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NICOLAAS WITSEN, THE TIBETAN SCRIPT AND THE
TANGUT LANGUAGES

George van Driem

L3

In 2001, I wrote:

In his two-volume description of Siberia and Central Asia, Nicolaes
Witsen provided a Tibetan word list and the earliest specimens ever
published in the West of the Tibetan script, which he called ‘Tangutsche
letteren’ (1705 [1692], I: 210-211). Witsen differentiated between ‘het
Tartarische Ryk Tangut en ’t landschap Tebet’ [“The Tatar state Tangut
and the region Tibet”]. South of the Tangut area lay ‘Tibet, of Tebet,
alzoo by d’Indianen, anders Tebei, Tebbut, Tobbot of ook wel Tumet
geheeten’ [“Tibet or Tebet, as it is called by the Indians, otherwise known
as Tebei, Tebbut, Tobbot or even Tumet”]. (van Driem 2001: 448)

This statement requires some tweaking, and I am gratefully seizing the
opportunity for the partial rectification of the first of the two sentences
quoted above.'

Whilst it is true that Nicolaas Witsen provided the earliest specimens ever
published in the West of the Tibetan script, his word list presented
vocabulary that was manifestly something other than Tibetan. The language
in question happens to be Tangut, and this first ever Occidental sample of
Tibetan script is unusual in other respects as well. First, we shall address the
question as to what precisely is meant by the name Tangut, for the nature of
the highly atypical specimen of Tibetan script provided by Witsen cannot be
understood without a comprehensive grasp of what the term ‘Tangut’ means
and has meant in Western sources.

In the first edition of Noord en Qost Tartarye, Witsen notionally
distinguished Tibet from Tangut (1692, 1I: 136 sq., 145 sq.), and from the
details of what he wrote and, more particularly, from the details in his large
1687 map, dedicated Aen den Alder Doorlugtigste alder Grootmachtigste
grote Heer Zaar Groot Vorft Peter Alexewitz, ‘to the most illustrious most
powerful great lord czar great ruler P&tr Alekseevic’, it is clear that Witsen
had a good idea of where Tangut ended and Tibet began. Both entities appear
from his descriptions to occupy roughly the same geographical space, but
‘Tibet regn.” lay to the west of ‘Tanguth’. In the second edition of Noord en

1 Moreover, contrary to the implication of the notation used, Witsen'’s first and second
editions did not just differ in page numbering. Rather substantial differences in content and
the arrangement of the information also exist between the two editions.
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Fig. 1: Tanguts ABC page 1. North and East Tartary /(1705) pp. 210-211. Fig. 2: Tanguts ABC page 2. North and East Tartary [(1705) pp. 210-211.
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Fig. 3: Tanguts ABC page 3. North and East Tartary /(1705) pp. 210-211.
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Fig. 4: Tanguts ABC page 4. North and East Tartary (1705) pp. 210-211.
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Oost Tartarye, Witsen differentiated between Tangut and Tibet, e.g. ‘In ’t
Land(chap Tebet, niet wyt van Tangut...’ [“in the country of Tibet, not far
from Tangut”], whereas in some other contexts Tangut and Tibet appear to
be used almost interchangeably, as when Witsen mentioned, for example,
‘den Dalailama in Tangut® or stated that ‘den Konink van Tangut’ [“the king
of Tangut”] held his court in the city of Ldfa (1705, I: 335, 225, 503).

Witsen’s knowledge of the Tangut and of Tibet was based not just on his
own travels to Moscow and on what he was able to glean in Russia. He drew
heavily and collated from earlier sources which he mentioned by name.
Witsen’s sporadic mention of Nieuhof is a reference to Het Gezant/chap der
Neérlandtfche Ooft-Indifche Compagnie, aan den grooten Tartarifchen
Cham, den tegenwoordigen Keizer van China by Johan Nieuhof, published in
Amsterdam in 1665. Another major source for Witsen were the reports of the
Jesuit Johannes Grueber, contained in Athanasius Kircher’s 1667
compilational work China Monumentis, qua Sacris qua Profanis, nec non
variis Naturce & Artis Spectaculis, Aliariumque Rerum Memorabilium
Argumentis Illustrata, auspiciis Leopoldi Primi, a work known more
commonly by its frontispiece title China Illust/r]ata.

Witsen’s repeated mention of the Jesuit ‘Martyn’ as a source is an
obvious reference to Martino Martini of Trento, whose Chinese atlas was
published in Amsterdam by Joan Blaeu in 1655 under the title Novus Atlas
Sinensis a Martino Martinio S.I. descriptvs in the sixth part of Blaeu’s
Theatrvm Orbis Terrarvm five Novus Atlas. Witsen also reproduced two
letters on ‘de Niuchische en andere Tartaren’, i.e. the Jiirchen and other
Tartars, one sent from Tonkin in 1663 by a certain H.K.B., a Dutch member
of a mission returning from China, and the other written from Batavia in
December 1692 by Johannes Melman (1705, 1I: 15-25). Witsen was so
thorough in citing his sources that he even mentioned the famous Portuguese
Jesuit Luis Frois (1532-1597) under the Teutonic guise of Lodewyk Frojus.
Yet the story about the Tangut language and people that Witsen was never
able to tell can be told as follows.

The term Tangut is originally a Mongolian form Tangyut, bearing the
collective plural suffix <-yut> or <-yud> and denoting the southwestern
neighbours of the Mongols who were the people of the Tangut empire
(Mandarin: 78 & Xixia 1038-1227). In the West, the Mongolian term
‘Tanggud’ is first used correctly in reference to the lost Xixia empire by
Isaac Jacob Schmidt (1829: 101). The ethnonym 7Tang is evidently cognate
with the first morpheme in 815 Ddngxiang, the Mandarin name for the
ethnic group. In the same year, the term ‘Tangut’ for the Tangut state and its
inhabitants was also introduced into Russian by Father Hyacinth, alias Nikita
Jakovlevi¢ Bigurin, in his translation of a Chinese history of the reigns of the
first four khans of the House of Genghis Khan (Tlakune 1829: xi-xiii).
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Fig. 5: ‘Tibet’ and ‘Tanguth’ on Witsen’s map of 1687.

The language ofthe Tangut is an extinct Tibeto-Burman tongue, a member of
the Trans-Himalayan language family. The closest living linguistic relative is
believed to be the 3 Mi-fiag language (Mandarin: A% Miya ) of Sichuan.
In the current version of the Fallen Leaves model, which represents an informed
yet agnostic phylogenetic picture of the world’s second most populous language
family, Tangut is grouped tentatively within Qiangic (van Driem 2014).

The Tangut empire enjoyed relative peace until the Mongol incursions into
Tangut territory around the Edzin Gol in 1205 and into the Ordos in 1207,
and in August 1209 an attack was undertaken by the Mongol warlord
Temiijin, who in 1206 had consolidated the Mongol and Turkic tribes and
assumed the name of Genghis Khan (Class. Mong, Cinggis Qayan). The
Mongols laid siege to the Tangut capital, but their attempts to storm the city
walls remained unsuccessful. They built a dam in the Yellow River after it
had swollen with autumn rains in an attempt to flood the city, but instead the
rising waters caused the Mongols to abandon the siege. The battle ended with
no clear victor. The Tangut emperor appeased Genghis Khan with the gift of
one ofhis daughters in matrimony. Afterwards Genghis Khan left to undertake
his famous campaigns in Transoxiana, Persia and Russia, leaving his Tangut
neighbours in peace for over a decade.

The Tangut emperor refused to comply with Genghis Khan’s requests for
troopsand hostages, and in preparation for Genghis Khan’s return, the Tangut
formed an alliance with the tottering Jiirchen or 4 Jin dynasty and undertook
to incite rebellion amongst Genghis Khan’s dominions in neighbouring portions
of the Mongolian steppe. In 1225, Genghis Khan returned to Mongolia in
order to subdue the Tangut in what was to become his last campaign. In
1226, the Mongol army marched into the Tangut empire, laying waste to the
large Tangut cities at Khara Khoto (Mong. Qara Qota ‘black city”), Ai/H
Stizhou and H N Ganzhou. Genghis Khan subsequently marched along the
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northern spurs of the I [LI Nanshan Mountains, took 7N Lidngzhou, then
crossed the deserts surrounding the Alasa Mountains and met a huge Tangut
force near the Tangut royal residence at &/ Lingzhou (present-day 2K
Lingwii) on the east bank of the Yellow River south of the Tangut capital.

The defeat of the Tangut army opened up an approach to the Tangut
capital, and after the winter, Genghis Khan once again laid siege to the city.
In the summer of 1227, the Tangut capital was taken and its citizens slain.
The surrounding Tangut territories were destroyed and the inhabitants
exterminated. Genghis Khan had the Tangut king executed after first changing
the name by which the latter was known to the Mongols from {/ugu Burqan
‘Exalted Buddha’, which contained the epithet of Mount Burgan Qaldun, a
mountain held to be sacred by Genghis Khan, to the less exalted Siduryu
‘Loyal One’.

Mongol chroniclers remain curiously taciturn about Genghis Khan’s death
and the cause of death (cf. Ratchnevsky 1983: 126-129). The reason for this,
however, may be that in the eyes of the Mongols, the great khan died an
ignoble death not befitting a conqueror of nations. According to the Secret
History of the Mongols (Haenisch 1948: 135-6), Genghis Khan died after he
had had the Tangut emperor executed. Isaac Jacob Schmidt records the legend
preserved in an Eastern Mongol chronicle in cloaked terms.

In der folgenden Nacht, da der Herrscher im Schlafe lag, that
Kiirbeldschin Goa seinem Korper ein Uebel an, wovon er schwach und
ohnmichtig wurde, stand sodann auf, ging hinaus und warf sich in den
Schara Miiren, in welchem sie ertrank (1829: 102-103)

The following night, as the sovereign lay sleeping, Kiirbeldschin Goa
perpetrated an evil upon his body, from which he became weak and faint,
then she stood up forthwith, went outside and threw herself in the Schara
Miiren, in which she drowned.

This same legend is told in more explicit terms by the Russian explorer
Grigorij Nikolaevi¢ Potanin (1893, II: 270), who recorded a local legend of
the Ordos Mongols concerning the death of Genghis Khan as recounted by
Santan DZimba, a Mongol of the Ordos. According to this Ordos oral
tradition, after Genghis Khan had killed the Tangut emperor, which, Potanin
recorded, was known to the Ordos Mongols as Sidurgu-xan, he abducted the
Tangut empress, whom the Mongols remember as Gurbel ‘dzin’-goa. The
Mongol name of the Tangut empress recorded by Potanin as I'yp6esnbmKkusab-
roa ‘Gurbel’dzin”-goa’ is recorded as Kiirbeljin youa in the Eastern Mongol
chronicle from the 17™ century, which was studied and translated by Schmidt
(1829), and as Korbeljin youa or Korbelcin youa in the Mongol Chronicle of
Altan Tobé&i, composed during the reign of Lindan Qayan between 1604 and
1634 and studied by Bawden (1955).
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The epithet youa means ‘beautiful’, whereas the proper name yurbaljin
‘triangle’, from the root yurban ‘three’, is the Mongolian equivalent of
Sanskrit trikona ‘triangle’, the Tantric term for ‘vagina’. Kepping (1994)
pointed out that the Tangut empress bore the Tantric title phdn' “white’,
which was a homophone of the Tangut ritual word for the female pudenda.?
She also contended that the emperor and empress engaged in Tantric rituals
which played a pivotal role in Tangut statecraft. The Tantric title of the
Tangut emperor mbm” “lofty’ represented the Tangut homophone for lirngam
or phallus or, as Kepping used to write, membrum virile. Therefore, even the
ceremonial term ‘white and lofty” for the Tangut kingdom itself was pregnant
with Tantric significance.

The empress emasculated Genghis Khan as he lay in his yurt, thus
avenging the destruction of her kingdom and people. Potanin recorded that
the implement used was a ToHrypa fongura, evidently Mongolian tongyuruy
‘razor’. After avenging her people, the Tangut empress left the yurt of the
great khan, went down to the Yellow River under the pretext of going to
bathe in order to spruce herself up for the benefit of the great khan and there
drowned herself. In this way she escaped death by torture. Genghis Khan
died in agony the following day. This undignified demise would explain the
conspicuous silence maintained by Mongol historians, who are wont to
portray Genghis Khan, the destroyer of many civilisations, in a gloriously
virile light.

In Mongolian, the Yellow River was renamed after this incident and
became known as Qatun youl ‘Queen River’. The Ordos oral tradition
recorded by Potanin is corroborated in the geographical treatise qés@’\@““ﬂﬁ'
hDzam-glin rGyas-bsad ‘Broad Description of the World’ written in 1830 by
the fourth bTsan-po No-mon-han sPrul-sku, “ﬁ“‘"\’*‘""g“"@'q%?ﬂ'ﬁﬁ"@ﬁ"““’ 3
hJam-dpal-chos-kyi bsTan-hdzin hPhrin-las, in which the Tibetan equivalent
’“§‘ﬂ‘:‘?’é},’\' bTsun-mo kiun ‘Queen River’ is given as a rendering of Mongolian
Qatun youl, which is described as ‘the river in which a certain queen
drowned herself’, the usual Tibetan name for the Yellow River being && rMa
Chu. With the Mongol destruction of the Tangut kingdom, both the language
and the culture of the Tangut would pass into oblivion.

Alexander Wylie (1871) discovered Tangut writing in the hexaglottal
inscription inside the arch of the city gates of /& /& [ Jiydongguan, about 45
km northwest of Peking, which he erroneously identified as Jiirchen
miniscule or ‘Neuchih’ (i.e. & Mandarin Niizh#, Riizhi, more commonly
4L E. Niizhén, Riizhén), a mistake which the French diplomat Devéria (1882:
184-185) was subsequently able to rectify. Devéria (1898) also discovered
Tangut coins, which he traced to 4/ Liangzhou, where, in the X2 Dayun

2 Superscript numbers indicate the two Tangut phonological tones.
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or ‘Great Cloud” Temple, he discovered a stela engraved in Tangut on the
south face and in Chinese on the somewhat exfoliated north face. The stela
had been erected by the Tangut emperor in 1094. Bushell provided an
excellent synopsis of Tangut dynastic history, whereby he relied on Chinese
sources ‘for authentic information about the Tangut rulers, as no books in
their own script have survived” (Bushell 1899: 144).

Yet this would soon change. First, in 1892 in St. Petersburg, Potanin
reported the existence of the ruins of a Tangut city at a site named Khara
Khoto, although Potanin had never set eyes on the ruins himself. Attempts to
locate the site in the 1890s by Vladimir Afanas’evi¢ Obrudev and again in
1899 and 1900 by Aleksandr Nikolaevi¢ Kaznakov proved unsuccessful,
reportedly because they were misled by the Torghut, an Oirat Mongolian
tribe inhabiting the region who were anxious to guard the secrecy of the
ruins.

Yet most of the Tangut manuscripts, xylographs and cultural artefacts
known today would soon be discovered by Pétr Kuz’mi¢ Kozlov. As a
schoolboy in the village of Duxovsé¢ina, some 50 km to the north-northeast of
Smolensk, Kozlov had read the two newly published volumes of Monzonris u
cmpana Tanzymoss ‘Mongolia and the Land of the Tanguts’ by the famous
explorer Nikolaj Mixajlovi¢ PrZeval’skij. These books were lent to him by
his favourite teacher Vasilij Porfirevi¢ Vaxterov. Kozlov began then to
dream of travels in Asia. After his schooling, however, in 1878, his father
Kuz’ma Egorovi¢, who worked as a batrak or hired hand for a cattle farmer,
sent his 14-year-old son to the distant town of Sloboda, some 70 km west of
Smolensk, to earn a living working in a distillery. Kozlov later recalled that
at the age of 16, reading a newspaper by the light of a kerosene lamp, he
learnt that the famous traveller Przeval’skij, whom he had come to idolise,
had returned to St. Petersburg.

Sheer coincidence would have it that in 1881 Przeval’skij, who was
himself a native of the tiny village of Kimborovo, 35 km southeast of
Smolensk, had acquired a property for hunting at Sloboda, where there were
few inhabitants but was much forest replete with game. That year one
summer evening, PrZeval’skij espied the 17-year-old Kozlov, struck up a
conversation with him and invited the lad to his place. In memoirs kept in the
archive of the Russian Geographical Society, Kozlov would recall: “The star
of happiness rose above me. The enchantment which Przeval’skij exerted
upon me was so great that I answered him with my soul and my body. For
me he was — EVERYTHING’.® By the autumn of the following year, Kozlov

3 «Hapo mHoWi B3owria 3Be3fa cyacTbs. ObasiHue lMpxxeBarnckoro GINo Tak CUIbHO Ha
MeHsI: 51 oTBeYar emy Ayuwion 1 Tenom. [ina mewsi oH 6bin — BCE», in Kozlov’s own words as
quoted from the archives of the Russian Geographical Society by Kravklis (2006: 24).
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had begun to live together with Przeval’skij as his protégé.* After the man,
whom Kozlov endearingly called ‘PSeva’ or ‘PSevik’ died in 1888, Kozlov
continued to conduct expeditions to Asia for the Imperial Russian
Geographical Society (Kozlov 1923, Kravklis 2006, Ky&anov 1965, Rayfield
1976, Karlinskij 1991).

13

Fig. 6: P.K. Kozlov during the excavations at Khara Khoto.
Engraving by V.K. Fediaevsky.

In 1908, Kozlov led an expedition to Inner Mongolia, and at Khara Khoto he
discovered the ruins of a great Tangut city. Hidden inside a stipa Kozlov
discovered an entire library of Tangut books and much Tangut art, which he
took back to St. Petersburg. The Tangut manuscripts and wood block prints
are kept in the Manuscript Department of the Institute of Oriental Studies of
the Russian Academy of Sciences in St. Petersburg, and the various objects
of Tangut art are kept in the Hermitage Museum in the former Winter Palace of
the Russian czars. Sir Aurel Stein led a British expedition to the Khara Khoto
ruins in 1914 and salvaged a smaller collection of Tangut manuscripts, now
keptat the Oriental and India Office Collections of the British Library in London.

Two more Tangut languages

Nothing remained of the Tangut capital to which the Mongols had laid waste,
and many of the Tangut people were exterminated. A Chinese chronicler
(quoted by Bushell 1899: 147) recounts that the remaining Tangut ‘dug holes
in the ground and hid in caves to escape the edge of the sword, but only one
or two in the hundred saved their lives, and the land became a wilderness
strewn with whitening bones’. For those who underwent the wholesale

4 In Kozlov’s words: «OceHbto 1882 ropa si yxke nepetuen nog kpos Hukonas Muxaiinosnua
1 CTan XWTb OfJHOM XU3HBLIO C HUM», as quoted by Kravklis (2006: 25).
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slaughter in and around the Tangut capital, the end was no doubt horrific and
absolute, but the genocide reported in the chronicle may not have covered the
entire territory of the Tangut state, which was vast. The name Tangut
survived, but ultimately the language of the Tangut did not. The people to
whom the Mongolian term 7angyud would continue to be applied assimilated
linguistically to the Oirat Mongols, who had overwhelmed their country, or
to the Tibetans, with whom the Tangut shared great cultural affinity.

Yet the Tangut language did not die all at once. Although Tangut
civilisation had been annihilated, the fact that Tangut speakers may have
lingered on, or at least their memory, is suggested by the fact that Chinese
printers sporadically made use of the Tangut script in the centuries following
the disappearance of the Tangut kingdom. The latest known such Chinese
printing in Tangut script dates from the early 16™ century. During the Boxer
Rebellion in 1900, the Frenchmen Morisse and Berteaux discovered six
discarded Tangut books at [#4l| Lanzhou lying in a heap next to the [ Bai
Té pagoda, including a Tangut translation of the Saddharmapundarikasitra
or Lotus Siitra, to which Morisse (1904) devoted a study.

Linguistically, the assorted specimens of collected vocabulary from the
Tanguts whom Przeval’skij encountered represent lexical material from
northeastern Tibetan speech communities (1875: 258-260). The ‘Tangut’
language recorded by Przeval’skij was, in fact, Amdo Tibetan. The Tibetan
dialects, or Tibetic languages as they are more often called today, constitute
the Bodish subgroup of the Trans-Himalayan language family. Although the
Bodish languages belong to the same language family as the Qiangic
languages, such as Tangut, Bodish and Qiangic represent two quite distinct
and different subgroups within Trans-Himalayan.

The Tibetans living around and to the east of the Blue Lake who were
denominated Tangut, and who may very well have been descendants of the
erstwhile speakers of Tangut, spoke Amdo Tibetan. In his account of Tibet,
Augustinus Antonius Georgius stated that ‘Alterum Tibeti nomen Tangut’
and ‘Tibetanae literze ezedem sunt que & Tangutana appellantur’ (1762: 9),
and later Cassiano Beligatti’s minor work on the Tibetan script also referred
to the script as the ‘alphabetum tangutanum sive tibetanum’ (1773). In his
comparative word list of all known languages, Peter Simon Pallas included
forms from the ‘Tangut dialects’ (Tauryrckis napbuin), by which he meant
Tibetan (1786, 1789).

In addition to those Tangut from whom Przeval’skij had recorded Tibetan
vocabulary, he described the ‘Black Tangut’ (xapa-tanryTsr), who had dark
complexions and lived in the Tsaidam basin or éa""\‘*" Tshwahi hdam ‘salt
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Fig. 7: Przeval’skij on expedition. Engraving by E.O. Burgunker.

marsh’ (L{aiinams) and around the Blue Lake or “g'ﬁﬁ:‘f mTsho sNon-po. The
Oirat Mongol name Koke Nur “blue lake’ (Kyky-Hops) and the Chinese
name ¥ Qinghdi ‘blue sea’ both derive from Tibetan. This inland sea
generally used to appear in older Occidental atlases under its Oirat name
‘Koko Nor’. These Black Tangut were Oirat (Onrotsl, Onérsl), who practised
Mohammedanism but recognised the suzerainty of the Dalai Lama. The local
Mongols were Torghut, another subdivision of the Oirat, i.e. Potanin’s Koke Nur
Oirats (xykyHopckie onéter). Some of the Black Tangut, who Przeval’skij
reported were of mixed Oirat and Uighur ancestry, earned their living as
highwaymen by robbing pilgrims. Linguistically, however, both the Black
Tangut and the local Torghut Mongols were Oirat.

The Oirat are a subgroup of the Mongolic languages. Mongolic together
with Turkic, Tungusic, Koreanic and Japonic constitute what has traditionally
been called the Altaic language family (Miller 1971). Robbeets (2014) has
recently renamed this language family ‘Trans-Eurasian’, whereby she reserves
the traditional name ‘Altaic’ for the sub-family comprising just Mongolic,
Turkic and Tungusic. As a language family, Altaic is entirely separate and
distinct from Trans-Himalayan. There are a variety of Oirat dialects. Ironically
the best documented Oirat form of speech appears to be Kalmuck (Kanmsix
Kalmyk) in Russia, which distinguishes a Torghut dialect in the east and a
Dorbet dialect in the west. The ancestors of today’s Kalmucks migrated to
Russia enmassein 1630 and ultimately settled in Kalmykia. During the Soviet
period, the Kalmucks suffered famine and the brutality of Stalin’s economic
experiments, and then from December 1943 many Kalmucks were killed
when the entire population was forcibly deported to Siberia, only to return in
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1957. Although the Kalmuck language has an official status in the area where
it is spoken, today the use of Russian as the official standard language is
threatening Kalmuck with extinction.

The other Oirat languages are spoken in the original regions in Mongolia
and northern China, whence the Kalmucks first undertook their intrepid
migration westward to beyond the Caspian Sea in the first part of the 17®
century. In Mongolia, the spread of Khalkha Mongolian threatens all other
Mongolian languages, including the Oirat dialects, none of which have an
official status. In Inner Mongolia in the People’s Republic of China, the
propagation of Southern Mongolian as a standard is having the same effect
on the Oirat languages as is the propagation of Khalkha in Mongolia. Yet
over half a dozen Oirat dialects are or were spoken across a vast region in
Mongolia and northern China, and all of the Oirat languages are threatened
with imminent extinction.

From 1648 the Oirat language was written in the so-called Clear Script
(tod bicg), developed by the Buddhist monk §3™3&%E Nam-khahi rGya-
mtsho of Dzungaria, who is remembered as Zaja Pandit (3as-ITauaut 1599-
1662), on the basis of an enhancement of the Mongol script, which had
previously been sporadically in use amongst the Oirats since the 13™ century.
In Russia, an orthography was introduced for Kalmuck in Cyrillic script in
1918, and by 1924 the Clear Script had fallen into disuse. Latin script was
used from 1930 until 1938, after which a newly revamped Cyrillic
orthography was introduced. In China, Oirat is still written in the Clear Script
in some Chinese publications brought out in Urtimé&i. Witsen’s compendium
contains a specimen of this Kalmuck Clear Script, labelled Calmucks a.b.c.
Jchryven met de felve van boven neder-waerts, loosely ‘the Kalmuck ABC,
which is written vertically from top to bottom’ (1692, II: opp. 121, 1705: 1,
opp. 297). This specimen is clearly distinct from his sample of Manchu script
(1692, 11: opp. 3, 1705, I: opp. 7) and his specimen of Mongolian script,
labelled Mungaelsch ABC en Lettergrepen ‘Mongol ABC and syllables’
(1705, 1: opp. 257).

Witsen reported that the Kalmucks have writings, but no printed books
(‘By hen vind men gelchreven, doch geen gedrukte Boeken’). A possible
source of his specimen of Clear Script may have been either of the two
Kalmuck emissaries whom Witsen knew. Witsen (1705, I: 277, 286-293)
based his report on Kalmykia largely on the oral testimony of one of the two
Kalmuck envoys to Moscow, a native Kalmuck, with whom he spoke on
several occasions (°...heb ik verfcheide mael gefproken’). Witsen also gained
much information from the second Kalmuck envoy, who was not ethnically a
Kalmuck, but originally hailed from Bukhara, and once provided Witsen with
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an informative letter.’

Witsen reported that the Black Kalmucks in the northeast would often
wage war against the White Kalmucks, who lived in the southwest around
Astrakhan, even though they shared the same religion and language (“‘of zy
[choon een geloove en een [prake hebben’). In his account he mentioned the
Kalmuck words for sun (Naran), moon (Sara) and stars (Solbon), whereby
the first two forms correspond to Kalmuck narn and sar respectively, but the
form Solbon actually represents the word for Venus. The correct Kalmuck
word for stars, which is odun, is provided elsewhere, in the Kalmuck word
list (1705, I: 297-304), in which Witsen provides translations for over eight
hundred Kalmuck words, expressions and utterances, which is much more
copious than his original Kalmuck word list, as it appeared in the first edition
(1692, 1I: 118-121). The Kalmucks of Russia to the west of the Caspian Sea
are Oirat. Yet they live far removed from their close linguistic brethren, the
Oirat of the Blue Lake area, who have sometimes been called Tangut.

The existence of these two additional “Tangut’ languages serves to under-
score the fact that references to Tangut in the literature of the past cannot be
properly understood unless we keep in mind that the term ‘Tangut’ could
mean one of several things, viz. (1) the Tangut language and Tangut people
of the P4 & Xixia kingdom, (2) the Tibetans and, more particularly, the
Tibetans of the Blue Lake area and Amdo region, and (3) some of the Oirat
peoples in the same area. The identity of a people, nation or ethnic group is
essentially lost once the group loses its own native language, for language is
for most peoples and ethnic groups the single overwhelmingly most important
component of their identity. The Tangut language was lost, not just because
of the genocide perpetrated by the Mongol horde of Genghis Khan, but also
through a long process of linguistic assimilation affecting the surviving
communities of Tangut speakers. Therefore, it may very well be that the
three linguistically disparate groups of people who happen to be denominated
as ‘Tangut’ may to some extent represent the same Tangut community at
various slices of time under different and ever changing circumstances.

Witsen’s Tangut

Witsen was in no doubt about the Oirat Mongol identity of the language
which he recorded in the Tibetan script, for his diagram points out the
similarity between the Tangut/che Getallen ‘Tangut numerals’, welcke met
die der Calmucken en Mugalen genoegsaem van een klank syn, i.e. which
nearly sound the same as the corresponding forms in Kalmuck and

5 ‘Uit de mond van zeker Kalmaks gezant, afgezonden door Vorlt Contaifa, op 't Jaer 1697
in Moskou, werd my dit bericht toegezonden, in een Brief. ...Deze Gezant is een Buchaer van
afkomilt, zeer beleeft...” (1705, I: 277)
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Mongolian. In the first edition of Noord en Oost Tartarye, Witsen presented
one plate illustrating the Tangut/che letteren (1692, 11: opp. 144), whilst in
the second edition of Noord en Qost Tartarye there are four such plates
(1705, I: opp. 210). Let us scrutinise the lexical material presented in these
four specimens of Tangut/che letteren, beginning with the Tangut numerals.

As stated explicitly in the plates themselves, the Tangut language
resembles Kalmuck, and for comparison the modern Kalmuck forms of the
numerals are juxtaposed to the Tangut forms recorded by Witsen. It is quite
clear that Witsen’s Tangut is a form of Oirat. In Table 1, the first five
columns list: (1) the Dutch forms as given by Witsen, (2) English
translations, (3) the phonetic transcription of the Oirat or ‘Tangut’ forms in
Roman script, (4) the rendering of the Tangut forms in Tibetan script and (5)
the Tibetological transliteration of what appears to be written in Tibetan
script. The next two columns list (6) the corresponding Kalmuck forms in the
official Roman orthography in effect from 1930 to 1938 and (7) the same
forms in the current Kalmuck orthography in modified Cyrillic script. Unless
indicated otherwise, the Kalmuck forms listed in Tables 1 and 3 are all taken
from Maiiopos (1931), Bapaaes u Kuproxaes (1993) and two online
Kalmuck dictionaries, i.e. Pyccko-kanmpinkuii ciosaps and Mynstutpas
KanMblKo-pyCCKuii B pycCKO-KaIMbIKUH ciosaps.’

Table 1. Witsen’s Tangut numerals

George van Driem

Tachentich eighty najan iakl na-yan Najn HalH
Negentich ninety Jjerem 'ﬁ;ﬁ yi-rin Jirn AVPH
Hondert hundred aziun & chun Zun 3yH
Duyfent thousand myngan 5\"\'?‘1‘ mif-hhan | Minhn MUHhH
Tienduyfent ten thousand tumen %’i’ﬁ' thu-men Tymn TYMH
Hondertduyfent | hundred thousand Bum & bum Bum 6ym
Duyfent million Siaja e say Saj can
Duyfenden

In compiling Tables 1 and 3, a number of intuitive decisions had to be made.
The small triangular dot which separates syllables in Tibetan script, known as
a® tshag, is used in Witsen’s script specimen in an erratic fashion. Sometimes
only the phonetic transcription in Latin script enables us to make a tentative
conjecture about whether or not to write a zshag in the table.

More generally, the Tibetan script itself was poorly reproduced and poorly
understood. Table 2 reproduces Witsen’s representation of the phonetic
values of the Tibetan script, with (1) the Tibetan initials letters in modern
typeface, below which (2) Witsen’s phonetic values are given, below which
(3) the Tibetological transliteration of the initials with the inherent vowel /a/
is provided. Witsen failed to distinguish between the letters = 7ia and A da
altogether so that the phonetic value for both is given as da. The last letter of
the Tibetan alphabet should be ® 4, but he provides this letter with a
subscripted ? £ and so writes & ah instead. The letters ¥ ya and ® g are
drawn in such a way as to be indistinguishable, so that only the phonetic
transcription in Roman script allows us to infer which letter was probably
intended in any given case. The same applies for the letters * ra and 4 na.

Table 2. Witsen’s Tibetan initial letters

M @ a R 3 & E 3 5 | A 5 g x Bl &

ga | ka ga | da | sa | za sa | na | da | ta da | na | ba | pa ba | ma

ka | kha | ga | ha [ ca | cha |ja [ fha |ta |tha | da | na | pa | pha | ba | ma

3 3 £ % q o a o E a 4 N 5 ]
sa za sa oea | cha | ca | a ja ra la cha [ca [gha | a
tsa | tsha | dza | wa za za ha | ya ra la Sa sa | ha a

Een one niegen %‘}H | ni-gen Negn HerH
Twe two kojer R kha-ar Xojr XOWp
Drie three gurban RN khar-pan | Hurvn hypBH
Vier four Diurben \{*’t’ﬁ' dor-pen Dervn 0OpBH
Vyff five Taban EELY thha-pun Tavn TaBH
Ses six dziurgan | ¥ cur-ghan Zurhan | 3yphaH
Seven seven Dolon }\/‘i‘/ﬁ do-Ion Dolan [onaH
Acht eight naiman Ry nah-mhan | Nesmn | HeaMH
Negen nine jesun aragy ye-san Jisn MAWCH
Tien ten Arban Bty ar-phan Arvn apBH
Twintig twenty korin "ﬁi' kho-rin Xern XOpH
Dartich thirty gutschin NEEY gu-tsan Hucn hyuH
Veertigh forty Dutfchin | 3%% du-tsan Decn | meu
Vyfitigh fifty tabun ﬂ‘a’ﬁ' tha-ben Tovn TOBH
Sestich sixty dzyran &g tsarn Zirn KUPH
Seventigh seventy dalan RS da-lhan Daln nanH

6 See: <http://dic kalmyk.info/Russians/> and
<https://www.multitran.ru/c/m.exe?11=35&I12=2&CL=1&a=0>
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The plates illustrate the combinations of the initials with the four vowel
signs. In so doing, the person who drew the plates was evidently quite aware
of a distinction between the vowel sign [ 3 ], which is called A hgren-po
denoting the vowel e, and the vowel sign [ 8 ], which is called 5\1"&' gi-gu
denoting the vowel i. Yet the person who prepared the diagrams failed to
distinguish graphically between the two, and in the portion of the original

555




Nicolaas Witsen, the Tibetan script and the Tangut languages

diagram where the use of the vowel signs is explained, also contained in the
1692 edition, the hgreri-po and gi-gu are even switched around. Even the
vowel sign §INY Zabs-kyu denoting the vowel u is represented by the very
same flourish as the two latter vowels, but here no confusion can arise only
because this vowel sign uniquely appears beneath rather than above the
initial which it modifies.

When the diagram gives oea for what today is transliterated as wa or the
transcription ja for ya, the diagram is merely following the good conventions
of Dutch orthography. In evaluating the equivalents which Witsen provides
for the Tibetan initials, we must keep in mind the interference of a Dutch ear
unaccustomed to hearing distinctions that happen not to have any phonemic
status in Dutch phonology, as when the many sibilants and alveolar and
alveo-palatal affricates in transliteration all appear to become much of a
muchness. Another factor that is just as crucial, no doubt, is the fact that the
phonetics and phonology of the Tibetan spoken in Amdo (““'3‘\‘\{ A-mdo) was
and is substantially different from that of the Tibetan spoken in Zhigatse
(“]a“""]%' " gZis-ka-rtse) or Lhasa (¥ Lha-sa). The local phonetic values
assigned to the Tibetan letters when used by a ‘Tangut’ speaking A-mdo
Tibetan are likely to have directly influenced the way that an Oirat speaking
‘Tangut’ would have used the Tibetan script to render his own Mongol tongue.

Following the exposition of the Tibetan script, the diagram records a
mantra, which is reproduced as ‘z"/"‘""ﬁ""ﬁ"rl"’*‘ﬁ{"*"\f’ﬂ“"’:‘f\'&'&’@%@“ﬁ"7'“\‘""5"2"&"\'@'
\“/"“ﬁ TN and the purport of which is translated into Dutch as Geeft Godt
goede gefonthijt aan den Borgermeefter, en dat magh leven in de eeuwicheijt,
roughly ‘By the spirit of God may the burgomaster enjoy good health and life
eternal’. This shows that the script specimens contained in the 1705 edition
were prepared especially for Nicolaes Witsen and most probably at his
behest. The fourth plate of the 1705 edition, which is the sole plate contained
in the 1692 edition, is only half filled with Tibetan script, whilst the bottom
half of the original diagram contains specimens of the letters and numeral
symbols used by the Crimean Tatars. The Crimean Tatar specimen coincides
with the Arabic script and numerals in use amongst the Ottoman Turks at that
time in the Crimea, which would only years later, in April 1783, be annexed
by Russia.

The mantra is followed by a list of vocabulary items in the Tangut
language. From this list it is clear that whoever drew the letters for Witsen’s
publication was not sure about how to distinguish between = p, ¥ b and ¥ m,
as in the case of the phonetic transcription Aman juxtaposed to ™4 a-phan,
for amn ‘mouth’, or the phonetic transcription oimu/fun juxtaposed to ﬁa{’ﬂﬂ'
ohi-po-sun, for eemsn ‘socks’. Sometimes the subscripted ? /, known as a
R ha-zur, appears to be used to prevent a reading with apophony of the
vowel which in Tibetan orthography would otherwise be triggered by a final
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3 n, though in other cases the use of the 3% ha-zur appears to be motivated
by other unknown phonetic considerations. Other than this, the author who
reproduced the ‘Tangut letters” obviously just also made errors in the use of
the Tibetan script.

Although the Tangut language of Witsen’s specimen was ostensibly not
Kalmuck, the language was clearly one of the related dialects of Oirat
Mongol. Again the modern Kalmuck forms are adduced in juxtaposition with
Witsen’s Tangut forms for comparison in the table below. In Table 3, the
first five columns list: (1) the Dutch forms as given by Witsen, (2) close
English renderings of the same, (3) the phonetic transcription of the the Oirat
or “Tangut’ form in Roman script, (4) the rendering of the Tangut forms in
Tibetan script and (5) the Tibetological transliteration of what is written in
Tibetan script. The next two columns list (6) the corresponding Kalmuck
forms in the official Roman orthography in effect from 1930 to 1938 and (7)
the same forms in the current Kalmuck orthography in modified Cyrillic script.

Unexpectedly, the identity of a few items in the list, such as the words for
woman and mother, which should have been easy to determine, have not
been identified. In some cases it is clear that something went wrong in the
transcription. For example, the word for father is transcribed phonetically as
ada, but in Tibetan script we read & a-ga, and the table shows that this case
is not an isolated instance of mismatch. In two instances, the Dutch itself is
quite dated. The word stewel is still used in Afrikaans or Cape Dutch as the
term for ‘boot’, although European Dutch today uses the form laars. The
term Vuerflag in Witsen’s list refers to a traditional iron fire striker, viz. a
decoratively convoluted piece of iron that would be used to strike a flint
(vuursteen) in order to light a tinder or a char cloth (fondel), often made of
dried amadou, derived from the inside of a bracket fungus.

Table 3. Witsen’s Tangut vocabulary

Hemel heaven tengeri ﬂ‘ﬁ'el'i' than-gi-ri Tengr TEHIp
Son sun naran LESY na-rhan Narn HapH
Maen moon Siaran N sa-ran Sar cap
Wolcken | clouds odun Ry a-dun Yyln YYIH
Aerden earth gadziar AR ga-tsar Hazr hasp
Water water usun b a-san Usn YCH
Vuur fire gal apr gal Hal han
Lucht air key R khehi Ki Ku
Koning king chan chia 259 hhan-han Xan XaH
Vorft ruler tailchy RY thahi-Si
Vorftin femaleruler | chatun Al ha-thun Xatn XaTH
Heer lord niojen ?ﬁ"'i/i no-yén Nojon HOOH

‘feudal lord’
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Man man ere X a-re Er ap

Vrouw woman taichu ﬂa’@' thahi-hu

Vader father Ada oy a-ga Aav aaB

Moeder | mother byedzy SES pi-he-ci

Broeder | brother Achaijofte | ®5% a-ha-dhu Ax [elder], ax, gy

Akadey Dy [younger]
Wyff wife, emie war ya-ma Em [vulgar] | am
woman

Maecht virgin okin &g o-khin Okn ‘miss, OKH
maiden’

Oogen eyes nudun & nu-dun Nydn HYOH

Ooren | ears tichiken ¥Ry tsi-khen Cikn SUKH

Neus nose chabar HER ha-par Xamr Xamp

Tong tongue kelien R khe-lan Keln KernH

Mondt mouth Aman Ry a-phan Amn aMH

Tanden teeth Schiudun 98 $u-dun Sydn LyaH

Baert beard sagal B el sa-hhal Sahl caxf

Paep priest lama S lha-ma Lam nam

Schryver | writer bachfchi 59 phah-$i Bicec [TBES

jongh youth, lad Kobaun ﬁ%ﬁ' kho-phun Kevyn KOBYH

een Kok | cook keretschi REY khe-the-tsi kegac kehay

Hout wood modum ?’E'iﬂ' mo-dun Modn MoAH

Eyler iron temur Fax the-mar Temr TOMp

Inkt ink bekie bl bikhi’ Bek 6eK

Pen pen udziug S u-tsug Yzg Y3rvH

Schryff | writ, wiite | bitlchi a8 pits Bicx 61ux

Lees read unfchy Sl un-si Umsx YMILIX

Pels fur debel NRar de-pel Devl LeBn
‘fur coat’

Gordel belt bulie ¥ bu-si Bys 6yc

Stewels boots godulun “T\’\/'ﬁ"\' ga-do-sun Hosn hocH

eenMutz | cap Malachay “"*"73' ma-la-hahi

Broeken | trousers umudun QYW u-mu-dun

Hoolen

Koulen socks oimufun ‘m'a'("iﬁ' ohi-po-sun Bemsn ©6MCH

Sandt sand Schgioroy ‘T‘i& So-rohi Sora ‘soil’ wopa

Talchjen | bag utaga el u-tha-ga Uut yyT
‘leather bag’

Vuerflag | fire striker kete R4 kha-tha Ket KeT

Eeten eat beje A pe-ye Bij 6un

Melt manure kutuga 37 khu-thhu- Xutxa XyTxa

ga ‘mixture’
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This brings us to the final question as to the provenance as well as the precise
nature of Witsen’s specimen of the Tangut language in Tibetan script. As we
already observed in connection with the mantra to protect the health and
longevity of the burgomaster of Amsterdam, the specimen must have been
prepared at Witsen’s behest after the first edition of 1692 and before the 1705
edition, which includes the three additional plates of diagrams, including the
mantra. The four plates of “Tangut letters’ therefore clearly comprise two
sets, the one plate included in the 1692 edition and the three post-1692 plates
contained in the 1705 edition. The hand which drew the Tibetan script does
not appear to be the same for all of the specimens. The fact that the Tibetan
script was actually drawn and manifestly not written by someone who
mastered the script also raises the matter of the authenticity of the specimens
as a whole.

To address all of these questions, let us first turn to the lexical items listed
in Table 3 for which no modern Kalmuck forms are found in any of the cited
lexicographical resources. As already mentioned, the Tangut words for
mother and woman recorded by Witsen do not appear to correspond to
modern Kalmuck counterparts. However, the word taifchy Ry thahi-si is
quite obviously a Kalmuck word of the period and, for that matter, also
happens to be a word that occurred more generally in other Mongolic
languages. In his text, Witsen consistently referred to the Kalmuck rulers by
this very same widespread Mongol term, which he writes either as Tay/i or as
Taifi, glossed by Blechsteiner and Heissig (1941: 89) as taiji “‘mongolischer
Adliger, Abkomme eines Fiirsten’. The widespread Mongolic loan derives
from the Mandarin imperial title X T~ taizi ‘great son’.

Witsen’s Tangut form for cap matches the Kalmuck form ‘Mutze,
Malachay’ in his own Kalmuck word list (1705, I: 297-304). Moreover, this
very Kalmuck term is also recorded both as malagai and as maxalai in the
manuscript of a Kalmuck-Swedish dictionary written by the missionary
Cornelius Rahmn of Gothenburg between 1819 and 1823 and kept in the
Uppsala library and only recently edited and translated by Svantesson (2012:
106). All of these matches might raise the suspicion that the word list itself
comes from Kalmykia or, as Witsen called the Kalmuck country, Kalmalkkia
or Kalmalkken-landt (1692, 11: 110). One passage in Noord en Qost Tartarye
suggests a possible source for Witsen’s Tangut letters.

In addition to the two afore-mentioned Kalmuck envoys whom Witsen
knew, he had an audience with a Kalmuck prince named ‘Jalba Dois’ in
Moscow of whom he painted a rather picaresque portrait. The relevant parts
of this passage in question are as follows:

Zeker Kalmaks Prins, dien ik zelfs in Moskou gelproken heb, was
genaemt Tay/i Jalba Dois: het eerfte woord is zoo veel als Prins of Vorft
gezegt... Hy toonde my [chrift van zijn Land, t geen beftond in een
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lankwerpig Gebe-boekje, en toonde noch een ander [chrift, in Kalmakken
Land gebruikelijk, dat hy Tongoski noemde, ’t welk een heel ander
aenzien, als het eerfte hadde, en ook anders wierd gelezen. De Tolk, dien
hy by hem hadde, en ons alles te verftaen gaf, verftond echter zijn [chrift
niet, fchoon hy ’t hoorde lezen. Hy bewond zijn Gebede-boekje in een
doek, en bebond dat met lind, kruiswys, valt. (1705, I: 294)

A certain Kalmuck prince, with whom I spoke in Moscow myself, was
named Taysi Jalba Dois, the first word meaning as much as prince or
ruler... He showed me writings from his country, which consisted of an
oblong prayer booklet, and also showed another script that was in use in
Kalmuck country, which he called Tongoski, which had a very different
appearance from the first and was also read differently. The dragoman
whom he had with him and who interpreted for all of us, however, did not
understand his script, even when he heard it read out loud. He wrapped
his prayer booklet in a cloth and then tied it with a ribbon crosswise.

Here the prince showed Witsen “another script’ that was current in his
country, which the prince called Tongoski. The Kalmuck interpreter in the
service of the Kalmuck prince was, however, reportedly unable to read this
script. Moreover, the description of an oblong book with loose leaves
between two hard covers, all of this then wrapped in a cloth and tied with a
ribbon, appears unmistakably to describe a typical traditional Tibetan book of
the type that is still ubiquitously in use today. In this context, the name
Tongoski at once evokes to mind the Russian word Tanryrckuii tangutskij. In
fact, it is difficult to think of what else the term which Witsen heard here
could otherwise have been. Prayer books and Buddhist scriptures in Classical
Tibetan were just as popular amongst the Kalmucks as they were amongst
their Oirat brethren in Inner Mongolia and the area of the Blue Lake.
Although its seems possible that this prince might have been the source of
the Tangut letters, this issue would in principle be independent of the
question as to the actual variety of Oirat recorded in Tibetan script. The text
specimens may, alternatively, have been sent to Witsen by the second well-
travelled Kalmuck envoy, who was originally from Bukhara.” In this regard,
there is one lexical item in the Tangut word list which appears to argue
against the hypothesis that the language recorded in the Tangut letters might
have been nothing more than a variety of Oirat spoken in Kalmykia. The
word umudun for ‘Broeken Hoolen’ [“a pair of trousers”] does not match the

7 In his brilliant piece in this volume entitled ‘Nicolaas Witsen’s inauspicious place in early
modern linguistics’, Bruno Naarden has succeeded in identifying the likely source of the script
specimen. His fascinating discovery completes the puzzle and provides us with a picture that
is more complete in terms of linguistically relevant detail with regard to how events are likely
to have transpired.

560

George van Driem

word ‘Broek, Schalbur’ that is recorded in Witsen’s own Kalmuck word list
(1705, 1: 299). The form which Witsen recorded as Schalbur corresponds to
the modern Kalmuck form, which today is written mansp. In fact, the
‘Tangut’ form umudun resembles no modern Kalmuck word contained in any
of the cited available lexicographical resources. Rather, the form umudun
seems to represent an Oirat word from that Tangut country near the Blue
Lake that appears to be etymologically related to the Khalkha Mongolian
form emy ‘trousers’.

Witsen’s ‘Tangut’ script specimen may very well be the oldest sample of
Tibetan script in a published Western source, yet the reproduction and
understanding of the script was neither yet complete nor fully accurate in
every detail. Moreover, the script was not written by a practised hand but
clearly drawn. Here we must hasten to point out that the very same
observation can be made for most of the exotic script specimens in Noord en
QOost Tartarye and, for that matter, in most other Western sources of the
period. The language of the vocabulary items recorded in the Tibetan script
was neither Tibetan not Tangut in the sense of the extinct language of the lost
78 5 Xixia state, nor does the recorded vocabulary represent any other
language of the Trans-Himalayan language family. The language of Witsen’s
Tangutfche letteren was Oirat Mongol, and, despite its obvious proximity to
Kalmuck Oirat, with which it is nearly identical, it appears more likely that
the source language may very well have been a form of Oirat spoken in the
Tangut country.
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The languages and scripts described in this last chapter have no affinity with any
of the five language groups treated in the preceding pages, nor are thay in any
way thematically related to one another.

The Yukagir are probably the oldest ethnic group still living in Siberia and
Witsen was the first scholar ever to include a specimen of their unique language
in any book. In the first essay in this chapter, this short text, a translation of the
Lord’s Prayer, is analyzed by Cecilia Odé and Irina Nikolaeva. Unfortunately, we
do not know how Witsen obtained this Yukagir Our Father, although we may
assume that, as on so many other occasions, he was helped by his relative and
friend Andrei Winius in Moscow.

We are very well informed, in contrast, about the provenance of the ancient
Chinese mirror in Witsen’s famous collection of curiosities in his house in
Amsterdam. It was one of the many precious artefacts dug up by Russian robbers
raiding the prehistoric burial mounds of Western Siberia in the seventeenth
century. Witsen showed a scholarly interest in these antiquities and avidly
collected them. He included two pictures of the mirror in North and East Tartary,
and he went to great lengths to discover the meaning of the inscription on the
bronze disk He also corresponded about this question with Gisbert Cuper, the
learned mayor of Deventer, an city in the east of the Netherlands. There has been
a good deal of scholarly interest in these mirrors in recent times. Willemijn van
Noort’s essay, for the first time, gives a comprehensive survey of the historical
and linguistic details relating to this topic.

Like Henryk Jankowski’s article on Crimean Tatar in chapter V, Myongsuk
Chi ‘s contribution revisits earlier research, in this case Frits Vos’ 1975 study on
the list of 142 Korean words in Witsen’s book.. The reader will find Vos’
original publication on the website of our publishing house Pegasus.

The engraving showing two sets of cuneiform glyphs, and the accompanying
text on pp. 563-564 of North and East Tartary have confused and misled many
scholars over the past centuries. As a result the Amsterdam mayor has even been
accused of fraud and deception. By solving the puzzles relating to this mysterious
passage, Janine Jager restores Witsen’s reputation as a conscientious collector
and an honest scholar.





