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Reconstruction of Old Chinese Back Vowels”

Tong Zhao
Renmin University of China

This paper proposes a revised system of Old Chibask vowels: ¥ (), *u
(“Ffj'), *o (H9), *o (%) and *a (1), which is purely monophthongal and may
account for more related phenomena. There are lsads of mixed rhymes in
the Shijing 7 and [, ”Ff]’ and [, ¥ andfz. It is due to the sound similarity
between the rhyme groups of each pair. The baclelgwaf Old Chinese widely
experienced a raising-diphthongizing process, aiglevolution was delayed by

a preceding §-. This revised system may explain this series ofiwgion more
simply and effectively.

0. Introduction

Scholars have different views on the quantity ahdnetic specification of Old
Chinese voweldn this paper only back vowels are focused on.

According to their codas, Wang (1978[1982]) divideaditional rhyme groups
into three types, among which, type JA ending with zero or velar codas, consists of
the most rhyme groups. Every vowel maybe appeaiseimhyme groups of type JIA!.
Since the main vowels of ZHlV, XIAO i}, YOU [#{, HOU {% and YU (including the
corresponding groups &fangshendfii# andRusheng® i#) of type JIAFH are mainly
back vowels, explanation of these five rhyme gromay account for all the back vowels.
Several typical systems of Old Chinese back vowstssummarized in Table I.

Table |
A E il B q
Wang 1957 ) au au 0 a
Li 1971 og ogw agw ug ag
Wang 1978[1985] 9 U 0 2 a
Baxter 1992 i(a) u, iw aw, ew 0 a
Zheng-Zhang 2003 w u, iw, ww aw, oW, ew 0 a

“The work described in this paper was supported ggant from the Research Grants Council of
the Hong Kong Special Administrative Region, ChiReoject No. 644507).
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It will be discussed in detail below that all prews systems have their limitations.
This paper is intended to propose a revised bagkelsystem of Old ChineSewhich
may avoid limitations of previous systems and aotdor related phenomena of Old
Chinese more effectively.

1. How to Evaluate an Old Chinese System?
Following Ockham’s Razor, Baxter (1992: 22) progbsach an assumption:

Hypotheses which tie a number of phenomena togetteeto be preferred over
hypotheses which account for only one phenomenartiate.

The following items can be used as criteria to @&t systems of Old Chinese.

1. Major evidence of Old Chinese, including rhymé®re-Qin verses, especially
the Shijing %{; andxieshengzt .

2. The development from Old Chinese to Middle Ch&e
3. The internal features of Old Chinese.
4. The naturalness of the system and language rgaive

2. Rhyming of the Shijing

Duan Yucai reordered the rhyme groups accordinthér rhyming condition
instead of the order in traditional rhyme books,ichhwas another significant
contribution besides his division of rhyme groupsng Yougao altered Duan Yucai's
order of rhyme groups, and his order was widelyeptad subsequently. The orders of
ZHl 7, XIAO ”ﬁj‘, YOU [¥, HOU f# and YU F‘-(L of both Duan’s and Jiang’s are
listed as the following:

buan: Vo— 1 —— & — A
Jiang: V — [ — FJ' — & — fl

The difference between Duan and Jiang lies on tsmgement of XIAOFI]‘ and
YOU [#4. Both of them used the rhyming material. Why didaD and Jiang draw
different conclusions? The rhyming condition ofgbdive rhyme groups are summarized
in Table Il and 1IIZ

In Table I, adjacent ZHI” and XIAO “FI]‘ did not rhyme, while ZH[” and YOU

¥ separated by XIAC}T}‘ rhymed, which is abnormal. In Table IIl, Jiang&vision

! This system is also proposed in Zhao (2003),dukd detailed discussion.

% These two tables are based on Wang Li (1980) digits are the times of rhyming between the
two rhyme groups respectively. The parenthesizathtsothe correspondingangshengr Ru-
shengrhyme groups.
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indicated the relationship between ZEHt and YOU [, but brought about a new
problem of YOU, XIAO | and HOUfx. In addition, ZHI and YU [ are located
on the two terminals in both Table Il and IlI, wthey do rhyme.

Table Il
& il = B 1
R 7(5) S
il 9
g 7(5) 9 3(2)
£ 3(2) (1)
Fil 5 (1)
Table Il
g ) il E il
A 7(5) 5
K] 7(5) 9 3(2)
i 9
= 3(2) (2)
Fil 5 (2)

In Table IV, all kinds of mixed rhymes of thesedixthyme groups are listed with
their reconstructed forms.

Table IV
VK Vi B X E
Wang 1957 2 ~oau a~a au ~ au ou~ o0 o~a
Li 1971 og ~ ogwW og ~ ag agw ~ ogw ogwW ~ ug ug ~ ag
Wang 1978[1985] o~u o~a o~u u~>o o~a
Baxter 1992 id) ~u i(0) ~a aw ~u u~o o~a
Zheng-Zhang 2003 w~u w~a aw ~ U u~o o~a

Since they are all back vowels, these vowels caspeeified by three distinctive
featurgs, namely [+ high], [+ low] and [+ round]eHkice, the vowels can be analyzed as
below:

% Although there is the contrast between froatahd back # in Wang (1957), it has not been
accepted currently, therefore only one of them is remained in Table V. Although there would not
be all these seven vowels in ONE system, it would not influence our analysis.
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Table V
t 9 w u o o) a
[£high], [+ - + + (+) -
[ low] - - - - - (+)
[+ round] - - - + + + -

In Table IV, when there are more than two differtrdtures between the main
vowels of the two rhyme groups, they are marketbotd indicating that they are not
regular rhymes. The italics show the rhyming betweenophthongs and diphthongs,
which are also considered as unnatural rhymesyuaitin they have same or similar main
vowels. Additionally, in Li's system, its abnormal that *ag and *ogw can rhyme, while
the parallel *ag and *agw can not.

Baxter and Zheng-Zhang subdivided the traditiohghre groups XIAOFI]’ and

YOU [4; nevertheless, their reconstruction can not adcfursuch rhyme sequences of
the Shijing

(= BT BRME) = Baxter Zheng-Zhang
T R ) *lju *luu
S EE) *du *duu
T H IR *ngaw *ngaaw
b %%H -

Obviously, all the previous systems have limitations on accounting for the rhymes
of the Shijing.

3. Revision of the Back Vowel System

Since all the previous reconstructed systems caexpmain the main evidence of
Old Chinese—that is, the rhymes of thieijing it is necessary to make some revision.

The naturalness of the system and language univ@reald be considered when
reconstructing a proto-language. In Li's systenere¢hare only closed syllables, which is
extremely unnatural. His labial-velar codakw, *-gw and*ngw are also rare. Between
monophthong and diphthong, the former is prefebechuse it is more natural and more
universal. Wang (1957) reconstructed two diphthohgs and *au for XIAO }f]‘ and
YOU [ respectively, which is obviously influenced byittreflexes in Middle Chinese.
Li's *-gw and Baxter and Zheng-Zhang'sv are also labeled with Middle Chinese
-u/-w. Among the five systems mentioned above, only Wd4mh§78) is purely
monophthongal, which my revision will be based on.

First, we need to identify a basic point of Old @¥s8e back vowels on the
vowel-triangle. It is recognized that the main vbwethe YU i group is the lowesk.
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Then according to the interrelationship of rhymbejween XIAO”FIJ’, YOU [, HOU fz
and YU F, the vowel of each group can be specified asérdthgram below:

a ()

Every pair of adjacent groups rhymed together @Shijing as shown in Table I
and lll. This reconstruction is from Wang (1978)twan interchange of XIAC?I]‘ and
YOU [, and corresponds with Duan Yucai's order of rhygraups.

As mentioned above, the rhyming condition of thel ZH group is very special,
which indicates that the relationship between ZHland the other four groups is not
linear. It is reasonable that most scholars recoastd schwa s for the ZHIV group;
whereasy is not a good candidate as a member of a phonploggause it is a non-
cardinal vowel. Considering the relationship bemveédHl ./ and the other groups, |
reconstruct its main vowel &s1, which is very similar to the main vow# of YOU .

The revised back vowel system of Old Chinese casub@narized in Table VI:

Table VI
4 il il % fi
Y u o 8 a

This system may account for all kinds of mixed riegnof the five groups in the
Shijingmore effectively:

Table VII
Vi T fi I8 ER i
¥ ~0 ¥ ~a u~o 0~90 Jd~a

4. The Development from Old Chineseto Middle Chinese

As we all know, back vowels of Old Chinese widelyperienced a raising-
diphthongizing evolution. When we apply the revisedonstruction to observe this
evolution, it becomes more systematical.
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The development of back vowels from OIld ChineseMmldle Chinese is
summarized in the following diagrain:

|

>

) W i
W u —u o5
f J ]—» ou I FI%) 4 (e yw «— w
X < 2 (1) < vl 7
0/] N i
_ u (- EEN < OXNJ—
) - vk

l’?{o<:

ofj_ ST,
o o

floa <
ofi_  — 2 (}V)

From OIld Chinese to Middle Chinese, back vowelsewiand diphthongized
systematically, but the evolution delayed when eded by*-j- (Division IIl). The
raising-diphthongizing process has two steps.

5. Conclusion

Mainly based on the reconstruction of Wang (1978§l¥ this paper proposes a
revised back vowel system of Old Chinese, which rmegount for more phenomena
simultaneously.

There is still a mysterious question on Old Chineaek vowels. In type JIA!
rhyme groups, only the XIACPl]’ group has no correspondiygangshendfi group,
which is quite abnormal. At the end of this papdry to make a tentative explanation.
According to the proposal of this paper, the maiwel of the XIAO”FI]’ group is u.
When pronouncingy, soft palate and uvula are raised, so that thecair hardly go
through the nasal cavity and produce a nasal.

* The development of rhyme groups is mostly basewang (1985), while the reconstruction is
revised somewhere, especially two different voveélghe YU i group in the Han time, which
still reflected in the Wei-Jin period.
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