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“@_ guNLd 1(BHGIN &Hem6uHGHILN":
Contrastive Phonetics or

how to Describe one Language
with the Help of Another One’

Jean-Luc Chevillard

1 Introduction

The [H6STERIIEV contains at the end of its USETILIED a few rules de-
voted to the problem of adapting words borrowed from Sanskrit to
the phonology of Tamil. The commentators to the 60160, while
explaining and illustrating those rules, use a very interesting vocabu-
lary for characterizing the phonetic features which are specific to San-
skrit: the pronunciation of unvoiced aspirated consonants (kh, ch, th,
th and ph) is said to have 2_[JLIL|&6V as a characteristic feature; the
pronunciation of voiced consonants (g, j, d, d, and b) is said to have
61(H&H &6V as a feature; the pronunciation of voiced aspirated conson-
ants (gh, jh, dh, dh and bh) is said to have &H6063IHH6EV as a feature.
This presentation will explore the roots of that phonetic terminology
in the earlier literature, and notably in the ffjG&mplLd, from
which it seems to be partly adapted.

Although the main target of the texts composed by Tamil gram-
marians is almost exclusively the Tamil language, we occasionally
come across passages containing statements regarding other lan-
guages. Some pertain to the vocabulary of those languages;2 others

1 This article is an expanded version of a short presentation I had prepared for the
Coimbatore 2010 WCTC, for which the title would have been: “Urappiyum etuttum
kanaittum: The Contribution of Ancient Tamil Grammarians to General Articulatory
Phonetics”. (I was however not able to attend the conference). For reading a
preliminary version of this article and for making important suggestions, I wish to
thank V.S. Rajam, Vincenzo Vergiani and Giovanni Ciotti. All errors are of course
mine.

2 For instance, the commentator Teyvaccilaiyar seems to tell us, under TC396t
that the use of the interjection anto! (instead of aiyo!) is borrowed from the cinka-
lavar, that the use of karaital in AN16 [yan tar karaiya vantu], for describing the
action of calling/inviting some one is representative of the karunatar; that the people
called vatukar use ceppu where the Tamilians would use the verb collutal; that the
people called telinkar use pantil for referring to both the animals which the Tamili-
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concern their pronunciation and are especially interesting by their use
of a special vocabulary. The present paper concentrates on a small set
of phonetic terms used by Tamil grammarians in order to characterize
Sanskrit consonants. It will also be an occasion for a reflexion on one
aspect of the 15t phonetic description of Tamil itself, seen in a con-
trastive perspective. In both cases, we have the same underlying ques-
tion: what makes it possible, in practice, to describe one language
with the help of another?

2 The general context

The original ambition of this presentation is for us to obtain a clear
view of the uses of three technical terms in the realm of articulatory
phonetics. Those terms are urapputal, etuttal and kanaittal3 and they
appear jointly in a sequence urappiyum etuttum kanaittum, listing
three alternative possibilities, at two places inside the commentary
composed by Mayilainatar, in the 13t century, on the Nannul, and
more precisely under ctttiram-s N145m#4 and N146m.5 These two are
contained in the section, comprising N145m to N148m, found at the
end of the Pataviyal, which deals with the problem of adapting words
borrowed from Sanskrit to the phonology of Classical Tamil. We
should add that the reading of that section has to be complemented
by the reading of another section of the Nannul, comprising N26gm
to N273m (inside the Peyariyal), which deals with the 4 types of

ans call pacu and erutu and that the tuluvar call the mango (ma) kokku. Similar re-
marks are also found in the commentary by Naccinarkkiniyar (see TC400n), although
they are more cryptic.

3 These terms will not be translated. But Chart 1 and Chart 2 provide a short road
to a partial answer.

4 The “m” in N145m point to a numbering done according to the arrangement of
Nannul in Mayilainatar’s commentary, as edited by U.V. Caminataiyar. Inside the
commentaries by Cankaranamaccivayar (17th cent.) and Arumukanavalar (19t cent.),
the same cuittiram is numbered 146, and I shall refer to it as N146ca, and N146a, re-
spectively. Other abbrevations used here are TE, TC and TP, for the Eluttatikaram,
the Collatikaram and the Porulatikaram of the Tolkappiyam, with “i”, “¢” or “n”
pointing to a numbering of cuttiram-s as found in the commentaries by Ilampiranar,
Cenavaraiyar or Naccinarkkiniyar.

5  As we shall see, they also appear together in the commentary to Viracoliyam 57
(cf. 5, infra).
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words allowed in poetry, namely iyarcol, tiricol, ticaiccol ® and vata-
col, the last category being explained in N273m, in the following way:

1. potuvelut tanun cirappelut tanum irelut tanu miyaivana vatacol.
(N273m)
Sanskrit derivatives are words employed (in the Tamil country), which

are formed of Letters common (to Sanskrit and Tamil), or of letters
peculiar (to Sanskrit) or of letters of both kinds.”

The section N145m-N148n, is indeed an explicitation of what is ex-
pressed by N273n, in general terms, because what it does is:

« giving a catalogue of Sanskrit letters, dividing them into two
types (N145m)

* those, numbering 25, which are common (potuveluttu) to San-
skrit and Tamil

» those, numbering 28, which are peculiar (cirappeluttu) to San-
skrit, and which have to be “changed (when employed in
Tamil)” [wording by Lazarus(1878)]

» explain how to adapt the 28 peculiar letters (N146m)

* explain what to do with words starting with r, 1 or y (N147m)

+ explain what to do with consonantal clusters (N148y,)

This sequence of 4 cuttiram-s is then followed by the last cuttiram
(N149m) in the Pataviyal which enumerates the letters which are
peculiar to Tamil.

3 Three terms for describing special modes
of articulation

Inside that general context, the three technical terms, urapputal,
etuttal and kanaittal, which are the topic of this article are used by

6 I have recently dealt with ticaiccol. See Jean-Luc Chevillard, “The Concept of ti-
caiccol in Tamil grammatical literature and the Regional Diversity of Tamil Classical
Literature”, in: Streams of Language: Dialects in Tamil, edited by M. Kannan M.
Pondicherry: French Institute of Pondicherry, 2008, pp. 21-50.

7 Translation by J. Lazarus, Nannul [Orthography & Etymology], Part Two, Eng-
lish Translation, with a foreword by P. Kothandaraman, Madras: The South India
Saiva Siddhanta Works Publishing Society,[1878] 1977. [kazhagam reprint, spelling
modernized). - The commentators provide us with amalam, kamalam, meru, etc. as
example of the first type, cuki (= sukhin), poki (= bhogin), cutti (Suddhi), etc. as
examples of the second type, and aran (= hara), ari (= hari), katinam (= kathina),
etc. as examples of the third type, 1878 (1977).
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the commentator Mayilai Natar for the purpose of setting apart,
among the Sanskrit consonants contained in the five varukkam-s (i.e.
varga-s) those which the Nannul did not mention as being common.
More precisely, the Nanniil, in N145n, in its enumeration of aiyai-
mpotuveluttu, has the wording:

2. aitvarukka mutaliru “of the five series of consonants, the first and the
last letter in each”.8

But Mayilainatar is more precise® and says:

3. kacatatapa vennum aintan varukkattul itaiyil urappiyum etuttum
kanaittum collappattunirkum miunrumolinta kana, cafia, tana, tana,
pama ennum pattum (N145m)

The ten, kana, cana, tana, tana, pama, which are obtained by leaving
aside the three that are in the middle of the varga-s named after the five
[letters] ka, ca, ta, ta and pa, and which are pronounced with an
articulation of urapputal, etuttal or kanaittal.

We can conclude from this that, since the five varukkam-s (varga-s)
are “k, kh, g, gh, n” (ka-varga), “c, ch, j, jh, n” (ca-varga), “t, th, d, dh,
n” (ta-varga), “t, th, d, dh, n” (ta-varga) and “p, ph, b, bh, m” (pa-
varga), the Sanskrit letters to which Mayilainatar’s articulatory phon-
etics characterization is given in this distributive statement can be
given explicitly by the following chart.

urapputal etuttal kanaittal
kh g gh
ch j jh
th d dh
th d dh
ph b bh

Chart 1: Tamil terminologyfor the articulation of Sanskrit cirappeluttu

8  English translation, Lazarus (1878), Nannul...

9  He even inserts additional Paninian terminology, starting the enumeration with
allenru valanku mey muppattelanullum “among the 37 consonants which are
currently designated by ‘hal’ 7. The term al is the tamilized form of hal, a condensed
expression derived from the Pratyaharastitra-s attached to Panini’s grammar.
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4 Examples provided by the commentators
of Nannul
This interpretation is confirmed by the examples provided by Mayilai-
natar when, using for the second time the sequence urappiyum etu-

ttum kanaittum, he provides concrete examples for the cuttiram
N146m in the following way:

4.nakam, nakam, mekam e-m; calavati, vicayam, caruccarai e-m; pitam,
pitai, titam e-m, talam, tinam, tarai e-m; palam, pantam, param e-m
aintu varukkattilum urappiyum etuttun kanaittuii collu minrum
avvam mutalayina. (N146m)

My goal in this article not being to give an in depth elucidation of the
Sanskrit words intended by Mayilainatar in this passage, I will
content myself with reproducing here (in image form) an extract from
the Nanniil Kantikaiyurai, composed by Arumukanavalar in the 19th
century, in which, with two exceptions,© the same words are found,
but with an explicit elucidation, in Grantha script. It appears thus:

Figure 1 (p. 83 [bottom])

e, daged B, o0, BJEE e, i, eyrgdi
Berga Bgaordsy, Bty seo, biry 84,

Figure 2 (p. 84 [top]) ‘
02013 Quss, o-o, 2000rS rowrf, 8L deuy
BRIV sMécar, a-L, a_folg S, 21)(; LD,
0B & Lo, a-i, ﬂﬁ@{g Folis, @.LFL,; Sero, W
oy, o, QO e, 62UOWG ug i, 0TITS Lrgus,
a-u. i g &8s § By Ban et p W@ s g
Hivdamsssfar qgQeassnia, Lo&R; uge

10 The exceptions are lines 8 and 9, in the chart below, in which the examples given
by Mayilainatar and by Arumuka Navalar, are not identical.



110

Jean-Luc Chevillard

The data can be provided in Tabular form, as follows:

Tamilized Tamilized Sanskrit mode of
example Example original articulation
(Mayilainatar) (Arumu- (in Arumu-
kanavalar) kanavalar)
1 nakam nakam nakha urapputal
2 nakam nakam naga etuttal
3 mekam mekam meghah kanaittal
4 calavati calavati chalavadi urapputal
5 vicayam vicayam vijayah etuttal
6 | caruccarai caruccarai jharjhara kanaittal
7 pitam pitam pitham urapputal
8 | pitai (pida?) catam jadam etuttal
9 titam kutam giuidham kanaittal
(drdha?)
10 talam talam sthalam urapputal
11 tinam tinam dinam etuttal
12 tarai tarai dhara kanaittal
13 palam palam phalam urapputal
14 pantam pantam bamdhah etuttal
15 param param bharam kanaittal

Chart 2: Occurrences of these terms in earlier grammatical literature

The usage among the commentators of Nanntl of the technical triplet
under consideration being now relatively well established, we turn to
an examination of occurrences of urapputal, etuttal and kanaittal
inside other schools of grammatical literature. As these data often be-
long to older strata of scientific literature, which have, in some sense,
been obliterated (or “superseded”) by more modern usages, our inter-
pretations will be more tentative and we may have to face apparent
contradictions inside a heterogeneous corpus of technical texts diffi-
cult to reconcile with one another. The first passage examined here



Contrastive Phonetics 111

will be extracted from the commentary on the 57t karikai of the Vira-
coliyam. It reads:

5. ka ca ta ta pa enpavarru ovvonraiye kitappinum urappiyum etuttum
kanaittum mitkkinum aintu vitamakac collappatukinra aintu varukka-
nkalinum

in the five varga-s, named after ka, ca, ta, ta and pa, in each of which
items are pronounced in 5 ways, either in stationary condition (kitappu),
or through [the efforts of] urapputal, etuttal or kanaittal, or through the
nose.

The wording is very similar to the one found in 3 and the purpose is

the same: describing Sanskrit consonants from a Tamil point of view.

The only difference is that there is also a characterization of the first

and last consonant in the varga. It is possible that such a formulation

was the inspiration for the one used by Mayilainatar in 3, or that both
were drawing from a common source which could be the lost gram-
mar of Avinayanar.t

The second passage examined here will be an incidental statement
contained, in second position, inside the 4t karikai of the Viracoli-
yam. That karikai reads thus:

6. éya_ec conmun vina; etut talpatut talnalital oya turappal ena-
nal vakaiyir pirakkumeykal caya mayakkantam munnarp pira-
votu tamumvantu viyata irorru miwor rutanilai veéntuvaré (Vira-
coliyam - 4)

If we skip the first statement, which is independent, and if we restrict

ourselves to the relative clause attached to the head of the second

statement,'2 we obtain the following incidental statement, reproduced
here with the head of the noun phrase:

7. etuttal patuttal nalital oyaturappal ena nal vakaiyir pirakkumeykal
“the consonants, which are born in the 4 ways called “etuttal”,
“patuttal”, “nalital” and “continuous urappal’.

We are now on more difficult ground for 3 reasons: (a) the termin-
ology differs in great part from the one seen before; (b) no example is
provided by the commentator; (c) the target of this rule is the Tamil
consonants and the clusters which they can form. Our challenge is to
find out whether the information compiled upto this point can help us

1 For the importance of Avinayanar, see G. Vijayavenugopal, A Modern Evalu-
ation of Nannul, Annamalainagar: Annamalai University, 1968.

12 The primary concern of that statement is to deal with consonantal clusters (of
two or three consonants).
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in understanding the statements made in 7. An additional difficulty is
that some modern interpreters, such as the compilers of the Madras
Tamil Lexicon, have suggested that this might be a vocabulary related
to vowels and to the pitch accent (or tone) attached to them.s How-
ever, the four “modes” (vakai) mentionned in 7 are explicitly said to
be applicable to consonants (meykal). It is also to be noted that, in
the kurippurai section of his 2005 edition of Viracoliyam, Ti. Ve. Ko-
palaiyar has made the following remark:

8. meykal, etuttal patuttal nalital urappal enra nalvakaiyal pi-
rakkum enra ceyti tolkappiyattil kanappatata takum. ‘tattam tiripé
ciriya enpa’ enpatu tolkappiyam. (elut.88) [Ti. Ve. Kopalaiyar [2005:
p-88]

The piece of information that consonants originate in one of the four
modes called etuttal patuttal nalital urappal is not found in the Tolka-
ppiyam. What the Tolkappiyam says is [simply] ‘tattam tiripe ciriya
enpa’ (TE88i)

We find a long analysis of sutra TE88 and of the literature concerning
it inside V.S.Rajam [1981a, 92-95]. She translates it as:

9. tattam tiripe ciriya enpa (TE88) “They say ‘the differences in them are
little” (transl. V.S. Rajam[1981a: 92])

She seems to thinks that the main purport of TE88 is to be “An add-
itional rule for the production of vowels” but she notes nevertheless
that Naccinarkkiniyar thinks that TE88n applies both to vowels and
consonants.# Concerning consonants, however, and the possible re-
finements in their description, she discusses them at length on pp.96-
100, under TE92:15

10. avva reluttu muvakaip pirappina (TE92) “These six eluttu [sounds] are
of three birth-types” (transl. V.S. Rajam[1981a: 96])

13 The Madras Tamil Lexicon, referring to this same Viracoliyam passage explains
(p. 2175) nalital as “circumflex accent; cuvaritam.” (i.e. svarita).

4 He even tells us, before the word-for-word paraphrase, that this is a cuttiram
making use of cinka nokku, i.e. looking both forward and backward. It must be noted
that Ilampiranar also says that TE88i applies both to munkiiriya uyirkkum merkii-
rum meykkum “the vowels which have been discussed and the consonants which
shall be discussed”.

15 She also comes back to the problem in Ramamurti Rajam, Ramamurti, “Is
Tolkappiyam 92 an interpolation?”, in: Indian Linguistics [Journal of the Linguistic
Society of India], Volume 42, Numbers 1-4 (1981), pp. 10-16.
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The several delicate questions which she raises incite me however to
make a few tentative suggestions concerning the articulation of con-
sonants in an ulterior section. Before that, however, it is useful to ex-
amine some of the uses of our technical terms when they are applied
to vowels.

5 Etuttal, patuttal and nalital
when applied to vowels

We start by examining the case of N87m (alias N88ci). It reads:
11. etuttal patutta nalita lulappil tiripun tattamir ciritula vakum

(Though general rules have been given for the pronunciation of groups
of letters,) the sounds of individual letters may in a few instances be
modified by the loud, soft and midling varieties of accent.” [English
translation, Lazarus (1878)]

I have provided the English translation by Lazarus in order to men-
tion one of the ways in which this cuttiram has been understood. It
must be said however that another Tamil grammarian, the author of
the 17th century Pirayoka Vivekam, explicitely identifies in his verse
40, the terms etuttal, patuttal and nalital with utattam (i.e. udatta),
anutattam (i.e. anudatta) and cuvaritam (i.e. svarita). It may appear
far-fetched to suppose that a feature such as pitch accent might be
relevant for the characterization of Tamil words. However, it seems to
be the case, at least in the variety of language described by Classical
Tamil grammarians, that there are words which are distinguished
solely on the basis of intonation contour differences,** and that tech-
nical expressions such as patuttal ocai, etc. have been used for char-
acterizing those differences.”” That being said, we now return to Tamil

16 T am not sure whether the device showing which part of the word is prominent
(see the next footnote) should be described as a stress accent, even though it seems
clear it was not a pitch accent (tone).

17 See for instance the entries patuttal ocai, patuttuc collutal, on page 183 inside
Jean-Luc Chevillard, Companion Volume to the Cénavaraiyam on Tamil Morph-
ology and Syntax (Le commentaire de Cenavaraiyar sur le Collatikaram du
Tolkappiyam: Volume 2), Collection Indologie 84.2, Institut Francais de Pondichéry/
Ecole francaise d’Extréme-Orient, 2008. See also the example ‘unpay’ enpatarku
maraiyakiya ‘unnay’ ennum col, patuttal ocaiyan ‘untalaiccey’ ennum porul tantu
nirralin [...], inside the commentary by Naccinarkkiniyar on TC451n. If this is a
difference in the stress contour, it means apparently that unnay is a negative verbal
form when stressed on the initial and an imperative when stressed on the final.
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consonants and to the delicate task of elucidating statement 7, which
deals with them.

6 How to do mappings between phonetic and
phonological scripts?

It is often said that the Tamil script is phonemic while the Sanskrit
script is phonetic. Therefore, the mappings between the two scripts
are complicated. We have seen at the beginning of this article that in
the case of a mapping from Sanskrit to Tamil, if one is supposed to re-
present a Sanskrit word in Tamil letters (taking it for instance from
the 4t column of Chart 2), the solution is to declare that the 15t and
the 5t elements in a varga are potuveluttu, letters common to San-
skrit and to Tamil, and that the three middle letters in the varga are
cirappeluttu and have to be changed into the first letter. For instance
“giidham” will become “kiitam” (as in line 9 of chart 2).

However, what would happen if one tried to do a reverse mapping,
i.e. transliterating a Tamil word by making use of Sanskrit letters,
asking the Sanskrit alphabet to play the role of the alphabet devised
by the IPA? The problem is well known to all those who have tried to
transcribe the name of many Tamil towns in the latin alphabet.
Should one write “Madurai” or “Maturai” (not to talk about
/madure/)? How can we imagine the line of thought of someone won-
dering how to transcribe a Tamil word making use of vataveluttu. If
he uses the so-called potu-v-eluttu, the pronunciation of the translit-
erated sequence [i.e. a Tamil word written in Sanskrit letters] will
possibly be strange. And therefore, after making the thought experi-
ment, the author of tattam tiripé ciriya enpa (TE88, see 9) contents
himself with making a minimal statement. He recognizes that pro-
nouncing Tamil is easy for one who knows the language, but that ob-
taining the equivalent of a precise “phonetic” transcription would be a
task of a bigger magnitude. We can also imagine, nevertheless, that he
is tempted to make an attempt at enumerating the pronunciations (as
seen through a phonetic script) in the case of few items, and this
might be the reason why the Tolkappiyam also contains a cuttiram
which says avva reluttu muvakaip pirappina (TE92, See 10) and
which apparently only concerns k-n, c-ii and t-11.*® The reason might

18 This is discussed in V. S. Rajam, A Comparative Study of Two Ancient Indian
Grammatical Traditions. The Tamil Tolkappiyam Compared with the Sanskrit Rk-
Pratisakhya, Taittirtya-Pratisakhya, Apisali Siksa, and the Astadhyayi. A disserta-
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be that three distinct pronunciations (unvoiced plosive in initial pos-
ition, voiced plosive after a nasal, and spirantized consonant in inter-
vocalic position) are perceived for k, c and t, and that the nasals (n, nn
and 71) cannot be left out because the voiced plosive is possible only
after a nasal. However, this is very speculative and I have no explan-
ation for the fact that t-n and p-m were not included in the statement,
not to speak of r-n. But the question seems worth raising.

A related question which one must also try to answer is the one
connected with the incidental statement found inside the Viracoliyam
and reproduced in 7. The open question which has to be asked is: why
do we have a partial overlap between the triplet {urapputal, etuttal,
kanaittal} used by Mayilainatar for describing Sanskrit consonants
and the quadruplet {etuttal patuttal nalital oyaturappal} used by the
Viracoliyam for describing Tamil consonants.

» The only real intersection between the two sets is {etuttal}, and
since this corresponds in Chart 1 to “voiced plosives” and since
it might be admissible to consider that from the point of view of
someone who contrasts Sanskrit and Tamil (as is the case of the
Viracoliyam author), Tamil does possess “voiced plosive”, in
post-nasal position, this intersection seems understandable.

» The absence of {kanaittal} for the description of Tamil conson-
ants cannot be said to be surprising, because Tamil does not
possess voiced aspirates, and originally used kanaittal rather for
referring to a “bellowing buffalo” (kanaitta meti) or to a “roar-
ing elephant” (kanaikkum anai), as seen in the Tevaram, than
for referring to human speech.

* The presence of {nalital} is intriguing, because it might be in-
tended to refer to cases where some consonants are combined
with an aytam.9 Another possibility is that it describes the
weakened/spirantized articulation of plosives in intervocalic
position.

tion in Linguistics, University of Pennsylvania. [unpublished Ph.D. thesis], 1981. See
also Rajam, A Comparative Study..., as already hinted.

19 T am making this suggestion, thinking of the Tolkappiyam verse TP524i that
says: nalipu vannam aytam payilum. The link between nalipu “softening” and “the
fricative corresponding to the plosive” is also noted by S.V. Shanmugam Shanmugam,
Naccinarkkiniyar’s Conception of Phonology, Annamalai University, Department of
linguistics: Publication No. 10, Annamalai Nagar, 1967, p. 58.
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* As for {patuttal}, it is a term with many meaning and it is not
easy to make a suggestion. I make the hypothesis that it might
be used for referring to the “normal” pronunciation of occlus-
ives, because it may be seen as a sort of equivalent to the term
kitappu seen in 5.

* A quasi-intersection is {oyaturappal}, which certainly resembles
{urappal}, but since Tamil does not possess surd aspirates, what
does the specification oyatu “continuously” add, which could
make it applicable to some of the phonetic realizations of some
of the Tamil phonemes? It might in fact concern the groupe
often called itaiyinam (i.e. y, r, I, v, land ]).

My suggestions may well have missed the point (and I am not sure
where to fit the nasals), but these questions seemed worth asking. I
shall be glad if the scholar who is honoured in the volume for which
this article is intended as a contribution, namely Professor Alvapillai
Veluppillai, clears the doubts which remain in my mind.
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