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Transliteration and Transcription 

Nepali words are transliterated from the devanägarl script 
using the following symbols: 

a ä 

i I 
u 

r 
Ω 

e ai 

ο au 

m • h • 

k kh 8 gh ή 

c ch J Jh η 

t • th • d • dh η • · 

t th d dh η 

Ρ ph b bh m 

y r I V 
/ 

s s • 
h 

s 

(1) Silent a is not rendered in the transliteration, even 
though it is generally not deleted in the devanägarI 
orthography. 

(2) The distinctions between i and J, u and ΰ, b and ν, έ 
and s and s, preserved in conservative orthography, are 
also rendered in the transliteration, although they do 
not correspond to any phonemic distinctions in modern 
spoken Nepali. 

(3) The candrablndu used to indicate vowel nasality in 
devanägarI is rendered by the symbol ~ above the vowel. 

Pokhrel et al. (2040) and Rabinovic et al. (1968) are taken 
as standards for modern Nepalese orthography: 

Written Limbu (see 0.2) is transliterated as devanägarI 
using the transliteration on p.554, except that eh [ε] is 
transliterated as e. 
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Literary Tibetan and Burmese orthography are transliterated 
using the following symbols: 

Tibetan Burmese 

k kh 8 
A η k hk 8 8 

A η 
C ch J 

ι* 
η s hs ζ ζ η2 

t th d η t ht d d η 
Ρ ph b m t ht d d η 
ts tsh dz Ρ hp b bh m 
w έ ζ h y r 1 V θ 

y r 1 h 1 a 
s s h a i e ε 
i u e ο ο ο u 

For Burmese: the creaky tone is indicated by accent aigu, 
the falling or heavy tone by accent grave, and the level 
tone is unmarked. Phonetic transcriptions of Modern Burmese 
are given between brackets using the following IPA symbols. 
Nasalization is treated as a syllable-final segment and 
indicated by placing ~ above the vowel. 

syllable-initials syllable-f inals 

Ρ t k c s θ ? 

ph ^ ch sh 

b d 8 J ζ a vowels 

m η 0 J1 

m 
ο 

η 
ο 

Ό 
ο 

J1 
ο 

i 

1 u y r h e 

1 w s ε a3 ο 
© ο 

a 

and the diphthongs4 

ai, au, ou 

2 When η is used to indicate a front vowel, it is trans-
cribed as i . 

3 not in closed syllables. 
4 not in open syllables. 
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Introduction 

0.1. The Limbus 

The Limbus are a sedentary agriculturalist people of the 
Mongoloid race dwelling in the hills of the KosI and Mecl 
zones of eastern Nepal, parts of Sikkim to the west of the 
Tista and in Darjeeling district. By far the largest part 
of the Limbu nation lives within eastern Nepal, which is 
the home of approximately 180,000 speakers of Limbu (Subba 
1976: 142). The Limbus designate themselves by the name 
Yakthuoba and their language by the name Yakthuqpa·η or 
Yakthuijba pa-η. Das (1896b: 31) claims that the autonym1 
1 Y«tk-thumba' means yak-herd, but I can find no evidence to 
support this etymology, and I have been unable to find any 
Limbu who could tell me the origin or meaning of the term 
yakthuoba. The component yak- is probably identical to the 
first part of the autonym of the more northerly dwelling 
KiratI people, the Yakkhas or Yäkhä, amongst whom it has, 
however, recently become fashionable to call themselves 
JimI, Majhiyä or Devän (Regmi 1983). The component -thuqba 
may derive from the etymon *thuij- of which the adjective 
kcdhuQba 'brave, heroic, manly, bold1 appears to be an 
active participle. The word Limbü is a Nepali ethnonym, and 
the Limbu homeland in eastern Nepal is known in Nepali as 
Limbuvän. Campbell (1840: 595) believes the term Limbü to 
be a Gorkha corruption of the autonym 'Ekthoomba', although 
I suspect that the origin of the term Limbu must be sought 
elsewhere. Of the Limbu homeland Campbell (595) writes: 

The Limboos consider themselves to be the original 
inhabitants of the country they now occupy, at least 
they are satisfied that none of the neighbouring 
tribes have any claims of preoccupation, but they are 
not agreed among themselves, on the point of nati-
vity. 

Indeed, there are various local legends, most of which 
are rather fanciful, tracing the origins of the Limbus or 
the lineages of their kings back to the province of Tsang 

1 Terms differentiating various types of ethnonym are 
defined in Matisoff (1985a: 3-9). 
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in Tibet, to Väränasl on the Gangetic plain, to ancient 
Babylon, to China and so forth (Campbell 595, Cemjon 2018: 
11, DSs 1896b: 31, Limbu 1978: 6, Regmi 1983: 74-75). 

The Limbus are often identified by the term Kiräta or 
KiratI. The term Kiräta first appears in the Yajurveda 
where it is used to designate an alpine, cave dwelling 
people of the Mongoloid race living in the northeast 
(Chatterji 1974: 26). Subsequent references to Kirätas in 
the Mahäbhärata, Rämäyana, Visnu-Puräna and KirätärjunJya 
portray the Kiräta as fierce, warlike and handsome savage 
hunters living in the densely forested (now largely 
denuded) eastern Himalaya, with golden complexions which 
gave them an appearance very distinct from the Indo-Aryan 
inhabitants of the Gangetic plain (Chatterji 28-34, Das 
1896a: 29, Kaisher K.C. 1972/1974). Although Chatterji 
(37-38) suggests that the term Kiräta probably covered all 
Mongoloid peoples living along the northeastern fringe of 
the Subcontinent, it is the speakers of the KiratI group of 
Tibeto-Burman languages in eastern Nepal to which the term 
strictly applies. In the writings of some contemporary 
Limbu authors writing in Nepali (viz. Cemjon, Mäden, Limbu, 
B.B. Subba) , the terms Kiräta and Kirätl are used to refer 
specifically to the Limbus. 

Campbell (597) writes that at the time of the Gorkha 
conquest, the Limbus reigned with considerable autonomy 'in 
feudal subordination to the rajas of Beejapoor and Mukwan-
poor'. Makvänpur fell to P^thvl Näräyana £äh, the founder 
of Nepal's currently reigning dynasty, on the 23rd of Octo-
ber 1762, and Vijaypur fell to the Gorkhas on the 17th of 
July 1774 (Stiller 1973: 122-3, 137). Continuing expansion 
in eastern Nepal brought the Gorkhas into contact with 
Sikkimese forces, and in 1774 a treaty was signed with the 
raja of Sikkim giving P^thvl Näräyana $äh all of eastern 
Nepal 'west of the Singalila watershed' and, in the Taräl, 
all land as far as the Tista (Stiller 138). Although eas-
tern Nepal was nominally under the rule of P^thvl Näräyana 
Säh at the time of his death on the 11th of January 1775, 
Cainpur was only wrested from the grip of Sikkimese forces 
in 1776 (Stiller 150), and Sikkimese territory in fact 
extended to west of the Arun and included Limbuvän until 
the Gorkhas overran Sikkim in 1788 (Sprigg, MS: 2). Most 
peoples in eastern Nepal accepted Gorkhali rule peacefully 
(Stiller 138), but the Limbus were not actually pacified 
until after Pränabala Ränä became subbä of Dhankutä in 

• · * 

1782. Limbus, led by two freedom fighters, Muregan and 
Thämuyä, are said to have fought against the Gorkha troops 
with poisoned arrows (Cemjon 1948: 77). Campbell (597) 
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recounts how the Limbus under siege 'held their stronghold 
Yangrong against a superior Goorkha force, for nearly a 
month, and did not yield until nearly the whole clan fell 
in a succession of assaults hand to hand with the Kookri' . 
Only after the Gorkhas had driven the Sikkimese forces from 
northern Limbuvän in 1785-86 did peace come to eastern 
Nepal {Cemjon 1948: 78). Limbus, however, became recruited 
into the Gorkhali army as early as the battle of Cainpur in 
1776 and fought on the Gorkhali side against their own 
people (Stiller 150,281). In 1863 Jang Bahadur Ränä began 
conscripting Limbus into the Royal Nepalese Army on a large 
scale. Because hundreds of Limbu soldiers died of an out-
break of cholera in Kathmandu, many Limbu families fearing 
conscription fled to Darjeeling (Regmi 1983: 80). Their 
prowess as warriors is reputed to be of great antiquity, 
and today the Limbus are one of the few Tibeto-Burman 
ethnic groups of Nepal from which the famous Gorkha regi-
ments of the British Army are recruited. 

Although now a minority in Nepal's multi-ethnic society, 
the Limbus' sense of identity as a separate people is 
strong. The Nepalese authorities have come to governmen-
tally control all formal tribal lands except those of the 
Limbus, who have retained their ancestral land rights 
(Caplan 1964). These land rights are determined by the 
Limbu kinship system. The autochthonous Limbu kipafc-system 
of land tenure was still operative in Limbuvän in 1975 
alongside the governmental raikar-system (Jones & Jones 
1976, Bista 1980). 

The codex of the Nevärl king Jayasthiti Malla dating 
from the end of the fourteenth century was an early attempt 
to codify the caste system in the Kathmandu Valley (Höfer 
1979: 41). After the conquest of Nepal by Pfthvl Näräyana 
$äh, edicts were periodically issued which declared the 
non-Hindu peoples of Nepal to be Hindus and which were 
intended to assimilate these peoples into the caste system 
and to consolidate Nepal's many peoples into a nation. This 
process of assimilation is discussed in Hansson (1982). The 
place of the various Tibeto-Burman peoples of Nepal within 
the caste system was codified much later in the MulukI Ain 
of JaAg Bahadur Ränä which classed the Limbus with other 
KiratI speakers such as the Sunuvär and Räl amongst the 
'enslavable alcohol-drinkers' in an intermediate position 
below that of the Gururi and Magar, 1non-enslavable alcohol-
drinkers', but above the many pänI nacalne or 'water unac-
ceptable' and untouchable castes (Höfer 135, 141). Campbell 
(599-602) identifies the Limbus as being neither Hindu nor 
Buddhist. Though strongly influenced by Hinduism, the 
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Limbus practice an animist religion and worship an indi-
genous pantheon populated by both gods and goddesses and 
household deities reminiscent of the Roman penätes (Van 
Driem 1986). 

0.2. The language 

The Limbu language can be roughly divided into four 
dialects: Phedäppe, Pacthare, Chathare and Täplejune (or 
Tämarkholä). 

Phedäppe is spoken throughout the Tehrathum district, 
and even Indo-Aryans living outside Tehrathum bazar, 
especially those of lower caste, speak some Limbu in 
addition to their native Nepali. The largest centre of 
population in the Phedäppe speaking area of Limbuvän is 
Tehrathum, although Tehrathum bajär itself is largely 
Nepali and Newari speaking. Nepalis living in the bazar 
seldom speak Limbu, and in fact many Limbus living in the 
bazar do not speak Limbu either. The term Phedäppe is a 
Nepali adjectival form of Phedäp, the region where the 
Phedäppe dialect is spoken and formerly the designation for 
all of presentday Limbuvän {Cemjofi 31). The term Phedäp 
contains the Limbu morpheme *phe· found in phe-daqma 'witch 
doctor', phcdzikkum 'sorcerer' and phe*dahai)z [< haη king] 
'warrior hero'. Das (1896b: 34) claims that 'Phedub' means 
'land of verdure', but his source was probably giving a 
description which he mistook for an etymology. 

Pacthare is literally the dialect of the pac thar or 
'five clans', Chathare of the cha thar or 'six clans'. 
Pacthare is spoken to the east of the Tamor river. Centres 
of population in Pacthare speaking Limbuvän are Yäsok, 
Phidlm, Iläm, beyond which Pacthare speaking Limbuvän 
extends to the east and eastnortheast. chathare (including 
the tQhdtthor pokhori and darjappat homordzui] sub-dialects 3) 
is spoken in parts of Dhankutä district away from the bazar 
and in parts of Tehrathum district fringing Dhankutä dis-
trict. I have observed that the Limbu of Chathare speakers 
is virtually wholly unintelligible to Phedäppe speakers of 
the village of Tamphulä (where the dialect described in 
this grammar is spoken) who must even resort to Nepali to 

2 Campbell's 'pheda hung' (1840: 597). 
3 Sub-dialect names, given in IPA, are those of Dill I 

vikram Ingväbä Subbä, alias Β. Subba (personal commu-
nication, 1984). 
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communicate with distant relatives living in Chathar. 
Though ideally Pacthare and Phedäppe are mutually intel-
ligible dialects, understanding Pacthare presents consi-
derable problems to native Phedäppe speakers of Tamphulä 
village. I have observed how Näräyan Prasad, a fluent 
native speaker of Phedäppe, was unable to make heads or 
tails of the animated conversation of Pacthare lads in 
Yäsok, but was quite successful in a one-on-one conversa-
tion with a Pacthare speaker, where both made an effort to 
be understood. The differences between Pacthare and Phe-
dappe can be a source of amusement. 

Täplejune (including the tamarkhole, jaqrupe and moiwa-
khole sub-dialects3) is the dialect spoken to the north of 
Phedäp along and especially north of the Tamor River in 
Täplejun district and beyond. Whereas the dialect boundary 
between Phedäppe and Pacthare is an abrupt transition as 
one crosses the Tamor between Tehrathum and Yäsok, the 
differences between Phedäppe and Täplejuήe as one moves 
north appear to be gradual, and the differences are on the 
whole less pronounced than between any of the other two 
dialects. 

R.K. Sprigg (1966) has written a treatise on phonolo-
gical formulae for the Päcthare Limbu verb. Boyd Michai-
lovsky (1985) has written on dental suffixes in Tibeto-
Burman as evinced by their reflexes in Limbu directives and 
causatives (see p.245) and has been preparing a grammar of 
Limbu based on his work in the Maivä-Mevä Valleys of Täple-
jufi district. A description of Päcthare by Weidert & Subba 
(1985) has recently become available. 

The dialects of Limbu are traditionally classified as 
belonging to the Khambu subtype4 of languages within the 
Kiranti (KiratI) group or Bahing-Vayu nucleus, one of the 
eight main nuclear groups in Benedict's classification of 

* The Khambu subtype also includes: 'Sangpang, Nechereng, 
Rodong, Waling, Rungchenbung, Lambichong, Chingtang and 
Yakkha1. The other subtype within Kiranti is the Bahing 
subtype and includes 'Sunwari, Dumi, Khaling and Rai'. 
Close to these two subtypes which together constitute 
the Kiranti nucleus is Vayü or HayO (described by Mi-
chailovsky 1981). More remotely linked to the Kiranti 
group is Nevärl, the language of the indigenous, or at 
least pre-Gorkha, population of the Kathmandu Valley 
(Benedict 1972: 4-5). The subdivisions adopted in Bene-
dict (1972) are confusing, however, for Sangpang (sän-
päri) , Nechereng (NäceriA, Näccherin), Chingtang (Chin-
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Tibeto-Burman5. Benedict's Bahing-Vayu nucleus, the Kiranti 
group, corresponds to the Complex Pronominalized languages 
of Eastern Himalayan in Konow1s older classification 
(1909), so called because the transitive verb's agreement 
system codes for both agent and patient actants and 
because, with a singular, dual and plural and with an 
inclusive/exclusive distinction in the first person, there 
are eleven pronominal categories. Major historical work on 
pronominal morphology in Tibeto-Burman has been done by 
Bauman (1975). 

Limbu was once a written language. Limbu, Lepcha and 
Nei/SrI are the only Sino-Tibetan languages of the central 
Himalayas to possess their own scripts (Sprigg 1959: 590). 
Sprigg (1959: 591-592 & MS: 1-4) tells us that the Limbu or 
Kiranti script was devised during the period of Buddhist 
expansion in Sikkim in the early 18th century when Limbuvän 
still constituted part of Sikkimese territory. The Kiranti 
script was probably composed at roughly the same time as 
the Lepcha script which was devised by the third Mahäräjä 
of Sikkim, Phyag-rdor rNam-rgyal, ca. 1700-1717. The 
Kiranti script is ascribed to the Limbu hero, SirijaAgä who 
was killed by the Tasong monks in conspiracy with the 
Mahäräjä of Sikkim at the time that Simha Pratäp Sah was 
king in Nepal (i.e. 11 January 1775 to 17 November 1777; 
Stiller 141,153). Both Lepcha and Kiranti scripts were 
ostensibly devised with the intent of furthering the spread 

fcäri), Dumi (Dum!), Khaling (Khälifi) are all Rai {RäJ), 
which is a collective ethnonym for several groups of 
people speaking heterogenous but related Kiranti langua-
ges. 'Rodong' is merely an indigenous ethnonym, probably 
cämlin, meaning 'Rai1. 

Recent data collected by the Linguistic Survey of 
Nepal under the direction of Werner Winter (Universität 
Kiel) shed new light on intra-Kiranti relationships. The 
results of extensive survey work conducted throughout 
eastern Nepal under Winter's direction will soon be made 
available in published form. New contours have emerged, 
and new nuclei or related language clusters have been 
defined within Kiranti on the basis of the gathered 
data. 

s The eight nuclei within Tibeto-Burman are: Tibeto-
Kanauri, Bahing-Vayu, Abor-Miri-Dafla, Kachin, Burmese-
Lolo, Bodo-Garo, Kuki-Naga and Karen (see Benedict 1972: 
4-11, 1976). 
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of Buddhism, and SirijaAgä was apparently a Limbu Buddhist, 
also known by the Tibetan title of 'the Dorze Lama of 
Yangrup1. 

In 1855, Campbell published a copy of the indigenous 
Kiranti script which he had received from Lieut. George 
Nainwaring of the 16th Regiment N.I. Grenadiers (Campbell 
1855: 202). It is noteworthy that this, ultimately 
DevanägarJ-based, Kiranti script, though it distinguishes 
aspirate and non-aspirate stops, makes no distinction 
between voiced and voiceless plosives (see also 1.1). A 
facsimile of this list can be found in Appendix IV. Brian 
Hodgson managed to procure fourteen Limbu books in the 
Kiranti script which he donated to the India Office 
Library, and Sprigg acquired an additional five books in 
the Limbu script in 1958 for the School of Oriental and 
African Studies (Sprigg 1959: 591). 

In recent times imänsiA cemjoA has made attempts to 
resurrect the Kiranti script. Both his bilingual Kiräta 
Mundhum or Kiräta-Veda, with a column of Limbu flanked by 
its Nepali translation, and his Yäkthun-pene-mikphu?lä 
Pochekwä or 'Limbu-Nepali-English Dictionary' appeared in 
1961, but in both works the Limbu was rendered in the 
DevanägarT script. In the dictionary, however, he included 
a table giving the Kiranti script (21-23), reproduced here 
in Appendix IV. Scrutiny of CemjoA*s Kiranti alphabet and 
the original Kiranti script attributed to rijaAgä, in 
which the old books which Hodgson and Sprigg procured were 
written, reveals that cemjoA had drastically altered and 
expanded upon the original script so that his new version 
of the Kiranti script not only made provision for the 
voiced counterparts of the plosives but also provided 
counterparts for Nepali characters for s, n, tr and Jfi. In 
1965 Cemjon wrote another book in Limbu verse with Nepali 
translations, but here too he makes use of the Devanagarl 
script. 

Subsequent attempts were made to revive the Limbu script 
by B.B. Subba in Sikkim in the late '70s. Subba (1976) 
adopted CemjoA's new and expanded Kiranti script but made a 
few minor but enlightened modifications of his own (1978) 
which rigorously improved the script by making provision 
for both the glottal stop phoneme and for phonemic vowel 
length. More significant is that Subba produced illustrated 
textbooks for Primary 1 through 5 on behalf of the Direc-
torate of Education of the Government of Sikkim (1976, 
1977, 1982) as well as a Limbu textbook intended for adults 
(1978) and a Limbu-Nepali-English dictionary (1979) with 
the Limbu in new Kiranti script, the Nepali in Devanägari 
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and the English in Roman alphabet. 
More recent, modest attempts have been made by J. Maden 

in Darjeeling, who produced two booklets, one to instruct 
the reader in the use of the Kiranti script (1983) and the 
other containing Limbu verse in the Devanägarl script 
(1984). 

Modern written Limbu is without exception based on the 
easternmost variety of Pacthare speech. 

0.3. This grammar 

This grammar is a description of the Phedäppe dialect of 
Yakthuoba or Limbu as it is spoken in Tamphulä village in 
Tehrathum district in eastern Nepal's Κοέϊ zone. The author 
spent three months in early 1984 and the first six months 
of 1985 as a live-in guest in the household of farmer Netra 
Bahadur PayäAgü {Paijyaqgu) with his wife, five sons and 
three daughters. The family's house was named Ya·kpo-ρρο-η 
after the ya-kpo·ppo'g-tree or large Engelhardtia spicata 
which had once stood at the site of the house.6 

During these periods, the author enjoyed the warm hospi-
tality, generous friendship and well developed sense of 
humour of his Limbu family. Initially, in 1984, communica-
tion took place in Nepali with and through the elder sons, 
but eventually the medium of conversation between author 
and hosts became Limbu. A basis was laid which enabled the 
author, upon his return in 1985, largely to obviate the use 
of Nepali except for translating recorded texts and obtai-
ning glosses. Both members of the family and their many 
relatives offered the author valuable guidance in the form 
of good-natured ridicule of the deficiencies in the 

6 It is common practice in the Phedäp to name houses and 
individuals or groups of individuals after large trees 
which serve as arborescent landmarks. Whereas houses and 
places take Limbu names, people are generally given 
Indo-Aryan first names but retain their Limbu clan or 
family names. For example, one of the local phe'daijma is 
called Okhre Mähilä, lit. 'walnut (adj.) second-born', 
after the okhar or walnut (Juglans regia) tree which 
stands at the site of his parental home. In slope 
farming, the various cultivated terraces or pyaosi are 
given proper names, although these are often not named 
after trees. For example, one of the pyaosi on the 
Parjyarjgu property was called o'oge· . 
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author's Limbu as well as practical Instruction on the 
correct way to say things, which sometimes led to reflec-
tive and insightful conversations amongst the de facto 
instructors themselves on the differences in meaning, 
nuance and applicability of various words and expressions 
in their own language. 

The many kind people of Tamphulä village were eager to 
relate to the author their ideas on creation, the super-
natural, their neighbours, themselves and the world at 
large as well as to offer the hospitality of their hearth 
and home. It is through their acceptance of the author into 
their community and thanks to the generous hospitality and 
care of the PaqyaQgu family that this grammar was made 
possible. 

The present grammar consists of ten chapters of analysis 
and four appendices containing a corpus of texts, verbal 
paradigms, a glossary and an anthology of Limbu scripts. 

The first chapter of the analysis is devoted to the 
phonology of the Phedäppe dialect and describes the pho-
nemes of the full and native phonemic system and their 
allophones. Chapter 2 deals with nominal morphology, and 
Chapters 3 to 8 and Chapter 10 with verbal morphology. The 
seven verbs 'to be', the topic of Chapter 3, include one 
aberrant conjugation and six intransitive verbs. Four of 
these six occur as auxiliaries in periphrastic construc-
tion, treated in Chapter 7. Chapter 4 provides a morpholo-
gical analysis of simplex verb forms. Simplex verb forms 
are tensed forms of intransitive, transitive or reflexive 
verbs which show agreement with actant or actants. Complex 
verb forms are those derived from these simplicia through 
augmentative suffixation and form the topic of Chapters 5 
to 7. Of great interest are the periphrastic tenses 
discussed in Chapter 7. 

Other verbal constructions, such as the adhortative and 
imperative, are not derived from simplicia through augmen-
tative suffixation but also entail subtraction of affixes 
(eg. adhortative forms) or are derived from the verb stem 
(eg. active participles) or from both verb stem and/or sim-
plicia (eg. nominalized construction in -pa). Such verbal 
constructions form the topic of Chapter 8. Many Limbu verbs 
have causative and directive counterparts derived through 
now defunct processes of affixation. Productive causative 
formation is periphrastic. Both improductive and productive 
causatives are treated in Chapter 10, where there is also a 
general discussion on transitivity and actant coding in the 
Limbu verb. 
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Limbu, like other Tibeto-Burman languages7, is charac-
terized by the syntactic element order SOV. Coordination in 
Limbu is straightforward and is discussed in Chapter 7 
because it is intimately tied to the meaning and probably 
the genesis of perfect gerunds. Subordination in Limbu is 
treated in 8.3 and Chapter 9. 

7 except Karen. 



Chapter One 
Phonology and Phonetics 

1.1. Limbu phonemes and the native phonemic system 

The full inventory of Limbu phonemes is given in the 
following table. Phonemes occurring exclusively in loans 
appear between parentheses. 

Consonant phonemes 

k kh ig) (gh) Ό 

c (dz) (dzh) 

u> (th) (4) (dh) (? ) 
t th (d) η 

Ρ ph b (bh) m 

y r 1 V 

h ? 

Vowel phonemes 

1/1 · u/u· 

Θ · ο · 

ε/ε · 9 o/o • 

a/a· 

The occurrence of loan phonemes is restricted to a 
rather limited set of Nepali loans specified in 1.2. The 
Limbu consonant system devoid of non-native phonemes may be 
schematized in the following way: 

b ρ ph m w 

t th s η r 1 

c y 

k kh η 

? h 
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Nepali loans show the tendency to assimilate to this native 
phoneme system. For example, the word khyu 'ghee, clarified 
butter' is a loan from Nepali ghiu. A bilingual Limbu may 
say tika 'tlkä-powder1 from Nepali tikä, whereas speakers 
who have either no or a very limited command of Nepali tend 
to say tika, substituting a native dental for the alien 
retroflex. Similarly, a bilingual speaker may say la-lti-n 
'kerosene lamp' [< Nep. lältln] where the monolingual Limbu 
says la'lti'n. 

The adaptation of loans to the native phoneme system is 
not limited to the voice assimilation of plosives and 
dentalization of retroflexes. Limbu ka-ndruk (type of 
vegetable condiment) comes from Nepali gundruk, where it 
seems that modifying gundruk to *kundruk would have suf 
ficed. There seems to be no reason for the change of vowel 
other than that the resultant form perhaps 'sounds more 
Limbu' as a consequence. The same probably holds for karahi 
'wok' from Nepali karähl. It is apparently in deference to 
native syllable structure (1.3) that Nepali iskus 'vege-
table marrow' occurs in Limbu as sikus, with the unaccep-
table pre-consonantal /s/ comfortably metathesized to word-
initial position. 

Loans which are not at variance with native phonology in 
their original form are adopted unscathed, eg. sirak 
'quilt' [< Nep. sirak], phitta 'kerosene lamp wick' [< Nep. 
phittä]. Other unadapted loans appear to be of more recent 
origin, eg. dhiki 'rice thrasher' [< Nep. dhikl], bhidiyo· 
'video' [< Nep. bhidiyo]. 

1.2. Allophones and phonetic description of Limbu phonemes 

Consonants - native phonemes 

/k/ syllable-initially: unaspirated voice-
less dorso-velar plosive 
syllable-finally: the same, unreleased 
with simultaneous glottal stop 
after a nasal, glottal stop or inter-
vocalically: unaspirated voiced dorso-
velar plosive 
rarely 
eg. in the loan ma-ki 'maize'. 

Ik] 

[g], 

/kh/ aspirated voiceless dorso-velar plosive 
after a nasal or glottal stop and 
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intervocalically: aspirated voiced ^ 
dorso-velar plosive [g ], 
rarely [A*1] , 
eg. mi-kho·? 'smoke1, ma-khi 'blood'. 

/η/ voiced dorso-velar nasal [jj] 

/t/ syllable-initially: unaspirated voice-
less apico-dental plosive [fc] 
word-internally syllable-finally: un-
released with simultaneous glottal stop [ε] 
word-finally or before /?/ or /h/: 
lateralized preceded by a glottal stop [?i] 
after a nasal, glottal stop or inter-
vocalically: unaspirated voiced apico-
dental plosive [d] 

/th/ aspirated voiceless apico-dental plo-
sive [£ ] 
after a nasal, glottal stop or inter-
vocalically: aspirated voiced apico-
dental plosive [d ] 

/n/ voiced apico-dental nasal [n] 

/p/ syllable-initially: unaspirated voice-
less bilabial plosive [p] 
syllable-finally: unreleased with si-
multaneous glottal stop [p] 
after a nasal, glottal stop or inter-
vocalically: unaspirated voiced bi-
labial plosive [i>] 

/b/ unaspirated voiced bilabial plosive [6]; 
in a considerable number of loans1, 
the hybrid biha-ndik 'morning' and the 
native words ke-b 'tiger', kcb (also 
ke-?e*ba) 'mute', la'b 'moon' (and its 
derivatives la-bbutthui) 'lunar foam', 
la'bbhcrik 'counter-clockwise', la'b-
nctti 'lunar cord'), la-bbhok 'tuber' 

1 viz. badam 'peanuts', badkyo'la 'shit pellet', badza 
'musical instrument', bakulla 'crane', balla 'at last', 
barne· 'ought', ba'ha'n 'one time (in distillation)', 
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and la-bdzo-kma? 'cost'. 
/b/ has an optional intervocalic/post-
nasal allophone in the form of voiced 
median labial-velar approximant [w], 
eg. /nuba/ as either [nuba] or [nuwa], 
/co· gutjba/ as either [t$o· guoba] or 
[ fc<?o-guijwa] , /ande-bcn/ [ande'wen]. 

/ph/ aspirated voiceless bilabial plosive [ρΛ] 
after a nasal, glottal stop or inter-
vocalically: aspirated voiced bila-
bial plosive [b ], 

rarely [ph], 
eg. pa-Qphe· 'village'. 

/m/ voiced bilabial nasal [m] 

/c/ unaspirated voiceless lamino-postal-
veolar affricate [fc<?] 
after a nasal, glottal stop or inter-
vocalically: unaspirated voiced 
lamino-postalveolar affricate [d?] 

/1/ 1. initially in full words: voiced 
apico-alveolar lateral approximant [i], 
eg. /lui}/ [Ιυη] 

2. syllable-initially in word-internal 
position and word-initially in cli-
tics: 
In these positions the phoneme /I/ has 
two allophones, the laminoalveolar trill [r] 
and the voiced apico-alveolar lateral 
approximant [J]. 
These two allophones occur in comple-
mentary distribution in all affixes 
and parts of speech, with the excep-
tion of nouns taking possessive pre-
fixes and the second members of a few 

ba'kas 'box', ba-nl 'habit', ba-ri 'garden', ba'ula 
'sleeve', be· J 'bei-tree', be'la 'period', bam 'bomb', 
batti 'lamp', biha 'marriage', bihiba'r 'Thursday', 
budhaba-r 'Wednesday', hisa-b 'arithmetic', talab 
'salary' and subba (ethnonym). 
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composita. The distribution is such 
that [r] occurs after vowels and glot-
tal stop, [I] elsewhere: 

/I/ [r] / { ρ } > except in some com-
posita2 

/I/ [ 1 ] / { f C f ] (except ?) J 

In older composita such as m i k v a r a · ρ 

'bat' (< mikwa 'tear' + l a · ρ 'wing'), 
intervocalic /I/ is realized as [r], 
whereas in composita of probably more 
recent date, /J/ retains its word-
initial realization, eg. h a ? l u i j 'fire-
place-stone' (< ha 'tooth' + Ιυη 
'stone'), with a linking glottal stop 
not uncommon in composita.3 Similarly, 
this rule does not apply when a pro-
ductive prefix is attached to a noun 
beginning with /i/, eg. k u - l a - p 'its 
wing'. 

eg. 

genitive suffix: 
m c n d a ? - r e k u - s a ? (goat-GEN its-offspring) 

'the goat's offspring' 
p h a k - l e ku-mi (pig-GEN its-tail) 

'the pig's tail' 
p h a - r e siij (bamboo-GEN wood) 

'the wood of bamboo' 
m i k - l e r a q (eye-GEN colour) 

'the colour of the eyes' 
k u - l a ' p - l e k u - r a n (its-wing-GEN its-colour) 

'the colour of its wings' 

2 I have often heard bilingual Limbus confuse Nepalese /r/ 
and /J/ in their Nepali, eg. ämä re for ämä le 'mother 
(ERG)'. 

3 eg. w c t c h y a ? d o k 'cooked rice' < w c t c h y a 'uncooked rice' 
+ tok 'cooked grain, b h ä t ' 
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clitic lok/rok 'only': 
aqga?in-lok-?i· (mine-only-Q) 'Mine only?' 
anchi-rok-le-ί· (we di-only-GEN-Q) 

'Only oursdi?' 

in verbs: 
vamcraQ?c 
wamcnlaQ?cn 

'They'll make me wet.' 
'They won't make me wet.' 

assertive particle lo'/ro· : 
kcniowa moye ro·! 'You've lost your mind!' 
aqga pe-gaq lo· t 'I'm off!' 

deprehensative particle laca/raca: 
ma-Qgha kcnnisun laca 'You seem to be myopic' 
koi7 lcsu race 'He appears to know' 

As a result of this distribution, 
intervocalic /l/ is realized as [r] 
or, when geminate, as [II]. Occasion-
ally we find idiolectal doublets like 
yarik alongside yallik, both 'much, 
many'. 

3. syllable-finally: in loans [I], 
eg. be-1. Some loans with syllable-
final [I] are re-analyzed as ending in 
final /I/, eg. Nep. syal 'jackal' > 
sya?l ( = /syat/) , Nep. rumäl 'hand-
kerchief' > ruma?l ( = /rumat/). In 
native words /I/ does not occur syl-
lable-f inally except as part of an 
intervocalic geminate. 

4. as the second member of an initial 
cluster: [r], 
eg. cokkrokma 'uvula', phuphudre· 
'elder sister's husband (female 
speaking)', saogatra 'citrus fruit', 
lotthrake· 'tree squirrel'. Initial 
clusters containing /I/ as a post-
consonantal glide are never word-
initial . 
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/r/ lamino-alveolar trill [r] 
word-Initially: only in the loans ru-
ms?! 'handkerchief', rupi 'rupl-bird', 
ray 'colour'. 
syllable-initially in word-internal 
position: eg. kho'mre·? 'peach tree', 
samrippa 'silhouette', 
syllable-finally: in loans, eg. pi· r 
'suffering', pardzo-kma? 'be situa-
ted', and in the onomatopoea phirli· 
'whirling'. 

/ν/ voiced median labial-velar approximant [w] 

/y/ voiced median palatal approximant [J] 

/s/ voiceless lamino-alveolar fricative [s] 
after /t/ or /n/: voiceless aspirated 
lamino-postalveolar affricate [ίς 

/h/ voiced glottal fricative [/}] 

/?/ syllable-finally: non-released glot-
tal stop [?"·] 
syllable-initially in word-internal 
position: released glottal stop [?] 

Consonants - loan phonemes 

/g/ unaspirated voiced dorso-velar plosive [g];5 

occurs in the loans ga-ro· 'wall', 
go· 11 'bullet' and gundrl (often 
[kundrl]) 'straw mat'.6 

/gh/ aspirated voiced dorso-velar plo-
sive R [g ], 
in one loan 'fodder'. 

4 Confusion of the Nepali phonemes /ch/ and /s/ is charac-
teristic of the Nepali of some bilingual Limbus, eg. 
chiräunu for siräunu (= Limbu li-nmta?) 'pass through a 
hole, thread, insert'. 

5 The particle go·, /ko·/, does not occur clause-ini-
tially, and clause-internally it most often appears in a 
voiced environment. Its glossary form is therefore given 
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/d/ unaspirated voiced apico-dental plosive ; 
in the loans da-ri 'beard', $arta 
'registration' and doi 'yoghurt'.7 

/bh/ aspirated voiced bilabial plosive [b ]; 
in the loans bhitjiyo· 'video', bhitra 
'inside', bhltta 'the walls', bhznta 
'eggplant' and in the word bha'tra 
'forest fire' which I believe to be of 
Indo-Aryan etymology. 

/dz/ unaspirated voiced lamino-postalveolar 
affricate [dz], 
in the loans dzanti 'participants in a 
procession', dze· 'that which', dzilla 
'district', dzoro· 'fever',8 dzun 
'that which', dzutta 'shoe'.9 

/dzh/ aspirated voiced lamino-postalveolar 
affricate [d% ] 
in the lone loan dzhan 'even more so, 
yet more'. 

/t/ unaspirated voiceless retroflex [£]. 
in plka ' tlkä-powder' (also tika and 
bhenta 'eggplant'. 

/f/i/ aspirated voiceless retroflex Li'1], 
in thikal 'right'10 and ko-tha 'room', 
muthi 'fist'. 

/d/ unaspirated voiced retroflex L<2], 
in the loans <}asana 'mattress', do-li 
'palanquin', badkyo·la 'shit pellet', 
cude'l (type of apparition). 

as go·. Following a word ending in a voiceless plosive, 
go·, /ko·/, is realized as [ko·]. See also 1.5. 

6 alongside native lo'tna 'straw mat'. 
7 alongside native nudak 'yoghurt'. 
8 alongside native tui) 'fever'. 
9 alongside native laqsup 'shoe'. 

lo alongside native nu 'right', po*g 'alright', lo 'O.K.' 
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/dh/ aspirated voiced retroflex 
in the loan dhiki 'rice thrasher'. » 

/η/ voiced retroflex nasal [a], 
in bhznta 'eggplant' and in the affec-
ted pronounciation by some bilingual 
speakers of Nepali proper names con-
taining Nepali n. 

Whereas /p/ and /k/ each have a single syllable-final allo-
phone, [£] and [£] respectively, /£/ has two syllable-final 
allophones: [£] and [?!]. The lateral variety is the pre-
pausal allophone, occurring before a word boundary or 
before the glottal phonemes /h/ and /?/. In word-internal 
position, syllable-final /1/ deletes a following glottal 
stop but is realized as its lateral allophone [?i] notwith-
standing. In this way, the distinctiveness of syllable-
initial /?/ is not lost: /Vt?V/ [V?iV], eg. [mcbhc?lcn] 
/mt-phct-?c-n/ 'I shall not fetch it', [meoga?le· va:] 
/mcn-kat-?e· va·/ 'he did not have it transported1. Compare 
with this the voiced allophone of /1/ in intervocalic 
position: /VfcV/ [VgV], eg. [kubo-<£en] /kupo-tcn/ 'his 
position in society', [fcc^d] /keta/ 'you'll come'. 

Similarly, a syllable-final glottal stop cancels a 
following syllable-initial glottal stop: /V??V/ [V?V], 
eg. [na?menu?cn] /na?-mc-nu?-?c-n/ 'he doesn't love me', 
[ho*7o'lam] /ho·?-?o·-lam/ 'from inside the furuncle'. 

Internasal glottal stop is sometimes not realized in 
allegro speech, eg. /hu?m?na/: [hu?m?na] or [hu?mna]. 

The following minimal pairs and near minimal pairs 
illustrate the distinctiveness of glottal stop vis-ä-vis 
the glottalized syllable-final allophones of /ρ/, /I/ and 
/Ac/: 

/?/ - 0: yuma? 'come down', yuma 'grandma'; he'?ma? 'be 
able to', he-ma? 'dry in the sun (something inedible), dry 
by the fire'; ta?ma? 'bring, fetch, tama? 'come'; pe·?/ 
pe-ge? 'go!', pe-Zpe-gc 'he went'; pi-ηε 'I'll give it to 
you®', ρ!η?ε 'I jump'; kuhl? 'its chaff', kuhl 'its shit'; 
sa? 'child', sa 'meat'; pu? 'it'll get severed', pu 'bird'; 
sa?ma? 'visit', sama? 'deliver'; wa? 'hen', va· 'there is'. 

/p/ - 0: sapma? 'write', sama? 'deliver'; (pi?lin) 
mcghe'p?en 'I won't yoke (the cow)', mcghe'?tn Ί won't 
quarrel'; lup 'leech', lu 'well'; ho'pma? 'burst open', 
ho'ma? 'bark'. 

/t/ - 0: sya?l 'jackal, sting', sya 'uncooked rice'; 
sctchu 'theyd killed him', sesu 'theyd scattered it'; pu?l 
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'it'll get mixed', pu 'bird'; arjghotncn 'we'reP* not 
hoarse', aTjgho'nzn 'we'reP1 not going to utter incanta-
tions'; mcma-tncn 'it won't get used up', mcma-ncn 'it 
won't get lost'. 

/k/ - 0: scndik 'night', scndi 'good-bye (lpi/ADH)'; 
phak 'swine'; pha 'bamboo'; ko'kma? 'prop up', ko'ma? 
'stand guard'; O'kma? 'cry', o-ma? 'drool'; ya-k 'gift', 
(kcmik) ya· '(you'll) be horrified'. 

/?/ - /p/: sa?ma? 'visit someone', sapma? 'write'; 
mcha?ncn 'it won't catch on fire', mahapncn 'it won't get 
stuck (up there)'; ho·? 'furuncle', ho·ρ 'there is not1; 
11? 'slingshot', lip 'it's heavy'. 

/?/ - /1/: pu? 'it'll get severed', pu?l 'it'll get 
mixed'; ncsD??cn Ί shall not knead it', mtso?lcn 'I shall 
not be glad'; kcwbhc?ncn 'he won't give you anything to sit 
on', kcmbhctncn 'he won't squeeze you'. 

/?/ - /k/: he?ma? 'get or become shattered', hckma? 'cut 
with a sickle'; ta?ma? 'bring, fetch', takma? 'fetch 
(water), tap'; sa? 'child', sak 'it is difficult'. 

Despite the great phonetic similarity between glottal 
stop and the non-aspirate plosives in syllable-final posi-
tion, even a non-native speaker of Limbu who has difficulty 
hearing the difference in any given case can distinguish 
them easily through observing the allophonic variation of 
/s/ and /1/ which they condition. The lateral is rhotacized 
following a glottal stop or vowel, but not following /p/, 
/I/ or /k/, eg. thik mcnda? rok 'only one goat', thlk phak 
lok 'only one pig'. Dual morphemes, which invariably con-
tain initial /s/, have a different allophone following /£/ 
than after /?/, eg. lot-ch-u 'theyd swallowed it', lo?-si 
1 theyd seem'. 

The mutual distinctiveness of the syllable-final allo-
phones of /ρ/, /I/ and /k/ (viz. [J], and [J]) is 
illustrated by the following minimal pairs and near minimal 
pairs: 

/£/ - /k/; khamda-?lt khamda·tma 'spider', khamda-k 
'hard palate'; pya?l 'cricket', pyak 'slap'; mcsa-tlu 'they 
derided him', mcsa-ktu 'they castrated him'. 

/p/ - /k/\ sapma? 'write', sakma? 'be difficult'; la-p 
'wing', (ase'?l) la'k '(I'm) hungry'; tupma? 'sweep', tuk-
ma? 'ache'; luk 'it'll be completed', lup 'leech'. 

/p/ - /1/: kcmenlcpnen 'they won't hit you (with a 
projectile)', kcmcnlctncn 'they won't release you'; ha-ptu 
'he mourned for him', ha· ttu 'he portioned it out'; 
(pi?lin) mcghe-ptu 'they yoked (the bull)', mcghe-ttu 'they 
fought about it'. 
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The following minimal pairs illustrate the distinctive-
ness of the aspirated and non-aspirated plosives: 

/k/ - /kh/: koTt ?1 'clay slingshot pellet', kho-rc?l 
'type of bowl'; keg 'he'll stumble and fall', khcq 'that, 
he, she'; kor) 'this, he, she', khoq 'he'll get hit with a 
stick'; (sa?ha?) mcgoktu 'they'll bear (young)', (si/j) mc-
ghoktu 'they'll chop (wood)'. 

/t/ - /th/: tokpt?l 'straight up' , tho'kpc?l 'rhododen-
dron'; tc?l 'leaf', thc?l 'spit'; tok 'cooked rice', thok 
'body'; kcdaktwi' 'are you going to show it to him?', ke-
dhaktwi· 'did you bring it up?'; medoQ 'they shall meet', 
mcdhoi•} 'they'll engage in combat'. 

/p/ - /ph/: pe·?ma?l 'vomit (n.)', phe-?ma?l 'fart 
(n.)'; pu 'bird', phu 'elder brother'; pe-?rum 'let's vomit 
on it (lpi/ADH)', phe-?rum 'meal, flour'; pakma 'second 
wife', phakma 'sow'; kcbcrtchusi 'you lined them up', kc~ 
bhenchusi 'you handed them across'. 

The rarity of the phoneme /£>/ accounts for the scantness 
of the following set of minimal pairs: 

/p/ - /£>/: khtnc? kcpnci·? 'shall I pinch you?', khtnc? 
kcbnci· ? 'are you mute?'; la· ρ 'wing', la'b 'moon'. 

The phonemes /y/ and /w/ occur both as syllable initials 
and as post-consonantal glides. Their distinctiveness as 
glides is illustrated by the following sets of minimal 
pairs and near minimal pairs: 

/y/ - 0: mcnchya 'maiden', mcncha? 'grandchild'; sya 
'uncooked rice', sa 'meat'; kzbyarjsi 'your rice terraces', 
kcbaQsi 'he sent youP'. 

/w/ - 0: cwa?l 'water1, ca-?l 'game'; tuaba 'forehead', 
taba 'he's on his way'. 

/y/ - /w/: sya?l 'jackal, sting', swa?l 'silent'. 
Distinctivity of the three nasal phonemes, /m/, /η/ and 

/η/, is illustrated by the following minimal pairs: 
/m/ - /η/: yum 'salt', yu/j 'sits'; lim 'tastes sweet', 

lit) 'thatching; grows; begins to shine'; nim 'ant, ter-
mite', nilj 'poison'; tim 'fills up', ti-η 'thorn'; sim 
'woman's dress', siij 'wood'; him 'house', hirj 'survives'. 

/m/ - /η/: Μΐη 'name', ηϊη 'poison'; kesa-m 'he's 
preparing to strike you', kcsa-n 'your child (ABS)'; kuna-m 
'its scent', kuna-n 'his face (ABS); lcmsi 'kidneys', 
lenchi 'they'll" slide out of place1. 

/η/ - /η/: thi-n 'egg', thi'ijma7 'retract one's 
foreskin'; mcbhun?cn Ί won't dislodge it', mebhun?cn Ί 
won't scrape it together'; lcn 'it'll slide out of place', 
ICQ 'he wanders about lost'; ρο·π 'abounds', ρο· η 
'alright'. 
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Doubling of consonants Is distinctive. The phonetic 
difference between doubled and non-doubled consonants is 
often considerable. Intervocalic /1/ is rhotacized [r] 
except when it is geminate [Ii]. Intervocalically plosives 
tend to be voiced, whereas doubled plosives are unvoiced, 
eg. ye'ba /ye·pa/ 'he has come1, ye-ppa /ye-ppa/ 'he is 
laughing'. Even when there is no great phonetic dissimi-
larity between doubled and non-doubled realization of a 
phoneme, as with the nasals, doubling is the distinctive 
presence of an additional phoneme, eg. kcnnunenni·? 'aren't 
you feeling alright?', kcnnwnncnni· ? 'aren't you 
ashamed?'. 

Notwithstanding all afore-mentioned distinctions, 
homophony abounds in Limbu. For example, some forms of the 
verbs setma? 'kill a sacrificial animal in honour of a new 
guest' and sc?ma? 'kill' are embarassingly homophonous: 
sctm?nasi (lpi-»3ns) 'we killed some people/we killed some 
sacrificial animals (phudo'Q) in honour of a new guest', 
scttetchuge (lde-»3s/PT) 'we killed him/we slaughtered a 
phudo·η for a new guest". 

Vowel phonemes 

/i/ short unrounded front high vowel [i] 
before a nasal: often lowered to [x], 
eg. /Ιΐη/ [IIJJ] 'thatching' 

/i·/ long unrounded front high vowel [i··] 

/u/ short rounded back high vowel [u] 

/u·/ long rounded back high vowel [u:] 

/e·/ unrounded half-long mid-high front 
vowel [e·] 

/β/ short unrounded mid vowel [β] 

/ο·/ rounded half-long mid-high back vowel [o·] 
before a nasal: often raised to [©·], 
eg. /sitjbo·η/ [SJIJ£><D·JJ] 

/ε/ unrounded short mid-low front vowel [ε] 

/ε·/ unrounded long mid-low front vowel [ε:] 
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/ο/ unrounded short mid-low back vowel 
regular allophone in 
after bilabials 

Μ 
[ο] 

/ο·/ unrounded long mid-low back vowel l·«:] 
/a/ short unrounded mid central [a] 

/a·/ long unrounded mid central [a:] 

Long vowels are often realized with pharyngealized voice or 
'creak'. The creak is particularly pronounced in long /υ·/, 
eg. swma? 'be late'. In the verb stems of yu?ma?, -ywr-/ 
yu?- 'bring down', a long creaky vowel alternates with 
glottal stop. 

Vowel length is distinctive, both in closed and open 
syllables. Only the half-long vowels /e·/ and /o·/ and the 
rare mid-vowel /a/ do not partake in the length opposition. 
Some minimal pairs are given below: 

/!/ - /i·/: i 'hair (on one's scalp)', i· 'he wanders'; 
pipma?, pittuij 'jump, I jump over it (vertically)', 
pi'pma?, ρϊ'ίίυη 'suck, I suck it'; si 'he will die', si· 
'wheat'; ki?c 'I'm afraid', ki'?t 'I'm rotting'. 

/ε/ - /ε·/: abhc 'he'll lay down matting for us', abhc· 
'he'll release us [birds]'; mεdhεη?εnchin Ί won't pen them 
in', mcdhz'ij?cnchin 'I won't tear them'; kcghcksu 'you 
dried it (meat)', kcghc-ksu 'you chipped it'; tcpma? 
'consent to give', tcpma? 'become overcooked'. 

/a/ - /a·/·, khamma? 'tuck in', kha'mma? 'yawn'; kcyaij 
Ιο· 'hey, you'll get hit (by a projectile)', keya'Q lo· 
'hey, you'll get dizzy (up there)'; maij 'deity', ma-η 'it 
is far'; yaij 'money', ya'ij 'he is dizzy1; hatj 'king', ha-η 
'it will taste spicy'; anaij 'weP1 shall go crazy', ana-η 
'my younger siblings (of the same sex as I am)'; iaij 'leg, 
foot', la-η 'dances'; laktu 'it's boiling', la-ktu 'he 
tramples underfoot'; ktdaijba {cum) 'intimate (friend)', 
kcda-oba 'tree-feller'; mcsaktu 'they locked him up', 
mesa·ktu 'they castrated him'. 

/ο/ - /ο·/·, mclotchun 'theyd won't swallow it', 
mclo'tchun 'theyd won't pay'; memo?cn 'I shall not dig', 
mcmo-?cn 'it won't get me drunk'; pondammc? 'mould it!', 
po'Tidammt? 'disperse!'; khoma? 'jot down', kho-ma? 'utter 
incantations'; mεd^ηnεn 'it doesn't make any sense', 
mcdo'tjricn 'it's not short'. 

/u/ - /u·/: yu 'comes down', yu- 'is in effect'; tug 
'fever', tu-η 'it will bend'; mesuptu 'they took draughts 
through their pi·tchiQS', mcsu-ptu 'they capped it'; tukma? 
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'hurt', twkma? 'sweep'; pu? 'it will get severed', pw? 
1 it will boil over'. 

The distinctive quality of vowel height is demonstrated 
by the following minimal pairs: 

/i/ - /e·/, /i/ - /ε/: khi 'thread', khe· 'yam'; lim 'is 
sweet', le-m 'is slippery'; tim 'gets full', tcm 'grabs a 
hold of'; po?i?l 'cucumber', po?e'?l 'winnowing basket'; 
sendi 'good-bye (lpi/ADH)', sende 'split up'; phik 'talks 
loudly', phek 'unfolds, blooms, unfurls'. 

/e·/ - /ε , ε·/: pe'ma? 'vomit', pema? 'fly'; ye-ppa 'he 
is laughing', yeppa 'standing'; phe^suη 'I farted', phcsuQ 
'I let fly'; ke-b 'tiger', keb 'mute'; khe-η 'fishing 
rod', khtt) 'that'; ke-mba 'tall', kemba 'your father'; le-m 
'is slippery', lem 'kidney'. 

/ε/ - /a/: tcm 'grabs a hold of', ta-m 'refuse (n.)'; 
phek 'unfolds, blooms, unfurls', phak 'swine1; lem 'kid-
ney', lam 'way'; scma? 'spill, scatter', sama? 'deliver'. 

/a/ - /o/: saoma? 'splutter', soQma? 'sell'; phak 
'swine', phok 'explodes'; pa*?i 'talks', po*?J 'fungus'; 
kcdaijba (cum) 'intimate (friend)', kcdorjba 'your tunbä* . 

/ο, ο·/ - /ο·/: ροη 'kicks up (of wind)', ρο·η 'all 
right'; ρο·?1 'fungus', po'?l 'he'll lose his way'. 

/o·/ ~/u/: po'?l 'he'll lose his way', pu?l 'misses', 
/i/ - /u/: pi?l 'bull, cow', pu?l 'it will become blen-

ded' . 
/ε/ - /Θ/ - /a/\ cn 'today', an 'horse', ando- 'later', 

ande· 'before'. 
Whispered vowels occur regularly in Limbu. Their de-

voiced quality is subphonemic. The vowels /i/ and /u/ may 
become voiceless in unstressed position in lengthy words, 
eg. /nisctchuge-/ [niscfoshyge· ] 'we«·« saw it', /hipsusi-
ge·/ [hi$syslge· J ' w e d e " h i t them', /miksurumba/ [mif^sy-
'rumba] 'blind', /siradharjba/ [sjrad^agba] 'pleasing'. 

The phenomenon of harmonic neutralization affects these 
same two vowels, /i/ and /u/, and also their long counter-
parts /i·/ and /u·/. In an environment containing back 
vowels, /i, i·/ may become [u, u·], and in an environment 
containing front vowels, /u, u·/ may become [i, i·] in 
allegro speech, eg. mcbhuksu mcbu-ru 'they mixed it all up' 
for mcbhuksu mcbi-ru. 

Nasalization of vowels is not distinctive except in the 
Limbu word for 'yes', a, and in a small number of Nepali 
loans, eg. culesi (cutting implement). Vowels may be phone-
tically nasalized before a nasal consonant.11 

1 1 At this subphonemic level of description, however, it 
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Stress in Limbu is not very pronounced and is non-
distinctive. Stress is marked in glossary entries by a 
stress mark ['] before the stressed vowel, and is indicated 
only when it is not predictable. Unless otherwise indi-
cated: affixes, whether inflectional or derivational, are 
never stressed. Verbs and deverbatives are always stressed 
on the root. Nouns and other parts of speech are stressed 
on the first syllable. 

1.3. The Limbu word 

The phonological word consists of one or more syllables. 
Two features which define the word as a phonological unit 
are hiatus and syllable structure and type. 

1.3.1. Hiatus 

Hiatus is the phenomenon whereby a glottal stop occurs 
ι ζ or (1) preceding a vowel in word-initial position, 

(2) intervocalically in word-internal position. Hiatus 
prevents diphthongisation. Aside from loan words, eg. 
ba-ula 'sleeve' [< Nep. bähulä], diphthongs in Limbu occur 
only in forms with affixed interrogative particle <-ϊ·> 
(6.4) or vocative suffix <-e»> (2.4.5) which do not exhibit 
glottal hiatus.13 

/a-i·r-e/ 

/hi-a-e·s-e-tch-u/ 

/khunc? ku-iqghon 
hen wa·/ 

[?a?i:re] 

[hi?a?e •scttQ u] 

[khunc? ku?iqghoQ 
hen wa:] 

WeP1 wandered 

We di shat. 

What's his 
news? 

becomes arbitrary what portion of the myriad of phonetic 
data one wishes to describe and what details one wishes 
to leave undescribed. For example, khamakma? 'get dark', 
rapidly uttered, comes out [khama?q]. It is not the 
author's intention in this grammar to provide an exhaus-
tive description of all but the most conspicuous pho-
netic regularities. 

1 2 Glottal hiatus occurs before vowel-initial verb roots, 
even when word-internal. 

1 3 For the sake of convenience, the second nasal of nasals 
doubled before the vocative or interrogative endings are 
treated as a feature of the ending. 
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Glottal hiatus does not occur word-Internally following a 
consonant. Except In intervocalic position, word-internal 
glottal stop is phonemic and distinctive. 

1.3.2. Syllable structure 

The canonical syllable structure14 observed in native Limbu 
may be schematized as follows: 

A syllable may consist of only a vowel or of a syllabic 
nasal (V). Except in the case of the interrogative suffix 
-i· or the vocative ending -e· , consecutive vocalic syl-
lables are separated through glottal hiatus (1.3.1). Diph-
thongized syllables containing either of these two suffixes 
have no syllable-final consonant or coda (Cf). In syllables 
with an initial consonant or onset (Cj), the nucleus is not 
a nasal. 

The set of phonemes which occur as onset is: /k, kh, c, 
t, th, η, ρ, ph, m, y, 1, w, s, Λ/ 1 5 and, in word-internal 
position, also /?/ and /η/. Additionally, in a limited 
number of loan words, the following loan phonemes may occur 
as onsets: /g, gh, dz, dzh, t, th, d, dh, d, b, bh, r/. 

The set of codas consists of: /k, η, t, th»16 n, p, 

1 4 Aside from loans, eg. haphta, the only exceptions are 
the word ho-ndge-k 'lizard', wi?sma [?< wi?syma] 
'another kind of', ho?ma?ij 'sleep (n.)' and some 
onomatopoeic expressions, eg. patslak-patsl&k 'slosh-
slosh*. Cemjotί (2018 V.S.) lists hondigek for 'lizard', 
but the pronounciations ho-ndage'k, ho^ndlge·k etc. are 
rejected. 

1 5 Although Pacthare dialect speakers in the vicinity of 
Yasok on the far side of the Tamor have retained /η/ in 
word-initial position, it has disappeared in this posi-
tion in Phedäppe and been replaced by /n/, eg. Pacthare 
Limbu /ija/ 'fish', Phedäppe Limbu /na/ (cf. Bur. 
Tib. na)\ Pacthare Limbu /nasi/ 'five', Phedäppe Limbu 
/nasi/ (cf. Bur. ηä, Tib. Ina). 

1 6 eg. adhgck 'my head' . 

yuoc 
yuo?c 
yuoc? 

He sat down. 
I'm sitting. 
Sit down! 

pe'gc He went. 
pe·k?c I'm going. 
pe'gt? Go! 

( Cj ( G ) ) V ( C f ) 
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ph,X7 b, m, ?/ and, as the onset of an intervocalic 
geminate, /I/. 

The phonemes /y, w/ and /1/ may occur as a post-conso-
nantal glide (G), the latter in the form of its allophone 
[r], eg. swa?l 'quiet;, sya?l 'sting', cwa?l 'water', pyak 
'slap', sammyat) 'gold', twaba 'forehead', pe-kkrokna (type 
of bird), kikkrokna (type of bird), ho'mbrikua 'sweat', 
kumbhrc'O 'one half', nadha-kkriq 'deaf'. The post-conso-
nantal glide /!/ never occurs in the initial syllable of a 
word. 

Intervocalic voiced plosives and intervocalic /η/ are 
ambisyllabic. The allophone of /t/ preceding a glottal stop 
initial syllable, [?I], straddles both syllables, eg. pi?l 
+ -?in -> pi?lin [pi?-lin] 'cow (ABS)'. 

1.4. Assimilation and dissimilation: 

Various types of assimilation are common in Limbu: (a) re-
gressive assimilation of dentals to labials, (b) homorga-
nicity of consecutive nasal phonemes, (c) velarization of 
dental /n/, (d) optional regressive lateralization of 
nasal, (e) morphologically restricted glottal stop assimi-
lation to nasals, and (f) voice assimilation of initial 
plosives across word boundaries. 

Dissimilation is rare. The only attested case involves 
the demonstrative khcn and is discussed on p.19. 

(a) Virtually without exception is the rule that dental 
phonemes regressively assimilate for place of articulation 
to bilabial phonemes: 

r /1/ -> [ρ] -ι c /m/ -i 
/n/ [m] J t- /p/ J 

eg. /m€-n-kot-m?na-ha? kc-kot-pa-ha?/ [mtijgopm?naha? kcgop-
paha?] 'the haves and the have-nots', /mc-n-mtt-paq/ [inem-
mcppao] 'I did not tell him', /D'mot-ma?/ [o:mopma?] 'to 
look at', /ke-t-m?na-bc-n/ [ke·pm?nabcn] 'the inserted', 
/ke-t-ma?/ [ke-pma?] 'add'. 

An exception is the infinitive of pcnma? (-pcnch-/-pen-) 
'arrange in rows', which contrasts with pcmma? (-pcnd-/ 
-ρεη-) 'be removed (of clothes)'. It appears implausible to 
argue that this exception can be explained as serving to 
maintain a lexical contrast in view of the rampant homo-
phony elsewhere in the lexicon where this possibility is 

1 7 In the loan haphta 'week* 



18 1. Phonology and phonetics 

not exploited, eg. phcmma? (-phc?r-/-phcn-) 'spoil', phcm-
ma? (-phcnd-/-phcn~) 'take off (clothes)', phcmma? (-phcr-/ 
-phcn-) 'come', phcmma? {-phcnch-/-phcn-) 'bring'. In very 
few words non-assimilated /t/ does occur before a bilabial, 
eg. pitma 'cow', sctma? 'build a wall'. Generally, however, 
dentals assimilate to following bilabials even in well 
enunciated lento speech. 

(b) Homorganicity of consecutive nasal phonemes is 
limited to regressive assimilation of dental /n/ to 
bilabial /m/ and progressive assimilation of bilabial /m/ 
to velar /η/. The former has already been dealt with under 
the preceding assimilation rule. The latter is limited to 
the PP, 1PS/PT and NP suffixes. 

/m/ [η] / /η/ , eg. /haij-m?na/ [harj-i}?na] 

(c) Dental /n/ optionally assimilates to following /k/ 
or /kh/: /kc-n-kho·s-u-n/, [kcng^O'sun] or [kcqg^o·sun] 
'yous didn't find it'. 

(d) Nasals may become lateralized preceding /1/ in 
allegro speech, although this is rare: 

(e) The two forms of the plural infinitive affix, 
-a?mc?/-ammc?, suggest that glottal stop may regressively 
assimilate to a following nasal, diachronically giving rise 
to geminates. 

The initial glottal stop of the locative and absolutive 
endings optionally assimilate progressively to a preceding 
nasal, eg. him-?o·/him-mo· 'in the house', nam-?in/nam-min 
'the sun (ABS)', lun?in/luwin 'rock (ABS)', thaQbcn?in/ 
thaqbcnnin 'youth, lad (ABS)'. 

(f) Plosives optionally assimilate for voice across word 
boundaries. This is explicable in light of the non-distinc-
tiveness of voice in native plosive phonemes. 

- hen co'kma? alio? 
- thi' dhuijma?. / thuijma?/ 

- What to do now? 
- Drink millet beer. 

/ 



1.5. The orthography 19 

- an ige hcri dzo· kma?? 
- pe-km? bo· η. 

- What shall wePe do? 
- It's time [for youP] to go. 

- khtn-at) o'?myao bhcnta bhitra akm7 ρο·η. 
aQga co'guq bimne thcbae', khcne? go·! /ρί·ηε/ 
- Having roasted that too, [I'll] have to 

put it inside the eggplant. I'll make 
it and give it to you, grandpa, for you! 

The nasal of the word khtrj 'that' often dissimulates when 
combined with the postpositive particle -aij 'also' to yield 
khenao, as in the preceding example. In the absolutive, 
both the form khcqnin and khcnnin occur. 

1.5. The orthography 

In addition to the phonemes and loan phonemes indicated in 
the table on p.l, the orthography chosen in this grammar 
distinguishes the voiced plosive allophones, the glotta-
lized lateral allophone of /1/ and the post-dental allo-
phone of /s/\ g, gh, d, dh, b, bh, dz and ?1 and ch. The 
length mark is dropped after the final /e·/ in the supine, 
exclusive, instrumental, ergative, genitive and subordina-
tor suffixes. 

Hyphenation is used: (1) to separate two phoneme symbols 
which might otherwise be read as the digraph for another 
phoneme, eg. ma'khi 'blood', mik-hi 'eye detritus', (2) to 
separate two parts of a compound or onomatopoeia, or (3) to 
separate morphemes within a word. 

Intervocalic glottal hiatus is indicated by ?, unless 
the syllables have been separated by hyphens. 

/co·kma?/ 
/pO'J}/ 



Chapter Two 
Nominal Morphology 

This chapter is devoted to nominals which comprise the 
parts of speech: adjectives, pronouns and nouns. Adjec-
tives, including verbal adjectives, may be adnominal, 
predicative or occur independently as nominal heads. When 
adjectives are used independently, they take all the case 
and number suffixes nouns take. Adjectives form the topic 
of 2.1. 

Pronouns include personal, demonstrative and interro-
gative pronouns, and are dealt with in 2.2. 

Nouns and parts of speech used as nominal heads may be 
dualized and pluralized and take case endings. The erga-
tive, absolutive, genitive, instrumental, vocative and 
locative cases are indicated by endings affixed directly to 
the noun and assimilating to its final in a regular way. In 
addition, a number of postpositions can be affixed directly 
to the noun and are treated as case endings, viz. the 
comitative, mediative, etc. Two or more case endings may 
co-occur attached to a single noun, eg. a-ndzum-le-n-ille 
(my-friend-GEN-ABS-INST) '[using] my friend's1. Number and 
case are the topics of 2.3 and 2.4 respectively. Other 
spatial and abstract relations indicated by prepositions in 
English are indicated in Limbu by postpositions which are 
not attached to the noun as endings but are the complements 
of nouns in the genitive, eg. cumlun-le ku-sikto·-?o· 
(bazar-GEN its-beneath-LOC) 'below the bazar1. Such post-
positions are listed in the glossary. 

2.1. Adjectives 

2.1.1. Agreement in adjectives 

Adjectives agree in gender but not in case or number with 
the nouns they modify. Adjectives, including verbal adjec-
tives, ending in /-pa/ have corresponding feminine forms in 
/-ma/, eg. yamba ycmbitcha 'big man', yarnrna mcnchuma 'big 
lady', cukpa pi?l 'small bull/cow', cukma pitma 'small 
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cow1. Nouns lack grammatical gender independent of semantic 
sex distinction.1 

Feminine adjectival forms ending in -ma collocate exclu-
sively with nouns denoting animate entities of the female 
sex. Nouns denoting inanimate objects and phenomena take 
the non-feminine forms of the adjective in -pa/-ba, eg. 
cukpa lui7 'small stone', yamba him 'large house', kerek-
nulle ke-mba siobo-η 'the tallest tree' 

A small number of adjectives, including the negative 
participle, do not end in /-pa/ or /-ma/ and are invariable 
in form. Some of these end in the derivational diminutive 
suffix -sa, eg. cuksa mcnchya 'tiny lass', cuksa thaqbtn 
'tiny lad1. 

Adjectives may be adnominal, predicative (with attribu-
tive 'to be' co-kma? (3.5) or with a similar verb such as 
lo?ma?, po'Qma? etc.) or may be used as nouns themselves. 
Adnominally adjectives generally precede the noun they 
modify, although they also occur after the noun when the 
specified attribute establishes the identity of the nominal 
referent, rather than merely ascribe a generic trait to it. 
This is especially the case with kinship terms in which the 
adjective identifies the individual concerned, eg. tore· 
sarumba 'the third-born male guest', riakpa yamba 'the elder 
nephew'. The collocation kcmba kyaq means 'the/a long 
pestle' and may refer to any pestle to which the generic 
trait 'long' may be ascribed. However, contrast with this 
the use of kyaij ke-mba in the following exchange, which 
takes place in a household with two pestles, a larger one 
and a smaller one: 

(1) - kyaij pi-re?.' 
- atiQQin? 
- kyaij kcmba. 

- Give me the pestle! 
- Which one? 
- The long one. 

A group of invariable adjectives marked 'adv.adj.' in the 
glossary may be used adverbally or as predicate adjectives 
but not adnominally or as nouns; eg. kcrek ma~ki pe-na? ya? 
na-tchri-po· tchri pomksc raca 'All the maize, millet and 
rice has gotten nixed up'. 

1 The essential distinction and interplay between gender 
{genus) and sex (geslacht) in language is discussed by 
C.B. van Haeringen (1954). 
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2.1.2. The nominalizing suffix -taQba 

The suffix -tarjba may be added to a noun or adjective and 
is also found in the adjectives a-kdai)ba 'what kind of', 
htkdaqba 'that kind of', okdarjba 'this kind of, such a'. 
Added to a noun or adjective, the suffix -taηba has the 
effect of creating a nomen with an associative or like 
meaning, strongly reminiscent of the suffix -välä in Hindi. 
In the following sentence, 

(2) him-daηba a'tto· me-be·g-c? 
house-väiä where nsAS-go-PT 
Where have the people associated with the house 

gone? 

the term himdaijba denotes those people whom the speaker 
expected to be at home tending the house when he arrived 
and found it unguarded. Affixed to a noun, it may convey 
the sense of 'something like χ' , as in the following 
example: 

(3) cigip-taijba co'k. 
glue-välä be 
It's just like glue. 

The suffix nominalizes adjectives which, without it, can 
occur only as predicate adjectives. The suffixed forms may 
be used either independently or adnominally. 

(4) y^ηyoη-daηba co'g-t. 
light-väiä be-PT 
It was a light one. 

(5) koT] a~kkhya~k se· se· -daijba mana ni go·! 
this how^much clear-minded-väiä man CTR then 
What a clear-minded man this is! 

It is commonly suffixed to colour morphemes (2.1.3) and to 
the postpositive adverb kusiq 'like, in the fashion of', 
giving kusiqdaqba 'one like x'. 
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(6) koQ-in tha'ijle'kwa kusiQdaijba mana race. 
this-ABS cuckoo onewlike man DEPR. 

γε?11εη pa-ηΐεη. khenc? 
repeatedly change^one's^tune. yous 

tha' ijJe· kwa kusiq 
cuckoo like 
paTi-kc-Ιεη-ηϊ · ? 
change^one1s_tune-2-changevone's_tune-Q 
hεkke·lo?rik 
invthatvfashion 
pa'n~mc1-1εη-?ε?! 
change^one1s_tune-NEG-changevone's_tune-IMP 

This guy is like a cuckoo bird. He's always 
changing his tune, (turning to the person in 
question) Are you changing your story like a 
cuckoo? Don't keep changing your story in 
that fashion! 

(7) koij kusiQdaqbc.-lle a-niij 1ε?Γ-υ. 
this onevlike-ERG my-ire release-3P 
I get fed up with people like him. 

(8) - khenc? /cc-m6a-i·? 
yous yours-father-Q 

- π?β·η... a, kusiqdaTjba. 
no... yes, one_like 

- Is that your father? 
- No... yes, it's someone who looks like 

him. 

2.1.3. The colour affixes 

The bound colour morphs mak 'black', pho 'white', hc?l 
'red' and hlk 'green1 occur as predicative adjectives with 
the verbs lo?ma? 'appear' and co'kma? attributive 'to be'. 
Free forms of the bound colour roots are formed by affixa-
tion of the discontinuous colour affix <ku-root-la> to 
these colour morphs. The resultant free forms can occur 
both as nouns and as adjectives. 

ku-mak-la black 
ku-bho-ra white 
ku-hct-la red 
ku-hik-la green 
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(9) a-him-min kubhora co'k. kc-him-min 
my-house-ABS white be. yours-house-ABS 

kuhctla-kuhctla co'k. 
red--red be 

My house is white. Your house is all red. 

(10) kuhlkla a·phis 
military base (lit. 'green office1) 

The colour morphs can also occur in forms with the suffix 
-tajjba 'like, of the kind' (2.1.2), resulting in adjectives 
which may be used adnominally or as independent nominals 
themselves. 

mak-taoba black, black-kind; a black one. 
pho-daqba white, white-kind; a white one. 
hct-taijba red, red-kind; a red one. 
hik-tapba green, green-kind; a green one. 

(11) aijga mak-taqba co'k-?c. 
I black-one^like be-lsPS/NPT 
11m a black one. 

(12) mikphu?la me·η la?bat ku-mik pho-daoma. 
European NOT perhaps, her-eye white-välä/f. 
Maybe she's not a European (a white-eye), but she 

sure is white-eyed! (i.e she sure does look 
like one) 

The four bound colour morphs may also be incorporated into 
an active participial expression (6.5) with the verb lo?ma? 
'to seem, to appear': 

mak-kt-lo?-ba black-AP-appear-AP 
pho-gz-lo?-ba white-AP-appear-AP 
hzt-kc-lo?-ba red-AP-appear-AP 
hik-kz-1o?-ba green-AP-appear-AP 

Although an AP form of lo?ma? is appropriate in the 
sentence wa? makkzlo?ba 'the hen is black', it would be 
inappropriate and particularly insulting at best to use the 
form makkclo?ba in reference to a person. The reason that 
maktaQba is suitable in (11) above, whereas makkclo?ba is 
not, is because makkclo?ba suggests jet black. The asso-
ciative nature of the -tai)ba suffix in maktaqba results in 
a colour term which is less committal about the quality and 
degree of blackness than the active participial form of mak 
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lo?ma? 'appear black'. Similarly, phodaqba is appropriate 
in the expression uttered by a LIrabu at seeing the untanned 
abdomen of a European in phodajjba kcdzo-k! 'You sure are 
white!', whereas pbogtlo?ba is suitable, for example, in 
refering to a white goat or a so-gha. 

Additionally, the colour omdaηba 'yellow' exists only in 
its -taijba suffixed form. The colour morpheme 'yellow' does 
not occur separately. The colour omdaqba has a very narrow 
range of applicability in the spectrum, limited to bright 
daffodil yellow. Gold, for example, is not ^mdaηba; it is 
kuhikla. The colour omdaqba does not as such belong to the 
set of four cardinal colours listed above. The spectral 
range of the respective colours is defined under their 
glossary entries. 

2.2. Pronouns 

The personal pronouns differentiate three persons, three 
numbers and, in the non-singular first person, inclusive 
and exclusive. The personal pronouns are: 

The pronoun atjga has a contracted form i)ga in allegro 
speech. 

The third person pronoun khunc? denotes only animate 
referents. Although now an integral part of the pronominal 
system, the pronoun fcfteij 'that, the' is actually a demon-
strative, and lc/i£ij/ia? is its synthetic plural. The demon-
stratives koij 'this' and its synthetic plural koqha? 
'these' are likewise used as third person pronouns, though 
less frequently because they constitute the more marked 
member of the proximal/distal distinction in the demonstra-
tives. I suspect that the demonstratives it/icij and koq have 
only in recent times come to be used as third person pro-

aoga 
anchi 
anchige 
ani 
an ige 
khcnc? 
khcnchi 
kheni 
khunc7 
khcQ 
khunchl 
khcoha? 

I 
we 
we 
we 
we 
you 
you 
you 
he, she 
he, she, it 
they 
they 

Is 
ldi 
lde 
lpi 
lpe 
2s 
2d 
2p 
3s 
3s 
3d/3ns 
3p/3ns 
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nouns because they behave differently than the personal 
pronouns in some respects, whereas they also exhibit beha-
viour unique to personal pronouns. 

The difference is that, with the exception of the 
demonstratives Jche/j, koij and their plurals, the pronouns 
take neither ergative nor absolutive suffixes and occur 
unchanged as subject, agent or patient in a syntagm, eg. 
Oga kcni?c 'you can see me', aijga khcni omrnepma? asiradharj 
'I enjoy watching youP'. The demonstratives have both 
absolutive (koQ/koQQin, khti)/khci)i)in, koijha?, khzijha?) and 
ergative forms (koqle/kol Je, khcqle/khclle, koijha?re, 
khcoha?re). Note that, although personal pronouns take no 
ergative or absolutive suffix, adnominal quantifiers do, 
eg. khunchl ncpmaij khunchi nzpmarjle 'they both (ERG)'. 
Furthermore, the singular demonstratives can be used adno-
minal ly, whereas the personal pronouns cannot. The personal 
pronouns can occur as possessive prefixes, whereas the 
demonstratives cannot (2.2.1). 

The similarities are that (1) the independently used 
demonstratives behave syntactically like personal pronouns 
and are even more frequent than khunc? and khunchi, (2) the 
singular demonstratives form their independent genitive as 
do the personal pronouns (2.4.4.2), and (3) that, in the 
singular, they replace khunc? in referring to inanimate 
referents. 

Khunchi is a dual pronoun, whereas khcQha? is plural. 
However, both khunchi and khcijha? are often loosely used to 
refer to .non-singular third person referents. Ambiguity 
between duality and plurality of referent does not exist in 
the first and second person, whereas a coalesced non-singu-
lar is characteristic of the third person in general, esp. 
in the verbal paradigm (see 2.3.1, 4.4.4, 4.4.13). 

Demonstrative pronouns, khcn 'that', koij 'this' etc., 
and indefinite pronouns, vi?sma 'another kind of', e'?yaQba 
'other' etc., invariably precede the noun when used adnomi-
nally. 

2.2.1. Personal possessive prefixes 

The singular personal pronouns aijga, khcnc? and khunc? have 
possessive prefixes in a-, kt- and ku-, eg. kc-sapla 'your 
book', a-go'co· 'my dog1, ke-him-mo· 'at your house', 
kc-ndzum-nu 'with your friend1, a-ndzum-ha? 'my friends', 
kc-mba-re 'your father-ERG', a-ba·qphe--?o· 'in my vil-
lage', a-wa? 'my chicken', ku-ho-rik 'his/her/its hide1, 
kε-gyaη 'your pestle', a-yuma 'my grandmother', kc-ndhcba 
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'your grandfather1, kcmara hu?rc?! 'Shut your mouth!', 
kumara hu?rc?! 'Shut him up!, Have him shut up!', ku-ba-nl 
hckkc habha 'His habit is just like that', kcmiq hen? -
amii7 Gra*m Baha-dur 'What is your name? - My name is Gräm 
Bahadur'. 

The dual and plural pronouns anchi-, anchige-, ani-, 
anige-, khcnchi-, kheni- and khunchi- are prefixed inte-
grally to the noun they modify, eg. anige-pa^phe·-?o· 'in 
ourPe village', khunchi-mcnda? 'their goat'. Infrequently, 
the singular prefixes are used together with a non-singular 
pronoun of the same person, eg. anige a-mba-nulle kheni 
kc-mba kappo'ba co-k (wePe my-father-than youP yours-father 
older be) 'YourP father is older than ourPe father'. 

When possessive prefixes are added, some nouns, predo-
minantly kinship terms and terms similar in meaning (eg. 
cum, -ndzum 'friend'), have a prothetic nasal which mani-
fests itself after the singular possessive prefixes a-, kc~ 
and ku-, eg. cum 'friend', andzum 'my friend', pa 'father', 
amba 'my father', phoija? 'uncle', kcmbhoQa? 'your uncle', 
suma? 'aunt', kunchuma? 'his aunt'. Some nouns (inc. two 
kinship terms) drop the vowel of their first syllable when 
a possessive prefix is attached, eg. thege-k 'head', kedh-
ge-k 'your head', nc?nc? 'older sister', kunnc? 'his elder 
sister', mudhuk 'moustache', amdhuk 'my moustache', nusa? 
'sibling', kunsa? 'his sibling'. 

Some noun compounds are separable when possessive 
prefixes are attached. These take prefixes on both parts, 
eg. cumde-i) 'buddy', andzum-ande'ijha? 'my buddies', fee·?1-
phuq 'garments, clothing', kude-71-kubhurj 'his clothing'. 
These nouns are marked as such in the glossary. 

As in English, but even more so because Limbu makes no 
sex distinction here, the third person singular possessive 
is ambiguous. The sentence khunc? kude'?l phendu means 'He 
took his clothes off', where 'his' may or may not be co-
referential with 'he' in the same sentence. Similarly, 
mcnchuma ku-him-mo· wa· (woman his/her-house-LOC be) may 
mean that the lady in question is present in her own house 
or that she is present in someone else's house. The burden 
of disambiguating such utterances rests on the context. 
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2.2.2. Personal pronouns: an analysis 

The following is a morphemic analysis of the first person 
personal pronouns: 

ar)ga a η ga 
1 e 

anchi a η si 
1 d 

ani a η i 
1 Ρ 

anchige a η si ge 
1 d e 

artige a η i ge 
1 ρ e 

The exclusive morpheme <-ge>, also found in exclusive verb 
forms (4.4.15) as <-ge> and, after bilabials, <-be>, is the 
non-singular allomorph of the exclusive morpheme <-ga> 
found in the pronoun aηga 'I'. It is virtually certain that 
-ge and -be are contracted reflexes of -gya and -bya 
because the latter forms are still characteristic of the 
speech of Pacthare speakers and even common amongst some 
elderly women native to the phedäppe area, eg. anchigya 
nisigya for anchige nisige 'wede see1, which would suggest 
that the -gya > -ge transition occurred very recently. It 
is interesting to speculate that the /y/ of the non-singu-
lar exclusive <-gya> might be somehow diachronically 
related to the morpheme <-i> signaling plurality of first 
and second person in the verb. 

The first person morpheme a- denotes 'inclusive of 
speaker'. This same morpheme is also reflected by the first 
person verbal affixes -a, -?ε (with lowering, cf. /a/ for 
/ε/ in surrounding dialects) and -aij. 

The second person possessive prefix and verbal affixes 
of the form /kc-/ and the second person pronouns, all 
beginning in /khc-/, reflect a second person morpheme with 
initial velar and front vowel. The third person possessive 
prefix /ku-/ and the third pronouns, all beginning in 
/khu-/ (remember that khco and khcqha? are demonstratives, 
2.2), reflect a third person morpheme with initial velar 
and back vowel. This same back vowel is reflected in the 
morpheme of third person patient /-u/ (see 4.4.3.2). 
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s p e a k e r 
inclusive exclusive 

a 
d 
d 
r 
e 
s 
s 
e 
e 

inclusive 

exclusive 

anchi 
ani 

aijga 
anchige 
an ige 

khcnc? 
khenchi 
khcni 

khunt? 
khunchl 
khCQha? 

2.3. Dualization and pluralization 

In nouns, the plural suffix is -ha?, the dual suffix -si. 
The plural suffix is superfluous when the plurality of the 
noun is indicated by the verb or the general context, eg. 

(13) hilo'-?o· ku-ΐ3ηγο·ρ mc-dha-p. 

mud-LOC his-footprint nsAS-be^visible 
His footprints are to be seen in the mud. 

The plural suffix is used (1) to indicate plurality in a 
context in which the plurality of the nominal referent 
would not otherwise be evident, (2) to stress the plurality 
of the nominal referents, or (3) to indicate multiplicity 
or manifoldness. 

mana te-
rtiana mede· 
manaha? mede· 

A man came. 
The men came./Some men came. 
The men came./A number of men 

came. 

sapla wa· 
sapla mewa· 

saplaha? mewa 

There is a book. 
There are books./The books are 

there. 
There are all sorts of 

books./There are many 
books./There are various 
pieces of writing. 

The use of the plural suffix to indicate manifoldness is 
well illustrated by the pluralization of proper names or 
kinship terms which do not have plural referents in the 
strict sense. 
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(14) Prabhu Ra-m-ha? khcttho· ya-mbok mc-dzo·g-u. 
Prabhu Ram-ρ up^there work nsAS-do-3P 
(lit. The Prabhu Räms work up there.) 'Prabhu Räm 

and those like him (viz. his colleagues) work 
up there' 

(15) sarumba-ha? mc-be-k. e^?yaηba mc-ya-k. 
second-born-p nsAS-go. other nsAS-be 
The second-born [son] and crew will go. Everybody 

else will stick around. 

Collective nouns which already have plural referents in the 
singular may take the plural suffix, as in the following 
example. Pluralization of collective nouns has the effect 
of individualizing the referents which in the singular of 
the noun are viewed as a collective whole. 

thcge* k?i hair on scalp 
thcge·k?iha? hairs on scalp 

A plural noun takes a singular verb when the nominal re-
ferents are viewed collectively (17). The plural of men 
'price' in both (16) and (17) is logical in view of the 
fact that the various commodities available at the bazar 
all differ in price. 

(16) kcrck-le ku-mcn-ha? mc-ghik. 
all-GEN its-price-p nsAS-bewexpensive 
The prices of everything are too high. 

(17) fccreit-Je ku-men-ha? khik. 
all-GEN its-price-p be^expensive 
The prices of everything is too high. 

The absolutive forms of interrogative and indefinite pro-
nouns such as e*n 'who', hen 'what' and e-?yaqba 'other' 
may take the plural suffix. Adjectives may also be plura-
lized when used as nouns themselves. 

(18) - e-n-ha? mc-ba'?l? 
who-p nsAS-talk 

- na'pmt-ha? pa'kkha mc-ba'?l. 
other-p outside nsAS-talk 

- Who are talking? 
- Others are talking outside. 
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In the non-singular, the dual of third-person arguments is 
marked vis-ä-vis the plural. A dual referent may be indi-
cated by a plural noun with a verb in the dual (19) and, 
less commonly, a plural verb may be used with a dual sub-
ject (20). Conversely, the dual suffix is not attached to 
nouns with non-dual referents. 

(19) khtTjha? o-kt-c-tchi . 
they Ρ scream-PT-dPS 
They (two) screamed. 

(20) - habha hckke· ni kc-dza-m-mi· ? 
just_so that^way 2-eat/3P-pA-Q 

- o· ?-s-u-wai) mu ca-s-u-ba. 
roast-dA-3P-pfG REP eat-dA-3P-IPF 

- Do youP eat it just like that (viz. raw)? 
- (butting in:) They said theyd eat it after 

having roasted it first. 

2.3.1. The dual and generalized dual morphemes 

The underlying form of all dual and generalized dual 
morphemes is <-si>. Dual morphemes denote duality of 
actant, whereas generalized dual morphemes denote 
non-singularity of actant. Generalized dual morphemes 
historically derive their meaning through over-genera-
lization of the original dual sense to include the notion 
of plurality. 

The dual morpheme of nominal flexion is <-si>, eg. 
manasi '[two] men'. 

The dual morphemes of verb morphology are the dual agent 
morpheme <~s> (4.4.8) and the dual patient/subject morpheme 
<-si> (4.4.9). The underlying form of the dual agent mor-
pheme is also <-si>, but because the dual agent morpheme is 
always immediately followed by the third person patient 
morpheme <-u>, the /i/ elides before <~u> in keeping with 
the morphophonological regularity of vocalis ante vocalem 
corripitur (4.3). 

The generalized dual morphemes of verbal morphology are 
the non-singular patient morpheme <-si> (4.4.13), the 
non-singular agent morpheme <-si> (4.4.12) and the first 
inclusive and third person non-singular forms of suffixal 
'to be' (3.1). In -»3 forms, duality and plurality of a 
non-singular third person patient are not distinguished; 
the non-singularity of a third person patient is indicated 
by a generalized dual morpheme. The duality and plurality 
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of a first person agent is not distinguished in nsl->2 
forms; the non-singular agent number is indicated by a 
generalized dual morpheme.2 The generalized dual affixes of 
suffixal 'to be' results in homophonous pairs with the dual 
nominal suffix (see 3.1, esp. footnote 2). 

2.3.2. Numerals and the dual suffix 

In numerals from two to nine, the derivational suffix -si 
is a generalized dual morpheme as defined in 2.3.1. 

The numeral 'one' lokthlk is a synthetic form consisting of 
lok 'only' and thik 'one'. Lok is a postpositive adverb, 
and thik is both a prepositive quantifier meaning 'one* and 
a postpositive article meaning 'a, a certain'. 

The form lokthlk is both the counting form of the numeral 
and the emphatic form of prepositive thik. 

The numerals from ten to a hundred are formed by a 
straightforward process of number morpheme compounding. The 
interesting morphemes are the decimal morpheme -bo-η, in 

2 The LSJ (Konow 1909) attests separate forms for the 
lde-»2 and lpe-»2. The former are identical to the nsl-»2 
forms in the dialect studied in this grammar, whereas 
the latter have the form VERB-a-si-ge (VF.RB-l-p-e). Here 
too, the number affix is a generalized dual morpheme 
with non-singular meaning, -si, though such an affixal 
order is not characteristic of the dialect described in 
the present grammar. 

2 nctchi 6 tuksi/thuksi 
7 nusi 
8 yctchi/ytnchi 
9 phaqsi 

3 sumsi 
4 lisi 
5 nasi 

(21) yarj-dhik pi-r-aij-ε?. 
money-a give-lsP-IMP 
Give me a rupee. 

(22) thik yaij la'bdzo'k. 
one money costs 
It costs one rupee. 
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the numerals 10, 20 and 30, and -kip3 in the decades 40, 
50, 60, 70, 80 and 90 as a suffix and in 100 as the root. 
In the numeral 10, thik 'one' occurs as thi. In the numeral 
20, 'two' occurs as its allomorph -ηί-, whereas elsewhere 
it occurs in its more usual form -net-. The morpheme 
'eight' -yct-/-ycn- occurs as -ye·- in the eighties. 

10 thibo'ij 20 nibo-η 40 likip 70 nukip 
11 thikthik 21 nctthik 41 lithik 71 nuthik 
12 thiknc?l 22 nctnc?l 42 linc?l 
13 thiksum 23 nctchum 80 ye·kip 
14 thikli etc. 50 nakip 81 ye·thik 
15 thikna 51 nathik 
16 thikthuk 30 sumbo-η 52 nant?l 90 phaogip 
17 thiknu 31 sumdhik 91 phaqdhik 
18 thikye?1 32 sumnc?l 60 thukkip 
19 thikphat) etc. 61 thukthik 100 kipthik 

Collective numerals are used to enumerate entities in a 
group seen as a whole, often used for groups of people, but 
not used in counting. Collective numerals are formed with 
the suffix -phu: 

1 thikphu 
2 ncpphu 
3 sumbhu 
4 libhu 
5 nabhu 
6 thukphu 
7 nubhu 
8 ycpphu 
9 phaηbhu 

Ordinal numbers are not attested. The only fraction is 
kumbhrc'Q 'one half', eg. yaQ-dhik-?atj kumbhrcQ pi-r~ai)-c? 
(money-a-and one^half give-lsP-IMP, lit. Give me a rupee 
and a half) 'Give me one rupee and eight annas'. 

3 The use of -kip in the decades from 40 is reminiscent of 
Old English use of hund prefixed to the decades from 70, 
cf. tventig, prltig, feowertig, fIf tig, siextig vs. 
hundseofontig, hundeahtatig, hundnigontig, hundteontig, 
hundendleofantig, hundtwelftig. Benedict (1972) identi-
fies Limbu 'gip' with a poorly attested Tibeto-Burman 
decimal root *gip (pp. 19, 94). 


