Catubhàõavàrapàli

Pronunciation of the Pàli Alphabets


Namo tassa Bhagavato Arahato Sammàsambuddhassa

Homage to him, the Blessed, the Worthy, Fully Self-Enlightened One.

Pronunciation of the Pàli Alphabets

P

ali (pàëi) is written in a number of scripts derived from the ancient Indian Bràhmã character. The Indian script was a phonetic one based on an approximately phonemic analysis of the language, one letter (akkhara) being assigned to each significantly distinct sound (vaõõa).
 The derivative scripts preserve this characteristic, and the roman alphabet likewise has been adapted and enlarged so that one roman letter is assigned to each Indian letter (counting the aspirates kh, etc., written as digraphs, as single letters). The ancient Indian grammarians classified the letters, or rather the sounds they represent, as shown in the table (p.15).

Pronunciation: roughly as in English except:-


the aspirate consonants are accompanied by a strong breath-pulse from the chest, as when uttering English consonants very emphatically (e.g. ßtush!û = th-, ßpish!û = ph-, etc.),


the non-aspirate consonants are accompanied by a much weaker breath-pulse than any English consonants.


c is like ch in ßchooseû (so is ch, but with strong breath-pulse), except that the middle of the tongue (jivhàmajjha) only, not the tip, touches the palate (position as in English g),


the cerebrals are pronounced with the tip of the tongue rather further behind the teeth than in the English t and d, giving a somewhat hollow sound (this is the most characteristic sound of Indian languages),


the dentals are pronounced with the tip of the tongue (jivhagga) touching the very tips of the teeth (position as in English th, but of course with plosive, not fricative, manner of articulation),


of the three cerebral semivowels r is everywhere a clear consonant r as in ßramû, ßburrowû; ë and ëh (historically, phonetic substitutes for ó and óh when isolated between vowels) are laterals like l but in cerebral instead of dental position, respectively unaspirate and aspirate,


v may be somewhat similar to English v when standing alone (as initial or between vowels), but (despite Aggavaüsa's description) like English w when combined with another consonant; many speakers of Pali pronounce v always as English w (i.e. as pure labial),


s is never voiced (there are no z sounds in Pali),


a is like English u in ßhutû, ßutterû,


à is like English a in ßbarnû, ßauntû,


i is like English i in ßbitû, ßitû,


ã is like English ee in ßbeetû, ßtreeû,


u is like English u in ßputû and  oo in ßfootû,


å is like English u in ßbruteû and oo in ßbootû,


e is like English a in ßbakeû, ßacheû (but sometimes when followed by a double consonant and therefore short it tends towards English e in ßbedû, ßeddyû),


o is like English o in ßnoteû, ûodeû (or, before a double consonant, more like o in ßnotû, ßoddû),


unlike the English vowels, all Pali vowels are free from diphthongalization (English ßsagoû tends towards what might in Pali be written seigou),


the pure nasal is the humming sound produced when the mouth is closed but air escapes through the nose with voicing (vibration of the vocal chords), it is m without release (consequently without place of articulation except the nose).


The distinction of quantity (short and long vowels or syllables) is very important in Pali, but distinctions of stress are insignificant. A syllable is long if its vowel is long or if the vowel, though short, is followed by the pure nasal or by two or more consonant. A long syllable is exactly equal to two short syllables. (The total length of a long syllable being constant, a double consonant tends to compress and shorten a long vowel preceding it, and itself to be shortened by the long vowel.) Double consonants are very frequent in Pali and must be strictly pronounced as long consonants, thus nn is like English nn in ßunnecessaryû.


The dictionary order of letters is a, à, i, ã, u, å, e, o, ü (this may also stands in the place of one of the other nasals, according to the consonant which follows), stops: guttural (k, kh, etc.), palatal … labial, y, r, l, ë, ëh, v, s, h.

� Since Pali probably represents a language spoken between the 5th and 3rd centuries B.C. the precision of the script can now be checked only by inference from historical linguistics, including comparison with the statements of contemporary Indian phoneticians about Sanskrit, and partly by metrical considerations. Purists might suggest that in analysing the language of a text of  the 5th-3rd centuries B.C. we should (despite the tradition of spoken Pali and of reciting the ancient texts) take the precaution of speaking only of `graphetics` and of substituting ßgraphû for ßsoundû or ßphon-û throughoutÞwe are after all analysing the language of a written text. In fact such caution seems unnecessary, since we can assert that the pronunciation is approximately known.


� Consequently we might well follow the practice of some manuscripts, and also of many ancient inscriptions in dialects close to Pali, of writing only ü, and not the vagga nasals, as the first member of any conjunct, including üm instead of mm (but this is not the practice of modern editors).


� In English these double consonants are rare and the orthographies tt, pp, etc., represent something quite different. Only when the English consonants belong to separate words are they generally pronounced double; thus the Pali word passa is similar not to English ßpusserû  but to ßpus, sir!û
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