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Notes on alternate letterforms in Arakanese and Mon languages
Compiled by Ben Mitchell, with contributions from Ye Myat Lwin, Patrick McCormick, Patrick Chew and Anonta Mon

This document illustrates how historic Arakanese and Thai Mon differ from Standard Burmese, and
seeks recommendations how to implement these differences. Several options are possible and user
feedback should be sought. Arakanese and Thai Mon need not necessarily be handled the same way:

1 Encode separate characters

Following the model used by Mon and Shan, different letterforms could be encoded atomically. In
this case, an additional Unicode range would need to be assigned, a font created and a full proposal
drafted. It would also mean that users would need to update their operating systems or apps to
support newly-encoded characters. On the other hand, users would be free to continue using
Burmese codepoints if not needing these stylistic forms. It would need to be decided whether to
treat alternates as equivalent or distinct for searching and sorting. One other note is that some of
differences in Thai Mon occur in conjuncts (p16) rather than in encoded characters, so fonts would
need an additional mechanism to obtain the desired forms.

2 Use variation selectors

Following the model used by Khamti Shan, variation selectors could be used. In this case, language-
specific keyboards would need to be developed that add the variation selector characters along with
each character desired to differ from Standard Burmese. This method stores the stylistic differences
in the text itself, and characters fall back to their standard forms in the absence of a dedicated

font. Would variation selectors be appropriate for letterforms that are wholly different, or are they
intended for the systematic addition of stylistic features such as dots?

3 Use OpenType features (locl / language tags)

Following the model used by Karen languages, a language-based implementation would substitute
Standard Burmese glyphs with appropriate forms for historic Arakanese and Thai Mon via a <locl>
feature. In this case, appropriate language tags would need to be designated for historic Arakanese
and Thai Mon. In fonts that contained alternate glyphs, apps would then enforce these stylistic
forms in texts whose language is defined as Arakanese or Thai Mon, which may not always be
desirable. This method is currently less accessible to users since apps lack language options for most
Southeast Asian scripts.

4 No action, stylistic variants can be handled at the font level

Users could obtain their desired letterforms simply by changing fonts to Arakanese or Thai Mon
style. This would allow the flexibility for font makers to implement whichever alternate forms they
wish, and for users to select a font that suits their needs, without needing to update their apps or
operating system to support newly-encoded characters. On the other hand, if the default characters
in a font are drawn in a Thai Mon style, the font would then need OpenType features as in 3 above

if users needed standard letterforms in the same font. This method would treat Arakanese and

Thai Mon differently to all the other Myanmar languages whose characters are encoded or available
through variation selectors.
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Background

Burmese Unicode makes provision for many different languages, each of which requires a subset of
characters from the Myanmar [uni1000-109F], Myanmar Extended A [uniAA60-AA7F] and Myanmar
Extended B [uniA9EO-A9FF] ranges. In terms of characters used, these languages have many overlaps.
While many use the same characters as Standard Burmese, some need extra characters that do not
occur in Standard Burmese, such as Karen tone marks 1 and 2 or Mon letters @ and 9. Languages that
do use characters from Standard Burmese often have preferred localised forms. Some of these are
encoded, such as Mon Eor 2 or Karen o, equivalent to Standard Burmese ¢, £ and am. Other localised
forms are considered glyph variations, such as Khamti on for Standard Burmese o, or Karen o and ¢ for
Standard Burmese 9 and o These are accessed using variation selectors, or through language tagging
or stylistic sets. For further details, see UTN11 (7. For newly-found letterforms, it must be decided
whether to encode, or whether to implement with variation selectors or language tagging.

Arakanese or Rakhine is one such language (or dialect), spoken by an estimated 2 million speakers in
Western Burma's Rakhine State, by the Marma and Rakhing groups in Bangladesh and by the Magh (aka
Mugh, Mughi, Mog, Mogh) people in India's northeastern Tripura state. This language is now standardly
written with the Burmese script and requires no unique characters or shaping behaviour. However, in
documents written before the middle of the 20th century, scribes used different forms of letters. The
first part of this document (pp3-16) examines these letterforms.

Mon language is spoken by an estimated 1 million people in Eastern Burma’s Mon State and in
neighbouring Thailand. The Mon people were historically also known as Talaing and Peguans. In

Burma, Mon language is now written in Burmese script, with additional, specific Mon characters. In
Thailand, however, (and occasionally, historically, in Burma) although Mon language is also written
with the Burmese script, there are significant differences in several letterforms. The second part of this
document (pp9-31) examines these letterforms, followed by further alphabet charts (pp17-28) and
attestations (pp29-31).



Arakanese attestations

Each character is presented with its equivalent in Standard Burmese, though some also have equivalents
in other Myanmar languages. For example, Burmese 9 is Mon ¢, Burmese € is Mon &, and Burmese > is
shan 2 or Aiton . Note the use of the double hyphen = or # to hyphenate words across binding holes
and leaf boundaries, this character is not normally included in Burmese fonts but could be.

BL Add MS 12254, late 18th century




Arakanese attestations

BL Add MS 12253 F, late 18th century




Arakanese attestations

Manuscript from Tripura, mid 20th century
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Arakanese inventory

Standard | Tripura manuscript Add 12253A Add 12253B Add 12253C Add 12253D Add 12253F Add MS 12254 Add 12255A Add 12255C Tripura elder
Burmese handwriting
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1 These characters have significantly different forms from Standard Burmese. Would these be best implemented by atomic encoding, or by using a language tag, a
variation selector, a style code or simply changing font to an Arakanese style?

2 Note that Arakanese vowel -ii usually takes the form encoded as Mon 1033, rather than Burmese 102E. Arakanese vowel -ai is usually a leftward-pointing hook, a form
encoded as Aiton 109D. For interoperability, it seems the Arakanese characters should use the Burmese codepoints?

3 Double dot below represents a tone between creaky tone :: and high tone ::3, which is not currently encoded. It could be considered a glyph variant of ::z. Note also its
position under the prevowel -e g, which is not permitted currently (Unicode stores tone marks at the end of a syllable, where they normally appear).



Thai Mon attestations

Each character is presented with its equivalents in Standard Burmese. Note the use of «, ® and @w from
the Thai Unicode range.
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Undated Pali manuscript in Thai Mon.

Note above that Mon does not employ Great Sa 200, instead Sa is stacked . Conversely, in the
following image, Great Nnya 2o, which is not found in Standard Burmese, is essential for Mon. Note
also that in Thai Mon, many letters are standardly looped, likely an influence from Thai script.



Thai Mon attestations
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Title page from Likh Paramikan, 1909-1910, printed in Bangkok and typeset in metal

type in the Thai Mon style.
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Pages in Thai Mon handwriting. Note the way the -aa vowel :» is disconnected, and in places

has a top dip, reducing the need for the tall version of this letter «1. Funeral volume for Phra
Khru Sakhon Siritham, early 1980s.
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Leaves from Maha Dhamma Raza Ayuthya, Pali language in Thai Mon script, c450 years old,
showing Thai Mon forms of Burmese letter s ttha (green), letter na $ (orange), letterra

q(yellow), vowel -aa with dip <o (cyan) and kinzi . (pink), with Burmese numeral 9 e
below.

Leaf from Thai Mon manuscript showing Thai Mon form of Burmese letter G LLA.
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Page from Rajavamsa Katha showing contrastive use of double danda and looped double danda

in Mon text, and Thai character fongman.
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Page from Pali Thai Mon dictionary, 1910, showing Thai Mon conjuncts and numeral 9.
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Thai Mon typefaces
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Thai Mon inventory

Standard Burmese | Thai Mon handwriting Thai Mon typefaces
Burmese Mon
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1These characters take significantly different forms in Thai Mon. As with Arakanese, the question is whether to
encode atomically, or by using a language tag, a variation selector, a style code or by simply changing font to a Mon
style.

2 Na, Ra and kinzi have common but not universal variants in Thai Mon. The loop of cha may switch to the top of the
left bowl: 80 » 0; this could be encoded as A9E1 Shan Cha rather than 1006 Myanmar Cha.

3 Several letters in Thai Mon have an additional, stylistic loop (likely an influence from Thai script).

4 Many Thai Mon manuscripts use a form of round -aa with a dip in the top, instead of the tall version of the
character (see p10).

5 Thai punctuation marks @, «, «1, and em are frequently found (see pp8-11). ¢ and = may take the forms 1 and

1 (never encountered in Thai). These are often used alongside the Standard Burmese danda forms, indicating
hierarchy.

6 These are the preferred forms of these conjuncts in Mon; note the differences from Standard Burmese.

7 As noted in UTN11, Mon prefers a Great Nnya instead of stacked Nnya, and stacked Sa instead of Great Sa.
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Appendix 1: Mon alphabet charts
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Thai Mon consonant chart from LuUEgunildon1=1TusI9u 1, showing handwriting and

typeforms, with Thai equivalents and pronunciation.
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Thai Mon vowels from LUUEgURTINE DN 1181 TUSI0U 1, showing handwriting and typeforms,

with Thai equivalents and pronunciation.
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Comparison of Thai, Mon and Burmese vowels. From U5 8uriadon181T0U57194 (Studying

ancient languages) by National Library, Thailand, 2010.
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Comparison of Thai, Mon and Burmese consonants. From LUUI58UHNdan181Tu5710u
(Studying ancient languages) by National Library, Thailand, 2010.
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Thai Mon consonant table from 1980s Thai textbook. Note at the bottom shows alternate

letterforms for nga, jha, na and ra.
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Vowels.
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Alphabet inventory with Thai equivalents, from Thai Mon tipitaka book, 1903.
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Page showing subscript consonants in handwriting and typeforms. Burmese equivalents added

in red. Asterisked conjunct appears to be an error.
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Different characters for writing the Pali Ianguhge-.
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Palaeographic table illustrating stages in the evolution of Mon consonants. From n1s81ua13n&le
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Palaeographic table illustrating stages in the evolution of Mon vowels. From n1s81U13N&l8 6149
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Appendix 2: Further attestations in Thai Mon
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Pages from Likh Paramikan, 1909-1910, typeset in metal type in the Thai Mon style.
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Palm-leaf manuscript in [Burmese?] Mon script
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Mi Krakjalon palm-leaf manuscript.






