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A Brief Introduction

The book On Characters of Tibetan Writing System is a special work on
Tibetan Textual symbols and characters, which, in academic words, is a professional
work on several domains such as Tibetan character properties, syllabic structural
features, and each applied domains etc.. That is why the authors take as the
subheading “alphabetic characters, pronunciation, ISO codes, word frequencies,
sorting orders, picture symbols, and Latin transliteration”. In other words, a study
on Tibetan characters includes not only the contents of nature of characters,
pronunciations, patterns, compositions, functions and their origins etc., which are
character properties in selves, but also their applied properties as statistic frequency,
text entropies, coding, sorting orders in dictionaries, Latin transliteration etc. All of
the above come to a handbook of all Tibetan characters and symbols.

Tibetan writing system began at 1300 years ago. It is applied widely in different
regions and has been changed much with some special forms. So fat, thete are still
some confusions about Tibetan graphic forms, their origins, functions, and applied
domains. Furthermore, it’s difficult to denominate part of characters, let alone
their functions and origins. Base on the authors’ statement, the Tibetan scripts are
composed of alphabetic characters, which is readable, of picture symbols with
traditional culture features, especially with the Buddhism culture, of characters
imitated from Sanskrit, of characters borrowed from Sanskrit phonology directly,
and of characters which probably inherit from the Zhangzhung writing system. The
origins of Tibetan writing system is so complicated that it makes more difficult to
classify the Tibetan text symbols. Even now, there is no whole classification proposed
for Tibetan characters and symbols.

This work firstly outlines the origin of Tibetan with a discussion of Tibetan

writing system as 2 syllable-based writing and consonantal writing system, and has
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got the result that the Indian original theory and the Zhangzhung original theory
are both reasonable and could be compatible (Chap.1). Then the book will guide
readers to the world of Tibetan scripts and structures with both Tibetan forms and
pronunciations. It’s very fascinating that readers will find there are actually characters
of 41 consonants and 15 vowels in Tibetan documents instead of 30 consonants
and 4 vowels as said in the traditional grammar. After reading, you will know why
the authors provide so different a number of Tibetan characters. In addition, a
probably neglected phenomenon is Tibetan syllable has no less than 25 structure
types that has been stated with real statistic data (Chap.2). This book also classifies
the Tibetan scripts (text symbols) strictly, and has proposed a theory that all Tibetan
scripts should be firstly divided into writing characters and non-writing marks, then
the characters can be classified into Tibetan characters and Tibetan-transliterated
characters from Sanskrit, both of wt -h include consonant and vowel characters.
And the Tibetan characters include number signs and punctuation signs, the Tibetan-
transliterated characters from Sanskrit contain a mount of diacritics for assisting
pronunciation. The non-writing marks mainly include textual marks, honorific marks,
cantillation signs, calendar drawings, astrological signs and ornamental symbols etc.
(Chap.3)

Many researchers who are not native Tibetan used to make use of Latin letters
in their academic field concern Tibetan or Tibetology. Especially transliteration is
suitable to preserving and processing Tibetan documents. So Tibetan transliteration
has been viewed a special technique. The authors propose a whole scheme of
Tibetan transliteration, which is based on their Tibetan script classification. It is
believed that the proposal makes good the deficiency of Wylie’s transliteration rules,
and also unifies the transliteration rules for Tibetan characters in selves and Sanskrit-
derived characters, even it also unifies the other transliteration rules for number signs,
punctuation signs, diactitics and so on (Chap.4). Certainly, all the researches above is
based on the ISO/IEC international standard or Unicode standard, so the authors
introduce several kinds of Tibetan coding sets, especially the ISO/IEC coding set
(Chap.5) separately.

Another innovation theory in this book is also worthy to be noticed. Since
The Tibetan writing system is composed of characters, character stacks and syllabic

strings or syllabic words, the authors try to figure out the implied values about the
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entropy of Tibetan characters, the entropy of the pre-composed characters, and
other contrast study results like the redundancy of different writing systems that
include English, German, French, Russian and Chinese. (Chap.6)

People learn to consult a dictionary since in primary schools. Have you ever paid
attention to the wotd sorting types in a dictionary? As we know, a sorting order based
on letters normally is the only rule for English words in a dictionary, but it will make
much trouble to look up a word in a Tibetan dictionary following that rule, because
a Tibetan dictionary owns a completely deferent word sequence and consulting
method. To consult 2 Tibetan dictionary, you should know some knowledge about
Tibetan sorting otrder rules. Firstly, the sorting order of Tibetan words is based on
base-characters or base consonants, which hold a traditional character sequence.
Secondly, different syllabic words take different structures with structure positions
graded, which are in different sequence positions. Thirdly, characters in each
position also follow the traditional character sequence. These rules seem to divide
all characters into strictly stratified hierarchies, which construct a sorting model
resembling “solar system”. The nuclear of the “solar system” is base consonants,
which are in the highest level of the hierarchical structure, and characters on
other levels, such as characters on a suffixed position are in the lowest level. All
these characters on different positions could be listed from high to low as base
consonants > prefixed ones > head position ones > subjoined ones > vowels >
suffixed ones. The sorting circle starts from the lowest level; the characters do self-
circle sorting firstly on the same level. After the circulation, the sorting circle will go
up to an upper level and drive characters on this level to circulate. Once a character
is changed the circulation goes down to a lower level, all characters begin to circulate
again on this level. While the circulation goes through all ergodic processes of
every level and every position, the base character will change, then the sorting order
will enter into a range of next base character. Of course, you would not master
consulting a dictionary with reading these words, please read Chapter 7 to get familiar
with it yourself.

It is said by linguists that each word has its own history. O.K., the authors
also prepare stories for each character for readers. You will find in Chapter 8 what
characters are there in Tibetan, what name a character takes, what position it appears

in Tibetan construction, how to pronounce it in Lhasa dialect, how to transliterate
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it into Latin, and its diacritical form, its ISO/IEC or Unicode code, etc.. In
addition, the authors also list some example words that are composed of characters
mentioned. Diactitics are important marks, their functions and usages should be
clearly described in detail (Chap.9). As for picture symbols, they are not merely signs
for text ornament, but cultural symbols with Tibetan social phenomena and history.
(Chap.10)

The appendices are well-done work. Appendix I is a bilingual table of Tibetan
Characters and Latin letters, Appendix Il is a two-way searching table for Tibetan
and Latin characters, and Appendix I provides a contrasting table between Tibetan
and Sanskrit. The other appendices are ISO/IEC coding set, Subject Index of
Chinese-English and English-Chinese lexicous, and a short paper on pronunciating
method of Tibetan characters with Sanskrit origin by dharma dhaa dzahq.

Tibetan is a writing system with a long history, which contains great cultural
heritage and spirit wealth. Nowadays, Tibetan writing system still takes much
strong vitality; it is widely applied in every domain, such as in domestic laws,
government documents, school education, commercial business, Buddhism
affairs and other social life. Furthermore, information with Tibetan characters
gradually develops on the internet, which increases its applying effectiveness.
By the way, if you couldn’ find any related information of Tibetan scripts in
“Encyclopaedia Britannica” ot in “Encyclopaedia of language and linguistics”,
the book would be your handbook on the desk, and it’s worthy to be praised and
worth buying,
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