Colloquial Lhasa Tibetan (Draft), Kuo-ming Sung & Lha Byams Rgyal

Lesson 2

The Onset of the Syllable

+* 2.1 The Tibetan Syllable

People generally have a fairly clear intuition about the notion of the syllable in their
native language. The following discussion, thus, mainly serves as an introduction to the
terminology used in this book to describe the various elements in a Tibetan syllable.

A syllable, universally, contains a nucleus, which is usually a vowel, as the core and
the sole obligatory member of the syllable. Most syllables have a consonant (or a cluster
of consonants) preceding the nucleus. This consonant (or consonant cluster) is called the
onset of the syllable. The nucleus may optionally be followed by a consonant or a cluster
of consonants, which is known as the coda. The two elements [nucleus + coda] form an
intermediate phonological unit called the rhyme, an intuitive term if one knows why the
two English words right [rajt] and bite [bajt] rhyme. Thus, a syllable has the following
structure:

syllable

PN

onset rhyme

PN

nucleus coda

The English words rip, trip, and strip rhyme because they share the same rhyme [ip]
consisting of the nucleus [i] and the coda [p]. The onset of the three syllables are [r], [tr],
and [str], respectively. One simple way to look at the onset is to say that whatever
elements that come before the nucleus will automatically constitute the onset. Tibetan, all
dialects in this regard, has a very different idea about what constitutes the onset. In fact,
the issue about the onset is so important (and no less fascinating) that we find it necessary
to devote the entirety of this lesson to the Tibetan onset. A thorough understanding of
what a Tibetan onset consists of and how it is related to the Tibetan orthography will
prove extremely helpful to the learner in mastering his or her pronunciation (especially
tones) of Lhasa Tibetan for the remainder of the course.

2.1.1 The Writing of a Tibetan Syllable

In Lesson 1, we introduced the basic form of a Tibetan syllable, which consists
of the root letter and the vowel diacritic. The vast majority of Tibetan syllables are more
complicated than that. Some letters are written on top of the root letter, while others
combine with the root letter from underneath. The former are called superjoined letters or
superfixes; the latter subjoined letters. Less dramatic are the letters written in a
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(horizontal) linear fashion in relation to the root letter. Those which precede the root letter
are called prefixed letters or prefixes; those which follow are called suffixes. One
additional letter N can follow a regular suffix. When it does, it is called a post-suffix.

Note that the terms prefixes and suffixes used here refer only to the Tibetan orthography.
They are not used in the normal sense of the word to refer to the morphological structure
of a word.

A Tibetan syllable, thus, can contain the whole or a subset of a number of elements
including a prefix, a superjoined letter, a subjoined letter, a root letter, a vowel diacritic
(could be left unmarked if the vowel is [a]), a suffix, and a post-suffix. The following

diagram is of the syllable Qﬁﬂ& to line up, to pile, a "full house" with all seven elements
present: ﬂ" is called the root letter @R’E‘a), A the prefix (%c’»\'(l@l"), N the superjoined letter
(NQT 6%), X the subjoined letter (Qﬁﬂ&%r‘:ﬂ), aﬂ\]’ the vowel (ﬁ@’i&), the second 4" the

suffix (2&'&%@‘), and the second N the post-suffix (CQR'Q%Q"). The numbers indicate the

sequence of the writing.

® superjoined @ vowel &
letter N l

\ /— 0 suffix 7
O prefixa —>

ﬂ ﬁ q‘ N\ @ post-suffix N

© root 7

O subjoined
letter X

Tibetan writing is syllable-based, i.e., punctuation marks are used to mark boundaries
of syllables, not words. Using standard Latin transcription, the syllable shown above can
be spelled, letter by letter, as bsgrigs. The spelling, although faithful to the Tibetan
orthography, certainly does not suggest its actual pronunciation of [tri] in current Lhasa
speech. Although written in the same syllable, the bs in front of the pronounced onset gr
[tr] must not be considered as a true part of the onset. Similarly, many Tibetan words
have one or two silent consonants that is spelled in front of the pronounced onset. This
situation is not unlike the k in knight and p in psychic in English. The common impression
is that they are required in the spelling but do not contribute to the pronunciation (in
English, that is). This impression is not entirely accurate for Tibetan. Believed to be
pronounced in Old Tibetan, these odd silent letters, called pre-onset elements in this book
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due to their position in the syllable, do contribute to the pronunciation of the syllable in a
significant and systematic way.

In the following sections, we will introduce some components of the Tibetan syllable,
starting from the subjoined letters and moving on to superjoined letters and prefixes. We
will analyze how the pre-onset elements (superjoined letters and prefixes) affect the onset.
We hope that, at the end of the four foundational lessons, the learner will be able to easily
pronounce bsgrigs, or any other bewildering academic spellings, quickly and correctly.

Focusing on the onset first, we will leave the introduction of suffixes and post suffixes
to Lesson 3. This is not the traditional order in which Tibetan children learn how to read
and write (root, suffix, prefix, subjoined letter, and finally superjoined letter). However,
considering the complex interactions among tones and sound segments, the authors feel
that it makes more linguistic and pedagogical sense to learn it in this particular sequence.

The following diagram offers a fine-grained look at the bsgr part of the syllable
bsgrigs. We shall start with subjoined letters.

syllable
|

tonal tier

segmental tier

.| onset rhyme
pre-onset nucleus coda
elements

| |
superjoined or root or root vowel suffix
prefixed letters + subjoined

A Lhasa Tibetan Syllable

+* 2.2 Subjoined Letters (Qii’ﬂ"&l’sq)

Subjoined letters are the letters written underneath the root letter. Phonologically,
they combine with the root letter and form a true onset. This description is at least true to
two of the four subjoined letters, namely, &, X, A, and 4. Traditional Tibetan

orthography does not regard the subjoined letters as part of the root letter to which they
are attached. However, at least for W and X, they combine with the root letter to become

an integral part of the onset, modifying the pronunciation of the root letter. In some cases,
even new sounds (phonemes) are created. Subjoined letters do not affect the tone of the
root letter.
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The subjoined letters are described by the word Qﬁﬂ"ﬁl [ta] 'hanging.' Thus, &

in a subjoined position is called N'ﬂ‘r’)ﬂ&‘ [yata]. We shall introduce wmwm‘ 3('/:1\74"&‘

[rata] “H'Q‘«}ﬂ&‘[lété] and 'YX [wasur] (literally “corner wa”) one by one.

2.2.1 w'ﬂﬁﬂ'ﬁl‘ (The subjoined &)
u 'Q\?ﬂ"ﬂ‘, a palatal glide [y], causes palatalization of the root letter it joins. Note
that Nﬂﬁﬂ&] looks different when written as a subjoined letter. Below is an

exhaustive list of all the possible root letters that take N'Q\?ﬂ&‘: (H=HH,L=LL)

root letter d A q = A R &

pronunciation | [k]-u | [K"]-u | [K"]-c | [plu | [p"]u | [p"]L | [m]tc

with QRBA| ) ) g g g 3 )

pronunciation | [ky] -t | [K"y]-u | [K"y]-L | [c]-u | [c"]-u | [c"]-L | [ny]c

There are no new sounds produced here. The three velars 7}, 3, and (3 are still velar

stops with a palatal feature [y] attached to it, although Tibetan speakers’ intuition may
take them as new sounds due to orthography. The labial feature of & is completely taken

by N'KI‘??ZT‘N, making & sounds identical to the palatal nasal 9 [ny]. The other three labial
consonants J'A'A, when taking WQ‘«'?ZT‘N, become homophonous to the palatal 3 [c],
& [c"], and & [c"], respectively. Keep an eye on this group of consonants, especially 3,

as later they will change their pronunciation rather dramatically when superjoined and
prefixed. We will come back to these three in section 2.4.3 when discussing the prefixes ’i

and Q.
2.2.2 R'QF}’T‘N‘ (The subjoined X)

R’Qﬁﬂ"ﬂ‘, a retroflex consonant, creates three new phonemes in the consonant

system, namely [tr], [tr"], and [sr], identical to the retroflexes in Mandarin Chinese zhi 'to
know', chi 'to eat', and shi 'teacher'. When Ji'ﬂﬁﬁ'ﬁl is subjoined to any root letter from the

three groups of velars (’W, A, ﬂ"), alveolars (‘77, q, ﬁ), and labials (X, &, A), the new

combination results in an alveolar retroflex sound [trh] or [tr]. Different places of
articulation of the root letters do not matter anymore. In other words, the different
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writings (3, §, and X have the same pronunciation as the aspirated alveolar [t"]-HH;

similarly, 7], 9, § merge to one sound: unaspirated [tr]-HH and 7], 5, § merge to [tr"]-LL.
When R’Q‘r‘)ﬂ'ﬁl‘ takes %, the result is the retroflex § [sr] -HH. Interestingly enough, N

with R’Q‘?ﬁw (§)) does not have any effect on its pronunciation. It (§) remains [s]. Nor
does & (&), which retains its simple labial nasal personality [m]. Below is the complete list

of R’Q\?ﬂ"&.

root letter ""511 A ﬂ"ﬁﬂl AN ﬁ
with TROIN | QY A9 J57% L 3

pronunciation [tr] -u [tr"] -1 [tr"] -L no change | [sr]-H

2.2.3 “H'Q\’?ﬂ"ﬂ] (The subjoined )

N'ﬂ‘f'ﬂﬁl is an anomaly among subjoined letters. It is treated as a subjoined letter in
the traditional Tibetan grammar, but it behaves, at least phonologically, as the root. While

other subjoined letters modify the pronunciation of the root letter, N'ﬂ\?ﬂ"&] seems to

"take over" entirely. Of the six possible combinations, five of them (:{], ﬁ,g, é, ﬁ) are

pronounced [I]-HH. The tone is changed from LL to HH. As we shall learn, this change
is a typical effect of a prefix or superfix on a sonorant root. In other words, one can
imagine that the five supposed root letters (’W , ﬂ", A, X,N) are serving ‘11'111\7’1"& as its

superfix. Note, however, except for X and N, the other three (’W , ﬂ", Q) are not possible

superfixes in Tibetan orthography. Thus the traditional analysis; thus the anomaly.
The sixth combination is also irregular: 3 has an unexpected pronunciation of [t]-LL.

Note that, unlike the other five, the tone of 3 remains LL. Some speakers may carry a

pre-onset nasal and pronounce it as ['t]. We will discuss this phenomenon shortly. Here
is a summary of “H'Q\f'ﬁ"&l .

root letter ’Y"T‘QRN‘ =

with wapas | JTFZA a

pronunciation A[l] -u [t] L

2.2.4 H'3X (The subjoined )
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H'3X is attached to a rather large number of root letters: ’T‘ (R, ﬂ", 9, ﬁ , &, q, 3 X 4,
ﬂ, N, %, and even some already with a subjoined letter: I — % Its presence has no effect

on the pronunciation of the root letter, but does serve the orthographic purpose of
distinguishing words such as 4 robe vs. the grammatical particle A to/in. This function

resembles the French accent circomflex used on di (past participle of devoir) to
distinguish itself from du (contraction of de le). Letters with H'3X look like: ’ﬂ, A,

’ﬂ§3§ ?.3.39939
+* 2.3 Pre-onset (1): Superjoined Letters (3\1’3]"65)
2.3.1 Deaspiration and Tone Change

There is one good reason to put superjoined letters and prefixes all in one bag as "pre-
onset" elements. The two groups have virtually the same effect on the root letter: they (i)

deaspirate the third column obstruents (ﬂ" , R, ’i, A, and K) and (ii) change the tone of

sonorants (nasals [m, n, ny, ng], liquids [1, r], and glides [y, w]) from LL to HH. The only
difference is that the superjoined letters are written on top of the root and the prefixes
precede the root letter.

As we mentioned in Lesson 1, in the Tibetan alphabet table, letters line up in rows
and columns, for the most part, according to their place of articulation and manner of
articulation. Some members of the third column undergo sound changes when

superjoined. They are ﬂ", R, ﬁ, A, and &, all aspirated low-tone obstruents derived from

voiced obstruents in Old Tibetan. Subjoined letters with these "third columners" as the

root such as ], j, § and J are also affected in exactly the same way. (3 is extremely

tricky with prefixes and superfixes, which we will deal with separately.) When
superjoined, they all become unaspirated, while maintaining the same (low) tone.
Sonorants, on the other hand, change their tone from LL to HH.

The alphabet chart below should offer the reader some visual help in remembering the
two effects. No voiceless obstruents other than the five third columners are affected by

prefixes and superfixes. The two vowels R and & don’t participate in this game either.

They are all put in parentheses. The shaded areas indicate the deaspiration zone and the
the zone of tone change. (Letters with a prefix and/or superfix are marked with a

circumflex mark in front.)
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ColumnI | Column II Column III | Column IV

Gl @) q z

3) @) K %

® @ 5 5

=) (H) B 23l deaspiration
(3) &) " Y

@) & @) o

A A tone change

? % (ﬂ) ) (LL—HH)

%) Q)

Chart 2.1 Deaspiration and Tone Change by Pre-onset Element

The effects are obvious with the third columners and nasals. Now the deaspirated [k, c,
t, p, ts]-LL (’\’T‘, K, ’\ﬁ, g, /\ﬁ) contrast with the first column [k, ¢, t, p, ts]-HH (’Y‘ , D, ‘77,

4, 3) and the prefixed/superfixed nasals ("%, "9, 1§, "&) contrast with themselves (=, 9,
3, & ) in tone. The effect on the glide W can only be seen when it is prefixed by 4" The
word yak 4"&1 fﬂ [ya], for example, is spelled with the zqw ’ﬂ onset with a high tone [y]. The
other glide %, [w]-LL, happens to take no superfix of prefix. The high tone [w] is instead
observed from a R prefixed by ﬁ (ﬁﬂ), still a manifestation of the effect of tone change by
a prefix. Similarly, the retroflex X does not combine with any superfix or prefix. The
high tone [r] is represented by ﬁﬂ Finally, for the case of 4, although not treated as a
superfixed 44, the five combinations (j{l , g‘, g, é, ﬁ, all [1]-HH), discussed earlier with A’
ﬂﬁﬂ'ﬁl, exhibit the same effect of tone change.

Recall that in Lesson 1, we point out in Chart 1.5 that more than half of the consonants
lack a corresponding tone when represented by a single letter, leaving too many gaps in
the system for a tone language to use its full capacity of tonal contrast. With prefixes and

superfixes, the gaps are filled nicely, as shown in the following chart.
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labial alveolar alveo- palatal | velar/glottal
unaspirated | Hi A ¢ HH % K |
stops L AR - Aﬁ L Azﬂ
aspirated | p" i R n HH g | HH R
stops L X LL ﬁ L ﬂ"
HH N HH HH
fricatives S sh ﬂ h 9
i = L G true gap
unaspirated ts ] . HH O
affricates 1L AE L AE
aspirated ts HH & o oo &
affricates L E LK
HH & HH ’\ﬁ HH AQ} HH "R
nasals m n ny ng
L & LL ﬁ LL ‘5 L R
HH MY, HH 5
liquids 1},1 ‘g . ﬁ
1 L 4 L X
HH HH ’iﬁl
glides y | AW, i@ w
L W LL ‘H

Chart 2.2 Tonal gaps filled in by prefixed or superfixed letters

When a root letter is simultaneously subjoined and superjoined, it is called a folded
letter (Zl@’ qm‘ﬁ ﬂ"). In a folded letter, the combinations of a third columner and a

subjoined letter are subject to the same effects of deaspiration and tone change. Examples:
gj/ [kya]-L, a [kya]-L, ﬁ [tra]-L, g [tra]-L. Naturally, folded letters that do not involve a

third columner do not undergo any change. Examples: 4 [kya]-H, a [kya]-H, 'ﬁ [tra]-H.
Recall that the three labial consonants X, &, A are palatalized to 3 [c]-H, & [c"]-H, 3 [c"]-
L, respectively, when subjoined by W'A §’ﬂ§1 Note the irregular pronunciations involving

them, see section 2.4.2 for details.
Sharp-eared learners may notice that some Lhasa speakers pronounce aspirated low
toned third columners ﬂ", R, ﬁ, A, & without aspiration, as if they were prefixed. For

example, one may find some speakers pronounce the single letter £ as [ts"a]-L, some

others pronounce it as [tsa]-L, without aspiration. The reason is simple: There are two
internal subdialects within the Lhasa speech. One group distinguishes aspirated low tone
third columners from their non-aspirated counterparts (when super- or pre-fixed). For
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them the pair ﬁ"’ [k"0]-L to hear and § [ko]-L door are clearly different. For the other

group, the words are simply homophones, both pronounced [ko]-L. There is no social
prejudice again either group. This textbook will mark aspiration for these sounds as
contrastive.

Now we will discuss the superjoined letters and prefixes one at a time.

2.3.2 XA (The superfix X)
There are three superjoined letters: X, 4, and N, named as R'&ii"/ [rangkd], N'&Iﬁ

[langko] and N'S@T [sangkd]. Superjoined letters are, with the sole exception of the

combination 4 [lha], silent pre-onset elements. The word “silent” here means that the

superjoined letters are not pronounced when the syllable is cited alone. When the syllable
is morphologically close enough to a preceding syllable, the superjoined letter may then
be resurrected and become pronounced. This phenomenon, called by the authors a
“leftward liaison”, will be discussed in Lesson 4.

3('3«1’3"/ may be superjoined to one of the following twelve root letters: ﬁ, ﬁ, =, %, g, i‘;,

z‘<, a, 3,8, 3, g When serving as a superfix, only the first two strokes of X are written,
with only one exception: %57, where the entire X is produced. As predicted by the above-
mentioned effects, among the twelve combinations, ﬁ [k]-L, £ [c]-L, E\’ [t]-L, J [p]-L, and
£ [ts]-L undergo deaspiration. Nasals, £ [ng]-H, 5\7 [ny]-H,g [n]-H, and & [m]-H, under

go tone change.

2.3.3 A&& (The superfix )

‘74'3\1?4"/ may be superjoined to one of the following ten root letters: ",ﬁ, '}.}, 2, @, 'g, "g s ‘a,

44 ‘g The deaspiration rule affects four of the ten combinations: ‘}i [ka]-L, ‘g [ca]-L. ‘a
[ta]-L, and 4 [p]-L. Tone change affects %, now [ng]-H. The combination ‘g creates a
new phoneme in the sound system, the aspirated lateral [I"a]-H.

04'5\1’3"’ may have a nasal quality in situations when a pre-onset element is pronounced

as the coda of the previous syllable. When this happens, the superfix A behaves just like
the prefixes & and Q. See 2.4.2 and 2.5.2 for relevant discussion.

234 N'&]ﬁ (The superfix N)
N'&ia"/ may be superjoined to one of the following eleven root letters: ﬁ, ﬁ, 5, g,%, ﬁ ,

§, N ¥ ¥ ¥ Like other superjoiners, N'S\lﬁ"/ triggers the deaspiration rule for the third

columners,
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causing the following sound changes: § [ka]-L, & [ta]-L, and § [pa]-L. The velar nasal
g g ges: E Flp ¥

also becomes a high tone [ng]-H.

%* 2.4 Pre-onset (11): Prefixes (§§'Q§ﬂ")
There are five prefixes: ﬂ"'ﬁ'ﬂ'&' and R. Besides the fact that prefixes are written

horizontally to the left of the root letter, there is little to be said about them that we have
not already said about superjoined letters. Prefixes resemble superjoined letters in that
they are not part of the onset. As silent pre-onset elements, they trigger the deaspiration
rule on third columners and tone change on sonorants.

2.4.1 Prefixes 4’], ﬁ, and R

Prefixes may appear to the left of a root letter, a superjoined letter, a subjoined letter,
or a folded letter. Remember that they create the same effects of deaspiration and tone
change before the “appropriate” root letters just as a superfix. Even if the appropriate root
letter is already affected by a superfix, the prefix’s effect applies anyway, although
vacuously. For example, the aspiratedﬁ [t"]-LL becomes deaspirated [t]-LL either with a

superfix (F\’, ?, ‘g), a prefix (ﬂ'ﬁ, Qﬁ, Nﬁ, Qﬁ), or with both (Q?\’, Z:lﬁ).

The prefix ﬁ creates three remarkable exceptions: (1) ﬁ + R [ph]-LL becomes ﬁﬂ [w]-
HH; (2) ﬁ +3 [ch]-LL becomes ﬁg [y]-HH; and (3) ﬁ +7 [trh]-LL becomes ﬁﬂ [r]-HH.
The following examples are useful words to remember the pronunciations by.

(D) ﬁﬂl’aé [waingca] ‘power, authority, rights’

2) ﬁ@’([ﬂ [ya:ka] ‘summer’

3) ﬁﬂ‘li [r&:] ‘to tear, to rip’

The interaction between the root letters A, X, A and the prefix ﬁ is summarized below
in Chart 2.3.

root letter with wﬁlﬁﬂ'ﬁl prefixed with ?’Q\?ﬂ& prefixed
= [p]-HH g [c]-HH 33 [c]-HH 4 [tr]-HH 4 [tr]-HH
= [p"]-HH g [c"]-HH _H [c"-HH X [tr"]-HH QH [tr"]-HH
A[p"ILL . 33 yI-HH )
3 [c"-LL A [tr"]-LL 3 [r]-HH
AR [w]-HH a3 [c]-LL

Chart 2.3 Labial Root Letters and Their Variations

2.4.2 Prefixes & and R
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The prefixes & and R affect the root letter in exactly the same way as the other three
prefixes. The only difference is that & and R also have an underlying nasal sound.
Together with the superfix 4, the three form a natural group of pre-onset nasal consonant.
Some Lhasa Tibetans constantly pronounce the nasal sound of &, ], and 4 in front of the

root letter even when the syllable is in isolation. For example, among the nine
combinations E{, ?, ‘g, ﬂ'ﬁ, ﬂﬁ, &ﬁ, Qﬁ, Kh'-{, and Qﬁ, the ones with pre-onset &, ], and

can be pronounced as [nt]. In the summary chart of all consonants, the possible pre-onset
nasal sound is marked with an asterisk mark: *"g , *&15, *Qﬁ. It should be noted that this

nasal sound is not specified for a specific place of articulation and that it is decided by the
place of articulation of the root letter. The same prefix &, for instance, is pronounced

differently as [m], [n], and [ng] in front of *Sﬁ [nt] and *8\14" [ngk], respectively; whereas
different prefixes are pronounced identically as [mp] in front of the same root *3 and *R R.

The three nasal pre-onset letters tend to be pronounced as the coda of the previous
syllable if the two syllables are morphologically or syntactically close enough. See 2.5.2
for examples.

+* 2.6 Oral Spelling (1)

2.6.1 Simple Syllables

The peculiar way of spelling out a syllable orally is unique to the Tibetan language.
Unlike English, which spells out words in a letter-by-letter fashion, Tibetan spells out
syllables in a "progressively-staged" fashion. Take the word knight for example. English
employs a straightforward K-N-I-G-H-T- knight [najt] oral spelling. The progressively-
staged fashion of Tibetan spelling works like this: K-N reads N [en], plus I becomes NEE
[ni], plus GH becomes NIE [naj], plus T results in NITE [najt]. The intermediate stages
[en], [ni], and [naj] are all spelled out before the final output [najt] is reached. This may
sound complicated and difficult, but it is not. The traditional method of language
education in Tibet trains young pupils to master oral spelling even before they are to read
texts. This is because, as homonyms such as there, their, and they're, exist in abundance
in Tibetan, oral spelling serves an important role in preserving the written tradition. As a
result, anyone who has had a couple of years of formal education at a Tibetan elementary
school knows this spelling method like the back of his hand and can do it in rapid rhythm.
Often, when asked by someone how a word is written, a native speaker of Tibetan will
immediately perform the oral spelling. Therefore, it is practical to learn this method well.
In this lesson, we will introduce the more basic oral spellings. More complicated syllables
will be covered in Lesson 3.

Basic concept first. Oral spelling does not spell out vowels by their sound values such

as [a], [1], [u], [e], [o] but by their formal names, namely aﬂ\l [khikﬁ] for [1], ﬁﬂ&g
[shapkyt] (or more colloquially [shapci]) for [u], Qﬁfi’% [tré&ngpt] (or [tréngpd]) for [e],

and ﬁf [naro] for [o]. The vowel [a] is assumed as default and needs not be spelled out.

Examples:
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(1) 7 spells [ka K"k ki]

2) & spells [ngé nird ngd]
(3) & spells [ c"a shapci ¢"a]
4) 9 spells [ "¢ tr&ngpo t"]
(%) 5\ simply spells [ni] (ﬁ)

For syllables without an onset (initial consonant), either & (HH) or ® (LL) fills in to

carry the vowel diacritic (or in the case of [a], to represent the entire syllable [a]).
Examples:

(6) R spells [4 nird 6]
(7) ¥ spells [a shdpct ii]

A multisyllabic word is spelt out syllable by syllable before the whole word is
repeated. Examples: (Note that the tone sandhi rule is at work.)

(8) ’\Tlﬂ 'apple' spells [ ka shdpcii ki | sha shdpci shu | ktishi ]

9) %3«7 'younger sister' spells [ nd shdpci nli | mad ndrd md | niimo |
(10) Fal 'sun' spells [ ny4 k'fkai nyY | m | nyima ]
(11) fﬂ’\i 'what' spells [ k"3 | ri tréngpo r& | k"4ré ]

2.6.2 Subjoined, Superjoined, and Prefixed Letters
The relation between a prefix and what follows (superfix or root letter) to its right

is specified by the word ?iﬂ" [wo] or [0] ‘under’. For example, the word A ‘ten’ is spelt
as [ phﬁW(‘) | ca shdpciicu ]. A different word Q‘r}lﬂﬂ [ta] (or [pta]) ‘fastened, tied to’ is

used to indicate the vertical relationship between a superfix and a root letter or between a
root letter and a subscript. The basic idea is to make sure that when spelling two letters A

and B, with A stacking on top of B, one says A—B—Qﬁﬂ& [ta], literally A with B attached
(underneath). For example, the wordg ‘horse’ is spelt as [ rd | tata | ta ]. The prefix R of
Qﬁﬂ'ﬁl may be pronounced, in which case the spell-out becomes [ rd | tapta | ta ]. The
root-subscript (A-B) sequence is also A—B—ﬂ‘r}ﬂ'ﬁl [ta], followed by the new sound. For
example, (J spells [ k" rita tr"a]. More examples:

(12) a ‘throne’ spells [ k"a rita tr'"a | K"k "7 ]

(12) § ‘tip’ spells [ ra tsata tsa | tréngpo tse |
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(13) ﬁaaé ‘book’ spells [ t"Swo | pa tré&ingpd pé | c'a | peca |
(14) X4 'worker spells [ p"iwo | s3 nird so | pa | sopa ]

Recall that superfixes and prefixes trigger deaspiration and tone change on third
columners and sonorants, respectively. The oral spelling wastes no time in noting this
sound change. For example, when the aspirated ﬂ" is preceded by a superfix <, the [k"]-LL

is deaspirated to [k]-LL as a result. The spelling for iFl, [ra kata k], addresses the sound
change when ﬂ is mentioned the first time. The oral spelling does not “derive” [k] by
saying *[ rd k"4ta kit ]. The same philosophy applies to prefix-root sequence. For
example, the word 3@1 ‘head’ is spelt as [ mawo | kd nard ko ] and not *[ mawo | k"3 niro
ko ]. More examples:

(15) § spells [ sanatana | (not *[ sanatana])

(16) gspells [ra tsdta tsd | nard tso | (not *[ra ts"4ta tsd | ndrd tso | )

In case of a folded letter, with a superfix over the root letter over a subjoined
~

letter, one simply repeats the use of Q‘«')ﬂm following the examples: g [sa kata ka | ydta
kya | ndro kyd] and a [sa kata ka | rata tra | shdpct trii ]. More examples:

(17) ﬁ{] ‘enemy’ spells [ t"5wo | kd rdta trd ]

(18) R7| ‘lovely’ spells [ pawd | ka rita tra ]

(19) ﬁg ‘morning’ spells [sa ngata nga | t"4 rita tr"4 | ndrd " | ngatrd |

This last example merits some comments. First, the superfix N [sangko] changes the
tone of the nasal X to high tone. Then, the subscript X [rdta] changes the rootﬁ toa
retroflex [tr"]-LL. Finally, when the two syllables are put together, the onset of the second
syllable ([tr"]) becomes deaspirated ([tr]), rendering §§ [ngatro] (see Lesson 4 for more

detail). We will continue the second part of oral spelling in Lesson 3, after having learned
the pronunciation of the rhyme.

27 Summary of Consonants

In Lesson 1 we mentioned that individual letters in the alphabet only represent
a subset of the consonantal phonemes in Lhasa Tibetan, 21 out of 25, to be exact. A more
conspicuous problem is the lack of one tone for some of the sounds. By adding subscript
letters, prefixes, and superfixes, 4 more consonants ([tr, trh, sr, lh]) are represented and
most of the tonal gaps are filled. The only three sounds that have only one tone (HH) are
5,3, and ‘g [h, sh, I"] Although the correspondence between sound and orthography in

Tibetan is remarkably systematic, it may be overwhelming at the beginning for learners.
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The following two charts offer sound-based or orthography-based references for our
readers to check pronunciation of consonants.

2.7.1 Summary of Sound-Orthography Correspondence

Sound High Tone Low Tone
P A af Al A a] 7] "4 A
p' | R R A

71 P11 515151 551 5] 75

TR AT AT T RA] AR] TR AT
"Al R RA

ﬂ‘&iﬂ‘ Qﬂ‘

A

TR R AL A SA] 5

RAIRARILE (s Ul I (I Bl

SRR AR T4

ky | 31331 =3[ 31 31 73 73 N3 =3 31 3 5[ 7| T8I A
ky" | 8] 3] A3 J

¢ | ST S[R3l 3 A9 g R| S&] R §| “H&] "A8] 43|

< | &) aE| as| 3| ag| =13

ts | 3] 3| ¥ 93] 23] 31 23] § Z| AE| 3R] AR

| 8 4 5 s <

I S (R T TR I T jil;‘“ﬂl 1 3| §| Q| *RT| *_g|
o | @] 9] & 33 31 9

S| S RPAPAT AN RY 13T A3

sh 149979 29 A QT4 ~e

st | 3| -

h 1919 ---
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m R3] & 3 | &
R I ({1 3

ny | 791 591 5[ 3] S5 75| 53 919 8
ng | AR ST AR R "] "R =1

ro |53 A

L e e < R R
"] —

y [THASI A
w9 Al

2.7.2 Summary of Orthography-Sound Correspondence
(* indicates pre-onset nasal possible for some speakers.)

Root | Orthographic Environment Sound Exhaustive Listing
single or with prefix/superfix [kI-H |7 70 57 27 & K1 R RF 25
subscribed by &, with or kyl-H | 3] 53 231 5 23| =
ﬂ without prefix/superfix Y It 1 31 3 =3 =3
subscribed by X, with or wlH | 7 5] A -
T|-
without prefix/superfix I | & =
single or with prefix/superfix [k"]-H REREERR
A subscribed by &, with or Iy1H | @1 28] Q@
without prefix/superfix Y s
subscribed by X, with or b
: [tr']-H | 3]
without prefix/superfix
single letter [k"]-L T 9
with prefix/superfix [kKI-L | 57 39§ F 7| 37| 9l &R *am
subscribed by W, [
k"y]-L I

single letter
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ﬂ subscribed by &, with ky]-L q| 2 2§ QY| *AY| *ag
s yHL |59 9] § 31 75| 79| %9 "<
subscribed by X, 1L | T
r -
single letter |
subscribed by X, (trl-L q) 2 - g g
r -
with prefix/superfix RNk ‘ !
single [ng]-L | X]
=
with prefix/superfix [ng]-H | AR /R £] 2] 8] RE| {Y|
3 single or with prefix/superfix [c]-H | 3] 73] 33| F|
& single or with prefix/superfix [c"]-H &| &AR| K|
single [c"]-L ]
R
with prefix/superfix [c]-L | £] RE| &[] *&K[ *RK]
single [ny]-L '?)‘ ’ﬂ
9
with prefix/superfix [ny]-H | 99| &9 5] F] 5] 33|
single or with prefix/superfix [t]-H | 9] %] 79| §] 3] %{ 5] A9 Q%{
5 subscribed by X, with or
. [tr]-H | 3]
without prefix/superfix
single or with prefix/superfix [t"]-H q) 29| *q|
3 subscribed by X, with or b
: [tr]-H | g
without prefix/superfix
single letter [t"]-L Al Al
Q QE| Y| *&HR| *Q
with prefix/superfix aen | EAEALSERREAR] TR
3 IR
subscribed by X, :
[tr']-L | 3]

single letter
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subscribed by X,

- *(
with prefix/superfix [trL A
single letter [n]-L | 4]
3
with prefix/superfix [n]-H | 78] ¥§] §| ﬁ[ R5] Qﬁ‘
single or with prefix/superfix [p]-H | R F] /] ¥
z

subscribed by &, with or
[c]H {353

without prefix/superfix

subscribed by X, with or
[l-H | &) 581 3

without prefix/superfix

single or with prefix/superfix [p"]-H Al ]A|

subscribed by &, with or "
& . [c-H | 3]
without prefix/superfix

subscribed by X, with or

_ [t"-H | &]
without prefix/superfix
single letter [p"]-L al
with prefix/superfix other cary
than 5 [p}-L | &7 "3 "9
with prefix 3 [wl-H | AR
subscribed by & N
. [c]-L |3
single letter
subscribed by & .
: [c]-L | §] "3
with prefix ]
~ subscribed by & y-H 3
with prefix 3 Y A
subscribed by X, h
. ("L | A
single letter
subscribed by X,
, [t]-L | *@A]
with prefix ]
subscribed by X,
. [1-H | 53]
with prefix 3
single letter
or subscribed by X [m]-L | & &

36




Colloquial Lhasa Tibetan (Draft), Kuo-ming Sung & Lha Byams Rgyal

with prefix/superfix

[m]-H | R3] & 3
subscribed by &
[ny]-L | &]
subscribed by X, ny]-H 5
with prefix 3 nyl- Wl
single or with prefix/superfix [ts]-H 3‘ 3 3 ﬂé‘ ’45{ 73| RE]
single or with prefix/superfix [ts"]-H 5‘ §‘ 545‘ QS‘
single [ts"]-L i‘
with prefix/superfix [ts]-L | E| RE] R *qx{‘
single (only) [wl-L | %]
single or with prefix/superfix [sh]-L |4 4| 99| 24|
single or with prefix/superfix [s]-L | J] 3] 97| RF|
subscribed by [t]-L | *]] *RF]
single [yl-L | 4]
with prefix 4’1 [y]-H ’ﬂ‘“{
single (only) [r]-L | <] A
single [1-L | 2] 4
subscribed 4 acts as if it were 1-H z amt as| 3
the root letter in these cases Al Al Al af 31 53 Sal 5
single or with prefix/superfix | [sh]-H |9 < 79 39
single or with prefix/superfix [s]-H | N N ¥ §] ?N] Y|
single (only) [h]-H | 9] 9
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subscribed by X [st]-H | 3

superscribed by A [lh]'H %‘

+* 2.8 Exercises
2.8.1 Pronunciation Drill (I): subjoined letters

Oy oYy »FEF o I
@RE  ®55F I o g
OfNF  oyy oMy e HEF
@I g  aog e @)Y
G 3 anyy anFF @3 =g
©FF g GHRE @)

2.8.2 Pronunciation Drill (11): superjoined and prefixed letters

MR =X 3 ) I F Y 0y (9 F) F AF

@ A % ORIC(IENCOR (65 (- [EEORE(EN
ORIELINOR/E1 (15) & =& 53] @1 =) 3] g
4915 0= a3 a0 F5F 2 A 3] 53] <3

() 3| ] g A0 T 4D A8 FI @) =] 2

© 5| 51 5] (12) ] &B] F| (8 & & Y @4 2 2
2.8.3 Pronunciation Drill (111): disyllabic words

(1) 3| ®) &3] (15) & (22) AR
@ YN (9) 3= (16) g"j (23) ¥
(3) &9 (10) RF=| (17) F&| 24 §3
(4) ‘{21 (11) &] (18) aiﬁ'ql (25) mg'ma‘
(5) q%%‘ (12) 57| (19) &5 (26) Y4
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6) ¥ (13) @’5'1 (20) = (27) F&
(7) ¥ (14) &= @1 §¥| (28) §=
2.8.4 Tone Discrimination: circle the syllable which has a different tone from others
() & 11 31 1 © 5 & % 3§
(2) TRA[ T/R] NF3] =9 (7) 3241 331 3 39
(3) ARA] AK] 73| ®) a] /[ & £]
(4) RER| FTR| AN (9) 53] Y| 3R] JF|

(5) &ﬂﬂ NRA M]Q‘ &ﬂﬂ (10) 3 ﬂ"wQ‘ ;3| @1
2.8.5 Sound Discrimination: circle the syllable which has a different pronunciation

from others

(M7 =571 A (6) &) R34 &l &
(2 @ 9] &1 3 (7) 251 91 3] 3|
® 23| <31 & ® &) %59 §] 759
@) T30 ] A3 3 ©) 271 A7 8] A4
(5) R®A| | AZ| 3| (10) *Z( 2y| A3| 2]
2.8.6 Oral Spelling (I): spell out the syllables
() &F3) @) g3 () AAF| (10) 33T
©) r\ﬁ]"g (5) aﬁﬁ‘ (8) §'§ﬁ (11) §'?:1’1
(3) yag| (6) REH| 9) Q‘%‘ (12) §=3
2.8.7 Oral Spelling (I1): Listen to the recording and write down the syllables.
(1) T ) BY () "&E (10) £
@¥d  eFd  ®egy sy
3) g9 ©) §| © /| (2) 74
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