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Transliteration is a process by which a letter or word written in a given script is transposed or pronounced in
the script of another language. Transliteration converts texts from one script to another based on the phonetic
similarity. Transliteration, like translation does not tell the meaning of a word. However, it tells how a word
is pronounced, when it is written in the script of another language. It means it represents words and phrases
of one language by the script of another language. Libraries use transliteration for processing of textual data.
Restaurants use it to present their menus in different languages and scripts. Transliteration also enables the
use of a keyboard in a given script, to type in a text or script of another language. For example, with the
technique of transliteration, we are able to use the QWERTY, which is the primary keyboard layout for the
Latin alphabet, in order to type a text in Ge’ez or other scripts.

Blin is one of the nine languages of Eritrea, and it is a Cushitic language belonging to the Agaw language
family. When mother tongue education was introduced in Eritrea, after its independence in 1991, the Eritrean
government adopted a Latin alphabet for Blin mother tongue education, which was implemented in 1997. The
Blin language, however, had a tradition of being written in Ge’ez script for over 150 years. Giuseppe Sapeto
wrote the first small Blin vocabulary, in Latin and Ge’ez scripts in 1857. Leo Reinisch wrote four books
including a Blin dictionary between 1882 and 1887. He was the first person to use the Ge’ez script extensively
for Blin. He translated the Gospel of St. Mark into Blin, using the Ge’ez script. After the second half of the
20" century, and especially after 1990, Blin speakers wrote many books in Blin, and all the books were written
in Ge’ez script, with the exception of some elementary school textbooks. Because of this tradition, Blin
speakers who had their primary education in Ge’ez script before 1997 still use the Ge’ez script to write in
Blin. The present generation of Blin speakers, who got their primary education after 1997, cannot write or
read in Ge’ez script, and thus, they use the Latin alphabet to write in Blin. This shows that transliteration of
Blin speech sounds between these two scripts is of paramount importance. It can help Blin speakers to write
their language in both scripts (Ge’ez and Latin) effectively, and can gradually decide which script is more
practical for their language in the future. It can also help for researchers who are interested to study the Blin
Language.

Most Latin letters have similar phonetic counterparts in Ge’ez script. Examples of consonants are: b (l, d £,
fé,g hv, jE kh 1A, mae ny pT,ré, s t-,vQ, ye zH, and examples of vowels are; a 4, e
h, i A, U k- 0 4. In spite of the phonetic similarities of Latin and Ge’ez letters, it has to be noted that the
basic characters of almost all of the Abugida, or Ge’ez letters, is a consonant followed by a particular vowel.
That means each symbol represents a consonant plus a vowel. The Blin language, as well as other Cushitic
and Semitic languages of Eritrea have many ejective plosives and other speech sounds, which have well
developed letters in the Ge’ez script, but the Latin or Romanized alphabet does not have original letters for
such sounds. However, phoneticians have always been studying the different speech sounds of the world
languages, and adopting additional letters based on the Latin alphabet, by modifying the existing letters,
adding diacritic marks or by combining letters and creating diagraphs or trigraphs. After the establishment of
the International Phonetic Association (IPA) in 1886, the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA) was devised
as a standard representation of speech sounds in written form. Examples of such devised IPA letters, which
correspond to the phonetic letters of the Ge’ez script are: [t'] am, [s°] [ts'] &, ch’ [t°], [t/] 6B, [p'] &, [¢] [ch]
F, K] P, [q] P, [kh] [x] @, [h] b, [ST[] O, [n] [ng] T, [n] 7, etc. According to the Latin-based alphabet
writing of Blin in Eritrea, known as “Xaleget™, [h] <h is transcribed as x, and [kK’] # as g, [g] 7T as A, [t'] m
as th, and [€] (‘&) O as C. (Another non-IPA symbol for ek, is [C'])

As shown in the above, the transliteration attempt of the ABUGIDA or Ge’ez letters here is based on IPA and
non-1PA transliteration. The phonology of the Blin language has a great deal of resemblance to the phonology
of Tigrigna and Tigre (F.R. Palmer 1960). Some speech sounds like [z] H, [s’] &, [p’] &, [¢] [ch] °F, [2] f,
[v] @ are not part of the native Blin phonemic inventory. However, almost all of the Ge’ez letters either are

1



used to write original Blin sounds, or borrowed words from other Semitic languages. One unique Blin speech
sound, which is not found in neighboring Semitic languages, is the voiced velar nasal [n] I and its labialized
form "= [n"], which are also written by using the diagraph ng and trigraph ng". The unlabialized velar nasal
sound is very common in English language, as we can see it in words like, song, strong, bring etc. The Blin
language has seven vowels, and they are, & A, U &, i A., a A, € ks, 0 4, 0 A. The mid central vowel sound [9]
&, is sometimes represented with the close central unrounded vowel [i] (Paul D. Fallon 2006). The same
sound [a] 4 is written with acute accent diacritical mark over the letter e like this [é], according to the Latin-
based alphabet used in Blin mother tongue education in Eritrea.

As most Latin alphabet letters have similar but alphasyllabic phonetic letters (&£, Fidalat) in the Ge’ez
script, especial focus is given here to the afore mentioned ejective plosives in Blin and other Semitic and
Cushitic languages, like [t'] [th] m, [s’] [ts’] &, [ch’] [¢'] &b, [p’] [p] &, etc. The IPA (International Phonetic
Association) always makes some modifications to the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA), and one has to
be aware of the outdated transliterations. For example, transliterations like [k] ¢ and [p] & are older, while
[k’] # and [p’] & are modified and newer. Despite such modifications from time to time, it is not easy for
ordinary people to know all the modified letters or symbols. Besides, some symbols or IPA letters are not
always available in all keyboards. Thus, it is sometimes preferable to use combination of letters (diagraphs)
and simpler diacritic marks like the above to transliterate some sounds. This is very common in English, as
we can notice it in words like, “finish”, “church”, “strong” etc.

The first chart below shows the alternative transliterations of ejective plosives and other sounds, which are
very common in Blin and other Semitic and Cushitic languages. The alternatives show the old IPA and non-
IPA letters and the new or modified ones, and the Latin-based alphabetic letters adopted for Blin mother
tongue education in Eritrea. Frequently used diagraphs are also presented as another alternative.

Table 1: Transliteration of Blin Phonemes

Phonetic Preferred
Phonetic ABUGIDA Transcription .
.. . . Alternative for Remarks
Transcription &HLA Transliteration i
Alternatives
X (ch) used by Latin based Blin
h ch h, h, x h, mother tongue education.
v v v sh is a diagraph, practical for
S ﬁ S, sh, | S, sh ordinary daily writing.
k’ + k, K, q k’
kw’ (E kw’ kw’ kw’
q ¥ q,q
qw) % qw) qw)
kh is usually used for writing the
X T X, kh X, kh M sound in Blin and other
Eritrean languages
X" T x", kh" X", kh"
ng is used for writing the same
sound in English words like bring,
strong etc. n is not available in
n 1 n, ng n, ng most keyboards. It can be used as
an alternative, for example in
dictionaries.



https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Mid_central_vowel

th is used by Latin based Blin
mother tongue education.

ch’ is an easy alternative to type
in all keyboards.

ch is an easy alternative to type
in all keyboards.

gn is based on Italian

4 A, ny, gn
Y, 8 orthography as in Tigrigna

1.A =73 A =73, h=79,7
2.h="3,Kh ="a,h="0,8

> | & | RS R ixx By | #
S
S

e is used by Latin based Blin
=) A 9,1 € ) mother tongue education.
sometimes is used as another
alternative to a.

1.0 =65, 9%=6Ga, 6=65, Se

q, 0 6, T A A
c is used by Latin based Blin
mother tongue education.

The second chart below on page 4 and 5 shows the transliteration of almost all the ABUGIDA or Ge’ez letters,
which are relevant for writing original Blin sounds or for the writing of borrowed words in Blin.


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Alveolar_ejective_affricate
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Voiceless_postalveolar_affricate
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Voiced_postalveolar_fricative
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Voiced_postalveolar_fricative
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Voiced_postalveolar_fricative

Table 2: Transliteration of Blin Letters

IPA “10NH o) “IAN ¢ 39N LN ANo
1st 2nd 3rd 4th 5th 6 th 7 th
+ a u i a e 9 o]
h v U A 7 A v v
ha hu hi ha he ha ho
| QA [(S Q. | (8 A [(\d
1a lu li la le la lo
ch IS ch, h dv ch ch
h ha hu hi ha he ha ho
m ao ago- o ] ay g° P
ma mu mi ma me ma mo
. ] 0 0, q 0 N 0
sa su si sa se ) SO
l 4 é é b (& c
r ra ru ri ra re ra ro
g n - () aq (N (] g
! $a Su Si sa Se $o So
, ¢ ¢ 4 4 + + ¢
k k'a k'u K'i k'a k'e k'a k'o
kw’ k’w (k' _ (P" Q :k _
’ kv, k3 kWi k"a k*e k"s
, ¢ ¢ E ¥ ¥ P ¢
a9 g'a q'u qi g'a ge g’e go
v s _ P % % P _
g“’a q“i g“'a q“e q“’s
n - (. q n 1 n
b b bu bi ba be ba bo
T 1= T - + £
t ta tu ti ta te ta to
7 r 7 q 3 7 Q
n na nu ni na ne na no
2 h h- A, A h A h
N 73 u ?i 7a Ye 79 70
‘3 u ‘i ‘a ‘e ) ‘0
n - o, | (X n h
k ki ku ki ka ke ks ko
w e (18 i, 0, (1N
k s ] i k"a ke K" ]
T - . L § (5 ki i
x, kh x4, kha Xu Xi xa xe X9 X0
T B, 0. o
x*, kh* x¥a, kh"a i XWi x"a xVe xWa )
o . P P ? m- »
w wa wu wi wa we wa wo
0 0- % 9 % 0 o
(':' ] Cu Gi Ca Ce (3 Co
‘3 ‘u i ‘a ‘e ‘D ‘0




_ ¢ & .. £ fo 2 ¢

Y, ) ya yu yi ya ye yo yo
L 5 2. =i L £ &

d da du di da de do do

V z % % 3 3 3 2

i 8 ja, g4 ju ji ja je j° jo
1 T L 2 2 | 1

8 ga gu gi ga ge go go

8 g™ a i g¥i g"a ghe g"o i
0] - 1. ) 7 ) 5

n, Ng n&, ngi nu ni na ne na no
n“, ng" "'i.. - ?F‘ 2 ™ -

n“a n"i n“a n“e n"“s

v m m- m, a) m. T m
t'a t'u ti t'a te t'o to
& ch’ 6bh (48 6h), 6E), ey spr (2
! ¢’a, ch’a ¢u Ci ¢a Ce ¢a ¢o
¢ ch T 5 E F E ¥
! ¢a, cha cu Ci Ca ce ¢a ¢o

. 7 T "z (S b3 Y L3
n,y,gn A3 Au i Aa fe Ao Ao
, H H- H. H H ‘H H
z3 zu Zi za ze zo z0

, w IF i, 0 (s r "
z z’a, 3a Z’'u Zi Za Ze 9 zZo

S & A A & A 2
s’a s’u i s’a se X s’o

, A 8 A, 2 % oy 3
P p’a p'u p’i p’a p'e p'a po

£ é. $- és 4- bo 4 6

fa fu fi fa fe fo fo

T F T M b (5 T 7"

P pa pu pi pa pe po po

v n - [ q 0 N n
va vu vi va ve C) VO




Table 3: Transliteration of some Blin words from Ge’ez Script to Latin

’ez- Blin | Blin words in Blin words in .
IPA c.:‘eleetters Ge’ez script Latin script Meaning
h h AN NS hassidbna to think
Hho-£5 hawyna to burn
h7Lh handika palm leaf mat
G habar colour
Al hogab (hojab) eyebrow
§, sh a a1 $3b (shab) milk
ace sarna (shdrna) to swear
nC Sur (shur) weapon, instrument
0.7 $inda (shinsha) fly (insect)
n-n $abak (shabak) hair
k + Pavlq k’amadna to burn
+4q k’usa (k’'usha) sand
+me- Kit'ora chair
Fa k’af bark
Pl k'arorat bottle
kv ¢ 704 k" angila (k*’anshala) fox
P0G k*’alna to see
P~L- k"'ara boy
¢~0-19 k" astan (k"astang) hole
P~9°q k"’amba (k"’émba) nose
X, kh ] nnng kdxasna (kdkhasna) to yawn
. nabaxi (nabakhi) dream
naz kaxin (kakhin) clever
na7 kaxan (kekhan) marriage
narre kaxantna (kakhantna) to marry
xV, kh" "= AlG ax%ina ("akh"ina) woman
£ dax“ara (dakh“ara) donkey
nee kayawax" (kayawakh" ugly
¢ kwax"ra (kwakh"ra’ crow
n, ng bl WX lanata (I3ngata) seven
(W] ldna (langa) two
(1] kodana (kodanga) advice
L9 kodsnana (kodangana) to advise
L% gadan (gadang) dog
n“, ng"” AL ban“a (bang*a) liar
NG ban “itna (bang “itna) to lie
07 san " (sang™) name
S5Pq dun“ana (dung*“ana) to finsh
g kwan“na (kwang“na) to chew
t m mAlrP t'dbat’ sharp
m9 L t'afad, t'd‘ad popcorn
m99° s t'dSambana  (t'd'ambana) to hit, beat
mNg t'abasna be Wét through
(of rain water)
M 4,ch t’afih even, plain, ready




tf’, ¢, ch’ (478 G ¢dbbarna (ch’abbéarna) to wait

H719° ¢amam (ch’amam) deaf
LG ¢adef (ch’adaf) precipice, ravine
h.P ¢iwa (ch’iwa) family
5,051 ¢aSdax® (ch’a‘adakh") white

P A 240 p’'ap’as pope

?, h ACA ?arab (’arab) 1. Friday 2. grave 3. funeral
APA Pawil (Cawil) where
AleC DaxVar ("akh%ar) head
AL ?ad ('ad) door

S, 0 9P~ fag"” (‘ag¥) water
gav’P Camaqg’ (‘amaq’) dirt
99°1A fambala (‘ambala) buck, male goat
1]\ gal (‘al) eye

The transliteration of Blin from Ge’ez script to Latin, as presented here is based on my previous experiences and skills. In
1992 1 wrote my first book called “Blin Language, Introductory Phonetics and Grammar”. In 1994 | co-authoured, together
with Dr. Kiflemariam Hamde and Mr. Fessehazion Zemichael, a paper called “Some Standardization of Blin”. Later, in 2007,
I wrote my second book called “Blin Animal Fables and Riddles”. However, the initiative of transliterating Blin was
suggested by Mr. Daniel Yacob. It has to be recalled that Mr. Daniel, a member of The Ge’ez Frontier Foundation in the USA,
had already contributed a lot for the development of the writing of the Blin language in Ge’ez script. He was the one who
designed the Blin-styled version of the Blin-Ge’ez letters, with my collaboration in 2004, and helped for the registration of
Blin in the Unicode Standard, Unicode 4.1. Mr. Daniel is now planning to develop a software for the transliteration of Blin,
and he consulted and motivated me to write this Blin transliteration paper. | express my deep gratitude to him for his
contribution with very important remarks, and | hope that | have fulfilled his expectations. I also express my deep gratitude
to Dr. Paul D. Fallon (Associate Professor of Linguistics, University of Mary Washington), for his very important remarks. It
has to be recalled that Mr. Paul had studied the Blin language and contributed with many important articles, including, “Blin
Orthogaphy: A History and Assessment ”, which he wrote in 2006. | also extend my deep gratitude to Dr. Kiflemariam Hamde
for contributing with some very important remarks. Even though | am a Blin speaker with an earnest interest to develop the
Blin language, my knowledge of linguistics is limited, and | take full responsibly for any inadequacies.

Example Passage
Table 4: Transliteration of a passage from Abrehe Ammar's Blin poems collected by Kiflemariam Hamde.

Blin Ge'ez

AL 9"ICH. bl
OT9e WL AT &5 NALA:
200P 37 PP™ PONNP kP C:
ANmn0, “11L.0 A4 171 hC:
P L5 ANFL PRI LTNA:
794 Fora PhiAo-L nA:
70 RPN 7 01 Wk PG
A7 LU0 &P SBNC- §LINC:
A% ha 2 a5 AP oot
A7 PCT 14 T4 el
ADCEN LG hLNSTIC 1T ST
nANe L 0too R
A7 1A L0 v9PN@- POMC:
707 B0 Py 4L\ &I G POMC

Blin Transliteration

?aborihe Samaradi ¢’ édfira
sandgordri ?onatoti ?ona yona bélddal :
k’abédbdwa ?onok’ak’oma k’abédbosiwa k’urak™ ur :
?abat’ihasi mandyoga lari $dxoni hakvor :
nidwa yona sdbétod waxitdndk“s yonikal :
Somagoli towdndk*o waxitdwod nédbikol :
kumal ?owisonoka gon ydha ?onati k¥ urixar :
?onoti dak¥osordw dowi nagabira nadénobar :
sdga kisa gibéta lana lowi métoluxar :
Panokva k’ora$ gobaru nadagola Sak“akvor :
Pox“aradaka nixvina hardsodaxor gon fonat’ir :
Sibaro donvosotiwoma ?axo :
?an nél ddk“oso hamobdw k’abat’ir :

noason gibax¥oma wani fayshal fix*“o na masat’ir.


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Palato-alveolar_ejective_affricate
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Bilabial_ejective_stop
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