Script and Sounds

Introdaction

Burmese is a language of syllables, and these syllables are consistently stractured (with few exceptions). It uses its

own script derived from soath Indian alpbabets and, as sach, it is an abugida types where consonants bave an

inherent vowel. This can be either an implicit “a” or by explicit vowel. The explicit vowel is normally by markers bat

can be with an independent vowel.

The standard form of a sgllable is C(c)O(?)(T) e.g. @@: whberes

The onset or bead of the syllable is @ being C(c) and the rbyme of the syllable is L§ being O(?) + T.

o is C, the initial consonant. There are 55 individual consonants, one with two forms and 54 initial consonant
sounds. There are 6 initial consonant sounds made by adding an aspiration marker. This adds a pre
aspiration to tbe initial sound. A farther 4 initial consonant sounds are made by adding a medial consonant
where this changes the initial sound (e.g. to make a ©/dz (cb/j) or [/¢ (sb) sound).

i is an optional (c) which refers to the medial consonant. The medial consonant adds to the end of the initial

consonant, These are the second consonant in consonant clusters. There are only 5 medial consonants (e.g.
the "my" sound in Nyanmar).

o is and explicit O or the vowel. (Most of the vowels are dependent vowels that are eitber implicit or attach
to the consonant or consonant cluster. The implicit vowel is the equivalent of /a/ or /a/. The explicit
dependent vowels can attach to the right of the consonant group, above the group, below, both above and
below, or both to the left and rigbht. The vowel may be open or close.

% is (?) or a nasalised closed end to the vowel. The closed end can be a nasalised end or a glottal stop.

o2 is the T and is an explicit tone marker. A syllable that ends with an open vowel or a nasalised vowel will
have one of three tones. These are often called a low tone, a high tone or a creaky tone. Syllables that end
with a glottal stop end with are the foarth tone know as a stopped tone. Some syllable ends with an implicit

/3/ and this may be considered as the fifth tone.

Onset or Bead: Initial Consonants and Sounds

The 55 consonants in the traditional lagout

€ach box inclades the consonant, its sound, name in Burmese script and how this name is pronounced.

The colour coding is to show the phonetic groupings within the alphabet’s structure and order.

It also shows the degree of duplication of sounds primarilg as a resalt of Pali based texts (e.g. the third row) and

changes in pronunciation over time (e.g. the first 5 letters in each of columns 5 and 4).
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Table 1 The Burmese Alpbabet: The 35 initial consonants and first 24 initial sounds

98] 9 0 O C
/k/ or /g/ /kh/ or /g/ /9/ /9/ /9 (0g)/
oo@: s63: ocod 20[03s c
ké dai kh3 gwe ga ne g3 dal na
)] 0 @ O?J
/s/ or /2/ /sh/ or /2/ /2/ /2/
o0d: 50036 em RESe
54 loan shg lein 24 gwe 24 myin-2we

O
/p/ or /b/
0O

pa 2zau?
QO

19/
QOB

ga per-le?

o V)

/pM/ or /b/ /b/
Q C c o ¢
Q2000 Cleeleats [
pha ?ou?-thou? ba latghai?

/© (th)/ or /3 (db)/
20
03

There are 10 initial consonant sounds made by adding medial consonants and/or the aspiration marker:

Table 2: 10 Additional initial consonant sounds

oy 1 (03

'3 Qg Q191! R

/% (ch)/ or /dz/ /th (chh)/ or /da/ /d (j)/ /[ or g (sh)/
¢ 22
/8 or *n/ /p or *p/
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(Note:  Where the medial consonant adds to the initial consonant sound this forms a Cc consonant claster instead.
For example the @ /my/ in @%m Myanmar.

The importance of the alphabetical order to pronunciation

The first 25 letters are grouped in a logical phonetic order, €ach row has a tenuis or unvoiced plain consonant, an
anvoiced aspirated consonant, a voiced plain consonant, a previously voiced aspirated consonant that is now said the
same as the preceding plain voiced consonant and finishes with a basal consonant where these five consonants are
all pronounced at a similar point of articalation. As you go down the rows, this point progresses from the “k” group
(Oelar -at the back) through “s” and “t" to the “p” group (Labial - at the lips). There are 2 “t” groups, the first for
inherited Pali words (that were previously pronounced as retrofler), and each nasal bas a pre-aspirated version
using the o marker. There are 2 versions of consonants for the p (or “nyg”) sounds

Table 3z 06 /we?/ - Grouped Consonants

Grouped initial consonants by geoneral Onvoiced Qoiced (Vasal

point and manver of articulation Plain Aspirated Plain Plain Aspirated

k 08 | Oelar stops & nasals o /k/ s /k'/ 010 /g/ c/n/ ¢ /§ or "o/
Palatal nasals e /n/ | 9 /horn/

s ©00
Aloeolar fricatives o /s/ 50 /s"/ @19 /2/

t 0000 | Aloeolar stops & nasals gloo/t/ gl /t'/ | g1v1316/d/ @ 1& /g or o/

p 0od | Labial stops & nasals © /p"/ 012 /b/

(Notes The alpbabetical order is in the reverse order of places of articalation comonlg ased in phooetics.)
The 3200 or angrouped initial consonants are less logically arranged. There are maltiple versions of ¢ (sh) and two
versions of each consonant in the “ch” group, two pronanciations for 20 “th” and § (g & r). Like the "t" groap there
is an old and modern version of “L". 33 is an “a” that can act like a consonant or a silent letter for a vowel marker.

Table 4 3308 /we?/ - Ongrouped Initial Consonants (Vote o /w/ is a co-articulated labial-velar)

Otber initial consonants by general Onvoiced Ooiced
point and manner of articulation Plain Aspirated Plain
Glottal stops 3 /?ora/ oo /h/
Oelar | approximants o /w/ Q /wor bw/
fricatives (sh) Ce NI NReTRRev] /[ or &/
Palatal stops (cb/)) | o1 @ %/ ! [§ /%"/ Q! [5 /da/
306 approximants | 0o § /y/
Aloeolar | approgimants q/r/
Oental stops
approgimants
Labial | approsimants
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The Burmese Alpbabets The 55 initial consonants and first 24 sounds

98) ) 0 VO C
/R/ or /g/ /R"/ or /g/ /9/ /9/ /9 (0g)/
00[—99: scgs 0cod m@: c
ka dai kh3 gwe ga ne ga &l na
)} e @ 02] ocars
/s/ or /2/ /sh/ or /2/ /2/ /2/ /p (0g)/
ocds 0038 e qjq_lé:ag oS ([_993) | QODGCV:
s4 loun shg lein 23 gwe 24 myin-2we Na (dzi) or pa gole
g 8 QL D c®»
/t/ or /d/ /t0/ or /d/ /d/ /d/ /o/
< c .o ¢ C N N < C Q
go0§aQ|Ce]|od Slelitiea ellelloablos VEEQROD cno[_g:
t4 ©agin-daei? thd wan-be da gin-gaa? da ye-hmou? na dal
oD oo 3 e §
/t/ or /d/ /t/ or /d/ /d/ /d/ /o/
oooé:clg ooeoéog: 3c0g: eesraocf)q(]lng Q?cog
t4 wan-ba t'4 s"in da da dwe da ?au?-tghai? na ne
O o v} D <
/p/ or /b/ /ph/ or /b/ /b/ /b/ /m/
0GOO0D oésogé 000059‘]{05 ooo?Q: ©
pa 2au? pha Pou?-thou? ba latghai? ba goun ma
QO ) QO o 20
19/ /9/ or /t/ N oo/ /© (th)/ or /3 (db)/
Q00505 Q05 © o 20
4 per-le? yé gau? 14 wi 03
0p) S 32
/b/ N 1?3/
w g@: <?)
ba (& dai ?4

The 10 additional initial consonant sounds

o1 (o3 '8 ' 0 1916g 1)
[t (ch)/ or /da/ /%" (ch")/ or /da/ /da )/ /f or G (sh)/
¢ e2 R ? g ?

/8 or "n/ /p or °p/ /o or Po/ /m or *m/ /lor®l/ /w or P/
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