INTRODUCTION.

T \housands of years ago, when the light of civi.
lisation and culture had not as yet shed its
lustre on the peoples of the West, when even

Greek art and education were but in their infancy
there was founded in Madura, in Southern India, at
‘great society for fostering literature and poetry, which
was in its scope and aims something akin to the
French academy, founded in the seventeenth century
by Cardinal Richdieu, the all powerful minister of
Louis XIV of France. This society has been called,
by later Tamil historiAns and writers as the ‘First
Tamil Sangam’ to distinguish it from the two that
followed. These three Sangams, which formed a ‘Lit-
erary Tribunal,” a ‘Supreme Court of Letters’ and a
‘Sovereign organ of opinion,’ covering a period of
more than ten thousand years had made it their
purpose to develop and encourage Tamil poetry and
Literature, and to preserve the pristine purity
and sweetness of the Tamil Language from any
contaminating infiuences. And well they had performed
their noble and unselfish duty, for even to day there
remain thousands of works, sublime and inimit-
able in their purity of thought and style, which were
produced during this period of literary activity. It
was certainly the golden age of Tamil poetry, which
effected a lasting influence on the Tamil race.

The name Tamil, signifying ‘sweet’ is characteristic
of the language. Indeed it is one of the most co-
pious, and most polished of spoken languages. I
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ancient times, India knew of only two languages—
Vada-molli and Ten-molli i.e. the Northern speech
and the Southern speech. The first named was Sans-
krit with its dependent vernaculars, and the second
Tamil with its cognate dialects. We may fairly regard
the Tamil Language as the highest and most finish-
ed example of that family of Indian tongues that have
no connection with Sanskrit, excepting that which is
purely adventitious.

The later history of Tamil literature and poetry
down to the present day shows a general and gradual
decline, till with the introduction of Western thought
‘in this land, the literature has been sadly neglected.
Whether the Tamil Language, which, while less develop-
ed for the purposes of prose-diction. equals, if it does not
surpass the Greek language in the immense scope it
affords for the highest flights of poetry, deserves such
treatment in their hands, is a matter upon which the
general voice of mankind will have to give the ver-
dict. When the history of the nation comes to be
“written, this attitude will lessen their fame and pres-
tige. The position of a people as a nation depends
to a great extent on their language. With it they
fall or rise, sink or swim, perish or survive. The
Tamilians form no exception to this rule. They live
today because of their language, but mere living is
not sufficient. They have to realise the fulness of life
in all its beauty and richness by their study and
cultivation of their national literature.

But even in these days of decline and neglect,
the Tamil language and literature have not been
without their champions. The author of this volume
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belongs to that noble and heroic band of workers,
who have strenuously worked for the cause of Tamil
by printing old Tamil classics, writing out prose
works, translating useful works from foreign languages,
editing Tamil journals, and above all, by their deep
seated devotion to the traditions of Tamilakam, the
land of their ancient greatness and glory. The pre-
sent work deals with the origin and history of the
Tamil Language. It would be superfluous to mention
what great resources of knowledge and intellect are
required for such a task. No one, however, who
reads this book will deny that the author has prov-
ed himself equal to the task. The vast treasures
of solid and valuable, information which he has ac-
cumulated within these pages and the scholarly manner
in which he has handled his materials cannot but
strike the most casual reader.

. This volume is dedicated to E. B. Denham Esq:
M. A, (Oxon) C. C. S. by the publisher in recogni-
tion of his services to Tamilakam by his securing the
inclusion of Tamil in the syllabus for the Cambridge
and London examinations; and as a humble token
of gratitude for the interest which he always took in
such works and for his kind appreciation of the author
of this work.

A. VeerasingamPillay.
Navalar Kottam,

Jaftna,
23rd April, 1920.
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