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Introduction
Modern society cannot exist without language as a verbal means of successful�
communication in a globalised world. Nationally, not only a common languge stan-
dard is required for both the spoken and the written language.�Also, an overall litera-
cy of its societal members would be needed to enable successful communication�
across the distance of location and time.�And last not least, grammatical description of�
the defined national language standard must be sought after in order to document its�
actual language use both in the spoken and written forms of that language, clearly�
outlinung the structural rules and their functions in meaning underlying the spoken�
and written standard language form.�Works on that topic may then result in the publi-
cationj of scientific and pedagogical grammars.

It is now commonly held that non-written languages also lack an adequate description
of the language for the particular language community concerned. Ancient China, for
ages, possessed a writing system, a common classical literary standard. But it lacked
an appropriate grammatical description for the classical literary language until 1989
when the first grammar book Mashi Wentong  was published by Ma Jianz-
hong  . Since there was no national standard language for the modern spoken
vernacular, time had not yet come for a grammatical description of the same and was
only to follow two or three decades later when China was started its process of moder-
nisation.

The Mashi Wentong (Mr Ma’s Guide to the Literary Language) was first published in 1898
in Shanghai, and its author, Ma Jianzhong (1845-1900), provided a work with a gram-
matical description of the literary Chinese language having been in use for several
thousand years in Imperial China, based on the then traditional grammar description
model common in Europe. Descending from a Roman-Catholic family in Dantu, Jiang-
si province, he attended a French Catholic mission school in Shanghai and was later
sent to France to study International Law. After his return to China in n1880, he beca-
me a Qing Dynasty government official, well trained in both the Chinese classics and
their literary language  - as was generally required of government officials in Imperial
China - and Western traditions including arts and International Law.1

Thus, in fact, Ma’s grammar was not only the first one ever to be written for Chinese
by a native Chinese; it also heavily depended on Western traditions in terms of its de-
scription modell2 and reelated to the classical literary language only used by Imperial
government officials  along with a relatively small group of educated people in the

1Some scholars believe that Ma Jianzhong’s older brother, Ma Liang , also Ma Xiangbo  (1840-1938) con-

tributed to the Wentong. Ma Xiangbo was consecrated as a Roman Catholic priestin the Jesuit order. He later beca-

me a High School teacher and a founder of several universities like Aurora, Fudan and Catholic University of Pe-

king, the latter being renamed later as Fu Jen Catholic University. Ma left the priesthood and the Society of Jesus

due to French aggression towards China in 1876. Cf. David Prager Branner, in: Oxford Encyclopedia of Linguis-

tics.
2The description modell largely conforms to what is considered traditional grammar by modern linguists these

days. Some writers suggest that Ma, due to his studies in France, „among all the grammars that he might have at

his disposal, it is likely that the Grammaire générale et raisonnée (better known under the name of Grammaire de

Port Royal) by Arnault and Lancelot (1660) had outstanding influence on him“. From: Alain Peyraube: Sur les
sources de Mashi Wentong, at:

http://researchgate.net/publication/272466902_Sur-les_sources_du_Mas_shi_wen_tong, 2013.
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upper social strata of society in Imperial China.3 Ma’s work was later criticised for im-
posing Western grammatical tradition on a language like Chinese.4

Since the Mashi Wentong is the first grammar ever written by a native Chinese on Chi-
nese, it certainly also has a long-lasting impact on later successors in Ma’s footsteps
who then later were to become the first generation of Chinese linguists in the true sen-
se of the word.5

Here, we cannot go into much detail concerning the contents of Ma’s work and it criti-
cal evaluation and will refer the reader to other suitable works instead.6

The Mashi Wentong itself is divided into ten juan  or scrolls equalling the chapter di-
vision adapted for this edition. The first nine chapters are devoted to the treatment of
various word classes while only the last Chapter 10 deals with syntax in a stricter sen-
se. The work includes numerous sample sentences drawn from the Chinese classics in
their literary language to demonstrate and illustrate the grammatical points made in
the text.

At the end of this Introduction, a comparative table has been added with an overview
of the grammatical terminology used by grammar writers in the Latin grammar tradi-
tion, modern Chinese authors on grammar, and that used in Ma’s work.7The major
reason for offering Ma’s text on the grammar of the classical Chinese literary language
here is to make it available for wider circulation in the community of linguists with
focus on Chinese in the Western part of the world. Ma’s work evidently pre-dates real
Chinese language reform to follow his book only several decades later. Ma’s work cer-
tainly paved the way for the adoption of a grammatical description model that was
needed first before any thorough studies of modern Chinese could be made, and it no
doubt left a lasting impact on the generations of Chinese linguists to follow that a for-
mal rigorous grammr description was an essential pre-requisite for describing the
grammar of modern Chinese that developed in the West and was now to be adapted
in one or another way to special structural traits of the Chinese language within a
larger agenda for China’s modernisation ( ) in order to increase its political and
social stability and to help achieve the final goal of emancipation from Western politi-
cal influence and to define China’s role in a new world.

3The propogation of a national standard for the modern spoken vernacular and to base the written language on the

same instead of the traditional classical literary language and its final implementation is of much later date.
4Western grammatical tradition was developed with mainly the Indo-European languages and their highly inflec-

ting systems of nominal declension and verbal conjugation in mind - structural traits that did not apply to Chinese

as a mainly isolating language at all. For critiques in this respect, cf. : Chen, Chengze: Guowenfa Caochang
(1922:11), reprinted by Commercial Press, Beijing 1982; Li, Jinxi: Bijiao Wenfa (1933:13), revised in 1973, re-

printed by Zhonghua Shuju, Beijing 1986; Pan,Wenguo & Tham, Wai Mun, Contrastive Linguistics: History, Phi-
losophy and Methodology (2007:101), London: Continuum.
5For example, Lü Shuxiang’s Zhongguo Wenfa Yaolüe (1942) and Wang Li’s Zhongguo Xiandai Yufa (1945) with

treatment of the modern Chinese vernacular for the first time; cf. David P. Branner and his work already cited in

Footnote 1 for further details.
6For example, see Peyraube already cited in Footnote 1; McDonald; E.: The Creation of Parts od Speech for Chi-
nese: Translingual Practice across Graeco-Roman and Sinitic traditions, at:

https://hiphilangsci.net/2013/06/02/the-creation-of-parts-of-speech-for-chinese-translingual-practice-across-grae-

co-roman-and-sinitic-traditions , 2013, and the work of Branner already cited in Footnote 1.
7From Peyraube, Alain, in the work already cited in Footnote 2, 2001, pp. 354-355. For the Table included, see p. xv

of this Introduction.
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Table from Peyraube, A., p. 354-55; here from p. 354.
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Table, continued. From Peyraube, A., pp. 354 - 355; here p. 355.
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How to Use the Book
This book consists of three major parts:

The Chinese original text of the Mashi Wentong (pp. 1 - 248),
a Chinese - English Character glossary (pp. 249 - 358), and a 
Chinese-English Word Glossary (pp. 359 - 536)

The Chinese-English Character and Word glossaries are intended to be annotations on
the original Chinese text of Ma’s work to assist in the task of text comprehension. We
have, however, refrained from annotating the entire text with Latin transcription ac-
cording to the Hanyu Pinyin system as it is assumed here that readers already possess
sufficient skills of reading Chinese characters at a more advanced level prior to using
this book.

Ma’s work is written in classical literary Chinese, and while for such texts it may be
sufficient to supply a Chinese-English character glossary only, we have opted to inclu-
de a Chinese-English word glossary as well without which we would deem a real un-
derstanding of Ma’s text impossible.

For each of the three major parts of the book, we will now provide a brief guide for
the structure of its contents with illustrative samples from the three major parts of the
book, which are largely self-explanatory.

1. Hints on the original Chinese text of Ma’s work (pp. 1-248)
Please take a careful look at the sample text extract on the following page xviii.

You will realise that there major and sub-headlines for chapters, paragraphs and their
sub-paragraphs. There are also numbered sample sentences used to illustrate a gram-
matical point made. They were taken from a wider range of classical Chinese texts. Fi-
nally, there are footnotes and/or annotations that are set apart from the main body of
the text by using a different script font in this book. They were inserted later after the
completion of Ma’s work by later editors who are not known. They immediately fol-
low the previous text to which they refer instead of being listed at the end or a special
section at the bottom of the relevant page.

Such a typical annotation section is printed in the Weibei script font and looks for
example like this (cf. on the following page xvi).

2. Hints on the Chinese-English Glossary Sections (pp. 249-536)
The arrangement of contents for both the Chinese-English Character and the Word
Glossary are largely the same as will become evident from the sample text extracts
that follow.

 (to be continued on p. xix)
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1. Text sample illustrating the arrangement of Ma’s Chinese text in this edition

2. Text sample illustrating an extract from the footnote/annotation section.
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2.1 Hints on the Chinese-English Character Glossary (pp. 249-358)
Again, take a careful look at the sample text extract below.

3. Text sample extract illustrating the arrangement of contents in the Chinese-English Character Glos-
sary Section of the Book

2.2  Hints on the Chinese-English Word Glossary (pp. 359-536)
Here, the structural arrangement of Chinese (word) entries is basically the same as for
the Chinese-English Character glossary mentioned in the previous section. For a
sample text extract from the Chinese-English Word Glossary section, see the following
page xviii.

As had been pointed out already (cf. on p. xvii), Ma’s text was written in the literar sty-
le of classical Chinese where normally a single Chinese character would correspond to
what we in the Western tradition would consider a ‘word’. However, when taking a
closer look at the grammatical terminology used by Ma in his text, we will find that he
often was using several characters (and thus syllables) for what we would consider
words as well. It is not only for this reason that we have opted to include a Chinese-
English Word Glossary as well. The three major terms used in Chinese Linguistics to
denote a linguistic unit like character, word or character are zì and cí or cí, re-
spectively. Since in classical literary Chinese, a character corresponds to monosylla-
bic ‘word’, Ma is using for what we consider a ‘word’ in the Western tradition of
grammar description. He had not made the important linguistic distinction between
spoken and written language. The only written language at his time was classical lite-
rary Chinese; had he referred to the contemporary spoken vernacular at his time, he
would have had to make a clear linguistic distinction between and  with refer-
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ring to a monosyllabic character as in Classical Chinese1 and referring to a what is
now considered a word in modern Chinese.2 , on the other hand, could mean ‘a way
of expression’, ‘phrase’ but was also used in the sense of ‘word’ in the titles of well-
known modern Chinese monolingual dictionaries like the , first published in1915
by Commercial Press and to be followed later by various supplements (1930) and revi-
sed editions in various volumes (1979-1984). The is another instance of using 
for the title of a monolongual Chinese dictionary.3 Its first publication was also in
1915, and it has seen several editions and revisions since.4

The structural arrangement of Chinese word entries in this glossary can be seen from
the following text extract sample:

1There are only a few exceptions in Classical Chinese with instances of disyllabic ‘word’ units.
2The majority of words in modern Chinese are disyllabic (or less frequently) polysyllabic (that is, with
more than two syllables) and usually require two (or less frequently) more characters in their written
form. However, there are also number of monoyllabic word units in modern Chinese that also only re-
quire a single character unit in their written representation. The latter include a larger number of gram-
matical particles as so-called ‘empty words’ ( ).
3The is a compilation of Classical Chinese literary ‘words’ and phrases and their origin in the
Chinese classics and other written texts with monolingual meaning definitions for each instance of their
occurence. - The is an encyclopedic piece of work.
4A clear linguistic definition of zì and cí or cí and an according distinction between them is so-
mewhat tricky and remains a matter of controversial debate in Chinese Linguistics to some extent.
Their details, however, need not concern us here any futher.
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3. Text Statistics of the Chinese  Text (pp. 577-622)
This section offers information on Chinese characters as they are used in the Chinese
text as to the total number of characters used, the number of unique characters occur-
ring, and their relative number of frequency.

For further details, please take a careful look at the sample extract below:



xxii

4. Chinese Character Index (pp. 623- 660)
The Chinese character Index will enable you to reference the Chinese character entries
in the Chinese-English Character and Word Glossaries. In case of an unknown charac-
ter, you may count its total number of strokes and then locate the character in this in-
dex under the relevant stroke number heading. With the help of the Hanyu Pinyin
transcription above each character in the index, you may search for it then in the rele-
vant Chinese character or word glossary organised alphabetically according to the
conventions of the Hanyu Pinyin transcription system.

Again, please take a careful at the text extract sample below for further details:
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