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Wu Yingzhe

A Study of the Tribal Name Diela
in the Khitan Small Script

Introduction

Abaoji (HRHFH] ff4%) of the Liao dynasty, indeed one of the most significant

tribes of the early Liao period. The Diela tribe was established approximately
during the period of Kaiyuan (ffJC) or Tianbao (K #7) of the Tang dynasty. At the
time, the tribe was not very powerful, therefore it was not one of the “Khitan Ancient
Eight Tribes” (3} J\#). Yet later, Yelii Abaoji was able to rely on the might of
his tribe to oust the Yaonianshi clan (%% [X), which enabled him to found the Khitan
dynasty. Afterwards, because the Diela tribe was becoming too powerful, it was
divided into two tribes—Wuyuanbu (F.5¢3B) and Liuyuanbu (75FE3#8)—by Liao
Taizu (3% A #H) in the first year of Tianzan (K #, 922). The tribe played an important
role in the historical transformation of the Khitan society; therefore scholars of
Khitan history have paid it much attention. In recent years, with the discovery of new
materials and other advances within Khitan studies, some new information is
available for the study of this tribal name. This paper will discuss the meaning and
pronunciation of a character in the Khitan small script possibly indicating “Diela,”
according to the character denoting “tribe” and to analysis of the newly found epitaph
of Yelii Jue (HE/FEEL). The author dedicates this paper to Professor Evgeniy
Kychanov’s 80" birthday with gratitude and respect.

K hitan Diela tribe (32 F}1% 1] 5) was the native tribe of the Taizu emperor Yelii

1. The block denoting “Tribe” in the Khitan small script

Jishi (1996) first introduced the idea that the block % g (Xiao Linggong #i %,

17) could mean “tribe,” while ﬂ;‘\ (Yelii Renxian HB43{~5:, 40) means “road” (i#%).

N

Toyoda Gord (1998) suggests that % denotes “surface” (Jfil) ni-’ur. Wang

© Wu Yingzhe, 2012
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> AN
Weixiang (1999) considers that 1;;, means “tribe.” Liu Fengzhu concurs with the
above scholars, also considering that 1;}1- denotes “tribe.”" According to these views,

DN K H

we can see that both % and % denote “tribe.” Within them, the characters #

and 4 have similar pronunciations # or o that have been established by earlier

research.
. . . . K #
However, we are still left exploring the grammatical meaning of the block % A

In my opinion, it means ﬁ;‘- (“tribe”), with an added plural suffix ® and a

possessive case marker M. I believe that the Khitan small script had a following
spelling rule: the last consonant of a word will fall off when that word takes a suffix,
ie. H;_H- + &+ A= ﬁﬁ# (nu:zr + li + on = nu:lien); w0 % gor (I “tent”) + 4 d
(locative case) = th 4 god (“in a tent”). Like Khitan script, Mongolian script also
observes a similar rule of the last consonant falling off, for instance *~® [noxor]

“comrade, friend” + wf d (plural suffix) = nohod @ “comrades, friends.”

Examination of the extant materials of the Khitan small script reveals that the block

b;# appears 8 times, ﬁ;"\ 3 times, while blocks gg; and gg never appear.

Similarly, the block # 4 appears 22 times, while the block ‘*b;‘\ never appears.
Furthermore, the block ﬁ;ﬁ# may mean “tribes.” This block appears on the 11"
line of the Yelii Cite (S A 2E%F): — & 1}%;)1- this passage meaning “northeast tribe,”

as deciphered by Liu Fengzhu et al. (2006). The exact meaning of ﬁ;ﬁ# may be

' Liu Fengzhu et al. 2009.
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. . A
“tribes,” its root being ﬂ;?. Consequently, we can see ﬁﬂa" (Yelii Dilie B %Y,
6) denoting “tribes.”

The blocks ﬁ:g\ and ﬁ‘é\ appear on the 5" and 6™ line of the Epitaph of Yelii

Xiangwen (HBf5£EH). 1 argue that both these blocks mean “tribe,” because the

o9

characters #, A& and X are pronounced similarly as “u,” whereas % and 4 are
pronounced ur. In addition to this, we can also assume that the block H%\ (Xiao

Zhonggong i 1145, 13) denotes “in a tribe.”
According to extant materials, we can conclude that the characters meaning
“tribe” with its various declensions are written in the Khitan small script as follows:

. . N LN K KR
Khitan script % 1% % %
pronunciation niwur niwur niwur niwur
meaning tribe tribe tribe tribe

. . N K KR K
Khitan script % % % &
pronunciation nu:li nu:li nu:d nu:d
meaning tribes tribes in tribes in tribe

. K #

. . K # U K ~
Khitan script % A i % % 4 ji\ 4
pronunciation niwuran nizuri: niurizs niuri:sar

. . . tribes
meanin tribe tribe tribe (instrumental
& (possessive case) | (objective case) | (plural suffix) case)

2. The block meaning “Diela”
in the Khitan small script

Based on the context of the following passage, scholars have argued that its

meaning is related to “Diela tribe”:
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if;ﬁf Yelii Gui HoHERt 2 if;ﬁf Gu Yelii HHIHE, 4
EX M el zhivian W s S F N RE vera Nu L S
S B R Yol Taishi HYHEAF, 2 3 O Yol Ditie JERY S

+>>>',- DE +»

Above, the first blocks &Z,S’ /"Z"S and N and the second blocks ;l and ‘-3l
also may have similar meanings respectively, although their character patterns or
writing conventions are different from each other. The pronunciation and meaning of
the third blocks have been mentioned before. However, up to now there is
disagreement as to which block denotes the tribal name “Diela.” Bao Yuzhu (2006)
argues that the first block means “big” which is equivalent to [tegiis] (“complete,
satisfactory”) in Mongolian, the second block meaning “Diela” [delégo]. Liu
Fengzhu et al. (2009) argues that the first block means “Diela” and the second one

means “born of the same parents” ([F] ). Yet Aisin Gioro Ulhicun (2006) maintains

that the first two blocks record an alternative name of “Diela,” the pronunciation

4R AR

of,“r_,,“r_and

,. is dolice, and they may denote “Diela.”

A TR

. 3 . AL
In the extant materials, 4 appears 9 times, " 2timesand * | time. These

»

+
+

blocks are only used to embelhsh . However, /’\:‘i, 2‘\,;"( and /’z‘\ do not always
appear in front of the block ;l‘l or 3!, For example:
BP:3 . s . R,
24 3 ® N Yelii Dilie LA S KA Yelii Taishi
- % HHLAZY, 6 A ¥ x HPHCKHN, 3
Become tribe Irgin tribe
+E s R Yelii Xaingwen + PRR Yelii Xiangwen
W & HRFEREES, 5 T3 & HRHERERR, 7

Emperor tribe King tribe
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. . AN S AR
What this means is that <~ 31 (_),J‘l) must be the head of the phrase, while P

@

o2

RA P 3 . .. 7P
( *¢ » 4 ) must be a modifier. In my opinion, the first block does not mean “big.

Since we are familiar with the character X modifying “country” and the character
s . . . TR
% & modifying “Khitan,” both of them meaning “big,” the blocks ", (

» i;
#» :;_

)

]

cannot mean “big.” In addition, scholars have read the block j /;t as [tegiis] which is

w
A A
2 (

S
*

equivalent to “complete, satisfactory” in the Mongolian language, so

[P
»

R a9
A ) does not seem to mean “big.
>

’:‘25(&\4 SR
4 %

From the point of view of phonetics, ) cannot be read as Diela.
According to earlier research, 4 sounds d, &, X wuei or ei, and 4 s, so the above

may be read as dueis, deis or duise. The phonetic change of the Chinese characters

1EH] is as follows:

Old Chinese (= #7)  Middle Chinese (1'#i)  Modern Chinese (111t}
1% diet@ diet@ tie@
FilR lat@ lat@ la@

Based on the above pronunciations, we can assume that the actual sound of 1% |
may be dietlat or tiela. The tribal name 1% 4] is sometimes recorded as ] & in The
History of the Liao Dynasty,” so the tribal name may also have the phonetic form

dietlatg, tielag. However, these pronunciations are different from dueis, deis or duise

»>

LA RKX 4K AN .
of ’4\" Cp s ’,+\ )- It means that the block 31 (;,) means “Dela”, rather than

RRX 4 X
(;4;‘7 74} )

» ;‘;
*

2 Liao shi 1974, vol. 1, ch. 33, p. 393; Ibid., vol. 2, juan 46, p. 764.
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~

y reads [y], however,

. . ]
According to previous research, the second character 31 of 3
the pronunciation of «~ is unclear. There is evidence from the newly discovered

. . . ARRAE RN , 24 XA
materials for deciphering the character 4~. There are ¢" FRE g REXA

H o &k R F
in the 2™ line of the Yelii Jue (M), From the reference to the Big miegu shilie

(CRREAAZY) of the Wuyuanbu (TLIEHS) in The History of the Liao Dynasty, we

7

R %

know the passage means “Diela tribe big miegu shilie.” The sound of the block %

may equal to <31 (;"). We know the first character & reads as ¢, ¢ and the second
# as li, la and the last as % xi, x, so the entire block may be read as felax or delaag.
These phonetic interpretations are similar to the pronunciation of Chinese characters
L] “dietlatg,” “tielag”.

. o .
We also know that % xi, x and 3 [v] are similar, so we can read + as tela or

dela, according to the sound of 4 #.

Sources

Gu Yelii H{HBE: the Memorial Stone of the Late Mrs. Yelii #HR3 [$44 Gu Yelii shi mingshi,
dated 1115, discovered 1969.

Yelii Cite it 264 : the Epitaph of Yelii Cite HRH: 2645 3E5E Yelii Cite muzhi, dated 1082,
discovered 1997 (early summer).

Yelii Dilie HS it 51 the Epitaph of Yelii Dilie HR A3t 20 525584 Yelii Dilie muzhiming, dated 1092,
recovered 1997 (spring).

Yelii Gui Hff i : the Epitaph of Yeli Gui Hi 3t & 55587 Yelii Gui muzhiming, also known as the
Epitaph of Yelii [Gui An] Diligu HRfH[ 5 %11t UG ZE5ES4 Yelii [Gui An] Diligu muzhiming,
dated 1102, discovered 2002.

3 The Diela tribe 353 was divided into two smaller tribal units in 922 (K TTAE), known as the
Five and Six Divisions (Wuyuanbu F 5 and Livyuanbu 75BEER). The Five Divisions tribe was
subdivided into four shilie 1751: Big miegu shilie KEEANZY, Small miegu shilie 7/INFEANZ, Oukun
shilie B 451 and Yixiben shilie 7. 7375453 (Liao Shi, vol. 1, ch. 33, p. 384). There are different
interpretations of the meaning of the word shilie in The History of the Liao Dynasty: it is translated as
“county” (%) in the 5B i& section (Ibid., vol. 2, ch. 45, p. 718), though it is translated as “village” (%)
in the [FZEf# section (Ibid., vol. 3, juan 116, p. 1534).
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Yelii Jue HRFEEE: the Epitaph of Yelii Jue HRHLERZLGESH Yelii Jue muzhiming, dated 1071,
discovery date unknown.

Yelii Nu YB3 40: the Epitaph of Yeli Nu HSAR U ZEFEES Yelii Nu muzhiming, dated 1099,
discovered 1999.

Yelii Renxian US4~ the Epitaph of Yelii Renxian I3~ 50 25684 Yelii Renxian muzhiming,
dated 1072, discovered 1983.

Yelii Taishi H$44: K HTi: the Epitaph of Grand Preceptor (Taishi) Yelt R KA ZEREEY Yeli Taishi
muzhiming, dated 1101, discovery date unknown, acquired 2009 (June).

Yelii Xiangwen U {3545 the Epitaph of Field Marshal Yelii IR GERRZE5E Yelii Xiangwen muzhi,
dated 1091, acquired 2007 (June).

Yelii Zhixian HSHE%T5E: the Epitaph of Yelii Zhixian HSEFTSEZEGESS Yeli Zhixian muzhiming,
dated 1094, discovered 1998.

Xiao Linggong 7% 7>: the Broken Epitaph of Xiao Linggong # & A sEEA Xiao Linggong
muzhi canshi, dated 1057, discovered 1950.

Xiao Zhonggong i fh7%: the Epitaph of Xiao Zhonggong 7 4% %E5E Xiao Zhonggong muzhi,
dated 1150, discovered 1942.
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