Burmese IPA Transcription

Tyler D. Davis, 22. December 2023

There are many systems of transcribing Burmese for those who can’t read the script,
including the Library of Congress system, the Myanmar Language Committee system, the
Okell system, and the ever-evolving popular Burglish/Myanglish system. However, I think
the most apt is just to transcribe things into IPA and I want to provide a guide for that
here. This is, of course, the way I do it, but others may feel free to modify it as they see

fit.

A note on best practices

As I inferred above, there are already several different transcription systems for Burmese
that are not IPA, and several researchers differ in how Standard Burmese is transcribed in
IPA anyway. When publishing, it would be fit to either include a long footnote or an
appendix that explains your system of transciption, since it could be different from how
other researchers would transcribe. My recommendation, as I do here, is to use broad IPA

transcription rather than narrow.


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Phonetic_transcription#Narrow_versus_broad;_phonemic_versus_phonetic
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Phonetic_transcription#Narrow_versus_broad;_phonemic_versus_phonetic

Consonants

For the consonants, please note that I transcribe the IPA based upon the modern Burmese
pronunciation and not based upon the historical Brahmic properties of the character (i.e.

W <gn>, ;o <bB'>, 2 <s>).

The transcription of these into IPA is pretty straightforward, as you’ll see below.

»  /k/ 3 /K 0w /g/ O /8/ c /n/
o /s/ | /st Q /z/ | e /z/ 0 /n/
s /t/ | S /t/ s /d/ | v /d/ w /n/
» ) | © /th/ s s/ | e /d/ $ /n/
S /p/ | O /p"/ o /b/ | »® /b/ © /m/
w - /j/ 9 /i/~/1/ © /Y 0 /W/ o /8/ (/)

/?a/~
//

There is some discussion and disagreement about the transcription of certain characters.

w /h/ S VAV

For example, Watkins (2001) transcribes o> as /0/, which similar to <think> [6igk"] in
English. Others (anonymous p.c.) argue that it’s not really a fricative, but a dental /t/, as
in Spanish <todos> ['to dos] ‘all’. For simplicity’s sake, I write it as /68/, but I think the
dental claim has merit. For what it’s worth, Watkins (2001) explains that 6 is often

realized as a dental affricate [f@].

Complex onsets

Basically, Consonant + ¢ or

o+ is C+j (i.e. @ /pja/), unless it’s a velar from the first

row:

o (3 /t6/1 g 5 /16" 1 q g /d#/

The medial < > should be transcribed as /C+w/, except when it is functioning as a
closed vowel (see below). For example op:ogo:oogo)cﬂ /twa.0wa.0zx?towa/ ‘crawling

creature.’



Devoiced Consonants
Consonants are devoiced in Burmese with the ooocc?’: /ha.thé/ < > Its use applies to the
following and should be transcribed as follows (only for basic onset, this table does not

include tone or vowel quality):

Junction with Consonant IPA
© /m/
1
§ or ap (rare) n/
© /1/ (sometimes transcribed as //)
§ or cy| or oy (rare) /el
Allophones

I don’t really want to take the time to discuss allophones here, since we’re discussing
simple transcription, but Okell (1969: 6), Watkins (2001) and Gruber (2011) all discuss

allophones more in depth.

Vowels

Let’s start first with the open vowels. This table is modified from Adoniram Judson’s A

Grammar of The Burmese Language, 1883, public domain.

Vowel Symbol Name of Symbol Junction with o IPA
<7y none - m /ka/
3N 5 or cq:q) o /ka/
™ —2 ade[doné 5] /Ki/
m L
gﬁ ~& ads|m oocao%aorg 5] /ki/

2 — ooeq_loé cé ™ /ku/

§ — <J§ogeslpé cé n /ku/

) i oaeoo%f: em /ke/

» - Goaooé}: Iop) /ke/

@ GI—in G‘?oorg[o%] 0o com K3/
c oS 0, ¢

G[a:n Gi—iD 206000:3) [Neps) /ko/
] _8 QNE ogzméooeq_loézcé o3 /ko/

L L

1 This example specifically is denoted by a high (falling) tone.



And move on to the closed and nasalized vowels

Vowel Junction with o» IPA
_$ m% /ka/ or /kan/
-0 o /k1?/
-¢ mcC /ki/
205 26 Mod 36 /kei?/
- DO /ke?/
051 -6 05/ NG /ka?/
-o$ ng% /k8/ or /koN/
-oorS| -05 ogogl 086 /ko?/
--z:::L:::-&-LL)orS 0?& rYL)orS /kos?/
-0% ns /kod/ or /KON/
&8¢ B¢ /kai/ or /kam/
-205 0305 /kar?/
Gr-DD GO /kaws?/

/kass/ or /kaoN/




Tone

The number of tones varies depending on whether you’re speaking to a linguist or a
Burmese speaker. Burmese people generally learn that there are three tones 3 320 303,
which translate to creaky, low, and high (falling). Linguists would add the stopped
(glottal) tone, as well, which is found with the closed vowels given above. Different

linguists have transcribed the tones in different ways, but I prefer to use the following

system:
Tone Open o IPA Closed o IPA
Creaky o /ku/ eom¢ /kaon/
Low o /ku/ com /kaon/
High o2 /kti/ eomé: /KAUN/
Glottal fY?Ofg /kou?/ com b /ka?/

Burmese tonal transciption is often open to personal interpretation and, honestly,
preference. Lin Kyaw Zaw (2017: 9-10), for example, classifies what I call a “High” tone
as a “Level” tone leaves it unmarked, and combines both what I call “Creaky” and
“Glottal” into a single “High falling tone” category. When looking just at pitch, Lin Kyaw
Zaw has good reason to combine these tone categories and I have no problem with him or
anyone transcribing that way for a system of transcription. I personally feel, however, that
having a 1:1 correlation which recognizes the different syllable types (open, closed,

nasalized) is best.



Demonstrations

Words/Phrase Demonstration
The first demonstration showcases a few words or names that might appear in a typical

Burma Studies article.

Burmese Common Anglicized IPA
Rendering
soepd Sayar San /s"a.ja.sd/ or /s"s.ja.san/
o?qé Bayin /ba.ji/ or /ba.jiN/
0905607 Hluttaw /lu2.t2/
00Leo Tatmadaw /ta?.ma.ta/
MeanEs galaung /ka.145/ or /ka.laun/
8q) Wirathu /wi.ra.0u/ (Pali loan)

Ideally, terms would be written in phonetic style either in-line next to the actual Burmese
term, or at least upon first mention as a pronunciation reference, with an Anglicized

rendering next to it that remains consistent throughout the text (1) or in a footnote (2):

1. Missionaries, known to Burmese Christians as :nooa?o@[ /6a.0a.na.pju/ (henceforth

thathanapyu)...
2. Missionaries, known to Burmese Christians as thathanapyu’, ...

It is perhaps unrealistic to expect casual readers of Burma Studies literature to be versed
in IPA. Display Burmese text is now easier than ever with Unicode support in most word
processors (even XELATEX, with much effort), but not all Burma Studies readers will
necessarily know how to read the script either (or are maybe in the process of learning it).
No matter the case, making it available in publications is nonetheless beneficial to some

degree, and that’s why I promote it here.

2 ooowe?o@l /0a.0a.na.pju/



Paragraph Demonstration

For the second demonstration of my transcription, I'm using a few sentences from the first
paragraph of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, converted into Unicode HTML
by the UDHR in Unicode project. Please note that this a broad transcription that doesn’t
showcase all allephony, like o being pronounced as [z] in certain environments. For
reading simplicity, I will follow the spacing conventions of the document and go clause-
by-clause. Please note that I will only transcribe words and not digits or punctuation. I
include syllable breaks next to glottal stops /?/ to distinguish between the start of
independent vowels and closed consonants with glottal tone’.

@)jo3f speodonéupy e[mpgjesad [jorbfSieqnd

2ikeBo jazowitimi teenatgPe?ko pjulov?pinauv?

gﬁé’m’)é:ﬁ@é::{aeo: (YG)Z(Y) mmmmoaeoe’a@ é géé 33)3(\333’3’)3 Ogs@ebmméz@:gﬁ ©DO002¢
00 1 0 O° L L L

o °[: % o o o C

('YLDS’BQ{Po U&O\RU& m’JoODGO)Gl?

?ipilak™a.?asi.2owétgika kobakulaBomoaga.?2op"wewi naina 24alov?.4 tPotgenasatatei.?i saba

ko.?omjapjibutg t¢abiseja

C Cc O C C
G@e’)(ﬂeﬁ %GC(T)’)CZ(T)C\) H=leppleH|

L

teenatpami 2oteadkolokad

08@50&": 21 030052000 USG@ s8N 8CEeq: 350C/OVHIMD C\%(ng
293 S OQOIRO) ¥ Pt @ §F s §: QMY
t"opjinaindmja Ootimohou? nemjemja.?i naindjé ?as™.?otako lar?.jwi

N o Co N [¢] R C C C° o C o o N Co o C
g@’)‘,@co GE)ICDS’D@O’JS?’L@(} (D’JODCGO?.PC‘,Q{P;,}SCE 3’2@’)00&’)qu SBQO%Q&A?.P‘,%JC

khwétghate"l mopjubé.2adika.?4p"ji sabitcadmjani ?ot¢hapinajé 2op"we. 2osimjatwi
(%} C 9 O [ae] C
oBe(mpre05i(0dio} [u54] eog coqp
tPotgenasatiteiko p'jatehi wena seja
C C C
@COJ’)G'JB’)C @ODWJSG(DGT?l
mjifa.?ad pjadatPaseja
C ¢ C
0woD (mgGODGl??CE

p"a?teésejani

3 The descrepency could also be cleared up if one chooses to use a superscript /-*/ for glottal tone.


https://www.unicode.org/udhr/d/udhr_mya.html

o c . c. <, C c
GQG%DUJﬂCoC\)Co G@@G@Gﬁ

?ader?pe¢ill p"opjaseja
C C"l (o [: C"[:C (’o (‘o Cc O o C C
6500CgmUlep) 360 Cige VPLIEMC: F0CE ABMDII

stadjwe?pami 2atealbp"ji lokad s"is"o lar2.6i

Comments?
I welcome any questions, thoughts and/or comments on the subject and this squib is

subject to further revision, in order to make it more helpful.
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