Ramayana Allusions in Tamil Riddles
Dieter B. Kapp

I. Introduction

The Rama story indisputably counts among the most popular traditional stories
of India and is part of the common knowledge of all her peoples — whether they
hail from Gujarat, from Bengal or from Tamilnadu. Apart from Rama who is
worshipped as being considered the sixth incarnation of Visnu, and Sita who is
venerated as the ideal wife, also other characters of the Ramayana receive due
attention from the people of India - most of all, Hanumat who enjoys special
devotion with lorry and bus drivers, as in handling their vehicles they depend
on Hanumat’s popularly most appreciated qualities, ie., strength and
endurance.

Thus it is no wonder that in common folklore genres, such as folk-tales,
folk-songs, proverbs and riddles, we frequently come across allusions to the
Rama story, its dramatis personae et scaenae, its various episodes and
incorporated myths and legends. The original sources of such allusions are
either the classical Ramayana versions, ie., Valmiki’s Ramayana, Kampan’s
Iramavataram, Tulasidasa’s Ramacaritamanasa or, one of the numerous regional
and folk Ramayana versions which have come down to us in various written
and unwritten Indian languages.

The aim of this paper is to draw the attention of scholars to Ramayana
allusions as being found in Tamil riddles. A search for such in the most
comprehensive and exhaustive Tamil riddle collection, “Tamilil vitukataikal”,
compiled and edited by Ca. Vé Cuppiramanian (in the following: TVK), led to
the result that from among 2504 riddles listed therein, at least fifteen items (plus
three variants) contained allusions to the Ramayana:

(a) eleven allusions in the riddle questions (TVK 56 [No. 15], 96 [No. 6a]
and 195 [No. 6b], 420 [No. 16], 577 [No. 11], 659 [No. 14], 748 [No. 9],
916 [No. 3], 1426 [No. 12], 1526 [No. 4], 1717 [No. 7a] and 1718 [No. 7b]);

(b) two allusions in the answers to the riddles (TVK 857 [No. 8], 1605 [No.
2]);

(c) four allusions in the questions as well as in the answers to the riddles
(TVK 351 [No. 1], 352 [No. 10], 748 [No. 9], 1250 [No. 5a] and 2503 [No.
5b]).

One more riddle which I found in one of the numerous smaller Tamil riddle
collections has been added to the above corpus as it contained an allusion to
one more character of the Ramayana in the wording of the riddle question
(NVK, p. 13 [No. 13]).

In the following, the nineteen riddles are presented along with
translations and — wherever necessary — with commenting explanations.
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II. The Riddles
1. TVK 351

iramapum aracu ceyvan ayottiyil alla

irdvananum cantai ceyvan porkkalattil alla

citaiyum pii mutippal cinkarippal

cintai makilnt-itum mantarum matu unpar manaiyil alla.

atu enna? - iramayana-p puttakam.

Rama (Iraman) reigns, but not in Ayodhya (Ayotti).

Ravana (Iravanan) fights, but not in the battle-field.

Sita (Citai) ties flowers [to her hair and] adorns herself.

Rejoicing within their hearts, the people drink nectar, but not in their homes.

What's that? - The Ramayana (Iramavataram) (book).

2. TVK 1605!

narramilir nal eluttil “or mannan per”
nannum itin “onr irantu” akkula nallon am
marrum ula irant-eluttum “nakaram” akum
vaytta mutalotu nank or “vanitai” akum
murra-v iranfotu nankum “pay” enr-akum
miin irantum aynt unarin “piri” enr-akum.

karravarkal kontatum kana-mikk arnta
kavin naccinarkkiniya kalaru it enne?

atalar “rakupati”ye am alakar raji vitukataikku-t takka vitai.

Ye good Tamilians! Within four syllables the name of a king [is contained].
The first and second of these four yield a noble person of that lineage.

The following two syllables mean “town”.

The fourth joined with the first yields a woman.

Together with the second the fourth means “to jump”.

When you take into consideration the third and the second, it becomes [a word
meaning] “to separate”.

O commentator” of a poem which is praised by poets and abounds in dignity and
greatness, say: What's this?

The proper answer to the riddle is: The powerful hero Raghupati (Rakupati),
incarnation of Visnu (Alakar).

! The riddle is based on a pun on rakupati: 1. and 2. syllable = raku, “Raghu”; 3. and 4. syllable = pati,
“town”; 1. and 4. syllable = rati, “woman”; 2. and 4. syllable = kuti, “to jump”; 3. and 2. syllable =
paku, “to divide”.

2 Naccinarkkiniyar is the name of a famous commentator of the 14. Century; here his name is
simply used in the meaning of “commentator”.
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3. TVK 916’

karuppu-c cattaikkaran

kallattanattil kettikkaran

totti-velai ceyt-ituvan

curucuruppay irunt-ifuvan

oruvanai nam kippittal

iraraiye alaippavan

citaiyaiye kottinattal Sri-ramar capam eyravan.

avan yar? - kakam.

A man wearing a black robe.

A man cunning in deceiving.

He works as a scavenger.

He is very swift.

If we call one,

he will invite all the people of his village.

Because he had pecked at Sita (Citai), he was cursed by Sri Rama (Sri Ramar).

Who's that person? - The crow.

4, TVK 1526*

tane tan ronrun tampiranum alla

takunta kunan-kulircci tarum cantiran alla
kan-er-pacc-ilan-koti-y am umaiyum alla
kanakk-eluttun teriya vaikkum vani-y alla
vane-y-antarar pukalvar canaki-y alla
varuminyul itaiyatu tam itai-p partt am
en en enr avvitai vant-irukkum akil
iyar-peyar mevum porulai-y iyampuvire.

atu enna? - ponnankannikkirai.

% The riddle alludes to an episode which is found in Valmiki’s Ramayana, Appendix I, No. 26 (after
Sarga 89), verses 77-115. As this passage is not very well known, it is quoted here:

The remaining venison was set apart for being dried, and Rama told Sita to scare away the crows
from it. But Rama, to his great amusement, found Sita much distressed by a bold crow. No sooner it
was scared away, it again greedily came near the meat. Sita chased the crow again and again, but all
in vain, it rather threatened to strike her with its beak, wings and claws. Rama laughed finding Sita
thus annoyed by the crow, and her cheeks were glowing with rage, her lips quivering in anger, and
frowns darkening her lovely brow.

Rama rebuked the bird for its impudence, but apparently it paid no heed to Rama’s words, but flew
again at Sita. At this, Rama fixed an arrow with mantras to his bow and aimed at the crow. The bird
sprang upon its wings, but the magic shaft followed wherever it flew. The crow then flew back to
Rama and fell at his feet and pleaded for its life.

Rama hearing the bird entreating for its life said, “Finding Sita much distressed I took her side and
set this arrow with mantras to take your life, but since you ask for forgiveness and to spare your
life, I shall grant thy prayer — I must protect the suppliant. But my shaft is never discharged in vain,
so give up some part of your body in exchange of your life.”

Thinking that it was better to live than to die, the crow yielded an eye and the arrow at once struck
the crow in the eye. Sita in deep amazement stared at this. The bird then flew away where it liked.
(English rendering by Makhan Lal Sen, The Ramayana, Vol. I, p. 281 {.)

4 Meaning and sense of line 6 is obscure as it is not quite clear what is meant by “from among three”
and “the middlemost of them”. As far as the plant Illecebrum sessilis is concerned, I did not succeed

in getting any specific information. So I am unable to comment on its qualities alluded to in the
riddle.
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It comes into being by itself, but it’s not God (Siva).

It bestows coolness of an appropriate quality, but it’s not the moon.

It is like a beautiful young green creeping plant of the jungle, but it’s not Uma (Umai).
It teaches arithmetic and grammar, but it’s not Sarasvati (Vani).

It is praised by the celestials, but it’s not Janaki (Canaki).

If, from among three [answers?] that will come to your mind, you examine the
middlemost of them, and

if, by thorough inquiries, you have found that answer,

you may name [that] thing to which a natural name is attached!

What's that? - The plant [llecebrum sessilis or, Alternanthera sessilis.”

5. (a) TVK 1250

canaka-nakarin peyar

anuman peyar

parvati-teviyin peyar

kontavalin peyar

oru avayava-p peyar

oru irakattin peyar

inta aru peyarkalin natu eluttukalai-y ellam onru certtal
oru stalattin peyar.

appeyar yatu? - ti-ru-va-nai-k-ka (mitilai — maruti - pavani - manaivi — mitkku — mukari).

The name of Janaka’s (Canaka’s) town.

A name of Hanumat (Anuman).

A name of goddess Parvati (Parvati).

A name for “wife”.

The name of a body part.

The name of a raga tune.

If you combine the middle syllables (or letters) of these six names, [you will get] the
name of a sacred place.

What'’s that name? - Tiruvanaikka (a sacred place with a famous Siva shrine near
Tiruccirappalli).

5. (b) TVK 2503

janaka-nakarin peyar

anuman peyar

parvatiyin peyar

pencatiyai-k kurikkum peyar

or avayava-p peyar

or iraka-p peyar

akiya ivvarrai kantu pitittu

inta-p peyarkalin natu-v eluttal

vicetamana patal perra oru tirin peyarai-k kanalam!

anta drin peyar enna? - ti-ru-va-nai-k-ka (mitilai — maruti- pavani - manaivi — mitkku —
mukari).

The name of Janaka’s (Janaka’s) town.

5 A kind of edible greens with shiny little leaves and gold-coloured flowers, growing in damp
places.
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A name of Hanumat (Anuman).

A name of Parvati (Parvati).

A name that denotes “wife”.

The name of a body part.

The name of a raga tune.

Let us find out these six [names] and, with the help of the middle syllable (letter) of
these names, hit upon the name of a place that has attained special fame!

What'’s the name of that place? - Tiruvanaikka.

6. (a) TVK 96

antarattil parantu varum parunté-y anru
alakana valum untu anumar anru
vintaiyutan katt-untu kattum anru
ventaratu tirunamam avarkke-y untu.

atu enna? - karrati-pattam.

It flies high in the sky, but it’s not a pariah kite.

It has a beautiful tail, but it's not Hanumat (Anumar).
It is wonderfully fabricated, but it’s no fabrication.

It even wears the sacred mark of a king.

What's that? - The kite.

6. (b) TVK 195

akacantanil parakkum paravai-y alla
atikamay val untu anumar alla
vakana kompum untu erutum alla
vayv-atittal mel elumpun tili-y alla
ekanta veyilalum eyvar illai
iraiccalutan atum atu pampum alla
pokatu alntu vitun kal tan inrel.

pukaluvir ikkataiyin putumai kante. - pattam.

It flies high in the sky, but it's not a bird.

Its tail is very long, but it's not Hanumat (Anumar).
It has beautiful horns, but it’s not a bull.

If the wind blows it rises upwards, but it’s no dust.
They don't let it go in the blazing heat of the sun.
Rustling it moves along, but it’s not a snake.

It can’t walk, but glides down, because it has no legs.

When you will have solved this strange riddle, you may tell [the answer]. - The kite.

7.(a) TVK 1717

nett-utalay nint-irukkum aravam alla
neruppil vilaiyatum civanum alla
kattu-muttay vil pitikkum vicayan alla
kantavar payappatuvar kallanum alla
vatta-mukattil tuni kilampum mekam alla
vayinal tinru kakkum vauvalum alla
pattanattai-c cuttu alikkum anumar alla
parinil itarkum or inaiyum illaiye.

atu enna? — tuppakki.
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It has a long body, but it’s not a snake.

It dances in the fire, but it’s not Siva (Civan).

Vigorously it catches (bends) the bow, but it’s not Vijaya (i.e., Arjuna) (Vicayan).
Those who see it, are afraid, but it’s not a thief.

Light emerges from its round face, but it’s not a rain cloud.

It eats and vomits through its mouth, but it’s not a bat.

It burns and destroys a town, but it's not Hanumat (Anumar).

There is nothing on earth that is similar to it.

What's that? — The gun.

7.(b) TVK 1718

nettu-nettay nint-irukkum pampum alla
neruppile vilaiyatum civanum alla
pattanattai-c cutt-alikkum anumar alla
vayale tinru kakkum vauval alla.

mannavane ikkataikku vitai colvaye! — tuppakki.

It’s very long, but it’s not a snake.

It dances in the fire, but it’s not Siva (Civan).

It burns and destroys a town, but it’s not Hanumat (Anumar).
It eats and vomits through its mouth, but it’s not a bat.

O king, may you give the answer to this riddle! — The gun.

8. TVK 857°

karankal irupatt enpar kali-y allan
kanam utaiya kal irantu manitan allan
cirankal ir-aintutané cakatt or méccum
ceya-viran avan pola-t tevar illai
yukantanile kari-tantam utaintu kanum
ulakattil ivan perumai-y uraikk onatu
karantanile vinai kontu vacippan kan!

karravare ivan evano kalaruvire! - iravanan.

He is said to have twenty arms, but he is not Kali (Kali).

He has two strong legs, but he is not a man.

The whole universe praises him with his ten heads.

A victorious hero like him is not [found] among the gods.

In a battle, he has broken off the tusks of an elephant — behold!
His greatness in the world cannot be expressed in words.

In his hands he holds the Vina and plays it — behold!

O ye scholars, may you make known who he is! - Ravana (Iravanan).

® Such a praise of the demon king of Lanka is found only in the south Indian (i.e., Dravidian)
versions of the Ramayana.
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9. TVK 748’

oko kilakke ravanan toppe
cenkal nante cevanti-p ptive
cattunu vantu pettiyil atanke!

atu enna? - ciiriyan.

O eastern region, o grove of Ravana (Ravanan), o crayfish with red legs, o (red)
Christmas flower!
Come quickly and get settled in a chest!

What's that? — The sun.

10. TVK 352°

irdvanan cirac arrat én?
iravelli maraivat en?

iraman tarattal / irda mantarattal.

Why did it happen that Ravana’s (Iravanan’s) heads were cut off?
Why does it happen that the stars of the night disappear?

Because of Rama’s (Iraman’s) wife. / Because of cloudiness in the night.

11. TVK 577
etir-k katai potta ravananukku mutukile munniiru vatu.

atu enna? - callatai.

Brandishing his battle club, Ravana (Ravanan) got three hundred wounds on his back.

What's that? — A (large) sieve.

12. TVK 1426

taka-taka tattu-p pole
tamarai muttu-p pole
intiran eluttu-p pole
iravanan curuttu-p pole.

atu enna? — pampu.

It’s like a glittering metal plate.

It’s [long] like a lotus stalk.

It’s [fast] like Indra’s (Intiran’s) hand-writing (i.e., lightning).
It’s shrewd like Ravana (Iravanan).

What's that? The snake.

7 The “grove of Ravana” is a metaphor for Sri Lanka. In the southern parts of Tamilnadu the sun
appears to rise in Sri Lanka for which reason she is compared here to the aurora. The third line is a
typical riddle paraphrase meaning: Rise, walk quickly over the sky, and set!

S A play of words depending on how the words are separated when written together in Sandhi
form.
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13.NVK, p. 13

vittil kuti-y iruppan viruntaliyum alla
vitintatum tankituvan kumpakarnanum alla
tottal konr-ituvan neruppum alla.

avan yar? - mincara vilakku.

He stays in my house, but he is not my guest.
As soon as it dawns, he will go to sleep, but he is not Kumbhakarna (Kumpakarnan).
If I touch him, he will kill me, but it is not fire.

What's that? — The electric lamp.

14. TVK 659’

erum irankum elil vakai maruvun

kiirum iraman paniye kollum-al - verum on-

r ennufi ciraficivi-y enr uraippare-y anuma-

n anr ar enr araynt arai!

vitai-y illai.

Climbing up and climbing down it embraces the beautiful sirissa tree.

It renders service according to Rama’s (Iraman’s) instructions.

They call him “long-lived person”, but he is somebody else, different from Hanumat
(Anuman).

When you have thought over it (and found out) who it is, announce it!

(According to TVK:) No answer.

15. TVK 56

atuppu-c catam kotippat en?
arici annam avat én?

ilankai alintat en?

irumpu urukuvat en?

neruppal.

Why does rice boil on the fire-place?
Why does rice become boiled rice (food)?
Why did Lanka (Ilankai) perish?

Why does iron melt?

Because of fire.

? The answer is doubtlessly anil, “the palm squirrel”, which, according to a folk-belief wide-spread
in South India, assisted the monkeys and bears in building the bridge from the mainland to Lanka.
When Rama noticed that stones thrown into the water by a palm squirrel kept floating on its
surface, while stones that he flung into the sea went down below the water, he was amazed and
asked the palm squirrel whether it knew the reason for that. The palm squirrel responded: “For the
simple reason that you don’t throw the stones into the water in the name of Rama!” Touched by the
devotion of the palm squirrel Rama stroked its back. And since that time, the back of the palm
squirrels is embellished by three lines — the marks of Rama’s fingers.

According to tradition there are seven ciraficiviyar, “persons blessed with immortality”, namely,
Accuvattaman (Asvatthaman), Makapali (Mahabali), Viyacan (Vyasa), Anuman (Hanumat),
Vipisanan (Vibhisana), Kirupacariyan (Krpacarya) and Paracuraman (Parasurama). - In general,
ciraficivi, “long-lived person”, is a term of blessing, prefixed to names of male persons either in
speech or writing. Here, this term is bestowed on the palm squirrel because of its devotion to Rama.
The riddle is based on a pun on the different use and meaning of cirasicivi and ciraficiviyar.
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16. TVK 420

utamp ellam uromam untu val nint-irukkum
maram eéri-t tavuvan palam tinpan anilum alla
kilaikalai-p pititt tfical atuvan nam

eppati-c ceyyinum appati-c ceyovan
ilankapuri-k kottaiyai-t tantinavan

ivane.

avan yar? - kuraiku.

He is hairy all over his body. He has a long tail.

He climbs up trees and jumps about. He eats fruits, but he is not a palm squirrel.
He takes hold of branches and swings to and fro.

Whatever we do, he imitates.

It was him who leapt over the fortress of the city of Lanka (Ilankapuri).

Who's that person? — The monkey.

III. Summary

In summing up, we find that the riddles presented here contain,

(a) one allusion to the Ramayana:
TVK 351 (No. 1): the contents of the Ramayana;
(b) four allusions to Rama / Raghupati:
TVK 351 (No. 1): Rama reigns over Ayodhya,
TVK 659 (No. 14): Rama gives instructions to palm squirrels,
TVK 916 (No. 3): Rama curses a crow,
TVK 1605 (No. 2): Rama’s name;
four allusions to Sita / Janaki / Rama’s wife:
TVK 351 (No. 1): Sita adorns herself,
TVK 352 (No. 10): Sita is the reason for Ravana’s beheading,
TVK 916 (No. 3): Sita is pecked at by a crow;
TVK 1526 (No. 4): Sita is praised by the celestials;
(d) eight (ten) allusions to Hanumat / Maruti / monkey:
TVK 96 (No. 6a): Hanumat’s beautiful tail,
TVK 195 (No. 6b): Hanumat'’s long tail;
TVK 420 (No. 16): Hanumat's physical characteristics, habits and his daring deed of
leaping over the fortress of the city of Lanka,
TVK 659 (No. 14): Hanumat is one of the seven “long-lived persons”,
TVK 1717 (No. 7a): Hanumat burns and destroys Lanka,
TVK 1718 (No. 7b): do.,
TVK 1250 (No. 5a): Hanumat’s name,
TVK 2503 (No. 5b): do.;
(e) six allusions to Ravana:
TVK 351 (No. 1): Ravana fights in the battlefield,
TVK 352 (No. 10): Ravana’s beheading is caused by Sita,
TVK 577 (No. 11): Ravana brandishes his battle club and gets 300 wounds,
TVK 748 (No. 9): Ravana’s grove (i.e., Sri Lanka),
TVK 857 (No. 8): Ravana’s physical characteristics, habits, daring deeds and praise,
TVK 1426 (No. 12): Ravana’s shrewdness;
(f) one allusion to Kumbhakarna:
NVK, p.13 (No. 13): Kumbhakarna’s habit of sleeping for six months;
(g) one allusion to Ayodhya:
TVK 351 (No. 1): Ayodhya is reigned by Rama;

(c

~
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(h) two (four) allusions to Janaka’s town / Mithila:
TVK 1250 (No. 5a): the name of Mithila,
TVK 2503 (No. 5b): do.;
(i) two allusions to Lanka / Lankapur:
TVK 56 (No. 15): Lanka perishes through fire,
TVK 420 (No. 16): Hanumat leaps over the fortress of the city of Lanka.
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