
Method for Romanizing 
Siamese 

Siamese, though belonging to a family of languages quitt 
different from the Indo-European, uses a syllabic Indian alphabet which 
one may, with the exception of few letters, transliterate in Roman 
characters according to thA system universally admitted for the 
Devanagari. 

Each character of the Devanagari alphabet has been represented 
by a Roman letter, so that a single sign is transliterated by a single 
Roman letter, wit.h the exception of the aspirated one'3, which are 

transliterated by two. 

The sounds expressed by those letters are as follows :­

Vowels. 

short long 

a as m fat a as m far 

e , , met e 
" 

, there 
i , , pit i 

" 
, sixteen 

0 , , not 0 , , no 
u , , bull ii ... " 

rule 

!' no equivalent !' no equivalent 

l , , 

Consonants. 

Gutturals k kh g gh it 

Palatals c ch J jh fi 

Linguals t th ~ ~h I). 

Dentals t th d dh - n 

Labials p ph b bh m 

All the unaspirated consonants have the same sound as 
English ones with the following exceptions :-

the 
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The guttural nasal il. has no exact equivalent; it sounds almost 

like ng in "ingle." The palatal o sounds approximately like the Italian 

ch in "chianti"; ii sounds like the Spanish ii, i.e ., about ny. The h 
marks the aspiration ot the preceding consonant. 

Semi vowels. 

y I' v 

Sibilants. 

If ~ 8 

Aspirate. 
h 

Three signs, the anusvara, the anunasika and the visarga are re­

presented by ~ and ~ and }J.. The ~ and ~ sound nearly like ordinary 

finals, m and · n ; the }J. marks a sudden stop in the utterance of the 
preceding vowel. 

All those characters with the exception of the anunasika exist 
in the Siamese alphabet, as they exist in all the alphabets deriving 

from the same source, i. e., Cambodian, Burmese, Shan, Lao, etc., so 
that it is possible to romanize any word of Sanscrit or Pali origin, 

written in any of those languages, with the same letters. For instance 

the word " raja " is exactly written with the same characters in the 
Siamese, Cambodian, Burmese and Lao languages, though it is res­

pectively pronounced in those languages: "racha," "reachea," "yaza" 

and " latsa." 
This system is, with a few exceptions, the one followed in the 

"Court Circulars," published in the newspapers here. It is the most 

p-ractical for philological comparisons, the only one which enables one 
to recognize at once the words of Sanscrit or Pali origin, and it 

allows, with a few additions, retransliteration into Siamese letters. 

But unfortunately it does not agree with the pronunciation of 
Siamese, which does not possess all the sounds of the Devanagari, and 
possesses some that the Devanagari does not. 

According to the value which has been given to the Roman 
letters for the transliteration of the Devanagari, we have, roughly 
speaking, in Siamese the following sounds:--

Vowels. 

a a i 1-u-ii-o-o e -
to which must be added an open o (Siamese tltl ) as in "gone. " 
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U1 which is an intermediate sound between the English u m 
"cup" and the French u in " voiture;" 

fi the same long ; 

o as the French eu, nearly the English e in "here"­

e as the French ~ in " fr~re. " 

Diphthongs. 

ai, ai as m English ''why." 

oi as in French "mil" 

Consonants. 

Gutturals k - kh - n 
Palatals c ~ ch - s - ft or y 
Dentals d - t ~ th - n 
Labials b - p - ph - f - m 

Semi vvwels . 

y r -

tiibi lant. 

s 

Aspirate 

h 

v 

It can be easily seen that in the Siamese alphabet, though it 
has praserved the character of the Indian alphabet, the sounds of 
those characters do not correspond any longer with the sounds of their 
otiginals. So if we want to represent the exact- orthography of a 
Siamese word we must transliterate it letter by letter according to 
their value irt the Devanagari alphabet, and if we want to represent 
its exact pronunciation we must transliterate the Siamese letters 
according to their pronunciation . 

In the first case we shall write the word 
... 

Ut'IT ~1t1UIT14J 

nagar 9ri dharrmarii.j;. in the second case, nokhon sri thamarat. 

It might seem possible to find a system which would give at th~:> 
same time the orthography and the pronunciation; but it is not so, 
for the pronunciation of most of the Siamese lettert:~ varies with their 
place in -a word. Any attempt to realize such a system will be a 
tailnre. 
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The best solution would be, perhaps, to follow the Devanagari 
transliteration, and to learn how to pronounce the words so romanized. 
Europeans agree to pronounce in many different ways the Latin word 
theatmm, which they write nearly with the same letters, viz., 

m French theatre, 
m German theater, 
m English theatre, 

pronounced-teatr, theater and thieta. 

The name Shakespeare if read by a Frenchman who does not 
know English will be pronounced by him CMkespear and, if heard 
with the exact pronunciation, will be written Chekspire 

We do not pronounce at all as we write, and when people say, 
Why don't you write words as they are pronounced ? we shall ask 
them to try first. 

Hence the necessity of a system. 

But for the ordinat·y reader who is not specially acquainted 
with philology or even with Siamese, who wants to know easily how to 
read a name on a map or in a newspaper, we must give a system 
which may be explained in a few lines and which follows as much as 
possible other systems already known and used in the same regions. 
'rhe system followed for geographical names in India with a few 
alterations, and, better, the systems followed in Cambodia and the 
Malay States may be neal'ly adopted for the Siamese geographical names. 

I have tried as much as possible to adopt for my phonetic 
transliterat.ion the sounds already accepted for the Indochinese languages, 
with the exception of Anna.mite, which is too peculiar, and at the 
same time the phonetic systems already followed by the Roman Catho­
lic Mission and the American Mission here. 

In transliterating the tones, when necessary, I think better to 
adopt the signs as used in the Pallegoix dictionary. 

The annexed list will give a complete system of literal and 
phonetic transliterations of Siamese :-



[ 5 ] 

LITERAL AND PHONETIC TRANSLITERATIONS. 

---o--

The first to be used for philological comparisons with 

uther languages and for transliteration of the words of 

Pal?: and Sanscrit origin. The second for the usual trans­

literation of Siamese words. 

Abbreviations. A= literal transliteratior~. 

B=phonetic transUteration, 
1. initial. 2. median. 3. final. 

B A B 
1 2 3 2 3 

nK K K J?" 1J ~ d d t 
A 

'] Kh Kh Kh K f(J ~ t t t 

"'11 Kh 1\h J ~h tJh th t 

1'1 <r .-, l(h Kit 'Yl d th tb t 

fl Kh Kit f.lJ c_lh t h th t 

1J o·h 
"' 

Kh Kh K ru I}. n n n 

~ n ll ll ll 

1'1 c c c t f.! t d d t 
A 

~ eh ch ch VI t t t 

~ ch ch t fl th th tb t 

'J! 
A 
s 1> s t Vl d th th t 

OJ jh ch ch t 1i dh t h th t 

tlJ ii y y 11 'W n '11 11 n 
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A B inherent· A B 

1 2 3 vowel a oora 
... 

1J p b b p fl a a 

1J p p p fl1 a a ... 
CJ ph ph ph fl 

.s. 
d f f f fl i i 

.&. 

~ b ph ph p fl ii ii ... 
yJ 1\. f f fl 

f ii ii 

n bh ph ph p fl u u , 
lJ m m m m fl u u 

Sl 

flfJ 0 0 

u y y y tl r rii 

1 r r I' n tp r rii 

a n ft I Iii 

IJ T v u 0 111 i Iii 

A B 
lfJ e e 

ri 9 8 s-t!f t U.fJ e e 
M '!I 8 8 t 1fJ ai ai 

a 8 8 8 t 1t ~i ai 

ifJ ~ -0 0 
A B A B 

initial \1 h b 
&tn 6 aa 

• 
Y11 dr s w l 

m am am . 
c: a~ al}.-• 

• 
A B fl um um 

1 ~ 3 
, 

fl11 an a-an 
fl 0 0 

d 
fl11lJ arrm am 

4 h 
lfl'l: Ol} ol}. 
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A B A B ... 4 
lOll Kiye Kya lOtltl Kiioey Kiiei -lO!J'l Kiyev Kyao lnf.l Key Kiii ... 
n!l Kiio Kii Ln!l Koe Kii ... 
lO!I Kiioe Kiia ~tn: Kel]. KeJ.l 

A B 
'ltl .... ,. wei 

Tonea 

altua 

circumflexus 

demiBBUI 

gravis 
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SAMPLES. 

1st line, B system 

2nd line, A system 

mnnthon nokhon chaisli rniian phral}. prathorn cedi 

nuu.t~al nagar jaiy~ri: mtloen bra~]. pratl}.am ceti; 

A 
nr~mw O'WlJ1 , :II 

Kriinthep lopbiiri: 

Krurideb labpiiri: 

, 

~ 6 

lltUYllJT , 
canthabiiri: 

candapiiri 

lYJTlJf UI'IH~!Jr1t'l 
2 

~aibiiri: nakhon ~avan chachorisao 

chajiendro 
, 

draipiiri: nagar suarrg 

.., 
A 1 ' 'W1tl'W l'U~ '\t11.J 

phiiyap chien rnai nan 

bayab 

nakhon srithamarat 

nagar ~ri dharrmaraj 

... ' , 'flrhu Lanu , 
phitsanu!Ok 

~ 
hit;l}.uloky 

kampheit phet 

ka~bet1 bejr 

jlen ~ai 

"' 11~1J1 

' ratbiiri 

riijpiiri 

... 

nan 

" nm~~~t 

' phiiket 

bhiike•: 

phrohmphiriim 

brahmbiram 

" L"fljf11Jrtu 
:II 

phechabiin 

b~ jrabiin.1 

... 

~l.J'W1 , 
dmmphon 

jurnbar 

piicin 
... _ . 
pacn.1 

phre 

bre 

.. al 
~rum , 

surin 

" surindr 

lJ1LI)fllt:llJO , 
bl!ri ven ubon 

parivet,l upal 

" ,. ""' L"fljf1lJ1 
11 

phechabiirl 

b~jrapiiri 



[ 9 ] 

..... ..... .... • r-1. ... • .... 
'J1fitl alJYl~11 i'lfl rl111 Lltl~ flfJU f'l1 L".ll1 Ll.J~ 

wakyaaamphan kh~ tarnra ryen thoi kham khao pen 
- • "" v •u 

Takyaeambandh glio tamra riyen thoi gam kh6 pen 

prayok tan j nai khwiim thi phiitca pen rtian rao 

prayog ~~n '1 nai gvii.m d~ biitca p~n rliuen rav 

thamada thi rao kJao khwam an dai calf kJao dwei 
.... 

dharrmata di ro klav gvam an d~i calf kliiv dvy 

"'""" ~ . ... .. ... 
1')1,1 n PI l-11fl ntni'J r.I'JtJ L'liU~ l'l-: Ll.J~ Vli'J 

waca ko di rti klao dwei khyen Jon pen twa 

- .... • u 
~aea ka di rlio klav dvy khiyen Jon pen tva 

..,a, &A , v • .I. .... v 
WJ.:lafl fl PI tJfl].J Lfl1 fltltJ 1'11 lJ1 Ll'U-3 n~ L'll1 

uai,sti ko dl. yom ao thoi bm rna. ryeil kan kh <to 

,;a.risii k~ di yom 0 th;;-y gaw mii riyei1 kan kit~ 

Au - • I t,... 

pelkl'liOIJII rav dr Ida\' nan 





<5eneral meeting of tbe Socfet~. 

A General meeting of the members of the Society was held 
at the Bangkok United Club on the evening of the 27th November, 
1912, when Mr. P. Petithuguenin gave a lecture on Methods of 
Romanizing Siamese. The President, Dr. 0. Frankfurter, was in the 
chair. 

In opening the proceedings the President said:-We all miss 
this ·evening from our midst a familiar figure. I need not say that I 
allude to .the Rev. Dr. Carrington, who after a short illness died on the 
13th October last, in his seventy-first year. At the grave side Dr. 
Dunlap dilated on what our community has lost in him and on behalf 
of the Siam Society it is my duty to record our sense of gratitude 
for what he did for us. Dr. Carrington joined the Society a few months 
after its formation, and in 1903 he was elected a member of the 
Council. He always assisted us in our work, and you will remember 
he important paper he read before us on "Monthon Phuket." As 
there was no subject relating to Siam with which he had not made 
himself acquainted in his travels by personal experience, he took part 
in our discussions and enlivened them by the store of his knowledge 
Our Society will never forget what Dr. Carrington has done for us 
and I am sure you all will join in the regret of our Society at tht 
death of our scholarly friend. 

Dr. McFarland moved that th1s expression of the Society's 
regret be recorded on the Minutes. 

This was agreed towith unamimity. 

HONORARY MEMBER. 

The President continued :-I have still to detain you for a 
few moments before we commence with the business for which this 
meeting has been convened. On behalf of the Council, I have to 
propose to you the appointment of Mr. R. Y!· Giblin as an honorary 
member of our Society. The decision to do so was taken unanimously 
and according to our statutes it requires the assent of a General 
Meeting; for this I now ask. Mr. Giblin acted for a long time in the 
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not always pleasant office of treasurer. He took part in our discus­
sions and has contributed to the columns of our Journal some im­
portant papers. Now when he enjoys the " otium cum dignitate ", 
he has. promised further to take an interest in our Society by con­
tinuing his researches especially into the relations between France and 
Siam in the time of Louis XIV. 

Mr. Petithuguenin seconded the proposal, which was at once 
adopted. 

ROMANIZATION. 

The Presid1;mt next called on Mr. Petithuguenin, who read his 
paper, and illustrated his points on a blackboard. 

Discussion was afterwards invited, and after questions by Mr. 
Didier and Dr. McFarland had been replied to, 

Mr. Irwin observed that the systems explained could certainly 
be made use of in Siam or by !myone who knew Siamese. Could there 
not, however, be a system which could be used in an intelligent way 
by people who knew nothing about the language or the country ? If 
in order to use a system one must know something of the language it 
answered nearly the same purpose to use the Siamese alphabet. 
There were systems by which a man, say, in Central Africa could mark 
down the sounds he heard. 

Mr. Petithuguenin considered the two sy11tems could be ex­
plained in about five lines. There was also of course ( he added ) the 
system of the Survey Department, but this he considered more scienti­
fic than practical. The Survey Department tmnsliteration was a real 
system, but it was not understood as it had never been explained. 
One had to learn three or four pages of explanation before one could 
pronounce a single word of it. Besides it seemed unnecessary to 
invent a special system for Siamese when by following the Devanagari 
one got a transliteration that could at once be understood by all 
scholars. 

Mr. Irwin asked why the Boundary Commission, of which Mr. 
Petithuguenin was a member, adopted such a system. 

Mr. Petithuguenin said they were asked to adopt it by the 
Siamese Department. 
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'Mr. Irwin said that necessarily none of the British officers were 
~on~erned on the Commission or were consulted. 

Mr. Petithuguenin replied that none of the French officers had 
ever been able to pronounce a word pt·oduced under this system. 

Mr. Irwin said that for practical romanization he had in mind 
pax:ticulady the system, employed by the Royal Geographical Society, of 
using consonants according to the English pronunciation and vowesl 
according to the Italian. This could be explained in one line. 

Dr. McFarland expressed the meeting's appreciation of Mr. 
Petithuguenin's paper. It was a very interesting subject, and the 
systems explained certainly seemed to be on correct lines. He hardly 
thought it possibl·e to evolve a system by which all words could be 
rendered with the variations of tone. It really seemed easier to print 
in the Siamese characters, but perhaps some system would be accom­
plished in the future. 'l'he methods explained that evening certainly 
seemed much better than he had seen before. 

Dr. Frankfurter hoped the Government would eventually 
settle on what is to be the recognised system for general use. It was 
only necessary that geographical names aud names of persons should 
be transcribed. The British Government in Burma had issued a table 
for use as regards geogmphical names, so however a word was pro­
nounced it would only be spelled in one way. As regards the comp~ri­

son of languages the system of Mr. Petithuguenin appeared to he 

perfectly correct. 

The meeting then closed. 




