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The riches coming from the mountain: “pepper”,
as kari and milaku, in Ancient Tamil Literature

Jean-Luc CHEVILLARD'

I. SLOWLY CHANGING GEOGRAPHICAL BASE
OF AN ANCIENT LITERARY LANGUAGE

The modern European customers who buy in 2020 a jar of “Tellichery pepper” in
a supermarket, are in a situation which has common points with the situation of some
of their ancestors at the time of the Roman Empire, although they probably have more
choice than those ancestors regarding the variety of spices available and pay less, in
relative terms, and therefore do not consider pepper as a luxury item, unlike many of
their ancestors. If they are French and try to find Tellicherry on a map, they will find out
that Tellicherry’s official name is Thalassery, that it is in Kerala, lies on the shore of the
Arabian sea and is very close to a place whose name rings a bell, namely “Mahé” (fig. 1),
because it was one of the five “comptoirs” which France possessed in India for several
centuries — this was one of the results of the competitition between several European
nations, partly motivated by their commercial interest in spices — until 1954 (de facro),
or until 1962 (de jure), when they became part of the newly formed Republic of India.
If those customers decide to buy their “Tellichery pepper” on the internet, they will be
informed by online sellers that the pepper is not produced in Thalassery itself, but comes
from a production area, the “Wynaad plateau”, which is roughly 100 km to the West of
Thalassery, in a district called “Wayanad” (fig. 3), inside a mountain range called Western
Ghats, at an altitude of 800 meters above the sea level.

What might however be more difficult for our European customers to discover on their
own is the fact, which will be the initial anchor for this article, that some of the ancient
poets who expressed themselves in one of the languages current in the Southern part of
India (fig. 2), in a zone which includes three of the five “comptoirs francais”, namely
Pondichéry, Karikal and Mahé (fig. 1), while describing the prosperity of some of their
sea-ports, have alluded to the fact that ships arrived with gold and left with pepper (see 2b

1. CNRS, Laboratoire d’histoire des théories linguistiques [HTL, UMR 7597].
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in section 2), as already noted in 1941 by Pierre Meile [1911-1963] (Meile 1941, p. 90),
in his well-known article, which we shall briefly revisit in the next section and which was
meant at the time to corroborate the numismatic discoveries by archeologists of Roman
coins in South India by complementing them with a philological exploration of ancient
Tamil texts which had then recently become available in book form, in the late 19" and
early 20" centuries, thanks to the labour of Tamil philologists?, after a long period of
transmission by the sole means of brittle palm-leaf mss. The poetical language in which
those ancient poets had sung was called by them cen-ramil (“Perfect Tamil”) and is referred
to nowadays in English as “Classical Tamil”. What remains from the poetic activity of that
period and of the following centuries is : (a) a significant number of poetical compositions,
on the one hand; (b) scholarly literature, intended for the training of poets, on the other
hand. If we examine those two components, we can see that Classical Tamil, or cen-tamil,
seems to have been originally the common cultural vehicle of the inhabitants of a vast area
covering what is now known as the two states of Tamil Nadu and of Kerala, as well as those
components of the very small Union territory of Puducherry (Pondichéry; fig. 1). Even
though that vast zone was partly united in intention by the use of that common poetical
language, i. e. cen-tamil, it was nevertheless politically divided between several centers of
power, among which those associated with the “Three Kings” stand out, whose countries
(natu) were : (1) the Céra Natu, i. e. today’s Kerala, plus some parts of Tamil Nadu; (2)
the Cola Natu, which contains the fertile delta of the Kavéri river?®, and (3) the Pantiya
Nitu, whose capital city is Madurai. Those three kings, who each had their capital cities,
their seaports, and various emblems of power, sung by poets, were from time to time at
war with each other, and some territories were disputed between them, as is visible in
the most ancient part of Classical Tamil literature, which is also referred to as Carnkam
Literature (see section 6). This is especially true for that part of Carnkam literature which
is known as puram (litt. “external, public”), in which the most important topic is fighting.
War between kings is however also present, in the form of allusions, in the other main
branch of ancient Tamil literature, which deals with love and is called akam (litt. “internal,
private”), as we shall soon see in 2a and 2b. The global area containing the three kingdoms
was also most probably linguistically divided as attested by the expression:

(1a) cen-tamil cérnta panniru nilattu (“in the twelve regions which belong to Cen-tamil”[TC400c])*.

2. T shall remark here that the most well-known among those Tamil philologists, namely U. V. Swaminatha
Aiyar (1855-1942), corresponded with Julien Vinson (1843-1926), who was the first holder of the Tamil
chair which Pierre Meile held at the INALCO. Another holder of the position was Jules Bloch (1880-
1953), who later held a position in the “Collége de France” and whose disciple Meile was. Bloch praises the
pioneering Tamil work of Vinson in 1939, in a preface which he wrote for the first English translation, by
V.R. Ramachandra Dikshitar, of the Cilappatikiram, an important work which we shall discuss in section 7.

3. See “punal niry” in fig. 1. Today’s most prominent cities in the Cdla country are Tanjore and Trichy,
both located on the Kavéri. A frequent English spelling for Cdla is “Chola”.

4. The abbreviation TC refers to the Collatikaram, second book of the Tolkappiyam, which deals with
Classical Tamil morphology and syntax. For viewing (1a) in a wider context, see Chevillard 1996, p. 476,
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Fig. 1: Three of the «cinq comptoirs francais», from Carte des cétes de I'Inde, gravée d'aprés la carte du Dépor
des cartes et plans de la marine par ordre de son Excellence M. le Cte P. de Chasseloup-Laubat, ministre secrétaire
d’Etat au Département de la Marine et des Colonies, Paris, Pépin-Malherbe, 1862. Source gallica.bnf.fr /
Bibliothéque nationale de France.

These words, which are extracted from ancient Tamil scholarly literature, are illus-
trated here by Figure 2, which makes visible one possible interpretation of (1a) during
the first millenium AD. More precisely, the book from which this verse fragment is taken
is the Collatikiram (TC), which is the second book of the ancient Tamil treatise called

which contains a complete annotated French translation of the TC, along with a full translation of one of its
medieval commentaries by Cénavaraiyar. The final “c” in TC400c is necessary because the numbering of the
verses of the TC is not the same depending on which commentary one uses. Inside the earlier commentary

by Ilampiranar, the same verse is TC394i.
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Fig. 2: One possible interpretation in the first millenium AD for the expression cen-tamil cérnta panniru
nilam “The Twelve regions which belong to Perfect Tamil” (see 1a).

Tolkappiyam, considered by many to date back to the first half of the first millenium AD".
The Tolkappiyam (henceforth T), even though it seems to know about the existence of
“The Three [Kings]”¢, does not however give details on what the “twelve regions” were

5. The first and the third books are the Eluttatikiram (TE), which deals with Phonetics/Phonology and
the Porulatikiram (TP), which deals with Poetics, including metrics.

6. This is the traditional interpretation for a phrase in TP384i (van pukal miwvar : “the three of generous
fame”).
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and divergent interpretations have been given for the Tamil expression seen in (1a)”.
The differences have to do with the precise content of the list of twelve names on the
one hand, but also with the status of the “twelve regions”, on the other hand. From the
point of view of later medieval commentators, in the second millenium AD, who rely
on another possible meaning of the word cérnza, the expression must not be understood
as stated in (1a) but in the following manner:

(1b) cen-tamil cérnta panniru nilam (“the twelve regions which are adjacent to [the country of]
Cen-tamil”; alternate interpretation of TC400c).

From the point of view of those later commentators, Cen-tamil (“Perfect Tamil”, or
“Straight Tamil”, or “Pure Tamil”), is used only in a specific area and various corrupt
forms of the language, referred to as Kotun-Tamil (litt. “Crooked Tamil”), are spoken in
twelve regions, whose list of names partially differs from previous lists, although there
is some overlap. One notable practical consequence is that in the configuration which
they envision, Kerala is no longer part of the domain of Cen-tamil, although the Classical
Tamil literature which glorifies the Céra-s, kings of Kerala, remains part of the Tamil
proud literary heritage.

Coming now to“pepper”, or rather to the Classical Tamil words which are used
for referring to pepper, namely kari and milaku, and which will be at the center of our
attention in this article, I shall first revisit in section 2 one of the citations provided in
Meile (1941, p. 90). This will be followed, in sections 3 to 6, by a progressive enlarge-
ment, covering first the presence of pepper inside one anthology, then in three akam
anthologies and finally in all the eight ancient anthologies of the Cankam corpus, while
at the same time providing details on the manner in which the Tamil literary tradition
was cultivated and transmitted, thanks to the existence of a grammatical and poetological
tradition, which starts with the T.

After that, in sections 7 to 10, I shall try to provide the reader with a more global
view, discussing the historical layers of Tamil literature and the scholarly instruments
available for navigating those layers. That will mean, among other things, an exploration
of the presence of pepper inside later poetical compositions such as the Cilappatikiram
(in section 7), which belongs to the second half of the first millenium AD, but remains
mostly faithful to the ancient poetical linguistic usage. That will also imply a brief presen-
tation, in section 8 and 9, of ancient Tamil lexicographical sources, such as the Tivikaram
(8™ or 9™ cent.) and the Pinkalam (9™ or 10™ cent.), in which we can see attestations of
the high value of pepper, as part of a short list of precious commodities, but in which we
also have to come to terms with the growing role played in the course of history by the
Sanskrit language among Tamil speakers. I shall also visit a religious text, the Tévaram

7. See Chevillard 2008 and Subbarayalu 2008, for a detailed discussion of the debate. As noted by
Subbarayalu (2008, p. 319), the interpretation given by Cénavaraiyar would for instance entail that the
people in Madurai did not speak the standard language, which is paradoxical.
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(in section 10), in which we can still see echoes of the importance of pepper. That visit
will also be the occasion to introduce some additional meanings of the term 4ari which
are not apparent in earlier poetry.

Finally, in sections 11 to 13, the focus will be on those other meanings of the word
kari, which are the only ones left in Modern Tamil (see fig. 8 inside section 12). We shall
try to understand the conditions under which the linguistic borrowing which resulted
in the modern presence of “curry” in English and in other cosmopolitan languages took
place, the early stage of the borrowing having taken place in Portuguese, where kari
seems to have been borrowed as caril (plural caris). For that reason, we shall concentrate
on the the sections dealing with “food/cooking” inside the two Tamil thesauri already
mentionned (Tiand Pi), and one document which is the result of the earliest contact in
the Modern period between Europe and the Tamil-speaking South of India, namely the
VTCSP, compiled by Antam de Proenga in the 17% cent. and printed in 1679.

II. GEOGRAPHICAL BACKGROUND OF A CLASSICAL TAMIL
LOVE POEM (AKAM 149) IN WHICH PEPPER IS MENTIONNED

I shall start this section by examining the extended context for one of the main citations
on which Pierre Meile relies in his 1941 article. That citation is a 4-lines extract (see 2b,
below), taken from a 19-lines love poem, which belongs to an anthology of 400 love
poems known as Akandniru (AN) (“the four hundred on akam”) or as Netuntokaininiru
(“the long?® collection of four hundred”). In the complete poem, the speaker, who is a
man, describes a desertic area in lines 1 to 6, states in line 7 that he will not cross that
arid zone in search of wealth, and explains in lines 8 to 19 the reason for his decision.
Tamil being a language in which the equivalent of a relative proposition specifying a head
noun precedes that head noun, the syntactically easiest way of rendering into English
the hero’s explanations is to completely invert the order of the clauses, although this
of course makes the translation partly unfaithful. The reason given by the hero for not
going on a journey is as follows:

it would produce tears in the eyes a lady (line 19)

those eyes resemble some flowers (line 18)

those flowers are in a pond (line 17)

that pond is on the hill of a tall god (line 16)

that god has a peacock on his banner (line 15)

that hill is to the West of the city of Katal [alias Madurai] (line 14)
the king of that city is the Celiyan [alias Pandya king] (line 13)

8. AN is a “long” collection, distinguished from the Kuruntokai — “short collection” (KT) —, which also
contains 400 poems, because the average poem in the AN is almost three times longer than the average
poem in the KT. See section 4.
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Fig. 3: Geographical Background for poem Akam 149 (see 2a and 2b).

that king has captured a sacred image (patimam) after a difficult battle (line 12)

that battle included a siege of the harbour called Muciri (line 11)

in that harbour the good vessels of the Yavanar come with gold (pon) and leave with pepper (kar)

(lines 9-10)

the movement of the vessels produces foam in the river called Culli-y-am-pér-i-yaru (line 8)

that river belong to the Céra kings [céralar] (last foot of line 7).

If we add to that list of elementary poetical facts the information that the full name
of the poet who composed this poem is, overlooking possible variant readings in some
mss, Erukkattar Tayankannanar, which means “Tayankannanar, who is from a place called
Erukkattar”, and that there is still today a village having that name, a possible geographical
background for the poem Akam 149 can be seen in the map provided in fig. 3, where
I have provided: the location of the Poet’s town (Erukkattir), in the Cola country; the
location of the Pantiya king’s capital city (Madurai, alias Katal), in the Pantiya country;
the approximate location of the Céra King’s harbour (Muciri, thought to be near modern
Kodungallur), in the Céra country, today’s Kerala; the possible location of the pepper
producing area (Wayanad) , also in Kerala, making the bold hypothesis that it might
be the same as the area where the Tellichery pepper nowadays comes from?, to which

9. A question which will be raised but not answered in section 4 is the

question when pepper started to

be cultivated, as it is nowadays, rather than simply collected from naturally growing wild pepper creepers.
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I add the irrelevant information that the distance between Tellichery (alias Thalassery)
and Mahé is 9 km.

It is now time to provide a modern translation of Akam 149, dividing it into two
sections, the second part, 2b, corresponding to the fragment translated in Meile (1941,
p- 90). The translation is as follows:

(2a) Even if, going the long way of thorn-apple trees,
where, when fed up with the prey contained in the tall red ant hill
raised with effort, [visible from] the distance by the little, lowly ants,
the dark relatives of the large-handed ant-cater” seize
the tubular white flowers of the Mahua tree on the low mountain,
the excellent wealth ever difficult to make were to be obtained easily,
I would not come, my heart,
so that the red-streaked proud rain eyes would take sweet dew
of her who is like a binding of contrasting blossoms
of blue lotus from the deep pool, elongated so that bees settle [there],
on the hill of the Tall one in unbroken festival
when the many-dotted peacock is raised as a victory banner,
to the west of [the city of] Kutal, with streets where flags sway,
of Celiyan, of deadly battle, with large good elephants
who snatched the image...

(b [...] after besieging, so that shouting rose,
fertile Muciri, overcoming it in a great battle,
[the city] of the Céra, where the Yavanar in [their] divine'?, glorious good vessels
come with gold [and] return with pepper,
so that white foam is stirred up in the big Culli river.
(English translation by Eva Wilden [unpublished] ')

10. For other translators, the word enku, which is here rendered by “ant-eater” refers to a type of bear (karati).

11. The Tamil text for the second part of the poem is as follows: [...] céralar I culli-y-am pér-i-yarru vel
nurai kalaika | yavapar tanta vin man nal kalam 1| ponnotu vantu kariyotu peyarum || valam kelu muciri
y-drpp-ela valaii. 1 shall discuss the variant reading vinai man nal kalam in the next footnote.

12. The presence of the word “divine” in the translation by Eva Wilden is justified by the reading
“eflewor” [vi n] (“sky”) in several of the palm-leaf manuscripts which she has examined. Other manuscripts have
the reading “eflemen” [vi nai] (“action”). This difference of one syllabic symbol (“6w1” vs. “m601”) becomes
the difference in translation between the two alternate specifiers for nan-kalam (“good-vessel (s)”), namely
vin-man- (n)an-kalam (“the celestial, excellent vessels” [of the Yavanar]) and vinai-man-(n)an-kalam (“the
vessels of excellent making”), this second reading being the one followed by Meile, who renders vinai-man
by “chef-d’ceuvre”. I should add, for the sake of completion, that according to the rules of Tamil sandhi, the
sequence -7 becomes 1, and therefore “man+nan” becomes “mdnan”. The text given in the previous footnote
is therefore a simplified sandhi-split text. This is also the explanation for the difference between “nankalam”
(mss reading) and “nal kalam” (sandhi-split text), which some readers may have noticed.

13. This translation is taken from the second part, still unpublished, of A Critical Edition and an Annotated
Translation of the Akandniiru, of which the first part has appeared in print as Wilden 2018.
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It should be clear from its full translation that Akam 149 is not a historical document,
even though it seems to contain allusions to historical events taken from a glorious past.
We shall now, in the next section concentrate on other occurrences inside the older strata
of Classical Tamil literature of the word which is currently central for us, namely the word
kari, which is found to occur in the sociative case form kariyotu in the 10™ metrical line
(ponnotu vantu kariyotu peyarum), for which the translation given was “come with gold
[and] return with pepper”. And one of the questions which we must examine at some
point in the future is the following: how do we know that 4ari means “pepper”? This
would indeed not be at all obvious to one who knows only Modern Tamil, and such a
meaning is indeed not recorded inside dictionaries of Contemporary Tamil .

1. WHERE IS KARI' TO BE FOUND IN THE AKANANURU ANTHOLOGY?

We shall now have a first glimpse into the #nai theory and the four-fold division of
the inhabitable world, and especially at the poems for the mountain region, associated
with the Kurisici flower).

I shall examine in this section other occurrences of the word kari inside the Akandniiru,
that anthology of 400 poems from which the poem translated in (1a) and (1b) is taken.
Before doing that, however, I must provide the reader with additional information,
concerning the poetical conventions followed by ancient Tamil poets, alias pulavar,
because these conventions are constitutive of that poetry and explain its nature. The
first relevant piece of information has to do with the division of the habitable world into
four regions, which one refers to conventionally, since the time of the Tolkippiyam, by
means of the names of four flowers: (b) mullai, (c) kurisici, (e) marutam and (f) neytal.
Those four flowers are respectively associated with: (b) pastoral forest landscape, where
shepherds and cowherds can raise animals, (c) mountain landscape, which we shall soon
visit, (e) riverine landscape, where cultivation with irrigation is possible, and (f) seashore
landscape, where fishermen live. Outside those four inhabitated landscapes, there is a fifth
landscape®, or arid landscape (D), through which one can travel, but which is not fit for
habitation, except by marginal people such as highway robbers. In the course of time, this
landscape also received a conventional floral designation, which is palai, or flower (D).

14. A good example is the Cre-A dictionary. See fig. 8.

15. However, in our discussion of the symbolic importance of numbers, inside section 8, we shall remark
that there is another way for moving from four to five. It consists in adding to the four civilized lands another
civilized space which is the city (nakar). See Table 5, in section 9.

16. The reason for the apparent irregularities in my lettering scheme is that the 19" chapter in the
Tolkappiyam, where those elements are described, starts in fact with the mention of a scheme of seven-types,
alias seven tinai-s, “AbcDefG”, where A and G are abnormal tipai-s. It quickly concentrates however on
the “central five #inai-s”, namely “bcDef”, but does not give a name to its central element D, referring to it
simply as “the middle #inai”, probably because it is not associated with inhabitable land. More detail will be
given in section 5, when we discuss the technical term #ipai.
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That context being provided, it is now time to reveal that the Akandniru anthology
of love poetry which we have started to explore in the previous section, when we read
the poem Akam 149, has a very sophisticated arrangement, with respect to the five
landscapes (b), (c), (D), (e) and (f), named after the five flowers, because one can predict
with absolute certitude which landscape a poem will describe, if only one knows what
its number is. More precisely, we can say that:

Table 1: The arrangement of the AN (Akananiiru, alias Netuntokai)

(b)  every poem with a number ending in 4 is located in the mullai pastoral landscape; mullai
(O every poem whose number ends in 2 or in 8 has its action taking place in a kurifici mountain landscape; kurifici
(D) every poem which has an odd number is about the fifth landscape, alias palai arid landscape; palai

(e)  every poem with a number ending in 6 is about marutam riverine cultivated landscape; marutam
(f)  every poem with a number which is a multiple of 10 is a neytal — seashore landscape poem. neytal

I could of course continue by explaining that each landscape is conventionally associ-
ated with a prototypical love situation, but a complete explanation would take us too far
away '/, and we must now return to the occurrences of the word kari inside the Akananinru
anthology. We have already met with one occurrence, inside Akam 149, which is a palai,
type (D), poem, and the readers can now see for themselves, by re-reading (2a) and (2b),
that the topic of pdlai is separation, or imagined separation, which in this case is finally
avoided. Apart from that, we have inside the Akandniru (henceforth AN) four more
occurrences of the word kari, which are found inside the poems AN-2 (line 6), AN-112
(line 14), AN-182 (line 14) and AN-272 (line 10), which according to the scheme just
described are all urisici — mountain landscape — poems. More precisely, the occurrences
of kari inside those poems are, providing a minimal context of at least one metrical line:

(3)  teral /] ariyatu unta katuvan ayalatu // kari val ar cantam éral cellitu: “having drunk the highly
fermented honey, the male monkey could not climb up the nearby sandalwood tree, on which
pepper creeper spreads.” (Akam 2, lines 4-6) (unpublished translation by V.M. Subramanya Ayyar
[henceforth VMS], MS in French Institute of Pondicherry Library)

(4)  kana kalai ikukkum kari ivar cilampin: “in the slopes of the mountain where the pepper
creeper spreads and the herd of stags make a sound in a low pitch.” (Akam 112, line 14) (VMS
translation)

(5)  atir kural mutu kalai kari muri munaii: “the old black-faced male langur with a roaring
voice, having hated the tender leaves of pepper, after eating them” (Akam 182, line 14) (VMS

translation)

17. The interested reader can of course read for instance the 2018 translation by Eva Wilden, which
covers the 120 first poems in the Akandniru. As a sample, I shall simply indicate here that all marutam poems
deal with jealousy, possibly because rich people can afford to have both a wife and a concubine.
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(6)  turu kal nanniya kari ivar patappai: “a garden on which the pepper creeper spreads on the
boulders adjacent to the house” (Akam 272, line 10) (VMS translation)

Without going into details, I can nevertheless reveal that the four poems, from which
these fragments are extracted, and which are typical of the kurizici mountain landscape,
are all about the same topic, which is the union of the lovers, which normally takes place
around midnight. We shall return to their vocabulary soon.

IV. THE FORMULAIC NATURE OF ANCIENT TAMIL POETRY,
AND THE IMMEDIATE CONSTITUENT CONTEXT OF THE WORD KAR!
“PEPPER” IN THREE ANTHOLOGIES

The sample which has been provided until now, extracted from five distinct poems from
the AN, may have given the reader more precise notions regarding the type of conclusions
which one can draw from the presence of a word such as kari inside those four kurinci
poems. There is on the one hand the apparently precise nature of the descriptions, which
is however counterbalanced by the fact that the same formulas can be found in several
poems. There is also, on the other hand, although this is not immediately apparent,
the fact that whatever is said about a natural scene, can have an additional suggested
“embedded” meaning, via an implicit comparison which must be decoded®, or rather
guessed, within the context of the love situation.

Table 2: Figures concerning three akam anthologies

Kari Title Poems count Total line length ~ Min. length  Averagelength ~ Max. length Milaku
20cC KT 401 2504 lines 4lines 0.24 8 lines 0occ.
2 0cC. NT 400 41801, 91. 10.45 121. Tocc.
50cc AN 400 7151 131 17.88 311, 0occ.

However, our goal being here to find out what all can be said about 4ari “pepper”, I shall
now move from the AN to two other anthologies belonging to the same period, which is
frequently referred to as the Carikam period", and considered by many to fall within the
first half of the first millenium AD*. Those two anthologies are called Kuruntokai (KT)
and Narrinai (NT). Just like the AN, they each contain ca. 400 poems, the difference
being however that their poems are shorter than those of the AN and, unlike the AN,
the KT and the NT are not organized on the basis of a fixed #nai scheme connecting
verse number and landscape. More precisely, every poem in the KT has a length standing

18. The technical term used in the Tolkippiyam for that literary technique is w//urai nvamam (“embedded
comparison”).

19. In non-scientific transcriptions, the word Cankam can also be found written as “Sangam”.

20. For a general discussion of that literature, see for instance F. Gros’s Paripdtal translation.
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between 4 and 8 metrical lines, and similar constraints exist for the NT and the AN, as
presented in Table 2 nearby. Because of those differences, it is sometimes said that the
most ancient layers of ancient Tamil composition are to be searched for inside the KT,
which must have been compiled as an anthology on the basis of already existing poems,
whereas it seems plausible to hypothesize that whoever compiled the AN is likely to have
filled in the possible gaps when combining the five types (b, ¢, D, e and f) of poems in
the global structure described in Table 1. That being said, returning to our main topic,
I shall now provide more information concerning pepper, drawing on the fact that, as
indicated in Table 2, two occurrences of kari are found in each of the KT and the NT,
to which we can add one occurrence of milaku in the NT, this being the term used
nowadays for referring to pepper?'. Those examples are as follow:

(7)  murrupu // kari val ar agukkattu iravil mularkiya // mankul ma malai vilntena: “because great
rains had fallen from the cloud, that thundered at night near the mountainside grown with ripe
pepper.” (KT-90, lines1-3) (translation Eva Wilden [2010, vol. 1, p. 290])

(8)  karivalar atukkattu inkan muri aruntu // kurariku oruriku irukkum perum kal natan: “the man
from a land of big stones, where monkeys are together [and] eat from the shoots at the mountain
side where pepper grows.” (KT-288, 1.1) (translation Eva Wilden [2010, vol. 2, p. 655])

9)  kari valar atukkattu kalavinin+ punarnta // cem muka manti:“the red-faced she-monkey,
who had united [with the male monkey] in secret meeting on the pepper-grown mountain side.”
(NT-151, lines 7/8) (translation Eva Wilden [2008, vol. 1, p. 361])

(10) citar kil vairanam // mutir kari yappin tusicum ndatan: “Lord of the country, where the cock
of scratching legs, sleeps on the mesh of matured pepper vines.” (NT-297, lines 7/8) (translation
Ni. Kantacaimi 2008)

(11) milaku peytanaiya cuvaiya pun kay /fularu talai ukday-c citar citarntu unta: “when it had
eaten, scattering bits, from the Ukay tree with withered head, the red unripe fruits that tasted as
if poured with pepper” (NT-66, line 1) (translation Eva Wilden [2008, vol. 1, p. 191])

Leaving aside example (11), which contains milaku and is taken from a description of
an arid landscape, it can be seen from a comparison of the remaining four fragments with
the four fragments seen in the preceding section, that some words co-occur several times
with kari. Among them, we have valar, which is the verbal root or valartal “to grow”. It is
seen two times, in (8) and (9), in the formula kari valar atukkattu (“mountain side where
pepper grows”), for which the head-noun is arukkatu, oblique case of atukkam “mountain
side”. It is also seen once in the expression kari valar cantam, in which the head-noun is
cantam (“sandal-wood tree”). The pepper vine is a creeper, which climbs on trees, and
that behavior is in fact more precisely described by another verb, ivar-tal (“to spread (by
climbing)”), of which the verbal root is seen both in (4) and (6), in kari ivar cilampin and
in kari ivar patappai, where cilampin is the oblique case of cilampu “mountain-slope” and

21. However, the word milaku is not seen at all in KT and in AN.
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where patappai is “garden”. This leaves us with a question which we cannot really answer:
is the pepper cultivated in a planned manner, as is nowadays the case in Kerala, or is it
wild pepper, growing spontaneously, which some gatherers collect? Whatever the answer
concerning the cultivation, it is clear nevertheless that someone collects it, and that the
mutir kari yappin mentionned in (10) allows us to see both the timing, because mutir means
“ripe”, and the method, because yappu (“tying”), verbal noun derived from the verb ya-zzal
(“to tie”), seems to indicate that a number of grapes have been taken from pepper creepers
and tied together, possibly for drying. Finally, another word, muri, which refers probably
to a constituent of the plant, is seen in (5), next to kari, and also in (8), in a disconnected
position. It could be a “tender leaf”, or a “sprout”, or still something else.

V. PEPPER AS A KARU-P-PORUL (“SEMINAL ELEMENT”)
OF THE TINAI CALLED KURINCI

In a sense, I have until now written as if the availability to us of ancient Tamil liter-
ature and the possibility for us to understand it was a self-evident fact, or the simple

PRESENT
Al
LANGUAGE

Scholarly efforts for bridging the linguistic gap

PAST

LITERATURE

Fig. 4: Bridging the gap between two poles, Poetry (Ceyyul) and usage (Valakku) has been the goal of Tamil
scholars since the Tolkappiyam.
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consequence of the intelligence of modern human beings. The truth is however that the
preservation of that literature is the result of a long concerted effort, over many centuries,
by a multi-generational group of dedicated Tamil scholars making use of some auxiliary
technical texts, which were memorized and transmitted. Just like the 20% scholars whose
work will be presented in a later section, those scholars of the past were also trying to
develop strategies for bridging the growing gap between poetical (ancient) Tamil and
their own (living) language (see fig. 4). Some of the scholarly texts created by them can
be called “grammars”, in an expanded sense of the term, and some can be called “dictio-
naries”, or more precisely “thesauri”. Regarding the word 4ari which is at the center of our
attention, the Tamil grammars would seem not to have much to teach us directly, until
we realize that one feature of Tamil poetry which is presented inside their poetological
sections is relevant for items such as pepper, or such as its companion, the sandal-wood
tree, already met in citation (3). Revisiting the features which I have referred to until now
as the five flower names, b, ¢, D, ¢, f, symbolizing five landscapes, I can now add that
they are enumerated inside the T as the possible values of a category called #nai. Inside
the T, that ancient treatise which I have mentionned several times, the #inai is one of the
descriptive parameters which can be predicated about an individual poem. Among the
27 chapters (alias iyal-s) of the T, the 19% chapter, called Aka-t-tinai-y-iyal (“Chapter on
private/internal zinai-s”), is devoted to an exposition of the 7 aka-t-tinai-s** which can
be predicated about a love poem, whereas, symmetrically, the 20™ chapter, called Pura-¢-
tinai-y-iyal (“Chapter on public/external #inai-s”), gives a presentation of 7 pura-t-tinai-s,
all having flower names, which can be predicated for classification purpose about a war
poem®. Leaving those pura-t-tinai-s however, and concentrating on the five among the
seven aka-t-tinai with which we are already familiar thanks to the Table 1, we can say
that what the ancient Tamil poetological tradition teaches about them is that they can
be recognized — if decoding an ancient poem — or used — if creating a new poem which
follows the tradition — by means of three sets of parameters:

a place and/or a time, called mutar-porul (“primary substances”). These would be the mountain
landscape at midnight in the case of the kuyisici-t tinai;

some “seminal substances”, called karu-p porul in Tamil. These could be animals or plants, such as
those which appear in the fragments cited in citations 3 to 10, but could also be melody types* etc.;
explicit indications regarding the love situation: (b) patient waiting, (c) secret union, (D) travel
causing separation, (e) jealousy, (f) anxious waiting. This feature is called uri-p porul (“appropriate

meanings”) .

22. Two more names, (A)perun-tinai and (G)kai-k-kilai, which are not flower names, are added to the
five names enumerated in Table 1, completing the scheme “AbcDefG” evoked inside.

23. For the sake of brevity, I am of course simplifying. These poems are not all about war, strictly speaking.

24. The verse dealing with this inside the Tolkdppiyam is TP20i.

25. The word porul must sometimes be translated by “thing, substance” and sometimes by “meaning,
thing referred to, value”.
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Therefore, any person who is initiated into the conventions of ancient Tamil poetry
knows that if pepper, sandal wood or monkeys are mentionned in a poem, that poem is
probably a poem about the secret union of lovers, even though the 7olkippiyam never
mentions pepper®.

VI. HOW VAST IS THE ANCIENT CORE (C1) OF TAMIL LITERATURE?

The ten citations examined so far, from (2) to (11), inside sections 2, 3 and 4, repre-
sent the totality of the occurrences of kari, and of milaku, inside a set of 1201 poems,
where we have combined together the content of three anthologies, namely the AN, KT
and NT anthologies. Those citations do not however exhaust the information on pepper
which can be found in the whole of Carkam literature, because that literature consists of
“Eight Anthologies” (Ettut Tokai, henceforth ET) and “Ten Long Songs” (Pattup Pittu,
henceforth PP)?. The total set of occurrences of kari and milaku in that ensemble, which
consists of almost 33,000 metrical lines and which seems to have been composed by a
group of ca. 450 poets whose names are known, and by a few others?, is provided inside
tab. 3 below. Inside that table, I have tried todistinguish between («)the examples where,
on the one hand, kari and milaku are used as karup porul, for the tinai called kurisici, as
explained in section 5, and the examples where, on the other hand, this is not the case;()
either because several landscapes coexist inside one poem;(y)for other reasons. To that
collection of figures, I have also added those concerning the 7olkappiyam, because it
belongs roughly to the same poetical universe and the same period?.

26. This is not completely true. See the verse TC384c in the second book of the T, which contains the
word karippu (“pungency”), as part of a series of explanations concerning the meanings of the word kari.
And the medieval commentators illustrate it by an example containing the word milaku. This is in fact
part of a chapter which is the ancestor of the later thesauri which we shall examine in sections 8 and 9. See
Chevillard 2019a.

27. The shortest among those “Ten long songs” is the Mullaip patru, which has 103 metrical lines. The
longest is the Maturaik Kinci, which has 782 metrical lines. The average length is 355 lines.

28. More precisely, a 1940 book, called Carika Ilakkiyam (“Cankam Literature”) compiled by S. Vaiyapuri
Pillai (1891-1956), organizes all the poems contained in the Effur Tokai and the Pattup Pattu alphabetically,
under the names of their authors, and contains on 1320 pages the texts of 2279 poems by 473 authors. Those
poems are followed, on 48 pages, by 102 more poems for which the poet’s name is not known at present.
This brings the total number of poems in that book to 2381.

29. This is technically referred to as tinai mayakkam (“mixture of tinai-s”).

30. The T as we have it could be contemporaneous with the anthologization process, and/or with the
composition of one of the anthologies, the Kalittokai, composed in a meter called kalippi concerning which
the T gives a lot of information.
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Table 3: Distribution of the 26 occurrences of kari & milaku inside corpus C1 (Ettut Tokai, Pattup Pattu
& Tolkappiyam)

Anthologies  kari  milaku Poems Metrical Lines kaﬂ afr(])(: trzzatfr’;’al/ji:ﬂ:; II:Z:/‘:?pcf ! (v) Other cases
(a) [Core] (B) [Extended]
KT,NT&AN 9occ.  Tocc. 1201 13,835 8% 1% 1%
Ainkurundru - 2 ocC. 500 2,163 2%
Eitut Kalittokai Tocc. 150 4314 1%
Tokai Paripatal ~ 1occ. 2 1,833 1%
Puram Jocc 398 5448 19 2%
Patirruppattu Tocc. 81 1,711 1%
Pattup Pattu 6occ. 2occ. 10 3,552 44 1 3%
TOTAL (poetry) 220cc. 4o 2362 32,856
Tolkdppiyam Oocc.  Oocc. 4,013
Grand Total (Corpus (1) 15 4 7

Briefly commenting on the data contained in this chart, I shall first say that the two
anthologies which appear just after our initial group of 1201 poems, namely Asnkuruniiru
and Kalittokai are both organized on the basis of the #nai concept, and each contain
five sections, one for each tinai. In conformity with this division, the occurrences of kari
which they contain are all found in their kurizici sections and two of them contain the
formula kari valar cilampu (“montain slopes where pepper grows”), which will be familiar
to those who compare them with examples (4), (7), (8) and (9). This is why they are
placed in the (&) column.

31. See examples 3 to 10, inside sections 3 and 4.

32. This is NT 66-1, translated in (11) [section 4] (taken from a description of an arid landscape).

33. This is Akam 149, translated in 2a and 2b. Pepper is mentionned as a merchandise, exported via
a harbour.

34. Airkuruniru (UVS, p. 108 & 109): 246-1//246-2 (kariya // kan-mukai vaya-p-puli); 243-1 (kari
valar cilampu)

35. Kalittokai: 52-17 (kari valar cilampir).

36. Paripital: 16-2 (mai patu cilampin kariyotu um cintotu um)

37. Puram: 168-2

38. Puram: 14-14, 343-3

39. Patirruppattu: 41-21 (UVS, 1967, p. 98).

40. Partuppartu : malai. 521 + malai. 521 (karum koti milakin kdy tunar pacum kari) (PLANTS IN A
MOUNTAIN POEM) muruku. 309 (kari koti karum tunar ciya pori puram) (PLANTS IN A MOUNTAIN
GOD POEM) kuri. 187 (palu milaku ukka parai netum cunai) (PLANTS IN A MOUNTAIN POEM).

41. Pattuppartu : ciru. 43 (paim kari nivanta palavin nilal) (PLANTS IN NATURAL SETTING)

42. Pattuppditu : perum. 307 (uruppuru pacum kay polotu kari kalantu) = COOKING; matu.
289 (ifici mancal paim kari pira um) = LOCAL COMMERCE; pat. 186 (kalin vanta karum kari miutai
um) = LONG-DISTANCE TRADE;
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Moving now to the following anthology, namely Paripatal, the occurrence of kari
which it contains has been placed by me inside column (f) because the main function of
the poem concerned is the festive description of the flood of the river Vaikai, which the
inhabitants of the city called Maturai celebrate by bathing. However, the flooding river
carries things which are coming down from the mountain, including pepper creepers
and sandal wood, two precious mountain symbols*. We shall see more of these, when
we examine the 7¢évdram, inside section 10.

If we now turn to the anthology called Purandniiru (PN), which also originally contained
400 poems, although two have been lost and some are preserved only fragmentarily, the
reader can see in tab. 3 that among the three occurrences of kari that it contains, one is
in column (B) and two are in column (y). The former, found in Puram 168-2, contains
the same formula kari val ar atukkartu (“on the mountain side where pepper grows”),
already seen in (8) and (9). Among the two others, Puram 343-3, which is discussed at
length in Meile (1941, p. 93)%, contains a syntagm which we have not yet seen, namely
kari-mitai (“pepper bundles”), which describes one of the items found in that same
sea-port called Muciri, which was described at length in Akam 149, already translated
here in (2a) and (2b). As for the last occurence of kari in Puram 14-14, namely an-ruvai
// kari-ciru, in what might be the culinary description of a rich food item, we shall return
to it in section 12, where it will be citation (25).

After that, regarding the following anthology, Patirruppattu, the occurrence of milaku
which it contains, on line 21 of poem 41, is part of a striking image, where what happens
to the “black heads” (irun-talai) of the“enemies” (fevvar) of a Céra king is compared with
what happens to grains of “pepper” (milaku), when the “pounding pestle” (eri-y-ulakkai)
“crushes” (#tittu) them. This example has been put in column (y), although the basis of
the comparison is certainly realistic.

Finally, the eight occurrences of kari and milaku in the PP are very interesting for several
reasons: those in the () column provide more botanical details for understanding the
structure of the plant. Others chime in with information available elsewhere. They might
be of interest in the future to a botanist.

VII. THE HISTORICAL LAYERS OF TAMIL LITERATURE

After this rather extensive covering of the innermost core (alias C1, in fig. 5, below) of
ancient Tamil literature, namely the “Eight Anthologies” and “Ten Long Songs”, justified
by its very high symbolic value and historical importance, not to mention its intrinsic

y its very high sy p
beauty, but given the fact that it would be impossible for me in such a short article to
make a completely exhaustive report on everything which can be found on pepper in

43. See the translation by Francois Gros (Gros 1968, p. 104).
44. Note the opposition malait taram and katarraram in Puram 343.
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Modern
\"Al
Tamil

Madras Tamil Lexicon (MTL)

VMTIP (Varalarru Murai
Tamil llakkiyap Pérakarati)

Tévaram,and
other early devotional texts

Cilappatikaram,
Manimékalai, 18 KK

Tolkappiyam
Ettut tokai

Pattup pattu

Fig. 5: Tamil poetical (Ceyyul) vocabulary, chronologically seen as a succession of larger and larger rings,

from C1, and its ca. 473 poets, to C4.

the whole of Tamil literature, I shall try to be more concise in the remaining part of this
small section, giving a bird’s eye view of its constituents and of its chronology, combined
with a brief overview of the instruments which are currently available for navigating this
ocean of data. Among those instruments, the most impressive is the Madras Tamil Lexicon
(MTL), which was prepared by a group of scholars during the first half of the 20® century,
at a time when the process of editing the most ancient constituents of the inner core of
ancient Tamil literature (see C1 and C2a, in fig. 5) was very much a work in progress.
The MTL is however not necessary ideal for a precise information on those ancient texts
because its ambition was to encompass at the same time the living standard language
for intellectual communication and the archaic language which has been preserved in a
literature whose difficulty of access grows mechanically with the time interval, because
of inevitable language change.

Because of that, scholars felt the need to prepare dedicated linguistic instruments and
the most useful currently among them is a glossary, the 2001 VMTIP, whose full title
appears inside ring C3 (see fig. 5) and in the bibliography. That Glossary, which is valid
for all the concentric rings going from CI to C3, is based on the “dépouillement” of
more than 130 works, representing in intention every work composed until 1800 A.D.
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Because of the very large historical period covered by the VMTIP, which prevents
it from being an exhaustive coverage, some earlier works such as the exhaustive /ndex
des mots de la littérature tamoule ancienne®, published in 1967, 1968 and 1970 by the
Institut Frangais d’Indologie (Pondicherry), which covers integrally the works contained
in the concentric rings C2a and C1%, retain their high specific utility, as is seen from
Table 4, where the difference between two works considered to belong roughly to the
same period?, is clearly illustrated. The same can be said of other specific instruments,
such as the exhaustive indices covering some of the devotional texts contained in ring
C2b, which we shall examine later, in section 104,

Table 4: a comparison of two work belongs to chronological ring C2a

kari milaku Cantos Lines (a) B (y)
Cilappatikaram 4occ 0occ 30 5246 2.11- 254 14210
) ) 2, 28_114% - -
Manimékalai 0 0 30 4856

Briefly commenting on Table 4, I shall simply remark that the two long composi-
tions, Cilappatikiram and Manimékalai, on which that table reports, are frequently called
“The twin Epics”, because the latter presents itself as a continuation of the former. These
“twins” are however quite different. Whereas the Manimékalai is an apology of buddhism
which uses Classical Tamil as a linguistic vehicle for preaching some buddhist doctrine
and programmatically doing away with many traditional facets of Tamil culture®, the
Cilappatikdram is deeply rooted in the practice of many arts and in earlier Tamil litter-
ature, as illustrated for instance here by the following example:

45. This Index does not provide meanings for the terms indexed.

46. Ring R2a contains 20 works, which are possibly not much later than the 6* century, namely the
Cilappatikdiram, the Manimékalai and the so-called 18 “Minor works” Kilkanakku (18KK).

47. Beginning of the second half of the 1* millenium AD.

48. Ring C2b represents Tamil devotional literature, which has its start in the second half of the first
millenium AD, and in which a prominent element is a collection of hymns to Siva called Tévaram.

49. Cilap. 28_114: kari valar cilampil tusicum yanaiyin “[You destroyed Viyalir, famed // for its clusters
of dark lilies and] elephants // who sleep in the mountains thick with pepper”. (translation: Parthasarathy,
p. 253).

50. Cilap. 14_210: kilam apriyum karun kari mitaiyotu // kitlam kuvitta kila vitiyum “in the grain
merchants’ street, [traders // wandered about everywhere with balances, // measures and bushels.] There
were bags of grain // and black pepper in all seasons”. (translation: Parthasarathy, p. 149).

51. In a nutshell, the Manimékalai is the story of a girl, Manimékalai, who should have become a
dancing girl like her mother, Matavi, but decides to refuse the love of a prince and to become a buddhist
nun. The connection between the two epics is that Matavi is one of the three main protagonists of the
Cilappatikdram, where her artistic talent is described at length.
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(12) kari valar tan cilampan ceyta noy tirkka: “[She has called the shaman to perform the dance],
to rid me of this illness caused by the man, from the cool mountain on which pepper corns grow.”
(Cilap. 24, 11-2) (translation: Parthasarathy, p. 214)

This example is extracted from the 11" song inside Canto 24, Kunrak Kuravai
(“The dance of the hill-dwellers”). That 24" canto is almost a mini-anthology of (newly
composed) kurizici poems, and is the opening canto of the third and last section of the
Cilappatikdram, the Vancik Kantam, which takes place in the Céra kingdom, whereas the
first and the second canto take place respectively in the Cola and the Pantiya kingdoms.
After that, in the following canto, the situation moves to the capital city, where we see
the mountain dwellers bringing gifts to the Céra King, the long list of mountain products
including pepper and many other items.

(13) yanai ven kotum akilin kuppaiyum || man mayirk kavariyum matuvin kutankalum 11 cantanak
kuraiyum cinturak kattiyum || aricanat tiralum ani aritaramum 11 éla valliyum irun kari valliyum | .. .]:
“The hill dwellers came before him. They carried // Gifts on their heads]: white tusks // Of elephants,
piles of eaglewood, whisks // Of deer hair, pots of honey, sticks // Of sandalwood, lumps of sindura,
kohl // And orpiment, stalks of cardamom and pepper, // [...].” (Cilap. 25, lines 37-41) (translation:
Parthasarathy, p. 220)

I do not elaborate further on this list because we shall see other examples of showcasing
catalogues of precious substances in the coming sections, some of them in pedagogical
texts (see section 9), which explain how to compose poetry, and some of them in the
compositions of practicing poets (see section 10).

VIII. THE TAMIL LEXICOGRAPHIC TRADITION
AND THE OTHER NAMES OF PEPPER

I shall now evoke briefly the Tamil lexicographical tradition. This is the second pillar
which has made possible the transmission over many centuries of the decodability/
learnability of ancient Tamil literature by scholars who were trying to bridge the gap*?,
the tension between the primordial imagined center (see C1 in fig. 5 and fig. 4) of the
language, Cen-tamil (“Perfect Tamil”), which they loved and cultivated, and the real
center (see V1 in fig. 5 and fig. 4) of the language which they used in their everyday life.
Unlike what we have seen in the grammatical tradition, with one exception™, this is a
field where explicit information on “pepper” is available: specific words are enumerated

52. Of course, those scholars were not simply trying to preserve the understanding of the past. They
were also training the newly born would-be poets, who would carry on the torch.
53. See footnote 26.
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and some of the answers to questions which were raised earlier can be found there. Briefly
described, the texts belonging to the ancient Tamil lexicography are collections of verses
which were meant to be memorized by the people who wanted to become professional
poets (alias pulavar-s). The most ancient extant one among those lexicographic texts is
the Tivakaram (henceforth Ti) and might date back to the 8" or 9" century. It contains
twelve chapters, totalling 2518 verses. Inside the fourth chapter, which is called marap-pe-
yar-t tokuti (“collection of names of trees”), the 132" verse, out of 217, which is the 758"
verse of the Ti, reads as follows:

(14)  marici kari-y-ivai milak-ena vaippar: “They keep [the designations] marici [and] kari intending
milaku”>* (Ti-758) (my translation)

Until now, the reader of this article has had to take my word, concerning the fact
that the word kari means “pepper” in ancient Tamil, although I have already hinted to
the fact that modern Tamil dictionaries do not list this meaning for kari (see fig. 8) and
that the word in current use is milaku, which we have seen used in citation (11). The
verse quoted in (14) is therefore an important witness which shows in which manner
the semantic continuity was maintained within the Tamil learned tradition, because
it shows how two unfamiliar words, not belonging to ordinary language, namely kar:
and marici, were taught to the students who memorized the 77vikaram. The status of
those two words is however very different: if on the one hand, kari is omnipresent in the
ancient, poetical, Carikam corpus (C1) where milaku makes some rare appearances; the
word marici is unattested even when exploring the totality of C1 upto C3as represented
in fig. 5, and it is only on basis of its occurrence in Ti-758 that the MTL attribute to it
the meaning of “pepper”, postulating that it is a variant form of maricam, which is the
Tamil-adapted form of SKT maricam (“pepper”). To this we can add that the successor
of the Tivikaram, which is called Pinkalam and which has twice its length, contains a
longer list, in which marici is also present, along with 4ari, but which has five additional
designations. The Pinkalam verse reads thus:

(15) kari-y-u marici-y-un kayam-un kalinai-y-un // kolakam-un tirankal-u miriyal-u milak-é.
(Pinkalam, verse 2936) : “[The words] kari, marici, kayam, kalinai, kolakam, tirankal et miriyal
[signify the same as] milaku (pepper)”. Nominal sentence in which the subject is the coordination
of 7 terms (which all are marked by the coordinative clitic particle -um) and the predicate is a single

term (7 items under milaku)

It is of course very difficult to decide how effective the injunction given to Tamil students
by the composer of the Pinkalam was. 1 have already stated that as far as marici is concerned,

54. Because of sandhi, the overshort “u” which is at the end of milaku is elided in front of the initial
vowel of the particle ena.
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the injunction left no trace in what has been preserved of ancient Tamil literature. Regarding
the five others, an exploration of the VMTIP and of the MTL reveals that:

V1.  kayam is found in the Civakacintiamani, a medieval composition;
VII. kalinai is not attested (except in thesauri);

VIIL. kdlakam is not attested (except in thesauri);

IX.  tirankal is not attested (except in thesauri);

X.  miriyal is not attested (except in thesauri);

Such a result might indicate that the inclusion of all these words in a memorized
text was not necessarily meant to encourage their use, but may have simply tended to
harmonize the Tamil encyclopedic knowledge-base with the knowledge-bases for other
Indian languages at that time. It may also mean that the thesauri sometimes played the
role which would be played in modern times by a bilingual (Tamil-Sanskrit) dictio-
nary. Only a precise comparison with the thesauri available for other languages, such as
Sanskrit, Kannada, various Prakrits etc. might bring more light. But I shall not pursue
this track and shall leave the question open, in the hope that others, knowledgeable in
those languages, might bring more light some day.

IX. NUMBER-CODED INFORMATION INSIDE TAMIL THESAURI:
KARI “PEPPER” INSIDE A TOP-FIVE LIST OF IMPORTANT
MOUNTAIN TREASURES

As we have seen briefly in the preceding section, Tamil thesauri provide information
to their students on quasi-synonyms. Approximately speaking, this information occupies
70 % of their volume. In addition to that, they also provide, in other sections, informa-
tion concerning difficult polysemic items, and this takes roughly 20 % of their volume™.
Finally, they also contain a third type of information, less familiar to the users of Western
dictionaries, which we can briefly characterize as number-based mnemotechnics. In that
third component, which occupies approximately 10 % of their volume, lists of elements
are associated with numbers. More precisely, a general notion, of which the elements of
the list are instances, is associated with the total count of elements in the list, and can
even sometimes stand for it>®. This being rather abtract, I shall now give an example,
extracted from the third chapter in the Pinkalam. In that chapter, which contains 135
verses, we have, in 89" position, inside a series of 23 verses dedicated to collections of
five items, the following verse:

55. See Chevillard 2019b for more details.
56. As an example, because there is a canonical list of three fires, the word “fire” can sometimes be used
a substitute for “three”. This is is seen in chronograms.
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(16)  akil-kari kotta motu-tak kolan // kunkuma m-aintu malai-patu tiraviyam: «akil (“eagle-wood”*");
kari (“pepper”); kdttam (“Putchock”®); takkalam (“cubeb pepper”>®); kunkumam (“safron”): these

are the substances appearing in the mountain (malai) » (Pinkalam 401)

However, a precise interpretation of this verse is difficult, as can be seen from the
footnotes attached to some of the items. A possible explanation for the interpretation
problems is that this verse represents partly a pan-indian form of knowledge, useful
for standardized descriptions of “luxury”. We have already met, in citation (13), with
an illustration of what “luxury” means, in the mountain context. We shall meet in the
coming section, in citation (18), with another illustration (in the 7¢évdram) of that same
phenomenon®. In order to plunge my reader in an even greater perplexity (concerning
the problem of realism), I shall now conclude this section by providing in tabular form
the content of the group of five verses, of which Pinkalam 401 is the concluding one.
The five by five chart is as follows:

Table 5: Five by Five substances in Pinkalam 397-401 (with anomalous city)

Substances 1 2 3 4 5
Forest arakku iral tén mayir-pili navi
(kan-patu tiraviyam) “La, sealing-wax"  “honey-comb” “honey” “peacock feathers” ~ “musk”
Sea pavalam muttu canku okkolai uppu
(katal-patu tiraviyam) “coral” “pearl” “conch” (bracelet) ~ “ambre gris” “salt”
Country (Fields) cen-nel cevvilanir diru-payaru karumpu valai
(natu-patu tiraviyam) —"paddy(rice)” “coconut water” “green gram” “sugar cane” “banana”
Cities kannati E[';t:gman,, karunkuranku yanai véntan
(nakar-patu tiraviyam) - "mirror” iva?) “black monkey” “elephant” “king”

) kil 0 _
Mountains ,a , & [KARI] 5ottam , takkolam kunkumam
(malai-patu tiraviyam) eagle-wood “nepper” putchock "cubeb pepper” “Saffron”
: (fragrant smoke) pepp (fragrant root)

57. Akil is found 18 times in the R1 core of Tamil Literature (Etfut Tokai and Pattup Pattu). It is a
resinous substance, coming from a tree and burnt for producing a fragrant smoke.

58. Fragrant costus-root.

59. This is not the only available interpretation for zakkislam. The MTL enumerates five possible
meanings: 1. cubeb (normally called vil-milaku); 2. Betel-leaf and areca-nut (normally referred to jointly
as tampiilam); 3. Ruddy black plum (ciru-nival); 4. Jaman-plum (ndval); 5. Long pepper (normally called
tippili). However, in the chronology of Tamil literature, takkdlam is attested for the first time in a work
which belongs to ring R2, namely the Nailatiyar (verse 43), where the meaning is thought to be the MTL
second meaning (“Betel-leaf and areca-nut”), which is not a produce of the mountain. This may be the reason
why some Tamil scholars think that Pinkalam 401 refers to “Cubeb pepper”, although it is not clear when
Cubeb pepper started to be cultivated in India — this is currently the case in Kerala, in the Idukki area — and
whether it may have grown natively in India in ancient times.

60. Another such occurrence, in the Cankam literature, was alluded to when I evoked, inside section 6,
the description of the flood of the river Vaikai in Paripdtal 16-2.
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As already announced®, this is another way of going from four to five. The list for
the city is however partly enigmatic for me. I reproduce it here as it is, hoping to receive
suggestions for an elucidation.

X. PEPPER IN THE TEVARAM: CONTINUITY AND INNOVATION

We now leave scholarly literature and return to ordinary literature, although of a
different kind. The corpus which we shall briefly examine is a collection of devotional
hymns, referred to nowadays as 7éviram and composed in honour of the God Siva by
three authors. Chronologically, it belongs to the C2b ring inside fig. 5 and its 8,272
four-line stanzas contain 7 occurrences of kari, along with 5 occurrences of milaku. The
precise coordinates are provided inside Table 6, below.

Table 6: kari & milaku inside the Tévaram

Tévaram kari milaku Stanzas Lines (a) B) v)
1-102_6,
(ampantar 4,169 16,676 SZ—?O 3—89_5,
- 3-91_4
Appar 3,066 12,264 6-3_8
Cuntarar 1,037 4,148 7-3_2,7-74_4  7-46_10
TOTAL 7 5 8,272 33,088

From this chart, I shall extract several citations. Some, such as (17), below, illustrate
a kind of stylistic continuity, by making use of a formula such as karivalar kunram,
which echoes the karivalar atukkattu of (7), (8) and (9), although the general purpose
is of course different.

(17) karivalar kunram etuttavan katal kankavar ainkanaiyon utalam, porivalar ar alal unna: “the
big fire with growing sparks to consume the body of the Cupid who has five arrows and has a form
captivating the eyes and who is the dear son of that one who lifted the hill on which pepper-creeper

was growing.”® (7éviram, 1-39, stanza 6) (VMS translation, from Digital Tevaram)

Others illustrate the precious substance catalogue feature, incorporated in the descrip-
tion of the flood of a “fertile” river, which is nearby a Siva temple, as is the case in (18)
below, which is extracted from a hymn on Cirkali, in the Cola country:

y ry

61. See footnote 15.

62. This passage from Campantar's 7¢évdram contains references to two puranic stories: (A) the burning
of the God of Love (alias Kaman) by the frontal eye of Siva; (B) the lifting of mount Govardhana by Visnu.
The two episodes are then connected by the statement of the fact that Kaman is the son of Visnu.
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(18) élam ar-ilavamotu™ ina-malar-t-rokuti-y-gy enkum nunti, // kola ma milakotu kolun-kani
konrai-y-um kontu, kottaru: “[Kaviri] river of high bank, pushing forth everywhere the collections
of various kinds of flower, red-flowered silk cotton trees and cardamoms, taking colourful pepper
creepers, plumpy fruits and Indian laburnum trees.” (7éviram, 3-89, stanza 2, lines 1-2) (VMS

translation, from Digital Téviram)

The innovation here, if we compare with Paripatal 16-2, where it was the Madurai
river Vaikai which was evoked, is that the word used for pepper is not kari, but milaku,
combined with two specifiers, namely 4dlz (m) (“beautiful”) and ma (“big”). Among those
two, the first one seems to be decorative, but the second one could have been used for
pointing to a particular subspecies called “big pepper”, although I can certainly not verify
that fact. The same phenomenon occurs in two more 7évdram examples, reproduced
below in (19) and in (20). However, in both those examples, a new specifier, namely
kariyum, precedes ma as second specifier and milakotu as head-noun in the sociative case.
An interesting phenomenon, which will occupy us in the next section, is the fact that the
resulting identical noun phrase, namely kariyu (m) ma milakotu, receives two divergent
translations from the learned translator, V.M. Subramanya Ayyar (VMS), whose English
rendering of the 7évaram was posthumously published in the Digital Téviram CD (see
Bibliography). Those two divergent translations, between which he, as well as other
scholars, must have hesitated are as follows:

(19)  kariyum mdi-milakotu kataliyin palavkalum kalantu nunti : “pushing forward, mingling
plaintain fruits along with black pepper which is eaten by biting.” (7¢v. 3-91, stanza 4) (VMS
translation, from Digital Téviram)

(20)  kariyum ma-milakotukataliyum unti- - ushing the plaintain trees and big pepper creepers
which have a pungent taste” (72v. 7-74, stanza 4) (VMS translation, from Digital Téviram)

In order to understand how such a discrepancy is possible, the reader must of course
be provided with additional information. I shall first of all remark that those two verse
fragments are organized alliteratively, which is why I have signalled the syllable “ka”
five times by the means of boldface, in order to show that fragment (19) contains three
segments with initial alliteration whereas fragment (20) contains two such segments. In
both fragments, the initial segment is the same, namely kariyum ma-milakotu, which is
a noun-phase, and can be analysed more in detail as the combination of:

II1.  the relative participle kariyum, which is a left-specifier to the head of the
noun-phrase;

III2.  the adjective ma (“big”);

III3.  the noun milaku (“pepper, pepper creeper”) which is the head of the noun-phrase
and stands here in the sociative case form milakotu (“along with the pepper”).

In both fragments, the noun-phrase is in initial thyme with another noun-phrase
starting by the word katali, which refers to a variety of banana (alias “plantain”), and
the two realia (pepper and plantain) are described as being carried away by the flooding
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river. The visible difference between the translation of the two fragments by VMS lies

in the fact that:

— kariyum is translated by VMS in (19) as “which is eaten by biting”;
— kariyum is translated by VMS in (20) as “which have a pungent taste”.

XI. EXAMINING THE VALUES OF A VERB WHOSE ROOT IS KARI-
AND TRYING TO UNDERSTAND WHAT THE TASTE OF PEPPER IS

5{/1571-5563) kari-, 77 v.tr. [T. karaci.]
To chew; to eat by biting or nibbling, as
biscuits, grass; #4dss $arausd. gyfwr Qanig
yp sfléxQur  (srevig, 141).

éb'gﬂ’-,&',ﬁé'\) kari-, 77 v. intr. cf. s17-.  See
s, 1.

&M° kari, n. <sf'- [K. M. kari] 1.
Chewing, eating by biting; #ydsFsSramnds.
wiersBapp smempuweras) (Fas. 485). 2. Vege-
tables, raw or boiled; wrds®. 3. Meat, raw
or boiled; @ewpdd. s4Csr pam® (ymsr. 14, 14).
4. Pepper. See eng. sfaort yeperre (51%mr
wrev. 7).

a;{rrﬂ‘ kari, n. <U. ghari. cf. ghatika.

Measure of time =24 minutes ; &F pmfomns.

Fig. 6: The four distinct kari entries on p. 825 of the MTL.

sPlurer (11a8)) sygsne: “Osmy Yo Qaeny
sPluren praln Geval winss' (Fai:4:62).

&Iy (O) o auitiy: “sP0y sPur AEh sad
sHCoGar’ (ppe:290).

siluyd (11a9) 2 eonsgib: “sfyib wr ar@saG”
(#1D:3:91:4).

s1P@) (1169) sys5: “Osmy 00 GESS 1HG G

EP@) " (5:337:14).

Fig. 7: Four entries on p. 652 of the VMTIP.

The reader probably wonders at
this stage whether the form kariyum
seen in (19) and in (20) is related
to the word kari (“pepper”) which
we have been tracing in ancient
Tamil literature for the greater part
of this article. A preliminary short
non-answer is that the focus of our
investigations until now has been
what a cursory look at page 825
inside the Madras Tamil Lexicon
(MTL, see fig. 6) would characterize
as “meaning 4 inside entry kari®”,
or more precisely &M13. That entry
kari® is a noun, with more than one
meaning enumerated, but the MTL
also contains two verbs having kari-
as a root, namely kari'and kari®.
We can see on fig. 6 that the trans-
lation given by VMS for citation 19
is in conformity with the meaning
given for the verb kari'. There is
however a slight difficulty because
the MTL entry tells us that the verb
belongs to the 11 class and there-

fore we should expect a relative participle of the form karikkum instead of the form
kariyum seen in (19). This fact is duly noted by some traditional commentators of the
Tevdaram, who explain it away as a poetical licence. Returning now to the question
of understanding the discrepancy between (19) and (20), I shall now remark that the
more specialised VMTIP glossary, which was discussed by us in section 7 (see fig. 5),
differs from VMS concerning the interpretation which is to be given for example (19).
We know that, because it so happens, that the form kariyum is explained on page 652
of the VMTIP precisely on the basis of its occurrence in Tévaram 3-91 (stanza 4).
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I should add at this stage that VMTIP is a glossary, and not a dictionary. This means
that it provides its readers with information on word-forms, without commiting itself
to telling them under which lemma those word-forms fall. If we examine for instance
the fragment from the VMTIP provided inside fig. 7, we see that it contains four
entries, in Tamil script, the head-words of which can be tranliterated as karippan,
karippu, kariyum and karii. A complete transliteration of the second entry is provided
here below in 21, and reads:

(21)  kariyum (11 vi)uraikkum:* kariyum ma milakots” (cam:3:91:4)

That entry gives us a meaning/gloss, uraikkum, expressed in Modern Formal Tamil,
and a citation, given as a textual authority for that meaning, which turns out to be
our citation (19). Cutting short what would be a long explanation — because the verb
urai-ttal, used in the gloss in its relative participle form wuraikkum, possesses 13 distinct
meanings in the MTL (p. 486) — I can reveal that the meaning provided by the VMTIP
for kariyum in (19) seems to be identical with the meaning seen in (20), namely “to
be pungent”, which we could probably further clarify by equating it with “to have a
biting taste”, although that may not be the precise etymology of “pungent” from the
point of view of a Latin specialist. Given the fact that VMS himself was part of the team
of scholars who compiled the VMTIP in the 1950s, we can see his hesitation, in (19)
and (20), between two possible translations for kariyum mdi-milakotu as typical of what
happens when scholars want to live simultaneously with two distinct stages in the history
of a language. It should also be seen as a symptom of the fact that the study of Classical
Tamil is still very much a work in progress, especially if we realize that the VMTIP was
published as recently as 2003.

As part of that “work in progress”, one can for instance ask whether it is possible
for a scholar who makes only use of the MTL to obtain the translation “which have a
pungent taste”, provided by VMS for the word kariyum in 20. This is now the time to
remember that fig. 6 contains a second verb kari-ttal, namely kari?. There is however a
slight difficulty consisting in the fact that the entry 4ari? does not contain any English
translation, but only pointers towards at least two other entries, namely “&mfj-” and “&fl4-,
1.”. Following those pointers can be a trying experience, as seen in (22) and (23), below:

(22) &My3-5560 kar-, 11 v. intr. cf. ksara. 1. To be pungent, acrid, hot to the taste; 2_ M5 S6v.
(19m1.) 2. To be very saltish or brackish; 2_LiL|&&1HSs60. (W.) (MTL, p. 879)

(23) &fl4-5&6v kari -, 11 v. cf. &Mj-. intr. 1. To be saltish to the taste; 2_LL|F&emeuLl &S 60.
Qnpssane LLssflEdEngl. 2. To smart, as the eyes from oil or soap or chilly; 2 IGiGe60.
sTevor ClewoTImTD & 6u01& 1S Bl Gl 3. To feel an irritating sensation in the throat due to acidity of the
stomach; o761 SeAWEIDHDHTEL ST G F602_ M5 G H60. 26w CFTMIOB 6 F M SIS S,
— tr. 1. To nag, worry; to blacken; &MDmTi 6557560 G 1) F60. 61601 6)LI6T0T6M 63018 &1fl & ST
2. To shun, despise; QIS S60. &flSgIBlaTDIOTS®HSTSMTEHmS (SlHLH. 2431). (MTL,
p. 746)
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What we see here, which we would also see if we tried to explore the Tamil semantic
graph, starting at wrai-ttal, is the fact that it was probably not so easy, at some stage, to
distinguish, using words, between the taste of salt and the taste of pepper, since several words
seem to be compatible with both. I must however leave the still incomplete exploration
of this branch at this stage, because other explorations are still awaiting us, concerning
the noun kar#, of which we have thoroughly explored only the fourth meaning, namely
“pepper”. Before trying to do justice to its other meanings, I shall simply remark, as an
additional sign of inconclusiness for this section, that many modern dialects of Tamil
have lost the distinction between the two R-s, namely “t” () and “r” (1), which are
seen in the translitterations of kari-tzal and kari-ttal. How far back in time the merger
goes is very difficult to say. We won’t be able to come back to this topic, which would
take us too far.

XII. COOKING AND THE OTHER MEANINGS OF KARI?:
FLESH/MEAT AND VARIOUS TYPES OF FOOD

&0f) Gl o ey @enps&; (raw or We must now tackle even

cooked) meat. 1" ®s &1 HCevr ereirer
daew?/ Gzrawssas 5% Gy 2:
(9Gseith @ STUISHenUl DDV %I
BopiNenuid 51607 R HITTLTH B YI5E
Sousenoug g4 GQeuiwiiu®w)  Gsrp
SamipliLyeirer 9/ 6V6V G/
s ewreyts wuer tb; a liquid or solid side dish
(prepared with pieces of one vegetable or
meat); curry. apL_enL_5Gsmev i)/ LBer &)
3: (au.au.) @by; any sauce used for
mixing with cooked rice. Lyofl @evevTs &1
@55 BsHCner. 4: (.0u.) (Rrsss
Fouliyer srevriiu@) Feg; (bloody,
raw) flesh. wrlen 9 s55 9guiev i
Wuang OFmm@EH D).

Q&L 1g wimresr

more difficult questions, also
falling under the general topic of
language change. When we started
to explore the uses of the word
kari in the ancient corpus which I
have sometimes referred to as C1
(see fig. 5), I indicated that the
meaning of “pepper” which we
found for all the 26 occurrences of
kari, with one possible exception,
was not at all the meaning known
to speakers of Modern Tamil. The
MTTL being the conflated result of
the exploration of many stages of

the language (see fig. 5), the entry
for kari which is found inside the
MTTL can be expected to reflect both Modern Tamil and Ancient Tamil. I reproduce
it here below, in (24), although it has already been provided to the readers as part of
fig. 6. That entry can be usefully compared with the content of fig. 8, which is the
equivalent entry inside the Cre-A dictionary, a dictionary which deals exclusively with
Modern Formal Tamil.

Fig. 8: kari in the Cre-A dictionary.

(24) &M kari, n. <apl'-. [K. M. kari.] 1. Chewing, eating by biting; &14.5815 S|eT@)I6n5.
LD TETEB M & DD Fn DPGID6TEIED (Feuss. 485). 2. Vegetables, raw or boiled; wy&sml. 3. Meat, raw
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or boiled; @mm& . sMCFTMIeT® (UB. 14, 14). 4. Pepper. See 067G . SMlaU6THLLEHSTT6D
(Slemewromemev. 7). (MTL, p. 825)

I shall first remark that three of the four meanings given for kari’ inside 24 are based
on the authority of citations taken from ancient Tamil literature. Surprisingly, the citation
given for the meaning “pepper” is from a work which does not belong to the ancient
core C1, but only to what is referred to by me as C2a inside fig. 5. On the other hand,
the third meaning “Meat, raw or boiled; Q& [iraicci]” is given on the basis of a
truncated citation from a poem belonging to C1, namely Puram 14-14. A more complete
citation would be:

(25) an-ruvai // kari-coru untu varuntu tolil allatu // piritu tolil ariya : “[the hands] which do not
know any work except the distressing work of eating [a combination of] meat [@n], fuvai, kari and

rice” [skeleton translation] (Puram 14, lines 13-15).

This ironical self-deprecating statement is uttered by the poet Kapilar, who after praising
the strong hands of the king says that that his own hands are soft because they do not
have any hard work to perform, except eating. I have left two words untranslated here,
in this “preliminary translation”, because the term uvai, which occurs five times inside
Puram, is not precisely understood nowadays, and because the term /ari is the center
of our discussion. However, the general meaning is clear, and the direct object of the
verbal participle untu (“eating”) is clearly a rich food item, consisting of four ingredients.
As we have seen, in (24), through the MTL extract, some commentators think that kari
in Puram 14-14 means “meat”. However, this is not a universally accepted opinion®,
as shown by the 1962 Index of Purandniru, published in 1962 by V. I. Subramoniam.
In that index, the three occurrences of kari in the Puram which we have already examined
in section 6, are said to have the following values, expressed first in English, and then
in Modern Tamil:

— “dish” (kari), in Puram 14-14;
— “pepper creeper” (milakuk koti), in Puram 168-2;
— “pepper” (milaku), in Puram 343-3;

Noting the interesting equivalence postulated between English “dish” and Modern
Tamil kari, which are both mobilized by V. I. Subramoniam for elucidating the meaning
of Classical Tamil kari (Subramoniam 1962), I shall now pursue further this topic of
discussion on the basis of another text, namely the 7évdram, that collection of hymns
to Siva, which was discussed inside section 10. I shall again, as I did in the case of (19)
and (20), and as we have just done concerning Puram 14-14, take as a basis of observation

63. The stronger argument for saying that i does not mean “meat” in Puram 14-14, is the fact that
it would be redundant with #n, which itself means “meat, flesh”.
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a case of hesitation, by comparing the translation of two parallel passages by VMS. Those
two passages, pertaining to the topic of cooking, are given below in 26 and 27:

(26)  kari-viravu ney-coru mu-p-potum ventum: “I must get thrice in a day food, curry and rice,
and ghee to be mixed with these two.” (7évaram, 7-46, stanza 10) (VMS translation, from Digital
Téviram)

(27)  kari-viravu ney-coru kaiyil untu : “eating from the hands the rice which was mixed with

vegetables and ghee.” (7eviram, 6-3, stanza 8) (VMS translation, from Digital Tevaram)

The noun-phrase kari-viravu ney-ciru is found identically in both stanzas, but the
translation is slightly different, because VMS renders kari in English by “curry” in (28)
and by “vegetables” in (29). The reason for the difference is probably the fact that (29) is
taken from a hymn by Appar, who evokes the time when he was a jain, before reconverting
to shaivism. Everybody knows of course that jains are very strict vegetarians. The example
(26) is extracted from a hymn by Cuntarar, who was never jain. It is therefore possible
for VMS to be ambiguous and to use a term like “curry”, which is neutral with respect
to vegetarianism and concerning which I shall say more in the following final section.

It should be apparent that we have now moved from an examination of monolingual
Tamil sources, to an exploration of mixed-language sources, in which use is made of one
“anglo-indian” term, namely the international culinary term “curry”, which is found in
(26), and which seems to be what V. I. Subramoniam has in mind, when he posits as
equivalent “dish” and kari. The history of the term “curry” is rather well documented in
the well-known Hobson-Jobson, “A Glossary of Colloquial Anglo-Indian Words [...]”,
compiled by Henry Yule and A.C. Burnell, in the 19" century. They seem to think that
the term “curry” was adopted into English on the basis of Portuguese caril, or more
precisely from its plural caris, as can be inferred from some of their remarks inside the
entry CURRY, from which the following excerpts are taken.

(28) [...] there is hardly room for doubt that capsicum or red pepper (see CHILLY) was introduced
into India by the Portuguese (see Hanbury and Fliickiger, 407); and this spice constitutes the most
important ingredient in modern curries. The Sanskrit books of cookery, which cannot be of any
considerable antiquity, contain many recipes for curry without this ingredient. A recipe for curry
(caril) is given, according to Bluteau, in the Portuguese Arte de Cozinba, p. 101. This must be of
the 17" century.

It should be added that 4ari was, among the people of South India, the name of only one form
of “kitchen” for rice, viz. of that in the consistency resembling broth, as several of the earlier
quotations indicate. European have applied it to all the savoury concoctions of analogous spicy
character eaten with rice [...]

1598. — “Most of their fish is eaten with rice, which they seeth in broth, which they put upon the
rice, and is somewhat soure, as if it were sodden in gooseberries, or unripe grapes, but it tasteth
well, and is called Carriel [v.l. Carriil], which is their daily meat.” — Lindschoten, 88; [Hak. Soc.
ii. 1]. This is a good description of the ordinary tamarind curry of S. India.
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1606. —“Their ordinary food is boiled rice with many varieties of certain soups which they pour
upon it, and which in those parts are commonly called caril.” — Gouvea, 616b.

[...]

1681. — “Most sorts of these delicious Fruits they gather before they be ripe, and boil them to make
Carrees, to use the Portuguese word, that is somewhat to eat with and relish their Rice.” — Knox,
p. 12. This perhaps indicates that the English curry is formed from the Port. caris, plural of caril. [...]
(Yule & Burnell, Hobson-Jobson, 1994, entry CURRY, pp. 281-283)

XIII. IN GUISE OF A CONCLUSION: COOKING;
FROM KARI TO “CURRY”, VIA CARIL AND CARIS;
OR HOW AN UNTRANSLATABLE TAMIL
ITEM CONQUERED THE WORD

I am now left with the difficult task of concluding a long chronological journey, through
the lives of a language, of a literature and of a scholarly community, all three being located
in the country, or countries, whose maps have been provided in sections 1 and 2. This
linguistic journey has been mostly based on monolingual Tamil sources, although my
narration was performed in English, which of course entailed coping with the difficulty
inherent in the task of translating. However, from the 10* section onwards, we have also
sometimes been discussing local sources partly composed a variety of English, in which
the international word “curry” is present, and that somehow changes the nature of the
exploration, because, on the one hand, if we consider only the phonetic form, and forget
temporarily the meaning, the word “curry” is not a “translation” of kari, but a change
of spelling, which is essentially not different from what is seen when the name of the
Tamil city of Katalr is written with the English spelling “Cuddalore”, or when a Sanskrit
panditah is called a “pundit”. On the other hand, when the word kari, spelt “curry”, is
borrowed by the speakers of other languages, because it is considered as “untranslatable”,

A topic for LEXICOGRAPHERS

A LITERARY seminal element
(karup porul )

A MOUNTAIN PLANT
VEGETABLES (rooted in a geography )

cooked

raw

ITERS The basis for a SPICY DISH
(to be cooked )

— (culinary preparation ) A MERCHANDISE
MEAT (which made a kingdom rich )
faw ATASTE
(hard to define)

Fig. 9: The semantic graph for kari.
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it retains a part of its original set of meanings, but is bound to see new meanings appear,
which could not have been predicted by the original users, in the source language, who
could not have imagined the future popularity of the “Curry Wurst” in Germany.

I shall, in this final section, briefly explore further the topic of cooking, trying to
find out how far back in time the “curry” meaning of the word kari is attested, in order
to render more precise the semantic graph (see fig. 9) which I have tried to build while
writing this article. We shall now visit the first bilingual “dictionary” involving Tamil,
which was prepared by Portuguese missionaries, as a consequence of their encounters with
the Tamil-speaking world, which started in the 16 century. Their efforts resulted, among
other things, in the printing in 1679 of the Vocabulario Tamulico, Com a Significacam
Portugueza (VICSP), compiled in the 17® century by Antam de Proenga (1625-1666) and
printed posthumously in Ambalacatta (now in Kerala) by his colleagues. That Vocabulario
contains an entry which reads:

(29) &w [kari]. Iguaria®, caril. (VTCSP, entry 269_L_e)®.

To this, we must add that, from the point of view of the 1679 VTCSP, the Tamil
word for “pepper” is milaku, as attested by the following entry:

(30) 6m&~[milaku]. Pimenta. (VICSP, entry 132_L i)

Concentrating however on kari, I shall now briefly present the results of a search for
the word-forms cari/ and caris, inside an incomplete electronic text of the VTCSP®. On a
total of 12,700 entries currently available, 23 entries, including citation 29, contain caril
or its plural caris. Among the remaining 22:

— 5 are the names of vegetables which are used in the preparations of specific curries®’;
— 4 are more general designations, referring to categories of curry®;
— 4 refer to techniques or ingredients pertaining to seasoning®’;

64. The item iguaria which appears in the Proenca’s Portuguese gloss translates as “delicacy, titbit” in a
Modern Portuguese-English dictionary, whereas caril is explained as “curry”, with the example caril de galinha
explained as “Chicken curry”. We are far from the time evoked by Yule and Burnell in the Hobson-Jobson.

65. A facsimile edition of the VI CSP was printed in 1966 by Thani Nayagam. I am currently in the process
of preparing an electronic edition of the VTCSP (this falls under the general label “Digital Humanities”).
The coordinates given here refer a coordinate system defined by me and explained in Chevillard 2017. See
there for more technical details.

66. The current coverage is 78 %.

67. See entries 4_L_d, 140_L_o, 161_R_p, 209_R_1, 237_L_l. For example, entry 237_L_I reads:
“Owema# W. Huma fruita pera caril rodonda, como bugalhos.”

68. See entries 82_L_g (ilaik kari), 185_R_b (paccati), 240_R_M. (poriccal) and 248_R_M. (puririca
kari). As an example, entry 82_L_g covers all vegetable curries, in the following manner: “@66)61)&;65[@.
Verzas, hortalica, // em quanto coprehende todas // as eruas, que se comem.”

69. See 219_R_ e, 351 _L 1,351 _L_oand 351_R_a.
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— 3 are the names of tools used for grinding spices and other food items”’;

— 5 are the citation form of verbs pertaining to some stage in cooking, and handling
food, and one of them (41_L_f) mentions the possible use of “meat, fish, herbs or
vegetables” (carne, peixe, eruas, legumes)”".

This shows that in the 17™ century, the situation was not very different from what is
attested by the Cre-A dictionary for the 20™ century, and also resembles the situation at
an earlier stage, as evidenced by the citations (25), (26) and (27), discussed in section 11.
It would be possible to continuing this examination by visiting again the Tamil thesauri
which were presented in sections 8 and 9, and more precisely from their thematic sections
which deal with cooking. We could certainly find there arguments for establishing that
even at the time when those thesauri were composed, the meaning which is nowadays
expressed in English by the word “curry” already existed. However, such an exploration
would take us too far and it is now time to conclude, although many questions remain. The
simplest way of concluding seems to be to try to put together in a sort of semantic graph
(see fig. 9) all the factual kernels which have been visited in the various sections of this
article. As a final remark, I shall mention a track which could have been followed, if more
time or more competence had been available, namely the occurrences of kari and milaku
in Tamil inscriptions”. I am sure that the task will be usefully performed in the future.

Abbreviations

AN: Akananiiru

KT: Kuruntokai

NT: Narrinai (sandhi form of Nal Tinai)

Pi: Pinkalam (second most ancient thesaurus)

T: Tolkappiyam (a treatise on grammar & poetics)
TC: Collatikaram (2™ book of T)

TE: Eluttatikaram (1* book of T)

Ti: Tivakaram (most ancient thesaurus)

TP: Porulatikaram (3" book of T)

VMS: V. M. Subramanya Ayyar

VMTIP: Varalarru Murait Tamil Ilakkiyap Pérakarati
VTCSP : Vocabulario Tamulico Com a Significagam Portugueza

70. See 16_L_M. (ammi), 309_L_p (kulavi) and 310_L_p (kulavi).

71. The entries are 40_R_g (aviccup potukiratu), 41_L_f (avikkiratu), 322_R_k (kattukiratu), 323_1_b
(kattuvikkiratu) and 395_R_a (urantukiratu).

72. A starting point would be the 10 entries starting with 4ari on p. 164-165 and the 6 entries starting
with milaku on p. 499 of the Tamilk Kalvettuc Collakariti compiled by Y. Subbarayalu and published in
2002 by the Santi Sadhana trust (Chennai). Poets knew of course that the pepper trade had made the Céra
kingdom rich. Otherwise they would not have mentionned it in what is our citation (2b).
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