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Quick Facts

Type
Family
Location
Time

Syllabic Alphabetic
Brahmi

South Asia

8th century CE to Present

The Tamil script evolved from the Grantha script of the Southern Indian group of scripts. It is currently used to write the Tamil
language in the Indian state of Tamil Nadu as well as in Sri Lanka. Interestingly, the Tamil language is one of the oldest
recorded languages in southern India. The earliest texts, written in a southern variant of Brahmi, date from just before the 1st
century CE. Later, the Grantha script was employed to write the Tamil language until the 8th century CE when a distinctive
script evolve to exclusively write the language. The system has changed little since.

The following is the basic Tamil script.

—
b 1| -1 1~il I-1. Q) QIhll
2 2 dl 8] 0 au
& h & @ L 6ol
ka na ca fa ta na
T T 11 1 M 11 1 rT
9 u) [ L uwl I)
ta na pa ma ya ra
oV 6l o1 M 60l
la va za la ra na
N e~ s AN N TN ] ne

Unlike other South Asian scripts, Tamil does not have signs for voiceless aspirated (such as /kh/), voiced (/g/), and voiced
aspirated stops (/gh/), which explains the relatively small number of signs in the Tamil script compared to other South Asian

scripts. To write some of these sounds, some signs have multiple sound values: stands for both /ka/ and /ga/, for both
/ca/ and /sa/, for /ta/, /da/, and /da/, for /pa/ and /ba/, and so on. Sometimes these phonetic alterations are
conditioned by the sound's position in the word (such as is /pa/ at the beginning of word or after a voiceless consonant, and

/ba/ between vowels or after /m/), while other times they are somewhat random (such as can be both /ca/ and /sa/ at the
beginning of a word). This confusion is due to phonological changes not reflected in the script, and to loanwords from Sanskrit
and nearby languages.



