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FANG KUEI LI

By
Yuen Ren Chao

One of the very few linguists of Chinese origin whose field covers not only wide
spans of space and time of Chinese proper, but also other related languages, is in the
person of my long-time friend and colleague Fang Kuei Li. Possibly his early
environment had some influence on his subsequent development. Coming from the
Hsi-yang District of Shansi, he was born in Canton on August 20, 1902, and his first
language at home was Mandarin, but as the people all around spoke Cantonese and he
went to a primary school in Canton, he was bilingual to start with. I say “bilingual”
advisedly, since Cantonese and Mandarin are about as different as Dutch and
German, or as French and Spanish. Moving with the family to Peking, he finished
primary school in 1915, and then graduated from the middle school of Teacher’s
College, Peking, in 1919. Entering Tsing Hua College in Peking, which was then a
preparatory college for studying in America, he graduated in 1924 and thus qualified
for going abroad. T just missed him at Tsing Hua, to which T did not return until 1925
after my second sojourn in America, when Tsing Hua become a university and I joined
the staff of the research institute.

Li’s years as a student in America was studied with honors. Graduating from
University of Michigan, he got his A. B. with Great Distinction, as well as his Phi
Beta Kappa in 1926. Specializing more and more in linguistics, he got his M. A. in
1927 and Ph. D. in 1928 at University of Chicago under Professors Leonard
Bloomfield and Edward Sapir. During 1928-29 he was Fellow of Rockefeller
Foundation to continue his studies. In 1972 he was awarded the honorary degree of
Litt. D. by the University of Michigan.

It was in the Institute of History and Philology of Academia Sinica that I began to
be closely associated with Li, at first in Peking (or Peiping, in 1929), then in
Nanking, where my office in Peichi Ko (North Pole Tower), was right across the
hallway on the second floor. I had the pleasure of visiting in 1973 the same rooms in
the same green-tile-roofed building, which is now occupied by a research institute in
paleontology and related subjects.

One characteristic attitude I noticed in Fang Kuei Li was the way he tilted his

head slightly upward to the right at an angle of about 25° when he was thinking about
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something. It was not until the late 1930’s, when I first met Bloomfield, than I
recognized that Bloomfieldian angle. So that was where Fang Kuei acquired his
thinking attitude!

Besides the broad, all-Chinese early linguistic background, Li’s work in America
had also a broader basis than what a student in linguistics usually had in concentrating
more in the Indo-European languages. His dissertation was Mattole, an Athabaskan
Language, Chicago 1930, and his articles “A Study of Sarcee Verb-stems”, International
Journal of American Linguistics ( IJAL) 6. 3-27, 1930; “A List of Chipewyan
Stems,” IJAL 7. 122-151, 1932; “Chipewyan Consonants,” T5'ai Yuen-Pei Festschrift ,
429-467, Academia Sinica, 1933; “Chipewyan”, Linguistic Structures of Native
America , 398-423, 1946—all these represented as widespread a background as has
ever been found in what might be called a sinologist.

But Chinese linguistics is not only a matter of dealing with the speech of Chinese
proper; Li’s work covers also, and at times concentrated on, the non-Chinese
languages of the Sinitic group. Among these the Tibetan and Tai languages of the
languages formed some of Li’s important contributions from data gathered in his
extended field trips: “Certain Phonetic Influences of the Tibetan Prefixes Upon the
Root Initials”, BIHP 4. 135-157, 1930; “The Studies of Sino-Tibetan Languages”,
Journal of Sinological Studies7: 165-175, 1951; “The Inscriptions of the Sino-Tibetan
Treaty of 821-822”, T’oung Pao 44. 1-99, 1956. On the Tai languages may be cited
The Tai Dialect of Lungchow, Mongr. No. 16 of Institute of History and Philology,
Shanghai 1940, 290 pp.; “The Influence of the Primitive Tai Glottal Stop and Pre-
glottalized Consonants on the Tone System of Po-ai”, Bulletin of Chinese Studies 4.
59-68, 1944; “Some Old Chinese Loan Words in the Tai Languages”, HJAS 8. 333-
342, 1944-1945; “The Hypothesis of a Pre-glottalized Series of Consonants in
Primitive Tai”, BIHP 11: 177-188, 1947; “Phonology of the Tai Dialect of Wu-
ming”, BIHP 12: 293-303, 1947; “Consonant Clusters in Tai”, Language 30: 368-
379, 1954; “Siamese wan and waan”, Language 32. 81-82, 1956; “Native Soungs of
Wu-ming”, Annals of Academia Sinica 3. 215-220, 1956; The Dialects of Wuming,
Monographs of the Institute of History and Philology No. 19, 1956, 301 pp.; “The
Phonemic System of the Tai Language”, BIHP 35. 7-14, 1964; “The Relationship
between Tones and Initials in Tai”, Studies in Comparative Austroasiatic Linguistics ,
ed. Norman H. Zide, pp. 82-85, 1966; “Some Tonal Irregularities in the Tai
Languages”, Studies in General and Oriental Linguistics, ed. by Roman Jakobson and
Shigeo Kawamoto, Tokyo, 415-22, 1970; “Some Dental Clusters in Tai”, BSCAS,
36-2, 334-9, 1973.



Coming back to Chinese proper it was my pleasure to have collaborated with Li
and Ch’ang-P’ei Lo in translating into Chinese Bernhard Karlgren’s opus magnum
Phonologie Chinoise , Upsala 1915, Shanghai 1948, which was mainly concerned with
the so-called Ancient Chinese of about 600 A. D. But much of Li’s own researches
goes deep into what in Chinese usage is called ku-yin, literally “Ancient Chinese”, but
usually called Archaic Chinese in Occidental usage. Among his important
contributions may be mentioned “Ancient Chinese -ung, -uk, -uong, -uok, etc. in
Archaic Chinese,” BIPH 3. 175-414, 1933; “Studies in Archaic Chinese Phonology”,
The Tsing Hua Journal of Chinese Studies, New Series 9. 1-2, 1-61, 1971; “The
Development of Archaic Chinese* o”, Langues et Techniques, Nature et Sociétél,
153-63, Paris 1972; “Languages and Dialects of China”, Journal of Chinese
Linguistics, 1. 1, 1-13, 1973.

For some years I used to describe myself as a commuter between China and
America, moving back and forth every few years. Fang Kuei Li almost did the same,
except that we more or less played hide and seek during the ’30s and the ’40s. He was
visiting at Yale in 1937-39 and back to Academia Sinica, when I visited Yale,
spending a day together at Honolulu when the paths of our two families crossed there.
Then, when I left the Harvard dictionary project in 1946, he took it up until 1948.
But we have seen more of each other since then when he was professor at University
of Washington at Seattle and I was at University of California at Berkeley. Retiring
from Seattle in 1969, he was professor at University of Hawaii in 1969-73, retiring in
1973. But, as often happens, he is more active and productive now that he is free of

routine duties.
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