NOTES

On the r > h shift in Phnom Penh Khmer*

NARASET Pisitpanporn
Mahidol University

1. Introduction

Before my first visit to Cambodia in 1991, I collected some useful vocabulary
from Khmer-English dictionaries to help in my work in Cambodia. The
pronunciation of these words was mostly given according to the standard written
language, but I soon discovered that many of them are pronounced differently in
Phnom Penh, creating problems for non-native listeners.

The Phnom Penh dialect is used daily by natives of Phnom Penh, be they
educated or not, rich or poor, civil servants or ordinary citizens. My data on it was
collected during 1991-1993 from various people. The most help has come from
Ms. Phoumy Ouch, who was born and has lived in Phnom Penh since 1958, and
the forms given here are based on her idiolect. The standard Khmer forms and
meanings are given here largely as in Huffman’s and Jacob’s dictionaries.

I could not find any records on the history of the Phnom Penh dialect, but the
current pronunciation is at least 100 years old, as indicated by the speech of a

grandmother of Ms. Phoumy who is now 82 but still speaks the way she did as a
child.

From 1975 to 1978 the Khmer Rouge scattered Phnom Penh inhabitants
throughout the country, with the result that Phnom Penh pronunciation has become
widely known. And since 1979, with the return of many Khmer people to their
homes, the Phnom Penh pronunciation has become quite popular. At present it is
accepted and used unofficially by Phnom Penh people and others at all levels of
society in their daily lives. One can predict that it will be the Khmer language of the
future,

One of the most noticeable features of Phnom Penh Khmer is the variation
between initial r and A, with its other concomitant features.

* I would like to thank Dr. David Thomas for editing and offering valuable suggcestions {or
presentation of this note, and also to Dr. Suwilai Premsnirat for providing encouragement and
advice in writing this note.
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106 Notes

2. Phoneme inventories

2.1 Standard Khmer

The pure vowels in Standard Khmer are: i, i, €, ee, €, €€, a, aa, 4, aq, o,
02, 0, 00, u, uu, w, wul, 3, 39.

The glided vowels are: ia, 19, ii9, 21, ai, ae, a0, au, as, o0a, ua, uag, us,
uud, du.

h Lh

The initial simple consonants are: m, n, n, 9, b, d, p, t, ¢, k, 7, pht, th, ch,

kM f, s, h, w, y, L, T

The initial consonant clusters are: pr, tr, cr, Kr, st
The final consonants are: m, n,n, 0, p, ¢, C, k, 2, h, w, y, 1

2.2 Phnom Penh

The pure vowels in Phnom Penh Khmer are as in Standard Khmer, but
lacking /i/ and /e/ (Noss lacked /o/ [1966:91]). The glided vowels are as in
Standard Khmer but lacking /eo/ and /os/. The finals and the initial simpie
consonants are as in Standard Khmer except /r/, but Phnom Penh lacks the clusters
(Noss lacked /f/ [1966:901).

3. The r > h shift

The shift described above as r > h is in reality a registral shift involving
several aspects of the phonology. There seem to be no restrictions on the
occurrence of this shift; it may occur in all phonological environments (see
Appendix 1, cBocurrence chart). Samples of the shifts are given below; for more
examples see Appendix 2.

31 r>h

This is a shift of voiced > voiceless and rhotacized > nonrhotacized . The r >
h initial words are marked by falling-rising pitch. For example:

Tongrac > lapghée ruam > hiiuam rian > hiion
ruuan >  hiiuon ruup > hidup reec > héec
rooy > hdoy samrap > sambhiiap rwth > h3ch

3.2 Stop + r > aspirated stop consonant

This is similar to the above except that the # is just a voiceless aspirated
release /% of a stop rather than a fully segmental /h/. The clusters pr, tr, cr, kr
become aspirates p&, ¢t ch k*. For example:

prae > pEe pram > pMiam prop > phdon
truu > thiu tracy > t'gep trac > thiac
crai > ch3oi crun > chiiup crio? > cMio?
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33 sr > st > s+ 1one

I hypothesize a two-step change in which the r after s is devoiced and
derhotacized to form an aspirate s”, which in turn becomes s plus falling-rising
pitch. In a two-syllable word this results in reduction to one syllable. For example:

Sroot >  shoot > sodot
sruual > shuual > stiual
sraa >  shiia > siia
somraan > smhiian > smilan

3.4 bVr > ph + tone

In a two-syllable word where the first syllable has a voiced stop and the

second has r, the word may collapse into a monosyllabic word with aspirated
voiceless stop and falling-rising pitch.

baaran >  bohilan > bilan > phiiap
3.5 Diphthongization

The simple vowels /a, aa/ and /a, aa/ change to /iia/ and /uua/. For example:

kray >  kMiian kraap >  kPiiap
trar >  thiuapg traan >  tMuag

3.6 Monophthongization

The vowel glides to mid height /ae/, /as/, and /ao/ change to simple vowels
Jeel, 123/, and /o2, 00/, respectively. And there are other occasional changes. For
example:

crae > C'ge kraey > khEep sraep > ;‘,(%gp
pras > p"3o srasn; > sdoq kraon > k'3on
kraol > kM3ol, kPool kraok > KPS0k, kK"dok  sraom > s3om,
crasn > c™San sdom

3.7 Vowel lengthening

Many short vowels are lengthened. For example:

h
crio? > chiio? proh > poh prey > p'ceq
riap > hiiap proah > p"3oh ttwh > tuiwh
trom > th%am ruam > hiiuam run > huup
pruh > ptiuh
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108 Notes

3.8 Vowel height change

The change of r > h may also affect vowel height; /wi/ may lower to /09/ and
/o/ may raise to /uy/. For example:

ruth > h3sh
proah > phiiuah

In summary, this is a complex register shift in syllables containing r. It
involves simultaneous shift in common register components such as devoicing,
pitch, vowel gliding, vowel length and vowel height.

Appendix 1. Distribution of Phnom Penh final consonants and vowels in
syllables with original initials /r/, /pr/, /u/, /cr/, /kx/, /st/.

r- pr- tr- cr- kr- Sr-
ii -W
e -1
ee -g, -1
EE -C
a -0,-p,<  -m,-0,-p,-L,-h  -m,-p,-p,-¢,-7 -p,C -n,-? -m,-n,-p,-C.-1,-h
aa -n -n,-C,-W i R -n,-n,-1 ¥, -m,n,-p -¥,-9,-p,-t,-w,-1
a -n,-1,-h -n,-h -h -m,-n,-h
aa -p -1) -1 -* 1,1 -p
) -h -
30 -m
0 n
00 -y -m -m,-p -0,-t,-k -p -p,-t
u n -h -n,-h -n,-h,-1
uu P - -9 -k -*
w -h *h -*
ww -h
o} -9,-h m,-n,-h,-w  -h -m,-p
1a -?
13 n-0,p 0Py “Pry “0,-p-! Prl-w -W
1o -N,-0,-p,7y -w -P.-y
al - -
ae -* =¥ -n,-1,-C -* -¥ -n,-C -¥ -0 o |
a0 -m,-k,-y,-1 -m,-p,-¢
au Lz
a9 - -n -n -1
Da -h
ua -m,-h -m -m
uad -m
ud -p -h p -p,-1--h -p,-h
ns  -c,p -h,-p-1 -n,-1 -<,-h -C,-1
w> -0 -1
5i _# L= _# _x L
ou -# - -1
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Appendix 2. List of r > h words.

Standard Phnom Penh

lan.rae 7an.hée cradle, hammock

?aa kruo? 7aa kMiiua? evil, demon

laa.sram 7aa.stiuam hermitage

baa.rag pian France, foreigner

caary.kraar caan.kPiiuan to edit, compile, collect

can.kraan ckMian stove

craa? chiiua? to fill

crah cMiuah to be imitative of the sound of
hacking, slashing

crah.rah ch3sh.h3sh to choose

crai chXoi a kind of tree

crau ch3au deep

craan ch3an many, much

cram cMian river bank .

craal cMial very red

craan cMian to push

crac cMiac a kind of tree

crae chge to shuffle cards; a kind of palm tree

craen chgen to stand with hands at waist;
to support, prop from an angle

craec chgec to intrude, interfere, bother

cria? cMio? to split into lengthwise sections

crion cMion to sing

Criop cMiop dead silent

criiop cMiop to come to the knowledge of, be
learned by

criloy cMioy soft and easily squashed

criiw cMiw shrivelled

Croor craar chon cMian sticking up here and there wrregularly

crook chdok to resort to the shade, take shelter in,
at; to depend on the help or power of
others

croot chgot to cut down with a sickle

crua? ciius? pickled vegetable

cruoh cMiuah gorge, mountain stream, spring

crudn cMiiuan chopping board

crug cMitug angle, corner

cruam cMiuam to eat (vulgar)

cruh c™Miuh to fall off, be shed

crul cMiul to go beyond the reasonable limit

cruusl cMiual to scatter in panic, scatter in disorder

cruuon cMiuop wrinkled (face)

cruuk chiuk pig

crwwh.ruth chutwh.huiwh/ to choose

cPuiwh.hdoh
kan.traa kan.tMia contract
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khluun praan
kron

kraa
kraa?
kraan
krai kraa
kra?

krasn
kran

‘kraa
kraa?
kraam
kraap
krae
kraeg

krai
kraok
kraol
kraom
kraoy
krau
kria?
kriap

kriow
kroop
kruoh
kruop
kruam
kruu
kruuac
kruush
krwon
proh

pra?
praap
pran

prah

prag

pro1) pracn
proh/pruth

prai
prou
pral
prag

prag (khae)

kMiun pPiian
kM3ong

khiiua
k:ﬁua?
kMiuan
kh3oi kMhiua
kMa?

kP3on
ktian

kMia
kMia?
kMiam
kMiap
khge
khgen

kMiai
kn¥ak/k"sok
k1351/kbBgol
k"Som/k'Som
k'Soy/kPSoy
kMiau

kMia?

kMiop

kMiow
khdop
kMiuoh
kPiiuop
kMiuam
kPiiu
khiiuac
kM'iush
kPuiwon
piSoh
pMiua?
phiiuap
A
piuah

p;301)

piSon piEen
p"Soh/ptuiuth

ph3oi
p3ou
phiia?
pP3o

phiian

Notes

body

city; to catch by placing net, pot, etc.,
over; to protect

poor, rare, difficult

sausage

to plait one’s hair

poor

heartwood of tree which has fallen
through natural causes

to urge

a huge book for official registration in
the King’s palace or temples

a kind of insect

sound of an object pulled out
kilogram

to prostrate

bed

to have regard for others and their
feelings

extremely

to wake up

stable, cattle-shed

under

behind

outside

ugly appearance; to tie to a post

a kind of snack; sound of brittle
object being crushed

to castrate

a cover

accident, casualty

seed, gain

extremely weak

teacher

a kind of bird

gravel, small rounded stones
ingredient

male

to roof, thatch, to be roofed with

next to, adjacent, very near

a kind of tree

to sprinkle

to make an effort

to try hard to

a kind of deer; conical bamboo entry
to a fish trap

forest

unmarried and old

silver, money

to use

dry, hot (season)
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praac
praaw
prae
praec(k)
praet

prah

prai
pram
prap
pren
preen
preen
prian

priap
pridy
prilaw
prog
proah
proom

pruah
pruh

pruu laan
pruuah
pruusl

pruuan
raan
9ta)y]
rian
riop
rial
1iiorn
riian
r119p
riioy
rooy
TUop
ruah
ruam
Fupl
ruuac

TUUON
Tuup

P hiac
pHiaw
pige
pigec

hiuap
htiuah
htiuam
hiupn

hitiuac

nuuan
hiup

111

intelligent

sound of crushing brittle objects

to alter, change

small river, a part of cart

demon, ogre, monster, inhabitant of
hell

to toss and turn in sleep; roll along the
ground; move, struggling to frcc
oneself

salty

five

to tell

oil

ancient

food offered to spirits

to do in rough, do as a practice before
the real thing

pigeon .

ghost, demon, malevolent spirit
groping, hazard a guess

to be guarded; to be ready to; to
intend to; to plan for; to try to

to be kind to, square, deliver from
death

to be ready, agree to, consent to,
accept

because; to sow, scatter, broadcast

to bark

a bus conductor

to spit onto

a bit at a time, trying it out; wicker
work frame with various uses

arrow
to winnow, sift
shape, form, appearance
to learn
to prepare

shallow

to have had enough of, give up
platform, stage

flap

small change

hundred

10 count
to rake
to dance
to push

to finish, achieve, get through to

the end

10 SHNNK, NNV

picture, shape, statue, likeness
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ruIon
rwh

reec
sam.raan
sam.rac
sam.rap
sraa?
sraap

sran

srah

sTI1

srom

srop sraal
sral

sragn

srar
sraa
sraarn
sraal
sraap (khae)
sraat
sraaw
srac
srae
sraec
sraen
srah
sram
Sraoc
sraom
Sraop
srap
Sriow
STOOp
STOOt
STUUDC
sruual
room
traar)
trar)
trah
tran

trah

trai

trom

(ram trow
irow

huiwoar
hufwh/h3sh
h&ec
smiian
sam.hiiac
sam.hiiap
stua?
stiuap
stivar

stiuah

s321
sdom
$39p siial
siia?

$391)
siian

sila

silan

siial

siiap

siiat
siiaw
silac

s&e

SEEC

s€en
siiah
siiam
syoc/sdoc
s3Jom/séom
s3op/sdop
sitap
siiow
sGop

soot
suuaC
stiuol
th3om
thiiuan
t"liuan
thduah

th3on
th3sh

thXoi

t"Som

th3om thsow
tSow

Notes

matter, issue, story, event, play
o0t

to carry on one’s shoulder

to sleep

to decide; to achieve

for

to decrease(water)

to follow closely; to agree with
to bathe (Buddhist monk); to pick
something out of a liquid, save
from drowning

fresh, vivid before one’s eyes, nice-
looking, pretty

female

appearing bit by bit

to get excited

stack; to tie round tightly

scurf

a kind of insect

alcohol

glimmer, opaque

light in weight; not serious
July-August (lunar system)

to take off clothes, undress

to wind in, wind up

to finish, complete
paddy-field

to shout

leprosy

lake, pond

to be cracked

to sprinkle

envelop

to cover all over the surface
already complete

to feel a chill of fear; to shiver
to suck in

swiftly and directly

pointed, sharp

easy, comfortable

to be weakened

to catch liquid in a container
direct, straight

a kind of tree

to be silent and halt, unable to
continue what one’s doing
than

fish

exact, just up to the same point as
right, accurate, proper

must, correct, right
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tra?
tran
traac
traaw
trac ¢o9o
trae
traen
tram
trap
triap
froom

Lroop
lrudp

Iru
[run triay
[ruaam
truh

[ruu
lruun
truth

thia?
tMaan
tMiac
tMiaw
thiiac coo
thgge
thgen
tMiam
tHiap
tMiop

thdom

t"Sop
thiuap

"G

thijun thiisy

t"iuaam
t"iuh
Mg
t"Gun
thiwh

113

an anonymous letter

a kind of tree

a kind of tree

taro

to go, walk, move foward
horn

a kind of tree

to soak

to imitate

a kind of sweet

go down (of elephants going into bent
position)

sag, flop down on

wealth, possessions, belongings; to
spread out under

pen, enclosure

form, shape

to put up with, endure, suffer
to harm *

a cylindrical fish-trap

chest

than
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