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HOW TO ADD  
PĀLI & SANSKRIT DIACRITICS: 

In Buddhist studies, the usage of ancient Indian languages such as Pāli and Sanskrit is very 
common.  These languages are, easily represented in Romanized form, with “a”, “b”, “c” etc., 
however, they have other letters which need to be distinguished from regular Romanized 
script, such as “ā”, “ś”, “ṛ”, and “ḥ” etc.   

This is an explanation of the method to set up “Shortcut Key” entry system for the usage of 
these “diacritical” letters in Microsoft Word.  It will become part of whatever Word template 
that one is using on that given computer, each time you use it.  In other words, you should 
only need to set this up once!   

Proper use of these Indic diacritical characters will not only make your essays look much 
more suitably scholarly and academic, but they will also help you in learning the languages, 
and associated ideas behind the words.   

There are a couple of ways of doing this, but here is the easiest methods to set these up:   

1. On the top banner in Word, go to “Insert”  “Symbol”  “More Symbols”:   
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2. In the “Symbol” dialogue box, choose the font you wish to work with (in this case, 
Tahoma, see discussion on “Unicode Fonts” at the end of this handout): 

 

3. Find the diacritical symbol that you require (eg. “ā”), and then select “Shortcut Key”:  
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4. In the “Shortcut Key” dialogue box, select the key combination in the “Press new 
shortcut key” box, then “Assign” and “Close” (eg. here “ā” = “Alt + 1”):  

 

5. The template file for Word will save the “Shortcut Key” under the given Template.  
You can then continue to select other diacritical letters that you require, and assign 
them to various key combinations (from Step 3-5, above).   

6. So, which keys to assign to which diacritical characters?  The various assigned key 
combinations I use for my own computer are as follows:   

ā Alt + 1 ñ Alt + 6 ḍ Alt + d 
Ā Alt + Shift + 1 Ñ Alt + Shift + 6 Ḍ Alt + Shift + d 
ś Alt + 2 ū Alt + 7 ḥ Alt + h 
Ś Alt + Shift + 2 Ū Alt + Shift + 7 Ḥ Alt + Shift + h 
ṣ Alt + 3 ī Alt + 8 ṇ Alt + n 
Ṣ Alt + Shift + 3 Ī Alt + Shift + 8 Ṇ Alt + Shift + n 
ṛ Alt + 4 ō Alt + 9 ṃ Alt + m 
Ṛ Alt + Shift + 4 Ō Alt + Shift + 9 Ṃ Alt + Shift + m 
ṭ Alt + 5 ṅ Alt + 0 ḷ Alt + l 
Ṭ Alt + Shift + 5 Ṅ Alt + Shift + 0 Ḷ Alt + Shift + l 

These assignments are based on the numbers above the letters in question (eg. “1” is 
right above “a”, “2” above “ś”, etc).  These assignment are also designed to not 
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interfere with other “Shortcut Keys” that your computer will already have (eg. “Ctrl + a” 
= “select all”, “Ctrl + n” =”new file”).   

Of course, you can assign these diacritical characters however you like.  Once you are 
used to them, you can type them as fast as any other letter, which saves a lot of time, 
and also makes your essays look suitably “scholarly” and “academic” .   

UNICODE FONTS:   

1. It is strongly recommended that you use “Unicode” fonts in your essays.  These fonts 
all place the diacritical characters in the same digital code.  This means that you can 
change the entire font of the essay to another Unicode font, and the characters will 
also change font but remain as diacriticals.   

2. Unicode fonts include:  Tahoma, Arial MS Unicode and the latest version of Times 

New Roman (only in MS version from 2010 onwards).  These are already in MS Word.   
3. The internet has some other nice Unicode fonts, such as Gandhari Unicode, Gentium, 

URW Palladio and others, just Google away!   
4. Using these Unicode fonts is different from the older system of having one font for 

regular text, and a separate and different font for diacritics.  For example, using the 
fonts:  Foreign, Times Norman, Normyn, etc.  None of these fonts are Unicode, and 
they are much more problematic if the reader does not have the font, or one wishes to 
make changes to a whole document.   
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