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Wednesday and today

๏ Session 1: Wednesday 

๏ Native spellers (i.e. native speakers spelling their own language) 

๏ Spelling as phonological knowledge wrt non-standard spelling 

๏ Graphemes: the referential and the autonomistic approaches 

๏ Grapho-phonological profiles: prodigal, economical & sub-optimal 

๏ Case study: Older Scots dental fricatives 

๏ Session 2: Today 

๏ Non-Native Spellers: one script two phonologies 

๏ ‘General’ and ‘Proper’ Alphabets: phonological knowledge & typology    

๏ Case studies: Mapudungun dentals; Yahgan and Aymara vowels



A ‘proper’ spelling for every language?

Chaque peuple a son alphabet qui n’est pas celui d’un autre 

(Charles de Brosses 1765: 15)

eaux hayle nawl!

rítr sínum stǫfum hver þjóð sína tungu 

(Old Icelandic ‘First Grammarian’ c.1150AD)

‘Each nation writes its own language with letters of its own’

‘Each people has its own alphabet, one which 
is not the same as that of other peoples’

๏ Or are we missing something? 

๏ What is meant by ‘stǫfum’ and ‘alphabet’? 



the term stafróf (‘alphabet’) implies that even if the Icelandic alphabet contains ‘all those 
Latin letters that seemed to me to fit our language well’, it is nevertheless a separate 

alphabet, … even if both the shape (figura) and the name (nomen) of many letters remain 
the same as in the Latin alphabet, the fact that each letter – by the very fact of being used 

in a new language – necessarily has a value (potestas) of its own, proper to the new 
language, is sufficient to make it part of a separate alphabet. (Benediktsson 1972: 87)

There is no country which does not have a manner of speaking which is peculiar to itself, 
and which those from another country can never imitate successfully, or indeed cannot 

imitate at all. […] We in Europe have letters which it is impossible for the Chinese to 
pronounce; and our best efforts are of no use to us when we attempt to copy the inflection 

of the Hottentots.  (Charles de Brosses 1765: 15)

The Proper Alphabet Principle

๏ ‘Alphabet’ here, he quite specifically means the set of abstract letters that 
each language has, not the set of graphs with which they are written.



The doctrine of the littera (one more time with feeling)

๏ The alphabetic principle, until the advent of ‘general’ alphabets (the 
IPA and its predecessors) was language specific and not bi-unique 

๏ Letters didn’t have a generalised potestas but one that was language 
specific and hence phonetically detailed

<c>

[k]

[tʃ]

<c>

[k]

[θ]

Ita
lia

n
C

as
til

ia
n

<s>

<s>

[s]

[s]̺

[z]



‘Proper’ v. ‘General’ Alphabetic Principles

๏ David Cram (1999, 2018, 2024) identifies these two competing principles 
in the historiography of alphabetic writing systems 

๏ The Proper Alphabet Principle 

๏ “Each language should have a writing system that matches its own 
alphabet (i.e.its set of abstract letters)” 

๏ The General Alphabet Principle 

๏ “For the purposes of linguistic analysis we need a system for 
transcribing the sounds of speech which is independent of any 
particular language and equally applicable to all languages”



Skepticism around a ‘General’ Alphabet

[D]ifferences in pronunciation occur in various 
languages which are not attributable so much to the 
individual letters, as to the whole style of speech of 
the community. For instance the English as it were 
push forward the whole of their pronunciation into 
the front of the mouth, speaking with a wide mouth 
cavity, so that their sounds are more distinct. The 

Germans, on the other hand, retract their 
pronunciation to the back of the mouth and the 

bottom of the throat, so that they have a stronger 
and more forceful pronunciation. 

(John Wallis [1652] trans. Kemp, 1972: 209–11)



If one wanted to count how many letters there are that are not 
precisely similar to any other, one would have to count how 
many different sounds that voices can make, and how many 

different inflexions there are in the manner in which each 
people on the earth varies the movement of each of the vocal 

organs: which would produce an infinite number of letters. 
(Charles de Brosses 1765: 106)

Skepticism around a ‘General’ Alphabet

Wenn man von der Artikulationsbasis einer Sprache oder eines 
Dialekts spricht, meint man eben den Durchschnitt der 

Mundlagen der einzelnen Glieder der Sprachgenossenschaft, 
ebenso wie nam unter einem ‘englischen t’ oder ‘französischen u’ 

den Durchschnittswert versteht.(Jespersen ([1904] 1933): 179)

When we speak of the articulation basis of a language or 
dialect, we are referring to the average positioning of the 
mouth and tongue among the members of the linguistic 

community—just as we understand the term to denote the 
average value when referring to an “English t” or a “French u”



So, how to go about non-native writing?

๏ Scripting: the development of a system of writing for a language, usually  
on the basis of of a ‘donor’ script (Bunčić et al 2016)  

๏ The orthography of the donor language is typically implemented as 
closely as possible for the adopting language  

๏ ‘Straightforward’ when the two languages share phonemes.  

๏ Economical because scripters do not have to master two completely 
different orthographies; “transfer reading knowledge from one well-
learned language to the new system” (Hinton 2014: 145).  

๏ Problems arise where the phonologies of the adopting and donor 
languages do not match. The scripters must decide, among other 
things, what to do with ‘superfluous’ graphemes (Stenroos & Smith 
2020)

(Hale, Tuesday)Graphemicisation

potestates



Case Study: Aymara vowels

๏ Competing spelling conventions for the 
vowels in the language (<¨> marks length) 

๏ Consonants:

Bilabial Dental/
Alveolar

Palatal/
Postalveolar

Velar Uvular Glottal

Nasal m n ñ nh

Plosive

voiceles p t ch k q

aspirate
d

ph th chh kh qh

ejective pʼ tʼ chʼ kʼ qʼ
Fricative s jh j
Approxi

mant
central y w

lateral l ll

๏ Assuming the two systems represent the same spoken form, is one better 
suited to the language than the other?



ETHL 2026 – Benjamin Molineaux – Universal Declara<on of Human Rights in Aymara – UNESCO – hHps://unesdoc.unesco.org/ark:/48223/pf0000179018 

AKAPACH JAQE WALINKAÑAPATAKI INOQAT ARU 

Qalltañataki 

UNANCHASA, aka pachana jaqejh munañanïsina, cheqpacha 

amuyasisa, cheqa thakir sarjhatasa, jilan sullkanjama arnaqasa, jan 

nuwasisa utjañaru wayt'asiñ ya>; 

UNANCHASA, jaqen walinkañapataki wakisir arunaka armasna, 

yaqhep jaqejh masinakaparu khuyañ autuyi, mututanakas>, 

uñatatasisa, wajcha kankañapa a>pasna, jan khi>rus ajhsarasa, 

cheq-cheqa qhana arumpi arustatasjhapjhe; 

UNANCHASA, jaqen walinkañapataki inoqat arujha arjhatatäñapaw 

jan jaqe ñanqhachirinakaru ch'ajhwa qalítasna 

waninchapjhañapataki; 

UNANCHASA, taqpacha markanakajh kun> munapjhe ukanaka 

jikjhatañatakiejh jupanakpacha sumäñat arusthapisipjhañapaw; 

UNANCHASA, Mathapit Mayachat Markanakan Arupa taqjhatasna 

akham markanakajh amuyasi: Taqe mayniwa, chachas warmis, jaqe 

kankañanísinjha, ch'amachasisna má ch'ulla chachjama jaqen 

walinkañapa jikjhatañaru wayt'asipjhe; 

UNANCHASA, taqe mrakanakajh Matahapit Markanakamp chika 

akham amtapjhe: sapaqat markanjha aniw jaqejh inaki 

arknaqatäkaspa>; jakañapans yänakapans arjhatatäñapaw; 

UNANCHASA, Mathapit Markanakan amuyasitanakapa ya>sina 

khuskat taqpachanipaw wayt'asipjhañapa phoqasiñapataki. 
 

MAYACHAT MARKANAKAJH JACH'A MATHAPIWINAKAPAN 

JAQEN WALINKAÑAPATAKI INOQAT ARU YATIYI 
 

Taqpacha jaqenaka, ayllunaka, markanaka, aka arunakaru 

iyau sasna ch'amachasipjhañapaw, isk'alalanakas, wayna 
tawaqonakas, chuymani jaqenakas, markapan qorpap 

manqhana yatichatäpjhañapaw. Ukhamarus 

qorpamarkanakampi jaya markanakampi arusthapisisa 
taqpacha markanakajh khuskat ch'amachasipjhatapampi 

alajh toqeru wayt asitapjaniw. 

 

AKAPACH JAQI WALINKAÑAPATAKI INUQAT ARU 

Qalltañataki 

UNANCHASA, aka pachana jaqijh munañanïsina, chiqpacha 

amuyasisa, chiqa thakir sarjhatasa, jilan sullkanjama arnaqasa, jan 

nuwasisa utjañaru wayt'asiñ ya>; 

UNANCHASA, jaqin walinkañapataki wakisir arunaka armasna, 

yaqhip jaqijh masinakaparu khuyañ autuyi, mututanakas>, 

uñatatasisa, wajcha kankañapa a>pasna, jan khi>rus ajhsarasa, 

chiq-chiqa qhana arumpi arustatasjhapjhi; 

UNANCHASA, jaqin walinkañapataki inuqat arujha arjhatatäñapaw 

jan jaqi ñanqhachirinakaru ch'ajhwa qalítasna 

waninchapjhañapataki; 

UNANCHASA, taqpacha markanakajh kun> munapjhi ukanaka 

jikjhatañatakiijh jupanakpacha sumäñat arusthapisipjhañapaw; 

UNANCHASA, Mathapit Mayachat Markanakan Arupa taqjhatasna 

akham markanakajh amuyasi: Taqi mayniwa, chachas warmis, jaqi 

kankañanísinjha, ch'amachasisna má ch'ulla chachjama jaqin 

walinkañapa jikjhatañaru wayt'asipjhi; 

UNANCHASA, taqi mrakanakajh Matahapit Markanakamp chika 

akham amtapjhi: sapaqat markanjha aniw jaqijh inaki 

arknaqatäkaspa>; jakañapans yänakapans arjhatatäñapaw; 

UNANCHASA, Mathapit Markanakan amuyasitanakapa ya>sina 

khuskat taqpachanipaw wayt'asipjhañapa phuqasiñapataki. 
 

MAYACHAT MARKANAKAJH JACH'A MATHAPIWINAKAPAN 

JAQIN WALINKAÑAPATAKI INUQAT ARU YATIYI 
 

Taqpacha jaqinaka, ayllunaka, markanaka, aka arunakaru 

iyau sasna ch'amachasipjhañapaw, isk'alalanakas, wayna 
tawaqunakas, chuymani jaqinakas, markapan qurpap 

manqhana yatichatäpjhañapaw. Ukhamarus 

qurpamarkanakampi jaya markanakampi arusthapisisa 
taqpacha markanakajh khuskat ch'amachasipjhatapampi 

alajh tuqiru wayt asitapjaniw. 
 

1 2 



Case Study: Aymara vowels

๏ Five-vowel system v. three-vowel system 

๏ <e> ~ <i> 

๏ <o> ~ <u> 

๏ Is the variation free?  

๏ <i> ➞ <e> before or after <q>, <q’>, <qh> or <jh> (uvular 
consonants) 

๏ <u> ➞ <o> in the same context 

๏ This appears to be allophony: 

๏ Why encode allophones in an alphabetic system? 

๏ Who is doing the writing and for whom? 

๏ Most writers are fluent in Spanish, where mid vowels are phonemic

/i/ /u/
[i] 
[e]

[u] 
[o]

Allophonography, yay!

eaux hayle nawl!



Excursus: Early linguistic description in the Americas

We, who, though unworthy, exercise on earth the power of our Lord and seek with all our 
might to bring those sheep of His flock who are outside into the fold committed to our charge, 
consider, however, that the Indians are truly men and that they are not only capable of 
understanding the Catholic Faith but, according to our information, they desire exceedingly to 
receive it. … the said Indians and all other people who may later be discovered by Christians, 
are by no means to be deprived of their liberty or the possession of their property, even 
though they be outside the faith of Jesus Christ…

Sublimis Deus, 1537 – Pope Paul III

๏ Pre-conquest linguistic description is unknown 

๏ In 1492 few grammars of European languages existed  

๏ Descriptions of American languages emerge in tandem with 
‘grammatization’ of languages in Europe (Oesterreicher 2019) 

๏ In both, Latin grammars persisted as the model 

๏ A descriptive tradition emerged in Catholic empires



๏ A first grammar (Tarascan/Purépecha) was written in 
1558 by Maturino Gylberti  

๏ In South America, Domingo St. Tomás published a 
grammar of Quechua in 1560 

๏ These were thought of as pedagogical tools 

๏ They were often followed by a series of Christian 
doctrinal texts to be used in evangelisation  

๏ A key objective of the Church was to ‘reduce’ these 
languages and their speakers (Hanks 2010)

So it is that, where I could take 
advantage of the Latin grammar 
I did approximate it, but in other 
things, in which this tongue is 

different from the Latin, for they 
are new, I have by force had to 
‘reduce’ these to new rules, with 
the new style which they require.

Arte de la Lengua 

Mexicana (Nahuatl), 
Antonio de Rincón, 1595

Excursus: Early linguistic description in the Americas



Mapudungun

๏ A.K.A. Araucanian, Mapuche is the ancestral tongue of the 
Mapuche people 

๏ ±200,000 speakers (Chile/Argentina) 

๏ Considered “definitely endangered” (UNESCO, 2010), 
mostly due to poor transmission 

๏ Presumed to be a language isolate  

๏ Documented from the early 17c onwards 

๏ writing by Jesuits 

๏ then Franciscans 

๏ linguists/anthropologists 

๏ natives speakers 



Admiration and othering
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Adjoining Parts of SOUTH AMERICA
CONTAINING AN

Account of the Soil, Produce, Animals, Vales, Mountains,

Rivers, Lakes, Sec. of thofe Countries;

Religion, Government, Policy, Cuftoms, Drefs, Arms, and

Language of the INDIAN Inhabitants

;

AND SOME

Parti<:ulars relating to FALKLAND'S ISLANDS,

By THOMAS FALKNER,
Who refided near Forty Years in thofe Parts.

ILLUSTRATED WITH

A New Map of the Southern Parts of A M E R I C A,

Engraved by Mr. K I T C H I N, Hydrographer to His MAJESTY.

HEREFORD
Printed by C. PUGH; and fold by T. Lewis, RufTell-Street, Covent-Garden, London,
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CHAPTER VI,

4w Account ofthe Language of the Inhabitants of thefe Countries,

mm^B H E languages of thefe Indians differ from each

i T
I

©ther. I only learned that of the Molut^hes; it

Um^mi ^^^"S ^^'^^ ^^^ poliihed, and the mof! generally

underftood. A confiderable abfence from thefe
countries has rendered the recolle6lion very difficult ; how-
ever, I^ &all give the befl: account of it I am able^ to* fatisfy

the curious and inquifitive.

This language is much more copious and elegant, thaa
could have been expefted from an unciviii^d people.

The nouns have only one declination, and are all of the
common gender. The dative, accufative, and ablative cafes,

have all the fame termination, with their fuffix or poftpofition.

There are but two numbers, fingular and plural ; the dual
being exprelTed by- placing the word epu (which fignifies

two) before the word : but the pronouns have all the three
numbers. The adjedives are put before the fubftantives, and
do not vary their terminations, either in cafe or number : as

Cume
Cume huentu

Cume huentu eng'n

good,

a good man,

good men.

The
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Admiration and othering

Haber autem Língua Chílénſis quam  

plurima Omnino prXcl-ara , 12m8( ín 
audíta: unícam nempe Dediaatíoncm , 
Conjugaxionem unicamjpc utramque per 
facilemóc obviam; uníçum genus, nullum 
Nomcrxgnçjgçhum _anomalum z Regu 
las non. nªfilïfiyïtfijes ac ſin: cxceptione , 
axque tien) mvox paucís líterís mutacis, deºçxªflgïc adkflís › agít víces 8C ſubarjtiyzi, cr_ gc adjectivíz 8C ad 
verbíí ; adjectís ue. Ye] inſercís varíííêcſi 
ſzpczpermglcis alſiºcícuſis format omnia 
8C quzcunque ſua* 'comſipoſica , ncggªro 
ſeníüm ínccgrum 8C bene. longum: , ' 

Undc fic, ut Lingua Chílenſis ſic Lín 
gua mulro facíllíma; 8C tametſi Barbaro 
mm, non ſolum non barbaraç-fſèdalíís. 
Linguís canto melíorçk… u: Ñſicuc¡ montes 
AgdcsÑgfios montes; ira, haze alias Lin 
gu-'ag uſljucªèo ſupcrenüºneac ;uk qui calle: 
Chíïeníçjdíorïzá, aïíêçLïxjgügggvelut e ſpe 
cula lqpgèjinfra {è üéfíjlç‘iacªz. claro paten 
tcrqué agnoſcens _quaigçqm ſiç ¡n illis ſu 
pcrflui , quam multa' qudqué define, Sac. 
&QSL quam juro merito unicuíquc non_ 
Cbílenoexprobrarí pofir: ' ' 

r _Sjjtua Lingua bona e, \amen erz 
antíñrſiiſláLingua Chilena, brctcvis quam, 
doce: ¡e über. vjdé. P. 5. ſub fincm. 

CHILIDÑUGU 
_SIvE - Ñ 

RES CHILENSES 
VEL f, PTU.) 

Deſcríptío Status cum nacuralís, cum ci-Á 
vilis, Cum moralis Regni populíque Clenſis, 

inſerta ſuis locis perfecta: ad Chilenſem ' ' 
Linguam Manudtvctíoni, ,_ 

Ñ… MULTIS AC MIRIS' MODIS , -,. 
¡Ñ 4.-… 

;z ÑLUVANTEÑ …Ñ ª, 
opera, ſumptíbus, perículísque › ct 

BERNARDÍ HAVESTA DT 

rídíonalís RegnoChílcnfi c ecarc _IESU Miſiïeulríí, ._ 

F¡ 

V" Agrippincnſís quondarh Pmvín "zgkhcní Inferíouſis prí 1 .mum Hormuriz in \VeÍ~dcíndeín Auncríca- Men 
T D SI. 

Tdi I-Í \l 
 

J  o I-Í.   
 

.R 4 
.Pcrmiflh Superxomun In: Rm¡ ¿Si Eximíi Dºrdínfltïi 

Colonienfis Fqcuarc ſpccíali. 
Mqmerii Wçphahz Typzs Aſlbªnªïºſªª** ~ 

Ïªªªººª { A.   
 

The language of Chile is a very 
easy tongue; although it is a 
language of barbarians, not only 
is it not a barbarian tongue, but 
it is so much better than other 
tongues, as the Andes are 
greater than other mountains, so 
it towers over other languages. 
They who know the Chilean 
tongue will look down upon 
other tongues as far below 
themselves, as if from a 
watchtower, knowing clearly and 
patently how much is 
superfluous in them, how much 
is lacking, etc. and to any non-
Chilean they can boast: if your 
tongue is good, the Chilean 
tongue is superior.



Structural descriptions

๏ Luys de Valdivia (1606)

The third [advantage of this tongue] is, that among all its verb 

types, substantive, transitive, and neutral, there is only one 

conjugation, and this is so abundant in tenses [‘tiempos’], that it 

exceeds the Latin, this said abundance facilitates the learning of a 

language, because he who learns it finds a way to explain his 

concepts, and when the tenses are so few that one has to serve 

and be used in place of many, the language becomes difficult.

๏ Contemporary descriptions claim that the language has a 
very minimal tense-marking system – it only has explicit 
future marking 

๏ However, the language has abundant marking for modality, 
aspect, evidentiality and mood marking 

๏ The admiration here is not unwarranted, but it is misplaced: 
value is only assigned in relation to pre-existing 
parameters and usefulness

๏ Thomas Falkner (1774)



Mapudungun consonants

๏ Key distinction between peripheral and coronal  

๏ Rich coronal inventory, including a robust dental-alveolar contrast

Present-day Central Mapudungun Consonants 
(based on Sadowsky et al. 2013)



Dental-alveolar contrast in Mapudungun

๏ This is backed up by a number of more recent phonetic studies: 

๏ Sadowsky et al. 2013, Fasola et al 2015, Painequeo et al. 2018, Mena and 
Salamanca 2018, Figueroa et al. 2019,

/mɨn̪a/
‘cross-cousin’

/mɨna/
‘enough’



๏ Dental/alveolar contrasts in the earliest grammar:

Luys de Valdivia: Arte y Gramática (1606)

[l]̪ <l’an>     ‘die’  
[l] <lanta>    ‘testicle’

[n̪] <ṅoyn>  ‘eat too much’

[n] <non>     ‘win’

“… it should be noted that these three letters <l, n, t>, 
aside from the pronunciation they have in our Spanish 
syllables ‘la, na, ta’, have in this tongue another 
pronunciation which should be known in order to avoid 
mistakes, since the meaning of many words depends 
on this pronunciation, which is thus: that nearing the 
tip of the tongue to the teeth, they pronounce la, le, li 
etc. and na, ne, ni etc., which is different from our first 
pronunciation” (p.9.r)

Historical evidence for Mapudungun dentals

๏ But no comments on [ t ̪] and [θ]…



Historical evidence for Mapudungun dentals

๏ Coronal stops in Valdivia’s Arte y Gramática (1606): 

๏ When spelled as <t>̄ ‘they move the tip of the tongue towards the high palate’ (9r) 

๏ Stops spelled as <t> are pronounced ‘like we pronounce them’ 

<tēcan> ‘wander’  > [ʈ͡ʂ]ekan 
<tica>     ‘adobe’   > [t]ika 
<tue>      ‘earth’     > [t]̪ue

๏ It is unclear whether there is a dental-alveolar contrast here 

๏ Spanish stops were already denti-alveolar (Penny 2002), which probably implies 
they were laminal and post-dental 

๏ Mapudungun has interdentals which are laminal and alveolars which are apical

Present day Central Mapudungun

[ʈ]
[t]
[?]



๏ What about the fricatives? 

๏ In Valdivia’s grammar, PDCM words with /θ/ are spelled with <d>

Dental Alveolar

    t ̪     t

          ð  

          n̪            n

          l ̪            l

Historical evidence for Mapudungun dentals

‘testicle’ 
‘old woman’

‘root’ 
‘sea’ Labial

    p

          β/v 

           m

   

(z)

Retroflex

    ʈ

           ʐ

   

   

‘house’ 
‘stone’

<v/b>=[β/v]

<r>= [ʐ]

<z>=[z]

๏ 16c Spanish <d> had two principal potestates (Penny 2002) 

๏ The implication would be that the dental fricative was voiced 

๏ Indeed, Valdivia (1606) represents all fricatives with voiced spellings

‘honey’ 
‘yeast’

The few instances of words containing <z> are either Quechua or Spanish borrowings 
containing [s] in the donor language (7 entries in the 3,100-entry Vocabulary)

<d>

[d̪]

[ð̞]
ca[ð̞]a 
‘each’

[d̪]ios  
‘god’



Dental fricatives in historical Mapudungun

๏ Valdivia (1606), Havestadt (1777), Febrés (1764) provide similar 
descriptions for northern dialects 

๏ Independently, Thomas Falkner’s ‘Description of Patagonia’ (1774) 
covers 18c central varieties further south 

๏ PDCM /θ/ =<z>; /f/ = <f>

๏ Use of <hu> for /w/ (cf. <huenuy> [wenuj] ‘friend’) suggests 
Spanish spelling practices. Hence <z> is not [z] but voiceless 
[θ] for the transcriber 

๏ The key point is that fricatives appear to be voiceless in this area. 
This even applies to the retroflex (elsewhere <r>)

PDCM a[θ] ‘face’

PDCM ko[f]ke ‘bread’

PDCM ku[ʐ]a ‘stone’

Dental Alveolar

 t ̪   t

 θ   (s)

     n̪        n

     l ̪        l

Labial

  p

 f/ɸ 

       m

   

Retroflex

   ʈ

   ʂ

   

   
ku[ʂ]a

a[θ]

ko[f]ke

Dialectolography, yay!



Rudolf Lenz and Kallfün

๏ German-born linguist Rudolf Lenz (1863–1938) describe 
the dental-alveolar contrast in Mapudungun only in 1897 

๏ He recalls how Kallfün (Segundo Jara), his main Mapuche 
collaborator would patiently turn to him when 
pronouncing the key sounds:  

๏ Only then did he eventually understood to be systematic.

Kallfün

Lenz

“Calvún, docile as ever, finally lifted his head at each 
fent·e [fen̪te̪], mət·e [məte̪], etc. in order to show me the 
tip of the tongue peaking between his teeth” (1897: 130)





So, what have we learned?

๏ The scripting of Colonial Mapudungun dentals is predicted to be problematic: 

๏ There is a phonemic contrast in the target language (Mapudungun) which 
is not present in the donor language (Spanish) 

๏ Where there is no major phonetic overlap between the sounds of the two 
languages, a new spelling is devised: 

๏ <ń> for [n̪], where Spanish has only <n> for [n] 

๏ <l’> for [l]̪, where Spanish has only <l> for [l] 

๏ Use of <d> for [ð] is evidence for littera not being graphemic, but rather 
representing a constellation of potestates 

๏ <d> is used without comment, meaning it is an unremarkable mapping 

๏ Graphemic assumptions would have <d> as /d/ 



So, what have we learned?

๏ The lack of a contrast in the scripting of the dental stop seems to imply that: 

๏ For Valdivia, Spanish <t, n, l> are not just /t, n, l/, but more concrete 
potestates  [t]̪, [n], [l], where the stops are not specified in the same way 
as the nasal and lateral

๏ Nevertheless, <t> remains a bad 
match for the Mapudungun inter-
dental [t ̪]̟ and the apical [t]̺, failing 
to reflect a more systematic 
contrast in the phonology of 
Mapudungun



So, what have we learned?

๏ Early attempts to script a language largely rely on expanding a ‘proper 
alphabet’ to represent a new language 

๏ This means that acceptable variation is given by the potestatic substitution 
sets of the donor language, not by a phonemic analysis of the donor 
language and later application of a biuniqueness principle to the target 



A ‘General Alphabet’, at last? – Yahgan Vowels

๏ Yahgan is the southernmost native language in the world 

๏ It is recently dormant, the following the death of Cristina Calderón in 2022 

๏ The language was mostly documented by Thomas Bridges, of the South 
American Missionary Society, an Anglican group, in the late 1800s 

๏ He published translations from the New Testament, wrote a grammar and a 
dictionary all using A. J. Ellis’ ‘Phonotypic Alphabet’

Rev. Thomas Bridges 
(~1842-1898)

Cristina Úrsula



20th-century Yahgan documentation

æ

e

a

o

ui

ə

๏ There are three main studies done in the late 20th/ early 21st century 

๏ Salas & Valencia 1990; Poblete & Salas 1999; Aguilera 2000

๏ Seven vowels are described 

๏ Traditional phonemic analysis  

๏ Data from Cristina and Úrsula Calderón



Ellis’ Phenotypic Alphabet

Alexander Ellis

๏ Developed by Alexander Ellis and Isaac Pitman  

๏ It’s main object was the teaching of English 

๏ A precursor to the IPA 

๏ Predates phonemic theory 

๏ Was not a General Alphabet 

๏ It strived for bi-uniqueness for English

(1846)



Bridge’s system

๏ The Yahgan Phonetic Alphabet is a 
slight adaptation of Ellis’ 1846 
alphabet  

๏ Treats the Phonotypic Alphabet as a 
General Alphabet 

๏ The system is conceived as a series 
of bi-unique relationships 

๏ His son, Lucas Bridges also adopts 
the system to work with 
Selk’nam, another Fueguian 
language (but that’s another 
story)
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Phonetic alphabet used by Thomas Bridges in his dictionary and trans-

lations, in his handwriting. 

THE ODYSSEY OF TilE YAHGAN 
DICTIONARY 

As related in W.S. Barclay's preface (p. IX), the idea for a dictionary of 

theY ahgan(Yamana)languagewas horn in the mind of a 13-year-oldboy who 

went with his adoptive father in 1856 to a small, barren island in the s,outh-

western South Atlantic. He leolrned the language from natives taken there 

from Tierra del Fuego. By his first trip to Fireland, in 1863 at the age of2l, 

Thomas Bridges was well able to converse with the natives. 

The frrst mention of the dictionary and grammar by Bridges, in a letter 

in 1864, shows that he had already been working on it for some time. Living 

among the natives ill Tierra del Fuego from 1869 to 1898, Bridges. copied and 

improved the dictionary several times, and on the eve of his death he was still 

the "grammar". The dictionary, or parts of it, accompanied him 

his many journeys throughout the Fuegian Archipelago. As he picked up 

new words, they were noted on any scrap of paper, at times even cross-wise 

over sheets already written, later to be carefully copied into the dictionary . 

Each "version" was copied into a new notebook. The "final" version of 1881 

had been preceded by at least 20 others. What happened to these notebooks 

is unknown. Perhaps Bridges himself destroyed them. The collection in the 

Rare Manuscript Room of the British Museum contains four hand-written 

notebooks: , 

Vol. I, 241 pages, copied January I 865-18 May 1866, with later notes by John 

Williams; presented by Lucas Bridges in 1930. 
Vols. II and Ill, 235 and 42 pages; expanded from vol. I, copied 24 August 

1877-5 July 1879, broughtto Europe by Frederick A. Cook and the basis 

of the 1933 printed version. 
Vol. IV, 70 pages, "new and last dictionary'', begun19 June 1879 but uncom-

pleted. Brought to Europe in 1929 by Alice Bridges. 

The object of all this painstaking work obviously was the publication of 

the dictionarwmd grammar. This was not done during Bridges' lifetime, pro-

bably because he was still trying to perfect it. His translations of the Bible, 

usinghisphoneticsystem-St. Luke(188l, 1000 copies), the Acts oft he Apos-
tles (1883, 1000 copies) and St. John (1886, 500 copies)- were published as 

small separate volumes by the British and Foreign Bible Society and used in 

teaching the Yahgans. On the appearance of the first of these, whi_ch did not 

bear Bridges' name, three Yahgan dictionaries produced through a reverse 

translation of this small volume were quickly published (Platzmann 1882; 

Garbe 1883; Ellis 1882-1884). 
Meanwhile the main dictionary continued growing. On New Year's Day 

in 1898, the Belgica expedition arrived at Barberton (see E.L. Bridges, 

194S). One of the scientists, Dr. FrederickA. Cook(who laterdaimed to have 

From Bridges’ dictionary MS, 1860s-1889s



The 19c data is hard to get at…

๏ There is no Unicode for Ellis’ Phonotypic Alphabet 

๏ Traditional OCR fails 

๏ Trained a model using ‘dingbats’ in Transkribus 

๏ Works for print text, but not very well for handwritten text (yet!) 



The 19c data is hard to get at…



Bridge’s vowel system (rough IPA in orange)

æ

e(ɪ)

ɑ

o(u)

u

ɛ

ʊ

ʌ

i

ɔ

ɪ

ɒ

aɪ aʊɔɪ

ə

‘Diphthongs’:

‘Long and short 
vowels’:



A clear discrepancy!

æ

e

a

o

ui

ə

Late 20c: 7 vowels

๏ Is this sound change? Contact-induced? Result of loss of vitality? 

๏ Descriptive differences?

æ

e(ɪ)

ɑ

o(u)

u

ɛ

ʊ

ʌ

i

ɔ

ɪ

ɒ

aɪ aʊɔɪ

ə

Late 19c: 16 vowels



Attestations of Bridges’ vowels
Ellis IPA Native Vocab English Vocab

eɪ meɪækʌnætikæ ‘fear not’; weɪ ‘may/can’ angel, Gabriel
i ikæmænæ ‘draw/write’; kitu ‘self ’ Judea, priest
aɪ kaɪjɪde ‘swi)ly bring’; haɪ ‘I’ Christ, five
ou jouɪdɑɡ ‘strong’; mouʌnna ‘repent’ Cloak, Joseph
u lutʃ͡ɪ ‘valley’; ulɑpæ ‘bad’ Luke, Judea
æ ilæ ‘outside’; ætʃ͡æwæɪæ ‘spirit/life’ Zach., Nazareth
ɛ tɛkɪ- ‘see’; maʊstɛka ‘care for’ Jerusalem, Mary
ɪ ɪtʃ͡æ ‘bear -uit’; kʌʃpɪx ‘spirit’ Israel, city
ɒ —— John, Prophet
ʌ ʌtʃ͡ɪ ‘foreign’; ʌsɛkʌs ‘sunlight’ Theophilus
ɑ bɑv ‘none’; jɑʃæ ‘loud’ Israel, Passover
ɔ ɔælaɪælæ ‘barren’; mɔælæ ‘day’ God, altar, law
ɔɪ (lɔɪmæʐ ‘in order’) —
aʊ haʊæn ‘this’; aʊwʌn ‘true’ hour, tower
ʊ hækʊn ‘also’; ʊtʃ͡ɪkænæ ‘urge’ book
ə ––––– chapter, soldier



Re-analysis of Bridges’ vowels

æ

eɪ

ɑ

ou

u

ɛ

ʊ

ʌ

i

ɔ

ɪ

ɒ

aɪ aʊɔɪ

๏ Diphthongs can have elements belonging to separate morphemes 

๏ As such, the remaining diphthongs must be considered composite elements

= [ha-ɪ] = 1S-NOM

= [ha-ʊæ] = 1S-POSS

= [jika-ɪæ] ‘small-3S’

ə

Poblete & Salas 1997: 6  
In careful or deliberate pronunciation, each vowel is a syllable nucleus. Two or more contiguous vowels form 

separate syllables, as in [sǽ.pa.im] ‘coypu’ or [i.la.o.é.a] ‘vulture’. 



Re-analysis of Bridges’ vowels

= [ɪ] rarely appears in  
initial syllables 

= [i] is mostly initial 
æ

eɪ

ɑ

ou

u

ɛ

ʊ

ʌ

i

ɔ

ɪ

ɒ

aɪ aʊɔɪ

ə



Re-analysis of Bridges’ vowels

๏ Bridge’s four high vowels appear to reflect allophonic distinctions 

๏ Alternations appear to be governed by stress position 

๏ Low stress laxing; unstressed vowel reduction; etc.

= [ʊ] rarely appears in  
initial syllables 

= [u] is mostly initial 
æ

eɪ

ɑ

ou

u

ɛ

ʊ

ʌ

i

ɔ

ɪ

ɒ

aɪ aʊɔɪ

ə

                   [-STRESS] 
                    | 

/u,i/ ➞ [ʊ,ɪ]/___



ə

Descriptive differences:

æ

eɪ

ɑ

ou

u

ɛ

ʊ

ʌ

i

ɔ

ɪ

ɒ

aɪ aʊɔɪ

æ

e

a

o

ui

ə

Late 20c: 7 vowels Late 19c: 16  7 vowels

๏ If we look only at the vowels in native words; treat diphthongs as strings of vowels; and assume 
stress-based allophony, Bridge’s vowel system begins to look a lot like the late 20c data



Lexical correspondences:

æ
ɑ

u

ɛ
ʌ

i

ɔæ

e

a

o

ui

ə

Gloss Vowel Salas & Valencia Bridges

‘woman’ i/i (ɛ) [kipa]

‘see’ e/ɛ (e) [teki]

‘river’ æ/æ (ɑ) [wæen]

‘arm’ [kamein]

‘one’ o/ɔ (ɵ) [okole]

‘big’ [hulua]

‘louse’ ə/ʌ (u) [wən]

a/ɑ (ᶐ)

u/u (ᶙ)



Explaining the differences

๏ Descriptive shortcomings 
๏ Bridges started acquiring the Yahgan quite young (13)  
๏ He probably had a fairly good grasp of the phonology 
๏ His goal, however, was always phonetic  
๏ The Yahgan nicknamed him Hucheistauwa ‘deaf one’ due to his constant 

requests for repetitions during elicitation 
๏ The phonotypic alphabet created biases towards English-like vowels 
๏ Vowel alternations between high vowels were likely allophonic 
๏ The abundance of vowel symbols available allows Bridges to capture 

some alternations

Allophonography, yay?



When Ellis found out…

When I saw Mr. Bridges on his first coming over I  told him that my alphabet 
was not well fitted for his purpose, but a very great mistake has been made I 

think in altering and patching it up in this extraordinary manner. 

But from the language being written in an alphabet which I had a chief hand in 
inventing, I hive cherished a kind of parental feeling towards it, and have therefore 

endeavoured to put Mr. Bridges’ account into a suitable form. The first need was to 

change the alphabet, so as to avoid his new letters. The phonetic alphabet of 1846, 

which was the one Mr. Bridges adopted, was founded  on the English vowel 
analogies, and though, as was proved by much printing and teaching, exceedingly 
well adapted for the English language, was not suitable for missionary purposes.

A.J. Ellis, ‘President’s Report’, The Philological Society, 1884:33-34

A.J. Ellis, ‘President’s Report’, The Philological Society, 1884:33-34



Some conclusions

๏ The documentary materials for 19th century Yahgan are a rich 
treasure-trove of linguistic data 

๏ The writing system, however, reflects Jespersen’s idea of an 
articulation basis, in this case, in favour of English 

๏ Despite this, comparison with contemporary data for the vocalic system 
of Yahgan suggest the language underwent fairly minimal changes in 
the last 150 years 

๏ The English Phonotypic Alphabet, on the one hand, is not a typical 
alphabet, as it lack the redundancy of typical litteral sets 

๏ It is firmly encouched in English phonology and phonetics 

๏ We can only observe the allophony – and even potential phonemic 
categories – insofar as they are part of the set of English



Allophonography

๏ Native writing systems, both standard and non-standard, tend towards redundancy 
and are often on a cline towards morphograpy or logography as spelling systems 
gain ‘depth’  

๏ For native writing, sub-phonemic distinction (allophonography) is rare 
๏ The opposite is not true, with some phonemic contrasts lacking direct expression,   
๏ This is in line with the mnemonic function of native writing 
๏ Littera-based, ‘proper’ alphabets, don’t seem to disregard phonetic detail, on the 

contrary, they represent language-specific articulatory targets 
๏ When used to script a new language, a proper alphabets does not rely on 

‘graphemes’ as parallels of contrastive phonemes, but on the concrete settings of 
the source language (the potestates of each littera) 

๏ Allophonography emerges mostly in non-native contexts, where an alphabetic set is 
applied to a new language without the mediation of the target language phonology



Thanks!


