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Wu Yingzhe (2 955)

A brief discussion on the vowel attachment
in the Khitan Small Script'

The Khitan (Chinese: #2F} gidan) were nomadic
people, who lived in the eastern Mongolian Plateau.
They founded a powerful and great empire known as
Liao 7% (lido) (sometimes called Great Khitan A #ZF}
da gidan), which existed from 907 to 1125. Later, they
also founded Western Liao in Central Asia which
existed from 1124 to 1218. At present, most scholars
believe that, being a member of the Altaic complex,
Khitan language is more closely related to the Mongo-
lic languages. In 920, the fifth year of the Shence
T (shénce) era, Yelii Tuliibu B[S EE2E =47 (yeli ti-
liibu) and Yelii Lubugu ERfEEERE (yeli lubugi)
created the Khitan Large Script with which they re-
corded texts in Khitan language. This is an ideo-
graphic script and, thus, somewhat inconvenient to re-
cord an agglutinative language such as Khitan. Before
long, Diela #E#l] (diéla), the emperor’s younger
brother, created another writing system called Khitan
Small Script, which is a kind of phonographic writing.
Both scripts were used in the period of the Liao Em-
pire for nearly two hundred years and they continued
to be used in the Jin % (jin) dynasty after the fall of
the Liao Dynasty until the 2™ year of Ming-chang
HHE (mingchang) era (1191) of the Jurchen Jin
Zhangzong 5% (jin zhangzong) Emperor. Later,
the Khitan scripts were gradually forgotten and all
records of them vanished (?in the changing social en-
vironment). Khitan language has also gradually
become extinct.

Nearly several hundred years had passed until the
Khitan Small Script was accidentally rediscovered by
Belgian Father L. Kervyn in 1922 from the Qingling
Tomb of the Liao dynasty, located in Baarin Right
Banner of Inner Mongolia. Since then, 15 Khitan
Large Script inscriptions which have over 15000
characters and 35 Khitan Small Script inscriptions
which have about 40000 characters have been found
in the northern China. Currently, work on them is be-
ing done by a number of specialists from China, Ja-

" This paper is a research achievement of the project
named “Research on the Khitan Small Script and studies of
Khitan language Grammar” (Approval number: 06CMZ006)
sponsored by the State Social Science Fund. It is also a re-
search achievement of the national level key project named
“The Khitan Script and the History of Liao and Khitan: In-
terdisciplinary Study of National History” (Approval num-
ber: 07JJD770090) sponsored by the key research base of
the humanities and social science study, the Ministry of
Education.

Wu Yingzhe: Doctor at Institute of Mongolian Language, School of
Mongolian Studies, Inner Mongolia University

pan, Australia, Russia, USA, and Finland. It is ex-
tremely difficult for researchers to decipher Khitan
Script materials, because there is no reference docu-
ment except for very few Khitan words, which were
recorded in the Liao Shi 7& 5 (The History of the Liao
Dynasty, lidoshi). So, although considerable progress
has been made, the materials of the Khitan Large
Script and the Khitan Small Script are not fully under-
stood yet.

This paper will briefly introduce the Vowel At-
tachment in the Khitan Small Script. The Vowel At-
tachment is one of the spelling methods. Former re-
search has reconstructed that a lot of original charac-
ters start with a consonant sound. However, in my re-
search it is shown that we can add a proper vowel in
front of some of these original characters.

. R — s o=
Chinese loanword *.* (= ‘three’, san) reads s-a-

- . . .
am, ::t (fili ‘immortal’, xian) reads s-ie-en, &% (/)N
‘small,’ xid0) reads s-iau, so their first original charac-
ter must be s, which was already identified by Khitan
Script Research Group in 1970s. Based on this con-
clusion, 4 & which means ‘night’, pronounces sonj

which is close to the ™ son ~ fon in Mongolian lan-
guage. However, after publishing both Khitan and
Chinese versions of Yellii Zhixian Epitaph
AR RS ELEE (yelii zhixian muzhi), the researchers
realized that 4 % also denotes personal name Axin

e oo 4R .
(P]{Z, axin) . Moreover, they understood that % In

the Xiiwang Epitaph (FF T 55 xtiwang muzhi) de-

notes tomb owner’s name Yixinyin Z3[& (yixinyin).

Therefore, we can read the original character 4 as as

~ es. Even though at present we are still unable to

identify its exact vowel, there is no doubt that original

character 4 has a vowel in front of its consonant s.
X

The character % & denotes ‘filial piety’ (2%, xido0)
K

and reads chi shi de ben FREA157 (chishidébén). It is
recorded in the Liao Shi and its original characters
read: # ¢f, *i, £d, ® p and & n. Its third original
character & has a meaning of ‘nine’. If & reads is, it
is similar to the Mongolian word and consistent with
historical records. In the same way we can also under-

stand that the pronunciation of g){l‘ (ZFE B tribal

name, yishijizhi) is isgon. Both these examples sup-

ISSN 1562-1391. Bonpocsl counonorun. Cepus «Ypano-antaickue nccnegosanusy. 2009. Ne 1/YA (1)



WU YINGZHE. A brief discussion on the vowel attachment in the Khitan Small Script 27

port the hypothesis that the pronunciation of & might

be is. However, after reading H;C B R /ﬂ'\ﬁz Rl S

(EE =~ I, official name, yanchanggdong
zhifushi), we are able to learn that the % which de-
notes {# (‘messenger’, shi) shi also probably reads
si. It seems certain that the original character % has a
vowel i but sometimes the vowel comes after the con-
sonant s.

The original character 4L appeared in % 4L which
means ‘horse’. Chinese loanword %% (% ‘secret’,
mi) reads mi, 24 (9 ‘door’, mén) reads mun or
man, so their first original character X might read mo
or m which was identified in 1970s. As in Mongolian
language ‘horse’ is pronounced mori, scholars be-
lieved that the original character 4l read ri, and that
% 4L read mori, which is the same as the Mongolian
equivalent. The pronunciation i for 4L was also con-
firmed in other blocks (complex characters). For in-
stance, researchers Liu Fengzhu 2B Z5 (liu féngzhu)
and Yu Baolin FE#L (yabiolin) considered that the
block %1l reads iri [Yu Baolin 1981], researcher Ji

Shi  F[IE (jishi) considered that iﬂfl‘ reads ftirik,

which means FEEE (official title, tiliji) [Ji Shi
1986]. In spite of this, sometimes we can read the
original character 4L as ir. For instance, the character

1%“ which frequently appears in materials of Khitan

Small Script means ‘Yilijin® 55EEZE (official title,

yilijin) [Ji Shi 1996]. In the light of this statement, the

£ LA
A

pronunciation o might be irgin, so 1L reads ir. It

indicates that original character 4L has two pronuncia-
tions: ir and 77 , and its vowel 7 can appear not only in
front of consonant r, but also behind it.

A
The block 5\' , which denotes personal name

BEA (tabuy€), reads toboji and the block *i,

which means the name of ‘zubu’ [H&] (tribal name,
zubl), reads fobog ~ fubug that was discussed by re-
searcher Wang Hongli F-547] (wang hongli) [Wang
Hongli 1986]. Thus, the original character % which is
the second in this block can be read as bo ~ bu. De-
spite this, there are still a few characters which indica-

te that & can be occasionally read as ab ~ ob. For in-
stance, the characters /*\;g % which appeared in the

28" line of the Xiao Zhonggong Epitaph (8§ {hF5E:E
xiao zhonggdng muzhi) denote personal name
WEE A (dinidn abu) [Ji Shi 1996]. Researcher Ji
Shi, who pointed this out, said that this personal name

WU R (dinidn abu) had been recorded in the bi-
ography of Xiao Zhonggong in the Jin Shi 45 (The
History of the Jin Dynasty, jin shi). For this reason,
we can read % as ab ~ ob. On another occasion, Khi-
tan Script researchers have all known that £ # means
‘grandfather’. If % reads ob, this pronunciation is clo-

se to ¥M abog~obo: of Written Mongolian language;

the word "M ‘grandfather’ is pronounced ob or obo in
many dialects of Mongolian languages. It is clear that
% can be read as bo ~ bu, but sometimes it can also be
read as 0b.

Some researchers believe that the pronunciation of
the original character 4k is 7u and some others read it
as ru or ra. However, this original character is often
used in the initial position of blocks (31 time in all
known materials of Khitan Small Script). For exam-

KR fgx SRR .
ple, * ,ﬁ&,¥7é,¥’$ and so on. It seems certain
i) &5

that these blocks might denote the native Khitan
words, rather than Chinese loanwords. We have all
known that the Altaic languages have common feature
that the consonant » never appears in the beginning of
a word. It is obvious that these words are no exception
and that their first sound is not » and in front of the
consonant » must stand a certain vowel.

# is one of common original characters and schol-
ars have determined its pronunciation as p. However,
recently Professor Liu Pujiang ZIJf T (lit pujiang)

pointed out that the block ﬁkﬂ‘ denotes personal name

fa[{#z% (abdojin) [Liu Pujiang 2008]. It indicates that
original character # also has a vowel in front of its
consonant p.

In summary, each of the original characters 4,
X,14, %, 1% and #, which were mentioned above,
has two different pronunciations and one feature in
common: their vowels can appear in front or behind of
their consonants. It must be a spelling characteristic of
the Khitan Small Script. We can call this rule ‘Vowel
Attachment’.

To varying degrees, other writing systems also
have this sort of rule. For instance, Mongolian word

(rasiyan) reads [apfa:n], =® (radio) reads
[aradso:], T sk (yiam jayur a) read [agfindssir]
and so on. In the Written Mongolian language, all
these words have no vowel in front of their first con-
sonant, but each of these words is actually pronounced
with a vowel ‘a’ in spoken Mongolian.

However, there is a similar spelling rule in Old
Turkic script. Let us take a look at the following char-
acteristics of Old Turkic script:

(1) In this writing system 4 letters are used to de-
note 8 vowels: the letter & denotes a, d, t denotes i,
i, > denotes o, u and N denotes 6, ii.
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28 WU YINGZHE. A brief discussion on the vowel attachment in the Khitan Small Script

(2) The vowels a, d at the beginning of a word or
at the end of the first syllable are usually omitted. For
instance, the letter & (1') (Arabic numeral 1 marks a
consonant spelt with back vowel) reads at ‘horse’, the
letter h (&) (Arabic numeral 2 marks a consonant
spelt with front vowel) reads d¢ ‘meat’, the letter
(1") reads al- ‘to take’ and the letter v (1*) reads dl
‘country’. But if they appear at the end of a word, they
are usually written out. For instance, the block rus
(a'2) reads gara ‘black’, the block 1 (pa) reads apa
‘forefather’ and the block %% s (t'mya) reads tamya
‘stamp’.

(3) If the vowels i, i and o, u, 0, ii are at the begin-
ning of a word or in the first syllable, they are not
written out. If the vowels o, u or 6, i appear in both
front and back of the consonant | ¢ and k & they are
usually omitted. The vowels u, # which appear in affi-
xes are also omitted. For instance, 13t 1da jdug
means ‘saint’, P&t I'T i#i means ‘dispatch’, X<
Oylm oylum means ‘my son’ and ¥AN Uén’ fictin means
‘in order to’ [Geng Shimin 2005].

I suppose it is possible that there is a definite rela-
tion between these rules and the Vowel Attachment.
In fact, comparative study of Khitan Small Script and
Old Turkic script is not a new topic. As early as in the
1950s, a Japanese scholar Murayama Shichiro
FI-EEE (5T Y~ T r D) attempted to re-
construct Khitan words with the help of Old Turkic
graphemes. His main idea was that the Khitan Small
Script was of Turkic origin, and its writing system,
that, according to the Liao Annals, Diela learned from
the Uygurs [2[fE (huigli), was not the Uygur alphabet,
but the script of the ancient Turks. To demonstrate
this, Professor Murayama gave a chart of Khitan char-
acters with their alleged Turkic equivalents [Mura-
yama 1951]. Later studies showed this idea to be
wrong. It means that there is no relation between the
Khitan original characters and Old Turkic characters
in terms of grapheme. Nevertheless, it is possible that
some spelling rules in Khitan Small Script are based
on Turkic spelling rules. Of course, when Khitan peo-
ple created their own writing system — Khitan Large
Script and Khitan Small Script, Old Turkic writing
system had already faded. But according to The Liao
Shi, in 924, Khitan people were still using Turkic
writing system: Fi-F-, GHEERYAE O] JTECH, DAEEFT
ZER ~ JEFECH T (“In the year of Jiazi, imperial or-
der had been given to make a monument of Longpie
khan’s merits in Khitan, Turkic and Chinese”). From
this brief record we can understand that at that time
Turkic writing system might still be familiar to Khitan
people. So, they must have employed some idea from
Old Turkic script to create the Khitan Small Script.

More interesting, if we continue to apply Vowel
Attachment rule, we will be able to solve some prob-
lems that have long existed in the study of Khitan
Small Script.

(1)The original character @ denotes ‘female’ and
7 /L denotes ‘woman’, but the pronunciation of origi-
nal character & is still unclear. According to: FEESEE
(ndbuwome), JEE (me), JREIX (also regard as gai,
yizuogdi) ° FFEE (nouwo), 1% 1-F# (call earth, houtu-
chéng ), J& (me), £} (call miichéng) which is re-
corded in the Liao Shi, Khitan Script Research Group
knew that X % ® denote ‘empress’. Prior to this, they
also knew that # reads o, so they considered that X %
reads nou-e and A reads muo. But none of Altaic lan-
guages has a word muo with the meaning ‘female,
woman’. If in front of it we add the vowel o, it will
read amuo ~ amo. The | JU can be read as amo ku,
@4 can be read as amad which is plural of @ . This
reading is phonetically close to the semantic equiva-
lent in some Mongolic languages, for example,
‘woman’ in Mongolian sounds as [am], in Dagur
[emgun], in Shira Yughur [eme], in Dongxiang [ama],
in Baoan [ema].

(2) According to another scholar, Liu Fengzhu, &
means ‘grandson’, and he reads it as mu [Liu Fengzhu
2006]. If in front of the word we add the vowel o, it
will sound as omu, and this pronunciation is close to
the equivalents in some Altaic languages, for exam-
ple, in Manchu ‘grandson’ reads omolo, and omul in
Dagur.

(3) The original character & means ‘one’, this has
been identified by other scholars, but so far, its pro-
nunciation proved to be a problem. In the Daozong
Aice Epitaph #E5= %A (daozong aice), the character
#* &
*R
lieved that & equals to #4 , and according to the
pronunciation of £ 4 the character & can be read as
mas [Chinggeltei 2002]. Even though such conclu-
sion solved the problem to some degree, this pronun-
ciation does not correspond to any equivalents in Al-
taic languages. We know that cardinal number ‘one’
in Old Turkic reads bir, in Mongolian neg~negen, in
Manchu emu, in Xibe language amkon, in Hezhen lan-
guage amkon, in Evenki am#y, in Orogen #mun. Based
on the Vowel Attachment, we can read it in Khitan as
emom ~ emo. According to the later study, we can
read £ as m and 4 as ma. Therefore, the pronuncia-
tion of # 4 may be different from mas. If it is correct
to read the original character as emo, Khitan language
might have had a number of features of Manchu-
Tungus languages.

(4) The character 4 often appears in front of the
word with plural suffix:

. t4
was rewritten by 3", and so some scholars be-

WA n4z2h NEan

wife these two’s second son; Yellii Dile Epitaph
(AP st (yeld dilie muzhi)-8
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@ A% mx 7% 2z xn +2h UM 2

Dolon lady uncle large tent’s these two’s children
two; Yellii Dile Epitaph-11
RBREREF , XA
PR X T AR
country’s Iribin event administrate raise these of-
ficial positions there was; Yellii Dile Epitaph-20

A% ERRF o XA
4) T AR Gy Ty TaxAE

South Courtyard Fu Bu Shu these official posi-
tions there was Yellii Zongjiao Epitaph-12

3) A A 5+

Based on the following examples, researchers are
able to understand that its pronunciation is # ~ ¢°.

5 e tai si KHT (official title, taishi)

40 &% 1(2)is-u{EH (posthumous title of an
emperor, dézi)

AR L k

P

dian)

KRR RE LK EWy-iu ue-en
I3 H#E (official title, yuyuan tong jin)

iou-uy t-ie-en EJEg (‘palace’, gong-

t“uy  6-in

Even though it was said about the character 4 that
its meaning may be close to ‘et cetera’, it may be dif-
ferent from the equivalents in all other Altaic lan-
guages. If we apply Vowel Attachment rule once
again, we can not only understand the character %,
but also can reconstruct its pronunciation that is close
to the word [2d] in Mongolian language. In other
words, if we add the vowel 2 in front of the Khitan
word ¢ ~ t*, it can be read ot or ot * which is similar to

, which means ‘these’ in medieval Mongolian lan-
guage. The meaning of ‘these’ is written as ‘8%’ in
The Secret History of the Mongols:

Yisiigei_ba'atur-un Ho 'eliin-iijin-e¢ Temiijin Qasar

WK Bmreed o toxtoy Tl Ford Ot Stk

Qaci'un Temiige ede dorben ko it tore=be.
v oty Fo ovsbnd oo oo
[Kuribayashi 2001]

Here the word Z8%% (ede, édié) denotes persons and
its meaning is the same as in the examples (1) and (2)
mentioned above. In the examples (3) and (4) 4 means
things in the same way the word ZH%: (édié) also de-
notes things in The Secret History of the Mongols:

jamuga-yin ede tiges in-u Qasar Belgiitei qoyar ire=ju
sy s Pl oWl e £k B Arose ey
Temiijin-e liglile=jii To oril_gan-na kelen giirge=be.

ol — 5 Tov Fomosel S —3 (A (et

It seems certain that the character 4 and the word
%875 (ede, édié) have the same meaning. Because of
this, we can read 4 as af or ot".

(4) There is even a more interesting example,
which might considerably support the existence of the
Vowel Attachment. The characters %4 ® mean
‘grandmother’, which was identified by researcher Liu
Fengzhu. % reads m ~ ma, which was reconstructed
in 1970s, % reads k ~ ko which was reconstructed by
myself, and @ reads amuo ~ amo which was men-
tioned above. So, together they are read as moka ma. If
we add the vowel 2, it can be read as amoko amo. This
reading is very close to ¥ o [om3og~ omo:] in
Written Mongolian, [oma] in Modern Mongolian lan-
guage.
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30 WU YINGZHE. A brief discussion on the vowel attachment in the Khitan Small Script

PE3IOME

K HacTosiLiemMy BpeMEHM BbISICHEHO (POHETUYECKOE 3HAYEHMe GOnblue YeM MOMOBMHbLI CUMBOSIOB Maroro KWAaHbCKOro
nucbMa. OfHako B psifie cryyaes aTa paboTa HaTblkaeTcst Ha onpeaeneHHble TpyaHocTH. OpUeHTUpYSICb Ha conocTaBre-
HME C MPUHLMNAMM TIOPKCKOTO PYHUYECKOTO NUCbMA W aHanmManpys AelndpyeMble CoBa, MOXHO 3aMeTUTb, YTO B Masiom
KMOaHbCKOM MUCbME MCMONb3yeTCst MPUHLMN «MOLCTABHOMN FNIACHON», KOTa 3HaK YNTAeTCst C AOMONHUTENBHOM NpeALecT-
BYIOLLIEI UMW NOCTeayoLLEeit rMacHoi, onpeaensieMoil npaBunami BOKan4eckoro CUHrapmMoHu3ma.

SUMMARY

More than half of the original characters of Khitan Small Script have been analysed and their phonetic value has been
reconstructed. Nevertheless, in the course of decipherment, researchers often run into certain difficulties. Based on evalua-
tion of deciphered words and comparison with the spelling system of Ancient Turkic Script, we conclude that an "additional
vowel" may be used in the spellings of the original characters. The signs can be spelled with a preceding or following vowel
in accordance with vowel harmony rule.
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