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Abstract
Besides deciphering nine new Kōleḻuttu records on palm leaves, this pa-
per identifies kin groups in the ownership pattern of agrarian land in 
pre-modern Kerala. The agrarian production process of the early 18th cen-
tury involved agrarian slavery, as seen in the documents, and is viewed 
as a continuation from the early medieval period onwards. It is argued 
that ownership of land by kin groups and the agrarian production by them 
continued side by side with agrarian slavery till the pre-modern period.
Keywords: kinship; agrarian slavery; pre-modern agrarian production.

Introduction
The subjoined nine kōleḻuttu palm leaves belong to the early 18th 

century and originally come from the Alathur Taluk of Palakkad district.1 
Two documents within this collection are written on stamped palm leaves 
supplied by the erstwhile Princely State of Cochin and bear the seal of the 
Cochin State on it. 2 At present, nothing more is known about the origin and 
sequential owners or possession of these palm leaves. The collection has 
more than a hundred single palm leaves belonging to the last half of nine-
teenth and first quarter of the twentieth century, all of which register land 
transactions in Malayalam script, from which I have selected the subjoined 
nine kōleḻuttu records, considering its script and historical importance.

These documents prove that the assumption, generally held by his-
torians and epigraphists, that kōleḻuttu was employed and kept alive by 
the Christians and Muslims for a long time, while the Malayalam script 
called ārya eḻuttu (a derivative of Grantha) was adopted by upper caste 
Hindus,(Narayanan, 2013:380) is false, and can no longer be held valid. 
Both the scripts were used in Kerala until the beginning of second half of the 
nineteenth century; kōleḻuttu as the script reserved for documents, while 
ārya eḻuttu was for Sanskrit and Malayalam literary endeavours. Besides 
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these scripts, Muslims and Syrian Christians employed Arabi-Malayalam 
(Arabic script to write Malayalam language) and the Garshoni-Malayalam 
(Syriac script to write Malayalam language) respectively in their records 
till the modern period. It was during the colonial period that ārya eḻuttu 
was chosen as the standard script to print Malayalam and consequently it 
became the sole official script to write and print Malayalam language. 3 

Early-Modern Land Rights: Towards Capitalist Investment in 
Land  

All the nine leaves, the first one starting from Kollam Era 881 
(CE 1706), enunciate aṭṭippēṟu 4 (sale deed) kind of land transaction. 
The proliferation of documents concerning land transaction during the 
early modern period in Kerala has been noted by scholars, and many 
such documents regarding the same have been published. 5 In the con-
text of the early modern land records, lease documents (kāṇam, pāṭṭam, 
kuḻikkāṇam etc.) are common, 6  but aṭṭippēṟŭ (absolute ownership) 
is sporadic and far in between. The abundance of money transactions 
through these documents during the early modern period is regarded as 
an impact of the mercantile capitalist engagements along the Malabar 
Coast, which affected the economy of Malabar since the advent of 
the Europeans .7 By the nineteenth century, as noted above, the profu-
sion of land transactions and the revenue that could be extracted from 
the same were utilized by the colonial government, and it was insisted 
upon that stamped palm leaf should be used to record the transactions. 8 

Owners, Vendors and Neighbours: Kin Groups as Land Holders 
Each transaction recorded in the subjoined palm leaves is done by a 

single person, most probably the senior most of the kin group (kāraṇavar), 
along with his kinsmen (tampimārum), which points to the collective 
nature of the ownership of land by a kin group (taṟavāṭ) than to personal 
ownership. Similarly, as seen in the case of the several kinds of lease deeds 
in other collections, which are already published, the transactions were 
being done between two kin groups rather than between two persons. 
9All the records point to the fact that the ownership and other rights of 
land were assigned in the collective ownership of kin groups until the 
pre-modern period, personal right over the landed property being a much 
later development, which became the general practice only in the early 
twentieth century as far as Kerala is concerned. Scholars have noted the 
commencement of private property as emerging out of the influence of 
mercantile capitalism on the Kerala economy in the form of church prop-
erty as early as the 16th century. 10  Christians have been practicing the 
division of ancestral property, as demonstrated by the canons of the Synod 
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of Udayamperur in 1599; but as far as the various ‘Hindus’ were con-
cerned, it was mostly in the early twentieth century that the entire kin 
group’s property came to be divided, first among its branches (tāvaḻi), and 
then eventually among their individual members by executing partition 
deeds. 11 It is to be noted that not only the transacting kin groups, but 
also the neighbours, the witnesses and the persons who write the docu-
ment also are denoted as belonging to a kin group. For e.g. Ampāṭṭ Rā-
man Māñci, whereof the first name is of the kin group and the second, 
of the person concerned. Suffice it to say that the development of private 
property in Kerala is a less studied subject and needs careful research.

Except the last leaf of the present collection, which is undated, 
all the leaves are arranged in chronological order. The last leaf car-
ries a scribal mistake. In line number 9, instead of the numeral ‘five’ 
it is written ‘fifty’ twice, and instead of ‘three,’ it is written ‘thirty.’
1

Hme 1 

CX adp-]m-S-Sa 

]pdw 1

1 sIme-ea 8-00˛8˛˛10˛1 aX Ic-I-In-SI hnbm-ga NnMM Rmb-d-dne Ing-]m-se-

bqc \mSS Nnd-dqc a\

2 \X-Xn-cp-\-s\-gp-Xnb ASSn]s]d-sdmeII-c-W-am-hX Aa-]m-SS cma\am-

RNn ssIb-bme s]dpaAcXX

]pdw 2

3 a hmMMn IsIm-W-Sm\ sImS-I-sc-IIpac\ IW-S\ sImWSm\ sImWS 

]cn-Nm-hX C]- s]dp-acX-X-X-Xn\

4 Imcn-ba X\sd sXma-a H-S-]-s]sd\ne amS-a-]n-ffn]]-SSn IW-S-X-Xn\ sae-

]-s]-SS sXI-sI]

5 s]cp-h-gn-II Ing-]-]-SS sIg-II hmcn-I-sIm-SSh D-gp-\\ s\e-X-Xn-\p ]

Sn-R-Rm-SS ]Sn-RRm

6 sd Ip\-\n\ sIg-I-sIm-SS CXn-\-I-XX Dff s\ea FW]Xp ]sd-I-Ipa 

AXnse sae-]-]-ehpa Ing]

7 ]e-hpa X\-\Snbm\ -heenNNm-X-X\am-cne shf-f-W-W-s\-bpa Ah\sd 

aI-If Ccp-h-scbpa IpS-SnI

8 IW-W-s\-bpa Ah-\sd aI-If \me-sc-bpa \a-]n-sb-bpa Ah\sd aI-

If Ccp-h-sc-bpa BIIIqSn A

9 RNpa sNdnb InSm-M-Mf Bdpa BI]]Xn-s\m-\\ FW-Wa he-en-bm-fn-

s\-bpa s\ea FW]Xp ]sd

10 -I-Ip-a-M-IqSn ASSn]s]-dmbn \ocm-SSnIsIm-Sp-X-Xm\ sImS-I-sc-I-Ip-a-c\ 

IW-S\ Ca-am-c-IIsa

]pdw 1

11 C]-s]-dp-a-c-X-X-hpa sImSp-XX CN-sNm-\\ s\ea HSs]d \ne-am-S-a-]
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n≈n]]-S-Sn-I-I-W-S-XXn\ sae-]-]-SS

12 sXIsI]s]-cp-h-gn-II hS-I-sIm-SS sIg-II hmcn-I-sIm-SShcp-gp-\\ 

s\e-Øn-\\ ]Sn-RRm-SS ]Sn-R-RmdIIp-\-\n\p

13 sIg-sIm-SS Ccp-Isc-I-Im-Sp-M-I-sc-bpa X\-\-Sn-bm\ he-en-N-Nm-X-X\aam-

cne shf-f-b-s\-bp-a. Ah\sd a-II-sf-bpa

14 IpS-Sn-I-I-W-W-s\bpa Ah\sd aI-I-sfbpa \a-]n-sb-bpa Ah\sd aI-

I-sf-bpa BI-I-IqSn ARNpa InSm-M-f B

15 dpa BI]]-Xn-s\m-\-s\-WWa he-en-N-Nm-XX\amsc-bpa s\ea 80 ]d 

hnX-Xn\p s\e-hpa IqSn AS-Sn-]-s]dm

16 bn \oc-SSnNNp-sIm-W-S\ Aa-]m-SS cma\ amR-Nn-bpa Xa-]n-am-cpa C]-]-

cn-Nn-X-dn-bpa Xm£n Cf-amf

17 NsN-\\ cma-\paRsN\\m-bn-I-tIm-SS NmX-X-cm-a-\pa Adn-b- -ssI-sb-

gp-Xn-s\\ C]-]-Sn-II sase-Sp-XX sas\m\ Ib-sb-gp-XX

2

Hme 2

]pdw 1

1 sIme-ea 800˛80˛2 aX NnMM hnbmgw X\p Rmb-d-dne Ing-]m-se-bpc \

mSS Nnd-dqc a\-\-X-Xncp-\-s\gp

2 Xnb ASSn]s]-d-sdmeII-c-W-am-hX Fgp-h-XX NmX-X\ ase-b\ ss-

Ibm-e -s]-dpa Ac-X-XXa hmMn-I-sIm-W-Sm\ amSa

]pdw 2

3 ]nffnIsImcp sN\-\pa Xa-]n-am-cpa C]-s]-dpa AcXXX-Xn\p Im-

cn-bbXn\ sImS-Isc\mbscmS s\Sn-b -D]

4 ba HS-s]d AbnR-Rq-ddp \mgn hnX-Xn\p s\e-XXn\ AXn-cm-bX 

Aa]m-SsS s\e-X-Xn\ Ing-]-]-SS˛ -̨˛-˛-˛-˛-˛-˛˛

5 bX-X-cpsS s\e-X-Xn-\\p sae]-]-SS sIg-I-sI-Sp-XXIW-S-X-Xn\p ]Sn-Rm-

SS ]Sn-R-Rmsd s]cp-h-gn-II sIg-I-sIm-SS

6 CXn-\-I-XX A\-]Xp ]d hnX-Xn-\\p s\e-hp-ab-Xn\ s\Snb he-en-Nm-

X-X-\- \-a-]nsS aI\ shf-fW-s\bpa AXn-\sa

7 esam-Xe IcWhpa CN-sNm-e-enb AXn-cn\-I-Øp-ff ImSp-a-M-I-c-bpa 

sae-]-]-e-hpa Ing- ∏ehpa

8 a IqSn ASSn]s]-dmbn \oc apX-embn \ocmSSnIsIm-Sp-X-Xm\ amS-a-]n-ffn 

IsIm-cp-sN-\\pa Xa-]n-am-cpa Ca-amd

9 IIsa C]-s]-dpa Ac-X-Xhpa sImSp-XX CN-sNm-\\ s\ea HS-s]d 

A\-]Xp ]d hnX-Xn\p s\e-hpa shf-f-W-s\--\\

10 heenNNm-X-X-s\bpa AXn-\sd samXeII-c-W-hpa CNsNm-e-enb AXn-

cn-\-I-X-Xp-ff sae- ]-]-e-hp-M-In-g-]-]-ehp

11 M IqSn ASSn]s]-dmbn \oc- ap-X-em-bn\\ocm-S-Sn-NNp-sIm-W-Sm\ Fg-

ph-XX NmX-X\ ae-b- \p\Xa-]n-am-cpa Ca-am

]pdw 1

12 dI-Isa CXdn-bp\Xm£n Ff-am-f-NsN\\-cm-a-\pa sN\-\m-bn-sIm-SS 

NmX-X-cm-a-\a ˛ s]mSnhv

13 sXb-b\ ssIsb-gp-X-X.
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Hme 3

(sIm®n k¿°m¿ ap{Z Hme) \{ºv 1349 Xl-kn≥ \mc-b-W≥ I≠c (H-∏)

]pdw 1

1 sIme-ea 900˛10˛7aX Id-I-InS hnbm-gasaSh Rb-d-dne Ing-]me-bqc \

mSS Nnd-dp-a-\-\-X-Xn-cp-\-s\gp

2 Xnb ASSn ]s]-d-sdm-e-I-c-W-am-hX Aa-]-mSS ca-\-am-RNn ssIbme s]

dp-a-d-XX sImWSm\ hcnIsIm

3

]pdw 2

3 SS cma-\pa Xa-]n-am-cpa sImW-Sd sImW-S-bn-]-s]dpad-X-Xn\pa Imcn-ba 

X\sd sXm-ΩaH-sS s]sd Aa]

4 SsS IW-S-Øn-\\ sase-X- A-bba]mS-Snse I≠-Øn-\\ Xmg-XsX IW-

Sa ]Øp ]sdI-Ipa AXn-e-Sp-XX Iscbp sa-e-]-]-e-hpa

5 MIng-]-]ehpa IqSn \od apX-embn \od-S-Sn-]-s]-dmbn \odmSSn-I-sIm-Sp-X-

Xm\ hcn-I-sIm-SS cma-\p\ Xa-]n-am-cpa bn

6. aam-d-I-Isa bns]-]-dpa Ad-X-X-hpa sImSp-XX bne-en-b-\n-ea shmsSs]

sd Aa-]m-SsS I≠- X-Xn-\\ saseX Abb-am-S-Snse

7 IWS-Øn-\\ Xmg-X-sX-I-W-S-a 10 ]dI-Ipa AXn-\-Sp-XX Ic-bpa sae-]-

]-e-hpM Ing-]-]-ehpa aMIqSn \oc apX-embn \ocS

8 Sn s]dmbn \ocm-SSnNsN-gpXnNNsbgp-Xnb sImW-Sm\p AaamSS amR-Nn-

bp\ Xa-]n-am-cp-a bna-amd

]pdw 1

9 IIsa bn-]-]-cnNnXdn-bp\ Xm£n shf-ap--f-b-XX cmam\p sN\-\m-bn-I-

sIm-SS sN

10 \\ cma-\padnb ssIsb-gp-Xn-s\\ sImd-dn-I-sIm-SS hoS-Sn -sIm-c-]] 

ssIsb-gp-XX

Hme 4

1 sIme-ea ˛ 57aX ˛ s]mSnhv ˛ ga Ipa-]-Rm-b-‰ne ]me-bqc \mSS XX-X-a-

M-M-e-XX a\-\-XX Ccp-\\

2 Fgp-Xnb ASSn]s]-d-sdme Icp-W-am-hnX Aa-]m-SS cma\ CS-Sp-WWn 

cma\ Ib-bme s]dpa Ad-X-X-a

]pdw 2

3 hmMMn IsIm-W-Smc ˛ -̨s]m-Sn-hv-˛˛ dpX-XnAIc-X-X-en-cn-I-Ipa ]c-sXNnI-

fne sXm]-]dp˛ s]mSn-hv˛

4 aa-bm-cpa Xa-]n-am-cpa sImW-Smc sImWS Cs]-dpa Ad-X-X-X-\n-\pa Im-

cn-ba X\sd sXmaa HS-sNsd

5 Na]-X-Xne \ne-X-Xn-\\ Ing-]-]-SS X-M-MsS ]msd-I-Ise IWS-X-Xn\ 

sae-]-]-SS IW-Sa cW-Spa IqSn \qddn

6 cp]-Xp-\mgn hnX-Xn\ IW-S-hpa Ccp-Isc ]d-a-]pa sae ]e-hpa Ing-]-e-

hpa IqSn \oc apXem

7 bn \oc-SSn]s]-dmbn \ncm-S-Sn-I-sIm-Sp-X-Xmc Nn]]n Aa-a-bm-cpa Xa-]n-am-

cpa Ca-am-d-II
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8 sa s]-dpa Ad-X-X-hpa sImSp-X-X CsNm\\ \nea HS-sNsdbn-e- Na-]-X-

Xnse \ne-X-Xn\ Ing- ]--SS

9 ]msdIIse IW-S-X-Xn-\\ sae-]-SS IW-Sa cW-Spa IqSn 12 ]d hnX-

Xn-\-\- I-W-S-hpa CcpIsc ]da

10 ]pa sae-]-e-hpa -˛˛ s]mSnhv ˛˛ Xembn \oc-SSn ]s]-dmbn \oc-SSnNNpsIm

4

]pdw 1

11 WSmc Aa-]m-SS cma\ CS-Sp-WWn cma-\pa Xa-]n-am-cpa C]-cnN CX-dnb 

˛ s]mSnhv˛

12 Ac-M-I\ NmX-X-\pa amWn-I-I-XX IW-S\ sXbb-\pa Adnb Fgp˛s]

m-Sn-hv-˛-]] ssI Fgp-XX

Hme 5

]pdw 1

1 sIme-ea 900˛5˛10˛9 aX Ipa] hnbm-ga FS-h-Rm-b-d-dne Ing-]m-e-bqc \

mSS Noddp

2 c a-\-\-X-Xn-cp-\-s\-gp-Xnb AS-Sn-]-s]d-sdmse IIc-W-am-hX Aa-]m-SS 

cmsa\ CSSn DWWn cm

]pdw 2

3 sa\ ssIbme s]dpa Ad-X-Xa hmMMn sImW-S\ s]msdbXX cma-\

pa\Xa-]n-am-cpa sImWSc

4 sImW-S-\\ s]dpa Ad-XXXXn\paM-Im-cn-ba X≥sd sXmaa HS-sNd 

AWWm-sIm-W-XX hS-II XMM

5 sS \ne-X-Xn\ sXI-sIm-SS sXII XM-MsS \ne-X-Xn-\\ hS-I-sIm-SS 

sIg-II Xncn-X-Xn-bn-ee-XsX \ne

6 XXn-\\ ]Sn-R-Rm-SS ]Sn-R-Rmsd ]d-a] sh≈-N-N-cn-hn\ sIg--sIm-SS 

CXn-\-I-XX 12 ]d hn

7 XXn\ IW-S-hpa hmc-hpa Imcm-g-W-a-bpa sae-]-e-hpa Iog]-e-hpa C\

me-Xn-cn-\-I-X-Xp-ff

8 sX]-s]c]s]-S-S-Xpa \oc apX-embn \oc-SSn]s]-dmbn \ocm-SSn IsIm-Sp-X-

Xm\ s]md-b-X-X -cma-\p-a-\X

9 a]nam-cpa Ca-am-d-I-Isa C]-s]-dpa Ad-X-X-hpa sImSp-X-Xn-N-sNm-\\ \

nea shmS-sN-d-AWWm-I-sImW

]pdw 3

10 XX XM-MsS \ne-X-Xn-\-\ -sa-e-]-]-SS XM-MsS \ne-X-Xn-\- In-g-]-s]-SS 

Ce-e-X-sX -\n-e-X-Xn- \-\ ]

11 SnR-RmSS ]Sn-R-Rmsd ]d-a] shffNN-cn-hn\ sIg-I-sIm-SS CXn-\-\-I-

XX ]\-X-d-W-Sp-]d hnX-Xn-\\p IW-Shp

12 a hmc-hpa Imcm-g-W-a-bpa sae-]-]-ehpa Ing-]-]-e-hpa C\m-e-Xn-cn\IX-

Xp-ffsX]-s]c]-]- S-S-Xpa \o

13 c apX-embn \oc-SSn]s]-dmbn \oc-S-Sn-NNp sImW-Sm\ Aa-]m-SS cmsa\ 

CS-Sn-WWn cma-\pa Xa-]n-am-cpa C]]

14 cnNnX-dn-bpa Xm£n Cf-amsf NmX-sX\ cma-\pa sN\\mbIsIm-SS 

sXb-b\ cma-\pa Adnb- XN-sNm-SS IWSp ssIsb-gp-XX
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5

Hme 6

]pdw 1

1 sIme-ea 900˛6˛10˛7 aX -I-\\n hnbm-ga ao\-Rm-b-d-dne ]me-bqc\mSS XX-

X-a-M-M-e-XX

2 a\-\-X-Xn-cp-\\ Fgp-Xnb ASSn]s]-d-sdm-e-I-I-cpWamhX amcm-XX 

NmXXp ssIbme s]m

]pdw 2

3 \\pa s]dpa Ad-X-X-hpa hmMMn IsIm-≠-Smc ]pX-Xn-e-e-XX sIm\-\-

N-N\ sIe-\pa Xa

4 ]nam-cpa sImW-Smc sImWSbnI-sIm-WS s]m\-\pa s]dpa AdXX-XXn-

\p-M-Imcnba- X-\sd

5 sXma-aaWn sISSnIsIm-fp-a] sIm]m-e-Nm-an-]-]-S-S-cpsS \ne-X-Xn-\\ sae-

]-s]m-SS

6 40 ]d hnX-Xn\ IW-S-hpa AXp-a-sae aq\\p Ic \od Nmbnhp-I-W-Sp-ff 

]d-a]pI-fpa

7 sae-]-]-e-hpa Ing-]-]-e-hpaMIqSn \ocmbn \oc apX-embn \oc ASSn]s]-

dmbn

8 \oc-S-Sn-I-sIm-Sp-X-Xmc ]pX-Xn-e-e-XX sIm\\-NN\ sIe\p Xa-]n-am-cpa 

bnaam

9 dI-Isa bnN-sNm-\\ s]m\-\pa s]dp-a-d-X-X-hp-M-sIm-Sp-XX bnN-sNm-\\ 

\nea aWnsI

10 SSnIsImfp-a-] -sIm-]m-e-Nman]]-S-S-cpsS \ne-X-Xn-\\ sae-]-s]m-S-S- \m-e-

]-]X

]pdw 1

11 ]d hnX-Xn-\\ IW-S-hpa aq\\p Ic \oc- Nm-bn-h-h -I-W-Sp-ff ]d-a-]p-I-

fpa sae]-]-e-hp-MIo

12 g]-]-e-hpMIqSn \ocmbn \ocapX-embn \ocAS-Sn-]-s]-dmbn \oc AS-Sn-

NNp sImW-Sm\ amcmXX

13 NmX-Xp-hp\ Xa-]n-am-cpa bn]-]-cnNnX Adn-bp-\-Xm£n Iogm\n Ac-M-I\ 

Nm

14 XX-\pa amWn-I-I-XX IW-S\ sXb-b-\pa Asd-b- a-cp-Xpc Nman ssIb-

sb-gp-XX

Hme 7

sIm®n ap{Z \w.1350 Xl-kn≥ \mcm-b-W≥ I≠c (H-∏v)

]pdw 1

1 sIme-ea 900˛7˛10˛9 amWS Xpem-hn-bm-ga aIc Rmb-d-dne ]me-bqc \mSS 

XX-X-a-M-M-e-XX a\-\-Xn

2 cp\\ Fgp-Xnb ASSn]s]-d-sdmeII-cp-W-am-hnX Aa-]m-SS amRNn CS-Sn-

]-]-M-M\ ssIbme s]m

]pdw 2

3 \\p-a -s]-dpa Ad-X-X-hpa hmM-Mn-I-sIm-W-Sm\ am-cm-XX NM-I-c-\pa 
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Xa-]n-am-cpa sImW-Smd sIm

4 WS CI-sIm-W-Sm- s]-dpa Ad-X-X-X-Xn-\pa Imcn-ba X\sd sXma-a. aWn-

sI-SSnsImfp-a-]- sIm- ]m-eNm

6

5 an]-]-S-S-cpsS \ne-X-Xn-\\ sae-]-s]m-SS 40 ]d hnX-Xn\p IW-S-hpa AXp-

a-sae aq∂pIc \od

6 NNm-b-hh IW-Sp-ff ]d-]p-I-fpa sae-]-]-e-hpa Iog-]-]-e-hpa IqSn \ocmb 

\oc apX-emb

7 \oc-SSn]s]-dmb \oc-S-S-Sn-I-sIm-Sp-X-Xm\ amcm-XX NM-I-c-\pa Xa-]n-am-cpa 

Ca-am-d-II

8 sa bnN-sNm-\-\ -s]m-\-\pa s]dpa Ad-X-X-hpa sImSp-XX CN-sNm-\\m 

\nea aWn-sI-S-SnI

9 sImfp-a] sIm]me Nman-]-]-S-S-cpsS \ne-X-Xn-\\ saes]mSS \me-]-]Xp 

]d hnX-Xn\p

]pdw 1

10 IW-Shpa aq\\p Ic \odN-N-Nm-bhp IW-Sp-ff ]d-a-]p-I-fpa sae]]

ehpa Ing-]-]-ehpa IqSn

11 \ocmb \oc- ap-X-emb \od ASSn]s]-dmb \oc-SSnNN sImW-Sm\ Aa-]

m-SS CS-Sn-]]-]-M-M- \pa Xa]n

12 amcpa C]-]cnNnX-dn-bpa Xm£n Iogm-\n- A-c-M-I\ NmX-X-\pa amWn-I-I-

XX IW-S\ sXb\pa Adnb sImW-Sm\ Isb-gp-XX

Hme 8

]pdw 1

1 sIme-ea 900˛90˛8 BaX FS-h-hym-ga anXp\ Rmb-d-dne Ing-]m-se-bqc \

mSS Nnd-dqc a\-\-XXn-cp-\\ FgpXn

2 b ASSn]s]-d-sdmse II-c-W-am-hX Aa-]m-SS amRNn cma\ ssIbme 

s]dp-a-cX-X-a -hm-M-MnI-sIm-W-Smc Fgp-h-X-X cm

]pdw 2

3 a\ NmX-X-\pa Xa-]n-am-cpa sImW-Smc sImWS ]cn-Nm-hX bn]-s]-dp-a-c-

X-X-X-Xn-\pa Imcn-ba X\sd sXma-a-a˛ sh´v ˛

4 ˛sh´v ˛ HS-Sp-ds]-\\ \new s]mdbXsX \ne-X-Xn-\ sa]-s]m-S-S -B-e-I-I-

se- sN-sd-I-I- In-g- ]-]S CXn-\-I-XX Adp

5 ]Xp]d hnX-Xn-\p- I-W-S-hpa CXn-\-asa-ep-ff Ccp Ic]]-d-a-]pa sae-]-e-

hpa Ing-]-e-hpa\pcn-bpa \pcn-bn-S-]-]-gp-Xpa

6 IqSn \oc apX-embn \oc-SSn]s]dmbn \ocmS-SnIsImSp-X-Xm\ Fgp-h-X-X- 

cm-a\ NmX-X-\pa Xa-]n-amcpa Ca-am-c-II

7 sa C]-s]-dp-acX-X-hpa sImSp-XX CN-sNm-\\ \nea ˛sh-´v˛ HS-Sp-

d-s]\\ \nea s]mdbXsX- \n-e-X-Xn-\

8 sa]-s]m-SS Be-I-Ise NnsdII Ing-]-]-SS CXn-\-I-XX 6˛10 ]d hnX-

Xn-\\ IW-S-hpa CXn- \a-sa-sem-ff CcpIc]

7

9 ]d-a]pa sae]-]-e-hpa Ing-]-]-e-hpa \pcn-bpa \pcn-bn-S-]-]-gp-Xpa IqSn \
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oc- ap-X-embn \ocSSn]s]dm

10 bn \ocm-SSnNNp sImW-Smc Aa-]m-SS amRNn- cm-a-\pa Xa-]n-am-cpa Caam-

c-I-Isa s]dp-acXXhp hmMMn

]pdw 1

11 Fgp-Xn-I-sIm-Sp-X-Xmc cma\ NmX-X-\pa Xa-]n-amcpa C]-]-Sn-II s]dp-

acX-X-hpa sImSp-XX Fgp-Xn-NN

12 sImW-Smc amRNn cma-\pa Xa-]n-amcpa Ca-am-cI-Isa C]-]-cn-Nn-X-dn-bpa 

Xm£n Ff-apfsN\\ cm

13 a-\pa sN\\m-bn-I-sIm-SS NmX-X-cm-a-\pa Adn-b- ssI-sb-gpXns\\ C]-

]-Sn-II AN-sNm-XXIWSp Ib-sb-gp-XX

Hme 9

]pdw 1

sN\-a-a-I-I-cpW-a -sI-Sp-h-\-\- s]m-b-Xn-\sd s]d-]]

1 saS-hn-bmga saS-Rm-b-d-dne ]me-bqc\m-SS aSp-]]p a\-\-X-\n-cp-\\ Fgp-

Xnb ASSn]s]-d-sdme-II

2 cpW-am-hnX cma-e-XX ae-b\ IW-S\ ssIbme s]dp-acX-X-hpa hmM-Mn-

I-sIm-≠-S\ s]dpho

]pdw 2

3 enbXX Ipa-c\ cma-\pa Xa]namcpa sImW-Smd sImWS ]cn-Nm-hnX 

CI-sIm-W-Sm -s]-dp-ad

4 XX-X-Xn-\pa Imcn-ba X\sd sXmaaIpf-N-N-cnh AR-Rq-ddp \mgn-I-Ipa 

Icp-]-]p-sIm-S A

5 RRqddp \mgn-I-Ipa ]me-R-sN-cn-sImfpa] ap\-\q-ddp \mgn-I-Ipa BI 

IqSn 13 ]d

6 hnX-Xn-\- I-W-S-hpa C\-\n-e-M-M-fne \oNN-cn-hp-≈ -]-d-a-]p-I-fpa sae]-]-e-

hpa Io

7 g]-]-e-hpa IqSn \ncm-b -\oc apX-emb \oc-SSn]s]dmb \oc-SSn IsIm-Sp-X-

Xm-\ -s]dp

8 hnen-b-XX Ipa-c\ cma-\pa Xa-]n-am-cpa CΩm-d-I-Isa C]-s]-dp-a-d-X-X-hpa 

sImSp-XX

9 CN-sNm-\-\m \nea Ipf-N-N-cnh 50 ]dIIp-a I-cp-]]psImS 50 ]dI-Ipa 

]meRsNcn sImfp

]pdw 1

10 a] 30 ]dI-Ipa BI IqSn 13 ]d hnX-Xn-\-\p- I-WShpa C\-\n-e-M-M-fne 

\odN-N-cn-hp-ff ]

11 da-]p-I-fpa sae]-]-ehpa Iog-]-]-e-hpa Dan IS-Xe amWn-I-I-X-sXm-Spf]-]-

S-S sX]-s]d

12 ]]-S-S-Xpa IqSn \ocmb \oc apX-emb \oc-SSn ]s]-dmb \oc-S-SnNNp 

sImW-Sm\ cma-e-XX a

13 eb-\-I-W-S-\pa Xa-]n-amcpa C]-]-cn-Nn-X-dn-bpa Xm£n Ac-M-I-XX Ac-

M-I\ NmX-X-\pa aR-R-]-]p

14 -ffn IW-S\Ipa-c-\pa Adnb sImW-Sm\ Ibsb-gp-X-X.
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                               Hme 1A (Ola 1A)

                                        Hme 1B (Ola 1 B)

                     Hme 2A (Ola 2A)

                                          Hme 5A (Ola 5 A)

                                         Hme 5B (Ola 5 B)
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Multiple Owners of a Single Land: Intricacies in Pre-modern 
Land Holdings
            Of the nine documents, five are executed by concerned kin groups 
while sitting in Kīḻpālayūrnāṭṭu Ciṟṟūrmannam, 12  three while sitting in Tat-
tamaṅkalattu Mannam and one at Maṭṭuppu Mannam. Dr. Hermann Gun-
dert describes a mannam as a place of judgment or discussion (as in Tamil 
manṟam)(Gundert, 2013:720). The mannams described in the palm leaves 
probably may be the local chieftains, who got a share while such transac-
tions were made. An aṭṭippēṟŭ document is described by Major Walker as 
‘the last deed executed, and without which the sale of a property can be 
valid’ (Walker 1862:1). The statement of Walker needs some clarification 
here, as the first clause of the sentence is based on a false assumption that 
before the execution of an aṭṭippēṟŭ deed, several other transactions like 
pāṭṭam, kāṇam, oṟṟi, etc. took place, and aṭṭippēṟŭ was the last of the above 
mentioned transactions. In fact, no such transactions were necessary for an 
aṭṭippēṟŭ transaction. The janmam holder of the land may engage in any 
of the above said transactions according to his economic compulsions, or 
he may execute an aṭṭippērŭ deed directly before making a lease right, or 
after making one to a third party, if he desired so. The value of the property 
is indicated in the aṭṭippēṟŭ deed as annu peṟumarttam.13 But in the case of 
kāṇam deeds, the money transacted usually got mention as the further deal-
ings of money as payment of interest or repaying of the debt were ensued.

Valliccāttanmār: Bonded Agrarian Laborers 
          Another aspect of property deal denoted in the present collec-
tion of documents is the transaction of bonded labourers along with the 
land. Similar instances have been noted by earlier historians in several 
parts of Kerala before. Tarisāppaḷḷi Copper Plate (CE 849) is the first in-
stance for the same. An inscription from Trikkakkara during Indu Kota’s 
period (CE 959) also has a reference to the transaction of pulayās along 
with land. Bonded labourers were mortgaged along with land when the 
land was pawned. Not all the land had bonded labourers, and therefore, 
only some aṭṭippēṟŭ documents denote the same. The extant lease deeds 
(pāṭṭaśīṭṭu) and other tenure documents—kāṇam, kuḻikkāṇam, oṟṟi etc.—
also seldom speak about the permanent labourers. It is probable that the 
land which had bonded labour was tilled by the owning kin group on their 
own governing, while the other lands owned by them were leased for vari-
ous tenures to other non-landed kin groups, which were tilled by their 
collective effort. This practice also seems to be of early medieval origin. 14

Naming a land was an old practice in Kerala for which early medi-
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eval records have several instances. It was only in the 20th century that the 
modern survey system started, and numbers were given to every survey 
in a village, for taxation purpose by the government. 15 The present doc-
uments have several instances for the naming of the lands. For e.g., palm 
leaf no.1 refers to about tommāoṭapēṟŭ, māṭampiḷḷippaṭṭikkaṇṭam etc.  
 All the lands transacted are wet land, and the dry land is indic-
ated as itinōṭu cērnna kāṭum karayum (i.e., the scrublands and land at-
tached to this land), which indicates the importance of the paddy cul-
tivated land compared to dry land in pre-modern Kerala. The wetland 
had a kaleidoscopic pattern of ownership distribution among the hold-
ers, who were kin groups, as indicated by the description of borders.
            While the land is sold it is pointed that mēlppalam and kīḻppalam is 
included. Dr. Hermann Gundert defines mēlppalam as the future produce 
and kīḻppalam as the present produce(Gundert, 2013:782). Another right 
given along with land is nuri and nuriyiṭappaḻut. According to Dr. Hermann 
Gundert, nuri and nuriyiṭappaḻutŭ is a bunch of rice seedlings or paddy 
seeds (what three fingers can hold) and the space required planting them 
respectively(Gundert 2013:543). These colloquial words points to two dif-
ferent types of paddy planting techniques that prevailed in pre-modern 
agriculture in Kerala, the first one being the planting of prepared seedlings 
in the well-tilled paddy field, and the second one being seeding in the fur-
rows at the time of tilling. The first technique was practiced just after the 
beginning of rainy season when there was enough water in the fields, while 
the second was done during the spring, when rainy season was expectant. 
The mention of nuri and nuriyiṭappaḻut, means that even the minute space 
to plant seedling is transferred in the deed, was not retained by the vendor.  

Water Resource Management: Some Pre-Modern Experiments
         The reference to ālakkale ciṟakku kīḻppōṭṭu (i.e., downwards from 
Ālakkal 16 Ciṟa ) in palm leaf no. 8, needs special discussion. The reference 
to ciṟa 17 (controlled water tank) and kuḷam (water tank) in relation to paddy 
cultivation is very important. The practice of controlled tank irrigation 
goes back to the Sangam period (BCE 3rd c. to CE 4th c.). 18 The practice 
was in vogue not only during the Sangam period, but even during the early 
medieval period, 19 evidences for which can be found in the inscriptions of 
the period.  Every settlement in the pre-modern period had one or multiple 
controlled tank in and around them. In fact, many of them are named after 
the controlled tanks as for e.g., Cempūcciṟa (tank of red flowers), Kuṟṟic-
ciṟa (small tank), Kuriayacciṟa (smaller tank), Vallacciṟa (large tank), Pu-
tucciṟa, Puttenciṟa (new tank) etc., all sites belonging to Thrisuur district.
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       In this practice, a permanent large bund was constructed around a seasonal 
stream, twenty or so meters close to its origin, so as to collect large quant-
ity of water during rainy season. The excess water was cleared through one 
or two constructed permanent mud canals starting from either side of the 
tank, sometimes one or more kilometers long, converging in a lager rivulet 
or river. The wetlands beyond the tank and beside the canals up to the con-
verging rivulet were safeguarded from the excess water by the tank and 
canals during rainy season. Just after the rainy season, the harvested water 
in the tank was channeled through the canals for use in paddy cultivation.          

Inflow of Money and New Ownership Pattern: Agrarian Scenario 
in Transition 
          At least two of our present palm leaves speak about Tamil Brah-
mans as janmi (absolute owner) of the land. Tamil Brahmins, most of 
them cloth merchants and moneylenders, might have invested their profit 
in the land as a safe form of asset.  Emergence of new janmis like the 
Church, the Christians, the Muslims, and the Tamil Brahmans, all of them 
traders, as noted above, is recognized as the influence of merchant capital 
on the economy of late medieval and early modern Kerala, which gen-
erated new landed groups, and invigorated the agrarian economy with 
their money deposits, both as kāṇam money and as value of the land.

Conclusion
These documents prove the continued existence of kinship and col-

lective ownership of land by the kin groups in pre-modern Kerala. Though 
small in number, these documents present an agrarian economic system 
of early modern central Kerala in transition—the feudal land ownership 
changing to new ownership patterns generated by the mercantile capital. 
Besides, these point to the prevalent slavery, related to agriculture, in cent-
ral Kerala. Farming procedures and irrigation system are some other as-
pects dealt with in the documents. Interestingly, these palm leaves also 
present the picture of a variegated distribution of agrarian land in mod-
ern Kerala, and point out the urgent need to delve deep into the nuances 
of the pre-colonial and early colonial forms, patterns and institutions in 
agriculture for a better understanding of the modern history of Kerala.

Notes
1. These leaves belong to the collection of Sri Mohemmad  Riyas P.V., New 

House, Beypore, Kozhikkode Dt (a former student of Farooq College, 
Kozhikkode), who generously allowed me to decipher and publish the 
text.

2. Stamps were introduced in the Princely States, as part of the British inter-
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vention in the administration, as a method to increase the states’ income, 
in the beginning of the 19thcentury.In Travancore, the Regent of Travan-
core, Rani Gowri Parvati Bai issued an order in Kollam Era 994 (CE1819) 
that stamped palm leaves issued by state must be used by people while 
executing documents. Please see Doc. no.4 in Thaliyola: Kerala Archives 
Journal, January- March, 2010, Vol. 1, Part 1                                                   
One of the two stamped leaves of the present collection bears the text of 
a previous date, viz., KE 917, corresponding to CE 1742, which is evid-
ently a text copied after the introduction of stamp system.

3. Though Kōleḻuttu subsisted till the 19th century, it never went into print-
ing, while Grantha and its derivation Ārya eḻuttu were adapted to print 
Sanskrit and Malayalam respectively. However, Grantha was eventually 
replaced by Dēvanāgari. See the various volumes of the Travancore Ar-
chaeological Series (TAS) for the specimens for printed Grantha. 

4.  Aṭṭippeṟŭ means a sale deed. In this kind of land transaction, the absolute 
right over land is transacted by the owner, to another, by receiving the 
extant rate/value (annu peṟumarttam) of the land.

5. For example, see M. G. S. Narayanan ed., Vanjeri Grandhavari, De-
partment of History, Calicut University, 1987; and K. K. N. Kurup ed., 
Kootali Grandhavari, Department of History, Calicut University, 1995.

6. See M. G. S.,Vanjeri Grandhavari, Documents no.12 A, 14 A etc. and K. 
K. N. Kurup, Koodali Grandhavari, Section B 4, 5, 8, 16, section C. Doc. 
no. 35etc.

7. For a discussion on the subject, see Santhosh E., ‘Ceppeṭukaḷile Śabar-
imala’ in Ezhuthu (mal), Book 4, February 2019, pp. 55-59. The essay 
discusses how the mercantile capital of early modern period reach atop 
Sabarimala, a  hill top temple, in the second half of the 17th century CE, 
and make investment there, changing the feudal economy into semi mer-
cantile and semi capitalist.

8. Major Walker, as early as 1801, noted that it was the local land lords who 
received dues when a land transaction was made, and suggested that the 
government could accrue or claim this share instead of the local chief-
tains. For details, see Major Walker, Land Tenures of Malabar, Malabar  
Government Press, Calicut, 1862.

9. See M. G. S.,Vanjeri Granthavari, Documents no.12 A, 14 A etc. and  K. 
K. N. Kurup, Koodali Grandhavari, Section B 4, 5,8, 16, section C. Doc. 
no. 35etc.

10. For instance, see ‘Palaiyur Plate of Kollam 852’in A.S.Ramanatha Ayyar 

Santhosh E



165

ed.,Travancore Archaeological Series, Vol. VI., pp. 85-88., The docu-
ment is an aṭṭippēṟŭ deed of Kollam Era 852 (C E 1677).

11. From the beginning of 20th century onwards, laws were being passed 
concerning the partition of land of kin groups, and a large number of such 
partition deeds came to be executed and registered to effect the dissolving 
of kin groups in the regions now constituting Kerala. The kin groups, 
who had janmam right of lands divided their janmam right, while the kin 
groups who had various lease rights, shared the rights among themselves. 
In the wake of the land reforms, by the beginning of the 1970’s, the lease-
holders of land were declared as the owners of land, the janmam holders 
losing their ownership right. The branches of the kin groups included some 
terms in the documents like aṟṟālaṭakkam and āśaucabandham, among 
them as the two conditions in the tāvaḻi partition deeds. Aṟṟālaṭakkam 
is an agreement that in the case of extinction of one branch, its property 
will go to the other branches; and āśaucabanḍham means the observing 
of pula and vālāyma, the two customary rituals among the kin groups, 
the first one being ten or sixteen days of self-imposed pollution on the 
death of one member of the kin group, and the second one, the observ-
ance of grief for one year. For eg. see Doc. no1101 of Kollam Era 1101, a 
document registered in Sub Registrar office Nellayi, Thrissur Dt., which 
happens to be the partition deed of Caṅkaranṅōta family, the feudal lords 
of erstwhile Perumpaṭappu swarūpam. Both these customary words were 
eventually abandoned.

12. Probably a meeting place controlled by the chieftain of the area, whose 
authority and presence legitimized the transaction. Major Walker, at the 
beginning of the 19th c., had noted that the local chieftains received their 
share when a land transaction, was made. Only the aṭṭippēṟŭ deeds men-
tion the presence of such an authority, probably the absolute right transac-
tion only fetched a share to the chief. For details see, Major Walker, 1862, 
Land Tenures of Malabar,Calicut, Malabar Government Press.

13. Means ‘the present market rate’
14. An inscription from Chembra Subramanya temple speaks about Vāy-

ila Kumaran Iyakkan, his mother and mother’s younger sister, together 
holding and cultivating the temple’s land on lease. The same inscription 
speaks about Cirattalai Tariyanan, Cālakkarai Iyakkanār and others hold-
ing and cultivating temple land as lease. The first name evidently, is the 
name of the kin group to which they belonged to, and most probably, of 
which they were the senior most. See M. R. Raghava Varier, Keraleeyata: 
Caritramanagal (mal) for the text and details.
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15. Taxation of the land in Cochin was started during the reign of Rama Varma 
alias Sakthan Tampuran (1790-1805). The land records, kanṭeḻuttu docu-
ments, were prepared according to the name assigned to it by its owners. 
Later, by the beginning of the 20th century, records were reformed and 
numbers were assigned to each surveyed land in every village.

16.  Ālakkal may be the name of a kin group.
17.  ālakkale ciṟakku kīḻppaṭṭu in ōla no 8, line 4.
18.  Many of the megaliths are found near these controlled tanks. Cempūcciṟa 

in Thrissur district is a classic example for this. In that village, there were 
more than ten cist burials and urn burials around two controlled tanks 
there. The association of controlled tank and megaliths in Tamil Nadu 
were noted by several historians before.

19. kaṭaḷaṅkuḷattālum ilañcaikkuḷattālaum nīrpeṟuvana in Pārthivapuram 
Copper Plate l.33-34. See T. A. Gopinatha Rao ed., Travancore Archae-
ological Series, Vol. 1, p. 23.
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