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“… Until recently, the received opinions on these issues, in the 
west at least, have mainly been based on or at least strongly 
affected by their explication by Georg Bühler fully one century ago 
in his highly influential, if somewhat controversial monograph On 
the Origin of the Indian Brahma Alphabet (Indian Studies No.III) . 
Bühler argued for an early origin of writing in India and posited an 
extensive pre-history, going as far back as the 8th century BC, for 
the Brâhmî script, which he derived from the Phoenician script. 
Although more recent writers such as David Diringer have tended 
to doubt such an early date for Brâhmî and have looked to the 
Aramaic rather than the Phoenician script as its probable source, 
Bühler's materials and arguments have continued to guide the 
discussion long after many of them have become outdated.” 
(Solomon, 1995: 271). 

 
Tamil Script – Past 
 
The designation for the most ancient script of Tamil remains controversial.  However, a 
general consensus is that the Northern Br¹hm» had a Southern version from which the 
Tamil script is evolved after a series of intermediate stages from 2nd Century B.C. to 18th 
Century A.D.1.  The pictorial script form that became the main writing system in Harappa 
are compared to that of the graffiti on the megalithic pottery in South India, datable in the 
first millennium B.C.  This attempt is particularly made by those who argue in favor of a 
strong connection between the Harappan and Dravidian culture.  However, the 
pictographic writing system resembles much different from the much later syllabic 
writing system that is represented by the Br¹hm» scripts, despite the fact that the latter is 
considered to be a derivative of the former2.   The Southern version of Br¹hm» script, 
invariably called Tamil-Br¹hm», Dravidi and Damili3, is dated in the 3rd B.C. mostly 
based on the inscriptions survived in several distinct forms4.   Substantiating these facts, a 

                                                 
1 See Mahadevan (1970: 1), Zvelebil (1970:  11-19) and Velu Pillai( 1980: 6). 
2 Langdon (1931: 433) assumes, “perhaps there were some intermediate links between the Indus script and 
the Brahmi, but the variations are solely on the side of the Brahmi, the Indus script remained almost 
constant through the centuries”. 
3 Nagaswamy (1972) notes that the term Damili occurs in Samavayanga Sutta, a Prakrit Jaina work.  He is 
of the opinion that Damili is an independent script that was used among the eighteen enumerated scripts 
during the pre-Christian era.  
4 Mahadevan (1970:3) presumes based on old Jaina tradition that Bhadrabahu migrated to Sravana Belgola 
in Mysore in the time of Chandragupta Maurya, and his disciples under the leadership of Visakhamuni 
came further south to preach the faith some time around the beginning of the Third Century B.C.  He 



standardized literary variety of the Tamil language is seemed to have gained currency in 
its well-developed form during this period.  This is observed mainly from the poems of 
the Sangam collections: the kuÅuntokai, ai¡kuÅunØÅu, puÅan¹nØÅu, patiÅÅuppattu and 
in the grammar of tolk¹ppiyam, which are dated between the 2nd  B.C. and 3rd Century 
A.D5.   This fact may be taken to mean that Tamil must have adopted a well refined 
writing system during this time period, as is evident from the fact that the grammar of 
Tolkappiyam defines the word eîuttu to be consisting of thirty letters in a sequence from 
a to n along with the three other secondary forms.   
 

vGj;bjdg;gLg  
eîuttenappa−upa 
mfuKjy; dfu ,Wtha; Kg;g\bjd;g  
akaramutal nkara iÅuv¹y muppaxtenpa 
rhqe;Jtud; kugpd; |d;wy'; filna 
c¹rntuvaran marapin mØnÅala¡ ka−aiy· 

 
The Tamil word eîuttu is a noun derived from the verb eîutu meaning ‘write’, which 
designates the fact that there existed a writing system that represented the sounds as close 
as to the present.  Further, Tolkappiyam defines the formation of syllables and the role of 
the dot on top of consonants in the following verse.  
 

g[s;sp apy;yh vy;yh bka;a[k; 
puðði     yill¹     ell¹     meyyum 
cUt[U thfp mfubkhL capqj;jYk; 
uruvuru v¹ki   akaramo−u  uyirttalum 
Vid capbuhL cUt[jpupe;J capqj;jYk; 
·nai    uyiro−u     uruvutirintu  uyirttalum 
MaP upay capqj;j yhnw (17)/ 
¹y»    riyala uyirtta   l¹Å· 

 
According to Tolkappiyar, when a consonant occurs without a dot on the top, it is usually 
pronounced with the vowel sound ‘a’, but when it occurs with other vowels from the 
sound “¹” on, the shape of the consonant is modified to refer to the corresponding 
syllable sound.    The other purpose of dot was to distinguish between short and long e 
and o.  A dot placed above these two letters were intended to indicate the short e and o.  
This is illustrated in Tolkappiyar’s sutra as follows:  vfu xfuj; jpaw;ifa[ kw;nw 
ekara okarat tiÅkaya maÅÅ· (16)/  Mahadevan (1970: 5), who bases his opinion about 
the then Tamil scripts based on the Arikamedu inscriptions found near Pondichery dated 
between 1st A.D. and 2nd A.D.6, suggests that the dot was introduced in Tamil script 
mainly to mark pure consonants as well as to distinguish between short e and o. 
 
                                                                                                                                                 
further points out that the rock-shelters with Jaina Buddhist associations contain the earliest specimens of 
the Tamil-Brahmi script. 
5 See Zvelebil (1970: 15). 
6 See Mahadevan (1966: 56-73) for samples of a number of inscriptions excavated during this period 
including the Arikamedu inscriptions. 



 
 

Fig. 1. Tamil- Br¹hm» Alphabet reconstructed based on various inscriptions found in 
Tamil Nadu (Mahadevan 1968: 56) 

 
Mahadevan (1966: 58), who presents an alphabet system of Tamil- Br¹hm» based  

on a corpus of inscriptions excavated in Tamil Nadu in various periods (See Fig. 1),  
notes that the Tamil- Br¹hm» script used during the first Millennium B.C. does not use 
dot, nor does it distinguish between short and long e and o by way of distinct symbols.   
 



 
Fig. 2. Sample inscriptions found in pot-shreds and graffiti in Tamil Nadu  

(Mahadevan, 1968: ) 
 
Even though both short and long e and o sounds were recognized during the time 

of Tolkappiyar, the short forms must have been represented either with a dot or a line 
above.   Absence of separate letters for short e and o was common in the Tamil writing 
system even until the time of Beschi (1680-1747), who first made a change in the system 
by introducing a separate symbol for long e with a slanting stroke added to the short  e v 
as V/   Similarly, to the short x he added a loop at the bottom to make it the long letter 
X/  The corresponding secondary symbols for these two vowels were introduced by him 
as n and b h respectively.   This change is in effect until the present day Tamil script.  
The older version of Tamil writing system prior to Beschi’s alternations may be attested 



in the Tamil Bible book printed in Colombo in the year 1741 by the Dutch East India 
Company7 (see figs. 3 and 4). 
 

 
Fig. 3. Title page of the first book (Tamil Bible) printed in Colombo in the year 1741. 

(Balasingham, 1968). 
 

                                                 
7 Even though the first book in Tamil was printed in 1671, according to Balasingam (1968: 528), the 
Beschi’s changes were not popular in Ceylon during 1741 when the first Tamil book was printed in 
Colombo. 



 
Fig. 4. Sample page from the first printed book in Colombo in the year 1741 

(Balasingham, 1968). 
 
The major difference between the letters used during this time and the present day Tamil 
script may be summarized as follows.  Long e and o are made with a line above the letter.  
Thus, the word vypa[J is to be read as Vypa[J; xbtj; is to be read as Xbtj;;/  The 
syllabic long e and o are distinguished in a similar manner.  Thus, Rtpbr=k;  must be 
read as Rtpnr=k;;; rbfhjuu; is to be read as rnfhjuq/  Further, as the letter r and 
long syllabic symbol for a are marked with the letter h. a line above the syllabic letter is 
used to distinguish it from the letter r as in Fkhhd;/   Trill r and flap r are marked with 
the symbols w and h respectively, as opposed to the present forms w and u/   
 
The later development of Tamil- Br¹hm» script was termed Va−−eîuttu (circular script) 
and it is distinct in many respects from the Br¹hm» script in that it introduced circular 
shapes that look very much similar to the present day Tamil script.  This scheme of 
writing was commonly used from the beginning of the Pallava rule in Tamil country 
which dates to C. 600 A.D.  Degeneration of Va−−eîuttu led to the present form of Tamil 



script, which was adopted during the post Pallava period and the early Chola period, 
which lasted between 9th Century A.D. and 12th Century A.D.  According to Nagaswamy 
(1968: 414), a greater number of Va−−eîuttu inscriptions of the seventh century A.D. are 
found in the northern Kongu country and Tondaimandalam.    The Grantha script was 
developed along these lines to write formerly the Prakrit language and later the Sanskrit 
language.     
 
Evolution of the letter H in Tamil 
 
The alveolar fricative sound represented by the letter H has been indigenous to the Tamil 
language, and the origin of this letter may shed some light on the history of Tamil script 
and its connection with Br¹hm» script.  This letter seemed to have occurred in Br¹hm» 
both in the Southern version (see fig. 1) as well as in Northern version (fig. 5.).   
Mahadevan (1968) in his reconstruction of Tamil-Br¹hm» alphabet includes the letter H 
as a lateral sound £.  Strikingly, however, Sharma (2002: 260), who analyzes the 
development of Br¹hm» script in North-Western India shows a letter very similar to H as 
an equivalent of the palatal retroflex ¬ (see fig. 5).  If the Tamil letter H is indeed same as 
the one identified in Br¹hm» script and not a case of accidental similarity, the connection 
between Br¹hm» and Tamil script can further be substantiated.  

 
Fig. 5. Use of the letter H (î) in North-Western Br¹hm» (Sharma, 2002: 260) 

 



 

 



 
 



 
 

Tamil Script – Present 
 
ASCII uses 7 bits to represent characters. Some 7 bit systems do not clear the 8th bit, 
causing some characters to be displayed incorrectly. If some characters are not being 
displayed correctly, try enabling the Strip 8th bit option. 
 
Input methods 
 
             In order to create a word processing document containing Unicode IPA, it is 
necessary to have an input method for Unicode IPA characters, in addition to a Unicode 



IPA font and a word processing application that supports Unicode. Neither Windows 
2000 nor Mac OS X includes an input method specifically designed for Unicode IPA, so 
other options must be explored. 
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