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South India during the Sangam Age: Part-2 

 

The advent of the Early Historical period in South India is 

generally dated to the third century BCE. The early 

kingdoms of Tamilakam emerged in rice growing areas of 

rich agricultural potential. The Chola, Chera and Pandya 

kings were the ventar (crowned kings), who are usually 

referred to as the muvar or three signifying their 

preeminence. The Cholas were located in the lower Kaveri 

basin and delta, the Cheras on the Kerala coast and the 
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Pandyas in the Vaigai valley and delta. One of the salient 

features of the ventar is the existence of two centres in 

each of the areas of the three leading powers, one in the 

interior and the other close to the coast. Thus the Cholas 

had twin centres at Uraiyur and Kaveripattinam, the Pandya 

realm at Madurai and Korkai and the Chera area had 

Karuvur and Muchiri. How much political limelight these 

three enjoyed will be borne out by the fact that out of  378 

extant poems in the Purunanuru 138 poems dealt with 

praises of 44 ventar (27 on 18 Chera rulers + 74 on 14 

Chola rulers + 37 on 12 Pandya rulers =138). The Tamil 

heroic poetry further hailed them as the Three Crowned 

Rulers (muvendar).  

 

The Sangam poems are replete with descriptions of the 

heroic exploits of rulers of these three groups. Incessant 

clashes among the three groups form a major theme of the 

Tamil heroic poetry. Of them specially celebrated were 

heroic rulers like Nedunjeral of the Cheras and Karikala of 

the Cholas. The ventar localities being located in the fertile 

marudam tinai, the Ventar is often found to have protected 

agricultural communities in the fertile riverine tracts. The 



   History of India            3 
 

 

ventar chief is also entitled to receiving an unspecified 

share of agrarian crops from the producers. Significantly 

enough, according to a Chola chief-cum-poet, only a weak 

minded ruler would resort to extracting agrarian taxes 

(puravu) from subjects (kuti). Strongly condemning this 

principle of extracting resources, the poet further advocates 

that the ruler should be content with voluntary 

contributions from the settlers. This is hardly compatible 

with the image of the revenue demands of a monarchical 

state. Even in the realms of the ventar, there prevailed a 

relatively simpler polity, akin to chieftaincy which could 

have at the most experienced an incipient state society 

wherein a class of non-producers appropriated resources 

from producers.  

 

The Ventar is pre-occupied with wars, booty collection and 

cattle raids. The resources gathered appear to have been 

spent on non-generative consumption by the ruling elites 

who also parted with a portion of the resources for 

patronizing bards and minstrels who in their turn eulogized 

the magnanimity of the ruling elites. 
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Distinct from the ventar were the velir chiefs, figuring 

prominently in the Puram poems as chiefs of hill tribes or 

hilly areas. There are as many as 141 poems praising the 

velir chiefs. Some velir chiefs are described as having 

entered into matrimonial ties with the ventar, with a view to 

moving into the elite circle of the ventar. The velir chief is 

also found to have held land independent of the crowned 

kings (muvendar). The principal activity of the velir chief 

was cattle raid for which the chief swooped down upon the 

plains from the hilly region. Poems associated with the velir 

chiefs also portray the natural beauty of the hilly region. 

Located in the Kurinchi tinai, the velir chiefs seem to have 

operated in the areas identifiable with the modern Salem, 

Dharmapuri, Pudukottai, Nagercoil and Kanyakumari areas 

in Tamilnadu. 

 

The third political group was known as kilar. The kilar was a 

ruling elite who held or possessed land in villages. One 

comes across the kilar as the head of the agricultural 

household at the village level (ur). The kilar was 

instrumental in the redistribution of the produce gained by 

the collective labour of the clansmen (kutimakkal). At this 
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level of polity alone, kin labour was certainly involved in the 

production process and in return for the labour the clan 

members received a share of the produce. Once brahmana 

settlements began to crop up in subsequent times, 

employment of non-kin labour gained visibility in the 

riverine kuti settlements. 

 

Romila Thapar therefore cogently argues that the political 

condition in the far South during the days of the Sangam 

corpus was analogous to the of chiefdoms in north India in 

the age of the Buddha, rather than to the well-developed 

territorial state system. 

 

Social and Economic Life 

The Sangam compositions being largely poems of love and 

war, these naturally revolve around ruling elites and chiefs, 

leaving other non-ruling social groups conspicuously 

marginal in this genre of heroic poetry. Nevertheless, the 

Sangam poems occasionally and incidentally speak of 

various aspects of socio-economic life and social groups.  
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As the Sangam poems were bardic compositions, bards and 

minstrels figure in these poems. The poems acquaint us 

with various types of bards. There were two types of 

panars, big and small, the division depending on the size of 

their respective lutes. There were a distinct category of war 

bards (porunar) who, dressed in martial attire and 

accompanied their patron rulers directly on to the battle 

fields with war drums. Also present in the battle field were 

the pulaiyar type of bards who used to beat battle drums 

that resembled the war call. The learned among the bards 

were called the pulavar. Besides these bards, there were 

wandering professional singers and dancers too, usually 

performing at settlements (manrams) with their musical 

instruments.  

 

The bard often sang in praise of the magnanimity of the 

patron-chief who gave the bard lavish gifts. But only 

occasionally the poems also speak of the economic hardship 

of the bard. In one instance, a poem graphically described 

the abject poverty of the bard who had to support an old 

mother and many children and whose starving wife could 

only manage tattered clothes. 
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Professional groups are not unheard in the heroic poetry. 

The link between professions and tinais is unmistakable and 

will be displayed by the table below.  

TINAI OCCUPATION/PROFESSION 

1. Kurinchi Kuravar, vetar and 

kanavar growing/guarding 

millet, collecting bamboo-

rice and honey, hunting 

and skinning animals 

2. Mullai Pastoral activities and 

cultivation of dry grains 

3.Marudam Ploughing fertile tracts 

(menpulam) 

4. Neytal Valayar, paratavar, 

minavar—fisherfolk; 

umanar—salt maker/trader 

5. Palai Cattle raids 

 

That various types of crafts, especially bead manufacturing 

and iron working were well in vogue is best evident from 

field archaeological materials. The Megalithic burial sites, 

widely distributed over the entire Tamilakam, have yielded 
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rich data on the manufacture of BRW pottery, various types 

of beads, iron implements and other metal artefacts 

(including gold pieces). A typical case in point is the site of 

Kodumanal near Coimbatore. Primarily a megalithic burial 

site noted for its menhirs and dolmens, Kodumanal 

gradually transformed into a lively manufacturing centre of 

iron artefacts, and various types of beads of precious and 

semi-precious stones.  

 

Particularly notable was the manufacturing of jewellery by 

using beryl, largely on account of its relatively easy access 

to local beryl mines. Significantly enough, Ptolemy (c. AD 

150) was aware of the availability of beryl at Pounata, 

identifiable with the region around the present Coimbatore 

in western Tamil Nadu. The area seems to have formed a 

part of the Chera realm. The Periplus and Ptolemy’s 

Geography also inform us of pearl fisheries at Colchi 

(identified with the archaeological site of Korkai near 

Tuticorin) which was under the control of local Pandya 

chieftains. No theoretical treatise of this period presents a 

systematic argument like the Arthasastra in favour of the 

working of mines under state supervision. Political powers 



   History of India            9 
 

 

however seems to have been aware of material advantages 

derived from mines and their revenue bearing potential. 

The Sangam poems also shower eloquent praise on the 

excellent and fine quality cotton textiles which resembled 

cobwebs. 

 

Exchange and trade also figure in the Sangam poems, 

especially in the context of the account of the neytal tinai 

which is associated with references to seafaring and 

maritime trade. The two famous poems, Maduraikkanchi 

and Pattinappalai are replete with the portrayals of 

merchants (vanikar) at Puhar or Kaveripattinam, the 

premier port within the Chola area and at Madurai, the 

political centre of the Pandyas. There were also vendors of 

flowers, fish, salt, cloth, gems and toddy, implying the 

circulation of both luxury objects and items of daily 

necessities. 

  

The two distinguished merchants were the gold-dealer 

(pon-vanikan) and the salt trader (uppu-vanikan). The 

occasional descriptions of the exchange of salt for paddy 

suggest a barter-like situation and the inter-tinai exchange 
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of products. While salt must have been made in the neytal 

tinai, paddy came from the fertile marudam region. 

Interestingly enough, Tamil-Brahmi inscriptions sometimes 

record names of merchants as donors to Buddhist and Jain 

monastic organizations. This first implies that at least some 

merchants became resourceful enough to engage in acts of 

charity which involves the parting away with a portion of 

the resources by the donor. Moreover, the donor merchant 

is likely to have risen in social status by this act of charity. 

All these are markers of the significant changes that the 

society during the age of the Sangam age was undergoing. 

A Tamil-Brahmi inscription on a pottery piece reads the 

name of Chattan, who was probably a merchant. This 

inscribed pottery has been found from Berenike, a premier 

port in the Red Sea, celebrated for its unmistakable 

overseas commercial linkages with the Indian sea-board, 

especially the Malabar coast. There is thus a distinct 

likelihood that this Tamil merchant, Chattan, actually 

engaged in seafaring and reached up to Berenike in the Red 

Sea. 
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The outstanding port in the Malabar port was certainly 

Muziris (Muchiripattanam of the Sangam texts), generally 

identified with the recently excavated site of Pattanam 

(near Kodugannalur) in Kerala. The Sangam literature often 

describes the arrival of yavana (non-Indian, possibly 

Graeco-Roman) ships at Muchiri which were believed to 

have brought profuse amounts of gold with which black 

pepper was bought which constituted their principal cargo 

during the return voyage. A mid-second century CE loan 

contract document written on a papyrus ( now preserved in 

a museum in Vienna) records that a ship named 

Hermapollon lay at anchor at Muziris, on board which were 

loaded 60 containers of Gangetic nard (a fragrant oil), 

excellent textiles, ivory products and raw tusks of 

elephants—each being extremely costly commodity. The 

ship was to sail from Muziris to a port in the Red Sea (most 

probably Berenike or Myos Hormos, though the specific 

name is lost) where the imported Indian goods would be 

unloaded and sent to Coptos on camelback. From Coptos, 

boats plying on the river Nile would transport those goods 

to Alexandria, the premier port in Egypt. All the imported 

items had to be entered in at the Roman imperial 
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warehouse and a customs duty of 25% was charged on the 

imported items. The commercial linkages of Muziris with the 

Ganga delta on the one hand and Alexandria (through the 

Red Sea network) on the other are illuminated by this 

fascinating trade document. 

 

Several ports in the coastal region of modern Tamil Nadu 

also figure prominently in the Classical texts and the 

Sangam literature alike. One cannot miss that Ptolemy’s 

Geography enlisted more ports on the eastern sea-board 

than those figuring in the Periplus. By the middle of the 

second century CE, ports on the east coast seem to have 

played a prominent role in the trade with the Roman 

Empire, though they had not attracted similar notice in the 

Periplus. These ports are located in what was designated as 

the neidal tinai in the Sangam texts. According to these 

texts, a port-town (marungur) was situated in the Vaigai 

delta and included within the Pandya area. This is generally 

identified with the recently discovered site of Alagankulam 

which has yielded, among other things, Roman amphora; a 

graffiti showing a non-indigenous sea-going vessel on a 

pottery; and terracotta ring well. To the north of it stood 
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Colchi the remains of which are found in the archaeological 

site of Korkai. Colchi has been praised in the Classical texts 

for the availability of excellent pearls. The foremost port in 

the Kaveri delta was Kaveripattinam (identified with the site 

of Puhar or Pumpuhar) which was known to Ptolemy as 

Khaberos emporium. To the north of Khaberos was situated 

the port of Poduke identified with the famous site of 

Arikamedu on the outskirts of Pondicherry. Excavations at 

Vasavasamudram (near Mahabalipuram) clearly bear out 

the lively maritime commerce at this coastal site during the 

early centuries of the Christian era. 

 

Of outstanding importance among Indian exports were 

exotic spices among which the black pepper from Malabar 

indeed stole the limelight. The enormous price that Malabar 

black pepper fetched justified its labelling as ‘black gold’ by 

Romila Thapar. Field archaeological evidence offers 

significant lights on items imported into India; the previous 

studies on this aspect were largely based on textual 

evidence. One of the most significant artefactual evidence 

comes in the from the Arretine ware, manufactured in 

Arrezo in Italy. First discovered from Arikamedu the 
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Arretine ware also carries legends at the bottom of the 

vessel showing the names of their manufacturers. No less 

important are the imported amphorae which probably 

served the purpose of storage vessels for the imported wine 

and olive oil from the Mediterranean world. Excellent 

intaglio designs on signet rings of Mediterranean 

workmanship have been found from Karur in the Chera 

area. The most eloquent testimony to the importance of 

South India in long-distance trade comes from numismatic 

evidence. 

 

A combined testimony of the Sangam texts and 

archaeological materials point to the emergence of cities in 

the far south. Particularly prominent among these cities was 

Kaveripattinam, the premier port town in the Kaveri delta 

under the Cholas. Described as a large city (managaram) in 

Tamil literature, the impressive size of this city is impressed 

upon by as many forty sites around the principal site of 

Puhar which is identified with Kaveripattinam. To the north 

of Kaveripattinam, Kachchi (modern Kanchipuram) was a 

prominent city with its inland riverine port Nirappeyuru on 

the river Vegavati. The Pandya country had its premier 
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urban centre at Madhura, or modern Madurai, eloquently 

praised in the Sangam literature. How an area rich in 

mineral resources could transform into a major crafts 

production centre and thereby assume an urban character 

is evident from the excavations at Kodumnal in the western 

part of Tamilnadu. Urban formation, according to 

Champakalakshmi, however seems to have been confined 

to the agricultural and coastal tracts (marutam and neidal 

tinai) and had not yet spread to other ecological zones in 

the Tamilakam.  

 

The practice of writing, the availability of the Northern Black 

Polished Ware, the use of terracotta ring wells, beginning of 

coinage and the advent of the donative records—all are 

markers of the formation of urban society for the first time 

in Tamilakam. Many of the traits of urbanization in 

Tamilakam had similar features already seen in north Indian 

context which played the role of an epicentre in the process 

of urbanization. Therefore the cities and towns in 

Tamilakam may belong to what B.D. Chattopadhyaya labels 

as ‘secondary urbanization’. Chamapakalakshmi holds that 
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the urban process in Tamilakam was initiated and sustained 

by external stimuli. 

 

One of the striking features of the Sangam poems is that in 

spite of occasional references to brahmanas and mendicants 

(iravalar, possibly Buddhist and Jaina wandering monks), 

there is little clarity on the operation of four-fold varna 

structure in Tamilakam. The Tolkappiyam does mention the 

four–fold organization and also speaks of the six duties of 

the antanar (brahmana), five of the arasar (chief/ruler) and 

six each for the vaiciyar (vaisya) and velala (agriculturist  

sudra?). But the account seems to have reflected post-

Sangam later social organization. 

 

The heroic poems also provide glimpses about women. Of 

2380 Sangam poems there were 154 known women 

composers of the poems. About 102 composers’ identity is 

difficult to establish, but many scholars consider that many 

of these poems carried signatures of women composers. 

Women regularly figure as a working force along with their 

male counterparts. Women are portrayed in the Sangam 

poems as ploughing the field, as agricultural labourers and 



   History of India            17 
 

 

as peasant women, giving an impression that nearly sixty 

per cent of the agricultural operations were performed by 

women. If this is seen in the account of women in the 

context of marudam tinai, women also figure as engaged in 

cattle and sheep rearing ( relevant to Kurinchi tinai), salt 

manufacturing and fishing ( in neytal tinai) and also in 

spinning cotton. 

  

A salient feature about women in the Sangam corpus is 

their portrayal as mothers of heroes who were subjects of 

heroic poems. There are several poems describing the 

emotional outpouring of the mothers of dead heroic sons. 

Women and their homes are also a frequently described 

theme in the Sangam literature. The wife of the hero is 

portrayed in different moods—patient, angry, sulking and 

sad—often awaiting the return of their triumphant or 

prodigal lovers or husbands. A particular poem, in the 

context of marutam tinai, tells us about a wife who waits for 

her husband’s return not from a war, but from the harlot’s 

arms. Various types of prostitutes also appear regularly in 

these poems. Another common theme of the poems is illicit 

or stealthy love within a marital context. 
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Religious life in the Sangam poems, like other aspects of 

socio-economic and cultural life, is also oriented to the five-

fold tinai division. Thus the presiding deity of the Kurinchi 

area is Murukan who would subsequently become identified 

with Skanda-Karttikeya. The deity of the fertile marutam 

tract is Ventan. In the Mullai one comes across the deity 

Mayon who later would become identified with Vishnu. 

Varunan (or Varuna in Sanskrit) is associated with the 

coastal neytal zone. The Palai area has its female deity in 

Korravai. The more or less coeval archaeological culture of 

megalithic burial cannot but point to the belief in the life 

after death. The grave goods and the BRW pottery interred 

with the body of the deceased further suggest respect for 

the departed. The greater and more elaborate the amount 

of the grave goods, the more pronounced would be the pre-

eminence of the dead person. These features are once 

again compatible with a chiefdom society which was about 

to experience incipient state society. 


