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Examples of Archaic Phonetic 

Retentions in the Vowel Finals 

of Shaxian Dialect
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Fujian Province
(Min)

2

The Shaxia dialect 

belongs to the Min 
Zhong subgroup of the 
Min branch of Chinese. 



More than 1,600 years old3



Medial

The structure of Chinese finals

Main vowel

Ending
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竺家寧：《訓詁學之旅》（臺北市：新學林出版社，2019年），頁195。

The Nature Of Medials

Open Mouth (abbreviated as ‘Open’開): Characters without a [u] medial.

Closed Mouth (abbreviated as ‘Closed’合): Characters with a [u] medial.

Broad Sound (洪音): Characters without an [i] or [j] medial.

Slender Sound (細音): Characters with an [i] or [j] medial.



1. From Open to Closed
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Character Dialect Mandarin Middle Chinese

所 [so] [suo] [ʃjo]

駝 [to] [tʰuo] [dʰɑ]

蘿 [lo] [luo] [lɑ]

妝 [tsaŋ] [tʂwaŋ] [tʃjɑŋ]

握 [øɔ] [øuo] [ʔɔk]

雀 [tsʰiɔ] [tɕʰye] [tsjɑk]

學 [øo] [ɕye] [ɣɔk]

‘Open’ in Middle Chinese, ‘Closed’ in Modern Standard Mandarin.

‘Open’ in Shaxian.
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Character Dialect Mandarin Middle Chinese

門 [muɪ̃] [mən] [muən]

妹 [bue] [mei] [muAi]

盤 [puɪ̃] [pʰan] [bʰuɑn]

盆 [puɪ̃] [pʰen] [bʰuən]

本 [puẽ] [pen] [puən]

杯 [pui] [pei] [puAi]

雷 [lui] [lei] [luAi]

累 [lui] [lei] [ljue]

髮 [puɛ] [fa] [pjuɐt]

佛 [xui] [fo] [bʰjuət]

非 [ʃyi] [fei] [pjuəi]

骨 [kue] [ku] [kuət]

物 [gui] [øu] [mjuət]

嫩 [nuɪ̃] [nən] [nuən]

2. From Closed 
to Open

‘Closed’ 

in Middle Chinese 

‘Open’

in Mandarin

‘Closed’

in Shaxian.
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Character Dialect Mandarin Middle Chinese

顏 [ŋɔɪ]̃ [øiɛn] [ŋan]

亞 [øa] [øia] [ʔa]

江 [kɔ̃] [tɕiaŋ] [kɔŋ]

巷 [xɔuŋ] [ɕiaŋ] [ɣɔŋ]

皆 [kai] [tɕie] [kɐi]

佳 [ka] [tɕia] [ŋæn]

眼 [ŋɔɪ]̃ [øiɛn] [ɣɔk]

交 [kau] [tɕiau] [kau]

孝 [xau] [ɕiau] [xau]

嘉 [ka] [tɕia] [ka]

甲 [ka] [tɕia] [kap]

3. From Broad to 
Slender

‘Broad Sound’ in Middle Chinese 

‘Slender Sound’ in Mandarin

Middle Chinese Open Mouth 

Grade II (開口二等) characters 

with velar or laryngeal initials 

acquire an [i] medial in Mandarin 

Dialect retains the ‘Broad Sound’
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Character Dialect Mandarin Middle Chinese

綢 [tiu] [tʂʰou] [ȡʰju]

樹 [tsʰiu] [ʂu] [ʑjuo]

趙 [tio] [tʂau] [ȡʰjæu]

紂 [tiu] [tʂou] [ȡʰju]

手 [tsʰio] [ʂou] [ɕju]

潮 [tio] [tʂʰau] [ȡʰjæu]

少 [sio] [ʂau] [ɕjæu]

石 [sio] [ʂʅ] [ʑjɛk]

池 [tie] [tʂʰʅ] [ȡʰje]

成 [siɔ̃] [tʂʰəŋ] [ʑjɛŋ]

正 [tsiɔ̃] [tʂəŋ] [tɕjɛŋ]

略 [lio] [lye] [ljɑk]

4. From Slender 
to Broad

‘Slender Sound’ in Middle 

‘Broad Sound’ in Mandarin

Dialect retains the ‘Slender 

Sound’

This mostly occurs with 

characters having retroflex 

initials in Mandarin, as 

these often derive from 

Middle Chinese Grade III 

(三等) finals, which imply 

a [j] medial.



The Examples of 
Main Vowel
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Character Dialect Mandarin

遲 [ti] [tʂʰʃ]

弛 [ti] [tʂʰʃ]

蜘 [ti] [tʂʰʃ]

知 [ti] [tʂʰʃ]

治 [tʰi] [tʂʰʃ]

直 [ti] [tʂʰʃ]

兒 [øi] [øɚ]

1. Apical Vowels

Mandarin has three apical vowels: 

Southern Song Dynasty

[ʃ]

[ɿ]

[ɚ]

[i]



13

2. Evolution of the Old Chinese Yu (魚) 

Division Words

Middle Chinese

For example: 楚 [tsʰo], 土 [tʰo], 虎 [xo], 苦 [kʰo], 去 [kʰo].

Pre-Qin era Modern times

[a]
the main vowel 

raised

[o] [u] 
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3. Evolution of the Ge (歌) and Ge (戈) Rhymes

[a] [o] [ɤ] 

Shaxian dialect retains the [o] pronunciation for these rhymes.

• Ge Rhyme (歌韻): 鵝 [go], 哥 [ko], 歌 [ko], 俄 [go], 蛾 [go], 何

[xo], 河 [xo], 荷 [xo]

• Ge Rhyme (戈韻): 戈 [ko], 科 [kho], 窠 [kho], 禾 [xo]
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4. Retention of Middle 

Chinese Ma (麻), Ma (馬), Ma (𧜗) Grade III Finals

For example: 車 [tshia], 謝 [sia], 遮 [tsia], 蛇 [sua], 奢 [sia], 者

[tsia], 姐 [tsia], 野 [ia], 夜 [ia].

[a] [ɤ] 
Dialect Mandarin
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Final consonant can be divided 
into three major types :

Yin Sheng Rhymes (陰聲韻)：
ending with a vowel

Yang Sheng Rhymes (陽聲韻)：
ending with a nasal consonant

Ru Sheng Rhymes (入聲韻)：
ending with one of the three stop 
consonants [-p], [-t], [-k]

Shaxian dialect：

Yin Sheng Rhymes are 
relatively well preserved. 

Retains the first two types 
([ŋ], [n]).

Ru Sheng Rhymes has 
completely lost, retaining only 
the Ru tone category itself.

velar [ŋ], alveolar [n], bilabial [m]



Conclusion
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• Middle Chinese medials are 
relatively well preserved.

• It retains the Middle Chinese 
apical vowel [ɿ] and 
demonstrates its evolutionary 
phenomenon.

• It preserves the Middle 
Chinese [o] pronunciation for 
Old Chinese Yu division words.



Conclusion
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• It retains the Middle 
Chinese pronunciation for 
finals that correspond to the 
Mandarin [ɤ] vowel.

• It retains Yin Sheng Rhymes, 
and the velar [ŋ] and 
alveolar [n] final consonants 
of Yang Sheng Rhymes.
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