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Photo 2. 2003. Michel Ferlus at Pak Ou caves, near Luang Prabang, Laos. Photographer: 

Jean-Paul Muscianisi. 

 

Photo 3. 1988. Michel Ferlus and Trần Trí Dõi discussing the Arem language in Chả Áng mới 
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vii 

Contents 

 

Editor’s Preface ix 
 
Michel Ferlus: Bibliography xi 
 
Contributors xix 
 
1. Michel Ferlus (1935-2024): from the languages of Laos to a historical   

linguistics of peninsular Southeast Asia 1 
Jean Pacquement 

 
2. Vowels in Early Chinese loanwords in Vietnamese with comparative   

data from Vietic 19 
Mark Alves 

 
3. Exploration and interrogations on the etymologies vrau and etta from   

Old Khmer to Modern Khmer, as attested in the personal name   
Vrau Etta in inscription K. 1419 45 
Michel Antelme 

 
4. When was “Modern Mon” first spoken? 65 

Christian Bauer 
 
5. The reconstruction of basketry in Austroasiatic 77 

Roger Blench 
 
6. Burmese as a linguistic resource for Htanaw 93 

Mathias Jenny, Han Tin, Rachel Weymuth, Alexandra Herdeg 
 
7. Khasi-English code-mixing and its impact on the Khasi language 107 

Bianca T. F. Nongkynrih 
 
8. Indic writing systems in Southeast Asia, a linguistic and socio-cultural   

approach–the Indo-Mon Tradition 121 
Frederic Pain 

 
9. Michel Ferlus and the Lai Pao Script 149 

Phạm Thị Kiều Ly and Sầm Công Danh 
 
10. Foot size and word stress in Khasi: a metrical analysis 167 

Ruth Rymbai and Barika Khyriem 
 
11. Proto-Aslian vocalism further explored 181 

Paul Sidwell 



 

viii 

 
 
12. Minor syllable tones and the reconstruction of proto-Kammu voiced stops 215 

Jan-Olof Svantesson 
 
13. Elements and structure of the Rumai noun phrase 235 

Rachel Weymuth 
 

 



 

ix 

 

Editor’s Preface 

 

It has been a tough time lately for the generation who carried on the torch of 
Austroasiatic languistics through the quiet decades that followed the 1978 Second 
International Conference on Austroasiatic Linguistics until the resumption of regular 
meetings in 2007. We received the news that our dear friend and colleague Michel 
Ferlus had passed on March 10th 2024. This was just eight months after the passing of 
Gérard Diffloth (14 August 2023); like Gérard, Michel was one of the pioneers who 
presented at the First International Conference on Austroasiatic Linguistics in Hawaii 
in January of 19731  

I came to know Michel personally in the late 1990s. He was an examiner of my 
PhD thesis, and early in my career assisted me generously with wordlists, advice, and 
numerous stories about doing linguistics in Asia. He visited my field station in Paksong 
(in southern Laos) several times in the early 2000s. He was always gentle man who 
never hesitated to share what he had while shunning spectacle or formalities and simply 
preferred the company of those who shared his passion for linguistic inquiry. His quiet 
brilliance and unwavering dedication helped to shape understanding of Southeast Asia’s 
linguistic landscape, often in remarkable creative ways. 

One of Michel’s hallmarks was a readiness to propose bold ideas, without concern 
that he might be scoffed at. Just a patient explanation of possibilities that could, if 
pursued, point to deeper insights, and if shown to be wrong, testify to a spirit of enquiry 
that was truly inspiring. I will touch upon just some examples here. 

In a 2009 conference paper, Michel proposed an etymology for the ethnonym 
“Mon” < rāmaña- “(country of the) Mon,” relating it ultimately to Romania. The 
underlying idea being that, as with some other known cases in Southeast Asia, names 
have been adopted from high status real or mythical places or kingdoms located farther 
to the west. Conventional wisdom rather links rāmaña- to the name of Rāma, but there 
is a spark of possibility in that in ancient times there were trading links between the 
Western and Eastern worlds such that they were indirectly aware of one another. 

In two papers (2011a, 2012b) Michel discussed the origins of the Pearic register 
system. In these paper he discussed two ideas that he pulled together into one thesis. 
The first is the identification of an overland trade route in the First millennium that 
linked Northern Vietnam (and hence trade to China) across the Indo-Chinese peninsular 
to the Gulf of Thailand, passing through Khmer and Pearic territory. This would have 
provided the coastal silk road with a by-pass of Cham controlled seaways, and reduced 
risks from piracy. Historians usually locate the southern end of this route as emerging 
at the Mekong Delta, associated with Funanese sites such as Angkor Borei. But Michel 
also suggested a southern port in the vicinity of Trat, passing through Pearic territory. 
Linked to this revised geography, Michel proposed language contact between Pearic 
speakers and Chinese traders, influencing syllable structure and register development 

 
1  Michel presented a paper “Evolution des obstruentes médiales en vietnamien.” No paper was 

subsequently published with that specific title, but the topic was an important component of his 

subsequent studies on the historical phonology of Vietic languages. 
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in Pearic, contributing to the emergence of the famous four-way register system. This 
thesis has not found wider support, but it testifies strongly to the idea that we should 
look at historical social conditions when considering historical linguistic developments. 

These kinds of bold proposals were just a fraction of the scope Michel’s scholarly 
contribution. His work covered a remarkable range of linguistic topics and I refer 
readers to Jean Pacquement’s excellent biographical contribution in this volume. One 
of the particular areas of interest for Michel was the history of Southeast Asian scripts 
and their local developments. We are very fortunate on this occasion to have a chapter 
contributed by Phạm Thị Kiều Ly and Sầm Công Danh discussing Michel’s work in 
connect with the Lai Pao script. Also, we have the marvelously detailed contribution by 
Frederic Pain on the “Indo-Mon” script tradition. Other chapters in this volume also pay 
thematic homage to Michel’s research legacy, especially those dealing with etymology 
and reconstruction, and I thank all of the contributors for their efforts in making this 
volume a worthy tribute to our departed colleague as well as a valuable addition to the 
continutiy of the ICAAL movement. And I appreciate the editorial assistance that 
Mathias Jenny and Mark Alves rendered to make this volume possible. 

It is very pleasing that again the Myanmar Center of Chiang Mai University agreed 
to host such a memorial volume. One of the main goals of the Myanmar Center CMU, 
under the leadership of Assist. Prof. Dr. Ampika Rattanapitak, is to promote research 
and publications on the linguistic and cultural diversity of Myanmar. Austroasiatic 
languages may be only a small part of the linguistic make-up of present-day Myanmar, 
but with Mon and Palaungic the country is home to two important branches. The 
Myanmar Center CMU has been a long-standing and regular host for ICAAL meetings 
and workshops, both onsite and online. I take this opportunity to extend thanks to the 
Myanmar Center CMU for its continued support of ICAAL and Austroasiatic studies, 
as witnessed by the publication of this volume. 

 
Paul Sidwell 
August 2025 
Nelligen, New South Wales 
 
 

 

 



 

xi 

Michel Ferlus: Bibliography 

 

 
This bibliography was originally assembled by Michel Ferlus and then further 
developed and edited by Alexis Michaud, and was first published in JSEALS 17.1 (2024). 
In the course of preparation for this volume, Jean Pacquement identified two further 
publications for inclusion. The list herein is an extensive bibliography of the 
publications of Michel Ferlus (1935-2024), including 120 publications stretching five 
decades from 1970 to 2020. His research topics include Austroasiatic historical 
phonology (in particular Khmu, Thavung, Vietic, Khmer, Mon), the history of writing 
systems of Indian origin in Southeast Asia, as well as Old Chinese phonology. Ferlus 
also addressed topics at the intersection of historical linguistics, history and 
archaeology, such as ethnonymy and the history of peoples and techniques. This 
bibliography was prepared on the basis of an ‘autobibliography’ prepared by Ferlus, 
which he shared with colleagues and updated over the years. Links to the HAL archive 
are provided not only for unpublished documents (such as conference handouts) but 
also for some journal articles for which he prepared corrected and updated versions. 
 

Journal Abbreviations 
ASEMI: Asie du Sud-Est et Monde Insulindien  
BEFEO: Bulletin de l’École Française d’Extrême-Orient  
BSLP: Bulletin de la Société de Linguistique de Paris  
CLAO: Cahiers de linguistique–Asie Orientale 
JSEALS: Journal of the Southeast Asian Linguistics Society  
LTBA: Linguistics of the Tibeto-Burman Area 
MKS: Mon-Khmer Studies (files at http://www.sealang.net/sala/ from 1964 to 

2010 and at http://mksjournal.org/ from 2010 to 2014) 
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2  L’Unité Nationale is a journal that was published in Vientiane, Laos. Issue 10 is dated 

February-March, 1970. 

http://www.sealang.net/sala/
http://mksjournal.org/2
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3  Translation by Vân Hà of the French original published as Ferlus (1982). 
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44  Translation by Vương Lộc of the French text which was published as Ferlus (1999a). 
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Michel Ferlus (1935-2024):  
from the languages of Laos to a historical 
linguistics of peninsular Southeast Asia1 

Jean Pacquement 

 

I met Michel Ferlus in person only once, in early 1999, at the Parisian library of the 
École française d’Extrême-Orient (EFEO).2 Born on September 19, 1935, he passed 
away on the night of March 10–11, 2024. Like many others, I was fortunate to 
correspond with him over several years. Engaging with someone as both demanding 
and benevolent as Ferlus meant receiving precise guidance, gaining insights that led to 
solutions, and obtaining a wealth of documents—some unpublished—on a wide range 
of topics. 

I had read Ferlus’s 2008 article, The Tai Dialects of Nghệ An, Vietnam (Tay 
Daeng, Tay Yo, Tay Muong)—a French-language text, despite its English title, placed 
in a volume of English contributions. My first email exchange with Ferlus was thanks 
to Frédéric Pain, whom I sincerely appreciate for encouraging me to reach out. I had 
hesitated, not wanting to disturb Ferlus, but Pain was convinced that my data—at the 
time focused mainly on Phu Thai dialects from central Laos and northeastern 
Thailand—would interest him. Our initial exchanges, relatively sparse, about Lao and 
Phu Thai dialects were courteous and warm. A few months later, I sent him recordings 
of Phu Thai words along with images of their tones’ fundamental frequencies, produced 
using the computer-assisted phonetics software Praat (Boersma and Weenink 2024). 
His enthusiastic response was unforgettable: “I jumped for joy when I saw the Phu Thai 
tonal system. The DL1 and DL2 tones3 are merged; this population is indeed from Nghệ 

 
1 This is an English translation of Pacquement, Jean. 2024. Michel Ferlus (1935-2024) Des langues 

du Laos à une linguistique historique de l’Asie du Sud-Est péninsulaire. Moussons. 44:195–218. 

https: //doi.org/10.4000/134x6 
2  I would first like to thank Anne Yvonne Guillou, co-editor-in-chief of the journal Moussons, who 

invited me to write this text and proofread it very carefully. I would especially like to thank Louis 

Gabaude, Jean-Paul Muscianisi, and Elisabeth Preisig, who were available at any time during the 

months of July and August 2024 to share with me not only their specific memories of Michel Ferlus 

but also documents or photographs concerning him. Comments by Alexis Michaud, Nguyễn Ngọc 

Bình, and Sầm Công Danh allowed me to clarify information and rephrase a few sentences. Finally, 

Michel Antelme and Louis Gabaude found the time to proofread and correct one or other of the 

advanced versions of this text. 
3  DL1 and DL2 refer to the two categories of long syllables closed by a final plosive, identified in 

the Tai languages by Li Fang-kuei (1977:27–29, 33–35), who noted them as D1L and D2L. Other 

authors, notably Gedney (1972:434), identify four categories for DL syllables, hence DL1, DL2, 

DL3, and DL4 in some studies. 



2  Jean Pacquement 

 

An in Vietnam.”4 (March 10, 2015)5 

Since Li Fang-kuei’s 1960 classification of the Tai languages, Ferlus’s “Thai 
languages” have been referred to as Southwestern Tai in specialist publications. These 
languages were among the first Southeast Asian languages Ferlus encountered as a 
student in Paris in the late 1950s. As he later recounted (Ferlus 2011:58), he came across 
André-Georges Haudricourt’s 1948 article on the phonemes and vocabulary of 
“Common Thai”. Intrigued and fascinated, he discovered a method designed to 
reconstruct “the sounds of the mother tongue of current Thai dialects.” 

I also knew that Ferlus had developed a deep connection with Kmhmu’ 6 , a 
language of the Austroasiatic family, which became the focus of his first linguistic 
investigations in Laos in the early 1960s. During my many stays in Vientiane, I 
regularly visit Elisabeth Preisig, a lexicographer of Kmhmu’ (Suksavang, Somseng, and 
Preisig 19947), who knew Ferlus well in the late 1970s while preparing a diploma at the 
École pratique des hautes études under Georges Condominas. Through her, I gained a 
precise and vivid understanding of Kmhmu’ studies, first initiated by William Smalley, 
a missionary linguist sent to Laos in the early 1950s by the Christian and Missionary 
Alliance. After returning to the United States in 1954, Smalley conducted the first 
linguistic analysis of Kmhmu’ (Smalley 1961), while French missionaries—Oblates of 
Mary Immaculate—continued field studies. Though they were less trained in linguistics 
than Smalley, they carefully transcribed the language and deeply appreciated Kmhmu’ 
culture. These missionaries, who had arrived in Laos in the 1950s and were based in 
Luang Prabang or Xiengkhouang province, became key figures in introducing Ferlus to 
field investigations in Laos and remained valued interlocutors throughout his career. 

Although I have had access to Ferlus’s contributions on many Southeast Asian 
languages—a bibliography by Mark Alves and Alexis Michaud (2024) lists 118 of his 
publications—I primarily associate him with two contexts: the Tai languages, which I 
had the chance to discuss with him, and the Kmhmu’ language, which he often liked to 
recall. When it comes to the numerous other languages he studied and analyzed, I must 
acknowledge that I am not the most qualified to speak on them or to broadly assess his 
work as a linguist. 

But Ferlus was always committed to making his work accessible to those who took 
an interest in it. He ensured that his interlocutors had access to supporting documents 
for each of his talks, along with reprints of his publications. To facilitate this, he 
compiled a comprehensive list—a true “autobibliography” (Alves and Michaud 
2024:xxx)—which he began sharing with colleagues in the 1990s and continued 
updating over the years. Fortunately, we also have access to an online resource intended 
for members of the Association for Exchange and Training in Khmer Studies (Ferlus 
2009), where he provides a concise overview of his linguistic work. 

 
4  The data I sent to Ferlus confirmed what he had written in his article. (Ferlus 2008:306): “The rarity 

of this type of confusion allows it to be used as a linguistic tracer to follow migrations towards Laos 

and northeastern Thailand. It is, for example, attested in the language of the Phou Thai of Central 

Laos, which confirms that this population is indeed originally from Nghệ An.”. 
5  In this text, a date given in parentheses after a quotation is that of an email sent by Ferlus containing 

the quoted passage. 
6  Surprisingly enough, even though the initial consonant of the ethnonym and language name of this 

group is not aspirated, Ferlus wrote “khamou”. In this text, I use the spelling “kmhmu’”, used in 

their work by Preisig and Suksavang Simana. According to them, the ethnonym and language name 

of the Kmhmu’ is [kam-hmuɁ], [kɨm-hmuɁ] or [k-muɁ]. 
7  Preisig reprinted this dictionary in 2018. 
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Before discussing key stages of Ferlus’s scientific journey in more detail, I have 
chosen to include the following extracts from his own self-presentation text:  

“Lexicographical surveys conducted from 1961 to 2003 in Laos, Thailand, and 

Vietnam enabled the researcher to identify the phonetic laws explaining the 

correspondences between parent languages and governing the transformations 

leading from mother languages to their diverse daughter languages. The primary 

phenomena observed include monosyllabization, registrogenesis (the formation of 

voice-type registers), and tonogenesis (the formation of tone systems), the latter 

two being closely linked facets of the same process. 

This foundational work has had significant applications in several areas, 

including:  

• The historical phonetics of major peninsular languages—Mon, Khmer, 

Vietnamese, and Viet-Muong—which exhibit both common and unique 

sound changes. 

• The study of Southeast Asian writing systems, illustrating how an Indian 

model (Pallava) evolved into the entire region’s diverse scripts. 

• A more unexpected outcome: applying these linguistic models to ancient 

Chinese demonstrated that the ‘four divisions/grades’ in rhyming 

dictionaries were merely pre-linguistic descriptions of a voice-type register 

system. 

Forty years of research and reflection have opened broader theoretical 

perspectives, leading the researcher to propose that the linguistic changes 

observed in Southeast Asia are replicas of primordial shifts that first emerged in 

Chinese two millennia ago.”  

(Ferlus 2009) 

Although Ferlus avoided excessive technical terms in his text, even readers with 
linguistic training may need time to fully grasp each point and appreciate its 
significance. To prevent discouragement and highlight how this dense yet precise 
writing reflects the agile and systematic thinking of its author, one might refer them to 
the impressions of orientalist Louis Gabaude. In a recent issue of his monthly 
newsletter, which he shares with friends and correspondents, Gabaude recounts his 
interactions with Ferlus, offering valuable insight into the latter’s approach. 

“It is true that, not being a linguist, I was hardly tempted to plant a few cacti in the 

garden of his theories, however astonishing or hazy they seemed to me due to my 

ignorance. I have always been generally considered - or more precisely 

disconsidered - as a “good audience”, too good even, according to my wives when 

I spoke of others. But with Michel, it was not even a question of such a game, so 

much was I astounded by the extent of his knowledge, the ease with which he 

jumped seriously, but like a capri, from one language to another, from one country 

to another, from one century to another as if he had everything on the tip of his 

tongue, which transformed any conversation with him into a jubilant defining 

cruise.”  

(Gabaude 2024:49) 

Observing Ferlus jugglge multiple languages, one might wonder how he acquired 
them. As Gabaude notes in the same text, “to be polyglot, one is nonetheless from 
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somewhere, from some niche, from some accent.” He and Ferlus were “born of the same 
language only a few years and kilometers apart,” yet Ferlus often recounted that, 
although his parents chose to speak French to him, he still taught himself Occitan, the 
local dialect of his region. Details about his schooling remain unclear, but he mentioned 
learning Latin and recalled a school environment where “secondary school teachers 
(...), on occasion, cited the Latin etymon of French words” (Ferlus 2011:58). This 
memory led him to compare Latin to Haudricourt’s concept of “Common Thai.” 

“Latin, although a dead language, had never been lost to knowledge. There was 

no need to reconstruct it! In the case of Thai, one could not operate by deduction 

as with Latin to French; one had to reconstruct.”  

(Ferlus 2011:58) 

During his higher education in Paris, Ferlus attended, among other institutions, the 
École nationale des langues orientales vivantes. There, he had the opportunity to study 
Southeast Asian languages—specifically, the national languages of countries in that 
region. Some of these nations, including former French Indochina territories, had only 
recently been decolonized. For a long time, the teaching method at the school followed 
a structured progression from phonology to writing. Beginners were introduced to 
phonemes one at a time, gradually training their ears to recognize each of them. Once 
familiar with the sounds, they moved on to pronunciation, reading, and writing, 
ensuring a thorough linguistic foundation. 

The 1960s: Discovery of the languages of Laos 

Ferlus first traveled to Laos in 1960 or 1961. In Vientiane, as Michaud (2020:2) notes, 
he had “the opportunity for contact with speakers of languages other than Lao, the 
national language: Hmong8 and Khamou.” Unlike the national languages taught in 
Paris, Hmong and Kmhmu’ were oral languages without established writing systems—
similar to those he had studied in ethnology courses. The following year, he returned to 
Laos as a teacher at the Lycée de Luang Prabang and continued his linguistic research. 
As he later wrote (Ferlus 2009), “the linguistic richness of the country and the 
fragmented possibilities of access to the field led him to turn towards linguistics”, while 
“the study of Khamou, phonetics, syntax, and mythology, was a formative exercise 
which usefully enriched basic training in linguistics.” 

Ferlus soon set out to visit nearby Kmhmu’ villages, conducting his initial 
linguistic investigations. His ability to launch what Michaud (2020:2) describes as “a 
vast project of documentation and analysis of the Khamou language” was largely due 
to the resources provided by missionaries, particularly their transcriptions of Kmhmu’. 
These missionaries did not use the International Phonetic Alphabet, as they were limited 
to “the characters on the keyboard of typewriters despite the complexity of phonetics” 
(Ferlus 2020:4). However, their transcriptions were phonological rather than simple 
reproductions of speech. As François Martini (1960:84) observed regarding linguistic 
research methods in Southeast Asia, they did not merely “reproduce the words as they 
were thought to be heard,” but instead undertook a rigorous interpretative process to 

 
8  The fact that he chose the spelling “Hmong” in this text may suggest that it was only referring to 

White Hmong (“hmoob dawb” in Hmong script). Ferlus invariably wrote “Hmong,” sometimes 

adding the spelling “hmoob” in parentheses. While it is likely that he only ever dealt with White 

Hmong, he may also have used “Hmong” as an ethnonym and language name referring to the 

Hmong dialects he encountered in Laos, essentially White Hmong and Green/Blue Mong. 
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identify “the phonemes that compose them according to the particular system of the 
language.” 

Father Piero Maria Bonometti, Ferlus’s primary interlocutor among the 
missionaries, was born in northern Italy the same year as him. He left for Laos in 1958, 
just months after his ordination, and spent many years in Luang Prabang, where he 
recorded Kmhmu’ legends and customs. Bonometti also compiled a Kmhmu’ lexicon, 
but the manuscript was lost when he was expelled from Laos in 1975 following the 
country’s political transition. It is important to recall these two aspects of Bonometti’s 
personal work, because, like the latter, Ferlus worked both on a “Khamu corpus” (Ferlus 
1970), with “transcribed and translated stories”, and on a Kmhmu’ lexicon, which he 
described as a “vocabulary gathered (...) from various sources to serve as a basis for 
the development of a satisfactory dictionary” (Ferlus 2020:4), and which has the 
particularity of being classified by rhymes. 

For a long time, the transcription by Bonometti and Ferlus, which documented the 
Kmhmu’ of Luang Prabang, remained inaccessible, as Ferlus had not yet published his 
corpora. However, a slightly different transcription existed for the Kmhmu’ dialect of 
Xiengkhouang, incorporating certain features of the Quốc ngữ script used in 
Vietnamese. This transcription appears in Petit dictionaire du language des Khmu’ de 
la région de Xieng Khouang (1966), compiled by Fathers Henri Delcros and Jean Subra. 
Despite its title, the lexicon was extensive and gained recognition among linguists, as 
Kmhmu’ serves as an important reference language for comparative studies of 
Austroasiatic languages (Ferlus 1994:41). 

While in contact with missionaries in Xiengkhouang province—who had arrived 
in Laos in the early 1950s,9 several years before Bonometti—Ferlus (2011:61–62) 
assessed the “unstable political-military situation” affecting certain regions. As he 
noted, “it had become impossible to access the remote areas of the country, precisely 
those that sheltered the most minority languages, several of which had never been 
described or even recorded.” He specifically recalled “the misadventures of a 
missionary, the late Father Subra, who had to leave his field several times in a row, 
abandoning his notes.” Recognizing the challenges of preserving linguistic data in such 
circumstances, Ferlus—known for his meticulous organization—developed the habit of 
typing all collected vocabularies as soon as they were in a presentable form. He then 
sent backup copies to France, including one to Haudricourt, with whom he had 
corresponded since their first meeting in Paris in 1962. 

Since the surroundings of Luang Prabang and Vientiane remained relatively 
stable, Ferlus explored other languages spoken there, including “Hmong and Yao 
(Hmong-Mien family), Lamet (Austroasiatic/Mon-Khmer), and Phou-noy (Tibetan-
Burmese)” (Ferlus 2009). While he briefly mentioned Hmong, Yao, and Lamet in our 
exchanges, he did not refer to the lexicons he had likely compiled at the time.10 His 
primary remark on two of these languages, Hmong and Yao, both tonal languages, 
focused on tone identification. He reflected on his approach:  

 
9  Fathers Subra and Delcros arrived in 1949 and 1950, respectively. 
10  Preisig told me that Ferlus had mentioned to her a Lamet lexicon that he had made at that time. 
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“I started by familiarizing myself with tones at Langues’O, but the real 

investigations only began in Laos. First, Hmong, which had the advantage of a 

good transcription. Then, I tackled Yao, which proved more difficult. I eventually 

realized that having people repeat words in isolation was insufficient. Instead, 

words needed to be placed in short expressions like ‘I see the X’ or ‘Z is this/that…’ 

to be properly analyzed. My experience has shown me that one has to work on the 

differences. I have often noticed that tonal phonology remains consistent, even 

when phonetic differences exist between speakers.” (November 9, 2017) 

Although Ferlus rarely spoke to me about Hmong, Yao, and Lamet, he regularly 
mentioned Phunoi. Our exchanges, which date back to the 2010s, coincided with his 
review of data from his stay in Laos during the 1960s. It became clear that his Phunoi 
materials—including a lexicon11, recordings12 made between 1967 and 1970, and their 
transcriptions—were second in quantitative importance only to those he had gathered 
on Kmhmu’. He often reflected on his “Khamou and Phou Noy treasures” (January 24, 
2018) and revisited them with renewed interest, particularly as he was then “occupied 
with the seizure” of documents “typed on a typewriter almost half a century ago.” 

In a 1975 article, Ferlus described the specific circumstances surrounding his 
research on Phunoi, highlighting the diverse range of contacts he made in the process.  

“Following the political and military events of 1960, Phôngsali was effectively cut 

off from the rest of Laos, leaving numerous Phou Noy soldiers from the Laotian 

government army unable to return home. Whether demobilized or not, these 

soldiers and their families gathered and settled between Louang Prabang and 

Vientiane. It was among them that I conducted my linguistic research, and I extend 

my warmest thanks to Commander Ba Chèo and Kham Say Houng Aroun, a teacher 

at the Technical College of Vientiane. The latter, in particular, provided invaluable 

assistance and showed great dedication, taking a deep interest in every aspect of 

his mother tongue.”  

(Ferlus 1975:116) 

During the 1965 school holidays, Ferlus traveled further afield to the Thakhek 
region, the capital of Khammouane province. There, he conducted research on Thavung, 
an Austroasiatic language distinct from Kmhmu’. Thavung belongs to “the Viet-Muong 
group of the Mon-Khmer family of Southeast Asia, itself a branch of the larger 
Austroasiatic family” (Ferlus 1979:71). The Thavung speakers he encountered formed 
a small community of about ten families living on the outskirts of town. They had 
originally come from the Keang Lech region in Khammouane province, located in the 
Annamite Range near the border with Vietnam. 

Another of Ferlus’s investigations in the Thakhek area took place in Ban Thok, a 
Saek village where Haudricourt had collected vocabulary in 1960. During my visit in 
2018, Saek was still predominantly spoken by the inhabitants. As Ferlus often 
remarked, Saek is a language that intrigues specialists. Haudricourt classified Saek as a 
Tai language belonging to the Northern Tai group (Li 1960) in a communication to the 

 
11  Ferlus 2019. 
12  Ferlus’s recordings, which cover around forty dialects, were digitized by Michaud. They can be 

found in the Pangloss collection (https: //pangloss.cnrs.fr/), which contains a total of 531 recordings 

made by Ferlus in digitized form, including 25 for the Phunoi language alone. Michaud (2017) 

discussed in detail “the digitization and online publication of the linguistic data collected by Michel 

Ferlus.” 
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Société Asiatique on February 14, 1958.13 However, despite its classification, Saek is 
spoken in central Laos, isolated among Southwestern Tai languages. This makes it “a 
language more closely related to the Chuang of southern China than to the Thai-Tay 
languages of the countries of Southeast Asia, and its presence in this region poses a 
historical problem” (Ferlus 1994:42–43). Ferlus compiled a manuscript based on his 
research, featuring a 17-page introduction and a 43-page lexicon. 14  However, it 
remained unpublished because, as Haudricourt noted, Ferlus “was not satisfied, with 
good reason, with his tonal notation”15 (Haudricourt 1976:299). 

Whatever errors in the Saek tone notation this manuscript contains, Ferlus’s 
investigation on Saek—along with that begun the same year by William J. Gedney for 
the Saek village of Ban Atsamat on the other side of the Mekong in Thailand16—was 
among the earliest attempts to compile a substantial lexicon for this language, complete 
with phonological transcription and tone notation. “At the time, when Gedney’s first 
writings had not circulated, my modest lexicon had its interest,” Ferlus remarked on 
multiple occasions (August 9, 2015). In retrospect, he acknowledged that his 1965 
surveys on Saek and Thavung played a decisive role in his recruitment to the Centre 
national de la recherche scientifique (CNRS), where he became a researcher in 1968. 

Although Ferlus formally left teaching, he maintained strong connections with 
many French teachers in Laos, among whom he remained highly regarded. His friend 
Jean-Paul Muscianisi, who arrived in 1966 to teach at the École normale de Luang 
Prabang17, recalled how Ferlus generously shared his knowledge of the city and country 
with colleagues. Muscianisi later left Luang Prabang in 1968 for southern Laos, where 
he once again met Ferlus, who was traveling extensively for his research. Staying with 
teachers across the country, Ferlus visited Muscianisi multiple times—first while he 
was teaching at the Collège de Khong in the 4000 Islands region (1968–1969), and later 
during his years in Pakxé, where he worked at the École normale and the Lycée. 

As Ferlus spent more time in southern Laos, he grew closer to a group of French 
teachers living there, with whom he maintained close contact over the years. There, he 
discovered languages that were “little or poorly known, or even unknown” (Ferlus 
2009). His previous research on Lamet (a language belonging to the Palaungic group) 
and Thavung (a language of the Viet-Muong group) had already deepened his 
understanding of the Austroasiatic language family. Once recruited by the CNRS, he 
gained access to research missions that allowed him to “extend his activity to the 
languages of the Viet-Muong, Katuic, and Bahnaric (Austroasiatic) groups of central 

 
13 While writing this text, I was unable to consult this communication from Haudricourt, the precise 

date of which he himself gives (Haudricourt 1976:299). 
14  Ferlus was kind enough to send me an electronic copy of his manuscript in 2015, beginning the 

message that accompanied his submission with the following words: “I found my Saek lexicon, 34 

typed pages with many handwritten additions. I didn’t even write the date, but I know that I carried 

out the investigation in 1965. I discovered a letter from Haudricourt, 3 dense pages where I learned 

that the Master had been to Thakhek in the past and had noted down some Saek.” (August 9, 2015) 
15  A careful examination of this manuscript shows that Ferlus had great difficulty in identifying the 

tones of the saek of Ban Thok, confusing the tones of syllables belonging to different tonal 

categories or, conversely, differentiating the tones of syllables belonging to the same tonal category. 
16  Gedney’s first visit to Ban Atsamat, a village in the immediate vicinity of Nakhon Phanom town, 

was in March 1965. For the study of Saek that Gedney drew from his investigations, reference may 

be made to William J. Gedney’s The Saek Language: Glossary, Texts, and Translations, published 

by Thomas John Hudak in 1993. 
17  A teacher training college, the École normale de Luang Prabang was inaugurated in September 

1965. 
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and southern Laos” (Ferlus 2009). 

Return to France in 1970 

I never asked Ferlus why he returned to France, but the transition marked a complete 
change of environment. He emerged from what he called “exotic isolation” (Ferlus 
2011:61–62), where his “spaced but profitable correspondence” with Haudricourt had 
been his “only link with the scientific community of linguistics.” Suddenly, he found 
himself among colleagues with a wide variety of interests.18 Upon his return, he joined 
the Centre de documentation et de recherche sur l’Asie du Sud-Est et le monde 
insulindien (CeDRASEMI), founded in 1962 by Georges Condominas. The contrast 
between his life before and after 1970 was especially striking, as he also took on the 
role of director at the Maison du Brésil at the Cité internationale universitaire de Paris 
in 1971, just months after his return. This position was more representative than 
managerial, and he held it until 1975. 

During this period, Ferlus developed the habit of attending colleagues’ seminars, 
beginning with those at CeDRASEMI. Preisig and other participants recall his presence 
at the Condominas’s seminar, which Haudricourt occasionally joined. Afterward, 
discussions often continued at Asian restaurants, where Haudricourt was known for 
always ordering the same crispy shrimp noodle dish. Soon, international conferences 
became a key part of Ferlus’s academic life. He became a regular attendee, using these 
gatherings as an opportunity to engage with scholars from other countries, present his 
theories, and maintain correspondence with fellow researchers. 

While Ferlus’s return to France after his years in Laos is noteworthy for its 
collegial and social dimensions, his primary focus was on publishing and sharing his 
research. Having returned from an extensive field study—an experience that naturally 
piqued curiosity—he successfully secured publication in the Bulletin de la Société de 
Linguistique de Paris. His return also coincided with the launch of Asie du Sud-Est et 
Monde Insulindien, the bulletin of CeDRASEMI, published by the sixth section of the 
École pratique des hautes études. From its second year of publication, he was able to 
contribute numerous articles, further expanding his scholarly presence. 

Following the reorganization of the CNRS in 1984, CeDRASEMI was 
transformed into the Laboratoire Asie du Sud-Est (LASEMA). At this time, Ferlus 
joined the Centre de recherches linguistiques sur l’Asie orientale, a CNRS unit with 
which he already had ties. He had been publishing articles in its journal, Cahiers de 
linguistique - Asie orientale, since its inaugural year in 1977 and had also contributed 
to the publication of texts by foreign colleagues, including studies on Kmhmu’ and 
Lamet by Kristina Lindell, Jan-Olof Svantesson, and Damrong Tayanin.19  

 
18  Among the colleagues Ferlus met on his return from Laos was the ethnologist Jacqueline Matras, 

with whom he worked on a classification of the Mon-Khmer language family (Matras and Ferlus 

1971). Matras had stayed, between 1966 and 1968, in Chruk Tuh, a village of the Brao ethnic group 

(she wrote “Brou”), in the Ratanakiri region of Cambodia, where, based on the observation of 

agricultural techniques and in particular clearing, she had carried out a detailed ethnolinguistic 

study of the village community. The Brao speak an Austroasiatic language belonging to the western 

subgroup of the Bahnaric group. Ferlus (1971) had himself studied the simplification of consonant 

clusters in two languages of the same subgroup, Jru’, or Laven, and Nya Heun. 
19  Lindell, who had carried out fieldwork in Thailand in the early 1970s, had met Kmhmu' speakers 

there. She had a decisive encounter with Kam Rao (alias Damrong Tayanin), a Kmhmu' from Luang 

Namtha, who joined her at Lund University, and with whom she conducted, together with linguist 
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Unsurprisingly, the connections Ferlus established with international scholars also 
facilitated his contributions to overseas journals, such as Mon-Khmer Studies and, later, 
Diachronica and the Journal of the Southeast Asian Linguistics Society. 

For Ferlus, publishing his work was inseparable from his scientific positioning. 
When I asked him about his work on Kmhmu’, he explained that in the final years of 
his stay in Laos, he had gradually distanced himself from the language. His return to 
France was deeply influenced by the discoveries he had made among the Austroasiatic 
language groups of southern Laos. Rather than specializing in an ethnolinguistic focus 
on Kmhmu’—an approach that, as Michaud (2020:2) notes, would have led him “to 
work on the field of study thus prepared, by bringing to the stage of publication a 
collection of texts, a dictionary and a monograph”—he instead drew on his “in-depth 
knowledge” of Kmhmu’ “to address and resolve a growing number of problems in the 
historical linguistics of Austroasiatic languages.” Ferlus therefore chose a linguistics 
which mainly dealt with phonetic developments and classifications into groups and 
subgroups of the Austroasiatic language family. 

Ferlus made a difficult choice, one that set him apart from the dominant academic 
trends in Paris. While ethnolinguists would have eagerly embraced the data and 
observations he brought back from Laos, many academic linguists viewed him as a 
minor, pointillist field researcher—one who merely collected raw data and studied it 
solely through the lens of historical phonetics and comparative linguistics.20 Since his 
work did not align with prevailing theoretical models, they often dismissed it as 
insignificant. Despite these challenges, Ferlus persevered, not only through tireless 
dedication to his chosen path but also by forging connections with scholars who 
recognized the value of his research. Among them, he was particularly indebted to René 
Gsell, about whom he wrote to me: “Although he wrote little, he possessed an 
astonishing linguistic culture: he was able to judge and evaluate linguistic writing on 
any subject and any language. He was very useful to researchers like us. He was an 
intermediary between field researchers and academics, very few of whom understand 
our concerns. It is true that there is everything in linguistics.” (May 3, 2018) 

Ferlus’s meticulous approach to analysis and writing remained consistent 
throughout his work, which he often described by using a French idiom literally 
meaning “an ant's work” (June 21, 2016). After his years in Laos, he began examining 
all available documents in France related to the languages of the Indochinese peninsula. 
Much of this material, belonging to the EFEO, had been repatriated from Vietnam. The 
French-language documents were consolidated into the Manuscrits européens 
collection, which included linguistic research notebooks from the EFEO—some of 
which had previously been utilized by Haudricourt. Ferlus often spoke of his exhaustive 
exploration of these materials: “I pored over all these documents. These questionnaires 
were launched by the EFEO to cover the linguistic aspects of Vietnam. It’s very uneven; 
the investigators weren’t professionals, but it’s always interesting to consult these 
documents.” (June 2, 2015) “From 1970 onwards, I rummaged through these 
manuscripts and even hand-copied the 20-page list.” (June 21, 2016) 

While the research notebooks and various lexicons in this collection were often 
“only of interest for locating languages,” Ferlus discovered the still unpublished field 

 
Svantesson, numerous projects on Kmhmu' language and folklore within the framework of the 

Scandinavian Institute of Asian Studies. 
20  While Ferlus often spoke of the importance of these areas in his approach to languages, I suggested 

several times that we compare his work on the languages of Southeast Asia to that of Michel 

Lejeune on ancient Greek. 



10  Jean Pacquement 

 

notes of Henri Maspero. Before establishing himself as a renowned sinologist at the 
Collège de France, Maspero had spent several years, between 1908 and 1920, in 
Vietnam as a member of the EFEO, producing studies on Tai languages and Annamite, 
particularly in the areas of historical phonetics and comparative linguistics. “The 
documents left by Henri Maspero consist of notes written by the author’s hand in tiny, 
barely legible writing, along with numerous pages of text in Qui Châu21 script, clearly 
written by Tai scholars, some of which are annotated and translated.” (Ferlus 1993:88) 

The discovery of these notes, which referenced a script used in Quỳ Châu for a 
Tai language, further deepened Ferlus’s interest in “scripts of Indian origin and their 
adaptation to the languages of continental Southeast Asia” (Ferlus 1988). At the same 
time, it strengthened his focus on Tai languages. As with his research on Austroasiatic 
languages, Ferlus conducted extensive analyses of linguistic data and forms. The scope 
of his work can be appreciated in his study on the consonants of “proto Thai-yay” 
(Ferlus 1990), which he presented at an international conference. In this text, he 
systematically examined the comparative tables in Li Fangkuei’s research (Li 1977), 
offering critical insights into Proto-Tai phonology. 

While Ferlus remained fascinated by the Tai script of Quỳ Châu and the possible 
Tai dialects spoken in Nghệ An Province, he was approached by his colleague Nguyễn 
Phú Phong, who sought his expertise in developing a lexicon from a poor-quality 
recording of Rục, a language of the Chứt subgroup within the Viet-Muong family. 
“Despite the difficulties, there was enough audible vocabulary to draw up the phonetic 
system of the language and write a short introduction,” Ferlus noted (December 2, 
2017). Their collaboration ultimately led to the publication of their findings (Nguyễn, 
Trần, and Ferlus, 1988). Alongside Thavung, which Ferlus had studied in central Laos, 
the Chứt languages and other small languages like Phong22 represent “the most archaic 
group within Viet-Muong” (Ferlus 1979:71–72). Since these languages are primarily 
spoken in Quảng Bình province, slightly south of Nghệ An, his research took on new 
dimensions, expanding his focus to the Viet-Muong languages of central Vietnam. His 
curiosity was heightened by the fact that—whether working on Tai texts from Maspero 
or the Rục lexicon with his colleague—he had analyzed these languages without having 
directly met their speakers. 

Returning to fieldwork 

Ferlus (2009) himself noted undertaking “a series of short missions” to “Thailand and 
Burma during the 1980s: data collections on the Wa, Lawa, Palaung, Mon, and Nyah 
Kur languages.”23 During that period—as remains the case today—a visit to Bangkok 
was unavoidable. He used these visits to engage with linguists based there, including 
Theraphan L.-Thongkham (Chulalongkorn University) and Suwilai Premsrirat 
(Mahidol University). Typically, his Bangkok visits were followed by a stay in Chiang 
Mai, home to an EFEO center. It was there that he met Gabaude,24 then a member of 

 
21  Quỳ Châu is a district in Nghệ An Province. 
22  Until his articles of 1996 and 1997, where he returned more systematically to the Viet-Muong 

group, Ferlus used the spelling “Pong” for “Phong” (also called “Kha Phong”). 
23  All these languages are Austroasiatic. Wa, Lawa, and Palaung belong to the Palaungic group. Mon 

and Nyah Kur belong to the Monic group. 
24  Gabaude had done his military service as a volunteer in Laos, teaching in Pakxane between 1964 

and 1966. He met Father Bonometti in Luang Prabang during the Christmas holidays of 1964 or 

1965, but did not see Ferlus there. 
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the institution. With this new and reliable contact, Ferlus was able to travel more 
effectively across the region. Gabaude recently recalled one of their trips to Lamphun 
province, where they interviewed a teacher fluent in both spoken and written Mon. 

Ferlus’s “short missions” later included Vietnam and Laos: “during the 1990s: 
data collections on Viet-Muong languages and on Thai languages and scripts in 
northern and central Vietnam” (Ferlus 2009). In these countries, unlike in Chiang Mai, 
Ferlus could not conduct his research independently or with a French colleague living 
there on a long-term basis. Instead, he required formal administrative authorizations, 
which he had to request well in advance, citing his status as a CNRS researcher. Most 
importantly, he needed an approved local guide—typically an academic or an advanced 
student—who could verify the legitimacy of his authorizations with the local 
authorities, facilitate contact with speakers, and assist in conducting investigations. This 
guide also carefully documented the progress of each mission, ensuring that copies of 
recordings were systematically collected. With characteristic irony, Ferlus referred to 
his research in Vietnam and Laos as his “free” investigations25 (December 2, 2017). 

The situation in Vietnam and Laos has changed little, and regulatory enforcement 
still largely depends on the escorts, who vary in their strictness. In Vietnam, Ferlus had 
a trusted companion for many of his missions: Trần Trí Dõi, whom he first met in 1986 
during Dõi’s initial stay in France as part of a cooperative effort between Vietnam and 
the University of Paris Diderot (Paris VII). Their collaboration began with work on the 
Rục lexicon compiled by Nguyễn Phú Phong. From Ferlus’s earliest missions in 
Vietnam in the 1990s, Trần Trí Dõi proved to be a “colleague and loyal accomplice in 
the field” (April 25, 2016). He was “very efficient in dealing with administrative 
requirements” and, recognizing that fieldwork with a foreign researcher always offered 
valuable insights, he “knew how to take advantage of it professionally.” 

Ferlus’s fieldwork in the 1990s primarily focused on lexical collections. Unlike 
his research in Laos during the 1960s—where he had the freedom to work closely with 
speakers, revisit locations, and refine his findings—his missions in Vietnam were 
constrained by time, as was his companion’s availability. Prior research on dialect 
localization was crucial. In this regard, Ferlus had already examined field notes on 
French Indochina available in France, giving him a clear sense of what he was searching 
for. Meanwhile, Trần Trí Dõi had access to surveys conducted by researchers from 
Vietnam’s academic institutions. Ferlus also arrived equipped with a survey lexicon, an 
extensively expanded version of the EFEO linguistic questionnaires from 1900 and 
1938 (Haudricourt 1958:213, 217), first revised by members of CeDRASEMI and later 
further refined by himself. 

The conditions of these surveys meant that they were conducted at a fast pace. 
Ferlus and Trần Trí Dõi most often only passed through a given village, where a two- 
to three-hour working session was organized with a speaker. As evident in the 
recordings, Ferlus primarily managed the technical aspects, providing only a few 
preliminary instructions. When not assisted by others, Trần Trí Dõi read aloud the words 
from the survey lexicon in Vietnamese, with the speaker repeating each term in his or 
her own language. This method gave the surveys an administrative quality, resembling 
earlier linguistic research conducted in Vietnam. The approach had remained largely 

 
25  Alongside these “free” investigations, there were less formal, not to say clandestine, investigations, 

which show above all that Ferlus kept his eyes open and took advantage of the opportunities that 

presented themselves to him. During his missions in Laos, he disappeared to meet speakers. This is 

how he was able to discreetly make word lists with Phong speakers living in the Dông Dôk area, 

and of course, he didn’t want this to get out! 
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unchanged since the 1938 EFEO linguistic survey, for which Haudricourt (1958:217) 
aptly coined the term “administrative survey.” In such a process, the relationship 
between a Vietnamese surveyor and a speaker is inherently hierarchical, reducing the 
speaker’s role to the mere pronunciation of lexical units—effectively a degree zero in 
linguistic expression. 

Ferlus understood that he had no choice but to comply with the conditions of 
linguistic surveys in Vietnam: only by doing so could he access the regions where the 
languages he studied were spoken in their “homelands” (March 19, 2015). For him, 
studying a language and collecting linguistic data in situ were fundamental to producing 
high-quality research on Southeast Asian languages.26 Rather than interfering in the 
surveys, he chose to observe and listen attentively. However, he was more assertive 
when it came to influencing the itinerary. While he believed that detours were always 
valuable, he particularly recalled one episode from January 1994: “I managed to 
persuade my Vietnamese colleague to make a detour to Tương Dương,27 where we were 
shown the last three manuscripts [in the so-called Lai Pao script] in the world.” 
(January 24, 2018)  

This discussion has already touched on the Quỳ Châu script, locally known as Lai 
Tay. As Ferlus (1993:88) noted, “the first citation of this script in a Western publication 
is found in the comparative table of Thai scripts included in the Lao-French dictionary 
of Father Th. Guignard (1912).” Just a few years later, “L. Finot (1917) published 
another version of the alphabet illustrated by a short text based on data communicated 
by Henri Maspero.” 

Among the seven scripts appearing in the table of “various alphabets used in Laos 
and among the Eastern Thay,” included as an insert in Théodore Guignard’s dictionary, 
Ferlus was particularly intrigued by the Liẽp Nẵm script, which was not cited anywhere 
else. Guignard himself noted that “these characters ‘from the River Banks, Liẽp Nẵm’ 
are known and used only in the Sông Cả valley,” the region where he had lived between 
1892 and 1906, in Cành Tráp, Tương Dương district. The Lai Pao script—the name 
given to the script used in the three manuscripts discovered by Ferlus—is simply a more 
commonly used modern designation for what Guignard had referred to as “the writing 
of the Banks of the River, Liẽp Nẵm.” The term Lai Pao also references the river flowing 
through the region, as Pao is the Tai name for the Sông Cả. Ferlus took great pride in 
the discovery of these manuscripts, a topic he revisited often: “We saved from oblivion 
the Lai Pao script of the Tai of Tương Dương (formerly Cửa Rào) in the depths of Nghệ 
An. Without us, the three small manuscripts that remained could have disappeared, sold 
to tourists. Today, this script is taught. The fact that a researcher came to rummage in 
the depths of the countryside had a positive consequence. The rescue of the Lai Pao was 
our great feat of arms.” (April 25, 2016) 
 

Ferlus revisited the Lai Pao script in several texts, including a 1999 paper and his 
2008 article on the Tai dialects of Nghệ An, where he made only minor updates. While 
his work on the Lai Tay and Lai Pao scripts marked a significant advancement in 
philology, contributing to a better understanding of these writing systems, his linguistic 
study of the region’s dialects has been met with mixed reactions. Ferlus (1999, 2008) 
conducted pioneering research, documenting previously undescribed dialects and 

 
26  Speaking specifically of a Tai language, Tai Yo, Ferlus wrote: “Tai languages must be studied in 

their original homeland; for the Tai Yo, it is Nghệ An (19 mars 2015).” Indeed, according to him, 

as soon as speakers migrate, “all these dialects mix and influence each other happily.” 
27  Tương Dương is the name of a district in Nghệ An province. 
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distinguishing two distinct groups of Tai dialects in Nghệ An province. One group 
consists of dialects related to Tai Daeng, such as Tai Thanh, while the other includes 
Tai Yo and Tai Muong/Tai Pao. He also linked Tai Mene, spoken in Bolikhamxay 
province in Laos (Chamberlain 1991), to this second group. However, his classification 
of Tai Yo dialects in Quỳ Châu district and Tai Muong/Tai Pao dialects in Tương 
Dương has been critiqued for relying on analyses based on a limited number of 
speakers.28 A fuller picture of the region’s dialects requires consideration of the field 
surveys conducted by Nguyễn Ngọc Bình in the late 1990s,29 as well as more recent 
research by a master’s student at the University of Social Sciences and Humanities of 
Hanoi, Sầm Công Danh—a Tai Yo speaker from Quỳ Châu—under Nguyễn Ngọc 
Bình’s direction. James R. Chamberlain has also challenged a key aspect of Ferlus’s 
classification. While Ferlus (2008:309) proposed that “Tai Muong, Tai Yo, and Tai 
Maen can be considered sub-dialects of the same language”, Chamberlain (personal 
communication, January 25, 2022) argues that these dialects should be treated 
separately. Rather than evolving through a genealogical framework, as Ferlus 
suggested, one can hypothesize that they may have become linguistically similar only 
in relatively recent history—an alternative perspective that remains unexplored. 

Although Ferlus conducted linguistic research across the border in Laos, 
particularly in Bolikhamxay province—whose eastern region borders the Vietnamese 
provinces of Nghệ An and Hà Tĩnh—it is surprising that he did not seek to meet the Tai 
Mène, who are quite numerous in the districts of Khamkeuth and Viengthong. The 
likely reason is that Ferlus was in Khamkeuth district in January 1993, a year before the 
discovery of the three Lai Pao manuscripts. He may not have had the opportunity to 
return to the region afterward. 

Compared to his extensive research in Vietnam, Ferlus’s linguistic studies in Laos 
were relatively limited. His main companion in Laos was Thongphet Kingsada, director 
of the Laos Institute for Research in Linguistics. Ferlus described him as “a French 
speaker but trained in linguistics during the ‘Viet period’ of Laos” (July 13, 2015). 
Over time, Ferlus came to know and appreciate Kingsada’s expertise. He frequently 
asked me to check on Kingsada in Vientiane and often spoke about their fieldwork 
together, highlighting their shared linguistic explorations. 

Among his investigations in Laos, Ferlus most frequently discussed his mission 
from December 1992 to January 1993, particularly his studies of Saek and Tai Meuay—
two Tai languages he knew I had worked on with many speakers. He made sure I 
received the digitized recordings from his “two audiotapes of Saek, recorded in 

 
28  The designation “Tai Muong” is for example not specific to the Tai of the Tương Dương region: 

Tai people from Quỳ Châu can identify themselves as Tai Muong and not as Tai Yo, without being 

from Tương Dương for all that. What is more, while the presentation of the Tai Muong dialect 

(Ferlus 2008:311) suggests that the existence of a single tone in column B (i.e. the column grouping 

the so-called “living” syllables bearing the tonal accent 1 in the Siamese and Lao scripts, “living” 

because they are not closed by a final occlusive or glottal consonant interrupting the pronunciation) 

of the tone diagram proposed by Gedney (1972:434) would make it possible to separate the tonal 

systems of the dialects of Tương Dương from those of the dialects of Quỳ Châu, acoustic analyses 

occasionally reveal this tonal characteristic in the speech of speakers of Quỳ Châu (Pacquement 

2023). 
29  Nguyễn Ngọc Bình himself accompanied Ferlus on some of his missions from 1997, notably to 

Quỳ Châu. Nguyễn Ngọc Bình’s master’s thesis takes into account Tai Yo lects spoken in the 

districts of Quỳ Châu, Quỳ Hợp and Quế Phong. 
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Nhomalat/Gnomarat30 in 1992 with an excellent informant”31 (July 6, 2015), even 
before they were made available online in the Pangloss collection 
(https://pangloss.cnrs.fr/corpus/Saek) that year. Regarding Tai Meuay, a language I 
studied with speakers from the Lakxao region (Khamkeuth district) between 2012 and 
2018, Ferlus took the time to search for and reread his “field notebook” (August 9, 
2016) when we discussed this dialect, which—like Tai Thanh of Nghệ An—belongs to 
the Tai Daeng32 subgroup. Beyond his notes on linguistic structures and comparative 
tables, Ferlus recorded a variety of observations. One anecdote, which amused him 
greatly and which he often revisited when we spoke about Tai Meuay, stands out: “An 
interesting ethnographic detail: some Thay Meuay houses have one or more small 
openings at floor level, depending on the number of young girls to be married. The 
purpose of these holes is to allow suitors to come and woo the beauty of their choice 
when night falls. The narrowness of the opening serves a moral function by limiting 
excesses.” (September 24, 2016) 

Although Ferlus only briefly mentioned some of the other languages he 
investigated during his December 1992–January 1993 mission to Laos,33 one stands out 
as particularly significant for his understanding of the Viet-Muong languages: Maleng 
Brô. It was during this period that Ferlus (1996) proposed a classification for these 
languages, also referred to as Vietic, distinguishing eight subgroups:  

 
1. Maleng 
2. Arem 
3. Chứt 
4. Aheu 
5. Hung (now Pong) 
6. Thổ 
7. Mường 
8. Vietnamese 

 
As he explained, “the gradation of numbers from one to eight is intended, as far as 
possible, to distribute on a scale the sets of languages from the most conservative to the 
most evolved” (Ferlus 1996:11–12). Regarding the significance of Maleng Brô—a 

 
30  Nhômmalath is a district of Khammouane province, geographically located southeast of 

Bolikhamxay province, the province in which Ferlus was a few days later during the same mission. 
31  Ferlus and I often spoke about this speaker, named Sa. She was “a young nurse who articulated 

tones like a schoolteacher” (April 28, 2015). She came to work at the Nhômmalath hospital from 

a Saek village in the Nakai district of the same province (Khammouane), located in a difficult-to-

access area near the border with Vietnam. It so happened that I had known her niece at the 

Savannakhêt Ethnic School, before she became a mathematics student at the University of 

Savannakhêt (the school and the university were then on the same campus), and her recordings 

showed that despite having left her village at the age of five, she continued to speak the same 

language as her aunt. For most of the words I recorded, the spectrograms and fundamental 

frequencies given by the acoustic analyses were identical! 
32  Although Tai Meuay has been related to Tai Daeng by various studies (Kullavanijaya and L-

Thongkum 1998, Pacquement 2022), the lexicon recorded by Ferlus and Thongphet Kingsada is 

curiously presented as a “Tay Meuy/Tai Yo vocabulary” (https: //pangloss.cnrs.fr/corpus/Tai_Yo), 

with the presentation of the recording even going so far as to explain the ethnonym “Tai Meuy” as 

the ethnonym of the Tai Yo in Laos! 
33  In his field notebook, Ferlus took stock of the linguistic surveys carried out during this mission in 

these terms: “I noted the hunting roster: 8 languages recorded on 20 audiotapes” (August 9, 2016). 
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language within the Maleng subgroup, closely related to Kha Phong in the Viet-Muong 
group—I draw from the conclusion of his study:  

“The rediscovery of the Maleng Brô and the discovery of their language is the most 

important fact for Vietic historical linguistics since the discovery of Thavung a 

quarter of a century ago in the same province of Khammouan (Laos). Knowledge 

of Thavung had made it possible to resolve the last of the great problems of the 

historical phonetics of Vietnamese by highlighting a phenomenon of spirantization 

in the old disyllables. The subsequent discoveries of several other conservative 

Vietic languages, both in Vietnam and in Laos, have only confirmed this 

hypothesis. Maleng Brô has allowed us to better understand the syllabic structure 

and the ancient morphology of Vietnamese and to refine its tonology. We can now 

affirm that ancient Vietnamese still had disyllabic vocabulary with complex 

presyllables during the tonal bipartitions resulting from the confusion of consonant 

series.”  

(Ferlus 1997:65). 

Ferlus retired in 2001, and while I won’t dwell on this period of his life, it’s worth noting 
that he continued traveling to Southeast Asia—primarily Vietnam—where he 
conducted investigations until 2014. Regarding his final visit to the region in early 2016, 
he shared his thoughts with me:  

“I received your email in VN, which I left on the 15th. A few outings: Hòa Bình, 

Cổ Loa (twice), and the Perfume Mountain. Ultimately, this country is convenient 

for the traveler; it’s true that I have solid correspondents there. 

“I was very disappointed by Laos, which has changed a lot in two years. I cut my 

stay short. This country is not practical for the traveler. Too many big, arrogant 

cars, bad internet connections; messages don’t go through, ‘phi’ no doubt.34 I was 

also able to observe the formation of a post-colonial micro-fauna...35 

“In short, I don’t recognize the Laos of yesteryear anymore. But... I must be a bit 

old-fashioned! 

“Traffic in Bangkok has become hellish...” (February 11, 2016) 

In conclusion: remarks on this notice 

Having met Ferlus only once and corresponded with him solely on scientific matters, I 
never knew him personally. I also never sought to be close to him, all the more so 
because I was living abroad throughout the entire period of our exchanges. 

Knowing that Ferlus had offered me guidance and that I had often sought his 
advice, Gabaude proposed my name to Anne Yvonne Guillou to write this text. 
However, he also informed me of a paradoxical constraint: while he lacked the linguistic 
expertise to write about Ferlus himself, he wanted the text to be as accessible as 
possible—minimizing linguistic and technical complexity—to engage a cultured 

 
34  In Tai languages, ‘phi’ refers to spirits. There are several kinds, and they often need to be 

propitiated. 
35  Ferlus returned to the expression “micro-fauna” a few weeks later. “I said ‘micro-fauna’ because 

I was comparing it to the old days of the sixties, which were a remnant of the blessed colonial era: 

they drink beer after beer, they talk a lot, they talk as if they were in France watching a film about 

Laos... It’s charming and pitiful at the same time.” (April 25, 2016) 
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audience. I ultimately accepted, recognizing that Ferlus remains relatively unknown 
outside specialized circles. Even among linguists working in other subfields, there is 
little awareness of the scope and significance of his fieldwork. This text, therefore, 
serves to bridge that gap. 

My understanding of Ferlus is based either on information he conveyed to me—
often in a didactic manner, clarifying the context of a remark or drawing parallels to 
similar situations—or on my reading of his articles. As a result, there remains a 
respectful yet sometimes critical distance between us. I have approached this text as I 
would a scientific contribution, discussing only subjects where I believe I have relevant 
information and rigorously verifying everything I write and cite. In a way, Ferlus has 
become an object of study. Rather than composing a eulogy, I have adopted a 
biographical approach, examining key moments in his career. Though such an approach 
may seem premature, I fully assume it. 

In the same spirit, I have deliberately treated my correspondence with Ferlus as a 
corpus, from which I have extracted several quotations for this text. This approach is 
all the more justified because it is not about attributing statements to him that he did not 
make, but rather about highlighting his “accessible language” (Gabaude 2024:49), 
which is notably simpler than in his publications. His pedagogical style consistently led 
him to explain complex concepts step by step, making them more approachable. 

This text cannot, however, be considered a biography, not only due to its format 
but also because the selection of Ferlus’s career stages reflects a personal and therefore 
subjective perspective. While I deeply respect his contributions to research and 
appreciate his career, what truly fascinates me—qualities that not everyone possesses—
is, first, his approach to languages and their speakers, both remaining inseparable in my 
own linguistic practice, and second, his ability to immerse himself in fieldwork, remain 
there, and later choose to return to it. 

These two aspects guided my selection of which stages of Ferlus’s journey to 
explore, with my work and occasional writing on Tai languages naturally influencing 
my choices. As a result, I set aside many topics—despite having access to 
documentation and firsthand accounts—on which Ferlus could speak endlessly. These 
include the formation of the Vietnamese consonant system, particularly the 
spirantization of obstruent consonants in disyllables before the language transitioned to 
monosyllabism; the linguistic designations of rice in Austroasiatic languages; and the 
origins of ethnonyms and language names, including Khmer, among many others. 
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Vowels in Early Chinese loanwords in 
Vietnamese with comparative  

data from Vietic 

Mark Alves 

 

1. Early Chinese loanwords in Vietnamese 

While the historical spread of literacy in Chinese in northern Vietnam is not yet clear, 
Sino-Vietnamese (SV hereafter) words (i.e., Vietnamese pronunciations of Chinese 
characters) have likely been studied as part of a literary tradition for many centuries. 
The Văn Miếu “Temple of Literature”, Vietnam’s first national university, dedicated to 
Confucius and filled with ancient stelae covered with Chinese writing, was built in 
Hanoi in 1070.SV words are listed in dictionaries of Chinese characters. Their 
phonological features are associated with Late Middle Chinese (LMC hereafter) 
pronunciations formalized in Chinese rime dictionaries, such as the Guangyun dating 
to the early 11th century CE. Historical linguistic studies of the phonology of that layer 
of Chinese loanwords began at the start of the 20th century (e.g., Maspero 1912; Wang 
1948; Haudricourt 1954; Mineya 1972; Hashimoto 1978; Nguyễn T. C. 1979 & 1995; 
Ferlus 1992; Phan 2013, 2025; etc.). 

However, the focus of this study is early Chinese loanwords (ECLs1 hereafter), 
that is, words borrowed before the SV stage. Historical linguistic study of Chinese 
loanwords before the LMC period also began in the early 20th century; however, it was 
not always clear that such words were earlier borrowings. Cadière (1904) posited that 
several dozen words in Vietnamese were vernacular forms with cognates in SV 
vocabulary, though he did not hypothesize the timing of those words. Maspero’s (1916) 
publication on Vietnamese historical research looked at patterns of consonants in 
Cadière’s data, and he speculated that the phonological changes occurred after the SV 
borrowings. A few decades later, another in-depth treatment of the phonological 
features ECLs is that of Wang (1948, 1958), who listed what he called “Old Sino-
Vietnamese” borrowed before SV vocabulary and “Vietnamized Sino-Vietnamese”, 
which he claimed post-dated the SV layer. Most of his proposed “Old Sino-Vietnamese” 
words are still widely accepted today, while most of his proposed Vietnamized SV 

 
1  I currently use the term “early Chinese loanwords”. I have previously used “early Sino-Vietnamese” 

(e.g., Alves 2015: 47), following Phan (2013), and before that, I used “Old Sino-Vietnamese” (e.g., 

Alves 2009, etc.), following Wang (1948). My goal is to avoid referring to them as “Sino-

Vietnamese” as that term is generally associated with a borrowing situation in which a literary elite 

facilitated the transmission of the words, parallel to the terms “Sino-Japanese” and “Sino-Korean”. 

In contrast, in using the term ECL, the latter situation is de-emphasized and left open to a variety 

of potential language contact situations, including strictly or primarily spoken transmission. 

Furthermore, the term ECL can also be broadly applied to other language groups, such as Kra-Dai 

and Hmong-Mien, which also borrowed many Chinese words in a similar early period.  
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words have been shown to also predate the SV layer.2 
Subsequent works on ECLs by Haudricourt (1954), Pulleyblank (1984), Đào 

(1979), Tryon (1979), and Nguyễn T. C. (1979 and 1995), and in more recent years by 
Nguyễn N. S. (2005), Chiang (2011), Baxter and Sagart (2014, 2015), Phan (2013, 
2025), Xian (2016), Alves (2016, 2018, 2024), and others 3  have all added to the 
growing list of ECLs and have increased understanding of their phonological features. 
However, many questions about ECLs’ status and historical phonological features 
remained unanswered. 

In my own working database of ECLs, including those from the above-mentioned 
studies and my own additions, there are about 600 items that I rate as having medium 
to high certainty of being ECLs (with a few hundred other items of low certainty or 
rejections, all excluded from consideration in this study). The assessments are based on 
phonological, semantic, and ethnohistorical factors. Furthermore, I am still attempting 
to determine historical phonological patterns to present a list of ECLs that can be 
regarded as strong candidates, with potential application to regional comparative 
historical linguistic study beyond just Vietnamese. Hence, this study is part of that larger 
research project. 

One essential aspect to consider in the study of ECLs is the historical phonology 
of Vietic and stages leading up to modern Vietnamese. Ferlus (1992) gave a concise 
review of the history of Vietnamese onsets with respect to both native words and 
Chinese loanwords. Nguyễn T. C. also did this in his 1995 book, in which he offered 
comments on the origins of Vietnamese consonants and vowels, including the layer of 
ECLs. In some cases, the phonological features of ECLs pattern with those of Vietic 
etyma, while in other cases, they differ variously with or without observable patterns, 
as will be noted in some sections in this article. 

In this study, I (a) review Vietic, Sinitic, and Vietnamese historical phonological 
matters and describe the methods of this study; (b) present data for three categories: 
ECLs with vowels likely retained from early Chinese stages, words with possibly 
retained vowels, and words with diphthongs, for which there are complicated scenarios; 
and (c) summarize key findings. 

 
2  What Wang considered to be “Vietnamized Sino-Vietnamese” words can be shown to belong 

almost entirely to the ECL period. Such factors demonstrating this include (a) retentions of sounds 

of Old Chinese (e.g., initial *r in contrast with ‘l’ in SV and the vowel *a in contrast with ‘ô’ in 

SV), (b) lenited onsets in Vietnamese that come from Old Chinese words with presyllables (e.g., 

Vietnamese /v/ from Old Chinese *C.p, etc.), and (c) tone categories from the ECL period (e.g., 

low register tones on sonorant-initial words in ECLs versus upper-register tones in corresponding 

SV words, level pingsheng tones on contour qusheng words from the period after tonogenesis in 

Chinese but before tonogenesis in Viet-Muong (Alves 2018), etc.). Thus, this study treats both 

Wang’s “Old Sino-Vietnamese” and “Vietnamized Sino-Vietnamese” words as ECLs. I have co-

authored an article on this in Vietnamese in Alves and Vũ (2025). 
3  Schneider (1992) published a dictionary of Nôm characters in which he marked at least several 

hundred words “Nôm apparentmente au Chinois” (i.e., Nom apparently of Chinese origin). 

However, he was not a trained historical linguist, and while many instances are valid, including 

many words previously identified in publications, the vast majority of his claims cannot be 

considered Chinese loanwords for a variety of factors (e.g., phonological inconsistencies, semantic 

inconsistencies, words of Austroasiatic origin, etc.). Nevertheless, having sifted through his 900-

page work, I was able to identify several dozen viable items that had not previously been noted in 

relevant publications. Some are included in the sample data in this article. 
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2. Vietic, Sinitic, and methods of analysis 

My approach in this study is to consider reconstructions of Proto-Vietic (pV) vowels 
and other comparative Vietic data and compare them to the vowels in ECLs in 
Vietnamese. The goal is to identify recurring phonological correspondences between 
Chinese reconstructions and modern Vietnamese ECLs, and when they differ, to 
account for those differences. However, in some cases, there is still not enough 
information to make strong claims. 

For Vietic, I refer to (a) Ferlus’s (1997: 48-49, 2014: 5) comparison of vowels of 
Vietnamese and the conservative Vietic language Pong, with reference to pV and 
Proto-Pong-Cuoi, (b) Nguyễn T. C.’s (1995) study of the pV origins of Vietnamese 
phonological system, and (c) Ferlus’s 2007 pV lexical reconstructions. I have also 
added some lexical reconstructions and made slight modifications to Ferlus’s 
reconstructions from 2007. I summarize these data in Section 3.1. The next matters are 
to determine whether words are ECLs and approximately when they were borrowed in 
a way that clarifies the history of Vietnamese vowels. 

2.1 Phonological features to verify and date ECLs in Vietnamese 

For this study, I have considered multiple reconstructions of Chinese in order to find 
details of the timing of ECLs in Vietnamese. I focused on the following reconstructions. 
 

1.  Baxter and Sagart’s (2015) Old Chinese (OC) and Middle Chinese (MC) 
reconstructions 

2.  Pulleyblank’s (1991) Early Middle Chinese (EMC) reconstructions 
3.  Schuessler’s (2009) Late Han (LH) Chinese reconstructions 

 
In some cases, I checked reconstructions by other researchers (e.g., Karlgren 1957, 
Zhengzhang 2000, and others provided in the Xiaoxuetang Wenzitang Chinese 
language database of Chinese dialects and Chinese reconstructions), but in the data 
presented in this study, only those in the list above are shown in tables of comparative 
data. The reconstructions of Pulleyblank and Schuessler in particular are significant as 
their reconstructions include certain vowel values that can reveal whether vowels in 
ECLs are retentions or innovations from the early period of borrowing. 

I selected this range of reconstructions as it presents a chronological sequence: 
early OC from Baxter & Sagart’s reconstructions, late OC (LOC) based on Schuessler’s 
LH reconstructions, EMC of Pulleyblank, and Late Middle Chinese (LMC) from all of 
them. The reconstructions themselves are subjects of debate, and the researchers differ 
in their claims in various ways. I do not accept reconstructions unconditionally nor 
criticize them. Instead, they are necessary points of reference in assessing ECLs and 
trying to determine that these are ECLs and to make hypotheses about their chronology. 

To determine whether words can be considered ECLs, and not later borrowings or 
instances of chance partial similarity, I consider phonological, semantic, and, to some 
extent, ethnohistorical matters. The phonological issues are dealt with throughout the 
remainder of this article as the core of this study. As for semantics, I favor direct 
semantic correspondences of ECLs and their proposed early Chinese sources. I accept 
instances of words with differing semantics only when there is sufficient support to 
account for such differences. As for ethnohistory, there is the expectation that historical 
and/or archaeological data supports the timing of words (e.g., the spread of the use of 
paper in the Han Dynasty (c. 200 BCE to 200 CE) and phonological evidence in the 
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Vietnamese ECLs permits the possibility of borrowing the associated word from LOC). 
The latter two aspects are not a significant part of this article as I have written about 
ethnohistorical matters of ECLs in other publications (e.g., Alves 2022). 

Instead, this study focuses on phonological features to assess degree of certainty 
of ECL status and chronology of the lexical borrowings. The key phonological features 
of ECLs are those presented in Table 1. The table lists identifying features, the Quốc 
ngữ orthographic symbols in Vietnamese with IPA transcriptions, and the indicated 
timing of the borrowing according to the stages of early Chinese. The main difference 
in periodization is whether words can be specifically associated with the LOC stage in 
the early 1st millennium or more broadly at any time from LOC to EMC potentially 
stretching to later centuries in the 1st millennium.4  

Table 1: Established onset and tone features of ECLs5 

Features Sounds Timing 

1. Retention of OC *r ‘r’ /ɽ/ LOC 

2. From OC *kr to ‘s’ ‘s’ /ʂ/ LOC 

3. Voiced fricative onsets from OC 

intervocalic stops 

‘v’ /v/, ‘d’ /z/, ‘gi’ /ʑ/, ‘g/gh’ /ɣ/ LOC 

4. From OC *s or *h coda to tones  the hỏi or ngã tones LOC 

5. From OC *ʔ coda to tones the sắc or nặng tones LOC to EMC 

6. OC sonorant onsets and lower 

register pingsheng tones 

the huyền tone LOC to EMC 

7. From EMC qusheng contour tone to 

level tone 

the ngang or huyền tones EMC 

 

The following are additional details and explanation regarding Table 1. In the instances 
of posited borrowing from the OC period, the timing of the changes from OC to MC is 
not well understood. We cannot rule out the possibility that some features changed in 
some areas where Sinitic was spoken while they lingered longer in other regions. For 
example, *r is a feature of OC, while that sound in MC is *l, but we cannot assume 
precisely when and where *r became *l . Thus, the statements about chronology must 
be considered to be general. 
 

1. In my assembled database of ECLs, several words have retained OC *r (e.g., rồng 
‘dragon’ < OC *mˤroŋ (龍 lóng), rèn ‘to forge’ < OC *rˤen-s (鍊 liàn), etc.), as 
noted by Haudricourt (1954: 358). These are unlikely to have been borrowed later 
than the OC stage, suggesting borrowing in the first few centuries CE primarily 
during the East Han Dynasty. Vietnamese ‘r’ is similarly a retention from PV and 

 
4  Some ECLs are possibly from the LMC period but before tonogenesis in Viet-Muong (e.g., ECL 

dùng [zuŋ21] ‘to use’, with a level tone, versus SV dụng, with the expected contour, from Chinese 

用 yòng ‘to use’). I do not include these in this study as their vowel features pattern with that later 

LMC period. 
5  Throughout this study, the romanized Vietnamese Quốc ngữ orthography is used to present the data. 

Orthographic symbols are presented inside single quotes. For clarification, IPA transcriptions are 

presented after these. I use a non-regional somewhat idealized transcription, one not based on a 

single dialectal variety as regional dialects differ in various ways (e.g., which mergers of phonemes 

have occurred) that obscure historical linguistic details. 
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even Proto-Austroasiatic6 (pAA hereafter) *r (e.g., ruột ‘intestines’ < pV *rɔːc < 
pAA (in mainland Southeast Asia) *rɔːcˀ). 

2. Several ECLs with ‘s’ onsets correspond to OC *kr onset clusters (e.g., sáp ‘wax’ 
< OC *k.rˤap (蠟 là), sen ‘lotus’ < OC *k.rˤen (蓮 lián), etc.), as noted by 
Haudricourt (1954: 358). This merger is common as well in native Vietnamese 
vocabulary (e.g., sá ‘path, way’ < pV *kraːʔ < pAA *kə.'raʔ, etc.). Such 
borrowings must predate the MC period and support dating back to the first 
centuries of the 1st millennium CE. 

3. Several dozen ECLs with voiced fricative onsets come from OC loanwords 
originally with voiceless stop onsets in intervocalic position, as is the case in 
dozens of native Vietnamese words (see Alves 2024). The ECL onsets and OC 
intervocalic stops match in place of articulation (e.g., vách ‘wall’ < OC *C.pˤek  
(壁 bì), gác ‘pavilion’ < *C.kˤak (閣 gè), etc.). Such borrowings must predate the 
MC period, and their features suggest borrowing from LOC during the East Han 
Dynasty period or earlier. 

4. Over two dozen ECLs have the hỏi or ngã tones in syllables which previously had 
fricative codas *-s or *-h. This pattern in native Vietnamese vocabulary (e.g., muỗi 
‘mosquito’ < pV *mɔːs < pAA *mɔ:s', bẻ ‘break in two’ < pV *pɛh < pAA *pɛːh, 
etc.) was the support for Haudricourt’s (1953) hypothesis of the emergence of 
tones in Vietnamese and Chinese. Such borrowings most likely predate the MC 
period and support borrowing in the East Han Dynasty in the first few centuries 
CE.  

5. Several dozen ECLs have the sắc or nặng tones in syllables which previously had 
final glottal stop *ʔ. This is another aspect of Haudricourt’s (1953) hypothesis, and 
it is well represented in hundreds of native etyma (i.e., pV and sometimes pAA) in 
Vietnamese. In Chinese historical phonological studies, there is an assumption that 
glottalization lingered later into the MC period later in the 1st millennium CE (e.g., 
Sagart 1988, Zhu 2015). Thus, it is possible that ECLs with these tones were 
borrowed anytime from the LOC to the EMC period (Alves 2018: 9). 

6. One phenomenon seen in a few dozen instances involves unexpected tone-register 
height. In the later-period SV layer, words with sonorant onsets (i.e., nasals ‘m’ 
/m/, ‘n’ /n/, ‘ng’ /ŋ/, ‘nh’ /ɲ/, a glide ‘d’ /z/ (from MC *j), and the liquid ‘l’) in 
level-tone/pingsheng words have the upper-register ngang tone rather than the 
expected lower-register huyền tone (Mineya 1972, noted in Phan 2013: 93-94). 
Typically, in native Vietnamese words, voiced onsets triggered lower-register 
tones (e.g., sừng ‘horn (of an animal)’ < pV *krəŋ < pAA *kə.'rɨŋ, etc.). This 
pattern of voicing corresponding to tone height is an extremely widespread 
property among tonal languages in the region. Correspondingly, a few dozen ECLs 
have sonorant onsets but lower-register level/pingsheng tones (e.g., lều ‘hut’ vs. 
SV liêu < MC *lieu(B), mùng ‘mosquito net’ vs. SV mông < 幪 méng, MC muŋ, 
etc.). A probable scenario is that these ECLs were borrowed before the LMC 
period anytime from the OC to EMC stages. Thus, they underwent lowering of 
tone register in the period of onset devoicing that triggered tone height 
distinctions, while the SV loans developed tone height according to that later 
layer’s distinctive feature. 

7. Several dozen ECLs zero codas or coda glides or nasals (but not stop codas /p, t, 
k/) come from Chinese words with contour tones of the qusheng tone category and 
have those corresponding tones in SV vocabulary, but the ECLs instead have level 

 
6  pAA reconstructions used in this article are those of Sidwell (2024). 
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pingsheng tones. These ECLs are hypothesized to have been borrowed after the 
loss of final fricatives in LOC, during the period of tonogenesis in EMC, but 
before tonogenesis in Proto-Viet-Muong (Alves 2018). In that pre-tonogenesis 
period in northern Vietic, such words could not have been borrowed with tonal 
phonemes, so after tonogenesis in Proto-Viet-Muong, these ECLs had level tones 
as no conditioning factors (i.e., breathiness as a result of final *h) were present to 
cause tonal contour. 

 

Finally, among ECLs, stop and nasal codas (e.g., *p/t/k and *m/n/ŋ) have been retained 
with great consistency; tones corresponding to past codas also exhibit highly consistent 
patterns; and onsets, with some exceptions, can be used to identify ECLs and offer 
chronological information. Thus, these elements are useful in establishing ECL status 
of words. In contrast, vowels exhibit more variation, and the varied eras of borrowing 
have led to variation in changes in ways we cannot fully explain, so these features are 
somewhat less reliable indicators of etymological origin or chronology. Nevertheless, 
when there are robust patterns of phonological changes in vowels, and other elements 
are otherwise consistent, the level of confidence of the early borrowing of these 
loanwords is still high. 

2.2 Dealing with variation in Sinitic 

One challenge in this study is the multiple ways in which variation complicates 
historical phonological claims. The variation occurs at multiple levels. 
 

• Differing reconstructions: As noted, in this study, I provide comparative data from 

reconstructions of Chinese ranging from OC to LMC, and the claims made by the 

respective researchers vary. We therefore cannot assume that the different segments 

changed from period to period according to the reconstructions presented. Instead, I use 

these as general points of reference, and I sometimes recognize alternative possibilities of 

both early Vietic and early Chinese reconstructions. 

• Changes in different periods: The phonological changes in the dominant variety—or 

varieties—of Sinitic spoken in northern Vietnam over a period of a millennium, from 

beginning of the 1st millennium to the beginning of the 2nd millennium CE, cannot be 

determined with certainty. Phonological variations could hypothetically be the result of 

borrowing from different stages of Sinitic that are not shown in reconstructions of early 

Chinese. 

• Past dialectal variation: One question that is difficult to determine is how the type of 

Chinese spoken in northern Vietnam was similar to or different from Chinese spoken to 

the north. Certainly, over a period of centuries, Chinese spoken in northern Vietnam must 

have undergone linguistic changes. Further, historical records note periodic southward 

migrations of Chinese, possibly adding further complexity to the situation. Thus, 

phonological irregularities in some posited ECLs could hypothetically be due to 

borrowing from different varieties of Sinitic that came to northern Vietnam at different 

times. 

• Variation due to L2 borrowing: Early historical texts note that thousands of Chinese 

settled in northern Vietnam in the 1st century CE. This resulted in intermarriage and a 

class of bicultural households with social status (Taylor 1983: ix, 66). If so, this is 

evidence of significant early Sinitic-Vietic bilingualism. Such bilingualism is also 

demonstrated by the large number of ECLs in many cultural domains (e.g., Alves 2022). 

Still, some lexical borrowing likely occurred sporadically in communities, not specifically 



Vowels in Early Chinese loanwords in Vietnamese 25 

within bilingual families, and due to second-language borrowing, phonological forms 

undoubtedly varied in some instances from the donor language at times in ways we 

cannot determine. 
 

Overall, while phonological patterns are found throughout the data, there are plenty of 
exceptions in the vowels, and sometimes, multiple plausible scenarios must be 
considered. When available evidence is insufficient to make one hypothesis stronger 
than another, we must keep both hypotheses in mind until additional information, data, 
and/or ideas emerge that can clarify such instances. 

3. Vowels in Vietic, Pong, and Vietnamese 

This section presents an overview of comparative data of vowels in pV, Vietnamese, 

and Pong, a conservative sesquisyllabic language in the Cuoi sub-branch of Vietic. This 

information will be referred to in subsequent sections reviewing phonological patterns 

among vowels in ECLs. 

Table 2: Vowels in pV, Pong, and Vietnamese from Ferlus (2014: 5)7 

pV Pg Viet1 Viet2 Syllable type 

aː aː a ưa / ươ open/closed 

ɔː ɔː o ua / uô open/closed 

ɛː ɛː e ia / iê open/closed 

iː iː i ây / ay open 

iː iː i ê closed 

uː uː u âu open 

uː uː u ô closed 

eː eː - (ây/ay) / ai open 

eː eː ê - closed 

oː oː - (âu) / ao open 

oː oː ô - closed 

NA əː variable  open/closed (non-velar codas) 

NA əː - ư / ươ closed (velar codas) 

ə i / ɨ - â / ă closed (non-velar codas) 

ə i / ɨ ư - closed (velar codas) 

u u variable  open/closed 

a a ă - open/closed 

 
First, we consider the works of Ferlus (1997: 48-49, 2014: 5), who lists the 

patterns of correspondences of vowels in pV, Pong (Pg in the table), and Vietnamese in 
Table 2. In most cases, Vietnamese has two sounds corresponding to the monophthongs 
in Pong: either a monophthong which is the same vowel as in pV and Pong (the “Viet1” 
column) and differing vowels (the Viet2 column). While a few of these are 
monophthongs, most are either diphthongs or monophthongs plus an offglide (/j/ or 

 
7  Ferlus’s table does not present instances of diphthongs in Pong, and Ferlus (1994: 2) suggests that 

diphthongs in the closely related Cuoi Cham language only occur in Vietnamese loanwords. 

However, in the work of Nguyễn, Bùi, and Hoàng (2022: 7), a table is presented with Cuoi words 

having /ie̯/ and /uo̯/ diphthongs that appear to be native words or which are possible early Vietic 

words (e.g., Vietnamese suốt ‘throughout’, Cuoi pʰruot¹², the latter having an expected onset cluster 

which preceded retroflex ‘s’ in Vietnamese). Determining whether this shows evidence of earlier 

diphthongs will require additional research, but as discussed in subsequent sections, it appears 

possible that diphthongs were introduced into Vietic from Chinese. 
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/w/). In many cases, they occur in both open and closed syllables, but in some instances, 
they can only occur in either open or closed syllables. Also, in a few instances, the codas 
can be either velars or non-velars. While similar patterns of vowels are seen among the 
ECLs in this study, such patterns with the noted coda types are not found. 

Next, we consider Nguyễn T. C.’s (1995) book on Vietnamese historical 
phonology in which he posits pV origins of consonants, vowels, and tones. His claims 
of pV origins of Vietnamese vowels are summarized in Table 3. Many of these pattern 
with those of Pong versus Vietnamese, such as Vietnamese ‘e’ and ‘ia/iê’, both 
corresponding to pV *ɛ and Pong /ɛ/, or Vietnamese ‘ư’ /ɨ/,8 corresponding to pV *ɨ 
and *ə and Pong /ɨ/ and /ə/. 

Table 3: Overview of pV sources of Vietnamese vowels as per Nguyễn T. C. (1995) 

Vietnamese 

Vowels 

Posited pV Sources Pages 

‘a’ /a:/ 1- *a, *ă with final *-Ɂ and *-h 

2- *o, *ŏ, *e, *ĕ with final glides 

168-170 

‘ă’ /a/ 1- *ă with final voiceless stops or nasals;  

2- front vowels *i or *e before glides *w or *j 

170-173 

‘â’ /ə/ 1- *ə̆, *ĭ, *ɨ̆ 

2- ‘âu’ /əw/ < ‘u’ /u/ ; ‘ây’ /əj/ < *i 

177-180 

‘ơ’ /ə:/ *ə and *ə̆ with final *-h or *-Ɂ 176-177 

‘ê’ /e:/ *e, *ĕ (possibly) 153-155 

‘e’ /ɛ:/ *ɛ, *ɛ̆ 152-153 

‘i’ /i:/ *i 156-157 

‘ô’ /o:/ *u, *o, *ŭ, *ŏ 134-137 

‘o’ /ɔ:/ *ɔ 131-134 

‘u’ /u:/ *u, *ŭ 137-139 
‘ư’ /ɨ:/ *ɨ, *ĭ, *ə, *ə̆, *i 173-176 

‘ia/iê’ /iə̯/ *ɛ 157-159 

‘ua/uô’ /uə̯/ *ɔ 139-141 

‘ưa’ /ɨə̯/ *a 180-183 

 

The comparative data and reconstructions show retentions of the vowels ‘a’, ‘e’, ‘ê’, ‘i’, 
‘u’, ‘o’, ‘ô’, ‘u’, and ‘ư’. The innovations include various mergers of monophthongs 
and developments of a few diphthongs from monophthongs. However, the question of 
the history of diphthongs as suggested by the ECL data is more complicated, as to be 
discussed in Section 4.3. The goal here is not to account for all of the posited patterns 
in Vietic, but rather to assemble tendencies and then to see where or whether such 
correspondences are present in ECLs. 

4. Vowels in early Chinese and modern Vietnamese 

As noted, categories of vowels in ECLs considered in this section include (a) likely 
phonological retentions of monophthongs from early Chinese, (b) possible but less 
certain phonological retentions of monophthongs, and (c) diphthongs, which have 
complicated situations. 

The first category includes vowels with clear and consistent developments from 
both pV and Chinese reconstructions. Further, these generally are more consistently 
realized among the Chinese reconstructions. This situation increases confidence that 

 
8  In different publications, Vietnamese ‘ư’ is transcribed variously as /ɨ/ and /ɯ/. However, for ease 

of comparison, I use /ɨ/ as it is also used in Chinese reconstructions. 



Vowels in Early Chinese loanwords in Vietnamese 27 

those vowels were in the speech of Sinitic speakers in northern Vietnam in the 1st 
millennium CE. As for the possible but less certain phonological retentions, there is 
some variation in the vowels in such ECLs, thereby decreasing the certainty of the 
history of those vowels. Moreover, the distinctive features in the EMC and LH 
reconstructions, including vowels not found in other Chinese reconstructions of OC or 
LMC, suggest differing possible accounts. Finally, the diphthongs show a high degree 
of consistency with the reconstructions in LH and EMC. However, the history of 
diphthongs in Vietic is not well understood, and there are questions of whether 
diphthongs were part of early Vietic, whether they developed in later periods, whether 
they were borrowed from Chinese, or whether there was a combination of these 
situations. 

Another matter is that, in some cases, the ECLs in Vietnamese have been used as 
comparative data for those very Chinese reconstructions; this raises the possibility of 
circular reasoning (e.g., vowels in ECLs supported a reconstruction in Chinese by 
Schuessler or Pulleyblank, and I then consider those reconstructions in Chinese to 
explain vowels in ECLs). However, the reconstructions were made based on various 
sets of comparative data, not only Chinese loanwords in Vietnamese. Further, I have 
found additional ECLs that were not available for those past reconstructions that still 
show such vowel correspondences. Thus, the data and reconstructions cannot be 
dismissed offhand. 

4.1 Likely phonological retentions of monophthongs 

Just as Vietnamese has retained some original pV vowels, comparative data suggests 
that many vowels in posited ECLs have been retained unchanged variously from the 
OC, LH, and/or EMC stages. In Table 4, examples of retentions from the vowels *a, *e, 
*i, *o, *ə:, *əj, and *u are presented, though there are many dozens more examples for 
each of these vowels in available data (e.g., two dozen ECLs with ‘u’ from early 
Chinese *u, three dozen instances of ‘i’ from early Chinese *i, etc.). Note that in Table 
4 and subsequent tables of ECLs, Chinese reconstructions with vowels matching those 
of the corresponding ECLs are bolded. 

As noted in Section 2.1, some of the words in Table 4 have features marking them 
as OC-stage loans, notably, (a) ECLs in Vietnamese with voiced fricative onsets ‘v’ /v/, 
‘d’ /z/, ‘gi’ /z/, or ‘g/gh’ /ɣ/ from form intervocalic stops in OC with presyllables (e.g., 
vá ‘mend’, ghim ‘needle’, etc.), (b) those with the hỏi or ngã tones that come from 
previous final fricatives in OC (e.g., mả ‘grave’, nghĩ ‘think’, etc.), (c) those with ‘r’ 
from OC *r (e.g., rồng ‘dragon’, etc.), or (d) ‘s’ from OC *kr clusters (e.g., sú ‘to mix’, 
etc.). When such consonant features are not present, the timing of the borrowings could 
range from OC to LH to EMC, broadly anytime in the 1st millennium (or potentially 
earlier). Moreover, in some instances, only the OC stage reconstructions, and not later-
period reconstructions, have the same vowel features as that in the ECLs and thus are 
likely OC borrowings. For example, OC *a is retained in words such as ná ‘crossbow’, 
dạ ‘stomach,’ and others, but this *a is reconstructed with different vowels in later 
stages of Chinese. Also, OC *ə, which has not been reconstructed in EMC or MC, is 
retained in words such as tây ‘private’, chợ ‘market’, among others. 
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Table 4: Early Chinese vowels *a, *əj, *ə:, *e, *i, *o, *u, *iə retained in loanwords in 

Vietnamese9 

ECL Gloss SV Ch PY MC EMC LH OC Cited10 攝11 

mả grave mộ 墓 mù muH mɔʰ *mɑC *C.mˤak-s WL 369 遇 

vá mend bổ 補 bǔ puX pɔ’ *pɑB *[Cə]-pˤaʔ WL 375 遇 

ná crossbow nỗ 弩 nǔ nuX nɔ’ *nɑB *C.nˤaʔ Hd 361 遇 

dạ stomach đỗ 肚 dù duX dɔ’ *dɑB *m-tˤaʔ Star 遇 

tây private tư 私 sī sij si *si *[s]əj VL 152 止 

thây corpse thi 屍 shī syij ɕi *śi *l̥̥̥̥ [ə]j WL 379 止 

vây encircle vi 圍 wéi hjw+j wuj *wui *[ɢ]ʷə[j] Sch 856 止 

vợ wife phụ 婦 fù bjuwX buw’ 
*buB < 

*buəB 
*mə.bəʔ WL 375 流 

mơ plum mai 梅 méi mwoj məj *mə *C.mˤə NTC 176 蟹 

chở transport tái 載 zài tsojH tsəjʰ *tsəC *[ts]ˤəʔ-s Sch 139 蟹 

chợ market thị 市 shì dzyiX dʑɨ’, dʑi’ 
*dźɨB < 

dźəB 
*C.[d]əʔ Hd 362 止 

bện plait biện 辮 biàn benx bɛn’ *benC *m-pˤe[r]ʔ Al 2018: 26 山 

đền temple điện 殿 diàn denH tɛnʰ *tenC *tˤə[n]-s WL 378 山 

tết new year tiết 節 jié tset tsɛt *tset *tsˤik WL 378 山 

ví compare tỷ 比 bǐ pjijX pji’ *piB *C.pijʔ WL 375 止 

nghĩ think nghị 議 yì ngjeH ŋiăʰ, ŋi’ʰ *ŋɨaiC *ŋ(r)aj-s Al 止 

ghim pin, needle châm 針, 鍼 zhēn tsyim tɕim 
*tśim < 

kim 
*t.[k]əm Pb 283 深 

nín hold back nhẫn 忍 rěn nyinX ɲin’ *ńɨnB *nə[n]ʔ Jia 臻 

rồng dragon 
long, 

sủng 
龍 lóng ljowng luawŋ *lioŋ *mˤroŋ WL 377 通 

đỗ stop đậu 住 zhù drjuH druăʰ *ḍioC *dro(ʔ)-s WL 379 遇 

giống type chủng 種 zhǒng tsyowngX tɕuawŋ’ *tśoŋB *k.toŋʔ WL 376 通 

gộp combine hợp, hiệp 合 gě, hé hop kəp, kap *gəp 
*m-kˤop; 

*kˤop 
Pb 283 咸 

mũ hat mạo 帽 mào mawH mawʰ *mouC *mˤuk-s Hd 75 效 

sú mix giảo 攪 jiǎo kaewX 
kaɨw’, 

kɛ:w’ 
*kɔuB *kˤruʔ Fan 277 效 

 
9  In Baxter and Sagart’s (2015) Old Chinese reconstructions, they used brackets […] for notation of 

remaining questions, but often, it is clear that the segments are intuitively feasible. I have left the 

brackets in the tables, but for visual clarity, I remove them in the text when they are noted for 

comparisons. 
10  I have listed early citations of these words. The list of references is provided at the end of this 

article. I cannot guarantee that they are the earliest published citations in all instances, but they 

nevertheless provide sources for readers to consult. In early publications (e.g., Cadière 1904, 

Maspero 1916, Wang 1948), the authors were not always clear about the timing of these wordsand 

only posited that they are distinct from the SV layer. The history of the identification of ECLs is 

complex, and it is necessary to track claims, including both supported and refuted claims, in order 

to make progress. 
11  In the tables of data in following subsections, I have provided the traditional Chinese rime 

categories, called攝 shè [ʂə˥˩], of the Chinese loanwords in this study. Unlike the SV layer, which 
has a high degree of consistency in their vowels with respect to these rime categories, the vowels 
of ECLs, while matching categories somewhat, exhibit significantly more variation, making it 
difficult to find useful insights. They are nevertheless included for general notation purposes as part 
of historical phonological study, to show that they have been considered, and for other researchers 
to explore. 
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rui rafter suy 榱 cuī NA ʂwi *ṣui NA Sch 698 止 

cũi cage quỹ, cự 櫃 gùi gwijH gwiʰ *guɨs *[g]ruj-s SBB 2011 止 

củi high prices quý 貴 gùi kjw+jH kujʰ *kus *kuj-s SBB 2011 止 

cữ abstain kị, kí 忌 jì giH gɨʰ, giʰ *ɡɨəC *m-k(r)ək-s Sch 94 止 

gửi send ký 寄 jì kjeH kiə̆ʰ, kiʰ *kɨaiC *C.[k](r)aj-s WL 359 止 

sức strength lực 力 lì lik lik *lɨk *k.rək WL 377 曾 

 
In addition to the evidence from the semantic and phonological features of ECLs, many 
of the words are precisely the type of cultural influence of incoming Chinese groups 
that settled in northern Vietnam as early as the Han Dynasty, such as ‘grave’, ‘temple’, 
‘market’, ‘hat’, ‘dragon’, and so on (see Alves 2016). Overall, the shared phonological 
and semantic features, combined with ethnohistorical information, support the ECL 
status of these words, and the vowels in these cases appear to be long-term retentions 
from the initial time of borrowing. 

4.2 Possible phonological retentions of early Chinese 
monophthongs 

This section reviews comparative data for the Vietnamese vowels ‘e’ /ɛ/, ‘o’ /ɔ/, and ‘ư’ 
/ɨ/. In all cases, they match vowels in early reconstructions of Chinese, variously from 
OC to EMC. While ‘ư’ is common in both SV vocabulary and ECLs due to 
centralization of vowels in LMC (cf. Chinese 四 sì ‘four’, MC sij, with the modern 
form /ɿ/ in the dialect groups of Mandarin, Wu, Gan, Xiang, and Hakka, versus *i and 
/i/ in Yue and Min dialects versus), ‘e’ and ‘o’ are rare in the later SV stratum. Kirby 
and Alves (2022: 116) show that Vietnamese ‘ă’, ‘e’, ‘o’, and ‘ơ’ occur at notably lower 
rates in SV vocabulary. For example, in several thousand SV words in their data, ‘ô’ /o/ 
is seen in 182 SV words, at their established O/E12 rate of 1.29. In contrast, ‘e’ occurs 
in only 61 SV words, and ‘o’ occurs in just 22 SV words, both at much lower O/E rates 
of just 0.34. Even though there are far fewer posited ECLs (i.e., several hundred) than 
SV vocabulary (i.e., many thousands), there are still several dozen ECLs with ‘e’ and 
‘o’, and there are six or seven hundred non-SV syllables with those vowels (Kirby and 
Alves 2022: 116). 

pV reconstructions show that the latter two vowels have native origins, so their 
numerically notable presence in ECLs supports substantive time depth of the borrowing 
of those words. The question is whether these were borrowed and retained as-is from 
Chinese or were modified either through sound changes in Vietic or due to L2 
interference at the time of borrowing. Each vowel is discussed below. 

4.2.1 ‘e’ 

Ferlus (1997: 48-49, 2014: 5) notes that Pong /ɛ/ corresponds to ‘e’ /ɛ/ or ‘ia/iê’ /iə/ in 
Vietnamese cognates, but without an apparent conditioning environment for the 
diphthong. Nguyễn T. C. (1995: 152-153) similarly posits pV *ɛ and *ɛ̆ as sources of 
Vietnamese ‘e’, but he does not mention this vowel in ECLs in this category. In pV 
reconstructions, all 50 Vietnamese words with ‘e’ have pV etyma with *ɛ and *ɛ̆. In 
available data, only one item comes from pAA (i.e., Vietnamese bẻ ‘to break off < pV 

 
12  O/E stands for “observed versus expected”, which is a ratio based on numbers of available syllables 

in Vietnamese which have SV forms versus the total number of syllables in Vietnamese regardless 

of origin (Kirby and Alves 2022: 111)). 
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*pɛh < pAA *pɛːh), but this nevertheless shows evidence of deep history of *ɛ. 
In my assembled data, there are 52 ECLs in Vietnamese with ‘e’. As noted, SV 

vocabulary has relatively few syllables with ‘e’, even though LMC reconstructions 
include /ɛ/. Regardless, the posited ECLs have pre-LMC consonants and tones, so 
instances of ‘e’ in ECLs are likely retentions from that early period. Several of these 
ECLs can be tied to the OC period due to their onsets and tones (e.g., retention of OC 
*r, ‘s’ from OC *kr, lenited onsets such as ‘v’ and ‘gh’, hỏi/ngã tones corresponding to 
the OC fricative coda, etc.), as shown in Table 5. However, no OC reconstructions 
include *ɛ (e.g., Karlgren (1957), Wang (1985), Zhengzhang (2000), Schuessler (2009), 
and Baxter and Sagart (2015)). Instead, *ɛ is reconstructed in LH by Schuessler (2009) 
and in EMC by Pulleyblank (1991). Pulleyblank cites supporting comparative evidence 
from ECLs as well as some Min Chinese dialects and Japanese Go-on readings of 
Chinese characters (Pulleyblank 1992: 12). We must be careful with the matter of ECL-
influenced reconstructions, but the consistency of pV *ɛ to modern Vietnamese ‘e’ 
nevertheless allows for the possibility of borrowing words with *ɛ from Chinese in the 
pre-LMC period. 

However, the OC features create challenges in determining chronological details. 
For example, Vietnamese sen [ʂɛ:n33] ‘lotus’ is hypothesized to come from Chinese 蓮 
lián ‘lotus’, with an OC reconstruction of *k.rˤen. The ‘s’ onset must have come from 
the OC *kr onset cluster, but the vowel is reconstructed as *e in both the OC and LH 
stage, and only in the EMC stage is *ɛ reconstructed. Thus, we can speculate possible 
scenarios: (a) the onset cluster remained into a stage when *ɛ had developed, (b) OC or 
LH *e was perceived by Vietic speakers as *ɛ as *ɛ was in Vietic at that time, (c) *ɛ 
was a phoneme or allophone in the variety of Chinese in northern Vietnam after that 
Sinitic-speaking community had settled there and their vowels underwent changes, or 
perhaps there were other scenarios. Regardless, it seems highly unlikely that the ECL 
sen ‘lotus’ (also an unsurprising loanword considering sociocultural practices in early 
Chinese art) is an instance of chance partial similarity, so we must keep the item in 
study of ECL phonology, but some details cannot yet be answered. Such challenges are 
also the case for some other ECLs. 

Table 5: LOC ECLs in Vietnamese with ‘e’ 

ECL Gloss SV Ch PY MC EMC LH OC Cited 攝 

ghẻ itch (n.); scabs giới 疥 jiè keajH kəɨjʰ, 

kɛ:jʰ 

*kɛs *C.kˤr[e][p]-s Pb 282 蟹 

quẻ measure for 

divinations 

quái 卦 guà kweaH kwaɨjʰ, 

kwɛ:jʰ 

*kuɛC *[k]ʷˤre-s WL 366 蟹 

rèm bamboo 

curtains, blinds 

liêm 簾 lián ljem liam NA *rem WL 377 咸 

rèn forge (v) luyện 鍊 liàn lenH lɛnʰ *lenC *[r]ˤen-s Hd 358 山 

sen lotus liên 蓮 lián len lɛn *len *k.[r]ˤe[n] WL 377  山 

vẽ draw, paint họa 畫 huà hweaH ɣwəɨjk, 

ɣwɛ:jk 

*ɣwɛC *C-gʷˤrek-s WL 365 蟹 

 
Of the ECLs with ‘e’ for which only a general chronological period before LMC can be 
determined, EMC and LH reconstructions variously have *ɛ (Table 6). In the earlier 
period, *ɛ is found in the EMC reconstructions only rather than in LH reconstructions, 
suggesting borrowing in the mid-1st millennium CE. However, as LH reconstructions 
sometimes have *ɛ, the timing of such borrowings remains uncertain. Regardless, the 
early Chinese reconstructions suggest these ECLs could have been borrowed in the pre-
LMC period in the 1st millennium CE. 
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Table 6: ECLs of uncertain timing of borrowing in Vietnamese with ‘e’  

ECL Gloss SV Ch PY MC EMC LH OC Cited 攝 

chè tea trà 茶 chá drae draɨ, drɛ: *ḍa *lˤra WL 364 假 

chén cup, small bowl trản 盞 zhǎn tsreanX tʂəɨn’, tʂɛ:n’ *tṣɛnB *[ts]rarʔ WL 366 山 

hè summer hạ 夏 xià haeH ɣaɨ’, ɣɛ:’ *ɡaB *[ɢ]ˤraʔ WL 364 假 

hoè Chinese scholar 

tree 

hoài 槐 huái hweaj ɣwəɨj, ɣwɛ:j *ɣuəi, 

ɣuɛi 

*[g]ˤ<r>uj WL 366 蟹 

kén choose giản 揀 jiǎn keanX kəɨn’, kɛ:n’ *kɛnB *kˤr[a]nʔ WL 366 山 

kéo scissors giảo 鉸 jiǎo kaewX kaɨw’, kɛ:w’ NA *mə-[k]ˤr[a]wʔ Al 2015:47 效 

khéo skillful xảo 巧 qiǎo khaewX kʰaɨw’, kʰɛ:w’ *khɔuB/C *[kʰ]ˤruʔ WL 360 效 

mè sesame ma 麻 má mae maɨ, mɛ: *ma < mai *C.mˤraj Sch 482 假 

mẹo 4th earthly 

branch (rabbit) 

mão 卯 mǎo maewX maɨw’, mɛ:w’ *mɔuB *mˤruʔ WL 365 效 

 

As Vietic *ɛ has been retained in some ECLs in Vietnamese, early Chinese *ɛ may have 
been retained in words borrowed in that early period. However, other questions remain 
about the timing, and other hypotheses may have to be considered to clarify the 
chronologies of the borrowings. 

4.2.2 ‘o’ *ɔ 

Ferlus (1997: 48-49, 2014: 5) notes Vietnamese words with ‘o’ /ɔ/ corresponding to pV 
ɔ and */ɔ/ in Pong words with both open and closed syllables. Nguyễn T. C. (1995: 131-
134) posits *ɔ pV as a source of Vietnamese ‘o’ and also posits that ‘o’ in SV words 
comes from MC *u. In pV reconstructions, *ɔ is the source of Vietnamese ‘o’ in over 
90 words, though four pV words have *u (e.g., pAA *suk ‘hair’, pV *suk, Vietnamese 
tóc ‘hair’). 

Thus, we should expect an *ɔ source in early Chinese among ECLs, while *u 
might also be a source. However, of these, no reconstruction of OC vowel inventories 
includes *ɔ. Also, unlike *ɛ, *ɔ is not in LMC reconstructions of Pulleyblank or Baxter. 
*ɔ is reconstructed only in Schuessler’s LH and Pulleyblank’s EMC. However, in the 
available data, while some of the ECL source Chinese reconstructions contain *ɔ, a 
relatively larger number have *ɑ, as exemplified in Table 7. In Pulleyblank’s EMC, *ɔ 
is reconstructed much more often, so one possibility is that these words were not 
borrowed until that stage. However, another possibility is that LH *ɑ, which pV did not 
have, was borrowed as *ɔ, being a close phonological match or possible phonetic 
variant. If this is the case, the borrowings occurred in the first half of the 1st millennium 
CE. 
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Table 7: ECLs reconstructed with *ɔ or *ɑ that have ‘o’ in Vietnamese 

ECL Gloss SV Ch PY MC EMC LH OC Cited 攝 

cóc know giác 覺 jué kaewk kaɨwk, 

kɶ:wk 

*kɔk *kˤruk VL 38 江 

đò ferry độ 渡 dù duH NA *dɑC *[d]ˤak-s Hd 361 遇 

hòm chest, 

coffer 

hàm 函 hán hom ɣəm, 

ɣam 

*ɡɑm *Cə-m-

kˤ[ə]m 

WL 371 咸 

khó difficult khổ 苦 kǔ khuX kʰɔ’ *khɑB *kʰˤaʔ Sch 360 遇 

lò stove lô 爐 lú lu lɔ *lɑ *[r]ˤa WL 379 遇 

mong hope (v) vọng 望 wàng mjang muaŋʰ *muɑŋA/C *maŋ-s Sch 497 宕 

ngọ noon SAME 午 wǔ nguX ŋɔ’ *ŋɑB *[m].qʰˤaʔ Hd 77  遇 

thó potter’s 

clay 

thổ, 

độ, đỗ 

土 tǔ thuX tʰɔ’ *thɑB *tʰˤaʔ Al 2023: 

428 

遇 

 

However, in the data of 43 Vietnamese words having ‘o’, several have features marking 
them as OC-era loanwords (i.e., onsets and tones) even though the OC reconstructions 
have either *a or *o, as in Table 8. And again, in LH, many of the posited source words 
for ECLs have *ɑ. Considering that some of the ECLs have OC features (i.e., 
Pulleyblank’s LH), it is possible that LOC *ɔ and *ɑ were both borrowed as *ɔ in 
northern Vietic. 

Table 8: LOC ECLs in Vietnamese with ‘o’ 

ECL Gloss SV Ch PY MC EMC LH OC Cited 攝 

góc corner giác 角 jiǎo kaewk kaɨwk, 

kɶ:wk 

*kɔk *C.[k]ˤrok Pb 283 江 

gỏi dish of chopped 

vegetables and meat 

khoái 膾 kuài kwajH kwajʰ *kuɑs *C.[k]ˤ[o]

[p]-s 

Hd 75 蟹 

lõ prominent lộ 露 lù luH lɔʰ *lɑC *p.rˤak-s Hd 364 遇 

rò leak (v) lậu 漏 lòu luwH ləwʰ *loC *[Nə-

r]ˤok-s 

Sch 

688  

流 

thỏ rabbit thố 兔 tù thuH tʰɔʰ *thɑC *l̥ˤa-s Hd 75 遇 

tỏ express tố 訴 sù suH sɔʰ *sɑC *s-ŋˤak-s Hd 364 遇 

tỏi garlic toán 蒜 suàn swanH swan *suɑnC *[s]ˤor-s NTC 

209 
山 

 

Another possible early Chinese source vowel for ‘o’ in a dozen posited ECLs is *o, as 
in Table 9. This is not an unreasonable change in a borrowing situation. Also, perhaps 
dialectal or allophonic variation in the Chinese spoken in northern Vietnam in the early 
period can account for this. This total situation creates uncertainty as to the timing of 
borrowing. Nevertheless, both ‘every’ and ‘rootstock of lotus’ have tones marking these 
as pre-LMC loanwords. The consonants, tones, and semantic features altogether support 
these words’ status as Chinese loanwords, and some have features that clearly date them 
to the 1st millennium.  
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Table 9: ECLs reconstructed with *o that in Vietnamese have ‘o’  

ECL Gloss SV Ch PY MC EMC LH OC Cited 攝 

đọc read độc 讀 dú duwk dəwk *dok *C.lˤok Sch 220 通 

đòng lance, halberd đồng 銅 tóng duwng dəwŋ *doŋ *[l]ˤoŋ Sch 223 通 

khóc cry khốc 哭 kū khuwK kʰəwk *khok *[kʰ]ˤok Sch 362 通 

mọi every mỗi 每 měi mwojX məj’ *məB *mˤəʔ WL 380 蟹 

ngó rootstock of lotus ngẫu 藕 ǒu nguwX ŋəw’ NA *C.ŋˤ(r)oʔ Sch 585 流 

thóc paddy rice, 

unhusked 

túc 粟 sù sjowk suawk *siok *[s]ok Sch 790 通 

 

For now, I assume that as long as the consonants and tones match in expected ways, ‘o’ 
in ECLs comes variously from early Chinese *ɔ and *ɑ. Whether *o and *a in OC are 
among the sources of ‘o’ cannot be safely asserted. Yet, the cluster of low back vowels 
could have been the source of ECL ‘o’ in the process of phonological adaptation in 
second-language borrowing. 

4.2.3 ‘ư’ *ɨ 

Ferlus (1997: 48-49, 2014: 5) noted multiple correspondences for Vietnamese ‘ư’ in 
Pong, including /i/, /ɨ/, and /ə:/, the latter specifically in syllables with velar codas. but 
only *ə in pV. Nguyễn T. C. (1995: 173-176) similarly posited a range of pV sources: 
*ɨ, *ɨ̆, *ə, *ə̆, and *i. However, in the OC layer, he noted only *ə̆ as a source. In available 
data, some two dozen Vietnamese words with ‘ư’ are pV etyma, and of these, most are 
reconstructed with *ə or *ə̆, though a few items have *ɨ. Notably, while about two-thirds 
have velar codas, the others do not, so that while having a velar coda is common, this 
tendency does not constitute  a rule. 

Still, of the two dozen ECLS with ‘ư’, many of the posited source early Chinese 
words have *ə and velar codas (Table 10). Many of those ECLs with ‘ư’ belong to the 
曾 zēng rhyme group, which has short ‘ă’ in the SV layer. In Table 10, the vowels in 
most of the ECLs correspond to *ə in the OC stage, but *ə and *ɨ are variously seen in 
the LH and EMC stages. As the consonants and tones in these words do not offer 
chronological information, they could hypothetically have been borrowed at any time 
in the 1st millennium, but the correspondence of ‘ư’ to early Chinese *ə indicates 
borrowing from LOC (i.e., LH or OC). This is further supported by instances of 
probable OC-era borrowings, as discussed below. 

Table 10: ECLs reconstructed with *ə that in Vietnamese have ‘ư’ 

ECL Gloss SV Ch PY MC EMC LH OC Cited 攝 

bức unit for flat 

things 

phúc 幅 fú pjuwk puk < 

pɨk 

*pək puwk WL 362 通 

đực male animal đặc 特 tè dok dək *dək *dˤək Hd 362 曾 

khứng agree, accept khẳng 肯 kěn khongX kʰəŋ’ *khəŋ
B 

*kʰˤəŋʔ VL 92 曾 

mực ink mặc 墨 mò mok mək *mək *C.mˤək Hd 362 曾 

thưng unit of 

measurement 

(for cereals) 

thăng 升 shēng sying ɕiŋ *śɨŋ *s-təŋ NTT 392 曾 

thừng rope thằng 繩 shéng zying ʑiŋ *źɨŋ *Cə-

m.rəŋ 

Sch 804 曾 

từng floor tằng 層 céng dzong dzəŋ *dzəŋ, 

*tsəŋ 

*N-s-tˤəŋ Sch 765 曾 
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The several proposed ECLs with LOC features are presented in Table 12. Most of the 
OC source words are reconstructed with schwa *ə, some with and some without codas. 
While some of these Chinese words have been reconstructed in LH and EMC with *ɨ, 
and one might then consider those the source forms, the consonants and tones in the 
ECLs connect them to the LOC period. Notably, several of them have hỏi/ngã tones, 
which correspond to OC *-s codas, and in sức ‘strength’, the ‘s’ onset comes from the 
OC *kr onset cluster. This situation thus suggests *ə is indeed the source in these ECLs 
from that early period. 

Table 11: LOC-era ECLs with *ə that correspond to ‘ư’ in Vietnamese 

ECL Gloss SV Ch PY MC EMC LH OC Cited 攝 

chữ word  tự 字 zì dziH dzɨʰ, dziʰ *dziəC *mə-dzə-s Hd 74 止 

cữ abstain kị, kí  忌 jì giH gɨʰ, giʰ *ɡɨəC *m-k(r)ək-s Sch 94 止 

           

nhử lure nhị 餌 ěr nyiH ɲɨ’, ɲi’ *ńəC *[C.]nə(ʔ)-s Sch 627 止 

sức strength lực 力 lì lik lik *lɨk *k.rək  WL 377 曾 

thử try thí 試 shì syiH ɕɨʰ, ɕiʰ *śəC *l̥̥ ək-s WL 380 止 

 

Finally, a few instances of LMC-era ECLs with ‘ư’ are found, as in Table 11. These 
have LMC segments, but as they have level tones rather than contour tones of their SV 
counterparts, they were evidently borrowed in the pre-tonogenesis period in Proto-Viet-
Muong (see Alves 2018 for discussion). Thus, they developed ‘ư’ as part of changes in 
LMC rather than native Vietic processes. Still, I label them ECLs as they have features 
distinguishing them from SV vocabulary. 

Table 12: LMC-era ECLs with ‘ư’ 

ECL Gloss SV Ch PY MC EMC LH OC Cited RH 

cưu help cứu 救 jiù kjuwH kuwʰ *kuC *s.k(r)u-s Al 2018: 30 流 

từ from tự 自 zì dzijH dziʰ *dziC *s.[b]i[t]-s WL 381 止 

tư four tứ 四 sì sijH siʰ *sis *s.li[j]-s WL 381 止 

4.3 Diphthongs 

Vietnamese has three diphthongs: front ‘ia/iê’ /iə̆/, central ‘ưa’ /ɨə̆/, and back ‘ua/uô’ 
/uə̆/. This trio of diphthongs is found in various Austroasiatic languages in Mainland 
Southeast Asia (e.g., Khmer, Pacoh (Katuic), Samre (Pearic), etc.) as well as 
Southwestern Tai languages (e.g., Thai, Lao, Black Tai, etc.). Thus, having these 
diphthongs is not unusual in the region. In many Austroasiatic languages, diphthongs 
have emerged in the process of registrogenesis (e.g., Khmer, Alak, Kui, etc. (Huffman 
1985:141-142)). However, in Vietnamese, the conditioning factors in their development 
have not been fully accounted for. Indeed, diphthongs in Vietnamese appear unrelated 
to register (Ferlus 1998:7; Tạ 2023:317–321).13 

 
13  Badosa-Roldos (2025:273–282) provides substantive discussion on this matter, and while he 

suggests potential evidence and scenarios for register-induced changes in Vietnamese vowels (e.g., 

the reintegration of a two-vowel series into one, thereby masking the original register situation), 

this matter is uncertain at this point. Still, it would be surprising if Vietnamese had somehow 

avoided this otherwise common registral phenomenon in neighboring languages, while still having 

the three-diphthong system. 
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Nguyễn T. C. (1995) does not reconstruct diphthongs in pV, nor does Ferlus 
(2014) list diphthongs in his pV vowel system. Nevertheless, among Ferlus’s (2007) pV 
lexical reconstructions, about a dozen items have diphthongs, several with *ɨə, a few 
with *iɛ, and a few with *ua. Notably, a handful of reconstructions are in fact ECLs 
(e.g., gươm ‘sword’ from 劍 jiàn ‘sword, OC *s.kr[a]m-s; giếng ‘well (n)’ from 井 
jǐng ‘well (n)’, OC *C.tseŋʔ; and others), which further reduces the number of instances 
of native Vietic etyma reconstructed diphthongs. Thus, it is unclear whether pV had its 
own diphthongs, at least at the initial period of Sinitic-Vietic language contact, and 
contact with Sinitic may have influenced the development of diphthongs in the northern 
Vietic ancestor of Vietnamese. 

In contrast to that small number of words, my database of posited ECLS contains 
over 120 words with diphthongs, about 40 for each of the three types.14 Also, in modern 
Vietnamese, over a thousand phonemically distinctive syllables have diphthongs, and 
of these, over one-third have SV forms, as shown in Table 13.15 Putting aside questions 
of conditioning factors, it seems that, at the very least, Chinese loanwords have 
contributed to this part of the Vietnamese phonological inventory. However, it remains 
to be determined how and how much this was the case. 

Table 13: Vietnamese syllables diphthongs and etymological origins (from Kirby and 

Alves 2023: 116) 

Diphthongs Total Native SV 

iê/ia 571 291 280 

ươ/ưa 377 307 70 

uô/ua 288 279 9 

 

More detail of these three diphthongs in ECLs is provided in the following three 
subsections. 

4.3.1 ‘ia/iê’ 

Ferlus (1997: 48-49, 2014: 5) claims both pV *ɛ: and Pong /ɛ:/ correspond to the 
Vietnamese monophthong ‘e’ /ɛ/ and diphthong ‘ia/iê’ /iə/. Nguyễn T. C. (157-159) 
similarly posits a source of pV *ɛ for Vietnamese ‘ia/iê’. However, for MC loanwords, 
he notes correspondences of two segments, namely, MC glide *j plus *a, for modern 
Vietnamese ‘ia/iê’, a shift in the position of the sonorant peak. 

In pV reconstructions, there are thirteen words in Vietnamese with ‘ia/iê’: one is 
an ECL (i.e., liềm ‘sickle’ < 鐮 lián, MC ljem, OC *[r]em), two are pAA etyma with 
comparable diphthongs (i.e., miệng ‘mouth’ < pAA *miəŋˀ ‘mouth, jaw’ and *liəmˀ, 
*liːmˀ ‘lick (v.)’),16 and the rest are pV etyma reconstructed with *ɛ. This is not a 

 
14  The earliest publication that considered these diphthongs in ECLs is that of Cadière (1904). He 

noted several dozen words that he considered to be related to the SV characters based on their 

diphthongs versus monophthongs in standard SV character counterparts. However, he did not offer 

a hypothesis about the chronology of these loanwords.  
15  However, of those syllables marked “native”, some of those are actually ECLs as Kirby and Alves 

(2023) did not have a formulaic means of isolating pre-SV borrowings in aggregated data. Doing 

so would require manual identification of these. As I have now noted about 40 items with each of 

the three diphthongs, the number of native numbers can be decreased accordingly by about 12 to 

15 percent each. 
16  This pAA item is complicated by the comparable Chinese form 舔 tiǎn ‘lick’ (SV thiểm), OC 

*l̥ˤ[i]mʔ, and we can also consider Cantonese lim2 ‘to lick’ or Proto-Sino-Tibetan *s-lyam ‘tongue, 
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clearcut situation, and while most instances of ‘ia/iê’ appear to come from *ɛ, the pAA 
etyma with diphthongs show the possibility of retention of these vowels from even 
before pV. 

Moreover, evidence for the spread of this diphthong from Chinese loans is clear. 
It is very common in SV vocabulary borrowed after the medial palatalization in Chinese 
that occurred in LMC. As noted in Section 4.3, some 280 syllables with ‘ia/iê’ are SV 
items. As for ECLs, some 40 items have this diphthong, mostly belonging to three 
Chinese rime groups: 梗 gēng / canh, 止 zhǐ / chỉ, and 效 xiào / hiệu, as in Table 14. 
Their corresponding Chinese reconstructions have *je, *ia, or *iə̆ in various stages of 
early Chinese. Thus, it is not possible to make precise chronological claims, other than 
their borrowing happened in the LH stage or later in the 1st millennium. 

Table 14: Early Chinese *je or *ia and ECLs with ‘ia/iê’  

ECL Gloss SV Ch PY MC EMC LH OC Cited 攝 

chiêng golden 

gong 

chinh 鉦 zhēng NA tɕiajŋ *tśeŋ NA VL 32 梗 

biếc bluish 

green 

bích 碧 bì pjaek piajk *pɨak *prak Đào 73 梗 

tiệc banquet tịch 席 xí zjek Ziajk *ziak, *ziɑk *s-m-

tAk 

WL 370 梗 

bia stele bi 碑 bēi pje pie NA *pre Cad 1067 止 

đìa pond trì 池 chí drje ḍiai *driə̆/dri *Cə.lraj Pb 209 止 

chìa key thì 匙 chí NA NA *dʐiə̆/dʐi NA Sch 123 止 

nhiều much, 

many 

nhiêu 饒 ráo nyew ńɑu *ɲiaw *[ŋ]ew Sch 616 效 

thiếu lacking, 

little 

thiểu 少 shǎo syewX śɑuB *ɕiaw’ *[s.t]ewʔ Hd 76 效 

biêu raise a 

flag, 

symbol, 

etc. 

tiêu 標 biāo NA piau *pjiaw NA VL 15 效 

 

Some of these ECLs have features that suggest they are LOC-era loans, such as lenited 
onsets and the ngã tone, as in Table 15. However, OC does not have diphthongs or 
medial palatals. Instead, *ia is seen in EMC, though some LH reconstructions do have 
diphthongs, albeit with somewhat different segments (e.g., *ɨɑ, etc.). Again, there 
remain challenges in resolving apparent inconsistencies in the timing of borrowing as 
implied by the reconstructions. 

Table 15: ECLs possibly from OC that have ‘ia/iê’ in Vietnamese 

ECL Gloss SV Ch PY MC EMC LH OC Cited 攝 

giếng well tỉnh 井 jǐng tsjengX tsiajŋ’ *tsieŋB *C.tseŋʔ Pb 283 梗 

giêng first month chinh  正 zhēng tsyeng tɕiajŋ *tśeŋ *C.teŋ WL 370  梗 

miễu small 

shrine 

miếu 廟 miào mjewH miawʰ *mɨɑuC *[m]raw-

s 

WL 381  效 

nghĩa justice  nghĩa 義 yì nghjeH ŋiăʰ, 

ŋi’ʰ 

*ŋɨeC < *ŋieC *ŋ(r)aj-s Hd 364 止 

 

lick, flame’ (Matisoff 2003). However, this could be either an instance of chance similarity, perhaps 

due to ideophonic aspects, or a word with deeper history in the region, something that cannot be 

determined at this time. In either case, the word in Vietnamese should be regarded as a pAA etymon 

unless new information changes this scenario.  
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4.3.2 ‘ua/uô’ 

Ferlus (1997: 48-49, 2014: 5) notes that ‘ua/uô’ /uə̆/ corresponds to pV *ɔ and /ɔ/ in 
Pong, and in dozens of Ferlus’s (2007) pV lexical reconstructions, it similarly 
corresponds to *ɔ (but also pV *u in a handful of proto-word forms). This matches 
Nguyễn T. C.’s (1995: 139-141) claim of pV *ɔ as a source, and the proto-language 
vowel is even retained in Vietnamese dialects of north-central Vietnam (Ibid.). Of the 
35 pV reconstructions, nine are ECLs, most of which have diphthongs in their earlier 
reconstructions, as discussed below. Of the native vocabulary, *ɔ: is the most common 
reconstructed vowel, but there are a few instances with *o. Of the seven pAA etyma, 
the vowels vary but are all back vowels, while *roaj ‘fly (n.)’ is the only one 
reconstructed with a diphthong (though Sidwell (p.c.) is considering reconstructing this 
item with *ɔ, which would make the comparative data consistent). Overall, this 
evidence suggests the development of a diphthong in Vietnamese, but there is no 
apparent conditioning factor. 

As for Chinese loanwords, Cadière (1904: 1070) and Nguyễn T. C. (ibid.) both 
note that ‘ua/uô’ is rare in SV vocabulary. This observation is numerically supported 
by Kirby and Alves (2022: 116), showing only 9 out of 279 Vietnamese syllables with 
‘ua/uô’ are SV syllables. The nine syllables (seven if not distinguished by tones) come 
from 23 different Chinese characters (i.e., cuồng狂; cuống 逛, 誑, 誆; huống 况, 況, 
貺; khuông 眶, 筐, 匡, 劻, 筐; muội 昧, 妹, 沬, 眛; muộn 悶, 懣; thuộc 屬; uông 
尪, 汪; uổng 枉). The MC forms for these items mostly have medial *-w-, so this 
appears to be an instance of a shift in the sonorant peak to form a diphthong. 

Table 16: ECLs that have ‘uô/ua’ 

ECL Gloss SV Ch PY MC EMC LH OC Cited 攝 

bùa talisman phù 符 fú bju buə̆ *buo *[b](r)o WL 362 遇 

buồm sail phàm 帆 fān NA buam *buɑm NA WL 362 咸 

buồng room phòng 房 fáng bjang buaŋ *buɑŋ *[Cə-

N-]paŋ 

WL 361 宕 

chua annotate chú 註 zhù NA truăʰ *tśoC < ṭioC NA Pb2 209 遇 

chuông bell chung 鐘 zhōng tsyowng tɕuawŋ *tśoŋ *toŋ Mas 36 通 

dùa gather,  

collect 

tụ 聚 jù dzjuH dzuə̆’ *dzioB/C *m-tsʰoʔ-

s 

Sch 189 遇 

lụa silk lũ, lâu 縷 lǚ ljuX luə̆’ *lioB *[r]oʔ Ferlus 遇 

muộn late vãn 晚 wǎn mjonX muan’ *muɑnB *m[o][r]ʔ Sch 512 山 

nguồn source; 

spring, 

fountain 

nguyên 源 yuán ngjwon ŋuan *ŋyɑn *N-ɢʷar Đào 74 山 

 

In contrast, this diphthong is much more common in ECLs, of which there are over 40 
items. In these, diphthongs comparable to Vietnamese ‘ua/uô’ (e.g., *ua, *uə̆, *uɑ, etc.) 
are common in both the EMC and LH stages. If these reconstructions are valid, it seems 
that the diphthongs have been retained from the pre-LMC period.  

A few ECLs have OC features (Table 17). Again, conflicting matters of OC onsets, 
tones, and LH/EMC diphthongs make the precise dating of borrowing of some of these 
difficult to determine. Still, it is reasonable to posit that some of these Chinese words 
were borrowed as early as the East Han Dynasty. 

https://www.mdbg.net/chinese/dictionary?page=worddict&email=&wdrst=0&wdqb=woman
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Table 17: Potential LOC-era ECLs that have ‘uô/ua’ in Vietnamese 

ECL Gloss SV Ch PY MC EMC LH OC Cited 攝 

đũa chopsticks trứ, trợ 箸 zhù drjoH drɨăʰ *ḍiɑC *d<r>ak-s WL 361 遇 

vùa assist (in 

vùa giúp) 

phò, 

phù 

扶 fú bju buə̆ *buɑ *m-[p](r)a Cad 

1071 

遇 

ruộng field lũng 壟 lǒng NA luawŋ’ *lioŋB NA Jia 通 

vuông square phương 方 fāng pjang puaŋ *puɑŋ *C-paŋ Mas 39 宕 

 

A caveat is that both Pulleyblank and Schuessler considered ECL data in their 
reconstructions of early Chinese. If data in Vietnamese influenced their reconstructions, 
then we must be careful about the argument that Vietic borrowed words with ‘ua/uô’. 
However, in the data, a number of ECLs have been noted in other publications that came 
after Pulleyblank’s EMC reconstructions or were not likely to have been considered in 
LH reconstructions (e.g., those by Schneider, Ferlus, Jia, etc.). Many of these words 
have still been reconstructed with diphthongs, which increases our confidence in the 
retention of these diphthongs. 

Again, the question is whether this diphthong developed in Vietic or it was the 
result of borrowing Chinese words with diphthongs. In one view considering a process 
of diphthongization in these ECLs, Phan (2025: 254-256) discusses Wang’s (1958) and 
Mineya’s (1972) ideas for Vietnamese ‘ua/uô’ and hypothesizes “a breaking of the 
vowel as a result of raising”. However, this does not offer a clear environment for this 
to have happened. An alternative explanation is that Chinese in that period had 
diphthongs, and Vietic borrowed words with those diphthongs, thereby introducing 
these vowel sounds to northern Vietic. I think this is the likely explanation for the 
instances in this category. 

And yet, in several instances (though still a small fraction of the 44 instances), the 
diphthongs in Vietnamese come from EMC or LH words with reconstructed 
monophthongs or with very different diphthongs. Those with monophthongs in 
particular raise the possibility that the Vietnamese diphthongs developed in those ECLs 
after borrowing. We can then speculate that the *ua-type diphthongs were borrowed 
into northern Vietic, and the increased number of words with that sound permitted *ɔ 
(or perhaps *ɑ) to undergo diphthongization by the Proto-Viet-Muong stage. But this is 
admittedly speculative. 

Table 18: ECLs with Vietnamese ‘uô/ua’ but monophthongs in LOC 

ECL Gloss SV Ch PY MC EMC LH OC Cited 攝 

đuốc torch chúc 燭 zhú tsyowk tɕuwk *dźok *tok WL 360 通 

thuộc know 

well 

thục 熟 shú dzyuwk dʑuwk *dźuk *[d]uk Sch 800 通 

chuốc pour 

wine 

chước  酌 zhuó tsyak tɕɨak *tsɑk *tewk Sch 147 宕 

chuông wine cup 

(archaic) 

chung 盅 zhōng NA trʰuwŋ ṭhuŋ, 

ḍuŋ 

NA NA 通 

4.3.3 ‘ưa’ 

Ferlus (1997: 48-49, 2014: 5) notes that pV *a and /a:/ in Pong correspond to 
Vietnamese ‘a’ and ‘ưa/ươ’ in both open and closed syllables. In addition, Pong /ə:/ 
corresponds to Vietnamese ‘ư’ and ‘ươ’ in syllables with velar codas. Nguyễn T. C. 
(1995: 180–183) also notes that both pV *a and *a in ECLs correspond to modern 
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Vietnamese ‘a’ and ‘ươ’. 
Again, there is no clear conditioning factor to trigger diphthongization in this case. 

Phan (2025: 442–447) points out that Maspero (1916) suggested a nativizing effect 
result in ‘ưa/ươ’ in Chinese loanwords in Vietnamese. Maspero noted corresponding /a/ 
in conservative varieties of Vietnamese and suggested that the ECLs with ‘ưa/ươ’ in 
words originally with *a changed in parallel to native processes after the SV stage (i.e., 
in the 2nd millennium). However, Phan suggests instead that an alternative explanation 
is the reverse, that features of Chinese loans affected native phonology in northern 
Vietic (Phan 2025: 445). 

Table 19: ECLs with ‘ưa/ươ’ possibly from the LOC period 

ECL Gloss SV Ch PY MC EMC LH OC Cited 攝 

rường kingpost lương 梁 liáng ljang lɨaŋ *liɑŋ *raŋ Sch 705  宕 

giường bed sàng 床 chuáng dzrjang dʐɨaŋ *dẓɑŋ *k.dzraŋ WL 376 宕 

rương box; trunk tương 箱 xiāng sjang sɨaŋ *siɑŋ *C.[s]aŋ Sch 705 宕 

gương mirror kính 鏡 jìng kjaengH kiajŋʰ *kɨaŋC *C.qraŋ-s WL 373 梗 

vượt cross over việt 越 yuè hjwot wuat *wɑt *[ɢ]ʷat Pb 210 山 

vườn garden viên 園 yuán hjwon wuan *wɑn *C.ɢʷa[n] Đào 74 山 

tươi fresh tiên 鮮 xiān sjen sian *sian *[s][a]r WL 359 山 

gươm sword kiếm 劍 jiàn kjaemH kɨamʰ *kɨɑmC *s.kr[a]m-s WL 374 咸 

chữa repair, 

treat 

trị 治 zhì driH drɨʰ/driʰ *ḍiə(C) *lrə-s  Pb 208 止 

chửa pregnant tự 字 zì dziH dzɨʰ/dziʰ *dziəC *mə-dzə-s Jia 止 

cưỡi/cỡi ride (a 

horse) 

kị 騎 qí, jì gje giə̆/gi *ɡɨaiC *C.g(r)aj, 

*[g](r)aj-s 

Hd 363 止 

Table 20: ECLs having OC counterparts with medial *-r- 

ECL Gloss SV Ch PY MC EMC LH OC Cited 攝 

ngừa prevent ngữ, ngự 禦 yù ngjoX ŋɨă’ *ŋɨɑB *m-qʰ(r)aʔ Pb 209 遇 

chứa contain trử 貯 zhù NA trɨă’ *ṭiɑB NA WL 368 遇 

cưa saw cứ 鋸 jù kjoH kɨə̆ʰ *ɡɨɑB *k(r)a-s Pb 209 遇 

chừa exclude trừ 除 chù drjo drɨə̆ *ḍiɑ *[l]<r>a Pb 209 遇 

xưa previous, old sơ 初 chū tsrhjo tʂʰɨə̆ *tṣɑ *[ts]ʰra WL 368 遇 

lượt batch; 

time/turn 

liệt 列 liè ljet liat *liat *[r][e]t Sch 458 山 

lượm gather liễm 斂 liǎn ljemX liam’ *liamB/C *[r][a]mʔ Đào 74 咸 

bừa rake bà 耙 pá bae baɨ’, 

bɛ:’ 

*ba(C) *[b]ˤra Al 2014: 35 NA 

dường seems just 

like 

dạng 樣 yàng yangH jɨaŋʰ *jɑŋC *[ɢ](r)aŋʔ-s WL 381 宕 

giượng husband of 

aunt 

trượng 丈 zhàng drjangX drɨaŋ’ *ḍiɑŋB *[d]raŋʔ Bd 383 宕 

giương stretch, 

extend 

trương 張 zhāng trjang trɨaŋ *ṭiɑŋ *C.traŋ Pb 283 宕 

ngược contrary ngịch 逆 nì ngjaek ŋiajk *ŋɨak *ŋrak WL 370 梗 

 

Indeed, in the assembled data, there is evidence of retentions of diphthongs; many of 
the EMC and LH forms have been similarly reconstructed with *ɨa. However, even 
though OC has not been reconstructed with diphthongs, several items have specific OC 
features, as in Table 19. Moreover, many of those have *a. Thus, the question is whether 
these ECLs diphthongs represent retentions from that period or innovations, and if the 
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latter, whether any conditioning factors can be identified. 
Among the forty early Chinese reconstructions in this category, 22 have medial *-

r- or *r onset simplexes, as in Table 20. I have wondered (Alves 2014: 35) if the medial 
OC *-r- could have had an effect on the *a vowel in ECLs. If medial *r could be shown 
to be a conditioning factor, that would represent an instance of second-language 
phonological adaptation. However, among the 50 native pV words with ‘ưa’, none have 
medial *-r-, so comparative evidence for that hypothesis is lacking. 

On a final note, Phan (2025: 440-441) points out that SV doublets from the LMC 
layer include pairs with ‘a’ and ‘ươ’ (e.g., sơn and san ‘mountain’ from Chinese 山 
sān), but those with ‘a’ tend to be used more as spoken forms, while those with ‘a’ are 
more likely to be literary forms that are not used in the Vietnamese vernacular. This 
highlights the historically long-established position of this sound in Vietnamese 
phonology, whether it is the result of borrowing, native innovation, or a combination of 
factors. 

6. Concluding observations and implications 

The following are key points indicated by the data presented above. 
 

• Support for ECL status: These vowels, combined with the onsets, codas, and 
tones, all provide evidence that these posited ECLs were borrowed in the 1st 
millennium CE prior to the borrowing of SV loanwords. 

• Conflicting chronological information: In some cases, there is conflicting 
chronological information offered by the onsets and tones versus the vowels. In 
some cases, ECL onsets and the hỏi/ngã tone category indicate OC-era borrowing 
(i.e., reconstructions of Baxter & Sagart), while the vowels in various instances 
match those of the later LH or EMC periods. Accounting for these conflicts will 
require additional data and/or analysis. 

• Parallels and contrasts between native and Chinese words: In many cases, the 
vowels in ECLs have been retained or have changed in ways that mirror those in 
native Vietic words. However, in some cases, the changes do not match patterns 
in native words, and the explanations for these are not yet evident, or there are too 
many possibilities, and one possibility does not seem more likely than the others. 

• Uncertainty regarding diphthongs: The evidence strongly supports the 
borrowing of diphthongs from Chinese as early as the LOC period. However, the 
history of the spread of diphthongs in Vietnamese, and how that relates to possible 
changes of vowels in ECLs, is still unclear. A variety of hypotheses were 
considered, but this is still a matter that needs attention to provide a more complete 
and convincing picture. 

 

The issues have been grappled with for over a century, so I cannot resolve all of them 
here. However, by providing new comparative data and working with more recent ideas 
in the field, I hope to support progress in this research area and encourage others to 
continue to test and further develop the data and ideas herein. 
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Abbreviations of sources of citations of loanwords in 
tables with comparative data in this chapter 

Al = Alves (years indicated) 
Bd = Benedict 1947 
SBB = Sagart, Baxter, & Beaudouin 2011 
Cad = Cadière 1904 
Chi = Chiang 2011 
Đào = 1979 
Hd = Haudricourt 1954 
Jia = Jia n.d. 
Mas = Maspero 1916 
NTC = Nguyễn T. C. 1995 
NTT = Nguyễn T. T. 2015 
Fan = Fan 1987 
Pb = Pulleyblank 1984 
Sch = Schneider 1992 
Star = Starostin 1998-2003 
VL = Vương 2002 
WL = Wang 1948 
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Vương, Lộc. 2002. Từ Điển Từ Cổ [A Dictionary of Ancient Words]. Đà Nẵng: Nhà Xuất 
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Exploration and interrogations on the 
etymologies vrau and etta from Old Khmer to 

Modern Khmer, as attested in the personal 
name Vrau Etta in inscription K. 1419 

Michel Antelme* 

 

Introduction 

In the pre-Angkorian Sanskrit inscription K. 1419, dated 555 Śaka (633 A.D.),1 recently 
discovered in Kompong Speu province, Cambodia, and so far the first epigraphic 
written mention of the toponym Suvarṇṇabhūmi—‘Golden Land’ or ‘Land of Gold’—
in South-East Asia proper, another proper noun, Vrau Etta, is also worth mentioning 
and analysing, as there are several possible leads regarding the etymology and meaning 
of both components, with contradictory interpretations from specialists of Khmer for 
the first component. This first component also appears in isolation or in compounds in 
personal names. This inclusion of a vernacular name in a Sanskrit verse seems to be the 
earliest occurrence known to date of this phenomenon. 

Vrau 

There would be at least three homonyms, perhaps four or even five, of the term vrau, 
វ្រៅ in modern Khmer script,2 also sometimes spelt vrauhv វ្រៅហ្វ ៑ and vrohv វ្រោហ្វ ៑, which 

 
* I would like to thank Ian Baird, Olivier de Bernon, Jean-Pierre Chazal, Chea Socheat (National 

Museum of Cambodia), Cheng Hoc Siny, Chhom Kunthea, Chum Sipha, Gérard Diffloth, Arlo 

Griffiths, Jacqueline Jordi, Khamphanh Pravongviengkham, Élisabeth Luquin, Heng Oudom, Hul 

Sovanmoly, Philippe Hunault, Theeraphong Inthano, Kuoch Hak Srea, Kray Nim Heang, Loch 

Chhanchhai, Mak Saran, Mao Sithbunnawath, Jacqueline Matras-Guin (Matras-Troubetzkoy), 

Patrick McCormick, Amir Moghani, Jean Pacquement, Frédéric Pain, Khamphèo 

Phouphetlinthong, Men Rath Sambath, Men Samane, Étienne Naveau, Nguyen Tan Tai Luc 

(Nguyễn Tấn Tài Lực), Non, Dara, Norng Many, Nou Sopheap, Nut Suppya, Jérôme Samuel, 

Catherine Scheer, Sieng Téphanie, Suong Sokro, Thiounn Rita, Pierre Tis, Uthaya Velluppillai, 

Youk Sopheak, Apisit Waraeksiri, and Samruan Wongjaroen. This English version is largely drawn 

from the original in Khmer, published in Kambujasuriyā 4-2020 (pp. 1-40, see References), with 

the exception of Ebihara’s references which I unfortunately read after the article was published in 

Khmer. 
1  See articles about this stela in Kambujasuriyā 4-2019 by Vong Sotheara on the discovery of this 

stela and his considerations on the toponym Suvarṇṇabhūmi, by Hun Chhunteng on the paleography 

of this inscripion, and by Chhom Kunthea for her translation from Sanskrit into Khmer and English 

(see References). 
2  I will systematically use the modern shape of Khmer letters in this article as this has no effect on 

my remarks. 
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is quite frequent in pre-Angkorian and in Angkorian Khmer as a personal name, but so 
far unattested in post-Angkorian Khmer (Middle Khmer). 

Pou Saveros (1984: 158-159, see also 2004: 466) defines it as meaning ‘a/ 
Shapeless, deformed, misshapen, ugly, b/ worthless, c/ The Brou’,3 and later on (2004: 
466, 700) as meaning ‘shapeless, worthless. Savage. The Brou people’. In 1984, her 
hypothesis was that it is a derived form from rūva ~ rau ~ ru, which she understood to 
be Prākrit forms of Sanskrit rūpa ‘shape, image, statue. Beauty’ (1984: 134, 2004: 406) 
> virūva ‘ugly’ > *virau > vrau ‘shapeless, depreciated, graceless’, and she also referred 
to modern Khmer smau brau ‘weeds’,4 while explaining that in the modern context it 
also refers to spinsters who are ‘graceless’ in a traditional context and that brau, still 
according to her, as an ethnic name is only a derogatory term as it is the case in any 
other cultures, comparing it to a dubious meaning of syāṃ5, a personal name in Old 
Khmer, and probably relating it to modern Khmer sīem which now refers to the Central 
Thais (Siamese), which she also links to Sanskrit śyāma, and which she glosses as ‘dark-
complexioned. A disparaging word for foreigners, barbarians’.6 

Later on, in her translation of inscription K. 1030, an undated pre-Angkorian 
inscription, Pou Saveros brought some more elements of interpretation in an endnote, 
saying that: 

Vrau “ugly, barbarian, savage”, given as a name to these [female] kloñs seems to 

allude to their non-Khmer ethnic origin, “savage”. Other clues in the names which 

follow corroborate it: the second kloñ is Joṅ “Chong”, the third one is Asaru 

“ugly”, the fourth one is Yuṅ “black”, all connotating extra-ethnicity and 

reflecting a universal tendency to find foreigners uglier than oneself.7  

(Pou 2001b: 24) 

Indeed, in this inscription we seem to have what appears to be ethnic names. However, 
due to inattention, she splits the name Vrau Joṅ in her French translation as two distinct 
females, when it is in fact the name of one female: kloñ ame vrau joṅ 1 (i.e. 1 kloñ ‘me 
[having the personal name of] Vrau Joṅ),8 as attested in plate II (Pou 2001a: 292) and 
as she correctly noted in her transliteration of this inscription. Would this name mean 
that this kloñ ‘me was half Brao, half Chong, i.e. on one side descending from an ethnic 
group whose descendants—the Chongs—live in present-day south-western and western 

 
3  Original text: ‘a/ sans forme, difforme, informe, laid, b/ sans valeur, c/ les Brou’. 
4  ‘Mauvaises herbes’ in French, lit. ‘bad herbs/bad grass’ to refer to ‘weeds’. 
5  Pou (1984: 158-159): ‘356. VRAU […] 3. ‘Cf. rūva, rau « forme, beauté » q.v.). Pk. virūva « laid 

» > *virau > vrau « informe, déprécié, disgracié ». Mod. smau brau « mauvaises herbes ». Les brau 

« vieilles filles » sont « disgraciées » dans le contexte traditionnel. Brau, nom ethnique n’est qu’un 

terme dépréciatif, comme dans toutes les cultures. Cf. syāṃ (q.v.), et aussi asaru (q.v.).’ 

 Nota: The anusvara sign is now transliterated ṁ, contrary to the use in Khmer studies which writes 

it ṃ and which is the letter I shall keep using in quotations when written as such. 
6  For a more recent interpretation of syāṁ which probably needs to be further supported, see Ferlus 

(2006), who considers it to be the syllabic reduction of Kośambī—a name given by the Burmese to 

nine small Tay polities in the 14th century, but the name would be much older—by truncation of the 

first and the last syllables. 
7  Original text: ‘Vrau « laid, barbare, sauvage », donné comme nom à ces kloñ semble faire allusion 

à leur origine ethnique non-khmère, « sauvage ». D’autres indices dans les noms qui suivent le 

corroborent: la deuxième kloñ s’appelle Joṅ « Chong », la troisième Asaru « laide », la quatrième 

Yuṅ « noire », tous connotant l’extra-ethnicité, et reflétant la tendance universelle à trouver 

l’étranger plus laid que soi’. 
8  វ្លោ ញ៑វ្មេ វ្រៅវ្ោង ៑១ in modern script. 
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Cambodia, while the other side—the Brou/Brao—live on the north-eastern part of the 
country? Or is here joṅ, whose meaning is yet to be confirmed, a determiner of vrau? 

The Chong9 are an ethnic Austroasiatic group whose few descendants currently 
live between Thailand and Cambodia,10 especially in the Thai province of Chanthaburi, 
and who may have been a powerful group long ago according to some legends (Martin 
1997: 70). This name appears in the detailed report on the Customs of Cambodia of 
Chinese diplomat Zhou Daguan who travelled to the Angkorian Khmer court in A.D. 
1296, in which he states that:  

The wild people are native mountain dwellers. These people are of different races 

and tribes, and are commonly called Zhuang11 thieves. […] In a quarrel, when one 

[Khmer] calls the other zhuang, it means that he really hates the other so much as 

to feel it in the marrow of his bones’.12 

Chong in the Chong language, apart from being an autonym, means ‘human being’ 
(Isara Choosri 2000: 56). 

As for the Brou/Brao of Cambodia, currently subdivided into small ethnic 
minority groups,13 who call themselves brao,14—and whose name in Brao itself is 
nowadays merely an ethnonym15—the relationship with the personal name in the Khmer 

 
9  An autonym (/cɕɔ̤ɔ̰ŋ/ in Chong, or, in more imprecise rendering with dialectal variations: /chɔɔŋ/, 

/cɔɔŋ/ or /choːŋ/) which has become ជង jaṅ /cɔːŋ/ in modern Khmer and ชอง jḁṅ /chɔːŋ/ in modern 

Thai. On Chong dialects, see Isara Choosri (2000). On Chong phonetics, see DiCanio (2007). For 

more information on a legendary empire or power of the Chong or Pear in times of yore, see Martin 

(1997: 70). 
10  1,827 Chong, under the name of Poar, were living in Cambodia in 2008, and only 215 in 2013, 

according to Ministry of Environment & Ministry of Rural Development (2019: 14). In 2002, 

according to different sources, the number of Chong speakers was estimated to 500 to 4,000 (Isara 

Choosri 2000: 55), mainly in Chanthaburi province and some of them in Trat province.  
11  獞 in Chinese ideogram and zhùang in pinyin. For the first translations of Zhou Daguan’s report in 

French, see Jean-Pierre Abel-Rémusat (1819) and Paul Pelliot (1951). For a recent translation into 

English, see Solang Uk and Beling Uk (2010). However, the character 獞 was also formerly used 

the call the Zhuang, a substantial Tai minority still living in southern China, but as the character 

has the ‘dog radical’犭 it was felt as being an ethnic slur, so after 1949, it was replaced with 僮 

(same pronunciation) with the ‘human radical’亻, and later on changed to 壮 zhuàng, again with 

the same pronunciation, but meaning ‘sturdy’. See John Defrancis (1984: 117). This word would 

deserve some further research to explain the coincidence and resemblance between the names of a 

Mon-Khmer population in the south-western and north-western parts of Cambodia and a Tai 

population in southern China. 
12  Solang Uk and Beling Uk (2010: 38). 
13  9,025 Brao were living in Cambodia in 2008, and 13,902 in 2013, according to Ministry of 

Environment (MoE) & Ministry of Rural Development (MoRD) (2019: 14). Krung, Lun and Kavet 

are also speakers of Brao dialects, and amounted respectively to 19,988, 327 and 6,218 in 2008, 

and to 22,385, 436 and 5,618 in 2013 in Cambodia (id.). In Cambodia, those who called themselves 

Brao are divided into Brao Ombaa (living by the Ombaa river, or Khampha in Lao, a tributary of 

the Sesan), and Brao Tanaap, i.e. Lowland Brao. Other groups are the Jrii, Ka-nying and Hamong. 

They all live in Ratanakiri and Stung Treng provinces. In Laos, they live in Champassak and 

Attapeu provinces (Keller et al. 2008: 87), and are called Laveh. 
14  On the Brou/Brao of Cambodia, see Matras-Troubetzkoy (1983), especially pp. 28‒29 on the 

transcription of Brao phonetics. On the different Brao dialects, see Keller et al. (2008). For a most 

recent published research on the Brao of Cambodia, see Baird (2020). 
15  The transcription ‘Brou’ (see preceding footnote) is a spelling variant of ‘Brao’, hence a possible 

confusion with another ethnic group, the Brou, located in the highlands of Central Vietnam and 

Central Laos (and also in North-East Thailand)? The Brou/Brao of Cambodia (who can also be 
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inscriptions seems at first view to be a sensible one. In Old Khmer—as in Sanskrit—a 
confusion seems to have often occurred between letters ba (ព) and va (វ), as both are 
bilabials and were probably pronounced between /b/ and /β/. In Ancient Cambodia 
inscriptions, va is much more common than ba. On the other hand, Old Khmer words 
spelled with va are very often replaced with ba in modern Khmer, and when in modern 
Khmer borrowings from Sanskrit have both variants, they now often have different 
meanings or nuances. So, Old Khmer vrau has become brau, which is indeed how the 
Khmers call the Brao nowadays: brau (វ្រៅ) pronounced /prɘɨ/, as Khmer pronunciation 
underwent a devoicing of voiced consonants, which in turn produced a change in 
vocalic pronunciation. So the autonym brao /braɔ/ in Brao was probably pronounced 
/braɔ/ ~ /braɨ/ or /βraɔ/ ~ /βraɨ/ in ancient Khmer, and has become /prɘɨ/ in modern 
Khmer with the devoicing of /β/ (or /b/) to /p/ which has generated a change of the 
associated vowel from /aɔ/ ~ /aɨ/ to /ɘɨ/. 

Vrau in Old Khmer seems to appear as an ethnonym only once in inscription K. 
137, an undated inscription which Philip Jenner located in a span from A.D. 578‒677,16 
in the following sentence beginning the inscription: [1] ‘ājñā vraḥ kaṁmratāṅ‧ ‘añ‧ pre 
pu neṅ‧ sevabhāra naṁ kñuṁ vrau moy‧ slicc […],17 ‘Order from the King telling Pun 
Neṅ Sevabhāra to bring 400 Vrau slaves […]’. 

Pou Saveros’ explanation does not specify if the ethnic meaning precedes its 
derogatory meaning (‘misshapen, ugly, savage’), or if the derogatory connotations have 
given rise to an ethnic name. If it was the latter, one might wonder why the Brou/Brao 
would have accepted and adopted this word as their autonym. The former would be 
more sensible, but again this word seems to appear only once as an ethnic name in the 
current state of Old Khmer inscriptions known to us. 

Let us digress to mention that in Bahnar, another Austroasiatic language in the 
same subgroup than Brao, brăo (sometimes brău) has two meaning according to 
Guilleminet (1959: 86): ‘mental person who wears only the khăn18 and not the kơpen19 
(uncommon case for the Montagnards)’ and ‘name of a polyandrous people (probably 
a tribe) living on the borders of Kontum and Laos, who wear only a kơpen, i.e. a tiny 

 
found in adjacent Laotian provinces)—whose name is pronounced /braɔ/ in Brou/Brao and /prɘɨ/ in 

modern Khmer—belong to the Western Bahnaric branch in the Mon-Khmer family inside the 

Austroasiatic phylum, whereas the Brou of Central Vietnam and Laos—whose name is pronounced 

/bruː/ in Brou—belong to the Western Katuic branch, so both groups are distinct. See Vargyas 

(2000: 15). It is to be noticed that a Khmer spelling system has been recently designed for Brao (see 

La Van 2011). Did vrau in Old Khmer refer only to the Brao of present-day Cambodia or could it 

(also?) refer to the Brou of Vietnam? The autonym for the Brou of Laos and Vietnam, which is now 

the autonym by which they call themselves, would perhaps be an ancient exonym from a 

neighbouring Mon-Khmer language with the meaning of ‘forest’ which it does not have in Brou 

itself, or even the meaning of ‘mountain’ in Kuy, Souei and Ngeq, although Vargyas considers it to 

be a wrong etymology (Vargyas 2000: 110, 134‒135, fn. 78 and fn. 79). The meaning of /braɔ/ for 

the Brou/Brao of Cambodia does not seem to be related to the ‘forest’, as the word ‘forest’ is brii 

/briː/, and is for the moment just an autonym whose possible meanings we will give later. Vickery 

(1998: 223–224, fn. 159) wonders without being able to suggest a definite solution. 
16  Jenner (2009a: 480). 
17  In Khmer script: អាោា រវះកំររតាញ៑មញ៑វ្រេេុវ្េង៑វ្េវភារ េំក្ញ ំវ្រៅវ្ោយេ៑ោ ិច្ច. For the original text in Roman 

transliteration and its translation into French, see Cœdès (1942: 116, 117). 
18  The khăn is a locally-woven wide sheet of cotton in which the Bahnar wraps himself, also used as 

a sleeping bag (Guilleminet 1959: 393). 
19  The kơpen (also kơpĕn or kơpĭn) is a cotton loincloth (very exceptionally made of silk imported 

from Laos) not to be confused with the baggy skirt of the Laotians [and the Cambodians] 

(Guilleminet 1959: 466). 
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čơ̆răng20’.21 One would think that it is the name of the Brao tribe which has been 
appended to eccentrics, if it were not that these eccentrics in the Bahnar tribes do not 
were the kơpen (loincloth), whereas the Brao do wear it.22 But for Father Pierre Tis, a 
French catholic missionary among the Bahnar, brăo is used for children going naked 
(personal communication, 10/03/2020). 

According to Jacqueline Jordi, who serves with ICC (International Cooperation 
Cambodia, a Christian development organisation) in Ratanakiri (personal 
communication, 30/03/2020), brau in Brao is also the cry of the rooster, but no-one 
makes an etymological connection between the onomatopoeia and the ethnic name. 

Saveros Pou has also built up her hypothesis on the modern meanings of brau, one 
of them referring to old maids or spinsters, and in the compound smau brau (វ្មេ វ្រៅ) 
meaning ‘weeds’ (with smau ‘grass’). 

Let us mention that brau also appears in another compounded name for other 
plants: mraḥ brau (ររះវ្រៅ),23 referring to holy basil (Ocimum sanctum, syn. Ocimum 
tenuiflorum), also called mraḥ brau tūc (ររះវ្រៅតូច្) ‘small mraḥ brau’ or mraḥ brau 
samla (ររះវ្រៅេរោ) ‘mraḥ brau [for] stew’, whose seeds24 are used in soaked water as a 
soft drink, and whose leaves are used for flavouring some special dishes,25 and to 

 
20  The čơ̆răng is a small-sized short and narrow loincloth, a breechcloth, a waistband or a belt 

(Guilleminet 1959: 130). 
21  ‘Maniaque qui ne porte que le khăn et pas le kơpen (cas rare chez les montagnards). Nom d’une 

peuplade polyandre (qui constitue sans doute une tribu) vivant aux frontières du Kontum et du Laos, 

qui ne porte qu’un kơpen minuscule čơ̆răng.’ 
22  According to Jean-Pierre Chazal (personal communication, 10/03/2020), the kơpen is worn only by 

men, while the khăn is by men and women alike when the weather is cold. 
23  In mraḥ brau, brau does not seem to be a specifier of mraḥ /mərĕəh/, which refers to bitter melon 

(Momordica charantia), and is called maḥraḥ /máʔ-ráʔ/ in Thai. 
24  According to Pauline Dy Phon, mraḥ brau seeds are also called ‘jī seeds’ (grāp’ jī), a typographical 

error for grāp’ jīr, which the Khmer dictionary says to originate from Sanskrit and Pāli. Indeed, 

Sanskrit has jaraṇa ‘cumin-seed L.; Nigella indica, L.; Asa fœtida’, jiraṇa ‘cumin’, jīraṇa ‘cumin-

seed’, and jīrṇa ‘large cumin-seed, L.) (Monier-Williams 1995 [1898]: 413, 421, 422), and Pāli has 

jīraka for cumin seed (Rhys Davids & Stede 1989 [1921-23]: 284). This relationship between the 

Khmer word and a Sanskrit etymological root had already been suspected by Saveros Pou. 

Moreover, she makes the assumption that Modern Khmer jīr raṇār ជីររណារ ‘saw herb’, the name for 

culantro or Mexicanor long coriander (other local names are jīr ṅ̋a ជីរង៉ ‘?’, jīr yuon ជីរយួេ 

‘Vietnamese herb’, jīr saṅkoec ជរីេវ្ងក ើច្ ‘bedbug herb’, jīr v̋ān’ ŝuy khmaer ជីរោ៉ា េ់េ ុយខ្មេ រ 

‘coriander’, jīr pārāṁṅ ជរីបារងំ ‘European herb’ and jīr panlā ជីរេន្លោ  ‘thorny herb’) (Eryngium 

foetidum) is a lucky coincidence with Sanskrit jīraṇa and that, indeed, this Khmer name is a 

deformation of the Sanskrit name for cumin (Pou 1982: 59-60). However, some of its other names, 

jīr pārāṁṅ ‘European herb’ and jīr yuon ‘Vietnamese herb’, indicate that this herb is probably not 

native, which is actually the case as it is native to tropical America (Dy Phon 2000: 278), so perhaps 

imported by Westerners or via Vietnamese, during the Middle period or more recently. Thus, it 

would be strange—although not impossible—that the Khmers would have looked for the Sanskrit 

term for cumin to give it to culantro in a period when Sanskrit influence was being replaced more 

specifically by Pāli and Siamese Thai. In Thai, its name is phăk jī phră1ṅ ผกัชฝีรัง่ /phàk chiː fàràŋ/ 

‘European coriander’.  

 I give an interpretation on the usage of the Khmer word jīr below in the conclusion. 
25  In Surin province in Thailand, for the Khmer-speaking population, holy basil is called mrās brau 

រោេវ្រៅ /məriiah prɤw/ or aṁrās brau មរោេវ្រៅ /m̍riiah prɤw/ (notice the slight differences in 

pronunciation in Surin dialect) of which there are two varieties: white and black (Samruan 

Wongjaroen, personal communication, 01/03/2020), whereas the latter variety in Central Cambodia 

is referred as ‘red’. For Surin, Teel (1988: 518) gives another species called มเรยีฮ ปเริ̣ว็ คมอจ, i.e. 
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Dysoxylum loureiri, also called mraḥ brau dhaṁ (ររះវ្រៅធ)ំ ‘big mraḥ brau’ or mraḥ 
brau bhnaṁ (ររះវ្រៅភ្ន ំ) ‘mountain mraḥ brau’26, a tree 20‒35 m. tall, with a very nice 
smelling, used in the preparation of luxury furniture and coffins, and also burned as an 
offering in Buddhist temple, and whose essential oil is used in traditional medicine as 
diuretic and cardiotonic.27 Martin (1971: 144) mentions a specific variety of holy basil 
in Khmer called mrɛah prəv lɛak, whose spelling can be reconstructed as mraḥ brau 
lăkh (ររះវ្រៅល័ម) or mraḥ brau lăkt (ររះវ្រៅល័កត), with red stems and veins,28 which is not 
eaten but used for magical purposes. We will ponder a bit more on these plant names 
later, as holy basil is also called braḥ brau (រពះវ្រៅ) in some remote localities of 
Cambodia, for example in Skon village, district of Banteay Srey (Siem Reap province), 
with braḥ referring to sacred beings and objects, whereas Dysoxylum loureiri wood 
(mraḥ brau bhnaṁ) can also be employed to carve small Buddha statues (Ang Chouléan 
& Chea Socheat, 2017–2018). In India holy basil, called tulasī, is a sacred plant used in 
temple rituals and in Ayurvedic medicine, not as a seasoning spice, and in Burmese one 
of its names is brahmaṇa paṅ cim‧ḥ /byamanaˊ piN ̀ seN/ (ဗြဟ္မဏပငစ်ိမ််း), liter. ‘Brahmin 
hoary basil’ (Bernot et al. 1988: 75). 

More curiously, as it was less exposed to Indian cultural influence—although 
when Westerners arrived in this achipelago several scripts of Indian origin were in 
use—, Elisabeth Luquin, an anthropologist of the Philippines relates (personal 
communication, 01/03/2020) that the Hanunoo-Mangyan, who speak Minangyan and 
amount to 25,000 speakers on the island of Mindoro use both Ocimum sanctum (of 
which there are three varieties) and Ocitum basilicum as perfume on themselves, their 
clothes and also during rituals implying benevolent ancestors who help humans to see 
invisible entities (souls, malevolent spirits and ancestors). These basils are not used for 
cooking, not that it is explicitly forbidden, but it would not cross their minds to do so. 
And so is the case for lesser galangal (Alpinia officinarum) in which benevolent 
ancestors temporarily reside. 

In his pre-Angkorian Khmer dictionary, another Khmerologist, Long Seam 
([2000]: 553-554) takes a rather different stand from Pou Saveros. He gives first vrau 
as an ethnic name but considers it as hypothetical, although he mentions the kñuṃ vrau 
moy‧ slicc ‘400 Vrau slaves’. But, more surprisingly he takes a complete opposite stance 
from Pou Saveros with two other interpretations of vrau, ‘beautiful, woman’, without 
any explanation.29  

Later on, in Philip Jenner’s Dictionary of Pre-Angkorian Khmer (2009a: 480), 
vrau has the following glosses:  

vrau1 ~ vrauhv ~ vrohv /wrɤw/ [Ang. vrau1; pfx /w-/ + *rau /rɤw/] 1. v.st. To be 

fair, agreeable to the eye, well-formed, shapely, pretty, beautiful, handsome. 2. 

Personal name. 

 
mrās brau khmoc រោេវ្រៅវ្មេ ច្ in Khmer script, ‘“ghost” mraḥ brau’ ‘a weed that looks and smells 

similar to mraḥ brau but is not edible by humans’. 
26  In Surin province in Thailand, this tree is called mrās brau brai រោេវ្រៅព្រព, ‘forest ~ wild mraḥ 

brau’ (Samruan Wongjaroen, personal communication, 01/03/2020). 
27  See Buddhist Institute (1967: 924–925) and Dy Phon (2000: 254, 477). 
28  Lăkh or lăkt is the name of red gum-lac from a certain type of insect. Can this variety correspond 

to Thai kaḥbrau teeṅ (กะเพราแดง /kàʔ-phraw dɛːŋ/, lit. ‘red kaḥbrau’) used for medicinal purposes? 
29  ‘Beau, femme’. 
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vrau2 [Ang. vrau2; mod. វ្រៅ brau /prɤw/, presumably from a non-Khmer source] 

1. n. The Bru ethnolinguistic group, also known as Brou, Brao, Prou, and Pru. 2. 

A member of this group. 

For vrau2, he gives the example of kñuṃ vrau moy‧ slicc (K. 137:1) ‘400 Brao slaves’. 
In his Dictionary of Angkorian Khmer, Ph. Jenner (2000b: 578) gives the same 

definitions for vrau1 and vrau2—though *rau in pre-Angkorian Khmer (2000a: 405) is 
no longer hypothetical in Angkorian Khmer, but attested, and he gives all the following 
forms as allomorphs: ru ~ ruva ~ rū ~ rūv ~ rūva ~ rau—but adds two footnotes of the 
greatest interest, which clarifies what Long Seam surely had in mind but did not explain 
in his dictionary.  

In footnote 1, in relation to ‘pfx /w-/ + *rau /rɤw/’, Jenner refers to Thai brau เพรา 
/pʰraw/ in bri2m brau พริม้เพรา /pʰrím pʰraw/ ‘to be beautiful, gay30 and beautiful’, and 
brau bri2ṅ เพราพริง้ /pʰraw pʰríŋ/ ‘beautiful, bright’. 

Unfortunately, Jenner, who clearly relates pre-Angk. ru ~ rū ~ *rau, and Angk. ru 
~ ruva ~ rū ~ rūv~ rūva ~ rau—one of the meanings of which is ‘v.st. To be good in 
way or manner; to be good, well, proper, just, right; to be fair, fine, winsome, comely, 
handsome’— to vrau ~ vrohv ~ vrauhv, fails to clearly explain the role of the alleged 
prefix w-.31 

Nevertheless, Jenner (2009b: 578, fn. 2) takes opposing views to Pou by saying: 

Pou, 466b, identifies vrau with mod. វ្រៅ brau /prɤw/ and glosses the latter 

‘mauvais, laid; une vieille fille ; les Brou’ attributing both forms in all three senses 

to a Prākṛta virūva ‘laid’ mentioned in her ‘lexicology,’ 158–9, as corresponding 

to Pāli and Skt virūpa ‘deformed, unsightly, ugly’. Headley (862b) glosses the mod. 

form only as ‘adj. to be old and unmarried’, with no mention of the Bru or of ‘bad, 

ugly’. Mod. brau ‘Bru, Brao’ I assign to vrau2 on the grounds that it is probably 

the Khmer pronunciation of a non-Khmer ethnonym. Mod. brau ‘vieille fille’ is 

perhaps cognate with Old Mon brow /brɔw/ ‘woman, female’. Meanwhile I see no 

evidence that Old Khmer vrau or mod. វ្រៅ brau /prɤw/ means ‘mauvais, laid’. 

Jenner is, in my opinion, certainly right in saying that វ្រៅ brau in the meaning of ‘old 
maid’ is cognate with Old Mon brow ဗဗြြောဝ ်and Modern Mon brau ဗြြဴ. The Khmer word 
could be either a borrowing from Mon, or a cognate word found in some Austroasiatic 

 
30  In the sense of ‘keenly alive and exuberant’, not ‘homosexual’. 
31  In Jenner & Pou (1980–1981: xxxv–xxxvi), he explains that prefix p- (which in his mind includes 

w-, i.e. v as a graphic sign in Old Khmer) has two functions ‘which are easily confused’: a ‘true 

causative value conjoined with transitive and intransitive verbal bases’ and a ‘false causative or 

factive idea added on to that of nominal as well as verbal bases […]. A factive verb is one in which 

the subject performs a single or deliberate instance of the verbal idea or executes the nominal idea’. 

Implicitly, in the same vein, we can make a parallel with Old Khmer រវះ vraḥ (Mod. Kh. រពះ braḥ) 

that Jenner (in Jenner & Pou 1980–1981: 285) defines as ‘celestial or holy being: god, demigod; 

the Buddha; image of the Buddha; generic headword for beings and objects conceived as divine or 

royal’, but, more recently, Pain (2019: 114) rejected this assumption: ‘from a morphological point 

of view, the prefix [*b-] is not attested in Mon-Khmer’, and here [b] corresponds in writing to letter 

វ va. I shall not try to give an interpretation of mine here, as it would deserve much more reflection. 

Let us mention that prefix could [b-] perhaps be attested in Old Khmer in some words, e.g. vreṅ‧ 

វ្រវង,៑ Mod. Kh. breṅ វ្រពង ‘to be ancient, antique, old; primordial, legendary; the past, antiquity, 

tradition; fate, luck, predestined affinity, chance’, from Old. Kh. * reṅ‧ *វ្រង ៑~ *ryyaṅ‧ *យ្យង៑, Mod. 

Kh. rīeṅ វ្រៀង ‘to arrange in order / in series / in rows, line up; to be sequential, consecutive, in order; 

to be regular, steady’ (Jenner & Pou 1980–1981: 268–269; Jenner 2009a: 409, 478; Jenner 2009b: 

405, 482, 491; Headley & Chim Rath 2014: 791–792, 978). 



52  Michel Antelme 

 

languages, and which with time has taken in Khmer a narrower definition. 
And there is indeed a very literary word in Siamese Thai, brau เพรา /phraw/ 

meaning ‘beautiful, good-looking’32 which can be used alone or in compounds, such as 
brau bri2ṅ เพราพริง้ /phraw phríŋ/, bri2ṅ brau พริง้เพรา /phríŋ phraw/, brau breiś เพราเพรศิ 
/phraw phrə̂ːt/, brau brịṅ เพราพรงึ /phraw phrɨŋ/, bri2m brau พริม้เพรา /phrím phraw/ with 
the same meanings (Matichon 2004: 611, 632; Rājapăṇḍiṯyasthān 2556: 816, 845), and 
brau เพรา /phraw/ can be used as a woman’s first name (So Sethaputra 1965: 671–
672).33 

However in Lanna Thai (Chiang Mai region), brău เพรฯั า /phaw/, has the meanings 
of ‘evening; obscure; dusky; beautiful’ (Udom Roongruangsri 1991: 888). 

Let us go back to Pou Saveros who earlier, under the name of Lewitz (1976: 767–
768), had actually made a connection between old Khmer វ្រៅ vrau, and modern Khmer 
វ្រៅ brau ‘old maid’, which she considers to be a doublet of រាវ brāv ‘female servant’,34 
and had clearly seen it as a cognate of Old Mon brow ဗဗြြောဝ် ~ brāw ဗြြောဝ ် ‘female’35 
(Shorto 1971: 275, 277), and Modern Mon brau ဗြြဴ36 ‘woman, wife’37 (Nai Tun Way 

 
32  For Lao, Reinhorn (1970: 1600) is the only one to give bâu ເພົາ, blâu ເພ ົ າ, and brâu ເພຣົ າ, all three 

pronounced /phaw/, in the sense of ‘beau, clair (belle, claire)’, but also bâu baḥṅā ເພົາພະງາ /phaw 

pháʔŋaː/ as ‘beau (belle)’, and nāṅ bâu ນາງເພົາ as ‘la belle demoiselle (jeune fille, jeune femme, 

princesse)’. However, Lao phonetical evolution and the loss of /r/ can lead to a confusion with 

another borrowing from Khmer, as Khmer has bau buṁṅā វ្ៅពំុងា /pɘɨ pumŋiə/, with bau ‘youngest 

child in the family; darling, beloved’ and buṁṅā—for which I hypothesize that it could be a 

borrowing from Malay or Cham bunga ‘flower’—, a poetic word meaning ‘dear, beloved’, also 

used in Khmer with the reduced form bhṅā ភាា  /pʰŋiə/ with the same meaning. Siamese Thai spelling 

is etymologically more preserved, although, in most modern Thai Siamese dialects, /r/ phonetically 

turns into /l/ in isolated initial position and disappears from pronunciation as the second consonant 

of a cluster. Thus, Thai also has bau baḥṅā เพาพะงา /phaw pháʔŋaː/ ‘beautiful’ (Matichon 2004: 

633; Rājapăṇḍiṯyasthān 2556: 848). Another meaning of brau เพรา in Thai is ‘the time before dusk’ 

(i.e. when it is cooler) (Rājapăṇḍiṯyasthān 2556: 845), where as bâu ເພົາ in Lao (with loss of r) is 

‘morning’ (Reinhorn 1970: 1600), though in both languages this word is a rare one, and in the 

meaning of a specific time of the day in Lao is attested only in Reinhorn’s dictionary not in any 

other Lao bilingual or unilingual dictionaries consulted. Khamphanh Pravongviengkham, assistant 

professor of Lao language at INALCO has never heard this bâu ເພົາ in the meaning of ‘morning’ 

(personal communication, 1st March 2020).  
33  But also as a component in first names such as เพราพรรณ brau barrṇ /phraw phan/ which can be 

translated as ‘beautiful with a nice complexion’, เพราพศิ brau biś /phraw phít/ ‘more and more good-

looking’, or เพราพลิาส brau bilās /phraw phíʔlâːt/ ‘charmingly good-looking’. 
34  In modern Khmer brāv រាវ /priəɨ/ has merely become a euphonic word compounded with pāv បាវ 

/ɓaːɨ/ ‘slave; servant; maid’ in pāv brāv បាវរាវ /ɓaːɨ priəɨ/ ‘house servant’ in modern Khmer (now 

considered offensive). Cognate words for Kh. pāv បាវ are probably Siamese Thai pā1v บา่ว /bàːw/ 

‘servant, slave, slavey, menial; young man (obsol.)’ (So Sethaputra 1965: 528; Matichon 2004: 501; 

Rājapăṇḍiṯyasthān 2556: 671), Lao pā1v ບ່າວ /bàːw/ ‘young man, young male; servant; people, 

subjects of a prince’ (Reinhorn 1970: 1276; Kerr 1992: 755), but also ‘uncle who is one’s mother’s 

younger brother’ in Lao (Inthamone 2011: 885) and in Tai Lue (Nguyen Tan Tai Luc, personal 

communication 25/02/2020). 
35 Also brau ဗြြဴ (Shorto 1971: 277). 

36  According to Patrick McCormick (personal communication 01/11/2024), a specialist of Burmese 

and Mon, ဗြြဴ brau is simply an abbreviate for ဗြြောဝ် brāv‧, so frequently used in Mon spelling. 

However, for the sake of precision, I distinguish them in transliteration as does Guillon (2003: 100). 
37  In Nyah Kur, a language closely related to Mon, and whose speakers are to be found between the 

central plain and the North-East region of Thailand in the provinces of Phetchabun, Phitsanulok, 

Chaiyaphum and Nakhon Ratchasima (Khorat), /phràw/, also noted /phra̤w/ (/phlàw/ or /phla̤w/ ~ 
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2000: 880), a connection which she did not make at a later stage, probably because she 
realised that vrau in Old Khmer could be males and females, so she tried to make a link 
between a supposedly derogatory meaning often associated with ethnic names of 
highland populations perceived by the Khmers as been backward. 

As for brau as an ethnic name in Austroasiatic, Jenner is certainly right in 
postulating that it is a non-Khmer ethnonym used by the Khmers. Shall we try to 
redefine the meaning of brau in Brao? Keller et al. (2008: 150) postulate that it is ‘a 
form apparently related to the wide-spread Austroasiatic etymon for “hill, mountain”’. 
In Brao the word for ‘mountain’ is /cənduu/ (Keller 2001: 4), ច្េ់ឌូ in Brao-Khmer script 
(La Van 2011: 27), so a possibility could be that as an ethnic name /braɔ/ is an exonym 
in Brao adopted long ago.  

Another suggestion that I make is that, as in many Mon-Khmer languages the word 
for ‘human (both males and females, not females only)’ is also used as an autonym, so 
why could not vrau ~ brau ~ /braɔ/ have originally been the word for ‘human’ in Brao, 
which is no longer the case as ‘human’ is now /bənəjh/ in Lowland Brao, /banih/ in 
Krung and in Kavet, and /banɨh/ in Brao-Ombaa (Keller et al. 2008: 102), obviously 
borrowings from Sanskrit manuṣya (Pāli has manussa) via Khmer manuṣy រេុឞ្យ < 
manusy រេុេយ ~ manuss រេុេស /mənuh ~ mənɨh/. So, perhaps a hypothetical /braɔ/ for 
‘human’ could have been replaced in this sense with a borrowing, and remain solely 
known as an ethnic name. 38 This is a wild guess for which further evidence will be 
needed in the future. 

Before presenting the analysis of vrau by a last researcher, I would like to present 
a quick survey I conducted over 19 Khmer speakers in their late twenties to their late 
seventies, from different regions of Cambodia (Phnom Penh municipality, and the 
following provinces: Battambang, Kampot, Kompong Cham, Kandal, Prey Veng, 
Pursat, Siem Reap, Sihanoukville, and Takeo), and one native Khmer speaker from 
Surin province in Thailand, on common nouns smau brau វ្មេ វ្រៅ and brau វ្រៅ in srī 
brau រេីវ្រៅ ‘old maid, spinster’ versus kramuṁ cās’ រករុំចាេ់39 and saukae វ្មខ្ក40, 
asking them not to look up in dictionaries or on the Internet. I also looked up in the 
monolingual Khmer dictionary of the Buddhist Institute, two Khmer-French 
dictionaries (Guesdon 1930; Tandart 1935), and a Khmer-English dictionary (Headley 
& Chim Rath 2014: 793). 

Regarding smau brau, 7 persons acknowledged that they did know this compound 
(respondents from Battambang, Kompong Cham, Siem Reap and Surin do not seem to 
know this name at all); 2 avoided or ‘forgot’ to answer and focused on the other 
questions; 2 said that it was not common for them but understood it as a euphonic or 

 
/phàw/ or /pha̤w/ ~ /phɹa̤w/ in other dialects) means ‘wife’ (and also ‘woman’ in the Northern area) 

and /pha̤w-phra̤w/ or /phə-phra̤w/ stands for ‘woman’ (Theraphan L. Thongkum 1984: 28–29; 

Diffloth 1984: 115). 
38  Nowadays, Brao is simply an ethnonym (Ian Baird, personal communication, 24 February 2020), 

and Jacqueline Matras-Guin (Matras-Troubetzkoy) considers it to be an autonym (personal 

communication, 25/02/2020). 
39  Kramuṁ រករុ ំ‘marriageable girl’, and cās’ ចាេ់ ‘old person; to be old’. For ‘old maid’, the Khmer 

dictionary also gives the order cās’ kramuṁ ចាេ់រករុ,ំ but all the persons asked used the order 

kramuṁ cās’ រករុំចាេ់. 
40  Or sāv kae សាវខ្ក, nevertheless saukae វ្មខ្ក is much more common, as many people unaware of 

its origin reinterpret it as a single word and reduce the length of the first syllable which is 

unaccentuated. It is a borrowing from Thai สาวแก ่sāv kee1, with sāv ‘marriageable girl’, and kee1 

‘old’. Thai language heavily influenced the language of the court in the 19th century and then spread 

into the population. 
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rhyming compound to refer to all kinds of grasses or weeds, one of them saying it could 
include grasses and weeds such as lesser spear grass (also known as gold beard grass), 
and the other saying it coud even include herbs; 1 said to have already heard it but did 
not exactly know what it refers to; 1 (from Phnom Penh) that he had heard it on the 
other bank of the Mekong, but was not sure what it was exactly, perhaps weeds growing 
sparsely on derelict land up to the knees; 2 informants, one from Kandal province and 
one from Takeo said that it was a kind of specific medicinal herb without specifying 
what it looks like and what it is exactly used for; 1 from Prey Veng and in his sixties 
said that as a little boy he heard his great-grandmother using it to refer specifically to 
lemongrass; and 2 (both from Kandal) gave a very precise definition: for the first person, 
it refers to weeds of all kinds growing tiny and low in thickly tufts on derelict fields, 
and for the second person, it is weed growing thick and luxuriant, that had never been 
eaten by animals. 

Names of plants can vary from one region to another, a same name can refer to 
different plants from one place to another, and a same plant can also have different 
names according to localities, and this quick survey was not meant to be detailed. 

In Khmer-French dictionaries, smau brau is glossed as ‘espèce d’herbe’ (kind of 
weed) (Guesdon 1930: 1271), or as a euphonic word with smau ‘herbes en général’ 
(weeds in general) (Tandart 1935: 1697), and in a Khmer-English dictionary as ‘grass 
(esp. wild grass)’ (Headley & Chim Rath 2014: 1273). In the monolingual dictionary, 
smau brau is a ‘grass that grows thick until it flowers and fruits without having been 
eaten by herbivores’ or it can also refer to ordinary weeds (smau samdāy វ្មេ េោា យ) 
(Buddhist Institute 1967–1968: 1461). 

Thus, a derogatory or pejorative meaning for brau is not that obvious in smau 
brau, and hardly for mraḥ brau, which can be either holy basil, a sacred plant in India 
and used for cooking in Cambodia, or a forest tree whose wood can be used to carve 
sacred statues. The connotated meaning of French mauvais ‘bad’ in mauvaise herbe 
‘weed’ does not seem to be necessarily conveyed in the word brau in smau brau, and 
even less so in mraḥ brau. 

Incidentally, while making this survey, one of the respondents, who did not know 
the expression smau brau, searched on the Internet and sent me an online article by Ang 
Chouléan (in Ang Chouléan & Chea Socheat 2017–2018), in which Ang Chouléan 
comes to wonder if brau could not have been in the past a generic term for herbs, before 
being fossilised in the compound smau brau. I shall comment more on this in the 
conclusion and suggest a more specific meaning. 

Regarding brau in the meaning of ‘spinster’, the same respondents also had 
different views: 4 said that they usually use it with nau វ្ៅ which, as a preverbal marker, 
gives a durative or continuative aspect, i.e. ‘to remain a spinster’, and do not really use 
it with srī រេី ‘woman’, while the Khmer unilingual dictionary gives srī brau as an 
example. All the respondents who replied to this question (only two did not) understand 
this word to refer to a woman who does not take a husband, and if one of them said that 
it is not commonly used in normal speech but rather in songs and poems, all of them 
knew this word, though two said they do not really use it and usually use kramuṁ cās’. 
Only the informant from Surin (Thailand) did not seem to know this word in this 
meaning. Indeed, nau brau វ្ៅវ្រៅ is heard in songs from the 1960 to 1975 whose lyrics 
are still widely known nowadays by all generations, as they are now part of the 
Cambodian musical repertoire.41 All people questioned and who knew this word, said 

 
41  This remembrance and popularity of pre-Khmer Rouge songs has been accentuated by the 

popularity of karaoke. For instance, in ចាំ ! ចាំ ! ចា ំ! Cāṁ! Cāṁ! Cāṁ! (Wait! Wait! Wait!) by female 



Etymologies of vrau and etta from Old to Modern Khmer 55 

that it can only refer to women, although one of them said that if it were to be extended 
to single men, he would not disagree. However, the more details were asked, the more 
the answers differed. For 2 respondents, no one has asked the brau woman in marriage, 
and for one respondent it is either because she does not want to marry or because no 
one has asked her in marriage, while for 3 of them it is rather a choice from the woman 
herself not to be married and stay with her ageing parents and take care of them. If for 
many of them, a srī brau (one of the informants used the expression kramuṁ brau ‘brau 
virgin’) will never marry, a kramuṁ cās’ may one day eventually get married, even if 
she is rather old, though one respondent thinks that it is the kramuṁ cās’ who usually 
does not want to get married. Two respondents think that brau is more derogatory than 
kramuṁ cās’, while another thought that saukae (see after) is more rude than brau. Two 
of the respondents (one from Battambang, the other from Prey Veng) usually use the 
word brau in the expression me m̋āy me brau វ្រោ៉យវ្រវ្រៅ, which can be understood as 
a collective for ‘women with no men’, as a me m̋āy is a woman who has no longer a 
husband, i.e. a widow or a divorcée, while a me brau is a woman who has never known 
a man as she is desired by none. For Guesdon (1930: 1271), a me brau is a ‘fille qui ne 
trouve pas à se marier’ (a girl who cannot find a husband) and adds that it is an abusive 
expression. It is probably because of me វ្រ, liter. ‘mother; chief’, which can be 
understood here as a variant of mī រ,ី a generally abusive term in Khmer to allude to a 
woman or to directly address a woman. For Tandart (1935: 1697), brau is simply a 
woman that nobody proposes to. For Headley & Chim Rath (2014: 793), it means ‘to 
be old and unmarried (of a woman)’. For the unilingual Khmer dictionary, brau is an 
adjective (i.e. a stative verb) for a woman who is left without a husband or will never 
get married (Buddhist Institute 1967–1968: 807). 

Nearly all the respondents correctly understood the word saukae which they often 
precede with the word kramuṁ, however one of them thought that it can also be used 
for bachelors, which is not a misunderstanding of the word, as—if sāv alone proved to 
be also a borrowing from Thai sāv—, in Khmer, according to the Khmer dictionary it 
can be used for teenagers of both genders having reached puberty, and also for plants 
bearing fruits for the first time (Buddhist Institute 1967–1968: 1342), an according to 
Pou Saveros for adolescents, humans and animals alike (Pou 2017: 259). However, 
another respondent said it was used only for bachelors, never for spinsters. Three of 
them were certain it was a borrowing from Thai, and a fourth one that it might be a 
borrowing from Thai. Indeed, saukae or sāv kae is a borrowing from Thai as stated in 
footnote 39. Saukae seems to be less used than kramuṁ cās’, and was probably a trendy 
word in the 19th century when Siamisms entered the language, and is now perhaps 
slowly fading away, although it is the title of a comedy film, Kramuṁ saukae, released 

 
singer Pen Ran: […] sūm paṅ mettā […] sūm mettā ṇā prus bau, kuṁ oy° ‘ūn nau jīvit brau dau 

thṅai kroy […], […] េូរេងវ្រតាត   […]  េូរវ្រតាត ណារេេុវ្ៅ  កុឲំ្យមូេវ្ៅជីវតិវ្រៅវ្ៅព្ងាវ្រលយ […], 

/[…] sɔom ɓɑːŋ mẹːttaː, […] sɔom mẹːttaː naː prɔh pɘɨ, kɔm ʔaɔj ʔɔon nɘɨ ciːßɨt prɘɨ tɘɨ tʰŋaj kraɔj 

[…]/, ‘[…] Have mercy my darling, […] have mercy my beloved, don’t let me in the future live my 

life as a spinster’. Another song is ច្ាររេ វ្រឿងម្ញ ំ Cpār man rīoeṅ khñuṁ (Mulberry orchard, my 

story) by female singer Ros Sereysothea: […] Phgar lān’ lvoey2, chlaṅ chloey ṭūc sabd samtī, poe 

at’ prus thlai, ak ñī ŝū cāṁ saṁpuk, ‘ūn ŝū nau brau, drāṁ ras’ geṅ op ktī dukkh […], […] ផ្គរលាេ់

វ្លវ ើយៗ  ឆ្ោងវ្ឆ្ោ ើយដូច្េពាេរត ី  វ្េើមត់រេេុព្ងោ  មកញីេ ូចាេំំេុក  មូេេ ូ វ្ៅវ្រៅ  រររំេ់វ្េងឱេកត ីទុកខ  […], /[…] 

pʰkɔː lŏən ləßɘːj ləßɘːj, cʰlɑːŋ cʰlaəj ɗɔoc sap sɑmɗɛj, ɓaə ʔɑt prɔh tʰlaj, ʔɑːʔ ɲiː suː cam sɑmɓɔk, 

ʔɔon suː nɘɨ prɘɨ, trŏəm rŭəh kẹːɲ ʔaɔp kʰɗɛj tuk […]/, ‘[…] The thunder echoes softly, responding 

as if it were words corresponding, if my beloved man is not there, the female white-bellied sea eagle 

would rather guard the nest, I would rather stay a spinster, and would endure living, lying down 

embracing my sorrow […]’.  
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in 2015 by Mohahang Production. One of the respondents considers saukae as the exact 
synonym of brau, and another one that it was a synonym of “old bachelor,” whereas the 
others take it as a synonym for kramuṁ cās’. The respondent from Surin, who is 
bilingual in Thai, said that in the Surin Khmer dialect the Thai expression is not used. 
However, May Ebihara who did her field research in anthropology on a Khmer village 
in the heart of Cambodia in 1959‒60, not very far from Phnom Penh, gives the following 
distinctions: ‘Spinsters of about thirty to forty years of age are called kromom sau kay 
[sic for kramuṁ saukae], while those older than forty are termed cah kromom [sic for 
cās’ kramuṁ]. Similarly, old bachelors are called cah krolaa [sic for cās’ kaṁloḥ]’ 
(Ebihara 2018 [1968/1971]: 189, fn. 13; see also Ebihara 1968/1971: 461, fn. 1). 

In Cambodia, not to be married is not part of the social norm, although men can 
avoid criticism by becoming monks, but this is harder for women. However spinsters 
seem to be somehow spared by criticism when their condition is perceived as some sort 
of sacrifice to take care of their ageing parents, which is a leitmotiv frequently heard 
from the respondents for the word brau (the influence of popular songs may play a role 
in this perception), but not for kramuṁ cās’, as for the latter there is still hope that she 
will one day join the social norm by getting married, whatever her age, even if she is 
quite old. Let us mention that, while there are three words for ‘spinster, old maid’, there 
is only one word for males: kaṁloḥ cās’ កំវ្លាះចាេ,់ with kaṁloḥ ‘fully-grown young 
man’ and cās’ ចាេ់ ‘old person; to be old’.42 

A last researcher to have given a reserved analysis of Old Khmer vrau is Michael 
Vickery (1998: 223–224) in his monumental research on society, economics and 
politics in pre-Angkor Cambodia, who has a completely different view from the other 
researchers already mentioned, as he understands it to be a title/name:  

Another poorly understood term, which is on the contrary the most frequent of all 

doubtful titles/names, is the term vrau. In K.24, K.30, K.709, and K.927 poñ vrau, 

or poñ vrau kros in the last, like kloñ mratāñ vrau in K.926, seem to be the title 

plus name; but in K.939 where some other authority “directed” (pre, lit., “used”) 

vrau maleṅ the term appears more like a title. A third type of usage in K.137 where 

the principle official was ordered to bring 400 vrau personnel to the temple, a 

context in which Cœdès interpreted it as an ethnonym “prou” (Brou). At least, 

Jenner’s43 and Saveros Lewitz’s44 definition of vrau as related to the Mon brow 

“woman” is not acceptable, as the contexts themselves and Jenner’s own 

translation demonstrate. 

 
42  There are two other words to refer to single persons, men and women alike: līv លីវ, generally used 

in nau līv វ្ៅលីវ ‘to be unmarried, single’ for young and old alike, to refer to someone who is single 

and not yet married and is often perceived as belonging to the lexicon of the register of births, 

marriages and deaths; and khluon muoy មល េួរួយ, liter. ‘body – one’ currently living alone, who can 

have never been married or have been married and who is at the moment living on one’s own. 

Although cās’ kramuṁ ចាេ់រករុ ំ for women is attested in the Khmer dictionary (at headword 

kramuṁ រករុ)ំ, it is not the case for kaṁloḥ, but actually cās’ kaṁloḥ and kaṁloḥ cās’ should be 

possible depending on which word is used as the determiner by the speaker (in Khmer, the second 

word the determiner of the first word). 
43  Jenner (1981: 297; 1982: 511).  
44  Lewitz (1976: 767–768).  
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Jacques doubted that vrau was an ethnonym, but for an unacceptable reason: 

namely that such ‘slaves’ raided from a hill tribe could not have been attached to 

a temple. A better reason, if the names listed in K.137 represent part of the 400 

vrau, is that the list, both as to type of name and category of personnel, does not 

differ greatly from other texts of southern Cambodia, whereas one would expect 

names of another ethnic group to show notable differences. On the other hand, of 

course, slaves might be arbitrary given names of the dominant language. Both the 

repetition of names over a wide area and the invidious meaning of some names 

might suggest this, although I would not give it undue emphasis without other 

supporting evidence. Jacques also considers that the 400 vrau, possibly ‘Brao’, 

were not among the names in the inscription but an entirely different group to 

whom only reference is made. Then, of course, they could have been all females, if 

it were not that such an interpretation of vrau is eliminated by most of its contexts. 

Another remark by Cœdès, following Aymonier, which seems to have gone 

unnoticed is that in one of the unpublished inscriptions of Roluos a territory 

(‘pays’) named Vrau is listed, and that vrau “corresponds phonetically to P’o-leou 

[ancient pronunciation b’uà-lə̯u],” one of the names recorded by the Chinese for 

‘Land Chenla’. If it should be decided that vrau/b’uà-lə̯u reflects Katuic Brou/Bru, 

then the sense is revealed, as well as an interesting datum to compare with the 

name ‘funan’, for in several branches of Katuic /bruu/ is ‘mountain’. It is possible, 

however, that Aymonier’s reading was mistaken, or his description confused. Both 

Cœdès 1966:19–71, “Index des noms propres,” and Pou 1992 included names they 

found in unpublished inscriptions of Koh Ker45 (‘caṃpok’, ‘vyau’, K.183, K.184). 

Nevertheless, it could well be that some instances of vrau in the inscriptions, 

especially the titles, reflect an ethnic or areal background, while others are names 

with no literal significance, just as in Modern Khmer, the term siem and yuon are 

both ethnic designations for Thai and Vietnamese, and personal names without 

ethnic significance.46 

Etta 

In K. 1419, the name of the author is Vrau Etta. As we have seen, it has yet to be deter-
mined whether vrau refers to an ethnic name, or is a personal name whose sense has yet 
to be specified: stemming from an ethnic name, having a bad connotation, or if it is a 
title, again yet to be determined. Etta (ឯតត in Khmer script) is also abstruse. Its spelling 
seems to refer to a Sanskrit word, or to be a Sanskritised spelling of a local word. 

If we look at Sanskrit dictionaries, the only approaching word is eta ‘of a 
variegated colour, varying the colour, shining, brilliant; a kind of deer or antelope; the 
hide of this kind of deer or antelope’ and etā ‘hind’ (Monier-Williams 1995: 231), 
although in a Sanskrit inscription one would expect the spelling of the name not to be 
with a double t.  

Another possibility is that it is a Sanskritised form of the Khmer word et‧, a 
grammatical term meaning ‘without’ (S. Pou 2004: 52).47 Unlike vrau, in the existing 

 
45  These inscriptions have since then been published by Chhom Kunthea (2011).  
46  For siem (sic for sīem វ្េៀរ) /siəm/, Vickery probably has Long Seam’s name in mind: ḷuṅ sīem ឡុង 

វ្េៀរ /lɔŋ siəm/, whose name is cited in this paper, and for yuon យួេ /juən/, Hou Yuon, a famous 

Cambodian leftist in the 1960–1970s. However Hou Yuon’s name is generally transcribed ĥū yan’ 

ហ្ ូ  យេ់, pronounced /huː jŭən/ or /huː jʊn/.  
47  In Modern Khmer: it ឥត /ʔɜt/ or at’ មត់ /ʔɑt/.  
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Cambodian corpus in Khmer language, et‧ appears only twice, once in K. 51: ‘me vā et‧ 
(វ្មេោឯត)៑ ‘mother of Vā Et‧’ (K. 51, 6th–7th century ce), and once in K. 1266:48 vihāra 
puṇya ci et‧ ( វរិរេុណ្យច្ិឯត)៑ ‘vihāra which is the meritorious act of Ci Et‧’. However, it 
remains to be explained why somebody would have been called ‘without’ or 
‘deprived’. 49  According to Chhom Kunthea (2019: 39, fn. 6, and personal 
communication), Vrau Etta was the name that the guru of the servant of the king chose 
for him. She thinks it hard to believe that the guru would have given a derogatory name 
that the disciple was sufficiently delighted to get the name recorded in a fine Sanskrit 
poem, though one can come across names with supposedly derogatory meanings like 
cake (ច្វ្ក) ~ cke (វ្ច្ក) ~ ckey (វ្ច្កយ៑) ~ chke (វ្ឆ្ក) ‘dog’ (if that was really the meaning of 
cke in Old Khmer) and sa-uy (េឧយ)៑ ‘smelly, stinky’ in some Khmer inscriptions.  

The term etta could thus either be a Khmer lexical term, whose meaning is yet to 
be identified, or it could be of non-Khmer origin, but from some other Mon-Khmer 
language or some Austroasiatic language.  

We can follow three other leads, the first to come to mind for a modern speaker is 
that etta vaguely resembles Modern Khmer ‘et (វ្មត /ʔeːt/), a female personal name 
(nāṅ ‘et ន្លងវ្មត /naːŋ ʔeːt/) in the tale ពេ់វ្កងកង Bas’ keṅ kaṅ, ‘Snake Keṅ Kaṅ’, a 
legendary snake, the ancestor of all snakes, with no known meaning (as modern 
personal names can also be meaningless50), although such a relationship from pre-
Angkorian to modern Khmer is a very tenuous one.  

A perhaps much stronger lead is that it could be related to Modern Khmer l‘it (លអ ិត 
/ləʔɜt/) meaning ‘to be fine, intricate; smooth, sleek; (of words) to be sweet, pleasant’.51  

A third lead is: could the Khmer l‘it in these meaning have for root a word from 
Prākrit or be a Khmerised form of Sanskrit iṣṭa, whose equivalent in Pāli is iṭṭha—
although a borrowing from Pāli is very improbable as its influence was none in Pre-
Angkorian, one could presume a similarly-looking form in a Prākrit language— 
meaning ‘sought; wished, desired; liked, beloved; agreeable; cherished; reverenced, 
respected; regarded as good; approved; valid’ (Monier-Williams 1995 [1898]: 169). If 
etta had these meanings, it would remain to be explained more firmly how from a 
Prākrit form, something like it, we have come to et and then etta, by modifications of 
spelling and sounds to make it look and sound like a Sanskrit word. 

Conclusion 

Titles and personal names in Old Khmer (pre-Angkorian and Angkorian) are still, for 
the most part, impervious to interpretations, as there has been evolutions and changes 

 
48  Chhom Kunthea, personal communication. According to her, this undated inscription is probably 

from the 7th century A.D. 
49  But why not? There are cases, probably not that many, of people called kaṁsat’/kamsat’ 

កំេត/់ករសត់ ‘poor, destitute, pathetic’, so could Old Khmer et be related to Modern at’ ‘to be 

without, lacking, deprived of, missing; to lack, be short of’ via Modern it ‘not’?  
50  Was it the case in Old Khmer too? Pou and Jenner think that in Old Khmer all personal names 

stemmed from common nouns. I am personally not yet entirely sure.  
51  See also l‘īet វ្លអ ៀត /ləʔɩːt/ in Surin Khmer dialect, ‘fine, granular, crushed fine, powdery; in many 

pieces; delicate, detailed, (done) with attention to detail; to be stingy, miserly, cheap’ (Teel [1988]: 

611), which has perhaps survived in Surin Khmer via Siamese Thai laḥ‘eīyt ละเอยีด /láʔʔìat/, a 

borrowing from an Angkorian Khmer or Middle Khmer form, and which is a cognate form of l‘it 

លអ ិត /ləʔɜt/ also used in Surin—where it is pronounced /ləʔet/—‘to be fine, in small pieces, 

pulverized, mashed, crushed, granular’ (Teel [1988]: 609) (and both often used conjointly in Surin 

songs: l‘it l‘īet លអ ិតវ្លអ ៀត /ləʔet ləʔɩːt/).  
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from pre-Angkorian to Angkorian Khmer, and from Angkorian to Middle Khmer. In 
one instance, vrau has been understood in pre-Angkorian Khmer as an ethnic name by 
some scholars. Others have been more reluctant to accept it, such as explained by 
Vickery.52 Some, such as Pou Saveros, have used as best possible their abilities as 
culturally well-versed native speakers,53 though their conclusions in this instance prove 
to be wrong. 

Modern brau is probably linked to Old Khmer vrau in some way, but it gets 
complicated to analyse as we seem to be faced with homophones: 1) the modern word 
is either borrowed from Mon or is cognate with an Old Mon and a Modern mon word 
meaning ‘woman, wife’ in Mon, hence Long Seam’s translation as ‘woman’ for Old 
Khmer, and ‘spinster’ in Modern Khmer; 2) another homophone could be derived—
according to Jenner—from a root rau and having the meaning of ‘beautiful’, which has 
been retained in poetic Central Thai (Siamese), but lost in Middle and Modern Khmer 
because—this is my assumption—of its phonetic confusion with the word for ‘old maid’ 
or ‘spinster’; 3) a third homophone would perhaps be an ancient word for ‘herbs’, before 
being replaced with a loan from Sanskrit (jīraṇa > jīr), and thus becoming a euphonic 

 
52  Hence probably Long Seam’s hesitation as he was probably aware of Claude Jacques’ own 

hesitation, and also perhaps exchanged ideas with Michael Vickery.  
53  Vickery (1998: 223, n. 157) harshly criticizes Pou Saveros, on her first hypothesis (under the name 

Lewitz) that vrau in Old Khmer inscriptions could be related to a Mon-Khmer word for ‘woman’, 

and later on, after rectification, for a new supposition: ‘Lewitz […] has affirmed that […] “vrau 

[…] is nevertheless clearly related to M[odern]K[hmer] brau . . . “old maid” […]’. ‘In spite of 

ambiguity, some of the contexts are unambiguously male, and thus vrau is probably not a cognate 

with Mon brau. Pou 1992:466 has come to a different conclusion, that vrau is “shapeless, worthless, 

savage, the Brou people”, with the first three glosses based on virūva “ugly”, a supposed loan from 

Prakrit, and an extremely dubious, moreover ethnically chauvinist, hypothesis. Moreover, in her 

more detailed treatment in Pou 1984:158–59, she damages her case by deriving vrau from virūva 

via an unattested hypothetical *virau, adding the peculiar judgment that “Brau, ethnic name, is 

nothing but a depreciative term, as in all cultures”’. 

 If Pou may sound a bit too assertive and overgeneralising, Vickery—who used not to be gentle with 

his colleagues he scholarly disagreed with—seems on the other hand to be a stickler for political 

correctness as actually Pou, as a native Khmer speaker, probably draws, with much logic, a parallel 

with Old Khmer ethnic name *joṅ (Mod. jaṅ) which was used as an offensive term, as attested by 

Zhou Daguan (see supra), and Mod. ā jaṅ អាជង ‘you Chong (= barbarian)’, ā jaṅ kṅa អាជងកា  ‘you 

crooked Chong (= barbarian)’, and juo jaṅ ជួជង ‘you barbarian like a Chong’, or ā bnaṅ អាពនង ‘you 

Phnong (= savage)’, the Khmer form of the autonym Bunong, an ethnic Mon-Khmer minority in 

the North-East region of Cambodia (Bernard 1902: 229), all with the derogatory ā title. 

 Moreover, we should wonder on the gender of some words as, as we have seen above, Thai word 

sāv meaning ‘maiden’ in Thai, is used in Khmer for teenagers of both genders. In the same way vā 

ោ or va វ which was used to designate male slaves in pre-Angkorian Cambodia, has become v̋ā ោ៉ា  in 

Modern Khmer to call little boys: ā v̋ā អាោ៉ា , as well as little girls: mī v̋ā រីោ៉ា . In literature and in many 

regions, nāṅ ន្លង is personal pronoun for females, but in Phnom Penh it was politely used to address 

both young girls and young boys or teenagers of both genders until recently (nowadays in Phnom 

Penh, to refer to a woman with the title nāṅ is still common, but to address directly a young woman 

with the word nāṅ is now often used by men to speak to prostitutes). A last word is ā អា, whose 

definition in the Khmer dictionary (1967–68: 1707, see also Headley & Chim Rath 2014: 1428) is: 

‘a personal pronoun preceding nouns giving them a pejorative, derogatory or very familiar meaning, 

used in addressing close male friends, men regarded as inferiors, young boys, or male animals’, but 

as correctly noticed by Headley & Chim Rath (id.) ‘when preceding the name of a girl, it conveys 

a notion of endearment’. Thus, when Pou Saveros states that brau in the sense of an ethnic name or 

in the sense of ‘ugly’, including males and females alike, has a Mon etymology for a word meaning 

‘woman’ in that language, we cannot simply dismiss her statement as nonsensical. 
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and rhyming word with smau ‘grass, weed’ to call all kind of grasses, weeds and 
herbs—a reflection made by Ang Chouléan—or perhaps in some regions to refer to a 
specific medicinal plant, while in some other regions it is nowadays totally unknown, 
except in the compound mraḥ brau which seems to be probably known all over the 
Khmer-speaking area in mainland South-East Asia; 4) a fourth homophone is a 
borrowing from a non-Khmer language to refer to the Brao, whose original meaning in 
Brao itself has either be lost (perhaps ‘human being’ as an unconfirmed supposition I 
make), or perhaps an exonym in Brao turned into an autonym, perhaps meaning 
‘mountain’; and maybe 5) a title in Old Khmer—as cautiously suggested by Vickery—
for a function we cannot understand so far. 

Let us recall that the person named Vrau Etta in inscription K. 1419 is a man, so 
the Mon meaning of “woman” seems somewhat far-fetched for pre-Ankgorian Khmer. 
However, guessing the meaning of personal names in ancient inscriptions can only 
guesswork when one does not know in which context they are given. 

For etta, we can also make several suppositions: 1) a wrong spelling for a Sanskrit 
word, meaning ‘shining, brilliant; deer or antelope; hind’; 2) a name with the dubious 
sense of ‘deprived’; 3) a name coming from a language other than Sanskrit—and other 
Indian languages—and Khmer which has yet to be traced; 4) a meaningless personal 
name in Old Khmer as it can be the case in Modern Khmer; 5) a Mon-Khmer word 
cognate with a derived Modern word l‘it ‘to be fine, intricate; smooth, sleek; (of words) 
to be sweet, pleasant’; 6) a Prākrit root-word, wih the same meaning and a pronunciation 
more or less similar to Skt iṣṭa and Pā. iṭṭha, which has served as a root for Modern 
word l‘it. 

Since the end of the nineteenth century, scholars in Khmerology have been trying 
to decipher and understand the meaning of stelas in Old Khmer. Although all resources 
have been deployed: comparisons with Sanskrit texts, with Prākrit forms, comparisons 
with other Mon-Khmer languages or Austronesian languages, with Modern Khmer, 
with Thai languages (Old Thai, literary Thai, Modern Thai and sometimes Lao) to 
search for borrowings from or into Old Khmer, many words still resist interpretation or 
give way to several different interpretations, especially the meanings and definitions of 
titles and personal names.  
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l’École française d’Extrême-Orient (Monographies, no 183), 514 p. 

Matras-Troubetzkoy, Jacqueline, 1983, Un village en forêt. L’essartage chez les Brou du 
Cambodge, Langues et civilisations de l’Asie du Sud-Est et du monde insulindien No 7, 
Paris: SELAF, 429 p. 

Ministry of Environment and Ministry of Rural Development, 2019, Indigenous Peoples 
Planning Framework. Prepared for the World Bank Group. Draft, Phnom Penh: 
Ministry of Environment and Ministry of Rural Development, draft, March 2019, 33 p. 

Monier-Williams, Monier, 1995, A Sanskrit-English Dictionary, Etymologically and 
Philologically Arranged with Special Reference to Cognate Indo-European Languages, 
Delhi: Motilal Banarsidass Publishers Private Limited (1

st
 ed.: 1899, Oxford University 

Press), xxxvi + 1333 p. 

Nai Tun Way (နြောာဲဗ ြောနဝ် ှဵ), 2000, The Modern Mon-English Dictionary. ဗပကိီုဟ်္အဘဓိြောနမ်န-်အင်္ဂလိက် 
[Prakuih abhidhān‧ man‧-aṅgalik‧], Bangkok: Open Society Institute Burma Project, 1st 
edition, 29 p. + xxxv + 1308 p. 

Pain, Frédéric, 2019, ‘“Brāhmaṇa” as an honorific in “Indianized” mainland Southeast Asia: 
a linguistic approach’, Bulletin of SOAS 82, 1, pp. 111‒141. 

Pelliot, Paul, 1951, Mémoires sur les coutumes du Cambodge de Tcheou Ta-Kouan. Version 
nouvelle suivie d’un commentaire inachevé, Paris: Adrien Maisonneuve, 178 p. 

Pou, Saveros, 1982, ‘À propos du nom d’une plante de jīr’, េិកាខ្មេ រ [Siksā khmaer]. Seksa 
Khmer no. 5, pp. 55‒60. 

Pou, Saveros, 1984, ‘Lexicographie vieux-khmère’, េិកាខ្មេ រ [Siksā khmaer]. Seksa Khmer no. 
7, pp. 67‒178. 

Pou, Saveros, 2001a, Nouvelles inscriptions du Cambodge II & III. Traduites et éditées par 
Saveros Pou, Paris: École Française d’Extrême-Orient, 334 p. 

Pou, Saveros, 2001b, ‘Inscription de Prasat Ballang (Battambang) K. 1030’, Nouvelles 
inscriptions du Cambodge II & III. Traduites et éditées par Saveros Pou, Paris: École 
Française d’Extrême-Orient, pp. 23‒24. 

Pou, Saveros (វ្ៅ សាវរេ), 2004, Dictionnaire vieux khmer – français – anglais. An Old-
Khmer-French-English Dictionary. វច្ន្លេុរករខ្មេ រចាេ់-បារងំ-មវ្ងោេ [Vacanānukram khmaer 
cās’-pārāṁṅ-aṅles], Paris: L’Harmattan (1st edition, 1992, Paris, Cedoreck), iv + xxv + 
732 p. 

Pou, Saveros (វ្ៅ វ្មវរេ), 2017, វច្ន្លេុរករភាសាខ្មេរេរ័យកណាត ល [Vacanānukram bhāsā khmaer 
samăy kaṇtāl]. Un dictionnaire du khmer moyen, Phnom Penh: Buddhist Institute, 
Sastra Publishing House, xx + 305 p.Rājapăṇḍiṯyasthān ราชบณัฑติยสถาน (Royal 
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“Suvarṇṇabhūmi”’] [“Inscription of Vatt Girī Stec Gaṅ’ K. 1419, history of the stela 
and toponym “Suvarṇṇabhūmi”’], ករព ញជេុរយិា [Kambujasuriyā] 4-2019, pp. 1‒27. 
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When was “Modern Mon” first spoken? 

Christian Bauer 

 

In the introduction to his Dictionary of Modern Spoken Mon (DSM) H.L. Shorto states: 

“Significant orthographic uncertainty first appears in Anaukpetlun’s bell 

inscription of 1622, which indeed reads remarkably like a modern literary 

document. The basis of the literary language is found on investigation to be late 

Middle Mon of the sixteenth century, with accretions from a subsequent, still 

archaic, stage and frequent inferential reconstructions from spoken forms.” 

(1962:xv)  

This statement is problematic in several respects: the date given, the authenticity of the 
source text as well as its methodology.1 

The history of this bell, inscribed separately in Mon and Burmese on each side, is 
too complex to be presented here in any detail; in brief, it was removed from the 
Shwemawdaw pagoda in Pegu to Mrauk-U, Arakan, at an uncertain date, and then, 
following the first Anglo-Burmese war, moved as war bounty by a junior officer of the 
Indian Army, Bheem Singh, to his home in what is now Kasganj district, Uttar Pradesh; 
the bell is now located at a Hindu temple in Bakner village of the same district. It was 
only recently that the precise location could be identified, and in March 2021 a regional 
television station, Neo News, ran a short news item on temple and bell.2  

The historian Tun Aung Chain has cast doubt on the purported date of this bell, 
1622 CE.3 He points out that the year-name (saṁ-vatsara) given in the text, phālguna, 
is incompatible with the year-date given in figures, 984 śaka [1622 CE], which 

 
1  A decade later, in his Dictionary of the Mon Inscriptions (DMI), there appears to be some caution: 

“Anaukpetlun’s bell inscription of 1622 from Mrohaung in Arakan, known only from a transcription 

made in 1837, has been excluded since, the original being lost sight of, we cannot be sure of the 

fidelity of the copy.” (1971:viii)  
2  In the wake of this report the bell gained some notoriety among locals and domestic tourists, and a 

number of YouTube videos were uploaded. Individual frames from the videos allow, within limits, 

a transcription of the original text, enough to render the previously published version in the Journal 

of the Asiatic Society of Bengal 1837 and 1838 and the one by Blagden and Pe Maung Tin (1928) 

on the Mon face obsolete. The recent earthquake in Burma on March 28, 2025, prompted the news 

site LiveHindustan.com to run a short piece a day later on the history of this bell. (URL 

https://shorturl.at/PxHJ9). The URL for the Neo News report is 

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=b8VfDNO-vBA (esp. timecode 1:28–1:39, where additional 

videos can be found [URL verified on 2025-04-06]).  

 There is a Wikipedia article in English, Mon and Thai entitled “Bayinnaung’s Bell Inscription” but 

the text presented there is marred by crass misreadings so it cannot serve as a text of reference. 
3  I did not note the source of Tun Aung Chain’s article and have so far not succeeded in identifying 

its publication, which must have appeared between 2010 and 2017. In an appendix the article gives 

an alternative English translation of the Burmese text as that of Prinsep 1838 and of the (purported) 

Mon text in Blagden’s and Pe Maung Tin’s translation of 1928.  
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therefeore must be a misreading for 914 [1552 CE], only the latter actually a phālguna 
year.4 This is corroborated by the date of 2095 BE given at the beginning of the text, 
thus corresponding to 1552 CE as the date of casting the bell, and not 1622 CE. The 
erroneously read figure 984 would correspond to a pauṣa year. 

The reason why this error remained undetected so far is unclear. But there are 
further problems with this text as originally published in 1838, known only through a 
transcription made the year before.5 Being a bilingual bell inscription, the respective 
languages occupying one side each — Mon on the Western face, Burmese on the Eastern 
face — , it was assumed that the texts are identical, as Prinsep, the original editor, writes: 
“The two sides of the bell contain separate copies of the same text, one in Burmese and 
the other in Talain [Mon], both with an admixture of Páli at the commencement and 
termination.” (1838:288).  

In fact, the purported text of the Mon face, as published as a facsimile in a modern 
hand in 1838, corresponds to the Burmese text, and not to the actual Mon face on the 
bell as of 1552 CE6; it is apparent that the Mon text published in 1838 is merely a modern 
translation of the Burmese face into Mon. And it is this purported ‘faux’ Mon version 
which was translated into English by Blagden and Pe Maung Tin in 1928, carrying with 
it its erroneous date, together with the transliterated text of the facsimile of a century 
earlier.7  

Table 1: Original and published transcript compared 

A (text on bell 1552) B (facsimile text of 1838)   

kanḍaṁ khaṇhaṁ ‘to build, makeʼ 

ganḍiṅ khaṇiṅ ‘bellʼ 

darhat ~ drarhat jrahat ‘strength’ 

kṣap8 khyap ‘to think, reflect’ 

kṣeh khyeh ‘horse’ 

cnow snow ‘justice’ 

cnāṁ snāṁ ‘year’ 

kuir ~ kuiw kuiw ‘to give’ [benefactive ‘let’] 
 
So when Shorto regards this text as reading “remarkably like a modern literary 

 
4  For explanations on the Burma calendar see G.H. Luce Old Burma, Early Pagán, vol. II, Locust 

Valley, NY: J.J. Augustin, 1970, pp. 327-337. Luce writes: “In reading any inscription, it is of course 

important to check whether the year-number agrees with the year-name. If there is any discrepancy, 

there has been a mistake.” (p. 330) 
5  Wroughton 1837, where a drawing of the bell appears (Vol. VI, Plate LII); the text in Burmese and 

Mon and an English translation of the former appeared in Prinsep 1838, pp. 288-294 for Burmese 

in modern type and Pl.XVI — an insert between pp. 294 and 295 — for the Mon text in a handwritten 

facsimile.  
6  A Mon lead type for printing was not available at the time.  
7  Although the Burmese and Mon texts are similar, they represent two different versions of the same 

events; differences extend to toponyms, order of epithets, mention of details and narrative 

perspective.  
8  kṣ- is to be interpreted as /ks-/, see DMI:xiv.  
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document” it is true because it actually is modern, as of 1838 CE.9  
What then makes the ‘faux’ version (column B in Table 1) so ‘remarkably modern’ 

in contrast to the actual Mon text on the bell (column A)?  
The A version has retained MM features as we would expect them in a mid-16th 

century text where the B ‘faux’ version has innovated, evidencing forms known from 
contemporary Mon today. 

The spelling correspondences A to B reflect regular sound changes from Middle 
Mon to Modern Mon.  

Had the date of the text been correctly computed from the outset as 1552 CE, it 
would have been obvious to anyone familiar with Mon epigraphic records that the 
Bakner bell discussed here is contemporaneous with the Mon-Burmese bell at the 
Shwezigon Pagoda at Nyaung-U/Pagán, cast five years later, in 1557 CE. These two 
bells are companion pieces cast in the reign and on behalf of Bayinnaung. And, as a 
companion set, it would have been equally obvious that the transcription published in 
1838 cannot possibly correspond to the original text.  

The third issue mentioned above — methodology — concerns “significant 
orthographic uncertainty” that Shorto (1962:xv) detected in this text; this might be 
attributed to its 19th century transcription; by contrast, spellings in the original Mon 
version on the bell are consistent within, and in comparison with the Shwezigon bell 
five years later.  

But why is the basis of the literary language to be “[…] found on investigation to 
be late Middle Mon of the sixteenth century […]” (ibid.)? 

Shorto accords spelling variation great weight, assuming they reflect sound 
changes in processu. This may be justified in a number of cases but this argument comes 
at the expense of the evolution of the writing system itself. Such a view alters the 
periodization of Mon fundamentally, and exhibits shortcomings in the command of 
sources, as the following will illustrate. 

In 1956-57 Shorto went a second time to Burma to check and supplement data for 
both dictionaries, the one on spoken Mon, the other on Old and Middle Mon inscriptions. 
When exactly did he leave the country in 1957? It would have been interesting to know 
as in June of that year a massive bell, inscribed in Mon, dated 1755 CE, was returned 
by the Government of India to the Union of Burma in an act of restitution where it was 
placed in the National Museum, Rangoon.10 Like the 1552 Bakner bell, this one was 
taken as war bounty — this time in the Second Anglo-Burmese War — from the 
Shwemawdaw Pagoda in Pegu to Calcutta.11 The data of neither bell were incorporated 
into DMI; its cut-off point being the bilingual bell inscription at the Shwezigon Pagoda 
at Nyaung-U/Pagán of 1557 CE. To regard that inscription as a terminal point of Middle 
Mon would be misleading, however, although the very title of DMI might suggest this; 
it was a purely arbitrary decision. It is the Shwemawdaw bell inscription of 1755 CE 
that marks the endpoint in the evolution of the Mon writing system and forms thus the 

 
9  Coincidentally, this was the year the American Baptist missionary J. M. Haswell, author of the first 

Mon-English dictionary, set up his seminary in Moulmein, having arrived in Burma two years 

earlier. 
10  A transcription of that inscription appeared in ရ  ှေးရ ောငှ်ေးသရုေသနညနွက် ောှေးရ ှေးဝန,် ၁၉၅၆-

၅၇ ခုန စ်အေွ ် န စ်ခ ျုပ်အစီ ငစ်ံစော, Report of the Director, Archaeological Survey, Burma, for 

the year ending 30th September 1957, Rangoon, 1961, pp. 10-14; for a summary of the historical 

background see Nai Pan Hla 1957, reprinted 1998. 
11  In the then new Imperial Museum. 
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basis of modern orthography, an aspect that has not been given sufficient attention. DMI 
(p. xii) mentions in passing that the glyphs -āk ◌ာ်ော ်and -ok ရ◌ာ်ော ်as well as -ai ◌ာ်  are used 
from the 16th c. onwards but other glyph innovations are simply not mentioned. A 
reason might be that some of the material in DMI — specifically from the MM period 
— was copied from C.O. Blagden’s transcripts without Shorto having had the 
opportunity to check them against the originals, and that Blagden generalized his 
transliteration so that, for instance, post-initial -l- in the facsimile ‘faux’ version (B) of 
the Bakner bell is rendered ◌ာ်  whereas in A (the original) postinitial -l- is consistently 
spelt ◌ာ်လ, in Blagden’s and Shorto’s scheme this would have been transliterated simply as 
-l- in both cases.  

Looking at the Shwemawdaw bell from that angle, it innovates a new spelling 
convention and two additional glyphs: the writing of final -h by combining the subscript 
medial -h- ◌ာ်  with virāma ◌ာ်,် an abbreviated rhyme -iw ◌ာ် , and two new subscript glyphs 
for post-initials as follows: 

 

ဒ  ်< ဒ ်  dah ‘to be’ 

ဂ  ်< ဂ ်  gah [deictic, nominalizer] 

◌ာ်  < ◌ာ် ဝ ်  -iw, in the digraph -uiw, as in ကိီုဝ် > ကှဵီု kuiw ‘to give; let’ 

◌ာ်  < ◌ာ်မ   -m-  

◌ာ်  < ◌ာ်လ   -l-  

 
At this point, from the mid 18th c. onwards, two space-saving devices — devices 

that speed up writing — are used as standard: final -h in these high frequency and 
grammatical function words is substituted by its subscript ◌ာ် ,  and in analogy -uiw 
occurring also mostly in high frequency and grammatical function words, such as    ု
kuiw ‘to give; let [benefactive]’. In addition, post-initial -l- ◌ာ်လ is rendered obsolete in a 
cluster and substituted by ◌ာ် . In addition, we witness here a transition in writing post-
initial -m- for the first time in its current form ◌ာ် . It is these conventions that occur for 
the first time in the Shwemawdaw bell of 1755 CE, forming thus the basis for the modern 
writing system.12  

The various stages of glyph development are shown in Table 2. 
Having shown that by the mid 18th c. the Mon writing system had evolved into its 

modern form and marking thus a new linguistic period, it remains to be seen in the 
following if phonological changes follow a similar trajectory and how “Modern Mon” 
could be defined. 

To this end we should examine the actual data upon which Shorto’s Dictionary of 
Modern Spoken Mon is based. 

It will be seen that lexical entries and sample sentences in DSM originate from 
multiple sources and reflect usage of speakers over a period of a century prior to its 
publication in 1962.13  

 

 
12  The Mon Unicode codepoints for post-initial subscripts reflect this 18th c. usage: ဵှဵ U+1035 -iw, ဵ  

U+105E -n-, ဵ  U+105F -m-, ဵ  U+1060 -l-. Due to its visual similarity with ရ◌ာ် -e- U+1031, ဵှဵ 

U+1035 -iw is glossed in Unicode as “Myanmar Vowel Sign E Above”, although palæographically 

it is a superscript ligature of -i- and -w. 
13  Funds for the publication were approved in 1956, but J.R. Firth had insisted that an index of literary 

forms were to be added as an appendix [pp.199-280]. Shorto p.c. 
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Table 2: Timeline of introduction of new glyphs 

 

Shorto’s main informant was the Ven. Wāyāma14, born in Kaw Kyaik village in 
what is now Karen State15, but moved to Rangoon to the predominantly Mon district of 
Bahan, closest to the Shwedagon Pagoda; further biographical details are not known. In 
London he served as principal informant to Shorto at SOAS in 1949–1950, and then 
during Shorto’s fieldwork, mostly at Tuik Piṭakat Monastery (ဘောေ ု ်ပ ဋ ေ်) in 
Mudu (မု ်ဒနု ်muh dun) on Bilu Island, Mon State, in 1950–1951, a location chosen by 
the Ven. Wāyāma. Wāyāma had established himself in Burma as an educator and 
reformer16, authoring a set of primers for use in elementary schools (လ  ်ဗွ ်မန ်- lik 
bwah man - “Mon Reader”), published in seven volumes between 1946 and 1956. He 
also served on a Mon dictionary committee in Rangoon, together with G.H. Luce and 
Shorto17. Noteworthy is Wāyāma’s book “Mon for speakers of Burmese”, originally 
drafted during his stay in London, and published in 1957. The handwritten draft papers 
were left at SOAS, and it is likely that some of the material found its way into DSM. 
The phonetic transcription used in DSM is based on Wāyāma’s speech; his rôle as an 
educator motivated him to be prescriptive, explaining also the interdialectal character of 
DSM phonology.  

Another source for DSM are data collected by J.A. Stewart (1882–1948); 
following a career as an administrator in British Burma until 1933, he was appointed 
lecturer, and eventually professor, of Burmese at SOAS; besides Burmese, he had also 

 
14  Shorto spells the name Wāyama, although he himself uses the form Wāyāma. 
15  The village lies halfway between Kawbein on the Gyaing river and Kawkareik. 
16  Eugénie Henderson, p.c. 
17  The project never came to fruition; in the NLA Luce collection there are diary entries/minutes to 

that effect, which at this time of writing I can not identify.  
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passed an examination for a government language proficiency certificate in Mon. 
During his time in Burma he had collected some 20 folk stories, and some songs, from 
various informants on Bilu Island in 1912, and although transcribed in the field verbatim 
in Mon script they reflect the spoken idiom of its day.  

Stewart’s original notebook, left at SOAS, contains transcriptions of these stories 
in various hands. Shorto recopied these stories by hand into his own notebook, both in 
Mon script from Stewart and in IPA notation, en face, following his DSM system. This 
IPA version of Stewart’s data was used teaching spoken Mon, and I remember that some 
lexical and phrasal samples appeared also in DSM (without being able to exactly identify 
these here).  

Although the age of Stewart’s informants is not given, we may assume a mean age 
between 60 or 70 years, thus reflecting mid-19th century speech. That would put us 
squarely in the vicinity of J.M. Haswell’s first description of Mon published in 1874.18 

The first Mon-English dictionary being published in 1874 by J.M. Haswell (1810-
1876), covering ca. 3.000 lexical items with notes on grammar and phrases was out of 
print within 15 years, and was followed by an expanded second edition in 1901, co-
authored by E. O. Stevens (1838-1910); the vocabulary was expanded to over 5.000 
items, added to which were now also glosses in Burmese. Noteworthy from a diachronic 
perspective, relevant in the discussion here, is the phonetic information that can be 
extrapolated from this source: in the 1901 edition “The Martaban pronunciation of ဵကိ်, 
[-ik], and ဵငိ ်[-iṅ] is oik and oing.”19 whereas Haswell notes in the 1874 edition “The 
symbol ဵ ိ[i] has the sound of ee […] except with က် [-k] and င ်[-ṅ] where the sound is 
midway between long and short i […]” (p. 7). Either Haswell, who had been in the 
country for almost 40 years, was not familiar with the Martaban variety, or the shift        
/-ik, -iŋ/ > /-oik, -oiŋ/ had not yet taken place. The latter rhyme pair corresponds to the 
forms given in DSM, which I take to be an innovation at the time.  

Confirmed seems this to be by an unpublished handwritten notebook by M.H. 
Bixby (1827-1901), who served Haswell as an assistant for the short period of three 
years.20 Written between 1853 and 1856, comprising 2.219 lexical items on 134 pages, 
including notes on script, phonetics, grammar and phrases, it reads like preliminary draft 
version of Haswell’s 1874 lexicon, without being a verbatim copy. 

A complete rhyme table, absent in Haswell 1874 and in Stevens 1901, appears in 
Bixby’s hand on page 7 of his notebook—reproduced here as Figure 1a with an 
explanatory chart as Figure 1b on the facing page.  

In this explanatory chart of Figure 1b entries in Mon script in Bixby’s hand in 
Figure 1a are transliterated for those unfamiliar with Mon script; in the column next to 
the rhyme in script the equivalent pronunciation in IPA as found in DSM is noted so 
that it can be compared to Bixby’s non-IPA impressionistic notation in Figure 1a. The 
rhyme lists are arranged according to register, modal voice in the upper part of the chart, 

 
18  In only one instance were date [September 1912], age [“…taken from an old woman”] and location 

[Pahea village, Bilu island] noted. Translations of some of these stories were published in the 

Journal of the Burma Research Society in 1913 III.1:54-64, III.2:170-182; 1914, IV.1:49-52. “The 

stories were taken down word for word as narrated and the text is a literal translation …” JBRS 

1913, III.1, p.54. 
19  1901, §11, p. 10, marked explicitly by Stevens as “Note” and “Ed.”. 
20  The notebook is in possession of the Universities’ Central Library, Rangoon; I am grateful to its 

erstwhile Librarian, U Thaw Kaung, for providing me with a photocopy of the entire text and the 

permission to reproduce it. Bixby spent the years 1853-1856 in Moulmein working on Mon, when 

he had to leave Burma due to ill health. He continued his missionary work a few years later in Shan 

State, 1861-1878. 
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breathy voice in the lower part of the chart. There follows from left to right the pair of 
final velars /-k -ŋ/, final alveolars /-t -n/, final bilabials /-p -m/, open syllables, and final 
laryngeals /-h -ʔ/. A box with a diagonal line marks a systemically non-existing rhyme, 
a dash indicates a form which is not attested in any lexical entry in DSM. For breathy 
voice syllables I have retained in the chart, for easy cross-reference, the DSM 
convention of using a grave accent ◌̀ over the vowel instead of the strict IPA ◌̤ 
notation.21 

Now, what is remarkable in Bixby’s chart is the overall relative stability of vowel 
rhymes over the century prior to DSM: 

rhymes corresponding to DSM are:22 
 
• voiced initial + inherent vowel + pre-velar  
• voiced initial + ā + pre-velar 
• voiced initial +e + pre-velar 
• voiceless initial + ā + pre-velar 
• voiced / voiceless initials + å (ဵ )+ pre-velar 
 
Divergent patterns in Bixby’s list can be interpreted as either innovations since the 

1850s, such as pre-velar and pre-labial -i- rhymes with voiceless initials or as present-
day dialect forms such as -uik rhymes with voiceless initials in Southern dialect 
varieties. Equally pre-velar -e- rhymes with voiceless initials, like Bixby, unlike DSM, 
but attested in present-day varieties west of Tarana. Noteworthy are ‑uik pre-velar 
rhymes in breathy syllables /-a̤-/, exactly like DSM. -ui- rhymes in non-velar final 
syllables with voiceless initials are transcribed by Bixby as “-o-” but can safely be 
interpreted as equivalent to DSM /ɒ/.  

Having shown how far back the attribute ‘modern’ can be pushed for Mon vowels 
taking DSM as a reference point, can we date post-registral consonantal changes? And 
if so, how would we weigh those changes in respect of the notion of “modern (spoken) 
Mon”? 

Wordlists published over the past three hundred years offer the possibility, when 
compared in relation to one another, to identify sound changes. In the case of spoken 
Mon the following sources are available: 
 
1603   Bodleian pamphlet 55 word list 
1799   Buchanan   50 word list 
1828   Crawfurd   50 word list 
1837   Low    notes 
1853-56 Bixby    notes, glossary 
1872   Dalton    68 word list 
1874   Haswell   Grammatical Notes … 

 
21  There is one actual writing error by Bixby himself in the chart: in the fifth column of voiced initials 

the second rhyme “péang” should have been written in Mon beṅ ရဗင ်and not ben ရဗန.် 

22  In this section ‘voiced’ and ‘voiceless stop initials’ refer to their written counterpart in the charts; 

phonologically they are of course, since the 16th c., voiceless.  
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Figure 1a: H.M. Bixby’s Mon rhyme table 
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Figure 1b: H.M. Bixby’s Mon rhyme table transliterated with DSM IPA transcriptions 
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Data extracted from the above-mentioned sources can be tabulated in the following 
manner: 

Table 3: Changes in initial consonants, as published in European sources 

1603 sl- sn-  təl- tr-, tər-  təp- > kəp- 

1799  sn-   tər- pəm- > kəm- təm- > kəm- 

1828 l̥- hṼ-, n̥-  kəl- kr- pəm- > kəm-  

1837  n̥- m̥-  kr-   

  hṼ-      

1872   n̥-  kər-   

 
The most significant change in this chart appears to be the emergence of voiceless 
nasals, and therefore a new contrastive series between existing voiced nasal initials and 
their voiceless counterpart; this change had taken place by the beginning of the 19th c. 
In analogy sl- /sl-/ clusters shifted to /l̥-/, and complex initials tr- /tr-/ shifted to their 
velar counterparts as did initials in disyllabic words /pəm-/ and /təm-/, all of these 
changes being attested in the same timeframe. 

Finally, Shorto, in teaching, wondered why a considerably large number of 
disyllabic words in Haswell’s dictionary appeared in the spelt form of kha(C) ခCV(C). 
Could it be, he mused, that initials in disyllabic words that appear in DSM as həCV(C) 
were a century earlier actually true velar fricatives /xə-/? The Mon script had no way of 
writing velar fricatives, but that may be what Haswell heard.23  

So when was modern Mon, as documented in DSM, first spoken? At the end of 
the 18th, beginning of the 19th c. The writing system, as we know it today, dates from 
the mid 18th c. 

Abbreviations 

dial. - dialect form 
DMI - Shorto 1971 
DSM - Shorto 1962 
LM - Literary Mon 
MM - Middle Mon (14th – ~ 18th c.) 
SM - Spoken Mon 
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The reconstruction of basketry in 
Austroasiatic1 

Roger Blench 

 

1. Introduction 

Basketry is an extremely old human culture trait; the oldest identifiable finds of baskets 
are from the arc between Anatolia and the Near East and are earlier than 10,000 years 
old (Wendrich & Ryan 2012; Schick et al. 1988). Negative impressions of textiles and 
basket fragments on fired and unfired clay dating between 27,000 and 24,000 years ago 
have been uncovered at the sites of Pavlov I and Dolni Vestonice I and II in the Czech 
Republic (Soffer et al. 2000). In Southeast Asia, the oldest preserved artifacts made of 
plant fibres are fragments of mats found in the Lower Yangtze River in Southern China 
and dated to 8-7000 BP. In Borneo, Niah caves have fragments of baskets, mats, 
cordages and textiles found with Neolithic burials dating to 3500-2200 BP (Cameron 
2016). Matting impressions in clay dating to 2750 BP were also found in Lo Gach, 
Southern Vietnam. However, fibre processing may be far older in Island Southeast Asia. 
At Tabon Cave in the Philippines, Xhauflair et al. (2023) report indirect evidence for 
such processing as much as 39–33,000 years ago. Considering the evidence from 
comparative ethnography, this should not be surprising. Consideration of the basketry 
fish traps of the Pacific documented in Anell (1955) shows types which have virtually 
global distribution and must be far older still. 

Basketry types have remained extremely diverse in SE Asia up to the near present, 
when they are threatened by industrial substitutes. In the highlands of Vietnam in 2022, 
villagers were observed using plastic refuse bins as back baskets, replacing the more 
traditional woven types. Basketry is probably an extension of rope-making, which 
typically involves the same type of fibre processing. Apart from baskets themselves, 
fibre plaiting is commonly used to make traps for fish and small animals, to weave mats 
and in Vietnam, coracles (Cairo 1972). The heritage of SE Asian basketry can be found 
in ethnographic museums across the region, including National Museum of Laos, 
National Museums in Hà Nội, Hồ Chí Minh City and a range of provincial museums in 
Vietnam, as well as the Highland Peoples Discovery Museum2 in Chiang Mai. Basketry 
associated with Austroasiatic speakers, Khasian, is on display at the Don Bosco 
Museum in Shillong, Meghalaya, while for Munda speakers, the most significant 

 
1  This chapter is a write-up of a talk given at the 12th International Conference on Austroasiatic 

Linguistics (Chiang Mai, Payap University, OCtober 23-25 2024). 
2  Also known as the ‘Hill Tribes Museum’ and various other names 
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collection is at the Tribal Museum, Bhubhanesvar, Odisha.3  
The descriptive literature is however, relatively weak. Thailand has long been 

geared up to produce poor quality imitations for the tourist market (Cohen 2000). 
Barnes (1993) is a general overview, while Sellato (2013, 2020) covers Borneo and 
Lane (1986) the Philippines. Two specialised studies are Upphapong et al. (2013) for 
Thailand and Zhang et al. (2022) for China. But overall, this is a poor representation of 
such a vibrant area of material culture. 

Dictionaries are highly variable sources for basket names, often because the 
definitions are so imprecise. An ethnographically oriented text such as the dictionary of 
Khmu Yuan (Svantesson et al. 2014) provides not only a wide variety of terms but 
drawings of the shape of baskets and indications of their uses. Museum catalogues can 
also add significantly to our understanding of material culture. For example, the Santal 
museum in West Bengal provides images of baskets, as well as vernacular names and 
indeed descriptions in both Santal and English (Baski et al. 2016). 

The broad association between the SE Asian Neolithic and the expansion of 
Austroasiatic is now uncontroversial (Blench 2024). Reconstructions for Proto-
Austroasiatic which depict a farming society with a continuing dependence on hunted 
and aquatic resources support this association. Material culture in mainland Southeast 
Asia is quite conservative and many forms remain widespread across the region up to 
the present. Given its potential antiquity, we can therefore expect basketry techniques 
to have been known to Proto-Austroasiatic speakers. The object of this paper is to show 
that it is reasonable to use comparative linguistics combined with synchronic 
ethnographic to point to the types of basket which may have been present in the early 
period of Austroasiatic expansions. Archaeology provides scattered data points 
associated with possible dates, but rarely points to specific details of material culture. 
These combinations of techniques enrich our understanding of these societies in ways 
impossible for single disciplines. Alves (e.g. 2023) and Higham & Alves (2025) have 
explored the history of the house in Austroasiatic using comparable techniques.  

Throughout paper I have used the term ‘Early Austroasiatic’ to refer to the first 
millennium of the dispersal of the phylum. This is because a large number of the data 
tables show comparanda confined to the core geographical area, in Vietnam, Laos and 
Cambodia. I have adopted this term to avoid indiscriminate reference to Proto-
Austroasiatic, which should be confined to lexemes with broader supporting evidence. 
This does not exclude early borrowing between individual branches and certainly some 
interaction with Sinitic languages, reflected in Old Chinese. In addition, the growth of 
the Khmer state after around 400 AD was almost certainly responsible for spreading 
some basket types and terms.  

Resources for comparative Austroasiatic point to the possible reconstruction of a 
variety of baskets. Many of these etymologies were first listed in Shorto (2006) and 
where this is the case, I have cited the Shorto number beneath the table.4 This does not 
imply that I endorse the reconstructed form. For Austroasiatic, the main source for 
citations is the online Mon-Khmer Etymological Dictionary (MKED),5 which provides 
access to many of the important lexical sources, retranscribed to IPA where this is 
relevant, for example in Nicobarese. Where no source is given for the data, the reference 
can be found in the MKED. I have usually cited reconstructions for a subgroup where 

 
3  Baskets associated with the Nicobarese peoples are part of the collections of the Kolkata Museum, 

but the entire anthropology collection is not currently on show. 
4  It is also worth noting that Shorto did not have access to online search tools 
5  http://www.sealang.net/monkhmer/dictionary/ 
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these are available. Sidwell (2024) has published a list of 500 reconstructions for Proto-
Austroasiatic, as well as a series of reconstructions of individual branches, e.g. Bahnaric 
(Sidwell 2000, 2011; Sidwell & Jacq 2003), Katuic (Sidwell 2005), Khmuic (Sidwell 
2014a), Khasian (Sidwell 2014b), Palaungic (Sidwell 2015) and Nicobarese (Sidwell 
2022b). Three subgroups of Austroasiatic, Munda, Nicobarese and Aslian, have 
undergone extensive relexification, such that older roots which may have shown 
cognacy have been replaced. Typical Munda dictionaries show widespread borrowing 
from Hindi or other Indic languages, while Aslian borrows extensively from Malay. 

 

Photo 1: Basketry shield, Arunachal Pradesh (source: author) 

The reconstructions reflect close contact between core branches of Austroasiatic in the 
Vietnam/Laos/Cambodia area. Outlier branches, such as Munda and Nicobaric, almost 
never show cognates specifically for basketry terms, suggesting the process whereby 
they occupied their present territory was defined by a cultural bottleneck, which resulted 
in cultural loss. Basket types in mainland SE Asia are quite distinctive, but they are 
rarely associated with a single ethnic group over even linguistic phylum. Typical forms 
are found across Austroasiatic, Hmong-Mien, Daic and Trans-Himalayan peoples. For 
Trans-Himalayan [=Sino-Tibetan] languages I have used the online STEDT database,6 
occasionally supplemented by my own field materials. Austronesian is largely drawn 
on Robert Blust’s online Austronesian Comparative Dictionary. 7  Hmong-Mien 
material is cited from Ratliff (2010). Old Chinese reconstructions are quoted from the 

 
6  http://stedt.berkeley.edu/~stedt-cgi/rootcanal.pl 
7  http://www.trussel2.com/acd/ 
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spreadsheet associated with the Baxter-Sagart system (Baxter 2014). There is no 
convenient online source for Daic languages, so I have referenced individual online 
publications as well as Li (1977) for Tai.  

Details of construction can be important indicators for cultural history. For 
example, the Munda peoples are now scattered across northeast India. New scholarship 
suggests they arrived on the coast by a maritime route, rather than overland migration 
(Sidwell & Rau 2019; Sidwell 2022a; Blench 2024). Their languages have undergone 
massive restructuring and relexification in contact with Indo-Aryan languages and 
hardly any basketry terms are now cognate with Austroasiatic forms. However, the 
designs of their baskets reflect strongly their origins on the Southeast Asian mainland 
and differ markedly from mainstream Indian basketry, representing an additional 
confirmation of the migration hypothesis.  

2. Baskets 

2.1 What items are made from basketry?  

Apart from the baskets discussed in this text, there are a wide variety of other containers, 
tools and weapons made from plaited fibres. These are not always well identified in 
lexical sources, so it is not easy to propose reconstructions. Some examples are as 
follows: 
 
a) Traps. Many traps, especially for fish and small mammals, are made from basketry 
b) Mats 
c) Shields. Most commonly made from hide, but among some groups, basketry is 

used. Among the Kman of Arunachal Pradesh, for example, a shield made of eight 
different species of bamboo woven together is constructed. Photo 1 shows a 
typical example from Arunachal Pradesh, now in the State Museum, Itanagar. 

d) Ladles are made from a variety of materials, including metal, gourds and basketry. 
Woven ladles are often used for draining liquid from servings of food. 

e) House walls. The traditional house on stilts, common throughout SE Asia, had 
walls made of plaited bamboo 

f) Boats. Vietnam has a tradition of basketry coracles 
 
These six categories are not all covered in this paper—the use of multiple materials 
often makes them difficult to reconstruct consistently. 

2.2 Data tables for baskets 

The tables in this section provide datasets for words associated with basketry. Shorto 
(2006) has a number of starred forms referring to baskets, for some of which I cannot 
find supporting  evidence or occur in only two branches. The quality of glosses varies 
considerably between authors and it is likely that if definitions were more precise, we 
could reconstruct the basket type with greater specificity. Entries shaded in grey mark 
uncertainty about the comparison. I have also included comparanda outside 
Austroasiatic where these appear to be relevant, but my assumption is that these are 
borrowings. The double asterisk marks an impressionistic reconstruction, not one 
supported by reference to specific sound laws. 
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Table 1 shows a root for ‘basket’ with an indefinite reference. 

Table 1: Early Austroasiatic ‘basket’ 

Branch Language Form Gloss 
PMK Shorto 2006:R:1482.A.  *baj basket 
Bahnaric Bahnar baːj basket 
Monic Nyah Kur [Northern]  kǝbáːj woven bamboo basket 
Khmeric Khmer pèy small shallow basket 
    
Austronesian Cham pàːj bag 
    
Sinitic Old Chinese pəjʔ  bamboo basket 

 
Notes: Possibly a regional borrowing from Khmeric. The Old Chinese form also 
appears to be cognate although it does not show regular correspondences and might be 
chance. Widely attested in Chamic but presumably borrowed there. 
 
Table 2 refers to the large back basket found across mainland SE Asia, with loops for 
the arms (e.g. Photo 2). 
 

Table 2: Early Austroasiatic ‘back basket’ 

Branch Language Form Gloss 
 Sho2006:R:2054.A.  *[k]ruh basket 
Bahnaric Bahnar kroːh large carrying basket 
Bahnaric Sre kruh carrying basket 
Katuic Pacoh khruh large carrying basket 
Khmeric Khmer krùh basket  
Khmuic Yuan klúay large basket8 
Monic Nyah Kur krɛ́ʔ rice storage basket 
Palaungic Wa kʰrɔŋ bamboo basket 
    
Chamic Jarai krɔːh small carrying-basket 
Chamic Röglai kruh small carrying-basket 

 
Notes: Wa is the only evidence for a final nasal and so may be unrelated. Borrowed into 
Chamic. Written Khmer indicates gruh, so the devoicing of the onset suggests post-13th 
cent diffusion of Khmer term.9 
 

 
8  Shaded entries denote controversial or uncertain comparisons 
9  Paul Sidwell (pers. comm.) 
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Photo 2: Miji back basket (source: author) 

 
Table 3 probably refers to the characteristic back basket found throughout mainland 
and near island Southeast Asia. 
 

Table 3: Early Austroasiatic ‘back basket’ 

Branch Language Form Gloss 
Katuic Katu [An Diem] ɟɔŋ back basket 
Khasian Pnar [Jowai] cʰaŋ basket 
Khmuic Yuan ʔjáŋ long basket 
Monic Nyah Kur kəchàː bamboo basket 
Palaungic Lamet [Lampang] jʊ́ːn bamboo basket 

 
Table 4 is only poorly attested, but it is presumably also a back basket. Lamet is 
doubtful due to the high back vowel, but cf. Katu. 
 

Table 4: Early Austroasiatic ‘basket’ 

Branch Language Form Gloss 
Aslian Semelai rɔʔ basket 
Bahnaric Cua rɔ: back basket 
Katuic Katu aro sifting basket 
Palaungic Shwe lɔ rice basket 
Vietic Vietnamese rổ panier 
    
Central Loloish N. Lisu lɔ⁴⁴ back basket 

 
Notes: Shorto (1842) connects this with *ra:w (table 8) but I find this implausible.  
 
Table 5 and Table 6 show two widely attested intertwined roots, which may be 
distinguished by the mid-back vowel in Table 5 and the high back vowel in Table 6. 
The voicing of p/b broadly correlates with the vowel quality but not perfectly. The 
glosses are extremely variable, making the original referent difficult to discern. 
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Table 5: Early Austroasiatic ‘basket’ 

Branch Language Form Gloss 

Bahnaric Sedang pɔŋ basket 
Katuic Bru pɔŋ bamboo basket used to carry 

chickens 
Khmeric Khmer pò:ŋ paddy store under house 
Palaungic Riang [Sak]  ɓɔŋ¹ large basketry granary  
Vietic Ruc po grand panier 
    
Burmish Achang (Lianghe) pɯŋ³¹ large bamboo basket 
rGyalrongic Ergong (Danba) phoŋ loŋ  basket (bamboo, large) 
S. Loloish Mpi poʔ²  basket (small, bamboo) 

 
Notes: The baskets are of very different types, but importantly however, these are all 
openweave baskets made using the same plaiting techniques. The comparanda in Trans-
Himalayan are all interpreted by me as independent loans from Austroasiatic. These 
languages are not in direct contact with Austroasiatic today, but the assumption is that 
these loans are from earlier periods. 
 
Table 6 refers to a small storage basket of some type. 
 

Table 6: Early Austroasiatic ‘basket’ 

Branch Language Form Gloss 

Bahnaric Brao buŋ round basket  
Khmeric Surin buŋ basket with no handle 
Khmuic Yuan s.púŋ round basket 
Khmuic proto-Khmuic *buŋ basket 
Monic Nyah Kur kəbúŋ basket with square base 
Palaungic Mal puŋ basket 
Palaungic proto-Palaungic  *ɓuŋ receptacle 
    
Hlai Proto-Hlai *ɓuŋ bamboo basket 
Zhuang-Tai Proto-Zhuang-Tai *ʔbuŋ.A basket type 
Kam-Sui Proto-Kam-Sui *ʔbu(:)ŋ.A basket type 
 
Notes: The Zhuang-Tai and Kam-Sui reconstructed forms are from an unpublished 
spreadsheet prepared by George Starostin in support of Austric [!]. The supporting 
evidence is not available. With the usual caveats, they strongly suggest that a form like 
*ɓuŋ was present early in Tai-Kadai languages, and that the relationship with the 
Austroasiatic forms reflects borrowing, although without more detail data it is hard to 
propose the direction. 
 
Table 7 is poorly attested and the type of basket thus uncertain. 
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Table 7: Early Austroasiatic ‘basket’ 

Branch Language Form Gloss 

 Sho2006:R:53.A *knɟə[:]ʔ basket 
Bahnaric Stieng [Biat] nɟəː basket 
Khmeric Khmer kɔɲcɤ̀ː a woven basket 

 
Notes: The term may have originated within Khmer. 
 
The glosses in Table 8 may refer to the sort of openwork basket typically used to store 
fish or carry pigs to market. 
 

Table 8: Early Austroasiatic ‘basket’ 

Branch Language Form Gloss 
 Sho2006:R:1842.A *ra:w openwork basket 
Bahnaric Brao re:w back basket  
Khmeric Khmer rìːəv basket for crockery, fish 
Monic Mon rɛ̀a openwork basket 

 
Table 9 lists glosses which most probably refer to the circular tray used to dry grains 
and chili. 
 

Table 9. Early Austroasiatic ‘large basket’ 

Branch Language Form Gloss 

Bahnaric Bahnar [Pleiku]  seːŋ large drying basket 
Katuic Ngeq saːŋ back basket 
Khasian Khasi ʃaŋ basket 
Khmuic Yuan sáː drying basket 
 
Notes: The Yuan form may be compared to Lao ກະຊ້າ kásâː ‘basket for foodstuffs’. 
 
Table 10 applies to a creel for storing fish. Photo 3 shows a typical bottle-shaped fishing 
creel now in the National Museum of Ethnology, Hà Nội. 
 

Table 10: Early Austroasiatic ‘basket’ 

Branch Language Form Gloss 

Bahnaric Tarieng pɔːm fish basket 
Katuic proto Katuic *pɔːm large basket 
Khmuic Yuan pɛ̀ːm creel, fish basket 
    
Chin Tiddim boːm small basket 
Chin Hakha bôːm container 
 
Notes: The comparison with the Chin terms looks possible, suggesting this root may be 
found more widely. Chin is in Myanmar, so not in direct contact with Khmuic today 
plus the voiced onset would need to be explained. 
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Photo 3: Fishing creel (source: author, National Museum of Ethnology, Hà Nội) 

Domesticated grains almost certainly came into the Austroasiatic from further north but 
the action of winnowing is required for wild grains and thus does not imply 
domesticated crops. There are several roots for ‘to winnow’, *guːm, *ʔuːm, *ɟiər, 
attested nearly across Austroasiatic including Munda (Sidwell 2024). These are 
etymologically connected with the verb ‘to blow’. Winnowing trays in mainland 
Southeast Asia are commonly shaped as a sort of scoop with a rounded, closed end and 
a squared off open end (Photo 4). They are found as far as the highland areas of 
Northeast India. Two roots are attested, the most common form in Table 11 and a less-
well attested one in Table 12. 
 

 

Photo 4: Winnowing tray, Arunachal Pradesh (source: author) 
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Table 11: Early Austroasiatic ‘winnowing tray’ 

Branch Language Form Gloss 

 PMK *ɟɗuːŋ; *ɟɗuəŋ  winnowing-basket 
 PAA revised10 *kɗoːŋ winnowing-basket 
Bahnaric Stieng [Bulo]  doːŋ winnowing basket 
Katuic proto Katuic *kɗoŋ winnowing basket 
Khasian proto Khasic *pduŋ winnowing basket 
Mangic Mang ʔaː¹ ɗoːŋ⁶ mẹt [Vietnamese] 
Monic Nyah Kur dɔ́ŋ basket for winnowing rice 
Palaungic Wa da̤ɔŋ winnowing basket 
Vietic proto-Vietic *ɗoːŋʔ winnowing basket 
Vietic Ruc tǎdoŋ van d’osier 
    
Bodo-Garo Bodo don basket for measuring rice 
Menba Motuo roŋ basket carried on the back 
Burmish Written Burmese tɔŋ³  basket (bamboo, large) 
    
Daic Shan lòŋ basket  
Hlaic Proto-Hlai *ɗoŋʔ winnowing basket 
 
Notes: The evidence for a prefix is strong, but the support for k- in the revised Proto-
Austroasiatic forms is somewhat weak. 
 

Table 12: Early Austroasiatic ‘winnowing tray’ 

Branch Language Form Gloss 
 PAA121 *ɟ<mp>iər winnowing tray 
Aslian Semai ɟʌmpiɹ winnowing tray, sieve 
Khmuic proto-Khmuic *snpiər woven bamboo tray 
Khmuic Khmu Yuan hmpíar winnowing fan 
Monic Nyah Kur [Klang] chǝwíir wide, flat, shallow bamboo or  

rattan basket for winnowing rice 
Palaungic proto-Palaungic *piər winnowing tray 
Munda Sora ɔɟ-jɛr winnowing basket 
Khasian proto-Khasian *praʔ winnowing basket 
 
Notes: The Khasian citation is cited as a possibility only. 
 
Terms for winnowing trays are quite diverse and Table 13 collects a number of others 
in diverse branches of Austroasiatic. Note that Munda, despite having the common verb 
‘to winnow’ has a wide variety of terms for the winnowing tray itself, some probably 
borrowed from Indo-Aryan. Further research may yet discover at least regional 
distributions for some of these.  
 

 
10  This is the only word for a basket to appear in Sidwell’s (2024) list of 500 etyma 
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Table 13: Other Austroasiatic terms for ‘winnowing tray’ 

Branch Language Form Gloss 

Aslian Semelai cruʔ tray for winnowing rice or 
yams 

Khmeric Surin ʨaŋ-Ɂeːr ~ 
ʨɁeːr 

wide, flat, shallow basket,  
for winnowing rice 

Khmuic Khmu [Cuang] cʔnɨr winnowing basket 
Munda proto Kherwarian *haʈaʔ winnowing fan 
Munda Santal hatak winnowing tray 
Munda Korku [Nimar, 

Melghat] 
kisiɲ winnowing fan 

Munda Bodo-Gadaba kisob winnowing basket 
Munda Kharia ˈsɑʔmu winnowing basket 
Nicobaric Car tinial coːn winnowing basket 
Palaungic Lamet [Lampang] khəjɪ́ː winnowing basket 
Palaungic Lamet [Lampang] mpaːŋ winnowing basket 
Pearic Chong [of Trat] tapɑːˀ van à riz 
Pearic Pear tuək winnowing basket 
Vietic Mương [Hoa Binh]  roːŋ³ flat basket, winnowing basket 
 
Notes: Munda winnowing trays, despite their diverse names, maintain the characteristic 
Southeast Asian half-oval shape shown in Photo 4 (Baski et al. 2016). 
 
Table 14 presents a root for a highly characteristic Southeast Asian basketry type, the 
pedestal tray, a woven support used when serving food. Photo 5 shows typical pedestal 
trays, actually Jorai, now in the museum at Pleiku in Central Vietnam. 
 

Table 14: Early Austroasiatic ‘pedestal tray’ 

Branch Language Form Gloss 

 Shorto 1170 *baːn  pedestal dish 
Katuic Kui phi̤an pedestal tray 
Khmeric Surin Khmer piːan tray with pedestal 
Khmuic T'in [Mal] phɨan tray 
Monic Nyah Kur [Central] kǝbíǝn bamboo food tray 
    
Sinitic Old Chinese *bˤan tray 
 
Notes: Also found in Thai and Shan, and plausibly a regional Chinese borrowing. The 
presence of diphthongs points to recent sound changes. Ceramic versions of these trays 
are also found in the region, so the basketry forms may be a version of these. cf. proto-
Bahnaric *cmaːŋ, pedestal food tray. 
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Photo 5: Jorai pedestal food trays (source: author, Pleiku museum) 

 
Table 15 lists a root which is not strictly a basket but rather a shoulder bag. However, 
shoulder bags are commonly made either of textiles, or formerly mostly of cane or 
rattan, thus falling under the rubric of basketry. Photo 6 shows a picture of a salt bag 
used by the Santal [Munda] identical to those on the Southeast Asian mainland, but 
without a cognate name. 
 

Table 15: Early Austroasiatic ‘bag’ 

Branch Language Form Gloss 

 Sho2006:R:787.A *thəŋ bag 
Bahnaric Stieng [Biat]  thɔŋ bag 
Katuic Kui thṳŋ bag, sack 
Khmeric Khmer thɑŋ ថង់ bag, pouch, small sack,  

shoulder bag, purse 
Khmuic Khsing-Mul thoŋ bag, sack 
Khmuic Yuan tháŋ basket for measuring rice 
Mangic Mang cəŋ¹ tɔŋ⁵ basket  
Monic Mon thaŋ bag 
Palaungic Lamet [Nkris] thoŋ bag 
Vietic Thavung thɔ̂ŋ / thɔ̀ŋ bag 
    
Chin Tiddim thung¹ ip³  shoulder bag 
Karenic Pa-O tɔ̂ŋ  pack container (bag, basket) 
    
Tai Lao thoŋ bag 
Tai Shan thoŋ bag 
Tai White Tai thuŋ bag 
 
Notes: The Trans-Himalayan citations are very scattered and almost certainly loans 
from Austroasiatic. A very similar word in some SW Tai languages (Li 1977) might be 
the source of Austroasiatic forms, but note its wide geographical range in Austroasiatic 
compared with the restricted subset of Tai languages. 
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Photo 6: Santal salt bag (source: Andhra Pradesh Government 2009) 

 
The following seems to have support from a single Austroasiatic branch. 
 

*ɟul[ ] basket, to make baskets proto Mon-Khmer [A] Sho2006:R:1730.A 
**ɟɔːr basket proto Palaungic Sidwell (2015) 

 
I find no plausible evidence for these two entries from Shorto; 
 

*cnʔiːr basket type proto Mon-Khmer [A] Sho2006:R:1558.A 
*klʔiʔ basket type proto Mon-Khmer [A] Sho2006:R:6a.A 

2.3 Munda basketry 

Munda peoples make many types of basket, but cognates with other Austroasiatic 
languages are disappointingly few. Nonetheless, the actual forms of baskets are 
extremely similar to those on the Southeast Asian mainland rather than to their Indo-
Aryan neighbours. One example of this is large, loose-woven basket which serves as a 
grain store throughout the region. Photo 7 shows a characteristic example among the 
Sora of Andhra Pradesh. 

Another characteristic Southeast Asian basket has a rectangular base and a tubular 
profile with a round mouth. Some examples also have an independent cover. Photo 8 
shows a typical example, from the Women’s Museum, Hà Nội. Two definitions given 
below for Palaungic, Monic and Munda make it clear we are dealing with the same 
basket type, yet the vernacular names are unrelated. 
 
Palaungic Wa ʔaɔŋ bamboo basket with square bottom and round mouth 

Monic Nyah 

Kur 

kəbúŋ basket with square base 

Munda Santal gonbiɖ small basket which is square-bottomed and round-mouthed 

 
The square shoulder bag of the Santal shown in Photo 7 is another example of a 
Southeast Asian type found on the east coast of India, but not derived from Indo-Aryan 
models. It is not entirely clear why the Munda languages underwent such a radical 
relexification of basket names while retaining basket types, but these comparisons point 
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strongly to the mainland SE Asian origins of their baskets. 
 

  

Photo 7: Sora grain basket (source: 

Andhra Pradesh Government 2009) 

Photo 8: Square base basket  

(source: author) 

3. Synthesis 

The Austroasiatic languages dispersed from the Southeast Asian mainland around four 
thousand years ago, with a highly distinctive material culture already in place. A subset 
of this is known from archaeology, but dated excavations are rare in many areas, and 
tropical soils are often poor at preserving fibres. Nonetheless, finds in Island SE Asia 
provide plausible evidence for ancient basketry. 

The paper uses a combination of comparative linguistics and synchronic material 
culture to reconstruct a preliminary inventory of basket types known to Austroasiatic 
speakers. Some fifteen proposals are presented, covering baskets, but not other types of 
plaited fibres, such as traps and mats. Not all of these are equally well-attested, and the 
variable quality of dictionary definitions can make precision difficult.  Not all of these 
will prove to be ancient. Old Chinese cognates may be evidence for early borrowing. 
Similarly, the expansion of the Khmer may have diffused new basket types and 
terminology. However, the broad geographical distribution of several basket types, 
especially those carried across the Bay of Bengal by the Munda, argues that some had 
evolved during the era of Austroasiatic dispersal. It is clearly feasible to shed some light 
on the material world over the last four thousand years with a greater richness than can 
be achieved by archaeology alone. 
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1. Htanaw people and language 

Htanaw (ISO 639-3 dnu, Glottocode dana1252), also known as Danau, Danaw, Kanaw, 
is an Austroasiatic language spoken by some 3000 people in southern Shan State, 
Myanmar. As a primary branch of the Palaungic group it has no close relatives in the 
group and there is no mutual comprehensibility with any of the other Palaungic 
languages. There is no self-identification among the Htanaw as part of the Palaungic 
group; most speakers are unaware of the presence of a related language in their vicinity, 
namely Ruching (Palaung) near Kalaw town. Figure 1 shows the place of Htanaw 
(Danau) in the Palaungic group according to Sidwell (2015). 

Figure 1: Palaungic languages (Sidwell 2015) 

 

Htanaw appears in different varieties, some of which are hardly mutually 
comprehensible. It lacks a recognized standard form and until recently had no writing 
system. The main differences among the dialects, which are largely based on the 
respective geographical location, lie mostly in pronunciation and vocabulary, less in the 
grammatical structure. Especially the eastern varieties, spoken in a few villages in the 
Ayetharyar area east of the Inle Lake, show stronger influence from Burmese, as the 
villages in this area are more mixed with larger Burmese populations. The western 
dialects, spoken south of Heho and Aungban, are considered more authentic by the 
speakers themselves, though admixture from Pa’O and Burmese is evident there as well. 

The Htanaw are mostly plains farmers, cultivating turmeric, ginger, potatoes, 
tomatoes,  and other vegetables. Their villages are not far from the central markets at 
Aungban, Heho, and Ayetharyar, and the major towns of Kalaw and Taunggyi are 
within easy reach, as is the Inle Lake area with Nyaung Shwe as commercial and 
administrative center. Commercial exchanges at the marketplaces are mostly done in 
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Burmese, in which all Htanaw are fluent to some degree, or Pa’O, in which many 
Htanaw have good communication skills. Like their neighbors, the Htanaw practice 
Buddhism, and the monasteries are a central part of any village. Htanaw lacking a 
traditional written form, Buddhist texts are transmitted in Pa’O and Burmese, with less 
formal sermons occasionally given in Htanaw. Administration beyond the village level 
is conducted in Burmese, as is education in most places. Teachers originating from 
Htanaw villages may informally teach in Htanaw, especially in the lower grades, but all 
textbooks are in Burmese only. 

It is evident from the geographical and commercial setting that all Htanaw 
speakers are necessarily proficient in at least two languages, Htanaw and Burmese, 
many in three or more, including Pa’O (Sino-Tibetan, Karenic), Taungyoe, and Intha, 
the latter two considered dialects of Burmese, though not mutually intelligible with 
standard Burmese. The former main language of administration and commerce in the 
area, Shan, has been gradually replaced by Burmese after the country’s independence 
in 1948, and all but disappeared from the area after the 1962 military take-over and the 
more conclusive centralization/burmanization from the early 1990s (Bradley 2007a:81-
82). Still, traces of Shan are abundant in the local languages, including Htanaw. This 
setting, together with the lack of a standard written form, makes Htanaw vulnerable and 
the threat of extinction seems inevitable (UNESCO 2003:12). Already in 1965, Luce 
titled a paper on comparative Htanaw lexicon “Danaw, a dying Austroasiatic language” 
(Luce 1965), and Robinne (2000:17) reports Htanaw to be moribund. In spite of the 
apparently imminent extinction of Htanaw 60 years ago, three generations later children 
still grow up speaking Htanaw as their first language, at least in a handful of Htanaw-
majority villages and in Htanaw families (Bradley 2007b:318). Intermarriage with 
Burmese and Pa’O poses a further challenge to the survival of Htanaw, though not all 
mixed families turn to using only the more useful and dominant languages Burmese and 
Pa’O. Original non-Htanaw speakers may acquire Htanaw as a second language in these 
mixed households and villages.1 

2. Loanwords, loan grammar, loan phonology 

The history of a given language is reflected in the inherited and foreign elements it 
contains. Lacking written documents, both in the language and in the history of its 
speakers, identifiable loanwords are often the only evidence of past contact scenarios 
the language encountered. While lexical borrowings are usually the most obvious 
results of language contact, foreign influence is in most cases not restricted to the 
lexicon, but covers all aspects of a language, including the morphosyntactic and 
phonological structure. In this section, we examine foreign influences found in present-
day Htanaw and trace their paths into the language. 

2.1 Loanwords 

Loanwords in Htanaw are numerous and stem from various sources and periods. The 
sources, shapes, and semantic domains of loanwords are important for retrieving the 
past and present contact scenarios which brought the lexemes into Htanaw. The main 
donors of lexical borrowings in Htanaw are Burmese varieties, Shan, and Pa’O, three 
languages belonging to two different language families, namely Sino-Tibetan (Burmese 

 
1  The information in this section is largely based on the authors’ own fieldwork and informal 

interviews with Htanaw speakers, as well as Zaw Lwin Oo 2021. 
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varieties, Pa’O) and Tai-Kadai (Shan), both unrelated to Htanaw (Austroasiatic). 
Burmese and Pa’O both are still in close contact with Htanaw and continue to provide 
loanwords, while Shan has all but disappeared from the area where Htanaw is spoken. 
Many loanwords from Shan and probably Pa’O are attested in other Palaungic 
languages, making them candidates for loans into proto-Palaungic, though later 
independent borrowing cannot be excluded in the absence of other evidence. 

Shan 

Words of obvious Shan origin are found in all semantic domains ranging from 
religion to trade and daily life as well as grammatical elements. Examples include the 
verb jàh ‘be difficult’, reflecting Shan jàp ‘be difficult’. Final stops in Htanaw are 
regularly neutralized regarding place of articulation, the reflexes varying between /h/ 
and /ʔ/. This coda neutralization is found also in loans from other languages, as well as 
inherited vocabulary. Htanaw tò ‘body, self’ reflects Shan tǒ ‘body, self’, and the 
pronoun màɴ ‘it, that one’ reflects the Shan singular 3rd person pronoun mɐ́n ‘he, she, 
it’. The words for ‘grandmother’ and ‘grandfather’, mài tʰau and pà tʰau, respectively, 
are composed of Htanaw mài ‘mother’ and pà ‘father’, and Shan tʰɐw ‘old (people)’. 
The sound /au/ in open syllables has so far only been found in this word, making it a 
likely candidate for an instance of loan phonology (see 2.3). The word pʰra ‘Buddha, 
god, pagoda’ is identical in meaning and very close in pronunciation with Shan pʰrá. 
This Shan lexeme is itself a loan from Burmese pʰəjà with the same range of meanings. 
The shape of the Htanaw word suggests that it was borrowed from Shan, rather than 
directly from Burmese. A direct loan from Burmese would have the expected, but 
unattested form *pʰəra or *pʰəja in Htanaw, depending on the period of borrowing. In 
spite of the apparent similarity of Shan pʰrá with the word  pʰráʔ ‘Buddha, monk’ in 
closely related Thai, the onset and tone of Shan pʰrá show that it is not a cognate form 
but rather a borrowing from Burmese that also into Htanaw.2 Shan words in Htanaw in 
many cases may have entered the language through Pa’O, but these indirect borrowings 
are hard to detect in the absence of good material on Pa’O. 

Pa’O 

Loanwords from Pa’O are likely to be more numerous than Shan loanwords, but 
due to the lack of good material on the language, these are not easy to identify. Possible 
Pa’o loans in Htanaw include kənài.nài ‘likewise, same’, Pa’O nai-nai ‘id.’, and lwɐɴ 
‘go along, follow’, Pa’O lwàn ‘id.’ kəlé ‘sky, rain’, Pa’O kəli, təli ‘wind’, héʔ ‘call’, 
Pa’O hɛ̀ʔ ‘id.’, bwɐ́ʔ ‘full’, Pa’O bwê ‘id.’. 

Pa’O and Htanaw are (or were in the past) spoken largely in the same areas with 
widespread bilingualism. Although Pa’O today is clearly the overall dominant 
language, this relationship cannot be presumed for the past without supporting data, 
raising the question of direction of borrowing between the two languages. This is 
especially the case where there are no cognates on either side, or good cognates on both 
sides. Examples of shared vocabulary with apparent cognates on both the Sino-Tibetan 
and Austroasiatic sides include Htanaw pənàʔ, Pa’O pənā, both ‘water buffalo’ and 
Htanaw bɯ́ ‘cooked rice’, Pa’O bɯ́ ‘grain’, both reconstructed for proto-Karenic. The 
former has cognates in Khasi (Austroasiatic) and Chin (Sino-Tibetan) varieties, the 
latter in various Austroasiatic branches and Chin varieties. The word for ‘leaf’, lá in 

 
2  The regular Shan correspondence of Thai pʰráʔ would be *pʰâ. 
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both Htanaw and Pa’O, has good Austroasiatic cognates, suggesting the direction of 
borrowing from Htanaw (or some other Palaungic language) into Pa’O.  

Burmese 

The largest portion of loanwords in Htanaw is from Burmese and local Burmese 
varieties like Intha, Taungyoe, and Danu. Burmese words in Htanaw appear in forms 
that suggest borrowing from different stages of Burmese, including early and written 
Burmese, modern spoken Burmese, as well as local varieties. Early Burmese loans have 
undergone sound changes typical for Htanaw, like *s- > tʰ-. This sound change is seen 
in Htanaw tʰòɴ ‘five’ from an Austroasiatic root *-suːn ‘five’ (compare Old Mon mṣūn 
‘five’). The Burmese loans θàuɴ ‘ten thousand’ (from earlier and orthographic soṅḥ) 
and θèiɴ ‘hundred thousand’ (from earlier and orthographic sinḥ) appear in Htanaw as 
tʰɔɴ and tʰaiɴ, respectively. In more recent borrowings, Burmese θ- (< s-) is realized in 
Htanaw as t-, for example tàjà ‘at ease, comfortable’ from Burmese θaja and tɪ̀ɴ.tɛɴ 
‘class, course’ from Burmese θiɴ.tàɴ.3 In the eastern varieties of Htanaw (e.g. Naung 
Inn village), the numerals 'ten thousand' and 'hundred thousand' appear as tauɴ and teiɴ, 
respectively, suggesting more recent borrowings from the same Burmese words. Early 
Burmese onset clusters have been preserved in Htanaw, as seen in ʔəmrɛ ‘always’ from 
Burmese ʔəmjɛ̀ ‘always’, earlier orthographic <amrɛ>, and plɔɴ ‘change’ from Burmese 
pjàuɴ ‘change’, earlier orthographic <ploṅḥ>. In newer loans, the same clusters appear 
in their modern Burmese form, as in kɔ̀.pja ‘mat’ from Burmese kɔ.pjà ‘mat’, 
orthographic <kow.prāḥ> We will return to the integration of Burmese loanwords in 
section 3.1 below. 

2.2 Loan grammar 

The grammatical structure of Htanaw shows influences from different languages. The 
basic word order in Htanaw, as in other Palaungic languages, is verb-medial. 
Subordinate clauses in proto-Palaungic were possibly verb-initial, as still seen in Rumai 
and Ruching, less in Shwe, and generalized in some Wa varieties (Yamada 2020).4 
Htanaw only rarely exhibits verb-initial clause structures, but rather shows some 
patterns that are more common in verb-final (head-final) languages like Burmese (Jenny 
et al. 2024:5). Some of these constructions involve morphemes borrowed from Burmese 
or Burmese varieties, like the instrumental/comitative postposition nàʔ ‘with, by’. Like 
Burmese nɛ̰ and Intha na̰, Htanaw nàʔ occurs after the noun, as in bóʔ.pɛ́ʔ nàʔ ‘with the 
friend’. This contrasts with indigenous case or relational markers that are placed before 
the noun, such as kɔ̀ɴ ‘in’, as in kɔ̀ɴ təbò ‘in the village’. The phonological shape 
suggests Intha as the direct source of the comitative/instrumental marker nàʔ, rather 
than standard Burmese.  

In Htanaw, like in Burmese and Intha, the instrumental/comitative marker is 
homophonous with the post-verbal prohibitive marker, nàʔ and nɛ̰/na̰, respectively, 
which combines with the pre-verbal negation marker, namely lə- in Htanaw and mə- in 
Burmese and Intha. The general negation pattern [NEG-V-NEG] is identical in Htanaw 

 
3  The apparent tone flip-flop in Htanaw tìɴ.tɛɴ and Burmese θiɴ.tàɴ is due to the transcription 

convention of marking both the low tone in Htanaw and the heavy tone in Burmese with gravis (à), 

while the mid tone in Htanaw and low tone in Burmese remain unmarked. 
4  Verb-initial clause structure has been proposed for proto-AA, with most modern languages 

changing to verb-medial (in MSEA) or verb-final (Munda), presumably under contact influence 

(Jenny 2020). 
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and Burmese, namely lə-V-kaʔ and mə-V-pʰù, respectively. In both cases the postverbal 
negator was originally an emphatic addition, ‘topic marker’ in Htanaw and probably 
‘experiential marker’ in Burmese.5  Htanaw replicates the Burmese pattern without 
using loan morphemes in the case of general negation, while it uses the loan morpheme 
nàʔ in prohibitive contexts. 

Another instance where Htanaw apparently replicates a Burmese structure is the 
sporadic use of pre-nominal relative expressions. The relativizer in Htanaw appears in 
the form of the verbal prefix pə-, while in Burmese it is the verbal suffixes -tɛ̰/mɛ̰, that 
is, the non-future or future markers with grammatical creaky tone. In both languages 
the relativizer is affixed to the verb, rather than occurring in a fixed clausal position. 
The pattern of NPs with a relative expression is [pə-V NP] in Htanaw and [V-tɛ̰/mɛ̰ NP] 
in Burmese. Htanaw also has the expected construction with a post-nominal relative 
[NP pə-V], which is not possible in Burmese. 

Unlike verb-medial languages in Mainland Southeast Asia (MSEA), such as Thai 
and Khmer, Htanaw generally has adjacent multi-verb predicates (serial verb 
constructions). This is the only pattern found in verb-final Burmese and Jinghpaw, and 
prevalent in verb-medial languages of Myanmar, such as Mon and Karenic. 6  The 
different patterns, exemplified by the sentence ‘I bought you a book’, can be 
summarized in the following formulas: 

Table 1: Multiverb predicates 

Type Pattern Examples 

Myanmar OV [NP NP NP V V] Burmese, Jinghpaw 
 ‘I you book buy give’  

Myanmar VO [NP V V  NP NP] Mon, Karen 
 ‘I buy give book you’  

MSEA [NP V NP V NP ...] Thai, Khmer 
 ‘I buy book give you’  

 

Comparison with related languages strongly suggests that Htanaw has been on the 
receiving end of the grammatical influence, accommodating some of its structures to 
Burmese. Htanaw did not go all the way of metatypy (Ross 2003) to merge with the 
Burmese model, neither is there obvious attrition in the morphosyntactic structure 
common in asymmetric contact scenarios with language shift or language death 
(Thomason 2001:228). Rather, Htanaw has enriched its grammatical inventory by 
incorporating foreign patterns alongside the inherited Austroasiatic constructions 
(Jenny et al. 2024). 

Grammatical influence from Shan and Pa’O is harder to detect, though it is very 
likely to have played a role in the development of Htanaw. Shan influence may have 
led to the general verb-medial clause structure also in subordinate clauses, which in 
other Palaungic varieties tend to be verb-initial. The use of classifiers, not native to 
Austroasiatic, is common in all three contact languages and presumably was part of the 
proto-Palaungic profile, suggesting either Shanic or Karenic influence, as Burmese-
Palaung contact occurred at a much later date after the split of the proto-language. 

 
5  The experiential marker pʰù in modern Burmese is a grammatical extension of the verb pʰù ‘to 

behold, look’, today only used with holy objects (e.g. pʰəjà pʰù-dɛ ‘visit a pagoda’). 
6  The languages of Myanmar are representatives of the “Greater Burma Zone”, a linguistic and 

cultural convergence area under Burmese influence as opposed to MSEA (Jenny 2025). 
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2.3 Loan phonology 

The sound inventory of Htanaw is very different from Burmese, but some aspects of 
Htanaw phonology have apparently been influenced by Burmese. One of the most 
intriguing features of Htanaw phonology is the presence of three lexical tones (four 
according to some authors). On the surface, this looks similar to the Burmese tone 
system of three, according to some authors four, distinct lexical tones. The phonetic 
realization of the tones are not identical in the two languages, though, and there is no 
evident pattern of tone correspondences in Burmese loanwords in Htanaw. The origin 
of tones in Htanaw is not known (Gehrmann 2022:104), and a replication of the ‘concept 
of having lexical tones’ from Burmese is a possibility, although the details of how this 
would have worked in practice are not clear. It is very unlikely that proto-Palaungic was 
tonal, and tones in Htanaw may be a rather recent innovation, though firmly established 
in the lexicon. Tone variation in connected speech is common in Htanaw as well as in 
Burmese. On the other hand, complex patterns of tone assimilation are at work in 
Htanaw, but not in Burmese.7 

Tones in Htanaw do not only have lexical function, but they also express 
grammatical functions. Most prominently, in possessive and oblique contexts, low and 
mid tones change to high. This tone change occurs only in some nouns and pronouns 
referring to humans, mostly kinship terms, but not all words of these semantic classes 
are affected. This pattern and distribution are parallel to the Burmese ‘induced creaky 
tone’ (Okell 1969), which marks possessive and oblique of some personal nouns and 
pronouns. Again, the pattern in Htanaw may well have been taken over from Burmese, 
without achieving a complete overlap in function and distribution. 

Similar to what happened in the development of Burmese after the introduction of 
the script in the 11th century, final consonants in Htanaw are losing their specificity 
regarding the place of articulation. In present-day speech, closed syllables in Htanaw 
can end in a glottal stop /-ʔ/ or underspecified nasal /-ɴ/, in addition to aspiration /-h/. 
Codas like /-t~-θ/, /-k/, /-p/ and /-m/, /-n/, /-ŋ/ occur, but they do not carry functional 
load and are freely interchangeable with /-ʔ/ and /-ɴ/, respectively. Similar 
developments are observed in other languages of the area, such as Ruching Palaung and 
Pa’O, and, to a lesser extent, some Mon varieties in southern Myanmar. 

The potential Burmese influence on the sounds of Htanaw can be summarized as 

in table 2. 

Table 2: Influence in phonology 

 Htanaw Burmese 

Tones Low-falling, Mid-falling, 
High-rising 

Low, Heavy-high, Creaky 

Codas ʔ, h, ɴ ʔ, ɴ 
Gramm. tone L, M → H; POSS, OBL L, H → C; POSS, OBL 

 

In addition to the developments probably influenced by Burmese, some sounds in 
Htanaw seem to be restricted to loanwords. The diphthong /au/, common in closed 
syllables, has so far been found in an open syllable only in one word, the Shan loan tʰau 
‘old person’. The diphthong /ei/ occurs only in some dialects in Burmese loans, like teiɴ 
‘hundred thousand’ (from Burmese θèiɴ) and keiʔsà ‘matter, affair, business’ (Burmese 

 
7  Tone changes in some contexts seem to be at work also in Pa’O, but further investigation is needed 

here. 
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keiʔsa̰, from Pali kicca). In the main dialect of Htanaw (Taung Poe Hla), this diphthong 
merges with /ai/ in all instances. 

It is obvious that Htanaw as spoken today is the result of different influences, 
which modeled the language into its present form without any single source being so 
dominant as to obliterate the independent characteristic profile of Htanaw. 

3. Is Burmese a threat to Htanaw? 

One often mentioned reason for language endangerment and language shift is an 
asymmetric contact scenario (Grenoble 2011) or “overwhelming cultural pressure” 
(Thomason and Kaufman 1988:100). In this kind of language contact, one dominant 
language is spoken by all or a large majority of the population in all contexts, while one 
or more subordinate languages are used only by a small part of the community and 
restricted to certain domains, usually family and village life. Native speakers of the 
dominant language are generally monolingual, while speakers of the subordinate 
languages necessarily are at least bilingual. The restricted functionality of the 
subordinate (native) language may result in the dominant language being used 
increasingly in more contexts, providing a convenient single code for all situations. 
Especially in societies where bilingualism is perceived as an obstacle to educational and 
professional careers, the disappearance of the native languages seems inevitable 
(O’Shannessy 2011). The lack of a written form of the native languages adds to the 
threat and orthography development is seen as a factor positively influencing the 
maintenance of a language (Jones and Mooney 2017). At the same time, having a 
traditional literature does not necessarily mean that a language is safe from being 
abandoned by its speakers, as is witnessed in many heritage languages in Europe, 
including Provençal and Breton in France and Gaelic in Ireland and Scotland. 

In the case of local ethnic languages in Myanmar, there is a clear asymmetry in 
almost all contact scenarios with Burmese. Burmese, with a recorded literary tradition 
of a thousand years and status as sole official language of state administration and 
education, as well as the main language of commerce and entertainment in Myanmar 
(Kosonen and Person 2021:913). Other ethnic languages may have restricted local 
official or semi-official status in some parts of the country, but Burmese is the most 
common lingua franca also among non-Burmese groups, even if their native languages 
are closely related. It is common for speakers of different Kayah (Karenni) dialects to 
converse in Burmese, for example. Written communication, including informal chats 
on social media, is predominantly in Burmese in most ethnic groups. This is also the 
case with languages that do have a written form of their own. As schooling is conducted 
only in Burmese in most places, people are usually more fluent in writing Burmese than 
any other language, even if the spoken interactions are conducted in another language.8 
An additional obstacle to using non-Burmese in writing are, in some cases at least, the 
different character sets used by non-Burmese languages such as Shan, Mon, and 
Palaung (Ta’ang). This means that these languages cannot be written on digital devices 
without installing special keyboards. Serving as the language of administration and 
education, as well as nationwide communication and media, Burmese has mechanisms 
to integrate and create new vocabulary as the need arises. The Myanmar Language 
Commission formally approves and watches over neologisms and spelling rules 
(Kosonen and Person 2021), ensuring the unrestricted and continued functionality and 

 
8  Exceptions are the languages of the Kachin group with established Latin-based orthographies, 

especially Jinghpaw (Kurabe and Imamura 2016). 
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standardization of the language. 
Htanaw is in an outwardly rather weak position against Burmese. Being spoken 

by an estimated 3000 people in six or seven villages, most of them with mixed 
populations consisting of Pa’O, Burmese, and Htanaw, and having no standard form or 
literary tradition, Htanaw use is obviously limited. The setting of the language strongly 
suggests that it is restricted to family and village use, whereas Burmese (and Pa’O) have 
much wider functionality. Comparing the basic facts and figures of Burmese and 
Htanaw gives a rather unambiguous picture: 

 

Burmese Htanaw 

Spoken by 50 million Spoken by 3000 

35 million L1, 15 million L2 speakers Very few L2 speakers 

All domains (incl. administration and education) Village and family use 

1000 years of writing Orthography introduced 2023 

Music, movies, books, newspapers, TV, radio Handful of videos, songs 

Transcriptions and translation of Buddhist texts Buddhist tradition in Pa’O/Burmese 

Standardized spelling, lexicon, grammar No standard form 

Formal integration of neologisms Mostly traditional lexicon 

Many monolingual All bilingual 

 

Htanaw is obviously under heavy pressure from Burmese, and an eventual language 
shift from Htanaw to Burmese seems to be inevitable, as Luce predicted in 1965 and 
the UNESCO (2010) and the Ethnologue (Eberhard et al. 2024)9 suggest. However, 
despite the overall dominance of Burmese, and despite Luce’s prediction of 60 years 
ago, Htanaw is still very much alive and acquired as the first language by children in 
Htanaw families. There are even sporadic cases of non-Htanaw speakers acquiring 
Htanaw as a second or foreign language. This resilience of the language deserves a 
closer look and search for factors facilitating or enabling the (unexpected) survival of 
the language.  

One such factor undoubtedly is the value the Htanaw put on their language and 
identity, even if this may be done unconsciously in most cases. Observing daily life in 
Taung Poe Hla, the main Htanaw village with the least mixed population, it is obvious 
that speaking Htanaw is the most natural choice for the people. Besides the social factor, 
a more surprising explanation for the survival of Htanaw can be found in the general 
bilingualism of the people itself, the very factor that is usually seen as a major threat to 
continued use of subordinate languages. Rather than replacing Htanaw in daily life, 
Burmese contributes to the vitality of the language by providing limitless resources for 
adaptation and revitalization. The recent introduction of the Htanaw orthography, based 
on the Burmese script but without most of the idiosyncratic Burmese spelling 
conventions, further enables Htanaw to stand its own place while freely integrating and 
naturalizing Burmese elements. The following two sections will look into the 
integration of Burmese vocabulary and the Burmese script, respectively.  

3.1 Integrating Burmese vocabulary: a long history 

Burmese words have entered Htanaw for a long time and through various channels, 
including written and spoken Burmese, as well as local Burmese varieties like Intha and 

 
9  www.ethnologue.com/language/dnu/ 

http://www.ethnologue.com/language/dnu/
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Danu. In some cases, Burmese loans found their way into Htanaw through 
intermediaries, especially Shan and Pa’O. The varying sound correspondences of 
Burmese loans in Htanaw attest to different periods and paths of borrowing, although it 
is often difficult or impossible to trace the exact source and path of borrowing. 
Importantly, Burmese lexical items can be integrated into Htanaw without feeling 
“foreign” by nativizing foreign sounds. Non-native sounds, such as the /eiɴ, eiʔ/ rhymes 
mentioned above in 2.3, are found mostly in varieties exposed to heavier Burmese 
influence in the spoken domain. Usually, Burmese words appear in phonological shapes 
that can easily pass as native Htanaw. A crucial point in nativizing Burmese vocabulary 
in Htanaw is the fact that these loanwords are in most cases pronounced differently from 
the corresponding words in Burmese spoken by Htanaw. Although many Hatnaw 
speakers retain a more or less strong Htanaw accent in Burmese, they pronounce the 
same (Burmese) words differently when speaking Htanaw and Burmese. This shows 
that the two communication codes are clearly kept apart by the speakers. 

 Burmese loans include verbs, nouns, as well as grammatical morphemes, and 
they combine freely with native words and loanwords from other languages. There are 
no limits regarding semantic fields, loanwords being found in all parts of the 
vocabulary, including basic terms. The following examples illustrate the shape of 
Burmese loans in Htanaw. It should be noted that Htanaw /ɛɴ/ can represent Burmese 
/aɴ/ and /iɴ/, although there are examples of the same Burmese sounds appearing as /ɐɴ/ 
or /aɴ/ and /ɪɴ/, respectively. Burmese /iʔ/ is rendered in Htanaw either as /ɪʔ/ or /ɛʔ/, as 
seen in kʰɪ̀ʔ ‘era, period’ and ʔəsɛʔ ‘real, genuine’. Combinations of Htanaw and 
Burmese elements in single phrases are seen in ‘waxing moon’, ‘take a rest’, and 
‘ethnicity, race’. The word order is Htanaw-style head-initial, unlike head-final 
Burmese (except for ‘waxing moon’ which in Burmese has a postnominal modifier). In 
the case of ‘race, ethnicity’, the first element lo ‘person’ is a probable loan from Pa’O 
and ultimately cognate with Burmese lu ‘person’. The word order here reflects the 
Burmese lu-mjò ‘person-kind’, which may be due to the similarity in sound, or the same 
word order may have the Htanaw reading with lo ‘person’ as head (‘person of kind X’), 
rather than the Burmese ‘kind of person’. The distinction, of course, is of potential 
interest only for linguists, not for native speakers, who just understand and use the 
expression as equivalent to the Burmese model. 

Table 3: Burmese lexical borrowings in Htanaw 

Burmese Htanaw Gloss 

keiʔsa̰ kàiʔsà ‘matter, business’ 

kaʔ kàh ‘attach, be close’ 

kʰiʔ kʰɪ̀ʔ ‘era, period’ 

ʔəsiʔ ʔəsɛʔ ‘real, genuine’ 

ʔùzìɴ sɛɴ ‘monk’ 

lìɴ lɛɴ ‘light, bright’ 

la̰ sʰàɴ kətó sʰɛ̀ɴ ‘waxing moon’ 

ʔənà ju ʔwè ʔəna ‘take a rest’ 

lu-mjò lo-mjo ‘ethnicity, race’ 
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Having access to Burmese as an unlimited resource for vocabulary, including 
neologisms and imported terminology, makes Htanaw fully functional in all contexts, 
expanding the native vocabulary naturally and easily. Adapting Burmese words to the 
Htanaw sound system makes loanwords appear as natural, not foreign, causing no 
interruption in the Htanaw-flow of communication. This adaptation to Htanaw is done 
automatically and spontaneously by speakers as they speak, apparently also with 
uncommon words or words that have not been used before in Htanaw. During onsite 
and online workshops on Htanaw orthography development, the participants switched 
from Burmese to Htanaw after a few initial sentences, obviously more comfortable in 
their native language. As the setting and topic were novel to all Htanaw participants, it 
was expected that Burmese would be the language of choice in the presentations and 
discussions. This proved not to be the case, showing that Htanaw speakers are able and 
confident enough to adapt their native language to any situation encountered if all 
participants are believed to understand Htanaw. If outsiders are present, the language is 
just as swiftly and easily changed to Burmese. 

3.2 Htanaw orthography: a new aspect 

Upon the request by a group of young Htanaw, a project to develop a writing system 
was initiated in 2019 (Jenny et al. 2025). As written communication was done mainly 
in Burmese or ad hoc spellings in Htanaw based on Burmese orthography, internet-
literate people wanted to be able to use their language in a consistent way on social 
media and in other contexts. A few pre-existing efforts did not succeed due to the 
unavailability of systematically rendering the rich sound inventory of Htanaw in 
Burmese characters. Choosing between a Latin-based and a Burmese-based 
orthography, the speakers unanimously chose Burmese, with which they are more 
familiar. Given that the main aim of the orthography to be developed was its use on 
smartphones, it was clear that only standard Burmese characters could be used, but 
innovative combinations are okay as long as they are technically supported by Unicode 
and Zawgyi keyboards. The orthography, developed in cooperation between a team of 
international linguists and Htanaw native speakers, was completed and introduced 
during a workshop at Chiang Mai University in December 2023. A website and social 
media platforms were created and are online to spread the orthography in the language 
community while direct access to the villages is not possible for outsiders due to the 
current political situation in Myanmar.10 The introduction of the new writing system 
has generally been welcomed by the Htanaw communities and has been used in 
subtitling a few music videos already. A primer with the basics of Htanaw orthography 
has been finalized and was published online and in print in 2025 (Han Tin and Jenny 
2025). 

As Htanaw uses only standard Burmese characters, no emblematic signs could be 
introduced, as it was done in Palaung (Ta’ang) and Pa’O scripts, for example. The 
Htanaw identity in the script can only be expressed by using non-Burmese letter 
combinations and non-Burmese spellings of Burmese loanwords. Letter combinations 
not found in Burmese are necessary to represent all sound distinctions deemed relevant 
in Htanaw, which has a much richer phonology than Burmese. Burmese orthographic 
idiosyncrasies are avoided as far as possible and adequate, also in writing Burmese 
names and loanwords. These innovations make written Htanaw look very different from 
written Burmese at a glance. At the same time, Burmese loanwords appear like native 

 
10  See htanawsar.org also for further links. 
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Htanaw words in writing, rather than like foreign elements. The following examples 
illustrate the appearance of Burmese loan words in Htanaw: 

Table 4: Burmese loans in Htanaw with orthography 

Burmese  Htanaw  Gloss 

keiʔsa̰   စစ kàiʔsà  ော အစ်ော ‘matter, business’ 

kaʔ  ပ် kàh  ော  ် ‘attach, be close’ 

kʰiʔ ရခေ ် kʰɪ̀ʔ ခ အ ် ‘era, period’ 

ʔəsiʔ အစစ ် ʔəsɛʔ အစ အှ်ေး ‘real’ 

ʔùzìɴ ဦှေးဇငှ်ေး sɛɴ စ ဉ်ှေး ‘monk’ 

lìɴ လငှ်ေး lɛɴ လ ဉ်ှေး ‘light, bright’ 

la̰ sʰàɴ လဆန ် kətó sʰɛ̀ɴ  ေ ု ို့ဆ ဉ် ‘waxing moon’ 

ʔənà ju အနောှေးယ ူ ʔwè ʔəna ရအအွနောှေး ‘take a rest’ 

lu-mjò လူမ  ျုှေး lo-mjo လ ုှေးမ  ျုှေး ‘ethnicity, race’ 

 

Similar to the case of loanwords enriching and expanding the vocabulary of Htanaw, 
the use of a Burmese-based orthography with nativized spelling rules enables Htanaw 
to retain its distinct identity and at the same time make use of the ready resources 
provided by Burmese.  

4. The future of Htanaw: some thoughts 

Increasing exposure to Burmese in the last 20 years, as well as increasing numbers of 
Burmese residents in most villages resulted in more people being more fluent in 
Burmese, as is teh case in most parts of Myanmar. Along with the rise of social media 
the Burmese entertainment industry has grown exponentially in the last 20 years, with 
purely state TV channels, hugely unpopular with most segments of society, giving way 
to private channels with international soaps, game shows, and documentaries. This has 
brought Burmese-language content to all corners of the country, further increasing the 
presence of the language. At the same time, Burmese did not replace Htanaw as first 
language in Htanaw villages and families. It rather complements Htanaw, like it does 
other local languages in Myanmar. Indirectly or directly, the spread of Burmese may 
have raised the awareness of the community’s own, distinct identity in many cases. 
Htanaw language (and writing) is increasingly seen as an expression of ethnic identity, 
while in the not so far past people may have hardly thought about the necessity of being 
“different” from other groups. 

With children still growing up speaking Htanaw as their first language and young 
people spontaneously turning to Htanaw in informal conversations as well as in 
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academic and professional contexts, Htanaw today is probably less endangered than 
Luce thought in 1965 and the UNESCO/Ethnologue see it today. This does not mean 
that Htanaw is safe and language loss is not a looming possibility. The number of fluent 
speakers may be decreasing, especially in villages with small Htanaw communities. But 
while Htanaw shows strong influence from Burmese in many aspects, it retains its status 
as an independent language. Burmese loanwords may increasingly replace and/or 
complement Htanaw words, but their adaptation to the Htanaw sound system makes 
them appear like native words. The presence and introduction of growing numbers of 
Burmese loanwords into Htanaw at present can be seen as a factor enriching the 
language, rather than threatening it. The easy access to Burmese material and the 
possibility to integrate it naturally into the Htanaw system may turn out to save the 
language from extinction. 

Burmese can be seen as one of the most important factors supporting the continued 
use of Htanaw, together with the Htanaw’s positive attitude towards their language and 
culture. Without the possibility to enlarge the native lexicon and inventory of 
constructions and expressions by adapting Burmese models, Htanaw may be doomed 
to disappear in the fast-changing globalized world. Burmese ensures that Htanaw 
remains flexible enough to cope with the needs arising from changing societal, 
economic, and technological environments. This finding is an important, but hardly 
mentioned aspect of language contact. Its potentially wider implications for studies and 
activities aimed at language survival or revival should not be neglected. Instead of 
trying to keep a language “pure” and free from foreign influence, emphasis should be 
put on the adaptation, integration, and naturalization of foreign elements that help make 
a language fully functional. 
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Khasi-English code-mixing and its impact on 
the Khasi language1 

Bianca T. F. Nongkynrih 

 

Introduction  

The Khasi community, a majority of whom are found in the Khasi and Jaintia Hills of 
Meghalaya, is a matrilineal and tribal community that speaks the Khasi language. Khasi 
is one of the few Mon-Khmer languages found in India. These speakers live in a 
multilingual society, particularly in urban areas like Shillong, filled with people from 
the rest of north-eastern India, Bangladesh, as well as other parts of India, creating a 
unique language environment surrounded by Tibeto-Burman and Indo-Aryan 
languages, with languages from other language families found in smaller numbers. The 
diverse language environment found in the area has led to locals navigating language 
use to ensure that they can be understood by people who belong to other language 
communities, resulting in a growing use of English, not just for intercultural 
communication, but for communication among community members as well. Based on 
a common observation, the use of English in Shillong has increased over the years, it is 
used as the medium of instruction in most schools in the city, at official and 
administrative levels, in multiple language domains including the home domain and 
religious domains, and many young Khasi toddlers are exposed to English through 
nursery rhymes and online content viewed on platforms like YouTube. The growth in 
the use of the English language among Khasi native speakers has also led to an increase 
in Khasi-English code-mixing across multiple domains, which presents as the main 
focus of this paper. An observation of the language use among the Khasi speakers in 
urban Shillong raises various concerns about the future of the language and its status as 
a “potentially vulnerable” language, according to UNESCO’s The World Atlas of 
Languages (UNESCO. 2021). This paper studies how code-mixing among Khasi 
speakers can affect the Khasi language. It delves into the various language attitudes 
displayed by Khasi speakers towards the Khasi language, the English language, and 
code-mixing between the two languages and how these attitudes may impact the future 
of the Khasi language. Finally, it also looks at the relationship between code-mixing, 
language maintenance, and language revitalisation.  

The increased use of code-mixing in language use among Khasi speakers has led 
to concerns about intergenerational transmission, the increasing dominance of the 
English language, the declining use of Khasi, and a subsequent shift and loss of the 
language that may occur as has been seen in other studies of code-mixing (e.g.: 

 
1  This chapter is a write-up of a talk given at the 12th International Conference on Austroasiatic 

Linguistics (Chiang Mai, Payap University, OCtober 23-25 2024). 
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McConvell and Florey 2005, Martin 2005, Halmari 2005, Kuotsu 2022, Rahmadani 
2023). This raises the need to study what the impact of code-mixing on the Khasi 
language could be. The findings of this paper have the potential to help speakers of 
other indigenous languages determine how code-mixing can impact their languages and 
to determine the steps that can be taken by the Khasi community and other communities 
to ensure the maintenance of their languages.  

Code-mixing and code-switching 

Bilingual and multilingual individuals often exhibit code-mixing and code-switching 
behaviours that become intrinsic to their linguistic identities. Researchers and 
academics in the field of bilingual and multilingual studies agree that individuals who 
can speak multiple languages have to make a decision on which language to use. 
Grosjean (2013) points out that language choice among these individuals is determined 
by four factors- which are the participants in the conversation, the situation, the content 
of discourse, and the function of the interaction. It is often the case that when bilinguals 
or multilinguals are in communication with other individuals who speak the same 
language, the possibility of multiple languages being used is much higher, leading to 
code-switching, borrowing, or overall code-mixing. 

Hudson (2001) says that code-mixing occurs when fluent bilinguals converse with 
each other and change the language used without a change in the situation, symbolising 
situations where using only language would not be right on its own, leading speakers to 
find a balance between two languages where words from both languages are used back 
and forth in a seemingly random manner. According to Grosjean, code-switching refers 
to “a well-governed process used as a communicative stratagem to convey linguistic 
and social information”, which arises when an individual alternates between two 
languages during communication, usually involving a word, a phrase, or a sentence. 
While other linguists and researchers have referred to code-switching as an “inevitable 
consequence of bilingualism” and multilingualism (Hudson, 2001). Grosjean also 
points out that code-switching is often driven by the need to use the accurate word or 
expression for a situation, “filling a linguistic need, marking group identity, excluding 
or including someone, raising status, etc.”, while borrowing occurs when bilinguals 
communicate, where borrowing refers to the integration of one language into another. 
He also states that code-switching and borrowing may be covered under the term code-
mixing, which will be the term used for the paper to describe when Khasi speakers 
integrate both Khasi and English at different levels into a single sentence.  

If code-switching and code-mixing are common linguistic behaviours among 
bilinguals and multilinguals, what then would happen to the code-mixing situations that 
involve a language perceived to be more dominant or prestigious than the other? This 
has the potential to leave a negative impact on minority languages, as the study by 
Kalyar et al (2019) concludes. These authors found that code-switching has a significant 
effect on everyday communication in local languages. They state that random code-
switching does not having a harmful effect on indigenous languages, but frequent code-
switching can leave a harmful impact on the vocabulary and syntax of indigenous 
languages. They also point out that bilingualism can be one of the many threats to 
indigenous languages that brings them into the fold of endangered languages. In another 
study, Yip (2013) states that code-mixing is “not necessarily evidence of attrition of a 
weaker language or failure of inhibitory control”. Rather, it is a systematic process that 
can be seen as a resource that is exploited by individuals to express themselves more 
fully and effectively, which may be a conflicting view from those held by parents and 
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educators.  

Impact of code-mixing 

Multiple studies of code-switching and code-mixing have been undertaken over time to 
determine how this form of language use has the potential to affect languages. Some of 
these studies state that individuals often code-mix as a strategy to convey their meaning 
to the interlocutor based on the topic, setting and function of the conversations 
(Rohmani and Setiawan, (2021), Rahmadani, (2023)). The literature suggests that the 
impacts of code mixing can be dual. The enhanced communication ability, the ability 
to maintain a connection to their cultural heritage and the development of a shared 
identity can be regarded as some of the advantages of code-mixing. However, studies 
have also shown how code-mixing may be regarded as a disadvantage, especially 
among young bilinguals who may be more confused, may develop linguistic insecurities 
or may lead to language dominance (Rahmadani 2023). 

Code-mixing can also have different sociolinguistic impacts, as Kuotsu studies in 
a PhD dissertation about code-mixing in the urban Angami community in Nagaland 
(2022). The study highlights how code-mixing can lead to a lower use of the mother 
tongue, leading to concerns of intergenerational transmission of the mother tongue and 
language dominance of a language other than the mother tongue. Kuotsu also states that 
code-mixing and switching can threaten the promotion and preservation of mother 
tongues and increase concerns of language endangerment. Kuotsu’s observation of a 
lower use of the mother tongue caused by code-mixing and switching reflects studies 
of language shift that demonstrate how code-mixing may be a contributing factor that 
can lead to language shift. Various researchers, including McConvell and Florey (2005), 
Martin (2005), Halmari (2005) and others, have studied how code-mixing and code-
switching are connected to language shift and language attrition. McConvell and Florey 
(2005) discuss how language contact can lead to code-mixing, which may be considered 
a step to the larger process of language shift occurring. Martin’s study of the Belait 
language community and their contact with Malay-speaking people demonstrates how 
code-mixing can lead to changing trends of language use, where languages of wider 
communication like Malay and English affect the language ecology of the Belait 
speakers. The language contact in this community led to the lower use of Belait in 
various language domains, an increase of Belait-Malay code-mixing occurring in many 
individuals, especially those over the age of 26, and a lack of transmission of Belait to 
offspring, which defines the final stage of an ongoing process of language shift.   

Halmari’s study of two Finnish-English bilinguals, on the other hand, highlights 
how code-switching does not necessarily lead to language shift or attrition (2005). In 
this study, Halamari points out that in a language contact situation, code-switching to 
L2 may be perceived as a sign of language loss. However, this study indicates that code-
switching may not necessarily be a sign of language attrition, even though language loss 
is always a lurking possibility. She discusses how code-switchers and attriters are 
different, where in the former, switching happens in both directions equally, while in 
the latter, switching to L2 is preferred. The individuals observed in the study are 
regarded as code switchers but not language attriters as they continue to use their L1 
well into adulthood, even though they are not living in an environment where the L1 is 
spoken in all domains.  

Code-mixing can therefore have varying impacts on language use, based on the 
behaviours that speakers exhibit, the reasons for code-switching, and to some extent, 
the perception of a more dominant language. This paper adds to the existing literature 
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on the impacts of code-mixing in an effort to determine whether code-mixing among 
the Khasi language community contributes to the loss of the language.  

Code-mixing, language maintenance and language revitalisation 
efforts 

Language revitalisation is an activity that is designed to cultivate new speakers in 
situations or domains where intergenerational transmission of a language has been 
severely disrupted and children are no longer acquiring their native language (McCarty 
et al, 2019). However, sometimes revitalisation can be used to refer to efforts that help 
communities resume their native language in various domains. On the other hand, 
language maintenance is used to refer to efforts that support or strengthen a language 
which may still be acquiring young speakers, yet where the decline of acquisition is 
apparent (Hinton 2011). Looking at these definitions, we can see that revitalisation and 
maintenance generally deal with the loss and shift of languages.  

This paper attempts to determine if code-mixing or switching can have any 
relationship or impact on maintenance and revitalisation efforts. In a study on code-
switching avoidance, Collins (2005) points out how some community members develop 
code-switching avoidance strategies in an effort to reverse language shift. The study 
differentiates between how code-switching can be construed by speakers and how it can 
be either an indicator of language vitality or of demise. Collins also points out that code-
switching “cannot be accounted for purely in linguistic terms”, but it should also 
account for the relationship that exists between groups that code-switch and the 
motivations that either promote or inhibit switching to occur. Some individuals code-
switch to converge towards the prestige and power of the dominant culture, while others 
avoid code-switching to diverge from the dominating culture and achieve a more 
idealised notion of their own culture, where both groups reflect a concern to develop a 
positive social identity. 

Fishman (1964) states that studies in language maintenance and language shift are 
mostly concerned with the relationship between the change or the stability of language 
use and the “ongoing psychological, social or cultural processes when populations 
differing in language in contact with each other”. He states that when studying language 
maintenance and language shift, it may be of concern to consider interference and shift 
as well even if only to answer the question “which language is being used”, which may 
not be an answer that can be easily arrived at because both interference and switching 
can vary even in the same individual. He also points out that “urban dwellers are more 
inclined to shift; rural dwellers (more conservative and more isolated) are less inclined 
to shift”, which may be the case among Khasi speakers where “the more prestigeful 
language displaces the less prestigeful language”.  

Considering the connection between code-mixing and language use, and the 
relationship between language use and efforts towards language maintenance and 
revitalisation, then by extension, there is a connection between code-mixing and 
language maintenance and revitalisation as well. Studying attitudes towards code-
mixing and the degree of code-mixing being used by language communities can help to 
determine what strategies of maintenance and revitalisation are required when studying 
endangered languages and indigenous languages.  

Methodology 

A combination of quantitative and qualitative methodologies is used to arrive at a 
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conclusion for this paper. First, several language attitude questionnaires were used to 
compile different questions relevant to the study. These include questions from the 
Language Attitude Scale-Student Form (LASS) developed by Li and Wei (2022), 
questions from the Language Attitudes Questions for Community Language Goals 
developed by the Chicasaw Nations in 2002, questions from the Second National 
Indigenous Languages Survey (NILS2), and other language attitude studies. Additional 
relevant questions were further added to the questionnaire as seemed relevant. The 5-
point Likert scale was used in the questionnaire to enable respondents to choose 
responses that they agreed with the most. A Google questionnaire was sent to the 
respondents with a total of 43 questions to determine their language use and attitudes 
towards Khasi, English and Khasi-English code-mixing. The questions were divided 
into three different sections. The first section had 7 questions about the respondents’ 
background, including information about age, occupation, mother tongue, etc. The 
second section had 7 questions and asked respondents about their language use with 
questions about their use of Khasi and English in the home domains, with other Khasi 
speakers, with children, and whether they code-mix. The last section had 39 questions 
and asked respondents about their language attitudes, covering questions about their 
perceptions of English and Khasi, how satisfied they are with their ability to speak the 
two languages, as well as questions about their attitudes towards code-mixing Khasi 
and English and the resultant emergence of “Khalish” (Lyngdoh 2018; HP News 
Service 2025). 

There was a total of 89 educated respondents between the ages of 15 and 68, 
including students, working professionals, homemakers, etc., of different genders. The 
main area of data collection is in the urban Shillong area, where code-mixing between 
Khasi and English is more common and where English is more prevalent across 
different domains. The responses received were then analysed with the help of Google 
Sheets and MS Excel to arrive at the appropriate findings.  

Findings and discussion 

The data revealed interesting insights about the respondents’ language use and their 
overall language attitudes. Respondents displayed a high use of both Khasi and English 
across all language domains and displayed positive attitudes towards both of these 
languages as well. However, some responses that were received may lead to concerning 
conclusions about the fate of the Khasi language. The increasing use of code-mixing 
and English, in general, among Khasi language speakers is contributing to an ongoing 
process of language shift among the community, which has the potential to lead to 
language loss and attrition. These linguistic behaviours can also interfere with 
intergenerational transmission of Khasi, which is seen occurring in many urban Khasi 
households where Khasi parents use English while communicating with their children. 

Language use  

According to the data received under the language section of the questionnaire, most 
respondents use Khasi across multiple language domains. However, there are a large 
number of respondents who often or always use English across different domains, 
including the home domain and even when speaking to children and friends who are 
also Khasi speakers. The high use of English when communicating with other Khasi 
speakers can indicate a growing preference for English, as 38.2% of the respondents 
also use English more than Khasi in general. 
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Fig. 1: Data received from respondents when asked how often they use Khasi and 

English in the same sentence when speaking to other Khasi speakers. 

According to Fig.1, out of the 89 respondents, more than 51% of the respondents always 
or often code mix between Khasi and English, with only 11.25% rarely or never code 
mix when speaking to other Khasi speakers. 

 

Fig. 2: Responses received from respondents when asked if they can express 

themselves better when using Khasi and English in the same sentence. 

Fig. 2 reveals that 58.43% agree that code-mixing helps them better express themselves, 
which may be one of the contributing factors for why respondents code-mix, while only 
19.32% disagree with this statement. This opens a wider scope of study to be carried 
out to arrive at other reasons that Khasi speakers code-mix between Khasi and English 
when speaking.  

The language use data received reveals that English has become prevalent in many 
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households among the Khasi community, particularly as adults use English to 
communicate with children and as respondents use English more frequently in the home 
domains. While code-mixing is a common occurrence among Khasi bilinguals and 
multilinguals, the data reveal that a large number of individuals code-mix to be able to 
express themselves better, which may be caused by the lack of Khasi terms or the 
respondents’ low vocabulary in the Khasi language. 

Attitudes towards Khasi and English  

Previous studies on language attitudes have revealed that language attitudes can play a 
big role in language shift. Individuals who display negative attitudes towards languages 
are more likely to contribute to language shift, while those who have positive attitudes 
contribute to language maintenance. Ali et al (2021) discuss language attitudes and 
language shift from Hindko, a linguistic minority, to another language, primarily driven 
by social, economic and political factors. The authors highlight factors that contribute 
to language shift, including societal forces and individual attitudes towards a language, 
where negative attitudes towards a less prestigious language are more likely to lead to 
language replacement in comparison to positive attitudes. The participants in this study 
displayed positive attitudes towards English and Urdu, which has increased their use of 
these languages in different language domains.  

In a similar manner, studying the attitudes that Khasi speakers have towards Khasi, 
English, and Khasi-English code-mixing may help to determine whether language shift 
may be on the horizon for the Khasi language’s future.  

Overall, it was observed that respondents displayed positive attitudes towards both 
Khasi and English based on the responses that were received through the questionnaire. 
In terms of both languages’ usefulness, prestige, satisfaction with language skills, 
transmission to children, and improvement with language skills, the majority of 
respondents displayed positive attitudes. However, there were some questions in the 
questionnaire that revealed that respondents displayed more positive attitudes towards 
English than Khasi. For example, Fig.3 represents the responses received for the 
question that determined the respondents’ perceptions of the instrumental value of 
English and Khasi. The figure shows that most respondents agree that English, rather 
than Khasi, can be much more instrumental in their careers.  

 




