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The imminent Tamil Science Festival, planned
in collaboration by the Tamil societies of USYD,
UNSW, and Macquarie, is a significant attempt
to rethink the understanding of the interrelation
between culture and science. Modern discourse
tends to view science and tradition separately, as
if culture and scientific thought were alien to one
another. The current event questions this perspective
by demonstrating the richness of the knowledge
systems of Tamil and highlighting their significance.

The book release ceremony conducted by Mannar
Mannan is one of the highlights of the event and
will certainly enrich the discourse of the event since
it deals with the history, identity and knowledge
tradition associated with the Tamil culture. By
placing the book launch along with lectures and
debates on the topic of the book of whether Tamil
New Year must be celebrated based on Thai or
Chithirai calculations, the significance of science,
astronomy, season and time has been recognised.
The latter are certainly more than mere cultural
considerations; they are scientific facts that are
ingrained within Tamil tradition.

In a university setting, one tends to dissociate
his/her cultural identity from his/her academic
achievements. But here too it must be said that
this need not necessarily be the case for Tamil

Tamil Science Festival - A Powerful Event

students. Since Tamil civilisation has been contributing
to fields such as medicine through the system of
Siddha medicines, architectural marvels through
the exacting design of temples and linguistics
through the structure of the Tamil language, there
is certainly much that a student can learn from
one’s own culture.

This association of the three major universities
is also symbolic of a larger trend within the Tamil
diaspora. It is no longer the case that Tamils work
separately within their own communities; instead,
it is becoming increasingly common for younger
generations to think together and form a platform
that is rooted in culture as well as intellect. Such
unification helps not only in building up culture but
also in giving it credibility and weight in academic
circles.

In essence, what is so important about the Tamil
Science Festival is its ability to put a different spin
on the notion of culture. Instead of limiting the
discussion of Tamil culture to its ritualistic aspects,
such events help explore the philosophy behind
it, its science, and its history.

The event is set to happen on the 8th of May
at Wentworthville Redgum Centre at 6:30 PM.
Please register your attendance on the Thennadu
Website.

www.thennadu.org
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Saiva Saint Thirunalaipovar Nayanar - The procrastinator

in the seventeenth place, within the
Chola country at Adanur, and frames his
account through the oldest controversy
that a sacramental order can be asked

’ Srisankarshan
Srisatkunarajah
English Editor

Thennadu

who may cross its threshold. The
narrative extends across two temple
sites, Tiruppungur and Thillai, and its
movement is the slow approach of a
body that has been formed, by birth and by trade, on
the far side of a line that the temple (high society and
its conservative culture) itself has drawn. The discipline
preserved in the earlier account of Ruthira Pasupati Nayanar
was the discipline of a single act held without break,
water and recitation and the unbroken attention of a
scholar sustained through night and day. The discipline
recorded here belongs to a different order of the internal
life. It is the discipline of a soul’s wish carried across at
least 2 human lifetimes, spoken daily and daily deferred,
a wish whose speaking produces the saint’s name and
whose eventual fulfilment requires the annihilation of
the body that has carried it.

Later renditions, most visibly Gopalakrishna Bharati’s
Nandanar Charithram, have carried the nayanar’s image
into theatrical and devotional registers that Sekkizhar’s
composition could not have anticipated, and the saint now
occupies a place in the imagination of Tamil devotional
culture that exceeds, by a considerable measure, the
compressed verses in which he is canonically preserved.
The present reading does not follow him into that afterlife.
The article concerns itself with what is recorded in the
Periya Puranam, the source from which the most popular
and relatable Nandanar of later centuries was first drawn,
and it holds to what those sources sustain.

Nandanar is that of a leather-curer from the settlement
at Adanur, whose family trade lay in the preparation of
skins, straps, and strings for the drums and the veena of
the temple. The verses name him with a directness that
places him in the lowest caste. He is called matchless
in society for the wrong reasons. His labour served
the temple without ever admitting him to it. The very
instruments through which the sanctum’s sound was
made, the percussion support from his drums, and the
veenai whose string carried the deeply Tamil tradition
of melodies, were prepared by hands whose entry into
the space, was prohibited. This is the first stark aspect
of his reality, the Puranam records, and it is preserved
through every episode that follows without mitigation.

The outward expression of his devotion is given in
the account with care. There is ecstatic song. There is
dance undertaken in the self-forgetfulness that the Saiva
tradition reserves for those whose interior has been wholly
given over to the divine. There are repeated approaches
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to answer, which is the question of
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to Siva temples from which he was excluded, and at
Tiruppungur there is the episode which every reader
of this account pauses upon. The Nandi is moved aside.
The enshrined form becomes visible from the position
at which the devotee has been permitted to stand. The
account reports the movement quite simplistically (unlike
in Nandanar Charitham which made his story popular
amongst the masses).The concession here is divine, and
it is, in its very generosity, a confirmation of the condition
it accommodates. The saint remains outside. The stone
bull shifts. The temple, in its institutional sense, does not.

A key symbolism here is that the Bull, is ‘Pasu’, and
the adjustment it makes to accommodate the Nayanar
signifies that, once a person has already been rid of
‘Pasam’, he or she must still alleviate themselves from
‘Pasu’ to understand the significance of reaching ‘Pathi’
and thus the state of Mutthi (veedu peeru). This derives
from the Saiva Siththantha traditions further solidifying
Nandanar’s involvement in Saiva learning and teachings
across all times.

The vow of tomorrow/ Procrastination

The central difficulty of the Periya Puranam, the point
at which the narrative asks most of its reader, begins in
the years that precede the arrival at Chidambaram. His
greatest wish, the text records, was to reach Thillai. That
wish he spoke to all whom he encountered, announcing
each day that he would depart for the temple upon the
morrow, and the repetition of that single declaration across
an unmeasured span of days produced the name by which
the tradition has preserved him. ‘Thiru-Nalai-povar’, he
who goes tomorrow. The Periya Puranam preserves the
internal form of the delay with a precision that is almost
embarrassing. After sunrise he lay immobile, and within
his own mouth two statements contended: “my caste
has no right to go in, or, this be my Lord’s wish”. Then
with devotion he would say, “I shall go tomorrow”. The
two statements are held in a single verse in the songs
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by Sekkizhar, and the verses decline to indicate which
of them is prior, which is the proposition and which is
the consolation, or indeed whether such a distinction
has any purchase upon a mind that has lived inside the
oscillation long enough that the oscillation has become
the mind itself.

A lesser reading of the account would treat the deferral
as psychological weakness, or as the paralysis of a devotee
insufficient to his own wish. The Puranam does not invite
that reading. What it records is something closer to the
structure of a vow that cannot be discharged within the
conditions of its speaking, and whose daily renewal is
itself the form that the vow takes. The devotee rises each
morning to the same recognition, that the body through
which his devotion must pass is also the body which that
devotion’s object has been given the right to refuse, and
each morning he declines to convert that recognition
into grievance. He converts it, instead, into speech. He
says that he will go. The saying is the observance. The
deferral is the discipline his mortal body carries, the
one he occupies in this life. The name he receives is
the name of a refusal sustained across a duration long
enough that it comes to constitute the identity of the
one who refuses, this would be a meditative version of
procrastination as we call it these days.

The blaze at Thillai

The most special day of his arrival at Chidambaram
does not complete the account. Nandanar reaches the
outskirts. He tarries there, imagining the sights within,
and upon the recognition that he holds no right to partake
of them he is overcome first by depression and then by
sleep. The resolution arrives in the oldest mode such
resolutions are delivered in the literature of the Saivite
saints, which is the mode of parallel dreams. The Lord
appears simultaneously within the sleep of the devotee
and within the sleep of the priests of Thillai, and in
both appearances He delivers the same command, that
sacrificial fires be prepared for the saint’s purification.
Nandanar enters the fire with his hands folded in
salutation and Sivaperuman’s iconography in his mind,
as the mortal life and coil of the saint did not have the
privilege to learn and imbibe the Namasivaya chant. This
blaze is positioned as a gift from the lord, to society as
a whole and to Nandanar, as it is nandanar, who was
most plagued with the imposter syndrome, to a point
where this ritualistic cleansing would give him great
peace. The society here got to learn that this ritual was
offered specifically for the reason of the Saint’s inner
peace and not some ceremony of assertion of social
ranks. Then, from the fire he rises as a sage, long locks
and thirunool across his chest.

Here it is important to note that the Fire or the Bull
earlier were Not Tests. The devotion that preceded the
fire was already complete, and the Puranam does not
ask us to entertain the possibility that it required testing.
What the fire removes is the body marked by birth. What
emerges is a form that Nandanar himself desires. The
theological claim embedded in this structure is severe.
The saint’s interior condition required no correction. The
condition that required removal was the one imposed
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from outside, the condition of the birth into which the
devotee had been placed, and its removal was effected by
the Lord Himself, without mediation from the community
that had imposed it and without mortal petition from
the one upon whom it had been imposed.

The unspoken weight of the account

The Puranam, having delivered its resolution, declines
any extension into social commentary. The brahmins of
Thillai are described as good, and they salute the saint
before the blaze and upon his emergence from the fire.
Numerous devotees pay their respects both before and
after. He enters the hall to worship the feet that dance
within it. The sequence is preserved without irony and
without qualification, and it is from this very restraint
that the account’s most difficult interpretive edge is
generated. The mechanism by which the reception is
made possible remains visible to any reader willing to
hold the account at the distance it requires. The saint’s
birth had to be burned away before the temple could
receive him. Whether this records a transcendence of
caste, which is the reading that devotional tradition has
most frequently returned, or a concession to the ordering
logic of caste, which is the reading that has been offered
by more recent commentators who have attended to the
account’s implications with greater rigour, the Puranam
declines to adjudicate. Both readings stand upon the
text. The devotion was matchless from the first, and the
matchlessness required consummation by fire before
the sanctum could hold it. The account records the fact
and leaves the interpretation to those who come after.

This is the analytical edge upon which the tradition has
continued to think across the centuries of its reception,
and it is the edge at which the account discloses its
occult structure, if that word may be permitted in the
sense of a teaching preserved through narrative rather
than through doctrine. The saint is remembered as the
one who reached Thillai. He is remembered, with equal
weight, as the one whose reaching required ordeal. The
two memories are inseparable within the Puranam, and
the Puranam makes no motion to separate them, because
the inseparability is itself the teaching. The sanctum is
crossed. The body through which the crossing is made
does not survive it.

Remembrance

Thirunalaipovar Nayanar’s remembrance rests in the
claim that devotion is not conditional upon birth, and
in the account’s steadfast refusal to pretend that the
claim was ever uncontested. His distinction within the
sixty three lies in the sustained holding of a deferred
wish across a lifetime, and in the ordeal through which
that wish was finally closed. The account preserves him
as one whose labour served the sanctum he could not
enter, whose name was given him by a vow he could not
immediately keep, and whose final passage was granted
through a vision delivered in parallel to the barred and
the privileged. That is the core basis upon which he
is remembered, year on year on the Puratasi-Rohini
day, later popularised by Gopalakrishna Bharatiyar in
his opera, the Nandanar Charithram.
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