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M HLE most brilliant age in Tamil literabure, the
} so-called Sangam Ap'e came to a close at
the downfall of the three Tamil Dynasties, and was
succeeded by dark ages w h1cn continued all through
the long period of anarch, y and misrule in Southern
india. It was after the advent of Furopeans in
general, and European Christian Missionaries in
particular, that the revival of Tamil letters began.

When Europeans realised that the best way of
knowing and influencing the Tamil people, among
whom they came to live and work, was through the
knowledge of their language, they applied them-
selves closely to the study of Tamil. They found it
was a noble language with a noble literature, but
was generally neglected by its people, mainly by
reason of its literary dialect being almost entirely
poetical, and so different from the spoken dialect,
that one, who could read and write the language as
spoken, could not even divide a line of poetry into
its component words, unless one had made a special
study of it for years

So they seem to have thought it their first duty
to try to open the eyes of the Tamils to the great-
ness of their language. With this object in view,
many of them have expressed their opinion of
Tamil, its literature, and grammar. Their opinions
are very useful and interesting, but we have space
here only for a few of them.

First, as regards the language: Dr. Winslow
writes, 1t is not perhaps extravagant to say that
. an its poetic form the Tamil is more polished and
exact than the Greek, and, in both dialects,with its
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borrowed treasures, more copious than the ILatin.
In its fulness and power, it more resembles Fnglish
and German than any other living language.” Dr.
Schimid writes of Tamil that “the mode of collo-
cating its words follows the logical or intellectual
order more so than even the Latin or Greek.” The
Rev. P. Percival observes, “ Perhaps no language
combines greater force with equal brevity ; and it
may be asserted that no human speech is more close
and philosophic in its expression as an exponent of
the mind. The sequence of things-—of thought,
action, and its resulis—is always maintained iavio-
late.”” Professor Whitney writes that he ‘‘was
informed by an American who was born in South
India and grew up to speak its language verna-
cularly along with his Hnglish, a man of high
education and unusual gifts as a preacher and
writer, that he esteemed the Tamil a finer language
to think and speak in than any European tongue
known to him.”’

Dr. G. Slater, late Professor of Indian Fcono-
mics in the University of Madras, writes that “ the
Tamil language is extraordinary in its subtlety and
sense of logic,” and that “the perfection with
which it has been developed into an organ for pre-
cise and subtle thought, combined with the fact that
it represents a much earlier stage in the evolution
of inflexional language than any Indo-germanic:
tongue, suggests...... the priority of the Dravidians
in attaining settled order and regular Government,’’
and that “as it is known to us it is the product of a
very long period of a somewhat elaborate civili-
sation.”’
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Secondly, as regards its literature: 'That
‘unique genius,”” Father Beschi, writes that * the
Tamil poets use the genuine language of poetry,
and “ there are excellent works in Tamil poetry on
the subject of the divine attributes and the nature
of virtue.””  Dr. Pope, retelrmg to the numerous
ethic works in Tamil, remarks, “1 have felt some-
times as if there must be a blessmo' in store for a
people that delight so ut1e11) in compositions thus
remarkably e\cpresswe of a hunger and thirst after
rightecousness.””  The Rev. H. Bower, a Eurasian,
writes of the Tamil poetess Auvaiyar, that *‘ she
sang like Sappho, yet not of love, but of virtue,”
and of the Chintamani that © it is a moral epic of
the highest merit,” and of the Zaecred Kural that
the " work is superior to the institutes of Manu and
is worthy of the divine Vlato himself.”

Thirdly, as 1'egard< ite grammar: Rev. T.
tirotherton writes that it is generally allowed by
all who are at all conversant with Tamil literature,
that the Nunnool or Tamil Grammar of Pavananti,
is the most philosophically and logically arranged
Grammar of any language in the universe, and (ha’c
it is a “ venerable and esteemed work.”

Indian Christians have said none the less. One
ot them writes of the Sacred Kural and its author

thar © it is refreshing o think that a natizn which
has produced so great & man and so uniiue a work
cannot be a hopeless, despicable race’””  nother

often observed !hau “one of the main objects of
studying Tamil literature is to know and caich the
genius of the ancient Tamil people.”” And another
wrote 1 *‘Indeed, the various kinds of elliptical
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constructions in which Tamil greatly delights, the
philosophic sequence of things that it always main-
tains inviolate, the logical and musical choice of
terms that it often makes from a veritable host of
synonyms, the implied significations that it often
presents to the careful reader, the numerous and
extraordinary poetic licenses that it enjoys, and,
above all, the extreme elasticity by which it posses-
ses a large amount of linguistic economy and is
capable of being interpreted according to the intel-
lectual capacity of the reader, these—these alone,
which none can deny it, are likely to make any one,
who is rightly and faithfully devoted to its litera-
ture, a person of nc mean mental powers...... There
is no easier and better method of gauging the
genius and mental acumen of the ancient Tamil
race than to study their science of grammar which
they have carried to a very high degree of perfec-
tion. Their subtle linguistic observation, their
happy invention of the wonderful Sutra-device, their
logical arrangement of the rules, and their elaborate
methods of construing them cannot but be the
wonder of all ages.”

After many such eulogies, Furopean and
Indian Christians have exhorted the Tamils not to
neglect their language. They have also pointed out
that neglect of vernacular means only national
suicide. Dr. Pope wrote, “‘ Let the Tamils cease
to be ashamed of their Tamil.” Dr. Murdoch wrote
to them, “‘ Let them be assured that so long as they
despise their mother-tongue they have merely a thin
whitewash of civilisation,”” and quoted the words of
Von F. Schlagel : “ That acquaintance with foreign
languages, whether dead or living, which is neces-
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sary for men of letters and fashion, is no longer
assoclated with neglect of their vernacular speech,
a neglect which is always sure to work its own
revenge on those who practise it, and which can
never be supposed to create any pre judice either in
favour of their politeness or their erudition.’’

Now, even if Furopeans have not done any-
thing else than trying thus to open our eyes to the
excellence of our language, and warning us against
neglecting it, we must be extremely indebted to
them.  But they have done more

They simplified the Tamil script. They intro-
duced space between the words, simple or com-
pound, of a sentence, for it had been the native
custom to write a whole sentence as if it were
composed of one long word. They were the first to
print Tamil tracts, books, and papers. They were
the first to introduce the study of Tamil into the
civilised countries of the world. They were the first
to make Tamil wanslations from Huropean langua-
ves. They were the first to compile Tamil word-
books, dictionaries, and lexicons, which made
obsolete the time-honoured custom of memorising
the metrical Tamil vocabularies, before taking up
literature.  They were the first to write Tamil
treatises on Natural Science. They were the first
to urge educated Tamils to bring out expurgated
editions of Tamil works, and to write interesting
general literature of a wholesome churacter, They
were the first to show us how to make a2 critical
study of owr language, literature, and grammar.
And they were the first not only to teach us that
“that is not good language that all understand
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not,”” and that there can be no social, moral, reli-
gious, political, or economical progress among a
people who have no homely prose literature to read,
but also to write ““ Modern Tamil prose,”” and create
the reading habit among us.

The above lines contain a brief summary of a
long public Tamil lecture, *‘Christianity and
Tamil,”” delivered by me about two years ago, in
Madras. The author of this book, who is a broad-
minded Hindu School-Master, says that the lecture
roused his curiosity, and gave him the incentive to
make a study of the subject himself, and the book
is a result of it.

The book contains a very important chapter,
which is not generally known, in the history of
Tamil Language and Literature. The short bio-
graphical sketches and notes of .some of the
European and native Christian Tamil Scholars, and
the well-selected specimens of Tamil writing of
some of the European scholars cannot fail to be
quite interesting. We have here fine specimens of
the flowery language of the Italian Tamil scholar,
Father De Nobilibus; of the simple, direct, and
telling language of the Swiss, the Rev. C. T. E.
Rhenius, on the Truthfulness of the Gospels ; of the
poetical and literary, and colloquial prose style of
- the ltalian, Father C. J. Beschi, the greatest of the
-European Tamil scholars; who expresses, in one of
the passages quoted here by the author, his high
. appreciation of the Sacred Kural.

The book is well written tco. Its language is
simple, correct, natural, and free from all tricks of
style.
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The book 1s sure to make all Tamii students
feel extremely proud of the literature and grammar
of their lawuaO‘e and love and study and improve
it with zeal

The author has my great thanks, and the book
my best wishes.

Madras, } S D. SARGUNAR,
: Lesturer tn TamzZ
Han, L, 1936- Madras Christian Galleqe
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