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Yr Iaith Gymraeg

Yr

Iaith

Gymraeg

The

Welsh

Language

Pronunciation and Alphabet


Welsh is fairly phonemically written, but there is a variety of spoken dialects. The pronunciation common in North Wales is given here, as that is the most conservative dialect, making more sound distinctions than any other. First of all the basic sounds corresponding to each letter are given in the International Phonetic Alphabet (IPA). Complications will be introduced gradually. In words of more than one syllable, the stress is almost always on the penultimate. Exceptions will be pointed out as they occur. One that has occurred already is Cymraeg Welsh (language), which is stressed on the final syllable.

a represents the long vowel [ɑː] and the short vowel [a]. The long “a” is like the one in English father, and the short “a” like the Japanese short “a” in “san” or “pan”. It never has the sound represented by “a” in English cat.

long:
tad father, mab son, gwag empty, haf summer.


short:
cap cap, car car, tal tall, tan under; until.

b represents [b]. Like the “b” in English bat.

mab, bach little; small.

c represents [k], always. Like the “c” in English cook, never the “c” in English city.

cap, car, ci dog.
ch represents [χ]. This is the “ch” sound in the German pronunciation of the composer’s name Bach. It does not occur in English, though most English speakers can pronounce it.

bach, coch red.
d is always [d]. Like the “d” in English dad.

tad, da good.

dd is used for [ð], always. Like English “th” in the, that.

dda good (feminine form), gardd garden, mynydd mountain.
e can be either long [eː] or short [ɛ]. Long “e” like the “ai” in English pain, or Japanese “ei” as in kirei, but without the second part of any diphthong. Short “e” like the one in English pen.

long:
pêl ball, llef cry, llên literature peth thing.

short:
heb without, pen head, het hat.
f always represents [v]. Like the “v” in English very.

fach small (feminine form), y ferch the girl, y fenyw the woman.

ff is always [f]. Like the “f” in English fat.

ffatri factory, fflach flash, ceffyl horse.

g represents [ɡ] always. Like the “g” in English good, never the “g” in English gesture.

gêm game, gyrru (to) drive, ei gi his dog.
ng almost always represents [ŋ], the same sound as “ng” in English sing.

llong ship, angen need, fy nghi my dog.


occasionally it represents [ŋɡ], the same sound as “ng” in English finger.

dangos (to) show, Bangor (a place name).
h is always [h], like the “h” in English hat.

haf, halen salt, hardd beautiful, hi she.
i stands for three sounds.



long [iː], like the “ea” in English bean, or the “ii” in Japanese piiman, but with no trace of diphthong.

ci, hi, hir long.



short [ɪ], like the “i” in English pin.

gwisgo (to) dress, dim nothing.
consonantal [j], like the “y” in English yard – perhaps better thought of as the first element of a rising diphthong or triphthong, that is, one where the second element is longer:


iach healthy, iard yard, iaith language.
l is always [l]. The “l” in English lap, left.

pêl, halen, ei law his hand.
ll represents a lateral fricative sound, written [ɬ] in the IPA. Although it is an easy sound to make, it does not occur much in the world’s languages. I think Zulu may be the most widely spoken language which has a similar sound. It is made by placing the tongue in the position for saying “l”, as above, and then letting out the breath round one side of the tongue, without any voicing. Which side of the tongue? In the first of three little books called “Welsh Made Easy”, published about 1925, the author, A.S.D. Smith (who had the bardic name Caradar) wrote:

Sir John Morris-Jones has ascertained, after a series of tests, that the proportion of Welshmen who utter the ll on the right of the mouth to those who utter it on the left is as three to one.

llong, llaw hand, call clever, cyllell knife.
It is important not to confuse this sound with the combination l + ch, which does occur in words like golchi (to) wash and diolch thanks.

m is just [m]. The English “m” in mother.

mam mother, ymolchi (to) wash oneself, cam crooked; bent.
n is just [n]. The English “n” in nothing.

nain grandmother, neb nobody, annwyl dear; beloved.

o is used for both long [oː] and short [ɔ]. The long version is like the pure long “oo” in Japanese hoomen. The short is the “o” in English pot.

long:
nos night, bod (to) be, tôn tone.


short:
ton wave, ffordd road, tebot teapot.

p is simply [p]. The “p” in English pet.

pen, post post; mail, hapus happy.
ph sometimes occurs to represent the same sound as ff above.


ei phen her head, a phan and when.
r represents [r]. The “r” in English very. But unlike the “r” in English spelling, it is always pronounced:

gyrru, radio radio, fferm farm, ffermwr farmer.
rh represents [r̥]. This sound does not occur in English or Japanese. If you try to pronounce the “r” in English very, but at the same time breathe out strongly so that the tip of the tongue cannot make contact with the tooth ridge, then you will have made this sound. It is only found at the beginning of words:

rhaff rope; cord, rhyfel war, rhywbeth something.
s is generally [s]. The “s” in English silly.

gwisgo, sedd seat, trowsus trousers.
t always represents [t]. The “t” in English two, put.

trwyn nose, twp dull; stupid, het.

th is always [θ]. The “th” in English thin.

peth, cath cat, cathod cats, ei thad her father.
u represents central vowels, long [ɨː] and short [ɨ̞].

A rough vowel diagram may be helpful here:

iː


ɨː

 uː

   ɪ


ɨ̞
       ʊ

      eː


      oː


  ɛ

ə
    ɔ



a
       ɑː
The central vowels are the two between the big curly brackets. The whole diagram is supposed to show the position of the tongue in the mouth when a particular vowel is pronounced. At the top left is the vowel “ea” in English bean. The tongue is forward in the mouth, and close to the top. At the top right is the vowel “oo” in English moon. Again the tongue is close to the top of the mouth, but near to the back rather than the front. The lips are spread to make “ea”, but rounded for “oo” – the diagram does not show this. The upper of the two in the curly brackets is the long central vowel of Welsh. The tongue is close to the top of the mouth, but also central, neither forward nor back. The lips are spread when making it. The short vowel is the lower one: the tongue position is a bit more open, that is, further from the top of the mouth when saying it.

long:
un one, cul narrow.

short:
pump five, punt pound (£).
w is used for three sounds.



long [uː], the “oo” in English moon:

gŵr man; husband, drws door, ffŵl fool.



short [ʊ], the “u” in English put:

bws bus, trwm heavy, cwm valley.
consonantal [w], the “w” of English will – perhaps to be regarded as the first element of rising diphthongs [wɨ̞] (that is, the “w” of will plus the short central vowel) etc:


gwyrdd green, gwyn white, gwennol swallow (bird), y wennol the swallow.
y is also used for three sounds. Like u, it can represent the long and short central vowels, [ɨː] and [ɨ̞].


long:
dyn man, hŷn older, gwŷr husbands.

short:
bryn hill, hyn this, plentyn child.


It is also used for [ə], the “neutral” vowel, where the tongue is in its rest position in the mouth, the “a” in English about:

dynion men, llygad eye, cyntaf first; earliest.

There is a straightforward rule for pronunciation. In words of one syllable, or in the last syllable of a word, y has the long or short central vowel sounds. Otherwise it represents the neutral vowel. There are a few very short and common words which are exceptions, having the neutral sound, for instance y the, fy my, dy your (familiar), yn in, and also a few borrowings, such as syr sir, nyrs nurse.

This rule does not apply to the diphthongs represented by wy: there is more on this below.


That completes the basic Welsh alphabet. Let’s practise by learning the traditional names of its elements:

a
â

ng
èng

r
èr

b
bî

h
âets, âetsh
rh
rhî, rhô
c
èc

i
î (ddot)

s
ès

ch
èch

l
èl

t
tî
d
dî

ll
èll

th
èth

dd
èdd

m
èm

u
û (bedol)

e
ê

n
èn

w
ŵ
f
èf

o
ô

y
ỳ
ff
èff

p
pî
g
èg

ph
ffî
The circumflex accent on some of the names shows a long vowel, the grave accent a short one. The name ỳ is the neutral vowel sound. I have called them “traditional” names: many Welsh speakers sometimes or always use the English names of the letters, and this can cause confusion.
Notice that the digraphs ch, dd, and so on count as single items. This is important when looking up words in the dictionary. Lleng legion comes before lleiaf smallest, least for instance. On the other hand, dangos (see above) is listed after danfon (to) send, transmit, because here “ng” represents “n + g” rather than the single sound.


Practise the sounds by spelling out some of the example words given so far. Notice the names of i and u. The sounds are very similar, and in southern dialects both are pronounced [i:]. The two can be distinguished by calling them î ddot and û bedol respectively. The meaning of dot is obvious: pedol means horseshoe. 


There are a number of falling diphthongs, that is, ones in which the first element is longer. For instance

ae

mae is, cae field.

ai

Mai May (the month), tai houses.

au

cau (to) close, haul sun.

Although potentially different, in fact all three of the above tend to be pronounced [aɨ̞], that is, short “a” plus short central vowel, in northern dialects. 

aw

brawd brother, llaw.

ei, eu
the first element of these is the neutral vowel. For example, tei tie, teigr tiger, lleuad moon.

ew

dewch i mewn come in.

iw

criw crew, i’w to his, to her

uw

Duw God.
yw

byw (to) live. Here “y” has its short central vowel sound, so the 


diphthong is that plus a short “w”.

oi

troi (to) turn.

oe

coed trees, oed age.

ow

trowch turn!

wy

wy egg, wyth eight, twym warm, drwy through.


Again y has its short central vowel sound in this diphthong. Notice that the combination wy is ambiguous: it may also represent a rising diphthong beginning with consonantal “w”, as mentioned before. It is easy to tell the difference, though – the rising diphthong only occurs after g, or when g has been removed by soft mutation (see below for this). Examples:


gwyn, mae eira’n wyn snow is white, gwyrdd, mae’r car yn wyrdd, the car is green.
The y in the combination wy tends to be pronounced as the short central vowel, wherever it occurs in a word. Examples:


dwyrain east, gwyliau holidays.

The combination ywy occurs quite often, and is best considered as two y’s separated by a consonantal w. Each y follows the rule of pronunciation given above. Thus the word tywydd weather, has two syllables, ty + wydd. The first y is not in the final syllable, so it has the neutral vowel sound. The second y is in the final syllable, so it has the short central vowel sound. The same goes for tywyll dark and bywyd life. On the other hand, tywyllwch, darkness, is ty + wy + llwch. Neither y is in the final syllable, so both have the neutral vowel sound. There is the same tendency with other vowels separated by w, for example awyren aeroplane, ewyllys will, desire, testament.


The digraph si before another vowel is used for the sound [ʃ], the one represented by “sh” in English shop: siop shop, siarad (to) speak, brwsio (to) brush. For other instances of this sound, which mostly seems to occur in borrowings, the authoritative Geiriadur Prifysgol Cymru University of Wales Dictionary, recommends just using s, which of course is not phonemic. The sound [ʧ], the “tch” in English match, is supposed to be represented by ts. Thus we have brws brush, matsen match (for fire), matsys matches. Many modern writers spell these as brwsh, matsien or matshen, and matshys.


The letter j is used for the “j” of English jam in borrowings like jam jam. Other letters of the English alphabet may occur in people’s names, so when necessary they can be called:


j
jê

v
fî

k
kê

x
ècs


q
ciw

z
zèd

not surprisingly.
