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The history of ancient civilizations bears witness to the close association of culture with riv-
ers, the source of life-giving water. Nearly all the ancient civilizations like those of Mesopo-
tamia, Egypt, China and India had developed along the banks of rivers which provided
water for daily ablutions, domestic use and agriculture. They have also served as a means of
transport and communication. Excavations in the Indus Valley reveal that the ancient inhabi-
tants of the valley had built new cities on the ruins of old, showing that inspite of the danger
of annihilation by floods they were yet drawn to the banks of the river. The regular places
of bathing found as an important part of their town planning are indicative of their preoccu-
pation with bathing and the water needed for the bath.

This preoccupation is also found in the Tamils of the Cankam period whose poems fre-
quently speak of punalittu. Punalattu is a compound word made up of the word punal
meaning water and attu meaning to bathe, play, dance, move or cause to move, distress
etc., and is usually used in the sense of bathing or sportmg in the water. While this com-
pound is used more often in the Cankam poems, more specific terms hke aruvnya{al (bath-
ing in waterfalls or mountain streams), cunaiyatal (bathing in pools or tanks) and kagalﬁtal
(bathing in the sea) are also found in ancient Tamil literature. The Tamil term pupnlaﬁu
may seem to have an equivalent in the Sanskrit word jalakrida but the former has much
broader connotations. .

1.1 Place

The ancient Tamil country occupying the southernmost tip of South India from Cape
Comorin to the Vehkata hills is bounded by the sea on two sides and the hills on the third.
It was also watered by many streams and rivers. This natural setting provided ample place
and opportunity for punalattu. Even though bathing in the sea was common, the ancient
Tamils seem to have washed away the salt with fresh water after their sea—sportz. The three
main rivers, namely Porunai, K#viri and Vaiyai, watering the Chera, Chola and Pandya
kingdoms respectively and smaller rivers like the Kafici (a tributary of the Kaviri) find men-
tion as places where punalattu took place The most common places were mountain
streams and pools (aruvi and cunal) ponds and tanks (kayam)sand streams, especially
when filled with fresh water brought by seasonal rain.

The epics, Cilappatikaram and Manimgkalai speak of the ilantikai or the the entiravavi

that may be used for bathing.6 These are water-jets operated mechanically and are found in
private or public parks, usually near rivers or streams.
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In the Sanskrit works there is no evidence of sea bathing but the water sport in the River
Sarayu is described in detail. At certain spots along the river, flights of steps seem to have
been built, enabling easy access to the wa.ter.7 Bathing in streams and the nadisangama, or
confluence of rivers, find mention in the dramas of Bhasa and Kalidasa.® According to the
Meghadutam, the yaksa's house in Alaka, the mythical city, had

“....a pond attached to it, furnished with a flight of steps
made from emerald slabs; (therein) smile full blown golden
lotuses on glistening vaidurya - stalks and swans dwell
there, free from anxiety or longing for the Manasa lake."®

Other Sanskrit works also mention the V_Epi % in the gardens adjoining mansions and pal-
aces and the steps suggest that they must have been used for bathing or water-play during at
least certain parts of the year. Besides the water-jets in parks, there were also special build-
ings or rooms filled with mechanical devices to jet out water (dharagrha; jalayantra
mandiram).' Kings, especially those who had the means and the leisure for the pursuits of
love and novelty, seem to have built special underwater rooms for amorous purposes.12
These were part of the ponds attached to private gardens.

1.2 Occasion

The Tamils seem to have indulged in water sport with or without an excuse or occasion. The
love poems describe the young heroine and her friends bathing and sporting in the streams,
lakes or the sea while attending to simple chores like keeping the birds away from the ripe
millet or keeping watch over the fish spread out to dry. 13 This was just a pleasant way of
whiling away their time, especially during the hot season or the day. The young and old
alike seem to have rushed to the streams and rivers to bathe in the gushing new floods
brought by the rain. This celebration is found in the pastoral regions as well as in towns like
Madurai.

Sometimes a bath in a stream, pond or the sea had a special significance. Women delivered
of children bathed in ponds after their period of confinement.'* These women were accom-
panied by their relatives. In the month of Tai (mid-January to mid-February) at the tail end
.of the rainy season, young, unmarried women bathed in ponds, streams, rivers or the sea at
the chilly hours of dawn. This was part of a fast observed to obtain good husbands or, in the
case of maidens already in love, to marry the youths of their choice. They bathed together
in groups, wearing ornaments, flowers and leafy garments.ls

The fisherfolk, living along the mouth of the Kaviri had a religious custom peculiar to their
way of life. On full moon nights, the men did not go out to sea. Wearing the cool garlands
of the fragrant screw pine (talai) they planted the backbone of the shark on the beach and
feasted on rich food and toddy from the palmyrah. Then they bathed in the sea so as to wash
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away all their sins (titu). This was followed by further enjoyment on the »beach.l'5 Accord-
ing to the Cilappatikaram, Kovalan and Matavi also left the city of Pukar or Kavirippatti-
nam, along with other citizens who flocked in large crowds, to watch this festival and
water-sport on the seashore. Tents, usually depicting their social and financial status, were
pitched along the shore for them to stay.17

While considering these out of the ordinary occasions for bathing in the sea or rivers, we
cannot forget that bathing is part of the daily cleasing and abolutions for the Indian. It is still
customary for women in village India to go to the river or pond in groups to bathe, wash
and fetch water for the house.

Sanskrit literature does mention the bathing in rivers and ponds as part of the daily ablutions
but it is not as common as in the Tamil works. Sita is said to have made the streams of Ram-
agiri sacred by bathing there during her sojourn on that mountain with Rama in exile.'® The
sages in hermitages are said to plunge into streams at sunset 19 to cleanse before their eve-
ning prayers.

Bathing on auspisious or special days (tithivisesa) at the confluence of rivers, especilly
those considered holy like the Ganges and the Jamuna was deemed beneficial.® But the
bathing in rivers and water fountains during summer is mentioned more often. The heat of
the North Indian summer left enough water for sport in very few places like the River
Sarayu. However, the lack of ample water was made up for with the use of the water foun-
tain (jala-yantra-mandiram)°'

1.3 Purpose

The purpose of the bath, as depicted by the Classical Tamil and Sanskit literature seems to
be the same. It was undertaken as a pastime, as part of the daily cleansing routine or as a
part of a fast or prayer.

1.4 Bathers

From ancient Tamil literature it is clear that pupalsiggu was common to all, irrespective of
age, gender or social or marital status, though more poems describe young girls as sporting
in the waters. Often, this is used as an opportunity for the first and subsequent meeting of
lovers. This love for punalattu continues into their married life. An Ainkuruniiru poem
depicts a husband who has returned after a separation, inviting his wife to sport with him in
the pleasant fresh waters caused by the rains.%? Often, there is misunderstanding between
- the couple because the wife has heard that the husband had sported in the tank or river with
other women. One husband who is questioned by the wife as to where he had been, says
that he was out bathing in the fresh waters of the Vaiyai.23 Whether it is true or not, this an-
swer suggests that perhaps men too indulged in punalattu on their own. Children and her-
mits too bathed in the watersides near their place of residence.”*
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The Sanskrit works considered in this paper understandably do not mention children sport-
ing in the watersides. Only hermits bathing before prayers and the rich people with leisure
are shown as sporting in the cool waters during summer. Bathing on special or auspicious
days may be common to all as a part of their religious observences.

2. Cultural Variations - Spatial
2.1. Geographical

The most obvious différence regarding punalattu in Tamil and Sanskrit literatures is that
the former uses it more often than the latter. Yet the Tamil passages are relatively shorter
and convey something beyond the mere act of bathing.

A Kalittokai poém begins saying that the heroine bathes in the fast but pleasing waters of a
mountain stream. But this is merely an introduction to the actual theme of the poem - the
toli informing her mother of the heroine's love for the hero. The bathing in the river,
whether true or imagined, is one of the most possible reasons or excuses a girl on the moun-
tain slope could have for meeting the hero. Her slipping her footing and being carried away
by the stream is a fitting incident for depiciting the nobility of the. hero and the accidental
nature of their meeting.2 In an Ainkurunuru poem, a hero who has returned home before
the kar season sets in, exhorts his wife,

The clouds with sounds of thunder

shed plenty of rain.

Kar season has begun

in the lovely (region of) thickets.

Let us sport in the pleasing fresh waters.
So hurry, *

O maiden with long dark tresses. 2
Here the eagerness of the husband to bathe and sport in the fresh water is not an end in itself
but a means of portraying the joy and satisfaction of a man who has returned with success
and therefore, is able to indulge in sport with his beloved. So the happiness of a man who
has kept his word to return before the kar season and his love for his beloved whose waiting
has not been in vain are more important in the poem. But these are suggested by the excited
invitation to the wife to hurry.

In the Raghuvamsam, Kilidasa describes how the very hot summer causes Kusa to think of
"sport with young women in the water of the Sarayu which carries with it the flowers of the
creepers on its banks and contains intoxicated swans anxious to swim in its waves." Hence
tents are pitched on its banks and crocodiles are dragged out with nets to make the river
safer. Here too, many women are said to have rushed into the river, - "hundreds of females
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of my inner apartment”, according to the king himself. The sandal paste of their bodi;
spreads on the water and makes it look like the rise of twilight interspersed with clouds.”
The description of their sport takes 20 stanzas though ‘it is not essential to the main story.
The only significance of this watersport is that it gives the king the opportunity to meet Ku-
mudavati and to marry her. This marriage is important, for his son and heir, Atithi, is born
of this marriage. As for emotion or love, there is nothing that this water-sport seems to have
caused, for Kusa bathes not only with the women of his inner apartment but his wife as
well, *® and ends his sport by acquiring a new wife. Yet his own bathing in the river is de-
scribed in four stanzas only. It is noticeable that the descriptions get longer as the poems get
longer but the length of the descriptions tends to take away the purpose or the use of nature.
Nature in longer poems adds to the beauty and shows the poets' ability to describe ordinary
scenes in an extraordinary manner.

The punalif.tgu, like other aspects of ancient Tamil life, shows the topophilia or the affective
bond between the Tamils and ecology. Perhaps such a bond was not possible in towns and
cities (nagaram) and in the life of the townsman (nagaraka). Kalidasa's Abijianaéikunta-
lam is a charming attempt at portraying such a bond, but the introduction of the supernatural
element in showing the trees as yielding jewels and cosmetics for Sakuntala raises the play
to an entirely different plane.

2.1.2  The topophilia of the Tamils is futher demonstrated in the joyous and sometimes
ceremonious welcome they accorded to the fresh floods caused by rain in July-August (kar)
The Paripatal describes the water festival held in Madurai in conjunction with the new
floods in the Vaiyai.Since many people bathed in the river, its water washed away the
pastes, flowers and fragrant oils worn by the bathers. The bathers, however, did not find
this in the least objectionable though the brahmins abstained from using the water for their
ablutions before prayer.29 Such intense love for the fresh floods is not noticeable in Sanskrit
literature. In fact the water that flows in the rivers soon after the first rains is described as
turbid and "full of dust, vermin and grass".ao Naturally, it causes no excitement, though the
sight of the rain cloud does.’!

2.1.3  Punalattu as portrayed by the two literatures also throws light on the status of
women in each society. The Tamil woman seems to have enjoyed more freedom of move-
ment. Though some of the maidens seem to fear the watchful mothers and their prying looks
or questions, the Tamil woman was still free to go out to guard the fish or millet field, bring
food and water to the men tending the cattle or tilling fields or to exchange their produce for
the produce from other ecological zones.>? This gave her more opportunities to indulge in
punalattu with friends, or the youth with whom she had fallen in love. There is ample evi-
dence to show that both of them sported in the waterfronts of their ecological zones and they
continued to do so even after marriage.3 3 The Tamil poems also show the husband indulging
in punalattu with his mistresses.>* But we have no instance of the wife or heroine bathing
in the waters with the hero and his concubines. The woman's position in the north does not
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seem to be the same. The people depicted being city dwellers, are shown to be spending
their time in their mansion-like houses and the adjoining gardens and ponds, so that even
though clandestine love is depicted, punalattu is hardly mentioned. In the very few

works that mention punalattu after marriage, the wife and the concubines or women of the
harem are shown as going together with the hero.”® In both the northern and southern
tradition, mo nogamy for men and women is the accepted ideal with Rama. and the maxims
of the Tiruk-kural providing the norm, but in both the traditions practice fell far short of the
ideal as far as the men were concerned.  But in Tamil culture, the wife is shown to enjoy
certain dignity and rights within her home. Even though later Cankam works show the wife
and the concu-bine/mistress meeting outside the house during punalattu they are not depic
ted as going to the waterside together or as bathing together. Open hostility is a‘pparent.36

2.2 Variations based on ecological zones

2.2.1  These references to punala_ggu contain sufficient information to show that even in
the Cankam poems there were cultural variations due to ecology, and the passage of time.

The montane, pastoral and maritime regions on the whole were rural districts where the
people led simple, rustic lives. Their indulgence in punalattu was spontaneous and natural.
They seem to have swum or had a dip in the water-fronts as and when they pleased, depend-
ing on their inclination and leisure. There were no aids or accessories mentioned except for
floats (punai) to keep the bathers afloat. There is no detailed description of the pupai used
by people in these ecological zones and it is possible that only logs were used for the pur-
pose. The Cinupﬁnzr.nuppatai describing the natural resources and wealth of the patron
Nalhyakkotan says that the streams in his country wash down logs of mastwood, eaglewood
and sandalwbod and that these logs serve as floats for women bathing at the waterfronts. 7
This suggests that the floats were logs of wood. Even the Paripafal, though belonging to a
later period, mentions youths braving the waters of the Vaiyai on tantu™ a word meaning
stem, bamboo, tube or club. But poems of the marutam. or agricultural region, show an ur-
ban culture. The floats are referred to as elephants for the logs were carved out in the shape
of elephants.”® The Cilappatikaram mentions the "beautiful floats" (pumpunai) used by
the ganikas and their paramours in Madurai.*

2.2.2  Besides, the townsfolk seem to have used special clothes referred to as irani (liter-
ally ir = wet +ani = clothes) while bathing. It may be noted that only two Akananuru po-
ems contain this information and in both it is the harlot with whom the hero had sported in
the waters, who wears this dress. The Paripﬁ}al apart from using the term says that the
women of Madurai wore suitable clothes or sarees (puftakam) and decked themselves with
jewels and flowers to go bathing in the Vaiyai.'“ There is no special mention of the type of
clothes worn by the heroine while bathing or sporting in the water.
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2.3. Cultural variation - temporal

A study of the acient Tamil poems and the two epics-also reveals the "cultural drift" or ad-
aptations that have taken place through the ages. Most of these changesare not due to inno-
vations but to certain changes that are in consonance with already existing tendencies or
practices.

2.3.1 The simple, joyous celebration at the arrival of new floods in the rivers developed
into a religio-social festival. The people of Madurai seem to have treated it as a time to pray
for favours, for thanksgiving to the life-sustaining waters of the river and for enjoyment.
They made offerings of flowers and fish, crab, prawn and conch made of gold to the river
Vaiyai and prayed for regular rain that would bring more water to the river. *2 This celebra-
tion in the Tamil month of ati (July-August) is the forerunner of the atipperukku festival of
later years.

2.3.2  The bathing of young women, especially the unmarried maidens-in the cold waters
in the month of January also acquired certain religious connotations. The later Cankam
works like the Kalittokai and the Paripﬁt.al call it a penance (tavam)® and it is accompa-
nied by certain ritual$. At dawn on the full-moon day of Markali (December-January) when
the atirai asterism is ascendent, the priests well-versed in the sacred texts begin the rituals
with offerings in gold vessels made to Shiva the Lord of this asterism. Young maidens ac-
companied by their mothers are initiated by elderly women. They sing of the dawn, implore
that the rains do not fail and bathe in the rivers or streams. Then, with their senses subdued,
they stand near the fire kindled by the priests for worship. This fast must have been consid-
ered specially sacred even during the Cankam period for it is said to be a penance (ceri-
tavam). Those who performed it are considered to have performed good deeds in their past
birth to be able to observe this fast in their present birth.** This is a clear reference to the
markaliniratal that is associated with the devotional songs of Manikkavacakar's Thiruvem-
pavai and Antal's Tiruppavai.

2.3.3.  Some variations are also found in the social aspects of this water-festival. The par-
ticipants described in the Paripatal seem to be affluent, riding to the river bank on the backs
of elephants, horses, and mules. Others used palanquins or carts drawn by horses or bul-
locks. They also took with them syringes and horns filled with musk oil and rosewater or
fragrant extracts of flowers as well as rafts and "chariots" made of painted reed/bamboo.*’
This shows an urban culture with the rich having enough leisure to plan their festivities and
to prepare in great detail. This aspect also seems comparable with the water-sport of king
Atithi as mentioned in the Raghuvamsam for theretoo,the bathers used syringes filled with
coloured water.*® Compared to these elaborate preparations and the kind of water-sport
these poems suggest, the punalattu in the earlier, shorter poems show a simple, rustic way
of life which finds enough pleasure and satisfaction in the ordinary act of bathing in the
fresh waters.
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2.4 Variation in Literature

The spatial (geographical) and temporal differences are also noticeable in literature. There is
difference in form, style and even treatment of the same incidents and themes. For example
in a poem from the Ainkurunuru the heroine says to the hero,

We shall not be angry;

So tell us not lies,

O Lord of the agricultural tracts!
Your eyes are very red

because you sported

in the reddish water of the first rains
and served as a float

for the shoulders of beatiful women.*’

The watersport during which the "beautiful women" held on to his shoulders is not impor-
tant by itself. 1t is important because of the hurt and jealousy it causes the wife with whom
he did not sport in the fresh waters. Instead he had sported with the harlots. Hence ﬁt_al is
the actual theme of the peom, though she says, "We shall not be angry."

A Kalittokai poem with the same aspect of love as its theme, suggests more details. The
heroine, hearing the hero say that he is returning after bathing (punalati)in the fresh waters
of the Kaviri says,

O yes.

I heard you bathed in the water
with cool, curly dark tresses

as the fine sand; and

Beautiful surm-lined eyes

as the kayal fish.

In the fragrant park

filled with cool, scented flowers
destroying your reserve (nan)
you bathed

in the beautiful fresh waters
that came at noon,

with the panan as a float,*®

In this poem, the number of lines used to convey the message that she knows all and there is
no need to hide anything is more than the number in the previous poem. The length of a Ka-
littokai poem makes such details possible. But the intensity of feeling and subtlety is not
comparable. The meaning is far moreobviousthan in the Ainkurunuru poem, though the art
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and imagination of the poet is not to be doubted. This feature is even more clear in the po-
ems on the Vaiyai in the Paripatal. Such bathing in the fresh waters of the Vaiyai is the
cause of utal but often the message is hidden in a mass of decription which does not have
much bearing on this emotion. For example the sixth poem of the Paripatal is on the refusal
of the hurt wife to allow the husband to come home (vayil maruttal) which is merely a way
of showing her anger and disapproval of his disloyalty. Of the 106 lines, the first 60 deal
with the rain that causes fresh floods in the river, the description of the people and their
preparations to bathe and sport in the waters, their mode of travel to the river banks, the
crowds and the waters becoming muddy because of the crowds bathing there. The next 44
lines describe the anger of the hero's concubine because of his attraction to new women, his
attempt to explain that he did not embrace anyone but merely tried to save a women from
drowning, the advice of the elderly women at the concubine's house not to be angry with
him or else he might go off with the younger woman, her relenting and their bathing to-
gether in the waters of the Vaiyai. The last two lines,

O Vaiyai, may your ability to produce such love
that swells in the hearts

of those who bathe in your waters

never decrease,49

suggest that she is still angry about what had happened. Though the whole poem is supposed
to be what she herself said, the detailed description in the first 60 lines are not necessary to
express her displeasure and annoyance.

In the epic Cilappatikaram, though a whole canto is named Katalatu katai (the Canto on
Sea Bathing) it does not mention the actual bathing of Kovalan and Mataw but describes the
preparatlons their journey to the seashore and their tent in which the fateful Kanalvari songs
are sung % But while describing the city of Maturai, Ilanko sings of the various seasons. Of
these kar is said to be the season when

Harlots, living in streets

where the west wind causes flags to flutter,
sport with their beloved, rich youths

at the water front with tall marutam trees
along the Vaiyai with fresh waters,

in which are tiny islands of white sand
spread with flowers.

They sail boats tall as mansions

and small wooden boats

and swim holding to beautiful floats.”!
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This decription does not in any way serve the main story or project the emotion of the
youth, the harlot or the wife, if he were married. But this description adds to the beauty and
grandeur of the epic. A somewhat similar use of descriptions is found in the Sanskrit kavya
as well, as already discussed in 2.1.1.

A detailed comparative study of the various practices mentioned in the Cankam poems
would yield a wealth of material useful for a social historian of the ancient Tamils.
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