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Abstract

This research is about the developments in foundry type in the Kannada and Telugu scripts with a 
particular focus on western initiatives. In the Indian sub-continent printing and type making 
initiatives in vernacular languages were undertaken by the western settlers who extended their 
purpose to colonising and evangelising. 

The research aims to identify the factors from the foundry type period that influenced the 
typographic forms of the Kannada and Telugu scripts. In particular, it explores the role of type 
making in the divergence of the Kannada and Telugu scripts, the introduction of modulation and 
stroke contrast, the standardisation of their respective typographic forms, the demands from the 
printing environment on the founts, and how this history can inform current practice.

Using a combination of archival research based on a framework and visual analysis, this 
research explores how the approach adopted by different missions had a direct impact on the 
typographic forms. The research catalogues the typographic differentiation and multi-script 
setting solutions that were adopted during the foundry type period. By identifying and listing the 
foundry types, this research identifies influence from three different writing tools, such as the 
traditional dried palm leaf inscribed with a metal stylus, western tools such as the paper and the 
dip pen, and Islamic writing tools such as the calligraphic pen on paper to transcribe the 
scripts. Inadvertently, it has also located the first book printed in the Telugu language.

By highlighting these influences, the research identifies important historical references 
that might be useful for contemporary practitioners working to increase the typographic richness 
of the two scripts.
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Terminology

As the propagation of printing occurred in Europe surrounding the Latin script, type terminology 
is typically Eurocentric. This research uses the controversial terminology non-Latin, as the term 
deliberately excludes Latin while discussing other scripts that share some similar threads in 
history.1 This research has employed existing type related vocabulary that is used in particular 
reference to the scripts of the Indian sub-continent. Over the past few decades, some 
terminologies concerning Indian scripts have been established with words borrowed from the 
Hindi language. One such example is the term akhand that means unbroken in the Hindi 
language. As established terminologies do not exist in the Kannada and Telugu languages, this 
research does not attempt to introduce new script-specific terminology. Besides, as the design and 
development of Indian scripts is practiced globally by a diverse group of type designers, who may 
or may not be familiar with each of the languages, establishing new vocabulary may add another 
layer of complexity. Therefore to assist in the easy consumption of this research, established type 
related terms are consistently utilised throughout this text. This research has also assumed 
familiarity with type-related terminology and has only defined those that are not commonplace or 
may have a particular implication within this research.

Conjunct consonant is the combination of multiple consonants in a single sort.
Danda is a punctuation mark consisting of a single vertical stroke that marks the end of a 
sentence.
Dialect is a form of language that is specific to a particular social group and different dialects can 
often be mutually intelligible. 
Font refers to a single style of a digital type family. 
Fount refers to a set of types of one particular style and size, particularly from the foundry type 
period. 
Language refers to the spoken language as a method of communication.
Ligatures are a method of rendering multiple letterforms with a single sort.
Script refers to the collection of characters used to write the language. 
Top hat is an embellishment that sits on top of the consonant and denotes the presence of an 
inherent vowel in the Kannada and Telugu scripts.
Type refers to the overall design of the letters. 
Typography refers to the style and appearance of the printed matter.
Vowel marker (matra) is a sign attached to a consonant letter that modifies the inherent vowel 
sound of the consonant.

1. The researchers view on the use of the term non-Latin aligns with that of the opinion posted by Titus Nemeth, in his 
blog: https://tntypography.eu/non-latin/  [Accessed 21 August 2020].



Transliteration scheme

Kannada Telugu

A ! !
Aa " "
I # #
Ii $ $
U % %
Uu & &
E ' '
Ee ( (
Ai ) )
O * *
Oo + +
Au , ,
Ka - -
Kha . .
Ga / /
Gha 0 0
Nga 1 1
Ca 2 2
Cha 3 3
Ja 4 4
Jha 5 5
Nya 6 6
Tta 7 7
Ttha 8 8
Dda 9 9
Ddha : :
Nna ; ;
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Ta < <
Tha = =
Da > >
Dha ? ?
Na @ @
Pa A A
Pha B B
Ba C C
Bha D D
Ma E E
Ya F F
Ra G G
Rra H H
La I I
Lla J J
Va K K
Sha L L
Ssa M M
Sa N N
Ha O O
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CHAPTER 1

Introduction

1.1 The scope and aims of this research

This research examines the foundry type endeavours in the Kannada and Telugu scripts primarily 
focussing on the type founding initiatives by European and American printing establishments that 
operated in the Indian sub-continent during the 19th century. It focuses on a series of founts that 
may help to expand the stylistic models that are based on writing tools in Kannada and Telugu 
typeface design or seems to be decisive in its influence, rather than a comprehensive study of all 
foundry types which were used to support the two scripts. 

The suggestions by William Bright and Stanford Steever that separate scripts for Kannada 
and Telugu were standardised during the 19th century under the influence of printing presses 
established by Christian mission organisations played a pivotal role in defining the scope of this 
research.2 As the Old Kannada script split to form the Kannada and Telugu scripts (discussed in 
subsection 2.c), visually, the two scripts share similarities. The main difference between the 
Kannada and Telugu typographic forms and the scripts is the styling of the top hat and the rules in 
the formation of ligatures and conjunct consonants (Image 1). Therefore this research examines 
the influence of type making on the shaping of the Kannada and Telugu script.

PQRS TRUKS
PQR STKR

Image 1: The river names, Cauvery and Godavari are written using the Kannada (above) and Telugu (below) 
scripts. Observe the subtle difference between the letterforms in the above words. As the two scripts descend 
from the Old Kannada script, they share visual similarities. The primary difference between the two scripts is the 
styling of the top hat and varying rules for the formation of ligatures and conjunct consonants. The top hat in the 
Kannada script is the horizontal stroke that curves upwards and is placed on top f the letterform. In the Telugu 
script, the top hat is shaped like a tick. This text is set using Murty Kannada and Telugu fonts, 36 pt.

Typically, in Kannada and Telugu text typefaces the modulation and stroke contrast is 
applied parallel to the baseline. Comparing some of the foundry types such as those of the Basel 
Mission Press, with 21st-century text typefaces such as Murty Kannada or Adobe Kannada, shows a 
quintessential similarity in the application of this kind of modulation and stroke contrast (Image 2 

2. Bright, William. ‘Kannada and Telugu Writing’ ed. Daniels, Peter T. & Bright, William. The World’s Writing Systems. 
(Oxford University Press, 1996). p.413.
Steever, Stanford B. The Dravidian languages. (London & New York: Routledge, 1998). p.49.



P.13

Image 2: Tulu text printed using Basel Mission Press’s Kannada type reproduced from The Specimen of printing in 
ten different languages at the Basel Mission Press, 1907. In this type, the modulation and stroke contrast is 
applied parallel to the baseline. The image is scaled 670%.

VWGXkNZG< -=[<k

Image 3: Text set using the fonts Murty Kannada (above) and Adobe Kannada Bold (below). The modulation and 
stroke contrast in these two fonts are applied parallel to the baseline similar to that of the Basel Mission types.

and 3). This suggests a possible relationship in modulation and stroke contrast from the foundry 
type period to contemporary text typefaces.

This background led to the main focus question of this research: What factors from the foundry 
type period have been responsible for shaping the typographic forms of the Kannada and 
Telugu scripts? To unpack key considerations that answer the primary question, the following 
aspects were examined:
1. What role did type making play in the divergence of the Kannada and Telugu scripts?
2. When were modulation and stroke contrast introduced to scripts with mono-linearity? What 
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kinds of stress and modulation can be found in foundry type, and where does it draw its influence 
from? 
3. What factors contributed to the standardisation of script specific typographic forms?
4. Did the available typographic palette satisfy the printing requirements?
5. How can the founts from the foundry type period inform current practice?

The approach to achieve these aims begins with identifying the physical location of relevant 
material stored at archives, libraries, museums, and custodial organisation through secondary 
resources and online searches. Subsequently, permissions were acquired and the researcher 
visited the archive and photographed the available sources. These sources may include records, 
diaries, letters, correspondences, negatives, printed materials, and publications. For the type 
analysis, the relevant photographs were systematically categorised and empirical analysis was 
carried out by examining the images. The historical narrative was constructed based on the 
available primary and secondary sources. The research framework will be explained in section 1.3

This research divides the foundry type period in two: the early foundry types (1800 – the 
1820s) and the later foundry types (1830s to 1900s). The main difference between the two periods 
is the recognition of the Kannada script as a separate entity from the Telugu script. During the 
early foundry type period, a few additional alternates to the Telugu types were cut to address the 
requirement of the Kannada script, when applicable. The founts made under the initiatives of 
Francis Whyte Ellis, Vincent Figgins, the Serampore Mission, and the Madras College Press are 
examined under the early foundry type period (Chapter 4). The later foundry type period saw the 
cutting of script specific founts. The Kannada and Telugu fonts of the English type founder, 
Richard Watts, and the Kannada types of the Basel Mission Press are scrutinised in this section 
(Chapter 5). As the American Baptist Mission that served the Telugu speaking areas limited itself 
to evangelical activities, there has not been a comparable equivalent to that of the Kannada founts 
by the Basel Mission Press in the Telugu script.

In the 19th century, as the printing trade grew in the subcontinent, many Indian initiatives 
also commenced printing in the vernacular. However, western3 initiatives were also responsible 
for the introduction of the type making and printing technologies that seems to have had a lasting 
influence on the typographic forms of many vernacular scripts. The researcher is aware that there 
is a foundation to build on the contributions of typefounders from the subcontinent if records 
about their ventures are available for further scrutiny. Additionally, the chosen material was 
limited to the surviving records of type makers and not that of type users. Because of the lack of 
primary resources, this research refers to secondary sources to build the narrative. These 
secondary resources are written from the perspective of western type founders. Unfortunately, 
opposing views about secondary resources are not available for further scrutiny. This research 
may be reflecting the biases of the available resources.

3. This research uses the broad term Western to include missionaries, traders and colonisers, from Europe, Britain 
and America. 
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The time period considered is from the advent of type making for the Telugu script in 1800 by the 
East India Company (eic) civil servant, Francis Whyte Ellis (1777 – 10 March 1819), to the turn of 
the century in 1900, a period characterised by the development of significant foundry type 
endeavours in the Kannada and Telugu scripts. 

The outbreak of the First World War (28 July 1914 – 11 November 1918) and the ensuing 
Second World War (1 September 1939 – 2 September 1945) obstructed missionary activity as 
preponderant western efforts were diverted towards the requirements of the war.4 Key players 
such as the Basel Mission found itself in a pernicious position as its relationship with the English 
Crown was damaged due to the war, and sanctions were laid on their commercial activity leading 
to a decline in Kannada type making and printing endeavours in the Indian sub-continent. 
Though the Basel Mission was Swiss in origin, it comprised a German-speaking majority, that 
contributed to the tensions.5 After the end of the two wars, the independence of the Indian sub-
continent in 1947 saw western settlers leave the geographic region. These events limited the 
majority of the western foundry type making endeavours to that of the 19th century. 

From a technological standpoint, since Gutenberg, the process of type making and 
typesetting essentially remained unchanged for the ensuing five centuries. The 20th century 
witnessed major changes in type-making and typesetting. Hot metal technologies such as the 
Monotype typesetting machine patented by Tolbert Lanston in 1885, the Linotype typesetting 
machine patented by Ottmar Merganthaler in 1884, and others such as Ludlow (e. 1906) and 
Intertype (e. 1911) came to regular use. This change contributed to a re-evaluation of the type 
making and typesetting process to facilitate mechanisation and increase efficiency. Robin Jeffery 
notes that the first Linotype machine was imported to India in 1935.6 However, as foundry type 
endeavours in Kannada and Telugu subsided due to the war, the changing technologies also 
provided another reason to initiate change.

1.2 Situating this research

Academic studies on Kannada and Telugu have concentrated on associated fields that are related 
to typeface design. Notable books from the printing and publishing history perspective are AK 
Priolkar’s, The printing press in India: its beginnings and early developments (1958), B.S. Kesavan’s 
History of Printing and Publishing in India: A story of cultural reawakening, Volume 1, 2 and 3, and J 
Mangamma’s Book printing in India: With Special Reference to the Contribution of European Scholars 
to Telugu 1746 – 1857. Priolkar’s book discusses the initiation of printing in Goa, Bombay, 

4. Barton, James L. ‘The Effect of the War on Protestant Missions.’ The Harvard Theological Review 12. No. 1 (1919). p.1. 
[online] Available at: www.jstor.org/stable/1507910. [Accessed 22 July 2020].
5. Ed. Wendt, Reinhard. An Indian to the Indians? On the initial failure and the posthumous success of the missionary 
Ferdinand Kittel (1832–1903). (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 2006). p.140.
6. Jeffery, Robin. India’s newspaper revolution capitalism, politics and the Indian language press, 1977–99 (C. Hurst & 
Co. Publishers, 2000) p.36.
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Tranquebar, and Bengal and discusses the opposition to the introduction of the printing press in 
the Indian sub-continent. It offers a general overview of the situation and a surface analysis of the 
foundry types. Kesavan’s book is divided into Volume 1: South Indian origins of printing and its 
efflorescence in Bengal, Volume 2: Origins of printing and publishing in Karnataka, Andhra, and 
Kerala, and Volume 3: Origins of printing and publishing in the Hindi heartland. This series 
examines significant presses that were operational in the Indian sub-continent from a language/
script specific lens and covers some information regarding type founding endeavours and is a 
valuable resource on Indian printing. However, it does not attempt to examine the subject from 
the perspective of type history. Mangamma, unlike Priolkar and Kesavan focuses her book solely 
on Telugu printing. She divides her book into sections based on the kind of publications, such as 
scriptures, dictionaries, grammar, and other books, etc, and analyses them extensively based on 
the content. This research draws upon the printing history from these three sources, however, the 
type related information they provide is limited and without visual examples and analysis of types.  

In addition to these three books, this research also found relevant content in other 
publications. Reinhold Grünendahl’s South Indian Scripts in Sanskrit Manuscripts and Prints 
provides the list of written forms with alternates, where applicable for five south Indian scripts 
that include Grantha Tamil, Malayalam, Telugu, Kannada and Nandinagari. Rama Sundari 
Mantena’s The Origins of Modern Historiography in India: Antiquarianism and Philology, 1780–1880 
records the development of empirical historiography in India by examining early colonial archives 
particularly the Mackenzie Collection. Stuart Blackburn’s Print, Folklore, and Nationalism in 
Colonial South India examines the convergence of printing and folklore in colonial south India by 
examining the textualisation of tales that were typically orally transmitted in the Indian sub-
continent. Mantena and Blackburn’s book occasionally discuss types in Indian vernaculars, but the 
information available is not comprehensive for expanding the knowledge base of Kannada and 
Telugu typeface design.

In the 21st century, demands from non-Latin type-design are the need for multi-script compatible 
designs, a typographic palette that can support a range of emotions, along with the option to set 
texts with extensive typographic differentiation. Even with typeface design growing as a 
professional and academic discipline, high-quality fonts catering to the Indian subcontinent are 
limited in number. According to Gerry Leonidas, typography and typeface design are maturing 
into a scholastic field, with academic pathways, organised literature, and an understanding of its 
importance by the wider public.7 This transitioning environment in typeface design brings the 
scripts of the Indian subcontinent to the forefront of the discussion, as there is a pertinent 
requirement to have scholarly resources available to inform practicing typeface designers. This 
quote from the non-Latin typeface designer, and historian Fiona Ross, resonates with the 
typographic standards of the Kannada and Telugu scripts:

7. Leonidas, Gerry. Interview by the Type Journal. Available at: https://typejournal.ru/en/articles/Gerry-Leonidas-
Interview [Accessed 13 January 2020].
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Typeface design and font production occupy vital roles in textual communications yet 
a considerable number of the world’s languages and scripts have hitherto been poorly 
served in this regard: their typographic needs have been addressed by a severely 
limited repertoire of typefaces, a great number of which have been badly produced in 
inappropriate or incompatible font formats that show the legacy of now outmoded 
type-making and composing practices. This situation is often compounded by the 
inferior quality of the typeface designs which are frequently required to function in 
typographic environments for which they were never intended and for which they are 
ill-suited. Unfortunately, in many communities that make use of non-Latin writing 
systems, this has habituated a large readership to accept some sub-standard renditions 
as acceptable typographic norms.8

However, the growing scholarship in typeface design focussing on Indic scripts is being 
continually augmented by doctoral studies. Particularly, three academic studies have been carried 
out by type design practitioners and academics to inform script specific details to the wider type 
design community. This research was partly influenced by the approach followed by these studies, 
and the nature of their influence is discussed below.

Fiona Ross published a revised version of her research, The Printed Bengali Character and 
its Evolution in 1999. Rahul Peter Das comments that this book is an exemplary publication that 
brings an impressive array of qualities to bear upon the subject.9 Ross’s book is thoroughly 
researched focussing on foundry type making endeavours in the Bengali script. It serves as a 
reference for further studies focussing on foundry type endeavours in non-Latin scripts and 
particularly the scripts of the Indian sub-continent. This research draws inspiration on Ross’s 
contribution to Bengali foundry type making particularly in terms of the extensive type analysis 
and aims at serving as a similar reference in the Kannada and Telugu scripts.

Unpublished academic studies such as Uday Kumar's Transformation of Tamil Letterforms 
from Palm Leaf Manuscripts to Early Letterpress Printing, studies the influence of writing tools, ie., 
inscribing with a metal stylus on dried palm leaf, on the evolution of the Tamil script. It also 
examines the transformation of handwritten letterforms to early foundry types and the impact of 
foundry type on the Tamil script. Kumar’s research creates a valuable knowledge base for Tamil 
typeface designers to draw upon. However, this research does not follow Uday Kumar’s 
methodology as this research found the alluring aspect of studying two similar scripts is the ability 
to compare each other and create a foundry type-specific knowledge base for the Kannada and 
Telugu scripts. In order to narrow the scope, this research only examines the importance of writing 
tools when necessary to understand a model that a particular fount was based on.

Vaibhav Singh’s Devanagari Type in the Twentieth Century: Motivations, Imperatives, 
Technology, and the Design Process examines the impact of the 20th-century technological shifts 

8. Ross, Fiona and Shaw, Graham. Non-Latin scripts, from metal to digital type. (St. Brides Library, 2012). p.125.
9. Das, Rahul Peter. The printed Bengali character and its evolution. (Review) [online] Available at: https://
www.academia.edu/29319429/Fiona_G.E._Ross_The_Printed_Bengali_Character_and_its_Evolution._Richmond_Surrey
_Curzon_1999_Review_ [Accessed 13 January 2020].
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till the digital era on Devanagari typography. Singh argues that researching the process is 
informative as it reveals narratives on scientific, social, and political levels rather than focussing 
entirely on technological innovations and its triumphs. This research is similar in its approach as 
it finds narratives from other areas informative, as they were significant in its impact on the 
finished foundry types and eventually the shaping of the typographic form of the Kannada and 
Telugu script. However, in order to focus on the narrative, this research concentrates on a period – 
colonial India.

Other publications from a typographic perspective include the book Non-Latin scripts, from metal 
to digital type by Fiona Ross and Graham Shaw that contain some visual examples of the Kannada 
and Telugu typographic forms. However, this book does not serve as a direct reference to this 
research. Shaw has also published the article, Printing at Mangalore and Tellicherry by the Basel 
Mission, in Libri Volume 27, Issue 1 that touches discusses the operation of the Basel Mission Press. 
This research uses Shaw’s article as a secondary resource to further the discussion on the 
operation of the press. Erin McLaughlin’s unpublished ma dissertation, The typographic 
interpretation of the Telugu and Kannada scripts, is the only paper so far that examines some 
foundry types. However, McLaughlin’s research is perfunctory and does not delve deep into the 
subject. As the specifics of the development of foundry types in the Kannada and Telugu scripts 
have not been comprehensively researched and written about, this research aims at filling the gap 
in the knowledge base. 

1.3 Framework for the research

This research commenced by referring to Stuart Blackburn’s Print, Folklore, and Nationalism in 
Colonial South India to assist in locating primary resources and to get an experience of archival 
research. However, while perusing the actual eic related records at the British Library and the 
Bodleian Library, the University of Oxford, additional material pertaining to the Telugu types that 
were not recorded by Blackburn were discovered. Blackburn presents his research in a storytelling 
way, limiting his narrative in the book and not attempting to cover the subject from the 
perspective of type design, discussing aspects that can inform practice. Based on the cumulative 
finds on Ellis’s Telugu type, a framework was established to assist subsequent research. The 
framework is not comprehensive by nature and is based on the interest of the researcher, aiming 
at viewing the material from the eye of a typeface designer, thus assessing information such as the 
influence of the writing materials to the shape of the letterforms, and the visual quality of  the 
type. The framework aimed to be a generic and amendable based on the finds from subsequent 
research on other type founding endeavours. However, further research did not yield the breadth 
of material that was available about Ellis’s Telugu type. The framework integrates three categories 
of research:
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Historical Perspective:
This category was uncovered by studying primary sources such as diaries, correspondences, and 
records, and on occasion, referring to secondary sources. The historical perspective helps to 
understand the social situation that led to the development of each particular fount. The historical 
perspective draws on Blackburn and Mantena’s narrative on Francis Ellis and aims at discussing 
each of the type founding endeavours in sufficient depth, therefore the following considerations 
help in providing a framework.
1. The circumstances that lead to the requirement of the fount 
2. The people involved in the type making endeavour 
3. The challenges faced by the particular initiative 
4. The cost of making the type

Description of the type: 
A type description was constructed using photographed images of books and type specimens 
typeset with a particular fount. This information helps in establishing scholarly knowledge from a 
type design perspective on each of the founts evaluated by this research. This section is based on 
Ross’s evaluation of Bengali types.
1. Source of the design 
2. Language coverage 
3. Character repertoire 
4. Sizing 
5. Character variations (alternates) 
6. Proportions of the font 

Cumulative observations: 
The founts that this research examined were compared against each other to build a chronicle on 
the developments in the Kannada and Telugu typographic forms from 1800 till 1900. Combining 
the experience of typeface design with existing literature, this research found the following 
parameters to be of significance to this research.
1. Typographic texture 
2. Stroke modulation and stress 
3. Usage of numerals and punctuations 
4. Method of composition –including ligature and conjunct formation, conjunct consonant 
placements, spacing, kerning, leading, etc 
5. Multi-lingual script settings, if any 

1.4 Organisation of chapters

This research is organised into seven chapters including the introduction and conclusion. 
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The introductory chapter establishes the scope and aims of this research, situates this 
research amongst other literature, and establishes the organisation of each chapter. It also 
discusses the research questions, explains the motivations and lists the adopted methodology and 
framework, and touches upon the limitations and bias of this research.

Chapter two focuses on introducing the Kannada and Telugu languages and scripts. The 
aim of this chapter is to inform on the basic functioning of the two scripts and the inherent 
challenges that type founders might have faced in casting them as foundry type. It examines the 
descent of the Kannada and Telugu script from the Brahmi script, the forerunner of many South 
Asian scripts. It gives an account of the linguistic aspects of the Kannada and Telugu scripts, such 
as the typology of writing, the articulatory phonetics, and the behaviour of the two scripts. Finally, 
it discusses the traditional writing materials that were used to write these two scripts.

Chapter three introduces the advent of printing in the Indian subcontinent. As this 
research has identified the first book printed in the Telugu language by western missionaries, and 
to accommodate this significant find, this chapter discusses significant western printing and 
publication units that printed in the Kannada and Telugu scripts. It aims at establishing a 
relationship between the type founders and the type users. It evaluates the political scenario in the 
Indian subcontinent that necessitated the growth of printing such as the establishment of 
formalised educational institutions by western settlers. 

Chapter four identifies the founts of the early foundry type period (1800 – the 1820s). 
Francis Whyte Ellis, a civil servant of the eic at Madras and Vincent Figgins cast the first two 
Telugu founts consequently. These two types only supported the Telugu script and were cut for the 
exclusive use of the East India Company with the intention to print grammar and dictionary 
books. Incidentally, they were only used for journalistic purposes. Subsequently, the Serampore 
Mission and the Madras College Press cut two types with variants to support both the scripts. This 
chapter narrates the circumstances that led to the development of these founts, the challenges 
faced by these early endeavours, and the solutions that developed to enable printing in the 
Kannada and Telugu scripts. It discusses the impact of familiarity with the writing forms in 
specific geographical locations and how it contributes to the shaping of different typographic 
forms. This chapter lays the foundation for further typographic analysis on the development of 
Kannada and Telugu typographic forms.

Chapter five lists the founts of the later foundry type period particularly the endeavours by 
Richard Watts and the Basel Mission Press. During this period, separate founts were cast 
specifically for both the scripts with the primary difference being that of the shaping of the top 
hat. Watts founts were used by numerous Christian mission organisations such as the London 
Missionary Society’s Bellary Mission Press that served the Telugu speaking region, and the 
Wesleyan Mission, which was active in the Kannada speaking region. However, Kannada 
typography flourished under the control of the Basel Mission Press, which set standards for the 
printing of the Kannada script. No comparative endeavour in scale and quality in the Telugu script 
was located by this research. The typographic quality of these founts is analysed in this section 
establishing the context of the later foundry types for further analysis.
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Chapter six focuses on the cumulative inferences of research and builds on the inferences 
from the material explained in the previous chapters. It details the demands of the typographic 
environment during the foundry type period and the measures addressed to satisfy these 
requirements. It discusses the impact of socio-political factors and the writing tools that gave rise 
to the parallel stroke contrast and modulation found in Kannada and Telugu fonts. It addresses the 
gradual development of typographic forms and the factors that may have been involved in its 
shaping. It also considers factors that could have contributed to the differentiation of the 
typographic forms that constitute the visual identity of the Kannada and Telugu printed 
characters.

Chapter seven presents an overview of this research and reflects critically on the methods, 
including strengths and limitations of the adopted framework, findings and proceeds to 
summarises the conclusions of this research. It discusses the potential contribution of this 
research to Kannada and Telugu typeface design. It also identifies the gaps in the current research 
and points at the scope for other studies.



CHAPTER 2

Introduction to the Kannada and Telugu languages

Typeface design is an interdisciplinary field as it draws knowledge from several other fields. 
Although this research focuses on the typographic forms of the Kannada and Telugu scripts, it is 
useful to define the context and the position of the Kannada and Telugu languages with regards to 
Indian languages. Often, typeface designers are required to understand general information about 
the language, the shaping of a script, and the sociology of the communities using the script 
system. Accordingly, this chapter presents a brief overview of the two languages and scripts. 
Besides, as this research delves into aspects of the Kannada and Telugu script systems, a brief 
understanding will help in the easy consumption of this text. This chapter is constructed using 
mostly secondary resources as it aims at orienting the reader to the Kannada and Telugu 
languages, with the exception of some re-illustrated images. It discusses various aspects of the 
Kannada and Telugu language and scripts such as their evolution, the writing materials, the 
geographical boundary where they are primarily spoken, articulatory phonetics, the descent of the 
two scripts from Brahmi, their characteristics and the writing materials.

Even though the number of spoken languages in India is not the focus of this research, this 
number varies greatly depending on the source. According to the sil Ethnologue, the number of 
individual languages listed for India is 460. Of these, 447 are still in use while 13 are extinct. Of the 
living languages, 419 are indigenous and 28 are non-indigenous.10 The sil language data is aligned 
to iso 639-3 inventory of languages and does not recognise dialects or other sub-language 
variations.11 The 2011 Census of India reports a total of 1369 rationalised mother tongues.12 This 
larger number of languages in this data can be attributed to the differences of the term language 
and dialect. The Census of India data is collected based on how the respondents think they 
communicate, and the raw returns were subjected to scrutiny, edits, and rationalisation.13 
According to the People’s Linguistic Survey of India (plsi) conducted in 2010, and released by 
Bhasha Vasudha Global Language Conference at Vadodara on 7 January 2012, 780 languages are 
currently spoken in the country, and in the last 50 years, about 250 languages have been lost. 
However, this survey was carried out by a majority of volunteers in combination with language 
experts, social historians, and other staff of the organisation.14 

Only a total of 23 languages including English are recognised as the official languages of 
the country. The 22 vernacular official Indian languages belong to different families such as the  

10. Ethnologue. (2019). India. [online] Available at: www.ethnologue.com/country/IN [Accessed 6 Aug. 2019].
11. SIL Scope of denotation: dialects. [online] Available at: https://iso639-3.sil.org/about/scope#Dialects [Accessed 4 
Aug. 2020].
12. Censusindia.gov.in. (2011). [online] Available at: www.censusindia.gov.in/2011Census/C-16_25062018_NEW.pdf 
[Accessed 6 Aug. 2019].
13. Censusindia.gov.in. (2001). [online] Available at: https://www.censusindia.gov.in/Census_Data_2001/
Census_Data_Online/Language/gen_note.html [Accessed 4 Aug. 2020].
14. Reuters (2019). More than half of India's languages may die out in 50 years - survey. [online] Available at: 
www.reuters.com/article/us-india-languages-idUSKBN1AJ1CA [Accessed 6 Aug. 2019].
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Image 4: Bhadriraju Krishnamurti’s family tree of Dravidian languages. The major Dravidian literary languages are 
Tamil, Malayalam, Kannada, and Telugu. Dotted lines indicate the uncertainty of the language’s position within 
the group. Image recreated referring to Krishnamurti, Bhadriraju, The Dravidian Languages (Cambridge 
University Press, 2009) p.21.
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Indo-Aryan family (used by 78% of the population), the Dravidian family (spoken by 20% of the 
population), and the remaining 2% of languages belonging to Austroasiatic, Sino-Tibetan and Tai-
Kadai families. Most languages of India are written using Brahmi derived scripts such as 
Devanagari, Gurmukhi, Gujarati, Bengali, Oriya, Kannada, Telugu, Tamil, and Malayalam. The 
development of typographic forms of some major languages led neighbouring languages to 
replace their scripts as in the case of the Assamese script – Meetei Mayek – being replaced with 
the Bengali script, the Tulu script – Tigalari – being replaced by the Kannada script and some 
scripts such as the Tamil Grantha, Ol Chiki used by the Santali language has rarely been rendered 
as fonts. 

The Dravidian language family consists of 73 languages and the more common of them are 
Telugu, Tamil, Kannada, Malayalam, Brahui, Tulu, Gondi, and Coorg (Image 4). Dravidian language 
speakers are found in India, Pakistan, Afghanistan, Maldives, and Sri Lanka. Multiple academic 
theories concerning the origin of Dravidian languages have been proposed, though there is a lack 
of a unifying consensus. Specifically, there is a disconnect between the theories proposed by 
scholars. Stephen Tyler suggests that Dravidian languages display typological similarities with 
Uralic languages with major evidence comparing phonemic correspondences between 153 Proto-
Dravidian and Proto-Uralian lexical items.15 According to Robert Caldwell and Edward Webb, 
Dravidian languages demonstrate Scythian affinities.16 The geneticist Luigi Luca Cavalli-Sforza and 
the archaeologist Colin Renfrew independently suggest the relationship between Dravidian and 
the Elamite languages.17 The Indian linguist, Bhadriraju Krishnamurti supports the linguist, Robert 
Austerlitz who claimed that comparisons between Dravidian and other language families as 
‘unprofessional’, ‘typological’, ‘wrong’, and as ‘experiments without an intent to convince’.18 
Krishnamurti goes on to suggest that the Dravidian languages originated in the Indian sub-
continent.19 

The earliest hypothesis on the Dravidian language family is independent of the Indo-
Aryan family was made in 1816 by two of East India Company’s (eic) personnel, Francis Whyte 
Ellis and Alexander Duncan Campbell, who proposed that Tamil and Telugu descended from a 
non-Indo European ancestor. Incidentally, F.W. Ellis was also instrumental in cutting the first 
Telugu font. Dravidian languages are broken into three subgroups: North Dravidian, Central 
Dravidian, and South Dravidian based on the period they branched from an earlier Proto-
Dravidian language. Kannada and Telugu are not linguistically very similar as they belong to 
different sub-groups: Kannada, to the South Dravidian group, while Telugu to the Central. 
Dravidian languages such as Tamil, Malayalam, and Kannada belong to the same sub-group of 
South Dravidian languages. Tamil and Malayalam retain a higher level of similarity making it easy 

15. Tyler, Stephen A. ‘Dravidian and Uralian: The lexical evidence’ Language. 44, No.4. (Linguistic Society of America, 
1968). p.798.
16. Webb, Edward. ‘Evidences of the Scythian affinities of the Dravidian languages, condensed and arranged from Rev. 
R. Caldwell’s comparative Dravidian Grammar.’ Journal of the American Oriental Society, Vol. 7. (American Oriental 
Society, 1860). p.35.
17. Cavalli-Sforza, Lui Luca. Genes, people and languages. (University of California Press, 2000). pp.159–160.
18. Krishnamurti, Bhadriraju. The Dravidian languages. (Cambridge University Press, 2009). p.43.
19. Ibid p.501.
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for the speakers of the two languages to understand each other. However, Kannada and Telugu 
belong to different sub-groups as well as sharing a smaller number of similarities, therefore 
making it harder for the speakers of these two languages to understand each other, without 
learning the other language. 

2.1 Geographical boundaries of the Kannada and Telugu languages

The Indian independence from the British in 1947 merged 571 disjointed princely states to form 27 
states. Some revisions to this structure have since been executed. Currently, India is a federal 
union comprising 28 states and 9 union territories (Image 5). South India consists of five states; 
Karnataka, Telangana, Andhra Pradesh, Tamil Nadu, and Kerala. Telangana and Andhra Pradesh 
were the results of the 2014 Andhra Pradesh Reorganisation Act that bifurcated the previously 
united state of Andhra Pradesh. The longtime capital of Andhra Pradesh, Hyderabad, is now a part 
of the Telangana state. Per the act, Hyderabad is the de jure capital of both the states for a period 
not exceeding ten years. Kannada is the official language of the state of Karnataka while Telugu is 
the official language in the states Telangana and Andhra Pradesh and the union territory of 
Puducherry (Yanam). Telugu, along with Hindi, English, and Bengali, is one of the few languages 
that holds official status in more than one Indian state. The Kannada and Telugu scripts are used 
to write the languages Kannada and Telugu respectively. The Kannada script also supports 
minority languages such as Tulu, Konkani, Kodava, Sanketi, and Beary, while the Telugu script 
supports Waddar, an old dialect of the Telugu language. The Tulu language is spoken in two coastal 
districts of Karnataka and in a part of the Kasargod district in Kerala. Konkani is spoken in coastal 
Karnataka, Kerala, Goa, and Maharashtra. The Kodava language is spoken in the Coorg district 
located on the south coast of Karnataka. The Sanketi language is spoken by a caste referred to as 
Smartha Brahmins and the Beary language is spoken by some Muslim populations in Karnataka.

According to the 2011 Census of India, Kannada is spoken by 43,706,512 (approximately 44 
million) and Telugu by 81,127,740 (approximately 81 million).20 To aid comparison for the western 
reader, the number of Kannada speakers can be compared to the population of the country Spain 
(46,754,778) and the number of Telugu speakers to that of Germany (83,783,942).21 Native Kannada 
speakers are called Kannadigas while Telugu speakers are called Telugu people or Telugu vaaru.

The Kannada and Telugu languages have a long-standing literary tradition primarily focussing on 
religious texts. The Kavirajamarga is the earliest work on Kannada rhetoric, poetics, and grammar 
and is at 850 ce, and the Kavijanasrayam by Malliya Rechana was the first Telugu poetic prosody 
book that is dated to about 940 ad. This long-standing history led to the Indian government 

20. Censusindia.gov.in. (2011). [online] Available at: https://censusindia.gov.in/2011Census/Language-2011/Part-A.pdf 
[Accessed 4 Aug. 2020].
21. Countries in the world by population (2020). [online] Available at: https://www.worldometers.info/world-
population/population-by-country/ [Accessed 4 Aug. 2020].
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Image 5: Map of India with 29 states (text in black), and their corresponding capitals (blue) and seven union 
territories (green). Chandigarh is a union territory and is the shared capital between the states Punjab and 
Haryana. However, on 6th August 2019, the state of Jammu and Kashmir, a disputed territory between India and 
Pakistan, has been bifurcated to form two union territories, Jammu and Kashmir and Ladakh, which does not 
have its legislature. Updated maps are unavailable.

declaring both Kannada and Telugu as Classical Languages of India in 2008. A classical language 
has an independent literary and written tradition that is considered a valuable heritage. The 
Kannada and Telugu languages belong to a group of six that has been granted this status. This 
status provides some benefits to ensure the continuity of the literary tradition such as the setting 
up of a Centre of Excellence for studies, the appointment of Professional Chairs by the University 
Grants Commission, and two international awards for scholars to ensure the continuity of the 
literary tradition.
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2.2 Writing in the Indian sub-continent

Communication and exchange of information for the bigger part of human history was conveyed 
through speech. Linguists believe that human beings are born to speak, as speech is found in every 
society.22 In comparison to speech, visually storing and exchanging information through writing is 
a very recent development in history. The Oxford Companion to Archeology states that writing was 
invented independently in three geographical locations: (i) the Mesopotamian civilisation that 
employed the Sumerian script from around 3100 b.c (ii) the Chinese script appeared about 1500 
b.c, (iii) the Mesoamerican writing system was developed at about ca. 300 b.c. The Indus Valley 
civilisation, located in the Indian sub-continent adopted writing ca. 2500 b.c. However, this script 
remains undeciphered.23 James Thomson Shotwell distinguishes between the pre-history and 
history of writing and marks the advent of writing as the presence of coherent texts in the culture’s 
writing systems.24 Therefore, regarding undeciphered scripts, as in the case of the Indus Valley 
script, it is unknown if they represent authentic writing or proto-writing. Albertine Gaur states 
that the invention of writing is the single most decisive step in human history.25 The development 
of writing has helped to further human knowledge. Writing has facilitated advancements in 
science and technology, establishing cultural identities through literature, forming governments 
and molding public opinion through journalism, and existing even as an art-form through 
calligraphy.

Writing appears to have been known in ancient India. Mythologically, it is believed that 
Ganesha was the scribe employed by the Sage Vyasa in writing the Mahabharata.26 Ganesha is also 
considered the Hindu god of letters and writing. The early reference to writing in India is found in 
the Pali Buddhist Canon, which mentions various types of writing materials such as leaves (panna), 
wood or boards (phalaka), bamboo chips (salaka), and metal, though a date for the manuscript 
cannot be asserted. Panini’s Astadhyayi mentions the word script (lipi) and is roughly dated to 
mid-4th-century bce.27 According to Richard Salamon, oral transmission rather than written 
learning was held in esteem.28 Chandrasekhar Kambar states that western civilisation is book 
centered and the same relevance in terms of power and authority is not extended to the book in 
the Indian culture.29 However, historically, even outside of the Indian sub-continent, the 
introduction of writing was received with skepticism. The Greek philosopher Plato, in his play 
Phaedrus, is concerned that if the new invention of writing became popular then people will no 
longer take the trouble to learn the complex mnemonics used to aid memory. Plato writes:

22. Coulmas, Florian. The writing system of the world. (Oxford: Basil Blackwell, 1989). p.3.
23. The Oxford companion to archaeology. ed. by Silberman, Neil Asher; Bauer, Alexander A; Holtorf, Cornelius; 
García, Margarita Díaz-Andreu; and Waterton, Emma. (Oxford University Press, 2012). p.762.
24. Shotwell, James Thomson. Records of Civilization, Sources and Studies. (Columbia University Press, 1922). pp.14–15.
25. Gaur, Albertine. Writing materials of the east. (London: The British Library, 1979). p.4. 
26. Pattanaik, Devdutt. 99 thoughts on Ganesha. (Mumbai: Jaico publishing house, 2012). p.62.
27. Salomon, Richard. Indian epigraphy. (New York & Oxford: Oxford University Press,1998). p.11. 
28. Salomon, R. Indian epigraphy. pp.7–8.
29. Kambar, Chandrasekhar. ‘Oral tradition and Indian literature.’ Indian literature. Vol. 37, No. 5 (163), 1994, P.110. 
[online] Jstor, www.jstor.org/stable/44295584. [Accessed 4 Aug. 2020].



P.28

This discovery of yours will create forgetfulness in the learners’ souls because they will 
not use their memories; they will trust to the external written characters and not 
remember of themselves.30

Many Indian languages including Kannada and Telugu exhibit diglossia, where two dialects are 
used by a single language community. A codified high variety is used in certain situations like 
literature, formal education, or any other specific setting and a low variety used for everyday 
conversations whose usage is determined by colloquial adaptations. Florian Coulmas suggests that 
diglossia is the pervasive effect of the later introduction of writing in India.31

2.3 The historical development of the Kannada and Telugu scripts

Multiple scripts such as the Indus, Brahmi, and Kharosthi scripts were used in ancient India. The 
Brahmi was a landmark script that originated in the Indian sub-continent, and it is the parent of

Image 6: Old Kannada stone inscription from the Siddhara Basti at the Jain pilgrimage destination, 
Sharavanabelagola, Hassan district, Karnataka. Each of the two Siddhara Basti pillars was carved separately, the 
first one in 1398 and the second in 1432. The 15th-century edict (above) honours the saint Srtamuni and was 
composed by the famous Kannada poet Mangaraja, but the sculptor is unnamed. This information about this edict 
is reproduced from a descriptive text adjacent to the pillar, at the location. The image is scaled 90%.

30. Plato, Hare, Richard Mervyn and Russell, Donald Andrew. The dialogues of Plato. Vol 1. (London: Sphere, 1970). p.184.
31. Coulmas, F. The writing system of… pp.194–95.
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 major script families that encompass the indigenous scripts of south and central Asia including 
Kannada and Telugu. The script was deciphered in 1837 by James Prinsep, an archaeologist 
employed by the eic. Epigraphic evidence suggests that the Brahmi script was in use at least by the 
6th-century bce.32 Most historians are convinced that the Brahmi script evolved from one or more 
contemporary Semitic alphabets while some favour an indigenous origin and a relationship to the 
undeciphered Indus script.

Some of the earliest Brahmi inscriptions are the rock-cut edicts of King Ashoka of the 
Mauryan Dynasty (322-185 bce). Ashoka ruled a major part of the Indian subcontinent stretching 
from as far as present-day Afghanistan in the west to Bangladesh in the east, except for parts of 
modern-day Karnataka, Tamil Nadu, and Kerala. The southern inscriptions of Ashoka’s era differ 
from the northern ones suggesting that a southern variant of the Brahmi script was developing 
during his rule. This script is the earliest predecessor of south Indian scripts. The Satavahanas (1st 
to 2nd or 3rd-century bce) succeeded the Mauryan Dynasty in ruling southern India and have also 
been credited for the introduction of the Brahmi script to the extent of their empire which 
covered modern states of Maharashtra, Andhra Pradesh, Telangana, Karnataka, Madhya Pradesh, 
and Gujarat. During the rule of the Kadamba dynasty (345-525 ce) major changes in the Brahmi 
script resulted in a new script referred to as the Kadamba script which was used to transcribe 
Kannada exclusively. The Kadamba script developed to become the Old Kannada script (Image 6), 
which was borrowed by Telugu. It is hypothesised that Telugu became a written language later 
than Kannada, as Kannada literary works such as Kavirajamarga appeared in the 9th-century, two 
centuries earlier than literature in Telugu. The Old Kannada script split to form the two closely 
related Kannada and Telugu scripts. 

2.4 Phonetics of the Kannada and Telugu languages

The Brahmi and most of its descendent scripts, including the Kannada and Telugu, when classified 
on articulatory criteria based on traditional Sanskrit phonology, fall naturally into the array 
demonstrated in Image 7. The earliest phonetic studies were carried out by Sanskrit Grammarians. 
Panini’s Astadhyayi is a cornerstone example that proposes a comprehensive and scientific theory 
of phonetics, phonology, and morphology. The Astadhyayi itself cites numerous early 
grammarians whose works have not survived. 

The traditional order of the characters in Indian scripts is based on articulatory phonetics. 
Typically, Brahmi derived scripts are alphasyllabic, with the consonants having an inherent vowel. 
The characters are arranged to start with vowels and the canonical order proceeds from each short 
vowel to its corresponding long vowel. Next come the diphthongs, again in long and short pairs. 

32. Diringer, David. The alphabet, a key to the history of mankind. Vol I. ed. by Regensburger, Reinhold. (London: Funk & 
Wagnalls, 1968). p.259.
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Image 7: This diagram demonstrates Sanskrit phonology transliterated according to the International Alphabet of 
Sanskrit Transliteration. An additional ‘a’ is added to the consonants represents the inherent vowel of the syllable.

This is followed by a subset of consonants arranged in 5 occlusives (varga) according to the parts 
of the organ with which the sound is produced. The consonants are further organised according to 
the place and manner they are articulated. The place of articulation is divided into velar (soft 
palate) palatal (hard palate), retroflex (front portion of the hard palate), dental (tip of the tongue), 
and labial (pronounced with lips). The manner of articulation is divided into voiced, vibrating the 
vocal cords; unvoiced, without vibrating the vocal cords; aspirated, pronounced with a breath of 
air; unaspirated, pronounced without a breath of air; and nasal, pronounced through the nose. 
Finally comes a miscellaneous category of sounds not classified in terms of articulation referred to 
as sonorants and sibilants which are further classified into velar, palatal, retroflex, dental, and 
labial. (Image 8). The numerals follow this order of categorisation.33

33. Bright, William. ‘The Devanagari script’ ed. Daniels, Peter T. & Bright, William. The World’s Writing... pp 384–385.
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Image 8: Listing, transliteration scheme, and the phonology of the Kannada and Telugu writing system. Additional 
characters used to transcribe the two scripts historically are included in this chart.
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2.5 The characteristics of the Kannada and Telugu scripts

Writing systems can be classified into a variety of typologies that include alphabets, 
alphasyllabaries, syllabaries, logograms, pictograms, abjads, and phonetic writing.34 Alphasyllabic 
scripts consist of a set of base characters (consonants and vowels) and diacritics (vowel markers). 
The consonants have an inherent vowel that can be changed or muted by adding a vowel marker. 
When written in the initial position, the vowels retain their full form. Two consonants without the 
inherent vowel can combine to form a conjunct consonant. Ligatures are formed when a diacritic 
(vowel marker) is added to a consonant or conjunct consonant. 

Image 9: Defining features of the Kannada and Telugu scripts.

Image 10: The alphabet Ka combines with different vowel marker/diacritic to form ligatures in the Kannada and 
Telugu scripts. In the second column, Ka is muted to K with the addition of the vowel marker halant or virama.

The Kannada and Telugu scripts are written horizontally from left to right and are 
alphasyllabic. These two scripts consist of 50 primary characters including vowels, consonants, 
and some letters such as the anusvara and visarga that are characters that modify the sound of the 
consonants and are also considered part vowel and part consonant. In both the scripts, when two 
consonants combine to form a consonant cluster, the initial consonant retains its full form while 
the combining consonant sits to the bottom right, and occasionally vertically below the main 
consonant. When three consonants combine, the third one is written adjacent to the second 
(Image 9). Usually, a combination of more than two consonants does not occur in the Kannada 
script. However, it is common for up to three consonants to combine in the Telugu script. The 

34. Daniels, Peter T. ‘The study of writing systems’ ed. Daniels, Peter T. & Bright, William. The world’s writing... p.8.
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vowel markers usually combine with the upper part of the consonant to form ligatures (Image 10). 
Kannada and Telugu are agglutinative languages, where several words can be concatenated to 
form compounds. They also form sandhi35 complexes when words fuse, modifying the sound of a 
morpheme, conditioned by the syntactic context in which it is uttered, therefore affecting its 
written form.

The primary difference between the Kannada and Telugu scripts is the shape of the top 
hat. The horizontal line curving upwards, placed on top of the base letterform is an identifying 
feature of the Kannada script, while the top hat is a tick form in the Telugu script. In addition, the 
formation of ligatures also follows different rules. The Telugu script contains elements of varying 
height, as the conjunct clusters may occupy more vertical space than in the Kannada script. The 
typographic forms of the Kannada and Telugu scripts are predominantly distinguished by their 
stroke and modulation.

2.6 Writing materials

Writing materials include surfaces and tools to write letterforms. Historically, a variety of materials 
including parchment, papyrus, stones, tortoise shells, wax, bones, ivory, wood, bamboo, palm leaf, 
clay, metals, animal skin, and leather have been used for writing. Some of the writing materials 
such as papyrus, cloth, silk, birch bark, and prepared palm leaves are perishable, unlike others 
such as clay and stone edicts. Graziella Tonfoni and James Richardson, speculate ordinary leaves as 
the earliest writing substrate. However, this theory cannot be proven as untreated leaves 
disintegrate easily, and anything written on them is unlikely to survive since antiquity.36 The first 
epigraphy of the Indian sub-continent is the undeciphered Indus Valley inscriptions from the 3rd-
century bce. According to Salomon the first mention of writing in India, dated from later to 
mid-4th-century bce, is found in Panini’s Astadhyayi.37 This evidence suggests that writing was 
probably known in India centuries before these works. 

India is known for the use of palm leaves and birch bark as a substrate for writing. The 
writing tools comprised of a brush, a reed pen, or a metal stylus (Image 11) depending on the 
location. In northern India, the brush or the reed pen was used to write similar to that of writing 
on paper.  Traditionally, in southern India, a pointed metal stylus was used to make an incision on 
the prepared palm leaves, which was then smeared with a form of ink, such as soot (Image 12), and 
then cleaned with sand. This method helped the ink to settle in the incised letters and make them 
visible (Image 13). Two kinds of palm leaves were used as substrates, the talipot (Corypha 
umbraculifera Linn) that was used for early manuscripts, and from the 16th-century onwards the 
fan palm (Borassus flabellifer Linn) similar to the talipot replace it.38 Two additional species

35. Sandhi is a term for a wide variety of sound changes that occur at morpheme or word boundaries. Examples include 
fusion of sounds across word boundaries and the alteration of one sound depending on nearby sounds or the 
grammatical function of the adjacent words.
36. Tonfoni, Graziella and Richardson, James. Writing as a visual art. (Maryland: The Scarecrow Press, 2000). p.35.
37. Salomon, R. Indian epigraphy. pp.11 –12.
38. Losty, Jeremiah P. The art of book in India. (London: The British Library, 1982). pp.7–8.
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Image 11: Metal stylus used to incise on dried palm leaves. The local names for the metal stylus vary from region 
to region, the most commonly used being kittalekhani or lohakantaka. These styluses are stored at the National 
Museum in New Delhi, India. Dimensions of the styluses from left to right, (I) 25 cm in length, (ii) 27.5 x 5 cm, (iii) 
24.5 x 5.6 cm, and (iv) 25 cm. Reproduced from B. N. Goswamy, Brijinder Nath Goswamy, Dhritabrata 
Bhattacharjya, The word is sacred, Sacred is the word: The Indian Manuscript Tradition, 2007.  

(Corypha taliera and Corypha utan) have also been used as substrates for writing. The life-span of a 
palm leaf manuscript was about 300-350 years, depending on climatic conditions. When the leaf 
decayed, its contents were transferred on to fresh new leaves. The art of writing on a palm leaf was 
passed on from one generation to the other by scholars and scribes.39 Albertine Gaur observes that 
writing materials possess the ability to influence the development of the general appearance of 

39. Kumar, D. Udaya, Sreekumar G.V, Athvankar U. A. ‘Traditional writing system in Southern India — Palm leaf 
manuscripts’ Design thoughts... July 2009. [online] Available at: www.idc.iitb.ac.in/resources/dt-july-2009/Palm.pdf 
[Accessed 25 Feb. 2019] p.4.
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the script.40 Stanford Steever, among others, suggests that the rounded and diagonal shapes of the 
South Indian scripts may have developed as an adaptation of writing on palm leaf as angular 
letters tend to split the leaves.41

Image 12: A votive lamp that was used in the state of Tamil Nadu in Southern India. This lamp served a dual 
purpose, to be ritualistically lit on auspicious occasions, and was used as a source of ink. After the lamp was 
completely burnt, the lampblack was used to smear the dried palm leaf manuscripts to make the letters visible. 
Reproduced from B. N. Goswamy, Brijinder Nath Goswamy, Dhritabrata Bhattacharjya, The word is sacred, Sacred 
is the word: The Indian Manuscript Tradition, 2007.  The image is scaled 75%.

Image 13: George Uglow Pope's Tamil palm-leaf manuscript. Image courtesy Bodleian Library, University of 
Oxford. Scale 50%.

Other writing substrates and tools were also used in India. The first recorded paper 
making process is attributed to Tshai Lun, a politician of the Han Dynasty, Luoyang, Henan 
Province, China. Lun is regarded as the inventor of paper, although early forms of paper existed 
since the 2nd-century bce. It has been claimed by Joseph Needham and Tsuen-Hsuin Tsien that he 
improved and standardised paper making.42 The first observed use of paper in India is found 

40. Gaur, A. Writing materials of the… p.36. 
41. Steever, Stanford B. ‘Tamil Writing’ ed. Daniels, Peter T. & Bright, William The World’s Writing... p.426.
42. Needham, Joseph; Tsien, Tsuen-Hsuin. Science and civilization in China: Volume 5: Chemistry and chemical 
technology, Part 1: Paper and printing. (Cambridge University Press, 1985) p.41.
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intertwined with birch bark sheets in the McCartney and Gilgit manuscripts dated between 5th to 
8th-century ce. The earliest evidence of paper manuscripts is the Pancaraksa dated 1105 ce and 
the Jain paper manuscripts that appear in Western India from 12th-century onwards.43 According 
to Sita Ramasheshan, paper making was established in India during the reign of Muhammad bin 
Tughluq (c.1290 – 20 March 1351) who also introduced paper currency.44 The historian David 
Nelson suggests that it was during the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries that the craft of paper-
making spread throughout northern India.45

The Europeans who arrived at the Indian sub-continent at the later part of the 15th-
century also brought with them western writing tools, such as the quill pen and the dip pen, and 
learned the vernacular languages using the substrates and tools that they were familiar with. 
These writing materials went on to be used for administrative as well as educative purposes in the 
Indian subcontinent. The 19th-century saw patents for a fountain pen which was easy to use as it 
stored ink internally. Eventually, these writing materials were also adopted by the native 
population and went on to supplant the older substrates and tools. This wide range of substrates 
and tools, along with geographical, cultural, and political influences had an impact on the shape of 
the Kannada and Telugu scripts along with its typographic representation.

43. Ramaseshan, Sita. ‘The History of Paper in India upto 1948’ Indian Journal of history of Science. (1989) [online] 
Available at: www.insa.nic.in/writereaddata/UpLoadedFiles/IJHS/Vol24_2_2_SSeshan.pdf [Accessed 25 February 2019] 
p.105.
44. Ibid. p.106.
45. Nelson, David N. The Penniman-Gribbel collection of Sanskrit manuscript (Philadelphia: University of Pennsylvania 
Library, 2000). [online] Available at: repository.upenn.edu/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?referer=https://www.google.com/
&httpsredir=1&article=1021&context=library_papers [Accessed 25 February 2019] p.210.



CHAPTER 3

Printing in the Kannada and Telugu scripts

The printing history in the Indian sub-continent is examined in many academic publications as 
discussed in subsection 1.1. This chapter presents an overview of the western presses that were 
active in the Kannada and Telugu speaking regions, primarily based on secondary sources. This 
chapter aims at identifying a list of the potential type users for reference in later chapters. This 
research has also uncovered additional primary sources on the first printed Telugu book, a 
synoptic Gospel that has been largely overlooked by other scholars. 

3.1 Chronology

In order to assist the reader, it is useful to establish a list of significant events structured in a 
chronological order. The major events discussed in this chapter are captured below.

20 May 1498 Vasco Da Gama and his fleet arrive near Calicut.
1577 The book Tamil Catechism was printed in Goa by the Portuguese Jesuits.
31 Dec 1600 The East India Company is established through a royal charter from 

Queen Elizabeth 1.
1670 King Charles II issued five acts that gave the eic rights to administer 

the acquired territories.
1640 Establishment of Madras Presidency
1761 Lieutenant-General Eyre Coote looted a printing press from the House of the 

Governor in Pondicherry.
1770 The looted press was moved to Fort St George at Madras.
1772 The books, Samksahepa Vedartham and Alphabetum Grandonico Malabaricum 

were printed in Malayalam at Rome by the Congregatio de Propaganda Fide.
1780 The first newspaper, Hicky’s Bengal Gazette begins operation in 

the Bengal Presidency.
1792 The Baptist Mission was established in England.
11 Nov 1793 William Carey arrives at Calcutta.
1795 The newspapers Government Gazette and Madras Gazette begins operation 

in Madras.
The London Missionary Society was established.

1799 The Madras Male Orphan Asylum Press commenced operation 
1743 Benjamin Schlutze printed Catechismus Telugicus Minor using woodblocks 

at Halle.
1806 The Haileybury College was established in Hertford Castle.
1812 The first Telugu book, a synoptic gospel translated by the lms missionaries was  
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Printed by the Serampore Mission Press.
Baptist Foreign Missionary Society was formed in Boston.

1813 The College Press at Madras was established.
William Grant published the Charter of 1813 that made the eic responsible for 
education in India.
British missionaries were allowed to India to evangelise.

1815 The Basel Missionary Society was formed in Switzerland.
1820 Elijiah Hoole of the Wesleyan Mission arrives at Madras intending to set a station.
1825 Bangalore Tract  and Book Society was formed.
1833 Non-British missions were allowed entry to India to proselytise. 
1834 The Basel Mission set up a station at Mangalore.
1851 Georg Plebst of the Basel Mission arrives at Mangalore.
1857 The first press regulatory act was passed by Charles Canning.
1862 Vicara Darpana Press was established.
1878 The Vernacular Press Act was passed to limit the freedom of the Indian presses. 
1892 Macmillan Publishers commenced their operation in India.
1912 The Oxford University Press set up an office in Bombay.
1914 First World War

3.2 Printing in the Indian sub-continent

The exploration of pepper by the Europeans during the later part of the 16th century influenced 
the commencement of printing in the Indian subcontinent albeit unintentionally. The central 
portions of the spice trade were under the control of Arab merchants, and on crossing the 
Mediterranean, it was monopolised by the affluent Italian cities of Venice and Genoa. The 
exorbitant price of pepper led the Portuguese to seek a shipping path to India. Eventually, the 
Portuguese explorer, Vasco da Gama (1460s – 24 December 1524) discovered the sea route to India 
via the Cape of Good Hope and the fleet arrived near Calicut in the present-day state of Kerala, 
India 0n the 20th May 1498. This discovery led to European ships sailing to Asian markets regularly 
with their main goal as trade.46 According to the historian Albertine Gaur, the Portuguese believed 
that their overseas conquests were not purely for trade, but also had a genuine desire to spread 
Christianity.47 The Patriarch designate of Abyssinia along with 14 Jesuits and a printing press 
landed in Goa on their way to Abyssinia (northern part of present-day Ethiopia) on 6th September 
1556. On arrival at Goa, they received a message from the Abyssinian Emperor that he was no 
longer eager to receive the missionaries.

There was no urgent need for the press in the Indian subcontinent since the Jesuits relied 

46. Parthesius, Robert. Dutch ships in tropical waters (Amsterdam University Press, Amsterdam; 2010). p.11.
47. Gaur, Albertine. European missionaries and the study of Dravidian languages. (The British Library, 1997). p.2.
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on political power for the spread of Christianity. According to the Indian author and social 
historian S.N.Sadasivan, the Portuguese employed force to satisfy their aim of mass 
proselytisation. Their converts primarily consisted of people from the castes of Ezhavas of Cochin 
and Travancore, Mukkuvas (fishermen), and Pulayas (predial slaves).48 Rahul Laxman Khillare 
writes that the social stratification restricted the access to education, specifically to those 
segments that were less privileged in the caste system hierarchy.49 Most of Portuguese Jesuits early 
converts in India were not literate. The Jesuits, therefore, did not have an immediate intention to 
publish books in the vernacular languages, yet the first printing press was unwittingly at their 
disposal. This press was used to print the first book in the Tamil language using Tamil type, Tamil 
Catechism, 1577 in Goa. Numerous books were printed in Marathi and Konkani. However, the 
Jesuits found it easier to use Latin founts rather than casting the vernacular scripts as metal type.50 
The adoption of the Roman script helped printing flourish at Goa for almost a century. The last 
book printed at that press in the Latin script was published in 1674 after which printing at Goa 
came to an end. The first books in Malayalam, Samksahepa Vedartham and Alphabetum 
Grandonico Malabaricum were both printed at Rome at the printing press of the Congregatio de 
Propaganda Fide in 1772. Consequently, the principal contribution of the Jesuits at that time to 
printing in India seems to have been limited to the introduction of the printing press.

The 16th century saw other European nations such as the Dutch, Danes, English and 
French found their way to the Indian subcontinent. Initially, the Danes and the Dutch were 
collaborative in their effort as Danish sailors were a part of the first Dutch expeditions to the 
Indian subcontinent in 1595. The Danes went on to secure their reputation as being experienced 
sailors and traders.51 This knowledge aided the Danes in establishing an independent colony in 
Tranquebar (a coastal town in modern-day Tamil Nadu) with permission from Malliah Chetti, the 
Naik of Tanjore. In 1620 they laid the foundation of the fortress of Dansborg. The Danes were also 
responsible for early printing in south Indian languages and the revival of printing in southern 
India.52 The German Lutherans, Bartholomew Ziegenbalg (10 July 1682 – 23 February 1719) and 
Heinrich Plutschau (1676 – 4 January 1752), under the patronage of the Danish King Fredric IV (11 
October 1671 – 12 October 1730), arrived in Tranquebar in 1706, almost a century after the 
establishment of the fortress. The collaboration between Ziegenbalg and Plutschau led to the 
establishment of the Danish-Halle Mission in India.53 

In collaboration with the Society for Promoting Christian Knowledge (spck), founded in 
1698 by Thomas Bray (1656 or 1658 – 15 February 1730) in England, the second printing press in 
southern India was established in Vepery, near Madras. Ecumenical in its outlook, the spck 
focused on publishing books for a wide range of Christian denominations. In 1709, the spck sent a 

48. Sadasivan,S. N. A Social History of India. (APH Publishing, 2000). p. 435.
49. Khillare, Rahul Laxman. Issues in contemporary India and education. (Educreation Publishing, 2019). p.18.
50. Blackburn, Stuart H. Print, folklore, and nationalism in colonial South India. (Delhi: Permanent Black, 2003). p.40.
51. Fenger, Ferd J. History of the Tranquebar Mission, worked out from the original papers. (Tranquebar: Evangelical 
Lutheran Mission Press, 1863). p.1.
52. Ibid. pp.6–7.
53. Ed. Klauber, Martin I. & Manetsch, Scott M. J. The great commission, evangelicals and the history of world missions. 
(B&H Publishing Group, Nashville; 2008). p.35.
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printing press and a trained printer to Tranquebar to assist in the production of the first 
translation of the Bible into Tamil by Zeigenbalg and Plutschau printed using Tamil foundry type. 
The Tranquebar Mission Press was established in 1712, which played a vital role in the 
dissemination of printed Tamil literature. 

Image 14: Benjamin Schultze printed Catechismus Telugicus Minor at Halle, Germany, using wood type in the 
Telugu script. A copy of this book is archived at the British Library, shelfmark pTel B 61. Image scaled 90%.

In 1719, Benjamin Schultze (1689–1760), an ordained German theologist was sent as a 
Lutheran missionary to Tranquebar.54 In 1720 Schultze became the head of the Tranquebar 
Mission. According to a letter by the missionary Nikolaus Dal (1690–1747), Schultze neglected his 
missionary duties and concentrated his efforts on completing Zeigengalg’s Tamil translation of the 
Bible and its printing. In 1725, with the arrival of three additional missionaries as mandated by the 
Mission Collegium of Copenhagen, led to Schultze’s position reduced to a figurehead at 

54.  Anderson, Gerald H. Biographical Dictionary of Christian Missions. (William B. Eerdmans Publishing Company, 
Michigan, Cambridge; 1999). p.604.
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Tranquebar.55 Displeased, Schultze resigned in 1726 and left for Madras, and requested the spck, to 
engage him to start a mission.56 Awaiting a reply, in the meantime, Schultze was determined to 
open a Telugu medium of instruction school. He then learned the Telugu language to be able to 
instruct the Christian religion to the school’s pupils.57 According to Stephen Neill, the spck had 
been attempting to gain a foothold in India since the early 18th century.58 Using this opportunity, 
the collaboration between the spck and Schultze saw the establishment of the English Mission in 
Madras.59 He returned to Halle in 1743 and went on to print the first known Telugu book, the 
Catechismus Telugicus Minor using woodblocks at Halle, Germany in 1746 (Image 14). The Francke 
Foundations in Halle, Germany holds four copies of Perspicua explicatio doctrinae christianae, 
which is printed and is Schultze’s Telugu translation of a Tamil version of Philipp Jakob Spener’s 
Catechism. Schultze’s own three works, Dictionary of Telugu words,60 Alphabet of the Telugu 
Language (Alphabet der Warugischen Sprache),61 and A Dialogue between a Tamil and a Telugu (Ein 
Gesprch zwischen einen Malabaren und Warugen),62 exist only in manuscript form. Other Telugu 
pocketbooks such as Via live orzo salvtus were also printed at Halle during this period. Schultze 
also prepared a Kannada version of the Lord's Prayer, which was printed with Latin characters at 
Berlin in 1806.

3.3 The East India Company

A significant event in English, as well as Indian history, was the establishment of the East India 
Company (eic). Consequential developments in printing in the Indian vernaculars ensued under 
the influence of the eic. According to the Indologist, Graham Shaw, the eic in the interest of 
associating political power to its economic interests, found the need to print in the areas 
administered by it.63 The eic traces its origins to a royal charter granted by Queen Elizabeth I of 
England (7 September 1533 – 24 March 1603) on 31st of December 1600 under the name, Governor 
and Company of Merchants of London trading with East Indies, attempting to break the monopoly 
of the Dutch trading spices from what is currently the country of Indonesia. The eic was initially a 
compact organisation and it confined itself to annual expeditions by small fleets.64 The financial 
gain of a single voyage to the east to trade spices was lucrative during this period as it generated as 

55. Colas, Guard and Chauhan, Usha Colas. A descriptive catalogue of the Telugu palm-leaf collection in the archives of 
the Franckesche Stitungen zu Halle. (Halle: Franckesche Stiftungen, 2017). p.iv. op cit. Duverdier, Grald. “L’oeuvre en 
tlugu de Benjamin Schultze”, Bulletin de l’ecole francaise d'Extrême-Orient 63. (1976). pp.265-312. 
56. Ibid. pp.35–54.
57. Ibid. pp.265-312. 
58. Neill, Stephen. A history of Christianity in India: 1707–1858. (London: Cambridge University Press, 1985). p.115.
59. Ibid. p.41.
60. Shelfmark Tel 36, The Francke Foundations, Halle, Germany.
61. Shelfmark Tel 151, The Francke Foundations, Halle, Germany.
62. Shelfmark Tel 37, The Francke Foundations, Halle, Germany.
63. Shaw, Graham. ‘The beginnings of government and commercial printing in India’ published in Les débuts de 
l'imprimerie gouvernementale et commerciale en Inde. (Revue francaise d'histoire du livre 53, 1984). pp.371–380.
64. James, Lawrence. The rise and fall of the British Empire (London: Little Brown and Company, 1994) p.25.
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much as 400% in profits.65 Consequently, English traders frequently engaged in hostilities with 
other European counterparts to secure their foothold as spice traders in the east. The eic defeated 
the Portuguese in the Battle of Swally, 1612 in Surat, Gujarat. The eic engaged in the Anglo-Dutch 
wars between the 17th and 18th-century which ultimately limited the expansion of the Dutch. The 
series of Carnatic wars of the 18th-century limited the growth of the French in the Indian 
subcontinent. The eic eventually seized control over large parts of the Indian subcontinent and 
even colonised parts of Southeast Asia and Hong Kong. 

During the first hundred years, eic concentrated on trade in India. In 1615, the eic 
successfully persuaded King James I (19 June 1566 – 27 March 1625) to send an official embassy 
headed by Sir Thomas Roe (c.1581 – 6 November 1644), to the Mughal Emperor Jahangir’s (ruled 
between 1605 –1627) court seeking permission to open a ‘factory’ in Surat during the same year. 
The term factory referred to a group of residences, offices, and warehouses of the factor, or 
agents.66 These factories were set up in various parts of India and were later called Presidencies 
that went to administer the areas surrounding it. Around 1670, in a series of five acts aimed at 
strengthening the power of the eic, King Charles ii (29 May 1630 – 6 February 1685), issued the 
right to autonomously acquire territory, mint money, command fortresses, and troops, form 
alliances, make war and peace, and exercise criminal and civil jurisdiction over acquired 
territories.67 These decisions changed the eic from a trading company into an administrative agent 
with wide powers granted by the British government. The factories went on to become the three 
Presidencies; the Madras Presidency (established 1640), the Bombay Presidency (the eic’s 
headquarters was relocated from Surat to Bombay in 1687), and the Bengal Presidency 
(established 1690).

When the eic acquired Madras, it was governed by Damerla Venkatadri Nayakudu, Nayak 
of Kalahasti and Vandavasi and was under the rule of the Vijayanagar Emperor, Peda Venkata Raya 
(r. 1632 – 1642). On 20 August 1639, Francis Day (1605 – 1673) acquired Madraspatanam to gain 
access to a port that would provide the opportunity to approach the Malaccan straits.68 This event 
is regarded as the founding of the city of Madras, currently known as Chennai. A year later the eic 
built the Fort St. George in Madras and a factory was established. This factory was upgraded to a 
Presidency in 1652 and was reverted to its previous status in 1655. In 1684, it was once again 
converted to a Presidency and Elihu Yale (5 April 1649 – 8 July 1721) was appointed as its president. 
Followed by the Pitts India Act of 1784, in 1785, the Madras Presidency (Presidency of Fort St. 
George) became one of the three provinces established by the eic (Image 15). Thereafter the head 
of the area was called governor rather than the president. The eic took control of revenues and 
began administering the territory. At its greatest extent the current states of Tamil Nadu, 
Karnataka, Andhra Pradesh, Telangana, parts of Orissa, Kerala, the islands of Sri Lanka and 
Lakshwadeep were under the Madras Presidency. 

65. Çizakça, Murat. A comparative evolution of business partnerships: the Islamic world and Europe, with specific 
reference to the Ottoman archive. (E.J.Brill, 1996). p.45.
66. Sardesai, D.R. India: The definitive history. (New York: Routledge, 2018). pp.214–15.
67. Ponterfract, Dan. Flat army: Creating a connected and engaged organisation. (Idaho: Elevate Publishing, 2016). p.33.
68. Srinivasachari, C.S. History of the city of Madras. (Madras: P. Vardachary and Co, 2005). pp.2–7.
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Image 15: Map of "Madras Presidency" from Pope, G. U. (1880) Text-book of Indian History: Geographical Notes, 
Genealogical Tables, Examination Questions, London: W. H. Allen & Co. Pp. VII, 574, 16 maps. The image is in 
public domain. Available at https://commons.wikimedia.org/wiki/Category:Maps_of_the_Madras_Presidency#
/media/File:Pope1880MadrasPres2.jpg [Accessed 5 October 2019.] Scale not known.
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 These events laid the foundations for the colonial rule of the Indian sub-continent. The 
colonisation of India was horrifically violent. The majority of the Indian sub-continent’s 
population suffered from poverty, social upheaval, malnutrition, disease, economic exploitation, 
political disadvantage, and systemic methods that permeated social and racial injustices. The 
English economist Angus Maddison tabulates the share of World gdp, India’s steadily declining 
from 24.4% in 1500 ad to 4.2% in 1950, and that of the uk, rising from 1.1% to 6.5% and peaking to 
a 9% in 1870.69 However, the eic played a role in the initiation of printing in the sub-continent. 
The Indian politician, writer and former international diplomat, Sashi Tharoor writes, ‘they did 
establish a newspaper culture in British India, however, and though none of the initial newspapers 
survived, it was soon apparent that the press was here to stay’.70

The first press established by the eic in the Madras Presidency was looted from the French in a 
territorial battle between the English and the French in the Indian subcontinent. The Irish 
Lieutenant-General Eyre Coote, (1726 – 28 April 1783) won the Battle of Wandiwash (Vandavasi) in 
1761, during the seven years war which established eic's control and restricted the French to 
Pondicherry. This battle was decisive in the struggle between the English and the French over their 
dominance in India. After a siege of the House of the Governor of Pondicherry in 1761, the looted 
items including a printing press were brought to Madras. This press was placed under the 
supervision of Protestant missionaries at Vepery.71 This event saw the founding of the Vepery Press 
at Madras in 1761. Missionaries from the Danish-Halle Mission and the spck were involved in the 
operation of this press, and it served as an extension to the previously established Tranquebar 
Mission Press. During the 1770s the looted press was moved to Fort St. George.72 These changes in 
the location of the press saw the beginning of the Government Press at Fort St. George. 

Two more presses were established in Madras subsequently. The Madras Military Male 
Orphan Asylum was opened in 1789 at Egmore in Madras, under the superintendence of the 
Scottish Episcopalian priest and educationalist, Dr. Andrew Bell (27 March 1753 – 27 January 1832). 
The asylum was supported by public contributions and the eic.73 In 1796, the Irish clergyman, 
Richard Hall Kerr (3 February 1769 – 16 April 1808) succeeded Bell as the superintendent, and 
subsequently set up a press between 1796–7 at his own cost with an intent of enabling orphans to 
become self-sufficient. The costs incurred by Kerr were later reimbursed by the eic.74 In 1799, a deal 
was arranged between Robert Clive and the press, in exchange for essential investments of 

69. Angus, Maddison. The world economy, historical statistics. (OECD Publishing, 2003). p.261.
70. Tharoor, Sashi. Inglorious empire: What the British did to India (UK: Penguin, 2018) Page number not available. 
Under the subsection ‘The (partly) free press’.
71. Shaw, G. ‘The beginnings of government…’ pp.371–380.
72. Ibid.
73. Walker, John and Walker, Charless. A gazetteer of Southern India with the Tenasserim provinces and Singapore. 
(Madras: Pharoah and Co.,1855). p.223.
74. Kerr, Richard Hall. A letter to the Hon. Court of Directors, for conducting the affairs of the East India Company of 
England with copies of various documents submitted to the Hon. Court, on Wednesday, January 19, 1803. (London: 
Macmillan, 1803). pp.III-V.
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infrastructure and founts. The press printed the documents that eic required.75 
The next printing press in southern India was the College Press established in 1813 at 

Madras, and it was the brainchild of the orientalist and eic civil servant, Francis Whyte Ellis (1777 
– 10 March 1819).76 Ellis started as a Writer in the eic in 1796 and quickly ascended through 
promotions, to the assistant-under secretary, deputy secretary, and secretary to the Board of 
Revenue in 1798, 1801 and 1802 respectively. In 1806 he was appointed as the judge of the zillah of 
Machilipatnam, and the Collector of land customs of the Madras Presidency in 1809 and the 
Collector of Madras in 1810, a post he held till his untimely death due to cholera at Ramnad in 
1819.77 Ellis is credited with the introduction of vaccination against smallpox in the Madras 
Presidency. Ellis was responsible for many advances in academic practices in the field of 
orientalism during his time, making him a significant figure in the early 19th-century. He was a 
member of the Madras Literary Society, and the founder of the College of Fort St. George in 
Madras, 1812. The college consisted of both, English and Indian members. The college intended to 
teach the languages of southern India to the junior civil servants posted at Madras. Ellis was a 
senior member of the Board of Superintendence of the college from its founding until 1819 and 
was responsible for its curriculum and its growth. He was the first to suggest the ‘Dravidian Proof’, 
a step by step attempt to establish that the Dravidian languages are interrelated and not derived 
from Sanskrit.78 Ellis wrote the note to the introduction in Alexander Campbell's A Grammar of the 
Teloogoo Language, commonly called the Gentoo, elaborating the theory in 1816. The College Press 
printed vernacular grammars, dictionaries, and other books to cater to the needs of eic.79 

 The eic saw the necessity for its personnel to learn the vernacular languages spoken in the 
areas it operated and also a need to communicate with its residents. This development led to the 
commencement of printing newspapers thereby starting the advent of journalism in the Indian 
subcontinent. The advent of printing of books initiated new vernacular literature as content such 
as stories and novels were being written in the Indian languages. The first printing in Telugu was 
short texts in multilingual newspapers printed at Madras. The first newspaper in India was an 
English language weekly called Hicky’s Bengal Gazette. It was printed in the capital of Bengal 
Presidency, Calcutta from the year 1780 to 1782. The Madras Courier was the first newspaper to be 
published in Madras and it was printed as a weekly between the years 1785 to 1819. This paper 
limited its content to the English language. During the 16th century, several vernacular languages 
were spoken in Madras; Tamil and Telugu were spoken by the Hindu population and the Muslims 
used Hindustani (currently referred to as Urdu, one of the two major registers of Hindustani) a 
legacy that continues. In 1795 the Government Gazette, edited by John Goldingham (1767 – July 
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1849), and the Madras Gazette, owned by the eic’s solicitor, Robert Williams (23 April 1735 – 17 
January 1814), was founded. These two papers printed content in English and contained some 
additional material in Tamil, Hindustani (Urdu), and Telugu. The Madras Gazette was printed at 
the Government Press at Fort St. George. The Government Gazette was initially printed at the 
Vepery Press and from the Madras Male Orphan Asylum Press (Asylum Press), from c.1800.80 

3.4 The first recorded Telugu Book

The eic intended on publishing a grammar and dictionary of the Telugu and Kannada language. A 
perusal of the newspaper collection – Madras Courier, Madras Gazette and the Government Gazette 
archived at the newsroom in the British Library – reveal numerous published advertisements 
inviting proposals for writing and publishing grammar books and dictionaries. Madras Public 
Proceeding records disclose that two Telugu manuscript grammars were procured by the eic and 
submitted to Alexander Falconar (1766–1847) for examination.81 A public letter dated 9th October 
1800, credits Daniel Ince of presenting the government with a Telugu and French dictionary in 
manuscript form and a translated copy of Telugu grammar and requests the eic to compensate 
Ince with one thousand pagodas.82 The value of the pagoda was not standardised during this 
period, and the exchange rate varied in different regions. Alexander Falconar started his 
employment in the military department of the eic between 1786–87. By 1890, he was transferred to 
the civil services and perform duties in the revenue, judicial, commercial, political and as a 
diplomatic servant. He was also an official Persian and Telugu translator and later went on to serve 
as the chief secretary of the Madras Presidency.83 In a letter dated 8th March 1799, Falconar 
responded that he had examined the French copy of the Telugu grammar and dictionary and that 
they needed corrections and modifications. Falconar realised the political importance of 
addressing the sepoys of the Indian army, who were largely Telugu speakers, in their own 
vernacular. He also added that if the government would assist him, he would compile the 
rudiments of Telugu grammar that would differ vastly from the manuscript copies provided to 
him. He negotiated for a period of 24 months towards the compiling of such work in this ‘elegant 
and useful language’.84 However, there are no further records of any Telugu grammars written or 
published by Alexander Falconar. His official duties likely kept him from being able to realise this 
undertaking.

William Brown (d. July 1848), another civil servant of the eic also responded to the 
advertisements. Brown had served in Machilipatnam, a Telugu speaking area in present Andhra 
Pradesh. A letter dated 22 April 1809 from Brown to the chief secretary of the Madras Presidency 
reveals that he submitted his manuscript work of a Telugu grammar and dictionary for 
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consideration and subsequent publication. Brown mentions that he drafted the work in his leisure 
time dedicating his private fortune. On 30th May 1809, Alexander Falconar responded to Brown 
that the work will be submitted to a committee for examination.85 According to the historian Rama 
Sundari Mantena, the grammar was severely criticised by a native named Sankaraiah.86 Eventually, 
William Brown published A Grammar of the Gentoo Language, as it is understood and spoken by the 
Gentoo People, residing north and north-westward of Madras in 1817. 

The 1906 Linguistic survey of India by the Irish administrator and linguist George 
Abraham Grierson (7 January 1851 – 9 March 1941) records the book A Grammar of the Gentoo 
Language, as it is understood and spoken by the Gentoo People, residing north and north-westward of 
Madras, by William Brown, printed at Madras in 1807 as the first book printed in the Telugu 
script.87 There are no known copies of Brown’s work published before 1817. Similarly, no surviving 
records are confirming any publication of Brown before 1817. It is possibly an error from Grierson, 
who compiled the Linguistic survey almost a century after the supposed publication of the book, 
and might have accessed some misleading records.

3.5 Early English Missions

The eic did not make a clear statement regarding its religious policy, yet maintained a policy of 
neutrality towards Indian religions. Its primary interest was trade and profit and it, therefore, tried 
not to combine commerce with Christianity.88 Penelope Carson states the eic came in contact with 
people of many faiths including, amongst others, Jains, Parsis, Buddhists, Sikhs, Hindus, Jews, 
Muslims, and Christians. Because of the power exercised by Muslim princes, the eic ensured that 
Islam was not offended. Most of the eic officials believed that it was counterproductive to 
interfere with Indian religious beliefs and practices. Once the eic assumed territorial rights, 
Indians were assured that they would be allowed freedom of worship. While the focus of the eic 
was trade, eventually it could not avoid addressing the issues of religion. The need to develop 
some sort of policy was heightened when the eic started recruiting a sepoy army to protect its 
interests. The eic believed that Indians would permit English suzerainty, provided they were 
allowed to freedom in the vital issue of religion.89 In principle, the company was hostile to any 
missionary work in its territories as it held the view that religious propaganda would cause 
insurrection among Hindus and Muslims against the company. Meanwhile, Protestantism was 
gaining a strong foothold in England. Being disturbed by the slave trade and convinced of the 
common and equal rights of all people, English Protestant missionaries started viewing the 
inhabitants of their colonies as heathen subjects of the English Empire and found it pertinent to 
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intervene with their religious beliefs and evangelise the colonies. The historian, Susan Thorne, 
writes that missionary imperialism propagated equality but did not question the moral validity of 
Europe’s imperial domination of the non-European world with the opinion that missionary modes 
of control were effective guarantees of European power in colonies.90 Nevertheless, this reasoning 
gave rise to English missionaries intending to evangelise its colonies and the Indian subcontinent 
saw a surge of preachers arriving at its shores during the later part of the 18th century. 

The fundamentals of Protestantism rejects the Roman Catholic doctrine of papal 
supremacy and sacraments, and emphasises on the priesthood of all believers, placing the Bible as 
the highest authority. This belief laid priority on circulating the Bible to all of its followers. To 
evangelise the English colonies, the missionaries attempted to learn Indian languages, translate 
the scriptures and print them as tracts or books to aid proselytisation. This need saw missionaries 
learning the language, translating, cutting punches and casting founts and printing scriptures in 
the vernaculars of the Indian subcontinent. Meanwhile, the establishment of educational 
institutions in India was becoming a topic of contention in the English Parliament. In 1793, 
William Wilberforce (24 August 1759 – 29 July 1833), a British politician, a leader of the movement 
to abolish the slave trade, and an evangelical Christian, attempted but failed to insert a policy 
requiring the governments of presidencies to maintain a sufficient number of schools and 
missionaries in their territories. In 1813, 908 petitions containing half a million signatures were 
presented at the English Parliament in favour of introducing Christianity to India. These signatures 
were mostly those of nonconformists who were struggling for religious liberty.91 The eic argued 
that it was the right of Indians to worship as they please without any pressure to become 
Christians.92 A compromise to disseminate ‘useful knowledge’ and ‘religious and moral 
improvements’ were arrived after the discussions.93 However, the implementation of the consensus 
by the eic was inconsistent as it still held the power to decide based on the situation.

3.5.a The Baptist Mission
The Baptists were a nonconformist denomination started by the English Separatist, John Smyth (c. 
1570 – c. 28 August 1612) and the organisation traces its roots back to Amsterdam, 1609. William 
Carey (17 August 1761 –9 June 1834), the Christian missionary popularly known as the ‘father of 
modern missions’ proposed the formation of a missionary society to two ministers – Andrew 
Fuller and John Sutcliff in 1787. In 1792, The Particular (or Calvinistic) Baptist Society for the 
Propagation of the Gospel Amongst the Heathen (bms) was founded in Kettering, England.94 John 
Thomas (1757–1801), a surgeon, had previously spent several years preaching at Bengal and was 
searching for funding options in London to establish a mission in Calcutta. The bms used this 
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opportunity to collaborate with Thomas. Carey was requested to join the pursuit of establishing a 
mission and travel to Bengal. Thomas and Carey along with their families set sail on June 13, 1793, 
on a Danish ship to Calcutta.95 After a five-month voyage, they arrived on 11 November 1793.96 The 
policy of religious neutrality enforced by the eic was not favourable to the Baptists. Carey and 
Thomas were not allowed to live in Calcutta as missionaries without the permission of the eic and 
were forced to move to the Danish territory of Frederiksnagar in Serampore. In 1799, Joshua 
Marshman (1768–1837) and William Ward (1769–1823) joined Carey at Serampore. William Ward 
had a background in printing, having been apprenticed at Drury’s printing establishment at 
Derby.97 These three Baptist missionaries, Carey, Marshman and Ward formed the ‘Serampore Trio’, 
and they founded the Serampore Mission and its press on January 10, 1800.98 

William Carey published a Proposal for a subscription for translating the Holy Scriptures 
into the following Oriental languages in 1806 which comprised fifteen languages that included 
Kannada and Telugu.99 William Ward initially found Carey’s plans ambitious and believed that the 
Serampore Mission should limit itself to the areas and languages occupied by the Baptist.100 The 
Serampore Trio claimed that they were in a good position to undertake such a task for six reasons: 
(i) an experience in translating (ii) the ability to procure pundits with expertise in regional 
languages (iii) an in-house library of works on the Scriptures (iv) printing presses and a type 
foundry at the mission’s premises (v) access to funds, and (vi) a situation that enabled them to 
broadcast the work.101 During the same year – 1806 – records indicate that the scriptures were 
translated into four languages by the Serampore missionaries which included Persian, Hindi, 
Marathi, and Oriya. The establishment of the British and Foreign Bible Society in Swindon in 1804 
supported the translation and publication efforts of the Serampore Mission and the trio were, 
therefore, able to proceed with their plan. The Serampore Mission is known to have relied on 
pundits to assist with the translations. The limited accessibility to Kannada and Telugu pundits at 
Bengal appears to have been a constraint to the mission. According to Ward, the cost of procuring 
a native pundit was about thirty rupees a month, but since Telugu, Burmese and Bhutanese 
pundits had to be brought to Serampore from a different location the cost incurred would be 
about one hundred rupees a month. The time estimated for the translation was about five years, 
with one pundit engaged for three years, and two years for revising with a European. Ward felt the 
New Testament could be rendered to Telugu, Burmese and Bhutanese for a sum of eighteen 
thousand rupees individually but optimised to thirty one thousand and two hundred rupees for all 
these three languages together.102 Usually, a pundit engaged by the Serampore Mission, in addition 
to knowing his vernacular language was educated in Sanskrit and knew at least two other 
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languages. A new pundit would be placed under the supervision of an experienced one. Each 
pundit was given an authorised version of the scriptures in a language that he was familiar with 
and had to express the ideas with utmost care and exactness and to ask questions whenever he 
found it necessary. Meanwhile, one of the Serampore missionaries would acquire a knowledge of 
the grammar and peculiarities of the language. On completing the translation of the first gospel 
the process of revision began. In due course, the experience increased their ease and the 
Serampore missionaries grew confident of the quality of their translation.103 John Clark Marshman 
records that a Brahmin translated the Telugu scriptures at Serampore, which was reviewed by 
Carey.104 The Friend of India quarterly refers to an article published by the French Catholic 
missionary, Jean- Antonie Dubois who worked out of Mysore. Dubois suggests that ‘some young 
missionary, an infant perhaps when the eldest of the Serampore missionaries began studying the 
Indian languages’ translated the Kannada Bible.105 However, the Serampore missionaries rarely 
credited the native pundits, and their identities remain undisclosed.

The Serampore Press is renowned for making significant contributions to printing in many 
Asian languages. According to Grierson, the Press printed about 212,000 volumes of translated 
scriptures, grammars, and religious tracts in forty languages, between 1801 to 1832.106 Fiona Ross 
notes that in addition to other accomplishments, William Carey is reputed to have translated and 
supervised the printing of the scriptures in the Bengali, Oriya, Hindi, Marathi, Sanskrit, Assamese, 
Panjabi, Pashto, Kashmiri, Telugu and Konkani languages.107 By 1811, the Serampore Mission Press 
employed forty to fifty people to facilitate the complete range of printing production, including 
translation, proofreading, paper making, casting metal type, grinding ink, typesetting, operating 
the presses, and binding.108 

3.5.b The London Missionary Society
The London Missionary Society (lms) was formed in 1795 as a non-denominational Protestant 
missionary society supported by Anglicans and the nonconformists, to evangelise the colonies. 
The evangelical efforts of the lms have been criticised for demonstrating the ‘desire to convert and 
convince the world’ with the supremacy of English Protestantism.109 Its first missionary, Nathaniel 
Forsyth (1769–1816), arrived in India in 1798. Forsyth, warned by the experiences of others of the 
hostility of the British government in India, settled at Chinsurah, a few miles north of Calcutta, 
where the Dutch provided the same protection as the Danes had offered Carey and his friends at 
Serampore. According to the Scottish Anglican missionary and scholar Stephen Neill, Forsyth was 
hardly notable as a missionary and did not threaten the monopoly of the Baptists.110
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The lms sent further missionaries to the Indian subcontinent. A set of English lms 
missionaries traveled from Copenhagen in a Danish ship to Tranquebar and arrived in December 
1804, intending to establish a mission in Sri Lanka.111 Two members of this group, Augustus Des 
Granges (1780–1810) and George Cran (d. 1809) moved to Visakhapatnam on July 18, 1805 and set 
up a mission with permission from the eic.112 In 1810, another missionary, John Hands (1780–1864) 
arrived in Madras and attempted to initiate a mission in Seringapatam, that turned out 
unsuccessful. With help from a chaplain from Madras, he obtained permission from the eic to 
settle at Bellary (Kannada speaking region in the state of Karnataka).113 These lms missionaries 
played a pivotal role in the initiation of translations and printing of tracts and books in the 
Kannada and Telugu languages. The Bellary Mission Press established by John Hands significantly 
assisted in the dispersal of literature in the Kannada and Telugu languages.

3.6 The first printed books in the Kannada and Telugu scripts

Katherine Smith Diehl claims that A Grammar of Telinga language, 1814 (Image 16) and A 
Grammar of Kurnata language, 1817 (Image 17) by William Carey printed at the Serampore Mission 
Press is the first printed books in the Kannada and Telugu languages.114 The Serampore mission was 
involved in the translation of Bibles into the Kannada and Telugu languages. William Carey is 
credited for composing the first books, the grammars in the Kannada and Telugu languages, and 
early Bibles. With regard to the 1814 Telugu grammar credited to Carey, he was assisted by the 
pundit, Sooba Shastri, who had worked at the Sudder Dewanee Adwlut and was proficient in 
Sanskrit.115 The 1817 Kannada grammar was translated by Carey with additional assistance. Carey is 
supposed to have learned Kannada from two pundits who were employed under his supervision at 
the College of Fort William. One of them was a native of the Kannada speaking areas and the 
other of the Telugu speaking areas.116 However, this research has uncovered material to prove the 
existence of an earlier book of synoptic gospels printed in the Telugu and possibly one in the 
Kannada script.

The two lms missionaries, Augustus Des Granges and George Cran who set up the 
mission in Vishakapatnam were keen to learn Telugu in order to translate the gospels and preach 
to the natives.117 Des Granges’s journal indicates that John Taylor (d. 6 December 1821), a Scottish 
missionary and surgeon, who had established a mission in Gujarat, requested Des Granges and 
Cran to undertake the translation of the gospels into Kannada and Telugu.118 Des Granges and Cran 
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Image 16: A Grammar of the Telinga Language, 1814, printed at the Serampore Mission. A copy of this book is 
archived at the British Library, shelfmark T 6058. The image is scaled 60%.

acquired a Telugu grammar and dictionary in manuscript form to learn the language.119 As 
discussed in section 3.a such manuscript works were available in Madras. The missionaries 
translated the history of the Temple of Juggernaut ( Jagganath) to English, and the first two 
chapters of the Gospel of Mathew were translated to Telugu by 20 September 1807.120 In May 1808, 
the two lms missionaries were joined in their efforts of learning the Telugu language and 
undertaking translations by the native convert, Anandarayer. Anandarayer was a Brahmin and had 
previously converted to the Roman Catholic faith and changed his name from Subbarayer. He 
eventually denounced being a Roman Catholic and became a Protestant.121 He was a native of 
Visakhapatnam.122 Anandarayer was also lms’s first convert in India. Significant progress in the 
translation happened after Anandarayer joined the mission. Ananadarayer presided over the 
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Image 17: A Grammar of the Kurnata Language, 1817, printed at the Serampore Mission. A copy of this book is 
archived at the British Library, shelfmark T 6171. The image is scaled 60%.

translations and Des Granges employed four additional Brahmins to transcribe the material.123 Des 
Granges’s diary mentions the names of other converts such as Purushottam, Jagannadham, 
Shanmukaram, Bramaji, and Venkata Rao.124 It is possible that these were the people involved in 
the transcription process. The Telugu translation of the Gospel of Mathew was completed by 15 
May 1809, the Gospel of John commenced on 6 September 1809 and the Gospel of Luke was 
completed on 16 June 1810.125

 With the objective of printing the manuscript, the lms missionaries sent copies to Dr. Brown, 
the Serampore Mission, and the British and Foreign Bible Society (bf bs).126 The Society was formed 
on 7 March 1804 by a group of people including William Wilberforce and Thomas Charles (14 
October 1755 – 5 October 1814) to encourage the "wider circulation and use" of the scriptures. 
Adversity struck the intentions of the lms missionaries in numerous ways. An unnamed friend of 
Des Granges sailed with the manuscript to Bengal in a ship that capsized. The friend survived the
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Image 18: The first Telugu book, The Gospels according to Matthew, Mark, and Luke translated by Augustus Des 
Granges, assisted by George Cran and Anandarayer, 1812 printed at the Serampore Mission. A copy of this book is 
archived at the British and Foreign Bible Society, University of Cambridge, shelfmark EB.80.149. Image scaled 
50%.

event and managed to save the manuscript, while all other articles in the ship sunk.127 Des Granges, 
the driving force behind this endeavour fell seriously ill and died aged 30 in July 1810.128 Some 
favourable occurrences helped to further the undertaking. The lms sent additional missionaries in 
order to continue the evangelical work at Visakhapatnam. The missionaries, John Gordon and 
William Lee arrived in 1810, and Edward Pritchett (1772 – 1820) in 1811. The bf bs granted a sum of 
two thousand pounds for the translation and printing of works in Indian languages for the years 
1811–3. Half of the sum was for the agencies in India that were involved in the translation and the 
other half for the Serampore Mission for the cost of printing.129 This financial resource was used to 
fund the printing of the lms manuscript. In 1811, Anadarayer visited Serampore to supervise the 
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Image 19: Spread from the book, The Gospels according to Matthew, Mark, and Luke translated by Augustus Des 
Granges, assisted by George Cran and Anandarayer, 1812 printed at the Serampore Mission. A copy of this book is 
archived at the British and Foreign Bible Society, University of Cambridge, shelfmark EB.80.149. Image scaled 
50%.

printing process of the Synoptic Gospels that was translated in Visakhapatnam. The lms 
missionaries received a letter from Serampore informing that the Telugu types were not ready and 
also received a specimen of the first chapter of the Gospel of St.Mark, to which the missionaries 
made further corrections. The lms missionaries responded requesting to commence printing the 
other chapters and wait for the revised version of the Gospel of Mark.130 This edition of the Telugu 
Synoptic Gospels was eventually printed at the Serampore Mission Press in 1812. A small supply of 
50 copies of this title was sent to the lms mission at Visakhapatnam to help their evangelical 
efforts.131 

In March 1812 a fire broke out at the Serampore printing office, starting on a range of 
shelves containing paper and was possibly caused by a hookah. William Ward attempted to salvage 
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the material and save lives. The fire continued burning for two days. The fire destroyed types, 
furniture, paper, manuscripts, and printed books. Pertaining to Kannada and Telugu, fourteen 
cases of the Telugu types, a manuscript copy of the Telugu grammar, and translated scriptures and 
printed works in Telugu such as the New Testament were all consumed by the fire. When the ruins 
were cleared the steel punches of all the types cast for Indian languages were found unaffected. A 
paper mill, two presses, matrices and moulds, and apparatus for letter casting were stored in an 
adjoining office which remained unblemished.132 The figures for the loss vary. According to William 
Carey, the estimates of the loss range from sixty thousand to seventy thousand rupees. It has also 
been speculated that the actual loss might have been between nine to ten thousand pounds.133 The 
majority of the printed copies of the Synoptic Gospels apart from the 50 copies previously sent to 
the lms missionaries were unfortunately destroyed by this fire.

Three copies of this book are known to exist to the author. The first copy is held at the 
British Library, London titled Dēvuniyekka samastameina vākyamui... Yēsu Kristu yekka 
śubhasamācāramu (The Gospels according to Matthew, Mark, and Luke, translated by A. Des 
Granges, assisted by G. Cran and Ananda-Rāyar).134 This copy is dated and the Serampore Mission 
is mentioned as the printer. The British Library has restricted access to capture images of this 
book. According to Arani Ilankuberan, curator of South India Collections at the British Library, the 
book was acquired on 12th November 1844.135 The second copy is shelved at the special collections 
of the School of Oriental and African Studies (Image 18 and 20).136 The title leaf of this book is 
missing and it is catalogued without a date as a generic Telugu Bible. A third copy is available at 
the archives of the British and Foreign Bible Society, University of Cambridge.137 This copy has the 
title page intact, however; the book is not listed in the online catalogue.

The Gospels according to Matthew, Mark, and Luke, 1812, is a compact book for a scripture 
measuring 23 cm x 15 cm consisting of 319 pages, unpaginated. The books’ title page is set in 
Telugu. The layout for the text in this book is divided into two columns, a centimeter dedicated as 
the first column for numbering each stanza in the respective vernacular, and the main text set in 
the wider second column. The danda is used as punctuation to indicate the end of a 
sentence(Image 19). Word breaks are consistently utilised in this book, as introduced earlier by 
Charles Wilkins and Nathaniel Halhed in the books they printed in Bengali. The text is justified, 
and the spacing varies significantly with characters either clashing or being too loose in some 
cases. Irregular inking and poor paper quality is also a noticeable characteristic of the early books 
printed in the Indian subcontinent.

John Hands of the lms at Bellary was involved in the translation efforts of the Kannada 
scriptures. According to Richard Lovett, Hands did not have access to grammars or dictionaries. 
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Nevertheless, by 1812, he had managed to translate the synoptic gospels of Matthew, Mark, and 
Luke into Kannada.138 The friend of India monthly series, a publication by the Serampore 
missionaries indicates that Serampore missionaries were notified by Anadarayer that a New 
Testament up to the Gospel of Luke was in use at Bellary in 1819.139 During this period, there were no 
other Kannada translations of the scriptures apart from that of John Hands’s, though the 
Serampore mission was interested in translating the gospels to the Kannada language. It is unlikely 
that Presses in Madras printed a book for missionaries, as restrictions placed by the eic would not 
allow printing religious material. Therefore, this book could have only been printed at Serampore, 
as it was the only press outside of Madras with access to Kannada founts. However, there are no 
known copies of this book. A possible date for its print cannot be asserted either. The first printed 
translation of the gospel by John Hands, Matteyu barada suviśēṣavu was printed at Madras in 1820 
and was funded by the Calcutta Auxiliary Bible Society. A copy of this book is available at the 
British Library.140 This copy does not have a title page. 

Early Bible translations were not of satisfactory quality. Carey’s Telugu gospel was 
considered entirely useless due to the standard of translation.141 The Italian Jesuit, Constanzo 
Beschi (8 November 1680 – 4 February 1742) ridiculed Bartholomäus Ziegenbalg’s translation of the 
Tamil Bible as ‘horrid gibberish’.142 Abbe Dubois (January 1765 – 17 February 1848), the French 
missionary in India had a clear stance against the translation of scriptures by those who did not 
know the language thoroughly, as incompetent translations might increase the opposition from 
natives. He is noted to have commented on the Serampore translations of the Bible and other 
scriptures:

If it were intended to render the Christian religion forever contemptible and odious to 
the pagan Hindoos, there are no surer means to attain this end than to exhibit our 
records under such a despicable garb.143

The lms and the Serampore Mission maintained an amicable relationship publicly, but the 
lms was displeased that William Carey had not handed over the Telugu translations that he was 
involved in and commented that a translation made by a ‘Christian man’ was preferable to one 
prepared by a ‘wicked Brahmin’. Carey retorted: 

I care not for the mere honour of being known as the translator of the scriptures in the 
Telinga or any other language.144

William Carey has been unduly credited for the efforts of many individuals who toiled to translate 
the scriptures into Kannada and Telugu languages. The omission of the first books, Dēvuniyekka 
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samastameina vākyamui... Yēsu Kristu yekka śubhasamācāramu, and the possibility of Synoptic 
Gospels in Kannada, from historical records could have occurred as the Serampore Missionaries 
kept a log of the books they translated and printed, but they might not have been meticulous in 
recording the printing works that they undertook for other missions. They were required to keep 
the members of their order in England and the financial sponsors updated on their undertakings, 
while a job executed for another mission would not have been important to include in their 
records. 

Regarding the Telugu Synoptic Gospels, as the fire in the press of the Serampore Mission, is 
well recorded, it is possible that the survival of this book was not expected by later historians. 
Usually, title pages of vernacular books printed in the subcontinent were bilingual, set in English 
and the vernacular script. However, in the case of the Telugu Synoptic Gospels, the title page of 
this book is printed completely in Telugu. This could have made it difficult for later scholars to 
place the date for the printing of this work, without a careful examination of historical events. 
Missionaries, in general, worked against time and financial constraints with the motivation to 
spread the word of the Lord. It is unlikely that if John Hands had translated parts of the gospels 
into the Kannada language by 1812, that missionaries would have waited for eight years to print the 
first edition of the religious book, Matteyu barada suviśēṣavu in 1820. In addition, Anadarayer’s 
claim in 1819 that a New Testament was available at Bellary, suggests the possibility of the 
existence of an earlier book that remains unknown. However, as Bellary is a border region between 
the Kannada and Telugu speaking territories, it cannot be stated with certainty that the book was 
definitely a Kannada gospel. Given these speculations, it is only possible to hypothesise the 
existence of an undated Kannada gospel translated by John Hands, and printed by the Serampore 
Mission.

3.7 Other European missionary presses in southern India

As colonialism started securing a position in India, regions, where the languages Kannada and 
Telugu are spoken, were primarily agrarian, consistent with other parts of the Indian 
subcontinent. These regions were a part of the Madras Presidency; however, infrastructure was 
rudimentary and establishments such as schools, missions, and government offices were yet to be 
developed in these areas. Keeping to the belief common to the latter part of the 18th and till the 
middle part of the 19th-century, the establishment of Christian missions and initiatives to 
evangelise was also considered as a necessity much to the dissatisfaction of the eic. Even within 
the eic, its members of staff began swaying towards allowing missionaries to work within its 
territories. 

In 1792, Charles Grant (16 April 1746 – 31 October 1823), who later became the chairman of 
the eic, wrote the tract Observations on the state of society among the Asiatic subjects of Great 
Britain appealing for education and tolerance towards Christian missions in India. Along with 
William Wilberforce (24 August 1759 – 29 July 1833), Grant published the Charter of 1813 that made 
the eic responsible for arranging the education of Indians and spending at least one hundred 
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thousand rupees per year on it. Grant is regarded as the father of modern education in India.145 The 
obstacles for missionary work were removed in 1813 when the British Parliament permitted British 
missions to carry out evangelisation in India.146

The Government of India Act of 1833 passed at the English parliament increased the education 
grant from one hundred thousand rupees to one million rupees and lifted the ban on non-British 
missions.147 Thomas Babbington Macaulay (25 October 1800 – 28 December 1859) proposed the 
medium of instruction for schools in India as English. The result of this decision led to the origin 
of the term ‘Macaulayism’ – the policy of eliminating an indigenous culture through the planned 
substitution with the culture of the colonising power through the education system. As education 
now became the responsibility of the eic, it sought Christian missions to offset its liabilities, yet 
not favouring the obvious proselytisation interest. Two decades after British Missions were allowed 
in India, other European and American missionary organisations were allowed to commence 
evangelical activities.148 Occasionally, this led to some Christian missions establishing schools and 
attempting to evangelise sometimes under the pretense of educational expansion. In addition to 
Macaulay’s proposal, the prevalence of the caste system led to missions concentrating on 
spreading English education to entice the higher classes, in the hope that the lower classes will 
follow them and eventually convert to Christianity. Missionaries were no longer just interested in 
spreading the gospel, but now they commenced preparing grammar and textbooks to help their 
educational endeavours. Charles Wood (20 December 1800 – 8 August 1885), through the Woods 
despatch of 1854 made a significant impact on vernacular language teaching and education for 
girls in India. He proposed that primary education must adopt vernacular languages and college 
education must adopt English as the medium of instruction. This despatch also gave the 
educational policy of India a legal form. This policy had a direct impact on the printing of 
vernacular books for the purpose of education.

3.7.a The Wesleyan Mission
The changing policies saw the Wesleyan Mission set its base in the subcontinent. Elijah Hoole 
(1798 – 1872) was the first English Wesleyan Missionary to arrive at Madras in September 1820. He 
established the Wesleyan Mission in Bangalore between 1821 to 1828.149 The mission started its 
operations by setting up Kannada and Tamil schools for girls and boys in Bangalore. According to 
William Arthur, Thomas Hodson (1804 – 1882) funded by ‘some’ English gentry, obtained land in 
1840 for setting up the Canarese Mission. Two missionaries, (Ebenezer) Jenkins and (John) Garrett 
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Image 20: Spread from the book, Catechism of Geography and Astronomy, 1842 printed at the Wesleyan Mission 
Press, Bangalore. A copy of this book is archived at the British Library, shelfmark 14176.h.5.(1.). The image is 
scaled 66%.

constructed the mission-house and a printing-office, which started functioning immediately.150 
According to the Indian librarian B.S.Kesavan, the establishment of the Bangalore Tract and Book 
society in 1825, and its subsequent organisation, the School Book Society in 1840 helped the 
Wesleyan Mission commence its printing activities.151 The earliest books printed at Bangalore, were 
the school books, Canarese and English Instructor, and the Katha Manjare, 1841. As the press did 
not have binding capacities, these two books were bound at the Vepery Press in Madras. Perceiving 
the need for end-to-end production capabilities, the press went on to acquire binding capacities in 
order to relieve themselves of the burden of sending material to Madras. Dennis Rhodes lists 10 
books that were printed at this press by 1850 including Catechism of Geography and Astronomy, 
1842 (Image 20) in Latin and Kannada characters.152 The press had about five printing presses and 
during its 23 years of operation, it produced over 72,835,249 pages of printed material. During the 
years 1850 – 1870, the press built a reputation for its quality and was a commercially successful 
endeavour making a turnover of fifty thousand rupees per year.153 This press stopped functioning 
for reasons unknown in 1872, and another press was set up in the town of Mysore.154
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3.7.b The Basel Mission
The Basel Missionary Society was formed at Basel, Switzerland in 1815. The mission’s first 
undertaking was to establish a seminary school at Basel in 1816. It set up its first overseas station in 
1828 to serve the southern province of Russia, thereby expanding its geographic range.155 The 
society was one of the earliest European missions to make use of the eic’s updated religious 
neutrality policy by establishing a mission at Mangalore, India in 1834.156 The Basel Mission 
established one of the earliest stations in the Kannada speaking parts of the Madras Presidency. 
The initial undertaking intended to set up a station near the Tirunelveli mission in the Tamil 
speaking areas. Three missionaries, Samuel Hebich (1803 – 1868), Christian Greiner, and Johann 
Lehner arrived at Calicut, India on 14th October 1834. Hebich was persuaded by Dandeson Coates, 
the secretary of the Church Missionary Society (cms), ‘to choose a healthy town between Cochin 
and Bombay’ to set up a mission.157 Findlay Anderson, the British sub-collector of Mangalore 
invited the trio to set up a station at his location. This invitation saw the first station of the Basel 
Mission in India being established at Mangalore.158

The Basel Mission, in order to promote employment of its converts and further their own 
financial objectives, trained and encouraged artisans to advance their trade, and commenced 
numerous commercial undertakings. An industrial commission was formed in 1846, and in 1854 it 
was made a department of the Basel Missionary Society and was assigned its own treasury. Its 
endeavours included establishing a weaving initiative which was responsible for inventing the 
popular ‘Khaki’ dye, that was adopted as the military uniform in the subcontinent. Its other 
ventures were the establishment of the renowned Mangalore tile industries, workshop to train 
fitters, blacksmiths, and carpenters, and even extending its commercial portfolio to coffee, cashew, 
and sandalwood trade.159 The Basel Mission also set up printing presses and is credited for the 
printing of the first Kannada newspaper and a number of religious and school books. According to 
Graham Shaw, the Basel Mission established two lithographic presses in Mangalore and Thalassery 
to print in the local languages, Kannada and Malayalam respectively.160 Peter Prabhakar notes that 
John Weigle, a Basel missionary in Mangalore procured a lithographic printing press from Bombay 
and established a publication unit at Jadukone in Balmatta, Mangalore.161 It started the first 
Kannada newspaper, Mangalore Samacar, a bi-monthly on the 1 July 1843. In order to make use of 
the advantages of movable type, the newspaper printing was transferred to the letterpress of the 
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lms mission at Bellary.162 The press, first called ‘German Evangelical Mission Press’, subsequently 
changed to ‘Basel Mission Press’ and later renamed as ‘Balmatta Master Press’.163 It currently 
survives at the same location as the ‘Balmatta Institute of Printing Technology’.

The Basel Missionary Society sent Georg Plebst (16 August 1823 – 4 September 1888), a 
printer trained in Stuttgart, to Mangalore in 1851 to establish a press and conduct the printing 
office. He was responsible for training the workers and adapting two Kannada founts cut in 
Europe, one too large and another which was poorly built. The imminent need for founts 
eventually led him to establish a type foundry as well.164 Through this well-organised endeavour, 
the press printed innumerable school textbooks, religious books, tracts, and also undertook 
printing for the different presidencies. The Basel Mission appears not just to have laid emphasis on 
proselytisation but also to have an authentic interest to establish and conduct its business 
ventures for the benefit of the society. Reflecting this spirit, the missionary Friedrich Ziegler is 
claimed to have said ‘I cannot see why arithmetic teaching should be of lesser value than mission 
work’.165 Stephen Neill mentions that The Madras Mail in 1873 described the works of the Basel 
Mission Press as the best in Madras Presidency. Neill also adds that in 1885, the Madras 
Government stated that the Canarese printing of the Basel Mission Press is unequaled for beauty 
in comparison to any other press in India.166 The outbreak of World War I in 1914 not only crippled 
the organisation in Basel, but it also arrested missionary activities in India. All of its firms (schools 
etc), except the printing press, slipped out of its control and were handed over to the 
'Commonwealth Trust Ltd.', a British company. Although restrictions were withdrawn in 1927, the 
Government reimposed them again in 1939, due to the beginning of World War II. Just after the 
end of World War II, the British themselves had to leave the country, as India gained its 
independence.

3.7.c The American Baptist Mission
The American Baptist Mission was established in 1814 and was a consequence of a particular set of 
situations. In 1812, Adoniram Judson (9 August 1788 – 12 April 1850), and his wife Ann Hasseltine 
(22 December 1789 – 24 October 1826), and Rev. Luther Rice (25 March 1783 – 25 September 1836) 
sailed to India under the auspices of the American Board of Commissioners for Foreign Missions.167 
It was a significant American missionary organisation and consisted of participants from reformed 
traditions such as Presbyterians, Congregationalists, and German Reformed churches. Anticipating 
their contact with the Serampore Baptists, they studied the New Testament with reference to 
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Image 21: Cover of the book, Introduction to the books of the New Testament with analysis bu J. Heinrichs, 1897 
printed at the American Baptist Mission Press, Ongole. A copy of this book is archived at the American Baptist 
Historical Society Archives, Mercer University, Atlanta, USA, shelfmark 225H364. Image scaled 100%.
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baptism which eventually led to their conversion. This change of view cut them off from the 
society that was sponsoring them. Therefore, they applied to the Baptists of America for 
maintenance. Prior to this, the American Baptists made financial contributions to British and 
European missions, particularly the English Baptist Missionary Society. Subsequently, the Baptist 
Foreign Missionary Society was formed in Boston. Similar societies were quickly established in 
New York and Philadelphia. After a short trial, the need for a united society was acknowledged and 
a joint convention, ‘The General Convention of the Baptist Denomination in the United States of 
America for Foreign Missions’ was held in Philadelphia on 18 May 1814. In 1845, owing to the 
decision of the Board that slave owners should not be appointed as missionaries, the southern 
Baptists withdrew from the society. In 1846, the name was changed to ‘The American Baptist 
Missionary Union’. The American Baptist Mission served various locations including India, China, 
Europe, South East Asia, and Africa.168

Reverend S. S. Day and his wife, the first missionaries sent by the American Baptist 
Missionary Union arrived at Visakhapatnam in 1836. They traveled to Madras in 1837 and to Nellore 
in 1840, where they established the Telugu Mission. Day established a mission house, chapel, 
schoolhouse, and a school. However, due to poor health, he was compelled to return to the United 
States by 1845. In 1848, he returned accompanied by Rev. L. Jewett and wife. He performed his 
duties until 1853, as sickness necessitated his return home.169 In the same year, at the Missionary 
Union in Albany, New York state, discussions regarding relinquishing or reinforcing the Telugu 
mission, as it had been run for many years with little success and no prospects of improvement of 
its condition started taking place.170 During this time there was only a single station of Telugu 
mission. Rev J. L. Burrows named this mission ‘The Lone Star’.171 Hereon, the Telugu mission grew 
to become a successful organisation. Rev. John Clough (1836– 1910), the missionary responsible for 
the success of the Telugu mission arrived in Nellore in 1865.172 Clough had served as a field 
representative to the American Baptist Publication Society between 1862 and 1864.173 In 1866, a 
station was established in Ongole, and in 1869 the Telugu mission was extended to Ramapatam.174 
In 1882, further stations were established in Cumbum, Vinukonda, Nursaravapetta, and Baptala. 
Later, the mission was extended to the Madras Presidency; dominions of the Nizam of Hyderabad, 
Secunderabad, Hanamaconda, and Nalconda, and in the Tamil hill station of Ooty. 

Historian, Sisir Kumar Das states that the American Mission Press established in 1845 
helped the growth of Telugu literature to a certain extent.175 The first book printed in Telugu known 
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to the author is  A Vocabulary in English and Telugu to which are added nine parts of speech, useful 
dialogues, letters &c &c with translation, by C. Ramakrishna Sastruloo, Madras, American Mission 
Press, 1841. According to Edmund Merriam, the success of the evangelistic methods used in the 
Ongole mission revolutionised missionary policy, as, during the early years of missions in India, a 
predominant development on educational lines favoured formality and a slow upbuilding of 
Christianity. Merriam credits Clough for ‘swinging the pendulum’ towards the evangelistic side.176 
This statement remains unverifiable as eic did not pass any acts during this period that could have 
supported this claim. However, it certainly emphasises the focus of the Telugu mission on 
conversion rather than education or its ancillary need – printing. Most of their publications are 
printed by various presses in Madras. However, three books located at the American Baptist 
Historical Society Archives, at the Mercer University, Atlanta are printed at the American Baptist 
Mission Presses in the Telugu speaking regions in the Telugu language with Telugu foundry type. 
Ecclesiology of the Doctrine of the Church by J. Heinrichs, 1895, was printed in Ramapatam, 
Introduction to the Books of the New Testament with analyses, by J. Heinrichs, 1897 was printed in 
Ongole (Image 21) and Messages for all from the book of God, 1903 was printed in Nellore. Little 
information is available about the history concerning the American Baptist Mission Press in 
southern India. It is very likely that their contribution towards establishing industrial undertakings 
in the Telugu regions was negligible in comparison to that of the Basel Mission in the Kannada 
regions. 

3.8 Kannada and Telugu printing by other English initiatives

The demands from the Indian subcontinent gave rise to printing in the Indian vernaculars in 
England. One of the primary initiatives was the undertaking to supply to the needs of the 
Haileybury College. The college was established by the eic in 1806 and was based in Hertford 
Castle. During its initial years, the college-educated personnel who went to work in the Indian 
subcontinent in the vernacular languages, focussing primarily on Sanskrit, Hindi, and Urdu 
(Persian). Kannada was never taught in the college; however, Telugu was taught to those who were 
going to serve in the Madras Presidency by Francis Johnson, who also gave lessons in Sanskrit and 
Bengali.177 The College of Fort St George in Madras served as the centre for education for the eic 
personnel.178 After the Sepoy Mutiny of 1857, which saw the governance of India transferred to the 
Crown of Queen Victoria, the eic was nationalised and the college was closed in January 1858. 
However, there no evidence suggesting that the Haileybury College printed books in the Kannada 
and Telugu scripts. 

Printers such as the Oxford University Press, Macmillan Publishers, and Longmans also 
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published books in the Indian vernaculars. The Oxford University Press started its operations in 
India by setting up an office in Bombay in 1912. It published Max Muller’s fifty volume series, 
Sacred Books of the East between 1879–1910, published by the Oxford University Press, printed by 
Macmillan and Co. in London. No books printed in the Kannada and Telugu scripts before the 
advent of World War I by Oxford University Press are recorded. Macmillan was established in 
London, 1843 and it came to India in 1892. It published books by renowned Indian authors like 
Rabindranath Tagore. It also printed school books such as The South Indian Reader, the Telugu, the 
primer by M.S Hari Hara Iyer in 1909. The English Publishing company, Longman, was established 
in England in 1724. Longman Green printed Telugu books such as Longmans’ Telugu Reading Book 
in 1909 and Hariścandra nāṭakamu by S Bhavanandam Pillai in 1918.

3.9 Vernacular printing endeavours

Different scholarly opinions on the growth of printing and literature in the Indian subcontinent 
prevail. Vernacular printing presses changed the convention of requiring royal patronage to 
support authors and poets and cultivate literature. Leicester Stanhope suggests that previous to 
Lord Wellesley (20 June 1760 – 26 September 1842) who served as the Governor-General of English 
India between 18 May 1798 – 30 July 1805, no restrictions on writing and publishing existed in the 
Indian subcontinent. Stanhope remarks that ancient Hindus were distinguished for their learning, 
while speculations and mythology obscured useful knowledge, yet they advanced towards 
intellect. While the governance of the subcontinent might have been despotic, no traces of any 
restriction towards writing were discovered, and even the Mughals encouraged learning.179 Sisir 
Das writes that printing gave freedom and self-respect to the author, as the rise of the printing 
press coincided with the decline of traditional patronage, where the authors had suit their work to 
the tastes of kings and other patrons.180 However, the English Crown was not supportive of the 
growth of the vernacular presses. After the sepoy mutiny of 1857, a ‘gagging act’ was passed by 
Charles Canning (14 December 1812 – 17 June 1862), the Governor-General of India between 1856–
62. This act intended to regulate the printing press by issuing licenses. It differentiated between 
English and vernacular publishing. The act stated that no printed material shall question the 
motives of the ‘British Raj’ that occasioned in hatred and unlawful resistance. When the 
government found that the gagging act was not potent enough, it created a more forcible act. The 
Vernacular Press Act was passed in 1878 to curtail the freedom of the Indian press and prevent the 
expression of criticism towards government policies. The act did not apply to English language 
publications and aimed at controlling the publications in oriental languages except in the south. 
The act provided the government with extensive rights to censor reports in the vernacular press 
and confiscate any material deemed objectionable. Proof sheets of contents were expected to be 

179. Stanhope, Leicester. Sketch of the history and Influence of the press in British India. (London: C.Chapple, Royal 
Library, Pall Mall, 1823). p.4.
180. Das, S. History of Indian literature... p.39.
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submitted to the police before publication who determined if the content was seditious. The 
affected party was not allowed to seek redress in the courts of law. The act was removed by Lord 
Ripon (24 October 1827 – 9 July 1909), Viceroy of India between 1880–1884. The resentment such 
acts produced served as the precursor to the freedom movement.

Rita Kothari notes that regional presses owned and run by Indians flourished in British 
India.181 By the later part of the 19th century, Indian owned printing presses had become 
comparatively numerous. They were no longer elite enterprises and were heavily subsidised by 
financially well-endowed patrons to print high quality religious and educational works. The attack 
on Hinduism by Christian missionaries for practices such as Sati182 and child marriages gave rise to 
Hindu reform movements and became an important element of the Indian Independence 
movement, and a requirement towards the dissemination of literature to raise awareness and 
counteract such attacks. As literacy became more widespread, profit-minded publishers began to 
reach out towards the mass market. A multitude of printing presses was established by native 
Indians in Madras and Bangalore. By 1922–23 there were eighty-eight printing presses serving the 
Kannada language and thirty-seven were in Bangalore district, twenty-five in Mysore district, and 
the rest spread across Kolar, Kadur, Shimoga, Tumkur, Hassan, and Chitradurga districts. This list 
includes the Vicara Darpana Press established in 1862 and Book Depot Press established in 1872.183 
The Vavilla Press was an influential press in the history of Telugu publishing. Other presses 
include Baby press, Madras 1883, and Kumar Press 1901. It can be hypothesised that vernacular 
printers worked with a number of constraints including cost, availability of skilled labour, 
censorship, time, and the freedom to act autonomously. This can be verified as the Oxford 
University press considered piracy of books a major problem in India as ‘Indian pirate printers’ set 
type quickly without worrying about errors.184 These conditions placed duress on the operations of 
the vernacular presses to function efficiently in comparison to their European and American 
counterparts. In addition, as in the cases of the English publishers, vernacular presses commenced 
their operations during the later part of the 19th century, limiting their contribution towards 
shaping the typographic identity of the Kannada and Telugu scripts. This research focuses on the 
significant developments in the evolution of the Kannada and Telugu printing types, until the 
advent of the first world war in 1814, rather than examining all the contributions.

181. Kothari, Rita. Translating India. (Routledge, London and New York, 2014). p.60.
182. The burning of the widow in the funeral pyre of her husband.
183. Kesavan, B & Venkatachari, P. History of printing and…  p.82.
184. The History of the Oxford University Press: Volume III: 1896-1970 Edited by Wm. Roger Louis, Ian Anders Gadd, 
Simon Elliot, William Roger Louis. (Oxford University Press, 2013). p.49.



CHAPTER 4

Early foundry types in the Kannada and Telugu scripts

Printing in Kannada and Telugu commenced at the beginning of the 19th-century. Typically, 
during this period, the aim of publishing in vernaculars was to consolidate colonial hegemony by 
helping the European settlers in language acquisition, in assisting the ruling segment of the 
society to communicate with its native subjects and to further the evangelical interests of the 
missionaries (as discussed in Chapter 3). Frequently, early printing endeavours faced intermittent 
delays due to establishing methods for interpreting written scripts as typographic objects, and 
bureaucratic process. The quality of early translations in Kannada and Telugu was poor and barely 
conveyed the intended message. As printing and type making initiatives were nascent in the 
subcontinent, the lack of skills, the scarcity of the required grade of material, and the associated 
costs posed particular obstacles towards a successful rendition of texts in the vernaculars. These 
factors made efficiency a key concern in the typefounding and printing activities (as evidenced in 
Chapter 4 and 5).

The early foundry type period focuses on the type-making endeavours between  1800 to 
the 1820s. The first Telugu type was cut under the initiative of Francis Whyte Ellis, a civil servant of 
the eic at Madras. This type was poor in its aesthetic and technical quality. The eic went on to 
commission another Telugu fount that was punch cut at Vincent Figgins type foundry in London. 
However, it seems this type was not used extensively. Subsequently, the Serampore Mission punch 
and the Madras College Press cut types with variants to support the Kannada and Telugu scripts. 
This chapter discusses the findings based on the research framework on these types.

4.0.a The development of the printing trade
The earliest examples of movable type printing are attributed to Bi Sheng (c. 970 – 1051 ad.), from 
Yingshan, Hubei, China, and Wang Zhen (floruit 1290 – 1333), a politician of the Yuan dynasty, who 
printed a treatise on agriculture and farming practices called Nung Shu in 1297. In the west, 
Laurens Jansz Koster (c.1370 – c.1440), from the Netherlands, allegedly invented movable type 
printing simultaneously with Johannes Gutenberg (c. 1400 – 3 February 1468). Integral to 
Gutenberg’s achievements was the use of an alloy of lead, tin, and antimony that could melt 
readily and cool quickly to form a durable reusable type which remained a standard for 550 years, 
and an oil-based ink that could be made sufficiently thick to adhere to metal type and transfer to 
vellum or paper.185 The spread of printing as a trade-in Europe benefitted from German workers 
who had assisted Gutenberg in his printing experiments, went on to themselves become printers, 
and taught the trade to others. According to Sam A. Mustafa, in many European nations, the 
capital city became the centre of the publishing industry in that country.186 However, according to 

185. Encyclopaedia Britannica. [online] Available at: www.britannica.com/biography/Johannes-Gutenberg [Accessed 6 
January. 2020].
186. Mustafa, Sam A. Germany in the modern world: a new history. (Maryland: Rowman and Littlefield, 2016). p.39.
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Elizabeth Eisenstein, the difference between the uneven development of printing in Asia, and its 
rapid exploitation in the West, has something to do with the difference between ideographic and 
alphabetic systems of writing.187

4.0.b Methods of composition
The development of printing and the process of type making particularly developed around the 
Latin script, which follows an alphabetic system of writing. The spread of the printing trade saw 
the printing of books in non-Latin scripts such as Greek and Arabic which are fluid in their 
behaviour, as multiple characters combine to form ligatures, and letterforms even change shape 
depending on the position of its occurrence. Though the process of type making was script 
agnostic, decisions made before cutting punches usually attempted to address issues that may 
arise during the typesetting process by recognising beforehand the constraints that could be faced 
by the typesetter. Alphabetic scripts such as Latin without diacritics were cast ‘solid’, where each 
sort made a complete character. Robert Proctor, a historian who worked at the British Library, 
analyses and identifies four type composition solutions concerning Greek founts, each one with 
some minor variations that defined the technical progress of early Greek printing types. The first 
option was to omit the breathing marks, a choice not preferred by native Greek printers; second, 
to cut only the most complicated combinations of accents and letters and then provide the 
simpler forms of the letter by cutting off the unwanted accents; thirdly, to cast letters and accents 
separately and combine them in consecutive lines on the compositor’s stick, a method that 
required sophisticated kerning for perfect fitting of the accents and abbreviations over the letters; 
and, fourthly, to cut separate punches for each letter and accent and combine them when striking 
the matrix, so that they would be cast as one piece.188

These established methods of composition contributed to printing in scripts that behave 
differently from that of the Latin script. According to Fiona Ross, two methods of composition 
were usually used to address the requirements of types for the scripts of the Indian subcontinent. 
In the degree method of composition, the types are assembled in three steps, the main character is 
placed in the middle, with the subscript and the superscript placed below and above to render 
combinations such as conjunct consonants and ligatures. The akhand system depended on the 
backing of kerning components by the shoulder of neighbouring characters (Image 22).189 Scripts 
such as Kannada and Telugu had to employ different methods of typesetting such as the solid, 
the degree, and the akhand system and often a combination of the three to reduce the number of 
sorts required to support the ease with which these scripts could be printed. According to Proctor, 
a similar challenge was faced in printing the Greek script as it contained accents and breathing 
marks. When the letterforms are combined with the accents and marks and are cut solid, it 
increases the number of punches to be made as well as the types in the case. However, other 
methods of combining them during composition increase the difficulty of composing and

187. Eisenstein, Elizabeth. The printing revolution in early modern Europe. (Cambridge University Press, 2005). p.335. 
188. Proctor, Robert. The printing of Greek in the fifteenth century. (Oxford University Press, 1900). pp.18.
189. Ross, F. The printed Bengali character… p.135. 
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Image 22: Degree (left) and akhand (right) methods of composition (based on the illustration in Naik, B.S, 
Typography of Devanagari, 1965), reproduced from Ross and Shaw, Non-Latin scripts from metal to digital type. P. 
143. In the degree method of composition, the main character is placed in the middle, and combining forms 
placed adjacent, above, and below the main character to form conjunct consonants and ligatures. 
The akhand system used kerning components with the shoulder of neighbouring characters sticking out of the 
sort. Image scale 145%.

obtaining an even impression and also adds to the wear of type.190 As the letterform combinations 
such as ligatures and conjunct consonants of the Kannada and Telugu script constitute to about 
more than one thousand sorts when casting solid, similar to that of polytonic Greek, casting solid 
would have made the process of typesetting easier. However, methods to reduce the number of 
sorts were frequently chosen as efficient solutions.

4.1 The Francis Ellis Telugu type (fet)

The first printed material using movable type in the Telugu script, known to the author, is about a 
column in the length of Telugu text on the first page of the newspaper, the Government Gazette 
dated Thursday, April 1st, 1802 (Image 23). This text is a translation of a government advertisement 
printed in English. The translator is uncredited, and the quality of the text is unintelligible. This 
Telugu type was cut under the supervision of Francis Whyte Ellis (fet), a prominent figure in the 
Madras Presidency (discussed in subsection 3.a).191

190. Proctor, R. The printing of Greek… pp.17–18.
191. The abbreviation FET refers to Francis Ellis Telugu type.
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Image 23: Front page of the Government Gazette, printed at Madras, dated April 1, 1802, in multilingual settings 
using Latin, Telugu, and Arabic scripts. This image is the first known Telugu printing using movable type and is 
typeset using FET. This image is stored as a negative. Courtesy British Library. Image not to scale.
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4.1.a Method of composition
Ellis appears to have spearheaded the initiative of cutting fet. The Ellis Papers given by Rev. Dr. 
Pope archived at the Bodleian Library University of Oxford, record information about the creation 
of fet. Ellis’s primary challenge was to derive an efficient method of composition that ensured 
uncomplicated type making and typesetting processes. Given his background as a civil servant of 
the eic, it is unlikely that he had prior knowledge of type making and printing processes. 
Therefore, Ellis observed the methods of composition of other vernacular founts and attempted to 
devise an efficient method for typesetting the Telugu script.

In a letter to the Board of Revenue dated 2 January 1800, Ellis divides the basic Telugu 
character into unconnected vowels, crude consonant (possibly a reference to the consonant 
without defining the inherent or combining vowel), consonant-vowel (ligatures), and several small 
characters attached to the bottom of the consonants referred to as gunitams (combining 
consonants). Ellis writes that the number of sorts that will be required to reproduce the Telugu 
script by the solid method of composition in the vast variety of combinations that will arise for 
every unconnected vowel, single consonants, and all the different combination of consonants with 
connected vowels and gunitams would be upwards of six thousand – a number that could make 
the typesetting process tedious – even if the types were cast. Ellis hypothesises two different 
methods of composition that can effectively reduce the letterforms by dividing the repeating 
shapes into components. 

In Ellis’ first method (consistent with the degree method of composition), the crude 
consonant is cut as a single sort, and an extension sort is cut to denote the vowel. The consonant 
sort includes the top hat form, the presence of which indicates an inherent vowel and is cast 
separately. Therefore each letter will be formed from a minimum of two sorts. For a consonant 
followed by a conjunct consonant, three types would be required to assemble each letter, and if 
the consonant was followed by a vowel sign on the same line, as it is frequently the case, four sorts 
will be required to form the letter. Ellis predicts that using such a method, the total number of 
required sorts can be reduced to about seventy or eighty in number. However, Ellis does not find 
this method efficient as it requires three rows to form a single line of text. Ellis adds that for 
‘reasons that are tedious to mention’, this method of composition was inadequate to render the 
Telugu script with sufficient freedom. 

The second method proposed by Ellis is derived from his understanding of typesetting the 
Arabic script, where the letterforms are attended by vowel points and marks. Ellis finds this 
method favourable as only a single line is required to typeset combining forms as well. In this 
method, the figure of the letter branch out from the shaft of the type to the place it should occupy 
above or below the character consistent with the akhand method of composition. Ellis observes 
that the number of sorts required by this method is similar to the previous one. However, the 
apparent disadvantage is the fragility of types, as the branching out forms are prone to breakage 
with usage. Therefore, it is likely that the type will be damaged before the number of impressions 
is completed, making this method inefficient as well. Ellis proposes a third method using an 
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Image 24: Page 250 from The Ellis Papers given by Rev. Dr. Pope. In this page, Francis Whyte Ellis explores the 
method of composition possibilities to render the Telugu script as movable type. Courtesy of the Bodleian Library, 
University of Oxford. Image scale 53%.



P.74

illustration which is a combination of the two previously mentioned methods to create combining 
characters. However, the illustration has not survived along with his notes. In the third method, 
when conjunct consonants occur, they are placed on a second line and the remainder of the 
empty line is filled with blank space sorts. According to Ellis, separating the sorts of the combining 
consonants and typesetting them in a different line, in combination with optimisations of the 
method of composition for the behaviour of the sorts in the first line, reduces the number of 
required Telugu sorts to less than fifty. As the Latin founts to print English required more sorts, 
Ellis was delighted with this solution and romanticised that printing in Telugu will be a much 
easier task.192

Nevertheless, these notes appear to be his initial concepts and not a conclusive account of the 
method of composition of fet. In the records accompanying the financial accounts for the 
production of fet, Ellis further explains that the Telugu characters are composed of a certain 
number of primitive figures (possibly a reference to similar repeating forms that constitute parts 
of letterforms), randomly combined so that the characters only differ by a single stroke. These 
primitive figures that can be used to construct the consonants, vowels, ligatures, and gunitams, 
add to about 22 forms. However, Ellis discards the labour intensive process of composing each 
character with multiple sorts, with complex formations requiring about seven sorts in favour of 
casting the main consonant solid and then forming ligatures and conjuncts with additional sorts, 
where complex formations can be composed using four sorts (Image 24).193 

Smeijers suggests that making one punch using the counterpunching and cutting method 
takes about three and a half hours.194 The cutting of the fet type under the supervision of Francis 
Ellis took 13 months, a significantly longer time again suggesting the obvious lack of knowledge, 
experience, and skill in the typefounding process.

4.1.b The typographic rendition
After Ellis was convinced that his solutions for the method of composition of fet were capable of 
enabling Telugu printing, he attempted to arrive at a reasonable approach to address the 
typographic rendition of the Telugu letterforms. Ellis examined printed material in the Latin script 
and contemplated whether the Roman typographic form is derived from the written character or 
the written letterforms are influenced by the typographic forms. He reasoned that probably the 
printed letterform is derived from the written forms.195 It appears that Ellis did not have access to 
books such as Manuel typographique, utile aux gens de lettres, et à crux qui exercent les différents 
parties de l'Art de l'Imprimerie printed in 1764 by the French typefounder Pierre-Simon Fournier 
which could have helped to inform him on the subject of printing and typefounding. 

Ellis was concerned that handwritten forms, whether ornamental or ordinary have never 

192. The Ellis Papers given by Rev. Dr. Pope, MS Tam C19, The Bodleian library. pp.240–243.
193. Ibid. pp.249–50.
194. Smeijers, Fred. Counterpunch: making type in the sixteenth century, designing typefaces now. (London: Hyphen 
Press, 2011). p.127.
195. Ibid. pp.252–55.
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been imitated as typographic forms with sincerity. He then proceeds to hypothesise by inspecting 
old books printed in the blackletter script in Holland and Germany, where printing originated, that 
the choice of the shaping of the letterforms might have arisen as square characters were possibly 
easier to cut in steel than rounded forms.196 Likely, Ellis was not aware that the blackletter was 
popular in Western Europe from the 12th to the 17th-century and was used to transcribe the Danish 
and German scripts frequently while writing and this cultural preference might have been the 
deciding factor rather than the ease of cutting punches. 

The Dutch type designer and writer, Fred Smeijers states that steel feels more like cold 
butter during the process of cutting punches.197 In which case, with the right tools, the shape of the 
letterform should not pose any particular challenge in replicating it as foundry type. Ellis’s 
comment on square forms being easier to cut demonstrates two details, his limited experience in 
cutting punches along with the possibility of the lack of availability of the grade of steel required 
to make punches in the Indian subcontinent. Ellis then proposes the fixing of a standard for the 
Telugu character, based on the simplification of the script for reproduction in print.198 In the Indian 
vernaculars, printing often led to script reforms that are now adapted to the written forms as well. 
According to Stuart Blackburn, script reform was coterminous with the introduction of printing 
regarding the Tamil script.199

4.1.c Cost of cutting fet
Financial records indicate that the total cost of the cutting of fet amounted to ten thousand and 
four rupees, and twenty-three paisa (Rs. 10,004.23).200 A letter dated 15th October 1801, reveals that 
Ellis was awarded a donation of one thousand pagodas to undertake the cutting of fet.201 
Supplementary financial statements indicate an additional cost of one thousand two hundred and 
ninety-nine and sixty star pagodas (1299.60) that could have been incurred in the cutting of fet.202 
Since the value of the rupee and pagodas were not yet standardised in the early 1800s, with 
regional variations within India, it is difficult to predict its conversion rate, though it was possibly a 
considerable sum. These documents also suggest that remuneration was paid to four workmen for 
unexplained labour and six workmen who were involved in filing and casting of the sorts.203 The 
identity of these workmen is not recorded, however, Ellis also writes that one person was 
responsible for cutting the punches, and the workmen employed in casting the letters were 
common goldsmiths, and those in filing it were locksmiths, little skilled in their art, and not at all 
at typefounding.204

196. Ibid. pp.252–55.
197. Smeijers, F. Counterpunch: making type in...p.89.
198. The Ellis Papers given… pp.252–55.
199. Blackburn, S. Print, folklore, and… p.31.
200. The Ellis Papers given... p.261.
201. F/4/117. The British Library. p.1.
202. Ibid. p.81.
203. The Ellis Papers given... p.261.
204. F/4/117. The British Library. p.45.
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4.1.d Typographic analysis
The fet type was used only for setting Telugu content in the Government Gazette newspaper. The 
fet type was frequently used between the years 1802 – 1806. As the copies of this newspaper are 
stored as negatives at the British Library, it challenging to analyse the layout, dimensions, and 
other details of the type. The Madras Gazette could potentially have used the Telugu types earlier, 
though unlikely, as the type was not ready to be used before this date. However, the obtainability 
of this newspaper is limited for further analysis and the available resources have not revealed any 
printed content in Telugu. The writings of Ellis suggest that he intended to impose a measure of 
censorship by restricting the usage of fet to be reserved solely for the use of the eic, and that the 
printer should not be allowed to use the type for their account.205 Given these circumstances, it is 
unlikely that fet was used in any other settings outside of the newspapers.

Image 25: A comparison of the characters: G to the F, and > to the ligature U that demonstrates that no 
counterpunches were used in the making of FET as similar circular forms have different proportions. Image from 
the newspaper Government Gazette, April 1, 1802. As the newspaper is stored as negatives, higher resolution 
images of FET are not available for demonstration. Courtesy of the British Library. A precise image scale is not 
known.

Image 26: The formation of ligatures such as V, W, and X are composed using the akhand method of 
composition. Image from the newspaper Government Gazette, April 1, 1802. Courtesy of the British Library. A 
precise image scale is not known.

Image 27: Details such as the alignment of the teardrop form in the character ?, the weight of the lower form in /Y , 
the construction of the in stroke in C, and the form of the character -, that appears as if it is a version in-between 
the Kannada and Telugu scripts are shown above. Image from the newspaper Government Gazette, April 1, 1802. 
Courtesy of the British Library. A precise image scale is not known.

205. The Ellis Papers given... p.245.
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The fet type is an aesthetically poor fount. The lack of competence in the technique of 
cutting punches on Ellis’s behalf as well as the workmen who undertook the task is evident in the 
final quality. The fet type may have been cut using the digging and cutting method as the counter 
forms are irregular. Compare the following characters: G to the F, the G is narrow and elliptical, 
while the initial circular form of F is wide and uneven; > to the ligature U, where > is almost 
upright and heart like, while the base of the U appears more like a rotated three (Image 25). The 
letterforms themselves are irregular and fet does not sit comfortably on the baseline. Most 
characters including U,2, N appear to shift above or below the baseline, creating an uneven line 
resembling a beginners handwriting. The fet type reveals a combination of the three methods of 
composition, solid, degree, and akhand. Some individual consonants appear to have been cast 
solid. Notice the formation of ligatures of the letterforms V, W, and X (Image 26). The 
combining vowel markers are extending to the top of the consonants suggesting that the akhand 
method of composition is used to form such ligatures. Some ligatures such as Z and [ have a 
very thin space between the two forms, and in consonants such as ? (Image 27), the teardrop 
form is not aligned to the solid character, suggesting that these characters were composed of 
different sorts consistent with the degree method of composition. 

The typographic texture of fet is uneven with characters varying in size and colour. In the 
character /Y  (Image 27), the weight of the lower form is significantly heavier than other 
letterforms. In the letterform F the form of the first circular shape is uneven as if the 
punchcutter’s hand was shivering. No further refinements to the punches were made to achieve 
consistent typographic quality. Required optical compensations such as the opening of counter 
forms are not observed. In the character <, notice the area where the rounded terminals occur, 
this detail has not been made lighter to achieve an even typographic colour. The letterforms and 
ligature formations are rudimentary, but much as expected for the first attempt at Telugu 
typefounding given the circumstances. 

The letterforms of fet vary from 21st century Telugu typographic forms. Most of the 
letterforms appear rudimentary in its construction, and conjunct consonant and ligature 
formations are rigid and not continuous. The proportions of the letterforms are inconsistent 
resembling the rhythm of handwritten forms rather than that of typographic forms. Socio-political 
changes frequently affect the typographic form. Punchcutters then, and typeface designers now, 
seek inspiration from the familiar while making founts. Owing to globalisation and a certain 
homogeneity that can be found around the world, the context is broader in the 21st century, as the 
possibilities for plurality is higher, given the easier access to the knowledge base and the 
widespread availability of different kinds of writing materials and the multitudes of experiments 
and interpretations that can be derived using them. In fet, the circular form of the vowel marker 
in the letterform V sits on the baseline, in the letter C (Image 27), the in stroke is poorly defined, 
and the consonant - (Image 24) joins to form a circular form in the bottom, a form that is in-
between the Kannada and Telugu scripts. The quality of the inking and reproduction of the 
analysed sample also shows signs of a consistently botchy reproduction. 
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4.1.e Limitations
Ellis was aware of his limitations and did not consider fet as a remarkable type. He wrote that the 
quality of the type composition depends on the grade of the available raw materials and the 
adeptness of the workmen who incorporate the different elements together. He acknowledged 
that he was not particularly successful in having the optimal combination of the two, and he 
criticised the proficiency of his workmen for not excelling at their trade and for the low 
production quality of fet. In addition to the quality of the raw materials, Ellis estimated the 
durability of the fount depended on the technicality of execution. If the punches were cut to a 
reasonable depth, and the hollows (counter forms) were proportional to the width of the 
respective letter, the resulting sort would have a deep face. Also, the punches had to be stuck deep 
in the matrices to achieve a well-executed sort, attributes that fet lacked resulting in its low 
quality. And even if the punches and materials were perfect, it required experienced type castors 
to prevent the letter from coming out defective from the mould. Therefore, the likely inexperience 
of the workmen resulted in those types being shallow.206 Nevertheless, Ellis’s criticism of the 
workmen might be a little severe, as the level of instruction that was provided to them could have 
also been equally shortcoming. Ellis, detaching himself from the type making process, wrote that 
considering the disadvantage of an undertaking of this kind at Madras, the final cast type is as 
perfect as can be expected and as perfect as it is necessary for an experiment that was intended to 
ascertain the possibility of Telugu typography.207

Even before fet was used to typeset Telugu text, Ellis wrote on 31 January 1801:
Considering the degree of perfection to which the typographical art has attained in 
Bengal, I have no doubt that if I had the opportunity of superintending the casting a 
font of Telugu types there, I should be able to produce a letter little inferior, in respect 
to durability of material and beauty of shape, to what could be cast in England.208

Ellis also proposed to even include the typographic rendition of the Kannada script. However, 
both the suggestions were subsequently refused by the eic on 2nd March 1801, with the reasoning 
to save costs.209 

The fet type might have been cut in a situation of duress, with a need to quickly interpret the 
written scripts into typographic forms by non-experts, which directly impacted the quality of the 
finished fount. Yet, it is a significant fount, as it satisfied the mission of rendering the Telugu script 
as foundry type, and commenced printing in the Telugu script.

206. F/4/117. The British Library. pp.46–47.
207. F/4/117. The British Library. p.44.
208. F/4/117. The British Library. pp.49–50.
209. Ibid. pp.63–64.
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4.2 Vincent Figgins’ Telugu type (vft)

An employee of the eic, Alexander Falconar who was involved with the examination of a Telugu 
manuscript grammar and dictionary in 1799, also saw the requirement for founts to support the 
Telugu script (discussed in subsection 3.b). Unlike Ellis, Falconar intended to contract the job to 
English typefounders and contacted Major Allan in London. Correspondences regarding this fount 
were foregoing that of fet.210 Major Allan recommended and liaised with Figgins for the job of 
punch cutting a new Telugu type, vft.211 According to Hansard, Figgins was commissioned by the 
eic to cut a fount of English Telugu fount based on a manuscript.212 However, the vft type was only 
ready for usage in Madras almost five years after the type fet, making it the second fount to 
support the Telugu script. In a letter dated 18th August 1800, Falconar claimed to the board of 
directors of the eic that Figgins was the best person to employ for three reasons, (i) the quality of 
workmanship, (ii) preferable timelines for the execution of the fount, and (iii) reasonable prices. 
Falconar also adds that he was not anxious about his decision.213 This statement was possibly an 
affirmation against Ellis’s circumstances, with the surviving records suggesting that the creation of 
fet was more demanding an endeavour.

4.2.a Vincent Figgins’ type foundry
Vincent Figgins (1766–1844)of Peckham, England, was a prominent typefounder who was 
instrumental in defining the styles of British printing during the nineteenth century. Aside from 
typefounding, Figgins was a councilman of the ward Farringdon Without in the city of London. 
Figgins commenced his career in fount making as an apprentice to the typefounder Joseph 
Jackson (1733 – 1792) and worked at his establishment, Salisbury Square Foundry, for a period of 
ten years, between 1782 to 1792. Jackson was apprenticed to his grandfather, the eminent 
typefounder, William Caslon I (1692/1693 – 23 January 1766).214 During his career, Jackson produced 
Hebrew, Persian, and Bengali types, as well as various editions of Greek biblical manuscripts. 
Figgins was allowed to manage Jackson’s type foundry from 1789, as Jackson’s health was failing. 
This experience equipped Figgins with the knowledge of the functions of all departments of a type 
foundry.215 According to Neil Macmillan, Jackson was fortunate to have Figgins in his employment 
and he further states that Figgins was the ‘greatest typefounder of the age’.216 After Jacksons’ 
demise, it was presumed that Figgins would take over the foundry.217 Regardless, Figgins was unable 

210. IOR/F/4/96. Correspondence between Alexander Falconer and Vincent Figgins 24 July 1800 and 2 May 1801. 
pp.71–73.
211. The abbreviation VFT refers to Vincent Figgins Telugu type.
212. Hansard, Thomas Curson. Typographia: An historical sketch of the origin and progress of the art of printing.
(London: Baldwin, Cradock and Joy, 1825). p.403.
213. F/4/117. The British Library. p. 69.
214. Wolpe, Berthold R.D.I. Vincent Figgins type specimens 1801 and 1815. (London: Printing Historical Society, 1967).
p.15.
Reed, Talbot Baines. A history of the old English letter foundries: with notes, historical and bibliographical, on the rise 
and progress of English typography. Revised and enlarged by A.F. Johnson. (Faber and Faber Limited, 1952). p.324.
215. Ibid.
216. Macmillan, Neil. An A-Z of type designers. (New Haven: Yale University Press, 2006). p.82.
217. Wolpe, B. Vincent Figgins type specimens… p.15.
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to procure the firm due to financial constraints, which was eventually bought by William Caslon III 
(1754 – 1833).218 Caslon III renamed the foundry to W. Caslon & Sons, which remained the property 
of the Caslon family until 1795.

The printer John Nichols, a friend of Jackson encouraged Figgins to open a type foundry.219 
Consequently, Figgins went on to establish his type foundry at White Swan Yard, Holborn, in 1792. 
This establishment was moved to 17–18 West Street, in 1801 and it continued as V&J Figgins 
(managed by his sons Vincent II and James Figgins) till 1865.220 Figgins’ foundry grew to become a 
reputable and successful enterprise in London. The foundry received its first significant 
commission from the esteemed printer Thomas Bensley who required to have a facsimile type of 
an original cut for the Macklin’s Bible by Jackson. Instead of procuring the fonts from Caslon III 
who had Jackson’s matrices, Bensely commissioned Figgins to make a recreation, which Figgins 
executed to an exacting standard securing his reputation.221 Amongst Figgins’s achievement is the 
cutting of the first slab serif fount named Antique, released in 1815, and for the introduction of the 
term sans serif in 1832.

4.2.b The punch cutters
Figgins was responsible for many founts that enabled ‘non-Latin’ scripts including Greek, Hebrew, 
Persian, Bengali, Syriac, and Telugu to be printed. Berthold Wolpe asserts that Figgins was a 
capable punchcutter, but his role at his foundry was that of a business manager. It is doubtful that 
Figgins ever participated in the physical labour of cutting type. He procured able punchcutters to 
execute his projects. Often, two engravers named Perry and Edmiston frequently worked at his 
foundry.222 Another punchcutter, whose name was unknown, but was referred to as the ‘black man’ 
also worked at the foundry.223 According to Wolpe, the identity of this man is not retrievable.224 
Little is known about these punchcutters. No evidence indicates that Figgins procured different 
punchcutters to develop non-Latin types. Therefore, it is likely that vft was cut by the ‘black man’, 
Perry, or Edmiston. 

4.2.c Figgins’ pricing
Initially, in a letter dated 29th July 1800, Figgins estimated the cost of type founding of the vft 
fount to about five hundred pounds, covering the charges for two hundred matrices, one thousand 
types, and other additional expenditures that may be incurred in the making of the fount.225 An 
extract from a public letter from Fort St. George dated 15 October 1801 suggests that Falconar was a 
paid an advance sum of five hundred pounds by the eic, to settle the estimated expense of 
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Image 28: Undated specimen of Telugu types cast by Vincent Figgins, and the 1802 specimen is partially visible 
on the background. These two specimens are the only surviving material that demonstrates the VFT type in high 
quality, as the newspapers printed at Madras used low-quality raw materials and also suffered from 
comparatively less skilled workmanship. Image courtesy St. Brides Library, London. Photograph by James Mosley. 
Image scale 58%.
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purchasing Telugu types.226 However, the pricing of the vft appears to have undergone some 
alterations. Evidence in the form of a letter written by Falconar on 7th May 1801 to the Board of 
Directors of the eic indicates that Falconar supplied Figgins with written models and some other 
unmentioned directions. After receiving these references, Figgins amended the sum to three 
hundred and ninety-five pounds to punch cut the Telugu type, complete with matrices and 
moulds.227 

4.2.d The St.Brides type specimens
In 1933, Figgins’s foundry along with Patent type foundry was merged to form Stevens, Shanks, and 
Son.228 This merger saw some surviving printed material transferred to the St.Brides Library at 
London under the initiative of the then librarian, James Mosley. Two printed type specimens of 
vft: a four-page specimen dated c.1802 titled A specimen of a fount of Telegu typecast by Vincent 
Figgins, London, and the other is a sample text setting that is undated, titled Specimen of Telegu 
typecast by Vincent Figgins, London (Image 28). No additional records in connection to the Telugu 
types from Figgins type foundry have survived for further examination. 

The 1802 specimen consists of four pages. The first page showcases the basic Telugu 
alphabet divided into 5 parts, (i) the radical consonants (consonant), (ii) combined consonant (a 
reference to the subscript forms of the consonants), (iii) initial vowel (vowel), (iv) short or 
connecting vowel (vowel marker) and (v) the first consonant - combined with the vowels 
(ligatures). The second page contains three additional sections, (vi) figures from 1 to 1,000 
(numerals) (vii) contractions – which are essentially design alterations to consonants and ligatures 
that functioned equivalently to modern contextual alternates, and (viii) a sample text. Pages three 
and four displays symbolised consonants (ligatures) and combining consonants (conjunct 
consonants) respectively. According to Fiona Ross, this specimen not only demonstrates Figgins’s 
typefounding abilities, but it also demonstrates an understanding of the complexities of the 
Telugu writing system and signifies that Figgins’s appreciation of its nature was fundamental to his 
system of composition.229 Peculiarly, the undated specimen is typeset with the same text as found 
in the 1802 specimen, and credits Bensley as the printer. According to Mosley, the involvement of 
Bensley suggests that a conscious attempt was made to publicise the fount.230

4.2.e Typographic analysis
Correspondence during the years 1801–6 between Alexander Falconar and Vincent Figgins 
indicates that vft had encountered compositional problems and it took an additional four years to 
resolve and commence the usage of the fount for commercial purposes.231 A close examination of 

226. Ibid. p.2. Page 75 refers to Pound 500 as being equal to Pagoda 1428.24.
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231. IOR/Z/E/4/38/F5. The British Library. pp.16–19.
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the typographic forms in the two texts reveals that individual consonants were cast solid in the 
1802 specimen, and were separated into the components of body character and top hat, composed 
using the degree method in the undated specimen (Image 29). Likely, the undated specimen was 
possibly printed before 1802. The deteriorated printed copy of the Government Gazette newspaper 
dated 2 January 1812, archived at the British Library, is also cast solid (Image 30).

Image 29: Enlarged images of the letterform -. The ligature on the left is from the Specimen of Telegu typecast by 
Vincent Figgins, London, undated. The letter on the right is from A specimen of a fount of Telegu typecast by 
Vincent Figgins, London, 1802. The fine space between the top hat and the base consonant in the undated 
specimen suggests that the degree method of composition was used to construct the letterform, while the letter 
from 1802 is cast solid. Image courtesy St. Brides Library, London. Image scale 725%.

The vft type replaced fet in 1806 in the Government Gazette newspaper. The first observed 
use of the vft fount is dated Thursday, 8 May 1806, and yet again, it is a translation of a 
government advertisement similar to the first usage of fet.232 This fount was possibly intended 
primarily for the grammar books. However, given the poor quality of the fet type, and the lack of 
publishable Telugu grammar and dictionaries saw the fount being used in newspapers. The 
conditions of printing in Madras appear different than in London, and the overall reproduction 
quality of vft is inferior in the newspaper edition in comparison to the specimens stored at the St 
Brides Library. The type is loosely spaced, with space character not wide enough. It appears that at 
instances where the akhand method of composition was used, the type was prone to damage. 
Breakage of sorts can be noticed in the top hats where the outstroke is damaged, and the  

232. Copies of the Government Gazette are archived by the British library as negatives. As these negatives have already 
undergone a series of duplication procedures, the quality of the material available for this research is not sufficient to 
carry out an extensive type analysis.
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Image 30: Text set in Latin (English), Urdu, and Telugu scripts. Cover page of the Government Gazette newspaper 
dated January 2, 1812, archived at the British Library. Image scale 48%. Apart from the St. Brides Type Specimens 
(Image 28) this is the only printed sample available where the fount VFT is used. The quality of reproduction of the 
fount is lower in aesthetic quality in comparison to the specimens.
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combining consonants form of G, where u form appears shallow.
The vft type was cut using the counter punching and cutting method. The initial circular 

counter forms of characters such as 5 and F are consistently constant. Letterforms such as 9 
and :, and =, >, and ? comprise repetitive counter forms and are consistent in their formation. 
The in-strokes in identical letterforms such as 1 to 4, C, and D are also consistent in their 
construction. Comparing the stroke contrast of the character 9 with >, in the 9 the stroke 
modulation is thinned to accommodate the circular form to balance the density of the type 
(Image 31). Details such as this demonstrate the adeptness of the punchcutter, who has 
consistently applied principles of optical compensation required for balancing letterforms in the 
cutting vft. As previously discussed, vft appears to have been typeset using different methods of 
composition. 

Some ligatures in the undated specimen such as \ are cast solid while others such as V, 
] are cast employing the degree method. The formation of conjunct clusters such as /Y  and L^ 
follow the akhand method of composition in all the specimens available at St Brides Library. The 
subscript forms of the consonants are smaller in size when compared to the main consonant. This 
decision would later become the standard in Telugu as well as Kannada typographic forms. The 
quality expectation from vft was high. It aimed at accurately interpreting and representing the 
Telugu script. This requirement warranted numerous variants and pre-composed ligatures. It 
appears an additional set of sorts was required than Figgins’s initial estimate of 200 matrices, 
making the total number of individual types more than 290. Nevertheless, those types wore 
significantly while printing in Madras and fell out of favour quickly for unexplainable reasons. The 
typographic forms of vft appear well defined. Only a few characters such as ., /, and 6 (Image 
31) are significantly different from 21st-century typographic forms. Yet, these letterforms are 
aesthetic in their appeal though they follow another approach from 21st century Telugu fonts in 
the typographic rendition from the written forms.

It is unlikely that vft had a significant impact on the shaping of the typographic forms of the 
Kannada and Telugu script, as it fell out of favour quickly and was never used outside of the 
newspapers (as evidenced in this subsection). According to Ross, Figgins’s Bengali founts saw over 
one century of use by different presses.233 The vft type could have suffered significant breakage, or 
despite the attempts by Figgins, the eventual method of composition could have still proven 
challenging for the Madras workmen. Additionally, requirements for Kannada variants could have 
driven the eic to procure new founts, though unlikely, as variants could have been cut at Madras. 
Considering the time it took for vft to be ready for print, a period of six years from 1800 – 1806, 
and the time constraint in making alteration, going back and forth between Madras and London 
could have been a hurdle that the eic personnel might have wanted to avoid. Or simply, the 
establishment of a new press could have allowed the company to sanction the requirements for 
new founts.

233. Ross, F. The printed Bengali character... p.100.
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Image 31: Close up of the ‘radical consonants’ in A specimen of Telegu typecast by Vincent Figgins, London, 1802. 
Image courtesy St. Brides Library, London. As this image lists the consonants letterforms which are typically 
responsible for the typographic texture, it demonstrates the overall styling of the fount. Image scale 350%.
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4.3 The Kannada and Telugu types of the Serampore Mission (smk and smt)

William Carey of the Serampore Mission was motivated by the purpose of converting the ‘heathen’ 
subjects of the English Empire and particularly of the Indian subcontinent to Christianity. Carey 
was ambitious in the scale of translations and printing of the Bible that he hoped to undertake, 
covering scripts spoken in the subcontinent as well as many that were spoken in other parts of 
Asia. The aim of the endeavour was the dissemination of Christian religious texts to the native 
population, with the hope that having access to the religious texts was a key factor required for 
proselytisation. To support this enormous enterprise, a pertinent need for founts of various scripts 
was felt by the Serampore Missionaries. 

4.3.a The punch cutters
In 1799, Carey persuaded a local punch cutter, Panchanan Karmakara to set up a type foundry at 
the Mission’s premises. Panchanan had worked with Charles Wilkins in casting the first Bengali 
fount for the eic’s press at Calcutta, in the Bengal Presidency.234 According to Ross, Panchanan 
assisted Wilkins in cutting punches and striking the matrices and probably undertook the job of 
casting types, as he was better skilled for the task. Ross also notes that the quality of Wilkins type 
was far superior to the initial effort by the Serampore foundry.235 This is an indication of the role of 
Panchanan as an assistant to Wilkins in cutting the Bengali founts, rather than disposing of the 
primary role of typefounding. However, Panchanan appears to have been given a substantial role, 
as the master typefounder at the Serampore Mission Press. Panchanan worked for three years at 
Serampore foundry and died while casting a fount of Marathi in 1804. He trained several assistants, 
particularly Manohar Karmakara, who eventually married Panchanan’s daughter and became his 
son in law. Manohar continued Panchanan’s legacy by and became the master typefounder at 
Serampore, and worked in this capacity for more than 40 years.236 According to George Smith, 
Manohar Karmakar remained a Hindu belonging to the blacksmith caste and worked squatting 
below his favourite idol and never converted to Christianity.237 

By 1808, with the commencement of grammar books and translations of religious texts 
into the Kannada and Telugu languages, the Serampore missionaries found the need for founts to 
print in the two scripts. To reduce the workload on the Serampore punchcutters, the missionaries 
considered purchasing Figgins’s Telugu fount vft. As the vft type only supported the Telugu 
script, and to enable printing in the Kannada script, an efficient solution of cutting a few addition 
punches as variants at the Serampore foundry was considered an option.238 It appears the Figgins’s 

234. Periodical accounts relative to the Baptist missionary society II. No VII. (Clipstone, 1801). p.24; 
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238. Memoir respecting the translation, Circular letters 1809, for the close of the year 1808. (Serampore Mission Press, 
1809). p.68.
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financial estimate for the Serampore Mission was higher than that of the eic. Eventually, as the 
Serampore Mission often worked with cost constraints, they found the pricing of vft – six 
hundred pounds, exclusive of metal, and the additional expense of casting – expensive.239 This 
financial quotation possibly included the additional variants required to support the Kannada 
script as well.

William Ward speculated that the cost of casting a Telugu type at the missions type 
foundry was about two thousand rupees.240 John Clark Marshman testifies to the economies of 
making type at Serampore at one hundred pounds for a Devanagari fount which London 
typefounders such as Edmund Fry and Vincent Figgins would not be able to produce under seven 
hundred pounds, with half the required sorts.241 It is likely that the Serampore mission calculated 
the required sorts based on the solid method of composition and did not prefer to use the akhand 
and degree methods that reduced the number of sorts of the case and were used by London 
typefounders. By 1811, the failing negotiations and the lack of capital to purchase vft, led to a fount 
of Telugu and Kannada types to be cast at the Serampore foundry.242 This attempt by the 
Serampore punchcutters was the first fount cut with variants to support the Kannada and Telugu 
scripts, and also the first attempt at Kannada typefounding. As Panchanan passed away in 1804, 
Manohar Karmakara and his men are most likely to have cast this Serampore Telugu and Kannada 
types.

4.3.b The pundits who helped the Serampore mission
Serampore is a town in the then Bengal Presidency, a location where Kannada and Telugu were not 
spoken, and the availability of natives familiar with the south Indian scripts would have been 
scarce. Some scholarly elite were stationed at Calcutta at the Bengal Presidency. These scholars 
were typically associated with that of the Asiatic Society that was established on 15 January 1784, to 
enhance and further the cause of oriental research. Carey was also the head of the department of 
vernacular languages at the College of Fort William (1800 – 1854), where some other Indian 
scholars were employed.

The Serampore Mission used comments for promotional purposes in the publication 
Eighth memoir respecting the translations and editions of the sacred scriptures conducted by the 
Serampore missionaries. Nageshwar Shastree, the elder brother of Sooba Shastree commented on 
the Telugu translations.243 Sooba Shastree, one of the pundits of the Sudder Dewanee Adawlut, the 
Supreme Court of revenue located at Calcutta, assisted Carey in compiling the A Grammar of the 
Telinga language, printed by the Serampore Mission in 1814.244 Carey supposedly learned Kannada 
from two pundits who were employed under his supervision at the College. One of them was a 
native of the Kannada speaking areas and the other of the Telugu speaking areas. Madhawa Rao, 

239. A third memoir respecting the translation. (Serampore Mission Press, August 20, 1811). p.376.
240. Memoir relative to the translations of the sacred scriptures. (J.W Morris, 1806). pp.20–1.
241. Khan, S. William Carey and the... p.251.
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244. Carey, William. A grammar of the Telinga… p.ii.
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the Kannada pundit to the orientalist Horace Hayman Wilson (26 September 1786 – 8 May 1860), 
the secretary of the Asiatic Society, commented on the Kannada editions.245 While records about 
those intellectuals who consulted on the shaping of the Serampore Kannada and Telugu founts 
have not survived, probably those who conferred the direction in cutting punches of the fount smt 
and smk might have been the same people who advised in the compilation of grammars and 
provided the comments for the memoirs.

4.3.c The printing office
By 1811 the printing office of the Serampore Mission had grown to become an impressive 
establishment. Measuring one hundred and seventy-four feet, with an additional twenty-six feet 
long building for storing matrices and a one hundred and forty-two feet long storeroom, and it 
employed personnel engaged in different departments. Forty to fifty people typeset books and 
tracts, four operated the presses, half a dozen Muslims bound the printed material, some of the 
workforces were engaged in organising material for storage, a set of type casters worked with 
metal, one person was involved in grinding the ink and the pundits either translated the scriptures 
or corrected proofs. Also, the premises held a paper mill in the open space. William Ward 
remained in charge of the printing office until he died in 1823.246

4.3.d Kannada and Telugu books printed by the Serampore Mission
The Serampore Mission printed a small number of books in the Kannada and Telugu languages. 
Telugu:

Augustus Des Granges, George Cran, and Anandrayer – The Gospels according to 
Matthew, Mark, and Luke, 1812 (Dēvuniyekka samastameina vākyamui... Yēsu Kristu yekka 
śubhasamācāramu) Printed for the London Missionary Society by the Serampore Mission 
Press

A Grammar of the Telinga Language, 1814
William Carey assisted by Sooba Shastri 

New Testament, 1818 
Translated by a Brahmin and corrected by William Carey 

The Pentateuch, 1821 
Translated by a Brahmin and corrected by William Carey 

Kannada:

John Hands – The Gospels according to Matthew, Mark, and Luke, 1812

A Grammar of the Kurnata Language, 1817 

245. Eighth memoir respecting the... pp.10–13.
246. Khan, S. William Carey and the... pp.243–4.
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William Carey assisted by two pundits 

New Testament, 1823
Translated by a missionary and corrected by William Carey 

4.3.e Typographic analysis
The third memoir respecting the translations printed by the Serampore Mission in 1811 reports that 
the smk and smt founts comprised of 1200 separate sorts.247 After the fire in the printing office on 
11 March 1812, which burned for two days, the printing initiative was relocated to a building that 
had served as a warehouse to Messr’s Palmer & Co. southeast of Ward’s house.248 The fire destroyed 
type, furniture, paper, manuscripts, and printed books. Of Kannada and Telugu, fourteen cases of 
the Telugu types, a manuscript copy of the Telugu grammar and translated scriptures, and printed 
works such a Telugu Grammar and the Telugu New Testament were all consumed by the fire. 
When the ruins were cleared the steel punches of all the types cast for Indian languages were 
found unaffected. A paper mill, two presses, matrices and moulds, and apparatus for letter casting 
were stored in an adjoining office which remained unaffected.249 Manohar Karmakar and his 
associates were involved in rebuilding the stock of oriental fonts after the fire. With the matrices 
having been recovered, the Kannada and Telugu types were recast.250 

Examination of the gospels, Dēvuniyekka samastameina vākyamui... Yēsu Kristu yekka 
śubhasamācāramu, printed in 1812 (discussed in subsection 3.d) and comparison with later 
scriptures and grammars show visually similar letterforms as well as stroke contrast and 
modulation. Some anomalies are observed, though it is hard to predict if they are the product of 
the distortion due to analysing photographed types, the reaction of paper to printing, the 
expansion of ink while drying, and the replacement of sorts due to the accessibility to punch 
cutters. Therefore, no conclusive narrative can be based on available information. 

As smt and smk combined consisted of about 1200 sorts, the types were likely cast solid 
with some conjuncts and ligatures formed using the akhand method of composition. The ligature 
_, the gap between the circular form and the horizontal line suggests that they were cast as two 
separate sorts, consistent with the akhand method of composition. Most conjuncts such as 7̀, Ca, 
and >b  show very little space between the letterforms suggesting that they were cast solid (Image 
21). While this decision implied that the number of punches and the size of the case increased, so 
did the ease of the composing process and the possibility of obtaining an even impression during 
printing. However, the job of picking the appropriate sort could have been a time consuming and 
laborious process. Casting most types solid also restricted the wear of types. In the case of the 
conjunct consonants, the attaching conjunct consonant is larger than the base character, a unique 

247. The abbreviation SMK and SMT refers to Serampore Mission Kannada and Serampore Mission Telugu founts.
A third memoir respecting... p.376.
248. Circular letters. Vol V. (Serampore Mission Press, March 1812). p.43.
249. Ibid. pp.41–45.
250. Khan, S. William Carey and the... p.252.
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Image 32: Passage from the book, The Gospels according to Matthew, Mark, and Luke translated by Augustus Des 
Granges, assisted by George Cran, and Anandarayer, 1812 printed at the Serampore Mission. Conjuncts such as 
7̀, Ca, and >b  to demonstrate that the method of composition in SMK and SMT is possibly solid. The characters 
such as A, K, and c show inconsistency suggesting counterpunches were not used. Image courtesy British and 
Foreign Bible Society archives, University of Cambridge. Image scale 130%.
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identifying feature of smt and smk. Additionally, some characters such as 1, @, K, and N do not 
sit comfortably on the baseline, a challenge early Indian punch cutters appear to have faced. Yet, 
the aesthetics of smk and smt is rather fluid and calligraphic. As the Serampore Mission had 
punch cutters in the location where they printed, it equipped them with the ability to easily 
address issues as they arose.

Image 33: Close up of consonants from the books A Grammar of the Telinga Language, 1814, by William Carey 
assisted by Soba Shastri printed by the Serampore Mission Press. As this image lists the consonants letterforms 
which are typically responsible for the typographic texture, it demonstrates the overall styling of the Serampore 
founts. Image courtesy British Library. Image scale 160%.

The types were possibly cut as punches using the digging and cutting method as the 
counter forms vary in it is size and shape. The circular counter form on the left-hand bottom 
corner of the character A with K and c (Image 32). All three of them vary in form, an unlikely 
result if counterpunches were used. As the Kannada and Telugu scripts closely resemble each 
other, the Serampore Mission cut one fount in a single size to serve their typesetting needs for 
both the scripts. The horizontal top hat of the Kannada script and the tick like form of the Telugu 
script are features that would eventually differentiate between the two scripts. However, these 
standardisations were not reflected in the typographic forms of the two scripts in the types smk 
and smt. Therefore, the types smk and smt share the same vowels and top hat. Variations in the 
letterforms of consonants such as - -; 2 2; 3 3; 9 9; : :; ; ;; < <; A A; D D; L L have 
been addressed while rendering the Kannada type forms (Image 33 and 34). In the formation of 
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ligatures, combinations with Aa vowel marker (P P) have been differentiated between the two 
scripts. The I and Ii vowel markers in both scripts are identical. In the formation of the U ligature, 
width variations are observed as the Serampore punch cutters did not use counter punches. 

Image 34: Close up of consonants from the books A Grammar of the Telinga Language, 1814, by William Carey 
assisted by Soba Shastri (above) printed by the Serampore Mission Press. As this image lists the consonants 
letterforms which are typically responsible for the typographic texture, it demonstrates the overall styling of the 
Serampore founts. Image courtesy British Library. Image scale 160%.

The ligatures ], d appear narrower than the consonants G, G, though for no particular 
reason. Other vowel markers and ligatures of E, Ee, Ai, O, Oo and Au are also differentiated 
between the types smk and smt. According to the Indian librarian BS Kesavan, some early 
Kannada typographic forms were influenced by Kannada manuscripts letterform as used in the 
Telugu areas, making the typographic form of the Kannada script resemble Telugu types.251 Given 
the vastness of the Serampore Mission enterprise, and the criticism that it has received, both for 
the quality of its translation as well as its types, the statement by Kesavan is possibly a reference to 
smk. The typographic forms supported by smk and smt to differentiate between the two scripts 
show the least differentiation in comparison to the subsequent founts cut at Madras. However, this 
criticism by Kesavan is rather dissonant, as, given the time, there could have been room for 
interpretation of the Kannada and Telugu script from written to typographic forms.

251. Kesavan, B & Venkatachari, P. History of printing and… p.53.
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4.3.f Criticism
The reception to Serampore Mission translations and printing were critically negative. The 
founders of the Calcutta Unitarian Society, William Adam, and Raja Rammohan Roy commented 
in 1824 that by engaging in the translations of so many languages neither one got the attention it 
deserved. Roy added that the translations would not help in spreading Christianity and were 
‘neither accurate nor free from sectarian influence as the expression of Christian doctrine’.252 In 
1826, Marshman announced that no more translation and printing of the scriptures will be 
undertaken by the Serampore missionaries, and the remainder of their lives would be devoted to 
correct the editions.253 According to Ross, Carey should appropriate Charles Wilkins epithet of 
‘Caxton of India’, a title given to Wilkins by the American printer Daniel Berkley Updike who 
writes that Wilkins’s sole aim was not printing, and despite his reputation, the quality of printing 
was not so remarkable. He was ‘a great Englishman’ and amongst his other activities, a printer. But 
he was not a great printer from a technical point of view.254 While the scale of the 
accomplishments of the Serampore Mission in typefounding and printing endeavours were 
enormous, the quality of their work was not in par with those of the European typefounders of the 
same period. Yet, they were a significant enterprise that enabled print in many vernacular 
languages.

4.4 The Madras College Press’ Kannada and Telugu types (mck and mct)

The College Press at Fort St George, Madras, (discussed in subsection 3.a) printed books in the 
Tamil, Telugu, Kannada, Malayalam, and Arabic scripts. In preparation for establishing the Madras 
College Press and publishing vernacular books, the members associated with the College wrote a 
letter on 3 March 1812 to the board of directors of the eic, requesting the entrusting of a printing 
press.255 

4.4.a The circumstances that led to mck and mct
In a letter dated 3 February 1815, Ellis informed the board that he would supply the College with a 
press and Tamil types, while the superintendent of the Madras Male Orphan Asylum Press in 
Egmore, Madras had agreed to supply the ink, workers, and Telugu types. The eic would purchase 
English types for two thousand and one hundred pagodas, that would arrive in a ship and also 
import printing paper from London for the use of the College. However Ellis also managed to 
purchase a fount of English types for six hundred and fifty-eight pagodas, and ink for two hundred 
and twenty-three pagodas in Madras. Ellis also purchased Persian types from Calcutta, which was 

252. Potts, D.. British Baptist missionaries… pp.73–4.
253. Ibid. p. 81, op. cit. New Baptist magazine and evangelical repository .i (Aug 1826). p.322.
254. Ross, F. The printed Bengali character... p. 12 op cit Updike, Daniel Berkeley. Printing types, their history, forms and 
use. 2nd edition. (London: 1937). p.113.
255. MPP/244/10. 3 March 1812. The British Library.
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too intricate for typesetting by the orphan boys from the Madras Male Orphan Asylum.256 
According to Stuart Blackburn, the Telugu types were possibly the same that Ellis had 

obtained for the government in 1800.257 However, given that Ellis did not consider fet a satisfactory 
fount and it was used for a limited period, it is likely that the reference to the Telugu types 
indicates vft. Also, the information about the lower level of skill of the orphan boys who were 
involved in the typesetting process of the Arabic fount, signifies that similar constraints could have 
been faced while typesetting using vft. Possibly for a similar reason, a new Telugu type was 
sanctioned for the use of the College Press. Evidence recorded in a letter dated 4th August 1815 
indicates that the charges for a Telugu type prepared in Madras were approved by the eic.258 
According to Erin McLaughlin, an 1819 edition of the Calcutta journal states that the Telugu types 
were cast on-site, in Madras.259 However, Mclaughlin does not mention the citation in her thesis 
and was unable to locate the source in 2019. If Ellis was indeed involved in the punchcutting of 
another Telugu fount, records about it would have survived, as the eic followed bureaucracy and 
was meticulous in bookkeeping.

Celine Vas writes that a printing press along with founts of Kannada type was procured 
from Madras to establish the Bellary Mission Press in 1821.260 These available resources indicate 
that a functional type foundry was located in Madras that catered to the vernacular fount needs. 
Nevertheless, no resources indicate the identity of this type foundry and the people involved in the 
punch cutting process. Given that Ellis and the workmen were involved in the cutting of fet, it is 
possible that Ellis could have assembled a team to help him with the type founding endeavour. 
However, as he was also displeased with the outcome of fet, this enterprise could have been 
outside of eic, and maybe even a vernacular establishment, though very unlikely, as natives of the 
Madras Presidency did not commence printing in the regional scripts during the early foundry 
type period. The circumstances and information regarding the development of this Telugu font are 
not available for further research.

4.4.b The possible punch cutter
As the quality of the reproduction of mct demonstrates a higher level of skill in punch cutting 
than that of fet as discussed in subsection 4.4.d. It is unlikely that local workmen without prior 
experience, as in the case of fet, were solely engaged in the punchcutting of this fount. A 
European who had some basic knowledge in the art of typefounding and had some prior 
experience must have been involved in the making of this fount. Also, the inconsistent use of 
counterpunches only for looped forms and not for consonant characters suggests that the 
punchcutter was not highly experienced at his trade. If the punchcutter was an artisan native to 

256. MPP/244/43. 3 February 1815. The British Library.
257. Blackburn, S. Print, folklore, and… p.93.
258. IOR/Z/P/2482. The British Library. p.2077.
259. McLaughlin, Erin. The typographic interpretation of the Telugu and Kannada scripts. (Masters dissertation, 
University of Reading, September 2011). p.51.
260. Vas, Celine. The contribution of Christian missionaries to journalism in Karnataka. (PhD thesis, Mangalore 
University, 2007). p. 37 [online]  shodhganga.inflibnet.ac.in/jspui/bitstream/10603/131334/7/07_chapter%202.pdf 
[Accessed 31 July 2019].
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the Indian subcontinent, a spectrum of Telugu founts of varying quality would have appeared 
between fet and mct. Although, a native punchcutter was not just limited to cutting Telugu 
founts but could have gained experience cutting other scripts such as Tamil and Arabic. However, 
type making in Madras during this period appears to have been in its nascent stages. Also, likely, 
that the additional characters of mck were not punch cut by the same punch cutter involved in 
the cutting of mct, and the new workmen were less skilled and possibly belonged to blacksmith, 
goldsmith, or locksmith professions, as in the case of fet. This is another indicator that the 
punchcutter of mct was a European who was not available by the time a need for the Kannada 
type was felt. If this punchcutter and his men were available to work on the Kannada fount, it 
would have been possible to obtain a similar typographic quality.

4.4.c Kannada and Telugu books printed by the Madras College Press
The Madras College Press printed its first book, Grammatica latino-tamulica, ubi de vulgari 
tamulicæ linguæ idiomati... Koṭunatamil ̲[ie. Koṭuntamil] dicto, ad usum Missionariorum Soc. Jesu 
by the Italian Jesuit priest, Costantino Giuseppe Beschi (1680-1747) known by his Tamil name, 
Vīramāmunivar, in 1813. This research has identified some of the other early works printed by the 
Press, two books in the Kannada language, and seven books in the Telugu language. These books 
primarily comprising grammars and dictionaries have been used for the type analysis. 
Telugu:

Campbell, Alexander Duncan – A Grammar of the Teloogoo Language, commonly termed 
Gentoo, peculiar to the Hindoos inhabiting the North-Eastern Provinces of the Indian 
Peninsula, 1816. Second edition, 1820

Brown, William – A Grammar of the Gentoo language as it is understood and spoken by the 
Gentoo people residing north and north-westward of Madras, 1817

Campbell, Alexander Duncan – A Dictionary of the Teloogoo Language, commonly termed 
the Gentoo, peculiar to the Hindoos inhabiting the North-Eastern Provinces of the Indian 
Peninsula, 1821

Morris, John Carnac – Teloogoo Selections, with translations and grammatical analyses: to 
which is added, a glossary of revenue terms used in the Northern Circars, 1823

Brown, Charles Philip – The Prosody of the Telugu and Sanscrit Languages explained, 1827

Brown, Charles Philip (translated by) – The verses of Ve’mana, moral, religious and satirical, 
1829

Kannada:

Mackerrell, John – A Grammar of the Carnataca language, 1820

Reeve, William – A dictionary, English, and Carnataca, Printed for the London Missionary 
Society at the Madras College Press, 1824
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4.4.d Typographic analysis

Image 35: Facing pages in Latin and Telugu scripts from Alexander Duncan Campbell’s A Grammar of the 
Teloogoo Language, commonly called Gentoo, peculiar to the Hindus inhabiting the North-eastern Provinces of 
the Indian Peninsula, 1816. The MCT type is used typeset the Telugu text. The even texture of MCT on the recto 
page is noticed in this spread. Image courtesy British Library. Image scale 50%.

A brief comparison of the Telugu books published by the Madras College Press reveals the 
consistent usage of the same Telugu types mct in all the seven books.261 The type mct appears to 
have been punch cut using the digging and cutting method (Image 35). Letterforms such as > ?, 
G_F show varying shapes in what could have been uniform counters suggesting that no 
counterpunches were used. However, attempts to standardise the counter forms of loops are 
observed in the type with a few different sizes constantly repeating itself. Compare the characters 
e and f, the counter form of the lower part of e is identical to the counter form in the top right 
corner of the ligature f. The Telugu type mct is cast using a combination of methods of 
composition. Different forms for the top hat are observed, and no thin space between the 
consonant and the top hat is noticed, suggesting the letterforms were cast solid. A comparison 
between the first and last Telugu book from the above list, A Grammar of the Teloogoo language 
1816 and the translation of The verses of Ve’mana 1829 reveal a difference in the typographic form of 
the character -, with a lowercase, s from the Latin case being substituted with the consonant 
form. This discrepancy could have been caused by a manual error while casting or typesetting. 

261. The abbreviation MCT and MCK refers to Madras College Telugu type and Madras College Kannada type.
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However, this evidence suggests a possibility that the method of composition was altered 
sometime during the usage of this fount, though it could have been limited to the particular 
consonant -. Some ligatures such as g h are also cast solid. The formation of ligatures such as 
d V i j is executed using the degree method of composition, as a thin space is observed 
between the base consonant form and the vowel form.

The mct type is a significant improvement on the previous fet fount that was cut at 
Madras. The overall typographic texture is visually pleasing and the text is inviting to the reader. 
The mct type is rhythmic with forms appearing to be reoccurring, even though it was not cut as 
punch with a counter punch. The ligatures and conjunct consonants are forming comfortably, 
taking more space than the previous Telugu types. The proportions of the letterforms of mct are 
wider than that of all the previous Telugu types. The stacking conjunct consonants are almost 
similar in size to that of the consonants, however, they appear to have been cut independently. 
McLaughlin suggests that the large sizing of the !" vowels were to accommodate the circular 
loops.262 However, some of the initial vowel forms such as !" are larger than the consonants, 
similar to the uppercase letters in the Latin case. The tail of the # extends below the baseline 
making the vowel sign appear larger. The vowels were likely made intentionally larger to help in 
typographic differentiation, as during this period word spacing was not yet introduced and clear 
differentiation between initial vowel forms and consonants, could have helped in identifying the 
letterforms and make the founts readable. This is yet another indication that the personnel 
involved in the cutting of mct felt familiar with the Telugu script. 

The Kannada type mck used in the books, A Grammar of the Carnataca Language 
(Image 36) and A dictionary, English and Carnataca 1824 are identical. The mck type shares much 
of its skeletal structure with mct as both types share some of the letterforms and therefor the 
punches. The vowels # % & ^ _ ( along with two additional vowels that are currently not 
in use which were used to transcribe the Sanskrit language, and the consonants - 0 M N O J 
appear to have been cut additional for mck. Most of the conjunct forms of the consonants have 
also been punch cut again and its sizing is reduced slightly in comparison to mct. This detail could 
have been the result of using the subscript form of mct for composing the consonants using the 
degree method of composition, with two sorts, the base consonant form, and the top hat form, 
thereby having to resize the subscript forms of mck. The aesthetic attributes of these additional 
characters are visibly much lower than that of mct, and visually stand out, making them easy to 
identify. The letterforms of mck are rudimentary lacking elegance and style. The difference is also 
observed in the ligature and conjunct consonant formation between the two types. Comparing the 
forms NN JJ, it is evident that the additional mck characters appear forced in their construction 
in comparison to mct. According to Kesavan, the combining vowel forms in the mck fount have 
been extended upwards resembling an ancient mode of writing in Kannada manuscripts.263

262. McLaughlin, E. The typographic interpretation of... p.53.
263. Kesavan, B. S. and Venkatachari, P. N. History of printing and… p.58.
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Image 36: Facing pages in the Kannada scripts from John Mckerrell’s A Grammar of the Carnataca Language, 
1820. These two pages show the ligature combinations of certain consonants. The type used here is MCK. This is 
the first instance of the altered top hat form is used to differentiate between the Kannada and Telugu scripts. 
Image courtesy British Library. Image scale 50%.

The Madras College Press could have faced numerous constraints when it came to the rendition of 
the Kannada script. It is known that the antecedents of the College were proficient in Telugu and 
not in the Kannada language. It might not be surprising if the persons involved in the making of 
mck, realised much later that they required modifications to the Telugu font to interpret the 
Kannada letterforms as typographic forms. Such a realisation could have also laid a time 
constraint on the press, which could have led to resorting to the easiest means available at their 
disposal for the making of mck.

4.5 Inferences of early Kannada and Telugu foundry types

During the first two decades of the 19th-century that constitute the early foundry type period, a 
total of four Telugu types - fet, vft, smt, and mct and two Kannada types - smk and mck were cut 
as punches. The aesthetic shapes of the letterforms also transformed during this period. The early 
foundry types for the Kannada and Telugu scripts were cut as punches in different environments 
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and geographical locations. The vft type shows a higher level of technical skill in the consistency 
of the shaping of the letterforms and the mct type humbly follows with its quirks and 
inconsistencies. Comparing the fet and mck types – fet being the first Telugu type cut in Madras 
and mck the first Kannada type – are lacking in the above-mentioned quality and are rather 
rudimentary in their construction. The Serampore mission types, smt, and smk appear to have 
been robust in construction, though sparsely used. 

Attempts to improve the functionality of types to ease the process of typesetting saw the 
methods of composition being in a state of flux. A combination of solid, akhand, and degree 
methods of composition were employed in order to arrive at an efficient solution that allowed 
ease of typesetting while at the same time reducing the wear of types.

The early foundry types in the Kannada and Telugu script evolved considerably in the 
twenty years between 1801 – 1820’s when they were primarily used. Type making endeavours 
ensued under the auspices of English settlers, whose primary concern was not an accurate 
reproduction of the Kannada and Telugu script, as much as an acceptable rendition to enable 
printing. The rendition of the Telugu script as typographic forms received a disproportionate 
significance, as the language was spoken in Madras, the capital of the Madras Presidency. The 
Kannada script did not receive the same importance in the quality and quantity of founts, and the 
number of publications is also smaller.

This chapter has established the significant founts that were cut between 1800 to the 1820s for the 
requirements of the eic and the Serampore Mission. It has also recorded information on the early 
types based on the research framework (discussed in subsection 1.3). This information is a 
contribution by itself, as this research approaches the subject to extend the knowledge base of 
Kannada and Telugu typeface design. It is also a crucial part in the construction of an overall 
analysis of foundry type endeavours in the Kannada and Telugu scripts.



CHAPTER 5

The later foundry types in the Kannada and Telugu scripts

This research identifies the Kannada and Telugu founts of the English type founder, Richard Watts, 
and the Kannada founts of the Basel Mission Press as being significant types that had an impact 
on the typographic forms of the Kannada and Telugu script. The defining aspect of the later 
foundry type period is the differentiation between the top hat for the Telugu and Kannada scripts, 
and the stylisation of ligatures and conjunct consonants. The founts of Richard Watts were used by 
various Christian mission organisations such as the London Missionary Society’s Bellary Mission 
Press that served the Telugu speaking region, and the Wesleyan Mission, which was active in the 
Kannada speaking region, while that of the Basel Mission was used exclusively by their press at 
Mangalore. 

5.0.a Missionary printing
Christian mission organisations such as the Bellary Mission, the Wesleyan Mission, and the Basel 
Mission were influential in the range and scope of their vernacular undertakings. These 
missionaries set up their publishing establishments and printed notable quantities of religious 
works, educational books, and many classics, some even translated from other languages. They 
procured founts from England and Europe for the vernacular requirements and even set up their 
type founding ventures too. Usually, these in-house ventures were limited to making any required 
adjustments to the acquired type, though occasionally, they extended to full-fledged type making 
undertakings. Many type founders in London catered to the needs of the missionaries as well as 
the eic, and the notable amongst them are Joseph Fry (1728 – 27 March 1787) and his son, Edmund 
Fry (1754 – 1835), first known as Fry and Pine’s established in Bristol, 1764; William Martin (1757 – 
1830), brother of Robert Martin, Baskerville’s apprentice and successor; Vincent Figgins (discussed 
in subsection 4.2), and Richard Watts. However, of the above-mentioned type founders, only 
Figgins and Watts cast founts for the Kannada and Telugu scripts. Watts and the Basel Mission 
were responsible for the range of founts used during the later period of foundry types. The quality 
of Kannada typography is augmented by the efforts of the type foundry established by the Basel 
Mission at Mangalore, as well as its relationship with European type founders. This iconic 
undertaking was responsible for many high-quality founts, that improved the typographic 
rendition of the Kannada letterforms. 

Elizabeth Eisenstein states that the reproduction of material by the scribe to the printer’s 
office revolutionised the dissemination of information and particularly historical scholarship.264 
During the mid-nineteenth century, part of the Christian missionary activities in the Indian 
subcontinent assigned an effort on educating the masses to help them read the scriptures without 
depending on a human agent. The proliferation of the missionary endeavours to render religious 
and educational texts available to a wider audience influenced the growth of printing, thereby 

264. Eisenstein, Elizabeth. The printing press as an agent of change. Vol I. (Cambridge University Press, 1979). p.3. 
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giving rise to a resurgence in Kannada and Telugu literature. Melkunde Shashidha notes that this 
period saw numerous vernacular poems, short stories, and novels being written.265 However, not all 
historians do not view the colonial imposition on vernacular literature as advantageous. Mantena 
argues that the history of the vernacular language was tamed to allow colonial philology to build 
new proposals for literary transformation in these languages, as its historical understanding of 
language allows it to view Indian languages and literature as developing in progressive time, as 
stagnating, and also as degenerating in certain historical moments especially in the immediate 
pre-colonial period, before English colonial rule.266 

5.1 The Kannada and Telugu types of Richard Watts

Richard Watts (d. 1844) was a typefounder based out of England, specifically known for cutting the 
punches of numerous non-Latin founts.

5.1.a Watts’s early life and career
Little information is available about Watts’s early life. David McKitterick, in the book, A History of 
the Cambridge University Press, Vol 2 discusses Watts’s background. Watts’s father was a shopkeeper 
at Abingdon in Oxfordshire. Between 1795–6, for a short while, he ran a newspaper called The 
Oxford Mercury and Midland County Chronicle. Richard Watts ran an establishment at Falcon 
Court, Fleet Street in London, and fortuitously landed a position as the official printer at the 
University of Cambridge between 1802 – 1809. This tenure eventually turned out to be 
reprehensible to Watts’s reputation as well as the Press’s functioning. 

The printer, John Burgess held the position of the official printer to the Press since 1793, 
and his sudden demise at the age of fifty-four, on 16 April 1802, left the Syndics of the Cambridge 
University Press with an immediate need to replace Burgess’s position. Immediately after Burgess’s 
death, the Syndics made a couple of decisions that had a major impact on the running of the 
Press. Firstly, the Syndics consulted their agent, Rivington, to recommend a person to survey the 
stock and goods. Second, Issac Milner, who was the President of Queens College (University of 
Cambridge) since 1788, and controlled the Syndics during this period was heavily dependent on 
another London agent, William Dawson, who favoured Richard Watts for the position of the 
printer, which led to him being elected to the post of the official printer of the Cambridge 
University Press on 16th December 1802. Rivington introduced Andrew Wilson for the position to 
survey the stocks and goods. In his initial years, Watts brought the Press a fresh air of an outsider, 
and ideas from the London trade. 

Under Watts’s management, records initially improved and it was possible to see the total 
expenditure and timetable in the course of printing a book. During this period, the monumental 

265. Shashidha, Melkunde. A history of freedom and unification movement in Karnataka. (Raleigh: Lulu Publications, 
printed by Lakshmi Book Publication, Solapur). p.77.
266. Mantena, R. The origins of… p.159.
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rising prices of book production led Watts and Wilson to make an improved printing press, which 
eventually turned out unsuccessful. Watts and Wilson rekindled the idea of printing from 
stereotype plates which promised practical results, as using this method meant books could be 
printed when required, without the need to buy and store large quantities of paper. However, the 
operations of the press with the new method of printing proved to be challenging. By 1808, the 
Syndics could no longer dally with the incurred costs and broken promises regarding schedules 
and timelines of the previous few years. The Syndics appointed Milner and James Wood of St. 
Johns College to examine the Press’s affairs. Milner and Wood found it confusing and difficult to 
uncover the true financial position of the Press. Watts’s premature resignation on June 1808, 
proved to be the beginning of a dispute in which he sought to vindicate himself. This situation led 
to him resigning on 17 June 1809 and this was made effective from 30 October 1809. McKitterick 
describes Watts’s temperament as ‘obstreperous’ about the affairs of the Cambridge University 
Press.267

5.1.b The type foundry of Watts 
Watts’s foundry at Crown Court, Temple Bar, appears to have been a successful establishment.  
According to Reed, Watts was involved from 1812 onwards with the British and Foreign Bible 
Society (bf bs founded in 1804) at Broxbourne, Hertfordshire, England. In 1816, he moved his 
operations to Crown Court, Temple Bar, which is widely acknowledged as the location of his 
oriental type foundry (Reed does not mention the previous location of the type foundry). With the 
patronage of the bf bs and other Mission Presses in India, Watts cut punches for various founts for 
a large number of oriental languages. It is believed that he received assistance from many eminent 
scholars, some of whom personally superintended the execution of some of the founts. Watts 
collection increased at a rapid rate and at the time of his death it included every oriental language 
in which the scriptures had been printed.268

In addition to the missionaries, Watts also printed works in the oriental languages for the 
Haileybury College established at Hertford Castle by the eic. Previously, the 1810 edition of the 
Hitopadesa was printed by Cox, Son, and Baylis, London. It was poorly printed and a professor at 
the college, Francis Johnson criticised the edition stating that the task was executed with 
insufficient care and the edition was disfigured with numerous serious errors. Moran notes that 
Watts printed the second edition of the book, Hitopadesa edited by College’s Professor, Francis 
Johnson in 1840. In this book, Watts designates himself as the printer to the East India College.269 
He appears to have moved his foundry to Edmonton at an unknown date, where he died in 1844.270 
On Richard Watts’s demise, his establishment was passed down to his son, William Mavor Watts 
(1797 – 9.8.1874).271 

Watts was not a consequential typefounder and his major achievement was not the quality 

267. McKitterick, David. A History of Cambridge University Press. Vol 2. (Cambridge University Press, 1998). pp.260–83.
268. Reed, T. B. A history of the… p.357.
269. Moran, J. Stephen Austin of Hertford… pp.24–25.
270. Reed, T. B. A history of the… p.357.
271. Ibid.
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of his work, but the wide range of non-Latin founts that he cut punches for. This belief is well 
captured by the typefounder Talbot Baines Reed in his book, A history of the old English letter 
foundries listing Watts as a minor typefounder who worked between the periods 1800-30.272 Fiona 
Ross critically analyses the Bengali type cut by Watts as it neither possesses the rough but 
harmonious charm of (Charles) Wilkins’s fount or the homogeneity and polish of Figgins’s fount.273 
However, opinions seem to differ, as the historian of globalisation of Islam and Muslims, Nile 
Green, about Arabic type considers Watts a rival to Vincent Figgins.274 Green’s paper, The 
development of Arabic-Script Typography in Georgian Britain, gives a historical perspective on the 
subject and not an analysis of the quality of the founts themselves. This reference could imply that 
both typefounders were competitors in the same trade, rather than a comparison of the level of 
their expertise demonstrated in the quality of work. According to James Moran, Richard Watts was 
an experienced printer in oriental languages, rather than the printer of lower quality works that is 
mentioned in Watts’s obituary notices.275 However, this comment too was not related to Watts’s 
typefounding efforts. The Austrian historian, Georg Lehner states the only favourable remark on 
Watts’s typefounding abilities, that his Chinese types were more sustainable than Figgins, though 
the founts of the Parisian typefounder Marcellin Legrand were better in drawing quality.276

Consequently, the success of Watts may be related to his business capabilities rather than 
his typefounding abilities. As missionaries usually worked with cost constraints, Watts pricing was 
likely competitive in comparison to other popular London typefounders. However, no financial 
records related to Watts have been located by this research to substantiate this statement. 
However, Watts was not limited in providing founts for various mission organisations; he was also 
supplying the eic, an organisation that had sufficient funds at its disposal. Watts must have been 
an enterprising individual, even if his founts were not of appreciable typographic quality.

5.1.c The type specimens and other samples
A type specimen, Oriental and other types, in 67 languages or dialects principally prepared by 
R.Watts and now in use in W.M.Watts’s office, 1850, is archived at the St. Brides Library.277 However, it 
is likely that the library stores two different versions under the same shelf-mark, as the specimen 
perused by the author appears different from that referenced by the type designer, Erin 
McLaughlin (Image 37), used for type analysis in the dissertation, The typographic interpretation of 
the Telugu and Kannada scripts (University of Reading, 2011). The specimen referred by this 
research is undated (Image 38), vertical in format, claims to showcase founts cast exclusively for 
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Image 37: McLaughlin’s reference copy of the type specimen Oriental and other types, in 67 languages or dialects 
principally prepared by R.Watts and now in use in W.M.Watts’s office, 1850. The founts RWKT, RWK1, and RWK2 
are used to typeset the Kannada and Telugu scripts in this poster. This specimen is different from the specimen 
perused by this research. Image courtesy St. Brides Library. Scale not known.

the Oxford Press, and is stamped T. B. Reed on the right-hand top corner. McLaughlin’s specimen is 
horizontal in format. Green and Reed have referred to a specimen mentioning a later date, 1851 
and 1852 respectively.278 

Numerous Kannada publications of the Bellary Mission Press are typeset using Richard 
Watts’s founts. B.H.Paine took charge of the printing office in Bellary from John Hands in 1826.279 
Evidence in the form of a letter dated 31 May 1834, written by Paine requesting the society for a 
new press and types for printing is archived at the soas library.280 An order sheet with two leaves is 
attached along with this letter (Image 39). This order sheet is typeset using one fount, previously 
used by the Bellary Mission Press that was possibly procured from Madras. The top hat in this 
fount shows modulation and stroke contrast similar to that of the founts from the early foundry 
type period. However, this fount is of significantly lesser quality than the founts evaluated in 

278. Green, Nile. Terrains of exchange: Religious economies of global Islam. (Oxford University Press, 2015). p.301.
Reed, T. B. A history of the… p.357.
279. The evangelical magazine and missionary chronicle, 1832. Volume 10. (London: Fredrick Westley and A.H.Davis). 
p.417.
280. CWM/South India - Canarese - Incoming Correspondence/Box 3/Folder 5. SOAS Library.
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Image 38: The author’s reference copy of the type specimen from the St.Brides Library, Oriental and other types, 
in 67 languages or dialects principally prepared by R.Watts and now in use in W.M.Watts’s office, 1850. In this 
specimen, RWKT is used to typeset Canarese No 1 and Teloogoo. A new type, RWK3 is used to typeset Canarese 
No 2. This type is not used in Mclaughlin’s specimen. Image scale 36%.
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Image 39: A sheet with possible reference of the required sorts typeset with a fount perhaps procured from 
Madras. This sheet was attached to a letter dated 31 May 1834 by B.H.Paine requesting for a new press and 
founts. Shelfmark CWM/South India - Canarese - Incoming Correspondence/Box 3/Folder 5. Image courtesy 
Special Collections, SOAS Library. Image scale 55%.
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chapter 4. The letterforms are split into multiple groups that include Canarese Bourgeois twice, 
Teloogoo Bourgeois twice, Telogoo, Canarese Pica, and Canarese Ruby. This grouping does not 
appear to follow any logical order. The characters listed in this order sheet may not be a reference 
to a particular fount but may be indicative of the character set that Paine wished to procure, and 
this communication was forwarded to Watts to serve as a reference. Footnotes on these sheets 
indicate corrections to ligature formations and the status of types that have already been punch 
cut. It is not likely that Watts cut this fount as it shows elements of design that indicate that it was 
cut in Madras. It is possible that it was supplied to Watts as a blueprint.

5.1.d Typographic analysis
McLaughlin’s type specimen has the same Kannada text, about two lines in length typeset using 
three different founts; Canarese No 1, 2 (Image 40), and 3 (Image 41) and a similar text in the 
Telugu script, set using a fount referred to as Teloogoo (Image 41). The founts, Canarese No 1 and 
Teloogoo, referred to as rwkt, appears to be the same typeface with a common tick shaped top hat 
for both the scripts, with possible alternates cut to render script specific letterforms while 
printed.281 This approach of cutting variants is similar to those of Serampore Mission Press 
(discussed in subsection 4.3) and Madras College Press types (discussed in subsection 4.4). 

The rwkt type has low modulation and stroke contrast and has an uneven typographic 
texture with the letterforms varying in weight. The character - appears to have been constructed 
borrowing a lowercase s from a Latin fount. The letterforms waver on the baseline and the sizing 
appears inconsistent. This type can be identified by the characteristic J being narrow and 
extending below the baseline, and k forming a stylistic spring-like looped form (Image 40). The 
type rwkt, also does not have any ball terminals and only consists of looped forms such as the 
vowel marker in the character l. Occasionally, the counters are open, like in the combining 
vowel form of the ligature m. Several different sized counterpunches appear to have been used for 
cutting the looped counter forms. However, the process of counterpunching and digging in the 
type rwkt has only made the procedure of typefounding easier, as the quality of the type, is yet 
very poor. Consonants such as @, L, and K are cast solid. A small space is noticed between the 
base character and the top hat in consonants such as 9, /, and F suggesting that some of the 
consonants are composed using two sorts, using the degree method of composition. A gap is also 
observed in the formation of ligatures such as n, o, and p suggesting these sorts were also cast 
separately and composed using the degree method, while others such as k, h, and q appear to 
have been cast solid. The combining conjunct forms are set on a separate line below the main 
consonants with the akhand method of composition used specifically for those conjuncts that 
extend into the main body text. The sizing of the conjunct consonants is inconsistent, occasionally 
larger than the main consonant and sometimes smaller. The London Missionary Society archives 
accessible from the soas special collection holds at least six Kannada books typeset using rwkt.

281. The abbreviation RWKT refers to Richard Watts Kannada and Telugu type.
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Image 40: The types RWKT (Canarese No 1) and RWK1 (Canarese No 2) from McLaughlin’s reference copy of the 
type specimen. RWKT uses the Telugu top hat for the Kannada script. Image courtesy St Brides Library. Image 
scale 200%.

Image 41: The types RWK2 (Canarese No 3) and RWKT (Teloogoo) from McLaughlin’s reference copy of the type 
specimen. RWK2 is one of the earliest size optimised Kannada founts. Image courtesy St Brides Library. Image 
scale 200%.
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Theology addressed to Hindoos (Bellary Mission Press, 1830)

The Pilgrims Progress, Part 1, No 1 (Bellary Mission Press, 1833)

Essay Lessons in English and Canarese, No 1 (Bellary Mission Press, 1847)

Scripture Truths in Scripture Language (Bellary Mission Press, 1848)

The Book of Psalms, Proverbs, and Ecclesiastes translated into Canarese 
(Wesleyan Mission Press, 1851)

Sham Rao, John – A Canarese Primer (Wesleyan Mission Press, 1854)

The second font in McLaughlin’s type specimen, Canarese No 2 – rwk1 – is of a similar size as 
rwkt.282 However, it is a significant improvement on rwkt as the typographic texture of rwk1 is 
consistent and harmonic. A closer observation of the fount reveals that the curves of the 
letterforms are not smooth and instead appear rough in their construction. A significant detail of 
this fount is the swash-like shape of the vowel marker `R. However, this letterform appears to have 
been altered in the books printed in the Indian subcontinent. This fount can also be identified by 
the double looped vowel marker `a, and the tail-like form in the character M. Counterpunches 
have been used for cutting the looped forms. In some ligatures, where the consonants combine 
with the vowel marker `b producing c, d, the counter form on top, which denotes the presence 
of the vowel, is teardrop-shaped. The conjunct consonants are of a similar size to the main 
consonants. The consonants and ligatures such as e, f, g in this fount are cast solid, and some 
ligatures formed with vowel markers such as `h, `i are formed using the degree method of 

composition. In ligature formation with vowel marker `a, `j the akhand method of composition 
is employed. For instance, in the character k, the horizontal top line appears to thicken at the 
beginning of the vowel marker form suggesting the letterform was composed using two separate 
sorts. This research has located four Kannada books from the soas Special Collections that are 
typeset using rwk1.

Gospels and Acts in Canarese (Wesleyan Mission Press, 1857)

Katha Sangraha or Canarese Selection (Wesleyan Mission Press, 1863)

Occasional Service of the Wesleyan Methodist Church (Wesleyan Mission Press, 1871)

The Order of the Morning Prayer in Wesleyan Mission Churches in Mysore 
(Wesleyan Mission Press, 1891)

The third font in McLaughlin’s type specimen, Canarese No 3 – rwk2, is smaller in size in 
comparison to rwkt and rwk1.283 The rwk2 type appears to be suitable for subtexts and to squeeze 
information into a smaller area of the paper to save costs. The typographic texture of this fount is 

282. The abbreviation RWK1 refers to Richard Watts Kannada type 1.
283. The abbreviation RWK2 refers to Richard Watts Kannada type 2.
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uneven, and drastic weight variations and inconsistent application of modulation and stroke 
contrast are observed (Image 41). The character @ appears low in contrast while the letter > looks 
high in contrast. Counterpunches have been used for the looped forms and similar to rwk1, 
teardrop-shaped looped forms are also found in some ligatures. The conjunct consonants are of a 
similar size to the main consonants. The consonants and ligatures such as e, f, g in this fount are 
cast solid, and other ligatures are formed using the degree method of composition, as the obvious 
interlinear space between the main consonant and the vowel marker testifies. The rwk2 type can 
be identified by the unique shaping of the letterform 2, where the two horizontal lines on the 
right-hand side have been reduced to one form resembling the top hat which is attached to the 
curved in-stroke. The fount also has a flick in the bottom of the conjunct consonants @k  that 
appears self-conscious. 

This research has located the use of this fount in the index of the books Katha Sangraha or 
Canarese Selection, Wesleyan Mission Press, 1863. Similar looking founts are found in many 
publications by the Wesleyan Mission Press, suggesting the possibility that variations of rwk2 
where cut and cast locally in the Indian subcontinent. This fount would have been particularly 
useful to typeset long volumes of religious texts such as the Bible.

In the type specimen specific to the Oxford Press, the rwkt type is repeated as Canarese 
No 1 and Teloogoo. The type listed as Canarese No 2 – rwk3 in this specimen is different from rwk1 
and rwk2.284 The rwk3 type is smaller than rwk1 and slightly larger than rwk2. This fount is easily 
identifiable by the manuscript styled Kannada top hat similar to that found in the mck fount 
(discussed in subsection 4.4). The rwk3 type is very loosely spaced and does not sit comfortably 
on the baseline and wavers. The typographic texture is uneven and it is difficult to ascertain the 
intended modulation. Nonetheless, it was possibly designed as a low stroke contrast fount. It is 
unlikely that the two founts showcased in the specimen perused by the author were for the 
exclusive use of the Oxford Press, as the rwk3 type is used in the book, Scripture Truth in Scripture 
Language, Bellary Mission Press, 1847 to typeset small sections of text, and can often be seen used 
as a secondary style, to aid typographic hierarchy.

5.1.e The expansion of Watts’ fount catalogue
According to Lehner, W.M.Watts increased the collection of foreign language types through 
contacts with printers in Vienna and went on to print another specimen in 1859, this time 
showcasing ninety-seven scripts. Ten years later, in 1869, W.M.Watts printed ‘Our Lord’s Prayer’ in 
one hundred languages.285 Nevertheless, no new Kannada and Telugu types are identified in these 
specimens. Fires in the printing office appear to have been a constant set back during the foundry 
type period. Similar to the misfortune of the Serampore Press on 11 March 1811, W.M.Watts print 
establishment located at Gray’s Inn Road succumbed to fire on the 19th of March 1870. This fire 

284. The abbreviation RWK3 refers to Richard Watts Kannada type 3.
285. Lehner, G. Der Druck chinesischer Zeichen… pp.214–7.
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Image 42: Page from the type specimen, Specimen of some of the oriental, and foreign type now in use in Gilbert 
and Rivington’s General, Classical, & Lithographic Printing Office, 1875, reprint of the 1872 edition, from the 
St.Brides Library. Gilbert and Rivington acquired W.M.Watts’ establishment in 1874 from his widow. The Kannada 
and Telugu text is typeset using the RWKT fount. Image scale 130%.
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Image 43: Kannada founts from the type specimen, Specimen of Gilbert and Rivington’s Foreign types, 1880, 
archived at the St.Brides Library. The four founts correspond to  English Canarese No 1 (RWKT), English Canarese 
No 2 (RWK1), Long Primer Canarese (a new Kannada type), and Minion Canarese (RWK2). Image scale 100%.
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Image 44: Telugu type, RWKT, named here as English Telugu from the type specimen, Specimen of Gilbert and 
Rivington’s Foreign types, 1880 from the St.Brides Library. Image scale 100%.

destroyed the types, but the matrices and punches survived unaffected. Following the fire, 
W.M.Watts moved his establishment to Whitefriars Street. Shortly afterward, in 1874 W.M.Watt 
passed away. W.M.Watts’s wife sold the establishment to the London printers, Gilbert and 
Rivington. 286

Gilbert and Rivington was a renowned firm with a high reputation for its oriental printing, 
located outside the city of London. The establishment traces its beginning to John Rivington (d. 
1785), who succeeded in the printing establishment of James Edmonson at St. John’s Square, 
Clerkenwell. Rivington was the descendent of Charles Rivington (1688 – 22 February 1742), of Bible 
and Crown, Paternoster Row, a renowned British Publisher. After Rivington’s death and many 
management changes, the firm passed into the hands of Richard Gilbert, who in 1830 took William 
Rivington as a partner; renaming the establishment to Gilbert and Rivington.287 According to Reed, 
in 1875, Gilbert and Rivington issued a specimen, which was re-exhibited at the Caxton celebration 
in 1877.288 Three type specimens with the same title, Specimen of some of the oriental, and foreign 
type now in use in Gilbert and Rivington’s General, Classical, & Lithographic Printing Office, London, 
1875 (A reprint of the 1872 edition), 1875 (Image 42) and 1878, and a fourth, Specimen of Gilbert and 
Rivington’s Foreign types, London, 1880 (Image 43 & 44) are archived at the St. Brides Library. In the 
first three specimens, Kannada and Telugu text samples are typeset using the fount rwkt. In these 
specimens, the Telugu tick top hat is replaced to a pronounced horizontal line finishing as a 
semicircular outstroke to support the Kannada script. No known book publications using this 
Kannada version of rwkt have been located by this research and certainly, Richard Watts or his 
son William Watts is not likely to have been involved in this modification. The 1880 specimen 

286. Ibid.
287. A history of the county of Middlesex: Volume 2, General; Ashford, East Bedfont With Hatton, Feltham, Hampton 
With Hampton Wick, Hanworth, Laleham, Littleton. (Originally published by Victoria County History, London, 1911). pp.
197-200.
288. Reed, T. B. A history of the… pp.357–8.
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showcases four Kannada founts named English Canarese No 1 (rwkt), English Canarese No 2 
(rwk1), Long Primer Canarese (a Kannada type of unknown origin), and Minion Canarese (rwk2) 
and one Telugu font named English Telugu (rwkt). However, the Telugu tick top hat is used to 
support the Kannada script in the 1880 specimen. This research has not located any books typeset 
using the ‘Long Primer Canarese’ fount. According to Lehner, Gilbert and Rivington printed the 
‘Lords Prayer’ in 300 languages in 1891, and this work was heavily criticised by the German printer 
August Theoder Goebel.289 The collection of oriental fonts acquired by Gilbert and Rivington was 
subsequently purchased by the printing company William Clowes and Sons, in 1908.290 

Image 45: Kannada type, RWK3 from the type specimen, Specimen founts of Oriental, and Foreign Languages, 
1916 from the British Library. RWK3 has a rudimentary Kannada style top hat. Image scaled 120%.

Image 46: Telugu types, VFT (Telinga: Great Primer) and SAT (Telugu: Long Primer) from the type specimen, 
Specimen founts of Oriental, and Foreign Languages, 1916 from the British Library. Image scaled 120%. These 
founts were possibly acquired by Stephen Austin and Sons to augment their repertoire of higher quality founts.

Another popular London print establishment, Stephen Austin & Sons also used Watts’s 
non-Latin types. Stephen Austin I (1744 - 1818) founded Stephen Austin & Sons in 1768. The 
Haileybury College was established at Hertford Castle in 1806 by the eic, and shortly after its 
establishment, Stephen Austin II was appointed as its stationer and bookseller. The college aimed 
at educating recruits in vernacular languages before they were sent to India. The demise of 
Richard Watts left the eic with no other options to entrust the responsibilities of oriental printing, 

289. Lehner, G. Der Druck chinesischer Zeichen… p.216.
290. Reed, T. B. A history of the… p.358.
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and therefore they resorted to working with the printer Stephen Austin for their book 
requirements in non-Latin scripts.291 Stephen Austin’s firm eventually became popular for printing 
in oriental languages. According to Green, Austin turned to Richard Watts’s collection of oriental 
types to satisfy the requirements.292 However, Ross suggests that Austin, as a printer was selective 
about his choice of founts, and did not use the Bengali types prepared by Watts and found them 
ill-suited for his purpose.293 Moran also states that Austin had business dealings with two London 
based type foundries, the Fan Street foundry and that of Vincent Figgins.294 Three type specimens 
issued by Stephen Austin are catalogued at the British Library. The first two specimens share the 
same name, Stephen Austin and Sons, Printers in English, Oriental, and other Foreign languages, 
printed in 1870 and 1885. These two specimens use the fount rwk3 to typeset the Kannada script, 
and a different fount, Telugu Long Primer – sat, whose source remains unidentified.295 A close 
comparison between rwk3 and sat demonstrates some similarities, such as the sizing, a similar 
stroke contrast, and modulation, identically appearing o like forms, with top hat, letterform, and 
ligature variations required for both scripts addressed specifically in each variant. It is unlikely that 
Watts was involved in the cutting of the punches of sat. As observed in the case of the type 
specimen specific to the Oxford Press and the rwk3 type, Watts resold the founts he cut to 
different print establishments. In the third specimen, Specimen Founts of Oriental, and Foreign 
Languages, 1916, (Image 45 & 46) Kannada is typeset using rwk3 and two founts are used to 
showcase the Telugu script; the first fount, named Great Primer, shows a striking resemblance to 
Vincent Figgins Telugu fount vft, and the second one is the sat type.

5.1.f List of Kannada and Telugu founts attributed to Richard Watts 
The below tables lists the Kannada and Telugu founts that were cut by Watts’ and his successor 
organisations as uncovered and previously discussed in subsection 5.1-5.1.e. The types cut during 
Watts’ lifetime are listen in the first table and other subsequent founts are listed in the second 
table. The table categorises the script support, the styling of the top hat, stroke contrast and 
modulation and the sizing from a qualitative perspective.

Kannada and Telugu founts by Watts

Name Supported Scripts Top hat style
Stroke contrast 
and modulation Sizing

RWKT
Kannada and 
Telugu

Typical Telugu tick 
top hat Low contrast Text large

RWK1 Kannada

Typical Kannada 
style horizontal 
stroke High contrast Text large

291. Moran, J. Stephen Austin of Hertford… pp.23–24.
292. Green, N. The development of Arabic… p.24.
293. Ross, F. The printed Bengali character… p.91. 
294. Moran, J. Stephen Austin of Hertford… p.27.
295. The abbreviation SAT refers to Stephen Austin Telugu type.
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RWK2 Kannada

Typical Kannada 
style horizontal 
stroke High contrast

Size optimised, 
small

RWK3 Kannada
Manuscript style 
Kannada top hat Medium contrast

Size optimised, 
small

Kannada and Telugu founts by Watts’s successor organisations

Name
Supported 
Scripts Top hat style

Stroke contrast 
and 
modulation Sizing

Organisation

Longprimer 
Canarese Kannada

Typical 
Kannada style 
horizontal 
stroke High contrast Text medium

Gilbert and 
Rivington

SAT Telugu
Typical Telugu 
tick top hat High contrast

Size optimised, 
small

Stephen Austin 
and Son

Watts’s Kannada and Telugu founts were widely used primarily by Christian Mission organisations 
in southern India, and the range of his type collection made it an enticing library for printers to 
own. The longevity of these founts suggests that an efficient method of composition was arrived 
upon possibly in correspondence with the Bellary Mission Press. The ease of availability of non-
Latin fonts, as the sorts were already cast, would have also saved the missionaries times and cost, 
making it efficient to work with Watts. However, it is complicated to entirely assess Watts’s 
understanding and efficiency in typefounding, as no primary source evidence, regarding the 
Kannada and Telugu founts, has survived for further examination.

5.2 The Kannada types of the Basel Mission Press

The Basel Mission consisted of members from the Lutheran church in Württemberg and the 
Reformed Church of Basel. Basel was also known as the seat of Calvinism (reformed church) and 
its patrons were wealthy merchants with an interest to expand the empire and its trade, and the 
resources and networks to facilitate connections. The Missions founding president, Nikolaus von 
Brunn, and subsequent chroniclers emphasised the non-denominational pietist character of the 
society and explained the purpose, timing, and location of the society in reference to a threat from 
the French to obliterate Basel. The uncertainties of the Napoleonic wars made Basel a suitable 
location for the commencement of this venture, as it was out of the scene of the active German-
French hostilities.296 The Basel Mission Society also began to establish centres of its own, in 

296. German Missionaries in Australia. Griffith University. [online] Available at: http://missionaries.griffith.edu.au/
missionary-training/basel-mission-society-1815 [Accessed 17 September. 2019].
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Western Russia and then the Gold Coast area in West Africa (1828), in India (1834), China (1847), 
Cameroon (1886), Borneo (1921), Nigeria (1951), and Latin America and Sudan (1972-73). A major 
focus of the Basel Mission in the areas that it operated was to create employment opportunities 
for the people residing in that particular location. To this end, the society initiated printing, tile 
manufacturing, and weaving endeavours in the Indian subcontinent. One of the achievements of 
the Basel Mission was the successful textualisation of vernacular languages such as Tulu, Kannada, 
and Malayalam in the Indian subcontinent and Twi and Ga languages of the Gold Coast of Africa. 
This achievement is considered remarkable by Christ-von Wedel, as the missionaries executed 
their linguistic work alongside several other duties and obligations.297

The Basel Mission Press (discussed in subsection 3.e) was the first printing and publishing 
establishment with type founding capacities set up in the Kannada speaking region of the Indian 
sub-continent. Since 2001 the Basel Mission survives as its successor organisation, Mission 21. It is 
housed in a building that traces its origin to a seminary school that was built in 1860 at Basel, 
Switzerland, and contains an office that manages the Mission’s activities, a hotel, and an archive. 
The archive descends from the Basel Mission archives which contained substantial records in the 
form of correspondences, reports, printed material, etc.

5.2.a The lithography books
At some point, during or near the Second World War, this archive at Basel was split and some of 
the materials were transferred to Halle, Germany. The Mission 21 archive contains an extensive 
collection of Kannada printed ephemera produced by the Basel Mission’s Press at Mangalore and 
records of its activities. In its initial years, between 1842 to 1851, the Basel Mission Press appears to 
have used only the lithography process to print books as it outsourced the requirements of 
movable type printing to Presses in Bangalore, Madras, and Bellary. 

A total of eight lithographed books are available at the Mission 21 archive (listed at the end 
of this subsection). The text in these books demonstrate a reverse slant, and different hands have 
written the texts of each of the books. The stone lithographic process reverses the image, and 
usually, the scribes were very skilled in mirroring images. However, if the scribe was inexperienced 
in writing in reverse, the text could be back slanted (Image 47). 

5.2.b List of Kannada books printed using the lithographic process by the Basel Mission Press
First Tulu N.T, undated (possibly the first book printed by this Press and known as Tulu 
Kirtanegalu)

Aksharamala, 1844

Parishuddha Barahada Saaravu, 1845

Kraista Geetagalu, 1845

297. Christ-von Wedel, Christine. Basel Mission, people, history, perspectives 1815 – 2015. (Basel: Schwabe Verlag, 
2015). p.53.
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Image 47: The Kannada book printed using lithography, First Tulu N.T, undated (possibly the first book printed by 
the Basel Mission Press at Mangalore, known as Tulu Kirtanegalu). Of particular interest in this image is the 
reverse slant of the Kannada letterforms caused due to a combination of factors: the lithographic process 
reversing the image and the inexperience of the scribe in writing the text in reverse. The image is scaled 60%.

Bhuugolavu, 1845

Lookacharitravu, 1854

Namma Kraisthana mangala janana, 1855 

Suraapaana Nisheedaartha Chitraboodha, undated (appears to have been printed using 
lithography and movable type)

5.2.c Burckhardt and W.Hass Kannada type
According to Shaw, the missionary, Hermann Mögling (b. 1811), the editor of Mangalore Samacar 
(Image 48), the first Kannada newspaper, proposed the replacement of the lithographic press 
during his visit to Basel in the summer of 1846. Mögling was entrusted with procuring a press and 
initiating the cutting of the punches of new Kannada types. For the type requirements, Mögling 
visited Leipzig and Paris to consult the oriental scholars Julius von Mohl (25 October 1800 – 4 
January 1876) and Eugène Burnouf (April 8, 1801 – May 28, 1852). The progress of this undertaking 
was slow, and Georg Plebst (discussed in subsection 3.e) was only sent to India five years later. 
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Plebst was trained as an engineer but had to forgo his career due to a nervous complication. Plebst 
served as an apprentice at a print establishment in Stuttgart and learned stereotype printing at the 
workshop of Freiherr von Cotta, a friend of the Basel Mission. The Freiherr von Cotta, might have 
been the anonymous “edler deutscher Freund unsure Gesellschaft” who covered the cost of 
cutting and casting of two Kannada founts for use at Mangalore. It is also possible that Fürst von 
Schönburg in Waldengurg might have been the financial sponsor for the expenditures incurred in 
cutting the punches for the Kannada founts. Additional Roman founts were also cut alongside, of 
which there was always a shortage. It was a lengthy and costly process that the mission felt was 
justified because the resulting types were far superior to previous founts.298 

Image 48: Early printed copy of the newspaper Mangalore Samacar using foundry types. This paper was the first 
newspaper in the Kannada script and the first copy was printed in 1843. Rev. Hermann Friedrich Mögling of the 
Basel Mission was the editor of the newspaper. It was initially printed using the lithographic process, and then the 
printing was transferred to the Bellary Mission Press to use foundry types and make the process easier. Image 
courtesy British Library. Image scale unknown.

A specimen, Vollständiges Canaresisches Alphabet in 369 Types auf Garmond und Petit 
Kegel, 1851 (Image 49) and its supplement, Garamond Canaresisch, is archived at Mission 21. The 
credits at the bottom of the 1851 specimen mention that the Kannada type was cut in steel by R. 
Burckhardt, an engraver, and the matrices were leveled in copper by W. Haas, both located at 
Basel. Burckhardt is a relatively unknown punch cutter, while W. Haas could be a descendant of 

298. Shaw, G. ‘Printing at Mangalore and…’ p.159.
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William Haas (1741 – 1800).299 The Haas type foundry traces its origin to the printer Jean Exertier 
and Jacques Foillet who founded a printing press in Basel as early as 1580.300 In 1718, Johann 
Wilhelm Haas (1698 – 1764) of Nuremberg was hired to manage the operations. The Genath family, 
who were the owners of the business, while hiring Haas recognised his efforts and granted him the 
business. After 1740 this establishment was run under Haas’s name.

The rbk1 fount used in the 1851 specimen consisted of 369 sorts and the ligatures were cast 
solid.301 This specimen lists all the sorts followed by the Kannada text Aus der Epistel St. Paul an die 
Galater, 9 lines in length. The supplement has the sorts numbered and some basic Latin 
punctuations are also included in the supported character set. The subscript forms of the conjunct 
consonants are cast individually. Multiple variants have been cut for the subscript form for G 
(<k Fk) to accommodate the width of letterforms, and this shape is more like a ‘u’. The rbk1 fount 
was peculiar as it appears to have been constructed based on geometry and does not show any 
resemblance to previous Telugu fonts or handwritten forms. The vowel marker forms appear to 
have been reduced to become extremely geometric, and embellishments such as curved loop 
forms are absent in many instances suggesting an attempt to simplify the letterforms and 
construct them on a geometric grid. For instance in the ligatures of the letterform / – n o and 
p the shaping of the vowel marker is reduced to an angular form without any ball terminals. In 
the ligature q the combining vowel marker is again reduced to an angular form. The rbk1 type 
appears to have been cut using the counterpunching and digging method. In the letters 5, F, 
and G, and its ligature forms, the initial circular forms are consistent in their construction. This 
sort of consistency can be observed in all repeating shapes in the entire character set. 

An examination of the printed Kannada books shows that the type rbk1 has been 
modified at Mangalore when printed. A notable difference is a subtle change of the vowel marker 
q from the angular form of the 1851 specimen to a more curved form in all the books typeset 
using this fount (listed at the end of this subsection). In the 1859 Liturgie der Evangelisch…, further 
changes to the vowel markers, such as the introduction of the ball terminals in n and p, are 
also observed. The book, Der Evangelische Heidenbote records that Plebst was sent to Mangalore by 
the Basel Mission during the same year (1851) to commence printing with movable type in the 
Kannada script and that he was responsible for adapting two Kannada founts cut in Europe, one 
too large and the other poorly built.302 The poorly built fount referred to may be rbk1 and 
corrections were executed by Plebst or by the men who worked under him. The cover pages of 
these five books are typeset with a Kannada fount rbk2 that is similar in construction to rbk1 with 
angular vowel markers, but larger in sizing.303 The rbk2 type has a higher stroke contrast and 
modulation than rbk1, parallel to the baseline. Due to rbk2’s striking similarity with rbk1, it is 

299. Kluge, Martin. The Basel paper mill: the Swiss museum for paper writing and printing. (Schwabe AG, 2016). p.76.
300. Müller, Lars, Langer, Axel and Kupferschmid, Indra. Helvetica forever: story of a typeface. (Lars Müller Publishers, 
2009). p.25.
301. The abbreviation RBK1 refers to R. Burckhardt Kannada type 1.
302. Der evangelische Heidenbote, Direction...
303. The abbreviation RBK2 refers to R. Burckhardt Kannada type 2.
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Image 49: The type specimen, Vollständiges Canaresisches Alphabet in 369 Types auf Garmond und Petit Kegel, 
1851, archived at Mission 21, Switzerland, showcasing the Kannada type, RBK1. These letterforms in this type are 
angular and appear too rigid for comfortable reading. Image scale 40%.
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possible that the punches for this fount were cut by R.Burckhardt and cast by Haas for the Basel 
Mission Press. 

5.2.d The printing press at Mangalore
Mangalore is a port between Goa and Cochin on the Arabian sea. Till 1956, it was the capital of the 
South Canara district comprising of the Mangalore Taluk and the Amindivi islands. According to 
Reinhard Wendt, the Basel Mission maintained a good relationship with the British government in 
India. It frequently thanked Queen Victoria for the encouragement, liberty, and protection that 
was offered to them.304 According to K.S. Latourette, the Bassel missionaries received substantial 
assistance from several British officials and planters who were interested in the spread of 
Christian.305 The mission premises were located at Balmatta, Mangalore, and was presented by 
H.M. Blair, the collector of Canara. In its south-east wing, a printing office, together with the 
station’s other workshops such as a tailor, watchmaker, carpenter, locksmith, weaving shed, and a 
bindery was situated. Upon his arrival, Plebst was occupied with the installation of the new 
letterpress in the printing office which had been modified to accommodate it.306 According to the 
recorded narrative, under Plebst’s superintendence, the print establishment commenced its 
activities by ‘teaching two black boys’307 the mechanics of printing. However, acquiring suitable 
founts proved challenging. Plebst realised that he required a type foundry within reasonable 
distance in order to work efficiently and went on to familiarise himself independently on this 
subject. Under the initiative of Plebst, a type foundry was eventually established in Mangalore, 
and new Kannada founts were cut and cast here. Apparently, he trained a Chinese man308 baptised 
in Mangalore named Thommy for ‘mechanical works (possibly the cutting of the punches) and 
casting type’. Thommy was a competent punch cutter and is reported to have worked with 
exemplary precision. Thommy was equipped with an assistant, Rahum, who became the main 
type founder after Thommy’s demise. 

However, the foundry faced its constraints. The local people held superstitious regard for 
Plebst as they believed that he was melting metals at the foundry to create gold. Intending to share 
his bounty, the natives charged Plebst exorbitant prices for his requirement of Corinth stones. 
Plebst worked in Mangalore for nine years, and on the completion of the first significant 
accomplishment – the printing of the New Testament or the Calwer Bibelwerk – he returned to 
Europe in 1861, leaving the management of the print establishment to his assistant Jakob Hunziker 
(1831 – 1923). While in Europe, Plebst managed the cutting of additional Kannada typefaces. He 
then got married and traveled with Kaspar Stolz back to Mangalore who was to replace Hunziker. 
However, on their arrival, the printing house and the type foundry needed reorganisation as their 
activities were being extended with the installation of a new rapid press, the establishment of a 

304. Ed. Wendt, R. An Indian to the… p.136.
305. Latourettte, K.S. A history of expansion of Christianity – The great century. Vol VI. (London: Eyre and Spottiswood, 
1944) p.126.
306. Shaw, Graham. ‘Printing at Mangalore and…’ p.159.
307. As South Indians range in their skin colour and black boys may just be a reference to indigenous people.
308. It could also be a reference to North East Indian people who frequently have Asian features.
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casting unit, commencing of stereotype printing, and an intention to print in the Malayalam 
script. This possibly suggests that all three worked at the establishment.309 Graham Shaw writes a 
tribute of Plebst:

The printer Plebst proved to be an extremely capable and reliable man. In Mögling’s 
biography he [Plebst] is described as ‘sehr bedächtlich, solid, ’etwas, gottfriedisch, 
immerhin ein feiner Mann’. The 1907 Retrospect of the Basel Mission is glowing in its 
praise as he ‘spared no efforts to get new designs for Canarese characters, and replace 
the former ones which were irregular and little artistic’ and adds that ‘the Kanarese 
types nowadays used by many other presses are imitations of those designed by 
Plebst.’ He went so far as to set up a special type-foundry for the purpose at Mangalore 
during the 1850s. Apart from superintending his own press, Plebst was responsible for 
establishing the collectorate presses at Mangalore and Honavar which were 
subsequently manned by compositors and printers most of whom had been trained by 
him in the Mission press. In 1907, after more than 50 years of uninterrupted 
production, the Basel Mission press at Mangalore had no less than eight presses. 
Worked by an oil engine, and employing about seventy local workmen under a 
European superintendent: ‘Both can be printed there in 10 different languages in six 
various characters, besides musical notes for which but few presses in India are 
equipped’.310

5.2.e Typographic analysis
Numerous books that include religious texts such as hymns, tracts, Bibles, pocketbooks, and 
educational material like dictionaries, grammar, and mathematics books were printed at the Basel 
Mission Press in Mangalore, and Mission 21 archives hundreds of these books. These materials are 
unavailable on Mission 21’s online catalogue. Founts are generally expected to suit the 
environment that they are used in. This wide range of Basel Mission’s publication requirements 
resulted in a collection of types with high to low stroke contrast variations, differences in character 
proportions, and multiple sizing options. In addition to the rbk1 specimens (discussed previously 
in this subsection) two Kannada type specimens, Specimen book of the Basel Mission Press, 1882, 
and Specimens of printing in ten different languages at the Basel Mission Press, 1907 are available at 
the archives. Correspondence and records in English, modern German, German Blackletter, and 
the Sütterlin script are also stored there. However, there are particular challenges in deciphering 
these archival sources as the correspondence in the Sütterlin script is particularly challenging for 
translations. The majority who can read this script was schooled before the second world war 
(aged in the 80s in 2019). The translators must not only have available time to undertake the 
translating task, but also possess a certain knowledge on terminology relative to the research  

309. Der evangelische Heidenbote, Direction… pp.82–3.
310. Shaw, G. ‘Printing at Mangalore and…’ pp.154-164.
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Image 50: The first page from the Kannada type specimen archived at Mission 21, Specimen book of the Basel 
Mission Press, 1882. This page shows GPKE1 (English No 1), GPKE2 (English No 2), GPKP 2 (Pica No 1), and GPKP2 
(Pica No 2). This is an early instance where Kannada founts are grouped into families. The Pica family was used 
extensively to typeset Kannada publications. Image scale 90%.
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Image 51: The second page from the Kannada type specimen archived at Mission 21, Specimen book of the Basel 
Mission Press, 1882. This page shows GPKP3 (Pica No 3), GPKP4 (Pica No 4), GPKP5 (Pica Fat), GPKL1 
(Longprimer No 1), GPKL2 (Longprimer No 2), and GPKL3 (Longprimer No 3). The Longprimer fount family is 
remarkable for the size optimisation details. Image scale 90%.



P.127

Image 52: The third page from the Kannada type specimen archived at Mission 21, Specimen book of the Basel 
Mission Press, 1882. This page shows GPKIF (Interspaced fat type), GPKT1 (Three line English Ornamaneted), 
GPKT2 (Double Greatprimer), and GPKT5 (Double Pica). The Title Types were used as drop caps in religious 
publications. GPKT1 is constructed in a style that is similar to the Latin drop caps in illuminated manuscripts with 
floral details. Image scale 90%.
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Image 53: The fourth page from the Kannada type specimen archived at Mission 21, Specimen book of the Basel 
Mission Press, 1882. This page shows GPKT4 (Double Bourgeois), and the three Polytypes - GPKT5, GPKT6, AND 
GPKT7. These types demonstrate a stylistic variety and would have served to emphasise texts. Image scale 90%.
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subject in order to place the written information in their corresponding context. Thus, this thesis 
does not delve into this area, leaving scope for further research on the subject. This study analyses 
the material that is accessible for perusal by the author with some additional help from native 
German speakers.

The Specimen Book of the Basel Mission Press, 1882 (Image 50, 51, 52 – 53) consists of four 
pages and showcases a total of eighteen founts, of which eleven are text type families and the 
remaining seven are title types. Credits for these typefaces, whether cut in Mangalore by Thommy 
or Rahum or in Europe are difficult to determine, as further records have not been accessible to 
this research. The eleven text type families are grouped into four families, English, Pica, 
Longprimer, and an interspersed fat type. This is the first instance where a related set of Kannada 
types are grouped into families. However, the families are not used consistently and various 
combinations are used in the printed material to aid typographic hierarchy. The Specimens of 
printing in ten different languages at the Basel Mission Press, 1907 demonstrates printing with the 
Kannada fount in Kannada, Tulu, Badaga in addition to other languages such as Tamil, Malayalam, 
Sanskrit, etc. In the typography of the 1907 type specimen, low contrast type is used for the 
heading which mentions the supported language and a higher contrast type for setting the main 
sample text. The types used in this specimen is a much smaller selection from the 1882 specimen.

Most of the Basel Mission’s Kannada publications are set using the type mentioned as Pica 
1 – gpkp1311 in the 1882 specimen, and this research identifies a total of sixty-eight books typeset 
with it (listed at the end of this subsection). Basel Mission types are also used by other presses 
such as the Government Central Book Depot in Bombay (Mumbai), and occasionally by an 
unnamed Press at Dharwad. Forty-seven of the sixty-eight books were printed in Mangalore (listed 
at the end of this subsection). It is used in a wide array of printed material including dictionaries, 
school textbooks, and religious material such as individual gospels, hymn books, sermons, 
decalogue, prayer books, etc. The type gpkp1 can be identified by the letterform / being narrower 
than the ligature form r, the `b ligature forms an almond-like shape and the A is looped and flat 
similar to the Telugu letter A. The gpkp1 appears to have been cut using counterpunching and 
digging method only for the looped forms, with counter forms showcasing different size and shape 
variations. The ligatures such as `a and `i are formed using the degree method of composition 
and the subscript consonants are composed using the akhand method. This type is an efficient 
typeface for printing as the size and proportions of the letterforms are optimal, striking a good 
balance between readability and paper consumption. 

A similar type, but with tighter spacing referred to as Pica 2 in the 1882 specimen –gpkp2312 
is marginally smaller than gpkp1, and used much less frequently as the main body text. Only two 
books where the main body text is typeset with gpkp2 were located during this research (listed at 
the end of this subsection). However, many books use this fount as a secondary style. This type 
could have been specifically intended to create some sort of typographic hierarchy in the printed 

311. The abbreviation GPKP1 refers to Georg Plebst Kannada Pica 1.
312. The abbreviation GPKP1 refers to Georg Plebst Kannada Pica 2.
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material and not cast with the intention of satisfying body text requirements. The Pica family 
consists of 3 more types, Pica 3 (gpkp3), Pica 4 (gpkp4), Pica Fat (gpkp5).313 The gpkp3 type is 
smaller than gpkp4 and gpkp5 which are similar in size and smaller than gpkp1 and gpkp2. Five 
books typeset using gpkp3 and printed by the Basel Mission Press at Mangalore are identified by 
this research (listed at the end of this subsection). The quality of this fount, gpkp3, is lower than 
other founts cut under the supervision of Plebst. The gpkp3 type does not sit comfortably on the 
baseline and appears to shift inconsistently. The counter form inside the loop of the character 9 is 
absent, possibly to accommodate the smaller sizing of the fount. A particular identifying attribute 
of the fount is the shaping of the letter /, which looks like an inverted v and has a small space 
between the apex and the top line. The character J is larger than other consonants, and some 
subscript forms are the same size as the main consonant. These idiosyncratic qualities of this 
fount could possibly have caused it to fall out of favour. 

The gpkp4 type is a self-conscious type with characteristic attributes such as the stylised 
ligature of s, the in-stroke of the character c, the counter form in the dotted characters A, and 
the looped ;. These details set this fount apart from all other founts. This research has identified 
eight books typeset with gpkp4 and printed by the Basel Mission Press at Mangalore (listed at the 
end of this subsection). The four types, gpkp1–4 have their modulation and stroke contrast parallel 
to the baseline. The gpkp5 type has very low stroke contrast and modulation appearing to be 
almost monolinear. This type has never been used to set books and has been only used to create 
emphasis in text. The gpkp5 type has a geometric rhythm, and the typographic texture is uneven, 
possibly due to the reduction of the contrast.

The next notable set of founts used by the Basel Mission is a series of three founts cut to 
the smallest sizes categorised as Longprimer 1 2 and 3 (gpkl1, gpkl2, and gpkl3)314 in the 1882 
specimen. The gpkl1 type is the smallest of the three. The gpkl2 and gpkl3 types are similar in 
size but the gpkl3 type is also condensed in width. The gpkl1 type has very low stroke contrast 
and modulation as that kind of detailing would not reproduce in such a small size. The letterforms 
are wide to ensure that the fount is sufficiently legible. For instance, the widths of the initial 
circular part of the letterforms F and G are similar. It is a functional fount that produces an even 
typographic texture that is inviting to the eye. It is usually set with generous leading and the 
conjunct forms are marginally smaller than the base consonant. This research has identified 
twenty-three books typeset with gpkl1, mostly Bibles and religious small-format books (listed at 
the end of this subsection). 

The gpkl2 type is used as subtext in the book Canarese Poetical Anthology, 1874, and no 
other occurrence is observed. This fount can be identified as the shaping of the letter /, which has 
a sharp apex looking like an inverted v and has a small space between the apex and the top line, 
similar to gpkp3, however significantly smaller than it. The character / gains weight on the in-
stroke and has lower stroke contrast on the out-stroke. No usage of the fount gpkl3 is observed in 

313. The abbreviation GPKP3, 4, and 5 refers to Georg Plebst Kannada Pica 3, 4, and 5 respectively.
314. The abbreviation GPKL1, 2, and 3 refers to Georg Plebst Kannada Longprimer 1, 2, and 3 respectively.
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any of the Basel Mission’s publications. However, this fount is an endearing artifact, with the 
letterforms being simplified in some instances to enhance legibility and stylised at others. Observe 
the vowel ", which appears to have an extended vertical line to the letter !, and despite its small 
size, notice the stylised in-stroke of the character I, and the counter form in the dots of the 
characters A.

The next set of founts found in the Kannada publications of the Basel Mission are referred 
to as the ‘English’ Kannada type family in the 1882 specimen. It consists of two founts, gpke1 and 
gpke2. The specimen mentions that a fat type (gpke3), to be included in this family, is under 
preparation. However, this research was unable to identify the fount gpke3 in the books printed by 
the Basel Mission. The type gpke1 is the largest text fount with high stroke contrast and 
modulation printed in the specimen. The characteristic feature of gpke1 is its generous sizing and 
overall proportions and width. The Kannada type gpke1 can be identified by the wide v like form 
that subtly curves off the character /, the equally balanced counter spaces in the character @, 
along with the left in-stroke sitting just below the baseline, the ball terminals in the ligatures `a, 
and `i, and the characteristic subscript form @k . The circular part of the character G is wider 
than that of F possibly to compensate for the overall width of the character. A total of nine 
books set using gpke1 as the main body text fount have been located by this research (listed at the 
end of this subsection). The type appears to have been used only for specific religious publications. 

The Kannada fount gpke2 is smaller than gpke1 and is dense with a darker typographic 
texture. This is a result of the thinner strokes being darker than gpke1 and the thicker parts being 
slightly heavier in weight, though a noticeable size difference is observed between the two founts. 
The subscript consonant forms of gpke2 are the same size and occasionally are also larger than 
gpke1, while the subscript form of Fk  appears to have been borrowed from gpke1. This could 
have been a conscious decision to enhance the legibility and readability of the Kannada script in 
smaller sizes. The Kannada type gpke2 can be identified by the character / that gains weight on 
the left vertical in-stroke and the modulation is thinner on the right vertical out-stroke. The 
horizontal strokes in the letter - are extending well to either side of the circular form. In the letter 
c the counter form on the top is tear-drop shaped, while in gpke1 it is almost spherical. In the 
ligatures `a and `i the ball terminals are placed in a double curled loop. The conjunct 
consonant @k  is more pronounced, with the tail extending like a swash in gpke2. The method of 
composition and cutting of the punches as well as the stroke contrast and modulation in gpke1 
and gpke2 are similar to gpkp1. The type appears to have been used for religious publications and 
occasionally for prose, in combination with other founts. A total of ten books set using gpke2 as 
the main body text fount printed by the Basel Mission Press at Mangalore has been identified by 
this research (listed at the end of this subsection).

Finally, there is a stand-alone type referred to in the 1882 specimen as the interspaced fat 
type, gpkif,315 which appears poor in quality in comparison to the other text types. This type 
appears to have inconsistent letterform sizes and a varying weight of the characters. This type has 

315. The abbreviation GPKIF refers to Georg Plebst Kannada Interspaced Fat type.
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also not been observed in the books printed by the Basel Mission.
Seven further Kannada title types (gpkt1–7)316 are printed in the 1882 specimen. All of 

these title types have high stroke contrast and modulation parallel to the baseline similar to the 
style know as modern in Latin typefaces. All of these types have been cut using the 
counterpunching and digging method, and the base consonants were cast solid with the top hat 
being cut off so that ligatures or consonants can be composed of the same character using the 
degree method, while the subscript forms were composed using the akhand method. In the gpkt1 
type floral and fauna patterns stem from the letterforms, and are typically contained within the 
counter spaces of the character. Usually, this type is observed typeset as drop caps in religious 
texts. Second, the gpkt2 type is smaller than gpkt1, with stylised in-strokes in the character I, 
similar to that of gpkl3 and gpkp3. The spacing of gpkt2 is tight and some of the letterforms such 
as 5 appear much narrow in proportions in comparison to K. The third type, the gpkt3, is 
similar to gpkt2 with stylised in-strokes but smaller in size. The fourth one, the gpkt4 type, is the 
smallest sized and is primarily used to set text in title pages and chapter headlines. The last three 
types are called the Polytype (gpkt5 –7) and comprise three distinct styles within this family. The 
gpkt5 type is similar to gpkt2, but marginally smaller in size. The gpkt6 type is ornamental and 
similar to gpkt1, however, the letterforms are inlined and the flora and fauna pattern is not only 
found in the counter space but also extends around the letterforms. The gpkt7 type is the largest 
in the Basel Mission’s Kannada type collection. No usage of this type is found in any of the printed 
works.

5.2.f List of books categorised based on the Basel Mission Kannada founts

Kannada books printed using the rbk1 type

Bible Stories, 1856

New Testament, 1856

Liturgie der Evangelisch Deutschen Missionskirche in Indien, 1858, second edition 1859

Luke (Tulu), undated

Paimaayasiya Lekkhada Vivaravu, 1854, second edition 1857 

Kannada books printed using the gpkp1 type

Canarese hymn book, 1864

Canarese hymns for children, 1865

Canarese hymn book, fifth edition, 1867

A collection of Canarese sermons, 1872

316. The abbreviation GPKT1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, and 7 refers to Georg Plebst Kannada Title 1, 2, 3, 4, 5, 6, and 7 respectively.
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Canarese hymn book, sixth edition, 1874

Tulu hymn book, second edition, 1874

A school-dictionary English and Canarese, 1876

Tulu hymns for children, 1878

Kavyapunja Canarese poetical primer, 1878

A selection of Bible-passages, sixth edition, 1880

A polyglot vocabulary English, German, Ganarese, Tulu & Malayalam, 1880

A short catechism of the consonant and dissonant teachings of the Evangelical Protestant and 
Roman Catholic Churches, 1881

Ziegler, F. – A practical key to the Canarese language, 1882

Maffei, Angelus Francis Xavier – A Konkani - English dictionary, 1883

Ilustrations to the ten commandments, 1883

Graeter, A. – First Canarese - English translator, 1883

Duncan, George – An introduction to the geography of the world, 1883

Canarese hymn book, seventh revised edition, 1885

A selection of Bible-passages, seventh edition, 1885

Tulu hymn book, fourth edition, 1886

Bible texts in Canarese, fourth edition, 1886

The Decalogue, 1888

A selection of Bible-passages, eighth edition, 1889

The teachings of the gospel presented in Sanskrit verses with translations in Canarese, second 
edition, 1889

Canarese hymns for children, fourth edition, 1890

Canarese hymn book, eighth edition, 1891

Tulu hymn book, fifth edition, 1891

Ziegler, F. – A practical key to the Canarese language, second edition, 1892

The Gospel of Saint Matthew, second edition, 1894

The Epistle to the Romans chapter I - VIII, revised translation, 1894

The Gospel of Saint Matthew, revised translation, second edition, 1894
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An introduction to the study of the book of Revelation, 1895

The Gospel of Saint Luke, revised translation, tentative edition, 1895

The book of Psalms, 1896

The Gospel of Saint Mark, revised translation, tentative edition, 1896

The sufferings of Jesus Christ in Tulu, 1896

Canarese hymn book, ninth edition, 1898

The Gospel of Saint Luke, revised translation, tentative edition, 1899

Second catechism to be learned for confirmation, 1900

The Epistle to Saint Paul to the Romans, revised translation, 1900

Lee - Warner, Sir William – The citizen of India, 1902

Geography for standard III adapted to the new grant-in-aid code, 1902

Action songs with appropriate tunes, 1903

Canarese hymn book, tenth edition, 1905

The Christians’ daily meditations, part II, 1918

Kanarese hymn book, twelfth edition, 1922 

Daily bread, undated

Kannada books printed using the gpkp2 type

The teachings of the Gospel presented in Sanskrit verses with translations in Canarese, 1894

Canarese hymn book for Children with appropriate tunes, 1869

Kannada books printed using the gpkp3 type 

Canarese proverbs, 1859

Sacred History, 1863

The books of Genesis to Exodus XX, 1875

Five hundred Indian plants their use in medicine and the arts in Canarese, 1881

Bucher, Rev. J. – A Kannada - English school dictionary chiefly based on the labours of the 
Rev. Dr. F. Kittel, 1899

Kannada books printed using the gpkp4 type 

The Pentateuch in Canarese, 1863 

Elijah the Prophet or Jehovah and the idols, 1863 
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History of the reformation, 1863 

The historical books of scripture in Canarese Joshua – Esther, 1864

On demons, 1867

A commentary on the old Testament in Canarese, Vol iii. The Psalms, 1880

First catechism, third revised edition, 1896

Tulu Hymn for Children, second revised edition, 1910

Kannada books printed using the gpkl1 type

Canarese hymn book for Children with appropriate tunes, 1869

New Testament of our Lord and saviour Jesus Christ translated from the original Greek into 
Canarese, 1877

The holy Bible containing the old and new Testaments, 1877

The gospel of Mark, 1881

The gospel of Matthew, 1881

Krishnamacharya – A grammar of the modern Canarese language, 1882

The book of Psalms, 1882

The gospel of John, 1882

The gospel of Mark, 1882

The book of Exodus XX, 1883

New Testament of our Lord and saviour Jesus Christ translated from the original Greek into 
Canarese, 1884

The gospel of Matthew, 1884

The gospel of John, 1884

The gospel of Luke, 1884

The book of Psalms, 1887

The act of the Apostles, 1887

The gospel of Luke, 1889

The gospel of Matthew in Canarese and Sanskrit, 1890

The gospel of Matthew, 1890

The book of Genesis together with Exodus I – XX, 1893
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The gospel of St. John, revised translation, 1893

The gospel of St. Matthew, revised translation, 1893

The teachings of the Gospel presented in Sanskrit verses with translations in Canarese, 1894

The gospel of St. Mark, revised translation, tentative edition, 1900

Kannada books printed using the gpkl3 type

The Holy Bible containing the old and the new Testament, 1877 

The Gospel of St Mark, 1900

Kannada books printed using the gpke1 type 

Selected scriptural sentences in Tulu, 1867

Second catechism to be learned for confirmation, 1868

Tulu prayers, 1869

Selected scriptural sentences in Tulu, sixth edition, 1884

First catechism, 1885

The four gospels of our Lord and saviour Jesus Christ translated from the original Greek into 
Tulu, 1885

Liturgy of the Basel German evangelical mission Church in south-western India, third edition, 
1888

Liturgy of the Basel German evangelical mission Church in south-western India, second 
revised edition, 1897

Second catechism in Tulu (for confirmation), 1903

Kannada books printed using the gpke2 type

Canarese poetical anthology, 1874

Liturgy of the Basel German evangelical mission Church in south-western India, 1878

The decalogue or the ten commandments of God briefly explained, 1878

The chief doctrines of the gospel briefly explained, Part 1, 1883

The gospel of Matthew in Tulu, 1886

First Catechism, 1887

The new Testament of our Lord and saviour Jesus Christ translated from the original Greek 
into Tulu, 1894 
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Selected scripture sentences in Tulu and hymns (second edition), 1901

Selected scripture sentences in Tulu and hymns (third edition), 1909

Selected scripture sentences in Tulu and hymns (fourth edition), 1917

5.3 The impact of the later Kannada and Telugu foundry types

The early foundry types discussed in chapter 4 primarily attempted to serve the Telugu script, as 
the language was spoken in the capital of the Madras Presidency and only a little attention was 
given to the Kannada script. However, the second half of the 19th century saw the transposition of 
priority from Telugu to Kannada printing. Three missions operated in the Kannada speaking 
regions, the lms’ Bellary Mission, the Wesleyan Mission at Bangalore, and the Basel Mission at 
Mangalore, and all of them focussed on printing. The American Baptist Mission focussed solely on 
proselytising and limited its printing, typefounding, and educational activities. Despite their print 
establishments at Ramapatam and Ongole, the American Baptists outsourced most of their 
printing and publication needs to presses in Madras such as The Tract and Book Society, the spck 
Press, and to other smaller presses. The Bellary Mission, Wesleyan Mission, and the American 
Baptists possibly used Watts’s Kannada and Telugu fonts, directly purchasing them from his 
foundry, or by working with presses such as the spck, which through its association bf bs could 
have procured the Telugu founts. As sufficient primary evidence about the business transactions of 
Watts has not been available for further examination, no conclusive inferences can be made. 

During the early foundry type period, Kannada was treated as a variant of the Telugu 
script. The later foundry type period acknowledged the differences between the scripts and cast 
separate types to support each script, with the primary difference being the shaping of the top hat. 
However, some similar letterforms in both the scripts were still evolving to their typographic 
forms, and a true state of differentiation was not yet reached. Multiple attempts were made to 
determine the efficient method of composition for the Kannada and Telugu types during the early 
period. This situation of flux was resolved, and the main consonants and ligatures that could not 
be separated were cast solid, while the rest were composed using the degree method of 
composition. The conjunct consonants were set in a separate line using the akhand method of 
composition. 

The proliferation of printing in the Kannada language commenced with the movable type 
printing of the Basel Mission about four hundred years after the 42 line Gutenberg Bible was 
printed at Mainz, Germany. The nature of the Basel Mission, which was comprised of a German 
majority, attempted to establish order and introduce their way of life and work ethics in the Indian 
subcontinent to employ the new converts. Formal education in India started becoming 
mainstream after the 1850s. Significant improvements were made between the years 1854–1888 
under the auspices of the British Crown and missionaries. This would have lead to an increased 
demand for school books, which the Basel Mission printed not only for its own use but also for the 
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Image 54: The Basel Mission Press printed books with impressive cover pages with ornate borders. The teaching 
of the Gospel presented in Sanskrit verses with translation in Canarese, Mangalore, Basel Mission Press, 1889, 
archived at Mission 21. Image scaled 130%.
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use of the government established institutions. The Basel Mission cut high-quality types to 
produce functional as well as beautiful books (Image 54). The varied printing environment of their 
books demanded different kinds of types, from those that were space-efficient for pocketbooks to 
large fonts for their school books. They created numerous Kannada display types, based on the 
styles that were popular in Europe. They were also the first to create a family of types that were 
related to each other such as the English, Pica, and Longprimer. The Kannada types of the Basel 
Mission influenced the typographic rendition of the Kannada script to date as text typefaces such 
as Linotype Kesari and Murty Kannada are based on the Kannada types of the Basel Mission.

This chapter has accounted for numerous founts of the English type founder Richard Watts, and 
the Basel Mission Press. The information accounted in this chapter are original contributions as 
previous literature about the Kannada and Telugu scripts have not been recorded. The details 
recorded in the chapter is also crucial information that is required for an in-depth type analysis of 
the overall Foundry type period in the Kannada and Telugu scripts. Chapter 6 builds on the 
findings of Chapters 4 and 5 to make comprehensive inferences that elaborate on the research 
questions discussed in Chapter 1.



CHAPTER 6

Typographic developments during the foundry type period

This chapter focuses on cumulative inferences on the factors responsible for shaping the 
typographic forms of the Kannada and Telugu scripts based on the observations in Chapters 4 and 
5. In examines the development and standardisation of script-specific letterforms, the 
introduction of modulation and stroke contrast, the requirements of the typographic environment 
to answer the research questions discussed in Chapter 1. 

6.1 The development of letterform differentiation 

The introduction of printing and consequentially, the development of the typographic forms is 
proposed to be responsible for standardising the written letterforms of the Kannada and Telugu 
scripts as discussed in the introduction. Printing vastly influenced the possibilities of 
standardising written forms in many languages and scripts, as spreading the same texts to 
innumerable readers who might have spoken a range of vernaculars written in different styles 
spreads homogeneity. 

In subsection 2.3, the split of the Kannada and Telugu scripts from the Old Kannada script 
is discussed. It is a wide held belief in the Indian subcontinent that once the Telugu language 
started using the Old Kannada script, its evolution to develop a unique identity occurred 
individually and organically over a period of time, rather than it being the outcome of an abrupt 
split that formed two separate scripts at a certain time. This belief, particularly supported by the 
native population, represents a linguistic sense of pride and the desire to possess their own 
identity. 

Language and script-based identity can also be observed in other Indian languages such as 
Hindustani. Hindustani is a pluricentric language with two registers Modern Standard Hindi (that 
is written using the Devanagari script) and Modern Standard Urdu (Shahmukhi script) that 
bifurcated on religious lines. According to Imtiaz Hasnain competing identities involving Hindi, 
Urdu, and Hindustani have shaped the historical, political, and social fabric of groups and 
communities in the geopolitical space that constitute Indian society.317 This need to differentiate, 
however, was not necessarily acknowledged in 18th-century Europe. European writing manuals, 
such as the Planches de L’Encyclopedia Methodique, displays a folio of the Telugu script, and 
neither dedicates a folio to the Kannada script nor mention details regarding variants required to 
write the script under the Telugu folio (Image 55). Yet, with the advent of printing in the two 
languages, written forms changed to appear closer in their skeletal structure to typographic forms, 
and the behaviour of the Kannada and Telugu scripts saw some level of standardisation.

317. Hasnain, S. Imtiaz. Alternative voices: (Re)searching language, culture, identity. (Cambridge Scholars Publishing, 
2013). p.17.
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Image 55: Folio from the book from Planches de L'Encyclopedia Methodique c.1780, courtesy Professor Michael 
Twyman. This sheet lists the letters used to transcribe Telugu. The vertical stroke contrast and modulation 
perpendicular to the baseline, a result of writing the Telugu script with pen and paper. Image scale 50%.
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6.1.a The Kannada and Telugu vowel forms and ligatures
During the early foundry type period, a smaller number of vowels, than those utilised in the 21st-
century, were in use. Early grammar books frequently list 16 vowels in both the scripts. This list 
consists of seven short vowels (!!, ##, %%, ^r, ts, '', and **), five long vowels 
("", $$, &&, _t, uu), two diphthongs ()), and ,,), and the combinations of 
anusvara and visarga denoted with ligatures of the vowel forms !! used as placeholders. Two 
vowels corresponding to the long forms of '', and ** denoted in the 21st-century by ((, and 
++, were not in use. In Kannada and Telugu, as anusvara is used to denote a nasal sound, and 
visarga to convey various shades of nasal tones, they are not considered vowels and are treated like 
a diacritic or sign.

The Telugu types vft, smt and smk supported only the basic vowels that were in use 
during that period. According to Reinhold Grünendahl, multiple variants were used to transcribe 
the Kannada letterforms, while Telugu was comparatively rigid in its structure.318 The fluid nature 
of the varying letterforms of the Kannada script, gave room for interpretation, unlike the Telugu 
script. In the types, smk and smt, the initial vowel forms !!, "", ##, $$, %%, &&, 
^r, _t, '', )), **, and , , are shared between the Kannada and Telugu scripts. 
The letters tu are punch cut in a form that looks like the ligature v. The long counterpart of 
this vowel is constructed by attaching the vowel marker `a to v. 

Different handwriting styles were prevalent during the early part of the 19th-century. In 
the book, Specimen of various vernacular characters passing through the post office in India, 
different handwriting styles of several Indian vernacular languages are exhibited based on social 
divisions and geographic locations (Image 56). Given these multiple writing styles based on the 
location of 19th-century Kannada and Telugu speaking regions, it is possible that variants could 
have existed for the same character. However, Grünendahl does not recognise such alternates for 
the characters tu in manuscript form.319 While cutting the punches for smt, the letterform s, 
resembling the manuscript form, and that of the 21st-century typographic form is used (Image 57). 
In addition to not being an appropriate rendition, the letterform v in place of s could be easily 
confused with the ligature form. 

In the Kannada and Telugu scripts, vowels combine with consonants to form ligatures. 
The combining vowels are denoted with a different sign from the initial vowel form. Differences in 
the shaping of the combining vowel form and the rules of ligature formation are observed 
between the Kannada and Telugu scripts (Image 58). In smk, the terminal in the vowel marker `a 
hangs above the baseline, and the outstroke is finished with a ball shape. In smt, vw   the terminal 
contains a counter and sits just below the top line of the character. The medial vowel forms, `b vx , 
and `bR vy are created with signs that closely resembles the shaping on the Telugu script. 

318. Grünendahl, Reinhold. South Indian scripts in Sanskrit manuscripts and prints. (Wiesbaden: Harrassowitz Verlag, 
2001). pp.121-124, 163–166.
Grünendahl lists the alternate letterforms for each character as found in manuscripts for the Kannada and Telugu 
scripts.
319. Ibid. p.163.
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Image 56: Sample of written Canarese used in the different geographic regions of South Canara, North Canara, 
Mysore, and Coorg territories, and Telugu used in Madras, from the book Specimens of various vernacular 
characters passing through the post office in India, Calcutta, Government Central Press, 1877, p. 24, listed in 
order. These images suggest the prevalence of different styling of letterforms. Image scale 75%. 



P.144

Image 57: Close up of vowels from the books A Grammar of the Telinga Language, 1814, by William Carey assisted 
by Soba Shastri (above) printed by the Serampore Mission Press. The letterform s resembles manuscript form 
and can easily be confused with the ligature v. Image courtesy British Library. Image scale 100%.

The signs `h vz, ẁ  v{, x̀  v|, ỳ  v} , `z v~,   are shared between both the scripts. `i 
v�, `j v�, `j{  v��  , `ji v�   are clearly distinguished between each other resembling 21st-century 
letterforms. An archaic representation of ligature formation is observed when |̀   v�  combines 
with other letters. The letter combines first with the vowel marker vy  in Kannada and v� in 
Telugu, and the unified form for ỳ  v}  is placed vertically below the character. Grünendahl, again 
does not record such behaviour of the combining letterforms  ỳ  v}  in manuscripts.320 The rules for 
the behaviour of these elements appeared to be a product of experimentation during the early 
foundry type period, and eventually, forms replicating the written script became common.

The Madras types took precedence over the previous founts in influencing the shaping of 
the letterforms. The Telugu type cut at Madras, mct, supports fifteen initial vowel forms. Fourteen 
of the vowel markers in mct share a skeleton with the Serampore founts, but without the vocalic 
signs |̀   v�  . Two additional long vowels, (+ are added to the character set. The letter ( is 
constructed using ' and a sort that is possibly an apostrophe and + is constructed as two sorts 
with the top mark appearing angular, and possibly borrowed from another fount. With this 
addition, each short vowel has a corresponding long vowel related to it. It is known that these two 
vowels are 18th-century additions to the Kannada and Telugu script, though their origins are not 
recorded with certainty. As mct was associated with the College at Madras, the addition of these 
two vowels could be related to some script reform decisions made at the college. However, no 
samples of the character u are observed in the printed material. On a need basis, it could easily 
be composed using two sorts, solving requirements for additional sorts, though it is not an 
accurate reproduction of manuscript forms. The Telugu vowel forms %&, rt, are not yet 
differentiated between the two scripts, and the Telugu forms have taken the shape of their 
counterpart Kannada %& and ^_ forms, a decision uncharacteristic of manuscript forms 

320. Ibid. pp.163–199.
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of the Telugu script. Rules for the behaviour of the newly introduced combining vowel forms 
similar to 21st-century shaping can also be observed. The vowel sign for ( is constructed similar to 
', with a hook-like form added on top of the horizontal line v�, and a similar approach is followed 
to extend v�  to v�.  

Image 58: A comparative chart of vowels from the founts of the early foundry type period. Row 1 is set using Murty 
Telugu, and Row 7 is set using Murty Kannada, at 12 pt, for comparative purposes. Row 2 features Vincent Figgins 
VFT, sourced from A specimen of a fount of Telegu typecast by Vincent Figgins, London, 1802. Row 3 and 4 show 
Serampore Telugu (SMT) and Serampore Kannada (SMK) founts respectively. Image sourced from A Grammar of 
Telinga Language, 1814 and A Grammar of the Kurnata language, 1817. Row 5 and 6 are Madras College types, 
MCT and MCK respectively. MCT is extracted from the book, A Grammar of the Teloogoo language, commonly 
termed Gentoo, peculiar to the Hindoos inhabiting the North-Eastern Provinces of the Indian Peninsula, 1820. 
The Kannada letterforms are from the book A Grammar of the Carnataca language, 1820. Image scale 100%.

Mck, on the other hand, supports all the 16 initial vowel forms and is consistent with the 
listing and transliteration scheme illustrated in this paper. The initial vowels !, ', ), *, +, , 
are borrowed from mct. Peculiar to mck, the vowel " is composed using !, with the vowel 
marker vw  . The character # is punch cut anew and appears rudimentary in comparison to mct. In 
the letter $ the out-stroke is facing downwards rather than the upwards out-stroke of $ found in 
mct, as well as many 21st-century Telugu founts. The letter ( is similar to the Telugu letter ' with 
a closed counter, and the stroke symbolising the long-form ( on the top is pronounced, possibly 
punch cut for mck, unlike the additional diacritic-like form that is added to ' in mct. The 
construction of the characters s and u appear more m-like, and the middle vertical stroke 
extends in the vertical direction to denote the difference between the long and the short forms. 
This alternate form is found only in mck. In the same type, `b`bR signs are differentiated from the 
Telugu combining vowel signs, and the `R is curved outward when it forms the circular closed 
counter. The Telugu sign v� is used in place of `i.
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6.1.b The Kannada and Telugu consonant forms
The early foundry type period did not witness an alteration in the number of consonants, though 
some rare letters used to transcribe the Kannada and Telugu scripts, such as HH, were not 
supported. The shaping of the consonant was standardised and a method for the typical behaviour 
was established (Image 59). In both the Serampore – smk and smt – and Madras College types – 
mck and mct – -- are differentiated in shape, the Kannada form being o-like while the Telugu 
form s-shaped. The Kannada letter . does not have the teardrop form in comparison to the letter 
. in Telugu. The letter 22 show a significant difference between the two scripts with the 
Kannada variant having a two-like in-stroke formation. The letters << and OO are also 
distinguished in shape, sharing a skeletal structure similar to 21st-century forms. However, the 
Kannada letter O has only one looped counter in smk and is angular in mck rather than the 
circular ∞-like form that was later adopted. 

In mck and mct, the letters 00 and 11 are also differentiated unlike the Serampore 
founts where the same sorts are used. In smk and smt, the character 3 does not bear a strong 
resemblance to 2, having a looped counter in the central bottom part of the letter and not being 
embellished with the teardrop. In mck and mct, the character 3 resembles contemporary 
letterform with the teardrop counter. In both the Telugu founts, the letter, 3 is differentiated from 
2 with the addition of the teardrop form. In mck and mct, the letters 66 are constructed with 
an out-stroke that is curved and encases an embellished curl, while in the Telugu, the out-stroke is 
constructed with perpendicular lines. The letters 77 are differentiated in the Madras types, with 
the Kannada variant gaining curves in the in-stroke and out-stroke, while a vertical line is attached 
to the looped instroke of the letter in Telugu. In smk and smt, the letterforms 9: are shaped like 
a 3 on the right side, while the Telugu forms 9: have a circular counter on the bottom without 
the right upstroke. In mck and mct, 99 both are punch cut to accommodate the circular looped 
form, and the Telugu version terminates at the looped form and does not contain the up-stroke. In 
both sets of founts the aspirated consonant is differentiated using the teardrop form placed 
centred vertically below the character. 

In smk and smt, the letter ;; appears rudimentary in its construction in both scripts, 
with the Kannada version consisting of three loops that end in a closed counter while the Telugu 
letter gaining some vertical variations. In mck ; is still rudimentary while in mct, ; has acquired 
its distinct shaping. In smk and smt, the letters A and A are differentiated, and the dot in A is 
represented as a loop connected to the top hat. However, B is set using B from the Telugu case, 
whereas A and A are similar. In smk and smt, an attempt to differentiate between these two 
letters DD is also noticed. In mct, @ has a smaller in-stroke counter than that of the A. In mck, D 
appears constructed and I has a hook at the in-stroke instead of the closed counter. In mck M is 
stroked and J extends below gaining a descender-like form, while in mct M is tailed and J is 
homogenous. In all the four types, the subscript consonants are placed vertically, centred below 
the attaching consonant, unless the subscript form has an ascender sitting on the x-height space, 
in which case, it appears adjacent to the attaching consonant.
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Image 59: A comparative chart of consonants from some of the founts of the early foundry type period. Row 1 is 
set using Murty Telugu, and Row 6 is set using Murty Kannada, at 12 pt, for comparative purposes. Row 2 features 
Vincent Figgins VFT, sourced from A specimen of a fount of Telegu typecast by Vincent Figgins, London, 1802. Row 
3 and 4 show Serampore Telugu (SMT) and Serampore Kannada (SMK) founts respectively. Image sourced from A 
Grammar of Telinga Language, 1814 and A Grammar of the Kurnata language, 1817. Row 5 is MCK, extracted from 
the book A Grammar of the Carnataca language, 1820. Image scale 100%.

The diverse writing styles, the different writing tools, the familiarity with the script, and 
the technological constraints of composition – requiring letterforms to be broken into bits and 
combined to compose a wider range of letters – created a situation of flux for the typographic 
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representation of Kannada and Telugu letterforms. As the Serampore Mission has been criticised 
for its typographic quality, it is possible that some of their decisions were possibly not accurate 
and were based on the advice of the expertise available to them. Some subliminal details, that 
stem from the opinions of the pundits and other scholars who consulted on the shaping of the 
letterforms, would have survived well into the digital era. The Madras types show more of a 
semblance to the 21st-century typographic forms that have survived in both the scripts. 

The later foundry type period saw the consolidation of the different experimentation from 
the early foundry type period and the standardisation of the letterforms. The letters '', (( and 
their medial forms appear frequent in use. The letterforms of the Basel Mission Press founts 
appear similar to the shaping of the fonts from the digital period with minor stylistic variations. In 
the gpkp and gpkl text families punch cut by the Basel Mission Press, the conjunct forms are 
moved to the right, while the conjunct consonant in gpke family of founts are vertically centred. 
The smaller size of the gpkp and gpkl families might have made it difficult for the typesetter to 
align the letterforms, a legacy that is now mandated in the digital typefaces. The unavailability of 
grammar books typeset with founts from the later foundry type period showcasing all the 
characters, makes it challenging to arrive at a precise analysis of the evolution of the letterforms. 

6.1.c Comparison of foundry types to contemporary typographic forms
In fonts of the digital era, proportions of some similar letters between the Kannada and Telugu 
scripts are different. Telugu letterforms are wider than their counterpart Kannada letters. When 
comparing the Kannada and Telugu letterforms, the stroke contrast is further exaggerated in 
Telugu, which helps in establishing its distinctiveness. This detail can be observed in digital fonts 
such as Murty Kannada and Telugu (used in the transliteration scheme), designed by Fiona Ross 
and John Hudson, in the initial circular part of the character FF. In addition to the initial ‘o’ 
form being narrower in Kannada, it also has weight added to the top part, making it appear narrow 
in comparison to the Telugu. Telugu letterforms also show a more curly construction, with the out-
strokes gaining weight. As foundry type endeavours in the Telugu script by Europeans are of a 
smaller scale than that of Kannada, it is likely that the typographic forms of the Telugu script were 
influenced by vernacular type makers and printers. 

The approach to the font making process could have been different between Europeans 
and Indians. The cultural differences in the punch cutters’ exposure to the script in combination 
with the choice of the writing tools used as a reference could have also influenced Europeans and 
Indians to interpret the proportions and styling of similar forms differently. The European 
approach would have aimed at simplifying the letterforms to a construction similar to that of the 
Latin script, while the native punch cutters may have pronounced the circularity, being 
comparatively more familiar with rounded letterforms. This element could have resulted in the 
different styling of the Kannada and Telugu letterforms. Given the apathetic approach to writing 
and printing in the Indian subcontinent, it is unlikely that any attempts were made by vernacular 
printers to address width as a differentiating factor during the 19th-century unless they were 
mimicking other founts. Even the Basel Mission Press only punch cut a condensed type, gkpl3 
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(Image 60) in the Longprimer family, in order to save space. Width variations are not observed in 
text founts. 

Image 60: The GPKL3 (Longprimer No 3) from the second page from the Kannada type specimen archived at 
Mission 21, Specimen book of the Basel Mission Press, 1882. This fount is remarkable for the size optimisation 
details. Image scale 90%.

It is unlikely that after the early foundry type period, Kannada and Telugu letterforms 
influenced each other, as they grew under the patronage of different organisations. Kannada 
under the enterprising Basel Mission, and Telugu under the eic, European, American, and native 
typefounders. As similar quality and quantity of founts are not available in the later foundry type 
period in the Kannada and Telugu scripts, it is likely that the typographic forms naturally 
developed as a close representation of each of the individual scripts.

6.2 The development of stroke contrast and modulation

While approaching the type design process for the Kannada and Telugu scripts in the 21st-century, 
a distinct parameter is the application of modulation and stroke contrast parallel to the baseline. 
In the Latin script, the weight gain is usually perpendicular to the baseline. Given India’s diverse 
history, the factors that could have contributed to this different stroke contrast and modulation are 
unaccounted to the type designer. 

6.2.a The introduction of western writing tools
The European settlers in the Indian subcontinent brought along with them their ideas of religion, 
ways of living, and language, and the materials to write them. The people involved with the eic as 
well as the missionaries were keen on the acquisition of vernacular languages to aid 
administration and evangelism. Frequently, they used western writing materials to write the 
vernacular scripts of India, and occasionally they learned to use the native materials (Image 61). 
This resulted in the introduction of western writing substrates and tools, such as the paper, the dip 
pen, the quill pen, and the split metal pointed nib to write the Kannada and Telugu scripts. The 
quill pen and the split metal pointed nib produces an emphasised modulation and a rise in the 
stroke contrast, where the user applies pressure. 
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6.2.b Referenced writing materials during the early foundry type period
The dip pen on paper and the metal stylus on palm leaf did not create a modulation and stroke 
contrast parallel to the baseline. The development of this peculiar modulation and high stroke 
contrast seen in Kannada and Telugu founts appears to have stemmed, rather organically, from 
social, political, and cultural factors that were at play at the Kannada and Telugu speaking regions, 
which had an impact on the writing materials and thereby the typographic form. According to 
Albertine Gaur, writing materials are not neutral as they shape and affect the appearance of 
letterforms.321 And the choice of the reference writing materials used for interpreting the 
typographic forms has shaped the modulation and stroke contrast of the Kannada and Telugu 
scripts. The founts discussed in the previous chapters were based on letterforms transcribed in 
different substrates with a variety of tools.

During the early foundry type period, the two popular writing materials, pen and paper, 
and prepared palm-leaf and metal stylus served as the samples for modulation and stroke contrast. 
By chance, the preferences of the location where the founts were cut had the paramount 
consequence on modulation and stroke contrast of the founts. The low stroke contrast and 
modulation of the first Telugu type, fet, was influenced by the shaping of the letters as found in 
palm-leaf manuscripts (discussed in subsection 2.6) unintentionally. As these workmen who cut 
the types of fet were native to southern India, being goldsmiths and locksmiths, they were neither 
trained nor exposed to the nuances of cutting punches or had preconceived notions of the 
appearance of typographic forms. In the creation of fet, this lack of experience of the workmen 
meant that they were possibly influenced by the letterforms that they were most familiar with. 
Hence, as a natural progression, the typographic form shared a semblance with palm-leaf 
manuscript forms. Bearing in mind, that writing was not held in esteem in the Indian sub-
continent except as a meritorious act in copying religious texts, the workmen likely projected a 
similar outlook towards the aesthetic of the typographic forms. Francis Ellis undertook a challenge 
that was far greater than his ability. Ellis was also not trained in printing and its ancillary trades. 
During the time that Ellis was involved with the fet fount, at the turn of the 19th-century sans 
serif founts were not yet commonplace, however, according to James Mosley that period coincides 
with the appearance of the first low stroke contrast and modulation lettering samples.322 It is 
unlikely that Ellis influenced a conscious decision on the modulation and stroke contrast of fet, 
rather he would have limited himself to the rendition and compositional problems that arose. 
These factors made the low modulation and stroke contrast of fet subconsciously predetermined.

In comparison to fet, vft was made in London by English punch cutters. The 
modulation in vft is reminiscent of that of the dip pen which was the de facto writing tool in 
Europe. In the dip pen, the tip is cut across rather than coming to a point and usually, the edge of

321. Gaur, Albertine. A history of writing. (The British Library, 1984) p.36.
322. Mosley, James. The nymph and the grot, an update. [online] Available at: http://typefoundry.blogspot.com/
2007/01/nymph-and-grot-update.html [Accessed 28 Jan 2020] 
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Image 61: Page from the records, The Ellis Papers, archived at the Bodleian Library, Oxford. In this leaf, Francis 
Ellis writes the Tamil scripts using western writing materials, pen on paper. The change in the writing materials 
affects the modulation and stroke contrast of the letters. Image scale 100%. 
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Image 62: Sample of the type Eight-Line Pica that was punch cut by Vincent Figgins’s type foundry, from 
Specimen of Printing types, 1834. The high stroke contrast and modulation found in the Eight-Line Pica is 
characteristic of the ‘Modern’ genre of typefaces. Image courtesy the non-Latin Typeface Collection, Department 
of Typography and Graphic Communication, University of Reading. Image scaled 60%.

the pen is perpendicular to its axis. Writing with this tool creates a stroke contrast of the letterform 
that is perpendicular to the baseline. Kannada and Telugu written samples from the 18th and 19th 
centuries, by the Europeans, demonstrate the stroke gaining weight perpendicular to the baseline. 
The eic commissioned the cutting of vft. Correspondence between eic employee Alexander 
Falconar, who was then stationed at the Madras Presidency and Vincent Figgins is held at the 
British Library.323 It is indicated that Falconar could have sent Figgins some written samples of the 
Telugu script to serve as a reference. Similar styling of the modulation and stroke contrast can also 
be observed in European Telugu samples such as the folio in Planches de L’Encyclopedia 
Methodique, c. 1780 by Denis Diderot and Jean le Rond d’Alembert. Besides, in Europe during the 
early 18th-century, the developments in printing and paper making led to the emergence of a 
higher stroke contrast trend. Typefounders demonstrated their skill by cutting fine hairline strokes, 
which became known as the ‘Modern’ genre of Latin type (Image 60). Figgins contributed to this 
growth by cutting types such as the Great Primer that catered to this trend. As the foundry 
attempted to exhibit its finesse, this high contrast and modulation movement could have found its 
way in the cutting of the Telugu founts.

In the Bengal region, where the Serampore foundry was located, the Bengali language 
was transcribed using the Bengali script. Traditionally, Bengali manuscripts were written on birch 
bark using a reed pen which was cut at a 45-degree angle. The usage of this different writing tool 

323. IOR/Z/E/4/38/F5. The British Library. pp.16-19.
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allowed the Bengali script and other north Indian scripts, that were written using similar materials, 
to gain a strong horizontal emphasis which is absent in south Indian scripts. The reed pen created 
a modulation and stroke contrast that was perpendicular to the baseline, a detail that can be 
observed in the 21st-century Bengali text type. This implied that stroke contrast was not a 
completely new concept to the native punch cutters of the Serampore Mission Press, as in the case 
of fet, which was punch cut at Madras. Additionally, workmen, such as Manohar Karmakara, were 
trained to some degree at cutting punches and had access to the printed material that was typeset 
using vft (discussed in subsection 4.3). A combination of these two factors: the location and the 
writing tool, led smk and smt to replicate and develop a comfortable high stroke contrast and 
modulation perpendicular to the baseline. 

The next two types, mck and mct display a minimal stroke contrast and modulation that 
is perpendicular to the baseline, as one would expect from vernacular founts punch cut in Madras. 
As mct was punch cut before mck, it appears to draw inspiration from the modulation and stroke 
contrast found in vft. However, the execution is rather subtle, with stroke contrast variations not 
as pronounced as in vft, and retention of some flavour of the low contrast letterforms found in 
palm-leaf manuscripts. This research speculates in subsection 4.4 that the punch cutter of mct 
might be of European origin, and an evaluation of the letterforms suggests it is unlikely that 
written letterform of palm-leaf manuscripts was not the primary source of inspiration. However, it 
is likely that the punch cutter was not influenced by the modern style and did not attempt to 
highlight the stroke contrast. 

6.2.c The Islamic influences
The Islamic influence in the culture, politics, and socio-economics of southern India is often 
unduly overlooked. The Mughal Empire ruled areas of the Indian sub-continent between the 16th 
to mid-19th-century bce. The Mughals were Mongol elites that assimilated into the Turkic 
population and adopted Islam, as well as the Turkic languages while maintaining Mongol political 
and legal institutions. The founder, Babur (14 February 1483 – 26 December 1530) was a direct 
descendant of Emperor Timur (9 April 1336 – 18 February 1405) and came from modern-day 
Uzbekistan. During Aurangzeb’s (3 November 1618 – 3 March 1707) rule of 49 years, he expanded 
the Mughal territories to its greatest extent; the empire stretched from Chittagong in the east to 
Kabul and Baluchistan in the west, and from Kashmir in the north to Kaveri basin in the south. In 
medieval southern India, parts of the Kannada and Telugu speaking regions were governed by 
Muslim rulers. The Bahmani Sultanate (1347 – 1527) was one of the earliest Islamic kingdoms in 
south India that governed parts that spoke the Kannada and Telugu languages.324 The Deccan 
sultanates were eventually annexed into the Mughal empire during Aurangazeb’s rule. This 
sultanate split to form the five Deccan sultanates of Ahmadnagar, Berar, Bidar, Bijapur, and 
Golconda.325 Other rulers such as the Nizams of Hyderabad, and the Mysore kingdom of Hyder Ali 

324. Sen, Sailendra. A Textbook of Medieval Indian History. (Primus Books, 2013). pp.106–108, 117. 
325. Ibid. pp.117–199. 
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Image 63: This muraqqa shows the early use of the Islamic calligraphic pen and paper in the Indian sub-
continent. Zulaykha touches Yusuf’s skirt. Folio from the manuscript of Kulliyat of Saudi (d. 1292), Agra, India. 
Image courtesy, Agha Khan Museum, Toronto. [Online] Available at www.agakhanmuseum.org/collection/
artifact/zulaykha-touches-yusufs-skirt-akm284.13 [Accessed 2 January 2020]. © The Aga Khan Museum Image 
scale 60%.
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Image 64: Kannada handwriting sample from Collection of Kannada documents awaiting identification (1826–
1833), with modulation and stroke contrast parallel to the baseline created by using the quill pen on paper. In this 
sample, the extending out-strokes are emphasised. Archived at the British Library. Scale not known.
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Image 65: Kannada handwriting sample from Collection of Kannada documents awaiting identification (1826–
1833), with modulation and stroke contrast parallel to the baseline created by using the quill pen on paper. In the 
letterforms written in this sample, the out-strokes, above and below the baseline are emphasised. Archived at the 
British Library. Scale not known.
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Image 66: Kannada handwriting sample from Collection of Kannada documents awaiting identification (1826–
1833), with modulation and stroke contrast parallel to the baseline created by using the calligraphic pen on 
paper. In the letterforms written in this sample, the out-strokes, above and below the baseline are emphasised. 
Archived at the British Library. Scale not known.
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and his son, Tipu Sultan, were other notable Muslim dynasties of southern India. The architectural 
buildings, Gol Gumbaz (1656) of the Bijapur Sultanate (Kannada speaking region) and the 
Charminar (1591) in Hyderabad (Telugu speaking region) of the Golconda Sultanate are 
reminiscent of this period. 

Writing on paper with the Islamic calligraphic pen appears to have been known and 
possibly practiced more than it has been acknowledged as Indian heritage, under Islamic rulers. 
For instance, affluent Muslims collected the muraqqa, an album containing miniature paintings 
and specimens of Islamic calligraphy, complied with the taste of the owner with different 
contributing sources (Image 63). The earliest muraqqa consisted only of calligraphy. The 
Muraqqa-e-Gulshan (The Rose Garden Album) that belonged to Emperor Jahangir (August 1569 – 
28 October 1627), which was plundered by Nadir Shah (the Shah of Iran, August 1688 – 19 June 
1747) shows a scribe writing using a calligraphic dip pen on paper in a border detail of a miniature 
painting archived at the Freer-Sackler Gallery, Washington dc. In the south Indian regions that 
were ruled by Islamic dynasties, Persian, Deccani Urdu, Marathi, Kannada, and Telugu were 
commonly used. It is only plausible that the traditional writing materials used to transcribe 
Persian and Deccani Urdu could have been extended to write the Kannada and Telugu scripts, as 
rulers have to communicate with all of their subjects. Writing vernacular languages under Islamic 
patronage need not necessarily have the same inattentive approach to writing as the usually 
acknowledged ‘Indian’ approach.

After the Anglo-Mysore wars and following Tipu Sultans’s death in 1799, large parts of the 
Kingdom of Mysore were annexed by the eic, signalling the end of the period of Mysore 
hegemony over the Deccan. The eic had restored the Wodeyars, a Hindu family as the rulers of the 
Kingdom of Mysore which comprised most of modern-day Karnataka. The Wodeyars continued 
their rule till the Indian independence in 1947. Some documents from this period are archived at 
the British Library, named Collection of Kannada documents awaiting identification, dated 
between 9 November 1826 – 19 October 1833 (Image 64, 65, and 66).326 The handwritten letterforms 
found in this file show varying styles and levels of stroke contrast parallel to the baseline, 
especially in out-strokes that extend to the ascender and descender spaces, created by the use of 
the quill pen on paper. As the Kannada and Telugu scripts have curly letterforms, adding weight to 
the out-strokes naturally created horizontal stress. This horizontal stress would have shaped the 
styling of the Kannada and Telugu letterforms similar to that of the nastaliq script, frequently used 
to transcribe Deccani Urdu, the language used by the Islamic dynasties. The Islamic style 
calligraphic pen on paper would have also been used in the area. Experiments with writing the 
Kannada and Telugu script, using these writing materials give rise to letterforms with modulation 
and stroke contrast parallel to the baseline (Image 67). The letterforms found in the files of the 
British Library are executed with a little more care to aesthetics than that of the palm leaf 
manuscripts.

326. 1OR/R/2/1/269, File A70. The British Library.
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Image 67: Writing the Kannada and Telugu with the Islamic calligraphic pen on paper. Typically the outstroke 
gains weight and the wrist has to be twisted unnaturally to gain stroke contrast. But if similar modulation and 
stroke contrast was created using the quill pen, it will create a letter form consistent with the founts of the later 
foundry type period. Image scale 100%.

6.2.d Referenced writing material during the later foundry type period.
A noticeable feature of the later foundry type in the Kannada and Telugu scripts was the 
introduction of modulation and stroke contrast parallel to the baseline. Richard Watts’s Kannada 
types rwk1 and rwk2 (Image 69 and 70) are the earliest founts punch cut in this style. The 
variation between the thick and thin parts is less pronounced in rwk2 in comparison to rwk1. 
According to Talbot Baines Reed, Watts was assisted by many eminent scholars who consulted on 
the shaping of his founts.327 Further evidence on the support that Watts might have received 
regarding his Kannada and Telugu types has not survived. Speculatively, it is probable that Watts 
could have referred to manuscripts in the Kannada script written using the quill pen and Islamic 
style calligraphic pen on paper that gave rise to the stroke contrast and modulation parallel to the 
baseline. It appears that an accurate rendition would be an attempt to replicate the modulation 
and stroke contrast of the calligraphic pen by the quill pen. That could lead to the kind of 
modulation and stroke contrast found in the Kannada and Telugu scripts, where some thicker 
parts are reduced to finer lines by varying the pressure while writing. Despite Watts’s reputation 
(discussed in subsection 5.2), he was able to punch cut founts of different sizes that satisfied the 
requirements of printing and did not appear unacceptable. According to Gerry Leonidas, ‘the 
ductus and the modulation [from writing to making type] can be preserved across scales without 
much difficulty, while the details of stroke endings and joints cannot; and typographic scales 
demand sensitivity to optical effects that simply do not apply at writing scales’.328 Watts was 
competent enough to mimic the model that he was presented and even highlighted modulation 
and stroke contrast variations to differentiate between the rwk1 and rwk2 founts. 

In rwkt the stroke contrast and modulation are relatively low with no noticeable intended 
weight gain, parallel or perpendicular to the baseline, similar to that found in fet. However, in this 
instance, the typographic forms do not appear to have been influenced by palm-leaf manuscripts 
and appear constructed. According to D. Udaya Kumar, G.V. Sreekumar, and U.A. Athvankar, with 
the incision way of writing as practiced in southern India, there are still two methods of scribing. 

327. Reed, T. B. A history of the… p.357.
328. Leonidas,Gerry. A few things about typeface design. [online] Available at: https://leonidas.net/2013/12/01/a-few-
things/ [Accessed 19 Oct 2019].
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Image 69: The types RWKT (Canarese No 1) and RWK1 (Canarese No 2) from McLaughlin’s reference copy of the 
type specimen. Image courtesy St Brides Library. Image scale 200%.

Image 70: The types RWK2 (Canarese No 3) and RWKT (Teloogoo) from McLaughlin’s reference copy of the type 
specimen. Image courtesy St Brides Library. Image scale 200%.
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In the first method, the stylus is held in the right hand, at a fixed place on the leaf, which is held in 
the left hand and is moved backward and forward to make the incision. In the other method, 
writing is done by moving the stylus.329 In both methods, the scribe had to be careful to prevent the 
sharp metal stylus from ripping the prepared palm-leaf while writing. The method and its 
constraints gave rise to continuous letterform shapes. However, the letterforms are disconnected 
and appear constructed in rwkt. Observing the letter } (Image 69), it appears that the 
punchcutter did not attempt to make the forms continuous, much less fluid, resembling 
traditional palm-leaf manuscripts. A similar geometric construction approach can be observed in 
the type rwk3, while rwk1 and rwk2 are more organic and continuous. 

The Basel Mission punch cut an eclectic collection of Kannada founts in varying sizes, and 
with varying degrees of modulation and stroke contrast. The books printed using the lithographic 
process by the Basel Mission serve as an indicator of the writing tools employed to write the 
Kannada and Telugu scripts. In these books, the letterforms do not demonstrate a parallel to the 
baseline weight gain. In the Kannada types rbk1 and rbk2, punch cut by R. Burckhardt at Basel, 
the stroke contrast and modulation is not very pronounced and is parallel to the baseline in most 
of the letterforms. These two founts were of poor quality (discussed in subsection 5.2) and not the 
paradigm example of the Kannada types of the Basel Mission Press. As there two founts appear 
constructed on a geometric grid and not based on written forms, it is complicated to establish any 
influences from writing materials.

Under Georg Plebst’s supervision, the width and breadth of the Kannada type collection 
grew, comprising of multiple families. The Kannada text types of the Basel Mission, comprised the 
Pica family (gpkp1 – gpkp4), Long primer family (gpkl1 – gpkl3), and the English family (gpke1 – 
gpkp2), have the stroke contrast and modulation applied parallel to the baseline in most founts. 
Some variations in where the weight is added are observed for the same letterforms, possibly to 
differentiate the different styles. It is unlikely, but not improbable, that the typefunders of the 
Basel Mission Press referenced the founts of Richard Watts to arrive at the modulation and stroke 
contrast. However, the repeated occurrence of modulation and stroke contrast parallel to the 
baseline, similar to that of Watt’s founts, suggest that the quill was widely used and it attempted to 
mimic the styling of the calligraphic pen, again. The range of the differences in the founts suggests 
that the references for these founts could have been based on different samples, created by varying 
the pressure while writing with the quill pen. For instance, in the character /, the in-stroke of the 
base consonant gains weight in gpkp2 fount and the out-stroke in the gpke1 fount. This detail 
could have been emulated from the stroke contrast created based on pressure being applied while 
writing the in-stroke or the out-stroke. It is also possible that the typefunders formulated different 
kinds of weight gain to ensure a large range of fount options. Some types, such as gpkp5 and gpkif

329. Kumar, D. Udaya. Sreekumar, G.V. and Athvankar, U. A. Traditional writing system in...
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Image 71: Drop caps used in the Tulu book, The four Gospels of our Lord and Saviour Jesus Christ from the 
original Greek into Tulu, 1885, printed at the Basel Mission Press. The main text is typeset using the fount GPKE1. 
Courtesy Mission 21 archives, Basel. Image scale 100%.
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have low stroke contrast and modulation, attempting to replicate a heavier sans-serif Latin fount. 
However, the overall typographic texture is darker than the weight of letterforms based on the 
stroke contrast found in palm-leaf manuscripts, therefore, suggesting an attempt to introduce 
novelties to expand the typographic palette. In gpkif, some characters have modulation and 
stroke contrast parallel to the baseline. The other title types of the Basel Mission Press are not 
based on written samples and are adaptations of display styles founts that were popular in the 
Latin script and were migrated to the Kannada script (Image 71).

6.2.e Stroke contrast and modulation differences between the two scripts
In the later foundry type, in that period when Richard Watts and the Basel Mission were cutting 
Kannada type, influences from writing on paper using the quill pen with the modulation and 
stroke contrast of the calligraphic pen were possibly the major cause that led to weight gain 
parallel to the baseline in the Kannada script. Like the Kannada speaking areas, Telugu regions like 
Golconda were also under Islamic influence. However, Telugu types did not grow in comparison to 
Kannada types. The policy of the American Baptist Mission (discussed in subsection 3.e) focussed 
on evangelism and not on ancillary activities. 

The Kannada and Telugu languages were spoken in a vast area, covering more than 
464,073 square kilometres (comparable to the size of Spain 498,980 sq km). Without the 
infrastructure for structured educational systems, the writing styles would have varied 
significantly in the region. The book, Specimens of various vernacular characters passing through 
the post office in India, 1877 demonstrates different styles of handwriting in the vernacular 
languages based on the location, religion, and occasionally caste, as well.330 It is complicated to 
arrive at a conclusive result on the development of modulation and stroke contrast for the Telugu 
script. Writing models from the Telugu speaking regions could have served as an inference for the 
typographic forms. Telugu could have also borrowed the modulation and stroke contrast from the 
Kannada script, and adaptations could have been made to balance the weight of the letterforms, 
as well as the differences between the two scripts. As weight is added parallel to the baseline, the 
top hat of the Kannada letterforms also gains weight making Kannada appear darker than Telugu. 
The tick like top hat of the Telugu script gains weight on the in-stroke when written using the 
calligraphic pen. However, usually, modulation and stroke contrast as created by the calligraphic 
pen on paper are not observed in the typographic form. Again, the top hat is styled in a fashion 
that is similar to that of writing with the quill pen on paper. As the tick like top hat of the Telugu 
script is less prominent in typographic colour, the addition of stroke contrast and modulation has 
to be different from that of Kannada to balance the letterforms. 

330. Hutchinson, C.W. Specimens of various vernacular characters passing through the post office in India. (Calcutta: 
Government Central Press, 1877).
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6.3 The standardisation of script specific top hats

The differentiation between the Kannada and Telugu scripts with varying styles of the top hat 
(Image 72), is detailed in subsection 2.5. Typically, the top hat attaches to the apex of the base 
letterform. However, the shape of the top hats contributes to a different rhythm in the letterform 
of the Kannada and Telugu scripts. The tick top hat of the Telugu script appears to be floating over 
the character, as there is only a small portion of contact between the two elements, owing to the 
pointed tip that the tick creates. The horizontal stroke top hat of the Kannada script seems 
comparatively integral to the base character since it intersects with a larger area of the base 
letterform, creating a homogenous appearance and. This creates pronounced horizontal stress, 
that emphasises the typographic textural difference between the two scripts.

- / 0 2 3 5 8 9 : < =  
@ A B D E F G

- / 0 2 3 5 8 9 : < ? 
@ A B D E F G 

Image 72: Some consonants in the Kannada (above) and Telugu (below) scripts. These consonants have a 
prominent script-specific top hat. The top hat in the Kannada script is the horizontal stroke that curves upwards 
and is placed on top f the letterform. In the Telugu script, the top hat is shaped like a tick. This text is set using 
Murty Kannada and Telugu fonts, 36 pt.

6.3.a Top hats of early foundry types
The typographic interpretation of the top hat appears to have evolved organically through the first 
half of the 19th-century. In the written forms, no obvious difference between the two scripts is 
observed in the 18th and 19th centuries. In Benjamin Schultze’s Catechismus Telugicus Minor, 
(discussed in Chapter 3) varying styles of top hats are used to adorn the Telugu letterforms (Image 
73). The tick form is observed in letterforms where the top hat floats on top of the base character, 
or where the base character ends at an apex, like in the letter >. When the top hat is formed as a 
single continuous stroke, it resembles a truncated horizontal top hat stroke of the 21st-century 
Kannada script.
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Image 73: Benjamin Schultze printed Catechismus Telugicus Minor at Halle, Germany, using wood type in the 
Telugu script. Observe the top hat does not follow a strict stylistic model. A copy of this book is archived at the 
British Library, shelfmark pTel B 61. Image scaled 90%.

In Francis Ellis’s fet, the fork between the left and the right stroke is a pronounced acute 
angle and is only occasionally wider, when the consonant is cast solid. The construction of the 
combined letterforms are continuous and connected as some letters, like K, lend themselves to be 
interpreted in a single returning stroke. The individual tick form is punch cut to resemble a 
continuous single stroke. These skeletal structures appear to be reminiscent of forms created 
when writing with the metal stylus on a dried palm leaf. The modulation and stroke contrast of 
the top hat is low. In Vincent Figgins’s vft, the two strokes of the tick top hat produce an obtuse 
angle. This angle is a natural product of the calligraphic flair and the different writing tools 
Figgins’s punchcutters referenced. The in-stroke is visible and begins at the apex of the tick form, 
travelling upward and looping without a counter, to form the left side of the tick form, resulting in 
a heavier portion. The out-stroke is significantly lighter compared to the in-stroke thickness, 
assisting to create the high modulation and stroke contrast typical of vft. The out-stroke in both 
founts extend significantly higher than the looping in-stroke. 

In the Serampore founts, smk and smt, the top hat was not differentiated between the 
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Kannada and Telugu scripts. As the Serampore founts referenced vft, the styling of the top hat is 
similar in construction with a pronounced obtuse angle between the two strokes. However, the top 
hat lacks the finesse of vft. The reminiscences of the in-stroke found at the apex of vft, are not 
present in the Serampore founts. The contrast between the looping in-stroke and the out-stroke is 
also reduced in smt and smk in comparison to vft.

The use of different top hats to indicate distinct script-specific Kannada and Telugu 
identities is first observed in the Madras types, mct and mck (Image 74). According to McLaughlin, 
no clear distinction between Kannada and Telugu specific top hats are observed in (palm leaf) 
manuscripts, and the over-arching style is that of a loop demonstrating a continuous motion of 
the writing tool.331 As flattened Kannada-specific top hat style is not observed in manuscript form 
before the Madras founts, this detail was possibly introduced by the Madras College. As the 
College consisted of the scholarly elite and was responsible for many advancements (discussed in 
subsection 3.3) including the introduction of new vowels (discussed in subsection 6.1), it is 
possible that a deliberate decision was made to differentiate between the Kannada and Telugu 
scripts by styling the top hats differently.

Mct is embellished with the tick-like Telugu top hat, and varying angles can be observed in 
the different forms found in the printed books. In most of the letterforms, the top hat is at a right 
angle or a slightly obtuse angle. However, if the letterform is narrow, like in the ligature g, which 
appears to have been fitted into a narrow punch for unknown reasons, the top hat is reduced in 
width and the angle is made steep. Occasionally, when the top hat is stemming from the base 
character as in the letterform E, an obtuse angle is observed. The top hat in mck is self-
conscious, being a heavier typographic colour than that of the base letterforms. It is formed of a 
single horizontal stroke that lifts upwards and is an early prototype of 21st-century Kannada top 
hat. It appears as though an attempt to mimic the heavy top hat found in the Collection of 
Kannada documents awaiting identification (1826–1833) was made in some early Kannada founts 
(Image 62, 63 and 64).332 

The typographic colour differentiation of the top hat has given rise to interesting 
speculations. According to Erin McLaughlin, this top hat was initially hypothesised to have been 
lithographed.333 However, the inconsistent repetition and lack of any movement of the substrate 
during the registration process suggest that it was a separately cast sort. The stroke contrast on 
mct is less pronounced, yet the returning stroke on the right loops and is heavier than the out-
stroke. The out-stroke consistently extends above the height of the returning stroke. As discussed 
in subsection 4.4, the quality of workmanship that mck reveals is much lower than that of mct, yet 
the alternate letterforms punch cut specifically for the Kannada script do not demonstrate this

331. McLaughlin, E. The typographic interpretation of… p.29.
332. IOR/R/2/1/269: 9 Nov 1826-19 Oct 1833, File A.70. The British Library.
333. McLaughlin, E. The typographic interpretation of… p.51.
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Image 74: Page in the Kannada scripts from John Mckerrell’s A Grammar of the Carnataca Language, 1820. MCK 
uses a rudimentary Kannada top hat form. This form is a defining feature in the differentiation in the typographic 
forms between the Kannada and Telugu script. Image courtesy British Library. Image scale 66%.
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 kind of typographic textural discrepancy. This top hat is intentionally heavier than the 
typographic colour of the base letterforms, similar to the letterforms in manuscripts. 

Though both the top hats, in mct and mck are constructed in one stroke, the Telugu tick 
top hat turns twice, once at the top of the in-stroke and once at the apex, to commence the out-
stroke, while the Kannada top hat does not turn at such steep angle and rather just lifts gently at 
the end. Some writing samples in the Kannada script, such as those found in the pages from the 
Collection of Kannada documents awaiting identification, feature a top hat comparable to the 
horizontal stroke form.334 However, as the in-stroke loops, only a slight stroke contrast between the 
returning stroke and the out-stroke is observed as the angle that the stroke turns is rather shallow. 
Writing samples from the later part of the 19th-century demonstrate a top hat in Kannada script 
that frequently connects to the next letter. The practice of writing the script cursive appears to 
have flattened the top hat further to a horizontal stroke-like form. In comparison, the Telugu 
sample from the later part of the 19th-century still resembles a block script, with a pronounced 
tick like form.335 

6.3.b Top hats of later foundry types
In the rwkt fount, Richard Watts does not differentiate the top hats between the Kannada and 
Telugu scripts, both being embellished with the tick top hat, similar to the Serampore founts. This 
fount was possibly Watts’s earliest attempt, with its first usage being observed as early as 1830 
(discussed in subsection 5.1). As founts commissioned from India and punch cut at London took 
years of work to complete, with exchanged correspondence between the Indian subcontinent and 
England and numerous alterations consuming additional labour time, the dating of the 
commencement of this fount would have overlapped with the printing of Kannada books by the 
Madras College Press. As the use of this fount is first observed in the book, Theology addressed to 
Hindoos, by the Bellary Mission Press, Watts was likely commissioned by missionaries, specifically 
the Bellary Mission Press, that was operational since 1821 and were in need of Kannada founts. 
Being located in England, if the introduction of a script specific top hat was indeed a decision 
made by the Madras College, it is possible that Watts might not have been aware of it, while this 
information could have reached him as requests before the punch cutting of subsequent founts. 
The type rwk3 was possibly Watts’s next fount and was punch cut specifically to typeset the 
Kannada script. The top hat of rwk3 is a horizontal stroke very similar to that of mck, mimicking 
the manuscript form, with even a darker typographic colour than the base letterforms. The 
observable difference is that the stroke is a little more horizontal in comparison to mck. This 
attempt to copy Watts’s mck top hat form behaviour suggests that he was possibly requested to 
replicate the shaping of the Kannada top hat, similar to the manuscript form created by writing 
with the quill pen. Alternatively, two additional arguments can also be posed. (1) That as no 
differences in the styling of the top hat is observed in manuscript forms, Watts addressed the 

334. IOR/R/2/1/269: 9 Nov 1826-19 Oct 1833, File A.70. The British Library.
335. Hutchinson, C.W. Specimens of various... p.22, 23, 24 & 65.
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typographic requirements for the two scripts by cutting one fount with variants. (2) As Watts 
reputation as a businessman superseded his skills, knowing the existence of the previous founts 
cut in India, he could have attempted to be efficient, by following a model similar to that of the 
Serampore missionaries. Nevertheless, a decisive conclusion on this topic cannot be reached, as 
no primary evidence has survived from that period. 

The rwk1 and rwk2 types comprise a top hat that shares a skeleton with 21st-century 
Kannada top hats. Talbot Baines Reed suggests that Watts was assisted by eminent scholars 
(discussed in subsection 5.1).336 Therefore, it is likely that Watts followed the advice of an individual 
who was familiar with the Kannada script, and the shaping of the top hat in rwk1 and rwk2 was 
not an introduction by Watts, but a replication by basing the typographic forms on different 
writing tools such as the calligraphic pen on paper. 

The top hats found in the lithography books of the Basel Mission appear to be a hybrid 
form in between the Kannada and Telugu scripts. The angle of the strokes is rather obtuse, almost 
resembling a horizontal line. However, as writing on the lithography stone may not have 
necessarily employed similar tools as used for general writing, the modulation and stroke contrast 
in the shaping of the top hat does not appear to have influenced typographic forms. In the earliest 
foundry types, rbk1 and rbk2, punch cut by R. Burckhardt for the Basel Mission Press, the 
letterforms display a rudimentary horizontal top hat, that lightly curves upwards towards the end 
of the stroke. The horizontal stroke top hat, in comparison to the earlier primitive versions, would 
have made the process of composition and typesetting easier. The base character could be cast 
with the horizontal line, but without the part that lifts upward, allowing the attachment of medial 
vowel-form sorts to form ligatures. In the title types of the Basel Mission, gpkif, gpkt1, and gpkt2, 
a fine line can be noticed where the top hat starts to curve upwards or when it combines with a 
medial form of a vowel marker (Image 50), suggesting that this kind of optimisation was used and 
it possibly addressed some compositional efficiency concern . This method would have reduced 
the number of sorts in the case as well as the time taken to punch cut. 

The later Kannada founts, that were punch cut and cast under the superintendence of 
Georg Plebst, have a clear Kannada style top hat. The skeletal structure of the top hats is modified 
especially when the size of the fount gets smaller, increasing legibility. In the founts of the English 
and Pica families (gpke1 & 2, gpkp1, 2, 3, & 5), which were used in main text settings, the vertical 
proportions of the top hat are generous. Two distinct styles of shaping the top hat are noticed 
within these founts, (i) with the out-stroke curling inwards following a circular path, and (ii) with 
the out-stroke curving and extending vertically upwards. The ratio between the vertical height of 
the base character to that of the top hat is similar in these founts. In the fount gpkp4, the out-
stroke of the top hat does not extend similar to that of the other founts. It appears that the 
proportions of the top hat were optimised to save space. In the space-optimised Longprimer 
family (gpkl1, 2, & 3), multiple stylistic alterations have been carried out to arrive at an efficient 
economic solution. Primarily, in all the founts of the Longprimer family, the out-stroke travels 

336. Reed, T. B. A history of the… p.357.
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upwards and does not have curling inward forms, like the English and Pica founts. As this detail 
opens the counter space, it increases the legibility of the founts. In gpkl2 & 3, the open counters 
are further emphasised with the out-stroke pointing outwards. In gpkl2, as the width of the letters 
is also narrow, the out-stroke is compact and extends slightly over the line, thereby reducing the 
overall body height of the character. 

As the sample of size-optimised founts in the Telugu script is limited to a small snippet 
text of Stephen Austin’s sat, the scope of possible variations that were historically implemented 
are not procurable by this research.

6.4 Typographic challenges

The typographic form of the Kannada and Telugu scripts evolved into a homogenous structure 
during the 19th-century. The writing materials, the demands from the print environment, and the 
representation of the written form as metal types were involved in the shaping of the typographic 
form. 

6.4.a Casting written forms as metal type
Writing is the principal method for collecting, manipulating, storing, retrieving, communicating, 
and disseminating information. Scripts are the visual representation of language, and language is 
closely related to cultural identity. Rajeshwari Pandharipande defines the variety of markers that 
identify a social group as (i) linguistic, (ii) regional/geographic, (iii) religious, and (iv) racial/
ethnic.337 All identity markers of a social group constitute the culture of ‘cultural identity’ of that 
society. According to Claire Kramsch and Henry Widdowson, language permeates thinking and 
thereby, the way of viewing the world. It is a sensitive indicator of the relationship between an 
individual and a given social group, though there is no one-to-one relationship between anyone’s 
language and cultural identity.338 Scripts are usually interpreted into typefaces based on written 
forms. Typography shares a cohesive relationship with the cultural identity of any given society. 
 Printing has been impactful in comparison to writing, as the advent of printing with 
movable type helped disseminate knowledge wider and faster than ever before. The historian, 
philosopher, and priest, Walter J. Ong states that writing moves words from the sound to a visual 
space while printing locks words into position in this space. Control of position is key in printing 
with movable type, as composing consists of positioning letters by hand, which after their use, are 
carefully redistributed for future use into their proper compartments in the case. The appearance 
of the printed text is quite different from that conveyed by writing. Typographic control typically 
impresses by its tidiness.339 

337. Pandharipande, Rajeshwari ‘Language shift in India’ ed. Fase, Willem, Koen, Jaspaert, and Kroon, Sjaak. 
Maintenance and loss of minority languages.(Amsterdam/Philadelphia: John Benjamins Publishing company, 1992). 
p.261.
338. Kramsch, Claire and Widdowson, Henry G. Language and culture. (Oxford University Press, 1998). p.77.
339. Ong, Walter J. Orality and literacy. (New York, Routledge, 2002). pp.119–20.
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Numerous typographic challenges arose when a script that was only handwritten, was to 
be cast as foundry type. Though printing in the Indian subcontinent was already initiated by the 
late 15th-century, books in the Kannada and Telugu languages only became an element of the 
commodity by the latter half of the 19th-century, with the development of a growing network of 
distribution. The growth of the printing trade in the 19th-century was powered by the increased 
efforts to educate the population of the Indian subcontinent, a channeled approach towards 
evangelism, the growth of journalism, as a tool for the freedom struggle, and for administrative 
purposes. These different needs required variations in founts that were met by the punch-cutters 
working in this era. 

6.4.b Typographic challenges: Fount body size optimisation
Once the Kannada and Telugu scripts were cast as foundry type, challenges to efficiently set type 
and present the printed material for the consumption of the readers, arose. According to Beatrice 
Warde, the central point of printing is to convey thoughts, ideas, and images from one mind to 
another. This statement is ‘the front door to the science of typography’.340 The Kannada and Telugu 
foundry types had to develop refinements to satisfy printing demands such as sizing, typographic 
hierarchy and differentiation, and performance in multi-script settings.

The first requirement that printing demanded was minimising the body size of the fount. 
Early foundry types were sometimes large for the medium that they were used to typeset, as 
different mediums, such as the newspaper, required smaller size founts with open forms that 
make the body size appear larger, to pack more content in a given area. Frequently, during this 
period, one fount was used to satisfy the requirements of many print mediums. When a type was 
considerably bigger in body size than its optimal performance measurements for a specific 
medium suggested, it required more metal to cast the sorts. In addition to affecting readability,   
content also occupied larger areas. These two factors, the extra amount of metal required and the 
greater paper consumption, led to an increase in the costs. Usually, successful sizing of a type took 
multiple attempts to resolve and typically early types in many non-Latin scripts appeared large for 
the medium that they were used. The specifics related to the larger size of early founts are 
discussed in the subsequent paragraphs. Furthermore, the Kannada and Telugu script require 
additional vertical space in comparison to the Latin script, as the combining consonants occupy 
an extra line below the main consonant. 

Francis Ellis’s fet and Vincent Figgins’s vft are only known to have been used in 
newspapers (discussed in subsection 4.1 and 4.2). The precise format proportions of the 
newspapers are unknown, though it can be noticed that the layout is divided into four columns 
(Image 75).341 The masthead is on the top, as typically observed in newspapers, and below it, the 
edition details are mentioned on the left, the date is centred, and the issue details are printed on 

340. Warde, Beatrice. The crystal goblet or printing should be invisible. [online] Available at http://veryinteractive.net/
content/2-library/52-the-crystal-goblet/warde-thecrystalgoblet.pdf [Accessed 31
July 2019].
341. The scale of the Government Gazette newspaper is unknown as it is archived as negatives at the Newsroom in the 
British Library.
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the right. Text is set primarily in English using Latin types, and some vernacular texts in Persian, 
Tamil, and Telugu types can be observed in different editions. fet occupies about four times more 
space than similar content set using Latin type and 20% more space than that of similar Tamil 
fount used in the same newspaper. The sizing of vft is similar to that of fet. However, vft 
occupies more vertical space as it is surrounded by sufficient breathing space that added to the 
elegance of the type (Image 76). 

The Serampore types, smk and smt were comparatively smaller than vft and fet. The body 
size of the type is appropriate for the grammar books, A Grammar of the Telinga language, 1814 and 
A Grammar of the Kurnata language, 1817, and harmonises with the sizing of the counterpart Latin 
type. Grammar books from the 18th-century have large characters to help the readers familiarise 
themselves with the letterforms. Yet the fount could have posed issues for the cost-conscious 
Serampore Mission. Early types of the Serampore Mission were too large in comparison to what 
was accustomed to the Latin fonts they were using, which resulted in the Bible taking up to five 
volumes creating a demand for compact founts. As the Serampore Missionaries worked with cost 
constraints, John Lawson joined the type making and print establishment in 1813 and worked on 
increasing the efficiency of the founts by cutting smaller punches to increase efficiencies. 
However, size optimising endeavours did not extend to the Kannada and Telugu scripts. The layout 
and typography of the religious publications printed by the Serampore Mission are similar in 
structure. The format proportions of the religious books differ, with the 1812 Synoptic Gospels 
measuring 23 cm x 15 cm with 319 pages and The New Testament in Telugu, 1818, The New Testament 
in Kannada, 1823, and the Pentateuch in Telugu, 1821, being larger, sized at 25 cm x 15 cm, with 960, 
1008 and 632 pages respectively, paginated with Latin numerals (discussed in subsection 3.6). 
Similarly to the religious publications, both grammars are set in a similar format measuring 13 cm 
x 22.5 cm, consisting of 186 and 140 pages respectively. The preface and explanations are in 
English, and the Kannada and Telugu scripts are used to aid language acquisition.

The Madras College types, mct and mck, are similar in size to the Serampore Mission 
ones, smk and smt. The format proportions of the publications of the College Press at Madras are 
varied, with many books adhering to a 25 cm x 30 cm dimension. In general, introductory and 
explanatory content is set in the Latin script which harmonises with the sizing of the Kannada and 
Telugu founts. Usually, the size of the fount is related to the viewing distance and a range for 
variations. This range could vary depending on the script. Subtexts are observed on numerous 
occasions and are set using smaller Latin founts. However, the same body copy founts, mct and 
mck, are used in-between the smaller Latin subtexts, appearing visually large. As the complexity of 
the printed material increased, the need for size variations in Kannada and Telugu scripts became 
pertinent by the end of the early foundry type period.

This research is aware of four founts punch cut by or under the supervision of Richard Watts, and 
two additional founts procured or punch cut by Watts’s business successors such as Gilbert and 
Rivington, Stephen Austin and Sons, and William Clowes and Sons (discussed in subsection 5.1). 
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Image 75: Front page of the Government Gazette, printed at Madras, dated May 8. This page is the first known 
typesetting apart from type samples using the fount VFT. Text in English, Tamil, and Telugu are printed on this 
page. Image courtesy British Library. (Not to scale).
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Image 76: A spread containing the introductory text in the second edition of the book, A Grammar of the 
Teloogoo Language, commonly called the Gentoo, by Alexander Duncan Campbell, printed at the College Press in 
Madras, 1820. The Telugu type MCT appears large when used to typeset subtexts. Image courtesy British Library. 
Image scale 34%. (Image scaled 60%)
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These endeavours were the first recorded size reductions for the Kannada and Telugu scripts. 
However, they were not necessarily the same fount cut in various sizes, with subtle differences to 
enhance their performance in specific mediums, as Walter Tracy defines size optimisations.342 
Watts’s first type rwkt, is similar in size to that of mct and mck, possibly intended to be typeset as 
main body texts. Rwk1 is marginally smaller than rwkt, and would have suited similar 
environments. The archaic styling top hat of rwk3 suggests that it was possibly type cut earlier 
than rwk2. For this reason, rwk3 was the first size optimised fount in the Kannada script. Rwk2 is 
cut significantly smaller, about half the size as rwkt and rwk1, and smaller than rwk3. This fount 
would have served the requirements for subtexts as well as typesetting other peripheral content 
better than rwk3, and also saved paper costs, in the case of religious publications. The successor of 
Watts’s firm, Gilbert and Rivington, added the fount, grk1 (Long Primer Canarase) to the 
previously existing Watts’s Kannada founts, offering a graduated scale of four sizes to typeset the 
Kannada script as demonstrated in the Specimen of Gilbert and Rivington’s Foreign types (Image 
42). However, during Watts’s lifetime, no specific sizing endeavours appear to have been 
undertaken to address sizing issues in the Telugu script. Although the firm Stephen Austin and 
Sons, resorted to Figgins’s vft for body text requirements, it procured or punch cut a size reduced 
fount, sat, in the Telugu script. This fount is the first known Telugu small type, roughly measuring 
3 millimetres in body height, that is reported in a European type specimen, the earliest of which is 
observed in the specimen, Stephen Austin and Sons, Printers in English, Oriental and other Foreign 
languages dated 1870.

The Basel Mission, on the other hand, foresaw the requirement for multiple sizes and 
punch cut the two types, rbk1 and rbk2, in the Kannada script (Image 77). This pair of founts were 
suited for display in combination with body text settings purposes and were limited in its 
functionality, as it did not serve the requirements of smaller size founts. However, under the 
supervision of Georg Plebst, the Basel Mission was the first establishment to punch cut families of 
types that were related to each other, named in the Specimen book of the Basel Mission Press, 1882, 
as the English, Pica, and Longprimer families (discussed in subsection 5.2). These families were 
only unified in names, and variations in design are observed in the types. Additionally, they also 
cut founts purely for display settings. However, these types are not strictly observed typeset 
together to achieve typographic hierarchy as a family in printed material. This specimen 
demonstrates an adeptness in sizing specifics, such as variations in width, optimal sizing of 
conjunct consonants, condensed sizing of the top hat, the removal of counters inside loops 
formed in ligatures in the reduced size founts, along with other variations such as the adjustments 
of modulation and stroke contrast. Encompassing this variety of founts that satisfy a rich 
typographic palette, gave the Basel Mission its capacity to produce the quality of publications that

342. Tracy, Walter. Letters of credit: A view of type design. (David R. Godine Publisher, 1986). p.51.
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Image 77: Title page from the Tulu book in the Kannada script, Liturgie der Evangelisch Deutschen Missionskirche 
in Indien, typeset using the two different size founts, RBK1 and RBK2, punch cut by R. Burckhardt and cast by 
W.Haas at Basel, and printed by the German Mission Press (Basel Mission Press) in 1859. Image courtesy Mission 
21 archives, Basel. Image scale 110%.
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it printed. This research has not identified a similar diverse assortment of founts to render the 
Telugu script, given the American Baptists who served that area were little interested in the craft 
of printing (discussed in subsection 3.7.c).

Variations in fount sizes and styles aid in creating a typographic hierarchy. As printing endeavours 
in the Kannada and Telugu scripts happened under western initiatives, the publishers would have 
attempted to emulate established Western printing conventions. Paul Luna writes that we 
perceive the whole as different from the sum of its parts and we perceive the relationship between 
elements as well as the features of individual elements. If headings are set in bold type, and body 
text in Roman, this will distinguish the difference between them. Elements that are close together 
are grouped.343 A visual hierarchy helps the reader scan a text, and easily navigate the content. 
Each level of hierarchy guides the eye and isolates the necessary information based on the 
consistent use of style throughout the body of the text.344 However, during this period, these 
conventions were not yet established. At a macro level, fount size variations not only aid the ease 
of reading but also indicate different kinds of texts, such as book titles and headings. During the 
early foundry type period (1801 – 1820s), as each associated establishment punch cut only one 
fount to support the Kannada and Telugu scripts, no typesetting could support size-related 
typographic hierarchy. At the same time, since the title pages of books usually demanded founts of 
different sizes, the title pages of vernacular books were typically typeset using Latin founts. The 
Gospels according to Matthew, Mark and Luke (Dēvuniyekka samastameina vākyamui ... Yēsu Kristu 
yekka śubhasamācāramu), translated by A. Des Granges, assisted by G. Cran and Ananda-Rāyar, 
printed by the Serampore Mission, is the only book with the title page typeset with Telugu founts, 
with a flourish used to denote the hierarchy of the text. For chapter titles, the publications of the 
Serampore Mission have significant space devoted to it, with the headings centred and ending 
stylistically with the danda followed by a horizontal stroke. Books printed in Madras typically had 
English chapter headings.

During the later foundry type period, the titles of numerous religious publications, 
possibly those intended for the native population, are also set entirely in the Kannada or Telugu 
script. The options of Kannada founts provided by Watts lend themselves to creating size-related 
typographic hierarchy when printed. The title page of the publications of the Bellary Mission Press 
is frequently set using the Telugu script, with multiple fount sizes and weights. A need for a 
secondary style that functioned similar to that of italic or a bold, was also recognised by the 
Bellary Mission Press. In the book, Scripture Truths in Scripture Language, 1847, published by the 
Bellary Mission Press, rwkt is used in combination with rwk3 in place of a secondary style, such 
as italics are employed for emphasis by the Latin script (Image 78). The type rwkt supports both 
the Kannada and the Telugu scripts, and comprises a Telugu style tick top hat, while rwk3 consist 
of a manuscript style Kannada top hat. However, the Bellary mission might have found it 

343. Luna, Paul. Typography, A very short introduction. (Oxford University Press, 2018). p.50.
344. Lupton, Ellen. Thinking with type: A critical guide for designers, writers, editors, & students. (New York: Princeton 
Architectural Press, 2004). p.132.
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Image 78: Page from the book, Scripture Truths in Scripture Language, 1847 typeset using the two founts RWKT 
and RWK3, credited to Richard Watts and published by the Bellary Mission Press. The beginning of the verse is 
typeset using RWK3 that consists of the manuscript style Kannada top hat, and the contents of the verse are 
typeset using RWKT, which has the tick top hat. These two different styles of top hats are used to create variations 
in the text. Image courtesy British Library. Image scale 100%.
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challenging to procure Kannada founts, given the nascent level of the trade, and the use of these 
two founts in combination could have been accidental and purely based on the availability.

The assortment of Kannada types of the Basel Mission Press enabled complex typographic 
settings for printing books (Image 79). Their business endeavour extended primarily to meet their 
own educational and religious needs, and the press also undertook other business activities, such 
as printing for the different needs of the Indian presidencies. The press printed varying format 
proportions from pocketbooks, using small-sized founts, to collectible religious books with 
manuscript style embellished founts, and aesthetically pleasing generously sized text founts. A 
variety of typesetting environments are demonstrated in the books printed by the mission. Under 
the influence of the Basel Mission, printing and typography in Kannada flourished. 

Image 79: Spread from the book, Jonah, in Badaga (in Tamil and Canarese characters), 1902, printed by the 
Basel Mission Press. The Tamil text on the left is typeset using three different founts, while the Kannada on the 
right is typeset using five founts to create typographic hierarchy. No attempt to match typographic colour or size 
is observed here. Image courtesy Mission 21 archives, Basel. Image scale 120%.

In the context of the Indian subcontinent, multi-script typography can be considered challenging 
due to the technical limitations and practical challenges arising from combining scripts with very 
different characteristics. The Kannada and Telugu writing system itself presented some problems 
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for foundry type. Having two consonant forms, the main consonant and the combining consonant 
could have posed a compositional problem necessitating different sorts for similar characters. The 
Serampore Mission addressed the issue by casting the founts solid and reducing the sizing of both 
the consonants to save space, a practice that is limited to their publications. The other solutions 
were either to reuse the same base consonant sort and a top hat sort to construct the main 
consonant and reuse the base consonant in the position of the combining consonant. Otherwise, if 
the consonant is not cast solid, then size variations can help differentiate between the two similar 
forms. Printed material does not show evidence of the former solution in practice, and suggest the 
need to cast additional sorts, a legacy that has survived until the digital fonts period. Serampore 
founts do not show size variations between the main and combining consonants. During the early 
foundry type period, and the type specimens of Richard Watts’s founts, the combining consonants 
that occupy a space only below the baseline were aligned vertically centred to the main character. 
The earliest instance aligning the combining consonant to the right bottom of the character is 
observed in the Basel Mission founts. The reasons for this decision are not evident. In manuscript 
form the combining consonants that do not extend above the baseline usually align to the centre 
of the main consonant. The motivation of the Basel Mission to place the conjunct consonant right-
aligned in the Kannada founts is uncertain.

During the foundry type period, it was common to combine Latin with vernacular script 
founts. Different Latin founts that were appropriate for the environment were used in typesetting 
books. Yet, due to the lack of multiple fount options, the available Kannada or Telugu fount is 
combined with any Latin fount, with the size and style of the scripts not necessarily matching. 
Twentieth-century notions of attempting to match the modulation, stroke contrast, and other 
styling details, such as the typographic colour and texture, do not appear to have been expected 
requirements. The growth of educational institutions by the missionaries and the spread of 
Christianity amongst the native population saw the need for books exclusively in the Kannada and 
Telugu scripts to become commonplace. Occasionally, the vernacular texts of the Indian 
subcontinent accompanied each other, with one pocketbook example in Tamil and Kannada, 
Jonah, in Badaga (in Tamil and Canarese characters), 1902, printed by the Basel Mission Press for 
the Madras Auxillary to the British and Foreign Bible Society, and archived at Mission 21 (Image 
79). No specific attempt to harmonise the vernacular scripts have been noticed in this book, with 
each side of the book being dedicated to one language. The first page uses three sizes of Tamil 
founts while the similar Kannada content on the opposite page is set in five different fount sizes. It 
appears such typographic requirements were not yet common.

This chapter builds on the findings of Chapters 4 and 5, by comparing and analysing research 
material in the Kannada and Telugu scripts and details the gradual letterform development, the 
introduction of stroke contrast and modulation, and standardisation of script specific top hats and 
the challenges that the typographic environments posed on the typographic forms of the Kannada 
and Telugu script.



CHAPTER 7

Conclusion

This research examines the foundry type endeavours in the Kannada and Telugu scripts primarily 
focusing on the type founding initiatives by European and American printing establishments that 
operated in the Indian sub-continent during the 19th century. It focuses on a series of founts that 
may help to expand the stylistic models that are based on writing tools in Kannada and Telugu 
typeface design or seems to be decisive in its influence, rather than a comprehensive study of all 
foundry types which were used to support the two scripts. 

In exploring and describing the evolution of the typographic form in the Kannada and 
Telugu scripts this thesis tackles the introduction of modulation and stroke contrast, the factors 
that contributed to the differentiation of letterforms between the two scripts, the specific 
demands from various printing environments, and the details that led to the standardisation of 
script specific letterforms. 

The research has identified the significant presses of the eic, and English and European 
missionaries that were active during the 19th-century in printing using foundry types in the 
Kannada and Telugu scripts. However, this research has not explored the printing and type-
making efforts engaged by the vernacular Indian population, since repositories that archive 
consistent and reliable information regarding such endeavours during the foundry type period are 
scarce. For instance, this research, based on the information found on the website of the Balmatta 
Institute of Printing Technology and Bookcraft at Mangalore India, arranged a site visit. However, 
the material uncovered there was of no significance to this research.345 Thus, the research relies 
primarily on archives in Switzerland, England, and the usa which focuses on printing and type 
making endeavours in the Kannada and Telugu scripts led by European settlers in India. As this 
research relies on these western sources, it may unintentionally perpetuate some of the bias in 
these sources.

However, while the framework adopted by this research is by no means comprehensive 
and serves to address the curiosity of the researcher, it helps in identifying influences and events 
that are not readily apparent from just perusing secondary sources. It contextualises the overall 
view and focuses the research on significant findings. Existing scholarly knowledge on printing 
history provides only a surface analysis of foundry types, and this research extends the knowledge 
base by engaging in an extensive visual analysis that is useful to the type designer. Essentially, its 
robustness helped in locating the first printed Telugu book and therefore extend the knowledge 
base in also the printing history of the Telugu script. 

The ensuing part of this conclusion is divided into five parts. The forthcoming three subsections 
reflect the threefold contribution of this research and the last two subsections discuss 

345. Currently, in 2020, the website is no longer active and the press is under financial constraints. The material found 
at the archives did not focus on the period this research was focussing on.
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opportunities, limitations, and implications of this research on type design practice.

7.1 The first printed book

Grierson lists A Grammar of the Gentoo Language, as it is understood and spoken by the Gentoo 
People, residing north and north-westward of Madras, by William Brown, printed at Madras in 1807 
as the first book printed in the Telugu script. However, this research has located sufficient 
evidence proving this book was not printed before 1817 as discussed in subsection 3.4.

Aside from Grierson, the first publication using Telugu movable type is currently 
acknowledged academically as A Grammar of Telinga Language printed at Serampore in 1813, 
prepared by William Carey. However, by a stroke of serendipity, this research has located the first 
book printed with foundry type in the Telugu script. This research has located three copies of the 
book The Gospels according to Matthew, Mark, and Luke (Dēvuniyekka samastameina vākyamui... 
Yēsu Kristu yekka śubhasamācāramu), translated by A. Des Granges, assisted by G. Cran and 
Ananda-Rāyar of the lms mission, printed at the Serampore Mission Press in 1812, before the 
publication of the grammar as discussed in section 3.6.

The first book in Kannada is widely believed to be William Carey's A Grammar of the 
Kurnata Language, printed at the Serampore Mission Press, in 1817. This research speculates the 
possibility of a Gospel book printed by the Serampore Mission in the Kannada script before 1817, 
likely translated by John Hands of the lms mission. Further research is required to establish with 
certainty the existence or the absence of this book.

7.2 A history of Kannada and Telugu foundry types

This research has categorised the significant founts cut during the metal type period into the early 
foundry type period and the later foundry type period. The first type, fet, was cut by local 
workmen available at Madras and supervised by an employee of the eic, Francis Whyte Ellis. This 
type was used exclusively in the newspapers the Government Gazette and the Madras Gazette and 
was replaced in 1806 by the vft fount, cut by the English typefounder, Vincent Figgins. The third 
type was cut by the Serampore Mission in the Bengal Presidency with variants to render the 
Kannada and Telugu scripts. This type referenced vft. The fourth types, mck, and mct, were also 
one fount with variants to support both the scripts and was cut specifically for the use of the 
College Press at Madras. 

The modulation and stroke contrast was related to the familiarity with the letterforms and 
the writing samples as used in the geographical locations that they were cut. Fet shows a 
subliminal reference to prepared palm-leaf manuscript forms, while the other founts followed the 
modulation and stroke contrast created by writing the Kannada and Telugu scripts using a dip 
pen, albeit not necessarily emphasised in each of the types. The method of composition was a 
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crucial issue as typesetting mostly was undertook by presses in Madras and typesetters were not 
necessarily skilled at their trade. 

Additional vowels were introduced and their behaviour in the formation of ligatures was 
established. A decision to differentiate the top hat to distinguish the Kannada and Telugu scripts 
were also made. Katherine Smith Diehl attributes the crudeness of the early types that were used 
in the Indian sub-continent to the fact that ‘the first type cutters had nothing to guide them except 
specimens of calligraphy, which may not have been perfect as to the form of all the letters’.346 
Frequently it was the quality of the workmanship itself that had an impact on the crude 
appearance of early foundry type as discussed in section 4. 

There were primarily two significant players in the later foundry type period, Richard Watts and 
the Basel Mission Press. These two typefounding ventures focussed predominantly on the 
Kannada script, and little attention was paid to the Telugu script. Watts cut punches for one fount 
that supported the Kannada and Telugu scripts, and three additional Kannada founts. Watts 
founts were used by different mission organisations such as the lms’ Bellary Mission and the 
Wesleyan Mission at Bangalore. 

The Basel Mission Press cut families of founts with varying styles, including low contrast, 
high contrast, and display types. However, these founts did not necessarily behave as families and 
consisted of varying styles. The Basel Mission was reputed in the Indian subcontinent for its 
quality of printing and the Kannada types that it produced. The American Baptist Mission that 
focussed on the Telugu speaking areas outsourced their printing requirements and thereby used 
Watts’s founts occasionally. 

7.3 Stroke contrast and modulation

The modulation and stroke contrast that is parallel to the baseline appears and is widely observed 
in founts with high stroke contrast and modulation have originated from Kannada script written 
with an Islamic calligraphic pen. 

Narendra Modi serving since 2014 as the 14th Prime Minister of India, projects to make a 
‘Hindu’ India.347 This ideology supports the ethos of the ‘bhakts’.348 The religious makeup of 
Karnataka, Andhra Pradesh, and Telangana comprises a majority Hindu (84% 90.87% and 85.1% 
respectively) population and a minority of other religions such as Islam and Christianity. On a 
comparative note, Dennis Kurzon writes that in various parts of India, the adoption of a script was 
related to religious background. Since a large portion of the Bengali speaking population was 

346. Diehl, K. Early Indian imprints. See section by Hemendra Kumar Sricar. pp.64–5.
347. Modi’s project to make Hindu India. (Japan Times). [online] Available at: https://www.japantimes.co.jp/
opinion/2020/01/13/commentary/world-commentary/modis-project-make-hindu-india/
#.XisI_BdKjMU [Accessed 24 January 2020].
348. The word ‘Bhakt’ is used to define the followers of the Prime Minister. They consider him a messianic figure and 
believe he will produce the change that India needs.
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Muslim, there was an attempt to change the Bengali script to the Persio-Arabic script. There are 
some extant 18th-century manuscripts from Chittagong in Bangladesh in which Bengali is written 
using the Persio-Arabic script. Also, linguistically Hindi and Urdu are the same languages with 
dialectal differences based on geography and religion. Hindi uses the Devanagari script while Urdu 
uses the Persio-Arabic script.349 

Given a conscious choice to the general user, it is likely that a preference for typographic 
forms in the Kannada and Telugu scripts, that are based on Hindu traditions might be stronger 
over those that are not, purely supporting a sense of nationalism. However, this is a problematic 
scenario as reading preferences have already been established for the two scripts and a change 
may raise readability issues. The Forty-second Amendment enacted in 1976 to the Constitution of 
India asserts that India is a secular nation. India adopted secularism early in its history to support 
its diverse population.350 From a comparative perspective, in the west, during the 19th century, 
philosophers like Auguste Comte, Herbert Spencer, Emile Durkheim, Max Weber, Karl Marx, and 
Sigmund Freud have suggested that religion would fade in its importance, suggesting a secular 
future.351 From a liberal point of view, it is essential to embrace India’s secular present.

7.4 Typographic models for the Kannada and Telugu scripts

In comparison to the Latin script, Indian scripts still lack a rich typographic palette. The 
consequential requirement for non-Latin scripts such as Kannada and Telugu is the development 
of a rich typographic palette that can handle complex typographic settings. To satisfy these 
requirements, there is a necessity to augment the typographic palette. This research has 
inadvertently uncovered three specific typographic models based on the writing tools. An 
evaluation of founts cut during the foundry type period reveals types based on a variety of writing 
materials including prepared palm leaves and metal stylus, the quill pen on paper, the broad nib 
pen on paper, and the Islamic calligraphic pen on paper. These earlier models that were based on 
different writing tools can serve as a reference point and as a means of inspiration that can 
increase the variety of types used to render the Kannada and Telugu scripts. The typographic 
forms could have very low stroke contrast and modulation when based on palm leaf manuscripts, 
have perpendicular to the baseline when based on writing with a dip pen on paper, and parallel to 
the baseline when written with the Islamic calligraphic pen on paper.

There is a predicament on which of these models are authentic to the Kannada and Telugu 
scripts. According to Claire Kramsch, language is a domain where political and cultural loyalties 
are expressed. However, if language signals our relation to the world, it is not itself the relation. 

349. Kurzon, Dennis. ‘Romanisation of Bengali and Other Indian Scripts’ Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society. Vol 20, No 
1. (Cambridge University Press on behalf of The Royal Asiatic Society of Great Britain and Ireland, January 2010). pp.64–
65. [Online] JSTOR, www.jstor.org/stable/27756124. [Accessed 25 Jan. 2020].
350. Larson, Gerald James. Religion and personal law in secular India: A call to judgement. (Indiana University Press, 
2001). p.275.
351. Norris, Pippa, and Inglehart, Ronald. Sacred and secular: Religion and politics worldwide. (Cambridge University 
Press, 2011). p.3.
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The use of the same language can mean indenture and investment, servitude and emancipation, 
powerlessness, and empowerment. Paradoxically, the way to preserve the vitalities of human 
communication is not by making sure that everyone speaks the same language, but by making 
sure that the linguistic semiotic capital of humankind remains as rich and diversified as possible.352 

Titus Nemeth writes about Arabic typography,
The Eurocentric notion, that Latin typography should serve as a role model for 
typographic cultures with a shorter history should be reevaluated in order to initiate 
and emphasise efforts that stem from the very culture a design is aimed at. A true and 
original evolution of Arabic typography cannot be achieved by forcing ideas and 
values of the Latin model on to it - it has to flourish in its own right.353

Adhering to Nemeth’s approach, the typographic models for the Kannada and Telugu scripts 
discussed in this research are based on writing tools that were used in the Indian sub-continent, 
irrespective of whether there was an Islamic or colonial influence. It would be difficult to design 
letterforms completely based on palm leaf manuscripts. As the Indian subcontinent preferred oral 
traditions in comparison to writing, few writing models have undergone the transition to 
calligraphic models. The horizontal grooves in prepared palm leaves created ragged letterforms. 
These forms are of very low modulation and stroke contrast and are crude in their appearance as 
the writing substrate was not as smooth as paper.

The Indian politician, Shashi Tharoor recently tweeted that India is the longest surviving 
symbol of Hindu-Muslim unity in the world.354 Islamic influences are well permeated into Indian 
culture (discussed briefly in subsection 6.2.c) through architecture, cuisine, art, music, language, 
etc. Despite its negative influence, artefacts of colonial rule survive in the use of the English 
language, education, and administrative systems, the railways,355 etc. These elements from the past 
have shaped India’s present and will shape the future. 

7.5 Opportunities

This research aims were to serve as an introduction to the evolution of typographic forms in the 
Kannada and Telugu scripts. Given the limited time frame, and the extent of the nature of a 
historical study of this kind, there are certainly opportunities to build on the subject beyond what 
has been covered by this research. For instance, some additional founts in the Kannada and Telugu 
scripts were also cut during the early foundry type period such as the reference sheet dated 31 May 
1834 by B.H.Paine (Image 26). This thesis has also perused a vast quantity of material and has 
occasionally found it challenging to relocate significant sources. For instance, the diary of 

352. Kramsch, C and Widdowson, H. Language and culture. p.77.
353. Ross, F and Shaw, G. Non-Lain scripts, from… p.33.
354. [Online] Available at: https://twitter.com/ShashiTharoor/status/1315833504253374464 [Accessed 15 October 
2020].
355. Simplified, British shareholders made large sums of money by investing in the Indian railways paid entirely from 
Indian taxes. 
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Alexander Falconar that has some Telugu writing shows a striking similarity with Vincent Figgins’s 
founts. However, there is scope to build on existing arguments and possibly uncover new material, 
that the author has not been able to locate. 

There are also indications in some records held at the British Library (Madras Public 
Proceeding and the India Office Records) that the College Press at Madras possibly set up its own 
type foundry, which requires further research. Besides, this research was unable to decipher the 
handwriting of John Hands of the Bellary Mission Press, who frequently wrote vertically and 
horizontally on the same sheet of paper. These papers are archived at the special collections at 
soas library, and also require supplementary research. The records of the Basel Mission Press are 
also recorded using the Sutterlin script, blackletter, and are occasionally illegible as well. As the 
width and breadth of the Basel Mission Press’s undertakings are wide in its scope, this study by 
itself could comprise an individual thesis.

According to Anatole Lyovin, Brett Kessler, and William Ronald Leben like language and other 
human institutions, scripts change.356 The introduction of printing, the changing writing materials, 
and preferences, the technological shift to the digital medium, are all witnesses of the evolution of 
Kannada and Telugu writing systems. The substrate is also gradually changing from paper to 
screen. In regards to Latin typefaces, serif fonts are easier to read on paper, while sans serif fonts 
are performing better in terms of readability on screens. This change is primarily due to the 
behaviour of the substrate. White paper tends to reflect light, while screens are backlit and the 
light shines through the letterforms. Such a period of transition provides an opportunity for fonts 
in non-Latin scripts to establish new reading preferences and modify existing typographic norms. 

Literacy in India is also growing with the nation averaging about 74.4%, with the state of 
Karnataka at 75.37% and that of Andhra Pradesh at 67.02% in 2011.357 Besides, the Right of 
Children to Free and Compulsory Education Act enacted on 4 August 2009, demonstrates the 
commitment towards increasing the literacy rate. Type design for the Kannada and Telugu scripts 
is catering to the requirements of this new generation that is writing with contemporary writing 
tools and is also using display devices. It is challenging for Kannada and Telugu letterforms to be 
based on manuscript forms, as the scripts are also evolving. Typeface design, therefore, has to be 
based on contemporary handwritten forms, to ensure its usability to the new demographics. This 
research suggests that it is pertinent to build bridges between written and typographic forms.

The limits of my language mean the limits of my world. 

356. Lyovin, Anatole, Kessler, Brett and Leben, William Ronald. An Introduction to the languages of thewWorld.
(Oxford University Press, 2017). p.45.
357. The available data is from 2011, before the bifurcation of the Andhra Pradesh state into Andhra Pradesh and 
Telangana.
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Ludwig Wittgenstein.
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