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A Study of 17tk Century Korean from PhonOIOgical Point of View
| by Sung-nyong Lee

Historians of the Korean language consider the 16'* and 17'* centuries to be the transitional
period from Middle Korean to Modern Korean. Encouraged by the discovery of the related
literature after the liberation scholars of the Korean language have devoted their time and
energy to the study of 15 century Korean. But surprisingly, few researches have been carried
out as to 16'* and 17** century Korean: Perhaps this phenomenon might rot be a surprising
one if we remind ourselves that Korean script was formulated in 1444, that Buddhist sutras
were translated by the medium of that script, and that not only those translated Buddhist
sutras but also other books were published in the 15'* century. Be what it may, there is no
reason why 16' and 17'* century Korean should be neglected in our study. This is exactly
why 1 attempt to make a study of 17** century Korean from phonological point of view.

We have a lot of 17** century literature, which must be first of all examined and evaluated.
Written language being conservative and. writers tending to use for their books the language
not of his time but of the preceding age, it is not always true to say that all the 17** century
literature was recorded in 17** century Korean. It is essential for the success of my present
study, therefore, that characteristics of every individual writer's written language should first
be found out and then the actuality of 17'* century Korean should be analyzed.

From the point of view of vecalism 15' century Korean had 7-vowel system, the opposition
system, in which vowel harmony was strong. A great change was made to this system by the
disappearance of the vowel /./ (a back-low vowel that has sometimes been given a phonetic symbol(a].
This essay is mainly devoted to point out that the vowel /./ disappeared altogether in the
actual language of the daily use in the 17'* century although it was still in use for the 17
century literature.

The next thing this essay deals with is the question whether the diphthongs ‘ol [ai), ol (si),
#] [oi]+++++’ which are all pronounced as single vowels tbday remained to be diphthongsin the
17'* century or whether they changed into single vowels through contraction. My examination
shows that they continued to be diphthongs in tke 17** centur:.

As a matter of fact, it is a very difficult matter to judge whether a unit of letters such as

ai and of is a single vowel or a diphthong. At the end of the 17** century the intervocalic / &/
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(sit could be phonetically described as(i]) is seen to begin to develop. into a labial vowel /%/(ul
under the phonetic condition of the ‘labial-+/.2 /+-dental’. That vowel harmony lost its influ-
ence in the case of/ ‘stem’, ‘case’, and ‘ending’ is surely one of the characteristics of 17'*
century Korean.

As for the consonants, /A/[z] is still found in the literature at the beginning of the 174
century. I have tried to point out that it disappeared in the spoken language of that time
although it was still in use in the written language due to its conservatism. I have also tried
to point out that the palatalization of consonants which had been hidden under the conservat-
ism of the written language began to reveal itself in the latter half of the 17'* century. Quite
a few scholars have already mentioned the palatalization of connsonants of that period, but
Prof. Ahn Byong-hi's(%$%i#) article is the most noteworthy. We find in the 17%* century
literature a great confusion between initial or intervocalic (13, [rJ, (0] and [r), (1J, (n], but
this is nothing but a characteristic of Korean. In other words, the confusion sprang from the
fact that we initial (1] and [r] sounds could not be pronounced. This leads us to the condlusion.
that /ni/, /nia/, /nio/-+--+‘must have been prongunced in the 17'* century when they occurred
initially. But of course they cannot be pronounced today, and /n/ has dropped out.

Besides, I have found out that initial sounds tended to become aspirated in the case of some
words and that there was a development of gemination peculiar to Korean. Mention is also-
made of consonants groups occurring in initial and final of stem.

I wonder whether the initial/ ps-/and/pt-/ which are found in the 17 century literature were
in fact pronounced and could be pronounced, but I have made it clear when and in what
process certain words dropped /1/ in their finals (of stem) /-Ip/.

17'* century Korean gives us more new phases in its morphololgy and formation of word
(Worthildungslehre) rather than in its phonology. I am sure that lexicology will also produce
many new phases about 17** century Korean. But here I have to be satisfied by saying that
I will wait for another chance to make public my study on Modern Korean in terms of mor-
phology. It is urgent, I would like to add, that the history of language of Yi-dynasty which

had produced a vast quantity of literature in Korean script be compiled.



