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Introduction

Tamil grammar and poetics are old and venerabl e disciplines
interwoven into acomplex system the beginnings of which arelost in
legend. What isfact, however, isthat we are looking back on atextual
tradition representing the thought of almost two millennia: acontinu-
ousdiscourse on Tamil language and literature, but also adispute with
other systems of knowledge, most notably the Sanskrit grammatical
and poetological traditions. To give a rough chronology, for the first
millennium, we have one great treatise encompassing thewholefield
and devel oping the basic structure that istaken up, with some modifi-
cationsand extensions, by thewholelater tradition. Thisisthefamous
Tolkappiyam, consisting of three parts, two of them devoted to two
different aspects of grammar, which has been ever since split into two
sections, namely Eluttu (phonology) and Col (morphology and syn-
tax), whilethe third part treats of Porul (poetics). Itisfollowed by a
small work specialisinginaparticular field of poetics, namely that of
Akam (love poetry), called the lraiyanar Akapporul.

The second millennium, probably atime of socio-cultural up-
heaval, sets in with avoluminous commentary tradition not only for
thetreatises that had been written so far, but al so for wide parts of the
older literature. In fact our understanding of the meaning of the older
textsisbasically indebted to these commentaries. Nevertheless, there
isaparallel development of new treatisesin all sub-disciplines, mirror-
ing the confrontation with the change of language, the arising of new
literary forms and the massive impact of North-Indian, i.e. Sanskritic
modes of thinking and writing in the Tamilian South. To mention just a
few of the most important titles, among the inclusive texts — compris-
ing, just as the Tolkappiyam, the whole range of the field — there are
the heavily Sanskritised racoliyamof the 11" century, and the Tamil-
conservative llakkana Vilakkam of the 17" century. Both of them
extend the original structure of three sections, dealing with Eluttu
(phonoalogy), Col (morphology and syntax), and Porul (poetics), by
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another two subsumed under Porul, namely Yappu (metrics) and Ani
(figures of speech). Among the influential treatises devoted exclu-
sively to grammar we may list the Nannal (12" century), the stan-
dard book on Tamil grammar after the Tolkappiyam, and the Pirayoka
Vivekam (17" century), again very Sanskritic. Poetics, for its part,
seems to have been an even more fruitful domain, creating a number
of branches with various specia-lisations. The first independent text
on metrics is the Yapparuri-kalakkarikai (10" century); the most
notable exponent of systematic Akam poeticsisthe Nampi Akappor ul
(12 century), while the Puram genre (heroic poetry) is represented
by the Purapporulvenpa-malai (9" century).

The encyclopaedia presented here is an attempt to render ac-
cessiblethiswealth of material sto specialistsand al so to non-special-
ists. The vast topol ogy and terminology of Tamil grammar and poetics
are represented by key terms which are explained with reference to
the corresponding sutras in the treatises and additional explication
from the various commentaries. The whole work comprises 17 vol-
umes, structured in the traditional way into the three sections E|uttu
(phonology), Col (morphology and syntax) and Por ul (poetics), where
2 volumesfall on Eluttu, 4 on Col, and 11 on the various sub-disci-
plines subsumed under poetics: 2 for Yappu (metrics), 2 for Ani (fig-
ures of speech), 4 for Akam (love topics), 1 for Puram (heroic top-
ics), 1 for Pattiyal (literary genres), Payiram (prefaces) and
Marapiyal (word usage), and finally 1 for Meyppatu (physical mani-
festation), Natakam (drama), Alavai (valid means of knowledge),
Anantakkurram (collocations to be avoided), Niyayam (logic) and
Valuvamaiti (poetic licence). The last of these volumes contains a
bibliography.

This sort of work of synthesis has long been a desideratum of
research: it giveserudite referencesto avast range of technical Tamil
textswhich are, for the most part, not well understood today. Some of
the texts are hard to come by — unless in the editions of the author of
this encyclopaedia (on whom more below) — most of them are not
tranglated into any other language, general introductionsinto thefield
are few, and even fewer are written in languages more easily acces-
sible to the general reader (like English or French). There has been
more than one proj ect comparablein rangein recent years, most promi-
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nently the Encyclopaedia of Tamil literature of the Institute of Asian
Studies, Chennai (in English language), but sadly this opus has not yet
seen more than 3 volumes, the last one already nine years old and
reaching only the letter “ai”. All the more reason for scholars inter-
ested in Tamil language and literature to be grateful to the author of
the present work, the venerable T.V. Gopal lyer, with his80 yearsone
of the last living exponents of a great tradition of
exegesis.

Space permits here no more than a brief account of the high-
lights of along and in many respects exemplary career of a Tamil
savant in the 20" century. As well as following a traditional path of
education, the worldly marks of which are his two titles Vidvan and
Panditam conferred by the University of Madras and the Maturai
Tamil Cankam respectively (in 1945 and 1953), Gopal lyer also ac-
quired the “modern” university degrees of Bachelor of Oriental Lan-
guage and Bachelor of Oriental Language with Honours at the Uni-
versity of Madras (1951 and 1958). From 1965-1978 he taught in
Rajah’s College, Thiruvaiyaru, in which period he already took up his
activity of editingworksof Classical Tamil, especially theoretical texts.
The most important publications from that phase are the Ilakkana
Vilakkamin 8 volumes (published in Thanjavur by the Sarasvati Mahal
from 1971-1974), the Ilakkanak Kottu (Sarasvati Mahal 1973) and
the Pirayoka Vivekam (Sarasvati Mahal 1973).

Ever since 1978, Mr. Gopal lyer’s sphere of activity has shifted
to Pondicherry, where he has been (and till is) employed as a re-
search scholar by the Ecole Francaise d’Extréme-Orient (EFEQ) —
i.e., the French School of Asian Studies —, a research institution fi-
nanced by the French government which has 17 research centres
spread across Asia, the westernmost of which isthat in Pondicherry,
and which hasthe mission of studyingAsian (and notably Indian) lan-
guages, culturesand religions. In thisenvironment, designed as ameet-
ing place for international research, the enormous preparatory work
for this encyclopedia has been accomplished. Part of the voluminous
editorial output of Mr. Gopal lyer during the last 27 years has ap-
peared in a series co-published by the EFEO and the IFP (the French
Institute of Pondicherry, another research Institution of the French
government in whose premises T.V. Gopal lyer worked for several
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years), such as a 3-volume edition of the Tevaram, hismajor contribu-
tion to devotional Tamil literature (1984f., 1991), and the Maran
Akapporul (2005). A number of further publications deserve men-
tion, since they concern fundamental texts of the Tamil grammatical
and poetological tradition upon which the encyclopaediaisbased. Last
year he published a 14-volume edition of the complete Tol kappiyam
with all the commentaries (through Thiru. G. Ela-vazhagan of Tamizh
Mann Pathippagam, Chennai - 17) and this year editions of the
Miracoliyam and the Maran Alarikaram.

The EFEO is extremely happy that it has been able to contrib-
uteitsshareto thispublication of vital importance for the exploration
of Tamil literary history, which will be amonument to amost extraor-
dinary man, who has been teacher and adviser, nay, a living
encyclopaedia, to so many students of Tamil language, Indian and
Western.

A final brief note of thanks to three individuals who wereim-
portant in bringing this large work to the light of day. The first is
Mr. T.V. Gopal lyer’s younger brother, Mr. T.S. Gangadharan, then of
the French Institute of Pondicherry and now of the Pondi-cherry Centre
of the EFEO, who wrote the work out in afair hand. The second is
Dr. Jean-Luc Chevillard, who, years|ater, had the encyclopeadiadigi-
tally photographed when initsyet more voluminous hand-written state
and so by his timely intervention prevented the loss of some of its
parts. Thethird is the publisher, Mr. Ela-vazhagan, of the Thamizh
Mann Pathippagam, who had the vision to see the value of thiswork
and took on the task of setting it in type, alabour which took a year
and a half and involved five sets of proofs.
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