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THE CHINESE TRANSCRIPTION OF TIBETAN
CONSONANT CLUSTERS

Fanc Kuer Li*

The Chinese writing system is not alphabetic. For this reason it
is difficult to represent in Chinese characters a language with marked
phonological differences from Chinese. One important difference between
Chinese and Tibetan in the seventh to ninth centuries was the presence
of initial consonant clusters in Tibetan, which Chinese no longer possessed
in that period. It would be interesting to analyze how Chinese managed
to transcribe such clusters, to find out if there was any principle of
transcription, and to show the difficulties of restoring foreign words from
Chinese transcriptions.

The Tibetan transcription of Chinese words, on the other hand, offers
very little difficulty, and has been studied by many scholars, especially by
Lo Ch’ang-pei (Luo Charng-peir 1933). The Chinese transcription of
Tibetan names in the bilingual inscription of 823 has been studied by
Laufer (1914), Pelliot (1915), and also by Lo (1933). In this study I will
also make use of the material in this important inscription. (My reading
of this inscription differs, in some respects, from the texts established by
Laufer, Pelliot, and Lo.) Many Tibetan names of this period (7th-9th
centuries) can be found in the Tunhuang documents and in the early
inscriptions (Bacot 19406, Thomas 1935-63, Tucci 1950, Richardson 1952,
etc.). A number of names can be matched with their transcriptions in
the Chinese records, but many of them have yet to be identified. It is
the purpose of this short paper to gather those clearly identifiable names

as well as those names in the inscription of 823, to find out if there is

* The author wishes to acknowledge the kindness of Betty Shefts Chang for carefully

reading the manuscript and making suggestions to improve the English,
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Chinese Transcription of Tibetan Clusters

any principle in the Chinese transcriptions. For my present purpose, 1

will only take into consideration the initial consonant clusters in Tibetan.

The Tibetan forms are transcribed according to the system used in my

article in TP 1955; the phonetic transcriptions accompanying the Chinese

characters are those of Karlgren’s Ancient Chinese (6th century), which

I have modified slightly, mainly for typographical reasons (Li, 1971).

There are apparently several ways of transcribing the clusters. They

may be classified into the following types.

1. The cluster is represented by one Chinese character, intended to

transcribe only the first consonant, and the second consonant is

overlooked. The second consonant is in most cases 7. For example:

khri is transcribed by ZE khji. In Khri srong brisan ZFEEFE

— 232 —

lde

‘name of a Tibetan king in the 7th century,’ and in Kh»i lde
gitsug brisan FTEHEE ‘name of a Tibetan king in the 8th
century.’

Also transcribed by %% khji. In Khri’dus srong #&RF ‘name
of a Tibetan king in the 7th century.’

Also transcribed by ¥ khje. In Khri sum rje f50>5% ‘name of
a Tibetan minister and general in the 9th century.’

For another way of transcribing this word, see 4a and b
below.

is transcribed by & ljap. In Khri srong lde brisan AR
B2 ‘name of a Tibetan king in the 8th century.” The final
-p in ljdp transcribes the &-, the first consonant of the follow-
ing syllable, see 5 below.

Also transcribed by %k liei. In Khri lde gisug brisan ZFEZEEE
% ‘name of a Tibetan king in the 8th century.” This character
has another reading diei. It is not certain which reading is
intended here. If it should be read diei, then this transcrip-

tion belongs to another type, see 3 below.



Chinese Transcription of Tibetan Clusters

2. Both consonants of the cluster are transcribed by one character, which
has in Chinese either the same cluster as in Tibetan or one similar
to it. Instances of this sort are limited in number. In one Chinese
has mj- for Tibetan my-. Similarly, ’- (a-chung) before a voiced stop
indicates most probably a prenasalized consonant; Chinese uses a
nasal to transcribe the complex, for in the northwest dialects of
China the nasal initial has become a prenasalized stop when it is not
followed by a nasal. We may put here also cases of Tibetan /k-,
which is normally transcribed by Chinese ¢£-. For example:

myes is transcribed by 4 mjaing. In Kilu bzang myes rma %577
4 JE ‘name of an official in the 9th century.” It may seem
strange to use a character with a final nasal to represent
myes, but this is because the initial nasal not followed by a
final nasal is pronounced as a prenasalized stop. Tibetan
actually uses mye to transcribe £ mjang, showing that the
final nasal is very weak. There are occasional exceptions:
see rma, rngegs in 3 below.

myang is transcribed by W] mjong ‘name of a clan or place.’

phyi is transcribed by #t phji. In Snam phyi pa BEHLF ‘title of
an official,” and in Phy: blon #ti% ‘Minister of the Exterior.
lha is transcribed by fili thé. In Klu bzang lha bo brisan [4E1#%)
WA[74 ]2 ‘name of an official in the 9th century.’
Also transcribed by & thém. In Khri bzher lha mthong %5 7%
#3E ‘name of a minister in the 9th century.” The final -m

in théam transcribes the first consonant of the following
syllable, see 5 below.

Also transcribed by # thap. In Zhang lha bzang 15855 ‘name
of a minister and general in the 9th century,” see also 5 below.
lho is transcribed by -+ thuo. In Btsan bzher lho gong B4

‘name of an official in the 9th century.’

— OBB



Chinese Transcription of Tibetan Clusters

’bal is transcribed by 7K mudt ‘name of a clan’. Final - regularly
transcribes Tibetan -/ or -7

’dus is transcribed by &% nwuo-sjet. In Rgyal bzang ’'dus kong W&
WERAE ‘name of a minister in the 9th century,” and in Kh7i
‘dus srong #ERKF ‘name of a Tibetan king in the 7th century.’
The transcription of a final -s by the syllable sjef is rare, and
in the second example sjef serves to transcribe both the final
-s and the initial s- of the following syllable, see 4b below.

3. The first consonant of the cluster is overlooked, and only the second
consonant figures in the transcription. For example:

spu is transcribed by # phjust or # pjuat. In Spu rgyal #H% or
#7% ‘name of the clan of the Tibetan kings, according to the
Chinese sources.” see also 5 below.

blon is transcribed by 4 luan ‘official’.

btsan is transcribed by # t#sén. In Bisan po % ‘title of the
Tibetan king.’

bzher is transcribed by # #%jat. In Btsan bzher lho kong ¥t
/> ‘name of an official in the 9th century.’” This word appears
often in Tibetan names, see also 5 below.

bka’ is transcribed by fin gjé. In Bka’ la glogs pa fniEiEY: title
of an official.’

dpal is transcribed by $k puat. In Dpal chen po SKMITG or Gk
‘the monk minister in the 9th century.’ .

gisug is transcribed by ¥ or ##% sjuk. In Khri lde gisug brisan
FEHHEEE ‘name of a Tibetan king in the 8th century.’

gtogs is transcribed by # twok. In Bka' la gtogs pa miEM;
‘title of an official.’

rje is transcribed by *I t§je. In Mang po rje FE4i% ‘an official
title.’
Also by % #fizje. In Khri sum rje %05 ‘name of a minister



Chinese Transcription of Tibetan Clusters

and general in the 9th century.’” There was probably an
earlier person of the same name.
risan is transcribed by % #sdn. In Stong rtsan T%¥%: ‘a minister
and envoy to China in the 7th century.
_#ma is transcribed by [#E mud. In Klu bzang myes rma 55754 FE
‘name of an official in the 9th century.’
rngegs is transcribed by %5 ngvk ‘name of a clan.’
rgan is transcribed by & kan. In Stag zigs rgan khol RiEELR
‘name of an official in the 9th century.’
mchims is transcribed by 28 or # thjam ‘name of a clan.’
mngar is transcribed by & ngén. In Ngarn porn F#: ‘title of an
official.’
In the case of clusters of three consonants, sometimes the first two
consonants are omitted and only the third consonant figures in the
transcription; sometimes the second and the third consonant are
transcribed by one character as in Tibetan gy- by Chinese ki- (cf. 2
above). For example:
rgyal is transcribed by %% kiet. In Rgyal gen legs tsan FEWHEE
‘name of a judge in the 9th century.’ '
Also by ¥8 kiep. In Rgyal bzang ’dus kong FEHERIE ‘name
of a minister in the 9th century,” see also 5 below.
brtan is transcribed by H tén. In Brtan bzher stag cab HIRi:
76 ‘name of an official in the 9th century.’ :
brisan is transcribed by % #séz. In names of many Tibetan kings,
such as Khri srong brisan ZTE:EFE (7th century), the first
Tibetan king known to the Chinese. This word also spelled
risan in some manuscripts.
4. The Tibetan cluster is represented by two Chinese characters, some-
what in the fashion of the fan-ch’ieh system. The first character

represents only the first consonant, and the second character the
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‘Chinese Transcription of Tibetan Clusters

second consonant as well as the following vowel or vowel plus a final

consonant. There are two sub-types:

a)

The first sub-type uses a character having the same or nearly

the same vowel as the second character. For example:

klu is transcribed by 437 kju-ljop. In Klu bzang myes rma 4.
W4 ‘name of an official in the 9th century.” The Chinese
vowel 2 in the second syllable, especially when followed by a
labial consonant, is often used to transcribe Tibetan #, cf. 0>
sjom for Tibetan sums.
Also by [4i1# Rju-lou. In Klu bzang lha bo brisan [4i1H%)
WAL[7% ]2 ‘name of an official in the 9th century.” The first
Chinese character cannot be read clearly from the inscription,
and is emended according to the example above.

srong is transcribed by %l suwo-lung. In Khri srong lde brisan
CHFFE ‘name of a Tibetan king in the 8th century.’

khri is transcribed by ¥z kkje-ljap. In Khri bzher lha mthong
Wi r &5l ‘name of a Tibetan minister in the 9th century.’

Exceptionally, the vowel in the first character may be very dif-

ferent from the second character, as

khri gisug are transcribed by TFIZFRIE kha-liei khé-tsjwok. In
Khri gtsug lde brisan 27 /2 ‘name of a Tibetan King in
the 9th century.’ The last two syllables are not transcribed
in the Chinese records.

lde is transcribed by [E#E luo-diei. In ’o0 lde FJE#E ‘name of an
ancestor of the Tibetan kings.’ Perhaps the vowel in luo is
due to the influence of the preceding syllable rather than the
following syllable.

Rarely, the first syllable is almost in rime with the second syllable,

as

srong is transcribed by =53¢ tsuong-lung In Khri srong brisan ==
E5# ‘name of a Tibetan king in the 7th century.’ The
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character % has another reading % swong which would seem
better phonetically.

spu is transcribed by %% swuot-buat. In Spu rgyal EZ)EF ‘clan
name of the Tibetan kings.” This example can also be listed
under the following 4b type.
b) The second sub-type uses a ju-sheng word for the first consonant,
particularly words ending in -£. The ju-sheng word is, as a short
syllable, perhaps the closest thing to a Tibetan consonant without
a vowel. For example:
snya is transcribed by & sjet-nzja. In Bisan smya BEBE ‘a
minister in the 7th century, son of Stong rtsan.

srong is transcribed by &FE sjet-lung. In Sras srong lde brisan 3
REFEIS (BA1ENE )2 ‘name of a Tibetan king in the 8th century.’
The Tibetan form is restored from the Chinese transcription
and is doubtful.

stag is transcribed by & sjet-ndk. This word appears in many
names, such as Brtan bzher stag cab BH#RikT, Stag bzher
hab ken BB AW, Stag zigs rgan khol BB, etc., all
names of officials in the 9th century. In the northwest dialects
of China the nasal initial, not followed by another nasal,
became a stop, perhaps a pre-nasalized stop, often transcribed
in Tibetan as ’b, ’d, etc. This makes possible the use of nék
to transcribe fag.

stang is transcribed by BE sjet-ting In [Khri b;'tsan] khod ne
stang 37 BERYE ‘name of a minister in the 9th century.’

snam is transcribed by &E§ sjet-nam. In Snam phyi pa BETELY:
‘an official title.’

khri is transcribed by &5 khjat-ljsk. In Khri gzu S H#%: ‘a
general and minister in the 8th century.’
Also by &3 khjat-lies. In Khri srong lde brisan ZIRFFENE
(E18)%2: ‘name of a Tibetan king in the 8th century.’

=287 =



Chinese Transcription of Tibetan Clusters

bran is transcribed by #Bd buost-lin. In Bran ke EHfn ‘a clan
name.’

bzang is transcribed by %) buat-dzing. In Klu bzang lha bo
brisan [EIHEIBAB[FE]E ‘name of an official in the 9th
century.’

’bro is transcribed by ¥#[E muast-luo ‘a clan name.’

dgu is transcribed by ¥ duat-gju. In Zhang blon chen (or bhed)
p0 dgu WiEHEZREE ‘all (nine) great Zhangs and Blons.” This
Tibetan phrase was restored from the Chinese transcription
by Laufer.

5. The first consonant of the cluster is transcribed by the final consonant
of the preceding character which transcribes the preceding syllable
when it is either an open syllable or ends in -/.

bzher is transcribed by (37.)# (lja)p-fizjat. In Khri bzher lha
mihong #5~7# &% ‘name of a minister in the 9th century.’
Also by ()% (ta)p-nzjit. In Stag bzher BELF ‘Secretary
General in the 9th century.’ This is a rare case where the
final -g of stag is not transcribed, and where the b- of the
following syllable takes its place; of course the -g may have
assimilated to the following &-. This name is also transcribed
in the inscription as RFEZ sjet-nak fzjat.
Also by (#)34 (kie)p-nzjit. In Rgyal bzher khod ne brisan
BB %4% ‘name of an official in the 9th century.’

bzang is transcribed by (¥g)}#E (kie)p-dzang. In Rg}yal bzang ’dus
kong WERERFE ‘name of a minister in the 9th century.
Also by (37.)# (lja)p-dzéng. In Klu bzang myes rma 4i~7 5%
4 ‘name of a minister in the 9th century.’

bla is transcribed by (&h)#E (kjd)p-la. In Mnganpon khab so ’o
chog gi bla BFERF B ‘a title”

gzu is transcribed by (F57)#% (lja)k-zjwo. In Khri gzu % 771 ‘name

- of a minister in the 8th century.’
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"bring is transcribed by (£k)B& (Bhja)m-ljong. In Khri ’bring 4rbE
‘a minister and general in the 7-8th century, son of Stong
risan.’

mthong is transcribed by (&) (thé)m-thung. In Khri bzher lha
mthong K724 23HE ‘name of a minister in the 9th century.’

lde is transcribed by (#5)#% (ywa)t-diei. In ’O lde spu rgyal Bt
= (EVE%E))® ‘an ancestor of the Tibetan kings.’

rgyal is transcribed by (#)#& (phjua)t-jia, or (¥8)# (pjua)t-jia,
or (#)# (bua)t-jia. In Spu rgyal ‘clan name of the Tibefan
kings.’

Also by (G&)E or i€ (da)t-jan or -jiim. In Bon (’bon) da
rgyal Z3E¥E or JE ‘title of an official.’” In all the above tran-
scriptions of 7gyal, the consonant g is not transcribed.

It is evident from the preceding examples that a Tibetan word may
be transcribed in different ways, sometimes according to the phonetic
environment and sometimes by free choice. For this reason it is not
always easy to restore Tibetan words from the Chinese transcriptions.
This is further complicated by corruptions of the texts. Sometimes a
person is well known in the Chinese documents and in the Tibetan texts,
but the transcription in Chinese characters presents certain difficulties.
For example, the name ji% 5% Luk tung tsGn undoubtedly refers to the
famous minister who, in the 7th century, was sent as envoy to the Chinese
court to receive the Chinese princess Wen-ch’eng as wife of the Tibetan
ruler. His name in Tibetan is Stong rtsan, which we would- expect to be
transcribed as BHEE sjet tung tsan. The transcription luk tung tsén would
transcribe better the name Ltong (or ldong) risan, but this name is not

attested in the Tibetan documents.
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THE COMPOSITE NATURE OF THE CH’IEH-YUN

KuN CHANG

Academia Sinica and
University of California, Berkeley

The source materials for the different periods of Chinese phonological
history differ in nature. In the modern period, we have records of various
individual living dialects and we know the different localities they represent.
For the Archaic period, we base our reconstruction on the riming patterns
of the Shik-ching and the analysis of phonetic compound characters; we
assume that these materials are more or less homogeneous and that they
represent the literary pronunciation of the middle course of the Yellow
River Basin during the Chou Dynasty. Although the songs of the Shik-
ching derived from different sources, they had become the common pro-
perty of the educated in the Chou Dynasty, whose custom it was on
various social occasions to recite certain passages from memory. This
implies standardization. Our knowledge of the Ancient period is derived
from the Ch’ieh-yiim, which is composite in nature and represents more
than one dialect from the several hundred years preceding 601 A.D. The
categories of rimes and finals in the Ch’iek-yiin comprise most of the rime
and final distinctions of the earlier rime dictionaries. (Within a rime
category there may be several finals with different medials: The Ch'ieh-
yiin has both rime categories and final categories.) The rime dictionaries
which preceded the Crk’ieh-yiin, but whose categories are included in it,
range in time from the Chin Dynasty to the Liang Dynasty, in space
from Loyang in the north to Chin-ling in the south. When we compare
the rime and final categories of the Shih-ching, the Ch'ieh-yiin, and the
modern Mandarin dialect of Peking, we have a bulging middle like that

of a snake which has swallowed a frog. There are many categories in
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the Ch'ieh-yiin for which there are no counterparts in the Peking dialect;
there are some (e.g. 7G and %, f%) for which we find no counterparts in
the Shih-ching system. (We do not, however, find Shik-ching or Peking
rimes or finals which are not represented in the Ch’iekh-yiin.) These
extra categories remind us that for a single, natural dialect, the Ch’ieh-
yiin system would be implausibly complex. The explanation is, of course,
simple: the Ch'ieh-yiin categories represent the dialects of different regions;
the Skik-ching and the Peking dialect do not.

Among the writings on the nature of the Ck’iek-yiin, there are two
important articles: Ch’en Yin-k’o’s (1949) “Ts’ung Shih-shih lun Ch’ieh-
yiin” (“The CRh'ieh-yiin Problem in the Light of Historical Reality”) and
Chou Tsu-mo’s (1966b) “Chk’ieh-yiin te hsing-chih ho t’a te yin-hsi chi-ch'u”
(“The Nature of the Ch’iek-yiin and the Basis of its Phonological System”);
Chou’s article was translated into English by Géran Malmquist (1968).

We owe to Ch’en our insight into the Lo-yang element in the Ch’ieh-
yiim system. Ch’en showed that, beginning with the Eastern Chin Dynasty,
scholars in the south adopted the tradition of chanting the Classics and
other literature which had prevailed in the Royal Academy in Lo-yang.!
According to Ch’en, northern scholars who moved to the south held onto
their old literary pronunciation, and the southern scholars gradually
acquired this pronunciation, which was, then, the basis of the Ch’ieh-yiin
categories. The is, however, a partial truth. The literary pronunciation .
of the Royal Academy in Lo-yang was obviously modified in the south,
where scholars gradually developed a conventional literary pronunciation
during the Ch’i-Liang period: the CPk’ieh-yiin’s rime and final categories
are not completely identical with those of the Lo-yang tradition as trans-
mitted to us in Lii Ching’s rime dictionary. (This dictionary is supposed
to represent the literary pronunciation of the educated people in Lo-yang,
the capital of the Chin Dynasty.) (See Footnote 4.)

1. See Shih-shuo Hsin-y#, Chapters 6 and 26 (Ya-liang ‘Tolerance’ and Ch’ing-ti ‘Rudeness’)
and the biographies of Hsieh An and Ku K'ai-chih in Chin-shu, Volumes 79 and 92.
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The Composite Nature of the Chiek-yiin

Of all the articles on the CFZ'ieh-yiin, Chou’s is undoubtedly the most
substantial and the most thoroughly documented. Chou, however, failing
to take into account the difference between the literary pronunciation and
the colloquial, erred in assuming that the literary pronunciation developed
in the south during the Ch’i-Liang period was equivalent to the spoken
language of the officials in the city of Chin-ling.

Most of the categories in the Ch’ieh-yiin were adopted from earlier
dictionaries; this is explicitly stated in its Preface. As a result of the
serious deliberations and great care which went into the Ch’iek-yiin's
compilation, its categories constitute a system, even though this system
is made up of phonological distinctions deriving from the speech of
various times and various places. The synchronic description of a single
dialect is a practice of modern linguistics. During the fifth and sixth
centuries, no one felt it necessary to faithfully and exhaustively describe
any one living dialect.

It is true, as Chou says, that there is almost complete agreement
between the Ch’ieh-yiin categories and the riming practice of the sophisti-
cated writers of the Ch’i-Liang-Ch’en Dynasties. This does not necessarily
mean that the Ch’ieh-yiin categories and those of the language spoken by
the officials of Chin-ling, the capital of the southern dynasties, were one.
(Although we have no way of knowing this language, we do know that
no natural spoken language tolerates so many distinctions.) What it may
mean, I suggest, is that the Ch'iek-yiin codified the riming practice of the
Ch’i-Liang-Ch’en writers, who followed the same conventional rime cate-
gories as did the compilers of the CPA’iek-yiin. This practice was part
of the literary movement of the Yung-ming period in the Southern Ch’i
Dynasty, during which writers had become phonologically sophisticated.
(See Footnote 10.)

After comparing the fan-ch’ieh spellings of the Ck’iek-yiin and of Ku
Yeh-wang’s Yii-p'ien (preserved in Kikai's Mansho Myogi), Chou concluded

that the CRh'ieh-yiim must have been based on the reading pronunciation




