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Article

A ‘Fake’ Original and an ‘Original’ Fake -
Two Cases in the Mackenzie Collection

Neela Bhaskar | Hamburg

1. Introduction

In the early nineteenth century, the literary world of South
India bore witness to a unique literary phenomenon: an
unlikely collaboration between a British military official,
Colin Mackenzie (1754-1821), and a few South Indian
scholars. Lasting around a decade, this collaboration spawned
a large, important manuscript archive of the first distinctively
historical texts in South India. This is significant for several
reasons. Yet, in direct relevance to the idea of originator/
original, the line between the product (in this case a particular
manuscript) and its producer (a South Indian scholar) is
blurred. On the one hand, Colin Mackenzie, who by his own
admission knew no Indian languages,' left his collaborators
to work independently. They sent him reports of their travels
across peninsular India, informing him of the procurement of
a certain manuscript that he sought, or of the completion of
their translation (into English) of a text. On the other hand,
the ‘ownership’ of the manuscript, so to speak, remained,
and remains, with the name, idea and context of Mackenzie.
Additionally, Mackenzie’s emissaries worked largely on the
basis of oral reports that they collected from their travels.
In this light, I investigate how exactly the written artefacts
of the Mackenzie Collection,? as it is now called, must be
perceived. Do they qualify as originals for the simple reason
that they were created for the first time? Or is the true original
the now lost, or less tangible, oral report upon which their

work was based? Were their translations then originals too,

T Wilson 1828, 2 has a copy of a letter written by Mackenzie to his friend
Alexander Johnston, where he states: ‘[A] knowledge of the native lan-
guages, so essentially requisite, could never be regularly cultivated, in con-
sequence of the frequent changes and removals from province to province;
from garrison to camp, and from one desultory duty to another.” Mackenzie
moved extensively around India on account of his military career.

2 wilson 1828, 15: ‘At the time of his death, he was in possession of a vast
archive that comprised 1,568 manuscripts in 15 languages, 2,070 regional
histories and chronologies in four languages, 8,076 transcriptions of inscrip-
tions, 2,159 translations of manuscript material into English, 79 plans, 2,630
drawings, 6,218 coins, 106 images, and 40 antique objects.’ This is the ex-
tent of the Mackenzie Collection.
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or was the transition from one language to another simply for
the result of a practical decision?

A further layer of complexity is observed when one
considers the colonial (and thus largely oppressive)
environment under which Mackenzie’s collaborators
worked. The combination of the already existing practice of
scribal anonymity,® and the need for colonial powers to claim
that which was Indian as their own,* explains the difficulty
in determining what really qualifies an original, or who
qualifies as an originator. Mackenzie’s efforts, in terms both
of conviction and of his own personal finances being used to
create the archive, resulted in the Collection that is named
after him. Yet he never wrote a single manuscript, nor could
he read most of them. Is he the originator of the archive, but
not the originator of the individual written artefact?

In discussing the Mackenzie Collection, I strive to
respect the complexity of the circumstances under which
it was created. At the same time, the material object takes
precedence, and its story is rather straightforward, as we will
shortly see. In other words, the circumstance is complicated,
but the manuscript is not. Essentially, the role of my research
is to prioritise the material object, and only then, its creator.
It will nevertheless be necessary to revert to discussing the
circumstance now and then, for it ultimately decided the fate
of the archive as a whole, and thus of all the manuscripts in it.
Throughout this article, I view every manuscript as an
authentic creation, but argue that it is not necessarily an

‘original’. My definition, or rather idea, of an original is that

3 An editorial colophon is rare among Tamil palm-leaf manuscripts. The
author of the text is often mentioned, but the scribe rarely. The Mackenzie
manuscripts do not have any colophons, but this is unsurprising. Most Tamil
manuscripts are anonymous anyway.

# This process has been dealt with by Cohn 1996, Dirks 2010 and Ebeling
2018. Several Orientalists made their fame on the alleged ‘discovery’ of
Indian languages, probably assisted by several Indian scholars who went
unmentioned. This will be evident in both the examples I discuss below in
this article.
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which is genuine to its creator, whether that is on purpose
or by mistake. My reason behind this understanding lies in
two specific instances that are the focus of this article. The
first is the case of an ubiquitous text that was sold to the
colonial authorities as an original manuscript (thus, a new
discovery). Its seller knew that it was not an original, but
Mackenzie considered it to be one, and treated it as such in
his archive. At the same time, this sale represents an original
idea, in that the seller of the material object established its
value through the notion that it was something that it was
not. The second instance is that two Orientalist scholars,
namely Horace Hayman Wilson (1786—1860) and William
Taylor (1796[?]-1881).> wrongfully inherited the Mackenzie
Collection after Mackenzie’s death in 1821. Both refused
to cooperate with, and essentially replaced,® Mackenzie’s
emissaries, who were probably the only ones who knew
how to navigate this Collection in its entirety. Yet, in an
effort to protect their reputations, they benefitted from the
ignorance of their Orientalist colleagues, and produced
histories that they claimed were authentic accounts based on
the manuscripts of the Mackenzie Collection, even though
they were not. They thus produced an original (that is, a
completely self-formulated work of literature), but presented
it as a chain of historical writings that originated with the
Mackenzie manuscripts. We therefore have two instances —
one in which an ubiquitous text is passed off for a rare (i.c.
original) one, and another in which an unintentionally
original text is marketed as being based on other, earlier
texts. In both cases we witness a lack of authenticity in the

behaviour, towards either the acquirer of the material object

5 According to Penny 1904, 362, William Taylor was born in Madras in
1796 and died in 1881. However, Taylor’s book Madrasiana (1889) which
was published under the pseudonym W. T. Munro, states that Taylor was
born around 1796 elsewhere and came to India around 1814. This work does
not tell us when, or where, he died.

6 Kavali Venkata Lakshmiah, the second of the five Kavali brothers, took
on the role of Mackenzie’s primary translator after the death of his older
brother, Boriah, in 1803, see Mantena 2012, 95. Little is known about
Lakshmiah’s life, but he began to appear in Mackenzie’s journals in 1802,
see Mantena 2009, 137. Lakshmiah, wishing to take over the Mackenzie
project, sent a request to the British government to acquire the Mackenzie
Collection. He was, however, rejected. A letter by James Prinsep documents
this rejection and reads thus: ‘The qualifications of Cavelly Venkata for such
an office, judging of them by his “abstract” or indeed of any native, could
hardly be pronounced equal to such a task, however useful they may prove
as auxilliaries in such a train of research...’. “This gentleman [Taylor] has
already gone deep into the subject. At a great expense and sacrifice of time,
he has published a variety of “Oriental Historical Manuscripts” in the ori-
ginal character and in translation, with a connective commentary, shewing
[sic] their bearing on the general history of the country.” See Prinsep 1836,
440-441. As Taylor took charge of the Mackenzie Collection, Lakshmiah
disappeared from public records after 1835.
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or the reader of the text. This speaks for the larger scheme
of issues surrounding this collaborative project. Authenticity
was questioned at the convenience of the British, who at the
time were all-powerful colonisers in India. At the same time, it
was concealed at the discretion of South Indian scholars, in the
hope of protecting the narrative of their land’s past.

In the concluding portion of this article, I attempt to
contextualize my understandings and arguments of how the
original is perceived in the Mackenzie Collection, in relation
to how manuscript studies and cultures of South India operate
today. I hope to show how the main idea of originality is a
matter of interpretation, especially when socio-political power

dynamics are the ultimate deciders of the fate of an archive.

2.The interpretation of originality

2.1 Case 1: The ‘fake’ original

Mackenzie’s emissaries, namely Kavali Boriah, Kavali
Lakshmiah and Sreenivasiah’ (among many others), were
responsible for the collection of manuscripts from across
South India, and then for their translation so that Mackenzie
and his British colleagues may peruse them (Fig. 1). Those
translations are stored in the British Library in London,?
alongside the personal correspondences the emissaries sent
to Mackenzie during their travels.” In these letters they
sometimes wrote about their successes in procuring a certain
rare manuscript, or of the unwillingness of locals to share
such precious documents, or else they requested a leave
of absence from work for personal reasons. The resultant
documents are the only insight we have into how a manuscript

archive was built in South India.” In one such manuscript,

7 There is significant amnesia concerning Mackenzie’s South Indian emis-
saries from the time of Mackenzie’s death in 1821. With few, very recent ex-
ceptions, the memories and contributions of Boriah, Lakshmiah, Sreeniva-
siah and many others have been forgotten, see for instance, Mantena 2009,
Mantena 2012, and Dirks 2001. Thus, it is difficult to produce a timeline of
their lives or interactions with one another. All that remains of their work is
Lakshmiah and Sreenivasiah’s (among others”) manuscripts in the British
Library, which tell us with certainty that they travelled extensively to collect
manuscripts on Mackenzie’s behalf between approximately 1809 and 1815.
Boriah died tragically young in 1806 and his death left a tremendous im-
pact on Mackenzie. Mackenzie apparently wished to build a monument in
Boriah’s memory. See Howes 2010, 67 for a discussion on the same.

8 Inventorised under the shelf mark British Library, Mss Mack Trans Class
I-X1V, with one exception explained below.

% British Library, Mss Mack Trans Class XII — Letters and Reports.

10 The only other comprehensive documentation on the collection of manu-
scripts that I am aware of is the autobiography of U. V& Caminataiyar, al-
most single-handedly credited with the preservation of Tamil texts from the
early first millenium. His autobiography, titled En Carittiram (‘my histo-
ry’), speaks of his many long journeys across South India on foot to try and
procure palm-leaf manuscripts that he then edited and had published.
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Fig. 1: British Library, Mss Mack Trans Class XIl —Letters and Reports 1-3 and 8-12, last page of the manuscript in which the signature of the scribe (unidentifiable,

but probably Lakshmiah or Sreenivasiah) is visible.
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Fig. 2: Bibliothéque nationale de France, MS Indien 291 (Collection Eugéne Burnouf), 2.5 cm x 37.0 cm, fol. 17; the beginning of the Tiruvilaiyatal Purdnam in prose.

we find notes from Mackenzie’s emissary Sreenivasiah, who
was tasked with the procurement and subsequent translation

of a particular history:"

From 1** March to the 30* 1813 — I finished a history of
Puttanam Pilla and Varagoona Pandia Raja.

From 1* April to the 3™ May 1813 — I finished history of
Pandiyan Cheran and Cholun.

From the Ist May (?) to the 30" December 1813 —
I finished the whole Book of Madura Pooraanum of 64

chapter [sic].

The very last line of this transcription is significant.” The
text that Sreenivasiah had translated for Mackenzie’s use was
the ‘whole Book of Madura Pooraanum of 64 chapter [sic]’.
This is, in fact, a ubiquitous Tamil text called Tiruvilaiyatal
Puranam (‘the legend of the holy sports’), divided into 64
chapters. It traces the divine origins of the city of Madurai to
the actions of Lord Cuntar&cuvarar (one of many incarnations
of the pan-Indian Hindu God Siva) and his divine consort
Minatci. The other two texts that this excerpt speaks of relate
to the same body of legends, but not as directly. The ‘original’
(and I use that term loosely here) version of the story is a

metrical text by Paraficoti, a seventeenth-century poet.” In

™ British Library, Mss Eur Mack Trans XII: No. 56. There is unfortunately
no page number available for this portion of the manuscript. I manually lo-
cated the relevant passages which consist of three pages after the label ‘No.
56’ in a bound volume. The passage I have consulted in my comment above
is contained in those three pages.

2 A1 manuscripts quoted in this work are transcribed by me.

'3 There are several versions of this text. The first extant one is by Nampi
(twelfth to fourteenth century cE), see Wilden 2014, 24, after which a San-
skrit version called Halasya Mahatmya was produced in the sixteenth cen-
tury. Parafcoti’s version is a transcreation of the Sanskrit one. It remains the
most popular version to date, while Nampi’s text has in comparison fallen
into obscurity. As for Paraiicoti himself, little is known of his life or circum-
stances outside of the creation of this important text. This is not uncom-
mon in the Tamil literary world. Authors mentioned their names in the texts
they wrote, but no significant research was, or has since been, conducted on

manuscript cultures

the early to late nineteenth century, several re-tellings of this
work in prose emerged (Fig. 2)." Yet Mackenzie’s emissaries
were tasked particularly with finding historical manuscripts.
These are legendary texts, with no dates or timelines, no
complete chronologies, and very few mentions of non-
divine themes. There is an awareness in them of the Pantiya
dynasty, whose capital was Madurai, but no more than nine
kings are mentioned, of which one is Lord Cuntarécuvarar
himself, and the other, Minatci. The other human kings seem
to have ruled for an average of 3000 years each. Therefore, it
qualifies by no standard as a historically viable text.

The additional ‘issue’ with this entry in Sreenivasiah’s
letter is that we have several distinctly marked historical
(versus legendary or ahistorical) accounts of Madurai in the
Government Oriental Manuscripts Library, Madras (now
the city of Chennai), which hosts the bulk of the Mackenzie
Collection. Some examples of histories on Madurai include
the manuscripts D. 437, D. 3184, and R. 2327, all titled
Pantiya Racakkal Carittiram. They are perhaps among the
earliest written histories in Tamil.” My first question is,
why were these manuscripts not translated, instead of the
legendary account? In an attempt to find an answer, I looked

through the English translations of the Madurai legends by

their lives. For the purpose of this article, I would also suggest here that he
was fundamentally an originator, as his text has since inspired almost every
text-ual version of the Tiruvilaiyatal Puranam.

1 have located three prose re-tellings (called vacanam in Tamil), all on
palm-leaf, all unpublished. The first is Indien 291 in the Bibliotheque natio-
nale de France in Paris. The other two are RE27530 and RE25375 in the
library of the Institut Francais de Pondichéry, in Pondicherry/Puducherry,
South India.

15 Here, I exclude epigraphical evidence. Inscriptions that name Pantiya
kings do not match with this, or any, written historical account. A separate
project needs to be undertaken to compare the two sources and find correl-
ations. Unfortunately, that is beyond the scope of this contribution. It is
nevertheless worth noting that the Mackenzie Collection represented the
first Europeanised histories in the Tamil language. Before this, traditional
systems of historical writings existed, but were intermingled with literature,
legends and story-telling traditions, both written and oral.
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This manuscript contains glosses of Paraficoti’s poetic text, the prose portion seems to be a mini-commentary to it.

Mackenzie’s emissaries. I found Mss Eur Mack Trans 111.27
in the British Library, which seemed to be the result of a
combined effort by Lakshmiah and Sreenivasiah. It is the
translation of the Tamil D. 437 in the Government Oriental
Manuscripts Library. Yet it was never used by Mackenzie’s
Orientalist successors Wilson and Taylor, who instead
consulted (or rather, claimed to consult — I discuss this in
the following section) the three translations by Sreenivasiah
mentioned above. This brings me to my second question: why
was the historical translation overlooked, but the legendary
one maintained and used?

I realised that the comfortable environment that
Mackenzie created for his emissaries, and the loss of that
environment upon his death in 1821, was the main reason.
Horace Hayman Wilson, a Sanskritist, reluctantly inherited
the Mackenzie Collection in 1821, and was charged with
producing a descriptive catalogue of the Collection. He, by
his own admission, knew no South Indian language, and
relied primarily on Mackenzie’s emissaries to interpret the
texts that were in a state of disarray. Yet there is reason to
believe that Wilson did not treat them well. Cohn writes,
‘Wilson...seems to have dismissed most of Mackenzie’s
staff, undertook the task of organising and publishing a
catalogue of the papers [= the Collection] ...”." Keeping
this in mind, Wilson produced an index of abstracts of the
Mackenzie manuscripts, somewhere between 1822 and
1823 (Fig. 3). The index has been preserved in the British
Library under the category ‘Wilson Mss’, along with a small
collection of Wilson’s private letters."” In his index, the only

mention of a Pantiya manuscript reads as follows: ‘Index of

16 Cohn 1996, 83.

7 Wilson’s index is listed in Rusby and Johnston 1937, 1169, under the
heading ‘The Wilson Mss’. It must be noted that it is not considered a
‘manuscript’ but a ‘record’ under the shelf mark Mss Eur. D. 431.
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the Pandya Rajaghall Charitra Sangraha’ (Fig. 4)." There is
no abstract (unlike in other entries) and no mention of this
dynasty anywhere else. This would mean that Mackenzie’s
reluctant emissaries simply avoided telling him that other
versions (namely, the translation of D. 437) existed, and
produced a ‘false’ index entry of the Pantiyas. This is
reflected in Wilson’s catalogue of the Mackenzie Collection,
which is disorganised and has several errors, particularly in
terms of the Pantiya histories.

Thus, one does not have to look far to realise that
Mackenzie’s emissaries, dissatisfied by the way they were
treated by Wilson, simply did not think it necessary to provide
him with accurate information. This brings me back to the
three non-historical (i.e. legendary) manuscripts that were
translated. They were, as I see it, produced as a matter of
duty. Those legends are, even today, important texts in South
India. Yet they were added to Wilson’s catalogue instead
of the more historically sound ones, for the same reason as
above, that Wilson was not respected and nor was his work.
A ‘fake’ original was thus given, and a non-historical text,

posed as a history, made it to Wilson’s index.

2.2 Case 2: An ‘original’ fake

Following the release of Wilson’s erroneous catalogue
in 1828, he published two works on the Pantiya dynasty,
allegedly based on the Mackenzie manuscripts. He first
wrote Historical Sketch of the Kingdom of Pandya (1836),
in which he attempted to trace the chronology of the Pantiya
dynasty. However, he based it entirely on the legendary
Tiruvilaiyatal Purapam, which he probably obtained from
Mackenzie’s emissaries. He presented this article in the
Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Britain and Ireland, a
routine publication that was written by, and catered to, elite

British research circles in South India and England. Several

18 “The Wilson Mss’, p. 75.
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Fig. 3: British Library, Mss Eur. D. 431, Wilson’s Index of Mackenzie manuscripts, written between 1822 and 1823, title page.
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prominent Orientalists made their contribution to this journal,
such as Charles Philip Brown (1798-1884), a scholar of
Telugu. Yet nobody noticed, nor criticised, the erroneousness
of his so-called historical work, except for William Taylor.
Taylor began his work on the Mackenzie Collection around
the same time, Lakshmiah having been denied the job.” He
published a scathing review of Wilson’s Historical Sketch
in his first publication on the Mackenzie Collection, titled
Oriental Historical Manuscripts in the Tamil Language.®
Taylor’s own investigation of the Pantiyas does not match
what Wilson had published not so long before that.?' The
premise of Taylor’s argument against Wilson was that the
latter’s identification of the Pantiya capital was wrong, as
was his genealogy of kings (I discuss Wilson’s errors below).
In response to Taylor’s criticism, Wilson published the
Supplementary Note to the Historical Sketch of the Kingdom
of Pandya, also in 1836. He justified the slight difference in
his genealogy from that of Taylor’s as a matter of differing

opinions and source-material. He stated, that:

Madura and the Pandya kingdom are essentially the same; and
whether it was founded by a native of Oude, named Pandya,
as I have it, or by an agricultural Pandion from the north, as
Mr. Taylor states, does not appear to me to be so exceedingly
different, that, where the latter occurs it can be said that there
is no warrant for the former. The difference, as far as it extends,
appears to be that of translation; and the question of accuracy
depends upon the relative competency of the translators.
Admitting, however, that Mr. Taylor’s version is correct, it
does not follow that there were no traces whatever [sic] of
such an interpretation as I have followed, and which, though

not perhaps literally, is substantially the same with his own.?2

The only significant part in this quote is Wilson’s claim that
the origin of the Pantiyas (‘Pandya’ above) was in Oude. No
manuscript of the Mackenzie Collection, be it the original

Tamil, or its translation, claims this. Oude is an extraneous

19 Taylor also published on the Mackenzie Collection, in the Madras Jour-
nal of Literature and Science (vols 7-10) between 1838 and 1845. Yet his
criticism of Wilson’s work was earlier, as I explain below.

2 Taylor 1835, vol. 2, 63-66.

2 Wilson’s publication came out in 1836, a year after Taylor had criticised
it. I would surmise that the first edition of his work is now lost, or that
Taylor had access to a private copy. As it happens, the same paper was pub-
lished multiple times across several Orientalist journals and was distributed
in scholarly circles.

22 Wilson 1837, 388.
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location, far north in the modern state of Uttar Pradesh in India.
The Pantiya hometown and capital has always been Madurai,
across all accounts of them, and its main port, Korkai. This
tells us that Wilson’s source was not only erroneous, but also
not among the Mackenzie manuscripts, which brings us to the
work of William Taylor. In his publication of six reports in the
Madras Journal of Literature and Science, he touched upon
the question of the Pantiyas, but simply produced once more
of the Tiruvilaiyatal Puranam.® This proves that his (and
Wilson’s) sources were not from the Mackenzie Collection,
even though they claimed them to be so. In terms of historical
authenticity, this is indeed questionable, as they published
under the auspices of the Mackenzie Collection. In terms of
originality, they claimed it by producing their own, creative
work that was historically incompatible. In other words, it was
a historical fake, but a textual original (Fig. 5).

A chain-reaction began when Wilson’s index did not
accurately document the Mackenzie Archive. Wilson’s own
catalogue was erroneous and therefore so was his work on the
Pantiyas. Taylor, who claimed to have extensively worked on
the Mackenzie Collection, solved some of the archiving errors
of his predecessor in his Catalogue Raisonné (1862), but his
literature on the Pantiyas was just as unreliable as Wilson’s. My
proof, as it were, of the inaccuracy of Taylor’s writing lies in
the fact that in his catalogue he did not list the manuscripts that
he claimed to have used in the production of Pantiya history.
In 1835, prior to the publications in the Madras Journal of
Literature and Science, he compiled a dedicated history of
the Pantiyas, in which he used three manuscripts in Tamil.*
One of these three manuscripts is transcribed, translated and
provided in this publication. He did not use the original Tamil
title of the texts, but provided his own translation of them,
namely, Pandion Chronicle, Madura Stalla Purana, and
Supplementary Manuscript. The second one is quite clearly a
translation of the 64 chapters of the Tiruvilaivatal Puranam.
The first, although different in name, is similar, but claims
the origin of the Pantiyas to be from Northern Indian royal
families. The third, unspecified manuscript offers an overview
of the kings (including the Pantiyas) who ruled over Madurai.
It focuses on a very distant, ancient (thus largely legendary)
past that attributes the origin of the kingdom of Madurai to
divine sources (not unlike the narrative of the Tiruvilaiyatal

Purapam). Keeping this in mind, one wonders exactly what

2 Taylor 1835, Taylor 1839.
2 Taylor 1835, vol. 1.
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Fig. 4: British Library, Mss Eur. D. 431, Wilson’s Index of the Mackenzie manuscripts, written between 1822 and 1823, p. 75: showing the meagre entry for the Pantiya

manuscripts; the entry contains the names of three Pantiya kings, but without further description.
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Fig. 5: Taylor's work contains a transcription of the manuscript he used/translated in
this very publication. This manuscript contains ahistorical information and does not
bear any symptoms of being one of the manuscripts of the Mackenzie Collection.

the purpose of the Mackenzie Collection was in the first place,
if no one used it, and why Taylor and Wilson did not consult it,
especially when it was so clearly at their disposal. The answer,
as I see it, lies in the interpretation of originality that I (and
hopefully, others in the field) attribute to these texts.

As stated above, a difference between authenticity and
originality must be made. Authenticity is necessary, even
compulsory, in writing a historical account. Originality,
on the other hand, is generally rejected, for the writing of
a sound history is based on the number of citations and
sources the scholar offers along with their work. Thus, a
historical work must be devoid of originality, but indeed be
authentic. Importantly, in this respect, the deeply hierarchical
environment that British rule in India created lent itself to two
fundamental ‘patterns’ of behaviour, as it were. The British
had clout and exercised it often in their scholarship. The South
Indians bore resentment, and had space to exercise it in their
own scholarship, if at all they were provided with a chance
to publish. The Indian interpretation of originality is therefore
the same as authenticity: as long as a text is the “first’ (be it in

relation to the medium upon which it is written, or the content
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of the writing itself), it is worth consulting. Such ‘firsts’ (i.e.
originals), were a carefully concealed secret, especially since
British scholarship began to override the field of Tamil in the
early nineteenth century already. Thus, the fact that Wilson’s
index was erroneous may not have been his fault entirely.
It was a bad combination of his own lack of knowledge of
Tamil, and his Indian workers disliking him. Yet this rather
simple dynamic that colonialism enabled in India (simple
insofar as it is easy to understand, but the issues it created were
certainly complicated) determined the fate of one of the most
important archives of manuscripts in South India. The notion
of an ‘original’ did not have the same meaning among the two
parties, and that fundamental misunderstanding manifested
itself through many manuscripts being labelled wrongly, and

other manuscripts being promoted for the wrong reasons.

3. Conclusions — Does unauthenticity equal originality?

The Mackenzie Collection shows us that there are several
nuances to understanding what an original may mean and who
its originator(s) could be. More relevantly to my discussions
above, it compels us to question the implication of ‘originality’
within a distinct historiographical framework. Essentially, I
argue above that the question of authenticity clashed with that
of originality. Authenticity, so to speak, determined how air-
tight or factually sound a certain history was. By re-writing,
copying or translating that history, the goal of the good historian
was to maintain that which came before him. Originality thus
did not help if one wanted to remain historically authentic.
In this light, I now seek to clarify what an original is, for I
have thus far touched only upon /ow the idea of an original
determined the fate of the Mackenzie Collection.

I consider all works of the Collection to be original in
their own way, and all its contributors to thus be originators.
Mackenzie, although not directly contributing to the individual
written artefact, produced an archive of such vastness and
importance for the first time. He presented the world of
manuscript studies with an original idea that he and his team
successfully executed. His emissaries procured and produced
documents for him that they saw to be as authentic as possible.
Lakshmiah translated an important historical document
for him, while Sreenivasiah translated those legends that
were culturally important. Both sets of documents were tied
together by the common theme of Madurai, and both qualify
(in my own understanding) as originals, if only because they
produced a new kind of document that South India had not

yet seen. Yet, when leadership changed from Mackenzie
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to Wilson, those South Indian scholars once employed by
Mackenzie saw no reason to remain faithful to Wilson. They
resented his leadership and knew that his knowledge of Tamil
was scant. They thus formulated their own legendary tales
based on the Tiruvilaiyatal Puranam which they claimed was
a historical source (a ‘fake’ original). At the same time, the
complexity of defining ‘original’ is augmented through the
study of Wilson and Taylor’s works. Their (and therefore,
the British) understanding of originality was somewhat
skewed. They too believed that the more authentic (i.e. the
more cited and provable) a work was, the more viable it was
in the scientific world, but their own work did not reflect this
understanding. Instead, they freely criticised their Indian
predecessors for their alleged lack of authenticity. Their claim
of having produced authentic works has been disputed by me
above, and I thus argue that the result of their efforts were
more ‘original’ fakes, namely Taylor (1836, vol. 1) and Wilson
(1836). Ironically, the inauthenticity of Wilson’s history was
criticised by Taylor, who still then produced flawed histories
in the Madras Journal of Literature and Science. His use of
manuscripts, not translations, could be traced back to a single
manuscript. Essentially, he created his own, original work of
fiction, and his social power and conviction took precedence
over the less influential but more accurate histories of
Mackenzie’s Indian emissaries.

The impact of perceiving a manuscript in a certain way
is huge. When Mackenzie died in 1821, those manuscripts
that were deemed useful by British authorities were shipped
to London, and those that were not remained in India. The
useful manuscripts consisted largely of paintings, drawings,
and maps. The translations of the Mackenzie manuscripts into
English in fourteen volumes was also included in this list of
useful manuscripts. I would suggest, albeit tentatively, that
the notion of originality already determined this choice of
dividing the Collection. In terms of European value systems,
an original painting was priceless. Yet its copy was worthless
(so copies were left behind). This perception affected the state
of the Mackenzie manuscripts left behind in Chennai: they are
in disarray, many are damaged, and most originals have been
lost. When viewing originality through the lens of history, the
image is often deceptive.

Through the examples described in this article, I hope to
have shed light on this early source of historical writing and
on how our perception of it was shaped through our perception
of originality.
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