A Study on Manchu Phonology
Seong Baeg-in

The purpose of this study is to set up the phoneme inventory of Manchu
of the 17th Century and to describe its phonological system.

The past studies of the phonological system of written Manchu were
carried out mainly by examining the standard Manchu records of the 18th
Century written in TFSH (Tongki Fuka Sindaha Hergen), a Manchu alphabet
with dots and circles, as well as the Chinese phonetic notations used for the
contemporary Manchu. And there has been no attempt to my knowledge to
analyze the Manchu phonological system by tracing and comparing the
changes of the Manchu writing system. In this thesis the writer attempts to
investigate the hitherto neglected area, i.e., the various aspects of the chan-
ging stages of the Manchu writing system since the period of TFAH (Tongki
Fuka Aki Hergen), an old Manchu alphabet lacking dots and circles, and
tries to postulate the Manchu phonological system of the 17th Century.

The material used in this thesis for examining the Manchu writing
system is mainly from Man-wen yian-tang W CJRHE, early original Manchu
documents included in Chiz Man-chox tang BV relating to the founding
period of the Manchu Dynasty between 1607 and 1636, The Manchu
language began to be written since 1599 in TFAH, the old Manchu alphabet
lacking dots and circles, which was borrowed from the Mongolian writing
system. And the oldest Manchu records now available which is written in
TFAH is none other than Man-wen yian-tang, early original Manchu

documents written around 1620. TFAH had undergone gradual revision until
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1632 when it was finally transformed into TFSH and promulgated officially
as the standard Manchu alphabet. It is noted, however, that even after
1632 the usage of some letters did change, especially in representing
certain syllables. It is in the records of 1639 that the first instance of the
standard writing system of Manchu syllabary, Shih-erh-tzu-fon -+ =258,
occurs. In other words, the year 1639 marks the date when the standard
writing system of Manchu was stabilized in official documents.

It is difficult to assume that there was any structural change in phono-
logical system®of Manchu of 1620s and 1630s. Accordingly it is not unrea-
sonable to conclude that the differences in the writing system as exhibited
in Man-wen yian-tang (1607~1636) represent nothing but alternative
writings for the identical Manchu language of the same pericd. And it is
through a comparison of the alternative writing systems that the writer
tries to postulate the Manchu phonological system of the period in question.

The main types of writing system noted in Man-wer yian-fang sre as
follows:

1) The early stage of TFAH as noted in yian-tang Jf%, original docu-
ments, in the period between 1607'\'1625.

2) The later stage of TFAH as noted in yaan-fang in the period between
1625~1632.

3) The stage of TFSH occurring in yian-tang in the period between
1632~1636.

By comparing these three types of writing system with the standard
TFSH which dates from 1639, the writer attempts to examine the phono-
logical system as well as phonetic variants of Manchu in the early 17th
Century. In addition to the comrarative study of the alternative Manchu
writing systems mentioned above, the following materials have also been

examined in this thesis with a view to making as accurate a postulation as
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possible of the 17th Century Manchu phonological system:

1) Chinese and Korean phonetic notations used in Manchu of the 18th
Century.

2) Sporadic materials of Manchu dialects.

3) Phonetic descriptions of Manchu found in works on Manchu grammar
written by western scholars in the 19th Century.

As a result of this study on the Manchu phonological system the follow-
ing facts have been discovered:

1) The lettet @ does not represenf a seperate phoneme. It simply stands
for allophone [u] or [0] of the phoneme /u/ as well as an allophone [0]
of the phoneme /o/,

2) Accordingly the inventory of Manchu vowel phonemes is as follows:
/a, 9, i, o, u/

These five vowel phonemes constitute the following vowel system by

virtue of its two-term oppositions of ‘rounded-unrounded’ and ‘high-low’.

i@ u (u,d)
2 (e) o (o,i1)
a (@)

And it seems that these vowels show the following allophonic variations

as determined by phonotactic conditions:

1 =g (1) u
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3) The letters g and % do not stand for two seperate phonemes but for
allophones of the pheneme /k/. As these two letters are in opposition in
writing as in ka(qad): ku, it looks inevitable to treat # as a seperate
phoneme unless one is prepared to take g and % as two seperate phonemes.
Since # has not been treated as a separate phoneme in this thesis, however,
it seems natural to list ¢ and % as two seperate phonemes. However the
results of the present study show that g and % are merely letters by which
two different allophones of one and the same phoneme are represented
under the pressure of the orthographical tradition of Manchu.

4) The letter § does not stand for a seperate phoneme. It represents the
phoneme sequence /sj/.

5) The Manchu consonant system of the 17th Century is now postulated

as follows:
Bilabial Alveolar  Palatal  Velar

Plosive 1P 1/ /e )i/

Sto unasp. /p/ /t/ /k/
P
Affricate asp- /8%
unasp. /8

Fricative /t/ /s/ /x/
Nasal /m/ /n/ /n/
Lateral /1/
Trill /r/
Semi-vowel /w/ /i/

Finally, phonotactic structures, and their characteristic features, of word-
medial consonant clusters in Manchu are discussed in this thesis. In Manchu,
consonant clusters occur only word-medially, and not word-initially or word-
finally, and the syllable boundary lies between the two consonants forming
such a cluster. The word-medial consonant cluster -CC-, which seems to

have been derived from -CVC- structure by V-dropping, shows certain
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characteristic restrictions in its phonotactic possibility.

If -CC- clusters were derived from

-CVC- structure by V-dropping, one

might expect that almost all consonants can freely occur in C; and C; of the

-CC- cluster. Contrary to such expectation, however, written Manchu shows

phonotactic restrictions in C,;C, combination. Such phonotactic restrictiors

as are found in -CC- cluster may be accounted for, historically, as a result

of consonant assimilation which occurred between C, and C, of the -CC-

cluster soon after its formation. And this thesis has tried to postulate what

type of assimilation rule applied in -CC- cluster to entail such phonotactic

restrictions as can be seen in the comsonant clusters of written Manchu.

<2 %>
FE g ee a7

°lege 1747 Frgg g e Ae dx ] 9
St s AF S FTalg Fectd g Aos
T Cle RAIH TR R A7 96ML:
Ny # AU Atz FaHd FdHeA ggi, =
1 ANEg tRE dO e A = A,
Loglghd Ael gl el

2 o R e AR A
H e 16328 ¢ AFA Fhg o bl bR o s
ToETE 17T 3o A3 oA e a3
FEelq, 1 ote e cTg P A 174N g 3
Lge e dol et Ag 29 39+

<FA L F oAt A 4>
SO



