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Letalanyah: A Buddhist writing system of
Sgaw Karen

Atsuhiko Kato

Abstract
The Buddhist Sgaw Karen people, who live in Karen State, Myanmar, have a writing system
called Letalanyah. While the most well-known Sgaw Karen writing system is the Christian Sgaw
Karen Script created by the Baptist missionary Rev. Jonathan Wade, recently Letalanyah has also
gained a significant degree of popularity. In this article, after presenting the phonological system
of the dialect of Sgaw Karen spoken around Hpa-an, the capital of Karen State, I will discuss the
correspondence between Letalanyah and its phonology. A study of the correspondence of

Letalanyah with the phonological system shows it to be a highly systematic writing system.

1. Introduction

Some of the Buddhist Sgaw Karen people in Karen State, Myanmar, use a writing
system called Letalanyah. The spelling of the name of this script in Letalanyah itself
is GC\)C\SU)C\)§83§ /1e?tola?na/. This can be written as C\)’Soocoeg using the
Christian Sgaw Karen Script, which is the most widespread Sgaw Karen script. Since
/18?/ (or /1i?/) means ‘script’ and /tala?na/ means ‘wisdom, intellect’, /le?tala?na/ as a
whole means ‘script of wisdom’. The purpose of this article is to detail how Letalanyah
corresponds to the Sgaw Karen phonological system. Notably, Letalanyah was briefly
introduced by Kato (2001, 2006), but there have been no previous studies discussing
this writing system in detail.

I still do not have accurate information as to how the Letalanyah system was
created. From one Karen intellectual, I was informed Sgaw Karen Buddhist monk(s)

created Letalanyah sometime after 1960. While this appears to be unreliable



information, it is still possible this is indeed its origin. In fact, Sgaw Karen has what I
call the Christian Sgaw Karen Script—a script created by the American Baptist
missionary Rev. Jonathan Wade in the 1830s—which is so widespread that it is
generally regarded as the orthography of Sgaw Karen. By the time Letalanyah was
introduced, this Christian script was already considerably popular in Sgaw Karen
communities. Despite this, the new script was created probably for two primary
reasons.

The first reason is religious awareness. The Christian Sgaw Karen Script was
originally created for the compilation of the Sgaw Karen Bible and the dissemination
of Christianity. Therefore, we can imagine that there may be Buddhist Sgaw Karen
speakers who hesitate to use this script.

The second reason is that mixing the Burmese-Pali and Christian Sgaw Karen
scripts can create a sense of discomfort. In Buddhist communities in Myanmar, a
textual compilation method called nissaya is used in the study of the Buddhism
doctrine. According to Okell (1965: 186), “Nissaya are works in which each word or
phrase of a Pali text is followed immediately by its Burmese translation.” This
particular method is also used among Sgaw Karen Buddhists, in which Pali words and
phrases written in the Burmese style are followed by Sgaw Karen explanations written
in Letalanyah. If one uses Christian Sgaw Karen Script to create a nissaya text, certain
difficulties arise; that is, the consistency of reading vowel symbols would be lessened.
The Christian Sgaw Karen Script is a writing system based on the Burmese script, but
with vowel signs assigned a phonetic value that cannot be inferred from a knowledge
of Indic scripts. For example, in the Burmese style of Pali writing, % and & represent
the vowels 7 and 7. In the Christian Sgaw Karen Script, however, the same symbols
represent the vowels /o/ and /o/, respectively (see Table 9). When these two systems
are mixed in the same text, the text should cause substantial discomfort to a reader of
Sgaw Karen nissaya and should also create obstacles to a correct reading. In nissaya
with Letalanyah, this problem does not arise. The same problem can also arise in
transcribing Pali loanwords with the Burmese style in a prosaic text written in the
Christian Sgaw Karen Script.

I assume that these were the reasons that Letalanyah was designed. Besides these



aspects, some native speakers state that the inability to write the vowel /w/ in the
Christian Sgaw Karen Script motivated them to create Letalanyah (see Section 3.4).
However, it is unlikely that this was a strong motivating factor in the creation of
Letalanyah, since only a slight modification of the Christian Sgaw Karen Script is
needed to write this vowel.

The system of Letalanyah reflects the phonology of the dialect of Sgaw Karen
spoken around Hpa-an, the capital of Karen State, Myanmar. Specifically, I call this
dialect the Hpa-an dialect; given this, when I use the term “Sgaw Karen” without
reservation, this dialect is the one being referred to.

Regarding the rest of this article, in Section 2 the method of the present study is
explained. Then, Section 3 presents the phonological system of the modern Hpa-an
dialect. Section 4 shows the relationship between Letalanyah and the phonology;

Section 5 is a sample text; and finally, Section 6 presents a summary of this article.

2. Method of study

I carried out my research using a Letalanyah textbook (Anonymous 1988), which
I obtained in Karen State, Myanmar, in the late 1990s. The sound values of the various
symbols were estimated by reading the words and example sentences. The estimated
sounds were presented to Ms. Naw Snow Paw, a native Sgaw Karen speaker living in
Japan, to identify the sound values of the symbols. In addition, I gathered information
by reading articles in magazines in which Letalanyah is used. Moreover, information
was obtained from the lyrics of Sgaw Karen song videos uploaded to the Internet—
which are sometimes written in Letalanyah. The consultant, Naw Snow Paw, was
born in the late 1980s in the suburb of Hpa-an and spent her language-forming years
there. She is therefore a speaker of the Hpa-an dialect of Sgaw Karen, which

Letalanyah reflects. She is also a speaker of Eastern Pwo Karen.

3. Phonology of the Hpa-an dialect
The phonological system of the Hpa-an dialect of Sgaw Karen is briefly described
here. The explanations of Sgaw Karen in Kato (1993) and Kato (2021b) are based on

research conducted in the early 1990s with native Sgaw Karen speakers from



Myanmar in Mae Sariang, Thailand, and Tokyo, Japan. Although these descriptions
deal with the Hpa-an dialect, the consultants for the study conducted in Japan included
some speakers of the dialects of the Ayeyarwady Delta, so the phonetic features of the
Delta dialect were inadvertently mixed into the analysis. Therefore, in the following,
if there are descriptions that should be corrected to those of the Hpa-an dialect, they

will be adjusted to their correct form.

3.1. Syllable structure

The syllable structure of the Hpa-an dialect can be represented as C1(C2)V(?)/
(T), where C1 is the initial consonant, C2 is the medial consonant, V is the vowel, ? is
the glottal stop that appears at the end of a syllable, and T is the tone that covers the

entire syllable. Furthermore, the part -V(?) is called the rhyme.

3.2. Tones

There are six tones in the Hpa-an dialect, as shown in the left column of Table 1.

Table 1: Tones in the Hpa-an dialect

This paper Kato (2021b)

a [a41] low-falling tone a [al1] low-level tone

a [a33] mid-level tone a [a33] mid-level tone

a [a44] high-level tone a [a55] high-level tone

a [a51] high-falling tone a [a51] falling tone

a? [a?11~21] low-checked tone a?  [a?11] low-checked tone
a? [a?33] mid-checked tone a?  [a?44] high-checked tone
9 atonic ) atonic

As shown in the right column of Table 1, Kato (2021b) explains that the Hpa-an
dialect has the following tones: /a/ [al1] low-level, /a/ [a33] mid-level, /4/ [a55] high-
level, /a/ [51] falling, /a?/ [a?11] low-checked, and /4?/ [a?44] high-checked. However,
of these, /a/ [a11] “low-level” should be changed to /a/ [a41] “low-falling” (the parts
in bold font have been corrected); /a/ [a55] “high-level” to /a/ [a44] “high-level”; /a/
[S1] “falling” to /a/ [51] “high-falling”; and /a?/ [a?44] “high-checked” to /a?/
[a?33] “mid-checked”. These mistakes were due to mixing the phonetic features of

the Delta dialect into the description of the Hpa-an dialect.



There are two possibilities for the phonological status of the glottal stop at the end
of the low-checked and mid-checked tones. That is, it could be an intrinsic feature of
the tones or a syllable-final stop. This issue is very difficult and requires a variety of
examinations to resolve. Therefore, in this article, I tentatively consider this glottal
stop to be both an intrinsic feature of the tones and a syllable-final stop.

For the notation of the low-checked tone, the same grave accent mark as for the
low-falling tone is used in consideration of the possibility that the low-checked tone
can be interpreted as a phonetic realization of the low-falling tone appearing in a
syllable with a final glottal stop. Similarly, a macron is used for the notation of the
mid-checked tone in the same way as for the mid-level tone in consideration of the
possibility that the mid-checked tone can be interpreted as a phonetic realization of
the mid-level tone appearing in a syllable with a final glottal stop. Both possibilities
are only hypotheses at the present stage and need to be examined in the future. In fact,
it is also possible that checked tones would have nothing to do phonologically with
plain tones.

Furthermore, Sgaw Karen has atonic syllables, in which the only rhyme that can

appear is /o/. They are thus indicated by the absence of tone marking.
3.3. Initial and medial consonants
Simple onsets consisting of only C1 are shown in Table 2. There are a total of 27

phonemes that can occur as a simple onset.

Table 2: Simple onsets in the Hpa-an dialect

Bilabial | Dental |Alveolar| Palatal | Velar | Glottal
Voiceless unaspirated p 0 t c k ?
stops
Voiceless aspirated stops ph th ch kh
Voiced stops b d g
Voiceless fricatives 3 X h
Voiced fricatives z Y fi
Nasals m n n n
Semivoiwels w j
Lateral 1
Trill T




The phonetic values of simple onsets are as follows: /p-/ [p], /6-/ [t~t6~0], /t-/ [t],
/c-/ [te~s], /k-/ [k], /?-/ [?], /ph-/ [p"], /th-/ [t"], /ch-/ [te"~s"], /kh-/ [k"], /b-/ [6~b], /d-/
[d~d], /g-/ [g], /e-/ [€], /x-/ [x], /h~/ [h], /z-/ [z], /y-/ [¥], /6-/ [A], /m~/ [m], /n-/ [n], /n-/
1, -/ [n], /w-/ [w], /j-/ [j~1, /1-/ [1], and /r-/ [r~1].

/b/ and /d/ are implosives, i.e., [6] and [d], but may be pronounced [b] and [d] in
fast speech. Furthermore, /b/ and /d/, which appear in borrowings from Burmese and
Pali, are typically pronounced with an egressive [b] and [d]. /b/ and /d/ in /bui?da/
‘Buddha’ (< Burmese /bou?da/ < Pali buddha) are examples.

The phonemes /g/, /z/, and /y/ appear in borrowings from Burmese or those from
Pali that entered via Burmese, e.g., /gu/ ‘dignity’ (< Burmese /goun/ < Pali guna), /z¢&/
‘market’ (< Burmese /z¢/), and /na/ ‘to rent’ (< Burmese /hna/). However, /5/ may
appear in a very small number of pure Sgaw Karen words—for example, /pona?/
‘stupid’.

The realization of the consonants /c/ and /ch/ should also be mentioned. In Kato
(1993) and Kato (2021b), the phonemes /s-/ [s] and /sh-/ [s"] were set up. The dialects
of the Ayeyarwady Delta (including the Bassein dialect of Jones [1961]) and Mon
State (including the Moulmein dialect of Jones [1961]) certainly have the phonemes
/s-/ and /sh-/. However, in the Hpa-an dialect, [s] and [s"] can be seen as free variants
of /c/ [te~s] and /ch/ [teh~sh], respectively. The more formal the situation of utterance,
the more frequently /c/ and /ch/ are realized as [s] and [s"] instead of [te] and [te"].
However, in borrowings from Burmese, when the original Burmese form has /c/ or
/ch/, they are always pronounced with [te] and [te!], not with [s] and [s"], e.g., /cd/
[ted] ‘school’ (< Burmese /caun/), and /chd?/ [te"5?] ‘to bind’ (< Burmese /chou?/).

Next, the phonemes that can appear as C2 are /-w-/ [w], /-1-/ [1], /-t-/ [r~1], /-j-/
[j~], and /-y-/ [y~ug]. Possible combinations of C1 and C2 are shown in Table 3.



Table 3: Possible combinations of C1 and C2 in the Hpa-an dialect

Cl1
p 6 t k phthkh b d ¢cchx mnpog j | r
wl+ + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + 4+
c2 1|+ + + + + +
rji+ + + + + + + + + +
i+ + + +
y |+ + + + + +

Attention should be paid to the behaviors of the medial /-y-/ [y~uy]. It often
alternates with /-w-/ after a labial, e.g., /pya ~ pwa/ ‘person’. /cy-/ and /chy-/ often
alternate with /e-/, e.g., /cya ~ ¢a/ ‘be few” and /chyd ~ ¢d/ ‘to send’. In the word
/me?chya?/ ‘be shy’, the alternation of /chy-/ and /e-/ may occur or the omission of
/-y-/ may occur. Thus, there are at least three ways to pronounce this word: /mé?chya?
~mée?ea? ~ me?cha?/. Furthermore, since /ch-/ may be pronounced [s"], there are yet

more possibilities for the pronunciation of this word.

3.4. Rhymes

As has been mentioned, the rhyme has a structure that can be represented as
-V(?). Rhymes can be divided into two types: open rhymes without the syllable-final
/-?/ and stopped rhymes with /-?/.

There are 10 open rhymes, as shown in Table 4.

Table 4: Open rhymes in the Hpa-an dialect

1 1 w u
€ ] [}
€

These rhymes are realized as follows: /-i/ [i], /-e/ [e], /-¢/ [e], /-/ [i], /-o/ 3], /-a/
[&], /-w/ [w], /-u/ [u], /-0/ [0], and /-0/ [9~D].

It should be noted that the vowel represented as /w/ in Kato (1992) and Kato
(2021b) is represented as /#/ in this article. This change is because, as Sarvestani
(2018: 65) correctly pointed out by means of experimental phonetics, this vowel

phonetically can be represented as [#].



Furthermore, in this article, the vowel phoneme /wy/ is established separately from
/i/ as one of the close vowels. Note that the phoneme /u/ is a different vowel phoneme
from that represented as /w/ in Kato (1993) and Kato (2021b). This vowel phoneme
has never been posited in previous studies dealing with Sgaw Karen, including Jones
(1961), Ratanakul (1986), Brunelle (2011), Jitwiriyanont (2012), Kerdpol (2012),
Rattanaporn (2012), Fischer (2013), Olson (2014), Sun (2016), West (2017),
Sarvestani (2018), and Lee (2020). In fact, words containing the open rhyme /-wi/ are
very limited in number. So far the words that have been found to contain it are /lti/ “at;
from; to’ (a preposition), /0tr/ ‘surely’ (a sentence-final particle), /Aw/ ‘you know?’ (a
sentence-final particle), and /hur/ ‘hey!” (an interjection). Of these, /lt/ is the emphatic
form of the locative preposition /13/ ‘at; from; to’. For example, /ltx hi pi/ (at / house
/ inside) ‘inside the house’ is used more frequently than /13 hi pt/ (at / house / inside)
‘inside the house” when one wants to emphasize a location. As will be mentioned in
Section 4.3, in Letalanyah, /lt/ is regarded as the representative form of the locative
preposition.

As for the phoneme /w/, one might argue that there is no need to establish it,
because there are few forms that contain /w/; moreover, all of the forms have
functional word-like properties. In such a view, [w] would be considered a variant of
/al, /4/, or /u/. In this article, however, /w/ is considered a phoneme for the following
two reasons: (1) there is a semantic difference between /Itii/ and /13/; namely, whether
they carry an emphatic meaning or not; as long as there is a semantic difference
between the two forms, it would be desirable to treat them separately in terms of
phonemics; and (2) /w/ minimally contrasts both with /i/ and /u/ in the words /6@w/
‘surely’, /6% ‘to anoint (the head)’, and /60/ ‘liver; to build’. An additional reason is
that many learned speakers of the Hpa-an dialect consider [w] a distinct sound from
[2], [1], or [u]. Owing to such an awareness among native speakers, a spelling for this
sound exists in Letalanyah. Some of the speakers of the Hpa-an dialect have told me
that Letalanyah was created because [w] could not be written in the Christian Sgaw
Karen Script.

There are 9 stopped rhymes, as shown in Table 5. These are rhymes that appear

when a glottal stop is present at the end of a syllable. As stated in Section 3.2, the



glottal stop at the end of a syllable may be an intrinsic feature of the checked tones,

rather than a syllable-final consonant.

Table 5: Stopped rhymes in the Hpa-an dialect

i? w? u?
e? a7 o?
e? a? Y

These rhymes are realized as follows: /-1?/ [i?], /-e?/ [e?], /-?¢/ [€?], /-a?/ [9?],
/-a?/ [4?], /-w?/ [w?], /-u?/ [u?], /-0?/ [9?], and /-0?/ [0?]. Below, some notes on these
rhymes are given.

Very few words have a rthyme /-e?/. Examples are: /x¢?/ ‘gripped, pinched’ and
/xe?xe?/ ‘for a long time’. Furthermore, the thyme /-i?/ tends to be pronounced /-e?/.
Thus, there might be no opposition between /-1?/ and /-e?/ in the Hpa-an dialect. Since
I have not yet reached a conclusion on this issue, I regard /-i?/ and /-e?/ as distinct
rhymes in this article.

In the Hpa-an dialect, the rhyme /-0?/ is often confused with /-0?/. Thus, as will
be seen in Section 4.3, /-0?/ is frequently written with the symbol for /-0?/ in
Letalanyah. /-0?/ might thus be seen as merging into /-07/.

/-wr?/ is most commonly pronounced [-wi?], but may also be pronounced [-i?].
There seems to be no phonological distinction between [-w?] and [-i?]. In this article,
I interpret these as /-w?/ instead of /-i?/, which is in accordance with the most frequent
pronunciation [-wi?]. Therefore, /-i?/ is not present in the interpretation of this article
and [-i?] is a phonetic variation in the realization of /-w?/.

/-u?/ is sometimes confused with /-wr?/. Thus, /15tu?/ ‘be cut off (as supplies)’, for
example, may be pronounced /15tur?/.

At the end of this section, I will discuss a possible explanation for the emergence
of the vowel /w/. The Christian Sgaw Karen Script, which was created by Rev. Wade
and has a history of nearly 200 years, probably reflects the pronunciation of the Hpa-
an dialect or its close variation. However, there is no symbol for writing /w/ in this
script, and <1 representing /o/ is used for it. Given the highly precise nature of this
writing system, it is difficult to believe that Wade overlooked the presence of /wy/.

Thus, I believe that /w/ did not exist when Wade created the Christian Sgaw Karen



Script and it emerged relatively recently. [-ur] probably emerged as a variant of /#/ in
syllables ending with a glottal stop, i.e., /-i?/ [-w?], and was then phonologized as /w/

by occurring in open syllables as well.

4. Letalanyah and the phonological system of the Hpa-an dialect
This section discusses the correspondences between Letalanyah and the

phonological system of the Hpa-an dialect.

4.1. Initial consonants

Initial consonants—in other words, consonants appearing in the C1 position—are
generally written with the basic letters, as shown in Table 6. This table is also used in
primary education involving Letalanyah. These letters are the same as the basic letters
of the Burmese script, except for the letters that will be seen later in Table 7.

The top line of each column shows a basic letter of Letalanyah; the middle line
shows the phoneme represented by that basic letter. In addition, shown in parentheses
in the bottom line is the basic letter of Christian Sgaw Karen Script for each sound
shown in the middle line, which is shown for reference only. Given this, “(no)”
indicates that Christian Sgaw Karen Script does not have a letter for that sound. Let us
take the leftmost letter in the top row as an example. o is the basic letter. The “k-”
below it is the phoneme that this basic letter represents. The hyphen after the “k-”
indicates that this sound is an initial consonant. The “(02)” below it indicates that the
initial consonant /k-/ is represented by this letter in the Christian Sgaw Karen Script.

The bracketed Letalanyah basic letters are essentially used to write Pali itself or

borrowings from Pali. They may also be used for borrowings from Burmese.



Table 6: Basic letters

An important point to note is that the basic letters with

written as shown in (1) through (5) in the bottom row of Table 7. These are new letters

that are not found in the Burmese or Mon scripts.

Table 7: New letters

(731}

*0

*Vo

*n

*3

*g

ON1L

) v

() ¢

“ 3

%) ¢

(e5) ) (0) () c
k- kh- g- g- 0-
() ©) (no) (no) (©)
L} 0 e (°?J) ®
c- ch- z- z- n-
(@) (s0) (@) (@) ()

(3] (eis}
tg_L tE— (91_) (d_) (n_)
(02) (c0) (3 ©) ($)
o © ©) (®) $
t- th- d- - n-
() (c0) (3) (3) ($)
¢} © (©) () o
p- ph- b- b- m-
(0) () () () C
w 9 laV) o 20
j- I- 1- w- 0-
() Q) (c0) (o (20)
o (©) ) *0 *0
h- - ?- Y- X-
(1) (c0) (32) (0) (20)
*M *3 *e
b- d- A-
() (©)] (e

in Table 6 are officially

The new letters were probably created because the creator(s) of Letalanyah
thought that these sounds could not be written correctly with the Burmese script
because Burmese does not have the equivalent sounds. In this regard, it should be
noted that /b/ [6] and /d/ [d] were recognized as different sounds from the egressive
Burmese /b/ and /d/. In other words, the creator(s) must have been aware that the

Sgaw Karen /b/ and /d/ are “implosives”, although it is unlikely that they knew this



phonetic term.

The letters shown in Table 7 are very frequently substituted by 0, w0, 29, 3, and
&, respectively. This is probably due to the difficulty of writing the original shapes
when they are handwritten and the lack of movable types or fonts when they are
printed. Such substitutions do not cause significant practical problems because 0, 20O,
M, 3, and ¢ appear only in Pali itself or in borrowings from Pali or Burmese. In this
article as well, because of the constraints of printing, the letters shown in Table 7 are
substituted by 0, 20, 99, 3, and €. When it is necessary to use 0, 0, 2, 3, or € with
their original usage (i.e., when representing Pali words or borrowings from Pali or
Burmese), the entire notation of the syllable using that letter will be italicized, as in ol

The following are other notes on writing initial consonants.

e The initial consonant /¢/ is represented by N i.e., the basic letter 9 with the symbol
i indicating the medial consonant /-y-/ added (see Section 4.2). It may also be
represented by o, i.e., the basic letter 00 with ¢ added. It is unknown whether Q and
w0 have any differences in use.

® /c-/ and /ch-/ may be represented by 2] and 3 respectively, instead of using ® and
0. The symbols 0o and & are the basic letters for /k-/ and /kh-/, and Sl is the symbol
for the medial consonant /-j-/ (see Section 4.2). These are mainly used in Burmese
borrowings that have /c/ and /ch/ in the original Burmese forms, e.g., Oqcf” /c6/ ‘school’
(< Burmese /caun/) and 6(8”5 /chd?/ ‘to bind’ (< Burmese /chou?/). In addition, as
mentioned in Section 3.3, /c/ and /ch/ are sometimes pronounced with [s] and [s"];
thus, when one wants to pronounce a word with [te] and [te"] instead of [s] and [s"],

o] and ] are used.

Examples of Sgaw Karen words written with each basic letter are shown below.
Among the letters used for writing loanwords, examples of 9. G G 30, M, 0, and

G, are excluded.

05 /ki/ “to grill’, 505 /kh/ “be bitter’, 025 /gl “dignity” (< Burmese /goun/ < Pali

guna), GUD0MS /g30aka?/ ‘Ghosaka (a name of a deva)’, cls /ma/ ‘to rent’ (<



Burmese /hna/), 025 /ed/ ‘young’, 800¢ /cha/ ‘to sell’, c@s /z¢&/ ‘market’ (< Burmese
12¢/), &I:)org /né/ “fish’, 0025 /ta/ ‘thing’, 0035 /thad/ ‘iron’, ?/dé/ ‘Karen don dance’ (<
Burmese /doun/), $5 /na?/ ‘a kind of basket’, 005 /pa?/ “to put’, 03 /pha?/ ‘to read”,
03 /bui?da/ ‘Buddha’ (< Burmese /bou?dd/ < Pali buddha), 920040 /bawana/
‘meditation’ (< Pali bhavana), 605 /ma/ “to do’, 0d05 /ji/ “to fly’, §05 /ié/ ‘to pour
(water)’, 0023 /14/ ‘moon’, 005 /wé/ ‘bamboo’, 203 /0a?/ ‘heart’, 03 /ha?/ ‘to walk’,
3208 /?4/ ‘be many’, (L):)S /yi¥/ ‘snake’, w023 /x4/ ‘to mix’, 205 /ba/ ‘be correct’, 3ls

/da/ “to spread’, and &S /65/ “him/her’.

4.2. Medial consonants
The medial consonants /-w-/, /-1-/, /-r-/, /-j-/, and /-y-/ are written as shown in

Table 8, using subscripts.

Table 8: Medial consonants

-W- -1- -1- -j- -y-

© @ Gl ©

o

Example words with medial consonants follow: oz /kwd/ ‘ax’, §05 /pli/ ‘rope’,

@’): /préa/ ‘be scattered’, Yps /phjé/ ‘market’, and oj)os /cyal ‘be few’.

4.3. Vowels and tones

Table 9 shows how the vowels/rhymes and tones are written. The rthymes of the
same vowel are placed in the same row and the rhymes of the same tone are placed in
the same column. Note that this table shows how to write and read Sgaw Karen native
words. Pali loanwords are often read with pronunciations that deviate from the

correspondences shown in this table.



Table 9: Rhymes and tones
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The following are notes on writing rhymes and tones:

nS S
® 300, 200,

final consonants as in the Mon script. <2 also indicates the vowel /a/.

e Atonic syllables are represented with zero marking.

s, OfS, C\S, and o5 are tone markers, rather than indicating syllable-

e When the tone marker 005 is followed by the basic letter 02 or oo, the two



consecutive letters are sometimes superimposed; in that case, the symbol £ is omitted.
For example, 3056005 /kh3the?/ ‘basis’ may be written 56%}035. Such a spelling is not

obligatory. Similarly, Ocz)OfS:B’% COO:?S /thwi 26 to di/ (dog / be / one / NCa) ‘There was
Q

o
a dog’ may be written ogorg:r%g))? As is evident from this example, this spelling may
be used beyond a word boundary.

e The tone marker 3 is officially written with the letter shown in (4) of Table 7.

e The symbol <:¢ indicating the high-level tone may be omitted in an informal writing
style. Thus, »1.9'3, 68, 8, 028, and {3 may be written ?:, 6w, ¢y 9, and o respectively.
In fact, the symbol <2 is not necessary for the purpose of distinguishing the tones of
the native Sgaw Karen words. Nevertheless, there is a reason to add the symbol ¢ in
a formal writing style: This symbol makes it easier to distinguish between native
Sgaw Karen words and Pali borrowings. The vowel symbols added with the symbol
<8 to indicate the high-level tone are all also used in the notation of Pali words, and
the presence or absence of this symbol allows a reader to distinguish between native
Sgaw Karen words and Pali loan words: If a word is marked with the symbol <, it is
a Sgaw Karen word; and if not, it is a Pali word. For example, c®s /cé/ ‘silver; money’
and the first syllable of the Pali word 6OOD§D <cetana> ‘thought” (Sgaw Karen
reading: /c€dona/) would have the same spelling if not for the symbol ::g; however,
they must be pronounced differently. In such cases, using this symbol is helpful.

e As mentioned in Section 3.4, /-i?/ tends to be pronounced /-e?/. Thus, /-i?/ is often
written with the symbol indicating /-e?/.

e As mentioned in Section 3.4, /-0?/ is often confused with /-0?/. Thus, /-0?/ is often
written with the symbol indicating /-0?/.

e There is no symbol indicating the open rhyme /-w/ in the Christian Sgaw Karen
Script. The notation “(no)” indicates this.

e As mentioned in Section 3.4, /Itv/ is the emphatic form of the locative preposition
/13/ ‘at; from; to’. In Letalanyah, /Iui/ is regarded as the representative form of the
locative preposition and is always written C\P /Iir/, not s /13/.

e In Section 3.4, I noted that /-wr?/ is usually pronounced [-w?], but may also be
pronounced [-i?]. Thus, the rhymes /-w?/ and /-@?/ may be pronounced [-i?] and [-?],

. . C C . . .
and are sometimes written {00 and ¢3,s0asto indicate these sounds. These spellings



are shown in parentheses in the line of the vowel /wy/.

e In Section 3.4, I noted that /-u?/ is sometimes confused with /-w?/. Thus, syllables
that should be written ILC\S or IL§ are sometimes written L(\g or L§, respectively.

e The vowel /o/ is spelled with £ in open syllables, whereas it is spelled with 629 in
syllables ending with a glottal stop. However, /o/ with a glottal stop is sometimes

spelled with &. Therefore, 505 and &3 are shown in parentheses.
Below are examples of how to write Sgaw Karen rhymes in Letalanyah:

/il 825 /wi/ “to winnow’, 805 /mi/ ‘name’, 0d¢ /thi/ ‘water’, 0005 /thi/ ‘to see’,
o8aS /1i?/ “letter’ (usually pronounced /1&?/ and spelled cowaS), 233 /0T2/
‘alcohol’ (usually pronounced /0€?/ and spelled GOJ§)

le/ G625 /mé/ ‘to be’, 605 /ke/ “to return’, 6802 /ché/ ‘shirt, dress’, 63205 /28/ ‘to
bite’, 6005 /18?/ “letter’, 6203 /68?/ ‘alcohol’

Je/ 0325 /1&/ “be wide’, o30S /I8/ “to go’, O /ké/ ‘to become’, 3305 /2%/ “to love’,
305 /mé?/ “eye’, 908 /ch&?/ ‘“to prick’

/if 935 /mi/ ‘sun’, 0305 /ti/ “to arrive’, @ /ci/ ‘hand’, 0005 /Ii/ ‘thread’

fol 0225 g3/ “be still’, cos0S /15/ “be warm’, a0z /chd/ ‘be sweet’, 00205 /th3/ ‘bag’,
0205 /132/ ‘be ended’, 333 /d5?/ ‘room’, MO0S /kapd/ ‘light (n.)’

fal 025 /ta/ “thing’, €05 /ma/ ‘to do’, 028 /14/ ‘moon’, pood /nd/ “fish’, 05 /pa?/
‘to put’, 03 /pha?/ ‘to read’

/w/ C\P /lw/ “at; from; to” (locative preposition), 0?06 /0ar/ ‘surely’ (a sentence-final
particle), %(\% /nur?/ “to enter’ (also spelled .%C\S), ({)5 /phwi?/ ‘to jerk’ (also spelled
93)

fu/ 0395 /it “to swallow”, 0005 1/ “to chase’, 008 /thit/ “gold’, 905 /khil/ “to dig’,
(YI)LC\S /ku?/ ‘to chop (as trees)’ (also pronounced /ko?/ and spelled (7%(\5), (YI?:S
/ka?/ ‘to cough’

Jo/ 6335 /kd/ *be hot”, 0305 /t6/ “bridge”, &3 /chd/ ‘be early’, 0305 /thd/ *bird”, 035
/ko?/ ‘neck’ (also pronounced /kd?/ and spelled GOO’)C\%), (7035 /ko?/ ‘to call’ (also
pronounced /k3?/ and spelled Gm’):g)

/ol 0325 /i3] “to tread’, G0S /m3/ “to bark’, 03 /k3/ ‘be difficult’, 3505 /25/ “to eat’,



C C jsaping < . . S C, oC
60NV MNAD /kd?kd?/ ‘onomatopoeia for a crackling sound’, c0203 (0D3)

/k37?/ ‘island’

5. Sample text
A text written in Letalanyah will be shown in this section as a sample. A folktale
is quoted from the following book (pp. 198-199), for which its bibliographic

information is provided in Burmese.

Book title: §6w§8$610?m6m5 [New year magazine, diamond jubilee]
Editor and place of print: mqé@éz?o& @33958386@: [%Lf?og' OéSGGPCGSODI
C C

C o C C o
MQCI2Q|[fO00:  SOVOMEGH  0QYCiVEE:EINL)D [Karen New Year

Committee, Win Yaw Area, Kyain-seikkyi Township, Karen State], 2013.

The title of the text is 0s605§03| 0205030305 /phiwdrskld taltirpls/ Phu
Wawrawklo’s fairy tale’ in Sgaw Karen, and the name of the author is 03233050205
(0’)%05) /ti?éca (konwr?)/, both of which are written in Letalanyah. Section 5.1 shows
the original story written in Letalanyah, and Section 5.2 shows the same story I
rewrote in Christian Sgaw Karen Script for comparison. Section 5.3 is a phonemic
transcription and translation of the story. In the original text, the story is written using
the scheme in which a grandfather tells it to his child; however, I omitted the parts
concerning such a background because of space limitations.

Notable differences between Letalanyah and Christian Sgaw Karen Script include

the following:

e Christian Sgaw Karen Script is generally written based on the pronunciation of the
19th century when the Bible was written, regardless of how the modern language is
pronounced. In contrast, Letalanya is written based on the modern pronunciation. For
example, while the form meaning ‘and’ is written as 8 /d5?/ in Christian Sgaw Karen
Script, it is written as 335 /d5?/ in Letalanya. /d53?/ is the form of the word during the
19th century when Christian Sgaw Karen Script was created, and this form is also

used in the Bible. In the modern Hpa-an dialect, this form sounds formal and is usually



1 text in Letalanyah

igina

pronounced /d3?/ in daily speech. As in this example, the spelling of Letalanyah is
e Texts written in Christian Sgaw Karen Script are often significantly influenced by

the vocabulary and style used in the Bible. However, texts written in Letalanyah

generally reflect the modern colloquial style.

based on the modern pronunciation.
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5.2. The same text rewritten in Christian Sgaw Karen Script
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5.3. Transcription and translation

(M

@

(€)

“)

ltx na khd né thwi 20 to di,
LOC front side  that dog be one NCa
20 Il pwa kla da?  ? tokd? dd di  né 15

be LOC forest between and 3SG friend whole tribe that AST
There once was a dog, and he lived in the woods with his pack mates.

thwi  to di né ha? hi I5) wé ta

dog one NCa that walk steal eat EMP thing

It towd pu né k3? miha  dg? 15.

LOC village inside that every  evening every  AST
The dog would roam the village every evening, stealing food and eating it.

mi 20 to ni pwanaeitapho to ya
sun be one NCd laundry one NCh
ci né pwa ta Wi, hiné weé

wash BEN person thing finish  take EMP

topd pha?do to phl3, cé¢ 15 wé thi la
pot big one NCr fill down EMP  water blue
i topd pha?dé pa Wi,

LOC pot big inside  finish

ko ct la takataka né 15.
IRR soak blue clothes that AST

One day, a launderer washed a customer’s clothes and then brought a large jar,
and put blue liquid in it to dye the clothes.

thwi tabla to di né 1& thd hi I5) ta

dog  thief one NCa that go up house eat thing
It pwa hi ptu bld, pwa k3?xa  £3,

LOC person house inside  once person  call 3SG

2owé  phu? to bls, phi 15 wé wil to bl,

3SG bestartled one  time jump down EMP finish one  time



®)

(6)

0

®)

)

ba wéda L thi la topd pu ?0x0,
hit EMP LOC water  blue pot inside  because
la wé dd di né 15.

blue EMP whole NCa that AST

When the dog, a thief, went up into a man’s house to steal and eat, the man called
him, and, being startled, he jumped down and fell into a jar, so that his whole
body turned blue.

mi wa thd  bly, 7?9 tok3? hé dd da na?ké
sun  white up once 3SG friend come whole tribe although
pwa kwand A3 to ba 15 wé ba 15.
person recognize 3SG  NEG right anymore EMP NEG AST
After dawn, his whole pack came, but they could no longer recognize him.
Powé 0Oipd Ikt pwa  kwand A3 to ba 15 bld,
3SG know that person recognize 3SG NEG right anymore once
Powe té né (e tok3?,

3SG tell BEN 3SG friend

ja 1 ta Itx mukhoépwa kla 15,

1SG this thing  LOC celestial.world between AST

md co hé ké né  taphotaxa o cipa 15
command 1SG  come become BEN animal 3PL  king AST

Realizing that his companions could not recognize him, he said to them, “I am of
Heaven. I have been commanded to be the king of the animals.”

pwa md 15 ?9x0,

person command down  because

co ba hé ké né wé 0t cdpa  ja.

1SG must come become BEN EMP 2PL  king don’t.I?
“I had to come to be your king because I was commanded to do so.”

né to bl phé mila?pwa  do pu né
that one time in jungle big inside  that
koje taphotaxa tophd  né

all animal PL that

thwi la ké né 200éwe  cdpa 15.

dog blue become BEN 3PL king AST

Then, in the big jungle, the blue dog became the king of all animals.

sa? thd phéné  to blo,

begin  up there one time



Qowe ma tokd? b50okhébwe  13.
3SG do friend LOC tiger AST
From that moment on, he became friends with the tigers.

(10) b566khébwe 0 khd  xi 25 taphotaxa mé ne bl

tiger PL  side searcheat  animal if get  once
1& di 2% wé thwi la né 15.
go CAUS eat EMP dog blue that AST

As for the tigers, if they looked for an animal and caught it, they fed it to the blue
dog.

(11) thwi 1a khy  dé jer  dé to nd 15
dog Dblue side the.more long the.more NEG remember anymore
9 tok3? thwi ba.

3SG friend dog NEG
As for the blue dog, he did not remember his companions as time went on.

(12) thwi la né 20 wé thwébathwéba bly,
dog blue that be EMP one.by.one once
F wé lux che?mila né 15.

arrive ~ EMP LOC September  that AST
While the blue dog spent his days doing so, September came.

(13) t¥ wé Ix ché?mila  bl), thwi  6é to co
arrive  EMP  LOC  September once dog PL one group

kadwa  thd wé dd da né 15.
howl up EMP whole  tribe that AST
In September, the whole pack of dogs begin to howl.

(14) né ta bld thwi 14 khd naht  wé Itx
that one time dog blue side hear EMP  that
thwi ds da kadwl  to bls,
dog whole  tribe howl one time
thwi la naké, 20x0 to neé ba,

dog blue although stay.still NEG get NEG
mo ka?wi  bada? i
want.to howl want.to PFV

Then, the blue dog heard the pack of dogs howling, and even though he was a
blue dog, he couldn’t stay and wanted to howl.

(15) ha baba? lur thwi  ka?wa dd da to bl,
here want.to LOC  dog howl  whole tribe  one time



Powe tapald 15tur? wé da?

3SG attentiveness be.interrupted EMP and

ka?wa  thd wé 15.

howl up EMP AST

Wanting to hear the pack of dogs howling, he lost his attention and began to
howl.

(16) né to bl b30okhébwé  Oétopha 0ind  we I
that one time  tiger PL know EMP that
thwi  t3td bld, 0a?thd  pho wé thwi 14 né
dog actually once be.angry together EMP dog blue  that
da? na 28 ja 2
and 2SG  bite ISG  bite
pwa 2 pho wé thwi la né 15.
person  bite together EMP dog blue that AST

Then, the tigers found out that he was in fact a dog, and they all became angry at
the blue dog and rushed to bite him.

(17) mé 15 2 tokd?  thwi to co khd
cop that 3SG friend  dog one group  side
0a?thd  pa? [i%) I plali?li  ?0x0,

be.angry put 3SG from long.ago because

to hé roc3 wé ba né

NEG come assemble EMP NEG that

matakeda ¢l toda wé I 29j1 15.
conversely run back EMP LOC remote.place  AST

His companions, who had already been angry with him, did not come to his
rescue and; on the contrary, they ran far away.

6. Concluding remarks

In this article, I presented the phonological system of the Hpa-an dialect of Sgaw
Karen, and then showed the relationship between Letalanyah and the sounds of the
dialect. From the discussion in this article, it will be seen that Letalanyah is a highly
systematic writing system.

Here I will discuss briefly what writing systems influenced Letalanyah at the time
of its creation. Basically, it can be said that Letalanyah follows the Burmese writing

system. However, the influence of the Mon script can be seen in spelling the medial



consonant /-1-/ as 2. This spelling of the medial consonant in Mon style might have
been adapted via that of the Buddhist Pwo Karen Script (for Pwo Karen writing
systems, see Kato [2021a, 2022]). Spelling the vowel /o/ as & may also reflect the
Mon script because the spelling % in the Mon script can indicate the pronunciation
/-07/.

Furthermore, I assume that Letalanyah was also strongly influenced by Christian
Sgaw Karen Script created by Wade. The reason is that Letalanyah shares the
following characteristics with Christian Sgaw Karen Script: (1) The consonant /x/,
which is difficult to represent in the Burmese/Mon script, is written with 20; (2) the
notation of the high-level tone is unmarked (except when <2 is added); (3) /¥ and /u/
are represented with ¢ and o respectively; and (4) atonic syllables are represented by
zero marking. Thus, [ assume that the creator(s) of Letalanyah would have known the
system of Christian Sgaw Karen Script. Presumably, the highly systematic nature of
Letalanyah owes much to Christian Sgaw Karen Script, which is also a highly
systematic writing system. Letalanyah may be seen as a further elaboration of
Christian Sgaw Karen Script in that it distinguishes ten vowels, whereas Christian

Sgaw Karen Script distinguishes nine.

Abbreviations

AST = particle indicating assertion; BEN = benefactive; CAUS = causative; COP =
copular verb; EMP = emphatic; IRR = irrealis; LOC = particle indicating location,
goal, and source; NCa = numeral classifier for an animal; NCd = numeral classifier for
a day; NCh = numeral classifier for a human; NCr = numeral classifier for a round
thing; NEG = negativity; PFV = perfective; PL = plural; SG = singular; 1 = first

person; 2 = second person; 3 = third person.
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Errata for Kato (2022)
1. p. 40, the fifth line from the bottom.
Incorrect: €J /¥a/ ‘question marker’

Correct: &J /ya/ ‘question marker’
2. p. 41, the second line below Table 20.

Incorrect: @dg /pran/ ‘to compete’

Correct: @Jg /prdn/ ‘to compete’



