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RESEARCH ON THE NOMINAL GRAMMATICAL
CATEGORIES OF KHITAN LANGUAGE

ABSTRACT

The Khitan people are ancient nomadic people risen from the Northern grassland.
They successively founded and ruled two dynasties, Liao (916-1125) and Western
Liao (1124-1218), exercised important influence in the Chinese history. Belonging to
the Altaic family, the Khitan language is close to the Mongolic languages. There were
two types of writing system for Khitan language, the Khitan Large Script and the
Khitan Small Script. Of those, the former is ideographical and the latter is
phonographical. After an imperial edict of abandonment was issued in the 2nd year of
Mingchang period of Zhangzong Emperor of Jin dynasty, the two writing systems
became dead script.

In 1922, the Belgian Father L. Kervyn (Chinese name: Mei Lingxin) discovered
an inscription (a lament by emperor and empress) written in Khitan Small Script from
the Qingling Tomb of Liao dynasty. At that time, the discovery of the Khitan Small
Script lost for hundreds of years caused a great sensation in the academic circles. The
Khitan Small Script studies has had whole 80 years of history since the first academic
article on the Khitan Small Script published in 1925 by Haneda Toru, professor of
Kyoto University. In 1970s, a research group led by Chinggeltei achieved important
results and published a lengthy article entitled “Research on the Khitan Small Script”,
starting an upsurge of the Khitan Small Script studies. Hereafter, the research
achieved success thanks to successive unearthing of original materials. However, the
Khitan Small Script studies have not yet reached a satisfactory result because of being
short of reference materials.

Considering the above-mentioned reasons, the present author analyzes newly
excavated materials carved on metal and stone from grammatical angle, and conducts
a relatively in-depth research on nominal grammatical categories of Khitan language,
consulting academic works published both at home and abroad. In order to use
statistical method, the present author developed a True Type Character Bank of the
Khitan Small Script which works under Windows system as well as necessary input
method. At the same time, a database named “Database of Documents in Khitan
Small Script” has been completed by the present author. The database is used to refer
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to and count up appearance frequency of every affix involved in the dissertation. This
database will offer convenience to the Khitan Small Script studies as well as digital
management of the documents in Khitan Small Script in the coming years.

There have been some academic works on *“case” and “number” of the nominal
grammatical categories in Khitan language. However, some unsolved issues still
remains to be researched in depth. Starting with deciphered characters and according
to phonetic and grammatical laws of related languages, the present author deciphers
some case affixes and plural affixes that they had not been discovered by predecessors,
and presents his views on their pronunciations. An issue has not been touched upon by
scholars up to today is the nominal “gender” in Khitan language. The present author
carries on research on numerals, Heavenly Stems, reign titles, personal names, some
adjectives as well as verbs, and proves a fact that Khitan language has the
grammatical category of “gender”, identifying masculine and feminine difference
between ordinal numeral affixes, and making the “dotted original characters” as a
main clue. Therefore, a “riddle” come from the dotted and dotless characters is
uncovered and a “veil” of secrecy in the Khitan Small Script is lifted.

The dissertation is aimed at three grammatical categories such as “case”,
“number” and “gender” on purpose. At the same time, the present author reconstructs
phonetic value of relevant original characters, and explains meanings of some words,
and expounds his views on font style of some original characters by consulting and
comparing numerous original materials and academic works.

At the same time, some novel views on Khitan language and the Khitan Small
Script are put forward, including: @ simple numerals in Khitan language are
distinguished between masculine and feminine; @ honorific words and forms of
address for relatives are relatively numerous; 3 some original characters formed
with identical consonants can be used alternately: @) a phonetic value recorded in a
single original character can also be written in two original characters; & in the
Khitan Small Script documents, we can find long vowels and traces of their formation;
® sometimes an inserted character is needed when two original characters are
written jointly; (@ nominal affixes are used according to the rule of vowel harmony;
nominal affixes can be written separately. In other words, the suffixes are not
necessarily added to nominal stems; © there seems to be connection between forms
and meanings of original characters in the Khitan Small Script.

KEY WORDS: Khitan Small Script, Nominal, Grammatical Categories, Database
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