Advances in Humanities Research Vol.12 Issue 4 EWA Publishing
Available Online: 15 July 2025 DOI: 10.54254/2753-7080/2025.25059

On the nature of the separation of Gé(8K) and Gé&(X)) rhymes
in Guiing Yun(J" %)) from the perspective of Cantonese

Yishi Bu

South China Normal University, Guangzhou, China

17512857554@163.com

Abstract. G&(fk) and G&(X,) rhymes were not separated in Lu Fayan's (Fi7£ 5 ) Qie Yun(V]#)) and Wang Renxu's( £ 1~ H1)
Kan Miu Bii Qué Qig Yun( T iZE#M5k1) %), but were separated in Sun Mian's(F) i) Tianbao edition of Tang Yun()E #J) in the
Tang Dynasty. There is a close correspondence between Cantonese finals and those of Middle Chinese. The pronunciation of
Ge(#K) and G&(X,) rhymes in the Cantonese rhyme book Fén Yun Cud Yao(4r #J# %), the Cantonese pronunciation recorded
by missionaries, and modern Cantonese proves that the separation of G&(#) and G&( X, ) rhymes was mainly due to the
opposition between open and closed syllables, rather than different main vowels.
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1. Introduction

G&(#k) and G&(X%) rhymes were not separated in Lu Fayan's (% 5 ) Qie Yun(¥]#)) and Wang Renxu's( £ 4~H) Kan Miu Bu
Qué Qi Yun(F)iZ %Mk Y] #)), but were first separated in Sun Mian's(#) i ) Tianbao edition of Tang Yun(/##)) in the Tang
Dynasty. Guing Yun(J #Y) followed the example of Tang Yun(/%#J) and also separated them. Other rhyme books and character
books from the Tang and Song dynasties, such as Li Zhou's(Z= /) Qig Yun(¥]#J) and Xu Kai's(#% %) Shilo Wén Ji& Zi Yun
Pt SR 7 51E), also followed suit. Regarding the opposition between them different linguists have different opinions. Some
linguists believe that the separation of G&(#K) and G&(X) rhymes is the opposition between open and closed syllables, with the
same main vowel, such as Bernhard Karlgren, Chao Yuen - ren, Wang Li, Zhou Zum o, Li Rong, etc. Another part of linguists
believes that the separation of G&(Fk) and G&(Z) rhymes is due to different main vowels, such as Li Xinkui, Luo Jiguang, etc.
We tend to the former view, that is, G&(Fk) and G&(X) rhymes have the same main vowel, and the separation is mainly due to
the opposition between open and closed syllables, and Cantonese can provide us with real pronounciation basis.

There is a close corresponding relationship between Cantonese finals and those of Middle Chinese. Li Xinkui (1990) believes
that compared with other Chinese dialects, the finals system of Cantonese is closer to the phonological system of Middle Chinese
[1]. Qin Yuanxiong (2020) believes that the phonological structure of Southern Guizhou Pinghua and Cantonese is closer to
Middle Chinese than any other Chinese dialect, and they originated from the Common Chinese of the Tang and Song dynasties
[2]. Cantonese finals can be used as a key to explore the phonological system of Middle Chinese.

2. The main vowels of GE and Gé rhymes characters in Cantonese

According to the Cantonese pronunciation in the Pearl River Delta recorded in Zhan Bohui(1987) [3], the main vowels of the
first - class open syllables of the Gio-She(}R #%),such as "%, &, J¢, ¢, I, &, ¥, B, #, A, v, &, ], F7", are all [o] in
representative dialect points of the Pearl River Delta, such as Guingzhdu (urban area)(J /I 717 [X), Macau (urban area)(# ] 1l
[X), Taishan (Taichéng)( £ Ll & 4%), Zhongshan (Shiqi)(H 111 1K), Dongguin (Guanchéng)( %< 52 523k, Nanhai (Shatou)(Fd i
¥03k), Zhihii (Qianshan)(Ek#EHT 111), etc. There are only individual exceptions. For example, the Ying (5 )initial characters of
the G&(#X) rhyme have two pronunciations in the current Pearl River Delta dialects. The literary pronunciation has the main
vowel [o], and the colloquial pronunciation has the main vowel [a]. The colloquial pronunciation is an older stratum and a
residue of ancient pronunciation. The main vowels of the first - class closed syllables of the Giio-She({R45%),such as "3, 3, #,
e Rk, B, R T, K, B, OR, &, Bl are also [0] in the above - mentioned dialect points. It can be seen that in modern
Cantonese, the main vowels of G& and G& rhymes are basically the same. So, was it the same in early Cantonese?
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The materials recording early Cantonese pronunciation are mainly the Cantonese rhyme book Fén Yun Cud Yao( 43 #)# £)

and the phonetic notation materials in Latin documents of Western missionaries. Fén Yun Cud Yao is the earliest known
Cantonese rthyme book and the most important document for studying the modern Guangzhdu and surrounding dialects. From
the publication of Fén Yun Cud Yao to the early 20th century, dozens of single and combined editions were successively
produced. The specific publication time of Fén Yun Cud Yao still needs to be verified. The earliest existing combined edition is
from the Qianléng Rényin year(¥z [% T % ) (1782). Fén Yun Cud Yao takes rhyme groups as the main theme and tones as the
order, with 33 rhyme systems. Within the thyme system, they are arranged from flat, rising, and departing (entering) tones, with
small rhymes divided by initials, and homophones are assigned to the same small rhyme. In the rthyme system, the small thymes
of the yin tone category are arranged first, and then the small rhymes of the yang tone category. There is no mark between the
small rhymes of the yin and yang tones. Eight tones can be summarized, with 7,316 characters. Checking the phonetic notation
of the above - mentioned Guo-Shé open and closed rhyme characters in Fén Yun Cud Yao, it can be found that the Middle
Chinese Gtio-She first - class open characters and first - class closed characters belong to the twenty - third "%tk £%" rhyme. The
main vowels in the same rhyme group must be the same, indicating that the main vowels of G&(#i) and G&(X)) rhymes were the
same in the Fén Yun Cud Yao period. The Cantonese pronunciation recorded in the missionary documents of the 19th century
also shows that the main vowels of them are the same. In Morrison's Vocabulary of the Canton Dialect()~ A% 1% 7-JL) [4] in
the early 19th century, the vowel notations for G&(#X) rhyme characters such as "% ,#, 56,2, f2, 1>, 8" and G&(X;) rhyme
characters such as "%, %, %%, 5%, B, i, X, 3R, R, Bl are all "o", such as "1™ ko, I po". Morrison described the phonetic value of

n.n

o" as "o, As in Long", and it can be seen that its actual pronunciation is [0]. In the mid - 19th century, in Williams' A Tonic
Dictionary of the Chinese Language in the Canton Dialect( 5% 4 73 #) it %) [5], the vowel notation for the above characters is
"6", and its phonetic value is described as "sounding like aw in lord, awful, a in all and tall", such as"#xké, & hon", indicating
that the actual pronunciation is still [0]. It can be seen that in the Cantonese phonetic notation documents of the 19th century, the
main vowels of G&(#k) and G&(X.) rhymes have always been the same.

From Fén Yun Cud Yao to the Latin documents of missionaries in the 19th century to the pronunciation of modern Pearl
River Delta Cantonese, the main vowels of G&(#{) and G&(X) rhymes are completely the same. It can be inferred that in the

Middle Ages, their main vowels were the same, and the separation may be due to the [u] medial.

3. The presence or absence of the [u] medial in Cantonese

Whether Cantonese has a medial has always been the focus of academic discussion. In the above - listed representative dialect
points of the Pearl River Delta, the [u] medial has disappeared in most dialect points, but the G&(Z) rhyme characters after velar
initials and zero initials still retain the [u] medial in some dialect points. For example, the Glio-Shé first - class closed Jian( i)
initial "3 " still has a [u] medial in the current Guingzhou (urban area), Macau (urban area), Dongguin (Guinchéng), Nanhai
(Shatéu), Zhihai (Qianshan),forming a distinction from the G&(#K) rhyme characters with velar Jian( /l.) initial; the first - class
closed Jian( {\) initial " " still has a [u] medial in Guiingzhou (urban area), Macau (urban area), Dongguin (Guinchéng), and
Nanhai (Shatéu) dialects; the Jian( /1\) initial "3¢" has a [u] medial in Guingzhou (urban area), Macau (urban area) dialects; the
Xia([f) initial "K" and Ying(5%) initial "f&" still have a [u] medial in Guingzhdu (urban area), Macau (urban area) dialects and
Zhodngshan (Shiqi) dialects. Most modern scholars believe that the [u] medial remaining after velar initials and zero initials has
been integrated with the initials, and they are treated as initial characteristics, setting rounded velar initials kw and kw', believing
that there is no [u] medial in modern Cantonese. In fact, early Cantonese once had a [u] medial, which can be proved by modern
missionary Latin phonetic notation documents.

In the early 19th century, the Macau Cantonese reflected in Marsman's Cantonese phonetic notation documents had a [u]
medial. When summarizing the characteristics of the vowel system, Li proposed that compared with modern Macau dialect, the
phonological system recorded in Marsman's The works of Confucius containing the original text, with a translation (LT %&3%)
has a [u] medial [6]; Luo also believes that the phonological system of Marsman's Cantonese phonetic notation documents has a
[u] medial [7]. Lv points out that in The works of Confucius containing the original text, with a translation (fL T ¥ %) and
Dissertation on the characters and sounds of the Chinese language (& " [ i& & 1130 7 F11E %), the [u] medial can not only be
combined with dental initials, but also with dental, lingual, and labial initials [8]. Checking Marsman's Cantonese phonetic
notation documents [9, 10], there are 56 cases of closed characters in total. Among them, the [u] medial of Shan-She( 1l %),
Zhén-She(3%4%), Jid-She(fii4%), and Xie-She(#%4%) is after various initials. For example, the Shan-She(1114%%) third - class Chéng
initial "f£" is as chuen by Marsman; the Shan-She(1l1#%%) first - class Duan(¥ii) initial "%f" is as tuin; the Shan-She(1l1#3%) third -
class Qi(3%) initial "#}I" is as huen; the Zhén-Sheé(5% 1) first - class Xin(«[») initial "58" is as suen; the Zhén-Sheé(5% 1) third -
class Jian(IL) initial " " is as quun; the Jid-She({f %) second - class Jian( 1) initial "5£" is as qua; the Xie-She(#45%) second -
class Jian(/L.) initial "f%" is as quay, etc. In Marsman's phonetic notation, there are also some characters being as "w", such as
"7 wong, 3k wak". At this time, the characters recorded as "w" initials should be medials in this period. Through the above other
examples, it can be seen that in the Macau dialect in the early 19th century, the [u] medial had a wide range of combination with
initials. To maintain the unity of the initial-final system, the initial-final structure of characters such as "z wong, 3£ wak" should
also be "zero initial + 'uon, uak' ". In Morrison's A grammar of the Chinese language (8 Y 5 2Z.7%) [11] and Vocabulary of the
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Canton Dialect (J7 44 1215 FI), most of the above - mentioned closed characters have become open vowels, and the vowels
with [u] medial are mainly combined with dental and zero initials. The two documents of Morrison record Guangzhou dialect,
which is consistent with the fact that the closed medial in today's Guangzhou dialect only appears after dental and zero initials.
Chen Weiqgiang (2011) proposed that there are two ways for the disappearance of the [u] medial in Cantonese: the first is the loss
of the [u] medial, which mainly occurs in Giio-She( 58 45%) and Dang-She(%5 % );the second is that the [u] medial drives the high
fronting of the lower main vowel, and the main vowel is high fronted to the highest point and combined with the [u] medial, and
[u] becomes the main vowel, which mainly occurs in Xi¢-She(# #t) and Shan-She(1l143%) [12]. Therefore, in the process of
pronounciation evolution, the [u] medial of Glio-She(}#%) in Cantonese was directly lost in most dialect points, and only a few
dialect points still retain it, which is a reflection of the different speeds of pronounciation change in each dialect point. From this,
we can see that Cantonese once had a [u] medial, and the current situation that most dialect points have no [u] medial in modern
Cantonese is the result of evolution.

The pronunciation of the Glio-She(S %) first - class closed character "15" in the modern Nanhii (Shatou) dialect has become
[tee??], reflecting the change of the main vowel of the Guio-Shé(:£4%) closed characters from [ua]>[ce]. Li pointed out that in the
development of Cantonese, the main vowel will be high fronted under the influence of the medial. For example, the characters
such as "I, &, %" were read as [ia] in ancient times. Later, [a] became [¢] under the influence of the [i] medial, and [ia]>[ie],
and [ie] further lost [i] and became [€] [7]. Chen pointed out that the changes of the tongue and tooth characters in the closed
rhyme are all caused by the influence of the initials and the closed medial. From the perspective of pronounciation mechanism,
the pronounciation position of the tongue and tooth initials is relatively forward, and the position of the Cantonese closed [u]
medial is relatively forward, and the lip shape is relatively open. Under their joint action, the original main vowel with a
relatively backward and lower position is easy to develop forward and upward [12]. The tongue and tooth sounds of the Giio-
She( B %) closed rhyme were read as [ua] in the Middle Ages. Under the influence of the [u] medial, the main vowel changed
from [a]>[o], and then the main vowel and the medial interacted with each other and further evolved into [ce]. Only the presence
of a medial can cause the change of the main vowel, which also proves the existence of the u medial. It's just that this case is
special. In the process of disappearance, instead of directly falling off like the [u] medial of other characters, it interacted with
the main vowel to form a new main vowel [ce].

4. Summary

To sum up, we can infer that the main vowels of G&(#X) and G&(X.) rhymes in Cantonese have always been the same. The
G&(X,) thyme in Cantonese once had a [u] medial, which was different from the G&(X) thyme in terms of the medial. Later, the
[u] medial fell off, and the pronunciation was consistent with that of the G&(#K) rhyme. Therefore, from the perspective of
Cantonese, the reason for the separation of G&(7k) and G&(%) rhymes in the Middle Ages was the difference in medials.

Both Middle Chinese G&(#k) and G&(X;) rhymes originated from the ancient G&-Group(#i #). In Duan Yucai's Ancient
Seventeen Rhymes Harmony Table( 7 - # 1 /& 3%), they are mainly in the seventeenth part. The harmony characters by this
part come from Middle Chinese G&(FK) and G&(X.) rhymes, Ma(J)K) thyme, and Zhi(3¢) and Qi(5F) rhymes. In Duan Yucai's
harmony system of "same harmony must be in the same part", G&(#k) and G&(X.) rhymes also have obvious oppositions, which
are reflected in that open harmonizes with open and closed harmonizes with closed. For example,G&(#K) rhyme:'&-7&-1&, 7 -1,
FF-7K; Ge(X) rhyme: M- -1F, AR-F1-8k, -4, Perhaps the medials of G&(#K) and G&(X)) rhymes have been different since
ancient times, and they were separated in the Middle Ages due to the difference in medials.
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