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6.
Chinese vowels

& diphthongs

Vowels

6.1. After thorough consideration, we have chosen to include eight vowels in our
analysis of Mandarin phonology: /i, y, w, u; E, ¥, 0; a/ (with 21 taxophones, as we
will soon see). In fig 6.1-a, the various vocoids and their taxophones —ie contextual
allophones— are grouped by phonemes; while, in fig 6.1-8, we present the same tax-
ophones arranged in ‘functional’ sets: [V*, Vn, Vn/. Let us start by systematically con-
sidering each phoneme and its most typical realizations in neutral pronunciation.

6.1.1. First, we find the close (high) front phoneme 7 /i/ (but notice that we use
i for [w/, as we will see below, 'S 6.3 & following): /)i, *pin, *pin/ ["i, *jn,
*pw] (Cly)i, (Cly)in, (Cly)ing: [7jil [ji] yi, Lnii] [mif ni, [“jn] [jin/ yin, ["tGin]
[tsin/ jin, [\jul Njin/ ying, @] [tsin] jing.

Too many Chinese authors, in teaching beginners the fundamentals of Chinese
pronunciation, avoid IPA, which they use in an extremely poor way, unsatisfacto-
rily derived from pinyin. On the contrary, a good phonic transcription is the most
useful way to actually teach and learn Chinese pronunciation (as for any other lan-
guage), because it is not a purely decorative embellishment, ‘just to make it look
better’. Quite the opposite, in fact.

6.1.2. Secondly, there is the close (high) front-central rounded phoneme ii [y,
with a fairly limited distribution: /"y, *gyn/ ["g)y, ("yyn].

The official orthography adopts # only in nii and /i, while leaving # unmarked
in ju(n), qu(n), xu(n), yu(n). We see no advantage in doing so and prefer to keep a
friendly 4 anywhere: jii [tsy] [toy], qii [ tshy/ Ltehyyl, xii )\syl [\eyl, yit [y Lyyyl, jin
[tsyn/ ["teyn], giin [shyn/ Ptehynl, xiin [\syn/ [eynl, yiin [qyn/ [qyn].

More conveniently, pinyin could have used zi, cii, sii, yii, by phonemically in-
terpreting these syllables as we do: [tsy, tshy, sy/ [©y, tchy, ¢y].

6.1.3. In addition, we find a back rounded vowel, « [u/ ([u] not to be confused with
British English ‘/u:/’ —or, better, fuu/— whose various taxophones are rather back-central,
and often diphthongized): giadii [ku'tu/ [‘Gu'tul, wiirdt [;wusgu/ ['wuzuyl.
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fig 6.1-a. Mandarin fundamental vowels and taxophones, grouped by phoneme (¢f fig 6.1-B).
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6.1.4. Following, we have the open (low) vowel 4 [a/, with its distributions and var-
ious taxophones: [(C)a”, (w/Can, (jan, wan/ [(C)a, (w/C)an, (jan, wan]. A few examples:
aza [atsa| [Padza, -dzal, ta \\tha/ [\thal, dn [,an/ [ 2aan], pdn ['phan/ [‘phan], pdng [‘phan/
[‘phan], wdn [;wan/ [,waan], ydng [jan| [Yjan], wdng [wan/ [jwaqy].

As far as [fjan, yan/| are concerned, we think they are better represented by /jen,
yen/ (in spite of the official rendering with -an): ydn [‘jen/ [4jen], didn [ tjen/ [ tjeenl,
yiian [\yen/ [\yanl, giidn [‘shyen/ [‘tchyan].

6.1.5. The vocalic inventory of neutral Chinese continues with three mid vow-
el phonemes (lower-mid): e [, ¥/, 0 [o/. Since the interjection é/ is rather theoret-
ical, the only environment where we find [g/ [g] alone (ie not combined in diph-
thongs, [Ei, ag[) is in the two sequences [je, ye’/ [jE, yE].

Pinyin writes ye, when lacking a graphic initial; otherwise, ze: jié, gie, xié, nié, lié
[.tsjE, “tshjE, “sjE, \njE, \ljg/ [LtgjEE, “tehjE, ‘GjE, \njE, \ljg], and so on. Any combina-
tion is permitted, except fie and zhie, chie, shie, rie (since the Chinese post-alveolars
cannot match with /j/).

As far as *zie, *cie, *sie and *gie, *kie, *hie are concerned, they have historically
merged into the single series jie, gie, xie, seen above. (Interestingly, some characters
of the Peking Opera —Jngjii [ tsinltsy/ [ drui\tsy]— often chant their lines using a form
of stage pronunciation which still retains archaic syllables, like zie and siang.)
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fig 6.1-B. Mandarin fundamental vowels and taxophones, grouped by syllables: /V¥, Vn, Vn/.
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For the latter sequence, we have jue, que, xue and yue, but liie and niie (no other com-
binations occur, even those which might be articulated without problems, like miie).
But, more friendly, as with with #i(n), ‘our own’ pinyin will always show e, instead: iz,
qiié, xiié, niié, lié | tSYE, _tsth, ‘SUE, \nyE, \lqE/ [tGYEE, _tc,th, ‘GUE, \NYE, \lql;:] .

6.1.6. The back-central vowel e [¥/ plays an important role, in giving Mandarin
its distinctive sound, and shows the following distributions: e, er, en, wen/Cun,
eng, weng [("2y¥", "2)¥7; (2)¥n, wyn; ()N, wen/ [(D)32]), (*2)%y; (*D)an, wan; (P,
wan]. A few examples: keke [khy\khs/ ['khv\khy &), Zhou Enldi [tsou 2¥n‘lag/
["Souranilaa, “?allaa], érgié [*sgtshje/ [P¥y.tehjee], genbén [kyn,p¥n/ [‘gam-
paan], San Wén [swen*wen/ ['swan'wan], fengshéng [tsn"ssn/ [Tan"san], frweng

Muwen/ [Huwan].

6.1.7. Hnally, o [®)0/ [")o(&))], which can occur in the interjections o/, yo! [?0,
jo/ [o]), jo)], ot can be preceded by /w/ in the sequences mo, bo, po, fo, wo|Cuo
[mwo, pwo, phwo, (Cywo/ [hox)), poi)), phoi)), foi)), (Cwoi))]. A few exam-
ples: mémo [*'mwo\mwo/ [ho\mg )], uotuo \lwo thwo/ [bo'pho)] [pwo-
‘phwo/ bépd, [\lwgtwo))], zuo cuo |\tswoltshwo/ ["c])zwo\tsbwgv(gal)], héngyo [+an-
“jo/ [=anjol, o/ \eo/ [\2a]].

As far as (7)ong is concerned, a traditional approach favors ‘/(jjun/’, and we con-
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sider it as perfectly legitimate (along with ‘/qun/’, for mediatic taxophones). None-
theless, we have observed that [on] and [jon] are by far the most typical neutral re-
alizations, and the phonemic status bestowed on [0/ suggests us to switch to the
more realistic /(jlon/ (because of its taxophones). Two examples will suffice: gong-
gong [konkon/ ["gonkow], gidngjiong [‘tshjon tsjon/ [‘tchjon,tsjooy].

Phonemic conciseness vs realism: the interphonemic choice

6.2. We are perfectly aware that from an intraphonemic point of view, ie just
within the (Mandarin) Chinese language, [3, 1, 3, &, &] and [g] could —or should-
be considered as taxophones of the same phoneme. Besides, in contact with labi-
als (mo, bo, po, fo, ou, wo|Cuo), [0] could be considered as a variant of [3/ too, as
many Chinese phonologists do (%0IPA ‘/ws/” or ‘/wa/’). In that case, a more ‘Solo-
monic’ symbol would be the ubiquitous ‘/3/’, or —even better— the same ‘[3/’ that
we have employed in our simplified booklet on Mandarin Pronunciation for
Italians (2010) as a practical passe-partout for the various occurrences of [¥/: [3]
(while keeping [g, o] apart, as [E, o/, for the reasons given above).

We are confident in our interphonemic choice to list [, 0/ among the vowel
phonemes of Mandarin Chinese. Anyway, more restricted (certainly, more ab-
stract, because intraphonemic) inventories are possible as well — and, in fact, fre-
quently adopted by many authors. Our approach is different and has been duly
motivated, yet our readers might find it interesting to try out and compare various
solutions, to evaluate the pros and cons of each one.

6.2.1. Thus, for the sake of completeness and par condicio, we present here one
of such vowel inventories (coherent, nonetheless, with the same rigourous princi-
ples applied to our analysis throughout this book): /i, y; o, a; w, u/.

Accordingly, our [jE, yE, Ei; wo, (jou, (jon/ should appear as ‘/js, yo, oi; wo,
(j)ou, (hwon/’ (or ‘[(jun/’ for the last one, as previously noted). In other words, our
[E, 6/ would be treated as taxophon(em)es of the ubiquitous ‘/5/, when in contact
with /i, j/ or [u, w/. Inevitably, [aE, ac/ should revert to their traditional render-
ings ‘/ai, au/’ (though detached from phonetic reality as they can be).

Up to this point, one may feel content with this and put up with the double or
triple mental passages needed to switch from such a highly sketchy phonematogra-
phy to something loosely resembling actual pronunciation, not to mention a pas-
sably accurate phonography.

But some problems arise when trying to render é/ and o/, two very common in-
terjections (unlike e/). In our analysis, we do not have to think twice: [, o/ (usual-
ly: ¢!, o! )\, \o/ [\e, \g], but Chinese dictionaries permit any toneme for both, with
great paraphonic liberty, including possible additional timbres, [\e, \¢; \o, 12]).

The point is that interjections and onomatopoeia are written down in Chinese
characters too, as any other lexemes, which may lead to think that they can be lex-
icalized and phonemicized accordingly. This is debatable, since ‘unorthodox’
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phones appear sporadically in any languages, precisely in interjections and ono-
matopoeia, but are not generally included in their phonemic inventory.

6.2.2. A glaring example: in Italian, laughter is represented by ah abh ah! (or some-
thing like that); the basic pronunciation should be something like ["(h)a: haha],
but we can actually hear anything ranging between [h, fi, b, }), x, s a, A, a, ®, 3, @,
A, 2], just to list a few. None of these belong to a neutral pronunciation, of course,
except [a], ie the phoneme [a/. Now, how should we treat this?

In fact, [h/ is a xenophoneme in Italian; as such, it is frequently omitted, and of-
ten it has to be: an English loan like bi-i is currently pronounced [ai'fa'i], while
[haitai] would be regarded as pedantic or affected. But ah ah ah! is purely Italian;
thus, the only solution to represent it is accepting [h] as an incidental phoneme,
/(] — to say, a phone that deserves to be exceptionally phonemicized (as a stylis-
tic phoneme, for paraphonic purposes), without actually being a fully functional
element of Italian phonology (as in Canepari [2004, particularly (& 2-6], or, more
concisely [20072, B 3: [talian]).

6.2.3. Should we want to stick to the /i, y; o, a; w, u/’ scheme rigidly, there
would be little choice but retaining /e, 0)/ as incidental phonemes —ie para-
phonemes— in Chinese, like /(v)/ (which, more exactly, is rather a xenophoneme). To
make it even more captious, one may go as far as treating [k, o] as incidental
monophthongizations of ‘[oi, ai’ and ‘[ou, au/’ respectively, still failing to transcribe
them unequivocally. We presume that our readers have done the maths and drawn
their own conclusions: a ‘skeletal’ phonology may appear logical and easy to re-
member, but it is not necessarily practical and easy to use.

We prefer, instead, to regard ‘/9/’ as an archiphoneme and to split it into three
different semi-phonemes (so to say): [E, ¥, o/. It has to be underlined that these are
not the same as incidental phonemes: they are true phonemes, but simply not ‘cru-
cial’ ones. In fact, native speakers may perceive no difference between [ou] and
[¥u], for instance, or [am, as] and [a1], as well as between [un, un] and [on, on];
but we insist —once more— that phonology has to be internally coherent, but also
as useful and explicit as possible.

That is why we have departed from the %0IPA tradition of employing only offi-
cial symbols at the phonemic level; and, according to the most adamant tradition-
alists, not merely official, but as near to their graphemic counterparts as possible,
too! Consequently, we should have even used ‘[e/” instead of the nearly-passable
‘/3[’, since there is no opposition between [e, &, ¢, 3, ¥], &c!

Fortunately, the latter practice has been dismissed, but the former still rules the
land: as a consequence, most English dictionaries continue to employ ‘/e/’ to rep-
resent modern British [g/ [], for which official ¢/ would be better than [e/ (but it
is finally, and happily, gaining popularity among scholars).1

6.2.4. In some analyses of Chinese, we find sober compromises like ‘/e, ¥, o/’
or, better, ‘[¢, ¥, o/, but also masterpieces of schizophrenia, such as ‘/e, ¥, 9/ or ‘[,
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¥, 0/’ —and even ‘[, 3, ¥, of, mixing phones and phonemes! This is highly confus-
ing (not only) for foreign learners, who often rely on these poor examples of %fIPA
misuse to build their own Mandarin phon(em)ic inventory, when first attempt-
ing to learn pinyin and pronounce the language.

For example, native speakers of French, Italian, Portuguese and German con-
sider [e/ as actually [e], not certainly ‘anything in between [e] and [#]” (and ['¢] is
[e] as well, in those languages; neutral German even distinguishes between ‘['ez, ‘ez,
e/’ [ex, Bz, €]). What foreign learners really need is a phonemic scheme devised ac-
cording to interphonemic principles: realism and multilingual applicability. In
practical terms, this means choosing, for each phoneme, the symbol that encom-
passes all the taxophones (or may be able, at least, to suggest most of them), with-
out discriminating between symbols.

6.2.5. In “"[PA, there is no such thing: a symbol is a symbol, and if it is best for
its task, we employ it. So, even at first glance, Mandarin (but also English, Spanish,
and Japanese) [E, of suggest that the learner is dealing with something different
from [e, o] and [g, o], while at the same time implying a certain auditory and ar-
ticulatory resemblance with both pairs. Besides, while our [g/ is able to cover suc-
cesstully [, €, a], ‘/e/’ makes it necessary to revive the unrealistic ‘/jan, yan/’, to
explain yan, yiian [jen, yan].

Multilingual applicability is the other advantage of the interphonemic ap-
proach, in that it helps polyglots (or those who aim at being such), and phoneti-
cians build a sort of personal, constantly growing ‘phon(em)ic mindset’. They can
resort safely to it, when attempting to learn —or analyze— another language, or im-
prove their own pronunciation of one they already know.

Just mastering [e, E, €] and [0, 0, o] helps us avoid gross faux pas in most
European languages and Japanese (and Chinese, as we have seen!), but also im-
proves our understanding of different accents.

For instance, English awe ['o:/ is ['0z] in modern Standard British, but ['0-o] in
Mediatic British, and ['2:] in most American accents. To an untrained ear accustomed
to hear and speak only American English, ['0'0] may easily suggest owe ['0o/ ['o70] at
first, but once the listeners are able to detect [o] in isolation, they would promptly
recognise a mono-timbric diphthong like ['00], and distinguish it from ['c-0] (also
guided by the meaning of actual words).

On the phonemic status of -#

6.3. This last vowel phoneme requires a longer, but necessary, explanation, al-
most a chapter on its own. This is due to the fact that many Chinese scholars keep
a conservative approach to Mandarin phonetics, being largely influenced by the
assumptions of some pioneers in the field, the Swedish sinologist Karlgren among
them. It is nearly given for granted, thus, that Mandarin has two retroflex —or api-
cal— vowels. But, in our view, both belong to the same phoneme.
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We strongly support ‘/wi/’ as the phonemicization of what pinyin transcribes as
i after z, ¢, s and zh, ch, sh, r. As explained below —f B 9: Chinese Consonants— we
adopt i instead, in order to mark, even at the graphemic level, and in parallel to
[w/, that we are dealing with another fundamental component of Mandarin
phonology, not with some mysterious taxophones of [i/.

The first author of this book is firmly determined to state that, unfortunately,
there are ‘phonologists’ who posit such senseless and unreasonable ‘rules’, which fol-
low the absurd Soviet ‘phonemic’ principle by which a consonant can determine
the change in quality of a following vowel, instead of the opposite. This happens
when the obvious two Russian phonemes /i, i/ are schizophrenically mystified as a
unique and unnatural ‘/i/” entity. On the contrary, it is more natural and clearly
simple that it is a vowel that can change the quality of a preceding consonant.

Thus, instead of ‘/sa, si, si, Cif’, for [sa, sw, swy, Ci] (pinyin: sa, xi, shi, Ci), we posit
[sa and /Ci/, but /s, sw/, by a clear and natural assimilation process — and, accord-
ingly, we write: sa, si, shi, Ci. Our choice falls upon [wy/, as this appears to better rep-
resent all the taxophones emerged from long and accurate analyses of numerous
recordings of neutral Mandarin voices (especially those of professionally trained

speakers).

6.3.1. Many —if not all— Sinologists favor two symbols not enclosed in the %/IPA
inventory: 7, 7; the former to represent i in zi, ci, si, the latter, i in zhi, chi, shi, ri.
Though called ‘vowels, both are often presented as ‘syllabic constrictives’ (although
they are approximants; and note that we prefer ‘intense’ to ‘syllabic’, which is less
ambiguous), totally assimilated to the point of articulation of the contoid that
comes before them. (They are often —but not systematically— considered as two
distinct phonemes, though they clearly are in complementary distribution. But,
the prevailing theory is that they are simply some queer taxophones of /if).

A very similar view is shared by the International Phonetic Association, which,
in the 2003 issue of its Journal, accepted an article which proposed ‘y as a unified
expedient to represent both 7, 7. The ‘official’ descriptions of these two pho-
n(em)es, thus, are (apico)laminal denti-alveolar’ approximant and ‘apical postalveo-
lar’ approximant, respectively. None can be entirely accepted.

6.3.2. Correctly, no groove is assigned to the first contoid, which nevertheless
cannot be described as a full approximant (in our system, the proper symbol would
be [8]), nor is it totally assimilated to [ts(hy), s/: in that case, we should perceive a
continuous ‘buzz, though lighter than that of [z].

More realistically, we have a vocoid, [w], with negligible assimilation to the pre-
ceding segment: in fact, just a very short portion of the vocoid —its contiguous part
to [ts(h)), s/— exhibits a certain degree of co-articulation, but this is absolutely auto-
matic, and need not be indicated in phonetic transcriptions, let alone in a phone-
mic one! We admit that an intense semi-approximant, [3] (while [§], seen above, is
a plain intense approximant), may result auditorily quite similar to [w], but the
articulatory nature of this phone is primarily vocalic.
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To sceptical % traditionalist readers, we suggest a simple experiment, provided
they can pronounce Chinese at least decently: articulate a long, slow and emphatic
si, paying attention to any transition from s to 7. If this is done correctly, the result
should resemble something like ["s:zzz83w:]. (In this time of majestic technolog-
ical achievements, many instrumental, ‘acoustic’, phoneticians underestimate the
importance of kinaesthesia and proprioceptive abilities. To those interested in ‘re-
deeming’ themselves, we may suggest Catford, 1988).

This being said and recognized, yet we have to determine what really matters
—ie what is important and ‘typical’— and what is simply the outcome of inevitable
(but secondary) adjustments. From this point of view, it appears reasonable to skip
even intense (or ‘syllabic’) [z, z, z, z, §, 8] and to keep only [w] as the real dis-
tinctive element of si [sw], which we therefore phonemicize as [sw/ (with [ts(puw/,
too), clearly discarding ‘1’ and similar questionable expedients.

6.3.3. A slightly different criterion must be applied to /Cuw/, ie when [w/ fol-
lows the post-alveolar initials: zhi, chi, shi, ri. In this case, an automatic assimila-
tion affects the entire articulation of /w/, and cannot be regarded as a merely tran-
sitional event: even an untrained ear can detect a continuous ‘buzz, incomplete
—or even absent— in [wi/; auditorily, the latter has a very different timbre too, even
if the (medium-)dorsum generally remains in the same ‘box’ as [wi].

Much debated is the true nature of these /Cw/ sequences. As we explain here-
by, neutral pronunciation actually admits more than just one realization: it is sut-
prizing that, instead of simply recognizing this fact and providing all the relevant
transcriptions, every single analysis that we have examined insists in presenting on-
ly one. Inevitably, very different phonic renderings have been proposed so far, de-
pending on which sources the authors took into account, and how restrictive their
concept of ‘neutrality’ is.

For example, some Chinese authors often refer to how ‘Peking speakers’ would
pronounce something, as if the pitonghua spoken in Peking were to be assumed
as a model for neutral pronunciation (rather than a kind of mediatic Mandarin
accent, when not too broad, as in everyday life). Undoubtedly, Pekingese speakers
have the best chances to conquer a purely neutral pronunciation, considering that
their local dialect served as the basis for Modern Chinese. Yet, without proper train-
ing, anyone with an even slight Peking accent would be spotted immediately, some-
times even by foreigners.

Nonetheless, the Peking accent is considered a ‘prestigious’ one, due to its con-
nection with the capital city and its presence in the media, thus qualifying as what
we call a ‘mediatic’ accent: not neutral, for sure, but accepted by most as nearly-
neutral, and no doubt more widespread than a real neutral accent, which has to
be learnt expressly.

With few exceptions, those handbooks where ) is still employed describe it as
something of the same nature as &, apparently, but ‘narrower’... whatever this
means. Nevertheless, when one examines the relevant illustrations proposed by
the same handbooks, they usually show a curled-shaped tongue, with very little
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space between its tip and the post-alveolar ridge. Thus, it is clear that, by ‘retroflex
vowel’, the authors actually mean an intense post-alveolar contoid.

As far as the exact nature of the contoid is concerned, opinions vary, but the
dominant position is to regard it as ‘a less fricative [z]’. Provided ‘less fricative’ does
not stand for a semi-constrictive phone (“"[7]), we can safely infer that an intense
post-alveolar approximant is actually meant (“**[7]), in accordance with some
officially sanctioned descriptions.

6.3.4. In fact, such a realization is very common in neutral Mandarin (as well
as in mediatic Pekingese) and, in general, in all northern China. It can be adopt-
ed safely by foreigners learning the language, provided they refrain from that most
tiresome habit of curling their tongues so backwards, that they do not produce a
true post-alveolar contoid anymore, but rather an apico-palatal one: [7].

It is a speech defect —or, at best, a form of hypercorrection— that even a certain
number of Chinese exhibit, especially when their native dialect contemplates no
[C], and they are willing to ‘speak proper in doing so, they literally retroflect their
apex, instead of raising it gently behind the alveolar ridge, ‘just to be on the safer
side’. The resulting phones [ts, s, 7] & are normal in many Dravidian languages,
for example, but not in Mandarin, where they arouse an auditory impression of
‘jabbering’ instead, if used as initials.

Another peculiarity to be avoided is splitting [7] into a sequence like [wrg] (or
worse, [ug], even elongated in [uy:], which might be misunderstood as [¥7/). This
trait is pretty common among native speakers of ‘rhotic’ English accents, typically
those from the United States and Canada, in particular when they have just start-
ed learning Mandarin. Not rarely, instead of [7], these speakers would actually use
any one of their most familiar » phones, namely [1, #, 1, 2] &c (with their intense
counterparts, [1, #, {, ] &, for [7/). These contoids act quite well as surrogates, but
produce a fairly recognisable accent: those who aim at a more convincing pro-
nunciation, then, should choose [7]. (It might be ‘illuminating’ to read (& 26: The
‘whole truth’ on English 7, in Canepari’s English Pronunciation & Accents).

6.3.5. The intense post-alveolar approximant, though, is not the preferred
choice of professionally trained speakers. Instead, we have noticed a consistent use
of a somewhat ‘milder’ phone, precisely [w], which —for the sake of conciseness—
we shall describe here as a laterally contracted [w]. Since we have detected an en-
tire set of such latero-vocoids as natural realizations of the so-called érhua phe-
nomenon, we suggest our readers to refer to the relevant @ 7, where we describe
all the features involved in this —quite complex— co-articulation process.

Here, suffice to say that the presumable reason why professional voices favor
[wy] is both of an articulatory and euphonic nature. By comparing the orograms of
[w] and [¢] (fig 7.1 & fig 9.5), it is quite clear that this last phone requires little —if
any— movement of the apex, yet the auditory result is not very different from that
of [7]. Therefore, in connected speech, the apex may pass from one articulation to
another with relative ease, especially when the front half of the tongue is crucial
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(asin [i, y; j, ys td, tsdhy, s, 1, nf &).

Subjective and questionable as it can be, euphony certainly does play a role,
even if [w] were not selected on purpose, nor were it ‘genetically engineered’ to
improve the Chinese phonetic inventory. It is a natural taxophone, instead, and it
has always been there: but those for whom a beautiful and mellow voice is the
essence of a job well done —ie dubbers, actors, broadcasters, singers, and the like—
know perfectly what sounds better... and instinctively adopt it.

It is worth noticing that using [w] suggests no farfetched ‘stage pronunciation’
at all, like —for example- [r, r] in old-fashioned French and German theatrical de-
livery (even though an alveolar » did not belong to the neutral pronunciation of
those languages anymore). For this reason, we argue that foreign speakers should at
least attempt to learn and use [wy] instead of [7] (or should alternate between them).

There is a certain timbric difference between [w] and [w], though mostly as a
side effect of the co-articulation phenomena occurring in the latter phone. We
have lateral contraction, in the first place, primarily responsible for the charac-
teristic ‘buzz’ typical of any [V] (laterally contracted vocoids). Thus, its post-
-alveolarity, which plays just a marginal role). Apart from this, [w] and [w] share
almost the same dorsum position.

6.3.6. Nonetheless, we have noted a mediatic more advanced taxophone ([i],
fig 13.2), not very common, but adopted even by some professional voices, as well:
a few examples of it can be heard at the beginning of the Chinese dubbing of Hiro-
shima mon amour (Alain Resnais, 1959), which, indeed, may sound somewhat awk-
ward to most native listeners. But, this phone is more a mediatic one (¢ fig 13.2).

Scattered occurrences of the same taxophone are found in various sound files at-
tached to the late 70’s Practical Chinese Reader. A few present-day Tv anchormen use
it occasionally, too. Kinaesthesia reveals that it is possible to articulate a fully functional
[V] as front as in the area of [i], but not fronter than that, otherwise it would be very
hard both to contract the sides of the tongue and, at the same time, raise the apex.

Diphthongs

6.4. Modern Mandarin phonology only has four diphthongs (fig 6.2): [Ei, aE,
ao, ouf [E1, Ag, ao, ou]. The former two may be preceded by /w/, the latter two by
[i/> with slightly different vocalic traits: /wei, wag, jao, jou/ [wsr, waa, jao, jou].
We insist that /i, u/ (and [y/) are always vowels, while [j, w/ (and [y/) are always ap-
proximants, thus consonants, not miraculous ‘semi-something’; consequently, we
cannot help disapproving of such renditions as ‘/ej, aj, aw, ow/’ or ‘[uei, uai, iau,
iou/’ (or ‘[uej, uaj, iaw, iow/’).

Pinyin duly represents simple diphthongs as ei, ai, ao, ou (though ae would
have been more realistic, and more coherent with ao, too); wei, wai, yao, you are
also rather reasonable.

When wai and yao follow another initial, their spelling changes into #ai and 7ao,
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making grapho-syllabification easier in some cases: chénguai ‘to blame, to rebuke’ is
unmistakably [tsh¥n\kwag/, while chéngwai ‘outside of a town/city’ leads automat-
ically to [“tsh¥n\wag/; otherwise, pinyin would abound in apostrophes or hyphens,
like older romanization devices: *chen’guai vs *chéng'uai, or *chengwai vs *chéng'wai.

The choice to use ng, instead of plain g, in our Chinese examples helps, too (and
sh, ch, zh, as well — although we do not do the same for English, or for Chinese
words used without their tonemes).

6.4.1. Nonetheless, we find absurd inconsistencies: instead of changing wei,
you into uei, iou, the official orthography prescribes i, iu, with no real advantages
for the learner (unless someone prefers to use a mediatic accent, f G 13). However,
in all honesty, this is odd even at the typographical level.

Lacking their real nuclei, we are forced to put the relevant diacritics on what
we must consider their syllabic codae, instead, ie uz, i, ui, izt — rather than the
more friendly and more correct (as more neutral) ‘ueéi, idu, uéi, iou’!

Besides, ui and iu easily lead foreign students to think that /wei, jou/ are actu-
ally to be reduced to ‘/wi, ju/’ in composite syllables. We can personally testify that
even some Chinese teachers at the Beijing Language and Culture University are
convinced of such a ‘reduction), so strongly pinyin influences their ‘understanding’
of Mandarin phonology.

To prove their point, they would refer to mediatic variants, where —nonethe-
less— we do not hear anything like ‘[wi, ju]’, but rather, in mediatic pronunciation,
[wii, jou] with tonemes 1 & 2, but [wae, joo] with tonemes 3 & 4 — fig 13.1). As a
matter of fact, we have: neutral pronunciation [‘woi, jjou], and [ w9y, \jou], but me-
diatic pronunciation [w, Yjou], and [,wae, \joo].

A few neutral examples: féi [fei/ [fe1], dui [tweif ["tworl, di [,ae/ [ 2aaz], wai
\wag/ [\waal, do [,a0] [ 2aq9l, hdo [HAac/ [daqol, ydo [4jac/ [ljaol, Ou [ou/ [20ul],
mou [mou/ [, mgoy], diu [tjou/ [tjou].

fig 6.2. Mandarin diphthongs.

[aT, wad] [jao, ao]

NERRY
ui, "wei [weif [woi] \ \ \h \ \ d \

ei [Eif [E1] (Mou [ou/ [ou]
(")ai [aE/ [aa] ia0, *yao [jao| [jao]

uai, "wai [wag[ [waa] (Mao [ao/ [ao]

iu, "you [jou/ [jou]
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Foreign listeners should be able to recognize them readily; but they are no way nec-
essary for a good pronunciation, nor do they represent a true exception to the rule.
Only if we really needed a different phonemicization (merely of academic interest,
by the way), a compromise like ‘/wii, juu/" would be somewhat worth considering.

Vowel reduction & devoicing

6.5. Mandarin vowels may undergo some timbric reductions %- shortenings, main-
ly when the relevant weakly-stressed or unstressed syllables occur in positions different
from word-final ones (or in tunes). As a matter of fact, in actual language, apart from
in slow and accurate speech, some neutralizations occur elsewhere, too. It is funda-
mental to know such reductions, at least to be able to understand spoken Chinese well.

Foreigners need not use such reductions actively, although an appropriate use
of them would decidedly improve their pronunciation. In order to adequately show
the behaviour of different unstressed syllables (for vowel, consonant, and pitch re-
ductions), sometimes we also had to use some rare words, rather than omitting
something significant.

6.5.1. fig 6.3 shows the most important reductions which may occur in fast %
casual speech, and in connection with the so-called gingsheng, [-$/, or “zero to-
neme’. This does not imply ‘absence of tone’, as many Chinese themselves think
(and teach foreigners, too!), but simply a feeble tonal contour as that found in syl-
lables which, being unstressed, lose their original (or theoretical) ‘full’ toneme.

The examples given are to be interpreted as in a sort of decreasing scale, start-
ing from a pre-pausal position, in a tune (for the first variants), up to modifications
produced within a sentence, in a pre-tune (for the other variants). For [Vn, Vn/,
the variants with [V] have been included in the vocograms, but not in the exam-
ples. It would have been a sterile repetition, after all, as the vocoid remains in its
‘box’, though nasalized. But it is important to note it, because the vocalic timbre
remains the only discriminant, when [Vn] and [Vn] merge into [V].

Anyway, in order not to make our transcriptions more complex than necessary, we
will not employ such reductions ordinarily. On the one hand, they do not occur au-
tomatically, nor universally; on the other hand, foreign learners —to whom our ‘nor-
malized’ transcription is primarily aimed— can safely use normal vocoids anywhere
(but they should be able to recognize reduced forms, when native speakers use them).

In a more colloquial version of fast speech, even the consonants may be more at-
tenuated, in unstressed syllables, /$/. In fact, we can also find: /p, t, k/ [b, d, g] - [B,
9> ¥, [, tsf [de, dps dg] > [2, %5 %) [Es, ¢, 8/ [v5 2, %, Z) > [V, 2, 2, 7] (while /b [}],

generally, does not change).

6.5.2. As can be seen, [t applies to [itn/w), y(n)/: didi \ti di; -dt], guanxi [kwap-
-6l; -2, xiaqii [\gja tehy; -tel, -te1]; and [w], to [w, u/ (with [w] for /Cui/): yisi [\ji-
zu; zy), rénshi [\gan sws -Zul, shitfu [“su-tu; -yul.
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.....

“dpE; 'dpE, “djo], diren [\2ad gan; -zan, -gonl, meéimei [\mer mey, -mat]; furthermore,

[¥], for [3, (wysn, (w)o/, and [(j)sa], for [(ou/: gege [ks-Gs; ~g¥], dingzhe [_tuy dzs; “dzz],

ﬁg 6.3. Vowel reduction in /$/ (in fast speech, not in a tune; whereas, in a tune, the distinct tim-
bers of fig 6.1-2 are used). Note that even the approximants are reduced, becoming semi-

-approximants: [j, y, w] - [}, @, w].
I

||
oyl | 1ol 1 g | /Quwuf (Qul

[i®/ 321, [qe/ [ys] O [w)g, wWio/ [w)s]
[ow¥n/ [w)en, w)3] [owyen/ [W)sN, w)F]

||
||
fjen/ an, ja] | |
[qen] [yan, ysl |1
||
L

[G-wa/ [-we]
[wan/ [w)en, w)E]

[ow)Ei] [@w)at] [§ou/ [(pro]

[ow)aEg/ [wea] IER |i{ | [(hao/ [(pao]
\

I

fig 6.4. Further reductions in syllables with zero tones’ (in even quicker speech, not in a tune;
whereas, in a tune, the realizations of fig 6.3 are possible, too). Let us also notice [wV] » [V].

Ll

[jEn/ [y, il iy, Qui, uf [(Qy]
fiaf [ya] [ian] [on, j3]
Jas/ [1] || || /52 6
\ \ \ [an/ [3n, 3]

\
I

\ \ \ \ [ou, wo, ac/ [g]
[¥n/ [z, %]
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xiansheng ["gjen:san; ~73N], jiémo |\tgje g; -], nudnhuo [ nway zwo; -§huws],
yongtou [\jon thou; -tsol, péngyou [‘phan-jou; -Jsa.

Lastly, we have: [e; ea] in [(-w)a, an; (w)ag/: baba [\pa ba; -bel, mama ["ma-ma;
~me], xihuan [_¢ii xwan; -hwen], taitai [\thaz thag; -tea]; and [a; ao] in [(jan; (jao]:

wdnshang [ WaA1 san; “ZaN], zhidao [tsuy-dao; ~dao].

6.5.3. In even quicker speech, and not in a tune, further reductions are possible
(fig 6.4): [] for [i, y, w, uf: didi \ti di; -dy, -ds], guanxi [kwan-¢i; 21, 2], xiaqii [\¢ja-
Lehy; tel, <ty ~teil, yisi il zuns -2y, z3l, rénshi \gay, suss -2y, 4, shifu [“su-tu; -vu,
-vi]; and [3] for Jou, wo, ac/: nudnhuo [ nway xwo; Hhws, -Ghz], yongtou [\jox thoy;
-t%9, -t&], péngyou [‘phan-jou; -j¥0, -j1l, zhidao [sur-dao; ~dao, ~dsg].

Besides, [a] in [aE, jaf [a, ja]: taitai |\thag thag; -tes, -ta], rénjia [*gap-dzja; ~dzpe,
~dgja]; and [3] for [3/ and for any other [a/: gege [ks-Gs; ~g3], dingzhe [ tuy'dgs; “dz3],
airen [\ag gan; -z3nl, xiansheng [“gjen:san; -Z3n], baba [\pa ba; -be, -b3], mama ["ma-
.ma; -me, -m3], xibuan [_¢i xwan; -hwen, -hwan, -hanl, wdnshang [ war san; “Zen, “Z3n].

6.5.3. In fast speech, the high vowels, [i, y, w, u/ [i, y, w, u] (including /Cuw/,
which are simply [Cu]), occurring in zero-toneme’ syllables realized as non-high
in pitch, ie [$,-$], can often be devoiced when preceded by fully voiceles contoids,
though in varying degrees and —certainly— not obligatorily.

First, the partial devoicing of close vowels after obstruents, [p(y, tdy, kdy; tsdy,
tsths £, s, 5, §/, ie not after (re)sonants, and especially with the fourth toneme, par-
ticularly its ‘wide’ taxotone [}] (see below): /i, y, wr, u/ [i, 1, 4 ¥, ¥; w; u, u]. Be noted
that partially devoiced vocoids do not feature any ‘creaky voice’ (ie laryngealization,
[V]), as their fully voiced counterparts would, when associated with low taxotones.

A few examples: pird [\phi‘gul, bafd [\butaal, tishen [\thi“san], dikdéu [\du-
Kkhooy], ji}tuén [\dzy'thwan], kichd [\khu,tshaal, giké [Gu\khs], cf’jz’ [tshw i,
zimii [\dew,muyl, chifan [tshu\fanl, jingzuo [‘dewtswol, fabi Mulpy/ [fu\pul,
xinydng [\¢1n jaay], xuqﬁ L\ey.tehyyl, shifi [\sutul, hizhao[zu\tsqo].

Further examples: ¢is7 [tei'sw, tot, tex], tidou [tu\toy, tu-, tr], gidong [ti-
\tow, oL, tox], tildi [tulti, tu-, tv], cidi [swith, s, s3], doufu \tgyty, -, 1), xii-
dud [¢y two, o1, G¥], shijia [$ultgja, St §5].

More rarely, even non-close vowels can be devoiced: kénéng [ky'nan, k¥, yiichdng

(\yytsex, -eyl, hén hio [ gihao, -haol.

6.5.4. In broader and even faster speech, thus moving pronunciation further
away from a real neutral accent, this devoicing can also be complete, [V], instead
of partial, [V]. However, the vocoids do not drop, but are still there. In fact, there
is no syllable reduction, although less clearly prominent, with no *[C], nor *[C;,
C], instead of [CV], but [CV] (in addition to [CV]).

A few examples with devoiced elements on their final syllable: gaosu [\kqosu,
-, 4], béizi [pertsw, -y, 1, cducou [*shoutsou, -u, 4], dongxi ["tonéi, -, ], ydn-
Jing [jggntew, ], chiqii ["tshutgy, -, 4], zhishi [[urfw, -u, 5], bangzhu ["pansy,
o, 4], gingchu [tehuwtsy, -u, ).
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In addition: ligi [\liti, -\, 1], dongxi [ton¢i, -, 1], daifu \taafu, -, 4], suanshi
[\swansu, -w, ], chiqgii [tsutel, -, ], wenti \wanti, -, #], xinki ["¢inkuy, -w, 4,
shizi \\Gitsur, -w, -1, sanci [“san-tsw, -, ], you yisi [ jou\jisw, -w, 4], £zh? [\liswy, u,
1), danshi \tagw, -w, 4, yiqi [jitel, -t 1, lshi [ligu, w, 41, yisic [jisw, -w, 4],
shangei [\sawtsur, -, 1, zhengqii [anGy, 4, 4.

6.5.5. The combination of personal pronouns (1) with frequent grammeme-like
words (2) generally produces reduced forms typical of very fast speech.

(1) wd [jwgo] (), ni [nii] (‘You) sing.), ta ["tha] (‘he, she, it’), men [man] (plu-
ral marker): wdmen (‘we’) [ wgg-man], nimen (‘you’ pl.) [,nii-man], tamen (‘they’)
["thaman];

(2) yé [jee] (‘also, too’), yao [\jag] (‘will, want’), jiz [\joy] (‘then’), you [ jooy]
(‘to have’), y7 [Tji] (‘one, @), hdi [*daa] (‘still, something more’), hai [\Awor] (‘will,
can’), de [-dx] (particle), shi [zui] (‘to be’).

wo yé [;wog] + [jEE] > [w99, w9]
wo yao [wgg] + [\jag] » [wsg, wsl

]

] > [wgu, wg]
wo yi [wgag] + [T W
wo hdi [jwgg] +
wo bii [jwoo] + [Awer] » [wst]

wo de [;wgg] + [dy] » [wau, wu]
wo shi [wgo] + [zw] » [waw, wul;

ni yé Lnii] + [jeg] > [nio]

ni yao [ nii] + [\jag] > [nte, nieg]

ni jine [pii] + [\Gjoy] > [nu]

ni you [niil + [jooy] > [nu]

ni yz [nii] + [7ji] > [nit, i

ni hdi [nii] + [“laa] > [nies]

ni bivi [pii] + [\dwei] > [pwst, niet, pul

ni de [nii] + [-ds] > [nuds, nigs, nus, nis]
ni shi [pii] + [7u] - [piw];
[tets, -tet]
> [teqau, teg]
[-tesu, teig]

ta yé ["thal + [jeg] »
ta yao [“tha] + [\jag]
ta jin [“tha] + [\tgjoy] -

ta you ["tha] + [jo 1,5] [-tejur, -tew]
ta yi ["tha] + [7ji] » [te]

ta hdi [“tha] + [daa] - [tea]

ta bivi [“tha] + [\dwei] - [-tewt, -tet]
ta de [tha] + [-d¥] - [teu]

ta shi ["tha] + [zw] - [tew];

(0X0)
bl

(V)
b
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wo hdi (‘and ') [[wgo] + [=aa] > [we]

women [;wgg]| + [man] > [wgm, wam, wm, -sm]

na women (‘then we’) [\na] + [[wgg:man] » [nom, nam]
nimen [,nii] + [man] > [npum, num]

tamen ["tha] + [man] > [tem, -tem].

6.5.6. Let us also notice, again most typical of very fast speech:
kéyi (‘can, be able to’) [khsy] + [jii] » [kwsat]

bii hui (‘cannot be’) [‘pu] + [\Awor] > [bwst]

jiu yao (‘going to’) itejou] + [\jagl - [drss]

bd ta (‘constrain’) [ paal + [tha] > [-pa]

sudyi (‘therefore’) [ swoo] + [jii] »
zheé yang (‘in this way’) [\tsg] + [\jay] > [\tGjay]
dajia (‘everybody’) [\ta] + [tgjal » [
bijiao(‘compared with’) [ pii] +
you shihour (‘sometimes’) Ljoou] + [‘surhex] - [783, J82]
biv yi yang (‘differently’) [\pu] + +

dou you (‘completely’) [tou] + :

zhiyao (if) [l + [\jag] » [-dpao]

dangrdn (‘of course’) [tan] + [“zan] » [-dag]

ranhou (‘and then’) [“zan] + [\Hoy] > [
zhé-zhong (‘this kind of’) [\tss] + [tGoy]

9
S,

v
&
Z,

Possible changes due to emphasis

6.6. On the contrary, fig 6.5 shows the opposite results which can occur when,
instead of reductions, due to zero tonemes), speakers resort to emphasis on certain
words or syllables, for particular communicative purposes.

The vocograms given in fig 6.5 might even explain, but certainly not justify, the
unique and excessive use in Chinese books of /VV, VVV/ sequences, instead of nor-
mal [JV, JVV/ ones (d ¢ 13).

Of course, perhaps their authors may mean something like that, but it is cer-
tainly not the best way to ‘explain such facts.

As a matter of fact, they should —at least— reverse their ‘norms, by giving some-
thing like our own sequences, [V, JVV], and only afterwards also adding ["VV,
"VVV], including paraphonic peculiarities, which do not exclude at all the more
convenient possibility ['JV, "JTVV], which is actually used, as well.

The first author goes as far as to think that, probably, their problem originates
from an insufficient analysis of the phonic structure they try to handle, or from ex-
cessive, unfounded, confidence: zhuang [“tswan, “swa()n, “tsuan] (also with [Fts-]).
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fig 6.5. Frequent emphatic (or hyperprecise, or very slow) variants, which can be heard instead
of the more normal ones (always with emphatic stress and paraphonics). Also notice the pres-

ence of [?], and even /,V] [LVV] [LV2V].

(i [ ["Pn n)]
/(J)IN/ ] ["PiN] \

N\ I

fiem) [jem)] [Riam)] [jou/ [jou] ['?io, "io]

[jam)/ [jaan] [iew)]

[y [apym)] ["Ryv(n)]

| |
||
faz/ Tqe) Peya] ||
[qen/ [gan] [2yan] | |
||
L |

[wei/ [ws1] ["Put, "Pus]

[wen/ [wan] ["Pugn]
) [wa/ [wa] ["Pue]
wan/ [wan] ["Puen]
AL \//W/,[ | trernd]

\ \ \ \ \ \ [wo/ [w [”Pux "Puo]

[e] [E] ["PEq]

\
\
\
al |
\

\

\

\

o
\
\

[an/ [an] ["?aen] \

6.7. In addition, fig 6.6.1-2 show that [jV, yV, wV/ sequences, too often still
called and classified as ‘rising diphthongs’, are nothing but normal sequences
formed by approximant consonants and vowels (or diphthongg).

Of course, similar tracings could be done in (7 and others, as well. It is very
important to discover the real difference between such sequences and true diph-
tongs (and triphthongs, too).
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fig 6.6.1. [jV, yV, wV/ sequences, which are clearly different from true diphthongs.
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fig 6.6.2. [jV, yV, wV/ sequences, when occurring in weak syllables.

T
AmmEnn

ly2], [o] O bbb fwon, w3l, [wsa, w¥]

[jan, ji], [yan, yi] ~
3w, J3] N i )
(el \ \ KD_‘ I:I\ \ [wem), we], [LAN, wi]

Some curios

Variants of zheé (this), na (that), nd (which one?)

6.8. In Chinese, zbé, na, and nd are three very frequent monosyllables, which
we usually classify as ‘pronouns’, while Chinese linguists adopt the probably better
definition of ‘substitutes depending on their position within a sentence and the
words that might be affixed to them, substitutes can act as English demonstrative
and interrogative adjectives/pronouns, locative and modal adverbs, and so on.

When followed by the numeral y7 ‘one’, zbé yi, na y7, and nd yi can be fused to-
gether into the colloquial variants zhéi, néi, and ndi[néi. By logic, they should not
be used when another numeral follows, but the use and abuse of the language
shows a certain trend to recognize these contractions as simple alternatives, though
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—in fact— they are different lexemes. For na only, the Contemporary Chinese Dic-
tionary also provide the variant 7é.

More exactly, nd is actually pronounced as such when used alone; but when it
is followed by a classifier or a numeral plus a classifier, the pronunciations ndi/néi
are admitted: ndi[néi ge, ndi[néi huir, ndi-|néixie, ndi-|néiyang(r). When used alone
or immediately followed by a verb, na is pronounced na/né; when followed by a clas-
sifier or a numeral plus a classifier, the pronunciation 7é(i) is admitted: 7é(i) chéng-
zi, né(i) ge, né(i)-huir, né(i)xié, né(i)yang(r).

The lexeme name ‘in that way’ has the colloquial variant néme. Finally, zhé
keeps this pronunciation when used alone or followed by a substantive; when fol-
lowed by a classifier or a numeral plus a classifier, the pronunciation zhéi is ad-
mitted: zhé(i) chéngzi, zhé(i)-ge, zhé(i)-huir, zhé(i)xie, zhé(i)yang(r).

The lexeme zhéme ‘in this way’ also has the colloquial variant zéme. However,
when speaking or reading aloud in a solemn % official manner, it is advisable for
native and foreign speakers alike to stick to the basic forms.

Variants of the modal grammeme a

6.9. The grammeme a can only occur at the end of a sentence. Usually, it con-
veys familiarity, surprise, or enthusiasm; but it can also act as a full pause, possibly
with a suspense flare, before passing to the following sentence. Being a weakly-
-stressed syllable with no specific meaning, 2 will be regularly absorbed by a /e that
precedes, resulting in /a.

Furthermore, there are some euphonic variants that occur after certain syllabic
finals. Such variants are even reflected in pinyin, though not always systematically
(in fact, broader transcriptions usually present 2 only): after i(e), -ai, -ei, -ii(e), and
-u0, ya is used; after -ao, -(0)u, there is wa; after -n, there is na (which is written with
the same Chinese character representing the substitute nd); while after -ng, pinyin
tends to prefer a simple a for what actually is /-na/ (with a Zero toneme’), as there
is no specific Chinese character, though a rarely-seen nga is admitted.

The simple rendition  is maintained for [ya, ya], too, which occur after -i.
One may want to resort to something like 72, which nevertheless should not be ar-
ticulated as a proper [gza]: foreign speakers should better aim at a sort of an un-
stressed diphthong, like -i+a [wa; qwa, ja], which —by the way— are very close to
native articulations.

Stress variants in numerals and numeral syntagms

6.10. Foreign speakers can safely pronounce all numerals by applying standard
stress patterns, as explained in the relevant chapter. However, once enough fluen-
cy and proficiency in basic pronunciation are secured, they may want to benefit
from the few tips that we list in this paragraph for an even smoother pronuncia-
tion of numerals.

Within a numeral syntagm, that is to say, a string composed of a numeral and
a classifier, the latter is weakly stressed, pretty much like the generic classifier gé
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(which is always pronounced with a ‘zero toneme’ and is even written as such: ge):
san-ge ldoshi ["san-Gv lag sui, -g¥-, -g2-] ‘three teachers), si-zhang zbi [\swi. dran tsuru,
-dran] “four sheets of paper’, wii-bén shii [*wu bansu, -bay:] ‘five books’, li-bd yizi
[\joyba_jidew] ‘six chairs; but jis-sui de hdizi [ dzjou\swor dyslaa-dzw, -ds-, -ds-]
‘nine-year-old boy’.

The numeral shi ‘ten’, used in isolation, is pronounced fully stressed: [“sw]. In two-
syllable numerals, sh7 features a semi-weak stress if it is the first syllable: shi'er [‘su-
\@%%] ‘twelve’; otherwise, it is fully stressed: ershi [L@¥%’sw]. When shi occurs be-
tween two numerals, or between a numeral and a classifier, it usually has a weak
stress, and it can even pass to a zero toneme’ in fast connected speech: érshizhang
[@s¥sw tsan, -sur, ~§ur, - suk, -§uy, §ui] ‘twenty sheets, sanshisan ["san’sursan,
“swy, -Sur] ‘thirty-three’.

Foreign words and names

6.11. In this section, a concise account is provided of how foreign words, includ-
ing proper names and a small number of scientific lexemes, are rendered in Chinese.
Forcing a word to fit in another language where its structure sounds completely un-
natural can be unpleasant, but in Chinese, it is often disappointing and even irritat-
ing, as the Chinese not only insist on adapting the original phones to those more fa-
miliar to them (which is the right thing to do: all languages work like that).

They also stubbornly refuse to go anywhere beyond the meager native taxo-
phonic inventory, those 400-something syllables that are described at the beginning
of this book. The reason is quite simple: as native speakers expect everything
Chinese to be written down in Chinese characters, one obviously has to stick to
their original pronunciation, even in those cases where one could orally dare to ar-
ticulate some unorthodox, yet possible, combination.

For example, nothing prevents Sinophones from producing syllables ending in
-m (which, by the way, was very common in the Mandarin spoken just a few cen-
turies ago). In fact, the common plural suffix -men is usually reduced to its sole ini-
tial - in fast connected speech: wdm(en), nim(en), tam(en).

However, no Chinese character permits to represent such combinations in writ-
ing, anymore. Therefore, the English name Tom [thom/ becomes Tangmii or just
Tang, also because there seems to be no real rules. Very frequently, a character is
chosen for its good meaning or beautiful shape rather than for its fidelity to the
original sound.

The English surname Nixon, for example, has been variously rendered as N7ke-
song, Nigésong, and Nikésin, because when the then us President, Richard Nixon
and China commenced the talks that eventually led to the establishment of diplo-
matic relations between the United States and the People’s Republic of China, all
Chinese-language media in the world, both in China and abroad, started writing
or broadcasting about that historical turning point at the very same time, with lit-
tle coordination, and different sources literally ‘made up their own Nixon.

For decades now, the People’s Republic of China’s authorities have issued offi-
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cial lists of foreign words ‘transcribed’ in Chinese characters. Unfortunately, these
lists contain neither rules nor norms, but mere combinations of characters that
have to be used and memorized as they are.

In other words, even when one knows how to pronounce a foreign word or
name in Chinese, it is most often impossible to deduce which characters are actu-
ally used, and only a small portion of them is systematically employed to express
certain sounds.

6.12. Furthermore, the People’s Republic of China and the Republic of China (T4i-
wan) not always follow the same criterion. While in mainland China a decent appro-
ximation to the original pronunciation is the principle now universally applied, in
Téiwan it is quite common that even prominent international figures are given some
sort of a ‘Chinese name’.

For example, the surname of the former us Secretary of Defence, Donald E.
Rumsfeld is Lamaisiféi’érdé in the rpc, which some ‘more refined’ speakers have the
courtesy of pronouncing somehow like [zamsf¥ytz]. In Taiwan, the official version
of Rumsfeld is the more Chinese-sounding Lu#n Siféi, which we transliterate as such
because the Chinese themselves perceive it as a sequence of a monosyllabic sur-
name, L#n and a dissyllabic given name, Siféi.

It is not infrequent that even certain official renditions are at odds with embar-
rassingly-sounding homophones, but the Chinese have not been consistent about
this matter: Marco Polo’s surname is Bo/ué and it sounds just like bolué ‘pineap-
ple’. Similarly, Luémd ‘Rome’ cannot be distinguished from /ud-md ‘mules and
horses’, exept in writing.

On the other hand, the former Italian President, Carlo Azeglio Ciampi was as-
signed a very suggestive Qidnpf, lit. ‘money skin’, which sounds quite apt for some-
one who used to be the Chief Governor of the Bank of Italy. At least, he was spared
something even odder, like a ‘toneless’ Qiangbi, given the phonetic proximity to gidng-
bi ‘wall, lock tightly’, or gidngbi ‘compel by force’, and especially... giangbi ‘to execute
by firing squad’!

6.13. Finally, there is a category of foreign words that are doomed to suffer the
ultimate affront: not just a mere phonetic transposition to Chinese, but total
—even cultural- assimilation based on the common (Sino-)graphic heritage. Since
the Chinese characters are still used in Japan and Korea, and were used for a long
time in Vietnam as well, the Chinese assume that if a term can be written in Chi-
nese characters, it can consequently be pronounced as if it were Chinese.

Therefore, a Japanese gentleman named Fujimoto Ichiro will be obliged to in-
troduce himself in Chinese as Téngbén Yiling, pretty much as if we forced the for-
mer F1 champion, Michael Schumacher to rename himself as Miguel Zapatero in
Spain and Michel Cordonnier in France! Nor will poor Mr Fujimoto be allowed to
resort to other Chinese characters that would better represent the pronunciation
of his name and surname: his passport bears those four Chinese characters, and
their only possible pronunciation in Chinese is the one indicated above.
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In any case, it is true that the Japanese and Koreans themselves will usually pre-
fer that meaning is preserved over sound. At least, the Koreans have a chance to
take a good revenge over their neighbours, as they systematically Koreanize all
Chinese words, including proper names, by means of their phonemic script hangul.

In Japan, on the other hand, a peculiar and interculturally respectful system is
applied to Chinese words, especially those that have been introduced more recent-
ly: the original Chinese characters are preserved, and a generally passable rendi-
tion of the original pronunciation is expressed by means of the furigana (small su-
perscript square-shaped syllabic katakana symbols).

In this fashion, Mdo Zédong can be legitimately pronounced Mo Takuto, but a
more realistic Mao Tsoton will be suggested by the furigana.

6.14. In our view, a fair solution to the deplorable treatment that foreign words
receive in Chinese would be that of keeping the original orthography wherever
possible: thus, Chinese characters for Korean and Japanese loans, accompanied by
their relevant romanization; the Latin alphabet, which forms the basis of pinyin
itself and is —therefore— officially recognized by the Chinese government, could be
usefully employed for all the languages that already use it or for which a standard
romanization scheme has been devised.

In this manner, those who are more gifted and more enlightened would have a
chance to improve their pronunciation. For the lamentably numerous ones who
are unredeemable, a transposition based on Chinese characters might well be added
between parenthesis, provided it is not used as the official version.

However, we are so confident in the potentiality of the International Phonetic
Alphabet (even in its current, incomplete official form) that we do not hesitate to
boldly propose its extensive use in all texts whose readers are supposed to have a
certain knowledge of foreign languages: first and foremost, conversation hand-
books, as well as linguistics, phonetics, and philology handbooks, but also books
on the history and geography of other countries.

This is typically applicable to university students of foreign languages, politics, and
economy; in short, to whomever will sooner or later come in contact with foreigners.

Those who read such books must know that the famed eighteenth-century Italian
politician, Camillo Benso, Count of Cavour [khu've-e, -vo:] ([ka'vuxr] in Italian) can-
not possibly be referred to as Jiafiér ["tgjaity,@)¥3], as it is today, outside of a strictly
Chinese-speaking environment. Nobody expects a perfect-pitch Italian or French
pronunciation, which would even sound affected and pretentious, but a totally vi-
able rephonemicization like [ka'wuy, kly, *-/ would do nicely, without much suffer-
ing... or inflicting unneeded sufferance on others.



7.
The -r grammeme and the
so-called érbua phenomenon

7.1. As a result of an evolution process which lasted for centuries, the northern Chi-
nese dialects (Pekingese and Standard Chinese itself among them), developed a se-
ries of monosyllabic unstressed suffixes, still in use today, like zi and /i... Being
very frequently used, these suffixes were progressively eroded, until they reduced
to a mere -7 coda; at first, it retained a certain syllabicity (probably as an intense
contoid, [C]), but its precise articulation is still under debate.

Later, that coda merged with the ‘rhyme’ of the preceding syllable, modifying
some of its components too, eg its vowel quality. Historically, such a process had
been deeply rooted in the language well before the seventeenth century, when Eu-
ropean missionaries described Chinese pronunciation in detail, for the first time.

This phenomenon is called érbua in Chinese, literally ‘rization’. We could render it
as ‘rhotacism’, which is partially adequate, or ‘syllabic retroflexion, which is partially in-
adequate; it might be better to keep the original term (as with sted, when describing
Danish pronunciation), or to resort to something like ‘7-coloring’ if really needed.

Erhua not only influences the phonic outline of a lexeme; moreover, any r has
its own semantic and even grammatical relevance: it is a true grammeme with a
phonic signifier and various realizations, as we will see right away.

7.1.1. A small number of verbs (including ‘attributive’ verbs, corresponding to
our adjectives) become nouns by adding -7:

bang [pan/ [pan] ‘to help’ vs bangr [pang/ [pdz] ‘gang’

gan [kan/ [kan] ‘to be dry’ vs ganr [kay/ [kex] ‘dried food’;

hua [\hwa/ [\wa] ‘to depict’ vs huar \hwag/ [\slweg] ‘a painting’;

hud [hwo/ [“wo))] ‘to live’ vs hudr [hwor/ [=lwos] ‘activity, manual labor’

shir \su/ [\su] ‘to stand vertically’ vs shair \sws/ [\sws%] ‘vertical brush stroke in

Chinese calligraphy’.

7.1.2. Besides, a few noun minimal pairs are distinguished according to the
same criterion:
téu [‘thou/ [‘thou] ‘head’ vs téur ['thouy/ [‘thoq] ‘chief’;
xin [\sin/ [\¢1n] ‘letter’ vs xinr |\sj¥7/ [\¢js%] ‘information, news};
bantian [\pan“thjen/ [\ban thjen] ‘a long time’ vs bantianr [\panTthjay/ [\ban-
“thjex] ‘half a day’;
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maoydnr [mao jag/ [ mao jeex] ‘peephole’ vs maoryin [maoyjen/ [magqjeen]
‘opal’.

7.1.3. Finally, an 7-suffixed word may easily suggest a diminutive, reductive % affec-
tionate acceptation:

binggunr [pinkwyy/ [Dukwyi] ‘ice lolly’;

ndnhdir ['nan’hag/ ['nan’zlex] ‘baby boy’

ménféngr [*myn\fsny/ [‘mam\fZg] ‘a tight crack between a door and its frame,

or between two doors’

xido Zhangr | sjac tsany/ [ ¢jao (3d%] ‘young Zhang}

ldo maor [ lac maoy/ [ lao magq] ‘old dear kitten’;

aiqingr |\2ae‘tghjsng/ [\@)az'tehjig] ‘unimportant love affair’;

méi shir ['mEilsy7/ [‘mErsyx] ‘no problem’;

xidoshuor [sjac swoy/ [ ¢jag swoz] ‘novelette’

7.2. With all its taxophones, érhua provides one of the most prolific fields of
research on neutral (and mediatic) Chinese pronunciation: if a simple addition of
[¢] to any syllabic rhyme —V, VV, Vi and Vng— might be sufficient for an ‘interna-
tional” kind of pronunciation to sound understandable and convincing, phonetic
reality is quite more complex.

Only certain vocoidal phones are able to coexist with [¢/, which is primarily a
post-alveolar approximant, [7]. Any foreign speaker of Chinese may feel content with
it, and employ it everywhere safely, including for érhua. This is a wise and practical
choice, totally loyal to the natural method. Nevertheless, good audio files have re-
vealed such a wide range of taxophonic oscillations, that it is no longer possible to
passively accept what the ‘phono-sinological’ tradition has nearly passed off as a sa-
cred dogma.

7.2.1. For decades, nonsensical and frankly embarrassing transcriptions like
‘[Vr]’ have been proposed in handbooks and essays, nothing being said about that
curious mixture of pinyin and IPA... and sometimes the former prevails over the
latter! Luckily, some ‘enlightened’ scholars at least resort to less shameful solutions,
eg ‘/Vr/’ or ‘[Vi]’, but still inadequate, both phonemically and phonetically. Such
inadequacy derives both from the conceptual and typographical limits of %fIPA,
and from the fact that érhua is still, too often, treated vaguely.

What we hear from professional voices (actors, dubbers and broadcasters) shows
just that problematic sequences are systematically avoided, and adjusted to the few
ones allowed.

Furthermore, an actual [7] contoid rarely occurs in neutral érhua, since it would
require a considerable effort if methodically applied to continuous speech. Instead
of a vocoid plus a truly postalveolar approximant (with potential nasalization, as
well), [Vg, V%], in truly neutral and spontaneous pronunciation —neither emphat-
ic nor mannered— [Vy/ sequences are more often realized as [VV, VV], ie a simple
vocoid followed by a provelar (: back-central) vocoid with lateral contraction.
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7.3. As shown in fig 7.1, the apex is slightly raised behind the alveoli, certainly
not ‘curled’, and that is why we disagree with the so-called ‘retroflex vowel [57]’,
which is frequently encountered in traditional descriptions of érhua. A certain de-
gree of postalveolarity in any [V] is indisputable, but the essential feature to be un-
derlined is the lateral contraction, which inevitably causes the apex to move back
and raise.

Concisely, any [V] is a coarticulation of vocalic traits, ie a specific quality or
‘timbre’, determined by the (mid-)dorsum position and the degree of lip round-
ing), inherent voicing and potential nasalization; and of consonantal traits fairly
similar to those of a slightly rounded and postalveolarized prevelar semi-approximant
with lateral contraction, [1].

The corresponding approximant is nothing but the famous ‘General American
[1/” [1]. (while Southern British /1 is, rather, a slightly rounded postalveolar approxi-
mant, [1], pace what most —even native— phoneticians still seem to think, or to ac-
cept).

The very symbol ‘[1]” suggested us the presser-foot-like diacritic in ‘[V]’. Yet,
there are some differences worth noticing: Prtonghua [Y] are generally pro-velar,
while [1, 1] are pre-velar; the latter two are also intrinsically slightly rounded. 1n-
stead, the potential roundedness of any [V] depends on that of their basic [V]. In
case, a separate symbol for the ‘presser foot’ were needed, almost ‘distilling’ it from
the actual coarticulation, that would logically be a provelar unrounded semi-approx-
imant with lateral contraction, [y]. Therefore: [V] + [y] - [V].

fig 7.1. Vocograms of the laterally contracted vocoids (d fig 5.3-4 for normal vocoids, and fig
13.2.1 for a Pekingese variant).
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7.4. Before analyzing how these peculiar vocoids behave in érhua, it is impor-
tant to note that, even in /Cw/, we normally find a lateralized articulation, [wi],
rather than an intense approximant like [7], as various offIPA notations —eqg ‘[1, ﬁll —
would suggest. Many sinologists use ‘[1]’, a non-standard symbol whose %/IPA
equivalent should be ‘[7], described as a ‘syllabic retroflex fricative’ or even
‘retroflex vowel’ (though written with a contoid glyph! By the way, let us note that
“nPA [1] is an apical-postalveolar flap, instead). Undoubtedly, [7] belongs to neu-
tral pronunciation as [w] does, but it is associated with a tenser articulation and
a certain emphatic component (if not with a marked Peking accent).

fig 7.2. Frontal orograms showing a different perspective.

lateral (approx.) semi-lateral lateralized appr./voc.
LL YR

7.5. Starting with /[()V¢/, [()a, ¥, wo/ and [/ interact without phonemic adjust-
ments: [a7, jag, way; s7; woy/. Chinese taxophonics does not allow [fiz, yz/| as such,
and adjusts them to /js7; ysy/. Exceptionally, //iz, y7/| present oscillations that might
suggest quite peculiar phonemicizations: [ix, yx] [i¥g; ys¢/; but all the sound files that
we have examined clearly show that these osc1llat1ons are always related to inten-

fig 7.3. Vocograms of the laterally contracted vocoids for the suggested pronunciation.
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tionally slow % careful speech. In addition, JCwy, Cwy// change into /Cs7, Cs7/, in
order to be better distinguished from [Cuw] (or [C4]) and especially from [Cu] (or
[Ct]). Herein, we list the most frequent taxophones, including those with $[7] (where
‘4’ suggests a less spontaneous pronunciation, often used by native speakers with a re-
gional background and an intentional effort to approach neutral pronunciation.

7.5.1. Let us notice that s means Suggested pronunciation, that is a sober and
sufficient simplification meant to employ as few taxophones as possible: in our
opinion, those who are willing to acquire a native-like —yet manageable— kind of
pronunciation are recommended to choose it. Our readers will not fail to notice
that the suggested variant does not always coincide with the neutral realization
shown on the list, and it needs not to: for example, [ew] is the most typical for [ag/,
yet we ‘suggest’ [ex], because it sounds as much as natural to natives, and it employs
what we consider to be a very versatile taxophone, [x]:

ar; yar, iar; war, uar [ag, j- w+ [euw, j-, w-] — S[ex, j-, w-];
er & ir [7/ (JJug)) (23] — *[v%];

yir, irs yiir, dir [jvg, y¥g/ [jvu, g —S(j¥y, gl

wor, uor; (m-b-pf-)or [woy| [wos; Cox] — S[wog].

7.5.2. For yer, ier; yiier, iier [[jeg, yeg//, the most typical realizations are [j3y; ysx],
which we still prefer to assign to [/ (in a more useful interphonemic analysis, ac-
cording to the principle of Natural Phonetics, rather than to (mediatic) fs7/, in a sup-
posed ‘more economical’ —but more abstract and less useful— intraphonemic analy-
sis). So, we recommend the taxophonic sequences shown, [j3x; ysx] (or, at most,
t[jz, ysgl, which risk to sound too precise, because of the use of the contoid [-7], in-
stead of the more typical laterally contracted vocoids, dfr fig 7.1):

yer, ier & yiier, tier [JEg, yE/ [j3%, -]

7.5.3. Similarly, [Jug// provides two choices, as in mediatic pronunciation (&
13): /wyy/, which we consider as neutral; and [ug/, certainly not indispensable, but
useful to improve one’s understanding of spoken Chinese:

(wur [wsg| [weu] — S[wex].

7.5.4. The second elements of the diphthongs [(w)Ei, (w)ag/ are incompatible
with the place of articulation of [¢/; they are therefore reduced to a zero’ element,
leaving [(w)¥7, (w)ag/; in theory, this causes homophony with er and ar, though the
very few cases where this happens are substantially negligible.

7.5.5. Regarding [jaoy, aog/, both vocoids are preserved, though a slight differ-
ence in [a/ can be observed: with [j/, the /a/ phoneme is prevented from being real-
ized as far back as [a], which otherwise would be very natural, considering the in-
herent back-central quality of [0&]. A similar behavior distinguishes /joug/ from
[oug/, as cleatly shown (dr fig 7.3), in spite of the high number of mediatic variants
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currently occurring for this diphthong:

aor [aoy/ [ag] — *[aq];

yaor, iaor [jaog/ [jaql — *[jaql;
our [oug/ [oa] ;

your, iur [joug/ [joq].

7.6. In -nr, [n] disappears, too. Consequently, gér ‘song’ and genr ‘root’ are pro-
nounced alike, [ks7/ ['k¥x]; as well as bar ‘handle’ and banr ‘obstacle, petal’, [\pag/
[\pegl. It is important to note that pinyin is certainly not the actual phonic struc-
ture of Chinese (as many are led to think), but just an official romanization, which
does not exactly correspond to the phonemes of the language.

As a matter of fact, pinyin might be more similar to a hypothetical ~more abstract—
phonemic level, more like our possible // | symbolization. For instance, we might have
the sequences [fing, yng, weng/|, for inr, iinr, enr; but [jsg, ysg, weg/ ate certainly better.

As for [jeng, yeng//, it must be remembered that [jen, yen/ are simply more re-
alistic phonemicizations for [jen, yan] than ‘/jan, yan/’; but, when /n/ disappears
—by neutralization— the syllabic nucleus resumes its theoretical ‘original’ vowel

quality: [jag, yag/ (/jang, yang/)), with the same values as described above for [ag/,
eq yiidnqiianr ["yen tshyag/ ['yan tchyex].

7.6.1. Also -ng [n/ is dropped before [/, but it does not vanish totally; instead, it
nasalizes both the preceding vowel and the following /¢/. The neutralizations and
readjustments explained for ordinary [V(n)z/ largely apply to [Vng/, as well:

yingr, ingr [j¥ng/ [jRE];

angr; yang, 1angr; wangr, uangr [anyg, j-, w- [ax, j-, w-l;

engr [¥ny/ [XX];

wengr [wyng/| [WXZ];

ongr [ong/ [0X];

yongr, iongr [qong/ [ydk] — s[yoal.

7.7. We, now, present a few examples, transcribed according to our Suggested
pronunciation, though our readers will not find it difficult to prepare more tran-
scriptions on their own, with all the —often capricious— taxophones of a purely ‘na-
tive’ mediatic pronunciation (¢ & 13). Besides, once the few ‘suggested’ taxo-
phones are automatized and the speaker’s fluency improves, thanks to intensive lis-
tening and speaking exercises (and to the influence of co-articulation, as well), al-
so the mediatic taxophones, very often, may come by themselves (to be used main-
ly as a comunicative understanding task).

A. [ag/: [ex] ar, air, anr; [jex] iar, ianr; [qex] danr; [wex]| uar, uair, uanr:
[ag| (JJatg, ang))): hua-huar [awa\dwez];

liaz/ ([liag, jang))): chuanglidnr [ tshwan'ljex];

[qag/ ([[qang)): yiidnqiianr ['qan tchuyey];
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fig 7.4. Vocograms of the laterally contracted vocoids with no simplification.
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B. [¥7/: [¥%] er, eir, enr, ir; [jsx] ir, inr; [qsx] dir, inr; [wsx] ur, uir, unr:
[¥7] (JJEig, sy, wy))): béikér [\berkhsx];
[i¥t/ (fiag)): shijinr [ swltejygl;

fawe] (fymyel): qigir [ chy-teys];
[wyg/ (JJug, weig, wengf)): kouwéir [ khoy\wyz].

Again, yer, ier & yiier, iier might be given as mediatic [jsg, ysg/ too, yet we pre-
fer to interpret them precisely as [jeg, yeg/, thus:

[jEy/: shijier ['sur tojsy];

[yEg/: mugiiér \my'tcysx].

c. [oug, joug/: [oa] our, [joa] iur; [woy/: [wos, Cox] (w)or; [(aoy/: [aq] aor,
[jaq] iaor:

[oug/: tiidour [ thultgal;

[joug/: zhilivr [ dguiljoal;

[woy/: shanpor [‘sam phos];

[aoy/: ndimdor [ naz'magq];

[jaoy[: maimidor [\maz'mjaq].

D. [ang/: [GR] angr; [jAR] iangr; [waR] uangr:
Jany[: pianchdngr [ 'phjen,tshddil;

[jang/: doujiangr ['dgy jax];

[wany/: tianchuangr [ thjen tshwag].

E. [sny/[: [R%] engr; [jRR] ingr; [WRE] uengr:
[¥ny/: bandéngr [ ban\tig];

[j¥ny/: qi mingr [ tghi'mjzg];

[weng/: xido wengr [ ¢jao\wxx].

F. [ong/: [6@] ongr; [qoR] iongr:
[ong/: toukongr [thou\khoZ];
[jong, yf: kiqiéngr [ khu'tghysz].

7.8. Compared to the huge number of the Chinese-speaking population world-
wide, just a tiny minority can use érhua natively and properly, being it a peculiari-
ty of Peking and of the Peking area: many accents, including some of the ‘north-
ern’ group, do not contemplate the érhua phenomenon at all (unless attempting
to speak ‘well’), or lack the phones necessary to realize it correctly. In other di-
alects, something comparable to érbua has crystallized in a more conservative
phase than that of Peking érhua, or has taken a different course.

Beside dialectal interference, the Chinese script, too, influences speech habits
of those for whom érbua is an (often erratically) acquired feature: the - gram-
meme, when explicitly registered, is represented by the character ér ‘son’ added to
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a primary character. Because of that, many non-Pekingese speakers, especially
when poorly educated, may indeed pronounce two distinct syllables, each one
with its own segments and tones, as ['$,$], but also as [$'$]! Other speakers, in-
stead, would articulate only one, but possibly with minor % non-standard neu-
tralizations (all not to be imitated), such as:

shir \swsg/ *[\sug] ‘number; vertical stroke in Chinese calligraphy’
xifur [sitwyy] *[‘¢ituy] ‘wite;

xido qitir [ sjac’tshjouy/ *[ gjao'tehjouy] ‘small ball’;

cuor [\shwoy/ *[\tshwo %] ‘mistake’

7.8.1. Proper érhua enjoys prestige in speaking puitonghua, but its use is hardly
coherent outside Peking. Even there, ‘Pekingese’ speakers (treated as such for being
born in the city, or for having acquired the local accent after a long stay there) are
often uncertain whether to use érhua in formal contexts, considering it too collo-
quial. Not surprisingly, when bound to a formal register, most broadcasters and re-
porters, as well as government spokespersons, read aloud official texts as they are
written: without the character ér and —consequently— with no érhua.

Instead, a markedly colloquial register shows the opposite trend: érhua abounds,
sometimes overwhelmingly —if not anarchically— in vernacular Pekingese.

7.8.2. From a general perspective, the formal vs colloquial opposition is not the
best criterion to explain érhua, as many scholars still do. In fact, we are dealing with
the result of a historical process inberent to the language, from which the new - de-
rives: a true grammeme, not a mere embellishment. Regardless of any artificiality,
érbua is as much a part of the spoken language, as the aforementioned suffixes zi
and -/j are.

To put it bluntly, certain words must have -7, others may have it, while others
are not entitled to. The most authoritative reference work in the field is, by and
large, the Contemporary Chinese Dictionary, where any lexeme requiring or allow-
ing érhua is clearly marked. Both native speakers and foreign learners could simply
resort to it and look up the relevant word(s) they doubt about, but unfortunately
few people actually do so. Therefore, it is not easy to determine a universally shared
rule in cultivated speech, not even among ‘Pekingese’ speakers.

7.8.3. In an ‘international’ kind of pronunciation, slightly —but reasonably— sim-
plified, when compared to the ‘normalized’ neutral one, just three sequences might
suffice, namely [ag, 37, o7], to which any other [V(Vyz, Vny/ shall adhere and conform.

For [Vny/, [a7, 37, 67] are fair enough to make oneself understood; but atten-
tion should be paid not to omit this nasalization, given that [37, 37, 67] are not to
be merged with [ag, 37, o7].

Let us examine a few examples: banr ["pag] ‘job; scar’ vs bangr [pa7] ‘band, gang’;
béir [\psy] ‘totally; generation’ vs béngr [\p37] ‘separation; little coin’

After all, such nasalization is not difficult at all, provided the speakers are able
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to lower their velum, as illustrated in fig 7.1. For (y)ingr, we recommend [j37];
while, for yongr, iongr, and ongr, we recommend [j67] and [67]. It goes without
saying that an approximation to native vocoids produces a more authentic result
and is, of course, highly recommendable (and certainly appreciated).

A. Related to ?[ag], we have: [ag] ar, air, anr; i[jag] iar, ianr; '[qag] dianr; {[wag]
uar, uair, uanr:
iljagl: chuanglidnr '[ tshwanljag], 5[ ‘tshwan'ljex];
'[qaz] yuanquanr ['yen"tghyag], *['yan tchyex];

‘[wag]: hdowdnr [ hao*wag], *[ s1q0*wex].

B. Related to ?[37], we have: [37] er, eir, enr, ir; i[jag] ir, ier, inr; *[ysg] iir, dier,
iinr; i[wsz] ur, uir, unr:

[jag): shijinr i_[..§i\t¢j3z], SLswitei¥yls

‘[yagl: qiiqiir '[t¢hy-tchyag], s[tehy-teyyl;

‘lwagl: kouweir ![ khoulwsg], 5[ khoy\wsg].

c. Related to i[og], we have: i[og] our; ‘[jog] iur; i[wog] uor; ilacy] aor;
i[jaoy] iaor:

ilo7]: titdour [ thu\toy], [ thultoql;

(jogl: zhilivir [ tsljog), <[ durljoal;

i[aog]: ndimdor ![ nag’maog], *[ naz’maq];

i[jaog]: maimidor [\mae’'mjaog], S[\mag’mjaq];

ilworl: shanpor '['sam phwoy], S['sam phoz].

p. Related to i[a7], we have: ?[37] angr; i[ja7] iangr; {[wa7] uangr:
71,

‘[a7): pianchdngr '[ phjen,tshaag], [ 'phjen,tshagil;
i[jaz]: doujiangr i [\tou™tgja7], *[\doy tGjazl;
{[waf]: tianchuangr *[ thjen tshwa?], s[‘thjen tshwag].

E. Related to ?[37], we have: i[37] engr; i[j37] ingr; uengr:
1[37]: bindéngr /[ panit37], ’[ ban\tggl;

’[Jsz qzmzngr i tghiij§Z], s[ tehi'mjzg];

1[w37]: xidowengr [ ¢jac\w37], © [.cjao\lwkE].

F. Related to ?[67], we have: 1[57] ongr; [j67] & [467] iongr:
i[6%]: toukongr [ thou\kh&7], [ ‘thou\khgd];
i[jo7]: kiqiongr '[ khutghys?], 5[ khu'tchysa).

7.9. Let us end with fig 7.5, which shows some frequent emphatic (or hyperpre-
cise, or very slow) variants, that can be heard instead of the more normal ones (al-
ways with emphatic stress and paraphonics). Also notice the presence of [?], and

even [ V[ [LYV] [LV2V].
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fig 7.5. Possible emphatic variants for some [/ structures.
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10.
Chinese tonemes
& stress

10.1. One of the most remarkable features of all Chinese languages is that they
employ different tonemes, besides vowels and consonants, as phonemic features: a
variation in pitch, thus, is capable of distinguishing syllables that otherwise would
be perfectly homophonic. It is a fascinating challenge for foreign learners, but al-
so a typical source of endless frustration. That is why it is paramount to practice
all tonemes —and their phonetic counterparts: the tones and taxotones— with as
much care and perseverance as possible.

Whether Old Chinese was a tone language since the beginning is still under de-
bate, but it appears plausible that tonemes developed at a relatively early stage of
its long history, though not necessarily in its more important stage yet. In fact,
what can be targeted as the ‘ancestral’” dialects spoken by Han tribes some three-
-thousand years ago, very presumably, possessed quite a large syllabic inventory,
and the mere combination of vowels and consonants would have been more than
enough to avoid ambiguous homophonies, with no need to add such a complex
mechanism as that of tonemes.

10.1.1. Tonemes are very common in the East-Asian language area, to which
Chinese belongs: from Tibetan to Thai, from Burmese to Vietnamese, we invari-
ably find quite restricted syllabic inventories enriched by the use of tonemes. Oth-
erwise, the lexemic monosyllabism so typical of those languages would simply be
impossible.

Although Japanese has its akusento, of a clear tonal nature, that language has
no tonemes, in the strict sense of the term, ie not syllable-tonemes, but just word-
-tonemes. No surprise, thus, that polysyllabic words abound in purely indigenous
Japanese vocabulary (note that [] or [-], at the end of the transcription of an iso-
lated Japanese word, indicates that a possible following grammeme, like ga [-ne],
tonetically is [ge] or [-e], respectively).

So, we have: atarashii [e-te-qe.¢ii,] ‘new’, kokoro [ko-koo] ‘heart’ — vs shin
[-¢ig,] ‘heart; new’, the Sinic pronunciation of both the corresponding Chinese
characters, as in shinbun [.¢cimbwg] ‘newspaper’, and shinri [«¢inli] ‘mentality,
psychology; truth’ ( Canepari, 2007%, () 12: Japanese, or Canepari & Cerini, Japa-
nese Pronunciation & Accents [forth.]). In Chinese, shinbun and shinri are xinwén
[‘ein‘wan] and xinli [‘¢inlii, “¢il-, “¢il-], respectively.
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10.1.2. As far as Chinese ‘dialects’ —actually different Chinese languages— are
concerned, some of them count as many as eight tonemes; others have six or five
full tonemes. Pritonghua and the Peking ‘dialect’ have only four marked tonemes,
or shengdiao [“san\tjag], collectively called si-shéng [\swsan] four voices’. They are
usually indicated by their ordinal number —1-1, T-2, T-3, T-4— or can be named af-
ter four of the eight tonemes of traditional Chinese phonology (but, since these
names do not necessarily reflect modern pitch contours, it is better to avoid them):

— yinpingshéng [ jim'phusan, “phuv-, “puv-], ‘lower level’, nowadays rather a
steadily high and level toneme, in neutral Chinese;

— ydngpingsheng [‘jan' phuvsan, - phuw, -puv], ‘higher level’, nowadays a mid-to-
high rising toneme (in its basic form);

— shdngsheng | san“san], ‘ascending’, nowadays nearly always a low and slightly
descending toneme (only seldom with an added rising coda, as its basic form);

— qiishéng [\tghy san], ‘departing’, apparently coherent with the modern steep, abrupt-
ly high-to-low falling contour ( Huang & Liao, 2002:78-90; Li & Shi, 1986: () 9).

Numerous expedients have been devised to indicate tonemes in Latinized tran-
scriptions; the one adopted by pinyin marks with a diacritic the most prominent
graphic vowel in each ‘final’ (which not always coincides with the phonic vowel):

—T-1, qin [tshin/ [Ttghin], and gian [tshjen/ [“tghjen];

—T-2, ldu [lou/ [Mlou], but iz [1jou/ [1jou] (instead of a better form like ‘/idu’);
—1-3, hén [Asn/ [ Aaan], but gin [kwen/ [ kwsszn] (instead of ‘guén’);

— T-4, héi \AAei/ [\:ler], but hui \Awei/ [\Awoi] (instead of hues’).

10.1.3. The marked tonemes only occur in syllables with a primary stress, ['$], or
a secondary one, [$]. However, since syllables are rarely uttered in isolation, some
of them may easily undergo a further accentual reduction and become destressed
syllables, [‘$]. Their phonatory energy is not strong enough to articulate a full
tonal contour, and what is left is a shorter tone —with reduced intensity and no pe-
culiar movements— whose actual pitch depends on that of surrounding tones, espe-
cially the immediately preceding ones.

The same criterion can be applied to unstressed syllables, ie those which never
take a primary stress, not even when considered in isolation. Their actual pitches
—again— are determined by the tonal environment; but, unlike in destressed sylla-
bles, they have no actual relation to any of the marked tonemes. Therefore, another
tonal group must be considered: a true unmarked toneme. The Chinese call it ging-
sheng ["tchwnsan] ‘light voice’; another popular term is ‘neutral tone’, as if it had
no tonal identity at all.

We, on the other hand, agree with the simple definition zero tone’, which —of
course— has to be interpreted as “zero toneme’ T-0, underlining that it is none of
the other four, and it is the least prominent, too. (A full treatment of gingsheng
can be found in Lu, 2001; also, f He, 2006, vol. a, & 6; & Li & Shi, 1986, (& 11.)

Dealing with Chinese tonemes —and all their relevant taxotones— is decidedly
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hard, not just for foreigners whose mother tongues do not use pitch for lexical pur-
poses, but also for many Chinese whose native tongues have different tonal be-
haviors. Very often, the more similar this is to the neutral scheme, the harder it is
for the speaker to avoid cross-dialectal interference.

For example, in the small borough of Lénghtzhén, near Zhéngzhou, in Hénén
Province, the locals pronounce T-1 in a very similar way to T-3, while T-2 and 1-4
of piitonghua are practically exchanged: thus, they have the ‘right’ tones, but these
are not assigned to the right tonemes, and a sentence like ¢ xiié Himyivi ‘he/she is
learning Mandarin’ becomes a puzzling *td xiie Hdnyii.

However, controlling pitch to use the tones correctly is not an option: practic-
ing tones ‘the hard way’ from the start is the only way —if not to fully master them—
at least to attain a decent level of accuracy. It will not be easy, and a certain skill on
the side of the learner is certainly required, but any effort is well worthwhile.

Taxotones & stress

10.2. Many students learning Chinese often fail to realize that the four tonemes
are not fixed and unchangeable entities; in an attempt to ‘sound proper’, then, they
tend to produce ‘full’ pitch contours under any circumstances, just like in utter-
ing isolated syllables. Unfortunatly, too many teachers do not sufficiently insist on
the importance of linking the proper (taxo)tones in a natural speech continuum,
provided their pupils are able to put ‘the right shéng (toneme) on the right z7 (char-
acter)’. Surely, the speakers will manage to communicate unambiguously, but such
a kind of Chinese will sound emphatic and unnatural (and boring).

Instead, the four tonemes have three contextual variants, or taxotones (better
than simply allotones), which have to be mastered, and employed in connection
with all the relevant vocalic % consonantal reductions, where possible (not to
mention, of course, that grammar and vocabulary must be kept under control, as
well): quite a challenge!

10.3. For each one of the marked tonemes, there is a basic ‘full’ tone (fig 10.1),
to be used in ['$]: [], [“I, [, [\] (and three possible taxotones [], [], ['], fig 10.2,
while [,], [\] are limited to prepausal position (or, to be more precise, when an in-
terruption in the tonal chain intervenes, at the end of a rhythmic unit not se-
mantically and structurally linked to the next one). (Here, too, we might perhaps
refer our readers to Canepari, 2007%, § 11.3.3.1 et seq., with some enrichments and
improvements.)

Let us observe, once and for all, that a simple vowel, in fully stressed free sylla-
bles (especially in a tune), has different degrees of length depending on the tone it
has. Thus, with a full T-3, the vocoid is geminated, [VV], and we always show it
like that (although a finer indication might be [ V'], ie a shorter second element,
after a half-lengthened first one). In the same context, a diphthong has the fol-

lowing length pattern: [,VVV] (or [LV-YV]).
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In addition, let us note, instead, that a full T-4, generally has a short vocoid,
[\V], as its narrower taxotone, [*V]. But, full T-1 or T2 usually have a halflengthened
vocoid [V, “V-], although we do not show them in our transcriptions, [V-, V']
(and the same happens to fully stressed taxotones of 1-3, [ V] [ V'] and ['V'] ['V']).
Lastly, a T-0 has no lengthening at all, [V] (on the contrary, it often can have a
shorter vocoid, which we only show here, [V, -V, Y]).

In faster speech, the degrees of length we showed above are generally less evi-
dent, so that instead of [] the sign [.] might be more appropriate, since it indi-
cates something halfway between [] and [] (short).

It goes without saying that the emphatic counterparts of the four tones and
their taxotones, [7], [2], [}, [.], [/], [\, [*], in comparison, have stronger stress, ['$],
and greater length, which we do not show here, also because it can have different
realizations).

fig 10.1. The four basic tonemes (iconic, realistic, and schematic).
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Consequently, in normal speech, the various tonemes are expressed by different
taxotones capable of interlinking more smoothly, thanks to a number of continu-
ous and reciprocal small adjustments, which produce a rather complex and com-
posite pitch contour. Taxotones (see fig 10.2) are definitely not an unnecessary nui-
sance: without them, it would be uneasy and tiresome for both speakers and lis-
teners.

In syllables with a secondary stress, the tones are somewhat reduced, both in
duration and in intensity. Thus, we have [$]: [, [T, [ ], [\] (not considering here
other taxotones modified by intonation). Since the zero’ toneme is regularly asso-
ciated with [-$], its actual pitch contour is so feeble that it can be represented by
a single dot, and only three signs are necessary: [, [-], [] (see fig 10.8-9); but, in slow
speech and in a tune, T-0 may receive more phonatory energy and substantially

merge with [$]: [, [-], [].

To be entirely rigourous, a notation like ‘[]” would suffice to express a seconda-
ry stress with medium pitch, but we prefer ‘[-]” to keep consistency with [, [];
besides, in non-tone languages, [|] may be completely unrelated to pitch. For exam-
ple, in (British) English, Mexico is actually ['meksikso] (diaphonemically /'mekst-
koo/) But what is the actual pitch of the three syllables, when the proper intona-
tional patterns are applied? Considering the four British neutral tunes, one would

hear (Canepari, 2015, ¢ 34-37):
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— conclusive: ['meksikoo./ [meksikso], ie ['mekst kso],
— interrogative: ['meksikoo?/ ['meksikso-], ie ['mekstkso],
— suspensive: ['meksikoo;/ [meksikso;], ie ['mekst-kso],
— continuative: ['meksikoo,/ [meksikso-], ie ['meksi-kso].

10.4. In order to fully understand the mechanism of stress in Chinese, we must
be able to isolate and analyze its fundamental stress units, usually called rhythmic
groups. These do not necessarily correspond to words, no matter which particular
language is concerned, but to syllabic strings within actual utterances, with at least
one prominent syllable —bearing most of the phono-articulatory energy— and a
number of less prominent ones.

All the more so in Chinese, where even the very concept of ‘word’ is particular-
ly vague; and words of more than two syllables have more than one strong stress,
although, in these cases, the stronger stress is the last one.

Let us now examine some rhythmic groups containing marked tonemes only.
First of all, a disyllabic sequence most commonly follows the [[$'$] pattern: zhiyiidn
[‘drur'yan] ‘employee’, lidnxi [ljen\¢i] ‘to link’, heibdn [ se1,paan] ‘blackboard’, jido-
shi [\dpjao swy] ‘teacher’s wo shuo [ wo swol ‘I say), huai hdir |\Awag*lag/ [\xwazlex]
‘naughty boy’.

A useful comparison between the basic tones and three of their very important tax-
otones is clearly shown in fig 10.2. Attention should be paid to 4 // [], a 1-3 that close-
ly resembles a T-2 (though not identical, as too many textbooks still describe it, in-
stead), and occurs only before another 1-3; thus, the so-called ‘half 73" is 4 [,/ [],
when preceding some other marked tonemes.

Finally, there is even a ‘half -4, & /\/ ['], which only occurs before another 1-4.
Quite evidently, the pitch contours of these taxotones make tonal adjustment easier,
by avoiding inconvenient sequences; as a matter of fact, [ ], and [*] in particular, are
nothing but a ‘condensed’ version of their corresponding full forms, [,] and [\].

fig 10.2. Tones and taxotones.
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Of all the (taxo)tones, including those in weak and reduced syllables, fig 10.3
shows which of them are uttered with creaky voice, when the low tonal band is in-
volved. Of course, in creaky voice (or laryngealization, [m, a]), the vocal folds are
less tense and less thin than usual, whereas the arytenoids remain firmly closed, so
that only the part of the folds not in contact with them are free to vibrate. The
folds are completely lax, and produce a series of quick glottal taps and a pitch im-
pression which is lower than usual.

We can find creaky voice in some other languages, in conjunction with low
pitch, as at the end of certain conclusive intonemes, which are falling in conjunc-
tion with the low parts of tunes. In British English, creaky voice on a conclusive
tune is considered as upper-class: Yes, indeed [“jes tn'drid..].

fig 10.3. Regular and creaky voice & tonetic elements.
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10.5. It might be argued that the taxotones are not fundamental, and therefore
not actually necessary to foreign learners. On the other hand, if one aims at pro-
nouncing Chinese convincingly, not just at mimicking its sounds, it is clear that
four tonal contours are simply not enough. Besides, even if taxotones were not used
by non-native speakers, these should anyway be able to recognise those taxotones,
when listening to the Chinese. Besides, other peculiarities found in complete ut-
terances become far less cryptical if one starts from a seven-element inventory.

A better explanation of how the taxotones behave is provided by fig 10.4, as well
as by the following examples, where secondary-stress reduced taxotones are also em-
ployed. It is clear that [,] - [ ] (& []) allows for a simpler and smoother transition

fig 10.4. Fundamental taxotones in disyllabic sequences.
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from [,/ to [}, or [/}, or |\|: hudche [ stwg tshy], déngyii [ dsw'yyl, kdoshi [ khqo\sui].

Similarly, a sequence like /,$,$/ would not be practical, if realized as such, or
even with the taxotone just seen, ie ‘[ $,$]; instead, [’] decidedly improves the
enunciation: shdubido [‘sou,pjaag] (again, with a secondary stress and reduced du-
ration: [‘ou] > [‘ou], instead of [,ggy]).

In \$1$/, there is a generally descending contour: of course, a theoretical ‘[\$|$]’
would require an uncomfortable zig-zag’ movement, should we actually try to
make our voice ‘climb up’ (from [] to []) before falling down again. Instead, with
['], a very straightforward [‘$$] is obtained: fang jia [fan\tGja].

In short, seven tones and as many signs are required for ['$]: ["a], [“a], [.aa, _a,
‘a], [\a, ‘a]; but only five, for [$]: [, a, “a, \a, .a] (because [] & ['] » []; [.] & [ ] »
[]); and three, for [-$]: [a], [-a], [a].

(Despite remarkable differences, in terms of tonetic notation and iconic repre-
sentation of intonation, our approach has some points in common with what W.
Cao presented in a simple booklet, Hanyu yuyin jiaocheng — A Course in Chinese
Phonetics, 2002, Peking: Beijing Yuyan Daxue Chubanshe, almost IPA, especially
§ 10.4.1-4. He also used the well-known ‘transitional tone’, guodi shengdiao, for
some occurrences of [] instead of [] — already cleatly shown by Chao, 1948:111.
However, it is surprisingly sad that in more recent booklets of his everything has
been simplified, ‘downgrading’ the whole treatment of tonemes and tones to noth-
ing more than a sketchy resumé.)

10.6. Generally speaking, trisyllables composed by marked tonemes follow the
[$$'$] pattern, which is substantially coherent with that of disyllables, as it can be an-
alyzed as ‘['$]+[$'$]”. It is easy to observe that, unlike English, no syllable is entirely
deprived of stress, especially if speaking at a normal speed and the word occurs in a
tune: compare Mexico ['meksikso] vs Moxige [\thg ¢iks]. Moreover, both [\thg] and
['ke] bear a primary stress, though [\hg] is auditorily less prominent, for intrinsic
reasons, also due to the influence of thythm. However, it is true that in fast speech we
generally find [\tho ¢iks], where [\] indicates a slightly lighter strength than [\].

Other examples: youmogin [jouimgkaan] ‘sense of humour, féngrénji
[anizan tei] ‘sewing machine’, hudchezhan [ Awg tshy\tsan] ‘train station), fimal
shuo [\fy mu~swo] ‘(my) parents say’ It is very interesting to notice that the prim-
itive lexemes, if taken in isolation, would switch from ['$$] to the [$'$] pattern:
youmd [jou\thg] ‘humor’, féngrén [‘fan\gan] ‘to sew’, hudché [ awo tshs] ‘train),
foomai [\fy,muy] ‘parents.

10.6.1. Beside the norms explained hitherto, which occur inevitably and almost
irrespective of enunciation speed (as we saw), there are other particular cases, in-
volving [], where a certain degree of fluency and speed is required for the tonal ad-
justment to take place: [T » [7.

In fact, native speakers are rarely conscious of converting a T-2 or a T-3 into a T-1
(actually, the overlapping is taxotonic, not tonemic): for them, that is a perfectly
natural outcome, in their speech habits. But, if asked to repeat the same sequence
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at a slower pace, paying attention to its taxotones, they invariably avoid [] in favour
of the original tones.

Foreign learners must pay attention to this last point, and may even want to
omit the ‘flattening’ presented below, if they do not pronounce the language
fluently enough, or are not entirely proficient in linking words together: other-
wise, the use of [, though in the right place, might result puzzling and be judged
—paradoxically!- as wrong.

First of all, let us examine fig 10.5, presenting the behavior of [$'$'$/, ie [$'$/
followed by any other marked toneme: [$$'$] > [$°$$], eg xianrénzhing ["¢jen:
“rantsaan|, dongndnféng ["tonnany fan], sannidnji [“sap pjep’tsil, xiho’ng&hi’ [ci-
“zon\suy]. As said, in slower speech, a slightly less spontaneous but ‘safer’ realiza-
tion would resume [-7an:], ['nany-], [“pjep-], [-310n].

fig 10.5. Taxotones in [$'$/+/'$/ trisyllabic sequences.
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Besides, fig 10.6 presents the behavior of [*$:$'$/ [*$:$'$] - [‘$°$'$], eg Méi Lin-
fang ["merlamtan], wingiidn dong [*wantghyan toonl, hdi méi ldi [laz ' merlaa],
xiinydngjian [‘evn jan\tzjen].

fig 10.6. Taxotones in [“$'$/+/'$/ trisyllabic sequences.
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10.6.2. Finally, fig 10.7 describes what happens when a /,$,$/ sequence follows
one of the first three marked tonemes: ['$ $,$] - [$:$.$] - [$°$,$] (with ['$] # [\$]),
eg ta hén hdo ["thasanlaqol, hdnshibido [*lan"su,pjaao], wo yé you ['wo'jejoou]
(be noted: ['wo], not ‘[*wo]’, depending on rhythm and emphasis, the alternative
reading [ wg jE,joou] is possible as well).
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fig 10.7. Taxotones in ['$/+/,$,$/ trisyllabic sequences.
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Even if a rhythmic unit includes more than three syllables with marked
tonemes, it would have a primary stress on the last syllable, anyway, and another
on the first one; ie with a strong tendency to keep most of the phono-articulatory
energy on the ‘outer ends), and to reduce it in the middle.

This means that, in a four-syllable sequence, the usual distribution is ['$,$,$'$],
rather than [$'$,$'$], which would not sound very smooth. However, depending
on the semantic value of each component, also [$'$,$'$] is possible, especially when
a contrastive purpose on the first bisyllabic lexeme is present, which may certainly
tend to its original pattern [$'$].

But with five syllables, there is no reason to subvert the ['$,$'$,$'$] pattern re-
sulting from the simple juxtaposition of ['$,$'$] + [$'$], or the spontaneous ad-
justment deriving from [$'$] + [$$'$] - [$.$'$$'$] (but, of course, lexical factors
play their role too, when combining the syllables of their words).

A practical example: taken separately, pinyin ‘to spell words out (phon|[et]ical-
ly)’ and zima: ‘alphabet’ are both naturally [$'$]: [ phin~jin], [\dzw,myuy]. By com-
bining them into pinyin-zimii ‘phono-alphabetic script, romanization’, the theo-
retical (yet possible) rendering [‘phin7jin \dzur,myu] normally changes into [phip-
“jin \dzar,muuy]. In English we have examples like the seven-year itch [397sev-an,jiog
W] or fifth-generation computers [0 dzenaerfn kum'phjputaz], which combine
their plain elements: seven ['sev-an], year ['jve], itch [\t] and fifth [{U0], generation
[EnaELln], computer [khum'phjpute] (when given in isolation).

Keeping in mind all these observations, we must admit that, in fast speech, the
patterns ['$,$,$'$] and ['$,$'$$'$] may certainly tend to become ['$,$$'$], ['$.$'$,$'$]
and also ['$.$,$'$], ['$.$$$'$], with [] veaker than [1).

10.6.3. It has to be underlined, both from the learner’s and teacher’s point of
view, that a rhythmic group is not detached from intonation and paraphonics.
Instead, they influence one another: therefore, and not surprisingly, it is frequent
that more than one stress arrangement is possible for similar utterances. Let us ob-
serve Mdo Zédong zhiixi ['mao dzs ton dzu'ci] ‘chairman Mao Zedong’, with sim-
ple juxtaposition: [$$'$] + [$'$]. But, in the basic sentence #2 shi zhiixi ‘(he/she)
is (the) chairperson’, we have ['$$+$'$]: [thaisw dqu’cil; in fact, [‘thalsw druei]
(omitting sentence intonation symbols) would not be a mere variant —as in pinyin-
zimii— but would imply that ‘he/she is (the) chairperson’, though with less as-
sertiveness than [‘tha\sw dzu'ci] ‘(he/she) definitely is (the) chairperson’, with an
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extra-strong, or emphatic, stress on shi, the copula (and a very short pause, [}]).

On the other hand, one might say L fizhaixi [ 1i \ty. dzuci] ‘(the) vice-chair-
person Li’, where two contiguous syllables retain a primary stress, for they logically
belong to different semantic entities: rthythmically, however, they can be regarded
as part of one sequence (even if —auditorily— with slightly different prominence).
In fact, we have Li fitzhiixi [ 1i- \tu dzqu’ci], with a continuative tune, [ 1i], although
with no pause. The same is normally true of Mdo Zédong zhiixi ['mao deston- dpy-
‘¢i], in actual speech.

10.7. A Chinese bisyllable may feature a ‘zero’ toneme on its second syllable,
which is therefore considered as intrinsically unstressed: [-$] [-$]. In that case, the
primary stress obviously falls on the first syllable. Pinyin systematically annotates
unstressed syllables by leaving them without tonal marks: wdde, nali, érzi, rénshi,
luébo, zhaogu, méigui, &. Such typographical convention is mandatory, and
(good) teachers would reject such misspellings as *érzi, *renshi, and *méigui.

There are also some de-stressed syllables, ['$/ ['$] - [*$], ie those with a marked
toneme, which —under specific circumstances— may be ‘weakened’ up to the point
of acting, de facto, as T-0 syllables. Though such a distinction is far from being in-
dispensable, from a practical point of view, nonetheless it proves useful to thor-
oughly understand the complex mechanisms of Mandarin prosody.

The official orthography is somewhat inconstant, on this respect: de-stressing
is sometimes explicitly annotated, more often it is not (pretty much like tonal ad-
justments, which are given as implicitly understood by the reader/speaker). A few
examples, duly transcribed, are given below.

As a general rule, the actual pitch of a ‘weak’ syllable is determined by the tone
of the syllable that comes before it. In addition, in fast connected speech, the pitch
of a following syllable may exert a certain influence as well, but always on a sec-
ondary level. As previously said, three symbols are enough: ['- ]; but, phonetical-
ly, four different pitches may be detected, as shown in fig 10.8: jizi [t¢i-dzwa] ‘chick-
en’, jizi [“tgi-dzw] ‘collected works’, jizi [_tGidzw] ‘muntjac’, jizi [\tgidzwr] ‘bun’.

In slow speech and in a tune, as said in § 10.3, the last syllable may receive a sec-
ondary stress, ['$$], so that it becomes slightly more prominent than it usually is:
eg [(Gi-dzwr], [Gi-dewr], [_tei'dew], [\tei dzwr]. The difference is noticeable, even to
an untrained ear, thus foreign learners should pay attention not to abuse of this
possibility, out of the contexts in which it is allowed.

By referring to fig 10.8, again, there is clearly a mid pitch after both 1-1 and -
2; more precisely, a lower mid pitch, after 1-1, and a slightly raised mid pitch, after
T-2: bipo [pipo, -phol, pigi [‘phitei, ~tghi]. After a T-3, which is automatically

fig 10.8. Taxotones in ['$/+/-$/ bisyllabic sequences.
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narrowed to [ ]| and shortened in its length, we have a lowered high pitch. Finally,
after a T-4, the ‘dot’ lies just in the middle of the low band: bifang [ pivan, -tan],
bibui [\pihwar, - zwoar].

What above mentioned, of course, works well with single rhythmic groups pro-
nounced in isolation. But, when affected by intonation, such a kind of ‘ideal’ pro-
nunciation is inevitably modified % compressed, and many nuances may become less
peculiar, especially in current speech. Even more so, then, to ‘get by’ with just three
punctiform symbols ([ - ], which are square, in our transcriptions, not round as the
intonation dots [ - ] — although not so clearly distinguishible).

10.8. When a marked toneme is followed by two unmarked ones, ['$:$-$/, the
phonatory energy is redistributed as ['$-$,$], akin to the general trend of reducing
stress in the middle —as observed in ['$'$'$/ ['$,$'$]— while keeping most strength
on the edges. As fig 10.9 clearly explains, we have kailai le [khaalaa Is())], ndlai
le [‘nalaz Is1))], zoulai le [_tsoulaals(x)], songlai le [\sowlaz Ix(z))], with [lag/ de-
stressed to [-lag/ (see below).

fig 10.9. Contextual pitch of [-$/ in the middle of some trisyllabic sequences.
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Between two marked tonemes, a T-0 (fig 10.10) is practically realized as a ‘linking
taxotone’, whose pitch is directly influenced by the following tone, too, as well as
by the preceding one: chile fan [“tshuila\fan], pd-bu-shang [‘phabu\say], wide shi
[ wo-ds7sul, lidngge rén [ ljaw-gs’zan], kan-dejian [\khands\tgjen] (& [‘khan-ds]).

fig 10.10. Contextual pitch of /-$/ in the middle of the most frequent trisyllabic sequences.

The examples presented here lead us to say a few words more about the behavior
of ‘destressed’ syllables, which we usefully consider to be distinct from purely un-
stressed ones, at least conceptually: yznweéi ‘because’ is regularly [jin\wor], but the al-
ternative pronunciation [“jin-wsr, ~-wsi] is permitted (with a different spelling, too:
yinwei). The authoritative Contemporary Chinese Dictionary signals these alternatives
by putting a raised dot before a syllable with a marked toneme, as in yin-wéi.

Resultative complements are most often destressed. Taking kan [\khan] ‘to se€’,
and g7 [,tghii] ‘to start; to lift, as main verbs, we can add an enclitic verb to them,
like jian [\tgjen] ‘to see’, or ldi [1aa] ‘to come’. So, we obtain kanjian [\khapdpjen,
- dzjen] ‘to see’ and gilai [ tghilaa, -1aa] ‘to rise up, to commence’ (and other mean-
ings). But, if we insert d¢é ['ts] ‘to reach’ or &i [\py] ‘not’ between the verb and its
resultative complement, a potential construction is obtained, where dé and bzt lose
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their stress, [-dz, -bu], while the other verb resumes the original toneme: kan-de-
jian \khands\tjen], gi-bu-ldi [_tehibulaa].

Let us also compare shou + qildi + le > shouqilai le [“sou-tcilaa-1s(]), -lazlz] ‘to
have collected scattered things’. If le comes after the main verb, the sequence shou
+ le + qildi gives shoule qildi ["souls tghillaa, t¢hilaa]. A monosyllabic pronoun
like #a ‘he, him; she, her; it’ might be inserted too: if fully stressed, we would have
shouqi ta ldi le [“soutgitha lazlz], or [-lag| [‘soutgi “thalaa-1z] (more than one
arrangement is possible, depending on what the speaker wants to underline). Tz
can be used as an enclitic, too; but, since pinyin does not permit such spellings as
‘ta’ (unlike lai, qi, jian, &), we are compelled to write shougi ta ldi le anyway, for
[soustshictha ‘laely/ ["sou-tgi-tha 1azls].

fig 10.11. Contextual pitch of /-$/ in the middle of all possible trisyllabic sequences.
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10.9. Let us add that the copula word sh7 is normally reduced to [-sw/, al-
though always written with its tone mark. It is followed by a complete inventory
of three syllable structures, with a T-0 in the middle.
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Lastly, there are some peculiar uses to be learned ‘as they are’, concerning the
negative adverbs bz and méi, and the numerals y7 ‘one’, g7 ‘seven), ba ‘eight’. Before
a T-4, b [\pu/ changes into [pu/, producing a smoother combination: wé b ga
‘I don’t go’ [,wo\pu\tshy/ » [,wo’pu\tshy/ [ wobultehy] (& [_wg-bultchy], with loss
of stress). For a moderately stronger assertion, like ‘I do not go’, its spontaneous
pronunciation would rather be [ wg“pu-tgy].

However, if the speaker wants to emphasize that he/she has ‘absolutely no inten-
tion to go, bi may retains its toneme, possibly with two distinct rhythmic units and
a potential pause, eg [,wol\pu, \tshy,/ [ wolpu'i \tghy'] (our intonation symbols will
be fully explained in () 11 — but let us notice again that intonation dots are round,
[ -], while tone dots tend to be square, [ - ]). The official orthography permits the
written variant b, as in wé bii git, but this expedient is not systematically used.

In x-not-x interrogative patterns, ba and méi are generally destressed (this could
be indicated by their romanization, too: bu, mei): dong bu dong [_toxbu,toon]; chi
mei chi [tshuymertshuy, “mer-].

The numeral y7 ‘one’ keeps its original 1-1 when the lexeme is used alone, or at
the end of an utterance: shiyi [‘sur’ji] ‘eleven’, yz y7 dé y7 [ji’ji- "d¥7ji’] ‘one multi-
plied by one gives one’ (again, please, refer to @ 11 for an explanation of our into-
nation symbols). Before a 1-4, y7 becomes [4ji/: yigong [jikon] ‘altogether’, yi ban
[ji\pan] ‘a half’. Before other tonemes, instead, yz changes into |\ji/: yididnr |\jLtjag/
[\jitieex] ‘abit) yz tian [\ji thjen] ‘a day), y nidn [\ji'njen] ‘a year’. For teaching pur-
poses, more realistic spellings are found, though they are not systematically en-
countered in official orthography: yigong, yi ban, yididnr, yi tian, yi nidn.

Traditionally, g7 ‘seven’ and ba ‘eight’ used to be pronounced as [“tshi, ‘pa/ be-
fore a 1-4: qiyiié [t¢hi\ye] ‘July’, ba-weéi lioshi [balwer lao swy] ‘seight teacher’.
However, such peculiarity is now almost lost in contemporary neutral Mandarin,
and could even be regarded by some as regional, or too ‘old-Pekinesque’. Official
spelling does not record it, by the way, and today we only have giyiié ["t¢hilye],
ba-wéi lioshi ['bawer lao-"sw] ( The Contemporary Chinese-English Dictionary,
p. 26 & p. 1508.).

10.10. Lastly, we must always keep in mind what is said about Chinese stress
(in § 12.0.2): rules are rules, but nothing more. In fact, since —in Chinese— stress is
not distinctive, its ‘simple and clear’ stress patterns are not necessarily ‘respected’,
when speaking fluently.

This produces a more natural way of speaking, although foreign learners may cer-
tainly find it rather bewildering.

10.11. Of course, as it happens in some of the regional accents dealt with in () 16,
we can also find even five heights of level tones: [T - - _ _]. The use of [] is quite
sufficient to clearly distinguish [7] from [-], and [_] from [], or [-] both from [-] and
[-] (and from [-], as well). But, writing by hand, especially when taking quick notes,

it is certainly safer to use [], or [-], for [-], and [.], or [.], for [-], and [-] for [-].
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Mediatic
Mandarin/Pekingese

pronunciation

The Peking accent vs Peking dialect

13.1. We have carefully considered whether to include analyses of all possible
regional pronunciations in a book that specifically focuses on neutral Chinese pro-
nunciation. That would be the logical continuation of this work (according to the
series of books on the pronunciation & accents of various other languages — o §
1.1). In fact, we have already started collecting material for a thorough examina-
tion of the most important regional accents, from both the People’s Republic of
China and other parts of the vast Chinese-speaking world. Based on these record-
ings (also collected with a special questionnaire) of several informants and nu-
merous other audio files, we are forming a rich sound database.

On the other hand, Peking certainly deserves an exception, given the close re-
lationship between the Common Language and the ‘dialect’ spoken in the capital.
But it is important to point out that we will deal with the Pekingese accent of
Mandarin Chinese, not the Peking dialect proper, as the latter is almost an inde-
pendent language, with its phonetic, lexical and grammatical peculiarities.

Surely, there is no sharp boundary between accent and dialect in Peking, but
rather a continuum of more or less marked variants, from a kind of almost neutral
pronunciation, with very few regionalisms, down to a sort of perfect diglossia, where
the speaker unconsciously oscillates, even within the same utterance, depending on
contexts and linguistic styles.

13.2. Peking is a huge city with about twenty million inhabitants, many of whom
were not born in the capital. The vast number of immigrants from other parts of
China, who clearly do not speak Pekingese natively, as well as the influence of mass
media and the increasingly higher literacy rate, have deeply changed the linguis-
tic situation in the area.

Many dialects coexist with different degrees of proficiency in speaking piitong-
hua. Moving from one part of the city to another, nowadays, is a frequent phe-
nomenon, as social and job mobility has increased dramatically in recent years.
Under such circumstances, the local pronunciation(s) will evolve more quickly,
making it harder to define a univocal pattern for describing how a ‘Peking accent’
sounds like today.
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Let us tell in advance that Xiangshengr is a traditional Pekingese comic per-
formance, featuring jokes and funny dialogues arranged in a crosstalk pattern. It
requires an exceptional mastering of the language —traditionally, the Peking di-
alect, rich in puns and popular jargon— and a good deal of dry wit.

Héu Bdolin (1917-1993 — or, in the West: B. Hou) is still remembered as an out-
standing xiangshengr performer. He was most revered for his creativity and ability
to play with language, but also for his high-profile approach to xiangshengr: he ac-
tively promoted the use of pitonghua in performing modern crosstalk, both to
spread the Common Language throughout China (thanks to radio and —later— v
broadcasting), and to make a quintessentially Pekingese art become popular across
the country and beyond.

Always assisted by his lifetime friend and colleague Guo Qirs (1900-1969 — ie
Q. Guo), he even dedicated some famous xiangshengr to the relationship between
dialects and what he believed should be the ‘national’ language of all Chinese.
Such famous pieces of crosstalk as Pritonghua yii fangyin ‘Common Language and
Dialects), and especially Béijinghua ‘the Peking Dialect’, remain as valuable testimo-
nies of how the delicate matter of language evolved in China in the past decades,
besides being a precious collection of authentic Pekingese pronunciation.

The old-fashioned pronunciation, consecrated by xiangshengr crosstalk masters
as Hou Bdolin and Guo Qiri, is no longer the only one used by the locals. Indeed,
what many call ‘Pekingese’ now is a largely stereotypical relic, confined to local com-
edy and a small number of (very) aged speakers.

From a phonemic and phonetic point of view, traditional Pekingese largely co-
incides with Mandarin. Their paraphonic settings, instead, are remarkably differ-
ent: for example, Héu Bdolin’s Pekingese-accented piitonghua sounded high-pitched
and crisp, with cleatly uttered tones and a rapid flow; this is precisely how the prop-
er xiangshengr delivery style is supposed to be.

By contrast, Héu’s stooge, Guo Qirii, would intentionally speak with a less refined
—yet understandable— pronunciation, which is decidedly more on the side of the dialect
propert, while interacting with Héu, to convey the theatrical idea of a naive character.

Video-sharing websites, like YouTube and its Chinese alter ego, Youki, provide
quite a rich selection of xiangshengr performed by Héu and Gua, which is highly ad-
visable to carefully listen to, in comparison with neutral voices in audio files attached
to contemporary Chinese courses. Also the records of the first Chinese Course by the
Linguaphone Institute offer abundant examples of Peking-accented pronunciation.

Therefore, and contrary to popular belief, the ‘traditional’ pronunciation re-
ported above has little to do with the ‘lazy mutter’ most often —but unjustly— as-
sociated with speakers from the buitongr alleys.

The hiitongr are ancient narrow streets, or alleys, most commonly associated
with the oldest and most traditional parts of Peking. In that city, hitongr are
formed by several lines of sihéyiianr, the traditional Pekingese square courtyard res-
idences. Many neighbourhoods have been formed by joining one sihéyiianr to an-
other to form a hiitongr, and joining one hritongr to another. The word hitongr is
also used to refer to such neighbourhoods.
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Since the mid-2oth century, the number of hitongr has dropped dramatically
in Peking, as many of them have been demolished to make way for new roads and
buildings. More recently, some hitongr were designated as protected areas, in an
attempt to preserve this aspect of Chinese cultural history.

Hutongr pronunciation is infamously known for its anarchical use of érhua (see
(3>7), and the frequent reduction —if not ‘annihilation’- especially of constrictive and
stop-strictive contoids. Foreigners, as well as many Chinese themselves, would typi-
cally find it nearly unintelligible, but also fascinating, and would even try to imitate
it, in order to ‘sound local’. But, we cannot help discouraging such a practice: true lo-
cals will hardly appreciate a bad imitation of something that they consider exclusively
their own, while people from other parts of China could wonder why Westerners
should waste their time learning how to mispronounce the Common Language.

13.3. Upon suggestions from our informants, we managed to determine three
samples of what can be honestly targeted as a ‘modern’ Peking accent (again: not
dialect). First of all, Mr Jiang Wén (1963- — ie W. Jiang), a well known movie star
and director; in addition, Ms Ydng Ldn (1968- — ie L. Yang), a successful entrepre-
neur and talk-show hostess; finally, Mr Zhang Bin (1969- — ie B. Zhang), a sport
anchorman from ccrvs.

We chose to select them for three good reasons: (1) all of them are about fifty years
old, that is the most representative age range for an accent (with ‘mature’ people, al-
though not old; thus, all things considered, they are still ‘young’ speakers, but free from
temporary phonic habits so typical of real young people). (2) their pronunciation is
recognisably Pekingese, but still within a flawless spoken pritonghua, being the classical
example of a ‘mediatic pronunciation’ of the capital city. (3) all of them are nationally
well-known, therefore one can easily find plentiful audio and video material on the
Web, ranging from plain interviews to the presentation of nation-wide programs.

Anyone interested in gaining an insight into the differences between a (‘clean’
Pekingese) mediatic accent and a proper Pekingese dialect (too marked to be accept-
ed as pritonghua) can easily succeed. It is sufficient to compare the pronunciation of
the three above-mentioned people with that of Mr Jigng Kin (1950- — ie K. Jang), a
master of xiangshengr, who, on the contrary, habitually speaks using the real Peking-
ese dialect (even if it is no longer that of Héu).

13.4. Impressionistically, contemporary Peking-accented Mandarin sounds
rather annoyingly ‘buzzing’ in comparison with its neutral counterpart. However,
that does not imply an overall tenser articulation. On the contrary, our record-
ings, coupled with articulatory kinaesthesia, suggest a laxer articulation of both
vocoids and contoids, mainly as a result of the same reduction and attenuation
phenomena described in the last sections of ¢ 6.

This is not surprising, as anyone will easily notice, by comparing the language
spoken daily among relatives, friends and colleagues, with that generally adopted
in dubbing foreign movies and documentaries.

The typical buzz, accompanying Pekingese Mandarin, is rather a consequence of the
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behavior of /Cw/, and érbua, [Vay/. Depending on speakers and their elocution speed,

[w] may feature a noticeably stronger lateral contraction than in neutral pronunciation.
Frequently, it is realized as a postalveolar intense approximant [g], possibly ‘colored” by
the addition of a certain degree of lateral contraction (representable —if really needed—
with ‘[77]"); including two further possibilities, though less advisable: [wr], [wg]).

The massive use of érbua is perhaps the most stereotypical characteristic of (Peking-
-accented) mediatic Mandarin. However, so far we have not found two single speak-
ers from Peking who would totally agree on which words should take the ‘extra’ [/
(ie one not strictly requested in neutral pronunciation) and which ones should not.

If a clear rule existed, we might treat the behavior of érhua in Pekingese pronunciation,
not simply as a morpho-lexical phenomenon. But, until solid evidence of a certain ‘log-
ic’ is found, we prefer not to reproduce here a boring list of words, as those invariably pre-
sented in self-styled ‘serious’ essays (cf also Lu, 2001:151-189; and He, 2006:159-162).

As far as our field of study is concerned, the mere frequency of érhua is of little
importance, compared to its true phonetic nature, which shows oscillations simi-
lar to that just described for /Cuwy/. Therefore (beside neutral or nearly neutral
[Vavyz/ [V]), [Vgl is also possible — including their nasalized counterparts, of course.

But, let us start from the consonants, which structurally —ie phonemically— are the
same as those of neutral Mandarin Chinese. However, we will soon see that there are
many differences in their realization. The reader are warmly invited to make their
own comparative transcriptions.

As for the nasals, we do not generally have the taxophone [fh1], except in milder ac-
cents, verging on the neutral one. In addition, as a typical mediatic feature, we find
that /Vn, Vn/ become [Vi, V], ie the vocoids are nasalized, while the nasals become
seminasals ((f fig 13.0.1).

Passing to the plain Chinese stops and stop-strictives (ie /C/, not the ‘aspirated’
ones, [Ch/), their mediatic realizations tend to be semi-stop and semi-stopstrictive,
te with a laxer and incomplete closure ( fig 13.0.2): [p, b; t, d; k, d] and [ts, dz, tg,
dz; s, dz], in their voiceless (plain & lenis), halfvoiced, and voiced versions, [P, b;
t,dsk, g1, [ts, dzs ', dz; %, dg]. Some speakers can also have s/it [tg, dp] &c, instead
of [ts, &z] &c

In very fast and uncontrolled speech, ‘unaspirated’ [p, t, k/ in unstressed syllables,
can often become [f3, 8] (approximants), or [8] (semi-approximant), [y] (semi-constric-
tive), while /ts(j), ts/ can become ['s, z, z;'¢, %, %3 s, i, .z), depending on stress.

Their ‘aspirated’ counterparts, /Ch/, have normal (voiceless) articulations, [p, t, k;
ts, tg, ts]. But, instead of the neutral [}/ [k, h, (by] taxophones, they generally have weak-
er realizations: [k, h, 0] (ie a laryngeal semi-constrictive and semi-approximant, and a
zero phone, f fig 13.0.3). Again, no (neutral) labialized taxophone, [p, b], usually oc-
curs in the mediatic accent. While, instead of [Ch, Chl, before /i, y; j, y/, we find [Ch,
Ch] (ie palatalized laryngeal semiconstrictive and semiapproximant, respectively).

Also the constrictive phonemes have weaker articulations. In fact, instead of [f/ [f
vl, we find [f, v, v] (with no neutrallike [f, V, V], ﬁg 13.0.4), and also /f/ » |[lv]

Even /" is veaker than in neutral pronunciation: ['g, b, }] (velar semiconstrictive,
approximant, and semiapproximant), instead of [, =1, §] (fig 13.0.5).



13. Mediatic Mandarin|Pekingese pronunciation 165

Passing to the grooved constrictives, again, we generally find (voiceles and half-
voiced) semiconstrictive phones (including fully voiced ones, up to their corre-
sponding s/it approximants, which have a typically broad flavor, ( fig 13.0.6): [s/ [3,
t,25%, 2, 2], [s] [3, 2, 2] (and [z, 3, 7]), instead of neutral [s, z; ¢, 2; §, 7] (let us note
that the prepalatal approximant [s] is different from a palatal semiapproximant [f]).
Some speakers can also have slit [g, 9] &c, instead of [3, 7] &c.

The dorsal phonemic Chinese approximants, [j, y, w| [j, .J; 4> 45 W, w], are also
weaker (ie semiapproximants) in mediatic pronunciation: [j, y, w]. In addition,
they have some broader (still semiapproximant) variants, as well; for the first two,
we have: [[] (postpalatal), [g] (prevelar rounded, f fig 13.0.7).

While, for [*w/, we find some even broader (and more typical) variants: [v] (la-
biodental approximant), [0] (labiodental rounded approximant), [] (labiodental
rounded semiapproximant). Indeed, in mediatic pronunciation, ["u] is generally
found only before the rounded vowels, /o, u/ (while, /Cw/ normally has [Cu], fol-
lowed by any vowel type): wanwéiwding “World Wide Web’ [\vAn-vii,v&dmy, -oui-]

fig 13.0.1. Pekingese mediatic pronunciation: nasals & seminasals (for comparison).

& & Dl

fig 13.0.2.1. Pekingese mediatic pronunciation: semi-stops (by detension) & variants.

J
) pbi@ ﬁj@
NQ kd@_ uw@_

fig 13.0.2.2. Pekingese mediatic pronunciation: semi-stopstrictives (by detension) & variants.

D
O

7
N

«
N

PPP]

(3]
N
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(with further variants: see below), but 2 wén wo ‘he/she asks me’ [‘the\vin wox|), -
wox|)], (obviously, other stress patterns are possible, too).

The labiodental variants are gradually gaining ground among youngsters, while be-
ing far less frequent, if not virtually absent, among most elders. In their early attempts

fig 13.0.3. Pekingese mediatic pronunciation: /Ch/. Laryngeal semiconstrictive, [k], and semi-
approximant, [h], in comparison with neutral laryngeal constrictive, [k], and approximant, [h].

k] [h
q '
ey
fig 13.0.4. Pekingese mediatic pronunciation: realizations of /f/ & [*/.
:

fig 13.0.5. Pekingese mediatic pronunciation: grooved semi-constrictives (& variants).

=

@@
=

:
)
B

H (1)

—

)
i

o

~N

fig 13.0.6. Pekingese mediatic pronunciation: approximants (& semiapproximants).

[y

[

—
—

-
<

>

HOEE
DOBD
BF)

)

(o)

g

c

fig 13.0.7. Pekingese mediatic pronunciation: three realizations of the approximant phoneme [¢/.

s
y
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fig 13.0.8. Pekingese mediatic pronunciation: frequent contoid insertions before [*V/: [?] for
all vowels, including /i, y, u/ (and also in place of [j, 4, w/ before [i, y, u/), but [2, h, m, 1, =,
y] before non-high vocoids.

= &l T <l

to learn Chinese, foreign students whose native language (including English) treats /w/
and /v/ as distinct phonemes are easily puzzled by that ‘v-sound that should not be there’

Some of them will actually use their own [v] instead, in search of a more ‘genuine’
pronunciation, only to be mildly reprimanded by their teacher, who may reinter-
pret a fully constrictive [v] as a badly pronounced /{/. Therefore, unless one is able
to distinguish [v] from [v] (as some Dutch speakers are, for example), /w/ [w] is the
best and only choice for teaching/learning purposes.

Our last (slit) approximant phoneme, [¢/ [7], also has two partially different real-
izations, which are either stronger or weaker than its corresponding neutral one (fig
13.0.8): in adition to [7], we find [¢] (semiapproximant, especially in weak syllables),
and [¥] (s/it semiconstrictive, especially in stressed syllables). This last phone might,
perhaps, explain why some “/fTPA phoneticians consider f;/ as if it actually were ‘(7).

13.5. We will, now, consider the vowels of Mandarin Chinese, by means of the two
sets of fig 13.1 & fig 13.2, which have to be inspected very carefully. The interested read-
ers should also prepare comparative transcritions with examples of neutral Chinese.

Among other things, let us notice a popular trend among young Peking speak-
ers, which involves articulating [ei, ou/ as narrower diphthongs: [ee, 0o] (fig 13.1.1-
2). In faster speech and in protunes, even monotimbric realizations are possible, [kE,
oo] (particularly in [-$/, weak syllables). These variants occur in addition to [{ar]
and [lgu, {ixv], as well.

Vowel reductions are shown in fig 13.1.3, while mediatic érhua peculiarities are

given in fig 13.2.1-7.

13.6. What can be said with respect to vowel and consonant reduced forms, in
ordinary pronunciation, largely applies to mediatic speech too, of course, and even
more strongly (as well as the typical paraphonic setting with a raised larynx, (..),
and not only for women. Other Chinese languages, instead, use a normal —or
modal- laryngeal setting, or an opposite one, with a lowered larynx — thus anoth-
er marked one, (*.')).

In addition to that, non-native speakers should be able to recognize two less com-
mon types of reduction, affecting vowels and consonants especially in fast speech and
in a protune (ie not in a tune), for they can make Chinese less easy to understand.
They are not at all indispensable for acquiring a good pronunciation. However,
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fig 13.1.1. Pekingese mediatic pronunciation: vowels & diphthongs (¢f fig 6.1-B).

(@i [jr 21, Cr, 10l
[y [qa, 2&, Ca, -a@)|]

[iE] [ja, jael]
[qE/ [qa, gata]

[a] Te, e@ll, [ja (e, jece)l]

[¥n/ [3n]

\

5 o

ﬂ\ O\ [w/ [w, -wiw)]

\

\

[¥] [x, xx)|, x"]

||
| &

\ \\ \ \ [owiu/ [wy, 2y, Cu, -uw)]
| | &
| | oo

[wo/ [wo, wo(x)|]

[Cwa/ [Cuwe, Cue(e)|]

[wa/ [fve, ve(e)|]

[apyn/ [(en]

[(yin] [gn] \ \\ \\
\ \ \ /Cwyn/ [Cwsn], [*wyn/ [vsn]
\ | |

Jjen/ [jan]

Jgen/ [en] fon] lanl

/|Cwan/ [Cwan], /wan/ [foan]

L
foin/ gl | | B | 6 //@I// E];N]
\ \ \ \ |Cwen/ [Cwon], [*wyn| [fwon]
\\ \\ \ \ O \ [¥n/ [aN]
[(ran/ [(gyen] \ \ \ .E.\ IF \ [Cwan/ [Cwan], [*wan/ [*oan]
[® /#C il , {f/a /EI/J/\ \&\E \ \ L \ fjou/
[Cuwae, #UEIC] with [, \/ \ / \ [;21; LwUZ]lZ 2 I
foif ilan] ou/ l[gu] W[50, a0
/aE/¢ ﬂI] / /l & ll[v A ]

[jac] tlyeo]

[ao/ t[eo]

|Cwag/ t[Cuwer], [*

wag/ ¢[*ver]

should foreign learners want to apply them in an appropriate manner, naturalness
would certainly be improved. And, of course, those foreigners who readily recognize
them certainly improve their own understanding of current Chinese.

13.7. In addition to the typical paraphonic postdorsal vowel setting (fig 12), a re-
duced vowel setting, (V) (fig 13.3.1), is typical of mediatic Mandarin pronunciation
(as it is of the Peking dialect itself, even in a stronger form, and combined with (V)).
This setting reduces the space in the mouth available for the production of both
stressed and unstressed syllables, which means both vocoids and contoids, of course.
Thus, all phones become less defined than usual, producing a kind of muffled
speech, certainly more difficult to be understood, even by native speakers, especially
those from different areas. All this is added to the various attenuations already seen
for neutral Chinese pronunciation (¢ § 6.5[.1-3]), causing further reductions.
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fig 13.1.2. Pekingese mediatic pronunciation: some variants, including /ei, ou/ for (= younger
speakers) & 7 (= quicker speech, especially in protunes, or weak syllables — f fig 6.1-B).

o | q [w/ t[-wl, [wu/ t[-u]

\
\
\ \ [|Cwo/ [Cug, Cugsl]
%—\ 1 ['Cuzy, 'Cog, Cue']
D\D \ \/ wo/ [fuo®)] H[*us, #og, Fwa’]

|§| @> \@\ q [w/ L [wst, s, -3¥]
|

\ [wu/ ll['uo, wo, 'vs]

[jif 1[4, | (J)ln/ (pin, (i, (

/qY/T 1 [apyn/ [ I{In <J>Yn
J)YHH

|Cwan/ |[Cwan], [fwan/ |[*van]

AATICC
[qy/ ilye”, 'I{G#

I

[@in s[pion, pisn] Ujan, jon] \ E\ \ \\g \ [jon/ [jon, jon] |[juN, jun, y-]
| @]

[on/ [on] {[un]

2L @1 s/ [x] ulfwo, “usl
(| /a/ [.a%]

[ou/Y[oo] 9[o0]

\
@& | /ao/ li[axr, xo]

Thus, marked mediatic accents may use the (normal) neutral vowels and diph-
thongs, shown in the vocograms given in fig 6.1-4, but they are modified by the
paraphonic setting of fig 13.3.1. So, fig 13.3.2 compares the collocations resulting
from their sum. However, these are not the most typical mediatic ones (which are
shown in fig 13.2.1-7), just to make comparisons easier. The paraphonic effect is
still perceptible, although less than in broader mediatic accents.

As can be seen, all elements are more or less centralized. Many of them do not
need new simbols, to show their difference: just a (proper) diacritic would be sufh-
cient, in the figures. But, a few of them move to other boxes. Mostly /i, y, w, u, g/,
especially when lengthened by a full T-3, /,/ []: [ii > i1], [yy » yv], [ww » wu], [uu
> uv], [Ea » aa], and possibly [aa > ee], [aa > ee] (with a slightly different starting
point), [aa - aa], too.

We can also find: [aa - ea], [aa - ea] (again, with a slightly different starting
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point), [ao » eo], and [ao » ao]. In addition, [¢ - a], and [t > 29], [¥0 - ¥0],
[a- 3], [&~.¥],and [t > 9], [# > 5], as well.

fig 13.1.3. Pekingese mediatic pronunciation: vowel reduction (in two vocogram, resulting from the
combination of fig 6.3-4), for comparison.

i,y/[u
[¥n/ [on, 3], //x, Zf 5] \\ \\ :\ﬂ | g | [(Quou/fu
[i¥] [, 4/ [ys] ol . [Ghou/ [psu]
[¥n/ [¥n, €], [¥, of [%]
[jan/ [jan, JR]
\ [an/ [an, K], [()ao/ [g)ac]

[(CwiEi/ [(Cw)at], [*wei] [Tvai]
[jen/ [jan, ja], [qen/ [yon, y3]
[G-wa/ [-0-Cw)e], [an/ [en, &
[(Cwyag/ [(Cw)es], [*wag/ [*ves

—_

Ll 1]

Ll Ay @Quull

fien/ fjen, 1) fawf L. 1)
Ja] [5), fjaf 3 e e e
/3%, —x—:a, -a-f [x],v/an7 [gn, X]

\\\\\ ¥N/ |XN, X
I R I R

fig 13.2.1. Pekingese mediatic pronunciation: /(jy-w)Vg/.

| \ \ \E‘\“\ \/Qm/ [Cu, Cugual] 4[4, u]] W 2wy
SRR I
: L1 Ll | e Bl
' [i¥t/ [j3%, ¥l
//qxz//[ELéx, LRZY :
WY w3y, fu-, -8
I I
5 [¥7/ t[¥7]
o 137) (e el 1)
- I/l sl 137
% Iyl sl g
IE' [wsz/ t[Cusg, o]
|| \\ | | | (&/ug) tlup, uz, ug))

[ R N

fig 13.2.2. Pekingese mediatic pronunciation: / (-yw)\Vany/.

Ll
I R

|

\
L
-/je/é/Z /U[AAQ] ¢¢L[]AAZZ]]\ Ll

: [ang/ [3&7]
Jyag/ uas) slyag) \—\—\—\u—H Jjang) [315]
[wag/ [Cuas, "o-] t[-ag] [wang/ $[Cu&f, "o-]
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fig 13.2.3. Pekingese mediatic pronunciation: /(j-y-w)Vng/.

[sngf [ ¢xz

mﬂ R [/ | JXK J3K]&[¢J§Z]
Qi%] L \

(& [ing/ [375])

- I 1 1 Lo | jweng/ [Cugg, #0] & [157]
° ' | /U40N7/ [ysal

(e [jvng/ 18T 4Z7))

HE &

[wong/ [wGa]
Ll bbb G fwamg/ [Cust o 157)

fig 13.2.4. Pekingese mediatic pronunciation: [oug/.

L] L] L]
Ll L R I P N
O P B
L1 L v
Ll LT RN
[oug/ [oa] (& (o1, ouq]) [2a] (& (g1, gua)]) [lza] (& i[x8, z0q])

fig 13.2.5. Pekingese mediatic pronunciation: [j-qV(V)/.

L
I T O
] [13&26 %}1? J;j]i) | | | @@}’
[qEy/ [yss] tlg¥g, ysy] f
B I

fig 13.2.6. Pekingese mediatic pronunciation: [(j-w)V(Vyy/.

T
I RSP I I
\ ||

||

||

\\ \ \ WOA] &iCuxz "o-]
Q- & [twag/ [Cuas, ”U /jacy/ [jeos, jaos]

\ \ \ Ll-ﬂ [m-p-4/+[wor/ d/ B /Jaozz/ [1{0&&(1]0&]

Ll [ [ ] |[CooslehCusgl m ‘ M | Wt

fig 13.2.7. Pekingese mediatic pronunciation: [ug, wsg/.

L | Lol L1 1 1 1el
N N R e I /A

\\n\\\ \\/WXZ/[Cw&,”v&] \ \ | }.;’L\
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\
\
|
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c

7/ [uz, us, uq]
& [wg/ t[Cusy, *o-])

\
\
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L
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fig 13.3.1. Pekingese mediatic pronunciation: typical reduced-vowel paraphonic setting (im

plylng a reduction in the vocoid space within the mouth, although here shown in a generic
way, with only extreme vowels, even if not peculiarly Chinese ones)

Reduced (V)

__________________

fig 13.3.2. Pekingese mediatic pronunciation: normal & reduced vowel settings

Normal (V) Reduced ()

-:Q'III
| Bo® \\0\

=] =]

Ll

I ol
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13.8. As far as stress and intonation are concerned, there are no significant differ-
ences with respect to neutral Chinese. However, a relatively large number of com-
mon words ending with a marked toneme, ['$/, feature a zero toneme’ in Peking-
-accented Chinese: pdngxie [‘phenzja] ‘crab’, wéigiin [*vlitg¥n] ‘apron’, ndngua
[‘nAn-dwa] ‘pumpkin’.

These can coexist with their ‘normal’ realizations, as presented in most diction-
aries: pangxié ['phan\gje], wéiqiin ['wartchyn], ndngua ['nankwa]. Similarly, post-
-verbal monosyllabic pronouns wd, ni, ta are more systematically reduced to [-$/
than in neutral pronunciation (unless emphasis is needed — se, however, §6.5.5): wd
wen ni [ wo\vipni] T ask you), gen ta zou [ §3n-tetsidy, -go] ‘to go away with him/her’

The four marked fonemes, and the unmarked one, have only tiny differences in
comparison with the neutral ones, as can be seen in fig 13.4.

fig 13.4. Pekingese mediatic pronunciation: neutral ton(em)es compared with milder and
broader mediatic ones.

1 sz | AN N
4
Neutral \// N\
— / ——— L ¥ [
Mediatic = / \
NS AN
110 200 300 3L 3010 400 401
Neutral — — — = \\‘ \\‘
Mediatic ——1— O e AN AN
\ \




21.
Phonetic ‘transcriptions’

in different handbooks

21.1. We are perfectly aware that such highly detailed phonotonetic transcrip-
tions, as those presented in this book, would be quite challenging for beginners
with no previous training in linguistics and phonetics. It must be remembered, by
the way, that learning Chinese implies learning Chinese characters, too, and that
requires a huge amount of time and energy on the part of the learners.

It is not surprising, then, that so many students do not even think about study-
ing Chinese pronunciation in a systematic way: in their view, the task is too com-
plicated and demanding, to be undertaken since the very beginning, when any
other aspect of the language (its highly unfriendly ‘script’, as said, but also its gram-
mar and vocabulary) is to be learnt from scratch.

We shall reply to that by saying, first of all, that being able to write Chinese
quick and swift, while speaking it so bad that even native speakers do not under-
stand what we say, is simply pointless, and disrespectful, as well. Secondly, in our
opinion, most handbooks are not very well balanced, with respect to the space de-
voted to the basics of pronunciation, though many ‘pronunciation drills’ are gener-
ally presented throughout the first one or two volumes of the series (as in the Prac-
tical Chinese Reader and similar textbooks).

The ordinary approach is that of letting students improve their pronunciation
simply out of mere imitation and repetition of audio files. With few exceptions,
that alone does not work. Hence there is a clear need for specifically prepared
pronunciation handbooks, for those who want a more complete perspective, and
aim at acquiring a native —or nearly-native— pronunciation.

This book, in fact, can be certainly used as a pronunciation handbook, as it pro-
vides a detailed description of all phonotonetic phenomena that are relevant to the
Mandarin pronunciation system. Of course, in an ordinary language course, such
an abundant amount of information could not be easily condensed and presented
in a readable form. Beginners would invariably find that cuambersome, and not as
useful as it can actually be, after a certain degree of fluency and familiarity with
the overall ‘sound’ of the language has been attained.

Therefore, a slightly simplified —but not inaccurate— version of our ‘normalized’
pronunciation is the most advisable and viable solution, for teaching purposes. This
‘soft’ approach has another advantage, that is leaving no student behind, even the
least interested in phonetics, and pronunciation in general; while the more enthu-
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siast (and gifted) ones will find what is needed to build a strong basis, which will
enable them to deal with more complex analysis, with relative ease and proficiency.

21.1.1. Our proposal is simple and effective: for each group of [C] taxophones,
just one contoid is used, thus avoiding the aggravation of rigidly respecting the
three-way consonantal ‘gradation’, which is natural for native speakers, but not
necessarily so for foreign learners. Namely, our choice fell on [Ch, C], for stops
and stop-strictives, and on [C], for constrictives. Here follows a complete list:

b [b] p [ph] f [ m [m]

d [d] ¢t [th] n [n] [ 1]

z [d] ¢ [tsh] s [s]

7 [del g [tch] x [¢] y [l & [yl
zh [dg] ch [tsh] sh [s] r [l

gz 1[4l k [kh] h (=] ng [n] w [w]

21.1.2. For [()V, HVV, (H)VN], a similar criterion is followed, but without re-
nouncing realism: thus, a diphthong like [ou] will not be simplistically reduced
to ‘[ou]’, even though [u] is not used individually elsewhere. In other words, sim-
plicity must be combined with realism (fig 21.1).

After careful consideration, we have found that fourteen vocoids are ideal for
a very convincing approximation to neutral Chinese pronunciation: [i, 1, 1; E, ¢;
A, a, @; 3, ¥; W U, u; 0]; to these, we add [7, 7, 7] (for #[wy] and the various occur-
rences of érhua). We keep [i, 1, U, [E, €] and [a, a, a] distinct, as well as [3, ¥] and
[u, u], instead of simply using [i, , a, ¥, u], because certain combinations (espe-
cially those with [-n, n]) are actually easier to reproduce, if the inventory available
is just a bit more complex than what would be phonemically indispensable.

I

Z [1, #ji] i [, 7] ui [WEI]
in [*j)in] ing  ["hu]
E
e [¥] ie [jE] iie [yE] el [E1]
en [3n] er [s7] eng [¥n] ueng [win]
A
a [a]
ai [AE] uai [waE] ao [ao] iao  [jao]
(w)an [(w)an] ian [jen] ian  [yen]
(D)ang [(jan] uang [wan]
o
0 [o] ou [ou] ) [wo]
ong [on] iong  [jon]
U
u [*wyu] ii [yl iu  [jou]

un [w3n] iin ["qyn].
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fig 21.1. Simplified vowel inventory, for teaching purposes.

[pil B | o & | o Lish-, -, s)w]

[pyl L1 L 1 | [fwd]
["?)%]
["?E, jE, yE] 0| [*?)o, wo]

L1l lal | |[a ja wal

\
@sn,wen] | | @ | | |

IR
N
IR
| | Aol

\
\
\

\
\
\
1

[(*P)E1, WEI] h\ 0| [(®)ou, jou]
[("D)AE, wWaE] \Z\A_E\\LI‘@\:\ [("?)ao]
HEEEN
[*j)w] I

[("?)¥N, W¥N]
9| [(jon]

\ \ ||
[*an, jan] || @l | | [wan]

It is not hard to notice that our selection tries to incorporate as many vocoids
as possible that are in common with the two major accents of English: modern
British English, and the so-called ‘General American’ English. Of course, both na-
tive and non-native English speakers will use only one of the two accents (or even
a different one, from Australian, or Canadian, to Irish and Scottish, and so forth,
not to mention the huge number of regional us accents other than the ‘General’
one). However, what matters is trying to keep certain sounds distinct.

For instance, neutral British speakers will certainly be able to produce a perfect
[], but may find that their [2] is a more familiar replacement for [e]: let it be so
(many Chinese themselves, after all, say [jen] instead of [jen]). Similarly, while [3]
is common in British English (eg fur [fs:]), most Americans could not be able to
distinguish it from their regular unstressed [5]: no panic, let them use [5], at first.

Listening to audio files and practising kinaesthesia, with a constant ear feed-
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back, will enable those really interested in acquiring [3] —and, at a more advanced
stage, also [a]— to succeed.

The same story goes, within certain limits, for those who speak languages admit-
ting even fewer distinctions: for instance, neutral Italian and Spanish have only [a],
but neither [a], nor [a]. Articulating [a] everywhere is fine, and phonemically correct;
yet it is preferable, for the transcription itself, to keep using three symbols, anyway.

In fact, there will be some students who, being more sensitive than others to
the quality of vowel sounds, want to know where [a] and [a] should be used, in
case they manage to acquire them. In other words, this ‘simplified’ transcription
is the ideal intermediary between the essentiality of pinyin, and the full realism of
our ‘normalized’ neutral pronunciation.

Consequently, what we propose here is not the ‘international’ pronunciation sug-
gested in § 2.8.3, on the basis of that originally presented in our booklet Pronuncia
cinese per italiani —Chinese Pronunciation for Italians— which was intended, prima-
rily, for those who simply want to be understood, irrespective of how foreign their
accent may sound. Here, instead, we are dealing with something more sophisticated,
and more suitable for those who learn Chinese... the ‘professional” way, so to speak.

21.1.3. As far as érhua is concerned, we have devised a reasonable scheme, de-
rived from that proposed in § 7.7, with just minor adjustments. Thus, we have:

A. lagl: hua-huar [awa\awag] *[awaldwez];

[jazl: chuanglidnr [‘tshwanljag] [ tshwanljex];

[yag]: yuanqiidnr ['yentghyay] *['yantehyex];

[wag]: hdowdnr [ zac*wag] [ xgo'wex].

B. [v7]: béikér [bEIJkl’IX | "[\berkhsx];

[j¥q]: shijinr L) dzam] 7[swn@jk;

[ysgl: qiiqiir [tehytehyzy] "[“tehyteysy];

[weg]: kduwéir [ khouv\wsy] [ khoy\wyz];

[jag]: shijier [s¢dpjar] "5 Gjsy];

[yag]: magiiér [\ mu'dpyag] 7[\mu'toysy].

[o7]: tidour [ thu\doy] [ thu\toq]

ljog: zhilisir ['&gijor) 7 [dpurljoa);

[ao7]: ndimdor [ nae'maoyg] *[ naz’maq];

[jaogl: maimidor [\mae'mjaoy] ”[\mag'mjaq];
[wog ] shanpor ['sam phwoy] [ ‘sam phos].

D. [a pzano/oangr[phjsrbtéhaaz] n["phjen tshadz];
[ja

w

7l:

Z] doujiangr [\douv dpja7] 7[\doy Gjaz];

[was]: tianchuangr ['thjen” tghwaz] n["thjen tshwag].

E. [37]: bdndeéngr [ ban\d$7] 7[ ban\tzg];
[j87): gimingr [ tehi'mj¥7] [ tchi'mizg];
[W¥7]: xidowengr | ¢jao\w¥7] [ ¢jao\wxg].

[67]: toukongr [thou\kha?] [ thouv\khod];

[j6 ]kuqzongr[khuitghjoz] "[‘khu'tchysd].
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Needless to say, our learners may certainly choose to make a step forward, and
acquire the full inventory of native érbua instead: actually, in the course of using
‘simple’ [-7], many speakers spontaneously will end up articulating [V], due to the
effect of co-articulation and articulatory economy, which obviously give prefer-
ence to what makes pronunciation easier and more natural.

21.2. When the present ‘simplified” phonetic transcription is used in ordinary
handbooks, and in extended texts, no phonemic transcription is needed, as pinyin
certainly suffices to give a rough idea of how the sound system of Mandarin Chi-
nese works. Instead, tones and intonation shall always be presented in full nota-
tion, since any simplification could easily jeopardise mutual intelligibility. Here is
an example of connected speech, transcribed according to the simplified pronun-
ciation described above (' § 12.2):

(. V) Mjou jouyy\di'Jl

\ja.malgyn'as gs\dae yylin dgon| joulji_dzon (\dzjac| ji‘gjonds "doniwu |
\dzzdron jirgjon| \sz+ “s7\dzjE san, | ‘dzwer\dads: “s7 jilsou' || .merthjen jao tshy|| 7ji-
-djag- ljov\wandzz ‘ma,ji||

7an’eyy| \zan‘zan- \da‘wer "dpinithands \s7|| ji‘gjon]| jou \ji.dzongilguy || “tha-
“tshz ‘ma_ji ‘szl “deyelbu| dran\dein “sa’deye ||| "dan"tha ‘phaokhae merji-g¥| jou
‘tshyn tghjen san\wandzgz ‘ma_jids- ji'cye’sz || thaidzjou dgztshy tehi"dzon \ji gjao-
\bu fan’||| "dewer dwo ! “wert ‘wu bae dzus. || “tha\dwer “s¥nigja ds- ‘ma jiii \bu-wsm-
‘bulwsn’||| \deu'dgzt \tehy “‘evn_dzao- \¢jaji-g¥ \mubjao.||| ( kh¥\dzjen’, ji‘gjon
“tghuvtshu-ds “dgz-dao’|l| \jao _s7 \dew_dzidy  dzon'tehyn “sen"tshwap- \¢jatchy]||
\dzjoulbi gy jou ‘ma ji'dzja’dzu-dy| “s¥nssnibuei]|

Jji'gjon \san_tghje “dzz-dao- ljou jouyy\di'||| "deilawa- sp\jon "dewr'yen]| z3ller|

¢\bu'gae “san“swr| ¢ 2¥7\00 ‘guvma’||].

21.3. As we have just demonstrated, introducing phonetics in a common Chi-
nese course is neither complicated, nor confusing, provided the teacher knows
how to present the subject in a professional and interesting way. If phonetic sym-
bols are inserted, here and there, just for the sake of it, without a consistent meth-
od, they will be certainly ignored, if not frowned upon.

Chinese teachers must know (at least) the basics of their students’ mother
tongues, including their phonemic and phonetic systems, and should be able to dis-
tinguish all the relevant vocoids and contoids. Sadly, most teachers from China
have a certain command of English, but not a scientific knowledge of its pronun-
ciation; rarely do they speak any other foreign language, before going to the coun-
try where it is spoken, and working there for a while.

When Marco (Cerini) started learning Chinese at Rome University, back in 1998,
one of the first ‘oddities, from the point of view of an Italian native speaker, was to
determine the exact value of p, ¢, k, as opposed to &, d, g. Reading the three couples
according to their Italian pronunciation —[p, b], [t, d], [k, g]— they sounded ‘iden-



232 Chinese Pronunciation & Accents

tical’ to our Chinese teacher. He could not help insisting on the ‘aspiration’ factor,
for p, t, k [ph, th, khy/, totally ignoring the fact that nothing like [Ch] belongs to neu-
tral Italian, unless one is using some special emphasis, and randomly articulates a
slightly ‘aspirated’ contoid, which nevertheless has no phonemic relevance.

It was a really frustrating situation, with both parts stuck in a deadlock, and un-
able to tell what was wrong in the first place. One can easily figure out what invari-
ably happens, when foreign students try to ‘refine’ their tones and, even, dare to
learn Chinese intonation, and their teacher has nothing more to offer, but going
on and on repeating the sentences contained in the textbook, ‘hoping for the best’.
All this, of course, when no reliable and scientifically coherent notational system
for tones or intonation is available.

21.3.1. The general lack of interest in the potential of phonetics, now apparent-
ly prevailing among most teachers and the authors of language courses, does not
prove that this has always been the case. In fact, as far as Chinese is concerned, it
has to be remembered that one of the first and most prestigious textbooks ever
published (besides Chao’s Mandarin Primer) is the well known Chinese, by the Lin-
guaphone Institute in London, whose first edition dates back to almost a century
ago. This brilliant product is entirely transcribed in IPA (also because pinyin was
yet to come, in the twenties), including quite an extensive tonetic notation, with
thick symbols for tones in ['$], and thin ones for tones in [$] (stressed and half-
-stressed).

It is worth noticing that the phonetic notation adopted in Chinese is surprising-
ly very similar to the ‘simplified’ one presented above, notwithstanding some pecu-
liar choices, mainly due to typographical limitations (and the general ‘sobriety’ of
IPA in those —otherwise glorious— pioneering days). Here is a complete list of the
[C] in the two systems:

“[b, ph] b, ph] “"[dz, tsh] f1dz, tsh]
“n(d, th] f[d, th] “(dp, tgh] U3, ch]
“n[g, kh] fg, kh] “"[dg, tsh] f1ds, tfh]
can[y] oﬁ‘[X canf,] off [1]*

can [§] oﬁm

anfq] off (6] *described as a constrictive = “"[z]!

[V] are treated in a less similar way, yet the two systems remain largely coherent and
—so to speak— mutually intelligible (fig 21.2). Now, let us observe the following list:

“MjE, yE] Wie, ya] @n[qya] f[Vya]
[ off [¥]; after [g, kh, x]: [A]

[ 9ofuo]; after [ph, b, m, {]: [5]

can[yy] off [w] can [i] off [1]

[ Mwer, war]

[ "ﬂ[(i)ao; ou, iu]

[ Hin, yn; 1]



21. Phonetic ‘transcriptions in different handbooks 233

“M[jen, yen] [1£n, yan]
“"[(w)an, (j)an, wan] ° [(u)an (har, uang]
“anf(wyan] 0 [a un; Ag]
“n[(j)on] Hiyun)].

fig 21.2. Vowel diagrams as presented in Chinese, by the Linguaphone Institute (2121 [?], first
edition, p. 16). In this reproduction, we eliminated the big black dots that where important to
orient readers when Daniel Jones’ Cardinal Vowels were not so known yet (but may be confus-
ing today).

ei

al ou
ao

21.3.2. Clearly, this analysis was produced when no highly technological equip-
ment was available to phoneticians. They simply had their ears, their brains, some
quite rudimental phonographs, and a limited number of Chinese informants at
hand. They employed such devices as the artificial palate, modelled out of thin
resin, or even papier-maché; the palate had to be covered with chalk powder and
inserted into the mouth to immediately remove it, after the relevant phone had
been uttered, to determine its articulatory details.

Vocoids were even harder to analyze: a thin metallic chain, often with a small
lead ball in the middle, had to be kept on the tongue surface, refraining oneself
from spitting it out, or swallowing it; at the same time, the phonetician had to
pronounce a vocoid, or a diphthong, as clearly and naturally as a normal human
being —in such a tight spot— can do, while an X-ray apparatus would take multi-
ple photographs of the phonatory act (with a much higher exposure to radiation
than in modern X-ray procedures).

Nonetheless, those pioneers would do their best, not with the purpose of a
mere display of scholarly expertise, but to provide their readers with something
that could be really useful to learn languages better.

The idea that IPA should be limited to serious articles, essays and books ‘for in-
siders only’ (which no-one else would ever read) belongs to more recent genera-
tions of phoneticians. On the contrary, the International Phonetic Alphabet was
created, primarily, as a practical tool for teaching languages to everyone. A radiant
example of that is precisely what we find in the first Linguaphone courses (on 78
rpm records), until the second series (in the fifties and sixties, on 45 rpm records),
which had a whole record out of 16 completely dedicated to the pronunciation of
the language to be taught, with a sufficient choice of words in IPA transcription
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for all its phonemes, including cases of main taxophones. Unfortunately, the suc-
ceeding editions —on audiocassettes, and CD’s— reduced the phonetic sections to
one plain and cold page, or completely abolished any IPA symbols.

21.3.3. Given such premises, it is quite hard to understand why the Journal of the
International Phonetic Association, as recently as in 2003, sanctioned an official de-
scription of Mandarin Chinese, by Lee & Zee, which is embarrassingly inferior to
what was available several decades before. Just have a look at the ‘official’ vowel dia-
grams (fig 21.3.2, that we have graphically improved, not to offend somebody’s eyes).

fig 21.3.1. Vowel diagrams as presented in JIPA (2003, p. 110).
i\® @ ol
L s
\ \9
\A_

N wi
ol
\\Y/

Apart from the questionable collocation of [3] (“f¥]) in the first diagram, the
other two trapezia mix up true diphthongs, like ‘[ei, ai, au]” (“**[E1, aa, ao]), and
what should be treated not as diphthongs, or even ‘triphthongs’, but as [JV(V)] se-
quences, eg ‘[ye, uei, iau]” (“"*[yg, war, jao]). Regarding ‘[iau, uai]’, we cannot help
criticizing the lower part of their ‘paths’, which should indicate ‘[a]’, but —clearly—
lies rather in the area of °0[5] for ‘[iau]’, while for ‘[uai]’, beside a more than prob-
able ¥[5], again, even with the best will in the world, it might be rendered as a
kind of °3], but nothing lower (and more appropriate) than that; not even offe],
which would appear less absurd).

There, the officially sanctioned symbols for Mandarin [C] are not ‘wrong’ in se,
but are certainly far from being the ideal choice. For one thing, postalveolar [tsh,



21. Phonetic ‘transcriptions in different handbooks 235

fig 21.3.2. Improvement of the official diagrams (and *fIPA symbols) given in fig 21.3 (but with
no corrections as far as the movements shown).

N N\
A\

> AN e
. - -/ . . AN u /
i I~ )~ ou e N oye \J v
we NS A x J J N \\1{ wa 7 ! WO
¥

ts, s, ¢/ appear as ‘[t{", tf, {, 1], maybe to avoid that someone might interpret ‘[tsh,
ts, s, 1) as the corresponding apicopalatal contoids, used —for instances— in many
Dravidian languages (“"[ts", ts, s, 7]).

We shall not repeat here what we have said about this official treatment of [w/
[w], rendered as [1]! Besides, the authors do not even mention the possibility of
some kind of consonantal gradation, nor do they draw any clear line between pho-
nemics and phonetics. Tones and taxotones are treated vaguely and clumsily, while
intonation is... not discussed at all. If the members of the International Phonetic
Association really accept those FOUR pages as the official description of one of the
most important —and most studied— languages in the world, we shall ‘let silence
reign), instead of speaking frankly and hurting somebody’s feelings.

21.3.4. There is, nonetheless, something that must be said, loud and clear. What
is most annoying in maljlﬁy official analyses is not the use of offIPA in se, but rather
its misuse. Undeniably, 2VIPA is structurally simpler than “"[PA: from one point of
view, this is a practical advantage, but also a serious functional limitation. In oth-
er words, when one is dealing with just a few dozens of symbols, and is not forced
to be precise, a parlous mistake is less likely to occur (hence our harsh criticism of
the slovenly treatment reserved to ‘[iau, uai]” in the JIPA diagrams).

“n[PA symbols, on the contrary, number in the hundreds, and that obviously
requires a good deal of care and perfectionism. However —be noted— this greater
effort eventually pays off, whenever a transcription must be accurate and detailed,
but should not loose its readability and —why not?— even its ‘typographical appeal.

Since the introduction of IPA to date, AD 2017, many generic analyses have been
realized for most languages. The only reason why someone may be interested in
writing another essay on the pronunciation of a language is trying to do some-
thing better than it has been so far; possibly, with a better system.
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Invariably, “"IPA works more efficiently than its official ‘competitor’, when the
complexity of certain languages (including Chinese) poses so demanding challenges,
that excessive simplicity would result in a waste of time. A more flexible system is, of
course, harder to use properly, and we do not deny the risks that this aspect involves
(especially for weekend ‘phoneticians, even if in charge of university courses).

At the same time, we would happily expect the same conscientiousness on the
part of those who remain loyal to the old school. If a transcription aims at being
simple, let it be simple... but not sloppy; consequently, if the generic symbols
adopted may have numerous values, an author is compelled to pay the utmost at-
tention to what we call vocograms and orograms: if these are drawn correctly, an
otherwise ambiguous transcription regains reliability and, ultimately, its scientific
relevance. Whether this was the case with JIPA’s Standard Chinese, we will let our
readers judge by themselves.

Let us, now, have a look at fig 21.4, which is a real improvement of fig 21.3, al-
though we kept the same terrible ‘movements’, but split the second trapezium in
two (becoming the second and fourth). Of course, they are much more readable,
in spite of their original defect, but at least we used dotted lines for the conso-
nantal part of the ‘diphthongs and triphthongs), representing correct [j, y, w], as
shown in the last two trapezia.

21.3.5. More important than that, we are interested in proving that %IPA can
be used with appreciable results, provided everything is done to compensate for
its transcriptional limitations. First of all, no transcription should ever become an
ugly conglomeration of diacritics. Sure, there are some “"IPA symbols with more
than one loose diacritic, usually representing peculiar articulations % co-articula-
tions; consider, for instance, [§]: nasalized and laryngealized (and with the tongue
shape modified by lateral contraction, which is not an added separate mode of ar-
ticulation). But, in most cases, unitary symbols are available, and no diacritic is
necessary at all, except —logically— when different mechanisms are activated, right-
ly as the lowering of the velum, or a particular state of the glottis.

When using 9offIPA, instead, diacritics are inevitable almost everywhere: the
point is deciding whether all of them should be printed —or hand-written— at all
times, or should they be presented only once, in conjunction with the relevant il-
lustrations. In fig 21.4, we give a practical example: only official symbols are used,
apart from “"[PA expansion and adaptation of [+ «+ « = » 4 v], whose values are intu-
itively self-evident (rather than squandering [+] and [+], for mythic and fictitious
‘advanced/retracted tongue root’).

Those diacritics help understand which symbol corresponds to which dot (or
arrow); but, once the exact value of a certain vocoid has been understood, thanks
to the diagrams, those diacritics could gradually be abandoned, until only primary
symbols are used. That would work acceptably well, if we stick to a teaching-orien-
ted kind of transcription.

But, as we know, the real pronunciation of neutral Chinese implies frequent

19

cases of laryngealization: [V, n, v, 7, {l. Also nasalization is quite common, eg [V,
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fig 21.4. Official vowel diagrams of Chinese ‘normalized’ pronunciation (with */TPA symbols).

I(Il I(N \ \
[y * o [0, (o]
3(n), (W) 3(n)] \9 [av), (W)Aav)]

yem)] \ o \

[(w)an] W/J)a,JaN] [wan]

N ]
[gk \\\ M\/ [pu]

[wie, jéo]

7]. Vowels may be partially devoiced, [V], but also totally devoiced, [V]. We might
have to indicate more than one peculiarity at the same time, as in [%], and to also
add partial labialization, [3]. And if we were to notate all the subtleties involving
Chinese [C], some symbols could even need more diacritics!

Now, it is clear that doing the same in °fIPA would not be viable, especially in
transcriptions of continuous speech. The only option would be that of skipping all
basic diacritics, whenever more specific ones have to be inserted. Frankly, that does
not seem very satisfying, nor entirely scientific. Rather, it proves —once again— that
nobody should expect to travel faster than sound just riding a bike: that is why su-
personic jets have been devised! However, a bike still can be a good bike, if we do
not hope to use it as a jet. The bottom line is: let us keep %fIPA true to itself.

21.3.6. In this section, we present an example of how %IPA can express a good
deal of phonetic information, after having duly considered its typographical re-
straints and the purposes for which it was originally invented: teaching/learning
the pronunciation of foreign languages. As such, here, we will not attempt to tran-
scribe neutral Chinese, with all its taxophones and other peculiarities, but the
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slightly simplified pronunciation described in § 21.1.1-2. Where necessary, the ex-
act value assigned to an official symbol will be specified between [ ], by means of
diacritics. Let us start from the consonantal inventory:

QR 0

phl] f [ m [m]
th] n [n]
tsh] s [s]
tgh] x [¢]
tsh] sh [s]
kh] h [x] [x] ng [n]

[ (1]

y [l &yl
r[q) [Z]
w [w]

Of course, all the relevant articulatory illustrations (orograms, labiograms and
laryngograms) must be provided, as in our & 6. As far as the actual symbols are
concerned, °0[C] may correspond to “**[C, C]; this can be positively exploited, af-
ter all, by presenting %[C] as ‘concise’ symbols, capable of expressing a certain free
oscillation. Similarly, even if off[h] is primarily given as a constrictive, or fricative),
in 97[Ch] it should be produced, rather, as an approximant: off [h] (“**[h]).

For [ts(h), 5, 7/, the corresponding ‘retroflex’ W[dy, tsh, g, 1] are fine, but the rel-

fig 21.5. Official vowel diagrams of Chinese ‘simplified” pronunciation (with %/IPA symbols).

[y] [w]
[i] \ ° \ °* o
([ J

[j/qel \® °

<

N

[4]
[1n-N ]\ ° \
[y(n)] *
[
[w)3()] o\ °

[jgem)] \ o \
[ [ )

[w)an] [(w]))4, jan]

N\

TN

lael N\ \Y /

[wie, jéo]

[(hoa]
[(wygav)]
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evant orograms should help students distinguish Mandarin postalveolars from true
‘retroflex’ contoids, articulated further back (““"IPA: apicopalatals). The notation
‘[7]’ dispels almost any doubt about the exact articulation of [1].

Since our fonts contain unitary symbols for all stop-strictives, we obviously use
them: [ts, dz; t, dz; ts, dz]. Most Unicode typefaces still have ‘[ts, dz; tg, dz; tf, d&z]’,
but the general trend, nowadays, is expressing [KS] as [KS] everywhere, as if they
were sequences of a stop plus a constrictive, instead of single articulations. Font
editing is now a relatively easy and inexpensive task, and some minor enrichments
to the typefaces adopted in a textbook should not really pose any difficulty.
However, if there is no choice but following the official recommendations, up to
the last, the correct renderings should be [ts, dz; tg, d2; ts, dz], avoiding circus
things like ‘[tg, ts]

Regarding the vocalic inventory, there is little to add to what has been clearly
explained in § 21.1.2. Reference is to be made to the official trapezia in fig 21.5, in
order to compare them with our “"JPA vocograms in fig 21.1.

I

i [i] P Jun gl [wll  wi [wer] [e]
in  [m] [1] ing [iv] [1]]
E
e [¥] [¥ ie  [jE] [e] ie [ye] [ell ei  [er] [e]
en  [3n] er  [¥7] [¥ eng [¥n] [x] ueng [wyn] [¥]]
A
a [a] [4]
ai [ae] [e] uai [wae] [4de] ao [ao] [qol iao [jao] [#o]
(w)an [(w)an] [4] ian [jen] [] ian [yen] [e]
(Dang [(Han] [d]  uang [wan] [q]

O
0 [5] [2] ou [ou] [o] uo [wo] [2]
ong [on] [[o] iong [jon] [o]

U
u [u] i [yl [yl iu [jou] [o]
un  [wsn] iin  [yn] [Y].

For [Cu/, as said, we use [{], ie off [{], and the same contoid can be employed to
produce érbua: [Vq]. In order to transcribe more genuine articulations —those with
[V]- the official inventory offers no unambiguous solution. Clearly, we cannot em-
ploy off [1] to render our “"[y], a postalveolarized provelar semi-approximant (with
lateral contraction, see § 7.3); the only official alternative is off[1].

In “"PA, the same symbol is —more conveniently— employed for the most typ-
ical realization of American English 7, a slightly rounded postalveolarized prevelar ap-
proximant (with lateral contraction, as well), which we could render as ‘[uﬁ*w]’ in
offIPA: [w] is quite advanced, [dj]l, and the [] diacritic —generically described as
implying ‘rhoticity’— apparently is the only passable solution to mark lateral con-
traction. (Here, again, [] stands for a simple slit postalveolar approximant: [¢].)



240 Chinese Pronunciation & Accents

However, since %] is usually employed as an alveolar approximant, a nota-
tion like ‘[Vi]’, or ‘[V3]’, could lead to legitimate criticism. As a practical solution,
‘[ur]” might Work well. Thus, for “"[Y], we would have Mur, v, o, 7] &c. Anyway,
HIPA always leaves room for ‘personal preferences’ (though not always correct, in-
cluding mixed-up symbols)! Therefore, when using a very small type size, we sug-
gest ‘[V1]” as less hard to decipher than the tiny ‘rhoticity hooklet’.

‘International’ Chinese vowels and consonants

21.3.7. In a book on the pronunciation of Chinese for Italians (Pronuncia cinese
per italiani), we presented a kind of ‘international Chinese pronunciation’, which
is a simplified, but rigorous, model for teaching purposes. It is sufficient to un-
derstand Chinese, and to make oneself understood, because it is based on the na-
tive pronunciation, and certainly not a falsification of it.

Only secondary, taxophonic variants are omitted, both for its vowels and con-
sonants (except for a few contoids, which might not be so obvoious for foreign-
ers), while its taxotones are not simplified, because they are much more important,
contrary to what common people (but also teachers, even native ones) usually
think and do. Even intonation is clearly shown, carefully avoiding mysterious no-
tations (or being completely missing).

fig 21.6 gives the vowels and diphthongs, in two vocograms, and the conso-
nants, in a simple table.

fig 21.6. ‘International’ Chinese vowels and consonants.
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