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WORKING PAPER

Comparative 5Study of the Romanization of the Amharic Alphabet

Prepared by J. Breu, Austria, Chairman of

The Wor'zing Group on a Single Romanization System

I. Description of the Amharic alphabet and its peculiarities:
1l: The Anmharic alphabet is used for writing Amharic, the

national language of Ethiopia, belonging to the Semitic
group of languagzges.

2., The Amnaric alphabet is a epecial form of the Ethiopian

3.

script, adapted to the peculiarities of the Amharic lan-
guage, Tre Et iopian script belongs to the Semitic scripts.
It is azonzst them the inost accomplished one as it indi-
cates tie vowels.,

The Amharic alphabet runs from left to right. It represents
that sbacial form of alphabet which is called a syllabary.
It has %% basic symbols, each symbol having 7 different
shapes uvsually called 'orders' according to the vowel with
which the basic symbol is combined. As each graphic symbol
- as a rule - represents a consonant together with a vowel
the vocalic element cannot be depatched from the consonan=-
tal elezent. Only the 6th order can also represent the con-
sonant alone without any vowel,

The following table of W. Leslau (see References no. 4)

shows tl::e Amharic alphabet and the pronounciation of its
symbols in phonetic script. The 7 columns represent the

7 orders of the alphabet numerically arranged from left

to rigrt.
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The Ambharic alphabet according to the traditional order :
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THE wa-SYMBOL

All the consonants can be followed by -wa or pronounced rounded
with the vowel a. This pronunciation is represented by the bracket
added to the top or by __ added to the bottom of the underlying
character written in the 1st or in the 4th order. The characters are :

4, lwa, ). (or &\')) mwa, 4. (or &) rwa, f, swa, ﬁ Swa, q, bwa,
4 twa, F fwa, Yy, nwa, & diwa, Y, zwa, W Zwa, L. duwa, :e;‘ qua,
m, twa, 6B, (wa, R swa, § (or &, 4.) fwa.
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General problems of the romanization of the Amharic alphabet.

The Amheric language has 27 consonants and 7 vowels. Prom tho
discrepancy between 27 consonants and 33 basic symbols follows
that several symbols are proro inced identically. Romanization
now can follow pronounciation or try to represent homophonous
Amharic characters by different Roman letters or mostly com-
binations of Roman letters. The main difficulty arises with
the 6th order, the symbols of which are pronounced in some
cases as congsonants only, in others as consonants plus the
vowel of tlc order. All existing romanizations take regard

of this altcernatives, It would be too strange not to desigznate
a vowel actuzlly spoken or to insert a vowel letter where no
vowel 18 pronounced.

Comparison and evaluation of impcrtant existing romanizaticns,

1. The following chronologically arranged romanizationc of
the Amharic alphabet are of importance:

a) BGN/PCGN 1967 System., It is a revision of the rorani-
zecilon adopted in 1949 and published by the US Board
on Geographic Names in 1951. Abbreviation: BGN. See
References no. 6,

b) Ronanization used by the Mapping & Geography Departrent
of the liinistry of Land Reform and Administration of
the Imperial Ethiopian Government. It was first pub-
listed in 1958. At present the 2nd revised edition of
August 1962 is in use. Abbreviation: MGD.

¢) Ro.anization elaborated (published in 1964) by St.vWricht
and recommended by him to be used in the Journal of
Ethionian Studies (Addis Ababa). Abbreviation: WR. Sea
References no. 7.

d) Rcaenization of the Library of congress, draft of July
197C. It will be officially accepted by the Library of
Congress in the near future. Abbreviation: LC. See ze-
ferences no. 5.

A comparative table of BGN, WR, and LC has been distributed
to the menboers of the ‘forking Group on a Single Romanization
Systen and tc the Cartography Section of the United Nations.
MGD is conied on the following pages. For the purpose of this
working papcer the tables of ‘7, Leslau and MGD are sufficient,
A reproducticn of a full comparative table in the format of
this worl"ing paper is in consequence to the complication of
the Armharic alphebet not possible.
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Ambharic To English
U Ho U Hu Y1 Hi Y
AN Le & Lu A Li A
d Ha* & Hu A Hi th
M Me 0> Mu A Mi N
W Se W Su W S W
L Re & Ru ¢ Ri 2
A Se & Su A Si A
A She ® Shu ® Shi @
¢+ Ke ¢ Ku ¢ KI
h Be @t Bu N Bi N
t Te +* Tu <t Ti +
T Che ¥ Chu % Chi 7
Y H" % Hu 4 Hi 3
! Ne » Nu 1 Ni §

Transliteration
Ha % He ¥ Hi
La b Le & Lj
Ha n He h Hj
Ma A Me ™ Mi
Sa W Se MSi
Ra & Re C Ri
Sa M Se #h Si
Sha W& She T Shi
Ka ¢ Ke & Ki
Ba N Be 1 Bi
Ta + Te * Ti
Cha % Che % Chi
Ha % He 4 Hi
Na % Ne 13 Ni

System
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Ho
Lo
Ho
Mo
So
Ro
So
Sho
K'o
Bo
To
Cho
Ho
No
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¢ u L S % a e 6 i P o
W Zu W Zi W Za WZe WNZi W Zo
¥ Zhu ® Zhi ¥ Zha W Zhe % Zhi ¥ Zho
 Yu @ i ? Ya & Ye 2 Yi ¢ Yo
® Du R Di % Da R De %D 2 Do
B Jdu R Ji % Ja R Je B Ji f Jo
P Gu 716G J26Ga 16Ge 76 1 Go
mTu MTi MTa MTe TP M™TH
@ Chu @ Chi @ Chla @ Che % Chi @ Cho
# Pu R PP ¢ Pa & Pe & PI 8 Po
B Tsu R Tsi 8 Tsa R Ts'e & Tsi & Tsbo



8 Ts'e B Tsu & Tei 9 Tsa & Tge 4 Tsi ? Ts'o
& Fe & Fu &LFi &Fa &Fe & Fi & Fo
T Pe T Pu T Pi Pa T Pe Pi 7 Po
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Diphthongs
e Kwe
* Gwe
% K'we
* Hwe

Kwe
Gwe
K'we
Hwe

Kwa
Gwa
K'wa
Hwa

Kwi
Gwi
K'wi
Hwi

Kwi
Gwi
K'wi
Hwj

» ¥+ P F
B e »
VoW ow
? ¢ 9 F

PRONUNCIATION GUIDE

VOWELS CONSONANTS SOUNDS NOT FOUNO SPECIAL NOTES
15t form o a8 m Enhiish Mgt G o1 i Bosd IN ENGLISH ®  Sounas dentical 10 feurth form  sound.
o " e " " - Yoy J T yenn Letrers foilomed by an aposhephel) (2) The vowel of the 610 form (1) 13 eliminated
My " SeNer reyuite eaplosive  emuncra ton n speinng excep! when' Deeded in Eiglish
v " o S0 # Morine » " Meagure (Boamale K, T' W, P, 715') pronunciation (Mgnigisiti % Mgng.s7).
m " « © " - Fothar
anm e 7 " Mgy
&m - oo -
! in Frelim y  Eair ober 1954
b T T - on First Revised &diTion April 1958
Second “ Augus’ 1962



2. BGN has twc variants, one for documentation work and
another for more general purposes. BGN, variant for
documentation, and LC by using a great number of dia-
criticzl siZns arestrictly reversible, but both of then
cannct be handled for romanizing Amharic texts by someone
not ccnversant with the language as - like with all other
romarizaticns - te symbols of the 6th order must be ro-
manized in two Jdifferent ways according to their pro-
nounciztion,

WR provides for two variants, one for documentation pure
poses, and another for general use. Even the stricter va-
riant is not reversible as scme Amharic characters are re-
presented by phonetical reascns by one Roman letter com-
binaticn only.

MGD represents hcmophonous Amharic letters by the sane
Roman letters or letter combinations., It is a phonetic
transcription not allowing for reversibility. For docu-
mentation purpocses BGN (documentatior.--7zariant) and LC are
valuable altl:ough both of them are no transliterations in
the strict sense. They differ in the choice of the Roman
letters, 2GN showing the style of English transcriptions,
LC fcllowing international linguistic usage. Thus BGN neods
mcre Roman letters than LC but less diacritica% sizns.
Examples: shu = §u, chu = éu, nyu = fu, zhu = zu. WR is
in this respect on the same line as LC, whereas MGD
follows Znglish usaze.

IV. Practical proposals for acceptance by the 2nd UN Conference
on the Standlardization of Geographical Names.

The 1lst US Ccnference on the Standardization of Geographical
Names, Gacieva 1967, recognizing the need to adopt a single
system for the transliteration of Amharic into Roman alpha-
bet, recoxcnded that the "Anharic-to-English transliteraticn
system" toc be adcpted by the Ethiopian national gcographi-
cal names authcerity be considered by the proposed UN Per-
manent Committee of Experts on Geographical Namnes for accep-
tance as =2 standard international systen for the writing

of Ethic iz geojraphical names in the Ronan alphabet,

The act:zl situzation is as follows: The Mapping & Geogranhy
Departaent <f the Ministry of Land Reform and Ad-ainistration
of the Zt-icpian Government functions as national gecgranhic
names avtrority. It uses on its official maps MGD which there-
fore carn L2 considered of Lhaving official status. This si-
tuation is docunented by the following copy of an official
letter:
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IMPERIAL ETHIOPIAN GOVERNMENT Addis Absba _ _2_(,19\}_1 ________
MINISTRY OF LAND REFORM AND Jar— 4 '
ADMINISTRATION P. O. Box
%gf”' 45158 45159

Prof. Dr. Josef Breu,

Austrian Institute of EBastern and
SBouth eastern Buropean Btudies,
Josefsplats 6, A-1010,

Wien 1, Austria.

Dear Professor Breu,

Refering to your letter dated July 6, 1971, (Ref,Dr,B/wb)
concerning "Standardisation of Geographical Names"™, we hereby
send you the required information.

Please be informed that, eveathough the Geography Depart-
ment of our Ministry is comsidering and taking care of such
matters, no legal "Tepeaomy Commission™ has existed so far.
However, production of maps at various scales uses the enclosed
system of transliteration.

The difference beiwsen the system used by U.S8. Board of
Geographic Nawes and that of ours is only in minor matters;
specifically, overlining and underlining of two vewel orders
and a couple other pe

Director General
Mapping & Geography Department

Enol. Amharic to English
Transliteration Chart

Loernn Lovrred sl ,,47.,,// 1762



If one postulates the principle that romnanizations offi-
cially accented by the donor country itself ought to be
recommenced for international cartographic use MGD will be
the right choice. If one would like to give preference to
reversi>ility LC cr BGN, naruw varient, are recommendable.
Linguistics and documentation - even within English speaking
countries - will prefer LC as it follows in the choice of
special Roaan letters a well established scientific tradi-
tion and as it can do with shorter combinations of Roman
letters in representing Amharic characters by making ampler
use of diacritical signs.
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