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On contraction in Mongolian
hP'ags-pa documents

IVU Hugiiltu

The þP'ags-pa script is the system of writing used during the yuan
dynasty after Yuan Shizu Khubilai ordered the National Teacher (EÊm )
þP'ags-pa to create it. After its introduction in 1269, the þp'ags-pa scrþt
was in use throughout the Yuan dynasty, during a period of more than
one hundred years. The surviving documents show that the þp'ags-pa
script was used to record many languages, including Mongolian, Chinese,
Sanskrit, Tibetan, and Uighur. Materials in the þP'ags-pa script are today
preserved in a number of museums, libraries, and archives in China,
Mongolia, Russia, Great Britain, Germany, France, Hungary, Turkey,
Japan, and Korea.

The study of these materials was initiated by Nicholas Poppe, who
published a pioneering monograph on the topic under the title The
Mongolian monuments in hP'ags-pa script (1957, translated and edited
by John R. Krueger, from the Russian original of l94l). After Poppe,
Louis Ligeti published his Monuments en écriture'phags-pa (1973), and
later other scholars from various countries have also contributed to our
understanding of the þP'ags-pa script.

The greatest number of þP'ags-pa documents is, not surprisingly,
preserved in China. Many Chinese scholars have therefore worked on the
þP'ags-pa script. Most importantly, the Mongolist Junast (Zhaonasitu), a
leading researcher at the Institute of Nationality Studies of the Chinese
Academy of Social Sciences and the editor in chief of the joumal Minzu
Yuwen, has collected an extensive corpus of hP'ags-pa materials and
published a two-volume monograph on them under the English title The
hP'ags-pa script and Mongolian monuments (/\,BE+f[äËffi
lH , published in Japan in 1990). This work contains a systematic
analysis of altogether forty separate documents written in the þP'ags-pa
script. Junast has also published a number of other monographs and
specialized articles on the þP'ags-pa script.

An important orthographical property of the þP'ags-pa script, as applied
to record Mongolian, is that syllables are normally written as separate
graphic entities, as in the following phrase:
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However, the þP'ags-pa documents also contain certain cases in which
two syllables are contracted into one. The examples below are arranged
according to the document number (No.) as listed by Junast:l

þP'ags-pa script

þP' ags-pa transl iteration

þP' ags-pa transcription

Mongolian script

Mongolian transcription

No. hP'ags-pa
script

Fflll E KTIU Ku 
=6ß 

w lnft xtt(
mo¡ g dê¡ ri yin ku ðü dur
mo 0- Ba dè ¡rí-yín ku- ð ü- dur

fottml o"(l0 ri ¿ GFrO 5tß

möngke ngrïyin küðü-dür

(Ð

þP'ags-pa
translite¡ation

Mongolian
script

Mongolian
transcription

qayan

ulaw
lamyad.-aca

calan
jayayatu

sitayaqu

ulus-tayan

bosqayad
jayayan

onaydabøsu
jiryan
jayan-u

kija¡ar
jayayatan

todorrysayar

uqaTatan

iintarabasu
quriyabasu

ibegen

kemegdegsed

kemen (g-)

kemeiü

kemejü

iildeged.-ün

ke¡nerün

geSen

$r
02
$3

$7
$16
$2s

$28
$28
$28
$28

$29

$2e
$29
$2e
$29
$3s
$ 35-l

$ 35-2

O"F¿

îd'fr
."#¿c
rttr¿

tll'lll¡o

'l¡51¡116

üEvo¡ç{
efi"n-¿
rttrt¡t
1æñ010
,rtr¿
rqrt o
G'''¡f
l'llllE ¿

Cluw¡nrfrFf

t'ttttt¡t¿

'lçEn6lrt0
fitñ6il0

ETgfõ

þ EIg

RW g t¡¡g lg
u glr¡
uf 

=ttu 
F

ña F[u gr
þ E F l[!16
tr(F elg gr
ut :illrõ
Rf{t }llU,}lI['FÍ
unff EIurõ

unu r0r
ga ufg r
ü :ilu ñ.t
R( X( }€ FIUX

þ@FO
ñøTT F KIY W
w jG ?w vt,

q'n
u-l'
tm-q-d'-õ
ð-q'n
j'y"t'u
si-tt'-qu
u.lus-d'n
bos.q'-'d
j'v'n
noq-r(d)'-su
jtr-q'n
j'-nu
k'i-J'-r
j-y'.t'n
t'o-do-rq.5'¡
u-q'-t'n
ðig-t'-r'-su
qu-ri-y'-su

(ii)

$r
$r
$l
$2
$12
ç3
$4
$17

Ig6 F[t¡fõ
mû¡E m¡E Flß(

Fn0ø
EMt Ufr
suu ufÐ

lfüg Kuf l{tfõ
unl Ktnt
Ef uufF

'i-h'en
g'ek-deg-sed
g'en
g'e-ju
k"e-ju
ðil-d'e-dun
g'e-run
ge-g'en

ffin/
ornrnn
0f/
oF'o

0f,r6r

'fü'/
orr/
0(}¿

"l
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$19
$20
$2t
$28
928
028

$32
$36

Egu nrt
En¡u gr gt gu(
FIU¡g Ftftd
UUU E
utuu ur
KWru
lE vft xl![t tt
MruE T

F( 
=il 

gng
t9XrðEllf
3 flr0l Vg
¡g KsIg F
Ð( E71îÍ W

k"e-su 0fr6Ï0

g'e-'u-lu-'e¿ 0lß*fhl
g'ek'-sen 0f0h¿
k"e-k'u (ìffi

d'e-du or0ú

d'e-re cñf7
bu-Si-r'e-su efîrr6ìr10

g'e-k'ué (ìfrfi

kemebesü

kemegíllílged

kemegsen

kemekll

degedil

deger-e

büiirebesíl

kemeküi

dr4uI^¡aqui

noyad-hry-a

aran-luy-a

yabubasu

ëadubasu

wTubasu

(iii)

(iv)

$ I 1¡Xg9E g ETf d'ul-q-que tu¡dttti!fl

ftrilluh
t¡'{ttdt,

no-yd-lu'
h.rn.lu'
y-bu'-su
õ-du'-su
ur-qu'-su

$4
$10
514

$35

$3s

¡1661110

ñor0
t¡lrs6trt0

In these examples contraction is indicated in the þP'ags-pa script by
the letter E (.). Since such examples are recurent, contraction cannot
be an accidental or occasional phenomenon-rather, it is a question of a
systematic convention of spelling reflecting a regular feature of the
underlying language.

The examples above have been ¿uranged into four categories (i to iv),
depending on which vowel letter, if any, follows or precedes the letter
indicating contraction. In the first category (i) no overt vowel letter is
present, in the second and third categories (ii and iii) the letter indicating
contraction is followed by the vowels e and u, respectively, while in the
fourth category (iv) it is preceded by the vowel u.

Observing these four types of contraction, it is crucial to understand

the orthographical functions of the letter E (.). Concerning this
particular detail, Poppe writes:2

<As the þP'ags-pa script is syllabic, each consonantal letter represents not only the

sound of a consonant, but also an entire syllable, consisting ofthat consonant plus

the vowel a, e.9., $ 2 stands not for b bú ba, $ 6 not for l' but t'¿, $ l0 not
for I but la; and so on.))

<A final consonant of a closed syllable is transcribed by the same sign which serves

to render that consonant in combination with a, i.e., $ 2, $ 10, etc., except that a
consonant not forming an independent syllable is written joined together with the

syllable to which it relates, while independent syllables are written separately. Thus,
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$ l0 in balaqadun cities (gen. pl.), representing the syllable /a, i.r written
separately and is not joined to ba; while g l0 in the word bolju, where / does not
form a separate syllable, is written joined to åo [...ì.>

Junast (op. cit.), on the other hand, claims that the þP'ags-pa script is
basically not a syllabic but a phonemic system of writing, in which the
letters indicating phonemes are assembled to larger units corresponding to
syllables. In this system, the vowel a cannot be regarded as an inherent
part of consonant letters. Rather, d, as opposed to the other vowels, is
expressed by zero in the script. More specifically, the zero representation
of ø is possible under any of the following contextual conditions, which
apply within the graphic syllable: (1) after a single letter indicating a

consonant, (2) after a single letter indicating a semivowel, (3) after the
first segment in a succession of two consecutive consonant letters, (4)
after the frrst segment in a succession of three consecutive consonant
letters, (5) after each of two consecutive consonant letters of which the
latter is R (.), (6) after a consonant letter followed by yi, as well as

(7) after the letter E (.) preceded by z.

Indeed, the conclusion made by Junast concerning the phonernic
nature of the þP'ags-pa script must be correct and helps us to understand

the principles of this script. At the same time, the conception that syllables
are expressed as larger units composed of phonemic letters is also in
accordance with what we know of the functioning of the þP'ags-pa script.
For this reason, the examples of contraction listed above must, from the
graphic point of view, be analyzed as reflecting a phenomenon that takes
place within the syllable.

We may now go on examining the role of the letter E (') as an

indicator of contraction. On this issue, Poppe (1. c.) writes as follows:

<Syllablcs with $ 28 ('a,'u, eic.) are, hotryever, an exception. These as a rule ARE

written joined to the previous syllable when the vowel of the syllable with'is the

same as the vowel of the preceding syllable, cf. q'an emperor II 3, d'ulqaquë
addressed to I 4, etc. IVhen the vowel of the syllable beginning with ' is different
from the vowel of the preceding syllable, these syllables are written separately, e.g.,

ba'ut'uqqyi let (them) dismount! II.l7.>

This explanation is sufficient for the first three categories of
contraction as listed above. In these categories, the contracted vowels have

a uniform quality: (i) a'a, (ä) e'e, or (iii) u'u. The fourth category,
however, requires a separate explanation, for here the vowel qualities
preceding and following the letter l4 (') are different: (iv) u'a.

In his discussion of the <<zero initial symbols in the þP'ags-pa script>>,

Junast (op. cit.) mentions examples in which the letter ç (') represents
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the zero initial ( æËEffiåfr ) of a medial syllable. According to him,
when this letter stands at the end of the written syllable, and when the
preceding vowel is u, it expresses the diphthongoid connection between
the components of the .sequence ua (category iv). On the other hand,
when following a consonant letter, it expresses the lengthening of the
zero-marked vowel into a long aa (category i). Finally, when occuring
between a consonant letter and either one of the vowel letters e u, it
expresses the long vowels ee uu (categories ii and iii). From the
linguistic point of view, the letter lR (.) indicates that contraction had
taken place, and that the categories of long vowels and diphthongs had
been formed in the language.

We may, consequently, assume that contraction in Mongolian þP'ags-pa
documents is a graphic device for expressing the long vowels and
diphthongs of the underlying language. To support this assumption, the
following arguments can be presented:

(1)The complexes containing the letter6 (.) are written as
graphic syllables. This is in accordance with the basic principle of the
þP'ags-pa orthography, in which letters are assembled into units
corresponding to the linguistic syllables of the underlying language.
However, this also implies that the long vowels and diphthongs
represented as contracted sequences in the script were monophonemic
entities which belonged to a single linguistic syllable.

(2) As the þP'ags-pa script was essentially a modified version of the
Tibetan script, the cases of contraction may be compared with the similar
convention of using the letter 'a-chung in Tibetan. It is well known that
the latter can form syllables together with a preceding letter, indicating
small qualitative and tonal changes. In certain cases, and for certain
varieties of Tibetan (including modern Lhasa Tibetan), 'a-chung can
even express long vowels or diphthongs.3

(3) In initial position, the letter E (.) marks the zero initial, also
known as the <<shadow initial> (WWE). According to the Mongolian
rhyme book Menggu ziyun jiaoben äË+ffi&+ the pronunciation
of the letter E (.) is <the pronunciation of itself>. This obviously
means that the letter actually had zero pronunciation, modified in each
case by the actual vowel present in the syllable.a This also corresponds to
the pattern exhibited by the Tibetan letter 'a-chung.s

(4) Some cases of contraction in þP'ags-pa documents correspond to a
syllable with a short vowel in V/ritten Mongolian, while the modern
spoken language has a long vowel. This very clearly indicates that the
þP'ags-pa orthography was based on the actual pronunciation of the
contemporâry spoken language:
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$17
$7

No

No

hP'ags-pa
script

mf EuIr6
lg E[ß

hP'ags-pa
script

}B EIUTd

lltfgc
l¡tutE g Elrr
Kr ¡utE Efõ
ulg rõr
ul grd

Chinese

characters

R+
F+ eä
fåg
+&+&re

æfA
æMffi
+LXfr

þP'ags-pa
transliteration

ge-g'en

c'q'n

þP'ags-pa
hansliteration

c-q'n
c-q-'n
d'ul-q-quê
du-'ul-qan
j'-nu
j-'n

Character

transcription

caqan

caqø'an

gegën

geSe'en

Ke.lu

ke'ejü
jaydtu

Mongolian
transcription

8egen

ðayan

Mongolian
script

Mongolian
transcription

ðayan

ðayan

8egen

geSen

kemejü

kemejü
jayc,¡atu

Modem
Mongolian

Igege:n]

[tJaga:n]

Mongolian
transcription

ðayøn

öa.¡an

dwyulyaqui

duyulyan

jayan-u

jsvan

Gloss

'white'

id.

'bright'

id.

'saying'

id.

'fortunate'

However, in a few exceptional examples uncontracted sequences are

present in the þP'ags-pa script:

$7
$e
$r
$28

$2e
$29

,ttt /
rr/
q'!"ttr
o'ofrr-r¿

,¡/o
,tttr/

There are two factors behind such variation. First, the þP'ags-pa
script probably reflects the fact that the process of contraction was just
taking place, in which situation contracted and uncontracted pronun-

ciations coexisted in the oral language. Second, the scribes using the

þP'ags-pa script were accustomed to treat the letter R (') as the initial
of a syllable. As a result, they occasionally misrepresented the cases of
contraction as sequences of separate syllables.

(5) The þP'ags-pa orthography can also be compared with that of the

Secret History of the Mongols (1240), the most important Middle
Mongolian document, written in terms of a phonological application of
the Chinese characters. The Secret History contains occasional examples

of long vowels. Even more importantly, some words in it occur in two
different orthographical shapes:6

SH

$80
$87
$ 145

$ 2t

$19
$ 184

$ lll
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No. hP'ags-pa

.script

TL*Wæ,
Tr,ffiffi
/Iñf ffiry¡

1636 ß Í6

æi æ,
3 ET' EEC

e ærc

jaya'atu

ihêjü

ihe'el

þP'ags-pa
transliteration

Mongolian
script

Mongolian
transcription

naíman-a

ayimay

yabuyai

yaqai

$ 20r

$ 201

$ 163

jayayatu id.
ibegejü 'protecting'

íbegel 'protection'

Most of the examples contain a long vowel in the modern language, as
\n öayan [t¡aga:n], gegen [gaga:n], jayayatu [dgrya:t], ibegel [iba:l].
The only exception is formed by the modern cognate of kèjü, in which an
irregular shortening has taken place, actually: kemejü> ke'ejü> keíü
> gejü> sei [eads].

On the basis of these arguments, we may confidently conclude that the
spellings 'a 'e 'u of the þP'ags-pa script reflect a regular convention for
expressing the long vowels [a:] [e:] [u:] of the Middle Mongolian language.
Therefore, the correct transcription of a written word like q.n is qdn
[qa:n], not qa'an.It may be noted that Ligeti listed the transcriptions qa
ge dú in his table of the þP'ags-pa alphabet.T Poppe also presented some
new opinions conceming this issue in his preface to the Chinese edition of
his monograph on the þP'ags-pa monuments. He wrote (adapted
retranslation from the Chinese): 8

<The þP'ags-pa script raises some problems. The main problem concerns the
marking of the symbol lE . I transliterate it as <'> following Prof. Dragunov. In
other words, I use a raised dot. Prof. Dragunov writes a dot to indicate a pharyngeal
stop. There is no pharyngeal stop in Mongolian, and there has probably never been
one. Therefore we may say that this symbol marks in Mongolian a kind of hiatus
filler, as inde'ere'upper part, above', expressing the continuation of vowels, as

can also be seen from the Mongolian version of the <Secret History of the Mongols>,
It is also possible that this symbol simply expresses the duration of vowels, as has
been suggested by Prof. Clauson and Yoshibu. In Tibetan the corresponding letter
actually represents the duration of vowels. It is therefore possible that the þP'ags-pa
spelling de'ere standsfor dere [misprint for: dãre<ds.].>

Apart from the cases discussed above, the þP'ags-pa script has also
another type of contraction, which is connected with sequences containing
the letter l¡l (y). Examples:

(i)

nyi-m.n

'yi-mq
y-bu-'yi
q-qvi

ff

t'*/7
ffi'{

$8
$10
$14
$14 (H

t
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$24
$28

$29
$29
$29

$2e

$ 3t

$ 35-4

$37

mg Er
tr(F g ñgø
þ Ffü
E Eü
s< Jg6 3ú16

tr(E F' ETT

B-' F9t retu
n< ¡c=tø

E-' ñT5 EfT

fç fU¡I{ MI=lü
m,l3ü Fr

ñt( g{=lü

E< E€'C

hP'ags-pa
script

tru Ef gfv
EW
5 futç
R{f ](!tç
4frç Eut
5lfrçEut(ßt Ftfr

é-'ud-beyi
t'eyi-mu

mo-qoyi
no-qoyi

þP'ags-pa
transliteration

t'w-lyi
bos-q-byi
u-t'yi
t-lyi
ho-ryi-yin
bol-t'u-qyi
qu-t'uq-t'yi
bo-lyi
qu-bu-lyi

0''!+(

Êfn6ì(

lo¡f
ort+(

lopf îF¿

6hot-"(
(ì!E!''E'(

et(
0!6\+f

taulai

bosqabai

utai (rt.â )
dalai
oroi-yin

boltryai
quùr¡tai
bolai
qubilai

egüdbei

teimü

moyat

noqai

Mongolian
transcription

delekei

kei
ayui
tedüi

üiles

i¿iledtügei

(ii)

(iiD

$28

$29

$2s
$ 3s-3

{,ttt(

ltttt(

lGr6l(
0ñ6ì

Mongolian
script

The sample words of the three categories above (i to iii) contain the

sequences ayi, eyi, and oyi, respectively. Contraction is in all of these

cases expressed by the letter y. Incidentally, according to the Menggu
ziyun jiaoben the latter is also a <<shadow>> letter. Except when
representing the syllable-initial glide [], it marks the end component of
diphthongs like ai, ei, oi. This is fully in accordance with the analysis
presented by Junast.

lt is, however, important to note that diphthongs are not always
expressed by means of contraction. In some cases, we find spellings with
sequences like eè ué i¡é, as in the following examples:

No.

$29
$29

$29

$28

$4
$2

de-le-geé ont0('

k'eé (tî
ta-'ué Î!!r(
tte-duti C"wC

'üé-les los¡ril

'üé-led-t'u-geé totdorso0f

Notes

I Junast, Tlrc hP'ags-pa script and Mongolian monument* Vol. I: Research paper

collections, vol. II: Monu¡nents collections. Tokyo: Foreign Language University,
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1990. In the present paper, the letter G, as used by Junast, has been replaced by q,
as used by Poppe.

2 Nicholas Poppe, The Mongolian monuments in þP'ags-pa scrþI. Göttinger Asia-
tischer Forschungen 8, Wiesbaden: Otto Harrassowitz, 1957, p.27.

3 Cf. the <Tibetan transliteration textbook> by the Section of Tibetan Studies of the
Department of Language and Literature of National Minoritics, Central Institute of
Nationalities. Beijing: Nationalities Publishing House, 1983.

4 Mensgu ziyun jiaoben *Ë?Ëå&A , compiled by Junast (ffiãFffiE ) and
Yang Naisi ( t tffif ,ts ). Beijing: Nationalities Publishing House, 1987.

5 Additional examples of the conespondence of the þP'ags-pa zero initial to its Tibetan
counterpart are discussed in the Chinese version of the present paper, published in
Xibei Minzu Yanjiuü7l.RMffiX 1999: l. Lanzhou, pp.22-30.

6 Igor de Rachewiltz, Index to the Secret Hístory of the Mongols. Bloomington:
Indiana University, 1972. ln this book, long vowels are indicated by the length sign
(-) above vowel letters.

7 Louis Ligeti, Monuments en écriture 'phags-pa. Pièces de chancelleríe en
transcription chinoise. Monumenta linguae Mongolicae collecta III. Budapest:
Akadémiai kiad6, 1972, p. 14.

8 Ni. Baopei trfitH lNicholas Poppe], Basiba zí Menggu yu beiming /\,B. ts?
*Ë#mffi. [Translated by:] Hao Sumin ffi1ffiR. Hailar: Inner Mongolia
Cultural Publishing House, 1986, p. vii-viii.




