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1. introduction:  Most of Nepal’s 120+ languages have no written tradition dating 
back more than a few years.  When these previously unwritten languages come to be 
written for publication, which has been happening with some frequency since the 
promulgation of the new constitution in 1990, several practical problems arise, which 
include, but are not limited to, the following: 

1. Which dialect or dialects should be used for writing? 
2. Within the chosen dialect(s), which variant forms should be selected for writing? 
3. Which script should be used? 
4. How should the chosen variants be spelled given the conventions inherent in the 

script? 
5. How should the script and its conventions be adapted to accommodate the pho-

nological system of the language? 
In this paper, I will be concerned primarily with the last two problems, specifically with 
respect to the 100+ Tibeto-Burman languages of Nepal and the attempts to write these 
languages with the Devanagari script.  I will not attempt to survey all these languages; 
rather, I will report on six which have only recently come to be written with the Deva-
nagari script:  Chantyal, Gurung, Limbu, Sherpa, Tamang, and Thangmi.2  These lan-
guages constitute a rough-and-ready sample of the Tibeto-Burman languages of Nepal 
without a tradition of writing in the Devanagari script3:  some are locally prominent 
languages with large numbers of speakers, others more obscure; some have traditions 
of writing in scripts other than Devanagari, others do not. For none of these languages 
is there a fully standardized orthography, and none of these languages has been written 
in the Devanagari script in any serious way until quite recently. 
 The goal of this paper is to examine the ways in which the Devanagari script has, 
and has not, been adapted to the phonologies of the six languages.  I’ll first discuss the 
orthographic histories of each language.  I will then discuss the characteristics of the 
Devanagari script and the phonological system it is designed to accommodate.  Then I 
will present brief sketches of the phonological inventories of the six languages, follow-
                                                 
1 The work reported on in this paper has been supported by the following grants from the National Sci-
ence Foundation: DBC-9121114, SBR-9600717, and SBR-9728369.  I would like to thank Warren Glover, Tej 
Kansakar, Martine Mazaudon, and Mark Turin for assistance in writing this paper. 
2 Chantyal, Gurung, and Tamang are all members of the Tamangic group, a fairly straightforward group-
ing with a time depth more or less comparable to that of the Romance languages.  Sherpa is a member of 
the Tibetan Complex, relatively closely alligned to the Tamangic group within the Bodish subphylum.  
Limbu is a Kiranti language.  Thangmi, though typologically similar to the Kiranti languages, is not 
closely related to them:  it’s closest relative is Baraam, and the two may be related to the Western Hima-
layish languages, such as those in the Kanauri group. 
3 Of the Tibeto-Burman languages of Nepal, only Newari has a long-standing tradition of writing using 
the Devanagari script. 



ing this with a discussion of how the script has — and has not — been adapted to ac-
commodate these sound systems.  I will then discuss the issue of ‘superfluous graph-
emes’, and finish up with some concluding remarks on how Devanagari has been — 
and could be — adapted for these languages. 
 
2. history of writing in devanagari:  In this section, I’ll briefly discuss each of the six 
languages, sketching the history of writing in Devanagari for each and the controver-
sies, where they have existed, over the choice of script.  I will concentrate on publication 
rather than informal writing as might be found, for example, in personal correspon-
dence.  In any case, for most speakers of these languages, letter writing has until very 
recently been done exclusively through the medium of another language, usually 
Nepali, though Tibetan Buddhists might use Tibetan.  The exclusive use of Nepali or 
Tibetan in literacy training coupled with the lack of established orthographic traditions 
for the languages of our sample has brought about and maintained this situation.  With 
the exception of Limbu, it is only with the worldwide ethnic revival, a significant part of 
the Nepalese social and intellectual scene only since the 1970s, that writing in these lan-
guages has been considered a desideratum by significant numbers. 
 2.1 chantyal:  There were no publications in Chantyal until 1987, and indeed 
there have been no publications exclusively or even primarily in Chantyal save Bhu-
lanja & Noonan (1995). That first publication in 1987 and the few publications which 
have appeared subsequently4 have all used the Devanagari script.  Unlike all the other 
languages discussed in this paper, there has been no discussion about the use of any 
other script for this language.  Bhulanja & Noonan proposed spelling conventions for 
Chantyal, appended to a collection of children’s stories that were distributed to schools 
in Chantyal-speaking villages.  These conventions have not been observed in subse-
quent publications. 
 2.2 gurung:  There have been advocates for four distinct scripts in recent years 
for Gurung (Glover 2002):  the Tibetan script, particularly among Gurung Buddhists; 
the Khemaa lipi Sø§çÞ é´è›, an indigenous adaption of the Devanagari script; the roman 
script, advocated mostly by veterans of the British and Indian Gurkha regiments; and 
the Devanagari script.  While the other scripts still have their adherents, Devanagari is 
clearly the script of choice for publication in Gurung. 
 There have been a significant number of publications in Gurung,5 at least by the 
standards of Nepal’s minority languages.  Within the general conventions imposed by 
the Nepalese version of the Devanagari script, each author has felt free to invent his 
own spellings.  Glover (2002) proposes a number of spelling conventions for Gurung 
publications, in particular those that might be used for a forthcoming Gurung-Nepali-
English dictionary.  A number of these proposals will be discussed below. 

                                                 
4 Chhantyal (2044 [1987], 2051 [1994]), Bhulanja & Noonan (1995), Nepal Chhantyal Shangha (2001), 
Chhantyal magazine. 
5 For example, D. Gurung (2052 [1995]), P. Gurung (1997), R. Gurung (1998), Tamu (1996).  The Glover, 
Glover & Gurung (1977) dictionary has a Nepali-Gurung index in Devanagari script. 
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 2.3 limbu:  Limbu has a script of its own, known as the Sirijonga script, which has 
been in use since at least the early 19th century.  The script has undergone a number of 
revisions over the last century and is now used in schools in Sikkim, where Limbu is 
taught as a vernacular language subject in Limbu-speaking areas, and for publications 
in Limbu printed in Nepal.  Despite the pride many Limbus feel for the Sirijonga script 
[which, incidentally, has a Unicode encoding], the Devanagari script is still used for 
Limbu due to the fact that Limbus are bilingual in Nepali and achieve familiarity with 
Devanagari at state schools which are run exclusively in the national language.  None-
theless, the Sirijonga script seems to be gaining ground.  In any case, one consequence 
of the existence of an alternative script which is reasonably well adapted to the peculi-
arities of Limbu is that when the Devanagari script is used for Limbu, its deficiencies for 
representing Limbu phonology are evident to writers of the language.  The Unicode 
now has coding for a glottal stop for the Devanagari script largely because of pressure 
from those who wished to use the Devanagari script for writing Limbu. 
 2.4 sherpa:  Until recently, Sherpa was written mostly in the Tibetan script, usu-
ally with Classical Tibetan spellings.  Recent publications though are likely to be in the 
Devanagari script.  There is a weekly newspaper, numerous teach-yourself Sherpa texts 
using Devanagari in varying degrees, and an online dictionary6, along with some liter-
ary publications.  An informal standard has been emerging using more-or-less standard 
Nepali orthographic conventions and thus failing to fully accommodate the phonologi-
cal structure of the language. 
 2.5 tamang:  Tamang has come to be written only recently.  Almost all publica-
tion has been in the Devanagari script7, though there are vocal advocates in the Tamang 
community for the Tibetan script, including a simplified version of the script referred to 
as Tamyig. Martine Mazaudon, at the invitation of the Tamang community, prepared a 
paper [Mazaudon 1993] discussing ways in which the Devanagari and Tibetan scripts 
could be adapted so as to accurately transcribe Tamang’s phonemic distinctions.  Recent 
publications do not appear to have made use of her suggestions, however. 
 2.6 thangmi:  As of this writing, there appears to have been only one publication 
of any sort in the Thangmi language: a Nepali-Thangmi-English dictionary prepared by 
Mark Turin and Bir Bahadur Thami [Turin & Thami 2003], using Devanagari script for 
the Thangmi entries, with conventions worked out by Turin in consultation with mem-
bers of the Thangmi community.   
 
3. the devanagari script:  In order to discuss how the Devanagari script might be 
adapted for the six languages under consideration in this paper, we first must consider 
the characteristics of the script itself.  Since the characteristics of the Devanagari script 
are well known and well documented, it will suffice to provide only a brief description 
which will introduce some terms that will figure later in the discussion. 

                                                 
6 http://www.nepalresearch.org/
7 The website http://www.tamangghedung.org/ contains a listing of publications in Tamang. 
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 William Bright (1996) has characterized the script aptly as an alphasyllabary, a 
useful term describing an orthographic system which has graphemes for consonants 
and vowels [like an alphabet] but writes consonant-vowel combinations as units [like a 
syllabary], in which the vowel graph acts as a diacritic to the consonant graph.8  When 
consonant graphs are written without a specific vowel graph, they are interpreted as 
representing a sequence of the consonant and an inherent vowel, often pronounced [Ò] or 
[š].  The inherent vowel is canceled when a vowel diacritic is present or when a special 
diacritic known as the vir‚ma is added to the consonant graph, indicating that no vowel 
follows the consonant.  Consonant clusters often require special allographs, often for the 
first consonant, sometimes for the second as well; some consonant clusters are com-
pletely irregular and require special graphs of their own.  These special allographs are 
referred to as conjunct or combining forms. Vowel nasalization is indicated by means of a 
diacritic known as the candrabindu; homorganic nasals can be transcribed with the 
anusv‚ra. 
 The free-standing allographs of the vowels and the consonants [the latter being 
interpreted as followed by the inherent vowel] are given in (1).   
 (1) the devanagari script 
      
 
  consonants 

Unaspirated Stop/affricate   › ƒ t g L 

Re
tro

fle
x 

Gl
ot

ta
l 

La
bi

al
 

Pa
la

ta
l 

Ve
la

r 

De
n-

Al
v 

Aspirated Stop/affricate   � ˆ w j S 
Voiced Stop/affricate   ¢ Š y k U 
Murmured Stop/affricate   ¥ � � o Y 
Voiced Nasal Stop    § ˜ � r ` 
Voiced Lateral Approximant    ´ ¬ 

Voiced Tap Approximant    ¯ 
Voiceless Fricative     È Ä ¿   
Murmured voice [glottal fricative]       Ì 
Glide        ª ¹ 

 
  vowels:  A, Aç, C, D, E, F, H, J 
  diphthongs:  I, K 
  syllabic liquids: A≤ Å≤ lO≤ lø 
  visarga <X>:  : 
  nasalization:  Þ,  à 
The candrabindu [or anun‚sika] < Þ> is used to represent nasal vowels; the anusv‚ra < à> 
is used to represent nasals homorganic to following consonants and sometimes nasal 
vowels.  The visarga represents <X>, but only syllable finally:  its use is mostly restricted 
                                                 
8 It is not the syllable as such, but rather an orthographic unit known as the ak_ara (Bright 1996), which 
constitutes a basic unit within this orthographic system.   
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to Sanskrit and Sanskrit borrowings.9  The retroflex lateral and the syllabic laterals are 
likewise restricted to Sanskrit and are exceedingly rare even there, but would likely be 
present in the typesetter’s kit and therefore available to be called into service. 
 In (2) are summarized the phonological units that the script can — without addi-
tions, or modification and/or reinterpretation of the basic character set — represent 
phonemically.  In the transcription used here, <ð> indicates aspiration, <â> murmur. 
 (2) the phonological system directly represented by the devanagari  
  script:     
 
  consonants: 

Unaspirated Stop/affricate   p t ç c k 

Re
tro

fle
x 

Gl
ot

ta
l 

La
bi

al
 

Pa
la

ta
l 

Ve
la

r 

De
n-

Al
v 

Aspirated Stop/affricate   pð tð çð cð kð 
Voiced Stop/affricate   b d ë j g 
Murmured Stop/affricate   bâ dâ ëâ jâ gâ 
Voiced Nasal Stop    m n ¥ Æ ¤ 
Voiced Lateral Approximant    l ¨ 
Voiced Tap Approximant    r 
Voiceless Fricative     s å ô   
Murmured voice [glottal fricative]       â 
Glide        y w/v 

 
  vowels: 
    i, i:, ¿, Â:  u, u:, Û, Û: 
        e, ¾        o, Ú 
      Ò, Ç 
      a, ½ 
  diphthongs:  
    Òy, Çy   Òw, Çw 
   [other diphthongs can be written by juxtaposing vowel graphs] 
  syllabic liquids: 
    rÅ, r Å: Ú, Ú: 
The character <Ì> has a murmured pronunciation in Nepali, which is what is indicated 
in the chart.  The visarga <X>, representing [h], is not listed since its use is restricted to 
syllable-final position. 
 For some languages using the script, in particular Hindi, a subscript dot is used 
to indicate certain consonant sounds not otherwise represented by the script.  These are 
listed in (3): 
 (3) LÜ [qÒ], SÜ [xÒ], UÜ [”Ò], kÜ [zÒ], yÜ [§Ò], � Ü [§ìÒ], �Ü [fÒ] 
 
Finally, a few words should be said about the Devanagari script as used for writing 
Nepali.  Nepali is the national language of Nepal and the language of public education 
                                                 
9 A few orthographies have put the visarga to other uses, e.g. Newari, which uses it to indicate vowel 
length.  Note that in Sanskrit, the visarga represents voiceless [h], not murmured [â], and thus the visarga 
is not an allograph of <h>, which is always murmured. 
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and of interethnic discourse.  All Nepalis below the age of, say, 60 are effectively bilin-
gual in Nepali, and to the extent that they are literate, they achieve literacy first in 
Nepali.  As we will see, these facts have a considerable influence on the way that the 
Devanagari script has been used for the six languages under consideration here. 
 The sound system of Nepali is represented quite well by the Devanagari script.  
A few graphemes are superfluous in the sense that they represent potential phonologi-
cal distinctions which are not made — or, in some cases, not normally made — when 
speaking Nepali.  These include: 

The distinction between the sibilant characters: 
(4) ¿, Ä, È  potentially [ô], [å], [s]  
The sounds represented by these characters are occasionally distinguished by 
educated Nepalis, but are not ordinarily distinguished in casual speech.   

The distinction between long and short <i> and <u>: 
(5) C, D and E, F 

The syllabic liquids and the retroflex lateral [the last found only in forms from Ve-
dic Sanskrit]: 

 (6) A≤ Å≤ lO≤ lø≤ ¬   
The anusv‚ra, which is often used to write homorganic nasals: 

(7) à 
The visarga, which, in any case, is found only in Sanskrit borrowings: 

 (8) : 
Many speakers of western dialects of Nepali fail to distinguish the dental and retroflex 
series, though these are distinguished in Standard Nepali and in the Nepali taught in 
the schools; the labiodental fricative and the bilabial stop are also not regularly distin-
guished. 
 The only sounds found in Nepali that have no dedicated characters in the tradi-
tional Devanagari script are the retroflex flaps [§] and [§ì].  Ordinarily, these are written 
with the characters for the voiced and murmured retroflex stops, though in a very few 
publications, mostly of a pedagogical nature, they may be written with the subscript dot 
beneath the retroflex stop characters, as in Hindi: 
 (9) yÜ  [§]      � Ü  [§ì] 
 There is only one orthographic innovation found in Nepali vis-à-vis other lan-
guages using the Devanagari script.  This involves the repha, the combinatory form of 
the <r> grapheme.  Before <y>, the repha is often written as in (10), 
 (10) ±ª  /ryÒ/ 
rather than as in (11), the standard method for writing the <ry> sequence word-
medially in Devanagari: 
 (11) ªå  /ryÒ/ 
 
4. phonological systems of the six tibeto-burman languages:  Now we will discuss 
the six Tibeto-Burman languages that are the objects of this study.  Below are charts 
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containing the phoneme sets of the six languages.  In each chart, phonemes that would 
require unconventional representations in the Devanagari script, but which require no 
modification or reinterpretation of characters are placed within plain rectangles; pho-
nemes which cannot be accommodated within the standard Devanagari script are 
placed within rectangles with double lines. 
 (12) chantyal (Noonan 2003)      
 
  consonants: 

Unaspirated Stop/affricate   p t c k 

La
bi

al
 

Pa
la

ta
l 

Ve
la

r 

Gl
ot

ta
l 

Al
ve

ol
ar

 

Aspirated Stop/affricate   pð tð cð kð 
Voiced Stop/affricate   b d j g 
Murmured Stop/affricate   bâ dâ jâ gâ 
Murmured Stop/affricate with Voiceless Onset pâ tâ câ kâ 
Murmured Stop/affricate with Vl Asp Onset thâ  khâ 
Voiced Nasal Stop    m n Æ ¤ 
Murmured Nasal Stop   mâ nâ Æâ   
Voiced Lateral Approximant    l 
Murmured Lateral Approximant   lâ 
Voiced Tap Approximant    r 
Murmured Tap Approximant    râ 
Voiceless Fricative     s    
Murmured Fricative     sâ   â 
Glide       y w 
Murmured Glide      ây âw 

 
  vowels: 
    i, ¿,    u, Û,  
        e, ¾        o, Ú 
      Ò, Ç 
      a, ½ 
Murmur could be considered a tone or a property of syllables in Chantyal, but is repre-
sented here as a property of initial consonants (Noonan 2003).  This corresponds to the 
intuitions of Chantyals, though in truth these intuitions may have been influenced by 
the conventions of the Devanagari script.  In any case, in writing, Chantyals inevitably 
treat murmur as a property of the syllabic onset, as we shall see. 
 (13) gurung (Glover 1974, 2002) 
 
 
 

Unaspirated Stop/affricate   p t ç c k 

Re
tro

fle
x 

Gl
ot

ta
l 

La
bi

al
 

Pa
la

ta
l 

Ve
la

r 

De
n-

Al
v 

Aspirated Stop/affricate   pð tð çð cð kð 
Voiced Stop/affricate   b d ë j g 
Voiced Nasal Stop    m n   ¤ 
Voiced Lateral Approximant    l  
Voiced Tap Approximant    r 
Voiceless Fricative     s,   Ñ    
Murmured Fricative         â 
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Glide        y w 
 
  vowels: 
    i, ¿    u, Û  
        e, e:, ¾       o, o:, Ú 
      a, ½ 
      a:, ½: 
  tones:  four tones; two are murmured.   
 
As in Chantyal, murmur may be associated with voiceless onsets and with resonant on-
sets.  The length contrast in vowels is marginal except for the low vowels. 
 (14) limbu (Michailovsky 2002)      
 
  consonants: 

Unaspirated Stop/affricate   p t c k ¨ 

La
bi

al
 

Pa
la

ta
l 

Ve
la

r 

Gl
ot

ta
l 

De
nt

al
 

Aspirated Stop/affricate   pð tð cð kð 
Voiced Nasal Stop    m n ny ¤ 
Voiced Lateral Approximant    l 
Voiced Tap Approximant    r 
Voiceless Fricatives     s   h 
Glides       y w 

 
  vowels: 
    i, i:,    iæ  u, u:, uæ 
         e,  eæ          o,        oæ 
            À, À:, Àæ         Ü, Ü:, Üæ 
          a, a:,  aæ 
 
Voiced consonants occur as positional variants of the voiceless consonants.  The glottal-
ized vowels are phonologically distinct from a vowel + glottal stop sequence, though 
phonetically they may not differ. 
 (15) sherpa (Kelly 2003)  
       
 
  consonants: 

Unaspirated Stop/affricate   p t,   ts ç c k  

Re
tro

fle
x 

Gl
ot

ta
l 

La
bi

al
 

Pa
la

ta
l 

Ve
la

r 

De
nt

-A
lv

 

Aspirated Stop/affricate   pð tð, tsð çð cð kð 
Voiced Stop/affricate   b d ë j g 
Voiced Nasal Stop    m n  Æ ¤ 
Lateral Approximant     l,   ù  
Tap Approximant     r,   ú 
Voilcess Fricative     s  ô   
Murmured voice [glottal fricative]       â 
Glide        y w 

 
  vowels: 
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    i         u 
       e      o 
      a    › 
 
  tone:  there are two phonemic tones 
 
Kelly (2003) maintains that there are two tones and a contrast, among the low tone 
words, between those with and those without murmured vowels:  e.g. /gò/ ‘door’ vs 
/gò¼/ ‘head’. This, no doubt, reflects an old tonal contrast, harking back to the time 
when Sherpa had a four-tone system, with two murmured tones.10   
 (16) tamang (Mazaudon 1993, 2003) 
 
 
 

Unaspirated Stop/affricate   p t ç c k 

Re
tro

fle
x 

Gl
ot

ta
l 

La
bi

al
 

Pa
la

ta
l 

Ve
la

r 

De
n-

Al
v 

Aspirated Stop/affricate   pð tð çð cð kð 
Voiced Nasal Stop    m n   ¤ 
Voiced Lateral Approximant    l  
Voiced Tap Approximant    r 
Voiceless Fricative     s    
Murmured Fricative         â 
Glide        y w 

 
  vowels: 
    i, ¿, i:, ¿:   u, Û, u:, Û: 
        e, ¾,    e:, ¾:  o:, Ú:,  o, Ú, 
               a, ½, a:, ½: 
  tones:  there are four tones; two are generally murmured 
 
Phonetic voiced stops occur in Tamang intervocalically, and also initially with the two 
low tones. 
 (17) thangmi (Turin 2003)  
       
 
  consonants: 

Unaspirated Stop/affricate   p t ç c k ¨ 

Re
tro

fle
x 

La
bi

al
 

Pa
la

ta
l 

Ve
la

r 

Gl
ot

ta
l 

De
n-

Al
v 

Aspirated Stop/affricate   pð tð çð cð kð 
Voiced Stop/affricate   b d ë j g 
Murmured Stop/affricate   bâ dâ ëâ jâ gâ 
Voiced Nasal Stop    m n ¥  ¤ 
Voiced Lateral Approximant    l  

                                                 
10 In any case, it would seem that there is a good deal of variation in the number of tonal contrasts in 
Sherpa:  Kelly’s two [or three] contrast with the four reported in Hale (1973) and by Schöttelndreyer 
(1973).  Hildebrandt (2003) and Noonan (ms) discuss the reduction or outright disappearance of tonal 
distinctions in the Bodish languages Manange and Nar-Phu under areal pressure from Nepali. 
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Voiced Tap Approximant    r 
Voiceless Fricative     s    
Murmured voice [glottal fricative]       â 
Glide        y w 

 
  vowels: 
    i         u 
       e      o 
         Ò 
        a 
 
5. how the script has been adapted for the six languages:  In this section I’ll dis-
cuss the ways in which those phonological distinctions deemed problematic for the 
Devanagari script have been handled in published works in the six languages.  Stan-
dardized orthographies utilizing the Devanagari script do not exist for any of the lan-
guages under consideration here, so I will report on the conventions used in published 
works that I have seen and on conventions proposed in works which discuss ortho-
graphic possibilities for individual languages.   
 I will not discuss orthographic conventions for diphthongs since the Devanagari 
script allows for the representation of diphthongs by the simple expedient of juxtapos-
ing vowels:  as long as the vowels can be written, the diphthongs they are found in can 
too. 
 In all, seven problematic phonological distinctions were uncovered in the last 
section:  alveolar affricates, murmur, voiceless liquids, tone, vowel length, additional 
vowels, and the glottal stop.  These will be discussed in turn. 
 5.1 alveolar affricates:  Alveolar affricates contrast with alveopalatal affri-
cates in Sherpa [and other languages in Nepal’s Tibetosphere].  They are problematic 
orthographically only in the sense that they are considered unitary phonemes in these 
languages.  In principle, there should be little difficulty writing the distinction in the 
Devanagari script: for example, „È could be used for [tsÒ] and g for [tôÒ].  In practice, 
the two series are written identically in all the samples of Sherpa that I’ve seen.11   
 The reason for this no doubt stems from the fact that the members of the ‘palatal’ 
series in Nepali have two allophones for many speakers:  an alveolar affricate and an 
alveopalatal affricate.  Since Sherpas do not distinguish the two series in Nepali, they 
similarly fail to distinguish the two in Sherpa, even though the means to do so is easily 
available. 
  5.2 murmur:  Apart from the cases where murmur is a concomitant of tone, 
murmur can be accommodated quite well within the Devanagari script.  In Chantyal, 
where murmured syllables have voiceless and resonant initials, murmur is transcribed 

                                                 
11 See, for example, the dictionary and other Sherpa materials available at: 
 http://sherpa.nepalresearch.org/
The romanization distinguishes the two series, but the Devanagari transcription does not. 
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with the character <Ì>, which in Nepali represents [â] not [h].  The syllable initial con-
sonant is written in its conjunct form: 
 (18) œÌ  =  /pâÒ/  ‰Ì  =  /thâÒ/  ¨Ì  =  /mâÒ/ 
  ÉÌ  =  /sâÒ/  hÌ  =  /câÒ/  MÌ  =  /kâÒ/ 
In practice, Chantyals prefer to reverse the sequence of <Ì> with syllable initial liquids 
and glides, producing: 
 (19) Ð  =  /râÒ/  Ñ  =  /lâÒ/12  Ò  =  /wâÒ/ 
  Ï  =  /yâÒ/ 
This is just as well for <r>, as the sequence <rh> in initial position would be clumsy to 
affect in Devanagari.  Either of the two possibilities in (20) would be required, 
 (20) ¯þÌ  =  /râÒ/  ¯Ì  =  /râÒ/ 
and the second could, potentially, be misinterpreted as the sequence /rÒâÒ/ is possible 
in Chantyal. 
 5.3 voiceless liquids:  Orthographically related to the previous problem is the 
problem of voiceless liquids.  These issues are related because the usual means of repre-
senting voiceless liquids in the languages in which they are found is with <Ì>, the same 
character used to represent murmur where there is no special character.  In Nepali, <Ì> 
is murmured, not voiceless; this would cause no particular problem in languages where 
<Ì> was not also being used to represent murmur.  The two languages in our sample 
that have voiceless liquids are tonal, and in both languages murmur is a concomitant of 
tone — of two of Gurung’s four tones and of one [or two] of Sherpa’s two [or three].  In 
either or both languages, therefore, <Ì> could also be used to transcribe tone.   
 In Sherpa, <Ì> is used to transcribe the voiceless tap and the voiceless lateral: 
 (21) Ð  = /úa/  µÌ  =  /ùa/ 
Note that Sherpas use opposite orders of the liquid character and the <Ì> character in 
writing the voiceless liquids.  In the Sherpa documents I’ve seen, the <Ì> character is 
also used with vowel-initial words with low tone:  such words are pronounced with 
phonetic murmur.   
 In Gurung, Glover has proposed to render the voiceless lateral fricative with the 
sequence <kl>:   
 (22) M´  = /Ña/ 
The justification for this is that the voiceless lateral fricative derived historically from 
the <kl> cluster, and some dialects still retain this cluster, which contains a prominent 
voiceless lateral [kùa]. 
 5.4 tone:  Before going on to talk about how tone can be represented in the 
Devanagari script, I should say few words about how tone is manifested in the Tibeto-
Burman languages of Nepal.  Tone in these languages is not the domain of the syllable, 

                                                 
12 I’ve also seen µÌ = /lâÒ/, which is easier to read. 
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as in the Sinitic languages, but rather of the word.  Root morphemes have inherent tone, 
which spreads over the suffixes, which have no inherent tone — there are almost no 
prefixes in these languages.  Therefore, in a perfectly phonemic orthographic system, it 
would only be necessary to specify tone once for each word:  each syllable need not be 
marked.13

 There is no straightforward way to write tones in the Devanagari script, and 
three of the languages under consideration here — Gurung, Sherpa, and Tamang — are 
tonal.  However, since murmur is a concomitant of certain tones in all these languages, 
the Devanagari murmured stops and affricates and the character <Ì> could be used to 
distinguish some of the tones from the others.  This is in fact done in all these languages 
to some degree. 
 As noted, tones are not written in Sherpa save for the convention of writing <Ì> 
in words with low tone beginning with vowels.  This failure to mark tone extends also 
to minimal pairs reported by Kelly (2003) as being distinguished solely by murmur, for 
example in the online Sherpa dictionary referred to earlier.  In this respect, Sherpa is 
alone among the languages in our sample in not using the Devanagari murmured stop 
and affricate characters to distinguish some tones.14  
 Tamang has four tones, two of which are typically accompanied by murmur or 
by voiced initial consonants.  In works written by Tamangs, the two historically low 
tones15 are written with murmured or voiced initials; the murmured initials are written 
with either the existing Devanagari murmured stop and affricate characters or with se-
quences of consonants and <Ì> as described above for Chantyal.  The tonal distinctions 
between the two non-murmured tones and the two murmured tones are not written. 
 Mazaudon (1993) has proposed two techniques for writing all four of Tamang’s 
tones, though I am not aware of publications which have taken up her suggestions.  The 
first technique would employ numbers to mark tones in a manner analogous to the way 
tones are often indicated in linguist’s transcriptions, e.g. publications by Mazaudon her-
self.  The second would use voiced and murmured characters as noted above to indicate 
the two historic low tones, and use an apostrophe to distinguish the other tonal con-
trasts.16  This would result in tone transcriptions like the following, from Mazaudon 
(1993):17

 (23)   phonetic tone  murmured or voiced  
    transcription numbers characters + apostrophe 

  ‘god’  1la  1´ç  ´ç 
  ‘eye’  2mi:  2§ë:  ‘§ë: 
                                                 
13 For more information on this see Mazaudon (1973, 1978, 1993-4). 
14 This, most likely, is further evidence for the decline of tonal distinctions in Sherpa noted earlier. 
15 There is considerable variation in Tamang dialects as to how the contemporary tones are pronounced 
as Mazaudon has documented in a number of publications, for example Mazaudon (1993-4). 
16 The use of the apostrophe in linguist’s transcriptions of tonal contrasts in Tamang goes back at least to 
Hari (1970). 
17 The transcription in (23) incorporates Mazaudon’s suggestions for indicating vowel length. These will 
be discussed below.   
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  ‘hill’  3ri  3¯ê  ¯Ìë   
  ‘thief’  4jo  4ªü  ‘«Ìü 
 
  ‘chest’  1ku  1Lì  Lì 
  ‘chin’  2kam  2Lç§  ‘Lç§ 
  ‘back’  3ko  3Lü  Uü 
  ‘thatch’ 4ki  4Lë  ‘Uë 
An alternative possibility suggested by Mazaudon is that the subscript dot be used to 
indicate murmur, as in LÜë ‘thatch’.  As noted, I’m not aware of any Tamang speakers 
using the superscript numbers, the apostrophe, or the subscript dot to indicate tone. 
 Gurung, like Tamang, has four tones.  In writing these tones, Gurung writers 
have used the Devanagari murmured characters to indicate the two murmured tones, 
but most writers, again like the Tamangs, have not distinguished the two non-
murmured tones and the two murmured ones.   There is one exception, however.  R.B. 
Gurung in his 1998 dictionary uses the murmured characters to write the murmured 
tones, and uses the Devanagari distinction between between long and short <i> and 
<u>, <C> and <E> versus <D> and <F>, to distinguish between the murmured and non-
murmured tones when the roots contain either of these vowels.  The long versions are 
used for what Sprigg (1995) refers to as ‘contour tones’, the short versions for the level 
tones. It turns out that the greatest functional load in terms of frequency in distinguish-
ing the contoured and non-contoured pairs is on the <i> and <u> vowels, as noted by 
Glover (2002).  So, while this device is not available for the other vowels [recall that Gu-
rung /a/ and /a:/ are phonemically distinct], it is has some utility.  [Recall also that there 
is no length distinction in high vowels in Gurung.]  Examples, from Glover (2002), can 
be found in (24): 
 (24) non-murmured non-murmured murmured murmured 
  non-contoured contoured non-contoured contoured 

         éL       Lë        éMÌ     MÌë 
For the other vowels, only the murmured/non-murmured is marked: 
 (25) non-murmured non-murmured murmured murmured 
  non-contoured contoured non-contoured contoured 

         Lù         Lù         MÌù      MÌù 
 5.5 vowel length:  Three of the languages under consideration here have a pho-
nemic distinction between long and short vowels:  Gurung, Limbu, and Tamang.  The 
Devanagari script can accommodate length distinctions in high and low vowels, but not 
in mid vowels, and all three languages distinguish long and short mid vowels.  Limbu 
has, in addition, a quality distinction in mid vowels which will be discussed in the next 
section. 
 The length contrast in Gurung is found only in mid and low vowels and is quite 
marginal except in the low vowels, which can easily by accommodated in Devanagari.  
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Gurung authors do not write vowel length except in the low vowels, and write length 
for these vowels consistently. 
 Tamang distinguishes vowel length at all vowel positions.  As noted, the Deva-
nagari script is equipped with the means to write length distinctions with high and low 
vowels, though not with mid vowels.  While this orthographic means is available for 
writing vowel length, it is not used consistently by Tamang writers.  There are two rea-
sons for this.  First, Tamangs learn to use the Devanagari script in Nepali-medium 
schools, and in Nepali there is no phonemic difference in vowel length, though there is 
a quality difference between low vowels which is written with the <A> and <Aç> 
graphemes and their allographs.  The orthographic long and short high vowel charac-
ters are simply a nuisance in learning to spell Nepali, since they are pronounced identi-
cally and are written on a non-transparent etymological basis.  Tamang writers, there-
fore, do not associate these graphemes with the length distinctions in their language 
and write them in Tamang with no regard to their phonetic potential.   
 Second, with regard to the graphemes that can be used to write long and short 
low vowels:  in Nepali these characters are used to write vowels which differ in quality, 
[·]~[¾] versus [¸], not in length, whereas in Tamang there is a true length distinction: [¸] 
versus [¸:].  Since Tamang has [¸] but not [·]~[¾], writers often use the long <Aç> graph-
eme to write both long and short phonemes, particularly at the ends of words, though 
in other positions the the long and short vowels may be distinguished by the <A> and 
<Aç> graphemes, albeit inconsistenly. 
 Needless to say, the length difference in mid vowels is not written at all. 
 Mazaudon (1993) has proposed that the Devanagari character visarga be used to 
indicate vowel length for Tamang.  The visarga could be used either as the sole means 
for writing long vowels or as an adjunct to the Devanagari long and short vowel charac-
ters.  If the visarga is used as the sole means, she suggests using the long vowel charac-
ters for the short vowels.  Her proposals are illustrated in (26): 
 (26) phonetic visarga as visarga as 
    adjunct  sole means 

  ka  L  Lç    
  ka:  Lç  Lç:   
  ki  éL  Lë   
  ki:  Lë  Lë:   
  ku  Lí  Lò   
  ku:  Lò  Lò: 
  ke  Lù  Lù   
  ke:  Lù:  Lù:   
  ko  Lü  Lü   
  ko:  Lü:  Lü:   
So far as I am aware, these conventions have not been observed by Tamang writers. 
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 For Limbu, on the other hand, the visarga has been used for publications in the 
Devanagari script to indicate vowel length.  Limbu writers are likely to know the Limbu 
script, in which the vowel length distinctions found in the language can be written effi-
ciently.  Since most writers are fully aware of the existence of these length distinctions 
and that they may be written, they are prepared to use available devices to write them 
when using the Devanagari script.   
 5.6 additional vowels qualities:  In our sample, only one language has dis-
tinctions in vowel quality that cannot be straightforwardly accommodated within the 
Devanagari script.  Limbu distinguishes /À/ from /e/ and /Ü/ from /o/, as well as their 
long counterparts.  The Limbu script has graphemes for these phonemes, and when 
Limbus write their language in the Devanagari script they are aware that the distinc-
tions can be written.  In Devanagari script, the lower mid vowels are written with the 
mid-vowel characters together with the subscript dot: 
 
 (27) phonetic limbu in devanagari 

  ke  Lù 
  kÀ  LùÜ 
  ko  Lü 
  kÜ  LÜü 
  ke:  Lù: 
  kÀ:  LùÜ: 
  ko:  Lü: 
  kÜ:  LÜü: 
While it is certainly not the case that these conventions are always observed when writ-
ing the Devanagari script, it is not difficult to find printed examples utilizing them.18  
 5.7 glottal stop:  Two languages in our sample have a distinctive glottal stop, 
Limbu and Thangmi.  In writing Limbu in the Devanagari script, a new glottal stop 
character, <…> has been come into use.  As noted in section 2.3, there is now a Unicode 
encoding for this character within the Devanagari character set.  In the printed samples 
I’ve seen, the roman interrogation sign <?> is normally used in place of this Devanagari 
character since typesetters already have this sign for setting English.  Some recent com-
puter typefaces for Devanagari — the Annapurna typeface, for example, available from 
the Summer Institute of Linguistics — currently include this character, which, inciden-
tally, is identical to the phonetic character for a glottal stop.   The character may also be 
written with a horizontal headstroke, as in (28): 

 (28)  
 The first published Thangmi dictionary [Turin & Thami 2003] uses the novel 
technique of employing the halant, ordinarily used to negate the inherent vowel, to in-

                                                 
18 For example Kaila (2052 [1995]). 
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dicate the glottal stop.  In this use, the halant is appended to vowel characters.  In (29), 
we see the Limbu and Thangmi conventions for indicating the glottal stop: 
 (29) phonetic limbu in devanagari thangmi in devanagari 

  ko¨  Lü…   Lüþ 
 
6. superfluous graphemes:  Earlier in the paper I discussed the fact that the Devana-
gari script contains more graphemes than are strictly necessary for a perfect phoneme-
to-grapheme representation of Nepali.  This results from the fact that the standard spell-
ing is largely etymological and the alphabet is identical to the one used for writing San-
skrit.  Because literacy in Nepal almost always begins in a Nepali language context, 
those writing the six languages of our sample transcribe obvious Nepali borrowings 
with their standard Nepali spellings insofar as possible, even when the distinctions the 
spellings encode are not used in the writer’s own language — or in Nepali.  Since some 
of these languages, most especially Chantyal,19 have borrowed vast numbers of Nepali 
vocabulary items, Nepali spelling conventions will necessarily leak into whatever addi-
tional conventions are required for the language being written. 
 Even when writing words clearly not borrowed from Nepali, Nepali spelling 
conventions — and, indeed, the look of Nepali written on the page — affect the way our 
six languages are written.  For example, four of the languages do not contrast long and 
short high vowels.  Nonetheless, most writers of those languages make use of both the 
long and short graphemes in writing. In general, the distribution seems to be based on 
what can only be described as aesthetic considerations.  This is most pronounced with 
regard to the <C> and <D> graphemes:  the long vowel grapheme, with an arc extending 
leftward over the horizontal bar is written at the ends of words; the short vowel graph-
eme, with an arc extending rightward over the horizontal bar, is written elsewhere.  An 
example, taken from Chantyal, is found in (30):  
 (30) éhÌ™kê   /câinji/   ‘finished’ 
It is remarkable how consistent writers are in applying this particular convention in 
these languages. 
 
7. conclusions:  Two sorts of conclusions can be drawn from the discussion above. The 
first concern changes to the Devanagari script which have typographic consequences; 
the second concern general conclusions regarding the modes of adaption of the Deva-
nagari script for the languages in our sample. 
 With regard to the first, a few conclusions are summarized in (31): 
 (31) 

1. With the exception of the character for the glottal stop, which has already 
been assigned Unicode encoding, there are no new characters requiring spe-
cial encoding which are regularly used by writers in the languages of our 
sample. 

                                                 
19 In Noonan (1996) it is estimated that 74% of Chantyal vocabulary is borrowed from Nepali. 
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2. There are some character combinations, commonly used for some of the lan-
guages of our sample, which are not found in Nepali and other Indic lan-
guages using the Devanagari script.  These include combinations of <Ì> and 
other consonants, the use of the subscript dot to indicate vowel quality, and 
the use of the halant to indicate the glottal stop.  All of these, however, can be 
accommodated within standard Devanagari digital typefaces. 

3. If Tamangs were to adopt Mazaudon’s suggestions for using superscript 
Devanagari numerals for transcribing tone, these numerals would require 
special encoding — assuming that such coding has not already been assigned. 

Some general conclusions are listed in (32): 
 (32) 

1. It’s clear that spelling conventions that people are exposed to in formal set-
tings — in school, in literacy programs, etc. — even if these are in the medium 
of another language, determine how people will use the resources of the 
script when applied to their own languages. 

2. Most writers adopt a rough and ready approach to writing their native lan-
guages, missing many distinctions and adhering to Nepali conventions wher-
ever possible; where the Devangari script using Nepali orthographic conven-
tions fail to render a phonemic distinction, the distinction is ignored. 

3. Where the Devanagari script is adapted to the phonologies of these lan-
guages, it is only because of the existence of appropriate graphemes and an 
appropriate pronunciation of those graphemes in the Nepali of the schools.  
The uses to which the <Ì> has been put are examples of this principle.  

4. The proposals of foreign linguists are usually ignored by native writers.  
However, the works produced by linguists using reformed orthographies 
[high prestige dictionaries, translations, etc.] are often a source of community 
pride and the conventions used in such works may ultimately influence writ-
ing in these languages.  Adoption of these proposals by community organiza-
tions could be decisive, particularly if they are used in active native-language 
literacy campaigns, but all this has not yet happened. 

5. The existence of a widely-used alternative script better adapted to the lan-
guage, as we find in Limbu, encourages the use of alternative conventions in 
the Devanagari script by native language writers. 
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