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ABSTRACT

Tibeto-Burman historical linguistics has relied heavily on the spelling of Burmese and
Tibetan words as found in standard modern dictionaries, at the expense of the earliest
attested records. This examination of the development of the Burmese vowel system, in
the light of early Burmese philological data and comparisons to Old Chinese and Old
Tibetan, facilitates a refined understanding of Burmese historical phonology and the
reconstruction of Tibeto-Burman.

1. INTRODUCTION

James Matisoff (1968) and David Bradley (1979: 16) have inappropriately criticised the
trailblazing monograph of Robbins Burling (1967) for the omission of Written Burmese
(WrB) data.! Burling explicitly set himself the goal of reconstructing Lolo-Burmese (LB)
without recourse to WrB (1967: 3) and did exactly thus. It may be that to arrive at a definitive
reconstruction of LB due consideration of written evidence is a sine qua non, but a definitive
reconstruction was not Burling’s goal and indeed is everywhere and always a will-o’-the-wisp.
The goal of comparative linguistics is not the invention of unattested languages but rather the
explanation of systematic relationships among attested languages; progress in reconstruction
is a by-product of increasingly precise statements of such relationships. Knowing what
reconstructions the modern languages support independent of written evidence is itself a
worthwhile scientific goal — one appreciated by Robert Hall, who reconstructed proto-
Romance (1976), and no less appreciated by Robert Jones (1988), who undertook a
reconstruction of proto-Burmese on the basis of the Burmese dialects, without recourse to
WrB. Far from lamenting, one should laud such explicit statements of methodology, which
specify the evidence to be considered and the limitations this evidence imposes.

Matisoff and Bradley appear unaware that their criticism of Burling, namely, that he
ignores at his peril the written records of Burmese, may be applied equally to their own
research: these two scholars largely leave aside the evidence of Old Burmese (OB). WrB is an
idealised standard reflecting the usage of no specific time or place, whereas OB reflects the
usage of Burmese speakers in Pagan at the time of the Pagan dynasty (1113-1287 cg).” While
the exclusion of written records entirely may sharpen our epistemological acumen, the use of
WrB as opposed to OB cannot be defended on methodological grounds. This ignorance of OB
vitiates many of Matisoff and Bradley’s reconstructions. For example, Bradley reconstructs
*m-rwe' (Bradley 1979: 298 #60a) for ‘snake’ on the basis of WrB mrwe where OB has mruy.

"Despite Matisoff’s enthusiasm for the evidence of early written languages in 1968, as recently as 2003 (cf. Matisoff
2003) he chose to generally exclude the evidence of Tangut, Newar, Methei and Old Tibetan from his reconstructions
of Proto-Tibeto-Burman.

2For a discussion of the primary sources of OB philology and their research see Frasch (1996: 1-16). For a
discussion of the standardization of WrB orthography see Nishi (1999: 1-26).
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The OB forms agree not only with Tibetan sbrul and Chinese Jli& xjw#X <*[mr]uj? (0572a), but
also with the Burmish and Loloish languages.® Matisoff suffers from a similar over-reliance on
WrB; as will be discussed below, he reconstructs Proto-Tibeto-Burman (TB) *wa on the basis
of WrB, even against the clear-cut correspondence of OB o, WrT o0 and OC o.

Bradley’s use of WrB may further be criticised because his goal is the reconstruction not of
LB but of Loloish. In such a project, Burmese should be used only as a point of reference
external to the family, which can help to determine the direction of a sound change; instead,
Bradley freely projects features of WrB directly into proto-Loloish. For example, Bisu
maintains -/- after velars (Bradley 1979: 124, 134), but does not have an -/- in the word for
‘wash’. Consequently it is odd that Bradley reconstructs ‘wash’ as *klo® (1979: 358 #678).
Following the relevant chart of correspondences (1979: 134), the only possible reconstruction
is *kr-. In this case Bradley has let WrB khyuih < OB khluiwh ‘wash’ point the way.* In
another case Bradley’s reconstructs *rwa' ‘village’ (1979: 326-7 #355¢) on the basis of
Burmese rwa ‘village’ alone. He reconstructs a proto-Loloish word on the sole basis of a non-
Loloish language.

Such problems in the reconstruction of proto-Loloish highlight the danger of using a
‘stepwise’ approach in the reconstruction of Proto-TB, whereby one first reconstructs the
subgroups and subsequently compares the reconstructed branches, instead of directly
comparing languages from different subgroups. Although the reconstruction of subgroups is a
wholly worthwhile enterprise, the comparison of reconstructed languages cannot substitute
for the direct comparison of the earliest attested languages of the family. Any reconstruction
is provisional, and a reconstruction based upon reconstructions incorporates all the errors
made in the constituent reconstructions. In addition, cognates found in the older written
languages but lacking in the modern languages will be missed entirely by a stepwise approach.

Like Burling’s pioneering work, this essay seeks to explicate the systematic relationships
among a limited number of attested languages. I propose to identify sound correspondences
among OB, Old Tibetan (OT) and Old Chinese (OC), with a particular focus on the
diachronic development of the Burmese vowel system.” I use OT and OC to identify whether a
given Burmese vowel is conservative or innovative. When any two of the three languages
agree, I generally take that value as original. For example, in the word for ‘fish’
Burmese (iah) and Chinese (f ngjo <*na [0079a]) have a velar nasal, whereas Tibetan (7ia)
has a palatal nasal. In this case Burmese retains the original form. In contrast, for the word
‘six” Tibetan (drug) and Chinese (7N liuwk <*[r]uk [1032a]) have the vowel -u-, whereas
Burmese khrok ‘six” has the vowel -o-. In this case the Burmese vowel -o- is an innovation.
Democracy is, however, not always a sure guide. If a distinction exists in one language which
cannot be accounted for as a conditioned split with reference to the other two languages, it is
prudent to project the distinction onto the proto-language. A good instance of such a case is
the distinction in Chinese between a and o (cf. Table 1). However, it is imprudent to
reconstruct all idiosyncratic correspondences into proto-Tibeto-Burman.® Irregularities in the
correspondences I point out in the footnotes.

In those cases where the Burmese vowel is innovative, a cursory look at Loloish or Burmish
languages provides some indication of the node of the Stammbaum at which the innovation

3Dempsey reconstructs *-uj in proto-North-Burmish for ‘snake’ (2003: 82) on the basis of such forms as Xiandao
Achang mruj, Lashi mju, Zaiwa muj. The Loloish forms such as Lahu vui, Lisu s’ and Akha ui* also appear
compatible with a vowel *u. Bradley himself appears to acknowledge his own mistake a few years later (1985: 187).

“Tibetan Vkru ‘wash’ (present hkhrud past bkrus, future bkru, imperative khrus) agrees with Bisu.

>To my knowledge this is the first paper to attempt such a comparison. Gong Hwang-cherng (1980; 1995) compared
WrB, WT and OC in a reconstruction now quite outdated.

SWith the term ‘Tibeto-Burman’ I name the Ursprache of which Burmese, Chinese, and Tibetan are all descended
without prejudice concerning the Stammbaum of this family.
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Table 1. The need to distinguish « and 2

WrB Meaning WrT Meaning oC Meaning

ma not ma not M mju < *ma (0103a) not have

ca love mdzah love % dzi<*dzo (0966j) kind (adj.)

nah five Ina five 1. nguX <*p‘a? (0058a) five

nah ear rna ear H nyiX <*na? (0981a) five

khan hill sgan hill [if] kang<*k'an (0697a) hill

bran breast ran breast, chest J& 'ing <*[?](r)on (0890e) breast(plate); oppose

occurred. A systematic re-evaluation of Proto-LB or Proto-Burmish lies beyond the task at
hand.

1.1. Conventions

Tibetan is here transliterated in the Library of Congress system, with the exception that the
letter = is transliterated as ‘h’ rather than an apostrophe.’ The transliteration of Burmese also
follows the Library of Congress system with several small modifications.® For Chinese I
provide the character, followed by Baxter’s Middle Chinese (1992).” an OC reconstruction
compatible with the current version of Baxter and Sagart’s system,'® and the character
number in Karlgren (1964[1957]). I cite OT from my own knowledge.'' OB is cited after Nishi
(1999) and Luce (1985). In many cases I cite a WrB form, but reconstruct an OB equivalent
following the well-attested changes between these two languages (Yanson 2006). In citations
of the Burmish languages ‘D’ refers to Dempsey (2003), ‘M’ to Mann (1998), ‘N’ to Nishi
(1999) and ‘Y’ to Yabu (1982).

2. WRITTEN BURMESE AND OLD BURMESE

Many researchers have deemed the WrB vowel system too messy and asymmetrical to be
suitable for use in comparative reconstruction without first being subjected to internal
reconstruction (Miller 1956; Pulleyblank 1963; Gong 2002[1980]). Table 2 presents the rimes
of WrB."?

"In earlier publications I substituted the apostrophe of the Library of Congress with ‘h’. However, because the letter
‘I’ has a quite different meaning in the transliteration of Burmese employed here, it would cause confusion if used for
the Tibetan letter @ also. Since the Tibetan letter @ represents a voiced velar fricative, ‘h’ seems an appropriate
transliteration (cf. Hill 2005, 2009b).

8The visarga, which corresponds in modern spoken Burmese to the heavy tone, is transliterated h’ as in Sanskrit.
Creaky tone is represented as ‘?°. I also use w instead of v and au instead of o’.

°Like Baxter in his own recent work, I use ‘ae’ and ‘ea’ in place of his original ‘@’ and ‘¢’. I do not, however, follow
him in changing ¥ to “+.

1The current version of Baxter and Sagart’s OC system has not yet been published. In general it is similar to the
system presented in Sagart (1999), with the changes that type (b) syllables are unmarked and type (a) syllables are
marked (following Norman 1994) with phargynealised initials. The current version also posits final -r for i
Xiesheng series which mix final -n and -j, and uvulars for ;%% Xiesheng series that mix velar and glottal initials (cf.
Sagart & Baxter 2009).

"'"To my previous discussion of OT lexicographical resources (Hill 2009a: 179) one can add Imaeda et al. (2007) and
Iwao et al. (2009).

20Other orthographic rimes do occasionally occur, in particular due to an induced creaky tone or the representation
of foreign words; but there is no need to consider such rimes here. Throughout this essay I take the romanised value of
letters at face value, although there is considerable controversy about the phonetic value in some cases (e.g. ui cf.
Nishida 1955: 21-2; Pulleyblank 1963: 217; Miller 1956: 34; Yanson 1990: 84; 2006: 114; Dempsey 2001: 206—-11).
There is no harm in doing so, because, if a correspondence to a Burmese segment is found consistently in another
language, this correspondence will hold irrespective of the phonetic value of the Burmese segment. I take -m to be an
orthographic variant of -m.
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Table 2. Rimes of Written Burmese

Level Creaky Heavy Final stop
(a) a a ah
an an? anh ak
an an? anh ac
an an? anh at
am am? amh ap
(wa) wa wa wah
wan wan? wanh wak
wan wan? wanh wat
wam wam? wamh wap
(1) 1 i ih
in in? inh it
im im? imh ip
(u) a u uh
un un? unh ut
um um? umh up
(e) e er eh
(we) we we? weh
(ai) ay ai? ai
(wai) way wai? wai
(0) au o? o
on on? orih ok
(ui) ui ui? uih
uin uin? uinh uik

There are four sets of asymmetries in this vowel system: (1) The vowels ¢ and ai occur only
in open syllables. (2) The vowels o and ui occur only in open syllables or before velars. (3) The
vowels u and i do not occur before velars. (4) The palatal finals occur only after the vowel a,
but are lacking after wa.

Because the ancestor of WrB, namely OB, is itself directly attested, there is no need to use
WrB in comparative linguistics, except when an OB attestation for a particular word is
lacking.'* A number of sound changes are directly observable in the transition from OB to
WrB. All instances of the vowel ¢ are innovative, resulting from the changes iy > e and uy > we
(Nishida 1955: 28-9; Pulleyblank 1963: 217; Wun 1975: 88). Cases of open syllable ui were
originally accompanied by a final glide -w (i.e. OB uiw > WrB ui, cf. Pulleyblank 1963: 217;
Yanson 2006: 112). The rimes wik and wuin occur only in loanwords'* (Luce 1985: 1.100;
Pulleyblank 1963: 217); although they form part of OB synchronic phonology, they may be
ignored for the purposes of comparative linguistics. The sequence -wa- originates from vowel
breaking of an original o (Nishida 1955: 30-33; Wun 1975: 89; Dempsey 2001: 222-3). The
vowel o which gave rise to wa will be marked o; in order to distinguish this o from the cases of
o which remain in WrB (noted 0,)."> With the exception of two grammatical morphemes, the

3The instability of OB orthography complicates the synchronic analysis of OB phonology. I have not undertaken
the kind of thorough philological investigation that would be needed to establish a definitive analysis, but rather rely
on the existing secondary literature. The results arrived at are necessarily provisional.

"“Matisoff gives TB etymologies to some closed-syllable Burmese words with the vowel ui. In particular I find WrB
khruin? ‘cave’ and khyuin? ‘valley’ (2003: 287). His evidence for the TB heritage of khruin? ‘cave’ is rather slim. For
‘valley’ a better comparandum to OT k/un is OB khlon < proto-Burmish*khlun (vide infra).

SUltimately it would be useful to distinguish these two vowels phonetically. The relevant data for doing so are
largely at hand: the vowel o; deriving from *o occurs in all positions and changed into -wa- early in the history of
Burmese writing; the vowel o, derives from *u and occurs only before velars. To those who may find subscript
numbers an overly mechanical or agnostic device for distinguishing these vowels, apart form pointing out that /4,, /4,
and /3 have served Indo-Europeanists well, I can only agree with Wittgenstein: “Wovon man nicht sprechen kann,
dartiber muB3 man schweigen [That which one cannot speak of one must be silent about]’.
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Table 3. Rimes of Old Burmese

Nasal Open/Glide Stop
(a) a

am ap

an at

afl ay ac

an au ak
©) i

im 1p

in iy it
(01) 01

ojm o1p

on 01y ot

on ok
(u) u

um up

un uy ut
(02) o1 0,k
(ui) uiw

vowel 0, does not occur in open syllables (Yanson 1990: 68):'¢ open syllable 0, can thus be
excluded from consideration. The vowel ai is written ay in the Myazedi inscription, and may
be analysed thus (Pulleyblank 1963: 216). Nishi demonstrates that OB kept an and at distinct
as finals from a7 and ac (1974)."

The vowel represented with the letter ¢35 requires special comment. The position of this
letter in the alphabet suggests the value of a ‘long o’. The Library of Congress system
recommends the transliteration -0’ based purely on the graphic similarity of the hook on the
upper right part of the letter to the virama, transliterated similarly. One might also
transliterate this vowel as -au, viewing it as structurally equivalent to a Devanagart sfi. The
paleographic origin of this symbol and the phonetic value in the OB period of those words
written today with this symbol are topics deserving further study.'® Matisoff transcribes all
examples of ‘0’ in WrB as <au> (2003: xI) and Gong regards open syllable o as deriving
from *aw (1980: 5-6). Although it may be unwarranted, there appears to be precedence for
analysing o in the level tone as -au. Here I will assume that words written with this symbol
were indeed pronounced -au in OB. One must however bear in mind that this assumption is
likely to be revised in light of future research.

When WrB is used in historical linguistics it should always be used with these changes in
mind. For example, although I have not located an OB equivalent of WrB swah ‘tooth” and
leh *heavy’, the corresponding OB forms can be predicted to be *soh and */iy/ on the basis of
well-known historical phonology. Such a practice is essentially philological and concomi-
tantly is more secure than reconstruction.

Reflecting the known origin of various WrB rimes in OB, Table 3 presents the rimes of OB;
the tone categories are not separated out because tone is not generally indicated in OB texts.
The system of rimes of OB is more elegant and symmetric than that of WrB. The vowels ¢ and
ai of WrB, with their odd distribution, are no longer present. The origin of WrB wa from OB
0; explains the absence of palatals after wa in WrB. Elsewhere achievements are more limited.

19The words khau ‘call’ and rau ‘whither’ are given Tibeto-Burman comparanda below (cf. Matisoff 2003: 225). The
spelling of these two words remain to be confirmed in OB texts.

'7Nishi points out that the difference between -an and -asi in OB corresponds to the distinction between -7 and -7 in
later WrB (Nishi 1974: iv, 16).

"¥Yanson’s observation that with the exception of two grammatical morphemes 0, does not occur in open syllables
in OB (1990: 68) suggests that if such words are attested in OB they are written with a different vowel.
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The vowels 0, and wui still have odd distributions. The absence of *un, *uk, *uw and *in, *ik,
*iw remain as gaps. The palatal finals continue to occur only after the vowel a.

These remaining asymmetries give rise to a number of temptations in phonemic analysis.
Common strategies include analysing 0, as /au/ (Pulleyblank 1963: 216; Matisoff 2003: xI) or
/u/ (Gong 2002[1980]: 4-6), analysing ac and a7 as /ik/ and /ir/ (Pulleyblank 1963: 218;
Gong 2002[1980]: 4-6), analysing ui as /o/ (Yanson 2006: 112), /uw/ (Gong 2002[1980]: 4-6),
or /iw/ (Pulleyblank 1963: 217) and analysing o; as /wa/ (Pulleyblank 1963: 216, Gong
2002[1980]: 4-6; Matisoff 2003: 167). Although all such proposals are plausible, the methods
of internal reconstruction alone provide no means to adjudicate among them. Different
decisions lead to different vowel charts.

1 (Pulleyblank 1963: 218)
a
i u .
(Gong 2002[1980]: 4-6)
a
1 u
€ (0] (Yanson 2006: 112)
al a au

Such divergent analyses cannot equally reflect the truth. In order to decide among proposals
for internal reconstruction, one must test any hypothesis against comparative evidence.

3. DIACHRONIC ANALYSIS OF OLD BURMESE VOWELS

Either a vowel of OB reflects a retention of the TB Ursprache, or OB will have changed the
original value of the vowel. If the Burmese vowel is an innovation, it should be possible to
isolate whether the innovation occurred before or after the break up of Proto-LB or
Proto-Burmish. Determining the juncture on the Stammbaum at which a given innovation
occurred also enables an overall sketch of the vowel systems of Proto-TB, Proto-LB
and Proto-Burmish. A proposed vowel chart for Proto-TB is provided in the concluding
section.

3.1. Burmese retentions from Proto-TB

In some environments the Proto-TB vowels *a, *u, *o and *i remain unchanged in all three
languages, OB, WrT and OC (cf. Tables 4-7). Although a number of scholars have drawn
attention to the beautifully straightforward correspondence of OB o, WrT o, and OC o (Wun
1975: 89; Nishida 1972: 258; Pan 2000: 19-20; Dempsey 2001: 222-5), it has remained
unnoticed in the work of others (Pulleyblank 1963: 216; Gong 2002[1980]: 4—6; Matisoff 2003:
167).

The Burmese reflexes of Proto-TB *i in open syllables require some discussion. OB iy
corresponds regularly to 7 in WrT and #j in OC. At face value, the comparison with Chinese
suggests that the final -y of -iy in the Burmese forms is original, and that Tibetan has lost the
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Table 4. OB a < Proto-TB *a

OB Meaning oT Meaning oC Meaning
khah bitter kha bitter  khuX <*k"a? (0049u) bitter
nah five Iia five 1. nguX <*n*a? (0058a) five

iah fish fia fish £ ngjo <*pa (0079a) fish

rya hundred brgyah hundred T paek <*p‘rak (0781a) hundred
na I, me na I, me & ngu<*p‘a (0058f) I, my
pha father pha father A bjuX <*[b](r)a? (0102a) father
ma not ma not % mju<*ma (0103a) not have
khan hill sgan hill il kang <*k*an (0697a) hill
nhanh to give gnan to give i# nyangH < *nan-s (0730i) yield
wari? spin phan spindle #i phjangX <*pPan? (0740r) spin
ryak day, 24hrs zag day, 24 hrs K yaeH < *[G](r)ak-s (0800j) night
lak hand lag hand 1% kak < *kl"ak (0766d) armpit
sat kill sad kill # sreat <*srat (0319d) kill

wa tuber gro-ma tuber'® A hjuH < *[c]¥(r)as (00970) taro
Table 5. OB u < Proto-TB *u

OB Meaning oT Meaning oC Meaning
mruy snake sbrul snake T xjwijX < *[mr]uj? (0572a) snake
sumh three gsum three — sam < *s'um (0648a) three

Iu person lus body -

su him su who? -

Table 6. OB 0; < Proto-TB *o

WrB <OB Meaning oT Meaning oC Meaning
kwan < *kon casting net rkon net -

Iwat < lot be free glod loose, relaxed it thwat <* 1ot (0324m) peel off
thwan < *thon plough thon plough -

thwa < *tho a span mtho a span -

twarnh < tonth pit don pit -

nwah < *noh cow nor cattle H nywin < *nu[r] (?) ox
phwam? < *phom? fat, plump sbom thick, stout -

swah < *soh tooth SO tooth -

Table 7. OB i < Proto-TB *i

WrB<OB Meaning WrT  Meaning oC Meaning

khiyh to borrow skyi borrow -

khre < *khriy gall, bile mkhris gall, bile -

kriyh copper gri knife -

khliyh excrement Ici excrement JR syijX <*1hij? (0561d) stool, feces

lheh < *lhiyh flea 1ji flea -

leh < *liyh heavy ljid-po - heavy

niy? sun/day fi-ma day [ nyit<*nik (0404a) sun

phiyh grandmother phyi  grandmother Ut pjijX <*pij? (0566n) deceased mother

riy water rtsi fluid, juice -

re < *riy count rtsi count -

ceh<*ciyh  be sticky tshi sticky, viscous matter —

mliy earth, soil gzi base —

liyh four bzi four P sijH <*s.li[j]-s (0518a) four

riyh to write Vri to write -

siy die §i die AE sijX < *sij? (0558a) die (v.)

im house khyim home -

?ip lie down yib hide one’s self -

The Tibetan vowel -o- is an innovation due to the sound change Proto-TB *K%a > Tibetan Ko, where ‘K’
represents any velar or uvular (cf. Gong 2002[1995]: 85-6; Hill 2011).
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Table 8. OB au < Proto-TB *aw

WrB<OB Meaning WrT Meaning oC Meaning
khau call sgo say 5% haw < *[glaw (1041q) call out
rau withered ro corpse -

final -y [j]. Dempsey, however, points out that Baxter does not have the final -/ in his version
of OC, and since there is thus no contrast between -/ and -ij in Chinese, these Chinese forms in
no way discourage the reconstruction *-i (2001: 214). Although some authors suggest that -iy
was not pronounced [ij] in OB (e.g. Yanson 1990: 72-5; Dempsey 2001: 211-16), because OB
has a structural opposition among ay, iy, oy and uy, it is necessary to analyse 7y phonemically
as /iy/; analyses of the form /Vy/ using any vowel other than /i/ are unavailable, and
analyses of some other structure (e.g. without the final glide) would diverge too far the
epigraphic data to be credible.

If one interprets the letter c325 as /au/ this vowel also can be regarded as a retention from PTB
(cf. Table 8).

3.2. Old Burmese innovations from Proto-TB

3.2.1. WrB a < Proto-TB *3

In several examples WrB « corresponds to WrT a and OC o (cf. Table 9, and Jacques
forthcoming). The distinction in Chinese between 9 and @, which no researcher has attempted
to account for as a phonetically conditioned Chinese innovation, nonetheless warrants that
these vowels be separately reconstructed in PTB. The vowel -o0- in the Tibetan WrT dom ‘bear’
can be explained as a result of an original labio-velar (Hill 2011). The vowel -o- in hdom-pa
‘fathom n.” and srog ‘life’ and the -r- in srog ‘life’ still require explanation.

3.2.2. WrBi < Proto-TB *e
In some words WrB i corresponds to WrT e (cf. Table 10).

Table 9. OB a < Proto-TB *o

WrB Meaning WrT Meaning oC Meaning

ca love mdzah love 2 dzi<*dzo (0966) kind adj.

nah ear rna ear H nyiX <*na? (0981a) five

ran breast bran breast J& ting <*[?](r)an (0890¢) breast(plate); oppose
ap needle khab needle R tsyim < *t.qom (0671no) needle

wam bear n. dom bear n. f€ hjuwng <*G“om (0674a) bear

lam fathom n. hdom-pa fathom n. ¢ zim <*[s-m-]I[a]m (0662a) measure of 8 chi XU
sak life, breath srog life KL sik <*sok (0925a) breathe

Table 10. OB cognates of Proto-TB *e

WrB Meaning WrT Meaning oC Meaning

krih be great, big bgre grow old -

Iih penis mje penis -

nih near e near 18 nyeX < *naj? (0359¢) near, draw near to
mih fire mye fire K xwaX <*m'[5]j? (0353a) fire

si know ses know -
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Table 11. Loloish cognates of Proto-TB *e

WrB Meaning Lisu Phunoi Bisu Akha Mpi Common Lahu
Iih penis>’ - hle - a_loe, - ni_

nih near nrgh’ - - — - pa’ne”

mih fire?? - bi bi tho mi dza, - mi_

si? know?> srghe’ $d - si-eu sur’ shi_

Table 12. Burmish cognates of Proto-TB *e

Burmese Meaning Achang Xiandao Atsi Lashi Maru Bola

si know sa®> (N) sa® (N) se> (N) se:3(N) se>*(N) s (N)
krth big kzo' (N) ku®! (N) ko- (Y) kji:3(N) 75> (N) -

mih fire ni*'- (N) ni*'- (N) mji’' (N) mji*? (N) mji*>(N) mi’! (N)

Despite the ambiguity of the Chinese data, because Tibetan distinguishes *e and *i in open
syllables whereas Burmese does not, it is reasonable to reconstruct this correspondence as *e
as Miller does (1956: 38).

Bradley reconstructs *i for Proto-Loloish in these examples (cf. Table 11); it is, however,
difficult to confirm the correctness of this reconstruction on the basis of the five available
cognates alone. Dempsey reconstructs the vowel *e in Proto-North Burmish for ‘big’, ‘penis’
and “fire’ (2003: 74-5; cf. Table 12).>* The word ‘know’ Dempsey, however, reconstructs with
the vowel -¢- (2003: 76). Whether true or not because a distinction between -¢- and -¢- cannot
be set up on the basis of Tibetan and Burmese alone, I will disregard it here. At the current
state of research it is difficult to be certain at what juncture in the Stammbaum the change of
Proto-TB *e to OB *i took place.

3.2.3. OB a < Proto-TB *i and *e

Shafer suggests WrT -ig corresponds to WrB -ac, and WrT -inn to WrB -aii, reconstructing the
Tibetan value as original (1940: 311, 1941: 20-21). Miller (1956: 39) and Pulleyblank (1963:
218) repeat these suggestions. Nishi further specifies three origins for Burmese -ac and -a/i in
Proto-LB, namely *ik, *it and *yat, and *in, *in and *yan (1974). He provides convincing
evidence that, although *ik, *it and *in, *in had merged by the time of OB, yat and yan
remained distinct from them in the early period.

Dempsey questions the importance of Tibetan for reconstructing the origins of -ac and -ar,
pointing to other languages which suggest -e- (2001: 217). He mentions that Indic loanwords
with the rimes -e¢f and -ek are adapted into WrB with the rime -ac (2001: 218). Such loanword
evidence is not conclusive; if OB lacked the rimes -ef and -ek, it is equally possible that the rime
-ac was perceived to be phonetically most appropriate as an equivalent to a foreign -ef or -ek.

Dempsey concludes somewhat vaguely that -ac ‘was used to represent the convergence of
both a rime with a low vowel, more fronted than -ak, and also a rime with a mid vowel having
either -7 or -k as a final stop’ (2001: 218). Evidence from Chinese suggests that Dempsey is

20%(n)-1i (Bradley 1979: 304-5 #122).

2bib-ni? (ibid. 3667 #751).

22#C-mi” (ibid. 324-5 #329).

23#6i% (ibid. 35051 #590).

2*For the word ‘penis’ the Burmish languages other than Burmese have nasal initials. Because it is not immediately
clear that they are cognate, I have excluded them from Table 12.
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Table 13. Cognates of OB -ac and -a/7 in WrT and OC
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Burmese -ac and -asi corresponding to OC i

WrB Meaning WrT Meaning oC Meaning
nhac two giis two . nyijH < *ni[j]-s (0564a) two

nhac heart sfiin heart £+ syin<*hni[n] (0386a) body; self
anhac year nin year “F nen<*[n]‘i[n] (0364a) harvest; year
achac joint tshigs joint il tset<*ts*ik (0399¢) joint of bamboo
sac wood, timber Sin tree, wood i sin<*si[n] (0382n) firewood
Burmese -ac and -aii corresponding to OC e

WrB Meaning WrT Meaning oC Meaning

tac one gcig one £ tsyek <*tek (1260c) one of a pair
lafi neck mjin neck S8 ljengX < *[r]en? (0823f) neck

man name myin name % mjieng <*[m]en (0826a) name

Table 14. Loloish cognates of OB -ac and -ari

Loloish cognates of OC i

OB Meaning Lisu Phunoi Bisu Akha Mpi Common Lahu
nhac two?® nyi’ hn3 ni nyi. ni? ni’

nhac heart?’ ni’ma’ - - nui ma no* wo* ni:

anhac year?® ni’ ni hnw - - -

achac joint* 14tsi? - la tshou la. tsui. - tsuh”

sac wood, timber’ - - - sah sattu® suh”

Loloish cognates of OC e

OB Meaning Lisu Phunoi Bisu Akha Mpi Common Lahu
tac one’! hti® thd tou ti, /ti. thw?/tho?  te”

lan neck>> - 24 lip - kaw, lah 2i21w® lui:

man name™ mye® 24 hmin ?an hmeén tsaw” myah m-mi meh:

correct to distinguish two separate vowels as sources for -ac; Burmese -ac and -a#i correspond

both to i and to e in OC.

Because there is no obvious conditioning environment for a split of *7 into e and 7 in OC, OB
and WrT must be taken to have merged originally distinct *e¢ and *i in these cases. The question
naturally arises whether the merger of Proto-TB *e¢ and *i occurred between Proto-TB and
Proto-LB, between Proto-LB and Proto-Burmish, or between Proto-Burmish and Burmese.

Matisoff reconstructs *ek and *er in Proto-LB (1972),° but considering Matisoff’s

evidence, Nishi (1974: 9) concludes:

2Matisoff does not systematically present the reconstruction of rimes in this work. However, Nishi meticulously

assembles Matisoff’s reconstructions and supporting cognate sets from throughout the volume.
26%s-ni(k)>’™ (Bradley 1979: 338-9 #479).
2THni® (ibid. 306-7 #142).
Bxsnik™ (ibid. 338-9 #477A).
29%C-dzik" (ibid. 304-5 #109-110).
30usikH (ibid. 322-3 #303A).
3xt/di? (ibid. 338-9 #478).
324in! (ibid. 302-3 #104).
Brm(y)in' (ibid. 334-5 #419).
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Table 15. Burmish cognates of OB -ac and -ari

Burmish cognates of Chinese 7

Burmese meaning Achang Xiandao Atsi Lashi Maru Bola
nhac heart nai k>* (M) - ni k->° (N) nok>- (N) nak™>- (N) nak>>- (N)
anhac year hnok (D) - -xnik (D) xnak (D) xnak (D) xnak (D)

Burmish cognates of Chinese ¢

Burmese meaning Achang Xiandao Atsi Lashi Maru Bola
tac one dai®> (M) - - - - ta> (M)
laii neck lan’! (N) b= (N) =Ny lap’-(N)  lag- (N)

mafi name -iiin> (N) nin>® (N) mjin>! (N) mjin*! (N) ma ' (N) man™> (N)

¥ fokek Lxet D REH ORI &, LBFREOXILIEL? H B TCEANEchsr L, &0
KO 5 R EEE T <2 h O AT H B,

mata *ek to *et no matsubi oto no kubetsu ha, LB gengo no taiokei kara dakedeha fukano
dearushi, donoyona boin wo suitei subekikamo fumei dearu.

[Not only is it not possible to distinguish the finals of *ek and *et only on the basis of the
corresponding forms of LB languages, even the type of vowel it is necessary to postulate is
unclear].

Even if one accepts Matisoff’s reconstructions, his examples of *¢ do not occur in words
where OC has e (cf. Nishi 1974: 9), and therefore cannot be taken as counterevidence to the
merger of Proto-TB *e and *i in Proto-LB.

Although Bradley also accepts that Proto-Loloish has the rimes *et and *ek (1979: 196), he
reconstructs *i in Proto-Loloish for all of the relevant examples.

By the time of Proto-Burmish, the vowels Proto-TB *e and *i have unambiguously merged
before velars.>* The Proto-Burmish finals do remain velars, not having become palatals as
they have in Burmese.

It is noteworthy that Burmese does not have the rime a7 corresponding to OC ig but only to
OC en. Perhaps the distinction between ¢ and 7 in OC provides a conditioning environment to
account for the two divergent correspondences of Burmese, namely ac and ari to Wr'T in. This
hypothesis suggests the sound changes *en>ari, *ip>ac. Such a suggestion remain
speculative, however, because of the small number of examples on which it is based.
Combining this proposal with the knowledge that *e¢ and *i merged before velars, and the
change of *-e to -7 in open syllables, a parsimonious description of the combined effects of
these changes as ordered sound changes would be: (1) TB *ip > *ik, (2) *e > i, (3) *in, *in >
OB a#i and *ik, *it > OB ac.

3.2.4. OB 0,< Proto-Burmish *u

Written Burmese o occurs only before velars (Yanson 1990: 68), where it corresponds to u in
WrT and OC (cf. Table 16). Maung Wun first pointed out that this correspondence suggests
that the Burmese o0 is of secondary origin (Wun 1975: 88, originally written in 1937). Miller
interprets this correspondence similarly, reconstructing *u in Proto-TB (1956: 39). Gong

*Dempsey reconstructs ‘year’ with the rime *-ek for Proto-North Burmish (2003: 100), and ‘neck’ and ‘name’ with
the rime *-ep for Proto-North Burmish (2003: 89). These reconstructions are in keeping with his view that -e- and not -
i- is the vowel behind -ac and -ai. Even if one accepts his reconstructions, the result is still a merger of *e and *i.
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Table 16. Cognates of WrB o (OB 0,) in WrT and OC

WrB Meaning WrT Meaning oC Meaning
khlorih river klun stream, river 4 kuwk < *C.q%ok (1202a)* valley
konh sky dgun sky -

tok poison dug poison #F dowk <*d*uk (1016a) poison
khrok six drug six /N ljuwk <*[rJuk (1032a) six
Table 17. Cognates of WrB o (OB 0,) in the Burmish languages

Burmese Meaning Achang Xiandao Atsi Lashi Maru Bola

khrok six xz02°3(N) chuz™(N)  khjue>(N)  khjuk®™ (N)  khjauk®> (N)  khjau?®® (N)
konh sky klop® (M) - khiip (Y) - gaun’! (M) -

Table 18. Cognates of WrB o (OB 0,) in the Loloish languages

WrB Meaning Lisu Phunoi Bisu Akha Mpi Common Lahu
khlonh river’’ law*hku® - ka kju - - -

khrok six*® hchaw kha - k’o. kho? hkuh.

explicitly formulates the sound changes Proto-TB *unn > WrB or and Proto-TB *uk > WrB ok
(2002[1980]: 4). Dempsey also supports the change Proto-TB *uk > WrB ok (2001: 223).

Burmish languages suggest that the change u> o took place after the breakup of Proto-
Burmish (cf. Table 17), leading Dempsey to reconstruct *uk in Proto-North Burmish for ‘six’
(2003: 97).%

One would expect Proto-LB to also have u in these cases (cf. Table 18); Bradley, however,
reconstructs -o- almost certainly on the basis of WrB; these reconstructions merit
reconsideration. Bradley does not reconstruct the rime *up in Proto-LB (1979: 187). One
may therefore suggest that all instances of his *op be revised to *up. Bradley does
distinguish *uk and *ok (1979: 195-7). According to the chart of correspondences on p. 196,
this distinction is primarily based on the Lahu reflex. In his system, Burmese collapses *uk
and *ok into ok. Matisoff appears to have formerly agreed with Bradley but now to see the
evidence of Lahu as insufficient for distinguishing *uk and *ok in LB, instead favouring *uk
in all cases (2003: 379, n. 59).

3.2.5. OB uiw < Proto-TB *uw and *-ow

The vowel OB uiw regularly corresponds to u in WrT and either u or o in OC (cf. Table 19).
Miller reconstructs this correspondence as b, which is also the symbol he uses for the Burmese
vowel represented as wui in the Duroiselle system (1956: 39). This is a rather mechanical
approach which accounts neither for the Chinese reflexes nor for the presence of the -w in OB.

Dempsey, who sees Burmese and North Burmish as the two sub-branches of the Burmish
family (2003: 59), derives this rime from Proto-TB *u, which he explains becomes -ow in
Burmese and *aw in Proto-North Burmish (he mentions the words ‘nine’, ‘steal’, ‘breast’, ‘sky’

33Schuessler reconstructs *kifok (2009: 158).

*The Achang word xz07™ ‘six” suggests that the change of u to o before velars might be an isogloss that groups
Burmese and Achang together.

37+ C-kyon' (Bradley 1979: 340-41, #313). A reconstruction *C-klun' is probably more appropriate.
3xC-krok™ (ibid. #483). A reconstruction *C-kruk" is probably more appropriate.
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Table 19. Cognates of OB wiw in Wr'T and OC
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Cognates of Chinese u

WrB Meaning WirT Meaning oC Meaning
kuih <*kuiwh dgu nine JU kjuwX <*(to.)[k](“)u? (0992a)  nine

puiwh hbu worm, insect 15 phjuwk < *phuk (1034j) a kind of snake
ruiwh rus bone At Iwit<*Ca.[r]ut (0502c) pitch-pipe®
kui < *kuiw brother khu paternal uncle & kwon <*k*u[n] (0417a) elder brother
No Chinese example

WrB Meaning WrT Meaning oC Meaning
kruiwh try hard hgrus zeal, diligence -

muiwh dmu a class of gods -

nui < *nuiw nu cry -

Cognates of Chinese o

WrB Meaning WrT Meaning oC Meaning
khuiwh rku steal 7% khuwH < *[k]™(r)o-s (0111a) rob, robbery
kruiw ru horn i kaewk <*k.rfok (1225a) horn

nui? < *nuiw? milk, breast  nu-ma  breast FL nyuX <*no? (0135a) milk; nipple

Table 20. Burmish cognates of OB uiw

Burmese Meaning Achang Xiandao Atsi Lashi Maru Bola
khuiwh xau’! (N) xau’! (N) khau?!' (N)  kPau®%(N) kha:u® (N)  khuk®® (N)
kuih < *kuiwh kau’' () kau’' (N)  kau’ (N)  gau’> (N)  kou® (N) kuk®! (N)
nui nau>® (N) nau’® (N) I]au51 (N) r]au32 (N) na u’l (N) 1]uk31 (N)
nui? milk, breast nau®- (N) - nau’® (N) nau’(N) nou’> (N) nuk®® (N)
puih < *puiwh par’ (N)  pau®’ (N)  pav®’’ (N)  bau’ (N)  pou® (N) puk®
muiwh mau®’ (N)  mac® (N)  mau®- (N)  mau’(N) mou®- (N)  muk®® (N)
kruiw khzauS(N)  -khzau™(N) khjui®' (N)  k"jui* (N)  khjou™ (N)  khjuk®' (N)
ruiwh zaw’'(N)  -zau’'(N) vuit! (N) wi*? (N) -jou®* (N) -yuk> (N)
Table 21. Cognates of Proto-Burmish *u in WrT and OC

OB < Proto-Burmish  Meaning Tib. Meaning Chinese Meaning
tu hammer tho-ba  a large hammer B twanH <*t'o[n]-s (0172a) hammer
tu be similar do an equal, match —

phu to bud \bo to sprout -

chu be fat tsho-ba  fat Jif§ tsjwenX < *tson? (0235b)

kho,k < *khuk bark skog shell, peel 7% khaewk < *[k"]‘rok (1226a)  shell
kyoon < *kyun feed, tend cattle  skyon guard -

kro,k <*kruk fear dkrog scare -

tho,n < *thun thousand ston thousand -

pro,n < *prun buffalo, bison hbron wild yak -

20,k < *2uk under part hog below -

and ‘horn’, 2003: 65-6). It is not clear whether he sees these as independent innovations or
(probably more likely) as a change *u > *-aw> *aw in North Burmish.*

¥Suggested by L. Sagart.

“Opostulating «# > aw > aw in Burmese would have led to a merger of Proto-TB *aw and Proto-TB *u in Burmese,
which did not take place (cf. Dempsey 2003: 69 for *au).
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Table 22. Proto-TB vowels

Nasal Open/Glide Stop
(a) a

an ak

an ay at

am aw ap
(o) 9

on ok

om

ow

(e) e

en ek
(1) i

in ik

in iy it

im ip
(o) o

on oy ot

om ow op

on ok
(u) u

un uy ut

um uw up

un uk

Dempsey’s explanation, however, does not account for the distinct outcome of Proto-TB *u
in open syllables as ui and u (in words like ‘person’ or ‘him’) in Burmese (cf. Table 5). He
seems to have overlooked these words.

I propose to reconstruct the correspondence of WrB ui with WrT u and OC u as *uw. The
correspondence of WrB ui with WrT u and OC o is difficult. The existence of *aw in Old
Chinese renders such a reconstruction unavailable. Since OC lacks -aw, this possibility is
available for PTB reconstruction. I therefore suggest the correspondence of WrB ui with WrT
u and OC o be reconstructed as -ow. These reconstructions account for the -w in OB as a
retention.

3.2.6. OBu < Proto-TB *ow

In some cases proto-Burmish u corresponds to o in WrT and OC (cf. Table 21). This
correspondence is difficult to reconstruct. It is tempting to see it as *o, but this reconstruction
has already been used for the correspondence of OB o, WrT o and OC o. Matisoff
reconstructs this correspondence as *ow, and I see no reason to object to this suggestion.

4. CONCLUSIONS

Table 22 presents the rimes of proto-Tibeto-Burman arrived at here. The system of finals
established here for Proto-TB is still not a perfectly balanced system: it lacks *en, *ey, *et,
*ew, *on, *ay, *at, *gp, and *iw. I do not claim that Proto-TB itself lacked such rimes, but
simply that evidence for them has not come up in this investigation of the history of Burmese
vowels.

For convenience of reference it is perhaps useful to summarise those points where this
investigation has let to different conclusions from those of other researchers. I reject the TB
provenance of two WrB words put forward by Matisoff (khruin? ‘cave’, khyuin? ‘valley’). 1
reject Bradley’s reconstruction of the rimes *-we, *-ok and *-on in LB, favouring *-uy, *-uk
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and *-un. I reject both Bradley and Matisoff’s reconstruction of the rime *wa in Proto-TB,*!
LB and proto-Burmish, replacing it with *o in all cases. I have come across no important
points of disagreement with Dempsey.

4.1. Summary of proposed sound changes
Burmese

TB *ig > *ik

TB *a > OB «

TB *¢ > OB i

TB *ig, *in > OB ani
TB*ik, *it > OB ac

TB *ow > OB uiw

TB *uw > OB uiw

TB *ow > OB u
pre-Burmese *uK > OB 0,K

Tibetan

TB *ek > OT ik
TB *en > OT in
TB *ow > OT u
TB *uw > OT u
TB *ow > OT o

Chinese

TB *aw > OC o
TB *uw > OC u
TB *ow > OC o
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