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The Six Vowel Hypothesis of
Old Chinese in Comparative Context

Nathan W. Hill
School of Oriental and African Studies, University of London

Gong Hwang-Cherng in two papers (1980, 1995) collected a number of
cognate sets among Chinese, Tibetan, and Burmese. This paper reexamines these
cognate sets (base on Gong 1995) using a six vowel version of Old Chinese,
specifically the Baxter-Sagart system. In light of six vowel theory it is possible
both to be more confident about some cognate sets and possible to reject or
revise others.

Keywords: Old Chinese, Old Burmese, Old Tibetan, vowels
1. Introduction

In 1980 Gong Hwang-cherng brought together a large body of potential cognates
among Chinese, Tibetan, and Burmese, with an eye to tracing the development of the
vowels in these three languages form a putative common ancestor (Gong 1980/2002)."
Fifteen years later Gong refined his analysis focusing on the final consonants as well
as the vowels and adding Tangut comparisons (Gong 1995/2002). In both papers Gong
employed the Old Chinese reconstructions of Li Fang-kuei (1971, 1974-1975). Li’s

! This essay uses the Library of Congress system for transliterating Tibetan with the exception
that the letter = is transliterated as “h” rather than with an apostrophe. The Library of
Congress system is used for Burmese also, with the exception that heavy and creaky tones are
transliterated as h and ? rather than ” and '. For Chinese I provide the character followed by
Baxter’s Middle Chinese (1992), an Old Chinese reconstruction taken from or compatible
with the current version of Baxter and Sagart’s system (2011), and the character number in
Karlgren (1957). Like in Baxter’s own recent work, for Middle Chinese | use “ae” and “ea” in
place of his original “@” and “¢”. | do not however following him in changing “#’ to “+”. Old
Chinese reconstructions lacking in Baxter and Sagart (2011) | reconstruct myself, often
relying on Schuessler (2009); my reconstructions these are preceded by # rather than *. | omit
features of Baxter and Sagart’s system, such as pointed brackets, intended only to exhibit
morphological structure. For Tibetan verbs that undergo stem alternation | cite only the verbal
root; if the verb exhibits voicing alternation | favour the voiceless form (cf. Hill 2010). |
would like to thank Guillaume Jacques and Zev Handel for comments on earlier versions of
this paper, and the British Academy for support during its revision.
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The Phonological Characteristics of
Northern Chinese of the Jin Dynasty

Zhongwei Shen
University of Massachusetts Amherst

This article analyzes the phonological characteristics of modern northern
Mandarin that can be retrieved from Chinese loanwords written in the Jurchen
script. The Jurchen materials used are basically the steles of the Jin dynasty. In
the analyses an internal contrastive method is used to determine phonological
categories to avoid circular arguments in dealing with the transcriptions between
two unknown languages. The results of our analyses demonstrate that the limited
Chinese loanwords in the Jurchen language actually contain critical information
about the Chinese phonology of the Jin dynasty (1115-1234). The analyses of ten
phonological characteristics show that Jin Chinese is clearly related to modern
northern Mandarin as represented by the Beijing dialect. The phonological
characteristics of Jin Chinese provide an important piece of information about
the history of Mandarin before the Zhongyuan Yinyun 51535 of 1324, which
is commonly perceived as the earliest evidence of Mandarin phonology.

Keywords: History of Mandarin phonology, Phonological characteristics of
Mandarin, Jurchen script, Chinese loanwords

1. Introduction

In this article we analyze the phonological characteristics of Chinese that can be
retrieved from Chinese words written in the Jurchen script." Our analysis shall show
that the limited Chinese loanwords actually contain critical information about the
Chinese phonology of the Jin dynasty (1115-1234). The phonological characteristics
retrieved clearly indicate that the Chinese language spoken in the territory of the Jin
dynasty is an ancestral language of modern Mandarin and especially modern northern
Mandarin (hereafter MNM) as represented by the Beijing dialect.? We shall show that,

! In a previous study (Shen 2006b) we analyzed a few phonological characteristics of Chinese

of the Jin dynasty. This article is a more complete examination.

Modern Mandarin refers to guanhua fangyan EzL 5= and modern northern Mandarin
refers to beifang guanhua Jt 75 E&f, which is a cover term referring to two Mandarin
subdialects: Beijing guanhua 15" E % and dongbei guanhua B 1LEEE (Li 1989).
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