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• Huang & Zhang (1995): (i) regular sound correspondences with WT 
paradigms; (ii) simplification resulting in the elimination of stem alternation 
(as in other Tibetan dialects)



• Nishida & H. Sun (1990), H. Sun et al. (2007), no reference to 
corresponding WT forms; T/A - M discussed separately; (i) stem 
formation is distinct from that in better studied Tibetic varieties (different 
patterns of alternation involving consonantal and/or vocalic changes)



Goals
• provide a more systematic study of high frequency alternating verbs in 

Pingwu Baima  

• relate stem alternations in Pingwu Baima to WT verb morphology 

to get a better understanding of the phonological processes through 
which different verb stems are derived 

sketch the development of WT verb paradigms in Pingwu Baima  

• reassess conclusions in previous work
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Stem 2 (past stem)
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Stem I (present)
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Stem III (future)
Stem IV (imperative)
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Showu Rgyalrong

Sun, Jackson T.-S. 2004. Verb-stem variations in Showu rGyalrong. In Ying-chin Lin, Fang-
min Hsu, Chun-chih Lee, Jackson T.-S. Sun, Hsiu-fang Yang, and Dah-an Ho (eds.), 
Studies on Sino-Tibetan Languages: Papers in Honor of Professor Hwang-cherng Gong on 
his Seventieth Birthday, 269-296. (Language and Linguistics Monograph Series W-4.) 
Taipei: Institute of Linguistics, Academia Sinica. P. 273.



Old Tibetan 

• indigenous grammatical treatises (reflected in WT) 

• irregularity and complexity (e.g. Shafer 1950/51; Uray 1959; Coblin 1976; 
Beyer 1992; Zeisler 2004, 2015; Jacques 2012; Hill 2014) 

• four verb stems show a variety of ablaut, prefixes and suffixes, with sound 
changes obscuring in some cases the system (cf. Coblin 1976; Beyer 
1992; Hill 2014 and references therein)



Verb paradigms
Intransitive

Transitive

Beyer, Stephen. 1992. The Classical Tibetan Language. Albany: State University of 
New York Press. P. 164. 

-s alternates with -d

aspiration

ablaut o



Ablaut

Zeisler, Bettina. 2015. Eat and drink – if you can! A language internal explanation for 
the ‘irregular’ paradigm of Tibetan za, zos, zo ‘eat’. Himalayan Linguistics 15.1: 34-62. 
P. 42.
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Trends in verb stem 
alternation

• in modern Tibetic languages, the originally complex system of Written Tibetan has 
been simplified to different extents  

• the neutralization of the stems was based on the reduction of phonetic elements and 
the adjustment of irregularities, the function of which was no longer transparent  

• grammatically distinctive prefixes of transitive verbs and aspiration of the imperative 
stem have only been preserved in (the phonetically archaic) Amdo varieties 

• loss of the future stem, ablaut o of the imperative stem is still found in all three varieties



Haller, Felix. 2011. Stem alternation and verbal valence in Themchen Tibetan. In Roland 
Bielmeier and Felix Haller (eds.), Linguistics of the Himalayas and Beyond, 85-96. 
Berlin, New York: De Gruyter Mouton. https://doi.org/10.1515/9783110968996.85 

'jog, gzhag, bzhag, zhog



Present study
• provide a more systematic study of high frequency alternating verbs in 

Pingwu Baima 

• a small corpus of 250 high frequency verbs, elicited from Mandarin in 
isolation and as placed in carrier sentences based on Dahl’s (1985) TAM 
questionnaire 

51 verbs (20%) are loans from Mandarin (e.g. ‘count’ suɛ,̄ suàn 算; ‘steam’: 

‘steam’ tʃē 蒸) and constructions with the light verb ‘to do’ (e.g. ‘steal’, WT 

rku, brkus, brku, rkus > kû zɞ ̂(IPFV), ɕɛ ̄(PFV), tɕī (IMP) ) 

134 verbs (54%) non-alternating (with 1 stem), e.g. ‘sprinkle’ (WT 'thor, 

btor, gtor, ‘thor) > tɞ ̂  



Present study

• provide a more systematic study of high frequency alternating verbs in 
Pingwu Baima 

65 verbs (26%) are alternating 

6 verbs (9%) with three stems (IPFV, PFV, IMP) 

59 verbs (91%) with two stems (IPFV vs. PFV/IMP)



• ongoing elimination of stem alternation 

Nishida & Sun (1990), Sun et al. (2007) 

‘look’: (1) IPFV ta¹³= i⁵³ ‘will look’, (2) citation stem = PFV tɛ³⁵; (3) IMP 

tø³⁵ 

‘weep, cry’: (1) IPFV ŋo⁵³, (2) PFV/IMP ŋu⁵³



Sound correspondences
• Zhang (1994a,b, 1997); Huang & Zhang (1995); Chirkova et al. (2021)  

• prefix  

nasal (as in mbʢû ‘to fly’, WT ‘phur vs. mbû ‘insect’, WT ‘bu) 

but not stopped preinitials, including the prefixes b-, g- (as in dè ‘seven’, WT 

bdun, dɛ ̀‘bottom part’, WT gdan) 

• codas  

-s: vocalic and tonal changes > mid level or low tone (as in ɳɖɽē ‘rice’, WT ‘bras) 

-d: vocalic and tonal changes > falling tone (as in kê ‘voice’, WT skad)



Verbs with three stems



+tonal

6 verbs (10%)

Verbs with two stems

34 verbs (58%)

19 verbs (32%)

/Imperative









Verbs with two stems
Baima (Tibetan) 

• stem alternation reflects WT 
paradigms; regularity of sound 
correspondences 

• modifications: elimination of a distict 
imperative stem, loss of distinction 
between transitive and intransitive 
verbs (loss of the b-prefix), leveling 

• partial productivity

Rgyalrong 

• no distinction between 
transitive and 
intransitive 

• stem 1 (IPFV): base vs. 
stem 2 (PFV): derived 

• partial productivity 



Conclusions
• relate stem alternations in Pingwu Baima to WT verb morphology 

to get a better understanding of the phonological processes through 
which different verb stems are derived 

- unlike Central and Kham Tibetan varieties, and more similar to 
Amdo varieties, Baima has a relatively complex verbal morphology 
in the sense of stem alternation 

- ongoing simplification resulting in the elimination of stem 
alternation 

- Baima regularly reflects the WT system with its irregularities



Conclusions
• relate stem alternations in Pingwu Baima to WT verb morphology 

sketch the development of WT verb paradigms in Pingwu Baima 

- the system is remodeled in a way that makes it more similar to 
that in the neighboring language(s) 

- there are verbs which developed stems with no correspondence 
in WT 

• reassess conclusions in previous work  

Baima is firmly Tibetic, but remodeled through contact



Thank you for your attention!

Sound files available at: 

https://pangloss.cnrs.fr/corpus/Baima


