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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-nagart 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
aresult, 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 [0], sometimes pronounced as [o], 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 15-16™ century, the Bengali alphabet was already fully
developed. The modern script was formalised in 1778 when Charles Wilkins introduced
printing in Bengali. In the 19" 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 Brahmi script, which is the ancestor of most of the Indian alphabets. About
the details of that process scholarly opinions vary. For example, according to Bihler
(Diringer 1972: 361) the Proto-Bengali script evolved from a variant of NagarT used
towards the end of the 11 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-matka script originated, and from that the Nagart script,
also called Deva-nagari, which was used to write Sanskrit, while the eastern branch
developed independently from the 7t to 9™ century, gradually taking on features of the
Proto-Bengali script, which came into being in the 10 century. One cannot, however,
exclude some influence of Nagart 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-ndagarr 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 fat-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 &, &%, f&f and wiesi later on
adopted the consonant ¥ ya instead of & ja because of the Sanskrit relative pronoun yad
‘which, what type of’, and the verb ya, ‘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: @, @I, 2, %, @, T,
T, ¢, ¥, however in Standard Colloquial Bengali there are only seven vowels: [0], [a],
[i], [o], [ul, [e], [&]. The difference comes from the fact that, firstly, in the Bengali
language there is no notion of vowel length, the single vowel [u] responds to the letters
T and ©, and one vowel [i] to the letters 2 and %. 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 ™ din [din] ‘a day’, "™ god
[g5:d] ‘gum’, W@H bon [boin] ‘a sister’, = ma [ma:] ‘a mother’ have the vowel long. But

! There are only three new letters in Bengali that are not found in the Deva-nagart script: © ra,  rha,
Tya.
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with an inflexion suffix their vowels will be short, for example Wt¥a diner [diner] ‘of a
day’ or fmm gade [gide] ‘in gum’.

Secondly, the pronunciation of the Sanskrit vowel represented by ¥ r has changed.
In Bengali it lost its syllabic sonorant feature. Nowadays it is pronounced as [ri]
— acombination of the consonant [r] and the vowel [i], and its presence results in
gemination of the preceding consonant, for example the word SI¥® amyta is pronounced as
[ommirito].

Towards the end of the Middle Bengali period there appeared however a new vowel
— [e] 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 @ is used, more seldom the letter =T (generally in English words), while after
consonants one can use T, 7 or 7. We see thus that the same letter @ or T represents two
different vowels [e] and [«], for example the word ™™ des ‘a country’ is pronounced
[de:f], but the word T@ khela ‘a play, game’ is pronounced as [k"zla]. Other examples:
@3l eka [eka] ‘one; alone’, but @& ekti [ekti] ‘one’. There exist, of course, rules governing
when to pronounce the characters @ or T 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 ™, whose case is even more complex
as this letter represents the vowel inherent to each consonant character. Theoretically,
this is the vowel [o], but in the Bengali language there is a tendency to pronounce it as
[0], although this pronunciation does not find its way into the orthography, for example
the word % pat ‘a canvas for painting’ is pronounced as [po:f] but the word #f6 pati
‘a bandage’ is pronounced [poti]. Similarly, the word S masa ‘a mosquito’ is pronounced
[mofa] but the word 3 mast is pronounced as [mofi]. 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 [0] as [o0] is not that obvious. For
example the word ©& bhala ‘good’ is pronounced [b"alo] in compliance with the rule of
the Standard Colloquial Bengali requiring all final [0] to become [o] and with the fact
that in the majority of disyllabic adjectives the word-final [d] is pronounced as [o].

With the vowel [o] 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 ¥® hat ‘a hand’ [ha:t], SIF™ akas ‘a sky’ [aka[] are pronounced
without word-final [o]. There are however some exceptions to this rule. Thus the vowel
[0] is pronounced in word-final position in the following cases (we should remember
that the pronunciation is always [0]): when it is proceeded by a consonant cluster; when
the proceeding syllable ends with anusvara or visarga; when the word ends in -¥,-7,-%.
These are only some of the rules of the word-final pronunciation of the vowel [9].
Examples: ¥ karma [kormo] ‘a work’, 27 hamsa [fonfo] ‘drake’, 9s¥ duhkha [dukk"o]
‘sorrow’, 2% priya [prijo] ‘a beloved person’, o gdrha [gar"o] ‘thick’, ™% deha [defjo]
‘a body’.
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In the Bengali language one finds words of identical spelling but with different
pronunciation, for example ¥ kal ‘black’ is pronounced as [kalo], but in the sense of
‘time’ it is pronounced without the final vowel, i.e. [ka:l]; similarly the word % mat in
the meaning of ‘similar to’ is pronounced as [moto], however in the sense of ‘opinion’
— [mo:t]. To avoid misunderstanding, different spelling has recently been introduced:
e ‘black’, Wre! ‘similar to’.

Semivowels

In the Bengali language there are four semivowels, but only one of them has its own
letter: [e] = ¥. The other semivowels are represented by characters representing vowels:
to represent the semivowel [i] the letter ¥ is used, to represent the semivowel [q] the
letter ‘¢, while the semivowel [u] is represented by the letter ©. 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 #i® pai one can pronounce it as [pai]
or [pai]. The word pronounced as [pai] means ‘the very leg’ and is a compound of the
word * pa [pa:] ‘a leg” and an emphatic particle ¥ [i], meaning that it is just the leg that
we are talking about, and the combination of =% i [ai] does not form a diphthong. By
contrast, the word ® pai pronounced as [pai] 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 [e] as an euphonic glide is written with the letter ¥, while the semivowel [g]
with letters 8, €%. and 7. Examples: 3 maya [maja] ‘illusion’, €I haoya [fHawa] ‘air,
wind’, @ kuyo [kuwo] ‘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 & j and T y are pronounced as the consonant [3]; =!.§, T s, and
3 s (with a few exceptions) are pronounced as the consonant [[]; M. n, 9.z and @ 7 as the
consonant [n]; & 7 and R m1 as the consonant [n], © ¢ and ¢ 7 as the consonant [t].

On the other hand, two letters have a double pronunciation: the consonant < 7i is
in general pronounced as alveolar [n], but in the word <@l mijia it is pronounced as
a nasalised semivowel [¢] (or more precisely a glide) — [miga]. While the letter 3 s
is in general pronounced as a postaveolar [f], and in some cases it is pronounced as
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alveolar [s]. This is the case, for example, in careful pronunciation of English words
and in consonant clusters before ¢, th, n, r, [, k, kh, p, ph. The rules are however very
complicated because the pronunciation depends on the position in a word, for example
B9 sthan [st"amn] ‘a place’, T snan [snam] ‘a bath’, St asli [osslil] ‘obscene’ (though
in the latter case the pronunciation [offlil] is also possible), ¥% skandha [skond"] ‘a
shoulder’, but F=F9 namaskar [nomofkar/nomofkar] ‘a salute’.

It should also be noted that two Bengali letters, < n and 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 * ksa and
@ jiia, as well as the ligatures of which the first component is the consonant ¥ .

Ligature * is theoretically a combination of letters ¥ + ¥ k+sa, the phonetic value
of which in Sanskrit is [kfa]. However, in Bengali the pronunciation of this cluster has
changed and its value is that of ¥+, therefore it behaves as a conjunct of the letter ¥ kh
with so-called - ya-phala, (see below). In word-initial position it is pronounced as
[kP], for example 41 ksudha [kPud"a] ‘hunger’, while medially and in word-final position
as [kk"], for example ™% paksa [pokkho] ‘a wing; a side’.

Ligature @ is the conjunct of letters & + < j+7ia, and in Sanskrit it is pronounced
as [fna], e.g. [frama] ‘cognition, knowledge’. In Bengali, the character behaves like a
conjunct of i+ g+y with the following vowel nasalised. So in word-initial position it is
pronounced as [g&], e.g. ®F jiian [ga&n], but in medial position and at the end of a word
its pronunciation is [gg], e.g. =%l gjiig [aggd]. There are, however, some exceptions, e.g.
the word fRee¥ vijiian ‘a science’ is pronounced as [biggan]. 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 ¥ A. If the second component of the ligature is the letter
9 na, ¥ na, ¥ ma or 9 la, the ligature may be pronounced in two ways: [fi] may come
after the consonant which it precedes in writing, or is silent itself while doubling the
connected consonant, e.g. the word SI"RI& apardhna ‘an afternoon’ may be pronounced
[oporanfio] or [oporanno], while the word &= brahman ‘a brahman’ as [bramfon] or
[brammon]. The ligature = & + y is pronounced in the initial syllable as [fa], in others
as [33"], e.g. 3 hyd [f£], ‘yes’, & sahya [foj3"0] ‘endurable’. Whereas the ligature
g h + v is pronounced as [gb"] or [qfi], e.g. SIZW @hvan ‘an invitation, a call’ may be
pronounced as [agb"an] or [aofian].

Some letters occur as the second element of consonant conjuncts in the form called
phala, which means ‘a consonantal symbol added to another letter’. They modify the
preceding consonant, and sometimes even the contiguous vowel. In the form of phala one
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can see: ¥ ma, ¥ ya, I va, T ra and 7 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-phala
may (but it is not a rule) cause nasalisation of the contiguous vowel, e.g. *MIv smasan
[fofan/[5fan], and ya-phala modifies the following [o] or [a] into [&], e.g. TT vyasta [basto]
‘busy’. On the other hand va-phala is silent in the initial syllable of the word and does
not bring about any changes of the contiguous vowel, e.g. @¥ dvar [daxrr] ‘a door’. By
contrast, ra-phala and la-phala 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. @S prati [proti] ‘every, each’, @ kles [kle:[] ‘a trouble, sorrow’. In word-
medial position all the above-mentioned phalds make the preceding consonant doubled
in pronunciation, e.g. *M padma [poddd] ‘a lotus’, ™5 gadya [goddo] ‘prose’, = [offo]
asva ‘a horse’, *i& Satru [[ottru] ‘an enemy’, F sukla [[ukklo] ‘bright’.

Gemination of the (preceding) consonant may also be caused by the letter ¥ which
has the phonetic value of [ri], 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. w [dor(p)po] ‘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. 913 @h [a:h]. In a medial position it is silent
but its influence appears in gemination of the following consonant, e.g. 734 duhkha
[dukkPo] ‘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
[0] into [o], e.g. @13 kramasah [kromofo] ‘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 phalas 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 %Sl Sarasvarr [[oroffoti] might be written in several
ways, e.g. TX9 Svarasvatt, S5 Sarasyatt, TS Svarasyatt, “qT Sarasvati, TSt
Svarasyatt.

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 [o], which theoretically
is inherently present in every consonant as [0].
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