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OBSERVATION ON THE TRANSCRIPTION
OF THE CLEAR MONGOL SCRIPT’S LONG VOWELS

A.Monkhtsetseg™

The Clear Mongol script was created in 1648 by the Oirat erudite Zaya Pandita Nam-mkha’i rgya-mtsho (1599-
1662)!. The script was largely used by Oirat scholars in their literary composition. However, in spite of its longevity,
the use of this script did not expand beyond the inner circle Oirat scholars. Nevertheless, a comprehensive history of
the Clear Mongol script would indicate that this script made a substantial contribution to the literacy development
of the Mongol people as testified by its use in Buddhist manuscripts, the Buddhist philosophy in the 17" and 18%
century as well as in literary composition in general.

The Clear Mongol script signs were mainly developed on the basis of the Written Mongolian script and yet are
fairly distinctive from the Written Mongolian script by a few facts as recorded by several researchers quoted below.

The Clear script is based on the Mongolian alphabet but is more phonematic and closer to the spoken language.
The written language is based mainly on the Torguud dialect, but incorporates some Dorbed features®. Further, this
script was used only by the Oirats and, among them, the Kalmyks, who retained the Old Mongolian vowel system,
including palatal vowel harmony?. This script is still used by the Oirats of Xinjiang today. As we can see from
acomparison of the two scripts, the Clear Script is more precise in thatit distinguishes between o and u, 6 and i,
etc*. Upon this distinction a new supradialectal written language, Written Oirat, was built. Linguistically, Written
Oirat may be viewed as a more or less accurate normalization of the speech ofthe Western Mongols as it was in the
mid-seventeenth century”.

The first materials on Oirat spoken dialects, mainly word lists and phrases, were recorded and published in 1839
by A.Bobrovnikov®, Nicolaes Witsen, J. von Strahlenberg’, and P. S. Pallas. The actual foundation of thefield was
layed by G. J. Ramstedt®, whose ‘Kalmyk dictionary” (1935) contains data alsofrom the Jungarian Oirat (Oelet).
John R. Krueger® made a substantial contribution with his Oirat-Mongolian dictionary. Recently, more Oirat
dictionaries (without Kalmyk) have been published by Tsoloo (1988), Luntu (1998), and Choijingjab and Gereltu
(1998). One should also look at the collection of Oirat folklore by Vladimircov (1926). Later, there were more text
collections and folklore publications by Choijingjab et al. (1986) and Gyorgy Kara (1987, cf. also Kara 1959). On
the grammatical side, there were several publications in Mongolia on the description of individual Oirat dialects,
notably the monographs by Tsoloo (1965) and Vandui (1965) 1. Selected dialectological topics are also treated in the
papers of Luvsanbaldan'' (1975), Jamiyan'? (1970).

Unlike the Written Mongolian orthography, the ‘Clear Script’ is phonemically adequate. Special letters, positional
variants, and diacritic symbols are used to express featuressuch as vowel quality, vowel length, and obstruent
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strength. It is true, some Written Mongol conventions, such as the use of a zero-value consonantal initial (v) before
initialvowels, are retained in the ‘Clear Script’, but generally the written image can be automaticallyrepresented in
terms of an unambiguous Romanized transcription (rather than a transliteration). The Clear Script is still used by
some of the Oirats in China, although the official policy since 1982 is that the Oirats should abolish the Clear script
and use Mongolian as their written language. 1

Furthermore, it distinguishes and marks all sounds of the spoken language and thus closely represents the
spoken language. Contrary to the Written Mongolian Script, the Clear Mongol script does not mark the beginning of
words with an accent known as the mumoam (support for a vowel in Mongol script). Also ‘palatal” and ‘velar’ vowels
are differently transcribed in every individual word whereas consonants that have the same sound and yet different
transcription (e.g. y/x, d/t, s/8, b/w) are respectively and distinctively noted. This might give the impression that the
Clear Mongol Script has more letters and signs than the Written Mongolian script. Furthermore, the transcription of
every sound allows for the tracking of the origin of every word as well as making easier to trace back the original
calligraphic transcription of sounds and signs.

It is also important to highlight that the Clear Mongol Script and its grammar is closer to the spoken language
and especially to the 17" and 18" century phonology. Therefore, the present issue regarding the transcription of
Clear Mongol script manuscripts of that period is not only about the transcription of individual syllable but specially
about the distinctive features of the language phonology as well as the use of technology in transcription work.

In my recent experience of transcribing two manuscripts written in the Clear Mongol Script, the following quote
became a guiding principle. ‘In general terms, transcription of old manuscriptsis not only about transcribing signs
by signs but most important it should aim at doing comparative research about the context of the language as well
as about its phonetic at that particular period of time. As for the Clear Mongol Script, long and short vowels are
differently noted which makes transcription easier than in the Written Mongolian script. Therefore, it is necessary to
correctly explain the meaning of every single sign’'. Furthermore, this experience brought to light a much debated
topic regarding the transcription of some phonemes of the Clear Mongol Script, especially the long vowel. I would
like to review the terms of this debate and offer my suggestion.

The terms of the debate are as follow. How does one transcribe the ‘yoaan’ (orgul) sign (|— ) when it is
followed by the secondary phoneme (a, e, i, 0, & or ‘xenouii’ (hallow) vowel o, u) of a long vowel (o, u, 6, ii);
especially when the latter (long vowel) is followed by a sign that ends a close syllabus or ‘03gceap ycae’. In other
words, how does one transcribe the sign that was meant to distinguish two sounds of a double vowel (the sign is
written between the vowels), especially when the long vowel is followed by a sign that ends a close syllabus? 1 will
list hereafter a few but influential views on this debate.

According to scholars such as Bobrovnikov'®, Vladimirtsov'®, Poppe!’, Sanjeev!'®, Rinchen'®, Lubsanbaldan?,
Jamiyan?!, Luvsanvandan?, and Shagdarsuren®, in transcribing the long vowel of the Clear Mongol script, an accent
on the sign of the primary phoneme would sufficiently indicate the length of the vowel. Thus the calligraphy should
read i, 1, a, é,1, 6,0. However, according to Jamiyan and Lubsanvandan, the transcription should note the secondary
phoneme and marka and é as independent vowels. Accordingly, the transcription should note the long vowel as
follow ou, uu, i, iiti, ad, od, eé, ie, 6é. These are completely two different opinions and in his, Lubsanbaldan (1975)

13 Janhunen, J, ed. The Mongolic languages. Routledge Language Family Series. London: Routledge 2003: 211-212p’s.
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disagreed with Jamiyan (1970)’s idea of transcribing the secondary phoneme as an independent vowel. However,
after a careful re-examination of the argumentsand using examples from the middle Mongolic period language,
Janchiv (2002) backed up the suggestion by Jamiyan.

Here are some prominent arguments behind these opinions.

1. In most Mongolian language dialects, long vowels are composed of two vowels that contained a consonant
in between. That consonant, mainly y, g, y or w, was lost over time but also most suffixes that came after the y, g
consonant changed into male vowels and therefore into a long vowel.?* Early Mongolian language aya, ege and the
like forms have become long vowels in the contemporary Mongolian language although they have also remained
the same in some words. Sometimes these forms may have become long vowels in a word in one dialects and have
remained intact in another dialects of the region. According to Ramstedt?®, early Mongolian language aya, ege as
well as other similar forms have developed in the above mentioned different direction according to the fact that
some had a symbol known as ‘epeenm’ (stress) whereas others did not have any. It is this understandable that in the
17" century, because those words were pronounced using a long version of the vowel, they were written in the Clear
Mongol script with a long vowel. Following the Old script grammar, there are a few words wherein the short vowel
that comes after the y/g consonant is pronounced as a long vowel. In fact, in the 17" century, those short vowels
in the above mentioned words were pronounced as long vowels which are very close to the writing system in the
Clear Mongol script where they were noted as long vowel. Here is an example. In the Written Mongol script cayan,
gegen, ogiilekii, nigiileskii, ayar, kemegéd, terigiiten, boliige. In the Clear Mongol script cayaan, gegeéen, ogoii/
utilekii, nigoiiliiiilsekii, ayaar, kemeegeéd, terigdiiliiiiten, boliigee or -luyaal/-ligeé, -noyoiud. Guiding principles
about phonemes *I*%a>yaa, *I'e>geé, *I'u>yuii/yoi are closer in the writing.

2. According to the grammar of the Khalkha Mongol dialect as well as in other contemporary dialects of the
Mongol language, a long vowel may contained a consonant y (g), y, w, *6, *5, *m. This is specially the case when
the two syllables of the long vowel are composed of two similar vowels. One of the consequences is that when such
a long vowel is rather composed of two different vowels, they have slowly developed into a diphthong.?” Besides,
‘ever since, long vowels in the Mongolian language and its dialects grew out of the sign ‘epeesm’ (stress) meant to
distinguish the sounds of individual vowels in a double vowel phoneme. Long vowels grew out of the ‘epeosm’
sign that was always preceded by a short primary vowel followed by y/g and a secondary vowel corresponding to
the contemporary long vowel’?. In other words, ‘The Clear Mongol script vowel that comes before g, ¢, i, i has the
function of a phoneme only when in support of the consonant before the long vowel. Therefore, what has become
long vowel in contemporary Mongol language evolved from the early ya, ge, yi, gii which always came after a
vowel and never after a consonant. It is similar to the middle age Mongol language wherein long vowels 4, ¢, i, i
always came after a vowel.

3. According to Janchiv® “phonemes of the Clear Mongol script od, ¢ are close to such phonemes as go ‘asun,
bo’al, uyasar found in the middle age manuscripts. This suggestion is against Lubsanbaldan’s opinion and it
explains why some of the phonemes in the Mongolia dialects are written exactly as they sound, also why words
such as “imi (iemi), timi (tiemi)” contain a long sign (|— ). In fact, in the contemporary Mongolian language
script,the lift ‘epeenm’ in the primary syllabus that is under the influence of the vowel o labializes vowels a, e in
the following syllabus changing them into o, u. Words in the Clear Mongol script that contain 0a, 6 correspond to
the labialization of vowels in the middle age and this fact sustains the above argument according to which these
phonemes were present at the beginning in the development of the language.

4. With regard to the origin of long vowels in the Oirat dialect’s oral literature, Tsoloo argues that “they originated
from the early Mongolian language y, g, y, b that was written between the two vowels. However not all the labialized
long vowels fully developed. Such case includes the double vowel 0’a, o e that follow labialized or not labialized
two vowels.*

These opinions show case the evolution of the long vowels in the Mongolian language as well as their connection
to the writing of the Clear Mongol script.

The context of the development of the Mongolian language in the 17" century is in line with the discrepancy
between the written language and the spoken language of the dialects. Examples for this include the evolution of
long vowels in dialects of the Mongolian language, the writing of long vowels with Vowel+Consonant+Vowel to
correspond to the sound of the spoken language as intended by the Oirat scholar Zaya Pandita in creating the Clear
Mongol script.

24 Temeproroo, JI. Monzon xonnuti myyxasu xon3yi: Monzon xonnuti myyxon asua 3yi. Vol. 1. YnaanGaarap. 1992.

% Ramstedt, G.J. (1976). Kalmiickisches Worterbuch. Helsinki.

% such as consonant

21T 1.CanxeeB, CpagHumensHas spammamura Mon2onsekux ssvikog. Tom. 1. Mocksa. 1953: 77-78 ctp.

28 J1.Temeptoroo, “Monzon xannuti myyxau xon3yi: Mownzon xonnuti myyxsn asua 3yu”. Vol. 1. 1992: 12 tan.

2 £ JKanuus Tox ycruitn tyxait. MYHC DIIIE Ne10(122). Ynaan6aarap, 1997: 48-55 Tan.

303K . omoo, BHMAY -biH HyTrHiH asiiryy. Xon 30xuon cyonan, T-XVIIIL. YnaauGaarap. 1987 : 70-71 rtan.; XK.Ilomn00, A.MeHXLALOT,
Ypuanxaiin 6 coén. Documenta Oiratica Collecta-VI. Vinaau6aarap. 2008: 530-531 raun.
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In the contemporary Mongolian language, there exist signs that are pronounced with long vowel sounds as I
encountered in the manuscript “Oyoi ciketii xaan kobdiini toiji oroSiboi” (The Tale of a Turquoise-ears Prince.)*'.
I will provide a few examples of the transcription with comparative with the Mongol script.

aa — [>aya]: xaan (>qayan xaaH); ¢idaqsaar (>Cidaysayar yancaap); taalal (>tayalal taanan)

aa — [>uya]: zuryaan (>jiryuyan 3ypraas)

aa/ia — [>1ya]: tacaa/iaji (>taCiyaju Taqaax); taraalang (>tariyalan trapuanan); ar§aan (>rasiyan parmraaH); xuraaji
(>quriyaju xypaasx); araatan (>ariyatan apaaraH)

e€ — [>egt]: lizeed (>lijeged y323m); de€dii (>degedii maam); ideen (>idege uma»)

e€ — [>1gg€]: nize€d(>nijiged HIKI331)

€€ — [>lige]: tikeeriyin (>likiiger-lin yX»>3puiin)

eé/ie — [>1y€]: kicee/ienggiii (>ki¢iyenggilii xuua3sHryit); mise€/ién (>misiyen MHUII3H)

0a — [>ovya]: toalosi-iigei (>toyalasi-ligei Toonomryi)

0a — [>ayi] oaski (>aylsgi yymrn)

023 — [>oyii]: toarcuq (>toytrcuy Toopror); xoalai (>qoytlai x00110¥)
0a — [>iya] xoSoad (>qosiyad/qosiyad xomoox)

0€ — [>0gg]: 68do6 (>0gede eom)

il — [>igll]: gemSitleng (>gemsiglliin romiyyiaon); seritictiti/otilkiileg (>serigliGegiilkiil-e copyyuyynsxyin);
noqciiiliigsen (>nogligliliigsen Horyyysacsn);
ut/ou — [>ayu]: otla (>aytla yyn); suryutli (>suryayuli cypryy:s)
/60, [>egli]: olilen (>eglile yyn); z6ln (>zeglin 3yyH)
uu/ou [>ugi]: kokou/utliigsen (>kokiigiliigsen xexuyscsn)
— [>iya]: ar¢iad (>arc¢iyad apuaan); dakiad (>dakiyad naxuman)
ié — [>ige]: bicied (>biciged 6rmumam)
ii/ia — [>iyd]: cuburiiilun (>¢uburiytlun yspyynan); arilidxan (>ariyidqan apuytran); xaritigi (>qariyii-yi
XapHyr) or¢itilug¢i (oréiyaluy¢i opuayyaary; uturitilun (Guturiyiilun yrupyyaan); uréiad (>urciyud ypuyym)
— [>uyu]: buritilun (>buruytlun Gypyynan)
yaa — [*I'a] ayaar (*ayar araap); zayaa (*zay-a 3asa); -luyad (*-luy-a -nmyraa); bayilduyaani (*bayilduyan-u
OaiinmaaHbl)
gee — [*I'e]: tiige@mel (*tligemel Tyrasmoan); kigeed (*kigeéd xwmitranm); kemeegeed (*kemeged xamasraan);
odiigee (*ediige earee); -liigee (*-lige -myraa); boliigee (*boliige Genree)
yuli/yoi — [*I't] -noyoud (*-nuytud-myyn); ayoiilzan (*ayiilzan yyn3an); niyuiica/niyoiica (*niytica Hyym);
vadayutr (*yadayiir ragyyp)
glili/gdl — [*I'h]: nighili/6llesiiqéi (*niglilesiigdi auryyceary); geyigdii/iitilen (*geyigiiliin ruiiryymon); teriglit/
oOliten (*terigliten Topryyran); Ogiili/olilegsen (*ogililegsen eryyncean); iregiili/otliigsen (*iregiiliigsen upyyscon)

Resume

This article concerns the origin and evolution of longue vowels in the Mongolian language. It is our understanding
that longue vowels in the Mongolian language grew out of transliteration of the second vowel of the Clear Mongol
Script’s double vowels.

In fact, the clear Mongol script contains double vowels which are transliterated in the Mongolian language script
either by a linguistic sign or accent called ‘orgul’ / ‘yoaan’ ( |—) or simply by longue vowels. Nevertheless, until the
middle age, the Mongolian language longue vowels were not fully formed and appeared only in the transliteration
of the Clear Mongol Script.

Therefore, our suggestion is to transliterate by longue vowels such as oi, ui, oij, iiii, iti and ad, eé, ia, ie, od, ée,
the Clear Mongol Script’s vowel with ‘orgul’/’udaan’ accent as well as its the double vowels.

3! In other spread name is that Unekeér torolkitii sayin xaani toiiji orosiboi (The Tale of a Real-Being King).
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