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INTRODUCTION.

This primer is intended as a help to those who wish to get
acquainted with the old scripts of Kerala. All the three varieties
of scripts, Vettezhuthu (often mispronounced Vattezhuthu),
Kolezhuthu and Malayanma are included in this.

The term “‘Ezhuthu” is derived from ‘‘ezhu” or ““azhu’(=to
mark by cutting or gouging), and stands for ‘‘marks or letters
formed by some process of scratching or engraving”. (Cf. terms
like ‘“azhuthuka”=to form a trough by gouging, etc.). In South
India, the commonest mode of writing was by some process of
engraving, either by means of a sharp style or by the use of fine
sharp chisels and mallet. The chiseling method was used on
rocks or on thick copper plates; and this method subsequently
derived its name ““Vettezhuthu” or *‘cut-letters” from its method
of production. The form of writing produced by a style got the
name of ‘‘Kolezhuthu” from “‘Kole”= a style or an elongated
stick-like material, and ezhuthu=letter. The full name of what
is known as “‘Malayanma” is ‘‘Thekken-Malayanma' = South-
ern Malayalam. The name denoted the area in which it was
current; it also served to distinguish itself from Tamil which
was also very prevelant in the South. What may be termed
‘the “flourish-writing” or ‘‘Rayasa-vativu’* (= Rajasa-vativu)
was written with a short sharp style inserted into a hole at the
tip of the right index finger nail, or with an artificial steel nail
ending in a down turned sharp point and worn on the right
index finger very much after the fashion in which Kathakali
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actors wear their artificial silver nails. This gave greater play
to the writing finger and enabled the writer to produce large
flourishes in the scripts he wrote. Malayanma when written in
the ordinary manner with the ordinary style or narayam did
not get the rayasa flourishes and was hence easier to read.

In all these three classes of scripts, particularly in kol-
ezhuthu and malayanma, the forms for &3, @ ® & ©; & & a
were in many cases very much alike and was a source of
difficulty in decyphering. Further, in S. Travancore specially,
kolezhuthu and malayanma forms often got intermixed and, as
the same form sometimes stood for two distinct letters in the
two scripts, chances for confusion became more pronounced.
The rayasa-vativu with its terrible flourishes which forced one
to evaluate a letter by the contextual setting than by actual re-
cognition of form, made the already existing confusion- still
worse'and rendered the old saying, ‘“29930:0m af)saiwloa’,
perfectly true. The easiest of the three is Vettezhuthu; its forms
are fairly uniform throughout Kerala, has no flourishes and has
few local variations. The general want of long forms of O & E
(22 & o@), want of compound consonants and the rare omission
of long forms of I & U (1 & ¢ ) and the want of punctuation
between sentences are the only difliculties to be met with there.
In kolezhuthu many local variations are met with, besides a
certain number of word-letter forms or grammalogues In
Malayanma to these are added confusmg flourishes, many
Tamil forms as well as many contraction fortns for common
words. i , e :
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etc. of modern Malayalam are of recent origin and were un-
known some 5o years back. Itis therefore very interesting to
find some attempts being made to differentiate these cven in
vettezhuthu in Malabar, Cochin and N. Travancore. This is
very well marked in Malabar kolezhuthu where they used a
simple line or a line with a short upturned end to the right of
the main letter to be elongated. They also were depicting
‘ardhaksharas’ of 2, ™, a1, ¢ & © by an overhead diacritical dot.
To these peculiarities attention is drawn in the foot notes in
MOSt cases.

Available records of Kerala show that the three classes of
scripts, Vattezhuthu. Kolezhuthu and Thulumalayalam or
Aryaezhuthu were known during all periods for which records
are available. Malayanma is distinctly of later origin and is
mainly confined to South Travancore. Even in very old rock-
cut inscriptions one meets with aryaezhuthu in the form of a
beginning salutation at least (Swasthi sri etc.). Very probably,
Vettezhuthu is older than kolezhuthu as may be inferred from
its simpler contour and its closer resemblance to Brahmi forms.

On plates 42 & 43 is depicted the probable link between
Brahmi and old Kerala script. The hooked form in the second
column is conjectural; but it should be noted that by the addi-
tion of a conjectural hook alone almost all the Kerala chara-
cters (Vettezhuthu) are directly derived from the Asoka Brahmi.
Such perfect results cannot be brushed aside as accidental
coincidence. The ‘hook’ in my estimation is but the T sign
(T), common to all Deva-nagari scripts. To say that Bhuller or
some one else has stated otherwise or to think that the Aryans
of ancient India were not suﬁ1c1e11tly advanced in organised
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culture to elaborate a definite sacred sign as an appendage to
their scripts, scripts which they themselves called “‘nagari” or
urban, cultured or improved, is to my mind idle. The <“T”
sign (T) could easily naturally get itself converted into the hook
form thus:— T, 7, 7,1,

In plates 1 & 18, the vaccant places show that the cor-
responding forms were not met in the material at hand. All
the forms entered are true copies of forms noted in actual
manuscripts examined. Some of them are very rare and met
with only once or twice.

Before concluding, it is my pleasent duty to express my
indebtedness to those friends who helped me with old mss. to
enable me to compile this small volume. Prominent among
such friends are, Sahithyakusalan Mr. T. K. Krishna Menon,
M. R. Ry. The Valiya Raja of Chirakkal, & Mahakavi
Ulloor S. Parameswara Jyer avergal. My indebtedness to the
Malayalam Improvement Committee of €ochin is surpreme,
in as much as this work owes its origin itself to that institution;
and as its present President I owe a great obligation to my
friend Mr. T. K. Krishna Menon for that and for all the
material and moral help he has rendered to me to make this

-work what it is.

If the book is found to be of any little service to workers
and students in the same field, I shall feel more than satisfied.
I am aware of the many shortcommings in the book, which I
hope the indulgent reader will excuse and bless my labours,

TRIVANDRUM,
21—0ct.—’38,

L. A. RAVI VARMA.,
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