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Phonorhetoric and Phonological Patterns as Text-Structuring Devices in Early
Chinese Prose

Tharsen, Jeftrey R.
The University of Chicago

Abstract: With a few notable exceptions, traditional Chinese philology has focused primarily on
the semantics and significance of specific graphs in context, with underlying rhetorical
structures often unaddressed or alluded to only in passing. This study makes the
claim that not only can we now efficiently investigate phonetic patterning and
phonorhetorical structures as a means to understand early Chinese texts more deeply,
but that scholars should be regularly interrogating them in any careful examination
of an early Chinese source as we attempt to make these texts comprehensible and
relevant to modern readers. An important component to this endeavor is the emergence
of new digital and computational toolkits like the Digital Etymological Dictionary of
Old Chinese { IR IRNRT M) (25K ) , designed to bring the burgeoning sea
of secondary information (various phonetic renderings, exegeses and reconstructions
of premodern Chinese pronunciations, for example, or scholars’ evaluations of
specific graphs in context and their uses both conventional and unconventional) into
a manageable format, vastly reducing the amount of time necessary to compile the
available evidence to make judgments about the functions, roles and significance
of specific Chinese characters within their rhetorical contexts. This study provides
examples of specific phonorhetorical devices evidenced in a range of the earliest
Chinese narrative prose works, both excavated and transmitted, and offers some
preliminary conclusions as to what benefits and insights modern tools applied to
traditional methodologies can provide. It also points out some of the limitations of our
current knowledge and technologies, and discusses potential new avenues for research
that hopefully will serve to advance our understanding of early China, particularly in
the areas of philology, rhetoric, phonology and the literary arts.

Keywords: phonorhetoric; rhymes; digital dictionaries; old Chinese phonology; rhetoric
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