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INTRODUCTION


History is written by the winners, and the alphabet in which it is written is the alphabet of the winners. This means that those of us in the dominant cultures of the world, especially the West, have a better chance of being able to read signage in airports and railway stations when we travel. But it puts us at three disadvantages when it comes to understanding the value and importance of writing.


First, we have no idea that script loss might even be a problem, because we’ve never even come close to losing our alphabet. Hint: it is. Probably 85 to 90 per cent of the world’s writing systems, in particular those of Indigenous and minority communities, stand a good chance of being forced into disuse. And when that happens, and a culture’s script is overrun by the Latin alphabet, or Arabic, or Cyrillic or Devanagari, then within two generations everything that culture has written in their own mother script for as much as a thousand years – collections of sacred palm-leaf manuscripts, family recipes, letters, the deed proving ownership of the family home and land – is lost to the very people to whom it means the most.


The older generation see what is happening and feel as if they’re on the edge of an eroding cliff – their history and identity, dignity and sense of purpose in the world fall away beneath their feet. The grandkids will see nothing but scrawl on paper, will call it ‘the old writing’, and shrug.


Moreover, we have no idea that when another culture loses their writing system, we probably caused it – just as we never hear a newscaster say, ‘Today the last elephant seal died. The species is now extinct – and it’s our fault.’ Instead, we bleat that surely it would be more convenient if everyone in the world used the same language and the same alphabet?


Well, it would certainly be more convenient for those of us whose language and script have won out. This is a good place to say, as clearly as possible, languages and scripts do not just fade away. As you’ll see in these pages, nobody loses an alphabet by accident. Every endangered alphabet is the vestige of a lost kingdom, a suffering culture. Every marginalized script is a sign of social injustice, past or present.


Second, we have no idea of the characteristics, assumptions and built-in shortcomings of our own alphabet because we can’t read anyone else’s. After a decade of researching endangered alphabets, I have come to see our Latin (or Roman) alphabet as pompous and unlovely, not even able to boast the minimal virtues of exactitude. It has become the winning alphabet only by virtue of being the winner’s alphabet. As you’ll see in these pages, other scripts are older, more calligraphic, easier to learn, more elegant, more deeply connected to their culture’s visual iconography, spiritually richer, or easier to pronounce.


Third, we use writing so much, for so many purposes, most of them functional or mundane, that we have lost sight of its extraordinary qualities – qualities we are never taught. I am all in favour of universal literacy, but teaching writing as a functional necessity and a survival skill drains it of its vitality and splendour, leaving kids no more interested in writing than they are in mathematics, another intellectual marvel.


Hardly surprising, then, that we have no academic discipline dedicated to understanding writing in all its richness – its phenomenology, the relationship between graphic/typographic design and cultural values, its spiritual potency, its ability to encode cultural values and (when handwritten) the personality of the individual, its ability to acquire iconic authority, its relationship to art and performance. A standard academic argument, even at times a linguistic orthodoxy, is that as everyone speaks but not everyone writes, writing is unworthy of serious study; that it is, at best, an artificial mechanism for representing speech.


If we in the West take writing for granted as a convenient, if slightly laborious, way of texting each other or jotting down grocery lists, other cultures are far more aware of writing as an extraordinary intellectual conception.


Many cultures have traditional tales that represent writing as a divine gift, a primordial factor in elevating humans into something approaching civilization. Zhuang mythology tells of a god who gave them two gifts: writing and fire. This is an extraordinary pairing, given that fire is often identified as the gift or discovery that enabled humans to emerge from the kingdom of the beasts. It can even be argued that the story in Exodus in which God gives Moses the Covenant, written by the finger of God on two stone tablets, is a writing-creation myth.


Yet today, we in the West have so little regard for writing that one of the standard explanations for its origins reduces it to nothing more than an accounting device – a perfect example of our inability to see the remarkable even when it is under our noses.


In Bali, the acts of writing or reading are traditionally seen as transactions between the material and immaterial worlds – by no means an absurd view when you think of an idea as something invisible and immaterial, and writing the act of capturing and gathering it into a visible, physical manifestation, a literal shaping of thought. If you consider writing with such high seriousness, and are mindful of the way it can act as the agency by which one mind may affect another, it is hardly surprising they have specific mantras that should be recited before making corrections to a manuscript and even before the opening and closing of books.


The Balinese, and many other cultures in the region, venerate Saraswati, the Hindu goddess of knowledge, art, wisdom, nature and writing. In theory, we in the West venerate wisdom (though at times, especially during political debate, that’s hard to believe), but we see writing as far too mundane an artifact to revere.


Other cultures have tales that their ancestral writing system was lost or stolen from them. The lack or loss of one’s own writing system – a state that in many areas of the world is equated with being inferior, or even primitive – can be such a political and social disadvantage, such a blow to a culture’s identity, that one member of the Karen people of Southeast Asia lamented, ‘[We] have been an ignorant people, without books, without a king, without a government of our own, subject to other kings and other governments, we have been a nation of slaves, despised and kicked about, trodden under foot by everybody like dogs.’ Notice what comes first in that list of losses. Many of the scripts in this atlas have similar stories to tell.


Conversely, that lack or loss has driven, and continues to drive, people to create their own writing systems – at least a hundred that we know of. A scattered and stateless people may invent different scripts in different communities: the Hmong have, at various times in various countries, created at least nine. Their impact has often been so powerful, so galvanizing, that messianic religions have gathered around these scripts and their creators. This in turn has made them a threat to their more powerful neighbours, and unfortunately, we know of at least four people who have been murdered for creating writing systems for their people. For this reason, this atlas includes not only endangered well-established writing systems, but also emerging ones, which are endangered in the way that fledgling birds are: all kinds of dangers lie between them and adulthood, a stable acceptance.


Writing systems are so deeply felt by their users that all around the world cultures use individual letters as cultural icons, in jewellery, on stamps, as tattoos, on coins and banknotes and on T-shirts, even if people can no longer read them.


When the Amazigh cultural revivalists in 1960s’ North Africa designed a flag for their culture, which once spread from the western border of Egypt to the Canary Islands, they incorporated, right in the centre of the design, a letter. It was a brilliant conception. The letter was, and is, the yaz from the Amazigh writing system, found in 2,000-year-old writing etched in stones all across North Africa – a sign that they were there before the Romans, before the Arabs, before the French. That they belong.


One final acknowledgment: it can also be a sign of human-rights abuse when a culture does not have an endangered alphabet, either because it was an oral culture until a script was introduced by a colonizer or oppressor; or at some point in the past, it entirely lost its script, usually through force.


Perhaps the simplest and clearest statement of the connection between writing and human rights is Article 13 of the aspirational United Nations Declaration on the Rights of Indigenous Peoples: ‘Indigenous peoples have the right to revitalize, use, develop and transmit to future generations their histories, languages, oral traditions, philosophies, writing systems and literatures, and to designate and retain their own names for communities, places and persons.’ This atlas aims to be one small act in support of those rights.


A Disclaimer, An Invitation


Does this atlas contain all the world’s endangered alphabets? No. Our current research suggests about 300 scripts are to some extent in use, but this is a moving target: even while this book was in production, several new scripts were created in India and at least two in Africa. Some minority scripts were made official. The ‘extinct’ Glagolitic script began to appear on town signage in Croatia. Several scripts were welcomed into the Unicode standard and/or adapted for digital devices, making them easier to use and giving them a better chance of survival. So think of this atlas as a sampling.


In some respects, the situation is improving. Since I began the Endangered Alphabets Project in 2009, while many endangered languages have lost their last speaker, many writing systems have found a constituency, a voice, an energy and a degree of use that seemed unthinkable only a decade ago. In addition, several new writing systems have been born and are finding their feet.


Is the information in this atlas accurate? It’s the best I can do. For one thing, it’s impossible to prove a negative. Is it true that nobody is using the script created in 2005 by linguist Gregg Cox for the Kodava language of Karnataka? Is anyone in the remote Malian villages of Assatiémala, Dyabé, Ségala, Sérédji or Koronka still using the Masaba script? Without doing the world tour I’ve dreamed of, I can’t be sure.


Are my sources at least reliable? Out in the world beyond the Latin alphabet, people feel passionately about writing systems, and it’s possible some of my informants may not be entirely objective. Every day I correspond with a dozen or more people, trying to get a more detailed view of what is happening on the ground, where it matters most.


This is not, then, an encyclopaedia or a compendium or that holy grail, a resource. It is an invitation to travel. Fair winds and safe travels to you all, and please let me know what you find.


Tim Brookes
Burlington, Vermont







‘ENDANGERED…’


The word ‘endangered’ is inexact. As no census asks anyone which writing system(s) they use, we simply don’t have numbers.


Most countries carry out a periodic census that includes questions about what languages people speak, so it is possible to make a fair calculation as to the number of speakers of any given one. More detailed research can identify other factors that affect its use, and thus the degree to which it is threatened.


So, as very little scholarly research examines script health or loss, describing a writing system as ‘endangered’ and including it in this atlas is based largely on an educated guess, using several criteria:


■   Is it used as an official script for disseminating important/emergency information to the public, such as Ebola or COVID precautions? Is it used as an official script in government proceedings? For what I’m calling ‘endangered’ scripts, the answer to both would be ‘no’.


■   Is it used as the primary mode of education in government-funded schooling, with textbooks and educational materials printed in it? ‘Endangered’ scripts may be taught for a year or two, or as an elective, but are rarely the means by which one learns.


■   Is it universally included in official signage on government buildings, schools, street signs, airports, stations? ‘Endangered’ scripts may in some instances be used in local signage but typically not as a clear, equal and parallel equivalent to the official national script(s).


■   Does it appear regularly in multiple forms of print, in books, magazines and newspapers? ‘Endangered’ scripts may appear in marginal or intermittent publications but rarely make a regular or high-profile appearance.


■   Does it appear in textual uses on television, such as in identification letters of stations, captions, credits or subtitles? ‘Endangered’ scripts typically make little or no appearance on TV, as they connote lack of sophistication and purchasing power.


■   Has it been digitized, included in Unicode, and adapted with fonts and keyboards readily available? Can members of a language community text each other without having to go through one of the world’s dominant writing systems, with all that entails? Some ‘endangered’ scripts do have an Internet presence – the Internet is the new frontier for minority cultures – but this is almost always the result of a few skilled enthusiasts rather than any official initiative either by government or major commercial interests.


The scripts in this book, then, are ones for which the answers to these questions are almost all ‘no’. We simply don’t have enough information yet to assign comparative levels of threat. In the end, the atlas has two related purposes: to introduce readers in the privileged world to this extraordinary field of exploration; and to let readers in Indigenous, minority or marginalized cultures know they are recognized and valued. As one user of the Sora Sompeng script of Andhra Pradesh, India, says, ‘It means the world to us to know we are seen.’










‘…ALPHABETS’


The word ‘alphabets’ in the phrase ‘endangered alphabets’ is a kind of shorthand for familiarity’s sake; a more accurate term would be ‘scripts’ or, most formally, ‘writing systems’. An alphabet is one kind of writing system, but there are several others:


Abjad


A curious and fascinating thing: in the evolution of writing systems of Europe, North Africa and the Middle East, consonants appeared before vowels. An abjad is a writing system whose symbols represent consonants; vowels, if used, typically appear as diacritics above or below the consonants.


Alphabet


The system in which this atlas is written. In an alphabet, each symbol represents a consonant or vowel. In some languages that use alphabets, such as Czech, the one-to-one equivalence is strict; in others, such as English, the relationship is looser: some letters may be voiced in more than one way, and some sounds may need two or more letters to represent them.


Syllabic alphabets


Syllabic alphabets, also called alphasyllabaries or abugidas, have some of the qualities of alphabets, and some of those of syllabaries. They are based on the unit of the syllable, so each character represents a consonant and an implied vowel – but the actual sound of the vowel is typically indicated by a diacritic, and other modifications are used to indicate a vowel at the beginning of a word, or a word that ends in a consonant.


Syllabaries


Syllabaries are different from syllabic alphabets in that every character represents a specific consonant followed by a specific vowel. This means that syllabaries have no diacritics, but a large set of characters. Cherokee, for example, has eighty-five symbols.


Semanto-phonetic systems


Systems in which individual characters indicate both meaning and sound are richer in content than purely phonetic systems, but in order to cover all the subject matter they might want to, such systems consist of thousands or even tens of thousands of characters. They include pictograms (drawings that represent physical things), logograms (symbols that represent words) and ideograms (symbols that represent ideas). Some European road signs, then, are pictograms, some are logograms and some are ideograms.


Semanto-phonetic compounds


These compounds – Chinese characters are the best-known example – encode the greatest amount of information, each containing information about how it should be pronounced, and information about what it means.
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INTRODUCTION


The continent of Africa may not have many ancient traditional writing systems on the brink of extinction, but especially in the western part of sub-Saharan Africa, from Senegal to Cameroon, it has an amazing richness of emerging scripts – far more than any comparable area apart from northeast India.


In addition to those included in this section, we know of at least twenty more that have been created in the last 200 years, some of which have been abandoned, some of which may still be in use by a handful of people.


What makes these scripts remarkable is not just the fertility of creativity and commitment to writing as a skill, an art and cultural representation – those qualities can also be seen in the recently created scripts of South Asia, for example. No, the vast majority of these emerging scripts have two qualities that together seem to be characteristically African.


One: they are graphically creative, especially in taking elements from their own culture’s visual landscape as a basis for letterforms.


When creating a new writing system, unless the creator has never seen or used writing before, it’s hard to avoid assumptions about what it ought to look like: that it should be consistent and simple enough to be learned and used by anyone; that it should comprise horizontal, evenly spaced, parallel lines; that the text should all be the same colour; that letterforms should all be roughly the same height and spaced more or less equidistantly from each other; and perhaps above all, that it should be based on an organized set of symbols that are recognizably different from, say, fabric patterns or designs on ceramics, or representational art.


Some African scripts follow those practices; some certainly do not.


Some, like the Nsibidi system, were never intended to be understood by everyone; they grew out of a tradition of secrecy, and are closer to what we might call a code. Some, like Mandombe, ignore standard conventions of line spacing and letter height. Some, like the Bamum script, are based on the notion that familiar symbols from art and design are easier to recognize and learn, and more clearly represent the cultural identity and experience of the people whose speech they aim to represent. Instead of practising a clear distinction between writing and design, these scripts represent a convergence of the two.


Some, in fact, extend the notion of ‘writing’ into such new realms that they deserve their own section (‘Beyond the Alphabet’, here).


One of the newest and most technically sophisticated scripts, Ditema tsa Dinoko (here), is a syllabary whose glyphs are derived from a traditional southern African art form based on decorative and symbolic patterns engraved, painted or moulded in the walls of homes. For centuries, women have combed the patterns (to imitate a ploughed field) or scratched them into the wet top layer of fresh clay-and-dung plaster of the wall and then painted them with naturally occurring pigments or, more recently, paint.


Two: a uniquely African quality of several emerging scripts is their ambition to be used continent-wide. It is remarkable in how many cases the author of a script (Adlam, Ditema tsa Dinoko, Luo Lakeside and Mandombe, for example) may have created it with one specific language in mind, but also with the explicit hope that it might be used for all African languages.


In part, this may arise from the recognition, and in some cases the frustration, that some African languages include unique sounds for which there is no equivalent in either the colonizing Latin or Arabic alphabets.


In part, the cause may be a sense of pan-African solidarity in the face of centuries, even millennia, of colonial domination and exploitation – a situation that in many places has continued into a post-colonial era. The colonial languages (English, French, Arabic) are still widely seen as the ‘prestige’ ones in education, administration, business and law, while Indigenous languages are seen as more vernacular. Implicit in that view is the parallel belief that Indigenous writing systems, also, are too blunt an instrument for the highest intellectual purposes.


‘English, French and Arabic have been preferred over Indigenous languages,’ writes Paul Sidandi, one of the authors of the Luo Lakeside script. ‘In fact children in primary schools were discouraged from speaking in the native tongues, and anyone found doing so would be given a … disc, and he or she had to be on the lookout for another pupil to pass it on to. Those who received the disc got punished at the end of the day.’


(This method of passing around a physical token to crush mother-tongue usage – and getting Indigenous children to self-police and betray each other – seems to have been almost universal. In Wales, it was called the Welsh Not, in Ireland the bata scóir. In Bretagne, the token was called le symbole and was in the shape of a cow or a donkey: the pupil caught speaking Breton was given the symbol and could only get rid of it by passing it to another Breton speaker in the class saying, ‘Oh la vache!’ Hence the current French curse.)


Sidandi continues: ‘African languages have the capability and sophistication of teaching any subject. Kiswahili is a good example. It was made popular by Mwalimu (Teacher) Julius Nyerere. It was used for teaching students up to university level. Today it is being taught in many other African countries. Setswana is also taught in many southern African countries … Our hope is that all these African languages can adopt the African Lakeside Script.’


Others working on African scripts have the same hope.
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Script:
Tifinagh


—


The letter yaz, which has become so iconic that it stands at the centre of the Amazigh flag.
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TIFINAGH


Origin:
North Africa


Some of the most extraordinary writing in the world can be seen on the wall of a cave deep in the Sahara.


The site is called the Wadi Matkhandouch Prehistoric Art Gallery, near Germa in Libya. It’s startling to find any evidence of human presence in such an inhospitable place, so far from what we think of as civilization. And, frankly, this doesn’t look exactly like what we think of as writing. It’s a meandering string of simple, bold symbols, some of which are more like mathematics than writing: is that a plus sign? A zero? A percentage sign, for heaven’s sake? Is this writing from the past, or the future?


This twisting strand of language looks so old and so deep it might just be the DNA of writing. Did I mention that the symbols or letters are in such a strange and vivid red pigment that they look as if they’ve been written in fresh blood?


Two thousand years ago, much of North Africa – from Egypt in the east to the Canary Islands in the west, to Niger in the south – was the territory of the Amazigh people, known to them as Tamazhga. The word Amazigh means ‘noble men’, but the Romans gave them the condescending name barbari, meaning ‘barbarians’, from which emerged the name ‘Berbers’.


The Amazigh coexisted with the Phoenicians and the Carthaginians to such an extent that the early Amazigh script, called Libyque or Libyco-Berber, overlaps with some of the oldest alphabets of the Mediterranean and Middle East. But successive occupations by the Romans and the Arabs meant the subordination of the Amazigh, especially in terms of language. To the Arabic ear, the spoken Amazigh languages sounded barbarous, and as the sacred script of Islam scrolled across the region, Tifinagh fell mostly out of use.


In the nineteenth century, new colonial regimes emerged in the region. The official administrative language of Morocco and Algeria became French, with Arabic second and Amazigh actively, sometimes brutally, suppressed – a situation that lasted well over a century.


The Amazigh script was saved by the mountains and the desert. The colonizers’ influence primarily affected the cities and larger towns. Further inland, the Touareg in particular never stopped using their traditional alphabet, which they called Tifinagh. The women, who were responsible for their children’s education, not only taught the letters but incorporated them into the distinctive and complex Amazigh tattoo symbols, and into the equally distinctive jewellery, fabric and carpet designs.


As a result, for the Amazigh, as for dozens of other cultures, writing has an extraordinary depth of appeal and identification, like the head on coinage or on postage stamps, or the colours and design of a flag.


So it was in the mid-1960s that when a group of Algerian Amazigh writers, journalists and activists living in Paris formed the Amazigh Academy to re-establish the Amazigh identity and Amazigh rights in the face of centuries of repression, they decided to reinvent the Tifinagh script (technically, Neo-Tifinagh) as a specifically Amazigh form of writing – and placed one of its characters, the yaz, at the heart of the Amazigh flag.


Today, the status of Tifinagh varies from country to country across North Africa. As recently as 2019, Algeria has jailed Amazigh activists for flying the Amazigh flag with its Tifinagh letter. Under the Gaddafi regime prior to 2011, the Amazigh minority in Libya was ranked eleventh worldwide in terms of ‘people under threat’ by Minority Rights Group International.


In Morocco, where the situation is better, one of the pivotal steps in the Amazigh revival was the creation in 2001, with government funding, of the Institut Royal de la Culture Amazighe (IRCAM). Ten years before Amazigh became an official language in Morocco, IRCAM was tasked with researching and promoting Amazigh language and culture in seven areas: linguistics, didactics, translation, arts and literature, computer sciences (including the development of free Tifinagh fonts), history and the environment, and sociology and anthropology. IRCAM has published attractive and well-planned school books printed in Tifinagh, but the number of trained teachers who speak the Amazigh languages is still very small. In the post-Gaddafi era, similar schoolbooks, posters, CDs and other educational materials have been published in Libya.


So far, Tifinagh is most visible in signage – at the entrances to schools and government buildings, and outside Mohammed V International Airport. Elsewhere in the Amazigh world, more signage is appearing. Agadez, the largest city in central Niger, added signage in Tifinagh in 2016. In the past few months, the city of Agadir in Morocco and the town of Nalut district in Libya announced plans to officially include Tifinagh on street signs, and in the near future they will add signage for city and town names, tourist destinations and historic and natural sites.


Amazigh activists, meanwhile, talk of the advantages of a revived Tamazhga, a North African economic union modelled to some extent on the European Union on the far side of the Mediterranean.


Tifinagh may be the once and future alphabet.
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1 Character grid: examples of the Tifinagh script.
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2 Sample words: the phrase 'Thank you all', which I carved in Tifinagh script for an exhibition in 2020.
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Script:
Vai


—


The syllable ũ in the Vai script, which would become the inspiration and model for other West African syllabaries.
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VAI


Origin:
Liberia


The Vai script is a rare bird indeed – an Indigenous, non-colonial script that has been accepted, adopted and used to such a degree and over such an extended history that it may be misleading to include it among other endangered writing systems. Certainly, together with N’Ko, it is one of the most successful Indigenous scripts in West Africa), both in terms of the number of current users and the availability of literature written in it.


The Vai script was created by Mɔmɔlu Duwalu Bukɛlɛ in the 1830s to represent the Vai language spoken by about 104,000 people in what is now Liberia, and about 15,000 in Sierra Leone. Tradition states that while Bukɛlɛ was working as a messenger on a Portuguese ship, he became curious about the written messages he carried. How could the recipients understand the captain’s wishes without hearing his spoken words? When he returned home, he had a dream (as quoted by linguistic anthropologist Dr Piers Kelly) ‘… in which a tall, venerable-looking white man, in a long coat, appeared to me saying, “I am sent to you by other white men ... I bring you a book ...”’


(In this respect, Vai is the first of many Indigenous African scripts to have been created in response to a dream. While the figure commanding the dreamer to create a script is usually a deity, Bukɛlɛ’s could be a white colonial figure, a white colonial god or a combination of the two.)


According to Bukɛlɛ, the white man revealed a written script that, on waking, Bukɛlɛ couldn’t remember – hardly surprising, as he had no previous experience with the written word. Given this impetus, though, he called in a number of friends and together they created the symbols that made up the Vai syllabary.


In doing this, they may also have been influenced by non-verbal symbols already in use in Vai culture, and possibly by an unlikely transatlantic source: the newly created Cherokee syllabary (see here). In the late 1820s, a number of Cherokee emigrated to Liberia. One in particular, Austin Curtis, married into an influential family and became a chief himself, and he might have contributed to the creation of the Vai script and influenced its form, or simply introduced the idea of an Indigenous syllabary into the consciousness of the region.


Vai flourished for a range of reasons that show how important a written language can be, especially for an Indigenous people in a time of colonialism.


First of all, Bukɛlɛ took on the role that is crucial for any new script to catch on, or any endangered script to be revived: that of teacher. He established schools throughout the Vai-speaking region to propagate his script, which was learned so rapidly and easily (perhaps because it was based on symbols already familiar to the learners) that some scholars have suggested that the rate of literacy among the nineteenth-century Vai was, in some places, greater than in many areas of the United States and Europe.


Second, Vai played an important role in trading between the Dutch and Portuguese colonial powers and peoples from the interior of Africa. Brokering exchanges of gold, exotic woods and ivory for salt, tobacco and metals, they had a huge advantage in being able (unlike neighbouring tribes) to keep records and create written communications. The Vai syllabary may also have acted as code in the by-then illegal slave trade.


The Vai script was used continuously during each decade of the nineteenth century, but the archives held at Jondu and Bandakoro were destroyed in warfare with the neighbouring Gola tribe.


Nevertheless, during the twentieth century, the Vai syllabary was used for writing and publishing clan histories, biblical and Qur’anic translations, and the Institute of Liberian Languages has published several compilations of folk tales and history. There continues to be a market for Vai literature; it is also widely used in commerce, as well as for newspapers, tombstones and in traditional rituals.


In 1962 the script was standardized to 212 symbols, with every syllable in use being represented by a unique character. Forty or fifty of these characters are in much wider use than the others; many people find fifty characters adequate for daily use.


The script remains in use today, particularly among Vai merchants and traders. In addition to its presence in commerce, there is a growing body of literature published in Vai: the publication of some small dictionaries, an incubated Wikipedia, a copy of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, translations of historical sources and public-health messaging about Ebola.
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1 Character grid: examples of the Vai script.
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2 Sample words: Article One of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights in Vai: 'All human beings are born free and equal in dignity and rights. They are endowed with reason and conscience and should act towards one another in a spirit of brotherhood.'
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Script:
Bassa Vah


—


The letter gbu in the Bassa language written in the Vah script. This very polished character is, of course, the creation of a type designer. Traditionally the letters were written on slate using charcoal.
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BASSA VAH


Origin:
Liberia


Bassa Vah raises the fascinating question of whether a writing system – or any invention – is created by one person at one time, or if it is developed by countless people over a much longer period.


Bassa is the name of a people, some 350,000 of whom currently live in Liberia; vah is a Bassa word derived from the word for ‘sign’. Bassa Vah, then, means not so much ‘the Bassa alphabet’ as ‘Bassa signage’, especially as its symbols may pre-date the writing system, deriving from signs made using the natural environment: teeth marks in leaves, carvings in trees.


Over time, these signs developed into a more complex written language, but during the nineteenth century, the Vah fell further and further into disuse, and might have become extinct but for the efforts of a Bassa named Thomas Flo Narvin Lewis.


The story of Lewis’s life reads more like a legend, and some authorities have challenged several of the details. He was born in Liberia in the late nineteenth century, and, remarkably, left the country to study chemistry at Syracuse University. At this point, he had never seen or heard of the Vah.


One account by Dr Abba G. Karnga, a Bassa linguist and author, holds that a Bassa man, Di Waɖa, first created the script and taught it to his lover, the wife of a chief, for which he was sold into slavery. In America, he taught it to his son, who met and taught Lewis. Another version says that during his pre-matriculation travels, Lewis discovered the Vah in use among ex-slaves in Brazil and the West Indies.


Determined to do his best to revive both the script and the fortunes of his people, Lewis earned a doctorate in chemistry at Syracuse University, and on his way back to Liberia stopped off in Dresden, where he ordered the first printing press specifically adapted for the Vah.


Back in Liberia, he established a school for teaching Bassa people the Vah script. Several of his students passed the Vah on, and by the 1960s an association had been formed to promote the script and a number of students in Christian schools were able to learn it.


One active Bassa user was Peter Gorwor, who learned the Bassa Vah script from his grandfather, who, in turn, learned it in a Bassa traditional school that was part of the Poro secret society – a men’s secret society active in Sierra Leone, Liberia, Guinea and the Ivory Coast, introduced by the Mende people. The Poro society chose to teach the Vah script along with a number of other traditional beliefs and practices – a factor that helped the Vah survive when other Indigenous West African scripts fell into disuse.


Peter wrote to me by email: ‘With my elementary graduation in 1975, I moved to Buchanan to attend the Liberia Christian High School. Here, I stayed until 1982, while working with [a Christian missionary couple]; I got my high school certificate. During my senior year in high school in 1982, I got a part-time job to translate Theological Education by Extension (TEE) lessons from English to Bassa, and to duplicate tapes for TEE students. At that time I had two years’ experience in Bassa writing.


‘Originally, the Bassa Vah was written on slate (taken from a rubber tree, like wood but white). The students used fire coal (charcoal) to write, especially in the traditional schools. The writings were easily erased by a rough leaf that looks like sandpaper, known as yan. People began to use pencils on the slate in the early ’40s.


‘Initially, the Bassa Vah script was written from right to left then from left to right, moving right to left, left to right in parallel rows of letters … but from the 1960s the movement changed to “left to right” only, as the English.’


Bassa Vah continues to survive within its very specific community, despite being described by one authority as ‘a failed script’. Efforts are under way to create a consistent, robust digital version of the script for the 650,000 Bassa speakers, and while it does not yet have full system support on Windows, there are web-based input tools and a Google Noto font that can be used on Windows and Mac. The Bassa Vah Historical Society is on Facebook, and the Christian Education Foundation of Liberia supports Bassa Vah on its website and has published a collection of Bassa proverbs written by Dr Abba G Karnga in English, Bassa Roman and Bassa Vah.
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1 Character grid: examples of the Bassa Vah script.
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2 Sample words: Article One of the Universal Declaration of Human Rights, taken from a carving I made for the first-ever Endangered Alphabets exhibition, which in turn was based on handwritten text sent to me from Liberia.
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BAMUM


Origin:
Cameroon


Creating a new script for an Indigenous people during a colonial era is a two-edged sword.


The desire to claim and assert one’s cultural identity may provide the driving force that sustains an author through the long, hard work of creating a writing system, and it may also be the force that makes the resulting script popular. The colonial authorities, though, may well not want their subjects to develop a sense of their identity and self-respect, and in that, the more successful an Indigenous script is, the more dangerous it may be.


One of the most remarkable of these creations, the Bamum alphabet, fell prey to its own success.


Starting around 1896, twenty-five-year-old King Ibrahim Njoya of the Bamum Kingdom in Cameroon invented a writing system for his people’s language called a-kau-ku, after its first four characters.


It was a dream-inspired script, but one that was remarkably practical and non-egocentric. He invited his subjects to send or give him simple signs and symbols, and he drew from them to create a system that was at first pictographic, but then, over half a dozen drafts, became increasingly rationalized and symbolic until, by roughly 1910, it was a fully functional syllabary of eighty characters.


Using this script, he wrote a history of his people, a pharmacopoeia, a calendar, maps, records, legal codes and a guide to good sex. He built schools, a printing press and libraries; he supported artists and intellectuals. This seems to have been all well and good in the eyes of the local colonial power while Cameroon was under German control, but when the French took over part of the country after the German defeat in World War I, they manoeuvred Njoya out of power, smashed his printing press, burned his libraries and books, tossed out sacred Bamum artifacts and sent him into exile, where he died.


It’s a sign of how important an Indigenously created script can be, that despite Njoya’s death and the almost complete suppression of the a-ka-u-ku syllabary, his son and grandson held on to the script as a cultural symbol. In 2007, more than seventy years after Njoya’s death, the first coordinated effort to revive it began, and today, the script is taught to students as part of their Bamum heritage, and is displayed during ceremonies and paraded on signs through the streets of Foumban.


Samuel Calvin Nbetnkom has just published a collection of poems in Bamum, possibly the first ever, and is working on a Bamum dictionary.
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MEDEFAIDRIN


Origin:
Nigeria


Medefaidrin is one of several dozen examples of a ‘spirit script’ – that is, a writing system based on symbols or characters revealed in a dream or vision. Spirit scripts demonstrate not only the desire by a community to have its own writing system, but also the way in which letters, especially those used only in sacred activities or rituals, can be icons in themselves, glowing with numinous power.


Medefaidrin is a created language and script used by a Christian group known as the Oberi Okaime (‘freely given’) Christian Mission in the Ibiono and Itu Local Government Areas of Akwa Ibom State in the oil-rich Niger delta region of Nigeria.


According to the community, the written language was revealed in 1927 to one of the founders, Bishop Aikeld Ukpong (also known as Michael Ukpong) on a ‘spiritual board’ visible only to the initiated, after Ukpong had been taken into seclusion by the Holy Spirit. But since Ukpong himself was not literate, it fell on the secretary of the group, Prophet Jakeld Udofia, to transcribe the writing – an especially interesting and ambitious achievement, given that at the time Ibibio was not a written language.


The community continued to develop the language and script through the 1930s and then started a school in which children were instructed in Medefaidrin. British authorities closed the school within a year, but the community continued to use Medefaidrin for church activities, including liturgy and hymns, and for letters and written contracts between members. The language faded from use, but in 1986, Udofia began teaching it again in the church’s Sunday school in Ididep.


The Department of Linguistics and Nigerian Languages of the University of Uyo, Nigeria is reported to be promoting and supporting the language-revitalization efforts of Medefaidrin through language-documentation projects, including scanning old handwritten texts, development of a multilingual e-dictionary and research projects by staff and graduate students of the department.


‘These days,’ writes Professor Eno-Abasi Urua of the University of Uyo, ‘Medefaidrin is used exclusively in a religious context, with very few fluent speakers. Our role has been to try to preserve what is left of the language through digitization, especially the scripts which have been the worse for wear.’


The religious community reportedly numbers about 4,000 members, but there are said to be fewer than twenty adult speakers of Medefaidrin, of whom only a handful have mastered the script, meaning that Medefaidrin may be the world’s most endangered alphabet.
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Script:
Mandombe


—


The syllable va in the Mandombe script, which boldly defies letter-height convention and the restrictions traditionally imposed by printing.
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MANDOMBE


Origin:
Democratic Republic of the Congo


Among the many Indigenously created scripts of sub-Saharan Africa, several stand out for their sheer inventiveness – their out-of-the-Latin-alphabet-box thinking. One of them is Mandombe, the only writing system in the world whose visual template is a brick wall.


Like many of these African scripts, it is based on a revelatory dream – though in this case, the dream was not of a divinity but of a human prophet. The dreamer was David Wabeladio Payi (1957–2013) from the Democratic Republic of the Congo (DRC), a member of the Kimbanguist Church, who in 1978 dreamed of Simon Kimbangu, the church’s prophet, telling him to create a writing system


Once given the command, Payi’s eye fell on the exposed brick wall of his room, and he noticed that the mortar around the bricks could be seen as a series of patterns that, in particular, featured two geometrically opposed sacred shapes: 5 and 2.


Building on these raw materials, so to speak, he incorporated the concept that the direction in which a basic shape pointed would affect its pronunciation. He also extended the basic shapes not only left and right, but upward, defying the implicit tradition, inherited from medieval European monks, that letters should be consistently constrained by height.


He called the new script Mandombe, a word that has three possible meanings: ‘For the Blacks’; ‘That which has been entrusted to the Blacks’; and ‘In the manner of the Blacks’.


His original intention was to use the script to write religious texts in the national languages of the Congo – Kikongo, Lingala, Tshiluba and Swahili – but as the script has steadily gained acceptance, its ambitions have grown as well, and the Mandombe Academy at the Kimbanguist Centre de l’Écriture Négro-Africaine (CENA) hopes it may one day be used to write all African languages.


David Wabeladio Payi was granted a patent for his script by the Ministry of Industry and Trade of the then Republic of Zaïre (now the DRC) in 1982. It was officially introduced to the public in 1994. He was given a professorship at the Kimbanguist University in Kinshasa, where he taught the script to numerous students. On 22 December 2011, he was granted the title doctor honoris causa at the University of Kinshasa. He died in 2013 and was buried in Nkamba, the holy city of the Kimbanguists, in the DRC.


The Mandombe script is taught in Kimbanguist church schools in Angola, the Republic of the Congo and in France and Belgium. As such, it might be considered to be emerging rather than endangered.
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GARAY


Origin:
Senegal


The Garay alphabet, created by Assane Faye to write the Wolof language, which is the most widely spoken language of Senegal and also spoken in the Gambia and Mauritania, is one of many African writing systems invented as a response to colonialism.


In 1961, on the first anniversary of Senegal’s independence from France, the president, Léopold Sédar Senghor, went on the radio and called on all Africans in general, and Senegalese in particular, to ‘gather stones and build this new country’.


This made Faye reflect on what was missing, or on what he could do to help. The next day, as he has told the story, he went to the beach in his village, which was called ‘Yen’, and passed a cave named ‘Garay’ as the interior of the cave was white (the word means ‘the whiteness of the cotton flower’). At that moment, he reported, a vision struck him and he began writing on the sand. He called to a friend to bring him something to write on, and the Garay alphabet came into existence.


The resulting script shows Arabic influence in being written from right to left. It also has its own calligraphic variant, in which every word self-underlines.


After creating the script, Faye offered lessons in it to hundreds of people over the years in a small-scale, face-to-face fashion. He translated the Qur’an using it, and had a house filled with dozens of unpublished handwritten texts, some of which had been cited in secondary sources, but with little or no bibliographic control.


Subsequently, the script seems to have moved from being a linguistic cottage industry to something more contemporary. Garay now has a font, a Facebook page and a YouTube channel with teaching videos. After his father’s death, Assane’s son Souleiman took over primary responsibility for teaching it.


Garay has also made a fleeting television appearance: in an episode of Star Trek: Discovery, the Universal Translator is infected with a virus and the computer begins to speak Wolof. At one point, the monitors on the bridge of the USS Discovery display the Garay script.


OEBPS/images/f0027-01.jpg
<

'V 3 S M 3

1 S 3

D O 94 h v

I 4 6 9 =
g & = & Z






OEBPS/images/title.jpg
7 B VU b
3 An ATLAS of A7)
ENDANGERED
9 ALPHABETS E
2,7 Writing i}frs‘t,:r;ss }?:1 ;he Verge @
b % 9 0 @
® X ov® 8
A  TIM BROOKES Q





OEBPS/images/f0016-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0017-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0019-01.jpg
V. E X

® K &

Kz @ K

A X Aa IO

E X






OEBPS/images/f0023-01.jpg
F Y4B T ®

& % % T «

B[ JE

9 o V¥V U 8






OEBPS/images/f0031-01.jpg
ch % 51 S Gt






OEBPS/images/f0032-01.jpg
A 9f

ém_f,f






OEBPS/images/f0024-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0025-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0028-01.jpg
4 R

5 1

Z
»






OEBPS/images/f0029-01.jpg
2 9 & N %






OEBPS/images/f0030-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0002-01.jpg
9l

VN

[U)

A h R

90_

oo dl F a H

X 5~ 9P

b d & X P
XN & § o™








OEBPS/images/f0020-01.jpg





OEBPS/images/f0021-01.jpg








OEBPS/images/f0012-01.jpg
C A

~ 4L UJ 7~ ko ZX
o AR Y ?

A F R

r N ® O [k 4
-~ 0D T \Y N DO










OEBPS/xhtml/nav.xhtml




Contents





		Title



		Contents



		Introduction



		Africa



		Introduction



		Tifinagh



		Vai



		Bassa Vah



		Bamum



		Medefaidrin



		Mandombe



		Garay



		Mwangwego



		Adlam



		Luo Lakeside Script



		N’Ko



		Beria



		Ditema tsa Dinoko









		Asia



		Introduction



		Yi



		Manchu



		Sawndip



		Soyombo



		Mongolian



		Siddham



		Nüshu









		Europe And The Middle East



		Introduction



		Mandaic



		Samaritan



		Syriac



		Glagolitic



		Avestan



		Coptic



		Nubian









		South Asia



		Introduction



		Chakma



		Grantha



		Sirijanga



		Nepal Lipi



		Takri



		Tirhuta



		Sylheti Nagri



		Khojki



		Tigalari/Tulu



		Sharada



		Modi



		Meitei Mayek



		Thaana



		Saurashtra



		Khudabadi



		Rong



		Gondi



		Ol Chiki



		Sora Sompeng



		Gurung Scripts



		Warang Chiti



		Jenticha



		Prasanna Sree Scripts



		Tolong Siki



		Wancho









		Southeast Asia



		Introduction



		Tai Scripts



		Karen Scripts



		Chin Scripts



		Hmong Scripts



		Chữ-nôm



		Cham



		Mro



		Hanifi Rohingya









		Indonesia And Oceania



		Introduction



		Javanese



		Balinese



		Sundanese



		Kulitan



		Bugis



		Batak



		Baybayin



		Eskayan



		Avoiuli



		National Cultural Treasure Scripts of the Philippines



		Surat Ulu Scripts



		Iban Dunging









		The Americas



		Introduction



		Cherokee



		Unified Canadian Aboriginal Syllabics



		Afáka



		Osage









		Beyond The Alphabet



		Introduction



		Shuishu



		Naxi Dongba and Naxi Geba



		Ersu Shaba



		Adinkra



		Nsibidi



		Sona



		Firmas









		Acknowledgments



		About the Author



		Copyright











Guide





		Cover



		Contents



		Start















		1



		2



		3



		4



		5



		6



		7



		8



		9



		10



		11



		12



		13



		14



		15



		16



		17



		18



		19



		20



		21



		22



		23



		24



		25



		26



		27



		28



		29



		30



		31



		32



		33



		34



		35



		36



		37



		38



		39



		40



		41



		42



		43



		44



		45



		46



		47



		48



		49



		50



		51



		52



		53



		54



		55



		56



		57



		58



		59



		60



		61



		62



		63



		64



		65



		66



		67



		68



		69



		70



		71



		72



		73



		74



		75



		76



		77



		78



		79



		80



		81



		82



		83



		84



		85



		86



		87



		88



		89



		90



		91



		92



		93



		94



		95



		96



		97



		98



		99



		100



		101



		102



		103



		104



		105



		106



		107



		108



		109



		110



		111



		112



		113



		114



		115



		116



		117



		118



		119



		120



		121



		122



		123



		124



		125



		126



		127



		128



		129



		130



		131



		132



		133



		134



		135



		136



		137



		138



		139



		140



		141



		142



		143



		144



		145



		146



		147



		148



		149



		150



		151



		152



		153



		154



		155



		156



		157



		158



		159



		160



		161



		162



		163



		164



		165



		166



		167



		168



		169



		170



		171



		172



		173



		174



		175



		176



		177



		178



		179



		180



		181



		182



		183



		184



		185



		186



		187



		188



		189



		190



		191



		192



		193



		194



		195



		196



		197



		198



		199



		200



		201



		202



		203



		204



		205



		206



		207



		208



		209



		210



		211



		212



		213



		214



		215



		216



		217



		218



		219



		220



		221



		222



		223



		224



		225



		226



		227



		228



		229



		230



		231



		232



		233



		234



		235



		236



		237



		238



		239



		240



		241



		242



		243



		244



		245



		246



		247



		248



		249



		250



		251



		252



		253



		254



		255



		256


















OEBPS/images/f0027-02.jpg
h& 383-3F4F AS G44eFI-0F 533
HEé GB303TD 26 F3 Lol GL7Y B3
As 9 G848 L FuFF-Jogs voyommn
Ao L 9m3F3 Lf3-nB3 2633 4O
7623 A& 4™ GE4E G emm m3-he
As 90 G383 Go 4FF An.





OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
An Atlas of
ENDANGERED

ALPHABETS
Tim Brookes






OEBPS/images/f0019-02.jpg
HICIO IFI 'RR





OEBPS/images/f0023-02.jpg
SHR M @ # E® XA 1% 0 L 2Be
T 6“3 L, 24 I 8%k 8T “L I
fHe K. o0F X Ko 6§ 4 F 24 20
SI= 1KY M8 K @ TS W I TH X8
2% |- 0% “t 20 8.





