Writing the Arabic language withengwar characters

Introduction

This document discusses my ideas for a “mode” suitable for writing the Arabic language with J.R.R.
Tolkien’s Tengwar characters. A brief explanation by Tolkien of this alphabet can be found in
Appendix E of his booRhe Lord of the Rings: The Return of the King, and there is also abundant
information available on-line. (See the HTML web-site version of this document for links to various
sites, and downloadable Tengwar Arabic fonts.)

The Arabic Tengwar mode described here is a thought-experiment which shows how a number of
annoying ambiguities, incompletenesses, and cases of lack of visual distinctiveness in the Arabic
alphabet (as it is commonly used) might be remedied by using a non-cursive left-to-right alphabet,
but while retaining a number of the basic structural features of current Arabic orthography — and
without resorting to Latin script (since the Latin alphabet is not suitable to write the Arabic language
unless a large number of diacritic marks and/or new symbols were added, and since many Arabs
would regard the use of the Latin alphabet to write Arabic as inappropriate cultural imperalism).

In addition, the Tengwar Arabic mode has features which make it useful in transcribing not just
standard written Arabic, but also Arabic colloquial dialects (something which is very difficult to do
with the current Arabic-script orthography).

Current Arabic Orthography
Here is a very brief discussion of some of the difficulties with current Arabic orthography:

First, Arabic letters can take on radically different shapes depending on the surrounding context of
the letters (if any) which occur preceding and following (see the horizontal row at the bottom of
Table 1). And many of these contextual Arabic letter-forms are only distinguished from contextual
forms of completely different Arabic letters (which represent completely different sounds) by means
of detached diacritical dots which aren’t part of the basic letter-shape at all (see the vertical column
in Table 1). So a particular form of an Arabic letter (such as the medial fogmA)adften resembles
forms of other Arabic letters (such as the medial forms of the letters for “th”, “t”, “n”, and “b”) more
than it does the other forms of the same letter (such as the initial, final, and isolated fygaf)s-of

and often only the presence of the diacritical dots serves to distinguish letters which represent
radically different sounds (such as [b] and [n]):
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Secondly, all the letters of the Arabic alphabet are originally basically consonantal, but some of then
have come to be used to write long vowels. Therefore the letters which can write both consonant ar
long vowel sounds are significantly ambiguous — unlesgullh@anoply of Arabic-script diacritics is

used (which it very seldom is, outside of Qur'ans, dictionaries, and children’s textbooks). In the cas
of the letterPalif (which is used to write both the glottal stop consonant sound and the long [a] vowel
sound), the ambiguities are considered to be so severe that a whole complicated series of diacritics
has been developed exclusively (or almost exclusively) for use with the’lttdsee Table 2) — a
special series of diacritics which is separate from the general system of diacritics denoting short
vowels and syllable structure. However, even these special diacritics shown in Table 2 unfortunatel
do not completely resolve all the ambiguities connected with the fattewithout the presence of

the rarely-used general vowel diacritics — and the special diacritics of Table 2 are themselves quite
often omitted in practice when writing Arabic.
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(For a partial explanation of these particular diacritics, see the listing in Appendix 1 below.)

Other ambiguities of current Arabic-script orthography will be referred to below, in the discussion of
how these problems are resolved in the Tengwar orthography.

Listing of Tengwar characters to write Arabic

The following three pages each contain three diagrams showing the use of Tengwar “primary” letter
and “additional” letters (as defined by Tolkien) — together with other modified letters and diacritics —
to write the Arabic language. After each Tengwar character is placed first the corresponding symbo
of Arabic-script orthography, and then a transcription of the relevant sound (using conventional
phonetic and/or Semitological symbols which are often used in linguistic works, but which will not
be explained here). If a Tengwar character corresponds to a sound which is not used in the basic
vocabulary of standard written Arabic (but is used in Arabic dialects and/or the pronunciation of
foreign words borrowed into Arabic), then the corresponding Arabic orthography symbol and “broad
phonetic” transcription are shown lafue.

Each page uses a different Tengwar font — first, a basic font (Tengwar Quenya); second, a
“calligraphic” font (Tengwar Elfica), and last a “sans-serif” font (Tengwar Elfetica). Note that some
of the letters in the second diagram on each page were devised by myself for this Arabic Tengwar
mode, and will not be found in standard Tengwa fonts available over the Internet. Instead, special
fonts with the Arabic-specific Tengwar symbols can be downloaded from the website.
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The “primary” Tengwar letters in the first table on each page above are arranged in a matrix where
the first column represents dental/interdental sounds, the second column represents labial sounds, 1
third column represents velar sounds, and the fourth column represents uvular/pharyngeal/glottal
sounds. (These values of the third and fourth columns are not inherent, but are due to an
implementation choice for this one particular “mode” of using Tengwar.) The first two rows write
stops (voiceless and voiced), the next two rows write non-sibilant fricatives (voiceless and voiced),
the fifth row writes nasals, and the last row writes relatively “weak” sounds of various types.

Here the Tengwar letter for the [g] sound can be used in transcribing Egyptian dialect forms, but
would also be used for transcribing the [g] sound contained in foreign loanwords into standard
written Arabic. For example, the Arabic word meaning “English” is inconsistently written both

L | (Egyptian or Egyptian-influenced form) anid ;.JsG| (non-Egyptian form), but could be

written consistently with the symbol for the [g] sound in the Arabic Tengwar mode:

UMYTAIANAT. Similarly, the Tengwar letters for the [v] and [p] sounds could be used for
transcribing these sounds in foreign loanwords into Arabic — while the Tengwar symbols for long
and short [e] and [0] vowels provide an orthography for sounds which simply can’t be written at all
using the current Arabic-language orthography (even if full diacritics are used!), despite the fact that
these sounds occur in Arabic dialect words and foreign loanwords into Arabic.

The Tengwar diacritic symbols indicate the presence of a vowel after the consonant-letter they are
placed over (or a modification of the pronunciation of the consonant-letter they are placed under). i
the diacritics table on the pages above, the position of letters with respect to the diacritics which
modify them is shown by including dummy letters in light gray. Short vowels and consonant-
doubling are not transcribed in Tengwar Arabic mode unless optional diacritics are used (as with
current Arabic orthography).

The symbols for “emphatic” letters in the second table on each page above were devised by mergin
the Tengwar letter for the phonological feature of “emphasisgitbaq (useful in transcribing Arabic
dialects) with other Tengwar letters. The letters chosen for this purpose may not always be obvious
from the point of view of current standard pronunciation, but they were selected partly to reflect
historical pronunciation, and partly to avoid creating any character with three “bows”. Also, the
symbol for an ordinary long [a] vowel is a modification of Tolkien’s Tengwar “long carrier”

character, and the letters for the other standard long vowels were created by merging this symbol
with other letters. Finally, this Tengwar Arabic mode retains one use of consonant diacritic dots —
two dots under a letter indicates palatalization (this diacritic can also be used to create letters for
additional alveopalatal/palatal sounds, useful in writing colloquial Arabic dialects, as discussed in
Appendix 2 below).

Short Examples

The table below gives some brief Arabic text snippets which illustrate the usage of the Tengwar
symbols given above. Each phrase is given first in conventional Arabic orthography, then in the
three different Tengwa fonts, then in phonemic/phonetic transcription, and finally in English
translation:



Sode DU S 5581 (S
togjm dtaqre bt pgm tqer mdqm
togym woagm - bgpgm byoy midgom
Lo m waym ht-pym Logor muym
as-salanfalaykum  fa-I-takun al-quwwah nmakum
“Peace be upon you!” “May the force be with you”

i 2dl il PRI BV Ry
tedr Ecén';)/y\r mdmp tc[]l)\]bﬁx\
Lo I Lo PRAA[ Mo EC]}L?J]:){)A
towr tadnmaar mumn Lghmjhaa
al-luyah alSarabiyah mutammar al-gaddafi
“The Arabic language” Moamar Gaddafy, Kathafi &c.

A Tengwar transcription of a connected Arabic text is given in this document below.

Explanation of Details
Here are some notes on the details of writing Arabic in this Tengwar “mode”:

— The Tengwar “short carrier” symbol (which resembles a dotless Latin letter “i”) is used to
represent the Arabic lettéalif when it ishamzat-ul-wad (i.e. marks a deletable short vowel at or
near the beginning of a word), in masculine plural verb forms ending in a [w] sound or long [u]
vowel sound, in most indefinite accusative singular triptote endings not precetigthiaybutah

(%) —and in any other cases whealif of current Arabic orthography does not represent either a
glottal stop consonant sound or a long [a] vowel (perhaps including thedirfalf the first-person
singular subject pronoun?):

Examples of the use of the“short carrier” symbol in Tengwar Arabic mode:

5,25 qbABI kairan “often”
| =S| IqppRg! uktubu “write!”




— Semivowels ([y] and [w] sounds) and long high vowels (long [i] and [u] sounds) are strictly
distinguished in the Tengwar Arabic mode, so that that no single Tengwar symbol cdothrie

long [i] vowel and a following [y] simultaneously (as the lett@? sometimes does in current
Arabic-script orthography). Therefore, thisbah adjective suffix must always be written with a
sequence of long [i] Tengwa + [y] Tengwa (as shown in the case of the Yapatisyahand
gadhdhafiabove). This also has the effect of distinguishing certain pairs of forms which are not
ordinarily distinguished in current Arabic orthography (unless the full panoply of diacritics is used):

Examples of orthographic contrasts created by
vowel/semivowel distinctions of Tengwar Arabic mode:

s baA fiya“inme” ,c, Appdo yadiuwa “calls”

‘.-.;9 bﬁ y -~ M 4 y (subjunctive)
3 fr  “in” AT adtu  “calls”

gsﬁ 6 SR - B y (indicative)

@éLL” “therdge”lCc\UuCO (gogrginni?if/i\e/)e %ck[]('lc/\(accusative)

— Those words which in current Arabic-script orthography still retain remnants of the archaic
tendency not to write long [a] sounds with the |lefaif are regularized in the Arabic Tengwar
mode:

Regular use of long [a] Tengwar symbol:
U1 kT allah “God” |is \jb») hada“this”

— The combination of the tengwar glottal-stop symbol with a short [i] vowel diacritic over it

doesn’t have any inherently special status in Tengwar Arabic mode, but it may be used with greater
frequency than other consonant letter + short-vowel diacritic combinations if there is a desire to
preserve the information signalled in the current orthograptalibywith hamzah below (at or near

the beginning of a word), or bya? with hamzah next to a short [i] vowel (in the middle of a word):

Use of Tengwar short-i diacritic to preserve hamzah vowel information:

',BL.:;II 'cc'tgch al-?islam “Islam”
»~lss  ppjan  dawair “circles”

— Sincehamzat-ul-wadl (a deletable short vowel at the beginning of a word’s main stem, or the
definite article) andhamzat-ul-gat¢ (a glottal-stop consonant sound at the beginning of a word’s
main stem) are written with completely different Tengwar letters, the contrast between them is
strictly obligatory in Tengwar Arabic mode (as opposed to current Arabic orthography, where the
contrast is indicated by the presence of a somewhat ophiamaah diacritic). The following table
shows the contrast between a verbal noumasdar belonging to the Stem IV quf ¢ilu verbal
derivation (with true glottal stop) and a verbal noun belonging to the Stem \Wtftafilu verbal
derivation (withhamzat-ul-wagl ):



Obligatory distinction between hamzat-ul-wasl and hamzat-ul-gat:

<> a“cojm ?idrab “a strike”
< ksl 1“%cgpnjp idtirab “disorder”

— One goal of Tengwar Arabic mode is to make sure that the boundary between the main stem of
word and any attached syntactic clitic prefixes is always completely unambiguous. These syntactic
prefixes arava- “and”, fa- “and”, bi- “in, by”, li- “to, for”, ka- “like”, la-/I- intensive sentence
particle,sa- future tense markePa- interrogative particle, ana- “the”. In current Arabic

orthography, attaching one (or more) of these prefixes to a word often changes the visual appearant
of what it attaches to (due to the cursive contextual nature of Arabic script), and it is not always
immediately obvious what is part of a syntactic clitic prefix, and what is part of the word itself (the
main stem).

In Tengwar Arabic mode, the definite artiele “the” is always written with a special ligature

symbol (combining the Tengwar “short carrier” symbol, which wikszat-ul-wagl, with the

Tengwar letter for the [l] sound), as seen in various tables above. This means that the definite articl
is written unambiguously — and since no other clitic prefix can come after the definite article,
therefore whenever a word has a definite article, the boundary between clitic prefixes and the main
stem always falls immediate§fter the definite article.

Similarly, anyhamzat-ul-wasl which is not part of the definite article always occurs at the beginning
of a word’s stem, so that if the Tengwar “short carrier” symbol occurs near the beginning of an
orthographic word (and is not part of the definite article ligature), then the boundary between the
syntactic clitic prefixes and the main stem always falls immediaggty e the “short carrier”

symbol.

For these reasons, the “short carrier” symbolESER deleted when syntactic prefixes are added to
a word — unlike in current Arabic orthography, where the |@abf which markshamzat-ul-wagdl is
sometimes deleted:

Retention of Tengwar “short carrier” symbol
(hamzat-ul-wadl) after syntactic clitic prefixes:

+JL meap bilyad (bi-'I-yad) “by the hand”
+ M clap lilyad (li-'l-yad) “for the hand”
— piom bism  (bi-'sm) “in the name of”
a_,U CECJ>\ lillah (li-"llah) “for God”

So if a word contains one or more syntactic clitic prefixes, but no definite articéenazat-ul-wagl
is present, then in Tengwar Arabic mode a small high hyphen is inserted between the last prefix anc
the main stem of the word — as in the example fiaratrtakun shown above — in order to make clear




the location of the beginning of the main stem of the word (which otherwise might be ambiguous).
For further examples of such hyphens, see the Tengwar transcription of a connected Arabic text
below.

— The order in which Tengwar characters are listed in the three large tables above might be suitab
for arranging characters into an ordering based on formal origin (i.e. basic “primary” letters, basic
“additional” letters, “primary” letters with added marks, “additional” letters with added marks, letters
used to write vowels, miscellaneous other letters, and diacritics). However, for purposes of general
sorting and alphabetization, an ordering much more like the following would probably be used:

Alphabetical order of Tengwar Arabic mode letters:

P 4. 9. P p=p,g=¢,b,b b=k,
d,d,b),(d,ccﬂ,m,m,n,DZB,U,UZSZIZJ,

T.%.9.9.9.3.N,A=y=)

In the table above, Tengwar letters connected by an equals sign “=" would be treated equivalently ir
sorting words into alphabetical order. The definite article ligature can be sorted as a sequence of its
two component letters, but in most cases the definite article is simply ignored in sorting (since it is a
syntactic prefix which is not really an integral part of the word itself — with a few semi-dubious
exceptions such as Allah aatladhani lcc}»Jm ‘those two who”).

Note that the following Tengwar letters never occur at the beginning of agygrgl in addition

to these two letters, which only occur at the end of a V\pfpl

Tengwar transcription of connected Arabic passage

The following is an example of a connected Arabic text (Chapter 1 of the Quramabul-
fatihah) written in Tengwar Arabic mode:

ognr thjpdr 1. puigm kX bodmypmn bodaym
2. tdop cttoX dp tdjtmam 3. bndmys

2 2

kﬁdoﬁ) 4. mTq ADDD Epam» 5. c'[/_}](A{ ﬁ)ct,*;)[»
6'6[/_}]5{ 13)9[3&,06) 6. I\ P 'ctgnJcp
kmgpc[/bm 7. C91) cf) Ic nﬁm amd mp dTANm

«lAD 'cmcd"cla N dTANm DT ) % Jeoﬁo




The above text displays a version of Tengwar Arabic mode with all optional diacritics added,
including word-final inflectional short vowelgifrab). There are fewer diacritics in this text than

in a fully-diacriticized version of this same passage in current Arabic-script orthography, for several
reasons: First, since long vowels are indicated completely unambiguously with basic Tengwar
letters, Tengwar vowel diacritics are needed only to indicate short vowels and diphthongs. Second,
the lack of any short-vowel diacritic over a Tengwar “short carrier” symbol or definite article
ligature near the beginning of a word indicates that a deletable word-initial vowel has in fact been
deleted (without any need for a spetiaizat-ul-wagl diacritic). Third, the assimilation of the [l]
consonant of the definite article to a following “sun letter” (coronal consonant) can be assumed, so
that the doubling of the consonant after the definite article does not have to be explicitly marked.
And fourth, there are almost no silent letters in Tengwar Arabic mode (except for the “short carrier”
symbol, which is set aside for that purpose) — so if full diacritics are being used, then any Tengwar
letter which does not have a short vowel diacritic over it, is not directly followed by any long-vowel
Tengwar3) JN, and is not itself a “short carrier” symbol or long-vowel Tenggl JGN , will

almost certainly represent a consonant sound which is not followed by a vowel sound. Therefore
there is no real need for a special symbol to mark consonants not followed by vowels (such as the
sukun diacritic of current Arabic orthography).

In general terms, one can say that all of the contrasts written by the special diacritics of Table 2
above are handled by the use of separate base letters in the Tengwar Arabic mode. Similarly, the
Arabic-script entitieya? and?alif magsurah — the contrast between which is marked only by the
somewhat-optional presence of consonantal diacritic dots in current orthography (see Appendix 1) -
are written by distinct base letters in the Tengwar Arabic mode_(&cfala “on” tdcg VS.

J< — eitherfalayya “on me”@ T A or fally “Ali” dTan).

Pruning and streamlining the apparatus of diacritics makes it likelier that some useful
disambiguating diacritics will be used in ordinary text (i.e. outside of pedagogical works and sacred
scriptures).

Here is an interlinear version of the above passage (with current Arabic-script orthography and
Tengwar on alternate lines). Note that the Arabic-script text is partially-diacriNgenf(lly
diacritized), and uses standard Modern Arabic orthography (not special Qur’anic orthography):
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® et W 3 Al e
2. tmp k)N H badjtmyh
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3. a%dngm tpdat 4. mjTq Anid koA
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Fonts and Links

Go to the website for links to various Tengwar and Tolkien linguistics sites, and to download fonts
containing special Arabic-mode characters for use with the “Tengwar Quenya” font by Daniel
Steven Smith, the “Tengwar Elfica” font by Enrique Mombello, and the “Tengwar Elfetica” font (a
revised version of the “Elfetica” font by Ronald Kyrmse). This diagram shows basic information
about the glyphs in the three special Arabic Tengwar fonts:

Font Glyphs

QuenyArabic ElficArabic Elfeticarabic <€YStroke Description

Alternative
comma [z] glyph
1 ta? marbutah

3 [3].[Z]

| [s]

Palif magsurah
[t]

J [d]

L@@ TS £5& §FTHO

C P TS LB @ § LTI

L@ oo F5eg £
©

I Long [i]
M Qe ligatare
N Palif maddah
y Long [u]
tilde Long [a]

In addition, the “Tengwar-QuenyArabic” font contains larger and more distinct forms of the vowel
diacritics, for use with the characters of the TengwarQuenya and Tengwar-QuenyArabic fonts.
Different widths of the circumflex (short-[a]) diacritic are mapped to keystrokes C, D, E, #; different
widths of the overdot (short-[i]) diacritic are mapped to keystrokes B, G, T, %; and different widths
of the left curl (short-[u]) diacritic are mapped to keystrokes M, J, U, &. Also, for the
foreign/dialect vowels, different widths of the acute accent (short-[e]) diacritic are mapped to
keystrokes V, F, R, $, and different widths of the right curl (short-[0]) diacritic are mapped to
keystrokes N, H, Y, ™.

Appendix 1 - List of Tengwar corresponding to Arabic letters, in Arabic alphabetic order



Arabic letter and name

| Palif

Vo

2alif maddah

falif hamzah

[

[
v

Zalif hamzah (below)

Sound Tengwar Arabic letter and name

long [a] ]
(silent) I

3]
?] a
?i] a,a

hamzat-ul-wad (silent) I

< ba? b]
O tar ] P
<o tha? 6] b
C jim 1 9

gl Y«
C ha hl d
[ kha Xl d
> dal d] P
> dhal 5] b
J ra’ rl D
) 2y 7] 3
o~ SIN s] 9
o~ 8N 3] 9
u° sad s] 9
o< dad d] “%c

Sound Tengwar

b @ ] P
b & [0].[z] b
¢ Gayn Y] o
¢ ghayn vl o
< far 1 b
3 vl o
o gaf al 9
¢ kaf Kl ¢
J lam U
A mim m] m
o nhun n] ™
> ha? h] A\
> ta? marbutah [t] or silent |~
9 waw W] D

long [u] §
5 wawhamzah [?] a
S ya [yl A

long [I] A
& yaPhamzah  [?] 4
< ralif magsurah long [a] N
¢ hamzah [?] T




Appendix 2 - Use of Tengwar to write Arabic dialects

In addition to the [g] Tengwar and the [e] and [0] vowel diacritics discussed above, other symbols
appropriate for transcribing Arabic colloquial dialect sounds can be derived by placing the two-dots
diacritic under a velar or sibilant letter, or by placing the “emphagisdq Tengwar letter before or

over any other appropriate Tengwar letter. Here are some examples of Tengwar letters or
combinations which could be used to transcribe Arabic colloquials:

g€l glZ] at or gl o [G] (voiced uvular stop)

Note that the Tengwar “emphasis” letter modifying the Tengwar letter for [I] is quite different from
the Tengwar “emphasis” letterer ged with the Tengwar letter for [I]. The former writes a
velarized [I] sound, while the latter writes the letiad.

Here’s one hypothetical example of the use of Tengwar symbols to transcribe a colloquial Arabic
dialect — the following table shows a translation of the special symbols of Nizar Habash’s
“Palestinian Arabic Spelling Standardization Project” from Arabic script to Tengwar:

PASS: Sound: Tengwar:
¥ longlo] D
S long [e] A
d 9] o

Z Adverbial ~

| final [n] I

[

Variable reali- g
zations ofgaf

Also, the original Tengwar system described by J.R.R. Tolkien in AppendiXtietoord of the

Rings: The Return of the King, together with the implementation choices and slight modifications
made by me for the Tengwar Arabic mode, will suggest a number of ideas for transcribing those
non-Arabic languages which are currently written with Arabic script into Tengwar — for example,
« could be used to write an] sound, or the Tengwar “emphasis” lettecould be used as a
retroflexion diacritic in Indic languages such as Urdu (instead of a velarization/pharyngealization
diacritic, as in the case of Arabic).



