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 Abstract: The Vaigai River, originating in the Varusanadu Hills of the Western Ghats, served as the 

geographical and cultural artery of the ancient Pandyan civilization . This article examines the symbiotic 

relationship between the Vaigai's genesis, the establishment of Madurai as the Pandyan capital, and the 

subsequent emergence of what may be termed "early Sangam era tourism"the movement of poets, pilgrims, 

merchants, and travelers along the river valley. Drawing upon Sangam literature, archaeological evidence from 

Keeladi, and historical records, this study argues that the Vaigai was not merely a water source but a 

foundational element in the political, literary, and cultural identity of the Pandyan kingdom. The river's sanctity, 

celebrated in the Paripadal as "the river that brings water when one touches it," transformed Madurai into a 

cosmopolitan center that attracted diverse peoples, creating an early form of cultural and literary tourism . The 

archaeological findings at Keeladi, dating to 600 BCE, corroborate the literary accounts of an urban civilization 

flourishing along the Vaigai's banks, challenging previous assumptions about the antiquity of Tamil civilization  
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Introduction 

The Vaigai River occupies a singular position in the historical consciousness of Tamil Nadu. Flowing through 

the heart of the ancient Pandya Nadu region, this 258kilometer river originates in the Varusanadu Hills of the 

Western Ghats, traverses the Kambam Valley between the Palani and Varushanad Hills, and ultimately empties 

into the Palk Strait near Ramanathapuram . More than a geographical feature, the Vaigai served as the cradle of 

one of India's oldest continuous civilizations, nurturing the Pandyan dynasty and its legendary capital, Madurai. 

The genesis of the Vaigai is steeped in both geological fact and mythological tradition. The river's Sanskrit 

name, Kritamala, appears in Pandyan inscriptions, while the Tamil Vaiyai derives from "Vai" (Earth) and "yai" 

(sky), signifying its descent from the celestial realm . According to the Koodal Purana, the river emerged when 

Brahma performed ablution to Vishnu's raised foot as Trivikrama, the water falling from the heavens to the earth 

below . This dual heritage geological and mythological mirrors the river's role as both physical sustainer and 

spiritual symbol. 

This article traces the interconnected genesis of three phenomena: the Vaigai River itself, the establishment of 

Madurai as the Pandyan capital, and the emergence of early tourism during the Sangam era. It argues that the 

Vaigai was not incidental to Pandyan civilization but constitutive of it, creating the conditions for urban 

development, literary patronage, and cultural exchange that drew travelers from across the Indian subcontinent 

and beyond. The recent archaeological excavations at Keeladi, located just fifteen kilometers from Madurai, 

have provided material confirmation of the literary grandeur described in Sangam texts, revealing an urban 

civilization engaged in textile production, trade, and literacy as early as 600 BCE . 

 The Genesis of the Vaigai: Geography, Mythology, and Early Settlement The Vaigai's physical geography 

determined the pattern of human settlement in the Pandya Nadu region. Rising from the Periyar Plateau, the 

river flows northeast before turning southeast as it rounds the eastern corner of the Varushanad Hills, then runs 
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through the heart of what became the Pandyan heartland . Its principal tributariesthe Suruliyaru, Mullaiyaru, 

Varaganadhi, Manjalaru, Kottagudi, and Upparucreated a fertile basin that supported agriculture and urban 

settlement . The river's drainage basin of 7,031 square kilometers served as the lifeline for five districts, a role it 

continues to play for modern Tamil Nadu . Byju (2026) 

The mythological origins of the Vaigai reinforce its sacred character. In addition to the Koodal Purana account, 

the river is associated with the Matsya avatar of Vishnu. According to tradition, King Satyavrata of Madurai, a 

devoted worshipper of Vishnu, witnessed the deity emerging from the river Kritamala as a fish to teach the 

Vedas . From this event, the Pandyas adopted the fish as their royal emblem, a symbol that appears on their 

coins and inscriptions for over two millennia . The river thus became not merely a geographical feature but the 

source of Pandyan political legitimacy and religious identity. K P, and V (2024) 

Archaeological evidence from Keeladi, a village on the Vaigai's banks approximately twelve kilometers 

southeast of Madurai, has transformed scholarly understanding of early Tamil civilization. Excavations 

commencing in 201314 revealed brick structures, iron tools, ceramic pottery, seals, and Tamil Brahmi inscribed 

pottery dating to approximately 600 BCE . These findings establish the existence of an urban civilization along 

the Vaigai during the Sangam period, corroborating literary descriptions that scholars had previously regarded 

as poetic exaggeration. The site has yielded evidence of a thriving textile industry, trade networks, and burial 

practices, satisfying the criteria for urban civilization in ways that no other Tamil Nadu site has achieved . As 

one archaeological officer involved in the curation of the Keeladi Museum observed, "Keeladi satisfies all the 

points to be considered an urban civilisation. It shows evidence of trade, the existence of a weaving industry, of 

civilisation, of burial practices, and of literacy”. 

Madurai: The Pandyan Capital on the Vaigai 

The establishment of Madurai as the Pandyan capital represents one of the most consequential decisions in 

ancient South Indian history. While the early Pandyas initially ruled from Korkai, a seaport on the southern tip 

of the Indian peninsula, they later moved their capital inland to Madurai, positioning it strategically on the 

Vaigai's banks . This relocation reflected a broader shift in the Pandyan kingdom's orientation, from a maritime 

trading power centered on pearl fisheries and Indian Ocean commerce to a territorial state whose power derived 

from agricultural surplus and inland trade networks. Bhattacharjee (2024) 

The choice of Madurai was not arbitrary. The Vaigai provided the agricultural surplus necessary to sustain a 

large urban population, while the river's sanctity lent religious legitimacy to Pandyan rule. The city is mentioned 

in Kautilya's Arthashastra (4th century BCE) as "Mathura of the south," and Megasthenes, the Greek 

ambassador to Chandragupta Maurya, described the Pandyan queen Pandaia as ruling a territory of 365 villages, 

each providing for the royal palace one day of the year . The city's fame extended beyond India's borders, 

attracting merchants, scholars, and religious seekers from across the ancient world. 

The Pandyan kings positioned themselves as patrons of Tamil letters, and Madurai became synonymous with 

the Tamil Sangams legendary academies of poets that shaped the Tamil literary canon. According to tradition, 

the Third Tamil Sangam was held in Madurai under Pandyan patronage, with the poet president commemorated 

by the Sangathar koil temple on  West Masi Street . The Madurai Kanchi, one of the ten Pattupattu idylls, 

devotes nearly five hundred lines to describing the city's fivefold divisions into thinai, its bazaars, gates, and the 

"symbols of the civilisation prevalent in the city" . The Paripadal group of poems, belonging to the Ettuthokai 

collection, contains four pieces describing Madurai and six describing the Vaigai itself, extolling the river as the 

source of the city's life and prosperity . 
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 Early Sangam Era Tourism: Pilgrimage, Poetry, and Trade 

The convergence of the Vaigai's sanctity, Madurai's literary prestige, and the Pandyan kingdom's commercial 

networks created the conditions for what may be identified as early Sangam era tourism. This movement of 

peoples was not tourism in the modern sense of leisure travel, but rather a complex phenomenon encompassing 

pilgrimage, literary patronage, trade, and cultural exchange. The roads and waterways of the Pandya Nadu 

facilitated the movement of diverse travelers whose experiences are captured in Sangam literature. 

The Paripadal poems describing the Vaigai and Madurai provide some of the earliest literary evidence of travel 

motivated by cultural and religious attraction. The river's reputation as "the river that brings water when one 

touches it" drew pilgrims seeking purification and blessing . The Madurai Kanchi describes the city's Buddhist 

and Jain shrines, indicating that Madurai was a destination for religious travelers of multiple faiths . The 

presence of Naga poets from Ceylon at the Third Tamil Sangam demonstrates that literary pilgrimage extended 

across the Palk Strait, with poets traveling to Madurai to participate in the academy's proceedings . 

The Sangam trade routes that connected Madurai with other regions represent an infrastructure of travel that 

facilitated cultural exchange. A heritage walk conducted in 2023 traced a Sangamera trade route beginning in 

Madurai, passing through Kottampatti, Karunkalkudi, Thiruchunai, Thirukarkudi, and Chokkalingapuram, and 

ending at Thondi in Ramanathapuram district . These villages contain evidence of prehistoric paintings, 

secondcentury Brahmi inscriptions, and structural temples of the Pandya dynasty, reflecting the movement of 

goods and ideas along the Vaigai corridor . The mercenary soldiers, merchant groups, and travelers who 

traversed these routes contributed to a dynamic cultural landscape in which Madurai served as both destination 

and entrepôt. 

Sangam literature captures the human dimension of this mobility with remarkable intimacy. The road culture of 

Sangam Tamil Nadu involved young men traveling through tribal communities, often encountering women who 

became objects of romantic attention; some travelers abandoned their journeys to pursue these relationships, 

while others continued with bittersweet memories . Roads connecting cities with tribal areas became "a mute 

witness to these ecstasies and agonies," revealing the emotional texture of ancient travel . This literary evidence 

suggests that movement along the Vaigai and its connecting routes was not merely economic but deeply 

embedded in the social and emotional lives of Sangam era peoples. 

Conclusion 

The genesis of the Vaigai River and the rise of Madurai as the Pandyan capital are inseparable phenomena. The 

river's geographical course created the fertile basin that sustained urban settlement, while its mythological 

associations imbued the Pandyan kingdom with religious legitimacy. The archaeological discoveries at Keeladi 

have provided material confirmation of what Sangam literature long proclaimed: that the Vaigai valley was 

home to one of the world's earliest urban civilizations, with evidence of trade, literacy, and craft production 

dating to 600 BCE. 

The early tourism that emerged in the Sangam era was a natural outgrowth of these conditions. The Vaigai's 

sanctity attracted pilgrims; Madurai's literary prestige drew poets and scholars; the Pandyan kingdom's 

commercial networks brought merchants and travelers. The roads connecting Madurai with distant regions, and 

the river connecting the city with the sea, facilitated a movement of peoples that enriched Tamil culture and 

extended its influence beyond the subcontinent. The Paripadal poems describing the Vaigai and the Madurai 

Kanchi accounts of the city represent some of the earliest literary engagements with the experience of travel and 

cultural encounter. 

Today, the Vaigai remains the lifeline of Madurai and five surrounding districts, though its flow has diminished 

dramatically since the British deforestation of the Megamalai catchment in the eighteenth century . The Keeladi 
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Museum, inaugurated in 2023, now attracts approximately 1,500 visitors on weekdays and 4,000 on weekends, 

many of them school students encountering their antiquity for the first time . In this modern pilgrimage to the 

past, the ancient pattern of travel along the Vaigai is replicated, as contemporary Tamils journey to the river 

valley to encounter the material traces of their civilization's genesis. The river that once brought water to the 

earth continues to bring people to their history. 
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