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Starting point: meditating on a remark by K.G.
Krishnan[1984]

A possible starting point for unambiguously introducing the topic of «The
inherent ambiguity of the Tamil writing system of many historical
periods» which is what | wish to discuss in this presentation is to provide a
quotation and an illustration from the 1984 ASI publication by K.G. Krishnan.
The citation is as follows:

(1) Pottandém and pottaga are used in lines 360-61. The former
occurring in other records has been wrongly read as pérl‘andém1 and
translated—‘furnished the names’. The latter is stated to be made
up of péga and z‘aga.2 The correct root for both is a composite one of
po6 and ta (taru). Pottandom will mean ‘we gave (i.e. appointed them)



to go with you’. Péttaga is a contracted form of pédaruga or
pottaruga (go and get). The second componentin both these cases
is just an auxiliary that extends the meaning of the firstin
accordance with the context.

TSI, 11, p. 404, line 128, translated ‘nominated’; above. XXIl, p. 245,
lines 48 and 50 and foot note 8. Both the reading pérttandom and the
correction pér tandom are untenable.

2 |bid., foot note 10.

(K.G. Krishnan, 1984, pp. 6-7)

The illustration is provided here as two small extracts from the photograph
of plate XIl, corresponding respectively to the beginning of line 360 (Figure 1)
and to the end of line 361 (Figure 2), accompanied by a small extract from
page 94, containing the full transcription of lines 360 & 361 (Figure 3)



Fa gk

Figure 1: beginning of line 360 in plate XII

TR

Figure 2: end of line 361 in plate XII



dvidarapailatialy unl
360 pottanddm tangalum ivargalddum uda-ninru ellai-terittuk =katti = pidi-
361 ndu pidagai-nadandu kallun=kalliyum natti arav-6lai' eydu pédttagav

Figure 3: extract from page 94: transcription of plate Xll, lines 360 and 361

Representing ambiguity. Attested reading vs.
intended reading.

| shall now extract from the set of elements given in the previous section,
those central elements which illustrate the point which | intend to make
here, concerning the representation of inherently ambiguous written
artifacts. As summarized in Table 1 below, K. G. Krishnan criticizes the



editors of Sll for “both the reading pérttandom and the correction pér
tandom”, which he sees as untenable. His own reading is péttandom.

Attested reading
(inimage form)

Conflicting Identification
intended of reader
readings

pérttandom, Sll editors
corrected as

pértandom

Pottandom K.G. Krishnan

Table 1: Ambiguous text (as IMAGE)

I shall now transition




e from (A) the topic of the handling of ambiguous text, seen as the
challenge of finding the correct interpretation of an ambiguous
written trace (which is an IMAGE)

e to (B) the different challenge of faithfully representing ambiguous
text (in STRING form).

One of the compelling reasons for making this experiment is that the
challenge of performing a String-Search is much easier than the challenge
of performing an image search. This will first be illustrated in Table 2 below,
which exemplifies a system which | have now been using for more than
twelve years and which | call the RAW format. | shall first provide the same
example as in Table 1, and then continue by means of a new example, which
| heard mentionned last year during a workshop in Pondicherry by Professor
G. Vijayavenugopal, the well-known epigraphist. The two examples are as
follows.



Possible intended readings

Ambiguous attested reading in
RAW format

CUTHHHCHMLD @U#5H5H5H@G # LD
CuTEH5HHCHMLD
GuIp(mermmereor @ U # (h e # e 63l
QLI (I, 6MTIT6YT63T

Table 2: Ambiguous text (as STRING): introducing the RAW format




Diplomatical RAW transcription of &IB’:’&')’@U_IIj

Qg;G).IITI]’{T) 5“][;@ manuscrit preserved in
Paris: BnF indien 113

The example given in the previous section is of course much too short for
really demonstrating to the audience the logic of the RAW system which |
am presenting here. As a more elaborate example, | shall first extract a
small sample from a transcription which | have made in recent years of a MS
containing a subset of the Tévaram, that subset being usually referred to as

the &HHHWIT CHEUMTEH FHJL(h. That MS is preserved in the BnF
(Bibliotheque nationale de France) and its shelf mark is “BnF indien 113”. |
shall first reproduce one of its leaves (see Figure 4) and then provide a



sample RAW transcription of the first stanza in a well-known hymn, found on
that leaf (on lines 5 to 7), followed by a sandhi-split version of the text in the
IFP 1984 edition by T.V. Gopal lyer, which is also available in the 2007 Digital
Tevaram CD. The whole MS, as transcribed by me in RAW format is available
at the following link
https://gokulam.net/jlc/tEvAram/BnF_indien113_with_parallel_texts.html.

Figure 4: BnF indien 113, folio 14v (selected hymn starts on line 5 out of 7)


https://gokulam.net/jlc/tEvAram/BnF_indien113_with_parallel_texts.html

(2)

(3)

S#HOLH#EH &HE D G & vl 6wl # LD 6L & @ W
# 8 6U##HEWLMHE @E6TMSBEG W UL G LD
@6 GH#6M&H )l @LDWLUL@@U# (IH 6 # 6l &

E;#g;GUTITLD[_F;LD&@G)J#U.I@G)J(VERBATIM
manuscript transcription in RAW format of the stanza starting on line 5

and ending on line 7)

SMHL Y&, HEHG), HEUI6uUT) LDELE, // 62 &IEUMT&HEDILD
BeTCBMISE 2 WILILGI; // GCeuGHLDBHTEETSH EBILD
QUILIQUIT(H6IT 46UG |-~ // [HTE&E0T [BHITLOLD
BLO&HeUMLICE. (Published reference text for G&HEUMILD 3_49, in
Gopallyer, T.V., 1984)



As explained in several recent publications, such as for instance Trento &
Chevillard [2025: 559], the main characteristic of the RAW format is that it
carefully tries not to remove the ambiguities inherent in the Tamil
orthography which is seen in the manuscripts transcribed. That means that:

1.
2.
3.

pulli-s are not used;
a space is inserted after each non-breakable written symbol;
the symbol “@” is used for transcribing the kompu which appears in

the spelling of words which nowadays would use “Q or “Qu;
the symbol “@@” is used instead of “60)::";

the symbol “#” is used where modern spelling would distinguish
between “:T”, “[J” and “Ij”;

both “@” and “#” are used for transcribing syllables where -0 and -0
are combined with a consonant;



7. in MSS where there is a sporadic (inconsistent) use of “Q that
symbol is transcribed as “@2”;

8. the symbol “H” in a Tamil transcription represents the position of a
string hole in the MS;

9. the sequence “//” represent a change of line;

10. the sequence “////” represent a change of column or a change of
leaf.

Returning now to BnF indien 113, as transcribed in (2), we can observe, if we
compare it with the text provided in (3), that there is a small differences
between the two, which is not simply explainable by the fact that (3) is an
unambiguous sandhi-split text. The difference is seen in the presence of the
particle -2_LD at the end of the sequence “Ip 60T @ 601 M & (& W L

U &l LD”. That means that when the T.V. Gopal lyer 1984 edition reads



“&|UMTGHEMLD HeoTCHMNGHEG 2 UWILILIGI”, a modern edition based on
BnF indien 113 would read “62&IOUMJSH6MLD BHTGHMNISHSG

&u'_II;ILIg;_lLb”. And there are in fact many other small variant readings,

which is of course to be expected, but we shall now return to the global
picture.

9155 ST CHUTTSSITL(H ms (BnF
indien 113) and the corresponding statistics

I shall now provide a number of statistics concerning Indien 113, considered
as one test case, before touching upon other test cases, keeping in mind
another consideration, which is the possibility to produce FACSIMILE of



palm leaf manuscripts, which we shall examine in a following section. For
that purpose, | shall now provide the audience with a print-screen (see
Figure 5) of a window open on an XML editor and displaying the full content
of the RAW transcription of a single leaf.



<leaf>

<coordinates>BnF indien 113, PDF file, page 36g/coordinatess|
<PDF_page>36</PDF_page>
<incipit_found>é</incipit_found>
<identification>G@eumylb</identification>
<verse_id>3_49</verse_id>
<folio_side>v</folio_side>
<column "LM">

<line>p LD &</line>

<line>& @l #</line>

<line>W & &l</line>

<line>( U U</line>

<line>® & Ib</line>

<line>ll eWI</line>

<line>& @ &</line>

<line>& LD -</line>

</column>
<column "Main">
<line>¢ l g g g pauitseLeaipgesDNearalgssdmeafl eus# el ewer UL @e &</line>
<line>% & & $ + 1D #+ QU T U € € & (D & & D - D - <B2/>HB MM @ # 60 FWDUBSG T & d</line>
<line>GE M & M M & 6 HE & # Ll W # 1D &7 & g 6o 6of)l W & HE M M LA &7 1D # 6M6U</line>
<line>Uuf @@ # @ & LD HE @ @ & (10 & & M D &T @ 60 0 & (B D HE L # # @ @ # - © & -</line>
<line><B2/> & (5 & &l D M D U HE GO LD - <BL/><B2/> & # § 60 + & & & Sl b & & ovor 6wl HE # 1D 60 & € W # & €U #</line>
<line>t S Ge W Her e 6on N &G W ULZ W EIFH 67 & g €DWUEUE @ T # 6 </line>
<line>p + S M DB &FH Q #WeEeal-8&-<B2/>hpUl+BWH+alea allmMerme awyb t</line>
</column>
</leaf>

Figure 5: RAW transcription of a single leaf (view 36 in BnF Indien 113)



As can be seen, the XML element under consideration is called 1eaf, and

contains children elements. Some of those children elements provide
external information, useful for the navigation or the indentification,
whereas other children elements contain the actual segmented

transcription, the more significant one being column, which is further
segmented into 11ne. In order to enhance the readability, | now provide
two additional print-screen images, one displaying the LM (=Left-Margin)
Column (see Figure 6), which signals that the leaf contains the incipit of the
BLOESQUTLISH(HLLSISLD and that it must be sungin a LIGYIT (or

musical mode) called 856).]@85&, and the other one containing the Main
Column (see Figure 7).



<leaf>

gcoordinates>BnF indien 113, PDF file, page 36g/coordinates>
<PDF_page>36</PDF _page>
<incipit found>6</incipit found>
<identification>G&euMyb</identification>
<verse_1id>3_ 49</verse_id>
<folio_side>v</folio side>
<column "LM">

<line>[p WD &F</line>

<line>& €U #</line>

<line>W & &l</1line>

<line>(h U U</line>

<line>&l & Wb</line>

<line>U 6W01</line>

<line>& @] &</line>

<line>& D -</line>
</column:>

Figure 6: RAW transcription of LM column inside view 36 in BnF Indien 113)



<column nature="Main">ilg
Aine>F A 5 5 55t seLalpaesmnea ol gds s

B m el eu # # &l emeor L L @R &H</Lline>d

<line>® & & & # 1D # 61 60T 6 65 C F (P & & € D - D -
<B2/> B MM W b @ # 60T & 1D LU B & 6T 6T L0</1ine>la
<line>@@ M & M M 6U 60T HH & # O W # D 60T 60T & 607 eofl W
e HE M M W 607 1D # 6M6eV</line>NG

<line>uf @@ 4 @ & LD HH @ @ & (D & & M M 60T 6l 6V 6V & (B
D HE U # # 60 @ # - D & -</line>il@

<line><B2/> & (B & T M M D L HH 6V LD - <B1/><B2/> & # & 6V
5 & & F b S S 600 600N HE # 10 6V & @ W § & 6 #</line>ll
<line>¥ & Qe D B 6T @ 60T M & G W LU LI & 1D G 6 & b # 60T
B & e w U e U 6T el G</line>Mla

<line>h # & 6T O B D & &F 6u § W @ 6U - & - <B2/> B D U
 # # BB+ el eral mm erme e DL B #</line>ME
</column>

Figure 7: RAW transcription of LM column inside view 36 in BnF Indien 113)




Briefly described, the content of Figure 7 consists of the following:

the end of stanza 10 inside Tévaram 3-22 (on lines 1 & 2),
corresponding to what T.V. Gopal lyer prints as (H$&F-FLo650-5(pS
s Quml-Qarers 1) §55556UT&6T (&bl
Gamistr; // M558 Hm SieuNeum aNenLILINSSHE //
SISO 2461601 (Eh F6T(LPSGHIGLO.

Stanza 11 inside Tévaram 3-22 (on lines 2, 3 & 4), starting with
BOMOLOILD ETeTFLOLbHS 6UT6ITLOMM HMMEUETT
Invocation g‘,]@éceﬂﬁ)mmusum (online 5)

Stanza 1 from Tévaram 3-49 (on lines 5, 6 & 7), already presented
above



e The beginning of stanza 2 from Tévaram 3-49 (on line 7), which
almost corresponds, but not exactly, to what T.V. Gopal prints as

BLOLI6UMTSI6U] BITalesT HeNMMI6uTmeL, // 6ULDLBIT
[61TLD6VI] UM DG 62LILIG);]
Inside the RAW transcription, the hymns and the stanzas inside them are

separated by means of “balises”, which are seen as empty elements B1
and B2, which appear as <B1/> and <B2/>.

Additionally, one can see on the transcription
e numberssuchas“—)-“,“- & -“onlines 2 and 4, for the last
two stanzas of Tévaram 3-22
e number “- & -“on line 7, for the first stanza of Tévaram 3-49

e indications such as HH in order to show the String hole position



Why is it useful to note down such information? My intention in performing
those notations is to try to produce as faithful a facsimilé as possible
SOLELY on the basis of the textual STRINGS which constitute the RAW
format. While deciphering a text in a MS, one constantly navigates between
two independant hierarchical structures:

e the physical structure of the manuscript, where what is visible is
the succession of leaf sides, made explicit by the <leaf> elements,
which are themselves divided in <column> and in <line>, with a
difference of status between the main column (giving the base text)
and the marginal columns (providing additional information).

e the logical structure of the text written on the MS, which here in the

case of the AHHHWIT CHEUMTE HIJL (B is expressed by the
<B1/> and <B2/> balise inserted inside the <line> elements.



If at the beginning of the transcription of a not yet identified MS the
dominant structure is the physical one, when the identification of the text
and its structure progresses, it can become conceivable to invert the
relationship between between the two structures and to make the logical
one the dominant one, the physical structure being then expressed by
means of balises.



How is it possible to live with an ambiguous
writing system? The power of memorization.
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