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Evidence for an Ancient Jiangdong Layer in the Yue Dialects
as Revealed in “Special Words” of the Yu and Zhi Rhymes

Bit-chee Kwok
The Chinese University of Hong Kong

“Special words” can be used to identify an ancient Jiangdong layer in the Yue
dialects. It has been suggested that the Jiangdong dialects (also referred to as
ancient Wu (*,%?ﬁ) or Jinling Qieyun (= [&~J#!)), extended across most of
southeastern éhina during the Six Dynasties (A.D. 220-589). Historical documents
such as The Family Instruction of the Yan Clan (Fi'x%F") record various
phonological traits of the Jiangdong dialects, enabling us to discern vestiges of
them in the modern dialects. Recent reports furthermore reveal a relatively
complete Jiangdong layer preserved in southern Wu, northern Gan, and Min.

Yue dialects, on the other hand, are believed to derive from a northern variety
brought south by immigrants not earlier than the Tang Dynasty (A.D. 618-907).
Yue apparently has no clear Jiangdong layer as found in Wu or Min. What Yue
does attest is a mere handful of “special words” pronounced differently from their
values in traditional rhyme books. Instances involving Middle Chinese Yu and Zhi
rhymes are of particular interest, since they not only show a strong correlation to
the Jiangdong layer of Wu and Min, but also reflect phonological innovations
found in the rhyming practices of the Jiangdong poems, leading us to believe that
these “special words” belong to the Jiangdong layer. We therefore claim that the
dialect spoken in Guangdong ('# i) and Guangxi (?1, 1) during the Six Dynasties
was a variety of the Jiangdong dialects, but that it was largely replaced after
newcomers from the north populated the south. And so traces of the older
Jiangdong substratum can be found only in the forms of “special words”. We also
show that the Jiangdong dialect carries an Old Chinese layer. Some archaic
features observed in the Yue dialects are in fact better derived from the Jiangdong
layer, rather than directly from Old Chinese.

It is hoped that the present work will shed new light on the stratification of
Chinese dialects, a topic that has recently evoked much heated discussion.

Key words: Yue dialects, Jiangdong, language strata, special words, Yu rhyme,
Zhi rhyme
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