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Abstract

The Bengali language has its own syllabic script. However, it was originally invented to write Sanskrit. 
Therefore, as regards its concept and structure, it is a true copy of the Deva-nāgarī script, which is one of 
the most excellent systems of writing, suited perfectly to the phonetics of Sanskrit. Unfortunately, one cannot 
say the same in the case of Bengali. The Bengali script and pronunciation do not always go hand in hand 
with each other. In some cases, the discrepancies between the script and pronunciation are very great. As 
a result, reading Bengali can sometimes be very difficult (especially for foreigners). The aim of this paper 
is to demonstrate the differences between the Bengali script and its pronunciation system, by example of 
the notation of vowels, semivowels, diphthongs, consonants and consonant clusters.

The Bengali language has its own syllabic script. Syllabic means that each character 
for a consonant carries an inherent vowel [D], sometimes pronounced as [/], and this 
phenomenon will be discussed below as a flagship example of the incompatibility of 
this script and Bengali pronunciation. 

In the history of the Bengali writing system, we can distinguish four stages of 
development: Proto-Bengali, Old Bengali, Premodern Bengali and Modern Bengali 
(Dimitrov 2002: 29). The Modern Bengali script is the outcome of the evolution of 
the Proto-Bengali script. In the 15-16th century, the Bengali alphabet was already fully 
developed. The modern script was formalised in 1778 when Charles Wilkins introduced 
printing in Bengali. In the 19th century a few characters were modernised and as a result 
of the introduction of printing the Bengali characters received their contemporary standard 
shapes. As for the origin of the Bengali script, the scholars can only agree that it comes 
from the Brāhmī script, which is the ancestor of most of the Indian alphabets. About 
the details of that process scholarly opinions vary. For example, according to Bühler 
(Diringer 1972: 361) the Proto-Bengali script evolved from a variant of Nāgarī used 
towards the end of the 11th century in eastern India. On the other hand, S.N. Chakravarti 
(Chakravarti 1938: 351-381) believes that the development of the Bengali writing system 
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took an independent road. According to him, from the eastern variant of the monumental 
North Indian script known as Gupta two branches evolved: eastern and western. From 
the western variety the Siddha-māt{kā script originated, and from that the Nāgarī script, 
also called Deva-nāgarī, which was used to write Sanskrit, while the eastern branch 
developed independently from the 7th to 9th century, gradually taking on features of the 
Proto-Bengali script, which came into being in the 10th century. One cannot, however, 
exclude some influence of Nāgarī on the Proto-Bengali script.

The Bengali script was originally invented to write Sanskrit.� Therefore, as regards 
its concept and structure, it is a true copy of the Deva-nāgarī script, which is one of 
the most excellent systems of writing, suited perfectly to the phonetics of Sanskrit. 
Unfortunately, one cannot say the same in the case of Bengali. The Bengali script and 
pronunciation do not always go hand in hand with each other. Divergences must surely 
have already been present at the period when the Proto-Bengali script was being formed, 
and with time, while the language developed, they even broadened. In some cases, the 
discrepancies between script and pronunciation are very great. As a result, reading Bengali 
might sometimes be very difficult (especially for foreigners).

It should also be mentioned that not only were tat-samas (Sanskrit words) written 
according to the Sanskrit orthographic rules, but “the ghost of Sanskrit” also haunted 
Bengali words (tad-bhava). For example, the Bengali relative pronouns ‘which, what 
type of’ and the verb ‘to go’, written in the beginning as েজ, জাহা, িজিন and জাওআ later on 
adopted the consonant য ya instead of জ ja because of the Sanskrit relative pronoun yad 
‘which, what type of’, and the verb √yā, ‘to go, move’ (Chatterji 1975: 227).

The aim of this paper is to demonstrate the differences between the Bengali script and 
its pronunciation system, by example of the notation of vowels, semivowels, diphthongs, 
consonants and consonant clusters.

Vowels

In the Bengali alphabet there are nine letters representing vowels: অ, আ, ই, ঈ, ও, উ, 
ঊ, এ, ঋ, however in Standard Colloquial Bengali there are only seven vowels: [D], [!], 
[)], [/], [5], [%], [“]. The difference comes from the fact that, firstly, in the Bengali 
language there is no notion of vowel length, the single vowel [5] responds to the letters 
উ and ঊ, and one vowel [)] to the letters ই and ঈ. It does not mean, however, that there 
are no long vowels in the Bengali language. Each vowel can be pronounced long but 
length is not its distinctive feature. Words of one syllable, when isolated, have their 
vowel long, but when these words are made longer by the addition of inflections or 
affixes, they become short. For example, words such as িদন din [$)ó.] ‘a day’, গঁদ gõd 
['D½ó$] ‘gum’, েবান bon ["/ó.] ‘a sister’, মা mā [-!ó] ‘a mother’ have the vowel long. But 

�	 There are only three new letters in Bengali that are not found in the Deva-nāgarī script: ড় ṛa, ঢ় ṛha, 
য় ẏa.
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with an inflexion suffix their vowels will be short, for example িদেনর diner [$).%2] ‘of a 
day’ or গঁেদ gõde ['D½$%] ‘in gum’.

Secondly, the pronunciation of the Sanskrit vowel represented by ঋ { has changed. 
In Bengali it lost its syllabic sonorant feature. Nowadays it is pronounced as [2)] 
– a combination of the consonant [2] and the vowel [)], and its presence results in 
gemination of the preceding consonant, for example the word অমৃত am{ta is pronounced as  
[D--2)4/].

Towards the end of the Middle Bengali period there appeared however a new vowel 
– [“] that did not have its own letter in the Bengali alphabet and was present only in 
word-initial position. Most often to represent it in an absolute word-initial position, the 
letter এ is used, more seldom the letter অ�া (generally in English words), while after 
consonants one can use ে, �া or �. We see thus that the same letter এ or ে represents two 
different vowels [%] and [“], for example the word েদশ deś ‘a country’ is pronounced 
[$%ós], but the word েখলা khelā ‘a play, game’ is pronounced as [+H“,!]. Other examples: 
একা ekā [“+!] ‘one; alone’, but একিট ekṭi [%+x)] ‘one’. There exist, of course, rules governing 
when to pronounce the characters এ or ে as [“], but they are complicated and have many 
exceptions. It is not the place here to present them as we only want to point out the 
problem.

The second letter that has a double pronunciation is অ, whose case is even more complex 
as this letter represents the vowel inherent to each consonant character. Theoretically, 
this is the vowel [D], but in the Bengali language there is a tendency to pronounce it as 
[/], although this pronunciation does not find its way into the orthography, for example 
the word পট paṭ ‘a canvas for painting’ is pronounced as [0Dóx] but the word পিট paṭi 
‘a bandage’ is pronounced [0/x)]. Similarly, the word মশা maśā ‘a mosquito’ is pronounced 
[-Ds!] but the word মসী masī is pronounced as [-/s)]. In these particular examples the 
changes of pronunciation are results of the application of the rule of vowel harmony, 
but in other examples the pronunciation of the vowel [D] as [/] is not that obvious. For 
example the word ভাল bhāla ‘good’ is pronounced ["H!,/] in compliance with the rule of 
the Standard Colloquial Bengali requiring all final [D] to become [/] and with the fact 
that in the majority of disyllabic adjectives the word-final [D] is pronounced as [/].

With the vowel [D] there is also another problem, namely in the Modern Bengali 
Language it is generally not pronounced in word-final position, even though at the end 
of a word there is no hasanta whose task is to mark the absence of this vowel, for 
example the words হাত hāt ‘a hand’ [V!ó4], আকাশ ākāś ‘a sky’ [!+!s] are pronounced 
without word-final [D]. There are however some exceptions to this rule. Thus the vowel 
[D] is pronounced in word-final position in the following cases (we should remember 
that the pronunciation is always [/]): when it is proceeded by a consonant cluster; when 
the proceeding syllable ends with anusvāra or visarga; when the word ends in ‑য়,‑ঢ়,‑হ. 
These are only some of the rules of the word-final pronunciation of the vowel [D]. 
Examples: কম� karma [+D2-/] ‘a work’, হংস haṁsa [VDcs/] ‘drake’, দুঃখ duḥkha [$5++H/] 
‘sorrow’, ি�য় priẏa [02)*/] ‘a beloved person’, গাঢ় gāṛha ['!mH/] ‘thick’, েদহ deha [$%W/] 
‘a body’. 
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In the Bengali language one finds words of identical spelling but with different 
pronunciation, for example কাল kāl ‘black’ is pronounced as [+!,/], but in the sense of 
‘time’ it is pronounced without the final vowel, i.e. [+!ó,]; similarly the word মত mat in 
the meaning of ‘similar to’ is pronounced as [-D4/], however in the sense of ‘opinion’ 
– [-Dó4]. To avoid misunderstanding, different spelling has recently been introduced: 
কােলা ‘black’, মেতা ‘similar to’.

Semivowels

In the Bengali language there are four semivowels, but only one of them has its own 
letter: [%è] = য়. The other semivowels are represented by characters representing vowels: 
to represent the semivowel [)è] the letter ই is used, to represent the semivowel [/è] the 
letter ও, while the semivowel [5è] is represented by the letter উ. Semivowels occur in 
the Bengali language as the second component of a diphthong. The Bengali language 
possesses a large number of diphthongs (various scholars give various numbers, let us 
assume here that there are sixteen of them), although in the alphabet there are only two 
separate letters for them. The application of characters representing vowels to stand for 
diphthongs may result – though these are quite rare cases – in inaccuracy of pronunciation, 
for example not knowing the context of the word পাই pāi one can pronounce it as [0!)] 
or [0!)è]. The word pronounced as [0!)] means ‘the very leg’ and is a compound of the 
word পা pā [0!ó] ‘a leg’ and an emphatic particle ই [)], meaning that it is just the leg that 
we are talking about, and the combination of আই āi [!)] does not form a diphthong. By 
contrast, the word পাই pāi pronounced as [0!)è] means ‘I get’ and it is the first person of 
the verb ‘to get’ in the simple present tense.

Moreover, two Bengali semivowels appear in the form of euphonic glides: the 
semivowel [%è] as an euphonic glide is written with the letter য়, while the semivowel [/è] 
with letters ও, ওয়. and য়. Examples: মায়া māẏā [maja] ‘illusion’, হাওয়া hāoẏā [W!7!] ‘air, 
wind’, ক�েয়া kuẏo [+57/] ‘a well’.

Consonants

In the Bengali language there are thirty five letters representing consonants, while the 
number of consonants is thirty. Some characters representing consonants are of identical 
pronunciation, for example জ্ j and য্ y are pronounced as the consonant [œ]; শ্ ś, ষ্ ṣ, and 
স্ s (with a few exceptions) are pronounced as the consonant [s]; ন্ n, ণ্ ṇ and ঞ্ ñ as the 
consonant [.]; � ṅ and ং ṁ as the consonant [c], � t and ৎ t̖ as the consonant [4].

On the other hand, two letters have a double pronunciation: the consonant ঞ্ ñ is 
in general pronounced as alveolar [.], but in the word িমঞা miñā it is pronounced as 
a nasalised semivowel [%è] (or more precisely a glide) – [-)%è½!]. While the letter স্ s 
is in general pronounced as a postaveolar [s], and in some cases it is pronounced as 
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alveolar [3]. This is the case, for example, in careful pronunciation of English words 
and in consonant clusters before t, th, n, r, l, k, kh, p, ph. The rules are however very 
complicated because the pronunciation depends on the position in a word, for example 
�ান sthān [34H!ó.] ‘a place’, �ান snān [3.!ó.] ‘a bath’, অ�ীল aślīl [D33,),] ‘obscene’ (though 
in the latter case the pronunciation [Dss,),] is also possible), �� skandha [3+D.$H/] ‘a 
shoulder’, but নম�ার namaskār [./-/s+!2/.D-/s+!2] ‘a salute’.

It should also be noted that two Bengali letters, ন্ n and স্ s, though they are spoken 
of as dantya ‘dental’ are never pronounced as dental but postalveolar.

Consonant clusters

Most problems are related to the pronunciation of consonant clusters. In most cases 
they are pronounced by articulating their components one by one. There are, however, 
some ligatures which have specific pronunciation rules, among them ligatures � kṣa and 
� jña, as well as the ligatures of which the first component is the consonant হ্ h.

Ligature � is theoretically a combination of letters ক্ + ষ k+ṣa, the phonetic value 
of which in Sanskrit is [+s!]. However, in Bengali the pronunciation of this cluster has 
changed and its value is that of খ্+�, therefore it behaves as a conjunct of the letter খ্ kh 
with so-called য-ফলা ya-phalā‚ (see below). In word-initial position it is pronounced as 
[+H], for example �ুধা kṣudhā [+H5$H!] ‘hunger’, while medially and in word-final position 
as [++H], for example প� pakṣa [0/++H/] ‘a wing; a side’.

Ligature � is the conjunct of letters জ্ + ঞ j+ña, and in Sanskrit it is pronounced 
as [œb!], e.g. [œb!ó.!] ‘cognition, knowledge’. In Bengali, the character behaves like a 
conjunct of গ্+� g+y with the following vowel nasalised. So in word-initial position it is 
pronounced as ['“½], e.g. �ান jñān ['“½ó.], but in medial position and at the end of a word 
its pronunciation is [''], e.g. আ�া ājñā [!''!½]. There are, however, some exceptions, e.g. 
the word িব�ান vijñān ‘a science’ is pronounced as [")''“½.]. One should pay attention to 
the nasalisation of a contiguous vowel in the pronunciation of this conjunct.

The rules of the pronunciation of consonant conjuncts are very complicated when 
their first element is the letter হ্ h. If the second component of the ligature is the letter 
ণ ṇa, ন na, ম ma or ল la, the ligature may be pronounced in two ways: [V] may come 
after the consonant which it precedes in writing, or is silent itself while doubling the 
connected consonant, e.g. the word অপরা� aparāhna ‘an afternoon’ may be pronounced 
[D0/2!.V/] or [D0/2!../], while the word �া�ণ brāhmaṇ ‘a brahman’ as ["2!-W/.] or 
["2!--/.]. The ligature হ�্ h + y is pronounced in the initial syllable as [V“½], in others 
as [œœH], e.g. হঁ�া hya [W“½ó], ‘yes’, সহ� sahya [s/œœH/] ‘endurable’. Whereas the ligature 
� h + v is pronounced as [/è"H] or [/èW], e.g. আ�ান āhvān ‘an invitation, a call’ may be 
pronounced as [!/è"H!.] or [!/èV!.].

Some letters occur as the second element of consonant conjuncts in the form called 
phalā, which means ‘a consonantal symbol added to another letter’. They modify the 
preceding consonant, and sometimes even the contiguous vowel. In the form of phalā one 
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can see: ম ma, য ya, ব va, র ra and ল la. The two former ones behave in a very similar 
way: in the initial syllable they are silent but modify the contiguous vowel, e.g. ma-phalā 
may (but it is not a rule) cause nasalisation of the contiguous vowel, e.g. �শান śmaśān 
[sDs!./sD½s!.], and ya-phalā modifies the following [D] or [a] into [“], e.g. ব�� vyasta ["“34/] 
‘busy’. On the other hand va-phalā is silent in the initial syllable of the word and does 
not bring about any changes of the contiguous vowel, e.g. �ার dvār [$!ó2] ‘a door’. By 
contrast, ra-phalā and la-phalā in the initial syllable of the word are pronounced in the 
order of their occurrence. They do not bring about any changes to the contiguous vowel 
either, e.g. �িত prati [02/4)] ‘every, each’, ে�শ kleś [+,%ós] ‘a trouble, sorrow’. In word-
medial position all the above-mentioned phalās make the preceding consonant doubled 
in pronunciation, e.g. প� padma [0D$$/½] ‘a lotus’, গদ� gadya ['/$$/] ‘prose’, অ� [Dss/] 
aśva ‘a horse’, শ� śatru [s/4425] ‘an enemy’, শু� śukla [s5++,/] ‘bright’.

Gemination of the (preceding) consonant may also be caused by the letter ঋ which 
has the phonetic value of [2)], as well as by reph – the sign of the Bengali consonant 
letter indicating the preceding [r] sound (in this case it is gemination of the following 
consonant), e.g. দপ� [$D2(p)0/] ‘vanity’. It is considered, however, that this gemination is 
partial – that is why it is marked in brackets.

Visarga

One should also pay attention to visarga. In the Bengali language it is only pronounced 
at the end of a word in exclamations, e.g. আঃ āḥ [!ó(]. In a medial position it is silent 
but its influence appears in gemination of the following consonant, e.g. দুঃখ duḥkha 
[$5++H/] ‘sorrow’. At the end of a word it is not pronounced either, but it does not cause 
gemination of the consonant, it just changes the pronunciation of the contiguous vowel 
[D] into [o], e.g. �মশঃ kramaśaḥ [+2/-/s/] ‘gradually’.

Conclusion

On the ground of the above-mentioned examples it becomes obvious that the Bengali 
script is not compatible with its pronunciation. The same vowels and consonants are 
represented by various letters, while in turn some letters may have various pronunciations. 
The pronunciation of consonant conjuncts, especially of those with phalās is very 
complicated. As for orthography, it is definitely much easier for people (and particularly in 
writing of the Sanskrit tat-sama words) who have some knowledge of Sanskrit. Otherwise, 
the name of the goddess Sarasvati সর�তী Sarasvatī [sD2/ss/4)] might be written in several 
ways, e.g. �র�তী Svaraśvatī, সরশ�তী Saraśyatī, �রস�তী Svarasyatī, শর�তী Śarasvatī, �রশ�তী 
Svaraśyatī. 

A knowledge of Sanskrit does not help, however, in the correct pronunciation of 
Bengali words. For this one needs to know some rules, which unfortunately, as we have 
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seen, have lots of exceptions. Bengali pronunciation is one of the most troublesome issues 
in mastering the Bengali language, and most difficult are the pronunciation rules not 
represented in writing, first of all the pronunciation of the vowel [D], which theoretically 
is inherently present in every consonant as [/].

Bibliography

Bhattacharya S., 1996. Vāṁlā uccāraṇ abhidhān. Kalikātā, Sāhitẏa Saṁsad.
Chakravarti S.N., 1938. “Development of the Bengali Alphabet from the Fifth Century A.D. to the End 

of Muhammadan Rule”, Journal of the Royal Asiatic Society of Bengal 4/14: 351-391.
Chatterji S.K., 1975 (reprint). The Origin and Development of the Bengali Language. Calcutta, Rupa 

& Co.
Choudhury J., 1993. Bānān o uccāraṇ. Ḍhākā, Vāṁlā Ekāḍemi.
Dimitrov D., 2002. “Tables of Old Bengali Script”, Indian and Tibetan Studies 53: 27-78.
Diringer D., 1972. Alfabet. Warszawa, Państwowy Instytut Wydawniczy.


