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A Note on the Authors

ward Keeler is a cultural anthropologist specializing in Burma and Indonesia who teaches at the
University of Texas at Austin. He first met Allen Lyan in Mandalay during a fieldwork stint there in
2011 and 2012, when a mutual friend recommended Allen as a language tutor. Allen had not at
that point taught Burmese to foreigners; he was instead a music and English-language teacher to
children. However, he proved adept at writing engaging dialogues to use as practice materials. Those
dialogues provided the initial impetus for writing an intermediate-level textbook, something that did
not exist.

with that purpose in mind, Ward started writing notes explaining grammatical and cultural points
as they came up in the dialogues. (He did so after the model of his earlier textbook, Javanese: A
Cuitural Approach.) Allen wrote the dialogues in Part Two and collaborated with Ward in writing drills.
Ward eventually decided to complement these intermediate materials with a beginning-level text,
one that would avoid all use of romanization in favor of the systematic introduction of all the sounds
and symbols of the Burmese writing system.

Allen Lyan lived until the age of about twelve in a village in the Chin Hills, at which paint his parents
moved the family to Mandalay. He is, as a result, a fluent speaker of bath one of the Chin languages
and of Burmese. Fortunately, he speaks Burmese clearly—more so than some Burmese-speaking
males—to the advantage of his foreign students. Ethnic Burmans will note in the recordings a few
traces of his first language in his pronunciation of cartain Burmese sounds. Sirice about one-third of
the population of Burma speaks Burmese as their second language, developing some tolerance for
variant pronunciations seems only appropriate, just as English speakers must learn to do—even if
some people in both Burma and anglophone societies resist the notion.
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Introduction

Ward Keeler

This textbook is intended to be useful in three ways.

For people just starting their study of the Burmese language, it presents a rigorous and system-
atic introduction to the language. Because learning to read and write the Burmese script is essential
to making good progress, we use no romanization system (see below). Relying on recordings (and
their teachers), students learn to say what they can read and write all at the same time. {They must
avoid the temptation to create their own romanization system, invariably a misleading practice that
will disadvantage them in the long run.) As they master the script, they also learn basic features of
Burmese grammar.

Students who have some knowledge of spoken Burmese but are not familiar with the script can
use Part One: Learning to Read and Write, to master the skills of reading and writing that they need
in order to make progress to an intermediate level. How rapidly they can move through Part One
will depend on how much Burmese they already have acquired. But they must take care to master
the script, especially because such mastery is necessary for attaining good control over Burmese
pronunciation.

Finally, students who are ready for intermediate materials can proceed directly to Part Two:
Dialogues, in which a number of conversations among Burmese speakers illustrate grammatical
patterns, characteristic turns of phrase, and typical habits of social interaction. Although the first
few lessons are elementary, they soon become more challenging, and so are appropriate for use
as intermediate materials. The conversations take place among people of varying ages and social
status, and their relationships differ in degrees of familiarity and formality.

Students usually start their study of the Burmese language using a romanized rendering of the
words they learn. This is standard practice in the published textbook materials already available for
anglophone students. Using romanization enables students to make quick progress initially. But it
has unfortunate effects. First, it delays acquisition of the Burmese writing system, a necessary step
in any student’s learning. Anyone who has become used to a romanization system, furthermore, is
likely to have a very hard time dismissing it from their mind in favor of Burmese writing even once
they have studied the latter. Finally, learning to pronounce Burmese properly requires knowing how
it is written, because the important matter of how initial consonant sounds are pronounced requires
such knowledge. For all these reasons, and in order to emphasize the importance of gaining effective
command of Burmese as it is spoken and written, this book rigorously avoids romanization.

As in learning to speak any language, whether learning sounds at the most elementary level or
learning to reproduce whole utterances, students must constantly work on imitating the speech of
native Burmese speakers. To this end, the written materials are complemented by audio materials.
Students should make careful and constant use of them.

In notes appended to each dialogue in Part Two, students encounter brief explanations of
grammatical matters as they arise. These explanations are fairly minimal. Exhaustive accounts of
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grammatical points can lead to confusion, even discouragement, ameng learners. To obtain more
thorough accounts, students are advised to take advantage of other resources addressing in greater
detail the complexities of Burmese grammar.

Most notable among these are three: John Okell's A Reference Grammar of Colloquial Burmese
(Oxford University Press, 1969); John Okell and Anna Allott’'s Burmese (Myanmar) Dictionary of
Grammatical Forms (Routledge, 2001); and Mathias Jenny and San San Hnin Tun's Burmese: A
Comprehensive Grammar (Routledge, 2016).

The most immediately useful for a student learning the language is the second out of the three,
Okell and Allott's Burmese {Myanmar) Dictionary of Grammatical Forms, since it provides explana-
tions for every important word or particle students are likely to encounter. Also essential for any
anglophone student of Burmese is the Myanmar-English Dictionary, published by the Department of
the Myanmar Language Commission of the Burmese government’s Ministry of Education. There is as
of this writing no truly adequate English-Burmese dictionary.

Burmese is a diglossic fanguage, meaning that it exhibits both a formal or elevated register and a
colloquial one. “Important” speech, as pronounced on formal occasions, as well as almost all written
material, use the elevated form, while almost all everyday interaction is conducted in the colloguial
form.! (Incidentally, the difference between “Burma” and “Myanmar” is the difference between the
two English renderings of the colloguial and the elevated forms in Burmese of the name for the
ethnic Burmans.) These lessons teach the colloguial, not the elevated, style.

Learning a language, especially one from a society very much unlike one's own, means learning
not just a sound system and a set of grammatical rules. It also means learning ways to interact:
what to say when, to whom, in what manner. In a place where hierarchical assumptions shape
face-to-face encounters as thoroughly as they do in Burma, English speakers must become aware
of how speech varies according to the identities and especially the relative status of the parties to
any exchange. In studying the dialogues in this book, students learn to imitate conversations among
people of many different sorts and stations: for example, a village man visiting Mandalay for the first
time, a doctor advising a patient, teenagers going out on the town, and a smoker cajoling a cigar
out of a seller. Even if most foreigners in Burma will find themselves engaging primarily in polite and
relatively formal encounters, they still need to know the diverse speaking styles pecple around them
are using among themselves.

Learning a foreign language, in sum, is not simply a linguistic exercise. It is also an anthropologi-
cal endeavor. Learning the “grammar” of interaction in a particular milieu, among real people, at
a particular time is what anthropologists do. It is for this reason that these lessons are entitied a
cultural approach. They are intended to provide students of Burmese the wherewithal to conduct
themselves appropriately in a range of contexts while embarking on the difficult but exciting adven-
ture of learning to speak Burmese to Burmese speakers and thereby learning about Burma.

On Tones

Burmese is a tonal language. This means that the same combination of sounds means altogether
unrelated things when the pitch at which that combination is proncunced changes. Thus, the pitch of
one syllable, relative to that of the syllables that precede and follow it, matters in the same way that
consonant and vowel sounds matter in English (as they do, of course, in Burmese as well).

1. English, too, has both farmal and informal registers. We tend to use multisyllabic words of Norman French (ultimately
Latin) origin in the elevated style (e.g., to regard), and monosyllabic waords of Old English (ultimately Germanic)
origin in colloguial speech (e.g., to look at). But the distinction is less clear in English than in Burmese, In the latter,

basic, high-frequency lexical items differentiate formal and colloquial styles quite starkly.
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To an English speaker, changes in pitch seem only marginally significant. We use intonation in
order to distinguish a question from a statement, for example, or to signal the emotional tenor of a
remark. So intonation communicates connotations—supplementary meanings—without affecting the
denotation—the explicit meaning—of the words we use.

In Burmese, however, intonation affects denotation. What a combination of sounds means
depends on the pitch at which it is pronounced relative fo the pitch of the syllables that precede
and follow it. This point may be fairly easy to grasp intellectually but it takes someone who does not
speak a tonal language a great deal of effort to master it in practice.

First, a student of Burmese must learn the tone of any given syllable, and make sure to include
the right tone as well as the right consonant and vowel sounds in saying it. Furthermore, an English
speaker has to learn not to use intonation to try to convey connotations in the way English enables
speakers to do.

For example, to emphasize the contrast between two items in a pair, an English speaker will raise
the pitch of the second item named. In the phrase, "This shirt is clean; that one isn't,” the word
“that” will be emphasized by raising the pitch at which it is pronounced. This is what one must not
do when speaking Burmese,

The reason is that raising the pitch of a word in Burmese makes it mean something completely
different. Reading aloud the last sentence in the preceding paragraph, an English speaker will appre-
ciate that the word “not,” because It is italicized, must be emphasized—that is, in speaking, its pitch
must be raised. But if English were a tonal language, raising the pitch would change “not” from
meaning the negation of the verb to something else entirely: let's say, “bucket.” So, with its pitch
raised, the sentence would mean, “This is what one must bucket do when speaking Burmese.” A
listener would be hard pressed to guess what the speaker was driving at.

I sometimes feel as though Burmese speakers who fail to understand me because I have made
a mistake as to the tone of a word I have used are being unjustifiably, even stubbarnly, uncompre-
hending. But I am failing at such moments to bear in mind how important tone is to the whole sound
system of Burmese. By the same token, it is difficult for a speaker of a tonal language to understand
why English speakers are so oblivious to this dimension of a word's or a syllable’s meaning.

The point is that every language uses a certain number of distinctions among sounds to convey
meaning. Native speakers of English know that the first-person pronoun, “1,” can be pronounced in
a number of ways, depending on the regional and class origins of the speaker, without causing any
confusion. In the United States, Northerners find the way that Southerners say "I” curiously close to
“Ah,” but can still grasp what Southemers are saying without any trouble. If a foreigner pronounced
“I” like "Ee,” however, an English speaker might well be stumped. The distinction between the
sounds “i” and “ee” in English matters too importantly for someone to understand a foreigner who
confuses them in speech. Changing the pitch of a syllable in Burmese relative to the syllables that
surround it transgresses the distinctions among sounds just as importantly as mixing up “i” and “ee”
in English.

A conventional way of mocking East Asians in the United States is to joke about their failure
to distinguish between the sounds "I and “r" when they speak English. That they fail to attend to
a distinction English speakers make much of reflects the fact that in such languages as Chinese,
Japanese, or Thai the distinction does not matter. To use the vocabulary of linguistics, the differ-
ence in sound, a phonetic difference, is not a significant one, is not a phonernic one. Pitch, in tonal
languages, is phonemic: it matters.?

2. Once when I asked a Japanese man whether a mutual friend’s name was Mr. Arai or Mr. Alai, he responded “Yes."—
Because the phonetic difference I, as an English speaker, thought so important is not a phonemic one in Japanese,
50 not one they think important. For the record, when, a few moments later, Mr. Aral introduced me to his son, Ryuji,
everyone had trouble suppressing their laughter at my inability to come anywhere close to pronouncing his name
corractly.
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Like any other element of a foreign language, gaining mastery of tones requires determined
consistent practice. Listening to one’s own efforts to imitate the speech of a native speaker can ¢
home the difference between correct and incorrect tones. Best of all, if it can be arranged,
record one’s own efforts and play them immediately alongside recordings of a native speaker sz
the same phrase.

Burmese speakers, like speakers of any language, employ phrasal intonation: there is an ov
shape to the intonation of utterances, and this too must be imitated by students. However, phi
intonation is somewhat more restricted in Burmese than in English. Many connotations that Em
speakers convey by means of intonation are conveyed in Burmese by the use of particles
indicate such information as the speaker’s surprise, irritation, and so on.

Repetition eventually makes tones as familiar as other elements of Burmese, At g certain
having heard and pronounced a word with the correct tone enough times makes it fairly autom,

requiring little conscious attention. To get to that point, @ student must simply keep the matte
tones constantly in mind.
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Lesson 1: The Syllabary

An essential task for any student of the Burmese language is to learn the Burmese syllabary (leaving
aside a few less frequently encountered symbols to be learned later). A syllabary differs from an
alphabet in that every symbol in a syllabary represents a combination of both a consonant and at
least one vowel sound. Burmese is a tonal language and as a result each symbol of its syllabary
represents a combinaticn of a consonant, a vowel sound, and a tone.

The Burmese syllabary contains thirty-three symbols, each of which is called a qjés.l Each qjé:
has its own name, just as the letters of the roman alphabet have a name, and each of them implies
specific sounds, as does each letter in an alphabet. In some instances, a qlé’ implies a number of
different possible sounds, as may a letter in an alphabet. But unlike the letters in an alphabet, each
q[éz implies not one sound but a set of them, a combination of a consonant sound, a vowel sound,
and a tone.

If it stands alone, a qjé: represents the combination of one consonant sound plus the “a” sound
as pronounced in the first tone. This short, high tone ends with a slight glottal occlusion—a slight
tensing of the larynx—which John Qkel! calls the “creaked” tone.

The same consonant combines with other vowel sounds and tones {and sometimes other conso-
nants) when diacritical marks are placed before, after, above, and/or below the qléz. These diacrit-
ics will be introduced systematically in the remaining lessons in Part One. This first lesson, however,
is devoted to mastering the q@: alone, with no other diacritics.

It is recommended, although not necessary, for students to learn to repeat the names of the
qjé: as accurately as possible, as well as learn to pronounce the sounds of each syllable: in other
words, to learn how to spell in Burmese. So, for the first symbol, a student is well advised to learn
to say both on @: (the name of the qjé:) and oo (the sound it implies). (This is similar to learning
the name of the letter "A” in English and the sound “a” as that letter is usually pronounced when it
appears in a word.) Learning to write the names of the syllables will come later, once all the diacritics
as well as the syllables have been mastered.

Learning to write each °dé’ with the correct strokes is essential. Several videos demonstrating
the direction of the strokes are available on YouTube. In line with the policy we adopt, scrupulously
avoiding all romanization, we recommend the following one:

hitps://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XqB02frEka

1. The pronunciation of this word, and other words aside from those included in each lesson that a student learns to
read and write, should be learned by imitating one's teacher or by imitating the recording.
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Here is the complete Burmese syllabary:

o @ 9] [a W] c
Ly a0 Q Gal P_'D
S g 3 o R
o oo 3 Q ﬁ%
Q [C] v} a0 Q@
Qo § Qo o]
20 (6] g 39

Learning to recognize, name, and write all of these cﬂés is @ major undertaking, and it will take
some time. It will constitute the content of this entire lesson. Practicing the cﬂé: will require much
more time and attention. Doing this is crucial to all progress in learning Burmese, however, so it is
worth putting in the time at the outset. Although it may appear overwhelming at first, practicing
by listening to the recording, by repeating what you hear, and by writing the symbols oneself, will
gradually imprint all of these symbols on one’s memory. Take it in the spirit of a challenge and a
game.

A. The first two lines [«101.mp3]

In this first section, you must leam to read, write, and pronounce the first two lines of the syllabary:

an bS] 0 (%) c?
o &0 Q 9| £o

Imitate your teacher, or the recording, to learn the names of these syllables and the sounds they
imply.

Notes

Here are some further notes to help you grasp what it is you are working with.

The nature of a syllabary

The Burmese syllabary derives from South Asian syllabaries. Like them, it arranges symbels accord-
ing to the place of articulation (where in the mouth they are formed). The piace of articulation of the
consonant sound of each syllable is the same for each line across {(except for the last eight symbols,
which we will get to in Section C below). So the first line includes all the syllables that start with a
velar consonant sound (those that are produced with the tongue pressed against the soft palate);
the second line all the sibilant ones; the third and fourth lines the alveclar cnes (with the tip of the
tongue touching behind the upper front teeth); and the fifth all the labial ones (produced by pressing
bath lips together). The columns are also arranged systematically: the first column contains syllables
starting with unaspirated stops (the larynx is closed until the vowel sound starts); the second column
aspirated ones (the larynx is open from the start); the third and fourth start with voiced stops (the
larynx vibrates from the start of the sound); and the last column consists of nasals. The last eight
symbols, appearing in the sixth and seventh lines, indicate other initial sounds that do not fall into

2. English speakers often have trouble pronouncing this sound in initial position. The key is to pronounce it further
forward in the mouth than when pronouncing “ng,™ as in English “singing.”
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Lesson 1: The Syllabary .

the above categories, plus at the very end a symbol for syllables starting with vowel sounds, with no
initial consonant.

Aspirated and unaspirated stops

The difference between aspirated and unaspirated stops is phonemic in Burmese. This means that
a student needs to be able to hear the difference between, and produce, sounds that English does
not distinguish. A monolingual speaker of English or German uses aspirated stops almost exclusively;
a monolingual speaker of French or Spanish uses unaspirated ones almast exclusively. Aspirated
stops are sounds such as “t” or "p” or “k,” which are accompanied with a breath of air (“aspiration”);
unaspirated stops are the same sounds without any such accompanying breath of air.

To learn to make the difference, put two fingers on your Adam’s apple (this is your larynx). Say
yh-oh,” and notice how the larynx rises at the end of the first syllable and then relaxes. (You ¢an
appreciate what is happening more clearly if you say “uh-" and then pause, keeping the larynx in
the same position, high and tensed.} To pronounce an aspirated stop, as In the English "t” sound,
keep the larynx in the low, relaxed position as you say “tuh.” To pronounce an unaspirated stop, say
*yh-" as in “uh-oh,” but keep the larynx in the taut, high position, and then say “tuh.” This may take
a native speaker of English some practice (since English uses only aspirated stops in initial positions),
but it will eventually become automatic.

Vocabulary

The vocabulary included in this and later lessons consists only of words that a student who is
learning the syllabary can write in light of how many of those symbols he or she has already learned.

- to dance

) fee, cost

o- to begin

-20 -fold (as in “threefold")
g2 night

-0 topic marker

Spelling practice?

l.o 2.20 3.m 4.@ 50 6.2 7w B.QI 9. a

Useful classroom phrases 1

The following phrases are helpful for teachers and students to use in the classroom. Students are not
yet in a position to read the phrases in Burmese and should concern themselves at this point only in
learning to recognize them aurally.

Listen. §036Cont
Say it. elgpdln
Write it down.  eeedl

3. Some teachers and their students may choose to skip over spelling lessons at this point, preferring to focus only
on the sounds that all of the symbols indicate. If s, they can ignore the spelling practice contained in each lesson,
However, putting in the time to leamn to spell early on is rewarded in the long term.
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Got it? Dslawat
Got it. Sl
Not yet. Elalciente st

B. The fourth and fifth lines [«102.mp3]

The third fine of the syllabary contains letters from the sacred language of Buddhism, Pali. Those
letters appear in only a few words in Burmese, so we are skipping over them for now. (We will come
back to them in a later lesson.) For the time being, we are going on to the fourth and fifth lines of
the syllabaty.

lea] @ 3 =] L

Q <] vl o0 2]

Once again, students must learn the names of these syllables, as well as how they sound and
how to write them.

Vocabulary
co- to stand up, to get up
o— to lift

Spelling practice

1. g 2. o 3. 6 4, © 5 3%
6. 9 7 @ 8. m 9. o 10. =0
1l. 8 12. o 13. @ 14. oo 15. 0
16. 0 17. vo 18.0 19.¢ 20.¢

Useful classroom phrases 2

Are you ready? e0&a0€ [gbGeomu
Yes, (I'm) ready. 55

Are you done? [s5islakath

Yes, I'm done. Bl

Good. comEionodi

C. The sixth and seventh lines [4103.mp3]

The last two lines of the syllabary do not line up in columns the way the others do. This is because
these eight symbols do not constitute “stops.” (The columns in the previous lines were all arranged
according to the type of stop characteristic of all of that column’s constituent members' consonant
sounds.) The air is not stopped at any point as one pronounces these sounds. The air flow is simply
shaped in one way or another by changes in the way the tongue and lips are positioned,
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o q 0 0
o0 w g ®
Vocabulary
o can, may
oo moon; month
of Buddhism, Pali. Those o- to be plump; to be sated with food

n for now. (We will come
2 fourth and fifth fines of

oo expression of surprise

Spelling practice

1. oo 2. O 3 m 4, $ 5. @
6. ® 7. 0 8. o 9. @ 10.¢

as how they sound and 11. co 12. ¢ 13.q 14. o 5 1w
16. 2 17. 0 18. = 19. 20 20. o
210 22. 0 23. 9| 24, 25. v
26. o 27. 0o 28.0

D. Numbers 1 to 10

Like the classroom phrases presented in Parts A and B above, numbers are useful words whose
writing is beyond what you know at this point. So, they should be learned aurally for now. The way
each is spelled will become clear as progress is made through all the diacritics. However, students
may want to go ahead and learn how to write Burmese numerals. They and the international forms
for writing numerals are both commonplace in Burma today.

Recordings of all the numbers can be found in Appendix II: On Numbers.

{see note below)

W e N ol AW
2 0 @0 UvC o

€
10. 20
thers do. This is becausa The number seven has two spoken forms, their use dependent on context. The first—a two-
s lines were all arranged syllable form—is used linked to a noun or counter (to be explained later) in a phrase. The second—a
ent members’ consenant monosyllabic form—is used when counting in a series.

ids. The air flow is simply
Ire positioned.




Lesson 1: Review [«i04.mp3]

1. Dictation
21 8
JII o]
;JII o0
C,‘u o
SII o

2. Translate the above words into English.
3. Translate the following words into Burmese.

Oh!
month
-fold
to get up
to begin




V

Lesson 2: Open Vowels

Diacritics are marks placed above, below, before, or following a qjéz in order to alter the vowel,
tone, or other sound feature of a syllable. In this lesson diacritics indicating open vowel sounds
(linked to three different tones) will be taken up. In Burmese, diacritics are called GO,

A —n —1 [«201.mp3]

The first diacritic to learn, -2, indicates the same vowel sound as in the previous section, but with
low tone. “Low tone” must be understood to mean only that the tone is neither raised nor “creaked”
(that is, pronounced with a slight glottal ccclusion). A better descriptor might be neutral or an
unmarked tone. You do not need to drop your voice; you just need to make sure that your pitch is
not raised relative to other surrounding syllables that are of similar low (or neutral or unmarked)
tone and that your pitch is lower than nearby syllables that are high or creaked.

Compare the two syllables oo and o, They differ only in tone—and the difference is crucial.

o [ep4)

s -

In the case of certain syllables, the addition of this diacritic in its usual form would lead to confusion.
Far example, in the case of o, adding the 2 would make it look a lot like ac. To avoid confusion, the
alternate form of 1is used.

) 3l

Here follow the qjéz you have learned with this first diacritic, — 2 , appended. Note carefully
those q]és——there are six of them—that take the alternate form.

om 3l al o d
o e @ op o
oo jses] é] oD %’)
ol @ o om o
om P o al
o) o o ore)

This alternate form of = is labeled eu:o%qj in Burmese. However, few Burmese speakers actually
use this term. We do so in the recordings for this text to help students to remember when its use is
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needed. But when Burmese spell aloud, they use the label for the more usual form, even when the
alternative form is required.

Vocabulary

cl I (familiar, used with intimates and subordinates)
o letter

- to be hungry

al that

§0- to hurt

) a politeness particle

a- to be present, to accompany
o what?

[£o% to be hard, tough, firm

- to come

o thing

3 time, instance

Spelling practice

Listen to your teacher or the recording and write out the syllables as they are spelled. At first, the
recording will appear to go quite fast. Practicing the exercises several times over will enable you to
increase your fluency, and the speed will become less challenging, although you may stilt have to
push the pause button pretty often as you do the exercise. After you have gone through this exercise
a few times, check what you have written against the following key. (You can follow the same proce-
dure for all the spelling practices in the lessons that follow.)

1.d 290 3.om 4o 50 6.0m 7.4 B.eo 9.5 10.d
1.8  12.om

Dictation

The foltowing exercise is intended to enable you to check your ability to distinguish between the two
kinds of syllables you have learned so far. Listen to the recording and write the sound you hear. In
cases in which the same scund can be written with two different qé: (e.g., o and wo), write it both
ways. Once you have gone through the recording a few times, check what you have written against
the following key.

lLow 2 o» 3.3 4. 5.m 6. oo 720n Boxm 9w 10. son
e 12.d 13.de> 1400 15$ 16.qw 17d 180 19.00 20.oo
2.eg 22.c  23.0 24e 25.0m 26.¢ 27.d  28.pm

Numbers 11-21

11. 290
12. 2
13. op
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14. oG

15. 9§

16. ob

17. 9

18. o&

19. of

20. Jo

21, J°

In learning these numbers, be careful to note and imitate the way that the first syllable resembles
the word for 10 but differs from it in that the tone is raised.

Numbers drill

OOSJOO??OJQOGOOOG

B.-2: — k& [4202.mp3]

o

The third tone is higher in pitch than the low tone seen in Section A, above. And unlike the first tone,
seen in Lesson 1, it is not creaked. (It does not end in a slight vocal occlusion.) It is often calied a
*high, falling” tone, although in normal speech syltables are pronounced toc quickly to display much
of a fall in pitch.

To review the three types of syllables you have learned so far, they are:

o on s

Except for unstressed syllables that include only the shwa sound (similar to “uh” in English},
Burmese syllabies exhibit one of these three tones or end in a nasal or a glottal step (to be taken up
later). Fortunately, the Burmese writing system usually, although not quite always, indicates the tone
of a syllable. (The exceptions are often words of Pali origin.)

Vocabulary

008 car, bus

gk—  bitter

ck fish

oi— to eat

|00 salt

o:—  to put, place
% knife, sword
§% ear

Q:~  toitch
oo interrogative particle (for yes or no questions)

30— to be free, available
20 son
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Voicing

In the phrase m:é], a student encounters for the first time the issue of voicing, one of the greatest
challenges facing any student of Burmese. This refers to the way that many Burmese syllables, when
they stand on their own or at the beginning of a phrase, start with an unvoiced consonant scund,
These are sounds, such as what in English is represented by the letters p, t, s, and others, in which
the larynx does not vibrate when they are produced. In Burmese, when such a syllable follows
another syllable that does not end in a glottal stop, its initial sound often changes to its voiced
counterpart. Voiced sounds are such as those represented by b, d, and z in English, sounds in which
the larynx vibrates as they are produced. So, in this case, the syllables written coodl are actually
pronounced oonon.

The matter of veicing will come up repeatedly in later lessons. For the time being, students must
pay close attention to the sounds of syllables written with unveiced consonants, as heard on the
recordings and as spoken by a teacher, to discern whether they are voiced or unvoiced when spoken
in specific contexts.

Spelling practice

Burmese school children learn to spell by shouting out the symbols as they write them and pro-
nouncing what they write every step of the way. This is a good way to memorize all the syliables
and diacritics. But it is time-consuming. Students using this text should practice speliing in a shorter
format, as is usual among Burmese adults and as is demonstrated on the recordings.

In this and the following lessons, when you practice spelling Burmese words, you will follow the
same format as in Section A, above. You will hear the written symbols spelled out, and you will write
the corresponding central symbol and diacritic{s).

ondl gem: pre Giom: giood Biom: qugo oneod: 1o 00K D
o010 OJIcon opie ogio  ognom ol e

Forming phrases: Polite imperatives and yes-or-no questions

The two kinds of phrases you are now in a position to formulate are polite imperatives and yes-or-
no questions. Polite imperatives are phrases that consist of a verb followed by the polite particle
—dl. Yes-or-no questions consist of verbs followed by the interrogative particle —con:. (Both kinds of
sentences are followed by the punctuation mark 1 in place of the roman period or question mark.)
Saq, for example:

Sl Is it bitter?
o Please eat,
Dictation

In the following dictation, you will hear and then write a number of polite imperatives and yes-or-no
questions. Listen to your teacher or the recording and write out each phrase. Once you have gone
through the drill a number of times, check your spelling against the following key.

o condh
Bl ool
Q1 SoDsconz

gll 2022 OQOD00030
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o OIDE00000
& Slemocons
q atewlquaLl]
on Ok @20h
e 4 o
ool §20574
fote] Moplauas]

Translation:

1. Please come. 2. Please eat. 3. Is it salt? 4. Is Son coming? 5. Does it itch? 6. Is it bitter? 7. Is it
hard? 8. Eat (some) fish. 9. Put that (aside). 10. Does it hurt? 11. Is he dancing?

B ° “: [4203.mp3]

The third set of diacritics to be mastered introduces a different vowel sound, although the series of
fones is the same.

o3 o o

Vowels and diphthongs

Burmese resembles English in that in both languages, vowel sounds rarely appear singly. Unlike
the “pure” vowels of French or Italian, Burmese vowel sounds tend to slide—just as many vowels
in English do. For example, in English, the word “day” contains the vowel “e” followed by the vowel
“i.” The two sounds slide together: a speaker’s mouth closes slightly as he or she shifts from the
more open first sound to the more closed second one. These combined vowel sounds are called
diphthongs. They characterize many Burmese vowel sounds, particularly the second (low}) and third
(high, falling) tones ending in open vowels, as well as syllables ending in nasals and glottal stops.
Of course, the diphthongs characteristic of Burmese differ from those characteristic of English. Most
vowels in Burmese are pronounced “higher” (with the mouth less open) and further forward in the
mouth than Is the case in English. Careful imitation of the recordings will enable a student to master
these sounds.

Vocabulary

o8- to know
B:- to ride

B oil

oB- to touch

§ this

38 oneself

& fire

%’381 clock; hour

8, .8 ;
QOODE 1W:00*coon  train

ég younger sister
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8:8 to have finished (This is a simplified, somewhat substandard spelling.)
o8 19*03a atrip
23 fruit

Spelling practice
o 8 g o o B ar 88 g 8 B 0§ g &

Forming phrases: Aspect and tense

Burmese does not have tenses, as Western language do, but rather aspect. Aspect concerns nof
the time of actions relative to the present, as tense does, but rather the completed or uncompleteg
status of actions. The two syllables —8:8 follow other verbs to indicate that the action has been com-
pleted. Phrases that end in this way can often be translated into English using the present perfect
tense, But it is important to keep in mind that Burmese does not really have tense just as English
does not have aspect.

o2:8:800u Have you eaten? (Literally: Have you finished eating?)

o&:8 They have already danced. (They have finished dancing.)

Note that it is not necessary to name the subject in a Burmese sentence. If a subject has already
been named, it is not usually repeated in colloquial speech.

Dictation

or o%B:Booom

Ji Bomoomu

o Srqoon: Bscoou
gn  Bumom soeoon
g 3o od:Boonm
G © onBooon

Translation

1. Have you already eaten? 2. This thing here? (This one here?) 3. Are you riding the train? 4. Is this
a watch? 5. Has (your) younger sister already eaten? 6. Have (they) started to dance?

A useful exercise is to spell out loud the words in the sentences in the above dictation.
D. . n p° [4204.mp3]

This diacritic introduces yet another vowel sound in the same series of tones.

R o O




Burmese

itandard spelling.)

ict. Aspect concerns not
mpleted or uncompleted
he action has been com-
Ising the present perfect
ve tense just as English

. If a subject has already

iding the train? 4. Is this
| to dance?

bove dictation.

jesson 2: Open Vowels i

vocabulary

5 young; tender

o to be hot

g;c,?g,;é help (see note below)
eealans potato

oy people

c’]:? five items

Boom9 family

a9 he, she

o to take

crloples together

tlsaket not to eat

opi— to he special, unusual

Note on the pronunciation of =3

A great many Burmese nouns, and some other polysyllabic words, begin with the syllable 2. In
most cases, it is pronounced with a shwa {here indicated by the symbol *}. So, the word for “help”
is pronounced 135%0p sa*éi. Hereafter, this pronunciation for an initial 32 should be assumed for all
such words, such as in sacpop below, and will not be indicated as an irregular pronunciation in the
vocabulary lists.

Spelling practice
o1y grop pnemap: Grop g g G Boomeg  quasopop o1 oo

Forming phrases: Actual vs. potential action

Consistent with the language’s use of aspect rather than tense, Burmese differentiates between two
different kinds of statements: ones that refer to action that is ongoing, is habitual, or has been done,
on the one hand, or action that either will or might or might have but in any case has not been done,
on the other. We will only deal with these matters in yes-or-no questions for the time being.

The difference is marked in such questions by the inclusion of the syllable —oo- (pronounced with
a shwa, so —20%*) following the verb for the first type of actions, those that concern what is or has
been done. The syllable —s— (also pronounced with a shwa, so —w*) is used following the verb in the
case of actions that were or remain undone. Here are examples of each type of gquestion:

Qoo IS it hot?
clae el Will it be hot?
opecoon Will you take (some)?

In the first case, the question concerns a present condition. In the second and third, it concerns
a possibility, not an actuality.

Younger speakers often drop —oo— from their speech, so that instead of saying skooco:, they
simply say slconu (“Is it hitter?”). Older speakers are less likely to do this. However, —o— cannot be
dropped.
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Since there is no verb “to be” in Burmese, a question such as soowcons (s this salt?”) does ng
take —o0— because there is no verb in the phrase, only an equivalence between “this” (unstated) an
“salt.” Contrast the following questions:

Elroons Is this fish?
Liptionlauat] Are you eating?
cls ooeuco Will you have some fish?

The first phrase has no verb and so neither —oo— nor —o—. The second phrase asks about ai
ongoing action and therefore includes —oo— (although younger speakers might omit it). The thir
phrase asks about an action that may, but has not yet, happened, and so 1t includes ——.

Dictation

QIR ECTI
g 286 omaocms

on 8oy conecoo
g1 opon Sk eveou
O opeos

Gr seopop condh
Q99 coLCw

o1 8508 opdh
Translation

1. Will you have some potatoes? 2. Is Younger Sister eating? 3. Will this person come? 4. Does he
eat fish? 5. Will he take some? 6. Come together. 7. Will he get up? 8. Please take this watch.

E. ¢- &¢—- & -3 [4205.mp3]

Yet another open vowel sound.

clep) elos) GoD:

The order in which these diacritics are presented here follows the same order of tones (creaked,
low, and high falling) as the preceding ones. This is the order in which Burmese school childrer
learn their writing system, and it is the order as Burmese adults are liable to think of it. This is not,
however, the order in which words including these diacritics are listed in the Myanmar Language
Commission’s Myanmar-English Dictionary. See Appendix I: On Using the Dictionary.

Vacabulary

s2ee  mother
mee  father
coo wind, air, breath
eq market
to forget
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GoE four
eoo-  to be heavy
cs-  tostay
e5epP place
gur—- togive
@9 water
gui—  foask

c$ day
o  to be cold
e~ 0 write
—god still

Spelling practice

IGO0  JIGY PIBOs GIZoGO G800 & G§ QrGEs Ol Gk

Forming phrases: Word order

Burmese orders the constituent parts of an utterance as follows: S O V, where S refers to the
subject, O refers to the object, and V refers to the verb and any other elements of the predi-
cate. This contrasts with the syntax of most Western languages, which are usually instead arranged
S V 0. For example:

&k ooxdh  Please eat (some) fish.

The object, “fish,” is the object of the verb, “to eat,” and precedes it in Burmese, whereas it follows
the verb in English. The word order of Burmese challenges English speakers but not, incidentally,
Japanese speakers, for the simple reason that Japanese also exhibits S O V syntax.

Bictation

ol oo euidl

I 8986 B0 CODeCDI

D1 2260 Grup upucmn Chp oL
61 ko codly

g pSem Bes ovndiwoou

BiI sace maee condh

Translation

1. Please pay (my) salary. 2. Will Mother come from the market? 3. Will you take four or five (of

them), Sir? 4. Please give me five (of them). 5. Will Younger Sister ride the bus today? 6. Dad, Dad,
come here.
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F T -0 ™ [«206.mp3]

Another open vowel;
o) s va)

The way that the low tone version of this vowel is spelled is unusual in that it is an example of
a qipb: becoming “devowelized"—that is, the addition of the diacritic © above a o5 s said to “kill”
the latter, removing the vowel (the creaked *a’ sound) that would normally accompany the q@:
when it stands alone. In the case of «o, however, adding the diacritic ©, so o8 produces the low tone
version of the vowel being introduced in this tesson.

Vocabulary

cud~ to be small

o cod )

pod 3

o3 duck

3 with

oV3 a negative imperative ("Don't . . .*)
03 which, where

:DQSOQ who?

-0ud indicative verbal particle
oeo0S ten

S0 beef

oS- to buy

-5 interrogative marker

ao— to curse

-, particle indicating possessive
to's inside

Spelling practice

oI 000  pEdor: pnd, Grond gied Brocod Quod e Goos
Grg oonck oomecord &

Forming phrases: 0308 and o3

It was mentioned in Section D that Burmese contrasts statements that refer to ongoing, habitual, or
completed actions, on the one hand, with those that have not yet or did not happen, on the other. In
questions, the two are contrasted by the inclusion of —oo— for the first type of phrase and —u— for the
second. In affirmative statements, the particle —o20S is the equivalent of —oo—, that is, it applies to
actual actions. Similarly, in affirmative statements the particle —ooS is the equivalent to —w—, that is,
it applies to potential actions. Note that that potential may have been true in the past or may remain
in effect, in which case it refers to possible action in the future, Compare:
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a0y £0:e00dH He eats potatoes,
00 oS He will eat potatoes.

Since Burmese does not have tense, the two sentences above could, according to context, also

mean, respectively, "He ate potatoes” and “He was going to eat potatoes.” The important considera-
! =

tion is whether the action actually happens or happened, on the one hand, or may or might have

in that it is an example of
happened, on the other.

bove a gjpds is said to “kill”
nally accompany the qiég
o 65 produces the low tone Dictation

of 9603 TGO IWOPOY GO
N, Sa00008 O2E00004

or 8og 000§ 0200

G 3‘5333:? c2pian foreuleaton]

g el

Br 2008 e

Q1 TeOF I0POP o:BeonuSi

o Bog INGHCON

Translation

i. Do Mother and Father live together? 2. Do you eat beef? 3. How did you come today? 4. He
bought duck meat and potatoes. 5. Don't forget. 6. Which one? 7. She came on the bus together
with Dad. 8. What day is it today?

G. 8 —2 G-5 ¢—9 [«207.mp3]

Yet another open vowel.

GO GO GoM
Vocabulary
o1 GoO: cieup) key
ed- to be light
edl- to call
GO forest
_ ' G- to be tired, out of breath
efetr ;o ongoing,t:abﬁzl; ;Jr: G to be early
not happen, on the o g GéFGEST b 1Al .
% of phrase and —s— for the k- Auntie” (term of direct address for an older woman)
»f —oo—, that is, it applies t0 : cork
e equivalent to —e—, that is; Gep~ to mix
le in the past or may remain edl- to appear

e: 60%eod  quite
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Spelling practice

orgom  giedl preep gicany gied Giewd queen  ened edl

Forming phrases: Negating verbs

To negate a verb, two particles are placed before and after it, o V ope, as in ecooop: (“[She] is not
coming") or op woxop: (“He's not eating”).

When two verbs are put together, both acting as principal verbs, they are often split when
negated, with the o— negative particle placed between them. So, for example:

260 coeesl o Dad isn't coming to get us.

Dictation

[o] 12 pks'wiab k|

Jr eoobeesd eadlondbr

o 600 0p&dooou

Gl GOGIOC

O eepm vecvrdopa

B 2366 conealecdr

qr B3eq veepa

on o eolecunon

er odl edl codeorbewoandi

o001 &0 eorHeod 6dlonddi wacoron

Translation

1. Are you out of breath? 2. It's quite hard. 3. Have you taken the key? 4. Is it still early? 5. Cork isn't
heavy. 6. Father will come to get us. 7. Don't mix oil and water. 8. He hasn't shown up. 9. Auntie is
rather out of breath, 10. This watch is quite light. It isn't heavy.

H. °  ° [4208.mp3]

Although this diacritic actually makes a syllable end in a nasal {like sounds we will come to in Lesson
3), its treated by Burmese linguists as though it were another open vowel. {This point will come up
again in Appendix I: On Using the Dictionary.) The reason apparently stems from Sanskrit linguistics
but is in the Burmese context completely inscrutable,

Athird form, "z , is conceivable but is not attested. It does occur, however, in combination with ©.
{See Lesson 3, Section N.)

This dot is placed above a central symbol as follows:
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Viocabulary

oD karma
xR soapstone

é;x):— to enjoy, take pleasure in

mad  flag

$ to smell bad, to stink

& to have room for, to hold

aggg to be noisy

o to be of inferior quality

45— to suffer something, to undergo something; to put up with something

gad  voice; sound

Spelling practice
o ooy o é L= R

3

g o G se2d g do: @1 D

Forming phrases: —oo as a topic marker

The suffix —o2 appended to a noun may simply mean “from.” But it has another use: as a topic
marker. It was mentioned earlier that the grammatical subject of a Burmese utterance may be
omitted if it is already clear from the context. However, Burmese can mark the topic of an utterance
by appending the syllable —o3 to it. This may or may not be the grammatical subject of the verb that

follows.

meween ooxdsooodn  Dad is riding in a car

The use of —oo is optional. It is especially likely to be used when the topic shifts, such as when
shifting attention from one person to another. For example:

20 Co0ocS WOF GCOITR Sister is coming. Brother is not.

Dictation

o1 Somzon op wagopu

g5 denclr

o1 =005 0pB:di

g1 630:0005 $ooudy sodorod
g odopm CEakortl

& 3:%’33100 E:O’JOSII

Q363 0do

Translation

1 _This car doesn't fit any people. 2. It's lucky. 3. They've taken the flag. 4. It’s small. It stinks. It's
Roisy. 5. Soapstone is not hard. 6. This watch is of poor quality. 7. He can't tolerate the cold.
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L ° ¢ % [4209.mp3]

Here is another open vowel,

e % o

Vocabulary

209 older brother

o to steal

on8: 100%Gs thief

B nine

3 more

o3 to need; to be lacking

& rain

@: silk

—Q because (following a verbal phrase)
op- short

- to say, state

a3l to mean to say

B to poke; to strike; to strike the hour
-03 plural marker for people or things

Spelling practice

o B g & o B g o
g & 6 & g § e &

Forming phrases: —o‘l’n as causative

Burmese

The particle —0‘15 comes at the end of a dependent phrase to name a cause or reason. For example:

Q03 oo Thay didn’t come because it was hot.
025030 eglonSi It has little taste because it lacks salt.

Forming phrases: —c§ in negative constructions

In a negative construction, —o: drops out of the phrase ending in —<\‘§, as follows:

0a3c§ oB:opu He didn't ride (the bus), because he didn't know (about it).
conweslad e Not having come to get {(us), he didn't get (any).

Forming phrases: —o3 as object marker

The topic marker —», discussed in Section H, has a corresponding object marker —cr%, which indi-

cates a direct or indirect object.
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ondd apenoocde She brought the letter.
. 560 socononodn  He gave it to Older Sister.

pictation

o1 edgop

J' (ﬁg‘%oal G%:QOSI]

or  O3cg oqop!
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or 3303 900} eBcdoocd

Translation

1. You must not steal. 2. It is going to strike nine o'clock. 3. It's too short to work. 4. You can't
because Older Brother won't allow it. 5. What do you still need? 6. Please give {me) more. 7. Don't
poke that. 8. What do you mean, Older Brother?

2 or reason. For example:

follows:

now (about it).
any).

t marker —3, which indi-




