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Preface

The burst of foreign imported words in Shanghai dialect took place
during the period of 1843 to 1949. Over a hundred years, Shanghai had
seen exotic words covering the fields of machinery, medicine, textile,
diet, music and amusement, and beyond. Many of those words are
preserved and still in use today. A major feature of those exotic words is
phonetic, as most words share their English root in common in despite of
a few which originated from Russia, Japan, France or Germany.

In 1843, Shanghai was forced to open for trading after the First
Opium War between the Qing government and Britain as an indemnity
and extraterritoriality along with the other four treaty ports in China.
The opening was followed by all kinds of exotic goods and objects as
well as new ideas and knowledge from the western world, Britain in

particular. Shanghai, as an extra favored port above all, soon became
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the center of trading and cultural exchange with help of Shanghai dialect
playing an important role of bridging between west and east. Foreign
imported words were therefore naturally raised and spread to meet new
demands of business communication. Those words were so popular
that they were not only widely used in Shanghai but also over the whole
country. This is one of the biggest contributions Shanghai dialect has
made to Chinese language.

There are many interesting phenomenon which relate to exotic
words, and which remind us till today of the almost forgotten history.
In some cases, several different words were originated from one single
source due to the difficulty in pronouncing foreign words for a Chinese.
In the other cases, one new word can refer to several different sources
and mean different things. In a few special cases, an exotic word
traveled back overseas and helped to form a new word that didn’ t exist
before. For example, the English world “pidgin” (meaning impure
language) was formed after an old Shanghainese who made a mistake of
pronouncing an original English word “business”.

Since the establishment of People's Republic of China (PRC)
in 1949, governmental influence on Chinese language has been
reinforced. In 1954, Mandarin was introduced as an official language
across mainland China. This statement gradually lost its possibility
and necessity for foreign imported words. History is softly fading and
omitting many temporary emerged exotic words along with Shanghai
dialect itself.

The loss of Shanghai dialect creates a dilemma: Which are

the authentic exotic words? There appears some interpretations and
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redirections recently in tracing Shanghainese words back to their

“origins”, which were filled with fetched or even faked explanations.
This confusion has been a prominent concern to my father Shisun Ye,
and led to the birth of this very book.

My father is a senior researcher specialized in Shanghai dialect.
Driven by his enthusiasm, my father published books and articles about
Shanghainese language, culture and history in China. This book collects
more than 200 most commonly used exotic words in Shanghai dialect
and explains specific reason or origin behind them.

The purpose of this book is to remember the historical words back
in 19th century, and meanwhile Shanghai dialect itself. Moreover, to
provide some guidelines and suggestions over this topic. Please excuse
and enlighten us for possible mistakes this book may contain. It would
be a great pleasure for both my father and me if this book serves as an
invitation of a benign and friendly discussion upon exotic words among

those who are truly interested in Shanghai dialect and language studies.

May 2015

Copenhagen
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