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Introduction

This free course, Beginners’ Tamil: a taster course, introduces Tamil society and culture,
Tamil scripts, and common phrases that will allow you to start having simple
conversations in the language. You will also have plenty of opportunities to practise Tamil
throughout the course with activities and quizzes.



Learning Outcomes

After studying this course, you should be able to:

demonstrate an awareness of the Tamil alphabet and sound, and a basic understanding of the Tamil language
count up to 10 in Tamil

name some of the traditional musical instruments used by Tamils

name some of the fruits grown in Tamil Nadu

greet a person in Tamil, and say simple phrases related to numbers, musical instruments and fruits with
confidence.



1 The Tamil language

1 The Tamil language

Tamil is one of the oldest languages in the world, and can be dated back to around 400 BC
(Violatti, 2016). It is spoken by more than 85 million people (Ethnologue, 2021), most of
them in Tamil Nadu (meaning ‘The Tamil Nation’), a state in southern India. Tamil is a
language rich in literature, philosophy and music, and thus of interest to many people. Itis
one of the 22 official languages of India.

Figure 1 Tamil Brahmi inscription in Mangulam, Madurai district, Tamil Nadu, dated to c.
400 BC to c. 200 AD (Violatti, 2016)
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Figure 2 A map of India, with Tamil Nadu in red

Tamil is the official language of Tamil Nadu and the Indian territory of Puducherry, and is
one of the official languages in Sri Lanka and Singapore.

As well as in Singapore and Sri Lanka where Tamil is particularly prominent in Jaffna in
the north of the island, and in the Vanni in the east, there are also large numbers of Tamil
speakers in the diaspora in Malaysia, Mauritius, Fiji, South Africa, the United Kingdom,
Canada, France, Australia and the USA. Significant Tamil minorities in the Indian states of
Kerala, Andhra Pradesh, Karnataka and Telangana, and in the Andaman and Nicobar
Islands, also speak the language.

Tamil is also used as a language of education in Sri Lanka, Malaysia and Singapore.

In England and Wales in 2011, the Tamil speaking-population was said to be 100 689
(Gopal and Matras, 2013) while Dissanayake some years earlier (2008) quoted a
community estimate of 150 000.
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The majority of Tamils are Hindus, with a smaller proportion being Christians and
Muslims. Tamils tend to live in extended families, with the elderly often living with their
adult children.

Figure 3 Three generations of a Tamil family — the women are wearing saris (saylay, in
Tamil), while the patriarch is wearing a vertti, and the young girl in the front is wearing a
pavaadali.

Activity 1

True or false. Tamil is an official language only in India.
o True
o False

Discussion

False. As well as in India, Tamil is also an official language in Sri Lanka and
Singapore.

True or false. Tamil is an ancient language.
o True
o False

Discussion

True. Tamil is an ancient language, dating back to around 400 BC.
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True or false. The majority of Tamils are Buddhists.
o True
o False

Discussion

False. The majority of Tamils are Hindu.



2 Tamil script

2 Tamil script

The current Tamil script consists of 12 vowels (Table 1), 18 consonants (Table 2) and one
special character, the aytam. The vowels and consonants combine to form 216 compound
characters (see Section 2.1 for examples), giving a total of 247 characters. There are also
Grantha letters originating from the 4th century, which are used with Sanskrit words,

usually in religious contexts.

All consonants have an inherent vowel a, as with other Indic scripts. This inherent vowel is
removed by adding a tittle called a pulli, to the consonantal sign. For example, esr

is na (with the inherent a) and et is n (without a vowel).

The direction of writing is from left to right, in horizontal lines. The alphabet was originally
written on palm fronds. As a result, the letters are made up mainly of curved strokes which

would not have ripped the fronds.

Table 1 The 12

Tamil vowels

S a
<, aa
(O
moo i
2 U
oem  UU

Table 2 The 18 Tamil consonants, with the Grantha

letters

&

k

(K1, [9]. [x] [¥1 [A]

E
t
(tl, [d], [a]

&
I
Ui

Grantha letters

b2
ja

6T

6

s96IT

ee

ai

00

au

f
[n]
b
n
[n]
\"

[v]

sha

CA —_—
(te], [dz], [s], [¢]

U

p
[p], [b], [F]

sa

b

fi
(n]

m
[m]

t

[tl, [dl, []
y
1]}
M
r

[r], [t], [d]

&g
ksha

fn]
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2.1 The sound of Tamil

As mentioned in Section 2, the 12 vowels and 18 consonants in Tamil combine to form
216 compound characters. Listen to the two audios below for some examples and to hear
how the sounds are pronounced.

Audio content is not available in this format.

@

&,HT,8),8,519,58,506),58,56m,506) 1,58 1,506 6r

Audio content is not available in this format.

@®

F,57,8,8,59,50,560),58,56m,56) 1,58 1,56 o

Now listen to the pronunciation of some of the new words you have been introduced to so
far in this course.

New vocabulary

Audio content is not available in this format.

@

Tamil | s

Audio content is not available in this format.

O

Tamil Nadu | 1l prL=

Audio content is not available in this format.

O

Saylay | #Gsvem
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Audio content is not available in this format.

@®

Vertti | su@r L9

Audio content is not available in this format.

@

Pavaadai | ursuri_e»

Activity 2

Interactive content is not available in this format.
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3 Tamil greetings

Unlike many other languages where there are multiple ways of greeting, in Tamil there is
just one way of greeting others. To greet someone in person or whilst on the telephone or
internet, you would say ‘Vanakkam’ and, if meeting in person, you would say this with
palms pressed against each other facing the person.

The word ‘Vanakkam’ implies respecting the person who comes in front of another
person. This is just like the word ‘Namaste’ which is used in Northern India, Nepal, and in
other regions where Hindi is spoken.

€ n

%;‘

Y I N

Figure 4 A couple saying ‘Vanakkam’ - (suswréaid).

When saying goodbye to someone or leaving a gathering, Tamils will say, ‘Naan poyitu
vaarein’ meaning ‘I'll go and come back’. This is an indication of being in constant
connection with people.

Table 3 lists some useful phrases to use when greeting others and when saying goodbye.
Read through the table and then listen to how each phrase is pronounced in the study
note that follows. You will then have a chance to practise saying some of the expressions

in Activity 3.

Table 3 Greetings and essential expressions

Phrase in English

Hello

Are you well?

Yes, I'm fine

Thank you

You are welcome

I'm sorry

Forgive me (this is a more
common way of apologising
in day-to-day
communications)

It doesn’t matter

Phrase in Tamil
6)GWTHBLD.

BBISET BEVLOTS

@resSnSraerT?

LD, BT HEVLDTS
@) r=damGerr.

e,

b Bl 6T
ureuGmaLiLL v Her.

BT6VT Uy o udslm@esr

6T6OT 60T 6

L06T68( &2 % 0 * a2 BIS 6.

BT @ aflLwib (§)sDevem.
(o5 upeuruilsdsvem)

Pronunciation

Vanakkam

Neenkal Nalamaka
Erukkirirkala?

Aam, naan nalamaka erukkiren

Nandhri

Neenkal
varavetkappadukireerkal

Ennai manniththukollunkal

Athu oru vidayam ellai (Athu
paruvaayillai)
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Goodbye mrer UG mullmme surmGer. Naan poyitu vaarein

prrat steg waherey Lisiafluflsd Naan enathu makanai palliyil

erunthu edukka vendi
eruppathaal naan eppoluthu
pokavendi erukkirathu

@) rabg 6TL g5 6uCewrL

@) raliugred, Brest

@U@ rege UG THeuGewTL]
QresAngs=.

| have to leave now, as | have
to fetch my son from school

New vocabulary/phrases

Click on ‘Show transcript’ to reveal the transliteration (Tamil words using the English
alphabet) of the vocabulary/phrases.

Audio content is not available in this format.

O

Hello | eussirgsib.

Audio content is not available in this format.

®

Are you well? | Eriser pevwrss @)redhslnsiserT?

Audio content is not available in this format.

O

Yes, I'm fine | gytb, prest peviwrs @) reddmGert.

Audio content is not available in this format.

@

Thank you | pesrml.

Audio content is not available in this format.

O

You are welcome | Frisar eursu@maLiLiLwslnfisar.
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Audio content is not available in this format.

@®

Forgive me | sresteorem LoevTenfs g udsas6) maTamramigs e

Audio content is not available in this format.

@

It doesn’t matter | 95 = allLwib B)edsvew. (5= LPauTUiDsVED)

Audio content is not available in this format.

@

Goodbye (literally, ‘| will go and come back’) | prest UG TuilMmm= surmGedr.

Audio content is not available in this format.

@

| have to leave now, as | have to fetch my son from school | prest stesrg= waerem
uerefluiled @)robaa st mdhHeuGamTL] @) reliugred, Brest @)LIL6) - Tpaga
UG raeuGentL) @ redbdngm.

Now have a go at speaking Tamil yourself.

Activity 3

Record yourself saying the following statements and questions. Once you have
recorded yourself, compare your recording with the model answer given.

Interactive content is not available in this format.

@®

Interactive content is not available in this format.

@®
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Interactive content is not available in this format.
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4 Tamil names and introductions

Tamils usually only have one name, but it can be quite long, for example, ‘Sivaloganathan’
(a male name, usually shortened, amongst family and friends, to ‘Siva’, or ‘Loga’, or
‘Nathan’). The first letter of the father’s name is then put as an initial. So, if the father of
Sivaloganathan was named ‘Sriskantharajah’, Sivaloganathan would be known as ‘S.
Sivaloganathan’.

Female names tend to be shorter than male names, for example, Saraswathi or Lakshmi,
the name of two Hindu Goddesses. If you imagine Saras (the shortened form of
Saraswathi, but which would never be used in a religious setting) to be Siva’s brother, she
would go as ‘S. Saraswathi’ when filling in any paperwork.

In Tamil, as in many Asian languages, older people are addressed in respectful ways and
suffixes for different categories of relatives are used. For example, your mother’s eldest
brother would be your ‘Peria Maama’ (‘Peria’ means ‘most senior’; and ‘Maama’ means
‘paternal uncle’).

Figure 5 The Goddess Saraswathi, the provider of knowledge (left) and the Goddess
Lakshmi, the provider of wealth (right)

Now study Table 4 alongside the audios that follow in the study note. These are some
useful phrases to use when introducing yourself, such as saying where you live, where
you were born and a bit about your family. Once you have listened to the phrases, have a
go at Activity 4.

Table 4 Introducing yourself

Phrase in Phrase in Tamil Pronunciation
English

My name is Siva etewrge LQuiF Heur. Enathu peyar Siva

25/05/23
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| live in Milton
Keynes

| was born in
Jaffna, Sri Lanka

| am married
| am single

| have two
children, a boy,
and a girl

My son’s name
is ...

My daughter’s
name is ...

BTevT DL 60T &earerd ()60
eumpslmGevr.

BTET (9)6VBI%56M uflevr

wrpLiurenTggled LimbaSest.

[FT6VT & T aLD6WTLD ) 63T6U .
[BITEVT &I uLD6WITLD YT H6U .
6TE¥ & %A () TewrLa

FHAPHSEMHET, 0T 63T 91D,
@ LIGlewTenTaLh.

6T6 &G LD 6vTlenT LIGWIf ...

6T Laseflesr LIGw ...

25/05/23

Naan Milton Keensil Vaalkiren

Naan Elankaiyin Yalpanathil piranthen
[Here, Sri Lanka (Elankai) comes before
Jaffna (Yalpanam)]

Naan thirumanam aanavar

Naan thirumanam akathavar

Enakku erandu kulanthaikal, oru aanum,
oru pennnum

Enathu makanin peyar ...

Enathu makalin peyar ...

New vocabulary/phrases

Audio content is not available in this format.

O

My name is Siva | steorge L@ Feur.

Audio content is not available in this format.

@

I live in Milton Keynes | mrert wilsbL_sst £evterd G)e0 eumpasim Gevr.

Audio content is not available in this format.

O

| was born in Jaffna, Sri Lanka | prest @)svmisenullest wirpLiLimesntdglsd LilmbsSevt.

Audio content is not available in this format.

O

| am married | prest Slyaissnrid Sy esToUT.
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Audio content is not available in this format.

@®

| am single | prest Flyuiemrid Qg &ETHUT.

Audio content is not available in this format.

@

I have two children, a boy, and a girl | stewrdae @) rewrL = HuyhsHemHar, spra
9},6WTELD, 607 LIG)6wTeuwT 2LD.

Audio content is not available in this format.

@®

My son’s name is ... | sterg= wasesflest LGW ...

Audio content is not available in this format.

@®

My daughter’s name is ... | stewrg= waafleor LGwW ...

Activity 4

Select one. In what situation(s) would ‘Vanakkam’ be used?
o When speaking on the telephone

o When meeting someone face-to-face

o When communicating by electronic media

o All of the above.

Unlike in many other societies, Tamils often just have one name.
o True
o False

25/05/23
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Interactive content is not available in this format.
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5 Numbers

In this section you will learn how to count from zero to ten. Study Table 5 alongside the
audio that follows to help you become familiar with numbers in Tamil.

Table 5 Numbers in Tamil

Number Tamil Pronunciation
script

0 r®&Fwib  Poochchiam

1 QPETH™ Ondru

2 @ rewrLm  Erandu

3 wdeTme Moondru

4 [BTET T Naanku

5 obhHT Ainthu

6 M Aaru

7 eripe Erlu

8 6Tl L Ettu

9 SPEUTLIG™ Onpathu

10 LggHm Paththu

Audio content is not available in this format.

@

Numbers 0-10

5.1 Using numbers

Giving your telephone number or saying your age are just two examples of when you

might need to use numbers. How about giving your work identification number or your
house number? Listen to the audios that follow to hear how you would say these two

examples.

Audio content is not available in this format.

@®

My work identification number is 1148 | sresrg = suGsvew HyLwwirar @)evdaLd spesTm@
QPETM™ BTEITHT 6TL LT,

25/05/23
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Audio content is not available in this format.

@®

My house number is 7 | stesrgm afL L= @)evdaLD 6ripa.

Now have a go at using numbers yourself in Activity 5.

Activity 5

Interactive content is not available in this format.

@

If someone tells you their locker code is ‘ettu, poochiam, ondru, onpathu’, what is
their locker number?

[ Provide your answer... }

Discussion
8019

Interactive content is not available in this format.
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6 Food and drink

In Tamil culture, it is common to offer visitors a drink and some snacks soon after they
arrive. The snacks are usually savoury for adults, and sweet for children.

Listen to the audios to hear how to offer someone a drink and also accept an offer for
a tea.

Audio content is not available in this format.

@

What would you like to drink? Tea, coffee, a soft drink? | 2_miserugsa srevrerr &uL 155
aflratiun? @B, sril),soeflfurssd.?

Audio content is not available in this format.

@

Tea would be nice, thank you | 5855 peTpTs @)redhsaid, Herm).

(NB: Tea in Tamil culture comes automatically with milk and sugar!)

Audio content is not available in this format.

@

| have some nice murukku. I'll bring it | BreT Bebev WP EdhE? UG ST EdhE DCerT. jBH6»
BTesT &0 TenTL ™ 6y 6uSeuT.

Murukku (Figure 6), which was mentioned in the last audio, is a savoury, crunchy Indian
snack, typically made from rice and urid (also called ‘urad’) daal flour, along with water,
salt, chilli powder, asafoetida and either sesame seeds or cumin seeds. Once mixed
together the ingredients are kneaded into a spiral or coil-shaped dough, either by hand or
with a mould, before being deep-fried in vegetable oil.

25/05/23
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Figure 6 (wwomusam)

Activity 6

Interactive content is not available in this format.

6.1 Fruits

Tamil Nadu is blessed with a tropical climate (though there are hilly areas, like Kodaikanal
where it can get as cool as 2.7 °C). The warm climate in Tamil Nadu favours the growth of
several fruits, some of the most popular of which are shown in Table 6.
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Table 6 Fruits grown in Tamil Nadu

Fruit Illustration Name in Pronunciation
Tamil

Papaya uliumerf Pappaali
Jackfruit LIeVTLILIpLD Palaappalam
Wood aflemmbLpLd Vilaampalam
apple

Jambu oLbLm Jambu
Nungu Nungu

Now listen to how to pronounce the names of the fruits given in Table 6 before testing your
knowledge in Activity 7.

Video content is not available in this format.
Video 1 Fruits
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A\ ¥
Fruit names; =g

i 0
L)

&
‘A

Vocabulary

Audio content is not available in this format.

O

Papaya | utiumef

Audio content is not available in this format.

@®

Jackfruit | ueordinpid

Audio content is not available in this format.

O

Wood apple | eflerribipid

Audio content is not available in this format.

@

Jambu | gibLr=

Audio content is not available in this format.

@®

Nungu | pemiIga




6 Food and drink 25/05/23

Activity 7

Match the images of the fruit with the correct script.
eflermibLipib
BUBIST
eoLbLm
utiamef)
LISOTLILILDLD

Match each of the items above to an item below.
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7 Music

Classical Tamil music belongs to the Carnatic school of music. Carnatic music is
traditional to South India, whilst Hindustani music is associated with North India. Modern
Tamil songs, particularly from films, are very popular in Tamil-speaking societies.

Figure 7 illustrates some of the instruments used in both traditional and modern Tamil
music. Take a look at the different instruments and then move on to Section 7.1 where you
will hear some of the instruments being played.

CARNATIC MUSICAL INSTRUMENTS

m——

nadaswaram

| &

violin

.
/ @ khanjira
harmonium
thambura
flute
m ﬁ D
mridangam =

Figure 7 Instruments used in Carnatic music

7.1 Examples of Tamil music

In this section you will have the opportunity to listen to some of the instruments used in
Tamil music. In Video 2 a musical trio can be seen playing the mirdangam, electric violin,
and morsing. The video is a recording from the national sadhana for the 95th Advent of
Bhagawan Sri Sathya Sai Baba. You should watch the video from 45:07 to 47:17 to hear
the music.

View at: youtube:kGug3dG 8ES8

@

Video 2 Tamil music

Did you notice the bond between the musicians? For example at 47:08, when the violin
player is pleasantly surprised by a note that the morsing player generates!

The vocabulary box below lets you hear how to pronounce these three instruments being
played. Listen and practise the pronuniciation yourself and then continue on to hear the
harmonium and morsing being played.

Vocabulary

Audio content is not available in this format.

@®

Mirdangam | wlyegmiaLb

25/05/23
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Audio content is not available in this format.

®

Electric violin | thesremr suwiedeor

Audio content is not available in this format.

O

Morsing | wesssmiga

The morsing is a type of ‘jaw harp’, seen in many cultures, and known by various names,
such as the Jew’s harp, mouth harp, gewgaw, guimbard, khomus, trump, Ozark harp,
Galician harp, or murchunga.

Now watch Video 3, which gives a detailed explanation of the morsing, as well as a
demonstration of how it is used.

View at: youtube:H25eHABXf5¢

@®

Video 3 What is a morsing?

Finally, before having a go at the last activity in the course, watch Video 4.

View at: youtube:Y2VbCDPkbqg

@

Video 4 Harmonium recital

Activity 8

Match the images of the musical instruments with the correct word.
Nadaswaram
Ghatam

Harmonium

Thavil

25/05/23
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Match each of the items above to an item below.

Name three stringed instruments used in Tamil music.

[ Provide your answer... ]
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Discussion

From Figure 7, you could have said the veena, thambura, and violin.



Conclusion

Conclusion

We hope you found this short course interesting and enjoyable! You should now have
some knowledge of the history of the Tamil language, together with an understanding of
the Tamil script and numbers. You will have acquired some familiarity with commonly used
Tamil phrases, including the concept of ‘Vanakkam’, and you’ve also been introduced to
some fruits from Tamil Nadu and instruments used in Tamil music.

If you enjoyed this taster in Tamil and would be interested in a longer, paid-for version of
the course, you can express you interest by e-mailing oclc@open.ac.uk. Please provide
your name and contact email address. Your contact details will be kept for the sole
purpose of contacting you should a longer version of the course be produced in the future
and will not be used for any other purpose.

If you change your mind and wish for your contact details to be deleted you can do this at
any time by emailing again to oclc@open.ac.uk. Your details will be kept for a maximum of
two years.
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