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FUNCTIONAL STABILITY IN LANGUAGE CHANGE:
THE EYOLUTION OF TENSE AND ASPECT IN TAMIL*

SUSAN C. HERRING
University of Texas ar Arlingron

ABSTRACT

This article addresses the question of whether tense markers in Modern Tamil were his-
torically aspectual in function, as Evelebil (19%62) has claimed. The methodological
approach employed is that developed by Hopper (197%a. 1979, 1582} for the analysis of
foreground and background in narrative discourse. Narrative texts representing three
historical periods — Old Tamil (5th c.), Middle Taml (12th ¢.), and Modern Tamil
{20th ¢.) == are analvzed for correlations between foreground-background marking and
the distribution of alleged “tense” forms, On the basis of the grounding analysis, it is dis-
covered that the forms function aspectually in Old Tamil, analogous to the functioning
of aspectual auxiliary verbs in the modern language. The overall diachronic picture
which emerges is one in which surface forms and categories undergo change, while
underlying functional contrasts remain remarkably stable over time.

1. Introduction

There is a great deal that we will probably never know about the his-
tory of even the best-documented language; our reliance on the evidence of
© written texts insures that our knowledge of, say, everyday conversation in
4 any far-distant time can only be speculative at best. Nevertheless, historical
linguists have shown themselves willing to draw on advances in other areas
of linguistics and to apply new methods 1o diachronic analysis, with
encouraging results: syntactic reconstruction has derived new impetus from
generative theory, and historical semantics has been significantly enriched
: in recent vears by the influence of cognitive and metaphorical approaches
to meaning. There is hope that we may go further vet, beyond individual
lexemes and sentence patterns to the meanings and structures of discourse,
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and to a consideration of how these latter change. The methods of such
inguiry stem logically. it would seem, from the developing field of discourse
analysis,

The investigation presented here pilots such an approach. In an
attempt to shed new light on the hitherto unsalved problem of whether Ofd
Tamil had aspect or tense, I employ a methodology which focuses on dis-
course functions rather than verbal forms. In addition to providing compel-
ling evidence in favor of the aspect interpretation, the “historical discourse”
method uncovers an intriguing fact; namely, that the functional system
encoded by Tamil tensefaspect forms has remained remarkably stable over
time, even as the forms themselves change meaning and are lost and
replaced.' Diachronic Tamil evidence spanning fifteen centuries suggests
that the functional system serves as a “template” or “blueprint” for the lan-
guage, determining in rough outline form the number and nature of con-
trasts to be encoded, irrespective for the most part of the structure and
meaning of the actual forms involved, The discovery of a functional
template has important implications for the development of tense and
aspect in Tamil, and for an understanding of language change (and non-
change) more generally. In what follows, [ describe the Tamil tense/aspect
problem and develop an analysis based on discourse analytic methods. In
concluding, | explore the implications of the methodology and its results,
pointing out both strengths and limitations of a historical discourse
approach.

2. Tamil tense/aspect: an unsolved problem

Tamil, a Dravidian language currently spoken by some 60 million
people in South India and in parts of 56 Lanka and Malaysia, is an ancient
language which rivals Sanskrit in the richness and time-depth of its attested
literary records. As such, it constitutes a valuable resource for diachronic
analysis. Until recent times, published research on Old Dravidian focused
primarily on phonology and morphology (see for example Andronov 196%;
Emencau 1967; Meenakshisundaran 1965; Subrahmanyam 1971). More
recently, however, scholars have begun to explore the meanings and func-
tions of older forms, and have found themselves drawn to the verbal sys-
tem, and especially, to the expression of tense and aspect (Herring 1985
Forthcoming; Rajam 1985, Steever 1984, 1989),
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The reason for this interest is not difficult to ascertain: Tamil has
undergone striking changes in tense and aspect in the more than two
thousand years of its attested history, Modern Tamil has three simple tense
forms, Old Tamil had only two.? Modern Tamil has a productive system of
aspectual auxiliary verbs, Old Tamil had none.* The gquestions that have
been raised naturally focus on the genesis of the new distinctions: what
were the lexical or grammatical sources of the aspects and the third tense;
what meanings did they originally encode, and how did they attain their
present productive status?

The meanings of the two older tenses, in contrast, are generally not
called into question, The Modern Tamil “past™ and “future” tense mor-
phemes preserve the allomorphic variants of the Old Tamil “past™ and
“non-past” forms.* and the meanings of the two sets of forms are assumed
1o be correspondingly similar. The single exception is that the Old Tamil
“non-past” form is thought originally to have referred to both present and
future/habitual time, subsequently narrowing in meaning to future/habitual
time reference as a consequence of the introduction of the present tense
form.

However. Zvelebil (1962) has proposed a rather different interpreta-
tion, which is that the two forms originally expressed not tense but aspect:

The opposition of tenses in the system of Early Ol Tamil seems to have

been “perfective past versus imperfective future” which indicates perhaps

a primary aspectual (and not temporal) dichotomy. (Zvelehil 1962: 15)
To anyone who has worked extensively with Old Tamil texts, this sugges-
tion has intuitive appeal. Yet surprisingly, it has never been empirically
investigated.®

Part of the problem. of course, is how 1o distinguish between r_he

closely related categories of tense and aspect in a language variety for which
there are no living speakers to whom diagnostic sentence pairs can be sub-
mitted for judgments of semantic contrast. We are entircly ds{pendcnt on
textual evidence, much of it poetic and highly conventionalized in nature. It
i here that we may productively employ the methodology of discourse
analysis, which focuses on textual structures and the functions of individual
forms within those larger structures.®
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3. Aspect and “grounding™

The particular methodology employed in this study derives from the
work of Paul Hopper (1979a, 1979h, 1982) on grounding. Hopper analyzed
literary narratives from a sampling of languages (French, Russian, Malay).
observing that all evidenced an underlying binary structure. Drawing on a
distinction from Gestalt psychology, he termed the sequence of plot-line
events the “foreground”, and the description of ongoing states or processes
the “background™ of the narrative. In cach language, a strong correlation
was found to exist between foreground events and grammatical marking via
perfective aspect on the one hand, and background situations and imperfec-
tive aspect on the other. These and other correlations associated with the
contrast are summarized in Table 1.

Since the publication of Hopper's seminal work, similar correlations
have been noted by other researchers for a variety of languages { Andreason
(1981) for written Chinese folk tales; Rafferty (1982) for spoken Indone-
sian; Chvany (1984) for written Russian folk tales; Fleischman (1985, 1986,
1990) for medieval French epics and contemporary spoken French: Sims

Table I: Aspect and grounding {adapted from Hopper 1979a:61)

PERFECTIVE IMPFERFECTIVE

Strict chronological sequencing Simultaneity or chronological overlapping

of situation C with event A and/or B,

View of event as & whole, whose
completion s a necessary preregquisite
to g subseq uent event

View of a situation ar happening whose
completion is not & necessary prerequisite
to @ subsequent happening

Identity of subject within each

Frequent changes of subject
discrete episode

Dynamic, kinetic events Static, descriptive situations

Foregrounding. Event indispensible

Backgrounding. State or situation
o narrative

necessary for understanding motives,
artitudes, ele.
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(1986) for spoken Ketengban (Irian Jaya); Herring (1988, 1991) for con-
temporary spoken Tamil). The results of these studies show that the corre-
lation between grounding and aspect extends to a variety of narrative types,
spoken and written, conversational and epic, contemporary and medieval.

There is thus broad-based cross-linguistic evidence that grammatical
aspect exhibits distinetive distributional properties in narrative discourse.
Applying this knowledge to the analysis of the Old Tamil “tense”™ forms
leads to the following prediction: If the forms originally indicated not tense
but aspect, as Zvelebil claims, then their distribution in narrative discourse
should, all other things being equal, reflect grounding functions.

4. The investigation

In order to test this prediction. narrative texts were analyzed from
three periods in Tamil history: Old Tamil (Cilappatikdaram; verse epic, Sth
¢. A.D.}. Middle Tamil ( Kamparamayanam; verse epic, 12th c. A.D.), and
Maodern Tamil (19 contemporary oral narratives, including professionally-
performed epics and elicited retellings of epics). While it might be objected
that the modern and the ancient data are not comparable, on the grounds
that the former are oral and the latter written, this disparity is more appar-
ent than real. First, as noted above, the correlation between aspect and
grounding is not restricted to either the spoken or written language: rather,
it is characteristic of both modalities, Nor can a distinct line be drawn
between “oral” and “written™ in Tamil epic narratives. The Old Tamil epic
Cilappatikiram may well have been originally oral in composition, the pro-
duct of a bardic tradition (Zwvelebil 19%0b). And Modern Tamil oral epics
are closer to their classical literary sources than are contempary written nar-
ratives, which have been heavily influenced by Western novelistic conven-
tions, More relevant than the oraliwritten distinction, therefore, is the fact
that the texts in all three time periods form part of a continuous narrative
tradition.

For each time period, the data contain complete narrative sequences,
that is, stories with a beginning, a middle, and an end. The Old Tamil sam-
ple includes the entire core narrative sequence of the Cilappatikdram epic
(1336 lines of text).” The Middle Tamil sample includes two complete
episodes (1076 total lines of text) from the longer, multi-episodic Kam-
pardmdvanam.® Finally, the 19 oral narratives are either complete tales or
complete episodes within larger epic performances (3314 lines of trans-
cribed text). A total of 5726 lines of text was analyzed in all.
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The initial procedure followed was 1o identify all finite verbs, that is,
all verbal forms overtly marked with person-number-gender and “tense”
suffixes (in Modern Tamil, “aspect” is optionally marked by means of ver-
bal auxiliaries as well). In light of the controversy surrounding the mean-
ings of the tense/aspect forms in the earlier stages of the language. I hence-
forth adopt the practice of referring to them by idealized morphological
representations, rather than by functional labels. Thus -1- represents the
morpheme (and its allomorphs --, -tt-, -nt-, -in-, etc.) traditionally labelled
“past tense” in both Old and Modern Tamil, -p- (allomorphs -p-, -pp-, -v-,
-um, etc.) the “future tense” in Modern Tamil and the so-called “non-past
tense” in Old Tamil, and -KiNg- (-(k}kine-, -(kJkir-) the “present tense”
form in Modern and Middle Tamil. Of the aspectual auxiliaries in Modern
Tamil. -viTu- signals “perfective”, -KoNTIRU- “continuative”, and IRU “per-
fect” aspect.” Table 2 shows the relative frequency of finite verbal forms m
cach of the three historical stages. "

5. Old Tamil

Even the most cursory examination of Table 2 reveals that there has
been an increase in the number of verbal categories marked on the finite
verb from the Old to the Modern period. Old Tamil had the choice between
two forms, -T- and -p-, while Modern Tamil boasts a repertoire of 12 (three
simple tenses plus each of three compound aspects multiplied by three

Table 2: Frequency of finite verbal forms in Tamil narrative

Ofid Tamit Middbe Tamil Mosdern Tamil
Cilappalikdiram Kambardmdyanam Oral narrarives
total lines of text 1336 1076 3314
total finite verbs (] 1:10.4 27 1:4.0 1305 1:2.4
per per per
N % lfime N g line N % line
TOIE T1 113 1 EB9 LS e N0 16
p 17T D9 1:50 28 103 138 145 104 1:23
King 0 2 T L5 a3 458 15
viTu 1l 23 171 1:14
KO TIRU {1 i 74 53 144
LIV 1 A LlKe 116 83 1329
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tenses, or 3 + (3 x 3) = 12). One might be tempted to conclude from this
that Old Tamil lacked the formal means for expressing functional distine-
tions available in the modern language. However, a concurrent develop-
ment partially mitigates such a view. The Tamil language has seen a signifi-
cant increase over time in the frequency of finite verbal forms: while Mod-
ern Tamil narrative has one finite form per 2.4 lines (clauses) of transcribed
text, finite forms in O1d Tamil are rarer, occurring on the average only once
per 10.4 lines.'! A consequence of this is that large amounts of narrative
information in Old Tamil — both foreground and background — are con-
veyed through non-finite medial forms, the majority of which lack tense
indications. Consider, for example. the sequence of non-finite forms in (1),
a description of a scene in which a young couple prepares to attend a festi-
val:1?

(1} povkait tdmaraip pul viy  pulampa  vaikarai
pond  lotus bird aloud lament:inF daybreak

wimam vdranam kdtta velli  vifakkam witl
time rooster  show:INF moon illumination thick

fruf kutiyar Iidr ani mdrpanadiu
darkness dispel:inF garland adorn chested-one:with

pér oani aninty  vdana  vankaivan
great jewel wear:cp cloud munificent:handed-one

aftari éra man amar nokkivim vaivam erik
mule climb:ine deer like  glance-one:and ox-cart chmb:cp

“As water fowl lamented aloud among the pond lotuses.as
the rooster signalled the dawn, and as the illumination from
the moon dispelled the thick darkness, she, having put on
great jewels [in order to accompany] him whose chest was
adorned with garlands, and as he whose hands were like
munificent clouds mounted his mule, she of the deer-like
glance, having climbed into her ox-cart..’

All of the verbs in this segment of text are non-finite forms, i.e. infinitives
(iwF) and conjunctive participles (CP). Nevertheless, the literal translation
attempted above seems awkward, in that it belies our intuition that a series of
discrete cvents are involved (*She put on her jewels: he mounted his mule;
she climbed into her ox-cart”}. Modern Tamil, which maintains a closer
one-to-one correspondence between events and finite verbs, would be
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likely to emplay several finite forms in rendering the above passage, includ-
g one or moré marked for imperfective aspect (e.g. to describe the
background wailing of the water fowl and crowing of the rooster). The lack
of finite forms in Old Tamil should noet be taken to mean that the situations
thus described are not viewed as sequential events, however, nor indecd
that a distinction is not being drawn between “background™ and “fore-
ground” in non-finite verbal clauses, e.g. with infinitives signalling ongoing
activities, and conjunctive participles signalling events in sequence.'?

Because of their rarity, the finite verbs that do appear in the Cilap-
patikdram are stylistically salient. The majority of these are marked with -1-
(79.1% ). as compared with 20.9% marked with -p-. There is a regular func-
tional pattern to the distribution of finite forms in the Old Tamil data: -1-
encodes sequential, foreground events that are especially crucial to the nar-
rative  plot  progression, while -p- selectively encodes a variety of
background situations. These functions are considered separately helow.

Finite -1- forms in the Cilappatikdram serve primarily to highlight corc
narrative events, or the primary foreground of the narrative. The following
cxample relates a sequence of dynamic actions at the dramatic peak of the
Cilappatikdram story:

(2) Kallak kalimakan orvan, katvil
learn:NEG: AP intoxicated:one one:person hand:LoC
velvdl epi-nt-agan!  vilankiue aru-ti-atu;
new:ssword throw:T:38G.M across:through cut:m:3sc.w

punnumil  kwrari polintugan parappa,
wound:spit blood stream:down:ce:with expand:ing

mannaka matantal vantuyar  kiarak kdvalan
earth woman  greaigrief  be:copious:ine king
cefikol valaiiva, vil-nt-apan. kovalan pangai
sceptre bend:inr fall:T:3sc.m Kovalan ancient

flvinai wrttie- e,
deed:karma take:form:cr o

|Then] a drunken, uneducated fellow thrust with the new
sword in his hand! It cut clean through [Kovalan’s body]. The
grief of the earth goddess was immense as blood spitting
from the wound streamed down and spread. The karma from
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his past deeds taking form, Kovalan fell, causing the sceptre
of the king to bend.”

This passage describes the murder of the heroine’s hushand. Kovalan, by
the king's soldiers. Kovalan's murder constitutes, in many respects, the
pivotal event of the plot structure; as a consequence of his unjust death, the
king's honor is destroyed. the city burns, and Kannaki, his wife, is ulti-
mately deified. In keeping with the special significance of the events nar-
rated, there is a clustering of finite, “foregrounding”™ -1- forms — thrust,
cut, fell.

Past forms are also found with sequential events which, to modern
Western sensibilities, appear to be secondary in importance 1o the plot
development, but which have special ritual or cultural significance. For
example, clusterings of finite forms are found in relating ritual aspects of
Kannaki and Kovalan's wedding:

(3 avvali,  muracy Dpamp-in-a PHLFLIG atir-pt-ana
that:way drum  sound:T:3pL N drum  vibrate:T:3pLN

murai  ela-nt-ana  panilam venkua argcu
inzorder rise:T:3pLN conch  white:parasol king

elantar ar  pati ela-nt-anae akole
seiforth:moww one manner sound:1:3PFLN skyin

markala  ani ela-ni-atu
auspicious instrument sound:T:3scG.N

‘Following that, large drums hoomed; small drums vibrated;
white parasols rose in order; and conches sounded as if the
king were setting forth; the auspicious instrument sounded in
the skies.”
In this passage, one recognizes, even fifteen centuries later, the characteris-
tics of a traditional South Indian wedding ceremony: the exuberant sound-
ing of drums and horns, the use of parasols or canopies to protect partici-
pants from the heat of the tropical sun, the wedding procession. The events
encoded by finite past forms — boomed, vibrated, rose, sounded — |,
although individually minor, constitute a ritual sequence which taken as a
whole, represents the single — and narratively significant -— event of the
wedding. A similar usage is found in the description of a dance perfor-
mance that bewitches Kovalan into abandoning his young wife to take up
residence with the dancer. Rather than a single finite -1- verb 1o relate the
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event of the dance performance, its ritual aspects (including the sounding of
the appropriate instruments) are narrated in a sequence of finite -T-forms,
Omens interjected into the narrative sequence constitute further examples
of events “foregrounded” for reasons of cultural significance.

A test for foregrounding employed by narrative discourse analysts
(Longacre 1976; Fleischman 1986; Herring 1988) is to consider in isclation
only those clauses which contain the hypothesized foreground marker; such
clauses often trace in rough outline form the basic plot or “primary event
sequence” (Labov and Waletzky 1967). The results of this test are particu-
larly revealing for a lengthy epic such as the Cilappatikaram, which has
relatively few “foregrounded” clauses. Extracting only those clauses con-
taining a finite verb marked by -T- from the first kdngam (*book”) of the epic
produces the following summary:

{4) Kovalan and Kannaki's parents decided to marry them off.

They proclaimed the wedding.

{(The wedding took place — ritual sequence.)

Serving women lifted Kannaki onto the auspicious (wedding)

bed.

A few years passed.

(Madavi put on a dance performance — ritual sequence)

Madavi received a reward from the king.

Kovalan fell under her spell.

He conceived the desire never to leave her.

Madavi's left eye (a bad omen) and Kannaki's right eye (a

good omen) twitched.

k. Madavi asked Kovalan if they could go watch the festivities
at the seashore.

1. Madavi and Kovalan sat down (at the seashore).

m. Kovalan (having become disenchanted with Madavi) left her.

n. Madavi returned to her house alone.
Kannaki's serving maid announced that Kovalan was at the
door.

p- Kovalan and Kannaki set out for the city of Madurai (to starl

a new life).

en ow

T oo

f— e

Although lacking in important background information pertaining 10
characterization, motives, etc., the above sequence constitutes a relatively
complete summary of the plot-line events, lacking only the events of Kovd®
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lan taking up residence with the dancer Madavi, and the misunderstanding
at the seashore which led to his ultimate disenchantment with her. It is also
remarkably free from extrancous or secondary events, particularly once the
culturally-foregrounded events in lines (c), (f), and (j) are understood in
their proper perspective. This test supports the claim that the -7- form was
a selective foregrounding device in Old Tamil.

What, then, of the use of -p-? The very existence of “non-past™ forms
in past time narration suggests a discourse, rather than a temporal, func-
tion, Indeed, the distribution of -p- forms complements that of -T- forms in
encoding functions associated with narrative background, and correspond-
ingly, with aspectual imperfectivity. The majority of finite -r- forms repre-
sent situations as incomplete, ongoing, or otherwise temporally
unbounded. A smaller percentage has as its function the expression of
habitual activities and evenis. Finally, the remaining uses precede quoted
material or introduce narrative events. Generalizing, we may state that the
function of -p- is to provide descriptive information as a backdrop or lead-in
to the narrative event sequence. Example (3), which introduces a new
character into the narrative, contains two instances of finite -p-;

(5] Puraficirai manirp  pifikan ivakkikkup
outskirts  old:town flower:eve Iyakki:Dar

pdlragal kotuttup  panpin peyar-v-al,
milk:boiled:rice give:cr  suitability:LOC return:p:3sG.F

dyar mutamakal, mdrari en-p-al,
cowherd old:woman Matari be:called:pascF

*An old cowherd woman is returning home as usual after
offering milk and boiled rice to the goddess Iyakki on the
outskirts of the old town. She is called Matari."*

The situation described by the first finite verb, is returning, is a background
activity which is in progress at the time that the old woman encounters Kan-
naki and Kovalan. The second finite verb, is called, must be construed as
describing a state (i.e. *her name is ...") with non-specific temporal refer-
ence. Many of the uses of -p- are associated with participant identification
and description of this sort. That is, finite -p- forms are used selectively to
encode “important”™ features of the narrative background {participant iden-
tification), just as finite -T- forms highlight the most “important™ features of
the narrative foreground (event sequence),
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Another characteristic use of -p- in Cilappatikdram is to introduce
quotes, In Modern Tamil, a verb-final language, the verb of saying gener.
ally follows the quoted material. In Old Tamil, both QUOTE-V and v-QUOTE
orders occur freely; however, a pattern may be noted according to which
the verb that embeds the quote is in the <1- form if the verb follows, but in
the -p- form if the verb of saying precedes the gquote. Why are postposed
quotes introduced by -P-? The quote need not be of particular narrative sig-
nificance, although it tends to be lengthy. Such usage appears to be part of
a more general “build-up” or “introductory” function of the -p- form,
which, in keeping with its other imperfective qualities, signals a temporally
open-ended situation; it generates the inference that there is “more 1o
come”,

To sum up thus far, discourse-based analysis reveals evidence of
grounding in Old Tamil texts. The -T- form was used to highlight sequential
events of the narrative foreground (including rituals and omens, which are
culturally foregrounded), and the -p- form was used to highlight ongoing
activities and states of the narrative background, as well as in a more gen-
eral introductory function. In these uses, the two forms behave in a manner
that is consistent with the interpretation that they are aspectually perfective
and imperfective, respectively. The analysis thus provides support for
Fyelebil's (1962) view that the forms were originally aspectual in meaning.

Assuming that this conclusion is valid. we are left to account for how
Tamil evolved from a two-way aspectual system to the twelve-way tense +
aspect system of the modern language. The key to understanding this
evolution lies in an examination of Middle Tamil.

6. Middle Tamil

A glance at the first and center columns of Table 2 reveals a number
of differences between the distribution of finite forms in Old and Middle
Tamil. The Middle Tamil epic, Kamparidmayanam, contains a significantly
greater proportion of finite forms: one in four lines of text has a finite verb.
as compared with fewer than one in ten in the Cilapparikdram. There is also
a new morphological formation — -KINR- — which appears several times in
finite form.!® Despite the availability of a greater selection of forms, -T- pre-
dominates more than ever, accounting for nearly 90% of all finite verbs.
What functions do the three Middle Tamil finite forms fulfill?
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There is some evidence that a foreground/background distinction is
still signalled by simple finite forms in Middle Tamil, with -p- and -KINR-
together expressing the imperfective, background component of the con-
trast. The functional value of the emergent form -KINR- can be discerned by
considering both finite and non-finite uses, In the narrative episodes
analyzed, -KINR- expresses ongoing situations which are both in progress at
the time of (i.e. temporally overlapping with) some other event or situa-
tion, and which can be viewed as persisting over time.

(6)

fr affiniiru irdkkatarkal van
2 500 demons

tofilil tuyil-kinr-a
strong skill:INSTR sleepiKINR:AjP

anuki,
his  nearness approach:cr

manmavan  tan wdie
king
‘1000 demons approached the sleeping king, and using all
their strength_..'

In this passage, the demon king has been sleeping for years; attempts to
wake him extend over 52 lines of text, and hence the ‘sleeping’ is encoded
as a persistent activity,

In the following example, after a lengthy description (encoded by -1-
forms) of the dejected behavior of another demon king, we are given an
explanation of his persistent condition in the -KiNg-form:

(7)

cinaki  nakuval enré nanattal

Janaka:F mock:p:35G.F thus:cPEMPH shame:INSTR
campu-kinr-dn.

wither:KINR:38G.M

['He's not ashamed thinking that the sky would mock him,
the earth would mock him, all the enemies that he mocked
before would mock him. Rather .| he’s cringing with shame at
the thought that Janaka's daughter would mock him.’

The -p- form, in contrast, preserves a more general backgrounding
function, which includes the expression of background states and habitual
activities or events. Examples of these two backgrounding types are given

in (8) and (9) below:
(8)

Vinninai itar-um mali  vicumpinal niraikk-um
heaven:acc break:r3sc N diadem sky:acc  fillip3sGN
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meéni  kannenum aval iramud kafalkalin  periva
body eyes:thus  they tworand oceans:like large
vik-um

become:p3sc N

‘[Kumbakarna's| diadem scrapes the heavens; his body fills
the sky; his eyes are as large as two oceans.’

The -p- lorms here describe the (relatively permanent) physical attributes of
the demon. Note, too, the other “background” features of the passage. in
accordance with Hopper's functional dichotomy given in Table 1: static,
descriptive sitmations, and frequent changes of subject from clause to
clause,

In example (9) below, <p- describes the demon’s habitual behavior:

{9) corinta ool tam vay varal
flow:down:T:ajr blood his mouth come:INF
tanky-v-an.
sleepip3sc.M

‘He sleeps with blood dripping down from his mouth (i.c.
from the raw meat he has eaten}.’

The habitual ‘sleeping’ here contrasts with the progressive ‘sleeping’
(encoded by -KINR-) in example (/) above.

Finally, -p- is also used to introduce quoted material, as in Old Tamil.
The quote thus introduced may be closed or bounded by a following -1-

form, a strategy which exploits the imperfective value of the former, and
the perfective value of the latter:

(10} mad  muni pani-pp-dn: “mad o irn vicumpin kankai
great sage say:P:aSC.M great wvast sky:0BL  Ganges

manmicark konarnian
earth:on
dk-um”  en-r-an.

be:PasGN say:TI5G.M

mainta! (...) akalikai
bring: T:PN:-35G M s0N {...) Akalikai

in answer to the question: “Who is this woman?"] The great
sage says: “O son of he who brought the Ganges to earth
from the great vast sky! (...) She is Akalikai,™ he said.”
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Despite the variety of background functions mentioned above. however,
explicit backgrounding in the Kamparamayanam is rarec — -P- and -KINRE-
forms together account for only 11% of all finite verbs, and they are
encountered, on the average, only once in every 50 lines of text.

One cannot read far, on the other hand, without encountering a finite
-1- form. Given the frequency of such forms, it is predictable that they
would lose some of their evaluative impact, and indeed, not all -1- marked
events are of primary significance to the development of the narrative plot.
For example, the passage below recounts a sequence in which a demon king
gives an order and it is obeyed.

(11} ‘Nanru itw  karumam’ ennd,
good:thing this deed
ot cenru ival  taruiir En-r-an; enralum
run:cP goicP here give:mIPL sayiT:3SG.M SaYIasisoOnas

‘nampiyai nanuka
say:Cr our:lord approach:iNF

tenricaik kilavan witar
south:direction lord — messengers

nalver cen-r-ar;
four:people po:T3PL
enna Kudrinum

like mountain:like:and
uyarnta 1éldn korramak — kdvil
be:high:T:ajF shoulder:pn:3sG.M victory:great palace

Iétinar Hirivar
search:T:PN:3PL  wander:P:PN:3FL

puk-k-ar,
enter:T:3PL

‘Having said, “This is a good idea”, [the demon king| said
“(3o run and approach our lord [Kumbakarna] and bring him
here”. As soon as he said that, the four men went off. Like
the messengers of Death (lit. the lord of the southern direc-
tion) who search and wander, they entered the great victori-
ous palace of the one with shoulders higher than mountains.’

The events of the king's servants taking leave and going where he sent them
are routine, predictable, and of no special significance to the plot develop-
ment in this episode. Nor do they appear to be culturally foregrounded in
any sense. The use of -T- here simply signals discrete, past-time events in
sequence, without regard to their narrative significance. Moreover, if we
isolate all finite -1- clauses for the episode as a whole, applying the “fore-
grounding” test described above for Old Tamil, the result is not a concise
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summary of the plot, but rather a long and somewhat tedious list including
many sccondary events,

Further evidence that -T- has ceased to be purely a foregrounding
device in Middle Tamil comes from instances where the association of the
form with “events” — as opposed to “activities” or “states” — breaks
down. This is illustrated in the passage below, which describes the depar-
ture of the boy Rama with the ascetic Vishvamitra to kill demons in the
forest:

(12) a. Méal atutta vélvi pay  mufiftum pdm'end,
on proceed:T:ajP sacrifice poicp finish:TPL we  say:cp

naganal  méy-in-gn,  navaikkan nidkingn.

walk:vN starl:T:38G.M  misery remove:T-PN:350G.M
‘Saying “We'll go and finish the ongoing ritual sacrifice”, he
began the walk, he who was removed from misery
{=Vishvamitra).

b. Venri val  putai vicitu, meymai pol enrum
victory sword side  bindice  truth  like thus:T:ajp
tEyp- nurdt i wdttw,  iru
diminuation: experience:NEG:CP  quiver bind:Cp two

ey Maak-in-dn — wlakam tank-in-a-n.

one bear:Tascm world  bear:T:35GM

Having fastened his victorious sword at his waist, and having
tied on his quiver which, like truth, never empties, [Rama]
carried a victorious bow on his high shoulders which were
like two mountains — he carried the world,

e. [...] conma ma tavan totarntu, cdyai  pol,
say:T:ajP great ascetic follow:cp  shadow like
ponnin  md  nakarp purica ninfk-in-dn.
gold:oBL great town  surrounding:wall leave:T:35G.M
[...] Following the (above-)mentioned great ascetic like a
shadow, he left the outer wall of the great golden city (be-
hind).”
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The -1- verbs in lines (a) and (c) encode discrete sequential events, The
verb carried, however, repeated twice in line (b), expresses a situation
which is logically contemporaneous with the events in (a) and {c) — that is,
Rama is understood as carrying the bow throughout. In the Old Tamil sys-
tem, a background clause of this type would be encoded by -p- or by means
of a non-finite form, i.¢. to contrast it with the event sequence. In Middle
Tamil, the same finite -1- form is used for clavses of both types; as a conse-
quence, the functional contrast between events and non-events is partially
neutralized. In general, the -1- form during this period appears 1o be on its
way t0 becoming the base form of narration, a function conventionally
associated with past tense (Fleischman 1990, Herring 1985). These exten-
sions in the use of -7- foreshadow the more extreme changes to the tense-
aspect system attested in Modern Tamil.

7. Modern Tamil

Modern Tamal differs from the carlier stages of the language in three
basic respects. First, the frequency of finite verbs has continued to rise: as
Table 2 shows, | out of 2.4 lines, or nearly half of all lines of text, contains
a finite verb, each of which {with the exception of a few invariant forms) is
formally marked for tense {-1- “past”, -p- “luture”™, or -KINR- “present”).
Second, -Kink- has replaced -T- as the most popular narrative tense, a
change which reflects the growing use of the “historical present” as the base
tense of narration for story types such as folk tales and plot summaries
(Herring 1985, 1991). Finally, and most significantly for the purposes of this
investigation, Modern Tamil makes regular use of three compound auxil-
iary constructions — -VITU-, -KONTIRU-, and -IRU- — to express the aspec-
tual notions “perfective”, “continuative™, and “perfect™, respectively.
When such avxiliaries are used, tense is obligatorily encoded on the verb;
there are no restrictions on any tense co-occurring with any aspect. It would
seem, then, that Modern Tamil has resolved the tensefaspect tension
characteristic of the earlier stages of the language by creating two formally
distinct categories: simple suffixation on the verb for tense, and compound
{verb + auxiliary) constructions for aspect.

Functionally speaking, however, there is evidence that the change has
not yet carried through to completion. The use of simple finite forms still
reveals traces of a binary grounding contrast, the only difference being that
-KINR-, tather than -p-. now represents the imperfective, background
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member of the contrast. In the following passage, taken from a contempo-
rary performance of a traditional epic, simple “eventive” -1- forms alternaic
with a static, “background” -KINR-:

(13} Inta mdrkall matanilé  oru ndl tarma puttivar
this March month:LoC one day Dharma Putra

pifai  elldm mupi-tt-ar. Avarwkku manacule anr
worship all  finish:T3resP he:pat mind:Loc  that: day

orw ennam érpat-t-atu.  [...] appail pou avarukku
one idea  occuriTISGN thus  Quor he:par

OFl eRRam Erpat-r-atu manacule.  Tiraupati
one idea  ocourT3sG.N mind:Loc Dragpadi

aruccunan nakula cakarévarkal ivvalavue  pérum  Kiifa
Arjuna  MNakula Cakadeva:pr this:many people with
iru-kkir- drkal.

be:kimng:Im

‘One March day, Dharma Putra finished his morning wor-
ship. That day, an idea occurred to him. The idea occurred
to him [to invite Krishna to breakfast]. Draupadi. Arjuna,
Nakula and Cakadeva, all these people are with him.’

This pattern of distribution is especially characteristic of traditional epic
narrative performances, which preserve other archaic language features as
well (Herring 1991). At the same time, the texts in the modern sample
attest a different grounding pattern, one which features -viTu- (“perfec-
tive"} in the foregrounding role and -KowTiRU- (“continuative™) in the
backgrounding role, i.e. when the background situation is an ongoing activ-
ity. An example of this contrast is found in the passage in (14}

(14) Kulantai kaiyilé villai efuttu-vif-f-dan. Kaiyilé
child hand:L0C bow:acc take:VITU:T:38G M hand:LOC
vilfai etk kira POt vicuvamittivar
bow:aCC take:KINR-AJP time  Vishvamitra
pakkattilé partt-intu iru-kk-dr.'6
side:LOCEMPH walch: KONTIRU:KINR-3RESP
“The child took the bow in his hands. As he [the child] takes

the bow in his hands, Vishvamitra is watching him from the
side”,
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In this example, -VITU- co-0ccurs with =T-, and -KONTIRU- co-occurs with
-KInR- — the grounding distinction is marked redundantly, as it were. How-
ever, such need not be the case: narratives related exclusively in either past
(-T-) or present (-KINR-) tense still employ aspect marking (-VITU-; -KOM.
TIRL-) to selectively contrast core sequential events and ongoing activities.

Of the two Modern Tamil grounding strategies, the one signalled by
explicit aspectual auxiliaries appears to be gaining in productivity at the
expense of the older strategy signalled by the opposition of simple -T- and
-p- forms. The new compound aspectual forms are restricted in function and
are employed selectively, as were the original grounding markers in Old
Tamil. The functions of the -1- and -p- forms, in contrast, have become
increasingly general, as revealed by the fact that either form can be used to
the exclusion of the other in Modern Tamil to encode situations of all func-
tional types. It is likely that this extension led to the weakening of the
grounding values of the simple forms, already evident in the Middle Tamil
period, and to the subsequent grammaticalization of new grounding mar-
kers — the aspectual auxiliaries — to take their place.

8. Functional stability

That the new aspects express already existing functions cannot be
doubted. There are striking parallels between the Old Tamil “tenses” and
the Maodern Tamil aspects in terms of both function and distribution. Old
Tamil -1- and Modern Tamil -viTu- both signal dynamic, sequential events
which are central to the narrative plot — that is, primary or “core™ events.
Extracting only the -viTu- marked clauses from a Modern Tamil text pro-
duces a summary of the basic plot, as for example the following collection
of clauses from a traditional “Bow Song” performance relating how a voung
god, Kattavaraya Swiami, came to suffer a curse:

(15) a. *]...] Kattavaraya Swiami took the silk dress of the youngesi
maiden in his hand and hid it in a tamarind tree.

b. [She| got very worried.

c.  She commited suicide.

d. Thinking “I must no longer live™, she commited suicide.

e. Lord Shiva came to Kanji Forest.

f.  He cursed [Kiattavariya Swami], saying, “Go |burn] to ashes

at the immortal burning ground.”™
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With the exception of the two -viTu- marked clauses in (¢} - {d) which reit-
crate the event of the suicide (the peak event of the episode, and hence
rhetorically highlighted by repetition (Longacre 1981), this sequence con-
stitutes a concise summary of the events of the story, similar to sequences of
finite -T- marked clauses in Old Tamil (ef. ex. (4)).

The parallels between the Modern and the Old Tamil functional sys-
tems emerge even more clearly when we compare modern retellings of the
Cilappatikaram story with the 5th century version. In the Old Tamil exam-
ple (2), Kovalan's violent murder is foregrounded by the use of finite -1-
forms. In the modern retelling below, the same events — the death blows
— are also foregrounded. but the form now associated with this function is
“VITU-.

(16} Rijd cilampai  vdfaki  pdr-ti-dn. Tannifaiva
king anklet:acc receive look:T:ascm self:GEN

rdnivinutaiva cilampum inta cilampum iranfum  onni
queen:GeN  anklet:and this anklet:and two:and one

pila tdn  iru-kk-u. “Inta porkollan colratu
like empPH be:kink:asG N this  goldsmith say:ive

wpmai’ appai oy maenacilé namp-in-an.

truth  thus  ouoT mind:Loc believe:T:35G.M
Kavalarkalai kappit-t-an. “lvan vitlé cilampai
guard:PL:ACC call:T:356.M his  house:Loc anklet:acc
tirudan  frukkdn; avanat nifikal
be:kmR:3sGM he:act vou:pl

tirnting
steal:T:AjP thief
kogru vdrufikal” appati nua  mudlard
kill  come:amperl thus  OUOQT manner

coll-if-1-dn. Kavelali pd-n-dn.  Kdvalamai

say:VITUT:3SGM guard  goT3sGm Kovalan:aco

kolai  kalanilé koniu pdy, kaluttai

murder ground:Loc take:Cp goicr throat:acc

veri-it-i-an. Talaivai  vet-it-1-dn fvad ifika
cut:vITUT:35G. M head:acc cutviTuT:356M he  here
kovalanuiaiva talai vettunnu... kovalan mantin Akirar
Kovalan:GEN head cut:cr Kovalan die:T3sG.ms fact
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kannakikku  reriy-ar-atu,
Kannaki:DAT be known:KINR3SGN

‘The king took the anklet and examined (-1-) it. His queen’s
anklet and this anklet are (-Kivr-) exactly the same. He
became convinced {-1-) in his mind that the goldsmith was
speaking the truth. He summoned (-7-) his guards. “The
thief who stole the anklet is in [the goldsmith’s] house; kill
him and return”, thus he spoke (-7-, -viTU-). The guard went
off {-1-). He took Kovalan to the execution ground and cut
his throat (-1-, -viTu-). He cut off his head {-T1-, -viTU-). He
cut off Kovalan's head here... and Kannaki kmows {-Kingr-)
that Kovalan is dead.”

In both the modern and the original versions, the events of the sword enter-
ing Kovalan's body and then piercing through to the other side (i.e. sever-
ing his head) are forecgrounded, presumably because of their inherent
dramatic interest, The pivotal clause in which the king commands Kova-
lan's death is also foregrounded in the modern version.!” Note also the sys-
tematic alternation between -1- for sequential events, and -KiNk- for
descriptive states in this passage (no ongoing activities are described, hence
there are no -KONTIRU- forms).

The Old and Modern Tamil foregrounding forms are not only similar
in function, but each appears with a similar frequency in the narrative sam-
ples. Table 2 shows that one out of 13 lines (7.6%) of the Cilappatikdram
contains a finite -1- verb, as compared with 1:14 lines (7.2%) containing a
finite verb marked with -viTU- in the modern oral sample. Similarly, while
the functional correspondence between Old Tamil -p- and Modern Tamil
“KONTIRU- is not exact (OT “imperfective” -p- includes the ModT “con-
tinuative™ -KONTIRU-, but is broader in function), the overall frequency of
the two forms is again remarkably similar: 1:50 lines (2.0%) of text in the
Cilappatikdram have -p-, and 1:46 lines (2.2%) of text in the modern narra-
tives have -KONTIRU-.

This statistical correspondence is, I would assert, not just simple coin-
cidence. Rather, it suggests a preference on the part of the Tamil language
to overtly signal the two poles of the grounding contrast sparingly, to signal
foreground clauses more often than background clauses, and to encode cer-
tain kinds of contrasts (e.g. core events vs. secondary events) as opposed to
others. Table 3 shows how the functions discussed here are preserved from
one historical period 1o the next, even as the associated forms change.
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Table 3: Discourse funcions of verbal forms in Tamil narrative

Old Tamil Middle Tamil Modern Tamil
Secondary events non-finite «T= -T-
FG
Primary events T= -T- =WITLI-
Situations in progress; -P= ~KINE- “KONTIRL-
persistent situations [vs. non-fintte)
States/activities: o -P- <KINR-
BG introduces quotes {vs. non-finite)
Habitual situations =P= -P- -P-

{vs. non-finite)

As table 3 shows, not only does the Tamil language encode a fore-
ground/background distinction at each stage; it also preserves more idiosyn-
cratic functional features. Although the means of signaling this distinction
shifts from -T- to -VITU-, primary events are selectively distinguished from
the overall event sequence in both Old and Modern Tamil (in contrast, for
example, with languages such as French and Russian, which tend to “fore-
ground” plot-line events categorically (Hopper 1979h, 1982)). In the
background (BG) domain, the same form that describes ongoing states and
activities is also used 1o introduce quoted material; this is true at all three
stages, despite the fact that the form associated with the set of functions
changes from -p- to -King-. Finally, the language is consistent in associating
situations in progress at the time of some reference point with duration or
persistence over time, even as the means of expressing this combination of
meanings shifted from -p- to -KINR- to -KONTIRU-. In all, the language dis-
plays an impressive consistency on the functional level, despite fifteen cen-
turies of evolution and surface change.

The underlying set of functional contrasts, when viewed as a more of
less unified system, can be seen to have played an important role in shaping
the evolution of the categories of tense and aspect in Tamil. The evidence
presented here suggests that the so-called “tense” forms in Old Tamil were
indeed aspectual in function, as Zvelebil claimed. With the generalization
of -1- to signal past events — and eventually, past situations of all types —
in the Middle Tamil period, however, the selective foregrounding impact of
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the form was lost, The introduction of a new form, -KiNg-, further under-
mined the original binary contrast. Middle Tamil found itself with an emer-
gent three-way tense system, but with a weakened ability 1o signal ground-
ing relationships in text, a functional need that was fulfilled by the creation
of the modern aspectual auxiliaries. Moreover, the genesis of -KINR- itself
can be seen as an attempt to contrast specifically progressive situations with
other types of background information, i.e. as a subtype of imperfective
aspect, rather than as a tense per se; this distinction is maintained in the
modern language as well (by means of -kONTIRU-). The discourse-based
analysis developed here thus sheds light on two of the most important cur-
rent issues in Tamil historical grammar: the origins of aspectual auxiliaries
{(Herring, Forthcoming; Steever 19584}, and the genesis of the present tense
(Rajam 1Y83; Steever 1989; Zvelebil 1971).

It also raises important questions for the study of language change.
Why do some languages prefer certain categories and contrasts, to the point
of renewing them, sometimes again and again? What determines which
categories are renewed? What are the mechanisms by means of which func-
tional stability 1s maintained? This last question is an especially critical one,
since we must also account for discontinuous encoding of a contrast, as in
the distinction between primary and secondary events in Tamil, which
appears to have been encoded weakly, at best, during the Middle Tamil
perind.

How is knowledge of an earlier functional system transmitted through
time? Explanations can be adduced which evoke both cognitive and social
factors. Slobin (1990} implies that the seed of a functional category is inher-
ent in the language itself, waiting to be acquired by the child speaker; this
view, however, begs the question of how the category arose in the language
in the first place. Alternatively, we may imagine that the system of con-
trasts is determined by the culture and experiences of speakers, in ling with
Du Bois' claim that “languages code best what speakers do most™ (19587:
851); it is not immediately evident, however, what kinds of culture-specific
experiences correlate with functional distinctions such as those between
primary and secondary events, etc. A third possibility is that grammatical
distinctions from an carlier period may be conseiously reintroduced into the
language by literate speakers, as happened in the 17th century with verhal
agreement and accusative case marking in Sinhala (De Silva 1974), The
Sinhala situation differs from that for Tamil, however, in that the original
linguistic markers were reintroduced in Sinhala as well, rather than
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recreated to serve an older function. Finally, lapsed or weakened distine-
tions may be uncomsciously acquired by the general population through
repeated exposure to traditional discourse varieties that make use of
archaic forms of the language. There is circumstantial support for this latter
explanation in Tamil: traditional oral narrative performances have been a
primary means of instruction and entertainment throughout the history of
the language, and they conventionally preserve archaic linguistic usage
(Herring 1991; Zvclehil 1990b). While it is bevond the scope of the present
study to argue in depth for a particular cognitive or socio-historical explana-
tion of the Tamil facts, it should be evident that the questions raised by
functional stability call for further exploration, much of it into areas where
the traditional methodology of historical linguistics does not allow us to
venture.

Although it has proven fruitful to apply discourse analytic methods to
the historical problem identified here. a word of caution is appropriate. For
obvious reasons, only methodologies demonstrated through extensive
cross-linguistic research to identify basic functional tendencies can rehiably
be applied to the analysis of diachronic change. Given that the systematic
investigation of “discourse grammar” is a recent phenomenon, methods as
well-demonstrated as those for narrative grounding are rare. Yet the fact
that discourse-functional analysis may provide insight into problems of his-
torical linguistics ought rightly to supply impetus for further work in this
field. The study of underlying functional structures in discourse, in addition
to being of interest in its own right, may ultimately prove crucial to an
understanding of how languages change.
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NOTES

An carlier version of this paper was presented at the International Conference on Histor-
ical Linguistics. Amsterdam, August 15, 1991 My thanks 1o Suzanne Fleischman, Paul
Hopper, Walluce Chafe, and especially to Nigel Vincent for commenting helplully on the
preliminary written version

This phenomenon was first noted by Meillei {1958), who employed the term “renouvelle-
ment” to descrbe the grammaticalization of new forms (0 preserve old functions. Ben-
veniste {1968} distinguishes between “innovating” and “conservative” mutations, citing as
an example of the latter 1ype the preservation of the categery “fulure tense” in Komance,
despite changes in the category's formal means of expression over time, Mare recently,
Harris {1986} has argued for the stability of the underlying semantic domain of condition-
ality in Romance, and & number of studies have discussed the preservation of the proxi-
malidistal deictic distinction in French demonstratives (Fouler 1954; Perret 1988, 199];
Price 1964, 1971 Smith 1988).

The Old Tamil period ranges from the carlicst aiested documents in the Tamil scripe.
around the Ind century B.C., to the end of the Sangam (or Classical) period atound the
oth century A [

Herring (1991, Forthcoming): for a contrasting view, of, Steever {1954)

The prim."ipal allnm:-rphs of the “past™ -T- are -r-, -f, sl sine, dand final consonnnt
doubling: those for “futurenon-past™ «f- are -p, pE-, 1=, -Lm.

Lvelebil himself. in alluding to the problem m his recent wntings {1990z: 30), is no more
conclusive than in his onginal speculations nearly 30 vears earlier

“Discourse analysis” in this sense is also known as “text linguistics” in the European tradi-
tion that includes scholars such as vam Dijk (1977), Petdfi {1979), and de Beaugrande and
Dyressler (1981).

The core narrative sequence of Cilappatikaram is contained i the first and second
kdgngams ('books’) of a three kdnem sequence. The third Kdesarer is more didactic than
HArEaTive 1N nature.

The two episodes are the stery of the hero Rama's childhood lewding up to his marriage,
and the awakening of the demon Kumpakarna,

“Perfective aspect™ in Modern Tamil encodes o view of a situation as » discrete, com-
peted whole, while “perfect aspect” typically refers 10 o completed situation with con-
tinuing or current selevance, As the functions of the perfect are not associated with
grounding. the category is not discussed further in this amicle: a detaibed discussion of ity
functions can be found in Herring (1991, section 6.3).

Finite verbal forms in directly quoted dialogue were excluded from this coune,

See Zvelebil (Zvelebil, Glasov and Andronov 1967; Zvelebil 1990a) on the development
in Old Tamil of finite verhs from “appellative™ nouns, e, vanidn one (396 0 who came”
> ‘he came’,
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12, The following abbreviations are used in the glosses:
Irese dnd person respectful®

AP ‘wdjectival participle” P ‘participial noun®
e ‘conjunctive participle’ quaT  ‘guotative’

IRL ‘perfect aspect’ 1 ‘perfective/past’
KINR ‘present tense” (See main text) {sex main text)
KONTIRU “contimuative aspect’ VITU ‘perfective aspect”
H ‘neuter’ WM “werbal noun’

P ‘imperfective/non-past/

future® {see main text)

13, According to this interpretation, the focus of the passage is on the actions of the young
woman, e.g. ‘she put on great jewels in order to accompany him who was adorned with
garlands, and as he mounted his mule. she climbed into her ox-cart”.

14, In the free English translations, | adopt the practice of translating -T- forms as past tense,
and -p- and <KINR- forms a5 present tense, in an attempt to preserve the systematic flavar
of the contrast between the Tamil forms. This practice should not be taken o imply that
the Tamil forms and the English tenses are functionally equivalent.

15, KIMR- s more frequent in dependent clauses, e.g. in adjectival participle (ajF) form (see
example (6)).

16.  In spoken Tamil, the form -konTiRu- has, among others, the variants -kifir-, -kifiu ire,
impirns, and fnpu e (the last two in Brahmin dialects). Other modifications in mformal
speech include the deletion of the initial -v- of -vimu-, and the realization of -KiNg- as
<k )kir-, «(klke-, -kk-, or -r-.

17, A well-known controversy surrounds the imerpretation of the king's command, Did he
say, “Kill him and return”™ (kogre wd), or “Bring him™ (konfn vd@)? I the latter, then the
king's honor is less seriously compromised, since Kovalan's death would have been the
result of 8 misunderstanding, The narrator is aware of the significance of the King's com-
mand, and foregrounds it by employing a perfective form,
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