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Abstract 

Introduction: This study investigates how Chinese front mid vowels in [jɛ] and [ei] 

are transcribed by Korean Hangul in the 17th century. In pre-modern Korean (before 

the late nineteenth century), the phonemic inventory is asymmetrical, as it consists of 

only one front vowel /i/. The lack of other front vowels such as [ɛ] and [e] becomes 

problematic when it comes to transcribing foreign languages that have mid front 

vowels. To understand how mid front vowels in other languages are presented by 

Hangul, this study adopts a corpus-based approach and looks into the data from 

Yeokeo yuhae 譯語類解 역어유해 ‘Classifying and Explaining Chinese’ (1690 AD) 

(henceforth YEYH). 

Corpus and data selection criteria: The version of YEYH used in this paper is the 

one published by Kyuganggak Institute for Korean Studies, Seoul National University 

(2005). In this source, each entry consists of three parts: meaning in Chinese 

characters, the pronunciation of the Chinese characters in the first part, and the 

pronunciation of the corresponding Sino-Korean. In the second part, there are two 

Chinese pronunciations: one in the 15th century and the other in the 17th century (Chae 

1986). This study uses Chinese pronunciation in the 17th century. The targets are five 

transcriptions, ㅕ [jə], 연 [jən], ㅖ [jəi], ㅢ [ɨi] and ㅟ [ui]. The first three correspond 

to Chinese [jɛ] ([jɛn]), and the other two to Chinese [ei] in the 17th century. 

Results: There are 244 examples from YEYH in the two categories of vowels: 

[jə]/[jən]/[jəi] and [ɨi]/[ui]. 45 examples are in [jə], 134 examples in [jən], 9 examples 

in [jəi], 13 examples in [ɨi], and 43 examples in [ui]. All the data are analyzed in two 

aspects: dĕng ‘grade’ and onsets. First, the distribution in terms of dĕng is biased, 

showing that the majority of the corpus examples are attested in grades III and IV (> 

80%, in [jə], [jən], [ɨi] and [ui]). Examples of [jəi] are exclusively attested in grade II. 

Grade I consists of examples of [ɨi] and [ui]. In addition to grades, the results show 

that Hangul [jə], which goes with all onsets except f, is pervasive in the corpus (73%, 

179/244). Rhymes [ɨi], [ui] and [jəi] have phonotactic restrictions. Rhyme [ɨi] are 

attested after labial onsets, [p] or [f]; rhyme [ui] is only attested after non-labial onsets. 

Rhyme [jəi] is highly restrictive. It appears only in grade II and after velar stop [k] 

and glottal fricative [h]. 

Discussion: The data in YEYH reveal that Chinese [jɛ] and [ei] in the 17th century are 

clearly distinguished in Korean Hangul transcription. On the one hand, Korean rhyme 

[jəi] is used to transcribe Chinese in grade II after k-/h-; rhyme [jə] is used to 

transcribe Chinese in grades III and IV after other onsets. On the other hand, Korean 

[ɨi]/[ui] is used to transcribe Chinese in grades I and III.  

Conclusion: The analysis abridges the gap with regard to how mid front vowels in 

foreign languages are perceived by Korean and transcribed by Hangul. Before the 

monophthongization of [ə] and [i] for mid front vowel [e] in the 19th century, Korean 

has a distinct way of transcribing mid front vowels. The results in this study conform 

to Lin’s (2018) analyses of how 15th century Okinawan and 17th century Japanese are 

transcribed by Hangul.  
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