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Introduction

This Paper presents briefly the important results obtained on
the basis of my revised readings of the Tamil Inscriptions in the Brahmi
Script discovered so far (1966) in the natural caverns within the Tamil
Country. The revised readings are based upon my stud; in situ of
all the inscriptions, direct tracings from the rocks, fresh estampages
kindly supplied by the Government Kpigraphist for India and direct
photographs. The source-material for the Paper is my Corpus of the
Tamal-Brahme Inscriptions, which brings together 76 inscriptions

from 21 sites, about half of them previously unpublished.

It shall be my endeavour to estaklish that when the Tamil-Brahmi
Texts are read in accordance with the principles of orthography enuncia-
ted in this Paper, the texts emerge in simple and intelligible Tamil with
but a small proportion of Prakrt loan-words (mostly proper names and
religious terms). I have also drawn important conclusions regarding
the Chronology of the Sangam Age, Early Tamil Grammar, and the
social, economic and political conditions of the times in the Tamil
Country, on the basid® of a critical analysis of the contents of the
inscriptions.

Discovery and Publication of thé Tamil-Brahmi Inscriptions

The first discovery of an inscription in the Brahmi script within
the Tamil Country was made in 1903 by Venkoba Rao in a natural
cavern at Kilavalavu, a village 23 miles north-east of Madurai. Three ’
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years later, L. A. Cammiade discovered another Brahmi inscription at
Marukaltalai, 10 miles from Tirunelveli.

The occurrence of Brahmi inscriptions within the Tamil Country,
which was previously unsuspected, aroused great interest among the
scholars and a systematic search was made to discover more of them.
We know now of the existence of 76 rock-inseriptions in the Tamil-
Brahmi Script from 21 sites within the Tamil Country. .\ complete
List of these Inscriptions with necessary references is given in the
Corpus.  We also have about 20 short graffiti in the same characters
on potsherds excavated at Arikamedu® It will be scen {from the sequel
that, while the material at band cannot be called abundant, its impor-
tance to the study of carly Tamil langnage and history is out of all
proportion to its volume.

Earlier Readings of the Tamil-Brahmi Epigraphs

The first serious attempt to tackle these inscriptions was made
by H. K. Sastri in his Paper presented before the First Oriental
Conference in 19193, He putlished in this Paper his readings of 32
inscriptions selected from ecleven sites. He did not attempt any
interpretation of the texts except to offer some tentative suggestions
on a few of the terms occurring in his readings. He classified some
of the terms into two groups, labelling one of them as ** the Dravidian
clement ” and the other as “the Prakrt clement ”. The utmost
be would go was to declare that some words in the inscriptions were
* apparently Tamil ”. His failure to recognise the symbols for the
Tamil characters zh, ¢t and n has seriously affected his readings. He
did not notice the curious interchange in the values of ¢ and éi. Thus
even simple Tamil words like (izha and maatan assumed in his readings
such strange forms as Jja and maaThunhea iespectively resulting in
a total loss of meaning.

The first breakthrough to an uaderstanding of the real nature
of these inscriptions came when K. V. Subrahmanya Ayyar presented
his brilliant Paper *“ The earliest monuments of the Pandya Country
and their inscriptions ”’ before the Third Oriental Conference held
at Madras in 1924%. The Paper deals with 31 inscriptions from 12
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sites. It is on the basis of the readings contained in this Paper that
much of the subsequent linguistic analysis of the Tamil-Brahmi
inscriptions has hLeen carried out. However the importance of the
Paper does not lie iv the 1eadings and interpretations proposed by
K. V. 8. Ayyar, many of which are incorrect. The real achievements
of K. V. S. Ayyar are his clucidation of the nature of the language
of tha insctiptions and his successful determination of the phonetic
values of the new symbols found in the seript. It was K. V. 8. Ayyar
who first pointed out that as the seript of these inseriptions lacks voiced
p]osi\'es and aspirates (with rate exceptions confined to loan-words),
the language used in them could only be Tamil, even though it contains
an admixture of Prakrt words. That this view is basically right is
no longer disputed. Tt was again K. V. 8. Ayyar who determined the
phonetic values of the new symbols for zh, Ih, t and » occurring in
these inseriptions. This is a feat which places him in the front rank
of palaeographers along with Prinsep and Buhler.

The fact that the decipherments by K. V. Subrahmanya Avyar
were not however wholly successful in spite of his correct recognition
of the nature of the langvage and his successful determination of the
values of the special Tamil characters calls for some explanation. In
the first place, it appears to me, judging from his numerous misreadings,
that his labours were based upon unsatisfactory estampages. Secondly,
even though he determined the values'of zh and ¢ correetly, he failed
to recognise the earlier forms of these two letters and frequently misread
tas T or d and zh as Th or { (thus kuTw for kula, eThuyaruur for
ezhai-y-uur etc.). Thirdly, many Tamil words were taken by him
to be in Prakrt (Ce-i-ya, a verbal participle, was taken to mean
Caithya). Above all, he did not grasp, owing to the inadequacy of
the material before him, the true principles of orthography governing
the earlier inscriptions. Thus his conclusion that the ° penultimate
vowel ’ in a word got ‘ lengthened ’ is an imperfect generalisation of
an altogether different rule, viz., that a consonantal symbol represented
only the basic consonant and required a medial sign to express the
medial vowel a. However his broad conclusions ahout the nature of
the seript and the language remain valid and constitute the real point _
of departure for all future work in the field.
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Earlier views on the language of the Inscriptions

The views held by scholars as to the nature of the language of
these inscriptions may Le divided into three schools of thought which
are briefly noticed below :

Earliest known eritten Tanul —K. V. 8. Ayyar arrived at the
conclusion that the language of these inscriptions could or'y he Tamil
on the basis of an analysis of its phonetic system and lexical material.
The absence of the voiced plosives, aspirates and sibilants (with minor
exceptions in loan-words) and the presence of the characteristic Tamil
sounds zh, [h, t and » and Tamil verbal forms can leave no reasonahle
doubt that the language of these inscriptions is Tamil. The occurrence
of Prakrt loan-words makes no difference to this basic fact.

A form of Prakrt- C. Narayana Rao® denied that the language
of these mdriptions was Tamil on the grounds that records in the
Brahmi script could only be in the Prakrt and that Prakrt grammatical
forms could not occur along with those of Tamil. There is however
no necessary link between a language and its script. It is not also
correct to say that Prakrt ‘ grammatical forms’ occur in these ins-
criptions. The correct position is that the vocabulary of these ins-
criptions contains some Prakrt nouns, which is not surprising considering
the religious context of the inscriptions in the caverns. The views
of C. Narayana Rao that these epigraphs “ contain a form of Prakrt
described by the Prakrt grammarians as paisaci” and that “the
Pandya country, according to these grammarians, is a tract where
the prevailing language is paisaci”
serious consideration.

are too fantastic to merit any

A hybrid jargon of Tamil and Prakrt—XK. K. Pillai® was the
first scholar to propound this view. He has stated that these votive
inscriptions are in a hybrid language” containing Tamil as well as
Prakrt words, which are found together in a *“ strange jumble . The
verbal forms seem to be in Archaic'Tamil but the inscriptions are
* dominated by the Prakrt element . Kamil Zvelebil” undertook a
lexical and grammatical analysis of the published readings of these
inscriptions and came to the conclusion that while the grammatical
forms in the records are Tamil, the language itself is a jumble of Prakrt
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and Tamil forms and represents “a strongly hybridised Tamil, an
epigraphical jargon of Buddhist bhikkus and/or Jaina munis”. T. P.
Meenakshisundaram® has also taken the same view. It is difficult to
disturb the well-considered conclusions arrived at by such eminent
scholars.  However my objection to their view is fundamental. The
theory that the language of the inscriptions is a “ hybrid jargon ™
of Tamil and Praket is based upon a linguistic analysis of the
published readings of H. K. Sastri and K. V. 8. Ayyar. As I have
pointed out carlier, their readings do contain serious errors producing
an apparent jumble of words. I maintain that when correct readings
are adopted, much of the strangeness of the texts will disappear along
with the supposed dominance of the Prakrt element.

Present method of study

I took up the study of the Tamil-Brahmi Inscriptions in 1961
at the instance of Prof. K. A. Nilakantha Sastri. The \iovernment
Epigraphist of India was kind enough to place at my disposal the estam-
pages of the inscriptions. I, however, realised that it was not possible
to decipher the inscriptions from the estampages alone and much less
from their photographs. The earlier attempts at decipherments were
unsuccessful mainly due to the unsatisfactory nature of the estampages.
This is also the reason why many of the important inscriptions in the
collection have remained unpublished and even unnoticed. Thus
the Mangulam Grants of NheTunjcezhiyan (No. 1 & 2) and the Pukalur
Grants of Koo Aathan Cellirumpotai (No. 56 & 57), which are un-
doubtedly the most important epigraphical discoveries in Tamil in
the present century, remained unpublished even though they were
discovered in 1906 and 1927 respectively.

I therefore decided to begin at the beginning by visiting each
cavern to study and gopy every inscription in sitw. I studied the
inscriptions at close quarters using ladders and scaffoldings. The
inscriptions were also traced by placing rolls of tracing papers directly
on the rock surfuces. My revised readings are based upon my study
in situ of the inscriptions and direct tracings as well as the fresh
estampages supplied by the Government Epigraphist for India and
some direct photographs furnished by the Director of Archwmology,
Madras. 1am deeply grateful to them for this valuable assistance. ’
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Brief Results of the present study
The important findings and results of the present study may be
summarised briefly under the following heads :
1. The Script :
(i) Origin and evolution of the Tamil-Brahmi script.
(ii) The special paleographical features of the,script.
(iii) The special orthographical systems of the script.

(iv) Chronology of the inscriptions.

2. The Language : Grammar of the language of the Tamil-
Brahmi Texts :

(i) phonology
(ii) morphology

¥iii) lexical analysis
3. The Contents :

Political, economic, religious and social conditions of the
times in the Tamil country as gathered from the Tamil-
Brahmi inscriptions.

Note.—The inscriptions are referred to by their serial numbers assigned
to them in the Corpus.

The Script : paleeography

Nomenclature.—The script of these inscriptions may be called
the Tamil-Brahmi, as it is an adaptation of the Brahmi script for
writing down the Tamil language. The ancient names Dravidi or
Damili found in the lists of scripts given in the Jaina Sutras, Sama-
vayanga-Sutra and Pannavana-Sutra and in the Buddhist Lalitavistara
most probakly referred to this script, though Buhler identified them
with the related variety found at Bhattiprolu®.

Origin of the Script.—The letters of the Tamil-Brahmi script,
subject to the modifications to be noticed presently, are practically
identical with those of the Southern variety of the Mauryan Brahmi
script found in the Asokan edicts at Siddhapura, Yerragudi, Brahma-
giri, Maski and other places in the Southl®. The Buddhist context
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of the earliest Tamil cave inscriptions and the related casket inscrip-
tions at Bhattiprolu indicates that the Brahmi script reached these
areas along with the southward spread of Buddhism during or immedi-
ately after the reign of Asoka. The Tamil-Brahmi script:which has
been adapted to the phonetic system of Tamil, is a further development
which should be dated in the immediate post-Asokan era, most probably,
sometime inethe Second Century B.C.

Provenance in the Tamil Country.—A study of the distribution of
the inscriptions within the Tamil Country is quite rewarding (see Map
in the Corpus). As many as 16 out of the total of 21 sites with cave
inscriptions are found within the Pandyan territory. All the earlier
inscriptions also come from this area. This evidence clearly indicates
that the Tamil-Brahmi script was evolved in the Pandyan kingdom.
The script however rapidly spread to the other parts of the Tamil
Country within the first centuries of the Christian Era a-.indicated
by the later inscriptions near Kanchipuram in the north, Arikamedu
on the east coast and Karur on the west. It is sometimes supposed
that the use of the Tamil-Brahmi script was confined to the Buddhist
or Jaina caverns. This is not so. The inscribed potsherds from
Arikamedu and Uraiyur prove that even ordinary people, at least in
the urban and commercial centres, were acquainted with the script
and used it for their daily transctions.

Adaptation from Brahmi.—The Tamil-Brahmiscript is an adapta-
tion of the Brahmi script to the Tamil phonetic system. The adapta-
tion consists of,

(1) Omission of symbols representing sounds not found in Tamil,
viz., the semi-vowels 7 and [, the anusvara and the visarga,
voiced plosives, aspirates (except dh in the Prakrt loan-
word dhamynam) and the sibilants (except s in Prakrt
loan-words) ;

(2) Addition of new symbols to represent sounds peculiar to
Tamil, viz., 2k, Ik, t and n.
(3) Orthographical modifications : viz.,
(@) Use of the consonanfal symbol to represent the basic
consonant ;



(h) Use of a medial sign for the medial vowel a, which
was not considered ‘inherent’ in the consonant
in the earlier inscriptions ; and

(¢) Avoidance of ligatures.
Inventory of symbols—A complete inventory of the graphemes

and the medial signs occuring in the Tamil-Brahmi script is given
below. These are illustrated in Fig. 1.

VowELS :
Initial (full) :

a, aa, i, i, n, wu, ejee, ai, ofoo ; (9)
Medial :
ajaa, 1, 1, u, uu, efee, ai, ofoo (8)
Con¥onants :
Tamil : k, ng, ¢, wj, T. N, th, nh. p, m, y, r, 1, v,
2h, thy t, n; (18)
Prakrt : (in loan-words) dh, < ; 2)

Total number of letters 29

Medial signs 8

Note : (1) ng does occur, though the published Tables of the Seript do not include
the letter, e.g., cenghuviiran (No. 15)

(2) Th does not oceur in the Script. What has been misread as Th is really

the older form of zh ; e.g., kumuzh-uur (No. 27), ezhai-y-uur (No. 28)

(3) dh occurs only twice and s only 9 times. No other Non-Tamil grapheme
occurs in the cave inscriptions.

Palaeography of the Script.—The special palaeographical features
of the Tamil-Brahmi seript may be summarised as follows :

(1) VoweLs :

(i) ¢ symbol : The s symbol (a vertical stroks with a
dot or a small circle on either side) is first met with in
Tamil-Brahmi but is not unique to this script. It also
occurs in the Satavahana and the kshatrapa inscriptions
in the 2nd. Cent. A.D., Vakataka inscriptions in the
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4th Century and in the Gupta inscriptions in the 5th
Century. However in all the latter cases, the symbol has
the longer value (ii). A study of its occurrence in time
and space indicates that the symbol originated in the
South (probably in the Tamil country where it is met
with first) and then spread northwards and to Ceylon.

(i) Interchange in the values of 7 and 4 symbols: A
peculiar feature of the earlier Tamil-Brahmi script is
the inter-change in the phonetic values of the symbols
4 and 7. The symbol consisting of three dots or small
dashes arranged in a triangular pattern stands for i in
the Brahmi script, but denotes i in the earlier Tamil-
Brahmi seript (e.g., tizha in No. 51). The symbol assumes
its normal value in a later inscription (e.g., tva in No. 55).
Similarly the symbol consisting a vertical stroke with a
dot on either side represents the short ¢ in all the earlier
inscriptions. (e.g., itha in No. 2). This peculiarity is
also shared by the earlier Brahmi script in Ceylon.
Though we have no example, the symbol must have
agsumed the longer value subsequently, as the i1 of
vatteluttu and Tamil scripts are clearly derived from it.

(2) MEDIAL VOWEL SIGNS :

(i) « medial sing : A distinctive feature of the earlier
Tamil-Brahmi inscriptions is the use of the ¢a medial
sign (a short horizontal stroke attached to the top right
of a consonant) to denote the « medial vowel also, which
is not considered * inherent * in a consonant. The special
aa medial sign of the Bhattiprolu script is not found in
the Tamil-Brahmi script. The medial vowel signs for
@ and «a are identical and can be distinguished only from
the context. N '

(i) medial sings for efec and ojoo : The Tamil-Brahmi
script does not distinguish between the short and long
¢ and o respectively, a clear indication of the source of
borrowing.



(3) CONSONANTS :

(1) Basic consonants: One of the most distinctive
features of the earlier Tamil-Brahmi inscriptions is that
a consonantal symbol, unaccompanied by a medial vowel
sign, is to be taken to represent a basic consonant. In
the later Tamil-Brahmi inscriptions, a consonantal
symbol is either basic or has an inherent « in it depending
upon the context.

(i) Special form of m : In the Tamil-Brahmi script,
m has a special form which looks like a ‘U’ with a
cross-bar between the arms. This form is also found
in the earlier Brahmi inscriptions in Ceylon.

(iii) Special Tamil graphemes: The most interesting
palaeographical feature of the Tamil-Brahmi script is
the origin and the evolution of the four graphemes, special
to Tamil, viz., zh, lh, t and n. The accompanying figures
(Figs. 2 to 5) illustrate them. It will be seen that in
each case the new grapheme has been formed by a process
of simple adaptation from the corresponding Brahmi
grapheme with the nearest phonetic value. Thus, we
have zh from d, Ik from [, ¢ from T and » from nh. These
results are important in two ways. To the students
of linguistics, the method of formation of these letters
provides fresh data on their early phonetic affinities.
The evolution of these letters also provides us with a
method of arranging the inseriptions in a relative chrono-
logical order.

Ewolution of Tamil-Brahmi script into Vatteluttu.—One of the
most important results of the present study is the clearing up of the
mystery surrounding the origin of tlie Vatteluttu script. It is now
seen that the Tamil-Brahmi script, which was created in the Pandyan
country by a deliberate and conscious modification of the Brahmi
soript to the Tamil phonetic system, had a continuous evolution, until
it became, by imperceptible stages, the Vatteluttu script some time
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early in the 7th Century A.D. The course of the evolution was deter-
mined by the materials used in writing, viz., the palm leaf and the
iron stylus, making the seript more and more ‘ rounded’. The epi-
graphs at Tirunatha:kunram (No. 76) and Pillayarpatti (No. 75)
clearly illustrate the tranmsition from Tamil-Brahmi to Vatteluttu.
There is of ‘course no sharp dividing line between the two stages of
the script. ®We may draw a line for the sake of convenience at
the commencement of the Pallava rule in the Tamil country
(C. 600 A.D.).

The Seript : Orthography

Different systems of Orthography.—-The Tamil-Brahmi inscriptions
have defied the earlier attempts at decipherment mainly because the
remarkable orthographical peculiarities of the script, partienlarly in
its earlier stages, were not fully understood. Even such simple Tamil
words like kal (stone), makan (son) and maNi-y (gem) were lost in
the readings of kaala (No. 29), maakaana (No. 13) and maNiya (No. 72)
respectively because the rules of the notational system of the Brahmi
script were indiscriminately applied to the Tamil-Brahmi script. The
basic finding of the present study is that the orthographical system of
the Tamil-Brahmi script differs materially from that of the Brahmi
seript and is in fact a deliberate modification to suit the needs of the
Tamil phonetic system.

The Brahmi notational system.—The Brahmi script is a syllabary
in which each aksharg is an open syllable, either a vowel or ending in
one (except anusvara). A basic consonant being phonetically silent
was not regarded as an akshara, and could not therefore stand alone.
These basic principles r¢sulted in a system of writing in which,

(i) A consonantal symbol is invested with an inherent a medial
vowel ;

s

(i) The notational system of the medial vowels commenced
only with the aa medial, since a was inherent in a con-
sonantal symbol and did not require a separate medial
sign ;
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(iii) A basic consonant cannot be represented except as part
of a samyuktakshara.

(iv) A samyuktakshara being an open syllable, cannot depict
a basic consonant in the final position. (This however
caused no inconvenience as the Prakrt languages re-
corded in the Brahmi script did not have any basic
consonant except m in the final position)!'. ’

Unsuitability of Brahmi system to Tamil writing.- The unsuitability
of the Brahmi notational system for writing down Tamil will be obvious
to any student of that language. The Tamil language abounds with
words ending in basic consonants (e.g. kaN, maram, thaay. ihiir, kal,
yaazh, nhaalh, avan ete.). Secondly, Tamil abhors consonantal clusters
and seldom permits more than two consonants together, which are
in the me}yity of cases, either paired consonants or consonants pre-
ceded by their homorganic nasals. Therefore Tamil has no use for
the samyuktakshara system.

The Tamil-Brahmi notational system.—Those who were responsible
for the adaptation of the Brahmi script to the Tamil phonetic system
must also have decided to modify the Brahmi orthographical system
to suit Tamil phonetics. The principle thus introduced deserves to
be recognised as one of the greatest conceptual advances in the history
of the Indian systems of writing. The Brahmi principle of the inherent
@ was given up and a consonantal symbol was treated as the basic
consonant. This simple but original modification enabled the Tamil-
Brahmi seript to depict the basic consonants in the final positions and
to avotd the samyuktaksharas altogether. The use of a medial sign
for the medial @ vowel follows as the natural corrolary to the abandon-
ing of the principle of the inherent « in a consonantal symbol.

Position of the Bhattiprohu script.—In 1892 Alexander Rea dis-
eovered three relic stone caskets from a: Buddhist stupa at Bhattiprolu,
a village in the Krishna District in Andhra. Nine inscriptions are
found on the caskets, engraved partly on the circular tops and partly
on the lower rims. Bubhler edited the inscriptions in a masterly paper'?
in which he elucidated the orthographical peculiarities of the script
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with rate insight. He pointed out that the adoption of the aa medial
sign for the @ medial vowel and the invention of a special ae medial
sign meant that the consonantal symbol should be treated as basic.
He expressed the view that the modifications were made for the purpose
of avoiding ligatures. The Bhattiprolu seript remained as an epi-
graphical curio until the discovery of the Tamil-Brahmi script. We»
can now gsee that the system of notation of medial vowels found at
Bhattiprolu is that of the Tamil-Brahmi script. It is possible to
conclude definitely that the system originated in the Tamil country
‘and its use on the Bhattiprolu caskets (possibly by a Southern scribe)
was freakish because, ‘

(a) The Bhattiprolu inscriptions are in Prakrt which does
not require the use of this system; and

(b) The Bhattiprolu texts (being in Prakrt) do not contain
even a single example of a basic consonant in the final
position, which is the raison d’etre of the modified notation.

The presence of two different medial signs for a and a¢ medial vowels
in the Bhattiprolu script as against a single sign for both in the Tamil-
Brahmi script perhaps indicates a later date for the Bhattiprolu
script.

Orthographical evolution of the Tamil-Brahmi script.—A careful
analysis of the Tamil-Brahmi inscriptions reveals the existence of two
notational systems for depicting basic consonants and medial vowels,
which can be shown, on paleographic and linguistic considerations, to
belong to two suceessive periods, though there is some overlapping as
is only to be expected in a continuous evolution. The basic features
of the two systems are enumerated below :

)

(A) THE EARLIER SYSTEM :
(1) A consonantal symbol is treated as a basic consonant ;
(ii) The a medial vowel is denoted by a medial sign ;

(iii) The @ and aa megial signs are however identical and
can be distinguished only from the context.
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