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1. Thai (Tai, formerly, Siamese). Its syllables have a rather simple structure.
They necessarily begin with a consonant, including [*?V]. Besides, [p, t, k/ [p, ¢,
k, k], may be followed by /h, w, ¢, 1/ (including [khw}).

Of course, in spite of poorly inherited from traditional spelling, /ph, th, kh; tfh/
are simple and normal sequences, and nothing like circus-like things as /p, t, k, t/.

In syllable-final position, [V/ may be followed only by /p, t, k, ?; m, n, g/ [p,
£,k kK, 25 m', o, i, g (including /b, d, g; £, s, h; 5 1/, in loans, and initial /st,
ste/, but speakers behave differently in such cases). The diphthongs and triph-
thongs shown in fig 1 are also typical of the final position, including short vow-
els, which are followed by [?/, too.

Of course, [Vi, Vu/ diphthongs must not be humiliated as if they were ‘[Vj, Vw/’.

2. Vowels. Thai has nine vowels, both short and long (ie narrow diphthongs), and
three peculiar phonemic opening diphthongs, [i¥, wy, us/ [1a, ws, vs], as well as
many others resulting from the juxtaposition of either short or long vowels with

ﬁg 1. Neutral Thai main vocalic elements: short and long vowels and opening diphthongs.
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/i, u/ [1, u] (fronting or backing diphthongs). The most frequent are /ai, au; ai,
au/ [e1, eu; aer, aau]. Initial vowels are [*?V] and final short vowels are [V?*[ [V?],
but generally [V] if unstressed. The third vocogram provides the possible realiza-
tions of the short vowels in reduced open syllables (with weaker stress and tones).

fig 2 shows the vowels and diphthongs (and triphthongs) of neutral Thai. For

useful comparison, fig 3-4 and fig 5-6, respectively, show their counterparts of the
mediatic and traditional accents.

fig 2. Neutral Thai further diphthongs: fronting /Vi/ & backing [Vu/.
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fig 3. Mediatic Thai main vocalic elements: short and long vowels and opening diphthongs.
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fig 4. Mediatic Thai further diphthongs: fronting [Vi/ & backing [Vu/.
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fig 5. Traditional Thai main vocalic elements: short and long vowels and opening diphthongs.
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fig 6. Traditional Thai further diphthongs: fronting [Vi/ & backing [Vu/.
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3. Consonants. {ig 7 shows the consonants of neutral Thai. The phoneme [?/
often becomes “zero’, in word-internal or utterance-final unstressed syllables.

Thai presents opposition between [C, Ch/ [C, Ch], for stops (/p, t, k/, and the
stopstrictive [t/ [t{], certainly not 27IPA [tg]). Final [p, t, k, 2/ are [CT; [t, d/ ate
mostly denti-alveolar, [¢, d]; in addition, we usually have /¢, 1/ [r, 1].

fig 7. Neutral Thai consonants.

pb td k] k ?

& [ph, th, kh, dh/ (= /C[+/h/, not ‘[p, t, k, ¥ nor ‘[ph, th, kb, tfb/’)

4. There are five tonemes, as shown in fig 8.1-2: [/ [, [/ [], [/ [\, [/ [7], |,/ L]. The
third and fourth are accompanied by creaky voice, [V], eg kbaa [kha:/ [khae] ‘to be
dangling’, kbaa (better: khaa) | kha:/ [ khae] ‘galangal’, khda (khaa) [kha:/ [\khae] ‘to
kill’, khda (khaa) [kha:/ [-khae] ‘to trade’, kbda (khaa) [kha:/ [ khae] ‘leg’.

In this case, we also show the five words in a widespread, but unsatisfactory,
transliteration type, followed by a much more intuitive type, because more simi-
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lar to the phonemic transcription, which is certainly an advantage, rather than a
drawback.

Besides, in protunes, we have the taxotones shown in rows just below those occur-
ring in tunes. Let us also consider an average realization of all tonemes, in the mediat-
ic and traditional accents, indicated together (in fig 8), to facilitate useful (and necessa-
ry) comparisons.

8.1. Thai neutral tonemes and taxotones, followed by their attenuated forms occurring in pro-
tunes (including weaker syllables), and in emphatic contexts.

neutral [ — 2 | in tunes

—

yff VT 2 fIVT 3/ IV 4[] Y] sl V]

-~

— R _ | in protunes

[IOVE LT [P TV ]IV

— in protune
—— weaker syllables
[ [V] LLNVE P EYE [TV LV
ter, S in emphatic
— = = tunes

—

PIGNT ELGVE FEGWT TGV ] TV

fig 8.2. Thai mediatic, and tradional tonemes and taxotones, followed by their attenuated forms
occurring in protunes.
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4. Only for the neutral accent, fig 9 shows, more analytically, the behavior of
the tonemes, indicating their taxotones inside the four typical protunes.

The first one represents their complete realizations occurring isolated, in cita-
tion form, as it happens inside the emphatic protune, [;/.

In addition, fig 10 shows how the tonemes are reduced when uttered inside the
four neutral tunes (including traditional /?/).
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Again, the first one corresponds to the emphatic (and citation) forms, not
influenced by any of the other tunes.

fig 9. Neutral Thai protunes and the taxotones occurring inside them.
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fig 10. Neutral Thai tunes and the taxotones occurring inside them.
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5. The fundamental intonation patterns are also shown (fig 11).

fig 11. Thai fundamental intonation patterns.
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6. In this section, we will show examples for the vowels and consonants of neu-
tral Thai pronunciation.

There is no generally accepted transliteration for Thai. In fact, its official spell-
ing uses several different gliphs for what correspons to a simpler phonemic inven-
tory. The fact is that foreign loans are often not adapted to pronunciation, but
kept more like in the languages from which they were drawn.

Particularly Sanskrit and Pali words are a clear indication of this ‘problem’. Also
loans from modern languages are generally treated likewise...
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Thus, an etymological transliteration would have too many ‘variants” especial-
ly for /Ch/ sequences. On the other hand, a transliteration which hinted at the
phonemic elements would present other problems, including the way to show
the tonemes above vowel letters.

Therefore, we decided to use the phonemic transcriptio instead of any sort of
Roman transliteration. Of course, that could be almost sufficient, but, as we aim
to be fairly accurate in our description of the pronunciation of Thai, we certainly
add a “@”]PA phonotonetic transcription.

Thus, we will first show examples of the vowels (and some additional diph-
thongs) and consonants. After those, we will illustrate the intonation patterns,
by adding the transcription of a number of sentences, followed by the usual IPA
story The North Wind and the Sun.

7. Vowels

[ keit, ?en, “pheer, fan, kloy, ‘khon, sut, khwn, 'gsn/
[_kert, Pen, -phe?’, fen, kloy, \khon, _sut', \khwn, 'g¥n]

[ keizt, Pem, “phee:, fam, klom, ‘khom, _su:t, ‘khurn, 'g¥:n/
[ kerit, Peen, -pheee, faen, kloon, \khgon, svut, \khywn, 'gasn].

Basic and additional diphthongs and triphthongs (others are present in the sen-
tences and text transcribed below)

['ci¥n, 'rursn, 'rusn/

['r1an, 'rw3n, 'togn]

[kis/, [sizg/, [*dai, kuif, [kau, "niu/, ['do:i, Tlew/, dusi/
[krql, Lsira], [\der, kuil, [key, ny], [door, -legy], [\dyyil.

As the third vocogram of fig 1 shows, in quick colloquial speech, the short vow-
els occurring in prosodically weaker open syllables before the prominent one, are
subject to centralization (in the vocogram, and shortening for [a:/, too), as in: ['pra-
'‘tuz/ ['prettou, pra-] (door), or ['sa_dusk/ ['se-dusk, s3-] (convenient), [Pazhamn/ [Pae-
Jhaen, ?a-] (food), [phasa:/ [paesae, pa-] (language).

8. Consonants

['ma:, 'na:, 'nai/, [‘pa:, ‘bai, 'tam, 'dam, ‘kam, ‘Pusn/, [tlam/, [fai, sai/, [jam,
'wan, hai/, [Trak, ‘lak/

[mae, 'nae, 'nae], [\pae, \bae, 'tem, 'dem, \kaen, \2ysn], [‘ttaem], [fer, ,sei],
[jaem, 'wen, jher], [-rek, \leK]

Including the /Ch/ sequences (not any ‘special’, ‘mysterious’, ‘alien’ consonants):

[‘pha:, 'tham, ‘kham, '‘ftham/,

[\phae, 'them, \khaer), 'fthaem].

9. Sentences for intonation, too

Let us observe that certain grammemes usually change their tones in normal
conversation, from rising to high. Among these are the personal pronouns /tfan/
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Ltan, -deg] (I), /khau/ [khev, -tleu] (he, she, they), and the interrogative parti-
cle /mai/ [,mer, -me1]. In addition, in order to emphasize a given word like, for
instance, [susi/ [sus1] (beautiful), by reduplicating it, again, we get /susi susi/
[i-sus1 Jsust] (so beautiful!).

Further tone changes regard sequences of two rising tonemes, as in: /,nan,suz:/
[-nen,suw] (book), or [soy ,axm khon/ [-spo1 saem 'khon] (two or three people).

[than, jak tfa ‘phu:t 'pha;sarthai ‘da:idi:./
[then, _jaek t{a ‘phyuyt' 'phae saether ‘daerdii ]
I'd like to speak Thai well.

['rau “ru: ‘wa: 'khun, mai,thwy _a'rai./
[res —ryy ‘wae 'khun- maer,thur _e'rer’
We know what you mean.

[ khopkhun ‘mak./
[-.khoop'khun \maaek" ]
Thank you very much.

[ikhun khit jam'rai, kizu_kap ‘cw¥y niz./
[¢khon ~khit' _jaer'rer _kisuv kep ‘rusy nii']
What do you think about it?

[i'wannix, khun “ruz swk _jamg'rai./
[¢'wen-nij- khun ~ryy-suk' jaen'rer’]
How are you feeling today?

Js'rau _tfa 'pai ‘thixnai.|
[¢'res te'per ‘thiiner ]
Where are we going?

[skhun sarma:t, ‘phu:t 'phazsarthai ‘da:i ,mai?/
[¢khoun sae\maet" ‘phyut’ 'phae sae'ther *daer -mer.’]

Can you speak Thai?

;' phirtfhai, kho:y khun ‘khau'tfai 'phaz,sa’thai ,mai?/
[¢'phiitthaer khoorn khun ‘khay'tfer 'phae,sae'ther -mer."]

Does your brother understand it?

[s'phrunniz, khau _tfa 'ma: ,mai?/
[¢'pheunnii- khes _tfe 'mae -mey.’ ]
Is he coming tomorrow?

[tha: khun 'ma: 'wan, sau ‘mai‘dai 'rau _tfa _dwy teomn./
[‘thae khun 'mae ‘wen- ses ‘mer'der)| 'res tle_dws-troon’ ]

If you can’t come on Saturday, we’ll be in trouble.

[tha: 'khun 'ma: 'wan, ;sau ‘mai‘dai, ‘ko: ‘mai 'mir'pan,haz/
[‘thae khun 'mae ‘wen- ,ses ‘mer'der! ‘kpy ‘mer 'mii'pen hae’ ]
If you can’t come on Saturday, there’s no problem.
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['pho: thuwy 'sa,thainis| “rotfai ‘ko: 'pai lee./

['phoo ,thury 'sethaenii]| —rottfer “kpo'per -lecy’ ]

When I arrived at the station, the train had gone.
g

[i'rau _tfa ‘pai 'doii rot_pra'tfam'tham;| ,cur: 'ds:in"thamw./
[¢'reu .te'per 'door rodpre'tfem'thaer)| cuw 'dayn thaav’]
Shall we go by bus, or on foot?

i’khun 'ds:n'tha:y 'do:i “rot_pratfam'thamy, ¢rotfai; ¢,cun rotjon./
[¢khon 'ds¥'thaer 'door —rot'_pre'tlem'thaern —cot'fer]| ¢ cuw —rot"jon’]
Are you going by bus, by train, or by car?

[mi: _nuwy, soup, sam, si: ‘haz; 'an./
['mii -nu spon saem- _sii \hae!| 'en’]
There are one, two, three, four, five.

['mi: _nuwr, som, sam, si: ‘hai, 'an,/
['mii -nun soon saem- _sii \hae- 'en’]
There are one, two, three, four, five...

[ni;, 'pen "phot'tfana: nukeom, ‘thi: 'mi: pra_jo:t ‘mak./
[-n1i- 'pen -phottfenae -nukcom- ‘thij 'mii_pre-joot' \maek’ ]
This is a very useful dictionary.

[khau klamu ‘waz)i "mai tthan Yjar ‘mai‘dai 'tham./
[ kheu klaau \waei "mer ,tihen Yjer ‘mer'der 'them']]
‘No’, he said, ‘T haven’t done it’.

[‘neinom, ‘thirak./
[‘nee'noon- ‘thri-rek” ]
b bb) bl

Of course, my dear.

[‘nenom, ‘thirak. | ‘pheugni;, 'khun _tfa ‘da:i./
['ne¢noon- ‘thiirek” )| ‘pheygnii- khon .te\daer’ ]

b 79 b 5 bl 7.’ 72935
Of course, my dear. You'll have it tomorrow.

[‘ne:nom, (thirak;)| ‘pheung™ni;, 'khun _tfa ‘da:i./
[negnoon- thrirek;)| ‘pheongni- khon .te\daer ]
Of course, my dear, you'll have it tomorrow.

[khau klamu ‘wa, )| "taim khwamm'pen'tfiy ,tthan ‘mai‘ne:t{ai./
[Lkheu klaas \wae| "taem khwaempen'tfiyy tthen ‘mernae'tier.]
As a matter of fact, he said, 'm not at all sure.

Jirthirrak: 'khun tfam ‘mai‘dai ,co: ‘was| 'rau ‘daaii hen nan ‘rwyy "ni: ‘mus
_sap'da: ‘thirlemwu?/

[c thiirek") 'khon 'fem ‘merder 00 \wag)| 'tev ‘daer hen ner ‘rusy —nii ‘mus
_sep'dae ‘thri-lecy.’ ]

Don’t you remember, dear, we saw that movie last week?

liutthan soy,sai,; ‘wa: 'tham'mai 'khun ,thwy ‘phut'was| "tthan ‘mai can kist,]|

‘muwy ‘trogkan‘khaim, kap khwaim'pen'tfiy./
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[c,tihen son,ser) ‘wae ‘them'mer khon thur ‘phyuewae)] [ fhen ‘mer cen krat"]
‘mys3 'tron’ken'khaem- _kep khwaempen'tiiy’ ]
I wonder, why did you say ‘I don’t mind’, when the opposite is true?

['rau ‘togkan “thuk jau./
[res ‘tpnkaen -thyK_jaer’ ]
We need everything.

fiteaw,| ‘togkam “thuk jam)./
[i'cew| “epnkaen ~thyk_jaer']
We need everything.

[irau “tog'kan,| “thuk ja./
['reu’ jtpn'kaen| ~thyK_jaer’ ]
We need everything.

[irau ‘tonkan “thuk_jau./
['reu ‘tpn'kaen: j-thyK_jaen']
We need everything.

10. The following text is habitually used by the International Phonetic Asso-
ciation (IPA) to illustrate the pronunciation of different languages and accents.
Here is its non literal English version.

The North Wind and the Sun were disputing which was the stronger, when a travel-
er came along wrapped in a warm cloak. They agreed that the one who first succeeded
in making the traveler take his cloak off should be considered stronger than the other.

Then the North Wind blew as hard as he could, but the more he blew the more
closely did the traveler fold his cloak around him; and at last the North Wind gave
up the attempt. Then the Sun shone out warmly, and immediately the traveler took
off his cloak. And so the North Wind was obliged to confess that the Sun was the
stronger of the two.

Did you like the story? Do you want to hear it again?

[kha_na? ‘thi lom,nurs,! le “phra?athit,|! 'kamlay ,thisy kan ‘waz| khrai 'ta
'miz ‘phalap ‘mak,i kwa kanl|i *ko 'mi: "nak'ds:n'tha:y,! ‘phu: _nwy 'ds:n,! _phann
'maz.|| _sai ‘swy'kan,nawul lom,nws e, "phra?athit| 'tfun _toklon kan ‘wai|i khrai
‘thi sarma:t 'tham “hai "nak'dsin'thar ‘phu: "nis;|| _tho:t ‘swykan,naw;! Pok ‘dai
,sam_ret _kom,|! 'tfa thur ‘was |l 'pen ‘phus,i ‘thi 'mi:,! ‘phalan ‘mak _kwa||

lee? leemus| lom,nurs,! ko kea'phur: "phat,! jam _sut 'reem.|| _te \jin,i phat 't
‘mak,! ‘khwn 'phisy 'dai|i "nak'ds:n'tham,! ‘ko Yjig 'dwy ‘swe'kan,nawu,! ‘hai kea-
“tthap kap 'tus,! ‘mak ‘khwn 'phisy "nan||} “le? 'nai ‘thi sut,| lom,nus,! ko ‘Ix:k
lom khwaim 'phajajaml| tlak nan,|i "phra®?a’thit,} '‘fwry sat sem,! Pan rom
reex),i _Pok 'mas|i “nak'dwin'thamt ko _tho:t ‘swy'kan,nawu,! Pozk 'than 'thi|i 'nai ‘thi
_sut,|! lom,nwy, 'fuy 'tfam ‘toy,! joim Trap ‘waz|| phra?athit 'mi: 'phalan ‘maik,!
_kwa: 'ton.||/

Jikhun ‘thop ‘rursy 'raru ;mai?|| ¢khun ‘tor) kamn ‘thi: _tfafag 2ik,i skhran mai?/
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[khe_ne?' thrlom nws- le-phre?e -thit"|! ‘kemler thiay ken\wae'|| kheer ‘te-
'mii+ ‘phelen \maek kweken|! “kpmi -nek‘dssn'thaen ‘phyy _nuy 'dssn-
_phaen 'mae’|| _ser ‘syzken,naau]| lom,nuslet -phrere-thit’| ‘uy .tok'lor ken-
\waae'|i 'khrer thysae'maet’ 'them "hernek’dsyn'thaen ‘phyy ~niil| -thoot' ‘suz
ken,naav’} .2ok‘daer sem_ret' _koon | tle thuw \wae|: ‘pen\phyy- thrmii pheley
\maek kwae'||

“lee? leeeu| lom nus kokeephuw -phet _jaen _sut reeery | -te\jigt -phet’ 'reeer
\maek ‘khun 'phray 'der|i -nek'dssn'thaen kojiy 'dun ‘swskennaau ‘her kee-
-tlhep .kep'tus+ ‘maek ‘khwn 'phrar -nen’||i -le? ner “thysot'| lom nusi ko'lssk
-lom khwaem 'phejejaem’|| -tlaek -nen-|: -phre?e-thit" tun_saet' seen: Pen-—rcoon
reeenr .Pok'mael||l -nekds¥n'thaer’) kop_thoot' ‘swgken,naaut 2ook ‘then 'thii’||;
'‘ner “thysot"|} lom nus ‘uytiem \epy- joom ~rep \wael|| -phre?e-thit' ‘miipheler
\maek _kwae 'ton’ |

ckhon'tthoop ‘rusy 'raas -mer’|| ckhun‘tpy kaen ‘thi .tlefen _prik' skhrer -mer’]

11. The mediatic Thai accent, mostly based on Bangkok, has the following pecu-
liarities. Especially, /i, ix; w, wr; u, us e, €%, 335 0, 0/ may be merged for their qual-
ities and length, at least occasionally, although criticizedly (because, doing so, their
phonemes are not distiguished). In addition, /NV/ sequences may be [NV] (more
rarely, we may also find /hV/ [hV]).

Instead of a systematic use of [*2V, V?*/ (with short vowels), more or less frequently,
we may have [*V, V¥].

Initial /p, t, k; tf/ may be ejective, [p’, p’s £ Kk, k5 tf’] ([p] is a labiodental stop). Fi-
nal /p, t, k/, in addition to normal [p', ¢, k', k'], may become [b', &', §', §']. Between
a voiced phone and an unstressed vowel, /p, t, k/ may become [b, d, g, gl.

For [kh/, we may quite frequently have [kh), khy], or even [ky, ki, 5, 5] (stop-
semi[con]strictive and semi-constrictive). Also for [khw/ we may have peculiar reali-
zations: [pp, @] (bilabial stop-strictive and constrictive). Also [c/ [r, 2].

12. Besides, /pthye, pdl; kihye, kih)l/ may be reduced to simple /ph), khy/, re-
spectively. [r, 1/ [r, 1] often alternate with [1], or merge into [1]; [¢] can even be found
for /¢, or [L] (velar) for /1.

Further additional peculiarities: when /m, n, ; r; 1/ are preceded by [y/, they
may be reduced [™, 7, 9; £ 1, or completely dropped, becoming ‘zero’, [@].

Besides, [p, t, k; {/ (not /Ch/) may insert [y] (a provelar semi-approximant) be-
fore a following vowel, which gives the impression of a ‘darker’ timbre, especially
for front vowels.

We often have /tf/ [d, dz], and [th/ [th, (h]. In addition, rather frequently, /b,
d/ become either creaky, [b, 4], or injective, ['b, ‘d]. Also [j/ [j], frequently ['j]; we
also find /w/ [w, w, B, v], and ['w, 'w, ’D, "v].

In addition, loans, with particular consonants, are realized differently by differ-
ent speakers. While some try to ‘respect’ more the original language phonic struc-
ture, others simply realize them according to the typical Thai structure. Thus, for
instance, final /b, {/, or /d, s/, become [p] or [t/, respectively, while final /I/ changes
to /n/ or [u/.
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Besides, loans with initial /ste/, as [s-traik/ ‘(labor) strike’ may become [s-trerk],
or, more commonly, [s¥trerk’], even [sy-terk’].

13. Notice that, in addition to our own material, we also used parts of J. Moore
& Saowalak Rodchue’s Colloguial Thai (1999) and M.R. Kalaya Tingsabadh & A.S.
Abramson’s Thai (JIPA 1993), necessarily retranscribing some of their examples, for

better results.

14. Let us end with a series of useful articulatory illustrations for the consonants
and contoids, that we introduced in this article, including similar (but not identi-
cal to) ones occurring in other languages, for necessary comparisons.

fig 12. Thai consonants: nasals.

RN SN -G G

fig 13. Thai consonants (including mediatic ones and others for comparisons): stops.

o

14. Thai consonants (including mediatic ones and others for comparisons): stop-strictives.
fig 14 g p p
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fig 15. Thai consonants (including mediatic ones and others for comparisons): constrictives.
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fig 16. Thai consonants (including mediatic ones for comparisons): approximants.
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fig 17. Thai consonants rhotics (including and others for comparisons, especially British [y]
and American [1], unfortunately still absurdly confused by too many even native ‘experts )
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fig 18. Thai consonants (including and others for comparisons): laterals.
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15. Let us arlso see the mechanism of ejective and injective contoids, by simply
considering a general set of frequent elements. Oral and nasalized vocoids follow.

fig 19. Some ejective consonants.
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fig 19. Some injective (or ‘implosive’) consonants.
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fig 20. Comparisons between oral vocoids (top), seminasalized (middle) and nasalized vocoids.
The extreme vocoid positions in the vocogram are shown for more useful identifications.
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fig 21. Phonation types and positions of the glottis (and their laryngoids).
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