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Abstract 

Tolkappiyam is the earliest and most authoritative grammatical treatise of the Tamil language, traditionally attributed to the 

sage Tolkappiyar. It is a comprehensive work that integrates grammar, literature, culture, ethics, and social norms, making it 

not only a linguistic manual but also a record of ancient Tamil civilization. Tolkappiyam also establishes rules for poetic 

composition, literary aesthetics, and cultural practices, preserving insights into the ethics, behavior, and civilization of the 

ancient Tamils. Its antiquity, systematic structure, and holistic approach make it a cornerstone of Tamil language and 

literature, underscoring the Tamil language’s status as a classical and sophisticated language. 
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Introduction 

Tolkappiyam is the earliest and most authoritative 

grammatical text of the Tamil language, traditionally 

attributed to the sage Tolkappiyar. It serves as a 

foundational work for Tamil grammar, literature, and 

cultural understanding. The text is divided into three main 

sections: Ezhuthadhikaram (Phonology & Letters): 

Discusses Tamil letters, vowels and consonants, sounds, and 

orthography. Soladhikaram (Morphology & Words): 

Explains words, verbs, nouns, grammatical categories, and 

sentence structures. Poruladhikaram (Semantics, Life & 

Society): Covers aspects of Akam (interior life: love, 

personal life) and Puram (exterior life: heroism, governance, 

social life), along with social customs, ethics, economy, and 

governance. Tolkappiyam is more than a grammatical 

manual. It is a cultural and historical document, offering 

insights into the social structure, moral values, arts, 

literature, and way of life of ancient Tamils. Its antiquity 

and systematic approach make it a cornerstone of Tamil 

language and literature, earning the Tamil language the 

recognition of a classical and sophisticated language. 

 

Antiquity  

Tolkappiyam is the oldest surviving grammatical text in 

Tamil literature. Its antiquity signifies its ancient origin and 

long-standing authority. 

The name Tolkappiyam itself reflects this: it is derived from 

“Tol” (ancient) + “Kappiyam” (text, book, or epic). Hence, 

it can be interpreted as a “ancient book”, “ancient poem”, or 

“a text that preserves ancient knowledge and traditions”. 

The antiquity of Tolkappiyam is recognized from the time 

of Tolkappiyar himself. Later scholars, such as Ilampuranar, 

cited Tolkappiyam as an exemplary text, showing that its 

reputation and authority as an ancient work were established 

early on. 

Thus, Tolkappiyam is not only a “venerable text” but also a 

repository that safeguards and perpetuates the cultural and 

linguistic heritage of the Tamil people. 

 

Evidence of Antiquity  

Several pieces of evidence attest to the antiquity of 

Tolkappiyam 

1. In the commentary (Paayirurai) by banambaaranar, it is 

mentioned that “Tolkappiyan is filled with timeless 

wisdom” highlighting the work’s ancient origin. 

2. Even though many literary works and ancient texts 

from the same period have been lost over time, 

Tolkappiyam has survived, which itself is a strong 

proof of its antiquity. 

3. The works of Iraiyanar Kalaviyal and other early 

scholars confirm that Tolkappiyam was authored by 

Tolkappiyar, establishing its authenticity and historical 

significance. 

 

Thus, these references collectively validate Tolkappiyam as 

one of the oldest and most enduring texts of the Tamil 

literary and grammatical tradition. 

 

Complete Grammar 

Tolkappiyam is a comprehensive grammatical text of the 

Tamil language, divided into three sections: 

Ezhuthadhikaram (Phonology & Letters), Soladhikaram 

(Morphology & Words), and Poruladhikaram (Semantics, 

Life & Society). It classifies the language into three levels 

— letters, words, and meanings — and systematically 

explains the rules of Tamil grammar. Tolkappiyam is 

considered the oldest and most authoritative foundational 

text for Tamil grammatical principles. 

 

The Three Sections of Tolkappiyam 

Tolkappiyam is divided into three major sections that 

explain the complete grammar, life ethics, and cultural 

characteristics of the Tamil language: Ezhuthadhikaram 

(Phonology & Letters) Provides a comprehensive 

explanation of Tamil letters, vowels and consonants, 

compound letters, sounds, and letter classifications. Offers 

guidance on the phonetic structure of the language, proper 

usage of letters, and orthographic principles. Soladhikaram 

(Morphology & Words) Explains in detail words, verbs, 

nouns, grammatical categories, and sentence structure. 

Provides fundamental rules about the linguistic logic, word 

formation, and syntactic patterns of Tamil. Poruladhikaram 

(Semantics, Life & Society) Describes Akam (interior life: 

love and personal life) and Puram (exterior life: heroism, 

governance, and social life). Covers social structure, culture, 
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civilization, moral and ethical codes, commerce, politics, 

war ethics, trade, and professions, highlighting the social 

and cultural aspects of ancient Tamil life. Through these 

three sections, Tolkappiyam integrates grammar, literary 

principles, life ethics, and cultural knowledge, serving as a 

foundational text for understanding Tamil language and 

society. 

 

Literary Nature and Life Ethics 

Tolkappiyam is not merely a grammatical text but also a 

comprehensive record of Tamil culture, moral values, and 

way of life. It stands as both a literary and sociocultural 

document of the ancient Tamil civilization. Its literary 

nature is evident in its detailed exposition of poetic 

composition, traditions, similes (Uvamai), expressions of 

emotions (Meippadu), and the structural beauty of Tamil 

verse. These elements highlight the aesthetic sophistication 

and poetic depth of early Tamil literature. In terms of life 

ethics, Tolkappiyam incorporates the concepts of Akam 

(inner/romantic life) and Puram (outer/heroic life), each 

governed by distinct moral and emotional principles. 

Through the sections on Akatthinai and Puratthinai, it 

explains the ethical codes, emotional expressions, and social 

values that shaped Tamil life. Thus, Tolkappiyam 

harmoniously blends literary beauty with moral philosophy, 

serving as both a guide to poetic art and a mirror of Tamil 

culture and ethics. 

 

Literary Characteristics of Tolkappiyam 

Tolkappiyam lays down the grammatical and aesthetic 

principles essential for composing Tamil poetry. It explains 

the rules of prosody (Yappu), poetic structure (Yappiyal / 

Seyyuliyal), and literary devices such as simile (Uvamai), 

flavor or emotion (Suvai), and expression of feelings 

(Meippadu). The text elaborates on the aesthetic aspects of 

literature, describing various poetic elements, styles, and 

artistic nuances, such as sensation (Pulan) and contextual 

references in songs (Paattidai Vaitha Kurippu), which 

enhance the beauty of Tamil poetry. For Akam (interior) 

literature, Tolkappiyam sets out the principles for portraying 

themes of love, chastity, union, and separation, presenting 

the emotional and moral framework for inner life poetry. 

For Puram (exterior) literature, it provides the guidelines for 

composing works that deal with heroism, governance, 

generosity, friendship, and public life, thereby shaping the 

poetic expression of outer life. Thus, Tolkappiyam serves as 

a comprehensive poetic and literary manual, blending 

grammar with aesthetics, and establishing the foundation of 

Tamil literary tradition that later classical works continued 

to follow. 

 

Life Ethics in Tolkappiyam 

Tolkappiyam gives a detailed account of the ethical and 

moral principles that guided the life of ancient Tamils. 

 

Inner Life (Akam) 

The section on Akam Tinai (interior landscape) describes 

the five landscapes — Mullai (forest), Kurinji (mountain), 

Marutham (farmland), Neithal (seashore), and Palai (desert) 

— each representing different emotional and moral aspects 

of love and personal life. It explains the ethical codes, 

customs, and emotional contexts associated with these 

themes, emphasizing harmony, fidelity, and emotional 

integrity. 

Outer Life (Puram) 

The Puram Tinai (exterior landscape) deals with seven types 

of social and heroic situations, describing warfare, 

governance, valor, generosity, and social duties. It presents 

the moral conduct and ethical behavior expected in public 

life — courage, honor, hospitality, and justice. Through 

these, Tolkappiyam not only codifies grammar but also 

portrays the cultural values, moral discipline, social 

customs, and belief systems of the ancient Tamil people. 

The sections on Porul Ilakkanam further explain aspects of 

economic life, including trade, professions, and material 

culture, giving a complete picture of how the Tamils led an 

orderly, ethical, and prosperous life guided by moral and 

cultural principles. 

 

Scientific Perspective in Tolkappiyam 

Tolkappiyam demonstrates a remarkable scientific approach 

in its analysis of language and knowledge: Classification of 

Living Beings (Uyirin Pakupadu): Tolkappiyar classifies 

living beings into six categories based on their abilities, 

qualities, or functions, ranging from basic to complex levels 

(from one sense to six senses). This systematic classification 

reflects a methodical and analytical understanding of life, 

remarkable for its time. Phonetic Explanation (Oliviyal / 

Birth of Sounds): In the Ezhuthadhikaram (letters section), 

Tolkappiyar explains how Tamil sounds are produced with 

such precision that even modern phoneticians admire his 

methodology. This includes details of articulation, sound 

combinations, and phonetic patterns, showing an advanced 

awareness of linguistic science. 

Tolkappiyam thus combines linguistic analysis with 

empirical observation, making it not only a grammatical text 

but also a work with scientific rigor in the study of language 

and life. 

 

Social and Cultural Evidence 

Tolkappiyam stands as strong evidence of the social and 

cultural life of the ancient Tamils. It is not merely a 

grammar text but also a comprehensive record of the social 

structure, moral values, kinship patterns, belief systems, 

arts, civilization, and customs of that period. In particular, 

through the explanations of Akam (interior) and Puram 

(exterior) categories in the Porulathikaram section, it vividly 

portrays various aspects of life such as love, marriage, war, 

politics, and administration. Thus, Tolkappiyam serves not 

only as a linguistic manual but also as a cultural and 

sociological document, providing invaluable insights into 

the life, values, and worldview of ancient Tamil society. 

 

Social Evidence in Tolkappiyam 

Tolkappiyam provides valuable insights into the social 

structure of ancient Tamil society. It mentions various social 

classes, clans, and the hierarchical divisions that existed at 

the time. The text describes the family system and kinship 

relations, showing how social bonds and familial 

responsibilities were organized. It also records the economic 

activities of the period, including hunting, agriculture, and 

trade, which formed the foundation of the community’s 

livelihood. Further, Tolkappiyam discusses the duties of 

kings, principles of justice, war ethics, and administrative 

systems, reflecting the political and moral order of the 

society. In addition, it gives details about marriage customs, 

festivals, rituals, and hospitality, portraying the everyday 

social life of the ancient Tamils. Thus, Tolkappiyam serves 
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as a crucial document for understanding the social 

organization, economy, and moral values of early Tamil 

civilization. 

 

Cultural Evidence in Tolkappiyam 

Tolkappiyam not only deals with grammar but also serves as 

a valuable source of cultural evidence about ancient Tamil 

society. It discusses various art forms such as music, dance 

(koothu), and other performing arts, along with the 

traditions of poetry and literature. The text gives insights 

into the religious beliefs, rituals, and worship practices of 

the people of that period. It also describes the signs of a 

civilized life — settlements, city planning, clothing styles, 

ornaments, and other aspects of daily life. Through these, 

Tolkappiyam reflects the refinement and progress of the 

ancient Tamil civilization. The work emphasizes noble 

cultural values such as virtue (aram), valor (veeram), honor 

(maanam), and moral conduct (ozhukkam). 

Thus, Tolkappiyam stands not merely as a grammatical 

treatise but as a historical treasure chest that helps us 

understand the civilization, customs, and cultural ideals of 

the ancient Tamils. 

 

Tolkappiyam – The Foundation of Tamil as a Classical 

Language 

Tamil is one of the oldest languages in the world. The 

strong foundation for Tamil attaining the status of a 

“Classical Language” lies in the Tolkappiyam. Tolkappiyam 

is the first and oldest grammar book of the Tamil language, 

written by Tolkappiyar. The work is divided into three 

sections — Ezhuthu (letters/phonology), Sol 

(words/morphology), and Porul (meaning/semantics). 

Through these, it presents a complete and systematic 

structure of Tamil grammar. It explains in detail the 

phonetic system, grammatical framework, and semantics of 

the language. Beyond grammar, Tolkappiyam also portrays 

the ancient Tamil people’s culture, civilization, lifestyle, 

and social ethics. Hence, it is considered not only a 

grammatical text but also a valuable historical document. 

Among all the Tamil works available today, Tolkappiyam is 

the oldest. It stands as strong evidence of the antiquity, 

historical depth, and literary richness of the Tamil language. 

By defining not only the grammar but also the philosophy 

and way of life embedded within the language, 

Tolkappiyam has brought global recognition and pride to 

Tamil. 

Tolkappiyam laid down the grammar for the Tamil language 

as well as for the life and culture of the Tamil people. 

Therefore, scholars across the world praise Tamil as a 

“noble and unique classical language.” 

 

Conclusion 

Tolkappiyam is truly the soul and foundation of the Tamil 

language — it is through this monumental work that Tamil 

has risen to its esteemed status as a Classical Language. 

Tolkappiyam is not merely a treatise on Tamil grammar; it 

forms the foundation of Tamil civilization itself. Its 

grammatical, literary, cultural, psychological, and social 

components collectively showcase the richness and 

sophistication of the Tamil language and its people. 

Through its structured approach to letters, words, and 

meanings, along with its insights into literary composition, 

moral values, social organization, and cultural practices, 

Tolkappiyam highlights the grandeur and uniqueness of 

Tamil heritage. In essence, Tolkappiyam serves as a 

comprehensive guide that preserves and reflects the 

linguistic excellence, ethical wisdom, and cultural depth of 

ancient Tamil society. 
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