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INTRODUCTION

Tibetan belongs to the Tibeto-Burman linguistic group of the 
Sino-Tibetan language family, with Burmese its closest relative. 
It’s spoken by over six million people, mainly in Tibet, but also in 
neighbouring Nepal, India and Bhutan, and used by Mongolians 
to study Buddhism. 

There are many different Tibetan dialects and, due to differences 
in pronunciation and vocabulary, it can be difficult for people from 
different regions to understand one another. The main provinces, 
U-tsang, Amdo and Kham – all of which have been renamed by 
China – have their own dialects (and sub-dialects). Other Tibetan 
dialects can be found in bordering countries. However, greater 
social interaction among Tibetans from various regions in recent 
times has led to the development of a standard Tibetan language. 
In contrast to any of the traditional dialects, it’s much closer to 
classical Tibetan and is also the focus of this book. 

Written Tibetan was devised in the 7th century AD by 
Thumi Sambhota, the minister of the famous Tibetan ruler, 
King Songtsen Gampo. He was one of 15 scholars sent to India 
by the king to compile Tibetan scripts so that Buddhist literature 
could be translated into Tibetan. Under the guidance of his 
main Indian teachers, Brahmin Lipikara and Devavidyasinha, 
Sambhota learned a number of classical Indian languages. He 
developed the Tibetan language based on the Sanskrit characters 
of the Devanagari script (used for many Indian languages). He 
also compiled grammar texts which are still the primary source 
for studying Tibetan grammar today. 

Since its introduction, the writing system has barely changed, 
although the spoken language has evolved considerably. As a 
result, written and spoken Tibetan are quite different.  

Speaking Tibetan is the key to understanding the unqiue 
culture, lifestyle and history of the country. This phrasebook will 
help you communicate with Tibetans and enrich your experience 
in Tibet. 
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