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The Tense-aspect Marker gezai in Historical Literature of the

Wu Dialect: Function and Evolution

Kehua Chen' and Yimin Sheng"

Sun Yat-sen University', Fudan University"

Abstract

The de-type compound marker gezai in early Wu dialect literature has tense-aspect functions.
Compared to zai, gezai cannot report hot news in on-site context. In narrative discourse, VP+gezai
can only show non-main event line and cannot advance the event chain forward, whereas VP+zai
has no such restriction. This distinction indicates different tense-aspect meanings encoded by gezai
and zai. Gezai denotes the relative-past tense and expresses the completion of an event before the

reference time, while zai denotes the meaning of “change of event” besides relative-past tense.
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