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The Cherokee alphabet is not an alphabet at all but a syllabary. That means that each
Cherokee character represents a complete syllable, not just a consonant or a vowel. The
Cherokee word for “water,” pronounced ama, is written with three English letters, a, m,
and a. Using the Cherokee syllabary, the same word is written with only two characters:

D, pronounced a, and 8 pronounced ma.

Accompanying each of the illustrations is a facing page that shows a Cherokee word that
contains the illustrated Cherokee syllabary character. The sound of each syllable in the
Cherokee word is shown below the corresponding Cherokee character. The English trans-

lation of the Cherokee word is shown on the following line.

A row of characters from the Cherokee syllabary chart is shown at the bottom of each page,

with each character’s corresponding sound below it.

The entire Cherokee syllabary is shown on the next pageasa chart. The chart contains a
column for each vowel sound; the rows show how those vowel sounds combine with each

of the consonant sounds to make a Cherokee syllable.

Basic Pronunciation Key

a: as a in “father” e: as a in “cake”
1: as e in “Pete”’ 0: as o in “hello’
w: as u in “tuba” v: as u in “rung” but with a more nasal sound

All the Cherokee consonant sounds are the same as their English versions with a few

exceptions:
g: sounds like the g in “gaff” or the k in “kite”
qu: sounds like the qu in “question” or the gw in “Gwen”
tl: non-English sound made by combining t or h with the I sound

Ts: sounds like j in “John,” or ch in “chair”
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Beth Anderson is a Cherokee Nation citizen and a contemporary visual
artist. Her work is influenced by her culture, her love of materials and
handmade objects, and her relationship with nature. Beth holds a BFA in
sculpture from Stephen E Austin State University in Nacogdoches, Texas,
and is certified by the Cherokee Nation Tribal Employment Rights Office
(TERO). She is a member of the US Department of Interior’s Indian Arts
and Crafts Board and is a board member and the Social Media Chair
of the Southeastern Indian Artists Association. Beth currently lives in

Upstate New York. You can contact her at waterbirdarts@yahoo.com.
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for ten years. Brad has a degree from Northeastern State University in Crim-
inal Justice and Native American Studies. Brad works for Cherokee Nation
Emergency Management as the Community Preparedness Coordinator. He
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Sequoyah was raised by his Cherokee mother, Wuh-teh of the Paint
clan, in what is now Tennessee. He never learned to speak, read, or
write English, but he was an accomplished silversmith, painter, and
warrior. He believed the secret of the white people’s superior power
was their written language. From 1809 to 1821, Sequoyah created
the Cherokee syllabary, which brought literacy to his tribe. Word
about the invention of the syllabary quickly spread, and within
months, thousands of Cherokees became literate. The simplicity of
his system enabled pupils to rapidly learn it, and soon Cherokees
throughout the nation were teaching it in their schools and pub-

lishing books and newspapers in their own Cherokee language.



he Cherokee Syllabary: An Illustrated Key to the Cherokee Language offers parents and educators a tool to introduce
T Cherokee children, as well as adults, to the syllabary of their native language. It gives readers of all backgrounds a
chance to see the written language that has been used by the Cherokee Nation for over two hundred years. The introduc-
tion and pronunciation key aid in understanding the beautifully illustrated syllabary characters. The book is a valuable

educational resource for schools and libraries and adds multicultural diversity to classrooms and collections. For all ages.
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