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Indra, an ancient Hindu god, was the first to segment speech into its separate elements.  Afterwards, the sounds could be perceived as language.  Indra may be the first phonetician (Fromkin, Hyams, & Rodman, 2003).  It is fitting that a god from one of the oldest languages, Sanskrit, was believed to have created sounds for speech.  The speakers of Sanskrit were strict grammarians that studied and documented the nuances of their language in detail to prevent the language from evolving, or from being “corrupted”.  Because of their diligence, it is possible today to reconstruct Sanskrit, and, with the aid of languages that evolved from Sanskrit, possible to study the phonetics of the language.

Sanskrit is an Indo-European, Indo-Iranian language that is the root language of Hindi, Bengali, Punjabi, and Urdu (Fromkin, Hyams, & Rodman, 2003).  The languages spoken today in the greater part of India are derived from Sanskrit, which was introduced into India by invaders from the northwest more than three thousand years ago.  In their own tongue the invaders were known as ắrya-, a word which also is commonly used as an adjective meaning ‘noble, honorable’.  Other groups related to the invaders eventually occupied the plateau of Iran, as well as large portions of Central Asia.  From a derivative of ắrya-, the term Aryan is now used to name these peoples, as is Indo-Iranian.  To distinguish from the Iranian, the Indian branch is also called Indo-Aryan (Burrow, 1955).

Burrow says in The Sanskrit Language that “The importance of the grammarians in the history of Sanskrit is unequalled anywhere in the world” (1955).  The accuracy of their linguistic analysis was also unequalled until modern times.  All classical literature of Sanskrit is written in a form of language that is organized to the last detail by the linguistic documentation of Päņini and his successors.  Grammatical interest arose with the concern of preserving the sacred texts of the Veda.  It was of utmost importance that the Veda was pronounced correctly when recited at sacrifices and other rituals.  Later, grammarians worked to keep the Sanskrit language pure for the nobility and royalty of India.  All nobles were taught how to read and write using Päņini’s grammar books.  Sanskrit was also the spoken language of the aristocracy, and thus, the educated.  As a result, the gap between Sanskrit and the vernacular of the uneducated grew continually wider.  The nobility then became more and more dependent upon Päņini’s work.  Because of Päņini and his contemporaries’ diligence, and the continued use of their work after their deaths, Sanskrit has remained intact and in its original form.

Phonology

Consonants

(Stops and Nasals)


Voiceless
Voiced


Unaspirated
Aspirated
Unaspirated
Aspirated
Nasal

Labiovelar
kw
kwh
gw
gwh


Velar
k
kh
g
gh
ŋ

Palatal
c
ch
j
jh
ñ

Dental
t
th
d
dh
n

Labial
p
ph
b
bh
m

The labiovelar consonants are also known as the “Guttural Series”.  The consonants in this series are [kw], [kwh], [gw], and [gwh].  They are pronounced like ordinary European k- and g- sounds, with their corresponding aspirates.  The labiovelars are made by contact of the tip of the tongue with base of the jaw, and they are called “tongue-root” sounds.  The [k] is the commonest of the labiovelars, occurring more often than the other three put together.  Despite Päņini’s diligent work, it is these consonants that have sustained the most corruption than any other class of consonants (Whitney, 1879).

The velar series was invented to account for the cases of [k] and [g] that are not palatized in languages derived from Sanskrit, called the satəm group, or centum languages (Burrow, 1955).  The velars are devoid of the labial element that is seen in the labiovelars.  The velar consonants are [k], [kh], [g], and [gh].

The palatal series includes [c], [ch], [j], and [jh].  This series is derived from the corruption of the original gutturals, or labiovelar/velar series.  The [c] comes from [k] and the [j] from the [g].  Palatal consonants are not as common as labiovelars, the [c] being the most common of them and the [jh] excessively rare.  These consonants are formed by the middle of the tongue pressing against the palate.  Thus, it seems that they are altered from the gutturals by bringing the sound forward in the mouth from the guttural point, and made against the hard palate with the upper flat surfaces of the tongue instead of the tip of the tongue.  The sounds that result are similar to [č] and [ĵ] in “church” and “judge” in English.  The treatment of the palatal consonants is unusual, due to the euphonic aspect of the language.  In some cases, the palatized consonant reverts to the original labiovelar.  Palatals also never occur as a final consonant.  The [c] and [j] are not interchangeable, except artificially in the algebraic rules of the grammarians (Whitney, 1879).

The consonants [t], [th], [d], and [dh] are in the dental class of Sanskrit.  They are described as being formed by the tip of the tongue making contact with the teeth (Whitney, 1879).  The dentals can also be made by striking the tip of the tongue against the front of the palate or the teeth ridge, instead of the teeth.  The latter sounds are called “retroflex”, or, traditionally, “cerebrals” from the Sanskrit word meaning “made in the head” (Burrow, 1955; Coulson, 2003).  The retroflex is made by curling the tongue up and striking the palate with the tip of the tongue, or even the underside of the tongue (Coulson, 2003). The dental consonants are one of the original Indo-European mute-classes.  They occur about as frequently as all the other classes taken together (Whitney, 1879).

The labial consonants are [p], [ph], [b], and [bh].  These consonants are formed by bringing both lips together controlling the airflow (Fromkin, Hyams, & Rodman, 2003).  In early Sanskrit, and even more so in later times, the [b] and [v] were interchangeable, including the [b] in [bh].  In Bengal manuscripts the [v] was used more than the [b] (Whitney, 1879).

The nasals [ŋ], [ñ], [n], and [m], although a class of their own can also be identified as velar, palatal, dental, or labial, according to the location the sound is made in the mouth.  The velar [ŋ] and palatal [ñ] are used almost entirely with stops of their own class (Coulson, 2003).  Previous notes about the various classes refer to the nasals in their respective classes as well.

Th voiceless aspirates are [kh], [ch], [th], and [ph].  These sounds are much more aspirated than the English voiceless stops [k], [t], etc.  The unaspirated voiceless stops [g], [j], [p], and [d] are pronounced similarly to the corresponding English sounds.  The hardest of the sounds to pronounce for non-native speakers are the voiced aspirates [gh], [jh], [dh], and [bh].  Since these are voiced aspirates, the [h] must be voiced as well.  Coulson advises that the best way to learn how to pronounce the [h] is to use the English model “Ha!”, a sound that children use to startle someone (2003).

There is another class in Sanskrit that bridges the gap between the consonants and the vowels.  These are the semivowels and include [y], [r], [l], and [v] (Whitney, 1879).  The [r] and [l] are also called syllabic liquids (Coulson, 2003).  The syllabic liquids have vanished from popular speech and the proper pronunciation of them has been forgotten.  In modern times the [r] is pronounced as [ri] (Coulson, 2003).  The [l] is a dental sound and follows the same definitions of its class.  Both the [r] and the [l] are interchangeable in Sanskrit: in roots, suffixes, and even prefixes.  In later periods the two sounds are separated somewhat, with the [l] occurring more often than the [r] (Whitney, 1879). 

Conclusion

Sanskrit, the sacred language of the Hindus, has been well preserved throughout history; a virtually changeless language in an ever-changing world.  The grammar of this language has been meticulously recorded by Sanskrit grammarians such as Päņini and his contemporaries.  It is amazing how well sustained this language has been kept, and also a great opportunity to look back into the past and be able to learn a millennia-old language.  It is fitting that the ancients believed that the gods created language.  To quote the Rgveda, a collection of hymns:

When, O Lord of the World, the Wise established 

Name-giving, the first principle of language,

That which was excellent in them, that which was pure,

Hidden deep within, through love was brought to light.

When the Wise created language with the mind

As if winnowing barley with a sieve,

Friends acknowledged the quality of friendship; 

Upon their speech was impressed the mark of grace.

Many a man who sees does not see the Word 

And many a man who hears does not hear it.
 (Ostler, 2001)
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