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0. Introdrrction

After the fall of the Tang ffi Dynasty (618-907) and the chaos of the Five Dynasties and Ten

Kingdoms a{t+El, a ffi "tripod" (Janhunen 1994: 107) emerged consisting of (l) the Northern

Song Jhfr in China proper (960-1 l27lll27-127g), (2) the Khitan WfrlLiho )S, in southern

Mongolia and Manchuria (907-1125), and (3) the Tangut ,#t / HH / Xixia 6H in Gansu frffi

(gs711032-1227). Both the non-sinitic Khitan and Tangut empires had their own scripts which

probably served as symbols of independence from chinese culture. I consider these scripts to be

.quasisinographic': they resemble sinographs superficially but are actually constructed according to

radically different principles. Although the Tangut script has supposedly been 'deciphered' twice

(Nishida 1964-66, sofronov 196g) with dubious results, the Khitan script remains largely

undeciphered, despite many fragmentary attempts over several decades'

The decipherment of the Khitan script and the reconstruction of the Khitan language have

been hampered by a variety of factors. Kane (1989: I I ) lists three: "the paucity of the material [in

Khitan script], the badly eroded state of the inscriptions and the lack of bilinguals." I would add a

fourth: the lack of explicit and sound methodologies for decipherment and reconstruction' In this

paper,I will critique previous attempts at deciphermerrt and reconstruction, present my own proposed

methodology, and apply the first steps of this methodology to the Khitan words found in Chinese

transcription in the Liao shi)E-€, the Lioo shi shiyift-qHE, and the Qidan grozhi 4frEtr'



l. The Khitan writing systems

Before criticzing methodologies of deoipherment, a few remarks are needed concerning the

objects of decipherment.

The elusive Khitan 'script' is actually two scripts, the Khitan Large Script Small Script

flfrx{ and the Small Script flffri.X

The Large Script was created by the decree of the first Liao emperor Taizu/tlff.l *Yiiltir

Abaugi $FffiFqffim ("Yelu Abaoji", g07-926)iniZO. It consists of approximately 600r characters

used solety for their semantic values; the closest non-Khitan parallel may be the Japanese htnyomi

flllffiA Each and every character stands for only one morpheme and cannot be used phonetically

in rebuses. One must know both the meaning of a Large Script character and the morpheme with that

meaning in the Khitan language to read aLarge Script character; without both pieces of knowledge,

only guesswork is possible.

The semantic basis of the Large Script prevented it from ever being successful. Kane's

(1989:10) remarks on the early Jurchen script "based on the Khitan large (ideographic) script", apply

equally well to the Khitan Large Script. "The script could be used for enumerating items, but could

not express grammatical functions or record words for which a special character had not been

invented" (Kane 1989: 10). These limitations prevented the Large Script from ever being a true

system of writing, capable of writing any word in the language it represented.

rI calculated this figure by subtracting the 378 Small Script characters from the total of "1000

characters" (Kane 1989: 1l) known to exist in the Khitan scripts. Wittfogel and Feng (1949',243)

quote the Wdai.shiji's LftFFt Q2.4b) figure of "several thousand characters" in the Large

Script, but although the extant hundreds of Large Script characters no doubt do not comprise the

whole of the Large Script, I severely doubt that there ever were thousands of purely semantic

characters, for even the Chinese script has only a hundred or so semantic characters. The claim that

the Tangut script is composed of thousands of semantic characters is dubious for the same reason.



However, the Khitan were not without a true system of writing for long. [n925, only five

years after the invention of the Large Script, *Ydltir Terar? q[ffi$H!| ("Yelti Diela"), younger

brother ofEmperor *Abaugi, created the Small Script. Unlike the Large Script, the Small Script was

entirely phonetic; its symbols stood for sounds or sequences of sounds, not whole morphemes. These

symbols were combined into blocks representing whole words, much as hanhtl {!e letters are

combined into blocks representing syllables. The Liao shi (64'.5a)2 tells us that *Terar created the

Small Script after studying the Uighur language for twenty days; some conclude from this that *Terar

learned of phonetic writing from the Uighurs and applied the Uighurs' alphabetic principle imperfectly

to the Khitan Small Script. Although the script's inspirational origins remain uncertain, there is no

doubt that the Khitan Small Script was more successful than its immediate predecessor. Only the

earliest extant Khitan writings are entirely in Large Script; the rest are in a mixture of Large and Small

Scripts. (There are no extant texts entirely in Small Script.) But even this mixture of Large and

Small Scripts was not apparently as successful as the Tangut script; writings in the (apparently3) more

complex Tangut script vastly outnumber those in the Khitan scripts.4

'Liao sfti citations refer to juan E, page number, and side of page in the I l6-volume

Qianlong wtyitrgdior, ffiEfit€ffi edition.

3My own research on the Tangut script indicates that many of its characters are structurally

similar to the Khitan Small Script; they are combinations of phonetic symbols, not semantic radicals,

as generally believed. Other Tangut characters are similar to xingsherrgMW sinographs, combing

phonetic symbols with sernantic radicals. Thus the Tangut script, contrary to popular belief, may not

be composed of thousands of huiyi @ff characters,

aHowever, as Alexander Vovin (class discussion) has pointed out, the Tangut script also was

believed to be little used until Kozlov discovered the Tangut library at Qaraqoto. Unfortunately, no

Khitan equivalent of the Qaraqoto library has ever been found. Thus one cannot say for sure that the

Khitan Large-Small Script hybrid was a failure, though there is little doubt about the failure of the

Khitan Large Script,



When the Khitan Empire fell in 1125, the Khitan language disappeared along with it.

Remnants of the Khitan Empire founded Qar6 Khitay I Xi Liao ffi)ft, but this successor state in

Transoxiana seems to have left no traces of the Khitan language or script. The Khitan script outlived

the Khitan state; the Khitans' worst enemies, the Jurchens fF, kept the script (and probably also

the language) alive until 1 I 9l , even after the creation of the Jurchen Large and Small scripts in I I I 9

and I138 respectively.

The Khitan scripts were all but entirely forgotten in the centuries that followed, Their

existence was noted in the dynastic histories of the Khitan compiled long after the empire's demise,

but their appearance was unknown until they were rediscovered (and mistakenly identified as

"Jurchen") in the lgth century. The proper identification of Khitan had to wait until the 1920s.

Numerous attempts have been made since then to decipher Khitan, but none have ever claimed the

success of the so-called'decipherments' of Tangut. Furthermore, all of these attempts have had

methodological problerns.

2. Critique of previous attempts at Khitnn decipherment and reconstruction

ln general, previous attempts at Khitan decipherment and reconstruction (1) lacked an

explicit, consistent methodology and (2) had problems with Chinese reconstructions. Too many of

the books and articles available to me on Khitan reconstruction5 employ an approach best described

as 'magical'. Reconstructions are simply posited 'out of the blue' without anyiusffication at all.

sI do not claim to have read every single extant work on Khitan. The vast bulk of this work,

done in the former USSR and in China, is inaccessible to me. Thus my critique may be unfair.

However, I do have second-hand knowledge of Russian and Chinese work on Khitan from the

extensive quotations found in those works which are accessible to me.



Nishida Tatsuo's (1980: 112) series of articles on Khitan inGekkan gengo Ef|JEffi begins

with an example ofthis school of 'reconstruction'. Judging from reconstructions in this example such

as *dorben 'four' (cf. Mong. dorhen *nW\, the apparent underlying assumption was that the

semantic Large Script characters would be read in Middle Mongolian Why Middle Mongolian?

Nishida implies that previous researchers chose Middle Mongolian on the basis of the sinograph S
*tshak (actually EMC *Ga!;, which supposedly appears (in the Liao shi) as a transcription for the

word for'time', resembles Mong. cay'time'FR i" the Yuan chao bi shi 75ffif$.,8.t On the basis

of one supposed cognate (whose true non-rrrhenSq reading bears almost no resemblance to Mong.

cay), anentire sertence(*dorben cay heme jige kuruyal laqu jada[n] cidaqu, glossed sinograph-by-

sinograph as EIH*frF5il*F*468) was reconstructed from Large Script characters!

As Nishida correctly points out, such an approach lacks concrete supporting evidence. Even

if Khitan were a relative of Middle Mongolian, there is absolutely no guarantee that any word in its

lexicon would be identical or similar to a word of the same meaning in Middle Mongolian. After all,

dialects of a languags-and, it goes without saying, related languages separated by centuries such as

Khitan and Middle Mongolian-do not have lXlo|identical lexicons. Practitioners of this school of

reconstruction equate their assumptions (that Khitan was a relative ofMiddle Mongolian) with reality,

shoving Khitan into a Middle Mongolian mold with barely any justification.

The temptation to do this is understandable, though not justifiable, for the Large Script

characters are the hardest to crack. Some words written in Large Script also appear in Chinese

uAll Mongolian forms are quoted with Hua-yi yiyu #fr#ffi transcriptions when available

lrom Mostaerr (1977), Le matdrial mongol du houa i i iu #fr#ffi de houng-ou (1389).

TSee below for a discussion of the problems with this claim.



transcriptions and in Small Script, so their readings can be reconstructed, but what is one to do with

those words in Large Script which never appear in any other script? Assuming those words were

identical to Middle Mongolian words is an easy (and dangerous) 'solution'.

'Magical' reconstructions are hardly limited to the Large Script. Even the Small Script has

been the object of speculation.

Tamura and Kobayashi's (1952-3) Keiryo HH comes with an appendix of charts of Small

Script characters and reconstructed readings. Although the appendix is valuable as a tabulation of

the various attested combinations of Small Script characters, the reconstructions are dubious because

the authors give no justification whatsoever for the reconstructed readings, either in the appendix or

in the text of KeiryO itself.

Chen Naixiong ffi/bffi (1988) gives a list of Large and Small Script characters with

reconstructed readings from a variety of Chinese works on Khitan, again with no justification

whatsoever except for a handfrrl ofMongolian words. The reconstructions are particularly suspicious

as they (l) make extremely fine Chinese-style distinctions (between *s, *S, and *J, for example), (2)

are very un-Altaic-looking, with a large number of vowels (but no *o or *ti!) and retroflex

consonants, and (3) give multiple readings for a single character. None of the above characteristics

are necessarily impossible. Khitan may have lacked *o and *u like Manchu. lt could have had an

extensive loan phonology to accomodate 'Sino-Khitan',8 And Occam's Razor aside, there is no

sThe existence of Sino-Khitan is dubious, mainly because there is no evidence that the Khitan
were as heavily Sinicized as the Vietnamese or the Koreans. While other states in the Sinosphere
used Chinese titles and wrote in Classical Chinese, the Khitans used Khitan titles and made bilingual
inscriptions. Furthermore, if the Koreans, who were even more heavily Sinicized than the Khitans,
did not import Chinese phonology wholesale, complete with retroflexes and all, then the probability
of the Khitans doing so is very small.



reason to believe that each character had one and only one reading. However, extraordinary claims

require extraordinary justification. None of the summaries of Chinese research on Khitan available

to me give such extraordinary justification. Apparently, the characters are read in a certain way

because...they just are. The point here is not to say that the reconstructions are necessarily wrong,

but that there is no way to know whether they are right.

Not all Khitan reconstructions are necessarily'magical'. Others, in particular those involving

Chinese transcriptions and the Small Script, are quite rooted in concrete evidence...and,

unfortunately, questionable Chinese reconstructions. None ofthe works on Khitan known to me ever

i

addressed the fundamental question: What was the Chinese of the tenth century CE like?

Those works that reconstruct Khitan via reconstructions of the pronunciations of Chinese

transcriptions of Khitan used (a) Karlgrenian reconstructions of Early Middle Chinese (EMC; 7th

century CE), (b)'antiqued' Mandarin without palatalization of velars, etc., (c) modern Mandarin in

non-phonetic Wade-Giles or Pinyin romanization (!), or (d) a combination of any of the above (l!),

None used a reconstruction of Northeastem Late Middle Chinese (NELMC; hereafter, simply LMC)

as spoken during the three centuries of Liao rule (907-l125).

Karl Menges' study of the Khitan language in Wittfogel and Feng (1949: 42g-34)used both

Karlgren's EMC reconstruction and non-'antiqued' modern Mandarin readings (!) to decipher

Chinese transcriptions of Khitan words. Wittfogel and Feng note that

...sharp discrepancies appear in many instances between [Karlgren's reconstruction

o{l Sui-T'ang Chinese and Altaic forms. Frequently the final consonant of Sui

Chinese finds no correspondence in early or modern Altaic, whereas the modern

Chinese forms, because of their loss of the final consonants (except -rl and -rlg), do

not present this difficulty...Examples of this type suggest that the post-T'ang Chinese

phonology as reflected in the Liao transcription of Altaic words had gone a long way

in abandoning the final consonants characteristic of earlier Chinese.



This claim allowed Menges to intepret the chinese transcriptions of Khitan words in any form of

chinese-either EMC or modern Mandarin*that would facilitate an alleged Altaic etymology. For

example, Menges (wittfoget and Feng lg4g'. 43}Dused the modern Mandarin reading zhafor LMC

*kaf ffi (cf Sino-Korean /rrp, Sino-Vietnamese .tap < *krap) to claim that the Khitan term LMC

*kaf sar ffiffi might have been a transcription of Mon gol jasaq f,ffi 'law'. On the very same page,

Menges used Karlgren's reconstruction *xiwet ,fi (LMC *hwyeR) to claim that the Khitan term

LMC *kaf.sar.hwyer ffiffirfr was cognate to Mongol jasantt (plural of .ia'saq). If Menges is correct,

then the transcription ffiffirS should be read with the modern Mandarin initial zh- andthe EMC coda

-t-.a combination of features that could never have existed in the same period' There is no

consistency or realism in this approach' Without an explicit agenda, anything is possible'

Several decades later, anachronism still reigns in Khitan reconstruction. The Khitan Script

Research Group,s recent reconstruction of the last line from the Da iin huangdi dutong iingliie

Iangiun xingiit#giF*il5ifrffitrFBFEirlFd inscription of 1134, cited both bv Kane (1989: 14) and

Nishida (1gg0: 116) without critical comment, strongly resembles modern Mandarin, except for the

use of -tr- for -o- and k- for q'.
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Mandarin
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If one takes the Pinyin-like reconstruction at face value, then one might suppose that the characters

Hi#ffi+ were all pronounced with retroflex fricative and affricate initials (Pinyin sh-, zh-) in the

early l1thcentury, This might have been a possibility, for Pulleyblank (1984) claims that Hgm

were already pronounced with retroflex initials in l,MC. llowever, in any case, the use of Pinyin in

reconstructions suggests that researchers simply equated the Chinese of Liao times with 'antiqued'

Mandarin, despite the centuries-wide gulf between the two.

One might have expected at least some researchers to have used reconstructions of Yuan

Dynasty Chinese to interpret the Chinese transcriptions of Khitan. Since the transcriptions are found

in histories of the Khitan compiled during the Yuan Dynasty, there is a possibility that the

transcriptions may reflect Yuan Dynasty phonology rather than Liao-era phonology. Unfortunately,

the works I have seen devoted as much space to Yuan Dynasty reconstructed Chinese as to LMC-

which is to say no space at all. Only the extrenres of Karlgren EMC and modern Mandarin

('antiqued' or not) were represented. This paper may be the very first study of Khitan that takes

LMC into account.

3. The present methodology outlined

As a Sinologist,I intend to tackle the problem of reconstructing Khitan from the Chinese side

for two reasons. First, I lack the necessary training required to reconstruct Khitan from the Mongolic

side.e Second and more importantly, sinographic transcriptions of Khitan and Khitan transcriptions

of sinograph readings are the most solid evidence at present for Khitan, since they correlate the

eThe precise Altaic afliliations of Khitan have long been controversial. Khitan has been

variously identified as Turkic, Mongolic, Tungusic, or an Altaic Mischsprache. On the basis of the

vocabulary I have examined, I am inclined to identify it as Mongolic.
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known (Chinese) with the unknown (Khitan). Working solely within the unknown (Khitan) without

any reference to the known (Chinese) would be highly risky, since there would be no constraints (i.e,

sinograph readings) to prevent one from simply shoving Khitan into a Middle Mongolian mold.l0

Actmittedly, the extensive use of Chinese data has risks of its own. There is no guarantee that

Chinese transcriptions are \O}yoaccurate. lndeed, the Liao ,chi shiyi has corrections to the spellings

in the Liao shi. And even the 'correct' spellings might not be able to express sounds that may not

have been in the Chinese of the time, such as uu,.tlars or front rounded vowels. The transcriptions

present Khitan'with a Chinese accent', not Khitan itselF*the gulf between the two might be as wide

as that between katakana-ized English and the 'real thing'. Furthermore, the orthographies of the

yttan chao bi shi andthe Mongol section of the Hua yi yiyt have diacritics which are entirely lacking

in the Chinese transcriptions of Khitan. The absence of such diacritics makes one doubt the precision

of the Chinese data. Nevertheless, it's all we've got. Not surprisingly, the very first step of my

strategy for reconstructing Khitan involves Chinese:

I. Reconstruct Northeastenr Late Middle Chinese (Llr4C)-the variety of Chinese

htov,n to the Khitan between the tenlh and early twelfth centuries CE.

This first step has only been partly accomplished; I will present the initial results in section 4.

Sections 5 and 6 of this paper present the results of the second through fifth steps, still

in progress as of this writing:

roThe 'reconstructions' of Tangut by Nishida (1964-66) and Sofronov (1968) were faulty

precisely because they emphasized internal evidence (the'langraphic Sea or Wenhai Xl6) over

external sinographic and Tibetan alphabetic evidence. Without the constraints of Chinese and Tibetan

transcriptions, Nishida and Sofronov were free to shove Tangut into the desired Tibeto-Burman

mold, just as earlier Khitan researchers shoved Khitan into one Altaic mold or another'

l0



2. Convert Chinese tran,scriptions of Khitan from the Liao shi, Liao shi shiyi, Qidan

guozhi ancl other sources inlo IMC lthonetic strings.

3. (hrcover the outline.s of Khitan phortoktg;t, hased on the inventory and distribution

qf the LMC phoneme,s represenled in the lran.scriplions.

4. (.lreate skeletal reconslrttctions of Khitan words.

5. (Jse these skeletal reconstrtrction,s to test previously proposed etymologies.

Section 7, the conclusion ofthis paper, briefly describes the last steps which will be performed

in later paper(s):

6. t;ill itr skelelal reuntslrttctirns u,sirtlq cogttcrles in knowtt Altoic langnge(,r).

7. Use outside cogtrates to sort out the slrata (if an| of transcriptions.

8. Work on post-l,M('. (lhine.se and OId Matdarin to deal wilh the latest strata.

9. Revise reconslntcted promnrciations o.f late strata tran.scriptions accordingly.

10. Tbst recortsfi'ttctions with atlested Snrall Script spellirrgs.

I I. Finally as.sign reconstntcted sunrd vahtes to Large and Small Script characters.

12. Begin work on the firchen sct'i1tt, on tffihoot cf the Khitan script.

4. The reconstruction of Northeastern Late Middle Chinese (LMC)

At present, I do not claim to have "perfected' my reconstruction of LMC. I have yet to

undertake an analysis of thefanqie RgJ in the character dictionary Longlwt shoujian ffit+ffi,

conrpiled c.997 by a Khitan monk. I arn probably not alone in having failed to do this; I know of no

Khitan researcher who has used the Longkn shorlian to assist in the interpretation of sinographic

transcriptions. But even if I did analyze the Longhatr shou.jian, it would only give me insight into the

ll



categories of initials and finals of Liao-era LMC as opposed to concrete sound values. For such

sound values, I have turned to both alphabetic (Tibetan and Turkic) and comparative (Sinoxenic)

evidence to produce the tentative reconstruction outlined below. Since this paper is about Khitan and

not about LMC, I can only present the barest outline of the methodology and results of my LMC

reconstruction. A full justification of my LMC reconstruction will appear in my PhD dissertation'

I assume that LMC is similar to the language of the Yunjing ffiffi rhyme table, reflecting a

phonological tradition traceable to circa the 9th to i Oth centuries CE. Many from Karlgren onward

have used the Yunjingto reconstruct Middle Chinese (as opposed to LMC in particular), but few have

focused on hard evidence for LMC such as Tibetan and Turkic transcriptions, Sino-Korean, and Sino-

Vietnamese. The reconstruction of LMC presented here relies heavily on such Sinoxenic evidence.

Sino-Korean in particular is valuable because it demonstrates how the sounds of LMC can correspond

to those of an 'Altaic'-type language (i.e. a language with relatively few consonants); the sounds of

LMC may correspond to those of Khitan in a similar way'

My reconstruction of LMC has the following major characteristics:

l. A series of 'muddy' (e)iff initials which have "voiceless onset with voiced aspiration"

(Pulleyblank 1991: 6), derived from the voiced initials of Early Middle Chinese (EMC).

The devoicing of the 'muddy' (A)6 initials is clear from Kan-on lFg, based on a

northwestern variety of LMC predating Liao-era LMC by two centuries. Tibetan transcriptions of

northwestern Five Dynasties Chinese (Luo 1933), which have devoiced fricatives but voiced stops,

would seem to argue against this claim. However, devoicing is also justifiable on the basis of

apparent cases of "muddy' (+)16 and 'second clear' )ftffi initials being used to write the same

Khitan word-'muddy'-initial LMC *pho fi and 'second clear'-initial LMC *pho S both appear

t2



as the second syllable of the Khitan word *map o? ,$t/ ffi* 'tribal title'. (Of course, alternate 

'f 
T'l'i'

explanations for the doublet are possible-one or the other may be a scribal error or both

represent the same word in two different transcription systems from two different eras, one pre-

one post-devoicing.) .,la (a ,,..,,, , ,.1 ,", , (.-,g { ' 

") 
}

2. A four-way contrast (plain, rhotacized, lgl"ullrtd, palatalized) for [+grave] labial and velar

initials, corresponding respectively to the four dengs trf$ of the Yurjing. This interpretation of the 
,

four dengs 
-particularly 

the second and third-is admittedly rather unusual, and I cannot give

anything approaching a complete defense of it here.

The notion of a second deng wtthrhotacized initials was inspired by the fact that the retroflex

initials are exclusive to the Znd deng in Middle Chinese. I do not put much faith in this view of the

second deng; its initials may have merely been velarized like those of the third. (See below for an

alternate view.)

The notion of a third deng with velarized initials was inspired by the fact that Sino-Korean

has -rr- and -e- in third deng rhymes contrasting with -i/y- and, -ye- in fourth deng rhymes. Sino-

Korean represented the contrast between LMC *k"ri (*k"ri?; deng lll) and *kvi (deng lY) as taty

(*[kqi] or *[kiy]?) -{ and f, (*[kil) 71.

I formerly advocated a view of the four dengs which I called the'A-.fI-Ii-I,I hypothesis' (via

correlating reconstructed LMC vowels [and palatalizations of preceding consonants] with equivalent

Russian letters):

dens initial vowel vowel class

may
I

and ;

:lt ,d 
;.

't:,fi;;,,'

1'' '' r ,",y'/

, 'lt ','

t/"t

[: non-palatalized back
lI: palatalized low front
III: non-palatalizedorvelarized high-midcentral-front

(*o, *o, *u) uA, O, Yu
(*a) rr'lrr

(*i, *e) ubl, Dl

l3



Although now obsolete, this system and its successor both have velarized initials (or should

it be velar semivowels?) for the third deng contrasting with palatalized initials (or a palatal

serni{vowel) for the fourth tleng. This hypothesis feeds my hypothesis about how the sinographic

transcriptions correlated with Khitan vowels, as I will explain below.

3. An eighrvowel system, which frequently correlates directly with Sino-Korean (given here

in Yale romanization) and Sino-Vietnamese (given here in phonetic transcription, not qudc ngu'

orthography):

4. Four tones, including rusheng Ag, represented by the lenited codas *-x (*-Y?), *-r, *-O

(*-B?). *-x is attested in Turkic transcriptions as -X and in naturalized Middle Korean loans from

Chinese ending in-h. *-r is attested in Tibetan and Turkic transcriptions and in Sino-Korean. I know

of no attestation of *-(D except for a single questionable case of -V in Turkic transcription (LAV M;

Barat n.d.: 3).

All tones but rusheng will be ignored in this study. The non-nr^rfieng tones appear to be

interchangeable in variant transcriptions of the same word. For example, the previously cited

spellings of *mapo? ffi)t lffi$'tribal title' have characters of different tonal classes(shang -h and

qu * in the case of the former spelling, ping * and shang _f in the case of the latter).

The following five tables on pages 15-17 present my reconstruction of LMC in more detail

and show how the sounds of LMC correspond to those of my Khitan reconstruction. The LMC-

Khitan correspondences will be explained in more detail in section 5.

LMC SK SV LMC SK SV LMC SK SV LMC SK SV

*a a a:.
*i i i,o t'i uro i,a *u wrt u

'|o a a" *e e e *o 0ra org *o wo o

t4



LMC finnls
Orsanized by the 16 she fffi, the 43 zhuantu #$H of the Yuniing, and the 4 deng

Waizhuan I II ilI IV Neizhuan I II m IV
r{-ffi r&ffi
l. Guo R

27. -o
28. -wtl -w(l

2. Jia'fH
29.
30.

-o -o
-u -u

-a

3. Yu i6
ll. - -o
12. -o -u

4. Xie E
13.

14.
15.

16.

-ay -ay -ey -cy
-way -way -wey -wey
-oy -ay -ey -ey

-woy -way -wey -wey

5. Zhi 1|, Ci after dentals)
'4. - -i

5.

6.--i
7. - -wi
8

9.

l0

-t -l
-wi. -wi
-i -i
-wi -wi
-i
-i
-wi

6. Xiao fi
25.

26.

-clw -aw -ew -ew

- -ew

7. Liu ilft
37. -ow -u

8. Dang f;
31

32.

-o{l -wa! -ou -q!
9. Zeng@

42. -o8 -o{
43. -wo!-wo{ -worJ

-lT -10

-wig

10. Geng {fl
33

34.
35.
36.

l l Jiang i-[
3 -yao

-e0
-we!
-e0
-1a7ff

-e0
-wef

:"0

-40
-wa0
-a{
-lvt1l

12. Tong ffi
l.
2.

-o!

13. Shan dJ
21.
22.
23.

24.

- -an -en -en

- -wan -en -wen
-on -an -en -en

-won -wan -wen -wen

14. Zhenfi
17.
18.

t9
20.

-on -on -in -in
-on - -win -win
- -on -in

-un

15 Xian ffi
39.
40.

41.

16. Shen Sp
38.-am -am -em -em

-om -am -em -em

-em

l5
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Possible LMC onset-Khitan onset co

EMC initial LMC'35 initials'by deng Khitan value

IIIIIIIV
ul *b

*p
*pi

pht
pfit

ph ph'
pfi pn'

H
t
P
B

ph"'
pfi"t i .11'" i ,,, I' 'lf.ir r'1 olt ,r" /i':'"'rI

PU, PHU
BU
MU

f-
fn
v

no tf in native words?
no *f in native words?

no *v in native words?

T
TR
TH
THR
D
DR

th

tfi I'
tn

thv

thv

*1

*1

*1

*1

*d
*d

*n, also *p?
*n. also *

K
KH
G

qh qh' kh"l khv

kn"t knv

*k (*[q] before back vowels)
*k (*[q] before back vowels)

:

NG
TS
TSR
C

no initial *n in native words?

TSH
TSHR
CH
DZ

tsh

lo

tshy *c
t(^-\,

_*c
tsfiY *c

*T

*I
-pfi

In
DZR

J
*s
*J

ZR
ZY In

*T
nI

s

h'

hn'
h

hn

*I{ (may be *x, *y, or even *

*H (may be *x, *y, ot even *q)

l6



Possible LMC tra onset-Khitan onset contin

EMC initial LMC'36 initials'by deng

IIIIIIIv
Khitan value

*wV
Y
L lttl *

;Ir
t LMC 'n-r + *l_: Khitan *-r-

NY r and *

LMC vowels
central

mid
low

Possible LIUC trRnsc tion vowel-Khitan vowel

LMC vowel I)eng
ndences

(kaikou FFtl and

I ll III IV
&r0

wa, wq

*a

*(*)a
*a

*(w)a

*I
t'i
*[

{'i
{.I front/back indeterminate aft er [-grave] initials

or iust *i or *wi!

*o
*E
r(6

tl'e

*E
{.0

front/back indeterminate after [-grave] initials
or iust *e or *we

'*o
*o

*6
*6

*6 *o
a

wo t'o

to _ *0 t0

. *O *O *O fronvback indeterpinate after [-grave] initials

Possible LMC coda-Khitan coda corres

LMC coda Khitan codas

-n *-n (only in Chinese loans ald before velars in native words?)

-x (v?) *-K (may be *-k, *-x, *-g, *-Y; even *-O?)

-n *_n

-, *-R (ntay be *-t, *-d, *-1, *-r; reconstructed as *-r- if preceding *l-)

-m *-m

l7
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5. Correspondences between LMC and Khitan

Assuming that my reconstruction of LMC is correct, how does one then use that

reconstruction in tum to reconstruct Khitan? An extreme and absurd approach would be to use the

LMC reconstruction as is, ensuring that no information in the transcription would be lost (and that

no information outside the transcription would be added). The sole advantage of such an approach

would be the prevention of reconstrustions deliberately altered to resemble alleged Altaic cognates.

My approac[ on the other hand, sticks closely to the LMC reconstruction while also leaving

some leeway for minor alterations. In short, I have mapped the known sounds of LMC onto the

hypothesized sounds of Khitan.

i These hypothesized sounds have their basis in both the transcriptional data and general Altaic
ttt
i1 kuna in particular, Mongolic) phonological typology. First, I analyzed the spellings of approximately

t
I 150 Khitan words in Chinese transcription in the Liao ,shi )E-R., the Liao shi shiyift-€ffiifi, and the
\

,! gian guozhi *trHfi The spellings had the following characteristics:

I

t

rt'l
I

,]

.rl

ti ,

i rl
r llt' {
t,

i

,{{, ' 
,t'' 

'

f:
t,

ii

fl. There were very few transcription characters with LMC *F, *ffi-, or *v-.
\

2. There were only three words with initial *g-.

. p. Nearly all other LMC initials were represented. All four dengs were represented.

' 4. All eight LMC vowels were represented.

5. Words may contain'mixed' sequences ofvowels: front and back, rounded and unrounded.

6. The nrshengcoda LMC *-r was very frequent, particularly when followed by a sinograph

with initial LMC *l-.

7. However, the coda LMC *-x was infrequent, and the coda LMC *-O was very rare.

From these observations, I concluded:

l. Khitan probably did not have *f or *v in native vocabulary'

l8
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t

i'1,,,
Ir '' I lr

I

, (,' ,'/'
1v i

I

Z.Thefrequent appearance of LMC *ph and *pfi as well as the absence of labiodental initials

shows that Khitan *p had not lenited to *f.

3. Initial *0- may have been in loans only. The two words with this initial, *lafu T'E I tA

,'tribal title' and *juall E;SL 'tribal unit' contain the character LMC nq'a * 'fang' or its near

homonym LMC *j-a ffi 'tile'. There is a remote possibility that the first word may be a borrowing

hom some Chinese original meaning something like 'fang scribe'. Another remote possibility is that

the spellingsfts lW$reflect bogus etymologies projected onto the word by sinographic scribes.

1i'
If this were the case, then the word might not have even begun with *1- at all-it might have had

some similar initial like *n- or *g-. Flowever, neither of these highly unlikely explanations can

account for *guall [$'tribal unit'.

4. Scribes may have employed the full range of initials (LMC *q, *q', *k'u, *kt, fot N in the

four dengs) to represent distinctions between Khitan *q and *k and Khitan front and back vowels.

5. The eight vowels, in conjunction with the full range of dengs, suggest a complex Khitan

vowel system.

6. The cooccurrences of vowels belonging to different classes (front vs. back; rounded vs.

unrounded) within words suggest that Khitan may have had no vowel harmony.
i

, ,, 7. The frequent coda-onset cluster LMC *-# #l- may be a convention for writing intervocalic

Khitan *-r-. Some (but not all) words with apparent Altaic cognates containing *-r- such as *pEri

lSHffi'sun' (cf, Mong. ncv.a(n) fruffiffi'sun') appear with LMC *-# #l-, confirming this hypothesis.

If this hypothesis is correct, then intervocalic Khitan *-l- would be written with LMC *l'not preceded

by LMC *-r. Since *r- generally cannot appear in initial position in Altaic languages, word-initial

LMC *l- would unambiguously represent Khitan word-initial *l-. However, cases of LMC *-r (a)

l9



before initials other than LMC *l- and (b) word-finally remain ambiguous and could represent either

Khitan *-r or *-1.

8. Since Khitan had no *f or *v, the very rare LMC coda *-O (*-p?) must represent Khitan

*-p, *-b (or possibly *-x, *-y?), not *-f, *-v.

On the basis of the above facts and hypotheses, and with Altaic typology in mind (no retroflex

or aspirate stop series, for example), I reconstructed the following minimal consonantal inventory:

Possible Khitan consonants
velar dental labial
*k (* *1 *

*voc rt ,rd

nasals *( *n m

-voc fricatives *H (*[h *s *

*voc fricatives *

ides and li *l !tw

In cases where an LMC consonant could transcribe more than one possible Khitan consonant,

I have listed the less marked consonant (*n, *h/x) without a question mark and listed more marked

(but not necessarily improbable) possibilities (*fi, ty) with single question marks. Double question

marks signify consonants that may be in Chinese loanwords which did not appear in the Liao shi, Liao

shi shiyi, or Qidan grozhi.

The table on page l6 shows how these proposed Khitan consonants would be represented by

LMC consonants in transcriptions. I have assumed that LMC voiceless aspirated : Khitan voiceless

and LMC voiceless unaspirated : Khitan voiced, on the model of the pattern found in Chinese

transcriptions of Mongolian, Jurchen, and Manchu. This could turn out to be utterly wrong,

particularly if it turns out that Khitan had a tkee-way distinction betw@n, soY, *P : *ph : *b' But that

doesn,t seem typologically likely, given the lack of distinctive aspirate series in Mongolian and

Manchu. It may, however, be possible, that LMC aspirates sometimes represented Khitan fricatives

20



',t,1 '
I
\

:
t

I
i
i

.l\V,

(i.e. LMC *qh : Khitan *x). But Khitan didn't seem to have any labial fricatives, so how would one

explain the occurrences of LMC *ph in the transcriptions?

Words like *peRHaR (*peRqaR?) f$ffi 'dog' (cf. Mong. noqai flV&.'dog') suggest the

opposite of the above proposed LMC *aspirate : Khitan *fricative pattern. In some cases, the pattern

of correspondence may have been LMC *fricative : Khitan *stop. Khitan syllable-finals may have

been written with LMC final fricatives. (See the chart of coda correspondences on page 17.)

I have assumed that Khitan backed *M to*[q] before back vowels, for two reasons. The first

is typological (cf. other 'Altaic'-type languages); the second is the fact that the transcription

sinographs used to write Sanskrit velar initial-back vowel combinations such as LMC *kfi'qa fip were

never used in Khitan transcription, suggesting that Khitan did not have *ka; one finds E-I LMC *qho

instead, prezumably for Khitan *qa in words like *qaton (*qatun?) nJff 'wife of a qayan'. But since
I

'the Sanskrit transcription sinographs were probably 'offlimits' for writing non-Sanskrit, particularly

'barbarian'languages, the absence of sinographs like {fil may actually signify nothing.

Did Khitan have an backed allophone of *lg/before back vowels? The presenc€ of sinographs

like fi LMC *qo (Khitan *go [eo]?) with uvular initials and the absence of near-homophones with

velar initials like E LMC *k"ro (which would have represented Khitan *go [go]) in transcriptions

seems to indicate allophonic backing of Khitan */g/ (*[al?).

The retroflex stops probably already affricated by the tenth century, although they are still

reflected as stops in Sino-Korean (currently palatals in modern Korean pronunciation) and in Sino-

Vietnamese (fi.in E6c ttgt). Late Tang and Five Dynasties Tibetan transcriptions have palatals, not

-r- clusters, for these initials. Hence LMC retroflex stops *L *th, *!i should probably be rewritten

as LMC *tp, *tph, *[pfi, corresponding to Khitan *j, *c, *c, not Khitan *d, *t, *t.

\fs, 1",

i r"'.,

t'l,.Ln,,

i1
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Unlike Chinese researchers, I seriously doubt that Khitan had a three-way ts-{p-c distinction

in native words or even in loan phonology. (See note 8 on page 6 for my arguments against 'Sino-

Khitan',) Hence, I conflated the LMC affricates, considering them all to either represent Khitan *c

or *j on the basis of the presence or absence of aspiration. When analyzing the Khitan writing system,

however, one should still be on the lookout for any graphemes making a partial or total distinction

between dental, retroflex, and palatal affricates, especially in Small Script compound graphs

representing Chinese loans.

LMC *h and *hfi could be rewritten as *x and *xfi; there is no hard evidence to reconstruct

these two phonemes as either glottals or velars. Khitan might have had both an *h and an *x (or just

one and not the other) corresponding to LMC *h and *hfi or even *kh and *kfi. But without a

definite reconstruction ofthe phonetic value of LMC *h, the sinographic transcriptions alone cannot

clarify this issue. The presence of h and the absence of x in the Mongolian of the Yuan chao bishi

and Hua-yi yiyt tellsus nothing, for Mongolian h, unlike Khitan *H, derives from earlier *p-, which

never lenited in Khitan, judging from the presence of LMC *ph- and *ph- and the absence of LMC

*f- in transcriptions.

Compared to the many-to-one correspondences between LMC and possible Khitan

consonants, the one-to-one vocalic correspondences are vastly simpler. I could easily assume that

the eight LMC vowels are directly equivalent to eight Khitan vowels ofKhitan, but for the time being,

I will assume instead that Khitan had a more Altaic-looking vowel system:

Possible Khitan vowels _
*front

22
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The above is not purely typological conjecture. I hypothesize that the four dengs and the

kaikou/hekor distinc.tion found in the transcriptions were used to partly distinguish Khitan *i : *i, *e

: *o, *u : ti, and *o : *o:

-*deng III LMC *i with velarized initials corresponds to Khitan *i (central or back

unrounded).

-LMC 
*o and cleng lll LMC *e with velarized initials (*[-qe-]; Sino-Korean -e-)

correspond to Khitan *d (front mid rounded) due to the acoustic similarity of

unrounded back or central vowels with front rounded vowels.

-deng 
III LMC *u with velarized initials corresponds to Khitan *ti (front high

rounded) for the acoustic reasons given above.

-Since 
velarization intleng lll applies only to [+grave] initials and since a preceding

velarized initial is the key to determining whether an LMC *i corresponds to Khitan

*i or *i, LMC *i after [-grave] initials indeng III corresponds to indeterminate Khitan

*I (*i or *'i?). Similar logic motivates reconstructing *E (*e or *o?), *U (*u or *ii?),

*O (*o or *o?) after [-grave] initials'

-4eng IV LMC *o, *u with palatalized initials correspond to Khitan *0, *ti,

Since no vowel length is reconstructible on the basis of the LMC transcriptions, I will ignore

it in my reconstructions for now. External comparisons will probably make the reconstruction of

Khitan vowel length (if it existed at all) possible'

I will put aside the question of how to interpret LMC vowel-glide sequences like *-iw which

might correspond to Khitan *-iu, *-iw, or even *-{i. Tentatively, I interpret LMC vowel-glide

sequences as transcriptions of Khitan vowel-vowel sequences.
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The reconstructions of LMC and Khitan in particular presented thus far are incomplete and

unsatis$ing. Many points remain questionable if not unknown. However, recall that thus far I have

only progressed to step two of the twelve-step agenda that I set out on pages l0-11' The results

presented on the previous pages are not the end product, but only the beginning'

The results of step three-the application of my LMC and Khitan reconstructions to the

transcriptions ofKhitan words in the Liao shi, Liao shi shiyi, andthe Qidan gtozhi-are presented

in the appendix.

Sample results of step four-the testing of previously proposed reconstructions and

etymologies using the current LMC and Khitan reconstructions*are presented in the next section.

6. Re-evaluntions of Khitan-Altnic reeonstructions and etymologie

Due to limitations of space, I will only present a handful of comparisons between earlier

reconstructions and mine. Numbers refer toiuan and page of the Liao shi'

Liao shi Gloss Kane 1989

H
'kind of official' *marl

<'horse'?

*mor
31.2; LMC *mot li Script)

7--
Small Scri

)t:'
I16.15; LMC *Pho (Large Script)

*po

F@s -,bt

1 16.15; LMC *thcw li (Small Script)
*taulI *taolia'

Et
(Large

it'H
I16.3: LMC

,,,1ii *pa

fE
ll6 .16; LMC *nyer hlior

iHf+
(Small Script)

*peRHaR *nehei

116.19: LMC *chex ir tax

24
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Despite the wide methodological gulf between the modern Mandarin-based reconstructions

ofthe Chinese researchers quoted by Kane (1989) and my LMC-based methodology, the results on

both sides are in general not very different from each other. In fact, the reconstructions for 'prince'

are identical, apart from vowel length (which Kane.derived from the presence of the Small Script

l.
graph *a R I The same could be said of the reconstructions for 'hare'; Kane's extra *-a once

again was derived from the presence of the Small Script graph -ufi . If my methodology took

account of Small Script spellings (as it will at a later stage), then it too would have reconstructed

vowel length in'prince' and the final -a of 'hare'.

One key difference between Mandarin-based reconstructions and LMC-based reconstructions

is the vocalism, for both languages are at different stages of what I have termed the 'Great Chinese

Vowel Shift'. Examples are'horse' and 'time', which have *a in my reconstructions corresponding

to *o in Kane's. Although the vocalism of 'time' is difficult to argue about because there is no Mong'

*ho or *ha 'time' cognate to Khitan *pol*pa, external evidence may favor the more traditional

reconstruction with *-o- for 'horse'. Kane's *mor is closer to Mong. morin than my *mar. This

word and others such as 'ordos' LMC *worlodwo +$A+ which would read 'better' if *o or *g

were substituted for fily *o, indicate that some, if not all, of the transcriptions date after LMC *o >

late LMC *C (as represented by the'Tang Min Hffi' loan stratum in Min)'

There is no reason to believe that all of the transcriptions represent a uniform system, as I

have implicity assumed for the sake of simplicity until now. Some spellings surely must date back to

Liao times (or even earlier) while others may have been invented on the spot by the Yuan Dynasty

authors of the Liao histories. (However, if the latter turns out to be true, then how could the

compilers of the histories of the Khitan have heard the Khitan words that they were transcribing
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tremendous phonetic attrition. Thus the loss of vowels that would result in clusters like *-stp- (cf.

loss of vowels and the resulting clusters in Middle Korean) would not be entirely unexpected in

Khitan. Nevertheless, the problem of trying to make *fiistpu fit with the transcription #H{SA

remains; at least my competing reconstruction, *ceKJIRddKbon (perhaps simply *cijidobun if

nrshengendings are dropped and the vowels are shifted to a late LMC/Old Mandarin stage) fits the

transcription precisely. Of course, fitting the transcription is no guarantee of correctness. The more

I apply the LMC-based method of reconstruction, the less confident I am of my results.

7. Conclusion

Despite any failures at this early stage of my research, I can confidently say that at least I have

brought up a valid issue by asking the simple question: What was the Chinese language like in Liao

times? My current reconstruction of LMC may turn out to be almost as anackonistic as the

Karlgrenian EMC or the modern Mandarin ('antiqued' or not) used by others due to its insufficient

vowel shifts and retention of rusheng codas, but my future work with the Liao character dictionary

Longlratt shoajianand with the skeletal rhyme table in the Song Dynasty work Huangji jingshi shu

gffiffiUg may ultimately save my approach. Once I reconstruct a revised LMC, the cycle will

begin anew, with a reanalysis of the transcriptions in terms of the latest set of LMC values.

Even if I somehow manage to 'perfect' my LMC reconstruction and sort out all the strata of

transcriptions, there will still be many steps left to take before the decipherment process comes to an

end. I will need to study Turkic, Mongolic, and Tungusic in order to (l) judge the validity of

previous etymologies and, if possible, (2) discover new etymologies of my own. Working purely

from the Chinese side in ignorance of Altaic prevents me from arbitrarily skewing the reconstructions
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