L2/09-057

Malayalam: Valid combining mark contexts
(Re: L2/08-411)
Cibu Johny <cibu@google.com> 2009-01-08

Update 1: South Asia Subcommittee Report (L2/08-411)
E.2.2
Recommendation:
• uses of the chandrakalla sign for purposes other than a dead consonant should
be clarified by the proposer; it is possible that U+0D4D MALAYALAM SIGN
VIRAMA is not the most appropriate character to use in those contexts
• document in the standard that Malayalam base characters, dashes, digits, dotted
circle and no-break space are appropriate bases for Malayalam combining
characters, and that multiple right-side combining marks can be attached.
Response from the author
Even though the primary use of Chandrakkala sign is to remove inherent vowel from a
Malayalam consonant, there are other secondary usages as well. For example, it is
currently combined with U SIGN to indicate schwa sound. Example text:

പാലു◌് /paːlə/ meaning 'milk'
Usage of Chandrakkala sign on full vowels is quite similar. Currently in print, it is used to
move the sound of the vowel towards schwa. To reflect the same meaning in Unicode, it
is quite reasonable to allow this secondary usage of Virama over full vowels, just like the
vowel signs. Encoding new characters may not be required.

Introduction
Like in rest of the Indic, Vowel signs, Anuswara and Virama in Malayalam are combining
marks that needs to have a valid base letter. Implementations support following <Base,
Combining Mark> sequences as valid(see table below). This is in accordance with
Unicode 5.1 view that:
"The virama sign nominally serves to suppress the inherent vowel of the consonant to
which it is applied; it is a combining character..."
"A single consonant or a consonant cluster may have a dependent vowel applied to it to
indicate the vowel quality of the syllable, when it is different from the inherent vowel."

Combining Mark

Base

Example

Vowel Signs

Consonants

വു

Anuswara

Vowels, Consonants, Vowel
Signs

എം, വം, വും

Virama

Consonants, U-sign

ക്, കു◌്

Extra contexts
However, other sequences are involving these combining marks are in use as shown in
the scans attached to this document. To support that, we need to expand the valid bases
for each combining mark with following cases:
Combining Mark

Base

Reference in Scan

AA-Sign

Vowel signs, Digits, Dashes

D, F

II-Sign, UU-Sign

On itself(II-Sign, UU-Sign)

Anuswara

Virama, Anuswara

B, E

Virama

Vowels, Vowel Signs

A, C

To make implementations simple, all following can be considered valid base for all
Malayalam combining marks:
• Any Malayalam letter
• Dashes
• Digits

Independent Combining Marks
For rare, but valid purposes like in grammar books, there is a need to display combining
marks independent of any visible base. As of today, there is no single valid
implementation precedence is found. So it might be worth while to form a best practice
on this. I am recommending that <any positive width space, combining mark> would
display the combining mark as if it is rendered on a valid base letter.

Scans

