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On contraction in Mongolian
hP’ags-pa documents

Wu Hugjiltu

The hP’ags-pa script is the system of writing used during the Yuan
dynasty after Yuan Shizu Khubilai ordered the National Teacher ([ fifi )
hP’ags-pa to create it. After its introduction in 1269, the hP’ags-pa script
was in use throughout the Yuan dynasty, during a period of more than
one hundred years. The surviving documents show that the hP’ags-pa
script was used to record many languages, including Mongolian, Chinese,
Sanskrit, Tibetan, and Uighur. Materials in the hP’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 1941). 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 hP’ags-pa script.

The greatest number of hP’ags-pa documents is, not surprisingly,
preserved in China. Many Chinese scholars have therefore worked on the
hP’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 journal 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 (J\ B 155 38
Sk , published in Japan in 1990). This work contains a systematic
analysis of altogether forty separate documents written in the hP’ags-pa
script. Junast has also published a number of other monographs and
specialized articles on the hP’ags-pa script.

An important orthographical property of the hP’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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B4y | VL KT 3716 5 HUT WOW
moy g dég ri yin ku ¢ii dur

hP’ags-pa script
hP’ags-pa transliteration
hP’ags-pa transcription
Mongolian script

moyg-ga dég-ri-yin ku-Cii-dur

oy On(0 s @6 o

according to the document number (No.) as listed by Junast:!

Mongolian transcription

mongke tngri-yin kiiCii-diir

However, the hP’ags-pa documents also contain certain cases in which
two syllables are contracted into one. The examples below are arranged

No. hP’ags-pa hP’ags-pa Mongolian Mongolian

script transliteration  script transcription
(i)

§1 2411 q'n ﬂmrf gayan

§2 lo M u-I° ol ulaya

§3 R E MY H tm-q-d'-¢ omirerd +rd tamyad-aca

§7 H EIS ¢-q'n :mnf cayan

§ 16 W 3 NG j-y-t’u ol Jayayatu

§25 [t R ET si-t’*-qu e sitayaqu

§28 lo MG WIS u-lus-d'n Womf ulus-tayan

§ 28 R4 HIM L bos-q’-'d eﬂwf bosqayad

§ 28 W 3N j-y'n \"Wl", Javayan

§28 B4 KU WWORE noq-r(d)-su ‘oo onoydabasu

§ 29 WK HIUE jir-q'n wmf Jiryan

§29 W @9 j-nu mn-f ) Jayan-u

§ 29 b U K k’i-j*-r (el kijayar

§ 29 W 3K RS j-y-t’'n wf Jayayatan

§ 29 M{ M HE RTUW t’o-do-rq-s'r  Orcomitv todoraysayar

§35 lo EFIY FI3 u-q°-t’n Tormmerd uqayatan

§35-1 [T W KK RS gig-t’-r'-su gty Sintarabasu

§35-2 EU KU 3 RY qu-ri-y-su {oyeie quriyabasu

(ii)

§1 T ISHANT *‘i-h'en g ibegen

§1 AT MUrE R g'ek-deg-sed Qv kemegdegsed

§1 g g'en ol kemen (g-)

§2 e WE g'e-ju (Fef! kemejii

§12 Hna( WY k’"e-ju (Wb kemeyjii

§3  [OW MM KBTS Sil-d'e-dun el ol Sildeged-iin

§4 i HBI6 g'e-run (el kemeriin

§17 WL HMAS ge-g'en 74 gegen
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§19 Al BT k’*e-su (Woe! kemebesii

§20 MY WG O MK g'e-‘u-lu-‘ed (F@-hotrrd kemegiiliiged

§ 21 R LIS g'ek’-sen (nd kemegsen

§ 28 L 5 k’'e-k’u (1.€] kemekii

§28 MU KT d-e-du ok degedii

§28 MU HU d'e-re Ouﬂ'&‘) deger-e

§ 32 AT [T KUY BT bu-Si-r'e-su  ExhyoHie biisirebesii

§ 36 Al Ty g'e-k’ué (e kemekiii
(iii)

§1 HUOM E E5V d'ul-g-que Ororyotryrere() duyulyaqui
(iv)

§ 4 B¢ 3U OO no-yd-lu* ‘h'w{imfj noyad-luy-a

§ 10 IS HIT Mo h-rn-lu’ ij aran-luy-a

514 3 RDIL BT y-bu’-su REE yabubasu

§35 H Ol BT ¢-du'-su arcobif Cadubasu

§35 W ESNM RT ur-qu’-su TormobHie uryubasu

In these examples contraction is indicated in the hP’ags-pa script by
the letter B (). Since such examples are recurrent, 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 arranged 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 B (*). Concerning this
particular detail, Poppe writes:2

«As the hP’ags-pa script is syllabic, each consonantal letter represents not only the
sound of a consonant, but also an entire syllable, consisting of that consonant plus
the vowel a, e.g., § 2 stands not for b but ba, § 6 not for ' but ¢‘a, § 10 not
for ! 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,



126 Wu Hugjiltu

§ 10 in balagadun cities (gen. pl.), representing the syllable la, is written
separately and is not joined to ba; while § 10 in the word bolju, where ! does not
form a separate syllable, is written joined to bo [...].»

Junast (op. cit.), on the other hand, claims that the hP’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, @, as opposed to the other vowels, is
expressed by zero in the script. More specifically, the zero representation
of a 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 first segment in a succession of three consecutive consonant
letters, (5) after each of two consecutive consonant letters of which the
latter is B (+), (6) after a consonant letter followed by yi, as well as
(7) after the letter B (-) preceded by u.

Indeed, the conclusion made by Junast concerning the phonemic
nature of the hP’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 hP’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 I2 () as an
indicator of contraction. On this issue, Poppe (1. c.) writes as follows:

«Syllables with § 28 (a, "u, etc.) are, however, 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. ¢'an emperor II 3, d'ulgaqué
addressed to 14, etc. When 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‘ugayi let (them) dismount! 1L 17.»

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, (ii) e'e, or (iii) w'u. The fourth category,
however, requires a separate explanation, for here the vowel qualities
preceding and following the letter B (+) are different: (iv) wa.

In his discussion of the «zero initial symbols in the hP’ags-pa script»,
Junast (op. cit.) mentions examples in which the letter @ () represents
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the zero initial ( BB RERFHE) 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 wu, it
expresses the long vowels ee uu (categories ii and iii). From the
linguistic point of view, the letter B (-) 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 hP’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 letter @ (+) are written as
graphic syllables. This is in accordance with the basic principle of the
hP’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 hP’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 B () marks the zero initial, also
known as the «shadow initial» (528 #}). According to the Mongolian
rhyme book Menggu ziyun jiaoben 5 FZH#iF A the pronunciation
of the letter B (+) 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.# This also corresponds to
the pattern exhibited by the Tibetan letter ‘a-chung.’

(4) Some cases of contraction in hP’ags-pa documents correspond to a
syllable with a short vowel in Written Mongolian, while the modern
spoken language has a long vowel. This very clearly indicates that the
hP’ags-pa orthography was based on the actual pronunciation of the
contemporary spoken language:
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No. hP’ags-pa hP’ags-pa Mongolian Modern
script transliteration  transcription Mongolian

§17 MY NS ge-g'en gegen [gege:n]

§7 H c-q'n dayan [traga:n]

However, in a few exceptional examples uncontracted sequences are
present in the hP’ags-pa script:

No. hP’ags-pa hP’ags-pa Mongolian Mongolian
script transliteration  script transcription

§7 H EME c-q'n al cayan

§9 H E M3 c-q-'n awl cayan

§1 NYDO™ & HOY d'ul-q-qué il duyulyaqui

§ 28 G LB HIS du-‘ul-qan owvreinl duyulyan

§ 29 U Bo jo-nu Wf ) Jayan-u

§29 w ng j=m el Jayan

There are two factors behind such variation. First, the hP’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
hP’ags-pa script were accustomed to treat the letter B (+) as the initial
of a syllable. As a result, they occasionally misrepresented the cases of
contraction as sequences of separate syllables.

(5) The hP’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 Chinese Character Mongolian Gloss
characters transcription transcription

§ 80 e cagan dayan ‘white’

§ 87 22 s % caqa’an dayan id.

§145  REX gegén gegen ‘bright’

§ 21 TG AE gege’en gegen id.

§ 19 = kéjii kemejii ‘saying’

§184 HHHM ke'ejii kemejii id.

§ 111 HWH T Jaydtu Jayayatu ‘fortunate’
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§201 HLEPIFE Jjaya’'atu Jayvayatu id.
§201 IRt ihéjii ibegejii ‘protecting’
§163  TRiHH g ihe’el ibegel ‘protection’

Most of the examples contain a long vowel in the modern language, as
in Cavyan [tfaga:n], gegen [gaga:n), jayayatu [d3iya:t], ibegel [iba:1].
The only exception is formed by the modern cognate of kéjii, in which an
irregular shortening has taken place, actually: kemejii > ke’ejii > kéjii

> gejii > gej [gad3].

On the basis of these arguments, we may confidently conclude that the
spellings a ‘e ‘u of the hP’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 gdn
[qa:n], not ga’an. It may be noted that Ligeti listed the transcriptions gad
gé dii in his table of the hP’ags-pa alphabet.” Poppe also presented some
new opinions concerning this issue in his preface to the Chinese edition of
his monograph on the hP’ags-pa monuments. He wrote (adapted
retranslation from the Chinese): 8

«The hP’ags-pa script raises some problems. The main problem concerns the
marking of the symbol [2 . 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 in de'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 hP’ags-pa
spelling de'ere stands for dere [misprint for: dére—eds.].»

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

No. hP’ags-pa hP’ags-pa Mongolian Mongolian
script transliteration  script transcription

()

§8 637 B B nyi-m-n 1“;,.{3 naiman-a
§ 10 B30 RE ’yi-mq it ayimay
§ 14 3 KT 3T y-bu-'yi Bl yvabuyai
§ 14 H E3T q-qyi Qe yaqai
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§ 24 M @30 t'w-lyi O taulai
§ 28 R4 E RIBT bos-q-byi DX bosqabai
§29 1o R3T u-t’yi ool utai (H.5)
§29 K€ m3T t-lyi o dalai
§29 IS5 K3T 3T ho-ryi-yin orol v oroi-yin
§29 RI{E RO E3T bol-t’u-qyi  G¥om( boltuyai
§ 31 HEG WOE K30 qu-t’ugq-’yi  (rogome quduytai
§ 354 RK @3T bo-lyi (=10 bolai
§ 37 EG nlo ©3T qu-bu-lyi Qb qubilai
(i)
§28 v UG RLET é-"ud-beyi LCo egiidbei
§29 FU3T % t’eyi-mu Omeef’ teimii
(iif)
§ 25 =L =11 mo-qoyi ol moyai
§35-3 B BT no-qoyi fom( noqai

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 [j], it marks the end component of
diphthongs like ai, ei, oi. This is fully in accordance with the analysis
presented by Junast.

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

No.

§29
§29
§ 29
§ 28
§4
§2

Notes

hP’ags-pa
script

MY M Y
AUy

5 MUV
U KBV
BTV R

BUTY MU mF [y

hP’ags-pa
transliteration

de-le-geé
k’eé
‘a-"ué
t’e-dué
’iié-les

’iié-led-t’u-geeé

Mongolian
script

oK
x
ool
oo
Fovein(

Mongolian
transcription

delekei
kei

ayui
tediii
iiles
iiiledtiigei

1 Junast, The hP’ags-pa script and Mongolian monuments. Vol. I. Research paper
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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.
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