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§1. The Tibetan transcriptions as a source for the reconstruction of Tangut
phonology

The importance of reconstructing the phonology of the Tangut
language is beyond question. Not only is a sound reconstruction of Tangut
phonology vital to the solution of practical problems in Tangut studies, but it
s also of major interest for the historical-comparative study of Tibeto-
Burman. Various sources exist for the reconstruction of Tangut phonology.
both external and internal. The external sources comprise the Chinese,
Tibetan and Sanskrit transcriptions of Tangut ideograms (Sofronov 1968:I,
69-70).

The significance of the Internal sources for the reconstruction of
Tangut phonology iIs evident, since they enable scholars to establish the
system of Tangut initlals and rimes. The limitatlons of the internal sources.
however, lle in the fact that the abstract system thus obtalned lacks
phonetic substance: L.e. by relying on the Internal sources only, It is
impossible to determine the actual pronunctation of these Initlals and rimes.

As for the external sources, we have chosen to work with the Tibetan
transcriptions, which, in our view, are of crucial Importance to the
reconstruction of Tangut phonology because they constitute an attempt to
represent Tangut speech sounds by means of an alphabetic seript. Each

1 This article is an English verston. Lranslated by one of the authers, of «TuGerckne
Tpanckpunumuy Tanryrckux ueporandoss (IOpuis IOprenss pan fApuv u Kcenus
Bopicosia Kenmur), which will be published simultancously in Russia tn /Tucssennue
Haxamnuxu w lpoGaesmw Hcmopuu Kyrsmypw Hapodos Bocmoxa, sunyck
XXV, Mocksa: Hanarenscrso «Hayxas.
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element of the Tibetan script in these transcriptions denotes a concrete
phonetic feature of the Tangut syllable as it was pereceived by those wha
transcribed the Tangut text. Hereln lles the superiority of an alphabetic
script, and therefore of the Tibetan transcriptions, to the syllabic
logographic script of the Chinese transcriptions. The Chinese could only
compare the pronunciation of an entire syllable in thelr own language with
the pronunciation of a syllable in another language. but were unable tc
compare the pronunciation of Individual speech sounds. which Is why any
Chinese ideogram used in transcribing Tangut can only approximately
reflect the pronunciation of a Tangut syllable. It must also be kept in mind
that various reconstructions have recently begun to appear of Chinesc
dialects of that period, none of which can with any degree of certainty be
connected with the northwestern dialect apparently used in the
transcriptions or with the Xlith century. As a result, we have no way o
ascertaining the exact pronunciation of a particular Chinese character usec
to transcribe a given Tangut ideogram. We have left the Sanskri
transcriptions out of consideration, first of all because of their small numbe
and, secondly. because the Tangut {deograms which they transcribe wer
especially created for the sole purpose of rendering Sanskrit terms directl:
into Tangut.

A number of phonetic reconstructions of Tangut are currently avaflabls
(Nishida 1966, Sofronov 1968, Li 1986}, but these reconstructions do no
concur. For example, the absolutive/possessive postposition :ﬂ'ﬁ{ is read a:
?yef according to Nishida's reconstruction, as ?1nl according t
Sofronov's reconstruction and as j& according to Li's reconstruction. In th
Tibetan transcriptions, this ideogram Is transcribed sixty-three times as UTJ
ye, five times as oy gye. twice as Q yl and once as ZT}LTIF\' gyeh.

In this article, we shall examine one of the external sources for th
reconstruction of Tangut phonology, viz. the Tibetan transcriptions o
Tangut fdeograms. We have studied twenty-four fragments of Tangut text
with Tibetan transcriptions, from which we have compiled an exhaustlv
catalogue of all extant Tibetan transcriptions. These fragments constitut
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portions of Buddhist writings In Tangut translation where the Tangut
ldeograms. which are arranged in vertical columns. are accompanied by
their transcriptions In Tibetan cursive script on their right, with the single
exception of Text 20, where the transcriptions are to the left of the
{deogram they transcribe. It seems reasonable to assume that these Tibetan
transcriptions were added, perhaps for didactic purposes, by Tibetan lamas
who did not know Tangut script.

§2. The Material

The twenty-four fragments we have used consist of: (1) nineteen
photographic plates in negative Ilmage kept in the Nevsklj Archive of the
Institute of Oriental Studles of the Soviet Academy of Sclences in St.
Petersburg, where they are catalogued as ¢ona 69, onucy 1, N°181; these
constitute texts 1 to 19; (2) a fragment of a wood-block print kept fn the
Manuscript Department of the Institute of Oriental Studies of the Soviet
Academy of Sciences in Leningrad: this wood-block print constitutes text
20; (3) a photograph and three photocopies of four manuscript fragments
kept in the Aurel Stein collection of the British Museum in London: these
constitute texts 21 to 24.

(1) Texts 1 to 19: Nineteen photographs in negative image, 19 x 24
cm ln size, of manuscript (ragments of Buddhist works in Tangut translatfon.
Some of the photographs include several fragments. The photographs are
numbered on the back In pencll from 1 to 19. On a number of photographs.
the manuscript fragments themselves are numbered. The fact that these
fragments arc labelled with three-digit numbers is a source of some
amazement. It is unclear whether these numbers indicate that there were
more than one hundred such fragments or whether they have some other
significance.

Table | shows the correspondence between the numbers of the photo-
graphic plates and the numbered manuscript fragments, As can be seen
from Table 1, not all fragments on the photographlc plates are numbered.
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The manuscript fragments on plates 10, 12-17 and 19 are unnumbered,
Moreover, not all fragments are numbered on the remaining plates. For
example, only two of the three fragments on plate 8 are numbered,
Furthermore, one and the same fragment may occur on more than one
photograph. For example, fragments 101n and 102 on plate 5 are repeated
on photographs 7 and 8 respectively.

Text 1: six lines of 10 to 24 ideograms, with gaps.

Text 2: six lines of 7 to 23 ideograms, with gaps.

Text 3: six lines of 7 to 23 idecograms, with gaps.

Text 4: six lines of 19 to 24 Ideograms, with gaps.

Text 5: Fragment 101n contains fifteen lines of 8 to 14 ideograms,
with gaps. Fragment 102 contains six lines of § to 14 tdeograms.

Text 6: Fragment 104 contains nine lines of 23 ideograms each.
Fragment 105 contains two lines of 2 and of 3 ideograms.

Text 7: flifteen lines of 18 to 24 ideograms, with gaps.

Text 8: Fragment 102 Is the same fragment as that which appears In
Text' 5. The unnumbered fragment on this plate consists of six lines of 9 to
14 ideograms. Fragment 109 consists of nineteen lines of 3 to 8 ideograms.

Text 9 (= Fragment 112): One fragment consists of flve lines of 14
fdeograms each. Another fragment consists of six lines of 2 to 6 tdeograms.
Yet another fragment conslsts of two lines of 3 and of 4 tdeograms.

Text 10: five ines of 23 l1deograms each.

Text 11: the same as Text 2.

Text 12: six lines of 21 to 24 ideograms.

Text 13: six lines of 23 ideograms each.

Text 14: eight lines of 12 to 23 ideograms.

Text 15: ten lines of 23 ideograms each, with gaps.

Text 16: nine lines of 3 to 23 ideograms, with gaps.

Text 17: ten lines of 15 to 23 ideograms, with gaps.

Text 18: nine lines of 23 {deograms.

Text 19: One fragment is the same as the fragment In Text 1. Anothet
fragment contalns six lines of 6 to 23 ideograms.



