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DIRECTION TERMS IN KHITAN1 

1. Introduction 

Khitan is a language which was once used by the Khitan people, 

who established the Liao Dynasty (907–1125) in Eastern Eurasia. 

The Khitan language is thought to be related to the Mongolic languages 

[Janhunen 2003] and its sources have been preserved in Chinese 

transcriptions and Khitan scripts, comprised of two distinct writing 

systems: Large Script and Small Script. With large numbers of Khitan 

epitaphs having been unearthed, significant progress has been made in 

deciphering them. However, the work is still far from complete. 

In this study, we examine direction terms in Khitan2. The previous 

studies presumed the readings of these word forms by referring to 

their equivalents in Mongolian3. However, Khitan has characteristics 

different from those of Mongolic languages and it is impractical to 

make direct assumptions about Khitan based on Mongolian. Therefore, 

it is important to reconstruct the word forms through a philological 

analysis, without a speculative reconstruction based on simple comparison. 

In addition, Khitan has several written forms capable of expressing the 

same directional meanings, but it is not fully understood whether they 

were differentiated and, if so, how. Accordingly, in this study, we 

begin by reconstructing the word forms. Then, on the basis of these 

word forms, we demonstrate that Khitan has a derivational suffix -d 

and discuss its possible cognate in Mongolian. 

                                                   
1 This study was supported by a Grant-in-Aid for JSPS Fellows (23-9506). 
2
 For the previous studies, see Toyoda [1992], Aisin Gioro [2004: 65–67], 

and Wu Yingzhe [2004]. 
3 Toyoda [1992] suggested the same word forms with Mongolian for 

Khitan as dorona ‘east,’ hӧrene ‘west,’emüne ‘south,’ and ümere ‘north’. 
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2. Direction terms in Khitan 

A summary of the Khitan direction terms, as identified in 

previous studies, is shown in (1). 

(1) a. 乱         ‘east’ 

b. 五佪~ 亢佪      ‘east’ 

c. 丶         ‘west’ 

d. 佶俼         ‘west’ 

e. 侼         ‘south’ 

f. 佹井~ 佹俣井~ 佹俣争侁  ‘south, lower’ 

g. 一         ‘north’ 

h. 一侁         ‘north’ 

i. 仏佪         ‘upper’ 

j. 人佻         ‘middle’ 

k. 仼俳仛        ‘left’ 

l. 俎争伯下       ‘right’ 

To reconstruct the word forms, it is first necessary to uncover 

the phonetic values of each character. Recent studies of the phonetic 

values of Khitan characters include Kane [2009], Chinggeltei [2010], 

and Yoshimoto [2012]. We examine each form below. 

2.1. 乱‘east’ 

Phonetic values in the previous studies: 

Yoshimoto [2012]  <dor> 

Chinggeltei [2010] <dor> 

Kane [2009]   <deu> 

Kane [2009: 43] regarded 乱 as an allograph of 亞<deu> and 

applied the phonetic value <deu> to 乱, while Yoshimoto [2012: 138] 

pointed out that 乱 and 亞 were different graphemes. Yoshimoto [2012] 

and Chinggeltei [2010] likewise posited the phonetic value <dor> for 乱, 

based on the assumption that 乱 and 亢佪(both of which mean ‘east’) 

have the same word form. We agree with Yoshimoto [2012] that 乱
and 亞 were different graphemes. However, as we indicate in Section 3, 

乱 and 亢佪 do not share the same word form, so it is incorrect to 

apply the phonetic value <dor> to 乱. 
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2.2. 五佪(亢佪) ‘east’ 

Phonetic values in the previous studies: 

Yoshimoto [2012]  <umu-ur> (<do-ur>) 

Chinggeltei [2010] <ju-ru>  (<t-ru>) 

Kane [2009]   <yủ-ur>  (<ud-ur>) 

五 and 亢 were previously considered to be different graphemes. 

However, it is difficult to distinguish clearly between the two characters 

as Wu Yingzhe and Janhunen [2010: 63–64, 80] assert and it is more 

rational to consider 五 as an allograph of 亢. In the following, we 

examine the phonetic values of 五(亢) as well as 佪. 

In the previous studies, 亢佪 was considered to have a similar 

form to WM doruna ‘east’, with the phonetic value <do> being applied 

to 亢 and <ur ~ ru> to 佪. 

As for the phonetic value of 五, according to Aisin Gioro and 

Yoshimoto [2011: 128], the person’s name written as 五亙 in the 

Khitan epitaph was transcribed as Wumei 兀没 (EM4 u mu) in Liaoshi 

遼史 and 五 was given the phonetic value <umu>. In addition, Shen 

Zhongwei [2009] conducted an analysis of rhymes in Khitan verses 

and found that 五 rhymed with 俏. Regarding the phonetic value of 俏, 

according to Ji Shi [1996: 249], the person’s name written as 俏亙佹
們伯, seen in the Khitan epitaph, correspond to the Chinese transcription 

Tumeilitongwa 圖沒里同瓦 (EM tʰu mu li tʰuŋ ua) and 俏 was given 

the phonetic value <tʰum>. Thus, 五 can presumably be pronounced as <um>. 

Some previous studies observed the phonetic value of 佪 by 

comparing the Khitan ordinal numbers with numerals in Mongolian5. 

(2) a. 仼佪俾<edʒ-[?]-er> *dʒ[?]er ‘second (masculine)’ 

(cf. WM ǰirin ‘two (mainly used for females)’) 

b. 仭佪俾<aq-[?]-er> *q[?]er ‘third (masculine)’ 

(cf. WM γurban ‘three’) 

c. 佹佪俾<ed-[?]-er> *d[?]er ‘fourth (masculine)’ 

(cf. WM dörben ‘four’) 

                                                   
4
 Early Mandarin forms are from Ning Jifu [1985]. 

5 Studies on the numerals of Khitan include Ji Shi [1986], Chinggeltei 

[1997], Janhunen [2003: 399–400], Aisin Gioro [2004: 70–71, 179–187], and 

Wu Yingzhe [2007: 126–175]. 
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In the previous studies, 仼佪 was considered to correspond with 

ǰir- in Written Mongolian, while 仭佪 corresponded with γur-, and 佹佪
with dör-. Naturally, the phonetic value containing <r> was applied to 佪. 

However, 佪 was used in the transcription of the name of the ethnic 

group 佹伺佪仛<ed-aŋ-[?]-ɪn> *daŋ[?]-ɪ-n Tangut-E-GEN ‘of Tangut’ 

(cf. MM6 tangγut ‘Tangut’) in the epitaph of Xiao Zhonggong 蕭仲恭
墓誌 l.14 [Ji Shi 1996: 127]. Thus, it was more rational to consider its 

phonetic value as <ud> instead of <ur>. If we assume the phonetic 

value <ud> for 佪, we can say that the forms of the ordinal numbers in 

Khitan could be considered close to the forms of Written Mongolian 

and Middle Mongolian, as shown below, supporting this hypothesis. 

(3) a. 仼佪俾<edʒ-ud-er> *dʒuder ~ dʒudeːr ‘second (masculine)’ 

(cf. WM ǰitüger ‘second’) 

b. 仭佪俾<aq-ud-er> *quder ~ qudeːr ‘third (masculine)’ 

(cf. WM γutuγar, MM quta’ar ~ qutu’ar ‘third’) 

c. 佹佪俾<ed-ud-er> *duder ~ dudeːr ‘fourth (masculine)’ 

(cf. WM dötüger ‘fourth’) 

Based on the above discussion, the written form 五佪 was 

assumed to be *umud. 

2.3. 丶‘west’ 

Phonetic values in the previous studies: 

Yoshimoto [2012]  <[?]> 

Chinggeltei [2010]  <ӧr(?)> 

Kane [2009]  <WEST> 

It is clear that the meaning of 丶 is ‘west’, but there are no 

direct clues as to its pronunciation. 

2.4. 佶俼‘west’ 

Phonetic values in the previous studies: 

Yoshimoto [2012]  <s, sə, əs-i> 

Chinggeltei [2010] <s-i> 

Kane [2009]   <s-i> 

Each character used to transcribe ‘west’ was figured out based 

on the correspondences with Chinese transcriptions and there is fairly 

                                                   
6 Middle Mongolian forms are from Kuribayashi [2009]. 
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general agreement that <ɪs> and <i> were the phonetic values for 佶
and 俼. Thus, this word form can be reconstructed as *si, suggesting 

that it was borrowed from the Chinese word xi 西 (EM si) ‘west.’ 

2.5. 侼‘south’ 

Phonetic values in the previous studies: 

Yoshimoto [2012]  <dær> 

Chinggeltei [2010] <dele> 

Kane [2009]   <siỏ> 

According to Bao Yuzhu [2006] and Aisin Gioro [2010], 侼仭
corresponds to the tribal name Diela 迭剌 (EM tiɛ la). As Wu Yingzhe 

[2010] pointed out, 侼仭 was also written as 侁争伂, and we can infer 

the phonetic value of ‘south’ based on these three characters. 

侁<ɪd>, 争<εr> and 伂<εq> obtained their reliable phonetic 

values from the correspondences with Chinese transcriptions. 

Assuming that 侼仭<[?]-aq> and 侁争伂<ɪd-εr-εq> are transcriptions 

of the same word, we can reconstruct its form as *dεrεq, giving the 

phonetic value <dεr> to 侼. 

Thus, it is appropriate to reconstruct 侼<dεr>‘south’ as *dεr. 

2.6. 佹井~ 佹俣井 ~ 佹俣争侁‘south, lower’ 

Phonetic values in the previous studies: 

Yoshimoto [2012]  <əd-ær>, <əd-jæ-ær>, <əd-jæ-ær-t,d> 

Chinggeltei [2010]  <t, tʰ-le>, <t, tʰ-e, ie-le>, 

 <t, tʰ-e, ie-li, la-tʰ, t> 

Kane [2009]    <t-gẻ>, <t-ie-gẻ>, <t-ie-ra-d> 

Basically these transcriptions were used to mean ‘south’ in 

Khitan texts, but the difference with 侼<dεr> *dεr (it also means 

‘south’) leaves room for a variety of interpretations. Ji Shi [1996: 11, 29] 

pointed out that the original meaning of 佹井 was ‘lower’, suggesting 

a different meaning of ‘south’ in 侼<dεr> *dεr. In contrast, Bao Yuzhu 

[2006: 11] pointed out that 佹俣井 and 侼 had the same word form. 

Among these characters, 佹<ed>, 俣<ε>, 争<εr>, and 侁<ɪd> 

obtained their reliable phonetic values from correspondences with Chinese 

transcriptions. Also, if 井 was thought to correspond with 争侁<εr-ɪd> 

or 俣争侁<ε-εr-ɪd>, it is reasonable to consider that 井 was expressed 
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as <εrd>. From these assumptions, it can be said that the word form of 

佹井<ed-εrd>, 佹俣井<ed-ε-εrd>, and 佹俣争侁<ed-ε-εr-ɪd> is *dεrd. 

2.7. 一‘north’ 

Phonetic values in the previous studies: 

Yoshimoto [2012]  <[?]> 

Chinggeltei [2010]  <xɔi> 

Kane [2009]    <ABOVE, NORTH> 

It is known that 一 meant ‘north’, but there are no direct clues 

as to its phonetic value. 

2.8. 一侁‘north’ 

Phonetic values in the previous studies: 

Yoshimoto [2012]  <[?]-t, d> 

Chinggeltei [2010]  <xɔi-tʰ, t> 

Kane [2009]    <ABOVE, NORTH-d> 

一侁<[?]-ɪd> was sometimes used to mean ‘north’. Its difference 

in usage with 一 is discussed in Section 3. 

2.9. 仏佪‘upper’ 

Phonetic values in the previous studies: 

Yoshimoto [2012]  <u-ur> 

Chinggeltei [2010]  <u-ru> 

Kane [2009]    <ú-ur> 

For 仏 <u>, a reliable phonetic value is obtained from its 

correspondence with Chinese transcriptions. As for 佪<ud>, refer to 2.2. 

Thus, the word form of 仏佪<u-ud> can be inferred as *uːd. 

2.10. 人佻‘middle’ 

Phonetic values in the previous studies: 

Yoshimoto [2012]  <dau-du, ud> 

Chinggeltei [2010]  <tɑ-tʰ, t> 

Kane [2009]    <dau-dû> 

For 人<dau>, a reliable phonetic value is obtained from its 

correspondence with Chinese words. 佻 at times alternates with 倏
<ord>, just as 併倏侉久伯仃 and 併佷佻侉久伯仃‘Chongxi 重熙 
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(reign title)’. Thus, it can be considered that the phonetic value of 佻
is close to 倏<ord> which contains the phonetic value <rd>. Wu Yingzhe 

and Janhunen [2010: 87] noted the possibility that the phonetic value 

of 佻 was <rdu>. Since 佻 follows 人<dau>, we can make a reasonable 

prediction that the phonetic value of 佻 is <urd> which starts with the 

vowel <u>. Accordingly, we can conclude that the word form of 人佻
<dau-urd> is *daurd. 

2.11. 仼俳仛‘left’ 

Phonetic values in the previous studies: 

Yoshimoto [2012]  <tʃi-gi, gə-n> 

Chinggeltei [2010]  <tʃ, tʃʰ-k-ən> 

Kane [2009]    <c-g-en> 

There is a consensus on the phonetic values used to transcribe 

this word. We reconstruct this word as *dʒɪgɪn, which certainly is a 

cognate of WM ǰegün ‘left’. 

2.12. 俎争伯下‘right’ 

Phonetic values in the previous studies: 

Yoshimoto [2012]  <əb, b-ar, ær-a-an> 

Chinggeltei [2010]  <p-li, la-a-an> 

Kane [2009]    <b-ra-a-an> 

As can be seen above, there is little disagreement on the 

phonetic values of other characters. We reconstruct this word as 

*bεran ~ bεraːn, which certainly is a cognate of WM baraγun ‘right’. 

From the description above, the forms of the Khitan direction 

words can be summarized as (4). 

(4) a. 乱    *[?]     ‘east’ 

b. 五佪   *umud    ‘east’ 

c. 丶     *[?]     ‘north’ 

d. 佶俼   *si      ‘north’ 

e. 侼     *dɛr     ‘south’ 

f. 佹井   *dɛrd     ‘south, lower’ 

g. 一    *[?]     ‘north’ 

h. 一侁   *[?]d     ‘north’ 

i. 仏佪   *uːd     ‘upper’ 

j. 人佻   *daurd    ‘middle’ 
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k. 仼俳仛  *dʒɪgɪn    ‘left’ 

l. 俎争伯下  *bεran ~ bεraːn  ‘right’ 

As can be seen above, only the word forms of 仼俳仛*dʒɪgɪn ‘left’ 

and 俎争伯下*bεran ~ bεraːn ‘right’ display correspondences with those 

of Mongolian. Others do not. Furthermore, it is noteworthy that 侼<dɛr> 

*dɛr ‘south’ and 佹井<ed-ɛrd> *dɛrd ‘south, lower’ are not used to mean 

the same word, although they have the same root. It is possible that the 

form 佹井<ed-ɛrd> *dɛrd ‘south, lower’ consists of 侼<dɛr> *dɛr ‘south’ 

plus a suffix -d. Similarly, there are sets of different words that are 

differentiated by the presence or absence of -d, such as 一*[?] ‘north’ and 

一侁*[?]d ‘north’. It is possible that the differences in the presence or 

absence of -d were used systematically in Khitan. In Section 3, we 

will discuss the differences between the usages with and without -d. 

3. Derivational suffix -d 

In this section, we examine the differences between word forms with 

and without the suffix -d. Examples in (5) are the word forms without -d. 

(5) a. 倏佷休俼  侼  乱 

<ord-u-und-i dɛr  [?]> 

*ordu-ndi  dɛr [?] 

court-ABL  south  east 

‘from the court to the southeast’   

 [the Epitaph of Yelü Renxian 耶律仁先墓誌 l.33] 

b. 佽亜伷亜俼   侼   丶 

<en-ad-ab-ad-i  dɛr   [?]> 

*nadaba-di   dɛr  [?] 

palace (捺鉢)-ABL south  west 

‘from the palace to southwest’ 

 [the Eulogy for Emperor Xingzong 興宗皇帝哀冊 l.2] 

c. 一   乱   何佾乹仛 

<[?]  [?]   ɪɲ-o’-or-ɪn> 

*[?]  [?]   ɲo’or-ɪ-n 

north  east  route-E-GEN 

‘of north east route (東北路)’ 

 [the Epitaph of Yelü Zongjiao 耶律宗教墓誌銘 l. 13] 
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d. 侼   仏佪 

<dɛr  u-ud> 

*dɛr  uːd 

south  division 

‘Southern Division (南院)’ 

 [the Epitaph of Xiao Dilu 蕭敵魯墓誌銘 l.14] 

Word forms with the suffix -d are shown in (6). 

(6) a. 佹井   俳俅仛 

<ed-ɛrd  ɪg-iŋ-ɪn> 

*dɛr-d  giŋ-ɪ-n 

south-d  capital-E-GEN 

‘of Southern Capital (南京)’ 

 [the Epitaph of Han Gaoshi 韓高十墓誌銘 l.20] 

b. 一侁   仼伷伃仰 

<[?]-ɪd  edʒ-ab-oq-on> 

*[?]-d   dʒaboq-o-n 

north-d  Zubu (阻卜)-E-GEN 

‘of Northern Zubu’ 

 [the Epitaph of Yelü Renxian 耶律仁先墓誌 l.46] 

c. 一侁   佹井  仕   俳亙佶 

<[?]-ɪd  ed-ɛrd  dʒur  ɪg-ur-ɪs> 

*[?]-d   dɛr-d  dʒur  gur-s 

north-d  south-d two  country-PL 

‘two countries in the north (Liao) and south (Song)’ 

 [the Eulogy for Emperor Xingzong 興宗皇帝哀冊 l.10] 

Examples in which the context can be comprehended sufficiently 

are rare, yet there seems to be a tendency in which forms with -d are 

used when they are followed by nouns, such as ‘capital’ or ‘country.’ 

This indicates characteristics similar to the suffix WM -dU, which 

forms an adjective that contains the meaning of the root [Poppe 1954: 41, 50; 

Ozawa 1997: 252], as shown in (7). 

(7) a.WM dumda-du ‘central’ < dumda ‘center’ 

b.WM doruna-du ‘eastern’ < doruna ‘east’ 
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The suffix -d in Khitan should be considered a cognate of -dU 

in Written Mongolian. The same phenomenon can be observed in 乱
*[?] ‘east’ and 五佪 (亢佪) *umud ‘east,’ as shown in (8). 

(8) a. 也倛  佱丸倢俾  丅仛     乱 

<ɪu-ul  pu-us-u’-er  [?]-ɪn     [?]> 

*ɪul  pusu’er   [?]-ɪ-n     [?] 

cloud  blessing   moutain-E-GEN  east 

‘east of Qingyun Mountain (慶雲山)’ 

 [the Eulogy for Emperor Daozong 道宗皇帝哀冊 l.6] 

b. 亢佪   俳俅仛 

<um-ud  ɪg-iŋ-ɪn> 

*umu-d  giŋ-ɪ-n 

east-d   capital-E-GEN 

‘of Eastern Capital (東京)’ 

 [the Epitaph of Han Gaoshi 韓高十墓誌銘 l.25] 

As in the examples of ‘north’ and ‘south’, if we assume that 五
佪 consists of 乱 and -d, then it may be possible to apply the phonetic 

value <umu> to 乱. 

In (9), we examine direction terms other than ‘north’, ‘south’, 

‘east’ and ‘west’. 

(9) a. 仏佪   俳俅仛 

<u-ud   ɪg-iŋ-ɪn> 

*uː-d   giŋ-ɪ-n 

upper-d  capital-E-GEN 

‘of Upper Capital (上京)’ 

 [the Epitaph of Yelü Dilie 耶律迪烈墓誌銘 l.25] 

b. 人佻   俎伂 

<dau-urd  ɪb-ɛq> 

*daur-d  bɛq 

middle-d  son 

‘second son (仲子)’ [the Epitaph of Han Dilie 韓敵烈墓誌銘 l.9] 

As can be seen in (9), 仏佪*uːd ‘upper’ and 人佻*daurd 

‘middle’ are followed by nouns and it can be inferred that -d found in 

them is likely to be a suffix. 
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In conclusion, we presume that Khitan is a fairly different 

language from Mongolian in that they do not share the same word 

forms of direction terms. In the meantime, it is suggested that the shared 

morphology of Khitan and Mongolian exemplified in the analyses 

of -d supports the genetic relationship between the two languages. 

Abbreviations 

ABL — ablative; E — epenthetic sound; EM — Early Mandarin; GEN — 

genitive; MM — Middle Mongolian; PL — plural; WM — Written Mongolian; 

- — morpheme boundary, character boundary; < > — phonetic value; < — 

derived from (the left side is derived from the right side); [?] — unknown 

meaning, unknown phonetic value. 
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