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Kurtop Phonology in the Context of North East India*

Gwendolyn Hyslop
University of Oregon

I. Introduction

Kurtop is a Tibeto-Burman language of Northeastern Bhutan which has
remained only marginally described in the literature (e.g. Michailovksy
and Mazaudon 1994; van Driem 1995, 2001). This paper presents a pho
nemic analysis of Kurtop and situates the analysis within the context of
its neighbors in North East India. By offering a phonological analysis of
Kurtop, this paper contributes to documentary endeavors in Tibeto-Bur
man linguistics. By situating the phonological description in the context
of North East India, this paper further begins the dialogue necessary to
ascertain to what extent the languages of North East India have been
influenced by each other, or to what extent the area can be considered a
linguistic area, and therefore how such influence may impact the historical
classification of these languages.

* I am grateful to many people for their assistance with this project. First and
foremost I owe my gratiu^de to Pema Chhophyel and Kezang Wangchuk for
patiently sharing their language with me. This work has benefited greatly from

conversation with Spike Gildea, Scott DeLancey, Susan Guion, Chris Doty,
Racquel Yamada, Jesse Blackbum-Morrow, Michael Ahland, Colleen Ahland,
John Busch, Brian Bird and Kun Yue. Travel to the inaugural meeting of the
North East Indian Linguistic Society was made possible by a grant from the
Center for Asian and Pacific Studies at the university of Oregon and financial
assistance from the Aienla Project. Lastly, I am thankful to the participants of
NEILS for their comments on this paper.



4 North East Indian Linguistics

As descriptions of previously unstudied languages become available,
it is fruitful to maintain theoretical concerns with the new descriptions in
mind. Often, an immediate concern for the field of historical linguistics is
the historical placement of a newly described language. As many scholars
have noted (e.g. Masica 1976, Campbell 2001 [1998], Enfield 2005), areal
linguistics is crucial to a thorough understanding of historical linguistics,
and therefore the placement of a particular language within its family.
That is, in order to confidently situate languages within sub-families, and
reconstruct proto-languages, it is imperative to discern borrowings and
areal influences from innovations. As Campbell (2001 [1998]:299) states
'in order to reconstruct proto-languages accurately or to determine family
relationships, it is necessary to distinguish material which is borrowed
from that which is inherited from a common ancestor.'

Examining a certain geographic area in terms of a 'linguistic area' is a
practical requisite to discerning borrowings from areal influence. Masica
(1976) focuses his study of South Asia as a linguistic area on syntactic
features but includes phonological features in the inventory of proposed
Indian (South Asian) areal features. One of the defining phonological
features he lists is retroflex consonants, which, as he points out, are lack
ing in Assamese.

That North East India enjoys a thriving mix of linguistic diversity is
obvious at first blush. The area, bordered by West Bengal in the west,\
Bhutan and Tibet in the north, Burma in the east and Bangladesh in the
south, is home to approximately' 136 languages, coming from Indo-Aryan
(16), Tai-Kadai (4), Dravidian (1), Austronesian (7), and Tibeto-Burman
stock (106), plus at least two Creoles. Clearly, as Burling (2003a: 169)
notes. North East India is 'even by Indian standards very high in linguistic
and ethnic heterogeneity.' In his article justifying the term Kamarupan^,
Matisoff (1999: 179) relays the observation from Dr. Dipankar Moral that
'large scale diffusion has heen taking place between Asamiya^ and the TB
languages of the area for several centuries, resulting in a Tibeto-Burmani-
sation of Asamiya and the Indo-Aryanisation of the TB languages of the
Brahmaputra valley.' He adds that 'the resultant typological characteristics

Based on an examination of the data for India presented in the Ethnologue
(Gordon 2005).

Matisoff uses the term Kamarupan to refer to the Tibeto-Burman languages of
North East India and adjacent areas of Western Burma, Bangladesh and Tibet. ,.
Asamiya is an alternate name for Assamese. , '
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of the languages of this valley have yet to be studied in detail' Indeed,
there must be a complex and intricate history of contact phenomena which
this paper cannot fully explore. However, it is my hope this paper will
contribute to the academic discourse necessary to sort out the relationship
of these languages to each other, and to the other languages within their
respective families.

While some scholars have already contributed to the field by offer
ing a classification of the Tibeto-Burman languages of North East India,
(e.g. Burling 2003a) no study to my knowledge has attempted to examine
the languages in North East India in terms of areal features. While this
paper cannot purport to fully ascertain whether or not north East India
can be considered a linguistic area, separate from South Asia in general,
it hopes to begin the dialogue necessary to eventually fully appreciate
and comprehend the linguistic history of the area. By comparing Kurtop
phonology with that found in the languages of North East India, a number
of possible hypotheses could emerge. On the one hand, we may see that
Kurtop shares a great deal in terms of phonology with the languages of
North East India, leading us to further pursue the hypothesis that Kurtop,
together with the languages of North East India, could form a linguistic
area. Alternatively, we may see that the languages of North East India are
more similar to each other, and deviate from the phonology of Kurtop,
encouraging the pursuit of the hypothesis that North East India, as it is
defined geographically, is a linguistic area. Finally, a third hypothesis
may be that North East India, and the surrounding area, including eastern
Bhutan, do not form a linguistic area. Of the three hypotheses this paper
will suggest we can continue to pursue the second hypothesis. That is,
this paper will support the hypothesis that North East India is a linguistic
area and Kurtop, a language of Bhutan, does not belong within it.

In order to consider potential areal features, in this paper, Kurtop
phonology will be compared"^ with that of 11 languages^, representing
four of the five language families spoken in North East India. Of the Ti-

Unless otherwise noted, the data for each language come from the source men
tioned in this section.

^ While the both the Tani languages and the Tai languages of Assam are collec
tions of languages, rather than one language, 1 am treating them as one source
of comparison for the purposes of this paper. There is one. main reason for
this. Rather than arbitrarily pick one language from the Tani or Tai group, I
can provide a broader comparison by offering comparison from more than one
Tani or Tai language, when relevant.
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beto-Burman family, Tshangla (Andvik 1999), Garo (Burling 2004), Ao
(Coupe 2006), Meithei (Chelliah 1997), Deuri (Jacquesson 2005), Mizo
(Lorraine and Savage 1898, Weidert 1975 and Chhangte 1993), and the
Tani languages (Sun 1993) are represented in this comparison. One Indie
language, Assamese (Goswami 1978), is considered. The Tai languages of
Assam (Morey 2005) and the Mon-Khmer language Khasi (Rabel 1961)
are also included in this comparison. In addition to being well-described,
these languages represent six of the Northeast's seven states: Arunachal
Pradesh (Tshangla and Tani), Nagaland (Ao), Manipur (Meithei), Mizoram
(Mizo), Meghalaya (Khasi, Garo^) and Assam (Assamese, Deuri). A more
thorough examination of Northeastern Indian Phonology would include a
consideration of the Dravidian languages in the area, such as Kurux, as
well as a language from Tripura, such as Darlong.

The paper is organized as follows. Section two describes background
information on Kurtdp, including speakers and methodology for the data
used in this study. Section Three examines syllable shapes and section four
examines consonants. Section five considers vowels, section six discusses
tone, and I offer a summary and conclusion in section seven. Each section
begins with an analysis of Kurtop, and then proceeds with a comparison
of the phenomenon in the other languages. At the end of most sections
I include a chart which summarizes the findings. In the final summary
and conclusion I will suggest that North East India may be defined as a
linguistic area, in terms of phonology, by the lack of retroflex stops, but
more work will be needed to show this definitively.

2. Kurtdp

Kurtop is a Tibeto-Burman language spoken in Dungkar, Bhutan which
lies within the political district of Lhiintse, approximately 50 kilometers
west of the border with Aninachal Pradesh in India, and 15 kilometers
south of the border with Tibet, shown in Figure One below. Van Driem
(1995) estimates there are 10,000 speakers of Kurtop.

Kurtdp has been the focus of one study (Michailovsky and Mazaudon
1994) and is mentioned in van Driem (2001, 1995). The current findings
deviate slightly from Michailovsky and Mazaudon (1994), as will be
elucidated throughout the paper.

The description of Garo in Burling (2004) is primarily representative of the
varieties spoken in Bangladesh, rather than Meghalaya.



..Kurtop Phonology in the Context of North East India 7

BHUTAN

Mbuic
Gux

CtraGuw
(720iai) ••

?  ...;CMmr
• Cut , •

■=(/r','r

CHINA
TH>« *

v.*?!?, 0c=»»40km
0  1 24 mfl«

ittgoMlluuf)!
^3t4M) '

I ■ "™npt .

Du'-lii'ii.V

WWAi* MwdfAa Tf«hl«M» -
nwAulf Vajity . ■ ' ■ ■ '■

• ShMUtAg Moi^
Dtfnt>t(nt

Sfo'tt Viiir-'-wtiir.ar
ionikiitt

INDIA

Fig. 1: Dungkar in Bhutan^

In terms of genealogy, Kurtop is considered an East Bodish language.
Shafer (1954) appears to be the first to use the term 'East Bodish'. For him
the term represented the proto-language from which Dwags, a language
spoken southeast of Lhasa, had come.

In his overview on the languages of Bhutan, van Driem (1995) situates
eight of Bhutan's 19 languages within East Bodish, including Bumthang,
Kheng, 'Nyenkha, Chali, Dzala, Monkha, Dakpa and Kurtop. Bradley
(1997) proposes that East Bodish is most closely related to Central Bo
dish (i.e. the Tibetan dialects). In addition to the languages mentioned
above, he includes Sherdukpen and the somewhat ambiguous 'Eastern
Monpa' in East Bodish. This group joins with its closest genealogical
neighbors, the Central Bodish languages. Central and East Bodish to
gether are coordinate with Western Bodish, and the Bodish family then
joins with Tshangla and West Himalayan. These three together comprise
one side of the Bodic faij^ily. A comparison of lexical items in Dwags
(Shafer 1954) with the corresponding cognates in Kurtop indicates the
two languages are closely related. Van Driem (1995, 2001) confirms the
placement of Kurtop in the East Bodish branch. The exact position of
East Bodish within Tibeto-Burman, however, remains subject to debate.
Hyslop (to appear) offers further background on the potential genealogy

' Map downloaded from http://www.lonelyplanet.coni/worldguide/destinations/
asia/bhutan. Reproduced with permission from the Lonely Planet website
www.lonelyplanet.com (c) 2006 Lonely Planet Publications.
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of Kurtop and other East Bodish languages. The Kurtop data discussed
in this paper have come from two speakers living in the United States.
Both consultants are males from Dungkar, but from slightly different
areas, and therefore speak slightly different dialects. The first speaker is
from Tabi and the second speaker is from Thuke. The small differences
in their speech varieties will be elaborated as is relevant.

3. Syllable Shapes

Kurtop syllables take nine possible shapes, as exemplified by the data
in (1).

(1)
V ip'^a 'food'

vv ee 'who'

vc fm 'hide.iRR'

cv ba 'target'
cvv koo 'hoe'

cvc gor 'rock'

ccv ba 'ash'

ccvv bra 'scratch.irr'

CCVC p'^nim 'cheese'

Vocalic initials are often realized with a preceding glottal stop, if the
following vowel has a high tone, or with a glide if the following vowel
has a low tone. In a sense, then, it may be more accurate to state that
Kurtop prefers syllables with an onset consonant.

The Kurtop syllable structure is remarkably similar to that in languages
of North East India. Tani, Meithei and Phake Tai also report CCVC as the
maximum syllable shape (excluding notions of tone). Wiedert (1975) also
gives examples of CCVC syllables in Mizo. Khasi syllables are maximally
CCV[V]C with one example of an onset consisting of three consonants.
Tshangla syllables are slightly simpler in that the second member of an
onset cluster is limited to /r/. Garo syllables are slightly more complex,
allowing complex onsets with three consonants, and Ao syllables are
simpler, having a maximum syllable shape of CVGC. Of the languages
considered in this paper, Deuri seems to have the simplest syllable struc
ture with approximately 90% of the syllables being open and no consonant
clusters found as syllable onsets or codas. Table I summarizes the maximal
syllable type for Kurtop and the languages mentioned above.

■F'* *
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Table 1: Maximum Syllable Shapes

Kur. Tsha. Tani Deu. Ao Mei. Mizo Khasi Garo P.Tai Asm.

CCVC CrVC CCVC CYC CVGC CCVC CCVC CCVVC CCCVC CCVC CCCVVCC

4. Consonants

Table 2 shows the Kurtop consonants using the IPA. Each of the con
sonants in Table 2 will be considered as both an onset and coda in this
section. Beginning with onsets, section 4.1 examines the obstruents and
section 4.2 considers the sonorants. Section 4.3 provides examples of
possible onset clusters in Kurtop and section 4.4 discusses the consonants
as syllable codas.

Table 2: Kurtop Consonants

labial dental retroflex palatal velar

stops P, P*", b t, t^, d c, c*',} k, k^ g

affricates ts, ts*"

fricatives s, z 5

nasals m n P t)

laterals 1,1

rhotics r

glides w j

aspirates h

4.1 Obstruents

A three-way contrast in voicing is found for all stops. Voiceless unaspi-
rated, voiceless aspirated and voiced stops are found at the labial, dental,
retroflex, palatal and velar places of articulation. High tone is found follow
ing the voiceless and aspirated obstruents while low tone is found follow
ing the voiced obstruents. There is one exceptions to this generalization;
the palatal fricative occurs before both high and low toned vowels.

An example of the contrast amongst the labials is shown in (2) below.
The aspirated labial is often realized as [4>] or [f].
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(2) p p'' b
pd pMt ba
'slice of meat' 'okay' 'target'

The data in (3) illustrate the contrast at the dental place of articula
tion. Unlike the labial and velar aspirated stop, the aspirated dental stop
does not spirantize.

(3) t t*' d
td t'^d da

'axe', 'horse' 'weaving pattern' 'fornicate'

The Kurtdp retroflex series is a recent innovation, coming from a
series of velar or dental plus rhotic onset clusters. For example. Written
Tibetan has sgro 'feather', grong^ 'village' & khri 'throne' and
drel 'mule' where Kurtop has 4,0, t.og, t'l, and 4ee, respectively. The
synchronic contrast between the retroflex voiceless, aspirated and voiced
retroflex is shown in (4).

(4) t f <l
ta fag 4.0
'flushed' 'climb.vi.' 'good job'

Kurtdp also reports a series of palatal stops, all of which tend to be
affricated. The contrast is illustrated in (5) below.

(5) c c" j
cdro c'^d ja
'friend' 'pair' 'tea'

The contrast in velar stops is shown below in (6). Like the labial
aspirated stop, the aspirated^velar tends to be realized as a fricative [xj
or even [h].

^ Note that the correspondence between WT and Kurtop 'village' is not entirely
regular; we would expect the Kurtop form to have maintained the voicing present

in WT, rather than become voiceless. The low tone and voiceless initial are

likely the result of tonogenesis, though whether the word was borrowed this
way, or tonogenesis has happened since the borrowing cannot yet be proved
definitively.
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(6) k g

kd k'^d ga
'snow' 'language', 'mouth' 'saddle'

Kurtop utilises two affricates: a voiceless unaspirated and voiceless
aspirated. Michailovsky and Mazaudon (1994) report a voiced affricate,
though do not offer examples of it. The current study does not find evi
dence of a voiced dental affricate in Kurtop. The contrast made by the
voiceless unaspirated and voiceless aspirated affricate is demonstrated by
the data in (7) below.

(7) ts ts''
tsd ts^d
'nerves' 'salt'

Where Michailovsky and Mazaudon (1994) found four fricatives, the
current study finds three. These are demonstrated below in (8).

(8)r s z 9
sd zog 9d
'soil' 'bridge' 'meat'

Michailovsky and Mazaudon (1994), who based their study on data
collected in the late 1970s, found Kurtop to have a voiced palatal fricative
in addition to the fricatives displayed above in (8). As will be elaborated
in section five, this report, in conjunction with the current findings, sug

gest that tonogenesis has happened for the palatal fricatives.
In terms of comparison of obstruents, Tshangla is most similar to

Kurtop, reporting the same set of phonemes plus a voiced palatal fricative.
Where Tshangla has a voiced palatal fricative, Kurtop often has a voice
less palatal fricative with a low tone. Compare for example Kurtop Iqoxl
to Tshangla /?u/ 'wine' and Kurtop /9onba/ to Tshangla /?onma/ 'young'^.

Deuri, like the Tani languages, exhibits a two-way contrast of voicing
in obstruents; no aspiration is reported. The Tani languages considered
by Sun (1993) report contrasting stops at four places of articulation, if
one considers /c/ and /)/ to be stops^®. Ao displays a contrast between
voiceless aspirated and unaspirated. Garo also reports a two-way contrast
in terms of voicing, but with voiced and voiceless aspirated stops. Like

® I am grateful to Erik Andvik for providing these Tshangla data.
Sun (1993:32) reports he uses the symbols /C/ and /J/ td represent alveolopalatal
consonants.
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Kurtop and Tshangla, some Tai languages have a minimal three-way
contrast in voicing (Aiton'\ Khamyang'^ and apparently Ahom). Both
Khasi'^ and Mizo have a three-way contrast for the labial and dental
stops, but a two-way contrast for the velar series. By Chhangte's (1993)
account, Mizo contrasts stops at four places of articulation. Khasi reports
bilabial 'post-dental' and velar stops, plus a voiced affricate. Meithei and
Assamese have the four-way contrast of voice and aspiration that is typical
of Indie languages. Kurtop and Tshangla thus seem unique in contrasting
three voicing types at five places of articulation. They are also the only
languages to report a series of retroflex stops.

Table 3 and 4 below summarize the findings for the stop consonants.
Table 3 compares the languages in terms of maximum voicing contrast
found on stops, and Table 4 compiles the maximum number of place
contrasts in stops made by each language.

Table 3: Maximum Voicing Contrast in Stops

Kur. Tsha. Tani Deu. Ao Mei. Mizo Khasi Garo Asm. P. Tai

3 3 2 2 2 4  . 3 3 2 4 3

Table 4: Maximum Place Contrast in Stops

Kur. Tsha. Tani Deu. Ao Mei. Mizo Khasi Garo Asm. Ai.Tai

5 415 4 3 3 3 4 3 3 3 4

11

12

13

14

15

The status of the voiced series in Aiton differs from that found in Kurtop or
Tshangla. Whereas in the latter two the contrast in voicing extends across each

of the five places of articulation, the voiced stops in Aiton are found only at the
bilabial and dental/alveolar places of articulation. Further, [m] and [n] are vari

ants for /b/ and /d/, resj^ctively. For additional differences and greater detail,
see Morey (2005:134-143).

The only voiced stop reported for Tai Khamyang is /b/
Rabel reports that voiced aspirates are rare; they are found primarily in loan
words in initial position. She treats them as consonant clusters for phonological
reasons. For more details, see Rabel (1961:6).

Weidert (1975) lists <tr> and <trh> as 'flapped plosive alveolars' in Mizo.
Chhangte (1993) describes these segments as palato-alveolar stops, which
contrast with the dental stops.

Andvik analyses the palatal series, apparently cognate with the series of palatal
stops in Kurtop, as palatal affricates. If these were included as stops, Tshangla.,
like Kurtop, would contrast stops at five places of articulation.
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4.2 Sonorants

Sonorants in Kurtop are found preceding both high and low-toned vowels.
The voiceless lateral, found in loans, is an exception to this in that it is
found only preceding high tone. Kurtop has four nasals, one rhotic, two
laterals and two glides, which will be shown below.

4.2.1 Nasals

Kurtop contrasts nasals at the labial, dental, palatal and velar places of
articulation, as demonstrated below in (9).

(9) m n ji g
mar no jia gda '
'butter' 'ear' 'fish' 'pillow'

4.2.2 Laterals and Rhotics

Kurtop contrasts a rhotic and voiced and voiceless alveolar lateral. The
rhotic can be realized as a trill, a flap, and more rarely, a retroflex fricative.
Bumthang (van Driem 1995), another East Bodish language of Bhutan,
reports a more robust system with a four-way contrast in rhotics. Thus,
I suspect the wide variation in Kurtop rhotics is due to a recent merger,
though further work is needed to confirm this. In the present sampling of
over 1,200 lexical items, the voiceless /!/ is found in only four. Nonethe
less, it contrasts with the other liquids, as shown below in (10).

(10) 1 i r

la id ra

'mountain' 'deities' 'root'

4.2.3 Glides and h

Kurtop has two glides, which can precede both high- and low- toned vow
els, and an h found as a phoneme in a few words. The contrast between
each is illustrated in (11) below.

(11) w j h'^
wa jaa hdmpa
'water tunnel' 'hand' 'shameless person'

Although [h] is sometimes a realization of /kV, the contrast between and /h/
is shown by the minimal pain /k'^dmpo/ 'Tibetan people' and /hdmpo/ 'shame
less person'.
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Tshangia again is most similar to Kurtop in this regard, reporting an
identical set of sonorant consonants, including a voiceless lateral found in
loans. The Tani languages do not employ a voiceless lateral but otherwise
report a set of sonorant consonants identical to those found in Kurtdp. It is
also this set that Sun (1993) reconstructs for Proto-Tani. The Tai languages
are also remarkably similar to Kurtop and Tani in this regard. Phake Tai
also has four voiced nasals and voiced /r, 1, w, j/. Aiton is identical, but
Morey does not analyze /w, j/ as phonemes (2005: 143). Khamyang Tai
has four nasals plus /I, j/. Ahom likely had the four nasals plus /r, 1, j/.
Neither Assamese nor Deuri has a palatal nasal or voiceless lateral but
are otherwise identical to Kurtdp with regard to sonorant consonants,
though for Deuri /V and /r/ are in complementary distribution. Garo has
more sonorant consonants than Assamese and Deuri in that glottalized
versions of the nasals and laterals are also found word-finally. /V is found
initially only in loan words and, in fact, appears to be in complementary
distribution with /r/. Ao and Mizo are set apart by the fact that they have
a series of voiceless sonorant consonants in addition to the voiced series.

In Ao, the voiced/voiceless distinction is extended further to the glides.
Khasi appears to have only a voiced set. Thus, Kurtdp sonorants are very
much like those found in North East India, particularly Tshangia and the
Tani languages.

Tables 5 and 6 below summarise the comparative findings for the so
norants. Table 5 illustrates the maximum number of place contrast each
language maintains for their sonorants, while Table 6 summarises the

status of voiceless sonorants in the languages.

Table 5: Maximal Place Contrast for Sonorants

Kur. Tsha. Tani Deu. Ao Mei. Mizo Khasi Garo Asm. Ai.Tai

4 4 4 3 3 3 3 3 4 3 4

Table 6: Voiceless Sonorants

Kur. Tsha. Tani Deu. Ao Mei. Mizo Khasi Garo Asm. Tai

marg margi no no full no full no no no no

inal i nal 1 series series

(plus (no

glides) glides)
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4.3 Complex Onsets

In addition to the consonants in Table Two, Kurtop uses the following
clusters as onsets: /pr pc pc*" pr br bj bl kw k'^w gw mr mj/. In addition
to these, Michailovsky and Mazaudon (1994) found /pi/, which the current
study does not find. They also reported palatalized labials which for us
are the typologically unusual labial-palatal stop clusters. Each of these
clusters is exemplified by the data in (12) below.

(12) pr prd 'monkey'

pc pco 'lies'
h ̂

pc a 'Bonpa'

p^'r p^rum 'cheese'

br bror) 'fly'

bl ble 'four'

bj bja 'ash'

kw kwl 'trivet'

k^'w k^'wl 'dog'

gw gwe 'walk.vi'

mr mra 'unpolished rice'

mj mja 'arrow'

Languages in North East India vary widely with respect to complex
onsets. Khasi has what appears to be the richest possibility of complexX
onsets. Rabel reports 139 possible complex onsets, including numerous
clusters for which both members are stops. Garo and Mizo have a number
of complex onsets, including a few somewhat unusual for Tibeto-Bur-
man. Complex onsets in Meithei may consist of a voiced unaspirated
stop, fricative or voiceless aspirated stop and I, w, y (Chelliah 2003).
Phake Tai has clusters mainly in loans and onomatopoeic forms but Aiton
Tai has preserved some Proto-Tai clusters, for which /I/, /r/ and /w/ are
possible second members. T'shangla has Cr as its only consonant cluster
although /pq/ is found in a few lexemes. Tani languages vary with respect
to possible onset clusters; however, the second member is usually /j/ or

I suspect this is indicative of a sound change in progress: pj, p*"), bj > c, c'', j,
with the labial-palatal stop clusters being an intermediate step. That is, 1 suspect
there was an intermediate stage in this sound change in which the glide had
strengthened to a stop but not yet lost the labial initial. For further argumentation
of these stop-stop clusters as being an intermediate step in the sound change pj,
p''j, bj > c, c'', j, see Hyslop (to appear).
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Ixl. Sun also reports clusters as complex as /p'^rj/, /grj/ and /mrj/ in some
Tani languages. Bengni reports the largest number of complex onsets in
Sun's (1993) 'key' Tani language, which is shown below in Table Seven.
Complex onsets are not found at all for Ao or Deuri. Kurtop, then, ap
pears to fall within the range of what is found within languages of North
East India.

Below in Table 7 the findings for complex onsets are summarized. I

urge the reader to note that Khasi and Assamese have not been included
in the interest of brevity. Those inquiring as to how these 139 possibilities
map out are referred to Rabel (1961:21-29) for Khasi and to Goswami
and Tamuli (2003) for Assamese.

Table 7: Complex Onsets'®

Initial

Place

Kur. Tsha. Tani

Bengni

Deu. Ao Mei. Mizo Garo Ai.Tai

labial pr, p''r, br,
bl, pc, pc'',
bj, mr, mj

pr, p''r,
br, p9"

Pj. bj.
m, fj

pr, p''r,
br, pw,

(bj, pi)

pr, p''r, pi,
br, bl, ff,

fi. mj

pr, br,

mr

pr, p''r,

Pl. (pj)

coronal rj sp, St, dr,

dj, nj

sp, St, sk,

sr, chr, J,

spr, skr

(tr)

velar kw, k''w,

gw

kr, k''r,

gr

kj. S) k^r, ki-l kr, gr ki-r, (kj)

4.4 Codas

Kurtop utilises the following eight of its consonants as syllable codas,
some more robustly than others: /p, t, (k), (s), r, (1), m, n, q, (h)/. Word-
finally, /k/ is not usually pronounced, triggering instead a long vowel.
Michailovsky and Mazaudon (1994) found a coda /s/ in many environ
ments where we find coda /t/. Nonetheless, a few words in the present

sampling have the phoneme as a coda. Coda /I/ is found in one word in
the present sampling of over 1,200 words, though occurs frequently in
discourse due to apocope of final vowels. For example, /gee-walo/ is
usually realised as [geewal]. Note that /li/ has been found as a coda in
only three words in the present sampling.

Parentheses around a cluster are indicative of it being found only in loans.

Andvik (1999, 2003) reports this cluster is found only in a few words, such as
/ppi/ 'four'. -

i
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The possible Kurtop codas are displayed below in (13).

(13) p nop 'phlegm'
t not 'illness'

k gokpa 'cold'

s dispug 'two days after tomorrow'

1 p^'el 'flourishing'
r p'^ur 'stake'

m gdm 'many'

n gon 'cast a spell to kill.iRR'

g pag 'non-irrigated piece of land'

h tlh 'sieve'

Kurtop codas are typical for the area, if not somewhat richer than those
found in North East India. In Khasi, codas can be the voiceless unaspirated
stops, sonorants or glides. fU occurs only rarely as a coda, as does /s, J"/.

The Tani languages tend to allow /p, t, k, m, n, g, r/ as possible codas,
with Padam Adi also allowing DJ. Mizo also reports /p, t, k, n, m, g, f,
1, j, w/ as possible codas (Chhangte 1993). Tshangla also has coda s but

Table 8: Coda Consonants

Kur. Tsha. Tani Deu. Ao Mei. Mizo Khasi Garo Asm. Ai.Tai

P P P P P P P P p, p*", b, b*" P

t t t t t t t t t, t*", d, d*" t

k k k k k k k k k, k'', g, g*" k

s s N s, z

1 1 1 1 1,1? 1

r r i r r r

m m m m m ^m m m m, m? m m

n n n n n n n n n, n? n n

"] D t) I) D D D 0 0, D? t) D

h h

j j

X

w

\
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no coda I (Andvik 2003). Meithei codas are as in Kurtop, minus r, 5 and
h (Chelliah 2003). Garo can combine a glottal stop with any sonorant as
a coda consonant. Of the Tai languages, Alton Tai allows /p, t, k, m, n,
g/ but I could find no examples of the other consonants. Ao codas are
almost identical to Alton Tai, the difference being can being lil is also
found. Deuri has less possible coda consonants than any language con
sidered here. Only the nasals /m, n, / and /r, j/ are allowed. All Assamese
consonants can serve as syllable codas.

5. Vowels

Kurtop contrasts seven vowels as shown below in Figure Two. The two
diphthongs shown below are often realized as the corresponding front
rounded vowels, especially for the speaker from Thuke, but see Hyslop
(to appear) for a more detailed history of Kurtop front-rounded vowels.

i yy ~ ui u

e 0 0 ~ CE 0

a

Fig. 2: Kurtop Vowels

5.1 Monophthongs

The seven Kurtop monophthongs are shown below in (14).

(14)
i pHi 'flour'

y ■fkp^yy 'offer.POL'

e
h ̂p ee 'edge'

0 p00 'incense stick'

a pMa 'pig'
0 p^6 'hole'

u p'^ur 'stake'
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5.2 Length

Length is also contrastive on Kurtop vowels in open syllables. The contrast
is not very salient; long vowels are often only 20 ms longer than their
short counterparts. Long vowels have been found on the first syllable of
bisyllabic words, but no minimal pairs have been found. Examples of the
contrast in monosyllabic words follow below in (15).

(15) ko

koo

id

ida

'door'

'hoe'

'deities'

'excess'

The contrastive length in Kurtop vowels seems to have developed
from a number of different diachronic sources, the full extent of which

has not been explored. One known source, however, is the loss of word-
final coda /k/. Where the loss of this segment has conditioned falling pitch
and 'checked' tones in other language, it does not appear to be doing so
in Kurtop. While a glottal stop is sometimes an allophone of coda DU, in
natural speech the usual realisation is vowel length with no concomitant
glottalization or falling pitch.

None of the languages represented in this paper reports a vowel sys
tem identical to that of Kurtop. Tshangla and Garo both have the five
cardinal vowels, as do Khasi, Mizo and Deuri. Khasi and Mizo, how
ever, also contrast long versions of each vowel and Deuri contrasts the
nasalized counterparts. Mongsen Ao also has a five vowel system /i, u,
a, 3 a/, though the varieties spoken in Waromung and Khar villages also

Table 9: Vowels

Kur. Tsha. Tani Deu. Ao Mei. Mizo Khasi Garo Asm. Kh,Tai

i i i i i i i i i e i

y UI

e e e e
*

e e e e e, E e, e

0

a a a a § a a a a a a, aa

0 0 0 0 0 0 u 0 0 0,

u u u u u u u u u u u,

3 3
•

Y

length length nasal. length length €■ nasal.
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have innovated /«/. Meithei has a six vowel system consisting of the five
cardinal vowels plus a mid central. The Tani languages typically have
a seven vowel system of /a, i, e, o, u, 3, ui/ and distinguish length on
vowels to varying degrees (Sun 2003). Of the Tai languages in Assam,
Aiton Tai has the smallest inventory of /i, ui, u, e, o, a, aa/. Phake and
Khamyang Tai both utilize systems of ten vowels, respectively /i, ui, u,
e, 3, o, e, 0, a, aa/ and /i, ui, u, e, y, o, e, o, a, aa/. Finally, Assamese
has an eight vowel system consisting of the cardinal vowels plus /e, o, u/.
Nasalization can be contrastive minimally on the vowels. Thus, Kurtop
is unique when compared to the languages of North East India in that
it has a seven vowel system consisting of the five cardinal vowels plus
two front-rounded vowels, more reminiscent of Central Bodish. Table
Nine summarizes the findings for the vowels. Note that the bottom row
of the table includes any additional contrastive features, such as length
or nasalization.

5.3 Vowel Sequences

Kurtop has two diphthongs shown below in (16).

(16) /an/ 0*^0011 'eleven'
/iu/ diu 'bullet'

North Bast India varies with regard to the possible diphthongs and/
or vowel sequences found in its languages. Kurtop again appears most
similar to Tshangla, which has /an/ and /ai/ as possible vowel sequences
(Andvik 2003). Deuri has the richest set of 17 possible vowel sequences,
Assamese trails slightly with 11 and Aiton Tai reports nine. Phake Tai,
on the other hand, allows only a few phonetic diphthongs. A perusal of
Weidert (1975) finds seven possible vowel sequences for Mizo; /ui, ou,
a:u, oi, e:u, i:u, ui/, but the extent to which these are representative of the
diphthongs is not known. For Garo /ai/, /an/ and /oi/ are diphthongs; /eo/
and /ui/ are marginal diphthongs and other vowel sequences are possible
(Burling 2004). In Ao, tautosyllabic phonetic diphthongs can arise by way
of morphological processes, if the second vowel is high. Sun argues that
there is not strong evidence for diphthongs in the Tani languages and that
most, if not all, reported diphthongs are subject to morphological analysis.
No diphthongs are reported at all for Meithei. The collection of diphthongs
for Kurtop thus seems unique. However, a controlled compaiison, at this
point, remains difficult until the extent to which diphthongs are differenti
ated from vowel sequences is clearer.
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6. Tone

In Kurtop, tone (high or low) is contrastive on the first syllable following
sonorant consonants and Iql, as shown below in (17).

(17) no 'ear' jiewa 'relatives'

nd 'nose' jiewa 'hell'

mi 'person' fia 'drum'

mii 'aim' gda 'pillow'

WOI) 'hole' jag 'stand.vi'

wdg 'blessing' 'prosperous in wealth'
la 'mountain' ra 'root'

Id 'month' rd 'hair'

9a 'what'

9d 'meat'

As has been shown by the data in sections 3.1 and 3.2, high tone con
sistently follows voiceless obstruents and low consistently follows voiced
obstruents, with the exception of the palatal fricative, which can contrast
high or low on its following vowel. Thus I hypothesis that tonogenesis
has happened for the palatal fricatives and is in progress for the remain
der of the obstruents in the language. A comparison of lexical items with
Tshangla, as described in 4.1, also supports this notion.

Tshangla also has a high/low contrast on some sonorant initials and
tonogenesis has recently happened in some environments. In these in

stances, voiced and voiceless contrasts have collapsed to voiceless with
either low (previously voiced initial) or high (previously voiceless ini
tial) tone (Andvik 2003). Deuri contrasts high and low tone in a small
selection of words and Meithei also has a two-way system, contrasting
high and low tone on roots. Some Tani languages lack tone, some report
a two-way contrast (high/low), some report a contrast in voice quality,
and in one instance three coijtrasting tonal melodies are found on words
(Sun 2003). Ao has a three-level lexical tone system which contrasts high,
mid and low tones and Mizo contrasts four tones. Phake and Khamyang
Tai, with six lexical tones apiece, have the richest tone system of the
languages considered in this study. Aiton Tai, however, has only three
tones. Neither Garo (Burling 2004) nor Assamese has tone. Kurtop stands
out as undergoing tonogenesis and having tone already contrastive follow
ing sonorant initials and the palatal fricative. However, this description
adequately describes Tshangla as well.
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Table 10: Tone

Kur. Tsha. Tani Deu. Ao Mei. Mizo Khasi Garo Asm. Kh.Tai

2 2 varies 2 3 2 4 6

Table 10 summarizes the number of tones found in Kurtop and the

languages to which it has been compared.

Conclusion

The current findings for Kurtop deviate slightly from what Michailovsky
and Mazaudon (1994) found. Instead of a voiced palatal fricative the
voiceless palatal is found preceding both high and low toned vowels, the
only obstruent to do so. Coda /s/ was only found in a few environments;
where Michailovsky and Mazaudon (1994) reported a coda /s/ we found a
Ixj. Michailovsky and Mazaudon (1994) also recorded /dz/, for which we
found no evidence. Instead of /by/ and /py/ as onsets, the current study
finds the labial-palatal stop clusters /bj/ and /pc/. The cluster /pi/, reported
in the earlier publication, was not found. In terms of comparison, Kurtop
was unique in reporting five contrastive places of articulation for the
stop consonants. Further, Kurtop and Tshangla were the only languages
to report a series of retroflex stops. The latter is particularly interesting
in the context of areal linguistics. Masica (1976) lists retroflex stops as
one of the features which defines South Asia as a linguistic area, while
noting they do not occur in Assamese. In fact, we have noted that, With
the exception of Tshangla, retroflex consonants are entirely lacking within
the geographic confines of North East India.

Kurtop displays a seven vowel system consisting of the five cardinal
vowels plus two front-rounded vowels. These latter two are in variation
with diphthongs (/yy/ ~ /ui/, /oo/ ~ /oe/). For the speaker from Tabi, these
vowels were much more likely to be monophthongs while the speaker from
Thuke was more likely to produce diphthongs for these segments. While
languages in North East India may have seven or more vowels, there was
not consistency with regard to what the extra vowels would be. Kurtop
was the only language in this study to report front-rounded vowels.
A comparison of other features, such as length, nasalization and

tone, also failed to illuminate any features that would be exclusive to the
languages of North East India. For some of the languages vowel length
or nasalization was contrastive, while for others it was not. Some of the
languages of North East India report up to six contrastive tones, while
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others have none. Kurtop, with contrastive vowel length and two contras-
tive tones following the sonorants and voiceless palatal fricative, was not
remarkable in this regard.

As stated from the outset, it is too early to establish North East India
as a linguistic area and we are even further from being able to tease apart
the relationship of the over 100 languages spoken in this geographic area.
However, by comparing Kurtop phonology in the context of North East
India, at least one potential feature has emerged. The fact that Kurtop
and Tshangla have a series of retroflex stops, while the other languages
considered in this study do not, may prove to be meaningful. This gains
more interest in the light of Masica's (1976) findings which concluded that
the presence of retroflex stops was a defining feature of South Asia. Thus,
nearly all the languages of North East India, considered in this study, con
sistently did not meet this criterion established by Masica (1976). Kurtop,
situated geographically outside of North East India in Bhutan, turned out
to be a better match to South Asia in this regard. Perhaps more research
in the area of areal and historical linguistics of North East India will sup
port the hypothesis that North East India is a linguistic area, apart from
South Asia. Further research may support the observation that Tshangla,
a language of western Arunachal Pradesh and Eastern Bhutan, would be
just outside this potential linguistic area.

Abbreviations

Kur. Kurtop
Tsha. Tshangla
Deu. Deuri

Mei. Meithei

P. Tai Phake Tai

Asm. Assamese

Ai. Tai Aiton Tai

nasal. nasalization

Kh. Tai Khamyang Tai
IRR Irrealis

VI Intransitive verb
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