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LOSANG THONDEN, Den-dus Bod-kyi skad-
угу. Modern Tibetan Language Iі—II, 
L i b r a r y of T i b e t a n W o r k s a n d Archives , 
D h a r a m s a l a , 1984, 1986. 

I n T i b e t a n monas te r ies , a n e e d for 
l a n g u a g e t each ing a lways ex is ted . T h e 
y o u n g T i b e t a n monks h a d t o l e a rn t h e 
l i t e r a ry l a n g u a g e in wh ich t h e y r e a d t h e 
h o l y s c r i p t s a n d were supposed t o wr i t e . 
F o r t h i s pu rpose , t he re w a s a long t r ad i -
t i on of t e a c h i n g manua l s . W e k n o w f r o m 
a s ea r l y a s t h e 9th —10th cen tur ies , t h a t 
T i b e t a n L a m a s t a u g h t t he i r l anguage t o 
n o n - T i b e t a n s . This also h a d i t s c o n t i n u o u s 
t r a d i t i o n s . F o r more t h a n a t h o u s a n d 
yea r s , t h e g r a m m a t i c a l concep t s of t h e 
T i b e t a n s deve loped in the i r own l anguage , 
i t s lowly d e p a r t e d f r o m i ts Sansk r i t 
mode l s a n d t r i ed to a d a p t i t s s y s t e m to t h e 
n e e d s of t h e s t r u c t u r e of t h e T i b e t a n 
l anguage , wh ich in t h e m e a n w h i l e h a d 
c h a n g e d . T o teach n o n - T i b e t a n s m e a n t 
t h a t one h a d to t a k e in to a c c o u n t t he i r 
l inguis t ic b a c k g r o u n d a n d g r a m m a t i c a l 
t r a i n i n g . I t is one of t h e m o s t d i f f i cu l t 
t a s k s t o h a r m o n i z e t h e T i b e t a n g r a m m a -
t ica l t r a d i t i o n wi th t h e E u r o p e a n linguis-
t ic b a c k g r o u n d , w h a t e v e r i t is, a n d give 
a c o h e r e n t , p rac t i ca l desc r ip t ion of T i b e t a n 
w i t h d i d a c t i c a ims . This w a s done b y L T h 
w h o t a u g h t non-T ibe tans fo r m a n y y e a r s 
a t t h e L i b r a r y of T i b e t a n W o r k s a n d 
Arch ives . T h e conclusion c a n be a d v a n c e d : 
th i s m a n u a l is d idac t ica l ly well bu i l t u p 
a n d o f f e r s a v e r y good i n t r o d u c t i o n . 

Of cou r se L T h is himself a w a r e of some 
of t h e p r o b l e m s involved. P u t t i n g as ide 
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on the vowel a n d t h e f inal(s) , bu t in t h e 
synchronic descr ip t ion th i s is of no re le• 
vance. However , this m a y h a v e didact io 
impor tance for those , who h a v e to d e d u c t 
t h e tone f r o m t h e wr i t t en f o r m . Fo r t h e m , 
however , t h e ru les should be then given. 
(See: Some r e m a r k s on the vowel sys tem 
of Spoken T i b e t a n : Tibetan and, Buddhist 
Studies commemorating the 200th anniver• 
sary of the birth of Alexander С soma de 
Kgrös I I , ed. L . Liget i , B u d a p e s t 1984, 
2 1 5 - 2 3 5 ) . L T h dis t inguishes only 10 
vowels, f r o m which one on ly occurs as 
shor t in level con tou r , al l o the r h a v e 
shor t and long quan t i t i e s a n d even a n d 
fall ing contours . N o t on ly is th is d i f fe ren t 
f r o m the above analysis , in some cases I d o 
n o t unde r s t and t h e sys t em itself . I n t h e 
case of t he v e r b " t o des i re" mö-pa (mos-pa) 
t h e shortness of t h e ö can be due t o proso-
die fea tures , b u t w h y is t h e ö shor t in 
" incense" pö ' (epos) ? Goldste in correc t ly 
h a s a long vowel . L T h himself wri tes long 
ö: in no ' : (nos) (p. 44), ntga; n-ts'ö%: (na-tsos) 
on p . 110, ngö': -su (dnon-su) on p . 125 
e tc . Similarily " c e n t r e " is іі w t h sho r t 
vovel (dbus), b u t " b y w h o m " '8 cor rec t ly 
su: i.e. w i th long іі: (sue). The vowel 
h a r m o n y , i.e. t h e ass imila t ive inf luence 
of t he closed vowels i ndependen t ly described 
b y m a n y scholars (Sprigg, R . A. Miller, 
Chang and Shef t s , a n d Goldstein) is n o t 
ma rked . I a s sume t h a t t h i s is due to t h e 
s t rong inf luence of t h e w r i t t e n form, a n d 
t h e fac t t h a t t h i s f e a t u r e is absen t f r o m 
t h e Tibe tan g r a m m a t i c a l t r ad i t ion . 

The T ibe t an t e r m rjes-'jug is t r ans l a t ed 
as " s u f f i x " , which is e tymological ly de-
fendable , b u t which has as a l inguistic 
t e r m ano ther meaning , here " f i n a l " would 
be appropr ia te . I u n d e r s t a n d t h a t t h e 
a-chun in d'ja is a rjes-' jug, bu t in t h e 
T ibe tan o r t h o g r a p h y it has on ly a g rapho-
tac t i c func t ion , it is a device to avoid t h e 
reading dag ( t hough n o t in mtha'). 

How di f f icu l t it is t o cope wi th t h e 
E u r o p e a n concep ts can be i l lus t ra ted w i t h 
t h e sentence on p . 93: " T h e r e a re f ive 
genitives in T i b e t a n " . H e r e , this m e a n s 
t h e f ive fo rms of suf f ixes in w r i t t e n 

t h e d i f ference between t h e classical w r i t t e n 
T i b e t a n and modern W r i t t e n T i b e t a n , 
f u r t h e r t h e dialects a n d sociolects, t h e r e 
r e m a i n s a considerable g a p be tween m o d -
e rn W r i t t e n Tibetan a n d t h e col loquial 
l anguage . One of the m a j o r m e r i t s of 
L T ' s w o r k is t h a t where he f i n d s i t neces-
s a r y h e d r aws a t ten t ion t o t h e d i f fe rence . 

I t is more difficult to m a k e t h e T i b e t a n 
g r a m m a t i c a l concepts comprehens ib le . I n 
m a n y respects Tibetan r e m a i n e d for t h e 
a u t h o r a wr i t t en language, wh ich one h a s 
t o r e a d a n d pronounce, a n d n o t a s p o k e n 
language , which one has to wr i te . T h u s i t 
does no t t each how Tibe tans wr i t e sounds , 
b u t h o w t h e y read t h e le t te rs o r t he i r 
combina t ions . B u t this leads t o d i f f icul t ies . 
On p . 9. we read tha t " (T)he f o u r vowels 
t , u , e, о a re formed by add ing 4 signs of 
vowels . . . t o t he t o p of t h e t h i r t i e t h 
c o n s o n a n t ~j>- (a)" . I will n o t dea l he re 
w i t h t h e ques t ion: wha t k ind of c o n s o n a n t 
t h e a-chen is, (it was surely d e n o t e d in 
ear ly t imes as an unvoiced c o n s o n a n t ) , i t 
is su f f i c ien t to recall t h a t t h e a b o v e s t a t e -
m e n t fu l ly accords wi th t h e T i b e t a n 
g r a m m a t i c a l t radi t ion — b u t c a n n o t be 
used for t h e description of t h e vowels of 
m o d e r n T ibe tan . LTh knows th i s a n d 
gives on p . 13 "The precise p r o n u n c i a t i o n 
c h a r t of t h e vowels". H e r e we f i nd 10 
vowels combined with short: long quantities 
a n d level : falling tones. The s t u d e n t does 
n o t ge t rules here on how T i b e t a n s wr i t e 
t he se vowels, only examples for each . 
I a m glad t o see t h a t a t least w h a t does 
concern t h e tones, within t h e f r a m e w o r k 
given b y LTh , is in accordance w i t h t h e 
s y s t e m described by Chang a n d She f t s , 
used b y Goldstein and ana lyzed b y me . 
I n s t e a d of a High and L o w regis te r , h e 
uses H i g h a n d Low tone, in s t ead of a n 
E v e n a n d Fal l ing contour , h e uses a n 
E v e n a n d Fal l ing tone, t h u s s e p a r a t i n g 
t h e regis te r a n d the contour , wh ich t o g e t h e r 
give t h e tone and are sup ra segmen ta l , i .e. 
do n o t pe r t a in to any of t h e s egmen t s of 
t h e syllable. Historical ly h e is right, 
s ince t h e register depends o n t h e ini t ia l 
consonant (s ) , while the con tou r d e p e n d s 
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Tibetan , b u t on ly in t h e wr i t t en form, 
because •gi a n d -дуг converged in spoken 
Tibe tan into k ' i v e r y ear ly . L T h of course 
knows this. On p . 108 he wr i tes na khrom-la 
'gro-gi yin " I will go t o t h e m a r k e t " and 
,gro-gi is t ranscr ibed ko-k'i I n a footnote 
wi th asterisk h e t h e n r e m a r k s : "gi is 
commonly used a f t e r a mtha'-med verb in 
conversat ion t h o u g h g rammat i ca l ly it is 
incorrect" . I n f a c t a v e r y old colloqial 
f o r m intruded in to t he w r i t t e n t ex t . On the 
o the r hand, t he original geni t ive marker 
-'» fusioned w i t h t h e preceding vowel, 
t h u s -a'i > ä:, -o'i > ö: -u'i > ü: e'i > е: 
a n d i'i > 1:. I f w e do n o t unde r s t and here 
t h a t the vowel q u a l i t y (palatal i ty) and 
length are t h e m a r k e r s of t h e "genit ive 
case" we do n o t u n d e r s t a n d t h e synchron 
Bystem. F u r t h e r m o r e , t he difference be-
tween па " I " nä: " b y m e " a n d nä: "of m e " 
can be t augh t on ly if we h a v e a clear con-
cept of the vowel sy s t em of t he spoken 
Tibetan . 

I have to a d m i t t h a t these are difficult 
problems, a n d if we set t h e m aside, it will 
be easier to lea rn T ibe t an . I n this case, 
however, one h a v e t o h a v e a good teacher , 
a Lama, as Losang T h o n d e n surely is. 
I wish I had h i m as m y t eacher in Modern 
Tibetan, when I began m y studies. 

Teaching m a n u a l s compiled by non-
Tibetans have the i r own problems and in 
a n y case have t he m a j o r shortcoming 
compared to th i s book, t h a t t hey lack 
perfec t competence of t h e na t i ve speaker. 
This can be only p a r t l y subs t i tu t ed by the 
assistance of T ibe tans . Therefore , we can 
only congratula te t h e L i b r a r y a n d Archives 
for having such a n excellent teacher and 
such a useful t e x t b o o k to t each Tibetan . 

A. Róna-Taa 




