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The writing system:

 Variant of the Indic Brāhmī script.

 Gupta script.

 Tocharian addition: ”Fremdzeichen”, in transcription marked as ä.

 A number of graphemes are used only for Sanskrit loans.
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Based on Sander&Malzahn a tha ma ra la

Tarim Gupta

Tarim Brahmi A

Tarim Brahmi B

Tarim Brahmi North 1

Tarim Brahmi North 2

Tarim Brahmi South
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Indian Gupta
Skt. 4th/5th c.

Tarim Gupta
Skt./Toch. 4th/5th c.

Tarim Brahmi A
Skt./Toch. 5th/6th c.

Tarim Brahmi Nord 1
Skt./Toch./Sak. 6th/7th c.

Tarim Brahmi Nord 2
Skt./Toch./Sak. 6th/7 c.

Tarim Brahmi B
Skt./Sak. 5th/6th c.

Tarim Brahim  South
Skt./Sak. 6th/7th c.



Dating of Tocharian texts

 Precise dating in texts from the first half of 7th century CE.

 C14 dating.

 Chronological dating: MQ-writing.
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Tocharian B text from the King Swarnatepe (Pinault 1987)

DATING OF TOCHARIAN TEXTS: PRECISE DATING

PK Bois B 25
a1 [ika]ṃ ṣe kṣuṃntsa piṅkce [meṃ]ne • [i] /// during the 21st year, in the 5th

month …
a2 oroccepi lānte swarnatepi kṣ(u)ṃ[n](e) /// in the year of the great king

Swarnatepea3 [r]e [ā]k(ṣ)a • ///
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C14 dating dates texts:
• Tocharian B 400-900
• Tocharian A 700-1000
(Tamai 2005)

DATING OF TOCHARIAN TEXTS: C14

THT 333 (=TB, Vinayavibhaṅga), by C14 
dated between 394-473
(Malzahn 2011-2018)(Tamai 2005)
Image source: idp.bl.uk
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Most archaic texts in Tocharian B 
are much less uniform with 
respect to language and ductus.

MQ-writing (Malzahn 2007).

DATING OF TOCHARIAN TEXTS: MQ-WRITING

THT 1233, containing MQ 
features

(Malzahn 2011-2018)
Image source: idp.bl.uk



The Tocharian Corpus
 Manuscripts and wallpaintings, from 4-1100 AD, with Buddhist content.

 Found in cave monasteries and in the desert sand in Eastern Turkestan.

 Tocharian A: basically literary texts.

 Tocharian B: all kinds of texts.

 Total number of fragments: around 7600.

 Many very fragmentary!
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Locations of documents
1. Berlin collection (Staatsbibliothek zu Berlin): Prussian expeditions, 

edited by Emil Sieg and Wilhelm Siegling 1921.
2. Paris (Bibliothèque Nationale): Pelliot expeditions, edited by 

Sylvain Lévi, Jean Filliozat, Walter Couvreur, Georges-Jean Pinault.
3. London (British Library): Aurel Stein, around 1500 texts, published 

by Broomhead 1964, photos at International Dunhuang Project.
4. St. Petersburg: few publications, e.g., Pinault 1998.
5. Tokyo: Otani Collection.
6. Qizil.
7. Urumchi (Regional Museum of the province of Xinjiang): Yanqi 

manuscripts of MSN.
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DOCUMENTS: LITERARY AND RELIGIOUS CONTENTS

Tocharian A and B:
• Monastic disciplines (Vinaya)
• Doctrinal texts (Sūtra)
• Law reflections (Abhidharma)
• Narrative texts
• Stories from the births and past lives of 

Buddha (Jātaka, Avadāna)
• Drama (Nāṭaka)
• Poetry, epic (Kāvya), Lyric (Stotra)
• Science and technique
• Grammar, astronomy, medicine, dream 

interpretation, writing excercises
• Manichaean literature

Parallel texts in:
• Sanskrit/Buddhist Sanskrit (Vinaya, 

Sūtra, Abhidharma, medical texts, 
Jātaka, Avadāna, Kāvya, Stotra, 
grammar, astronomy, medicine, 
dream interpretation)

• Uighur (MSN)
• Chinese
• Khotanese
• Tibetan
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 Historic documents

 Economic, administrative, juridical documents

 Monastery letters, bussiness letters, processes, caravan passports

 Graffiti and inscriptions

 Glosses (basically in Sanskrit texts)

DOCUMENTS: PROFANE CONTENTS
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TEXT SAMPLE 1: THE ’LOVE LETTER’

THT 496, Literary, Tocharian B, from Qizil Miŋ-Öy.
(Malzahn 2011-2018)

Image source: idp.bl.uk

... (ya)-
a1 -ltse pikala watäṃ (·)e (–) ci(ṣṣ)e /// /// (– –) (·)nts(·) p(o) 
ask(a)sk(au) (mā) ñ(i ci)sa noṣ śomo ñ(e)m
a2 (wno)lme (l)āre tāka mā ra postaṃ cisa lāre mäsketär-ñ : ciṣṣe 
laraumñe ciṣṣe ārtañye pelke kaltta-
a3 -(r)r śolämpa ṣṣe mā t(e) stālle śol wärñai : 2 taiysu pälskanoym 
sanai ṣaryo-
a4 -mpa śāyau karttse(ś) śaulu-wärñai snai tserekwa snai tā – :
a5 yāmor-ñīkte ṣe cau ñī palskañe śarsa tusa ysaly= e-
a6 -rsate ciṣy= araś ñi sälkāte : wāya ci lauke tsyāra ñiś
a7 wetke «k»ly«†k»autka-ñ pāke po läklenta«nt»s ciṣe tsārwo sampā-
a8 -(te-ñ) – – – – – (–) ·e śol pals(k)= araś ñī kom-kom mī-



TEXT SAMPLE 2: THE STORY OF THE MECHANICAL DOLL

a1 krośavati tāträ«sku»s tāṣ tām praṣṭaṃ puk kāryapäṃtwāśśi nkalune mäskatär puk pärkowäntwāśśi śkaṃ sätkā(lu)-
a2 -ne mäskatär tämyo knānmune wrasaśśi pukaṃ  pruccamo  puk kāswonen«t»wāśśi tsmār nāṃtsu || tāṣ penu (wra)-
a3 -som arämpātyo kaknu lkātsi kāswe knānmune ats  mā  tāṣ-äṃ täpreṃ ats pälkäṣ (m)äṃ(t ne)
a4 tsekeṣi pekeṣi pat arämpāt tāṣ tuṅ= kāpñune arässi cämpäṣ pärko yatsi nu mā (cä-
a5 -mpä)ṣ : mäṃt ne ālyäkyāṃ praṣṭaṃ ālak saṃ pekant yaṃtrācāres waṣṭā lokit yeṣ tmäṣ säm yaṃtrā(cā-
a6 -re) (pe)käntāṃ puk wäknā yärkā yāmuräṣ oṣeñi pkäntäk waṣtaṃ lake raksā-ṃ kuñci{t}ṣiṃ ṣä(lyp-
b1 -aśśäl) (orṣ)ṣāṃ yantärṣināṃ śomināṃ śkaṃ la{p}äṣ lyalymā-ṃ  sām  cami śla wäktasurñe oki kāwält(une yä-
b2 -rkā) yāmäl yo tsaraṃ eṃtsus paṃ ypā-ṃ täm nu mänt wäknā || ṣāmnernaṃ || proṣmiṃn oki sām tsru ṣät lkā(māṃ)
b3 śāri lyāk : mätsratsi oki mā  plāc  craṅkäs mā karyā : śla tuṅk oki nu räsñā poke (paṃ)
b4 ypamāṃ : pontsāṃ kapśiññäṣ omlyi wikṣā pekäntāp : 1 || tmäṣ säm pekant ākntsu(ne)-
b5 -yo tām orṣināṃ śominānaṃ yneś śomiṃṣiṃ ime kälpo āñmaśl-äkk ats pältsäṅkāṣ o(te tä)-
b6 -preṃ kāwältune ote täpreṃ kuleñciṃ mäsratsuneyo proṣmune

A5 (THT 638), Literary, Tocharian B, 
from Qizil Miŋ-Öy.

(Malzahn 2011-2018)
Image source: idp.bl.uk



SOURCES FOR STUDYING TOCHARIAN: ELECTRONIC CORPORA
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SOURCES FOR STUDYING TOCHARIAN: TEXTS AND DICTIONARIES TOCHARIAN A
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SOURCES FOR STUDYING TOCHARIAN: DICTIONARIES TOCHARIAN B
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SOURCES FOR STUDYING TOCHARIAN: GRAMMARS
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OTHER IMPORTANT RESOURCES
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