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

Lesson 4

Beyond the Syllable

** 4.1 Tone Sandhi

When syllables are put together, the internal working of a language sometimes "fixes"
unnatural sequences to become easier to articulate for native tongues or better-sounding to
native ears. This is called sandhi. Sandhi rules are typically language specific, with or
without phonetic motivation. The changes in the sequences *a egg to an egg in English,
*beau ami to bel ami in French, *la agua to el agua in Spanish, etc., are all examples of
sandhi rules at work. In Lhasa Tibetan, sandhi rules fix tonal combinations unnatural to
native speakers’ ears. This section discusses the two tone sandhi rules in Lhasa Tibetan
and some peripheral issues around tones.

4.1.1 General Review of Tones

In Lesson 3, we encountered falling risings tone created by the suffix, which
completes the four-tone paradigm. It is important to know that Lhasa Tibetan did not
emerge with these four tones from scratch (i.e., the toneless Old Tibetan) all at the same
time. As we mentioned earlier, at the start there were only high tone and low tone, a new
system made necessary by the disappearance of the voiced consonants and their
subsequent merging with the voiceless ones. That is, the difference between the voiceless
R [k"a] and the voiced ﬂ" [ga] in (toneless) Old Tibetan has shifted from a contrast in

voicing to a contrast in tone: (R [k"a] and ﬂ" [k"4]. Some suffixes did modify the pitch

contour, by turning HH(55) to HL(52) with an audible obstruent suffix. Yet, because the
suffixes were, although continuously being weakened, still pronounced, the pitch contour

served only as a secondary feature. For instance, the contrast between € [t"a] and ﬂﬂ"

[t"ak] would rely more on the final consonant [k] of the second word rather than the tone

difference between [a] and [a]. Only much later, almost until present day, when the

suffixes were weakened to complete (or, for some speakers, almost complete) silence, did
the rising and falling pitch contours start to take up the burden and function as full-fledged
tones.

Due to this historical development, the four tones in Tibetan do not behave entirely
independently from one another. The high tone (HH) and the falling tone (HL), which is
derived from the former, constitute a small tonal group, different from the low tone (LL)
and the rising tone (LH), which forms the other. For convenience sake, we use the term
“key” (instead of the confusing term “register”) to classify the two groups. High-keyed
tones are the high level and the falling, while the low-keyed tones are the low level and
the rising. The concept of H or L key will play a crucial role in understanding the tone
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sandhi rule. The following diagram represents very roughly, but sufficiently for our
purposes, the development of the tonal system in Tibetan.

Stage 1 Stage 2 Stage 3

o HH
[? [k"a] vs. [kK"a] » H-key

/ >

[k"a] vs. ga]\ /yh LL
[k

. ] vs. [kK"a] > L-key
T~ (g

“ererrrmm—

The diagram offers a simple and somewhat idealized scenario of the tonal
development. It is phonologically true to those who have dropped the final glottal stop [2]

and distinguish (R [k"a] from [’W‘ [k"a] solely based on the tonal contrast. For the minority

few who still retain the faint [2] and who rely on it to distinguish (R [k"a] from ﬁﬂ" [k"az],

stage 3 has not been completed, although the authors believe that it ultimately will. For
either group, the level tone vs. contour tone distinction has transcended from a secondary
role in stage 2 to a primary (if not exclusive) feature in present day Lhasa Tibetan.

The above description is the more abstract phonological, or mental, representation of
the tones. The following chart links it to the actual phonetic properties of the four tones.

phonologigal phonetic description of tones in a disyllabic word
representation
short rhyme long rhyme
key tone | citation examples citation examples
Isto Isto
or2nd o or2nd o
—'0. he ~ h_'
HE sy 55 [ kel 55 55 (A= [k'omng]
H \
hs
HL | N | s &R [c op] (none) - -
L — — (0, onl
132 11 g 14 200> | 3@z (k4
LH o TRA [K4ng] / derived) AR[kamng]
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Summary of Tones of Lhasa Tibetan

The dotted portion of a tone indicates the “tail” in citation form or in a word final
position. Note that the tail, although articulated, is not really in the “mindset” of the
speaker (see 1.2.3). There are a few more things to note from the above summary chart of
tones. First, while syllables with a long rhyme tend to be equally long in duration,
averaging 0.32 seconds, syllables with a short rhyme differ in duration more widely,

ranging from the super-short 0.12 seconds of fﬁﬂ [k"dp], the standard 0.16 seconds of g

[ta], to the oversized NRA [sang], which tried to fit in as a short rhyme with a duration of

0.21 seconds (cf. M= [sa:ng] 0.32 seconds without the post-suffix.) The long vs. short

division will play a crucial role in the tone sandhi rule called “Long Rhyme Rising” in
Lhasa Tibetan. Second, there is no underlying long rhymed falling tone or rising tone in
the system, even though the capacity is there to allow their existence. Momentarily, we
will introduce this Long Rhyme Rising, which derives a long rhymed rising tone in
disyllabic words. Third and lastly, rhyme is a separate notion from tone. Even though
there are some predictable correlations between the two, for instance, it is easier to
maintain the long rhymed high tone as 55 (without the slackening tail) than the short
rhymed 54 (with the tail), the 55 and 54 are best understood as having the same HH tone.
Similarly, the short 12 and the long 113 are both LL in nature.

4.1.2 Disyllabic Tone Sandhi

We have come a long way to understand the Tibetan tones and how to read Tibetan
orthography with the correct sounds as well as the correct tones. There is one last hurdle
in the homestretch before we are truly able to see Tibetan words and know immediately
how to pronounce them, most of which are not isolated syllables. Although the smallest
meaningful unit, or morpheme, in Tibetan is usually single syllables, the bulk of the
lexicon consists of disyllabic words. Thus, learning how to adjust the tone of a single
syllable in disyllabic combination is essential.

The discussion in the previous section provides us the necessary background to
understand how tone sandhi works in Tibetan disyllabic words. Mathematically, the four
lexical tones in Lhasa Tibetan should produce 16 (4x4) possible tonal combinations (some
tones have long and short variations) for all disyllabic words. In reality, disyllabic
combinations exhibit only five tonal patterns, namely, HH + HH, HH + HL, LL + HH, LL
+ HL and a fifth LL + LH. In other words, 16 different inputs of combining different
tones into disyllabic compounds only yield five outcomes. This fact suggests that there
must be tone sandhi rules at work, merging different tones into simpler patterns. This
tremendous merging is all the more remarkable if one compares the Tibetan data with the
Chinese (Mandarin) tone sandhi. In Mandarin Chinese, which also has the four tones
similar to those in Lhasa Tibetan, the 16 possible combinations of a disyllabic word in
Mandarin actually yield 15 well-formed outputs. Only one combination, namely LL + LL,
needs fixing (to LH + LL). Yet, Tibetan has only 5 outputs out of 16. To say that so
many combinations are unnatural and need fixing by sandhi rules is apparently missing
something more general. We contend that the tone sandhi rule for disyllabic words
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applied much earlier (at stage 2, as indicated in the diagram above) while the system had
only two tones (H and L) rather than the current stage with four tones. Let’s examine the
data first. Leaving the fifth pattern LL + LH as the result of an additional rule, the other
four possible combinations can be represented by the following diagram, the various tones
in a box indicate the possible inputs of each specific pattern.

A:HH-HH B: HH HL
|01 55 | 02 54, 55 | [0155 ]
HH 54,55 HH 54,55 HH 54 55
HL 52 LL 12, 113 HL 52
(H-key) (level) (H-key) HL 52
LH 132
C:LL-HH D:LL-HL
(contour)
LL 11,113
LH 132

0, 54, 55 LL 11, 113

LH 132
HH 54 55

(L key) LL 12, 113 C (L-key)

011 op 11

\

In Pattern A, for example, the first syllable (o) comes from three possible sources, all

H-key, namely a HH short rhyme (54), HH long rhyme (55), or HL (52). No matter what
the input tone is, it is pronounced as a sustained 55 (for both short and long rhyme). The

second syllable (07) has four possible sources, all level tones, namely, HH short rhyme
(54), HH long rhyme (55), LL short rhyme (12), or LL long rhyme (113). Unlike o), the

tone of 0,, also HH, allows the two variations 54 (short rhyme with tail) and 55 (long
rhyme). All four Patterns A, B, C, and D reviewed, there seems to exist a predetermined
tonal pattern for disyllabic words: o; must be level and 0, must be H-key, i.e., high level
or falling.

The above observation supports our claim that the tone sandhi rule must have been
operated on a simpler tonal system (i.e., stage 2), where “key” is the key factor. Given the
data, it is adequate to assume that, in a two tone system, H + H and L + H combinations
are OK and H + L and L + L must undergo sandhi and change the second syllable from L
to H. The rule is amazingly simple:

(1) Sandhi Rule in Stage 2: If 0, is L, change it to H.

This is why the first syllable is fixed as a level tone: it reflects and preserves the
pronunciation of Lhasa Tibetan in Stage 2. The second syllable is word-final and has the
room to develop the tonal contours, thus the predetermined H-key and the variations in
level (HH) and contour (HL) tones.

Putting the above diachronic analysis aside, from a contemporary perspective, it is
sufficient to describe the tone sandhi rule as follows:

(2) Dissyllabic Key-Contour Rule
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In a disyllabic word 0,02, 0; must be level, whether it is HH or LL depends on the
Key of 01; 0, must be H-key, whether it is HH or HL depends on the shape (level
or contour) of 0y,
The rule says, in a disyllabic word 0,05, the tone of o, is decided by its key; and the tone
of 0y, already set at H-key, is decided by its shape (level or contour). In pattern B, for
example, the input sources are H-keyed HH (54, 55) or HL (52), therefore, o, is HH;
whereas, in pattern C, since the inputs for o; are all L-keyed, o, is realized as LL. Note
that, whether short or long, o) is always a clean-cut, tail-less 55 or 11. In patterns B and D,

the possible inputs for 0, are contour tones, therefore, it is realized as a falling tone (since
the key is predetermined at H). The following summarizes the four tonal patterns in terms
of the deciding factors for each syllable (key for o, and shape for 0,).

(3) Disyllabic Key-Contour Rule and the Resulting Four Tonal Patterns
A: H-keyed tone + level tone — HH + HH
B: H-keyed tone + contour tone — HH + HL
C: L-keyed tone + level tone — LL + HH
D: L-keyed tone + contour tone — LL + HL

The Tibetan orthography becomes very handy in deciphering the tonal pattern. Since the
tonal key of a syllable is decided by the onset and the shape (level or contour) by the coda,

one only needs to glance at the onset of 0} and the coda of o, to be able to tell the output

combination. (Recall that the level shape of 0; and H-key of o, is predetermined.) Below

is an exhaustive list of examples grouped in tonal patterns:
Pattern A: HH-HH

(1) N [1"a] + [sa] — [I"asa] ‘Lhasa’ (HH> + HH*— 55 + 54)

(2) (PR [Kk"a] + [par] — [k"apa:] ‘telephone’ (HH* + HH>® — 55 + 55)
(3) & [p"a] + [mi] — [p"ama] ‘father and mother’ (HH>* + LL'? — 55 + 54)
(4) 5 [p"a] + [ma] — [hala:m] ‘almost’ (HH>* + LL'" — 55 + 55)
(5) EX'A [tsaim] + [pa] — [tsa:mpa] ‘tsampa’ (HH> + HH>* — 55 + 54)

(6) ﬂ%ﬁﬂ@l [c&n] + [cong] — [c&ncding] ‘siblings’(HH>® + HH — 55 + 55)
(7) §=& [Kar] + [ma] — [karma] ‘star’ (HH™ + LL" — 55 + 54)
(®) N:’%q [sang] + [nln] — [sangnin] ‘tomorrow’ (HH>® +LL'" — 55+ 55)
9) m'q [ts"a] + [sha] — [ts"asha] ‘yak meat’ (HL> + HH> — 55 + 54)

(10) sd?éﬁ'az: [c"d] + [c"amng] — [c"Bc"ang] ‘chang” (HL>? + HH>® — 55 + 55)
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(11) ﬁﬂ'g [1op] + [tr"4] — [l6ptra] ‘school’

(12) B5=R [k"y&] + [riimg] — [k"yéramg] ‘you’

Pattern B: HH-HL
(13) ﬂﬂ]aﬁl [tra] + [shi] — [trashi] ‘personal name’

(14) AFRT| [et] + [trd] — [ciitri] ‘sixteen’

(15) ﬁ:’ﬁq [shing] + [td] — [shingtd] ‘fruit’

(16) ¥FFN [1"&:n] + [kys] — [I"E:nky2] ‘together’
(17) S99 [@a] + [ta] — [tata] ‘exactly’

(18) ‘ﬁ'ﬂ'ﬁqm [lop] + [tr"6] — [1optrd] “classmate’
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(HL? + LL"? — 55 + 54)

(HL* + LL'" — 55 + 55)

(HH> + HL*— 55 + 52)
(HH> + LH"? — 55 + 52)
(HH> + HL** — 55 + 52)

(HH> + LH'? — 55 + 52)
(HL>® + HL> — 55 + 52)

(HL>? + LH"? — 55 + 52)

Pattern C: LL-HH

(19) ?}\'g [nd] + [tshe'l] — [natsa] ‘illness’

(20) 23«1/ [rT] + [m&] — [rTmQ] ‘painting’

(21) ﬁﬁﬁﬁ [ké:n] + [pa] — [ké:npa] ‘monastery’

(22) TRA [ting] + [md] — [t"dngma] “cold’

(23) :’%ﬂ"NQ [shé] + [pa] — [shopa] ‘morning’

(24) QQNQ [shap] + [shii] — [shdpshii] ‘to serve’
*(25) &1/4"513( [l6] + [sar] — [lOsar] ‘new year’

*(26) ﬁﬁﬁﬁ [k&] + [k&n] — [kekEn] ‘teacher’

(LL"? + HH— 11 + 54)

(LL"”+LL"” — 11 + 54)
(LL'® + HH> — 11 + 54)
(LL'®+LL"? - 11 +54)

(LH"? + HH> — 11 + 54)
(LH'? +LL" > 11 + 54)

(LL"” + HH> — 11 + 55)

(LL"”+LL'™ — 11 + 55)

*(27) &ﬁq‘m: [tréin] + [k"ang] — [tromkang] ‘hotel” (LL'"” +HH> — 11 + 55)

*(28) FHE3 [nam] + [kytin] — [ndmky@imn] ‘usual’  (LL'"° + LL'™ — 11 + 55)

*(29) &zq'ﬁsq: [mi] + [mar] — [mingmar] ‘school”  (LH"+HH> — 11 + 55)

*(30) ?:Tﬁ'amx [p"6] + [par] — [p"dpar] ‘Tibet-Burma’ (LH"*+ LL'"® — 11 + 55)

Note that in Pattern C, when the second syllable is long, such as the asterisked
examples from (25) to (30), the pattern undergoes an additional rule in colloquial Lhasa
speech that further changes the 11 + 55 pattern to 11 + 14. See 4.1.3 for more detail.

Pattern D: LL-HL

(31) A=A [1a] + [p"u] — [lapd] ‘radish’
(32) R’Qﬂ" [rd] + [la] — [ralu] ‘goats and sheep’

(LL"+HL?— 11+ 52)
(LL" +LH"* > 11 +52)
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P hy N hy o .oy 113 52
(33) IR ﬂ'@ﬂ [tr'Ong] + [se] — [tr ongse] ‘countryside’(LL "~ + HL™ — 11 + 52)

(34) %ﬁm [nyTin] + [t"ép] — [nyLntep] ‘diary’ (LL'° + LH"™ - 11 + 52)
(35) ‘iq'rqew [ri] + [n&] — [ring] ‘culture’ (LH'? + HL? > 11 + 52)
(36) ?:Tﬁ'sw [p"6] + [s€] — [p"Bse] ‘school’ (LH"”*+ LH'? - 11 + 52)

4.1.3 Long Rhyme Rising

The disyllabic tone sandhi rule is a simple yet powerful one that predicts all the
possible combinations. In some U-Tsang dialects, this seems to be the only operating
sandhi rule, e.g. Dartze county to the east of Lhasa. However, a subgroup of Pattern C
(LL-HH), namely the asterisked examples from (25) to (30), is pronounced in Lhasa

Tibetan with a twist. That is, the pronunciation of YURR [ny&:] + [khé:ng] ‘bedroom’ is

not the predicted [ny€:ka:ing] (LL-HH), but instead [ny&:kd:ng] (LL-LH). This is the result
of an additional rule to the more general disyllabic sandhi we discussed in the previous
section. In Lhasa Tibetan, when the first syllable is low (from all L-key sources, short or
long), the second syllable, if and only if long, becomes rising (LH). In other words, this
additional rule changes all the (LL"'-HH’®) combinations to (LL''-LH"). We call this
rule Long Rhyme Rising:

(1) Long Rhyme Rising: LL-HH(long) — LL-LH

This is worth noting because all contour tones are short in duration, this rising long
rhyme only exists in this derived context. However, it is not to be taken as a new tone; it
is simply combining the LH tonal contour to a long rhyme, something allowed in the
capacity of the system. Lhasa speakers simply take advantage of this capacity and fill in a
gap. More examples:

(2) TR [c"5] + [k"aing] — [c"ikamng] ‘teahouse’ (LL'' + LH')
(3) s'sﬁ{:: [c"5] + [tSing] — [c"atéing] “tea churn’(LL'' + LH')
(4) EXX: [c"3] + [mi:] — [c"ama:] ‘tea and butter’

%) &iﬁm&i: [tiin] + [14:m] — [tlnld:m] ‘future’

(6) 3‘&{104: [rf] + [kli:] — [ringkdi:] ‘area near mountain top’

(7 @R’ﬂ?: [chézng] + [sha:] — [chz“ungshé:] ‘northeast’

Note that this rule does not apply to the LL-HH combination when the second syllable is
short, cf. examples from (19) to (24) in the previous section.

4.1.4 Neutral Tone

Tibetan syllables, judged from the orthography, all have a tone. However, in a string
of words, some syllables become toneless. Most of these syllables are functional
categories such as case markers, structural particles, and sentential particles, which do not
have a semantic content per se. There are interesting interactions between the toneless
syllable and the syllable it is attached to.
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The negator & [ma] ‘not’, for example, is a toneless functional category. It is

phonologically attached to the verb that follows it and form a “tonal foot” (a prosodic unit
where tone sandhi rules apply) with the verb. Being in the tonal foot, & needs a tone.

Since it does not have a tone of its own, it is specified by the (tonal) key of the hosting
verb. Consider the following examples from Hu (1979):

(1) 3«1’@%& [ma] + [t&¢] — [mate] ‘did not look’

(2) &I'Klﬁﬁ [ma] + [té] — [matg] ‘did not sit’

3) &I'Ziwﬁ [ma] + [s¢] — [masg] ‘did not kill’

(4) N'RAN [ma] + [s€] — [mase] ‘did not kill’

We can see that the same negator & can be pronounced either as [ma]-HH or [md]-LL,

depending on the phonological context it appears in, i.e. the key of the verb which follows
. What is worth noting here is that, after the tone of & is decided, the new tonal foot (&

+ verb) becomes subject to the disyllabic tone sandhi rule discussed earlier in 4.1.2. The
contrast between the falling tone Q%N [t€] and the rising tone Qﬁﬁ [t€] disappears (both

become [t&], as a result of the tone sandhi), but their respective original tone is reflected by
the negator &.

Proclitic toneless syllables such as & which precede their phonological host and

participate in tone sandhi are in the minority. Most toneless syllables are enclitics,
attaching themselves to the end of a preceding syllable. Toneless syllables of this sort
typically do not participate in the disyllabic tone sandhi rule, which means they do not
cause tone change on the preceding syllable. Examples:

(1) RANRQ [pe] + [a] — [pea] ‘Go.’

(2) Qzﬂhﬁﬂ [trd] + [tu] — [trotu] ‘Let’s go.’

It should be noted that, although the above examples are transcribed as a disyllabic unit
(as they are indeed), the first syllable retains its original tone, be it level or contour. This
would not be possible if the second syllable had a tone, which would have triggered the
disyllabic tone sandhi and changed the first syllable to a level tone.

In the situation where the toneless syllable is attached to a disyllabic word, the
attachment does not affect the tonal pattern of the host. Examples:

%) Qﬂ'ﬁﬁl"’«l [trashi] + [la] — [trashila] ‘to Trashi’
(6) &ﬁﬁ'ﬁfi’@i [tré:inkang] + [la] — [tréinka:ngla] ‘in a hotel’

+* 4.2 Contraction of Syllables

Tibetan orthography is supposed to allow one vowel diacritic per syllable (or none
if the vowel is [a]). Yet, it is not rare to see syllables marked with more than one vowel
diacritics. This is mainly due to the contraction of syllables, a writing convention mainly
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designed to reflect the pronunciation more faithfully. This section discusses the most
common cases.

4.2.1 Morphological suffixes and grammatical particles

We will learn during the course of this textbook all the major morphological suffixes
and grammatical particles. Morphological suffixes seldom take different written forms
even though they may have different pronunciations. Grammatical particles, on the other

hand, usually have different written forms to reflect the difference in pronunciation. ﬁ\"
(Genitive case), a& (Ergative case), N (Oblique case), etc. all have a variant form when

attached to an open syllable. They are, respectively, -‘& (Genitive), -N (Ergative), -X

(Oblique). The last two morphemes, - and -X, are written as the suffix of the previous

syllable and present no particular difficulty. The pronunciation of the original word is
modified in the same manner as by the orthographic suffix -N or -X.

(1) =N [ngé€] (from R ‘T" + E“N ergative case marker) ‘I’

(2) FNX [1"&:sa:] ( from %N ‘Lhasa’ + A oblique case marker) ‘in Lhasa, to Lhasa’
Note that the Oblique suffix -X only lengthens the vowel and does not have the option of

being pronounced as a [r]. This is different from the true, or orthographic, suffix <.

The Genitive case marker -R often creates a syllable with two diacritics, such as the
following examples: rﬁ [ng€:] ‘my’, a“«“: [mi:] ‘of people’, ﬁcf:\{ [sii:] “whose’, 3\4?-'{ [mé&:] ‘of
fire’, [:ﬁa [k"3:] ‘his’, etc. Note that these examples are cases of syllable contractions. The
-?i is not to be taken as the dummy suffix Q. As indicated by the phonetic transcription,

the pronunciation of this genitive -R is identical to the suffix 4, i.e., it triggers umlauting

on [a, o, u] and lengthens all vowels.
A common diminutive nominal suffix -@ is written together with the preceding open

syllable, e.g., %Q [d&t] or [dit] ‘colt, foal’ (fromg [ta] ‘horse’) and %Q[déﬁ] or [diti]

‘pebble, small stone’. The -& can be read as a separate syllable, in which case the tonal

pattern follows the disyllabic tone sandhi rule. Or, in casual speech, [u] combines with the
preceding vowel and form a diphthong.

4.2.2 Alternations of the letter R: [p"a], [wa], and glottal stop
We have seen that the bilabial stop A [p"]-LL creates a group of remarkable exceptions

in pronunciation when subjoined, superjoined, or prefixed. It does not hurt to repeat them
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here: 3 [w]-HH, 3 [¢"]-LL, 53 [y]-HH, @3 [c]-LL, § [tr"]-LL, and 5] [r]-HH. This

very naughty X itself has in fact other exceptional pronunciations. When X takes the

default vowel [a] or the mid back [0] (ﬁ), in a second syllable, it is pronounced [w]-LL,
instead of [ph]-LL. For instance, E4A [réwa] ‘hope’ and £V [riwii] ‘mountain’. Note that

in the case of Eﬁ, vowel harmony also takes place ([rfiwd] — [riwii]). See 4.3.3.

In the colloquial pronunciation, the second syllable onset A [w] deletes itself so
that the vowel of the second syllable joins the vowel of the first syllable to form a long
vowel (with [a, o, e]) or a diphthong (with [i, u]). Examples:

(1) ’T"ﬂ [kawa] — [ka:] ‘pillar’
(2) §R [t"awa] — [tr"5:] “net’
3) ?q"zzl [kowa] — [ko:] ‘leather’
(4) AFA [c"&wa] — [c"&] ‘canine (tooth)’
(5) 3 [t"iw3] — [t"wo] ‘smoke’
If unsure about the pronunciation, the learner can always resort to the formal reading
of A in the above examples as [w].
In casual speech, the morpheme R ‘person’, when attached to a disyllabic host, is

toneless and can be treated as a simple suffix -X. For example:
(6) ‘g'N'Q [1"&:sa] (from ‘g'N'Q [1"&:sawal ) ‘a person from Lhasa’
(7) ﬁ'&'ﬁl [tr"6md] (from ﬁ'&ﬂl [tr"dmowa] ) ‘a person from Yadong’

Note that the original trisyllabic word is reduced to disyllabic, with the tone change on o,
from high to falling because of the “suffix” K.

4.2.3 Diphthongs of other sources
Diphthongs are unusual in the Tibetan phonological system. Native words tend to
have single vowel nuclei. Diphthongs created by the diminutive -&, mentioned earlier are

relatively rare. However, language contacts with other languages, Chinese in particular,
have made it necessary to develop some writing conventions to accommodate loan words
that contain diphthongs in the original source. The following chart is a summary of the
common long vowels and diphthongs used to spell foreign loan words.

sound | a: i u e: o: al ao iu uo €0 ou
loan — ~
word | | ®Q | V)RR | &R | W | W | K | 97 | QF | &g
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Since Tibetan already has the long vowels [a:, i, u:, e:, o:] (WR’&R’Q?@R’@\T’(), the

inclusion of the long vowels in the chart above needs some explanation. Recall that all the
long vowels are derived from a single short vowel with sonorant suffix. Foreign long
vowels do not have these underlying sonorant in the coda position, so it makes sense to
distinguish them as “bare” long vowels with a different spelling. For example, The

Chinese province of Gansu is written in Tibetan as ’T‘E%QL% [k&msi:]. Chinese political
terms such as zhzx7 ‘chairman’ is borrowed into Tibetan as ﬂ%a , with a long [u]. These

“irregular” writings should not concern our reader too much, as these words tend to appear
only in political and economic contexts, which is hardly the theme or level of this
textbook.

4.2.4 Special writing rules

. . . . . ~ .
Traveling in Lhasa, one is bound to see such mysterious signs as & outside many

restrooms or outhouses. How does one pronounce a syllable with two vowel diacritics on

a single root letter? This particular word is actually a shorthand for Q,':R]/ ‘girl’, an instance

of the many special writing conventions accumulated over time in Tibetans’ daily use of

o . . KN
the writing system. Another often seen example is the contraction of the word R7] ﬂN

‘auspicious’ into X ﬁN , still read as [trdshi] as the original disyllabic word.

+* 4.3 Phonological Interactions Between Syllables

Did we say that pre-onset elements (prefix and superfix) are silent? If we did, we
meant that “they are silent when the syllable is pronounced in isolation.” In a disyllabic
word, the consonant(s) between the vowel of each syllable can undergo phonological
changes. The otherwise silent pre-onset element in the second syllable may also interact
with the first syllable as well. In this section, we will discuss some common phonological
rules in Lhasa Tibetan. Some of these rules are subconscious to native speakers, but
foreign learners tend to notice these sound changes in spoken Lhasa Tibetan because some
changes are quite obvious. We consider it helpful to discuss these rules here.

4.3.1 Disyllabic Deaspiration
Earlier we learned that pre-onset elements make a third column obstruent (ﬂ, E, ﬁ, Q,

£ and the derived 3, 8], A, 3, and J) lose its aspiration. This is a rule conscious to native

speakers, the result of its application filling in five gaps in the sound inventory, namely
[k]-LL, [c¢]-LL, [t]-LL, [ph]-LL, and [ts]-LL. The sound change is reflected in the
orthography by a superfix or a prefix and native speakers are very much aware of the
change. We may call this rule Pre-onset Deaspiration.

There is in fact another deaspiration rule that applies to all aspirated consonants,
including the high tone (}, &, K, &, & and the derived B,R,95%,4,9,79,5 3, and 5.

This rule applies when the second syllable in a disyllabic word has an aspirated onset (H
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or L). This phenomenon was noted earlier in Pronunciation Drill 1.5.4, when we practiced
reading disyllabic words. Some of the previous examples in this section also exhibit the
application of this rule. We may call it Disyllabic Deaspiration. Examples:

(1) R [k"a] + & [c"a] — (@'F [K"act] ‘saliva’ (not *[ k"ac"n])

(2) [c"a] + @ [k"a] > & [c"uka] ‘by the water’ (not *[c"uk"a] )

(3) R[]+ & [¢"4] — QK [6ca] ‘milk tea’ (not *[5c"a] )

(4) AR [wamng] + & [c"a] — ARRE [wamgea] ‘power, rights’ (not *[wamngc"a] )

(5)53%[ya:] + R [k"a] — J3=(R [yaka] ‘summer” (not *[yak"a] )
The first two examples are particularly telling: Both syllables have an aspirated onset [c"]
or [k"] but it is always the onset in the second syllable that loses the aspiration.

As a side note, the two deaspiration rules have very different linguistic natures.
The Pre-onset deaspiration rule is obligatory, expressed in the orthography, and the
speakers are conscious about it. Failing to apply the Pre-onset Deaspiration rule to a
prefixed/superfixed third columner is like pronouncing cheap as sheep. It’s simply wrong.
The Disyllabic Deaspiration rule, although important to know, is not as obligatory.

Pronouncing ’i@’([ﬂ [va:ka] ‘summer’ as [yéxkhﬁ] sounds unnatural and unauthentic to

native ears, but it would not be considered entirely wrong. This is similar to the variations
of [t] in American English. The Pre-onset Deaspiration rule, which applies to prefixed or
superjoined third columners, may be compared to the English rule alternating the [t] sound
in words such as nation [sh] and native [t]. The Disyllabic Deaspiration rule compares
more closely to the flapping of [t] in butter. Failure to flap the [t] in butter in casual talk
may only reveal one’s status as a non-native speaker of American English, whereas
pronouncing native as nashive is simply unacceptable. Even though the distinction
between the two deaspiration rules is clear, since the Disyllabic Deaspiration rule is
extremely common, one should internalize it and apply it whenever appropriate.

4.3.3 Leftward Liaison
Tibetan pre-onset elements may be pronounced in certain sound environments. For

example, the words four Z:la [shi] and ten R [ct] both have the prefix A, which is silent

in both words in their citation form. However, the word forty ﬂaﬂé (literally, four-ten)

is [shipct] with the prefix R of the second syllable R overtly pronounced as [p]. This

phenomenon is identical to a well known phonological rule in French called liaison, where
a word-final silent, or more accurately, latent, consonant becomes overtly pronounced in
specific sound environment. For instance, the final t in petit [pti] 'small' and the s in les [lg]
'the' are both silent in isolation but become pronounced when preceding a vowel-initial
word which is syntactically close enough, e.g., petit ami [ptitami] 'boyfriend' and les
enfants [lezafa] 'the children'. The only difference between Tibetan and French in this
regard is the direction of liaison: French liaison links the right margin (i.e. the word-final
position) latent consonant to the following vowel as its onset, Tibetan liaison links the left
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margin (i.e. pre-onset element) leftward to the preceding vowel as its coda. We may call
the Tibetan case Leftward Liaison.

There exist numerous examples of the Leftward Liaison in Tibetan disyllabic words,
for the two syllables (usually also two morphemes) are always morphologically close.

(1) /G [cu] + ﬂa [shi] — Q@'K]a [ctipshi] ‘fourteen’ (R liaisoned)
(2) 4 [1a] + 3] [ko] — A [langks] ‘superfix la” (& liaisoned)

3) % [ta] + 8] ko] — %’aﬁ [tangks] ‘horse head’ (X liaisoned)

Leftward Liaison applies not only within words, it can also take place across word
boundaries, when the two words are syntactically close enough and form one prosodic unit.
Examples:

4) 3\1 [mi] + Qiﬂ" [ta] — aﬂiﬂ" [mintt] ‘not have’ (nasal R liaisoned)
Leftward liaison can be understood as the leftmost latent consonant of a syllable surfacing
as the coda of the preceding syllable, which has to be open (coda-less) prior to the liaison.

However, there are cases when the preceding syllable does contain a suffix in writing but
since it is entirely silent, the liaison rule still applies.

(5) ﬁﬁ [p"6] + ‘ERN [cong] — ‘ﬂ/ﬁ?gfi& [p"B:ncong] “Tibet’ (nasal X liaisoned)
Note that the latent nasal sound of the superfix A is pronounced despite the coda ﬁ in the

previous syllable.
Recall from Lesson 3 that the alveolar nasal suffix 5\ triggers umlauting on the

back vowels [a. 0, u] to [€,0,1], creating long rhymes [&:n, @in, {in]. It is important to note
that the liaisoned nasal sound, coming from three different pre-onset sources (&, ], and ),

do not trigger any change, no umlauting nor lengthening, on the vowel. In other words,
Tibetan makes a distinction between a true coda [Vn] and a liaisoned coda [Vn] such that
only the true coda causes umlauting and lengthening in the vowel. Examples:

(6) & [mi] + Y] [trd] — '@ [miintrd] ‘not go’ (R liaisoned)
As expected, the liaisoned coda [n] does not trigger umlauting, thus S\I'Qﬁ [méntro] and

not *[mémtro]. Exceptions exist, however. Some disyllabic words are such core
vocabulary in the daily use of the language that, during the evolution, the liaisoned coda is

somehow taken as the true coda. The numeral Qg‘g [conga] “fifteen’ (from R [ca] ‘ten’

+ ¢ [nga] ‘five’) offers an excellent example. First, the vowel [u] lowers to [0] due to the

low vowel [a] in the following syllable to [cd.nga] (see vowel harmony, next section);
then the superfix A becomes liaisoned as a nasal coda and triggers umlaut to form [c@nga].

Readers should not feel concerned about these less predictable pronunciations, as they will
all be phonetically transcribed in the vocabulary.
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4.3.4 Vowel Harmony

Vowel harmony refers to a fairly common phonological phenomenon of adjacent
vowels (allowing intervening consonants) affecting one another, or a chief one affecting
others, in such a way that they become more similar. In Lhasa Tibetan, vowel harmony is
manifested in the power of the high vowels [i, u, ii] to raise non-high vowels (e.g. [a, ¢, 0])
in their vicinity to a higher position (i.e., more similar in height), with the low vowel [a]
raising to [9], and [e, o] sounding closer to their higher counterparts [i, u]. This is an
allophonic variation subconscious to native speakers but learners may be able to hear this
vowel raising effect clearly. Examples:

(1) R [k"a] + & [c"a] > A% [k"3cq] ‘saliva’
(2) [c"a] + A [k"a] > &R [c"1ka] ‘by the water’
(3) A [md] +7 [phﬁ] — 'Y [m3pt] ‘mother and son’
(3) N [md] +§ [phﬁ] — 'Y [md3pii] ‘mother and son’
@) g [pu] + & [m5] —» I [phima] girl’
5 g’i [kytir] + X [mo] — @R?ﬁ‘ [kyturmi] ‘sour’
Earlier in 4.1.2, we encountered two words N%ﬂ" [lapu] ‘radish’ and ?Qﬂ" [ralu] ‘goats

and sheep’. Due to vowel harmony, the actual pronunciation should be [I3pu] and [r3lu],

respectively.
In some cases, vowel harmony is shown in a different way by lowering the high

vowels [i, u] to the level of the non-high [e, 0]. For example, the same word Q'&T can

alternatively be pronounced [p"dmo]. This lowering type of vowel harmony goes a long

way back in the history of the language, sometimes even reflected in the orthography. In
the previous section we saw that the vowel [u] in the morpheme X ‘ten” lowers to [0] in

Zilg‘g ‘fifteen’. The word Q%Q@ﬁ ‘eighteen’ is another example of this type of vowel

harmony. Note that, whether it is [p"iimi] or [p"dm5], the effect of vowel harmony

involves a high vowel. Mid vowels [e, o] typically do not have the force to trigger vowel
harmony. For instance:

(5) 5 [t4] + & [15] — ﬁ'&i' ["15] “this year’ (not *[t"315] )
(6) & [6] + & [c"] — XX [dca] ‘milk tea’ (not *[5¢3] )

Note that, since vowel harmony is an allophonic rule (like the flapping of [t]), orthography
does not always reflect it.

¢ 4.4 Punctuation

Tibetan has its own set of punctuation marks. There is no between-word spacing of
the western style in Tibetan writing (i.e., no marking of word boundaries.) The smallest
unit for punctuation is the syllable. To separate syllables (usually one syllable
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corresponds to one morpheme, the smallest meaningful unit in the language), a dot (%’T‘)

is marked by the right shoulder of the last letter of the syllable.
There is no strict definition of a sentence in the English sense. Clausal units that
resemble a complete sentence or a subordinate clause can be marked by a single vertical

line called %ﬂ"«oﬁ There is no distinction among declarative, interrogative, or

exclamatory sentences. For all three types, for which English would employ a period, a

question mark, and an interjection mark, respectively. Tibetan uses a uniformed d’oﬂ" ﬂ ﬁ

Examples:

(1) @ﬁx;ﬁmgaqﬁﬂ Are you a student?
(2) :‘«iamaaﬁ%ﬁ&’ﬂ My name is Mike.
3) w%‘ Oh!

When one uses %ﬂ"«cﬁ at the end of a clause, one normally does not need to use the %ﬂ

to finish marking the last syllable. There are two exceptions. First, when the last letter of
the last syllable is X, one has to dot the X before one writes the vertical %ﬂ"«oﬁ

This is to prevent X from sitting too close to the vertical line and being misread as <.

Second, when the last letter of the sentence is ’T‘ﬂ orﬂ, the long vertical stroke of the

letter itself is considered to represent the %ﬂ"«oﬁ There is no need for an additional
vertical line %ﬂ-@ﬁ

(4) ﬁ'ﬁ&&'ﬂﬂl" Good day. How are you? (dot and the vertical mark before X)

(5) aiﬁaaaﬁﬂﬁﬂNﬁﬂ(ﬂNaq&iﬂ There are only nine students here today.

(no vertical mark %ﬂ@ﬁ)
To end a paragraph, two vertical lines ” (%N'ﬂﬁ) can be used instead of %ﬂ"ﬂﬁ

At the end of a larger section of an essay, one may double up the %Nﬁ ﬁ and use four
vertical lines ”” (ﬂa'ﬂ‘ﬂ) to end the entire section of the text. The beginning of a text
is marked with 9 (ﬁQ’@’ﬂ); QTJ (ﬁ“u'ﬂ ﬁ‘) starts chapters or sections; and 1 (gﬁé!\c'ﬁ

g}’iﬁfﬂ‘ﬂ) starts a new line that contains only one syllable so that it does not look
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dangling.

Although there are quite a few calligraphic styles in Tibetan writing, there is no
equivalent to the capital and lower cases of the alphabet in the western sense. As a result,
there is no way to distinguish common nouns from proper names. To make reading
Tibetan text even more difficult for foreign learners, as we mentioned earlier, since the

punctuation mark %zx‘ is only used to separate syllables, there is no indication of word

boundaries to help the reader decide where a word begins and where it ends. Diligence
seems to be the only solution to this problem.

% 4.5 Exercises
4.5.1 Pronunciation Drill (I): words with HH-HH surface tonal pattern

(1) @ﬁ'xr\" (17) q%z\m‘ (33) aq?éﬁ'aa:" (49) zq%q'ﬁ‘ (65) mgq'ng‘
(2) 3R] (18) X&| (34) BAER| (50) TIFE| (66) AIFNIK
3) §’m‘£ﬁ (19) ’g’m‘g‘ 3 NY 6D fﬁnf‘ (67) JURRR]|
(4) B (20) YN (36) AZRA|  (52) FTA[ (68) [N

(5) ¥ @D rq‘m’m'a‘ (37) &N (53) mﬁ‘ (69) Nz:'%m
© B9 (22 @Y (38) AR (54) ¥R (70) FVE
(7) T (23) q&i'mgm (39) %q'ﬁ‘ (55) LN':“;‘ (71) mm'e?a:q
(8) 333  (24) %ﬁ'ﬂ@’\" (40) §3H|  (56) &XF|  (72) AR

(9) B3| (25) FRNATER| (41) IREF|  (57) RFA| (73) FRA
(10) AX]  (6) Nx=F|  (42) XA (58) TR (74) HEF |
(11) BXR| (27) FNRYX| @43) T (59) RIZA| (79) ma&g'q‘@q]
(12) &=|  (28) zag'zm‘%“ (44) @s«%‘ (60) TEF|  (76) qq:&%q‘
(13) N3] (29) R @45) WHY| (61) FRAE(77) FIF|
(14) ¥RF| (30) WRF| @6) RaN| (62) Y| (78) NR3FF3|
(15) Es‘x'm:" (31) fg%ﬂ (47) équ'mgm (63) ﬁ'a?{w (79) FR=]|
(16) RG] (32) FAX|  @8) Fa|  (64) NTFF| (80) 3FFEF|
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4.5.2 Pronunciation Drill (11): words with HH-HL surface tonal pattern
(D) YIS () ZqaN| (13) FRFT - (19) %'2:1 (25) “ﬁ'ﬁ'ﬁqz\q
(2) FFN  (B) @'«i’m‘w‘ (14) &0=q)  (20) G4RIN| (26) mﬁﬁ'qm‘
3) z?s'?u’m‘ (9) @'é‘ﬂ (15) @'?ﬂqm (21) FAAN| (27) FARARN|
(4) NRRRN| (10) RXEN|  (16) KT (22) FITT (28) ﬂ"\}&\'iﬁ\ﬂ]
(5) BT (1) AsEws| (17) 425 (23) AT (29) AFFN|
(6) AFIB (12) FAFN| (18) EXTGN| (24) FRRIN|(30) AFH A

4.5.3 Pronunciation Drill (111): words with LL-HH surface tonal pattern

) 35& (a1 =_{E| @) AR G £E| () RIRAY
@) RF=&] (12 qA<) (22) 5RE) (32) Fua| @2) /g
(3) ¥R (13) 5 (23) RARE| (33) Aw| (43) 9
@) STRE|  (14) F| (24) G| (34) AR (44) NG|
5) FmE]  (15) XY (25) [GRY| (35) RFFH| (45) ALY
6) I (16) BRA|  (26) A (36) IFFH| (46) el
(7) AR (17) FA  (27) GuE|  (37) RR&F| (47) BRYE
(8 W (18) GRNG| (28) SYFE| (38) FRA|  (48) RE=|
9) q‘g’q'@m‘ (19) RZA| (29) ﬁ:’i‘ (39) Aﬁq’m‘ (49) @'&a”s“
(10) 5A(F  (20) s@ﬁ'ﬁ‘ (30) @0@1 (40) IR (50) %’33‘

4.5.4 Pronunciation Drill (IV): (words with LL-HL surface tonal pattern)

() &N (1) FRFF| @) EFF| G =|WFF| (41) AN
@ Bd8)  (12) FF  (22) FRERN| (32) q4FJ| (42) R

75



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

(3) anEa| (13) AN (23) RYAN] (33) XA (43) AayRAs|

) 7E| 4 AN e T 64 Fagu| @4) TR

(5) g'%m‘ (15) qu'b"m‘
(6) WAFIN| (16) WIS
(7) QR (17) Ffw
®) §5% - (18) FYAN]
9) AvEg|  (19) ¥

(25) a%q&q (35) @:’iaq (45) sqiqénm
(26) BE=a| (36) §=q  (46) BFFA
27) ﬁf\ﬁﬂ (37) cﬁ"ﬁq (47) AFNYRN|
(28) &T@&‘ (38) ?ﬁqfﬁq (48) ﬁ:’ﬂ&m‘
(29) TRARK| (39) WHA  (49) AR REAN|

(10) Qnmq&‘ (20) Qmﬁz\q (30) &ATA| (40) ﬁ'inm (50) R FIN|

4.5.5 Pronunciation Drill (V): (words with LL-LH surface tonal pattern)

() §53| (9 fﬁnﬁax‘
@ FFIR] (10 595
(3) HNRR] (1) AZFX
(4) TRFE|  (12) IR=]
(5) &ﬁq‘mr\" (13) AR
(6) RyRa| (14) &=Fx|
M) 3] (15) TG
(8) %mig:‘ (16) E5=|

(17) 3FFE] (25) FFYR| (33) WANEA
(18) TRNER](26) FRR|  (34) REX|
(19) G| 27) FHE| (35) IR
@0) FI=| - (28) AFH| Go) G
(1) AR (29) Tax| (37) FIX|
(22) ¥=FF|  (30) FRRY| (38) ARG
(23) i&'z?sq‘ (31) @u’g’q‘ (39) AZART|
(24) ?{'gq (32) GHFRT @40) Faaay

4.5.6 Pronunciation Drill (VI): phrasal and irregular pronunciation
() FFNN| () GRRG| (13) RRFR]  (19) FRAR]
(2) Jua| (8) WRFA (14) 35| (20) FRAAE
3) WNEF (9 RN (15) ﬁ'iﬂ (21) FRARRR

~

4) §<EX|  (10) &FRR] (16) wqE|  (22) KRN
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(5) RERTFR] (1) X&WER| (17) TR (23) G
6) AIRFA|  (12) ARRE] (18) JRIN|  (24) ENARFREAN|

4.5.7 Oral Spelling (I): spell out the syllables
(1) Fra (5) Erq'nﬁm‘ 9) Qé&'ﬁr\" (13) RN
@ WHF © (10 5NER] (4 PRy
() FREa  (7) [FJRFF| (1) AFFRER] (15) W=
(4) ?g'n"'m%q‘ (8) ﬁﬁ'?g:sq (12) m&'ﬁl (16) Q&]K\I’ﬁ&l‘
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