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ABSTRACT 

Purpose: Tamil Bhakti Poetry is a captivating exploration of devotion and spirituality found 

within the depths of Tamil literature. Emerging from the Bhakti movement these poetic 

compositions beautifully delve into themes of profound love and unwavering dedication to 

deities providing a unique glimpse into the spiritual landscape of historic Tamil Nadu.  

Methodology: The exploratory research method is used where the relevant information are 

collected through keyword-based search using search engines like Google, Google Scholar, 

and AI-driven GPTs and analysed, compared, and evaluated using suitable analysing 

frameworks. 

Analysis & Findings: The evolution of Bhakti in Tamil literature mirrors the historical 

changes of that era nurturing a vibrant tradition of poetic expression. This paper delves into 

the themes of love and devotion woven within Bhakti poetry analysing the distinctive 

contributions made by revered poets like the Alvars and Nayanars.  

Originality/Values: The paper examines how Tamil Bhakti Poetry extends beyond its influence 

to shape religious practices, and rituals and imbue ancient Tamil society with its spiritual ethos. 

Keywords: Tamil bhakti Poetry, Devotion, Spirituality, Bhakti movement, Nayanars, Ancient 

Tamil literature 

1. INTRODUCTION : 

Tamil Bhakti Poetry stands as a facet of ancient Tamil literature that resonates on a profound spiritual 

level. These poetic expressions emerged from the tapestry of the influential Bhakti movement in Tamil 

Nadu offering us glimpses into people's hearts and minds while reflecting their deep reverence, for 

divinity. Rooted in the themes of love surrender and unwavering devotion to deities Tamil Bhakti Poetry 

captures the essence of a bygone era. The growth of Bhakti in Tamil literature is intimately connected 

to the historical and religious developments of that time resulting in a diverse range of literary 

expressions. 

This outline takes us on a journey through the themes of love and devotion unravelling the unique 

contributions made by revered poets like the Alvars and Nayanars. Their verses are not works of 

literature but profound spiritual experiences that provide insights into the complex relationship between 

devotees and their divine entities. Beyond its realm, this exploration also considers how Tamil Bhakti 

Poetry has influenced the broader cultural and social landscape of ancient Tamil society. It sheds light 

on its role in shaping practices, rituals, and overall spiritual values within the community. As we delve 

into this literary tradition, we embark on a quest to understand the deep spiritual fervour that has left an 

enduring impact on Tamil Nadu's cultural heritage. 

The Bhakti Movement, in India which spanned from the 6th to the centuries had an impact on Indian 

society both culturally and spiritually. Tamil poetry was an outlet for expressing spiritual devotion and 

love during this period. 

Tamil Nadu, known for its tradition saw the rise of Bhakti saints who wrote verses in Tamil called 

"bhakti poetry." These poets came from backgrounds and used poetry to convey their strong devotion 

(bhakti) to deities like Lord Shiva or Lord Vishnu. 
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The origins of Tamil Bhakti poetry can be linked back to the hymns of the Nayanars and Alvars who 

were proponents of the Bhakti Movement in South India. The Nayanars worshipped Shiva while the 

Alvars revered Vishnu laying down the groundwork, for Bhakti poetry through their songs known as 

"Thevaram" and "Divya Prabandham" respectively. 

The spiritual practices of Hinduism are known as Sadhanas. The term 'sadhana' refers to means, method, 

path or way. Three primary types of sadhanas exist; Karma yoga, Bhakti yoga and Jnana yoga—

representing Selfless Work, devotion, to God and Wisdom. Narada characterizes Bhakti as a love for 

God. Compared to Hindu paths the path of devotion (Bhakti) is seen straightforward while the path of 

knowledge (Jnana) tends to be challenging and the path of work (Karma) often involves strict religious 

practices. The philosophical teachings of Upanishads or Samkhya may seem abstract for some to grasp 

the concept of God whereas the Bhakti movement focuses on religious fervour rather than complex 

speculations about Brahman. It is not surprising that the path of devotion appeals more to people due to 

its simplicity and connection. 

The term 'Bhakti' originates, from the Indo Germanic root 'Bhag' and the Sanskrit verb 'Bhaj' indicating 

attachment, participation and sharing. Bhakti is, about connecting with others on a level. It involves 

allowing others to become a part of oneself fostering understanding and involvement. The concept of 

"movement" refers to practices that impact a portion of society emphasizing a unity and awareness of 

non-duality. 

Key Characteristics of the Bhakti Movement include belief in a Supreme God characterized by love 

and compassion, acknowledgment of the identity of each soul while recognizing its connection to the 

divine soul, emphasis on achieving salvation through devotion (Bhakti), elevation of Bhakti above 

Gyana (knowledge) Karma Marga (path of action), profound respect shown towards guides, emphasis 

on the significance of chanting names, initiation involving the use of mantras, tolerance towards 

distinctions sometimes disregarding them altogether and dissemination of teachings, in languages [1-

4].  

During times, in the Tamil speaking region of South India ancient writings portray a religious landscape 

where Hindus, Buddhists, Jains and other faiths coexisted and worshipped in close proximity. This 

varied environment was rooted in the concept of bhakti, a form of devotion to a deity traditionally 

associated with Hinduism. However in Tamilnadu bhakti was not a concept but rather encompassed a 

wide spectrum of beliefs and practices towards the divine that were interpreted differently by these 

distinct communities. While historical evidence, like findings and inscriptions suggest that followers of 

these faiths engaged in bhakti cantered rituals and shared sacred spaces during this era the medieval 

Tamil texts depict these religious interactions as more confrontational and competitive. [5-8]. Tamil 

Hinduism was aggressively divided between Shaivas, the devotees of lord Shiva, and Vaishnavas, who 

were devoted to lord Vishnu. Tamil Shaiva texts like Cekkilar’s Periyapuranam (twelfth-century CE) 

were written to respond to the critiques of their main Hindu rivals, the Vaishnavas, and the sramanas. 

Interreligious attacks in literary sources between Hindu and sramana groups divulge how these groups 

mediated their perceived differences and how they defined themselves against their religious rivals. [9-

10]. H.S. Shivaprakash suggests that bhakti stands out as the primary and most significant Indian literary 

and cultural movement that transcended linguistic and regional boundaries. Further A.K. Ramanujan 

describes bhakti as a multifaceted transformation that took place in Hindu culture and sensitivity, 

between the ninth centuries. This movement originated in 6th century Tamil Nadu, with figures such as 

the Nayanmars and Alwars who were devoted to Lord Shiva and Lord Vishnu respectively. These deities 

gained popularity in both South and North India in Tamil Nadu. Alongside this development there was 

a rise of two sects. Vaishnavism and Saivism flourished despite facing challenges from Buddhism and 

Jainism. However by the mid-6th century CE, Brahmanism along with its gods emerged with renewed 

grandeur establishing their influence, in the landscape of Tamil Nadu. 

The Alvars, such, as poets like Nammalvar, Periyalvar and Andal wrote songs expressing their love and 

yearning for Lord Vishnu. Their poetry, known for its depth and simplicity deeply touched the hearts of 

followers and sparked a strong sense of faith. 

A notable aspect of Tamil Bhakti literature is its inclusivity. These poems were not limited to the class 

or scholars. They were embraced by people, from all walks of life. The straightforward language and 

universal themes enabled Bhakti poetry to resonate across society breaking down barriers of caste, 

social status and gender [11-13]. 

 

http://www.supublication.com/


International Journal of Philosophy and Languages (IJPL),  

ISSN: 2583-9934, Vol. 3, No. 1, April 2024 
SRINIVAS 

PUBLICATION 

Ramanathan Srinivasan, et al. (2024); www.supublication.com 

 

PAGE 26 

 

 

2. LITERATURE REVIEW : 

(1) "The Tamil Veda; Pillans Interpretation of Tiruvaymoli”, by Archana Venkatesan (1989) [14]. This 

scholarly work delves into interpreting Tiruvaymoli. A Tamil Bhakti text. Providing insightful 

perspectives into its spiritual and literary dimensions. This book discusses the commentary done by 

Piḷļān, a Śrīvaiṣṇava scholar who lived during the 10th century. The book looks into how the 

Tiruvāymoli is interpreted by Piḷḷān as a Tamil Veda, a sacred text of which reveals the nature of 

attributes of Viṣṇu, the supreme deity of Śrīvaiṣṇavism². The book also takes a closer look at the literary, 

theological, and cultural elements of the commentary by Piḷḷān and locates it in the larger canvas of 

Indian and Tamil religious traditions. 

(2) In his study titled "The Poetry of the Alvars " George L. Hart (1975) [15] delves into the world of 

Alvars' poetry offering valuable insights into their expressions of devotion and the cultural milieu in 

which they thrived. The Poetry of the Alvars by George L. Hart is a book that explores the bhakti 

(devotion) poetry of the Alvars, the Tamil poet-saints who worshipped Vishnu, the Hindu preserver 

deity. The book analyses the literary, historical, and religious aspects of the Alvars’ poetry, and compares 

it with the Sanskrit and Prakrit literature of the same period. The book also discusses the influence of 

the Alvars’ poetry on the later Tamil literature and the Śrīvaiṣṇava tradition.  

(3) Swami Tapasyanandas's book, "Bhakti Schools of Vedanta " (1989) [16] delves into the 

philosophical foundations of Bhakti within the Vedanta tradition providing a broader framework, for 

comprehending the spiritual aspects of Tamil Bhakti Poetry. It is a reference work on the lives and 

teachings of five Vedantic Acharyas who interpreted Vedanta as a system of bhakti (devotion) to God 

with infinite auspicious attributes. 

(4) T. N. Ramachandran's reference work, "Nayanar Saints of Tamil Nadu " (1989) [17] focuses on the 

lives and devotional poetry of Nayanar saints contributing to a nuanced understanding of Tamil Bhakti 

Poetry. T. N. Ramachandran is a Tamil scholar and translator of several Saivite scriptures, such as the 

Tirumurai, the Periya Puranam, and the Tiruvilaiyadal Puranam. He has also written a reference work 

on the Nayanar Saints of Tamil Nadu, which are a group of 63 poet-saints who were devoted to Lord 

Shiva in the 6th to 8th centuries CE. His work provides a comprehensive account of the lives, legends, 

and literary contributions of the Nayanars, based on various sources such as inscriptions, temple 

records, and oral traditions. He also analyses the historical, cultural, and religious significance of the 

Nayanars and their impact on the Bhakti movement and the Śrīvaiṣṇava tradition in Tamil Nadu. His 

work is considered a valuable source of information and inspiration for scholars, devotees, and general 

readers interested in the Nayanars and their poetry.   

(5) In her book titled "Divine Enterprise; Gurus and the Hindu Nationalist Movement " (1996) Lise 

McKean explores how Bhakti traditions manifest in times shedding light on how these devotional 

practices continue to shape contemporary Hindu identity. 

It is a book that explores the business of religion and the interrelations among Hinduism, the political 

economy of India, and global capitalism. [18]. 

(6) "Hymns for the Drowning; Poems for Visnu by Nammalvar"(1981) is a translation that allows 

English readers to delve into the verses of Nammalvar one of the Alvars. It provides a glimpse into the 

spiritual depths of Tamil Bhakti Poetry. It is a collection of devotional poems for Vishnu, one of the 

Hindu Trinity, composed by Nammalvar, a 9th-century Tamil poet-saint [19]. 

(7) Another noteworthy translation is "Tamil Love Poetry; The Five Hundred Short Poems of the 

Ainkurunuru" by Martha Ann Selby. (2011) [20] While it encompasses more than Bhakti it offers a 

broader perspective on Tamil love poetry enriching our understanding of the cultural and emotional 

influences behind Bhakti expressions in Tamil literature.  

Tamil Love Poetry; The Five Hundred Short Poems of the Ainkurunuru by Martha Ann Selby is a book 

that provides a complete, updated translation of the Ainkurunuru, a classical Tamil anthology of love 

poetry dating from the 3rd century CE. The book presents crystalline translations of 500 poems that 

illustrate the five landscapes of reciprocal love: jealous quarrelling, anxious waiting and lamentation, 

clandestine love before marriage, elopement and love in separation, and patient waiting after marriage. 

The book also analyses the literary, historical, and religious aspects of the Ainkurunuru, and compares 

it with the Sanskrit and Prakrit literature of the same period 

3. OBJECTIVES OF THE STUDY :  

(1) To understand the evolution of Bhakti in Tamil literature  
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(2) To study the themes of Devotion and Love in Tamil Bhakti Poetry 

(3) To comprehend the Bhakti Poets and Their Contributions 

4. ORIGIN OF TAMIL BHAKTI POETRY : 

Tamil Bhakti poetry, stemming from the Bhakti movement in ancient Tamil country, is a profound and 

influential literary tradition that embodies devotion and spirituality. The Bhakti movement, initiated by 

the Alvars and the Nayanmars, gave rise to a rich collection of devotional poems that celebrate love for 

and devotion to specific Hindu gods. This poetic tradition, which emerged in the sixth century, 

emphasized emotional expressiveness and the establishment of direct, emotional bonds with deities. 

The poems are characterized by their profound expressions of devotion, mystical and yogic practices, 

and allegorical language, as seen in works such as the "Tirumantiram" by Tirumular and the 

compositions of Karaikkal Ammaiyar. The Bhakti movement, though eventually assimilated into Hindu 

orthodoxy, presented a diverse and pluralistic approach to devotion, with poets from various social 

backgrounds and vernacular languages expressing their intense devotion to the divine. The South Indian 

poet-saints, the Vaisnava Alvars and Saiva Nayanars played a pivotal role in the proliferation of Bhakti 

poetry, composing hymns in their local languages and drawing upon Sanskrit models. This tradition of 

Bhakti poetry continues to inspire and resonate with audiences, transcending boundaries of time and 

space, and exemplifying the enduring power of spiritual devotion expressed through the art of poetry. 

Despite its immense cultural and religious significance, Tamil Bhakti poetry has remained without an 

adequate poetic theory, underscoring its enigmatic and profound nature. 

The origin of Tamil Bhakti poetry can be traced back to the sixth century in the ancient Tamil country. 

The Bhakti movement, which gave rise to this poetic tradition, was initiated by the Alvars and the 

Nayanmars, who were poet-saints. The movement emphasized emotional expressiveness and the 

establishment of direct, emotional bonds with deities. The late Caṅkam and post-Caṅkam works of the 

fourth-sixth centuries, such as the Paripāṭal, marked a change from the nature landscape of the Caṅkam 

works to the temple or sacred poetry, thus laying the foundation for the Tamil Bhakti sensibility. The 

South-Indian poet-saints, the Vaisnava Alvars and Saiva Nayanars played a pivotal role in the 

proliferation of Bhakti poetry, composing hymns in their local languages and drawing upon Sanskrit 

models. These itinerant poets, who came from various social backgrounds, wrote in vernacular 

languages and expressed their intense devotion to the divine. The Bhakti movement, though eventually 

assimilated into Hindu orthodoxy, presented a diverse and pluralistic approach to devotion. The Tamil 

Bhakti poetry tradition continues to inspire and resonate with audiences, transcending boundaries of 

time and space, and exemplifying the enduring power of spiritual devotion expressed through the art of 

poetry. Despite its immense cultural and religious significance, Tamil Bhakti poetry has remained 

without an adequate poetic theory, underscoring its enigmatic and profound nature. 

Tamil Bhakti poetry has had a profound influence on Indian literature, particularly through the Bhakti 

movement, which originated in the sixth century in the Tamil region and later spread to other parts of 

India. The Bhakti movement was a wave of religious fervour that protested against formalism and 

priestly domination, emphasizing the direct accessibility of God to everyone. The emotional and 

devotional nature of Tamil Bhakti poetry propelled this movement throughout the Indian subcontinent. 

The Bhakti movement is associated with the rise of vernacular literature and a group of poet-saints who 

composed orally, transmitting their works largely through oral tradition. The influence of Tamil Bhakti 

poetry is also evident in the fact that texts like Bhāgavatha Purāṇa and religious teachers from the Bhakti 

tradition became famous proponents of Bhakti in North India. The Bhakti movement and its poetic 

tradition thus significantly impacted Indian literature, contributing to the development of devotional 

poetry and the rise of vernacular languages as a medium of literary expression [21-31]. 

 

4.1 The Evolution of Bhakti in Tamil Literature: 

Bhakti movement emerged, evolved, and influenced the spiritual landscape of ancient Tamil Nadu in a 

huge way. Tamil literature has gained widespread recognition for its deep cultural heritage and profound 

expressions of spirituality. One of the significant literary movements that have shaped Tamil literature 

is the Bhakti movement. Originating in ancient Tamil Nadu and spreading throughout India, this 

movement brought about a revolutionary change in the literary landscape by placing devotion and love 

for God at the forefront. 
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Emerging as a response to the growing influence of Buddhism and Jainism, the Bhakti movement was 

primarily led by Shaivite and Vaishnava saints. These saints, known as Nayanmars and Alvars, rejected 

asceticism and emphasized personal devotion to God as a means to attain salvation. Their teachings and 

compositions became integral to the development of Bhakti literature in Tamil.  

The impact of the Bhakti movement on Tamil literature can be observed during two distinct periods; 

the Sangam age and the era of Ethical Tamil literature. It was during these times that devotional poetry 

thrived, capturing the essence of this movement. In the 7th century, Nayanmars and Alvars took to 

public spaces, spreading their message of devotion and love. They composed verses and songs in local 

languages like Tamil and Telugu, making their teachings accessible to people from all walks of life, 

irrespective of their social status or religious background. This focus on inclusivity and establishing a 

personal connection with God brought about a significant transformation in the way literature was 

perceived. 

 

4.2 The Role of Saints in Spreading Bhakti: 

The saints of the Bhakti movement utilized diverse forms of art, such as poetry, music, dance, and 

drama, to spread their message. They believed that attaining enlightenment was possible not only 

through renunciation but also by actively engaging in family life and pursuing one's vocation. This 

practical approach resonated with the masses and led to temples evolving into centres for showcasing 

fine arts. The compositions of the Alvars and Nayanmars played a vital role in popularizing the Bhakti 

movement. These devotional songs, known as hymns, served not only as expressions of devotion but 

also as a means to counter the influence of Buddhism and Jainism. Through their poignant verses, they 

curtailed the excessive impact of these religions while reaffirming the significance of Hinduism in Tamil 

society. 

Numerous notable individuals emerged during the Bhakti movement, leaving an enduring impact on 

Tamil literature. Their contributions encompassed various themes and styles, enriching the literary 

landscape with their profound insights and unwavering devotion. 

Tirumular was the Poetic Sage. Tirumular, an esteemed saint from the Shaivite tradition, is renowned 

for his composition "Tirumantiram." This collection comprises 3000 verses that explore the depths of 

spirituality, mystical practices, and yogic disciplines. Tirumular's verses employ figurative language to 

convey the concept that enlightenment can be achieved through the discipline of our senses. With his 

concise and profound poetry, Tirumular became a guiding beacon for future generations. 

Karaikkal Ammaiyar, a prominent female saint, left an everlasting impact on Tamil literature with her 

devotional poems. Her works, including "Irattaimanimalai," "Arputattiruvantati," and 

"Muttatiruppatikankal," are regarded as some of the earliest surviving Shaivite devotional poems. 

Karaikkal Ammaiyar's poetry reflects her profound devotion to Lord Shiva and delves into deep 

philosophical concepts. Her verses exemplify the intense love and unwavering faith she held for her 

chosen deity. 

The Alvars, revered saints of the Vaishnava tradition, played a crucial role in shaping the Bhakti 

movement in Tamil literature. Their compositions expressed their profound love for Lord Vishnu and 

served as an inspiration for future generations. Alvars created exceptional devotional hymns that 

beautifully blended philosophy with devotion. Their works emphasized the inner light of spirituality 

and highlighted the profound connection between individuals and divinity. 

The Nayanmars, renowned saints of the Shaivite tradition, made significant contributions to the 

devotional literature of Tamil Nadu. Tirunavukkarasar, Thirugnanasambandar and sundarar commonly 

known as the Three Nayanmars, created an impressive collection of hymns called "Tevaram." These 

hymns, accompanied by music in specific rhythms, became a true embodiment of devotion and spiritual 

expression. The Tevaram not only enriched Tamil literature but also preserved a musical tradition that 

has spanned over 1,300 years. 

 

4.3 The Social Impact of Bhakti Literature: 

The Bhakti movement had profound social implications that went beyond caste and class barriers. 

Regardless of their backgrounds, the saints of this movement travelled from temple to temple, offering 

worship in the language spoken by the people. This practice embodied the belief that in front of God, 

everyone is equal. The Bhakti movement played a critical role in reviving Tamil culture and language 
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while providing a platform for women poets like Karaikkal Ammaiyar and Andal to gain public 

recognition and contribute to the literary canon. 

The Bhakti movement brought about a spiritual and artistic renaissance in Tamil literature that left an 

indelible impact on society's cultural and social fabric. The devotional poems composed during this 

period continue to inspire individuals seeking spiritual fulfilment. 

The blending of music, poetry, and philosophy has given rise to a remarkable and lively literary heritage 

that continues to be a fundamental aspect of Tamil culture in the present day.  

As we explore the profound depths of Bhakti literature, we uncover a realm where devotion and love 

for God intertwine with poetic expression, offering comfort and enlightenment to countless souls. The 

Bhakti movement stands as evidence of the influence of spirituality and the lasting impression that 

literature has on shaping societies and touching the hearts of individuals throughout history. 

Tamil literature has gained widespread recognition for its deep cultural heritage and profound 

expressions of spirituality. One of the significant literary movements that have shaped Tamil literature 

is the Bhakti movement and originating in ancient Tamil Nadu and spreading throughout India, this 

movement brought about a revolutionary change in the literary landscape by placing devotion and love 

for God at the forefront. 

 

4.4 Themes of Devotion and Love in Tamil Bhakti Poetry: 

 In Tamil Bhakti poetry, poets expressed their profound devotion to deities and explored the themes of 

divine love, surrender, and the seeker's connection with the divine. Tamil Bhakti poetry is a tradition 

that flourished in ancient Tamil Nadu and gained popularity across India during the medieval period. 

This poetry focuses on devotion, love, and establishing a personal connection with the Divine. The 

Bhakti movement, led by Shaivite and Vaishnava saints, played a crucial role in promoting Tamil 

literature and music as mediums to express profound spiritual experiences. 

The emergence of the Bhakti Movement in Tamil Nadu can be traced back to its response to the growing 

influence of Buddhism and Jainism. The Nayanmars (devotees of Lord Shiva) and Alvars (devotees of 

Lord Vishnu), who spearheaded this movement, advocated for individual devotion to God as a path to 

salvation. Tamil literature played an integral role in propelling the Bhakti movement forward. The 

Nayanmars and Alvars composed rhythmic verses and songs extolling the magnificence of Lord Shiva 

and Lord Vishnu. These compositions of devotion not only served as a way to express love and 

dedication but also aimed to counter the influence of Jainism and Buddhism. The saints believed that 

one's family life and occupation should not hinder spiritual enlightenment, but rather emphasized the 

importance of cultivating a mind filled with the spirit of God. 

The Bhakti movement had a profound impact on Tamil culture, transforming temples into hubs for 

artistic expression. The metrical compositions created by the saints, often accompanied by music and 

performed through dance and drama, played a significant role in popularizing the ideals of the Bhakti 

movement. The poetry by Alvars and Nayanmars deviated from traditional Sanskrit literature at that 

time, focusing instead on relatable individuals, situations, and emotions. It encompassed a wide range 

of human experiences such as frustration, despair, ecstasy, and gratitude. 

Tamil Bhakti poetry delves into various themes revolving around devotion, emphasizing intense love 

and yearning for the Divine. The very essence of "bhakti" embodies personal experiences, emotional 

engagement, and expression. Devotees experience profound love and devotion towards the Divine while 

seeking unity and harmony with all living beings. These poems often express an earnest desire to fully 

understand and experience God beyond individual limitations or external constraints. 

 

4.5 Different Ways of Expressing Devotion in Bhakti Poetry: 

In the realm of Tamil Bhakti poetry, we come across various ways to express devotion, each associated 

with specific emotions and relationships. These emotions are Shanta (peaceful devotion), Dasya 

(servitude), Sakhya (friendship), Vatsalya (parental love) and Madhurya (romantic love). They offer 

devotees diverse avenues to connect with the Divine and experience profound feelings of love and 

devotion. 

An important aspect of the Bhakti movement was its remarkable contribution to making religion 

accessible to everyone, regardless of gender, language, or social status. The devotional verses composed 

by Tamil Nayanmars, and Alvars, as well as later poet-saints like Kabir, Mirabai, and Saint Thyagaraja 

gave voice to numerous dedicated individuals across the Indian subcontinent. Their poems highlighted 
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themes of love, service, and grace while dismantling barriers and fostering a sense of inclusivity and 

belonging within the religious sphere. 

 

4.6 Bhakti Marga vs Jnana Marga; The Paths of Devotion and Knowledge:  

In today's world, many Hindus worldwide choose to follow the path of devotion (bhakti marga or yoga). 

It is a way that resonates deeply with their hearts and souls. This path is often followed alongside the 

pursuit of knowledge (jnana marga), where individuals engage in philosophical discussions to gain 

insights into the meaning of life and deeper spiritual truths. Devotional songs and music play a vital 

role in reflecting on personal relationships with deities, while meaningful conversations promote 

intellectual growth and understanding. 

Bhakti poetry in Tamil Nadu and other regions strikes a balance between preserving tradition and 

embracing innovation. Poets draw inspiration from past poetic conventions, motifs, and tropes but 

reimagine them in a contemporary context. This tradition of innovating familiar themes allows for the 

transformation and revaluation of poetic forms. The poets of the Bhakti movement, such as the Alvars 

and Nayanmars, introduced a style of devotional poetry that is intensely personal, emotive, and rooted 

in real human experiences. They brought forth verses that deeply resonated with people. 

The influence of Bhakti poetry continues to inspire and touch people today. The devotional songs and 

compositions by Tamil saints have transcended time, carrying forward the essence of their heartfelt love 

and yearning for God. These verses evoke reverence, devotion, and an emotional connection with the 

Divine when sung in temples or performed at home. The themes of love, dedication, and inclusiveness 

are at the core of Bhakti yoga and have a profound impact on the spiritual lives of millions worldwide. 

Tamil Bhakti poetry, which emerged from the Bhakti movement, has deeply influenced Tamil culture 

and spirituality. The focus on devotion, love, and establishing a personal connection with the Divine 

has made religion accessible to everyone by breaking down barriers of caste, gender, and social status. 

The emotional depth and resonance found in Bhakti poetry continue to inspire and captivate audiences, 

reminding us of the transformative power of love and devotion in our spiritual journey. Through their 

verses and songs, the saints of the Bhakti movement have created an enduring legacy that continues to 

shape people's hearts and minds today. 

5. BHAKTI POETS AND THEIR CONTRIBUTIONS :  

The vibrant heritage of Tamil literature has been profoundly influenced by the Bhakti movement, a 

devotional movement that emerged in South India between the 6th and 9th centuries. This movement 

gave birth to poets who expressed their deep reverence and affection for the Divine through their 

writings. In this article, we will explore the contributions of these Bhakti poets in Tamil literature with 

a particular focus on the Alvars and Nayanmars. 

The Bhakti movement originated in Tamilnadu and was characterized by its emphasis on storytelling, 

songs, poetry, and emotional expression related to the Divine. It captivated both kings and common 

people alike gradually spreading its influence throughout the subcontinent over subsequent centuries. 

The Alvars, also known as Tamil Vaishnava saints were a group of twelve poet saints who played a role 

in shaping Tamil devotional literature. Their compositions, known as "Pasurams " are regarded as some 

of the Vaishnava devotional poems found in Tamil literature. These poems vividly portray their love 

and devotion, towards Lord Vishnu. 

There were individuals among the Alvars, such as Poikaiyalvar, who skillfully combined philosophy 

and devotion in their extraordinary devotional songs. Their compositions often highlighted the light 

symbolizing the spiritual journey of believers. Another prominent Alvar, Nammalvar expressed a mix 

of awe and confusion in his poems reflecting his desire to fully understand the nature of the Divine. His 

verses encompassed a range of emotions from pure joy to profound despair providing readers with a 

deeply personal and relatable experience. 

The Nayanmars were a group of 63 saints in Shaivism who made an enduring impact on Tamil literature 

through their devotional poetry. Their collective works known as "Thevaram" are widely regarded as 

one of the significant collections of devotional poems in Tamil literature. Among these esteemed 

Nayanmars was Tirunavukkarasar, whose poems beautifully portrayed his love and devotion to Lord 

Shiva. Through descriptions, he captured the mystical and spiritual experiences encountered by 

devotees while capturing the very essence of Shaivism. 
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Tirumular was a respected poet and saint in Tamil culture who composed the renowned devotional work 

called "Tirumantiram." This literary masterpiece comprises 3000 verses that delve into aspects such, as 

spirituality, philosophy, and mysticism. "Tirumantiram" is well known for being concise simple and 

filled with language. Tirumular adeptly incorporates hidden meanings into his verses highlighting the 

significance of controlling our senses to achieve enlightenment. Karaikkal Ammaiyar, a poet saint made 

remarkable contributions to Tamil devotional literature. Her compositions, such as "Irattaimanimalai " 

"Arputattiruvantati," and "Muttatiruppatikankal " are considered some of the surviving devotional 

poems in Shaivite literature. Karaikkal Ammaiyar's poems beautifully express her devotion to God and 

explore philosophical themes. Her works provide a perspective on spirituality and showcase her 

profound spiritual connection with Lord Shiva. The poems in Tamil literature not only express devotion 

but also hold cultural and historical importance. They offer insights into the social fabric of ancient 

Tamil society demonstrating the impact of the Bhakti movement on the people of Tamil Nadu. 

Furthermore, these poems played a role in the growth and significance of temples, in Tamil Nadu. The 

Alvars and Nayanmars contributed greatly by traveling and composing devotional hymns that 

popularized temple worship and elevated the status of these sacred spaces. 

The devotional poems of the Bhakti poets continue to resonate with people today. These timeless verses 

have been passed down through generations inspiring individuals on their spiritual journeys. The 

emotional depth, insights, and sheer beauty of these poems make them a cherished part of Tamil literary 

heritage. Moreover, the musical compositions associated with these poems have played a crucial role 

in preserving the rich musical traditions of Tamil Nadu. The melodies and rhythms of these songs have 

been passed down through traditions ensuring the continuity of this musical heritage. 

The devotional poetry in Tamil literature shares similarities with regional Bhakti movements across 

India. For instance, Sufi works also draw from the conventions and themes of love poetry but reinvent 

them with religious significance. The overarching theme of love and devotion to the Divine is a common 

thread that runs through various Bhakti movements in India. These movements have contributed to the 

richness and diversity of literature by showcasing the deep spiritual yearning and expressions of love 

felt by devotees across different regions and traditions. In the recent times there has been a renewed 

interest, in Tamil Bhakti poetry. Scholars, poets, and enthusiasts are actively engaged in exploring and 

interpreting the works of the Alvars and Nayanmars. Their goal is to shed light on the profound spiritual 

insights embedded in these devotional verses. Through translations, commentaries, and scholarly 

research these timeless poems are becoming more accessible to an audience. This ensures that the legacy 

of Tamil Bhakti poetry remains alive and vibrant in today's world. 

The devotional poems in Tamil literature continue to hold relevance even in contemporary times. Their 

themes of love, devotion, and the search for enlightenment resonate with individuals who seek solace 

meaning, and connection in their lives. Moreover, this tradition of poetry serves as a source of 

inspiration for present-day poets and writers. It encourages them to delve into the depths of emotions 

and spirituality through their creative expressions. 

Efforts are underway to preserve and promote the heritage of Tamil Bhakti poetry. Various initiatives 

such as translations, poetry recitals, and cultural festivals aim to bring these verses to a wider audience. 

The objective is to ensure that they do not fade away into oblivion, throughout history. Moreover, the 

availability of platforms and online resources has made it convenient for people worldwide to access 

devotional poems enabling them to engage with this rich literary tradition. 

The devotional poets in Tamil literature, the Alvars and Nayanmars have had a lasting impact on the 

cultural and literary landscape of Tamil Nadu. Their compositions brim with devotion, philosophical 

insights, and emotional expressiveness continuing to inspire and captivate readers even today. The 

legacy of these Bhakti poets stands as a testament to the strength of love and devotion, in exploration. 

Their words hold the essence of connection that transcends time and space providing solace, inspiration, 

and a deep understanding of the human experience. 

6. IMPACT OF TAMIL BHAKTI POETRY ON CULTURE AND SOCIETY : 

Tamil Bhakti poetry comprising of devotional compositions influenced religious practices, rituals, and 

the overall spiritual ethos of the community. In the vast ocean of global literature, Tamil Bhakti poetry 

sublimely floats as an iceberg, its profound influence submerged beneath surface awareness. Aided by 

the relentless tide of time, this rich poetic tradition has seamlessly merged with the cultural fabric of 

our society, often undetected. This unruffled genre, nurtured in the cradle of South India, is no mere 
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entertainment; it is a powerhouse of change - a catalyst that has shaped societal norms, infused spiritual 

awakening, and ignited progressive thoughts in the minds of millions. Exploring the profound impact 

of Tamil Bhakti poetry is akin to unearthing a treasure trove of wisdom, one that encases centuries of 

culture, spirituality, and vintage philosophies.  

Tamil Bhakti poetry, a creative offshoot of the Bhakti movement, originated around the 6th century AD 

in the south of India. This literary movement was one of the most powerful socio-spiritual revolutions 

in Indian history, and its impact was felt far and wide. The Bhakti poets, known as 'Alvars' and 

'Nayanmars', were deeply spiritual individuals who expressed their intense devotion to the divine 

through their lyrical compositions. Their works, predominantly written in Tamil, are collectively known 

as the 'Divya Prabandham' and 'Tevaram'. These illustrious collections of hymns and songs are revered 

as much for their poetic excellence as for their religious significance. 

The Tamil Bhakti poets were not confined by caste or gender. Men and women, Brahmins and non-

Brahmins, all found a platform to express their spirituality through poetry. It was a movement that 

welcomed everyone, irrespective of social status or worldly accomplishments. These poets, through 

their soul-stirring compositions, sought personal salvation and hoped to inspire the same in their readers 

and listeners. Their works were not dry theological treatises but heartfelt outpourings of devotion, filled 

with vivid imagery and rich metaphors. 

The divine, in Tamil Bhakti poetry, is not a distant, aloof entity but a personal, intimate presence. The 

poets sang of their love, longing, joy, and pain in their relationship with the divine. This emotional 

intensity and personal approach to spirituality marked a significant departure from the ritualistic and 

philosophical leanings of the time, bringing about a paradigm shift in the religious landscape of the era. 

Tamil Bhakti poetry played a vital role in the cultural evolution of South India and beyond. The Bhakti 

poets were not just spiritual leaders; they were social reformers who challenged the existing societal 

norms and caste hierarchies. Their poetry, deeply imbued with egalitarian values, advocated the 

breaking down of social barriers and the embracing of all as equal in the eyes of the divine. The Bhakti 

poets were also carriers of culture, their works serving as a mirror to the social, political, and cultural 

milieu of their times. The vivid descriptions of cities, towns, temples, and landscapes in their poetry 

provide valuable insights into the geography and architecture of the period. Their references to customs, 

rituals, festivals, music, dance, and other art forms offer a glimpse into the cultural life of the people.  

Furthermore, Bhakti poetry contributed significantly to the development of the Tamil language and 

script. The rich and varied poetic compositions helped refine the language, enhancing its expressive 

potential and aesthetic appeal. The script evolved as well, adapting to the needs of the poetry. Over 

time, Tamil Bhakti poetry became a beacon of Tamil culture, its light reaching even the distant corners 

of the Indian subcontinent and beyond. 

The influence of Tamil Bhakti poetry on society is profound and multifaceted. It served as a powerful 

tool for social reform, challenging the oppressive caste system and promoting gender equality. The 

Bhakti poets emphasized the inherent divinity of all beings, irrespective of caste, creed, or gender. Their 

inclusive vision of society was revolutionary for its time and continues to inspire social change. Bhakti 

poetry was not just a medium for spiritual expression; it was a vehicle for education and enlightenment. 

Many of the poems are laden with moral and ethical teachings, instructing the reader on right conduct 

and virtuous living. They also contain philosophical insights and metaphysical musings, encouraging 

introspection and contemplation. 

Bhakti poetry played a significant role in shaping the collective consciousness of the Tamil people. It 

instilled in them a deep sense of pride in their language, culture, and heritage. It fostered a spirit of unity 

and solidarity, transcending regional and sectarian divides. The Bhakti movement, through its poetry, 

sowed the seeds of a social and cultural revolution that continues to bear fruit even today. 

Among the galaxy of Tamil Bhakti poets, a few luminaries shine with particular brilliance. Foremost 

among them are the Alvars and the Nayanmars, whose collective works form the bedrock of Tamil 

Bhakti literature. The Alvars, devotees of Vishnu, and the Nayanmars, devotees of Shiva, expressed 

their deep love and devotion for their chosen deity in their exquisite verses. Their poetry, filled with 

fervour and passion, continues to inspire millions of devotees across the world. 

One of the most revered Alvars is Andal, the only female saint among the twelve. Her compositions, 

'Thiruppavai' and 'Nachiyar Thirumozhi', are celebrated for their lyrical beauty and spiritual depth. 

Andal's poetry, with its unique blend of love, devotion, and surrender, has had a profound impact on 

Tamil literature and culture. 
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Among the Nayanmars, Manikkavachakar stands out for his intense devotion and poetic genius. His 

works, 'Thiruvachakam' and 'Thirukovaiyar', are considered masterpieces of Tamil literature. 

Manikkavachakar's poetry, marked by its raw emotional intensity and philosophical depth, has 

influenced generations of poets and thinkers. 

 

6.1 Themes and motifs in Tamil Bhakti Poetry: 

The themes and motifs in Tamil Bhakti poetry are as varied as the poets themselves. However, a few 

recurring themes can be discerned. The most prominent among them is the theme of love and devotion 

towards the divine. This is often expressed through the metaphor of the lover and the beloved, with the 

poet playing the role of the ardent lover yearning for union with the divine beloved. Another common 

theme is the transience of human life and the futility of worldly pursuits. The poets emphasize the 

importance of spiritual pursuits and the attainment of liberation (moksha) as the ultimate goal of human 

life. 

Nature is another recurring motif in Tamil Bhakti poetry. The beauty of nature is often used as a 

metaphor for the divine beauty. The changing seasons, the blossoming flowers, the singing birds, the 

flowing rivers - all are imbued with spiritual significance and used as symbols for the divine. The poetry 

also reflects the social and cultural realities of the time. The poets often critique societal norms and 

practices, advocating social equality and justice. They also portray the common man's life, his joys and 

sorrows, hopes and fears, thus making their poetry accessible and relatable to all. 

 

6.2 The Current Relevance of Tamil Bhakti Poetry: 

In our modern, fast-paced world, Tamil Bhakti poetry continues to hold relevance. Its timeless wisdom 

and universal messages of love, devotion, and social equality resonate with people of all ages and 

backgrounds. The poetry serves as a source of spiritual solace and guidance, providing answers to life's 

perplexing questions and dilemmas. Tamil Bhakti poetry is also a potent tool for social change. Its 

egalitarian values and inclusive vision of society can inspire us to challenge social injustices and work 

towards a more equitable and inclusive society. 

Furthermore, Bhakti poetry is a rich repository of Tamil culture and heritage. Studying and appreciating 

this poetry can foster a sense of cultural pride and identity, especially among the younger generation. It 

can also promote the learning and use of the Tamil language, thereby ensuring its preservation and 

growth. 

The influence of Tamil Bhakti poetry on modern Tamil literature is significant. Modern poets and 

writers, influenced by the Bhakti tradition, have adopted themes, motifs, and stylistic features in their 

works. The emotional intensity, the personal approach to spirituality, the use of everyday imagery, and 

colloquial language - all these elements of Bhakti poetry can be seen in modern Tamil literature. Bhakti 

poetry has also influenced other literary genres such as drama, novels, and short stories. Many modern 

Tamil works are replete with references to Bhakti poetry, its themes, and its poets. The Bhakti 

movement, through its poetry, has left an indelible imprint on Tamil literature, shaping its course and 

defining its character. 

More broadly, Tamil Bhakti poetry has made significant contributions to Indian literature as a whole. 

Its unique blend of spirituality and social reform, personal devotion, and public engagement, has 

inspired and influenced writers across linguistic and regional boundaries. 

 

6.3 The Future of Tamil Bhakti Poetry: 

The future of Tamil Bhakti poetry looks promising. Despite the passage of centuries, the poetry 

continues to resonate with people, its messages as relevant today as they were in the past. The on-going 

efforts to preserve, propagate, and popularize this poetry ensure its survival and growth. 

The advent of digital technology and social media has opened up new avenues for the dissemination of 

Bhakti poetry. Poems are being translated into multiple languages, making them accessible to a global 

audience. Online platforms are being used to conduct discussions, lectures, and workshops on Bhakti 

poetry, enabling people from all walks of life to engage with this rich literary tradition. Educational 

institutions are playing a crucial role in promoting the study and appreciation of Bhakti poetry. Inclusion 

of Bhakti literature in school and college curricula, organization of seminars and conferences, and 

publication of research papers and books - all these efforts contribute towards the preservation and 

promotion of this priceless cultural heritage. 
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7. CONCLUSION : 

Exploring Tamil Bhakti Poetry takes us on a captivating journey through devotion and spirituality. It 

grants us an insight into the rich cultural and spiritual heritage of ancient Tamil Nadu. The verses penned 

by revered poets like the Alvars and Nayanars go beyond literary expressions; they serve as windows 

into the passionate hearts of devotees who sought union with divinity. The Bhakti movement, intricately 

woven into the fabric of Tamil literature not only showcases deep reverence, for various deities but also 

reflects the socio-cultural milieu of that era. 

When we view Tamil Bhakti Poetry through the lens of love surrender and unwavering devotion it 

becomes a conversation that reveals the intricate relationship between the human soul and the divine. 

The verses in this poetry carry emotions and philosophical subtleties that go beyond time leaving a 

lasting impact on the spiritual awareness of Tamil society. Furthermore, these devotional expressions 

have an influence that extends beyond just poetry; they shape religious practices, rituals, and the overall 

spiritual values of the community. Tamil Bhakti Poetry stands as proof of humanity’s timeless quest, 

for connection. It enriches our understanding of how literature, spirituality, and cultural identity were 

intertwined in an era. 
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