Divergent developments of alveolar stop *t in Telugu
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Itis widely accepted that the reconstructed Proto-Dravidian system has a three-way phonological
distinctionin the coronal series of consonants. The triple contrastis quite unique to Dravidian languages
in the broader Indian Linguistic Area. Particularly, among the stops, a contrast between dental and
retroflex is present in other Indian languages, but alveolar stop tis peculiar to the Dravidian languages.
There has been a considerable literature on the developments of this sound in various Dravidian
languages. However, no detailed study of its developments in Telugu has been published. This paper
attempts to document the divergent developments of this sound in Telugu.

The Proto-Dravidian consonants are generally reconstructed to indude the following sixteen
consonants. In addition, a laryngeal *H and an alveolar n also figures in some reconstructions.

Proto-Dravidian Consonants
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Proto-Dravidian *t is defined phonetically as voiceless alveolar stop. However, this consonant doesn’t
occur in the word-initial position. Krishnamurti makes a stronger phonological statement that “all apical
consonants (alveolars and retroflexes) are excluded from word-initial position in Proto-Dravidian.”
(Krishnamurti 2003, p. 119). Therefore, /t/ occurs only in the medial or word-final positions of root
stems, either as an intervocalic consonant, post-nasal consonant or as a geminate consonant. The stops
in Proto-Dravidian were known to have lenis allophones between vowels; after a homorganic nasal, all
stops were voiced; word-initially and in gemination all stops were voiceless (Krishnamurti 2003, p. 93).
Hence, we can posit that Proto-Dravidian */t/ had three realizations [t], [d] and [I] in geminate,
postnasal and intervocalic positions respectively, perhaps already present dialectically at the Proto-
Dravidian stage.

Although, apical consonants didn’t occur in word-initial position in Proto-Dravidian, they shifted to the
initial positionin the languages of Telugu and other South-Central Dravidian (South Dravidian Il) by a



phonological change known as metathesis or apical displacement (Krishnamurti 2003, p. 157). We will

also investigate words in Telugu with word initial alveolar consonants.

Alveolar stops in intervocalic positions
The alveolar stops in Telugu retained the lenis pronunciation of alveolar consonants resultingin a reflex

of alveolar trill [r] in the intervocalic position. Here are a few examples of the reflexiation of alveolar

consonant as alveolar trill in Telugu:

Proto- Meaning Proto-South Proto- Proto- Proto- Proto-North
Dravidian Dravidian Telugu Gondi-Kui | Kolami- Dravidian
Gadba
*at-a- to speak, *ar-ai- *ar-a- *ara-s-
sound /*ara-p- (*
r-)
*at- to be cool; to | *ar- *ar- *3d- *ar-/*ad- *ar-t-
be dry
*bit- dense, tight *vir-/*veér-i- *bir- *ber- (*-r-)
/*vir-
*bot- hole (in tree) *bor-, *por- *por- *bor- *bor- (*-r)
*put- (*p-, gourd *pur-ad - *Pur- *but-k- *pur-
*-t)
*cetVk- sugarcane; *ceruk- (*-r-) | *cerak- *cerok- *Serk- (*-r-) | *cur-a(?)
sugar juice (?
*Eitvt- leopard, *Eirvt- *cirut-

panther




Alveolar stops in post-nasal positions
The following table provides most important Proto-Dravidian root stems with a homorganic nasal

followed by an alveolar consonant, in with their corresponding cognates in various subgroups including

Telugu. As we can see, the proto-Dravidian alveolar stop consistently showed a reflex of retroflex stop

/d/. The only exceptions are *kant- (scorched, burnt) and *pant- (pig) which show a reflex of dental stop
/d/ in Telugu as kandu and pandi respectively.

South South-Central Central North
Proto- Meaning Dravidian Proto- Proto- | Dravidian | Dravidian
Dravidian Telugu Gondi-
Kui
*ent- sunshine, heat of sun | *en- *engd- *ed- | *end-
*kant- scorched, burnt; *kanr- *kand-
black
*kont- hill *kunr- *kond- *kond-
*mint- three *manf- *mangd- mand-
*nint- to be full *nlr-ai- *ner- *nind- | *nind- (*- | *nind-
) *nint- /*nind- nd-)
*naint- day *hanr- *nénd- | *ne | *nan
t o
/*nai-
nd-
*ont- one *onr- *ond- *und- *ond
*pant- pig *pant-i *pand- *pand- | *pand
*tant- belleric myrobalan *tanr- *tand- | *tand- | *dand-
*tont- to appear, be *tonr- *to(n)- *tond- | *tond-
*ant- to plant, fix *anr- *un(d)- | *uds- | *und- *(d-

Alveolar Consonant in word-initial position in Telugu as a result of metathesis
Here are a few examples of alveolar consonantin word-initial positionin Telugu. As discussed before,

thisis a result of phonological change known as metathesis. Since, this phonological change also shifts
apical consonants to word-initial position, it is also known as apical displacement.

The following provides a few known examples of word-initial alveolar consonantsin Telugu:



Proto- Meaning South South-Central Dravidian | Central North

Dravidian Dravidian Dravidian Dravidian
Proto- Proto-
Telugu Gondi-Kui

*at--ai rock *ar-ai *ray-i

*et- to shoot; to *er-i- *ri-m-(?) | *ed- (caus. | *ed-

throw *et-)

*et- torise; steep | *er- *ra- *ar- (*-d-)

*[iltej- shrimp *|r-av- *rey- *réy- *reyy-a
/*roy-

*ut- to throw, fling | *ur-u(m)b- | *r-uv- *ur- (*-d) | *r-uv- (*r)

Geminated Alveolar Consonants

The following four reflexes show that geminated consonants are found as alveolar trill even in
gemination. We know that in Tamil, geminated alveolar consonants tt are typically pronounced as tr but
Telugu doesn’t show any such reflexes.

Proto- Meaning | Proto-South Proto- Proto- Proto- Proto-North
Dravidian Dravidian Telugu Gondi-Kui | Kolami- Dravidian
Gadba
*kot/got: sheep, *gorr- *gor-y- (*-I-)
deer
*kotl- millet *kUral- *korral- *kod- *koyl-

*tot- kine *tor- *torr-




*jut(p)- to sip, *zur- *jurr- *zur- *Eurp- *surp
suck

Conclusion
Based on the lists of root stems containing alveolar stop /t/ with its reflexations in Telugu in various
environments, we may be able to draw the following evolution tree to depict the divergent
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developments of this phoneme.

Itis interesting to note that there is epigraphical evidence showing the use of two distinct symbols for
representing two different reflexes of this consonant. Itis possible that there was a historical period
when Telugu developed a contrasting pronundiation of this sound in intervocalic and post-nasal
environments, necessitating two distinct written symbols.

For example, in the inscriptions of Kalamalla, both ©and es are used distinctly. Further in the Rameévara

(Proddutdiru) inscription, €9, e9, ¢, ¥ and © are all seen to be clearly used, indicating that they are all

distinct characters. It is tempting to suggest that the symbol © was used to represent voiced alveolar
stop, as most of the attestations of this symbol consistently occur in post-nasal position. It is important

to note that the alveolar stop in post-nasal position appears as retroflex d (¢), while intervocalic

alveolars remained es or mergedinto & in modern Telugu. Therefore, it is likely that © represents an

intermediate stage in Telugu in the development of alveolar stop in post-nasal positions as a voiced

alveolar stop (d), before getting merged with retroflex d (¢) or dental d (¢8) in the later stages. However,




there are a couple of exceptions, like ca©@u (probably ~ ceru for tank, lake) foundin
Ramesvara/Proddutiru inscription, which need to be carefully analyzed and explained.
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