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The discovery of sound laws by comparing attested languages is the method 

which has unlocked the history of European languages stretching back thou-

sands of years before the appearance of written records, e.g. Latin p- corre-

sponds to English f- (pes, foot; primus, first; plenus, full). Although Burmese, 

Chinese, and Tibetan have long been regarded as related, the systematic 

exploration of their shared history has never before been attempted. Tracing 

the history of these three languages using just such sound laws, this book 

sheds light on the prehistoric language from which they descend. Written for 

readers with little linguistic knowledge of these languages, but fully explicit 

and copiously indexed for the specialist, this work will serve as the bedrock 

for future progress in the study of these languages.

N at h a N  W.  h i l l  is Reader in Tibetan and historical Linguistics and 

chair of the Department of East Asian Languages and Cultures at the School 

of Oriental and African Studies, University of London. his books include A 

Lexicon of Tibetan Verb Stems as Reported by the Grammatical Tradition 

(2010) and Old Tibetan Inscriptions (2009), co-authored with Kazushi Iwao.
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Noch ist nicht ein einziges Gesetz, vorab kein Lautentsprechungs-

gesetz gefunden worden. Und gerade Lautentsprechungsgesetze 

sind doch die Grundlage jeder Weiterforschung und darum das Ziel, 

dem vor allen Dingen zuzustreben ist.

(Conrady 1896: viii)
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xiii

Tibetan is transliterated in the pre-2015 Library of Congress transliteration 

system with the following changes: ‘ḫ’ rather than apostrophe, ‘č’ rather than 

‘c’, and ‘ǰ’ rather than ‘j’. Burmese also follows the Library of Congress sys-

tem, with the exception that ‘ḥ’ and ‘ʔ’ are used rather than ʺ and ʹ. For Chinese 
I provide the character followed by Baxter’s Middle Chinese (1992), an Old 

Chinese reconstruction taken from or compatible with the current version of 

Baxter and Sagart’s system (2014), and the character number in Schuessler 

(2009). As in Baxter’s own recent work, for Middle Chinese I use ‘ae’ and ‘ea’ 

in place of his original ‘æ’ and ‘ɛ’. I do not, however, follow him in changing 

‘ɨ’ to ‘+’. When citing sources originally written in the International Phonetic 
Alphabet I use ‘ś’ instead of ‘ʃ ’ and ‘č’ instead of ‘tʃ ’. Otherwise, the following 

symbols and abbreviations are used:

* unattested
√ root
Bur. Burmese

Chi. Chinese

fut. future

Kur. Kurtöp (apud hyslop 2011)

MChi. Middle Chinese

Mon. Mtsho-sna Monpa, Wenlang dialect (apud Lu 1986)

OBur. Old Burmese

OChi. Old Chinese

pres. present

Rgy. Rgyalrong

Tib. Tibetan

OTib. Old Tibetan

WTib. Written Tibetan

SBur. Spoken Burmese

WBur. Written Burmese

VN Vietnamese (apud Baxter and Sagart 2014)

Note on Abbreviations and Conventions
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xiv Note on Abbreviations and Conventions

Atsi (apud Lustig 2010)

Lashi  (apud Nishi 1999) I make the following orthographic substitutions 

when citing tones 33 > Ø, 31 > V, 55 > H, 53 > X
Achang  (apud Nishi 1999) I make the following orthographic substitutions 

when citing tones 55 > Ø, 31 > H, 35 > X
Xiandao  (apud Nishi 1999) I make the following orthographic substitutions 

when citing tones 55 > Ø, 31 > H, 33 > X1

1 Xiandao also has a 35 tone, which I leave in numeric notation.
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