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Abstract: Only a few instances of the apparitions of comets and fireballs are mentioned in Indian classical
and historical texts. Among these, a particular verse in the Sangam era classic Purananuru, known as
Puram 229 has attracted attention from time to time. The verse refers to the sighting of an unusual fiery
object in the sky, which the composer of the verse believes prophesied the death of the second century
Cera king Yanai-k-kat Cey Mantaran Ceral Irumporai. The poem recounts the night sky in impressive detail,
which we believe was a record of a spectacular event in the sky. The object mentioned in the verse is often

interpreted as a comet, specifically Halley's Comet in 141 CE. However, based on the available evidence,
we believe that it was a transient event, and was a fireball or possibly a bolide. The verse is significant in
the history of Indian astronomy also because it also demonstrates the practice of using star locations to
reckon time at night.

Keywords: Cankam (Sangam) Age; Purananuru; Yanaikatsey Mantaran Cheral Irumborai; Kudalur Kilar;
Indian astronomy; Great Comets; fireballs; Comet 1P/Halley; Lyrids.

ese, Korean or Japanese records of unusual
There are innumerable instances of celestial phenomena in the sky.

events, such as the eclipses, planetary con- This paper explores the Carikam Tamil clas-
junctions, supernovae and the comets that over sic Purananiiru (also Puram) that carries refer-

the ages were recorded in various cultures and
attracted the attention of scholars across the
world. In comparison, there is an embarrassing
silence in the old Indian literature and chron-
icles over real-time observation or phenomen-
ology of the unusual celestial events. Where
there is a reference, it is generally a fleeting one
or astronomically insufficient and, most often,
undatable. We find very few incidents of the

ence in the verse 229 to the appearance of an
unusual fiery object in the sky. To the composer,
the event portended the imminent death of the
second century Céra king Yanai-k-kat Céy
Mantaran Céral Irumporai. The question is what
event inspired the verse, a comet or a bolide,
and whether it can be resolved and dated.

celestial events that have been recorded in 2_THE CANKAM (SANGAM) LITERATURE
India until the advent of the nineteenth century. Carikam writings were created orally by bards
There have also been discussions of the refer- and then gathered into anthologies or compo-

ences to comets in ancient Sanskrit texts, but
their correspondence with sightings from else-
where has been complex in almost all instances.
In the recent years, attempts to bring forth and
analyse the relevant references have been
made, for instance, by Narlikar and Bhate

site works. The term ‘cankam’ refers to an as-
sembly of scholars. It is associated with the
mythological ‘academies’ described in Nakki-
ranar’s Iraiyanar Akapporul (The Grammar of
Stolen Love),acommentary onan earlier source,

(2001), Mahajani et al. (2006), Rathnasree et al. iraiyanar kalaviyal. This is the earliest Iite'rature
(2012), Shylaja and Kaidala (2012; 2016), that relates the mythology of three cankam§
Ansari (2016), Kapoor (2018, 2021)’ and Ma- (assembly; Aravamutlhan, 1930, Takahashl,
hesh et al. (2023) and others who deeply 2015). It is a compelling story and constitutes
explored classical literature and contemporan- the Tamil consciousness in recent years. Nak-
eous astronomical events. They do find some kirapar lists the Cankam corpus in two major
promising results but ironically there is nothing hyper-anthologies: Effuttokai (eight anthologies)
that can stand alongside the impressive Chin- and Pattuppattu (ten songs).
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The ancient Tamil literature is said to be
thousands of years old. However, the majority
of Carnikam literature fell into oblivion. They
were ‘rediscovered’ in the end of the nineteenth
century, with the birth of print culture, the em-
bryonic Tamil national consciousness, and the
rise of a national movement against colonial
rule (Wilden et al., 2014: 7). Because these
texts are crucial to the imagination of Tamil
identity, the chronology of Tamil’s early literary
history is fraught with controversy, with some
scholars dating it as early as the third century
BCE (Champakalakshmi, 1996) and others
pushing it forward to the eighth century CE
(Tieken, 2021). Takahashi (1995) uses philolog-
ical data to conclude that the Cankam lyrics
were written between 1 CE and 300 CE,
although Zvelebil (1992: 128) dates it between
100 BCE to 250-300 CE. Scholars suggest
that while the composition must have taken
place earlier, the subsequent process of com-
pilation, anthologisation and codification took
place between the eighth and thirteenth cen-
turies CE (Zvelebil, 1973: 25—-26).

3 PURANANURU: AN INTRODUCTION

During the beginning of the first century CE,
three kings (mavar) Caéla, Céra and Pantiya
were vying for power and control with a great
number of small chiefdoms, engaged in more or
less permanent war with one another. Or, as
Wilden (2014: 8) suggests:

Bards wandering between the royal resi-
dences created lyrical compositions of
variable length in the two basic genres of
erotic poetry (Akam) and heroic poetry
(Puram).

Classical Tamil literature distinguishes be-
tween akam (interior / in-ness) and puram (ex-
terior / out-ness). The former are verses about
love and sexual relationships between men and
women while the latter deal with aspects of life
outside the family, particularly kings, wars,
greatness, generosity, ethics, death and dying.
Puranandru, a compound of puram, suffixed
with a numeral as the last member nandru (four
hundred), clearly indicates its subject matter.

The material culture and the “... evidence
embedded in the epigraphical, numismatic and
literary and archaeological records ...” (Rajan,
2008: 47) of the early historical period spanning
from 600 BCE to 300 CE in Tamilakam (the
areas of modern Tamilnadu, Kerala and parts of
Andhra Pradesh and Karnataka; Figure 1) is
marked by the “... emergence of new social
order.” (ibid.) transiting from the earlier mature

~126 ~

Iron Age—Megalithic Culture, and is the subject
matter and background setting of the Effuttokai,
a hyper-anthology comprising of Puranandru
and seven other anthologies.

The Eftuttokai (Eight Anthologies), in addi-
tion to Puranandru (the anthology of war and
wisdom poetry), contain: Airikurundru (akam),
Akananiru (akam), Kalittokai (akam), Kurun-
tokai (akam), Natrinai (akam), Paripatal (akam
+puram), Patirruppattu (puram). The stanzas of
bardic poetry of the hyper-anthology Effuttokai
are attributed to 157 poets, including ten poet-
esses and offer us a unique glimpse of the so-
ciety, polity and the belief system of the Iron
Age culture in Tamilakam that was seeing nas-
cent urbanisation taking place. The bards who
wrote these verses were called pulavarkal
(knowledgeable and erudite) who travelled from
the court of one king to another, reciting their
poems advising kings, addressing moral issues,
or lamenting the instability of the world in the
hope of receiving gifts and patronage from the
kings.

According to Hart et al. (1999), Puranandru
is a “... treatise on kingship.” It describes

... what a king should be, how he should
act, how he should balance his respon-
sibilities, how he should treat his subjects,
and how he should show his generos-
ity ...

and at the same time

... describes a society in which many
kings were not generous or merciful and
whose rule was merely a manifestation
and exercise of power. (Hart et al., 1999:
Xvii).
Hartetal. (1999: xv) also opine that much of the
verses in Puranandru were written before the

Aryan influence had penetrated the
south as thoroughly as it did later ... [and
is a] great work of literature, accurately
and profoundly reflecting Tamilnad 2,000
years ago.

4 PURANANURU: DATING AND
TRANSMISSION

Dating the Puranandru is a vexing question, as
is the case of most of the Carikam texts. The
Puranandru talks of fifty kings belonging to Cdla,
Céra and Pantiya and other eighty-three chief-
tains who ruled parts of Tamilakam between
130 and 240 CE. Notably, none of the verses is
about the Pallavar Dynasty which became dom-
inant in 330 CE. Based on this and other
evidence, Zvelebil (1973: 42) suggested that the
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Figure 1: South India during the Cankam (Sangam) Period (after Menon, 2010: 66).

creative act, that is, the process of actual compo-
sition of the verses of Puranandru, can be dated
between 100 and 250 CE,

. and a certain peruntévanar of 8" century
CE compiled a number of bardic poems into
one single anthology of four hundred of them,
and provided this anthology with an invoca-
tory stanza. This anthology goes since then
by the name of Puranandru or Puram. (Zve-
lebil, 1973: 25).

An example of the front cover of a recent pub-
lication of Puranandru is shown in Figure 2.

Wilden (2014: 413) suggests a plausible his-
tory of the composition and transmission across
centuries, from composition and oral transmission
of single poems throughout the Tamil-speaking
area during the first five centuries of the common
eratoits hyper-anthologisation and palm leaf trans-

Figure 2: The cover page of the book Puranandiru -
Moolamum Thelivuraiyum (www.amazon.in).
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transmission during the 700—-1100 CE.

5 PURANANURU: THE VERSE PURAM 229

Of the four hundred, two verses have been
completely lost, and several lines are missing
from some poems. Each poem, as transmitted
from mediaeval times, includes a colophon that
tells who sang it, to whom it was sung (if rele-
vant), and other details. Further, an old anony-
mous commentary for the first 266 poems of the
Puranandru has survived and forms part of the
published version of U. Vé. Caminataiyar in
1894, who published a revised edition again in

SN GlENMUID Si6neU. CHTEGEFFLOMED
Wrenen &L CEUI LOMhH ST EhCETed (HLDALITEmM
QetrenpTeMmHMIEH &GN SIEhH 66T
SIEGHFWINL G5 Faol gOMIHLOMT LIMQUIG].

QW WPHGL LS
ST, enemyunNyesor

(WPLLUUMEITILS S Cou(LP S0
SOLSGMGSHIS SWIMIGMUILI

URIGeN WWnWpeusald 5

SHEMELHITEILE coNemev&lifiw

Hemeoprenl ars0arHCriss

Qg metTeaTmesorLiesT miemmLIgUILI

UTaE Q&L FIE (LpedT6uTIT

SHSETSH SN QeSS THS 10
SeneotQLfl ugLuLS STQATY CQUTHIS
QuimrLBenr eflphgsirmmed aN&LIN ermGeo
WI&IS600T, IqWImpD M@ LsbGeu MiFeueviy
usmmuilend wimell mearerml G QUTHH
Gesrmuflev eotmu estedTminm MleLGeeT 15
QIfHS QBEhs LDlguerd Ll

QUEhHled QLO(LPBIET 6ubhG6dr MletTGMm
MLDHSIML WITENET MSMEUSH HIMMISH6NH
St e (LPrFh SEnHLAH &I(HeTem
BMeU6L CeUGIIGmL SmeoLIflh Hleomeym! 20
SOl HeOIDTEH HHUT6L MUK

CCeorm (K608 QLIS 6BTTS60)
QeurmesorQIy. &6MTs GMmIGHIEn6uo WT&HG
SHETMIENET0T WML LDWHS6T60T Q&HmeLGevr
UemeUTL LN6mN&G MMM 6TenFeUTSH 25
SOMHIASTEOL WNWT afsns

Loestneusn Wiettest oMo GuimGent.

*2b Jaraiyiravin UVC-1," Jaraiyiravan C7

1923 after acquiring new manuscript material.

Recently, G. Vijayavenugopal and Eva Wil-
den (2024, personal communication with TVV)
have collated 14 palm leaf manuscripts, one
paper manuscript, and two stray folios of Pur-
anandru (of which eight contain the “... old an-
onymous commentary ...”) from various repos-
itories. Using this, they are putting together a
critical edition containing the apparatus, includ-
ing variant readings and different versions in
various manuscripts. They have been kind en-
ough to share the critical apparatus of the verse
Puram 229, presented below.

tinaiyum turaiyum avai. kdccéraman yanaikkatcéy mantaraficéralirumporai

innanalirruficumena afici avan tuficiyavitattuk kataldrkilar patiyatu..

atiya lalarkuttat

tariru |araiyiravin

mutappanaiyattu vermutalak
kataikkulattuk kayankayap

pankuni yuyaraluvattut 5
talainanmt nilaitiriya

nilainanm1 natanétirertarat
tdnnanmin ruraipatiyap

pacic célla tici munna

talakkarttinai vilakkakak 10
kanaiyéri parappak kalétirpu ponki
yOérumin vilntanral vicumpi nane
yatukan, tiyamum pirarum palve riravalar
paraiyicai yaruvi nannattup poéruna
noyila nayi nanrumar rilléna 15
valinta néfica matiyulam parappa
vaficina méluna] vantan rinre
maintutai yanai kaivait turankavun
tinpini muracan kankilin turulavun
kaval vénkutai kalparin tularavun 20
kaliyar kalimak katiyila vaikavu

melo rulaka méytina nakali

ndnroti makalirk kurutunai yakit
tanrunai yaya marantanan kollo
pakaivarp pinikku marra nacaivark 25
kalantukotai yariya vikai

manivarai yanna maa yone.

*3ab mutappanaiyattu vermutalak UVC-1; mutappanai vermutalakak C2+3+7; mufappanaitt C8

*5a parikuni UVC-1; paynkuni C6

*5b yuyaraluvattut UVC-1; yuyiréluvattut C2+3+7+8

*6b nilaitiriya UVC-1; nilaitiriya C6

*10ab talakkarttinai vilakkakak UVC-1; talakkanattinai vilakkakak C8; talakkanattinai vilakkak C2+3
*11bc parappak kalétirou UVC-1; parappak kalpitirou C8; pirappak kalpitirou C2+3; pirappak kalamatirpu

C7

*11df. pdriki | ydrumin UVC-1; pdrika | vorumin C2+3+6+7+8
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*12b-d vilntanral vicumpi nane UVC-1; vilantanral vicumpu nale C2+3

*13b pirarum UVC-1; piraru C8

*13d riravalar UVC-1; riravalam C6

*14d péruna UVC-1; pdruna C6; porut C7
*15ab noyila nayi UVC-1; noyilai nayin C6
*16b néfica UVC-1; nérica C6

*17b mélunal UVC-1; mélunalatu C2+3+8; mélunal C6
*17cd vantan rinre UVC-1; vantan rinréna p.u., C6; van rinréna C2+3+8
*19c¢c kankilin UVC-1; kankalin C6; kankalit C3+7+8; kankalit C2

*19d turulavun UVC-1; turuliyun C6

*20cd kalparin tularavun UVC-1; kdlamarin turavun C2+3; kalpirin taravun C7+8

*21c katiyila C2+3+6+7+8; katiyinri UVC-1
*22d nakali UVC-1; makalin C6
*23a nonroti UVC-1; nonroli C7

*23c kurutunai UVC-1; kamartunai C6; kamartunai C2+3+8

The verse has 27 lines, of which the first
eight lines vividly describe the night sky when a
transient celestial event occurred, which is des-
cribed evocatively in the following eight lines.
We will argue later that the description of the
night sky is not like a snapshot but a time-lapse,
telling the changes in the position of the aster-
ism and the lunar stations along the ecliptic
when a transient celestial event was observed.
We will use the description of the transient
event to speculate on its nature. The remaining
15 lines tell the poet’s anxiety and form a hagi-
ographic elegy of the patron who had died as
divined by the transient event. As we are inter-
ested in understanding the transient event and
the astronomical details in the verse, we will
focus on the first 12 lines in this paper.

6 COLOPHON ENTRY FOR THE
PURAM 229

The classical text transmitted through palm
leaves usually contains colophons, such as pat-
ikam in the puram poetry and turai in the akam
poetry, which are the short paratextual ele-
ments containing information about the pro-
duction, internal organisation and storage of a
particular palm leaf manuscript. They provide
the context for the scholars to interpret and
make sense of the poetry. The colophon entry
for Puram 229 reads:

kéccéraman yanaikkatcéy
mantaracélirum porai
innanalirruficumena anci,
avanturiciyavitattuk katalarkilar patiyatu

[The king, Kbéccéraman Yanaikkatcéy
Mantaracélirum Porai, was prophesied to
die on a particular day and the bard Kita-
larkilar composed the verse near the
death bed.]

Thus, we understand that the protagonist of
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Puranandru 229 is Yanai-k-kat Céy Mantaran
Céral Irumporai, a Céra king. The poetry is an
elegy on the occasion of the death of the hero
of the verse foretold by a transient celestial
event observed by the author. According to the
colophon entry, we are led to believe the bard
Katalar kilar composed this verse just imme-
diately after his patron Koccéraman Yanaik-
katcéy Mantaracdlirum Porai died, recounting
the ominous event that foretold the death.

The colophon entries of the Puranandru
verses were perhaps added when they were
compiled and inscribed in palm leaves. The
correlations between Carikam corpus and the
historical narratives are often made based on
the names provided in the colophons. lyengar
(1929: 416) cautions that

... the colophons to the poems cannot be
accepted as all reliable. Yet most scho-
lars have treated the information given in
the colophons as gospel-truth and have
constructed schemes of the contempor-
aneity of the authors and Kings.

For example, without the colophon entry of
Puram 229, there is no internal evidence to
suggest that the verse is about the death of
Yanai-k-kat Céy Mantaran Céral Irumporai.
Incidentally, few poems address a king directly
by name, and in the rest of the cases, the
names of the lauded individuals are most often
provided in the colophons. Takahashi (1995: 42)
contends that the colophons were added signi-
ficantly later, probably centuries later than the
time the poems were composed, and gives
evidence that, at least in some cases, they were
added after the stage of anthologisation or in
parallel with them, but “... written earlier than
the commentary.” (Takahashi, 1995: 44).

Thus, given the asynchrony of the poems
and their colophons, how far one should read
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the information in colophons as historical fact is
a question. Nonetheless, one need not brush
aside the information in the colophon as fiction
or a figment of the imagination of later-day
compilers. Shulman (2016: 81-82) says:

Puranandru and Patirruppattu describe
a believable world populated by real
people with names and, in many cases,
personal funerary monuments ... [and]
contains broad representation of part-
icular individuals, their qualities and
deeds ... [and] Even if the poets of the
Sangam period offer us, for the most part,
fictionalised, or semi-fictionalised, ac-
counts ... these texts reek of concrete,

sensuous, often tragic, reality.

Concerning Puram 229, the vivid description
of the night sky, including the positions of aster-
isms, and the evocative description of a cel-
estial event, including the direction of its tra-
verse across the night sky, do not augur well
with the claim that either the scenario described
in the verse is mere fiction or a recounting of an
event that occurred hundreds of years earlier.

7 YANAI-K-KAT CEY MANTARAN CERAL

IRUMPORAI: THE HISTORICITY

There is copious reference to the Irumporai clan
and their fate in various texts of Carikam liter-
ature. A patikam (colophon entry) tells that the
Céra king defeated two other kings who had
aligned with Atiydman at a battle held at Kolli
hills and destroyed Takatar, the capital city of
the Atiyaman Dynasty. The same battle and vic-
tory are attested to by another poem in decade
VIII of Patirruppattu and also the colophon to
the Puram 230, Puram 50, and the verses in
Akam 212.14 and Akam 16. Takatdr yattirai,
another work referred to by several commen-
tators, now lost but for some stanzas still pre-
served, also refers profusely to this event. Ain-
kurundru, another anthology forming part of the
Ettuttokai, is said to be complied by Pula-t-turai
Murriya Katalar Kilar under the patronage of
Yanai-k-kat Céy Mantaran Céral Irumporai. The
traditional colophon entry in the extant palm-
leaf manuscript says:

ittokai tokuttar pulatturai murriya kataldar
kilar — ittokai tokuppittan (C3: tokuppittar)
yanaikkat céyman taraficéral irumpor-
aiyar — civantaypatamé tunai [This col-
lection was made by Katalar Kilar who
completed Pulatturai. This collection was
caused to be made by Yanaikkan Cé-
ymantaram Céral Irumporaiyar. O feet of
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the mother of Siva, help.] (Wilden, 2014:
164).

The historicity of the Irumporai clan is prob-
ably hinted at indirectly by the Tamil-Brahmi
(also known as tamili) inscription found at Jaina
caves near Jampai which says “... sati-yaputo
atiyan nefuman arici Itta pali.” This means sat-
tiya puttiran atiyan netuman africi, a king donat-
ed the pali which is a Jain monastery. Several
Cankam texts talk of the Atiyvaman clan ruling
with Takatir (near modern-day Dharmapurai)
as the capital. This inscription also clarifies the
epithet mentioned in Asoka’s Major Rock Edict
XIII as one of the four major dynasties ruling in
Tamilagam that is indeed the Atiydaman clan
who were also called as Malaiyaman in Can-
kam texts. The Puram 53 talks of the collab-
oratin between Céraman Mantararicéral Irum-
porai and Malaiyaman. Further, Patirruppattu,
another Cankam anthology, an ancient anthol-
ogy written for the early Céra kings, talks about
the lrumporai clan. The decades VII-IX deal
with three generations of the lrumporai clan of
Céra, with the VlIth decade sung by Kapilar on
Celvakkatunké Valiyatan, Aricil kilar’s VIlIith on
Takatar erinta peruficéral irumporai who defeat-
ed Atiyaman (Malaiyaman) the King of Takatdr
and the IX on llaficéral Irumporai, who perhaps
is the cousin of Perufiéral and grandson of Cel-
vakkatunko, sung by Perunikunrarkilar,

Another Tamil Brahmi inscription discovered
at Pukaldr near modern-day Karur says

. mata amannan yarrar cenkayapan
uraiyké atan cellirumporai makan katun-
kon makan lankatunkoén lanko aka arutta
kal“ [the rock shelter is donated to cen-
kayapan of yarrdr on the occasion of the
investiture of Jarikaturikén son of katun-
kon’s and grandson of &tan cellirumporai.

Mahadevan (1970) suggested that the date of
the inscription is before 200 CE, and

The inscriptions — and that is their great-
est importance as far as the history of
Tamilliterature is concerned, confirm cer-
tain kings and place-names mentioned in
the earliest extant Tamil texts of approx-
imately the same date. (Zvelebil, 1992:
124).

If the inscription refers to the three generations
of Irumpaorai in the Cankam texts, then the gen-
ealogy according to various Patirruppattu vers-
es is as follows: Antuvan is the father of k6 atan
cellirumporai alias Celvakkatunkd valiyatan.
Peruricéral Irumporai is his son and /laficéral
Irumporai is his grandson. We also know from
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the poems about the great war between Peruri-
céral Irumporai and Atiyaman (Malaiyaman),
resulting in the death of Atiyaméan with his
spear and the conquest of the fort of Takadur.
All these strongly suggest “... that Pérum Ceral
Irumpdrai is to be identified with one of three
kings (father, son, and grandson) mention-
ed in the Pukalur inscription.” (Shulman, 2016:
23).

8 YANAI-K-KAT CEY MANTARAN CERAL

IRUMPORAI: THE PERSONA

The protagonist Yanai-k-kat Céy Mantaran
Céral Irumporai is spoken about in six verses of
the Puranandru and is credited for commission-
ing the anthology Ainkurunaru, with the same
bard, Kdtalar Kilar as the compiler. The peculiar
name of this King is explained by Parimélalakar
(Tirunelveli 1951: 131-132), a thirteenth-cen-
tury Tamil poet and scholar known for his com-
mentary on the Tirukkural, as comprising of five
elements: k6 indicating Royalty, céraman, the
Dynasty, ya-naikkan, meaning elephant-eyed,
the descript-tion of a personal feature, céy the
personal name (iyarpeyar) and the rest, Man-
taran Céral Irumporai, a special title.

In the verse Puram 53 Poruntil ilankiranar
describes Yanai-k-kat Céy’s victory against Co-
lan irdcacayam vétta perunarkilli with the help
of Malaiyan (Malaiyaman). The verse Puram 17
by Kurunkdliydr kilar sings his praise for *
upholding the tradition ... [and avoiding] cruelty,
holding your rod erect, taking proper taxes and
ruling with righteousness.” Kurunkoliydr kilar's
other verse, Puram 20, again eulogises him. It
is in verse Puram 22 Kurunikdliydr kilar address
him as King Chéy and hails that his glances are
like that of an elephant (yanaikkatcéy). There is
also an indirect reference to him in Puram 125.
The colophon of the MSS of Ainkurunaru (five
hundred very short love poems) names the
Céraking Yanaikkan Céymantaram Céral Irum-
porai as the patron for the compilation of the
anthology.

Putting together information in various vers-
es of Cankam literature indicates that he be-

longed to the lrumporai clan of the Céra Dyn-
asty. In a battle with Pantiyan King Talaiyalari-
ka nattuc ceru venra neturiceliyan, he was cap-
tured and imprisoned. Subsequently, he escap-
ed and returned to his Kingdom to rule. He
acquired the honorific title yanaikkan because
he had véla ndkkin, that is, his eyes were like
those of an elephant, or he glanced like an ele-
phant. Possibly, the notion of véla ndkkin has
a Buddhist connotation. It is said that when
Buddha knew that his end was near, he went to
Vaishali with his alms bowl. When on his death-
bed, he took a longing gaze described in Prakrit
as “Nagavalogna”, meaning “... with the ele-
phant look.” (véla nokkin).

Nevertheless, it would be simplistic to inter-
pret eulogistic poems as self-disclosing ‘docu-
ments’. But as Daud Ali (2000: 185) suggests,
they should be seen as a dialogical process
where

... sovereignty had to be continually re-
made and rethought at every turn by both
[the king] and his successors, for the
position might be won by any kings who
could command the will, strength, and
skill to take it.

These pulavarkal, as suggested by Sascha
Ebeling (2010: 73), perhaps ‘traded’ praise in
the form of verses to “... serve pulavars, pa-
trons, and audiences in specific ways ... [as
part of] economy of.” Thus, as Hanlon (2012: 3)
observes, the circulation of the panegyric
poems of the Puranandru could be viewed as

... both the end-result and impetus of pa-
tronage relationships between elites and
bards; that in praising the greatness of
kings these poems concomitantly brought
that greatness into being through the
wide distribution and consumption of
these poems by urban and rural audi-
ences.

Patirruppattu, unabashedly, is a sponsored hag-
iographical project of Céra kings, known as the
Cheramal.

9 THE FIRST 12 LINES IN THE PURAM 229

There are several renditions of this verse in English, three of which are in the Appendix at the end of
this paper. To begin with, let us consider the translation of the first 12 lines provided by Hart and Heifetz

(1999: 142-143):

atiya lalarkuttat

tariru Jaraiyiravin
mutappanaiyattu vermutalak
kataikkulattuk kayankayap
pankuni yuyaraluvattut 5

moment
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At midnight, crowded with darkness in the first quarter of the night
when the constellation of Fire was linked with The Goat and from the

the First Constellation arose, formed like a bent Palmyra,
and the one shaped like a reservoir was glittering 5
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talainanmt nilaitiriya

nilaindanm1 natanétirertarat
tdnnanmin ruraipatiyap

pacic célla tici munna
talakkarttinai vilakkakak 10
kanaiyéri parappak kalétirpu ponki
ydrumin vilntanral vicumpi nane

Hart and Heifetz (ibid.) interpret the above to
mean

At midnight filled with darkness, in the
first quarter of the day when Kartttika
was in conjunction with Mesarasr, in the
first fifteen [days] of the month of Phal-
guni (Pankuni), when Venus appeared
after (mutala) being at the foot in the lun-
ar asterism of Anusa [Anutam] whose
shape is like that of a bent palmyra, to
being at the end of Punarpdsam, which
has the form of a tank that is a pond,
when Uttara that was at the zenith (uc-
cam) descended from the zenith, and
when Mudla, which is the eighth lunar
asterism from that rose opposite it, and
the lunar asterism of Mrgasirsa, which is
the eighth asterism that does not go
before that Uttara, descended in the
turai [? watering place, category].

Nonetheless, they state that “Perhaps a spec-
ialist in the history of Indian astrology could
make better sense of this than we have.” (ibid.).

10 THE ANACHRONISM IN THE
INTERPRETATION

The bardic verses of the Carikam corpus were
inscribed into the written script during the
eighth—ninth century CE, in the centamil, a dis-
tinct diglossic register, composed according to
specific Tamil grammar (ilakkapnam) of ceyyul (a
variety of poetical texts), in the form of pattu
(song/ verse) conforming to the rule of metrical
composition (yappu). The verses in Puram, in-
cluding this verse, are in akaval meter (anal-
ogous to ‘blank verse’ in English) and are writ-
ten according to the rules of yappu (poetical
composition) that is, with morphological ele-
ments of eluttu (syllabic element), acai (one or
more eluttu), cir (metrical foot), afi (line).

The first two cir of the first line of the verse
atiya lalarkuttat appear as two ‘words’, but they
are not. As ciris the third level of organisational
hierarchy, acai and eluttu being the other two,
we must ‘split’ these appropriately to make
sense.

Alal is ember/smouldering, and kuffam
means collection/heap; that is alal kuttam is
‘smouldering heap/collection’, which is the old
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at the farthest limit, during the first half

of the month of Pankuni, when the Constellation

of the Far North was descending, and the Eighth

Constellation was rising, and the Deers Head

sinking into the sea, a star fell from the sky! Not slanting East or North, 10
like a light for the earth surrounded by ocean, a star fell as roaring,
spreading fire stirred and swollen by the wind! When we saw this

Tamil name for karttikai the (Pleiades).? Nine-
teenth-century publishers render this first afi
with two cir as either atu iyal alal kuttattu (see,
for example, Srinivasan, 2000) or as afu kayal
alal kuttattu (see, for example, Caminataiyar,
1935).

In both versions, the afu (goat) is interpreted
as zodiac métam (Aries). In the second, Cami-
nataiyar correlates with “afu kayaré tanuccinkat
telumin vilumé laracalivam” of the Medieval
Tamil astronomical text catamani ullamutaiyan,®
that says that sighting of a shooting star when
any one of the zodiacs, métam (Aries) mitunam
(Gemini) viruccikam (Scorpio) tanucu (Sagit-
tarius) cimmam (Leo) are rising in the East is
indicative of evil omen to the King (Kurulinka-
técikar, 1923: 91-92).

The concept of zodiacs is not indigenous to
Indic culture, and it arrived much later in Indian
history. The Greek influence over Indian Astron-
omy began to spread in the Saka Period with
the coming of a Greek astrological text from
Alexandria in the first century CE. Yava-naja-
taka, written by Sphujidhvaja, is the first compo-
sition in Sanskrit presenting “... an indigenous
tradition where elements of Greek and Indian
astral sciences were thoroughly amalgamated.”
(Mak, 2013: 16). The zodiac names in the Yava-
najataka are translations from their Greek coun-
terparts, beginning with Mesa for Aries, etc.
(Pingree, 1978(ll): 1-3). This was used subse-
quently by Minaraja 300-325 CE (Mak, 2018:
20-21; Markel, 1991: 181); also see Gansten,
2020) in Vrddhayavanajataka and accordingly
zodiac names like Mesa for Aries etc., began
to appear in later Northern texts, e.g., in the
Vasistha Siddhanta and the Brhat Samhita (505
CE) of Varahamihira (485—-587 CE). As Sewell
and Dikshit (1896: 10) state:

The zodiac-sign names of months evi-
dently belong to a later date than the
others, since it is known that the names
of the zodiacal signs themselves came
into use in India later than the lunar
names.

Nevertheless, irrespective of atu iyal or atu
kayal, the atu is interpreted as ‘goat’ to imply
the zodiac Aries and alar kuftam as the lunar
asterism karttikai and tries to tie the Pleiades to
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the zodiac Aries to mean that the first patam
(leg) of the Pleiades is linked with Aries. This
tie-up amounts to assigning a zodiacal system
to a culture in South India that it adopted cen-
turies later. It is, therefore, anachronistic if one
considers that the period of composing the
verse was before the third century CE. As Hart
and Heifetz (1999: 142-143) observe, “... al-
most all the words used for technical astrologi-
cal terms in this poem are of Dravidian origin,
not Sanskritic, origin ...”, so we may reject the
usual interpretation of afu to mean the zodiac
Aries.

An alternative reading based on the unique
murukan mythology in Tamil Culture is feasible.
The deity murukan also known as céyon in the
Cankam corpus is associated with a retinue of
animals, including the peacock, rooster, ele-
phant, ram, goat, horse, and serpent (Clothey
and Ramanujan, 1978: 180) also with karttikai.
We suggest that this, too, is superfluous.

The conundrum arises only because we split
the atiya lalarkuttat as atu + iyal + alal + kuttattu
and try to make the meaning of afu (goat). The
first line, atiya lalarkuttat can be simply seen as
atiyal alal kuttattu. Atiyal then would simply
mean shaking, heaving, quivering, wobbling
or twinkly, a perfect adjective for flickering
Pleiades. The Carikam corpus uses atiyal in
many other verses; for example, maturaik karici
83 says “atiyar pérunavay”, that is swaying sail-
boats, puranandru — 165 says atiyal yanai that
is wobbling elephant, narrinai — 90. Marutam
says atiyal vilavin alunkan matdr, that is a cel-
ebration filled with dance moves, patirrup-
pattu/élam pattu 62 says atucirai varivantu, the
buzzing of the wings of wasps. If we go by this,
then atiya lalarkuttat would mean “twinkling
karttikai” or “flickering karttikai”. One of the crit-
ical features of Karttikai (the Pleiades) is that
just six to seven blue stars faintly shimmer to
the naked eye. This interpretation is sufficient
and does not have to be over-interpreted.

11 RE-READING PURAM 229

Keeping the preceding in mind, the first eight
lines describing the night sky in detail will read
as follows:

atu iyal alal kuttattu - [on the day of] flickering
karttikai*

tariru Jaraiyiravin - (ar irul =) dark night (arai
iravil) = (near about) midnight®

mutap panaiyattu vér mutalak = mutap panai =
anusam; vér means root or foot. That is, the
sky from the root of anusam, that is, from két-
fai, was visible.
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kataik kulattuk kayam kaya = kulattuk kayam =
punarpicam. Katai means edge/border. The
edge of punarpiicam is tiruvatirai. Kayam kaya
means shining bright.

pankuni uyar aluvattu, = Pankuni® - waxing
phase

talai nalmin nilai tiriya = talainal of a month is
the naksatra (lunar asterism) in which the full
Moon occurs. For the month of parikuni, it is
uttaram; the verse says the position of this
asterism changed

nilai nalmin atan etir értara, = The asterism tak-
ing position ready to come above the Eastern
horizon is called nilai nalmin; értara means
rising/climbing up. That is, the nilai nalmin
came above the horizon.

tol nalmin turai patiya = The one that is setting
is called tol nalmin; the verse says that the fol
nalmin reached the turai that is harbour or
place of destination. That is, the setting aster-
ism wholly dips below the horizon.

pacic cellatu, dcit tunnatu, = neither going North
nor East, thatis, going in a Northeast direction.

alakkart tipai vilakkakak = like a lamp illumin-
ating the world/land surrounded by ocean

kanai eri parappa, kal etirpu poriki, = [it]

spreading fire/cinder causing agitation in the

air/atmosphere

oru min vilntanral = One ‘star’ bolted/fell [from

the sky/space]

From the above reading, we can infer the
following:

1) The verse says that from the root of anu-
sam to the edge of punarpdcam that is,
tiruvatirai was shining brightly in the sky.
This implies the asterisms anusam pdcam,
ayilyam, makam, pdram, uttiram, hastam,
cittirai, cuvati, vicakam and punparpicam
were visible in the sky at the commence-
ment of the event.

Uttiram was at meridian transit near mid-
night during the waxing phase of the Moon
in the month of pankuni.

The time was near midnight.

During the course of the event, the position
of talaina/ changed (that is, the asterism at
transit left that place).

The nilainal, that is, the asterism near the
Eastern horizon rose.

[In the West] The folnal that was about to
set below the horizon disappeared.

The transient object moved in the sky in a
Northeasterly direction, brightly illuminat-
ing the surrounding area, and finally ‘fell’
or disappeared.

2)

3)

5)

6)

Note that the verse captures more than a
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snapshot of the night sky and a brilliant trans-
ient object. It also records changes in stellar
positions in the course of the night.

12 THE TAMIL TIME-RECKONING OF

THE NIGHT SKY

Why is the bard so particular in giving a vivid
description of the night sky, detailing the
changes in the position of certain na/mins?
Curiously, the references to the planets are
conspicuously absent. It is to be noted that
nalmin (asterism/nafcattiram) in Tamil astron-
omical tradition is not a single star. A ng/min is
composed of a certain number of stars that
together provide a shape for the asterism. For
example, asvini is made up of six stars that give
the appearance of a horse head, and parani
(Bharani) is made of three stars like the trad-
itional three-stone stove and so on (Kumar-
acuvami técikar, 1923: 26-27). The extent of
the nalmin covers the area of the sky in which
the component stars of a particular asterism or
natcattiram are located.

Table 1: Key lunar asterism for block of months.

Block Months Key Asterism
1 cittarai vaikaci pdcam
ani ati
2 avani purattaci aippaci anusam
karttikai
3 markali tai maci uttirattati
pankuni

A traditional Tamil paftu for finding time in
the night is as follows:’

cittiraikkup pdcamutal ciravanik kanusamam

attanucuk kuttirattatiyam; nitta nittam

étuccamanalum irantékalir perukki

matamaintu talli mati”

(Tr.) For chittirai (count) from Pusam, for Avani,
from Anusham

for Dhanus from uttirattadi; on any day, what-
ever is in the meridian, multiply (the count) by
two and a quarter and subtract five for every
month

The algorithm contained in the paftu is:

Step 1:- count from the key asterism (in Table
1) to the asterism at the meridian. Multiply that
count by 2%

Step 2:- multiply n (n being the number of the
month in the block) and subtract this from the
above) by 5

The answer that we get is the nalikai past
sunset (nélikai = 24 minutes).

Using this algorithm, we can infer the time of
the event. The month is parikuni, and the aster-
ism at the meridian is uttiram.
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Step 1

The count from the na/min at the meridian to the
key asterism of the month, in this case from
uttiram to uttiraftati (including both asterisms),
is 15. Therefore 15 x 2V, = 33%.

Step 2

Pankuni’s count number in the block is 4.
Therefore, for completed three months 3 x 5 =
15. The event happened around mid-month, so
add 2% to 15 = 17%%.

Step 3
33% — 172 = 16"4 nalikai = 6.5 hrs past sunset.

While the above algorithm is simple and
handy, a more sophisticated one provides for
the uneven spread of the nalmin in the ecliptic.
This method uses the aphorism ‘ucca minukku
eftavatu min utayamin’ [eight nalmin from the
nalmin at the meridian is at the Eastern hori-
zon]®. One needs to know the Sun’s position in
the nalmin asterism cycle. Counting from the
nalmin at the meridian to the Sun’s position tells
how much time is left for the next sunrise. Re-
call that while cuvati asterism (imagined as a
bright lamp) has a single bright star, avittam
asterism has as many as 12 stars. The duration
each nalmin asterism will remain in uccam, that
is at the meridian, is given in Table 2. The com-
putation is made with this table.

Usually, in the month of parikuni, the amma-
vacai (New Moon) occurs when the Sun is in
uttiraftati or révati, and the Sun stays in the
same nalmin asterism for 13 days. The verse
indicates that the Moon is in the waxing phase
in the month of parikuni; therefore, the location
of the Sun was either uttiraftati or révati. Using
Table 2, we can now compute the time of the
event’s occurrence.

The first eight lines of the verse, thus, are
likely to provide a stellar clock, intelligible and
conversant to its audience.

13 WAS IT A COMET OR A FIREBALL?

The poet says that the asterisms at the horizon
had risen entirely or set completely while the
one that was meridian transiting had moved
away. According to Table 2, Uttiram remains at
the meridian for two nalikai (24 x 2 = 48 min-
utes); thus, whatever its nature, the celestial
event that caught the poet’s attention probably
did not last more than one hour. Were it in-
stantaneous, the poet probably would not have
gone to the trouble of describing the changing
asterisms at the Eastern and Western horizons
or the change of the position of the asterism
that was transiting. Thus, one can reasonably
conclude that the transient event lasted more



T.V. Venkateswaran and R.C. Kapoor

A Fireball Recorded in a Tamil Classic

than a fleeting moment, but not longer than, say,
an hour.

It is now possible to characterise the fiery
object from the information in the following four
lines,

pacic cellatu, dcit tunnatu = neither going

North nor East, that is, it went in a North-

easterly direction.

alakkart tinai vilakkakak = like a lamp

illuminating the world/land surrounded by

an ocean

kanai eri parappa, kal etirpu poriki = [it]

spreading fire/cinder causing agitation in

the air/atmosphere

oru min vilntanral, vicumpinané = One

‘star’ bolted/fell from the sky/space

First, the bard emphasises that it was one ob-
ject, not many. The poet explicitly says “oru”,
which is one. That rules out a meteor shower.
Second, it moved in the sky in the North-
easterly direction. Third, it caused agitation in
the atmosphere / air. Kal in old Tamil means
“air”, that is, the atmosphere. Efirpu pornki
means causing intense turmoil or turbulence.
The author describes the object as in the state
of “kanai eri”; ‘kanai’ means abundant or thick,
and ‘eri’ means burning flame or blazing.
Contemporary literature such as Akam 105 and
Puram 315 also deploys the words ‘kanpai eri’.
Puram 315 says kanai eri pblat tonravum vallan,

tan ténrunkalé, which means

he is capable of appearing like the ignited
stick when rubbed, causing an intense
fire when he decides to reveal his nature.

That is, ‘kanai eri’ is ignited by a raging fire.

Further, the object emitted intense light to
illuminate the ‘whole world’. This is obviously
poetic exaggeration but it indicates that, unlike
typical meteors, this was not just an instantan-
eous flicker in the sky on a dark night. The light
was so brilliant great that it lit up the ground and
the surrounding or nearby ocean. Then the fiery
object subsequently vanished, or ‘fell from the
sky’. As described by the bard this sounds ex-
actly like a fireball, or possibly a bolide (an ex-
ploding fireball), although he makes no mention
of any terminal explosion. But clearly this was a
transient celestial spectacle, not an enduring
astronomical object, so it definitely was not a
comet.

Meteoroids are mainly fragments of aster-
oids deriving from impact events within the
asteroid belt. Through processes that are not
yet fully understood, but clearly involve Jovian
resonance zones, some of this debris is chann-
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elled into orbits that can cross the Earth’s orbit
and if the Earth happens to be there at the time
a fireball will be seen as the object lights up at
typically around 100 km above the Earth’s
surface, and generally disappears at 20—25 km
from the ground. If the fireball explodes at the
end of its luminous flight path it is known as a
bolide. Some of these bolides end up dropping
meteorites (Bevan and de Laeter, 2002).

An observer described one such event that
took place on 22 February 1909 in Southern
England as striking, and “... left a luminous train
that remained visible for two hours, drifting and
turning in the wind.” (Kippax, 1919). This per-
sisting train—typical of fireballs—explains why

Table 2: The duration of the residence of different
lunar asterisms on the meridian.

Nalmin Duration of Residence
(Asterism) on the Meridian
1. Asvini 2 nalikai
2. Parani 3

3. Karttikai 1%
4, Ro6kini 2
5. Mirukaciritam 2Y4
6. Tiruvatirai 1%
7. Punarpicam 3
8. Pdcam 24
9. Ayilyam 2V
10. Makam 2Y4
11. Pdram 2Y4
12. Uttiram 2
13. Astam 3%
14. Cittirai 1%
15. Cuvati 1%
16. Vicakam 2
17. Anusam 1%
18. Kéttai 1%
19. Mdlam 2>
20. Pdratam 2Y
21. Uttiratam 2
22. Tiruvénam 1%
23. Aviftam 2
24. Catayam 1%
25. Pdrattati 3V
26. Uttirattati 2%
27. Révati 2Y4

the fireball described in Puram 229 may have
created such an impression, even though the
actual fireball itself was witnessed for only a
short time.

On 15 February 2013, a large meteoroid
entered the atmosphere and burst in the air
over Chelyabinsk in Russia at 3:20 UTC, fol-
lowed by a sudden explosive noise due to a
high energy shock wave. It released around
500KkT of energy, causing substantial collateral
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Figure 3: The vapour trail about 200 km from the Chelyabinsk meteor event, about one minute after the meteroid
entered the Earth’s atmosphere (adopted Talbert, 2018).

damage. The sonic boom shattered glass win-
dows, caused a wall to collapse in a zinc factory,
and injured more than 1600 people. The object
temporarily shone as brightly as the Sun, with a
white trail that was visible for about 30 seconds
(Figure 3). The object was estimated by NASA
to be an 18-m sized meteroid weighing around
11,000 tonnes. Moving at 18 km/sec it disine-
grated at a height of about 23 km (Yeomans and
Chodas, 2013). It was the most powerful met-
eorite impact since the ‘Tunguska Event’ of
1908 (Jenniskens et al., 2019). But, as Barrien-
tos and Masse (2014: 136) stress, even much
more modest impact events

... would have had profound psycholog-
ical, behavioral, cultural, and occasion-
al lethal ramifications for the individuals
and societies that experienced the
event[s].

This evaluation applies equally to witnessed
fireballs—such as the one portrayed in Puram
229—even if it did not drop meteorites.

More recently, on 18 May 2024, an excep-
tionally luminous fireball was observed over the
Iberian Peninsula at 22:46:48 UTC and record-
ed by the Spanish Fireball and Meteorite Net-
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work (SPMN). The event was captured on video
by casual observers and quickly disseminated
through the media. It is estimated that this
meteoroid was about 1-m in size. It entered the
atmosphere at 40.4 km/sec, at an angle of 8°.4.
The luminous phase started and ended higher
than usual, at around 133 km and 54 km re-
spectively. The flight path traversed the West-
ern part of the Iberian Peninsula, culminating in
its flight over the Atlantic Ocean (Pena-Asensio
et al., 2024). The videos of these events show
that these meteoroids are very bright, appear to
cause agitation in the atmosphere, move in a
particular direction, last at most for several min-
utes, and then disappear.

The loud thunderclaps accompanying fire-
balls, and especially bolides, are heard over a
large area. What is the animal response to such
a sonic boom, particularly by the horses and the
elephants? The effect on farm and wild animals
has been observed to be mild. They are just
startled and, in a momentary reaction may raise
the heads or sniff the air (Bell, 1972: 758).
Puram 229 does draw attention to a certain
behaviour of horses and elephants, that was
seen by the poet as peculiar.
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14 CONCLUDING REMARKS

Puram 229 has been a subject of interpretation
by several scholars for over a century to fix the
period of the composition of the Purananuru
verses from the astronomical details provided
by the bard. Various scholars have also used
the verse to claim the antiquity of predictive
astrology in Tamil culture. While the prevalence
of belief in omens is evident (the king will suffer
in the next seven days after the occurrence of
a ‘shooting star’), that does not constitute pre-
dictive astrology. It is to be noted that the des-

cription of the night sky is devoid of iraci (zodiac)

and planetary positions which form the critical
basis for predictive astrology. Hart and Heifetz
(1999: 142—-143) note that the technical terms
used are uniquely Dravidian. That is an indi-
cator of pre-Siddhantic astronomy, and seeing
any zodiacal interpretations in the Puram 229
would be anachronistic.

To sum up, our interpretation is that in Pu-
ram 229, Kadaldr Kilar was reporting a transient
event that he saw as foreboding the death of his
patron, Céra King Yanai-kkat Céy Mantaran
Céral Irumporai. It occurred seven days before
the King’s death. Our analysis shows that the
celestial event referred to was most likely a
brilliant fireball. It occurred in the month of
Pankuni on a night when the waxing Moon was
in the Karttikai asterism and when the Uttiram
asterism was at transit, that is 16%4 nalikai past
sunset and the object was seen to move in a
North-easterly direction and eventually disap-
pear. Although it probably lasted locally for less
than one minute its associated train likely per-
sisted for more than an hour, adding further
majesty to the spectacle and thereby justifying
its inclusion in the Purananuru.

There is on-going debate about the birth and
death dates of King Yanai-kkat Céy Mantaran
Céral Irumporai and the best that scholars have
been able to come up with, based on the avail-
able historical evidence, is that he reigned dur-
ing the second century CE. Only two well-
documented known astronomical events are
known to date to this period: the apparition of
Comet 1P/Halley in 141 CE (Ravene, 1897)
and the appearance of a supernova in 185
(Stephenson and Green, 2002; c.f. Schaefer,
1995; Zhou et al., 2006)). Both occupied or
traversed an area of sky visible from Southern
India at that time. Although the supernova was
documented as a conspicuous ‘guest star’ in
Chinese sky for more than eight months, Narli-
kar and Bhate (2001) could find no mention of
it in Indian classics.
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Ho (1962), Kiang (1972) and Yeomans and
Kiang (1981) all review the Chinese document-
tation for the 141 AD apparition of Comet
1P/Halley, which Yeomansetal. (1986: 78) sum-
marise:

On March 27, a broom star was seen in
the east with a tail about 9 degrees long
and pale blue in colour; this was certainly
the CO* ion tail. The comet was observ-
ed until late April.

Perihelion occurred on 22.4 March. Some, such
as Aravanan (1971) have suggested that
the astronomical object mentioned in Puram
229 may represent the appearance of Comet
1P/Halley in Indian skies in 141 AD, but the
available information in Puram 229 is insuf-
ficient for us to be able to identify a specific
comet or the date of its appearance. Moreover,
although the celestial object mentioned in Pu-
ram 229 was located in the Pushya asterism,
Comet 1P/Halley passed through this particular
nakshatra during its apparitions in 12 BCE, and
141, 295, 451 and 530 CE (Kapoor, 2018: 17),
and all of these are dates thought to span the
composition by various scribes of different sec-
tions of the Purananuru. All this, of course, is
academic, for as we have seen, the object in
question in Puram 229 was almost certainly a
fireball not a comet.

15 NOTES

1. See Wilden (2014: 45—-46) for the details on
the MSS.
2. Cilappatikaram line 3718 and civaka cinta-
mani line no 1727 too use alal kuftam in the
sense of karttikai.
Two Tamil uflamutaiyan manuals, catamani
ullamutaiyan (Mutaliyar, 1890) and viméc-
cura-v-ullamutai-utaiyan (Mutaliyar, 1923),
are based upon the methods of the vakya-
karana. They are widely used even today to
cast Tamil paficanga and predictive as-
trology. The internal evidence of the cifa-
mani ullamutaiyan indicates that it was
written/composed by one tirukkottiydr nam-
piin 1178 CE (see Cattiyapama, 2007: 10).
It was widely used from 1706 to 1708, as
attested by European missionary Bartholo-
maus Ziegenbalg (see Sweetman and llak-
kuvan, 2012).
For synonyms of Tamil asterisms see
Kumaracuvami técikar (1923: 6-7).
In the month of pankuni, the Full Moon
occurred on uttaram naksatra. Therefore,
during the month of amanta parikuni, when
the naksatra was Kkarttikai, the tithi was



T.V. Venkateswaran and R.C. Kapoor

A Fireball Recorded in a Tamil Classic

either casti or captami; that is, the Moon

was a six or seven-day-old waxing crescent.

On that day, moonrise occurred before
noon, with the Moon transiting the meridian

around sunset and setting close to midnight.

The poet says that the occurrence was arai
iravil, which is near midnight. With no Moon
in the sky, the night was very dark (ar irul).

6. Currently, the Tamil calendar follows solar
months; however, the names of the months
are similar to the lunar/lunisolar ones. We
do not know if the months were solar, lunar,
or lunisolar when the verse was written.
See Fuller (1980) for the calendrical system
in Tamil Nadu.

7. This verse can be found in texts like
Kumaracuvamiyam, Cétitakkalaficiyam and
other works of astral sciences; in particular
Nayutu (1939), Pillai (1923) and Teyvacika-
mani (1939).

8. This method and Table 2 can be seen in
various astral sciences texts.
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18 APPENDICES: THE VARIOUS TRANSLATIONS OF THE PURAM 229

18.1 Pillai (1904: 98—-99

On the day of Kuddam (Karttika), when the Sun was in the sign of Adu (Mesha) at midnight when the
asterisms from the first star of Mudappanai (Anuradha) to the last star of Kulam (Punarvasu) were
visible in the sky, and while the asterism which is in the zenith during the first half of the month of
Pankuni (Phalguna) was declining from the zenith, the eighth asterism before it was setting, and the
eighth asterism after it was rising, a brilliant meteor which illumined the whole sky fell toward the North-
east showering fiery sparks against the wind. Seeing this falling star myself and other minstrels prayed
fervently that the monarch of the fertile country which abounds in water-falls may be saved from death,
and with a heavy heart we awaited the result of this dreadful omen.

18.2 lyengar (1929: 482-484

Kadaldr Kijar describes elaborately the point in the sky where he saw a shooting star, in Puram ode
229. It is to be noted that the author follows the early custom of not borrowing from Sanskrit even
technical terms. Thus, anuradha from its real or supposed resemblance to a palm is called mudap-
panaiyam; punarvasu, for a similar reason, kadaikkujam. It is not impossible that the Tamils gave names
to these and some other constellations without help from foreign cultures. But the name of alarkuffam
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for the Pleiades is translation of ‘the star of fire’, agninaksatra, one of its special Sanskrit names; and
adu is the translation of mesa which is itself the translation of the Greek Aries. Notwithstanding this
adhesion to ancient Tamil practice, the poem is sufficiently late to use foreign words (for metric
purposes), such as pasi, East, and usi, West, borrowed from Prakrit. Pariguni has been borrowed and
not translated. In this ode the author says that he saw a meteor falling from a particular point in the sky
and thought that it indicated the coming death of the chief Kbceraman Yaniakkatcéy Mandaranjéral
Irumborai who must therefore have been a very late chief'.

18.3 Herbert (2015: 395-397

Puranandru 229, Poet Koodalur Kizhar sang for Kocheraman Yanaikatchéy Mantharancheral Irumporai,
Thinai: Pothuviyal, Thurai: Anantha Paiyul

At the pitch darkness of midnight when the flame constellation
Karthikai was there with the goat constellation médam in the

first half of Panguni month when Venus appeared at the foot of
Anudam shaped like that of a bent Palmyra tree, to being at the
end of glittering Punarpisam, which has the shape of a pond,
when Uthiram, which was at the zenith, descended, and Moolam
that is, the eighth constellation rose opposite to it, and,
Mirukaseeridam constellation that does not go before Uthiram
goes down toward the shore, not going North or South, like a light
to this Earth surrounded by water,

a star fell roaring and fiery, moved by heavy winds
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Professor Ramesh Kapoor completed a PhD at Agra University in 1980, but had begun his career as an
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Aryabhatta Research Institute of Observational Sciences, ARIES) at Nainital. His main
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Editors: We are very sad to report that Professor Kapoor passed away unexpectedly on 21 August 2025,
after having already submitted this paper to JAHH.
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