
Proposal to encode Devanagari Sign High Spacing Dot
Jonathan Kew, Steve Smith

SIL International

April 20, 2006

1.  Introduction

In several language communities of Nepal, the Devanagari script has been adapted to represent additional

phonological features not found in major languages such as Hindi, Marathi, or Nepali, or historically in Sanskrit.

One such adaptation is the use of a modifier dot under letters, including vowels, where it is not traditionally used.

This can be represented in Unicode/ISO10646 using the existing character U+093C DEVANAGARI SIGN NUKTA,

provided fonts and rendering engines support the productive use of this mark; there is no fundamental character

encoding problem here.

Another form of script modification, however, seen in several languages, is the use of a dot (similar in design to the

NUKTA or ANUSVARA dots, often diamond-shaped in typical fonts) appearing as a spacing character at or very

slightly above the level of the connecting bar across the top of Devanagari letters. Although this dot shares the same

basic glyph shape as both U+0902 DEVANAGARI SIGN ANUSVARA and U+093C DEVANAGARI SIGN NUKTA, it

is clearly distinct in both positioning (at the “hanging baseline” of the text, not either above or below other letters)

and behavior (it is not a combining mark but a spacing character, seen word-initially as well as between other

letters).

Such a character is known to have been used in orthographies of at least three different languages: Yohlmo (also

known as Helambu Sherpa, http://www.ethnologue.com/show_language.asp?code=scp), where it indicates a high

falling tone on the following suffix; Lhomi (http://www.ethnologue.com/show_language.asp?code=lhm), where it is

written word-initially to distinguish words with ‘tense’ or ‘clear’ vowels from those with ‘lax’ vowels; and Takale

Kham (Western Parbate, http://www.ethnologue.com/show_language.asp?code=kjl), to indicate high tone on

breathy vowels. As these are small language communities with limited literacy as yet, it is possible that some

conventions may change over time, but in each case there are existing publications and readers using this mark.

2.  Proposed character

To support the character encoding requirements of these extended Devanagari writing systems, the following

character is proposed. The representative glyph is shown between two typical Devanagari consonants to make its

relative size and positioning clear:

›Ùª 0971;DEVANAGARI SIGN HIGH SPACING DOT;Lm;0;L;;;;;N;;;;;

The codepoint may of course be changed to a different position in the Devanagari block (U+0900 might be another

reasonable possibility). The proposed character is named using SIGN rather than LETTER as it is not regarded as a

full-fledged letter of the alphabet, but rather a sign that indicates a modification of the syllable or word. Other

properties are the same as for typical Devanagari consonants, or the analogous spacing sign U+093D DEVANAGARI

SIGN AVAGRAHA, except that a General Category of Lm seems more appropriate than Lo to the known usage of

this character.

The linebreak class of the new character should be AL, as it is treated just like a Devanagari letter for line-break

purposes.

We have seen little evidence relating to collation, but the one source available [3] treats the HIGH SPACING DOT as

ignorable at the primary level. No minimal pairs that would have forced the compilers to make a clear decision

regarding secondary or tertiary collation weight have been observed.

Regarding rendering behavior, this character is always used at the beginning of an orthographic syllable or cluster.

Its presence in the text explicitly begins a new cluster; therefore, in a sequence such as <RA, VIRAMA, DOT, KA>,

the ra-virama should be rendered with a visible halant, not as reph: ¯!ÙL , not ÙLæ . The dot also remains in initial

position in the presence of the short i vowel; therefore, <DOT, KA, VOWEL SIGN I> is rendered ÙèL , not éÙL .



3.  Examples

[1], page 513

[2], page 2

[2], page 10

[3], page 313

[3], page 354

[3], page 363



[4], page 453; the dot is used only in word-initial position in this language

[5], page 206

[5], page 827
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