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The “Wu Dialect” of Southern Dynasties and the Origin of Modern
Min; Plus an Exegesis of Yan Zhitui’s Dictum, “The South is tainted by
Wu and Yue features, and the North is intermixed with barbaric

tongues of Yi and Lu”

Tsu-Lin Mei

Cornell University

The first part of this paper tries to show that the “Wu dialect” (525E Wuyu) of the Southern
dynasties (420-589 A.D.) was the source of Modern Min dialects, a thesis first proposed by Ting
Pang-Hsin (1988) and Jerry Norman (1983). Two types of new evidence are presented.

First, in the FL.7 F 7048 (Mahamayiri) (Taisho Tripitika, No.984) translated into Chinese
by the Cambodian monk Sanghabhara (460-524 A.D.), the character £ han ‘cold (of weather)’
Middle Chinese yan with the subscript Wuyin 5:3% “Wu pronunciation” transcribes the first
syllable of Sanskrit Gandhara.

(1) %€, JIPEL = Sanskrit Gandhara.

This means the initial of & han in the “Wu dialect” was g-.

The second type of evidence consists of the Wu dialects of the Chuqu (BZ{#) region of
Southern Zhejiang, especially the Qingyuan 7t dialect, deep in the hills of southwest Zhejiang.
Below I present three comparative tables illustrating the lexical and phonological similarities
between Qingyuan and Min dialects.

(2) Middle Chinese [F £} Xia initial (y-) words with *g- initial in Min and Southern Wu
dialects:

ES =3 e fhr = T il ¥
FCHEM kalj2 kalj2 kau® - - kzuj6 ku® kau’
XM/EFY | kud® | kag®  |kau® |- kui® |k’ kau’
QYE T kua® ksnz ku Kka’ kua® — — -

— A

(3) OId Chinese Ge category 3" division (F#5=45) words with *-jai final in Min and
Southern Wu dialects:

% “ant fii tostand” | ladle’ 8 "o lean”
FC nie’ khic® hie' ai’
XM hia® khia® hia' ua’
QY na* kai xai' ua’
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(4) Ancient dialect words preserved in Min dialects were also preserved in Southern Wu
dialects:

‘cold’ ‘human being’ “foot, leg’ | ‘duckweed’ | ‘ladle’ ‘sleeve’
FC M teyn® | 8 noyn’ B kha' 5 phiu’ ¥ hie' | F#i oy’
XM % tshin® | {2 lan’ 5 kha' SE phio2 5 hia' | T4 133
QY % tshoy’ | { non’ B khe' | 5 pie’ i xai' | T ion®

(1) and (2) show that all the Xia initial [Fi+} words with unrounded vowels had Old Chinese
*g- initial in the Wu dialect of Southern dynasties, and in its daughter dialects—the Min dialects
and the Wu dialects of Southern Zhejiang.

(3) shows that Old Chinese Ge category 3™ division words such as 18 yi ‘ant’, 5 ji ‘to
stand’, and #§ xi “ladle’ had *-jai final in Min and Southern Wu dialects, and that, as Ting Pang-
Hsin (1983) has shown, the *-jai final of these words preserves the *-jar final of the Western Han
period.

(4) shows that ancient dialect words such as ;& Middle Chinese zs jen ‘cold’, {2 MC nuong
‘man, human being’, % MC khau ‘leg, foot’, 5& MC bjau ‘duckweed, algae’, 1 MC xjie ‘aladle,
a scoop’, and i MC 7jwtan ‘a sleeve’, preserved in Min dialects, are also preserved in Southern
Wu dialects such as Qingyuan E7T.

(1), (2), (3) and (4) together show that the “Min dialect” of Southern dynasties is ancestral
to both the Min dialects and the Southern Min dialects, and that the time of its separation from the
main stream of the Chinese language can be firmly dated towards the end of the Western Han
period (206 B.C. — 8 A.D.).

The second part of this paper presents an exegesis of Yan Zhitui’s (531-597? A.D.) dictum
in the Family Instruction of the Yan Clan, “The South is tainted by the linguistic features of Wu
and Yue, and the North is intermixed with the barbaric tongues of Yi and Lu” Bt Sk, LR
|Z. The interpretation of the first clause draws upon the same type of evidence used in the first
part of this paper. The interpretation of the second clause rests upon the fact that the Chinese word
for older brother, Ef ge, is a loan words form Xianbei 52 (an Altaic language) *aqa ‘father,
older brother’ and [a[F a-kan ‘older brother’.

Key words: Wu dialect, Min dialect, Altaic language, historical dialectology, Chinese historical
phonology





