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HISTORICAL AND ARCHAEOLOGICAL IMPACT OF PALAYARAI

Dr.S.NEELAVATHY

ASSOCIATE ROFESSOR IN HISTORY,

P.G & Research Department of History

Kalaignar Karunanithi Government arts College (a) Pudukkottai

INTRODUCTION

Palayarai, now in the Kumbakonam taluk of the Thanjavur District, (Latitude of 10°55' N
and Longitude of 79° 21' E) was the secondary capital city of medieval Cholas. Once a
flourishing city, now it is a small village with the name Kilpalayarai. It is situated about 7 km
away to the south of Kumbakonam, the names of some hamlets around Kilpalayarai such as
Nulaiyur (entrance of the city), Cholamaligai (palace of Cholas), Rajendranpettai (named after
Rajendrachola) etc. They show that they might have been the parts of the royal city during
Chola times. Four villages have the suffix ‘Padaiyur’ (army station) to their names, LB,
Pampapadaiyur, Arya-padaiyur, Mamma-Padaiyur, and Pudup-Padaiyur. It is evidently
presumed that the ancient city Palayarai had four army stations, on its four sides. and it might
have been extended from Darasuram in the north to Nandanmedu in the south.

This place was called as “Nandipuri’ or ‘Nandipuram’ during the Pallava period. It was the
regional headquarters of Nandivarman II and was referred to as Palayarai in Devaram hymns.
Palayarai was called by various names in 68 different periods. During the period of Rajaraja I,
it was called as Palayarai alias Nandipuram and after as Mudikondacholapuram after the
surname of Rajendra 1. Still later inscriptions mention it as Agavamalla Kulakalapuram.
Rajaraja II (1146 CE) made Palayarai as one of his capital cities and named it as Rajarajapuram.

Chola inscriptions give valuable information about the existence of massive palaces and
quarters of the city of Palayarai. In the inscriptions of Rajendra I, the palace at Palayarai is
referred to as Madurantagan Tirumaligai (5.1.[.701. VII, No. 125); some other inscriptions
refer to some parts of the palace such as Adibhumi i.e. ground floor (S.I.1.Vol. XXIII No. 257),
Rajendracholan mandapam (ARE. 168 of 1910).

EXPLORATION

Explorations were undertaken at Nandanmedu and Cholan-maligai in the year 1964-65 and
some megalithic urns and brick structures of the chola period were discovered by the
Department of Ancient History and Archeology, University of Madras (IAR. 1964-65 p.24)

Surface exploration carried out at Nandanmedu, Nathankoil, Kil-Palayarai and Cholan-
maligai, revealed 69 good number of antiquities belonging to medieval chola period.

EXCAVATION

To assess the archaeological potentialities of the site and to bring out the remains of the
Chola palace, systematic excavations were undertaken at Kil-Palayarai in the year 1984.
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CULTURAL SEQUENCE

Three trenches were laid at Kil-Palayarai to study the stratigraphy of the habitational
deposits of the place and to determine their cultural sequence. Based on the occurrence of
pottery types, two successive occupational periods were determined.

Period I represents the early medieval culture characterized by the occurrence of the crude
variety of black and red ware, red ware and painted sherds.

Period II represent the late medieval culture and is distinguished by the occurrence of coarse
red ware, black ware, decorated sherds, porcelain sherds and rectangular roofing tiles.

CHRONOLOGY

On the basis of the occurrence of the pottery types and other associated antiquities, a relative
chronology is fixed for the above two periods.

Period I : 400 CE to 800 CE
Period II : 800 CE to 1400 CE
CUTTINGS
Totally three trenches were laid and numbered as PRI- 1, 2 &3.
PRI-1

The first trench was laid on the plain surface of the mound at southeastern side of
Somanathasami temple. In this trench, three layers were met with. Layer 1 consisted of loose
brownish earth mixed with large number of potsherds, roofing tile pieces and brick-bats. There
was a clayey patch within this layer varied from 50 to 60 cms; Layer 2 was of loose ashy soil
mixed with brick-bats, pot sherds and tile pieces. The thickness of the stratum differed from 30
to 50 cm. Layer 3 was almost uniform throughout the trench and consisted of loose clayey soil
mixed with potsherds and brick-bats. There was a pit at 71 western side within this layer
containing large number of potsherds.

The first two layers revealed medieval coarse red ware, black ware, decorated sherds,
rectangular roofing tiles and porcelain sherds. The third layer yielded large number of coarse
red ware, painted sherds and less number of black and red ware.

PRI -2

This trench, measuring 5 x 3 m was laid at the highest point of the mound, which is to the
south of the road from Kil-palayarai to Nathankoil. The excavation yielded medieval roofing
tiles and coarse variety of potsherds. Very hard clayey soil without any potsherds and brickbats
appeared at the depth of 60 cms.

PRI -3

It was a rectangular trench, covering an area of 5 x 3m, and laid to the north of the trench
PRI - 2. A brick wall with five courses of bricks, running east-west direction was unearthed at
the depth of 85 cms from the surface level. The measurements of the bricks are 25 x 12 x 4cm.

343

Agat VATATEBH HOWTWIE| Vidalpd ISSN: 2582-399X



Aran International e Journal of Tamil Research ISSN: 2582-399X

The eastern and western sections clearly showed that the brick wall was robbed at a later period.
Header and 72 Stretcher method was adopted for the construction of this wall. This method of
construction was also noticed in the Gangaikondacholapuram excavations. Two layers
appeared and yielded medieval coarse red ware, black ware sherds and decorated sherds,
rectangular roofing tiles, terracotta lamps and spouted knobs, etc.

Decorated potsherds

The trenches PRI - 1 and PRI - 3 yielded some decorated red polished potsherds. The
thickness of the sherds is 1 cm. It is inferred that the decorations were made with the help of
metal seals and sticks before firing. A dot within single or double circles and vertical or
horizontal dotted or plain lines were the major decorated motifs. Painted Potsherds Fragments
with paintings also occurred in the excavations, vertical or horizontal or criss-cross lines in
kaolin were made on red ware sherds. Red ochre line decorations are seen on black ware. Iron
objects ‘Considerable numbers of iron nails varying from 2 cm to 5 cm, in height were
recovered. These iron nails were 73 used for fixing the wooden reapers in the roof of the
building for placing the rectangular tiles. Some copper nails and knob of a small copper vessel
were also collected from the excavations. ‘Bangle Pieces Twenty bangle pieces of medieval
period were recovered from the cuttings. Glass bangle pieces, which constitute the majority in
the collection, totaling 18 in number, appear to have been popular during the period. Only three
of shell bangle pieces were recovered from the excavation. The glass bangle pieces are in black,
blue and yellow colours both transparent and opaque in nature with circular and semi-circular
Cross sections.

Terracotta lamps

A few broken portions of terracotta lamps occurred from the 1st and 3” trench yielded a
heap of more than hundred full lamps. These lamps are of two types, the first type is small and
very similar to the modern oil lamps with one wick being used by the village people; another
type is big sized circular lamp with provision for burning four wicks . The center of the lamp
is having the elevation for keeping the long wick (Plate - 13).

Terracotta spouted knobs

From the occurrence of terracotta spouted knobs from the medieval layers of all excavations
in Tamilnadu, it is inferred that the spouted vessels (Utensils like kettles) were widely used in
medieval period. A full globular pot of coarse red with a spout at the shoulder was recovered
from Gangaikondacholapuram. Palayarai excavation also yielded five types of spouted knobs
with decorations.

Terracotta votive object

A full shaped Kalasa like terracotta object with round base and tapering top, was collected
from the excavation. It might have been used as a votive object.

CONCLUSION

Palayarai, once the secondary capital of the Chola kings, was established by the
occurrence of the antiquities and brick structures found in the excavation.
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