account for char-
acteristics of the tribal culture, essentially based
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on kinship. Indeed the texts accentuate this as-
pect. TimmurukEuppatai tells that kipavar dwell
*omn hills in hamlet small with kindred™ (kuprakam
ciqubouti kilaiyutan, Tirum., 196), while in Mal. it is
mentioned in the context of kuravar life that the
poect will be invited *in every family by children
there who claim relation-ship” (maka murai
afuppa mapaitorum, Mal., 185). The seize or ac-
mal composition of the mibal-hamlets however
is not clear in the poems, Unfortunately the same
has to be stated with regard to the Dravidian
kinship system with its features of “prescriptive”
cross-cousin marriage and the respective kinship
terminologies. It has already been realised by
scholars concerned with the reflections of this
kinship system n ancient Tamil-literature (cf. Hart
1L, 1974 and Trautmanmn, 1974) that “it contains
little reference to cross-cousin marriage”
{Trautmann, 1960: 5). This is not surprising for
almost everything concerned with intra-societal
aspects belongs to the Aham-genre, ie. love-
poetry -and “its settings typically lie outside the
framework of arranged marmiage” {ibid_). If we
focus on the kupavarkipavar alone, the problem
becomes even more evident because only one of
the poctic love-themes, namely the kurifici-theme,
has the culture of the hill’ forest ribes as its
“stage.” This theme is, by poelic convention,
strictly confined to cerain stereotype situations
and characters, primarily to the heroine, her lover,
his friend, the girl's parents and her girl fnend.
Furthermore, the kugifici-theme derives its attrac-
tion from the fact, that it describes “a situation
which did not accord with the norm™ (Hart I11,
op. ¢it.), i.e. a relationship between a girl and a
yvoung kuravarkipavar not having a kinship re-
lation in accordance with the rules (ef. Kuru.,
40).'"* The sinsation is sometimes further drama-
tized for they know that the girl's father {or her
brothers) will not agree with their later marriage.
There are other interesting features of the kugifici-
theme, but for our purpose it is suffice to sum
that some form of arranged marriage was the
norm. However, no posgitive rules are mentioned
in detail.

Religion

As it is with the social structure or the politi-
cal organisation of the hill/ forest tribes, the ma-
terial revealed by the poems allows only for a
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superficial, rather descriptive and often stereo-
type piciure of the religions hife of the kugavar/
kapavar.

At least two factors which are responsible
for this should be mentioned, First of all, the po-
ets were court poets, primarily composing to
praise their patron qualities and their domains.
As such, they were not too deeply interested to
depict the actual conceptions of the hill-tribes
but were eager to show them as “somehow happy
forest-dwellers” that contributed to the glory of
their patron’s often rather small kingdoms. At
the same time, the poets idealised and in fact
“tamilized"” the tribal cultures, if not in practise
50 at least in poetry. These factors make it some-
tmes impossible wo distinguish between the dis-
tinct institutions and ideological concepts of the
kupavar/kipavar and the broader Tamil culture,

Murukag, Ceyyin, Katavul

Despite the fact that'many scholars think of
Murukan as being a deity especially associated
with the hill tribes,*® we have actually no evi-
dence that he was primarily worshipped by
kuravar’kipavar. Indeed, no poem speaks of
Murmukan as being worshipped by them. Other
scholars regard Ceyydn as the deity primarily
worshipped by the ancient hill tribes, but this
seems equally doubtful. Though Ceyydn is men-
tioned in Tolkippivam (Ahattinai ival, 5) as the
deity belonging to the kupifici-tract, so that there-
fore his relation to the tmbes of this region seems
probable, the poems do not prove such a conjec-
ture, In connection with ritwals of the kugavar/
kipavar for example, only Tirumunikaguppatai
mentions a deity “Ceyyin, the reddish clothed”
{Ceyyiin civanta dfaiyan, 206) who is said to ap-
pear among the kipavar while they are dancing
it the hill region {see below), But to evaluate this
passage, one has to remind, that Tirumuru is the
latest, most syncreticised ode of the Pattupattu
collection. It is essentially devotional poetry and
shows as “guide to lord Murukan™ (o the title)
the local manifestations of the god all over Tamil
MNadu. As such he 15 of course also, but not ex-
clusively, prevalent in the hill regions and there-
fore depicted as appearing among the kipavar
jef. Zvelebil 1973; chpt, viut). Indeed this is the
only poem where Ceyyin is put in relation to the
hill tribes and we may assume, that neither
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Murukan nor Ceyyan can be said to be
“autochione™ deities of these culmres.

With regard to religious aspects of the
kuravar/kipvar the pocts, rather than mention-
ing specific deities, applied the broader and more
unspecific term “katavul.” Though the erymol-
ogy of the word “kataval™ is still a matter of dis-
cussion, we may follow the position of G, L. Hant
(1978: 27) who holds, that ka/avu] certainly means
“that, o which sacrifice or debl pertains.”

Thiz would be well in accordance with the
meaning of katavul as it appears in those pas-
sages regarding kupavar/kapavar. There the term
is employed to denote either a tribal/family-deity
(kulamudal) or a deity of the ancesiral-line
(marapig katavul).

So we hear, that “the formless deity of the
ancestral-line 15 honoured by kuravar, giving a
necklace of sandal™ (ar marapin katavul péni
kupavar tanta cantin Sramum, Aham., 13, 3-4)or
that kugavar- “girls, holding some blooms of abun-
dant venkai, praise the great katavul tribal-de-
ity™ {matarmakal magai vEnkai malarsilai kontu
malaiyugai katavul kulamutal vajum, Aink., 259,
1-2). In both poems no further details are given.

Other poems mention katavul in the context
of rain bringing prayers, for example Puram, 143,
where a deity is said to be praised for rain. The
details given are that certain prayers were ex-
pressed as: “May take the mountain rain™ {malai
win kolka, Puram, 1) or “May the water raise high”
{midri dpru malai m&kku wyarka, ibid., 2). In this
way “the kuravar people praised the deiry™
(katavul p&ni kupavar makkal, ibid., 3), says the
poet. The same expression 15 employed in Nam.,
165, There the poet depicts a kipavar who is
hunting in the hills, and exclamates that there
“the mountain stood with affliction, may it re-
ceive some rain’” {anankotu migratu malai van
kolka, Nagr. 165, 3) and lastly we should mention
Adnk., 251 where the poet says that “because of
the loud noise of the kuravan the clouds melt
into a myriad lintle drops of rain” (kupga kugpavan
arppip elili nunpal ajinh poliyum nata, ibid., 1-2).

I think it is significant, that in all these con-
texts no priest or mediator is said to celebrate a
ritual. Instead it is simply people, obviously men
and women (resp. girls), who are shown in praise
of the deity.

That is almost all we know about katavul
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among the hill tribes and it should be sated
clearly that we have no reason 1o equate this
term with Murukan or Ceyyon, as it is almost
everywhere done. Of course, it can denote both,
as much as it can denote any other deity, but
regarding the hill’ forest tribes such an equation
is not justified. In the early poems, neither
Murukan nor Ceyyon are explicitly mentioned
and only in commentaries is the god (katavul)
interpreted to be Murukan (or Ceyyon or even
Veélan).

Finally we have to discuss the place of one
of the two wives of contemporary Murukan, the
popalar deity Valli or Valliyarmma. She is the only
deity, which is brought in explicit relation to the
hill tribes and to them only. We cannot deal here
with the fascinating concepts of this goddess,
as they are revealed in the “great” and “little™
traditions of South-India (cf. Kantapuranam, Cto.
24, Cilapatikiram, Cto. 24, et. al.)."" We should
state, however, that her features and the fact that
she is apparently a prominent deity, worshipped
by at least some of the recent hillforest tribes of
South India, suggest her to be, though probably
not an indigenous hill tribe deity, so probably a
deity based on an indigenous tribal concept. Ex-
amining both, the more recent traditions like
Silapatikiram or Kantapuranpam and the modern
mythology built around Valli and Murukan (like
Tanikaippuriinam) K. Zvelebil comes to the con-
clusion, that *“Valli might have been the primi-
tive, tribal goddess of fertility and procreation™
{Zvelebil, 1977: 237 note 29). Indeed it seems prob-
able that Valli is regarded a goddess of fertility
and love in contemporary South Indian religious
notions. However, this does not necessarily
mean, that she is “ex-origin™ a iribal deity.® On
the contrary it can be demonstrated that the con-
cept of Valli as a goddess is historically grown
and has been shaped to a large extend by non-
tribal influences and mediators. In fact we have
to state that in the aldest stratum of Tamil poetry
the term Valli does nowhere appear in a religious
context,

In the majority of instances the term Valli re-
fers to a creeper, namely the upper part of the
kilanku root, the dioscorea, which was gathered
and probably also cultivated by the kugavar/
kfipavar and which constituted an important item
of staple food (ef. K. Zvelebil, 1977: 232}, In other
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instances the term also refers to the creeper but
is used in the context of love poetry. Thus the
picture of a creeper, coiled around a tree, 15 taken
as a simile for a girl embracing her lover or the
waist of the girl is said to be “slender like the
valli creeper™ (valli nunnitai, Aham., 286, 2).

So far, we have well documented botanical
and poetical contexts. In contrast, references lo
Valli as a deity, as we find them in the later reli-
gious-and folk traditions are exceedingly rare, In
fact only one poem of the earliest strata, namely
Marr., B2, refers to Valli as a poddess and even
there she 15 not an independent deity but only
mentioned in her being the beloved of
Murukan.** The poem follows the conventional
theme of love-poetry in the kupfici-region where
the hero addresses a girl of the hill tribes, ex-
claiming: “You, girl of the mountain tribe whose
gait is beautiful, will you come o me like Valli
who had gladly agreed to go to join Murukan”
(niy® empuya varitiyd nannataik koticci
murukupunamnta tiyagra valli polanin, ibid., 1-3).
So it is clear that even this poem reflects the
myth built around ValliMurukan and does not
regard Valli as an independent goddess. As we
saw already, Munikan is very unlikely to be a hill
tribe deity and this seems likewise to be the case
with regard to Valli. We have no reason 1o think
that the hill tribes did worship a goddess, who is
exclusively defined through her relationship to
Murukan, a god of the “broader™ Tamil culture.
Mevertheless the framing of Valli in later tradi-
tioms was certainly based on indigenous tribal
notions, concerned mutually with fertility, pro-
creation and their related rituals.”* However, her
actual tribal conception has to remain diffuse until
we know more about her perception in recent
tribal cultures of South-India.

Religions Dances

In connection with religious or “ritualistic”
activities of kuravar/kapavar, the poets of an-
cient Tamil Nadu depict two types of dance
{(kuravai), Onc was obviously performed in such
a way that the common kuravar people (kuravar
mikkal) were dancing together in the little hill
villages (cirukuti). Summarizing the various de-
scriptions given in the poems we get a vivid pic-
ture of the dance. It was performed in the court-
yard of the village by men and women {kugavar
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mikkal [ ...] mupnl kuravai ayarum, Puram, 129),
toddy was drunk (vanku tEral, tbd.}, the women
were adormed with venkai-flowers and the
tondoka-drum was beaten (vEnkai cfiti tontaka
papatccir pentiroty, Aham., [ 18: 2-3).

Most probably this “kuravai” was a ritual kind
of dance for we have a passage in Kupificipattu,
where the poet claims that the women (makalir)
who are dancing in the dancing place (&ukalam)
got possessed (ananku) or afflicted (Kp., 175),%
and we saw above that among the hill tribes a
deity (katavul ) was worshipped with vEnkai-flow-
£ers.

A second type of dance 15 called veriviral
{dance of possession or wild dance). This term
was employed to circumscribe the dance of a
priest who carried a spear { hence his name vélap)
and acted as a diviner and probably as a kind of
healer. At least in poetry he is regarded o be
able, to reveal the causes of sickness, Le. in po-
etry love-sickness.**

This vélag (according to the commentaries
he is a “pafimatiin,” i.e. one who utters oracles
in the state of possession) 15 said to “perform
the dance of possession in excess that the place
will throb™ (vélap veri ayar vivap kalam kamkiom,
Aham. 182, 16-17) in the land of the kuravap who
is showing the occupation peculiar to his tribe
{or farmily) the chase (vErtam pokiva kuravan katta
kulavittag, ibd. p. 5-6). ¥

Unfortunately we do not know very much
about the actual performance of his dance nor
do the poems mention that & god is involved in
the activities of the vElag. We know from other
poems, that he wsed nuts (kalapku) in the pro-
cess of divination (cf. Nagr., 282) but one cannot
say from the given evidence how they were em-
ployed in the ritual. In sum the material provided
by the poets with regard to rituals of the kugavar/
kapavar does not allow for far reaching conclu-
sions. We cannot even say that the institution of
the vepivital was peculiar to the hill'forest tribes,
because we have many other poems who clearly
prove that the vElap was thought of practising
among other communities resp. wibes of Tamil
Madu as well {(e.g. m Madurai, Mk, 610 ff.; among
shepherds, i e. itaivar, Kugu. 362, 2-4: and in the
Chola capital, Patti., 155 £f.). On the other hand it
is quite hikely that the diviners among the other
communities were indeed from the hill tribes as
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they are often in contemporary Tamil Nadu, *
NOTES

I. Cf B. Stein ibid.; K. Zvelebil, 1973 Chapt. V1 and
VI X. & Thaninayagam, |96,

2. Interestingly according to some scholars the pilai-
region and ils associaled features where only later
sidded for poeiical reasons.

1. For the depiction of these tribes in the ancient lit-
erature cf. K. Zvelebil, 1971, and G. D Sontheimer,
1976,

4. The etymology of kuravar s nod all clear, ecause it
couild also be derved from “kuru', 1e. “shor, defec-
tive,” so that kuravar may also denote the “short
people,” O DED, 1537,

5. This is in accordance with the statement in
Tolkippiyam, Pora] 22, that the names of the trikes
of the regions are of two kinds: thase derived from
mur ez kipavar) and those derved from verbs (e.g.
vEluvar), OF alse K. Kailasapathy, 1966: 12-13,

G, The notion that the w®uvar represent the indig-
enous  hunter/gatherers of South-India (M.
Subrahmanian, 19G6: 247, I83, et al.) is not proved
by the poems.

7. Cormpare eg.. A. M. Kurup'R. Burman (eds. ), 1961;
5. MNandi et al., 1971; CI, 1971, sertes 9, V-b-{l) or
5 G. Morab, 1977, B. Moms, 1977 U Demmer,
1996, 1997,

B. CL 5 0. Morah, 1977 40-41; K. Zvelehil, 1979; [
B. Kapp, 1983, U, Demmer, 1996, 1997,

9. See the above cited lierature.

10 For Alu-Kurumba ses [0 B Kapp, 1983, For lruls
see K. Zvelebil, 1979, and for J&nu Kupumba see
Dermmer, 1996 and 19497,

I1. The Soliga differentiate three kinds: kirjénu
{shrubhoney), hejjEnu {rockhoney) and wduvejEnu
{treehoney). cf. 5. G. Morab, 1977 41-42.

12, B. lyengars translation of this poem (192% 198) is
rather free, giving details nol mentioned in the ac-
el exwt A kuravan, hunting with dogs, 15 also men-
noned in Aham, |82

13, Im this way, says the commentary, boar and decr
were hunted by kiipavar and Maloipatukaidm 177
mentions that iguana (utumpu or digi, 1.2 acera
iguana) was hunted with Fermale dogs (pinavu) and
bows, while drinking at a pord.

14. This type of net-hunting is practised 1oday by the
Mullu-Korumba as a rtval-hunt, cf. B, Migra, | 966 M.

15, For the practice af shifting-cultivation among re-
cent South-Indian hill tnibes, see the above men-
tioned reports and monographs.

16&. Indzed these platforms are sometimes impressive
consiruciions. See e.g. the tree-buts built by con-
termporary Urali high up in the ees: ef. C1, 1971,
series-9 part V-B-{1).

17, In the Chola country e g one of the most g -
tant functions of the lefi-hand division was, accord-
ng 1o B. Stein, the "assimilation of groups 1o the
cxpanding order” (Stein, 1980: 182} Rare inscrip-
tions from the early thirieenth ceniury (South Arcod)
confirm, that hill people {malaiyamakkal) shall be
admitted inlo the itangai-talam (left hand division
of men, ibid. O alse pp. 04-5 ibid. ). Stein thinks



THE POETS A5 ANTHROPOLOGISTS

alao, that i this period some hill ibes might have
been recruited as wammiors for local kings (pp. 188-
1. However- early literature does nol mention the
diwisions who came into being with the developing
process of cultural integration not before the Sth.
century A. [

18, The notion of 5. Singaravelu (1966 1535) that there
wereg phraries of kupavar and kEpavar is noi based
on lextusl evidence and rather speculative

19, That spousss should he relatives is clearly expressed
i Kupu, 40, where the hero exclaims:

“My mather and yours,

what were they 0 each other 7

My father and yours, what kin 7

I amd You,

e ghid we come fo knoow each other 7
And yet, like falling rain on red felds
our loving hearts have mixed together”

0. E.g. F. Clothey, 1978: chpr.2, 5. Iyengar, 1929:
chpis.5 and 17, 5 Singaraveln, 966 103-104.
21. For preliminary studies on the topic, cf. K. Zvelebil,
1977, D, . Shulman, 1980: 275-289 and F. Clothey,

1978: 35

2. We know eg that she occupies an importand place in
ane creation myth of the Irula (cf. Zvelebil, 1982:
220-221). Bun ni study has yet been undertaken to
exarmine her relation with the Irula culture or odhers,

23 K. Zveleal (1977: 233) states therefore, that the
EbOTY of Val|li! Murukan must have heen known fo
the poets who composed poems or mlemsoelated swueh
phrases in the already existmg poems.

24 In Teremu. 196, kigavar are said 10 dance the kuravai
with their relatives (kilai)

2% For the term “apanku,” of, ©. L. Hart 111, 1973
{interpreting it as “sacred power”™) and its recent
critigue by V. 5. Rajam 1986, It is noteworthy, that
the dance- place in the kugavar village courtyard
isell was regarded by the poeis to be “apanku™
{Puram, 2471 50 that indeed the term might denote
in that contest 8 “sacred power.”™ But even if so,
that does merely mean that the poets regarded this
o be s while the conceptions of the kugavarkipavar
remain hdden.

26 It seems possible 1o me, that the term n@tuvEl (long
spear), taken by the commentators (e.g. in Kp.,
175} as a synonym for Murukan, originally referred
b the priest (vElag) of the hill ribes. Even today
the priest of the Malai- Vetan in the Kerala-ghats
performs his rites by handling a stall and a small
drum. Their religious custorms, as far as they are
knoan through ethnographic nowes (C1, 1971, above
cited, p. 59) resemble the descriptions provided in
ancient literature very much

27, He is also depicied im Time. 190 as dancing among
the kipavar

18, See e the observaions of M.-L. Reiniche (1979
T-2) were she stabes, that the kuravar act as dancers
and musicians ai village festivals and their women
(kupmiti) are associated with the functions of sooth-
saying. They mn particular are believed 1o know the
demans which harm the people (ibid : 245)

Abbreviations
Cl - Cengus of India
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DED - Dravidian Erymological Dictionary (19600, T.
Burow and M. B. Emeneau, Oxford.

TED} - Tarmal - English Dictionary (1877 M. Winslow
(Reprint edited 1977 by K. L. Janen), Wieshaden.

Kp - Kupincipdiu

Poru - PorunarSuppaiai

Perp - Perumpliamuppatai

Mal - Melaipajulatam

Mk - Maduraikific:

Twum = TirumurukEpuppala

Aham - Akandpifu

Puram - Purandpnlru

Aink - Ainkurunir

Kurun = Kuruntokai

Marr - Magginai
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