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Introduction to the
Limbu Script

This short introduction to the Limbu script is intended for people with no prior experience but can be used by
anyone looking for more information on this unique script. It is based on the current Unicode proposal to encode
Limbu and the successful implementation of the Limbu script by XenoType Technologies on a Macintosh running
0§ X 10.2.x.

The main purpose of this document is to provide information for software developers in an effort to
promote the support of Limbu-enabled operating systems and support applications. We will not
however delve into the specifics of programming support for Limbu — the information herein should
provide an adequate starting point regardless of the operating system or technology involved.

To this end, we will frequently diverge from traditional linguistic terminology in an effort to point out
or emphasize certain features of this script. Linguists and purists will have to forgive us.

Consonants

As currently encoded, the Limbu script consists of 66 basic letter shapes, or nominal glyphs, which can
be further divided into consonants, vowel signs, diacritics and digits. The 29 consonants, or base
glyphs, are shown here:

AZABYSIES &k
3ITIYZWNGAUZQ
PAEIMU qU C

All but one of these (&) represents a consonant or consonant cluster. Just as in other related scripts, this
character acts as a carrier for the various vowel marks when word initial or at the beginning of a
syllable. Because it can take certain conjoined diacritics representing medial sounds, we refer to it as a
consonant for the purposes of this document.

It should also be noted that the glyph Y has another popular variant 9. This variant is commonly found
in most of the currently available Limbu fonts but modern materials seem to prefer the former glyph.

There are two additional glyphs which occur in older versions of the script and which are referred to
even in modern publications. Although they rarely occur in popular literature and never in native
words, we recommend that they be added to the Unicode block or, at the very least, that a cohesive
method for producing them be addressed — the use of SA-I as a virama would be extremely
counterintuitve, particularly since its own function in the writing system is already in transition. XTT
currently supports these glyphs through the Private Use Area.
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Vowels
There are 9 basic vowel signs used in Limbu which can appear above, below and after a base glyph. We
illustrate these signs below:

A !‘ RS MY A Ry N R
DR DR v vt v DR
s o o o <! '« s <! s

No graphic transposition is required to display these vowel signs properly so reordering of the text
stream is not necessary.

Digits

Like most digits around the world, Limbu digits pose no special problems.

OLASXGCGBVY

Diacritics
Limbu uses a variety of diacritics — for our purposes we refer to 12 of them here. As in the Lepcha
writing system, Limbu uses a variety of characters to indicate a syllable final consonant. There are 9

such glyphs in Limbu illustrated below with the base glyph 4.
QA Qo g Q>4 Q¥ Q v

The character <} represents Devanagari anusvara which does not occur in native Limbu words.

There are three additional diacritics, depicted above, that perform various functions in the language:
U+1939 LIMBU SIGN MUKPHRENG, U+193A LIMBU SIGN KEMPHRENG and U+193B LIMBU SIGN
SA-I. MUKPHRENG typically occurs at the end of a syllable, but it is frequently dropped in the literature
of modern writers. KEMPHRENG is used to emphasize a prolonged vowel but its use is not mandatory —
aside from a few common words, it occurs only sporadically. KEMPHRENG can also create ligatures with
vowel signs that occur above a base glyph (predominantly %% but also 5 and ).

The use of SA-T is enigmatic at best. Technically speaking, it should really only occur with base glyphs
but it is frequently written with the final consonant signs as well. Since one of its functions is to cancel
out the inherent vowel, its use with final consonants is idiosyncratic and should be discouraged. More
recent publications seem to adhere to this policy fairly consistently.

Nevertheless, it should be noted that one of the first well known Limbu writers uses SA-I with the
final consonant signs throughout his Limbu-Nepali-English Dictionary. Interestingly, he considers this
publication obsolete. We have been in communciation with him and hope to get clarification on this
usage of SA-I. We are also awaiting delivery of the new Limbu-Nepali-English Dictionary published
by the Royal Nepal Academy of Science and Technology which may provide further clarification. In
any case, its encoding in the Limbu block is not likely to be affected by its usage in the language.
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Punctuation

Limbu uses all of the expected normal punctuation marks: period, comma, colon, semi-colon, etc.,
though occasionally for different purposes. However, Limbu also possesses its own variants of the
standard question mark (\’) and exclamation point (9). These characters are relatively new innovations
and do not occur with any frequency in texts that we have seen. They should of course be supported in
any complete Limbu font but type developers should also include the standard signs as well.

By far the most common punctuation sign is the Devanagari double danda. This item can be supplied
easily though not encoded in the Limbu block.

Sample Text
Below is a sample text that illustrates modern Limbu and most of the features required for proper
display. This text is taken from the introduction of a Limbu grammar book.

doi'coivs A'c

AL “6Ca>o Ucuc £'ge S9-& GuSiEde oedle Egpe 2ie escSv Gluge
GIBPTERIN % BCahe THHY 3%.E 3% Sta. Ao SuS5h Joud IXC
&/ Q. Q- ~N Q- g/_ Q- Q. UQ— Q—Q—U N Q—U
ZBHTUTE, Z4Zy Q&M S9Nl 3» I ZeUQ BuSHY 2G40 ZBTUT Y, € &, 59427

a Q. Q. a. [« 19 a Noo AN N o Qa Q. Aot
$Cqho (%H) BH9To (I FFPOGR b4 Sl % Feol ZaoucE, TG R AvS
Zw T2 “Fcgo Utut FZe S97-G Fcge OMSHY Zacut 2 ZT FGITHRIN Zv
2 UTUtEH, ety EuediBRoI St &HTHY FE JE ZHTUTE, Eueti BT,

a. Q. N Qoo N Q.
UIPEICW 219%PTH. AT S0

PQN

R

gqucﬁa —7qQ,Z £ X 92,35,U, Ul
2 - & q, Y, 3, 0, @, 9, 3
5\pv:|c§9 — %, & & 5 0,6 Y

3¥'C 3PeIC ZRHTUTE ZZT 79 39eSyetiusiv AGIAH. AGH 2Tl ZHTUTE
Q. Q. Q- Q. N\ ~N Qo Q- N Q- Q-
39eSoeliu z ggediuz FBedeZ, Ag Sol FoQY Uty JE ZHCTUTE, Judc
Q. Q- N NOQ. Nao N Q.
APONEZR FCIAH. Ag I
Q- Q. a.Q. ~N Qo Q. Q. [ NN N Q. N N
39=39GOMZ 2896 3¥C ;aacuce Z'EwiEX AR9 QuZzH, oc 28R
ZBHTUTE, Zz0 245 Z G4T Z9Z'T 2G93
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