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OLD TURKIC LOANWORDS IN THE KHITAN LANGUAGE"

Prof. Dr. Alexander VOVIN
University of Hawai'i at Manoa
[USA]

To the best of my knowledge, only one Khitan word has been identified so far as
a loanword from Old Turkic (OT): Kh. limya ‘scribe’ (in Chinese script #£ %) < OT
alimya ~ ilimya ‘secretary, scribe’ (Franke 1969: 24, citing Karl Menges). The
Khitan word is also attested in the Khitan script: Kh. #2# <l.ém.a> ~ #%3i%
<l.ém.hu.a> (Kane 2009: 104). In spite of the fact that the Khitan script is only
partially deciphered, and, consequently our reading of Khitan texts so far remains
hypothetical and incomplete (see, e.g., Chinggeltei et al. 1985, Ji Shi 1996, Kane
2009, Wu & Janhunen 2010, Vovin 2011 among many others), and the fact that
presently we know only about 400+ words and word forms in Khitan, which
provides only very limited knowledge of the Khitan morphology and vocabulary,
this is surprising and hardly makes any sense both historically and linguistically.

The contacts between Ancient Turks and Khitans must have been quite profound.
First, it is very well known that Khitans have extensive diplomatic relations with
Toba-wei' in fifth and sixth centuries, and then Khitans were incorporated into the
First Turkic khaghanate for some time in the second part of the sixth century
(Franke 1990: 402). During the Tang dynasty (618-906 AD) Khitans were
conducting a shuttle diplomacy, allying themselves sometimes with Chinese, and
sometimes with Turks (Franke 1990: 403). After the fall of Uighur khaghanate in
840 AD, Khitans filled the vacuum in the eastern part of Inner Asian steppe when
they established the Liao state (907-1125 AD), being, therefore, the successors of
Ancient Turks as a steppe power.

A historical anecdote from the Liao shi about the creation of small Khitan script
clearly connects it with Uighur script:

Uighur messengers came [to court], but there was no one who could
understand their language. The empress said to Taizu: “Tiela is clever. He
may be sent to welcome them.” By being in their company for twenty days he
was able to learn their spoken language and script. Then he created [a script of]
smaller Khitan characters which, though fewer in number, covered everything
(LS 64: 4b-6b, English translation (Wittfogel and Féng 1949: 243).

I am extremely grateful to Stefan Georg for his very useful and helpful comments on the
first draft of this paper.

The elite of Toba-wei was in all probability para-Mongolic-speaking (Ligeti 1970, Doefer
1992, 1993, Janhunen 2003, Vovin 2007a), but this does not exclude the probability that
Toba-Wei might have Turkic-speaking population as well.
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Khitan small script represents a mix of logograms, syllabic signs, and alphabetic
letters, e.g. the word 4#%# <l.ém.a> ‘scribe’ cited above includes two alphabetic
letters: 4 <I> and # <a> and a syllabic sign # < ém >. The very presence of
alphabetic signs, especially for consonants, strongly suggests Old Turkic or Tibetan
influence. Moreover, the angular shape of letters and lack of vowel diacritics and
lack of positionally defined letter forms suggests Old Turkic Runic rather than the
Old Tibetan or Uighur influence, in spite of the above anecdote.

Therefore, we might suspect that there is previously unnoticed Old Turkic layer
of loans in the Khitan language. The present article tries to establish several of those
loanwords that, as I believe, were overlooked by my predecessors.

(1) Kh. 2# <ém.a> ‘goat, mountain goat’ is usually compared with MM imaan,
WM imayan (Kane 2009: 99). However, the OT word imya ~ yimya® ‘she-goat,
mountain goat’ (DTS 218, 267), (Clauson 1972: 158) is usually overlooked. At the
first glance, it might be difficult to decide whether it is a Mongolic loanword in
Turkic, or Turkic loanword in Mongolic.? The fact that the word has wider
distribution in Mongolic than in Turkic might suggest the Mongolic provenance.
One feature, however, strongly suggest the direction of borrowing being from Turkic
to Mongolic: namely, MM and WM words have final -n, absent in Turkic: should
the directionality of borrowing be from Mongolic, we would expect the presence of -
n in Turkic, unless Turkic speakers were at the time able to identify this -n as
morphology and dispose of it. Kh. ## <ém.a> ‘goat, mountain goat’ must reflect OT
imya without initial y-, and note also that it exhibits the same system of
correspondences as the above mentioned Kh. #%# <l.ém.a> ‘scribe, scholar’ < OT
alimya ~ ilimya ‘secretary, scribe’: Kh. é : OT i, Kh. m : OT m, Kh. a : OT a, and
Kh 0 : OT y. Incidentally, the correspondence Kh. é : OT i supports OT imya (QBF),
and not OT % (a)mya (IB 49) (although the latter form is attested earlier) as an
archetype form of this word, contrary to Bazin’s opinion (1957: 29-30).

(2) Kh. 4% <te.gu> ~ &4 <de.gu> [it] says:’ introduces quotes, e.g.:

AL L4

RECORD.g.¢n te.gu
RECORD.g-én te-gu
inscription-GEN say-PART
the inscription says: (YD 36)

As 4%

TEXT.U te.gu

TEXT te-gu

text say-PART

the text says: (XY 9)

Clauson believes that initial y- is a misspelling (1972: 158). He is probably right, since the
form with y- is found only in QBY manuscript.

Clauson strongly believes that it is a Turkic loan in Mongolic (1972: 158), without much
argumentation.
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AL XY

RECORD.g.én de.gu
RECORD.g-¢én de-gu
inscription-GEN say-PART
the inscription says:*

While the morpheme -gu’ appears to be cognate with MM -qui ~ -kiii and WM
-qu ~ -kii, a verbal noun, the root te- ~ de- has nothing to do with MM ke e- or WM
keme- ‘to say’. I believe that it can be safely identified with OT fe- ‘to say’, which
also can introduce quotes. Kh. 4% <te.gu>~ &4 <de.gu> ‘[it] says:’ has a syntactic
peculiarity that needs to be mentioned: it is found not after a quote like OT te- or
MM ke’e-, but before it, like Ch. H yué or WM ogiileriin. This loanword is
important for two reasons: first, it gives an additional evidence for the existence in
OT of mid-high vowel /e/ (as opposed to mid-low /4/); and second, it indicates that
the linguistic influence of OT on Khitan must have been quite intensive: otherwise it
is difficult to explain borrowing of a verbal root, which is also used in a specific
syntactic construction.

(3) Kh. #a <RECORD.g>, <RECORD.gi> ‘inscription, record, document’ is
unfortunately written mostly logographically with the logogram & <RECORD>, but
there is some evidence that this Khitan word should be read as *bitegi, which shows
the phonetic shape close to OT bitig, and not to MM and WM bicig. This evidence
comes from Jur. % B bitehe® ‘book’ (Kiyose 1977: 109), #4 i E bite'e
‘document’ (Kane 1989: 356), 2\ bite ‘writing’ (Kane 1989: 357) and Ma. bithe
‘writing, book, document’, all reflecting the archetype *biteke. The lack of
palatalization ¢ > ¢/ i typical for Mongolian proper indicates that Jurchen and
Manchu words were borrowed from Khitan, and not from Mongolian proper. OT
bitig ‘book, inscription, document’ is a transparent Turkic formation from OT biti-
‘to write’ + OT -Xg, a deverbal nominal suffix. The ultimate source of the OT biti-
‘to write’ can be probably traced back to Ch. % ‘brush’ (EMC *pit), although
presence of the second -i- is not quite clear.” However, given a rare parallel OT form
bit- ‘to write’ (DTS 103), this etymology seems to be reasonable.

(4) Kh. %31 <RAT.hu> ‘rat (as the first cyclical sign () among twelve earthly
branches (- i 5<)). Although the reading of the first sign is unknown -- it is most
likely a logogram, but the possibility that it is a phonogram with yet unknown
reading cannot be completely ruled out. The reading of this Khitan word as *hus.hu
and its identification as a loanword of OT #kiiskii ‘rat (as the first cyclical sign)’ seem
to be likely due to the last syllable <hu> and the fact that this is a specific calendar
term, but not a habitual name for the animal ‘rat’ in both OT and possibly also in

This example is taken from Kane (2009: 112), who did not indicate the source.

Khitan /b/, /d/, /g/ were likely not the voiced stops but voiceless unaspirated stops,
contrasting with aspirated /p/, /t/, /k/ by the feature [/ _ASP].

The Jurchen script for this word uses a logogram, so we have to rely on the Chinese
transcription.

It may be an automatic insertion of an echo vowel [i] in order to avoid phonotactically
inadmissible *bitg, with a subsequent reanalysis of the second -i- as belonging to the verb
stem.
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Khitan. Clearly, MM qulugana and WM quluyana ‘rat, rat as a first cyclical sign’
have no connection with the Khitan form. Certainly, ultimately OT kiiskii ‘rat (as the
first cyclical sign)’ is likely to be not a Turkic, but a Ruan-ruan word, as I have
previously demonstrated (Vovin 2004: 125-28).

(5) Kh. % <qatun> ‘wife of a khan, queen’® is written with the logogram #, but
its reading was identified. Although OT gatun ‘wife of a khan, queen’ was borrowed
into OT from the Ruan-ruan language (Vovin 2004: 129, 2007b: 177-78), the
immediate source of the Kh. % <qatun> ‘wife of a khan, queen’ is more likely to be
OT than Ruan-ruan, as it is not quite clear whether Khitans were in contact with
Ruan-ruan.

(6) Kh. & <hor> ~ @z <hor.u> ~ @# <hor.a> ‘people’. Given the gap in
distribution of /e/ in Khitan: there are no syllables *he or *her, only /ho/ and /hor/’,
this word may be a borrowing of pre-OT *hir ~ *hira'® ‘man’, cf. Khalaj hdr ‘id.’
(Doerfer 1971: 292-93), (Doerfer & Tezcan 1980: 129).

Although I was able to identify only six OT loanwords in Khitan, the very nature
of these loanwords demonstrates that the Khitan must have borrowed from OT quite
extensively. As our knowledge of Khitan will slowly increase in the future, it will be
possible to identify other OT loanwords in Khitan.

Language abbreviations:

Ch. Chinese

EMC Early Middle Chinese
Jur. Jurchen

Kh. Khitan

LMC Late Middle Chinese
Ma. Manchu

MM Middle Mongolian
oT Old Turkic

WM Written Mongolian
References:

Primary sources

iB irq Bitig, 9™ c. (?) AD

LS Liao Shi (#5), 1343-45 AD

QBF Qutadyu Bilig (Ferghana manuscript), 1069-70 AD
QBY Qutadyu Bilig (Vienna manuscript), 1069-70 AD

XY Eulogy for Empress Xuanyi (E 5825 = M), 1101 AD
YD Yelii Dilie epitaph (HRfE 1 Z1ZE587), 1092 AD

8

Kh. ga ‘khan’ and gaha ‘khaghan’ show roots without -n, therefore they cannot be loans

from Old Turkic, which consistently has gan and gayan only. On the origin of these words

see Vovin (2007b).
There is Kh. <heu>, but since it is used to transcribe LMC xfiau (f&) ‘imperial concubine’,

9

apparently there was no [he] in Khitan, only [ho] and [ha].

10

MM and WM ere ‘man, person’ (certainly a loan from Turkic) indicate that PT *héard

‘man’ was disyllabic.
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