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Grammatical Descriptors of the Language
of The Secret History of the Mongols

ARIEL LAURENCIO TACORONTE, Charles University in Prague

Summary: The present article deals with the Chinese charaaescriptive of Middle Mongolian
suffixes, as used in the interlinear word for wirahslation of the Chinese transcriptionTdfe Secret
History of the MongolsTaking as the starting point the way Ming schotarkled this problematic, |
try to investigate more deeply the Middle Mongolraorphosyntactic phenomena, as reflected in this
text. Conclusions are drawn as to the effectivespal function of these particles.

1. Introduction

The original Mongolian text ofhe Secret History of the Mongdias been preserved in the
form of a phonetic transcription made by means lnh€se charactefsThis transcription is
accompanied by interlinear Chinese glosses thatdeche literal meaning of every word as
well as a number of grammaticalized Chinese morgsensed to indicate the value of
different nominal and verbal suffixes of the Morigallanguage.

The aim of this paper is to review some of thema digsst approach to this question. The
items to be taken into account will be primarilyfo

- the grammatical function of the Mongolian suffix,

- the Chinese character(s) used for referringisogtammatical function,

- the possible reason for the choice of the givemacter(s),

- atesting of its capacity for performing the gssd function.

But before analyzing single cases, let's have & labthe way these grammaticalized
morphemes or characters appieathe interlinear Chinese translation. Hallida®%®, p. 27)
calls them “termination glosses”, and they can dagghly divided into two kinds: nominal
and verbal. The termination glosses of a nomindlbvio usually the semantic glosses,
although in certain cases the contrary is also. trudis description of Chinese grammatical
phenomena in th8HM, Halliday (1959, p. 112) calls them “postpositivains”.

Here follow the Chinese transcriptions t@ri’'tid andil éti, excerpted from the original
and provided with a translation of their glosses:

1.1}; che B TRANSLATION GLOSS:soldier
ET|F

7ULla
B

fj" ti #7 TERMINATION GLOSS? definite case

TERMINATION GLOSS!: plural indicator

OVERALL MEANING: soldiers, troopgacc.)
[ceri’ld § 248.29]

! It was compiled in Ming China in the late 14th zew. It is also accompanied by an abridged traisiaat the
end of each paragraph.



On the other hand, the termination glosses of halaran stand either before or after the
word. Halliday (1959, p. 95-99) calls them “prepio® verbs” and “postpositive verbs”:

':)‘f: 'Z"f( ji % TERMINATION GLOSS!: causative
2] |

lje 72 TRANSLATION GLOSS:go

=2 = o
) A aw % TERMINATION GLOSS? imperfect converb

OVERALL MEANING: sending
[ilefu § 151.3]

Here | use for these termination glosses the wescriptor,because of their capacity to
describemorphosyntactic phenomena unknown to Chinesd.ilsgkason to refute the use of
“termination glosses” is that these morphologidalsges do not stand systematically at the
end of the corresponding Chinese gloss. Furthermordongolian, although affixes are
added at the end of the root, only one of themmfieates” the word.

On the other hand, this term might be more appatgithammarker,a suffix or a particle
expressing a grammatical meaning within the liraftene languagéA descriptor would be a
stand-alone morpheme used to indicate inheritethigpatical features of another language.
Unlike a marker, it does not necessarily have amgratical function in the describing
languagé At the most it “translates” grammatical notionst bf the described language.

Most of these descriptors were specially desigreeglay this role as a reference or
companion to the Mongolian suffixes. A few alreaysted at the time in a grammaticalized
state in Chinese. | will attempt in this paper teeghints as to the meaninggboth types of
descriptors, as well as provide a description efrtfunctioning, so as to test their capacity in
this role. This should help to verify whether thkiti@se transcribers intended to provide the
Mongolian text with a description of its grammaddhe possible reason behind this.

Note on conventions used in this paper:

Many of the assumptions made here are based orcolieated and presented in my B.A.
and M.A. thesis (Laurencio 2009, 2013):

the variation in the amount of space between Mbag words in the Chinese
transcription, with the implications this can haa® a system of punctuation, is taken from
Street (1986);

- as regards the phonetic values of Mongolian wdhey are presented in a dual system of
transliteration and transcription; the translitemat (in boldface) is based on the
reconstructions established by Pulleyblank (19@t)Harly Mandarirf, the transcription is
mine (although heavily indebted to Ligeti 1971 &athewiltz 1972).

2 By a way of example, the morpheniejian was a marker for the passive voice in Classicah&@fe (Nikitina
2005, p. 17), in the same manner as the suffix is a marker for the same syntactic function in kod
Mongolian. On the other hand, the morphefiebéi, as used in the gloss of the SHM, is a descripiotte
Middle Mongolian passive suffixqda- / -kde-.

% This might not always be true, as we shall seeabse in some cases the descriptor appears to dlecady
grammaticalized word in Chinese. In any case, #8 abeys, within the gloss, the necessity of iratiga
Mongolian grammatical values, and for this reasodoies not necessarily follow Chinese grammatical a
syntactical rules, which disqualifies it as a marke

4 Early Mandarin, the current vernacular, emergeth whe advent of the Yuan dynasty (Pulleyblank 1991
pp. 3-4), and is most probably at the base of Huplogical system used in the transcription ofShiM.



Sources for the examples presented:
- for the original text ilChinese transcription: YZMS (1936),
- for the English translations: Rachewiltz (2004).

List of symbols:

[ - ] suffix appended to the root by means of alep(i.e-yin — tenggiri-yin)

[ - ] suffix written together with the root (i.ebasu— orobasy

§ ] paragraph in thEHM

, ] divides different allomorphs of a suffix (i.i, -i)

/'] divides variants of a suffix according to vovirarmony (i.e-un / -tin)

/ ] boundary of word not marked with a spacetfia Chinese transcription)

[ //'] boundary of word marked with a small spaicetiie Chinese transcription)
[ //1'] boundary of word marked with a big spaaetfie Chinese transcription)

[ #*7¢] translation gloss (x) and grammatical glossescriptor (d)

[ ##7fFr ] editorial note (n)

[ ° ] lacking translation gloss
[ ] the corresponding gloss appears attached toekieword
[ ®] lacking grammatical gloss or descriptor (in casere it is expected to be)

[
[
[
[

2. The definite case

The Middle Mongolian nominal suffixyi / -i indicates what Street calls the definite case:
In the traditional treatment of Mongolian, this piate is called the accusative
ending, but since nominals both with and withotd pgarticle occur both as subject
and object of verbals, this name, and the impliedmmg, are not applicable to it.
| call it rather THE DEFINITE PARTICLE, since norala modified by it have a
more specific meaning than those not so modifietteet 1957, p. 30)

| follow here his opinion on this ending. | do sarfby for a practical reason connected with
its treatment in the Chinese gloss: whereas ttsegedescriptor in the presence of the suffix,
there is none in the event that it is absent, @liengh the nominal is also the object of a
verbal.

The first form-yi regularly appears after a vowel, whereas the seoae-i is to be found
after consonants. It should be noted that in thee c# a finaln, a phonetic doubling can
occur, as irkd’'uin-ni (8 16.2), as opposed to such instancesgen-i (8 39.1). In Modern
Mongolian, it would correspond to the forras? / -z.

The descriptor mainly used §§ xing? which conveys in Chinese the idea of a performed
or carried out actiof.From a random statistical calculation, it appehes this descriptor is
used in 75 percent of cases of the appearanceedéufiix.” In 8.33% of case§ jiang is
used, and in the remaining 16.66% no descriptavaslable. Not included in the statistics are
the cases of nominals acting as objects of vesbidfout taking the suffix.

In the following examples we see how a nominal sasteri’'id can be the object of a
verbal both with and without the case ending. THen€se descriptofT nevertheless is
applied only in the event that the suffix is appshtb the Mongolian word:

® Along with every Chinese descriptor, its modemmypi pronunciation is given here.
® According to MathewsChinese-English Dictionar{1931, p. 410)To do, to act.
" These statistical results are taken from my B.Resis (Laurencio 2009, p. 69).



[248.29] /ﬁiﬁixmﬁxdﬁd [248.30] Fé\ﬁixﬁb% HdllxEd ///jjfﬁ %EELEXTdfF!ﬁf’En
¢heriuti yariul Eiw ji ¢hypa

ceri’'ud-i gari'ulju icuba

He ordered bacthe troopq...] and withdrew.

[151.3] /IR s Ax //439_15'%%3( ///TJ}I%ETET%EXd //Dj?ﬁlj};ﬂﬁdz;x%d
jinan ¢ha yan ¢heriut b jilj eciw

Inanta qanceri’it il&ju

Inanta Qan dispatchelis troops]...].%

Yet from this other example, in which the suffi) / -i appears with the subject of a
verbal, with the subsequent use of the descrifforwe can establish that its use is rather
mechanical, according to a simple principle: suffbu see, descriptor you get. In some ways,
this fact reinforces Street’'s statement about suffix not necessarily fulfilling an object
function, and makes it extensible to the descriptor

[265.7) /g5 18 I ¢y 222 " [265.8] Mok R 0 I TL Al sk T
1 B OF BEP RSO IR R IR R T [265.9] BT T A
//{%E%EETXN{HJE{’FH

¢higkis yaxanni marina éha unabsu malijapan masi jajpjettétiwv Swawwopyath

_ pawupa )

Cinggisgahan-nimorin-a&a una’'asu maliya-ban masi etieCo’orgat bawuba

CinggisQa’an fell off the horse and, his body being in greahphe halted at
Co’orqgat.

Let’s turn our attention to the competing descrigé jiang. This morpheme has a high
degree of grammaticalization in Chinese, sinces iised in this language as a co-verb for
introducing the object of the main verb. In anyezabe reason for its use as descriptor is
something which deserves deeper study, sincenbtisapparent why we have, for example,
namayiglossed agF on the one hand, and @&T on the other:

[77.1.0] Ky 55 B M4 b g B 1R gl AR ™ I BLAC R E o] gy
R RS A = NCS R /7

namaji jektin nitunu surimusun smanu ydydsun Plyamuj tha
namayiyekin nidin-i surimusun amanu gagasun bolgamui ta
[...] why do you regardneas a lash in the eye, a thorn in the mouth?

® The absence of suffix in this example indicatest the object is not definite (or, in Street’s warthat the
nominal concerned does not have a specific meanirgrefore it would be more appropriate to traesthis
passage as “In&a Qan dispatched / sent troops”.

° We can make the assumption that the descrifgtoting automatically replaces the suffix, without accanmt

for differences in function and meaning, and thajiang appears in contexts where the status of the ndragma

a definite OBJECT is fully guaranteed, but this diyyesis needs to be confirmed through the anabfsisore
occurrences. Another possibility would be to coesiff jiang as part of the translation gloss rather than as a
suffix descriptor in view of its appearance beftre object referred to, as it would in Chinesélfitse



9. Conclusions

Throughout the extant original dfhe Secret History of the Mongdlsere is a consistent
attempt to provide every Mongolian suffix with ggammatical meaning in Chinese. As some
of the Mongolian grammatical categories are unkntmthe Chinese language, most of these
grammatical descriptors were especially devisedHeir use in th&HM. This might give us
an important clue as to the reasons while a trgytgan like this was at all devised: to provide
relevant grammatical information for the teachirgtlee Mongolian language to Chinese
officials.

As we have seen here, the use of these descrggeras to be rather mechanical, a fact
that can have its advantages. To give an exantglanihelp to reconstruct a suffix eventually
lacking in the transcription, due to a copyist'sstake (if we assume that every time a
grammatical descriptor is found, it systematicadlfers to a suffix). It can also help to clarify
ambiguous readings due to the difficulty to conwdgngolian phonemes by means of
Chinese characters (such as the restitution dbtigee of the causative).

Nevertheless, the reality of the descriptors is encomplex than this. As we have also
seen, there are cases in which the same desasgpised for more than one suffix, and at the
other extreme, there are cases in which more thandescriptor is used for the same suffix,
to distinguish different grammatical functions,waithout apparent reason or a clear function.
This raises the question whether the descriptoesnagant for describing the meaning or
function of every suffix, or merely for indicatirigeir presence, automatically replacing them.
| shall concentrate on this issue in a further tigyaent of this work.
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