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Palamoli'Nanuru: Proverbs as
Equipment for Living

Dr. P. Marutha Nayagam

In an insightful and far-reaching discussion
of proverbs in an essay entitled "Literature as
Equipment for Living", Kenneth Burke, often
compared to Coleridge for the wide range of his
critical output, convincingly substantiates the
view that the most complex and sophisticated
works of art could be considered "somewhat as
proverbs writ large:"

Proverbs are strategies for dealing with
situations. Insofar as situations are typical and
recurrent in a given social structure, people
develop names for them and strategies for
handling them. Another name for strategies
might be attitudes. (Burke 944)

If, in his view, works of art are strategic
naming of situations, sociological criticism
should aim at codifying the various strategies
which artists have developed with relation to the
naming of situations. Proposing a method of
classification based on social strategies, Burke
contends that the unique merit of this system is
that it can cut across previously established
disciplines. His sociological criticism, making a
liberal use of Marxism and anthropological
studies of myth and ritual, is concerned with art
as a social act as well as with aesthetic questions.

Drawing our attention to random specimens
in the Oxford Dictionary of English Proverbs,
Burke demonstrates that there is neither "pure
literature" nor "realism for its own sake" in
proverbs:

Evenvthinoitisiim ediciies  Brovenbsi e
designed for consolation or vengeance, for
admonition or exhortation, for foretelling. Or
they name typical, recurrent situations.

There is realism for promise, admonition,
solace, vengeance, foretelling, instruction,
charting, all for the direct bearing

that such acts have upon matters of welfare
(Burke 943-944), He illustrates the various
categories with a few representative examples:

Proverbs designed for consolation:

"The sun does not shine on both sides of the
hedge at once." "Think of ease, but work on."
"Little troubles the eye, but far less the soul.”

"The worst luck now, the better another
time".

"He that hath lands hath quarrels." "He
knows how to carry the dead cock home." "He is
not poor that hath little, but he that desireth
much."

For vengeance:

"At length the fox is brought to the furrier."
"Shod in the cradle, barefoot in the stubble." "Sue a
beggar and get a house." "The higher the ape goes,
the more he shows his tail." “The moon does not
need the barking of dogs." "He measures another's
corn by his own bushel." "He shuns the man who
knows his well." "Fools tie knots and wise men
loosen them."

Proverbs that have to do with foretelling:

"Sow peas and beans in the wane of the moon,
who soweth them sooner, he soweth too soon."
"When the wind's in the north, the skillful fisher
goes not forth." "When the sloe tree is as white as a
sheet, sow your barley whether it be dry or wet."
"When the sun sets bright and clear, an easterly
wind you need not fear. When the sun sets in a
bank, a westerly wind we shall not want."

"When the moon's in the full, then wit's in the
want." "Straws show which way the wind blows."
"When the fish is cast, the net is laid aside." "Remove
an old tree and it will wither to death." "The wolf
may lose his teeth, but never his nature." "He that
bites on every weed must needs light on poison."
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Whether the pitcher strikes the stone, or the
stone strikes the pitcher, it is bad for the pitcher."
“Eagles catch no flies." "The more laws, the more
offenders."

"First thrive and then wive." "Think with the
wise, but talk with the vulgar." "When the fox
preacheth, then beware your geese." "Venture a
small fish to catch a great one." "Respect a man,
he will do the more."

Typical, recurrent situations:
"Sweet appears sour when we pay"

"The treason is loved but the traitor is hated."
"The wine in the bottle does not quench thirst."
“The sun is never the worse for shining on a
dunghill." "The lion kicked by an ass.” "The lion's
share." "To catch one napping.” "To smell rat." "To
cool one's heels." (Burke 943-944)

Such an analysis of proverbs leads Burke on
to the conclusion

that literature may be treated from the
standpoint of situations and strategies and that
works of art may be approached as strategies for
selecting enemies and allies, for socializing losses,
for warding off evil eye, for purification,
propitiation and desanctification, consolation
and vengeance, admonition and exhortation,
implicit commands or instructions of one sort or
another and that literary forms like "tragedy" or
"comedy" or "satire" may be viewed as equipments
for living (Burke 947).

The Tamils, one of the most ancient
communities of the world, can justly be proud of
a repertory of proverbs which touch upon all
aspects of human life. There is no life experience
which they do not speak of. Every group of men
and women from the most foolish to the wisest
can when they are in a tight corner or on the
horns of a dilemma. The benefit by them as one
proverb or the other will come to their rescue
whole spectrum of human thought on subjects
ranging from sensuous pleasures to spirituality,
from the basic needs like food, dress, shelter and
sleep to the most advanced philosophical notions
is covered by them in a style and manner that will
appeal to the elite as well as to the mob. The rich
experience of the Tamil community and its

culture

are gloriously reflected in them. They also
fruitfully lend themselves to the classification
advocated by Kenneth Bruke.

Proverbs designed for consolation:

yanaikku oru kalam vantal punaikku oru
kalam varum

cat.

If there is a time for the elephant, there will
be a time for the muppatu varutam vantavanum
illai, muppatu varutam tédntavanum illai. None
has enjoyed prosperity for thirty years: none has
suffered from poverty for thirty years.
tikkarravarkkut teyvame tunai God is the only
refuge to those that have no human help. elivérai
valiyar atittal valiyarait teyvam atikkum If the
mighty ill-treat the weak, God will punish the
mighty. For Vengeance

murpakal ceyyin pirpakal vilaiyum If you do
wrong in the morning, you will reap the
consequences

in the evening. tinai vitaittavan tinai aruppan:
vinai vitaittavan vinai aruppan The one that sows
millet will reap millet. The one that does wicked
deeds will meet with bad ends. aracan anru
kollum, teyvam ninru kollum The king's
punishment is instant: the god's punishment
takes time.

Proverbs that have to do with foretelling:

kérrullapoté turrikko!

When the wind is favourable, do the
winnowing.

ulukinra kalattil arvaliponal aruvataikkalattil
al téta venta If you have labourers on your side
during the days of ploughing, you need not go in
search of men during the days of harvesting.
karaippar karaittal kallum karaiyum If the capable
ones try, even stones will melt. Erumpu urak kal
téyum

A stone will get eroded even if ants keep
moving on it. Typical recurrent situations: nilalin
arumai veyilil teriyum The rare benefit of the
shade will be realized in the heat. mullai mullal
etu
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Remove a thorn by another.

erivatai iluttal kotippattu atankum If you
withdraw what burns, you can control what boils.

pampin kil pampu ariyum The snake alone
knows the snake's feet. nunalum tan vayal ketum

The frog will come to grief by its own
croaking. ndy vdlai nimirtta mutiyatu The dog's
tail cannot be straightened. kollan teruvil tici
virparillai None will sell needles in a blacksmith's
street. puvotu nar cerntirpola

Just as the thread that has joined the flowers.
koli mitittukkuficu mutam akatu

The young one does not become lame when
the mother-hen steps on it. In all these proverbs, it
will be glaringly evident that there is stark realism
not for the sake of realism but to encourage,
console, reprimand, chastise and teach.

Burke rightly observes that his approach
suggests a necessary

modification to the common criticism that
there are contrary proverbs.

The apparent contradictions depend upon
differences in attitude, involving a correspondingly
different choice of strategy. Consider, for instance,
the apparently opposite pair.

"Repentance comes too late" and "Never too
late to mend". The first is admonitory. It says in
effect: You'd better look out or you'll get yourself
too far into this business." The second is
consolatory, saying in effect "Buck up, old man,
you can still pull out of this." (Burke 944)

Burke's explanation is valid in the case of our
proverbs too. The following are the apparently
opposite pairs that will immediately come to
mind. avananri oranuvum acaiyatu Not even a
single atom will move without His decision. tan
kaiye tanakkutavi Your hand is your only help.
ellam talai viti

Everything depends on fate. vitiyai matiyal
vellalam With one's mind one can conquer fate.

It is to be noted that Burke's insight
marvelously —accounts for the seeming
contradictions in Tirukkural, the best of didactic
works.

1. Is there anything mightier than fate? Even
if one thinks of overcoming it by some strategy, it
will prevail.(380) Those who strive hard without
yielding to despair will overthrow even fate. (620)

2. Excepting in ways ordained by the
Ordainer, even to those who have gathered crores,
enjoying them is hard to achieve (377).

Though an attempt may fail because of divine
decree, perseverance will pay the wages for the
hard work done (619).

3. When a time comes for foes to feign
friendship, show friendship in the face removing
it from the heart and then abandon it altogether
(830). Let not a man be false to his heart: if he
does it, his heart itself

will later burn him In all these three pairs of
couplets and in a few more, the overt tradictions
depend upon differences in situations.

When Burke claims that proverbs as literature
in miniature have medicinal value, we are
reminded of the wisdom of our ancestors who
gave their didactic writings names of medicines
like Tirikatukam, Cirupaficamulam and Elati.
However, he warns the readers against taking
seriously naturalistic writings which pursuing
realism as an end in itself give a photographic
description of the seamy side of life. One should
also be wary of what Burke calls "inspirational
works"

We usually take it for granted that people
who consume our current output of books on
"How to Buy Friends and Bamboozle Oneself and
other People" read them and will attempt applying
the recipes given. Nothing of the sort. The reading
of a book on the attaining of success is in itself the
symbolic attaining of that success. The lure of the
book resides in the fact that the reader, while
reading it, is then

living in the aura of success. What he wants
is easy success:

and he gets it in symbolic form by the mere
reading itself....

As a way of sizing things up, the naturalistic
tradition tends to become as inaccurate as the
“inspirational” strategy, though at the opposite
extreme. (Burke 945)
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The age-old Tamil community giving more
importance to serious didactic works than any
other in India or abroad seems to have been fully
aware of the value of proverbs as equipment for
living. Proverbs were given their due place and
recognition as early as Tolkdppiyam, which
defines the name and nature of a proverb while
discussing various literary forms:

Subtlety, sharpness, brevity, brilliance and
good sense should characterize proverbs which,
in a simple style, should logically treat the subject
taken. (Tolk@ppiyam 1443)

It is evident that Tolkappiyar perceives in a
proverb almost all the qualities of a literary piece
though in prose.

The great Samgam poets, known for their
complex, subtle and densely textured
compositions, did not fight shy of incorporating
apt proverbs into their masterpieces:

amma vali t6li immai

nanru cey marunkil titu il ennum

tonru patu moli inru poyttanru kol

Long live, my friend! Does the old saying, "if
you do good now, you will face no harm later, go
wrong today?

This Akam poem quoting a proverb to prove
its point adds that old sayings continue to be valid
and relevant even long after they came into being.

It is remarkable that a poet of considerable
antiquity like Munrurai Aratyanar conceived a
collection of four hundred poems, each weaving
into its text a proverb witnessing to the wisdom of
the ancients. Some of these proverbs serve as
explanations of the point enuniciated, some as
illustrative examples and some more provide
functional similes. Whatever may be the kind of
the proverb, it becomes an integral part of the
poem and reveals its meaning in a flash.
Contradicting proverbs do make their appearance
but with proper explanations. One poem
(Palamoli 204) contends that evem a man known
for his intellectual attainments may commi
mistakes since destiny may destroy intellect. In
another poer (Palamoli 220), the one that does
not venture to do great deed because of fear of
fate is condemned as a fool. The two proverb

arivinai ualé atum and "arivaccam arrapperitu"
are presente here in such an interpretative way
that the contradiction is

ironed out. One piece (palamoli 127) argues
that when fate is favourable no efforts are required
to make money whereas all efforts will be in vain
when it is unpropitious. Another piece (Palamoli
161) exhorts men not to get frustrated deciding
that they have none to help them but to
undespairingly work hard since rewards are
certain to reach them.

While going through these poems, one is
struck by the revelation that the formidable
Valluvar might have been indebted to some of
these proverbs for his couplets in the chapter
called "Fate." Munrurai Araiyanar's Palamoli
naniru came much later than Tirukkural but
these proverbs could have been in currency
during Valluvar's time. The latter has struck gold
out of these and a close study of his couplets
vis-a-vis the corresponding proverbs will be a
lession in poetry-making. The following kurals,
for instance, are poetic renderings of the ideas
mentioned in the proverbs on destiny:

Determination will be born of fortune-
making destiny. Indolence will be born of adverse
destiny (kural 371).

Malignant fate will stupefy one's intelligence:
benignant fate will enrich one's intelligence (kural
372).

Even if one learns many abstruse works,
one's innate

intelligence will only prevail (kural 373).

Because of the reign of destiny, all factors
favourable to acquiring of wealth may turn
unfavourable and all factors unfavourable may
turn favourable (kural 375).

What is not one's pre-ordained property will
not stay even if well-guarded. What is one's own
will not leave even if thrown out (kural 376).

Valluvar's observations on fate culled out
from proverbs and converted into great poetry
culminate in a message characteristic of his vision
oftfilifcl i Ving  shonldl ithoSeiithatd ienjoy:
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the pleasures of life when fate is favourable
feel miserable when things go awry?

244 (kural 379).

Not only Valluvar but later Tamil poets also
realized the potential poetic value of proverbs
and capitalized on that. There was a proverb
which, based on a typical recurrent situation,
stated that none would welcome death calling it
from behind: kurram kommai kottinaril.
Munrurai Araiyanar used it to warn people
against inviting trouble by incurring the wrath of
great men. It is prudent to learn a lesson from the
life of the mighty giant, who, not knowing this,
died in a battle. (Palamoli 291)

@s&meiTomhe GUITHMNG) ©\&T6soTL_IT 88 60T
Gumflev SisLILL_Lest Gmmbm GuJHemL
2 OLWIMHD &sommb Yobismbem
©@a&n”_1qeommiflev. Tiruttakka tévar, well- versed
in the art of making his own what he borrowed
from his Tamil ancestors, especially Sangam
poets, did not eschew proverbs. Adding a new
dimension to the proverb and placing it in the
proper context, he is able to evoke the feelings of
pathos and anger. When the hero of Civaka
Cintamani is imprisoned, the heart-broken
women give vent to their sorrow and indignation
by invoking the god of death in a picturesque
description modeled on the proverb: norrilar
makalirenpar nonkantir tolkalenpar

kurrattaik  kommai  kottik  kulattotu
mutiyumenpar
(Civaka cintamani 1109-)

The author of Palamoli Naniru, tapping all
available resources resorts to proverbs even when
he requires similes that can serve the twin aims of
illustration and ornamentation. The proverb
aniyelam ataiyinpin (Dress has to be privileged
over all ornaments) is employec to drive home
the point that knowledge has to take precedence
ove all kinds of wealth in Palamoli 26.

sidleSleomed M Sownesrmy  &eveur
6 (houssT SIMISleotmey nesorL g Gleuesmmd —
@urSlu9esr

weollOUNesTEnID FMHSHPLD LIEHEVLD
Seor60T DiewtlGLucLeLMD Dp,6emL_uIledT 19165T.

Since there is "God's plenty" the poet can
bring in even two proverbs as similes in some
poems. The proverb curam pokki ulku kontér
means that when a man has crossed the path, it is
difficult to collect toll from him: marampokkik
kiili kontédr illai means that when a man has
reached the shore by boat, it is not easy to collect
from him the wages due to the boatman. These
two old proverbs come handy to Araiyanar to tell
people that if one does not study during youth,
one cannot hope to do ut during old age (Palamoli
60).

BOMID SOTEODEHSHE00T  &DHEGVITEOT
e U1Sl65T 8 6vor

CGumbmid eTeoTEYD L6ooT(IH G- HME
&TOCuUNES] 2_6v(& Q&mesorLni &evemeu@i
Sevemov LIDBUNESSG 665 ©\&mesoTL .

Great poets like Kalidasa have compared the
king's collecting taxes from citizens to the bees'
sucking honey from flowers as in both cases what
is got without inflicting any pain is used ultimately
to benefit the source. To one's utter surprise, one
learns that this is a proverb that might have been
in vogue several centuries ago:
@UIIHSSID ANPWNS L} HSH6OoTL Mi LD 63T 6ot
SHSBHD g Hlpeurenr - UBSSTS
(©\&mesoTL_T(IHLD @uneun@s @sm_ov
ig16u6T@mT 6uetor(h HNgIesor(H eSl_ov.

(244)

Folk knowledge and culture as enshrined in
proverbs can very often put to shame not only
poets and scholars but philosophers and scientists
too. One that hears a drum beating feels that it
echoes the words one has in mind. There is a rare
proverb which expresses this idea. 'trttatu
icaikkum parai' Araiyanar observes that this is
similar to the fact that even very learned men will
not be able to free a foolish man's mind from the
wrong notions that he cherishes. The drum
echoing the words one thinks of is a classic
example of Freud's projection theory which might
not have occurred to the great psychologist
himself.

BissH6sr D RBouT OBl iblé
1 & T60oT L& 85116V

@uiflwi & @b

Cuissid @& pL_L6vL

W&MEH.
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Manikkavacakar found in folklore a valuable
resource which they could tap with remarkable
success. In the fourth book of the saivite canon,
Appar has a decade of stanzas called
Palamolippatikam which uses ten proverbs as
similes of an everlasting appeal. In all these, he
regrets his earlyadherence to Jainism in preference
to Saivism.

He uses "kaniyiruppak kay kavartal” to stress
the point that his becoming a Jain in the hope of
getting release from the bondage of life was like
stealing unripe fruits while ripe ones were freely
available.

When it was easy to follow the path of
Saivism, he chose the difficult road of Jainism
which would not take him anywhere. And that
was similar to (muyal vittuk kakkaippin potal),
leaving the rabbit and going behind the crow.

When Lord Siva was ready to offer him
shelter, he foolishly sought the feet of Arukan, the
Jain god without realizing that it was (aramirukka
maram vilaikkukkollal), paying a heavy price for
evil while virtue is available free of charge.

His expectation that Jainism would redeem
him was as stupid as (pani niral pavai cey
appavittal), the attempt to make a doll out of
snowflakes.

He wandered in the company of wicked
people without willingly providing a place for the
Lord in his body. It was a case of (etan porkku
atan akappatal), Atan getting caught in the war
of Etan.

Besides studying the false scriptures, he
never meditated on the true god. That reminds
him of (iruttaraiyil malatu karattal), milking a
barren cow in a dark room.

As he was once leading a shameful life, he
became an object of ridicule. He now understands
that it was (vilakkirukka minminitikkaytal),
seeking warmth from luminous beetles, when
there is a lamp with which a fire can be readily lit.

The deceitful life of a Jain monk, who is
unable to identify the real source of salvation is
(paliiril payikkam pukal), begging in a wasteland.

When one doesn't approach the lord who
destroys evil, what one does is (tavamirukka
avam ceytal), doing the opposite of penance,
when undertaking penance is feasible.

Forgetting the Lord that saved the other gods
by drinking poison is as idiotic as (karumpirukka
irumpu Kkatittal), biting iron when sugarcane is
within one's reach.

But for Munrurai Araiyanar and Appar some
of these proverbs would have been lost forever.
Their poems constitute a unique literary
phenomenon celebrating folk wisdom.
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Do = FoLT 6D
Ac , to be sharp, to pierce
L. accus = needle, ac—uere, to sharpen

E. accute, sharp, pointed

2 _6U>DIh > W@ REBEE SMss)
RWGD Bembbheoms & Mld@Eib. Hblplesr
915& Gwoemev @wmdlullev Aqua ereors
ureShwg).

D& = e BIF
AN = 21 M6V, B emmbm)
DASHV = BeHDIHeL

Ap (ap-) is the Vedic Sanskrit term for "water",
which in Classical Sanskrit only occurs in the
plural apas (sometimes re—analysed as a
thematic singular, apa-), whence Hindi ap. The
term is from PIE hxap "water".[note 1] The Indo-
Iranian word also survives as the Persian word for
water, ab, e.g. in Punjab (from panj—ab "five
waters"). In archaic ablauting contractions, the
laryngeal of the PIE root remains visible in Vedic
Sanskrit, e.g. pratiapa— "against the current", from
*proti—hxp—o—. In Tamil, Ap means water, and has

references in poetry.

Root / lemma: ab-
English meaning: water, river
German meaning: "Wasser, Fluly'
Note:
From Root / lemma: akwa- (more properly
akwa): ekw- : “water, river' [through the shift
-gW- > -b-, -kw- > -p- attested in Greek, lllyrian
and Celtic languages] derived Root / lemma:
ab- : (water, river) and Root / lemma: ap-2 :
‘water, river'.
Material: Lat. amnis f., late m. ¢ (*abnis); air.
ab (*aba) Gen. abae ‘river', besides abann,
cymr. afon, orn. bret. auon, gall. brit. FIN
Abona, derived cymr. afanc “beaver, water
demon, dwarf', to mir. abac (*abankos)
‘beaver, dwarf', schweiz.-frz. avain “pasture'
(*abanko-); lett. FIN Abava.
The West German FIN in -apa, nhd.-affa,
probably go back partly to usually lost
westgerm. *ap-(idg. *ab-), partly in ven.-ill.
ap- (idg. *ap-).
rum. apa ‘water'
References: WP. | 46 f., WH. | 40, Feist 19a,
579a, GIPatSR. Il 134.
See also: compare also ap-2 ‘water, river' and
abo(n) "ape'.
Page(s): 1
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