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Introduction 

Scholars ofIndo-European historical linguistics have long found it convenient to refer to well 

known sound changes by the name of the researcher who first noticed the correspondences 

the sound change accounts for. Because of the proven utility of such named sound laws 

in Indo-European linguistics, the explicit listing and naming of sound laws in the Tibeto­

Burman family could be expected to bring similar benefits. 1 

Here I present those sound changes which are widely accepted to have occurred between 

the Tibeto-Bnrman Ursprache and Old Tibetan. I name each law after the first researcher 

known to me to have described it. The first four proposals, those of Shafer, von Koerber, 

WaIleser, and de Jong, concentrate more on the interpretation of the Tibetan script than 

actual sound changes from pre-Tibetan to Tibetan, and thusare labelled 'rules' rather than 

'laws'. The sound laws have been ordered such that later laws can employ the results of 

earlier ones as evidence. 

I Shafer's rule, the sub-phonemic status of aspiration 

The Tibetan script distinguishes the unaspirated consonant series k, c, t, p, ts from the 

aspirated consonant series kh, ch, th, ph, tsh. The distribution between voiceless aspirated 

and voiceless unaspirated stops in Written Tibetan is nearly complementary. Only as a 

simple Anlaut are the two series distinctive. Robert Shafer appears to be the first to have 

put forth the coqjecture that aspiration in Tibetan was originally non-distinctive (I950/5I: 

pp. 722--'723). He did not however give an explanation of counter examples. 

'This essay uses the Library of Congress system for transliterating Tibetan with the exception that the letter 
a.. is transliterated as '1).' rather than with an apostrophe. The Library of Congress system is used for Burmese also, 
with the exception that: and ~~)are transliterated as 1). and 7 rather than 1/ and '. For Chinese I provide the character 
followed by Baxter's Middle Chinese (I992), an OC reconstruction compatible with the current version of Baxter 
and Sagart's system, and the character number in Karlgren (1964). Like in Baxter's OWll recent work, for Middle 
Chinese I use 'ae' and 'ea' in place of his original 're' and 'e'. I do not however following him is changing '4' to '+'. 
The current version ofBaxler and Sagart's Old Chinese system has not yet been published. In general it is similar 
to the system presented in Sagart (1999), with the changes that type b syllables are unmarked and type a syllables 
are marked (fonowing Norman 1994) with phargynealised consonants. The current version also posits final -r for 
,~!iN: Xiesheng series which mix final-n and -j, and uvulars for ,itli ~Xiesheng series that mix velar and glottal initials 
(c£ Sagart and Baxter 2009). All languages apart from Tibetan, Burmese, and Chinese are cited after the source in 
which the cited forms appear. I would like to thank Bill Baxter, Wolfgang Behr, John Bentley, Guillaume Jacques, 
Mark Miyake, and Laurent Sagart for variolls kinds of help. 
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If one takes into account the phonological word and not just the syllable the distinctiveness 

of aspiration in Anlaut position can itself be considerably reduced. By far the majority 

of occurrences of unaspirated voiceless initials in Old Tibetan are word internal, either 

derivational sufExes or the second element of a compound. Aspiration occurs word initially, 

and can be seen as a non-phonemic super-segmental attribute of the phonological word (Hill 

2007). Even so, there are a small number of exceptions to these generalisations, in particular 

ci 'what' and kun 'all'. Such cases require further study. 

2 Walleser's rule, the difference between <gy> and <g.y> 

The Old Tibetan orthographic distinction of <gy> and <g.y> represents the phonetic 

distinction of [gil and [gil. It is necessary to analyze the letter <y> into two phonemes: the 

glide Iyl when it is written as a mili-gzi t.Il and a phonemic feature of palata lis at ion Ii! when 

written as a ya-btags v' This analysis was first proposed by Max Walleser (1926: p. 9). Other 

strategies are available to distinguish <gy> from <g.y>, but in addition to the arguments 

in favour ofWalleser's view presented in Hill (,forthcoming'), this rule facilitates the elegant 

description of other sound changes, in particnlar Li's second Law.2 

3 von Koerber's rule, phonemic status of the palatals 

Noticing that that the character <y> standing for the phonemic feature of palatalisation Ij/ 
cannot follow a dental or a palatal *<dy>, *<cy>, but can follow velars and labials <ky>, 

<by>, the palatals may be analyzed as palatalized dentals, i.e. Itil for <c>, lnil for <fi>, 

ldil for <j>, lsi! for <S>, and Izj/ for <2>. The fact that Indic alphabets have a palatal 

series probably inclined the originators of the Tibetan script to choose to spell these sounds 

as single consonants rather than as <ty> and <dy> (von Koerber 1935: pp. 121, §69). 

Von Koerber describes the identification of the palatals as palatalised dentals as a synchronic 

fact (1935: pp. 120-121). He has been followed in this by numerous scholars (e.g. Miller 

1956: p. 348 note 2, Kjellin 1975). Gong and Beyer however accept the palatals as phonemes 

but propose that they originate as a merger of the palatalised dentals and palatalised dental 

affricates (Gong [1977]2002: p. 388, Beyer 1992: pp. 81-84). Velar and labial stops can be 

followed by both an orthographic <r> and an orthographic <y>. Dentals are followed by 

<r> only. The palatals and affricates are followed by neither <r> or <y>. The inability 

of the dental affricates to directly precede <r> would appear to weaken the supposition 

that palatalised dental affi'icates are one origin of the palatals. Analyzing the palatals as 

palatalised dental stops restores the dental stops to the distribution of the labials and velars, 

but analyzing the palatals as palatalised dental affricates still leaves the dental affricates with 

a distribution deficient with respect to the other consonants. I therefore rej ect Gong and 

B ' l' h " -r h. 1 l' 1 l' 1 1 • 1 _!r.... • ~ eyer s speClLatlon L_at one OrIgIn OJ. tue pa.latals 15 as palatallsea uenIal allocates. 1\s tor 

Gong and Beyer's suggestion that the palatalised dentals are the origin of the palatals, there 

is no need to propose this as a historical change rather than a synchronic analysis. 

2Gong (I977[ 2002]) presents a divergent interpretation and a useful summary of previous research. 
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4 de Jong's rule, spelling conventions before laterals and rhodes 

Old Tibetan phonemically distinguishes both voiced and voiceless laterals and voiced and 

voiceless rhotics. The voiceless lateral III as a simple initial is spelled as <lh>, the voiceless 

rhotic Irl as <hr>. The prefix Ig-I is written as <k-> before voiceless laterals and rhotics. 

The prefix Is-I may be written as <z> before a voiced lateral, as seen in the pairs 10 'a 

report' zlo 'report, say' and log 'turn around', zlog 'turn something around' (Hahn 1999). 

In other cases no distinction in spelling is made between the voiced and voiceless lateral. 

The spelling <sl> can like <zl> represent Isll as in the pairs of verbs lan, Ions 'rise' and 

sian, bslatis, bslati, sions 'raise', Idob, lobs 'learn' and slob, bslabs, bslab, slobs 'teach' (Li 1933: 

pp. 139-140), but <sl> can also represent Isjl as in the following denominative verb and 

noun pairs: slad, bslad 'mix, adulterate' : Ihad 'an alloy'; sIan 'to mend' : Ihan-pa 'a patch'; sle 
'to braid' : Ihe 'a braid' (Li 1933: PP.139-I40). The spelling <bl> can thus represent Ibll or 

Ibjl. The clearest examples of < bl> reflecting Ibjl are the past stem of the verbal root ~!ag 
'read', spelled (present) klog, (past) blags, (future) klag, (imperative) Ihogs with the phonemic 

interpretations IgJog/, Iblags/, IgJag/, and Ilogsl (de Jong 1973), and the past stem of the 

verbal root ~lub 'bedeck' spelled klub, blubs, -, - with the phonemic interpretations Iglub/, 

Iblubs/, -, - (Eimer 1987). In some Dunhuang manuscripts the past stem of ~lag 'read' is 

even spelled <plags>, <phlags>, and <plhags> (de Jong 1973). Many examples could be 

pointed to where <bl> reflects Ibll; one such example is ~Iail 'take' with the stems len, 

blalis, blan, Imis, whose orthographic and phonemic interpretations coincide. 

Although Li can be credited with the realisation that the spellings <I> and <Ih> are a 

pair in the same way as <b> and <p>, but not in the way of <p> and <ph> (Li 1933: 

pp. 139-140), the extention oflhis realisation to clusters can be credited to Pulleyblank. 

Pulleyblank has pointed out, in correspondence, that the orthographic distinction lh- versus 1-

might be used to account for kl- versus gl-, the former being interpreted as *glh-. The absence 

of an initial *pl- to Inatch hl- (and of*rlh-, possibly, to match rl-), tells against this interpretation; 

(Sprigg 1972: p. 552 note 10). 

De Jong came to the same realisation independently of Pulleyblank, and demonstrated with 

philological evidence that there is an initial pl- to match bl-. The works of Eimer (1987) 

and Hahn (1999) depend on de Jong and are unaware of the earlier contributions ofLi and 

Pulleyblank. Although dubbing this rule 'Li's rule' or 'Pulleyblank's rule' is perhaps justified, 

I find it most appropriately named' de Jong's rule.' 

5 Sa-skya Pal).<;Iita's Law, * g- > d- before graves, • d- > g- before acutes 

As a synchronic fact d- and g- are in complementary distribution as the initial of a cluster 

with an obstruent in Old Tibetan. Before grave consonants (labials and velars) d- appears, and 

before acute consonants (dentals and palatals) g- appears. This synchronic fact is however not 

a rule for the phoneruic analysis of Old Tibetan like the proceeding four, but has historical 

significance. Jacques (2001) demonstrates with comparative evidence that originally separate 

*d- and *g- have fallen together. Before the consonant -r- they remain distinct even in 

Tibetan. Although Jacques' 2001 presentation remains unpublished, he presents some of the 

relevant comparative data in Jacques (2008: pp. 53-54). These data show that a morphological 
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*g- prefIx in animal names can be distinguished from a morphological prefIx *d- in body 

parts. 
A comparison with Rgyalronic cognates demonstrates that the animal prefIx was originally 

velar (or even uvular) and not dental. 

Japhug RgyalrOll Zbu RgyalroIi. Tibetan Meaning 

qa-ljaH Hll-lillX glag eagle 
qa-.. o H-ill? g.yaIi. sheep 
qro qhroX grog-rno ant 

Since dr- is just as possible as gr- in Old Tibetan, the velar nature of this prefIX is also 

confIrmed by Tibetangrag-ma 'ant' (instead of*drag-ma). 

In the case of the body part prefIX d- Jacques does not present direct Tibetan cognates 

in the Rgyalroilic languages, but the Japhug RgyalroIi. words tm-mtshi 'liver' and tm­

mke 'neck' demonstrate that in Tibetan words such as gdOli 'face', dbu 'head' and dpun 
'back' there is a morphological prefIX, and it was originally a dental (Jacques 2008: 

57). 
The intellectual history of this law is difficult to trace. The realisation that the 

complementary distribution of d- and g- before obstruents implies a set of sound changes 

from pre-Tibetan to Tibetan appears to originate only with Jacques (2001). Li acknowledges 

the fact that d- and g- are in complementary distribution, when he writes that their 

"notorious compensatory behaviour has made many people suspect them of a single origin" 

(1933: p. 136). Although a number of earlier scholars do correctly describe the distribution 

of d- and g- (Schmidt 1839: p. 18; Schiefuer 1852: p. 328; Foucaux 1858: pp. 106-107), I 

have been unable to fInd a scholar earlier than Li who makes explicit their complementary 

distribution. This may well be linked with the fact that the importance of complementary 

distribution as a linguistic idea only reached prominence around or after the time of Li's 

writing. 

The correct description of d- and g- has its origins in the Tibetan grammatical 

tradition, and is discussed in the sutras attributed to Thonmi SaI]1bho\a. Dbus-po blo­

gsal (thirteenth century) is the author of the earliest known conmlentary on these 

texts (cf. Mil11aki 1990, 1992), which suggests that far from being eighth-century texts, 

they only became available in the twelfth or thirteenth century. Sa-skya Pav<;lita Kun­

dgal:t Rgyal-mtshan (1I82-I251) appears to have written the earliest known statement of 

these distributions, in an account that acknowledges no awareness of Thonmi Sarilbho\a 

(Miller 1993' p. 137). The most appropriate name for tlris law is then 'Sa-skya Pav<;lita's 
Law,' 

6 Houghton's Law, 'hi >fi 

In a number of examples a velar nasal (il) in Burmese corresponds to a palatal nasal (Ii) in 

Tibetan. Combined with the observation that the velar nasal is never palatalised in Tibetan 

'<ily>/ilil, these correspondences suggest a sound change pre-Tibetan 'iii> Old Tibetan 
ii 
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Burmese Tibetan Meaning 

rian 
rihiil;! 
ria!:> 

giian 
brila 
iia 

pestilence 
borrow 
fish 

445 

Houghton suggested the first two of these examples (1898: 52), and the third was added 

by Benedict (1939: p. 228 note 26). Benedict was the first to make explicit that such a 

correspondences suggests a reconstruction * friil. However, since Houghton brought forth 

the comparisons that lead naturally to such a suggestion, and because I would prefer to 

reserve the moniker 'Benedict's Law' for the change 1,i>z, I have chosen to dub this sound 

change in honour of Houghton. 

If Chinese comparisons are added to those with Burmese the chart provided above can 

be augmented as follows. 

Meaning 

pestilence 
fish 
borrow 
gums 

Tibetan 

giian 
iia 
bnla 
riiil/ siiil 

Pre-Tibetan Burmese Chinese 

*gnian nan 
*" IlJ-a rial; i(t ngjo < *I)a (0079a) 
*briI,ia Ma!:> 
* / rtiiil/* shiil !i{ ngjin< *I)a[n] (04I6-) 

7 Benedict's Law, *Ii> z 

Benedict does not specifically discuss this sound change, but proposes it by way of comparing 

Burmese liy 'four' with Tibetan b1:i 'four', which he reconstructs 'bJi (1939: p. 215). 

Meaning Tibetan Pre-Tibetan Burmese Chinese 

four hzi *b1ii liy ~ sijH<*s.li[j]-s (05I8a) 
field ziti *lj.,in lay III den <*l'il) (0362a) 
ground gzi * Iii go mliy 

The two examples 'four' and 'field' appear to be the only well agreed on examples. Schuessler 

suggests the comparison 'ground' (200T p. 299). Jacques draws attention to Japhug Rgyalroil 

t¥ -Iu 'milk' which suggests Tibetan 1:0 <'lio 'yoghurt' (2008: p. uS). One might also consider 

comparisons among Tibetan g1:u 'bow', Burmese liy 'bow' and Old Chinese 'F: syijX <*~j'i' 

(0560.) 'arrow' but the Tibetan vowel is wrong. There are also grounds internal to Tibetan 

for such a reconstruction (Gong [1977] 2002: pp. 391-392). 

i-

logs 'side' 
lan 'rise' 

z-

gzogs 'side of the body' <*gliogs 
bien 'rise' <*b4,ell 

8 Chang'S Law, asshnilation of b- before nasals 

Betty Chang (1971: p. 738) discovered that cluster initial b- assimilates to the labial nasal 111 
before nasals. 
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*bn > mn, e.g. -J nan 'suppress'! past *bnans > mnand 

*bii > mii, e.g . .J nan 'listen', past *biians > mfiand 

The seemingly anomalous m- in the past stem becomes thereby a subcase of the nearly 

ubiquitous b- prefix of the past stem. 

9 Coblin's Law, loss of prefixes 

Prefixes are lost when the resulting cluster is not phonotactically possible (Coblin 1976). 

This law greatly facilitates the internal reconstruction of the Tibetan verbal system. 

*I).rk > rk, e.g. Vrkam 'long for', present *I).rkam > rkam 

*l:,JTlla > rita, e.g . ..jrila 'mow', present *l).ni.a > ni.a 

*gzl > zl, e.g. VZla 'say, speak', present *gzlo > zlo 

*gsk > sk, e.g. Vskan 'fulfill', present *gskon > skon 

*bb > b, e.g. Vbya 'do', past *bbyas > byas 

*bp > p, e.g . ."I pyag 'bow', past *bpyags, > phyags 

In each such case the positing of a lost prefix resolves some anomaly in a verb's paradigm, and 

renders the verb in question an example of a paradigm type which is otherwise well attested. 

Here is not the place to discuss these proposals in detail.3 One example may however prove 

illustrative. Some verbs have an '0' vowel in their present stem, but not in the past or future; 

one such verb is skon, bskatis, bskati, skons 'fulfill'. Of those verbs which have such an '0' in 

the present, those where a g- prefix in the present stem is phonotactically possible have such 

a prefrx, e.g. gsod, bsad, gsad, sod 'kill'. Reconstructing the present stem of skon to *gskon < 
*gskan not only accounts for the presence of the '0' vowel in both skon and gsod, but also for 

the lack of a g- in the former and Its presence in the latter. 

10 Li Fang-Kuei's first Law, epenthesis after l:t 

When an ~ precedes a fricative, lateral, or Y, a dental stop is inserted between ~ and the 

following consonant (Li 1933' p. 149). 

*I).s > I).ts, e.g. ·)so 'nourish', present *I).so > I).tsho 

*I).§ > I).c ( = I).t§), e.g. V§ad 'explain', present *I).§ad > I).chad 

*I).z > I).dz, e.g . ."I zug 'plant', present *I).zugd > l;tdzugs 

*1).20 > l:>j ( = I).dz), e.g. 200 'milk', present *1).20 > I).jo 

*I).r > I).dr, e.g. Vri 'write', present *I).ri > I).dri 

The effect of this sound change is more complicated before laterals. Simon proposes the 

change *dl- > Id based on groups of related words such as Idum-po and zlum-po 'round', 

[dog-pa, log-pa 'reverse (intrans.)' and zlog-pa 'reverse (trans.), ldon-pa and 1001.-ba 'be blind', 

Idan-ba, lmis 'rise' and slali-ba 'raise' (Simon 1929: p. 187).4 The results ofLi's first Law is 

3pO[ a complete discussion of Tibetan verb morphology see Hill (roIO: pp. xv-xxi). 
4Simon proposes other rules of metathesis such as *kl> lk, *kr>rk but these remain speculative. 
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followed by this metathesis proposed by Simon, and then the cluster is simplified following 

Coblin's Law. 

'l;U> '1).d1 > *l;Ud >Id, e.g .Jlad 'chew', present 'l;Uad > 'l).d1ad > Idad 

'\1j> *I).tj > 'I).!t >It, e.g . .J!un 'fall', present *I).!un > *I).t!un > !tun 

II Li Fang-Kuei's second Law: *ry- > rgy-. 

Li Fang-Kuei proposes the change *ry > rgi in order to make Tibetan <brgyal).> /brgial)./ 

'hundred' and <brgyad> /brgiad/ 'eight' more closely parallel Old Chinese S paek <*p'rak 

(078Ia) 'hundred' and )\. peat <*p'ret (028Ia) 'eight' (Li I959: p. 59).5 Three further 

examples of this correspondence are available. With no mention of an earlier authority 

Schuessler proposes the comparison of Tibetan Igyu <*ryu 'flow' with Old Chinese ;:m ljuw 

< * [rJu (II04a) (2003: p. 238, 2007: p. 362) and Tibetan rgyud<*ryud 'continuum' with!.i$$ 

Iwit < *[rJut (498a) 'rope' (2003: p. 238)6 Pulleyblank in a different context proposes a 

second relevant pair of words (I962: p. 215): Old Tibetan blgyal < *bryal 'sink down, faint' 

and ~o-blgyal 'fatigue, weariness' and Old Chinese IlliJilZ bje < *[bJraj 'fatigue'. Schuessler 

(2007: p. 5I2) however doubts the validity of this comparison? 

Old Tibetan 

brgya!:> 'hundred' 
brgyad 'eight' 
rgyu 'flow' 
rgyud 'continuum' 
brgyal 'sink down, faint' 

Old Chinese 

R paek <'p'rak 'hundred' (0781a) 
J\ peat <'p'ret 'eight" (0281a) 
i'"ljuw < '[rJu 'flow' (1104a) 
,"" 4' Iwit < '[rJut 'rope' (498a) 
1M jEt bje < '(bJraj 'fatigue' (0026a, 002Sd) 

Since Li did not recognise the difference between /yl and Iii his reconstruction can 

be understood as either * Iry I or * Iril in Pre-Tibetan. Old Burmese ry- corresponds to 

both Old Tibetan rgy- (Old Burmese ryii 'hundred' and Old Tibetan b~gya 'hundred') and 

Old Tibetan z- (Old Burmese ryak 'day', Old Tibetan zag 'day'). It is probably judicious 

to reconstruct Old Tibetan z < pre-Tibetan *ri and Old Tibetan rgy< pre-Tibetan *ry, 

because a change * ri > Z is parallel to Benedict's Law *li
n 

> Z. 

5The mismatch in voicing of the Tibetan voiced initials and the Chinese voiceless initials in these words has 
not been accounted for. 

6Schuessler (2003: 238) also compares ~ ywit (507h), which he reconstructs *jut, with fA: -t: lwit (198a) and 
with Tibetan rgyud 'string, rope' (more like 'continuum, lineage'). In the Baxter-Sagart system there is no Old 
Chinese initial j-; Middle Chinese y- generally originates from 1- or uvulars (cf Sagart and Baxter 2009). 

7Li acknowledged the pair Tibetan 'gyam < *ryal11 'salt' and Chinese ~~~. yem<*mam (o609n) as matching this 
correspondence (1976: p. 46). Schuessler reconstructs ~ yem<*rjam (2003: p. 238, 2007: p. 554), which certainly 
matches the Tibetan better, but he does not comment on the reconstruction y<*r. In the Baxter-Sagart system tills 
comparison is no longer compelling. Simon had earlier suggested this same comparison (1929: pp. 188, §39, #253) 
and an additional example Igyati 'distance' .it hjwonX <*[olw alnJ? (o256f) 'distance', which no longer appears to 
fit tllis correspondence. 



Old Burmese 

ry-
ry. 'hundred' 
rhac<'rhyat 'eight' (Nishi I999: 47). 
ry-
ryak'day" 
ryap 'to stand, stop' 
1-
liy'four' 
lay 'field' 
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Old Tibetan 

rgy-
brgya 'hundred' 
brgyad 'eight' 
z-
zag 'day' 
zahs 'foot' 
z-
bzi 'four' 
zm 'field' 

Three instances of the change *ry>rgy require no comparison to other Tibeto-Burman 

languages. The place name Uc;lc;liyana in Tibetan becomes U-rgyan or O-rgyan. Middle 

Indic languages regularly loose a final -a; this yields *Uc;lc;liyan. If c;l were pronounced as a 

rhotic, or heard as one by Tibetan ears this gives *Uriyan, and such a pronunciation was 

nativised following this sound change to U-rgyan (cf. Jacques and Chen 2010: p. 7I note 

7). Also, in the Dunhuang document PT I047 there is vacillation between ryags and rgyags 

as the spelling of a word for divination board. This vacillation probably indicates a process 

of nativising a non-Tibetan word ryags. Similarly, the name of the Zanzull emperor found 

in the Dunhuang documents PT 1047 and PT 1287 as Lig myi rya or Lig myi rhya in the 

later Rgyal rabs bon kyi ~byuli gnas appears as Lig mi rgya (Uray 1968: pp. 293-294). Finally, 

Tauscher mentions that in the Gondhla Proto-Kanjur there is regular confusion between the 

spellings yya and rgya (2008: p. xxxvi). 

12 Simon's Law, *mr > l}.br 

Simon proposed the sound change pre-Tibetan 'mr > Tibetan ~br (1929: pp. 187, 197 §86). 

Five of the examples Simon presented can no longer be accepted: 

I) Simon compares bro 'dance' with ~ mjuX < 'm(r)a? (OI03g) 'dance'. The absence of an 

initial (' in the Tibetan and lack of a vowel correspondence suggests that this comparison 

is false. 

2) Simon compares Tibetan brad 'taste' with Chinese <!¥ mjijH < *m[a][t]-s (053Ig) 'taste'. 

The lack of an initial ~ in the Tibetan and a medial -r- in the Chinese invalidates this 

companson. 

3) Simon compares Tibetan sbrul 'snake' with f;!j mIn 'an ethnonym' on the mistaken belief 

that the later means 'snake' (Schuessler 2007: p. 386). 

4) Simon compares Tibetan ~bum 'IOO,OOO' with Old Chinese /Ii *mjonH < 'mans (0267a) 

'ro,ooo'; both Tibetan and Chinese lack medial-r-. 

5) Simon compared Tibetan ~bras with Old Chinese * mejX < *m'ij? (0598a) 'rice' rather 

than :tI,~ ljejH < 'me-r'at (0340g). 

Gong (1995, #368) compares ~I yff nyimH <*n[a]m-s (0667i,k) 'pregnant' with sbrum 

'pregnant' which he reconstructs *smrum. No ;';~ 'i" xiesheng contacts suggest an m- in the 

8In the 1999 version of Sagart's reconstruction Chinese 1Y:. yaeH <*bNlaks (o8ooj) 'night' might have been 
taken to suggest an original lateral initial in this word (Sagart 1999: p. 160), however the current reconstruction, 
[Gl(r)ak-s, if still considered a cognate, favours a rhotic. 
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series GSR 667. Gong appears to be following the suggestion of Pulley blank (1979: p. 36) 
that based on the transcription 1'1' jl~ for Mimana (a fIfth century polity, which was a member 

of the Kaya tJQ J!~ federation on the Korean peninsula) that this ~tJI ~ xiesheng series once had 

initial *m-. The evidence for reading 1'1' jl~ as Mimana comes from the B * ff i!lil Nihonshoki, 

where in the record of 'Ii! 1-. Suinin it is also spelled \ill ff!f Jl~ (Kojima et al. 1994: p. 295). 

Sagart argues that !If ~I:E nyimH <*n[a]m-s 'pregnant' (0667i,k) is etymologically derived 

from iI nyim < *n[a]m (0667f) 'to carry'. The semantics are thns not favourable to Gong's 

suggestion. Sagart also proposes an etymological connection with l¥i nom < *n'[a]m (0650a) 

'south', which argues against the m- initial proposed by Pulleyblank (Sagart 1988). Jacques 
(2003: p. 124) citing Pan (2000: pp. 240-241) instead compares Tibetan sbrum 'pregnant' 

with ZJI. yingH < *1[i]l)-s (*m.ram-s is also a possible reconstruction). 

The following table presents the evidence in favour of Simon's proposal known to me. 

Tibetan Meaning Chinese Meaning 

J:!bras rice 11;; IjejH <*ma-rl·at' (0340g) nce 
J:!brog nomad 1J( mjuwk <'mruk (1037a) herdsman 
J:!bri-mo female yak fJI maew <*mrfuIO (0979j) yak 
J:!breil braid !li1 zying <'m.lal) (0892b) rope, cord 
sbran fly, bee j.m yiug <'m.ral) (0892a) fly 
sbrul snake 110 xjwtjX <*[r'ir]uj?" (0572a) snake 
shrum pregnant 'I' yingH < *1[i]l)-s (*m.ram-s) (0945j) pregnant 

I fInd the evidence of this sound change compelling but not yet convincing. Before such 

a correspondence can be wholeheartedly embraced the Tibetan words containing the cluster 

smr-, such as smra 'say', nur-smrig 'saffron', smre 'suffering', smreg 'root, remainder', smrmi) 

smreti '(ritnally) say' must be explained. 

I have previously argued that ~- represented a voiced velar fricative in Old Tibetan and 

not a nasal (Hill 2005: pp. 126-127, 2009a: pp. 127-131). If the sound change *mr-> ~br­

were valid tins would suggest that ~br- had the pronunciation [mbr], known from Common 
Tibetan, already in the earliest Old Tibetan. The arguments presented in Hill (2005: pp. 

126-127) against interpreting a pre-consonantal ~ as a homorganic nasal are therefore also 

arguments against the sound change *mr-> bbr-. 

Coblin on the basis of the comparison of Old Tibetan rmari 'horse' and Old Burmese 

mrati 'horse' contrastingly suggests a change *mr>rm (1974). Because the Ursprache of 
these languages almost certainly pre-dates the domestication of the horse, I believe that tins 

correspondence is likely characteristic ofWanderwiirter. 

9 Confer Sagart (2003: p. 129). 
IOThe ffItim GuanYUll also has the readings Ii < *I1KH"8 and loj < "'m@-r"a. 
l1Baxter and Sagart now reconstruct *[tluOJ? with the irregular sound change *t- > X-. I prefer to follow 

their earlier reconstruction. The medial -1'- can be confirmed with a comparison with Old Burmese mruy 'snake'. 
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13 Sun's Law, fortition of laterals 

Sun (1993: p. 334 note 201) appears to be the first scholar to explicitly propose the sound 

change *ml- > md.12 He connects this change to Li's first Law before laterals *I;t!> Id without 

elaboration. The following two tables present the relevant data known to me. 

Internal Tibetan Evidence 

d-

mdons-pa 'blind' 
ll1dan-pa 'cheek' 
l;tdug'stay' 
I)dod 'desire' 

ld- and bZ-

ldon-pa 'go blind' <*I;t!on-pa (Li's r" Law) 
ldan-pa 'cheek' <*I;t!an-pa (Li's r" Law) 
biugs 'stay' <*bliugs (Benedict's Law) 
bied 'desire' <*blj,ed (Benedict's Law)" 

1-

Ion 'be blind' 

lugs 'way, manner' 

Gong instead proposes that the explanation for the -d- versus -2- in these last two examples 

is a palatalisation used morphologically to form honorifics (1977[2002]: p. 390). His proposal 

would yield the reconstructions bzugs 'stay' <*bdiugs and bzed 'desire' <*bdied14 One may 

suppose that Gong would reject the comparison of bzugs 'stay' with lugs 'way'. 

Comparative Evidence 

Tibetan Pre-Tibetan Burmese Chinese 

I11dal,l 'arrow' *mlal;I 

I)dom-pa 'fathom' 

nli8:l,l 'arrow' lot zyek<*m-lAk "" ma-lAk 
(0807a) 'hit with bow and arrow' 

lalp. 'fathom' <\< zim <*[s-m-]l[a]m (0662a) 
'lneasure of 8 chi R' 

A parallel change *m! > mth could be suggested. The only possible instance known to me is 

mthi! <*m!il 'bottom 'floor' which Gong (1980, #79; 1995, #169) compares to Old Burmese 

mliy 'earth, ground'. However, Schuessler instead compares Burmese mliy with Tibetan gzi 
'ground' (2007: p. 299). Since the change *4>2 is well established and the semantics are 

more similar, this con~parison is superior. 

The fact that there is evidence for an original 1- both in the cluster md- and in the cluster 

!,Id indicates that the single change *ml> md, is not explanatorily sufEcient. However, one 

cannot propose the sound change *1;t!>!,Id because *!,Il is already used as the input ofLi's first 

Law *I;t!> ld. How to reconstrnct cases of !,Id- where there is evidence for an original 1- is a 

problem requiring further attention. 

12When this article was in production, I discovered Bodman had made this suggestion before Sun, 1980. It 
would thus be better to refer to it as Bodman's Law. 

13The difference in vocalism requires explanation. 
14Compare Simon's earlier proposal that *gdi, >gz (I929: p. I9I et passim). 
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14 Laufer's Law, *wa, *wa > 0 

Laufer noted that where Burmese has -wa Tibetan often has -0 (18981r899: part III, p. 224; 

1976: p. I20). The first two examples are Laufer's, tbe next four from Sagart (2006: p. 2Il), 

and the last from Benedict (1972: p. 106). 

Burmese Tibetan meaning 

thwan than plough 
thwa mtho span 
swa1;tI 5 \1gro go 
waul). sgor_mol6 round 
wa gro-ma potentilla anserina 
awa go space 
swa1;t so tooth 

Noting that all Old Tibetan words which have the diphthong -wa- are open syllables (grwa 
, , b ' 'h 'I f d' , 'h 'fi " 'h' 'h ') d corner, cwa ten, p ywa a c ass 0 go s, rtswa grass, . wa ox, zwa at, rwa orn an 

the pair ~o-dom 'fox tail pendant' and ~wa 'fox', I previously suggested that Laufer's Law 

did not apply to open syllables (Hill 2006: pp. 88-90). It is clear from the above examples 

that some Tibetan words with open syllables are valid examples of this correspondence and 

my explanation must be caste aside. Guillaume Jacques suggests that instances of -wa in 

Tibetan open syllables should be reconstructed as 'uba in pre-Tibetan (2009). I accept this 

explanation. 

The previous research treating this correspondence (Laufer 18981r899, Gong 2002[1980], 

Matisoff 2003, Hill 2006, Jacques 2009) appears unaware that Inlaut Written Burmese -wa­

originates from -0- in early Old Burmese (cf. Ba Shin 1962: pp. 27-28 and pp. 38-39, 

Maung Wun 1975: p. 89, Nishida 1972: pp. 258, Dempsey 2001: pp. 222-225). Because the 

correspondence of Written Burmese Inalut -wa- (Old Burmese -0-) witb Tibetan -0- is a 

retention in Tibetan, the rubric 'Laufer's Law' should not be applied to such instances and 

instead be reserved for those cases where Burmese Aulaut wa- corresponds to Old Tibetan 

-0-. Laurent SagaIt points out that in such cases tbe Tibetan cognate begins with g- (2006: 

p.211).17 

15Gong (1980: #172; I995: #38, 316) and Luce (1985: chart x, #26) give knvd 'go proceed', which apparently 
a better match. Judson (1893) does not have this word in this meaning. 

16Sagart cites this as 'gor', probably deriving this form from gar-rna 'round' inJischke (188r). However,Jaschke 
cites clearly his source as the extremely unreliable Schroeter (1826). This work was compiled by F. Francesco Orazio 
dena Penna (r680--174-5) as a Tibetan-Italian glossary. Schroeter died while revising the work and learning Tibetan; 
the editors who saw the work through publication knew no Tibetan (cf. Simon 1964; Bray 2008). 

17 Matisoff does not like these comparisons (2007: pp. 437-438) but Sagart still does (2008: p. I 54). 



452 Nathan W. Hill 

Tibetan meaning Burmese Ineaning 

go space awa space 
gro-rna potentilla anserina wa tuber 
sgor-moI8 round wanl}. round 

Gong further notes that Tibetan -0- often corresponds to Old Chinese lavio-velars (and 

presumably labio-uvulars ifhe recognised them). He reconstructs *wa and *wa as sources of 

Tibetan 0 (2002[1980]: p. 24). 

Chinese meamng Tibetan meaning 

J1!i kjwak<'Ceqwak (0778b) seIze ];tgog take away forcibly 
T hju<'Gw(r)a (0097a) go ];tgro go 
Y hjuH<'[GJw(r)as (00970) taro gro-ma tuber 
J]5J hjuX<'[GJw(r)a? (0098a) feather sgro feather 
l1l ngjweH<'~wajs (0027k) false, cheat rtlod deceive 
l'il hwaeH<'[GJw'ras (0044-) birch bark gro-ga birch bark 
~I hjwijH<'[G)wwe[t)s (0523a) stomach grod stomach 
tl. hjuwX<'[GJwo? (0995e) friend grogs friend 
Jil hjwij<'[G)wem (0571d) go against ];tgol part, deviate 
I!I kjwij<'[k)wej (0570a) return (v.) ];tkhor circle 

Because Burmese wa 'tuber' (compared to Chinese f *[G]w(r)as and Tibetangro-ma) has 

Anlaut wa- and the Tibetan examples aHlOng Gong's comparisons all begin with velars 

or nvulars one can combine Sagart and Gong's observations. If 'K' is used to represent a 

velar or uvular, it becomes possible to more precisely state Laufer's Law as the merger of 

Tibeto-Burman *KwE) and *Kwa as Tibetan Ko.19 

15 Synchronic rnysteries 

The rules of Shafer, von Koerber, Walleser, and de Jong sharpen the phonemic interpretation 

of the Tibetan script. This improved analysis aids in the discovery and the elegant statement of 

diachronic sound changes. Consequently, in tandem with the restatement of the exceptions 

to the sound laws presented here, a consideration of remaining problems in the phonetic 

interpretation of Old Tibetan is in order. The clarification of these issues may in future 

engender the discovery of, or more elegant statement of other sound laws. 

Two issues remain unresolved in the interpretation of the Tibetan script. Old Tibetan 

has two graphic forms of the vowel which is called gi-gu in \Vritten Tibetan. One of these 

characters is the same as the Written Tibetan gi-gu '" <i>. The other is the mirror image 

,. <1>, and has thus come to be called the gi-gu inverse. Whether this character represents 

a phonetic reality or not relnains controversial. Laufer (1914: p. 84) believes that these two 

graphs represent vowels which originally were phonemically contrasting in Old Tibetan, 

18See note 16. 
19The Tibetan pair ~lO-dom 'fox tail pendant' and ~Iwa 'fox' still requires explanation. 
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but which quickly began to collapse into one phoneme. Miller (I966, I993: pp. I56-I72) 

argues that the two represent sub-phonemic allophones of IiI. Other authors (e.g. Ulving 

I972 and Rona-Tas I992: pp. 698-699) have regarded these two characters as meaningless 

graphic variants. This issue appears to have not received attention since I993 and remains 

unresolved. 

Old Tibetan sporadically but non-randomly has a -b where this consonant is missing in 

later forms of Tibetan. Previous researchers have not attended to this question and taken 

for granted that syllables ending in -b can be treated as open syllables. I see no reason to 

think a final -b is any more meaningless than a final -b or -g (Hill 2005: pp. lIS-lI8), 

especially when it is kept in mind that those cases where -b was not lost in Written Tibetan 

have regular reflexes distinct from open syllables in some Tibetan dialects (Hill 2009a: pp. 

I29-13I)20 and that Chinese sometimes has a final-k corresponding to Tibetan fmal-b. 

Chinese Ineamng Tibetan meaning 

i'i paek< *p'rak (078ra) hundred brgyaJ;t hundred 
!it duH<*[dFak-s (080rb) to ford Q.daQ. to pass 
Jit zyek<'m-lAk ~ ma-1Ak (0807a) hit w / bow and arrow mdaQ. arrow 

The final consonant -b is potentially of great consequence in Tibeto-Burman historical 

phonology, and deserves more attention than it has received. 

16 Diachronic mysteries 

Today's exceptions to sound laws are tomorrow's sound laws. Tibeto-Burman historical 

linguists following in the tradition of Benedict (I992) and Matisoff (2003) have been over 

eager to credit exceptions to 'allofamic' variation in the proto-Ianguage21 Although such 

proto-variation probably does exist as examples such as 'have' «Indo-European *kap, cf. 

Latin capio) and 'give' «Indo-European *gebh, cf. Latin habeo) demonstrate, being satisfied 

with proto-variation as an explanation of anomalies is to abandon potential progress in the 

understanding of historical phonology and morphology. 

The most valuable contribution of a survey of Tibetan sound Jaws is to draw new focus 

on the exceptions to these sound Jaws. Mter having surveyed what is known so far about 

Old Tibetan historical phonology those areas in need of better study merit focus. Exceptions 

to the respective sound laws presented have beeu provided above, but it is convenient to 

assemble them together here. The exceptions to Simon's Law are smra 'say', nur-smrig 'safrron', 

smre 'suffering', s11'/.reg 'root, remainder', smrati} smren '(ritually) say'. As exceptions to either 

Sun's Law or Li's first Law are the words i!dug 'stay', bdod 'desire' and bdom-pa 'fathom' 

which have connections to words with lateral initials but cannot be reconstructed as Li's *l,li 

or Sun's *ml. 

20This phenomenon is also described by Jin (1958: 12, e.g. mda(l fda: 3] 'arrow')' a work I overlooked in Hill 
(2009'), 

21 Miller (1974) discusses the failings of this approach in his review of Benedict (1972). Similar problems persist 
in Matisoff (2003) as pointed out by Laurent Sagart (2006) in the case of Chinese and the present writer (Hill2009b) 
in the case of Tibetan. 
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