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Abstract (English) 

The present dissertation focuses on the under-explored lexicographical sources on 

the vernacular language, with a particular focus on the last part of the Qing dynasty. 

The paper is divided into four chapters. The first part includes a terminological 

introduction to vernacular words and lexicographic compilations on the vernacular 

language, and it provides an outline of colloquial dictionaries in Ming and Qing 

Dynasties. The second chapter specifically outlines Fan Yin (1827-1897)’s Yueyan 

越諺 [Sayings of Yue] published in 1878 and its compiler-s life and academic 

production, as well as the compilation background of the book, its versions, and its 

content. The edition of Fan Yin’s work used in this dissertation when citing the 

original text is Hou Youlan's ‘Yueyan’ dianzhu (2006). The third chapter contains 

a summary of the study of colloquialism in the Ming and Qing dynasties, the state 

of the arts in the investigation of Yueyan, macro- and microstructural criteria in the 

compilations; the coexistence of zi 字 (character), ci 詞 (word) and yan 諺 (saying), 

together with popular, topolectal, and rare characters. The third chapter compares 

several characteristics of Yueyan and other dictionaries/glossaries on the colloquial 

language, in particular from the perspective of microstructural elements, phonetic 

notation, and definition methods. The fourth chapter specifically analyses the 

lexical entries and words included in Yueyan.  
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Abstract (中文) 

 

搜俗記：范寅《越諺》及其他清朝俗語辭書. 

本論文的重點是尚未充分探索的俗語辭書，特别关注清朝末期.本文分為四

個章節.第一章為緒論,介紹關於俗語詞和俗語辭書的術語,以及提供明清俗語

辭書大綱.第二章具體研究越地辭書大綱,清范寅《越諺》以及其編者范寅生

平與學術創作；《越諺》寫作背景、版本以及内容.本文在引用《越諺》原

文時所採用參考本子是侯友蘭《越諺》點注(2006).第三章包含明清時期俗語

研究綜述和《越諺》研究現狀、《越諺》的立目與分類：歸納出立目的規則：

‘字’、‘詞’、‘語’相合,也有以俗字和生僻字的立目,以及闡述辭書價值意義.第

三章對比《越諺》與其他俗語辭書的幾個特點,例如以類相從的體例觀、注

音和釋義方法、聲訓現象.第四章具體分析《越諺》的內容.第四章以形、聲、

義分析俗語辭書所錄立目和詞條.附錄部分,梳理《越諺》的序與跋的內容以

及歸納明清俗語辭書. 
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The gentleman knows that  

whatever is imperfect and “unrefined” does not deserve praise. 

 

Xunzi 荀子, Quanxue 勸學 [An Exhortation to Learning]1 

  

 

1 君子知夫不全不粹之不足以為美也。Xunzi 荀子, Quanxue 勸學 [An Exhortation to Learning], 

translation by Ivanhoe and Van Norden (2001: 252), in. Readings in Classical Chinese Philosophy 

(Second Edition).  
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Dissertation Outline 

The present dissertation is composed of four chapters. The first chapter presents an 

overview on the lexicographic texts on the vernacular language collected in a 

preliminary investigation on the lexicographic practices of the late imperial period 

and reviews the recent studies on the general framework in which they were created.  

The second chapter elaborates a critical analysis on one specific lexicographic work: 

Yueyan 越諺  [Sayings of Yue] compiled by Fan Yin 笵寅  (1878-1881). The 

discussion contains a descriptive presentation of the framework of lexicographic 

practices and sources on the Yue 越 area (modern Shaoxing) with a temporal limit 

ranging from the beginning of the Qing period to the beginning of the 20th century. 

The present discussion is based on the translation of texts,2 excerpted in particular 

but not exclusively from Yueyan.3 In the investigation of the lexicographic practices 

of the last phase of Qing philology, the translated texts4 selected from both para-

textual apparatuses and glosses of the primary sources and integrated in the 

discussion represent crucial material for at least two main aspects. First, this material 

provides important information about the planning and compilatory process of the 

texts; second, it allows the researcher to understand the compilers’ awareness of 

 

2 The criteria adopted in the translation process have privileged the adherence to the source text. 

Risking being blamed by the reader for an unnatural or inelegant wording, we put aside the aesthetic 

beauty as a criterion in the translation in order to emphasise the peculiarities of the elements in the 

source texts, both in terms of the arrangement and the particularity of the content. The macro-

strategy adopted in the translation address to "translation problems" with criteria of cohesion and 

coherence. Among the pragmatic problems in the translation from the source language to the target 

language, one crucial aspect is represented by the cultural differences in time and spaces. For 

example, as discussed in the first chapter, the metalinguistic terminology adopted in the primary 

sources, such as the pivotal position of suyu 俗語, suzi 俗字, and yan 諺 in the original text, 

considerably differs with the modern Chinese one. This already crucial issue is intensified by the 

lack of knowledge for several compilers and texts discussed in the present dissertation, and by the 

fact that the compilers deal with specific peculiarities of linguistic varieties in the source texts. The 

tools adopted in the translation include A Student’s Dictionary of Classical and Medieval Chinese 

(2015), Dizionario cinese-italiano (Casacchia; Bai 2013), and the online dictionary tool Zdic.net 

(2017). for the translation of lexical entries, popular sayings and chengyu the dictionaries Song; 

Duanmu’s Hanyu chengyu cidian 漢語成語詞典 (1978) and Yu’s Duo gongneng chengyu cidian 

多功能成語詞典 (2009). 
3 In our view, Fan Yin’s Yueyan can be considered as a representative text of the third and final 

phase of the Qing philology. The text lays out several principles and traits that characterise the 

lexicographic compilations on the vernacular language of the Ming and Qing dynasties, both from 

the macro- and microstructural perspectives and for what concerns the metalinguistic awareness. 
4 Given the marginal interest attributed to, the fact that these texts have never been translated into 

any European language is not at all surprising. 
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linguistic phenomena and how their positions are embedded in the metalinguistic 

debate.  

The third chapter focuses on the configuration of the macro- and microstructural 

elements of the collected compilations in the context of the lexicographic practices 

on the vernacular language of the Qing dynasty with a focus on the specific features 

of Yueyan. The discussion shifts, then, to the critical issues of the compilations, and 

their role and functions.  

The fourth chapter develops the analytical discussion on the vernacular lexicon 

selected in Yueyan. Given the special characteristics and features of the selected 

lemmas, the selection is based on morphological features and includes specific 

disyllabic words compared with the attestations from other lexicographic collections 

and primary sources. This investigation deals with variegated linguistic data, 

including popular and dialect characters and their graphic variants 5  recognized 

within, primarily, but not necessarily, the multifaceted sources of the Yue area in 

pre-established corpora available online. The main sources consulted for the 

attestations consist of lexicographic sources, commentaries, fangyan 方言 [topolect] 

sections of gazetteers, biji annotations, historical and literary sources.  

The present dissertation contains four appendices. The first appendix includes 

Nagasawa’s introductions to the selected primary sources; the second appendix 

includes authorial prefaces to the primary sources; the third appendix is dedicated to 

the paratextual material included in Yueyan; the fourth appendix contains a summary 

table of the lexicographic works on the vernacular language with bibliographical 

information and summarizing macro- and microstructures of the lexicographic 

sources under investigation.  

 

5 The present analysis is based on graphic aspects represents the starting point with which scholars 

have approached in the past, but it is not intended to be limited within the curtain of the solely 

traditional classifications of character formation. As pointed out in the fourth chapter, the analysis 

needs an integration with an investigation on phonetic and semantic aspects of the lexicon.  
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Final remarks 

In the compilation of this dissertation some clarifications are necessary. Firstly, for 

consistency with the original sources, we adopted traditional characters (fantizi 繁

體字) and the Hanyu pinyin, recognized as a standard romanization system in much 

of the Sinitic world and in the international scientific community. In order not to 

weigh down the text, characters of authors and sources appears only at the first 

appearance, in subsequent occurrences only the pinyin without tones is shown. For 

the same reason, in the fourth chapter we adopted an increasing numbering shown 

in superscript after the pinyin transliteration, i.e., ma1, ma2, etc. to indicate graphic 

variants with the same pronunciation. The appendix provides a list of these words. 

A second remark concerns the terminological aspect. In the discussion, several 

words, such as 'colloquial expressions', 'colloquialisms', 'vulgarisms', were 

invariably used. This terminological variety is due to purely stylistic reasons: the 

operational definitions to refer to are those given in the first chapter, with the 

terminological framework for 'compilations of the vernacular language' and 

‘colloquial expressions’. Excerpts from primary sources are presented as they appear 

in the reference sources with a preliminary translation in the body of the text. 

Secondary sources in Chinese are included in the footnotes and their translation is 

presented in the body of the text in order to make the reading more fluent. Finally, 

we highlight that, unless differently indicated, all the translated excerpts from 

Chinese in the text and the responsibility for any inaccuracies are mine alone. 
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Introduction  

The present dissertation aims to draw the importance of studies on the practice of 

recording the vernacular lexicon (suyu ci 俗語詞) of languages/linguistic varieties6 

included in the Sinosphere through the compilation of sources on the vernacular 

language (suyu cishu 俗語辭書) for a more in-depth understanding of lexicographic 

texts dealing with the language/languages and lexicon of jindai Hanyu 近代漢語 

[premodern Chinese], as well as their evolution. 

In the previous centuries and until much of the 20th century, studies on the 

lexicographic practices on the vernacular language arouse scarce interest with a 

resulting perception of marginalization of the lexicographic texts on the vernacular 

language both in and outside China with only a few notable exceptions. One first is 

found in the brief discussions about the drafting of dictionaries and grammars on the 

popular language, mostly compiled by foreign missionaries in the Ming 明 (1368-

1644) and Qing 清 (1644-1911) dynasties. One second exception is represented by 

few more recent investigations conducted by modern independent researchers.  

In the last twenty years, however, premodern vernacular lexicographic sources have 

gained new attention in the investigations. In our view, this new reconsideration 

reflects an ideological trend that has emphasized a greater fervour in inclusiveness 

and pride for linguistic varieties and cultural identities in the Sinosphere, which have 

urged scholars to elaborate accurate investigations on the lexicon of linguistic 

varieties, based primarily, but not only, on studies on lexicographic sources, 

gazetteers, and literary works. The flourishing in the last two decades of field 

 

6 We consider the Chinese language both as a macrolanguage (putonghua 普通话) of a vast area of 

Eastern Asia, and as a set of many different and specific varieties (fangyan 方言) from a diatopic 

point of view, such as the one of Yue 越. For more discussions on the dichotomy between Chinese 

language and Chinese languages, including the terminological chaos of dialect-topolect-regionalect. 

(Mair 1991: 52). For a contemporary debate on these aspects, cf. Groves (2008). On the indistinct 

use of the adjective "Chinese" and the Chinese writing system for recording languages among the 

Sinosphere (Zhang 2013, Mannoni 2015). 
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surveys, multifaced research projects and digital tools7 on the vernacular language 

seems to confirm this tendency.  

Shifting to the controversial debate on the dichotomy between popular and elegant, 

i.e., refined and “unrefined” styles, and on the distinction between common, 

standard and non-standard, our research aims to better reconsider lexicographic texts, 

taking the case of Fan Yin’s Yueyan, to explore their potentials and describing their 

macrostructural, microstructural, role, (limits) and functions, within the framework 

of lexicographic studies (Zgusta 1992). In our view, the traditional derogative 

connotation attributed by part of conservative literati to the “unrefined”-vernacular 

lexicography and literature, sometimes was fuelled by imperial decrees and 

considered as a distraction responsible of the unsuccess in the civil service career. 

In the late imperial period and down to the modern era, an increasing popularization 

of literature (Gang 2011) and operatic genres8 led to a rebalancing in the perception 

of the vernacular works and on the research projects in this field.  

Although prevalent in traditional studies, the conservative view was not the unique 

voice in the intellectual panorama, especially in the late Qing period. At the very 

beginning of the Republic of China (1912-1949), other voices promoted more 

freedom from formal and ideological constraints of the Chinese literary tradition, as 

emerged with the May 4th Movement in 1919, to replace the classical style (wenyan 

文言) with the new naturalistic vernacular writing style (baihua 白話). Later, the 

need for a common language in the newly founded Republic, and in the later 

People’s Republic of China as well, favoured a standardization process of the spoken 

and written language limiting in a sense the diffusion of varieties. As a result of this 

massive linguistic policy, the common lexicon increasingly assumed a standard 

connotation. 

  

 

7  Within the aforementioned tools we include the usage of digital tools and digital databases. 

Representative examples are the software Local Gazetteers Research Tools (LoGaRt), the collection 

Rare Local Gazetteers at Harvard-Yenching Library, and Erudition’s Zhongguo fangzhi ku. 
8 As Vedal (2017: 249-260) points out, newly developing operatic genres played a particularly 

strong role in promoting innovative ways of conceiving a standard language in the 16th and 17th 

centuries, as well as of a standard pronunciation. 
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Chapter 1 Lexicographic compilations on the vernacular language 

(suyu cishu): vehicles of cultural identities and popular knowledge 

1.1 Theoretical framework 

Literary review 

Lexicographic sources on the vernacular language of the late imperial period 

represent a relatively unexplored area in the studies on the history of the premodern 

Chinese language. This situation is essentially related to two main factors. The first 

one is the centrality attributed to the earliest lexicographic works, such as Erya 爾

雅  [Approaching the refined language], Shuowen jiezi 說文解字  [Explaining 

pictographic characters and analysing composite characters], 9  Shiming 釋 名 

[Explanation of names],10 and -in the context of dialectology- Yang Xiong 楊雄 (53 

BC - 18 AD)’s Fangyan 方言  [Local speeches], which served as archetypical 

reference models for all the imperial era and as lifeblood for numerous expanded 

and commented editions (Cf Serruys 1959). The second factor is determined by a 

more systematic interest for the periods that preceded (11th-13th century) and 

followed (starting from the middle of the 19th century) the time considered in this 

research. In these two phases the lexicon experienced a notable expansion due, in 

the first case, to the translations of Buddhist texts from Sanskrit and Pali (Zhu 2015; 

Zhang, Dong 1999), and, in the second case, to the importation of foreign words, 

primarily of European and Japanese origin, through the Chinese translation of 

Western texts (Masini 1993, 2015; Pellin 1997). 

The modern Chinese language is the result of large upheavals that occurred 

especially at the beginning of the twentieth century, but were already undergoing in 

earlier centuries, when the conceptions of language and linguistic variety were also 

different from what we refer to today. The growing interest in these compilations, 

thanks also to the contribution apported by the corpus linguistics, fully belongs to 

contemporary trends in the reconstruction of the Chinese language/languages and of 

 

9 Translation rendered by Creamer (1991: 2597). Shuowen jiezi is the first lexicographic work 

adopting a system based on graphic elements, i.e., 540 radicals (bushou 部首), and ignoring the 

semantic-conceptual distribution of previous or coeval compilations. 
10 Lexicographic text by Liu Xi 劉熙 (?-?) of the Eastern Han. 
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the evolution of the lexicon which assumed a leading role. Research projects on the 

premodern and modern Chinese language in the sense given by contemporary 

linguistics were born in the half of the twentieth century thanks to the pioneering 

work of Li Jinxi 黎锦熙 (1890-1978) who first theorized the features of the modern 

Chinese language (Cf. Li 1928) and Lü Shuxiang 吕叔湘  (1904-1998). 11  Their 

pioneering work was followed by Wang Li 王力 (1900-1986) with his representative 

work Hanyu shi gao 漢語史稿 [Draft on the History of Chinese Language] (1947). 

A new wave of studies starting from the seventies brought original ideas of 

investigation with the publication of various articles on the grammar and lexicon of 

the premodern Chinese language,12 including research projects on the words of the 

spoken language (kouyu ci 口語詞) and colloquialisms (suyu ci 俗語詞), even 

though scholars paid attention, in particular, to the language features of earlier 

periods as well, in particular, on oral and colloquial terms of Dunhuang (Jiang 1988, 

Anderl 2021). Modern research on colloquial dictionaries has aroused widespread 

concern in the academic circles, and several related works describing the vernacular 

lexicon of the late imperial period also emerged (Wang 1989; Wen 1989, 2003; Qu 

1991; Xu 1999, Wen, Zhou 2000). 

In the recent years, the increasingly interest in the vernacular lexicon (Jiang 1989, 

2001; Zhang 1991; Fu 1996; Zhu 1999; Zhou 2004) and glossaries/dictionaries of 

the Ming and Qing dynasties have contributed to partially fill the void that existed 

in these studies (Liu, Jiang 1997).13 The starting point in the results of the scientific 

literature is provided, in particularly but not only, by Wen (2014), Zeng (2011, 2012, 

2015) and Wang (2005) analysed the structures and the contents of the dictionaries 

 

11 Lü Shuxiang focused on the mainly on 'empty words' (虛詞) and syntax (句法). Since the 1940s, 

Lü actively responded to Li Jinxi's proposal to the study of the premodern language with numerous 

articles collected in Hanyu yufa lun ji 漢語語法論文集 [Collection of Thesis on the Chinese 

Grammar] published in 1984. 
12 These research projects include the work conducted by Liu and Jiang (1997), Lü Shuxiang’s 

revision of jindai Hanyu zhidaici [Premodern Chinese pronouns], Cao Guangshun 曹廣順’s jindai 

Hanyu zhuci 近代漢語助詞 [Auxiliary words in premodern Chinese], and Liu Jian - Jiang Shaoyu 

蔣紹愚’s Jindai Hanyu yufa ziliao huibian 近代漢語 語法資料彙編 [Collection of material on the 

grammar of premodern Chinese]. 
13 Representative dictionaries on the premodern Chinese language include Jinshi da cidian 進時大

詞典 and Jin xian dai han yu xin ci ci yuan ci dian 近現代漢語新詞詞源詞典 (2001). 
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on common sayings and on the vernacular lexicon compiled in the Ming and Qing 

dynasties. 

Modern research projects on the premodern Chinese language include the analysis 

on the semantic-etymological evolution of words14 and the compilation of systematic 

dictionaries 15  16  On the literary works collected in order to compile modern 

lexicographic works on the vernacular language used in, Bai (1981) points out that 

"[Jinpingmei] vividly records the oral language of the civil class in Shandong in the 

Ming Dynasty. It preserves a large amount of oral vocabulary at that time” (生動地

記錄了明代山東地區市民階層的口頭語言保存了大量的當時的口語詞彙). On 

the opposite case, the scarcity in the production of diachronic dictionaries on 

historical periods of the language (duandai yuyan cidian 斷代語言詞典) is part of 

the controversial problem on the exhaustiveness of the studies on the premodern 

language (Liu; Jiang).17 Very few scattered works in China, primarily articles and 

dissertations, focus on the vernacular lexicon of the lexicographic texts considered 

in this dissertation. 18  Conversely, suyu cishu supplies valuable materials to be 

applied in the investigation, in particular from the linguistic, sociocultural, literary 

perspectives, and for this reason, they provide ample scope for investigation. On the 

other hand, these materials are not linear in format or style, and the extreme variety 

of the material collected represents a first obstacle in their consultation. In the 

context of Euro-American sinology, lexicographic studies are well developed (Yong, 

Peng 2008; Casacchia, Gianninoto 2012), but studies on the specific sources here 

mentioned are almost absent. To date, studies on the nature of these compilations, 

i.e., their macro- and micro- structural organization, are numerically limited, while 

systematic studies on these works are still marginal and in an initial phase. The 

 

14 In this context, the monographs by Wang (1947), Zhang; Wang (199) aimed to make lexicological 

research projects as scientific and rational as possible.  
15 Two representative instances of these projects on dictionary compilation are Hu’s dictionary of 

dialect expressions (1922) and Jiang’s dictionary on topolects (1984).  
16 Among the representative works dealing with colloquialisms in literary work: Li (1992) records 

16,900 lexical entries of popular expressions used in the Ming and Qing novels. 
17 Within the few diachronic dictionaries, we point out Cao (1996) on the language of the Tang and 

Five dynasties and Long (1985) on the language of the Song and Yuan dynasties. 
18 Accordingly with the objectives of the present investigation, the doctoral thesis of Wang (2005) 

presents a quantitative-statistical analysis on the semantic evolution and the usage periodization 

(chronological distribution) of 2,728 vulgarisms selected from a large corpus constituted of 

romances. 
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research work on Chinese lexicographic practices includes Elman (2001, 2007) and 

Vedal (2019) laying out the intellectual environment, as well as the background to 

linguistic-philological studies, in the Qing period. Their research has highlighted the 

value of this material for the study of the evolution of the Chinese language, with 

important implications in the diachronic reconstruction of the premodern language. 

However, these studies focus on the lexicographic sources and material as they are, 

with no complementary investigations on other sources included. Excluding these 

last kinds of studies, there are no other specific studies on this field by western 

scholars. As for the theoretical framework, the work of bibliographic documentation 

falls within the context of the exploration of compositional theories and the 

classification of dictionaries (Schierholz (2015: 340, Elman 2007), and 

lexicographical and linguistic studies (Yong, Peng 2008; Casacchia, Gianninoto 

2012).19  

 

Primary sources 

The lexicographic texts taken into consideration in this study provide different 

angles, perspectives, or trajectories for the exploration of the compilers’ perception 

on different linguistic dimensions. In this paragraph we start from a presentation of 

the earliest lexicographic sources on the vernacular language and then, focus on the 

sources of the late imperial period ranging from the Ming and Qing dynasties to the 

early republican period. 

The so-called suyu cishu 俗語辭書 [lexicographic texts on the vernacular language] 

are collect common sayings, vernacular words, dialect-topolect and popular 

characters of the language, including rare characters and graphic variants. 20 In the 

history of Chinese lexicography, texts regarding classics and other canonical sources 

have overshadowed suyu cishu, which have been neglected even by modern and 

 

19 The English attempt to a synthesis of the lexicographic texts by Yong and Peng (2008) describes 

some of the most representative dictionaries of the Ming and Qing dynasties, including 

representative texts on the vernacular language (Ch. 18.4) and West and Chinese bilingual 

dictionaries (Ch. 23). 
20 To overcome the lack of non-standard characters in Unicode, and render the argumentation, as 

much as possible, fluids, we used the Windows program Eudecit.exe to create customized characters 

and avoided Unicode squares that represent sinograms through graphic combinations and fusions 

within predefined structures (⿰, ⿱, ⿸, ...). 
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contemporary Chinese and non-Chinese lexicologists, who have usually treated 

them as secondary and marginal material in the genre of philology (xiaoxue 小學). 

The aim of this dissertation is, on the opposite, to show how these non-canonical 

texts intended as a mirror of the popular reality and language, and in particular as an 

integral part of the process of constructing, through the collective memory, the 

linguistic, literary and historical reality and identity. 

Mastodontic court-commissioned lexicographical works, such as Yongle dadian 永

樂大典 (1408),21 Zihui 字彙 [Characters Treasure] (1615),22 Zhengzi tong 正字通 

and Kangxi zidian 康熙字典,23 include as well part of the vernacular lexicon, but 

their primary function is the modernization/standardization of the language, and the 

legitimization of the power exercised by the imperial court, through the sponsorship 

of large-scale publishing projects to meet the need of requirements for civil service 

exams.  

Excluding the aforementioned imperially commissioned lexicographical projects, 

i.e., those commissioned imperially and intended as requirements for civil service 

exams, private lexicographic works on the vernacular lexicon can be traced back to 

the times of the Later Han dynasty 後漢 (25-220 AD) with Yang Xiong’s Fangyan 

方言 and Tongsu wen 通俗文 [Collection of vernacular sayings] compiled by Fu 

Qian 服虔 (?-?), courtesy name Zishen 子慎. The attribution of Tongsu wen is 

relatively uncertain: the biography of Fu Qian recorded in Hou Hanshu – Rulin 

zhuan 後漢書- 儒林傳 [Book of the Later Han – Biographies of Confucian Scholars] 

does not mention this text, and Yan Zhitui 顏之推 (531–591) also raised doubts on 

Fu Qian’s ownership of this text (Yu 1999: 130). This book was very popular in the 

 

21 This encyclopaedia includes 22,877 sections, for a total of 11,095 chapters and a total of 370 

million characters. It includes about 8,000 texts of all kinds, from pre-Qin times to the early Ming 

dynasty, covering different specializations. In addition to this, it was neatly transcribed and finely 

illustrated, making it a true treasure among manuscripts. This text was soon forgotten with the fall 

of the Ming and many copies met unfortunate fates in the later centuries. Only some 400 volumes 

are now extant (Bray 2002). 
22 Zihui contains 33,179 entries including common classical Chinese characters, popular and non-

standard and variant characters (suzi). Innovations, such as the arrangement of meanings, the use of 

a plain language, and the usage of examples taken from the colloquial language, made the book 

"exceptional at the time" (Yong-Peng 2008: 287).  
23 Kangxi zidian highlights the interest in genres of the past. It collects lexicon not only from short 

stories and prose in literary style, but also novels, folk poetry (minge 民歌) and texts of the operatic 

genre in baihua. 
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Tang dynasty and Song dynasties. Together with other great works, i.e., Erya, 

Shuowen jiezi and Shiming, that marked the millennial tradition of Chinese 

lexicography studies, both texts exerted tremendous influence on later works and 

their impact is evidenced by the numerous comments and quotations in works of the 

following centuries. While Fangyan, with its glosses on dialectal-regional terms or 

geo-synonyms fits in the context of dialectology, Tongsu wen, dealing specifically 

with vernacular words, represents the first glossary highlighting the distinction 

between ya 雅 [the elegant / the refined] and su 俗 [the “unrefined” / the vernacular]. 

His text undeniably played a fundamental role in the history of xiaoxue and in 

lexicographical studies (cishu shi 辭書史): literati of all dynasties praised Fu Qian’s 

text,24 and inserted it within the classical philological tradition. Unfortunately, it was 

soon lost, and only brief excerpts, handed down in later compilations, remain. Fu 

Qian’s glosses present one of the first application of fanqie 反切, even though the 

invention of this system is attributed to Sun Yan 孫炎 of the Wei (220-265) by Yan 

Zhihui (Casacchia, Gianninoto 2012: 85). 

With the flourishing of the Buddhist scholastic philosophy in the Sui 隋 (581-618) 

and Tang 唐 (618-907) dynasties, in the imperial academies monks and scholars 

glossed side by side Buddhist sutras, together with Confucian and Daoist texts, 

adopting the yinyi 音義 [sounds and meanings] approach. Two representative works 

of this compiling process and glossorial practice are Huilin 慧琳  (736-820)’s 

Yiqiejing yinyi 一切經音義  [The sounds and meanings of all the sutras] and 

Xuanying 玄應 (b.? – d. 649/661)’s Da Tang zhong jing yinyi 大唐眾經音義 [The 

sounds and meanings of the sutras of the great Tang], commonly called Xuanying 

yinyi 玄應音義 [The sounds and meanings by Xuanying]. These two works illustrate 

Sanskrit terms, Chinese rare and obsolete terms, together with numerous popular 

terms of the Chinese lexicon used in the collation of the 454 sutras. The importance 

of the common language underlies the massive number of common terms which 

forms about half of the headwords collected (Casacchia; Gianninoto 2012: 154). 

 

24  According to Zeng (2015), for instance, “the title of Tongsu bian derives from Zhai Hao’s 

admiration [of the author] to Fu Qian’s Tongsu wen” (書名慕效服虔《通俗文》之意而題). 
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Excluding Buddhist, Daoist or Confucian glossorial texts, Sui and Tang literati were 

actually deeply interested in the vernacular language, but the majority of their works 

are now lost, including Li Qian 李虔  (457-530)’s Xu tongsu wen 續通俗文 

[Continuation to Tongsu wen], modelled on Tongsu wen, Liu Ji 劉霽 (478－529)’s 

Shi suyu 釋俗語 [Explaining the Vernacular Language] in 8 chapters, originally in 

the Jingjizhi 經籍志 子部 Zibu section of Suishu 隋書 [Book of the Sui], Yan 

Minchu 顏愍楚 (b. 550/577, d. 605/618)’s Zheng suyin lüe 證俗音略 [Account on 

the Rectification of Popular Sounds], Zhou Lu 周盧’s Chengwei 稱謂 [Appellations] 

in 5 chapters, and Zhang Tui 張推 (667-731)’s Zheng suyin 證俗音 [Rectification 

of Popular Sounds] in 3 chapters.25 One representative work of the Tang dynasty is 

Yan Shigu 顏師古 (581-645)’s Kuangmiu zheng su 匡謬正俗 [Rectification and 

Standardization of Popular Characters].26 On the other side, vernacular words were 

also recorded in other multifaceted texts, including Gongyang zhuan 公羊傳 

[Commentary of Gongyang] and Yan Zhitui (531–591) ’s Feng cao 風操 chapter of 

Yanshi jia xun 顏氏家訓 [Family Instructions for the Yan Clan] of the Northern Qi 

齊 period (550-577). As evidenced, the scarcity of sources available today does not 

demonstrate the actual reality of the time. 

Dating back to the Song 宋 dynasty (960-1279), Shi changtan 釋常談 [Explaining 

Frequent Sayings] in two chapters, by an anonymous author,27 deals with the popular 

and dialect lexicon of the Eastern Qi 東齊 area (modern Eastern Shandong Province). 

Gong Yizheng 龔頤正 (1140—1201) and Wu Ziliang 吳子良 (1198—1257?)’s Xu 

changtan 續常談  [Continuation to Shi changtan] is a short work intended to 

 

25 These texts are mentioned in Ping Buqing 平歩青’s preface to Shi yan 釋諺 (Cf. Ch. 1) and in 

other lexicographic works. Moreover, Li Yishan 李義山's Za zuan 雜纂 shows that a particular 

interest in idiomatic phrases (shuyu 熟語) already existed at the time of the Sui and Tang dynasties. 
26 The character kuang 匡 was changed in the Song dynasty to avoid the taboo of using the founder 

of the Song dynasty Emperor Taizu 宋太祖 (927-976) ’s personal name Zhao Kuangyin 趙匡胤. In 

this dynasty the title of this text was changed into Kanmiu zheng su 刊謬正俗 or Jiumiu zhengsu 糾

謬正俗 with a similar meaning. 
27 The text was stored in the Ministry of War Assistant Minister Ji Yun 紀昀 (1724-1805)’s private 

library. 
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integrate the material of Shi changtan.28 Other Song works dealing with vernacular 

words and popular knowledge are Zhao Shuxiang 趙叔向 (? - ?)’s Kenqi lu 肯綮錄 

[Record of the Essential Points] and Rongzhai suibi 容齋隨筆 . Finally, the 19 

chapters of Kunxue jiwen 困學紀聞 [The Records of Hard Learning] Wang Yinglin 

王應麟 (1223-1296), famous for his Sanzi jing 三字經 [Three Character Classic], 

collects one hundred and fifteen vernacular words. Wang Yinglin already adopted 

the term kaozheng 考證 [search for evidence] in the Song dynasty, which will be the 

watchword of philology since the 17th century, when the strictness in the use of 

sources traces the discriminating with the philology of the past (Casacchia; 

Gianninoto, 2012: 322). 

In the Ming and the Qing dynasties the production of lexicographic works collecting 

popular and dialect words rose greatly, and the studies on lexicographic practices 

became more and more in depth. Scholars recorded common lexicon and 

expressions, attested their uses both in previous sources and coeval texts. These 

writings constitute the bulk of lexicographical research projects on the vernacular of 

the late imperial times, mirroring as a direct witness the increasingly use of the 

vernacular in literature.  

In modern times, the Japanese scholar Nagasawa Kikuya 長澤規矩也 (1902–80) 

made a pioneering but fundamental step toward the recognition of the importance 

of lexicographic works on the vernacular language with the publication of his 

Collection of Ming and Qing Lexicographic Texts on Vulgarisms of the Ming and 

Qing Dynasties (明清俗語辭書集成 Chinese Ming Qing suyu cishu jicheng, 

Japanese Min Shin zokugo jisho shūsei) published in 1974 by the Japanese Jigu 

Academy (Kyūko Shoin 日本汲古書) and reprinted in 1989 by Shanghai guji 

chubanshe 上海古籍出版社 . It represents one first step forward in the 

reconsideration of lexicographic works on the vernacular language. This anastatic 

collection29 gathers the printed editions of twenty primary lexicographical sources, 

 

28 As evidenced by Wang Mao 王楙 (c. 1151-1213) in Ye ke congshu 野客叢書 [A Collection of 

Conversations with Guests from the Villages] . 
29  Following the premodern printing practice, Nagasawa’s collection displays texts with no 

punctuation nor commentary notes. 
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labelled as suyu cishu, namely Liyan jie 俚言解  [Explanation of Colloquial 

Expressions] (Nagasawa, 1989: 1-54), Shishi tongkao 世事通考 [Comprehensive 

Examination of Worldly Affairs] (1898: 55-152), Tufeng lu 土風錄 [Compilation 

on the Rustic Style] (1989: 153-394), (Tongsu bian) Zhiyu buzheng 直語補證 

[Comments and integrations to Tongsu bian] (1989: 395-422), Changyu sou 常語

搜 [Investigation on Frequent Expressions] (1989: 423-450), Yi hao lei bian 異號

類編  [A Classified Collection on Different Denominations] (1989: 451-604), 

Chengwei lu 稱謂錄 [A Dictionary of Titles and Appellations] (1989: 605-1024), 

Tongsu changyan shuzheng 通俗常言疏證 [Extensive Verification on Frequent 

Popular Expressions] (1989: 1025-1144), Tanzheng 談徵  [Verification of the 

Colloquial] (1989: 1145-1358), Zhengyin cuoyao 正音撮要 [Essential Points on 

the Correct Sounds] (1989: 1359-1424), Liyu zhengshi 里語徵實  [Evidential 

Research of Popular Expressions] (1989: 1425-1540), Guanhua huijie bianlan 官

話彙解便覽  [Compendia of the Explanation of the Lexicon of the Mandarin 

Language] (1989: 1541-1592), Junyu 軍語 [Military Jargon] (1989: 1593-1628), 

Xin mingci xunzuan 新名詞訓纂 (1989: 1629-1654) [Glossorial Compilation on 

Neologisms] , Suyu kaoyuan 俗語考源 [Etymological Verification of Vernacular 

Terms] (1989: 1655-1694), Ya su ji yan 雅俗稽言 [Collecting Expressions of the 

Elegant and the Popular] (1989: 1695-2106), Muqian ji 目前集 [Collection of 

(Things) before One’s Eyes] (1989: 2107-2162), Changtan kaowu 常談考誤 

[Verification of Errors in Frequent Expressions] (1989: 2163-2230), Changyu xun 

yuan 常語尋源 [Researching the Origin of Frequent Sayings] (1989: 2231-2280), 

Zhengsu wen 證俗文 [Rectification of Popular Words] (1989: 2281-2498). 

Nagasawa selected works of difficult availability or available only in poor quality 

editions, and excluded, indeed, works with a wider circulation; hence the collection 

does not exhaust the corpus of texts related to the vernacular language. Within the 

twenty works of Nagasawa’s collection, five works date back to the Ming period, 

thirteen to the Qing, and the remaining two to the republican period. Each original 

source is preceded by a brief introduction by Nagasawa. The following example of 
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Tang Xunfang 唐訓方 (1809-1876)’s Liyu zhengshi, illustrates the basic information 

supplied by Nagasawa.   

《里語徵實》·解題 

《里語徵實》,二卷.(清)唐訓方,清光緒十七年(一八九一)常寧唐氏歸吾廬刊本,

四冊.著者於咸豐中,在曾國藩麾下立有水陸軍功.同治七年(一八六八)回鄉,讀

書時見俚語即逐紙抄錄,與里人談笑時使用之.積久成帙,於條末記述其出處.書

按字數多寡,由「一字徵實」以次至「十四字徵實」.字多者多為箴言.有同治

十一年(一八七三)自序.予在戰後二十一年(一九四六)十二月於琳琅閣獲此書.

其後亦未曾見於他處,可認為此乃傳本稀少之書.訓方,字義渠,湖南衡州府常寧

縣人,嘉慶十五年(一八一零)生,道光間舉人.官至安徽巡撫.前後屢立軍功,中曾

坐事降官,後終官於直隸布政使.光緒二年(一八七七)歿.《碑傳集補》卷十四有

傳.30 

Explanatory notes to Liyu zhengzhi 

Liyu zhengshi, in two chapters by Tang Xunfang of the Qing Dynasty. Edited of 

Guiwulu 歸吾廬 [Returning to my home] [edited] by Tang of Changning in the 17th 

year of the Guangxu reign of the Qing dynasty (1891), in four ce [volumes]. 

The author acquired military merits in the Navy through an official order of Zeng 

Guofan 曾國藩 in the Xianfeng 咸豐 reign. In the 7th year of the Tongzhi reign (1868) 

he returned to his native city. Whenever he faced a popular expression, he 

transcribed it, and reused it when chatting with other fellows. Over the time he 

accumulated enough notes to take the form of a book. [Tang] cites their source at the 

end of the entries [tiaomo 條末]. The book is ordered according to the quantity of 

the number of characters, with the "research for well-founded evidence” on 

monosyllabic words up to [expressions consisting of] fourteen characters. Those 

[consisting of] more characters are mostly warnings [zhenyan 箴言]. There is an 

authorial preface from the 1873 (11th year of the Tongzhi reign). 

In December of the 21st post-war year (1946),31 I [Nagasawa] obtained this book 

from Linlang ge 琳琅閣 [Pavilion of the beautiful jade]. I never saw it anywhere; 

hence, we can assume it to be a rare book. 

[Tang] Xunfang, courtesy name Yiju, was born in the 15th year of the Jiaqing reign 

(1810) in Changning County, Hengzhou Prefecture, Hunan. He became juren in the 

Daoguang era [1820-1850]. He was governor in Anhui. He repeatedly achieved 

military merit, in the middle of his career he was demoted and served as chief 

executive of Zhili. He died in the 2nd year of the Guangxu reign (1877). There is a 

biography in the 14th chapter of Bei zhuan ji bu 碑傳集補 [Supplement to the 

collection of biographies on stele]. 

 

Nagasawa’s introductions (comprehensively reported in the final part of this paper) 

cover essential data on the origin of titles, sources containing the texts, year of 

 

30 Nagasawa (1989: 1425). 
31 Japan participated in the Allied post-war intervention in Russia and was the last Allied power to 

withdraw in 1925. 
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printing, number of volumes (juan/ce),32 biographic information about the compilers, 

number of entries, content of the work, general features regarding the macrostructure 

-such as the presence or absence of the subdivision into categories- and the 

microstructure -internal organization, distribution of the terms-,33  circulation and 

availability of the source, available editions in the early decades of the second half 

of the twentieth century. Moreover, Nagasawa emphasized the presence of 

neologisms from Japanese (自日本傳入之新名詞) within the contents of the 

compilation. 

A second collection of lexicographic texts on the vernacular language is Li Xueqin 

李學勤 (1933-2019)’s Zhonghua Hanyu gongju shuku 中華漢語工具書庫 

[Collection of books on the Chinese language] published in 2002. The section 

fangyan bu 方言部 [topolects / fangyan] of this recent collection consists of sixteen 

lexicographic sources. 34 

Other lexicographic sources on the vernacular language not included in the 

aforementioned collections are Yuanlong tongkao za zi 元龍通考雜字 [Yuanlong 

Popular Encyclopaedia of Miscellaneous Characters], Qieyao shilei bianlan 切要事

類便覽 [Essential Classified Encyclopaedia], Biyan 秕言 [Popular Sayings], Suyu 

jiezi 俗語解字 [Explanation of the Graphemes of Vulgarisms] and Liu yu 六語 [Six 

Linguistics (Categories)] for the Ming dynasty; Zhang lu 掌錄 [Register in the Palm 

 

32 A juan is a stitched unit from a dozen to sixty of more pages, several of which were then boxed 

together into volumes of varying size. In this dissertation we will use both ‘volume’ and ‘chapter’ 

referring to juan. 
33 For instance in the ordering of lemmas in Suyu kaoyuan, Nagasawa (1989: 1656) claims that “this 

book arranges the meaning and origin of common sayings according to the strokes of the first word 

of the sentence” (此書將俗語之意義與出典,按語句第一字筆畫排列.) 
34  This specific section on fangyan includes Yang Xiong's Fangyan; Fangyan ju 方言据 

[Verification to Fangyan], Wu xia fangyan kao 吳下方言考 [Examination of the Dialects of the 

Wuxia]; Yueyan kenqi lu, Fangyan shu zheng bu 方言疏證補 [Verifications in the Form of Sub-

commentaries and Additions to the Fangyan]; Fangyan bie lu 方言別錄; Fangyan ju 方言据; Xu 

Fangyan xin jiaobu 續方言新校補 [Follow-up to the Newly Amended and Integrated Fangyan]; 

Xu Fangyan buzheng 續方言補正 [Follow-up to “Integrated and Corrected Fangyan]; Hang Shijun 

杭世駿’s Xu Fangyan 續方言 [Follow-up to the Fangyan]; Guang xu Fangyan 廣續方言 [Broad 

Follow-up to Fangyan]; Fangyan shuzheng 方言疏證  [Verifications in the Form of Sub-

commentaries to Fangyan]; Xu Fangyan shuzheng 續方言疏證 [Follow-up to the “Verifications in 

the form of sub-commentaries to Fangyan”]; Guang xu Fangyan shi yi 廣續方言拾遺; Xu Fangyan 

you bu 續方言又補 [New Additions to the Follow-up to Fangyan]; Xin Fangyan 新方言 [New 

Fangyan]. 
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of the Hand], Tongsu bian 通俗編 [A Collection of Popular Expressions], Hengyan 

lu 恆言錄 [Record of Enduring Sayings] and its integrations, i.e., Hengyan buzhu 

恆言補注 [Integrations to Henyan lu] and Hengyan guangzheng 恆言廣證 

[Extensive Evidence to Hengyan lu], Yan zheng 言鯖 [Amusing Sayings], Qinshu ji 

親屬記 [Record on Kinship], Eryan 邇言 [Approaching the (Spoken) Language], 

Shi yan 釋諺 [Explanations on Sayings], Yu dou 語竇 [Hideouts of the Language], 

Su shuo 俗說 [Vernacular Language], and Yan shuo 燕說 [The Language of Yan] for 

the Qing dyansty. 

Finally, together with these texts, many compilations, both from ancient times and 

from the late imperial period, are no longer available, such as Zhao Dongqian 趙東

潛’s Yingting Lu 營庭錄 [Register of the Brimming Hall] and Zhao Yi 趙翼 (1727 - 

1814)’s Gaiyu congkao 陔 餘 叢 考 [Collectanea of the Pleasure of Filial 

Responsibility], mentioned in Ping Buqing’s preface to his work. 

To summarize, we collected thirty-seven representative lexicographic works (or 

sections of texts) on the vernacular language. Thirteen texts for the Ming dynasty; 

twenty-four texts for the Qing dynasty, and three representative compilations for the 

republican period. The amount of this material shows the importance given to 

lexicographic practices on the vernacular language in the late imperial period.  

 

Terminology 

This section presents a discussion on the terminology used within the selected 

sources, and on relevant issues to contextualize the lexicographic practices on the 

vernacular language, such as the background of the compilers,35 the compilation 

process of the sources, and the metalinguistic perspectives conceived by the 

compilers.  

 

 

35 We consulted the following digital tools for biographical information on the compilers.  

- Harvard University, Academia Sinica, and Peking University, China Biographical 

Database (August 2021), https://projects.iq.harvard.edu/cbdb and Eminent Chinese of the 

Ch'ing Period (ECCP)  

- Eminent Chinese of the Ch'ing period (1644-1912) Edited by Arthur W. Hummel 

https://en.wikisource.org/wiki/Eminent_Chinese_of_the_Ch%27ing_Period 
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Premodern Chinese (jindai Hanyu) 

In this paragraph we outline the lexicological concepts in the framework of this 

studies and draw a preliminary mapping of premodern terms used to indicate 

vulgarisms, including idiomatic phrases and common phrases of the language.  

With premodern Chinese we refer to the language/languages used in the Ming and 

Qing dynasties, but this term is not universally interpreted in the same way. Zeng, 

for example, refers to premodern Chinese as the language of the Tang, Song and 

Yuan dynasties. In the investigation carried out on vernacular terms included in 

Shishi tongkao, Zeng; Sun (2012) provided the following periodization:  

- shanggu Hanyu 上古漢語 [Ancient Chinese] including all the ancient pre-

Qin period up to the previous Han dynasty;  

- zhonggu Hanyu 中古漢語 [Middle Chinese] ranging from the later Han 

dynasty 後 漢 to the Sui 隋 dynasty;  

- jindai Hanyu 近代漢語 [Premodern Chinese] ranging from the Tang to the 

Song and Yuan dynasties; 

- Mingdai Hanyu 明代漢語 [Chinese of the Ming dynasty] . 

Scholars did not come up with a unique chrono-periodization of the Chinese 

language. For this reason, the terminology used presents different overlaps. 

According to Vedal (2019:110), shanggu Hanyu 上古漢語[Old Chinese (OC)] 

refers to the language used from the 11th century BC to the 7th century BC, zhonggu 

Hanyu 中古漢語 [Middle Chinese] broadly covers the period from 200-300 to 1300, 

which can also be furtherly subdivided into Early Middle Chinese (EMC) and 

Middle Chinese. In the Yuan dynasty, important upheavals in the language appeared. 

As Vedal (2019:110) points out: “A notable set of phonological distinctions 

documented from around the fourteenth century characterizes the language known 

as Early Mandarin, while those of the fifteenth through eighteenth centuries 

sometimes termed Middle Mandarin. Together [Early Mandarin and Middle 

Mandarin] they are considered jindai Hanyu 近代漢語 [Early Modern Chinese]”. 

Early Modern Chinese - Old Mandarin covers the period ranging from the end of the 

14th century to the beginning of the 20th century. Modern Chinese, finally, starts with 
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the second decade of the 20th century, with the New Culture Movement (Xin wenhua 

yundong 新文化活動). 

The problem in identifying the actual language used in different periods is sharpened 

due to the centuries-old coexistence diglossia or triglossia with the opposition 

between the classical written Chinese (wenyan wen 文言文), the vernacular spoken 

language (baihua 白話), and a half literary - half vernacular style (ban wen ban bai 

半文半白). Numerous literati, such as Feng Menglong 馮夢龍 (1574-1646) and 

Chen Di 陳第 (1541 – 1617), tried to establish themselves in the contrasts between 

wenyan, the classical language considered hybrid and obsolete, and baihua, the vivid 

and ever-changing popular language. In the twentieth century, then, the standard 

languages were based on the Mandarin Chinese written vernacular used massively 

in novels in the Ming and Qing dynasties, and later indissolubly associated with the 

May Fourth Movement (Cf. Norman 1988: 23). 

 

The premodern terminology on the vernacular language 

The earliest attestations of terms referring to colloquialisms have been traced to pre-

Qin documents, from the 4th century BC. 

諺所謂『輔車相依,唇亡齒寒』者,其虞、虢之謂也. 36 

As the saying goes, 'the cheeks and the gums depend on each other, if the lips are 

gone, the teeth will be cold', it is just like (the interdependent relation between the 

states of) Yu and Guo. 

 

野語有之曰: ‘聞道百以為 莫巳若.37 

There is a saying: ‘When you hear a lot of general principles, you think that no one 

can compare to you’.  

 

These attestations reveal the perception of different registers and the existence of a 

terminology for common and popular sayings, i.e., yan 諺 (lit. ‘rough, crude’) and 

yeyu 野語 (lit. ‘wild language’), biyu 鄙語 (lit. ‘mean language’), and suyu 俗語 (lit. 

‘vulgar language’) are used to design colloquialisms in Zuozhuan, Zhuangzi, and in 

other early attestations.38  

 

36 Cf. The chapter Xigong wunian 僖公五年 of Zuozhuan 左傳 [The Commentary of Zuo]. 
37 Cf. Zhuangzi 莊子 [Zhuangzi]. 
38 For early attestations of minyu 民語, biyu 鄙語, and suyu 俗語, and yan 諺, cf. Rint (2015: Vol. 

4, 143b, 144a) 
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In addition to suyu, additional terms have been identified in the paratextual apparatus 

(titles, prefaces, introductions, commentary notes, afterwords) of a large repertoire 

of vernacular lexicographic sources. As illustrated in table 1, the most frequent terms 

referring to colloquialisms include the characters yán 言, yàn 諺, yǔ 語, huà 話, and 

tán 談, and oftentimes li 俚 (graphic variants: 裡, 里), su 俗, chang 常, tu 土 or 

fangyan 方言 precedes these characters.39  

 li 俚 or 裡, 里 su 俗 chang 常  / 

heng 恆 

Tu 土 or 

fangyan 

方言 

other formula 

yán 言 liyan 俚言 or 

liyan 裡言, 

suyan 

俗言 

changyan 常

言, hengyan 

恆言 

 xiangyan 鄉言 , 

chuanyan 傳言 , 

eryan 邇 言 , 

hengyan 恆言, 

yàn 諺  (also 

used 

independently) 

liyan 裡諺, suyan 

俗諺, 

xiangyan 鄉

諺, 

 yeyan 野 諺 , 

guyan 古諺,  

yǔ 語 liyu 里語, liyu 

俚語, 

suyu 

俗語, 

changyu 常

語, 

tuyu 土

語, 

fangyan 

tuyu 方

言土語, 

minyu 民 語 , 

guyu 古語, zhiyu 

直語, yeyu 野語, 

biyu 鄙語, yanyu 

諺 語 , jie tan 

xiang yu 街談巷

語, 

huà 話  suhua 

俗話, 

  guhua 古 話 , 

lianhua 煉話, 

 

39 Classical Chinese included more free morphemes, for example yu 語 and yán 言 (both with the 

original meaning of language were used to create the compound yuyan), yàn 諺 (saying) and tan 談 

(speech), which are particularly more flexible compared to their current use. Some of them (hua 話) 

are still free morphemes, or morphemic variants (yusu bianti 語素變體), as it can be free or bound 

with other characters depending on the context (Lü 1979: 17). 
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tán 談  sutan

俗談, 

changtan 常

談, 

 jie tan xiang yu 

街談巷語, 

Table 1: Repertoire of terms indicating vernacularisms and common sayings within the primary sources 

Due to the lack of a systematic analysis on metalinguistic information, it is 

impossible to outline the distinctions of the terms here included in a satisfactory way. 

Whereas to a certain extent many of these terms could be used interchangeably, an 

association to different degrees of derogatory connotations is not to be excluded 

accordingly to their specific meaning ye ‘wild, uncultured’, bi ‘mean, despicable’, 

su ‘plain, vulgar’, yan associated to ‘coarse’. Moreover, “any association of the 

language of the common people with coarseness become stronger since an ‘elegant’ 

counterpart existed” (Rint 2015: Vol. 4, 145a). A different connotation related more 

on the common in the use and recurring features of the words is given by the 

characters chang 常 and heng 恆. For example, the title of Hengyan lu should be 

understood, according to Zeng (2013:113), as ‘compilation of enduring sayings’ 

(hengyan 恆言) or as ‘compilation of recurring expressions’ (changyan 常言), 

explicitly defining, and without any derogatory connotation, that the content deals 

with suyu ci (《恆言錄》書名之“恆言”即“常言”, 指通俗常言, 這表明該書所收

詞乃俗語詞). 

However, this wide range of terms does not unquestionably limit the scope of zi 字, 

ci 詞 or yu 語. From a general viewpoint, ci 詞 refers to suyu ci, yu 語 to idiomatic 

expressions (modern Chinese: shuyu 熟語 ). The interpretation of this type of 

linguistic material varied subjectively from scholar to scholar. For example, if we 

consider the next three cases, the definition would be then very vague: i. the category 

suyu 俗語 in Shishi tongkao reports only those that are today defined as suyu ci, 

without considering the concept of yu 語; ii. in Tongsu bian, Hengyan lu and their 

integrations, two and three characters, but also idiomatic expressions and recurring 

expressions (changyan 常言) are considered by the compilers; iii. the 357 lexical 

entries collected in the suyu chapter of Jiang Shawei’s Hanzi Wenfa 漢字文法 

[Chinese Character Grammar] are exclusively idiomatic expressions. Jiang Shawei 

did not consider mono-, di- or trisyllabic words in the scope of suyu [vernacularisms] 

and conceived only idiomatic sentences as linguistic material belonging to the 
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vernacular register of the language. From the suyu chapter of Jiang Shawei, 

Westerners deepened their knowledge on idiomatic expressions of the Chinese 

language (Wang Mingyu - Zhou Jian, 2016: 125). On the other hand, Portuguese-

Chinese Dictionary -the first book of Western Sinology of the end of the Ming 

dynasty- collected only words (ci 詞) and not idioms. Later Westerners gradually 

recognized the idiomatic expressions (shuyu 熟語) as belonging to this category. 

Another critical issue is represented by the approximative demarcation between zi, 

ci and / or yan within the context of suyu within the texts. In the compilation Suzi 

bian 俗字編 [Collection of popular characters] by the Qing scholar Yu Guoguang 

余國光 (1718-?), zi refers almost exclusively to single dialectal characters of the 

Wenzhou topolect, with 951 of them collected and distributed within 45 categories 

(cilei 詞類) (Chen 2020). Conversely, other lexicographic works convey a different 

conceptualization of zi 字. For example, Qian Daxin refers to zi to include to both 

single-character terms and two-character terms (cf. the sixth and seventh categories 

of Hengyan lu, respectively danzi 單字 and diezi 疊字). In Tufeng lu, the author uses 

zi to refer to the number of characters of words and sayings, such as san zi yu 三字

語 [three-character words/sayings], si zi yu 四字語 [four-character words/sayings] 

in in the eleventh volume of Tufeng lu. The author, then, uses suyan 俗諺 [popular 

expressions] and suyu zi jie 俗語字解字解 [explanation of the characters of popular 

expressions] from the thirteenth to the fifteenth volume. In Zhengsu wen, Hao Yixing 

focuses on some specific types of zi 字 intended as single characters, presenting guzi 

古字 [ancient characters], qizi 奇字 [peculiar characters], bie zi 別字 [character 

variants] and wu zi 誤字 [characters used incorrectly] from the thirteenth to the 

sixteenth volume. Similarly, Zhai Hao includes 251 single characters in the thirty-

sixth category za zi 雜字 [miscellaneous characters] of Tongsu bian.40 

 

40 Hu (2017) divides the characters of this specific category into three categories: standard characters 

(zheng zi 正字), ii. vulgar character or iii. erroneous character. The characters attributable to the first 

group are in turn divided into two sub-sections: 1a) characters presenting pronunciation and meaning 

identical to those of the ancient texts (jingdian 經典 ), 1b) characters used with topolect 

pronunciation or meaning different to those of the ancient texts.  
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As Hu (2017) pointed out, the academic world has not produced a unique definition 

for vulgar characters. With vulgar characters Hu means characters that differ from 

common/standard characters (tong zi 通字) on three aspects: i. composition (jiegou 

結構), ii. phonetic components (shengpang 聲旁), or iii. semantic components 

(xingpang 形旁). The methodology used by Hu includes a comparison with the 

attestations in dictionaries, such as Dunhuang suzi dian 敦煌俗字典 [Dictionary of 

Vulgar Characters of Dunhuang], Hanyu Fangyan Da Cidian 漢語方言大詞典 

[Great Dictionary of the Chinese Dialects], Ming Qing Wuyu cidian 明清吳語詞典 

[Dictionary of the Wu Language of the Ming and Qing Period], Hanyu da zidian, 

and in other lexicographic sources Shuowen, Liyu zheng gu 俚語證古, Yueyan, etc.  

From the point of view of written codification of characters, imperial scholars 

identified three categories of script forms]: the vulgar form (su 俗) ; the common 

use (tong 通); and the orthodox (zheng 正). This categorization is mentioned in the 

ancient dictionary of written forms Ganlu zishu 干祿字書 [Character Book for 

Seeking Official Emolument] produced privately at the turn of the seventh and 

eighth centuries (Vedal 2019: 111). 

The dichotomy between ya and su, together with the conceptualization of styles, i.e., 

wenyan 文言 (literary-classical), baihua 白話 (plain, vernacular), ban wen ban bai 

半文半白 (half literary and half vernacular), and especially the demarcation of 

'vernacular language' (suyu 俗語) and 'colloquialism' (suyu ci 俗語詞) are all crucial 

conceptions in the analysis of the texts taken into consideration in this study from a 

diastratic perspective. Ming and Qing dynasties literati tried as well to outline the 

slippery and nebulous distinction between ya and su from different perspective. For 

example, in Zhang Cunshen 張存紳’s Ya su ji yan and Yi Benlang 易本烺’s 

Changyu sou 常語搜 [Investigation on frequent expressions] the compilers split in 

a symmetrical manner the lexicon within the internal structure of their texts.  

Moreover, as Vedal (2019:127) points out “Topolectal terminology is also 

documented in non-lexicographic sources, such as gazetteers and biji notebooks. 

Glossaries of slang used in the marketplace appeared as well, such as Shiyu shengsou 

市語聲嗽 [The lively sounds of the market argot].” Even though “[t]he vast majority 
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of dictionaries in this period were focused on the literary language, explaining the 

pronunciation and meaning of single characters, [t]hroughout this period, however, 

there was an awareness of important regional differences and colloquial usages, 

which were both documented by scholars and infused into the writings of literary 

figures.” 

According to Hudson (2002: 34), “the decline of a classical variety is often 

accompanied by catastrophic political events involving the breakdown of classical 

society itself” (Hudson, 2002). The wholesale replacement of Literary Chinese with 

vernacular writing coincides largely with the end of imperial rule in China, 

culminating in the Vernacular Language Movement (Baihua yundong 白話運動) of 

1917 -this happening within two short decades of the introduction of western 

education in China, the abolition of Confucian-style civil service examinations, and 

the overthrow of the Qing dynasty (Barnes 1982: 262). 

In the Ming and Qing dynasties, non-native missionaries and scholars brought 

innovations in the field of phonetics and lexicology. Gabalentz (1840-1893) in his 

Chinese Grammatik (Hanwen Jingwei 漢文經緯) published in 1881 defined five 

stylistic registers of the language, i.e., guanhua 官話  [Mandarin], tuhua 土話 

[dialect], ban wen ban su 半文半俗語 [semi-literary language], suhua 俗話 [folk 

register], tongwen 通 文  [language of current use], demonstrating that the 

conceptualization of suyu 俗語 fits in the field of diglossia.41 Moreover, the work 

conducted by foreigners in China at the time had profound repercussions on later 

native lexicography (Gang 2011; Xu Shigu 2002). The publication of the 

Dictionnaire chinois-français de la langue mandarine parlée dans l'ouest de la 

Chine,42 the Dictionary of the Chinese language (1815-1823) by Morrison, and 

 

41 According to Rint (2015: Vol. 1, 80), “diglossia refers to the complementary coexistence of two 

linguistic varieties within a speech community, typically one of which is an elevated code (the H[igh] 

language) used for higher order, 

social functions such as religious sermons, government missives and formal writing, the other of 

which is the everyday vernacular (the L[ow] language) used in lower-level exchanges with friends 

and family. Diglossia in China has taken different forms throughout the ages: in premodern China, 

the division between Literary Chinese used for writing and the regional vernaculars employed in 

speech is a textbook case of classic diglossia; whereas in contemporary China, the tension between 

Mandarin as a standard language and the local dialects spoken in each region constitutes a form of 

societal bilingualism that approximates diglossia in a broader sense.”  
42 This dictionary was published in Hong Kong 1893 by the Imprimerie de la Société des Missions 

Etrangères. 
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Grammaire de la langue chinois orale et écrite by Perny underlined the necessity in 

the compiling of a dictionary starting from the spoken language of specific local 

idioms, demonstrating the importance to better demarcate the spoken language to 

the literary language, and delineate geographically the spoken languages. For the 

compilers of these dictionaries, the mere translation of lexicographic works, such as 

Kangxi Zidian, into European languages would not have met the needs of foreign 

users (Casacchia; Gianninoto 2012: 505, 580). Billequin and Bazin complained 

about the shortcomings of French lexicography in relation to the vernacular language, 

railing against scholars, such as Abel-Rémusat, who dedicated themselves only to 

the literary language. 

 

The modern terminology on the vernacular language 

The so-called suyu ci 俗語詞 is, indeed, a modern term of the 20th century and refers 

to vernacular lexicon / colloquialisms. During the twentieth century, we witness 

great fervour in the research for suyu ci on the vernacular language, but specific 

studies in China43 and Japan44 are still extremely limited in number and further 

research is needed in order to deepen knowledge about Chinese popular language in 

history. A few recent studies on the suyu ci in specific premodern compilations on 

the vernacular language have also been published since the 2000s, dealing in 

 

43 Within the Chinese compilations of the twentieth century on colloquialism, we point out Tongsu 

changyan shuzheng by Sun Jinbiao , Gu hanyu li de lisuyu yuan 古漢語裡的俚俗語源 by Yu Min 

俞敏 (1949), Shici quyu cihui shi 詩詞曲詞彙釋 by Zhang Xiang 張相 (1953), Yuanju suyu fangyan 

lishi 元劇俗語方言例釋 by Zhu Juyi 朱居易 (1956), Dunhuang bianwen ziyi tongshi 敦煌變文字

義通釋 by Jiang Lihong 蔣禮鴻 (1959), Yuanqu shi ci 元曲釋詞 by Gu Xuejie 顧學頡 and Wang 

Xueqi 王學奇 (1990), Shici qu yuci li shi 詩詞曲語辭例釋 by Wang Ying 王鍈, Jindai fangsuci 

congkao 近代方俗詞叢考 by Lei Hanqing 雷漢卿, Qingdai biji xiaoshuo suyuci yanjiu 清代筆記

小說俗語詞研究 by Wang Baohong 王寶紅 and Yu Liming 俞理明, Song Yuan Ming Qing quci 

tongshi 宋元明清曲辭通釋 by Wang Xueqi 王學奇 and Wang Jingzhu 王靜竹 (2014).  
44 Following the debates on colloquialisms among Japanese scholars, representative texts are Song 

Yuan baihua yuhui huishi 宋元白話語彙匯釈 (I-V) by Teramura Masao 寺村政男 and Baihua 

yuhui [no] yanjiu 白話語彙の研究 by Kōsaka Jun'ichi 香坂順一. As part of the collections of 

works on colloquialisms of the Chinese language, Tanghua cishu leiji 唐話辭書類集 produced in 

Japan (1969-1979) in twenty volumes includes 63 dictionaries of the vernacular lexicon compiled 

in the Qing dynasty / Edo period (1603-1867), including Er’yanjie 邇言解, Changhua fangyu 常話

方語, Tangyin yasuyu lei 唐音雅俗語類, Suyu jie 俗語解, Zhongxia suyusou 中夏俗語藪, Suyu 

yiyi 俗語譯義, Zhina changyong suyan ji 支那常用俗諺集 compiled by Tiandao Taiping 田島泰

平 and Wang Shizi 王石子, Zhu lu suyu jie 諸錄俗語解 by Hatano Tarō 波多野太郎 and Zhongguo 

de suyan 中國的俗諺 by Tanakakiyo Ichirō 田中清一郎, and other texts. 
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particular with Zhai Hao’s work (Wu 1994, Fang 2004, Wang 2006, Hong 2008, Qu 

2014). According to Guo (2002: 362), suyu ci refers to the terms of the ancient 

spoken language and to the dialectal terms reported in written documents. The terms 

used in imperial texts have been substituted by suyu ci and can be furtherly specified 

with the term jindai Hanyu kouyu cihui 近代漢語口語詞彙 [premodern Chinese 

oral language lexicon]. Jiang (2001: 273-274) depicts what in premodern texts was 

called suyu 俗語 and liyu 俚語 with the modern term kouyu ci 口語詞 [terms of the 

spoken language] including: i. terms that arose before the Tang dynasty and which 

in premodern Chinese have continued to be in use; ii. terms that arose and used in 

the period of premodern Chinese. While kouyu ci is used to indicate colloquialisms 

of the spoken language, the counterpart is, then, shuyu ci 書語詞 [words of the 

written language], denoted by a more elegant and classical style (Cf. Yang 2013). 

According to Zeng and Sun (2012: 114), Jiang’s definition needs to be integrated 

with the terms that arose before the Tang dynasty but in premodern Chinese had new 

semantic connotations, because of the semantic changes and different nuances of the 

meaning of ci 詞 over the ages Zeng and Sun also highlights the difficulties in the 

process of classification and periodization of terms; hence he does not deny Jiang's 

classification, however he reiterates the need for a more in-depth analysis. Xu (1999) 

listed more than a dozen terms used in the Ming and Qing dynasty indicate 

vernacular constructs of the language including colloquialisms, vulgarisms, and 

common phrases (suyu 俗語, yanyu 諺語), considered as essential elements of a 

register of the language that encapsulate self-expression of the popular culture. 

  

1.2 Overview of the representative compilations on the vernacular 

language of the late imperial period 

We briefly describe the representative texts on the vernacular language of the late 

imperial period collected in first preliminary research. We excluded texts compiled 

by foreign sinologists, which include mainly dictionaries on both the classical and 

the vernacular or spoken language, because we focused our investigations on the 

content referring to the metalinguistic awareness of native compilers emerging in 
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prefaces and afterwords, introductory remarks to the text and to partial sections, 

editorial principles (consultation guidelines), appendices, etc. 

 

a. Texts of the Ming dynasty 

Liyan jie 俚言解  

Liyan jie 俚言解 [Explanation of Colloquial Expressions]45 published in the Wanli 

萬曆 reign (1583-1589) by Chen Shiyuan 陳士元 (1516-1597) 46 deals with the 

vernacular language and on popular characters. It consists of an authorial preface 

and two chapters. Chen glosses a total of 688 lexical entries (zhang 章) “roughly 

distributed according to time sequences, human affairs, wine, food and drink, 

clothing, houses, astronomy (e.g., the lexical entry taiyang 太陽 ‘sun’), annual rites 

and celebrations (bainian 拜年  ‘to greet the New Year’), calendar (liri 曆日 

‘calendar’), social life (shijing 市井 ‘market well’), water (haishui bu ke dou liang 

海水不可斗量 ‘the sea water cannot be measured’), family members, human body, 

etc” (Nagasawa, 1989: 3). Although the internal organization does not explicitly 

refer to a formal subdivision into categories, the text denotes an encyclopaedic 

approach: the text “was similarly organized as an encyclop[a]edia of vernacular 

usages in classical works, as well as more recent texts” (Vedal 2019: 126). 

 

Gu suzi lüe 古俗字略 (including Suyong za zi 俗用雜字)  

Chen Shiyuan’s Gu suzi lüe 古俗字略  [Overview on Ancient Vernacular 

Characters]47 is “a dictionary delineating what he [Chen] identified as vernacular 

 

45 Published in the text Guiyun Waiji 歸雲外集, chapters 56 and 57, and in Guiyun bieji 歸雲別集, 

chapter 74. (Han 2008). Besides to Nagasawa (1989: 3), Liyan jie is also collected in Zhongguo 

minsu fangyan yaoyan congkan chubian. Yangzhou Guangling Shushe 揚州廣陵書社 published it 

together with Zhengsu wen by in Zhougguo fengtuzhi congkan 中國風土志叢刊. Diaolong 雕龍 

includes a digitized version of the text. 
46 His courtesy name is Xinshu 心叔, alias Yangwu 養吾, also known as Huanzhong Yusou 環中

迂叟, was born in Yingcheng 應城 County, De'an Prefecture 德安, Hubei Province. Siku Quanshu 

Zongmu 四庫全書總目 records ten of his books, without Liyan jie. 
47 Printed editions are available at: 
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character forms in ancient texts” (Vedal 2019:126). This text is the 19th book of 

Chen’s book series Guiyun bie ji 歸雲別集 published in 1583. The work consists of 

seven chapters including Hanbei yongzi 漢碑用字 [Characters used in Han steles] 

and Suyong za zi 俗用雜字 [Popular usage of miscellaneous characters]. The first 

five chapters gloss 23.973 popular characters (suzi) following the internal 

distribution of characters according to the traditional tonal and rhyme scheme48 

which facilitate the phonetic based research. The contents and internal organization 

of the glosses within the first part (chapters 1-5), the 6th and 7th chapters consistently 

diverge, as evidenced by the following examples. The internal elements in the 

glosses of the first part are phonetic indications presented through the fanqie (反切)49 

method, and of synonymic standard/common characters to concisely interpretate 

ancient popular characters. Allomorphic characters are presented at the end of the 

gloss.  

「擁」於隴切.抱也. 「𢹬」,「㨣」,「𢺠」並同上.「𢶜」俗.50 

Yong: [the pronunciation] is y[u]+[l]ong. It means ‘to hug’. Equivalent characters 

are 𢹬, 㨣 and 𢺠. 𢶜 is a vernacular variant.  

 

This example presents the interpretation of the ancient popular character yong 擁 

explained through the character of the standard/common language bao 抱 . 

Allomorphic characters (graphic variants are) of yong 擁 are 𢹬, 㨣 and 𢺠. With a 

specific distinction for vernacular variants, Chen also presents the character 𢶜, with 

the hand (shou 手) radical underside and not anymore in the left side. 

 

- Gu suzi lüe 古 俗字略  (owned by the National Archives of Japan) | a4lg.com. 

(2017). https://a4lg.com/downloads/library/naj-%E5%8F%A4%E4%BF%97%E5%AD%

97%E7%95%A5_%E7%B5%8C050-0004.en.html 

- Gu suzi lüe 古 俗 字 畧 . (n.d.). Google Books. 

https://books.google.it/books?id=JgArAAAAYAAJ&rediresc=y 

Diaolong 雕龍 also includes a uncomplete digitized version of Gu suzi lüe.  
48 The tonal division includes shangping 上平 for the 1st chapter, xiaping 下平 (second ch.), shang 

上 (3rd ch.), qu 去 (4th ch.), and ru 入 (5th ch.). The sound follows the tradition arrangement with 

dong 東, gong 公, gong 躬, kong 空, tong 通, tong 同, zhong 中, and so forth. 
49 The fanqie system “annotates the pronunciation with two characters, by combining the vowel of 

one character and the consonant of the other. […] (T)he historical changes in pronunciations often 

made it difficult to pronounce modern characters in accordance with the system of fanqie in 

antiquity.” (Chan 2016: 533). 
50 Gu suzi lüe, 3rd ch. (juan zhi san 卷之三), 2nd sec. zhong 腫. (Wu, ed. 1833: 3rd juan, p. 3).  

https://a4lg.com/downloads/library/naj-%E5%8F%A4%E4%BF%97%E5%AD%97%E7%95%A5_%E7%B5%8C050-0004.en.html
https://a4lg.com/downloads/library/naj-%E5%8F%A4%E4%BF%97%E5%AD%97%E7%95%A5_%E7%B5%8C050-0004.en.html
https://books.google.it/books?id=JgArAAAAYAAJ&rediresc=y
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An auxiliary part to the fifth chapter (bu juan you wu 補卷又五) records 1.492 

additional characters. Hanbei yongzi 漢碑用字 [Characters used in Han steles] 

constitutes the 6th and penultimate chapters of the compilation, followed by the 7th 

chapters, titled Suyong za zi, dealing with popular characters. This last chapter fits 

at the core of the investigations on popular characters. The term za zi 雜字 

[miscellaneous characters] refers to the heterogeneous origin of the characters 

included within the text. Suyong za zi presents an onomasiological structure, suzi are 

actually distributed according to the tonal system, which presumably derives from 

the glossator work carried out on a rhyme dictionary. Therefore, Chen Shiyuan 

arranges common and standard characters in the first part of the text, integrated with 

additional chapters exclusively dedicated to vernacular and popular characters. This 

specific linguistically oriented perspective in the treatment of suzi is not an unicum 

in the lexicographic practices, but rather a consolidated compilatory method, as 

shown in the reiteration of previous practice and compilations, such as Yueyu kenqi 

lu and Yueyan shi.  

 

Zhu shi yiyu jieyi 諸史夷語解義  

Zhu shi yiyu jieyi [Explanation of the meaning of foreign language in the various 

“Histories”]51 is another work by Chen Shiyuan dealing with non-standard words of 

the language. According to Vedal (2019:126), the text represents a “(d)ictionary 

glossing what (the compiler) identified as foreign language terms [yiyu 夷語] in 

various historical works”.  

 

Muqian ji 目前集  

Muqian ji [Collection of (Things) before One’s Eyes] is a dictionary of vulgarisms 

in two chapters written by Zhao Nanxing 趙南星 (1550-1628). The present work 

shows Zhao’s great interest to foreign language terms, such evidenced by the 17 

terms of Buddhist origin in the section shi jiao 釋教 [Buddhism]. 

 

 

51 The digital database Diaolong 雕龍 includes a digitized version of Zhu shi yiyu jieyi. 
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Shishi tongkao 世事通考 

Shishi tongkao 世事通考 [Comprehensive Examination of Worldly Affairs] is a 

compilation by Lu Xuyun 陸噓雲. The complete title is Xin ke huijun yuanban 

zhushu zhiyin - Shishi tongkao 新刻徽郡原板諸書直音 ·世事通考  [Newly 

Engraved Huijun version of the Direct Pronunciation of the Sound of All Books. 

Comprehensive Examination of Worldly Affairs]. Huijun refers to Huizhou 徽州 

in modern Anhui. The text is made up of 60 categories52 and reflects the usage of 

several Huizhou 徽州 topolect words of the Ming dynasty differing to the common 

language (tongyu). Zeng (2015: 288-290)’s investigation on the diachronic 

differences between the terms included Shishi tongkao and today's Huizhou dialect 

as it is used in two modern lexicographic compilation, i.e., Jixi fangyan cidian 績

溪方言詞典  and Huizhou fangyan yanjiu 徽州方言研究 . Regarding The 9th 

category of the compilation, entitled suyu 俗語 [Colloquialisms], includes 287 

entry words, marked by the predominance of disyllabic words including several 

alliterative/rhyming words, such as gan’ga 尷尬, dingning 叮咛, qiaoqi 蹺蹊, 

bashe 跋涉, wochuo 龌龊, and others. Several terms coincide with those included 

 

52 The sixty categories of Shishi tongkao are named respectively: 1 Tianwen 天文 [Astronomy], 2 

Dili 地理 [Geography], 3 Shiling 時令 [Seasons], 4 Renwu 人物 [People], 5 Wenzhi gongshu 文職

公署[Civil office], 6 Wuzhi gongshu fu wenguan fu se ge 武職公署附文官服色歌 [The military 

service office and songs, colours and clothes of the civil office], 7 Shenti 身體 [Anatomy], 8 

Bingzheng 病症 [Symptoms], 9 Suyu 俗語 [Colloquialisms] , 10 Bai gong 百工 [Arts and crafts], 

11 Shanggu 商賈  [Commerce], 12 Shi dao 釋道  [Buddhism and Daoism], 13 Nongye 農業 

[Agriculture], 14 Nü gong 女工 [Women occupations], 15 Hunyin 婚姻 [Marriage], 16 Sang ji 喪

祭 [Funeral sacrifice], 17 Shumu 數目 [Numbers], 18 Song yu 訟獄 [Praise and Denigration], 19 

Hua 花 [Flowers], 20 Cao 草 [Herbs], 21 Zhu 竹 [Bamboo], 22 Mu 木 [Trees], 23 Yao ming 藥名 

[Names of medicines], 24 Wugu 五穀 [Grains], 25 Shucai 蔬菜 [Vegetables], 26 Guo pin 菓品 

[Fruit], 27 Hun shi 葷食 [Meat food], 28 Sushi 素食 [Vegetarian food], 29 Jiu ming 酒名 [Alcoholic 

names], 30 Tuzai 屠宰 [Slaughter], 31 Qin 禽 [Poultry], 32 Shou 獸 [Beasts], 33 Yu 魚 [Fish], 34 

Chong 蟲 [Insects], 35 Ma qi ming se 馬器名色 [Names and colours of tools for horses], 36 Yiguan 

衣冠 [Clothing], 37 Shoushi 首飾 [Jewellery], 38 Xue xie 靴鞋 [Boots and shoes], 39 Si bo 絲帛 

[Silk], 40 Yanse 顏色 [Colours], 41 Baobei 寶貝 [Treasures (Precious objects)], 42 Yinse 銀色 

[Silverware], 43 Zahuo 雜貨 [Goods], 44 Chuanzhi 船隻 [Boats], 45 Gongshi 宮室 [Palaces and 

halls], 46 Muliao 木料 [Wood], 47 Mu qi 木器 [Wooden articles], 48 Zhu qi 竹器 [Bamboo articles], 

49 Qi qi 漆器 [Lacquered objects], 50 Jiu qi 酒器 [Vessels for alcohol], 51 Ci qi 瓷器 [Porcelain], 

52 Wa qi 瓦器 [Pottery], 53 Shi qi 石器 [Stone tools], 54 Mi qi 米器 [Rice containers], 55 Yueqi 樂

器 [Musical instruments], 56 Wan qi 玩器 [Toys], 57 Wen qi 文器 [Writing instruments], 58 Nong 

qi 農器 [Agricultural tools], 59 Tieqi 鐵器 [Iron tools], 60 Jun qi 軍器 [Weapons]. 
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in the following compilations Yuanlong tongkao za zi and Qieyao shilei bianlan, 

illustrating many words in common with the northern vernacular language, such as 

jihu 幾乎, zenme 怎麼, zanmen 咱們, anmen, 俺們, shicai 適才, mei yisi 沒意思, 

bu juede 不覺得, etc.  

 

Ya su ji yan 雅俗稽言  

Zhang Cunshen 張存紳’s Ya su ji yan 雅俗稽言 [Collecting Expressions of the 

Elegant and the Popular] presents an authorial preface and 40 chapters divided in 

words of the elegant register and the vernacular register.  

 

Yuanlong tongkao za zi 元龍通考雜字 

Yuanlong tongkao za zi 元龍通考雜字  [Yuanlong Popular Encyclopaedia of 

Miscellaneous Characters]53 in 4 chapters includes more than 60 categories54 going 

 

53 Yuanlong tongkao za zi and Qieyao shilei bianlan are included in Pelliot (1922: 54), which is 

available at DigiVatLib. (n.d.). https://digi.vatlib.it/view/INV_Sala.cons.mss.512.rosso, in Takata 

高田時雄 (1995)’s list Fandigang tushuguan suo cang Hanji mulu bu bian 梵蒂岡圖書館所藏漢

籍目錄補編 and in Dong’s list (1996), in Italian, which lists Chinese texts preserved in the Vatican 

Library archive. Pelliot (1922) renders the titles of these texts as Encyclopédie populaire (Tongsu 

baike 通俗百科). Yao Xiaoping 姚小平 (2006) describes these two works in his report Fandigang 

tushuguan cang ruogan Ming Qing yuyan wenzi shu 梵蒂岡圖書館所藏若干明清語言文字書 

within the list of works of the Ming and Qing period preserved in the Vatican Apostolic Library. 
54 The categories included in the 1st chapter of Yuanlong za zi are: 01 Tianwen 天文 [Astronomy], 

02 Dili 地理 [Geography], 03 Shiling 時令 [Periods of time], 04 Renwu 人物 [Human figure], 05 

Wenzhi gongshu 文職公署 [Civilian office positions], 06 Shenti 身體 [Anatomy], 07 Renshi 人事 

[Human affairs] subdivided into 7a Lunli 倫理 [Ethical principles], 7b Xinli 心理 [Moral principles], 

7c Xingwen 行為 [Behaviour], 7d Rongmao 容貌 [Appeareance], 7e Xisu 習俗 [Customs and 

traditions], etc.  

The second chapter include the following categories: 08 Suyu 俗語 [Vernacular language] , 09 

Hunyin 婚姻 [Marriage], 10 Hua 花 [Flowers], 11 Mu 木 [Trees,], 12 Zhu 竹 [Bamboo], 13 Cao 草 

[Grass], 14 Wence 文冊 [Books], 15 Nongye 農業 [Agriculture], 16 Gongyi 工藝 [Crafts], 17 

Shangmao 商貿 [Commerce], 18 Fudao 婦道 [Women], 19 Shidao 釋道 [Buddhism], 20 Bingzheng 

病症 [Diseases], 21 Sangzang 喪葬 [Funeral rites], 22 Songyu 訟獄 [Lawsuit], 23 Muliao 木料 

[Wood], 24 Gongshi 宮室  [Architecture]，25 Zahuo 雜貨  [Miscellaneous merchandise], 26 

Zhenbao 珍寶 [Jewellery], 27 Yinse 銀色 [Silverware].  

The 3rd chapter, named shilei 事類, includes the following categories: 28 Shoushi 首飾 [Woman's 

personal ornaments], 29 Yiguan 衣冠 [Hat and clothes], 30 Sibo 絲帛 [Silk], 31 Yanse 顏色 

[Colours], 32 Xuexie 靴鞋[Footwear], 33 Wu gu 五穀[Five kinds of grains], 34 Shucai 蔬菜

[Vegetables], 35 Guopin 果品[Fruit], 36 Hunshi 葷食[Meet food], 37 Sushi 素食[Vegeterian food], 

38 Jiuming 酒名 [Names of alchols], 39 Tuzai 屠宰  [Slaughter (animals)], 40 Nongqi 農器

[Agricultural implements], 41 Tieqi 鐵器[Iron tools], 42 Junqi 軍器 [Weaponry], 43 Yueqi 樂器

[Musical instruments], 44 Wanqi 玩器[Toys], 45 Jiuqi 酒器 [Drinking vessels], 46 Ciqi 磁器
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beyond the sixties categories of Shishi tongkao. It presents an encyclopaedic 

approach taking Shishi tongkao systematization as a model, with which shares 

many common features, but deals specially with vernacular colloquialisms and 

popular characters, as shown in the title za zi and by the presence of the specific 

category named Suyu 俗語 [Vernacular language]. The encyclopaedic approach is 

also conveyed in the further subcategorization of a few categories in Yuanlong 

tongkao za zi such as the 7th category (human affairs). In Shishi tongkao, Yuanlong 

tongkao za zi and in Qieyao shilei bianlan, the majority of terms included covers 

dialect terms of northern China. 

 

Qieyao shilei bianlan 切要事類便覽  

Qieyao shilei bianlan 55  切要事類便覽  is a small-sized encyclopaedia in two 

chapters providing phonetic indications and explanations to vernacular terms, as 

evidenced in the subhead ‘Sounds and Explanations (of terms) of the past and 

present, new edition’ (Xin ke yin shi gujin 新刻音釋古今 ). The paratextual 

apparatus includes an introductory note (xiaoyin 小引) by Qian Jishi 錢吉士, a 

dynastic chronology of the emperors that ends in 164156 and a list of provinces and 

prefectures are included within. Within the traditional order of the entry words 

according to categories57 of the 1st chapters, with again the presence of the specific 

 

[Porcelain objects], 47 Waqi 瓦器[Pottery implements], 48 Shiqi 石器[Stone implements], 49 Moqi 

磨器[Grinding tools], 50 Muqi 木器[Wooden tools], 51 Zhuqi 竹器 [Bamboo tools], 52 Yaocai 藥

材 [Medicinal herbs], 53 Qin lei 禽類[Bird species], 54 Shou lei 獸類 [Beast species], 55 Ma lei 馬

類 [Horse species], 56 Lin lei 鱗類 [Fish species], 57 Chong lei 蟲類 [Insect species], 58 Zhu shou 

祝壽 [Birthday congratulations], 59 Che 車[Vehicles], 60 Shumu 數目 [Numbers], 61 Waiguo 外

國 [Foreign countries], 62 Lianmian yufa 連綿語法 [Lianmian words], 63 Gushu 古書[Ancient 

script], 64 Zifa 字法 [Rules of characters, i.e., calligraphy], 65 Zhiran gongyi 織染工藝 [Weaving 

and dyeing process]. 

The 4th chapter includes the following categories: 66 Wenqi lei 文契類, which includes different 

types of contracts, i.e., words used to teach people how to write written pledges from a practical 

point of view, receipts, contracts, promissory notes, deeds, wills, […]. In this chapter the compiler 

provides standard styles for each kind of pledge (Yao 2006: 103). 
55 The archives of the Vatican Library collects both Yuanlong tongkao za zi and Qieyao shilei. Cf 

Yao (2006). 
56 The year reported in the compilation is the thirteenth year of the Chongzhen 崇禎 reign. 
57  The categories include Tiangwen 天文  [Astronomi], Dili 地理  [Geography], Shiling 時令 

[Periods of time], Renwu 人物 [People], Suyu 俗語 [Vernacular language], Shilei 事類 [Objects], 

Xiaoyang 孝養 [Filial piety and education], Jizang 祭葬 [Funeral rituals], Qiyong 器用 [Tools], 

Feiqin 飛禽 [Flying birds], Zoushou 走獸 [Running animals], […]. 
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category Suyu 俗語 [Vernacular language], which collects similar lexical entries 

which are like those collected in Yuanlong tongkao za zi. From the perspective of 

the diastratic dimension, many words changed over the centuries from the 

perspective of linguistic register58 or semantic evolution.59 The 2nd chapter includes 

heterogeneous material composed by Liang jing shisan sheng lucheng 两京十三省

路程 [Routes between the two capitals and the thirteen provinces] which reports the 

distance in li from one city to another of the empire via water; koujue 口訣 

[mnemonic chants], ziyi bianyi 字義辯疑 [Discussions on doubts about the meaning 

of characters], and other texts with different content. 

 

Changtan kaowu 常談考誤 

Zhou Mengyang 周夢旸(?-?)’s Changtan kaowu 常談考誤 [Verification of Errors 

in Frequent Expressions] is a small-sized lexicographical compilation in four 

chapters for a total of 279 entry words without any subdivision into categories. Two 

prefaces, respectively by Jiao Hong 焦竑 (1541-1620) and Gu Qiyuan 顧起元 

(1565-1628), precede the main text. References to the compilatory process and aims 

are also found in the text. 

 

Suyu jiezi 俗語解字 

Suyu jiezi 俗語解字 [Explanation of the Graphemes of Vulgarisms] is a brief text 

by Yang Shen 楊慎 (1488-1559) of only 53 vulgarisms. 

 

 

58 Words included in the suyu category of Qieyao shilei bianlan, such as guoxi 果系, buchi 不啻 

(just as; no less than), 庶幾 (so that; know as to; almost), weiceng 未曾 (never; without precedent;), 

shicai 適才 (just now; a moment ago), are now considered as terms of the written language in 

modern Mandarin. 
59 For instance, the current meaning of certain terms in modern Mandarin is close to the original 

meaning, but in a different context, for instance tiaocao (跳槽) means now ‘job hopping’, originally 

in the category changjia 娼家 with the meaning of ‘prostitute’ (子弟不專意於一家，在此娼家宿

歇，又往彼家宿之，謂之跳槽). 
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Biyan 秕言  

Biyan 秕言 [Popular Sayings] is a brief glossary of colloquial words compiled at the 

end of the 16th century by Zheng Mingxuan 鄭明選 (?-?), courtesy name Housheng 

侯升. It can be considered a stand-alone work, because, despite its limited size, it 

does not integrate any other compilation. It includes 249 lexical entries distributed 

into 4 chapters without any formal ordering (63 terms in the first, 66 in the second, 

58 in the third, 62 in the fourth chapters). As for the content, the text represents a 

collection of popular lexicons (minsu yuhui 民俗語彙) and valuable information 

from a sociolinguistic perspective on many aspects of life. A preface by the author’s 

friend Zhu Shilu 祝世禄 precedes the text. References to the compilatory process 

and aims of the work are also found. 

 

Liu yu 六語  

Guo Zizhang 郭子章 (1542-1618)’s Liu yu 六語 [Six Linguistics (Categories)] 

includes 30 chapters, which are divided into six kind of linguistic material including 

respectively 7 on popular verses (yaoyu 謠語), 7 on popular sayings (yanyu 諺語), 

7 on bizarre words (guiyu 詭語), 6 on prophecies and omen (chenyu 讖語), 1 on 

satirical expressions (jiyu 譏 語 ), and the final 7 on humorous 

words/apologues/codewords (xieyu 諧語).  

 

Su shu kan wu 俗書刊誤 

Su shu kan wu 俗書刊誤 [Corrections of the Errors in the Vernacular Books] is a 

compilation on the vernacular language compiled by Jiao Hong 焦宏 (1541-1620), 

native of Nanjing. 

 

b. Texts of the Qing dynasty 

Zhang lu 掌錄 

Chen Zufan 陳祖範 (1676-1753)’s Zhang lu 掌錄 [Register in the Palm of the Hand] 

is a compilation dealing in its entirety with colloquialisms. It collects 157 lexical 
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entries (Han 2012: 2) divided into two volumes compiled through the gradual 

accumulation of miscellaneous written notes. The title derives from the story of Su 

Qin 蘇秦 and Zhang Yi 張儀's Yi mo shu zhang 以墨書掌 [using the ink to write on 

palms] in the 4th chapter of Shi yi ji 拾遺記 [Research into Lost Records], compiled 

by the Taoist scholar Wang Jia 王嘉 (?-390). The book explains the meaning of 

vernacular words in ancient books. In his preface (xuyan 序言 ) Chen aims to 

“discriminate the truth and falsity, examine the similarities and differences, check 

the names and facts, and prove the present” (bian shi fei, kao tong yi, he ming  shi, 

zheng jin gu 辨是非,考同異,核名實,証今故). 

 

Tufeng lu 土風錄 

Tufeng Lu 土風錄 [Compilation on the Rustic Style] in eighteen chapters was 

published by Gu Zhangsi 顧張思, courtesy name Xueting 雪亭 in 1785. Although 

it is not divided into categories, the content of each chapter has common themes. 

The contents included in the 18 volumes cover time periods, popular beliefs, 

clothing, architecture, means of transport, fruit and vegetables, economy, games, 

insects and fish, three-character sayings, four-character sayings, popular sayings, 

explanation of popular characters and popular sayings, appellations, religions. The 

lexicon of the 11th and 12th chapters is ordered according to the number of characters 

of the lexical entries. 

 

Chengwei lu 稱謂錄 and Qinshu ji 親屬記  

Numerous texts present a specific category regarding titles and appellations used to 

address family members, relatives and people, and specific works were entirely 

dedicated to this beloved topic in Chinese history, which can be traced back to the 

chapter Shi qin 释亲 [Explanation of [terms on] Kinship) of Erya. Chengwei lu 稱

謂錄 [A Dictionary of Titles and Appellations] finished in 1848 and published in 

1884, and Qinshu ji 親屬記  [Record on kinship] are two representative Qing 

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Taoism
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Wang_Jia_(Taoist)
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dynasty examples dealing with this topic.60 Chengwei lu was compiled by Liang 

Zhangju 梁章鉅 (1775-1849) and presents an authorial preface, editorial principles 

(fanli 凡例) and a postface (ba 拔) by Liang Gongchen 梁恭辰, the author’s son. 

This text glosses 5.424 lexical entries on titles and appellations. Qinshu ji was 

compiled by Zheng Zhen 鄭珍 (1806-1864), native of Zunyi 遵義, in modern 

Guizhou province, and glosses 538 lexical entries.  

 

Tongsu bian 通俗編  

Tongsu bian 通俗編 [A Collection of Popular Expressions] was published in 1751 

by Zhai Hao 翟灏 (1736-1788),61 native of Renhe (Hangzhou area), in the modern 

Zhejiang province. Owing to the relevant number of entries and categories, the text 

is considered as one of the most representative lexicographic compilations on the 

vernacular language of the Ming and Qing dynasties.62 Zhai Hao collected vulgar 

lexicon of the spoken and popular language and it is divided into 38 categories.63 

 

60 Zeng (2011, 2015: 160-194) compared the features of these two compilations and punctuated the 

paratextual material included within the two texts. 
61 Editions of the text are available at  

- Tongsu bian. 通俗編. Harvard Mirador Viewer. (n.d.). 

https://iiif.lib.harvard.edu/manifests/view/drs:430540821$3i 

- Tongsu bian. 通俗編. Openmlol: ebook, audio, video e tanti altri contenuti gratuiti. (n.d.). 

Open MLOL. https://openmlol.it/Media/Search 

62 Cf. Zeng (2015: 129-160). Tongsu bian is described as an exemplary text within the lexicographic 

material of the vernacular language because it quantitatively exceeds numerically the entry words 

of other collections, but without considering quality parameters. 
63 Cf. Yong and Peng (2008: 32). 

01 Tianwen 天文 [Astronomy], 02 Dili 地理 [Geography], 03 Shixu 時序 [Time sequence], 04 

Lunchang 倫常 [Ethics], 05 Shijin 仕進 [Officialdom], 06 Zhengzhi 政治 [Politics], 07 Wenxue 文

學 [Literature], 08 Wugong 武功 [Martial arts], 09 Yi jie 儀節 [Customs and conventions], 10 Zhu 

qing 祝請  [Congratulations and invitations], 11 Pinmu 品目  [Objects], 12 Xingshi 行事 

[Behaviours], 13 Jiaoji 交際 [Social relations], 14 Jingyu 境遇 [Circumstances], 15 Xingqing 性情 

[Dispositions], 16 Shenti 身體 [Anatomy], 17 Yanxiao 言笑 [Speech and manners], 18 Chengwei 

稱謂 [Appellations], 19 Shen gui 神鬼 [Spirits and ghosts], 20 Shi dao 釋道, [Buddhism] 21 Yishu 

藝術 [Arts], 22 Funü 婦女 [Women], 23 Huo cai 貨財 [Properties and goods], 24 Ju chu 居處 

[Sheltering], 25 Fushi 服飾 [Clothes and ornaments], 26 Qiyong 器用 [Utensils], 27 Yinshi 飲食 

[Food and drink], 28 Shou chu 獸畜 [Cattle and beasts], 29 Qin yu 禽魚 [Birds and fishes], 30 

Caomu 草木 [Grasses and trees], 31 Paiyou 俳優 [Comedians and performers], 32 Shuliang 數量 

[Numbers and quantities], 33 Yuci 語 詞  [Expressions and words], 34 Zhuangmao 狀 貌 

[Appearance], 35 Shengyin 聲音 [Sounds],, 36 Za zi 雜字 [Miscellaneous characters], 37 Gushi 故

事 [Stories/Allusions], 38 Shi yu 識餘 [Extra knowledge]. 

https://iiif.lib.harvard.edu/manifests/view/drs:430540821$3i
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Many words are attributable to the Wu language (Wuyu 吳語 ), but linguistic 

elements from other areas are also reported. For example, in the 36th category (za 

zi 雜字), the author glosses the word ye64 used in the Gan dialect (Xiao, Chen 2014: 

4). The collection includes also more than one hundred foreign terms, such as 

Buddhist terms from the Sanskrit, but also from other languages, with a few words 

derived from English origin as well. The authorial preface65 is followed by three 

prefaces, respectively by Zhou Xu 周序, Jiang 江 and Xie 謝.  

 

(Tongsu bian) Zhi yu buzheng (通俗編)直語補證 

As the title explicitly indicates, Liang Tongshu 梁同書 (1723-1815)’s (Tongsu bian) 

zhiyu buzheng (通俗編)直語補證 [Comments and integrations to Tongsu bian], 

integrates Tongsu bian (Zeng 2015: 129-159). The terms zhiyu 直語 and buzheng 

補證 represent the process of integration of evidential proofs and commentaries. 

According to Nagasawa (1989: 395), the content included in Tongsu bian can be 

summarized as follow: the first part collected words from Classics, commentaries, 

Shiji, and the History of the Han; the second part collected the vernacular speech 

used by the people in Hangzhou; the third pard includes vulgar and elegant 

expressions used by the ancients in poems and verses. 

 

Changyu sou 常語搜 

Yi Benlang 易本烺 (1805-1872)’s Changyu sou 常語搜 [Investigation on Frequent 

Expressions]66 consists of more than 1.300 words distributed in 4 chapters, the first 

two chapters include words attributable to the elegant (ya) register, the other two 

chapters words attributable to the “unrefined” (su) register. Moreover, the third part 

 

64 The term ye means to put food into the boiling water or boiling oil for a while and then take out. 

Tongsu bian, cat. 36, Za zi. 
65 These prefaces are not inserted in the Han hai 函海 version. The reference version is Zhai Hao 翟

灝 (2013). Tongsu bian (fu Zhiyu buzheng shang xia) 通俗編(附直語補證上下) ["Tongsu bian" 

with supplementary “Zhiyu buzheng”], Chen Qiao 陳喬; Yan Chunfeng 顏春峰 (eds.). Zhonghua 

shuju 中華書局. 
66 The original characters of the title are 常語𢯱. 
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includes vulgar words used in annotations, the fourth one includes dialect words of 

the Hangzhou area and many other different areas. 

 

Yi hao lei bian 異號類編 and Yan shuo 燕說  

Shi Menglan 史夢蘭  (1813-1898)’s Yi hao lei bian 異號類編  [A Classified 

Collection on Different Denominations] (1864) in 20 chapters and Yan shuo 燕說 

[The Language of Yan] in four volumes deal with the vernacular language of the 

time (Jiang 2001: 224). Another text by him, Dieya 叠雅 [Alternating Ready Guide], 

deals with the elegant language.  

 

Tongsu changyan shuzheng 通俗常言書證 

Tongsu changyan shuzheng 通俗常言疏證 [Extensive Verification on Frequent 

Popular Expressions] compiled by Sun Jinbiao 孫錦標  (1856-1927) collects 5978 

lexical entries ordered into 40 semantic categories.67 

 

Zhengyin cuoyao 正音撮要 

Zhengyin cuoyao 正音撮要  [Essential Points on the Correct Sounds] is a 

compilation written in 1810 by Gao Jingting 高静亭 (?-?), native of Nanhai 南海, 

Guangdong. According to the author's own account, he moved to Beijing with his 

father when he was young. Returned to Guandong, he started to teach Mandarin, 

the official dialect vigorously promoted by the Qing rulers. Yongzheng Emperor’s 

 

67 The categories included in the compilations are titled: 1 Tiandi 天地 [Heaven and earth], Tianwen 

天文 [Astronomy], Shiri 時日 [Time and date], Dili 地理 [Geography], Shui huo 水火 [Water and 

fire], Gongshi 宮室 [Architecture], Chao shu 朝署 [Court and Civil office], Jiazu 家族 [Family and 

relatives], Jiaoji 交際 [Relations], Qinqi 親戚 [Relatives], Funü 婦女 [Women], Liupin 流品 

[Objects], Guishen 鬼神 [Ghosts and gods], Xianfo 仙佛 [Immortals and Buddhas], Shi dao 釋道 

[Buddhism and daoism], Daozei 盜賊 [Thieves], Nianling 年齡 [Age], Zongji 踪跡 [Traces], 

Xingqing 性情 [Temperament], Zhi yu 智愚 [Wisdom and foolishness], Shan e 善惡 [Good and 

evil], Yusong 獄訟 [Cursing and imprecation], Toumian 頭面 [Head], Shenti 身體 [Anatomy], 

Yanyu 言語 [Language], Xinyi 心意 [Heart and mind], Pinfu 貧富 [Poverty and richness], Renshi 

人事  [Human affairs], Wenshi 文事  [Civil affairs], Wubei 武僃  [Martial arts], Huofu 禍福 

[Misfortune and fortune], Yibing 醫病 [Medical treatments and diseases], Si sang 死喪 [Death and 

mourning], Huo cai 貨財 [Goods and ealth], Fushi, 服飾 [Clothing], Yinshi 飲食 [Food and drink], 

Xiwan 戲玩 [Toys], Shiwu 什物 [Objects], Zhiwu 植物 Plants], Dongwu 動物 [Animals].  
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decree of the 1728 ordering the Governors of Fujian and Guangdong to adopt 

expedients for teaching the “correct pronunciation” (zhengyin 正音) is considered 

the historical precedent which, “with all due caution, could be considered the 

starting point of the language reform movement started at the end of the [Q]ing era 

and is, even today, an issue of the Chinese government’s cultural policy” (Paderni 

1989: 258). 

Zhengyin cuoyao served as a textbook for the instruction of Cantonese people to 

learn Mandarin and represents the earliest standard orthophony reading book (正音

读本) of the Qing Dynasty. The academic value of the book does not derive only 

from its great influence, but also because it preserves a large amount of phonetic 

and lexical information of Beijing dialect and Cantonese dialect in the late Qing 

Dynasty. “[T]he current situation of diachronic research on Beijing dialect is not 

satisfactory, to a large extent, due to the lack of early Beijing discourse, especially 

in phonetic research, there are even fewer phonetic materials that reflect the 

phonetic appearance of early Beijing dialect. The publication of this book is 

believed to have given some impetus to the early study of Beijing dialect” (本書的

出版相信對早期北京話研究會有一定推動) (Song 2018).68 An interesting fact it 

that this book was collected in the Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale Vittorio Emanuele 

II in Rome, in which it is recorded as a “Manual of the Mandarin Language, with 

sentences, dialogues, one dictionary, and so on”.69 

 

Liyu zheng shi 俚語徵實 

Tang Xunfang 唐訓方  (1809-1876)’s Liyu zheng shi 俚語徵實  [Evidential 

Research of Popular Expressions] illustrates vernacular terms and expressions 

distributed according to the number, from 1 to 14, of their morphemes. 

 

 

68 The reference text of the primary source is included in Song Youmei 松友梅 (2018). Zaoqi Beijing 

hua zhenben dianji jiaoshi yu yanjiu 早期北京話珍本典籍校釋與研究 [Annotation and Research 

on Rare Books and Classics of Early Beijing Dialect]. Beijing daxue chubanshe 北京大學出版社. 
69  Biblioteca Nazionale Centrale di Roma. (n.d.). p. 64. 

http://www.bncrm.beniculturali.it/getFile.php?id=1558  

http://www.bncrm.beniculturali.it/getFile.php?id=1558
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Changyu xun yuan 常語尋源 

Changyu xun yuan 常語尋源 [Researching the Origin of Frequent Sayings] is a 

compilation in two chapters published in 1877 by Zheng Zhihong 鄭志鴻, alias 

Xunzhai 遜齋, native of Jing 涇 in modern Anhui. The text consists of 10.068 entry 

words (characters-words-expressions) subdivided into the four ce of the first 

chapter and the six ce of the second chapter. The first two characters of the title, 

changyu 常語, convey the content covered in the compilation, i.e., ciyu 詞語, 

chengyu 成語 and suyu 俗語. As for Liyu zheng shi, entry words are ordered by the 

number of morphemes, starting from two morphemes (1st ce), three morphemes (2nd 

ce), four morphemes (from 3rd to 7th ce), five characters (9th ce) up to sixteen 

morphemes (tenth and last ce). According to Nagasawa’s introduction:  

收詞以出於文人學士, 經史, 佛典, 諸子百家雜出之書為主, 不見於載籍者不收, 

太文, 太泛者不收, «西廂記» «水滸傳» 等通俗文學作品也不在徵引範圍內.此

書條目有不少重出於前人之書者, 引文, 出處也多有錯誤, 但作者對每條俗語都

盡量考證源流, 無法考證者則標註“未詳”二字, 羅列可能的出處, 搜羅較富, 仍

具有研究和參考價值.70 

The collected words are mainly from texts of literati scholars, classics and histories, 

Buddhist scriptures, and miscellaneous books by scholars and from the hundreds of 

schools of thought. Literary works are also not included in the scope of citation. The 

text includes many entry words based on previous books, and there are many 

mistakes in citations and sources, but the author tried his best to verify the origin of 

each common saying, and those who cannot be verified are marked as "unknown” 

(wei xiang 未詳) or include probable attestations. The text has both reference and 

academic value. 

 

Zhengsu wen 證俗文 

Zhengsu wen 證俗文 71  [Rectification of Popular Words] in 19 chapters was 

published by Hao Yixing72 郝懿行 (1757-1825) in 1813. In a comparable way to 

 

70 Nagasawa 1989: 2231. 
71 Zhengsu wen was edited together with Liyan jie in Zhougguo Fengtuzhi congkan 中國風土志叢

刊 published by Yangzhou guangling shushe 揚州廣陵書社. Digital editions are provided online. 

Sturgeon, D. (n.d.). Zhengsu wen 证 俗 文  - Chinese Text 

Project. https://ctext.org/wiki.pl?if=en&res=852385&remap=gb 

Wei 维 . (2016, May 22). Zhengsu wen 證 俗 文 . Wikipedia 

https://zh.wikisource.org/wiki/%E8%AD%89%E4%BF%97%E6%96%87 
72 Hao Yixing, courtesy name Xunjiu 詢九, alias Xunjiu 詢韭, Langao 蘭皋, compiled more than 

40 texts, including Erya yi shu 爾雅義疏, Shanhaijing jianshu 山海經箋疏, Jin Song shugu 晉宋

書故, Xunzi bu zhu 荀子補注, Yanzi Chunqiu 燕子春秋. The text Hao Yixing ji 郝懿行集 collects 

https://ctext.org/wiki.pl?if=en&res=852385&remap=gb
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Shi changtan, Zhengsu wen include many dialect words of the Eastern Qi 東齊 area. 

Although the text is no explicitly subdivided into categories, each of the 19 chapters 

includes a precise content.73 There are engraved editions of the text the Donglu 

Office (東路廳署) of the 1844, which is the version included in the four collections 

Xu xiu siku quanshu 續修四庫全書, Hao shi yishu 郝氏遺書 [Hao's Posthumous 

Letters], Ming Qing suyu cishu jicheng 明清俗語辭書集成, and Zhongguo minsu 

fangyan yaoyan congkan chu bian 中國民俗方言謠諺叢刊初編 [Chinese Folk 

Sayings First Compilation] (Cf. Liao 2011) 

In particular, the 17th chapter of Zhengsu wen encapsulates many linguistic 

phenomena, including comparisons from either diachronic (gu ren 古人  54 

occurrences, jin ren 今 人  83 occurrences), linguistic indications from the 

perspective of diatopic (beiyin 北音 ‘northern pronunciation’, toponyms dong yi 東

夷 wuren 吳人), and diamesic (su yun 俗云, qi su yun 其俗云) variables, together 

with a mixed-methods approach (jin nanren 今南人). In this chapter, among the 

sources particularly interesting in the studies on dialectology and varieties, the 

author quoted the first commentary book to Fangyan in 13 chapters by the Han 

Dynasty historian Guo Pu 郭璞 (276-324), the Fangyan Guo Zhu 方言郭注 [Guo 

(Pu)'s Notes to Fangyan (Local Speech)] and later works including vernacular 

expressions, such as Rizhi lu 日知錄 [Record of Daily Knowledge] by the late Ming 

and early Qing Dynasty scholars Gu Yanwu 顧炎武 (1613 – 1682). The author 

dedicated the 18th and the 19th chapters to xenisms, respectively the ones originated 

from ethnic groups living around Chinam (zhoubian yi zu wailai ci 周邊異族外來

 

the exegetic works by Hao, including Yi shuo 易說, Shushuo 書說, Shishuo 詩說, Zheng shi liji jian 

鄭氏禮記箋, Chunqiu shuo lüe 春秋說略, Chunqiu bi 春秋比, Zhushu Jinian xiao zheng 竹書紀

年校證, Jijian zhou shu ji yao 汲家周書輯要, Xunzi buzhu 荀子補注, Shanhai jing jianshu 山海

經箋疏, poems, scattered notes biji and miscellaneous works. 
73 The content included in the chapters are respectively : 1) food, 2) clothing, 3) utensils, 4) human 

relations, 5) schedules, 6) names of things, 7) classifiers, 8) system, 9) bureaucracy, 10) allusions, 

11) gods and souls, 12) plants, animals, and precious stones, 13) ancient characters, 14) strange 

characters, 15) graphic variants, 16) incorrect characters, 17) popular characters, 18) foreign words 

of neighbouring ethnic groups, 19) borrowings from Sanskrit. Cf. Xu Weitong 許維通 and Li 

Yingying 李瑩瑩. 
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詞 foreign words of neighbouring ethnic groups)74 in the former and originated from 

Sanskrit through Buddhism (fanyu wailai ci 梵語外來詞 borrowings from Sanskrit) 

in the latter. 

 

Tan zheng 談徵  

Tan zheng 談徵75 [Verification of the Colloquial] was published in 1815 by Yi 

Bingshou76 伊秉綬 (1754-1815). It includes 4 chapters titled Ming 名 [Names], Yan 

言 [Expressions], Shi 事 [Affairs], and Wu 物 [Objects], with the first chapter is 

divided in two parts. Except for these monosyllabic titles, there are no further 

subdivisions within the text. In addition to the main text, constituted of glosses to 

1.058 entry words,77 the authorial preface (Nagasawa 1989: 1150-1, Zeng 2011: 12), 

two further prefaces, respectively by Wang Yushu 王玉樹 and Wu Xuan 吳煊, 

together with two postfaces (跋 ba), by the son of the author and by Cheng Yikui 

成一夔, which add significance to this compilation, explaining its compilatory 

process and aims. The compilation drawn up with scattered notes taken day after 

day, one common feature shared with other compilations, such as Biyan.  

 

Yan zheng 言鯖 

Yan zheng 言鯖 [Amusing Sayings]  is a compilation by Lü Zhongyu 吕種玉 (b. 

1712 -?), native of Changzhou 長州. The title is rendered as Word Mackarel by 

 

74 Chinese scholars traditionally indicated the tribes that lived outside China with Yi 夷, man 蠻, 

rong 戎 and di 狄, living respectively in the East, South, West, North directions. Within specific 

ethnic groups cited are, for instance, the Man 蠻, the Yao 猺 (ethnic group in modern Guangxi) 

(Zhengsu wen, Ch. 8, lexical entries 79 and 80] using Guihai yuheng zhi – yao ben 桂海虞衡志- 猺

本 (Zhengsu wen, Ch. 8, lexical entry 80) as attestation.  
75 The text Tan zheng  is available at: 

- https://play.google.com/books/reader?id=XtUpAAAAYAAJ&hl=zh_CN&pg=GBS.PP49 
76 Yi Bingshou was born in the district of Tingzhou 汀州府 in Ninghua 寧化, modern Fujian 

province and worked as a prefecture magistrate (zhifu 知府) in Huizhou 惠州 and in Jiezhou 揭州. 

His names include aliases Moshi 墨似, Moqing 墨 卿, and pseudonyms Yiyou nanquan 亦鱿南泉, 

Bieshu qiushui 别署秋水, Mo an 默庵, studio name Liu chun caotang 留春草堂, Waifang shan ren 

外方山人, Xi ya xiansheng 西崖先生, and Yi Tingzhou 伊汀州 from his hometown in Tingzhou. 
77 The lexical entries are distributed as follows: 139 in the first part (Mingshang 名上) of the first 

chapter, 193 in the second part (mingxia 名下) of the first chapter, 307 in the second chapter, 315 

in the third, and 217 in the firth (Wang 2011). 
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Wang (2011).78 The peculiar appellation Yan zheng comes from an anecdote about 

the tasteful dish of mackerel meat prepared to the five marquises (wu hou qing 五

侯鯖). 

This text in 2 chapters was published in 1864 and glosses 280 lexical terms. The 

Xijing za ji 西京雜記 [Miscellaneous Records of the Western Capital] by Liu Xiang 

劉向 (79 – 8 B.C.) is one of the main sources used for the attestations by Lü Zhongyu. 

 

Hengyan lu 恆言錄  

Hengyan lu 恆言錄 [Record of Enduring Sayings] is a compilation by Qian Daxin 

錢大昕 (1728-1804).79 Qian was a native of Jiading 嘉定 (modern North-West 

district of Shanghai). Part of the material in his collections Qian yan tang wenji 潛

研堂文集 [Collection of Writings in the Discrete Research Studio], Shi jia zhai 

yangxin lu 十駕齋養心錄 [Notes on the Nourishment of the Mind in the Study of 

the Ten Carriages] and Nian’er shi kao yi 廿二史考異  [Examining the 

Discrepancies in the Twenty-Two Dynastic Histories] conceives his passion for 

phonology (Cf. Casacchia, Gianninoto 2012: 351). Qian is also famous for his 

important contribution to the reconstruction of initials and endings in classical 

phonology, area completely neglected by other great Qing philologists. Qian’s 

complete works were published soon after his death under the name Qianyan tang 

quanshu 潛研堂全書 [Opera omnia of the Discrete Research Studio] with thirty-

four sections.80 Qian's collection of miscellaneous notes, Shijia zhai yangxin lu in 

20 juan, with an additional section Yu lu 餘錄 in 3 juan. For their similarities, this 

text is frequently compared to Gu Yanwu 顧炎武’s Rizhi lu 日知錄 [Record of 

Daily Knowledge]. Hengyan lu, published as Qian’s posthumous work in 1804, one 

 

78 Cf. the second chapter of Xijing za ji 西京雜記 [Miscellaneous Records of the Western Capital]. 
79 For a detailed biography of Qian Daxin, cf., the voice Ch'ien Ta-hsin 錢大昕 in ECCP, Yong-

Peng (2008: 130, 266, 350), Casacchia-Gianninoto (2012: 351).  
80 Three sections (including Shenglei) are included under the class of classics, twenty-three under 

histories, five under philosophy, and three under the collections of poetry. Eleven sections were 

excluded.  
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year after his death, presents elements of phonology as well.81 It consists of six juan 

with 18 categories for a total of 745 entry words.82 According to Zeng (2015: 112-

129), “the definitions present numerous citations, specify sources of attestations, 

identify polysemy, discern semantic changes, correct mistakes, examine standard 

(zheng 正) and vulgar characters (suzi). The arranging is rather clear.” (廣征博引、

指明來源出處、或辨析多義、明辨變遷、或糾正謬說、整理俗正、條理較為

清晰). According to Wang (2003:380), Qian Daxin’s second son Qian Dongshu 錢

東塾 handed the original manuscript to Ruan Changsheng 阮長生,83 who printed 

the text in 1805 (10th year of the Jiaqing era) in Wenxuanlou congshu 文選樓叢書 

and noted information and revisions at the end (嘉慶十年阮常生據原稿和鳥程張

鑑的補注入《文選樓叢書》內).84  

Many coeval lexicographic sources, and primarily Tongsu bian, represent the 

sources used for attestations by Qian, who explicitly refers to Zhai Hao’s Tongsu 

bian, the contents of the definitions and notes. 85  Compared to Tongsu bian, 

Hengyan lu presents more rigorous configurations in the macro- and microstructure, 

and it is better organized than Tongsu bian.86  

 

Hengyan lu buzhu 恆言錄補註 and Hengyan guangzheng 恆言廣證 

Qian Daxin’s Hengyan lu was integrated by several hands. 87  Firstly, Ruan 

Changsheng 阮常生 added 208 integrative editorial comments (anyu 按語), Zhang 

 

81 For a concise description of Hengyan lu, cf. the section Yuyan wenzi 語言文字 [Language and 

writing] by Hu, Jiang, and Mei (1992: 211). 
82 Two thirds of the total 745 entry words of Hengyan lu are included in Tongsu bian. 
83 Also written as 阮常生, alias Ruan Henghui 阮亨彙 and Ruan Yuan 阮元. 
84 For the publishing process of Hengyan lu, compare Wang (2003:380), Hu, Jiang, and Mei (1992: 

211), Wang and Yan (2008: 281-3). Zeng (2015: 112-129) analysed the contribution of the 

integrations to Hengyan lu. 
85 The integrations to this text refer extensively to Tongsu bian. The number of notes from Tongsu 

bian used by Chen are around 160, by Ruan and Zhang around 200.  
86  Hengyan lu – Tiantian baike 恆 言 錄  - 天 天 百 科 . (n.d.). 

https://twwiki.net/wiki/nezwnk58nz8jxw0.html  
87 Within the available versions of Hengyan lu and its integrations we list: 

i. printed manuscript by Chen Shan’s Hengyan guangzheng by Xie Jingkui 葉景葵  with Gu 

Tinglong 顧廷龍’s afterword (ba 跋), in Shanghai tushuguan weikan guji gao ben 上海圖書館未

刊古籍稿本, Shanghai guji chubanshe 上海古籍出版社 in 20 ce, 1940. 



 

57 

Jian 張鑒 added 211 additional notes (buzhu 補注) in Hengyan lu buzhu 恆言錄補

註 (1805). Chen Shan 陳鱣 (1753-1817), eager to make a contribution to the work, 

added 791 notes and published his work titled Hengyan guangzheng 恆言廣證 in 

1814. Later versions of this text encapsulated together the work of Qian, Ruan, 

Zhang and Chen, including their prefaces to the work. From the qualitative point of 

view, the additional commentary work by Ruan, Zhang and Chen consist mainly of 

further illustrational attestations, evidential proofs, and examples (liezheng 例證), 

explanatory and interpretation notes (shiyi 釋義), and corrections (jiumiu 糾謬). 

According to Wang and Yan (2019: 284), a common element linking the works by 

Qian, Ruan, Zhang and Chen is represented by the primacy given to ‘attestations 

and proofs’ (yinzheng 引證) rather than to the explanation of the meaning (重引證

而輕訓釋). Moreover, their annotations are not entirely original, and Chen Shan 

explicitly mentioned (ming yin 明引) attestations used in other books, as we already 

discussed, primarily excerpted from Tongsu bian. Their contribution present, 

however, many inaccuracies, i.e., the mismatch between meanings and attestation 

(yi li bu fu 義例不符), errors in the etymology (tan yuan cuowu 探源錯誤), errors 

in the titles of books used for the attestations or in the names of the authors, and, 

finally, redundancy in the additional comments (Wang, Yan 2019: 281-2).88 Several 

 

ii. Hengyan lu yu Hengyan guangzheng 《恆言錄》與《恆言廣證》 [Hengyan lu and Hengyan 

guangzheng] Beijing: Shangwu yinshu guan 北京:商務印書館, 1958. The compilers revised and 

integrated the previously omitted characters. 

iii. Jiading Qian shi Qianyantang Quanshu《嘉定錢氏潛研堂全書》by Long 龍, Changsha, 1884. 

iv. Hengyan lu in the version of Jiading Qian Daxin Complete Works published by Commercial 

Press 

v. Hengyan lu, Zhonghua shuju 中華書局  Zhonghua shuju, 2019. This recent edited version 

includes the glosses by Qian, Ruan, Zhang and Jian. The consultation is facilitated by a numerically 

ordered system and an appendix with phonetically ordered lexical entries. Zhonghua shuju adopted 

currently used characters (tongxingzi 通行字) opposed to variants (yitizi 異體字), changed taboo 

characters (bihuizi 避諱字), conversely maintained ancient forms of characters (guzi 古字) and 

popular characters (suzi 俗字). Wang Fengjiao 王鳳嬌 and Yan Chunfeng 彦春峰 clarified the 

differences and the relations within different versions. 
88 Chen (2016) comment on the quality and value of the supplementary contents, reporting the merits 

and demerits of the different hands. They present more specifically the mistakes and inaccuracies 

made by Ruan, Zhang and Chen, namely illegible characters due to wear (manhuan 漫漶), omitted 

characters (louzi 漏字), incorrect characters (cuozi 錯字), and lacunae (quewen 闕文), of the 

Wenxuanlou congshu, Jiading Qian shi Qianyantang Quanshu and Shangwu yinshu guan versions. 
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mistakes derives directly from the sources used and are, therefore, attributable to 

previous compilers. 

 

Shenglei 聲類 

Shenglei 聲類 [The Dictionary of Initial Consonants] is a brief work by Qian Daxin 

dealing with topolectal expressions.  

 

Eryan 邇言 

Eryan 邇言 [Approaching the (Spoken) Language] 89 in six chapters was compiled 

by Qian Daxin's younger brother Qian Dazhao90 錢大昭 (1744—1813). The text 

includes 597 lexical entries, named (sheng). Among them, 41 are one-character 

words, 435 two-character words (72.5% of the total number of lexical entries), 61 

three-character words -mainly concentrated in the second half of volume five-, 56 

four-character characters, -in volume six, together with chengyu-, 2 five-character 

expressions, and 2 seven-character characters. The first five chapters include terms 

consisting of one to three morphemes, the last chapters are dedicated to expressions 

composed of four or more morphemes (Sun 2006: 113). This work brings together 

terms of the vernacular, sayings, dialectal terms, etc.,  which has been carefully 

selected, with the indication of the main sources reported for each entry word. The 

content includes vocabulary related to the material culture.91 The sources used in 

 

89 The following five texts Eryan 邇言, Shi yan 釋諺, Yu dou 語竇, Su shuo 俗說 and Changyu xun 

yuan 常語尋源 are collected in “Eryan” deng wu zhong 邇言等五種 [Five works: ”Eryan“ and 

others], Yan Chunfeng 顏春峰; Ye Shuqi 葉書奇 (eds.). Zhonghua shuju 中華書局. 
90 Native of Jiading 嘉定, he lived with his brother Qian Daxin in Beijing and accompanied him to 

Guangdong in 1774, when his brother was appointed director of education. Qian Daxin and Qian 

Dazhao contributed to the publication of siku quanshu. In addition to Eryan, Qian Dazhao compiled 

many other lexicographic works including Erya shiwen bu 爾雅釋文補, Guang ya shu yi 廣雅疏

義, Shuowen tong shi 說文統釋, Hanshu bianyi 漢書辨疑, Hou hanshu bianyi 後漢書辨疑, Xu 

Hanshu bianyi 續漢書辨疑, Sanguozhi bianyi 三國志辨疑, Hou Hanshu bu biao 後漢書補表, Shi 

gu xun 詩古訓, Jing shuo 經說, Bu xu Hanshu yiwenzhi 補續漢書藝文志, and Hou Han jun guo 

ling chang kao 後漢郡國令長考. Lien-che, Tu Lien-cheTu (2019). Cf. Qian Dazhao, Eminent 

Chinese of the Qing Period. Berkshire Publishing Group.  
91 The contents include terms on food and drink, clothing, rituals, behaviour, and manner (juzhi 舉

止), language (yuyan 語言), law and regulations (dianzhi 典制), names of things (mingwu 名物), 

arts (jishu 技藝), appellations (chengwei 稱爲), birds and beasts (qinshou 禽兽), herbs and plants 

(caomu 草木), […] (Sun 2006: 113). 
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the attestations are very variegated including the classics, the official history, 

biographies, and literary collections (jing shi zi ji 經史子集). The title of the work, 

understood as "approaching the language" in the sense of colloquial words (er yan 

zhe, qianjin zhi yan ye 邇言者, 淺近之言也) is certainly reminiscent of Erya (Sun 

2006: 110). 

 

Shi yan 釋諺 

Ping Buqing 平步青 (1832-1895) compiled Shi yan 釋諺 [Explanations on sayings]  

in one single chapter with 176 entry words. This text is included in the 10th chapter 

of the 3rd volume Xia wai jun xie 霞外攟屑 and in Xiang xue yan cong xue 香雪崦

叢書. With yan 諺 the author refers to yanyu (諺語), ciyu (詞語), chengyu (成語) 

and suyu (俗語). According to Yan, Ye (2019), “each definition presents a first 

explanation of the term in the context of the time, and a description providing 

diachronic changes of the words through attestations, noted with bibliographic 

indications, and observations, integrated with annotations, corrections and 

supplements.” (每條先列出被釋詞, 與今俗制度, 慣例相關者先作簡單說明, 隨

後再徵自變量條例證或觀點.在所引書名之後, 往往用小字註明卷號或篇目, 

每段最後有案語, 對所引內容進行解釋, 訂正或增補.所引內容大多來源於各

類筆記, 文集及各種方言, 俗語著作, 涉及越俗, 越諺內容較多,收詞原則為“已

見各書而無訂正, 補增者不錄”.凡見於 «通俗編» 等前人書而無訂正補增者不

錄, 辯駁細緻). Therefore, the content includes words and expressions from literary, 

dialect and vernacular collections, including terms of the popular language of the 

area of Yue 越 (Shaoxing area) and attested in Fan Yin’s Yueyan. 

 

Yu dou 語竇  

Yu dou 語竇 [Hideouts of the Language] is collected in the fourth and final chapter 

of Doucun 竇存 [Collection of Hideouts] published in 1841 by Hu Shiyu 胡式鈺 

(?-?), alias Zhuoru 啄如, Qingao 青坳, Qupu 癯圃, native of Shanghai. This text 

glosses 336 lexical entries including ciyu 詞語, chengyu 成語 and suyu 俗語, 
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mainly mono- to trisyllabic terms. Every new lexical entry is marked with a dot on 

the right side of the text. The aim of the work is the illustration of semantic, phonetic, 

and etymological data of the lexical entries collected, together with their semantic 

evolution from a diachronic perspective, providing with attestations, evidential 

proofs, and notes. 

 

Su shuo 俗說  

Su shuo 俗說 [Vernacular language]92 in one chapter is included in Zhensong laoren 

yigao 貞松老人遺稿, which collects the works by Luo Zhenyu93 羅振玉 (1866-

1904) .This text glosses 345 lexical entries, mostly disyllabic words and provides 

attestations (shuzheng 書證). Luo defined his work as an integration to major works, 

such as Hengyan lu and (Tongsu bian) Zhiyu buzheng.  

 

c. Texts of the first Republican period 

 

Suyu kaoyuan 俗語考源 

Suyu kaoyuan 俗語考源 [Etymological Verification of Vernacular Terms] in 1 

chapter (ce) is a compilation on the vernacular language published by Li Jiantang 李

鑒堂 (1895-1850). 

 

 

92 This title is homonymous to Shen Yue 沈約 (441–513)’s collection of stories entitled Su shuo 俗

說 [Popular Stories] compiled in the Liang dynasty (502-557). 
93 Alias are Shiru 式如, Shuyun 叔蘊, Shuyan 叔言, alias Xuatang 雪堂, Yongfeng xiangren 永豐

鄉人, Zhensong laoren 貞松老人. Native of Shanyang 山陽, Jiangsu (Modern Huai’an 淮安). Luo 

Zhenyu is famous for his collection of ancient material and for his contribution, with Wang Guowei 

王国维, in the study of oracular bones characters and bronzes. His works include Yinxu shuqi 殷虛

書契, Yinxu shuqi kaoshi 殷虛書契考釋, Sandai ji jinwen cun 三代吉金文存, Liusha zhui jian 流

沙墜簡, Mingshashi shi yishu 鳴沙石室佚書, the collections Zhensong laoren yi gao 貞松老人遺

稿, Xuetang jiaokan qunshu xu lu 雪堂校刊群書敘錄, Yongfeng xiang ren gao 永豐鄉人稿. At the 

end of the Qing Dynasty, he served as the counsellor of the academic department and the agricultural 

supervisor of the Jingshi University Hall (京師大學堂農科監督). He also participated in the 

planning and management of Manchuria affairs (打算、管理偽滿洲國事). 
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Xin mingci xunzuan 新名詞訓纂  

Xin mingci xunzuan 新名詞訓纂  [Glossorial Compilation of Neologisms] was 

published in 1913 by Zhou Qiyu 周起予 . This text glosses 606 entry words 

subdivided into four categories titled Zheng 政 [Politics] with 212 entry words, Xue 

學 [Knowledge] with 95 entry words, Yu 語 [Language] with 244 entry words and 

Wu 物 [Objects] with 55 entry words. The lexicon attests several xenisms due to the 

new boom in the lexical expansion at the end of the imperial period (Cf. Masini 1993, 

2015) influenced by the renovated contacts with foreign languages and cultures, 

such as Japanese and European ones. 

 

d. Texts on the vernacular language of specific topolects  

The numerical difference between the lexicographic works on the vernacular 

language produced in the two dynasties can be immediately noted. The texts 

collected for the Qing dynasty double those for the Ming dynasty. This fact denotes 

the sensitivity towards pluri- and multilingualism in the last dynasty, and on the other 

hand the importance attributed to lexicology and historical attestations. Moreover, 

according to Kern (2020:83), from ancient times Chinese philology encompassed 

“the foundational commentaries from the Han that established the textual tradition, 

the monumental scholastic summation from the early Tang, the philosophical 

rethinking from the Song, the systematic philological examination from the Qing, 

and the vigorous critiquing of antiquity from the early twentieth century.” The 

beginning of the 19th century can be considered as the apogee of the prosperity and 

grandeur of the Qing empire, intended as an aggregate of peoples and ethnic groups, 

preceding the process of cultural and linguistic upheavals marked by foreign 

imperialism in China. For this reason, linguistics, i.e., philology, belonged to the 

rank of mother science in the context of extreme vivacity determined by the richness 

in the cultural, linguistic, and lexical variety. 

Several works from the late imperial period collect vernacular terms and sayings of 

a specific topolects (fangyan). For reasons of space and time, in this discussion we 

have limited ourselves to describing the lexicographical practices and sources of a 
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single area, specifically those concerning the Yue area. We reiterate once again that 

a sharp demarcation between common, vernacular, and dialectal lexicon is not 

always clear to dispute and always remains inherently arbitrary, as will be shown for 

the case of the lexicon included in Fan Yin's text. Despite the fact that among the 

objectives outlined by these compilers there was that of registering the topolectal 

lexicon. We limit ourselves to indicating here, in a not entirely exhaustive way, 

several lexicographic compilations divided into macro-areas. In the second chapter 

instead, we will continue with the analysis of only the works of the Yue area and 

more specifically Fan Yin’s Yueyan. 

For the language/languages of the Shu 蜀 area (modern Sichuan), we point out Li 

Shi 李實 (1413-1485, presented scholar in 1442)’s Shu yu 蜀語 [The language of 

Shu] and Zhang Shenyi 張慎儀 (1846－1921)’s Shu fangyan 蜀方言 [The topolect 

of Shu]. 

For the language/languages of the Wu 吳 area (Jiangnan area, southeast of the 

Yangtze River / modern southern Jiangsu and northern Zhejiang) , we point out Hu 

Wenying 胡文英 (1723-1790)’s Wu xia fangyan kao 吳下方言考 [Examination of 

the dialects of Wuxia] (Casacchia, Gianninoto 2012: 383), and Wuyu zheng zi 吳語

正字 [Rectification of the characters of the Wu language]. 

For the Yue 越 area (northern Zhejiang), we point out Mao Qiling 毛奇齡 (1623—

1716)’s Yueyu kenqi lu 越語肎綮錄  [Register of the Essential Points of the 

Language of Yue], Ru Dunhe 茹敦和’s Yueyan shi 越諺釋 [Explaining the Sayings 

of Yue], and Fan Yin 笵寅’s Yueyan 越諺 [Sayings of Yue], described more in 

detail in the following chapters. 

Other sources on specific topolects (fangyan) include Sun Jinbiao’s Nantong 

fangyan shuzheng 南通方言疏證  [Exstensive Verification on the Nantong 

Topolect], Hu Yunyu 胡韞玉  (1878-1947)’s Jingxian Fangyan 涇縣方言 

[Topolect of Jing county (Anhui)], Liu Jiamou 劉家謀 (1814－1853)’s Cao feng 

suo lu 操風瑣錄 [Collection of the Trivial], Zhan Xianci 詹憲慈’s Guangzhou yu 

ben zi 廣州語本字 [Original Form of the Sinograms of the Guangzhou Language], 

Yang Gongheng 陽恭恆’s Kehua ben zi 客話本字 [Original Form of the Sinograms 
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of the Hakka language], and Huai’an fangyan kao 淮安方言考 [Examination of the 

topolect of Huai’an].  

Moreover, Chinese lexicographers compiled glossaries regarding other non-

Chinese languages, such as Japanese, Mongolian, Korean, and others. For example, 

Qiu Zhaolin 丘兆麟  (1621) in the specific section Yi yuyin shi 夷語音釋 

[Explanation to the Sounds and Languages of the Foreigners] within the appendices 

to Hai pian tonghui 海篇統彙 uses sinograms as phonetic indications of foreign 

terms glossed, including Japanese, Mongolian, and Manchurian terms. Moreover, 

different texts, especially in Chinese historiographical sources, include words of 

different languages rendered in Chinese characters and glossed. For example, the 

historiographical sources on the Liao dynasty ( 907-1125), such as Liaoshi 遼史 

[History of the Liao] and Qidan guo zhi 契丹國志 [Chronicle of the Kitan State], 

include Khitan words rendered in Chinese characters and glossed. This glossator 

contribution offers essential materials in the reconstruction and comprehension of 

the evolution of other languages from a diachronic point of view.  
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Chapter 2 Overview of the lexicographic practices and sources of 

the Yue area  

2.1 The Yue area 

We shift here to the critical description of Fan Yin’s Yueyan,94 with the analysis of 

paradigmatic examples excerpted from this source and compared to elements and 

features of other texts, such as titles, the ordering of lemmas, the classification into 

categories, the system of glosses, the planning and compilation process of sources 

of the Yue area. Moreover, we integrated this analysis with elements from the 

authorial biographies and from the paratextual material in order to describe the role, 

the audience horizon (Dennis 2004), the functions, the limits and drawbacks of the 

text.. We consider the influence earlier works had on the compilation of Yueyan, 

intended as representative example of the lexicographic practices of the Yue area, as 

well as the influence Fan Yin’s work itself exerted on later compilations. 

The selection of Yueyan derives from its specific characteristics. The lack of a 

uniform macrostructural configuration in the treatment of the vernacular lexicon 

singles out the text as an extremely composite work, which can be analysed 

according to different perspectives and can be compared in the framing and 

description of other lexicographic works, both coeval and not. Moreover, the text is 

attributable to the common language used in a specific and circumscribed 

geographical area and to a specific historical phase that acted as a keystone in the 

transition between the premodern and modern periods of the Chinese language. One 

important difference between Yueyan and the other collected compilations is the 

coexistence of vivid linguistic examples in vernacular, including vernacular songs, 

riddles, sayings in which vernacular and topolectal lexicon appears, moving towards 

the configuration of an anthological work, and specific glosses for lexical entries, 

highlighting the role of lexicographic research. For the complexity of elements 

 

94 The reference work is Fan Yin 笵寅 (2006). Yueyan dian zhu《越諺》點注  [Glosses and 

annotations to Yueyan], Hou Youlan 侯友蘭 (ed.). Beijing: Renmin Chubanshe 人民出版社.  

A previous free version is available at: Yueyan 越諺 .古典籍総合データベース . (n.d.). 

https://archive.wul.waseda.ac.jp/kosho/bunko19/bunko19_f0073/ 
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included, the investigation implies the need of a deeper analysis on the 

lexicographical works per se and on their relation with texts in the vernacular 

language, and naturally on the context in which they were compiled. Starting from 

the description of Fan Yin’s work, with its particular structure and peculiar analytical 

methods, we shift then to the discussion of crucial aspects on the metalinguistic 

discourse, comparing the author’s conceptions revealed in the paratextual material. 

From another perspective, the investigation on Yueyan shows to what extent lesser-

known primary sources can be useful for defining the cultural identity of a territory, 

intended both as a vast nation and as a specific area, such as the one under 

consideration. 

 

The language/languages of Wu and Yue: distinctions and 

subgroups 

The historical toponym Yue 越 circumscribes the geographic-cultural area covered 

by modern-day Linshao 臨紹 area, including the cities of Lin’an 臨安 and Shaoxing 

紹興 north of the Kuaiji 會稽 Mountains.  

These mountains, historically related to the figure of Yu the Great (Da Yu 大禹),  

played a central role in the history of China.95 The toponym is in facts already 

attested in very ancient sources, including oracle bones and the Shijing (Jung 1934: 

16). The pictograph Yue 戉 (later 鉞) depicts an ‘axe’ (Norman 1979 :277 footnote 

11; Lo 1955: 10) and refers to the tribes inhabiting the area from the first 

millennium B.C. According to Serruys (1962: 279, n. 35) this sinogram represents 

a stepped adze. According to the traditional historiography, including Shiji 史記 

 

95 The Chinese legend connects Kuaiji with crucial events in the life of Yu the Great (Da Yu 大禹), 

who engineered the draining of the waters of a great flood, and for this reasons usually depicted 

while carrying a hoe (leisi 耒耜). He is considered the founder of the Xia dynasty, and creator of the 

nine divisions of the Chinese "world" of that day: Jizhou 冀州, Yanzhou 兗州, Qingzhou 靑州, 

Xuzhou 徐州, Yangzhou 揚州, Jingzhou 荊州, Yuzhou 豫州, Liangzhou 梁州 and Yongzhou 雍

州. With the bronze received from these nine divisions, he cast the Nine Tripod Cauldrons (jiu ding 

九鼎), the quintessential symbol of the power. According to Zhu shu ji nian 竹書紀年 [Bamboo 

Annals] and Yue Jueshu 越絕書 [Lost history of Yue], Yu established the capital of the Xia at Anyi 

安邑, where he ruled for forty-five years, then he relocated the capital in Yangcheng 陽城. Yu the 

Great died on a hunting tour on the eastern frontier of his kingdom near Mount Kuaiji, where he was 

also buried. In the 6th century AD, commemorative mausoleum in his name was built here and 

several Chinese emperors, especially the first emperor, travelled here to worship him. 
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[Archives of the Grand Historian], Guoyu 國語 [Speeches of the States] and Yue 

jueji, Wuyu 無餘, one of the commoner sons of Shao Kang 少康 (the sixth king of 

the Xia dynasty) was bestowed of the Yue area where he founded the capital (無餘

的都城,是會稽山南的故越城). According to the Kuaiji ji 會稽記 [Narration on 

Kuaiji] in Wu Yue Chunqiu 吴越春秋 He Xun 賀循 asserted that the name of the 

state Yuyue 於越 derives from Wuyu (少康, 其少子号曰於越,越國之称始此). In 

the Spring and Autumn period, Yue indicated the various semi-nomadic people 

originally settled along the east coast of today's Zhejiang Province with Kuaiji 會

稽 and Shanyin 山陰 as its centre. Liebner (2020)96 hypothesized that the population 

settled in Yue came by sea from the coasts of south-eastern Asia and spoke a 

language of the Austronesian lineage and was therefore culturally and linguistically 

influenced by people living in the coast of the Indian and Pacific oceans. 

 The term Yue was associated to different ethnic groups and designate the 

agglomerate of indigenous groups settled in southern China before the colonization 

by Han 漢 Chinese. As the Han empire expanded into what is now Southern China 

and Northern Vietnam, Wu and Yue people were gradually displaced and 

assimilated to the Han culture97 Baiyue 百越 [Hundred Yue]98 started to extensively 

refer to these mixed cultures and, as a consequence, three homonymous characters 

 

96 Liebner shows that in the first millennium BC Yue was a state in the south-eastern area of ancient 

China, along lower Yangzi, within the area in which settlements of the Ma Jia Bang culture (5500-

3300 BC), the Song Ze culture, the Hemudu culture 河朰 (5500-3300 BC), and the Liangzhu culture 

良渚文化 (3500-2000 BC) have been discovered. Scholars claimed that neolithic residents of the 

Lower Yangzi River differed physically from inhabitants of the Yellow River sites to the north and 

consider the Hemudu Culture as a source of the proto-Austronesian cultures. Jerry Norman tried to 

present some evidence for the fact that the Yue people were at least partly Austroasiatic. Norman 

(1979) compared glosses in commentaries describing the language used by Yue people and had no 

doubt that some terms (15 examples) corresponded to Austroasiatic words (see, for instance, the 

term ‘to die’ (Norman 1979: 278-9). In many cases, Mon-Khmer forms are clearly related to the 

Chinese form. The direction of the loan remains to be discussed. Norman (1979: 280-1) suggested 

that Chinese borrowed words from the Austroasiatic. For example, in the case of jiang 江 (river, in 

proper names), Chinese use it as proper name of rivers south of the Yangtze in Chinese, on the other 

hand, krong is a general word for ‘river’ in Austroasiatic. 
97 Chan Yuet-ping (2006) investigated the different processes of acculturations of the Wu and the 

Yue, and their neighbouring countries through the evidence from written literatures and bronze 

inscriptions. 
98 Yue/Hashimoto (1991) claims that it is likely that their ethnic background was made up of 

different ethnological/linguistic groups, including Austroasiatic, Tai-Kadai, and probably Hmong-

Mien. 
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yue 越, 钺, and 粤 started to be interchangeably used to indicate the semi-Sinicized 

or non-Sinicized ethnic groups of southern China.99 As pointed out, according to 

Lü shi chunqiu 呂氏春秋 (3rd cent. BC), the states of Wu and Yue shared identical 

customs and mutually intelligible languages, distinct from those of the northern 

state of Qi 齊 and western state Chu 楚 (習俗同, 言語通). “Since the textual record 

shows us that the language spoken in Qi and Chu was an early form of Chinese, it 

is clear that the ancient language of Wu and Yue was a non-Chinese language” (Rint 

2015, 1st vol. 154a). The lexicographic work Fangyan by Yang Xiong tracks the 

linguistic differences of Southern China but present a relatively low number of 

attestations referring to Yue, with a total of 15 of occurrences, 100  compared to 

attestations recording the Qin, Jin, Qi and Chu languages, and simultaneously 

shows the peripheric influence of the Yue language. Yue-Hashimoto claims that 

“the present-day Yue dialects do not have direct relationship with the ancient Yue”, 

but “it is quite certain that modern Yue as well as other Southern dialects such as 

Min 閩  contains substrata of the Baiyue languages resulting from extensive 

interaction and subsequent assimilation” (Rint 2015, 4th vol. 690b). Still in the 3rd 

century, the area of Yue and the majority of the south-eastern area was still Baiyue-

speaking, as evidenced in Xu Jing 許靖 (?-222)’s report to Cao Cao 曹操 (155-220) 

describing his journey from Kuaiji 會稽101 to Jiaozhou 交州 (northern Vietnam) as 

“travelling across 10,000 li, no Han areas were seen” (行經萬里,不見漢地). After 

Sun Quan 孫權 (182-252) become emperor of the Eastern Wu state (222-280), he 

 

99 This is the main reason for the frequent incorrect location of the toponyms, such as in the 

explication of the content of Yueyu kenqi lu by Vedal (2019: 127), it is erroneously referred to the 

Cantonese language. From a diachronic point of view, at different historical periods the character 

Yue referred to an extremely broad area of Indochina, ranging from modern Zhejiang to Vietnam 

(Viet is also the Vietnamese pronunciation of the sinogram Yue 越). For the complexities in the 

geographical attributions of the toponyms-ethnonyms Yue 越 /Baiyue 百越 denoted since the Han 

historiography cf. Edmondson (2016: 9). 
100 Including the toponyms Wu-Yue 吳越, Yangyue 揚越，Dongyue 東越，and Danyang Kuaiji zhi 

jian referring to the area of Yue, 1 occurrence appears in the fifth juan (names of tools); 7 in the 

sixth juan (basic lexicon of Chu and other areas); 5 in the seventh juan (basic lexicon of Chu and 

other areas); 2 in the tenth juan (basic lexicon of other areas). Another reference to Kuaiji (會稽) 

appears in the tenth juan]. 
101 For the etymology and historical phonology of the old toponym Kuaiji/Gueiji 會稽 cf. Hargett 

(2013: 29), which points out that “[tracing the etymology of old placenames] does not always 

produce singular, conclusive results. This seems to be especially the case with (originally) non-

Chinese toponyms like 會稽, of whose true origin today we know nothing.” 
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pursued a strong policy of Sinicization of the southeast, and the dominant language 

changed to Chinese (Rint 2015, 1st vol. 155a). 

 

Topolect literature and modern studies on the language of Yue/Wu 

In the Ming and Qing dynasties, Jiangnan was one of the more economically 

prominent areas of China, teeming with bustling commercial and cultural cities. 

Suzhou and Shaoxing, separated by the Qiantang River which runs through 

downtown Hangzhou, were respectively the commercial and cultural centres of the 

Wu and Yue area, before Shanghai began to take the lion's share of the area. Suzhou 

is located between Taihu Lake and the autonomous city of Shanghai in the southern 

tip of Jiangsu, Shaoxing, in the northern tip of Zhejiang. Peculiar features of the area 

of Yue have been repeatedly discussed by Fan Yin within the different sections of 

Yueyan, mentioned Xiaoshan 蕭山 and Shanyin 山陰, which represents different 

toponyms ascribable to the Linshao linguistic area.  

The current Wuyu 吳語 [Wu Language] (Code ISO 939-3: wuu) is limited to the 

geographical area of Shanghai, south-eastern Jiangsu, and Zhejiang, and is currently 

spoken by around 70 million people (8% of the population of China) (Yan and 

Zheng-Zhang, 1988). Shanghainese local variety having the greatest influence. 

Wuyue yu 吳越語, also known as Jiangnan speech 江南話, Jiangdong speech 江東

話, and Jiangsu-Zhejiang speech (Jiang-Zhe hua 江浙話) can be divided into six 

areas. Shaoxing is located in the Taihu area, the largest one, also known as Northern 

Wu language, and it includes six smaller topolects: Piling 毗陵, Suhuajia 蘇滬嘉, 

Shaoxi 苕溪, Hangzhou 杭州, Linshao 臨紹, and Yongjiang 甬江. The speech of 

Shaoxing is included in the Linshao topolect of the Taihu area.  

The textual record of the spoken Wu language is rich and variegated. According to 

the Encyclopedia of Chinese language and linguistics (Rint 2015: 606-7) the 

categorized texts recording the Wu language cover a. dialectal literature, b. novels, 

c. chantefables (tanci 彈詞), d. precious scrolls (baojuan 寳卷), e. popular songs, f. 

folk riddles, g. traditional philological works, h. regional gazetteers; i. 

miscellaneous written notes (biji 筆記), j. works written by Western missionaries. 



 

70 

Nowadays the speech of Yue is included within the diatopic varieties of the Wu 

language (吳語). Specific studies on the Wu and Yue language are still numerically 

limited. The usage of modern linguistic methods to examine Shaoxing dialect began 

with Zhao Yuanren's Xiandai Wuyu yanjiu 現代吳語研究 [Investigation on the 

Modern Wu Language] 102 compiled in the late 1920s. In 1959, Wang Futang 王福

堂  published Shaoxing hua ji yin 紹興話記音  [Record of the Sounds of the 

Shaoxing Speech], which systematically introduced the pronunciation and some 

special grammatical phenomena of the Dongtoudai 東頭埭 topolect in Shaoxing 

County. Colleges and universities in Zhejiang Province conducted several surveys 

on the dialects of Shaoxing area, collected in Zhejiang fangyan fenqu 浙江方言分

區 [Areas of the varieties of Zhejiang], Zhejiang fangyan ci 浙江方言詞 [Topolect 

words of Zhejiang] and Shaoxing shi yanyu juan 紹興市諺語卷  [Volume of 

Sayings of Shaoxing Municipality] compiled by the Shaoxing Folk Literature 

Integration Office (紹興市民間文學集成辦公室 ). Qian Nairong 錢乃榮 

conducted a follow-up investigation in order to integrate the work Xiandai Wuyu 

yanjiu, and supplemented the dialect materials of the city of Chengguan 城關 in 

Zhuji Shengxian Counties, included in the text Dangdai Wuyu yanjiu 當代吳語研

究 [Investigation on the Contemporary Wu Language]. In addition, there are also 

some sporadic research papers, such as Qian Zengyi 錢曾怡's Shengxian Changle 

hua yufa san ze 嵊縣長樂話語法三則 [Three Grammatical Rules of the Changle 

Speech in Shengxian County]. Within the available lexicographic material related 

to the Wu language,103 we point out one of the most representative dictionaries 

entitled Ming Qing Wuyu cidian 明清吳語詞典 [Dictionary of the Wu language of 

the Ming and Qing dynasties] (2005),104 the first diachronic dictionary compiled for 

 

102 The book records phonetic materials, a few words and grammatical examples from mainly four 

places in Shaoxing County, Wangjiajing 王家井 in Zhuji 諸暨 County, Taiping 太平 and Chongren 

崇仁 in Shengxian 嵊縣 County. 
103 Handel (2001: 660) summarizes the contributions in the investigations and detail description on 

the Wu language and phonological system conducted by VanNess Simmons. 
104 For the quality of the work and the precision adopted in the distinction of the various meanings 

of the terms, especially for the polysemantic morphemes, the dictionary by Shi and Miyata (2005) 

is one of the fundamental materials in the studies on the Wu language of the late imperial period. 

The core of the work includes 16,843 entry words mostly attributable to the Suzhou variety of the 
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the Wu language, which derives from the direct consultation of Wu language textual 

material, i.e., a. folk songs (min'ge 民歌, ge'yao 歌謠), b. opera librettos (xiju 戲

劇) and chuanqi 傳奇, c. pingtan 評彈 (including pinghua 平話 and tanci 彈詞, 

i.e., narrative works in which prose and poetry alternate, such as Suzhou Tanci, 

Yangzhou Tanci, Siming Nanci, Shaoxing Pinghudiao), d. novels (xiaoshuo 小說) 

in Wu language and Mandarin guanhua 官話 (including San yan er pai 三言二拍 

and Zhengxiao guan pingding tongsu yanyi xing shi yan 崢霄館評定通俗演義型

世言), e. local gazetteers (difangzhi 地方志), f. character and rhyme dictionaries 

(zishu 字書, yunshu 韻書), g. scattered notes (biji 筆記), h. documents, including 

translations into diatopic varieties of the Bible (Fangyan shengjing 方言聖經) and 

teaching materials (jiao ke shu 教科書) written by foreigners, ix. periodicals and 

magazines (baokan zazhi 報刊雜誌) produced in the area. 

 

Texts on the vernacular language of the Yue area  

The text Yue jue shu 越絕書 [Lost history of Yue] of the later Han is one of the 

earliest compilations dedicated to the language of Yue. It records several terms and 

linguistic peculiarities of the Yue ancient language, such as for the glosses “The 

Yue people call boat as xulu” (Yueren wei chuan wei xulu 越人謂船為須慮) and 

"The Yue people call salt as yu” (Yueren wei yan yue yu 越人謂鹽曰餘). In the 

Song dynasty, Zhao Shuxiang’s Kenqi lu 肯綮錄 [Record of the Essential Points] 

records many social aspects of the time including topolect expressions of Yue. 

Another specific compilation on the Yue language was the lost Nan ci xu lu 南詞

敘錄 [Descriptive Compilation of the Southern Terms] compiled by Xu Wei 徐渭 

(1521-1593), native of Shanyin 山陰 in the Ming dynasty and included seventy 

lexical entries. Another lost text of the end of the Ming dynasty is Liju yueyan 里

 

Wu language, and an appendix reports the sound system of Suzhou variety. Other specific 

dictionaries are. Jianming Wu fangyan cidian 簡明吳方言詞典 [Concise Dictionary of Wu topolect] 

with 5,000 entry words, and Wu fangyan cidian 吳方言詞典 [Dictionary of the Wu topolect] with 

8,000 entry words. 
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居越言 [The Language of the People Living in the Countryside of Yue] in twelve 

chapters (ce 冊) dealing with the vernacular language of Yue compiled by Qi 

Biaojia 祁彪佳 (1603-1645). These two Ming dynasty compilations were soon lost 

and only specific compilations on the Yue language dating back to the Qing dynasty 

are still available.  

The Qing dynasty corresponds to one of the liveliest periods for philology, so much 

it was conceived as mother of all sciences. Meanwhile, the raise of a profound 

interest in the vernacular language marked, as well, the flourishing of research 

projects and publications of texts on popular terms. Limiting the survey to late 

imperial period, compilations on the language of the Yue area include the corpus of 

lexicographic texts recording vernacular and dialect words covers Yueyu kenqi lu 

in the Kangxi period, Yueyan Shi in the Qianlong period, and Yueyan in the 

Guangxu period. Ping Buqing (1832-1895) was also a native of Shaoxing, but his 

Shi yan reports terms of the common language, and not specific terms of the Yue 

area. These texts represent a rich thesaurus in the study of dialect words and the 

vernacular language. Furthermore, many local gazetteers of Shaoxing, and 

particularly their Fangyan sections represent a useful tool from the synchronic and 

diachronic perspectives. Other lexicographic sources of the Qing dynasty mention 

the speech of Yue. In Tongsu Bian only the entry words n. 5279 帩 refers to the 

speech of Yue.one entry word, taking Yueyu kenqing lu as attestation source. 

Furthermore, Zhengsu wen recorded with different formulas 19 occurrences of the 

toponym, such as 'people of Yue (Yue ren 越人)' or 'language of Yue (Yueyu 越語)', 

'people from Jiangnan (area) (Jiangnan 江南)', 'Eastern people (dongfang ren 東方

人)'. 

 

Yueyu kenqi lu 越語肎綮錄 

Yueyu kenqi lu 越語肎綮錄 [Register of the Essential Points of the Language of Yue] 

in one chapter was compiled by Mao Qiling 毛奇齡 (1623—1716) compiled in the 

reign of Emperor Kangxi. It analyses topolectal terminology, terms, and their 

pronunciation (Vedal 2019: 127). A concise introduction precedes the entry words, 

distributed following an onomasiological structure. Being a short compilation of 
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terms of the vernacular register, Yueyu kenqi lu was included in the separate list of 

Siku Quanshu in the 43rd chapter containing secondary works.105 The introductory 

note to the work in Siqu quanshu highlights the content and functions of Yueyu kenqi 

lu: 

國朝毛奇齡撰.奇齡有《仲氏易》、已著錄.是編皆記其鄕之方言、而證以古音、

古訓,以爲與陸法言韻多相合.因宋趙叔向有《肎綮錄》,故襲其名.然叔向書多

述朝制,此則但一隅之里諺耳. 

昔揚雄《方言》,多關訓詁,歴代史志及諸家書目均入之《經部·小學類》中.是

編皆里巷常談,似未可遽厠《六經》之末.然《舊唐書·經籍志》載李少《通俗

語難字》、《新唐書·藝文志》載張推《證俗音》、顏愍楚《證俗音略》、李

䖍《續通俗文》、皆在《小學類》中.以類相從、古有此例、故今仍列之《小

學》焉.106 

[Yueyu kenqi lu] is a text in one chapter by Mao Qiling of the ruling dynasty. Official 

version of the Inspector General of Zhejiang Province. Another work by Mao is 

Zhongshi yi 仲氏易, which has already been recorded [in Siku Quanshu]. This 

compilation fully reports the local speech of his area of origin, with attestations of 

the ancient sounds and ancient glosses (gu xun 古訓). In many traits, it is like Lu 

Fayan’s Qieyun. The title derives from Kenqi lu 肎綮錄 by Zhao Shuxiang’s Kenqi 

lu of the Song dynasty, but Shuxiang's book mostly described the dynastic system, 

conversely this only deals with sayings and expressions (liyan 里諺).  

 

105 The Jingbu 經部 [Classics Section] of Siku Quanshu 四庫全書 [All the books of the four sections 

(of literature) includes six chapters (40-45 chapters) dedicated to philology (xiaoxue 小學) , the first 

three describe orthodox works and are divided into xungu 訓詁 [exegesis, chapters 40], zishu (字書) 

[dictionaries of characters, chapters 41] and yunshu 韻書 [dictionary of rhymes, chapters 42]; the 

other three have exactly the same content but are cataloged separately in the list featuring dangerous 

or trivial works. The dangerous works violated the taboos of the time, i.e., they went against the 

rules of the government or imperial ideologies. The text Yueyu kenqi lu was listed together with 

Erya buzhu 爾雅補註 in 6 chapters, Xiao Erya 小爾雅 in 1 chapter, Cui shi xiao Erya 崔氏小爾雅 

in 1 chapter, Hui ya 彙雅 in 20 chapters and its continuation Xu bian 續編 in 28 chapters, Fangyan 

ju 方言劇 in 2 chapters; Fangyan leiju 方言類据 in 4 chapters and Lianwen Shiyi 連文釋義 in 1 

chapter. 
106 Cf. the 43rd chapter of Siku Quanshu. 
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In the past, Yang Xiong's Fangyan was mainly interested in glosses (訓詁 xungu) 

and for this reason in bibliographic treatises of dynastic histories and bibliographic 

catalogues [of various collectors] it was included in the philological category 

(xiaoxue lei 小學類) of the classics section [jingbu 經部]. Yueyu kenqi lu simply 

deals with the recurring popular expressions and street sayings (里巷常談), and it 

hardly deserves to be included even at the bottom of the section of six classics. Yet 

in the case of works, such as Li Shao 李少’s Tong suyu nan zi 通俗語難字 

[Understanding the Difficult Characters of the Popular Language] in the Jing ji zhi 

經籍志 section of the Ancient Book of Tang, Zhang Tui 張推’s Zheng suyin 證俗

音 [Rectification of Popular Sounds] in the Yi Wen Zhi 藝文志 section of the New 

Book of Tang, Yan Minchu 顏愍楚’s Zheng suyin lüe 證俗音略 [Attestation of 

Popular Sounds] and Li Qian’s Xu tongsu wen 續通俗文 [Continuation to Tongsu 

wen] , they are all categorized in the philological section. Given its arrangement by 

categories and the existence of these precedents in the past, in the same way today 

[Yueyu kenqi lu] is placed in the philological section. 

 

These notes highlight valuable features of Yueyu kenqi lu: a. the attestation work 

through ancient sounds and ancient glosses (證以古音、古訓), b. respect for the 

tradition of sounds and ancient exegesis 以爲與陸法言韻多相合; c. common 

expressions of the vernacular and of the 'street' (li xiang changtan 里巷常談); d. 

hierarchical level. Classics are found before vernacular texts (似未可遽厠六經之

末); e. Inclusion of this typology of works in the philology category as a consolidated 

practice derived Fangyan. 

As reported by the authorial preface, the compilation of Yueyu kenqi lu was inspired 

by Zhao Shuxiang’s text Kenqi lu 肎綮錄 of the Song dynasty. The analogy with 

kenqi indicates "the key [element] of the object / matter”. Despite the correlation in 

the titles, in terms of content, they completely differ, Zhao described the dynastic 

system, and Mao reported dialect terms and expressions, and within the attestations 

in Yueyu kenqi lu, Zhao Shuxiang’s texts appears only a couple of times. The 

linguistic material in Yueyu kenqi lu is related to the vernacular speech of Shaoxing 

and the area under its cultural influence (Yue suyu 越俗語). Moreover, Yueyu kenqi 

lu turned out to be a collage combining excerpts from Mao Qiling’s Gujin 

tongyun107 古今通韻 [The Common Rhymes from Ancient Times to the Present 

 

107 Mao Qiling’s Gujin tongyun is available at: 

- Sturgeon D. (n.d.). 《欽定四庫全書》本《古今通韻》 (圖書館) - 中國哲學書電子化

計劃. https://ctext.org/library.pl?if=gb&res=5448 
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Day] in 12 chapters. The order of lemmas of Gujin tongyun follows the ancient 

Chinese tonal system with the traditional Pingshui rhyme scheme (yuntu 韻圖) (Cf. 

Baxter), on the vein of rhyme dictionaries fits to historical phonology. The same 

for the words of Yueyu kenqi lu, which were exclusively skimmed from Gujin 

tongyun, among the specific glosses related to suzi (俗字) and to the speech of Yue. 

While most of the syllables within the 12 chapters of Gujin tongyun presents 

concise definition, the glosses in Yueyu kenqi lu are more detailed and relatively 

long, with not only graphic, phonetic (direct or qieyun notations plus tones) and 

semantic information, but also attestations, register markers, diatopic information, 

examples of use, and several authorial observations. A few of these subjective 

observations, such as “at the beginning I thought/ I did not know […], but after the 

consultation of [..], indeed” are: 

山陰西鄉以對扯物裂曰「斯」.初不曉其字,今知即支韻「斯」字也.[…] 108 

[People from] the rural area west to Shanyin say to tear things apart as ‘si 斯’. I did 

not know the character at the beginning, but now I know that si 斯 rhymes with "zhi 

支" / [included in the] rhyme [section] of zhi 支. 

 

髽髻埀紒曰「頭須」.初疑為蘓字即流蘓之蘓指埀下者.後見《廣韻·𩒧字》註：

[…].109 

The hair bun is called touxu [head moustache]. At the beginning, I suspected [that 

the sound corresponded to] the character su 蘓 (graphic variant of su 蘇.), as in liu 

su 流蘓 meaning something that is hanging down. But later, [I] consulted the notes 

in "Guangyun · Character 𩒧" […]  

 

《廣韻》沃部「褥」字音內沃切.初疑內字必肉字之誤.後觀其註曰小兒衣, 始

知果. 內字也,內沃切.110 

The fanqie pronunciation of the character ru 褥 - [rhyme] section wo 沃 of Guangyun 

- is n[ei]+[w]o. At the beginning, I suspected that the character nei 內  was an 

erroneous form of the character rou 肉 [meat]. But later, [I] consulted its gloss [in 

Guangyun] ‘cloth for a baby child’, and started to realize the truth. [It derives from] 

the character nei 內, the fanqie annotation of the character pronunciation is ru 褥 is 

n[ei]+[w]o. 

  

Mao conceived an interpretative method with the resolution of a thought-doubt given 

by the consultation of 'scientific-historical' texts. In the context of kaozheng, this 

method made sure to find reliable sources and attestations for the verification o 

 

108 Yueyu kenqilu, definition n. 2. 
109 Yueyu kenqilu, definition n. 3. 
110 Yueyu kenqilu, definition n. 25. 
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plausible hypotheses about the origin of a specific word. 

 

Yueyan shi 越言釋 

Yueyan shi 越言釋 [Explanation of the language of Yue] was compiled by Ru Dunhe 

茹敦和 (1720-1791), courtesy name Sanqiao 三樵, alias Xunlai 遜來, native of 

Kuaiji.  

 

Yueyan 越諺 

In terms of functions of the text, fundamental factors, influenced by the new climate 

at the end of the 19th century, changed throughout the final decades of the Qing 

period. Fan Yin is one interesting protagonist of these changes in the vernacular 

lexicography of the Yue area. In the composite structure of his Yueyan, the 

introduction of a series of relatively original contents and inputs, or in any case re-

proposed in an innovative way compared to the results of the previous lexicographic 

tradition, are completely recognizable. In our view, in Fan Yin’s work this evolution 

is to be identified in the clearer delineation from a linguistic-oriented perspective of 

linguistic elements elaborated within specific and new graphic units, i.e., newly-

created characters, to systematically describe Shaoxing's peculiar lexicon and 

pronunciation.  

Yueyan combines extended commentary materials, which range from the authorial 

preface (xu 序), the editorial principles (fanli 凡例), and the introductory remarks 

(liyan 例言), together with the several brief introductions to chapters and sections, 

and the final texts on linguistic and non-linguistic topics. This material necessarily 

mirrored both the sociocultural reality of the end of the Qing dynasty and his author’s 

personal views on the language and the writing. In our view it is essential, then, to 

reflect on the contributions raised by Yueyan and other glossaries and consider 

whether the material included, and innovations entail controversial issues.  

Fan Yin’s lexicographic compilation represents a very composite material recording 

the colloquial and topolectal lexicon of the Shaoxing area at the end of the 19th 
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century. 111  The text collects folk proverbs (minsu yanyu 民俗諺語 ), aphorisms 

(geyan jing ju 格言警句), nursery rhymes (erge tongyao 兒歌童謠), colloquialisms, 

popular/colloquial character (suzi 俗字), and dialect characters (fangyan zi 方言字). 

The methodology used to collect the lexicon derives from a direct investigation on 

the vernacular language of Yue combined with the compiler’s deep knowledge of 

ancient documents and the spoken language of his native area. The knowledge 

acquired during his travels, which allowed him to compare his native language with 

other regional languages. To write down the lexicon of the vernacular language, Fan 

Yin collected vernacular characters, and edited newly created characters as well. 

Regarding the title, with yan 諺 the author does not limit to describe popular sayings 

(yanyu 諺語), but he includes a vast number of dissimilar categories of linguistic 

material. As we can see in the final texts, the author uses yan 諺 to refer to characters 

zi 字, words ci 詞, and saying ciyu 詞語, and include therefore very divergent 

typologies of textual material that shifts from contents on the vernacular languages 

in the first three chapters to expressions of the common language in the fourth and 

fifth chapters. Among the main reasons that justified the compilation of the text, Fan 

Yin reports that during his travels he noticed differences between the speech of Yue 

(Shaoxing) and other varieties of the Chinese language, these differences 

encouraged him to compile Yueyan.  

In his preface, Fan Yin referred to Yue as the ancient capital of the reign of King 

Goujian 勾踐, an area rich in peculiar regional features and cultural heritage. From 

this awareness derived his sense of responsibility in preserving the language used in 

his hometown. According to the compiler, if dialect expressions and vulgarisms 

(fangyan and suyu) are not collected and explained, there will be no other chance for 

the growth of the dissemination of one specific culture to the outside world, 

revealing his sense of responsibility and of hope of transmission. He tirelessly 

devoted himself to explore all kinds of linguistic material of the Yue variety, and 

was obsessed in recording dialectal expressions, localisms, folk songs, and nursery 

rhymes, etc. He used to invite the village children of the village to sing folk songs in 

 

111 For aspects of the modern Shaoxing variety cf. Wang (1959). 
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his studio and rewarded them with luohan dou 羅漢豆 [sweet peas]. He usually fixed 

half a day off to his servants to let them sing folk songs to him (Wang 2009: 41). In 

his research, he collected local expressions, inquired ancient glosses, searched for 

attestations in dictionaries and classics, examined original characters (benzi 本字) 

and compared vulgar characters (su zi 俗字).  

Considering these premises, instead of bearing perplexities and scepticism, we are 

sure that the variegated set of elements and methods adopted in Yueyan are all 

worthy of being investigated. The modern reference to Fan Yin’s text is Fan Yin 笵

寅. Yueyan dian zhu《越諺》點注 [Glosses and Annotations to Yueyan] by Hou 

Youlan 侯友蘭 (2006). This text present Yueyan in its entirety using semplified 

characters and concisely glossing difficult characters. A specific work on the lexicon 

included in Yueyan is Yueyan yu shaoxing fang su yuhui yanjiu《越諺》與紹興方

俗語彙研究 [Yueyan and the Study of Shaoxing Dialect and Vernacular Vocabulary] 

by Wang Minhong 王敏紅 (2009). At present, according to the research conducted 

on secondary literature, there are only limited studies dedicated to the work of Fan 

Yin, namely Ye Minjia 葉敏佳 (2011)’s BA dissertation Yueyan fangyan zici yanjiu

《越谚》方言字词研究 [Initiatory Research on Yueyan’s Dialectical Characters 

and Words]. 

 

2.2 Critical description of Fan Yin’s yueyan 

The author: Fan Yin 

Fan Yin 范寅 (1830–1911, or 1827–1897 according to other accounts), courtesy 

name Xiaofeng 嘯風, alias Huchen 虎臣, Bianzhouzi 扁舟子 and Yangshang 仰山, 

was an eccentric and unfortunate scholar at the end of the Qing dynasty. Usually 

excluded from the circle of eminent philologists of the Qing dynasty, he was eager 

to discuss and preserve the language of his native area, Shaoxing. Fan Yin was born 

in a Confucian scholar-official family, but he became orphan at the age of seventeen. 

Due to the poverty of his family he had to leave his native land. He worked in 

Jiangyou Poyang 江酉鄱陽 [modern Jiangxi] and other several yamen 衙門. He 
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spent many years dwelling in different places of the city, including the urban area of 

Shaoxing and its surrounding counties, “and became learned and well-informed. He 

spent much time observing, comparing, and investigating the differences between 

the Yue dialect and other languages or dialects” (Yong-Peng 2008: 330). 

According to Wang (2009: 40), from childhood, Fan Yin was always eager to learn, 

to the point of forgetting to eat. He was knowledgeable and talented, with a wide 

range of interests and curiosities, from astronomy to geography, literature, and 

technology. After resigning and returning home, he travelled far and wide with the 

aim of investigating the geography of mountains and rivers. With his brother 

Yangyun 仰雲  he built an observatory in Taimen 台門  [Shaoxing] to observe 

heavenly bodies and record positions and names of stars. When he saw a model of a 

boat with a wooden machine in Ningbo, he also designed one by himself. During the 

Duanwu festival he competed with other dragon boats in Huangfu Zhuang aboard 

the self-made boat, but due to the low speed and the energy needed, he did not use 

the boat anymore. The relatively scarce information on Fan Yin's life and education 

background are limited to basic details, related to the place of birth and the positions 

held at the administrative level.112 Even less meaningful are the sources dealing with 

his works. In order to reconstruct the biography of Fan Yin relevant sources in our 

possession are represented by the references provided by Fan Yin’s acquaintances, 

and in particular the afterword by Zhou Zuoren, inserted in the later editions of 

Yueyan. 

 

Zhou Zuoren’s afterword to Yueyan 

In the process of reconstructation the author’s biography, limited sources compiled 

by Fan Yin’s acquaintances are available, including the afterword to the text 

compiled by Zhou Zuoren 周作人 (1885-1967), the younger brother of Lu Xun 魯

迅 (1881-1936) and native of Shaoxing, inserted in later editions of Yueyan. In the 

first part Zhou Zuoren reports the esteem he felt for two eminent people both of his 

native land, Wang Yuezhen 汪曰楨 (1813-1881), courtesy name Xiecheng 謝城, 

 

112 Fan Yin does not appear in Chinese Bibliographic Database Project (CBDP). The lack of 

popularity and his failure in the imperial exams are among the probable causes of the fact that his 

writings were soon been lost, only Yueyan remains to this day.  
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and Fan Yin, courtesy name Xiaofeng 嘯風 . He reports basic biographical 

information for both.  

《越諺 · (周作人)越諺跋》 

在小時候, 我於鄉先生中有最佩服的兩個人:一是烏程的汪謝城,一是會稽的范

嘯風.汪先生以舉人官會稽縣學教諭,所著關於韻學、歷學諸書及詞一卷,均在

《荔牆叢刻》中;《玉鑑堂詩》六卷,近亦刻入《吳興叢書》.但我所喜歡的乃

是單行的一部《湖雅》,書凡九卷,《湖蠶述》四卷.范先生是個副榜,即《(越)

諺》的編著者,詩文集均不存.先君曾經請他寫過一副小對聯,只記得上句云“逌

爾會天笑”,末署“扁舟子笵寅”.不過這對子也早已落在穿窬君子的手裡了. 

 

In my childhood, I (Zhou Zuoren) esteemed two men above all other gentlemen of 

my native town: the first was Wang [Yuezhen] Xiecheng 汪謝城 from Wucheng 烏

程, the other was Fan Xiaofeng 笵嘯風 from Kuaiji 會稽. Bearing the title of juren 

[recommended scholar], Wang held the high position of Person in charge of 

education at Kuaiji County. The several texts he wrote about phonology, 

historiography, as well as one juan of poetry of the ci genre are collected in Li qiang 

cong ke 荔牆叢刻 [Printed Edition of Lychee Wall Collection] .The nine volumes 

Yu jian tang shi 玉鑑堂詩 [Poems of the Hall of the Jade Mirror] , have recently 

been engraved in Wuxing cong shu 吳興叢書 [Wuxing Anthology] . But what I like 

most are the small volume Hu ya 湖雅 [The Elegance of the Lake (Taihu)] in six 

chapters and the volume Hu can shu 湖蠶述 [Narration on silkworms of the Lake 

(Taihu)] in four chapters. Fan ranked on the secondary list of the Imperial 

examinations and edited (Yue)yan (越)諺 [Sayings (of Yue)]. Of his collection of 

poems and poetry nothing indeed is left. My father once invited him to compose a 

short diptych, of which I remember only the first verse: “laughing so much that the 

sky laughs (from how strange it is)”. His pseudonym bian zhouzi [flat small boat] 

followed his signature. However, this diptych soon ended up in the hands of a ‘noble’ 

thief. 

 

Zhou Zuoren’s afterword continues with the description of the representative texts 

compile by Wang and Fan. Moreover, Zhou highlights the dichotomy between the 

works of Wang, and those of Fan: the former considered as representative of the 

elegant, the latter representative of the “unrefined”/vulgar.  

《湖雅》與《越諺》詳記一地方的風物或言語,性質有點相近,但體例不大一樣.

前者畧近《埤雅》、《爾雅翼》,所謂亦雅詁之支流也;後者則全以俗語爲主,

隨語記錄,不避俚俗.假如引一句成語來說明,那麼,其一可以說是“君子安雅”,而

其二乃是“越人安越” 歟! 
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Huya and Yueyan record in detail the landscapes and the language of a specific place. 

They are slightly similar in the content and in their features, but they differ in style. 

While the first is closer to Piya 埤雅 [Increased (Er)ya] and Erya yi [Wings to (Er)ya] 

attributable to the so-called branch of glosses on elegance in the style of Erya; the 

second text in its entirety has its core on the vernacular language (suyu 俗語). The 

latter is written in an informal way using notes, and without avoiding the “unrefined” 

or vulgar. Using a chengyu to explain the differences between the two works, the 

former would use “the man of noble virtue finds peace in elegance”, whereas the 

latter would use “the people of Yue find peace in Yue” for the second would be 

appropriate. 

 

In the following excerpt, Zhou Zuoren illustrates Fan Yin’s unsuccess in the 

academic career and his dedication to humble works. 

范先生家住城外皇甫莊.甲午以前,我的舅父也住在那里,兩家正是貼鄰.我在那

時常聽人家講他的逸事.他中副榜時心裡正很懊惱,有一老嫗來賀他道:‘今年中

了半邊舉人,明年再中半邊,合起來便是一個,豈不很好.’但是,下一科他是否真

又中了半邊,這却有點記不清楚了. 

Fan had his residence outside the city in Huangfu Zhuang. Before 1894 113  my 

maternal uncle also lived there, and the two residences were located next to each 

other. At that time, I often listened to Fan telling his anecdotes. He ranked on the 

secondary list in the imperial examinations; therefore, in his heart he was deeply 

embittered. An old woman went to congratulate him, saying: ‘This year you became 

half-ranked for the candidacy, next year you will get ranked on the other half, so 

adding the two halves together you will have a full candidacy. Wouldn't that be a 

good thing?’. But I do not remember whether Fan got the second half in the following 

examination or not.  

 

Zhou describes Fan’s investigation into linguistic material of the Yue variety, 

pointing out, in particular, the gathering of children’s songs. This pragmatic 

approach is also attested in the preface, with Fan Yin’s consultation with the old 

women in order to verify the appropriate linguistic register of different sayings. 

Moreover, with the anecdote of building a boat, Zhou depicted Fan Yin as a person 

with original and innovative ideas and concepts, but on the other hand, stuck in the 

society in which he lived. For this reason, he was soon considered as a bizarre man 

(guai wu 怪物), similar to Xu Wei. 

他編《越諺》時,招集近地的小孩唱歌給他聽,唱後便請他們喫夜糖.到了晚年,

他常在竈下燒火,乞糕餅、炒豆等爲酬.有時因爲火候不中程,爲姑嬉譙訶也不

爲意.嘗以己意造一船,仿水車法,以輪進舟;試之,本二櫓可行,今須五六壯夫足

踏方可,乃廢去不用.少時曾登其舟,則已去輪機,仍用篙櫓矣.范先生蓋甚有新思

想,而困於時地,不能充分發展,世人亦莫之知,大都視爲怪物,與徐文長彷彿,其有

逸事流傳亦相同. 

 

113 The year 1894 marked the outbreak of the Sino-Japanese war. 



 

82 

In the process of compilation of Yueyan, Fan gathered the children who lived in the 

neighbouring areas and invited them to sing for him. When they finished, he gave 

them some evening sweets. 114 Then, when he became old, he helped to stoke the fire, 

begging cakes and roasting vegetables for a remuneration. Sometimes, when he did 

not regulate the intensity of the flame well, he was scolded by those old women. In 

the past he designed his own boat using the principle of the waterwheel to move the 

boat forward; when he tried it, two sculls were enough, and the boat could sail. But 

now, five or six strong men are needed in order to let the boat move, and so the boat 

with its system was abandoned. As a young man, I got into his boat, which could 

still be used with sculls and poles, even though the waterwheel had already been 

removed. Fan was very innovative and had original ideas, but he was stuck in the 

time and the space [in which he lived], he had no way to move forward in his career 

completely. People did not understand him, and, on the contrary, considered him a 

bizarre type; therefore, many anecdotes similar to those about Xu Wenchang 

circulated to depict his odd life.  

 

Zhou points out that in the first half of the twentieth century the circulation of 

Yueyan was still very scarce, but that the printing dies had luckily remained 

preserved. 

《越諺》刻於光緒壬午,及今五十年,印刷傳布爲數不多,未得列於著作之林.然

而藏板至今,尚可新印,無甚缺損者,其實也未始不是還從這裡來的好處也. 

The printed version of Yueyan dates to 1882 (renwu year of the Guangxu reign). 

Fifty years later, printed copies of the text are still few; therefore, the work does not 

appear among the literary works. However, the printing dies have been preserved 

undamaged until today; actually, it would be still possible to draw fruit from them.  

 

Zhou shifts, then, to describe and compare works dealing with the linguistic variety 

of Yue. In this excerpt, Zhou points out different and original approaches adopted 

in Yueyan compared to earlier works dealing with the variety of Yue, such as Yueyu 

kenqi lu, Yueyan shi and Tian Yitang 田易堂 (1669-1726)'s Xiang tan 鄉談, which 

followed the approach adopted in Hengyan lu and Tongsu bian, can be considered 

as pure philological material.  

從前記錄越中方言者,據我所見,有毛西河的《越語肯綮錄》、茹三樵的《越言

釋》、田易堂的《鄉談》等.但是他們的方法都是《恆言錄》、《通俗編》的

一路.如不是想替俗語去找出古雅的本字,至少也要在書本裡發見先例,故所說

即使很精確,原是部分而非整個,也只是文字學的材料,與方言土俗了無關係. 

《越諺》所取的方針便截然不同.他是以記錄俗語爲目的,有一語即記錄一語,

純是方言誌的性質.他用字要尋出典,以致有些字很是古怪,也許是一種毛病.雖

然這毛病不能算怎麼大,因爲那些字本來反正多是有音無字的. 

 

114 Yetang 夜糖 ‘evening candies’ are, probably, a typical local kind of candies. 
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As far as I am aware, among the works of the past recording the Yue variety, there 

are Mao Xihe's Yueyu kenqi lu, Ru Sanqiao's Yueyan shi, Tian Yitang's Xiang tan, 

and others. However, their [lexicographic] methods are common to those of Hengyan 

lu and Tongsu bian. If they are not those who try / think to replace the vernacular 

terms suyu in order to find the elegant, ancient characters, they try at least to find a 

precedent [in usage] among the documents. Therefore, even if [what these 

compilations record] is precise, it is still a part and not the whole, and represents only 

philological materials, and so they have nothing to do with the dialect and the 

vernacular language. The approach used in Yueyan is completely different. The main 

purpose is to record the vernacular language, [and, therefore,] a lexical entry 

corresponds to an existing expression. For this reason, it features fangyan zhi 

[dialectal register/compilation, collection of the words of the local dialect]. In the 

use of the characters [Fan] wanted to use those that came from [citational/historical] 

sources, so much so that some are really bizarre, and perhaps this can represent a 

weak point, and yet, it cannot be considered particularly relevant, because most of 

the [registered dialectal] words characters come with an oral form but lack a written 

codification. 

 

At the end of the afterword, Zhou describes strengths and weaknesses of the 

compilation.  

《越諺》中又收錄著好許多歌謠,完全照口頭傳說寫下來的,這不但是歌謠研究

的好資料,而且又是方言語法的好例.書中多載單辭隻字、缺少表示語法實例的

整句之缺點,也就可以勉強補上幾分. 

Yueyan includes several popular songs/folk ballads, written completely from oral 

transmission, representing not only a valuable material for the study of popular songs, 

but also good examples of dialect grammar. The lack of concrete 

grammatical/linguistic examples for monomorphemic words and single characters 

that are recorded in massive quantities in the work represents a deficiency that we 

can still strive to compensate for.  

 

Zhou ends his afterword pointing out further possible strategies to better take 

advantage of Fan Yin’s text.  

此後如有還未忘記紹興話的紹興人,能够費點功夫把他添注上拼音,這便可以成

爲一部急就的紹興方言誌了. 

我們且不講“唯桑與梓,必恭敬止”那些舊話,只是飲水思源,從學問或趣味上面

想起來,覺得對於這位扁舟子老先生,實在應得表示相當敬意耳! 

中華民國二十一年十一月十一月二十六日舊會稽縣人 

周作人識於北平苦雨齋. 

Furthermore, if some natives still remembering the Shaoxing dialect would spend 

energy to add phonetic notations [to the words], the work could become a valuable 

register of the Shaoxing dialect in the form of a gazette.  
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Avoiding those ancient forms to show reverence and admiration, such as [wei sang 

yu zi, bi gong jing zhi 唯桑與梓, 必恭敬止],115 we still would like to pay homage [to 

these great men and their works], in the same way as when people drink water and 

think about the source. We feel great reverence for, and take great delight in, the 

knowledge displayed by our gentleman ‘small boat’! 

On the 26th day of the 11th month of the 21st year of the Republic of China [1932], 

Zhou Zuoren, an ancient native of Kuaiji County 

at kuyuzhai [Study of the Rain of Bitterness] in Beiping [Beijing]” 

 

As Zhou asserts, Fan Yin possessed a great talent for essay writing, the quality of 

his essays was excellent, to the point that whenever he completed a text, he received 

wide praise from local scholars. Unfortunately, except for Yueyan, all his other 

writings, including Yujian tang shi 玉鑑堂詩 [Poems from the Jade Mirror Hall] 

and Gui'e chidu 癸俄尺牘 [Correspondence of Gui'e], were soon lost. Fan was also 

considered as an excellent calligrapher, blending Yan Zhenqing 顔真卿 (709–785) 

and Liu Gongquan 柳公權 (778-865)’s calligraphic styles. People from all over the 

province appreciated his works as treasures. In 1873, he was appointed as sub-

tribute (fu gong 副貢). Due to quota restrictions, those who could not be listed on 

the main list but had excellent writing skills were not selected when the list was 

released, and their names were listed after the main list, in the so-called sub-list (fu 

bang 副榜 or fu gong 副貢).116 An anecdote of his life, about a premonitory event117 

revealing his appointment as sub-tribute, 118  shows how much Fan Yin was 

 

115 The saying wei sang yu zi, bi gong jing zhi 維桑與梓，必恭敬止 [lit. Mulberry and catalpa trees 

are also to be regarded with reverence] refers to the love for the native country and hometown and 

to the reverence for the people of the hometown. It appears in the third chapter of the xiaoya – 

xiaobian section of the Shijing [Book of Odes]. 
116  副 貢  的 意 思 、 解 釋 、 用 法 、 例 句  - 國 語 辭 典 . (n.d.). 

https://dictionary.chienwen.net/word/65/01/f03942-%E5%89%AF%E8%B2%A2.html 
117 Tingyin 聽音 is an ancient folk custom of the Yue area and is equivalent to the expression 'ask a 

vow in front of the Bodhisattva ' (zai pusa qian qiuqian 在菩萨前求签). In a moment of indecision, 

one is enlightened by accidentally hearing a word or expression from someone. In these cases the 

listener's heart associates the word with some personal matter and suddenly one realizes the truth. It 

refers usually to a matter of success or failure or a premonition of luck or misfortune. (Wang 2009: 

40) 
118 On New Year's Eve of 1872, one year before the provincial-municipal examination, Fan Yin was 

heading from the downstairs entrance hall to the back room, when he saw a group of children in a 

corner of the building playing the game ban renjia 辦人家, also known as guo jia jia 过家家 

[playing house / play grown up], a sort of role-playing children’s game, where players take on the 

roles of a family. During the game one child was sharing peanuts to the other children, saying “One 

half to you, one half to me and one half for him" (ni banbian, wo banbian, ta banbian 你半邊, 我

半邊, 他半邊). Heard what the child said, Fan Yin in his heart made a direct association with the 

examination of the following year. He went back home revealed to his mother that he was going to 
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superstitious. Fan Yin held the position of houxuan xundao 候選訓導 [Officer of 

the Education],119 but the impossibility to access to a higher office made him very 

mortified. Throughout his life, Fan Yin was never satisfied of his achievements, 

consequently, not interested in honours or profits (bu mu rongli 不慕荣利), he 

resigned from office and decided to go home, where he opened a rice shop. Fan Yin 

had eccentric and non-conformist conjectures,120 in many cases even against the 

ordinary opinions of the ruling class or of his peers. Fan Yin did actually suffer 

from and died of senile dementia (Wang 2009: 41). According to Zhou Zuoren’s 

afterword, in his later years, his personality became more and more similar to that 

of Xu Wei 徐渭 (1521-1593)121 and several anecdotes of his eccentric behaviour 

spread all over the province.122 Nonetheless, from these lines emerges the portrait 

of a man who, due to the unsuccess in his career as an official, dedicated himself 

primarily on the collection and attestation of the material of his hometown 

vernacular language. 

 

 

candidate as sub-tribute (fu juren 副舉人), vulgarly banbian juren (半邊舉人). The voice did 

actually predict the result of the examination of Fan Yin. An old woman tried to comfort him by 

saying: "This year you got half of the sky, next year you get the other half. Putting the two halves 

together you get the whole, isn't it a marvellous thing? (今年中了半边天， 明年再中半边天，合

起来便是一个，岂不很好？). Cf. Wang (2009: 40) and Zhou Zuoren’s afterword. 
119 Official name. In the Ming and Qing dynasties, the government set up professors (jiaoshou), the 

prefectures set up teachers (xuezheng), and the counties set up teachers (jiaoyu), in order to educate 

students. These three types of officers were all called xundao. These official names were not used 

anymore after the end of the Qing dynasty (職官名。明、清於府設教授，州設學正，縣設教諭，

職司教育學生。其副職皆稱為「訓導」。清末廢)  Cf. 訓導 的意思、解釋、用法、例句 - 國

語 辭 典 . (n.d.). https://dictionary.chienwen.net/word/eb/e9/bc4bd2-

%E8%A8%93%E5%B0%8E.html 
120 Fan Yin predicted the failure of the ruling dynasty and the success of the revolt of Sun Yat-sen 

(1866-1925). On one occasion he claimed: “The Qing court is corrupt and accumulated bad habits 

which will be difficult to erase. will converge. Sun Zhongshan will revolt and surely succeed. Those 

who lose the faith of people will perish and those who quench the hearts of people will prosper. A 

single spark can start a fire on the prairie" (清廷腐化，積習難返。孫中山造反，一定能成功。

失民心者亡，得民心者昌。星星 之火，可以燎原). Cf. Wang (2009: 41). 
121 Xu Wei was a well-known painter, writer, and poet of Shaoxing with an extremely bizarre and 

eccentric behaviour. As testified by the lost Nan ci xu lu, he was also interested in the collection of 

the vernacular language of Yue. 
122 According to Wang (2009: 41) Fan Yin used to wear leather clothes in winter, and to sit in the 

hall at evening showing off his body hair to scare women and children. As second son of his family, 

and for this eccentric behaviour he was known as “the second dumb master” (dai er laoye 呆二老

爺). 
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Compilation and publication process of Yueyan 

According to Fan Yin’s preface, the three chapters of Yueyan were published in 1978, 

the integration of the additional two chapters ended in 18812 compilation of the text 

and its supplementary chapters titled Yueyan shengyu lasted four years from 1878123 

to 1881.124 The compilation of the two parts lasted four years. Fan Yin carved his 

personal wood seal with his third son Fan Jian 范諫 in 1882 and printed the text 

adopting the paiban yinshua 排版印刷 technique.125 Gu ying shan fang 谷應山房 

revised and printed the text it one year later, in 1882, but due to the limited number 

of printed copies, the text did not circulate massively. Beijing lai xun ge 北京來熏

閣 printed a further edition in 1932.  

The eleven introductory remarks (liyan 例言 ) to the work, translated below, 

illustrates the different criteria adopted by Fan Yin in the compilation: 

(1) -126 今之紹興府城即昔之越都,山陰、會稽兩縣同在府城.所錄各諺,以山、

會城鄉之語為斷.  

The modern city of Shaoxing is the former capital of Yue [in the Shang and Zhou 

dynasties] and both Shanyin and Kuaiji prefectures belong to Shaoxing Prefecture. 

The proverbs collected in this book are therefore based on the language of Shan[yin] 

and Kuai[ji]. 

(2) - 司馬史祖《陳涉世家》必言“夥頤”,太白詩仙作《蜀道難》開口說“噫吁

嚱”,《北征》《南山》諸詩,《兩京》、《兩都》等賦,以及“石鼎”、“鬪雞”聯

句,諸作譾陋之儒視為奇字麗文者,實皆當時俗物俚言蒐羅摭拾,信口振筆而成.

今輯《越諺》, 原屬收採俗語而不拘泥文雅,故土音俗字毫不改避.改即非諺,避

即不成諺 

 

123 According to the authorial preface, on the 18th or wangji day of the ninth lunar month of the 

Wuyin year, 4th year of Guangxu 光绪 四年 ， 岁 在 戊寅 ， 九月 既 望. 
124 The 6th day of the sixth lunar month of the 7th year of Guangxu. 
125  "As usual with pre-twentieth century Chinese publications, each juan consists of double 

woodblock-print pages, and each new juan is renumbered from page one." Doleželová-Velingerová 

and Wagner (2014: 138). 
126 The following explanatory notes are separated by a dash and a new period in the printed edition. 

Numbers are given here for ease of reference and citation. 
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2. The Great Historian Sima [Qian]’s Chen she jia she [The Family of Chen She] 

includes [the exclamation of surprise and admiration] ‘yihuo’; the Poet Immortal 

Taibai [Li Bai] used [the exclamation] ‘yixixia’ in the introduction to [the poem] 

Shudaonan. [In the process of studying], the poems Beizheng [Northern Expedition] 

and Nanshan [The Mount of the South], the rhapsodies Liang jing [The two capitals] 

and Liang du [The two capitals], and the couplets Shiding [prose by Han Yu] and 

Douji [Cockfighting, prose by Wang Bo], some superficial intellectuals thought that 

the authors’ intentions were to include odd characters and beautiful words in the 

writing, but they actually wrote them directly using popular characters, vernacular 

words and sayings. Now that I am editing Yueyan, I collect as much common sayings 

as possible, without being interested whether they are elegant or not. Accordingly, 

[we] do not even in the least modified or avoided local sounds and popular characters. 

Neither with the modification of [the local sounds and popular characters], nor with 

the avoidance [of them], there will be [the proper] saying. 

 

(3) - 如下卷“勿頑為    ” 127之類,雖不見於字書,欲達是諺,不能舍而他求,仿《桂

海雜志》“不好為孬”之例譯通之.又如中卷“疾病”條“㿀𤵌”二字,亦字書所無,今

從醫書掇入. 

3. In the third volume, for example, although the term "Don't be obstinate"128 does 

not appear in character textbooks, in order to record it, we cannot get ridded of it and 

research for other [characters or expressions]. Similarly, the case of "Bad" in Guihai 

zazhi explains the whole [problem]. Or, again, the two characters bansha from the 

Disease and Illness Category of the second chapter do not appear in character books, 

and here we collected from medical books. 

 

(4) -“𡍩”、“㹙”、“𦥈”等字,相傳塾師為農所窘,欲以“裂”代“𡍩”,以“犢”代“㹙”,

以“竈下”代“竈𦥈”.農曰“𡍩”微“裂”顯,“㹙”小“犢”大,“竈下”爨處,“竈𦥈"坐炊處.

毫釐千里矣.蓋諺因義出,文從義殊,固不可假借也.今皆考出. 

. Che 𡍩, weng 㹙, ai 𦥈 and other characters, according to rumours, schoolteachers 

were embarrassed [to use the words of] farmers and desired to replace che 𡍩 with 

lie 裂 [crack], weng 㹙 with du 犢 [calf], and zaoxia 竈下 with zao’ai 竈𦥈 [stove]. 

But farmers say che 𡍩 for small and lie 裂 for evident cracks, use weng 㹙 for young, 

and du 犢 for big calves, zaoxia 竈下 specify where the cooking stove, and indeed 

use 竈下 to indicate where the stove is, and use zao’ai 竈𦥈 as the place where you 

sit and eat. It is, then, true that the slightest difference leads to a huge error! Formerly, 

sayings were originated according to the meanings, but the [elegant and] refined 

[language] differs from the meaning, and for this reason it is not possible to adopt 

[phonetic] associations. In this text they are all investigated providing evidence and 

proofs. 

 

(5) - 是編分上中下三卷:上卷,語言諺焉;中卷,名物諺之異處;下卷,音義諺之散見

者.各經詳考詳註,三卷通閱,一以貫之. 

 

127 Non-common characters, such as   , have been specifically created through the private character 

editor Eudcedit.exe (zhuanyong zifu bianji chengxu 专用字符编辑程序).   

128  Originally in two characters and here unified in only one character. The same graphic 

phenomenon appears for the next word ‘bad’. 
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5. This text is divided into three volumes. The first volume focuses on sayings of the 

language [Yuyan 語言], the second volume on peculiar varieties of names and 

objects [Ming wu 名物], and the third on recurrent sounds and meanings [Yinyi 音

義]. Each volume presents detailed evidential proofs and glosses. For coherence 

[these features] do not change from the beginning to the end in the three volumes. 

 

(6) - 中卷異呼之物, 下卷別音之字, 所有考註或在前,或在後, 各隨紙隙,其習見

之字, 共識之典, 偶不加註. 欲詳上卷音義,必熟此二卷,庶不誤.喚官音,芒然是物. 

6. The second volume records the different names of things, and the third volume 

distinguishes the sounds of the characters and words with different sound, in the third 

volume evidential proofs are either at the beginning or at the end [of the definitions], 

according to the edge of the pages. Frequently used words or common allusions are 

not annotated. [People] willing to know sounds and meanings of the [linguistic 

material of the] first chapter, need to familiarize with these two volumes in order to 

prevent any mistake. Using the sounds of the standard mandarin language, it will be 

possible to vaguely understand this material. 

 

(7) - 自道光、咸豐年間,忽有縮腳言.如言“腳”字,借“桁條柱腳”之“腳”,但呼“桁

條柱”三字.縮住為暗號,不可枚舉.甚至“走”字,借用“雞毛抌帚”之“帚”作“走”字

縮腳暗號. 此如南人敩北諺,呼“馬蘭頭”為“生口筐子腦袋”,何足取哉？概屏勿

錄. 

7. Since the reigns of Daoguang (1821-50) and Xianfeng (1851-61), [numerous] 

phrasal omissions suddenly have appeared.129 For instance, people make use the term 

heng tiao zhu jiao 桁條柱腳 [ridgepole] for the word jiao 腳 [foot], using only the 

[first] three characters heng tiao zhu [and omitting jiao]. [This kind of] guessing 

games used as secret codes are innumerable, to the extent that people even use the 

expression jimao zhen zhou 雞毛抌帚 [feather broom], omitting the character zhou 

[broom] as a code to refer to zou 走 [to go].130 This is similar to the case of southern 

people, studying the Northern sayings, adopting malantou 馬蘭頭 referring to "raw-

basket thead". This is not worth saying, and consequently they have not been 

extensively recorded [in the text]. 

 

 

129 Xiehouyu are one of the four categories of sayings (熟語 shuyu) Cf. Chan (2016: 396, 403). 

According to Zhou (2005: 246), together with proverbs (諺語 yanyu), four-character idioms (成語 

chengyu), and three-character idioms (慣用語 guanyongyu). Within the style of the four categories 

of sayings, xiehouyu are the less formal, allegorical, and humorous. The structure of this kind of 

terms is different from Xiehouyu. According to Yup (2022: 230), the form of xiehouyu can be varied, 

and alternative versions may be partially or completely reworded. The term xiehouyu is thought to 

have developed from xiehouti (歇後體 ‘omitting the latter part of an expression’) and the term 

xiehouti did not appear until around the Tang dynasty. According to Chen (1997: 160-2), there are 

two types of xiehouyu as part of Chinese rhetoric: Old Style and New Style. The Old Style is called 

cangci (藏詞 ‘hiding word’), in which some characters, usually the last, are hided. The New Style 

is a two-part saying but with the second part omitted. According to Wen (1985:9) xiehouti and 

xiehouyu represent two different concepts: the former rhetorical, the latter lexicological. Xiehouyu 

are also called pijieyu (譬解語 ‘example-explanation saying’), cf. Chen (1997:14), and yinzhuyu (引

注語 ‘lead-remark saying’). While xiehouyu are based on the omission of sentences, the linguistic 

phenomenon of suojiaoyan 縮腳言 focuses on the omission of one character.  
130 The omitted character zhou [broom] shares a similar pronunciation to the word zou [to go/to leave] 
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(8) - 近來又有輕薄子改字諺, 如言“收拾”曰“收九”、“收廿”,言“一千”曰“九百

八十廿”者,任意謔造,悅口易傳,後將襲訛忘本.姑揭於茲,然亦弗錄.  

8. In recent times, a phenomenon of changing characters with carelessness appeared. 

For example, shoujiu and shounian are used to say shoushi [to tidy up], or jiu bai 

bashi nian (nine hundred, eighty and twenty) is used to say yi qian (one thousand). 

These words have been created arbitrarily and have been transmitted with the 

pleasure [of the people]. But these erroneous forms let people forget the original root. 

We mention here this phenomenon to not record these words [within the text]. 

 

(9) - 有隐語諺,如言“亮見亮”,只说“燈籠照火把"者,有類乎謎.若《東坡志林》

載僧諱“雞” 為“鑽笆”、“魚”為“水梭花”,言尚可取.茲亦採入若干語,其借音不切

者棄之. 

9. Liang jian liang [bright sees bright] to express denglong zhao huoba [the lantern 

lights the torch] is one example of other types of enigmatic guessing sayings (yinyu 

yan). For instance, Dongpo zhi lin 東坡志林 records the sayings used by monks 

using zuanba 鑽笆 [diamond] to avoid the word ji [chicken], and shuijun hua [water 

shuttle flower] to avoid the word yu [fish]. These are acceptable cases. Here we 

inserted several examples and avoided those sayings which borrowed the sound of 

words. 

 

(10) - 諺句有出典者,註某書名於下;有分見各書者,註明某某書.諺字出處,曰“出

某”;諺字音義分見雜出、考核定一者,曰“從某”.其不及繁引詳辯者,苦於刻資無

多,故從省文.博雅諒之. 

10. Whether the saying has an attestation, [I] noted the reference book after [the 

lexical entry]; whereas whether it appears in separate books, then [I] noted the titles 

of the books. For the sources of attestation of the characters found in the sayings, 

was indicated as ‘from ...’; the sound and meaning of the characters found in the 

sayings, which come from miscellaneous parts, have been examined and unified with 

the indication ‘from ...’. For them [we] did not supply extensively records. Due to 

the lack of resources, we saved space in the text. I beg the pardon of literati and 

readers. 

 

(11) - 凡字無音可音者, 註反切;有音可音者,直註某字.除去音字,亦從省文. 

11. We adopted the fanqie system as phonetic annotation of the characters with no 

equivalent sound; whereas we adopted the direct system of phonetic annotation 

whenever an equivalent sound exists. To save space, we did not reiterated characters 

used for phonetic annotations. 

 

a. Macrostructure of Yueyan 

From the macrostructural point of view, Yueyan represents a significant example 

combining many of the characteristics of the compilations of the previous phase of 

Qing philology. It is made up of an authorial preface, an index of chapters and sections, 

instructions, the main core of the glossary consisting of three chapters, six 

supplementary texts, two supplementary chapters, and afterwards. Each chapter and 

section present peculiar macrostructural features, and the third volume in particular 
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presents distinctive microstructural features as well. The authorial preface (yueyan xu 

越諺序) describes the main objectives of the compilation and the contents. The index 

of chapters and sections (tiaomu zong 條目縂) presents entry words the content of the 

glossary. The explanatory notes (liyan 例言), which substitute the consultation guide 

(fanli 凡例) section frequent in other compilations, present the principles adopted 

within the chapters. Each of the three chapters starts with indexes of the entry words 

or titles of linguistic material included and with a short introduction embedding the 

author’s general ideas on the content of each chapter and each section. Each chapter 

is signed as Text written by Fan Yin of Xiaofeng fu in Kuaiji (會稽笵寅嘨風甫輯稿). 

Six additional texts (bian 編)131 are intended as supplementary (fu lun 附論) to the 

discussion. Fan Yin, for the sake of completeness, the book is followed by Yueyan 

shengyu 越諺剩語  [Miscellaneous Expressions of Yueyan] consisting of two 

supplementary chapters. 

 

Contents  

The content of Yueyan differs from the time-honoured model of Fangyan of the 

Western Han dynasty, which collected local variants from various places from all 

over China. All sections record several local characters (fangyan zi) collected by Fan 

Yin using classics, novels, and opera plays (Yu hu chun 玉壺春, Xie jin wu 謝金吾), 

or specifically self-edited (gaizao zi 改造字). 

 

First chapter of Yueyan: Yuyan 語言 

The first chapter (shang juan 上卷) is titled Yuyan 語言 [Language]. It includes 18 

sections ranging with various linguistic material. They are all named ‘circumscribed 

topic’ + zhi yan 之諺 [idioms related to].132 Among them, the two categories shu gu 

 

131 Only five of them were published in later versions (1882), and for the sixth one only the title still 

remains. 
132 The 18 sections are titled as follows: (01) Shu gu zhi yan 述古之諺 [Idioms to meditate on past 

events], (02) Jingshi zhi yan 警示之諺 [Idioms to warn people], (03) Yinyong zhi yan 引用之諺 

[Idioms to quote], (04) Gezhi zhi yan 格致之諺 [Idioms to investigate on things], (05) Jieyu zhi yan 

借喻之諺 [Idioms to make analogies], (06) Zhan yan zhi yan 占驗之諺 [Idioms on divination], (07) 

Yaozhuo zhi yan 謠諑之諺 [Idioms on rumours], (08) Yin mi zhi yan 讔謎之諺 [Idioms on riddles], 
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zhi yan and yinyong zhi yan deal with common sayings of the written language 

(shumian yanyu 書面諺語), and the remaining 16 categories collect mostly oral 

sayings spread among the people (minjian de koutou suyu 民間口頭俗語) (Yu 1999: 

138). Whereas sections 1 to 10 focuses on sayings, sections 11 to 14 focuses on 

compound words or sayings with a specific character at the end, sections 15 to 18 

present unspecified linguistic data ranging from common to highly vernacular 

sayings, allusions, expressions deriving from classical allusions (diangu 典故), 

popular beliefs, etc.  

Section 1 lists 29 ancient expressions with relative attestation sources and precise 

terminological expressions to describe different kinds of sayings, such as, renyan 人

言 (popular sayings), guyu 古語 (archaisms / old sayings), suyu 俗語 (colloquial 

sayings), liyu 里語 (curse sayings), liyu 俚語 (folk sayings), guyan 古諺  (old 

common sayings), nongyan 農諺  (farmer’s sayings). In several cases they are 

glossed with the general terms yu 語 (saying) and yan 諺 (popular saying).  

Section 2 records admonitions providing explanatory information and phonetic 

glosses. Some glosses includes subjective opinions by the author, such as ‘same as 

this warning (tong ci jingjie 同此警戒)’ or ‘this warning is stingy (ci jing bilin zhe 

此警鄙吝者 )’, some others are in rhyme, such as ‘People's hearts are full of 

contentment, there are five grains and six grains; people's hearts are not content, and 

the emperor wants to cultivate immortals (renxin fu zhizu, you de wu gu xiang liu gu; 

renxin fu zhi an, zuo de huangdi xiang xiuxian 人心弗知足,有得五榖想六榖；人

心弗知安,做得皇帝想修仙)’, others again are related to folk customs of Yue (Yue 

su 越俗). 

 

(09) Shi lei zhi yan 事類之諺 [Idioms on types of things], (10) Shumu zhi yan 數目之諺 [Idioms on 

numbering], (11) Shi zhi zhi yan 十只之諺 [Idioms on ten zhi], (12) Shi dang zhi yan 十當之諺 

[Idioms on ten dang], (13) Tou zi zhi yan 頭字之諺 [Idioms on the character tou], (14) Li zi zhi yan 

哩”字之諺 [Idioms on the character li], (15) Fanyi qin yin zhi yan 翻譯禽音之諺 [Idioms to 

translate the language of the birds], (16) Li ma jifeng zhi yan 詈罵譏諷之諺 [Idioms to curse and 

jeer], (17) Hai yu ru ge zhi yan 孩語孺歌之諺 [Idioms on baby’s words and children’s folk rhymes], 

(18) Quan pi song dao zhi yan 勸譬頌禱之諺 [Idioms to persuade, warn, praise and pray]. 
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Section three includes two reduplicative words, ‘jiujiu: majestic and solemn 

appearance (jiujiu: weiwu xiongzhuang de yangzi 赳赳: 威武雄壯的樣子)’, or 

‘xianxian: bright and upright (xianxian: guangming leiluo  憲憲: 光明磊落)’.  

Section four focuses on the study of the phenomena of nature to acquire knowledge 

(gezhi 格致). Glosses generally indicates the most appropriate time of the year to 

use one specific expression or another: for example, “this expression [is used] when 

farming” (ci yan zhongtian shihou 此言種田時候), "this expression [is used] when 

pitiful” (ci yan pinyuan changqing 此言貧怨常情), “this statement is [used during] 

the season of rice harvest” (ci yan huo dao shijie 此言獲稻時節). 

Section 11 presents ten compound terms that end with zhi 只, which is glossed as a 

yuzhu 語助 (auxiliary particle). In our view, it works as a local variant of the suffix 

zi 子. In the short introduction to this section, Fan Yin reports a funny anecdote. 

During his stay in Anhui, he met a man that let he realize the existence of a certain 

number of words with the suffix zhi 只 in the topolect of Shaoxing. The usage of 

different suffixes confirms linguistic phenomena (yu gu tou xi yan 語固有習焉), 

claimed by Fan Yin, such as the use of particles and affixes. This anecdote let the 

author believe even more in the Confucian theory that learning does not include a 

permanent teacher, just the will to learn is enough to find a teacher. 

 

Second chapter of Yueyan: Mingwu 名物  

The second chapter (zhong juan 中卷), titled Mingwu 名物 [names and things], is 

divided into 20 categories (lit. sections, bu 部).133 Within these, three categories, 

 

133 The 20 categories are titled as follows: (01) tian bu 天部 [Section on Heavens]; (02) di bu 地部 

[Section on earth]; (03) Shixu 時序 [Organization of Time ]; (04) Ren lei 人類 [Types of people]; 

including (04a) Lunchang 倫常 [Order of importance or seniority in human relationships], (04b) 

Shan lei 善類 [good people], (04c) Zuncheng 尊稱 [Respectful forms of address], (04d) Jiancheng 

賤稱 [Derogatory forms of address], (04e) E lei 惡類 [Vile creatures], (04f) Zei lei 賊類 [Evil doers], 

(04g) Bu chi ren 不齒人 [Infants], (05) Shen zhi 神祗 [Deities], (06) Guiguai 鬼怪 [Ghosts and 

monsters], and (07) Jibing 疾病 [Diseases and illness]; (08) Shenti 身體 [Human body]; (09) Wu yu 

屋宇 [Architecture]; (10) Qiyong 器用 [Tools]; (11) Huowu 貨物 [Goods]; (12) Yinshi 飲食 [Food 

and drink]; (13) Fushi 服飾 [Dresses and personal adornments]; (14) Qinshou 禽獸 [Birds and 

beasts]; (15) Shuizu 水族 [Aquatic animals]; (16) Chongzhi 蟲豸 [Insects]; (17) Huacao 花草 

[Flowers and plants] including (17a) Hua 花  [Flowers], (17b) Cao 草  [Plants], (17c) Zhu 竹 

[Bamboos], (17d) Mu 木 [Trees], (17e) Gua 瓜 [Melons and gourds], (17f) Guo 果 [Fruit], (17g) 
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respectively (04) Types of people, (17) Flowers and plants, and (18) Elements of the 

sensory sphere (olfactory and visual), are divided into sub-categories In this chapters 

the systematization of lemmas is arranged according to thematic categories (subject 

categories) follows the traditional tripartite framework of Heaven, Earth and Man of 

classified dictionaries (leishu 類書), discussed in the next chapter.  

 

Third chapter of Yueyan: Yinyi 音義 

The third chapter, titled Yinyi 音義 [Sounds and meanings], has with semantic and 

phonetic features of words at their core. The present chapter includes ten sections, 

although in his introduction Fan Yin mentions 8 sections.134 This chapter supplies 

indications regarding phonetic variations from a diatopic point of view and other 

linguistic phenomena, including polyphonic characters, rhymes, and other material. 

The 6th section, for instance, presents differences in pronunciation and tones with the 

speech of the northern area, reporting a comparison between the northern and 

southern pronunciation. The content included in the introduction to this chapter 

refers to i. phonetic concepts; ii. diatopic variations (e.g., the lack of phonetic 

distinctions in several varieties, such as bang 幫 - pang 滂 and xiao 曉 – xia 匣); iii. 

influence of territorial specificities on diatopic variations; iv. the lack of graphic 

forms for vernacular / dialect words. This introduction reveals Fan Yin’s awareness 

to linguistic varieties and their interconnection with geo-territorial variations (tuzhu 

bu tong yanyu zi yi 土著不同, 言語自異). According to Fan Yin, the specific 

 

Gu 穀 [Grain], and (17h) Shu 蔬 [Vegetables]; (18) Chou wei 臭味 [Elements of the sensory spheres 

(olfactory and visual)] including (18a) Chou 臭 [Smells], (18b) Wei 味 [Perfumes], (18c) Xing 形 

[Shapes], and (18d) Se 色 [Colours]; (19) Jishu 技術 [Skills and techniques]; (20) Fengsu 風俗 

[Customs]. 
134 The ten categories are (01) yi zi liu yin 一字六音 [six pronunciations for one character], (02) si 

tong yi yi 四同一異 [four identical (characters) and one different], (03) liang zi bing yin 兩字並音 

[lit. one sound for two characters - combined meanings], (04) diewen cheng yi 疊文成義 

[portmanteau characters], (05) zi yin ge bie 字音各別 [differences in both the graphic and the 

pronunciation], (06) beifang kouyin 北方口音 [northern accent], (07) chongwen dieyun 重文疊韻 

[combined rhymes], (08) dan ci zhi yi 單辭隻義 different meanings for a single character, (09) 

shengyin yinyue 聲音音樂 [lit. sounds and music, onomatopoeic sounds], (10) fayu yuzhu 發語語

助 [initial particles].  

Yong-Peng (2008: 331) translation is “Ten classes, namely one character with six different 

pronunciations, four equivalents and one difference, combined meanings, differences in both 

spelling and pronunciation, accents of northern regions, combined rhymes, one character with a 

single meaning, speech sounds and musical sounds, and speech initiators.” 
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features of the territory of Yue, such as the presence of the sea, mountains, fertile 

fields, as well as rivers and numerous sources of water, ponds, and lakes, all 

influence its linguistic variety. Fan Yin claims that languages and linguistic varieties 

have unique phonetic and expressive characteristics, and the meaning of words 

derives from the local sound (yan ji yin shu, yi you yin chu 言既音殊,義由音出); 

thus, it is natural that the sounds and meanings of Yue are different from those of 

the central plains. Fan Yin and for this reason. Fan Yin is deeply aware of the 

importance of phonetics in recording varieties, as mentioned in the introduction to 

the third chapter: “Without distinguishing its sounds, it is impossible to know the 

peculiarities of the idioms of Yue, without distinguishing its meanings, it is 

impossible to reach the beauty of the idioms of Yue.” (bu bian jue yin, mo zhi Yue 

yan zhi yi; bu zai jue yi, mo da Yue yan zhi men 不辨厥音,莫知越諺之異；不載厥

義,莫達越諺之亹). For this reason, he dedicated this chapter to phonetic aspects, 

intended as descriptive and compiling key elements, of this variety. 

 

Ten sections of Yinyi 音義, third chapter of Yueyan 

The first section of the third chapter, ‘six pronunciations for one character’, records 

the six different topolect pronunciations and topolect meanings of the common135 

polyphonic character da 大 . This section is not preceded by any introduction. 

Glosses include phonetic annotations (direct or fanqie pronunciation), tone, words, 

and other different information. For example, for the second pronunciation: 

大: “駝”,去聲.“大人”、“大好事”、“大菱”諸“大”,音叶此.此音越諺最多. 

 Tuo [Great]: "tuo 駝", falling tone. In "adult", “great merit” and "water chestnut" 

the sound of the character 大 is tuo. This sound is the most frequent within the 

sayings of Yue. 

 

Section (02), ‘four identical (characters) and one different’, includes twelve 

expressions of three or four homographic but not completely homophonic 

characters. Characters are polyphonic or quasi-homophonic characters with 

 

135 Common characters that are not fangyan zi -such as 大- are not included in the statistical analysis 

of the dialectal characters contained in each section. 
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different tones when they are read together. The concise introduction specifies the 

feature of these expression in the second part of this section: 

三同者附. 

Following is an appendix with sayings of three identical [characters]. 

 

Section (03), ‘one sound for two characters’, records characters, which consist of 

two characters. This writing phenomenon is called heti wen 合體文, heti zi 合體字, 

hewen 合文 or heshu 合書 (Boltz 1994: 53). The nine characters of this section are 

dialect words136 created using the combination of two characters. They have been 

created through the sound ligature, i.e., the process of unification of the sound of two 

characters. As Fan Yin points out, these expressions of two characters that are 

phonetically joined in fast (ji 疾 ) conversation and separated in slow (xu 徐 ) 

conversation. Fan Yin deliberately specifies that these expressions have neither a 

graphic form nor a corresponding sound; therefore, these characters were created 

from scratch and their pronunciation did not correspond to any other characters.  

例如反切,徐言則分,疾言則並,雖無此字,實有是諺,並乏同音.今援不可為叵,不

圓為𡈯之例, 臚列如左. 

In the same way of the fanqie system, while in slow conversations they are divided, 

in fast conversation they are united. Although these words have graphemes, they are 

expressions of the language, and at the same time they lack a common sound [of 

other syllables of the language] to pronounce them. For example, modern people 

write 叵 to represent 不可 [impossible] and X3 to represent 不 圓 [not round]. [These 

characters] are listed on the left.137 

 

Fan Yin refers to fanqie in the sense that the creation process of these words is very 

similar. Their initials coincide with the initial of the first character, while the rhymes 

with the second character.  

Section (04), ‘portmanteau characters’, records 11 associative compound characters 

which are all portmanteau graphemes.138  

 

136 Seven of these begin with 勿 (  、   、甮、𡠍、    、 、、    )， one with 只 (嘦) and one 

with 止 (   ). 
137 According to the traditional textual arrangement, the text runs from right to left in vertical 

columns. 
138 Branner (2011:73) makes the distinction between ‘real’ huiyi characters, the components of 

which ‘contribute abstractly to the overall meaning of the word represented’, and the category he 

calls ‘portmanteau characters’, of which components can be read ‘as connected words to form a 

phrase that defines or denotes the word’. Modern examples include a variant of the character jia 假 

[false, fake]. The standard form of which is a combination of the semantic component ren 亻 [man] 

and the phonetic component jia 叚  [borrow]. By contrast, its variants include the form 𠁒 , a 
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歪： 火䵷切,“孬”平聲.不正也.《字彙》. 

Wai [crooked]: h(uo) +(w)a, pronounced as "孬", in a flat tone. Not upright. [Attested 

in] Zihui.  

 

In the example of wai 歪 [askew, crooked], the components of which ‘spell out’ the 

phrase bu zheng 不正 [not straight]. Both the third and the fourth sections include 

characters that are composed from two or more other characters.  

In the brief introduction to this fourth section, Fan Yin points out that these 

characters appear in several books. 

其字已見諸書,其音可借叶,其義確乎不易者. 

The graphic forms [of these characters] appear in several books; their sounds are 

indicated hereby, but their meanings are, indeed hard to say.  

 

The characters included in the third and fourth categories are actually very similar: 

they consist of two or more components which are actually independent characters. 

In the former (03) characters derived from the unification of the sounds of two 

characters, and the final sound can be easily understood in the way of fanqie, 

whereas in the latter characters are a combination of two or more characters which 

would spell out the meaning of the character. The meaning is understood through 

the semantic components and the sound can only be learned through the phonetic 

glosses. 

 

Section (05), ‘differences in both the graphic and the pronunciation’, presents 

phonetic glosses of 106 entries with a total of 134 common characters selected within 

the common characters of the written language such as 人 ren [person], zuo 左 [left], 

and so on. most used words in daily life. The glosses include characters ‘borrowed’ 

for their sound which match with the corresponding local sound of the character.  

明明是字而不呼是音,此音以越殊,亦講音韵者所必搜,言越諺者所必辯,故摘立

專條. 

Although these characters can be easily recognized, their sound is, indeed, not as 

clear. Their sounds are peculiar in Yue; therefore, it is necessary to do research in 

order to be able to express the sound. It is necessary to distinguish them to express 

the sayings of Yue. This is why they have been independently selected and listed 

here. 

 

 

combination of the components bu 不 (‘not’) and zhen 真 (‘true’), neither of which plays a phonetic 

role but, together, the two of them gloss the meaning of the word (i.e., bu zhen 不真, ‘not real’)  
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Section (06), ‘northern accent’, presents 14 lexical entries. Fan Yin asserted that the 

local pronunciation of these words derived from the northern or was heavily 

influenced by the northern variety, such the two homophones ji 及 and ji 擊. This 

section presents a selection of words according to a diatopic investigation of the 

speeches of different areas. As pointed out in different excerpts of the text, Fan Yin 

was eager to know more about the local speech of different areas. This section is not 

preceded by any introduction. 

Section (07), combined rhymes, reports 69 dialect characters (fangyan zi), nearly 

15.5% of the total number of dialect words included in the third volume. 

Reduplicative structures to create words are important in the constitution of the local 

dialect lexicon of Yue. Moreover, the methods of reduplication of adjectives and 

verbs in Shaoxing topolect present many similar features and structure to those of 

Mandarin (Hou, 2001: 55-58). This section is not preceded by any introduction. 

Section 08, ‘different meanings for a single character’, reaches the highest number 

of fangyan zi (55% of the dialect characters of the Yinyi section) within all the section 

of the third chapter; therefore, this section not only represents a specific study on 

dialectal characters, but also demonstrates that relation one character per word (yi zi 

yi ci de xingshi 一字一詞的形式) was still very high in the Shaoxing topolect of the 

last phase of the Qing dynasty. The features of this section are close to those of 

dialect dictionaries (fangyan zidian 方言字典 / fangyan cidian 方言詞典). Even 

though, the number of words included in this section is still limited, Fan Yin's efforts 

in collecting and preserving these characters should not be ignored. 

越諺取義稱名散見衆說者,皆本乎此.毛西河所謂：“呼其音而不得其文”者也. 

故考注特詳.前後重出不再注. 

In the sayings of Yue, the meanings of words were adopted to name things. This is 

the phenomenon described by Mao Xihe as “these words can be pronounced but 

cannot be written”. Consequently, I have examined and annotated them carefully. In 

the preceding and subsequent occurrences, I will not report any other annotations. 

 

Section (09), ‘onomatopoeic sounds’, reports 86 fangyanzi, which constitute the 19% 

of dialect characters of the third chapter. This number shows that several dialectal 

characters were used to record the sounds of animals, things, human movements, etc. 

These characters are mainly xingsheng-type with the radical kou 口 ‘mouth’ as 

predominant semantic component and lianmian ci disyllabic words based on sounds. 
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This reveals to what extent, Fan Yin or the people of Yue were eager to create 

characters used to record sounds, marking an undeniable relation between the 

language, the lively nature of the locals and their passion for music/musicality. This 

section is not preceded by any introduction. 

Section (10), ‘initial speech markers’, records fayu ci 發語詞 [initial speech markers] 

and zhuci 助詞 [auxiliary words]. Together with characters commonly found in 

literary texts and still in current use, this section includes also rare characters. This 

section is not preceded by any introduction. 

 

Additional texts of Yinyi 音義, third chapter of Yueyan 

The six texts included at the end of the third chapter of Yueyan reveal Fan Yin’s 

interest toward natural and social phenomena. They are titled i. Lun ya su zi 論雅

俗字 [Discussion on elegant and vulgar characters], ii. Lun duo pin 論墮貧 [On 

fallen poverty], iii. Lun zhangsha 論漲沙 [On the silting up], iv. Lun chaoxi 論潮

汐 [On tides], v. Lun gujin shanhai bianyi 論古今山海變易 [On the changes of 

mountains and seas of ancient times and modern times], vi. Lun jianwen fengsu 

gaobei 論見聞風俗高卑 [On the nobility or vulgarity of uses and customs]. These 

texts illustrate the author's position with respect to different linguistic, social, and 

scientific phenomena and allow us to understand the author's vision about different 

linguistic phenomena. From the linguistic point of view, in Lun ya su zi, the author 

explores the concept of suzi 俗字 (popular characters). In Discussion on elegant 

and vulgar characters Fan Yin illustrates his awareness and position in the debate 

regarding the dichotomy between the refined and the popular from a linguistic point 

of view. Fan Yin presents mythical origin of the script and shifts then to the 

development of the language and the writing system, showing that the material 

transmitted from antiquity is considered as elegant, the modern language is 

perceived as vulgar. Fan Yin’s assertation is clear: “If we bring [the writing] back 

to the first strokes written by Fu Xi, at the beginning it would look rather plain and 

elegant, but how would it transmit the myriad things in the universe and the 

principles of saints and sages?” 
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The author takes sides against the use of the abuse of elegant words, which make 

the speech vague and superficial, whereas vulgar words are straight to the point: 

“[What is consider as] vulgar today will be [considered as] elegant in the future. So 

rather than being elegant but unable to reach the natural characters and tendencies, 

why not, instead, be “unrefined” but, at the same time use a speech that can grasp 

the key point of problems?” (Jin zhi ya, gu zhi su ye; jin zhi su, hou zhi ya ye. Yu qi 

ya er bu da shiqing, shu ruo su er dong zhong kenqi hu? 今之雅,古之俗也；今之

俗,後之雅也.與其雅而不達事情,孰若俗而洞中肯綮乎?) Fan Yin reiterates his 

opinion using several sources ranging from the written in the vernacular language 

such as Chuang deng zhuan 傳燈傳 to excerpts of Classics, such as the section Xici 

繫辭  [The Great Treatise] of the Book of Changes, which presents a similar 

discussion on the use of the language and the writing.  

 

First chapter of Yueyan shengyu 越諺剩語 

The first chapter of Yueyan shengyu deals with colloquial words and slang 

expressions. It reports 421 terms and expressions not included in the chapters of the 

central body. The chapter presents an initial distribution of terms by semantic 

relevance of concepts. These criteria follow the concepts and repetitions in the 

lexical entries carried out by the characters, starting from fu 夫, followed by gong 

功, li 力, mang 忙, shi 事, hua 話, kou 口, a 阿, niang 娘, and so on. The following 

content covers lianmian words, disyllabic terms, expressions of three syllables, and 

expressions of four syllables. The section dedicated to disyllabic terms is 

characterized by phonetic elements is relevant for the research on lianmian words. 

 

Second chapter of Yueyan shengyu 越諺剩語 

 The second and last additional chapter deals with common expressions of the 

written language. It contains 124 expressions and terms that are glossed with 

attestations. There is an ordering of the entries that follows the number of characters 

of the terms, from two- up to five-character expressions. A large section consists of 

four-character idioms, mostly chengyu. The linguistic glosses to the material of these 
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two supplementary chapters do not present interpretations of meaning but carry 

attestations of use.  

 

b. Micro-structure (typological and morphological aspects of the 

glosses) 

Defining schemes, formula, and features  

 

Various types of lexical glosses appear in Yueyan. For many kinds of texts, such as 

the nursery rhymes and songs, Fan Yin omits intertextual glosses, much less does he 

explain the context that inspired the composer, the stories behind them or the 

meaning of the texts. Fan Yin does not act as a commentator of the poems, but he 

illustrates the meaning of several peculiar terms or phrases. The poems included 

contains no trace of intertextual reformulations in prose, or commentaries that 

paraphrase verses or entire poems into a simplified language. 139  There are no 

technical notes, nor references, on the formal structure of poems or expressions. This 

proves the fact that the text is not conceived as a poetic anthology for the 

appreciation of the poem but precisely as a lexicographic work for the recording of 

uses of a specific lexicon. 

 The lexical glosses represent the fulcrum of the glossarial interventions 

attributable to Fan Yin and consist of the following fundamental elements:  

a. introductory and/or contextualization notes; 

b. phonetic elements;  

Fan Yin uses three main methods of phonetic notation: the direct method, the 

pikang method and the fanqie method. 

c. interpretation of the meaning; 

d. intertextual references; 

e. direct attestations.  

Glosses present different levels of extension and accuracy, and this applies, in 

particular, to the interpretation of meanings. As mentioned above, each section 

 

139 The approach adopted in the investigation carried out in this paragraph follows the analysis on 

intratextual glosses by Bisetto (2017, 2018). 
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focuses on different linguistic material: the first has sayings, phrases, and more 

extensive compositions (nursery rhymes, songs) at its core, the second focuses on 

words, the third on characters, presenting irregular directions in the presentation of 

the material and an overall mixed approaches research. Since it is not possible here 

to proceed to a complete description and translation of the possible variety different 

glosses, we discuss about a group of paradigmatic examples.140The interpretation of 

the elements in the definition is at the core of the following observations. This choice 

derives both from the quantitative weight that these elements assume in the overall 

aspect of glosses, and from its qualitative variety in relation to the interpretative 

solutions adopted, and finally from the influence exerted by its degree of internal 

cohesion on the nature of the glossarial interventions.  

 

Morphology of the glosses 

In the printed edition, elements related to phonetic indications, interpretation of the 

meaning and attestations are separated from the lexical entries within the glossarial 

intervention, such as in the gloss of tasazhang, different elements are separated. 

傝𠎷賬: “塔殺帳” .急事延緩而寢.“傝𠎷”《集韻》.141 

Tasazhang (taapsaatzhang) 傝𠎷賬 means to sleep procrastinating urgent matters. 

Tasa 傝𠎷 appears in Jiyun 集韻 [Collection of Rhymes].  

 

A first case of glossorial work is represented by the mere lexicographic procedure 

attestation of sayings, which lack completely, or almost, of any definition or 

annotation. Examples of this procedure appear extensively within the first three 

sections of the first chapter and in Yueyan shengyu - the two supplementary chapters-. 

The lexicographic work is intended here as attestation of these sayings in the 

language and the sources in which they appear. Their meaning is either evident, as 

in the case of shiti 事體, or is revealed according to the sense in the quoted 

attestations. 

 

140 In the selective process, examples were not chosen arbitrarily, but for the purpose to identify 

significant nodes/axes around which the polymorphism of the glossator interventions unfolds. 

Whenever possible, we selected glosses to disyllabic terms (binoms), for the number of characters 

of the entry word, and related to the concept of lianmian ci, this choice is dictated by the content of 

the fourth chapter of this dissertation. 
141 Yueyan, Ch. 1, cat. 5, no. 43. Hou (2006: 45).  
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事體:《後漢書·胡廣傳》142 

Shiti 事體 [things, affairs, decorum]: The book of the Later Han – Biography of Hu 

Guang.  

 

When glossator interventions of the textual glosses appear in these sections, the 

definition of the meaning is simple, concise and/or limited to single elements, such 

as synonymous terms in the common/standard language. In other cases, terms and 

texts not glossed in any way. Many nursery rhymes and songs, such as in the case of 

Xiangxia nü ke 鄉下女客are included in the compilation without any glossarial 

interventions, and only in limited cases, they are annotated with explanatory notes 

or brief contextualization notes, which go along with the texts, e.g, in Jiujiu xiaohan 

yao. Except, therefore, for the information the reader can have access to in chapters 

2 and 3 of the text, no specific explanations for popular songs, folk songs are 

provided, or they consist of too concise or general notes.  

《鄉下女客》 

鄉下女客,上城拜菩薩； 

一約兩約,約到十七八. 

開開窗門,東方調白. 

裡穿青衫,外穿月白； 

胭脂搽得血紅,水粉𤄥得雪白； 

滿頭珠翠,都是銅鑞； 

松香扇璏,假充蜜蠟. 

誰氏搖搖船？就是大伯. 

嗄些當當點心？就是蕎麥. 

無有船櫈,就是竹踏. 

一見城門,𠿒𠷈唬喇！ 

看見巷牌,概个大衣架,無人來搭搭； 

看見旗桿,概个大毛筍,無人來拔拔； 

看見和尚,概个小官人,嗄弗養頭𡍲？ 

看見尼姑,概个大姑娘,嗄弗纏腳？ 

未點香燭,先拜菩薩. 

頭一支簽,終身家宅； 

[…]143 

 

“A female visitor from the countryside” 

A female visitor from the countryside went up to town to pray to the Bodhisattva, 

one oath, two oaths, up to seventeen, eighteen oaths, 

through the opened entrances, the day was beginning to dawn at east. 

Wearing a dark robe underneath, and moon white clothes, 

with blood-red lips and snow-white makeup, 

 

142 Yueyan shengyu, Ch. I, no. 1. Hou (2006: 100). 
143 Yueyan shengyu, Ch. I. Hou (2006: 116). 
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the precious talismans and jades covering her head were all made of coppers and 

wax, 

the pine scent and the fan pendants were all made of beeswax. 

Who was rowing the boat? The uncle! 

What did he have as a snack? The buckwheat! 

It was not a sitting boat, but a bamboo raft! 

As soon as uncle arrived at the city, frivolous laughter here and there!144  

Looking at the decorative arch: what a great coat hanger! Nobody is hanging clothes 

on it! 

Looking at the flagpole: what a big bamboo shoot! Nobody is going to pick it up! 

Looking at a monk: what a bad boy! Why doesn't he grow his hair? 

Looking at a nun: what an adult girl! Why aren’t her feet bandaged? 

Candles still not lighted, he first prayed the Bodhisattva, 

His first 'prophecy'145 wishing 'for the health of the whole family’. 

[…] 

 

The following text is glossed instead with several explanatory indications by the 

author.  

 《九九消寒謠》  

頭九二九,相喚勿岀手. [越呼“揖人”爲“相喚”.“勿出手”者,冷也.] 

三九廿七,笆頭吹觱栗146 [《詩經》“觱發栗烈”. ] 

四九三十六,夜眠如露㝛.  

五九四十五,牀頭把唔唔. [嬰兒夜屎,母必岀帳把其兩股,口曰“唔唔”.此時嚴寒

牀頭把之.] 

六九五十四,笆頭出嫩莿. [天氣囘春,草木萌芽] 

七九六十三,破絮擔頭攤. [餳簫吹暖,破絮換餹] 

八九七十二,黃狗向陰地.  

九九八十一,犂耙一齊出.  

十九足,蝦蟇鬧嗾嗾.147 

“Nine Times Nine Verses to Dispel the Cold during the Winter Solstice Festival” 

The first nine and the second nine [days]: People are not removing their hands from 

the sleeves when bowing; [removing hands from the sleeves is hard in the harsh 

winter], 

Three times nine equals twenty-seven: The fence blown by the freezing wind is 

whistling like a zurna, 

Four times nine equals thirty-six: People are waking up in the dew, 

Five times nine equals forty-five: Mothers, murmuring wuwu, are taking their 

children at the head of the bed [When baby children have to poop at night, their 

mothers take them him at the head of the bed and hold them by the butt murmuring 

wu wu. Since in this period the cold is biting, the mother takes the baby child at the 

head of the bed] 

 

144 Lit. onomatopoeia or literal meaning indicating the noise of the city. Cf. Shengyin yinyue section 

in the third chapter of Yueyan. 
145  Qian 籤  [prophecy] refers to the bamboo slips [tshjem] used in consulting Guanyin and 

bodhisattvas. Qian 簽 is a graphic variant of 籤. Cf. the gloss of 籤 in the lexical entry da ji nian 

qian 大吉年籤. Fengsu section of Yueyan, second chapter. 
146 Bili 觱栗 (bit leot) refers to a musical instrument similar to suona 嗩呐 [zurna]. The term is a 

disyllabic xenism. 
147 Yueyan, Ch. I Section 7: 67. Hou (2006: 67). 



 

104 

Six times nine equals fifty-four: Tender buds are blooming near the fence [The time 

is turning to spring, buds bloom on the meadows and trees] 

Seven times nine equals sixty-three: Heated sugar figures resembling cotton balls are 

spreading out [Heated glucose has the shape of cotton ball, sugar artist produce 

figures of blown sugar with them].  

Eight times nine, seventy-two: The big dog is turning towards the shady lands, 

Nine times nine, eighty-one: Ploughs and rakes are going out in unison, 

Ten times nine is satisfied: Frogs and crickets are exploding in murmurs. 

 

求人勿如求己: 廉介自持.[…]” 148 

Qiu ren wu ru qiu ji: Self-help is better than help from others. […] 

 

The gloss of the lexical entry Qiu ren wu ru qiu includes the entry word constituted 

by a common saying, a brief interpretation of the meaning, an intertextual reference 

with a similar meaning in Lunyu 論語. 

 

夏清客,冬𧺤僂: 游蕩子往往以貧冒富,夏葛易夸,冬裘難置.“𧺤僂”者,屈而不伸

之狀,寒而無衣所致.警歲寒也.149 

Xia qingke, dong julou [lit. When winter arrives the summer layabout bends his back]: 

the sluggard frequently praises the wealth in poor condition: it is easy to praise the 

hemp cloth in summer, when it is difficult to own a fur coat for the winter. Julou 

refers to the condition of being bended, without stretching, as the result of the cold 

and the lack of clothes. It is a warning about the coldest period of the year. 

 

七月秋風起,嬉客見高低.[與上“夏淸客”同.]150 

When the autumn wind rises in the seventh month, even the layabout knows 

the right measure. [It is equivalent to the saying Xia qingke …]. 

 

From the fourth section of the first chapter, Fan Yin provides explanatory note, albeit 

brief, to the content recorded in every specific section. For instance, the seventh 

section of the first chapter presents the following brief introduction. 

謠諑之諺 

徒歌曰謠,責毀爲諑.一謠一諑,風詩輿誦之遺焉.故錄如後. 

Popular verses and satirical lyrics 

The song without accompaniment is called yao 謠  [popular verses], if used to 

denounce something it is called zhuo 諑 [satirical lyrics]. Yao and zhuo are popular 

poetry settled in people's opinions. For this reason, I record them below. 

 

148 Yueyan, Ch. I, Section II. Hou (2006: 20). 
149 Yueyan, Ch. I, Section IV. Hou (2006: 31). According to another gloss in Yueyan, Ch. II, ju 𧺤 

means to bent without stretching, with the hamstring stretched and flexed. ju is equivalent to qu 跔 

(𧺤，物屈不伸，及伸而屈脚筋。𧺤同跔). Cf. the case of disyllable terms in the fourth chapter of 

this dissertation. 
150 Yueyan, Ch. I, section IV. Hou (2006: 31).  
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Sections 11th to 14th  focus on compound words or on sayings presenting specific 

characters at the end. The 13th section includes 62 words/expressions ending with 

the character 頭 tou, such as rangma tou and die long tou. The 14th section consists 

of 30 expressions ending with the character 哩 li. 

讓馬頭: 讓,釀.‘退避三舍’之意.151 

Rangma tou (lit. Let the horse): rang 讓 is pronounced as niang. The meaning is [the 

same as] ‘to give way to avoid a conflict (tuibi san she 退避三舍)’.  

 

疊龍頭: 疊,突.好事物之紛至也.152 

Dielong tou [lit. Folding Dragon Head]: Die 疊 is pronounced as tu 突. Good things 

are arriving one after another. 

 

𡐥𡐥哩: 颯.輕物墜下.又下雪.《集韻》.153 

Sasa li: The character 𡐥 is pronounced as sa 颯. [It refers to the sound of a] light 

object falling. Also, snowing. In Jiyun [Collection of Rhymes] 

 

哩字,出陀羅尼,元人詞曲始為語助.越諺為語助尤多,大抵以“哩”作“貌”解.隋錄

若干,以備一體,不能盡搜焉.154 

The character li 哩 appeared in Dharani [Sanskrit religious chants]. Later it was used 

as an auxiliary particle (yuzhu 語助) in the ci 詞 and qu 曲 lyrics of in the Yuan 

dynasty. In the sayings of Yue it is used frequently an as auxiliary word, and on the 

whole li refers to a kind of appearance. [I] randomly recorded several [examples], in 

order to provide a pattern [of their occurrences], because of the impossibility to 

search for the whole [of them].  

 

Fan Yin clarified several salient expressions adopting different elements of the 

lexical glosses, both in the explanatory elements such as interpretations of the 

meaning and intertextual references using direct quotations. For instance, in the 

following excerpt Fan Yin refers to Zhai Hao’s Tongsu bian.  

初三初四蛾眉月,初八廿三半夜月,月半十六兩頭紅,[…].  

[此言月岀早遲.《通俗編》引“杭州覘月岀”諺相同].155 

On the third and fourth day of the lunar month, there is Crescent Moon, on the eighth 

and twenty-third there is Half Moon, in the middle of the month and on the sixteenth, 

there is Full Moon. [The moon …]. This idiom describes the rising of the moon. This 

resembles the saying Hangzhou dan yuechu [Observing the rising the Moon in 

Hangzhou] recorded in Tongsu bian. 

 

151 Yueyan, Ch. I, Section XIII. Hou (2006: 90). 
152 Yueyan, Ch. I, Section XIII. Hou (2006: 90). 
153 Yueyan, Ch. I, Section XIV. Hou (2006: 93). 
154 Yueyan, Ch. I, Section XIV. Hou (2006: 93). 
155 Yueyan, Ch. I, Section IV. Hou (2006: 32). 
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In the text references to the characteristics of Shaoxing territory and its inhabitants 

are very frequent, as in the case of the following excerpts. 

千人長弗如一人困:  

“長”,去聲.越人講究地理,往往多驗祖墳.好者,自然富貴繁昌；若在水泉蟻窟,衰

敗無疑.156 

A thousand-man captain is not comparable to a person resting [in a good location]: 

Zhang 長 [captain], falling tone. Yue people are experts of the territory, and they 

frequently examine ancestral tombs. [Those resting in] excellent locations will be 

rich and prosperous; [those resting in] lousy [lit ant caves and water springs], will 

certainly decline. 

 

上墳船哩造祠堂:  

喻築室道謀.越俗埽墓曰“上墳”,必用船載男女子孫,報本尊祖.此風頗厚. 

To have no idea what to do (lit. building an ancestral hall on the boat trip to the 

graveyard):  

It alludes to the fact ‘to have no idea what to do’ [literally “Ask passers-by how to 

build one’s house”]. Yue people commonly say to clean tombs as ‘to access to tombs’ 

(shang fen), because they usually go to worship the ancestors on a boat with all the 

descendants. This tradition is very well-rooted.157 

 

In many cases the idioms included in the text refer to Shaoxing people, and Fan Yin 

does not even avoid denigrative information about the inhabitants of Shaoxing, as 

evidenced in the next excerpts. 

鷌鳥、豆腐、紹興人： 

此三者,不論異域殊方,皆有.158 

Sparrows, tofu, and Shaoxing people:  

No matter where, every place always has these three. 

 

長江無六月： 

越人皆有四方之志,不敢偸安家居.“無六月“者,言其通氣風凉,雖暑天,亦可長征

也.《五燈㑹元》同. 

The sixth month does not exist in the Yangtze River:  

Yue people aspire to develop in every direction and dare not to live comfortably at 

home / settle down in their homes. "There is no June", it is said that it is ventilated 

and cool, and although it is hot, it is still possible to go fo a long march (to work 

hard?). It appears in the same way in Wudeng huiyuan 五燈會元  [Assembled 

essentials of the five (records of the transmission of the) lamps].159 

 

156 Yueyan, Ch. I, Sect IV. Hou (2006: 34). 
157 Yueyan, Ch. I, Sect IV. Cf. Hou (2006: 56). 
158 Yueyan, Ch. I, Sec. IV. Hou (2006: 32): “This idiom refers to the fact that Shaoxing people are 

spread all over the country like sparrows and tofu. In the old days, Shaoxing teachers and masters 

spread all over the government seats and offices of the country” (意思是說，紹興人像麻雀、豆

腐一樣遍布全國各地。舊時紹興出師爺，遍布全國各地府衙，故有此諺).  
159 Yueyan, Ch. I, Sec. VI. Hou (2006: 61). 
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《惡少討便宜諑》：風俗物理寓焉,且亦有本.《藝林·伐山》亦載：“頭腳”之

諺: 蘇州頭,揚州腳,杭州好穿著,紹興岀嫖客.160 

The rascal wants to make a deal. [Customs and physics are implicated, and they all 

have roots. "Yilin · Cutting the Mountain" also contains the proverb of "head and 

foot"]: Suzhou [gives] heads, Yangzhou feet, Hangzhou good clothes, Shaoxing 

customers of brothels (piaoke). 

 

More commonly, the lexical glosses develop their explanatory function with the 

interpretation of meaning. In these cases, the quantitative and qualitative weight of 

the activity of interpretation varies depending on the degree of difficulty of the term 

or the phrase itself. 

 

c. Role, value, and functions of Yueyan 

The specific case of Yueyan allows us to answer to a series of spontaneous questions 

about the role, value, and functions of lexicographic texts on the vernacular language, 

such as what purposes were they compiled for, what are the peculiarities of their 

contents or what do they reflect about the society in which they were conceived and 

of the ideologies of their authors. Yu Yunhai (1999) and He Jiuying (2000) showed 

appreciation and enhanced the lexicographic sources of the vernacular language. 

First of all, we should consider that dictionaries of lexical expressions 161  were 

normally special-aspect dictionaries162 intended for finding appropriate words for 

various compositions, such as antithetical couplets (duilian 對聯), or retrieving 

literary quotations, or again again the composition of poems. Regardless of the 

compilation orientation adopted in a lexicographic project, a 

dictionary/lexicographic source can never simply be a container of the elements of 

 

160 Yueyan, Ch. I, Sec. VII. Hou (2006: 68-9). 
161 According to Yong-Peng (2008: 330), the first dictionary of such a kind is The Sources of Rhyme 

Ocean compiled by Yan Zhenqing in the Tang Dynasty. Another influential dictionary of a similar 

kind is The Gem Dictionary of Rhymes compiled by Yin Shifu in the early Yuan Dynasty. The first 

dictionary of this kind in the Ming Dynasty is Wuju Rhyme Dictionary by Ling Zhilong. The 

representative dictionaries of lexical expressions in the Ming and Qing Dynasties are Yueyan, 

Proverb Couplets of the Wu Dialect, A Collection of Popular Expressions (Tongsubian), A 

Dictionary of Rhymes and Styles, and A Dictionary of Synonyms. 
162 They are in facts nominated cishua 辭書 or cidian 辭典 that are specialistic and diverges from 

zishu 字書 or cishub 詞書 that focuses on the language from a more general point of view.  
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a language in its entirety. The process of lexicographic representation lies, first of 

all, on mechanisms for selecting elements of the language (XHC, 179). Fan Yin 

presented the mechanisms adopted by him in the preface to Yueyan shengyu. These 

mechanisms include the consultation with old women, and then subjectively decided 

which elements of the language could be included in the first three chapters, and 

which indeed should be excluded from the dictionary. Fan Yin excluded elements 

used by literati and gentlemen of culture, which ordinary people of Yue found 

difficult to remember and to use. For completeness and symmetry criteria, Fan Yin 

decided to report these elements in the two additional and final chapters and entitled 

Yueyan shengyu. The function of the texts is twofold, to provide material and 

attestations of the vernacular language in order to help the literati to understand the 

uses of those words in the first part (ch. 1, 2 and 3), and to provide material to help 

ordinary people to remember the elegant and refined expressions in Yueyan shengyu. 

The incipits to the sections furtherly define the selection criteria adopted by Fan Yin. 

With these premises, we notice that Fan Yin was actually very careful to the need of 

different users, and this influenced the type of language material described and the 

configuration of the text. 
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Chapter 3 Comparison between Yueyan and other 

lexicographic works on the vernacular language 

 

This chapter demonstrates the variety of crucial issues that the debate on the 

lexicographic practices on the vernacular Chinese language of the Ming and Qing 

dynasties can generate through a comparison of the features of the selected 

lexicographic works The present investigation focuses on the comparison between 

Fan Yin’s Yueyan and other lexicographic works on the vernacular language, in 

particular but not exclusively, on specific sections of Suyong za zi, Hengyan lu, 

Tongsu bian and Zhengsu wen. We adopted a constrastive approach to highlight the 

divergences in the primary sources from different thematic points of view, such as 

the macro- and the micro-structural perspectives, as well as in their roles and 

functions. The texts here considered, presented in the first chapter, were compiled 

during the time from the Ming and Qing dynasties to the beginning of the Republican 

era. Specifically, this chapter emphasizes thematic features in the investigation of 

the well-rooted lexicographic practices on the vernacular language of the Jiangdong 

江東 area. In this context, Yueyan was selected, on account of its peculiar features, 

as interesting case to consider the evolution the macro- and microstructural 

configuration of the lexicographic compilations from a diachronic and synchronic 

point of view tout in order better place lexicographic compilations in the correct 

context. The following discussion is divided into four macro-topics. The macro- and 

microstructural configurations and composition theories (Cf. Zeng 2012a; 2012b; 

2015) of the texts will be described respectively in the first and second sections, 

some limitations, and critical issues (Cf. Zeng 2012d) in the third one, and the 

functions and roles (Cf. Zeng 2012c) of the compilations in the fourth and final 

section.  

 

3.1 Macrostructural configurations  

The investigation on the macrostructural configuration starts with a discussion on 

the encyclopaedic perspective and on the perception of the world intended in the 
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classification of the linguistic material in the compilations, and in different 

traditions of internal organization of the lemmas.  

The debate on classified dictionaries is not limited to the lexicographic practices of 

the vernacular language, but it is interconnected with other factors, such as the 

encyclopaedic perception and the anthological dimension. This first section, 

therefore, deepens the knowledge about the external factors influencing the 

compositional principles and organizational theories underlying different texts.  

 

3.1.1 The encyclopaedic perspective  

A widespread practice of categorization of the material is recognizable in the 

organization structure of many lexicographic texts. It consisted in the arrangement 

of the linguistic material into categories / synoptic tables (lei 類) based on semantic 

contents, which were frequently subdivided into further subclasses, similarly to 

encyclopaedic works, and led to the birth of a genre of works called leishu 類書 

[classified dictionaries]. This practice, consolidated by principles of persuasiveness, 

did not exhaust in encyclopaedic works and leishu 類書, but became a prerogative 

addressed in many discursive practices, regarding works on science and nature,163 

literary and poetic anthologies (Bisetto 2010), arranged by an ordering into thematic 

categories (Elman 2007; Vedal 2009). Moreover, Magnani (2020) analyses the 

Chinese encyclopaedias bu qiu ren, or literally texts to "not ask people" and riyong 

leishu 日用類書 [daily-use compendia organized by categories] ,which widely 

circulated in China. thus, many heterogeneous textual materials ranging from prose 

to poetry, including lexicographic works and commentaries, were arranged 

according to thematic categories. As Schierholz (2015: 340) pointed out, “[i]n 

[lexicographical] process the conditions of culture and society in different ages and 

time epochs are involved because they had a major influence on lexicographical 

activities. Very often it can only be adequately judged retrospectively in which way 

lexicographical processes were influenced by the social situation.” The 

encyclopaedic dimension constitutes an aspect worthy of interest that inherits the 

 

163 Sterckxs (2005), for instance, provides some reflections on the concept of classification of 

animals in ancient China. 
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system of internal organization system of the centuries-old tradition generated with 

Erya, the first 'classified Chinese dictionary’. While the first three chapters of this 

dictionary, i.e., ‘Interpreting Antique Vocabulary’ (Shi gu 釋詁), ‘Interpreting Verbs 

and Adjectives’ (Shi yan 釋言), and ‘Interpreting Modifiers and other’ (Shi xun 釋

訓), 164  deal with the semantic material of the daily vocabulary, the remaining 

chapters cover specialized terms within different spheres of knowledge; 165  thus, 

Erya may work as an encyclopaedia, and uses a mixed approach in the definitory 

and organizational theories. Unlike the first three chapters, the remaining chapters 

subsume words under certain special topics. Moreover, while in the first three 

chapters lemmas are explained according to synonyms (Bottéro, 1996: 79), the 

other chapters define each word separately. As the material and cultural changes 

enriched the Chinese lexicon and expressions, the subdivision of Erya recurrently 

appeared throughout history without a unique or uniform semantic-conceptual 

organization pattern: the more objects and concepts became heterogeneous and 

complex, the more meanings were circumscribed. Shiming, for instance, followed 

and expanded Erya’s basic classification scheme, subsuming words under 27 

categories with specific contents, such as clothing, food and drink, boats, diseases, 

and so on. 

In the following centuries, this practice was consolidated and modelled to the 

philosophical thought according to different dimensions, generally following a 

common pattern from the cosmological/astronomical content to the 

earthly/geographical/geological one, and finally to the human, animal, vegetal and 

material ones. The encyclopaedic approach was then established in the southern 

Song dynasty, and consolidated in several works of later centuries, such as Shishi 

tongkao, and, in the field of vernacular lexicography, Tongsubian. The composition 

and the semantics of the titles of chapters, sections and categories offer a first level 

of interpretative mediation of the linguistic material included, revealing both the 

linguistic perception of the scholars of the time and lexica-didactic functions of 

 

164 The English translation of these chapters is Chan (2016: 553-554). 
165 According to Creamer (1991: 2609-2610) the contents of the text cover relatives’ appellations, 

architecture, artifacts, utensils and tools, music, astronomy, calendar, meteorology, geography, 

geology (mountains, hills, springs and rivers), flora (plants, grasses, herbs, vegetables, trees and 

shrubs) and fauna (insects, worms, fishes, birds, beasts, wild and legendary animals, livestock). 
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their compilations. In our view, the systematization schemas influenced by this 

encyclopaedic approach are not so much absolutely right, but they are indeed 

arbitrarily convincing and reasonable in order to respond to, but not only, a practical 

model for consultative purposes, such as in the case of the scholars’ preparation for 

the exams. Systematization schemas represents a persuasive for practical, i.e., 

consultative, didactic and learning reasons. This kind of organizational system is 

found in Shishi tongkao and Yuanlong tongkao za zi with more than 60 categories, 

Yasu ji yan, Tongsu bian, and Tongsu changyan shuzheng with around 30 categories; 

Zhengsu wen166 and Hengyan lu reaching 19 categories. Liyu zhengshi and Changyu 

xun yuan also present an onomasiological structure influenced by the encyclopaedic 

perspective. The ordering of lemmas and classification into categories as a 

persuasive phenomenon responded to practical needs in consultation. Vedal 

(2019:126) considers Shishi tongkao, Muqian ji and Liyan jie as encyclopaedic texts 

of colloquial terms of the 16th and 17th centuries, but, in our view, we should better 

distinguish encyclopaedic texts and texts organized in an encyclopaedic form. 

Muqian ji and Liyan jie are properly texts of colloquial terms organized in an 

encyclopaedic form. Conversely, the contents of Shishi tongkao and Yuanlong 

tongkao za zi present a clear encyclopaedic configuration, with a macrostructural 

organization ordering the content in macro themes. Shishi tongkao follows the 

traditional arranging system. A second goal responds to philosophical and symbolic 

principles on how to perceive the world. For example, the distribution of the sixty 

categories of Shishi tongkao refers to the totality of Chinese cosmogony consisting 

of the sky above, the earth below and man in the centre. It starts with the description 

of the terms related to cosmology (1st category); terrestrial elements and periods of 

time (2nd and 3rd categories), humans (4th to 11th categories); religions, agriculture, 

women's work, marriage rites, funeral rites, mathematics, praise and derogatory 

language (12th to 18th categories); flora, fauna, and medicine (19th to 34th categories); 

clothes, accessories, precious objects and objects in general (35th to 43rd categories); 

boats, architecture, tools, utensils of different material, such as wood, bamboo, 

stone, rice, etc, instruments, toys, agricultural tools, war tools (44th to 60th 

 

166 This text lacks of a formal subdivision into categories. 
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categories). This consolidated distribution can be found in many other 

lexicographic compilations and encyclopaedias. From the perspective of content, 

the lexicon included in the text is extremely close to the encyclopaedic model, as 

suggested also by the organization, but these features are not a unicum in the corpus 

of lexicographic texts on the vernacular language. As evoked by the title shishi 

[worldly affair], with shi 世 considered as world in the sense of ‘this earthly world’, 

‘our world’, ‘the world of common people’, the text should accomplish a 

comprehensive description of the common language / popular language. 

Conversely, only two categories -Suyu (9th) , and Songyu (18th)- within the 60 

categories of Tongkao refer specifically to colloquialisms and colloquial 

expressions. But in this sense, if we change perspective, the lemmas of these 

categories do not refer to any other ‘semantic’ category; thus, we can say their 

selection depended on their actual use in the colloquial spoken register. 

Consequently, it is not clear how to treat the words of the remaining categories. 

Should they be excluded from the colloquial register of suyu or not? According to 

Zeng (2011: 1) this work is not to be considered as a pure dictionary of vulgarisms 

(Shishi tongkao […] fei chuncui suyu cishu 世事通考 […]非純粹俗語辭書) 

because the vast majority of terms specifically belongs to different areas of the 

cultural sphere (wenhua leibie 文化類別) and is limited in a set of very specific 

thematic categories, furthermore words are strictly related. In this context, the 

language that undergoes the encyclopaedic conceptualization of Tongkao appears 

as a conglomerate of words deeply related to the material culture, with a consequent 

prevalence of nouns. Therefore, within the extremely conceptualized and 

encyclopaedic-oriented systematization of Shishi tongkao, only the section entitled 

Suyu, consisting of 287 glossed terms, specifically intended to record the vernacular 

language. The presence of this specific section demonstrates the role occupied by 

the suyu ci 俗語詞( Zeng 2012: 114), and it represents an important clue to the fact 

that Lu had in mind a clear and formal distinction of the vulgar terms, which has 

led us to emphasize the distinction between suzi 俗字 [popular / vulgar characters] 
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and suyu 俗語 [popular / vulgar language] .167Furthermore, many categories of 

Tongkao, e.g., nu. 5, 6, 10, 11, are not included in other suyu cishu. As mentioned 

above, different categorization systems were in facts adopted to outline the 

macrostructure of the compilations and organize their content. It is important to 

point out that the category Suyu appears also in different kinds of textual material, 

for instance the gazetteer Zunyi fu zhi 遵義府志 includes the chapter on Fengsu 風

俗 [Popular customs] with a specific section entitled Suyu (Chapter 20/48. p. 841). 

Another substantial difference from the macrostructural point of view is the level 

or degree of specificity of the categories: the contents covered within the categories 

of each compilation range from very general to very specific. Moreover, categories 

can be divided into more specific categories, or subcategories, with a subordinating 

relation, as a clear sign of the influence of the encyclopaedic approach on the 

compilations. For instance, the second chapter of Yueyan presents subdivisions. 

Conversely, categories included in Shishi Tongkao and Yuanlong tongkao za zi 

present a more coordinative relation with sequences of similar content appearing 

one after the other are very frequent (e.g., 19-30 flora and food, 31-35 fauna, 36-60 

clothing, ornaments, objects.  

On the other hand, Zhengsu wen and Tufeng lu do not present any formal 

subdivision into categories, but their chapters are sorted through a semantic / 

conceptual distribution; with well-defined categories; thus, in our view, they are 

attributable into the common practice of conceptual systematization in the same 

way as the abovementioned texts which are formally subdivided into well-defined 

categories. With regards to Zhengsu wen, categories from the 1st to 12th chapter 

terms refer to cultural content,168 from the 13th to the 16th chapters to the specificities 

 

167 While the former refer to characters produced in the context of popular rank and mostly in limited 

areas, the latter typology refers instead to real terms used in the common language. Most of the terms 

in this category (272 out of 287) are disyllabic terms. Among the remaining fifteen, we find four 

monosyllabic terms (4 out of 287), and eleven monomorphemic trisyllabic terms (11 out of 287), 

such as huangliangmeng 黃粱夢 [dream / unrealizable wish], kongfangxiong 孔方兄 [money]. In 

addition, some terms, such as jiyu 覬覦 [craving (the things of others)], are considered now literary 

terms.  
168 The contents covered in this part are food and drink (1st chapter), clothing (second), objects and 

tools (3rd), ethics and human relations (4th), time (5th), object names (6th), measure words / classifiers 

(7th), ceremonial system (8th), government office (9th), historical allusions (10th), spirits (11th), plants, 

animals, stones, and jewels (12th). 
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of sinograms, 169  in the last three chapters to dialectal, topolectal, and-foreign 

terms. 170  Starting from the 13th categories on, the text shows a more evident 

linguistic-oriented point of view, recording words used in the official histories 

(zhengshi 正史 ), the unofficial histories (zashi 雜史 ), and different textual 

categories, such as scattered notes (biji 筆記) and annals (zhishu 志書). 

 

3.1.2 The perception of the world: semantic-conceptual 

categorizations 

The non-alphabetic feature of the Chinese language has always represented a 

crucial factor in the evolution of different lexicographic arrangements and 

compositional theories in the Chinese lexicographic tradition. During the centuries, 

different conceptions on the language and on the writing script appeared, but 

discussions on systems of organization of lemmas were avoided. Starting from the 

Ming Dynasty in particular, scholars started a fruitful comparison between the 

Chinese and Indo-European languages and their respective lexicographic practices. 

In the Ming and Qing dynasties, Chinese scholars routinely criticized phonographic, 

i.e., alphabetic, writings as less efficient at conveying information than the 

logographic script,171 highlighting pros and cons of their writing system. Many of 

the same European lexicographers considered the alphabetical ordering of lemmas 

as an arbitrary system (Blair 2010: 127). In China, this concern manifested itself in 

 

169 The author recorded ancient characters guzi 古字 (13th chapter), peculiar characters qizi 奇字 

(14th), graphic variants biezi 别字 (15th) and incorrect characters wuzi 誤字 (16th). 
170 The 17th chapter includes 'local language’ (fangyan 方言), the 18th chapter is dedicated to words 

used by people living out of the boarders of China (周邊 異族外來詞), the last chapter (19) includes 

foreign terms of Buddhist origin from Sanskrit (梵語外來詞). 
171 According to Vedal (2022: 74), the level of meaning imputed to individual graphs by Learning 

of the Mind thinkers was one reason for the assessment of the power of Chinese writing. Moreover, 

a broad set of Ming Learning of the Mind thinkers saw philological study as a valid method for 

realizing moral values. To aid in both the study of ancient writing and moral cultivation, new genres 

of philosophical dictionaries emerged, designed to be read from beginning to end. In pursuing 

philological endeavours, Learning of the Mind scholars instigated a sweeping debate about the 

nature of writing, the history of language, and the commensurability of ideas across languages. In 

contrast to semantically rich Chinese graphs, phonographic letters were generally considered 

meaningless on their own. This focus on how writing conveys meaning had implications for broader 

issues in the organization of knowledge in ways that parallel coeval debates in early modern Europe. 

The emergence of alphabetic order in Europe as an organizational framework in dictionaries and 

encyclopaedias aroused scepticism among those who considered it arbitrary for placing unrelated 

items next to each other. 
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the question of whether it was more efficient to list lexical entries based on the form 

or sound of graphs, which would similarly align semantically unrelated words, or 

according to semantic-conceptual approaches. As Vedal (2022: 74, 106) points out 

Learning of the Mind thinkers saw the form of graphs on the individual level as a 

window into the hearts/minds of the ancient sages but considered thematic 

organization more logical when dealing with graphs in the aggregate; thus, the 

systematization into categories with a thematic ordering of lemmas presents an 

additional symbolic conception. Even though this conception has been rather clear 

from a philosophical perspective, modern scholars found themselves confronted 

with textual sources that remain remarkably silent from the linguistic perspective. 

Even in the lexicographic compilations of the Ming and Qing dynasties more or 

less articulated set of metalinguistic assumptions are philosophically oriented; thus, 

perceiving the compilers’ awareness in the metalinguistic discourse and in the 

establishing of the internal organization is a very thorny undertaking (Cf. Zou 1983).  

As Schierholz et al. (2015: 330) point out, “[i]n the case of a thematic arrangement, 

not only a system of concepts or of subject groups must be determined, but also a 

fitting method how the lemma signs or rather dictionary entry can be categorized 

systematically in this system”. Stercks (2005: 30) puts the point well: “Th[e] 

impetus to design classificatory systems that aspired to increasing completeness and 

inclusiveness emerged with greater prominence as China evolved from a feudal 

state into a unified empire. [Animal] classification was part of the project of empire-

building, its typologies were inspired by imperatives that served the making of 

empire, namely, the need to represent the world in text, control its workings through 

ritual, and reinforce its internal cohesion through the development of correlative 

schemes. The authority to classify the natural world did therefore not issue from the 

naturalist or philosopher but instead was associated with the sage or ruler.” 

From a symbolic conception, in facts, the evolution of the systematization into 

categories was undeniable influenced by the philosophical theories of xinxue 心學 

[Learning of the Mind] in the Song and Ming dynasties. Wei Jiao 魏校 (1483–

1543)’s Liushu jingyun 六書精蘊 [Essential meanings of the six principles of 

character formation], organized as an encyclopaedic discussion on the character 

formation (Cf Vedal 2017: 92, 113-115), is one of the first representative texts in 
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the Song Dynasty attesting this systematization practice. The purpose of Wei Jiao’s 

dictionary was to link etymological studies to the principles of the Learning of the 

Mind (Rusk 2007). As mentioned above, within the symbolic thought of this 

practice, the traditional model places the cosmological dimension first, then the 

earthly, and then human, animal, vegetable, and material culture. The majority of 

the selected dictionaries presents an analogous formal systematization, or a simple 

elaboration of it, such as in Tongsu Bian’s semantic-conceptual ordering of the 

lemmas in 38 categories The categories together are the main pillars that make up 

the structure of the text as a whole. During the centuries, within the framework of 

semantic-conceptual ordering of lemmas, the tables evidence a numerical decrease 

in the number of categories during the Qing dynasty, and a trend from semantically 

oriented categories, focused on the material culture, towards linguistically-oriented 

categories.  

The unique systematization schema of Hengyan lu seems to be an extemporaneous 

case that has not has not set a fruitful example/model, as no other works with a 

similar distribution of terms have been found. Hengyan lu and Yueyan demonstrate 

a more linguistically influenced interpretation in the systematization of the 

linguistic material. For instance, in Hengyan lu, the 2nd juan and the last two 

categories are completely organized according to linguistically oriented categories, 

including chengyu idioms and popular sayings. The titles of categories show the 

author’s orientation in the investigation on yu (語) 'expressions' or 'language' for the 

categories 1 to 5, and zi (字) 'characters’ or ‘words’ for the categories 6 to 7. 

Morevover, categories 1 and 4 include [expressions of] good omen and [expressions 

of] contempt and praise.  

As already pointed out, the systematization in Yueyan also denotes the linguistically 

oriented focus of the author. Within the three chapters of Yueyan the increasing 

attention the compilers paid towards linguistic aspects is very clear. 

Another element that deserves to be noticed is the distribution of lexical entries 

according to the number of characters as a secondary level of distribution of words 

within the different sections of the texts.  

As evidenced in the differences in Hengyan lu and Yueyan’s macrostructural 

schemas, compared to previous lexicographic texts, the number of categories is 
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significantly smaller and presents different macrostructural configurations, 

particularly influenced by a more linguistically oriented approach. Moreover, as 

mentioned in the second chapter, Yueyan’s systematization into categories is used 

merely for consultative reasons and, it is secondary compared to the goal of 

reaching comprehensively understand the remaining material of the other chapters. 

One crucial configuration in the organization of the material is the importance 

attributed to the category Numbers/Numerical positions (shu 數 / shuwei 數位) or 

Numerology (xiangshu 象數) which precede on several occasions the Heaven 

category dedicated to cosmological elements. and other categories (Vedal 2022: 93, 

table 3.1). This phenomenon was dictated by the importance attributed by the Ming 

Learning of the Mind thinkers to the formation of Chinese graphs, and therefore, 

their dictionaries attempted to reveal a consistent logic underlying the formation of 

Chinese graphs, which influenced how people acted in the world. In this regard, 

many Song and Ming philosophical dictionaries were peculiarly organized 

according to liushu [six principles of graph formation], with the section of each 

principle containing a unique, albeit interrelated, subset of thematic categories. 

Thinkers viewed written language not solely as a medium of communication, but 

more significantly as the framework of perception. By identifying how sages 

constructed graphs, they claimed one could understand how the sages’ minds 

operated (Vedal 2022: 74). As for the dictionaries on the vernacular language, even 

though the organization of sets and subsets of thematic categories remains 

predominant, no compilation attaches the same importance to the principles of 

formation of graphs.  

In summary, in the Ming and Qing dynasties the systematization into classified 

categories turned out to be the more representative and hegemonic macrostructural 

configuration of texts, imposing a distribution of entry words according to semantic 

criteria with domains and classes, i.e., lexical categories (cilei 詞類), as pivot. This 

arrangement system was considered the most respectable for a long historical period, 

consolidated from the coexistence of the practical-consultative principle and the 

ideological view. The compositional theories of leishu deeply changed from the end 

of the 19th century, as evidenced by Doleželová-Velingerová (2014: 429): “[t)he 

new knowledge systems that emerged in late Qing encyclopaedic reference works 
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[…] have essentially integrated contemporary Western knowledge system.” 

 

3.1.3 Other formal criteria 

In parallel to the organization into classified categories, other formal criteria are 

found in the ordering of lexical entries. In our opinion, at least two types of formal 

criteria, different from the ones presented above, exist within the corpus of selected 

sources under investigation. These other two types are based on the sound or shape 

of characters, rather than their meaning. Without ignoring the characteristics of the 

Chinese language and writing script, these criteria can be compared to alphabetic 

criteria adopted by the lexicographic tradition of texts in Indo-European 

languages.172 It is worthy to highlight that the application of these methods serves 

primarily as an organizational tool and not to convey information about the 

pronunciation or written form of lemmas.  

first formal criterion subsumes phonetic features in the ordering of lemmas. If we 

exclude the system of distribution into categories, then the system based on 

previous rhyme schemes of the Chinese tradition is predominant within the 

remaining lexicographic texts, adopted, for instance, in the first part of Gujin 

tongyun and in Yueyu kenqilu. The arranging of lemmas is based on Based for 

example on the Pingshui 平水 rhyme scheme and on the original four-part tonal 

division, i.e., ping, shang, qu, ru, codified in fifth-century literary circles for 

purposes of poetry compositions. Therefore, these texts immediately recall in mind 

rhyme dictionaries. The onomasiological structures of the definitions of lemmas of 

Yueyu kenqi lu follow the traditional Chinese rhyme schemes inheriting elements of 

the ancient Chinese phonetic, and avoid the Zhongyuan rhyme scheme, preferred 

for the Northern topolects and varieties, i.e., Mandarin. It is worth noticing, citing 

the words by Carstairs Douglas (1830-1877) in his appendix to Chinese-English 

Dictionary of the Vernacular or Spoken Language of Amoy  by Douglas and Barclay 

(1873: 611), that sources on the vernacular languages of Southern China hold a 

prominent place among the texts useful to recover the ancient form of Chinese, 

following “(t)he clue […] discovered by the Rev. J. Edkins (1823-1905) of the 

 

172 In the sense of lexicography of Indo-European languages, i.e., of the lexicographic practices of 

these languages. 
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London Missionary Society […]”. And again, being “in the ancient form of the 

Chinese language that the relation of Chinese to the other languages of the world 

becomes most distinct”. He highlights that the study of vernacular languages with 

four-part tonal division is, hence, of considerable importance, in particular, in the 

field of etymological studies. 

A second formal criterion is represented by numerical aspects, no matter if the 

number considered is that of strokes or the number of characters of the lexical 

entries. While in Chen Shiyuan’s Suyong za zi monosyllabic lexical entries occupy 

a dominant place, in Hengyan lu disyllabic entries constitute around two-thirds of 

the totality, lexical entries in Tongsu bian, Hengyan lu, Eryan, Yu dou, and others, 

primarily consist of two-, three-, four-syllable terms, in many cases numerically 

distributed in ascending order. In particular, in Hengyan Lu’s the categories 6 and 7 

reports lexical entries according to the number of their characters. Another 

criterion, which does not appear within the selected compilations follows the 

graphic principles of characters, such as radicals -taking Shuowen jiezi as a model-, 

types of characters formation, or typologies of strokes in the characters for the 

organizational configuration. The criteria express a formal choice as regards the 

ordering of the lemmas and undoubtedly act as a tool in the organization of the 

entries to satisfy the ultimate semasiological goal of understanding the meanings. 

In these cases, the semantic-conceptual orders are not at all important before the 

definitions, and they are, in any case, the goal to arrive at.  

Based on these considerations, we can suggest a spectrum of dictionaries more 

semasiologically oriented approach to others with an onomasiological 

configuration with or without further formal criteria. There are examples in between 

the semasiological dictionaries with formal sequences and the onomasiological 

dictionaries without any formal sequence. In other cases, in facts lexical entries are 

organized also according to/at a second level constituted by formal criteria or by a 

semantic-conceptual ordering. This systematization of lexical entries includes two 

different principles: the first one concerns the lexical-semantic purpose, based on 

meanings, the second follows a formal sequence, based on formal criteria, which 

can be phonetic, graphic and/or numerical. The choice of a second level of formal 

ordering within the onomasiological configuration of dictionaries may imply 
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maintaining formal criteria (both alphabetic, graphic, numerical and of other types) 

or semantic-conceptual criteria, or mixed approaches in different parts of the 

dictionary. A representative case of secondary level of organization of lemmas 

according to a further conceptual ordering is represented by the semantically 

distribution of lemmas through hierarchical sequences of key-concepts or key-

characters. Accordingly, the lemma shows a clear semantic relation to the 

overarching category (primary level) and a key-character related to the concept of 

the sequence (secondary level) in in which it is included. For example, in the 1st 

category of Tongsu bian, the first lexical entries follow the key-character tian 天 

[sky], with tianran 天然, tian da di da 天大地大, tian you yan 天有眼, etc. The 

second sequence has, ri 日 [Sun] at the core, for jian tian ri 見天日, riyang 日陽, 

ren chu sheng ri chu sheng 人初生 日初生, […]. Different key-character are 

unified with expressions including the previous and the following key-characters of 

the sequences. For example, the last expression of the key-character sequence is ri 

jing yue hua 日精月華 is the last expression of the key-character ri 日 sequence, 

and the first expression of the next sequence, which has yue 月 [Moon] has key-

character, such as for the lexical entries yueliang guangguang 月亮光光, etc. 

[…])Sequence continues with the following key/characters: feng 風 [wind], lei 雷 

[thunder], xue 雪 [snow], yun 雲 [cloud], yu 雨 [rain], and so on.  

Other compilers considered decisive to arrive at terms according to concepts 

relevant to the semantic system of the language, adopting an onomasiological 

configuration, in which lexical entries are ordered. According to this system 

semantic conceptual sequences are distributed to point out/denote which lexical 

forms correspond to them. For example, in the 17th chapter of Zhengsu wen, Hao 

Yixing refers to lexical entries mainly, but not only, to childhood and children's 

vocabulary, nature, pronouns, and names of places and of people from different 

areas. In the following excerpt, Hao reported several words referring to childhood, 

with diatopic indications (e.g., for the topolect of Yingchuan and varieties used by 

Southern people). 

《 潁川語小曰哥.《韻會》：兒墮地能開目視者謂之寤生《風俗通》. 
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案: 《左傳》：「莊公寤生.」小兒學言曰啞嘔,《集韻》音鴉歐.亦曰唲嘔. 

《玉篇》：「唲嘔,小兒語也.唲音娃.」《荀子·富國篇》：「拊循之,唲嘔之.」

南方人謂抱小兒為雍樹.《漢書·夏侯嬰傳》蘇林說. […] 》173 

According to Yunhui, in Yingchuan xiao 小 [small (child)] is called ge 哥. According 

to Fengsu tong, in childbirth, the new-born who is able to open his eyes and see at 

birth is called wusheng 寤生 [breech].  

Gloss. Zuozhuan quoted: “Duke Zhuang was born breech”. Baby talk is called ya'ou 

啞嘔. In Jiyun, [it is] pronounced as ya'ou 鴉歐, and called wa'ou 唲嘔. According 

to Yupian, wa'ou is the lallation of an infant. Xunzi - Fuguo pian [On the wealth of 

the state] reported: "lull him/her [it.: cullalo], talk to him/her in a childish way" 

Southern people [南方人] say ‘to hug [hold] babies’ as yong shu [雍樹]. Hanshu. 

[…]. 

 

On the other hand, Yueyan is representative of a mixed approaches. As mentioned 

above, both semantic-conceptual approaches and formal criteria are encapsulated 

and mixed within the chapters. While the second chapter follows the traditional 

order of classified dictionaries (leishu 類書), the third chapter includes formal 

criteria with the phonetic aspects (phonetic variations from a diatopic point of view, 

polyphonic characters, rhymes, etc.) and semantic aspects as pivot. These two 

chapters are intended to integrate and facilitate the consultation of the variegated 

materials of the first chapter and to serve as a ready guide in the comprehension of 

the language of Yue. Ideologically, Yueyan exceeds the concept of classified 

dictionary (leishu 類書) if we consider all these different aspects. The linguistic-

oriented perception and the methodologies adopted in the acquisition of the 

linguistic material, together with its aim of recording the real spoken language, 

unlike the kaozheng-oriented works, are all features showing the more modern 

approach and awareness of the lexicographer.  

A few lexicographic compilations, such as the relatively small Chang tan kaowu, 

Eryan, Shi yan, Yu dou, Sushuo, and Biyan, together with other works, present an 

embryonic form to be considered as integrative material to bigger independent 

compilations, as confirmed in the paratextual apparatuses, such as Zhiyu buzheng, 

Hengyan lu buzhu, and Hengyan guangzheng. They do not present any semantic-

conceptual systematization, nor adopt formal criteria in the ordering of lemmas. 

The number of lexical entries is relatively low, ranging from about 170 to 400 

 

173 Cf. Hao Yixing’s Zhengsu wen, 17th Ch. 
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entries. Their structure does not present peculiarities or innovations from the 

macrostructural level, and on the contrary lack of organicity and cohesion deriving 

from the relatively long period of time in the collation of the glosses.  

One representative 'classified dictionary' in contemporary times is Hanyu Fangyan 

Cihui 漢語方言詞彙 [Dictionary of Chinese topolects]. Entries are firstly divided 

according to their semantic value and, furtherly distributed into subcategories 

(nouns in 17 subcategories; verbs in 10 subcategories; adjectives in 6 subcategories; 

pronouns in 4 subcategories; classifiers in 2 subcategories, adverbs, prepositions, 

and conjunctions). 

The systematization into classified categories of the Chinese lexicographic tradition 

fuelled discussions and provided new ideas in the field of European lexicology. 

Jorge Martínez (2005: 183-184) suggests that in El Diccionario Ideológico de la 

lengua española (1942)174 Julio Casares (1877 - 1964) proposed a macrostructural 

organization of based on Chinese dictionaries. 175  The synoptic part of DILE 

establishes a classification of 38 categories on human knowledge systematized in 

2,000 classes made up of groups of conceptually homogeneous words that bring 

together more than 80,000 lexical entries with the most common words in the 

Spanish language. The synoptic part is also considered as a tool to identify specific 

terms more quickly and to determine easily which corresponding groups of words 

may exist. 

In summary, each arrangement system presents advantages and disadvantages. 

While in shape-based arrangement dictionaries, you need to know how to write the 

word, and in sound-based dictionary how the word is pronounced, Classified 

 

174 Cf. Casares, F. J. (2022, October 25). Diccionario Ideológico - Web oficial sobre Julio Casares. 

Web Oficial Sobre Julio Casares. https://juliocasares.es/diccionario-ideologico/ 

175 Julio Casares’s Dictionary (DILE) is divided in three parts: Parte Sinóptica, Parte Analógica, and 

Parte Alfabética. In the synoptic tables that refer to abstract ideas Casares establishes two columns 

to contrast antagonistic concepts, antonyms, and associated concepts, to arrive more quickly at the 

opposite term or find more possibilities for related terms. The synoptic tables correspond to the 

following disciplines: Religión; Física y química; Geografía, astronomía y meteorología; Geología, 

mineralogía y minería; Botánica; Zoología; Anatomía; Fisiología; Alimentación; Vestido; Vivienda; 

Medicina; Sensibilidad; Sentimiento; Existencia y cambio; Relación, orden y causalidad; Espacio y 

geometría; Forma; Movimiento; Colocación; Tiempo; Cantidad; Inteligencia; Inicio, valoración; 

Voluntad; Conducta; Acción; Comunicación de ideas y sentimientos; Arte – Lenguaje; Nación; 

Costumbre; Derecho y justicia; Propiedad; Milicia; Comercio, banca, bolsa; Agricultura; Zootecnia; 

Transportes. 
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Dictionaries’ (leishu 類書) allow the user to find a word only knowing its general 

meaning. The arrangement of dictionaries by subject categories is a useful look-up 

option and often preferred by subject specialists. This paragraph highlights that 

since ancient times various dictionary consultation systems have been produced and 

that in the diachronic development numerous examples of mixed approaches have 

been added for their peculiar advantages, revealing that no look-up system was 

clearly superior to the other. For the same reasons, modern dictionaries have 

different systems nowadays Chinese dictionaries almost always include several 

different look-up schemes, including criteria based on pinyin, shape-based 

arrangement (types of strokes, radicals, etc.), strokes numbers and four-corner index, 

writing recognition), and other features. 

 

3.2 Microstructural configurations 

The investigation on the microstructural configuration starts with a discussion about 

the main approaches and theories adopted in relation to the definition, i.e., 

typological and morphological aspects of the glosses. These elements denote the 

coexistence of the attestation-centred and the interpretation-centred approaches. 

The former attests to the hegemonic practice represented by the research for 

evidential proofs dictated by the political and socio-cultural shifts in the Qing 

dynasty. These approaches show the common practice of sources reuse and text 

adaptation within the lexicographic texts. Finally, this section examines the crucial 

presence of elements conveying information about different linguistic dimensions, 

in particular from the diastratic, diachronic and diatopic perspectives.  

 

3.2.1 Influence of the evidential approach: attestation-centred and 

interpretation-centred theories 

   

 Lexicographers of the past adopted different theories and elements featuring 

peculiar systems in their microstructural configuration.176 The evolution of these 

 

176 Intended here as internal organization and distribution of lexical entries.  
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elements highlights their need of adaptation to different historical, political, and 

socio-cultural contexts. As evidenced in (XHC, 179) “Lexicographic practice 

constitutes an eminently human activity, carried out by individuals who, although 

relying on scientific criteria and methodologies and on data that can be defined as 

objective, have always operated in a specific historical context”; thus, historical 

contexts effect trends in the macrostructural, as mentioned above, and 

microstructural configurations. Within the lexicographical compilations on the 

vernacular language, lexicographers dealing with the vernacular language adopted 

at least two hegemonic theories in order to pursue their aims: the attestation-centred 

theory (yuanze zhongxin lun 原則中心論) and the interpretation-centred theory 

(shiyi zhongxin lun 釋義中心論). The focus of the former is based on attestation 

evidence and documentation proofs (shuzheng 書證), the latter on the interpretation 

of the meaning and on paraphrasing (shiyi 釋義). Zeng (2012: 77) “emphasize[s] the 

‘attestation-centred theory’ [in respect to the ‘definition-centred theory’] of Ming 

and Qing colloquial dictionaries, not to say that it is perfect, but to emphasize its 

value as a compilatory methodology” (qiangdiao Ming Qing suyu cishu bianzuan de 

‘yuanze zhongxin lun’, bing bu shi shuo ta shifen wanmei, er shi qiangdiao zhe yi 

bianzuan fangfa que you cunzai de jiazhi 強調明清俗語辭書編纂的‘原則中心論’,

並不是說它十分完美,而是強調這一編纂方法確有存在的價值). According to 

the presence or absence of one or both principles we can summarize the selected 

works within the categorizations illustrated in table 2.   

 

Lexicographic texts attestation-

centred 

theory 

interpretation-

centred theory 

10 sources  

[Liyan jie 俚言解, Tufeng lu 土風錄, Tanzheng 談

徵, Ya su ji yan 雅俗稽言, Changtan kao wu 常

談考誤, Zhengsu wen 證俗文, Shi yan 釋諺, Yu 

dou 語竇, Yueyan 越諺] 

✓  ✓ 
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13 sources 

[Tongsu bian 通俗編  - (Tongsu bian) Zhiyu 

buzheng (通俗編)直語補證, Hengyan lu 恆言錄, 

Changyu sou 常語搜, Yi hao lei bian 異號類編, 

Chengwei lu 稱謂錄, Tongsu changyan shuzheng 

通俗常言疏證, Liyu zhengshi 里語徵實, Suyu 

kaoyuan 俗語考原, Er yan 邇言, Su shuo 俗說, 

Changyu xun yuan 常語尋源, Xin mingci xunzuan 

新名詞訓纂] 

✓ ✗ 

1 source  

[Jun yu 軍語] 

✗ ✓ 

3 sources 

[(Zhushu zhi yin) shishi tongkao (諸書直音)世事

通考 , Zhengyin cuoyao 正音撮要 , Guanhua 

huijie bianlan 官話彙解便覽] 

✗ ✗ 

Table 2: Theories adopted in the definitions of vernacularisms within the primary sources 

 

The ‘attestation-centred theory’ neither denotes nor connotes a negative activity, and 

it represent the primary approach in most of the works collected. The focus is not on 

the interpretation, but rather to attest the veracity and the relation with the past of 

vernacular terms. In the Qing dynasty this approach is undeniably related to the 

kaozheng practice, derived from xun gen ben neng 寻根本能 [research of the origin] 

and kaoju 考据 [research of proofs].  

A first configuration of this approach appears in Zheng Housheng’s Biyan, as 

concisely depicted in Siku quanshu ‘in its entirety [Biyan] is a kaozheng oriented 

attestation text’ (全書皆考證之文). In Zhu’s preface to the work, he highlighted the 

great value attributed by Zheng to the evidential proofs (kaoban jiazhi 考辯價值; 

zhi zai kaozheng 旨在考證]. The interpretative method (kaoshi 考釋方法) adopted 

by Zheng represents a mixed approach, mixing bibliographic citations (shuzheng 書

證), annotations and commentaries (zhushu 注疏), and interpretations deriving from 
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personal conjectures (ji jian 己見) with a flexible manner. In his preface, Zhu 

highlights 1. the use of quotations to explain the terms, without any other explanation. 

In this case quotations defines the meaning of the term, e.g., for yubang 鷸蚌; 2. The 

use of annotations and commentaries: e.g., for jiziming 箕子名, the author invites 

the reader to consult Sima Biao 司馬彪’s notes to Zhuangzi 庄子 [The Book of 

Master Zhuang]; 3. The use of a de visu et de audito [personally seen or heard] 

interpretation (xi zhi yi du jian du wen 析之以獨見獨聞). In this case the author 

glosses terms without attestation, citations, sources, or notes, but according to his 

personal knowledge and wisdom (guang yin shuzheng, bing yin zhushu, du shu jijian 

廣引書證,並引注疏,獨舒己見). As evidenced in the preface “based on what I have 

seen and heard, I have seen and heard the rare and rare news, the analysis derives 

only from what I have only seen and heard” (yi suo xi jian suo wen can zhi han jian 

han wen, xi zhi du jian du wen […] 以所習見所聞參之罕見罕聞,析之獨見獨聞). 

Zhu Shilu 祝世錄’s preface to the work contains information on the drafting and 

compilation of the text. He highlighted the definitory methodology adopted by 

Zheng, which combined three different approaches (san zhe bing yong 三者並用): 

an extensive citation of documentary evidence (guang yin shuzheng 廣引書證), a 

combination between citations and sparse notes (bing yin zhu shu 並引註疏) and an 

explanation of his own opinions (du shu jijian 獨舒己見) based on what the author 

had seen, heard and experienced (yi suo xi jian suo wen 以所習見所聞). According 

to Zhu’s preface, Zheng Mingxuan’s investigations deal with the popular lexicon 

considered ‘strange and disparate’ [chang guai xiang za 常怪相雜] of the language. 

The aim was to attest the lexicon used by ordinary people [yi zheng shiren 以正世

人]. Zhu also explicitly claimed critical issues, such as the feature of the text deriving 

from gathering scattered notes [zhaji 札記] in the compilation process. He confirmed 

that the glosses attested the lexicon frequently used by the masses/ordinary people 

[zheng yin yu qunyan 證印於群言] of the time and the terms included represented 

exactly what was possible to get from ordinary people (sui qi suo de 隨其所得). In 

our view, these features explain why these works were underestimated by scholars 

of the time. 
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Zheng shows rigour in his analysis, in most cases with the simultaneous adoption of 

three types of approach (san zhe bing yong 三者并用), e.g., for zi gong 子弓, in 

order to convince with well-founded arguments and to make the text as scientific as 

possible deriving from rigorous analysis. Moreover, the microcosmos of sources 

adopted by Zheng includes traditional historiographic works, such as Shangshu 尚

書,Xiabenji 夏本紀,Shiji , Zuozhuan 左傳, and the classics (jing dian 經典), to 

specific works relating to popular traditions and to popular culture, such as Fengsu 

tong 風俗通, Luoyang Jialan Ji 洛陽珈藍記, Xijing za ji , and others. Zheng adopted 

various exegetical tools [xungu fangfan 訓詁方法] in order to analyse phonetic 

elements, etymological and semantic information. Within these tools, he adopted 

yinxun 音訓 [explanation of the sound], xingxun 形訓 [explanation of the form], 

yixun 義訓 [explanation of the meaning], duyin 讀音 [reading], yiyi 意義 [meaning], 

zixing 字形 [character form].  

  

3.2.2 The influence of kaozheng in the Yue area 

The context of kaozheng animated the first and second phases of Qing philology, the 

very flourishing period at the beginning of the 19th century preceding the Opium 

wars. In the field of lexicography, aspects related to word definitions, such as 

theories and characteristics of definitions, are undoubtedly influenced by historical 

and political contexts. The apogee of classical philology in the Qing dynasty and the 

primary role assigned to historical phonology177 and lexicology can be related to two 

fundamental aspects: on the one hand, the multi-ethnic and multilinguistic breadth 

of the imperial court, and on the other hand its interested patronage in supporting the 

valorisation of Chinese culture by the literati, paralleled by series of anti-corruption 

and recovery campaigns178 that aimed at crushing Ming loyalty and revanchism. 

 

177 The importance attributed to historical phonology in this period can be evidenced by the high 

number of studies based on a wide variety of texts and by the scientific methodology adopted by an 

extraordinary number of first-rate scholars. Classical philology achieved the almost definitive 

solution of age-old problems, such as the reconstruction of ancient Chinese, and marked the 

development of new branches, such as grammatical studies. Non-native contributions promoted an 

acute and innovative Sinicization of a vast number of new ideas imported from the European 

linguistics, which profoundly marked later philological studies. (Cf. Elman 2017; Vedal 2017, 2022). 
178 The imperial examination boxue hongru 博學鴻儒 was reinstated for a clear political calculation: 

Kangxi's recovery of dissident or openly loyalist literati. It was held in Peking in 1679, though 
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The Manchus did not destroy the Chinese imperial regime and tradition, rather they 

attempted to take it over through a policy of self-Sinicization. Moreover, the Qing 

court held competitions for officials in Manchu and Mongolian, modelled on the 

Ming ones, even before the conquest of China in 1634 (Spence, 2002: 149-150; 

Casacchia, Gianninoto 2012: 316). Kangxi emperor carried out repeated efforts to 

modify the arbitrary north and south quotas of jinshi trying complex systems of 

geographical groupings179 and ethnic groupings.180 A special exam for translation 

(fanyi 翻譯 ) for the Manchus was also created, which was the impetus for 

innovations such as the projects of translation into Manchu of the classics, in a 

bilingual edition, and the Manchu translation of the novel Xiyou ji (Journey to the 

West) and other famous Ming texts. On a structural level, the very first part of the 

dynasty saw fierce opposition between Manchus and Chinese, but the Qing policy, 

inaugurated by the Kangxi Emperor, and his successors Yongzheng and Qianlong, 

aimed at founding a large and centralized state, on the model of the Ming one. In 

this framework, the collaboration with Chinese intellectuals was necessary and was 

implemented through a policy of repression and patronage. 181  Manchu court 

censorship merely ruthlessly alienated the Chinese intelligentsia from political 

engagement, but these forms of censorship did not affect culture. The Manchus in 

fact constantly involved Chinese intelligentsia, with a policy of generous subsidies 

for scholarly research. Projects, such as the Kangxi zidian 康熙字典 (1710- 1716), 

the Siku quanshu182 四庫全書 [All the Books of the Four Repositories], the Peiwen 

 

spurned by a few Ming loyalist scholars, brought many aspirants to the capital, and enabled the 

Kangxi Emperor to put together a prestigious group of scholars who were assigned to work on the 

compilation of the history of the fallen Ming dynasty. Many episodes, such as the execution in 1708 

of the last Ming direct imperial descendant -Zhu Cuhuan- and the Kangxi Emperor’s flow of edicts 

concerning the search for accurate data in the compilation of the Ming history, highlight the 

controversial attitude toward the issue of loyalist scholars. Cf. Spence (2002: 122-23). 
179 to avoid discriminations against qualified candidates in some provinces. After these attempts 

proved fruitless in getting successful candidates from every province, the emperor decided in 1712 

to go for a precise quota system based on province or affiliation with Manchu, Mongol, or Han-jun 

banners. The exact numbers would vary in proportion to qualified juren available. 
180 From 1712 the access to the exam was conditioned by a system of quotas, based on belonging to 

a banner, Manchurian, Mongol, or Chinese, and to this or that region, which limited the possibilities 

for Chinese scholars (Spence, 2002: 150). For example, at the beginning of the dynasty it was 

stipulated that 40% of seats should be reserved for Manchus (Elman 2008: 381). 

.181 For a tripartite distinction of the early Qing as regards relations with the intellectual world, 

compare the contemporary Chinese historiography described by Elman (1984: 16). 
182 Considered as the sum of Manchu patronage resulted from the academic project of the early Qing 

(1773-1782), it represents a systematic encyclopaedic compilation, made up of 3,457 works on 
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yunfu183 佩文韻府 [The palace of rhymes of parallel texts] (1711), the Quan Tang 

shi184 全唐詩 [The complete collection of the Tang poems], the Xingli jingyi 性理經

義 [The meaning of the classics on human nature and principles] (1715) and the 

Gujin tushu jicheng 古今圖書集成 [The collection of ancient and modern works 

and papers] (1728) are all evidence of this attitude. These notable projects, intended 

to bring prestige to Qing rulers, largely involved the expertise of intellectuals in the 

field of administration. Their collaboration in the management of the empire through 

their involvement in major cultural projects was, with great foresight, the best 

strategy for the securing the prosperity of the dynasty. According to Elman (1984: 

16), “[p]olity and scholarship were wedded to a massive academic project that would 

show the dynasty in tune with the major intellectual movements of the day”. This 

intellectual background explains how, under the Manchus, there was contemporary 

wenzijian 文字監 [prison of the literati] and the compilation of many very high-level 

compilations and lexicographic projects.  

According to an ideal tripartite periodization theorized by Hu (1987: 229),185 Qing 

philology knew two fundamental turning points: a first one with the abandonment 

 

numerous disciplines reproduced on 79,070 juan and 6,766 other works surveyed, for a total of 

93,556 juan. The special office Sikuguan 四庫館 [Office of the Four Repositories] in charge of this 

project included more than 300 scholars. (Cf. Casacchia; Gianninoto, 2012: 317-322). 
183 The importance of the text grew rapidly due to the reinstatement of the competitive poetry test in 

1756. 
184 The project was also financed by rich merchants, such as the rich Cao Yin 曹寅 (1658-1712) 

from Nanjing. 
185 The periodization is constituted by: 

- A first phase (1644-1735), corresponding to the reigns of the emperors Shunzhi, Kangxi and 

Yongzhen, strongly critical on Wang Yangming’s version of neo-Confucianism and characterized 

by the aspiration to a return to the classicism of the Han and Song. Among the great scholars who 

animated the period, there are Fang Yizhi, between the two dynasties, and, above all, Gu Yanwu, a 

distinguished scholar of phonology. 

- A second phase (1796-1820), corresponding to the reigns of Qianlong and Jiaqing emperors, was 

the golden years of Qing philology, when the classical tradition of the guwen 古文 [ancient text] of 

the Eastern Han was chosen as a model, rejecting the Song tradition. Philologists were divided into 

two schools, wupai 吴派 [Nanjing School], animated above all by Qian Daxin, and wanpai 皖派 

[Anhui School], animated by Jiang Yong, Dai Zhen, and later by their disciples, Duan Yucai, Wang 

Niansun and his son Wang Yinzhi, to the point of being also called Duan Wang zhi xue 段王之學 

[Duan and Wang School].  

- A third phase (1821-1911), corresponding to the reigns of Daoguang, Xianfeng, Tongzhi, Guangxu 

and Xuantong Emperors, was influenced by the abandonment of the Eastern Han School of Ancient 

text and the return to the Western Han School of New text. The Anhui School brilliantly concluded 

its parable with its last great masters, Yu Yue and Sun Yirang, and at the same time, philology 

entered the modern age, with the first attempts to reform the official style and writing and, through 

Western influence, with the first studies of modern linguistics. 
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of Song philology in favour of the tradition of the Eastern Han, and a second one, 

with the rejection of the Eastern Han tradition in favour of the Western Han and of 

the pre-imperial time.186 The first leaders of the School of the new text came from 

the prefecture of Changzhou, in particular the scholars of the Liu and Zhuang 

families (Elman, 2000: 414.), who argued that much of the conclusions reached by 

the kaozheng were tainted by relying on sources, probably spurious, of the Ancient 

Text tradition. Their main reference source was Gongyang zhuan. Besides the 

School of the New Text, which dominated philology in the latter part of the dynasty, 

other two important school that emerged were the Yangzhou school headed by Jiao 

Xun 焦循 and Wang Zhong 汪中, and the Zhedong school, headed by Quan Zuwang 

全祖望 and Zhang Xuecheng 章學誠. Kaozheng evidential scholarship favoured a 

return to the most ancient sources available to reconstruct the classical tradition. 

Qing scholars increasingly utilized Han works (Han learning) to revaluate the 

Classics. This change in emphasis entailed a rejection of Song sources (Song 

learning) to study the Classics. In addition to a chronological perspective, the Qing 

scholars were convinced that the Dao Learning schools of Zhu Xi and Wang 

Yangming had incorporated heterodox Daoist and Buddhist doctrines and theories 

into the literati canon (Elman 1984: 26-36, 2000: 504). Han Learning scholars 

increasingly recognized that many orthodox views were philologically suspect. 

Philological discoveries associated with Han Learning and evidential research had 

begun to filter into the civil examination system.187 Kaozheng research techniques 

for classical and historical studies were not unique to Yangzi delta, changes in civil 

examination questioning textual vicissitudes were occurring throughout the empire, 

but Yangzi delta scholars, conversant with the latest research findings of classical 

scholars, had long been the most successful on the metropolitan and palace 

examinations in Beijing (Elman 2000: 507). Scholars themselves were aware of the 

emergence and importance of new palaeographic, etymologic, and phonologic 

 

186 These shifts were embedded in Ruan Yuan’s words: fan Song er fu yu Hou Han 反宋而復于後

漢 [reject the Song and return to the later Han] and fan Hou Han fu yu Qian Han er Jian Jiyu xian 

Qin 反後漢而復于前漢而漸及于先秦 [reject the Later Han and return to the Western Han and then 

gradually go back to the pre-Qin period]. Yang Jing shi er ji, 17th chapter. 
187 Elman (2000: 506-7). Cf. Jiangnan xiangshi timing lu 江南鄉試題名錄 [Record of successful 

candidates in the Jiangnan provincial examination] (1810: 9ab), in the archive of the No. 1 Historical 

Archives, Peking. 
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approaches in classical studies. Moreover, the relation between philology and 

philosophy was cleared for two main reasons. One political factor is that it was too 

contiguous to politics and therefore susceptible to being targeted by the Qing 

autocracy, one historiographic factor is the attribution to the philosophical concepts 

in Wang Yangming's version to be responsible of the fall of the Ming dynasty. 

advanced by the same Ming loyalists Philology was considered, then, as the mother 

of all sciences, pleasing both to the emperors and to the Chinese literati. In short, in 

the Qing dynasty, philology was no longer a handmaid of moral philosophy and lost 

any connotation of "minor study” (xiaoxue) . Moreover, the removal of Daoist, 

Buddhist, and neo-Confucian sedimentations in philology,188 considered spurious 

from the classical culture. In the direction towards a recovery of the Classics and a 

more authentic Confucianism the Han dynasty, considered as the period of the 

canonization of the Confucian classics par excellence, arouse particular interest.189 

Within this cultural and philological movement called Hanxue 漢學 [the science of 

the Han], the editions of the classics and commentaries from the Han dynasty were 

favoured and came to animate much of the intellectual life of the Qing dynasty. This 

movement overlapped with kaozheng evidential scholarship,190 and philology lost, 

by imperial will, any philosophical or political denotation. Kaozheng, therefore, 

contrasted the former erudition of yili 義理 [morality and principles] (Cheng (2000：

560-1). At the beginning of the 19th century, philology was, then, based on linguistic 

proofs for the sake of scientific research and influenced by the erudition of kaozheng 

 

188 An example of this approach is the analysis conducted by the philologist Dai Zhen who in his 

Mengzi shuzheng 孟子書證 [The Mencius Commented and Verified], analysed the key terms of 

Confucian philology, such as xing 性 [Nature], qi 氣 [Afflatus], li 理 [principle], ming 名 [name] 

with a philological, essentially etymological methodology, which allowed him to refute the 

meanings attributed to these terms by Zhu Xi, rejecting Buddhist and neo-Confucian sedimentations 

attributed by Zhu Xi and others. Cf. Elman (1984: 18), Casacchia; Gianninoto (Ch. 8 Sec. 2.4), 

189 This interest was not only exegetical but also political: many intellectuals in fact compared the 

period of the fall of the Ming to that of the fall of the Han, in an attempt to identify the causes of the 

decline and the possible ways out. 
190 The Suzhou school linked to Hui Dong 惠棟 (1697-1758) attempted to preserve intact the 

knowledge of the Han; this position opposed to that of the Anhui school led by Dai Zhen according 

to which even the Han sources had to be the object of study and criticism. In the wake of Dai Zhen, 

Ruan Yuan 阮元 also took the same approach, who from 1795 to 1798 launched the compilation of 

the Jingji zuangu 經籍纂詁 [Collection of glosses to the Classics] with the help of scholars of the 

Chongwen Academy, and in 1820 founded the Xue hai tang 學海堂 [Hall of the Sea of Knowledge] 

in Guangzhou. 



 

133 

dictated by the socio-political climate of the imperial ideology of the Qing rulers 

(Spence 2002: 641-44). The kaozheng research was adopted in the compilation 

project of the aforementioned Siku Quanshu and can be seen in the parameters and 

position for the use of sources, (Cf. Elman 1984: 65). such as the criticism of the 

Song yili approach, the link with the shixue 實學 [concrete studies], the methodology 

of the proper use of exegesis (xungu 訓詁) in the cases the verification and proof 

were missing (shiyu kaozheng 失于考證 ), or it was unsatisfactory (wu zu yi 

kaozheng 無足以考證). The importance of studies on texts’ authenticity and dating 

became central, and the "distinction of falsehoods" (bianwei 辨偽)191 became an 

independent discipline leading to the growth in importance of palaeographic studies. 

The practice of texts’ reconstruction and collation192 also emerged and gave rise to 

two independent disciplines. According to Elman (1984: 17) “by providing the 

institutional prerequisites for the growth of philology into an exact discipline, 

Manchu policies effectively made large-scale [kaozheng] research possible”. 

Moreover, the Manchu court commissioned the writers of the Jiangnan area to 

compile dictionaries of Tibetan and Manchu, and this reverberated on the studies 

of phonology (Elman 1984: 16). In this context, Ruan Yuan invited Wang Chang 

王昶 (1725-1806), illustrious kaozheng philologist, to deal with phonology and 

ancient rhymes and to compare Mongolian, Manchu, and Chinese languages at the 

Gujin jing she 古今經社 [Academy of ancient and modern classicism], founded by 

him in Hangzhou. Examiners and the literati community of the Yangzi delta 

embraced the kaozheng as the legitimate textual means to restore classical learning, 

and Han Learning and kaozheng evidential research had penetrated civil 

examinations throughout the empire in the late eighteenth century (Elman 2000: 

520). In Yangzi delta, the Ming kaoju 考据 and Qing kaozheng evidential research 

agendas for accumulating verifiable knowledge represented a major reorientation 

 

191 For example, Yan Ruoju 閻若璩 (1636-1704)’s Shangshu guwen shuzheng 上書古文書證 [The 

Classic of Documents in the Ancient Text Undercommented and Verified] demonstrated the falsity 

of chapters in guwen of this classic. Cf. Elman (1984: 69). 
192 Two different types of collation of texts emerged, the mechanical one (sijiao 死校, lit. «dead 

collation», in which everything is preserved) and the elastic one (huojiao 活校, lit. «living collation», 

in which the errors and gaps are corrected based on comparison with other texts). 
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in thought and epistemology among classical scholars (Elman 2000: 504). The 

contents of Jiangnan examinations reveal the importance attributed to evidential 

research studies in the area, while, on the other hand, examinations in other areas 

of the Empire revealed that Song Learning orthodoxy remained intact as the mind-

set of provincial examiners. 193  Philologists and textual scholars were growing 

numerically in the Yangzi delta urban centres from the late Ming with a climax 

under the Qing. In the seventeenth and eighteenth centuries, they scrutinized the 

Classics and the Dynastic Histories (Elman 2000: 503). The slow but steady 

emergence of evidential research studies in the delta as a self-conscious field of 

academic discourse was predicated on the centrality of philological research to (1) 

determine the authenticity of classical and historical texts, (2) unravel the 

etymologies of ancient classical terms, (3) reconstruct the phonology of ancient 

Chinese, and (4) clarify the palaeography of Chinese characters. (Elman 2000: 503) 

In the third and final phase of Qing philology, we witness a shift influenced by 

different needs represented in the collection of lexica of the spoken language really 

used by ordinary people, without any need for specific and comprehensive 

attestations. In our view, the development of a more global perception of various 

linguistic phenomena influenced this shift, as evidenced in Fan Yin’s anecdotes in 

the incipits and supplementary material. Yueyan presents different directions and 

solutions in order to properly insert variegated material in the compilation. 

Consequently, the complexity and diversity of the distributional and compilatory 

theories go beyond the thematic distribution, predominant indeed in the 

lexicographic compilations of the vernacular language of the first and second phase 

of Qing philology. In our view, within the sample of collected works, Yueyan stands 

out for three characteristics: the mixed approach of its macrostructure, the richness 

of the glosses and the material, the clarity of its compositional intents.  

 

3.3 Limits, drawbacks, and critical issues of the primary sources 

Lexicographical works on vernacular language of the Ming and Qing dynasties, 

 

193 See, for example, the process of Civil Examinations in Sichuan and in Shanxi in the Qing dynasty 

described by Elman (2000: 509-512). 
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present substantial differences both in the macro- and microstructure, as described 

in the previous paragraphs, and certainly followed different compilatory theories in 

order to achieve different aims and purposes. Going beyond these premises, the 

lexicographic works present a high-level quality from different perspectives but 

demonstrate several critical issues. As observed by Yong-Peng (2008: 276-7), “in the 

light of modern lexicographical standards, the dictionaries compiled in the Ming and 

Qing Dynasties were basically good but there remained a great deal of room for 

improvement. All dictionaries are required to be informative, succinct, precise, 

standardized, and user-friendly. If measured by such criteria, ancient dictionaries 

were inevitably considered defective”. As evidenced in the previous paragraphs, the 

adoption of extremely different formats, structures and ordering criteria of lemmas 

and mixed approaches within the different sections of the text, inevitably presents 

different levels of limits and drawbacks, described by numerous scholars (Hu 1992, 

Wen 1989, Zeng 2012, 2013, 2015, Wang 2005). Even though it is important to 

highlight that not only Ming and Qing lexicographic works were judged not as texts 

lacking coherence in the definitional theories, but even lexicographical works of the 

tradition, considered as models of the lexicographic tradition, such as Shuowen jiezi, 

has also been judged as too vague. The following discussion carefully examines the 

several critical aspects found within the texts and presented by several scholars 

according to four perspectives: 1. the morphology of the lexical entries; 2. the 

fragmentary in structures and in the systematization of lemmas; 3. Defining and 

interpreting aspects; and 4. attestations. 

 

3.3.1 Arbitrariness in the selective criteria of the lexical entries  

Lexicographic sources on the vernacular language lack of a clear demarcation of the 

lexical entries. The richness and variety of the material collected demonstrate the 

divergence from a morphological perspective of the lexical entries which include 

characters (zi 字), word (ci 詞) and non-word (fei ci 非詞) frequently without any 

clear demarcation, as reported in Zeng (2013: 87-111). Moreover, the consideration 

of both ziyou zi 自由字 [Free Characters] and guding zi 固定字 [Fixed Characters], 

or words/sayings, in particular, hinder the comprehension of lexical entries from a 

morphological perspective. This controversial point, exceedingly evident in 
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compilations with formal criteria in the in the distribution of lemmas, demonstrates 

the lack of cohesion in both the selection and distribution of lexical entries and 

increase the level of difficulty in the consultation of the linguistic material. 

 

3.3.2 Fragmentary in structures and in the systematization of 

lemmas  

Besides the fragmentated distribution of lexical entries, also the contents, formats 

and styles vary significantly from one compilation to another. As Hu (1983) and 

Wang (2005) point out, the lack of compositional and distributional theories and 

organicity represent one of the main weak points of the lexicographic compilations 

on the vernacular language. 

 In the specific case of Yueyan, as discussed in the previous chapters, the texts 

present peculiar and divergent organizational theories. As evidenced in three 

authorial prefaces, Fan Yin stressed the importance attributed to the structural 

rigour and features of his work, but nonetheless it represents one of the greatest 

limits of this work. As Yong-Peng (2008: 331) observe, “the format and style, […] 

were not consistent or rigid, and the data used in the dictionary were relatively 

unmeasured and jumbled.” Another example, Zheng’s Biyan shows a configuration 

extremely similar to reading notes [du shu zhaji 讀書札記], in which different 

elements, such as the presence of diversified content, the heterogeneity in topics 

and contents, and the absence of a clear structure, neither using semantic categories 

nor formal criteria in the ordering of lemmas, lead to the lack of practicality when 

consulting the text.  

As for the selection process of the lexical entries, the methodology adopted by the 

compilers reveal a high degree of arbitrariness, with a main problem is represented 

by the lack of objective limits in the demarcation of semantic fields (categories and 

contents) or morphological criteria (linguistic-oriented perspective), with the result 

of a coexistence of more generic/specific categories without any kind of 

demarcation criteria. 

Several lexicographic works do not follow an overall general structure, but present 

mixed formats, and styles, such as for Zhengsu wen and Yueyan. Another example 

with a mixed approach in the definition is Gu suzi lüe, which follows formal criteria 
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(rhymes) for the first five chapters, and an onomasiological approach for the 494 

terms of the chapter Suyong za zi. 

Another controversial issue is the arbitrariness of the semantic associations adopted 

as linkers in the distribution of lexical entries. In this context and taking the case of 

Tongsu bian, Zeng (2013) points out that semantic associations within the lemmas 

presented very marginally related to the category in which they were collected. Even 

though the general meaning of one single character of disyllabic or multisyllabic 

entries can be associated to the category in which they were inserted in, the overall 

meaning of the entries was not related to the content. By way of example, in the 

chapter on Numbers in Tongsu Bian, at least one character of the entries consists of 

a number, but the overall meaning of the lexical entries hardly falls into this category 

and has nothing to do with numbers. As a matter of fact, the selective parameters of 

the entries are variable and subjective, to the point that it is often difficult to trace a 

logical explanation about the semantic associations between words. Consequently, 

the criteria adopted are often unclear and the lexical entries collected resemble 

somehow lists of randomly selected words. 

 

3.3.3 Drawbacks in interpretations and attestations 

Many compilers attributed little importance to the aspect of definition and 

interpretation, so much so that in several attestation-centred compilations 

interpretations of the meaning are extensively omitted or are insufficient or 

inadequate. Many texts are characterized, partially or totally, by a strong descriptive 

nature. In our view, the main reasons of the lack of definitions in many entries are 

as follows: 1. the author considered the selected vernacular words as highly common 

with no need of interpretations; 2. the definition were already present in other 

previous (lexicographic) compilations; 3. the author considered the attestations 

sufficient to clarify the definition and the uses of the entry word.  

Moreover, definitions present frequent incorrect or inconsistent interpretations and 

attestations. This aspect is particularly relevant from the point of view of 

documentary evidence (shuzheng 書證), as the entries prove to be inadequate and 

inaccurate, with a consequent erroneous interpretation of the entries by the readers. 
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Moreover, the lack of a precise configuration in the definitory elements (phonetic, 

etymological, and semantic notes) and in the attestations. 

As Nagasawa (1989: 1696) points out, “within the 1.200 titles cited [in Ya su ji yan], 

there are not only lost books, but also the titles of several books and chapters listed 

are inconsistent and miscellaneous. Quotations are not taken directly from the 

original texts, and many of them are quotations by Sun Zhuan 孫轉. Therefore, these 

texts are not adequate to be used as direct attestations.”194 

In the case of Biyan, Zheng did not follow a unique ordering of the elements in 

quotations, 195  or presented incomplete data in the quotation, such as for the 

definition of the lexical entry yubang 鷸蚌 [the snipe and the clam] in Biyan, and in 

other cases he directly quoted the annotations (zhu yun 注云) (qu yi bie yi jie 區以

別矣解). In many cases, references to the sources are vague and precise information, 

with only the name of the authors, such as “In Du (Fu)'s poem…” (Du shi 杜詩) or 

even referring vaguely to some books “In the past I read a book in which it was 

said...” (chang jian yi ben yun 嘗見一本云). The lack of rigor in the choice and 

citation of sources leads to inconveniences when consulting the text, and it represents 

a common shortcoming in the lexicographic works of the vernacular language of the 

late imperial period. Different systems of phonetic annotations glosses characters 

difficult to read or frequently read incorrectly. The methods used within the phonetic 

glosses include: 

 1) direct use (zhiyu fa 直音法) [direct pronunciation]: i. “×, 音×”; ii. “×, 又音×”; 

iii. “×, [平、上、去、入] 聲,音×”; 

 2) fanqie method [反切法] [bi-septile notation]: i. “×, × × 切”; ii. “× 字, […] 作× 

× 切”; c. “× × 為 ×”;  

 3) dual use of fanqie [反切法] and xieyin [諧音法]: i. “×, × × 切, 即為 ×”; ii.“×, × 

× 切, 與 × 同音 ”;  

 

194 Cf. appendix 1, Nagasawa’s introduction to Ya su ji yan. 

195 Generally speaking, the schema of attestations follows the order: i. dynasty, ii. author, iii. title of 

the text, iv. section of the text, v. quotation of the excerpt.  
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 4) flexible use of tongyin [同音], xieyin [諧音法] and zhuyin [注音]: i. × 字

音,與 × 同”; ii.“×字即×字”; iii.“× 與× 叶 ”(叶 xié is a graphic variant of 協 xié 

meaning in harmony with); use of terminology [訓詁術語] and zhuyin [注音]: i. “× 

讀若× ”. 

 

Another drawback is the preference towards literary and classical sources, which is 

normal considering the high interest in ancient texts in the context of kaozheng. But 

the lack of interpretive notes and attestations drastically lower the value of these 

works.  

Concerning definitory elements, Zhou (1998) points out three fundamental issues 

within the definitions, i.e., errors in historical dating, etymology semantics and 

pronunciation. Zhou’s investigation (1998) on these lexicographic works aims to 

correct historical dating and integrate etymology, semantic definitions, phonetic 

annotations, and attestations.  

 

3.4 Role, values, contents, and functions of the primary sources  

 

3.4.1 Role and values 

Ming and Qing lexicographic sources on the vernacular language as a whole not only 

represent extremely valuable material for investigations on the colloquial language 

of the premodern Chinese, but are also considered as subsidiary tools in reading 

Classics 196  and other fundamental books. 197  Referring to the spoken and vivid 

language used in local contexts, these texts constitutes an important key to 

 

196 The Qing dynasty scholar Zhang Zhidong 張之洞 considered Hengyan lu, Tongsu bian, and 

Gaiyu congkao , as works ‘belonging to the Confucian [work of] attestation (kaoding)’ (rujia lei 

kaoding zhi shu 儒家類考訂之屬).  
197 Fan (1983: 214) inserts these works within the ‘wings [auxiliary tools] with which to read all 

classics, historical books, philosophical and literary collections (jing shi zi ji)’ (du yiqie jing shi zi ji 

zhi yuyi 讀 一切經史子集之羽翼). Zhang (2015: 56) considers Hengyan lu, Hengyan guangzheng, 

Tongsu bian, Erya and other texts, as “specialist works for textual criticism (text research) of the Qing 

dynasty intellectuals” (Qingdai xuezhe zhuanman kaozheng changyan suyu de shu 清代學者專門考

證常言俗語的書), considering that “they have contributed with considerable material for the studies 

on the ancient and modern colloquial Chinese language” (wei women yanjiu gujin hanyu kouyu cishu 

tigong le bushao de ziliao 為我們研究古今漢語口語辭書提供了不少的資料). 
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understand also information about cultural and local realities. The main objective 

superficially attributed to these lexicographic sources is to trace attestations of the 

collected vernacular lexical entries, in the context of the philological line of 

kaozheng that marked several attestation-centred compilations, is probably the main 

factor that justifies the weak critical interest aroused by the lexicographic 

compilations of the Ming and Qing period. The superficial lack of originality in these 

texts seems to be one main reason sufficient to diminish the overall value of the 

compilations, which are downgraded to the role of mere lists of terms. According in 

particular to Gu (2000: 20) points out the impossibility of systematic studies on the 

lexicon included in the texts and the mere and unique function of identification of 

the first occurrence and/or other attestations (俗语俗字的出处.最早用例). In our view, 

in addition to Gu’s assertation, albeit the many critical issues and drawbacks, these 

works are surely valuable from a linguistic and socio-cultural points of view. In 

addition to the function pointed out by Gu, Zeng (2011) claims three main objectives 

in the production of these works, i.e., the research of the origin and proofs of the 

vernacular word/expression (得名之由/理据) with different methods of deduction, 

previously discussed for the case of Biyan; detailed examination of dialectal words; 

and the production of useful tools with an intrinsic consulting function. These three 

objectives were all set and even described by the authors within the paratextual 

materials of several works, such as in Yi Binghuan’s authorial preface to Tanzheng. 

名之不知所自起, 言之不知所自出, 事事物物不知所自來, 亦何異日飲食而不知

飲食之味也? 予性鄙瑣, 經書奧義, 聖賢格言, 不知求解; 眼前景, 口頭語, 祇覺無

一事無一字無來歷.每於公餘之暇翻閱群書, 凡有合於世俗之習為常談者, 摘而

錄之, 集若干卷, 分為名, 言, 事, 物四部, 顏之曰《談徵》.198 

Naming objects without knowing the origin of the name, talking about them without 

knowing their origin, or sources of such things, isn't all this perhaps equivalent to 

not knowing the taste of what we eat and drink? With my humble disposition I have 

read many books, I sought an answer to what I did not know in order to understand 

the deep mysteries of the Classics and the sayings of wisemen. Concerning 

everything in front of us and the sayings of the spoken language as well, there is 

neither a thing nor a word without an origin. On every occasion free from my duties, 

in reading and consulting books, I recorded whatever I found conforming to the 

popular habits and compiled it in a collection titled Tanzheng divided into four 

chapters titled Names (Ming), Words (Yan), Affairs (Shi) and Objects (Wu). 

 

 

198 Yi Binghuan’s authorial preface to Tanzheng. Nagasawa (1989: 1150-1). 
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Chen Shiyuan’s Liyan jie and Hao Yixing’s Zhengsu wen also confirm that Ming 

and Qing texts on the vernacular language not only shared the common purpose of 

researching for the first attestations of lexical entries, but also to examine the origin 

and reasons that gave rise to each term and expression. In the preface to Liyan jie, 

Chen specifies his intention to reach three objectives: 1. to seek for evidential proofs 

attesting the popular and vernacular language; 2. to record dialect words and 

vulgarisms, in order to counterbalance the impossibility of Fangyan to represent 

the language of later generations and the lack of extensive evidential proofs in 

Tongsu wen and Shi changtan; 3. to compile a text with the feature of a reference 

book / consulting tool.199  

鄉俗常語,多有證據,聽者玩熟而茫無考辨,則古聖察爾言何為哉！嘗讀《方

言》,與今時所言頗不類,而《通俗文》並《釋常談》等書又指引不廣.餘暇日

著《俚言解》六百八十八章 […].200  

Local customs and common vernacular words and sayings present numerous 

evidential proofs (zhengju 證據), which are familiar to listeners, but they lack 

attestations and identification. Wisemen of the past scrupulously examined Erya, but 

for what purpose? I read Fangyan, which differs considerably to what is spoken 

nowadays; and in addition, attestations and indications in Tongsu wen, Shi changtan 

were scarce. [This is why] in my spare time, I wrote Liyan jie with its six hundred 

and eighty entries. […]  

 

Chen’s main objective is the verification and attestation of those common sayings 

without a clear etymology or attestations (茫無考辨) and makes clear his awareness 

on diachronic changes of the language. Chen realized the information supplied by 

ancient works such as Erya and Fangyan, could not reflect, if not partially, the 

language of later times, given the natural evolution of languages, and highlighted the 

importance of additions to lexicographical works. Therefore, this preface highlights 

how the objective is not only to examine the detect the first attestation, but rather to 

investigate on the origin of specific vulgar terms and sayings, to integrate the 

available attestations and annotations of previous lexicographic works. According 

to Yong-Peng (2008: 326), “(t)he ingenuity of A Dictionary of Titles and 

 

199 The objective of creation of a tool (gongju shu 工具書) useful in the consultation and analysis of 

vernacular words and expressions is also conveyed within the fifteen indications of the editorial 

principles (fanli 凡例) and the four guidelines presented at the end of the 3second chapter of 

Chengwei lu. 
200 Chen Shiyuan’s authorial preface to Liyan jie. Nagasawa (1989: 3). Punctuation based on Zeng 

(2011: 13). 
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Appellations (Chengwei lu) in format and style lies mainly in its entry design and its 

selection of different kinds of information.” Yong-Peng (2008: 326) point out four 

valuable features of the latter text: “First, it has the titles and appellations as entry 

words and supplies citations. Textual research is made, and citations are provided as 

evidence, which turns out to be helpful to those interested in the sources of the titles. 

Second, for many entries there are notes made by the author to give further 

explanation, introduce the evolution of the title, or give evidence from his own 

experiences. Third, it collects a large amount of valuable data on how to address 

people, which are indispensable sources for compiling general philological 

dictionaries. Fourth, there are abundant citations, many of which bear earlier 

etymological information than those employed in Ci Yuan”. 

In our view, these compilations encapsulate the dual function of collecting and 

preserving a specific cultural heritage and of recognizing the terms of the vernacular 

and represent important vehicles of cultural memory. The nature of collection and 

selection of words constitutes, hence, the value of these lexicographic works. 

 

3.4.2 Content 

Premodern and modern Chinese lexicographic compilations serve as valuable 

references in studies on folklore, 201  popular culture, and folk customs from a 

diachronic perspective. Many vernacular terms refer to folk customs and 

traditions,202 as evidenced by the lexical entry Duanwu bai suo excerpted from Liyan 

jie.  

端午以彩絨為索,又結為鎖形,系嬰兒項臂,俗謂之百鎖.按《續漢書》：‘五月五

日,朱索五色為門戶飾,以禳除惡氣.’《抱朴子》謂之長命縷,李肇《翰林志》謂

之壽索. […] 

 

201 According to Yu (2012), Zheng’s Biyan addressed to seven semantic areas, i.e., writing and 

rhymes (文字音韵); lexicon of linguistic varieties; ancient history and legends (古史傳說 ); 

historical and literary allusions (歷史典故 ); material culture (生活事物 ); folk customs and 

traditions of the marriage rite (婚俗禮制); and astronomical calendar (天文曆法).  
202 The article Ming Qing suyu cishu zhong de minsu 明清俗語辭書中的民俗 [Folklore in Ming 

and Qing lexicographic texts on the vernacular language] (2019) 

https://www.wenmi.com/article/pxx7ag0464ax.html explains many folk expression in Liyan jie, 

such as Duanwu bai suo 端午百鎖 [One hundred Locks on the Duanwu Festival], tou ci bainian 投

刺拜年, ri shi zhou 日試週, ertong da 兒童打. 

https://www.wenmi.com/article/pxx7ag0464ax.html
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Duanwu bai suo 端午百鎖: "The Dragon Boat Festival uses coloured velvet as a 

rope, and it is tied into the shape of a lock, which is tied to babies' head and arms. It 

is vulgarly called ‘bai suo’ (one hundred locks) […]. 

 

Lexicographic compilations present a very important role in the dissemination of 

knowledge203 of a specific linguistic variety, including folk activities and habits, 

legends,204 specific designation for people205 and diatopic differences,206 festivals and 

celebrations207 and other elements of the material culture through the process of 

intralingual translation, also regarding the use and preservation of regional Chinese 

varieties (Spolsky 2012). One example in this context is the attestation of the word 

xingli 行李 [luggage] in the Sayings section of Tanzheng (Cf. Yu 2012: 46, Zhou 

2009). In Yueyan, this role is explicitly evidenced by the gathering of different 

linguistic materials and textual formats, including popular songs, riddles, common 

sayings, etc., and the addition of lexical glosses next to local meanings, 

colloquialisms (suyu ci 俗語詞) and popular graphic varieties (suzi 俗字). These 

contents testify the compilers' extensive knowledge both on ancient texts and on the 

language of their time. Moreover, Zhengyin cuoyao can be considered as a textbook 

for teaching the standard pronunciation and vernacular words of the early Mandarin, 

but it attests several aspects of the ordinary life of Beijingers at the end of the Qing 

dynasty. 

In summary, we highlight the value in linguistic studies of the lexicographic material 

on the vernacular language, but we do not exclude the texts in carrying 

miscellaneous knowledge on the culture of the time. Therefore, the content of these 

texts represents valuable material in the studies on linguistics, history, sociology, 

folklore, cultural studies, and other disciplines. 

 

203 A preliminary analysis on this topic has been presented by the author of this paper with a talk 

entitled “Transformations in lexicographic practices - the gathering of material on the vernacular 

language of Yue (Shaoxing)” during the online international workshop Dynamics of knowledge 

transmission and linguistic transformation in Chinese textual cultures (10-11 June 2021). 
204 In the second section of Names (Ming) of Tanzheng and in Biyan, the authors describe, for 

example, Zhong Kui 鍾馗 the mythological figure supposed to drive away evil spirits.  
205 Bairi gui 白日鬼 in the section of Sayings in Tanzheng (:410), which refers to the boat thieves in 

the Zhejiang province. 
206 Cf. 17th chapter of Zhengsu wen, Qian Daxin’s Shenglei and the of the 5th section of the 3rd chapter 

of Yueyan. 
207 Other examples in Tanzheng are duanwu 端午, hanshi 寒食, jiuyue deng gao 九月登高, shengri 

生日. 
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3.4.3 Functions 

As pointed out in the previous paragraphs the main objectives of these compilations 

out the earliest examples of the local characters or words, to record attested local 

words/sayings of the vernacular/popular language; to find out the origin, the first 

attestation and the diachronic usage of local words/idioms; to compile useful 

reference material. In addition to the role of dissemination of popular knowledge, 

several other functions underlie the compilation of these texts. From an ideological 

perspective, Yueyan and other texts of the third and final phase of Qing philology, 

with their original and more linguistically oriented approaches in the collection of 

vernacular material surpass the philological kaozheng line and fit in a new phase 

preceding the modern linguistics. 

From the perspective of the ideological function, Yueyan goes beyond the concept 

and limiting structure of classified dictionaries (leishu 類書) that characterized 

previous compilations of lexicographic material. Several paradigmatic examples 

show the author’s awareness to linguistic phenomena of his topolect and highlight 

the salient features of the lexicographic and commentative practice developed in the 

text and offer some empirical materials still little studied, which can contribute to 

broaden and deepen the foundations for a more articulated understanding of the 

colloquial language of the period and of lexicographic practices ascribable to 

premodern literary culture. Coincidentally, they demonstrate how compilers carry 

their own cultural and ideological baggage with them in the compilation of these 

texts, operating within cultural, professional, and institutional boundaries, besides 

economic and ideological constraints. According to Zhou’s afterword, even though 

Fan Yin was considered as a bizarre character, he was famous for his appetency for 

knowledge and philological investigation. The realisation of the astronomical studio 

and the boat, together with the variety of scientific fields to which Fan Yin addressed 

within the additional texts included in Yueyan are a few examples of the evidence of 

his multifaced personality. The cultural closure and ideological constraints of the 

late period of the Qing dynasty, shown by the numerous controversial political issues, 

together with war and revolutionary events seem to restrain the exceptional talent 

and skills of Fan Yin, who was consequently considered as a borderline on the 
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fringes of society which led him to dementia. Undoubtedly, Yueyan also preserves 

evident traces of the dominant values of the ideological system of its compilation 

period. 

From the perspective of the communicative function, although the potential of 

lexicographic texts is to be consulted for specific information, it is probable that the 

texts were probably meant to be read sequentially, as pointed out by Vedal (2021).208 

In this regard, the same Fan Yin envision a complete and symmetrical work, pointing 

out that only by reading comprehensively the material of all the three chapters, it 

would be possible to understand properly the language of Yue (三卷通閱,一以貫

之 ). 209  Moreover, the potential public Fan intends to encompass include both 

educated and non-educated people. As Fan asserts in the preface to the second part 

of the text: 

前編《越諺》,嫌其不倫不類,衹可賸而棄之；旣編《越諺》,愛其有脊有稽,卻

不忍賸而棄之矣.爰補輯若干語,分上、下兩卷, 其婦孺常談而不成句者之上卷,

成句而學士雅言置之下卷, 名曰《越諺賸語》). 

“Previously, the compilation of Yueyan was disliked as a nondescript work, and it 

could only be rejected. But in truth, I enjoyed its solid structure, and so I did not bear 

the rejection of this work. Therefore, I edited several expressions, divided into a total 

of two [additional] chapters. The [material considered as] women chit-chat and 

trivial sayings which did not constitute a ‘verse’ in the first part of the text are indeed 

constituted into ‘verses’ of erudite expressions and elegant sayings, collected in this 

second part entitled Supplementary Expressions from Sayings of Yue (Yueyan 

shengyu).”210  

 

This excerpt illustrates the care of lexicographers to their audience. Fan Yin wishes 

the result of his lexicographical investigation to receive the praise and right 

consideration by the readers. In response to the underestimation by the public of 

educated people, who considered the text as a mere collection of trivial sayings, Fan 

Yin revises the systematization of the structure and contents of the text. This case 

shows the importance of the judgment provided by the public to Fan Yin’s eyes. The 

material is complementary in the sense that the lexicon of the first part, i.e., first 

three chapters, is used by common people and dedicated to literati; conversely the 

second part, i.e., the two supplementary chapters (shengyu), includes lexicon used 

 

208 On this topic, Vedal dedicated the virtual lecture “For More Information, Keep Reading: How to 

Use a Late Imperial Chinese Encyclopaedia” (2021).  
209 Yueyan, introductory remarks n. 5. Hou (2006: 6). 
210 Fan Yin, preface to Yueyan shengyu. Hou (2006: 341). 
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by educated people and dedicated to non-literati, with the intent to help in the 

memorization of these intricate expressions. The structure and the contents of 

Yueyan departs from traditional canons and are strongly influenced by modern and 

European perceptions on linguistics and grammar, that are emphasized by a clearer 

organization of the material by morphological and phonological classes, with less 

importance given to semantic categories, which characterized the organization of 

most previous leishu. Including special characters, words, sayings, riddles, songs, 

rhymes, suffixes, polyphonic characters, Yueyan represents a composite and more 

complete work from both a linguistically- and a contemporary lexicographically 

oriented perspective.  

Fan Yin envisioned a new way of describing and collecting his own topolect 

covering a wide range of contents: Yueyan records the spoken language as it was 

used in everyday life, and it represents a valuable material for investigating on the 

Yue variety from both a synchronic and a diachronic point of view. His methodology 

of recording on the spot described his lexicographic investigation in the preface can 

be considered a modern lexicographic methodology. He invited to his home different 

generations of people, from houseworkers to young children and asked them to sing 

in order to record the songs and poems of ordinary people. He also consulted old 

women to verify the real use of expressions within ordinary people. All these 

elements testify Fan Yin’s modern approach in the collection of the vivid language 

spoken by the locals at that time. The attention given to the language spoken by 

people of one or two generations younger than him also indicates his special interest 

in the diachronic evolution of the language, and on the contrary that he was not 

interested in rare and obsolete expressions used in texts, such as vernacular words 

used in poetic vocabulary or lists of old characters or contained in rhyme characters. 

This lexicographic practice departs from earlier ones. The differences in the aims 

between the second and third phases of Qing philology are, then, very clear.  
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Chapter 4 Characters and lexicon in Yueyan 

4.1 Character formation in Yueyan: the liushu and zaozi theories 

Fan Yin’s method of recording topolectal characters exploits the high potential of 

the 'assemblable' Sinitic writing system, in which the individual components and 

strokes of a character can be modelled according to the needs of the speakers of the 

language who intend to adopt it. Chinese characters, in fact, can be adopted with at 

least three different basic modes: (1) for their semantic value; (2) for their phonetic 

value; (3) be adopted and reworked, forming new non-Han graphic units (Bauer 

2000: 229-240). The method used by Fan Yin is absolutely not unique in Chinese 

lexicography, which has been used, in other cases imposed, both in the indigenous 

lexicographic practices, such as in Yang Xiong’s compilation of Fangyan) and by 

speakers of typologically similar languages, of non-Han ethnicities, demonstrating 

how the functioning of the Han writing system, under whose apparent rigidity hides 

an extreme flexibility such as to make it applicable to many different contexts (Cf. 

Mannoni 2015). Written records of suzi and fangyanzi are frequently casual, as a 

consequence of the emergence and proliferation of wrong characters (baizi 白字),211 

popular and strange characters (suzi 俗字, guaizi 怪字), and variants (yitizi 異體

字), due to different factors, such as including cultural limitations, the influence 

played by topolects, historical changes in pronunciation (language evolution), 

lacking of records, pictophoneticization (xingshenghua 形聲化) and simplification 

processes, and the wish of pursuing good fortune and avoiding disasters (Cai 2019: 

118). Cai (2010:124) and others suggested several proposals in order to 

systematically adopt folk characters, including the deletion of assimilated graphic 

component and the restoration of the original form of characters (benzi 本字). 

Whereas the study on the interpretation of popular and dialect characters fang su zi 

and rare characters (shengpi zi 生僻字) used in toponyms is rather widespread 

 

211 The taxonomy is very variegated. The category of cuobiezi 錯別字 includes cuozi 錯字 [wrong 

characters] and biezi 別字 [wrong character]. The taxonomy baizi 白字 is an alternative name for 

biezi. Cuozi and biezi area all typo, but in the first case the word does not exist in the writing system 

to which it belongs, in the second case, the misspelled word/miswritten word exists in the writing 

system to which it belongs. 
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(Zhou 2013), researches on the reasons and methods of folk characters formation 

are comparatively scarce and more in-depth investigations on popular characters 

are needed. This preliminary research is at the core of this paragraph using the third 

volume Yinyi (Sounds and Meanings) of Yueyan as one case study. This volume 

was selected because, as already described, it records and glosses characters and 

words with specific connotations from the phonetic and semantic perspespective, 

including specific characters used in the Yue area. Sun (2009) systematically 

analyzes the fangyan yongzi and written symbols (shumian fuhao 書面符號 ) 

revealing the cultural ideas behind the creation and adoptation of new characters 

and formation of words. As shown in table 3 (adaptation from Sun 2009), the 

sections of the third volume with the highest percentage of dialect characters212 are 

the seventh from the tenth chapter.213 

  

Sec

tion 

No. 

Section 

No. of 

lexical 

entries 

Total ch. 

No. of 

common 

ch. 

(tongyong 

zi) 

No. of 

dialectal 

ch. s 

(fangyan 

zi) 

Percentage 

of dialectal 

characters 

1 

one character 

with six 

pronunciations 

6 1 1 0 0,0% 

2 

four identical 

(characters) and 

one different 

12 15 10 4 0,9% 

3 
one sound for two 

characters 
9 9 0 9 2,0% 

4 
portmanteau 

characters 
11 11 3 8 1,8% 

 

212 Lexical entries can be constituted of one or more characters; therefore, the total number of total 

characters is greater than the number of lexical entries. Repeated characters are not counted in the 

number of common or dialectal characters. 
213 The number of common characters is calculated according to Xiandai Hanyu tongyong zibiao 現

代漢語通用字表 [Table of Common Characters in Modern Chinese], i.e., the list jointly published 

by the International Language and Writing Committee (國際 語言文字工作委員會) and the State 

Press and Publication Administration (國家新聞出版署聯合) including seven thousand characters. 

Traditional and simplified versions of variant are counted in the table as dialect characters. 
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5 

differences in 

character 

pronunciation 

106 134 126 2 0,4% 

6 northern accent 14 19 16 1 0,2% 

7 combined rhymes 108 215 62 69 15,4% 

8 

different 

meanings for a 

single character 

321 353 98 244 54,6% 

9 
onomatopoeic 

sounds 
84 119 25 86 19,2% 

10 
initial speech 

markers 
56 68 31 24 5,4% 

Tot

al 
 727 944 372 447 100% 

Table 3: Number of dialectal characters fangyanzi in the 3rd volume of Yueyan (Cf. Sun 2009) 

 

The total number of different characters used within the 727 lexical entries of the 

ten sections is 944. Excluding repeated characters, the total number of common 

characters (tongyong zi 通用字) is only 372, with remaining 447 characters non 

standardized characters. This relevant part includes suzi and fangyan zi, specifically 

used in or specifically created to record words of the Yue area. Due to the lack of 

attestations of these rare non-standardized characters, it is not possible to assure 

which characters were created ex novo by Fan Yin or if he adopted already used to 

record topolect words in the area. The newly-created characters fall under the 

category of xinzeng hanzi 新增汉字  [Newly added coined characters], which 

generally are not registered in dictionaries Locals frequently use homophones as 

phonetic component of the character (tongyin zi zuo shengpang 同音字做声旁), 

then mix them with semantic components/radicals (xingpang 形旁). It is important 

to notice that the selection of the phonetic component is based on the pronunciation 

of the dialects. For this reason, the discussion on the maintenance, exclusively in 

some areas of China, of characters pronounced with the entering tone used as sound-

components of newly-created characters fits well in this topic (Cai 2019:118). Due 

to the lack of specific corpora and the difficulties to insert these specific characters 
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in modern computers, it is not possible to discriminate if Fan Yin adopted characters 

altered by locals within the area of Shaoxing-Suzhou or used characters created by 

himself to record the word which did not have any graphic representation. In our 

view, there is a coexistence of both cases within the material recorded in the text. 

For the same reason, carry on quantitative analysis is pointless. In order to 

categorize the formation of the selected characters and find attestations we carried 

on a qualitative analysis on graphic aspects, with the consultation of numerous 

electronic tools on graphic aspects,214 pronunciation reconstruction,215 transliteration 

purposes, 216  and corpora 217  integrated by manual work of comparation of the 

 

214  As far as we know, the following digital tools represent the only tools available for the 

investigation of newly-created characters. Cf. Poli (2020). 

- Kaifang gu wenzi zixing ku 開放古文字字形庫 | 古今文字集成 Open Ancient Chinese 

Characters Glyphs Database. 

(n.d.). http://ccamc.org/cjkv_oaccgd.php?cjkv=%E4%B9%9C&type=oracle  

D. C. Lau Research Centre for Chinese Ancient Texts (CHANT). (n.d.). 

http://www.cuhk.edu.hk/ics/rccat/en/database.html 

- Hanyu duogongneng ziku 漢語多功能字庫 Multi-function Chinese Character Database: 

With Archaic Script Forms. (n.d.). http://humanum.arts.cuhk.edu.hk/Lexis/lexi-mf/  

- Hanzi gouxing liaoku 漢字構型料庫 Home of Chinese Document Processing Lab . (n.d.). 

https://cdp.sinica.edu.tw/cdphanzi/  

- Handian 漢典 (Zdic.net) | 漢語字典, 漢語詞典, 康熙字典, 說文解字, 音韻方言, 字源

字形, 異體字. (n.d.). 漢典. https://www.zdic.net/ https://www.zdic.net/  

- Jiaoyu bu yitizi zidian 教育部異體字字典 Dictionary of Chinese Character Variants. 

(n.d.). https://dict.variants.moe.edu.tw/variants/rbt/home.do 

- Guoji diannao hanzi ji yitizi zhishi ku 國際電腦漢字及異體字知識庫 International 

Encoded Han Character and Variants Database. (n.d.). https://chardb.iis.sinica.edu.tw/ 
215 Other tools adopted in the present investigation include 

- Eastling. (n.d.). http://118.24.95.172/ includes Karlgren’s reconstruction, revised by Pan 

Wuyun 潘悟云 and Zhengzhang Shangfang 鄭張尚芳; 

- Xiao xue tang 小學堂. (n.d.). https://xiaoxue.iis.sinica.edu.tw/ 
216 The transliteration tool Wuyu xiao zidian includes the local pronunciation of many modern 

topolects, including Shaoxing and others, available at: 

- Wuyu xiao zidian  - Wuyu xiao cidian – Wuyin xiao zidian 吴音小字典·吴语小词典. 

(n.d.). 吳音小字典. http://wu-chinese.com/minidict/ 
217 The main corpora consulted in this investigation are: 

  - China Comprehensive Gazetteers - East View. (2020, October 12). East View. 

https://www.eastview.com/resources/e-collections/china-comprehensive-gazetteers/  

- Diaolong 雕龍 (n.d.). http://hunteq.com/ancientc/ancientkm 

- Chinese Lexical Database (n.d.). http://www.chineselexicaldatabase.com 

In our specific case we used:  

- the section zhongguo fangzhi ku 中國方志 

-  zhongguo leishu 中國類書.  

The latter consists of geographical works from Han dynasty to the Republican Era. Among them 

are comprehensive gazetteers, local gazetteers of different political levels, such of the genres of 

physical and political geography, and so on. The first two batches contain about 4000 titles. 

Digitized text and scanned images of the transcribed original are both provided and displayed 

in parallel. 

http://ccamc.org/cjkv_oaccgd.php?cjkv=%E4%B9%9C&type=oracle
http://www.cuhk.edu.hk/ics/rccat/en/database.html
http://humanum.arts.cuhk.edu.hk/Lexis/lexi-mf/
https://cdp.sinica.edu.tw/cdphanzi/
https://www.zdic.net/
https://www.zdic.net/
https://dict.variants.moe.edu.tw/variants/rbt/home.do
https://chardb.iis.sinica.edu.tw/
http://hunteq.com/ancientc/ancientkm
http://
http://4.http/www.chineselexicaldatabase.com/search_index.php
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sources. 218  Furthermore, new characters can be written manually using private 

character editors219 with a correspondence of a personal Unicode to every newly-

created character.  

The methods of character formation adopted by Fan Yin include both traditional 

and new systems. Within the four traditional character creation methods, i.e., 

xiangxingzi 象形字 (1), zhishizi 指事字 (2), huiyi-type 會意字 (3), and xingsheng-

type 形聲字 (4), the latter type (xingsheng) is the predominant system of character 

formation to record dialect characters, which vastly surpasses all other types. The 

phenomenon of adopting ideophonetic characters is not at all surprising, and 

actually the predominance of Modern Mandarin characters is constituted by this 

type.  

1. One example of xiangxing type character adopted in the text is ze 夨.  

活夨夨: 揑.220 

Huo zeze: to pinch. 

 

Ze 夨  occurs in the headword word 活夨夨  with an ABB-style reduplicative 

structure. As shown in oracle bones and in bronze inscriptions, this character 

represents a human head tilted sideways. It is the original xiangxing type of the 

character ce 側 [side] and is already attested in Shuowen jiezi.221 

 

2. The character xi 厶 used in the ABB-style reduplicative structure word ji xixi 

[tricky] is an example of character originated from the zhishi method.  

𩴆厶厶：《說文》音西. 謂好詭者.又謂吝不多與.222 

Ji xixi [tricky]: according to Shuowen the pronunciation of the character [厶] is xi. It 

refers to people who like deceiving [other people]. Those who are tricky. It also 

means ‘stingy’. 

 

 

218 Due to the impossibility of OCR tools to detect such specific and rare characters, with consequent 

erroneously written characters, the consultation of electronic material included specific corpora was 

integrated by a manual work of comparation with the original sources. 
219  For Microsoft system computers we relied to the private character editor Eudcedit.exe 

(zhuanyong zifu bianji chengxu 专用字符编辑程序). 
220 Yueyan, Yinyi, Chongwen dieyun. 
221 Tenth juan, ze part. 卷十, 夨部. 夨: 傾頭也。从大，象形。凡夨之屬皆从夨。阻力切. 
222 Yueyan, Yinyi, Chongwen dieyun. 
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The ancient shape of the character is ‘ ’and it is the original form of si 私 [private], 

which carries on the original meaning of selfish. The first character ji is the local 

character for gui 鬼 [ghost], xi 厶 is graphically to render the the sound of the 

second and third syllables of the word.  

3. As previously described, huiyi chartacters223 can be categorized into two types, 

i.e., real huiyi and portmanteau huiyi (Branner 2011: 73). Fan Yin adopted both 

types as methods to record fang su zi.  

3a. One example of the real huiyi type is tun 氽 [to float] made up of the component 

‘person’ (ren 人) on the top and ‘water’ (shui 水) underneath. The person is located 

over the water, therefore the meaning is ‘to float’. This character occurs in the 

compound word tunke 氽客. 

氽客: 上,‘吞’,上聲.游惰之民.224 

Tunke 氽客 [loafer, lit. floating host], the first character is pronounced tun, raising 

tone. People who laze around without doing anything productive.  

 

3b. One example of the portmanteau huiyi is wao  [bad]  

 : 音勿好切 .凡遇弗好之事,驚告于人曰  者.225 

Wao: the pronunciation of the character is w[u]+[h]ao. When encountering 

something not good, people warn to other wao.” 

 

This portmanteau huiyi character is made up of two characters that make up the 

phrase ‘not to be good’ (wu hao 勿好). Not only, but also if we take the initial of 

the first character and the final of the second one, we will obtain the pronunciation 

of the new character: w(u) + (h)ao. Many other graphic representations of dialect 

words are constituted through portmanteau huiyi type formation, such as 𡈯,226 沯.227 

Fan Yin glosses many other portmanteau-type characters in the section Diewen 

cheng yi 疊文成義 in Yueyan. 

 

223 “会合两个或更多个己有文字从而造成一个新字‚ 这种造字方法叫会意‚ 用这种方法所造

的字即会意字。” 
224 Yueyan, II chapter, people section, disgusting people sub-section. 
225 Yueyan, Diewen cheng yi. 
226 《 越諺·音義 ·疊文成義》布選切,音匾, 器物之不圓不方者。見《南粵志》。The upper 

part is bu 不 and the lower part is yuan 圓. 
227 《 越諺·音義 ·重文疊韻》沯沯渧：答帝。Dapdap di: [it sounds] dap di. (Simulating the 

sound of water dripping). Cf Hanyu da cidian “同𣸐” 。 《集 韵 ·易 韵 》 “𣸐， 水激石貌 。 或

省 。 ”  
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4. One example of the real xingsheng-type character is ta 嚃  [to drink]. The 

character ta 嚃 is attested within the local lexica recorded in the subcategory Kou 

口 [Mouth] in the section Shi ren 釋人 [Explaining people] of the Gazetteer of 

Xiangshan228 象山 (Northern Zhejiang) attributable to the Yue area. As we already 

mentioned, the formation of phono-pictographic characters is the most prolific. 

Xingsheng-type characters reached a considerable number of headwords in all 

historical dictionaries. The compositional structure can be divided into multiple 

models according to the position of the phonetic and semantic components. Many 

graphic variants of lianmian ci discussed in the fourth chapter are categorized to 

this category of character formation. 

A secondary method is the selection, due to phonetic reasons, of already existing 

characters (yongzi fa 用字法) through the traditional method of jiajie 假借, which 

together with zhuanzhu 轉注, consisting in a derivative application, i.e., indirect 

way, of the former principles and do not correspond to the generation of new 

characters (Cf. Galambos 2017). The adopted character has the same or likely 

pronunciation of the common character/topolectal character.  

In integration to these, Fan Yin adopted other character-making methods (zaozi fa 

造字法), consists in the creation of completely new characters, zizaozi 自造字 

[self-produced characters] (Lin 2002: 56-62). This regenerative method includes 

four sub-categories based on the different character-making processes: addition of 

phonophoric components (增加音符 ), categorization according to conceptual 

radicals (偏旁類化), borrow of homophones / phonetic loan with the addition of 

notes (假借加注), and alteration of phonophoric components (改換聲符) (Cai 

 

228 The categories included in Xiangshan xian zhi 象山縣志 [Gazetteer of Xiangshan] in 32 juan of 

the first Republican period are namely Shi tian 釋天 [Astronomy, lit. Explaining heavens], Shi di 釋

地 [Explaining the earth], Shi ren 釋人 [Explaining people], Shi gong 釋宫 [Architecture, lit. 

Explaining buildings], Shi qi 釋器 [Expalining objects], Shi zhiwu 釋植物 [Flora, lit. Explaining 

plants], Shi dongwu 釋動物 [Fauna, lit. Explaining Animals], Shi gu 釋詁 [Explaining classics], Shi 

yan 釋言 [Explaining sayings], Jiexun 解訓 [Glosses]. The section Shi ren is divided into 21 

subcategories: Mingcheng 名稱, Xingzhi 性質, Jibing 疾病, Tou 頭, Mian 面 [Face], Doujing 脰頸 

[Neck], Er 耳 [Ears], Mu 目 [Eyes], Bi 鼻 [Nose], Kou 口 [Mouth], Yanyu 言語 [Speech], Fasheng 

ci 發聲詞 [Initial markers], Lianyu 連語 [Binoms], Ciyu 詞語 [Phrases], Jici 已詞 [Words], Jian 

肩 [Shoulders], Xin 心 [Heart/Mind], Shou 手 [Hands], Zu 足 [Feet], Lei 脅 [Sides], Yixia ti 一下

體 [Lower body]. 

https://ccg-1eastview-1com-100984bbp0320.erf.sbb.spk-berlin.de/BookList.aspx?u=1&pSet=14&SearchKeyword=%E5%9A%83
https://ccg-1eastview-1com-100984bbp0320.erf.sbb.spk-berlin.de/BookList.aspx?u=1&pSet=14&SearchKeyword=%E5%9A%83
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2019:118). The most common practices within the alteration of existing characters 

gaizaozi 改造字 [modified characters] are reduction, addition or change of strokes 

of the original character, division of the components of the original structure, 

overturning (top-down) and mirroring (right-left) of the original character.  

One example of gaizao type [newly-created] character through the regenerative 

method is ta  . 

: ‘撻 ’拖步也 .病後窘步 曰 ‘  ’.229 

Ta ( ) ‘to drag your feet’ represents one example of newly-created character newly 

created. “Dragging the feet after getting sick is said as ta. 

 

This new character is a direct alteration of the original character 少 (a few). through 

the reduction of its third strokes. The new character is very image-based and shows 

a person dragging his feet. Being a newly-created character for a local attestation, 

it is not included in modern digital tools and databases and it is not recognized by 

OCR tools, where it is generally substituted by the character 少  creating 

consequently numerous misunderstanding and confusion among the readers. 

 

4.2 Lexicographic compilations of the vernacular language as a 

thesaurus of binoms  

Within the primary sources, we noticed a numerical predominance of alliterative 

binoms, the curiosity on these words influenced the decision to carry out a 

morphological-based investigation on the topolectal words. As already evidenced, 

the demarcation of zi 字 (character), ci 詞 (word) and yan 諺 (saying) is not clear 

within the sources appears as a first obstacle to morphology-based analyses of the 

lexicon, and therefore, it needs more investigation. With these premises, we 

selected the disyllabic words with peculiar phonetic features in compilations, in 

particular but not only, of the Yue area, as main object of the investigation in the 

philological discourse and detected attestations of their occurrences and graphic 

variants, including non-standard, popular and topolectal renditions, using different 

lexicographic texts, semantic variations and attestations.  

 

229 Yueyan - Chap. III Sounds and meanings. 
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The analysis on graphic aspects, as historically approached by scholars is not 

intended to be limited to the traditional classifications developed in the Han dynasty. 

But we point out that the present analysis is based on the graphic variation of terms 

and must be intended as a preliminary step and a starting point in a more complete 

and comprehensive investigation on the lexicon, which should include emphasize 

also phonetically and semantically based criteria. In these last years, it has been 

shown that the graphic aspect is a secondary aspect, considering the phonetic and 

semantic points of view. Since the end of the twentieth centuries many scholars (Xu 

1998, Mair 1999, Schuessler 2007) have considered the sound-based research 

extremely important in order to carry out etymological and philological research of 

the ancient and modern Sinitic lexicon, and binoms are considered as a key to 

studying early vernacular Sinitic (Mair 2022).230 In this context the database by Van 

Hoey and Thompson (2020) represents a valuable research tool for analysis on 

premodern Sinitic binoms, including onomatopoetic and ideophonic terms.  

 

The features and the productivity of lianmian ci  

The modern term lianmian ci (graphically rendered as 聯綿詞 or 連綿詞) refers to 

monomorphemic disyllables, also known as disyllabic compounds, or binoms. In 

many cases they are very close to the concept of mimetic words (onomatopoeic, 

echoic, and other imitative words). Lianmian ci are included in the category of 

danchun de fuyinci 單純的複音詞 [monomorphemic polysyllabic words] together 

with yiyin ci 譯音詞 [transliterated words] 231 and dieyin ci 叠音詞 [reiterative 

words].232 The principle of monomorphemic asserts that the two units of a lianmian 

ci carry meaning only when they are used as a single word binoms, and are, 

therefore, inseparable.233  

 

230 The article Sinitic ideophones (Mair, 2022) is available at Language Log: 

-  https://languagelog.ldc.upenn.edu/nll/?p=54648 

231 A few examples are shanyu 單于, ketan 可漢, putao 葡萄, pipa 琵琶. 
232 A few examples are yanyan 奄奄, pianpian 翩翩, feifei 霏霏, ququ 區區. 
233 Use of one of the two characters of lianmian ci. Even though the characters of the lianmian ci 

constitute inseparable morphemes, it is possible, however, that one of the two characters of the 

morpheme is used as an abbreviation of the lianmian ci in the constitution of compound words. For 

instance, putao 葡萄 [grapes] is a monomorphemic word, but the meaning of 'grape' can be assigned 

to the first character, pu, when used in compound words such as and putang 葡糖 [lit. grape sugar 

https://languagelog.ldc.upenn.edu/nll/?p=54648
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One factor of the vast range of graphic variety for lianmian ci is due to the long 

history of this morphological class of words. According to Jian (2013:1), lianmian 

ci “were first produced in Early Old Chinese, around 1000 BC, and began to lose 

their productivity around 6th century AD”, and therefore, “[l]ianmian words were 

created in EOC, much earlier than the formation of disyllabic compounds” (Jian 

2013:12). In the following centuries, in parallel with the decline of lianmian ci, the 

creation of disyllabic compounds (bimorphemic compound, therefore not lianmian 

ci) was the most productive word-formation method. As a result, Jian (2013:8) 

asserts that “disyllabic compounds make up the majority of Modern Mandarin 

disyllables and […] total reduplication is still productive in Modern Chinese, while 

lianmian words formation ceased to be productive in EMC.” In the evolution of the 

Chinese lexicon, many words from monomorphemic and monosyllabic turned into 

hecheng fuyinci 合成的複音詞 [polysyllabic polymorphemic compounds]. A huge 

number of shuangyin ci 雙音詞234 and hecheng fuyinci 合成的複音詞 were created 

according to different methods of formation. Because of the mono-syllabicity of 

most of Old Chinese morphemes and the morpheme-syllabic character of the 

Chinese writing system (Norman 1988: 138, Chao 1968: 102), we believe that the 

graphic representation of disyllabic fangyan words show specific characteristics 

regarding the perception these words. While disyllabic polymorphemic compounds 

represent most words in modern Chinese, lianmian ci held a ‘particular’ place in 

the mono-syllabicity of most of Old Chinese morphemes (Norman 1988:138) and 

the morpheme-syllabic character of the Chinese writing system (Chao 1968:102). 

Moreover, monomorphemic binoms have definite meaning only when considered as 

a single word, so in this type of word, the meaning is expressed exclusively through 

the combination of their syllables, so they cannot be explained independently. 

 

= 'glucose']. Similarly, in the case of proper nouns, the first character of the morpheme usually takes 

on the meaning of the entire morpheme. For example, Portugal (putaoya 葡萄牙) is abbreviated to 

pu 葡. 
234 Shuangyin ci include three different methods of formation: 1. Addition of an auxiliary component 

(affix) to the original monosyllabic word, such as with suffixes: bi 鼻 → bizi 鼻子 (nose)，shi 石 

→ shitou 石头 (stone); and prefixes: shi 师 → laoshi 老师 (teacher) or yi 姨 a’yi 阿姨 (aunt). 2. 

Addition of a synonym before or after the original monosyllabic word to create a disyllabic word 

with the same meaning, such as: yilun 議論 (discuss), gong 恭 → gongjing 恭敬 (respect). 3. 

Substitution of the monosyllabic word by a completely different disyllabic word. For example: bang 

邦 → guojia 國家 (state, country), mian 眠- shuijiao 睡覺 (to sleep). 
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Regarding the principle of union of the two syllables of lianmian ci, Li (2013) and 

Kroll (2015: xi – xiii) showed that a great number of lianmian words were created 

through complete, partial or fission reduplication, of which two units cannot be 

broken down into meaning and pronunciation. This feature has commonly been 

shared among scholars since the time of the philologist Wang Niansun (1744-1832). 

But some authors argue the opposite position. Chen (2015), for instance, claims that 

the syllables of several lianmian ci did not necessarily follow the principle of non-

separation in ancient texts, including classics and documents, especially poetry, both 

transmitted and found in excavations. According to Cheng, new interpretations of 

binoms help us to better understand recently unearthed manuscripts and previously 

misunderstood passages of the classics. 

As the result of a phonetic formation process, the majority of lianmian ci and 

mimetic words denotes peculiar phonetic features. The two syllables of this class of 

words have phonological relationship, but no semantic (Jian 2013:8). The two 

syllables of Lianmian ci present different explicit sound correlations. Those with an 

alliterative correlation, i.e., the same onset, are categorized as shuangsheng 雙聲 

[paired initial], such as in the terms chouchu 躊躇, xiaose 蕭瑟, luli 陸離, linglong 

玲瓏 , zhanzhuan 輾轉 , those with a rhyme correlation is called dieyun 叠韻 

[duplicated rhyme], such as panghuang 徬徨, qunxun 逡巡, xuyu 須臾, yaotiao 窈

窕, chuanghuang 倉皇, pimi 披靡 (Jian 2013:86). Those which presents same 

rhyming and onset are called reduplicative, those which present any correlation, i.e., 

both different onset and rhyming, are called fei shuangsheng dieyun 非雙聲疊韻. 

The patterns within the phonetic categorization of lianmian ci are therefore, 

 for reduplicative  for shuangsheng, for dieyun, 

 for fei shuangsheng dieyun (Cf. Jian 2013).  

In the past lianmian ci did not have a fixed taxonomy. Literati of the Ming and Qing 

dynasties used lianmian zi 聯綿字 [linked characters], lianmian ci 聯綿詞, pian zi 

駢字, diezi 叠字. Traditionally, as Gallagher (1993:2) pointed out, lianmian zi, 

lianwen 連文 and and lian yu 連語 / 謰語 [connected words] indicated partial or 

complete reduplication. “However, neither the definition nor the domain of these 
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terms has ever been well defined. […] Complete reduplication was called chongyan 

重言 [doubled words], diezi 叠字 [repeated characters], chongyu 重語 [doubled 

words]. As with partial reduplication, the domain of complete reduplication is not 

clear” (Gallagher 1993). The line of demarcation of the meanings of this terminology 

is subtle, in the sense that each literato had his personal and subjective view. For 

example, Qian Daxin in Hengyan lu used the term diezi 叠字 but included both 

mono- and bimorphemic terms, and influenced by his interest in phonetic, he 

remarked shuangsheng zi 雙聲字 and dieyun zi 叠韻字). 

 

Lianmian ci in suyu cishu and in topolects  

Given the presence of a large number of these words within premodern lexicographic 

works on the vernacular language and on regionalects, we asked ourselves if the 

production of lianmian ci ceased in topolects as well, and for this reason we carried 

out an investigation on the productivity and usage (frequency, occurrence, graphic 

and semantic variations) in order to confirm or refute this assertation, or to what 

extent they lost their productivity. Considering the formation of words through the 

phonetic process as a specific method of creating vernacular words, the collected 

suyu cishu fit extremely well in this investigation. However, considering topolect 

words, one important problem is represented by the identification of an appropriate 

system to establish the pronunciation of dialect characters, considering both the 

diachronic and the diatopic perspectives. One critical point for the language of Yue, 

in particular, the preservation of all the four tones of Middle Chinese, including the 

entering tone (ru sheng 入聲). If we compare Mandarin regionalects which have 

preserved three of the four traditional tones, it is therefore noticeable that several 

xingsheng-type graphic variants, i.e., sinograms with one semantic-bearing 

component and one phonetic-bearing (phonophoric) component, show a more 

variegated system in the graphic representation of lianmian ci. What we should bear 

in mind is that, due to different reasons, graphic variants emerged since the dawn of 

writing 235  and rulers of all periods saw in script standardization reforms as a 

 

235 Graphic variation exists since the inscriptions on oracle bones. For studies on graphic variations 

in later periods of the language, cf the investigations conducted by Galambos (2015) and Anderl 
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legitimization of the power, but several graphic variants were then co-existing with 

the standard, as attested in the suyu cishu and in local gazetteers as well. In many 

periods of history therefore, standard and non-standard were merely vague concepts. 

This type of diachronic investigation on sound-bearing components are valuable not 

only in the studies on dialect lexicon, but also on diachronic changes and historical 

phonetics of Sinoxenic languages.236  

Qing compilers used the apparently limited but actually extremely versatile 

sinographic system with the creation of specific and rare graphic variants with new 

methods of characters formation were used in order to record vernacular and local 

words, as noted in Yueyan. Relevant works of the Ming an Qing dynasties dealing 

with liangmian ci include Zhang Tingyu 張廷玉 (1672-1755)’s Pianzi lei bian 駢字

類編 [Classified Compilation of Disyllabic Words] and Cheng Jisheng 程際盛 

(1739-1796)’s Pianzi fen jian 駢字分箋 [Notes on Disyllabic Words]. These two 

compilations of common disyllabic terms are not pure compilations of 

monomorphemic lianmian ci, because the disyllabic words glossed are mostly 

bimorphemic. In these two texts pianzi refers both to monomorphemic and 

bimorphemic words. The predominance of terms is represented in facts by 

bimorphemic compounds; therefore, a limited number of lianmian ci is included in 

the compilations. Moreover, terms glossed as compounds with coordinative 

structures are indeed real lianmian words, which are split into and explained 

according to their basic graphic units given individually. They are described as if 

they would have independent use and meaning, and therefore erroneously falsified 

as free characters.237  Other compilations dealing with disyllabic words including 

lianmian ci are Ya su ji yan, Fang Yizhi 方以智 (1611-1671) ’s Tongya 通雅, 

reporting many graphic variations of lianmian ci, and Cheng Yaotian 程瑤田 (1725-

1814)’s Guoluo zhuanyu ji 果裸轉語記. Regarding the content covered by lianmian 

 

(2021). For references on the graphic variation of Modern Chinese and Japanese Orthography 

(Halpern 2002) and the CJK Dictionary Institute database  

The CJK Dictionary Institute, Inc. - Orthographic Variation in Chinese. (n.d.). 

https://www.cjki.org/reference/chinvar.htm 
236  Generally considered Japanese, Korean, Vietnamese, and Zhuang; in the past, Tangut and 

Jurchen languages also fell into this category. 
237 This is the case of the term pipa 琵琶 in Shiming (tui shou qian yue ‘pi’. Yin shou que yue ‘pa’ 

推手前曰“琵”。引手卻曰“琶”) and the term qilin 麒麟 in Pianzi fen jian. 
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ci, if we consider Hong (2008: 186-7)’s list of 80 disyllabic words with a lianmian 

structure in Tongsu bian, the predominance of them (37 out of 80) in the 34th category 

dedicated to the Appearance (Zhuangmao 狀貌), shows that this morphological 

class of words assumes, in particular, an attributive function. 

 

Methodology and tools adopted in the research of attestations of the 

vernacular lexicon selected from the primary sources 

We carried out qualitative analysis (Phonetical features: Shuangsheng – Dieyun, 

interpretation of the meaning) in the investigation on three main critical issues: i.the 

Selection Criteria in defining Lianmian ci within vernacular and dialectal lexicon; 

ii. Their chronological identification; iii. graphic variation of lianmian ci; iii. 

phonetical features identification 238  considering both diatopic and diachronic 

differences and reconstructions systems (Old Chinese – Middle Chinese – Early 

Modern Chines). In our view the third issue is the more controversial. In the 

identification of lianmian words their features may change considering diachronic 

and diatopic variabilities. One lianmian word could have different phonetic features 

with different local pronunciations and consequently generate numerous graphic 

variants,239 for each local pronunciation. The use of different online databases, such 

as Chinese Comprehensive Gazetters (CCG), Diaolong 雕龍 , Chinese lexical 

database, and Zhongguo fangzhi ku 中國方志庫 and Zhongguo leishu ku 中國類

書庫 (Database of Chinese Local Records)240 has been fundamental to carry on the 

investigation on attestations. The collected data and results derive from a manual 

selection of lexicon within the intralinguistic glosses of the primary sources. These 

data made it possible to collect information not only on the works, but also on the 

linguistic and stylistic properties of the glossator interventions at an intra-linguistic 

 

238 For each disyllabic term, Jian (2013) adopted Zhengzhang (2003) reconstruction system (2003). 

Terms reported in Jian are attested as early as around 1000 BC.  
239 This specific topic has been discussed by the writer of this dissertation in the presentation entitled 

“The impact of the preservation of the entering tone (rusheng) of medieval Chinese on the creation 

of graphic variants of popular characters" at the conference Documentation and Description of Asian 

Languages: History and Epistemology organized by the Société d'Histoire et d'Épistémologie des 

Sciences du Langage (SHESL) in Paris (2022). 
240  Containing geographical works from Han dynasty to the Republican period, such as 

comprehensive gazetteers, local gazetteers of different political levels, such as of the genres of 

physical and political geography, and so on. The first two batches contain about 4000 titles. 
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level. Another contemporary tool useful in the investigation of lianmian words from 

a diachronic view include Shafer’s Combined Supplements, based on the "selection 

of the scribblings which disfigure his own copy of Mathew's Chinese-English 

Dictionary". 

 

Results of the analysis on the linguistic data 

The consultation of suyu cishu and difang zhi led us identify remarkable cases 

within the framework of semantic families of lianmian (lianmian ci cizu 聯綿詞詞

族) (Cf. Xu 1998, Mair 1999) from a diachronic and diatopic perspective. 

In Mao Qiling’s Yueyu kenqi lu, for example, even though definitions are given 

through an onomasiologic frame, the ordering of lemmas reflects the traditional 

order of rhyme books subdivided in four sections that corresponds to the four 

traditional tones (ping, shang, qu, ru). Within the definitions the dieyun terms 

included in Yueyu kenqi lu are lanchan 儖儳 [both ending with -am, -am], 䆾䆱 [-

am, -am], 襤𢁘 [-am, -am], da anzhen 打闇黮 [-am, -am], 打僋㧲. In the case of 

the disyllabic terms duochu 喥出241 and duosuo 踱索.242 Within these temrs the 

choice of using tongjia zi, such as 出 and 索, is probably dictated by the pure 

phonetic aspect of these characters making us suppose that these are variants of 

lianmian words using chu and suo for their sound and not their meaning. 

The contribution of Qian Daxin on the reconstruction of classical phonology with 

the description of ancient sounds within the V chapter of Shijia zhai yangxin lu, 

shows his interest to phonetic elements, reflected in the usage of phonetic markers 

in Hengyan lu. In the 18th category (Diezi 叠字) of this text he marks the disyllabic 

terms for their phonological features, marking 26 shuangsheng,24316 dieyun244 and 

other disyllabic terms, but due to the different terminology in the premodern times, 

 

241 Duo chu 喥出 [dou6 (dok6) + ceot1]. Duo 喥 has the same pronunciation of duo 鐸. 
242 Duo suo 踱索 [dok6 + saak3, sok3, suk3]. Duo 踱 has the same pronunciation of duo 鐸. 
243 01 鄭重, 02 吩咐, 03 新鲜, 04 斟酌, 05 調度, 06 料理, 07 翻覆, 08 妥帖, 09 奔波, 10 尋常, 11

含糊, 12 苟簡, 13 打疊, 14 圭角, 15 埋没, 16 摆布, 17 頂戴, 18 稀罕, 19 喫虧, 20 端的, 21 真正, 

22 乖角. 
244 01 殷勤, 02 商量, 03 支持, 04 連牽, 05 因循, 06 丁寧, 07 落度, 08 懵懂, 09 籠統, 10 擸𢶍, 11

𥀰㿴, 12 邋遢, 13 傝𠎷, 14 陸續, 15 匡當.  



 

162 

they are not all lianmian ci. A formal order of lemmas within this category was not 

detected but there seems to be a sort of distribution based on the traditional rhymes 

and tonal system, in the sense that the dieyun ending with an entering tone 

(traditionally the fourth and last tones) are situated at the end of the section.  

As discussed in the second chapter for the lexicon included in Yueyan, within the 

selected compilations topolectal words are rendered adopting fangyan zi, fangyan 

yong zi and zizao zi to record topolectal words.245 Dialect characters record the 

language of a place, which is related to its regional culture and can be considered 

as a ‘living fossil’ because it preserves many clues of ancient phonetics and ancient 

vocabulary, and the collected texts represents a corpus of dialect characters with a 

relatively clear temporal and geographic location. In the case of Yueyan, for 

instance, more than twenty fangyan zi are related to water (including lan 灡, tu 湥, 

dong 湩, ti 渧) and many others are related to alcohol (zuo 笮, zha 醡) revealing the 

importance of these two elements in the geography and in the culture of Shaoxing.  

Gazetteers show also that graphic variants of words (yixing ci 異形詞) in a same 

dialect appeared through a process of phonetic changes (yinzhan 音轉) (tong yi 

fangyan neibu de yinzhuan yixingci 同一方言內部的音轉異形詞 ). From a 

preliminary manual analysis, many semantic families were detected within the 

lexicographic sources, here we cite the cases of luosuo, miexie and langkang. 

 

4.3 Variation, usage and attestations of lianmian ci  

The group of luosuo 

An example of this diachronic and diatopic variations is recorded in the definition 

of the lexical word of the modern word luosuo1 囉嗦 [fussy, talkative] in Yueyan 

shi, Ru Dunhe shows that the original graphic form of the term was luosuo2 絡索 

with both characters ending with the entering tone.  

 

245 Fangyan zi include characters that effectively exist in the Chinese character system. These 

characters play a very important role in recording dialects and are supplementary to the common 

Chinese character tongyongzi system, and the investigation of their structural feature is meaningful 

for philological and etymological research providing additional material and evidential proofs. 
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絡索：曲詞有所謂金絡索、銀絡索者.其聲繁而促一氣不斷.今人言語多而可厭

者,謂之“絡絡索索”.蓋本諸此而北音無入聲絡索轉而為“囉唦”.南人效之亦謂

之“囉唦”,或曰“囉囉唦唦”.246  

Luosuo2: the qu lyrics have the so-called “gold luosuo2” and “silver luosuo2”.247. 

The voice was loud and incessant. Today people who talking too much annoy others 

are depicted as luoluosuosuo1 絡絡索索 [long-winded; talkative]. This is the original 

form, but the Northern pronunciation has not the entering tone (rusheng) and luosuo2 

絡索 turned into luosha1 囉唦. Southern people imitated it, and use as well luosha2 

囉唦, or also luoluoshaha1 囉囉唦唦.  

 

The transformation process of the work shows the importance of tones. Northern 

people not having the entering tone, changed the graphic aspect of the term, and 

later and the people of Yue imitated the northern graphic variation. In Yueyan the 

already graphically changed binom appears in reduplicate form AABB, as shown 

by Ru Dunhe. This shows the graphic transformation and adaptation of a lianmian 

ci from a diachronic point of view.  

囉囉唦唦:“囉”,勒何切.覼.“唦”,音“梭”.繁碎意.从《越諺釋》.248  

Luoluoshasha1: 囉 is pronounced as 勒 l[e] + 何 [h]e, pronounced as 覼 luo. The 

character 唦 is pronounced as 梭 suo. The meaning is ‘intricate; over-elaborate’. 

From Yueyan shi. 

 

The two graphic variants luosuo1 絡索 and luosha1囉唦 are indeed recorded are listed in 

the Gazetteer of Linqing249 (1934), together with other two variants: luosha2 邏逤 (entry 

word), the other recorded in the definition being luozao1 囉唣.   

邏逤：庽煩索意.亦作“囉唣”.《顏氏家訓》云:「絡索阿姑餐」.250 

Luosha2: The meaning is ‘to be tedious, pedantic [fansuo 煩索/煩瑣]. A variant is 

luozao1 囉唣. In Yanshi jiaxun [Family instructions of Master Yan]:「Bickering 

forever at the dinner table by a mother-in-law」. 

 

Moreover, the Chinese Ideophone Database (Van Hoey, Thompson 2020) attests the 

very productive structure A+li+A+B listing luo li luo suo1 囉裏囉唆 (810) (HYDCD), as 

well the variants luo li luo suo2 啰里啰唆, luo li luo suo3 囉哩囉嗦.  

 

 

246 Yueyan shi, 3rd ch.  
247 Two kinds of qupai 曲牌 [etiquette names] for fixed melodies in the qu lyrics. 
248 Yueyan, third chapter, Chongwen dieyun 重文疊韻 [Combined rhymes], 82th lexical entry. 
249 Linqing xian zhi 臨清縣志 [Gazetteer of Linqing County (modern Shandong)] (1934), Sixteenth 

Volume, First chapter, Li su zhi 禮俗志 [Chronicle of Rites and Customs] – Yaoyan 謠諺 [Folksongs 

and Sayings]. 

Zhongguo zonghe fangzhi ku 中國綜合方志庫 [China Comprehensive Gazetteers (CCG)]. 
250 Translation rendered by Teng (1968). 
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The group of miexie 

This graphic deviance and arbitrariness in the representation of binoms (Cf. Mair 

1999) is also evidenced by the case of miexie appearing clearly in Suyong zazi. 

These three pairs of xingsheng-type (phono-semantic) characters with the variation 

of three different semantic radicals and identical semantic components.  

木不方正曰【櫗楔】；作事不方正曰【㩢揳】；人不方正曰【㒝偰】. 251 

Not upright or foursquare wood is called miexie1 櫗楔; doing actions in a upright or 

righteous way is called miexie2 㩢揳; not upright or righteous people are called 

miexie3 㒝偰. 

 

In Yueyan the third graphic variant (miexie3) occurs in two compound words: 

㒝偰子：“密雪”.不方正而矬小者.《博雅》.252 

Miexiezi is pronounced as mi xue [first two characters]. A not upright, short, and 

small [person]. See Boya.  

 

㒝騙：“密片”.諂人誑財者.253 

Mipian1 [Slanderer] is pronounced as mipian. A person who defames and cheats.  

 

In Yueyan we observe a very free use of the two units of the lianmian ci, which is 

in the first example linked to the suffix zi to form a compound trisyllabic word, and 

in the second example it is split into miepian. One specific attestation of miexie2 is 

listed in the Gazetteer of Linqu254 (1935), (modern Weifang, Eastern Shandong).  

㩢揳:《廣雅》：不方正也.俗謂耳聽不淸曰“耳㩢揳”,讀如蔑邪. 

Miexie2 㩢揳. According to Guangya: not upright or foursquare. Common people 

with "ears are dazed (miexie2)” refer to not being able to listen clearly. This term is 

pronounced as miexie. 

 

The group of langkang – kanglang/kangliang 

Within the disyllabic words of the first section (Tian bu 天部) of Yueyan several 

lianmian ci with the attributive function of describing the sky and other 

astronomical elements appear. This is the case of the binom langkang1 㝗㝩

constituted by two xingsheng type characters.  

 

251 Suyong zazi, definition n. 324. 
252 Yueyan (Hou 2008: 155). 
253 Yueyan (Hou 2008: 154). 
254 24th Volume of Linju xu zhi 臨朐續志 (1935) published by Liu Renqian 劉仞千, et al., Zhou 

Junyin 周鈞英 (ed.). (CCG). 
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Fan Yin glosses: Langkang means clear, the sky that becomes clear again due to the 

thinning of the raining clouds. 

㝗㝩 “朗康”。謂積雨初霽時.255  

Langkang1 㝗㝩 is pronounced as langkang. The clearing up of the sky due to the 

thinning of the raining clouds. 

 

We supposed it to be a local usage of the area of Yue. In respect to graphic variants 

of xingsheng type, through the alteration of different semantic radicals and the 

maintain of same phonetic components. In order to not be repetitive and 

unnecessarily pedant, we point out this case as a representative example, but several 

cases were detected within the primary sources. One first conjecture was to relate 

the word with kanglang1 㝩㝗 with the meaning of spacious, empty (of a room) and 

consider langkang1 as a semantic extension used in the Yue area. Many graphic 

variants for the area of Yue were detected, such as langkang2 躴躿 [voluminous, 

difficult to be contained, corpulent, clumsy], kanglang2 康㝗, kangliang1 槺梁. 

They are probably mistakenly written or voluntary altered graphic variants of the 

spelling of langkang3 狼抗 (uncompromising, stubborn, conceited).  

On our view, the variants langkang1 and langkang2 appeared in the process of 

dimidiation of the consonant cluster ['kl' / 'kr'] as onset of the character kang 康 

*[kh]ʕaŋ / *k-r̥ʕaŋ]256 glossed in Erya as a geosynonym of ‘empty or quiet’ of the 

standard kong 空  (empty). Coeval dictionaries to Yueyan compiled by foreign 

sinologists in China recorded different graphic variations for this group. In 

Douglas’s Dictionary of the vernacular or spoken language of Amoy two interesting 

cases are recorded. The vernacular pronunciation of 空 as khang, with the reading 

or literary style (marked as R) as khong. The dictionary also records lang-khang, but 

with làng used as the verb ‘to leave a space’.257 In Giles Allen Herbert (1845-1935)’s 

A Chinese-English dictionary, “langkang2 (躴躿 ) of coarse and heavy build” 

(1892:853c l.e. 6772); “kang (躴) tall, long” (1892:853c l.e. 5913); and “kanglang1 

 

255 Yueyan, second chapter, 1st section (Heaven section). 
256 For the reconstruction of the ancient pronunciation, cf. Baxter and Sagart (2014) 
257 “khang 空 (R. khong), empty, […]”. (Douglas, Carstairs 1873: 261a) “Làng (T. lāng), to leave a 

space. […] làng-khang, to leave an empty space […]”. (Douglas, Carstairs 1873: 294a)  
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(㝩㝗) empty, unoccupied”. Jijing kanglang1 (寂靜㝩㝗) silent and deserted, -as a 

ruin (1892: 739c l.e. n. 5909”. Within contemporary lexicographic tools, the digital 

dictionary Pleco records kanglang3 閌閬 and kanglangzi1 閌閬子 as a dialect noun 

‘empty space/part in a building’. Other gazetteers of South China of the same period 

describe empty, voluminous in the context of houses, clothes, people, animals, but 

not the sky.  

屋大而空曰“㝗㝩"；衣寛大亦曰“㝗㝩”.258 

A big and empty house/part of a house is called langkang1; large and voluminous 

clothes are called langkang1. 

 

今謂器物徒佔地位曰㝗㝩.讀若朗抗. 259 

In the modern [language] an object that takes up [much] space is said as langkang1. 

The pronunciation is langkang.  

 

All the aforementioned examples are evidences that lianmian words originally 

referred to concrete elements to broaden their semantic value through the creation 

of a semantic family allows with a trend towards more figurative fields and for this 

reason we do not believe it is a coincidence that in the lexicographic material of the 

vernacular language a relevant number of lianmian words appears in sections 

concerning descriptive aspect of concrete and abstract meanings. This phenomenon 

is intrinsically related to the concept of ciqun 詞群 [word group / word family] and 

yigen 義根 [semantic root] (Cf Xu 1997, 1998: 207, Lan 2012). Lianman ci are 

therefore used with flexibility in order to describe concrete and abstract concepts. 

A very important aspect of lianmian words to highlight is their semantic extension. 

A sound produces a family of words linked by a general sense. A second aspect to 

highlight is the randomness and unconventionality from a graphic point of view of 

lianmian words (Xu 1998: 209). 

The gazetteer clearly describes this phenomenon in the definition of the lexical 

entry pangshuang1 跭𨇯 , which include several examples of graphic deviance 

xiangshuang1 栙𨇯, pangshuang2 舽艭, fengshuang1, 䇨䉶, which derive from the 

 

258 3second volume of Jiaying Prefecture Records published in the 24th year of Guangxu (1898), 

Qing Dynasty. (光緒)嘉應州志 32 卷。清光緒二十四年刊本。 
259 16th Volume of Dinghai County Chronicles – Printed Version of the 13th Year of the Republic 

of China (1924) (民國)定海縣志 16 卷. 民國十三年鉛印本. 
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two phonetic components 夅 (jiang, xiang) 雙 (shuang) added to several different 

semantic radicals. The author explains that “[these words] were all created taking 

the sound and adding semantic radicals/components, such as zhou 舟 (boat), dou 豆 

(bean), zhu 竹 (bamboo) or zu 足 (foot). Then, later people distinguish them as 

different derivate words/characters, even though they have been propagated from a 

same origin [the sound]” (Jie qu qi sheng er jia zhou, jia dou, jia zhu, jia zu, jie 

houren fenbie zhi zi, ci zi suo yi zi ru 皆取其聲而加舟、加豆、加竹、加足，皆

後人分别之字此字所以孶乳).260 To conclude, various semantic meanings and 

takes on different graphic guises from time to time. As for the case langkang3, 

several cases show specific usages in topolects with limited attestations, needing 

more comprehensive semantic contextualization. Therefore, it seems that the case 

of Fan Yin is specific from the diachronic and diatopic perspectives showing how 

deeper research to attest these local usages are needed. 

  

 

260 16th Volume of Dinghai County Chronicles – Printed Version of the 13th Year of the Republic 

of China (1924) (民國)定海縣志 16 卷. 民國十三年鉛印本. 
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Conclusion 

The purpose of this work was to analyse the lexicographic texts of the late imperial 

period (Ming and Qing dynasty), in particular, to contextualize Fan Yin’s Yueyan 

within the lexicographic practices of recording the vernacular lexicon in the third 

phase of Qing philology. Accordingly, we analysed lexicographic and 

encyclopaedic compilations of the late imperial period in order to understand and 

theorize the peculiarities of vernacular lexicographic practices in this phase. 

Consequently, we have reported traces of influences from previous works, 

specifically in the criteria of the macro- and micro-structural configuration, in 

addition to the compilation process, the editorial lines, and the objectives set by the 

authors. The research perspective was limited to a lexicological and philological 

point of view, integrated, where necessary, with approaches to cultural history and 

popular culture of the Qing dynasty. But at the same time the present dissertation 

highlights the multiple functions (cognitive, communicative, ideological) and roles 

covered by the lexicographic compilations on the vernacular language. Excerpts 

selected within the paratextual material of the compilations resulted fundamental to 

trace the compilers’ awareness of linguistic phenomena and how their positions are 

embedded in the metalinguistic debate. 

The choice of Yueyan and the compilations of the area of Yue during the preliminary 

analysis was dictated by several factors: the first is constituted by the richness and 

peculiarity of the linguistic material left by Fan Yin, who followed the previous 

benchmarks of Yueyu kenqi lu and Yueyan shi and adopted strict criteria in the 

selection of the content of the text. A second factor is that, unlike to these and other 

previous works reported in this discussion, Yueyan presents a specific chapter 

consisting fully of linguistic material specific to the Yue (Shaoxing) topolect, 

undeniably linked to typical customs and traditions of the area as well as to specific 

linguistic peculiarities. The second and third chapters aim to describe Fan Yin’s 

glossorial work and within the framework of the lexicographic practices of the Yue 

area. As previously pointed out, Yueyan goes beyond the lexicographic works of the 

previous phases, in particular for its structure. The awareness for linguistic concepts 

is embedded in different sections of the text. Moreover, many excerpts denoting the 
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importance attributed by the author in recording local varieties, testifies the 

sensitivity for multilingualism in the Qing dynasty. The second reason, highlighted 

in the fourth chapter of the dissertation, is given by Fan Yin's contribution in 

registering topolectal term even through the usage of popular characters and newly 

created characters that contributed to the lexical innovation of the Chinese linguistic 

panorama. The task set by Fan and other compilers is to be able to transmit the local 

lexicon.  

However, the present work clearly presents several problems and limits from the 

points of view of the selection of the sources, the adopted methodology and the 

results. These limits have always kept in mind both in the preliminary research and 

in the drafting phases. As regards the first point, in the broad-based preliminary 

research carried out to detect sources dealing with the vernacular language, we 

considered monographs and sections of texts with variegated content, not only for 

the vague demarcation of zi, ci and yan within the compilations, but also for the 

kinds of vernacular lexicon the authors referred to. In dealing with these texts, one 

major problem was related to the difficulty in demarcating their content, ranging 

from the comparison between ya and su of terms, common, popular, and topolectal 

lexicon. Given the limited possibility we had to trace, consult and analyse, we can 

be blamed of an inevitable arbitrariness in the choice of works to be analysed. 

Moreover, the pandemic crisis forced us to draw on materials and databases 

available in virtual mode. In this context, another purely technical obstacle is 

represented by the unreliability of databases that include excerpts or the whole 

content of the primary sources, frequently presented through an OCR process. The 

use of these tools has certainly facilitated the task in the analysis, among which 

Diaolong and Zhonghua shuju, which contains a large number of sources: in 

addition to dictionaries and encyclopaedias. One important aspect we point out is 

that because of the intrinsic feature of these texts collecting vernacular lexicon -

including non-standardized, dialectal, and rare characters- most of data included in 

these databases are incorrect, and therefore, it has been essential to draw on printed 

versions and, whenever possible, to primary sources. In many cases, databases have 

text and printed images side by side, but for many works and many lemmas it was 

not possible to do anything other than to act through a manual search.  
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In the preliminary analytical work on the lexicon reported in the fourth chapter, we 

proceeded with a selection based on morphological aspects, considering binomials 

with peculiar phonetic specificities. We turned our attention on graphic aspects of 

the selected lemmas considering graphic variants and their attestations within 

miscellaneous works and different types of texts, including texts compiled before, 

contemporary and after the compilation of Yueyan. Also, in this case the use of 

databases, both for the research of attestations, CCG, and variants, primarily 

International Encoded Han Character and Variants Database, which also present 

visually the primary texts was of fundamental importance, was fundamental in the 

investigation. However, we emphasize the importance and the need for more 

accurate and complete databases. As highlighted, the research on the lexicon 

presents limitations and must be understood as a preliminary study. For reasons of 

time and in order not to go beyond the limits considered by the present project, the 

analysis of the lexicon according to phonological and semantic criteria was 

postponed to future research. As has been highlighted in recent years, the traditional 

analysis of the Chinese lexicon from a graphical point of view is limited and new 

original methodologies and perspectives are opening, such as shown in the 

methodology adopted by Mair (1999) and the creation of the CHIDEOD database 

(Van Hoey, Thompson 2020). The working methodology and the adopted criteria, 

which can be blamed for arbitrariness, are strictly connected to the vastness in the 

content and to the variety of the linguistic material included within the selected texts, 

which imposed a choice dictated from preliminary conjectures and hypotheses 

advanced in the preliminary consultation of the lexicon collected within these texts. 

The works consulted are those to which we were able to access, personally or via 

databases and digital libraries, in addition to the material available in the libraries 

visited during in the period of the research project, including Ca' Foscari University 

of Venice and the University of Leiden. In our view, the limitations in the 

availability of the material, sharpened by the restrictions due to the pandemic crisis, 

rather than being considered as a defect, we prefer to envision them as a stimulus 

to continue and improve further research on lexicographic works and practices in 

the future. The hope is that the work produced can be considered as a tool for 

researchers on the vernacular language of the late imperial period and as a further 
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step in the lexicographic and linguistic research projects on the pre-modern Chinese 

language. 

One of the main results of the present work is represented by the configuration of 

influential lines in the compilation methodology, in the macro and microstructural 

criteria between Yueyan and other sources, demonstrating correlation links between 

the lexicographic theories adopted within them. This correlation is one of the most 

difficult aspects to interpret, but also the one which, once clarified, produces the 

greatest results. The fact that in the present work we have demonstrated the existence 

of such links paves the way for further research to deepen the lines that intertwine 

within the lexicographic works of the late imperial period. Moreover, the 

preliminary research on the lexicon, albeit with its limitations, opens the way to 

numerous research directions, and can be the starting point for scholars who deal 

with lexicography and historical lexicology, outlining a temporal continuum at 

which this work hopes to have provided its contribution. 

Moreover, the analysis conducted in the fourth chapter illustrates how new 

analytical approaches in etymological studies, focused on the primacy of 

phonological and semantic features of words, rather than graphic aspects, and new 

knowledge on the origin and evolution of languages in Eastern Asia, even though 

still developing, allowed scholars to elaborate original approaches and ideas 

diverging from previous conceptualizations. This shift has promoted a deeper 

examination of the value of vernacular languages and the importance of philological 

and terminological notions related to the vernacular context. 
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Appendices 

Chinese history 

Ancient Period:       

 Xia dynasty:     c. 2070 – c. 1600 BC     

 Shang dynasty:    c. 1600 – c. 1046 BC     

 Zhou dynasty:     c. 1045 – c. 256 BC    

 

Imperial Period:       

 Qin dynasty:     221-207 BC     

 Han dynasty:     206 BC-220 AD   

     Former Han dynasty 206 BC – 9 AD 

     Xin dynasty  9 – 23 AD 

     Later Han dynasty 25 – 220 AD   

 Six dynasties and Sixteen Kingdoms: 220-589 AD     

 Three Kingdoms:    220-280     

 Jin dynasty:     265-420     

 Southern and Northern dynasties:  420-589     

 Sui dynasty:     581-618     

 Tang dynasty:     618-907     

 Five dynasties - Ten Kingdoms:  907-960  

      Liao dynasty:  907-1125 

 Song dynasty:     960-1279   

      Jin dynasty:  1115-1234 

 Yuan dynasty:     1271-1368     

 Ming dynasty:     1368-1644     

 Qing dynasty:     1644-1911     

 

Modern Period:       

 Republic of China:    1912-1949     

 People's Republic of China:   1949-present   
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Appendix 1 

The following chart shows the primary sources collected by Nagasawa (1974, 1989) 

ordered chronologically. The introduction to the primary sources are then fully 

transcribed in the second part of this first section. 

 

Ming Liyan jie 俚言解, (Zhushu zhi yin) Shishi tongkao (諸書直音) 

世事通考, Ya su ji yan 雅俗稽言, Muqian ji 目前集, Changtan 

kao wu 常談考誤 

Qing Tufeng lu 土風錄 period, (Tongsu bian) Zhiyu buzheng (通俗編) 

直語補證, Changyu sou 常語搜, Yi hao lei bian 異號類編, 

Chengwei lu 稱謂錄, Tongsu changyan shuzheng 通俗常言疏

證, Tanzheng 談徵, Zhengyin cuoyao 正音撮要, Liyu zhengshi 

里語徵實, Guanhua huijie bianlan 官話彙解便覽, Junyu 軍語, 

Changyu xun yuan 常語尋源, Zhengsu wen 證俗文 

Republican 

period 

Xin mingci xunzuan 新名詞訓纂, Suyu kaoyuan 俗語考原 

 

 

Introductions to the primary sources by Nagasawa (First ce) 

Nagasawa’s introduction to Liyan jie 

俚言解 - 解題  

《俚言解》歸雲外集本二卷。(明)陳士元(環中迂叟)。 明萬曆刊本，二

册。 

鑒於《通俗文》《釋常談》等古書中輯錄之俚言資料不豐,著者於者於

暇日收集凡六百八十八條、其中三百餘條已付梓，收入著者全集 《歸

去外集》卷五十六、五十七中、內容雖未標立項目,但大致按時令、人

事、酒食、衣服、房屋等遂類輯集。 

明代俗語散見於通俗辞書類及尺牘範文集或戲曲選集中, 但各書成後,此

外殆不見有將俗語按辭類彙集成專書者。 《歸雲外集》傳本亦稀,內閣

文庫藏書有殘本，原書散佚不全。筆者得自山本悌二郎氏拍賣書籍中。

《中國叢書綜錄》也未收錄此書。 

陳士元,字心叔,湖北德安府應城縣人。號養吾，又稱環中迂叟。正德十

一年(一五一六)生, 萬曆二十五年(一五九七)歿，享年八十有二，官至

濼州終。《四庫全書縂目》著錄其書十部,但未著錄本書。 

 

Nagasawa’s introduction to Shishi tongkao 

世事通考 - 解題  
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(新刻徽郡原板諸書直音)世事通考  

(明)陸噓雲編 。明萬曆中譚城余雲坡。刊本，二册。 

此雖非純粹俗語辞書。然分為天文、地理、時令、人物、文職公署、

武職公署附文官服色歌、身體、病症、俗語、百工、商賈、釋道、農

業、女工、婚姻、喪祭、數目、訟獄、花、草、竹、木、藥名、五穀、

蔬菜、菓品、葷食、素食、酒名、屠宰、禽、獸、魚、蟲、馬器名色、

衣冠、首飾、靴鞋、絲帛、顏色、寶貝、銀色、雜貨、船隻、宮室、

木料、木器、竹器、漆器、酒器、瓷器、瓦器、石器、米器、樂器、

玩器、文器、農器、鐵器、軍器、等類。俗語之外,尚有雜入雅語之俗

語,或無釋義,或有釋義。此外,在上欄列有:《四書》難字、《詩經》難

字、《書經》難字、《周易》難字、《春秋》難字、《禮記》難字、

小學難字,注明難字發音;末為「急用古字釋義」,列有異體字與通行字

形對照表。 

此書雖非俗語專書,並有省略語義之處，但可窺見明代俗用漢字漢語;且

江户時代所出唐話辭書類中亦有引用,故予以收錄。 

此書原本,為予往年得自山本書店之中國入本。然為江户中期以前改裝,

蛙損無法修補,處處朱筆圈點,故影印時仍不去朱墨,缺字一仍其舊。 

 

 

Nagasawa’s introduction to Tufeng lu 

風錄錄 - 解題 

風錄錄。 十八卷 [清]顧張思清，嘉慶三年(一七九八)序刊本，六册。 

按圖書分類法,本書與《俗語解》,或當歸於子部雜家類、雜考或小說家

類、雜事類之屬,但就其解釋俗語言,亦誠為可珍視之作。然以其如卷一

時令、卷二民俗、卷三衣飾、卷四建築物產等之依類分列,及其所收的

同類語依字數性質以卷十一為三字語,十二為四字語,十三為俗,十四、

十五為俗語字解,十六、十七為稱謂,十八為宗教等之▫訂有序,要之俱有

類目可循。 

此書有嘉慶三年朱珪、乾隆六十年(一七九五)錢大昕序,底本無自序,或

已刊落。「土風」語,其民謠之義,見於《左傳·成公九年》;至左思《魏

都賦》、陸機《吴趨行》,始轉為風俗之義。本書則取為集錄地方言語

之義。 

著者字雪亭,江蘇太倉州人。於蘇州教授之暇,作此書。因求朱珪增削詩

文,朱氏始知有此書,故於嘉慶三年(一七九八)著者詣能安徽官衙訪珪之

際,經珪勸勉而付梓。猶記此本似戰後護之琳琅閣。此後於他處未嘗見

之,故若干缺字未能補苴。 

 

Nagasawa’s introduction to Zhiyu buzheng 

直語補證 - 解題  

(通俗编)直語補證 (頻羅庵遺集卷十四)〔清〕梁同書, 清嘉慶二十二年

(一八一七)仁和。陸氏刊本，一册。 
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著者嘗欲為《直語類錄》四卷、甲部採自經、傳、《史》、《漢》,乙

部採錄杭人里鄙談,丙部採古人詩句所引用之俗諺,丁部收錄筆記內常用

俗字,另以杭州以外各地方言,輯為戊部作附錄,後因《通俗編》問世,遂

删去翟書重複部份,不立次第,編成本書,冠以江衡(眉居)、謝墉(東墅)原

序。今收錄於著者全集《頻羅庵遺集》卷十四。 

著者詳傳見《遺集》卷首,字元穎,别號山舟,錢塘人。雍正元年(一七二

三)生,嘉慶二十年(一八一五)歿,享年九十三。在日講起居注任中,丁父

憂不復出仕以終。 

戰後雖有鉛印本刊行，但未如《通俗编》流傳之廣,故予收錄。 

 

Nagasawa’s introduction to Changyu sou 

常語𢯱 - 解題  

常語𢯱,四卷。(清)易本烺撰。易崇垚等校。清同治三年(一八六四)京山

易氏。刊本，一册。 

𢯱音蒐,尋求,搜集之意。係著者孜孜於科舉應試中搜求雅言俗語所得之

出典彙集而成。卷一為雅類,卷二至卷四為俗類。原附於名為《蟫索》

的遺著中,因其子崇垚缺乏刊刻全集之資,故僅出版本書。原本多為湖南

刊本,用粗劣紙印刷。字面多有不清之處,亦不敢描修。 

著者易本烺,字眉孫,湖北京山人。道光舉人。約歿於同治二年(一八六

三)。文集名《一粟齋集》。崇垚,字晋莽,著者之子。 

 

Nagasawa’s introduction to Yi hao leibian 

異號類編 - 解題  

異號類編, 二十卷。(清)史夢蘭编。清同治四年(一八六五)止園刊本。

六册。 

本書雖不能稱為俗語集,然其將古來名士别號按内容分類輯錄,文中也多

出現俗語,故予以收錄。其目次為卷一至卷五稱美,卷六隱諷,卷七嘲謔,

卷八、九嗤部,十憎畏,十誣詆,十二、十三自表,十四帝王(附僭竊),十五

宮闔 (附娼妓),十六釋道,十七盜賊,十八聯稱,十九耦舉,二十家世等各類。

其中「聯稱」即日本所謂「名數」, 耦舉則收錄成對使用之例。 

封底「同治丁丑刊」似為「同治乙丑刊」之誤。大阪天滿宮近藤文庫

本,封底皆改刻,「丁丑」改作「丙寅」。 

史夢蘭,字香厓,就碩硯農 直隸永平府樂亭縣人,道光舉人。以侍母為由,

辭去知縣。嘉慶十八年(一八一三)生,光緒二十四年(一八九八)歿,享年

八十六。《清史列傳》卷七十三有傳。 

 

Nagasawa’s introduction to Chengwei lu 

稱謂錄 - 解題  

稱謂錄，三十二卷。 〔清〕梁章鉅撰。梁恭辰校。清光緒十年(一八八

四)福州。梁恭辰校刊本。八册。 
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後周盧辨有《稱謂》五卷,其書早佚。自《爾雅·釋親》以來,列舉稱謂

之書不少,然語言變遷,時代愈下而愈益繁瑣。著者受阮元勸勵,退隱鄉

里後，銳意成此書,於道光二十八年(一八四八)成稿,未及校梓,翌年即病

歿。其子恭辰、自同治三年(一八六四)起從事校訂,光緒元年(一八七五)

付梓,十年方竣工。書中網羅雅俗同義異稱之稱謂,注明出典,並加按語。

每册冠以目錄。其分類因由記述於凡例中。 

梁章鉅,字茝林,一字閎中，福建福州府長樂縣人。乾隆四十年(一七七

五)生,道光二十九年歿。官至江蘇巡撫,兼署兩江總督。有《痕跡叢談》

等,著作甚富。 

 

Nagasawa’s introduction to Tongsu changyan shuzheng 

通俗常言疏證 - 解題  

通俗常言疏證。四卷(册) (清)孫錦標編。张孝若校。 民國十四年(一九

二五)。南通孫氏石印本，四册。 

從古代四部群書，尤以從宋元筆記、元明戲曲小說中勾稽語匯,探尋語

諺,按内容分為天地、天文、時日、地理、水火等四十類,並注明出典。

就其輯錄戲曲小說語句,且更列舉俗諺一事視之,殆不見有其他類似之書,

然其缺點則為解釋按語較少。編者先已作有關於本鄉方之《南通方言

疏證》一書(未見),據謂內容略與此書重#。又、書中亦未包括自日本傳

入之新名詞。原書因平版印刷技術拙劣，文字有模糊之處,亦可以預料

影印後當尚有不清楚之處,此乃事非得已者，蓋以日本傳本不多也。編

者按：此次影印對文字模糊處以相同版本調换六十餘貞)。 

著音字伯龍,江蘇南通人。民國十三 年自字。張(孝若)為其同邑門人。 

 

 

Introductions to the primary sources by Nagasawa (Second ce) 

Nagasawa’s introduction to Tanzheng 

談徵 - 解題  

談徵四卷(部)(清)口口(西厓)。清嘉慶二十年(一八一五)柯古堂刊本，五

册。 

本書仿《釋常談》、《通俗文》之例,係注目於日常用語並作詮釋之書,

分為名(又分上、下)、言、事、物四部分,各部之首均冠以目錄。有嘉

慶二十年外方山人自序,嘉慶十六年王玉樹、嘉慶九年吴煊序,十二年成

一夔跋。 

此書係昭和二年(一九二七)夏北京廠肆翰文齋高某携至筆者所求售者。

當時索價六元。筆者視其多俗語解說,實屬雜考珍本,當即購下。其後未

於他處再見此書。 

著者在自序末題題「外方山人」,其他序跋作「西厓先生」,姓名無考。

據成跋,成氏為性好搜求奇書善本之藏書家,曾仕宦於嶺南。嘉慶十二年

曾在廣東與著者再次晤面。 
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Nagasawa’s introduction to Zhengyin cuoyao 

正音撮要 - 解題  

正音撮要,四卷。[清]高某(静亭)清道光十四年(一八三四)學華齋刊本，

四册。 

據自序,所謂「正音」即俗稱之官話。著者原為廣東人,十三歲隨父赴任

於北直隸,居北京時,從大興朱石雲肆習經書,遂得通官話。宦遊二十年

後,致仕隱於林泉,因鄉族後進,附近親友登門乞教官話者絡繹不絕,故於

嘉慶十五年(一八一零)在桂林平山堂寓所,講解學習官話之法,遂著為此

書。 

卷一為教科書式之正音讀本,卷四為千字文切字。因兩者原非語匯,故祇

影印卷二、三語匯部份。所使用之底本上,有學習者墨筆修補,鉛筆所加

表示發音之羅馬字,均照舊影印。 

 

Nagasawa’s introduction to Liyu zheng shi 

里語徵實 - 解題 

二卷。(清]唐訓方，清光緒十七年(一八九一)常寧唐氏歸吾廬刊本，四

冊。 

著者於咸豐中,在曾國藩麾下立有水陸軍功。同治七年(一八六八)回鄉,

讀書時見俚語即逐紙抄錄，與里人談笑時使用之。積久成帙,於條末記

述其出處。書按字數多寡,由「一字徵實」以次至「十四字徵實」。字

多者多為箴言。有同治十一年(一八七三)自序。 

予在戰後二十一年(一九四六)十二月於琳琅閣獲此書。其後亦未曾見於

他處,可認為此乃傳本稀少之書。 

訓方,字義渠,湖南衡州府常寧縣人,嘉慶十五年(一八一零)生,道光間舉人。

官至安徽巡撫。前後屢立軍功,中曾坐事降官,後終官於直隸布政使。光

緒二年(一八七七)歿。《碑傳集補》卷十四有傳。 

 

Nagasawa’s introduction to Guanhua huijie bianlan 

官話匯解便覽 - 解題  

(新刻)官話匯解便覽,二卷。 [清]蔡奭撰，蔡本桐校。蔡觀瀾訂。 清末

霞漳。顏錦華刊本，二册。 

此書係以浙江語音(零印)與官話(正)對照表為主而用以學習官話之書。

首為「口頭套語」,即將日常簡單慣用之語,自一字至四字五字排列,注

明發音,列舉文章,分為時事常談、身體舉動、器具服飾、宫室物料、飲

食調和、衣服製作、天地山水、士農工商,禽獸魚蟲、花草葉木、衙門

訟獄、營伍軍務、時令神明、戲耍(誤刻「要」)詈罵禁賭語、病症醫藥、

婚產喪祭、五穀蔬菜、五色滋味、實貝布帛、舟馬事件、地里名勝、

姓氏數目、人品稱呼、雜類增補各項而對照之。本書亦用紙粗劣,且係

後印本,亦有因紙張裝訂雜亂而部分漏印者。 

著者字伯龍,西湖人。傳記未詳。刊版處霞漳屬浙江省(按:原文如此,福

建漳州古稱霞漳)。 
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Nagasawa’s introduction to Junyu 

軍語 - 解題  

軍語，清光緒三十二年(一九零六)北洋陸軍督練處編刊鉛印本，一册。 

此書為軍隊用語,分為戰事、隊形、地形、行軍、駐軍、宿營、供給、

工事、演習、軍器等各種軍語,用文言文詮釋。原本有「第二版」字樣。 

 

Nagasawa’s introduction to Xin mingci xunzuan 

新名詞訓纂 - 解題  

新名詞訓纂，全四卷。民國周起予，民國七年上海掃葉山房刊石印本，

二册。 

此書分政、學、語、物四類，記述自日本傳入之新名詞在古書中所能

考見之出典。由此可知,般認為日本通用之準漢語成語,詎料亦出現於古

代漢籍中。著者為民國初青年學生,字商夫,浙江杭縣人。 

 

Nagasawa’s introduction to Suyu kao yuan 

俗語考原 - 解題  

俗語考原。(清)李某(鑑堂) 民國二十六年序刊鉛印本，一冊。 

此書將俗語之意義與出典,按語句第一字筆畫排列。著者生平無考。 

 

Nagasawa’s introduction to Ya su ji yan 

雅俗稽言 - 解題  

(增定)雅俗稽言，四十卷。(明) 張存紳撰，吴炳選，張希台校。明天啟

三年(一六二三)。序刊本，十二册。 

本書前有天啟二年(一六二三)吴炳序及孫穀引,天啟三年魏說與劉傳之

增定本序、劉秉鈇序、孫穀又序以及天啟三年自序。書後附門人蔡長

玉跋,從子希哲後跋、姪希斗又跋。序跋者大多當為明人。全書由天文

一,天時三,地理三,人倫、飲食、宫室、冠服各一,器用二,禮制、音樂一，

人事三，人物五、經說三,史說、子說各一,詩文四,字學三,動物、植物

各三卷構成。雖云著者涉獵雅語、俗語三十餘年,書中又有語匯、典故、

固有名詞之考證,但所舉出處之一千二百種書名中,既有佚書,所列書名、

篇名亦有錯亂蕪雜者,並非徑取於原典,出自孫引部份者亦不少。故其引

文未宜直接引證使用,但因傳本稀少,足資參考。 

存紳字叔行,湖南華容人。本書著錄於《四庫提要·雜家類存目》;存紳

號見其,天啟年間,由貢生為湖北省蒲圻縣訓導。此次影印惜愛知大學圖

書館小倉氏簡齋文庫本為底本。卷二十三第二十頁、卷三十四第四頁

缺。 

 

 

Introductions to the primary sources by Nagasawa (Third ce) 

Nagasawa’s introduction to Muqian ji 

目前集 - 解题  
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目前集，二卷。 明刊本，二册。 

此書雖亦不成其為辭書之體,但其中輯錄俗語。書名殆取自「記天地之

間目前之事」之意。其目錄前卷分天、地、人、時令、飲食、衣服、

宫室、器物、官吏、婦女、釋教、道教、文墨各部。後卷分雜事、常

言、禽獸、草木、藥物、俗事各部,雖標舉題目有所說明,但往往未記所

據之典。俗字雖從意義上分類,但與全書分部之例亦有依違。 

此書《四庫總目提要》未收,《千頃堂書目》、《明志》皆未著錄,底本

缺序跋。(编者按:作者、序言有所補闕,請參見《出版說明》。) 

 

 

Nagasawa’s introduction to Changtan kao wu 

常談考誤 - 解題  

常談考誤，《青{谷}山人文集》本,四卷。 (明)周夢暘撰。何躍龍校證。

明萬曆。刊本，四冊。 

本書考訂常用語匯中之謬誤者並依此意命名。大體按内容為序編列。

初視之,考證態度似較前書為勝,但《四庫總目提要》雜家類存目三著錄

此版本時,提要評其訛誤甚多。縱使如此,但此書仍有可利用之處，且傳

本稀少,被收錄於此。 

著者之其他著作亦見於《四庫總目提要·政書類》存目二、所著錄者為

《水滸備考》十卷。其人字啟明,湖北省襄陽守南漳縣人,萬曆二年(一

五七四)進士,官至工部都水司郎中,《千頃堂書目》則謂其官下布政司

參政,卷首可見「鄉實臨祖」,此為湖北省縣名，屬場陽。 

底本為任京兆司理之著者門人何躍龍所校刊者。 

 

Nagasawa’s introduction to Changyu xun yuan 

常語尋源 - 解題 

常語尋源，二卷。 [清]鄭志鴻編，鄭嘉苹校，清光緒二年(一八七六)二

月涇縣。鄭氏家刻本，二册。 

此書取日常使用語句中,凡四書、三經、三禮以外意之所及者,自二字語

至十字語，按字數分類標目,將其出典作為雙行夾注。惟不從《西廂

記》、《水滸傳》等不登大雅之堂之諸作品中取材,蓋從儒學者立場遴

選,專為於文人學者引用所需,不為婦女田翁使用而設,故所採之語有所

界限,未可稱為真正俗語。全書排列標目大多按四字詩韵,無其他標準,

故檢索不便。其中未尋得語源部分,即標目而無注文。「尋源」一詞,蓋

取漢張騫奉敕命探尋河源之典。書中文字不清之處,可見一覽表。 

著者志鸿别字遜齋、甘肅涇川人,似為清末人,生平無考。 

本書及以下《證俗文》,均借印太田辰夫氏藏本。太田氏以己出三册未

載之書提供補充。要之,當謹謝厚意。 

 

Nagasawa’s introduction to Zhengsu wen 

證俗文 - 解题 



 

199 

證俗文，十九卷。 (清)郝懿行撰， 郝聯蓀等校。清光緒十年，棲霞郝

氏曬書堂。刊本，六册。 

係涉及雅俗漢字漢語之解說,未必限於意義,尤未必限於俗語,訓釋字義

外,兼有諸如帝堯、文、武、周公之墓,首陽山夷、齊餓死處,泰山諸地

之考證。大體依內容性質分卷,如分為卷一飲食物、卷二衣冠、卷三器

物、卷四稱謂、卷五時令…、卷十二動植物、卷十四奇字、卷十九别

字、卷十八誤字、卷十七至十九方言等。 

書名係慕效服虔《通俗文》之意而題。懿行,字恂九,號蘭皋,山東棲霞

人。嘉座進上,官户部主事。道光五年(一八二五)歿,享年六十九。精於

小學,著作極富。 
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Appendix 2 

Authorial preface to Liyan jie 

《俚言解》·序  

鄉俗常語, 多有證據, 聽者玩熟而茫無考辨, 則古聖察邇言何為哉! 嘗讀

《方言》, 與今時所言頗不類, 而《通俗文》並《釋常談》等書又指引

不廣.餘暇日著《俚言解》六百八十八章, 庶乎陪佳客之詼諧, 共鴻儒而

博論,不至面牆云爾.茲未能盡梓, 聊錄三百余章梓之( )中於搜識. 

 

Authorial preface to Ya su ji yan 

《雅俗稽言》·自序 

謂後先借讀書,幾破萬卷,殫三十馀年之力,七易其稿.前列引用書目千馀

種,多唐以來所不著錄,大抵抄自類書,子虛烏有.又或標其篇名為書名,顛

倒錯亂,不可縷指.其凡例一條云,出處書目,有既揭總名,而篇章亦復錯出.

如曰《禮記》矣,又出王制、坊記.曰《緯書》矣,又出元命苞、援神契.

曰《史記》矣,又出貨殖、滑稽.曰《升庵集》矣,又出丹鉛、伐山之類.

非贅也,要以詳其言之有稽云云.則亦自知其叢脞矣. 

 

Authorial preface to Chengwei lu 

《稱謂錄》·序  

古人稱謂, 各有等差, 不相假借, 其名號蓋定於周公制禮之時.今之列為書

者,《爾雅·釋親》、《[大]戴[禮]記·曲禮》, 其最著矣.厥後世代愈積, 稱

謂愈繁, 如孔鮒之《小爾雅》、揚雄之《方言》、劉煕之《釋名》、張

揖之《廣雅》, 各有增益; 而雜見於前後史書及各家著述者尤夥, 惜無分

門別類、薈萃成編者, 用為稽古之資且增摛詞之助. 

 

Authorial preface to Tan zheng 

《談徵》 · 自序  

自世人好奇談, 喜新論, 而一二才能之士涉筆成趣, 撰出種種新奇之書籍

以為消夏, 具然非志怪異, 即說冥幻, 閱之者稍無卓識, 即涉於荒誕, 流於

淫泆, 而不自知.至若吾人日用所常見常聞, 及所常行者, 多習焉不察, 或

就事論事, 或人云亦云竟至日.名之不知所自起, 言之不知所自出, 事事物

物不知所自來, 亦何異日飲食而不知飲食之味也? 予性鄙瑣, 經書奧義、

聖賢格言, 不知求解; 眼前景、口頭語, 祇覺無一事無一字無來歷.每於公

馀之暇翻閱群書, 凡有合於世俗之習為常談者, 摘而錄之, 集若干卷, 分

為名、言、事、物四部, 顏之曰《談徵》.豈敢雲劉熙之《釋名》、揚雄

之《方言》及《事始》、《物原》諸書, 有所發明? 但《釋常談》、

《通俗文》雖婦童牧樵亦樂聞而得其解, 不猶愈夫怪異冥幻等書, 使人

見之涉於荒誕、流於淫泆也哉! 然抄掇舊文重則, 不免摭拾瑣語, 俗而無

倫, 幸博雅者勿為之笑也.嘉慶二十年冬外方山人自序. 261 

 

261 Punctuation by Zeng (2011: 12). 
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Ruan Changsheng’s preface to Hengyan lu 

阮常生-《恆言錄》·序  

嘉定錢竹汀先生負高世之學為天下所景慕卒之日士大夫莫不悼老成之彫謝焉

家君知其遺稿尚有未粟者書以論之既而先生仲子束塾攜數編至其疑年錄等書

率皆手靖編錄恐尚未經寫定惟 «恆言錄» 首尾完善家君因以授常生且誨日學

者實事求是一物不知當引為己恥常生謹受卒業.因思北海鄭君綱羅眾家, (指)

襄大典, 至其箋 «詩» ‘願言則嚏’, 則曰‘俗人嚏, 云人道我.’注 «禮» ‘夏后氏以

楬豆’, 則曰‘齊人謂無髮為禿楬’, 蓋楬即髻, 而嚏則今人猶然.自服子慎 «通俗» 

之文不傳, 此道幾於絕響.非先生孰克成之！常生爰偕誥經精舍友人烏程張君

鑑各補注一二用粟諸家塾以貽同志焉. 

嘉慶十年夏五月揚州阮常生謹序. 262 

 

Chen Shan’s authorial preface to Hengyan guangzheng] 

陳鱣 - «恆言廣證» 自序  

自揚雄作 «方言» 而後, 則有若服虔 «通俗文», 厥後劉霽有 «釋俗語», 沈約有 «

俗語», 無名氏有 «釋常談», 龔頤正有 «續常談», 其書或存或亡.近時翟晴江教

授著 «通俗編», 盛推繁富, 然細按之, 多未精當.及讀錢竹汀詹事 «恒言録», 歡

其實事求是, 考證精明, 自非經傳洽熟, 旁通百家, 何能至此!詹事著書滿家, 俱

已風行於世, «恒言録» 爲儀徵阮公子長[常]生校刊, 又偕烏程張明經鑑補注, 

亦屬詳審.鱣於披閱時, 間有管見出於原録之外及二家所未補者, 疏記上下, 積

而成帙, 目曰 «恒言廣證», 仍分爲六卷, 非若買菜求贈, 足徵開卷有益, 博雅君

子, 幸無考焉.嘉慶十有九年冬十一月陳鳢書於紫薇講舍. 

 

Authorial preface to Zhengsu wen 

《證俗文》 · 述首  

 餘年在踰立始有志乎讀書.資性遲鈍, 日裁數十行, 能倍諷者, 裁百餘言.及浹辰

之閒, 怱怱如夢, 彼百餘言已亡其半.更閱一時, 半者又亡.偶复追憶, 茫如隔世.

今齒將及艾, 前志不遂, 良可於邑.日月不貸, 人一得之, 愚恐終不復能為我有

也.近六七年來遇有所得, 用紙札記, 藏弆遂多.今檢其紙,有破損者、雨淫者、

煙熏者、紙尾細書不可辨者.乃者涒灘之歲, 稍欲收拾散亡, 集而錄之.作噩之

年, 乃能粗就.分別部居, 令不雜側.凡為十九卷, 命曰《證俗文》.蓋慕服子慎

《通俗文》, 兼取《儒林傳》“疏通證明”之意云.郝懿行識. 

 

 

 

 

  

 

262 Punctuation by Zeng (2013:113-4) 
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Appendix 3 

 

Authorial preface to Yueyan 

《越諺》序  

宋趙叔向採方言之有切日用者,編之成帙,名曰《肯綮錄》.我[]263朝康

熙時,蕭山毛西河先生考隋韻有與越俗語相發明,將居平呼其音而不得其

文者,筆記廿四條,名《越語肯綮錄》.乾隆時,予鄉茹遜來先生論今證古,

撰《越言釋》一卷. 

予竊維揚子之著《方言》也,為郎漢廷,觀書石室,脫直事之繇,賜筆墨之

錢,博覽周秦輶軒奏籍之書,般問四方殊語異言,而槧積廿七年,成十五卷. 

寅,越人也.幼奉庭訓,惟經籍制藝是務,年十七而孤.貧賤也,衣食於奔走.

望洋黃河,駐麓庾嶺,遵濱甬滬,臨歎荊湘；步不能為豎亥,目不能窮荒徼,

耳不能聰陬澨,而言不能通謄釋.此荀卿子所謂“越人安越”者也.然而南蠻

鴃舌之音,予今聞辨多異方言舊載；稽山鏡水之間,油讙街談亦漸異髫齔

所聞矣. (如三字縮腳言,衹借其音.及翻 “收拾”為“收廿”、“收九"之類) 葢

風俗古今隨乎時,莊論戲謔更於世也.烏覩南蠻新諺,不亦誑岡於昔所云

云者?  

夫越強當周秦之代,西界之江,東北滄海,南徑八閩、百粵耳.各方殊語,何

能足至耳熟哉? 而勾踐故都,固在會稽也.且夫蜀莊沈冥,林閭闃𡧯,子雲才

遇,萬胡一覯.輶軒之採輯,惟姬贏所蒐崇矣.遜來泥古,絕筆俚言,充類至盡,

將世可燬厥字書.而婦孺皆言經典,宇宙無諺,其勢安能? 乃叔向《肯綮》

不拘一方,西河《越語》約畧簡記,遂使於越之區邈矣.輶軒闕如,志乘其

土音之操,口可得而言者,手不可得而筆. 

寅不敏,又不佞.人,今之人,言,今之言.不識“君子安雅”,亦“ 越人安越” 而

已矣. 

爰據勾踐舊都之區,信今傳古之語所口習耳熟者,分編《語言》、《名

物》、《音義》為上中下三卷,名曰《越諺》.使言之於口者,悉達之於

筆,淹雅者通今,譾陋者博古. 《詩》首《國風》,《禮》掌官譯,企遺意焉? 

然而考古經史,蒐討子集,旁及唐詩,徵諸元曲,通俗之編,傳燈之錄,上窺六

代之同文,下逮百家之稗說,葢編絕於獺祭而躔周乎鳥飛矣 .管窺蠡測,妄

擬鵬量,魚網兔𦊨,掛一漏萬.涉獵君子,幸埀教焉. 

光緒四年,𡻕在戊寅,九月既望,會稽扁舟子笵寅自敘. 

 

Authorial preface to Yueyan shengyu 

《越諺賸語》·序  

 

263 The printed version presents a space between wo 我 and chao 朝. 
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佘於光緒戊寅之歲,著《越諺》, 編上、中、下三卷. 既成, 猶有婦孺常談, 

為文人所猥棄, 實則見諸經傳詩曲, 苦於習矣; 不察者又有學士雅言,為俗

人所罕道,設或問來歷根柢, 竟有欲辨忘言者.若置之上卷《語言》中,則

文僅一二三字而不成句；成句矣,問之老嫗不解,僅為越士所口習,豈容

混入上卷哉！然又徒託空言,置之中卷《名物》,既不可,亦非音別義殊.

置之下卷《音義》,復不能者. 

前編《越諺》,嫌其不倫不類,衹可賸而棄之；旣編《越諺》,愛其有脊

有稽,卻不忍賸而棄之矣.爰補輯若干語,分上、下兩卷, 其婦孺常談而不

成句者之上卷,成句而學士雅言置之下卷, 名曰《越諺賸語》.  

時光緒七年, 歲在辛已天貺節. 扁舟子稿脫自記. 

 

Yueyan - Discussion on elegant and vulgar characters 

《越諺·論雅俗字》 

天地之閒,旣有人,旣有物,不能無名無義而可信今傳古者也.旣有名,旣有

義,不能無字而可信今傳古者也.然則天地生人物,人物生名義,名義生字,

無俗之非雅,無雅不自俗也. 

是故宓犧氏一畫開天,衍為六十四卦,三百八十四爻,初無語言文字.至文

王分名注義,周公析爻,孔子象、彖、《繋辭》,而易道始備.《易》之為

書,使僅存卦象爻畫為上哲傳心之學,豈不古而且雅？ 文王、周、孔必加

語言文字,非失之俗乎？信今傳古,勢不能止也.而頭䭭造字從俗者,莫聰

於倉頡,次史籀,次李斯,次漢章帝.厥後變質改形,由草而行而楷,代有變更,

旣代有增益,豈乏聖主賢臣？不能守古雅而止者,從俗變通以合時宜也.

是故結繩不治,易以書契；書契不止,加以花押(見《魏書》及《北齊·後

主紀》,又唐彥謙詩)；花押不能,代以箕斗,(見《大清律例》).所以決嫌

疑、別同異、明是非者.於是乎在人物,名義不可以假借混淆也,旣俗字

之所由起也. 

今之士人,字分雅俗,意謂前用者雅,近體者俗.俗雖確切,棄之；雅縱浮泛,

僣之.夫士人下筆,豈可苟哉.然雅俗之分,在吐屬,不在文字耳.今之雅,古

之俗也；今之俗,後之雅也.與其雅而不達事情,孰若俗而洞中肯綮乎?  

孔子刪《詩》,《雅》,《頌》且後於《國風》,其聖之時者與？ 且夫期

期起於周昌,艾艾由乎鄧氏,九日不題餻,當時已誚劉郎；《六經》雖無

茶,不能巳.於唐代有慶奊,而“奊”字興；有武瞾字而“瞾”字作.衞,俗聲也,

入《爾雅》；“咦𩴓”俗音也.載《說文》；“嚄唉”,楚語也,存《史記》.

凡此者,皆由人由物由名由義,不可僣以雅字而不達事情者也.何能避字

之俗而不書？  
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竊謂古無此說,故無此字,可也；今有此說,若書他字,不可也.如“桌椅”之

名,見始唐宋,而《通雅》必引.黃朝英言椅木名“棹”,與“櫂”通,但當用“桌

倚”；然則“桌”亦與“桌立”混,“倚”亦與“偏倚”通矣.善哉！《正字通》收

入“桌”字.而《廣韻》註與“桌”通者,漏矣.“椅”字則見陸龜蒙詩,程子《語

錄》,張子《理窟》,朱子《家禮》；詩家及三大賢且從俗焉,必斥為不

雅,豈不侄歟？ 又如“凳”字,惟《傳燈錄》用之,論者必執《王獻之傳》、

《晉陽秋》舊史作“橙”.《涪翁雜說》謂“凳”為“橙”,非.可知天地生人物,

人物生名義,名義生字,不能因其俗造而抹摋也.又如嘉慶廿五年,民閒忽

患癍痧症,為古方所無.時醫遂造癍痧症書,今皆通行.無怪字典之定自康

熙時者,亦無“癍痧”二字.雖甚愛雅憎俗,何能使世無此症廢此字乎？ 

如必生今反古,勢必字書數萬,文義盡從埽去,歸本於宓犧一畫,始快樸雅,

而萬世宇事物,聖賢道理,憑何傳言乎？雖然,雅非不可講也,傳古掌故可

也；俗非必宜從也,用宏取精可也. 
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Appendix 4 

 

The following chart illustrates the texts on the vernacular language of the late imperial period (Ming and Qing dynasties and of the 

Republican period) considered in Ch. 1. 

Author Date Title 
Chapte

rs 

Presence (and 

number) of categories 

N. of entry 

voices 

Reference 

(N=Nagasawa) 

MING Dynasty       

Chen Shiyuan 1516-1597 
Liyan jie [Explanation of Colloquial 

Expressions] 
2 (✗) 

688 (zhang 

章) 
(Nag. pp. 1-54) 

Chen Shiyuan 1516-1597 
Gu suzi lüe [Overview on Ancient 

Vernacular Characters] (1583) 
7 (✗)   

Chen Shiyuan 1516-1597 

Zhu shi yiyu jieyi [Explanation of the 

meaning of foreign language in the 

various “Histories”] 

    

Zhao Nanxing 1550-1628 Muqian ji 2   
(Nag. pp. 2107-

2162) 
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Lu Xuyun  

(Zhushi zhiyin) Shishi tongkao [(Direct 

Pronunciation of the Sound of All Books) 

Comprehensive Examination of Worldly 

Affairs] 

2 ✓ (60)  
(Nag. pp. 55-

152) 

Zhang Cunshen  
Yasu jiyan [Collecting Expressions of the 

Elegant and the Popular] 
40   

(Nag. pp. 1695-

2105) 

?  

Yuanlong tongkao za zi [Yuanlong 

Popular Encyclopaedia of Miscellaneous 

Characters] 4 ✓ (60+) 

  

?  
Qieyao shilei bianlan  2 ✓   

Zhou 

Mengyang 
? - ? 

Changtan kaowu [Verification of Errors 

in Frequent Expressions] 4 
 

279 

(Nag. pp. 2163-

2230) 

Yang Shen 
1488-1559 

Suyu jiezi [Explanation of the Graphemes 

of Vulgarisms]   
  

Zheng 

Mingxuan 
? - ? 

Biyan [Popular Sayings] 4 ✗ 
249  

Guo Zizhang  1542-1618 Liu yu [Six Linguistics (Categories)] 30 ✓   
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Jiao Hong 
1541-1620 

Su shu kan wu [Corrections of the Errors 

in the Vernacular Books]   
  

QING Dynasty       

Gu Zhangsi 
 

Tufeng lu [Compilation on the Rustic 

Style] (1785) 18 (✗) 
 

(Nag. pp. 153-

394) 

Zhai Hao 
1738-1788 

Tongsu bian (1751) [A Collection of 

Popular Expressions] 38 ✓ (38) 
5456  

Liang Tongshu 

1723-1815 

(Tongsu bian) Zhi yu buzheng 

[Comments and integrations to Tongsu 

bian]   (✗) 

 
(Nag. pp. 395-

422) 

Chen Zufan 
1676-1753 

Zhang lu [Register in the Palm of your 

Hand]   
157  

Liang Zhangju 1775-1849 

Chengwei lu [A Dictionary of Titles and 

Appellations] (fin. 1848, publ. 1884)   
5.424 

(Nag. pp. 605-

1024) 

Zheng Zhen  1806-1864 Qinshu ji [Record on kinship]   538  

Yi Benlang 
1805-1872 

Changyu sou [Investigation on Frequent 

Expressions] 4 ✓ 
 

(Nag. pp. 423 - 

450) 
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Shi Menglan 
1813-1898 

Yi hao lei bian [A Classified Collection 

on Different Denominations] (1864) 20  
 

(Nag. pp. 451 - 

604) 

Shi Menglan 1813-1898 Yan shuo [The Language of Yan]     

Sun Jinbiao 

1856-1927 

Tongsu changyan shuzheng [Extensive 

Verification on Frequent Popular 

Expressions]  ✓ 

5.978 
(Nag. pp. 1025 - 

1143) 

Gao Jingting 
? - ? 

Zhengyin cuoyao [Essential Points on the 

Correct Sounds] (1834)   
 

(Nag. pp. 1359 - 

1424) 

Tang Xunfang 
1809-1876 

Liyu zheng shi [Evidential Research of 

Popular Expressions]   
 

(Nag. pp. 1425 - 

1540) 

Cai Shi 

 

Guanhua huijie bianlan [Compendia of 

the Explanation of the Lexicon of the 

Mandarin Language]   

 
(Nag. pp. 1541 - 

1592) 

 
 

Jun yu [Military Jargon] 
  

 
(Nag. pp. 1593 - 

1628) 

Zheng Zhihong 
 

Changyu xun yuan [Researching the 

Origin of Frequent Saying] (1877)  2 (4+6)  
10.068 

(Nag. pp. 2231-

2380) 
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Hao Yixing  
1757-1825 

Zhengsu wen [Rectification of Popular 

Words] (1813) 19 (✗)  
 

(Nag. pp. 2381-

2498) 

Yi Bingshou  1754-1815 
Tan zheng (1815) 

4 ✓ (4) 
1.058 

(Nag. pp. 1145 - 

1358) 

Lü Zhongyu 1712 -? Yan zheng [Amusing Sayings] (1864) 2 ✗ 280  

Qian Daxin  
1728-1804 

Hengyan lu [Record of Enduring 

Sayings] (1804) 6 ✓ (18) 
745  

Ruan 

Changsheng - 

Zhang Jian 

 Hengyan lu buzhu (1805)   

208 

comments 

(Ruan) + 

211 notes 

(Zhang) 

 

Chen Shan 
1753-1817 

Hengyan guangzheng (1814) 
  

791 notes 

(Chen) 
 

Qian Daxin  
1728-1804 

Shenglei [The Dictionary of Initial 

Consonants] 1 ✗ 
  

Qian Dazhao 
1744-1813 

Eryan [Approaching the (Spoken) 

Language] 6  
597  
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Ping Buqing  1832-1895 Shi yan [Explanations on sayings] 1 ✗ 176  

Hu Shiyu 
? - ? 

Yu dou [Hideouts of the Language] 

(1841) 1 ✗ 
336  

Luo Zhenyu  1866-1904 Su shuo [Vernacular language] 1 ✗ 345  

Republican 

period  
 

  
  

Zhou Qiyu 
 

Xin mingci xunzuan [Glossorial 

Compilation of Neologisms] (1913) 4 ✓ (4) 
606 

(Nag. pp. 1629 - 

1654) 

Li Jiantang 
1895-1950 

Suyu kaoyuan [Etymological Verification 

of Vernacular Terms] 1  
 

(Nag. pp. 1655 -

1694) 
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The following chart shows the texts on the vernacular language of the specific topolects of Yue 越 (Shaoxing area) considered in Ch. 2. 

 

Author Date Title Chapters 

Presence (and 

number) of 

categories 

N. of entry 

voices 
Reference  

Mao Qiling 1623-1716 
Yueyu kenqi lu [Register of the Essential 

Points of the Language of Yue] 
1 ✗   

Ru Dunhe 1720-1791 
Yueyan shi [Explanation of the language 

of Yue] 
1 ✗   

Fan Yin 

1830-1911 

// 1827-

1897 

Yueyan 3 (+2)  ✓   
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Chinese Character List of Terms, People, and Book Titles 

B 

baihua 白話 [vernacular language] ..... 33, 37 

Baiyue 百越 [Hundred Yue] ............... 69, 70 

Biyan 秕言 [Popular Sayings]30, 48, 56, 124, 

128, 138, 140, 142 

C 

Cao Cao 曹操 ............................................ 70 

Cao feng suo lu 操風瑣錄 [Collection of the 

trivial] ................................................... 64 

Ch. Ming Qing suyu cishu jicheng, Jap. Min 

Shin zokugo jisho shūsei 明清俗語辭書集

成 [Collection of Ming and Qing 

Lexicographic Texts on Vulgarisms of the 

Ming and Qing Dynasties].............. 27, 29 

Changtan kaowu 常談考誤 [Verification of 

Errors in Frequent Expressions] .... 28, 47, 

124 

Changyu sou 常語搜 [Investigation on 

Frequent Expressions] .................... 28, 51 

Changyu xun yuan 常語尋源 [Researching 

the Origin of Frequent Sayings]28, 60, 114 

Changyu xun yuan 常語尋源 [Researching 

the Origin of Frequent Sayings] ........... 53 

Chen Di 陳第 ............................................ 33 

Chen Shiyuan 陳士元 ......... 41, 43, 142, 143 

Chen Zufan 陳祖範 ................................... 48 

Chengwei lu 稱謂錄 [A Dictionary of Titles 

and Appellations] ................... 28, 49, 143 

Chengwei 稱謂 [Appellations] .................. 26 

Chinese writing system18, 100, 117, 121, 158 

cidian 辭典 .............................................. 109 

cishua 辭書 .............................................. 109 

cishub 詞書 .............................................. 109 

D 

Da Tang zhong jing yinyi 大唐眾經音義 

[The sounds and meanings of the sutras of 

the great Tang] ..................................... 25 

Da Yu 大禹 [Yu the Great] ....................... 68 

Dangdai Wuyu yanjiu 當代吳語研究 

[Investigation on the Contemporary Wu 

Language] ............................................ 72 

Dieya 叠雅 [Alternating Ready Guide] ..... 52 

duandai yuyan cidian 斷代語言詞典 ....... 22 

E 

Eastern Qi 東齊 ........................................ 26 

Emperor Taizu 宋太祖 ............................. 26 

Erya yi [Wings to (Er)ya] ......................... 83 

Erya 爾雅 [Approaching the refined 

language] ..... 20, 25, 60, 83, 113, 143, 167 

Eryan 邇言 [Approaching the (Spoken) 

Language] ...................... 31, 60, 122, 124 

F 

Fan Yin 范寅 ............................................ 80 

Fangyan bie lu 方言別錄 ......................... 30 

Fangyan ju 方言据 ................................... 30 

Fangyan ju 方言据 [Verification to Fangyan]

 ............................................................. 30 

Fangyan shu zheng bu 方言疏證補 

[Verifications in the Form of Sub-

commentaries and Additions to the 

Fangyan] .............................................. 30 

Fangyan shuzheng 方言疏證 [Verifications 

in the Form of Sub-commentaries to 

Fangyan] .............................................. 30 
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Fangyan 方言 [Local speeches] ... 20, 24, 25, 

55, 76, 92, 143 

fangyan 方言 [topolect]18, 30, 34, 63, 74, 79 

Feng Menglong 馮夢龍 ............................ 33 

Fu Qian 服虔 ....................................... 24, 25 

G 

Gaiyu congkao 陔餘叢考 [Anthology of the 

Pleasure of Filial Responsability] ....... 141 

Gaiyu congkao 陔餘叢考 [Anthology of the 

Pleasure of Filial Responsibility] ......... 31 

Gao Jingting 高静亭 ................................. 52 

Gong Yizheng 龔頤正 .............................. 26 

Gongyang zhuan 公羊傳 [Commentary of 

Gongyang] .................................... 26, 133 

Gu Qiyuan 顧起元 .................................... 47 

Gu suzi lüe 古俗字略 [Overview on Ancient 

Vernacular Characters] ................. 41, 138 

Gu Zhangsi 顧張思 ................................... 49 

Guang xu Fangyan 廣續方言 [Broad Follow-

up to Fangyan] ..................................... 30 

Guangzhou yu ben zi 廣州語本字 [Original 

Form of the Sinograms of the Guangzhou 

Language] ............................................. 64 

Guanhua huijie bianlan 官話彙解便覽 

[Compendia of the Explanation of the 

Lexicon of the Mandarin Language] .... 28 

Gui'e chidu 癸俄尺牘 [Correspondence of 

Gui'e] .................................................... 86 

Gujin jing she 古今經社 [Academy of 

ancient and modern classicism] .......... 135 

Gujin tongyun 古今通韻 [The Common 

Rhymes from Ancient Times to the 

Present Day] ................................. 77, 121 

Guo Zizhang 郭子章 ................................. 48 

Guoyu 國語 [Speeches of the States] ........ 69 

H 

Hang Shijun 杭世駿 ................................. 30 
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