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Guideline

1. Political Geography

1. Historical Atlas

2. Conquest Within

2. The Measuring Rod

1. Territory & Survey

2. Local, Royal measure

3. Diversity & Standardization

3. Engineering

1. Kannaaru & Sathuram

2. Square Grid

3. Logic of Equal allocation 

within caste

4. Determinants of Value

1. Ideological

2. Material

5. Accountant & Records of work

1. Trio: Measure, Calculation, and 

Value

2. Folding the Social into Land

6. Unfolding matakku

1. matakku (Folding)

2. Examples

3. Space of Calculation

4. Known - Unknowns
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Political Geography



  

Historical Background

1. Medieval Chola Empire (900 CE – 1400 CE)

2. Empire

1. Territorial Expansion ?

2. Digging deeper, conquer within, institute coercive extraction

3. Develop means and instruments/tools/apparatus of 

abstraction.

3. Only available historical records are inscriptions. Most inscriptions 

are fragmented pieces of information about land transactions.

4. Historical scholarship on land records have studied agrarian, 

social relationships and state formation.

5. Land transactions in relation to diversity in measures, conversion, 

standardization led to the construction of metrological atlas.



  



  

Historical Background

Historical Atlas, constitutes layers of information representing:

1. Historical/Archaeological sites of Social, Economical, Political importance.

2. Spatio-Temporal visualization of how people measured in the past

3. Land, Grain, Gold (money), Weight and Time

4. The need for a Metrological Atlas become instrumental to put together the evidence, 

built upon earlier works in political geography

5. Visit the atlas at: https://echoes.ifpindia.org

6. Visit the archive at: https://exhibits.cooponscitech.in

https://echoes.ifpindia.org/
https://exhibits.cooponscitech.in/


  

Historical Atlas



  

Historical Atlas
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Measuring Rod



  

Exploring Metrology

1. Measuring rods, Kol

1. Local Diversity (ex: Seeyamangalam Site)

2. Conversion is pertinent 

1. cAn to ati Kol

2. Standard Kol (Ulagalandhan Kol) 

3. Ulagalandhan Kol, itself is a result of 1001CE land survey

3. Local measures vs Royal measures



  



  

Thiruvennainallur measuring rods



  

Sites of Standardization

1. Where does standardization happen ?

1. On land ?

2. On Record ?

3. On Calculating Desk ?
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Measure in field @ Seeyamangalam



  

Reconstruction of Measurement

1. What did reconstruction exercises inform us ?

1. Addressed names of canal probed from people memories !

2. Did inscribed scale and existing land/canal length corroborate ?

3. Signs of traEic between local and royal ?

2. Back to the inscriptions, gather more evidence

Discovering the square grid phenomena, (SII 3, 153, Uttiramerur)



  

Reconstruction of Measurement
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Engineering



  

Land & Water Engineering

1. Productivity (yield)

1. Water Irrigation

2. Land Reconstruction

2. Logic of Equal Allocation within 

Caste

1. Access to water

2. Soil Fertility

3. Engineering (Square Grid)

1. Vaykal

2. Vadhi

3. Kannaaru

4. Sathuram

Order in Land Organization, Historical Spatial planning in Rural areas in the Medieval kingdoms of South India, H.J. Nitz, 1988



  



  

Land & Water Engineering



  

@ Devarayanpettai



  

SII 19, 66, c.10 century, Devarayanpettai



  

Measuring in field @ Devarayanpettai



  

@ Devarayanpettai



  

@ Vadakkupattu



  

@ Vadakkupattu



  
@ Uttiramerur



  

@ Uttiramerur



  

@ Uttiramerur
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Determinants



  

Determinants 

● Ideological

● King and the temple

● Brahmadeya and the Brahmin

● Graded Hierarchy

● Religious and ritual authority

● State and ideologies

● Material (land relationships)

● Brahmin, Vellala – Meeyatchi

● Cultivator (Tenancy) - Ulukudi

● Corvee Labour – Vetti, Amanci

● (points of extraction)

We entered this world through the lens of Taxation

● Kinds of Taxation

● Land tax

● Labour tax (vetti)



  

Determinants 
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Accountant & the 
Records of Accounting



  

The village accountant appears as a key figure in all the transaction, as a witness, as someone 

who authorises the transaction and as someone who: 

● arbitrating measures

● assigning tax value

● ensuring labour extracted and alienated

Trained Accountant (Thalavaipuram copper plates, c.10th century)

Accountant



  

Accountant

[Kanakkatikaram, 144p: v.95, v.96]



  

Accountant

[Kanakkatikaram, 144p: v.95, v.96]



  

DiEerent kinds of Accountants



  

What does Accountant do ?

Land accountant is ordered to add certain parcels 

of land into the account of tax exempted land, 

while writing the 22nd cropping season’s accounts – 

accordingly carry this into the register of tax 

exempted lands.

SII V6, 206, Muniyur - 1238CE



  

Survey Register

Physical measurement of Land ensured by the standard measuring rod (kol)

Measurement of Land quality through Grade, as the new metric occurs:

● Sowing capacity or seed capacity as unit of land

● Potential produce as an index of quality, which was also an unit of taxation

● Quality of grain paid in relation to tax rate (cennel)

● Seasonality and productivity folded into tax

Folding of Quantity and Quality into single index: matakku phenomenon

Real area becomes notional

Apparatus of Abstraction takes over
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Unfolding Matakku



  

The Matakku

● Matakku is a system of land measurement, used in accounting practices to assess 

taxes

● The term literally means ‘to fold’ or ‘to club’. It co-measures the area and the 

quality of the land

● The actual physical measure of the land was called ‘parappu’, meaning spread

● The actual measure of the land, along with its grade, is converted in relation to the 

‘standard land’ into a notional area, known as the matakku land (matakku nilam) 



  

Matakku, Spatio -Temporal change



  

The Matakku – space of calculation

[Q – SII 19, 326]
A typical matakku computation:

983CE, Thirukarugavur

A gift of land 1 Veli 3 ma 3 kani donated to 

temple of Thirukkarugavur, to beat drums thrice 

a day. This land is folded according to tax into 1 

makani

1 + (3/20) + (3/80) folded into (1/20) + 1/80



  

The Matakku – space of calculation

988CE, Govindaputtur

DiEerent grades of land bought from diEerent 

people, folded into one single grade to become a 

notional area of:

 1+1/4 veli, to be gifted to the temple

[Q – SII 13, 76]



  

The Matakku – space of calculation

1044CE, Thirumalavadi

2 + ¾ veli + 1/20 + 1/160 + 1/320 + (1/320 x ¾) 

folded into 9 ma + 1/160 + 1/320 + (1/320 x ¾) + 

3/20

56 ma becomes 9ma approx.

Scaling ratio 6:1

[Q – SII 05, 633]



  

The Matakku – space of calculation

1050CE, Thirumalavadi

Land parcels with diEerent grades bought from 

diEerent Brahmin owners, in the same square 

grid.

Real area and notional area given for each plot.

Aggregatred approx. In the ratio of 7.4:1

● 44 diEerent plots of land, each folded individually

[Q – SII 05, 641]



  

The Matakku – space of calculation



  

The Matakku – space of calculation



  

The Matakku – space of calculation

1214CE, Chidambaram

A person named ‘Namperumal tirutankaiyar 

maturantakaialvar’ buys several parcels of land, 

inorder to set up garden space and an eatery to

cater to the god of the temple.

All these 9 pieces of lands are aggregated, lands 

that are ungraded are reduced from the total. 

The final area of land is folded into the 8th grade, 

shrinking the area significantly.

[Q – SII 04, 222]



  

Knowns and Unknowns @ the calculation desk

● Extent of real area

● Measuring rod

● Standard land, in terms of produce 

(300kalams)

● Norms for grading land

● Norms for folding land

We know commensuration happens.

All the rest of the land is valued against this top 

quality land

One measure for all ?

Does calculation eliminates arbitrariness ?



  

Spatial segregation: folding labour and caste 

into space

There is also a clear spatial segregation 

between the living quarters of the land 

owning Brahmins and the tenants and 

labourers. While the Brahmin quarters 

were called ‘ur’ the living quarters of 

tenants were called ‘pitakai’.



  

Hierarchies of Value

24 nā i per day for the person who chants the sacred hymn,ḻ

16 nā i per day for the guard,ḻ

16 nā i per day for the accountant (belonging to the potter caste),ḻ

8 nā i per day for the brahmin who fetches water from the Kaveri,ḻ

6 nā i of paddy per day for the brahmin who crushed the sacred sandal,ḻ

6 nā i per day for the potter,ḻ

4 nā i per day for the servant who sweeps the temple floors and smears them with cow dung,ḻ

3 nā i per day for the servant who picks flowers from the garden and strings them intoḻ

garlands, and so on

SII 3, 151, 977CE, Thirunallam



  

Hierarchies of Value and Digging deeper

● Emergence of madakku seems to be made possible by disciplining labour and quantifying labour, facilitating 

the increased productivity in Brahmadeya lands by making square grids possible, giving rise to a ‘highest 

quality’ land.

● Every square plot of land measured, graded, ordered into abstract measures, while taxation remained material.

● Water and commons brought under the rule of the measuring rod through trade in exceptions and claims of 

perpetuity

● Labour graded, ordered and valued in space.

● All forms of labour subject to the non labouring Brahmin



  

QUESTIONS ?


