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Philippe Étienne Ducler (1778-1840) 
[Lola Vaissaire Master dissertation]

• Born in 1778 in Paris, in a family of master 
ribbon makers.

• Joined the French Navy in 1814.

• 1816-1818: accompanied the Duke of 
Luxembourg to Brazil.

• 1819: assigned in Guadeloupe.

• 1823: assigned in Pondicherry.

• 1824: reached India; appointed administrator of 
Karikal. 

• 1831: left Karikal for medical leave.

• 1833: assigned to Cherbourg. 

• 1835: assigned to Dunkirk

• 1840: died, presumably of tropical disease. 

Government garden, Karikal
BnF Indien 744



BnF Acquistions Register, July 22nd, 1833



Collection de Manuscrits Indiens Sur Olles

en Caractères Tamouls & de Gouaches

achetés pour le prix de 8000 fr



The Palm-leaf Manuscripts
The Copyist

Burnouf 1832, p. 85:

Un savant Hindou, employé au service du gouvernement français, avait
commis une faute grave dont l’autorité supérieure exigea le châtiment :
l’Hindou fut condamné à huit ans de réclusion, et ce fut M. Ducler, au
service duquel il avait passé plusieurs années, qui eut le regret de faire
exécuter contre lui la sentence. Mais pour en adoucir la rigueur, et pour
tirer parti des vastes connaissances de cet homme, M. Ducler le
chargea de copier les ouvrages les plus estimés de la littérature
brahmanique, et eut en même temps la générosité de lui allouer un
salaire que l’étendue de ce travail fit monter à une somme très
considérable.



Karikal jail
BnF Indien 744



The Palm-leaf Manuscripts
The Copyist

Des Brahmanes instruits eurent la permission d’entrer dans la prison du 
condamné, et de mettre à sa disposition tous les ouvrages dont M.  
Ducler désirait la copie. C’est à cette heureuse idée qu’est due la plus 
belle Collection tamoule que nous ayons vue en France. Elle se compose 
de quarante manuscrits, transcrits sur des olles que M. Ducler fit venir à 
cet effet de Ceylan, copiés avec une régularité et un soin remarquables, 
paginés à la fois avec les chiffres malabar, et à la manière européenne, 
en un mot disposés de manière à ce que l’examen et l’étude en soit 
aussi facile que le comporte la forme propre aux manuscrits indiens. 
Chaque ouvrage est accompagné d’une note en français, qui en indique 
le contenu d’une manière sommaire.



The Palm-leaf Manuscripts

35 palm leaf manuscripts:

• 12 single-text manuscripts

• 6 multi-text manuscripts

• 17 manuscripts = 5 multi-volume works

Total = 43 different works.

A representative Tamil collection.



The Tamil Palm-leaf Manuscripts: 
Literary texts

Naiṭatam (2 copies)

Pāratam (in 2 vols.), Kamparāmāyaṇam (in 7 vols.)

Kantapurāṇam (in 4 vols.), Kacikāṇṭam, Periyapurāṇam, 
Tiruviḷaiyāṭaṟpurāṇam

Pañcatantirakkatai + Nālumantirikkatai

Tirukkuṟaḷ (3 copies), didactic works (15 in a MTM) with a syllabary

MTM: Aruṇācalapurāṇam + Tamiḻ Aṟiyum Perumāḷ Katai + Viṟaliviṭutūtu

2 “tragedies”: Istākkiyār Vācakappā, Mārkkāṇṭanāṭakam



The Tamil Palm-leaf Manuscripts
Treatises, etc.

Naṉṉūl (in 2 vols.)

Tivākaram

Caturakarāti (in 2 vols.)

Kiṟakacintāmaṇi, Uḷḷamuṭaiyāṉ (astrology)

1 MTM: Eṇṇilakkam + Kaṇakkātikāram (arithmetics)

Akattiyar Vākaṭam (medical)

1 MTM: Pañcaticappirakaraṇam + Piramāṉupavavivēkamuttiram + 
Ñāṉācīvavātakkaṭṭaḷai (philosophy)



The Sanskrit Palm-leaf Manuscripts

Dharmaśāstra (in 2 vols.). Not yet found in BnF collection.

Yajurveda Taittirīyasaṃhitā.



The Covers



The Parallel Tamil & Arabic Foliations

BnF Indien 249



Title Pages: Tirukkuṟaḷ

BnF Indien 51

BnF Indien 53



BnF Indien 239

BnF Indien 249

BnF Indien 290

BnF Indien 91



BnF Indien 229: Caturakarāti, vol. 2



BnF Indien 333: Kācikāṇṭam



BnF Indien 412: MTM (2 katais)



BnF Indien 386: 
MTM (syllabary + 15 didactic works)



BnF Indien 44:
MTM (Pañcaticappirakaraṇam + 
Piramāṉupavavivēkamuttiram + 
Ñāṉācīvavātakkaṭṭaḷai)



BnF Indien 299:
MTM (Aruṇācalapurāṇam + Tamiḻ Aṟiyum
Perumaḷ Katai + Viṟaliviṭutūtu)



BnF Indien 279-285: 
MVM (Kamparāmāyaṇam)

Uttaraśrīrāmāyaṇam = 
Uttarakāṇḍa

Pālakāṇṭam = Bālakāṇḍa



BnF Indien 495 (Istākkiyār Vācakappā)

Photo by Margherita Trento



BnF Indien 495 (Istākkiyār Vācakappā)

Photo by Margherita Trento



BnF Indien 495 (Istākkiyār Vācakappā)

Photo by Margherita Trento



Not the famous “Ezourvedam”

but the Yajurveda Taittirīyasaṃhitā

BnF Sanscrit 290



Internal dates 
from Ducler manuscripts



BnF Indien 53, Tirukkuṟaḷ, 1829 CE

f219r7: caṟuvatāri {varuṣam} paṅkuṉi {mācam} 21 {tēti} {pcs} 
putavāranāḷ tiruvaḷḷuvar urai Eḻuti muṭittēṉ {pcl}

“[In the] Caṟuvatāri year [Skt. Sarvadhārin, i.e. CE 1828-1829, 1768-
1769, 1708-1709, etc.], Paṅkuṉi month [March-April], day 21, a 
Wednesday, I have finished writing the commentary on Tiruvaḷḷuvar.”



BnF Indien 228-229,
Caturakarāti, 1828 CE

BnF Indien 229, title page, verso: 

1001 8 100 2 10 8-m āṇṭu novempuṟu {mācam} 10 8 {tēti} tuvakkam

“In the year 1828, November month, day 18, beginning [of copy]”



BnF Indien 250, Naiṭatam, ??

folio 337r6-7:

kara {varuṣam} Āṉi (337r7) {mācam} 2 10 6 {tēti} maṅkaḷavaṟāmum ti-
ruvoṇa-naṭcattiramuṅ kūṭiya tiṉattil eḻuti muṭintatu {pcs}

“In the Kara year [Skt. Khara, i.e. CE 1831-1832, 1771-1772, 1711-1712, 
etc.], Āṉi month [June-July], day 26, a Tuesday, on the day when 
occurred [literally: “joined”] the nakṣatra Tiruvōṇam [Skt. Śravaṇā], 
writing was completed.”



BnF Indien 53: Ducler



BnF Indien 327, 
Kantapurāṇam 4 of 4, 1830 CE 

U2, f163v5:

kāntam eḻuti niṟaveṟittutu {pcl} vikuṟati {varuṣam} Āṭi {mācam} 3 {tēti} 1000 
8 100 3 10 {varuṣam}

“The Kāntam [i.e. the Kantappurāṇam] was fully copied. [In the] year Vikuṟati
[Skt. Vikṛti], Āṭi month [July-August], day 3, year 1830.”



BnF Indien 333, Kācikāṇṭam, 1739 CE

U4, f267r5-7:

kācivicuvaṉāta-cuvāmiyār kiṟupā-kiṭāṣcattiṉālē Avaruṭai(f267r6)ya
kātaiyākiya kācikāṇṭan tutaṅki – Eḻuti vara 1000 7 100 3 10 9 – Āṇṭu
vāykāci {mācam} 10 1 tēti kuruvāra-nāḷuñ cōti(f267r7)naṭcettiramum
pakkan [i.e. pakṣam] tiṟaiyōteciyum riḻapa-mukirttamum [i.e. riṣapa-
mukurttam] Irāṣcata-vēḷaiyum [i.e. irāṭcaca-vēḷai] ākiya puṇṇiya-tiṉattilē
mutal-āka muṟṟum



Translation and interpretation by G. Ciotti & 
M. Franceschini

“As he began to copy (tutaṅki eḻuti vara) the Kācikāṇṭam, which is the 
poem of Kācivicuvaṉātacuvāmiyār, thanks to [Kācivicuvaṉātacuvāmiyār’s] 
benevolent side-glances, [the Kācikāṇṭam] was completed – first thing 
(mutal āka) – on the auspicious (puṇṇiya-) day in which occur the year 
1739, the month of Vāykāci, the 11th day, the day of Thursday, the 
constellation of Cōti, the thirteenth day of the [bright] fortnight (pakkam, 
i.e. pakṣam), the mukirttam of Riḻapa (i.e. riṣapa-mukurttam) and the 
vēḷai of Irāṣcata (i.e. irāṭcaca-vēḷai).”

DATE = 1739, Vāykāci, 11, Thursday, cōti (=svāti/cuvāti, 15th) nakṣatra, 
pakṣa, 13th tithi: 10 May 1739 (all elements agree)



BnF Indien 412,
MTM (Pañcatantirakkatai + Nālumantirikkatai), 1828 CE

U2, f[1]r, c3, 6-7 (date for Pañcatantirakkatai only)

1000 8 100 2 10 8 m {varuṣam} ḻuliyēt=tu {mācam} 2 10 {tēti} Eḻuti
muṭintatu {pcl}

“In the year 1828, July month, day 20, writing was completed.”



BnF Indien 495, 
Istākkiyār Vācakappā, 1829 CE

1000 8 100 2 10 9 āṇṭu

avuṟiyēl {mātam} 9 {tēti} {pcs}

“In the year 1829,

April month, day 9.”

Photo by Margherita Trento



Internal dates from Ducler manuscripts

Shelfmark Date system CE

Indien 333 CE (āṇṭu) + Jovian cycle (varuṣam) 1739, May 10th

[NB: date of master copy?]

Indien 250 Jovian cycle (varuṣam) 1831-1832, 1771-1772, 1711-
1712, etc., June-July
[NB: not Ducler copyist’s hand?] [NB: date of master copy?]

Indien 412 CE (varuṣam) 1828, July 20th

Indien 229 CE (āṇṭu) 1828, November 18th

Indien 53 Jovian cycle (varuṣam) 1829, March-April

Indien 495 CE (āṇṭu) 1829, April 9th

Sanscrit 290 Jovian cycle (varuṣam) 1829, September-November

Indien 327 Jovian cycle (varuṣam) + CE (varuṣam) 1830, July-August 



BnF Indien 324

BnF Indien 51BnF Indien 327

The Descriptive Notes in French



Note to BnF Indien 295 Catalogue des manuscrits tamouls de la Bibliothèque royale 
rédigé par M. Velanguani Arokium de Pondichery. Février 
1845. (NAF 5443)

Burnouf 1832, p. 84



Not the famous “Ezourvedam”

but the Yajurveda Taittirīyasaṃhitā

The Copyist:
Colophon of BnF Sanscrit 290



Date
Beginning
of Copy

U3, f[1]v2-3:

virodhināmasaṃvatsaraṃ kanyāmāsaṃ dvitīyyadinaṃ saumyavāsaraṃ
kṛṣṇapakṣaṃ caturthi aśvinīnakṣatram inda śubhadinattil divi
pañcaviṃśatighaṭikayil vedaṃ saṃhītāpustakaṃ kṛṣṇan· (f[1]v3) lekhiri
Āraṃbhiccadu

“The year named Virodhin [1829-1830, 1769-1770, 1709-1710, etc.], the 
month of Kanyā, second day, Monday, 4th of the dark fortnight, nakṣatra Aśvini, 
on that auspicious day, during daytime [divi?] the 25th ghaṭikā, Kṛṣnaṉ started 
writing the book of the Saṃhitā of the Veda.”



Date
End of Copy

U4, f342v1-2:

virodhināmasaṃvatsaraṃ tulāmāsam ekonatriṃśad dinaṃ guruvaraṃ
kṛṣṇapakśaṃ dvitīyyai rohiṇīnakṣatrattil Idaṃ vedaṃ samhītāpustakaṃ
surakhraḍhi kṛṣṇan· sva(f342v2)hastattunāl samāptamānadu

“The year named Virodhin, the month of Tulā, twenty-ninth day, Thursday, 2th

of the dark fortnight, in the nakṣatra Rohiṇī, Kṛṣnaṉ completed by his own 
hands the book of the Saṃhitā of the Veda.”



Written between

Virodhin year, Kanyā month (September-October), second day, 
Monday, 4th of the dark fortnight

and

Virodhin year, Tulā month (October-November), twenty-ninth day, 
Thursday, 2th of the dark fortnight

So less than two solar months for 343 folios.

By a copyist named Kṛṣṇa



Non-Ducler by the same Copyist?

Manuscripts of known provenance (but not Ducler) or of unknown
provenance sharing features with Ducler manuscripts:

• Same type of woodcovers

• Same type of leaves

• Same hand



BnF Indien 54 (Tirukkuṟaḷ, with urai) [Burnouf]



BnF Indien 972 (Tolkāppiyam)
[provenance = M. travers]

Photos by Charles Li



BnF Sanscrit 291
Yajurveda Taittirīyasaṃhitā
[Burnouf acc. to Filliozat]



BnF Indien 54: Burnouf

BnF Indien 972: Travers

BnF Indien 53: Ducler



BnF Sanscrit 613 [provenance unknown]

Photos by Charles Li



The Paintings



Castes et professions de 
l’Inde (Indien 743)

Divinités et souverains 
de l’Inde (Indien 74)

Cérémonie religieuses 
de l’Inde (Indien 746)



BnF Indien 744






