A Review of Shifts in Gurage Orthography
Daniel Yacob* and Fekede Menuta**
* Ge’ez Frontier Foundation, USA
** Hawassa University, CSSH, DELL

Abstract

This note reviews the historical shifts and developments in the Gurage orthography. The aims of the
review were (1) to record, and add clarity to, the history of the Gurage orthography which does not
appear to have been written before, (2) to acknowledge and credit people who have developed the past
orthography,(3) to provide a reference for the orthography whereby a person finding any
Gurage language document from the last 50 years can refer to the note and determine what the letter
is, and (4) to promote the current orthography to technical and general users by showing its continuous
development, grapheme patterning and simplicity. We reviewed all religious, literary and academic
texts available to us. We contacted by email the institutes and individuals responsible for some stage of
the orthography development. We have arranged the history of orthography development
chronologically, from the earliest to the latest. We have learnt that there were seven attempts to
modernize the Gurage orthography mainly in the palatalized and labialized graphemes, giving rise to
short “eras” in the orthography. We demonstrated the different stages of developments with sample
texts. We have also provided the legacy and the improved versions as a historical record. Finally, we
provided the implication of the changes to Ethiopic Standards, Ethiopian Standards Agency and
Ethiopic Software developers.
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1 Introduction

The Gurage are a people of Ethiopia that use the Ethiopic script as the basis for their written language,
which in its spoken form is also known as “Gurage”. Since the academic study of the Gurage language
by Western scholars got underway earnestly in the 1950s, confusion over the language name has been
a recurrent cause for confusion in western study. All too often the language name will be conflated with
one of its seven dialects which in turn may also be identified as wholly separate languages. Adding to
the confusion over the language name, the Gurage orthography has also been through refinements in
this same period. This document attempts to present a clear understanding for the language name as
used by native speakers and review the orthography changes and their implications to the Unicode
standard.

2 Gurage Languages and Dialects

The term “Gurage” (““+&72” for the people and ““ré-1.§” for the language) has been in use since prior
to the thirteenth century, to refer to the socio-linguistic group of people residing in the southwest of
Ethiopia known today as the administrative “Gurage Zone”. The term is free of negative connotations
and is the preferred term of the Gurage people.

Within the modern Gurage Zone language groups emerge geographically with Soddo (&) also
called 12 Kistane, Dobbi (&) also called Gogot (771), Mesqan (#20.27) spoken in the North,
Silt’e (h&m,), Zay (1), and Wolane (@A%) in the East and Sebat Bet (A0 (.7F) in the West. The
Northern and Western region languages have unique phonological features that lead to orthographical

requirements not shared with the Eastern groups. These languages and their orthography then are the
focus of this paper.

The Sebat-Bet (00-+-0.) literally meaning “Seven Houses”, is a reference to the seven regions

(districts) in Sebat Bet that formed a tradition of common political alliances to protect themselves from
external aggressors, also corresponds to the seven dialects of the districts. The dialects of Sebat Bet are
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Chaha (Fv), Ezha (A7), Muher (20C), Gura (‘+é-), Gumer (taoC), Inor (A.SC), Gyeta (T3),
Endegegn (A7£7°%) and Mesmes (arfievn) which is now extinct, may again be used interchangeably
with the parent language —a regular source of confusion of the language name.

Sebat Bet has often been transliterated in other lexical forms and is often contracted into the
single word “Sebatbeit” which has been applied in the Unicode Standard in the naming of the language’s
unique letters'. The two-word rendering used in this document has emerged in recent years as the
prevalent form. “Sebat Bet” in turn has been used synonymously for “Gurage” in many contexts and
has been a source of continued confusion over what peoples and language are encompassed by the term.
The modern preference is to use the broader and more inclusive moniker “Gurage” in place of “Sebat
Bet” when referring to languages and orthographic requirements across the Gurage Zone.

3 The Evolution of Gurage Orthography

3.1 The 1966 Sahle and Wolf Orthography

Beginning in the summer of 1962 while attending graduate school at UCLA, and at the request of
renowned linguist Dr. Wolf Leslau who was seeking a research corpus, Sahle Selassie Berhane Mariam
begun writing a collection of short stories of Gurage village life. To capture the unique phonemes found
in the Gurage language, Sahle and Leslau devised a writing convention that introduced forty-four new
Ethiopic letters that were systematically derived from the established inventory. The English translation
of his work would first appear in the 1964 publication “Shinega’s Village: Scenes of Ethiopian Life”
but the Ethiopic text would not appear in print until the1966 publication “Ethiopians Speak Volume 2:
Chaha . The Ethiopic additions included four rounded labial syllable extensions made to four letter
families (a®, 0, 4., and T), and four palatized velars complements of the regular syllables (¢, h, T, and
1) with the Ethiopic macron, ¥, applied. The anthology of Chaha stories would span 75 pages and
exhibit highly consistent calligraphic writing with occasional instances of the macron coming in contact
with the base letter (¢ appearing as # for example). In a single case, occurring on page 72, the glyph
for @»~ becomes 9°~, a change from the first order @ as a base letter to the sixth order ¢°. In all cases
of variation, the present authors have determined that the difference in appearance does not represent a
difference in phoneme. The following tables present the Gurage letters introduced in the work:

Palatized Velars Added Labialized Velars

Base|[IPA| o2 |u | i |a|e| | o Base [IPA| Y2 | "i | "e | "%
¢ | kV| P |2 |B|F| B |F|F a | ;| aoe | gow | @ | go~
h [ F|h | |m M| h|D n | b (0|00 |m
LR & | f el e & | e
1T | g T |F | |3 |F|F|7 T |p|F | R |F|TFR

Regular Labialized Velars

Base [IPA| "o | i | Ye | "i
| A | e || R | T
* | q | & || 2| P
h | k| he || | Ir
17 | g || ™| 2| "

! Originating from ISO/IEC JTC1/SC2/WG2 N2814R.
2 The Ethiopic was re-penned by a professional scribe in Addis Ababa.
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An alphabetical order of the Gurage syllabary is worth noting as it is distinct from related languages
like Amharic, and we will also note some evolution in the sequence over time.

Ordered Sequence

iAo 4| 0|@ || Fa|+F| 7 |T|A 0 0|e 0w e L E1)7T mmi 6T
h WL \M\r|s|f|kKk)b|t || n|p k\k\wl|z|3j|d|&|g|\g\t’' | |p’ |68 f|p

-~

“Ethiopians Speak” was published in the United States for the academic market and would have been
of interest primarily to linguists and sociologists with research interest in Gurage language and culture.
The orthography is not known to have been used again outside of this one publication. A sample from
the work demonstrating the new letters appears below:

B ARAIAM: AR R3IR N 00° 1290 + T 20T
ARl e AR

TS AM Ao 1L AR ArndF:0h
2NN 1N AANRALIhA- 2Rt/ T NRC
E:" Qe Mo G ALST &2 My P aTar
PRIt 7R +X T AT T AT FAC L 20D
MFI 2R rAM:00CH 2T LSACT: I°Tide: #2:
FC 82 LCHTAINESTOI® = AR T agAThN:
T :TICHF L RFPIC R = LS }0DTd
TS LCP: MPP NEOI°G0 X RS S:he
79 : 2 0DRF N AT I H RSt M AT A ® " P3
M T HGAG” ST EHC I APALT: + D MOD:
N 14T =R NODHL T L3 P%CHR: SHC:
NECACAT:AY) TRHEAF I3 1 “ S Q1 2TP RO
Mt " Q2RI

TrOMTIRECR:NCTRT B2
Sample from page 78 of Ethiopians Speak: Studies in Cultural Background Vol. Il Chaha.

3.2 The 1977 Orthography of the Sudan Interior Mission

Working in the Gurage homeland, the missionary Carolyn Ford and translator Degefe Gebremariam
undertook the development of a second orthography while employed by the Sudan Interior Mission
(SIM). Without awareness of the Sahle-Wolf orthography, the two began experimenting with letter
shapes as early as 1974. These trials lead up to the first publication for the public distributed on January
7, 1977 coinciding deliberately with the Orthodox Christmas day. This first publication within Ethiopia
was the Gospel of Matthew verses 1:18-25 and produced by the Ethiopian typewriter and replicated by
mimeograph.

Building upon this success, the complete Gospel of Mathew was translated, with 50 copies then
hand-cranked mimeographed and distributed around the town of Zezencho by the end of June. Shortly
thereafter the team would undertake translation of the complete New Testament, an endeavor that would
span another 2 % years into 1979. Publishing would be coordinated with the Bible Society of Ethiopia
(BSE) and typesetting of the translated manuscript, in metal type, would then require another 2 ' years
before a camera-ready copy could be submitted to a printing house in South Korea in 1982. A first batch
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of 10,000 copies arrived to an Ethiopian port in 1983 but were seized and barred from entry into the
country until January of 1988. Surprisingly, a second batch of some 3,000 copies was able to enter into
the country at the end of 1986 where they would first become available to the public.

A recipient of this first batch of books to enter the country was the aspiring author, Gebreyesus
Hailemariam. Inspired, Gebreyesus would apply the new orthography to compose the first Gurage novel,
“pemyav-t N (Yetamut fika) “The Trap of Chamut”. The novel was published by Ethiopia’s largest
printing agency, the Berhanena Selam Printing Press between 1987 and 1988 (1981 in the Ethiopian
Calendar which begins in September in the Gregorian system). Berhanena Selam would not develop
mechanical type for the new letters however, and instead published the book in the author’s handwriting.

Developed without exposure to, or even awareness of the Sahle-Wolf orthography, Carolyn and
Degefu created an orthography that differs from its predecessor primarily by applying an attached caron
(or hacek, ) in place of the floating macron (%) to denote palatalization. The palatized velar symbols,
which followed the conventions inherited from Ge’ez orthography, were created identically to the
Sahle-Wolf orthography with the exception of 4 taking the graphic form of é., and @+ taking the form
«p~. The following tables present the letter shapes:

Palatized Velars Added Labialized Velars
Base|([IPA| o |u | i |a|e | i | o Base |[IPA| "2 | i | Ve | "%
¢ | k7| | k| b | P L] | P av | m | goe | o | @, | aon
h | K |0 ||| % || 0§ an | bl |lm|0 | m
IO T 0 0 00 O e 0 M O ¢ & | f | & | & b | &
1 | g F | F|1L| 3| 1|9 T |p | |R®R|F|R

Regular Labialized Velars

Base |IPA| "o | "i | e | i
O I e e e B
| K| || & | P
h | ke |||
1 B Y I I O Y S B o

Ordered Sequence
Thjajoe|a (@ e[| a+F 1|7 A 0 o nwe L E 17T mmiosrT
h W\l \m|r|s|/|k'k)\b|t |y |N|p k\k\w|z|3|j|d|&|g|\g\t’' | |p’ |68 f|p

The SIM and BSE would continue to collaborate in publishing selected excerts from the Bible using
the orthography. An obstacle to publishing in the era was that the Ethiopian government’s censorship
office had no staff that spoke the Gurage language, and so could not authorize printing. A sample from
the 1982 Gurage New Testament is seen in the following sample:
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ed-n NNC &2 C A2 IrcO T Afood®

23. et Anc ¢ NPc ooCh-n 1
+994e 4HiteRoe 1790 = 24, (NG £C ELC
Mov s A McO A nac &c a9t = enc aoChN
1014427 AC ONC A hPlPL9 = ehn P
309" Ny = 25 4o4ed 1Py Iy « JIr8
A1P19° i RITCEIL » 1C9° 0&4 e = 26.
W9 «hh 039 4ot ebons i A0
TACE €324 2 » 0F9° = 03P 1¢A9° = 24D
TNC ATLPLI® 240 NC NL9° = 34-09° 0C KT
0 09 = 27, ANNG « W ¢ KT 00 ?
34-0 0¢8I aHy » LNE or NeYe =

Sample from page 24 of 2.8 7£45 A71.5.

HH & THF ACN NeCHrE Y9 ae
DU POHYE B3 Dl A4l9® 21 45 +HT
L9V Aal £EC WEIY NYLR AUC FC 00U,
G LEPNVTC i— A0 Am APXY ales
0 W, ¢S ::

Sample from page 49 of 7#-#777-A% y1:-/47h. depicting 0" as ‘B’

CHEMR CRCTH pASH PC Amoad!
RE AYRCO T B.pa 00N PC PRLE TULTO
PCRHTNT o0 1aeSmed AVAL YL
B ? O PL AMITAMT AR D NLF9P Nk
RELN— “Neh PaLh A0 Ne+s AR,
¥ AT DA Pak ML 22PENe W12 £
Sample from page 28 of P@a»-# 7if depicting <%’ as <.

3.3 The 1997 Orthography of All Nations Gospel Publishers

The first Gurage language publications that employed a computer font are found in the early second
half of the 1990s. The SIM, now rebranded as the Society of International Ministries, in partnership
with Pretoria based All Nations Gospel Publishers produced the tract “0L.3"T+ ht®?” (Betahu Etew?)
or “Where is Your Home?” in 1996-7. The tract is something of a curiosity in that it diverged from the
previous convention in use by the SIM in two clear cases with the replacement of the &+ glyph for &,
and ¥ used in the Tigrinya language substituted for €.

Though a computer has been used in the publication, some compromises are evident. With few
exceptions, Ethiopic fonts at this time used decomposed diacritical symbols as a strategy to encode the
entire Ethiopic syllabary into approximately 220 available positions of address space. This technique
proved advantageous when it came to supporting the Gurage labiovelars. For instance, the available
diacritic = as a separate entity could be applied against any letter; thus, @? and = together would form

av= which would be acceptable in lieu of the more optimized single character @». In some cases,
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however, the spatial alignment of the free diacritical symbol with the base character would not be
visually satisfactory and so the diacritical symbol would instead be written in by hand at some stage of
the publishing process. This appears to have also been the case with the caron marks used for the
palatized syllables where new letters where not introduced into the font but were handwritten instead.
We assume here then that the available # glyph in the font was found to approximate ¢ satisfactorily.

The use of & in place of €+ may have been due to a diacritic alignment issue as well as an early attempt

to distinguish between the "7 and *# order diacritical marks (e.g. ~ vs *) which can be challenging to
render clearly in handwriting.

IFAAT 027 RO WHC: a0 PHST L4 (1. 6:7): Rn,
Nm.Co° ONAC FHE: T QNN 342t

RO 04¢¢ 8C Am.itr 42 oofC £C T AR f: HY T Pt
Fét NP PhCOF PHCEL CF1 SPH WA FTC P02

Yo £E&LHC AT NS EEPT Thoterd PPT HACE
PPETP PC: T L£FF £1F NPT NIE B NAE AP ETC:
HEFCITT NF°CPT° MNP PAM.C FI°6 L£4h9° £TAT& PAm.C
nh £F%E (C°1 6:23):

£l Pre Namd4r 1Naot £FrE: mhet foof- AN + 2
dov L£r&h( hNeA: P£¢ M0 o) LHRC AT 2C OiNio-f
RTiAe: O3t PA0ADT 5729 1NAO+) 214G Tre) £4n

Sample from page 3 of @B,7 % hZ@-? showing ‘é*’ in the form of ‘¢,

3.4 The 1998 New Testament Orthography (Second Edition)

Building upon the experience with the 1977 orthography, the SIM and BSE worked with the SIL to
develop a computer font in 1998-1999 in preparation for a republication of the Gurage New Testament
and an original translation of the Old Testament. Refinements for greater clarity were made to the

extended labialized forms in *i and " throughout and in a single case in the "e form where 4. became
4. In the " (or ninth) order the diacritical symbol, ~, is lowered to help distinguish letters from the
traditional twelfth order (e.g. 7 to 'h to avoid confusion with 7). The glyphs for the twelfth order, “,
were further modified where the letter base became the sixth order (e.g. “? in place of 7) with the *»
diacritical symbol, =, applied (e.g. 7 becomes “1=). These revisions are depicted in the following table:

Palatized Velars Added Labialized Velars

Base|(IPA| 2 | u | i |a|e | i | o0 Base [IPA| Y2 | ™i | "e | "%
I EMEIRIRIRIR IR 2. aw | m |ave | o | q | g
h | KW 0|0 ||/ || N | b ||| 0 |
L e 0 e e O O e s M b | f | & | & |4 | &
AR AN N AR T | P|F|®|F|F
Regular Labialized Velars

Base |[IPA| "o | i | Ve | i

M| A e | | B | T

L AESEIENE AE

h |k |he|h| B |Be

1 gl || 2P
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Ordered Sequence

M| alee|ela|@|e| P+ |F|1|T|A W onwie Ll 1% mam/a o/éT

h
h\W|l|\m|r|s|f|k\kb|t|y|n|p k\k\w|z|3|j|d|d&|lg\k|t'|\|p’|6|f|p

This refined orthography became the basis for the ES 781:2002 standard in 2002 and later adopted into
the Unicode 4.1 standard in 2004. The BSE would publish a number of small works with the
orthography before the complete Gurage Bible was published in 2010.

6 tHh e eCPENTT OCP HN ILLP: TN 8CFN Ah FHAAT INC! 7 Nooi“Ih+h
ATECT 16 RY% TRMMLT 8197 X19° erATIPIF AT HID LI Wet9 T ¢99° A1 nt 0 he
UM T BF° ANI® MA-T AR0vLh% AP FTROE HPP AP M AN NLNC NHT 28] £Ted
T AHH: 8 Tt 1PN HR APE QOLRI° Q4CNAT° PN eMNMPI® ATNINCT® 1o LCPm:»
9 NHP ST TN RCTN APERT NACT Atdoold®: 18 RhA APEWT &LI”TFI° ?teoolh® Nhe
TH? LNCD LT 7P LLNCOP AT +94AAF° £6T 26T 9TNAFI° oohpt MNRE +H £5t

2OL9° LTLNTM NCNtF AZY ©N9° 974+ ARCY 213N NPD AT TH? MA-T 201 T

Dot Matrix Printer Sample from the Book of Daniel in Gurage.

PAONGRA Ol FELME ANl Do +¥L.CP

8 AIMHC Hh LC+ «PANSAA AN F4L912 Al Dov-
+PLPCTI MU PFY HT ATHLES @AY WO CHC
TCE 9 INC PRENHS ¥+ NT71 T 7 AT HLP!
NICHS OPMT=C LTET TOT 19I09°1 THT PF AT HLEe
10 PAAGAA AN FI3T 1M TS N1 TG L9°ARCM HI®
A ERC L2 O Telk AITUTCT AIANIn
11 PAGSRA AN PETPT T é9° AN AYT 0Nl HCP!
AT LA AT AUHP 906 MTCF LmMC! AT NPT
KAC TCF £Cn 12 NLEFCTFT ooLC W39 ThS AFhTTNe
A& 97 FaTSE! 0¥+ ™ TT 1S RemMTin

Sample from page 10 of P7dA Tl 7 N7Fc-1.5.

3.5 The 2013 Orthography of Fekede Menuta

During his doctoral research (2010-2013) Fekede Menuta of Hawassa University revisited the problem
of Gurage orthography in his investigation “Intergroup Communication Among Gurage . In the course
of his research survey work, Fekede introduced a number of practical graphic simplifications to the
previous orthography making it easier to learn and use. The new orthography repurposes a number of
existing letters in use for other languages under different phonemes.

While labialized letters were not modified from the 1999 orthography, all palatalized phonemes
are reassigned to different letters. The k7 phoneme would be assigned to # (used for k" in Tigrinya and
related languages), deprecating €. The &/ phoneme would be assigned to i (used for x in Tigrinya and
related languages), deprecating f. The A4/ phoneme would be assigned to h, considered a typeface
change to i. The g/ phoneme would be assigned to 7T (used for » in Blin and related languages),
deprecating *f. The convention for the writing of two glottal vowels were also revised. The vowel letter
for A would now be written with the first ordr A, and A under the new practice would be written with
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the fourth order A. This shift in rendering the glottal vowels along stricter phonemic conformance with
the Ethiopic syllabary aligns Gurage with the orthographic conventions of many of its neighbors.

As a consequence of assigning the simpler T to replace 1, a new letter base would be needed
for the & phoneme. The existing letter family sh was selected over other candidates such as U or -1 in
part to maintain phonetic and glyph correspondence with «h, but also to avoid confusion with U from
Amharic where the first and fourth orders occur frequently under phonetic rules that would be different
in Gurage use. The -1 would also be much less familiar to Gurage users and is too readily confused
with the 7 letter family. The selection of ch then gives rises to the need for five labial velar forms, only
one of which was available (<h. for the 3™ form in “a). This requirement leads to the introduction of
four new letters indicated in the following tables:

Palatized Velars Added Labialized Velars
Base|IPA| 2 |u | i |a | e | i | o Base |[IPA| "2 | Vi | Ve | "%
P\ | P | E|E | P E| P | F a | p | aoe | oy | 9 | g
o F|Th TR | AR, |Th | R n bl | 0|0 | A
h | W | h | dh|h| R |h|d| A b | fl & | & % | &
T | g |T | |1 |5 |% 9|7 T |p|*|®R|F|®
Regular Labialized Velars
Base [IPA| "2 | "i | Ye | i
| L | de | | d | de
RIS K
h k| |n |9 |fe
L - L N N
Ordered Sequence
Ah|h|ajee| 0T |¢|Fa|+|F| 1T AhTe o0 e LT mm -|2&|T
h\W|l \m|r|s|/\EkEIblt||n|\p| |k\Flw|Plz|3|j|d|d|lg|g|t’ |y |\p’|6°|f|p

FC O1ELS A0 FCIP° 141 RTI° 09145 <£9°F2 (voice) B® <A’ (word) NCk=

PC TTRE PC ELIF, Dave Al &F 147 PANE PC RON “ALR 196 FC ACNP HEI? FC
PC AL “HCANT?E ATPLI: AT O PC L7145 “RTR° h19° LTTHCFE: AH A0 £o145
‘B> RI°E L7 Phés NH oPMG P9LG <BTE? RAIP§ @4 PN B LT 1T41.G FC
0.29°= (1FE-1S 272 FCAI° TV BI° CHAT? (Ck=

PLVE NEF PPI0MT FONE HOC 24 12000 P9°4F HAC N1z FIRCNTIS 07145 LLA
L£i10 BAL ¢ T FSMG AT 07D @15 1.79°: ChT0 £aC P79+ 0iF 31 AsmCot 1010
K7 £1 PIPT O BAC @7z AG P4F MO AIP°GE AT ATNE AP 0T OFed 272 01
APEC AOM Mhef®: OMC NThé £U145 TS PH Ad, PNEHT P75 @70 B O
hliPP: LETFOLC AANG PLEC LOLL NF N7 NHC b1 ATmed £10. ANL-L hAmed® =
1P LLCHT aPPC L1t h71: av9°C LOANT Hh%1 AtHt LI, A1 TE= NI° Phé
oeMG L1t MG HeTI°x

Sample from page 1 of .#£%47 P7&1.5 A7°F N4/ Our Voice: Guragina Grammar.
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3.6 The 2013 Orthography Adopted in the Gurage Zone

After defending his thesis in June of 2013, Fekede Menuta submitted the orthography for consideration
to the Gurage Zone Tourism and Communication Office (GZTC). The bureau formed an internal
committee to review and debate the orthography and by December produced the conclusive “Gurage
Language Study Report”.

The language development committee, which included Fekede, did make further refinements
to the labial velar shapes with the aim of regularizing them under a common diacritical symbol. To this

end, the "2 (eighth) order diacritical symbol, =, was applied as mnemonic marker for general
labialization. This convention impacted fourteen of the labialized letters in the "i (ninth) and “e
(eleventh) orders. The twelfth order glyph of the ¢ family was also refined where its diacritical symbol

was raised from the base of the central stroke up to the side of the central ring (e.g. from & to #°).

Palatized Velars Added Labialized Velars

Base|IPA| 2 |u | i |a | e | i | o Base |[IPA| "2 | Vi | Ve | "%
F k| F|E|E|F|E| P | F a | g | ave | o | oY | goo
o F|Th | TR | TR TR TR | TR n b || | |
h | W |dh|d|dh| A | D |d| A b | f |l & || % | &
7 g/ T2 |21 |37 %% T p | E | F |
Regular Labialized Velars

Base |[IPA| Yo | ™ | Ve | Mi

h | I | dhe | de | e | tho

¢ g | e |t |t | P

h k |t |he | | he

1 g | P || | P

In 2017 (2009 EC) the GZTC approached Wolkite University to develop a computer font and keyboard
for the orthography. The first computer font for the orthography, “Yetenbi” (meaning “Welcome”),
was created in the same year. In 2019, the Gurage Zone Administration Council, the region’s highest

authority, endorsed the orthography and it was later introduced into the public school system at the start
of the 2013 EC school year (September 2020).
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3.7 The 2020 Minor Revisions to the Gurage Zone Orthography
When reviewing promotional materials for the 2013 orthography, the present authors identified three
letters whose glyph structure remained inconsistent with the regularized mode where the "2 (eighth)

order diacritical symbol, =, is applied to the non-labialized base letter. The glyph bases of &, é., and dw
were then updated accordingly in the revision as highlighted in the following tables:

Palatized Velars Added Labialized Velars

Base|IPA| 2 |u | i |a | e | i | o Base |[IPA| "2 | Vi | Ve | "%
F | k| P |E|E|F|E|P|F a | g |ave | o | o | g
B (O e (P I 1 1 I n b ||| 0 |
h | W |dh | |h| A |h|dH| A b | f | & | & | | &
T | g |T || 1|5 |% |97 T |p | |E|PF|F

Regular Labialized Velars

Base |[IPA| "2 | i | Ve | "i
ch h | dw | de | de | o
¢ | k||| E| P
h k |he|he|he|fe
1 g ||| |

The refinement was submitted to the Gurage Zone Administration Council in August of 2020. A number
of new computer fonts have since been developed with the revisions.

3.8 The 2021 Inclusion of Modern Gurage Orthography in Unicode 14

At the invitation from the Unicode Consortium in October of 2020, a proposal for the inclusion of the
new Gurage letters was drafted by authors Fekede Menuta, Feidu Akmel, and Daniel Yacob. The draft
proposal was submitted under the title “Modern Gurage Orthography Additions to Ethiopic Script” to
the Unicode Script Ad Hoc Committee on December 18", 2020. The Gurage Zone Authority was a
participant in the process as well and provided a letter of endorsement which was included as an
appendix of the proposal.

The authors were invited to attended a committee session held on January 5® of 2021 where
the proposal would be discussed. Favorably received, feedback was provided and a final draft was
prepared and submitted on January 11™. Two follow-up meetings were held to discuss the proposal on
the 11" and 19" of January. The main points in need of clarification for the Script Ad Hoc Committee
were the correlation between the modern and “legacy” orthography that was adopted in the 2004
Unicode 4.1 standard under the moniker “Sebatbeit”. A mapping table between the legacy and modern
orthographies was added to the final version of the proposal to specify the relationships (the table is
reproduced in an appendix to this paper). The name change to “Gurage” was explained as a neutral term
in official use that “...avoids the perception of favoritism to any one group that would use the
orthography”. With these clarifications provided, the committee was satisfied and accepted the
proposal.

The “Modern Gurage Orthography”, as the letter collection would now be labeled, was assigned
to the newly designated “Ethiopic Extended-B” block of the Unicode character standard (address range
U+1E7E0 — U+1E7FF). The letter additions of the Modern Gurage Orthography set achieved formal
international recognition when the Unicode Standard version 14.0 became official on September 14™
2021.
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4 Implications to Ethiopic Standards

Forty-four additional letters for Gurage were included in the ES-781:2002 and Unicode 4.1 standards
in 2002 and 2004, respectively. These standards both apply the reference glyphs from the 1998
orthography reviewed in Section 3.3. Eight graphic variations to the regular velar syllable glyphs used
in the 1998 orthography were not incorporated into the standards, instead they would be handled in
publishing as a typeface stylistic preference (e.g. ™ vs ., P vs “=, ...). While maintaining their
phonemes, another five velar syllables that had been graphically identical under the writing practices
of other Ethiosemitic language, would be given new shapes under Gurage modern orthography
(e.g. > vs P, ...). Finally, though not introducing new graphical elements, internal shifts within the
syllabary under the modern convention, such as the use A in place of A, A for A, and « in place of T
etc., brings us to a total of fifty-eight letters to consider when migrating from earlier standards to
Unicode 14 and later. The second appendix to this paper presents a comprehensive transliteration
mapping table to assist in the conversion between the legacy and modern orthographies.

As a consequence of these changes a number of Gurage letters found in the Unicode 4.1
standard are hereby abandoned by the modern orthography and would now be relevant to historic works
only. A review of the Gurage-only letters that are retained or orphaned under the new orthography
follows:

Orphaned Symbols

0 1 2 3| 4|56 |7)|8|9|A | B|C|D|E|F
u+2cx | ¢ | ¢ | ¢ | F | ¢ | > | ¥ W | W W | w W
U+#2DDX | % | % [ h. [ % [ | h | h [ S T - B SR IR

Ethiopic Extended Block (Unicode 4.1, 2004)

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 | A| B | C | D|E|F

U+138X o3 | n | o & | 4 " | F
Ethiopic Supplement Block (Unicode 4.1, 2004)

Retained Symbols

0 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8 9 | A|B|C | D|E|F

U+138X | ao- 7°° | (I A | & @& | F
Ethiopic Supplement Block (Unicode 4.1, 2004)

The Modern Gurage Fider

The complete modern Gurage syllabary, or “Fider”, comprises 257 syllographs. From the perspective
of information interchange and computing standards, support for the Fider will necessarily span three
versions of the Unicode Standard. The first appendix to this paper presents the complete Modern Gurage
Fider with respect to the standards required to support it.

4.1 Implications to Ethiopian Standards Agency

The Ethiopian Standards Agency (ESA), then the Quality and Standards Authority of Ethiopia (QSAE),
included the 44 additional Gurage letters of the 1998 orthography in the inventory of the ES781:2002
standard. The standard was renewed without change in 2012, becoming ES781:2012.

The authors recommend that the Gurage Zone Council submit the new orthography to the ESA
so that the respective glyphs may be revised in the next iteration of the standard. At least three additional
standards have a dependency on the makeup of the Ethiopic syllabary and should be updated
accordingly, they are: ES3449:2008 Ethiopic Keyboard Layout, ES3841:2014 Ethiopic Phonetic
Matching Standard, and ES3842:2014 Ethiopic to Latin Transliteration Standard.
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4.2 Implications to Ethiopic Software

The implications of the orthography revision are far reaching and impact any software applications that
support the Gurage written language. Any applications that handle Gurage text, such as: keyboard
software, speech to text, search engines, language translation, fonts, and layout engines that create
ordered lists, etc., will need to be updated to avoid using the syllables now orphaned under the modern
orthography.

Going forward, the orphaned symbols should only be used, if at all, under the context of a
“historic mode” that presents a view of text as per the legacy orthography. This context should be clearly
indicated to the user who is assumed to have interest in historic writing conventions.

Any public information provided by the government and other parties should likewise be updated
to apply the new orthography. The tables of Appendix 2 are intended to help with the tasks of both
software and documentation migration.
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Appendix 1: The Gurage Fider
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Appendix 2: Transliteration Between Legacy and Modern Orthographies

The following tables present the Modern Gurage Orthography letters and their correspondences in the
prior orthography as supported under the Unicode 4.1 standard. The table may be used to define
bidirectional transliteration mappings between the legacy and modern orthographies.

Legacy

Modern

Legacy

Modern

U+12B8

U+1210

U+12B9

U+1211

U+12BA

U+1212

U+12BB

U+1213

U+12BC

U+1214

U+12BD

U+1215

U+12BE

U+1216

U+12C0

U+1E7E8

U+12C2

U+1E7E9

U+12C3

U+1217

U+12C4

U+1E7EA

U+12C5

U+1E7EB

U+1381

U+1E7ED

U+1382

U+1E7EE

U+124A

U+1E7FO

U+124C

U+1E7F1

U+124D

U+1E7F2

U+2DDO0

U+1250

U+2DD1

U+1251

U+2DD2

U+1252

U+2DD3

U+1253

U+2DD4

U+1254

U+2DD5

U+1255

U+2DD6

U+1256

U+1385

U+1E7F3

U+1387

U+1E7F4

U+12A7

U+12A0

U+12A0

U+12A3

U+12B2

U+1E7F5

U+12B4

U+1E7F6

F I |F 0| 2P | P | x| | o< o o | | F W (R NE |2 S B 2 S 2 A S =

FTIFF|>|>R 2| H oM TS 2F T T >

U+12B5

U+1E7F7

Legacy

Modern

Legacy

Modern

U+12C0

U+12B8

U+12C2

U+12B9

U+12C4

U+12BA

U+12C5

U+12BB

U+1381

U+12BC

U+1382

U+12BD

U+124A

U+12BE

U+2DDO0

U+1E7EO

U+2DD1

U+1E7E1

U+2DD2

U+1E7E2

U+2DD3

U+1E7E3

U+2DD4

U+1E7E4

U+2DD5

U+1E7E5

U+2DD6

U+1E7E6

U+1315

U+1E7F8

U+1314

U+1E7F9

U+1315

U+1E7FA

U+124C

U+1318

U+124D

U+1319

U+1385

U+131A

U+1387

U+131B

U+12B2

U+131C

U+12B4

U+131D

U+12B5

U+131E

U+1389

U+1E7FB

U+138A

U+1E7FC

U+138D

U+1E7FD

WA P B x| X X x| P W | P o o B ¥ A P ¥ R X R =R R =

R R AR A RS AR AL A A AR A A S A S

U+138E

U+1E7FE

Equivalence of Letters Between the Modern Gurage and Legacy Orthographies
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Appendix 3:A Comparative View of Orthographies Over Time

The following tables present comparatively the individual tables of Gurage letters reviewed in each
section. The preference for the # (g"a) glyph in the form of 2. has not been previously been discussed.

The 2. shape had been preferred since the original 1966 orthography and shifted to the traditional %
form in 2013 for the benefit of compatibility with the written form of the other Ethiosemitic languages.
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