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Leke script: The “chicken scratch”
script of Pwo Karen®

Atsuhiko Kato

Abstract
The Leke script is a writing system designed for Eastern Pwo Karen. It is primarily used by the
followers of the Leke religion. Owing to its distinctive shapes, it is also called the “chicken
scratch” script. Created in the mid-19th century, the script reflects the Eastern Pwo Karen
phonological system of the time. This article elucidates the system of the Leke script by
demonstrating its correspondence with the Eastern Pwo Karen phonological system of the 19th
century. The analysis reveals that the Leke script is capable of accurately representing the
phonological system of both 19th-century Eastern Pwo Karen and contemporary Eastern Pwo

Karen.

1. Introduction

The ethnic Karen have various writing systems. Drawing from the phrase “a
fertile zone for the invention of new scripts” by Kelly (2018b: 189) to describe West
Africa, Kato (2025) calls the Karen society “a fertile society for the invention of new
scripts”. Even when limiting the discussion to Sgaw Karen and Pwo Karen, who
constitute the Karen people in the narrowest sense (Kato [2021b]), the writing systems

representing their languages include at least the following scripts:

* In analyzing the system of the Leke script, information received from Van de Kasteelen,
Frank (p.c., July 2025) proved invaluable. He also sent me a Unicode proposal for the Leke
script (Van de Kasteelen 2025). I would like to express my deepest gratitude to him. For
typing Leke characters in this article, I used the Plone Ware Shar Mla Font.



(a) The Christian Sgaw Karen script is the best known. It was created by the American
Baptist missionary Rev. Jonathan Wade in the 1830s (Kato [2025]).

(b) The Buddhist Pwo Karen script was created by Karen Buddhist monks for Eastern
Pwo Karen between the late 18th and early 19th centuries (Kato [2021a]).

(¢) The Christian Pwo Karen script was created for Eastern Pwo Karen by American
Baptist missionaries in the 1840s (Kato [2021a, 2022a]). However, it is now
primarily used for Western Pwo Karen.

(d) The Buddhist Sgaw Karen script, called “Letalanyah”, was created by Karen
Buddhist monks sometime after 1960 (Kato [2023]).

(e) The Leke script is used by Leke followers to write Eastern Pwo Karen (Stern
[1968]; see also Fickle and Hosken [2013], Kelly [2018a], and Van de Kasteelen
[2025]).

(f) Romei is a Romanized Sgaw Karen script mainly used by Roman Catholic Karens
in Thailand (Seguinotte [2007]; Kato [2025]).

(g) Lae Kwekaw is a newly created “ancient” writing system for Sgaw Karen and
Pwo Karen (Kato [2022b]; Kato [2024]).

(h) There is also an “ancient” script for Sgaw Karen (Kato [2022b: 14]). However,

the details of the script remain unclear.'

Of these, (a), (c), and (f) were created by Christian missionaries, whereas the
remaining were created by the Karen themselves. Scripts (a), (b), and (c) are used by
many speakers across a wide region. Scripts (d)—(h) are used less frequently.
Additionally, there have been attempts in Thailand to write several Karen dialects
using the Thai script. For example, Cooke et al. (1976) described an attempt to write
a Pwo Karen dialect in northern Thailand using the Thai script.

One reason for the large number of scripts used in Karen society is language
variations. The narrowly defined Karen language comprises two major groups: Sgaw
Karen and Pwo Karen. Each group has numerous subgroups with different

phonological systems. Another reason is the practice of diverse religions, including

1 Regarding script (h), I plan to discuss it in detail in a separate paper.



Buddhism, Christianity, Leke, Talakon, and animism. The choice of script for writing
religious teachings is important for religious leaders. Additionally, being surrounded
by Mon, Burmese, and Thai societies, which have long histories of written language,
has likely provided numerous stimuli for writing.

This study discusses the Leke script, that is, script (e), which is one of the Eastern
Pwo Karen? scripts and is used by the followers of the Leke religion (Figure 1). It is
based on the phonology of the Hpa-an dialect of Eastern Pwo Karen. The founders of
the Leke religion were most likely Karen people whose native language was a variety
of Eastern Pwo Karen spoken around present-day Hpa-an, the capital of Kayin State,
Myanmar. The script was created by them in the mid-19th century, around the same
time when the Leke religion was founded. Based on its distinctive form, this script is
called Leit Hsan Wait (/laichanwé/ in contemporary Eastern Pwo Karen; */1ai?chanwé?/

in 19th-century Eastern Pwo Karen; <3efs> in the Leke script’). The Eastern Pwo

Karen words /1ai/, /chan/, and /wé/ mean ‘script’, ‘chicken’, and ‘to scratch’,
respectively. Thus, as a whole, /ldichanwé/ can be translated as the ‘chicken scratch
script’.* Notably, of the scripts listed above, scripts (b), (¢), (¢), and (g), are used to
write Eastern Pwo Karen.

Leke (also spelled Lekei, Lehkai, or Laikai) is a Karen religion that worships the
Metteyya (Maitreya) (Burma Socialist Programme Party [1967: 264-271]; Saw Kya
Shin et al. [2006]).° In Eastern Pwo Karen, Leke is pronounced /1gke/, meaning ‘pith’

or ‘essence’ (Saw Kya Shin et al. [2006: 10]). Leke is also called /wgea/ (Ware Shar).

2 Some of the music videos uploaded to the YouTube channel listed in Section 2 contain
Sgaw Karen lyrics written in the Leke script. Therefore, the Leke script can currently be used
to write Sgaw Karen. However, I have not yet begun researching how Sgaw Karen is written
using the Leke script.

3 When using a Leke spelling in English text, it is indicated by <> for readability.

4 In Burmese, the Leke script is called mq@@o&»o&m, meaning ‘Karen chicken scratch
script’.

5 The Burma Socialist Programme Party (1967: 265) states: “@sﬁeeeg})uﬂo?ep:em&m:
"O?:"BUSOJEC" %soluno?sp:o?mé: eaTooéu [(They) believe in Metteyya, who is also called
Ariya.]”. Similarly, Saw Kya Shin et al. (2006: 25) state: “Unlike the Buddhist who revered
the 3 gems namely — the Lord Buddha, the law and the priesthood, the Laikai Arimati
followers revered only the 5th Buddha whom they were expecting and waiting for”.



Figure 2: Palm-leaf manuscript of a sacred text (photograph by the author in Hpa-an, 1994)

In Eastern Pwo Karen, /wg&/ means ‘elder sibling’ and /ea/ means ‘old’. Therefore, /
weed/ can be translated as ‘old elder sibling’. The sacred texts of the Leke religion are
written using the Leke script (Figure 2). There are numerous sacred texts, with Saw
Kya Shin et al. (20006) listing the titles of 49 scriptures.

The exact origins of the Leke script remain unclear, with varying accounts from
researchers. This is likely because of the legendary elements associated with the
origins of the script. Three accounts of the origins are introduced as follows.

First, the Burma Socialist Programme Party (1967: 409-410), written in Burmese,
states that U Maw Yaing (53@%05:8) created the Leke script at the Upper Yetagun
Temple (3’300(75661053$G(QP&Z) in 1846. It also mentions that Pi Mike Kali (84%’05
0c3) of Hnitkya village (@@o:eq:&p) wrote the first sacred text in 1861.

Second, Womack (2005: 155) explains that in the year 1207 of the Myanmar



calendar (1844—45 CE), Pu Nai Thayat and Pu Maung Tawdut received a revelation
from the Nat-prince Arimettaya, Thagya Min, Brahma, Min, and many nats at the
Upper Yetagun Temple on Mount Zwegabin, and were granted a script. Pu Maw Yaing
(the same person as U Maw Yaing) and Pu Ti Shwe Yauk systematized this script.
Furthermore, in 1222 (AD 1860-61), Pi Mike Kali and Pu Ti Thaung Tawt of Hnitkya
village received a holy book that formed the basis of Leke religious practice through
revelations from the same divine messengers.

Third, Kelly (2018a), based on Saw Kya Shin et al. (2006), states that in 1844 or
1845, Mahn Thaung Hlya undertook a seven-day fast on Mount Zwegabin with six
companions. He was the only one who completed the seven-day fast and received the
vision of a figure in white robes on the final day, who granted him the script. After
descending the mountain, he studied under Mahn Maw Yaing (= U Maw Yaing), who
assisted Baptist missionaries by translating the Bible into Pwo Karen. Mahn Maw
Yaing then systematized this script.

The name that appears most commonly in these studies is U Maw Yaing (= Pu
Maw Yaing, Mahn Maw Yaing). He was likely heavily involved in creating the Leke
script. Pi Mike Kali (= Hpee Mite Kali) and her husband, Pu Ti Thaung Tawt (=
Hputee Thaung Htaut or Mahn Thaung Htaut), whom Womack (2005) mentioned as
recipients of the holy book, may have also contributed significantly to the development
of the Leke script. Nonetheless, there is no doubt that the Leke script was created in
the mid-19th century.

This article primarily aims to explain the Leke script system by showing how it
corresponds to the phonology of the Hpa-an dialect. Although Stern (1968) previously
analyzed the Leke script in relation to pronunciation, his analysis was, unfortunately,
inaccurate and incomplete. Hence, this study analyzes the Leke script accurately and
comprehensively.

The remainder of this article is organized as follows. Section 2 describes the
methods used in the study. Section 3 discusses the phonological system of
contemporary Eastern Pwo Karen. Section 4 presents the phonological system of
Eastern Pwo Karen from the 19th century. The Leke script largely reflects the

pronunciation of 19th-century Eastern Pwo Karen; however, it is also influenced by



the contemporary language to some extent. Therefore, understanding this writing
system requires the consideration of both. Section 5 discusses the correspondence
between the phonological systems of contemporary and 19th-century Eastern Pwo
Karen. Section 6 discusses how the Leke script corresponds to the 19th-century
Eastern Pwo Karen phonological system, while also considering the contemporary
phonological system. Section 7 discusses the characteristics of the Leke script as a
writing system. Section § presents sentences and text written in the Leke script.

Finally, Section 9 concludes the article.

2. Methods

While studying abroad in Yangon, Union of Myanmar, from 1992 to 1995, I
obtained a copy of a handwritten Leke script textbook from a Western Pwo Karen
acquaintance living in the Irrawaddy Delta. The title of the 54-page textbook is written
in the Leke script at the beginning, as shown in (a):

©oC

°S C oS [ « S
(a) 7[GORCPULBRER: éﬁ&g@?wﬁe}eazﬂﬁ:

This reads as (b) in contemporary Eastern Pwo Karen;

(b) phtuthdeon philan ~ wé hophlovn  wgea ?o laiméphloon
Pu.Htaw.Shong give EMP Pwo.Karen Leke 3SG basic.letter
‘Basic Letters of Pwo Karen Leke Given by Pu Htaw Shong’

Pu Htaw Shong likely authored the textbook. However, the book itself does not
provide information on the year or place of publication. This article refers to the book
as Pu Htaw Shong (n.d.). The last word in the title, /ldiméphloéun/, refers to the basic
letters shown in Table 21 in Section 6.1 but is used here more broadly to mean
“spelling”. The entire book was written in Eastern Pwo Karen in the Leke script.

The textbook thoroughly illustrates the possible combinations of various symbols,
as demonstrated by the example in Figure 3. In addition, it provides many example

sentences, as shown in Figure 4. This makes the textbook highly useful for



understanding the Leke script system.
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Figure 3: Pu Htaw Shong (n.d., p. 26)
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Figure 4: Pu Htaw Shong (n.d., p. 36)

For long, I was unable to find any information about reading this textbook.
However, this changed when I learned about LEIT TAW TUG, a YouTube channel
(https://www.youtube.com/@leittawtug5487; registered on February 27, 2018; last
accessed October 21, 2025). This YouTube channel has uploaded a large number of
videos explaining how to read the basic letters and vowel symbols of the Leke script
in Eastern Pwo Karen and videos of Eastern Pwo Karen songs with Leke script
subtitles. By watching these videos, I gained a general understanding of the
relationship between the Leke script and the pronunciation of contemporary Eastern
Pwo Karen. I had been unable to read Pu Htaw Shong (n.d.) previously, but this
enabled me to do so. Reading Pu Htaw Shong (n.d.) helped me understand the details
of the Leke script. These procedures were carried out in late 2024 and early 2025.

The tables of correspondence between spellings and sounds in Section 6 were
created based on the findings obtained through these methods. Note that all spelling
examples in this article are from Pu Htaw Shong (n.d.) or the lyrics of videos on the

LEIT TAW TUG YouTube channel.



3. Phonology of contemporary Eastern Pwo Karen

The Leke script was created by speakers of Eastern Pwo Karen in the mid-19th
century in the suburbs of Hpa-an, the present capital of Myanmar’s Kayin State. Thus,
the script largely reflects the phonological system of Eastern Pwo Karen spoken in
Hpa-an during the 19th century. However, it is also influenced by contemporary
Eastern Pwo Karen. Thus, understanding the script requires an understanding of both
contemporary and 19th-century Eastern Pwo Karen phonological systems. The
phonological system of the contemporary Hpa-an dialect is presented first, followed
by that of the 19th century. The contemporary phonological system is presented first
because it allows for a more detailed and precise understanding of sounds.

Pwo Karen can be classified into at least four dialectal groups: Western Pwo
Karen, Eastern Pwo Karen, Northern Pwo Karen, and Htoklibang Pwo Karen (Kato
[2009a]; Phillips [2017]). These groups exibit low degrees of mutual understanding.
The Hpa-an dialect is representative of Eastern Pwo Karen because it has a large
population of speakers and is understood in many regions. It includes languages
spoken in the surrounding towns, such as Hlaingbwe and Kawkareik. In this article,
the contemporary Hpa-an dialect is referred to as “CEPK” (Contemporary Eastern
Pwo Karen).

The syllable structure of CEPK can be represented as C1(C2)V1(V2)(C3)/(T).
“C” stands for a consonant, “V” for a vowel, and “T” for a tone. C1, C2, and C3 are
the initial, medial, and final consonants, respectively. One or two vowels may occur
and are represented by V1 and V2. Bracketed elements may or may not be present.
The part C1(C2)- is called an onset, and the part -V1(V2)(C3) is called a thyme. In the
following discussion, hyphens are used to indicate C1 as “C-” (C is any initial
consonant), C2 as “-C-" (C is any medial consonant), and the rhyme as “-R” (R is any
rhyme), where necessary. Note that all phonetic symbols in the tables of Sections 3
and 4 are phonemic, but “/ /” is omitted.

As shown in Table 1, there are four tones: low-level, mid-level, high-level, and
falling tones. In the table, they are shown with /a/ and tone marks. The mid-level tone

is pronounced with a breathy voice. Moreover, there are atonic syllables that are



represented without the addition of tone marks. The only rhyme that can appear in
atonic syllables is /-o/. They are pronounced short and weak, and their pitches are

inconsistent.

Table 1: Tones in CEPK

a [all] low-level tone
a  [a33~334] mid-level tone
a [a55] high-level tone
a [a51] falling tone

) atonic

The simple onsets consisting only of C1 are listed in Table 2. There are 25

phonemes that can serve as simple onsets.

Table 2: Simple onsets in CEPK

p 6 t c k ?
ph th ch kh
b d
e X h
Yy K

m n n 9
w j

1

r

The phonetic values of simple onsets are as follows: /p-/ [p], /6-/ [t~t0~0], /t-/ [t],
/e [te], /k-/ [k], /?-/ [?], /ph-/ [p"], /th-/ [t'], /ch-/ [tet], /kh-/ [k"], /b-/ [6~?b], /d-/
[d~?d~d], /e-/ [e~s"], /x-/ [x], /h-/ [h], /y-/ [y], /8-/ [6~Q], /m-/ [m], /n-/ [n], /n-/ [n], /n-/
0], /w-/ [W], /j-/ [j~]), /1-/ [1], and /r-/ [r~1]. When one reads a written text, /c-/ and
/ch-/ are often pronounced as [s] and [s"], respectively, regardless of the writing
system. In this case, /ch-/ [s"] becomes indistinguishable from /¢-/ when the latter is
pronounced [s"]. Finally, /r-/ is often pronounced [l]. In such cases, /r-/ loses its
distinction from /1-/.

The phonemes that can appear as C2 are /-w-/ [w], /-1-/ [1], /-r-/ [r~1], and /-j-/
[j~j]- The possible combinations of C1 and C2 are presented in Table 3. Medial /-r-/,
like the initial /r-/, is often pronounced [1]. In such cases, /-r-/ loses its distinction from

/-1-/.



Table 3: Possible combinations of C1 and C2 in CEPK

Cl
p 6 t ¢ k ? phth chkhb d x h mnn p j 1
w |+ + + + o+ + 4+ + + + + + + + + + o+
c2 1|+ + + + + +
r|+ + +
i+ + + + +

As previously mentioned, the structure of a rhyme can be represented as -V1(V2)
(C3). Among its components, the position of C3 can only be occupied by the phoneme
/N/, which cannot appear as C1 or C2. The final consonant /~/ is realized as [N] or the
nasalization of the preceding vowel. Rhymes can be divided into two types: open
rhymes without C3 and nasalized rhymes with /n/.

There are 13 open rhymes (Table 4).

Table 4: Open rhymes in CEPK
Monophthongs Diphthongs
i i w ai  av

Mm@ = o=
o

(¢)
(0]
o}

These rhymes are realized as follows: /-1/[3i(j)], /-V/ [1], /-¢/ [e], /-¢/ [€], /-¥/[1], /-o/
[2], /-a/ [4], /~w/[w~3w], /-u/ [v], /-0/ [0], /-o/ 0], /-ai/ [&i], and /-av/ [du]. The rhyme
/-i/ may be accompanied by a pharyngealized palatal approximant at the end, as
indicated by [(j*)]. In the younger generation, the distinction between the rhymes /-1/
and /-¢/ is becoming unclear for many speakers. Similarly, the distinction between the
rhymes /-uv/ and /-0/ is also becoming unclear. Among all the rthymes, /-¢/, /-o/, /-ai/,
and /-av/, generally co-occur only with low- and high-level tones. This is because they
originated from rhymes with a final glottal stop in the 19th century, and the tones that
used to co-occur with a final glottal stop in the 19th century, that is, the low- and high-
checked tones, merged into contemporary low- and high-level tones, respectively.

Note that I used to transcribe the vowel phoneme /i/ as /v. I have used /i/ instead
of /v since 2019 (Kato [2019a]; Kato [2019b]), because the symbol /V is difficult to

distinguish from /i/ when written with a tone mark. Compare, for example, /i/ and /i/.



Moreover, /i/ and /i/ are difficult to distinguish in some IPA fonts in italics.
There are eight nasalized rhymes (Table 5). I put /-in/ in parentheses because it
appears only in loanwords from Burmese and from other languages that have entered

via Burmese.

Table 5: Nasalized rhymes in CEPK

Monophthongs Diphthongs
(iv)
ON  ON eiN QWN OUN
aN aiN

These rhymes are realized as follows: /-iN/ [IN~], /-oN/ [oN~3], /-an/ [@oN~A3~D],
/-oN/ [oN~0], /-eiN/ [eiN~ei], /-owN/ [owN~aw], /-aiN/ [diN~&i], and /-ouN/ [ouN~0U]. In
the rhymes /-ein/, /-own/, and /-oun/, the final /-N/ is often dropped in rapid speech.
Furthermore, the distinction between /-owN/ and /-oun/ is becoming increasingly

unclear, particularly among the younger generation.

4. Phonology of Eastern Pwo Karen in the 19th century

Kato (2021a) reconstructed the phonological system of the Hpa-an dialect of
Eastern Pwo Karen from the late 18th to the mid-19th centuries. This reconstruction
is based on a comparison of Pwo Karen dialects and an analysis of the Christian Pwo
Karen script. This study refers to the Hpa-an dialect of Eastern Pwo Karen during this
period as “19¢ EPK” (19th-century Eastern Pwo Karen). The Leke script reflects the
phonological system of the 19¢ EPK. This section presents the 19¢ EPK phonological
system. Note that as discussed in Kato (2022a), the 19th-century phonological system
presented in Kato (2021a) requires a revision to include the consonant cluster */cj-/.

Similar to CEPK, the syllable structure of 19¢ EPK can be represented as C1(C2)
VI1(V2)(C3)/(T). However, 19¢ EPK differs significantly from CEPK in that a glottal
stop can appear at C3.

There are six tones in 19¢ EPK: low-level, mid-level, high-level, falling, low-
checked, and high-checked (Table 6). However, the exact pitches of these are
unknown.



Table 6: Tones in 19¢ EPK
a low-level tone

a mid-level tone

a high-level tone

a falling tone

a?y low-checked tone
a? high-checked tone
) atonic

The major difference between tones in CEPK and 19¢ EPK is that the latter has
tones ending with a glottal stop, namely the low-checked and high-checked tones. It
is unclear whether the glottal stop in these tones should be considered an intrinsic
tonal feature or a syllable-final consonant unrelated to tone. Therefore, I avoid
drawing definitive conclusions in this study and regard the glottal stop as both an
intrinsic tonal feature and a syllable-final consonant. Furthermore, it is very difficult
to establish phonological correspondences between the low-checked and low-level
tones and between the high-checked and high-level tones. Regarding notation, /a/ and
/a?/ are represented by the same tone mark; however, they may or may not belong to
the same toneme. Similarly, this is true for /4/ and /a?/. Hence, no definitive conclusions
are drawn regarding this issue.

The simple onsets consisting only of C1 are listed in Table 7. The inventory of
phonemes is the same as that of CEPK. However, it is unknown whether there are any

differences between 19¢ EPK and CEPK in terms of phonetic realization.

Table 7: Simple onsets in 19¢ EPK

p 06 t ¢ k ?
ph th ch kh
b d
e X h
Yy ¥
m n - n 9
w j

Table 8 presents the possible combinations of C1 and C2. The only difference
from Table 3 is that Table 8 includes the /cj-/ cluster. In other words, 19¢c EPK

contained the consonant cluster /cj-/, which does not exist in CEPK.



Table 8: Possible combinations of C1 and C2 in 19¢ EPK

Cl
p 6 t ¢ k ? phth chkhb d x h mn n j 1
w |+ + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + + +
c21 |+ + + + + +
ro|+ + +
i+ + + + + +

The structure of a rhyme in 19¢ EPK can be represented as -V1(V2)(C3), similar
to CEPK. As noted above, the major difference from CEPK is the glottal stop that can
appear as C3 in 19¢ EPK.

As shown in Table 9, there are 10 open rhymes. A key difference from CEPK is
that 19¢ EPK distinguished between /-w/ and /-u/.

Table 9: Open rhymes in 19¢ EPK

i i wu
e ) 0
€ a )

As shown in Table 10, there are seven nasalized thymes. CEPK has /-in/, which
only appears in loanwords from Burmese. However, I assume that 19¢ EPK did not

have this rhyme.

Table 10: Nasalized rhymes in 19¢ EPK

Monophthongs Diphthongs
ON ON eiN QuWN OuN
an aiN

Rhymes ending with a glottal stop were present in 19¢c EPK. I refer to these as

stopped rthymes. As shown in Table 11, there are eight stopped rhymes.

Table 11: Stopped rhymes in 19¢ EPK

Monophthongs Diphthongs
i?
e? o?
a? o? ai? aw? au?



5. Correspondences of sounds between 19¢ EPK and CEPK

This section demonstrates how the sounds of 19¢ EPK correspond to those of
CEPK. In this study, the forms of the 19¢ EPK (including the names of tones) are
marked with asterisks.

The corresponding tones are listed in Table 12. In CEPK, */a/ and */a?/ in 19¢
EPK have merged to become /a/. Similarly, */a/ and */4?/ in 19¢ EPK have merged to
become /4/ in CEPK.

Table 12: Tones

19¢ EPK CEPK

*a, *a? a [all]

*a a [a33 ~334]
*a, *a? a [a55]

*a a [a51]

*3 (atonic) 2 (atonic)

The correspondences of the simple onsets are presented in Tables 13—15. Including
all simple onsets in a single table would make it too long; hence, they are divided into
three categories: “stops and affricates”, “fricatives”, and “nasals, semivowels, and
liquids”. As these tables show, there is no difference between the Cl1, that is, simple
onsets, of the 19¢ EPK and the CEPK.

Table 13: Stops and affricates
19c EPK | *p- | *¥6- | *t- | *c- | *k- | *?- |*ph-| *th- | *ch-| *kh-| *b- | *d-
CEPK p-| 0- | t | ¢ | k- | ?- | ph-| th- | ch- | kh- | b- | d-

Table 14: Fricatives
19c EPK | *e- | *x- | *h- | *y- | *g-
CEPK - | x- | h- | y- | -

Table 15: Nasals, semivowels, and liquids
19¢ EPK | *m- | *n- | *p- | *p- | *w-| *j- | *1- | *r-
CEPK m-|n | p- |9 | w-| j- | - | r-

The consonant phonemes appearing in position C2 exhibit a correspondence as
shown in Table 16. This means that the consonant phonemes that can appear medially

are /w/, /1/, /t/, and /j/ in both 19¢ EPK and CEPK, and the correspondences are



regular.

Table 16: Medials

19c EPK | *-w-| *-1- | *r- | *-j-
CEPK e e S

As stated in Section 4, the possible combinations of C1 and C2 differ only in one
respect between 19¢ EPK and CEPK. 19¢ EPK had the consonant cluster */cj-/,
consisting of the initial consonant */c-/ and the medial consonant */-j-/. However,
CEPK does not have /cj-/. The */cj-/ of 19¢ EPK has become /c-/ in CEPK. Meanwhile,
the */c-/ of 19¢ EPK has been inherited by /c-/ in CEPK. In other words, the */cj-/ and
*/c-/ of 19¢ EPK have merged to become /c-/ in CEPK (Table 17).

Table 17: */c-/ and */cj-/
19¢ EPK *c-
CEPK c-

*Cj_

Kato (2021a) considered the spellings o) in the Buddhist Pwo Karen script and
o in the Christian Pwo Karen script to appear only in loanwords from Mon or
Burmese. However, these spellings can also appear in vocabulary native to Pwo
Karen. For example, Eastern Pwo Karen crﬂccz /can/ ‘hut” and Western Pwo Karen 02
/can/ ‘hut’. Moreover, although Eastern Pwo Karen /c-/ typically corresponds to
Western Pwo Karen /s-/, in this case it corresponds to /c-/ instead. Therefore, to
explain this fact, Kato (2022a) proposed that 19c EPK possessed a consonant cluster
*/cj-/. This consonant cluster is thought to have also existed in Proto-Pwo-Karen
around the 17th century (see Kato [2019b] for the period in which Proto-Pwo-Karen
was spoken). Proto-Pwo-Karen */cj-/ became /c-/ in both contemporary Eastern and
Western Pwo Karen.

The open rhymes in 19¢ EPK correspond to the CEPK rhymes, as shown in Table
18. In the 19th century, there was a distinction between /-wr/ and /-u/, but these two
rhymes have merged into /-w/ in CEPK. The close-mid vowels /-e/ and /-o/ in 19¢
EPK have both been narrowed in CEPK, becoming /-i/ and /-v/, respectively.

Table 18: Open rhymes
19¢ EPK ¥ | *e | *-g | ¥4 | *o | *a *-III‘*-U *-0 | *-0

CEPK -1 -1 -€ -4 - | -a -w U | -




There is an exception to the correspondence listed in Table 18. The 19¢ EPK
rhyme */-e/, preceded by the initial */w-/ or medial */-w-/, has become /-¢/ in CEPK,
not /i/. For example, /-e/ of the word /?owé/ ‘3SG’ comes from */-¢/, but this word is
not pronounced /?ow1/. Similarly, /-e/ of the word /xw¢/ ‘to buy’ comes from */-¢/, but
this word is not pronounced /xwi/.

The nasalized rthymes in 19¢ EPK correspond to those in CEPK in a one-to-one
relationship (Table 19). As mentioned in Section 4, it is likely that /-in/ did not exist
in 19¢ EPK.

Table 19: Nasalized rhymes
19¢ EPK *_ON *_aN *_0N *_eiN | *-owIN | *-aiN | *-ouN
CEPK -ON -aN -ON -eiN -OUWIN -aiN -OUN

As shown in Table 20, the stopped rhymes in 19¢ EPK have all changed to plain
rhymes in CEPK. Moreover, the stopped rhymes */-aw?/ and */-au?/ in 19¢ EPK have
merged to become /-av/ in CEPK.

Table 20: Stopped rhymes
19¢ EPK *-e? *-1? *-a? *-07? *-0? | *-ai? | *-aw? | *-au?
CEPK -e -i -a -0 -0 -al -au

6. The Leke script and the phonology of 19¢ EPK and CEPK

This section presents how the Leke script corresponds to the phonological system
of Eastern Pwo Karen. The Leke script was created in the mid-19th century. Therefore,
it fundamentally reflects the phonological system of 19¢ EPK. Consequently, to
understand its system, it is necessary to examine the correspondence between its
various symbols and the phonological system of 19¢ EPK. However, some Leke script
spellings have been modified to reflect CEPK. Therefore, it is also necessary to
examine the correspondence between the Leke script and contemporary sounds. Thus,
when indicating pronunciation in the following discussion, the 19¢ EPK sound is
shown first, followed by the CEPK sound in parentheses. For example, */-u/ (/-ur/)
indicates that the 19¢ EPK sound was */-0/ and the CEPK sound is /-w/.

In the Leke script, syllables are expressed by placing a letter representing the

initial consonant in the center and adding various symbols around it. When the letter



appears without any symbol attached, it is pronounced with the thyme */-a?/ (/-a/). In
other words, the Leke script uses an abugida system. In an abugida system, letters
representing initial consonants are important because they form the basis for attaching

other symbols. In this article, these letters are referred to as “basic letters”.

6.1. Initial consonants
The initial consonants are represented by basic letters. Table 21 lists the 25 basic
letters of the Leke script, along with their pronunciations. This 5x5 array is the same

as that used to teach the Leke script.

Table 21: Basic letters

(1 O @ / 3) 2 @) 4 G) 2
#/k-/ (/k-/) | */kh-/ (/kh-/) | *-/ (In-1) */c-/ (/e-/) | */ch-/ (/ch-))
6) G (7 & ® 0 ONC (10) @
*n-/ (In-/) */t-/ (Jt-/) */th-/ (th-) | */n-/ (/n-)) */e-/ (Je-/)
(1 3 (12) Il (13) 3 (14) & (15) %
*p-/ (Ip-/) | */ph-/ (fph-/) | */m-/ (/m-/) */i-/ (fj-/) */r-/ (Jr-1)
(16) & (17) & (18) 8 (19) ® 20) ®
*/1-/ (/1-/) fw-/ (w-) | */0-/ (/0-1) */y-/ (/y-1) */h-/ (/h-/)
Q) & 22) M (23) % 4) © 25 @
*/x-/ (/x-1) */-/ (/8-/) %/2-/ (/2-1) %/b-/ (/b-/) */d-/ (/d-/)

To understand how the basic letters are used, the following notes should be kept

in mind;

e When no symbol is attached to a basic letter (including when medial symbols from
Table 23 in Section 6.2 are attached), it is pronounced with the rhyme */-a?/ (/-a/). For
example, the pronunciation of (1) <o>is */ka?/ (/ka/). See the cell located in the third
row from the top of the left column in Table 31 in 6.3.3.

e The shapes of (1) through (9) in Table 21, namely <o>, </>, <>, <>, <>, <g>,
<¢>, <o>, and <e>, are thought to be modeled after the shapes of the numerals 1

through 9 in the Mon-Burmese script. For example, the Burmese script numerals 1



through 9 are o, J, 3, ¢, 9), G, 2, 0, and @. Furthermore, the eight letters from (11) to
(18), namely <z>, <i>, <g>, <a>, <>, <g>, <a>, and <g>, are formed by vertically
stacking the shapes from (1) to (8).

e The shape of (10) <¢> is thought to be modeled after the Burmese basic letter g,
which represents the Burmese /¢-/ sound.

e The shape of (24) <e> is thought to be modeled after the Mon basic letter @, which

represents the Mon /b-/ [6] sound.

Examples of Eastern Pwo Karen words written with each basic letter follow: <o:>
*/ka/ (/ka/) “be difficult’, </&> */kha/ (/kha/) ‘to break (as a long object)’, <ofof>
*/mend/ (/nénd/) ‘to quarrel’, </§:> */ct/ (/ew/) ‘hand’, <s0> */cha/ (/chd/) ‘to ache’,
<eg> */npan/ (/nan/) ‘wisdom’, <>‘§§a\'2> */2ata/ (/?0td/) ‘responsibility’, <eal> */tho/
(/thd/) “bird’, <el> */na/ (/na/) ‘ear’, <g=> */cd/ (/ed/) ‘star’, <35> */pain/ (/pain/) ‘be
full’, <> */pha/ (/pha/) “father’, <s> */ma/ (/ma/) ‘to do’, <a> */ja/ (/ja/) ‘fish’,
<élsla> */narab4/ (/narabd/) ‘pineapple’, <s&> */13/ (/13/) ‘moon’, <> */wa/ (/wa/)
‘husband’, <g> */0a?/ (/0a/) ‘heart’, <¢> */ya/ (/ya/) ‘“NUMERAL CLASSIFIER FOR A
HUMAN’, <85> */hd/ (/hd/) ‘we’, <&> */xi/ (/xi/) ‘be beautiful’, <w:> */ka/ (/s4/)
‘SENTENCE-FINAL PARTICLE DENOTING QUESTION’, <x:> */?4/ (/?4/) ‘be numerous’, <eo:>
*/bé/ (/bé/) ‘be right’, and <eal> */d6/ (/d0/) ‘be big’.

Table 22 displays the numerals of the Leke script, which differ significantly from
those in the Mon-Burmese script mentioned above.

Table 22: Numerals
1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 0

VI 8|8 |8 K|t || d|S]|O0

6.2. Medial consonants

Medial consonants are represented by the medial symbols shown in Table 23. In
this article, “+” indicates the position of a basic letter. A basic letter accompanied by
a medial symbol functions as an independent basic letter. However, this does not

apply to Table 23; that is, no basic letter can bear more than one medial symbol.



Table 23: Medial symbols
+ + [+ +

8 "

*/-w-/ */-1-/ */-r-/ */-j-/
(/-w-/) (/-1-)) (/-1-/) (/-1

Examples of medial symbols are: <g> */jwa/ (/jwa/) ‘to flow’, <epl> */k16/
(/kI%/) “traditional Karen bronze drum’, <[o> */kran/ (/kran/) ‘randomly’, and <5>
*/mja/ (/mja/) ‘so much’.

Notably, medial symbols not only indicate medial consonants but can also express
a sequence of syllables that can be represented as C1aC2V1(V2)(C3). In this case, the
basic letter indicates the initial consonant of the first syllable, whereas the medial
symbol indicates the initial consonant of the following syllable. For example, <ag>
*/towaN/ (/towaN/) ‘village’ and <{50> */choré/ (/choréd/) “teacher’.

Furthermore, regarding medial symbols, it must be noted that the notation used
for the cluster */cj-/ in 19¢ EPK is expressed by attaching a symbol indicating */-j-/ to
the basic letter indicating */k-/ (Table 24). This spelling is thought to be modeled after
the Mon script spelling o), which represents the Mon consonant cluster /cy-/

(Sakamoto 1994).

Table 24: Representation of */cj-/

P
*/¢j-/ (Je-/)

Examples are: <pE> */cjan/ (/can/) “field hut’, <$@> */cjai?/ (/cai/) ‘Buddha’, and

<>‘§§ep§> */2cjON/ (/?0cON/) ‘reason’.

6.3. Rhymes and tones
In the Leke script, symbols denoting rhymes may simultaneously indicate tones;
consequently, symbols denoting rhymes and tones should not be treated separately.
In this study, the symbols used to write various rhymes are categorized into two
groups. The first group consists of the vowel symbols listed in the upper row of Table
25. Considering their function and shape similarities, they are believed to correspond

to the symbols of the Mon-Burmese script shown in the lower row. The symbol at the



far right is marked with a “?” because it is believed that there are no corresponding

symbols in the Mon-Burmese script.

Table 25: Vowel symbols

© 2 / S
+ ¥ ¥ 14 1 Gt + ¥ +2
; 8 (& o o o D
l . 2® > o co . . ?

The second group of symbols used to write various rhymes consists of basic
letters with the symbols <t> or <> attached. These symbols are listed in the upper
row of Table 26. To the best of my knowledge, at least 15 of the 25 basic letters are
used to represent rhymes. The symbols <t> and <4> correspond to the vowel-
suppressing sign & (virama) in the Mon-Burmese script and, in the Leke script,
indicate that the basic letters function as symbols representing rhymes. The symbol
<4> is used for <a> and <a> to improve the readability. The lower row in the table

shows the sound values of the basic letters as used to represent initials.

Table 26: Basic letters with “virama”

RIR| 4| & 3|2 |58 8|0 Q| & XX

*/k-/ | *n-/ | *le-l | X In- | ¥ | ¥ = ¥ p-l R/ | ¥R | K- | ¥ | R x| - | xR

The symbols in Tables 25 and 26 are combined to represent the rhymes. I speculate
that the creator(s) of the Leke script patterned the group in Table 25 after the Mon-
Burmese script; however, they felt that these symbols and their combinations alone
could not adequately represent the sound images of Eastern Pwo Karen and therefore
added the group in Table 26. Pu Htaw Shong (n.d.) also contains the symbol </>,
formed by adding <:> to the basic letter representing /kh-/, in addition to the symbols
listed in Table 26; however, its usage is unclear.

The symbols <$>, <+>, <t:>, and <¢> in Table 27 are tone symbols. <¥> represents
the *low-level or *low-checked tone, <+> represents the *mid-level tone, <>
represents the *high-level or high-checked tone, and <> represents the *falling tone.
However, when the rhyme is represented solely by vowel symbols, <$> is not used,
and the *low-level tone is shown by no mark. Furthermore, when the rhyme is

represented using a symbol with a “virama” (Table 26), <+> is not used, and the



*falling tone is shown by no mark. These are the general principles; however, in the
case of the stopped rhymes discussed in Section 6.3.3, the application of these

principles is inconsistent.

Table 27: Tone symbols

C °
+ + +2 +
*fal, */a?/ */a/ */al, */a?/ */a/

6.3.1. Open rhymes and tones

Open rhymes are represented by the symbols in Table 28. The vertical columns
show the types of rhymes without tones, and the horizontal rows show the tones.
Tables 29, 30, and 31 follow the same format. As the notation for the rhyme type */-o/
without tone would be identical to that of the atonic syllable */-a/, it is notated as
*//-a//.

The following should be kept in mind when writing open rhymes and tones:

e Instead of the symbol <++> used in the notation of */-o/, a hyphen-like <+-> may be
used. For example, <eS+> */mo/ (/md/) ‘mother’ may be written as <e$->. Similarly,
<es®> */md/ (/md/) ‘unripe’ may be written as <e=>>. Furthermore, although it is
likely a simplified notation, <e%+> is sometimes written as <e¢+> by omitting <t++>.
Consequently, the spelling of */md/ (/md/) ‘mother’ can take three forms: <eS+>,
<e5->, and <e5>.

e The rhyme /-o/ in an atonic syllable is spelled the same as /-3/ and written as <‘+’;§>.
Another less frequent spelling for an atonic syllable /-o/ is <$¥x>. This is likely to be
the case for specific words only. An example is </xeal> */khod0?/ (/khadd/) “to spell’.
Furthermore, an atonic syllable /-a/ is sometimes written using the simplified spelling
for */-0/, i.e., <¢¥>. For example, the first-person singular pronoun */jo/ (/jo/) should
be written <§§>, but it is sometimes written <e%>. However, this may be an exception
or an incorrect spelling.

e The tone symbol <¥> for the *low-level or *low-checked tone exceptionally

represents the mid-level tone in the notation of */-6/ (/-6/). Furthermore, only for the



Table 28: Open rhymes and tones

*Low-level |*Mid-level |*High-level |*Falling * Atonic

T : ¢ 7
*/i/ (/-i/) */3/ (/-1/) */-i/ (J-i/) /) (/-)

K Iy +4 IVE +4
#(4)  |Me () R () 28 ()

K P o, el +4
#3 (-&)  |K-E () |R-E () % (-8))

*/_4 ©wC © . ©

Hlsk I
*/.3/ (/-i/) */3/ (/-1/) */-i/ (/i) 3/ (/-4/)

*/]-all |0 S © ©_, © 0wl ©
= = = B R
#2313 |18 KA (-8 (KAL) | *-al (1-a))

-l 0 0 +: R
*a) (-4 |*-al(-al) |x-al(-ah) %Al (-a))

*/-ul/ ©wC © © . ©
w2 T W w®
*aw/ (-w)) |Few (-m) el (-dd) |- (a)

JETRE 5 5, 5
5 5 KR K
A (W) R ()R (d)) R0 ()

-0 ats, o4- o+, 63- o+l o486
*/-0/ (/-0/) */-0/ (/-0/) */-6/ (/-0/) */-6/ (/-0/)

Mol lars ote: ote: cte
*5/(-5)  |*-a(-3) |8 (-8 | */-3/ (/-3))

notation of */-6/ (/-0/), the vowel symbol <> is used to denote the falling tone.

® */-i/ (/-1/) is spelled as either <¥> or <>, */-0/ (/-w/) is spelled as either <+§:> or <>,
*/-/ (/-€/) is spelled as either <+s> or <{>, */-¢/ (/-¢/) is spelled as either <+g> or <{>,
and */-¥/ (/-¥/) is spelled as either <fx> or <+o>. However, the principles that govern
their use remain unclear.

e <fx> is presented as the spelling representing */-¥/ (/-¥/), but a “?” is attached,
because no actual examples have been found. The rhyme */-¥/ (/-#/) occurs only in a
few sentence-final particles including */m#/ (/m#/) ‘I am telling you’.

e The symbols in Table 26 (including a tone symbol, if present) may be written

repeatedly to represent reduplication. For example, the spelling of */klakld/ (/k1akla/)



‘always’ can be written as <§855> or <355>. This spelling convention can be applied
not only to open rhymes but also to all thymes.

e As discussed in Section 5, */-w/ and */-u/ in 19¢ EPK have merged into /-w/ in
CEPK. Consequently, the spellings for */-w/ and */-u/ are frequently confused. For
example, */?/ (/2d/) ‘to rot” should be spelled <X%g:=> but is sometimes written <>§:>.
® As stated in Section 3, the distinction between /-i/ and /-¢/ in CEPK has become
unclear. Consequently, the spellings for */-e/ and */-e?/ may sometimes be confused.
Similarly, the distinction between /-u/ and /-o/ in CEPK has become unclear.

Consequently, the spellings for */-o/ and */-0?/ may sometimes be confused.
The following are examples of how to write open rhymes and tones:

*/-i/: <8g> */thib4/ (/thiBa/) ‘cucumber’, <¢> */ni/ (/ni/) ‘to laugh’, <&> */6i/ (/6i/)
‘plural marker’, <§> */1i/ (/1i/) ‘squirrel’, <i> */phi/ (/phi/) ‘grandmother’

*/-g/: <og> */y&/ (yi/) ‘be good’, <e4> */né/ (/nv) ‘to get’, <z4> */mé/ (/mi/) ‘“fire’,
<ag> */pé/ (/pl/) ‘be small’

*/-¢/: </&> */kh&/ (/kh&/) ‘be lit’, <es> */1&/ (/I&/) ‘be wide’, <€> */w&/ (/WE/) ‘to
open’, <xz=> */2¢/ (/?¢/) ‘to love’, <&> */mé/ (/mé/) ‘to sprout’, <esg> */y&/ (/y&/)
‘to come’

*/-i/: <§S§> */chi/ (/chi/) ‘ethnic group’, <§xo> */Itka?/ (/lika/) ‘world’, </o> */khi/
(/kh#/) ‘to fall (as a tree)’, <ijx=> */phi/ (/phi/) ‘be short, be low’

*/]-of/: <88> */KI3/ (/k13/) “frequently’, <8z> */ch3/ (/ch3/) ‘thing’, <§z=> */18/ (/13/)
‘to, at, from’, <§z> */13/ (/I3/) ‘RELATIVE MARKER’, <$Ze§/l> */chojdkha/
(/chajakha/) ‘hot season’, </xeal> */khado?/ (/khedd/) ‘to spell’

*/-a/: <3> */ma/ (/ma/) ‘to do’, <el> */na/ (/na/) ‘ear’, <o> */ka/ (/ka/) ‘be difficult’,
<s&> */cha/ (/cha/) ‘to ache’

*/-w/: <§§> */dut/ (/dur/) “NUMERAL CLASSIFIER FOR AN ANIMAL’, <S¢> */mu/ (/ma/)
‘day, date’, <§g:> */muiy/ (/muir/) ‘woman’, <Spgl> */mtla/ (/mriild/) ‘to hope’

*/-u/: <§> */du/ (/duar/) ‘pear’, <§> */nt/ (/nw/) ‘breast’, </§:> */ct/ (/cw/) ‘hand’, <°/Z>
*/pht/ (/phar/) ‘grandfather’

*/-0/: <eas> */j0/ (/jv/) “Mon’, <eh+> */jd/ (/j5/) “to look’, <eal> */dé/ (/dv/) ‘be big’,



<@oP> */chd/ (/chd/) “be early’

*/-o/: <esg> */15/ (/13/) “to tell’, <eag> */pd/ (/pd/) ‘to read’, <exg> */23/ (/23/) ‘to

exist’, <eog> */thd/ (/thd/) ‘be long, be high’

6.3.2. Nasalized rhymes and tones

Nasalized rhymes are represented by the symbols shown in Table 29.

Table 29: Nasalized rhymes and tones

*Low-level *Mid-level *High-level *Falling
*/-oN/ ||eQ .

= = = =

*/-3N/ (/-3N/) */-3N/ (/-3N/) */-5N/ (/-8N/) */-3N/ (/-3N/)
K B 7 e £ 1e: t+e

*/-an/ (/-an/) */-an/ (/-an/) */-an/ (/-an/) */-aN/ (/-an/)
R PN 6+2 G+ )

*/-ON/ (/-ON/) */-5N/ (/-0N/) */-ON/ (/-ON/) */-0N/ (/-ON/)
ey 98 fe fe: fe

*/-&iN/ (/-€iN/) */-gin/ (/-8iN/) */-iN/ (/-6iN/) */-8in/ (/-€iN/)
*-oun/| | & +3 2 +2

*/-3wiN/ (/-owiN/) | */-3wN/ (/-3wuN/) | */-3wN/ (/-dwun/) | */-3wn/ (/-3wun/)
*/-aiN/ +:§ 42 +2: +2

*/.4in/ (-aiN/) | */-aiN/ (EiN) | *-aiN/ (-aiN/) | */-ain/ (/-aind)
*/-ouN/ ||, S .

iR 2 = iR

*/-0uN/ (/-0uN/) | */-0un/ (/-6uN/) | */-6un/ (/-6uN/) | */-6un/ (/-6UN/)

The rhyme /-in/, which appears only in CEPK, is spelled as shown in Table 30. I

speculate that this spelling was devised well into the 20th century.

Table 30: The nasalized rhyme /-in/

Low-level |Mid-level |High-level |Falling
EL .
8 +8 488 +6
/-IN/ /-IN/ /-in/ /-IN/

The following should be kept in mind when writing nasalized rhymes and tones:

e There are two ways to write the nasalized rhyme /-an/: one using <> and another

using <+g¢>. However, the difference in their roles remains unclear. Both can sometimes



be used to spell the same words. For example, the spelling of */than/ (/than/) ‘to
ascend’ can use either <8> or <og:>.

e As mentioned in Section 3, the distinction between /-owiN/ and /-oun/ has become
unclear in CEPK. Consequently, the spellings for */-owun/ and */-oun/ may sometimes

be confused.
The following are examples of how to write nasalized rhymes and tones:

*/-oN/: <§§> */man/ (/man/) ‘be drunk’, <§25> */B3nchi/ (/83nchi/) “thirty’, <§g:@x§8:>
*/OIN20NOA/ (/OINPONDA/) ‘guava’, <€2> */x8N/ (/x3N/) ‘be heavy’

*/-an/: <& (= <e&>) */Ian/ (/lan/) ‘to descend’, <?> */khan/ (/khan/) ‘country’, <eg>
*/yan/ (/yan/) “for the sake of’, <®=> */24N/ (/?4N/) “to eat’, <ogse/t> */yankhé/
(/yankhd/) ‘ground’, <8> */chan/ (/chan/) ‘chicken’, <sg> */0an/ (/0aN/) ‘be
new’

*/-oN/: <ew2> */yON/ (/yoN/) ‘to end’, <e02> */thon/ (/thon/) ‘copper’, <ei:> */phon/
(/phon/) “to catch’, <eo2> */thon/ (/thon/) ‘gold’

*/-ein/: <&> */mein/ (/méin/) ‘name’, <fig> */ph@in/ (/phein/) ‘opium’, <ég:> */yéin/
(/yéin/) ‘house’, <8¢> */méin/ (/méin/) ‘be cooked’

*/-ouN/: <a 5> */tdwun/ (/tdun/) “to mock’, </g>*/kh3u/ (/khdwn/) ‘to insult’, <gz:>

*/0dwN/ (/0dwN/) “to build’, <sz> */phdwiN/ (/phdwin/) “fishing trap’

*/ain/s <0S> */thain/ (/thain/) ‘to return’, <wx> */yaiN/ (/yain/) ‘strength’, <o2:>
*/chain/ (/chain/) ‘be sour’, <ox> */thain/ (/thain/) ‘bracelet’

*/-oun/: <o§§> */koun/ (/koon/) ‘to assemble’, <gz> */Ioun/ (/IouN/) ‘stone’, <gz:>

*/boun/ (/boon/) “festival’, <gz> */Ioun/ (/16vN/) ‘goblet’
/-iN/ (only in CEPK): <og> /KiN/ ‘patrol’ (< Burmese /kin/), <ng> /thin/ ‘to assume’

(< Burmese /thin/)

6.3.3. Stopped rhymes and tones
The stopped rhymes are represented by the symbols listed in Table 31. As stated
in Section 4, only the *low- and *high-checked tones can co-occur with stopped

rhymes.



Table 31:

Stopped rhymes and tones

*Low-checked

*High-checked

*/-au?/ (/-av/)

*-ed |k ot

%189 (/-&/) )
RS ?

*/-1?/ (/-1/) */-1?/
*/-a?/ + +6‘\_.

*/-a?/ (/-a/) */-a?/ (/-4/)
*/-07/ _Egcg’ G+:Z %5%:

*/-0%/ (/-0/) */-6%/ (/-6/)

*/-3%/ (/-3/) 2%/-52/

*/-ai?/ (/-ai/) */-ai?/ (/-ai/)
Hraw?/ | 5 'EQ

*/-awr?/ (/-av/) */-awr?/ (/-av/)
*/-au?/ _Ea 6+2

*/-qu?/ (/-40/)

The following should be kept in mind when writing stopped rhymes and tones:

o The existence of the rhymes */-1?/ and */-5?/ in 19¢ EPK has not yet been confirmed.

Therefore, “?” has been shown. No spellings representing these rthymes have been

found in the Leke script.

o There are two spellings for /-0?/ (/-0/): <3§5§> and <e+>. However, the principles that
govern their use remain unclear. Regarding <e+l>, it is unusual in that */-0?/ has a low
pitch but is marked with a symbol indicating the mid-level tone.

e As discussed in Section 5, */-aw?/ and */-au?/ in 19¢ EPK have merged into /-av/ in
CEPK. Consequently, the spellings of */-aw?/ and */-au?/ are frequently confused.
For example, */cjau?/ (/cav/) ‘to drag’ should be spelled <pg> but is sometimes
spelled <pz>. Similarly, */maw’?/ (/mauv/) ‘comfortable’ should be spelled <3o>, but is

sometimes spelled <ezp>.




e The CEPK word /d&/ ‘and; with’ comes from 19¢ EPK’s */d&/. The CEPK rhyme
/-e/ usually comes from 19¢ EPK’s /-e?/, making this an exception. This word is
currently written as <e@s>, with the symbol for the *mid-level tone added to the
spelling representing */-¢?/ (/-¢/).

® The rhyme */-¢/ in 19¢ EPK became /-i/ in CEPK (Table 18). However, */-¢/ became
CEPK /-¢/ after */w-/ and */-w-/. Therefore, in the environment following */(-)w-/,
phonological correspondences can be represented as */-¢/ (/-¢/), */-&/ (/-€/), */-¢/
(/-8/), and */-&/ (/-&/). These are written as <6=>, <sj§>, <e>, and <eF>, respectively,
using the spelling that represents */-¢?/. For example, <>"g§eé§> */2owé/ (/2owé/) ‘s/he’,
<gaied> */162kwe/ (/10kwe/) ‘to play’, and <e€> */xwe/ (/xwe/) ‘to buy’.

e CEPK may exhibit the thyme /-6/, which originates from */-0?/ of 19¢ EPK. This is

expressed as <fg>. An example is <3g> */ko?/ (/kd/) ‘every’.
The following are examples of how to write stopped rhymes and tones:

*/-ed/: <e5> */ké?/ (/k&/) ‘to write’, <eZ> */mé?/ (/mé/) ‘face; eye’

*/-i?/: <85> */ci?d/ (/ci/) “vigorously’

*/-a?/: <g> */0a?/ (/0/) ‘heart’, <8Gsq> */méinla?/ (/méinld/) forest’

*/-0/: <&§> */00?/ (/00/) ‘just as, like’, <eol> */ko?/ (/ko/) ‘to call’, <&a:> */j6?/ (/j6/)
‘be deep’

*/-0?/: <eng> */dd?/ (/dd/) ‘more, later’

*/-ai?/: <G> */dai?/ (/dai/) ‘still’, <3q> */chai?/ (/chai/) ‘rice field’

*/-aw?/: <eg> */bawr?/ (/bav/) ‘to stick (to something)’, <qo> */thawr?/ (/thav/) ‘to be
completed’

*/-au?/: <qz> */bau?/ (/bav/) ‘be close’, <eng> */thau?/ (/thav/) ‘to ride’

7. The Leke script as a writing system

Here, I discuss the characteristics of the Leke script from several perspectives.

7.1. Accuracy of the Leke script

As per Section 6, the following two points can be noted: The first is that the Leke



script has an abugida system. The second is that, although it contains some redundancy,
it can represent the pronunciation of 19¢ EPK completely accurately, except that the
notation for the atonic rhyme */-o/ (/-o/) is identical to that for */-3/ (/-3/).

The second point is of particular importance. Although the Leke script is notable
for its distinctive shape, it is also an excellent writing system in terms of accuracy. Its
ability to accurately represent the pronunciation of 19¢ EPK implies that it can
accurately represent CEPK as well. Redundancy, namely, the existence of multiple
symbols for a single pronunciation, cannot necessarily be regarded as a defect in a

writing system, because such symbols may serve to distinguish homophones.

7.2. Relationship with the Mon-Burmese script

Many basic letters in the Leke script imitate the shape of numerals in the Mon-
Burmese script, indicating that it was influenced by the Mon-Burmese script. Among
the various writing systems belonging to the Mon-Burmese script tradition, the Mon
and Burmese scripts possibly influenced the Leke script. However, it is difficult to
ascertain which of the two had a stronger influence on the Leke script.

As mentioned in Section 6.1, the basic letters (10) and (24) in Table 21 are thought
to imitate the Burmese and Mon scripts, respectively. Thus, even in terms of just the
basic letters, the Leke script was influenced by both the Mon and Burmese scripts.
Regarding the representation of rthymes, the Leke script was certainly influenced by
the Mon-Burmese script, since various vowels are represented by combining vowel
signs (Table 25) and symbols employing the “virama” (Table 26). However, because
the Mon and Burmese scripts share many features in their rhyme representations, it is
difficult to identify which aspects of the Leke script’s rhyme representation are
influenced by which script. Therefore, although the Leke script as a whole was
influenced by the Mon-Burmese script, it is unclear whether the Mon or Burmese

scripts had a greater influence.

7.3. Relationship with other Eastern Pwo Karen scripts
As mentioned at the beginning of this article, several scripts are used to represent

Eastern Pwo Karen in addition to the Leke script, such as the Buddhist Pwo Karen



script, the Christian Pwo Karen script, and Lac Kwekaw. Buddhist and Christian Pwo
Karen scripts already existed when the Leke script was created. However, no elements
of the Leke script were likely influenced by these two writing systems. Possibly, the
high degree of accuracy in the Leke script was influenced by the highly systematic
Christian Pwo Karen script (Kato [2021a]; Kato [2022a]), because Saw Kya Shin et
al. (2006: 12) state that U Maw Yaing assisted Baptist missionaries in translating the
Bible. Nevertheless, at least in terms of the shapes of the symbols or the way they are
combined, there are no similarities between the Leke and the Christian Pwo Karen

scripts.

7.4. Representation of Indic vocabulary

Many languages in Southeast Asia have borrowed a significant number of words
of Indic origin. Eastern Pwo Karen too contains many loanwords from Pali, most
likely through the Mon influence. In the Leke script, these words are written as they
are pronounced. For example, the Pali word loka ‘world’ is written as <gxo> */lika?/

(/1ika/) ‘world’.

7.5. Evolution of the Leke script

Currently, almost nothing is known about how the Leke script has changed since
its creation. As mentioned in Section 6.3.3, after */w-/ and */-w-/, the rhyme */-¢/ of
19¢ EPK did not change to /-i/ in CEPK but remained /-e/; in this case, */-e/ is written
using the spelling that represents */-e?/. For example, the word <>‘§§eé§> *2owe/
(/?owé/) ‘s/he’ would, according to the usual way of writing */-&/, be expected to be
written as <>‘§>§&5>. However, in reality, it is not written this way. Thus, although the
Leke script generally reflects the 19th-century pronunciation of Eastern Pwo Karen,
some parts have been modified in accordance with sound changes. To discuss the
history of Leke script development, one needs to examine the original palm-leaf
manuscripts produced in the 19th century. However, it is not known whether such
manuscripts still exist. If old manuscripts were available, the representation of rhymes
(as mentioned above) and tones would be of particular interest. Regarding tone

marking, the Buddhist Pwo Karen script, another writing system for Eastern Pwo



Karen, began marking tones on all syllables after the 1960s. The Leke script also
marks tones on every syllable; however, it is unknown whether this was the case from
the beginning. If this is the case, one could argue that the creator(s) of the Leke script

had an extraordinary awareness of pronunciation.

7.6. The Leke script as an Indic script

In Kato (2024), I regarded the “ancient” Karen script Laec Kwekaw as one of the
newest versions of Indic scripts. The Leke script is unusual because many of its basic
letters imitate the numerals of the Mon-Burmese script. However, given its abugida
system and the strong influence of the Mon-Burmese script, it too can be regarded,

like Lae Kwekaw, as a version of Indic scripts.

8. Sample sentences and text in the Leke script
This section presents Eastern Pwo Karen sample sentences (8.1) and lyrics of a

song (8.3) written in the Leke script.

8.1. Sample sentences
From the large number of example sentences listed in Pu Htaw Shong (n.d.), 10
were selected and are shown here. <=> is the period. Note that the comma in Leke

script is <->.
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8.2. Transcription and translation

Here, the example sentences listed in Section 8.1 are transcribed with CEPK
pronunciation and provided with English translations. The second line of each
example shows the form of each word in 19¢ EPK. Note that the phonetic symbols for

these sentences represent phonemes, but “/ /” is omitted.

(1) chachan lan 0an, yankhsd e lan.
*chachan *1an *0an *yankho  *el *lan
rain to.descend recently ground  be.cool  down

“The rainy season has begun, and the ground has cooled.’

0dwN lan 0a wa khi¥ nan bon.
*0dwN *lan *0a *wa *Kkhi *naN *bON
to.plant  down now! bamboo  to.fall some NClI

‘Now, raise the fallen bamboo.’

mo maN than 15.
*mo *maN *than *13
IRR be.alive up AST

‘It will come back to life.’
Note 1: In the second sentence, /05w/ is written as <gz:>, which represents /06uN/, but it

should properly be written as <sz:>. This “error” likely results from the increasingly blurred

distinction between the rhymes /-own/ and /-oun/ in CEPK.



(2) no
*na
258G

ch3
*chd
thing

00
*00?
to.wear

mo

*mo
IRR

mo
*mo
IRR
than
*than
up

1i
*le

t0.go

khléin
*khléin
be.cold
no

*no
2SG

ch3
*chd
thing

ba

*ba
APP.JUD
chain
*chain
shirt

nj,
*nd
when

nd
*nd
2SG
nj
*nd
that

kho.

*kho?

FUT

ba 1¢.
*ba *[¢
why Q

‘If you go out, you might feel cold. Why don’t you put on some clothes?’

Note 2: The word /ba/ in the first sentence is an applicative marker denoting judgment. It
expresses the meaning ‘be V for (someone); be V to (someone)’ and introduces the experiencer
as the object (Kato 2009b). Although Kato (2009b) does not refer to /ba/ as an applicative
marker, this usage may be called a “judgmentive applicative” (suggested by Christopher

Tancredi [p.c.]).

(3) phloo~
*phloun
person

Powé
*Powé
3SG

15
*15
REL
jo
%07
to.lift

?oyain?oba

chon

*PoyaiNPoba?  *chon
be.strong that

strength

ch3
*cha

thing

‘A powerful man can lift many things.’

(4) cain
*CAIN
to.walk
CaiN
*CAIN
to.walk

?¢phlé
*Péphlé
fast
2e?wi
*EIWi
slowly

nj,

if

ni 24?alé
*ng *P49416?
to.get much
1i ch3
*1e *ch3
to.go thing
ms thon wé
*mo *thon  *wé

IRR to.arrive EMP

nd
*nj

15.

*15

AST

thon jain.
*thon *jaiN

to.arrive  be.far

bavkho
*bau?kho?
be.close

15.
*15

AST

‘If you walk fast, you’ll get far. If you walk slow, you’ll only reach nearby.’

Note 3: The form /?¢/ in /?¢phlé/ and /?2¢?wi/ is a prefix that forms adverbs. /phlé/ and /2wi/
are stative verbs that mean ‘be fast’ and ‘be slow’, respectively. It is thought to have been
pronounced /?¢/ in 19¢ EPK. In the Leke script, this is sometimes written in a spelling that
directly reflects that pronunciation, and sometimes in a spelling that can be read as /?¢/, which
likely reflects an intermediate stage leading to the contemporary /?¢/. The same applies to the



subordinate clause marker /?¢/, which means ‘if’.

(5) cha 15 khi nd 2 wé dountowdn phan  ?¢,
*chd  *13 *khé  *nd  * *wé  *dountowan *phon  *?¢?
thing LOC tiger TOP to.be EMP urban.area inside NEG

% wé mwé meinla  Bonkla 15,
*2 *weé *mwe *meinla? *Oonkla  *15
to.be EMP CcopP forest jungle AST

‘Tigers do not live in urban areas. They live in forested regions.’

(6) cha 2 khéun  komldn 13 2 lan ba nd,
*chd res *khéwn  *komldn  *13 *29 *lan  *ba *nd
IMPS  if to.dig well REL 3SG  place right TOP
thi md % wé chuikho 15.

*thi *mod * *weé *chukho?  *15
water  IRR to.be EMP  beshallow AST
‘If you dig a well in the right place, water will be found in shallow ground.’

Note 4: In this sentence, the word /ch3/ (also pronounced /cha/) ‘thing’ functions as the
subject of an impersonal construction (Kato [2020]).

(7) phdba mur vi khwa  yi ?0 jau ?¢  paiN
*phoba  *mux *ye *khwa  *ye * *jaw?  *?¢ *pain
child female be.good male be.good 3SG  age if  be.full
nweé néin  nd 2 ménuuthi ba pho 15.
*nwé  *néin  *nd *29 *méntithi *ba *pho? *15
seven year TOP 3SG  deciduous.tooth must  to.fall.out AST
‘Children, whether boys or girls, are supposed to lose their baby teeth at age 7.

(8) phloon  ?anphon  ?an 03N nd mo ba phan
*phloun  *?anphON *?an  *04N *nd *mo  *ba *phan
person  to.cook to.eat side.dish TOP IRR  must to.put.in
lan weé de jaban,  mo ndnxi  ba kho.
*lan *weé *de *jaban  *mo *ndnxi  *ba *kho?
down EMP  with turmeric IRR be.fishy BA FUT
‘Anyone making curry must add turmeric. Otherwise, it will smell fishy.’



Note S: The 19¢ EPK pronunciation of /d&/ ‘with; and’ is thought to have been /d&/. The
spelling in the Leke script reflects the CEPK pronunciation.

(9) chobi de chomdn nd mwe phanfa
*choBl  *de *chomd~N  *nd *mwe *phonoa
death and life TOP COP road
ha yé de ha thain 15.

*ha *yE *dg *ha *thain *15
3PL to.come and 3PL toreturn  AST

‘Death and life are the path we come and return by.’

(10) mameé  Is béiN  paN ba ko XEIN toea,
*mumé? *lo *béiNn  *pon *ba  *kd *xXeiN *toed
sun one NCf to.govern BA  world be.omnipresent indeed
mwée mamé 1o béin  13.

*mweg *mume?  *lo *beiNn - *15
COP sun one NCf  AST

“The sun can reign over the entire world, yet there is only one sun.’

8.3. A song about the origin of the Leke script

Here, I introduce an Eastern Pwo Karen song written in the Leke script. The video
of'this song is available on the YouTube channel mentioned in Section 2. Information
about the video and the song is provided as follows. However, the title of the song is

not indicated:

o Title of the video: Karen Plone Ware Shar - LEKE Song Video-12
e URL: https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=SRnHySYxwHQ (last accessed October
21, 2025)

e Composer/singer: Sara Athaung (/chor 200av/; <Fl%&ga> in the Leke script)

The lyrics describe how the Leke script originated. This story aligns with the
accounts of Saw Kya Shin et al. (2006) and Kelly (2018a) (Section 1).
The song consists of four parts, numbered [A], [B], [C], and [D] here. The



spellings in the Leke script follow the video captions. [A], [B], and [C] are each sung
twice.

In some words, the spellings differ between the first and second occurrences.
When this happens, the second spelling is shown in parentheses [ ] immediately after
the first. The difference is due to the existence of multiple pronunciation variants in

these forms.
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8.4. Transcription and translation

The lyrics of the song in 8.3 are transcribed with CEPK pronunciation and
provided with English translations. The second line of each “sentence” shows the
form of each word in 19¢ EPK. The phonetic symbols for these sentences represent
phonemes, but */ /” is omitted. The pronunciations of the spellings placed in “[ ] in

8.3 are given in “()”.



[A]x2

(1) lai thai (%) jo mo(m3) ba 15 lan.
*1ai? *thai?  *?9, *jo *mo(m3) *ba *15 *lan
script  origin  to.be 1SG IRR must to.tell  down
‘I must tell the truth about the origin of the Leke script.’

(2) phr Oavroja than mjanoi la khwekaban.
*phtl *Qau?roja?  *than *mjan0i  *lo *khwekoban
grandfather Thaung.Hlya to.ascend to.practice LOC Mt.Zwegabin

‘Pu Thaung Hlya climbed Mt. Zwegabin to practice asceticism.’

Note 1: In the song, the second part of the name Thaung Hlya is pronounced /roja/. The
corresponding spelling in the Leke script is <zq>. Presumably, the spelling <(za> is pedantic.
If read according to the regular rules, it would be pronounced /rord/. As /r/ occurs frequently
in the cultural vocabulary borrowed from Mon and Pali, using a letter to represent it conveys
a sense of sophistication.

3) n1 thain  1ai, 20 0dwNOa mao. ha?¢inN philan.
*ne *thain - *1ai?  *?o *Qownba?  *maw? *ho?¢in  *phélan
to.get back script 3SG  heart comfortable spirit to.give

‘Upon receiving the script, he rejoiced. The spirits had bestowed it upon him.’

Note 2: The first syllable of /0dwn0a/ is written as <gz=>, which represents /06un/, but it
should properly be written as <sz:>. This “error” stems from the increasingly blurred
distinction between the rhymes /-own/ and /-oun/ in CEPK.

Note 3: /mauv/ is written as <ezp>. This spelling corresponds to */mau?/ in 19c EPK. However,
as the 19¢ EPK form of /mav/ was */maw?/, it should properly be written as <3o>.

(4) phiwr  Baovreja 15 dovnjan  yé thain lan.
*phli  *Qau?roja?  *I3 *dounjan *yé *thain *lan
G.F.  Thaung.Hlya LOC Don-yin to.come to.return down
‘Pu Thaung Hlya returned to Don-yin (a place name at the foot of Mt. Zwegabin).’

Note 4: The normal word order of this sentence is /phti 0avroja yé thain lan 153 doonjan/. As it

is a part of the lyrics of a song, a special word order was likely used for the rhetorical effect.



(5) ni thain ~ 1ai, ba thoon  ean meinla  wan.
*ne *thain ~ *lai?  *ba *thoun  *ean *meinla?  *wan
to.get back  script must receive be.poor forest compound
‘He obtained the script, but his practice in the forest was rigorous.’

6) ?o oila khan lanan i, 2 wipan 15 phan.
* *0ila?  *khdn  *lanan  *6i *29 *winan *13 *phan
3SG  precept be.firm although also  3SG  wisdom NEG be.bright
‘He strictly adhered to the precepts, but his knowledge was limited.’

(7) da lan te phloon 1ai muila,
*da *laN *te *phloun *1ai? *muila
to.see down  thoroughly Pwo.Karen script  basics

khado  p3 mja Io WaN WON(YON) lo WAaN.
*khado? *pd *mja *lo *WaN *YON *lo *WaN
to.spell to.read so.much one time after one time

‘He carefully observed the basics of the Pwo Karen script, repeatedly spelling
and attempting to read it.’

®) pd ba 2€.
*pd *ba *28?
tooread  beright NEG
phwr  Gavroja &) ya 2 63wnba aN.
*phli  *0au?roja? *lo *ya *?9 *0dwnba?  *ean
G.F.  Thaung.Hlya one NCh 3SG  heart poor

‘He couldn’t read. Pu Thaung Hlya was disappointed.’

[B]x2

(9) thonnd  phdr  mdjain % 15 thiwa.
*thonnd  *phd  *mdjain * *13 *thiwa
then G.F. Maw.Yaing to.be LOC opposite.bank
bachain lai Powé p3 ba.
*bachain *14i? *owe *pd *ba
about script 3SG toread  be.right

‘At that time, a man named Pu Maw Yaing lived on the opposite bank (of the
Thanlwin River). He was a man well-versed in reading scripts.’



(10) phur faovrsja YANPOrdn co,

*phl *Qau?roja? *YONpardN - *co
G.F. Thaung.Hlya to.hear.of  at.a.distance

mo dav p3 de(de) lai muula.

*mo *dawr? *pd *de *1ai? *muula

IRR let tooread  with script basics

‘Pu Thaung Hlya heard about this and decided to have him read the basics of the
script.’

Note 5: The /y3N/ in /ydnpardn/ is spelled <8z>, and similarly, /r3n/ is spelled <£5>. These
spellings represent /y3/ and /r3/, respectively. Presumably, they must properly be spelled as
<@2>and <£2>.

Note 6: The spelling of /ct/ (also pronounced /cd/), which means ‘at a distance,” should
properly be <e«+>, but it appears as <«5>. This spelling actually represents the pronunciation
*/ci?/ (/ci/). However, the reason for this discrepancy remains unclear.

Note 7: /dav/ is a causative particle. Although its 19¢ EPK pronunciation was */daw?/, it is
written with a spelling that represents */dau?/. This “error” stems from the merger of */-aw?/
and */-au?/ into /-au/ in CEPK. This should be written properly as <ag>.

(11) bachain  lai lanble YON, pd ba lavkhla.
*bachdin  *lai?  *lanble?  *yon *p3 *ba *lau?khla
about script ~ skillful ~ and tooread  be.right all

‘Pu Maw Yaing was highly skilled in literacy and possessed the ability to read
any script.’

(12) da lan 1ai, pa ba, phiwr  Baovraja daoné pja.
*da  *lan *ai?  *pd  *ba  *phl  *Qau?roja?  *daw?né  *pja
to.see down script to.read be.rightG.F. = Thaung.Hlya to.show PJA

‘He could read it when he saw writing, so Pu Thaung Hlya showed (him the
script).’

Note 8: Similar to /dav/ in Note 7, the 19¢ EPK pronunciation of the first syllable in /davné/
was */daw?/, yet it is written with a spelling that represents */dau?/.

13) jo m3 p3. khochonna.
*jo *md *pd *kho?chonna
1SG IRR to.read  to.listen

‘I will read. Listen.’



(14)

lai  khanthai  ké than  phloon mwé  ka kha  pa.
*1ai? *khanthai? *ké *than *phloun  *mwé *ka? *kha? *pa?
script beginning to.become up  Pwo.Karen COP Ka Kha Nga
‘The first letters of the Pwo Karen script are read as Ka, Kha, and Nga.’

[C]x2

(15) lojailomd phtr  Oavroja YaN 2 lai lanma.
*lojai?lomd *pht  *Gau?roja? *YON ¥ *1ai? *lanma
soon G.F. ThaungHlya to.hear 3SG  script to.disappear
hophlouvn  chi P2oyan phdbav  1&.  méthi ba lanjwa.
*hophloun  *chi  *?oyan *phdbau? *1&¢  *mé?thi *ba *lanjwa
Pwo.Karen race  for how.much Q tear must  to.flow

(16)

‘Soon, Pu Thaung Hlya heard that the script was a lost one. How devastating it
must have been for the Karen people (to lose their script). Tears flowed.’

ebchav de bannavchao.
*gochau? *dg *bannau?chau?
to.chant(?) with  white.clothing(?)
‘He chanted sutras in a white robe. (?)’

Note 9: I consulted two native speakers of Eastern Pwo Karen regarding the meaning of this

sentence; however, they were unable to provide an interpretation. I tentatively interpret this as

the meaning given above.

(17

?obouNchan thon  ?o00akla,
*Pobounchan  *thon  *?o00a?kla

during at middle
phi maikali phuutht fauthd % ni ya.
*phi *maivkali  *phithi *Qau?thd *5 *n  *ya

grandmother Mike.Kali grandfather Thaung.Tawt to.be two NCh
‘At that time, there were two people named Pi Mike Kali and Pu Ti Thaung Tawt.’



(18) ?00iweé mwe thomanwa.
*00iweé  *mwg  *thomdnwa

3PL COP married.couple
phon khan te Oila Bavca.
*phon *Kkhan *te *0ila? *Qau?cja?

to.catch be.firm  thoroughly precept faith

‘They were a married couple. And they strictly adhered to their precepts and
loyalty.”

(19) ?200iwé  mwe thomdnwa.
*0iwé  Fmwe *thomanwa
3PL cop married.couple
phon khan te Oila favca. (=18)
*phon *khan *te *0ila? *Qau?cja?

to.catch be.firm  thoroughly precept faith

‘They were a married couple. And they strictly adhered to their precepts and
loyalty.’

(20) 29 WINaN(winan) phan mja, da lavkhla.
*?  *wipan(wipan)  *phan *mja *da *lau?khla
3SG  wisdom be.bright so.much to.see all

‘Her (Pi Mike Kali) wisdom was exceptional, and she could see through
anything.’

(21) lai muila phld than 15 Y& 0a.
*1ai? *mila  *phld *than  *13 * *0a?
script  basics to.appear up LOC 3SG heart

‘Texts in the Leke script came to her mind.’

(22) 29 ma 15 0 wa ki ké(ko)muna.
*9 *ma *15 *29 *wa *ke *kémuna
3SG wife to.tell  3SG husband  to.write night

‘The wife (Pi Mike Kali) had her husband (Pu Ti Thaung Tawt) write them down
through the night.’



(23) ean dawe, lan ba pa ta.
*caN *dawé  *lan *ba *pa *ta
be.poor OPT to.descend to.hit 1PL  duty
‘Let us grow weary. This is our duty.’

(24) chicha yan,  bg Io(13)  lanbai, tounpaiNn  lan 0a.
*chicha? *yan  *be *lo(I3) *lanbai?  *tounpain  *lan  *0a?
race for so.as NEG be.buried to.swear down MID

‘For the sake of their people, they vowed (to strive) so that the Karen people
would not decline.’

Note 10: The word /b&/ ‘so as to, so that’ (also pronounced /bé/) was probably pronounced
*/bé/ in 19¢ EPK, as indicated by its spelling in the Christian Pwo Karen script. The Leke
spelling follows the pronunciation of CEPK and appears to have been revised in accordance
with this phonological change.

(D]

(25) lelese,  maikali maikali phtutht Baovth).
*leléye  *maivkali *maikali *phitht *Qau?thd
oh! Mike.Kali Mike.Kali grandfather Thaung. Tawt
‘Oh, Pi Mike Kali and Pu Ti Thaung Tawt!’

(26) maikali  phtutht 0authd de laile 2wé thav  phld.

*maivkali *phatht *Qau?thd *dg *lai?le  *Powé *thawr? *phld
Mike.Kali grandfather Thaung.Tawt with literature 3PL  to.draw to.appear
‘Pi Mike Kali and Pu Ti Thaung Tawt brought the sacred texts into the world.’

Note 11: The 19¢ EPK pronunciation of /thav/ ‘to draw’ was */thaw?/. Therefore, the correct
spelling is <oz>.
Note 12: In canonical word order, the prepositional phrase /d¢ 1ailg/ typically follows /thav
phld/. In this instance, a non-canonical word order appears to have been employed for
rhetorical effect.

(27) de laile 2owé thav phld.
*dg *lai?le *owe *thaw?  *phld
with  literature 3SG to.draw  to.appear

‘They brought the sacred texts into the world.’



(28) chicha yaN 0 Owi WOWD.
*chicha?  *yan *?0 *Owi *yoyd
race for 3PL blood redly

‘For their people, their blood was red.’

Note 13: /wowd/ ‘redly’is a reduplication of /wd/ ‘be red’. This word was probably pronounced
*/y3/ in 19¢ EPK; however, it is pronounced /yd/ or /wd/ in CEPK. The spelling of the Leke
script is based on the latter pronunciation.

(29) chicha yan 0 Owi WOWD. (=28)
*chicha? *yan *? *Owi *yoyd
race for 3PL blood redly

‘For their people, their blood was red.’

(30) leléxe, laichanwé laichanwé pe ba  thav phld.
*lelége  *laiPchanwé?  *laichanwé?  *po  *ba  *thaw?  *phld
oh! Leit.Hsan.Wait Leit.Hsan.Wait 1PL must to.draw to.appear

‘Oh, we must bring Leit Hsan Wait into the world.’

(31) laichanwé pd ba thao phla.
*lai?chanwé?  *po *ba *thaw?  *phld
Leit.Hsan.Wait 1PL  must to.draw to.appear
“We must bring Leit Hsan Wait into the world.’

(32) pha cai 63w lan naiN we pha3.
*pha *cjai? *03wN *lan *naiN *we *ph3
father Buddha to.plant down recorded in.advance EXCLM
‘Metteyya had planted it for us.’

(33) pha cai féwN  1an nain we pha. (=32)
*pha *cjai?  *Qdwn  *lan *nain - *we *phd
father =~ Buddha to.plant down  recorded in.advance EXCLM
‘Metteyya had planted it for us.’

(34) m3d paN kokojan  naw blan da.
*m3  *poN *ko?kran  *nan *blan *da?
IRR  to.govern globe some time after

‘(Metteyya) will again reign over the world.’



Note 14: The word /pdn/ is written as <‘:’£;§>, representing /pd/. This is probably an error for
<§;§>.

Note 15: The pronunciation of /kokajan/ in 19¢ EPK was probably */ko?kran/. The spelling
in the Leke script is based on this pronunciation. However, in CEPK, this word is generally
pronounced /kokajan/. In this word, the consonant cluster */kr-/ in 19¢ EPK developed into
/kaj-/ in CEPK.

(35) md PN kokojan  nawn blan do. (=34
*md  *pon *ko?kran  *nan *blan *da?
IRR  to.govern globe some time after

‘(Metteyya) will again reign over the world.”

(36) 1¢léxe, XWe be nd.
*[elése *XWe *be *nj
oh! as.much.as like that

‘That’s enough for now.’

(37) xwe bé nd pathav nan thd.
*XWe *be *nd *pothaw?  *nan *thd
as.much.as like that to.stop some while

‘I’1l stop here for now.’

(38) xwe bé nd pathao naN thd. =37
*XWe *be *nd *pothaw?  *nan *thd
as.much.as like that to.stop some while

‘I’1l stop here for now.’

39) 1b pja la lai muila nd,
*15 *pja? *la *1ai? *mdila  *nd
to.tell PJA OPT script basics TOP
15 pja la lai muila nd,
*15 *pja? *la *lai? *mwla  *nd
to.tell PJA OPT script basics TOP
mwe ba jao. mald CON 15.
*mwe *ba *jau? *malo *CON *15

COP enough PFV to.study together AST
mwe ba jao. malo cON 15.
*mwe *ba *jau? *malo *GON *15

CcopP enough PFV to.study together AST
‘So much for talking about the Leke script. Let’s learn together.’



9. Conclusion

The Leke script is a writing system used by followers of the Leke religion to
represent Eastern Pwo Karen. It dates back to the mid-19th century. Consequently, it
strongly reflects the phonology of 19th-century Eastern Pwo Karen. This study
examines the relationship between the phonology of Eastern Pwo Karen and the Leke
script. The results reveal that the Leke script is capable of accurately representing the
phonology of 19th-century Eastern Pwo Karen.

Concerning its relationship to other scripts, the Leke script was evidently
influenced by the Mon-Burmese script. However, it is impossible to determine
whether the influence of the Mon script or the Burmese script was greater. Regarding
its relationship with Buddhist and Christian Pwo Karen scripts, both of which already
existed when the Leke script was created, no elements of the Leke script were likely
influenced by these writing systems. The Leke script is unusual in that many of its
basic letters are based on the numerals of the Mon-Burmese script. Nevertheless, its
abugida system and strong Mon-Burmese influence mean that it can be considered a

version of the Indic script.

Abbreviations

APPJUD = applicative marker denoting judgment; AST = particle indicating
assertion; BA = verb particle /ba/ indicating opportunity, feasibility, inadvertence, or
inevitability; CEPK = contemporary Eastern Pwo Karen; COP = copular verb; EMP =
emphasis; EPK = Eastern Pwo Karen; EXCLM = exclamative; FUT = future; G.F. =
grandfather; IMPS = impersonal subject; INEV = inevitability; IRR = irrealis; LOC =
particle indicating location, goal, or source; MID = middle marker; NCf = numeral
classifier for a flat thing; NCh = numeral classifier for a human; NCI = numeral
classifier for a long thing; NEG = negativity; OPT = optative; PFV = perfective; PJA
= verb particle /pja/ (also pronounced /pja/) indicating presentation; PL = plural; Q =
question; REL = relative marker; SG = singular; TOP = topic; 1 = first person; 2 =

second person; 3 = third person; 19¢ EPK = 19th-century Eastern Pwo Karen.
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