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PROTO-KOREAN
AND THE ORIGIN OF KOREAN ACCENT

S. ROBERT RAMSEY
The University of Maryland

The earliest systematic records of the Korean language are the alpha-
betic materials of the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries.* The variety of the

* Research for this paper was supported, in part, by a grant from the
Social Science Research Council and by a grant from the Graduate Research

Board of the University of Maryland.

Linguistic forms are transliterated from the Korean alphabet according
to the following conventions:

Consonants 1 c CJ x 5
k t p c s 1

3 € . x *

kh th ph ch h

11 e & o xX A 71

kk tt pp cc ss hh

o (o o FaN o

y n m z '

a ¥ 00

1 8 "

Vowels FE4 4 «wTw—1-~ < 4 4 444

Middle Korean: ayaeye oyouyui i AAy ay cy oy uy iy

Modern Korean

(Seoul Dialect): ayaays oyouyui i E e wi iy
Accent A
Middle Korean: no dots (low pitch): grave accent over vowel (")

one dot (high pitch): acute accent over vowel ()
two dots (rising pitch): both accents together (7)

For the modern accenting dialect of South Hamgyong, the accented
syllable will be indicated with an acute accent mark over the vowel.
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language reflected in these materials is usually known as Middle Korean.!

Within the Middle Korean phonological system there were a number
of irregularities. By applying the method of internal reconstruction to
these irregularities, and by supplementing and corroborating the results
with comparative and structural evidence from the modern dialects, it is
possible to recover a stage of the language significantly earlier than Middle
Korean. This reconstructed stage of the language will be referred to here
as Proto-Korean.

The role of accent in the reconstruction

Accent provides an important key to the reconstruction of Proto-
Korean. Pitch was distinctive in the phonological system of Middle Korean,
and it is still used distinctively in a number of modern dialects.

Dialect accent. Although lexical pitch distinctions disappeared centuries
ago in the Seoul dialect, systems of pitch accent are still found in Kyongsang
in the Southeast and in Hamgydng in the Northeast?. The dialect spoken
in Pukch’6ng, South Hamgydng Province, is typical of the latter group.3
In this dialect, just as in the familiar Tokyo-type dialects of Japanese,
distinctive pitch shapes can be accounted for by an accent marking the
location of the last high-pitched syllable in the phrase. As can be seen

! In their phonological and morphological detail, the Korean alphabetic
materials of the fifteenth and sixteenth centurics are cqual to, if not superior
to, any other pre-modern body of works in the world. The records of the
Korean language that predate the invention of the alphabet, on the other
hand, are poor and scanty. Chinese characters were occasionally employed
as phonograms to transcribe native words and grammatical clements. Few
of these pre-alphabetic transcriptions survive, and those that do are frag-
mentary, difficult to interpret, and in the best of cases little more than hints
as to what words might have sounded like before Middle Korean. What
is called Old Korean consists of a few linguistic forms reconstructed from
such pre-alphabetic transcriptions. :

2 A few varicties of Korean dialect accent have yet to be reported upon.
In particular, little is known about pitch distinctions in some Cholla dialects
in the Southwest, and the prosodic features of dialects in the extreme
northeastern corner of the peninsula have, to the best of my knowledge,
never been described in any published source.

3 The accenting dialects of Kyongsang attest to the same accentual
distinctions, but the pitch patterns in those dialects have been complicated
by historical changes: see Ramsey 1978a: 78-81.
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from the examples given in Table I, the locus can occur on any, or no,
syllable of the stem. Oxytonic nouns aré distinguished from atonic nouns
morphophonemically, by the pitch of an enclitic particle.

Middle Korean accent. The Middle Korean pitch system is quite well
documented. In texts of the period, each syllable was consistently marked
as low, high, or rising in pitch.* No vowel length was transcribed as such,
but from philological sources we know that syllables with rising pitch were
pronounced long. Morphophonemic evidence indicates that these rising-
pitched syllables were composed of one low-pitched mora plus one high-
pitched mora.> Table II provides examples of all possible pitch contrasts
for nouns one, two, and three syllables long. Forms with variable pitch are
given both in isolation and followed by a particle.

The pitches in these forms are often referred to in the literature as
tones, but the system was clearly accentual. The locus of the accent was
the first high-pitched syllable, or mora, in the word. After that point
pitch differences were variable and non-distinctive. Rising-pitched syllables
(which were composed of a low-pitched mora plus a high-pitched mora)
were accented on the second mora.

Reconstructing earlier accentual distinctions. When the Middle
Korean accent classes are compared to those of the modern dialects, certain
problems become apparent. The most troublesome problem is with accents
that fall on the first syllable of a word. Although the correspondences for
Middle Korean atonic (60) and oxytonic (66) nouns are almost exception-
less, the correspondences for protonic (60) nouns are extremely poor. More
than 30% of the reflexes of Middle Korean protonic dissyllabic nouns have a
different type of accent (either atonic or oxytonic) in the accenting dialects
of Hamgydong and Kyongsang. The correspondences are even worse for

4 In the transliterations of Middle Korean given here low pitch is repre-
sented with a grave accent, a high pitch with an acute accent mark, and
a rising pitch with both accent marks placed together () over the vowel.
The same conventions will be used to represent Proto-Korean pitches even
though it is claimed these pitches were not distinctive. When stems with
variable pitch are cited in isolation, accent marks are omitted. Also, in
complex lists of Middle Korean verb forms, only the pitch of the distinctive
accent locus is marked (cf. fn. 17).

5 Kono Rokurd (1944) was the first to show that the “rising tone” was
a complex phonological unit, but a number of Korean scholars have also
helped document the evidence. Sce Ramsey 1978a: 113-30 for dctails.



mal ‘horse’ mdl ‘measure’; ‘speech’
mal | MAL ¢

poli ‘barley’ mokt ‘mosquito’

poLl KA MOk ka

kalakct ‘ring’  mictke ‘rainbow’
kaLAKCI KA  MUctke ka

moali ‘hair’

maoLl ka

kalmeki ‘seagull’  kkamakwi ‘raven’
kalMEki ka kkaMAKWI ka

Table I. Accent Distinctions in a Northeastern Korean Dialect

NOTE: Pitch shapes are given with an enclitic particle.

mal ‘horse’ mdl ‘measure’ mal ‘speech. language’

poli ‘barley’ émi ‘mother’  mél ‘hair’

eme nin

sdlAm ‘human being’
sdlim An

sonskalak ‘finger’ toskapt “devil’ kabmycékd ‘seagull’ kamakdy ‘raven’
kilmyékt nin

Table IL. Pitch Distinctions in Middle Korean

samakoy ‘mole’

81¢

AISIWVY IHILOYH °S
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protonic trisyllabic nouns (600), where about half of the dialect reflexes fall
into a different accent class. Moreover, there is little agreement between
the modern dialects as to which words are exceptional. There is obviously
something aberrant about the historical development of accent on an initial
syllable. Unless it can be shown how and why protonic classes decayed, it
will be very difficult to find a non-arbitrary way to reconstruct this kind of
accent into the lexicon of earlier Korean.

An even more pervasive problem with Korean accent is the overall
lexical distribution among the various classes. The following chart is a
display of the statistics for 398 Middle Korean nouns:®

The Accentual Distribution of 398 Middle Korean Nouns

' Totals
Accent class: 1.0 1.1
Example: mal ‘horse’ mdl ‘measure’
Class size: 35 (22%) 127 (78%) 162
Accent class: 2.0 21 2.2
Example: poli ‘barley’ moékay ‘mosquito’  meli ‘hair’
Class size: 46 (19%) 30 (13%) 160" (68%) 236

398

* A total of 39 rising-pitched nouns are included in this number. (Cf. fn
6.)

As can be seen from this chart, the classes in which the accent falls on
the last syllable of the morplieme—that is, oxytonic—nouns are far larger
than the other classes. In the case of monosyllables, there are more than
three times as many (oxy)tonic nouns as atonic nouns; for dissyllables, there
are more than twice as many oxytonic nouns as atonic and protonic nouns
combined.

I believe that this faulty distribution was caused by the fact that Proto-
Korean did not have pitch distinctions, and that the oxytonic classes—
1.1 and 2.2—represent the pitch pattern originally carried by all Korean
morphemes. In other words, I believe that proto-Korean was characterized
by a non-distinctive prosodic system in which the last (or only) syllable
of a morpheme was automatically given prominence. If this hypothesis is
correct, pitch shapes different from the canonical, oxytonic pattecrn must
have been the result of phonological change, compounding, and borrowing,.

6 In this display nouns longer than two syllables are omitted since alinost
all were morphemically complex. Middle Korcan rising pitclics are treated

as dissyllables.
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Much of the atonic vocabulary looks as if pitch may have been phono-
logically conditioned. For example, few Middle Korean nouns end in -ng,
but those that do are normally characterized by a low-pitched final syllable;
e.g., skwéng ‘pheasant’, stong ‘dung’, ting ‘back’, khong ‘soybeans’, kolang
‘furrow’. In almost 30% of the dissyllabic, atonic nouns, the vocalism of
both syllables is of a peculiar’ type, the minimal vowel A/¢; e.g., kizil
‘autumn’, kitiy ‘thou’, mitiy ‘joint’, mazim ‘heart’, pilim ‘wind’. Even
more suggestive is the faet that almost half of the atonic dissyllables have
the shape CVC;VC;,% where C; and C; are voiced consonants; examples
(besides those given above that fit this description) include *kimiy ‘hole’,
*namiy ‘wood’, *noliy ‘(a kind of) deer’, *muziy ‘daikon’, *siliy ‘steamer’,
*G4zAy ‘younger brother’, *yéziy ‘fox’, *cyaliy ‘sack’, *kAlil ‘powder’, and
many more. In time, as our understanding of Korea’s linguistic prehistory
grows, the phonological processes through which these forms were created
will surely be brought to light.

Many protonic nouns are morphemically complex. For example, yémso
‘goat’ is said to have the etymological meaning ‘bearded ox’ (Martin, et al.
1967: 1183); ul.ey ‘thunder’ is a nominalization of the verb ‘to cry, roar’; dki
‘baby’, émi ‘mother’, and p*{li ‘fly’ contain the suffix -7 (p4l is attested).

Other nouns in aberrant pitch classes are loans, usually from Chi-
nese. Such atonic forimns include pyéng ‘bottle’, pz ‘monument, stele’, c*ang
‘window’, ctdng ‘spear’, c"é ‘vinegar’, kdci ‘eggplant’, koctyo ‘pepper’,
tocik ‘thief’, loktd ‘grcen peas’, sydkong ‘boatman’, cyéksam ‘jacket’,?
cyungsiyng ‘animal’, phyéngpting folding screen’, and many, many more.
An equally large number of atonic nouns may be borrowings of some kind,

7 Peculiar because it is the minimal vowel that, in Middle Korean at
least, appeared most commonly in non-initial syllables. The choice of 4 or
¢ was one of vowel harmony and depended upon the identity of the vowel
in the first syllable of the word.

8 A significant (though lesser) number of nouns with this segmental
shape have the otherwise expected oxytonic accent. I have found tweclve
such examples: kilim ‘oil’, kyézdl ‘winter’, nyélim ‘summer’, mazin ‘forty’,
panil ‘needle’, paldl (~ patdh) ‘sea’, pind ‘(fish) scale’, élim ‘ice’, yelim
“ruit’, onAl ‘today’, umdl ‘well’, hémil ‘misdeed’. Many of these nouns are
morphemically complex: ‘forty’, ‘today’, and ‘well’ are compounds; ‘ice’,
‘fruit’, and possibly ‘summer’ as well, are nominalizations derived from
verb stems. ‘Oil’, ‘winter’, ‘needle’, ‘scale’, and ‘misdeed’ are more diflicult

to explain.
9 The morpheme cyék is problematic, but sam is clearly from Chinese.
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but definite sources have not yet been identified. These words include such
culture-bound terms as tdék ‘paper mulberry’, toth ‘swine’, mail ‘horse’,10
pAy ‘pear’, path ‘field’, os ‘lacquer’, poli ‘barley’, pithye ‘Buddha’,!! pinhye
‘hairpin’, sokom ‘salt’, and séom ‘cotton’. (Could words like son ‘guest’,
noh ‘cord’, tok ‘crock’, pit ‘debt’, sot? ‘kettle’, hwdl ‘bow’, posyeén ‘(Ko-
rean) socks’, and stapo ‘weederplow’ be added to this list?) There remain
many cases where it is extremely difficult to scparate loanwords from the

etymologies of native Korean nouns.

Verbs. Accounting for accentual distinctions in the Korcan verbs is a
more straightforward task. It is here that internal reconstruction yields the
clearest results. As Martin has noted (1966: 197), the Korean inflectional
system is almost completely resistant to borrowing. Verb forms are com-
posed entirely of native elements, and the method of internal reconstruction
can be applied to them with confidence. The same does not hold true for
nouns, where, as we have seen, it is often difficult to scparate loans from
native vocabulary.

The stem of a Korean verb cannot occur in isolation. In every environ-
ment it is followed by an inflectional ending.!? By phonological (including
accentual) behavior, these endings fall generally into two groups: thosc that
begin with the minimal vowel ¢ (or, in Middle Korean, 4) and those that
do not. The difference is illustrated by the following forms of the Middle
Korean verb ‘to be bent’:

(a) kuptd ‘it’s bent’ (b) kupini ‘since it’s bent,’
kipké ‘it’s bent, and...’ kiupimyén ‘if it's bent.’
kipkéy ‘so that it’s bent’ kipilild ‘it will be bent’

kipti (mét...) ‘it’s (not) bent’  kipin ‘the bent (one)’
kipsold ‘what with being bent’ kupilg ‘the (one) that will be bent’

Notice that the minimal vowel consistently appears before sonorants
(i.e., I, m, and n)!® and is not generally found before endings that begin

10 The languages in which variant forms of this word appear are of course
legion.

11 The first syllable is almost surely from some variety of Chinese, but
the rest of the word is not so easy to explain. The Korean form was in any
case the most probable source of the Japanese word for ‘Buddha’, hotoké.

12 1 modern Korean, the total number of paradigmatic endings is well
over 400 (Martin 1974: 354); and in Middle Korean the number was almost

certainly comparable.
13 There are a small number of exceptions—most notably before the
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with an obstruent.' This difference figures prominently in my reconstruc-
tion of earlier verb forms.

Korean verbs fall into inflecting classes by segmental and accentual
behavior. A comparison of Middle Korean and the modern accenting
dialects shows that verbs whose stems are sometimes, or always, one syllable
long, can be divided into eight classes.!> Here are Middle Korean examples,
together with the reflexes found in Seoul and in an accenting dialect of South
Hamgyong:

Verb Classes in Middle Korean
Class 1

‘eat’
mektd, mekini
moaktd, makini

Class 2
‘use’
psitd, psini
ssita, ssin

Middle Korean
South Hamgyong

Seoul makta, makini ssita, ssint
Class 3 Class 4
‘see’ ‘stand’
MK pokd, pomyén, pékénd, péd  syeké, syemyén, syekend, syéd
SH poki, pomun, pékana, pda saki, samun, sakina, s33
Seoul poko, pomyan, pokona, pwa sako, samyan, sakona, sa2
Class 5 Class 6
‘be many’ ‘be hot’
MK tyotha, tyohinyé tépta, tefimyén, tépé
SH cotha, coimi tapta, topumyan, topa
Seoul cot"a, coint tapta, toumyon, tows
Class 7 Class 8
‘lie down’ ‘flow’
MK nupkdcyé, nufimyé, nugé hilikéy, hille
SH nupkd, nupumy3, nups hiliké, hills
Seoul nupko, nuumya, nuwa hilike, hills

The largest verb class is Class 1.

processive marker -ni-, which appears directly after a stem-final obstruent;
e.g., méknitd ‘(he) is eating’. I believe that this marker may be derived
from an independent verb stem.

14 The minimal vowel is also not found before vowels; e.g., kupé ‘it’s bent,

and so...’, kupéstd ‘it was bent’.
15 Longer stems, far fewer in number and in general morphemically com-

plex, will not be discussed here.
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Class 1 verbs. The stem of a Middle Korean Class 1 verb is always
one low-pitched syllable, and the syllable is always closed by a consonant
or consonant cluster or the semivowel y. Both the accent and the last
segment of the stem are different from those of the other classes.

Table III shows the distribution of 472 verbal stems according to the
last scgment of the stem. (For the sake of comparison, the morphophone-
mic, second-syllable vowel in classes 6, 7, and 8 is omitted.)

The complementarity is almost perfect: Class 1 stems are closed by
voiceless obstruents; the stems of the other classes are not.

The only significant exceptions to this rule are the stems that end in
-y or -I. The I-stem forms will be set aside; they present special problems
that will not be discussed here. (But see Ramsey 1978: 224 ff.) The y-stem
forms are exceptional in a more demonstrable way. Many are morphem-
ically complex; among them, for example, are stems that incorporate the
causative/passive morpheme -.i-. Here are a few examples:1®

psA- ‘wrap’ + -.i- — psAy- ‘be wrapped’
pti- ‘float’ + -.i- = ptiy- ‘make float’
ché- ‘remove’  + -.i- — c"iy- ‘have (somconce) get rid of’

Other y-stems seem to be contractions of longer stems; e.g., the Middle
Korean Class 1 stem uy- ‘poke, scrape’ has as its modern Scoul dialect
reflex the form upi- ‘id.’. The accent of still other Class 1 stems, such as
pAy- ‘soak into’, is suspect because the modern reflexes have vowel length, a
suprasegmental that normally corresponds to rising pitch in Middle Korean.
The y-stems will also be excluded from the discussion.

The remaining Class 1 stems have a shape comparable to Class 6 stems.
The verbs in these two classes contrast in the following way:*"

16 1t should be noted, however, that the accent rules involved in deriva-
tions are problematic, as can be seen from the following examples:

phA- ‘dig’ + -i- — ptAy- ‘be dug’
sye- ‘stand’  + -.i- —  syéy- ‘stand (something) up’

17 Accent marks, except those marking the distinctive locus. arc omitted
in order to simplify the display. The rising tones that appear in Class 6
forms such as kuptd are transcribed here as dissyllables; e.g.. kuipta.
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Stem-final
segment(s) Class 1 2 3 4 5 6 7 8
-p 10
-t .16 1 1
-8 7
-C 15 2
-k 17 1
-sk 12
-st 1
-ps 1
-p® 7
-th 10
-ch 9
-1 17 16 2 38
-Ih 7 1
-1k 10 1
-18 1 8
-lm 5
-h 1 14
-B 1 2 7 3
-t/1 10 2
-z 15 3
-m 8 1 9
-n 1 3 1
-1c
-nh 1
-1. 21
-Z. )
-m. 1
-1l 8
-y 14 16 26 1
-V 50 15 13 1
Totals: 152 96 15 13 40 96 25 35

Table 1II. Distribution of verbal stems according to last segment of stem.
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Verb Class 1 Verb Class 6
a. kuptd ‘it’s bent’ a. kuipta ‘(I) bake it’
kupkéo ‘it’s bent, and...’ kuupko ‘(I) bake it, and...
kupkéy ‘so that it’s bent’ kuipkey ‘so that (I) bake it’
b. kupini ‘since it’s bent’ b. kufin: ‘since (I) bake it’

kupimyen “if it’s bent’

kufimyen ‘if (I) bake it’

kupilila ‘it will be bent’ kupilila  ‘(I) will bake it’

Here are examples of stem shapes found in these two classes:

Class 1 Class 6
a b a b

‘carry on back’ eptd epini ‘be hot’ teépta teffim
‘be bent’ kuptd kupini  ‘bake’ kuipta kufini
‘be narrow’ coptdé copini  ‘help’ toopta toffini
‘gather’ kettd ketini  ‘walk’ keétta  keling
‘believe’ mittd mitint  ‘pump’ kiitta ki
‘receive’ pattd patini

‘take off’ pestd pesini  ‘laught’ uusta  uzini
‘comb’ pistd pisini  ‘pick up’ cuista cuzim
‘spurt out’ sostd sosdAni  ‘peck’ coosta cozAm
‘be wet’ cestd cecini  ‘exceed’ neémta nemint
‘meet’ mastd macint ‘wind’ kadmta kamdin:
‘die’ cuktd cukini  ‘wear (shoes)’ sunta sinini
‘eat’ mektd mekini  ‘embrace’ adnta andni
‘stop’ maktd makin:

‘rejoice’ kistd kiskin:

‘be decp’ kiptd kiphini

‘be, grow old’  nelktd nalkini

‘be worn out’ nalktd nalkini

The last consonant in

Class 6 stems is G, t/l, z, m. n, (I, or the

semivowel y). I believe that these consonants reflect original contrasts with

the voiceless obstruents of

Class 1. If this original contrast was onc of

voicing, it follows naturally that the nasals m and n would pattern with
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the voiced consonants.!® Here are some proposed reconstructions:

18 Tn 1975 I suggested that the stems of Class 1 had always been mono-
syllabic and closed by a consonant since I could find no direct evidence
(such as historical attestations) to prove otherwise. From this assumption
I then argued that the voiced consonants in the Class 6 stems had originally
been identical to the unvoiced phonemes found in Class 1, and that they
had lenited because of their intervocalic position. That is to say, the con-
sonants in Class 6 stems weakened because they were followed by a vowel,
*VpV > VBV, ¥*VsV > VzV; and so on. This solution implies that all the
Middle Korean voiced obstruents were historically derived from unvoiced
consonants, and that the only obstruents in the earlier reconstructable stage
of Korean were all unvoiced. The hypothesis had several problems. One is
that it gave no way to explain why Class 1 stems never end in m (or n),
while there are so many occurrences of the nasal m in Class 6 stems. This
distribution is peculiar. If Class 1 stems could be closed by other consonants
that existed at the Proto-Korean stage, why not by m (or n)? The nasals
must surely be reconstructed for Proto-Korean: they cannot be explained
as the products of lenition—alfter all, there are no unvoiced nasals or any
other consonants from which they could have lenited. An even more trou-
blesome aspect of lenition is the phonological condition necessary for the
application of the rule. Under the lenition hypothesis, the *p in *kipimyén
meaning ‘if I bake’ (< *kipi- + ending) would have had to Ienite, while the
identical *p in *kupiémyén meaning ‘if it’s bent’ (< *kip- + ending) could
not have. Rules can of course be written so that lenition occurred sometime
in the derivation before arriving at these surface forms, but what such rules
boil down to is a claim that speakers of carlier Korean could somehow tell
the difference between a stem-final vowel and an ending-initial vowel. In
the kinds of Korean we know from first-hand experience, native speakers
are not very adept at this kind of segmentation. Since a verb stem never
occurs in isolation, speakers of the language are only dimly, if at all, aware
of this part of the verb as a scparate entity. Another derivational problem
is the concatenation of minimal vowels. For example, the vowel /i/ appears
twice in *kupé- + -emyen an underlying form that is suspicious since no
more than one vowel ever appears on the surface, in any environment. In
the case of Middle Korean Class 7 stems, such as nufi- ‘lie down’, the con-
catenation requires the following derivation: nufi- + -fmyén — nufimyén,
with elision of the sccond, high-pitched occurrence of the minimal vowel.
This derivation is ad hoc. 1t runs counter to the following morhophoncmic
rule of Middle Korean: v 4+ v — V. In other words, the high-pitched mora,
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Middle Korean Proto-Korean

g *b
t/l *d
z *2
() *g
m *m
n *n

In the framework proposed here, Class 6 stems were originally distin-
guished from Class 1 stems only by this voicing contrast. Both classes
were two syllables long in Proto-Korean and belonged to a single class of
inflecting stems with the shape (C)VCV-.

*kupi- ‘be bent’ *Lubi- ‘bake’

Then, sometime after the Proto-Korean stage, stem-final vowels elided
under certain conditions. The change can be roughly formulated as follows
(it will be emended later): 4,81 >0 C;___Cs, where C; and C, are voiceless
obstruents. That is, the minimal vowels 4 and ¢ were lost by syncope
between voiceless obstruents. Here are examples:

*kupitd > kuptd ‘it’s bent’

*sosAké > soskd ‘it spurts out, and ...’

*patikéy > patkéy ‘so that (he) receives (it)’

The stems that underwent this change formed Class 1. Notice that if
C, was any consonant besides a voiceless obstruent, syncope did not occur;
for example: *kupimyén ‘if it’s bent’; *kubimyén ‘if (I) bake (it)".

If C; was voiced, the final vowel of the stem was also subject to syncope.
But, in this case, syncope left a trace of the clided vowel in compensatory
lengthening of the vowel in the preceding syllable. The accent, or high
pitcl, of the elided vowel also moved across the voiced consonant. Now the
first syllable had a long vowel with a high pitch on its second mora. Voiced
obstruents were then devoiced in the presence of the voiceless obstruent

that followed.
*ubita > *kutbta —  kuupta®® ‘(I) bake it’

the carrier of the accent locus in Middle Korean, should be preserved in the
surface form. Why should we believe that the high-pitched mora was ever
there in the first place?

Problems such as these, I believe, represent fatal weaknesses of the

lenition hypothesis.
19 This consonant does not appear in Class G stems.
20 The Jong-vowel forms are of course transcribed in Middle Korean as
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*kediko > *keédko — keétko ‘(I) walk, and...’

¥cozAkey > *codzkey — codskey ‘so that (it) pecks’

*kamAikey > kadmkey ‘so that (it) winds’

The stems where this change occurred formed Class 6. After syncope
had taken place, certain intervocalic consonants lenited, a process by which
*h and *d weakened into 8 and I ([r])?!; other stem consonants remained
unchanged. Here are examples:

*kubind > kuPin{ ‘since it’s bent,’

*keédimyén > kélimyén [karimyon| ‘if (I) walk’

Table IV presents a sumnary of the processes proposed to explain the
development of Class 1 and Class 6 stems.

Class 2 verbs. The second class of verbs with a stable stem shape is
Class 2. In Middle Korean, these stems are always high pitched. They are
subdivided into two subclasses by segmental structure:

Class 2a: The syllable of these stems is closed by a sonorant, ! or m, or
by y:2? e.g., kAl- ‘grind’, sim- ‘hide’.

The majority of the stems in this subclass seem to have been closed
by a sonorant ever since the Proto-Korean stage.??

kuptd, kétkd, coskéy, and kdmkéy. (See the brief description of Class 5
stems, above.)

21 1t should be remembered that /1/ is a phonemic transcription; the
symbol r would of course serve equally well.

22 There are five exceptions with obstruent finals: pthit- ‘pluck’, sis- ~
sic- ‘wash’ (these two forms arc apparcntly variants of sis- ‘id.”, a Class
1 stem with the expected low pitch), c*4c- ‘search for’, pcic- “tear’, kith-
‘be alike’. This last exceptional stem meaning ‘be alike’ has a variant form
kithi- id.’ which is equally well attested; the variant shows that the stem
is derived from the noun kAit- ‘-like’ (attested only in compounds) + the
verb ha- ‘do, be’. There are also 6lh- ‘be correct < *6l + ha- ‘be, do’; coh-
‘be clean’ < *¢é + ha- ‘be, do’; and silh- (silha-) ‘dislike’ < *si1 4 ha- ‘be.
do’ (the accentual behavior shows that these three stems have the structure
Noun + ha-). Finally, the common stem c”ip- ~ chiB - {(the weather) feels
cold’ is derived from *c*#-, which is probably a variant of ¢*4- ‘be cold
(to the touch)’, + -Bi-, a postverb used to derive adjectivals (cf. Ramsey
1978a: 223-23).

23 But note that I would derive stems with complex initials, such as
phAl- ‘sell’ and chim- ‘endure’, from dissyllabic stems: e.g., *pAllAl- and
*cAHAm-.
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Proto-
Korean

*kupi- ‘be bent’

*kupitd >
*kupini

2atA- ‘receive’

*patitd >
F I Yyl
patini

*pési- ‘take off’

*pésitd >
*pésini

*meki- ‘eat’
*mekitd >
*mekini

* 1bi- ‘bake’
kubitd >
*Lubini >

*l.edi- ‘walk’
*Leditd >
*kedini >

*nazA- ‘improve’

*nazitd >
*nazAni

*LamA- ‘wind’

*LamAtd >
*LamAni

Syncope

Devoicing Lenition

kuptd

pattd

pestd

mektd

*udbtd > kudptd

*keédtd > keéttd

nadstd

*nadztd >

kadmtd

kufBini

kelini

Middle
Korean

kuptd
kupini

pattd
patini

pestd
pesint

mektd
mekint

Liptd
kufini

kétta
kelint

nastd
nazAni

kamtd
kamint

229

VClass 1

> Class 6

/

Table IV. Summary of development of Class 1 and Class 6 verb stems.
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Class 2b: Open-syllable stems. Here are a few examples:

a b
‘scoop’ stita stin:
‘write’ sstta  ssini
‘open (eyes)’ ptita  ptini
‘use’ psita  psint
‘squeeze’ pcAta  pciAm
‘spread’ phita  phini
‘burn’ thita thini
‘kick’ chita  chini
‘be big’ ktita  kMini
‘steam’ ptita  ptini
‘hit, strike’ thita  thini

These stems were originally two syllables long, as is indicated by their
unique canonical shape in Middle Korean. They have four characteristics:

(1) the pitch is high;

(2) the syllable is open;

(3) the initial consonant is a cluster or an aspirate;

(4) the vowel is a minimal vowel, 4 or i, or 1.

In Proto-Korean, the consonants in the initial clusters were separated
by a vowel. This vowel, which can be reconstructed as one of the minimal
vowels, ¥4 or *i, was lost by syncope. Here are the proposed reconstructions
for some of the examples given above:

*sititd > stitd ‘scoop’
*stsitd > ssitd ‘write’
*pititd >  ptitd ‘open (eyes)’
*pisitd >  psitd ‘use’

*pAcAtd >  pcAtd  ‘squeeze’

In a morphophonemic sense, the aspirates can be considered clusters
of C + h, in the modern Korean dialccts as well as in Middle Korcan, and
an intervening minimal vowel can thus be postulated for the proto forms.
A voiceless fricative *i may not be reconstructable for Proto-Korean.*
Nevertheless, it seems clear that the source of aspiration in these clusters

24 The origin of Middle Korean % has often been a subject of question.
There are suspiciously few morpheme-initial occurrences of this consonant;
at the end of Middle Korean nouns, there scem to be too many. Compar-
ativists such as Ramstedt and Poppe would derive it from Altaic *s. In
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had to have been some sort of voiceless velar obstruent.?® For this reason,
the identity of the consonant will be left an open question and the Proto-
Korean obstruent written with the symbol *H. Here are the reconstructions
for the above examples with initial aspirates:

*piHitd > phitd  ‘spread’
*tAHAtd > thitd ‘burn’
*cAHAitd >  cPAté  ‘kick’
*kiHitd > khitd ‘be big’

The minimal vowel at the end of Class 2b stems was not subject to
syncope. Thus, for example, the following change did not take place: psitd
( < *pisitd) > Xpstd. Since the Syncope Rule proposed for Class 1 stems
should apply here, the rule will have to be emended by adding the condition
that the vowel not be the only vowel of the stem. Presumably, at least one
vowel in the morpheme nceded to be preserved for stemn identity.

Under this hypothesis, the phonological difference between Class 2
stems and Class 1 stems at the Proto-Korean stage would have been, instead
of accent, the quality of the vowel in the first syllable; compare:

Class 1 Class 2
*pesi- ‘take off’ *pisi- ‘use’

Vowel syncope would have had to apply in the following way:

Proto-Korean Middle Korean
*pésitd ‘take off’ > péstd (Class 1)
*pisitd ‘use’ > psitd (Class 2)

The application of this rule would explain why there are so few oc-
currences of the minimal vowel 4 /¢ in Class 1 verb stems. But there are

addition, there are (non-initial) reflexes in many modern dialects with a
k corresponding to & in Middle Korcan (or in modern Scoul dialect). Cf.
Ramsey 1977.

25 1 pelieve that this Proto-Korean consonant may well have becn the
simple velar stop k, but there is not yet sufficient evidence for a convincing
reconstruction. Some distributional evidence can be derived from the fact
that no clusters with k exist in Middle Korean except sk and psk—recall
that there is no aspirated s (*s”) in Middle Korean! Thus k-clusters and
aspiration are in complementary distribution. Comparative evidence for a
*L as the source of aspiration is presented in Ramsey 1977.
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exceptions. Here are ten Class 1 stems that I have found with this kind of

vocalism:%6

Class 1 stems with exceptional vocalism

nic- ‘be low’

nic- ‘be late’

kic- ‘be endowed with’

CAc- ‘be frequent’

cic- ‘bark’

kAsk- ‘make efforts’ Probably derived from kic- ‘endowed with’
pith- ‘stick; depend’

pith- ‘start a fire’

kich- ‘end’ Probably related to the noun kith ‘end’

mich-  ‘stop’

Notice that these stems all end in ¢ or complex dental obstruents. Perhaps,
for whatever reason, syncope did not occur before /c/. If this was the case,
the fact might also be used to explain why there is no *sc cluster in the
Middle Korean obstruent series sp, st, ss, sk.

In any event, there are approximately fifty Class 1 verb stems ending
in /p, t, s, k/, and none of them has 4 or ¢ as its vocalism.

Classes 3 and 4: Monosyllabic Stems. Class 3 and Class 4 comprise
a small number of basic verbs with extremely irregular accent. The stems
appear to have always been monosyllabic.

There are thirteen stems in Class 3: ca- ‘sleep’, ca- ‘(the wind) dics
down’,27 cu- ‘give’, ha- ‘do’, ha- ‘be big, many’, ka- ‘go’, na- ‘grow; encrge;
become; etc.’, nu- ‘evacuate (urine, feces)’, nu- ‘maintain’,*® o- ‘come’, po-
‘see’, sa- ‘buy’, tu- ‘put’.

There are thirteen stems in Class 4: ci- ‘fatten’, ci- ‘carry on the

back’, hye- ~ hhye- ‘pull’, hye- ~ hhye- ‘kindle’,2% i- ‘carry on the head’,3°

26 There were also a significant number of y-stems with this vocalism;
these will not be discussed here.

27 This stem is not well attested; it probably represents metaphoric use
of Another Class 3 stem, ca- ‘slecp’.

28 A late hapax.

29 This stem is perhaps to be identified etymologically with the previous
stem meaning ‘pull’. Modern dialect forms are khi- and khyo-.

30 Also attested as ni-, but the initial n is probably not etymologically

genuine.
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(-ni- ‘continue’,*!) nye- ‘go about’,*? pye- ‘spread out’,?® si- ‘exist’,** sye-
‘stand’, ti- ‘lose; fall; turn upside down; die’, ti- ‘be cheap’®® (-ti- ‘form,

become’36).

The division of these verbs into two classes is based principally upon
accentual behavior in the modern accenting dialects. In Middle Korean
there is little evidence for an accentual contrast between the two. Here are
Middle Korean examnples of these verbs:

Class 3 Class 4

po- ‘to see’ sye- ‘to stand’
pokod pénonka  podyesinal  syetd sy€zafamye syeélq
pol postkoza  podémula syeko syée syeemti
polota pozafalila syemyén syéa
pomyé pokena ' syekend  syésya

posya

ha- ‘to do’ ti- ‘fall; lose; die’
haningita hdsini hiyyalila tiningita tinata tiio
hata hisya tikenal
hatés hAzafani
hakéy hiya
hako hiten:
hant hinan
halilato
hamyé
han
hal

31 This stem apparently only occurs before the retrospective marker -ke-.

32 Probably related, at least etymologically, with the previcus stem ni-,
which also secins to be used in the sense of ‘go’.

33 The stem is related to, or derived from, p*#- ‘spread, bloom’ (a Class
2 stem).

34 This stem may not belong in this class; it is derived by apocope
from the much better attested form 7si-, which has the same nmecaning and
function.

35 There are only sixteenth-century attestations; the form is probably a
semantic variant of the preceding stem.

36 A postverb.
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In the modern dialects, Class 3 and Class 4 are quite distinct accen-
tually. In Hamgydng, for example, Class 4 stems are almost always atonic,
becoming tonic only before a handful of endings, most notably the infinitive
ending -d/3: sy3s ‘stand and then ..’ In Middle Korean, however, the
irregularities in the two classes were the same. A few marginal contrasts
can be found; for example, syékénd ‘stand, or ... is recorded in Sokpo
sangcel 9:5 with a low-pitched first syllable, alongside Class 3 pokend ‘sce,
or ... (Sokpo sangcel 9:24). This contrast is curious. In most Middle
Korean texts Class 4 stems are attested as high before the retrospective
marker -ké-; e.g., tikénil, nyékétin (nye- ‘to go’).

The most important fact about Class 3 and Class 4 stems is that they
were in complete complementary distribution by vocalism. The vowel of a
Class 3 stem was a, o, u, or 4, while the vocalism of a Class 4 stemn was ye
or i. Otherwise, the two classes had the same segmental shape: one open
syllable with a simple (C)V- structure.

Because the complementarity was so perfect, the two classes must have
formed a single class of monosyllabic stems in Proto-Korean.

In Middle Korean, the accentual behavior of Class 3 and Class 4 stems
was extremely complex. Before some inflectional endings, the pitch was
high; before other endings, it was low.37

Although it is not clear how these irregularities in pitch arose his-
torically, the stems appear to have been uniformly high pitched at the
Proto-Korean stage of the language. Evidence for this surmise comes from
compounding phenomena.

The only place in Middle Korean the stem of an inflecting form ap-
peared bare of its inflectional endings—and thus of the accentual influence
of those endings—was in compounds. Compounds made up of Class 3 stems
behaved accentually as follows:

na- ‘emerge’ + ka- ‘go’ — ndka- ‘go out’
The compound was always accented on the first syllable. In compounds
made up of monosyllabic nouns, such a protonic accent indicated that the
constituent morpheines were both tonic:

37 Kam Wanjin (1973: 58) divides the Middle Korean inflectional endings
into two classes according to how they affect the accent of Class 4 verb
stems. As far as I know, no one has proposed an explanation for how
the variation arose historically. In any case, we are not dealing with an
artifact of Middle Korean texts; the variation is substantiated in detail by
the accentual behavior of the stems in the modern dialects (cf. Ramsey

1978a: 192ff.)
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kéh ‘nose’ + mil ‘water’ — kdsmil ‘snivel’

If either member of the noun compound was atonic, the first syllable of the
compound was not accented (cf Kim Wanjin 1973: 73-74):

koc ‘lower’ +  nip" ‘leaf’ —  kosnip" ‘lower petal’
kiy ‘ear’ + mith ‘bottom’ —  kumit® ‘base of the ear’
sén ‘hand’ +  t"op unguis’ —  sonthop ‘fingernail’

The compounding rules in the modern accenting dialects of South Ham-
gydng are the same in these cases (cf. Ramsey 1978b: 133fL.).

Let us assume that the compounding rules for verbs parallel the com-
pounding rules for nouns. If this assumption is correct, it follows that
the monosyllabic verb stems were—in a morphophonemic sense at least—
accented in Middle Korean. The stems, then, must have been high pitched
in Proto-Korean.

To summarize, here are examples of the proposed reconstructions for
forms in each of the Middle Korean stem classes discussed above:

Proto-Korean ‘ Middle Korean

| *po- po- ‘see’ (Class 3)
*ci- ci- - ‘shoulder’  {Class 4)
*LAl- kAl- ‘grind’ (Class 2a)

¥kupitd > kuptd
*kupi- kup- ‘be bent’ (Class 1)
*kupini > kupind

*pisitd > psitd
*pist- psi- ‘use’ (Class 2b)
*pisini > psind

*kubitd > kuuptd
*kubi- ' kiup- ~ kug- ‘bake’ {Class 6)
*kubini > kufini

The three remaining verb stem classes were all two syllables (or moras)
long in Middle Korean. The first of these is Class 5. a small class of stems
with a long, rising pitch. An example of a Class 5 verb is hd- ‘to sew’,
the stem of which was also written hod-, underscoring the fact that it was
indeed composed of two moras.
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Class 7. This was a small class of some 25 verbs. The stems of these verbs
had a morphophonemic second-syllable vowel, and the accent contrasted
with that of Class 6 stems (which were discussed above together with Class
1 stems) as follows:

Class 7 Class 6
a b a b
‘be hateful’ miyptd  mayfind ‘bake’ kuupta kufin:
‘bear (young)’ nathd nahant
‘hear’ tittd tilind ‘walk’ keétta kelin
‘pour’ pistd pizini “laugh’  udsta uzin:

Most Class 7 stems were demonstrably composed of more than one
morpheme. More than half ended in & plus the morphophonemic vowel,
and this -hi/hi- was a postverbal variant of the ubiquitous Middle Korean
verb - ‘to do’. The verb nah(4)- ‘bear (young)’, for example, was derived
in this way from na- ‘to be realized; come out’; cih(i)- ‘give (a name)’ was
from ci- ‘support; carry on the back’ (Lee Ki-Moon 1972: 149). Miyp- ~
miyfi- ‘be hateful’ was composed of miy- ‘hate’ plus the postverb -4 /fi-,
a morpheme used to derive descriptive verbs from action verbs. The Class
7 verbs that cannot be explained along similar lines were very small in

number.

Class 8. This irregular class of some 35 verbs had a peculiar morphology.
Here are examples of three of its members:

‘turn (something)’  tolatd  tolandsta tol.ita tol.d
‘pull’ kizitd kizinanké  kizum  kiz.é
‘low’ halita hilikéy hillé

Many, perhaps most, of these verbs were morphemically complex,
particularly those with the final segments -li- -l.-; for example, tolitd ‘turn
(something)’ was a causative form of the Class 6 verb tod:- ~ tol- ‘turn’.
The “I-doubling” verbs in this class, such as hili- ~ hill- ‘flow’ were differ-
ent. They appear to have been derived from earlier dissyllabic shapes such
as *hilil-. How and why the pitch of the second syllable came to be low is
a problem related to the complexities of the I-stem verbs. These will be
discussed in a later paper. (But see Ramsey 1978a: 2241f.)

Conclusions. Proto-Korean, as reconstructed along lines outlined above,
differed in a number of ways from later, attested varicties of the language.
Some of the most iimportant differences are as follows:
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1. Proto-Korcan had no pitch, length, or stress distinctions. Instead,
pitch patterns were determined by the length of a word since the last
syllable of a stem (or morpheme) was automatically given prominence.3®
The complex pitch distinctions found at the Middle Korean stage of the
language and in many of the modern dialects resulted from changes that
took place in the segmentals.

2. The most important of these segmental changes were vowel syncope
and apocope, phonological processes which altered the syllable structure of
Korean. Apocope®® produced closed syllables for many morphemes, and
syncope gave rise to obstruent clusters that had previously not existed.

3. The clusters produced by syncope were eventually reduced to unit
phonemes, the aspirated consonants and the reinforced (toen-sort) conso-
nants found in modern Korean.

(a) The clusters that became reinforced (or “tense” or “glottalized”)
phonemes began with the labial p or the dental s. These are the clusters
attested in texts of the Middle Korean period. Their historical development
into reinforced consonants has in large part already been documented (cf.
Lee Ki-Moon 1977, Ho Ung 1965, Ramsey 1978b).

(b) Aspirates developed from clusters containing a velar obstruent.

4. Proto-Korean had a consonant system in which obstruents, includ-
ing stops, were distinguished by voice. '

This paper summarizes some of the reasons for these deductions. Omit-
ted from discussion are issues related to vocalism and the vowel system,
including that of the vowel shift believed to have taken place a century
or so before the beginning of the Middle Korean period (cf. Lee Ki-Moon
1977: 101-117). The vowel harmony system to be reconstructed into Proto-
Korean is another important issue. Finally, and most directly related to
the hypotheses described in this paper, are questions about the origins of
the “minimal vowels” 4 and i. These minimal vowels occur in non-initial
position in Middle Korean verb stems almost to the complete exclusion of
the other vowels (except /i/, which is the neutral vowel in the vowel har-
mony system). I have proposed reconstructing them in other positions as

38 The non-distinctive prosody that I would reconstruct into proto-
Korean—that is, a system in which the last syllable is automatically given
a high pitch—is the kind of system found in Mongolian and many Tungus
languages (cf. Poppe 1960: 144). Note, however, that this fact has not
entered into the arguments summarized here; the reconstructions described
in this paper are all based upon internal evidence.

39 Arguments for the occurrence of apocope are not presented here.
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well. The question that arises is, to what extent do these minimal vow-
els represent the neutralization of a fuller set of vocalic distinctions? Or,
on the other hand, could some occurrences of these minimal vowels have
been epenthetic? The study of Korean etymology has yet to produce easy
answers to these questions.
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