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1 Introduction

This is a proposal to encode additional short vowel letters and signs for Devanagari in the Universal Character
Set (UCS) (ISO/IEC 10646). The short vowel characters already encoded for Devanagari include ऄ +0904
   , ऎ +090E     (◌ॆ +0946  
  ), and ऒ +0912     (◌ॊ +094A   
 ). The latter two are part of a set of characters introduced into Devanagari in the late 19th century by
A. F. Rudolf Hoernle in order to represent vowel sounds found in the ‘Bihari’ languages: Bhojpuri, Magahi,
and Maithili.

The set of vowel characters introduced by Hoernle are: ऎ  ,   , ऒ  , and  
. These letters are shortened forms of the corresponding regular Devanagari vowel and dipthong letters.
They have no equivalents in standard Hindi.1 In A Comparative Grammar of the Gauḍian (Aryo-Indian)
Languages (1880), Hoernle writes that “the short ĕ, ŏ, aĭ, aŭ, are according to the usual view, unknown to
the Sanskrit phonetic system, and therefore have no place in the native grammatical scheme of sounds and
characters.”2 Therefore, “in order to avoid the inconvenience of two different sounds being denoted by the
same sign,” Hoernle adapted the “Gurmukhí or Bangálí forms of the ordinary Nágarí signs, which differ
from the latter merely in having a serpentine form ( ॆ and ) instead of a slightly curved one ( े and ै).”3

Hoernle’s characters were used by other grammarians, such as George Grierson and Samuel Kellogg, who
adopted the characters in their ownworks, but with particular modifications as shown in Table 1. Apparently,
Indian writers and scholars also adopted Hoernle’s characters. Grierson writes that all of the short vowels
“have been adopted by some of the best Benares Paṇḍits”4 and that “[a]ccurate writers distinguish these
when writing in the Dēva-nāgarī character.”5

In addition to the four short vowel characters, Hoernle also introduced a character for representing the ‘neutral
vowel’, or the articulation of the inherent vowel of the antepenultimate syllable that is typically unrealized
in Hindi and related languages. It appears that Grierson carried this idea further and developed a character
for the ‘sonant vowel’, which represents the articulation of the inherent vowel of the final syllable, which is
generally unpronounced in these languages and also not marked by  as absent.

The issue of encoding characters for additional Devanagari short vowels was raised previously by Jeroen
Hellingman in 1998.6 It appears that neither Hellingman nor others pursued the matter further, ie. through
proposals submitted to the Unicode Technical Committee. This proposal includes the short vowel characters
discussed byHellingman, as well as other characters identified by the proposal author. While these characters
are not used in standard Devanagari, they are necessary for representing Devanagari text found in grammars
and other linguistics texts. The proposed characters will complete the repertoire of short vowel characters
for Devanagari and will broaden support for historical Devanagari characters in the UCS.

1 Grierson 1883: 20. 2 Hoernle 1880: 3. 3 Hoernle : 3. 4 Grierson 1903: 7. 5 Grierson 1903: 21. 6 Hellingman 1998.
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 
         

Grierson

Hoernle —

Kellogg — —

Table 1: Comparison of forms of short vowel letters and signs. The form is a variant ofअ +0905
   that is common to the Calcutta style of Devanagari.

2 Characters Proposed

Seven characters are proposed for encoding as part of the Devanagari block:

•     
• ◌      
•     
• ◌     
•     
• ◌    
• ◌    

2.1 Description of Characters

     This character is the shortened form of ऐ +0910  
. The glyph shape is derived from Hoernle. Grierson and Kellogg differ from Hoernle in their representa-
tions of this character, but the latter’s form should be taken as normative (see Table 1).. In Seven Grammars
of the dialects and subdialects of the Bihárí Language (1883), Grierson used the glyph ऎ to represent 
. In A grammar of the Hindí language (1893), Kellogg used the glyph  for the character. The shapes used
by Grierson and Kellogg are problematic. Grierson’s use of ऎ conflicts with the existing assignment of the
glyph for +090E    . Kellogg’s form  uniquely represents  , but it is
graphically disjointed from existing Devanagari characters used for representing length variations of /e/: ए
+090F   , ऐ +0910   , and ऎ +090E  
 . Given this, Hoernle’s form  for   is the most appropriate, and original, choice.

◌       This character is the shortened counterpart to ◌ै +0948 -
   .

     This character is the shortened form ofऔ +0914  -
 .

◌      This character is the shortened counterpart of ◌ौ +094C -
   .

     This character is synonymous with ऎ +090E  
 . While Hoernle preferred the shape ऎ for  , Grierson and Kellogg chose a reversed form of
ए +090F   . Although ऎ is already encoded for representing   in Devanagari,
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as Hellingman states, the    cannot be considered a glyph variant of ऎ   since both shapes
will be required in a document that uses Grierson’s scheme for short vowels.7

◌     In Hindi and allied languages, the inherent vowel of the ante-
penultimate syllable is often unpronounced, but this silence is not represented orthographically. In some
languages, this inherent vowel is pronounced. In order to account for this feature, Hoernle introduced the
sign ◌. Grierson described this sign as “the shortest possible utterance”,8 which may be conceived of as
the shortened form of the inherent vowel. For example, a Bhojpuri word for ‘house’ is written as घरवा, in
which the inherent vowel of the syllable र /ra/ is articulated: /gharə̆vɑ/ not /gharvɑ/. The sign ◌ indicates
the distinction: घरवा.

◌     In Hindi, the inherent vowel of a word-final consonant is generally
not pronounced, moreover it is not marked as silent in Hindi orthography using , as is done for
Sanskrit. In Bhojpuri, Magahi, and Maithili, this inherent vowel is often articulated, but this feature is not
represented orthographically. For example, दखे could represent both /dekh/ and /dekha/ (see Figure 9). In
order to compensate for this ambiguity, Grierson introduced the character ◌ to indicate that the inherent
vowel of the consonant is articulated, eg. दखे /dekh/ and दखे /dekha/.

2.2 Character Properties

The properties of the characters in the Unicode Character Database format are:

09xx;DEVANAGARI LETTER SHORT AI;Lo;0;L;;;;;N;;;;;
09xx;DEVANAGARI LETTER SHORT AU;Lo;0;L;;;;;N;;;;;
09xx;DEVANAGARI LETTER REVERSED E;Lo;0;L;;;;;N;;;;;
09XX;DEVANAGARI VOWEL SIGN SHORT AI;Mn;0;NSM;;;;;N;;;;;
09xx;DEVANAGARI SIGN NEUTRAL VOWEL;Mc;0;L;;;;;N;;;;;
09xx;DEVANAGARI SIGN SONANT VOWEL;Mc;0;L;;;;;N;;;;;

2.3 Characters Not Proposed

Grierson and Kellogg used other characters for representing vowel quality in Devanagari. Some of these
characters are idiosyncratic, others may be represented using characters already encoded in the UCS.

      In A grammar of the Hindí language (1893), Samuel Kel-
logg represented the short forms of  and  with  and , respectively. The basis for the two glyphs is a
reversed form of ए +090F   . Kellogg’s glyph for   is proposed for encoding
as     . Although  could be considered atomic form of  , it may be
decomposed as  + ◌ ॆ +0946     .

आ       Grierson uses the character आ  to represent /ă/, as shown in
Figure 10. It marks length reduction of /a/ in antepenultimate syllables in languages such as Bhojpuri. Given
this, it is likely that this character is actuallyआ +0906    + ◌  +0951 
  , as shown in Figure 7.

◌      Grierson uses the character ◌ to mark what he calls the
‘drawled a’ /â/, as shown in Figure 13. This character is a superscript form of ऽ +093D  
. Grierson shows different methods used for marking ‘drawled a’ in Figure 11: दखे ल, दखेऽलऽ,
दखेःलः, दखेअलअ /dekhâlâ/. While Grierson preferred the first method for indicating this sound, the normal
in-line  is used in modern Bhojpuri orthography.
7 Hellingman 1998. 8 Grierson 1883: 20
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3 Implementation

It may be possible to represent some of the proposed characters using existing letters and signs:

    = ऎ +090E     +
◌ ॆ +0946     

    = ऒ +0912     +
◌ ॆ +0946     

◌      = ◌ ॆ +0946      +
◌ ॆ +0946     

◌     = ◌ॊ +094A      +
◌ ॆ +0946     

Such compositions provide visually representions of the characters, but the semantic values of such charac-
ters are lost. There is no principle by which ऒ +0912     + ◌ॆ +0946 -
     should represent the proposed character    
.

Moreover, such compositions do not account for the typographical details necessary for producing aestheti-
cally appropriate glyphs. The character ◌ै +0948     may be logically produced
by combining two instances of ◌ े +0947    , but the representation requires that
the two instances of ◌े be configured in terms of position and proportion. The case for ◌   
 is identical; it should not be simply considered as the combination of two instances of ◌ॆ +0946 -
    . In the figure below, lines  illustrate the forms of ◌ै and ◌  as produced by
combining constituent graphical elements. Lines  show the correct glyph.

 ◌ ॆ + ◌ ॆ → ◌ ॆॆ
 ◌ ॆ + ◌ ॆ → ◌ 

  

 ◌ े + ◌ े → ◌ ेे
 ◌ े + ◌ े → ◌ ै

 

If the overwhelming attitude is that the proposed characters be rendered as composite characters, then the
characters would be better composed using the proposed ◌     , not with ◌ ॆ
+0946     . This would provide a visually appealing glyph.

    = ए +090F    +
◌     

    = आ +0906    +
◌     

◌     = ◌ा +094A     +
◌     
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Despite such possible representations, the proposed characters should be encoded atomically in order to
capture the semantic distinctions they were originally developed to represent.

4 Annotations of Short Vowels in the Names List for Devanagari

The Devanagari names list in the Unicode Standard contains annotations for characters for short vowels,
which describe these characters as being used for “transcribing Dravidian”. These annotations are likely
derived from ISCII 1991, which states that “the vowels ऎ and ऒ are used in Southern scripts for denoting
vowels shorter than ए and ओ respectively.”9 As evidenced in this proposal, these characters are also used
for transcribing sounds in Indo-Aryan languages. Thus, the annotations for short vowel characters should be
removed from the Devanagari names list or revised to indicate that they are used to represent short vowels
in general.
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Figure 1: The set of Devanagari short vowel letters as introduced in Hoernle (from Hoernle 1880:
3).

Figure 2: The set of Devanagari short vowel letters used in Kellogg (from Kellogg 1893: 4).

Figure 3: The Devanagari vowel letters used in the Linguistic Survey of India (from Grierson 1903:
7).
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Figure 4: The Devanagari vowel letters used in the Linguistic Survey of India (from Grierson 1903:
7).

Figure 5: Description by Grierson of the short vowel signs (from Grierson 1903: 7).

Figure 6: (from Grierson 1883: 21).
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Figure 7: List of all short vowels and examples of their occurances (from Grierson 1903: 22).

Figure 8: Description of the neutral vowel (from Grierson 1883: 20).

Figure 9: Description of the final sonant a (from Grierson 1883: 20).

Figure 10: Excerpt describing the short a (from Grierson 1903: 24).
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Figure 11: Description by Grierson of the ‘drawled a’ (from Grierson 1903: 48).

Figure 12: Grierson’s method for representing different lengths of  (from Grierson 1903: 22).

Figure 13: Excerpt showing the use of the sign to mark ‘drawled a’. From a specimen of the
Sarwaria sub-dialect of Bhojpuri spoken in south-western Gorakhpur district. Prepared in 1899 by
Pandit Rām-gharīb Chaube (from Grierson 1903: 246).
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Figure 14: A specimen of Maithili in Devanagari showing the use of    (from
Grierson 1883: 33).

Figure 15: Specimen showing the use of all short vowel signs and   (fromGrierson 1903:
261).
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