Existential sentences in Chinese have the verb “#” serving as the predicate,
with the subject and the object respectively expressing a (spatial or temporal)
setting and someone/something that exists in that setting. It has previously been
observed that the object of this construction “is in many cases an indefinite
nominal expression, generally accompanied by a quantifier, and cannot be a bare

noun” (%7 3#:%1983). Thus the underlined parts of (1) and (2) would be regarded
as typical existential sentences.

(1) B BRI A — R fEg, e

tree on be one CLF panda

When I casually looked up, there was a panda up in the tree ...
@) _GEdl A FE L, (b RpEE - REEEE, AR, e

previously be CLF mountain

Once upon a time there was a mountain, where bandits lived. One day, ...

As the phrases “in many cases” and “generally” suggest, however, there are
actually quite a few existential sentences with their object positions filled by
either definite noun phrases or bare nouns unaccompanied by quantifiers.

(3) ZINEHIELH), F—2N, A K BN, HHNNZIL.
House-in are I wife (CHACIEERTRTETR R0
[Things were going well in the house, where there were an old man, my wife
and two children. ]
[(ZDWE 5 £<AT>THT, FFVB—ANNT, BOZERVT, AN, ]
(4) BHEEN T W A K. (hERED )
bottle—in is water

[The crow saw a bottle. In the bottle was water.]

The question naturally arises: what are the circumstances in which either the
object of an existential sentence need not be an indefinite noun phrase (i.e. it can
be definite) or a bare noun without an accompanying quantifier is allowed to serve
in that capacity? To the best of my knowledge, no attempt has been made to give
a clear answer to this question.

The purpose of my presentation is to take another look at the properties of
existential sentences in Chinese from a syntactic and a functional perspective,
focusing on the (in)definiteness of the object nominal as well as the
presence/absence of an accompanying quantifier.



