
Abstract: 
European missionaries engaged in the linguistic description of 16th-18th c. Tamil Nadu discussed two 
possible attitudes. Proença (1625–1666), who wrote in Portuguese, thought that the most important task 
was to concentrate on what is useful pera a pratica “for practical purposes” and wanted to master 
ordinary language, both (A) in its colloquial forms —including substandard and dialectal variants— and  
(B) in its more standardized form. Beschi (1680–1747), who wrote in Latin, thought he could become 
influential by mastering (C) Centamiḻ, the poetic “more elegant” dialect, cultivated for many centuries 
by traditional grammarians and poets of Tamil Nadu. This article evokes the strategies of Proença, 
Beschi and others, who navigated the components of Tamil “triglossia”, in which both (A) and (C) can 
coexist with (B), but not simultaneously. Either (C) is ignored, being considered as “useless for practical 
purposes”, or (A) is shunned, being considered as “barbaric”. 
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How far are the horizons of Descriptive linguistics?1 
Jean-Luc Chevillard, CNRS, Laboratoire HTL (UMR7597) (Ver. 2c) 

Chaque époque rêve la suivante 
Michelet 

Je suis belle, ô mortels! comme un rêve de pierre, 
Et mon sein, où chacun s'est meurtri tour à tour, 

Est fait pour inspirer au poète un amour 
Eternel et muet ainsi que la matière. 

Baudelaire 

Parce qu’il est limité, l’acte de savoir possède par définition une épaisseur temporelle,  
un horizon de rétrospection, aussi bien qu’un horizon de projection. 

Sylvain Auroux (1989 : 13) 

Calculemus 
Leibniz 

1. Accessibility of a forgotten ancient New World of linguistic 
descriptions 
A forgotten corpus of linguistic descriptions, not composed in Modern English and dealing with 
many world languages as those languages existed several centuries ago, is in the process of 
slowly re-emerging, in front of our eyes, thanks to the concerted efforts of a number of 
historians of linguistics. This changing situation in the 
case of Tamil is exemplified by the six pairs, associating 
an author’s name with an acronym or a title, which are 
visible inside Figure 1 on this page, and numbered, from 
① to ⑥. The numbers which are on the sides of the six 
pairs attempt to rank, in a rough manner, with a bias 
towards our time, the accessibility of the corresponding 
texts for the interested readership  during the time span 
separating the date of their composition from our present 
time. This means that the text ranked as last, i.e. ⑥, was 
made more easily accessible to its potential readers2 only 
in 2022, both in the original Portuguese and as an English translation, thanks to Cristina Muru, 
after being inaccessible for roughly 300 years whereas the text ranked as ① has almost always 

been accessible to those readers who were reasonably informed and sufficiently motivated, 
although we must add that the majority of those readers, since the beginning of the 19th century, 

 
1 This article is dedicated to the memory of my late colleague and friend Valérie Raby, thanks to whom it was written. 
2 There were, of course, also readers in earlier periods, as attested for instance by the dotted line connecting ⑥ and ② inside 
Figure 1, which alludes to a probable case of plagiarism, of Da Costa’s manuscript grammar by Ziegenbalg (1716), which is 
discussed in Jeyaraj (2010) and in Muru (2022). 

Table 1: Accessibility features of the six works appearing in Figure 1 

Most to least accessible ① ② ③ ④ ⑤ ⑥ 
Author Beschi Ziegenbalg Walther Proença Henriques Da Costa 
Grammar or dictionary? Gram. Gram. Gram. Dic. Gram. Gram. 
Metalanguage Latin Latin Latin Portuguese Portuguese Portuguese 
Original printing or MS? 1738 1716 1739 1679 MS. (16th c.) MS. (17th c.) 
Known copies several several several one (Vatican) one (Lisboa) five 
Subsequent reprinting 19th c. 1985 None 1966 Facsimilé   
Printing of original MS     1982 2022 
English translation 1806 2010 None None 2013 2022 

Figure 1: Foreign Explorers of Tamil, 
in the 16th, 17th and 18th centuries, 

from most accessible to least 
accessible 

     



 How far are the horizons of descriptive linguistics?  

3 
 

most probably read it in English translation rather that in the Latin original, as we shall see later. 
Regarding the other texts, among which two, namely ② and ③, are in Latin and the remaining 
two, namely ⑤ and ④, are in Portuguese, my ranking is of course highly subjective, being 
based on my belief that Latin has been a scientific Lingua Franca among scholars for a longer 
period than Portuguese, and also on the idea that a manuscript such as ⑤ was less susceptible 
to reach an audience than printed books such as ②, ③ and ④. I shall discuss in this 
presentation only a subset of the linguistic technical literature about Tamil which has been 
evoked inside the introductory section, including for instance the two works, to which the ranks 
given are ③ and ④. I shall also remark, seemingly contradicting myself, that those ranks might 
quickly become outdated, because the 20th century point of view is being ineluctably phased 
out, thanks to the pioneering works of Vermeer (1982), of Hein & Rajam (2013), of Jeyaraj 
(2010) and of Muru (2022), who have respectively made items ⑤, ② and ⑥ potentially as 
accessible today to modern linguists as Beschi’s ① has been since the first half of the 19th 
century, thanks to his English translators (see figure 3). On the other hand, a lot of efforts are 
still required if one wants the same to be true for the VTCSP_1679, alias ④, alias Vocabulario 
Tamulico com a Significaçam Portugueza (VTCSP), composed by Proença (1625–1666) and 
for the OG_1739, alias ③, composed by Walther (1699–1741), and this will be part of our 
focus here, because I have been engaged for now ten years in the preparation of an electronic 
edition of the first one (i.e. the VTCSP) and of an English translation of the second one. 

2. There is more than one variety of Tamil 
Before going more deeply into an exposition of the specificities and the difficulties of various 
texts, I must first of all provide the reader with more information concerning the situation of 
the Tamil linguistic universe, and especially with what I have called elsewhere3 the Tamil 
Triglossia, expanding on the more familiar diglossia. That triglossia will occasionally be 
represented by the diagram , for which an expanded form —completed by a European 
analogy, for the sake of clarification— is provided inside Table 2. Being aware of the existence 
of the Tamil triglossia is necessary indeed if one wants to understand the differences between 
what the three missionaries mentioned in Figure 2 (“Changing Horizons”) were trying to do. 

  
Table 2: Comparing the linguistic situation of Tamil Nadu 

and the linguistic situation of Italy 
as two examples of “TRIGLOSSIA” 

As already discussed elsewhere, by others and by me, the first grammatical description of Tamil 
made by a foreigner, which is the item referred to until now as ⑤, composed by Henrique 
Henriques (1520–1600), henceforth HH, in the 16th century, rediscovered in Lisboa by Thani 

 
3 See Chevillard (2021). 
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Nayagam in the 20th century,4 critically edited by Vermeer in 1982 and translated into English 
by Hein & Rajam (HOS, 2013), was primarily a description of a dialect of Tamil spoken on the 
“Fishery coast” (Costa de Pescaria), although it also incorporated forms taken from “the 
language of the educated” (Vermeer 1982: xx). To give a concrete example, HH makes the 
following two statements: 

(1a) Colliren que he por matar faz col e tãbẽ collu “[The verb with citation form] Colliren ‘I kill’, which 
corresponds to matar ‘to kill’ becomes [in the imperative] col ‘kill!’ or collu ‘kill!’ ” 
(Vermeer 1982: 82) [My translation] 

(1b) Nos verbos desta comjugaçaõ os que muito sabẽ os pronosiaõ muitas vezes cõ gui antes do Ren: coluguiren 
“Regarding the verbs of this conjugation, those who know much (os que muito sabẽ) frequently utter them 
(os pronosiaõ) [i.e. the present forms] with a gui before Ren, as coluguiren.” 5 
(Vermeer 1982: 82) [My translation] 

In these examples, the forms colliren “I kill” and collu “kill!” belong to one dialect of what I 
call the A-variety of Tamil (Vernacular Tamil), whereas the forms  coluguiren “I kill” and col 
“kill!” are their counterparts in the B-variety of Tamil, i.e. “Formal Tamil”, which was a 
standard used in formal speech occasions —see the use of  os pronosiaõ “utter them” by HH— 
and also in writing. Concerning the special writing mode which we call Printing, I shall add 
that the B-variety is indeed the linguistic variety seen in another work composed by Henriques, 
namely the Flos Sanctorum, alias aṭiyār varalāṟu “life of the Saints”, printed in 1586 on the 
Fishery Coast. Also concerning writing and how it differs from ordinary speech, if we move in 
time up to the 18th century and now turn to Walther’s Observationes Grammaticae (i.e. 
OG_1739 in Figure 1), we can see him declare in 1739: 

 (2) Loquimur cum vulgo, ſed ſcribamus cum doctis “we talk with the common people but with the 
learned we write” (Caput 3, §7, 13.). (Walther, OG_1739, p. 34) 

and this will be familiar to everyone who has experienced the modern Tamil diglossia. 

3. The Tamil linguistic hierarchy 
Going beyond the ordinary diglossia, I shall now provide some explanations concerning the 
third level in what I have called the Triglossia and the central importance of level C, which I 
have referred to as “Classical Tamil” inside Table 2, 
where I compare its role with the role of Latin in 
Europe. As a support for this statement, I shall 
provide the reader with an extract from the preface 
which appears inside a Paris BnF MS (indien 227) of 
Beschi’s Caturakarāti “Quadruple dictionary”, 
which is hand-written but has a title page dated 1732 
which looks like a lithograph. In this passage, the 42-
year old Constantius Joseph Beschi [1680–1711–
1747]6 explains why it is extremely important to study 

 
4 See Thani Nayagam (1954). 
5 Colliren “I kill” is the citation for one verb, which is also the model chosen by HH for the conjugation of a group of verbs 
(5a comjugaçaõ, 1a maneira). This explains the use of the plural “os”, because what is said of Colliren is also true of the other 
verbs which are conjugated like it. It should also be noted that there is an inconsistency in the MS in the use of Ren and ren, in 
this sentence. Capital R and lower-case r are tentatively used for two distinct phonemes —written ற [ṟ] and ர [r]— but the 
scribe failed to maintain the distinction here. 
6 The middle date is the date of his arrival in India. 

A

(1) Henrique Henriques first saw A and then B

B

(2) Proença handled both A and B
and alluded to C

C
(3) Beschi focussed on B & C

Figure 2: Changing Horizons. 
Three Jesuit missionaries progressively discover 
the Tamil triglossia, including Classical Tamil, 

in the course of two centuries. 



 How far are the horizons of descriptive linguistics?  

5 
 

Classical Tamil, which he refers to as the elegantius idioma “more elegant dialect” 

(3a) quâ ipsis utilitate futurum ſit, facile noverint // omnes, ſi paulisper animadverterint in his 
regionibus, // monumenta Deorum, Fabularum figmenta, scientiarũ // præcepta, Poëtarum 
carmina, astronomiæ calculos // medicinæ leges, musices, choreæq.e regulas, omnia deniq. // vel 
ipsa prima Grammaticæ rudimenta, elegantiori // hoc idiomate ab antiquis ſcripta fuisse (Beschi, 
Caturakarāti, 1732, Præfatio, BnF indien 227) 

(3b) “and how useful it will be to them, everyone will easily know, if they have observed for a moment 
how in these regions the scriptures of the Gods, the fictions of their fables, the rules of science, 
the poems of the poets, the calculations of astronomy, the rules of medicine, the rules of music 
and dance, everything, and even the first rudiments of grammar, were written by the ancients in 
this more elegant register.” [translation excerpted from Trento & Chevillard (forthcoming)] 

I must add to this, in order to give a more precise idea of Beschi’s view of the world, that he 
had become so engrossed in his exploration of the Tamil linguistic universe that he wrote four 
distinct Tamil grammars, three in Latin and one in Tamil, in addition to his lexicographical 
efforts, some of which have just been evoked (See 3a and 3b). Among these grammars, 

• the first grammar was written in Latin in 1728 and later printed in 1738 by the protestants in 
Tranquebar. It is mentioned here as KT_1738 in Figure 1, where the acronym KT stands for 
Koṭun-Tamiḻ “Rough Tamil” [lit. “Crooked Tamil””, in order to distinguish it from the second 
grammar, and a small citation appears in (7a) and (7b)]. 

• the second grammar contains a description of Cen-Tamiḻ “perfect Tamil” [litt. “Straight 
Tamil”].7 Beschi wrote it shortly afterwards, its preface being dated 1730.8 A small citation 
appears in (8a) and (8b). 

• the third grammar is in Tamil and is called ெதான்�ல் வ�ளக்கம் [toṉṉūl viḷakkam], 
“Light/Lamp on the ancient treatises”. 

• the fourth one, called Clavis, is a compendium, written in Latin, of all the five parts of traditional 
Tamil grammar (including poetical conventions, metrics and rethorical devices).9 

I must add that when Beschi made use of the terms koṭuntamiḻ and centamiḻ, in the titles of his 
1728 and 1730 grammars, in order to characterize these two varieties10 in the preface of his 
KT_1738 book, he was not using ordinary terminology but borrowing two terms belonging to 
the poetical high language, i.e. to Centamiḻ.11 If one looks for those terms inside Proença’s 
VTCSP_1679, which is the oldest extant Tamil-Portuguese dictionary, one does not find 
them.12 Among the terms which are found inside the VTCSP, one can mention: 

 
7 “Perfect (or Straight) Tamil” and “Crooked Tamil” are my translations for Centamiḻ and Koṭuntamiḻ. The adjectives used by 
Beschi are “elegans” and “asperum”. See KT_1738, p.4: “Ac ſi illud elegans Tamulicum idioma dicerent, hoc aſperum”.  
8 The MS of this grammar, written in Latin, was published as a book only in the 20th century, by Besse, in 1917, but an English 
translation, by Babington, had appeared in 1822. 
9 The MS of Beschi’s Clavis was published thanks to A.C. Burnell in 1876. 
10 Those two terms, although they have stuck to the name of Beschi, in the course of history, because of the high visibility of 
book titles, were in fact not his preferred terms. See below (7a), (7b), (8a) and (8b) for more precision on Beschi’s 
terminological preferences. One could also debate whether it was appropriate to make use of the expression koṭun-tamiḻ for 
referring to the B-variety, but that would take us too far. I shall simply say here that, before the missionary age, the 
terminological opposition between cen-tamiḻ and koṭun-tamiḻ has its roots in the attempted description of the regional variety 
of Tamil by traditional grammarians, concomitant with the codification of a poetical language, common to the users of all 
dialects, in a large area which encompasses both Tamil Nadu and modern Kerala. See Chevillard (2008). 
11 The term cen-tamiḻ is as old as the Tolkāppiyam (1st half of 1st millenium). However, the oldest attestation of koṭun-tamiḻ 
seems to be found in the Nūṟkaṭṭurai (approx. “postface”) to the Cilappatikāram, where it is paired with centamiḻ. Koṭun-tamiḻ 
is also found in medieval Tamil grammatical commentaries, as part of discussions on the concept of ticai-c col “regional word”. 
See previous footnote. 
12 They are, however, found inside Beschi’s Caturakarāti, already presented. 
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(4) Koccai. Palaura, ruſtica, baixa. “Language which is low [and used by] rustic [people]” (VTCSP, 
entry 297_L_j)13 

(5) Koccaiyaṉ. H. ruſtico, barbaro no falar “Man who is rustic and speaks in a barbaric manner”. 
(VTCSP, entry 297_L_k) 

What the wording of such entries from Proença’s 17th c. VTCSP reflects, which will be taken 
to a higher level by Beschi in the 18th century, is the growing adoption, by missionaries, of the 
point of view of traditional Tamil scholars. Tamil grammarians categorize the language which 
they describe under two heads, which they call Ceyyuḷ “poetry [litt. (poetical )composition]” 
and Vaḻakku “(ordinary) usage”. However, as stated in the last section of the Tolkāppiyam, the 
most ancient Classical Tamil grammatical treatise, probably dating back to the first half of the 
first millenium, not everyone’s vaḻakku is fit to be called vaḻakku: 

(6a) vaḻakku* eṉappaṭuvatu* uyarntōr mēṟṟu* -ē // nikaḻcci avarkaṭṭu* ākalāṉa (TP638i)14 

(6b) “That which is to be called ‘usage’ (vaḻakku) rests on the Superior (i.e. learned) people, due to the 
fact that (significant) (language) events happen by them” [my translation] 

We shall now turn to Beschi’s 1728 preface to his first grammar, where he explains for the first 
time, the difference between the two language varieties which are the respective targets of this 
first grammar and of the second grammar which he was about to write, and would complete in 
1730. Thus, he explain: 

(7a) Duplex in hâc regione Tamulicæ Linguæ idioma eſt: ſublimem dixerim unam, communem alteram. 
Aliqui non ſatis appoſité Poëticam vocant, quæ à communi recedit. Attamaen, cùm eâ linguâ 
Tamulenſes non tam in his, quæ metro ligantur, quàm in cæteris omnibus, quæ ab antiquis hujus 
linguæ peritis ſolutâ quoque oratione conſcripta ſunt, uſos eſſe videamus, quod præcipuè in 
commentariis poëtarum patet: ea ſatiùs quam poëtica lingua, elegantior vel ſublimis vocabitur. 
(Beschi 1728 [1738]) 

(7b) “In this region there are two dialects of the Tamul Language: I would call one the High, the other 
the Common. Some not very correctly call that which differs from the Common, the Poetical 
dialect. But since we see the Tamulians use that dialect, not so much in those writings which have 
the trammels of meter, as in all others which by the old authors skilled in this tongue are composed 
in prose also, which is especially to be seen in the commentaries of the poets, that dialect will be 
better named the more elegant, or high, than the poetic.” (translation by Mahon, 1848) 

It could be interesting to determine whom the 38-year old Beschi is disagreeing with when he 
advocates the terminological use of “elegantior vel ſublimis”, rather than “poëtica lingua”. 
However, remaining focussed on our core topic, I shall now provide the reader with an extract 
from the 1730 grammar preface, where Beschi seems to have somehow changed his mind, 
because he declares: 

(8a) Cum vero quæ hoc idiomate scripsere Tamulenses fere omnia metro ligata sint, ne indecorum 
censeatis, quæso ; si vos ad profanos poetas adducere et ad poeseos studium advocare præsumo. 
Plura in D. Hieronymum acrius scripserint olim criminantes, quasi adductis a Poetarum 
codicibus exemplis, candorem Ecclesiæ ethnicorum sordibus pollueret, quibus eruditissime 
respondens D. Hieronymus, manifeste ostendit et apostolum Paulum passim in suis epistolis 
poetarum carmina adduxisse, et […] (Beschi 1730 [1917]) 

 
13 The coordinate system which I use for identifying entries inside the VTCSP is explained in Chevillard (2021). 
14 Tolkāppiyam, Poruḷatikāram, Cūttiram 638 (in the numbering of the Iḷampūraṇam). 
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(8b) “But since almost all the Tamil works in this dialect are in verse, I trust you will not deem it 
improper, if I venture to draw your attention to heathen poets, and to the study of poetry. In former 
times, St. Jerome was severely censured for having, by the introduction of examples from the 
poets, sullied the purity of the church with the pollution of the heathen. St Jerome, in his learned 
reply, demonstrates, that the apostle Paul repeatedly cites from the poets, in his epistles, and that 
[…]” (translation by Babington 1822) 

To wrap up our description of Beschi’s activities in this field, I shall add that in addition to his 
composition of four grammars, enumerated earlier in this section, and to his compilation of 
dictionaries, multilingual and (Tamil) monolingual —see the Caturakarāti already mentioned 
in (3a) and (3b), modelled after the traditional poetical vocabularies used by traditional Tamil 
Scholars— he had also become himself a Tamil poet, known under the Tamil name of 
வ �ரமா�ன�வர் [vīramāmuṉivar]15 and had composed a long epic poem in Poetical Tamil, 
the Tēmpāvaṇi, in honour of Saint Joseph. This was the culminating point in a gradual change 
of horizon, visually represented  in Figure 2, where the slow rising of C, i.e. of the Classical 
Tamil Sun is shown. That rising Sun shone on the stunning fact that a jesuit who had come from 
Italy to Tamil Nadu in order to be a missionary was himself converted to a form of devotion 
towards the high variety of the Tamil language and performed very significant ெதாண்� 
[toṇṭu] “service” for it, becoming himself a Tamil Poet and having today his statue near the 
Marina beach in Chennai, all that happening “A. M. D. G.”16 of course. 

4. From the age of AB to the age of BC, and back: “calculemus!” 
Having finished this short evocation of one of the paths which was followed by some of the 
early language explorers who lived in the 16th, 17th and 18th centuries, we shall now return to 
the 21st century and to the accessibility 
problem (for modern researchers) which we 
first discussed in the introductory section. 
Our new window of observation, for 
visualising the discontinuities and 
continuities in transmission, is represented 
by Figure 4, in which three of the items 
previously mentioned are represented with 
the addition of three elements which stand as 
elements in a chain between the past and the 
present. Two of those items are 19th century translations of item ① from Latin into English, 
made respectively in 1806 and 1848, the latter one having been quoted in (7b). The third item, 
which appears in the diagram as (4a), alias “Green Book”,17 is the 1966 facsimilé edition of the 
now familiar 1679 Vocabulario (or VTCSP). It contains an introductory part in Portuguese —
for which the modern editor has provided an English translation. That introductory part is 
followed by 508 pages containing 16218 entries and we shall now evoke first the difficulties 
inherent in moving in time 

• from point (4) , in 1679, which is the moment when Proença’s colleagues, probably as the result 
of a huge effort, printed a few copies of the posthumous  VTCSP_1679, of which only a single 
one remains in existence today, in the Vatican Library, 

 
15 For an overview of Beschi’s career in South-India, see Ebeling & Trento (2018). 
16 "ad maiorem Dei gloriam" 
17 This refers to the well-known colour of many of the books published by Brill, including this one. 

Figure 3: Crossing time, 
while exploring Tamil as a foreigner in the 17th, 

18th and 19th centuries 
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• to point (4a) which is the time when Thani Nayagam published the 1966 facsimilé. 

If we think of some of the possible reasons for gaps to occur in the transmission of collective 
knowledge, such as for example 

• (a) when there is a change of scientific lingua franca and no translation is made 
• (b) when a printed work has never been reprinted and very few copies are available 
• (c) when a work has been transmitted only, or partly, as a MS 
• (d) when a work is available but is not read, for various reasons (difficulty, absence of desire, 

absence of time, …) 

We can say that the printing in 1966 of the VTCSP facsimilé eliminates only the cause listed 
here as (b) 18, but leaves causes (a) and (d) unchallenged. Whowever wants to access the 
information contained in the 1966 
facsimilé19 encounters obstacles which are a 
combination of linguistic and logistic 
problems. At the level of the micro-structure, 
the modern reader must decode individual 
entries, 20  where Tamil words written 
following an archaic ambiguous spelling and 
17th century Portuguese words which are not 
all found in Modern dictionaries are 
combined. At the level of the macro-
structure, the reader is confronted with an 
incompletely lemmatized 21  “dictionary”, 
where Tamil words are ordered in the 
Portuguese alphabetical order, which makes 
it difficult to find out whether a given Tamil 
word is contained in the VTCSP. More precisely, the VTCSP is a list of 16,218 Tamil word-
forms (with explanations in Portuguese) which is ordered following the Portuguese alphabetical 
order, which we can represent by the sequence of eighteen letters “A, B, C, D, E, G, I, L, M, N, 
O, P, Q, R, S, T, V, X”.22 As a consequence, the 16,218 Tamil word-forms, printed in Tamil 
characters, are distributed between 18 larger sections, based on the initial letter of their virtual 
Portuguese transliteration. Those larger sections are further subdivided into 382 subsections, 
based on the letter, or the pair of letters, which follows the initial letter.23 That means that, in 

 
18 To this can be added the fact that during the 3 centuries separating the two dates, 1679 and 1966, some authors complained 
that they were not able to locate a copy of the VTCSP_1679, although they tried because they had heard of its importance. We 
see for instance A.C. Burnell, in his 1880 catalogue of Portuguese sources pertaining to India, referring to this book and to its 
possible location, but declaring that the copy could not be found. Julien Vinson nevertheless explained in a 1910 article that he 
had successfully located the Vatican library copy of the VTCSP. This piece of information however did not reach S. Vaiyāpuri 
Piḷḷai, general editor of the Madras Tamil Lexicon (MTL), who declares in 1924 inside his introductory essay “History of Tamil 
Lexicography”, on p. xxxvi inside the 1st volume of the MTL, that “no trace is found” of the VTCSP. 
19 I must mention that there was also a MS transmission of the VTCSP, but it would take us too far to discuss it in detail. See 
Gregory James (2000) and C. Muru (2010) for more information. 
20 A typical entry in the VTCSP starts with a Tamil word-form followed by one or more Portuguese glosses, depending on the 
number of meanings which the explorer had managed to discover. Occasionally, Tamil sentences provided as examples are 
included in the entry, accompanied by Portuguese translations. There are also cross-references between some of the entries. 
21 See Chevillard (2021). 
22 Including variant forms for I and N, and taking into account the fact that lower case “u” is the counterpart of uppercase “V”, 
the list of 18 can also be written as “A, B, C, D, E, G, I/Y/J, L, M, N/Nh, O, P, Q, R, S, T, U/V, X”. 
23 As an example, the largest section in the VTCSP is the Q section (or 13th section) and contains 2253 entries. It is subdivided 
into 44 subsections. Among these, the first 14 subsections all contain words starting with  Q+A, the difference between them 
being the third letter. However, when the third letter is L, we are supposed to know that Tamil has “three types of L” (nowadays 
transliterated as l, ḷ and ḻ), and the same is true for R, of which there are “three types”, nowadays transliterated as r, ṭ and ṟ. For 

(4) Descriptive linguists (21st cent.) are
happy to learn about A in the 16th-17th cent.

A

(1) Henrique Henriques first saw A and then B

B

(2) Proença handled both A and B
and alluded to C

C

(3) Beschi focussed on B & C

Figure 4: Doing field-work in ancient sources and 
rediscovering A, alias 17th century “Spoken Tamil”  
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practice, the 1966 facsimilé of the VTCSP has remained a closed book for most modern readers, 
unless they have undergone a special training for reading the Tamil words, and are familiar with 
the Portuguese language, as it existed in the 17th century. Nevertheless, the VTCSP remains 
visible on the horizon, as a tantalizing possible target  of research for linguists, and this is what 
Figure 4 is trying to suggest. One of its interesting features is that the opinions of Proença were 
quite different from those of Beschi, as far as poetical Tamil is concerned. This should become 
clear from the following quotation, to which our access has been greatly facilitated thanks to 
Thani Nayagam 1966 edition, and to his introduction and his translation of the preface (prepared 
jointly with another scholar). Taking a stand quite different from the one seen in the 
Caturakarāti preface, as shown in (3a) and (3b), the strongly worded preface of the VTCSP 
states that: 

(9a)  ... Deixa- // =rey tambem as palauras poeticas (de que o vocabulario do P. Igna- // =cio Bruno 
eſtâ cheo) por que naõ ſeruem nada, pera â pratica, ov // proſa. e dellas tem os poetas Tamuis ſeus 
vocabularios, â onde os // curioſos, que quizerem compor verſos, as podem ver. ... (Proença, 1679, 
https://digi.vatlib.it/view/MSS_Borg.ind.12/17) 

(9b) ... I shall leave out also poetic words (of which the vocabulary of Fr. Ignacio Bruno is full) because 
they are useless for practical purposes or for prose, and the Tamil poets have their own 
vocabularies for them, in which those who are interested and might wish to compose verses may 
find them ... (translation Edgar C. Knowlton & Xavier S. Thani Nayagam, 1966) 

A direct examination of the VTCSP shows that Proença made nevertheless a few exceptions to 
his stated principles, because several of his entries contain the mention palaura de uerſo (“word 
used in poetry”).24  

5. How far is the horizon of descriptive linguistics? 
We have now reached the final section of this short presentation and it is now time to explain 
the title chosen, which is the contination of a conversation, started with Sylvain Auroux, about 
the two horizons,25 and continued with Christian Puech and Valérie Raby, when HEL XXX-2, 
“Horizons de rétrospection”, was under preparation. I have always hesitated between two 
possible uses of the “horizon” metaphor, wondering whether the most important feature is to 
constantly tell ourselves that we do not know what lies behind the horizon, either because it has 
been forgotten or erased, or because we do not yet know what lies ahead. I was, at the time 
when the “Horizons de projection” workshop was planned engaged in a long-running task, 
which consisted in entering, in XML format, the content of the VTCSP, and I did not yet know 
how many entries it contained, although I now know that there are 16,218,26 but am at the same 

 
more details, see Chevillard (2017). Given the fact that the standard phonemic inventory of Tamil consists of 12 vowels and 
18 consonants, the mental exercise required for imagining where a Tamil word, apprehended through an unprecise 
transliteration, will be found inside the VTCSP is rather complex, unless one has gone through the whole text, which is now 
the case for me, after several years of efforts, although the final form which my electronic edition of the VTCSP will take is 
not yet completely decided. 
24 See for instance the following entries: peṇṭīr (217_R_m) “Molher, honori- // =fice, hè palaura de uerso.”, pāṇi (211_R_d) 
“Agoa, palaura de uerso.”, and other similar ones. 
25 That conversation is present in the choice of a title (South-Indian Horizons) for the Felicitation Volume in honour of 
François Gros which I have edited in 2004, with the collaboration of Eva Wilden as associate editor. 
26 Although this kind of information appears simple, Thani Nayagam who published the facsimilé in 1966 wrote in his “Preface” 
(p.9) that “There are altogether 16,456 entries separate main entries against which meanings are given in Portuguese of Latin”. 
The figure 16,456, which is too high by 238, is probaby the result of an estimation but has been repeated by several authors. 
Similarly, Vinson wrote in 1910 that the main body of the VTCSP consists of “247 feuillets numérotés au recto”. This is 
however incorrect because there are in fact 254 “feuillets”. The mistake is due to the fact that wrong folio numbers have been 
printed on most folios and that, as a consequence, only 16 folios are reliably numbered, on a total of 254. The last folio, which 
should have been numbered as 254, was numbered as 247. 
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time aware of the fact that most readers do not enjoy “drowning by numbers”. Therefore, I shall 
in this brief conclusion simply call attention to the fact that much remains to be discovered 
inside the VTCSP, as it can progressively reveal itself to a larger audience, by being made 
readable, progressively overcoming the handicaps evoked in the previous section. Among the 
possible targets, I shall mention here 

• The presence of many dialectal forms,27 which the compilers of later dictionaries eliminated. 
• The presence of many pairs of entries, linked by a cross-reference mechanism, one of them 

being the formal (B-variety) Tamil form and the other one being the spontaneous (A-variety) 
form, deprecated by later dictionaries, untill “Spoken Tamil” started to be reappreciated, in the 
20th century, when descriptive linguists undertook to dethrone normative grammarians.  

• The wealth of information on the morphology and the syntax of early modern Tamil.28 
• The presence of many taboo 

terms, which are not found in 
any existing dictionary of 
Tamil, because of the 
statement found in the 
Tolkāppiyam: avai-y-al kiḷavi 
maṟaittaṉar kiḷattal 
(TC442c) 29  “expressions 
which do not belong in the 
assembly, should be uttered 
in a dissimulated manner”. 
This probably explains why, 
when explaining many of the 
96 such expressions found in 
the VTCSP, Proença switches 
from Portuguese to Latin, 30 
also adding as a warning to 
the users of his Vocabulario, 
one label taken from the set 
{modesté, modestissimé, 
turpe, turpissime}.31 

 

Regarding this last point, I shall offer as a final illustration, an extract from my listing of taboo 
expressions, hoping that it will be sufficiently intriguing for some readers, and decide them to 
embark in the exploration of that most beautiful language, the triglossic Tamil, following in the 
footsteps of their Portuguese and Italian predecessors, Proença and Beschi. 

 
27 See for instance entry 231_R_m: “piṟā. pomba, ou rola. kāṭṭuppiṟā. propriamente rola.” The standard form would be puṟā 
“pigeon”, as seen in the MTL. As per my XML-encoded data-basis, there are hundreds of such examples. 
28 See for instance Chevillard (2021), which deals with a set of 298 entries, in which we see the earliest clear attestation of the 
use of vector verbs in compound verbal expressions in Tamil. 
29 Tolkāppiyam, Collatikāram, cūttiram 442, as per the numbering in the Cēṉāvaraiyam. 
30 Pupils in the Lycée Français de Pondichéry once told me, in 1982, that when they say: “nous parlons latin”, it means in fact 
“nous disons des gros mots”. 
31 James (2009) discusses some of the most extreme techniques, such as partial encryption, which are used in the VTCSP for 
dealing with some the topics labelled as “turpissime”. 

Figure 5: Extract from the listing of Taboo words in the VTCSP 
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