Korean Syllables

Korean is written by syllables.

You should be able to write the syllables correctly if you remember three major and three
minor rules.

Before these are reviewed, several introductory points may be helpful: (1) There are three
basic shapes of vowels, which I will call “vertical vowels,” “horizontal vowels,” and “w-vowels.”
(2) Within the syllable, one must distinguish between an initial consonant (one before the vowel)

and a final consonant (one after the vowel).

Three Major Rules

1. A “vertical vowel” (one of the tall and narrow vowels: | F | | 491 | |) is always written
to the right of the initial consonant in the syllable, as in English: 7 |- (ka).

2. A “horizontal vowel” (one of the wide and short vowels : _,__, ——- —) is always written
under the initial consonant in the syllable: - (no).

3. If there is a final consonant in the syllable, it always goes on the bottom: 2t (kak), = (nok).

Three Minor Rules

The three minor rules are just special cases of the three major rules.

1. In Korean, the first character in a syllable is never a vowel. If the first sound in a syllable is
a vowel, you must use “O” as a silent place-holder first (in the position of an initial consonant).!
Thus, either Major Rule 1 or 2 would apply, depending on the vowel, for example: O} (a), 2 (o).

2. Each of the “w-vowels” (.} _._H - _,_J| | | —]) is in fact simply a combination of a
“horizontal vowel” and a “vertical vowel.” For example, notice that “__| ’(wa) is constructed from
“_, ”(0)and “} (a). As one might expect, the horizontal component of the “w-vowel” (for example,
the “_,_” part of “__} ) goes under the initial consonant, and the vertical component (the “ | > part of
“__} ) goes to the right: 21} (kwa), 2} (wa).?

3. ‘Double consonants’ (HH X [C 77 M -4 94 Lx LS =7 =0 =24 =A =E
oo 25 HA AA ) are treated as single consonants. This is true regardless of whether they are in the
initial postion in the syllable (Hd 2K [C 77 M) or in the final position (44 9A Lx L& =1

20 2H ZA ZE 20 26 HA AA D)

As you may have noticed in the examples, each individual character changes shape in order to
“fit well”” with the other characters in the syllable; the overall shape of the syllables should be such that

squares can be drawn around them of approximately equal size.



The three major and three minor rules are summarized in the following charts, through
examples:

Major
Rules vertical horizontal

no final I} (ka) L (no)
consonant

final 2} (kak) = (nok)
consonant

Minor
Rules vertical horizontal w-vowel

no final O} (a), 77} (kka) 2D (o) 2} (kwa), 2F (wa)
consonant

final Ot(ang), 9 (6ps) 2 (on) 2 (kwak), QU (wass)
consonant

1Remember that “o ” sounds like “ng” when it is a final consonant in the syllable, but that it is silent if it is an
initial consonant.

20ne way to remember which vertical and horizontal components go together in order to make a particular
“w-vowel” is that “right” goes with “up” and “left” goes with “down.” In other words, the right-facing vowels
( |' |= H H ) are preceeded by _,; _, and the left-facing vowels ( 'I :{ " =|| ) are preceeded by ——. “Right” and “up” are
thought of as being yang (bright, positive) and “left” and “down” are fim (yin) (dark, negative).
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