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George van Driem (Leiden)

THE PHONOLOGIES OF DZONGKHA AND THE BHUTANESE
LITURGICAL LANGUAGE

Classical Tibetan is the liturgical language of Bhutan. The language is referred
to in Bhutan as a5 Choke ‘language of the dharma.” The main factor
determining the pronunciation of Choke in Bhutan is the phonology of
Dzongkha, the national language of Bhutan. Dzongkha is the native language of
most of western Bhutan and represents the direct descendant of Old Tibetan on
Bhutanese soil. Dzongkha is the @ kha ‘language’ of the gx' dzong ‘citadel,’
military strongholds throughout Bhutan which housed the ruling élite. The
differences between the phonologies of Dzongkha and Choke are best under-
stood in terms of the phonology of Dzongkha. Traditional Choke grammar still
exerts a strong normative influence on the way Bhutanese literati perceive
Dzongkha. The phonology of the liturgical language also influences the way
educated native speakers of Dzongkha think about the phonology of their own
language and determines the literary pronunciations of learned words in formal
registers of speech. Since many, if not most, speakers of Dzongkha are Bhuta-
nese whose native tongue happens to be one of the country’s seventeen other
indigenous languages, the Dzongkha pronunciation of these speakers is further-
more coloured by their respective native phonologies.

Dzongkha and Choke are given both in the native Bhutanese 55'33" "Ucen
script and in the official romanization known as ‘Roman Dzongkha.” This
system of transcription, devised by the author, was adopted by the Royal
Government of Bhutan in 1991. This romanization is not a transliteration of the
indigenous orthography in ’Ucen script, but a phonemic representation based on
the standard dialect of the national language. Phonetic transcriptions are given
between square brackets in International Phonetic Alphabet with the super-
scripts (1) and () indicating the high and low tones respectively.

1. The phonology of Dzongkha

There are two register tones in Dzongkha, and these are to some extent
predictable in ways which will be explained below. Dzongkha has eight
vowels:

ZAS, 24 (1994)



The Phonologies of Dzongkha 37

Vowel length is distinctive. The vowels 4 [&:], 6 [ce1] and U [y:] marked by a
diaeresis or &qarq3a tsha "nyf, are inherently long. Vowels before final -c* -ng
are long, e.g. g% ’lang [1a:]" ‘bull, ox,” &K chang [t¢ha:]® ‘beer,” Zc'mc:
tshongkha [tsh6rkha]" ‘shop,” &z: meng [mé:]- ‘name,” & hing [hiz]" ‘heart.’
Elsewhere vowel length is indicated by an accent circonflexe or garday chimto,
e.g. a vs. 4. The phonetic difference between short vowels and their long
counterparts is not only one of duration, but also of timbre, e.g. &8 *map
[map]¥ ‘husband’ vs. R&<&" *map [maip]¥ ‘red,” A= sep [sep]! ‘stallion’ vs.
{a% sép [serp]H ‘yellow,’ §=qu’ tsip [tsip]H ‘stone wall’ vs. §A\m' tsip [tsizp]H
‘astrologer,” &g’ phop [p"op]H ‘put something down’ vs. Zzz phop [phorp]H
‘cup,” § ku [ku]" ‘honorific prefix for parts of the body’ vs. mey ki [kur]¥
‘gourd used as a scoop.” The short vowels /e/ and /o/, in particular, tend to be
somewhat more open in closed syllables. The diachronic factors conditioning
lengthening give every appearance of being complex.

Dzongkha distinguishes voiceless, aspirated, voiced and devoiced plosives
and affricates. Devoiced initals are indicated by a circular diacritic called a g
thi, e.g., g°, d° j° bj°, zh° Devoiced initials historically derive from voiced
initials and, in phonetic terms, are accompanied by the low tone and followed by
breathy phonation in the following vowel, e. g. 7T|H' kou [kou]H ‘leather,’ ﬁ kho
[kPolH ‘he,” & go [go]* ‘door,” & g°6 [ko:]* ‘Bhutanese male garb.’

velar plosives k kh g g°
palatal plosives c ch J j°
bilabial-palatal affricates pc pch bj bj°
alveolar affricates ts tsh dz

dental plosives t th d d°
retroflex plosives tr thr dr dr®
bilabial plosives P ph b b°

Sibilants can be voiceless, voiced or devoiced, e. g. YR sum [sum]® ‘amulet,
talisman,” 3" z°am [sam]* ‘bridge,” gacar zam [zaim]- ‘well bred.’

palatal sibilants sh zh zh®
alveolar sibilants S z z°

Syllables beginning with a voiceless or aspirated plosive, affricate or sibilant, a
voiceless liquid or /h/ are pronounced in the high tone, @a tiu [tiu]" ‘navel,’
ge phap [prap]® ‘pig,” g9 pcham [ptghaim]® ‘broom,” qe shau [fau]™
‘antlers,” @55 Lhap [lap]® ‘Tuesday,” g hré [r@:]® ‘tear, rip,” 5" hang
[ha:]" ‘pillow,” whereas syllables with a voiced or devoiced plosive, affricate or
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sibilant initial or initial /t/ are in the low tone, e.g. §'J bau [bau]* ‘goitre,’ ﬁm‘
dreng [{&]" ‘mule,” mg ey dzdu [dzam]" ‘crunchy puffed rice (served with
Bhutanese tea),” §& bj°em [pteem]" ‘sand,” m@a&" zhom [zeeim]“ ‘young,’
Fz z°0u [sou]L ‘sickle,” = ra[ra]t ‘goat.’ Syllables beginning with a vowel, a
nasal or voiced liquid other than /t/ can be either high or low tone. In these
syllables, high tone is indicated with an apostrophe at the beginning of the
syllable, e. g. z'nga[ga]t I, me’ vs. ¥ 'nga [nal¥ “five,” 4 lo [lo]" ‘year, age’
vs. § 1o [lo]H ‘cough,” wx ya [ja:]- ‘above’ vs. qwe "ya [jai]H ‘yak,” sg wang
[wa:]t “Thimphu Valley’ vs. SR8’ *wang [war]® ‘spiritual empowerment,” Az
ong [6:]* ‘come’ vs. &&¢ om [om]" ‘milk,’ & mi [mi]" “fire’ vs. &F5 *migd
[migee:]HL ‘yeti.” Elsewhere, tone is left unmarked. The Dzongkha continuant
initials are:

high  low
velar nasal ng ng
palatal nasal "’ny ny
dental nasal 'n n
bilabial nasal ‘m m
palatal glide 'y y
apical continuant hr r
voiced lateral ’1 1
lateral continuant lh
labiovelar glide W w
voiceless aspirate h
vowels
closed front vowel 1 i
closed rounded front vowel i i
closed rounded back vowel u u
half-open front vowel ‘e e
half-open rounded front vowel Kol 0
half-open back vowel 0 0
open front vowel d 4
open back vowel ‘a a

The dieresis above the letters 4, 6 and i in Roman Dzongkha is used to
distinguish the vowel in &qu’ shi [[z:]" ‘wander’ from the vowel in ﬁfﬂ' shé
[fe:]" ‘know,” the vowel in §5' do [dee]* ‘sit’ from the vowel in & do [do]~
‘stone,” and the vowel in oy lu [lu]" ‘sheep’ from the vowel in o5 Tii [ly:]-
‘compost.’
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The vowels &, 6 and i in Dzongkha arose, as in modern Tibetan, through
apophony conditioned by old syllable-final -§' -d, - ay -1,-& -nand - & -s, still
represented in modern orthography. Whereas all four finals resulted in apo-
phonic 6 [< o] and i [<u], apophony of original a variously yielded e, € and 4.
Old final -] -d in Dzongkha usually gave rise to &, e.g., y5& t&m [term]"
‘show,” R5'RYR’ takce [taktge:]H ‘inspect,” agx’ jé [dze:]" forget,” &7 tshé
[tsher]" ‘measure, size, moderation,” seldom to 4 or e, e.g. A5’ gi [ge:i]t
‘eight,” @agg" be [be]* ‘do,’ Nﬁ'sﬁ' dzéne [dzeme]" ‘leprosy’ (however, §5° né
[ne:]" ‘illness’). Old final - &' -n, in most cases retained in the modern pronuncia-
tion, has given rise to the vowel e, e.g., 5% 'men [men]! ‘medicine,” 3553’
tsende [tsende]¥ ‘Bhutanese sandalwood,” @q&'®q genkha [genkPa]" ‘respon-
sibility.” Old final _ &y -s and - oy -1 have given rise to the vowel 4, e. g. g dzi
[dza:]" ‘gunpowder,” AWAA" "yip [jerp]! ‘right (as opposed to left),” yar sd
[se:]" ‘prince,” amai khip [kherp]H ‘adept, expert,” §ax bép [baeip]- ‘frog,’
goyey thau [theru]t ‘dust,” g gid [gae:]™ ‘to cross, to ford,” anrbd [pe:]* ‘wool,’
qqar shd [f21]" ‘wander, roam.” In some cases final - & -s has not led to an
apophonic vowel, e.g., Dzongkha & [<Tib. §x] g° [ko:]* ‘Bhutanese male
garb,” Dzongkha &&" na [na:]“ ‘barley’ vs. Choke &' ni [ne:]*, Dzongkha
R9gs Dreasho [tazfo]™ ‘Bhutanese nobleman,” Dzongka ' [< Tib. nyay] 14 [la:]*-
‘work,” Dzongka 57 [< Tib. 5§ar] go [go]" ‘must.” There are vowel harmonic
forms involving the vowel 6, e. g. #&5'33" choto ‘stupa,” §a5la "16bo ‘teacher.”
There are cases in which the modern vowel has yet to be explained, e. g., 54" gap
‘head of a ﬁﬁ'f‘in]' geo, or block of villages,” Dzongkha qﬁmu’ drop [deep]™ ‘ex-,
former, retired,” alongside formal Choke a5~ drep [dep]*.

2. The phonology of Bhutanese Choke

The phonology of Choke as spoken by native speakers of Dzongkha differs from
that of Dzongkha in several respects.

The Old Tibetan post-consonantal glide /r/, or ra-ta, which in modern Tibetan
gave rise to retroflex initials has in Dzongkha in some cases led to palatalization
of initials other than velars, e.g. Dzongkha § ca [tga]® ‘hair (on scalp)’ vs.
Choke g tra [{a]¥, Dzongkha gy khi [kha:]® ‘tax, duty’ vs. Choke gy threl
[thel], Dzongkha mgn; khabj°e [khaptge]HL ‘divorce’ vs. Choke mqa khadr®el
[kPafel]HL. As a result, the Dzongkha bilabial-palatal series, which arose from
the palatalization of bilabials under certain circumstances, is lacking in Bhuta-
nese Choke, e.g. Dzongkha garoyasar bj°alu dp [ptearlu uip]tl ‘cliff owl® vs.
Choke gmarama drakla ukpa [takla ukpal'l or dr°ala upa [taila
upa]lt, Dzongkha @ bju [bju] ‘wealth, resources’ vs. Choke AF dru [dult
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‘paddy, grain, corn,” Dzongkha @gg& pchem [ptghem]® ‘rosary’ vs. Choke
age'x threngwa [th&u]H, Dzongkha ¥ pca [ptea]? ‘monkey’ and 3% pcaka
[pteaka]” ‘golden langur’ vs. Choke §a treu [feu]” and §57< trakar [{a-
karH. It has not been determined what factor or factors determined whether an
Old Tibetan initial with post-consonantal /r/ gave rise to a palatal or a retroflex
initial in Dzongkha.

The consonants -t, -1 and -k are retained as finals in Choke and correspond to
orthographic final -X' -d, -®&' -1 and - ¥ -g. The vowel & occurs in Choke only
before orthographic final - & s. Otherwise, apophony of original a gives rise to
e, and the vowel & only arises from lengthening of original e.

These differences are illustrated by the sample text below. This text is
the Zh°elthiin, a sacred prayer reserved for certain members of the Bhutanese
Royal Family to whom the prayer was given by His Holiness the late
Roradaigs ag 2348 DCilgo Khentse Rinpoche. The interlinear transcription in
Roman Dzongkha represents the Western Bhutanese pronunciation of the
liturgical language. This prayer contains mantras the very sound of which is held
to have magical power. A translation of the prayer, which is Tantric in content, is
not provided here. A proper translation with the required philological and
buddhological interpretation and commentary falls beyond the scope of the
present article.

In view of the recent introduction of the authors’s system of romanization
which was only adopted as the official romanization by the Royal Government
of Bhutan in September, 1991, there appears to be some consensus amongst
Bhutanese who have started using the romanization as to what constitutes a
word. They apply their native speaker intuitions to the liturgical language as
well, and this is reflected in the way certain syllables below are written as a
single word, whereas others are not.

The liturgical pronunciations indicated are those of sqaacamg &2 Gasep
Karma Tshering, formerly Dzongkha newsreader of the Bhutan Broadcasting
Service, well known for his exemplary pronunciation of Dzongkha. Karma Tsher-
ing was educated in the Bhutanese liturgical tradition in the prestigious lamasery
school at QSJ’N'%“]'FI' Semtokha! near the Bhutanese capital Thimphu, where he
received his schooling in Classical Tibetan and a wide variety of Buddhist disci-
plines. The author was first asked to provide a romanization of this prayer in 1990

1 The name may be translated as ‘place of gleaning by the mind,” but the original toponym is
allegedly ﬁﬁ'&"@'lﬂismmotokha which means ‘upon the devil’s belly’ and is tied to a legend
about AIN'ARRHRRR' §N §Wh apdrung Nga’wang "Namgi having slain a powerful demon at
the site in the early seventeeth century and built his fortress on its belly. Aris (1979), however,
gives the spelling Srin-mo rDo-kha.
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for use at the royal palace at 13’85 &3'§r’ Dechech’ling just outside Thimphu.
This he did with the kind assistance of Karma Tshering who patiently and
conscientiously narrated the text numerous times for the author.

ZhCelthiin
CIERLY

Diin g°i namkhar "lama d°ang.
L} JJSJ\'@'J\JJ'&IW&'Q'N'RE%

Cap yiil kiindi ngo f)r zhuk.

HIN Y ME AN R AT AgT R

Namo. Rangrik yeshé khandro mar.
g AR AN WG NEA'AR N
Matok ’nyidzin thriilpi ’lo.

JENN RN B A gt e

"A. Rangsem maco tongpi tsel.

O EIRIENE N RS EE o JolE
Rangnyit *wang dzet dakini.2
“:"95'5’:’:'545'35"]53

Cu dr°uk langtsho dzé chak nyam.
QAT R & NE N SAN HH;

Cermo ’upel?® retne gen.
A3 T E G IZA RS

Yeshé khandro ’érmet pa.
SN oo LTS ENEEY

Du drel metpar capsu chi.
aS'aﬂm'&s'u&'anN'ﬁ'&as

Rangrd®dl chenpor semket d°o.
A:'ﬁm'éa\'ﬁ&'iwwngﬁ’s
Rikpa hriyi thro d°u 14.
R A Ay g

"Mar sér nyima charkhi dok.
G ERNE e E RN RN
Petmi cakcu zh°akpa dzin.
e ERUNCE BRI e

Petnyi* g°arg®i jur b°akci.
UR 3T AP I ASA

2 The subscripth rx"which appears twice in 578 represents the long vowels in Sanskrit dakini. The
same convention is used on occasion to represent a long vowel in modern Dzongkha. The

subscript h %', however, appears to be spurious.

3 Contrary to what one might expect, the pronunciation is "upel, and not "utpel. A possible explana-
tion for such instances is that certain liturgical terms very familiar to speakers in their colloquial or
Dzongkha form might be felt to be overly artificial in a strict liturgical pronunciation. In fervent

prayer the modern Dzongkha form aan]qu'gs,'&fsrn]%q(«r Phap Cerezi ‘Divine Avalokitesvara’
may on occasion be heard to replace the proper liturgical pronunciation Phakpa Cenrezik.
4 Here too, the pronunciation petnyi rather than petnyir is contrary to expectation. See foot-

note 3.
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De (1r°0’£ ()‘tphur}/,c,y ’loggd°u rol.
KIR'SR'QR'@E':{]K’S’&N%
Thukkar nyiteng hri mar thar.

FANT NG YR RN NG

Pakmet zh°ingkiin chappar thro.
ﬁuu]'aiﬁ'ar;'ga\'@cm&'agﬂg

Thuksok hrira thim zij°in ket.
gq]N'ﬂn]'ééi'ZN'ﬂ]ﬂ'SJ\'qaﬁg

Rangdr°dl rang’wang thoppar j°ur.

2L qoy AR RAR T A gag

Thukkai 6tmar cakcuyi.
MR AR RA Y R
Rap kiil dakla chak dungg©i.
AR REOr AR O ST R Faig
Ozh°uS thikle *marpo ni.

Ay ORI URHTE RS

Thimpi 'nyisu metpar j°ur.
QN'NN'“@NQ'QR'Q?@&%

’Ngaki korld barwei 6t.
O A A AR AR R

Ten ’yoi 'ngokiin *wang dii né.

Qz;S"N]‘Ila'ﬁfﬂ'ﬂJ\'RQC'qgﬂ'Jﬁé

Detong jurmet lhencikké.
QAR A A YE ST 3
’Om kuru kulle hri sowa ha.

““Zl"f]%lﬁ 9

0,

’Mikj°ai semyit *wangmet d°u.
AR g AN VY RAR NF A

Ketcik diind°u Ihakpai mot.
S5 S 58 Yy A g

Yungdru tsam j°ur 'nyingg°a ru.
WEA A TN YL LT g

’Om kuru kulle gel’lon bangkhor sarwawasham kuru hri sowa ha.

1 mI ﬂFﬂ §O§3 AQRy AR ’\\15'%]- ‘l'f]’ ,\.5 (j 5

Rikpa rang shar tshenmai lha.
EC RURISEERIE S Ty

’Laryang z°ung ]uk jumai tsel.
AR NR IR ART) g Eded E{H

’Ny1 met ’lodd chenpor del.
R AR AR 35 U QZ0

"Notctit yeshe rolpar shar. ’Om °& hung.
Sragr A daEvugas  Gephs

5 Here one would have expected the pronunciation 6tzh°u. See footnote 3.
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Ho6. D°lisum sakpi getshok kiin. ’Mikmet tha dr°el "long d°u 'ngo.
92 VAN INAY AT R 5 ﬁa?n]m'&ﬁmm'gm':ﬁis'qﬁg

Kham sum khorwai semcen kiin. ~ D°ak 'nyam chenpor Sanggi shok.
M YA ABX AT NN 53738 tin]'a?&'gs\'ﬁx'w:w@&rﬁn]g

Tsa sum khandroi j°in’lap thii. Daékcak drup ¢hok khorcd ki.

F YN AR AR g AN AR RIS é]“ AET AT AN T
Gelken kiinzh®i samd°6n drup. Dro kham d°ongtruk trashi shok.
A 75 F A RE g A iy AR g G Ao

3. Liturgical pronunciations in the spoken language

There are also numerous differences in pronunciation between Dzongkha and
Choke, of which many examples have been provided above. As we have seen,
these differences may result from palatalization, e. g., Dzongkha ag jo ‘go’ vs.
Choke a"j' dro, or from the different results of apophony and the loss of finals,
e.g., Dzongkha &g sé ‘kill” vs. Choke aag' set, Dzongkha amarkd ‘send” vs.
Choke @may kel. A systematic correspondence not yet mentioned is that of a
voiced initial in Choke corresponding to a voiceless or aspirate initial in
Dzongkha, e. g., Dzongkha &5 &’ da cap ‘shoot arrows’ vs. Choke 5@'ga da
jap, Dzongkha gy phii ‘give, proffer [honorific]’ vs. Choke agay biil. Often
the differences between Dzongkha and Choke are lexical in nature, e.g.,
Dzongkha @z be ‘do’ vs. Choke s j%t, Dzongkha §Q *lap ‘tell, say” [ < Tib.
q§a ‘teach’] vs. Choke €x' jot.

Another salient difference is that many originally bisyllabic words in Old
Tibetan and Choke have collapsed into monosyllables in Dzongkha, e.g.,
Dzongkha gai& gép ‘king” vs. Choke & gelpo, Dzongkha g9 thap ‘rope’
vs. Choke gy’ thakpa. Examples have already been presented above, and the
phenomenon has been extensively discussed in the literature (MAZAUDON and
MICHAILOVSKY 1989, vaAN DRrIEM 1992 a: 100—102). This phenomenon appears
to be connected to the rise — in some Dzongkha dialects and restricted to certain
syllable types — of a contour tone distinction in addition to the register tone
distinction already discussed, but, as with vowel lengthening, the complex
factors conditioning this secondary tonal distinction are not yet understood.

Many Choke pronunciations are widely used in spoken Dzongkha, particu-
larly in learned discourse. The prescribed pronunciation taught in lamaseries
and traditional Bhutanese schools has until recently been the Choke pronuncia-
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tion, and in the case of the many students who are native speakers of a Bhutanese
language other than Dzongkha the Choke pronunciation is often the only one
they have learnt, whereas native speakers of Dzongkha may also often culti-
vate the more erudite Choke pronunciation. In certain cases, the Choke pro-
nunciation is the only one in use, e.g. 7M& 9~ Kiinsel, Bhutan’s national
weekly, or ay'8qus & Tashel Detshen ‘Bhutan Tourism Corporation.” The
Dzongkha pronunciation ‘Tashd Detshe’ is currently considered boorish,
although it might one day become standard.

In many cases, both the Choke and the Dzongkha pronunciations are accept-
able and used in the appropriate style register. The colloquial AgFgmz" Dru
Giikhap ‘Bhutan,” yy Xy&z Paro Tatsha “Tiger’s Nest Sanctuary of Paro’ and
A& AFTRAR’  Pende Druzhung ‘Royal Government of Bhutan’ are equally
as acceptable as the more formal rIg':‘]'é‘@r’“':’':'Druk Gelkhap, ﬂ'ﬁ'ﬁ“}'él' Padr®o
Taktshang and \NNEHAFTHER Pelden Drukzhung. Sometimes the Choke and
Dzongkha pronunciations are the same, e. g. &5 gaaus@ea Sonam Likhung
‘Agriculture Department’ or grara¥sas@ey Jangthrin Likhung ‘Bhutan
Broadcasting Service.’
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