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Motivation of the High Polysyllablization of Chinese
Buddhist Literatures of the Middle Ancient Chinese from the
Perspective of Language Contact

—Taking Buddhacarita as a Case

Bing Qiu

Beijing Language and Culture University

Abstract

The Middle Ages is the key stage of the polysyllablization for Chinese. In the procedure of the
translation of Buddhist scriptures, Sanskrit literary works had a certain degree of influence on the
polysyllablization of the Chinese texts, making the Chinese Buddhist scriptures show a strong
polysyllable tendency. Based on the case study of Buddhacarita, we will examine the reasons
of the high degree of polysyllablization in the Chinese Buddhist literature from the perspective
of language contact, and point out that there were a large number of polysyllabic words in the
Sanskrit original language that would affect the translators’ choice of the corresponding Chinese
words, either increasing the usage of existing polysyllabic words or creating new polysyllabic
words, which had led to the higher proportion of Chinese-translating Buddhist sutras than that of
the Chinese native literature of the Middle Ages.

Keywords

middle Chinese, language contact, polysyllablization, Chinese translation of Buddhist
scriptures, Buddhacarita
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