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Historical Layers of Vowel Raising in Northwestern Chinese Dialects
as Reflected from Transcriptional Representations

HU Hongyan

[Abstract] This paper attempts to point out that vowel raising related to the loss of nasal endings
has occurred three times in the history of northwestern Chinese dialects as reflected from the
transcriptional representations of Chinese in other languages. The reflexes of the Yangsheng FH 7=
rhymes in various varieties of modern Jinyu, i.e., modern Jin dialects, and Lan-Yin mandarin
constitute three types: nasal endings, nasalized vowels and vowel endings, with variations in the
heights of the corresponding vowels. This complex situation results from the superimposition of
different historical layers, instead of a direct development of the ancient Northwestern Chinese
dialect per se. The historical changes in this regard in northwestern Chinese dialects can be
subsumed into three layers. The first layer lasts from the eighth to the eleventh century, featuring a
loss of the nasal ending -1y and vowel raising, i.e., a > ¢ > ¢ >1iand a > o > o. The second layer lasts
from the eleventh to the thirteenth century, featuring a loss of the nasal ending -n and vowel raising,
that is, a > € > e. The third layer occurs after the mid-thirteenth century, featuring regained nasal
endings under foreign influence, and in its wake occurs again the vowel raising process in some
localities of northwestern Chinese dialects. Vowel raising may be triggered by the loss of nasal
endings, but the two kinds of phenomena are asynchronous.

[Keywords] transcription Jinyu Lan-Yin mandarin nasal ending vowel raising
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