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Abstract
Concerning the Chronological Plurality of Tangut Phonology in the Light
of “Pseudo-level Tone” in Wenhai (the Sea of Characters):
The Limitation of Inferring the Sound of Tangut Characters

Takesar Hamapa
Kobe City University of Foreign Studies

This paper discusses an untypical type of Fangie in the Tangut rhyme book, “Wenhai,” in
which the third character functions as a tonal specifier. We reveal the existence of “pseudo-
level tone” characters. Amongst the Tangut characters in the first volume (level tone volume)
of Wenhai, those with the tonal specifier, “rising,” are the de facto rising tone characters
and should have been placed in the second volume (rising tone volume) whose theoretical
inconsistency results from the inter-tonal mergers of the “rhyme groups.” These mergers
have brought several “vacant rhyme groups” to the Tangut phonology of the Tangut Empire
period, for example, the rising tone of R13, R32, R39, R41, R50, R83, R88, and R102.
Tangut scholars have devoted their intelligence to designing an “ideal” system rather than
reporting a strict and modern description. Intentionally and sensibly, they avoided the
quantitative unbalance between a minimal pair of level and rising tone.

However, not all possible “pseudo-level tone” characters confess their real tonal category.
The suspicion that a specific character belongs to the “pseudo-level” is not always self-
evident. If we faithfully accept the axiom of traditional Sinitic phonology that the second
character in Fanqie always represents the tone, a large number of possible “pseudo-level
tone” characters would become subjects of consideration.

This paper attributes this problem to the clash of earlier and later methodologies. It
is probable that Wenkai’s Fangie contains vestiges of the early theory on the phonological
frame. We can derive a new hypothesis from the proposition that the theory of Tangut
phonology has a chronological plurality. Specifically, the arrangement of Fanqie characters
is probably earlier than the establishment and adoption of the Tangut rhymes’ classification
system.



