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In the specialized field of Inner Asian studies and Qing Dynasty history, the emergence of a definitive linguistic 

resource is often a once-in-a-generation event. The publication of A Comprehensive Manchu-English Dictionary

by Jerry Norman, released via the Harvard University Asia Center, represents the culmination of decades of

scholarly labor. As the primary administrative language of the Qing Dynasty (1644–1912), Manchu remains an

indispensable tool for historians seeking to understand the inner workings of the imperial court, military expansion,

and the complex ethnic policies of early modern China. This article provides an in-depth technical analysis of this

seminal work, its lexicographical methodology, and its practical application in modern academic research.

The Historical Necessity of a Comprehensive Lexicon

For decades, scholars of Manchu—a Tungusic language—were limited by a scarcity of English-language 

resources. While Russian and Japanese scholars had developed robust lexicographical traditions due to their 

geographic and historical proximity to Manchuria, the English-speaking world relied heavily on Jerry Norman’s 

1978 A Concise Manchu-English Lexicon. While groundbreaking, the 1978 edition was limited in scope, reflecting

the nascent state of Manchu studies in the West at the time.

The shift toward what is now known as "New Qing History" in the late 20th and early 21st centuries placed a 

renewed emphasis on utilizing Manchu-language archives (the Manchu Archives or Manwen dang'an) to provide a 

counter-narrative to traditional Han-centric historiography. This scholarly movement demanded a more robust, 

expansive, and technically precise dictionary capable of navigating the nuances of bureaucratic, military, and 

ritualistic terminology found in imperial edicts and memorials. The Comprehensive Manchu-English Dictionarywas

designed to meet this demand, significantly expanding the vocabulary and refining the definitions provided in its

predecessor.

Technical Framework of Manchu Lexicography

Lexicography for an extinct or "dormant" language like Manchu requires a different approach than that for living

languages. Jerry Norman utilized a methodology that combined historical philology with modern structural

linguistics. To understand the depth of this work, one must examine its core components:

1. Phonetic Transcription and the Möllendorff System

The Manchu script, derived from the Mongolian alphabet, is a vertical, alphabetic system. However, for scholarly 

indexing and dictionary entries, a Romanization system is required. Norman’s dictionary adheres primarily to the 

Möllendorff system, which has become the standard for Western scholarship. This system provides a one-to-one

mapping of Manchu characters to Latin letters, allowing for precise transliteration.

2. Semantic Expansion and Entry Structure

Unlike the concise 1978 version, the Comprehensive Dictionary provides extensive sub-definitions and contextual

usage. Each entry typically follows a specific technical hierarchy:



•  Headword: The Manchu term in Romanized form.

•  Grammatical Tag: Identification of the word class (noun, verb, adjective, particle).

•  Primary Definition: The most common or literal English equivalent.

•  Secondary/Technical Definitions: Context-specific meanings, particularly those relevant to the Bannermen 

(military) or the Imperial Household Department.

•  Etymological Notes: Where applicable, connections to Mongolian, Chinese, or other Tungusic roots.

3. The Role of the "Twelve Heads" (Juwan ilhi)

The organization of the dictionary also pays homage to traditional Manchu syllabaries. Understanding the "Twelve

Heads" (the system used to categorize Manchu syllables) is crucial for any student of the language. Norman’s

dictionary incorporates an understanding of these phonetic structures, ensuring that learners can transition from

reading manuscript script to looking up terms in the Romanized lexicon.

Comparative Analysis: Concise (1978) vs. Comprehensive (2013/2020)

The transition from the concise lexicon to the comprehensive dictionary was not merely a matter of adding more

words; it involved a total re-evaluation of the language's semantic field. The following table highlights the technical

improvements and expansions found in the modern edition.



Feature Concise Manchu-English Lexicon 
(1978)

Comprehensive Manchu-English 
Dictionary (2013/2020)

Entry Count Approximately 6,000 entries Over 10,000 entries (significant 
expansion)

Source Material Standard literary texts and common 
dictionaries

Includes bureaucratic, military, and 
technical terminology from archival 
documents

Typography Standard type, limited formatting Updated typography with clearer 
script references and improved 
legibility

Cross-Referencing Minimal Extensive cross-referencing of 
synonyms and related verbal stems

Introduction Brief overview In-depth analysis of Manchu 
phonology, script, and history

Publisher University of Washington Press Harvard University Asia Center

Technical Workflow for Qing Archival Translation

Using the Comprehensive Manchu-English Dictionaryeffectively requires a structured workflow, especially when

dealing with hand-written archival documents. Scholars typically follow these procedural steps:

Step 1: Transcription and Transliteration

The researcher must first identify the script in the original document. Because Manchu is written vertically and the

letters change shape based on their position (initial, medial, or final), the researcher must accurately transliterate

the script into the Möllendorff system. The dictionary serves as the primary verification tool for these transliterations.

Step 2: Identifying the Root (Verbal Stems)

Manchu is an agglutinative language, meaning that suffixes are added to a stable root to change the meaning, 

tense, or mood of a word. For example, the root afambambi(to attack) can take dozens of different suffixes. A

technical writer or translator must isolate the root before the Comprehensive Dictionary can be used, as entries are

organized by the base form.

Step 3: Navigating Polysemy in Bureaucratic Contexts

Many Manchu words have multiple meanings depending on whether the text is a literary work or a government 

memorial. The Comprehensive Dictionary provides the necessary depth to distinguish between these. For instance, 

the word bacan mean "place," "region," or in specific administrative contexts, it can refer to a specific rank or office.

The dictionary’s technical breakdown allows for precise selection of the appropriate English term.

Mathematical and Structural Logic of Manchu Grammar

While a dictionary primarily focuses on vocabulary, Norman’s work implies a deep understanding of the structural 

logic of the language. Manchu grammar follows a Subject-Object-Verb (SOV)structure. The dictionary assists in

this by categorizing particles (postpositions) which function similarly to English prepositions but follow the noun

they modify.



Consider the following structural formula for a simple Manchu sentence found in a document:

[Subject + Case Marker] + [Object + Case Marker] + [Adverbial Phrase] + [Verb Stem + Suffix]

The Comprehensive Dictionary is vital in identifying the Case Markers (such as i for genitive, befor accusative),

which are essential for determining the relationship between the technical terms found in the lexicon. Without the

clarity provided by Norman’s expanded definitions, the nuances of these grammatical relationships could easily be

lost in translation.

Case Studies in Lexicographical Application

Case Study A: Translating the "Banner System" Terminology

The Eight Banners (jak�¶â�qksa) were the core administrative and military divisions of the Qing state. Previous 

dictionaries often translated military titles generically. Using the Comprehensive Dictionary, a researcher can 

distinguish between a g�·6��’�V¦Và (Banner Commander) and a jalan i janggin(Regimental Commander) with

precision. The dictionary provides the historical context that these were not just military ranks but hereditary social

categories.

Case Study B: Deciphering Ethnonyms and Toponyms

Inner Asian geography is notoriously complex due to the overlapping of Manchu, Mongolian, and Chinese names.

Norman’s work includes entries for various ethnonyms (names of ethnic groups) and toponyms (place names) that

are otherwise absent in standard Chinese-English dictionaries. This makes the dictionary a critical resource for

historical geography and ethnography.

Troubleshooting and Operational Challenges

Even with a resource as robust as the Comprehensive Manchu-English Dictionary, researchers face specific

challenges:

•  Variant Spellings: Early Qing documents (pre-1750) often feature non-standardized spellings. Researchers 

must sometimes "guess" the standardized Möllendorff spelling to find the entry in the dictionary.

•  Loanwords: A significant portion of Manchu vocabulary, particularly in religious (Buddhist) and philosophical 

contexts, is borrowed from Mongolian or Chinese. The dictionary identifies many of these, but some obscure terms 

may require supplementary specialized lexicons.

•  Digital Integration: Currently, the dictionary exists primarily in print and PDF formats. The lack of a fully 

searchable, integrated database (OCR-enabled) for Manchu script means that researchers still spend significant 

time manually looking up terms.

The Legacy of Jerry Norman and the Future of the Field

Jerry Norman (1936–2012) was perhaps the most significant Manchu linguist in the English-speaking world. His 

work on the Comprehensive Manchu-English Dictionarywas a labor of love that continued until his final days. The

publication of this work by the Harvard University Asia Center ensured that his research would not be lost and that

future generations of scholars would have a reliable foundation for their work.

As digital humanities continue to evolve, the data contained within this dictionary will likely serve as the backbone

for AI-assisted translation of the millions of Manchu documents still housed in the First Historical Archives in Beijing

and the National Palace Museum in Taipei. The precision of Norman’s definitions and the clarity of his

Romanization system make this dictionary an ideal dataset for training machine learning models in Manchu-to-



English translation.

The Comprehensive Manchu-English Dictionaryis more than just a reference book; it is a bridge between the

modern world and the lost world of the Qing Dynasty. For the technical writer, the historian, and the linguist, it

remains an unparalleled achievement in the study of Inner Asian languages. Its existence ensures that the Manchu

language—and the rich history written in its script—will continue to be accessible to the global scholarly community

for centuries to come. By providing the tools necessary for precise archival research, Norman has fundamentally

altered the trajectory of Qing studies, allowing for a deeper, more nuanced understanding of one of history’s most

significant empires.
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