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PREFACE

In the beginning of the 1980s studies on Chinese historical syn-
tax—for which Yu Hsiao-jung has already made significant contri-
butions —became an important domain in Chinese linguistics.

Nevertheless, studies on historical lexicon and semantics are
still in their infancy. There is no doubt, however, that they will
become more and more important in the future, as semantic change
and pragmatic inferencing are now viewed as the most crucial pre-
conditions of or motivations for syntactic change, together with
subjectification and structural requirements.

This 1s to say that this book is of first importance. It is indeed
one of the first attempts to investigate in a very comprehensive
manner semantic change in Chinese, following the only work al-
ready done by Prof. Jiang Shaoyu.

In tackling semantic change, Yu Hsiab—jung has an original ap-
proach. Instead of writing a general analysis, which will necessari-
ly be limited and full of unverifiable generalizations, she chooses to
focus on one book only, the Rulin waishi, one of the two major
novels written in the vernacular language of the 18™ century and
whose linguistic importance is recognized by all specialists of Old
vernacular Chinese.

In doing so, she is able to provide a very detailed study of the
lexical structures of the 18" century vernacular language and to
shed light on the understanding of the development of the Chinese
lexicon and on semantic change.

Her study of the lexical behavior revealed in the novel is based
on a wide range of lexical items, about 800 of them, selected from
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5,000, which have been subject of a dialectal analysis. She first
makes a statistical survey of the frequency and of the distribution of
them, and then conducts interviews of a large number of infor-
mants of Quanjiao and Nanjing dialects, areas where the author
lived from the age of 32 until he died at the age of 54. The data
have also been reviewed by more than thirty informants represent-
ing all major Chinese dialectal groups. ,

The linguistic data collected in the study are the most complete
and the richest we have. No one has done similar work on any ver-
nacular novel. It provides very solid information for comparative
studies. Yu Hsiao~jung-does not content herself in providing all the
necessary data. In emphasizing frequency and distribution of
words, she uses methods of statistical calculations that provide
substantive and reliable results. Such quantitative studies are quite
few in our field, and I am convinced that Prof. Yu’s methodology
will have an influence on future studies.

One of the main conclusions of Yu Hsiao-jung is that the lan-
guage used in the novel shows the special characteristics of the
Quanjiao dialect. This conclusion is not based on isolate items but
grounded on a systematic investigation of the lexicon.

Apart from an obvious contribution to Chinese linguistics, Yu
Hsiao-jung solved literary problems, especially questions of author-
ship and dating. Along the lines of some works of Prof. Mei Tsu-
lin on dating literary works by using linguistic criteria, she con-
firms her previous study (appeared in the Journal of Chinese Lin-
guistics) that the first twenty-two chapters of the novel show fea-
tures of Old Mandarin and Quanjiao dialect while the remaining
twenty-three chapters include features of dialects other than Quan-
jlao. The two parts of the book are therefore written possible by
different authors.
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This book is undoubtedly a pioneer work, and I am convinced
it will be an important source of inspiration and be followed by sim-
ilar comprehensive analyses of the lexicon and the semantics of Old

vernacular Chinese novels.

Alain Peyraube

Director of Research at the Centre National de la Recherche Scien-
tifique (CNRS)

Professor at the Ecole des Hautes Etudes en Sciences Sociales

Deputy Director in the Division“Humanities and Social Sciences” at
the CNRS
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