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Abstract

This research project is the first systematic study on sadness symbolism in
Chinese. Based on the statistics of our corpus of ancient Chinese poetry of mourning,
important findings are listed as follows:

(a) Tone does not help create sadness symbolism.

(b) Nasa coda serves as a better indicator of sadness symbolism than the nucleus
vowel. It happens that the presence of nasal coda overrides the presence of the
most sonorous vowe a.

(c) Onset prefers the retroflexed consonants, and yet what makes it specia
phonetically awaits further investigation. Media glides occur more than 70% in
the corpus as they are all counterparts of high vowels with low intensity which is
exactly a phonetic property of sadness. Nucleus vowel shows no overal
preference, and yet among the open syllables, Zhi (*1) far outnumbers other rhyme
categories. The front high vowel not only possesses least sonority, but also
arouses feeling of intimacy (Zhu 2004). Nasa coda is often employed to
effectively present the accompanied nasal twang in crying.

(d) Among the three nasal codas, -n is preferred. The phonetic basis behind merits
further investigation as it is not -» with the greatest nasality (Zhang 2000) that
occurs most frequently. Yet, a diachronic account is ready. Based on diaect
comparison and aberrant synchronic morphophonological patterns, afiner-grained
analysis of Chinese syllable by the present author reaches the conclusion that
codas *-n derives from merger of the coda cluster *-iy in an earlier phonology.
Assume that coda clusters exist in Middle Chinese. The recurrent *-iy not only
contains *-i matching lowest intensity of sadness, but also - with the greatest
nasality to best mimic the accompanied nasal twang in crying.

Key words: poetry of mourning, sound symbolism



1. Introduction

In a language, the relation between sound and mgasimostly arbitrary. Yet,
sound symbolism which reveals an obvious corralatims long drawn many
linguists’ attention (Sapir 1929, Hashimoto 1988palla 1994, Chan 1996a, b, Chou
2003, among others). Synesthetic sound symbolisnnchaMndicates the correlation
between segment/suprasegment and objects’ visuattle properties such as shape,
size, weight and so on, is the focus of interese lilinton et al. 1994). This project
establishes a corpus of ancient Chinese poetryoofrming and presents whether and
how syllabic elements such as onset, rhyme (insdusi medial glide, nucleus, and
coda), and tone help create sadness symbolism.

2. Objective
This project aims to explore into the four issuedoly and examine relevant

phonological theories.

(a) Do all syllabic elements suffice to create sadsgasbolism?

(b) Is there degrees difference in sadness symboliesm dlifferent syllabic elements?

(c) What is the specific phonetic basis behind indigldsyllabic elements which help
create sadness symbolism?

(d) Does sound bias in the same syllabic position exisdness symbolism? If so,
what is the phonetic basis behind?

3. Literature Review

In the past two decades, studies on phonetic piiepeof different emotions
(Scherer et al. 1991, Banse & Scherer 1996, Lemetnal. 1997, Bachorowski 1999,
Schereret al. 2001, Asa & Allwood 2002, Pell etZ8l09, among others) flourished.
Common denominators between the decoding expermiedicated that sadness
features long duration, low intensity, small inténssariation, low FO, small FO
variation, falling FO contour, and so on. As foe #ncoding experiments, sadness was
able to be easily perceived by subjects from dffierlanguage backgrounds and
cultures. Besides the phonetic studies, there @weadic phonological researches on
sadness. Priestly (1994) pointed out a correlabietween onsets with the feature
[+grave] and sadness in Russian poetry. Chou (2@88) proposed that nucleus
vowels with low sonority are good indicators of sasis. The lack of systematic and
in-depth exploration into sadness symbolism in Esgmotivates the present study.

4. Method
This project first establishes a corpus of anci€hinese poetry of mourning,
dating from Weijin to Qing Dynasty. It contains @al of 11239 rhyming syllables,



chronologically listed as follows:

(1) Weijin 132
Tang 5343
Song 5580

Ming/Qing 184

Due to paucity of data from Weijin and Ming/Qingjs report focuses on poetry of
mourning from Tang and Song Dynasties. Li's (2064g9onstruction ofQieyun is
adopted to make feasible further classificationoationg to onset, rhyme (including
medial glide, nucleus, and coda), and tone. Sirsfalgstics is then done in an attempt
to answer the four research questions mentioneddtion 2.

5. Results and Discussion

Statistics shows that not all syllabic element$iceito create sadness symbolism.
Table 1 below lists how frequently the four tondegaries occur in poetry of
mourning from Tang to Song Dynasty.

(2)
Tone Number | Percentage Guangyun %
Ping 8022 73.44 38.55
Shang 1044 9.56 19.02
Qu 1198 10.97 21.13
Ru 659 6.03 21.30

Table 1: Tone Frequency Statistics

Though low tones and falling tones better creatiess symbolisrh,it is not shown
in this corpus study. Same as the result in Wu §20@ing outnumbers other tone
categories in rhyming syllables. Though a toneudespy statistics oGuangyun (an
official rime book pretty much the sameQ@igyun) which contains a lexicon of 25267
syllables indicates the highest occurrence frequerid®ing, its striking occurrence
rate in poetry of mourning cannot be explained adthattributing to the phonetic
properties of high-register and ease of extenssoangient Chinese poetry is recitable,
regardless to poetic genre. In other words, tonetsresponsible for the creation of
sadness symbolism in ancient Chinese poetry of niogtr

The next task to do is to see whether onset loekzge sadness symbolism. Table

! Sponsored by this research project, Liu's (20XPeeimental study on the correlation between tone
and sadness reached the conclusion.



2 below shows the frequency statistics of the fmset series. As opposed to the case
in Russian poetry (Priestly 1994), the feature Jgtadoes not serve as a good
indicator of sadness symbolism in Chinese poetr{paen is the only onset series
with the minus value and it constitutes a littlé¢ tmiore than a quarter. Instead, the
present study seems to show that onset with [+bhek] a high correlation with
sadness as velars and glottals almost constitwetloind of the corpus. Yet, the
finding cannot hold true since the factor of warglguency cannot be excluded. Onset
statistics ofGuangyun clearly points out the high frequency of thian series in the
lexicon. One point to note lies in that tARI series occurs more frequently than the
lexicon predicts. What makes the retroflexed coasts phonetically preferable is a
guestion meriting future investigation.

(3)
Onset series  Number Percentagg Guangyun %
Bang 1525 13.96 14.75
Duan 3097 28.35 29.73
Zhi 2674 24.48 17.17
Jian 3627 33.21 38.35

Table 2: Onset Series Frequency Statistics

A check with the 41 individual consonants revedist tthe three most frequent
onsets ardai, Jian andXia. They are respectively a voiced dental laterabiaeless
velar stop, and a voiced velar fricative. It is nio¢ case that the three consonants
possess common phonetic properties which help ersainess symbolism. Again,
word frequency is the key, as shown in the Guarsyatistics below.

(4)

Onset Number Percenta&eGuangyun %
Lai 717 6.56 6.86

Jian 916 8.39 8.03
Xia 558 5.11 5.19

Table 3: Individual Onset Frequency Statistics

In traditional Chinese phonology, open rhyme, nakgine, and checked rhyme
are respectively nameginshengyun, yangshengyun, and rushengyun, based on the
syllable-final distinction. In Table 4 below, twmipts calls for further explanation.
First, the occurrence percentage of checked rhym@®etry of mourning is much
lower than the lexicon predicts. This is not sigipig as they are not good for recital



due to airstream unreleased in syllable-final pmsitMore importantly, nasal rhymes
are far more frequent than expected. A plausildsae behind is: nasal rhymes which
better mimic the accompanied nasal twang in crgimgance the creation of sadness.

(5)
Rhyme Type Number PercentageGuangyun %
Yin 4699 43.02 42.26
Yang 5564 50.94 36.43
Ru 660 6.04 21.30

Table 4: Rhyme Type Frequency Statistics

In addition, some important findings are obtainednt statistics of specific
rhyming categories shown below.

(6)
Rhyme Number | Percentage Guangyun %
Guo 131 1.20 2.19
Jia 275 2.52 2.14
Yu 863 7.90 7.09
Xie 699 6.40 9.03
Zhi 1875 17.17 10.38
Xiao 379 3.47 6.47
Liu 477 4.37 4.97
Xian 62 0.57 7.77
Shen 283 2.59 2.07
Shan 1523 13.94 15.01
Zhen 1642 15.03 8.30
Dang 656 6.01 6.01
Jiang 8 0.07 1.49
Zeng 273 2.50 2.52
Geng 1006 9.21 7.67
Tong 771 7.06 6.90

Table 5: Rhyme Category Frequency Statistics

First, among the open rhyme&hi (*i) occurs far more than the lexicon predicts,
whereas the opposite picture is seeXim(*-ai) andXiao (*-au) categories. Nucleus
vowel with lesser sonority is preferred as it waklitches low intensity observed from
sad utterance. This basically holds true for tlosedl rhymes. Excefang, rhyme



categories with the nucleus,*including Xian, Shan, andJiang, occur less than the
lexicon predicts. Except fafeng, rhyme categories with the nucleus, *including
Shen, Zhen, Geng, and Tong, occur more than the lexicon predicts. Secondjgho
nasal syllables are favored in poetry of mournXign with the labial coda ™ or *-p
makes an obvious exception. Besides the most sosorowel *a, *-m shall be
responsible for the scarcity of thé@an Category since a stop coda is not good for
recital due to airstream unreleased. The reasomdbdies in that among the three
nasals, the labial has the least nasality, andeh#ris disfavored in ancient Chinese
poetry of mourning. Third, the comparative occucenfrequency ofZzhen is
strikingly high among the closed rhyme categorigsfore answering the immediate
guestion of what makes it so special in ancienin€e poetry of mourning, let us
digress to the coda statistics. From Table 6, ¢lsedr coda (phonetically y) in the
lexicon doubles codau (phonetically w) in poetry of mourning.

(7)
Coda Number | PercentageGuangyun %
-i 2200 67.86 46.84
-u 1042 32.14 53.16

Table 6: Glide Coda Frequency Statistics

A parallel preference is seen in the nasal and stola statistics. Shown in Tables 7
and 8 below, when weighed against the lexicon, gustry of mourning corpus
prefers coronal codas to velar codas, leaving tbfawbred labials aside. Ohala (1983)
attributes identical anti-formant structures to tbeurrent sound change between the
nasalizedy and fn, and between the nasalized and . The phonetic basis justifies
the overall coda preference in ancient Chineserpa#tmourning. The reason why
Zhen outnumbers other closed rhyme categories is cleaha coronal nasal coda
together with a less sonorous vowel make sadnesbdism an easier target to aim
for.

(8)
Coda Number | Percentage Guangyun %
-m 308 5.54 16.90
-n 2876 51.69 43.96
-7 2380 42.77 39.14

Table 7: Nasal Coda Frequency Statistics




9)

Coda Number | Percentage Guangyun %
-p 37 5.61 17.28
-t 289 43.79 34.20
-k 334 50.60 48.52

Table 8: Stop Coda Frequency Statistics

Table 9 below indicates rhyming syllables with maédjlide outnumber those
without, far more than the lexicon predicts. Ndtattmedial glides are counterparts of
high vowels, the low intensity of which is exaclyphonetic property of sadness.

(10)
Medial Number Percentade Guangyun %
Yes 8075 73.93 55.84
No 2848 26.07 44.16

Table 9: Medial Glide Frequency Statistics

The last task is to look into the nucleus vowelickon ancient Chinese poetry of
mourning. Though also occurs more often tharin the nucleus, the front high vowel
preference is not found. As the core of a syllablgleus is supposed to bear much
information. Thei preference which shall greatly limit word choice the poet is
therefore not considered.

(11)
Nucleus Number Percenta&e Guangyun %
i 1171 10.72 12.18
u 800 7.32 14.59
Others 8952 81.96 73.23

Table 10: Nucleus Vowel Frequency Statistics

Some important conclusions are made based orbthee atatistics:

(a) Tone does not help create sadness symbolism.

(b) Nasal coda serves as a better indicator of sadsysbolism than the nucleus
vowel. It happens that the presence of nasal cedaides the presence of the
most sonorous vowel

(c) Onset prefers the retroflexed consonants, and yeat wnakes it special
phonetically awaits further investigation. Medididgs occur more than 70% in
the corpus as they are all counterparts of highelewvith low intensity which is



exactly a phonetic property of sadness. Nucleus eloshows no overall
preference, and yet among the open syllaldieis(*1) far outnumbers other rhyme
categories. The front high vowel not only possetsast sonority, but also arouses
feeling of intimacy (Zhu 2004). Nasal coda is oftemployed to effectively
present the accompanied nasal twang in crying.

(d) Among the three nasal codas,is preferred. The phonetic basis behind merits
further investigation as it is nop -with the greatest nasality (Zhang 2000) that
occurs most frequently. Yet, a diachronic accountraady. Based on dialect
comparison and aberrant synchronic morphophonabgiatterns, a finer-grained
analysis of Chinese syllable by the present autbaches the conclusion that
codas *n derives from merger of the coda clusteip*in an earlier phonology.
Assume that coda clusters exist in Middle Chind$e recurrent i not only
contains*-i matching lowest intensity of sadness, but algavith the greatest
nasality to best mimic the accompanied nasal tvwaicgying.
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