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The Dravidian languages is the eleventh title in the Cambridge Language Surveys series.
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Bhadriraju Krishnamurti, who is one of the world’s leading authorities on comparative Dravidian 

studies, gives an overview of the phonological and grammatical structure of the Dravidian family 

from different aspects. The discussion of historical and comparative phonology is detailed and 

thorough, as are many of the sections on grammar. 

Summary 

Chapter 1 is a good overview of the prehistory and culture of the Dravidians. Speakers of the 

twenty-six (or more) Dravidian languages number over 200,000,000 and are located primarily in 

South Asia. A sketch of the most salient typological features of the Dravidian languages is 

followed by a brief discussion of past and present Dravidian studies, of contacts with Indo-Aryan 

languages, and of possible affinity with other language families. 

Chapter 2 describes the phonology of Dravidian languages. The appendix gives the phonemic 

inventories of twenty-five individual languages. 

Chapter 3 discusses the writing systems of the four literary languages (Telegu, Kannada,
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 Tamil, 

and Malayalam). The writing systems are based on the concept of the “graphic syllable,” which 

has a vowel as the final constituent. Most of the scripts for the non-literary languages are based 

on one of the above-named scripts. 

Chapter 4 is a rather detailed historical and comparative treatment of the phonology. The author 

does not gloss over problems; for example, he says with reference to the reconstruction of a 

pre-consonantal nasal, “it is puzzling that no other language preserves the nasal” (p. 100). 

Chapter 5 describes word formation, including roots, stems, formatives, derivational suffixes, 

and nominal compounds. In Proto-Dravidian, roots were all mono-syllabic “with the canonical 

shape (C)V(C).” Stem formatives “in some languages without any grammatical or semantic 

content” (p. 186) were originally tense and voice markers. 



 

 

Chapter 6 discusses nominals: nouns, pronouns, numerals, and adverbs of time and place. All are 

inflected for case, and all but the adverbs are distinguished for gender and number. Reconstructions 

of the suffixes, pronouns, and numerals are presented as morphological evidence in support of 

the sub-grouping of the Dravidian languages adopted in the book. The chapter concludes with 

paradigms of nominal declension in eleven languages. 

Chapter 7 describes the verb, with special attention to intransitive, transitive, and causative 

stems. Past and non-past tenses are reconstructed for Proto-Dravidian. Gender-number person 

markers agree with the subject NP. A non-finite verb functions as the head of a subordinate 

clause and is based on a past or non-past stem. Negation, imperative, and the durative or 

progressive aspect are discussed. Evidence for reconstructing serial verbs is presented and 

complex predicates and auxiliary verbs are described. 

Chapter 8 discusses adjectives, adverbs, and clitics—parts of speech that are identified mainly 

syntactically. 

Chapter 9 describes briefly the syntax of simple, complex, compound, and minor sentences (such 

as greetings). The unmarked order of constituents is SOV in the Dravidian languages. The author 

lists the following as features that seem to flow from this dominant pattern: adjectives precede 

noun heads, adverbs precede the verbs they modify, complements precede the matrix clauses, 

auxiliaries follow the main verb, and postpositions follow nominals. “Dravidian languages have 

the nominative-accusative pattern with subject-predicate agreement” (p. 421). Although the 

unmarked order is SOV, word order is relatively free, since nominals are marked for case and 

gender-number-person (agreeing with the subject) is marked in the verb. 

Chapter 10 discusses the lexicon of Proto-Dravidian, as well as loanwords from Indo-Aryan and 

other sources. 

Chapter 11 summarizes conclusions from earlier chapters and the sub-groupings adopted in the 

book, namely, South Dravidian I, South Dravidian II, Central Dravidian, and North Dravidian. 

Krishnamurti suggests the probability that the Indus civilization was Proto-Dravidian (p. 501). 

Following a fairly comprehensive bibliography, there is an index of reconstructions and a general 

index. 

Comments 

Some sources list more Dravidian languages than Krishnamurti does. The Ethnologue, for 

example, lists seventy-three (Gordon 2005:20) some of which others would consider dialects of 

one of the languages. 

The general index is the most disappointing part of the book. For example, the verb base and the 

verb stem are discussed in various places but neither appears as a headword in the index. 

The book seems to be remarkably free of typographical errors. There are, however, some 

inconsistencies in the glossing of examples. For example, the suffix -an in (20a) on p. 433 is 



 

 

glossed ‘3msg’ while in (20b) it is glossed ‘3m-sg’. Very often the number of hyphens in the 

gloss line does not match the number in the language cited. 

The use of hyphens and dashes is also inconsistent in section headings such as 7.3.4. Transitive-

causative stems versus 7.3.5. Transitive—causatives… These inconsistencies, however, are 

minor flaws in comparison with the great care with which massive amounts of data were 

assembled, analyzed, and presented in such a way that the reader gains a good overview of the 

phonology and morphosyntax of Dravidian languages, as well as of Proto-Dravidian. It is must 

reading for any linguist interested in the languages of the Indian subcontinent. 

Notes 

1  This long overdue review is written by one with no in-depth knowledge of Dravidian 

languages. 

2  Diacritics, for example the subdot under the “d” of “Kannada”, are omitted in this review. 
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