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• This talk aims to:

• Provide some historical perspective on documentation activities and 
outputs, with a focus on Nepal

• Show how these activites, methods and outputs have changed with time

• Matiso! (1991: 498): “It is high time to “mainstream” S(ino-)T(ibetan) 
linguistics”

• It’s also time to mainstream methods and outputs within the context of 
21st century digital & informatics scholarship

• Focus on one area of continued opportunity and need, including the 
challenges and potential rewards involved

Introduction
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• Language Documentation in Nepal in a traditional perspective

• Harkens back to B.H. Hodgson and G. Grierson in late 19th/early 20th 
centuries

• Linguistic surveys of Nepal intensi"ed around 1980’s: Werner Winter, 
now LinSuN at Tribhuvan University (Regmi 2010)

• Ongoing documentation initiatives by Summer Institute of Linguistics

• Energies skewed particularly to eastern Nepal, but this is beginning to 
change

• In Manang and surrounds (‘Tamangic’): Georg, Glover, Hildebrandt, 
Honda, Mazaudon, Noonan

Introduction
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• Documentation outputs in Nepal:

• Growing number of grammars published in mainstream venues: Brill, 
Mouton, sketches through Routledge edited volumes, Lincom Europa

• Even greater amount of information as unpublished mimeos, handouts 
or else as limited-release publications

• Many outputs were concerned largely with issues of genealogical 
a#liation and shared lexico-grammatical correspondences

• So, content more focused on paradigmatic patterns, comparative 
glossary-building and contrastive (-emic) analysis

Introduction
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• Newer initiatives have brought methods and outputs within this 
particular "eld into the 21st century: 

• Archives: Digital Himalaya (University of Virginia, University of 
Cambridge), Tibetan Himalayan Library (U of Virginia), LACITO

• Documentation blogs and web pages: CPDP, Nar-Phu, etc.

• A-V companions to grammars: van Driem and Tshering’s 1998 
Dzhongkha practical grammar

• The online journal Himalayan Linguistics now has a “"eld reports” 
component

• But there is still room for more work and development

Outputs
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Digital Himalaya
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Thangmi songs 
(mp3 format) & 
films (mp4 format)

The DH Thangmi Archive
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Puma-Chhintang
Nar-Phu

Blogs & Web Pages
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Field Reports
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• The linguistic diversity across the geographically changeable and 
compact/bounded inhabitable regions of Nepal, combined with varying 
degrees of within-family and across-family contact, along with varying 
degrees of threat/maintenance to these languages should all shape the 
methods of documentation too

• Historically, this would be a tall order for any purely paper-bound 
output

• But existing grammars already hint at the possibilities of what a multi-
variable approach to documentation on any given language/in any area 
might reveal (handout, appendix)

Ongoing Need
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• This kind of information is essential; not only does it contribute to/
challenge theories of natural human language

• E.g. phonemic vs. sub-phonemic, conditioned vs. free variation, 
structure-preserving vs. structure altering; lexical vs. post-lexical; 
lexically general vs. speci"ed (Kiparsky 1982; Mohanan 1986; 
Blevins 2004 ; Nespor and Vogel 2007)

• An added bonus is that the variation frequently appears to have 
sociolinguistic motivations

• These observations open up possibilities for revisiting and expanding 
methods and outputs of language documentation & description, 
enriching analysis by factoring in other variables

Introduction
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My own main documentation 
focus since 1998

• Nar & Phu spoken to north-
east

• Manange spoken in northern & 
central  VDC’s

• Manang-Gurung in southern & 
central VDC’s

• Gyalsumdo around Tal & 
Chame

•Nar

•Phugaun

•Tal

•Nace
•Tilce & Thonce

•Thancowk

•Temang & Otargaun

•Gyerang

Manang Languages
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Manang Languages
• Sino-Tibetan tonogenesis:

• Relatively “recent” diachronic phenomenon, and many S-T languages 
still incipiently tonal in terms of phonetic correlates, domains of contrast 
and perceptual functional load:

Tone Systems in 19 S-T languages
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Tamangic Tonogenesis

✦
Tamang

Thakali✦

Manange

(h)
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• In languages with adequate data
Resulting Systems

• However: Mazaudon & Michaud (2006, 2008), Hildebrandt (2007), 
Mazaudon (2005)-- high degrees of idiolectal & dialectal variation, 
phonetic correlates di!erently weighted across languages, varied role of 
F0 (pitch) in de"ning the systems
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• The di!erent diachronic paths and currently varied systems of these 
languages have some signi"cant consequences for representation of tone

• Featural approach: 2 tones + initial C [VOICE] feature (cf. Kjellin 1975 for 

Tibetan); but: in some lgs., voicing di!erences part of the consonant, part 
of the vowel, or else both (in particular, Tamang)

• Separate tone & phonation: /1, 2/ tone, /3, 4/ phonation/register 
(Maddieson 1984); but: across lgs., /3, 4/ don’t show similar trajectories

• HI & LOW Register systems: in LOW (Yip 1995, Duanmu 1992) 
phonetic voicing of onsets dependent on tone category; but: voicing in 
Tamang tones acoustically/articulatorily unstable & now Manange /1/ 
& /4/ for some speakers → “low merger” (despite etymology)

Issues of Representation
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• Mazaudon & Michaud (2008) suggest a ‘panchronic’ approach:

• It’s possible that Gurung, Tamang, Thakali → Manange-type system

• If so, we are currently observing tonogenesis still in-action, observing 
the gradual de-linking (and possibly re-linking) of non-F0 correlates

• In particular, re-linking may occur via contact with Indic languages 
(non-tonal, true register-based systems, dominant, lingua-franca 
presence in Nepal)

• And we are likely to witness a great deal of inter-speaker and regional 
variation

Issues of Representation
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• My own research on phonetic (acoustic) correlates reveals more 
ongoing questions than "rm answers

The Problem of Acoustic Correlates

F0 Initial C VOT Medial C 
VOT

Stem 
Amplitude

Spectral Tilt  
(modal v. non-
modal)

V Duration

Manange
(9 spkrs, 4 
communities)

4 tones 
(rural)
2-3 (urban)

/4/ +asp
/3/ -asp

allowable 
for all tones

n.s. n.s. n.s.

Nar(-Phu)
(2 spkrs, one 
community)

2 tones 
“high” & 
“low”

male: /2/ vs. 
others

n.s. n.s. /3/ v. /4/ 
(female: 
vowel jitter)

female: /1, 
3/ vs. /2, 4/

Manang-
Gurung
(7 spkrs, 2 
communities)

some spkrs 
3-way, 
others 2-way

for some 
spkrs: /1, 2/ 
v. /3, 4/

n.s. (most 
words 
monosyll.)

n.s. n.s. n.s.

Gyalsumdo
(1 speaker)

3-way (2 
high, 1 low)

n.s. insufficient 
data

n.s. n.s. but 
vowel jitter 
significant

n.s.
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Electroglottographic 
Investigations

• Mazaudon and Michaud (2008: 240) observed for Tamang that the open-
quotient (Oq) values were signi"cantly higher, with a dipping and then rising 
pattern through time for the LOW tones vs. the HI tones.

• i.e., for the LOW tones, they observe an overall rise in air%ow rate in the 
nucleus

• My future steps involve EGG analysis, but production must also be 
considered in tandem with perception
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• How do these "ndings compare with perception of tonal contrasts across 
speakers (across communities)?

• List collected from two Manang-Gurung females

• Spkr 1 from Nace village; Spkr 2 from Thancowk village

• Recordings digitized, target words extracted, scrambled and formatted 
into four sound "les per speaker:

1. Nouns in isolation and in frame-medial (‘I see that X’)

2. Verbs in isolation (w/nominalizer su#x -pa) & in frame-medial (w/ 
deontic su#x -la)

Production v. Perception
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• Four sound "les played for 5 other Manang-Gurung speakers 

Speaker 1 Nace male
female, Nace Nace female

Thancowk female
Speaker 2 Thancowk male

female, Thancowk Thancowk female
• The perception test took place in Nepali with a brief training 

section, followed by the actual wordlists

• For each word played, the informants were provided a Nepali 
forced choice (example video clip, if time)

Production v. Perception
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SPKR 1 KAH
NACE 
MALE

mi ‘person’
naam ‘name’

maanche ‘person’
aago ‘fire’

‘person’

ŋjo ‘lake’
[ŋo] ~ [ŋjo]

paaso ‘trap’
pokhari ‘lake’

nidhaar ‘forehead’
‘lake’

kli ‘snow’
disab ‘feces’
hiũ ‘snow’
boso ‘lard’

‘feces’

ku ‘urine’
nau ‘nine’

chaati ‘chest’
pisab ‘urine’

‘urine’

kju ‘sheep’
paani ‘water’
kampa ‘beam’
bheda ‘sheep’

‘sheep’

ŋo ‘forehead’
[ŋo] ~ [ŋjo]

paaso ‘trap’
pokhari ‘lake’

nidhaar ‘forehead’
‘trap’

Production v. Perception
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Perception (Nace Informants)

MALE FEMALE

SET ACCURACY χ2 SET ACCURACY χ2

Niso 57%

0.002

Niso 60%

0.04

Nfr 91% Nfr 82%

Viso 83%

0.50

Viso 72%

0.31

Vfr 89% Vfr 84%

Production v. Perception

low χ2 indicates
that context of 

utterance correlates 
with perceptual 

accuracy for nouns

however:
context-dependency

is not the case
 for verbs
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• Even in studies where the four-way tone system is more robust (e.g. 
Manange), cross-speaker variation is too compelling to ignore

• Even normalization of the “raw” data have not resulted in neatly 
signi"cant results in multi-speaker studies

• I suspect that sociolinguistic factors, including the growing role and 
in%uence of a-tonal Nepali, are at play and can provide a more organized 
perspective on the seeming chaos

• This type of study is attractive to a geo-spatial perspective

• Currently, small-scale GIS (Geographic Information Systems) 
representation of Manang is impossible

Mapping Tonal Variation
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• GIS is a system for storing 
and displaying geo-spatial 
information on the web or in 
other digital formats

• It integrates software, 
hardware & programming to 
answer questions involving 
geographically referenced 
data

GIS
8/28/11 4:50 PMCivil War Washington

Page 1 of 2http://civilwardc.org/maps.php

The "Washington in Transformation Maps" offer a combination of temporal, geographical, and contextual data layers. The map layers display

distinct shape files, or icons, on behalf of physical and geographic objects. The base map, below, displays locations by date ranges and can

return simple search results. Alternate map views are coming soon.

Interpretations
Essays

Maps Data Texts & Images
Texts
Images

Interpretations Map Data Texts & Images About
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A GIS Perspective of 
Manang Languages?

• With the maps currently available through Google Maps, extreme 
pixelation results with zooms beyond 1: 10,000

Chame @ 1:500 (satellite 
& map)
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GIS and Documentation
• But, GIS-documentation link-ups are increasingly employed, with some 

interesting and compelling exemplars
• DELAMAN network (spatial representation of metadata from endangered 

language archives)
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GIS & Documentation
• Berkeley Linguistics Mapping Project (BeLMaP): Studies the role of space 

in the spread of linguistic features via di!usion/borrowing in areas of 
intense contact (Michael 2010)
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Zooming In?
• What I am striving for is a way to visualize patterns and usage scenarios 

(beyond just tonal acoustics) in micro-level spatial perspectives (like what 
is available in Europe/North America)

My neighborhood in the U.S.
1:200 zoom
Google Maps

30



Mapping Languages of Manang
• I am working currently via collaboration with GIS/cartography faculty at 

SIUE to incorporate detailed trekking maps modi"ed for Google

A-V options, Dhaarapaani 
Village (Manang-Gurung)
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Mapping Languages of Manang
• The geo-points may themselves become “hotlinks” to downloadable data, 

or A-V "les in formats amenable to acoustic research
lexeme 
info.

metadata (IMDI)

.wav soundfiles

text transcripts (ELAN, Toolbox)
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For Consideration

• A spatial perspective is not a substitute for intensive, comprehensive 
documentation of systems as they are used in everyday settings, across 
genres; the methods of investigation must remain rigorous

• There is also the non-trivial matter of community permission and input in 
an endeavor that would result in a linguistic mapping at a micro-level

• In addition to community cooperation, such initiatives rely on intense 
cross-disciplinary (and even cross-institutional) collaboration with experts 
on hardware, software and programming needs, on larger budgets, and on 
longer timelines
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For Consideration

• Following guidelines advocated by ELAR, by DoBeS and by Bird and 
Simons (2003), all of this collaboration and technical expertise must all 
ultimately be open-source (to the extent possible), transportable, cross-
platform (non-proprietary), available to/learnable by a wide range of users, 
must "nd a long-term home for storage/access/archive, and must use mark-
up languages available for long-term access
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• However, spatial representations of structure and usage in such multi-
lingual, heavy-contact, endangerment-prone areas provide an additional, 
more intuitive visual perspective of ‘what’s going on’

• Such representations are particularly illuminating in areas where multiple 
features are considered simultaneously, or where structural variables are 
paired with socio-cultural/attitude/usage-scenario ones

• They also open up linguistic documentation and analysis to wider 
audience numbers and types (van Uytvanck et al’s ‘curiosity factor’)

For Consideration
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