
Writing English Words in Syllabics

People often want to write English words, especially names, in syllabics for tatoos, face-painting, or 
other artwork. The first thing to understand is that the syllabics are designed specifically for Carrier, not
for English. Because the sound systems of the two languages are different, English words cannot 
necessarily be written unchanged in syllabics. Many English words can only be written in syllabics 
after adapting them to the sound system of Carrier.

You also have to decide how traditional you want to be in you use of syllabics. What most of the 
small number of people who currently use syllabics are familiar with is the syllabics as they were 
designed by Father Morice. This is what people who have taught themselves syllabics from the 
Prayerbook know, and what people who have learned it from them know. This is the most restrictive 
version of the syllabics since Father Morice provided only for sounds native to Carrier. 

There is a second version of the syllabics that contains additions for some sounds not native to 
Carrier that Carrier people added, especially for /r/.

Third some people mix in English letters for sounds not present in either of the older versions. For 
example, neither older version of the syllabics provides a way to write the /f/ sound. Some people just 
use the Roman letter <f> in syllabics.

You also need to understand how the syllabics work. Here is a brief introduction to the syllabics for 
people not familiar with them. Most of the symbols represent a consonant plus the following vowel, 
which is why the system is called “syllabic”. The shape tells you what the consonant is. For example, ᗡ
is /ta/,  ᗺ is /ka/, and  ᙓ is /sa/. The vowel is determined by the orientation of the symbol and whether it
also contains a dot or a vertical bar. Here are: ᗡ /ta/, ᗝ /to/, ᗞ /tu/, ᗜ /too/, ᗠ  /ti/, and ᗟ /te/. The 
vowels not preceded by a consonant are:  /ᐊ a/,  /ᐃ o/,  ᐅ /u/,  ᐁ /u/,  ᐉ /i/, and ᐈ /e/, triangles with the 
same orientation and diacritics as the symbols for CV sequences.

Since Carrier has syllables that end in consonants, these symbols are not sufficient. There are also 
symbols used to write syllable-final consonants, such as    , which represent final /t/, /n/, /s/, and /lh/ ᐪ ᐣ ᔆ ᒡ
For example, here are: ᗪᐪ but, ᗪᐣ bun,   busᗪᔆ , and  bulhᗪᒡ .1 Some of the letters used to write 
syllable-final consonants are also used to write syllable initial-consonants followed by another 
consonant. Thus sba “for me” is ᔆᗭ <s-ba>, lhba “for each other” is ᒡᗭ <lh-ba>, and mba “for you” is 
ᒼᗭ <m-ba>. njan “here”, which has /n/ at both ends, is  ᐣᘛᐣ <n-ja-n>. Since in Carrier the consonants 
that can appear at the end of a syllable are limited, some consonants that can be written in syllabics 
preceding a vowel cannot be written separately.

An exception to this system is the glottal stop, which is written with the isolated symbol used in 
syllable-final position even when it precedes a vowel. Thus ’a “quickly” is  ᐧᐊ <’-a> , 'ul “pine needle” 
is  ᐧᐅᑊ <’-u-l>, and de’ “give me!” is ᑓᐧ <de-’>. People who use English letters like <r> and <f> in 
syllabics treat them like this rather than adding a whole series of CV letters like most of the original 
syllabics. For example, they write /ra/ as r .ᐊ

To write an English word in syllabics, the first step is to consider how it is pronounced. A common 
mistake is to follow the English spelling closely, which results in syllabic spellings that people who can

1 Fonts vary in whether the letters for the isolated consonants are raised, as here, or at mid-level,  like this ᗪᒡ bulh.  
Father Morice’s font put them at mid-level. Carrier people’s usage is variable, but they are often written raised, which has 
the virtue of setting them off and making the divisions between syllables clearer.

Bill Poser Revision of 2026-05-15  



read syllabics will not pronounce as intended. Roughly speaking, you can think of writing something in
syllabics as converting it from the CLC spelling to the syllabic spelling. Since English spelling does not
correspond straightforwardly to CLC spelling, even when the English word is compatible with the 
Carrier sound system, you can’t work directly from the English spelling.

An example of the problems that can result from following the English spelling too closely is the 
name “Kate”, which actually has only one syllable and whose closest Carrier approximation is spelled 
<ket> in the CLC system. The best syllabic spelling is therefore . If you follow the English spelling ᗸᐪ
too closely and transliterate <ka> into  and <te> into , the result, , will be pronounced by ᗺ ᗟ ᗺᗟ
someone who knows syllabics as  two syllables /ka/ followed by /te/, which would typically be spelled 
in Engish something like <katay>.

Another example is “Susan”, which in the CLC spelling, more accurately reflecting the sound, is 
<Soozun>. The correct syllabic version is therefore . If you work directly from the English spellingᙎᙂᐣ
you will get , which is pronounced like “Suh-san”.ᙐᙓᐣ

The next step is to adapt the English pronunciation to the sound system of Carrier. Sounds that do 
not occur in Carrier must be replaced with a Carrier equivalent. In some cases there is a choice because 
Carrier has added some sounds that did not occur pre-contact. For example, early loans into Carrier 
replaced /r/ with /l/. Later loans use /r/, which has become a Carrier sound.

The final step is to work out how to write the Carrier-ized pronunciation of the word in syllabics.

Carrier has only six vowels plus the diphthongs written /ai/ and /aw/ and, in some Southern dialects, 
one instance of /ew/ (wedlew “sandpiper”). Most speakers of Canadian English have a total of 24 
vowels and diphthongs. Various English vowels must therefore be mapped onto the same Carrier 
vowel. For example, the [æ] sound of English words such as “lamb” and “mast” does not exist in 
Carrier and is usually adapted as /a/. Similarly, the English contrast between the vowels of “bit” and 
“beat” does not exist in Carrier. Both are treated as /i/.

English also has some consonant sounds that Carrier does not have, such as the <th> sound of 
“Timothy”. This sound may be adapted to /s/ or /t/.

English words never begin with a vowel. They often begin with a vowel letter, but it is actually 
preceded in speech by a glottal stop. Since this is automatic, it is not written in English. In Carrier, 
however, words can begin with vowels, so if they begin with a glottal stop, it has to be written. For 
example, the words a “yes” and ‘a “quickly” are not the same. An English word written with an initial 
vowel therefore has a glottal stop when written in the CLC system. For example, “Adam” is ‘adum.

As an example, let's consider how to write “Sarah” in conservative Carrier. The two <a>s do not 
represent the same sound, and the <h> is silent. The pronunciation of “Sarah” can be represented in the 
Carrier Linguistic Committee system as <seru>. Notice that the final vowel is not really an /a/ sound; it 
is more like the <u> of “but”. Since the /r/ sound is not native to Carrier, a conservative Carrier version 
of this would be <selu>, in syllabics, ᙑᘤ. The old-time verson is actually  for reasons too ᙑᘧᐧ
complicated to go into here.

Here are some English names written using the most expansive version of the syllabics, with both 
the native extensions and letters like <f> to mostly closely approximate the English pronunciations.
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Adam  (‘adum)ᐧᐊᑐᒼ
Chris r  (kris)ᐠ ᐉᔆ
Donovan  (danuvun)ᑕᘄᘁᗪᐣ
Frank fr  (frank)ᐊᐣᐟ
Gladys  (gladis)ᐟᘧᑔᔆ
Grace r  (gres)ᐟ ᐈᔆ
Michelle  (mishel)ᘌᙗᑊ
Nikki  (niki)ᘆᗹ
Violet  (vayolet)ᘁᗭᘏᘥᐪ

The spellings in parentheses are Carrier Linguistic Committee equivalents of what is written in 
syllabics.

In earlier times, the /r/s would have been replaced with /l/s, both /f/ and /v/ with /b/. Furthermore, 
the consonant cluster /gl/ was not originally possible in Carrier and was replaced with /dl/, as in ludloo 
“nail”, which is still in use in some areas rather than lugloo (from French le clou). Conservative 
versions would therefore be:

Adam  (‘adum)ᐧᐊᑐᒼ
Chris  (tlis)ᘸᔆ
Donovan  (danubun)ᑕᘄᗪᐣ
Frank  (blank)ᗮᘧᐣᐟ
Gladys  (dladis)ᘭᑔᔆ
Grace     (dles)ᘫᔆ
Michelle  (mishel)ᘌᙗᑊ
Nikki  (niki)ᘆᗹ
Violet (bayolet)ᗭᘏᘥᐪ

Some English words have traditional Carrier equivalents. These are mostly based on the French 
counterparts of the English words. For example, if English “Mary” were the source of its Carrier 
equivalent, we would expect the Carrier to be “Meli”, not “Mali”. Here are some examples:

English Carrier Syllabics French

David Dabit ᑕᗬᐪ David

John Za2 ᙅ Jean

Mary Mali ᘍᘦ Marie

Mary Anne Melyan ᘋᑊᘓᐣ Marianne

Virginia Belzeni ᗫᑊᙃᘆ Virginie

People may wish to use the traditional equivalent of the name rather than the closest approximation 
of the English pronunciation.

To summarize, here are the steps involved:

2 This is usually spelled Zaa in English, but strictly speaking, the CLC spelling is just Za.
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1) If the word is a name, decide whether you want to use the traditional Carrier version of the 
name or want to write the English version of the name. If you use the traditional Carrier 
version, you can go directly to step 4.

2) If you are going to write the English version, think about how it is pronounced and re-spell it in 
the CLC writing system to the extent you can. (That is, except for sounds that don’t exist in 
Carrier.)

3) Adapt the pronunciation as necessary to the sound system of Carrier. If you want to create a 
version that sticks closely to the pre-contact sound system, you may need to consult an expert.

4) Write the adapted version in syllabics.
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