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Learning Tamil as a foreigner is not easy, because one must learn not only one but at least
THREE distinct languages, which each have their own grammar and their own vocabulary. In
that difficult endeavour, the learners may discover that Tamil poets, who compose songs to
music are their best allies, and always have been.

My first contact with the reality of Tamil, as a global musical soundscape, took place at
the age of 25, in July 1981, when | set foot for the first time in Tamil Nadu and sat in a vehicle

going from the Q& 6oT6M 60T airport to L|&|6medl. While | was trying to decipher words written in
the Tamil script on the sign boards of shops or on vehicles coming from the other direction, the

driver started to play a song in which the first words were “GUITEUTITEL GUHG’:L@LB GurmrLrm!

AQhg LLOWNEL Hlemeowmil UMPHGEIJ WML IT?”. Prior to this, in the three months
during which | had tried to prepare for what would be an initial two years stay, until July 1983, |
had procured several books which were Tamil methods, such as the ones by Pierre Meile and by
John Ralston Marr, but this landing in Tamil Nadu and the subsequent development was a

sudden jump from the fourth sense (BSITI'_@) to the fifth sense (G&SG?TG)SI]), and suddenly

transformed for me the idea of a language, which | had been trying to imagine for several weeks
from a distance, into The Real Thing.

| do not know whether it applies to everyone but, in my case, it appears that it was
somehow possible for me to memorize a text segment, when it was metrical and carried by a
musical melody, as is the case for a song, even though | was not in a situation to go from the
words to the meaning immediately. The song fragment would then existin my mind as a
sequence of syllables, not necessarily segmented into words, and its meaning could
progressively be acquired, one piece at a time, and slowly become a part of what | could
eventually make use of for my own purpose, when trying to express myself in the newly
discovered language, provided of course that it would be applicable to my situation. Being a

foreigner, there might of course exist no one whom | would be allowed to address as -L_IT, if we



return to the words “GUITL_T!” and “WITJL_IT?” which appear inside the fragment quoted
above, which is from a 1961 movie called LIITg)_IL'D LII‘QQJ)L'D, featuring Sivaji Ganesan.

Of course, after discovering cinema songs, | continued my patient study of what |
considered as the two wings of the Tamil diglossia, alias @JL_60)L_ QILD&EG —that involved

making recordings on audio cassettes of [JTEQNM6UTN &H6MG &6, and attempting to transcribe

them, faithfully, without replacing the spontaneously spoken Tamil by formal Tamil— but | also
started to collect the leaflets containing the songs of many Tamil movies, and also at some

pointa number of booklets containing the (LP (L) 6U&6UTLD of Tamil films. Up to this day | have
carefully preserved those treasures, but | suspect that such leaflets —measuring 127 mm by
180 mm— and booklets are no longer for sale in the big L|&|6m6) market (@Gl_llj' .gqrrll&mq),

although one can still buy the LI@&[TIEIG’:ED today.

And then, after a few months spentin L|§|60)6), where | had had the time to make a
number of Tamil friends, who were all teaching me their language, each in their own way, came
my discovery of Tamil cinema, when | saw for the first time a Tamil movie, from the beginning to

the end, sitting in a cinema theatre and having tea at the @am_ Geuemarn. The film which my
friends had chosen for my initiation was a very successful new movie, and the story was taking
place in avillage on the sea side, which was very befitting because | had recently made friends

with some fishermen from &l6oT60T U,D’EJG\S]LLIHIj &ITG)_ILq.éS @DULD and was becoming
acquainted with Tamil Nadu sea side life. My fishermen friends would later take me with them

on their SL_(HLOIJLD, but that is another story. The title of this movie was SI60)60&61T

@u'_IG)J’S]G\'JGmGU and | was extremely impressed both by the story and by the songs, which

were all very nice and memorable. This was very much unlike French cinema, in which we
almost never have songs, with very few rare exceptions. | acquired of course the leaflet
containing the songs and then, luckily, also the 56 pages booklet (122 mm by 183 mm). The

616M6V was €lh. 1-25 and it had been printed by G&MLI LNIfl6GoTL_[Jorv (C1& 60T60I60T-1).

Upto this day | have preciously kept them with me —I also always have a scanned PDF of the
booklet on my hard disk, which | have several times shared with others— even though | have

also acquired a number of other film booklets, such as for instance g;_lT[DGi) @60‘[@] GLIFI'&&,
but | regret not having had the occasion to buy the booklets for cyaeisrmrrLb mmm or for
GUH&IT, which I like also very much, but | have of course the song leaflets and also the

corresponding VCD-s (video-CD-s): this was not yet the time of DVD-s.

As time went on, | continued my exploration of the Tamil universe, discovered the
H6OTEMITEL and the GMIHCIGHTeMS, with the help of a blind Tamil poet in (LPHSHILITEL

GUL_6mL —his pen name was GLOILPGEUET— and finally made the decision to prepare a
Ph.D. in the subdomain of Linguistics called “History of Linguistics”. Since the

Q’Q)FI'G'\)&:ITI'JLCI]UJLB was the most ancient trace of the attempts by those called g)Lﬁ]I‘p
L|6\)6)_Ilj at codifying their poetical language, | chose as a topic for my dissertation, after
consulting with professor (y)g,gu &GO:M@&:LD LNeTémear, the commentary composed during
the medieval period by a scholar called GF6ITTEUMIJI] on the QFTLEVHGITILD which is



the second book of the Qg;lTGi)B’:ITIJL‘ﬂu_ILb. My thesis, defended in 1990, consisted in studying
and translating into French the whole of that commentary, which | always carried in those days

for many years in my pocket, as a 297 pages book, printed in QT 60T6OTLIL_L_6T0TLD in 1934, as a

reprint of the %QJ(LDGS,I'_F)I'I'G)_IG\)I'] 19" century edition. It was then my luck that | was recruited

as a researcher first by the EFEO (Ecole Frangaise d’Extréme-Orient), in 1991, and then by the
CNRS (Centre National de la Recherche Scientifique), in 1992, becoming then a member of a
research team called HTL (Histoire des Théories Linguistiques). | also had the privilege when |

came to India of receiving the teachings of the great Tamil scholar 5\.@6)1 G&HUHSE)G\)U.IIj,

who was posted for many years in the EFEO center, and with whom | revised my Ph.D. thesis.

During all these years, it has been my conviction that a central task was to understand

what had made the community of Tamil L|6\)6).Ifj—both poets and scholars— such an efficient
group, capable of transmitting across many centuries a large body of knowledge, a living
culture, from teachers to students, for the benefit of Tamil audiences, which obviously

recognized their merits. If we do not know exactly how the @@EQQ,H@&S, the
&6@5@@”@8‘: or the LIIﬂLIrI'I_Gi) were performed, because there has been a kind of gap in

the living transmission, and they have had to be resurrected by Tamil philologists, we can at
least believe that we have a rather precise view of the transmission and performance of the

GQ')G)JFI'I]LD songs, because ever since they were composed, there has always been native
speakers of Tamil who knew them by heart and could sing them, even though the ancient
poetical language (C) in which they are composed is not exactly identical to either of the two
languages present in the modern Tamil Diglossia, which are Spontaneously Spoken Tamil (A)
and Formal Tamil (B), which is why I like to refer to the linguistic capacity of those who master

the THREE registers as the Tamil Triglossia, the (g)[bﬁl] in which | try to swim.

Concerning the universe in which Tamil L|61)6)_II'] were educated, one element which has
especially fascinated me for many years is the fact that a L|61)6)_II'J had to study not only
@Q)&&GMTLB (i.e. poetical grammars such as Qg;lTGi)&:lTlJLﬂUJLb, LF)G&[@_HGU and other
similar treatises) but also the &Iﬂé@&l‘l’[_f) U@_IG)_IGU —this is how muﬂmmg,rrg,lj calls
them when commenting on [_F;GiiT@_lTGi) 459—i.e. those collections of poetical words which
are nowadays called [Hl&6801(H, among which the three most famous are SlEUMSIJLD,
HMRI&6eVLD and gbl_rrmm‘n @&56&6‘[@, the latter one being what is referred to by 2_.G6).&T.,
when he mentions the “LI6T681I(I5 GIHTGS)”, the TWELVE collections, in the short quotation

which precedes the beginning of this short essay.

Returning now to the modern period and my initial fascination with many Tamil cinema
songs, which started to imprint themselves in my aural memory in 1981, I would like now to
make a thought experiment, in the final section of this short improvisation, in honour of a poet
who is the composer of some of those lyrics which initiated me into the special beauty of Tamil
when itis sung. Let us imagine that someone has fed into a computer file the texts of the songs

listed below, extracted from the following films: QIEMEVGET 6RLLIOISELEDIGV (AOI), HNMEL

heoTsn GUTES (TNP), CLPGTOMD Nemm (MP), GIMRT (R) & SI6TIICTIITLOEMEL (A).
The incipit list for those songs which | have listened to is as follows:



1. SHEFaID HOLESTHT —eT6tr GLOEL &flFed HeoLwrgm G el ... (AOI)
2. SUIND SMweny QML (H&6&CHT QUbHS WhHHe GOSN Q&ML (FRisGeT (AOI)
3. eNflufed elphg Pswid HiOWHS 2 uNfled sevhs 2 MmGeu (AOI)

4. §HGF FME LD6IMID mURKaN FrGer CQ&TEHAUWCSHT (TNP)
5. (WHSLML STL(HSGGCe Bl H60&] (MP)

6. 6UMEN (TMIGLD HMIS eNslerser Nl @end eoL (MP)

7. &letient Hl6tTev henF SNSHIQHGD LMF (R)

8. Ugl Qeueemen wemlp Qi@ QUILARGTIMS (R)

9. &MeeL Cmgm mICs B ThICs (R)

10. (H&GL6EUN (HEHGLO6UN HGHLD LSSHLD 6161601 FHFHLD (R)

1. QUHCHEUILIT LITCLSITT6 (A)

12.  SI6TUT6TUNTLOEMED SI6TUTETUITLO6MEY (A)

13. QamemenL_ufled SMPLDL, QBEHHGEL GUMLDLILL (A)

14. Qe HFswibd HCal FSHHUILD (A)

15. QU&ems SL1gLILMSGSlg (A)

16. €@(h QUIETI LIMT SH6T0T600Tfl6D S6NTaTL 6160 2 616D H6TOrLTL? (A)

Starting from the collection of words found in those songs familiar to me, and adding to it the
lyrics of all those songs of which | must confess my ignorance, can one start compiling a

thematically organized UGl Hl&6001(h, alias UG 2 fEFQSTH LIEBI6LU6V, in the words

of LDUTIEMEVLIBITHI] commenting on the [HEATEMITEL? Making a new set of LIGSTESN(H CHTGH

might be a challenge appealing to modern Tamil lexicographers. | hope they will give it a try. |
look forward to seeing the result.
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