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A NEW APPROACH TO THE DECIPHERING OF
THE CH’I-TAN SMALL SCRIPT

by
Chinggeltei and Others

Specimens of the Ch’i-tan small script inscribed on the tombstones of the Liao Dynasty
were first unearthed in 1922, nearly seven hundred years after it fell into disuse. But it was
not until 1933 that studies of this script were undertaken by some scholars who succeeded
in the deciphering of such characters as those denoting the heavenly stems and earthly branch-
es, dates, reign names and numerals, ete. However, no attempt was then made to recons-
truct the pronunciation or sound values of this seript. In the early fifties, some Japanese
scholars began to explore the ways and means of reconstructing the sound values of its basie
characters but with little result. 7

In the past few years, the authors have made a systematic study of this script with a
view to reconstructing its sound values. Bearing in mind the close cultural contact between
the Ch’i-tan people and the Han people, they sought first to identify the Chinese loanwords
in the Ch’i-tan small seript, and then went on to reconstruct the sound values of the Ch’i-
tan basic characters used in these loanwords on the basis of the phonetic laws of the ancient
Chinese and the phonetic charaecteristics of the Altaic family. The results of this work are
embodied in the Table of Sound Values (I) appended to the present paper.

The authors have studied a number of indigenous Ch’i-tan words and reconstructed
their sound values on the basis of the Chinese phonetic renderings given in ancient Chinese
historial texts. The Table of Sound Values (II) found at the end of the present paper re-
presents the results of this aspect of their work.

In addition, the authors have made a careful study of the results of all previous studies
of this script, which is embodied, along with the results of their own studies, in the List of
Vocabularies appended to the present paper. In a way, this list may serve as a Ch’i-tan-
Chinese glossary of all the known characters of the Ch’i-tan small seript.

By studying the suffixes of the possessive cases of the Ch’i-tan small script, the authors

have also found that the Ch’i-tan language has its own system of vowel harmony.
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