- THE CHINESE TRANSCRIPTION OF TIBETAN
CONSONANT CLUSTERS

Fanc KUl Li*

The Chinese writing system is not alphabetic. For this reason it
is difficult to represent in Chinese characters a language with mafked
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 1940-6, Thomas 193563, 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 phomnetic 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:
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khri is transcribed by = khji. In Khri srong brisan FERFFE

‘name of a Tibetan king in the 7th century,” and in Kh7i lde
gtsug brisan ZTEHFFE ‘name of a Tibetan king in the 8th
century.’

Also transcribed by £% &hji. In Khri’dus srong #3385 ‘name
of a Tibetan king in the 7th century.’

Also transcribed by # khje. In Khri sum rje #0>5% ‘name of
a Tibetan minister and general in the 9th century.’

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

-below.

lde is transcribed by I8 ljap. In Khri srong lde brisan FZR5EE

¥ ‘name of a Tibetan king in the 8th century.’” The final
-p in ljap transcribes the b-, the first consonant of the follow-
ing syllable, see 5 below.

Also transcribed by &k liei. In Khri lde gisug brisan ZELEEE
# ‘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 die:, then this transcrip-

tion belongs to another type, see 3 below,
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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 /7-,
which is normally transcribed by Chinese tk-. For example:

myes is transcribed by 4 mjing. In Klu bzang myes rma 5E7 5
ZHE ‘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 4% mjang, showing that the
final nasal is very weak. There are occasional exceptions:
see rma, rngegs in 3 below.

myang is transcribed by B mjvng ‘name of a clan or place.’

phyi is transcribed by #t phji. In Snam phyi pa BRI ‘title of
an official,” and in Phyi blon f#t7#% ‘Minister of the Exterior.’
lha is transcribed by fili thé. In Klu bzang lha bo brisan [4E]1H:%E)
WAL ]% ‘name of an official in the 9th century.’
Also transcribed by & tham. In Khri bzher lha mthong $557
FE&3E ‘name of a minister in the 9th century.” The final -m

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

Also transcribed by ¥ thép. In Zhanglha bzang 3555 ‘name
of a minister and general in the 9th century,” see also 5 below.
lho is transcribed by 4= thuo. In Bisan bzher lho gong -4y

‘name of an official in the 9th century.’
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’bal is transcribed by 3K mudt ‘name of a clan’. Final -f regularly
transcribes Tibetan -/ or -7.
’dus is transcribed by B3R nwuo-sjet. In Rgyal bzang ’dus kong ¥E
JEFRIL ‘name of a minister in the 9th century,’ and in Kh7i
‘dus srong H:3RFE ‘name of a Tibetan king in the 7th century.’
The transcription of a final -s by the syllable sjet is rare, and
in the second example sjet 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 i phjust or ¥ pjust. In Spu rgyal #i1% or
#7% ‘name of the clan of the Tibetan kings, according to the
Chinese sources.’ see also 5 below.
blon is transcribed by & luan ‘official’.
btsan is transcribed by # tsGn. In Bisarn po % ‘title of the
Tibetan king.’
bzher is transcribed by # #%jidt. In Bisan bzher lho kong 31
Zy ‘name of an official in the 9th century.” This word appears
often in Tibetan names, see also 5 below.
bka’ is transcribed by fn gjé. In Bka’ la gilogs pa {nHEED; ‘title
of an official.’
dpal is transcribed by &k pudt. In Dpal chen po ¢kRIAG or &kfilss
‘the monk minister in the 9th century.’
gisug is transcribed by g or #& sjuk. In Khri lde glsug brisan
A2 ‘name of a Tibetan king in the 8th century.’
gtogs is transcribed by ¥ tuok. In Bka' la glogs pa niER:
‘title of an official.’
rje is transcribed by 3 t$je. In Mang po rje 354 ‘an official
title.’

Also by 5 #zje. In Khri sum rje x5 ‘name of a minister
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and general in the 9th century.” There was probably an
earlier person of the same name.
ritsan is transcribed by % tsGn. In Stong risan %% ‘a minister
| and envoy to China in the 7th century.
rma is transcribed by EE mud. In Klu bzang myes rma 5557384 FE
‘name of an official in the 9th century.’
rngegs is transcribed by %K ngvk ‘name of a clan.’
rgan is transcribed by ¥ kGn. In Stag zigs rgan khol RIEEHE
‘name of an official in the 9th century.’
mchims is transcribed by EE or ##k thjam ‘name of a clan.’
mngan is transcribed by £ ngén. In Ngan porn BE#: ‘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 FERFREEE
‘name of a judge in the 9th century.’
Also by & kiep. In Rgyal bzang 'dus kong FEFRIERIL ‘name
of a minister in the 9th century, see also 5 below.
brtan is transcribed by H tédn. In Brian bzher stag cab BIHIRE
TF ‘name of an official in the 9th century.’
brisan is transcribed by # i¢sq@z. In names of many Tibetan kings,
such as Khri srong brisan ZEFFEE (7th century), the first
Tibetan king known to the Chinese. This word also spelled
risan in some manuscripts.
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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second consonant as well as the following vowel or vowel plus a final

consonant. There are two sub-types:

a)
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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 4537 kju-ljap. In Klu bzang myes rma 4537,
JRAEE ‘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 [#E1#: Eju-lou. In Kiu bzang lha bo brisan [4E]1#%)
WA[FE ]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 #EE swo-lung. In Khri srong Ilde brisan
CHFREERZ: ‘name of a Tibetan king in the 8th century.’

khyi is transcribed by #sz khje-ljop. In Khri bzher lha mthong
BB EE ‘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 FIZTR kha-liei kha-tsjwok. In
Khri gisug lde brisan FIZZF] 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# luo-diei. In '0 lde FJE#: ‘name of an
ancestor of the Tibetan kings.” Perhaps the vowel in /o 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 £5F tsuong-lung. In Khri srong brisan =&
FF% ‘name of a Tibetan king in the 7th century.” The
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character %2 has another reading ¥ suong which would seem
better phonetically.

spu is transcribed by %2 suat-bust. In Spu rgyal ZEEHH ‘clan
name of the Tibetan kings.’ This example can also be listed
under the following 4b type.

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 &E sjet-nizja. In Bisan snya BERE ‘a
minister in the 7th century, son of Stong risan.’

srong is transcribed by REE sjet-lung. In Sras sromng lde brisan %2
RLEIGRIENE ) ‘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 &g sjet-nak. This word appears in many
names, such as Brtan bzher stag cab HE KT, Stag bzher
hab ken REBLE:, Stag zigs rgan khol TIEEWRE, 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 nak
to transcribe fag.

stang is transcribed by RE sjet-tang. In [Khri brisan] khod ne
stang R ERE ‘name of a minister in the 9th century.’

snam is transcribed by REg sjet-ném. In Snam phyi pa ZEFERLEE
‘an official title.’

Ehri is transcribed by &5 khjot-liogk. In Khri gzu % ‘a
general and minister in the 8th century.’
Also by &3 Ehjot-liei. In Khri srong lde brisan CEFRFEIR
(E Ve ‘name of a Tibetan king in the 8th century.
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bran is transcribed by #JEH buot-lan. In Bran ke %FEfn ‘a clan
name,’
bzang is transcribed by Zi# buat-dzéng In Kiu bzang lha bo
brisan [SE1EEMIFL]E ‘name of an official in the 9th
century.’
’bro is transcribed by &JE muat-luo ‘a clan name.
dgu is transcribed by 2 dust-gju. In Zhang blon chen (or ched)
po dgu fintlEsEE “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)84 (lja)p-wzjat. In Khyri bzher lha
mthong 5 r#E&EE ‘name of a minister in the 9th century.’
Also by ()3 (ta)p-hzjat. In Stag bzher FRIZFH ‘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 REEH sjet-nak nzjit.
Also by (JH)E (kie)p-nizjit. In Rgyal bzher khod ne brisan
FEEE 22 ‘name of an official in the 9th century.’
bzang is transcribed by (J&)# (kie)p-dzéng. In Rgyal bzang 'dus
kong JEFERI ‘name of a minister in the 9th century.
Also by (37)#& (lja)p-dzéng. In Kilu bzang myes rma 4 75
#ZJBE ‘name of a minister in the 9th century.’
bla-is transcribed by ()t (kjd)p-la. In Mnganporn khab so ’o
chog gi bla FBFIETREBHE ‘a title)
gzu is transcribed by (1) (lja)k-zjwo. In Khri gzu <7718 ‘name

of a minister in the 8th century.’
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bring is transcribed by (8k)BE (Bhja)m-ljang. In Khri 'bring &b
‘a minister and general in the 7-8th century, son of Stong
risan.

mihong is transcribed by (&)E (¢hé)m-thung In Khri bzher lha
mithong & 73 &3% ‘name of a minister in the 9th century.’

lde is transcribed by (88)#% (yua)t-diei. In 'O lde spu rgyal BB
he (B VEZ2E B ‘an ancestor of the Tibetan kings.’

rgyal is transcribed by (#)#& (phjua)t-jia, or (8)1K (Ppjua)it-jia,
or ()& (bua)t-jia. In Spu rgyal ‘clan name of the Tibetan
kings.’

Also by G2)E or & (da)t-jum or -jiin. In Bowr (bon) da
rgyal Z3EE or 1€ ‘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 j#5% Luk tung tsén 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 7tsan, which we would expect to be
transcribed as BFEE sjet tung tsGn. The transcription luk tung tsGn would
transcribe better the name Liong (or ldong) risaw, but this name is not

attested in the Tibetan documents.
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