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Yoshida-Hommachi, Sakyo-ku, Kyoto, 606-8501 Japan
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This paper deals with the transcriptions of Chinese velar initials in the Kitan Small Script. We car-
ried out a phonological analysis of the Kitan language as reflected in the transcriptions by compar-
ing the transcriptions of Chinese words in the Kitan Small Script with those in the Mongolian/Uy-
ghur script. This analysis demonstrates that Kitan has two velar consonants and one uvular conso-
nant, and the transcriptions of the Chinese velar initials found in the Kitan Small Script reflect the
distinction between velar and uvular consonants as seen in the Mongolian/Uyghur script.

Key words: Kitan language, Kitan script, linguistic reconstruction, Mongolic languages, historical
Chinese phonology.

1. Introduction

According to Chinese historical records, the Kitan people, who established the Liao
dynasty (907-1125), created two functionally distinct writing systems designated as
the Large Script and Small Script. The Kitan language is thought to be related to the
Mongolic languages (Janhunen 2003), and the Kitan Small Script is believed to be a
mixture of syllabograms, phonograms, and ideograms (Kara 2005, p. 16). A study by
the Kitan Script Research Group in the 1970s and 1980s made significant progress in
deciphering the Kitan Small Script. Their work still forms the basis of this field today.
In the years following the study by the Kitan Script Research Group, a significant

*I am very grateful to Professor Gyorgy Kara, whose comments and suggestions were of
inestimable value for my study. I am also deeply indebted to Professor Masahiro Shagaito and Pro-
fessor Yutaka Yoshida for giving me invaluable comments and warm encouragement. This study
was supported by a Grant-in-Aid for JSPS Fellows (20-3761).
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14 YASUNORI TAKEUCHI

number of Kitan epitaphs have been unearthed. These epitaphs have been deciphered
to such an extent that today we can more or less grasp the kinship and personal his-
tories of the people described in them.! However, the decipherment is far from suf-
ficient, where Kitan has still remained as a hitherto undeciphered language on the
whole.

One of the contributions made by the Kitan Script Research Group is the deci-
pherment of Chinese loanwords in the Kitan inscriptions. Thanks to their work, quite
a number of Chinese official titles and proper names have been identified so far.
However, the research has not been carried out in a systematic way, and has proved
to be problematic in certain aspects. It has been common practice for historical lin-
guists to advance the study of an unknown language, along with that of the languages
to which the former is believed to be related. In the present paper, we deal with the
Kitan transcriptions of the Chinese velar initials — one of the highly controversial
issues in the study of the Kitan script and language, by comparing them with the Mon-
golian/Uyghur transcriptions of the Yuan period.

The present paper is organised as follows. In Section 2, we analyse the Mon-
golian/Uyghur transcriptions of Chinese words. In Section 3, we point out problems
on the interpretations by different scholars with regard to the Kitan transcriptions of
the Chinese velar initials, and provide a phonological analysis of our own. Section 4
is the conclusion.

2. Mongolian/Uyghur Transcriptions of Chinese Words
in the 14th Century

Many Chinese words are known to be transcribed in the Mongolian/Uyghur script in
Late Old Turkic and Middle Mongolian texts as well as in the Kitan script materials.
By examining them, we can gain insight into how the loanwords from Chinese were
modified to fit the phonology of Altaic languages. There are two types of transcription
systems for Chinese words in Old Turkic texts. One is an old system which reflects
the northwestern dialect of Middle Chinese. The other is a newer system, which re-
flects Early Mandarin and was used in Late Old Turkic in the Yuan period (Shogaito
1987, pp. 116—121). Since the Kitan transcriptions of Chinese reflect Early Mandarin
rather than Middle Chinese in terms of phonology, we examine the transcriptions
from Mongolian and Late Old Turkic texts where the new transcription system was
applied. Table 1 illustrates the collected transcriptions.” Chinese words are classified
according to their initials in Early Mandarin and the grades of their thymes in Middle
Chinese.

! For more general information on the Kitan script and language, refer to Kane (2009).

2 The data listed here are from Middle Mongolian inscriptions (Cleaves 1949; 1950; 1951;
1952), Old Turkic inscriptions (Rohrborn — Sertkaya 1980; Geng—Hamilton 1981), and Old Turkic
texts from Turfan (Rachmati 1936, Nos 14 and 18). Chinese words marked with an asterisk (*) are
from Old Turkic written materials.
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k- Grade [ Grade I

B gaw’ K'W ffj gian K'N

& gon KWN f&] gian K°N

& gue KWy & giap K’NK

'E gon KWN 3 gia K’

5 gu KWW B2 gem K'M

¢ guapg KWNK B geip KYNK

7% gup KWNK 1L giap K’NK

I guy KWNK *ER geip KYNK

T guy KWNK *H gia K’

| ga K°’NK

?_J'%_gg?‘w KW Grades III-V

*BEE guan KWNK & gén K’'N

*E gué KWY F geun KWYN
H geun KWN
H geun KWYN
fit geup KWNK
H geun KWNK
H geu KWW
B gin KYNK
4 gim KYM
# gin KYNK
i gei KY
& geip KYNK
£P geun KWYN
1B ge K’
& keu KW
*B keu KW
*Z geué KWW

k™ | Gradel Grades III-1V

EE k‘u Kww 78 ki KY
# ki KY
B kip KYNK
JEI kip KYNK
b kéup KYNK

3 For convenience, we have also listed the Phags-pa Chinese transcriptions of these words.
For more information regarding the transcription and pronunciation of ’Phags-pa Chinese, refer to
the recent study of Coblin (2007).
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16 YASUNORI TAKEUCHI
(Grades III-1V continued)
B keip KYNK
Z keué KWY
I kip KYNK
*gh k‘eu KYW
*dh k‘eu KWW
X- Grade I Grade II
7 han Q-N 2 hjaw KW
B van QN 1T hein QYNK
B ¥u QwWw
# wu QWW Grades III-1V
5 ¥iw QYW Fl heun KWYN
A Yo Qw # heué KWY
i ¥o QWW # heué QWY
& »iw QYW #F heu KW
gt vup KWNK B hein QYNK
B yony QWNK E% huen K’N
*H yu QWW Z heén K’N

Middle Mongolian and Old Turkic have vowel harmony, which is generally
considered to be palatal (or front/back) harmony: A word can either contain back
vowels /a, o, u, i/, or front vowels /4, 0, i, i/ in Old Turkic. In Mongolian, there is no
back vowel /i/, whereas the front vowel /i/ can occur with both front and back vowels,
and is therefore considered a neutral vowel. Middle Mongolian and Old Turkic also
have two series of guttural stops /k/ and /g/,* which are linked to vowel harmony.
The /k/ and /g/ have back allophones (uvular [q] and [6])’ in words containing back
vowels, but have front allophones (velar [k] and [g]) in words containing front vowels.
The Mongolian/Uyghur script that is used to transcribe Middle Mongolian and Old
Turkic has two distinctive graphemes, namely kaph <K> and heth <Q>, with the
former typically being used to transcribe front allophones and the latter to transcribe
back allophones in native words.

We see from Table 1 that both Chinese k- and k™ are usually transcribed with
<K>. We assume that the Chinese k- and k"- were substituted for the front allophones
of /g-/ and /k-/, respectively. It can also be seen in Table 1 that the Chinese x- is tran-
scribed with both <K> and <Q>. <Q> is used for Chinese words with Grade I rhymes.
With regard to Chinese words with Grades II-IV rhymes, <K> apparently outnum-

# East Middle Mongolian is said to have contrast in aspiration, while West Middle Mongo-
lian has contrast in voicing. Here, for convenience of analysis, we assume that Middle Mongolian
has a two-way contrast between voiceless and voiced stops.

3 In the language of the Secret History of the Mongols, there is only [q] before or after back
vowels.

Acta Orient. Hung. 64, 2011
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KITAN TRANSCRIPTIONS OF CHINESE VELAR INITIALS 17

bers <Q>. One of the major differences between Grade I rhymes and Grades II-1V
rhymes is that in Early Mandarin, Grades II-IV rhymes usually contain the glide -j-
or vowel -i-, while Grade I rhymes do not. Because the Chinese initial x- with Grades
II-IV rhymes is fronted in its place of articulation due to the glide -j- or vowel -i-, in
modern Mandarin it usually becomes [¢], while the one with Grade I rhymes which
do not contain -j- or -i-, usually becomes [x ~ x]. The distribution of the graphemes
<Q> and <K> for the Chinese initial x- may occur because the Chinese initial x- with
Grades II-1V rhymes is fronted in its place of articulation due to the glide -j- or vowel
-i-. The Chinese x- has different allophones in Early Mandarin, most probably [y ~ h]
with Grade I rhymes, and [¢ ~ x] with Grades II-IV rhymes, and they are reflected in
different graphemes in the Mongolian/Uyghur script. At this point, we can assume
that the Chinese x- with Grade I rhymes is altered to the back allophone of /k/, while
the Chinese x- with Grades II-IV rhymes is usually altered to the front allophone
of /k/. Chart 1 shows the correspondence between Chinese initials and their Mongo-
lian/Uyghur transcriptions discussed above:

Chart 1

Chinese initials Grades of rhymes : Mongolian consonants Uyghur graphemes

/k-/ [k~§~dg] I-1v : /g~ <K>
&P/ K" -1V : /k-/ <K>
/x-/ [y ~h] I : /k-/ <Q>
X~/ [¢~X] n-1v : /k-/ <K> (mainly)

3. Kitan Transcriptions

Before proceeding to an analysis of the transcriptions of Chinese words in the Kitan
Small Script, it is necessary to set a theoretically idealised status for Chinese in the
Liao period, in order to carry out a sound phonological analysis of the Kitan lan-
guage. Here we presume that the -j- insertion in words with Grade II rhymes and de-
voicing of initials have already occurred in Chinese during the Liao period.

Most of the Kitan inscriptions were made in the 11th and 12th centuries, which
were the transition period from Middle Chinese to Early Mandarin. During this pe-
riod, the Middle Chinese voiced obstruent initials generally changed into voiceless
obstruent initials. Therefore, although the phonology of Chinese in the Liao period is
not sufficiently understood today, it is still reasonable to suppose that the voiced
initials of Middle Chinese were already devoiced, and there were three voiceless ini-
tials (k-, k™ and x-) in the inventory of velar consonants in Chinese. Apart from that,
-j- was inserted in the words with Grade II rhymes.®

6 Shen (2006) examines the Kitan transcriptions of Chinese words as a way to understand
Chinese historical phonology, and arrives at nearly the same result.
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18 YASUNORI TAKEUCHI

We have collected reasonable and reliable data from the well-studied Kitan in-
scriptions as listed below.
(1) Epitaph of Yelii Zongjiao (1053)
(2) Eulogy for Emperor Xingzong (1055)
(3) Epitaph of Yelii Renxian (1072)
(4) Eulogy for Empress Renyi (1076)
(5) Epitaph of Yelii Dilie (1092)
(6) Epitaph of Xiao Dashan and Princess Yonggqing (1095)
(7) Epitaph of Yelii Nu (1099)
(8) Epitaph of Yelii Hongyong (1100)
(9) Eulogy for Emperor Dazong (1101)
(10) Eulogy for Empress Xuanyi (1101)
(11) Epitaph of the Prefect of Zezhou (1108)
(12) Epitaph of Prince Xu (1109)
(13) Eulogy for the Imperial Grand Uncle (1110)
(14) Epitaph of the Imperial Consort of the States of Song and Wei (1110)
(15) Epitaph of the Late Mme. Yelii (1115)
(16) Record of the Journey of the Younger Brother of the Emperor of the Great Jin
Dynasty (1134)
(17) Epitaph of Xiao Zhonggong (1150)
(18) Epitaph of the Defense Commissioner of Bozhou of the Jin Dynasty (1170)

In this article, the analysis is based on the decipherment of the Kitan transcrip-
tions from previous studies; however, some uncertain cases are excluded from the data.
The collected transcriptions in Table 2 are the Chinese words classified according to
their initials and the grades of their rhymes in Middle Chinese.

Table 2

k- Grade I Grade I
2 gaw AR kau' | # geu A% % k-iau-u
& guap A& k-uap % geu A% k-iau
gué AR k-uei Bk gein A k-iap
Z gun AKXk 7L gen AR k-ap
2\ gup AX  k-up K gia A k-ia
If guy AX  kuy ES gem AX2X  k-ia-em
T gup AX k- S gem AXRH  k-ig-am
I gu AR ku
#l gon w2  ko-n & gué AR k-uei

7 With regard to the phonetic values for the Kitan graphemes, for the time being we follow
Qingge’ertai et al. (1985), which although forming the basis of this field, requires some modifications.
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KITAN TRANSCRIPTIONS OF CHINESE VELAR INITIALS 19

(Grade I continued) (Grades III-1V continued)
# gon ARZD k-o-on | E geun AF k-iun
B gaw AR k-qu JT gin AW k-in
i go AF  k-ue = geun A& X  k-iou-up
i go A#F  k-ue H geu AR k-iu
)¢ guay A% k-uap 5 gip AR k-ip
. giw A® k-iou
K gém A X% k-e-em
K gém AR k-em
I gip AR k-in
% gim AR k-m
* geue AR k-uei
& geip AR k-in
& gem A XX k-e-em
£ geun A F k-iun
£ geun ARF  k-iu-iun
B ki A& k-i
B ki A%k % k-i-i
B ki AX% ke
B ki 9% 2-i
Grade I Grade II
7% k‘up Xk  xKup | & Kkiaj A&  xKdi
78 k‘up XA x/kMup
B keaj RAE K Grades III-1V
BE k‘aj X+ xk"ai | B k'ip X x/k"-ip
BE kaj g+  khai | k'ip XA x/k"ip
BH k‘aj A*  k-di # kéein XA x/k"-ip
H ki X x/ki
g7 ken b X x/k"-en
#E kuen ARd  k-ue-en
Grade | Grade 11
A w¥u # R xu-u T hia e ¥a-ia
# yu ®RX  xu-u T hia x ¥a
& wun N4k  ¥-un #°® hya 3 ?
1 ¥uo ® ?
F wiw 2 You Grades I1I-1V
B& yan &R xa-an % heue X R x/k-uei
 won * yuag | #% heué X x/KP-i

8 The -j- is not inserted in this word in Early Mandarin.
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20 YASUNORI TAKEUCHI

(Grade I continued) (Grades III-1V continued)

2 oy * Yuay # heue X% x/k"-uei
5A Yun st 4% xu 2 heu XR x/k-iu
B hu ] xu 7 hi X% K-
7, hiw X3  x/k"ou | E heiy X%m  x/K'-i-ip
T wan F& ¥a-ay | F hein XM x/k"-in

& heiw X & x/k-iou
#% huen ¥ x/k"-en
EZ heén Xx% x/k'e-en
% huen %  xken

Before analysing the data, we first review the previous studies on this issue.
As can be seen in Table 2, Qingge’ertai et al. (1985) assigned phonetic values to the
related graphemes but no phonological analysis on the correspondence was done in a
systematic way in their studies. Given the list of phonetic values assigned to graph-
emes, it can be assumed that they attribute the graphemic distribution in the transcrip-
tions of Chinese initial x- to the contrast in voicing in Middle Chinese (e.g. 31 ¥ vs.
X x/K") on the premise that voiced initials in Middle Chinese were still preserved in
the Liao period. However, as Nie (1988, p. 46, n. 3) points out, the devoicing of the
Middle Chinese voiced initials was preceded by that of the fricative *¥-, and Middle
Chinese *¥- must had already been devoiced in the Liao period. Thus it is difficult to
assign the phonetic value ¥- to the concerned graphemes. Nie is the first person who
tried to analyse the transcription system of the Chinese words in the Kitan Small
Script. He claims that the Chinese velar initials were transcribed with Kitan k-, x-,
and g-. He further argues that due to the similarity among the sounds [q], [K"], and
[x], the phonetic value g- is assigned to the graphemes which are used to transcribe
both Chinese initial x- and k" (e.g. X ). Shen (2007) also addresses the Kitan tran-
scriptions of Chinese words. In contrast to Nie’s view, he states that the Kitan lan-
guage has k-, k™, and x-. Nie and Shen’s interpretations, however, are problematic
because both of them fail to explain why the Chinese initial x- is transcribed by the
two series of graphemes.

Now we should turn to our interpretation regarding the correspondence. The
correspondence in Table 2 can be summarised as follows: i. the Chinese initials k-
and k"- are transcribed with different graphemes, being graphemically distinguished
(A fork-,and X for k™); ii. the Chinese initials k™~ and x- with Grades II-IV rhymes
are not graphemically distinguished; iii. the initial x- with Grade I rhymes and the
initial x- with Grades II-IV rhymes are graphemically distinguished. We categorise
the graphemes into the following three groups.

Group 1: A andw etc., which are used to transcribe the Chinese initial k-.
Group 2: X and & etc., which are used to transcribe the Chinese initials K- and x-
with Grades [I-IV rhymes.

Acta Orient. Hung. 64, 2011
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KITAN TRANSCRIPTIONS OF CHINESE VELAR INITIALS 21

Group 3: 3¢ and 31 etc., which are used to transcribe the Chinese initial x- with
Grade I rhymes.

Chart 2 gives a list of the Kitan words containing graphemes relevant to this
study, and their plausible cognates in Mongolic languages:

Chart 2
Kitan transcriptions Meanings Cognates
A F g-ur’ ‘country’ Written Mongolian (WM)
giir ‘people’
cf. Manchu gurun ‘country’
*AA  tfo-g-on' ‘left’ WM jegiin ‘left’
cf. Ewenki jegin, jewin
(Vasilevi¢ 1958, pp. 110—-111)
KR k-ui ‘to reach, to arrive’ WM kiir- ‘to reach, to arrive’
X% k-tf ‘border’ Daur kot[ ‘edge; side; border’
(Enhebatu et al. 1984, p. 146)
& qau-ur ‘spring’ WM qabur ‘spring’
& kR ga-’a-an ‘khan, king’ WM gayan ‘khan, king’

It is evident that there is a clear correspondence between the graphemes and
the Mongolic consonants: Group 1 vs. WM g, Group 2 vs. WM k, and Group 3 vs.
WM q. The correspondence sheds light on the analysis of Chinese words transcribed
in the Kitan script.

We now turn to Table 2 to look more closely into the phonology of the Kitan
language as reflected in the transcriptions of Chinese words. The graphemic distinc-
tions in Groups 1-3 reflect the phonological system of Kitan. The fact that the Chi-
nese k" and x- with Grades II-IV rhymes are not distinguished suggests that the
Kitan language does not have both of the sounds but rather only one of them. In other
words, if the Kitan language had both of them, these initials would have been distin-
guished graphemically. This also gives substantial support for the hypothesis that the
phonological system of Kitan is different from that of Chinese. Also, it is likely that
the Chinese sounds that did not exist in the Kitan language were usually substituted

° We have assigned phonetic values to the Kitan graphemes. Due to space constraints, the
analysis of the phonetic values will be dealt with in an upcoming paper.

1 This word is the companion to the Kitan word # % # ® b-ar-a-an ‘right’ (cf. WM bara-
yun ‘right’) and this decipherment is fairly reliable. The velar stops in intervocalic position in Writ-
ten Mongolian are usually lost in Kitan, e.g.  tfau ‘one hundred’ and WM jayu-n ‘one hundred’,
but this word exceptionally preserves intervocalic -g-.
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22 YASUNORI TAKEUCHI

for similar sounds.!! Furthermore, we assume that the graphemic distinction between
Chinese k- and k- is a reflection of the phonemic distinction between voiced and
voiceless velar stops (i.e. /g/ and /k/) in Kitan. This graphemic distinction also means
that the Kitan speakers interpreted both the Chinese initial x- with Grades II-IV
rhymes, and the Chinese initial k" as /k/ in Kitan.

Now we turn to the explanation of the Chinese x-, which has been considered
rather difficult to deal with. An analysis of the graphemic distinction between the
transcriptions of the Chinese x- with Grade I rhymes and those with Grades II-IV
rhymes gives further information that is missing from previous studies. As discussed
in Section 2, the transcriptions in the Mongolian/Uyghur script have a similar distinc-
tion. We have interpreted this in relation to vowel harmony. Many scholars including
Qingge’ertai suggest the Kitan language appears to have vowel harmony, although
this is not fully understood. Qingge’ertai et al. (1985, pp. 131—-146) point out that
Kitan has vowel harmony in which verbs show variations in endings according to the
vowel of the stem. Moreover, there are two series of verb endings that include the
graphemes in this study: 4 34 ® 1-¥-an and 4 A A l-k-on, etc. Qingge’ertai et al. also
point out the possibility that 31 (one of the graphemes in Group 3) is a back counter-
part of . (one of the graphemes in Group 1). This is in line with the correspondence
between the graphemes and the Mongolic consonants that we showed earlier.

Given the previous discussions, we suggest that the initial sound of the graph-
emes in Group 3 is the back counterpart of those in Groups 1 and 2. The fact that the
graphemes in Group 3 are used to transcribe the Chinese voiceless fricative x- sug-
gests that there is only [q] as a back allophone in Kitan like in the language of the
Secret History of the Mongols. Like the Mongolians, it is possible that the Kitan
speakers transcribed Chinese initial x- with two series of graphemes, because its allo-
phones were distinctive in Kitan. Below is the correspondence between Chinese ini-
tials and their Kitan transcriptions discussed above:

Chart 3

Chinese initials ~ Grades of thymes : Kitan consonants Kitan graphemes

k-/ [k~§~d] I-1v : /g [§~d] Group 1
A/ KM I-IV : kel [k~k'~x] Group 2
x-l [¢~x] n-1mv : k- Group 2
/x-/ [yx~h] I /9 [q~x] Group 3

" For example, the grapheme 4 is used to transcribe the Chinese initials s-, ts-, and ts"-.
This suggests that the Chinese ts- and ts- were substituted for s- in Kitan, as the Chinese ts- and
ts"- were alien to Kitan. Similar substitution is observed in the Uyghur material.
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KITAN TRANSCRIPTIONS OF CHINESE VELAR INITIALS 23
4. Conclusion

In this study herein, we carried out a phonological analysis of the Kitan transcriptions
of Chinese words, and assigned plausible phonetic values to the Kitan graphemes.
There were two main findings of this study. First, the Liao Chinese x- had quite dif-
ferent allophones depending on the Grades of the rhymes. It is reflected in different
graphemes in the Mongolian and Kitan scripts. Second, the Kitan language had three
guttural consonants: /g-/, /k-/, and /q-/.
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