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Preface

This primer introduces the newly developed Htanaw
orthography and serves as a first reference for further work on
and in the language. It is based on the Taung Poe Hla variety,
but the system is flexible enough to cover other Htanaw
dialects as well. No standardization of the language is
attempted at this point, although one variety had to be chosen
as the basis for the texts presented here.

Htanaw is an Austroasiatic language spoken by some 3000
people in southern Shan State. Lacking an indigenous
orthography, there are no documents in Htanaw and the
speakers have resorted to Burmese and Pa’O in written
communication. During a collaborative research project of the
University of Zurich, Mandalay University, and the Htanaw
Youth Group in 2019 and 2020 in Taung Poe Hla (Kalaw
township), the representatives of the Htanaw Youth Group
expressed their wish to design a way to render Htanaw
consistently and adequately by using Burmese letters.

The teams from Taung Poe Hla and Zurich University set out
to analyze and work out the sound system of Htanaw. The
next step was to look for ways to represent all sounds of
Htanaw in Burmese letters and combinations of these. This
proved a major challenge, given the greatly diverging sound
inventories of the two languages. As one major aim in
designing the Htanaw orthography was to enable people to
use it on social media, only standard Burmese characters
could be used. This made the introduction of numerous non-
Burmese combinations necessary. Available models of other
non-Burmese languages of Myanmar, such as Palaung, Shan,
Mon, and others were applied to create a unique way of
representing Htanaw.



During the Covid-19 lockdown, collaboration continued
online until in-person work could be resumed in Chiang Mai
in 2022. Progress of the orthography design was shared via
a dedicated website as well as social media platforms,
involving members of the language community. In December
2023, a one-week workshop was held at Chiang Mai
University with eight representatives from two Htanaw
villages in Shan State to introduce the advanced orthography
draft. At an online follow-up meeting in March 2024, the
orthography was accepted and finalized.

This primer was made possible by the help and collaboration
of Kyaw Zan, Soe Maung, Sein Win, and Htun Khin from
Taung Poe Hla (Kalaw township), and Thin Zar, Cho Nandar
Aung, and Khaing Thazin Oo from Naung Inn (Taunggyi
township), among others. The Swiss team includes Rachel
Weymuth (MCL) and Alexandra Herdeg (University of
Zurich). lllustrations for the primer were provided by Hein
Thet Paing (Myeik).

We are grateful for the continued support, financial and
otherwise, from the Myanmar Cultures and Languages
Support Project (MCL Switzerland) and the Myanmar Center,
Chiang Mai University (Thailand).

The Htanaw orthography and documentation project is an
ongoing effort. Updates and links to Htanaw media are
available on the Htanawsar website (link below).

Chiang Mai, November 2024

Han Tin and Mathias Jenny

htanawsar.org
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