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Lewis Gaelic Pronunciation 1

PRONUNCI ATI ON

Thi s Pronunci ati on nodul e consists of this Description and a set of conputerised
listening exercises: it teaches you all the speech-sounds of Gaelic. The variety
taught is Hebridean Gaelic as spoken on Lew s.

2. CONSONANTS

2.1. Plosives

There are 10 Gaelic plosives. They fall into nmatching pairs in which one sound is
aspirated and one is not:

Aspi r at ed: ph th tegh ch kb

Unaspirated: p t tg¢ c k
The aspiration - the puff of breath that follows the consonant - is very strong,
much stronger than in English. The unaspirated (and voicel ess) sounds are danped
down, with absolutely no puff of breath at all, like French pt k (which are

i kewi se unaspirated), or an aggressively pronounced English b d g (which can be
virtual ly voicel ess).

They can al so be thought of as formng a different set of matching pairs, in which
each non-pal atal plosive has a matchi ng pal atal plosive:
Asp. Unasp. Asp. Unasp. Asp. Unasp.
Non- pal atal: p" p th t kh k
Pal at al : - - tc"  te ch c
The pattern is inconplete because of the absence of palatal ph" and p, though sone
comentators say they exist.

p" Voicel ess bilabial plosive, strongly aspirated.
Li ke English p followed by a strong puff of breath. 'phans pan

p Voiceless bilabial plosive, unaspirated.
Li ke English p, but without the followi ng puff of breath. 'pal®s wall

th  Voicel ess denti-al veol ar plosive, strongly aspirated.
Li ke English t, but with the tongue pushed agai nst the front teeth, and
followed by a strong puff of breath. th¥j house.

t Voiceless denti-alveol ar plosive, unaspirated.
Like English t, but with the tongue pushed against the front teeth and w t hout
the follow ng puff of breath. 'tiips nman

teh Voicel ess denti-al veol ar plosive, strongly aspirated, palatalised.
Like the ty sound in English tune, but with the tongue pushed agai nst the
front teeth, and followed by a strong puff of breath. 'tg"&ns fire.

tc Voiceless denti-alveol ar plosive, unaspirated, palatalised.
Like the ty sound in English tune, but with the tongue pushed against the
front teeth, and without the follow ng puff of breath. tgdx drink

c" Voicel ess palatal plosive, strongly aspirated.
Li ke the ky sound in English cue, followed by a strong puff of breath. cho:l¥
nusi c.

c \Voicel ess palatal plosive, unaspirated.
Li ke the ky sound in English cue, but without the follow ng puff of breath.
cal® white.

kM Voi cel ess vel ar plosive, strongly aspirated.
Li ke English k followed by a strong puff of breath. k"aht cat.

k  Voicel ess vel ar pl osive, unaspirated.
Li ke English k, but without the follow ng puff of breath. kw: w nd.

Aspirated plosives occur only in stressed syllables. If the aspirated plosive is

at the end of its syllable, then the aspiration cones before it instead of after
kha"t cat, ma"k son, 'phe:hpar paper
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Lewis Gaelic Pronunciation 2
2.2. Fricatives

Six of the nine Gaelic fricatives can be thought of as forming two different sets
of matching pairs, just as plosives can. One set contrasts voicel ess and voi ced
sounds:

Voiceless: £ s [ ¢ x h

Voi ced: v - - 1 ¥ -
s, J and h don't have voi ced conpani ons.

The alternative set contrasts non-pal atal and pal atal sounds (as plosives do):
V.less V.d V.less V.d V.less V.less
Non-pal atal: F \Y s X ¥ h
Pal at al : - - I c i -
f, v and h don't have natching pal atals (though again, some commentators claim
that palatal ¥ and v exist).

T Voi cel ess | abi o-dental fricative.
Li ke English f. fa:s grow
v Voi ced | abi o-dental fricative.
Li ke Engish v. ‘'avip river.
s Voi cel ess alveolar fricative.
Like ss in English hiss. 'swia sit.
J Voicel ess post-alveolar fricative.
Li ke sh in English shush. [2> this.
¢ Voicel ess palatal fricative.
Li ke the ky sound in English cue, but wthout the tongue touching the roof of
the mouth. 'ci: mi | can see.
j Voiced palatal fricative
Li ke the gy sound in English regular, but with nore buzz, and without the tongue
touching the roof of the nmputh. 'ji¢c mi | ate.
X Voi cel ess velar fricative.
Li ke the ch sound in Scottish loch. 'xad) mi | placed.
¥ Voiced velar fricative.
Li ke the ch sound in Scottish loch, but with the vocal chords vibrating to give
a buzzing sound. '¥2>:1%¥ mi | drank
h Gottal fricative.
Li ke English h. 'ho:t mi | said.

2.3. Sonorants

Wer eas plosives and fricatives can be grouped into non-pal atal and pal atal pairs,
three groups of sonorants - n-sounds, r-sounds and |-sounds - show a three-way
variation. One nenber of the group is strongly palatal, one is strongly velar, and
one is weak, neither palatal nor velar. As foll ows:

Strongly Strongly
pal at al Weak vel ar

n n ns

fo )l L g

A | I

m Voi ced bil abi al nasal
Li ke English m 'mal¥s eyebrow.
ns Voi ced denti-al veol ar nasal, velarised.
Li ke English n, but with the tongue pushed against the front teeth, and the
back of the tongue raised to a create a hollow sound. @ 'n¥5xk tonight.
n Voiced al veol ar nasal
Li ke English n. @ 'nif now.
n  Voiced pal atal nasal
Li ke the ny sound in English onion. 'pi.a wash.
0J Voiced interdental fricative, palatalised
Li ke the thy sounds in English bathe you. 'ma:dii Mary.
£ Voiced alveolar tap
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Lewis Gaelic Pronunci ation 4
3. VO/NELS

O ose front unrounded vowel .
Li ke ee in English flee, but shorter. i¢ eat.
e Cose-md front unrounded vowel .
Hal fway between English bet and bit. 'pek little.
€ Open-m d front unrounded vowel .
Like e in English dress. p&n wonan.
w C ose back unrounded vowel .
Like ur in English fur, but with the back of the tongue raised very close to the
roof of the nmouth. ‘'dlipak wi ndow.
¥ C ose-m d back unrounded vowel .
Like ur in English fur, but with the back of the tongue slightly raised towards
the roof of the nouth. t"¥j house.
a Qpen central unrounded vowel .
Like a in English path, but shorter, and with the tongue further forward. 'matipn
nor ni ng.
¢ C ose back rounded vowel, advanced.
Li ke oo in English noon, but with the tongue pushed forward. k"as too nuch
U C ose back rounded vowel, | owered.
Li ke oo in English foot. r¥ut thing.
0 Cose-md back rounded vowel .
Hal f way between English lot and foot. 'khoma indifferent.
D Open-mid back rounded vowel .
Li ke the vowel -sound in English thought, but shorter. tgdx (a) drink
9 Md central unrounded vowel .
Like a in English about. & 'nif now.

3.1. Short and I ong vowel s

Al vowel s except o conme in two versions, short and |ong; the exanpl es above show
short vowels. To say a long vowel, just keep the short vowel going for nuch, nuch
| onger. Long vowels are shown in this course with the synbol :, placed after the
vowel : ¥:m butter, 'ke:.ol¥ Gael, frw:x heather, pd: shop

- the long versions of € ¥ and > have noticeably higher tongue-positions than the
short versions. This neans in particular that it is not always easy to distinguish
€e: frome:.

- not all speakers differentiate between short w, short ¥ and short u

3.2. Nasal and oral vowels

A nasal vowel is one that is pronounced through the nose, as sone French vowel s
are; an oral vowel is one pronounced wholly through the nouth (the usual way in
English). Nasality is indicated by the synbol ™ placed over the vowel: fE&hc see,
khE5Pk hill, rock, 'i:fo tell

Nasal vowel s run throughout ordinary speech, and follow this pattern

- in stressed syllables, a vowel standing next to a nasal consonant (Vv F m n¥ n p)
is usually nasal. But there are exceptions - e: for exanple is al nbst never nasal
and mo:L - vo:f big has no nasal vowel. A vowel can also be nasal when it is not
next to a nasal consonant, as for exanple in ¥i¢ga night. This course marks all the
nasal vowels that occur in stressed syll abl es.

- if a word has a svarabhakti vowel then it has no nasal vowels.

- in unstressed syllables, a vowel standing next to a nasal consonant is nasal
This course does not mark nasal vowels in unstressed syll abl es.
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Lewis Gaelic Pronunciation 5
3.3. Choice between & and ©

Broadly speaking (there are exceptions), v is used if a u-sound occurs next to a
"back' consonant; otherwi se & is used. The consonants that count as 'back' in this
context are X, the three velarised sonorants n¥, r¥ and I¥, and the three
retrofl ex consonants {, s and n. Exanples: hu:t said, pov:n water, r¥ovt thing. An
exception is @ 'xula every, where U appears next to the non-velarised I, but the
pronunciation @ 'xovl¥d (i.e. with velarised 1¥) is also found.

If the consonant next to the u-sound changes fromvelarised to unvelarised - as it
may under lenition, for exanple - then the vowel will change accordingly: r3uot
thing, @ 'huntw 'tdat the sane thing.

4. RHYTHM
4.1. Stress

The stress nornally falls on the first syllable of a word; it is marked in this
course, in words of nore than one syllable, by the synbol ' at the beginning of
the stressed syllable: ka'son why, 'k"0ma indifferent. Foreign words nmay keep
their original stress: pa'niha:"ts potato. This course al so uses the stress-mark
to show where the stress falls in a phrase containing unstressed words: 'faip mi a
I didit.

4.2. Syllable divisions

There is a difference between words of one syllable containing a long vowel or a
di pht hong, and words contai ning the sane sounds pronounced as two syllables. An
exanmpl e is tdan poemvs. 'td.an fishing-hook. t&an is a di phthong, pronounced as
one syllable, with the pitch rising throughout; 'td.an is pronounced as two
syl l ables, of which the first is stressed, and with the pitch falling abruptly on
the second syllable. In this course the syllable division is narked with a dot.

4.3. Svarabhakti vowel s

Sone vowel s are pronounced with a sudden rise in pitch: the effect is as though

t he speaker had stressed the preceding vowel as nornmally, then changed his mnind
and stressed the next vowel instead. These vowels are called, for various reasons,
' svarabhakti vowel s' or 'epenthetic vowels' or 'anaptyctic vowels', and narked
with a small up-arrow t in this course: 'faltav depart, 'tehimrical® around. The
addi tional stress can create a difference of neaning: 'pal®ak skull, ‘'pal®tak
bel | y.

The svarabhakti vowel is always the sane as the vowel to the left of its preceding
consonant .

5. LENITI ON

A striking feature of Gaelic is the way in which the first sound of a word can
change to another sound in certain granmatical constructions. So, for exanple, pé&n
wi fe changes its initial ptovinms 'vEn ny wife, because the word ma ny
requires this change of the followi ng noun. O again, t"¥j house becones n¥hxj in
9 'nshAxj the house fromthe influence of the definite article the. There are two
sets of nodifications, lenition and nasalisation. This section and the follow ng
one explain the changes that constitute lenition and nasalisation; the
circunstances in which lenition and nasalisation apply will be dealt with in the
forthcom ng G ammar nodul e.

5.1. Plosives and fricatives

Lenition means that a consonant changes to its lenited equivalent. The lenited
equi val ents of the plosives and fricatives are as foll ows:
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Strong nasalisation applies when the first sound in the following word i s one of
the foll ow ng:

- an aspirated plosive

- one of the clusters sn® [n sl® [l and stc

- sor [ followed inmediately by a vowel.

Weak nasalisation applies when the followi ng word begins wth:
- an unaspirated plosive

- a vowel

- F followed by a vowel .

If the following word does not begin with one of the sounds |isted above,
nasal i sati on does not apply.

6.2. Additional sounds for nasalisation
Strong nasalisation uses three additional sounds:

A Breathy glottal fricative.

Li ke English h, but said in a warm breathy, unctuous way. @ 'nha:r the car
ni Voiced vel ar nasal, advanced.

Li ke the ngy sound in English bring you. @ 'nihadn¥ the head.
n Voiced vel ar nasal

Like ng in English long. ® 'nha:c the car

Weak nasalisation uses five additional sounds called 'mstinmed plosives',
descri bed bel ow.

6.3. Strong nasalisation
6.3.1. Plosives

To apply nasalisation to an aspirated plosive, replace the plosive with a nasa
consonant forned at the sane point in the nouth, and follow this with A. As
fol | ows:

Unchanged: phr th  teh ch kb

Nasal isation: mh n¥h ph nih nh

Exanpl es:
‘phre:"par paper o 'mhe:hpar the paper
t"¥j house 9 'n¥hx¥j the house
‘teheéns fire 9 'ph&na the fire
‘cadn® head 9 'nihadn® the head
kha:£ nmotor-car o 'nha:cf the notor-car

6.3.2. Sibilant clusters

The five clusters beginning with s or [ behave under nasalisation as follows:
Unchanged: sn¥ In sl I stc
Nasal i sation: n¥hc nshc nxhls phl n3hc
Note that three of the five clusters change to n¥hc (including [p, where the
pal atal p beconmes the velar n%). The two clusters that have an |-sound in them
retain it, and also retain its palatal or velar quality, and add no =

Exanpl es:
‘sn¥a:hat needl e
IpéExk snow
slsuay peopl e
"fli.s way
stf3:n nose

‘nthra:hat the needl e
‘nshigxk the snow
‘nshlsvay the people
‘nAli.s the way
‘nthrd:n the nose

[ORN ORI O]
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Lewis Gaelic Pronunciation 8
6.3.3. Single sibilants

The sibilants s and [ behave under nasalisation as though they were th and tgh:
Unchanged: s I
Nasal i sation: n¥h ph
Exanpl es: 'sasan®ax Englishman, & 'n¥hasanax the Englishman; '[&ned) grandfather 3
‘nh€negd’ t he grandfat her

6. 4. Weak nasalisation
6.4.1. Unaspirated plosives

To apply nasalisation to an unaspirated plosive, replace the plosive with a nasa
consonant followed by a mistinmed voiced plosive, both nade at the sanme point in
the nouth as the original plosive:

Unchanged: p t te c k

Nasalisation: m(b) n¥({d) ndd’) ni(3x) nd

The term ' mistinmed voi ced plosive' needs an explanation. Let us start with a nasa
consonant: m is made by closing the Iips and passing voi ced breath through the
nose. A voiced plosive such as English b is Iikew se made by closing the |ips and
passi ng voiced breath, but the breath does not pass through the nose, because the
velumis closed (as it is when you hold your breath, for exanple). This closing of
the vel um enabl es pressure to build up in the nmouth, which is then rel eased

expl osively to create the b. Wiile the pressure is building up there can be a
buzzi ng sound.

To make the Gaelic sound, open the |ips after the buzz has started but before the

pressure has built up enough to create a full b. The timng is critical - if you
open the lips too early, you'll get an ordinary m, and if you open themtoo late
you'll get a full b. Something between the two is the thing to aimfor

The account above describes the mistined plosive in ternms of m and b, resulting
from applying nasalisation to p. To apply nasalisation to the other unaspirated
pl osives, formthe nasal and the m stined plosive at the sane point in the nouth
as the original consonant, producing n¥(d), n(g), etc. The nistined plosive is a
vestigial, voiced formof the original unaspirated plosive.

6.4.2. Vowel s

To apply nasalisation to a vowel, or to F followed by a vowel, first delete the f.
The nasalised formis then:

- m(b) if the preceding particle ends in m; otherw se
- n(di) if a 'front' vowel follows, or

- ns(d) if a 'back' vowel follows.

Exanpl es:
‘ahad’ fat her ‘m(b)ahad’ ny father
‘e:dlip! lreland an¥s 'p(di)e:dip in lreland
'¥igo ni ght 9 'n¥(d)¥ica the night.

Nasal i sati on before a vowel is also found, for historical reasons, within the
word: 9 'p(di)é: yesterday; o 'n(d)«h today.

7. GLOSSARY
Advanced: a vowel where the tense part of the tongue is further forward than

usual ; a consonant where the tongue articulates with the roof of the nouth at a
point slightly further forward than that specified.
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Sibilant: a general termfor consonants that have a hissing sound, such as the
s-sounds and sh-sounds at the begi nning and end of English cease and shush.
Sonorant: a general termfor consonants that are not plosives, affricates or
fricatives.

Tap: a consonant where one articulator touches the other briefly while in
novenent .

Trill: a consonant where one articul ator vibrates against the other

Unaspi rated: an unaspirated pl osive does not have the puff of breath that
acconpani es nost plosives in English. See 'Aspirated'.

Unrounded: a vowel where the |ips are spread, not rounded.

Vel ar: the tongue articulates with the velum See 'Velum.

Vel ari sed: the back of the tongue is tensed and raised towards the velum giving
t he consonant a dark col ouring. See 'Veluni.

Vel um the soft back part of the roof of the nouth.

Voiced: with a voiced sound, the vocal chords vibrate: the sound can be sung; if
you put your hands over your ears, you can hear a buzz; if you touch your I|arynx
[ightly, you can feel vibrations. See '\Voiceless'.

Voi cel ess: with a voicel ess sound, the vocal chords do not vibrate: the sound
cannot be sung; if you put your hands over your ears, you do not hear a buzz; and
if you touch your larynx lightly, you feel no vibrations. See 'Voiced'
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