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Silly Ethiopian (AILO 2018 Team problem)

This problem is about Amharic, a member of the Semitic language family, and the official
language of Ethiopia. It has 62m speakers, of whom 21.5m are native speakers. The writing
system is a development of the Ge’ez writing system from the 9th century BCE.

The text below is part of the story of Silly Mammo, a traditional and much-loved

children’s tale, ct’f\' angqo KILU MAMO. There is a tradition of story-telling in Ethiopia,
in which the children gather round the story-teller, in a circle sitting on the

ground. The story teller announces "|"d.'h'|"E "|"d.:|" TOROTI, TOROTI ‘A story, a

story’ to which the children rhymingly respond PAID N dﬂ" YOLAMI BOROTI, literally
‘Cow shed’, meaning roughly ‘Tell us shed loads’ (The phrase ‘lost in translation’ comes to
mind).

Pronunciation: you don’t need to know exactly how Amharic is pronounced to solve this
problem, but the following hints will be helpful. The transcription used here is not quite
standard, and does not necessarily give a very accurate idea of pronunciation — but it is
consistent.

Ambharic has seven vowels: the ‘usual’ five A,E,I,O,U and two central vowels, one short,
transcribed here as O, or omitted altogether when it occurs at the end of a syllable,
pronounced like the first and last vowels of ‘opinion’; and one fuller central vowel,
transcribed here as I, pronounced something like the exclamation ‘urgh’. This too can
sometimes be omitted at the end of a word.

Ge’ez has 34 consonant symbols to represent 24 different consonants in Amharic: some
contrasts found in other languages using Ge’ez do not occur in Ambharic, so for some sounds,
effectively, there are a number of different symbols. However, for the purposes of this
problem, these homophones have been transliterated differently. Also, not all of them occur
in this data. Values are roughly as expected; a dot under a character indicates a more forceful
pronunciation (actually, an ‘ejective’). Both ? and ¢ are glottal consonants like the sound in
‘uh-oh’.

Double consonants are distinctive in Ethiopian, but are not shown in the writing system (e.g.
Mammo MAMO), and so are ignored here.

Here are the first few sentences of the story Silly Mammo, presented in Ge’ez with an
English translation. The first sentence is also accompanied by a transcription. The
transcriptions of the remaining sentences are shown below, but in a jumbled up order.

QL. Your first task is to match up the Amharic sentences with their transcriptions.



1.NgS 11 NA TR UIC PMPC TR9° PR NA MM+ TNC:
A. BODINO GIZE BO?I TIYUPU YA HAGRI YOMINORI MAMO YOMIBALI WOTATI
NOBRI.

A long time ago in Ethiopia there lived a boy called Mammo.

2. MIRG AR MEHC D4IA PPt DAL N+ +9A DM
Nie NATL LAN 18 INC:

Mammo and his mother Mrs Terunseh lived in a small tukul [grass hut] on the outskirts of the
town.

3. MEHE Mé&IA Pa9+8L4F NAM- LT AYE L NARITCT
R0t APAGT™ NARAMG AATR P F47 gt INC:

Mrs Terunseh made a living doing odd jobs, baking injera [flat bread] for other people,
collecting and selling firewood.

4, Q4P qRy gD W4 ARURLIPT AG+H . PP

ARTATR NATE B4 4 TNC:

Mammo however did not work, because his mother was afraid he could not hold down a job.

5. NHPI® NAL M9 PIRG) &AT+R NMIP NH TNC::

However Mammo had a very big appetite.

6.ARCNA PANT A1 B4 & &T

For breakfast three pieces of injera with fitfit sauce.

7. A9PAT AT LR ALAT ALNT ATEL NI D
NEAMICI NALNT ACT IC INC PALNAM-::

For lunch and dinner he ate six injeras with meat sauce and ayb [cheese].



8. M9° NMI° Mg arqgae Pan/ 1A 1NC:

Mammo was very strong and handsome.

9. AT+ AR LAFFO AT TR9° A NA 920+ TNC:

His mother was always happy to see Mammo eat.

10. AL ¢ MLHE M4IA TRy MC+HMI -2 AL,

MR 1 MARG K EIOMTT PIRAYUIID 4,690+

One day Mrs Terunseh called to Mammo: Now listen carefully and obey me, my dear son,
Mammao.

11. DALY BIRC 24 ARPEAN APALT AANU:

From now on you must work.

12. AL AP EIPR AR 4+ AP, APLNAD TM-T At

| am getting old and too tired to work as | used to, she said.

13. AR, AT PIRFAMT U AWEAU AGROR (P /.2
A18T 1@ PR TM-T A\ ARqP::

Yes Mama, | will work as hard as | can, but how can | find [work], said Mammo.

B. KOZIYAMI BOLAYI MAMO YSMICABI FILAGOTU BOTAMI BiZU NOBRI.
C. ?INE ?IHDOKDIMOYU LOMSIRATI ?IKiME ?IYODKOM NoWI, ?2ILUTI.
D. LOKURIS YBSOSITI ?IHGORA FITIFITI.

m

?AHDI KOH WOYIZRO TIRUNS MAMOH TRITOWI : WIDI LIGE MAMO
BOTIMONA ?ADIMITONI, YOMILIHIHMI FOsIMI.

F. 2ISI?2IMAMA, YOMICILWIH HULU ?ISRALHU LOMOMHONU SiRA, ?IHDETI
NOWI YOMIGONOWI, ?IL MAMO.

G. ?INATU TiLiIKU DOSTACWIi LACWi MAMO SIBLA MOYOTI NOBRI.

H. MAMO MOH MIHOMIi SiRA ?IDASURAMI, ?INATU SiRA MOKOYOTI
?IYICLiMI BILMU YIFRU NOBRI.



l. MAMONA ?INATU WOYIZRO TiRUNS YOMINORUTI KO?AHDI KOTMA TiHOL
WOTA BILO BO?AHDI DOSASA GOGI NOBRI.

J. LOMISANA LORATI DOSAMO SODISTI SODISTI 2IHGORA BOSIGA WOTI
KOKILITIMI, KO?AYIBINA ?IRIGO GARI NOBRI YOMIBLAWI.

K. KO?AHUH GOMIRO SIRA ?IYOFLOKI MOSIRATI ?ILBIHI.

L. WOYIZRO TIRUNS YOMITODADRUTI BOSWI BETI ?2IlHGORA BOMGAGRI,
?IHOCOTI 2IYOLKOMU BOMSTINA LESAMI YAGNUTIH SIRATI NOBRI.

M. MAMO BOSTAMI TOHKARANA KUMNAMU YAMAR GUBILI NOBRI.

Q2. Here are some individual words from the text in transcription and translation, but again

the order has been jumbled. Which ones go with which? In one case (J), no translation is
given. What do you think it might be?

1. KiLITIMI A. Ethiopia a.'1NCc
2.L9 B. for b. A,

3. NOBRI C. meat sauce c. R5+k

4. SIRA D. mother d. PAMID
5. TIYUPUYA E. Mrs e. M

6. WOYIZRO F. (he) said f MEHE
7. YOSOSITI G. three g. TRR.P
8. ?ILU H. work h. eANT
9. ?2INATU L. yes i. A

10. 7181 J.77? j. Ak

Q3. Transcribe the following short passage, as best you can.

N PHPAD LH ATSART ARCIAU:

I’ll do as you said, next time.

Q4. Although the texts here contained lots of different letter symbols, there are many more
that happened not to occur in this text. Nevertheless you should be able to predict how they
would be pronounced. How do you think the following symbols should be transcribed?

a b c d e f g h i j

A% fr A F H @ & £ 6



Briefly explain the feature(s) of the writing system that in principle enable you to answer this
question (even if you don’t get them all right).

Make a chart showing the individual symbols that have featured in this problem, with their
transcriptions. The chart should be organized in a systematic manner.

Q5. Write down any vocabulary items you can identify (you can write them in transcription)
and anything you have noticed about the grammar of this language: word order, prefixes,
suffixes (=endings), agreement, and so on.



