The Fifteen Meanings of pantil
(Realia in Old Tamil Poetry, No. 9)
Herman Tieken

Introduction

For Tamil pantil, found only in classical literature, the Tamil Lexicon (p. 2598) gives
altogether fifteen meanings. For three of these, “bowl of a lamp” (Pirkalanikanti), “Taurus of
the zodiac” (Centan Tivakaram) and “country, territory” (Winslow’s dictionary, 1862), it
refers to other (traditional) dictionaries. The remaining twelve are based on interpretations of
actual text passages: “circle” (Aizkurungzru 310), “small bowl or cup” (Purananiru 97), “a
pair of cymbals” (Cilappatikaram 26, 194), “horse-drawn chariot” (Narrinai 141), “two-
wheeled chariot” (Cilappatikaram 14, 168), “felly of the wheel of a chariot” (Cilappatikaram
commentary to 14, 168), “circular bedstead or cot” (Netunalvatai 123), “glass, mirror”
(Purapporulvenpamalai 6, 12), “circular piece of hide used in making a shield”
(Patirruppattu 74, 11), “saddle” (Patizruppattu 90, 35), “bull” (Civakacintamani 2054) and
“stand of lamp, standard” (Nefunalvatai 175). In addition, the dictionary has a separate lemma
for the siris flower, called pantil. We clearly have to do with a range of contextual meanings,
some of which appear to have in common the supposed circular form of the object in
question. It is unclear, though, how the meanings “saddle”, “bull” and “lamp-stand” would fit
in. It does not help that the word does not seem to have any cognates in the other Dravidian
languages or any counterparts in Sanskrit for any of its meanings, except, possibly, for the
siris flower, for which the Tamil Lexicon quotes Sanskrit bhandira. However, before
considering possible cognates it will be necessary to find out what a pantil actually is, which
is as yet far from clear. To this end | propose to have a closer look at the instances of the word
as they occur in classical Tamil literature. The Pondichéry Index des mots de la litterature
tamoule ancienne mentions 22 instances, to which three may be added from texts not covered
by this index. As | will show, of these 25 instances five do not properly belong here. Next |
will have a closer look at the remaining 20 instances, in the first place those that might
provide information about the material and shape of the pantil, and the various functions the
objects in question seem to have had. After that, the other instances will be dealt with more
briefly.

pantil “bull” and “siris flower”

As will be shown below, in the majority of instances pantil refers to a metal object. Therefore,
five of the instances may be discarded, since four of them refer to a draught animal and the
fifth to a flower. Thus, in Kalittokai 109, 4 we have to do with a “young (i/am) pantil of a bull
(errin) yoked to a chariot (zer)”. Cirupanarrupparai 259-260 describes a pantil which shows
great enthusiasm, has strong legs and a white head. The animal, together with a valavaz, or
charioteer,! is gifted away. Cilappatikaram 14, 168 reads vaiyamum pantilum
manittérkkoruficiyum, “a cart, a draught animal and a staff placed inside the cart to hold on to,
decorated with bells”.? In the first instance, Kalittokai 109, 4, there is a variant panti,® while in
his commentary on Cilappatikaram 14, 168 the editor similarly notes that for panil there
seems to have been a variant panti. This form is also found elsewhere, referring to a draught
animal.* This raises the question if these instances of panil are actually corruptions of panti,

! For valavan, “charioteer”, see, e.g., Purananiiru 27, 8, Narripai 11, 8 and Glossary of Tamil Inscriptions, p.
541 (terppakan).
2 For koyuiici, see Cilappatikaram 26, 132 and 213, and 27, 37.
3 For the variant panti, see Irajésvari (2015: 578).
4 For other instances of panti, see Paripatal 10, 16, where the word is part of a list of animals: a horse as fast as a
bird, a female elephant, an unruly (akavu arum) panti, obviously an animal of some kind, and a mule. The
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though panti is as rare as pantil. Three other instances of pantil mentioning a draught animal
(instances which are not included among those of pantil in the Index des mots de la litterature
tamoule ancienne) are Perurkatai 1, 36, 32 (“a pantil decked out with a golden garland and as
fast as a bird, fastened to the karamagai, or front part of the cart”), 3, 5, 65 (“a vaiyam, or
chariot, with a pantil running as fast as the wind”) and Civakacintamani 2054 (“a pantil,
adorned with a necklace of beads, a garland and chaplet, fed with ghee and milk ... was
hitched (panni?) to a cart”; see Ryan and Venugopal 2018). In these instances the editors give
the glosses erutu or naraiyerutu, “an ox (erutu) with a dewlap (rarai)” and “a white (narai)
ox”. Obviously, the meaning “Taurus of the zodiac”, represented by the symbol of a bull,
belongs here as well.

As indicated, in the Tamil Lexicon pantil, “siris flower” has a separate lemma. It is
attested in Aintirai Elupatu 27, 1: karpputai pantil kamala.

The material of which the pantil is made

In the following instances the pantil is said to be made of metal, often gold. In Aizkuruniru
310 the woman’s hips (alkul) are covered — or decorated — by rows (nirai) of small shining
metal objects (kacu) made of freshly polished (pacum) gold (polam) pantils (polam pacum
pantir kacu nirai alkul); and Airkurunzru 316 reads por cey pantir polarikala nanza tér akal
alkul avwvari vara,® “the gold ornaments consisting of pantils made of gold become dull and
the beautiful folds in the broad-hipped (¢ér akal alkul) woman’s stomach are disappearing”.®
However, whatever type of metal the pantil is made of,” it shines or reflects light, as
illustrated by the phrases o/irum pantil in Purapporu/ Venpamalai 6, 12, tikal vitu pantil in
Patizruppattu 74, 11 and minputtanna vilankumanippantil in Patizruppattu 90, 35. In the
above two passages from Airikuruniiru strings of pantils are worn by women around their
hips. This appears to be just one of the uses of panrils. In other passages they are found fixed
on a warrior’s belt, his shield or his upper garment; they are also found to adorn a horse’s
harness. Furthermore, they function both as a musical instrument and as the reservoir of an oil
lamp. In what follows I will have a closer look at those passages which might tell us more
about the form and shape of pantil, beginning with the pantil and the oil lamp.

meaning of panti in Paripatal 20, 17 (vankappantiyir tinter aravum) is unclear. According to the Tamil Lexicon
(p. 3452), vankappanti, which is found only here, is a kind of vehicle. It may be asked, though, if vasika does not
derive from Sanskrit vakra (Middle Indic vasika), expressing the same idea here as akavu arum, “difficult to
steer”, i.e. “unruly” in Pariparal 10, 16.
> See also Purananiiru 353, 1-2: dcil kammiyan macarap pupainta/polafi cey pal kacaninta alkul.
& Compare the phrases polam pacum pantir kacu and pon cey pantir polasikala(m) with Kuruntokai 67, 4:
polasikala voru kacu, “one (a single) shining metal object consisting of a gold ornament”. The kacus in
Tirumurukarruppatai 16 (pal kacu niraitta cil kal alkul) were strung on threads (kal). At this stage it is difficult
to determine if this was also the case with the panprils, that is, if they had a hole in the middle through which to
lead the thread, or if they were instead fixed on a belt.
7 Perurikatai 1, 33, 93-94 mentions an asarppantil, in which compound asar specifies panril. 1t is not clear if we
have to do with the noun arzar here, “a thin plate of metal”, or with the verb azar-, “to hammer into the required
shape”. In Malaipagukazam 4 the same azarppantil serves as a musical instrument, most probably a pair of
cymbals, which, however, is made of urukku, or cast metal. In the case of azarpon in Kalittokai 22, 19; 51, 7;
140, 7, and Airkurunaru 430, 2 it is difficult to decide whether we have to do with the verb or the noun azar. In
cepparar (dkananiru 9, 4), “(an) arar made of copper”, atar cey ay akar cugar (Akananiiru 19, 17) and tikal azar
izu cutar (Pariparal 21, 54) “flashes of light produced by a metal plate”, we are most likely dealing with the
noun. Likewise, in atartamarai (Purananiru 29, 1), “a lotus of thin metal plate” and ponnararp pumpunai
(Paripatal 12, 12), “an artificial flower of thin gold plate”. In vapratar aimpal (Akananiru 181, 23) and kall
ararc ciru neri (dkananiru 72, 17) we have to do with the verb stem, which describes hair densely covered with
honey bees and narrow paths densely covered with stones, respectively. In azarpukar (Purananiiru 6, 12) the
verb seems to specify (“densely dark™?) the colour (pukar) of an elephant. For the meaning “densely”, see
Kriyavip tarkalattamil akarati, p. 18.
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The pantil of the oil lamp
In Patirruppattu 47, 5-6 we find the compound pantilvi/akku:

coricurai kavaru ney valipuralin
pantil vilakkup pariuccutar alala.

It describes high flames (parauccurar alala) produced by a pantilvilakku, which the modern
commentator, who is also the editor of the text, glosses with kalvi/akku, “standing lamp”, as if
pantil means “standard”. (I will return to the phrase coricurai kavaru(m) below.)
Subramanian in his translation speaks of “tall lamps ... furnished with a generous wick which
burning gives off a brilliant light fed by liberal stocks of ghee poured to the brim and
overflowing at the jutting nose of the lamp where the wick sucks up the fuel as it burns”
(Subramanian 1980: 44). The one thing this instance makes clear is that we are dealing with
an oil lamp, which is said to be filled with ghee (ney valipuralin). From Perurkatai 1, 33, 93-
94 it would appear, however, that the word panril does not refer to the lamp’s standard (kal),
but to the part into which the oil is poured:

u/liluturiiya vollatarp pantir
riritalaik ko/ii yeritaru malai

The night is set alight, having raised the wick in the shining metal panril, which is
filled to the brim with ghee.

Returning to the phrase coricurai kavaru(m) in Patirruppattu 47, 5-6 quoted above, it would
appear that the ghee passes through a number of outlets (note the verb kavar-, “to separate
into various channels, bifurcate”), in which wicks have been placed. As to coricurai, unlike in
the case of the kalvilakku we do not seem to be dealing with “jutting noses” (pace
Subramanian) or balconies open from above, but with tubes or nozzles. The object described
represents a cow’s udder with (four) teats (curai) through which the milk flows (cori) and in
which, in the case of the lamp, the wicks are stuck.® It may be doubted, though, if the
comparison has to be taken that literally, or if the tubes or noses are a standard part of the
pantil. In any case, they will not have been part of the pantil worn around a woman’s hips, as
they would hurt her, and have no counterparts in the pakanrai flower with which the pantil is
compared, a comparison that will be discussed next. Possibly we have to do with notches or
incisions in the rim instead, but even these need not be there, as the wicks themselves can
suck up the oil (see Figure 1). The comparison with a cow’s teats would merely serve to
underline the liberal flow of the ghee. We may well have to do with a so-called kalvi/akku

& For curai, “cow’s udder, teat”, see Narrirai 57, 5 virnkucurai fiemurika ... timpal, “sweet milk (is produced) ...
when the swollen teats are squeezed”. See also Kuruntokai 132, 4 and 187, 2. The phrase pantil vilakkup
parauccutar alala of Patirruppattu 47, 5-6 is also found in Nefunalvatai 173-175, which reads:

varantait tapva/i yeritoru nuyarkit
terkérpiraificiya talaiya narpal
pantil vifakKir pariiuccutar alala,

While high flames are coming from many good oil lamps, fluttering and bending towards the south with
every blow from the cool northern wind.

In this translation panril vilakku is rendered simply by “oil lamp”, as such a lamp assumes the presence of a
reservoir.
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here, as in the figure below, but the point is that pantil does not mean “standard” or “pole”.
Instead, it is a metal bowl, which in the above two instances serves as an oil reservoir for a
lamp.

Figure 1: a kalvilakku

The pantil and the pakanrai flower
Before moving on to the comparison of the pantil with the pakanrai flower | want to draw
attention to the expression pantirparuti in Patizruppattu 74, 10-15. The passage and its
context will be dealt with in more detail below. The point | want to make here is that the
compound pantirparuti suggests a round object, and roundness is one of the characteristics
the pantil shares with the pakanrai flower’s calyx.

In two passages the pakanrai flower is compared with the pantil. The first one is
Narrinai 86, 1-4:



... maravar
vel epa virinta katuppir rola
pantil oppir pakanrai malarus
kasum pazi arcira naturika,

While we shiver in the fierce cold in which the pakanrai flowers bloom, resembling
pantils on the shields made of animal skins, the hairs of which stand on end like
robbers’ spears thrown at them.

The animal skin (z5/) is a pars pro toto for a shield, and the hairs of the skin standing on end
look like an equal number of spears that had pierced it. The second passage, Akananiiru 217,
6-8, reads:

pacilaip potu/iya putaltorum pakanrai
nilun paccai niramaraittu araicciya
toleri pantilin valiya malara,

While among the dense green foliage of every pakanrai bush its flowers bloom whiter
(or: brighter) than the shining (eri) pantils fixed (araicciya) on shields, which hide
(maraittu) the green colour the animal skin has acquired after having absorbed the
indigo.

George L. Hart, who, incidentally, translates pantil with “piece of glass™ here, writes that
untreated leather, when coloured with indigo, acquires a greenish colour (Hart 2015: 224).
(For more on pantils on shields, see below.) The above passage provides an exact description
of how the pakanrai plant looks: a dense green foliage with here and there a white flower
sticking out from between the leaves, echoing the contrast between the white, or rather
shining, pantils on the dark brown skin of the shield. Furthermore, as an example of the
trumpet flower species, seen from above the pakanrai presents a (white) round disc with a
broad rim, tapering off in the middle towards the filaments and pistil at the bottom (see
Figures 2 and 3).

Figure 2: the pakanrai flower



Figure 3: pakanrai flowers against a background of dark green leaves

A trumpet with its wide bell up and a long tube ending in a narrow mouthpiece does
not immediately bring to mind an oil reservoir. At the same time, the depth of the flower may
be variable, becoming more shallow when it is fully open with only its round orb being visible
between the green leaves. In that case it is a small step from the panril/pakanrai to the
cymbal, which consists of a concave disc or a shallow bowl with a broad rim. The meaning
“cymbal” has been retrieved from Pariparal 15, 42:

pakar kulal pantil iyampa,
which Francgois Gros translates as:

Sur le ton de la flGte, au battement des cymbales, les chansons.
For this interpretation he refers to the commentator Parimélalakar, according to whom pakar
refers to the words of a song, ku/al, or “flute”, to the melody and pantil, or “cymbals”, to the
tala, or “rhytmic beat” (Gros 1968: 266). The meaning “trumpet”, suggested by pakaxnral, is
preempted by that of “flute”.

Unfortunately, the two other instances do not provide information unequivocally
pointing to the meaning “cymbal”. The one in Malaipasikasam 4 is found in an enumeration

of musical instruments; it is hemmed in between a drum (mu/avu) and a horn (koru). The
relevant part of line 4 reads:

nuunpurukkurra vilarnkatar pantil.

As can be seen, in this case the pantil is made of thin (arar) and delicate (nuz) cast iron
(urukku).”® The third instance is found in Cilappatikaram 26, 194:

izikuran muracam ifumen pantil

which Dikshitar (1939: 300) translates as:

® The editor of the text glosses panril with takazu, “metal plate”. Chelliah translates the word as “cymbal”
(Chelliah 1962: 293).
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roaring drums ... and sweet cymbals.

In spite of its seemingly simple structure — the drums are ifsikural and the cymbals ilumen —
the text raises a problem. “Sweet” in “sweet pantil” translates i/umen, which, however,
elsewhere imitates the sound of the muracam drum; see muracam iZumera mu/azka in
Puranapiru 3, 3 and 93, 1. It is indeed difficult to hear in muffled iZum the shrill sound
produced by metal cymbals, and most likely this onomatopoeia is to be construed with
preceding muracam. As a result the pantil is unaccompanied by any sound-imitating word,
which leaves us in the dark about the type of musical instument that might have been
intended.

Patirruppattu 74

As already mentioned, in Patirruppattu 74 the pantil is described as round (paruti). While in
the instances dealt with above pantil is found on animal skins which cover warriors’s shields,
in this poem it is fixed on a ksatriya’s upper garment made of the skin of a spotted deer. The
poem is addressed to a king, praising him for how he organized a Vedic sacrifice which was
to assure him of the birth of a son. He is now congratulated with the birth of this son, and with
having worthy heir. The pantil passage consists of lines 10-15:

pulli yirulait tolaputirttut
titukalainteficiya tikalviru pantir
paruti pokiya puraiki/ai kagti
ehkurai yirumpin ullamaittu vallon
ciaru nilaiyurruc cuzarvitu torram
vicumpatu marapir paruntira/appa.

During the sacrifice the king was wearing an upper garment which in accordance with the
rules laid down in the Dharma- and Gyhyasutras was for him as a ksatriya made of the skin of
a spotted deer — the pu//i yiralai in line 10.1° For brahmins the garment is instead made of the
skin of a black doe and for vaisyas of the skin of a goat.!! In all cases it is made by a
craftsman (vallon).? The first thing the craftsman did, after having caught, killed and skinned
the deer, was to remove pieces of flesh left on the inside of the skin (zn utirttu). In the
commentary supplied by Turaicami Pillai, the editor of the text, the phrase firu ka/ainteficiya
in the next line seems to have been broken up into fitu kalaintu and eficiya, and eficiya is
constructed directly with tika/ vizu, which, in turn, would describe pantir paruti pokiya putai.
However, the phrase fitu ka/ainteficiya means “(those blemishes) that remained (eficiya) after
the more obvious ones had been removed (¢itu kalaintu)”. The phrase may be compared with
yanal yotittupzeficiya yaa vari nilar ruicum (Kuruntokai 232, 4-5), “which sleeps in the
dappled shade of the yam tree, or what was left of it after its branches and leaves were broken
and eaten by the elephant”, and man upreficiya kalili nire (Ainkuruniru 203, 4), “the water
muddy after the deer had been drinking there (and disturbed it)”. As such the phrase cannot be
a description of following pantil, which does not denote a blemish, so we have to look for a
head noun further on in the text. As far as | can see, the first one that comes into consideration

10 In his messy translation, for which, see footnote 13 below, A.V. Subramanian puts the uppergarment on the
shoulder of the king’s wife (Subramanian 1980: 70-71).

11 See, e.9. Apastamba Dharmasiitra 1, 3, 3-5. Asvalayana Grhyasitra 1, 19, 10.

12 For this meaning of vallon, see for instance Purananiiru 33, 16, Narripai 77, 8, and Akananiiru 98, 19 and
134, 5.
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is kazri, which apart from being the verbal participle of kazzu-, “to construct”, as it is taken to
be by the editor, is also a noun meaning “clod, lump, boil, abscess”, found on someone’s skin.
In this context, we seem to be dealing with a big lump or abscess, exceeding (in size) (pokiya)
the circumference (paruti, compare Sanskrit paridhi) of the pantil. As to the words purai ki/al,
the commentator’s paraphrase of the passage is of interest: pantir paruti pokiya putai kifai
kazfi: vattamaka arutta tolin Vilimpile; inamaka cerak kagti, “along the hem of the skin which
was cut into round pieces (the gems from Kotumanam and pearls from Pantar, mentioned in
lines 5-6) were properly (iramaka?) set”. However, as a synonym izam covers ki/ai only
partly, and from ki/ai it is impossible to arrive at a meaning “properly”, or whatever else the
adverb inamaka is supposed to mean in inamaka céra. It is anyhow difficult to imagine what
the phrase puzai ki/ai would mean as a descriptor of a boil or abscess. In this connection the
absence of a critical edition of the Patizruppattu is to be regretted. The edition available to
me, the one by Turaicami Pillai from 1950, does not list any variant readings for the passage
under consideration. This edition, which was based on two unspecified manuscripts, was
preceded in 1904 by one by Caminataiyar, which drew on six manuscripts (Wilden 2014:
109). If meaningful variant readings had been mentioned in Caminataiyar’s edition, they must
have been available to Turaicami Pillai and he might have mentioned them, though one
cannot be entirely sure of that he would have done so. For all that | want to suggest that the
text must originally have read purai ki/ai kazzi, with puraiki/ai-, which according to the Tamil
Lexicon (pp. 2778-9) is a synonym of puraiyoru-, “to become fistulous, as an ulcer”.
(Compare purai, “deep ulcer, fistula”, and ki/ai-, “to ramify, branch out, abound”.) The boil or
abscess on the cured animal skin proved too large to be covered by a round pantil, so the
craftsman repaired the skin hide with sharp iron pins (ezkuzai irumpiz) on or from the inside
(u//amaittu). Having consequently become a proper garment (vallon citunilaiyurru) which
emits light (curar viru torram) because of the sharp iron pins stuck into the animal skin, the
eagle hovering above (vicumpatu marapir paruntu) took it for a kill (izra/appa).t®

13 Compare Patirruppattu 51, 32: niram peyar kazzip parunsira/appa, “the eagle took the warrior’s chaplet
which had changed colour (smeared with blood) for a kill”. The light reflected from the animal skin is produced
by the pantils with which the craftsman had covered the smaller blemishes. The iron pins stuck into the garment
make it look like a deer with the metal arrows and spears that Killed it sticking out. In Subramanian’s translation
(1980: 70-71) the light was in addition caused by the gems brought from Kotumanam and the pearls from Pantar,
mentioned in lines 5 and 6 of the poem. If, as | suggest, kazfi is not a verb but a noun, there is actually no verb
denoting the action of fixing the gems and pearls on the animal skin. Could we not be dealing with wealth
collected from various places to finance the ritual sacrifice organized by the king? | may quote here
Subramanian’s chaotic translation, in which, it will be noted, text passages far apart from each other are
combined: “Those in your land with the expertise [teriyunar, . 8] roaming over hills and mountains [varaiyaka
napnik kurumporai, 7] sought [rari(t), 7] the deer of the special kind [(pu//i) yirulai(t), 10] with glossy spots all
over its body [ciraruzaip paimpori, pu//i, 8 and 10] and spreading antlers looking like a branching twig
[kavaimararn kagukkur kavalaiya maruppir, 9] and polished it and made it shine [tizuka/ainteficiya tikalvizu (?
pantir), 11]; they then had the glossy skin cut to a round shape [paruti pokiya, 12] and the edge sewed up
[puraikifai kazsi, 12] by a skilful craftsman [vallon, 13] operating with a steel needle [ekkuzai yirumpin, 13] who
set bright gems along the hem [puzai ... u//amaittu, 12 and 13] procured from the town Kodumanam and pearls
from Pantar praised by all [kofumanam patra vinaiman arusikalam pantarp payanta palarpuka/ muttam, 5 and 6].
The skin was set with a central gem of such wondrous ruddy hue [? cizu nilaiyurruc curarvitu torram, 14] the
eagle flying in the air marked it down as a piece of flesh [vicumpatu marapir paruntirufappa, 15]! The
bejewelled skin fit to be worn your queen dons: the handsome lady who wears this on her lovely shoulders,
whose hair is soft and delicate like black sand [cayaral katukkun talirunkantal, 3] and her frontal curls falling
over a lustrous forehead [oturkir oti yonnutal, 17], the lady that is like Goddess Thiru in all respects except the
way She came into being [vérupazu tiru, 4] and the queen was born, became pregnant [karuvil, 17] for the
perpetuation of yours, the royal Chéra line [niz vali, 4]; at the end of ten months [erniyan muzri, 18], when it
was due, she bore you a son [perrapai, 21] for the good of those that inhabit this world, a boy blessed with native
good sense and a capacity to receive instruction as a prince that would fit him for his future role, instruction that
8



The combination of paruti and pantil in lines 11-12 describes a flat disc, as, for
instance, in paruti rialattu (Purananiru 174, 3), “of the world which is represented as a flat
disc”.** In paruti ciinta vippayasn kelu manilam (Purananiru 358, 1) it refers to the sun: “this
vast earth around which the sun circles”; see also pakal cey pal katirp parutiyafi celvan
(Akananuru 229, 1), “the many-rayed sungod who makes the day”, and oru kal artip
parutiyafi celvan (4kananiru 360, 2), “the sungod driving his one-wheeled chariot”. If we
combine this information with that of an oil lamp’s reservoir and a cymbal, a picture emerges
of a round, domed piece of metal. The comparison of a pan¢il of shining metal between the
hairs of an animal skin with a white trumpet flower peeping through dense, dark-green foliage
at first sight suggests a disc with the concave side facing outside. I think, though, and as
already briefly indicated, that what the metal panril and the flower in the respective
circumstances have in common is both their round form and their brilliance against a dark
background. If in this case the round pantil was concave as well, it was most likely fixed on
the skin with the convex side up or facing outwards. In this connection it should be noted that
in Patirruppattu 74 it is used to cover lumps or abcesses on the outside of the cured animal
skin. Moreover, only then would it deflect arrows shot at the shield and thus reduce their
impact.

In the case of the uppergarment or jacket described in Patizruppattu 74, the pantil
served a practical purpose: it was used to cover blemishes of the animal skin it was made of.
The question may be put if this is not a secondary use and if the panrils did not in the first
place serve a decorative purpose, while one or two of them might have been used to cover
blemishes as well. In any case, in the Aizikurunaru instances quoted above, in which a
woman’s hips are covered with rows (nirai) of pantils, they seem indeed to have a purely
decorative function.

More on pantils on shields

Above, two passages have been discussed in which a warrior’s shield is decorated with
pantils.® However, these metal plates will no doubt also have had a practical function,
namely that of reinforcing the shield. It is possible to read the following passage,
Purapporulvenpamalai 6, 12, in such a way that we seem to be doing with veritable badges of
honour earned in battle by a great and succesful warrior. The stanza reads as follows:

ninra pukaloliya nilla uyirompi

inru nam vaikal ilivakum venrol/irum
pantil niraitol paniyar pakaiyaragpam
veéntin elitenran ventu,

The king said: “to hold back to save our lives, which are impermanent anyhow, in the
process giving up fame, which is permanent, brings shame. If we want to take in the

the boy imbibed with such zeal he has mastered the art of governance: his qualities like a balanced mind and
other traits have developed a perfect state. You have, O King, sat at the feet of masters, learning scriptural texts
[kelvi kereu, 1] and to the delight of noble men you have performed sacrifices [vélvi vettapai yuyarntor uvappa,
2] observing the vows prescribed [?pativam otiyaru, 1]. O mighty King that love warfare! You have paid the
three-fold debt [ivaparkkarurkararirutta ceruppukan mugpa, 1. 21 and 22]!
14 The presentation of the world, or rather the earth, as a flat disc (“runde Scheibe™) is discussed in Kirfel (1920:
9).
15 See the descriptions of shields in Mahdabharata 6, 56, 17: suvarpataraganabhiisitani saravarani, “shield
decorated with a great number of golden stars”, and 6, 83, 30: arsabhani ca carmani satacandrani ... asobhanta
rane, “on the battlefield shield made of a bull’s skin shine with hundreds of moons™ (mentioned by Singh 1965:
116-118).
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fortification of the enemy, when he refuses to submit himself, a shield with rows of
shining pantils which we have won in many previous battles is all we need.”

“Which we have won in many previous battles” translates venru, which by its position at the
very beginning of the second sentence should be compared to venru in Puranapiru 288, 2-4:
anpnapallériraptutan maguttu/venratan paccai civatu portta/tinpini muracam ifaippulattirazika,
“As in the middle of the battlefield the drum is beating, tightly bound with its leather straps,
covered with the untreated skins of the two fierce bulls he (the hero/ drummer) had wrestled
with and conquered” (adapted from Hart and Heifetz 1999: 170). The pantils in the above
stanza from Purapporu/venpamalai are presented as tokens of the heroism the warrior had
shown in battle. This does not rule out, of course, that they may have had other functions as
well, that of reinforcements or repairs.

In Purananiru 97 and Narrinai 141 the pantils are mentioned as part of the outfit of a
warrior. Purananiru 97, 15-16 reads:

polantumpaik kalarpantir
kanaiporuta tulaittolanné,

He wears the golden tumpai flower, the anklet, pantils and a shield hit by arrows and
full of holes.t®

Unfortunately, it cannot be determined if the panrils are indeed part of the enumeration
(tumpai, kalal, pantil and tol), as in the translation given above, or if the word somehow has
to be construed with following o/, or shield. The passage Narrizai 141, 7-9 reads:

ev ere eee ... ... paruntupazap
pantilofu poruta palpirpart tazakkai
yentukottiyanai yicaivernki/li.

Before offering a translation | want to draw attention to a significant variant reading for the
phrase paruntu para, “so that kites come down (to tear apart the dead corpses)”, namely
cekuman, which describes following pantil as “an excellent piece of work (man) known for its
hardness and solidity (ceku)”:!’

Fierce and famous King Killi, whose army includes elephants which raise their tusk
high into the air and have broad trunks with many bruises (pizar) from crashing into
excellent, solid pantils.t®

16 For curiosity’s sake | quote the translation by Hart and Heifetz (1999: 97): “He himself ... wears a garland of
golden tumpai blossoms and carries a shield pierced by arrowheads that leave marks like leg rings and like tiny
bowls [paniil].”
17 For pantilosu poruta the same source has véentarogu poruta, in which case cekuman does not make sense. The
variants are provided in Eva Wilden’s edition of the Nazrinai (Wilden 2008). Yet another variant for this passage
is porunta for poruta. | do not see, however, how this infinitive fits into the passage.
18 Wilden’s translation of the last part runs as follows: “with broad trunks with many rough spots that dashed
against chariots (?)”. In a note to this translation of panril, she refers to a suggestion by Gopal lyer that panril,
“circle”, via “wheel”, would be a pars pro toto for “chariot”. Though I do not agree with this, so far | can follow
the argument. Wilden resorts to sheer nonsense, though, when she continues to write that the chariots were
drawn by the elephants (“chariots to which the elephant (sic) are attached”).
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In this interpretation cékuman pantiloru poruta explains the presence of bruises on the
elephants’ trunks, while with paruntu para instead of cékuman an additional, or at any rate
different, effect of the clash is introduced. As | see it, we have to do with pantils on the
shields of strong opponents with long service records here. However, these pantils do not
seem to represent traces of repairs, as suggested above, but rather, or also, seem to have
turned the shield into a weapon in itself in close combat.

Netunalvatal

Five of the six instances of the word pantil in classical Tamil poetry that have not yet dealt
with so far do not yield any more information about its form. I will return to them below. The
sixth, however, namely in Netunalvatai 123-125, does seem to provide such information.
Furthermore, in this particular passage the pantil appears to have a purely decorative function.
Nerunalvarai 123-125 is part of a description of a luxurious bed, beginning with the lower part
(rommutal porutti aziyamaittu), its pot-like feet that resemble a woman’s swollen breasts
(vinkumulai), and working its way upwards from there to such items as a neatly woven net-
like curtain (calekam)'® set with pearls (muttuzai), and pinned to (kutturuttu) and hanging
down (narri) from (a frame), thus forming a canopy:

peralaveytiya perumpeyarp pantil
maraimanunnilai poliyat tofaimantu
muttuzai caleka narrik kutturuttu

Before offering a translation of this passage | have to admit that I am uncertain about how to
interpret the construction, or whether pantil is to be taken with magai: “clasps made of, or
having the form of, pantils”, or is a third decoration of the curtain, beside pearls and clasps.
For all that, in the translation below I have opted for the first solution. Apart from that, the
meaning of peralaveytiya perumpeyarp pantil is not self-evident, nor is it clear what
perumpeyar or its synonym perumper, “of great fame, widely known”, is to mean as a
descriptor of a panril. Actually, the same question arises when perumpeyar or perumper are
combined with, for instance, yakkai, “body”, in Cilappatikaram 28, 172: perumpériyakkai
perra nalluyir, “the good soul that has acquired a perumper body, or accam, “fear”, in
Cilappatikaram 25, 101: pilaiyuyir eytir perumper accam, “when a living being comes across
a misdemeanor perumper fear arises”. Another instance that might be mentioned here is
Patirruppattu 21, 7, in which perumpeyar is combined with avuti, “(the smoke produced by)
offerings poured into the sacrificial fire”: virumpumey paranta perumpeyar avuti, “the
perumpeyar (smoke produced by) offerings poured into the sacrificial fire, that brings to life
the desire (of the performers to reach heaven) and truth”. We have to do with a Vedic
sacrifice here, which is juxtaposed in a passage that follows with a less strictly regulated form
of sacrifice. The Vedic sacrifice is perumpeyar because it is virumpumey paranta. Rather than
“famous” one might consider a meaning “prestigious” or “marking the performer as a great
man”. Another instance that may be referred to here is Maturaikkarici 699, which, moreover,
presents the same type of construction as the above Netunalvarai line. The instance reads
mikkupuka/ eytiya perumpeyar maturai, which may be translated as “it has won much fame,
(therefore) Maturai is known as a town of great fame (or a widely known town)”. The above
Nerunalvatai passage may be translated as follows:

1% The word calekam is rare. The Pondichery index mentions two instances from Mutto/ayiram (48, 4 and 51, 4).
In Citamparanata Mutaliyar’s edition of this text it is found in 9, 4, meaning “lattice window”, and in 53, 4,
meaning “fishnet”. It is tempting to connect ca/ekam with Sanskrit jalaka, but how excactly this would be the
case is unclear.
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Having hung down and fastened with pins a net-like curtain set with pearls and its
individual threads connected with finely decorated shining clasps, consisting of
(round) metal plates well-known for their big size.

The point of the description seems to be that the threads are not connected by simple hooks
but by veritable pieces of art (i/ai), namely hooks covered by pantils, or a round metal plate.
As such, this passage provides some information of the size of the pantil: the object is large
enough to hide the hook. In this instance the pantil does not seem to serve any practical
purpose but, as said, is purely decorative.

The five remaining instances of pantil

In the following two instances the pantils are part of a horse’s riggings or harness. Metal
plates were a regular part of these, as ornaments or to protect the horse. Both Pant (1997) and
Deloche (1990) provide numerous drawings and pictures of a horse’s harness, but it is
unfortunately difficult to point out any specific item with any certainty that may be said to be
the pantil in question. Both instances are found in the Patirruppattu, the first one in 64, 9-10:

ver eev wee o ... kOY cuvar puravi
alankum pantil ilaiyapintim ena

Say: you should give horses with well-kempt manes decked with (i/ai) glittering
pantils (or: decked with swinging pantils).

The other instance is found in 90, 35-36:

Min pittanna Vilankumanip pantil
aymayirk kavarip payma mel kontu

Riding a prancing horse with a plume of hair on its head as soft as that of the yak-tail
(and) decked with precious stones (bells, mari) and pantils that shine like stars in the
evening sky.

For the interpretation of aymayik kavari | follow the gloss supplied by the editor of the text (p.
434): alakiya kavari mayiralakiya talaiyatrattaiyum ugaiya ... kutirai, “a horse that has a
plume on its head (talaiyattam) of the hair of the yak-tail”.?°

In Akananuiru 376, 8-9 the pantils are found on the warrior Atti’s belt, side by side
with jewels (or bells, marni). When Atti is dancing, the objects produce a tinkling sound
(te/irppa). Most probably, the pantils have only a decorative function here.

This leaves us with two instances in which the panril, as in Patizruppattu 47, 5-6,
Perurkatai 1, 33, 93-94 and Nerunalvatai 173-175 discussed above, is a part of a lamp. The
instances in question are Ainkuruniru 405 and Patizruppattu 52, 13-16. Before dealing with
these two passages it should be mentioned that if their interpretation raises any questions,
these do not directly concern the pantil itself. In Ainkuruniru 405 a mother holding her baby
son is said to illuminate (vi/akkayinal) her husband’s house like a red flame (ceficuzar) rising

20 For these plumes, see Pant (1997: 51).
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from a lamp’s shining bow! (filled with oil) (oncutarp pantil).?* As said, if there is a question
about this poem it concerns the redness of the flame,?2 which might be interpreted as
signifying the wife’s anger at her husband. In a majority of the poems in the decade 401-410
the wife, while embracing or feeding her baby son, has her back turned to the husband,
behaviour which in the erotic Prakrit poems of Hala’s Sattasar is one of the ways in which a
wife shows that she has enough of her husband’s infidelities.?®

Patirruppattu 52, 13 describes a lamp illuminating the performance of a tunasikai
dance performance. The line reads:

CUtarum pantir rirunaru vilakkattu,
A tirunaru lamp with a glittering reservoir.

It is difficult to determine what tirunaru is supposed to mean in this context. | have been able
to trace only one other instance of tirunaru, in Manimekalai 18, 43-44, in a description of a
section of a magrapam:

arava vantotu téeninam arkkum
tarumanan fiemiriya tirunarorucirai,

in one section of which, which was covered with fresh (white) sand and was tirunaru,
honey bees were humming loudly.

Given the fact that the place attracts a great number of honey bees it is tempting to take
tirunaru to mean something like “spreading a rich, fragrant smell”” here. The question if this
meaning applies to Patirruppattu 52, 13 as well is, however, beyond the scope of the present
paper as it requires a another, detailed study of lamps in classical Tamil poetry.

Concluding remarks

The many specificmeanings of the word pantil provided by the Tamil Lexicon appear to have
been abstracted from the uses or functions of the object so named in the various individual
contexts. In all cases, however, the pantil is a round, relatively thin and domed (concave or
convex, depending on one’s point of view) piece of metal. It is made of any type of metal,
including gold, and in all cases it has a bright sheen. It is worn as an ornament, fixed on
shields and sacrificers’s jackets, and used as cymbals. The word is also used to refer to the oil
reservoir of a lamp, in particular the relatively shallow type of reservoir as seen in the
kalvilakku, or standard lamp. With the use of the word pantil to refer to a dish-like reservoir
of an oil lamp it appears to overlap with Sanskrit bhanda. Furthermore, like pantil Sanskrit
bhanda is also used as a word for a horse’s harness, as, in for instance, Mahabharata 7, 2, 16:
asvan ...taptair bhandair kancanair upetan, and 122, 45: hayodagrair ...
hemabhandavibhisitaih. It is, however, difficult to determine if bhanda refers to the harness
in its entirety or to individual items of the harness, as seems to be the case with pantil in
Patirruppattu 90, 35-36 quoted above. Apart from such considerations, it remains unclear

2L The editor of the text glosses pantil correctly with pornal iyanra voru takali, that is, “a reservoir made of
gold”. Selby’s translation runs as follows: “The mother became the light of the house, like a red glow in the bowl
of a bright-flamed lamp” (Selby 2011: 159).
22 The “adjective” cem in ceficuzar means really “red” here; see ceficurar kopta kuruti magrattu, “the court
covered with blood that gave off a red glow”, in Patizruppattu 35, 8 and pava/ac ceficuzar tikal o/i méniyan, “his
body had the bright brilliance of (red) coral” in Cilappatikaram 22, 51.
23 See Khoroche and Tieken (2009: poems 369, 371 and 377).
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where the ending -il in pantil would come from. For all we know, the derivation of the word
pantil remains a mystery. | hope to have shown, though, that the number of meanings of
pantil given in the Tamil Lexicon may be reduced considerably.

May 2023
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