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Variant Speech Sounds in the Warring States Period
and Variant Characters in the Chu Bamboo and Silk
Manuscripts

—On the Nature of the Chu Dialect in the Warring States
Period

YE Yuying

Xiamen University, College of Humanities, Chinese Department

In excavated Chu manuscripts of Warring States period, there are
amounts of variant forms of phonetic compounds, interchangeable characters,
characters in which a pictographic component has been replaced with a
phonetic component, and double-phonetic characters. It showed some speech
was the same as the Central Plains “Elegant Speech”, some close to it, while
other speech was very different. According to the variant graphs in excavated
Chu manuscripts of the Warring States period, the Chu dialect had already
taken shape by the middle to late Warring States period. At that time, the Chu
dialect still retained a complete set of voiceless nasal and liquid consonants
and consonant clusters systems which came from “Elegant Speech” of the
Western Zhou period. The formation of Chu dialect was a result of fusion of
several ethnic languages, with the Central Plains “Elegant Speech” playing the
dominant role combined with different linguistic layers.

Keywords: Chu manuscripts, variant graphs, Chu dialect, Bianxing Yinhua,
double-phonetic characters
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