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1. Introduction. The Woleai script has its origins in a diffusion of the Latin script to the Woleai Atoll.
Alfred Snelling, a missionary in Chuuk (then called Truk) in 1888, had evidently helped to devise a Latin
alphabet for the Chuukese language. In 1905 he became lost at sea and landed with his Chuukese crew on
the island of Eauripik, a Woleaian-speaking atoll 100 km to the southwest of Woleai itself. There he
taught the Latin orthography for Chuukese to the Woleaians, who re-interpreted the alphabet as a
syllabary, where each letter-name stood for its syllable (consonant + -i). Later the writing spread to other
islands in the Woleai Atoll, and additional characters were devised on the island of Faraulep (perhaps
after “the big typhoon” in 1907), since a syllabary with endings in -i was not sufficient to be practical. An
expedition from Hamburg arriving in Woleai in 1909 discovered the writing system and did ethnographic
research on it, though this was not published until 1929. Riesenberg and Kaneshiro’s work was collected
in 1954-57 and published in 1960.

The Eauripik characters were described by Riesenberg and Kaneshiro as “Type 2 script”, and the script
identified by their informants as originating in Faraulep as “Type 1 script”. Both Type 1 and Type 2
characters were used together; the classification is useful only in determining the development of the
script. Although Type 2 characters have their origin in the Latin script, Type 1 characters are new
additions to the script (some of which represent different fish, parts of the body, and parts of canoes),
which spread to many of the islands in the Woleai group. Usage of the script appeared to be in decline in
the 1950s. It could be found in a variety of contexts, including personal tattoos.

2. Processing. Woleai is written from left to right horizontally. Manuscript texts are often written without
spaces between words, though U+0020 SPACE is found in transcriptions and is likely to be preferred for
general use. No ligation or other shaping behaviour is found in Woleai.

3. Glyphs. A certain amount of variation in shape is found in the manuscripts; the font used in this
proposal was developed by Michael Everson on the basis of the charts in Riesenberg and Kaneshiro
1960.

4. Sorting. There exist a number of Type 1 abecedaries, in which more variation is found after the first 50
characters than before, which may indicate the relative age of the development of the characters. It may
be the case that modern users will prefer a Latin-based ordering, since Woleai has a Latin orthography
now. More research is required.



5. Character names. The names used for the characters here are based on those given in Riesenberg and
Kaneshiro 1960. The spelling of the names should perhaps be updated to reflect the modern Latin

orthography. More research is required.

6. Numerals. No digits are found in the texts; it must be assumed that European digits would be used.
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8. Punctuation. No punctuation marks have been observed in use with Woleai.
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