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1. 

In the fourth century A. D., Chinese histori- 
ography began to take note of a nomadic northern 
people, the Ch'i-tan ME .2 Centuries later, and 
for a not inconsiderable period, their descendants 
played an important role in the history of north- 
eastern China. The decay of the T'ang dynasty 
coincided with, and in all probability promoted, 
the rise of Ch'i-tan power. The valiant tribesmen 
used the collapse of the T'ang government to estab- 
lish a sovereign state of their own in 907. This 
state, known as the Liao X dynasty, covered at 
the peak of its power the greater part of modern 
Manchuria and Mongolia and the northeastern 
zone of China Proper. 

The Liao empire-for an empire it was-lasted 
until 1125. During the two hundred years of Liao 
supremacy the Ch'i-tan masters lived in close cul- 
tural contact with the Chinese. They adopted 
many features of Chinese civilization; but they dis- 
carded neither their political and social privileges, 
nor the core of their native culture. The dual 
pattern of Ch'i-tan and Chinese life poses a number 
of questions of great interest to the student of 
culture change and acculturation. These problems 
and their economic, social, political, and military 
implications are systematically discussed elsewhere.3 
Here we are concerned with only one feature, the 
Ch'i-tan script. 

I This investigation is part of a comprehensive survey 
of the institutional history of the Liao dynasty to appear 
shortly under the title, History of Chinese Society, Liao 
by Karl A. Wittfogel and FAng Chia-sheng as a Trans- 
action of the American Philosophical Society. The com- 
mercial edition of the book will be published by the 
Macmillan Company. 

The analysis of the Ch'i-tan script in all its essentials 
was carried out by Mr. FPng. For its final form the 
study is indebted to the loyal cooperation of the members 
of the Chinese History Project engaged in the completion 
of the Liao volume. The linguistic aspect was checked 
by the Project's Altaic consultant Professor Karl H. 
Menges. 

2For the early history of the name, Ch'i-tan, see 
History of Chinese Society, Liao: 1 ff., especially note 9; 
cf. also Feng Chia-sheng gf.v "Ch'i-tan Ming-hao 
K'ao-shih" 1 4 %, Yen-ching Hsiieh-pao Mg 

'**R 13:1-48, 1933. 
3 History of Chinese Society, Liao, passim, particularly 

sections II, VII, XIV, and XV. 

2. 

The standard history of the Liao dynasty, the 
Liao Shih, ascribes the origin of the so-called 
"larger" script to the year 920. The record 
reads: 

On the day i-ch'ou of the first month in the spring of 
the fifth year [of Shen-ts'E] the larger Ch'i-tan script 
was created for the first time.. ... On the day jen-yin 
[of the ninth month] the larger script was completed. 
An imperial decree ordered it to be circulated.4 

The origin of the "smaller" Ch'i-tan script is 
placed in the year 925; and the emperor's younger 
brother, Tieh-la, a man renowned for his resource- 
fulness, is credited with its invention. Says the 
Liao Shih: 

Uighur messengers came [to court], but there was no 
one who could understand their language. The empress 
said to T'ai-tsu, 'Tieh-la is clever. He may be sent to 
welcome them.' 

By being in their company for twenty days he was 
able to learn their spoken language and script. Then he 
created [a script of] smaller Ch'i-tan characters which, 
though few in number, covered everything.5 

3. 

These records which place the creation of the 
Ch'i-tan scripts in the later part of T'ai-tsu's reign 
imply that until 920 the Ch'i-tan had no script of 
their own. In predynastic days it was their custom 
to make notches on wood; 6 but a few distinguished 
tribesmen may have had some knowledge of written 
Turkic or Chinese. When A-pao-chi in 924 visited 
the old Uighur capital, he ordered the inscriptions 
on the stone tablet of the Uighur Bilgi Khaghaa 
erased and replaced with writings in Ch'i-tan, 
Turkic, and Chinese.7 Marquart's doubts regard- 
ing the execution, or even the authenticity, of this 
particular command,8 whether justified or not, do 

4Liao Shih t, 2/lb. (References to the dynastic 
histories are based on the photostatic reprint of the 
earliest texts available, called Po-na Pen.) 

5 Liao Shih 64/4b-5b. 
Wu-tai Hui-yao f1j{t* 29/4a (1895); Wu-tai 

Shih-chi 3itjLfcg 72/4b. 
7 Lito Shih 2/4b-5a. 
8 Jos. von Marquart " uwaini's Bericht iiber die 

Bekehrung der Uiguren," Sitzungsberichte der [Kinig- 
lichen] Preussischen Akademie der Wissenschaften zu 
Berlin, Philologisch-Historische Klasse 27:499 ff., 1912. 
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not dispose of the Ch'i-tan recorders' belief that 
some variant of the Turkic script was still known 
in the northwestern border regions of the Liao 
territory. 

If the smaller Ch'i-tan script was only intro- 
duced in 925, then T'ai-tsu's scribes must have 
employed the larger script. This assumption is 
strengthened by the Liao Shih record which notes 
that the larger script was created in the year 920, 
thus ruling out both 926 and 927 as possible dates 
of origin. The first year is given in Ch'i-tan Kuo 
Chih FJ~J ? 1/6a; the second is suggested in 
Nien-erh Shih Cha-chi z-yitJ-pi] 29/35a by 
Chao I, who based himself on a passage of the 
Chi-i Lu ,g~. 

The existence of a Ch'i-tan script was known in 
China Proper from the second reign period of the 
Later T'ang dynasty on. After 925/926, generals 
of the southern armies not infrequently seized 
documents written in a Ch'i-tan script which the 
Chinese were unable to decipher.9 The first work 
written in the larger script, which is said to have 
comprised " several thousand characters," 10 seems 
to have been a dictionary of sorts supplemented by 
a list of Ch'i-tan tribal names.ll The Ch'i-tan 
who undertook this task in collaboration with some 
Chinese were later assigned positions as scribes and 
appointed supervisors of national historiography.12 

There has been considerable discussion regarding 
the nature of the larger and smaller Ch'i-tan 
scripts. Lo Fu-ch'eng *Aigj believes that both 
are distant variants of a single system of writing 
derived from the Chinese, the smaller simpler than 
the larger. To make his point he emphasizes the 
differences between the script in the body of the 
main epitaph on Tao-tsung's tomb and that used 
in the heading.13 The differences are indeed ap- 
parent, but they are differences of arrangement 
and style rather than of basic structure. The char- 
acters in the body usually are the more complex, 
their elements combined in a single compact form, 
while those in the heading follow one upon the 
other in a manner reminiscent of the Chinese seal 
style. In addition, the Ch'i-tan "seal" symbols 

9 Wu-tai Hui-yao 29/4a. 
10 Wu-tai Shih-chi 72/4b. 
1 Liao Shih 2/lb; 89/lb-2a. 

12Liao Shih 76/2a; Wu-tai Hui-yao 29/4a; Wu-tai 
Shih-chi 72/4b. 

3 Liao-ling Shih-k'o Chi-lu 4).[S]f, 2/11, 13 
(1934). 

are at times composed of simpler elements than 
the corresponding character in the main inscrip- 
tion. Both devices seem to be essentially aesthetic, 
creating an impression of simple dignity and 
strength. Wang Ching-ju, who has painstakingly 
studied the Hsi Hsia script, emphasizes its diver- 
gences from the Ch'i-tan symbols. He assumes that 
the compound Ch'i-tan characters express poly- 
syllabic words and, perhaps, also inflected forms.14 

No illumination can be gained from an inscrip- 
tion, Ching-an Ssi Pei t t~f , which seems to 
be composed in Ch'i-tan.5 The symbols used are 
simpler than those found in the Liao imperial 
mausoleums, but the epigraph as a whole is too 
seriously damaged to admit of any definite con- 
clusions. No more helpful is the alleged repro- 
duction of a Hsi Liao banknote contained in the 
Ch'iian-pu T'ung-chih Itf ii, , a source of doubt- 
ful reliability. Theoretically, the two forms that 
flank the Chinese inscription 16 may be characters 
of the smaller Ch'i-tan script, but thus far no 
linguist has identified either of them. 

4. 

In our opinion, all the known Ch'i-tan char- 
acters are variants of a single larger script modelled 
on the Chinese. At first glance, the Ch'i-tan sym- 
bols appear very like Chinese words, but closer 
examination reveals marked differences either be- 
cause of additional strokes or fewer ones. It has 
been claimed by some Chinese authors that the 
larger Ch'i-tan script was patterned after the 
Chinese "clerkly" (i Mt) style of writing; 17 but 
like their Chinese models, the Ch'i-tan characters 
were written in a number of different ways, the 
li style being only one (see fig. 1). 

According to Liao Shih 64/5a-b the smaller 
Ch'i-tan script was created by Tieh-la immediately 
after he had studied the Uighur system of writing. 
Unlike the larger script, this smaller Ch'i-tan 

14Wang Ching-ju 3:4r[L "Liao Tao-tsung Chi 
Hsiian-i Huang-hou Ch'i-tan Kuo-tzi Ai-ts'^ Ch'u-shih" 

4LtH;C4 a Eri9l'~ r @g1s' @k!&$8~ Iin Bulletin 

of the Institute of History and Philology, Academia 
Sinica III, 4:471-474, 1933. 

"M5 an-chou Chin-shih Chih l^JMV+ 2/19bff. 
(1937). 

16 Ch'ian-pu T'ung-chih tfiJ:- 7B/46a. 
17 Shu-shih Hui-yao : Mt 8/la, T'ao-shih I- 

yiian J X_J ed.; Wu-tai Shih-chi 72/4b. 
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LWlilI) script was alphabetic: it had few tzu, characters or 
letters, which "covered everything." De Groot 
translates t somewhat differently: "alle anei- 
nander gereiht [all lined up together] "; Marquart 
concludes on the basis of this rendering that the 
letters were written in rows and connected by 
ligatures.l8 De Groots translation varies con- 
siderably from the one given by us, but our inter- 
pretation and Marquart's are in agreement on the 
decisive point: the manifestly alphabetic character 

~ tof the smaller script. 
Few samples of Ch'i-tan writing have been dis- 

covered thus far; all of them are, if our interpre- 
Tf tation is correct, composed in the larger script. As 

the archaeological finds (tablets, murals, tallies, 
seals, mirrors) and the casual references to Ch'i- 
tan writings reveal, the Ch'i-tan script served many 
political, religious, and literary purposes." None 
of the writings mentioned in the Liao Shih and 
other sources have come down to us in their 
original form; but a few fragments give some indi- 
cation of Ch'i-tan literary achievement, style, and 
syntax. Yeh-ii Ch'u-ts'ai Igf* t translated 

.d into Chinese a Ch'i-tan poem, entitled in Chinese 9 ~ Tsui-i Ko M*F . The famous statesman stressed 
the profundity of the original which he compared 
to writings of the great Sung poets, Su Shih ]~ 
and Huang T'ing-chien ~~_.20 

Another record throws some light on Ch'i-tan 
syntax. The Sung envoy, Hung Mait fag,, heard 
from Wang Pu Efjg that a Ch'i-tan child in the 
process of learning Chinese would first be taught 
the vernacular rearranged to mirror Ch'i-tan sen- 
tence structure. To illustrate his point, Wang Pu 
cited two lines of a poem by the T'ang writer, 
Chia Tao WH , which literally may be rendered: 

x Birds sleep pond-in Birds sleep pond-in tree 

ftw a a T Ml 
Monk knocks moonlight-under gate. 

These verses would be rephrased in the vernacular; 
at the same time, the word order would be modi- 
fied, as follows: 

18 Marquart op. cit.: 500-501. 
19 See History of Chinese Society, Liao: XIV, 4, 

passim. 
20 Chan-jan Chii-shih W&n-chi ffi iJ- i 8/109 

ff. in Ts'ung-shu Chi-ch'ng g %f ^. 
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Moon-in monk door knocks 

Water-in tree-on crows sit.21 

It is impossible to make any comprehensive lin- 
guistic analysis from two short sentences. Yet one 
thing is evident. The " Ch'i-tan version " of the 
T'ang poem is in complete accord with the rules 
of Altaic syntax, which require the following sen- 
tence structure: attribute or attributes-subject- 
(attribute) -object-predicate. In the rearranged 
sentences, the attributes precede the subjects, and 
the verb is placed at the end. The first change 
somewhat alters the meaning, but is not unknown 
in Chinese usage; the second establishes a position 
of the verb which syntactically is as un-Chinese 
as it is typically Altaic. 

The Ch'i-tan script was widely used during the 
Liao dynastic period. The government of the 
Northern Region had a Department of the Grand 
Scribe which handled the "literary affairs " of the 
tribal administration.22 It seems reasonable to 
assume that the business of this department was 
carried on in Ch'i-tan, whereas the chief scribe 
of the " southern " Han-lin Academy 23 may have 
used both the Ch'i-tan and Chinese scripts. 

The vitality of the Ch'i-tan script is further 
demonstrated by its role in the cultural life of the 
succeeding dynasty, Chin. Besides the Ch'i-tan 
themselves, their new Jurchen masters employed 
both forms of Ch'i-tan writing before and even 
after the creation of a special Jurchen script. The 
" large " Jurchen script was officially introduced in 
1119, the " small" one in 1138.24 At first, all 
literary activities were in the hands of the Ch'i-tan 
and the Liao Chinese, but in time, the Jurchen 
princes and nobles learned to read and write.25 An 
edict, in 1138, ordered that official diplomas be 
written in the Jurchen, Ch'i-tan, and Chinese 
scripts for the officials of the three main sections 
of the population, the Po-hai being classed with 
the Chinese.26 

21 I-chien Ping Chih _jFp L 18/136 in Ts'ung-shu 
Chi-ch'eng. 

22 Liao Shih 45/8b-9a. 
23 Liao Shih 47/8b-9a. 
24 hin Shih ~t 2/14a; 4/3b. 
25 Chin Shih 66/lb; 73/9b; 84/5a. 
28 Chin Shih 4/4a. 

But the introduction of the new national script 
did not cause the Jurchen to abandon the Ch'i-tan 
way of writing which they had obviously learned 
to use with ease. More than thirty Jurchen men- 
tioned in the Chin Shih were familiar with the 
Ch'i-tan script, many of them still ignorant of 
their own.27 In 1139, the Ho-nan branch of the 
Presidential Council received an order from the 
court concerning the affairs in the northern border 
zone, written entirely in Ch'i-tan.28 In 1150, a 
distinguished Jurchen statesman is said to have 
written a confidential political letter to his son in 
the small Ch'i-tan script; this interesting docu- 
ment, translated into vernacular Chinese, is pre- 
served in the Chin Shih.2 Jurchen nobles were 
entitled to the rank of meng-an Ul, if they 
mastered one of the three national scripts.30 

The Chin government assigned a number of 
posts to officials who were familiar with the Ch'i- 
tan script and language, some close to the em- 
peror,31 others in the Presidential Council,32 still 
others in the Ministry of Civil Appointments.33 
In 1151, the staff of the iHan-lin Academy in- 
cluded seven persons familiar with the Ch'i-tan 
script.34 In 1156 it was officially ordered that in 
the examination for copyist in the Department of 
National Historiography the Jurchen copyists were 
to translate Ch'i-tan into Jurchen and the Ch'i-tan 
copyists, Chinese into Ch'i-tan. The topics were 
written in Ch'i-tan characters.35 The prestige of 
the Ch'i-tan script among the Jurchen is reflected 
in a statement made in 1180 by Emperor Shih- 
tsung, who extolled its age and fitness to express 
profound and subtle poetry: "The new Jurchen 
script cannot match it." 36 

Thus, the Ch'i-tan script continued to be the 
medium through which Chinese literature was 
introduced to the educated Jurchen. The Chinese 
original was first "written" in the Ch'i-tan smal- 

27 Chin Shih 66/4a and 5a; 73/2b and 9b; 82/7a; 
120/5a and 7b. 

28 Chien-yen I-lai Hsi-nien Yao-lu & ~j5 
W% 125/2042 in Ts'ung-shu Chi-ch'eng. 

29 Chin Shih 76/12a ff; 84/3a ff. 
'3 Chin Shih 73/4b-5a. 
31 Chin Shih 4/4a; 86/6b. 
32 Chin Shih 53/2a; 90/5b and 9a. 

3 Chin Shih 55/13b. 
34 

Op. cit.: 20b. 
35 Chin Shih 53/8a. 
36 Chih Shih 51/13a. 
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ler script and then " ch'uan "l (annotated in or 
translated into ?) the Jurchen script. This was 
the procedure followed by Yeh-lii Ch'u-ts'ai's 
father, Yeh-lii Lii )f, when he translated the (Old 
or New ?) History of the T'ang Dynasty.37 

At the close of the twelfth century the Chin 
government tried to break the influence of the 
Ch'i-tan script. In 1191, Emperor Chang-tsung 
ordered that Jurchen political and literary writ- 
ings should be directly translated into Chinese, 
eliminating an intermediate version in the Ch'i-tan 
script. The clerks of the Department of National 
HIistoriography, who knew only the Ch'i-tan script, 
were dismissed.38 In 1192, the position of Ch'i- 
tan secretary was abolished in all ministries.39 

It is difficult to evaluate the effect of Chang- 
tsung's policy. It probably stopped the use of the 
Ch'i-tan script in government bureaus, but those 
familiar with the outlawed system may well have 
continued to employ it in private. Yeh-lii Ch'u- 
ts'ai, who "learned" the Ch'i-tan language so 
proficiently during his stay in Qara-Khitay that 
he was able to translate a Ch'i-tan poem into 
Chinese, could easily have received some earlier 
instruction from his father whose knowledge of the 
(smaller) Ch'i-tan script has already been men- 
tioned. In 1221 when Ch'ang-ch'un's party on its 
way from Chin China to Central Asia stopped at 
the ruins of a deserted Liao city in northern Mon- 
golia, it found a tile covered with writing which 
was identified as Ch'i-tan.40 

Many Chin records describe the continued use 
of the Ch'i-tan script during the early and middle 
years of the Chin dynasty. Unfortunately, they 
do not make it clear whether this also involved the 

37I-shan Hsien-sheng Chi , ;lj 27/18aff. in 
Shih-lien-an Hui-k'o Chiu Chin Jen Chi ;,jit e 

A1J,LA ^, Wu-ying-tien Chu-chen 4t~ 
ed.; Chin Shih 125/7a. 

38 Chin Shih 9/lib ff. and 13b. 
39 Chin Shih 52/13b. 
40 Ch'ang-ch'un Chen-jen Hsi-yu-chi Chiao-chu j~ 

Ak X 5e t 1/15b in Wang Chung-k'o-kung I-shu 
3E,J, A, iS , 3d series, 1928; cf. The Travels of an 
Alchemist . . . tr. by Arthur Waley: 68 (1931). 

use of the Ch'i-tan language. There must have 
been a number of Jurchen who spoke Ch'i-tan, but 
the question still arises whether such knowledge 
was necessary to the use of the Ch'i-tan script. In 
the formative period of their power the Mongols 
wrote their documents in the Mongol language but 
in the alphabetic Uighur script.41 The Manchus 
until the year 1599 wrote their documents in Mon- 
gol and used the Mongol script.42 The Jurchen 
may have availed themselves of either method 
exclusively, or of both at different periods of time, 
first adopting an alien language and script and 
later using the alien script for transcribing their 
own language. In the latter case the smaller script 
would seem particularly appropriate, for as an 
alphabetic system of writing it could easily be 
adjusted to the needs of another language, especi- 
ally if this language belonged to the same Altaic 
complex. 

The larger Ch'i-tan script presents a very dif- 
ferent problem. It is possible, of course, for the 
symbols of an ideographic script to become associ- 
ated with words of an alien language (witness 
written Chinese and Japanese), but whether the 
Jurchen used the larger Ch'i-tan script to such 
purpose, we do not know. Frequently, if not al- 
ways, a knowledge of the Ch'i-tan language may 
have accompanied a knowledge of the Ch'i-tan 
"characters." The smaller Ch'i-tan script, being 
alphabetic was an incomparably more convenient 
device for transcription than the larger script- 
and obviously it enjoyed a much greater popularity. 
It is probably no accident that Yeh-lii Lii, when 
translating the T'ang Shu, used not the larger but 
the smaller Ch'i-tan script. 

41 Edward G. Browne, A Literary History of Persia 
II: 441 (1928); cf. W. Barthold, Turkestan down to the 
Mongol Invasion: 41 (1928). 

42 Ta Ch'ing T'ai-tsu Kao Huang-ti Shih-lu * ik 
ffl^rl l 3/2a-b in Ta Ch'ing Li-ch'ao Shih-lu 
; ]i~m ~f , Tokyo. 
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