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Yuen Ren Chao

Yuen Ren Chao was born in Tianjin, China, on November 3, 1892' He

died on February 24,1982. His was a long, charmed life-brimming with joys

and achievements.

He had a classical Chinese education at home, while the household

moved around north China according to the requirements of the grandfather' s

job. His love of language came early-in large part, no doubt, because of his

linguistic talents. In his linguistic autobiography, he recounts how, at age

four, he already spoke an impure form of Peking Mandarin and a pure form of

the changshu dialect, and read only with the pronunciation of changchow,

Kiangsu.

His considerable ability was recognized early. In l9l0 a national

scholarship sent him to study in America. After degrees from Cornell and

Harvard, he taught at the best campuses: Qinghua, Harvard, and (from 1947)

at the University of california, Berkeley. His distinguished career won him

thc lrighcst honors. He was a Fellow of the American Academy of Arts and

Sr r,'nt r,,, llc wus clcctcd President of the Linguistic Society of America

llu4rl a[rl thc Alrrcricun oriental Society (1960), was awarded honorary

degreer hy prlrrcelon (1946), Bcrkeley (1962), and Ohio State University

llrrttl l ln frrrr, l9Xl, Itckirrg llnivcrsity appointed him Honorary Professor,

this finar accorade must have prcased him especially, coming from the city of

his youth'

As a child, he received the gift of music from his parents' His mother

sang Kunqu, and his father taught him to play the Chinese flute' From this

early start, he went on to write many dozens of musical compositions'

including some pieces that whole generations of Chinese have sung and

loved. This dual talent for language and music has been passed on to his

daughter, Professor kis Pian, who teaches both subjects at Harvard'

Life at home was a happy one' His marriage of some 60 years' to Dr'

Buwei Yang, was a remarkable balance of complementary characteristics-her

mercurial outgoingness with his quiet humor' They provided a warm social

nucleusfortheirownextensivefamily,andforaninternat ionalcirc leof

fr iendsandstudents.Therewas,ofcourse'asecrettothislongsuccessful

marriage. As Chao would explain, it is critical that an understanding be

reachedattheveryoutset: themanwouldmakethemajordecisionsinthe

family, while the woman would make the numerous minor ones' In their

many decades together, he would add with a twinkle' there had never been

any decision to be made'

Chao had an incessantly active mind that produced pioneering work in

many different directions' Scanning his long bibliography' as collected by

Anwar Dil in Aspects of chincse sociolinguistics, essays by Yuen Ren

Chao (Stanfo rd, 1976\, one is immediately struck by the extraordinary range

of the man,s interests. ln 1915, he wrote on wireless telegraphy and the

discovery of Neptune; in 1919 he published a note on continuous

mathematicalinduction;rilg22,hismuchadmiredtranslationofAlice's

Ad,uentures in Won'd'erlon'd' appeared; in 1928, the Chinese govemment

offrcially adopted his scheme for romanizing Chinese (Gwoyeu Romatzyh)'
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' which ingeniously spells the four tones with consonants and vowels, and

hence uses no diacritics; in 1936, he published a booklet for the chinese

Ministry of Education on whot a Rad,io Broad,caster shoutd, Krww; and on

and on. lntermingled with these are numerous scholarly contributions to

linguistic and musical theory. Enough intellectual bounty to satisfy a dozen

lesser men!

More than anyone else, chao laid the foundation of linguistics in china.

His monograph, studies in the Modern wu Diolects (1928), is the first

detailed phonetic report on an important speech area of central china. In

addition to the many reports which he wrote himself, he was primarily

responsible for the basic design of dialect surveys which were to guide teams

of investigators in all its aspects, from its dialects to its writing systems, its

history and its ontogeny, the structure of its lexicon, and its relation to logic

and other symbolic systems.

chao was a leading scholar of structural linguistics. His article on the

non-uniqueness of phonemic solutions of phonetic systems is a classic within

that perspective, and was one of the most influential papers on theoretical

phonology for many decades. The chinese syllable, because of its isolability

and symmetric structure, is an excellent site for understanding the principles

of phonemics. In that 1934 paper, the intricate relations between the nuclear

vowel and its neighboring glides and consonants were clearly revealed for the

first time. An elegant vertical system of three vowels was extracted from a

dozen or so phonetic qualities.

, His study of the distinctions within Ancient chinese (194r) is really an

extension of the same theoretical considerations to the diachronic aspects of

the chinese syllable, showing especially the constraints that the phonological

context exercises over the medial glide. But here, as in most aspects of his

' lrrrPwr4qrPtrmwfw'

scholarship, he had a broad vision. Even though he helped to found structural

phonemics,hewasamongthef irst tounderstandthedeeperimpl icat ionsof

distinctive features; his comments on this theory (in Romance Philology 1954)

are still very cogent.

1968, an especially prolific year' saw the publication of four books'

including Lottguage ond, symhotic systems (cambridge university Press) and

A Grammnr of spoken chirwse (university of california Press). The former

work deals with linguistics at large from chao's unique interdisciplinary

vantage point. It is probably the first general book by a linguist that includes

intelligent discussions ofsuch language technology topics as speech synthesis

and machine translation, as well as the usual coverage of descriptive and

historical linguistics. The book has reached a much wider audience than most

linguistic essays (thanks in part to a warm review in scientifi'c Amcricatt), and

has been translated into several languages'

A Grammnr of Spoken Chincse is monumental in scope-some 800 pages

of detailed description and careful analysis. It has deservedly been called

,.structural linguistics at its best" (K. Chang, Journal of chinese Linguistics

10.387, 1982). It is as good a reference grammar as can be found for any

language, and as such will surely remain useful for years to come. chao wrote

his grammar in English, in order to reach an international readership; and

now it has been twice translated into Chinese, for the people lvhose language

he was describing. one translation is by the director of the Institute of

Linguistics in Beijing; the other is by the director of the lnstitute of History

and Philology in Taibei-an accidental commentary on the political reality of

C h i n a t o d a y , t o b e s u r e . B u t , a t t h e s a m e t i m e , t h e r e i s n o f i n e r w a y o f

showing the affection and esteem that the field of Chinese linguistics holds

for the man and his contributions.
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His ashes were deposited in the pacific ocean, according to his wishes-a

fitting resting place for a man who claimed both worlds, and gave so much to

each. when I was a schoolboy in china, one of my best-loved songs was one

composed by chao. Though I did not have the privilege of meeting him until

a decade or so later, his friendship over many years (especially as a colleague

at Berkeley) has deeply enriched my life, as it has countless others. one line

of his melody is reproduced below. The song is entitled Jido w6 r,1 h6 bil

xidng td? How can I not miss him?@

c  # . ,  o l r t6& a
rhi bin d vi rl ac y{n yi

William S_y. Wong

Uniuersity of Coliftrnio, Berkeley

Langunge, VoL 59, No. 3, (Sep., 1983) , pp. 605-607

O [For help in presenting this musical example, the Editor of language is grateful to Mr. Tsun y. Lui md Mr
Peng Chen, both of UCLA.I

* . 4 t h t q 4 &  & ,
Jlio vb ri tr| uu xriry ti

t 0

il.

Rn iffi *i#fr t'f&ffi 1+*l M;l;iI:+\W.Wt tr idE-Q gH /f H, B
&ftffituf #,hfd.fr,HEPl'fHAIe*, F#E+E (iFH) *f, tqs:

+ffi ss Effi eos-ao7 F" nFffi'tHEM (iFH ) +fiEB{H!+ffifr
ffi . 6Ff++ (wiliam Bright ) Zffiffii(FffJ, &,884'*fr+++\W++tljqrR
E! f lE A I H H! & t Irn J:i58+.fJ *41 E R. +t'f[ AF?I t,'lf A i
ft+ ffJst IR' ln+Tln l:ilfr'+-tul *11 #tD ffJ8,6, frtstrxt ft')' T "

&/18"

l5tftuL+, ftffiHaa )L;$In*&t7\frtEtz. fl3€ re73 ++uJ,
(+ EiFH++R ) (Journal of Chinese Linguistics ) FJUFJll+ih€tJy'", ffi*
HffiEd{ffi hilni|&ffi.#J, IMWXNEb "lI.i6iFH+Zy" . illt
+.h4J X {i T fi lt:l IE fr,friJ V.J - E zJ. tl.r t , +t 9E + }fr H * fA * ++
(crasmont ) X1frffi,rrilte+Xffifr" ffi $UEf iH,g, +Jt;\qIEi
:&, l^f g t E- +f ffLWEtVr.t, * t h +\fll 'ff 7 - tF * f
fr+J nh& *nA iI f + ,,\ rft# ffJ n{ AJ "

-ffi *iI,, ilx& l:ffifdfi E,H.# E )L*|fr tu, E / lll&,H.E6H
ffiE " ilXH!fl'Fir# ft^Ffr HNH!, Ef**€H! ffi iEe, fiUft, LL. W
E+SlB;ir,,lnZ,LfX+ E JMW&M*MTtrDT, +E+\HE)L
A BnA 1 F H'jff 'F jU + + ffi lhltl =Z$ U I E A ilr fi E,fd'f ll R g xRtu1 tFffi ) Lvz
w&, ^- ffi +nrq )Ltultr€x t*9 f !J tr z,tLj-..lfr r. +fi € JT H! E fg *€,

iE
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S S,, {t tl,f ltN tlk4-.V't 2,11fr EIne*BR+tfll IFJ 11, LLfr ihf $yffi+X

WKfrffiffi'Wffie#W. (enea rarski ) fiftIittFSE 'F&nffi&

(Murray Emeneau ).

E,fI#E&&ffi tr<.ffi WWffi tri#sljltiltr+tF*6.'\+fii#E'f;tE+t'H

. ffi Hfi , ilft4ifrhft -+f ff +f #r *%,lii, rT ffi +t g +E jf +f H * + Fh lM

AJLHkl-++t+-E)1&W,
rs:3++trE4LA 'I+" Y+' 4p4 H+&tr4i6trEl85!J

is g, aftJejt+m[. &E)Utrffi-]iiFi+H! Etlalpd EgJa)1ffi&, +

tr+\u il\tit+\ffi#J &XF 'n -F, r )r &ffi*ffi , tr R n r tl'f& ^W *-x*x#

WtulF^ " -+ EWUE' E)1+\ffi4+ frWtr+t'f&&i# ffi*'h' l^+t+

E+*+tl#L&wH.{, IA, r A F fi ! HR E hl € l* ffi tul lH lk " Jfr ',l€ tt lt {1 i-b ft iE

+L)LW, E x dia ft , Bf rk Z{ +t H i1,4tl&+\&l&+ lE Mm'\Flarl' 6H lfi'

6!l\t6lrrH'ffirt.

&ffi rtF lh h +\w T 4p *w*ffJ w'lz, " wT fifr,ffr t H! lf& f r r € B! + j'F,

Utf , l&6WYttuWEliJTt\, lfr'#f4L1L*ffitr' ffi+Al' ffi'E+tJW+

fn B z- E frH Rf,*I0E{ i${& H0 iF H +f f " 6+, +\i!lr* )1 fx

firmHliflffiffi^+\tu\ffixz+ "

fi4RH)4RnNffi++E*Ln|t+\&a{nr^8ill+#ffJtrsE-f.
ffi i+fi ixiF, hE * ffltviFi*#ffi X F E " 

-ffi'l4l4Ef ' B'ffi Affi

( rvrary Haas ) &ffixf 4 X Vi fr+Jffi ll +fA g !0+F fi H!-ffi , il7ilt&WffJ

^+.F l+ "Zt,l/," , 4\ln'.ix4lfiElt+rR4lgH" IEB{ , W+-ifrih&'

lt-{n,ffil\ Vlmf$nm'f tr E DlEf Ba %ffifttu1n1t+*N*xbF!+'ft'

L+f-

2oos +2 A s E f+r6f *-n+

,rritlif

Afterthought

Dr. Jiao Liwei's invitation for me to contribute a preface to his

franslation of Professor chao's oral History reminded me of an eulogy I

wrote for Professor chao (Language 59.605-607). lt was prepared at the

request of Professor William Bright, who was then the Editor of Lang.age. It

was Professor Bright who made special arrangements with the printer to have

a line of music appended at the end of the eulogy. We both felt that a

remembrance of Professor Chao would be sorely lacking without including a

few bars of the man's wonderful music' '

I would like to add several personal remembrances here, now that Dr.

Jiao is providing me with an opportunity. It was early in 1973, and the

Journal of chinese Linguistics has just begun publication. The first issue was

dedicated to Professor Chao, generally acknowledged to be the "father" of

modem Chinese linguistics. I drove up the winding Cragmont Avenue to

their home in Berkeley to make the presentation. Upon hearing this, Mrs.

chao went up to the second floor of their hillside house, scooped up a big

jumping fish from a bathtub, and made a delicious dinner for us to mark the

festive occasion.

Typically there were several fish swimming in that upstairs bathtub, and

gUests often came unannounced. Hospitality at the Chaos was legendary, and

t ,
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t6
I

lf

12



tLLtr-fr.-

the cuisine unrivaled. As advancing years made things increasingly difficult

for home cooking, I took special pleasure in driving them into San Francisco

occasionally for dinner at their favorite spots; from Sam Wo's for congee to

Yank Sing's on Broadway for more elaborate fare. Occasionally we were

joined at these occasions by Professor Chao's old friends, such as Professor

Alfred Tarski, the famous logician, and Professor Murray Emeneau, the

eminent Sanskritist.

Later that same year, 1973, I was getting ready to return to China after

25 years abroad. I have been invited to give a series of lectures at Peking

University, to be hosted by Professor Lv Shuxiang and Professor Zhu Dexi.

Just before my trip, Professor Chao gave me a sealed letter, and asked

explicity that I should personally hand it to his student in Beijing-Professor

Wang Li.

1973 was in the middle of the Cultural Revolution, and many people

were under various kinds of political restriction-"being kept in cow shed".

When I did not meet Professor Wang at my first lecture, I requested his

presence in the name of Professor Chao, refusing to give the letter to

anyone else. A week later, Professor Wang showed up at my lecture. He

received the letter from me with his eyes brimming with grateful tears. It

was a memorable moment for me as well, for it revealed to me at once the

subtle and effective way Professor Chao did things, as well as his great

humanity.

Even though we were never in the same department at Berkeley, the

many years of being on the same campus with Professor Chao has left me

many warm memories. ln addition to his great humanity and erudition as a

scholar, he also influenced me deeply to see research in a broad multi-

disciplinary perspective. His background in physics and in music were
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scamlcssly interwoven into his scholarship on language. I try to emulatc this

broad vision till this day.

I am happy to see that the Oral History of this wonderful man will now

bc accessible to Chinese readers, through the able translation of Dr. Jiao. As

Professor Mary Haas has aptly put it in her Introduction to thes pages,

Professor Chao's life is a "work of art" , from which we can all draw much

inspiration. In addition, these pages are also a reflection of the turbulent

times that China went through, as seen by a remarkable man.

William S-Y. Wang

Chinese Uniaersity of Hong Kong
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