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The Short Lay of Minstrels

B s

The Mountain.Stream :

1—6 The fast-flowing meuntain stream, coming down
the towering hills, looked like a beaming necklace of
pearls lying limp between the fair breasts of Damsel-
earth of towering shoulders like rising blue hill, and
rounded and smooth like bamboo. On its banks,
falling with the ramming of rushing waters, stood
groves flaming with perfume-filled flowers. The
Koels tore these fresh flowers from their branches,
and scattered the petals on the black rippled banks.
And the sable banks thick with petals, a little frayed
in the ascending sun, looked like the outspread raven
tresses of Damsel-earth decked in flowers.

3

The minstrel-girl walks on the rippled bank :

6—7  The fair minstrel treaded her way warily on
the soft rippled sands covered with lance-sharp
shingles.

Walks on the Palai.road :

8-12  Leaving this behind, she reached the burning
road of full summer, when, with her feet torn and
bleeding by the gravels hot with the fiery rays of
midsummer sun, she sought the uncertain leneal
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ghade of the trunis of Kadamba-trees that lined
the endless road of palai-lund (desert country),
whose fields were parched up, and whose tanks were
dry. -

The fair-minstrel’s beauty of physical perfections :

13-33 Her sapphire-blue hair, richly anointed with
oil, looked like a screen rain-cloud descending to
replenish the earth. The peacocks of outspread
trains of blue ocelli were smitten with shame at the
graceful gait of the minstrel-girl, and so one hied to
hide behind sanother’s train. Her unadorned feet,
tender and pink like the drooping tongue of a fatigued
dog, kept company with her well-turned tapering
thighs trailing like the languid trunk of a lusty cow-
elephant. Her silken tresses were knotted like the -
flower-bud of the plantain-tree of the hills ; and the
plantain-trees, in tarn, looked like the fair minstrel’s
thighs, tender, velvety and olive—hued. Her breasts,
mantled in roseal maculations, looked like golden
Vengdl -Bowers round which banded bees hummed
their jubilant minstrelsies; and further, her breasts,
in beauty of rounded perfection, challenged the
blooming Kongam-bud of dawn. Her teeth surged
with dew, sweet as the juice of breast-like lusty
kernels of palm-fruit clusters. She was chaste as un-
folding Mullai-buds that grow by forests, which are
abloom with Kanchankullai (agem@e®y) flowers
fair as the pearly teeth of a damsel. And, when she

~ of soft swaying gait, of fawn-look, and of forehead
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beaming like the flash of stainless steel rested,
guileless pages softly caressed her fair tender feet.

The minstrel who returns with gifts directs the mins=
trel whom he meets:

34-40 “(toaded by grinding poverty which has made
wormwood and gall of life, you, an adept ina
harper’s cunning craft, seek the gifts of the bounteous
of this spinning earth. With your lyre pillowed
against your left shoulder, you will, in his court,
waken to melody the slumbering chords twisted like
dripping drops of molten gold.

Chera Country :

41-50 “The wide-mouthed buffalo, maw-full with
Sengalineer-flowers (water-lily) of the flooded field,
cuts the lusty fish under its heavy tread, walks in
the pepper-plant-carpeted shade of Jack trees, when
the broad languid leaves of turmeric-plant graze
against its hairy back. Then, resting on a bed of
wild-jasmine flowers, it chews its cud to the dripping
of immature honey from those flowers, The Chera
King (Senguttuvan) is of the line of the guardians of
the western lands of such fertility. Marching against
his enemy-kings of the North, he planted his arched
bow of victory on the heights of the snow-clad Kailas.
Such is the valour of Kuttuvan of well-knit
shoulders, and of speeding cars. Even his citys
Vanchi, of river-wide gateway is lesser than Nalliak-
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kodan’s; and you are not wending your weary step$
to such a city’s gate.

Pandian land ;

51-67 “Pet black monkeys, reared like children, travel
with the cart-caravan of salt-vendors of well-turned
neck; beside the monkeys’ ears rest coronals of flowers
wrought in pith; their red breasts look like
vermilion-tinted nuna-wood chiselled into such a
shape by cunning craftsmen. The salt-vendors are
accompanied by their wives of silken hair, which can
be made up in five different fashions; but instead,
screening their golden necks, the shower of raven
tresses hang down their willowy waists, and wave in
the wanton wind. And with their children of beaming
golden anklets the monkeys jubilate, sounding the
improvised rattle of pearl-hearted sea-shells of serra-
ted edges. Such is the prosperity of Korkai on the
shores of towering waves. Coming of the line of the
guardians of such a southern country, the Pandian
King marched against his enemies, and captured their
domain- He of the victory white.umbrella of gleam-
ing pearl tassels, he of the beautiful wreath of a
victor's remown, and he the lord of wind-speed
chariots, is the King of Madura, the eternal home of
Tamil, the peerless in antiquity, and the far-famed
in the amplitude of its streets of jubilant crowds.
This Madurais lesser than Nalliakkodan’s realm, and
you are not trudging to such a city.
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Sembian’s Chola-Country :

68-83 “Kadamba-trees grow dense on the banks
girdling the tank of placid waters. The wreathy
flowers of these trees drop their red stamens and
pistils about the steps of the watering place of this
tank. And these pistils and stamens, lying scattered,
look like Rangoli done in vermeil hue.

“Liusty lotus-buds swell like budding breasts :
and these favoured of Gods open their fair petals.
In the golden seats of their coronals walled by pink
petals, motelessly fair as the vermeil-dyed open-palm
of a damsel, dragon-flies sleep in the love-embraces
of their amour-filled sweet partners. When the
dragonflies waken, they, filled with amour,buzz, with
the surge of wings, their madrigals round the honey-
cups. And such is the unfading fertility of his do-
main begirdled by cool lotus-filled agricultural lands.

“Sembian, coming of the line of the guardians of
such a fertile country lying west, marched against
his enemies, and razed their towering ramparts of
high-reaching gateway to such low heights, that
bellowing bulls scratched their itchy necks against
them. Such is the might of his arms beaming with
hero wristlets, and this Sembian of such indis-
putable fame, and of stately chariots, is the lord of
Uranthai, whose valorous warriors will not turn their
packs against an attacking enemy. The country to
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whichiyou are going is not that Uranthai which looks
but small before Nalliakkodan’s vast domain.

The seven bounteous chiefs ;

Pegan: (1)

84-87  “Pleased with the rain-harbingering cry of &
peacock that lives in the fertile mountain sides of
unfailing raing, Pegan gave his mantle as a gift to it.
And he, descended of Aviars whose shoulders beam
with enemy-smiting strength, is the lord of those to-
wering hills.

Pari: (2)

8791  “Pari was the lord of Parambu-hills flowing
with rushing mountain stream; and he helped his
chariot as a stay for the Mullai-creeper helplessly
swaying on the endless road lined with Naga-trees,
round whose honey-filled flowers bees buzzed.

Kari: (3)

91.95 “Flaming with unebbing anger, Kari of beaming
hero-wristlets wielded his terror-striking lance against
his enemies. To the staggering wonder of the world,
he, with Words of sweet and loving grace, gave as gift
all his lands with his 'steeds of chiming silver bells .
and of flowing snow-white manes.

Aayi, (4)
956-99  “Aayi of sandal-pasted heroic shoulders, in
words of sweet enrapturing grace, gave to the deity
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templed under the Peepal-tree, as 'willing gift, the
cast-off skin of the giant-cobra of flaming indigo
hue.

Nalli. (5)

99.103 “Nalli was the lord of piled-up ‘towering hills
where the wind lay still, and where the rains drizzled
in silver drops. To Ovvai he gave of the nectar-surg-
ing, rare, black gooseberry fruit of the tree growing
on the high hills of fragrant flowers.

Athigan. (6)

108-107 “Athigan was the lord of an army large as
the roaring sea, whose warriors wielded long,
beaming lances flaming with surging anger. By
his unebbing generosity, he gladdened the hearts of
those who sought the favour of his bountiful friend-
ship. With his lusty hands, famed in the might of war
in the enemy’s battlefield, he gave so generously that
they knew no future want in running their house-
holds.

Ori. (7)

107-11 “Ori, the master of the horse of beaming
snow-white silken mane, battled down Kari of steel-
blue steed. He, so famed in war, gave to minstrels,
as gift, his fair domain of low-lying hills serried with
Naga-trees of crowded branches full with flaming fra-
grant flowerss



39

“Not one of these bounteous chiefs is as great as
Nalliakkodan in his generosity.

Nalliakkodan.

11129  “Nalliakkodan of the war-famed strength of
well-knit limbs, to the beam of his fame in the wide
world girdled by the vast sea, bears now and alone
the heavy yoke of an endless giver of gifts, instead of
those bounteous chiefs, of adamantine shoulders, who
smote their ever-rising foemen. He is greater than
all the Kings of Ceylon, broad, ancient, and of unfad-
ing fame; of Ceylon of sea-rammed shores; and of
Ceylon famed even on the day of its birth. And he
is greater than those Ceylon-Kings who helped the
damsels gambolling in the waters of the sea with
Nagawood of fragrant flowers and Agila and Sandal
wood as floats for their shoulders.

“On the day of our grinding poverty, we, with
eager hearts to see, approached this Nalliakkodan
who wields the moteless sword of war, who is of the
strength of the limbs of a sinewy tiger, and who
comes of the line of Oviars. His fame is so great,
that in cowardly retreat he had never turned his hero-
ankleted feet covered with the indurations of riding
his tusker. We approached him eof lusty hands, as
famed as the bounteous rains, through his gifts of
herds of elephants to minstrels of diverse musical in-
struments. And we sang praises of Nalliakkodan of
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an unsurpassable lineage, and of his father’s pleni-
tude of lands of sky-reaching hilis,

The then grinding poverty of minstrels now returning
with gifts.

129-40 *In those days our kitchen, whose wet flooring
was overgrown with hollow-stalked mushrooms,
looked gloomy with the falling of bamboo from the
thatch, and with the aged walls gnawed by hosts of
white-ants. - Our fire-place darkly echoed with the
muffled bark of the newly-littered bitch which could
not bear the pain of blind pups, of drooping ears,
feeding at her dry breasts. Shrinking from the
curiosity of tale-bearers, we closed our kitchen-doors
against them. Our tambourine-girl (kinaimagal) of
slender waist swaying with the pain of smiting
hunger, to the jingle of her conch bangles, picked
with her unclipped nails the Velaj-greens that grow
on the dust-shoot, and cooked it without salt. And
we mitigated the gnawing pain of hunger by sharing it
with the large company of our dark complexioned
kith and kin.

The gifts that they received.

140-43  “Aund we are now returning from Nalliakkodan,
laden with gifts of stately chariots, and with gifts of
small-eyed and ochar-shedding elephants which are
fearless of might, and by whose sides hang chim.
ing bells.
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The way leading to NalliakKodan’s land.

143-45 “Distressed as you are with your own want and
with that of your dark-complexioned and large
kindred, you also will seek, with guileless heart, his
bounty.

146-50 “Your long road to him lies by the shore-land
where aloes bloom in swan-shaped flowers, where
the early flowers of Kondrai (Gold-mohur tree)
vie in colour with gold, where the Mullai’s full-swollen
buds bloom in sapphire-blue sheen, where long
-stalked Punnai-buds hang like pearls, and where the
sands are heaped up in fair mounds by the dashing
waters of the sea.

151-53  “If you reach the villages of Eyilpattinam of
ice-cool tanks, and famous for its towering ramparts
girdled by moats of sapphire-blue waters, you will
meet Nulamagals (goodwives of shore land).

154.56 “Of the agila-wood brought by the towering
waves of the sea, and heaped up like tall camels
resting asleep, these damsels will raise a fire beaming
with tongues of red flame and mantled with dark

clouds of smoke.

156-59 “And these damsels, of rounded shoulders, of
lance-mortal look, and of such a spotless beauty of
face that the moon is smitten with sorrow for
want of such a beam, will serve the Barathas (the
men of the sea-board land) with toddy matured to
imebriation. :
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160-63 “If in tune with the dance steps of fair min-
strels of sweet-toned Iutes, you go singing praises of
their King fair as his flower garland and who is the
lord of flower-laden groves, you will get roasted dry-
fish at every hamlet,

Veloor,

164-77 “On your way to Veloor you will see bean-nuts
hanging like threaded coral wreaths, amidst their
white buds softly shaded in green ; you will see the
blue-budded Kayam thickets abloom like flocks of
pea-cock; you will see the flowers of leaf surging
Musundai hang like spindles; you will find the buds
of Kanthal open like the pink fingers of a fair damsel;
and you will meet, in the long meandering path of the
vegetable garden, the slow-creeping velvet mite of
vermilion hue.

“The wood-lands, carpeted with Mullai-flowers,
chaste as matrons who run a home of married chas-
tity, girdle the hills. You will reach Veloor with
your face turned to the west where fade the beaming
rays of the sun setting behind hills, by whose side
flows the mountain-stream leaping from cove te cove.

“If you reach this Veloor gleaming in tanks, full
with flowers, whose buds and petals are sharp as
adamantine lance-heads, and which is famed for its
triumphs through the wield of Victory-lance, the
woodland matrons (Eyirtiyars) who,smitten with the
blazing rays of the sun, live in their fiery huts, will
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serve you delicious sour-rice hot fror oven, and roast-
ed venison. They will serve you in full measure
to your refreshment, and also to that of your women
fair as tender mango leaf, and who are decked in but
a few wristlets.

Amoor,

178-95 “The branches of short—stemmed Kanchi tree”
are abloom with morning flowers hanging in fragrant
wreaths. Perched on a branch, the blue king-fisher
of golden beak keeps long vigil looking into the
fathomless tank, and then picks up a stenchy
minnow, when the leaf of the lotus plant is torn by
its beak. Male bees blue in colour and red of eyes
gather round to drink the honey from the morning

" flowers of these iotuses of bristly stalks. This traip
of bees round the white lotus flower looks like the
dark serpent, Ragu, round the sun. Such are the
Marutha lands rich in cool fields.

“You will reach this Amoor whose large cities
are well guarded, whose Brahmins do not dwindle
in number, and whose warehouses are cool and
beautiful.

“You will be barred from leaving their home by
the children, whose mothers, of wristleted arms and
of plaited hair stout as the trunk of a cow elephant,
are the sisters of the tillers of the soil who own
sturdy bulls strong of necks through ploughing round
the field. And these sisters will feast you with the
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meat of crabs of curved claws, and chunks of white
rice cooked of grains well pounded by dark adaman-
tine pounders to the wearing away of their iron fer-
rules.

Nalliakkodan’s Country is anear.

196-202 “The demoness of white beaming tusks, of a
red tongue like a drooping flame, of black drooping
ears like those of a black-goat, and of curved beastly .
feet, after having gorged on the dead, ruffles the
sepulchral silence of the battleficld by her Iloud
echoing laughter.

¢'So looks the awe inspiring tusker whose nails
are dyed with the gore of kicking about the corpse
with its drum-stout legs. And the cloud of dust
raised by its stampede is lowered by the rain of its
streaming ochar. The calm of his streets, after the
festive din and dust of the noisy, surging, shoulder-
ing, stampeding crowd, is like the silence of the
battlefield after the battle-elephant’s stampede. And
his ancient city of such streets is not afar - but is
anear.

His ever-open gateway.

203-206 “You will approach the towering doors
which, like the parted hills where God i8 templed, are
ever wide opened to minstrels, to the wise and Brah-
ming learned in the Vedas.
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His love for the learned,’

207-209 «He is grateful to those who do him a good
turn; he spurns the company of the undesirable, he is
as sweet of heart as he is of smile-mantled face;' thus
praise the learned of beaming greatness.

His love for warriors,

210-212 “He is a refuge to those who flee to him for
shelter; he is net of a hatred which does not thaw; he
will fight shoulder to shoulder with the men of
warring hest; he will succour the fleeing lost;’ thus
praise warriors who are famed in strength of sword,

His love for damsels,

213-15 “'He will fulfil their desires; he will respond
to their loves; he will not be a slave to them; he wili
hasten to relieve their sorrows;’ thus praise damsels of
painted eyes rayed in soft pink lines.

His conduct with those who seek his bounty.

216-18 «“He will'not display his knowledge before
those that are not deeply learned; he will be wise in
the assembly of the wise; knowing the wants of the
learned he will give endless gift as suited fo their

" needs;’ thus praise those who live on charity.

219-20 “You will approach him who shines, in the
council of the wise of sweet winsome smile, like the
milk-white moon that shines amidst its group of
myriad stars.
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The Harp.

221-30 “Yours is the harp to whose beautifully
wrought erect frame-post is firmly fixed the tapering
black-wood cross—beam fashiened like the snake-
twined forearm of a black-monkey grasping a snake.
The two halves of its sound box, blue-black as the
Kalam fruit of the woodlands, are knit with a lineof
bead-headed pins; the sound box, rich in carvers handi.
craft, is covered with deer robe, which at the stitch
of its two halves looks like the downy hair line
running down a woman’s belly. You will waken to
music the harp’s nectar-sweet chords which are like
lines of dripping honey, You will stfir the twisted
chords one by one, and you will raise the melody of
music in your sweet harp which is full-well tuned in
all its scales as fixed in the lore of music.

230-35 “Raising music on your harp, you will sing
praises of Nalliakkodan thus, ‘Oh King, thou art he
whose hand ever shapes into a bud through your end-
less gifts to the aged seers; thou art he whose broad
shoulders are a shelter to languishing warriors and
women; thou art Ae whose sceptre is a sheltering
shade to the tillers of the soil; and thou art he whose
lance flames in fury at the sight of your enemy-kings
of stately chariots.

His gifts.

235-45 And ere you finish your song of praise, he will
apparel you in garments as white and thin as the



41

epidermal lining of the hollow of bamboo; he will
give you toddy in such a large measure that you will
tilt your head as a serpent in anger sways its head
to right and left; he will serve you various viands,
which in their preparation do not swerve from the
culinary rules laid down by Bhimasena of hima-
layan-broad shoulders, and who is the elder of
Arjuna whose katcham (sash or scarf or waist cloth)
is interlaced in flower—swork, and whose quiver is full
of arrows which made the forests of Kanda (kanda-
vanam) a prey to consuming flames. He will serve
delicious viands in a circle of golden cups which vie
in colour with the fate-stars-girdled morning sun in
eastern sky flaming like the flash of steel. And he,
filled with unebbing hospitality, will stand by you
and make you eat,

His gifts of gold and bull chariot,

245-61 “In the might of his victory he puts to rout
his enemies of even viclory-winning lances, he des-
troys their strongholds, and with booty thus obtained
he will relieve the wants of minstrels and of those
who seek his bounty. And then he will give you
gifts of gold, yellow as the morning sky, brought by
his warrior—chieftains. And he will give you a gift of
chariot whose wheel of spokes, bound by steel tyre,

. fixed to the steel-strong axle-tree chiselled deep with
carver's cunning crafts, looks like the full moon of sil-
ver rays rolling in a sky of after~winter cold clouds.
The inner side of its towering canopy is painted in ver-
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milion red, and looks like the surging red flowers of
the sky-reaching Kalyana-murunga tree whose buds
are surrounded by a swarm of jubilant bees; and the
outer side of the canopy gleams in the colour of mol-
ten gold. . - :

“His bounty is such that he would see you return -
home without delay, after giving you the gifts of a
charioteer, and a grey-white bull, fair of head and
fleeter of foot than speeding horses, harnessed to a
chariot of a well-tried stately speed.

261.69  “You will get such gifts, if, soliciting his
bounty, you will go to Nalliakkodan decked in a
wreath of tender leaves, and in whom fleeting fame is
firm-based; if you will go to him who is the lord of
those hills whose thunder-ploughed sides are too steep
to scale, whose towering peaks are serried with sway-
ing bamboos, and which are girdled by drizzling
misty clouds, amidst which peacocks spread their
trains jewelled in blue. And these unfurled trains
look like agila-fume-mantled tresses of damsels of
supple shoulders, and of waists from where the
Thugils (Sarees) fall in languid folds.”



