The native Lepcha orthography
Heleen Plaisier
Leiden University

Although many Lepcha believe that a literary tradition existed among them before the arrival of Buddhism in the area, thus far no evidence has been found to corroborate
this claim. It seems more likely that the invention of the Lepcha alphabet was motivated by the religious activities of Buddhist missionaries. The Lepcha script is understood to have been devised during the reign of the third chögel of Sikkim,  Chögä Châdo 'Namgä (imperabat 1700-1716). According to Lepcha tradition, the native Lepcha orthography was created by the scholar Thikúng Mensalóng, who is believed to have been a contemporary of Lama Lhatsün Chenpo, i.e. 'Lama Lhatsün Namkha Jimi (1597-1654), the patron saint of Sikkim, who is considered to have played a definitive part in the Sikkimese conversion to Buddhism.

 The 'alphabet' or 'syllabary' is referred to in the Lepcha language as kakha 'abc' chomíng 'written letters' and míngzât 'treasure of letters'. The native Lepchaorthography is systematically treated in the text  lâzóng, the book on the Lepcha alphabet, which is traditionally used to teach Lepcha orthography (Plaisier 2003: 31-32). In the lâzóng, all the orthographic symbols and combinations of symbols are treated in a specific order, building from simple consonant or vowel signs to more complex syllables. As will be demonstrated in this talk, the traditional method of instruction is for the teacher to recite sections of the lâzóng in a set melody and for the students to read and chant along with the teacher, until the students have memorised the values of the letters and the syllables and are able to read and to recite by themselves. Although most people nowadays learn to read and write Lepcha through primers and textbooks based on different methods, the traditional method based on recitation of the lâzóng is still practised.
