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In order to understand why in some scholatly texts on Khmer studies one can find Khmer
words written in Roman characters, in a system called “translireration,” but which do not seem to relate
to the pronunciation of these Khmer words, it will be necessary to have a quick historical and linguistic
overview. Lirst of all, words such as “transcription” and “transliteration” need to be defined. According to
The Oxford Companion to the English Language (NMcArthur 1992), the word “transliteration” in Linglish
dates from the 1860s and is composed of “Latin frajzs — across, lit(t)era a letter, and — ation|” and is “the
action, process, or result of converting one set of signs to another, usually involving ar least one set of
alphabetic letters. Where two writing systems have a common base, such as for Polish and Fnglish, which
use variants of the Roman alphaber, transliteration is unneccessary, despite differences in sound-symbaol
correspondence. Transliteration becomes necessary when the systems differ greatly.”

A nuance has to be made with the word “transcription.” Dictionaries do not really distinguish
transcription from transliterarion, but in linguistics usage, “transcription” is a system used to write down
spoken words. So a “transcription” is a script which represents spoken words. "T'ranscription is a way to
render sounds, wheteas “transliteradon” is a more limited notion as it is an operation through which a
sceipt used for one language is transcribed into another script, i.e. each vowel or consonant symbol in a
script has its counterpart in another script. Moreover, and this is not explained in dictionarics, Khmer
language specialists make a second distinction between what is simply called “rranscription™ and “phonetic
ot phonological rranscription,” which is based on the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA). Words in
IPA given in this text are written in back slashes.

To give an example, the name of the Cambodian capital rﬁ?ﬁf{j, is “Phnom Penh™ in transcription,
using letters of the Roman alphabet and imperfectly rendering the pronunciation of the name; this name
is “bhnam ben™ in transliteration (the reason for this spelling is the very subject discussed in this paper):
and /phnum pen/ in IPA using symbols based on the Roman alphabet and whose values, — often unknown
to the layman, give to linguists an accurate idea of the pronunciation of words.

However for Khmer pronunciation there has not been any consensus yet as to the way to render
all sounds, such that there are different systems of phonetic or phonological transcription such as
Henderson’s (1952) (also used by Jacob, and later on by Lewitz/Pou with minor modifications), Huffman’s,

I Lingwists also make a distinction berween phoneties and phonology. | will nor go into this issue which s not essential to the present paper.
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etc.” These differences are due to dialecral variations, although linguists when rendering what they consider
as “standard Khmer” tend to imagine their transcription to tend toward the most standard form. “Standard
Khmer” being nearly an artificial form, cach author is however not exempt of influences from his own
dialect or his informer’s dialect, hence different systems.

Indianization of Cambodia

Cambodia underwent a process of indianization from the beginning of the Christian cra.
[nstitutions, arts, religious beliefs and rites as well as language received strong influence from the Indian
subcontinent.

The first dated inscriptions in Khmer discovered so far, date from the sixth century A.D. The
scripts used 11 Cambodia from the beginning of Cambodian history also come from India.

Indian scripts

All Indian scripts stem from one same script, the Brahmi script. These scripts have been used to
note down different languages. In the North of India, the Indo-Arvan linguistic group prevails, while in
the South languages belong to the Dravidian group. Southern languages have borrowed substantially from
Sanskrit, which belongs to Indo-Arvan.

North Indian languages scem to derive from one same language — or at least from one same source
— which was further embodied into one fixed language called Sanskrit. Sanskrir has been used in both India
and Cambodia but never supplanted local languages. It scems that there was a repartition between the fields
these languages were used for (administracive writings, kings” eulogies, etc.). In Cambodia the vernacular
language also found in stone inscripuons is Khmer, and in India local languages used in everyday life, as
well as in stone inscriptions, were called prakrt-s.

Khmer scripts and their Indian roots

According to Vasundhara Iilliozat (2002: 10), “all the seripts of all Indian languages are derived
from the same Brahmi script of Asokan edicts.” These edicts of King Adoka were about the ideals of
Buddhism and were engraved on stones all over India in the third century B.C. What the script was before
that time is beyond the scope of the present study.

So many scripts dernive from the Asokan Brahmi inscriptions. At the beginning these scripts all
shared the same patterns, as follows.

In Cambodia, the script used in stone inscriptions to note both Sanskrit and Khmer is derived
from the Calukya and Pallava scripts from the South of India. A second script, the Nagart script from the

P . s - - . 7 s P o s
= The phonological transcription used for modern Khmer is based on Huffman (19704, 1970b). 1 have made only small modifications, as Tuffman’s
transcription scems to be based on a dialeet which differs slightdy from the one | know. For the supposed phonological transcription of old Khmer,
see Jacob (1960), Jenner (1980, 1981) and Ferlus (1992).
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North of India, has been used in a group of digraphic inscriptions, 1.¢. with one side in the Southern script
and the other side in the Northern seript. These inscriptions are in Sanskrit. In Cambodia, two scripts have
derived from the Southern scripts. These are called miz/ §07 (meaning “round”) and jries ELfﬂfil (meaning
“bcnt”).3 These two scripts vary only slightly on the shape of some letters, the mit/ is used for titles or to
note Pali, whereas jries, which is more cursive, is used for lay texts or usual writing,

In the Nagari script as well as the Calukya—Pallava scripts, there is one written sign for each
phoneme and each sign can have only one pronunciation, contrary to English where a lettter like “g” can

have different pronunciations, for instance in words like general or gambler.

l‘lt'St, there are S1218 1‘(3]')1’(:5(.‘[’1|11'1g isolated V()Vv’C]S. i.c. not attached to a consonant in pr()nunclam)n:

a a 1 1 u U e ai O au r i 1 I
oo q 3 3 b 0 5 y u 0 0
Then there are the consonants:”
ka kha oa wha fa i 9 # w f
ca cha ja tha fia U L i ner 0
ta tha da dha na H U g 1) {n
ta tha da dha na i) ] ¢ i g8
pa pha ba bha ma U i ] f =]
ya ra la ra i} T U T
§a s sa ha & 5 o n

[P ]

In Sanskrit, these signs were to be read and pronounced with a short “a” which 1s often pronounced
as a schwa /a/ (unstressed vowel) in modern Indian languages. This inherent vowel in the graphic sign
necessitated the use of pardcular techniques to represent consonant clusters, In Devanagar? script the
second consonant was attached to the lower part of the first, such that the two merged as a new sign;
whereas in the seript detived from Calukya and Pallava scripts, which then became the Khmer script or
figmir Kamvujaksara, the second consonant was written under the first one, sometimes undergoing some
ch‘aﬂgcs in shape.

3 The Vacaninukram Khmaer fUB]SI[ﬁB' 'SJ;{T or Dictionnaire cambodgien (Kbmer Dictionary) distinguishes a third script very close ro the sl onc,
called kbham 3% (in Siamese, this name refers to Ancient Khmers, and 1s also the name given by the Siamese to the Khmer seript in usage in their
countryl.

*+1 give the graphic representation of these signs in Modern Khmer scripr, Pven though the form of these signs has evolved for well over 2 mil-
lenium, they remain representative of the vowels and consonants of Sanskrit, and there is complete concordance with the signs representing the
same values in Devanfgar? for instance. ‘

5 The graphic Khmer sign 1s more correctly % but as the pronounciation of this sign has acquired a new phonetic value in Khmer, some scholars
later proposed another form: g, which is used for Indo-Arvan words and is distinguished from the former one used tor Khmer words.

6 The consonants $a and sa are no longer used in modern Khmer writing. The consonant la F7which does not appear in the table belongs o Paly,
not to Sanskrit. Morcover, in modern Khmer, the sign for the solated vowel "2 1s considered as a consonantal sign, which 1s in accordance with
phonetics as it represents the glotal stop in Khmer,

7 Ra has a different shape when it is followed direaly by another consonant in pronunciation withour any mrermediare vowel. In this case, 115
written as a superscrpt, Le. above the consonant which follows in speech:
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These signs in modern Khmer are writren as follows:

ka kha oa oha na = : - 24 z
ca cha ja jha 1 - - - - -8
ta tha da dha na =Y - : -] =
2 tha da dha n - - -
n a 4 & et
pa pha ba bha ma f . _ ; :
t W ™ fal -
vl ra la va - E - -
sa sa sa ha -t -] 4 =

When the vowel in a syllable starting with a single consonant or a consonant cluster is other than
the inherent vowel, a graphic sign is attached to the consonant sign(s) to represent it. In modern Khmer
script, the sign can be placed betore, above, below, after or surrounding the consonant sign. For instance,
below are the signs representing the vowels from Sanskrit:'!

a i i u u @ al 0 au r
- o % .
3 ; E - - ; i 1 & -

Scholars believe that there were many more vowels in Khmer than in Sanskrit since pre-Angkorian
times. Certain consonant subscripts, such as ya -Jand va -, are thought to have been used to represent some
vowels or diphthongs.

Indian scripts used in mainland Southeast Asia can be used o transcribe Sanskrit and Pali words
and rexts. Some of these were progressively adapted to the phonetics of the vernacular languages they were
used for, and slowly with time, some letters from Sanskrit or Pali such as the series of retroflex consonants
(ta, tha, da, dha, na), were forsaken. The current Lao alphaber, which has undergone repeated reforms, is
an extreme of such simplifications. However a religious seript, adapted 1o both Pali and 1.ao, has been
maintained.

Thus there 1s a complete correspondance in vowels and consonants used for the noration of Pali
in the Khmer mil script and the Lao religious script (called Tham from Pali 5 dhamma). Many signs have
however been added to the particular scripts to render the vernacular languages. For example, in Tham
seript signs have also been designed o render consonants which do not exist in Sanskrit or Pali such as /f/.

8 The shape of subscript fia was - in stone mscriptions and has been retained now as such only when the first consonant in consonant clusters
is also a o an 7). -

¢ Nowadays, Lht"r-hllh.\‘&_‘l‘lp\ shape of ga has been forsaken and cannot be distinguished from the one of ta, but in the Inscriptions Modernes
d’Angkor, in manuscripts from the beginning of the twentieth cenrury and in the first issues of ",:rg‘ﬁs‘ﬁ.}"i.‘". Kaiitbwjasnriyd, its shape resembles the
lower part of the ta in il script. :

M he shapes of the subseript for $a and sa do noc appear in the i'ﬁS"B_T_f?‘de.‘ Vacandnuferan Kimaer but can be found in Maspero (19133,

' As it scems that the vowels after 1 do not appear attached o a consonant in Khmer inscriprions and texts, they are not represented inoa sub-
scripr shape in this paper.
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The transliteration of Sanskrit in Roman characters

When Westerners in the nineteenth century felr the need ro study Sanskrie rexrs, especially German
scholars at the beginning and then Hnglish scholars, they coined a system to represent each vowel and
consonant used in Sanskrit. Indian scripts clearly represent Sanskrit pronunciation phoneticallv. Contrary
to FEnglish or French spellings which are etymological and frequently no longer match pronunciation, the
reading of a Sanskrit text does not allow any inaccuracy in pronunciation, Sanskrit is a highly formalized
language which became artificially rigidified over time, losing the tluidity of a living language. Although
there are fluent speakers of Sanskrit, virtually no one speaks Sanskrit as a mother tongue. And it 1s a well
known fact that pronunciation in a language changes with time. How then, one might ask, can we be sure
of the pronunciation of Sanskrit words used a few milleniums ago, when speakers of Sanskrir, usually
Brahmins have different Indian languages as mother tongues® We can be sure of it thanks to texts
which explain how consonants and vowels should be exactly pronounced. Description of Sanskrit, and
in particular 1ts pronunciation, is provided in great detail in Panini’s classic grammar of the language
written in the sixth cenrury B.C. (or carlier, or around 400 B.C. according to some). And also thanks ro
very strict methods of oral reansmission.” Moreover, although Indian languages have undergone some
phoncric change with rime, many ot them scem much more “conservative” in pronunciation than for
example — modern Latin languages such as French or Spanish whose pronunciation has undergone great
change since the period that Latin was sull a living language.

For instance, 4 -1 corresponds to /aa/, i.c. a long vowel; i Zto /i, short vowel; while 77 represents

long /ii/, etc.

As for consonants, ka # represents an unvoiced unaspirated guttural stop /k/: kha g is an
unvolced aspirated guttural stop /kh/; ga # 1s a voiced unaspirated guttural stop /g/; gha W is a voiced

aspirated gurtural stop /gh/; fa @ 1s a guttural nasal /n/, cte.

We shall see below thar the Khmer vocalic system 1s richer than the Sanskrir one and very
gradually the Khmers have added new signs for these vowels, by modifving existing signs and somertimes
borrowing them from the Stamese who appeared to be particularly creative in this field. This 18 why
scholars had 1o add new rransliteration signs ro the original transliteration system of Sanskrit in order o
render Khmer texts. 1 shall not give an exhaustive list of scholars who have worked on this. Most signifi-
cantly, we should note: Aymonier (1900, 1901, 1904), Martini (1942-45), Au Chhicng (1953) and Lewirz
(1969). The transliteration proposed by Lewitz is the one used in this artcle. Other authors have added
even more signs to ey to ger a transliteration as accurate as possible. Por example Jenner and the Library
of Congress make the distinction berween gﬂ?, and & which is composed of the isolated vowel “a” & and
the vowel sign for 1, t.e. the vowel sign used in combination with a consonant sign. To distinguish the latrer,
an apostrophe is used by Jenner: 1, and the letter ¢ 15 used by the Library of Congress: (.

12 For a discussion of Sanskrr, its pronunciation and Panini’s work, sce Allen (1953) and Staal {JUSS).
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Pronunciation of Sanskrit words in Khmer

Any speaker of Khmer can only be surprised after these explanations about Sanskrit pronunciation,
as a Sanskrit word such as garigd “water; the Ganges” written A1 in Khmer script is pronounced /kudn)-
kio/ in standard Khmer, never /gon-gaa/. To understand such a discrepancy, one must turn o historical

phonology.

Pronunciation of pre-Angkorian and Angkorian dialects

Pronunciation of consonants

When the Khmers borrowed their script from India to write Sanskrit as well as Khmer, it is sure
that ka f was used to represent an unvoiced unaspirated gurrural stop /k/, kha 2 an unvoiced aspirated
ourttural stop /kh/ P ga a voiced unaspirated guttural stop /g/, sha a voiced aspirated guttural stop /gh/,
na a guttural nasal /n/, etc. Of course, it is possible that some consonants in Indian languages did nort exist
in Khmer and Khmer used those signs to represent phonetically close consonants. For instance va ¥ which
is read as /w/ in some modern Indian languages, may have been /B/ in pre-Angkorian Khmer. However
it scems that the Indian script was more or less sufficient to write down [Khmer consonants and consonant
clusters. As for final consonants, Khmer can only have one final consonant in pronunciation. Some con-
sonants were doubled (or followed by their aspirated counterpart) perhaps used to shorten the preceding

vowel, or to indicate the end of the word.

Pronunciation of vowels
[t scems thar since ancient times, Sanskrit vowel symbols could not represent all the vowels of

Khmer. However the ancient Khmers made few innovations to more accurately represent the Khmer
vocalic systern, apart from the following combinations:

- m? , found only in one very common word: gui ﬁ meaning “rhat is to say, L.¢.” and which 1s gi‘;“; in
modern Khmer with the phonemic value: Jkit/ M

- ya <}, yd -J1, ye ] in pre-Angkorian for /1io/; ya -j, yya W for /ia/, and ya -, yya Wj, ya ) tor /iia/ in
Angkotian according to Jacob (1960).

- va -, va 5, vo i in pre-Angkorian for /uua/; va - for /ua/,and va -, va ), o 1) for /uua/ in Anglkorian
according to Jacob (1960).

On the value these vowel symbols could have in old Khmer, we also have the works of Jenner
(1980, 1981) bur the latest research is that of Ferlus (1992) who generated the following after comparing
different modern dialects and the epigraphical evidence:"

13 1 inguists actually think that it represented a consonant cluster in Khmer, e, unvoiced unaspirated gurtural stop /k/ plus spirant /h/. See Perlus
(1992: 82).

M Jacob (1960) signals another word: fated Q5,2 personal name of unknown meaning,

13 The table below is differently organised from that of Ferlus (1992: 87). T pur the graphic symbols first, followed by their phonetic values, where-

as he gives phonetic values first to show how they were represented in the writing system.

6
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Transliteration Khmer script Phonemic  value  in pre - | Phonemic ralue in
Angkorian Angkorian

a (inherent vowel) - faf or /o/ faf or faaf or / of or [ 3/

a (inherent  vowel) +  double |- Ja/

consonant in wtiting as word -ending

a - Jfa/ or faa/ fa/ or faa/

i 5 /i or fiif or /i or [&/ or | /if or /iif or [ i/ or [#/
Jie/ or fiaf

iy 2y Jif or [/ #/

1yy E[LLT Ji/or / &/

i - fii/ or / # / fiif ot / §i /

iy i} i/

u - /u/ or /uu/ or fuo/ /u/ or fuu/

ui ; gk

u B fuu/ fuu/

e 1 Jfaa/ or fie/ or [fiof or| /oo or fee/ or [es
fee/ or fee/ or fiaf

. K3 . . - F

[ailf f- /ai/ or faaj/ /aj/ or faaj/ |

o i=7 /a/ or [/ or foo/ or | /af or /3] or foo/
/uo/ or fua/

[au” {-1 Jaw/ or faaw/ Jaw/ or /aaw/ ]

ya Al fia/ Jie/ or Jia/

ya -7 /ia/

ye -] fia/

yyal® wy Jie/ or Jia/

):}'ﬁw CTJ;ﬂ /1?1/

va - Juo/ or fua/ /uo/ or fua/

va =) /fua/ Jua/

vo =) Juo/

THI RECONSTRUCTION OF VOWELS IN OLD KHMER
Based on Ferlus (1992).
M’;I‘l‘i graphic symbol has not been studied by Ferlus, bur when | compare old and modern words, it scems that the wrirten disuncrion with zy

/. ie. its supposedly long counterpart, was not really made. For instance, the female tide a7 fais probably to be found in Modern Khmer
iy Y15 /ma-daaj/ “mother,” and old Khmer «/ § has probably piven both a/ Jin az A /7aj daa/ “in, ar (obsolete)” and @y HIW /Paaj/ “over
here.” It 1s also highly probable that this symbol represented the combination vowel + final consonant /j/ in speech, and it was somerimes fol
lowed by the graphic symbol for consonant y. This usc is attested from the pre-Angkorian period ro become nearly systematic in the middle period.
7 T'his graphic symbol has not been studied by erlus cither, bur when 1 compare old and modern words, it seems that the written distnetion
with @ -17 /-aaw/, i.c. its supposedly long counterpart, was not really made. The interpretation is the more difficult when for instance the word
for “out, outside” is krau i[f“f Jkraw/ in Central Khmer, but *érae Lﬁ‘fl Jkraaw/ in the Surin dialect, the word for “shirt” is @e #8171 /Zaaw/ in Central

Khmer bur *au “T#1 /2aw/ in the Surin dialect. «\
18 This graphic combination is possible only when the first letter off the syllable is the repha subscripr sign:

19 Ihid,
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There would appear to have been no organized cffort in ancient times to consistently develop the
writing system in accordance with the phonetic system. Nearly all the vowels in old Khmer can be noted
with different symbols and one symbol can represent different sounds. It has taken cenruries for the
Khmers to adapt the alphabet to their vowel system. Actually, it was only in the twentieth century thar the
alphabet came to note in a consistent and rather satisfactory way the vocalic system, in part thanks to
borrowings of diacritics from the Stamese neighbors who adapred the Khmer alphaber ro their own
language and who, from the very beginning of the formation of a Stamese political entity, started to invent
new symbaols and diacritics to maich their language.

For the linguist, this lack of accuracy of the old Khmer writing system produces obsracles in
attempts to reconstruct the phonology and phonemics of a word, or to find irs meaning,

Middle Khmer: Unvoicing of Consonants, Bipartition of Voice Registers and Vocalic System

Consonants became progressively unvoiced in several Mon-Khmer languages.” In Khmer i

occurred during the middle period, Le. the Post-Angkorian period.

The voiced consonants g & /g/, j 8 /3/,4 ¢ /d/, b0 /b/, and their aspirated counterparts, became

unvoiced, and were merged in pronunciation with their unvoiced counterparts.
When voiced consenants disappeared from the language to become unvoiced:

ga 7 /¢ became similar to ka5 /k/ in pronunciation.

gha W /eh/ became similar to kba 2 /kh/ in pronunciation,

Ja # /i/ became similar to ¢z @ /¢/ in pronunciation.

Jha 5 /ih/ became similar to cha & /ch/ in pronunciaton.

da ¢ /d/ became similar to 4 8 /t/ in pronunciation.

dha 1 /dh/ became similar to tha G /th/ in pronunciation.

ba 01 /b/ became similar to pa U /p/ in pronunciation (but pa t also rook the value /b/ (see below),
so for /'p/ in the first series, the following spelling 15 used: /icz ﬁ“).

bha 7 /bh/ became similar to pha i /ph/ in pronunciation.

4 & 2 2
In medern Khmer there are stll two voiced consonants: b and d,7 represented by the consonantal
signs pa Uand £z 3. This would mean that devoicing was not complete. One possibility is that in proto or

20 - s gers o ¥, e o
= And also 1n several That/Tan languages. Some other Mon-Khmer languages have, however, yver to be so affected.
2y reanscription [actually write them as b and d for casy reading as this paper is nor intended for phoneticians but for a broader audience.
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old Khmer they were pre-glotalised consonants: b and’ d. These two voiced consonants are never found
in first position in an inital cluster. So when pa Uis written as the first consonant in a consonant cluster,
itis pronounced /p/.

At rhis stage, the Khmer language phonologised a distinction berween two voice registers condi-
tioned by the consonant. The vowels following the series of former unvoiced consonants were pronounced
with a “clear” voice (samlen sral &t YR ot samlen tiie &8RET in Khmer) whereas those following the

<

former voiced consonants were pr()nc)unwd with a )rmlh\ voice™ (samleri dbrian’ WIYRGE or samler
dham ctgian). This register distinction has now disappeared from most Khmer dialects, but is stll present
in, for example, the Khmer dialects of the Cardamom range.

The Khmer vocalic system was itself split into two, i.c. the vowels took different values when
coming after a former unvoiced or voiced consonant. Here 1s one hypothetical sequence of events:

At the beginning, with the unvoicing of consonants, £z m /kaa/ remained /kaa/. pronounced
with a clear voice, whereas gz #) /gaa/ became /kaa/ with a breathy voice. Later, ga 51 /kaa/ became
/kia/ retaining the brearhy voice. This register was then lost in most dialects to become /kia/. There was
no change in spelling: the graphic signs simply had new phonetic values.

So the vocalic system nearly doubled. At the same time, some vowels also underwent other
changes in their pronunciatdon duce (o a variery of factors such as the influence of the final consonant.
Another example is that some words with /ee/™! changed to /eg/, then in Standard Khmer the /ze/
became fae/ when associated with a former unvoiced consonant and /es/ when associated with a former
voiced consonant.

To give an idea of the doubling of the vowel system, below is a table with the traditional alpha-
betical order of vowels associared with consonants A4 and ga.” Fach syllable is given first n rransliteration,

22 This suggestion comes from Pinnow (1957). 1 am not going to derail this point even though it deserves maore reflection, as | cannot nvsell pro-
posc any hypothesis. One can notice that many Sanskrit m]cl Palt words borrowed into Khmer have their consonanes 1 and p turned into /37 and

/b/, such as #zvd “star” which has become #277 8107 /daa-raa/ and is heard as such in careful specch and in songs (even though it becomes fro-
and pak “Pal”
fand pa7 @ Sbaalin/ in Stamese. IIc:\\(\u in other

raa/ in fast speech as the UL\I syllable is unstressed and even though the Khmer dictionary gives only the pronunci: wion /aa-ran /)
[
words, these consonants have “rerained” their “orginal” pronunciation, such as Pali piy (6 ‘happiness’

which has become pali 61 U "1).11 lzj/ in Modern Khmer: these words are f@m #7357 /daa-r

which has become pes 105 /pac-tz)/ in
modern Khmer, This 15 probably due o different pum(!s of borrowings and/or mﬂmnu trom Buddhist monks concerned wirl the proper pro

nunciation of a sacred language (on this subject, see Bizor (1993, Lven though he focuses on “I'hai Buddhism, these religious reforms had a very

strong impact on Dtlj..hhtnmg counrries such as Cambodia). ‘This can be seen even now. When Dhammavut monks (a retormist sect coming from

Stam at the end of the nincteenth cenrury) recite Pil pravers their pronunciation of vowels 1 based on the Indian or more probably Singhalese

pronunciation, and they ey 1o do the same {or the consonants, whereas the Mahanikav monks pronounce these Pal pravers according to the
Khmer rules of pronunciation, with the exception of the Pali p pronounced as such, \\Il( reas this has become /by in the common Kamer lan
guage. This has led to contusion, and some ﬂmlcwmm sill ave not fised in pronunciation, such as Pali patukamn DAY “demonsteration,” which
1s pronounced as /paa-tok-kam/ by some and /baa-tok-kam,/ by others, As Tor “Khmer” words with the consonants o ,md P, it s probable that
SOme are b()l TORW 1!1”\ from non Iﬂ(h( ‘lﬂ”[l l”i\ I)LH (H‘HI“ s¢em o I}L ]\]]IH{! \H I']ﬁ( \\THELH CONSONANts llld p [L(JI]) H][]\"\ll] WOTe I]](];)H)I\

U\"Ll fUI ar l(.(i'ﬁl wo Ll!”l!tﬂl consONants n ]71()111!(]L1N1U[1
a
¥l

"his is a very brict explanation of the phenomenon, This bipartition between the two registers can also lead o two different tones. For more
details, sce Henderson (1952) and Terlus (1992: 62).

2% have good L\mnplu with borrowings from Sanskrit. ku«_ Sunsket words were borrowed by Siamese via Khmer but retained their original
vowel pronunciation. For instance, Sanskeir betre “facr, reason”™ is now pronounced fhaet/ i Khmer and still /heery in Siamese {the Toss ol the
bmf sat the end of the word s a aatural phenomenon in the two languages)

25 | make no mention of the two pisters i the rransc [1})1 on, contrary 1o Henderson (1952) and Jacob (1968}, as in the standard varf ety of Khmer
[ use, these are absent. The traditional table of vowels gives some combinartions which actuall ly umupnn(f to vowel + consonant, or vowel + semi-
asin gadk’ 817 /kear/, and final /n/ as in ({mfm 516 fkeand; Jaas appears in the

vowel. /éa/ Appmt: in guh 72 fkéah/ bur also before final /
recitation in gﬁm A7 fkodmy/, but also appears before all the final phonetic consonants other than /77 and /7. Absent from the recitation able is
/297, as in gar Al fkoaf, which has in writing a final r no longer pronounced in most dialeets. But the final r s sl present in some notthern
dialeets \\hun 1t reveals thar it was llu brict diphthong /oa/ which le m\t]unul \\uh the Toss of the final consonant in pronunciation (in some
, I this arca),

northern dialects, it is pronounced Jiar/, as the standard /o) corresponds o /
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then in Khmer script, followed by phonetic transcription.

ka i [kaa/, oa pl fkan/,
ka 1 Jkaa/, iy al Jkia/
ki A /kep/ oi & /kiz/,
kT & /ksi/, ol g Skii/

ki 7 Hedh. o 5 Jki2/,
ki i Skss/ ol £ Jkit/,
ku fi /ko?/, ou A [ku?/,
ku ] /koo/, ol a Jkuu/!
kuo ] /lua/, Quo g /kua/,
koe el /kas/, goe 05 /k22/,
kioe iﬁj /kia/, gioe iﬁj FAREYE
kie fﬁj [kia/, gic r‘ﬁj Jkis/,
ke %l /kee/, oc ¥ /kee/,
lae i [kae/, gac ia /kes/,
kai b /kaj/, gai t5 /kej/,
ko Nl /kao/, 2o 15 Skao/,
kau 15l Jkaw/, gau el Jkow/,
kum f‘: /kom/, gum ‘6? Jkum/,
kam A Jkam/, gam f /kum/ >
kam w1 /kam/, oam aul /koam/,
kah s /kah/, eah #e /keah/.

To illustrare this, below is an excerpt from a ¢pap’ studied by Jenner (1976: 697) given first in
modern Khmer script and spelling, followed by transliteration, followed then by a phonetic transcription
of a hyporthetical middle Khmer pronunciation before devoicing, and finally, by a phonetic transcription
of standard modern IKhmer pronunciation:

26 Pronounced /kea/ in some dialects — for instance the Kompong, Chhnang dialect — thus making the difference with e fﬁj fkio/ and ke 173
Jkia/.

27 All syllables with a short vowel in stressed position must have a final consonant. In reading the alphabet, when no final consonant is written,
the glotral stop is pronounced.

25 In some peripheral dialects, the pronunciation is fkem/, thus ditferent from gumn ?‘f/]\'um,-".
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mAjI8shany gggmu sttt
MORHHIReY Tmeng Frmmprssti
[NSEIT 1
HARTIEAR fusfinmnsy restn .|
Transliteration:
Baky neh ja epap’ dunman oy gap’ kin cau e kroy
abuk it draby V1 gap’ duk oy tac baky neh toy
brah pali tha
Lok tha bhloen bhli macn bit moh T bum smoe suriya |...|
Transcription in hypothesised middle Khmer:
baak neh jaa cpap duunmaan 2oj gap kuun caw™ Pes krooj
raabuk 2it drap” vii gap duk Zooj tes baak neh dooj
brah paalii thaa.
look thaa blssn bli mszn bit moh t# bum smss surijaa |...|
Transcription in modern Standard Khmer:
pior nih cio chbap tuunmian rao) koap koon caw rae kraoj
raapuk st troap vej kaop tuk Faoj tae p1o° nih daoj
prcaoh baalej thaa.
low? thaa phlagn plis mezn pit’ mudh rii pum smad so’refjaa |...|

Conclusion
Transliteration of Khmer texts in Roman characters proves to be useful on four poinrs:

1. As Khmer has been noted down at least since the sixth century of the Chrisdan era with Indian
scripts and has borrowed heavily from Sanskric and PPali, and to a lesser extent from Indian Prakri-s, the
transliteration of Khmer texts for historical and linguistic purposes helps to link all these languages.
Moreover as neighboring languages such as Siamese, Lao, Burmese, Mon, etc., also use Indian scripts,
sometimes borrowed from the same region in India or even via the Khmers, rransliteration allows us to see
how all these languages have adapted Indic words. As many different scripts have been adapted from the
Brahmi script and have evolved in different ways, people might know one or two or three different seripts
but it is uncommon to find people who can read all Indian scrip:s.ﬂ’z Transliteration is a solution to unite
all these scripts. On a more phonological and phonetic ground, transliteration used alongside phonetic

2 Jenner gives the pronunciation fcsw /.
30 Jenner gives the pronunciation /draop/, but then it does not rhyme with /gap/.

1 In some Northern Khmer dialects, the pronunciation is clearly /pit/. In the Central dialects, the /17 systematically tuens into /4 when followed
by a final consonant with the exception of /2/, /c/, /n/, /h/.

32 For a table of different Indian scripts, sce for example hop:/ /www.geoctties.com/ Athens/ Academy /9594 brahmiheml. For a discussion of

the origins of the Brahmi script and phonological considerations, see hiepe//www serindian.com/sa-research/sallaal 9. hm.

11
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transcription helps to shed light on the ways all these languages have phonetically evolved. On the other
hand, it is important to recall that those who write research papers in Khmer can nore Sanskrit or Pali
words perfectly in Khmer characters, as the Khmer alphabet was in fact created, in parr at least, to render
Sanskrir. Pali has also been written in Cambodia in Khmer script for centuries. Thus it is important thar
the new generarion of Cambodians docs nor break this link with the past,

2. 5Since the twentieth century, Khmer writing has had relatively consistent spelling, which is at
once phonetic and etvmological. Khmer language itself has different dialects and different accents,
although intercomprehension is not a problem. There is a standard norm of pronunciation which is the
one heard on radio, television and taught at school. Although it is not entirely clear which regional accent
the standard one is based upon, it is a well-known facr that the colloquial language of the capital Phnom
Penh 1s not standard at all. Tt scems that the standard accent is from the center of Cambodia, or even
maybe the south of Battambang province, though each region maintaing its own accent, and in cach region
several minor accents also exist. There are more or less accepted norms, such as trilling the “r” which is
not done in the Phnom Penh colloquial language. As for vowels, the issue is much more complex. Liven
when wrying to speak with a “standard” — we should even say an “articulate” — pronunciation, Phnom Penh
residents do not make the distinetion between several vowels that are distinguished in writing and in some
other spoken dialects. On the contrary, in Phnom Penh colloquial dialect, some vocalic distinction
corresponds to writing, while in Siem Reap that same distinction will not be made, and so on. When in
dictionaries, for instance in bilingual dictionaries, a phonetic or phonological transcription of Khmer
words 1 given, it can be considered as nearly artificial, making many vocalic distinctions not covered by
a single dialect. On the other hand, some distinctions are frequently not made in bilingual dictionaries
which give phonetic transcription — even though spelling and dialectology prove that thev exist. This is
often due ro the influence of one peculiar accent on the dictionary compilers.

To give examples, in formal speech the Phnom Penh dialect does not make the vocalic distinetion
between ran 18 /rian/ “merchandise stand” and rien ,TI:‘B /tion/ “to learn,” whereas in the Surin dialect of
I'hailand, the first word 1s pronounced /rion/ and the second one /run/. In wurn, some Surin dialects do
not make the difference between the words bhlies f{j?ﬁ “rain; to rain” and bhler 15 /phlup/ “music; song,”
whereas the Phnom Penh dialect does make ir as the latter is pronounced /phleen/ as opposed to bhlier
iﬁ?fﬁ /phlion/. Spelling overcomes quite satisfactorily all these phonetic differences.

N To give one last example of how important dialectal variations can be, a sentence like “the hen
sits on eggs” man’ krap ban ms'[ﬁmmﬁ, which from a lexical viewpoint has no dialectal variations, will be
proncunced:

/maan kraap poon/ in the so called “standard accent,”

/mian kraap puan/ in Surin or in some paris of Siem Reap and Battambang provineces,

/moan k<¢op poon/ in Phnom Penh,

Jmcan kraap poon/ in Moat Chrouk province (now in Viemam and called Chau Doc in
Viernamese), crc.

So it appears that rransliteration in a French or Linglish text about Khmer studies is a good
solution if one cannot include Khmer characters or if the text is addressed to readers who are not supposed
to know Khmer script. A phonetic transcription based on one particular dialect can be added, bur
transliteration will help overcome dialecral phonetic differences.
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3. Transliteration also subsequently helps to better understand linguistic relationships between
ethnic groups speaking languages from different linguistic groups. Tor instance, Khmer belongs to the
Mon-Khmer family whereas Siamese belongs to the ‘1ai-Kadai family. These two languages have heavily
borrowed from one another in terms of s ocabulary and their pmductiw relationship went up to the point
of back-borrowing from Siamese to Khmer, Ir(msllrcmn()n helps to see immediately words similar to both
languages via borrowings cven though current pronunciations diverge. Sometimes, some words common
to both languages do not come from one or the other, or from [ndic languages, but instead from other
languages such as Chinesc. Transliteration helps to see their common roots.

For instance, “to think” is 8 /kit/ in Khmer and & /khit/ in Siamese. In transliteration, the word
in both languages is grz. Due to the fact that both languages use Indic-based scripts transliteration shows
that the word was originally roughly pronounced /eit/ when one borrowed i from the other.

The word for “craftsman” is té /cion/ in Khmer and 49 /chian/ in Siamese. In transliteration,
the word is jari in Khmer and ja’# in Siamese.” T'his word, maybe of Chinese origin, was probably
pronounced /iaan/ when it was borrowed by both languages (regardless of the tone in Siamese).

4. Because the Khmers borrowed their script before the unvoicing of consonants, transliteration
helps make the link with other Mon-Khmer languages which are more “conservative” phonetically. Some
of these languages recently acquired their own script based on the Roman one, thanks to missionarics and
linguists.

If one looks at lists of words in Mon-Khmer languages at random, one can find in M nong Ro’lo’m
(spoken in northeastern Cambodia and south central Vietnam) the word jiz “to wipe” (Blood 1976: 11)
which can be compared to Khmer /cuut/ (same meant ng) which is written H# and transliterated jis. In Jeh,
a North Bahnaric language of the Mon-Khmer family spoken in Kontum province in Vietnam, one can
find the word gap (pronounced with a long vowel) “to hold (with slit stick)” (Gradin 1976: 27) which can
be compared to Khmer /kiap/ “to press, compress, hold by means of pliers or tweezers,” which is writ-
ten U and transliterated gZp. In Mo'dra and Didra, two 'To’drah dialects, a North Bahnaric language also
spoken in Kontum province, the \V()rd for “three” is pi (long vowel) (Gregerson and Smith 1973: 175) to
be compared with modern Khmer / 'bej/ (same meaning), written f and transliterated Pl

22 The number in the That reansliverared word is for the tonal diacritic,
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