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o. Introduction

We provide the modern neutral pronunciation of modern Mandarin Chinese, or
putonghua [phuthonizlwa/ [ phu'thonilwa], ie the ‘common language’, based on
Peking dialect. We obviously use the official romanization system pinyin [phinjin/
[‘phipjin], accompanied by a careful phonetic transcription, to show and acquire a
good pronunciation. *

At the beginning, a well meditated phonemic transcription will be provided too,
in accordance with precise descriptive and teaching strategies. To improve readabil-
ity, the phonemic transcription will be progressively omitted in the following chap-

ters, wherever pinyin suffices to highlight any relevant phonemic facts.

The official romanization — Hanyii pinyin fang’an.

0.1. Pinyin stands at midway between the Chinese characters and our phono-
tonetic transcriptions. This romanization scheme was developed, and officially
adopted, in 1958, by the People’s Republic of China, and now is the worldwide de
facto standard. Its full Chinese name is Hanyii pinyin fang'an, where pinyin roughly
means ‘to put sounds together’. 2 We shall present it here, even though, to be en-
tirely loyal to the natural approach, any graphemic representation should come last,
after the spoken language has been duly described and learnt.

The twenty-three initials are listed below, and arranged not alphabetically, but
by logical phonic groups. Each is accompanied by its phonemic transcription and

only one phonetic variant (the one used in fully-stressed syllables):

b [p] [p] p [ph/ [ph] S ] m [m] [m]

d [t/ [t] t [th/ [th] n [n/ [n] L] 1]
z [ts] [ts] ¢ [tsh/ [tsh] s [s/ [s]

J 6] @] q [tsh] [teh] x [s] [¢] y il i) &[4/ [y]

(6] chfeh/[ghl bl [ [
g/ [kl k[kby [kh BAIGT wfw] W]
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0.2. The finals are 39 (with three occurrences of i and three different values), and
we present them according to their pinyin graphic syllabic nucleus. This time, they
are given in alphabetical order, even where their romanization has not been the
happiest one (as we show in { }). The three finals which do not occur without an

initial are marked with an asterisk (*): 3

A

a [a%] [a], ia, *ya [ja*] [ja], ua, *wa [wa®| [wal;

ai [ag| [adg], uai, *wai [wae| [waz]; an [an/ [an], ian, *yan [jen| [jen], uan, *wan
[wan/ [wanl], dian, *yuan (j|q[/x + uan) [qen/ [yan];

ang [an| [an], iang, *yang [jan| [jan], uang, *wang [wan| [wan];

ao [ac/ [ao], iao, *yao [jac/ [jao].

E

e [¥*] [¥, ¥z, ,&l], 7e, *ye [jE¥[ [jEl, die, *yue (j/q|x + ue) [qe*| [yEl;

ei* [Eif [e1] ([a1]), en [¥n/ [an], er [/ [¥%];

eng™ [¥n] [2n], ueng, *weng [wyn, won/ [wan, won].

I

i [i", %i?] 14, jils (s/z[e) [w® [wl, (sh[zh[ch) [w?] [w] {we adopt 7, instead};

in, *yin [(Hin/ [, *jin]; ing, *ying [(jin/ [wy, #jun];

ui, "wei [weif [war] ([wti]) {uei would have been better than ui}.

o)

o [06"] [0, o1l], ou [ou/ [ou] ([2u]), o, *wo [wo?| [wo, woz|] ([ws, was]);

ong* [on] [on], (Jun/ [uN]), iong, *yong [jon] [jon]

U

u, "wu [, twa[ Tu, wuls d, yu (lqfx +w) [y", Tqy*[ ly, "gyl;

un, *wen [wen/ [wanl; in, *yun (j/q[x + un) [qyn/ [*yyn];

iu, "you [jou/ [jou] ([jou]) {we employ i whenever it stands for [y, y/; besides,

uen and zou would have been better than un and iu}.

Phonotactics
0.3. Chinese phonotactics obeys to very strict limitations: in fact, just 400-odd
distinct syllables exist in the modern language, tonemes not considered. Not all ac-

ceptable permutations are used in fact, like shong, though dictionaries list various
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words with zhong, chong and rong. Other syllables do not occur with certain tones,
for historical reasons: for instance, there is no ér (er in the first tone). 4

Mandarin phonology has been analyzed according to very different criteria, but
we maintain that any Chinese syllable consists of an initial element and a final one,
traditionally called shéngmii [“ssn,mu/ [‘sanmuy] ‘mother of the voice’, and yinmat
[\yyn,mu/ [{gym,muyu] ‘rhyme of the voice’. 5

At the phonemic level, all initials are consonantal by their nature, even though,
phonetically, a contoid is not necessarily present. In the case of close vowels /i, *y,
"/, then, we actually have [ji, yy, wu/ [()i, @y, (wiu]. ¢ Before other vowels, our
choice is [?/: [?E, ?%, 20, ?a/ ([Pw/ does not occur) — which can be safely realized as
such, [?], or —less advisably— as [y, f, &, g] (: velar semi-approximant, lenis laryngeal
approximant, uvular tap, and provelar semi-nasal). Nevertheless, when there is no
risk of hiatus with a preceding vowel, [2/ spontaneously reduces to ‘zero’, [0].

In its full form, a final is a sequence of three parts: a glide [, y, w[; a vocalic nu-
cleus [i, y, w, u; E, ¥, 03 af; and a coda, which can be vocalic [i, g; u, o/, or conso-
nantal /n, n, 7/. For example, combining /s, w, n; a, o/, we obtain [sa/ sha, [sac/
shao, [swa/ shua, [san| shang, and [swan/ shuang. Also, glides can act as initials: [waf
wa, [wan| wang.

Many textbooks and dictionaries include a list of permitted syllables; one of the
most exhaustive and reliable ones, in our view, is that provided by The Contempo-
rary Chinese Dictionary, which is also the reference book with respect to the or-
thography of all Chinese words quoted in this work, including those featuring a

‘zero’ toneme % the so-called érhua phenomenon. 7

NOTES:

! We assume that our readers have a working knowledge of the Canepari International Pho-

netic Alphabet — ““"[PA’, and of the Natural Method, as thoroughly described in CANEPARI, L.
(1983) Phonetic Notation - La notazione fonetica, and in CANEPARI, L. (2007) Natural Phonetics
& Tonetics — articulatory, auditory, functional.

The “"PA inventory is a groundbreaking development of the ‘official’ IPA (cursorily:
““flIPA’), not just a mere extension, and it is purposely conceived to provide a very high accu-
racy rate, both at the phonetic and the tonetic level. Particularly in transcribing tonal lan-
guages, the unique “"[PA tonemic and tonetic notation finally makes it possible for the tran-
scriber to annotate the exact tonality of single syllable and of entire utterances, in a readable
and unambiguous form.
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2 See cao, x-zH. (2000) Hanyu pinyin yongchu duo, p. 1-8; and LU, j-M. (2004) Yuwen xian-

daibua he Hanyu pinyin fangan, particularly p. 113-133.

3 In this, we follow cANEPARI, L. (2007) A Handbook of Pronunciation, § 11.0.6 et seq, with
minimal amendments.

4 However, the Peking dialect also features a few words with peculiar phonology, like dén,
which not only are absent in the official inventory, but also not permitted, even in theory. See
also zHOU, Y-M. (2002) Xiandai Beijinghua yanjiu, particularly & 3 and 6.

5 Contrary to Western tradition, where dictionaries commonly list words according to their
initial letter, classical Chinese dictionaries generally considered single characters —instead of
words— arranged according to their ‘radical’ components and the number of calligraphic traits.
Pronunciation, at first, was indicated by means of homophony (eg English sea, [now] pro-
nounced like see).

Then, a mechanism called fingieé, or ‘cross-cutting’, was developed: it consisted in a pair of
characters, which indicated the initial and the ‘thyme’, respectively (eg a combination like che-
hudng, to express chudng; or, in English, she-lock, to express shock). Hence the importance of
keeping initials well distinct from the ‘thymes’. The latter, moreover, were particularly impor-
tant for classical poetry; not surprisingly, then, ancient poets used to refer to specifically
thyme-arranged dictionaries, which nowadays provide precious —but often vague and ambigu-
ous— hints at the pronunciation of older forms of Chinese (among others, see PULLEYBLANK, E.
G. [1991] Lexicon of Reconstructed Pronunciation in Early Middle Chinese, Late Middle Chinese,
and Early mandarin).

¢ o LN, HY. (2007) The Sounds of Chinese, @ 3, especially § 3.2 (and § 5.2.4). The author
seems reluctant to grant full phonemicity to [j, gy, w], yet she methodically adopts [ji, yy, wul
—akin to what we ourselves do— instead of the more conservative approach, whose supporters
still propose things like ‘[i, y, u]’, as the sole phonetic counterpart of their theoretical ‘/i, y,
u/’, even when an approximant is definitely there (both articulatorily and auditorily — and
acoustically, of course). Coherently, she also employs [, y, w] before other vowels, and after
other contoids (where present), eg huan [xwan], for “"[lwan] (but always better than
‘lhuan]’, as found in too many books and articles).

7 'The Contemporary Chinese Dictionary is also published in a Chinese-English bilingual edi-
tion, very convenient for those who are interested in Mandarin, but do not actually master the
language up to the point of using a monolingual dictionary.

Again, The Sounds of Chinese also devotes quite a large amount of space to analyze the syl-
labic restraints determined by Chinese phonotactics (particularly, see § 5.3). We regard such
an approach as slightly too theoretical, when compared to the highly pragmatic nature of our
method; nonetheless, we would agree with many of the principles stated by the author, pro-
vided it is made clear that the phonetic reality —well understandably— is much more complex.



1. Vowels and vocoids

Vowels

1.1. After thorough consideration, we have chosen to include eight vowels in our
analysis of Mandarin phonology: /i, y, w, u; E, ¥, o; a/. In fig 1.1-a, the various vo-
coids and their taxophones —ie contextual allophones— are grouped by phoneme;
while, in fig 1.1-B, we present the same taxophones arranged in ‘functional’ groups:
[VE, Vn, Vn/. Let us start, then, by systematically considering each phoneme and its
most typical realizations in neutral pronunciation (further —less representative—

variants will be shown below, as well, more for recognition than for actual use). *

fig 1.1-a. Mandarin fundamental vocoids and their taxophones, grouped by phoneme.

[*qy, *2y, Cy, -yty)|, ¥n]; [ur, -urqun)|, Cug, -ug(u)|]
@ [*wu, *2u, Cu, -uu)|]

i i Ci, -], m, o ©1@
i o) KRR 18

[an, wan, im] —19.%]

e, jols g, qe)] | @@ B00)
[jen; gan] .I}B!-

(wan) || @E(®]| |

[a, a(a)l, aw; ja, jaca)l, jan; wa, wa(a)|]

[jon, on]
[¥, %), ,2"]
[wo, wo)|, won]

[wan]

1.1.1. First, we find the close front phoneme [if: [#i, #pin, Fin/ [Fji, Fn, Fjuw]
(Clyh. (Cly)in, (Cly)ing: [Gil [jif »% Lol [nif ni, [fjn] [jin/ yin, [tGin] [tsin/ jin,
[\ju] \\jin/ ying, [tewn] [tsin/ jing. Oscillations are possible and not infrequent: [*jun,
Fpin, #iw] and [Fjan, #ion, *jizn]. The approximant [j/ is seldom kept even
when a proper initial is present: in that case, and where deemed necessary, the ac-
tual pronunciation of such syllables as lin(g), pin(g), ding could be better phonemi-
cized as ‘[ljin, nf, ‘[phjin, n/, [tjinf* (or even ‘[lj¥n, -n/’, ‘[phj¥n, -n[, ‘[tj¥n]’,
which nevertheless should be reserved for more marked variants, as those found in

2

heavily Peking-accented Mandarin).

1.1.2. Secondly, there is the close front-central rounded phoneme [y/, with a fairly
limited distribution: [*yy, Fypyn/ [Fypy. Fgyn] (frequent variants with »: [*yn,
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"pyn, *jjven]). The official orthography adopts # only in #i and /i, while leaving u
unmarked in ju(n), qu(n), xu(n), yu(n). We see no advantage in doing so, and we
prefer to keep that friendly i anywhere: [“toy] [Ttsy/ ji, [tchyy] [tshy/ qii, [\ey] f\sy/
xii, Lyyyl [yy/ yivi, ["Gyn, “tgyin, “toven] [tsyn/ jin, [tehyn, ‘tghyin, “tghyen]
[shyn] qiin, [\eyn, \eymn, \eygn] f\syn/ xin, [yyn, “ym, 4jyn, jven] [qyn/ yiin. >

More conveniently, pinyin could have used zii, cii, sii, yii, by phonemically inter-
preting these syllables as we do: [tgy, tehy, ¢y] [tsy, tshy, sy/. Indeed, [yy/ could
even be [jy/; but since the phoneme [y/ is there, it is more adequate to use it. In this
way, as it seems convenient, it could also be used to show —even phonemically— the
possible oscillations between [gvn, jyn, jven, yin]: [yyn/, and /jyn, yin/". (There-
fore, it could have been possible to write ziong, ciong, siong, too, more internation-
ally, instead of the official jiong, qiong, xiong, for [Gjon, t¢hjon, ¢jon] [tsjon,
tshjon, sjon/). 4

fig 1.1-8. Mandarin fundamental vocoids and their taxophones: [V¥, Vn, Vn/.

)i [*hif] i, #21, Ci, -i()|] \ﬂ
(I-n)ii, yu & (q-x)u
[Cpy*[ gy, "2y, Cy, -yyl]

\

||

ie, ye/]E”/ jE, jE(@)] \\ d\
1

W]

\
\
(In)iie, yue& q]x)ue - \
\

(c-z-5)i [wf [w, -w(un)]
\ ("w)u [*wu?[ ["wu, 2u, Cu, -u(w)|]

o ®

Me [¥"] [¥, 3@, e 5"/ [2]

(wo, "(w)o [wo'| [wo, wo)|]

[u=’] | e yE(@
a [a] [a, a@)|] *)a; ia, *ya [ja*] [ja, ja(a

M)in [*pin/ [*in] \—n\ﬁ—\‘—\—\ yun & (qjx)un & lin
#

. [yn/ [("gyn]
(Men [¥n/ [an]
ian, *yan (/jEfl/)[jsn] \ ﬂ\ ﬂ\ \ \ un,/”w;n[ /V?m/ [w3an]
an & (gj-x)un & Aﬂ—\—\—\anan An
ﬂ;ii:zln /q?iljl/ [an] \—ﬂ o uan, "wan [wan/ [wan]
|

\ ong [un/ [on]

\
|
\\ O\ iong, "yong [jun/ [jon]

\
0+{e|
\
\

ua, 'wa [wa'[ [wa, wa(a)|]

("y)ing |"in/ [(*)w]

eng [¥n/ [an] o O\ ueng, *weng [wsn| [won]

||
ang [an/ [aN]\\ \\

iang, *yang [jan/ [jan] \ uang, *wang [wan| [wan]

1.1.3. Then we find a back rounded vowel, [u/ [u] (not to be confused with Brit-

ish English ‘/u:/” —better: ‘/uu/’— whose various taxophones are rather mid-back, and

6
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often diphthongized): [‘qu'tu] [ku'tu/ giaddi, ['wu;guy] [;wugu/ wiiri. Given that
we encounter [un] as a secondary taxophone of [on] [on/, the alternative phonemi-
cization ‘fun/’ must be considered, at least for scientific purposes: [‘gunkoyy]

[konkon/ & ‘[kunkun/’ gonggong. 5

1.1.4. Following, we have the open vowel [a/, with its distributions and various
taxophones: [(C)a”, (w/Can, (jan, wan/ [(C)a, (w/C)an, (jan, wan]. A few examples:
[?a-dza, --dza] [Tatsa/ aza, [\tha] |\tha/ ta, [?aan] [an/ dn, [‘phan] [‘phan/ pdn,
[‘phan] [‘phan/ pdng, [;waan] [,wan/ wdin, [‘jan] [*jan] ydng, [[waqy] [;wan/ wdng.

As far as [[jan, yan// are concerned, we think they are better represented by /jen,
yen/ (in spite of the official rendering with an): [‘jen] [‘jen/ ydn, [tjeen] [.tjen/

didn, \qyan] \yen/ yiian, [“¢hyan] [tshyen/ giidn.

1.1.5. The vocalic inventory of neutral Chinese continues with three mid vowels:
[E, ¥, 0f. Since the interjection é is rather theoretical, the only environment where
we find [/ [e] alone (ie not combined in diphthongs, [Ei, ag/) is in the two se-
quences [je”, ye’/ [jE, yE].

For the former, pinyin writes ye, when lacking a graphic initial; otherwise, ie
[.tsje, “tshje, “sjE, \nje, \ljg/ LtGjeE, “tchis, ‘¢jE, \njE, \ljg] jié, gie, xié, nié, lié, and so
on. Any combination is permitted, except fie and zhie, chie, shie, rie (since the 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 in the
Peking Opera, Jingjii [‘tsintsy/ ['dpwnitey], often chant their lines using a form of
stage pronunciation which still retain archaic syllables, like zie and siang.

For the latter sequence, we have jue, que, xue and yue, but liie and niie (no other
combinations occur, even those —like miie— that might be articulated without prob-
lems). As with #(n), ‘our’ pinyin will always show iie, instead: /,tsye, “tshyg, “syg,
\nye, \lye/ LtGyee, tehye, ‘cyE, \nys, \lye] jié, giie, xiié, niié, lie.

1.1.6. 'The mid-back vowel [3/ plays an important role in giving Mandarin its
distinctive sound, and shows the following distribution: ["2)¥", "2)¥7; ("2)¥n, wyn;
*2yen, wen/ [(*D)3(R]), *D)v%; (D)an, wan; *2)an, wan] e, er, en, wen/Cun, eng, weng.

The last one has the variant [won] (which, in case, could be indicated as [won/). A

7
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few examples: [khy\khy(z|)] [khy\khs/ keke, [tsouran’laa, -?allaa] [“tsousnlaE/
Zhou Enldi, [?vytchjes] [~g.tshie] érqié, [‘§ampaan] [kyn,psn/ genbén,

['swan‘wan] ["swesn'wsn/ Sin Wén, [fansan] [Tesn"ssn/ fengsheng, [\fuwan; “won]

J\Muwen/ fiweng.

1.1.7. Finally, /)0 ["™o0@&])] o, which can occur in the interjections [?0, jo/
[o@]), jo’D] o, yo, or be preceded by [w/ in the sequences [mwo, pwo, phwo,
(Cywo/ [mo@)), poi), phoi)), foi)), Cywo:)], mo, bo, po, fo, wo/Cuo. A few ex-
amples: [ho\mg@))] [‘mwolmwo/ mdmo, ["ls)Gpro(xD] [‘pwo'phwo/ bépé,
[wo.twoi))] [\lwo,thwo/ luotuo, ["dwo\tshwos))] \swoltshwo/ zuo cud, [manTjo]
[HlanTjo/ hdngyo, [\2g:] [\2o/ o!

As far as (7)ong is concerned, a traditional approach favours ‘/(jjun/’, and we con-
sider it as perfectly legitimate (along with ‘/qun/’, for certain secondary taxo-
phones). Nonetheless, we have observed that [on] and [jon] are by far the most
typical realizations, and the phonemic status bestowed on [o/ suggests us to switch
to the more realistic [(jon/. Two examples will suffice: [‘gonkon] [konkon/

gonggong, [‘tchjontgjoon] [tshjon tsjon/ gidngjiong. ©

Phonemic conciseness vs realism: the interphonemic choice

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

We are confident in our interphonemic choice to list /e, o/ among the vowel
phonemes of Mandarin Chinese. Anyway, more restricted (certainly, more abstract,
because intraphonemic) inventories are possible as well, and —in fact— frequently
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.
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1. Vowels and vocoids

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

Accordingly, our [je, yE, Ei; wo, (j)ou, (j)on/ should appear as ‘[js, yo, ai; wo,
(pau, (jwon/” (or ‘(un’, for the last one, as previously noted). In other words, our
[E, o/ 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 renderings
‘/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 passa-
bly accurate phonography. But some problems arise when trying to render é/ and o/,
two very common interjections. In our analysis, we do not have to think twice: [E,
o/ (usually: &, o /\E, \o/ [\e, \&; \g, \0, 12], but Chinese dictionaries permit any toneme
for both). The point is that interjections and onomatopoeia are written down in
Chinese characters too, as any other lexeme, which may lead to think that they can
be lexicalized and phonemicized accordingly. This is debatable, since ‘unorthodox’
phones appear sporadically in any language, precisely in interjections and ono-

matopoeia, but are not generally included in the phonemic inventory.

1.2.2. A glaring example: in Italian, laughter is represented by ah abh ab! (or
something like that); the basic pronunciation should be something like
["(hyazhaha], but we can actually hear anything ranging between [h, A, k, hj, x, 3; 4,
A, 3, B, 3, Q, A, 8], just to list a few. None of these belong to 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 often it has to be: an
English loan like bi-fi is currently pronounced [aifai], then, while [haifai] would
be regarded as pedantic or affected. But ab ah ah! is purely Italian; thus, the only
solution to represent it is accepting [h] as an incidental phoneme, |(h)| — to say, a
phone that deserves to be exceptionally phonemicized, without actually being a

fully functional component of Italian phonology. 7



Marco Cerini — The Pronunciation of Mandarin Chinese

1.2.3. If we want to stick to the ‘/i, y; 9, a; w, u/’ scheme rigidly, there is little
choice but retaining [(g, 0)/ as incidental phonemes in Chinese, like [(v)/ (which,
more exactly, is rather a xenopboneme). To make it even more captious, one may go
as far as treating [E, o] as incidental monophthongizations of ‘[si, ai/’ and ‘[ou/’ re-
spectively, still failing to transcribe them unequivocally. We presume that our read-
ers have done the maths and drawn their own conclusions: a ‘skeletal’ phonology
may appear logical and easy to remember, but it is not necessarily functional and
easy to use.

We prefer, instead, to regard ‘/9/’ as an archi-phoneme, and to split it into three
different semi-phonemes: [E, ¥, /. It has to be underlined that these are not the same
as incidental phonemes: they are true phonemes, instead, but simply not ‘crucial’
ones. In fact, native speakers may perceive no difference between [ou] and [¥u], for
instance, or [Ax3, 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 %IPA tradition of employing only ‘pri-
mary’ symbols at the phonemic level; and, according to the most adamant tradi-
tionalists, not merely ‘primary’, but as near to their graphemic counterparts as pos-
sible, too! Consequently, we should have even used ‘/e/’ instead of the nearly-
passable ‘[5/’, since there is no opposition between [e, &, ¢, 3, 3] &!

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 repre-
sent modern British [g], for which ‘[¢/” would be far better (but it is finally —and
happily— gaining popularity among scholars).

1.2.4. In some analyses of Chinese, we find sober compromises like /e, ¥, o/ or,
better, ‘¢, ¥, ¥/’, but also masterpieces of schizophrenia, such as ‘[e, ¥, ¥/ or /¢, 3,
o/ — and even /g, 9, ¥, of’, mixing phones and phonemes! This is highly confusing
for foreign learners, who often rely on these poor examples of 2/IPA misuse to build
their own Mandarin phon(em)ic inventory, when first attempting to learn pinyin
and try to 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 /e, ‘ez,
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1. Vowels and vocoids

't/ [ex, Ex, €]).  What foreign learners really need is a phonemic scheme devised ac-
cording to interphonemic principles: realism and multilingual applicability. In prac-
tical terms, this means choosing, for each phoneme, the symbol that encompasses
all the taxophones (or may be able, at least, to suggest most of them), without dis-

criminating ‘primary’ symbols against ‘secondary’ ones.

1.2.5. 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 and
Spanish) [, o/ 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 articulatory
resemblance with both pairs. Besides, while our [g/ is able to cover successfully [E,
e, a], ‘[e/’ makes it necessary to revive the unrealistic ‘/jan, yan/’, to explain [jen,
yan] yan, yuan.

Multilingual applicability is the other advantage of the interphonemic approach,
in that it helps polyglots (or those who aim at being one) and phoneticians 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 improve their own
pronunciation of one they already know.

Just mastering [e, E, €] and [o, o, ] helps us avoid gross faux pas in most Euro-
pean languages and Japanese (and Chinese, as we have seen!), but also improves our
understanding of different accents. For instance, English awe ['o:/ is ['0:] in modern
Standard British, but ['0'0] in Mediatic British, and [2:] in most American accents;
to an untrained ear accustomed to hear and speak only American English, [‘00]
may easily suggest owe ['0o/ ['o70] at first, but once the listeners are able to detect
[o] in isolation, they would promptly recognize a mono-timbric diphthong like

['0v0], and distinguish it from ['c-0]. *°

On the phonemic status of 1.

1.3. '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 as-
sumptions 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. In our view, both belong to the same phoneme.
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We strongly support ‘/w/” as the phonemicization of what pinyin transcribes as i
after z(h), c(h), s(h) and r. As explained below —f Consonants— we adopt 7 instead, in
order to mark, even at the graphemic level, and in parallel to [w/, that we are deal-
ing with another fundamental component of Mandarin phonology, not with taxo-
phones of /i/. Our choice falls upon [wi/, as this appears to better represent all the
taxophones emerged from long and accurate analyses of numerous recordings of

neutral Mandarin voices (especially those of professionally trained speakers).

1.3.1. Many —if not all- Sinologists favour two symbols not enclosed in the %IPA
inventory: ), 1’; the former represents i in zi, ci, si — the latter, 7 in zhi, chi, shi, ri.
Though called ‘vowels’, both are actually presented as ‘syllabic’ approximants (we
prefer ‘intense’), totally assimilated to the point of articulation of the contoid that
comes before them. They are often —but not systematically— considered as two dis-
tinct phonemes, though they clearly are in complementary distribution.

A very similar view is shared by the International Phonetic Association, which,
in the 2003 issue of its Journal, proposed ‘1’ as a unified expedient to represent both
b - The official descriptions of these two phon(em)es, then, are ‘(apico)laminal
denti-alveolar’ approximant and ‘apical postalveolar’ approximant, respectively.

None can be entirely accepted.

1.3.2. 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 [tsth), 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 [tsth), 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 phonemic
one! We admit that an intense semi-approximant, [8], may result auditorily quite
similar to [w], but the articulatory nature of this phone is primarily vocalic.

To sceptical % traditionalist readers, we suggest a simple experiment, provided
they can pronounce Chinese at least decently: articulate a long, slow and emphatic
s7, paying attention to any transition from s to 7; if this is done correctly, the result

should resemble something like ["s:zzz83ux]. **
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This being said and recognised, 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, 6, 8] and to keep only [w] as the real distinctive
element of si [sw], which we therefore phonemicize as [sw/ (with [tsthyw]/, too),

discarding ‘s’ and similar expedients.

1.3.3. A slightly different criterion must be applied to /Cw/, ie when [wi/ follows
the post-alveolar initials: zhi, chi, shi, ri. In this case, the automatic assimilation
affects the entire articulation of [w/, and cannot be regarded as a merely transi-
tional event: even an untrained ear can detect a continuous ‘buzz’, incomplete —or
even absent— in /w/; auditorily, the latter has a very different timbre too, even if the
mid-dorsum generally remains in the same ‘box’ as [w].

Much debated is the true nature of this /Cui/. As we explain hereby, neutral pro-
nunciation actually admits more than just one realization: it is surprising that, in-
stead of simply recognizing this fact and providing all the relevant transcriptions,
every single analysis that we have examined insists in presenting only one. Inevita-
bly, very different phonic renderings have been proposed so far, depending on
which sources the authors took into account, and how restrictive their concept of
‘neutrality’ is.

For example, in his H&‘myivi yizyz'n jiaochéng, Cdo Wén often refers to how ‘Peking
speakers’ would pronounce something, as if the pitonghua spoken in Peking were
to be assumed as a model for neutral pronunciation. Undoubtedly, Pekingese
speakers have the best chances to conquer a purely neutral pronunciation, consider-
ing that their local dialect served as the basis for Modern Chinese; yet, without
proper training, anyone with an even slight Peking accent would be spotted imme-
diately, sometimes by foreigners as well.

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 ‘o’, apparently, but ‘narrower’... whatever this
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means. Nevertheless, when one examines the relevant illustrations proposed by the
same handbooks, they usually show a curled-shaped tongue, with very little space
between its tip and the post-alveolar ridge. 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 that summarized by Céo and others as ‘a less fricative [7]’. *?
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 (“*[¢]), in ac-

cordance with the officially sanctioned description.

1.3.4. 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 adopted
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 ‘jab-
bering’ instead, if used as initials.

Another peculiarity to be avoided is splitting [7] into a sequence like [wy] (or
worse, [ug], even elongated in [up], which might be misunderstood as [¥7/). This
trait is pretty common among native speakers of ‘thotic’ English accents, typically
those from the United States and Canada, in particular when they have just started
learning Mandarin. Not rarely, instead of [7], these speakers would actually use any
one of their most familiar » phones, namely [1, #, 1, ] &c (with their ‘intense’ coun-
terparts, [1, #, {, 4] &, for [¢/). These contoids act quite well as surrogates, but pro-
duce a fairly recognizable accent: those who aim at a more convincing pronuncia-

tion, then, should choose [7]. *3

1.3.5. The intense post-alveolar approximant, though, is not the preferred choice

of professionally trained speakers. Instead, we have noticed a consistent use of a
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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 entire set
of such latero-vocoids as natural realizations of the so-called érbua phenomenon, we
suggest our readers to refer to the relevant @ 2, 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 favour
[w] is both of an articulatory and euphonic nature. By comparing the orograms of
[¢] and [wy], it is quite clear that the latter 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 rela-
tive ease, especially when the front half of the tongue is crucial (as in [i, y; j, y; tch,
ts(h), s, 1, n/ &c).

Subjective and questionable as it can be, euphony certainly does play a role, even
if [w] was not selected on purpose, nor was 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 far-fetched ‘stage pronunciation’
at all, like —for example— [r, ] in oldfashioned French and German theatrical de-
livery (even though an alveolar r 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 [wi] instead of [7] (or alternating 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 (lateral contrac-
tion, in the first place, primarily responsible for the characteristic ‘buzz’ typical of
any [V]; not so much the post-alveolarity, which plays just a marginal role). Apart

from this, [w] and [wy] share almost the same mid-dorsum position.

1.3.6. Nonetheless, we have noted a more advanced taxophone, not very com-
mon, but adopted by professional voices, as well: some examples of it can be heard
at the beginning of the Chinese dubbing of Hiroshima mon amour (Alain Resnais,
1959), which indeed sounds somewhat awkward to native listeners. Scattered oc-

currences of the same taxophone are found in various sound files attached to the

15



Marco Cerini — The Pronunciation of Mandarin Chinese

late 70’s Practical Chinese Reader; a few present-day tv anchormen use it occasion-
ally too. A separate symbol is not needed, but, for truly fronted realizations, some-
thing like ‘[i]” might be useful. In fact, kinesthesia reveals that it is possible to ar-
ticulate a fully functional [V] as front as in the area of [i], but no fronter than that,
otherwise it would be very hard to contract both sides of the tongue and, at the

same time, raise the apex.

Diphthongs

1.4. Modern Mandarin phonology permits only four diphthongs (fig 1.2): /Ei,
aE, ao, ou/ [E1, Ag, ao, ou]. The former two may be preceded by [w/, the latter two
by /j/, with slightly different vocalic traits: /wei, wag, jao, jou/ [ws1, 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/’ either (see our reference to [j, u, w/, § 3.5.3).

fig 1.2. Mandarin diphthongs.

[jou]

(-
el |BINL L/ J\ [ov]
N4

\
[T, wad] \ l HV&& l l[]ao ao]

Pinyin duly represents simple diphthongs as ei, ai, ao, ou (though ae would have

been more realistic, and more coherent with 4o too); wei, wai, yao, you are also
very reasonable. When wai and yao follow another initial, their spelling change into
uai and iao, making grapho-syllabification easier in some cases: chénguai ‘to blame,
to rebuke’ is unmistakably [“tsh¥n\kwag/, while chéngwai ‘outside of a town or a
city’ leads automatically to [‘tshsn\wag/; otherwise, pinyin would abound in apos-
trophes or hyphens, like older romanization schemes: chen’guai vs chéng’uai, or

- > \ ’ > \
chen’'gqwai vs chéng'wai.

1.4.1. But, then, we find absurd inconsistencies: instead of changing wei, you

into wuei, iou, the official orthography prescribes ui, iu, with no real advantages for
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the learners. In all honesty, it is odd even at the typographical level: lacking the real
nuclei, we are forced to put the relevant diacritics on the syllabic codae instead, ie
ui, iv, ui, i1, rather than the more friendly and correct ‘uéi, idu, uéi, iou’!

Besides, ui and iu easily lead foreign students to think that /wei, jou/ are actually
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 strong does pinyin influence their understand-
ing of Mandarin phonology. To prove their point, they would refer to certain sec-
ondary variants, where —nonetheless— we do not hear anything like ‘[wi, ju]’, but
rather [wt, jou] (and [a1, gu] for [Ei, ou/, see fig 1.3).

Such variants belong to (nearly) neutral pronunciation as well: foreign listeners
should be able to recognize them readily, but they are no way necessary 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 consideration.

A few examples (with variants, where present): [fer; far] [fei/ fei, ["twsr; “twii]
[twei| dui, [2aaz, Paar] [as/ di, [\waa] [\wae| wai, [2qqo, Peeg] [,a0/ do, [lago,

2%

Aleeol [slac/ hdo, [jao] [fjac| ydo, [Rou; 2gu] [ou/ Ou, [mggy; mijy] [,mou/

> O

v

mou, [“tjou; tjou] [tjou/ dii. Less advisably: [ou/ [x0], [(pac/ [jaz, az].

fig 1.3. Mandarin diphthongs (variants).

NI
ui, "wei [weif [Vwii] \\ i \ \ @}l, \ iu, "you [jou/ [ljou]

ei [Eif [lai] 5 (*ou [ouf [1zu; 1z0]

ai [ag[ [tai]

ao [ao/ [tee], li[jar, ag]

Vowel reductions

1.5. Mandarin vowels may undergo some timbric reductions % shortenings,
mainly when the relevant weakly-stressed or unstressed syllables occur in positions
different from word-final ones, or in intonemes. As a matter of fact, in actual lan-
guage, apart from in slow and accurate speech, some neutralizations occur else-
where too. It is fundamental to know such reductions, at least to be able to under-

stand spoken Chinese well. Foreigners need not use such reductions actively, al-
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though an appropriate use of them would decidedly improve their pronunciation.
In order to adequately show the behavior of different unstressed syllables (for
vowel, consonant, and pitch reductions), sometimes we also had to use some rare

words, rather than omitting something significant.

1.5.1. fig 1.4 shows the most important reductions which may occur in fast %
casual speech, and in connection with the so-called gingshéng, [$/, or ‘zero
toneme’. 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, starting
from a pre-pausal position, in an intoneme (for the first variants), up to modifica-
tions produced within a sentence, in a preintoneme (for the other variants). For
[Vn, Vn/, the variants with [V] have been included in the vocograms, but not in the
examples; 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 one side, they do not occur auto
matically, nor universally; on the other, foreign learners —to whom our ‘normalized’
transcription is primarily aimed— can safely use normal vocoids anywhere (but they
should be able to recognize reduced forms, when native speakers use them).

fig 1.4. Vowel reduction in [=$] (in quick speech, not in an intoneme; whereas, in an in-
toneme, the distinct timbers of fig 1.1-2 are used).
ol | Qww
0 ! [hou] (o]

\

fiy[ [ |

] G, o] o o o]

.IE' =P E 2], [(W]EL (A1} °

[ien/ [jan, jil, [qen/ [qan, yi] il ; fmj' [¥n, ‘af]i [x, of [¥]
[G-wiaf g=are], fanf [en, 8] | | D | O | fjaw/ [ g3l

jowiag/ [(wea] T T | [an [an, &], [(pac/ [(pao]

1.5.2. As can be seen, [1] applies to fiin/w), yin)/: (WId0 -du] didi, [kwan-2i; -z
guanxi, [\¢ja tchy: -tell -tet] xidqii; and [u], to [w, u/ (with [u] for [Cu): [\jlzus;
-zvg] yisi, [\gan, Zuy; -z rénshi, [Tsu-vu; -vu] shiifu.
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In addition, we have [3], for [jE, ye, (w)¥n/, and [ad] for [(wiEif: LtGjEe dzjE; “dzjE,
“dzja] jidjie, [\Pam gan; -gan, -gan] airen, [\mer me1, -mat] méimei; then [x], for [,
(wyxn, (wiof, and [(jxo], for [(jou[: [kx-Gv; -g¥] gége, [tuv'dgx: -dix] dingzbe,
[Cejen-4an; ~zxn] xiansheng, [\tcjehg; -my] jiémo, [ nwanawao; -Hhuy] nudnhuo,
Njon thgu; -tyg] yongtou, [‘phan-jou; -xo] péngyou.

Lastly, we have: [e; ea] in [(w)ain); (wagf: [\paba: -be] baba, [[ma-ma; ~me]
mama, [clawan; -hwen] xibuan, [\thaz thaz; -teg] taitai; and [a; ao] in [(jan;
(pac/: [waan zan; -zan] wdnshang, [sur-dao; ~dao] zhidao.

fig 1.5. Further reductions in syllables with “zero’ tones (in even quicker speech, not in an in-

toneme; then, in an intoneme, the realizations of fig 1.4 are also possible).

Ll Ll Ay Quum

T [jan] [jaw, 73]
fje a’[[l 1 /¥, -¥-, a, -a-| [3], [an/ [an, 3]
fae/ [a], [jaf [ya] fwal [3], [wan/ [3n, 3]
[¥n/ [an, £]

I e

1.5.3. In even quicker speech, and not in an intoneme, further reduction are
possible (fig 1.5): [&] for [i, y, w, u; ¢f &, i, u: (td0 -dy, -ds] didi, [kwap-2i; -z, 4]
guanxi, [\eja.tehy; -tell -tet, -te] xiaqu, [\jlzun; -2y, -z3] yist, [\gan,Zus -2y, -73] rén-
shi, [Tsu-vu; -vu, -vi] shifu; and [2] for [ou, wo, acf: [nwanawo; -fhwy, -§hz]
nudnbuo, [\jon thgy; -tyg, -ti] yongtou, [‘phan-jou; ~Jvo, -ja] péngyou, [tsur-dao;
~dao, ~ds] zhidao.

Besides, [a] in [aE, jaf [z, ja]: [\thag thag; -tea, -ta] taitai, [‘rap-dzja; ~dzje, ~dzja]
rénjia; and [3] for [¥/ an for any other [af a: [kx-g%; ~g3] gége, [tun'dgx; -dz3]
dingzhe, [\2a3.781; -730] airen, [“cjen-4an; -z3n] xiansheng, [\paba; -be, -b3] baba,
[[ma ma; -me, -m3] mama, [_¢Tawan; —'llmen, -'I]mzn, —'11;3,11] xihuan, [_Waguj]:'ian; “ZEN,

“z3n] wdnshang.

MNoTEs:

* It 1s indispensable to read through and carefully consider canePary, 1. (2007) Natural Pho-
netics & Tonetics — articulatory, auditory, functional: B 1-7, to understand the basics of “"[PA
and of the ‘natural’ method; and (b 8, entirely devoted to vewels (vocalic phonemes) and ve-
coids (vocalic phones).
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> See LIN, H-Y. (2007) The Sounds of Chinese, § 3.4.2 & 8.1.5.

3 As in cao, w. (2008) Chinese Pronunciation Practice, p. 12. In this booklet, the author
seems to have resorted to such a kind of ‘improved’ pinyin, precisely to avoid IPA as much as
possible, in teaching beginners the fundamentals of Chinese pronunciation. During a conver-
sation with him, in 2008, the author frankly admitted that many foreign students were some-
what distracted by the ‘cohabitation’ of pinyin and phonetic symbols on the page. Therefore,
given the tiny amount of time devoted to the methodic learning of pronunciation, and the
huge amount of time and energy required to assimilate Chinese characters, he had to make a
choice, and favoured pinyin over IPA.

In our view, this does not prove at all that phonetic transcriptions are superfluous, or even
detrimental, but that they must be the logical outcome of a serious preparatory stage supported
by a scientific approach, not a purely decorative embellishment, ‘just to make it look better’.
In this sense, Cao’s choice was right, but not the idea that pronunciation can be really learnt
through, without the aid of a well meditated and realistic transcription with phonetic symbols.

4 In CANEPARI, L. & CERINI, M. (2008) Pronuncia cinese per italiani, § 7.21, we proposed a

similar romanization scheme (more for scientific interest than for practical use).

5 Native speakers of many English dialects, and German (just to mention two major lan-
guages) may find it easier to approach [un] than [on, on]. What really matters is that the
speaker keeps a certain consistency.

¢ o cao, w. (2004) Hanyu yuyin jiaocheng, p. 84: the author adopts ‘[iun]’ as the basic rendi-
tion, adding nonetheless that ‘in Peking, some speakers would also use different pronuncia-
tion, such as [yn] and [ivg]’, ie our “"/qun, jun/ respectively.

7 See CANEPARI, L. (2004) Manuale di Pronuncia Italiana, particularly & 2-6; and, more con-
cisely, CANEPARI, L. (2007) A Handbook of Pronunciation, & 3 ‘Italian’.

8 See CANEPARI, L. (2009) English PronunciationS, @ 1-12.

9 See CANEPARI, L. (2007) A Handbook of Pronunciation, & 5 ‘German’.
1 See also CANEPARI, L. (2009) English PronunciationS, B 53 & 55.

1 In this time of majestic technological achievements, many instrumental (‘acoustic’) phone-
ticians underestimate the importance of kinesthesia and proprioceptive abilities. To those in-
terested in ‘redeeming’ themselves, we may suggest CATFORD, J. C. (1988) A Practical Introduc-
tion to Phonetics.

12 See ca0, W. (2008) Chinese Pronunciation Practice, p. 25 & 32.

3 We strongly suggest to read through caNEPARI, L. (2009) English PronunciationS, @ 26 “The
«whole truth» on English 7.
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2. The r grammeme and

the so-called érhua phenomenon

2.1. As a result of an evolutive process, which lasted for centuries, the north-
western dialects (Pekingese and Standard Chinese itself among them), developed a
series 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 - coda; at first, it retained a certain syllabicity (probably as an intense con-
toid, [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 lan-
guage well before the seventeenth century, when European missionaries described
Chinese pronunciation in detail, for the first time. 2

This phenomenon is called érhua in Chinese, literally ‘r-ization’; we could render
it as ‘thotacism’, which is partially adequate, or ‘syllabic retroflexion’, which is par-
tially inadequate; it might be better to keep the original term (as with stod, when
describing Danish pronunciation), or to resort to something like ‘rcolouring’ if
really needed. Erhua not only influences the phonic outline of a lexeme; moreover,
any 7 has its own semantic and even grammatical relevance: it is a true grammeme,

then, with a phonic signifier and various realizations, as we will see right away.

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

bang ["pan/ [pan] ‘to help’ vs bangr [pany/ [pazi] ‘gang’;

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

hua [\Awa/ [\dwa] ‘to depict’ vs huar \Jdway/ [\Awez] ‘a painting’;

hué [Hlwo| [Hlwo))] ‘to live’ vs hudr [Awor/ [“Awoz] ‘activity’;

shir [\su/ [\su] ‘to stand vertically’ vs shar \swsg/ [\swy%] ‘vertical brush stroke in

Chinese calligraphy’.
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2.1.2. Besides, a few noun minimal pairs are distinguished according to the same
criterion:

téu [‘thou/ [‘thou] ‘head’ vs téur [‘thouy/ [‘thoq] ‘chief’ (interestingly, chief de-
rives from Latin caput ‘head’, through French chef);

xin [\sin/ [\e1n] ‘letter’ vs xinr \sjs/ [\¢j¥%] ‘information, news’;

bantian [\pan“thjen/ [\banTthjen] ‘a long time’ wvs bantianr [\pan thjag/
[\ban thjex] ‘half a day’;

mdoydnr [mao,jay/ [‘maojeex] ‘peephole’ vs maoryin [maoyjen/ ['magjeen]

‘opal’.

2.1.3. Finally, an rsuffixed word may easily suggest a diminutive, reductive %
affectionate acceptation:

bingginr [pinkwyz/ [Dunkwyy] ‘ice lolly’;

ndnhdir ['nan*lag/ ['nanlex] ‘baby boy’;

ménféngr ['men\fsny/ [‘mam\fZg] ‘a tight crack between a door and its frame, or

between two doors’;

xido Zhangr [sjao tsany/ [ ¢jao t3d%] ‘young Zhang’;

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

aiqingr |\eae'tchjsny/ [\@)ax'tehjig] ‘unimportant love’s

méi shir ['mei\ssy/ [‘mens¥¥] ‘no problem’s

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

2.2. With all its taxophones, érhua provides one of the most prolific fields of re-
search on neutral Chinese pronunciation: if a simple addition of [7] to any syllabic
thyme —V(V), Vn and Vng— might be sufficient for an ‘International’ kind of pro-
nunciation to sound understandable and convincing, phonetic reality is —as usual—
quite more complex.

Only certain phones are able to coexist with ¢/, which is primarily a postalveolar
approximant, [7]; any foreign speaker of Chinese may feel content with it, and em-
ploy it everywhere safely, including for érbua. This is a wise and practical choice,
totally loyal to the natural method. Nevertheless, audio files have revealed such a
wide range of taxophonic oscillations, that it is no longer possible to passively ac-

cept what the ‘phono-sinological’ tradition has nearly passed off as a sacred dogma.
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2. The r grammeme and the so-called érhua phenomenon

2.2.1.  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 lat-
ter! Luckily, some ‘enlightened’ scholars at least resort to less shameful solutions, eg
‘IVi[’ or ‘[Vi]’, but still inadequate both phonemically and phonetically. Such in-
adequacy derives both from the conceptual and typographical limits of the %IPA,
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] 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 nasaliza-
tion, as well), [V, \72], in truly neutral and spontaneous pronunciation —neither
emphatic nor mannered— [Vy/ sequences are more often realized as [VV, VY], ie a

simple vocoid followed by a provelar (: midback) vocoid with lateral contraction.

2.3. As shown in fig 2.1, the apex is slightly raised behind the alveoli, certainly
not ‘curled’, and that is why we disagree with the so-called ‘retroflex vowel [5]" fre-
quently encountered in traditional descriptions of érhua. A certain degree of
postalveolarity in any [V] is indisputable, but the essential feature to be underlined
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 rounding),
inherent voiceness and potential nasalization; and of consonantal traits fairly similar
to those of a slightly postalveolarized prevelar rounded semi-approximant with lateral
contraction, [1]; the corresponding approximant is nothing but the famous ‘Ameri-
can [1’, [1] (while Southern British [if is, rather, a postalveolar rounded approxi-
mant, [1], pace what most phoneticians still seem to think). 3

The very symbol ‘[1]” suggested us the presser-foot-like diacritic in ‘[V]. Yet, there
are some differences worth noticing: while patonghua [V] are generally pro-velar, [1,
1] are pre-velar; the latter two are also intrinsically rounded, instead any [Y] owns its
potential roundedness to that of its basic [V]. In case a separate symbol for the

‘presser foot” were needed, almost ‘distilling’ it from the actual coarticulation, that
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would logically be a provelar unrounded semi-approximant with lateral contraction,

[y]. Therefore: [V] + [y] - [V].

fig 2.1. The orograms of the laterally contracted vocoids.
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fig 2.2. The vocograms of the laterally contracted vocoids for the suggested pronunciation.
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2.4. Before analyzing how these peculiar vocoids behave in érhua, it is important
to note that, even in /Cw/, we normally find a lateral articulation, [w], rather than
an intense appproximant like [}], as various *fIPA notations —eq ‘[1, {1~ would sug-

gest. Many sinologists use ‘[1]’, a nonstandard symbol whose %IPA equivalent
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2. The r grammeme and the so-called érhua phenomenon

should be [7]’, described as a ‘syllabic retroflex fricative’ or even ‘retroflex vowel’
(though written with a contoid glyph!). Undoubtedly, [7] belongs to neutral pro-
nunciation as [ur] does, but it is associated with a tenser articulation and a certain

emphatic component (if not with a marked Peking accent).

fig 2.3. The vocograms of the laterally contracted vocoids with no simplification (but without

secondary variants).
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2.5. Starting with [(J)V¢/, [()a, ¥, wo/ and [¢/ interact without phonemic ad-
justments: [ag, jaz, wag; s7; woy/. Chinese taxophonics does not allow [iz, yg/ as
such, and adjusts them to [js7; ysy/. Exceptionally, [fig, yz/ present oscillations that
might suggest quite peculiar phonemicizations: [ix, yx] [is7; y¥g/; but all the sound
files that we have examined clearly show that these oscillations are always related to
intentionally slow % careful speech. In addition, [[Cwy, Cwy/ change into [Cs,
C¥g/, in order to be better distinguished from [Cw, C38] and especially from [Cui,

(7]. Herein we list the most frequent taxophones, including those with t[7] (where

||
Ll
Ll
| o | |
Ll
L1

‘¢’ suggests a less spontaneous pronunciation, often used by native speakers with a

regional background and an intentional effort to approach a neutral pronunciation.
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2.5.1. Let us notice that “[...]" 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 first variant 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-[ [ew, j-, w-] & [-&] & t[-7] —*[ex, j- W]

er & ir [/ (JJurg)) [2x] & [31&] & t[s7] —[¥x]

yir, ir; yiir, ir [jvg, yvg/ [jvu, y-] & [j38, -] & t[j¥g, gl —*[j¥y, y]

wor, uor; (m-b-p-f-)or [woy/ [woa, wos; Coa, Coz] & t[wsy; Csg] —S[woz]

2.5.2. Some sequences present such a wide range of taxophonic oscillations, that
more than one phonemicization would be possible (and even advisable, for scien-
tific coherence), though beginners need not use all the taxophones. For yer, ier;
yiier, iier [[jeg, yeg/, the sound files suggest three groups of realizations: less fre-
quently, $[jax, yag], which plausibly lead to /jeg, y-/’; more often, [jss; ysz] [j¥g
y-/, totally assimilated to [ig, y¢/; yet the most typical realizations are [j3%; 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 [-s7/, in a supposed
‘more economical’ —but more abstract, and less useful- intraphonemic analysis).
So, we recommend the last taxophonic sequences shown, [j3x; ysx] (or, at most,
tljsg, ysgl, which risk to sound too precise, because of the use of the contoid [-7],
instead of the more typical laterally contracted vocoids, dr fig 2.1): 4

yer, ier & yiier, tier [jeg, yeg/ [j3%, yl (& t[j3g, yl).
2.5.3. Similarly, [Jug/ provides two choices: [w¥g/, which we consider primary;

and [ug/, certainly not indispensable, but useful to improve one’s understanding of

spoken Chinese:
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(w)ur [wey/ [wsw] & t[wsg] —[wsx] (& [Jug/ [upl).

2.5.4. '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. For [[wEig/, [(w)31]
is not totally uncommon, but it is better to adopt [(w)¥x] as the “” norm, in order to

keep an advantageous consistency with other [¥7/ sequences.

2.5.5. Regarding [ao7, jaoy/, both vowels 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 midback quality of [q, o&]. A similar behaviour distinguishes [oug/ from
[joug/, as clearly shown (dfr fig 2.3), in spite of the high number of variants currently
occurring for this diphthong: we would drag the reader’s attention to the high
number of taxophonic oscillations registered for this diphthong: some of them
would not justify a fully /(jjoug/ phonemization; [(jog/ surely suffices for an ‘Inter-
national’ pronunciation, nonetheless it cannot properly represent secondary realiza-
tions like [oua, guq] (if really needed, ‘/(Howy/ might work well as a practical
shorthand for both /(joug, (og/)-

aor [aoy/ [aq, aor] & t[aoy] — *[aq]

yaor, iaor [jacy/ [jaq, jaor] & t[jaog] — $[jaq]
our [o)/ [0q] & t[oug]

your, iur [joy/ [joal & t[jouy]

2.6. In -nr, [n disappears, too. Consequently, ger ‘song’ and genr ‘root’ are pro-
nounced alike, [k¥7/ [kvx]; as well as bar ‘handle’ and banr ‘obstacle, petal’, [\pag/
[\pet]. It is important to note that pinyin is certainly not the actual phonic struc-
ture of Chinese (as many are lead 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, phonological level,
more like our possible || || symbolization. For instance, we might have the se-

quences [fing, yng, wsng//, for inr, iinr, enr; but [jsg, ysg, wyg/ are certainly better.
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As for [jeng, yeng/, it must be remembered that /jen, yen/ are simply more real-
istic phonemicizations for [jen, yan] than ‘/jan, yan/’; when /n/ disappears, the syl-
labic nucleus resumes its original theoretical vowel quality: [jaz, yag/ ([jang,
yang/), with the same values as described above for [ay/, eg [yan tghyex]
[*yen~tshyay/ yudngqiianr.

2.6.1. Also -ng [n/ is dropped before [7/, but it does not vanish totally; instead, it
nasalizes the preceding vowel and the following [¢/, with a certain number of taxo-
phones. It must be considered that [{] are quite complex and unstable co-
articulations: beside a slight raising of the apex and a lateral contraction, they in-
volve the lowering of the velum, too, while having to keep the timbre consistent
with that of the original [V]. In short, the actual realizations may vary: we have
chosen the most frequent ones, including those with [V7].

The neutralizations and readjustments explained for ordinary [V(n)¢/ largely ap-
ply to [Vny/, as well: ingr [jsng/ (with a rare [i§] realization, too, [|Cing/)); ongr can
be explained either as a variant of wengr, thus [weng/ (with a fully audible [w] or,
better, a milder [w]), or as an autonomous ‘thyme’, /ong/. This requires a concise
explanation: by and large, realizations referable to [wyny/ instead of [ong/ are fairly
common and certainly a good choice for foreign speakers; but with the labial pho-
nemes, [m, p, {, v/, the glides [w, w] merge with the preceding /C/, producing a [C]
articulated with rounded lips:

S~~~ S

angr; yang, iangr; wangr, uangr [ang, j-, w-[ [@%, j-, w-] & t[ay, j-, w-]
engr [¥ng/ (23] (& t[Z7])

wengr, ongr [weng/ [w3g, wig, wig] (& $[wX7, wi7]) — S[wXg]

ongr [ong/ [68, 53] (& 1[67]) - *[564]

yongr, iongr [qong/ [yoR, yoa] (& t[yz7]) —[ydal.

2.7. 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’ pronunciation. Besides, once the few ‘suggested’ taxophones are automatized
and the speaker’s fluency improves, thanks to intensive listening and speaking exer-
cises (and to the influence of co-articulation, as well), the other taxophones very of-
ten come by themselves.
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2. The r grammeme and the so-called érbua phenomenon

A. [a7/: [ex] ar, air, anr; [je'g] 1ar, 1anr; [qmg] iianr; [wex)] uar, uair, uanr:
[ag] (Ja(i)g. ang)): huda-huar [awailwet];
liag/ ([ljag. jang): chuanglidnr ["tshwanljex];
[yag/ (fgang[): yiidnqiianr ["yan tchyex];
[wag/ ([wali)z, wangf)): hdowdnr [ agg wex].

B. [¥7/: [¥x] er, eir, enr, ir; L]‘ﬂj] ir, inr; [q'ng] fir, dinr; [wex| wr, utr, unr:
[¥g] (Jeig, ¥(n)g, wy): béikér [\berkhwx];
it (finxg])): shijinr [ satel:
[axt] (fymyg): giigiir [tehy-teyyx];
fwxg/ (Jlug, weig, wyngf): kéuwéir [ khgypiwyt].

Again, yer, ier & yiier, iier might be given as [j¥7, ysg/ too, yet we prefer to inter-
pret them precisely as [jeg. yeg/, thus:

jet/: shijier [‘sug tjax]:

quzf : miljiiér [“._mljftiz.qz*g].

c. [oug, joug/: [oq] our, [joa] iur; [wop/: [woz, Coz] (wer; [(jlacy/: [aq] aor,
[jaq] iaor:

[oug/: tidour [ thultgal;

[joug/: zhiliir ["durljoq];

[woy/: shanpar [‘sam phoz];

[acy[: ndimdor [ naz'magq];

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

D. [ang/: [G&] angr; [jaR] iangr; [waR] uangr:
[ang/: pianchdngr [ phjen,tshadzl;
[jang/: doujiangr [\dgy t:jai];
[wang/: tianchuangr ["thjen tshwag].

E. [¥ng[: [2%] engr; [ja¥] ingr; [WRE] uengr:
[¥ng[: bindéngr [ ban\tig];
[j¥ng/: i mingr [ teh[mjig];
[w¥ng[: xido wengr [ ¢cjagiwag].
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F. [ong[: [6@] ongr; [y6d] iongr:
[onyg/: toukongr ['thouv\khoa];
[jong, y/: kigqidngr [ khu'tchyod].

2.8. Compared to the huge number of the Chinese-speaking population world-
wide, it is just a tiny minority that can use érbua natively and properly, being it a
peculiarity of Peking and of the Peking area: many geolects, including some of the
‘north-eastern’ group, do not contemplate the érhua phenomenon at all, or lack
those phones necessary to realize it correctly. In other dialects, something compa-
rable to érhua has crystalized in a more conservative phase than that of Peking
érhua, or it has taken a different course.

Beside dialectal interference, the Chinese script, too, influences speech habits of
those for whom érhua is an (often erratically) acquired feature: the » grammeme,
when explicitly registered, is represented by the character ér ‘son’ added to the pri-
mary character. Because of that, many non-Pekingese speakers, especially when
poorly educated, may indeed pronounce two distinct syllables, each one with its
own segments; other speakers would instead articulate only one, but possibly with
minor % non-standard neutralizations... not to be imitated, such as:

*[\suk] /\swwy/ shir ‘number; vertical stroke in Chinese calligraphy’;

citux] [sifwyy/ xifur‘wife’;

v

* [
*[ ¢jao'tehjoux] [sjac’tshjouy/ xido gitir‘small ball’;
‘[shwo %] /\shwoy/ cuor‘mistake’.

2.8.1. Proper érbua enjoys prestige in speaking patonghua, 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
uncertain whether to use érhua in formal contexts, considering it too colloquial.
Not surprisingly, when bound to a formal register, most broadcasters and reporters,
as well as government spokespersons, read aloud official texts as they are written:
without the character ér and —consequently— with no érbua. Instead, a markedly
colloquial register shows the opposite trend: érhua abounds, sometimes overwhelm-

ingly —if not anarchically— in vernacular Pekingese.
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2.8.2. From a general perspective, the formal vs collogquial opposition is not the
best criterion to explain érbua, 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 r de-
rives: a true grammeme, not a mere embellishment. Regardless of any artificiality,
érhua is as much a part of the spoken language as the aforementioned suffixes zi
and -/i are. To put it bluntly, certain words must have -r, 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 al-
lowing 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 unfortu-
nately few people actually do so. Therefore, it is not easy to determine a universally

shared rule in cultivated speech, not even among ‘Pekingese’ speakers.

2.8.3. In an ‘International’ kind of pronunciation, slightly —but reasonably—
simplified, when compared to the ‘normalized’ neutral one, just three sequences
might suffice, namely [ag, 37, ogl, to which any other [V(V)z, Vng/ shall adhere and
conform. For [Vny/, [47, 37, 67] are fair enough to make oneself understood; but at-
tention should be paid not to omit this nasalization, given that [37, 37, 67] are not
to be merged with [ag, 37, 07]. Let us examine a few examples: banr ["pag] ‘job;
scat’ vs bangr [pa7] ‘band, gang’; béir [\p3y] totally; generation’ vs béngr [\p37]
‘separation; little coin’. After all, such nasalization is not difficult at all, provided
the speakers are able to lower their velum, as illustrated in fig 2.1. For yingr, we rec-
ommend [j37]; while, for yongr and iongr, the learner could usefully evaluate the
alternatives, [j67, 437, yo7l, though we recommend iongr [j67] and ongr [67], for
being the most practical ones: the important thing is to be coherent in the course of
time. It goes without saying that an approximation to native vocoids produces a

more authentic result and is, of course, highly recommendable (and appreciated).

A. Related to [ag], we have: i[ag] ar, air, anr; i[jag] iar, ianr; [yag] dianr; ‘[wag]
uar, uair, uanr.

i[jag]: chuanglidnr [ tshwanljag], s[ tshwan'ljex];

[yag]: yudnquanr |['yen tghyag], *['qyan tchyex];

[wag]: hdowdnr i hao*wag], 5[ 1g9*wex].
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B. Related to [ag], we have: ![37] er, eir, enr, ir; t[jag] ir, ier, inr; i[ysg] dir, iier,
iinr; {[wag] wr, uir, unr.

t[jagl: shijinr i stitejazl, ‘Lswitejvy];

t[yagl: qilgiir [tehy-tehyag], S[Ttchy-teyx];

t[wag]: kouweéir [ khouywsg], 5[ khgylwyz].

c. Related to f[o7], we have: i[o7] our; i[jog] iur; {[wog] uer; i[acy] aor; [jacy]
iaor.

t[o7]: tidour [ thultog], 5[ thu\tgq];

t[jogl: zhilizir 1[5 ljor], S["dgurljoq];

tlacg]: ndimdor [ nae’maocy], [ naz'maq];

i[jacg]: maimidor ![\mar‘mjacy], ‘[imaz'mjaq];

1[wog]: shanpar [ sam phwoy], *['sam phog].

D. Related to #[a7], we have: {[a7] angr; i[ja7] iangr; {[waf] uangr.
i[a7]: pianchédngr i[ phjen,tshaag], /[ 'phjen,tshddzl;
i[jag]: doujiangr i[\touteja7], J[doytsjaz];
t[wagl: tianchuangr [ thjen tshwag], /[ 'thjen tshwag].

. Related to ?[37], we have: 1[57] engr; i[j37] ingr; uengr.
1[37): bdndéngr i[ pan\t37], [ ban\tzx]:
i[j37): gimingr i[ tchi'mja7], J[ tchBmijig];
t[wa7]: xidowengr [ cjactwiyl, 5[ cjag\wig].

F. Related to {[67], we have: [67] ongr; 1[j67] & [y67] iongr.

1[67]: toukongr :['thoukha7], s["thouv\khsg];
1[j67]: kigiongr [ khu'tchys7], S[khu'tchysq].

MNoTEs:

' A detailed analysis of the historical origin and development of the érbua phenomenon, and
of its dialectal variation, is provided by 11, s-1. (1984) Hanyu <ér> [3] yin shi yanjiu.

* f also Lu, y-zH.(2001) Qingsheng he erbua, which, besides érbua, provides abundant exam-

ples of words with a ‘zero’ toneme, too.
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2. The r grammeme and the so-called érhua phenomenon

3> Again, see CANEPARI, L. (2009) English PronunciationS, & 26 “The «<whole truth> on English
7', as it helps avoid any further misunderstanding (and misuse) of the relevant phonetic sym-
bols, especially in consideration of the noticeable difference —in this regard— between “fIPA
and “"[PA.

Besides, o LIN, H-Y. (2007) The Sounds of Chinese, § 2.1.3.2, on [{V[; and § 3.4.5, where
‘rhotacized/retroflexed vowels’ are concisely described. Though the symbols adopted by the
author are inevitably quite generic, yet it is quite clear that a certain degree of taxophonic
variation has been duly noticed (which is remarkable, when compared with the bewildering

superficiality found elsewhere).

4 For a typically traditional treatment of érbua, see L1, M. & sHI, P-w. (1986, rist. 2004) Hanyu

putonghua yuyin bianzheng, & 12.
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3. Consonants and contoids

3.1. The consonantal system of Mandarin Chinese shows some interesting pecu-
liarities, including some alternative possibilities of phonemic analysis. For example,
the phonemic status of [tgh, ¢, ¢] is debatable; in fact, pinyin has chosen their
‘official’ acknowledgement —as j, g, x— to the detriment of vowels, especially [y/:
this is rendered as u, even if its phonemic values are indisputably /[y, y/. On the
contrary, it would have been sufficient to systematically use #, instead of fluctuating
between yu, ju, qu, xu and nii, lii — all the more so because, with 7, /i, both an
Umlaut and a tonal mark are to be used anyway. If no i had to be used at all, the
most reasonable —and typographically coherent— solution would have been keeping
iu and iou as the post-consonantal counterparts of yu and you, without switching
schizophrenically from one to another. Then, simply yu, jiu, qiu, xiu for [yy, Gy,
tehy, ¢yl, and you, jiou, giou, xiou for [jou, Gjou, tchjou, ¢jou].

fig 3.1. Table of Mandarin contoids.
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Considering the vowel phonemic inventory that we have adopted, it appears
more reasonable not to consider [tch, t¢, ¢] as phonemes, but simply as taxophones
of [ts, tsh, s/ when followed by /i, y; j, y/. * All this, of course, is irrespective of both
morphological and lexically-derived considerations, since they are not at all abso-

lute. In fact, [t¢h, &, ¢] historically derive from two distinct series: [tsth), s/ + [i, y;
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j» yf and [k, 3/ + [i, y: j. y/. The ancient Phags-pa inscriptions, as well as compari-
sons with modern dialects, testify that both series still existed in Early Mandarin
(around the xi1 century AD), but then gradually merged. > Nevertheless, we insist
that phonology must be explicit, in order to be useful. The simple reason why we
have chosen to assign [tch, t&, ¢] to [tsh, ts, s/ only, then, is that this series is nearer
to the phonetic reality than [kh, k, 3lf is, both at the auditory and articulatory level.

Nasals

3.2. There are three nasal phonemes (fig 3.2): /m, n, n/ [m, M; m, n, n, p, 5; v],
which pinyin correctly renders as m, n, ng. In syllable-final position, only /n, nf oc-
cur, and the latter always maintains its uvular articulation, even before any conso-
nants. Instead, [n/ regularly assimilates, except in very slow and accurate pronun-
ciation; assimilation is only partial for [nj, ny/, though: [nj, nyl; for [n*w/, [gw] is a
possibility. Besides, let us notice the reduced forms of wémen and tamen, which be-
come monosyllabic in very fast speech, with /[m*/: [;wom, "tam/. The tendency of
[n#[ to assimilation is so strong that we can find cases such as: ['dzjelwanly-ma]
(& [HAwszllx]) [#tsje dwwn,lx,ma?/ Jié-hiin le ma? Mandarin has [nf [p] + [i, y; j. y/.
as said, although [n] is possible as well, and can be safely used by foreign learners.

On the other hand, before the dentals, [t, th, ts, tsh, s/, the more specific symbol
would be [a]l, but this is not at all necessary. On the contrary, it is useful to clearly
mark [M] in /mwo/ [Mmo(z])]. Syllable-final and word-final nasals always have an in-
audible release, even before a pause: [n", §']. (This is quite normal for other oriental
languages such as Cantonese, Thai, Cambodian, Vietnamese, Tagalog, Malay, and

Indonesian — even for final voiceless stops, now lost in Mandarin.)
fig 3.2. Nasal contoids.

m @ L ﬁl@ = m @ = ﬂ.] @ - il @

n@_ ﬂ@_ P@_ H@_ N@_
3.2.1. Here are some examples: [[mao] mao, [tho] mé, Lnagg] nde, [‘phan]

pén, [phan] péng; [aan\2yi)] hén é, [tchyan,thll] gidnti, [dm.tsaqg] jinzdo,

[dwanlljen, -al-] duanlian, [gam'min] rénmin, [lwam pan] linban, [khamfaal
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kanfd, ['bjen'ti] bianji, [\dpig,supu] jfnzhi [\phap'teye] panjiié, [ bjepyy] &Eénjn‘f,
[‘Gan.zaan] gdnrdn, [bigkwaan] bingudn, [tcjen\wqu, -n\w-] jianwang,
[ljen~=lwan] Ldnhuan.

With [w/: [jilly ‘phwwan] yilie ping'an, [Tasmimijen] fengmian, [ khow\pu] kéngbii,
[lamfer] langfei, [fantll] fengdi, [khow\cl] kéngxi, [‘phuvyy] pfngp:i, [sanigui]
sfjéngr%, [fanisan] fengshan, ['phuvkwog, kwgsl] pinggud.

Stops and stop-strictives

3.3. Our transcriptions aim at being as clear and realistic as possible; at the same
time, they are to be meant as a convenient normalization of numerous taxophones,
some of which tend to be more typical and recurrent than others. It is precisely
such a statistical recurrence criterion that our readers should consider, when com-
paring normalized transcriptions with those of some specific sentences uttered by
given speakers. In this last case, all the peculiarities of a single speaker must be
taken into account, and transcribed accordingly (especially at the byper-phonetic

level, ‘[ 1', where necessary).

fig 3.3. Stop and stop-strictive contoids.

S e L] W
B REY RSN Ay

Traditionally, Chinese stops and stop-strictives (fig 3.3) are said to distinguish

minimal pairs through ‘aspiration’: "ﬁfﬂh, C/. In fact, ‘aspirated’ consonants are,
rather, [Ch/ sequences, where [hf is therefore a true phone and phoneme, indeed.
Since voicing is not phonemic, many Chinese phoneticians —simplistically— explain
‘ICh, CJ" exactly as ‘[CP, C]’ anywhere, as if there were no variation. Others, at
least, introduce ‘[C]’ for [C/[; again, without further distinctions, regardless of their
phonetic reality, which —as usual— is a little more complex than that. 3
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3.3.1. In genuine pronunciation, we have observed —at least— three degrees of
variation, depending on whether a syllable has a primary stress, ['$], a secondary
one, [$], or if it is unstressed, [,$]. For stops and stop-strictives, we have [Kh, KSh/
[Ch, Ch, ,Cihy], and [K, K§/ ['C, C, ,Cl. This is absolutely automatic for native
speakers, who instinctively give priority to fully stressed syllables, while producing
much laxer articulations in unstressed ones.

Yet, for [Kh, KSh/, native speakers might also employ ['Ch] instead, with a sem:i-
constrictive (obviously weaker than its constrictive counterpart [h]), or even [Ch],
with the lenis laryngeal approximant more commonly found in [Kh, KSh/. That de-
pends on many factors, including enunciation speed and paraphonic superstruc-
tures, like emphatic or (on the contrary) muddy speech, not to mention those vocal
traits that good actors often adopt for theatrical purposes. For example, it is clear
that an ancient military hero giving orders to his soldiers will prefer a distinct, cut-
glass, somewhat stentorian delivery, while a Tang lady-in-waiting is supposed to
talk in a most refined, mellifluos voice, coherent with her social status.

Regarding [,C(h)], we shall employ [,C] in general transcriptions, but it is impor-
tant to undetline that a residual ‘aspiration’ may be present, here and there, espe-
cially in relatively slow speech: if not [h], possibly something even lighter and

shorter, eq a semi-approximant, [n(;.-h].

3.3.2. Similar flexibility must be applied to ['C, C, ,C], respectively voiceless lenis,
partially voiced (actually, a mixed-phonation contoid) and veiced contoids. First of
all, it is hard to present Mandarin [K, KS/ as simply voiceless [C]: in that case, na-
tive speakers of languages with a true [C, C/ opposition would notice no difference
between —say— their [t/ and what d is supposed to represent in pinyin. Instead, to
Italian speakers, for instance, a sequence like daodd mididi [\tac'ta \multi\ti/ would
almost certainly sound like a hypothetical Italian sequence [taodamu di'ti/, or even
['daodamu di'di/, depending —among other things— on the hearers’ own speech hab-
its, which always influence their perception of unfamiliar phones.

Since [t/ is a truly voiceless [t] in Italian, such a misinterpretation suggests that
the Chinese [t/ produces an auditory impression slightly ‘milder’ (or ‘laxer’) than
its Italian counterpart, even when fully stressed.

In our normalized scheme, in fact, we would have [\tag'da ‘mu-diltl] -di]: never-
theless, as good recordings easily demostrate, [[C] occurs too, as well as ['C, ,C]. Os-
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cillation, again, depends on many factors and on the characteristics of single speak-
ers. Anyway, very few Chinese hearers perceive any difference, especially among
stop phones (while voicing is somewhat easier to detect in stop-strictive phones,
thanks to the /S/ component that makes voicing much more evident).

Even if [K, 'KS/ were occasionally articulated as purely voiceless [C], and not as
voiceless lenis [C], a degree of distinctiveness between ‘aspiration’ and ‘non-
aspiration” would be guaranteed anyway. In fact, only /,Kh, JKSh; K, 'KS/ would ac-
tually overlap, coinciding phonetically (but not functionally, from a phonemic

point of view).

3.3.3. Native speakers of languages like English and German will find that ac-
quiring Chinese taxophones is a relatively easy task for them: their mother tongues
primarily oppose [C, C/, but ‘aspiration’ and mixed phonation are very important
components, at the phonetic level, and can be employed intentionally, once per-
ceived adequately; for those who prefer an easier approach, we regard [Kh, KSh/
[Ch] and /K, KS/ [C] as a versatile compromise. This is certainly ‘safer’ for foreign
learners: first, it ensures a larger auditory distance between [Ch/ and /C/ than sim-
ply [Ch; C] (which is not wrong anyway), and it avoids unintentional ‘aspirations’
by those speakers whose native language —or accent— features this phenomenon: be-
sides English and German, many Southern Italian regional accents, for instance
(while neutral Italian has no ‘aspiration’, neither phonemic nor phonetic).

To acquire [C], one may learn to isolate and consciously articulate the latter con-
toid in Bob [b], dad [-d] (alveolar, though, not dental as in Chinese, [d]), gag [-g],
before a pause or an unvoiced contoid. In fact, if we listen carefully, we shall notice a
subtle difference between Bob comes [-b 'kh-; z] and Bob goes on [-b 'g-; z].

English has no unitary /[ts/, yet the sequence ds as in dads [-dz] offers a rough ap-
proximation to [dz]; for [dz, dz], one should start from English judge, first compar-
ing j- [dz-] and -dge [-&s], then gradually approximating to the correct points of ar-
ticulation (fig 3.4 shows the orograms of [f, d; t, &, for a useful comparison be-
tween English [d, &] and Mandarin [d, dz, dz]).

fig 3.4. The orograms of [}, d; tf, dz], for a useful comparison between English and Chinese.
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3.3.4. Let us now see the following examples: [pin] bin, [‘po] bé, [\phg] po,
[tje] dié, ['khwor] kui, [ phuwphan] pingpang, [\thjagwuu] tide-wi, [khan] kéng:
l\pabal, -be]l baba, \W1d0, -di] didi, [ks-§sl, ~ga] gége, [\suyphazl, -pea] shipai,
[phu-thaol, ~tao] piitao, ['phu-taotGjooy; ~t2] pitaoji, [\tshur khy|, -ks] cike.

3.3.5 As far as stop-strictives are concerned, therefore, we have [ts, tshf [ts, dz,
odz; 'tsh, \tsh, ts] z, ¢; before [i, y: j. y/, they are realized as ['@, dz. (dz: 'tch, tch, ,tc]
j» q- Finally, [ts, tshf [, dz, .dz; 'tsh, tsh, .ts] zh, ch. As previously said, [ts, tc, ofts]
must be intended as [ ts(h), ste(h), ots(h)], ie with a possible residual ‘aspiration’.

Here are some examples (expressly chosen with final syllables with a zero-
toneme): [tsaz] zai, [\tshwan] cuan, [y] ji, [‘tchjon] gidng, [\tse1] zhéi, [“tshui]
chit; [pi-dewt|, -dewi] bizi, [“qvn-tshaal, ~tsaz; “jvn-] yiincat, [\tjen.dell, ~dzl] dianji,
[thjep-tchil, ~tci] tiangi, [‘tshaz-dguy, ~dgut] edizhi, [‘pher-tshanl, ~tsan] péichen.

Constrictives

3.4. There are three constrictive phonemes, all phonemically voiceless: /1, s, s/;
they are also phonetically voiceless in syllables with a primary stress, ['$], as well as
in those with a secondary stress preceding another ['$], ie [($)$'$/ [$'$] & [$,$$] (see
B 4): fanfi [ fam\fyl, san sui ['san\swerl, shishi Lsupsw]; fanfenshi [fanyfanisul,
san-si sui [‘san‘surlsweil, shéushiishi [ _sousulsur]. It is to be remembered that, in a
typical ['$,$'$] trisyllable, the former ['$] is auditorily less prominent than the latter,
due to the influence from the rhythmic structure.

3.4.1. When the most prominent syllable comes first, as in the ['$,$(,$)/ [$,$] &
[$,$,8] sequences, the following less stressed syllables are articulated with much less
energy, too. They are of course very weakly stressed per se; but, regardless of pho-
nological considerations, in fact two degrees of ‘weakness’ exist: in relatively slower
speech, we actually have ['$,$/ [$,$] instead of the ['§,$] found in normal conversa-
tion. Similarly, as enunciation speeds up considerably, it is easy to observe that all
trisyllabic sequences tend to converge to one similar ratio, corresponding to a
[$,$8] pattern, in terms of phonatory energy. It is precisely such syllablestrength
attenuation that produces a kind of ‘voicing gradation’ similar to that observed in
stop and stop-strictive contoids: ['C, C, ,Cl. Thus we have: [f] [f, v, ov] £, [s/ [s. .
ozl s and ['¢, 2, 2] %, [s] [5. &, 2] sh.
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A few examples: [‘ma-van|, “ma-ven] mdfan, [\kao zul, ~zu] gaosu, ["kwan-zi|, -i]

guanxi, [ljan-zw), janguy] lidngshi. This is obviously referred to fluid and moder-
ately fast speech; while, in very slow % careful speech, the speaker may want to
avoid any voicing at all, producing voiceless contoids anywhere. Many Chinese teach-
ers adopt such a style of enunciation to teach beginners the fundamentals of Man-

darin pronunciation.

fig 3.5. Constrictive and semi-constrictive contoids.
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3.4.2. Nevertheless, we do not support the ['C, C, .C] pattern, for it might sound

artificial to native speakers. Secondly, it would require the same amount of phona-
tory energy on every syllable, regardless of stress. But stress is quite relevant instead,
in order to produce tones and intonation properly.

As speed increases, a simple two-way gradation spontaneously emerges, with for-
tis [C] and lenis [,C] as extremes; syllables with a secondary stress freely oscillate
between the two (for, as usual, paraphonics and the position in a rhythmic group
do play a role): ['C], [C, C], [,C]. Due to its relative ease and flexibility, such a pat-
tern seems very suitable indeed for teaching purposes.

At an even higher speed, the taxophonic scenario becomes a bit more compli-
cated, with the pronunciation of professional broadcasters and dubbers diverging
from that of neutral (or nearly-neutral) native speakers in spontaneous conversa-
tion. The ‘professional’ choice favours [C], [C, CI, [,C, ,C] (again, with smooth and
flexible transitions between the edges), from which we have devised the normalized
scheme ‘['C, C, ,C]’ presented above.

Statistically, [v, z, %, 7] are much more common in a preintoneme than in an in-
toneme. Besides, ‘laxer’ articulations abound in informal and colloquial environ-
ments: more [,C], then, together with ‘reduced’ vocoids. However, we will keep the
three-level gradation, in transcribing isolated words or short sentences, in order to
highlight the possible phonetic ‘extremes’, at all times. In transcribing audio files

(see G 6), the symbols relevant to actual realizations will be employed, of course.
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3.4.3. Even lenitions —both for voiced and voiceless phones— can be heard some-
times: [{, v5 s, 25 ¢, %3 §, 7]; however, it is hard to define an explicit criterion for this
last point, as it appears to be a side effect of many combined factors. Such phenom-
ena interact with appropriate paraphonic features, to convey a sense of straightfor-
wardness % familiarity; in more formal delivery, however, the same style could be
regarded as sloppy and, if excessive, even regional (eg too ‘Pekingese’). Foreign
speakers should therefore pay attention not to make a bad imitation of native

speakers, just for the sake of sounding ‘cool’, or simply more fluent.

3.4.4. 'Though not precisely a constrictive, [/ » must be included here as well,
since we have chosen to describe it —primarily— as a wvular semi-constrictive, [3l].
Our choice has a decisive advantage, hidden behind this unitary symbol, free from
annoying diacritics: as a matter of fact, it is extremely difficult, if not impossible, to
intentionally produce such a phone in current speech, with the absolute certainty
of not articulating a full constrictive, [x], or an approximant instead, [z]. In syllables
with a primary stress, native speakers themselves oscillate airily, probably more
than with any other consonant. Thus, [J] appears to be the ideal ‘normalized’
choice, capable of suggesting both the main taxophones, at the same time; sec-
ondly, by attempting to articulate [3l], foreign learners will happen to automatically
reproduce the same —very natural- taxophonic variation observed in neutral
pronunciation. 4

Statistically, [z1] is most common in syllables with a secondary stress, while we
frequently find a velar approximant, [h], in unstressed ones (be noted: a change in
PLACE —NOt MANNER— OF ARTICULATION). Then, for hébdo [*dx:lac/ and hdohe
[Aao3ls/, we actually have [z3daqo, xag7ls]; while, for hushou |Awodou/ and
coube, |\tshou s/, we have [ lwgg sou, -hou; \tshoy z¥, -h3].

In fact, any of the taxophones of /h/, [h, h], would work as well, at the phonemic
level; but phonetically, only [h] is auditorily ‘strong’ enough to replace [h], not so
much [z] (while, certainly, [3l] would not be fit). More examples: [a3\sut] héshi,
[surds] shibé, gy dwootl houhui, [\po.ax(s]), -h&l boke, [‘sw-zov, -x00; -h]
shihou(r), [sanilag] shanghai, [ awan\dwal hudnghua, ["¢i-dan\dwa] Xizanghua ,
[ax\tshuy] e ci.
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Approximants

3.5. In our analysis, Mandarin Chinese has five approximant phonemes (fig 3.6).
The first one is postalveolar, [¢/ [¢] 7: [\g3] ré, [“gan] rén, [\gwsn] ran, [‘7on] rdng,
N\pwi] 77, ['(RN7AN 70U, 7WAAD, “7aN7AN 70U, WAAD] réngrdn réurudn. The various oc-
currences of [¢/ at the end of a syllable —ie the érhua phenomenon— are treated in
depth in @ 2, since most speakers actually realize [V(V)¢", VN¢#/ not as sequences
ending in [7], but rather as peculiar vocoids featuring both lateral contraction and a

slight post-alveolarization.

fig 3.6. Approximant and semi-approximant contoids (with [8], for the theoretical [w/ [3])

D) VP

3.5.1. Besides [7], the corresponding post-alveolar constrictive [z] is an important
taxophone of syllable-initial /7/; in fact, there is a certain degree of free variation,
with the possibility of an intermediate articulation too, ie the semi-constrictive [7]
(though there is no real need to employ a distinct symbol, in ordinary transcrip-
tions). However, the constrictive is not the primary rendition of Chinese 7, con-
trary to what nearly all phoneticians % sinologists insist on presenting in their
analyses, where only ‘/z/” and ‘[7]” are generally employed. >

From a certain point of view, that is an understandable choice: for one thing, {7/’
looks like the logical counterpart of [s/, in terms of phonemic opposition (which
theoretical linguists and acoustic phoneticians consider to be more than enough);
secondly, the “IPA inventory lacks a unitary symbol for “"[¢], and the only two
‘candidates’ worthy of consideration, off[y, 1l, are not entirely adequate... not to
mention that there is little agreement, among %fIPA enthusiasts, on what ‘[1, 1]’ pre-

can

cisely stand for. As far as “"[1] is concerned, we employ it univocally for British

English », which is certainly post-alveolar, but also laterally contracted, and it has a

42



3. Consonants and contoids

certain amount of lip rounding, thus it is different from [7] — df British English
[1ao] [1ac| row ‘dispute’ vs Chinese [\zag] [‘zaof rae ‘coil’.

Nevertheless, another problem arises with ‘/z/’: how to represent érhua phone
mically? No doubt, ["ksz/" would seem a bit exaggerated as a phonemicization for
gér. The sources consulted so far show a variety of solutions, from ‘[-1f’ or ‘[-1/
(with the possible ambiguities mentioned above), to an embarrassing ‘[-r/’. Some-
times, the question is ignored altogether, and the érbua ends up being banally tran-
scribed with a mixture of pinyin and a few scattered offTPA symbols, not always with
a clear distinction between phonemes and phones (even [-r]!). It is self-evident that
7/ has the great advantage of being adequate anywhere (just one symbol), and of

suggesting the most common real pronunciation (with no diacritics).

3.5.2. Following, we have [j, w/ [j. wl, and also [y/ [y], for it cannot be consid-
ered to be a simple taxophone of [j/ (in that case, a syllable like [yE/ yiie should be
re-interpreted as */jye/, with no real advantages). In weak syllables with a “zero
toneme’ —but not before a pause— the following semi-approximant taxophones are
possible: semi-palatal [j], semi-post-palatal rounded [v]. and semi-velar rounded [u].
A few examples: [ janjan, -jan] & [Jan] ydngyang, [tje-dje, ~dje] & [-dja] diédie,
[tojee"dpje; ~dzje] & [-dzja] jigjie, [1Tbjen, -bjen] & [-bjen, -bjan] libian; [ yyjil
yityi, [ eyeitchyg] xiidqiie, \tlzjon, -zjon] & [zjon] (& [iyyy, zyyy]) dixiong:
['wan] wdng, [Hwor; =lwni] bui, [ thaglwsn, -lwan] & [“lwan] tdolun.

3.5.3. Some might even argue that [j, y, w/ are not truly necessary, and could be
replaced by their ‘vocalic counterparts’ [i, y, u/, at least at the phonemic level. But
that could hardly be accepted; however, instead of simply saying ‘no’, we prefer to
offer our readers a chance to judge by themselves. According to such a minimalist
approach, then, [(C)JV(V), (C)JVN/ should be rendered as ‘/'(C)VV(V), (C)VVN/’.

A few concrete examples will instantly underline what the basic fault is, in this
kind of analysis: ‘|\tshien/’ gian, ‘|syg[’ xiié, ‘[“tsuan/" zhuang. Apparently, there is
no major difference with respect to our f\tshjen, sye, tswan/; but, let us examine
the phonetic reality and listen carefully: in normal speech, we would normally en-
counter [\tchjen, ,cyee, twan]. Surely, the most prominent segments are the vo-
calic nuclei, namely [\g, .gg, “a], where most of the phonatory energy insists and

focuses on.
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Nevertheless, should we rigorously accept something like ‘/\tshien, _syE, “tsuan/’,
the phonetic outcome would inevitably be [\tchln, .cyye, tsuan], with major
prominence on [\l ;yy, “u]. It could not be otherwise, because [ie, yE, ua/ are cer-
tainly diphthongs, as much as [Ei, aE, ao, ouf are. It is self-evident that such an ab-
surdity could be avoided only by means of a (no less problematic) phonemicization
as ‘[,tshilen, sy.e, ,tsu”an/’. But, even so, we would expect, as a primary rendition,
something like [tchilen, ¢y.EE, tsuan]: in other words, three dissyllabic sequences
containing hiatuses, while all native speakers perceive and treat them as purely
monosyllabic words, instead!

Of course, that similar sequences can occur in extremely slow % emphatic
speech, often with an intentional staccato enunciation, does not prove at all that | i
y, w/ are superfluous; rather, the contrary is true, provided everyone accepts that

phonology must represent what is typical and frequent, not just incidental.

Laterals

3.6. For the last manner (of articulation) necessary for Mandarin, we find just
one phoneme, [lf [I] (which remains unchanged even before [i, y; j, y/): [1aa] [lag/
ldi, [on] [on| léng, [ljgen] [ljen/ lidn, [y] \ly/ lii. Native speakers of English
should pay attention, moreover, not to pronounce Mandarin / as the so-called Eng-
lish ‘dark’ /, found in preconsonantal or prepausal position: velarized lateral, [1], or
—less conspicuously— velarized semi-lateral, [§]. Though neutral English [/ is [1] too,
when preceding a vowel, there are some English speakers —especially Americans and
Scottish— who happen to produce slightly velarized phones, if a Chinese [l] occurs
next to back vowels, or to the back approximant jw/. It is a speech defect with no
phonemic implications, but it is particularly annoying in terms of phonetic authen-

ticity and acceptability, and must be avoided at all costs.

fig 3.7. Lateral contoids (with a useful comparison with phones occurring in English).




3. Consonants and contoids

Casual speech

3.7. We present hereby some supplementary information, regarding casual
speech, ie the kind of pronunciation normally employed in informal situations,
where native speakers not only talk faster than usual, but also most frequently tend
to ‘indulge themselves’ in relaxed articulations.

What has been said so far, with respect to vocalic and consonantal reduced forms
in ordinary pronunciation, largely applies to casual speech too, of course (as well as
the typical paraphonic setting with raised larynx, (..), not only for women; other
Chinese languages, instead, use a normal —or modal- laryngeal setting, or even one
with a lowered larynx). In addition to that, non-native speakers should be able to
recognize two less common types of reduction, affecting vowels and consonants in
fast speech and in a pre-intoneme (ie not in an intoneme), for they can make Chinese
less easy to understand. They are not at all indispensable to acquire a good pronun-
ciation; however, should foreign learners want to apply them in an appropriate
manner, naturalness would certainly be improved.

First, the partial devoicing of close vowels after [ph), th), ks tsthy, tsthy; £, s, 5, 3,
ie not after sonants, and with the fourth toneme, particularly its ‘long’ taxotone []
(see below): [i, y, wr, u/ [i, 1, 1 ¥, ¥ ws u, u]. Be noted that partially devoiced vo-
coids do not feature any ‘creaky voice’, ie laryngealization, [V], as their fully voiced
counterpart would, when associated with low taxotones.

A few examples: [\phi‘zu] [\phi‘zu/ pird, [\bu.faa] /\puta/ bifd, [\thisan] /\thissn/
tishen, [\dukhoou] [\tukhou/ ditkdu, [\dpy'thwan] /\tsy'thwan/ jﬁtudn, [\khu,tshaal
[\khu tsha/ kichd, [-gu\khs] [\kulkhs/ gike, [\tshw ] /\tshuwtsi/ ci\'jz‘, [\dzw,myuy]
N\tsur,mu/ zimii, [tshu\fan] /\tshu\fan/ chafan, [dwitswo] |\tsinitswo/ jingzuo,
[fupyl Nulpu/ fabi, [ethjaay] [isinjan] xinydng, [iey.tchyyl |\sytshy| xilqi,
[isufu] \sutu/ shirfi, [=u\tsqo] N\ilu\tsao/ hizhao.

Besides, in unstressed syllables with ‘zero’ toneme, again not in an intoneme, ap-
proximant realizations are possible for [s/: [¢] instead of [z], and []] instead of [2];
for /,s/, [7] is seldom reduced to [¢]. In very fast and uncontrolled pronunciation,
stop-strictives may feature the same reductions: then, /,ts(h)/ [¢] also for [ts, dz], and
[j] for [te, dz]; [otsthy] [¢], also for [ts, dg].

A few examples: [\kaozw, -zu, -z#] [\kaoysu/ gaosu, [perdew, ~eu, -zi] [pEitsw/
beizi, [‘shoutsou, ~zu, -z] [“shouytshou/ cducou, [tonzi, -], -Jz] [tongsi| dongxi,
[jeep'dpwn, -Juy, -Jin] [jEngtsin/ ydmjing, [tshutgy, -, -] [tshuytshy/ chiqu,
[(Surguy, ~gwy] [Ttswosw/ zhishi, [Tpandgu, ~gu, -z [pangtsu/ bangzhu, [Ttehuvtsu,
~zu, ~73] [“shingtshu/ gingchu.
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NOTES:

' In LIN, H-Y. (2007) The Sounds of Chinese, the author seems to share our view on 7, g, x.
7 79

> PULLEYBLANK, E. G. [1991] Lexicon of Reconstructed Pronunciation in Early Middle Chi-
nese, Late Middle Chinese, and Early mandarin, p. 6-8.

> For instance, ‘[C]” are used in cao, w. (2000) Hanyu fayin yu jiuyin (bud, sadly, not in
Hanyu yuyin jiaocheng and Chinese Pronunciation Practice), as well as in BRUCE, J. P. (1930)
Chinese, a pioneering Mandarin course by the Linguaphone Institute, and entirely transcribed
in IPA (included a tonetic notation which even clearly marks the various taxotones!).

Sadly, by using ‘[C]’, the authors normally mean ‘unvoiced unaspirated contoids’, not our
partially devoiced contoids. In other words, ‘[b, d, g1’ & should visually prevent foreign learn-
ers —especially native speakers of English— from realizing ‘[p, t, k]’ as [ph, th, kh], due to the
interference of common orthography. In fact, the diacritical circlet simply means devoicing, in
the official system, with no further indication whether devoicing is partial or total; thus, off| [C]
may correspond to “*[C], but also “**[C] (and “"[C], too). Consequently, "ﬂ[lo), d, g] &c can be
legitimately —though very questionably— used, in place of [p, t, k].

However, we cannot help regarding this expedient as a ‘not-so-clever trick’. Surely, it avoids
one mistake, but it easily leads to make another one, and for the same visual factor mentioned
above: who can misinterprets ‘[p, t, k]’ as [ph, th, kh] could certainly misinterpret ‘[b, d, g]” as
[b, d, g, too, which is simply not correct in ['$, $].

4 Most handbooks on Chinese pronunciation simplistically resort to ‘[x]’ (as they do with
‘[n]’, instead of “"[n]), with no gradation or further taxophones. We made a different choice,
but we admit that [x, ] can be perfectly legitimate, if used by non-native speakers, for purely

communicative purposes.

s off[y] corresponds to a number of different “IPA symbols, but could be a decent replace-
ment for “"[7], in simplified transcriptions. However, it is the questionable use of %3] to ren-
der the American English 7, whose articulation has little to do with a true [¢], that forces the
AIPA aficionados to resort to [7), nonetheless always implying something like ‘[z+]’, ie an ap-

proximant, or a semiconstrictive phone.
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4.1. 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, then, is capable of distinguishing syllables that otherwise would
be perfectly homophonic. It is a fascinating challenge for foreign learners, but also a
typical source of endless frustration. That is why it is paramount to practice all
tonemes —and their phonetic counterparts: the fones— with as much care and perse-
verance as possible.

Whether ancient Chinese was a tonal language since the beginning is still under
debate, but it appears plausible that tonemes developed at a relatively early stage of
its long history. However, 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.

4.1.1. Tonemes are very common in the East-Asian language area, to which
Chinese belongs: from Tibetan to Thai, from Burmese to Vietnamese, we invaria-
bly find quite restrictive syllabic inventories enriched by the use of tonemes. Oth-
erwise, the lexemic monosyllabism so typical of those languages would simply be
impossible, as it is the case in Japanese: though the Japanese akusento has a tonal
nature, that language has no tonemes, in the strict sense of the term. No surprise,
then, that polysyllabic words abound in purely indigenous Japanese vocabulary:
atarashii [etejesii/ [e'tee cii] ‘new’, kokoro [kokoyo/ [kokoo] ‘heart’ vs shin, the
Sinic pronunciation of both the corresponding Chinese characters (as in shinbun

[sinbwn)/ [.gimbuwi)] ‘news’, and shinri [sidy)if [.¢inli] ‘mentality, psychology’). *

4.1.2. As far as Chinese ‘dialects’ are concerned, some of them count as many as
eight tonemes; others, like Shanghainese, are more concerned with the tonal con-
tour of entire words, rather than that of single syllables, and the five traditional
tonemes nowadays interact in a simple two-way opposition. Prtonghua and the Pe-

king dialect lie somewhat in between, with only four marked tonemes, or shengdizo
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['san\tjao], collectively called si-sheng [\sursan] ‘“four voices’. They are indicated by
their ordinal number —1-1, T-2, T-3, T-4— or can be named after four of the eight
tonemes of traditional Chinese phonology (since these names do not necessarily
reflect modern pitch contours, it is better to avoid them):

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

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

— shdngsheng | sansan], ‘ascending’, nowadays nearly always a low and slightly
descending toneme, only seldom with a rising coda;

— giisheng [‘tghy san], ‘departing’, apparently coherent with the modern steep,
abruptly high-to-low falling contour. 2

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

—1-1, gin [tshin/ ["tghin], and gian [“tshjen/ [tchjen];

— 1-2, léu [lou/ [Ylou], but liz [ljou/ [1jou] (instead of ‘lidu’);

— 13, hén [ 2¥n/ [2laan], but gin [ kwsn/ [ kwssn] (instead of ‘guén’);

— T-4, héi |\Aeif [\dex], but hui \dwei/ [\lwor] (instead of ‘hués’).

4.1.3. 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 sylla-
bles, [°$]; their phonatory energy is not strong enough to articulate a full tonal con-
tour, and what is left is a shorter tone —with reduced intensity and no peculiar
movements— whose actual pitch depends on that of surrounding tones, especially
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. Actual pitches —again— are
determined by the tonal environment; but, unlike in destressed syllables, they can-
not be linked to any of the marked tonemes. Therefore, another tonal group must
be considered: a true unmarked toneme. The Chinese call it gingsheng ["tchunsan]

‘light voice’; another popular term is ‘neutral tone’, as if it had no tonal identity at
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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). 3

Dealing with Chinese tonemes —and all the relevant taxotones— is decidedly
hard, not just for foreigners whose mother tongue does not use pitch for lexical
purposes, but also for many Chinese whose native dialect has a different tonal be-
haviour. 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 bor-
ough of Lénghuzhén, near Zhéngzhou, Hénan Province, the locals pronounce 1-1
and T-2 in a very similar way to 1-3 and T-4 of piitonghua respectively (and the other
way around): thus, they have the right tones, but these are not assigned to the right
tonemes, and a sentence like ta xiié H&‘myivi ‘he/she is learning Mandarin’ becomes a
puzzling *td xiié Hdnyii.

However, controlling the pitch to use tones correctly is not an option: practicing
tones ‘the hard way’ from the start is the only way —if not to 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 worth the price.

Taxotones and stress

4.2. 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 uttering
isolated syllables. 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 zi (character)’. Surely, the
speakers will manage to communicate unambiguously, but such a kind of Chinese
will sound emphatic and unnatural.

Instead, each toneme features at least two contextual variants, or taxotones (bet-
ter than simply allotones), which have to be mastered, and employed in connection
with all the relevant vocalic % consonantal reductions, where possible (not to men-
tion, of course, that grammar and vocabulary must be kept under control, as well):

quite a challenge!
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4.3. For each one of the marked tonemes, there is a primary ‘full’ taxotone (fig
4.1), to be used in ['$] (and —of course— in emphatic enunciation): [7], [/], [], [\]; the
last two are further limited to pre-pausal position (or, to be more precise, when —at
the end of a rhythmic unit not semantically and structurally linked to the next

one— an interruption in the tonal chain intervenes). 4

fig 4.1. The four marked tonemes (schematic and realistic).

— — 7 AN
— y

1 [71() 2 [11(") 3 L) 4 [\]1 ()
— — / AN
— y

Consequently, in normal speech, the various tonemes are expressed by different
taxotones capable of interlinking more smoothly, thanks to a number of continuous
and reciprocal small adjustments (or sandbi, should we want to show-off by using
that technical term borrowed from ancient Sanskrit linguists), which produce a
rather complex and composite pitch contour. Taxotones (see fig 4.2) are definitely
not an unnecessary nuisance: without them, it would be uneasy and tiresome for
both the speaker and the listener.

In syllables with a secondary stress, the primary taxotones are somewhat reduced,
both in duration and in intensity; we have, then, [$]: ['], [], [ ], [!] (not consider-
ing other taxotones modified by intonation). Since the ‘zero’ toneme is regularly
associated with [0$], the actual pitch contour is so feeble that it can be represented
by a single dot, and only three symbols are necessary: [1, [-], [] (see fig 4.8-9); but, in
slow speech and in an intoneme, T-0 may receive more phonatory energy and sub-
stantially merge with [$]: [1, [-], [].

To be entirely rigorous, a notation like ‘[]” would suffice to express a secondary

stress with medium pitch, but we prefer ‘[-]” to keep consistency with [, []; be-
sides, in non-tonal languages, [] may be completely unrelated to pitch. For exam-
ple, in English, Mexico [meksikoo/ is actually 'meksikoo] (American and ‘interna-
tional’ pronunciation; while neutral British English would have [-kso]); but what is
the actual pitch of the three syllables, when the actual intonational patterns are ap-

plied? Considering three British marked intonemes only, we would hear: 5
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— conclusive, meksikoo./ ['meksykoo ], ie ['mekst koo];
— interrogative, ['meksikoo?[ 'meksikoo-], ie ['meksckoo];
— continuative, ['meksikoo,| 'meksykoo], ie ['meksikoo].

4-4. 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 werds, no matter which particular
language is concerned, but to syllabic strings within actual utterances, with at least
one prominent syllable —bearing most of the phonatory energy— and a number of
less prominent ones; all the more so in Chinese, where even the very concept of
‘word’ is particularly vague (and words of more than two syllables have more than
one primary stress, although, in these cases, the dominant 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
[dpur'yan] ‘employee’, lidnxi [ljep\cl] ‘to link’, héibdin [aerpaan] ‘blackboard’,
jiaoshi [\dzjagswi] ‘teacher’; wé shuo [wqgswol ‘1 say’, huai hdir |\Awarlag/
[Lawazlex] ‘naughty boy’.

A useful comparison between the basic tones and three their important taxotones
is clearly shown in fig 4.2: attention should be payed to [‘] [,/ 4, a T-3 that closely re-
sembles a T-2 (though not identical, as too many textbooks still describe it), and oc-
curs only before another T-3; then, the so-called ‘half T-3’ is [ ] [,/ 4, when preceding
some other marked tonemes. Finally, there is even a ‘half 74', ['] /\/ 4. which only
occurs before another T-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, [] and ["] are nothing but ‘condensed’ versions of

their corresponding full forms.

4.5. It may be argued that secondary taxotones are not fundamental, and there-
fore not actually necessary to foreign learners. On the other hand, if one aims at
pronouncing 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

ply g
by non-native speakers, they should anyway be able to recognize those taxotones,
when listening to the Chinese. Besides, other peculiarities found in complete utter-

ances become far less cryptical if one starts from a seven-element inventory.
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fig 4.2. Tones and taxotones.
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fig 4.3. Fundamental taxotones in dissyllabic sequences.
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A better explanation of how the taxotones behave is provided by fig 4.3, as well as
by the following examples, where secondary-stress reduced taxotones are also em-
ployed. It is clear that [] » [] (& []) allows for a smoother transition from /,/ to [7/,
or [/, or |\[: hudche [ awg tshy], déngyﬁ [ dan'yyl, kioshi [ khqgo\swy]. Similarly, a
sequence like /,$,$/ would be unpractical, if realized as such, or even with the taxo-
tone just seen, ie [ $,$]; instead, [] decidedly improves the enunciation: shoubido
[‘sou,pjaao] (again, with a secondary stress and a reduced duration: [‘ou] » [‘ou],
instead of [,ggu]).

In \$1$/, there is a generally descending contour: of course, the theoretical [\$\$]

would require an uncomfortable ‘zigzag’ movement, should we actually try to
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make our voice ‘climb up’ (from [] to []) before falling down again. Instead, with
['], a very straightforward [‘$\$] is obtained: fang jia [fan\tgjal. In short, seven tones
and as many symbols are required for [$]: ["a], [‘a], Laa, ‘a, _al, [\a, ‘a]; but only
five, for [$]: ["a], [al, [a, .al, [\a, “a] (because [] & ['] > []; [.] & [L] » []); and three,
for [o$]: [a], [-a], [a]. ©

4.6.  Generally speaking, trisyllables composed by marked tonemes follow the
[$.$'$] pattern, which is substantially coherent with that of disyllables, as it can be
analyzed as ‘['$]+[$'$]. It is easy to observe that, unlike English, no syllable is en-
tirely deprived of stress, especially if speaking at a normal speed and the word oc-
curs in an intoneme: again, Mexico ['mekstkoo] vs Moxige [\tho ¢i'ks]; moreover,
both [\thg] and [ks] bear a primary stress, though the former is auditorily less
prominent, due to the influence of rhythm.

Other examples: youmogin [jouimogkaan] ‘sense of humor’, féngrénji
[anizan tei] ‘sewing machine’, hudchezhan [ Awg tshs\tsan] ‘train station’, famai
shuo [\fu mu'swo] ‘(my) parents say’. It is interesting to notice that the primitive
lexemes, if taken in isolation, would switch from ['$$] to the [$'$] pattern: youmo
[joul\thg] ‘humor’, féngrén [fanigan] ‘to sew’, hudche [ awog tshy] ‘train’, famal

[\fumuy] ‘parents’.

4.6.1. Besides the norms explained hitherto, which occur inevitably and nearly
irrespective of enunciation speed, there are other particular cases, involving [],
where a certain degree of fluency and speed is required for the tonal adjustment to
take place: [] > [].

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 at
a slower pace, paying attention to its taxotones, they invariably avoid [7] in favor of
the original taxotones.

Foreign learners must pay attention to this last point, and are even prone to omit
the ‘flattening’ presented below, if they do not pronounce the language fluently
enough, or are not entirely proficient in linking words together: otherwise, the use
of [, though in the right place, might result puzzling and be judged (paradoxi-

cally!) as wrong.
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First of all, let us examine fig 4.4, presenting the behaviour of ["$$'$/, ie [$'$/
followed by any other marked toneme: [$$$] - [$$%], eg xianrénzhing
["¢jenzan,tsaan], dongndinfeng [tonnanfan], sannidnji [“sap pjep'tsi], xiho’ngshi’
["¢izton|swy]. As said, in slower speech, a slightly less spontaneous but ‘safer’ realiza-

tion would resume [-nany-], [-pjen-], [-zan-], [-zton].

fig 4.4. Taxotones in ["$'$/+/'$/ trisyllabic sequences.
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Besides, fig 4.5 presents the behaviour of [*$'$'$/ ['$:$'$] - ['$°$$], eqg Méi Lanfang
[‘merlamtan], wdnquin déng [*wap'tghyantoon], hdi méi lii [laz merlas],

xiinydngjian [eyn jan\tgjen].

fig 4.5. Taxotones in ["$'$/+/'$/ trisyllabic sequences.
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Finally, fig 4.6 describes what happens when the /,$,$/ sequence follows one of the
first three marked tonemes: ['$.$,$] > [$:$,$] - [$°$,$] (with ['$] # [\$]), eg ta hén
hdo [thasanzlaqol, hdnshiibido [Hlan"su,pjaag], wd yé you ['wo'jejooy] (be noted:

['wo], not ‘[wo]’; depending on rhythm and emphasis, the alternative reading
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[ wojejooy] is possible as well). Even if a rthythmic 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
phonatory energy on the ‘outer ends’, and to reduce it in the middle. This means
that, in a foursyllable sequence, the usual distribution is ['$$,$'$], rather than
[$$,$'$], which would not sound very smooth; but with five syllables, there is no
reason to subvert the [$,$$$'$] pattern resulting from the simple juxtaposition of
[$$$] + [$$], or the spontaneous adjustment of [$'$] + [$$$] (lexical factors play
their role too).

A practical example: taken separately, pinyin ‘to spell words out (phon[et]ically)’
and zimii ‘alphabet’ are naturally [$'$]: [phipTjin], [idzunmyuy]. By combining
them into pinyinzimii ‘phono-alphabetic script’, ‘romanization’, the theoretical (yet
possible) rendering [‘phip7jin ‘dzuw,muy] normally changes into [phin’jin
‘dzar,muy]. In English we have examples like the seven-year itch [327sevanjiby TX{] or
fifth-generation computers [110 dzenoyerfn kum'phjputaz], which combine their
plain elements: seven [sevan], year [jC3el, itch [(H] and fifth [110], generation
[idsEnoyErin], computer [khum'phjpute].

fig 4.6. Taxotones in [$/+/.$,$/ trisyllabic sequences.
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It has to be underlined, both from the learner’s and teacher’s point of view, that
thythmic groups are not detached from intonation and paraphonics; instead, they
influence one another: therefore, and not surprisingly, it is frequent that more than
one stress arrangement is possible for similar utterances. Let us observe Mdo Zédong
zhiixi ['mao’dxton dru’ci] ‘chairman Mao Zedong’, with simple juxtaposition:
[$,$'$] + [$$]. But, in the basic sentence ta shi zhiixi ‘(he[she) is (the) chairperson’,
we have [$$+3$$]: [thaiZuy dru'cil; in fact, ["thalsug dzu'ci] (omitting sentence in-

tonation symbols) would not be a mere variant —as in pinyinzimii— but would im-
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ply that ‘hefshe is (the) chairperson’, though with less assertiveness than [‘thalsus:
dru'ci] “(hefshe) definitely is (the) chairperson’, with an extrastrong, emphatic
stress on shi, the copula.

On the other hand, one might say Li fazhixi [0 \fy dgu'ci] “(the) vice-
chairperson Li’, where two contiguous syllables retain a primary stress, for they
logically belong to different semantic entities: rhythmically, however, they can be
regarded as part of one sequence (even if —auditorily— with slightly different

prominence).

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

There are also some destressed syllables, ['$] [$] » [°$], ie those with a marked
toneme, which —under specific circumstances— may be “weakened’ up to the point
of acting, de facto, as T-o 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 ofhicial or-
thography is somewhat inconstant, on this respect: destressing is sometimes explic-
itly annotated, more often it is not (pretty much like tonal adjustments, which are
given as implicitly understood by the reader/speaker). A few examples, duly tran-
scribed, 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 fast connected speech, the pitch of the fol-
lowing syllable may exert a certain influence as well, but always on a secondary
level. As previously said, three symbols are enough: [, -, ]; but, phonetically, four
different pitches may be detected, as shown in fig 4.7: jizi [tei-dzw] ‘chicken’, jizi
[tei-dzui] ‘collected works’, jizi [ te[dew] ‘muntjac’, jizi [\teldzw] ‘bun’.

In slow speech and in an intoneme, as said in § 4.3, the last syllable may receive a
secondary stress, ['$$], so that it becomes slightly more prominent than it usually
is: eg [toi-dewt], Ptei-dew], [teldews], [\teldrw]. The difference is noticeable, even
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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 4.7, again, there is clearly a mid pitch after both T-1 and T-2;
more precisely, a lower mid pitch, after T1, and a slightly raised mid pitch, after T-2:
bipo [pi-po, ~pho], pigi [‘phitci, ~tchi]. After a T-3, which is automatically ‘short-
ened’ to [ ], we have a lowered high pitch; finally, after a T-4, the ‘dot’ lies just in the
middle of the low band: bifang [ pUvan, "van], bibui [\pLhwsr, - saws1].

fig 4.7. Taxotones in [$/+/.$,$/ trisyllabic sequences.
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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 reason, then, to ‘get by’ with

just three punctiform symbols (the threelevel dots we have already seen [ - ]).

4.8. When a marked toneme is followed by fwo unmarked ones, [$o$o$/, the
phonatory energy is redistributed as [$2$$], akin to the general trend of reducing
stress in the middle —as observed in [$'$'$/ ['$,$'$]— while keeping most of it on the
edges. As fig 4.8 clearly explains, we have kiilai le [khazlazlxi)]. ndlai le
[nalaz lxzD], zdulai le [ tsgylaalxz))], songlai le [\sonlazlyz)], with [lag/
destressed to [olag[ (see below).

fig 4.8. Taxotones in [$/+/$o$/ trisyllabic sequences.
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Between two marked tonemes, a T-o (fig 4.9) 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 [tshurla\fan], pd-bu-shang ['phabulsan], wide shii
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[(wg-da7su] , lidngge rén [ljan-ga‘zan], kan-dejian [\khandaitejen] (&
[khan-dz\tgjen]).

The examples presented here lead us to say a few words more about the behav-
iour of ‘destressed’ syllables, which we usefully consider to be distinct from purely
unstressed ones, at least conceptually: yinweéi ‘because’ is regularly [jiniwsi], but
the alternative pronunciation [7jin-wsr, -~wo1] is permitted (with a different spelling,
too: yinwei). The authoritative Contemporary Chinese Dictionary signals these alter-

natives by putting a dot before a syllable with a marked toneme, as in ‘yin -wéi’.

fig 4.9. Contextual pitch of a T-o0 in some trisyllabic sequences.
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Resultative complements are most often destressed. Taking kan [\khan] ‘to see’,
and gi [tchl] ‘to start; to lift’, as main verbs, we can add an enclitic verb to them,
like jian [\tGjen] ‘to see’, or ldi [laz] ‘to come’; we obtain kanjian [\khap.dzjen,
- dzjen] ‘to see’ and gilai [ tchas, “laz] ‘to rise up, to commence’ (and other
meanings). But, if we insert dé ['t¥] “to reach’ or bt [pu] ‘not’ between the verb and
its resultative complement, a potential construction is obtained; dé and bi lose
their stress, [edz, cbu], while the other verb resumes the original toneme: kindejian
[\khapds\tjen], gibuldi [ tchlbulaz].

Let us also compare shou + qildi + le - shougilai le [sou-tcilaz-lx(z]), ~1lazlz] ‘to
have collected scattered things’; if le comes after the main verb, the sequence shau +
le + gildi gives shoule gildi ["soulz tchOlaa, tchdaa]. A monosyllabic pronoun like
ta ‘he, him; she, her; it’ might be inserted too: if fully stressed, we would have
shauqi ta ldi le [soutgitha “lazlz], or [olag-| [souv-tei “thalaa-lz] (more than one
arrangement is possible, depending on what the speaker wants to underline). Ta
can be used as an enclitic too; but, since pinyin does not permit such spellings as
‘ta’ (unlike lai, gqi, jian, &c), we are compelled to write shougi ta lii le anyway, for
["souctshiotha “laecly/ [sov-tci-tha ‘lazls].

4.9. Lastly, there are some peculiar uses to be learned ‘as they are’, concerning
the negative adverbs bit and méi, and the numerals y7 ‘one’, g7 ‘seven’, ba ‘eight’.

Before a T-4, bit [\pu/ changes into [‘pu/, producing a smoother combination: wé bi
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qit ‘1 don’t go’ [wolpultshy/ - [wo'pultshy/ [ wgbuitchy] (& [wg-bultchy], with
loss of stress); for a moderately stronger assertion, like ‘1 do not go’, the spontane-
ous pronunciation would rather be [ wg'pu-tcy]. However, if the speaker wants to
emphasize that he or she has ‘absolutely no intention to go’, bit may retains its
toneme, possibly with two distinct rhythmic units and a potential pause, eg
[wolpu. \tshy./ [wqlpu: \tehy] (the intonation symbols will be explained in the
next chapter). The ofhcial orthography permits the written variant bii, as in wd bii
git, but this expedient is not systematically used.

In x-notx interrogative patterns, bit and méi are generally destressed (this could
be indicated by their romanization, too: bu, mei): déng bu déng [_towbu.toon]; chi
mei chi ["tshurmer tshug, “mer].

The numeral y7 ‘one’ keeps its original T-1 when the lexeme is used alone, or at
the end of an utterance: shiyz ['surji] ‘eleven’, y7 y7 dé yi [jiji- "d¥7ji)] ‘one multi-
plied by one gives one’ (again, please, refer to the next chapter for an explanation of
our intonation symbols). Before a T-4, y7 becomes [*jif: yigong [jilkgn] ‘altogether’,
y% ban [jiipan] ‘a half’. Before other tonemes, instead, y7 changes into |\ji/: yididnr
Njitjag/ [jdtjeex] ‘a bit’, yi tian [\jTthjen] ‘a day’, y7 nidn [{j3pjen] ‘a year’. For
teaching purposes, more realistic spellings are found, though they are not encoun-
tered in ofhcial 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 T-4: gqiyiié [tchiwye] ‘July’, bawei lioshi [bawer lag7sui] ‘seven 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 ["tchilyel, ba-
weéi ldoshi ['bawer lag-"sui]. 7

MNoTEs:

! See CANEPARI, L. (2007) A Handbook of Pronunciation, (h 12 ‘Japanese’

* f HUANG, B-R. & LIAD, X-D. (2002) Xiandai Hanyu, p. 78-90; & L1, M. & sHI, P-w. (2004)
Hanyu putonghua yuyin bianzheng, (& 9.
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> A full treatment of gingsheng can be found in Lu, Y-zH.(2001) Qingsheng he erhua. Also,
HE, P. (2006) Chinese Pronunciation Course, vol. a, 0 6; & L1, M. & SHI, P-w. (2004) Hanyu pu-

tonghua yuyin bianzheng, ( 11.

4 Here, too, we refer to CANEPARI, L. (2007) A Handbook of Pronunciation, § 11.3.3.1 et seq,

with important enrichments and improvements.
5 f CANEPARI, L. (2009) English PronunciationS, & 34-37.

¢ Despite remarkable differences, in terms of tonetic notation and iconic representation of
intonation, our approach has many points in common with what Cdo Wén presents in his
Hanyu Yuyin Jiaocheng, especially § 4.4.1-4 (he even introduced the notion of ‘transitional
tone’, guodi shéngdiao, for the occurrences of [] instead of []). It is sadly surprising, then, that
his most recent Chinese Pronunciation Practice has simplified everything, ‘downgrading’ the

whole treatment of tonemes and tones to nothing more than a sketchy resumé.

7 The Contemporary Chinese-English Dictionary, p. 26 & 1508.
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5.0. This chapter is presented as an introduction to Chinese intonation, and not
as a comprehensive description of what we have observed so far. There are good
reasons for keeping such a prudent approach, considering the highly peculiar
mechanisms determining intonation in a tonal language. Thus, as a mark of intel-
lectual honesty, we prefer to describe what appears to be frequent and truly useful
to foreign learners, instead of diving into all the fascinating —but sometimes puz-
zling— phenomena of the ‘Chinese lilt’. *

Intonation surely is what conditions the most how a language sounds, ie its me-
lodic flow and its rhythm. Unfortunately, while children find it easy to pick it up
just out of spontaneous imitation —sometimes even before mastering contoids and
vocoids— many adults often never attain a decent approximation to the right into-
national patterns of the tongue they are learning. Obviously, there is no need to
sound exactly as a native speaker, but improving intonation really makes conversa-
tion smoother and also more enjoyable, not to mention that it avoids some curious
misunderstandings too, eg ‘are you asking me, or are you telling me?’ — ‘hey, dude,
don’t speak to me in that tone!’ and the like.

To put it bluntly, learning intonation is a hard work. In fact, an adult brain is
not as physiologically retentive as a younger one: very little can be done about that;
however, a lot could be done by teachers and authors of language courses, to pro-
vide the student with —at least— a clear and reliable guide to intonation. Regretta-
bly, a lot more should be said about how most of them parlously fail to do so, pro-
vided they do not omit the matter at all in the first place (which is not necessarily

an evil, since a good number of handbooks just mislead the student). 2

5.1. First of all, one has to bear in mind that, no matter which language we are
dealing with, intonation is primarily the product of tonality: in other words, when
the pitches of the syllables in an utterance are put together in rapid succession, a
precise melodic curve is generated. Linguists analyze those curves and extract what

is recurrent and typical in their shape; once conveniently normalized, then, a small
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number of representative ‘shapes’ are classified as the intonational patterns of that
particular language.

Intonation plays two very important roles in spoken language. First, it helps dis-
tinguish similar sentences with different communicative purposes; let us consider
this minimal conversation:

— Really?

— Really.

It is clear that, from a phono-syntactical point of view, there is no difference be-
tween these two one-word sentences, apart from the way we ‘sing’ them, respec-
tively with a rising or a falling pitch contour. According to “"IPA Natural Tonetics
terminology, we prefer to say that an interrogative intoneme [?[ and a conclusive in-
toneme [.| have been used.

Changing the pitch of a sentence does not affect its word order, ie its (syntactical)
linguistic arrangement (though, in English, most interrogative sentences and their
affirmative counterparts may have a different structure); however, it cannot be de-
nied that intonation plays a ‘syntactical’ role in the aforementioned examples, as it
determines the nature of a given utterance, pretty much like a phoneme is capable
of determining the meaning of a single word. In this chapter, then, by saying into-
nation, we primarily mean linguistic intonation.

Secondly, tonality may also work to express the speakers’ feelings and mood, as
well as their point of view about the matter being discussed, regardless of whether
the sentence is a question or an assertion. Such a use of tonality for ‘emotional’,
non-linguistic (or paralinguistic) purposes is better called paraphonic intonation, or
simply paraphonics (although this last term also includes non-tonetic paraphonic
features, such kinds of voice, and articulatory settings), and it is important to dis-
tinguish it from intonation proper, in order to devise a realistic and normalized
picture of both. Regrettably, that is what most language handbooks tend to mix up.

All we have just said, with due differences of course, can be applied to any lan-
guage. However, the tonal nature of Mandarin triggers an obvious question: how
does intonation work in a language where most of its syllables already have a dis-

tinct pitch contour of their own? Well, that is where things get really tough.

5.1.1. In learning intonation, the first step is to perceive how we modulate our

voice when we speak our own mother tongue. Surely, it would be better if everyone
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knew and could use the neutral type of pronunciation, at least when it is required
% advisable to do so. Anyway, the natural approach is equipped with everything is
needed to analyze one’s own peculiarities and compare them with the actual neutral
pronunciation. For that purpose, we provide hereby the intonational patterns rele-
vant to modern neutral British pronunciation (see below).

Clearly, this is not the easiest of tasks, since English is a worldwide, multi-centric
language with more than one accepted ‘norm’... not to mention those readers of
ours who are not native speakers of English, and —though fluent in the language—
will almost certainly speak it with a more or less clear foreign accent. In this last
case, it will take longer to master neutral English intonation, but the process is sub-
stantially the same applied to native speakers.

Besides what we concisely report here, a number of useful reference books are
listed in the Bibliography. For a thorough, clear and practical treatment of English
intonation (though relatively concise, in comparison with so many whole —but in-
complete— books on the subject), the most realistic and satisfactory texts are English
PronunciationS (‘EPs’) and The Pronunciation of English around the World (‘PEW’,
particularly, @ 36-49. They follow the Natural Tonetics Method, which is not min-
gled with paraphonics, by clearly separating it, though —of course they are closely
related). They also include the intonation patterns of all the accents described there.
It is very important to clearly know that the NT method has nothing to do with
such unsatisfactory things as ToBI and other merely acoustic treatments.

Native speakers of Italian will find their language described with the same level
of accuracy (and regional variants, as well) in Manuale di pronuncia italiana, while
A Handbook of Pronunciation provides only seemingly less extensive analyses (be-
cause they must be considered together with § 1.1.5-8 — or, better still, with ¢ 12-14
of Natural Phonetics & Tonetics) also for French, German, Spanish, Portuguese,
Russian, Arabic, Hindi, Japanese, and Esperanto. Finally, a large number of other

languages are more concisely treated in Natural Phonetics & Tonetics.

5.2. Once the goal of our study has been clearly determined, an iconic represen-
tation of the intonational patterns is needed. We adopt a fourlined, three-spaced
‘staff’, akin to that employed in the Gregorian Chant, and based on very similar
(but relative, not absolute) principles. This is called a tonogram (fig 5.1).
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fig 5.1. A ‘graphemic-iconic’ representation of British English intonation.
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Each syllable with a primary or a secondary stress —and a marked toneme, as far as
Chinese is concerned— is represented by a line, which, like the ancient neumes (ie
signs), symbolizes a relative pitch and strength, according to its position, height,
orientation and shape, on the tonogram. Unstressed syllables —featuring the un-
marked toneme, in Chinese— are better represented by dots; though, in fact, these
are to be meant as very short, nearly ‘punctiform’ segments, not extended enough
to produce any peculiar contour shape.

At this early stage, however, we shall employ the alphabetic graphemes them-
selves, instead of line and dots, in order to make our approach even more intuitive

and easy to understand. Please observe the examples in fig 5.1.

5.3. No matter which language is taken as a starting point (here, we consider
English, of course), it is important that any example is repeated several times, until
the speaker is able to enunciate each syllable with the right pitch. If necessary, good
recordings of neutral speakers, like dubbers and experienced actors, may provide an
excellent source to start from. At this point, the speaker’s own pronunciation shall
be recorded and then compared to that of the neutral speakers available.

Following, one must develop a satisfactory level of proprioceptive ability. As in
learning tones, ‘a good ear’ helps, but it is not indispensable, provided the learners
can analyze their own voice and determine whether a certain syllable has a high or a
low pitch, possibly with a falling or a rising contour. This is not only necessary, but
also useful, in order to modulate one’s own pronunciation with full awareness and

ﬂexibility.
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The intonation of English

5.4. From the very intuitive —but not entirely rigorous— depiction of intonation
as presented in fig 5.1, let us now become familiar with more methodical tono-
grams: fig 5.2-3 show the four pre-intonemes, and the four intonemes, of British Eng-
lish (as per EPs and PEW, where neutral American English and a well-meditated
‘International’ English are described as well, together with a great number of re-
gional accents). Each tonogram is presented twice: on the left, the strokes and dots
are connected in a quite realistic depiction of the speech continuum (for a smoother
transition from fig 5.1), while the tonograms on the right —those currently used—
are more schematic, but totally sufficient for anyone who knows how to interpret
them. In fact, the exact collocation of our tonographic symbols results from the
‘arithmetic mean’ of numerous utterances, once their intonational behaviour has

been accurately analyzed and normalized.

fig 5.2. British English preintonemes (realistic and schematic).
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fig 5.3. British English intonemes (realistic and schematic).
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conclusive [./ [-'. ] interrogative [?/ ['+]
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suspensive [if [-'.] continuative /,/ ['-]

5.5. Our approach to intonation implies a short introduction to what intonemes
and preintonemes are. Roughly speaking, both can be described as the intonational
units in which a sentence can be ‘broken down’ and analyzed, irrespective of syn-

tactical and lexical boundaries (mirrored by traditional punctuation marks, in the

65



Marco Cerini — The Pronunciation of Mandarin Chinese

written language). A preintoneme and an intoneme taken together are usefully
called an intonation group.

In non-tonal languages, an intoneme is the intonational unit whose ‘tonal core’
coincides with the pitch contour of the last fully stressed syllable of an intonation
group, therefore called a tonic syllable. A number of unstressed (or weakly stressed)
syllables, each with a relative height, can surround the tonic; in that case, stressed and
unstressed syllables interact to create the tonal contour, distinctive of that intoneme.

An ‘ideal’ sequence would feature one pretonic syllable before the ‘core’, and two
posttonic ones after it (further classifiable as internal and terminal posttonics). Of
course, monosyllabic intonemes exist, too; if so, the tonic is often slightly length-
ened, in order to accommodate the entire contour, which —in turn— tends to be
compressed, both in its length and extension.

As a general rule, there are four intonemes in any language, whose symbols end a
transcription: conclusive |.| — interrogative [?| — suspensive [;| — and continuative |,
(each will be explained below). Sometimes, and especially in tonal languages, the
difference between certain intonemes can be slight, and even partially blurred by
paraphonics. However, it is advisable to keep using all four intonemes anyway,
since they remain functionally distinct, even when there may be a fonetic overlapping.

As its name suggests, a preintoneme is the intonational unit before an intoneme in
the same intonation group, more or less with the former introducing the latter. Ob-
viously, their symbols begin a transcription (and, as they are different from those of
the intonemes, there is no risk of confusing them). For example, in English and
many other non-tonal languages, the ‘foreshadowing’ nature of the interrogative
preintoneme, ], is well demonstrated by its shape, which appears as a compressed
and shorter version of the interrogative intoneme, [?[. Similarly, the unmarked pre-
intoneme, logically represented by a ‘zero’ symbol, [ /, is somewhat reminiscent of
the conclusive intoneme, [.[, and the continuative intoneme, [,/ — with which it is
most often associated.

Finally, there are the emphatic preintoneme, |[;/, and the imperative preintoneme,
[if: some may argue that these are not purely intonational units, but rather some-
thing more on the paraphonic side. Surely, /i/, [i/ are employed where paraphonics
naturally plays a heavy role, yet there is an unmistakable linguistic feature to be

considered, and that we regard as prevailing.
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Now, let us examine a sentence like his cousin’s name is Bartholomew [hlxkeznz
'ne[n [zbamr®olomjuu/. The intoneme corresponds to the full name of Bartholomew,
while the preintoneme is everything prior to it: bis cousin’s name is... If the example
were his cousin’s name is Dick [hixkeznz melm [#'d(k/, the intoneme would be is
Dick. The tonic, then, would absorb part of the tonal contour that, under normal
circumstances, is ‘carried’ by the posttonic(s). In consequence, when only one syl-
lable is present (as in the answer to what is his cousin’s name? — Dick), the result is a
fusion of the expected pitch patterns, which nevertheless maintains the characteris-

tic movements, in an attenuated form (fig 5.4).

fig 5.4. Intonemes with different number of syllables (from tonic to posttonics).

excellently happily happy four six

JHI [H',.] O e — — — — -

Pl o1 =TT == ===

!;I[HI.'] ] — - — | — i | ] | S I

feksalangli 'hepsli 'hepi 'fou %iks]

Once again, we remind our readers that the parts of an intonation group do not
necessarily respect lexical 9 syntactical boundaries, as the following examples
clearly show:

That’s my favorite dictionary [[Oxts mastervyat 'dkingi];

That patient thinks be’s Giuseppe Verdi [d=p pherjnt 9hks izdspu'sepi 'vesdi.].

In fact, the intonemes in these utterances are, respectively: [1a1'dkingi.] (-rite dic-
tionary) and [i'veadi.] (-[p]le Verdi); while the preintonemes are [d2ts masierv] (My
favo-) and [dzp pherint 'Olhks izdspu'sep] (That patient thinks he’s Giusep-).

5.6. Let us observe, then, the sequence see you on Saturday in fig 5.1, where the
graphemic text is arranged in the form of an intonation curve (instead of lines and
dots, which will be the norm elsewhere). The conclusive utterance contrasts with the
interrogative one (of a ‘total’ question); then, we find a suspensive utterance, to be

opposed to a continuative one.
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5.7. In the last two sentences, the semantic importance of what follows (given in
parentheses) is fundamental, whether it is expressed out loud, or it remains im-
plicit, instead. Evidently, the role of syntax itself is irrelevant, in this case.

The crucial point is that a suspensive intoneme is characterized by an element of
suspense, as its name implies, ie a decidedly greater and more immediate anticipa-
tion; while a continuative intoneme precisely aims at smoothing down the transi-
tion from one unit to another. As a matter of fact, a continuative intoneme can be
viewed as the ending part of an unmarked preintoneme, which is ‘promoted’ to an
intonemic status for being comparatively more prominent, thanks to a slightly

larger amount of phonatory energy.

5.8. In neutral British English, the conclusive intoneme is falling, [.[ [-'. ] (see fig
5.3, as well as eg 1, 3, 4, in fig 5.1): Bartholomew [ba'Oolomjpu.] (which, to be me-
ticulous, means [‘ba- 'Ool 5 mjuull). At the very opposite, the interrogative in-
toneme is rising (/?/ [-'- 1), as in the one-word question Bartholomew? [:ba"0plom-
juu-] (ie [¢-ba 'Ol -0 ‘mjpul). 3

The suspensive intoneme is falling-rising, [;/ [-'.-]: Bartholomew... [ba:0plomjpu.]
(ie [‘ba- 'Ool 5 ‘mjpul)). It is to be underlined that a certain resemblance between
[-'- T and [-'. ] is undeniable, as the posttonics are rising in both cases: however,
this happens at different heights, and with a different contour. In fact, to have a to-
tally similar pattern, [;/ should produce something like [- _. -] or [- . ], which is
clearly not the case. That is why we disapprove of the classical British School ap-
proach —shared by many, alas!- of reducing [-'- ] and [-'. ] to ‘two sides of the same

coin’, merging both in a very broad & general ‘rising intonation unit, ¢’, or ‘/’, or 1.

5.9. fig 5.2 and the second example of fig 5.1 also feature the interrogative prein-
toneme, [;], whose characteristic movement anticipates (as said, in an attenuated
shape) that of the following interrogative intoneme. Thus, /; ?/ is precisely the typi-
cal intonation pattern found in ‘total’ questions, those which one would normally
reply to by simply saying ‘yes’ or ‘no’, ‘maybe’, ‘I do not know’, and the like: An-
other cup of tea? — Yes, please.

But /?/ does not occur anyway. In fact, [¢/ is peculiar enough to ‘stand alone’, as
in the so-called partial questions, whose interrogative nature is self-evident, due to

the presence of at least one ‘question word’, such as why, when, who, how... An an-
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swer is required for that ‘part’ only, not on the whole content of the utterance.
Then, by asking What would you like to drink?, the speaker expects us to name some
kind of beverage, like A cup of tea, not to confirm our ‘willingness to drink’.

Generally speaking, basic partial questions end with a conclusive intoneme, [: .[;
but, as this might sound too blunt, or even rude (depending on the communicative
context, the relationship between speakers and listeners), a ‘gentler’ version exists,
employing a continuative intoneme, [; ,| —or, more ‘colorfully’— an attenuated in-
terrogative one, [ Pof.

Plain /; ?/ should be carefully avoided in partial questions, as it would sound re-
dundant, or convey another meaning, eg How much? [shao'met]./ (or [‘met|,/,
[“met{?o/; asking for a price) vs [chao'met|?/ (implying: Are you really asking me ‘how
much?? It's a gift!). It is clear that the last mentioned How much? is a total question,
after all, and such a reply as Yes, that’s what I asked would be perfectly normal. If
said in a surprised and unbelieving way, the structure would become [shao'met{>°/
(possibly with an emphatic stress, and —no doubt— with a suitable paraphonic set-
ting, such as raising or expansion of pitch).

A lot more should be said and explained; instead, this short —and purposely in-
complete— introduction precisely aims at spurring our readers to read up more on
the intonation of their own mother tongue (by referring to the various books sug-
gested above) as we finally introduce the intonational patterns of Mandarin Chinese

fig 5.5. Difference between total questions (1) and partial questions (2).

1 1 they)see you dm/-’
(Wil t7ey) 0T G Ut

2 (W h}' won't L‘r’/e}') 7 S
see yoU on Sy

’/”day?

The intonation of Mandarin Chinese.

5.10. At this point, we give it for granted that our readers are fully acquainted
with the characteristics of the tonemes, and with their essential role as ‘semantically
pertinent components’ of any Chinese syllable (including those with ‘no tone’, or
better with a ‘zero toneme’), just like vowels and consonants. However, as in non-

tonal languages, pitch modulations are also employed for intonational purposes.
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This double use of tonality is actually very complicated for non-native speakers,
including the Chinese whose native ‘dialect’ is remarkably different from
putonghua: inevitably, intonation overlaps and intertwines with the tonal flux,
affecting the height and duration of the basic tones and their taxotones. More im-
portantly, the intonation patterns can modify the actual shape of syllabic pitch con-
tours, but always within an acceptable range of variation, so that their ‘tonemicity’
is preserved, and all elements remain recognizable as such. In other words, while a
toneme’s relative pitch does not change, with respect to other tonemes in the same
intonation group, its absolute pitch must conform to the relevant intonational
‘grid’. Such ‘grids’, which obviously correspond to Mandarin preintonemes and in-
tonemes, are clearly depicted in fig 5.6.

However, compared to the English tonograms seen above, these ones feature a
striking —and, apparently, inexplicable— difference: they are emp#y! Actually, the in-
tonation patterns are still there, visible and distinguishable: to put it simple and
straight, the intonation does not lie in the ‘content’ of the tonogram (strokes and
dots, as in non-tonal languages), but in the... ‘box’ itself, so to speak. The tono-
grams can be filled with actual tonal symbols, but only when actual tones and taxo-
tones are determined, each with its distinctive shape (which will be subsequently

placed in appropriate height, and slightly ‘reshaped’, where necessary).

5.11. The peculiar nature of Chinese intonation, then, makes it necessary to clar-
ify how to interpret our “"[PA intonation symbols and diagrams. In non-tonal lan-
guages, they generally represent exact tonetic values, as we have shown by accu-
rately transcribing various occurrences of Bartholomew, where [] and [-] represent
the actual pitch of the two posttonic syllables (respectively, in the interrogative and
suspensive intonemes).

In tonal languages, instead, the intonation symbols merely suggest what sort of
placement and reshaping will affect the tones and taxotones. Let us shortly review
our tonemic and tonetic symbols (and the corresponding tonograms, which are
more explanatory than any description): [/ [], ['l; [/ [}, ['1; [/ L1, [, 1, L1, [1: )\
0, DL B [ fof [, [, L. It is self-evident that adopting something like [*], [-], [],
[:] to show intonation would be highly confusing and misleading.

After all, what matters is having a generic indication of the pitch range (raised vs

lowered, compressed vs expanded) % the movement (horizontal vs ascending vs de-
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scending). Therefore, ['] or [] do not refer to steep movements from up to down,
and vice versa; nor should [;] be misinterpreted as an absolute and mandatory ex-
pansion for everything. On the contrary, []] simply means that the tones and taxo-
tones preserve their fundamental characteristics of pitch, duration and shape, for
there is no compression towards the middle, as in [] (not to be confused with [-$], a
taxotone of ‘zero’ toneme, [o$/!), nor any gradual rising, [], or falling, ['].
Numerous handbooks, including many of those published in China, resort to
arrow-like symbols to show intonation: ‘[t], [{], [t1]’; however, we are convinced
that such ‘darts’ are not as intuitively self-explanatory as our [], ['], [[] (not to men-

tion that “"[PA better employs ‘[t], [{], [1]” for sociophonic remarks). 4

fig 5.6. Mandarin preintonemes and intonemes.

[T L] 1 [/ []

Jef Lel I°1 I /iy

R — T [l [

fil i) [2] b ]

5.12. 'This being said, let us now examine the Mandarin preintonemes: the ge-
neric symbols employed in our phonemic transcription —/ | (for the ‘unmarked’
preintoneme) & /¢/, [i/, [i/— can be safely employed at the phonetic level too: [ ],
[c], [;1, [;]. Wherever it is required and convenient to be more explicit, prein-
tonemes can be represented by tiny circlets —actually, empty dots— in double square
brackets (those reserved for ‘hyperphonetic’ transcriptions), in order to keep them
consistent with —but also clearly distinguishable from— the black dots symbolizing
intonemes.

The unmarked preintoneme, | | | ], features a moderate compression towards the
lower range of the tonogram, [.], which makes tonal transition easier, by avoiding
too large tonal ranges.

The interrogative preintoneme, [i| [¢], is compressed upwards, which means that
the lower edge of the tonal band is evenly rising, [°]. As a result, all tones will be
risen too, and their typical contour will change accordingly. As in [/ [ [ ], the tonal

range is usefully moderated; but, thanks to a relatively (but significantly) higher
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register, the listener knows it is a question, not an assertion. Indeed, the actual (ie
‘measurable’) difference can be minimal, and paraphonics may even almost nullify
it; but a native speaker is still capable of telling a lowered high pitch from an ele-
vated low one, as the human brain processes spoken language, not merely as sound
waves (this being the main limit of the acoustic approach), but as the hearable
counterpart of a mental act.

As far as foreign learners are concerned, no single recipe can work for everyone.
Those who already speak a tonal language are accustomed to pay attention to such
subtle differences in pitch range, while those who speak a non-tonal language tend
to be more focused on pitch movements, as determined by a series of monosyllabic
pitches (again, not just their beight, but —more importantly— their shape, ie their
form and orientation).

Listening to good recordings is the only and indispensable way to assimilate in-
tonation at the passive level; but practicing intonation just through plain imitation
is of little use, and potentially sterile (unless one is particularly gifted). Our tono-
grams represent an invaluable aid to understand what learners should pay attention
to, when listening to Mandarin audio files, so that ‘rehearsing’ intonation may be a

meditated and conscious act of speech, not a random and erratic one.

5.12.1. The imperative preintoneme, [;| [;], used in giving peremptory orders, fea-
tures a gradually falling movement and a certain compression (upwards, at the be-
ginning; then, downwards, finally): [°_].

The emphatic preintoneme is generally not compressed at all: [;/ [;] [2]l; or, if we
chose to consider the unmarked [/ / [ ] as the preintonemic ‘benchmark’, [3] could
be regarded as an expansion of [ ]. Honestly, it is nothing but a matter of point of
view. What matters is that all tones and taxotones in an emphatic preintoneme will
be articulated full and clear, as in single words when read aloud from a list (which
is typical of the innumerable vocabulary lists that abound in Chinese language
courses). Such distinctiveness is obviously coherent with the communicative pur-
pose of emphasis.

All taxotones occurring in the various preintonemes are shown in fig 5.7, printed
in gray; while the four ones printed in black, in the emphatic preintoneme, corre-
spond to the ‘basic’ tones, as pronounced in isolation. These should be studied care-
fully, and taken as a reference to understand the changes affecting other taxotones

in real, extended utterances.
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5.13. Before introducing the four intonemes, we remind our readers that their
tonetic notation employs a system of solid black dots, and therefore it is different
from the tonemic one (while, for the preintonemes, some ‘circlets’ can be used, but
are confined to extremely accurate transcriptions, as previously said).

The conclusive intoneme —or assertive intoneme, though not used exclusively in
assertions— gradually compresses its tonality downwards, thus producing an overall
falling profile: [./ [']. In any language, that is the most frequent and versatile of all
intonemes; even more so in Chinese, where concise and straightforward utterances
are the norm, and intricate constructions are virtually absent. In fact, even if into-
nation is not directly related to syntax, it is undeniable that, the wordier a sentence

is, the more frequent /,/ and /[;/ will be.

5.13.1. 'The interrogative intoneme is rising, [?| [], as its tonality is progressively
raised, and the lower edge compressed upwards. As such, Mandarin Chinese con-
forms to a sort of ‘international’ trend, where a rising intonation is generally associ-
ated with a question, and contrasts with falling —or level- non-interrogative in-
tonemes. (To be true, almost half of the world’s languages have risingfalling inter-
rogative intonemes, [?/ ['], where a rising part is still there, anyway; 5 this can hap-
pen especially when the suspensive intoneme is a rising one, [;/ [].)

The Mandarin suspensive intoneme is expanded, without any distinctive move-
ment: [;/ []. This helps express the needed suspense, that may be due to a sense of
excitement, or fear (though not with paraphonic relevance yet), or strong opposi-
tion between two concepts, or between a condition and its outcome, and so on, de-
pending on the context and content.

Finally, the continuative intoneme keeps a middle level tonality: [,/ []. It can be
considered as the unmarked one (similarly to the ‘normal’ preintoneme, [ [ [ ] [.]),
though on a slightly higher register, as it makes tone articulation easier, and adds
no emphasis to the utterance.

fig 5.8 shows ‘isolated’ tones in black ink, as pronounced in vocabulary lists, or in
;] [], as well as in [;/ [;] [2]. Besides, in gray ink, all the taxotones of the four
marked tonemes are shown, as they are realized in the conclusive (/./ []), interroga-
tive (/?/ [1), and continuative (/,/ []) intonemes. We urge our readers to carefully
observe all the —often subtle— tonal alterations in their shape and height, due to

different intonational constraints.
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fig 5.7. Taxotones in preintonemes.
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fig 5.8. Taxotones in intonemes.
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5.14. It would have been pretty absurd to present the Chinese intonation struc-
ture, without describing its general nature, in the first place, and providing practi-
cal tools to reach a satisfactory awareness of the different intonational phenomena.
Clearly, Chinese tonograms will mean little, at first, if not methodically compared
to those of one’s own language, considering some variants as well.

Undoubtedly, such comparison is easier when dealing with non-tonal languages;
but, again, our tonograms offer a sure helping hand, provided there is an auditory
feedback, which learners can rely on. In fact, listening to good recordings is impor-
tant to get acquainted with rhythm and most recurrent syllabic structures, and in-
tonation too, in a broader sense. But combining tones and taxotones with intona-
tion is so delicate a task, due to continuous register changes, that it would be im-
possible to make any progress without the reassuring support of good native neutral
voices, properly recorded. In addition to the audio quality, the quality of learning
is also important: if necessary, difficult passages should be listened to, bit by bit, at

lower speed, since the very beginning.

5.15. Let us deepen our understanding of how total questions are build up. Typi-
cally, they will feature the same syntax as that of the corresponding assertive utter-
ances, plus an unstressed ‘modal’ particle, like ma and ne. While ma is generally
quite neutral, ne implies that the asker is seeking confirmation to an hypothesis or,
more broadly, is expecting the answerer to express an opinion. /s ?/ is regularly

used, but, with ne, [; ./ (& [s ,/) can be used as well, expressing different nuances:

Ta ba ldi ma?
[¢"tha\pu’lagoma?/

[ "thatbylaazma]
{he/she not come *moD}

‘Is he/she not coming?’

Ta ba ldi ne?
[¢"tha\pulagens?/ /¢ tha\pullagens./ (or [ns,/)
[¢"thatbylaans ] [ "thalbylaans’] (or [nx])

{he/she not come *mMoD}
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Ta bix ldi ne? said as [;thalpulagens?/ implies a certain surprise: ‘Oh, so you
mean he/she is not coming? Is that a fact?’; and it is a total question: to be precise,
it is a request of confirmation to something that is clearly viewed as bizarre % unex-
pected. Instead, Ta bat lii ne? [;thalpu’lageny.| (or [n¥,[, with appropriate para-
phonic settings), is a total question just on the surface: in fact, it is a kind of partial
question, which we could render as ‘what (would happen) if he/she does not
come?’. Cleatly, we cannot simply answer that with ‘yes’ or ‘no’, but with some
thing like ‘no big deal’, or ‘it will be a trouble, then’ &c. One could also introduce
emphasis, of course: [;“thacpu; slageny.[ [“thabu] slazng’] ‘what if befshe does not
come?’; [s"thalpu; #laeeny.[ [;“thalpur slaznz’] ‘what if he/she does not come?’.

Caution is advised when dealing with ne, as this particle is not primarily an in-
terrogative one (like ma) and has ot a wide range of possible applications. An as-
sertive clause like #2 xiiéxi ne is perfectly legitimate, but it means ‘hefshe is study-
ing’, ie an action predicated while it is happening.

The same polysemy holds true for 2 [(?)a, ya, ya] (and its further euphonic vari-
ants, with a separate spelling: ya [jal, wa [wa]), and ba. When used in questions,
these two particles imply that the answerer is supposed to express, respectively,
confirmation or denial (ie consensus or refusal). Please, pay attention to how the

same particle is used both in questions and in answers:

Ni b ldi ya? Shi a.

[émi, g\pulagsja,f [\gwea.|

[¢_nC gbulazja] [\fuzya’]

{you not come *moOD} {to-be-so *moOD}
‘So you are not coming?’ ‘Right.’

Zdnmen qil ba? Qii ba.

[tsamemy¥n \tshyepa,/ itshyepa./
Ftsam-map \tchyba] [itchy.ba']

{we go *moOD} {go *moD}

‘Shall we go?’ ‘Let’s go.’

In ni bit ldi ya? (which could be rendered also as [ niepu “lageja,/ [;_plbu'lazja]),
the asker already has a rough idea about the answer, and is ‘double-checking’ it.
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Zdnmen qﬁ ba? —instead— is a question and, at the same time, a kind invitation; that
is why ba is perfectly logical when replying too, since the answerer is not giving an
order, but accepting the invitation with a mild exhortation. Surely, the sole inter-
rogative intoneme may sufhice to ask a syntactically unmarked question, especially
in very colloquial speech (as we can do in English):

Ldnmen qﬂ? Q}l

[ tsamemy¥n \tshy?/ f\tshy./
Stsam-map \tchy ] [\tchy']
{we go} {go}

‘Shall we go?’ ‘Let’s go.’

One should be careful not to abuse such possibility, given the intrinsic non-
neutral acceptation attached to it: in fact, zdnmen qﬂ? could imply ‘I did not expect
we were going’, or ‘did I misunderstand you?’ (or ‘are we really going?’), just to
mention two interpretations; many more are possible, thanks to the multi-faceted
contribution of paraphonics.

5.16. As previously said, Chinese partial questions often feature a different syn-
tactic arrangement, compared to English ones. But, as in any other language, they
require a selective answer to a specific topic, signaled by an appropriate interroga-
tive word: who? — what? — where? — when? — why? — how? — how many? — how much?
and so on. Clearly, these pronouns/adverbs shall receive a noticeable stress (possibly
reinforced by emphasis, whenever the actual communicative purpose requires it).
The ‘hybrid’ nature of partial question is mirrored in their intonational patterns: as
in English, we have an interrogative preintoneme, but not a plain interrogative in-
toneme. Moreover, we find the same intonemic gradation from an informal [: ./
[¢ ] (somewhat ‘cold’, potentially inappropriate with strangers), through [: .of [ o]
to a milder [; ./ [ -], and up to [z ?of [ o] (where o indicates the attenuation of a
preceding intoneme). In the following examples, only the first one will be used:

Ni shénme shibou qit Luéma?

[é.ni “s¥nemz“sweslou, gltshy Iwo,ma./
[¢.pHsam-mz “surhou- ;tchylwo,maa’]
{you which? time go Rome}

“When are you going to Rome?’
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Ni gén shéi qii Luémda?

Jeni “kyn “sEi, G\tshy lwo,ma./
[¢_nTkan’ser \tchy Iwo,maa’]
{you follow who? go Rome}

“Whom are you going to Rome with?’

5.17. The same is true for exclusive (or alternative) questions, which require a
global reply, but focus their actual ‘interrogativeness’ on one portion only, the ‘»-
notx’ structure; from the intonational point of view, then, exclusive questions act
pretty much as partial questions do. Therefore, an interrogative interrogative in-
toneme is not needed, sufficing an interrogative preintoneme. As usual, the in-
toneme can vary from /./ to [?o/. Be noted that the negative adverbs &t and méi are

often reduced to bu and mei:

Ni gii bu gii Luéma?

[emiltshyopu \tshy, slwo,ma./

[¢.n(tchy bu \tchy- sTwo.mag’] (& [bul, “attracted’ by the following fourth toneme)
{you go not go Rome}

‘Are you going to Rome (or not)?’

Ni zuo mei zuo zuoyé?

[¢miltswoemei \swo, éhswnﬁl-:.f
[¢.n(tswg.mer \swg- s swolje] (& [-mei])
{you do not do homework]}

‘Have you done your homework (or not)?’

5.18. In addition, there is also a kind of selective questions, made up by two (or
more) clauses connected by héishf}’ba’ishi’ ‘or...?". In fact, we are not dealing with
‘individual questions’ proper, but with complex sentences whose interrogative na-
ture derives from the opposition between different choices. Depending on the ac-
tual meaning, there can be ‘total’ and ‘partial’ selective questions; respectively: ‘x,

or notx?’, and ‘x, or y?’.
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Either way, the first part usually starts with an interrogative preintoneme, and
ends with a continuative intoneme, [: .| [; -], while the second part ends with a con-
clusive intoneme, [.[ [']. To express a stronger participation, we can have [ ;/ [ ].
and even [; ?[ [¢ ]] —thus, separating more cleatly the two parts— regularly followed
by [/ [

With more than two alternatives (‘x, or y, or z, or...?’), the same scheme repeats
before any hdishi, which itself normally bears a continuative intoneme, [lagoguu,/.
Depending on the speaker’s attitude, one alternative can be clearly underlined by
ending with [;/ []], while other alternatives (but the last one) keep [,/ []. Examples:

Ni gii hdishi bi qii Luéma?

[e.niltshy, “lagesur, ‘pultshy,: lwo,ma./
[¢.pltchy- Hlazsur bultchy- Two,mag]
{you go or not go Rome}

‘Are you going to Rome (or not)?’

Ni gii Bali hdishi qii Luéma?

[emiltshy pali,| agesu, \tshy ‘lwo,ma./
[c.plitchy- "bali| Slazgur \tehy Two,maa’]
{you go Paris or go Rome}

‘Are you going to Paris, or Rome?’

Ni qz'} Bali bidishi qz'} Luémad, hdishi qﬁ Béijing?

[eniltshy “parli,] Slagesua, \tshy ‘lwo,ma;| “laeosw, \tshy pEeitsin./
[c.nltchy- bali| Slazgur \tchy Iwo,maq| “Hlaz-sur \tehy berteuw]
{you go Paris or go Rome or go Peking}

‘Are you going to Paris, or Rome, or Peking?’

5.19. For a full treatment of Chinese intonemes, one final remark has to be
made about the continuative intoneme, [,/ [-], which has two apparently opposite
functions: (1) to draw less attention than a suspensive intoneme does; and (2) to high-

light a word, a concept or an entire clause, even without employing any emphasis.
Should we decide to renounce any continuative intoneme would result in much
longer strings, with most words bound together in almost endless preintonemes:
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apart from being unpractical, auditorily, it would produce a flat and ‘litany-like’
effect, animated only by marked intonemes. An even more unsatisfactory result
would be produced if we decided to use /.[ or [;/, wherever [,/ is normally encoun-
tered. Not that this is wrong in se, but it would sound quite unnatural and heavy,
unless the speaker intentionally implies a stronger focus on every and each segment
of the utterance. Let us examine the following example:

Anna zdoshang gile chudng xi-zdo, chi didnr zdofan zai chii-ménr.

[?anina,| tsacesan _tshiclx'tshwan si,tsac,| “tshuytjaag ,tsacifan, \tsae tshu'mxg./
[‘®)aning| _tsagsan _tch[Hs'tshwan “¢i,tsgag] tshurdjey draoifan'dzaz “tshu’myy’]
{Anne morning rise*MoD bed haveshower eat a-bit-of breakfast then exit-door}

‘As she gets up in the morning, Anne has a shower, eats a small breakfast and then
gets out .

Surely, [Pan\na.| tsacesan _tshiclw'tshwan sitsac.| “tshuitjaag tsac\fan, \tsae™tshu
‘mx7./ —with [.[ both after Anni and xizdo— would be correct, as well; but [?anina.|
tsacesan _tshiolytshwan si tsac.| “tshutjaag Ltsac\fan. \tsae tshu’mxg./ would not be
so (not to mention [Pan\na;| ,tsacesan _tshiclx‘tshwan sitsac;| “tshui,tjaag Ltsac\fan;
\tsae tshu’myx7./).

5.20 Hereby we present a number of examples featuring various intonemes and
preintonemes, depending on actual communicative purposes. We recommend our
readers to examine these examples with all due attention, and to methodically
compare the phonemic notation with the phonetic one.

Na giiniang, jitisuan bit héshan wé yé bui ai ta.

[\na’kuenjaw,| “tsjoulswaneputdxisan;|| ;wo jeilwei, Pagtha.|
[inakunjan| ‘djoviswanbu miganl| ‘wo, jeldwsr 1243 tha']
(as usual, with the possible variants: [ta, tha, “tha])

{that girl even-if not good I also can love she}

‘Even if that girl were not good, I would love her nonetheless’.

W3 zhén xtwang néng xiié-hio hanyii.
[wots¥n Tsilwan, “n¥n'sye,zlac \lan,yy./
[wo™an “eilwgy- ‘nan'eye 299 LAfyyy ]
{I true hope can learn-good Chinese}
‘I truly hope I can learn Chinese well’
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Women shi lijié ninde kanfd | kanfa.

[woemy¥n \sur litsje,: ‘nin‘ty \khan fa./, \khanefa.|
[wo'man, \sw litgjee: “pin-tz khamyfaq’], [\khamva']
{we be-so understand you-Sir-*DE point-of-view}

“We surely understand your point of view, Sir’.

Téngshimen dou feiching ginxié nin.

[‘thonisu,: “tou feitshan, kan\sje’nin./
[thomsuyman- “tou “fertshan gapicjepm’]
{colleagues with-no-exception extremely thank you-Sir}
‘All colleagues thank you very much, Sit’.

By underlining féiching and nin, for example, the entire tonal structure should
be reorganized around the syllables with stronger prominence:

[‘thomsu,: “tou; fei‘tshan kanisje, “nin./
[thonsuyman- tou. fertshan gapicje- ‘pin’]
‘All colleagues thank you very much, Sir’.

Lidn nide qizi yé bi bui zué-fan.
[jen niety tshiotsur; jje’puldwei, \tswolfan.
[Tjep_plédz “tchi-deur _jebuldwer "dzwgifan’]
{even your wife also not can cook}

‘Even your wife cannot cook’.

....

M.iké ji-yiié jiti hui-gué?

[emakhy,: ;tsilgeetsjou “Aweikwo.[ (less spontaneously: [\tsjou/)
[emakhyy) ¢ dliyedejgy aworkwo'] (s [djgy])

{Mark how-many? month then return-country}

‘In which month is Marco going back to his country?’

Weishénme bii dio Béijing zhdo gongzud?
[\WEl‘s¥nemy “pultac ,pEi tsin, éthaﬁ'kGMlSWG.f
[diwgrsam-ma bultgg ber@w ¢ g9 gonswy]
{why? not go Peking look-for job}
“Why not looking for a job in Peking?’
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Piide gongjia-banjing shi duashdo?
['phuetx \konitsjalpanitsin, s\swrtwo sao. |
[¢’phu-dz *konidzja "Daniteuy (sutwo. 5q9]

or, more spontaneously:
[¢’phu-dz tkow-dzjabapiteuy Ssurtwozao’]
{protactinium-*DE covalent-radius to-be-so how-much?}
“What is the covalent radius of protactinium?’

Ni zénme zio zhéme shdde jiizi?

]@niﬁn‘nnm&‘ \tsao, :lts¥emy gaoty 'Lisynisur.[
[¢'pi_tsgm-ma \5qo- c\fsy.ms _sa-da \@y.degr]
{you how? create this-way stupid sentence}

‘How can you possibly conceive such silly sentences (as those)?’

Ta hui yingyii ma?
[¢thaidwei Tjin‘yyema?/
[¢"thalslwsr “juv_yyy'ma]
{he/she can English *moD}
‘Does he/she speak English?’

Na ni bii qii?

[é\na ni‘pultshy?/

[s\ng nl'bultchy.] (& [bu])
{that you not go}

‘Oh! So, you are not going!?’

Women zongli shua-hudng le?

Jewoemsn “tsonli,| Sswosslwanelw?/
[¢-wg'man “deon I ;Tswoudwaan Tz ]

{we Prime Minister tell lie *mo0D}

“What!? Did our Prime Minister fell a lie!?’
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Jidrii wé bii gaosu ni, ni jii zénme le?

[tsja‘zu swopulkacesu ni;: ¢ niltsjou, g ts¥nemyol¥?[ (better: [woepuf)
Ldzja'ru wo-bukggzy .plllf ¢ plidzjou o tsgam-malsa]

{if I not tell you you then how? *moD}

‘If I don’t tell you, what would you do?’ (ie “what would you dare to do?’)

Jidri ni bii gaosu wo, yé méi shénme.

Lisja"zu Jni‘pu'l.kaciusu SWa,- JIj1-:&11.1-:iJg‘s'ﬂur:m:'.jJr
[dpja'ru nlbutkgozy wog je'mergam-ma]
{if you not tell I also not something}

‘If you do not tell me, no big deal’.

Gudhui bit bang wo tongeuo zhéxié fa’fﬁ, Jingchd jitt yao daibii wé!

[kwoldwei, \pu"pan ;wo “thonkwo \tsxsje fally;| tsin‘tsha \tsjouljao, \tai,pu ,wo.|
[gwollwer by pan wg “thontkwg 'dey cje fallyl \cjem pwv “djouvijag- sy buwgey]
(or [\s¥zje falyl], & [\dag’puwgl], )

{Parliament not help me pass these law police then arrest me}

‘If Parliament does not pass these laws for me, the police will arrest me!’

Gudhui bit bang wo tongeuo zhéxié fa’fﬁ, xianbing yé méiyou zhéngjit daibii we.
[kwoldwei, \pupan wo “thonmkwo \ts¥7sje fally,| tsin‘tsha Jje‘meicjou \ts¥nitsy,
\tai,pu jwo./

[woldwer ‘bypanwg “thonkwg deycje fallyl \cjem™puv je'merjou “tgunitsy:
\taz'buwoggs’] (or [\G¥zje falyll, & ['daz'puwg])

{Parliament not help me pass these law police also not have proof arrest me}

‘Even if Parliament does not pass these laws for me, the police has no proof to ar-

rest me, anyway!’

5.21. Let us compare also the following occurrences of the same sentence, with
emphasis on different words. Double line symbols, [7, %, *, 4, _, 1, *], very intuitively
represent the reinforced intensity of emphatic taxotones, with respect to ‘normal’

= 4 F

.4 % 5 2 \]). We chose to employ Canepari in these sentences, especially because
it is a four-syllable surname, rendered as [.kha’niphalli/.
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We omit the phonemic transcription, in this case, as it is of very little use to
highlight emphatic phenomena; besides, it is a good opportunity for our readers to
check their ability to derive a phonemic transcription from a phonetic one:

Kinipali jiaoshou zai Weinisi daxiié jidng _y:iyinxﬂé.

{Canepari professor to-be-in Venice university explain phonetics}

[kha'pi~phall] “dzjaoisgy| \deag wor nisw {da’cye] “tjan- _yy jipcye]
‘It is professor Canepari that taught phonetics (not another subject) at Venice Uni-

versity .

[khg-ni'phallld Gjaolsgy] \dzag wor'ni sw da'cye] ‘Gjan yy jrp*eye]
‘Professor Canepari (not a generic Mr Canepari) taught phonetics (not another sub-
ject) at Venice University’.

[kha-ni'phalldzjaoisoy \dzag-worpi'sur: \da'eye ‘Gjan yy jrn'cye]
‘Professor Canepari taught phonetics at Venice University’.

[khg-ni"phallFdzjaoisgy] V54 "wor'pi sw- ida’eye| “Gjan gy jin‘cye]
‘Professor Canepari taught phonetics at Venice University’.

[khgpi'phalldpjaoisgy] \dzag wor'pi'sur \tg*cye]] ‘Gjan- gy jin‘cye’]
‘Professor Canepari taught phonetics at Venice University’.

[kha-pi"phall 'dpjaolsoy idzag wor'ni'sur \da'cye| stejaay’: yy jin‘eye]

LR

‘Professor Canepari taught phonetics at Venice University’.

[kha-ni'phalldzjaolsgy] \dag wor ni'swr- \da'eye] “&jan- gy jineye]
‘Professor Canepari taught phonetics at Venice University’.

Parentheses & quotations
5.22. Lastly, fig 5.9 shows the diagram of parenthetic phrases, or simply parenthe-
ses (either low, [} j]; or mid, [+ 1]), and of quotations, [' ']. In the following sentence,

each of them occurs once:
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‘First of all’ —be said— ‘let’s consider “Natural” Phonetics, as it’s properly called. .
[ta'st av'ort- thised Tlets kun'slfs "natfyl! fa'neflks : ozltsphyopali khotid. .

Parentheses typically feature an overall reduction of their stress and an increase in
the rate of speech, while the pitch is compressed in the low —or mid— range of the
tonogram. Quotations, instead, are quite the opposite, as their role is —precisely—
putting one or more words in full evidence, by means of a slightly louder and dis-
tinct enunciation: thus, their stress is increased, the speech rate is reduced, and the
pitch is raised (without compression).

Marking such prosodic subtleties in phonetic —let alone phonemic— detailed tran-
scriptions is neither necessary nor recommendable. The symbols [} ], [+ 1], [ 7] are
more than sufficient to bear in mind all these differences, with respect to ‘normal’
utterances. Then, even with regard to stress (and taxotones, as far as tonal language
ate concerned) there is no need to deviate from the usual notation.

Quotations must not be confused with direct speech. Let us go back to First of
all’ —he said— ‘let’s consider “Natural” Phonetics, as it’s properly called’. In that sen-
tence, only he said should be excluded, because all the rest —and what may follow—
is direct speech, indeed.

fig 5.9 Parentheses and quotations.

low parenthesis [, ] [,/ mid parenthesis [+ 1] [+ 4 quotation [7] 1Y/

Chinese parentheses ate low, [| )], after a conclusive intoneme; and mid, [+ 1], after
other intonemes; quotations, as said, are high, [' 7]. Such intonational superstruc-
tures are quite useful in tonal language, thanks to small variations in pitch (small,
yet perceptible by native speakers, but not so much —at the very beginning— by for-
eign learners, who have already a hard time struggling with tones and taxotones in

‘normal’ utterances). A few examples:

Wo ai ni, gin'aide. Ni yé ai wé; name, zdnlid hdi déng shénme?

[wolRagni,. “tshin\Paeety || ,nijE \Pag,wo.| iinaemy i tsan lja, sslaetyn ‘s¥nemy, [
[we2azpll] Ctchmni2agdyill ‘pijg 2ag wo'l eingumg| c'deal lig- e aas gy ‘samrma]
{I love you beloved you also love I then the-two-of-us yet wait what?}

‘I love you, my dear, and you love me. So, what are we waiting for?’
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Jirdn zdnlid xiang'ai, qin’aide, wé xidng gén ni jié-hiin.

[\tsi*zan “tsan lja “sjan\?aE; tshinlPaeety, | ;wo sjan "kxn,ni “tsjezlwyn. |
[\dzCgan “tsal lja “cjanizag; Vtehin\Pagdy-| ‘wg.cjay "gan_ni ‘dgjedwan’]
{given-that thetwo-of-us love-each-other beloved I want be-with you marry}

‘Since we love each other, my dear, I want to marry you'.

Ta si-kai shangbian xiézhe « Mdiké shuaigé shou» de xinféng yi kan, xinli jiti xiézbe:
« W6 yijing jié-hiin le, huitou zai shua».

[tha surekhag,| \sanepjen sjeotsw,| Lmakhy \swaeks, “souety,)| \sin"hyn Tjilkhan;|
\sineli \tsjou sjeetsy,| ,wo jietsin “tsjeslwynly’|| “lwei‘thou \tsag"swo./

['tha'swkaz \ganbjed cjrdia| “ma khy \swagky “souda| tenytan Titkhan ] el I]
\dzjoy_cjedra] "wo_jldz ‘dpjedwalle || Slwertou \dagswo'l]

{he rip upper-side being-written Mark handsomeguy receive envelope letter-inside
being-written I already marry *moD next-time talk-again}

‘He opened the envelope headed to handsome Mark, and the letter said I am mar-
ried. Maybe next time’.

5.23. We think it is useful to present a comparison between natural perception
and the acoustic measurements of intonation: fig 5.10 shows a horizontal tonogram
(in Chinese, it could be a /[ [] [o]. or a [;/ [;] [2]), and —superimposed in dotted
line— the tonal range which would be produced by such acoustic softwares as Praat.

The natural approach, as previously said, implies a useful normalization of nu-
merous occurrences of the same phenomenon; the human ear is a selective organ,
and only a small portion of the actual sound waves of speech (the one that ‘mat-
ters’) is eventually sent to the brain, which —in turn— discards the incidental and
the non-typical. This is done, in part, by the language-oriented nature of human be-
ings; in part, by the fact of their having pronounced tens of thousands of utter-
ances, and listened to even much more of them.

However, no matter whether we are native or (fluent) non-native speakers, al-
most no-one can be confidently sure of being capable of actually describing intona
tion units, by simply looking at one of the particular tracings produced by acoustic
softwares, if they are not accurately normalized. These tracing are of little practical
use, because, paradoxically, they are too finicking. A machine will present a melodic

curve as it records it, plain and simple, with everything put on the same level, in-
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cluding what the human brain would downgrade at the paraphonic level, or even
ignore altogether, for being nothing more than an automatic adjustment. In fact, in
fig 5.10, the much broader range at the beginning, and the gradual frequency reduc-
tion towards the end, are absolutely normal: that is why our brain perceives a level

intonation, instead of a steeply falling one.

fig 5.10. Natural (tonogram) and acoustic (dotted line) depictions of intonation.

NOTES:

! The complex mechanism of intonation is described in depth in caNEPARI, L. (2007) Natural
Phonetics & Tonetics, B 13 et seq.

2 None of the books that we have examined so far offers a really convincing treatment of
Chinese intonation, and that explains why the present chapter, though very complex and de-
tailed, practically features no notes. Interestingly, it is an old-fashioned handbook, such as the
1981 edition of the Practical Chinese Reader, that has captured our attention: its pragmatic ap-
proach to intonation is reminiscent of the old British school scheme, where [;/ and [?/ are of-
ten merged, and paraphonics is currently mixed up with linguistic intonation; however, the
Reader has the merit of getting straight to the point, by coupling many sample sentences —ba-
sically, but clearly, annotated— with a number of relevant audio files.

Surely, that is not the most scientific way of analyzing pronunciation, but —at least— it does
not muddle up the readers with a bunch of mysterious symbolic conventions, as those adopted
in cao, w. (2002) Hanyu yuyin jiacheng, p. 140-148 (which, frankly, seems quite random and
empirical, whereas a good annotation system should always be founded on scientific and con-
sistent elements, like ours preintonemes and intonemes).

> Among the very few reliable works on the matter, we would suggest Kingpon, R. (1958)
The Groundwork of English Intonation, although not completely free from paraphonic mixes.

4+ We will note —en passant— the existence of a particular kind of pronunciation handbooks,
those compiled for the Chinese themselves who aim at a post where ‘standard pronunciation’
is required: we have found one Henan sheng putonghua shuiping ceshi zhidaoshu ‘A Guide to
the Henan Province Common Language Proficiency Test’, where intonation is shown, quite
erratically, with a very similar system of dashes and arrows.

5 For example, Swedish and Vietnamese feature [?/ [].
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The North Wind and the Sun

6.1. In this chapter, what we have explained so far will be summarized and put
in practice, by accurately transcribing two extended texts. Customarily, many lin-
guists choose the Aesopian tale The North Wind and the Sun, as a sort of ‘universal
specimen’ for phonetic analysis. Actually, a tale is not always a good choice, since it
usually contains a lot of descriptive passages, accompanied by a moderate amount
of direct speech. The latter, in our view (and according to the natural approach it-
self), is the most natural and representative form of ‘spoken language’; in a tale,
however, direct speech is often reduced to very short sentences, offering little room
for complex intonational patterns and paraphonic features. Hence the need for de-
scriptive passages, where longer utterances are more common, provided they are...
said by the speaker, not mechanically read aloud, like a press release.

In fact, reading aloud is nothing but the phonic rendition of a written text. Good
writers —journalists above all- aim at being as convincing and understandable as
possible, while (hopefully!) striving for conciseness, in order to keep their readers
from falling asleep. Natural speech, instead, obeys to different dynamics, paying
much more attention to thythm and ‘flow’, rather than simply delivering informa-
tion. When these two different ways of using language are forced to coexist, results
are rarely satisfactory.

In reading aloud —for example, from a newspaper, or a textbook— everyone must
have experienced that uncomfortable feeling of ‘something missing’, as if the text
lacked strength and balance. Typically, passionate and eloquent speakers have a hard
time coordinating the pauses perceived by them as spontaneous and necessary, with
those found in the written page. The main reason is that traditional punctuation
works —almost exclusively— as a typographical aid to highlight the syntax of complex
utterances, and only secondarily to mark expressive pauses and emotional features.

As such, punctuation evidently fails at reproducing the colourful richness of real
speech, with all its changes in pitch, speed, and paraphonic nuances. That is why

‘verbatim’ transcriptions —like parliamentary and judiciary records— look so redun-



Marco Cerini — The Pronunciation of Mandarin Chinese

dant in some parts, and desperately elliptical in others. Omitting altogether what
readers could not reconstruct by themselves is exactly the price to pay, in order to

make written language understandable.

6.1.1. Our version of The North Wind and the Sun is a decent compromise, in
this regard; yet it remains a step behind what would be judged as an ‘ideal target’
for our “"[PA phono-tonetic notation. Besides, we added two total questions in di-
rect speech, at the end of the tale proper, as it would have been otherwise impossible
to introduce a sample of the relevant /; ?/ intonation.

The Mandarin text is presented, first, in pinyin romanization: punctuation and
hyphenation are somewhat ‘richer’ than what is found in common usage (as pinyin
is usually subordinated to traditional Chinese script, which is very parsimonious
with punctuation marks, and —of course— uses no hyphens between Chinese charac-
ters). However, such ‘enrichments’ will certainly help our readers parse longer sen-
tences with ease, and will offer a useful reference to underline similarities and
differences between grapho-syntactical punctuation and a true intonemic notation.

We provide quite a literal English translation, not the English version of the tale.
However, those who know Mandarin should better avoid looking at any translation
at all, since a residual cross-language interference is inevitable anyway. In order to
render the communicative ‘logic’ of the original in a genuine way, any addition is
put in square brackets. Verbal persons and tenses are not explicitly marked in Chi-
nese, which rather focuses on distinguishing verbal aspect. We assume the traveller
is a male, in order to get rid of such masterpieces as he or she, him or ber, his or
her... The Wind and the Sun, though ‘personified’ here, will be referred to as it.

6.1.2. You yi-hui, Béifeng gén Taiying zhéng zai nar zhénglin shéide bénshi da.
Shud-zhe shuo-zbe, ldi le yi-ge zoudaorde, shenshang chuanzbe yijian hou pdozi. Tamen
lid jin shangliang-hdo le shuo: «Shéi néng xian jiao zhé-ge zoudaorde bd tade pdozi
tuo-xialai ya... jin suan shéide bénshi da ».

Hdo... Béifeng jitr shi-qi di jinr ldi jingud jingua; késhi ta gua de yueé lihai, na-ge
rén bi pdozi gus de yué jin. Dao molidor, Béifeng méile fazi, zhibdo jit suan le. Yihuir
Taiydng jin childi rérerde yi shai, néi zoudaorde mdshang jin bd pdozi tui-lexialai.
Sudyi, Béifeng bir néng bi chéngren, daodi hiishi Taiydng bi ta bénshi da.

Ni xihuan zhé-ge gushi ma? Women zai jidng yi-bian ma?
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That is:

Once upon a time, [the] North Wind and [the] Sun were there disput[ing]
whose skill was great[er]. [While still] talking [and] talking [again], a traveller came
[along], wearing a thick cloak on [his] body. The two, having discussed, said then:
‘[The one] who can first make this traveller take his cloak off... let us consider its
skill [as] great[er]’

OK... [The] North Wind, then, began us[ing] great energy [and] repeatedly blew
hard; however, the more violently it blew, the more closely [did] that man fold
[his] cloak [around him]. Finally, [the] North Wind had no way out, and was
forced to give up. In a while, [the] Sun came out [and, as soon as it] shone scorch-
ingly, that traveller took off his cloak immediately. Consequently, [the] North
Wind could not help admitting [that], in the end, [the] Sun had [a] great[er] skill
than it did.

[Do] you like this tale? [Shall] we tell [it] once again?

A more natural translation:

Once upon a time, the North Wind and the Sun were disputing over which was
the stronger, when a traveller came along, wearing a thick cloak. The two made
deal and said: “Who first succeeds in making this traveller take off his cloak... shall
be declared the stronger’.

OK... The North Wind, then, began blowing with full power; however, the
more violently it blew, the more closely did that man fold his cloak around him.
Finally, the North Wind was left with no other choice but giving up. In a while,
the Sun shone out warmly, making the traveller took off his cloak immediately.
Consequently, the North Wind could not help admitting that, in the end, the Sun
was the stronger of the two.

Did you like this tale? Shall we repeat it?

6.1.3. And now, let us examine the phonotonemic transcription: this does not
represent the actual pronunciation, but it is a reasonable approximation to it. As a
matter of fact, native speakers and L2 speakers, who already know the language,
should be able to read our phonotonemic symbols and mentally ‘translate’ them
into their phonetic equivalents, pretty much as they do when reading aloud a pas-
sage in pinyin (which, more or less, can be viewed as a non-IPA phonemic transcrip-
tion in se). With respect to pinyin, however, our phonemic transcription provides
some extra —but, decidedly, not at all secondary— information.
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First, it clearly indicates any necessary tonal variations, like that of y7 ‘one’: yz-hui
Njiilwei/, yi-ge [Yjicks/, yijian [ji\tsjen/, yi-bian [‘ji\pjen/. Secondly, it avoids ambi-
guities in rendering érbua, as in yihuir |\jidwsg/ (with two tonal changes, too, typi-
cal of idiomatic use; while, in a more formal delivery, [4ji:lwyy/ would be pre-
ferred). Finally, and more importantly, our readers will find a secure guide to the
pronunciation of Mandarin with the right intonation: preintonemes, intonemes,
parentheses and quotations (/, /, /" /), pauses (of different duration: [ |/, / |I/, / lll/)
and paraphonics, as well.

Regarding this last point, we have decided to be quite ‘sober’. We could not
omit the raised larynx, {..), and the backing of the body of the tongue, (+), so typical
of a genuine ‘Mandarin voice’ (but not necessarily of all Chinese languages); and
we put them together, (.. +), before the actual transcription, in order to mean that
they are referred to the whole text (or, in this case, to any text in Mandarin Chi-
nese). Then, we simply added (»), indicating that the following unit (here, a mono-
syllable: [Aac/) is uttered more slowly than usual, to increase the suspense; and (»),
implying that the entire sequence [;,woemsnl\tsag, ¢tsjan “ji\pjenema?/ is uttered
more quickly instead (of course, the paraphonic symbol must be repeated before any
new relevant rhythmic group).

But paraphonics can be much more intricate than that, being able to represent
the lowering of the habitual pitch extent of a given speaker, (,); or its raising, (°); or
an overall expansion, (3); or, finally, a compression, (o). Of course, these pitch set-
tings can be employed for proper intonational purposes —ie linguistic intonation,
between [ ]— as well, and that is why mere acoustic measurements are of no scien-
tific relevance, if not combined with the discerning ability that only the human
brain possesses.

Moreover, one speaker may feature a particularly nasal voice; or an exaggeratedly
acute pitch, commonly said falsetto; and many more peculiarities. Some of them are
typical of a certain language, and thus generally used; others may be limited to one
single speaker, or are intentionally employed in that particular utterance, for emo-
tional —if not ‘theatrical’— purposes. Multiple combinations are practically endless.
As can be seen, the subject is exceptionally vast and multi-faceted, and we strongly
suggest our readers to refer to Natural Phonetics and Tonetics, and to Phonetic No-

tation, for a more detailed treatment of paraphonics.

(. ) [ujou\jitlwei;)| peifsn, okyn|thar’jan,: \tssnitsaelnay “tsynilwsn.| “seioty

Jpy¥nosur \ta.|| “swootsy “swootss, )| “lagely ‘jicks ,tsoultacyets.|| “s¥nosan, “tshwanotss,
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‘jiltsjen \dou’phacetsur.|| “thaemsn lja,: \tsjou~sancljan lacely “swo,|| MsEi ‘n¥nsjen
\tsjao,’ \tsyoky tsoultaoyety,| jpathacty ‘phacetsuws,| “thwo, \sjaclakeja,|| \tsjou\swan,
“sejoty py¥nosur \ta.!||

» i2lacs|| pEif¥N, \tsjouswetshi \ta, \tsjszlaE, tsinkwa, ,tsin"kwa.|| khy\swtha;||
“kwaots \yellieslag,|| \nacks “7¥n;: pa’phacetsw, kwoots \ye,tsin.|| \tac \mwo ljaoy;||
,pEif¥N “mEicly ‘factsw.|| tsw,zlao, \tsjoulswanels.|| \jidwsg;|| \thae'jan
\tsjou"tshuelag,|| \g¥zsgety Tjilsar.|| \nEitsou\taogets,|| ,malsan, \tsjou_pa’phacetsu,
“thwools \sjaclae.|| swo,ji,)| ,peif¥n,|| \pu’n¥nipu ‘tshen\zsn;|| |\tao,ti,,
A agoswi\thae‘jan,| ,pi-tha, jupsnosur \ta.||

¢nisieslwan \tsyoky \kuoswoma?|| » s, woemsn\tsak, » ¢ tsjan “ji\pjenoma?|||/

6.1.4. It is true that, for such languages as Italian and Spanish, the distance be-
tween the phonemic theory and the phonetic reality is so small, that a good pho-
nemic transcription is already enough for a convincing —yet non-neutral- pronun-
ciation. Thus, for Italian dice ['ditfe/ ‘(he or she) says’, one could actually say ['ditfe],
instead of the expected ['di:tfe], without any fear of being misunderstood or harshly
criticized. In Chinese, the same distance is more relevant, and a word like ji&jie
[tsjieotsje/ ‘younger sister’ should not be articulated exactly as [tsje-tsje]; native
speakers would certainly understand it, but would not accept it even as a ‘passable’
alternative to the possible neutral realizations: [_tGje'dpje] (& [-dzje, -dpja], in fast
speech, and in a preintoneme).

In other words, if pinyin can largely suffice to ‘transcribe’ Mandarin phonemically
(provided intonation, pauses and paraphonics are adequately registered too, possibly
via our own “"[PA symbols), a more detailed phonetic transcription must by provided
anyway, in aid to anyone who uses it to learn the actual pronunciation. We recom-
mend to read through the following transcription with utmost caution and attention:
this concise phonotonetic summa contains a very large portion of what has been ex
plained so far, in the former chapters. There are multiple examples of vocalic and
consonantal taxophones, and as many taxotones. There is more than one occurrence
of érbua and gingsheng. Intonemes and preintonemes are duly represented, in combi
nation —as said— with a small, but meaningful, number of paraphonic traits.

We remind, once again, that the consonantal gradation, /C/ ['C, C, ,C] and /Ch/
[Ch, Ch, ,C], represents the taxophonic extremes reachable in fast, fluid and con-

nected speech, but oscillations are absolutely normal. In particular, for [oC, oCh/,
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[,C. oC] are more common in preintonemes; while, in an intoneme, [oC, «Ch/ [C,
Ch] (or [,C, ,Ch], and even “full’ [C, Ch]) are statistically frequent. Thus, for better

realism, we will precisely adopt [C, Ch] in intonemes, and [,C, ,C] elsewhere.

(o 0) [ujoyldwerl Dberfan ganithagjan: Gandeaalngy “deanilwyy] “gerds
Py \tgll Cswodgg “swodgy| lazlr jigr deoyitgq dyll Tsandan “shwan-diy
‘jidpjen \gy'phao-deur|| “tha-msl lja- \dzjoyTsanljan hagls “swosd| “ser "nangjen
\&Gjag: \ey9s.doyitgadyl bythads “phao-dw| “thwo- \cjalag jall “djovisway
‘serde _pag Fug el

»ilggolll bertan \dsjoy surtei Wta- \Gjyylaz derjkwa derghkowa|| khygurthal|
kwads yelllaagll inggs ‘gan; by'phaodwr kwgds wetennll \tqg ihgljaagll
Jberfan “merls fa-dewr ] ‘dguglag- \dzjoyiswal Iyl \jdwyyl| ‘thagtjawn
\dzjoy tshu-lazd| \gypryda TJilsagll \nepdegyitga dyll _malsay- idzjgpy. ba'phao-dewr
“thwoly \gjalaz|l swo,jij| berfaw|| tbunamtbu -tshamzan|| ‘dgg_tl
“laz-guythazjan] bltha j panFuy itg”l

¢'niclawan \y.9s \ky Zur-mall| » o wg-manitsag » ¢ tejan jilpjem.malll]

6.2. We propose another short text, taken from Hé Ping’s Chinese Pronunciation
Course voL.2, lesson 1: «Litiydu ys’;':df », which can be rendered as ‘to preserve a lee-
way . In this case, our translation will be less literal, as some passages would be sim-

ply meaningless in English otherwise.

Liryou ytidi

Yamdxiin Hé rédai yiilin zhong you yizhéng jide yixiong de dongwi. Zhézhéng
yixiong shi shijiéshang zui da de shiyishou, méi-tian yao chi 1.6-wanzhi mdyi.

Rdn’ér, rang rén dawéi jingtan de shi yixidng you yi-zhong xixing: ta chi mdyi shi
Jjuébir zhin-jin-sha-jué, dang ta pdo-kai méi yi-ge you chéng-gian-shang-wan zhi mdyi de
yixiié shi, ta Jitt zhi chi gizhong yi xido biifen, zuidué wéi s00-zhi, ta dui shéngxia de
mdyi birwén-bit-wén, jfnng}i{ qz':i xiinzhdo xid yi-ge mitbido. Kéjian, yixiong qingchu de
zhidao, yao shi Z%ji’ de zhﬁngqﬂn shéngeiin-xidqu, jiii bixii you mdyijiazi de shéng
shéng-bii-xi.

Yixidong shangqié zhidao litiyou ys’f:df, « jibua» sfji:jr&ng ziyiidn, rénléi bi gai san-si-ér-

héu-xing ma?
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Always leave yourself a leeway

In the Amazon tropical rain forests, there is a kind of animal, called an anteater,
which is the biggest myrmecophagid in the world, and eats up to sixteen thousand
ants per day.

However, what is most surprising is that the anteater has a peculiar habit: when
eating ants, it does not simply ‘wipe them out’; as it digs out an anthill with tens of
thousands of ants inside, it eats but a small portion of them, no more than five-
hundred, totally ignoring the others, and goes straight looking for the next target.
Evidently, the anteater clearly knows that, in order for its own species to survive, it
is necessary that the ant family lives on.

If even anteaters know how to leave themselves a leeway, and ‘plan’ their use of

resources, should men not think thrice before acting, too?

6.2.1. For The North Wind and the Sun, we provided a normalized transcription
‘as it should be’, after collecting a number of recordings from various informants,
who, though speaking Mandarin natively, presented different levels of proximity to
neutral pronunciation. For Always leave yourself a leeway, instead, we referred to a
single audio file in a pronunciation course, publicly available on the market; this
obviously bound us to adopt a more realistic transcription, where oscillation from
the ‘norm’ will emerge quite plainly.

Let us start, as usual, with the phonemic transcription, before presenting the
‘normalized’ phonetic one. It goes without saying that the reader should pay atten-
tion to the differences (often very minute) between the romanization and our “"IPA

transcriptions

(. +) Mjoujourygy\ti||

\jaJma\synJﬂx \z¥\taE quJlin't§0N,|| jou\jitson, |\tsjaoc,| ji'sjonoty \toniwu. |||
\tsy,tson,ji'sjon,| \sw,: \swltsjeosan,| \tswEiltaots, “surjilsou.||| _,mEi_thjEn \jao_t§hu1;||
Tjietjag, \ljou\wanetsw ;maji.|||

ran’sy;| \gan'gsn, \ta'wei “tsinjthanets\sur|| jji'sjon;| jjou \jitsonsilsin.||| “tha tshw
maji ‘sws|| “tsye\pu,| stsan\tsin “sa‘tsye.||| “tan"tha ‘phackhae meifjicks,| jjou “tshsn-
“tshjen\saniwanetsw ,ma,jiety, ji'sye‘sw;|| “thaltsjowtswtshwr “tshitson, \jisjao-
\puefsn.||| \tsweitwo;" “wei,: ,wupaitsw.||| “tha\twei, \s¥n\sjacts ,maji;: \pu‘wsn-

‘pulwsn.||| \tsin‘tsw,: \tshy'syn,tsac, \sjacjicks \mupjac.||| khs\tsjen.; ji‘sjon,
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“tsinetshuety  “tswotac ||| \jao Lswr \tsuntsiety tsow'tshyn, Ts¥n‘tshwwnisjactshy;||
\tsjoulpi’sy, jjou J.Ina_,ji'isja’lsuutf,l “s¥n s¥nipusi.||

Jjisjon; \santshje “tswetao, ljoujouyyiti.||| tsiclwa, jsw\jon “tsuryen;|| “zenilEi.|
dpukae san"sur;| o2¥gldou “sivema. |||/

(= ) Hjou, joyyytedll

\ig.mateyydy “poitag gyl Gondl joutjlson- tzjagl jUejondz “dontwyll|
isy.dron jlejon| \gur “switeje Zaw,| “dewentads “sug jlisgylll .merthjen “jao tshug]|
Jji-djex: ljouiwan,dgug ‘ma,jI||

Tan?yy] gawran: Ngwer “dewithandy sl jCejon] joy \Hdzoweilenylll
“tha'tshwy ‘ma_jlsugll “deyeipyl  drgflig “sa'eyelll| "dan”tha ‘phaokhaz merji-gx
oy “shan’tchjeqsaniwanday ‘ma jids _jireye'surll “thaldzjoy. dut tshw “tehi Gon
\jlejagipy.vanlll "dewerowo™ “weri ‘wubag Gur|l| “thaltwer “sanicjady ‘ma ik
pywambuiwan|ll \dppr g itchy'evn 599 \cjajlgy tmypjao.lll Lkhyi@jeny Bejon
“tehuetsudy “Gurdaolll \jag sur \dw tldr  drowtchvne “gentshwanlcjateyll
\&joptblcy: _joy ‘ma jIdzjatsu-d¥ “sanGanbyeill

Jlejon. tsan tehje “Gw-dao- ljou joyyndllll "deidwa surjoy “dewryan]| galiler]
Jpu'gaz “sansur] #Pxyidoy ‘cuvma’|[]

6.2.2. The actual audio file, instead, presented some interesting realizations: each
will be presented along with its ‘normalized’ counterparts. Sometimes, the phonetic
reality contrasts quite noticeably with what one would expect: thus, where neces-
sary, a concise explanation will be provided.

Starting with ‘yizhéng jiae yixiéng de dongwir’, the speaker produces [jouy\jlldzon],
instead of [ jouy!jlltson-], underlining the numeral y7 [\jif ‘one’; this implies a general
reorganization of the rhythmic unit, [$,$'$] - [$'$,$], also under the influence of the
primary stress of [\tzjag-] nearby.

In yixidng de dongwit, the audio file presents [ lcjonds \tow wu'], with [?] before
a front vowel (a permitted alternative to [j]), and the primary stress on yi, as this is
the lexeme —meaning ‘ant’— that distinguishes a yixidng ‘anteater’ (lit. “ant-bear’)
from any other kind of xidng. Besides, note ['dz], instead of [-dz], as [] allows for an
easier transistion from [] to [\]. Finally, [\ton wu] reveals a semi-neutral pronuncia-
tion, dongwu, which is nevertheless used by professional voices as well; the un-

voiced, non-lenited [t] is as normal a taxophone, in ['$], as [t, d] would be, too.

96



6. Phono-tonetic analysis of extended texts

Then, there are two other cases worth noticing: shiyishou [‘surjilsgy] ‘myrme-
cophagid’ and mdyi [_maji] ‘ant’. Thus, their two [ji] are easily explained, when a
full toneme becomes a T-0 one, according to normal Mandarin structures, produc-
ing [*,\/ > [*o\[ » [*"\] for the first one, and /, ,/ > [, o/ > [_ ] for the second). For
[_.maji], there is a clear stress shift: [$'$] > [$$] - ['$°$/ (where [°$] is a de-stressed
syllable, and so a ‘toneless’ one). In addition, of course [_$'$] is subject to the strong
influence of the conclusive toneme [/ ['], which lowers considerably its final part.

In jingtan de shi ‘[what is] surprising is’, the copula shi obviously acts as a pivot
between a long ‘relative’ clause (the logical subject of the utterance) and the follow-
ing ‘[the fact that] the anteater has a peculiar habit’; consequently, such pivots are
frequently de-stressed: /“tsin|thanets,swr./ [‘dpwvithands sur].

For méi-yi-ge and biifen, the normalized renderings, [ merji-gs] and [\pu.van],
slightly contrast with [ marji-gs] and [\puyan], as found in the actual recording.
Lastly, we have jigzi de ["tgja-dzu dx], explainable through the following passages:
n[‘dpjattsuds] > [tgjaduds] » [tgja-dzuds] » [(Gja-dru dy]. It goes without say-
ing that any language admits a certain degree of —mostly random— divergence from
what is ‘normal’, ie statistically more frequent, for the simple reason that the very
act of speech, though extremely effective, yet is not a mathematically flawless
mechanism. What matters is pronouncing correctly all that is crucial to mutual un-
derstanding: our brain, meanwhile, will naturally reconstruct what the speaker ne-
glected. However, just to be on the safer side, and as form of courtesy to their lis-
teners, foreign speakers should avoid ‘tricks’, and decidedly stick to the normalized
scheme proposed so far (a courtesy that native speakers should better reciprocate,

when talking to foreigners).
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7.1. We are perfectly aware that such a highly detailed phonotonetic transcrip-
tion, as that presented in this work, 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 re-
quires a huge amount of time and energy on the part of the learners. It is not sur-
prising, then, that so many students do not even think about studying Chinese
pronunciation in a systematical way: in their view, the task is too complicated and
demanding, to be undertaken since the very beginning, when any other aspect of
the language (its script, as said, but also its grammar 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 contemporary 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 the need of specifically prepared pronunciation
handbooks, for those who want a more complete perspective, and aim at acquiring
a native —or nearly-native— pronunciation.

This work, 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 cumbersome, 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.
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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 enthusi-
ast —and gifted— ones will find what is needed to build a strong basis, which will en-

able them to deal with more complex analysis, with relative ease and proficiency.

7.1.1.
just one contoid is used, thus avoiding the aggravation of rigidly respecting the

Our proposal is simple and effective: for each group of [C] taxophones,

three-way consonantal ‘gradation’, that is natural for native speakers, but not neces-
sarily 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 [phl f Ul m [m]
d [d] t [th] n [n] [ 1]
z [d] ¢ [tsh] s [s]
j [del q [teh] x [g] y [jl & [y]
zh [dz) ch [tsh] sh [§] r [l
g 4] k [kh] h [x] ng[n] w [w]
fig 7.1. Simplified vowel inventory, for teaching purposes.
["gy][(tsh-, dz-, syu] [gvn]

(pilp | o 1|m | ol
1

(*wyu]

[(*jin]
["?)%] NN
[0, wo] | a | | |

S

[*?)3n, w3n] \

["?E, jE, yE]

I
L]

JSH qSIl

[("2)8N, wWyN]

[("P)E1, WEI]

0| [(*?)ou, jou]

[(*2)AE, waE; jao, ()ao]
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7.1.2.  For [()V, )VV, ()VN], a similar criterion is followed, but without re-
nouncing realism: thus, a diphthong like [ou] will not be simplistically reduced to
‘lou]’, even though [u] is not used individually elsewhere. In other words, simplic-
ity must be combined with realism (fig 7.1).

After a well meditated consideration, we have found that fourteen vocoids are
ideal for a very convincing approximation to neutral Chinese pronunciation: [i, 1, t;
E, € A, 4, Q; 3, ¥; W; U, U; 0]; to these, we add [g, 7, 7] (for #[w] and the various oc-
currences of érhua). We keep [i, 1, U, [E, €] and [a, a, a] distinct, as well as [3, 3]
and [u, u], instead of simply [i, &, a, ¥, u], because certain combinations (especially
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.

A
[a]
ai [AE] uai [wak] ao [ao] 1ao0 [jao]
(w)an [(w)an] ian [jen] dan  [yen]
(i)ang [(jan] uang [wan]
E
e [¥] ie [E] iie [yE] el [E1]
en [3n] er [s7] eng [¥N] ueng  [wen]
I
Z (1, #ji] i [w, 7] ui [WEI]
in [(*p1n] ing  [("hu]
o)
0 [o] ou [ou] "o [wo]
ong  [on] iong  [jon]
U
u [(*w)u] il [(y] iu [jou]
un [w3n] iin [*q)yn]

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 native and

non-native English speakers will use only one of the two accents (or even a different
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one, from Australian, or Canadian, to Irish and Scottish, and so forth, not to men-
tion the huge number of regional us accents other than the ‘General’ one). How-
ever, what matters is trying to keep certain sounds distinct.

For instance, neutral British speakers will certainly be able to produce a perfect
[e], but may find that their [2] is a more familiar replacement for [¢]: let it be so
(many Chinese themselves, after all, say [je+n] instead of [jen]). Similarly, while [s]
is common in British English (eg fur [fs:]), most Americans could not be able to
distinguish it from their regular [5]: no panic, let them use [5], at first; listening to
audio files and practicing kinesthesia, with a constant ear feedback, 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
admitting even fewer distinctions: for instance, neutral Italian and Spanish have
only [a], but not [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, as 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 the
neutral ‘normalized” pronunciation.

Consequently, what we propose here is not the ‘international’ pronunciation
suggested in § 2.8.3, on the basis of that originally presented in our Pronuncia
cinese per italiani, which was intended —primarily— for someone who simply wants
to be understood, irrespective of how foreign his or her 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.

7.1.3. As far as érbua is concerned, we have devised a reasonable scheme, derived

from that proposed in § 2.7, with just minor adjustments. Then, we have:

A. [agl: bua-huar [awa\awag] (?[zwaldwez]);
[jagl: chuanglidnr [tshwanljag] (%[ tshwanljex]);
[yag]: yudnquanr ['yen™tehyag] ("['yap tchyex]);

[wagl: hdowdnr [ zac*wag] ([ xqo'wex]).
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B. [¥]: béikér [\berkhyy] (2[iberkhyy]);
[vzl: shijinr [s\dejrg] ("Lsunltejsi])s
[y¥l: giiqiir [tehy-tehyygl (*[Cehy-teyyyl);
[wx(]: kouweéir [ khoulwsg] (2[ khgutwyt]).

(jag): shijier [ dpjag] ("[suq jax])s
[yag]: migiiér imu'dpyag] (?[imu'teysx]).

c. [ogl: titdour [ thuidog] (7 thultga]);
[jogl: zhilidir ['dgljog] (» [dyurljoq]);
[aog]: ndimdor [ nae'maoyg] ([ naz'magq]);
[jacg]: maimidor [\mae‘mjacy] (*[imaz‘mjaq]);
[woyl: shanpor [‘sam phwog] ([ 'sam phos]).

D. [G7]: pianchingr ['phjen,tshaag] (["phjen,tshddz]);
(jag]: doujiangr [\dovdpjaz] ("[:dgy tejaal);
[wa7l: tianchuangr ["thjen tshwag] (?[thjen tshwaz]).

e. [¥7]: biandéngr [ ban\ds7] (*[ banltig]);
[j¥7): qimingr [ tehi'mj¥7] (?[ tchOmjz¥]);
[wi7]: xidowéngr [ cjac\w¥7] (*[ cjagiwix]).

F. [67]: toukongr ['thou\lkh675q] (7["thouv\khgal);
[j671: kiigiongr ['khu'tchj7] (7[khu'tchysa]).

Needless to say, the learners can choose to make a step forward, and acquire the
full inventory of native érhua instead: actually, in the course of using ‘simple’ [¢].
many speakers spontaneously will end up articulating [V], due to the effect of co-
articulation and articulatory economy, which obviously give preference to what

makes pronunciation easier and more natural.

7.2.  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-
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nese works. Instead, tones and intonational units shall always be presented in full
notation, as any simplification could easily jeopardize mutual intelligibility. Here is
an example of connected speech, transcribed according to the simplified pronuncia-
tion described above:

(- ) Hljos, joo'qydil

\jamalcynay gxidae yylindzon| _joulji_dzon (dzjac| ji'cjorn-dx “donwu ||
\dxdzon ji‘gjone \s¢= “sp\dpje.san,| “dewendady- “sg jilsou’]ll  merthjen “jacTtshi|
“ji-djag- ljoviwan,dzg ‘majil||

an’?yy] ‘zangan- \da'wer “dpithandy g7l jitcjonl] _jou \jidzowcilcu||]
“tha"tshf “ma_ji ‘7|l ‘deyeibu| dranidzin “sa'dzye]ll "dantha ‘phaokhae merji-g¥
_jou “tshxwtchjen'samiwan,dzy “ma_jidy- _ji'eye’sgll “thaidzjou dzg7tshy -tchidzon-
\jLejaolbu fan’]|| "dewerdwo™ “werd ‘wu bae dqur||| “thaldwer “s¥nicja dx- ‘ma ji:
\buwsmbulwsn’|| ‘dpuw'dsf: \tehy ‘evn dzao- \¢jaji-g¥ ‘mubjac.|l|  kh¥idzjen,
jisjon “tehuvshuds dig-daolll \jao st \dur.cplids cowichme “pwshwap:
\ejatchylll \dzjoutbiey- jou ‘ma ji'dgja’dzu-d¥| “gpew"synibueill|

Jjiejon’ \san_tehje “dig-dao ljou jouyyldi'lll "deilawa- sgljon “deur'yen]| “zaliler)

Abu'§ae “san"swr| 2¥7l00 ‘cuvmal|l|]

7.3. As we have just demonstrated, introducing phonetics in a common Chinese
course is not that complicated, nor confusing, provided the teacher knows how to
present the subject in a professional and interesting way. If phonetic symbols are
inserted, here and there, just for the sake of it, without a consistent method, they
will be certainly ignored, if not frowned upon.

The Chinese teachers must know (at least) the basics of their students’ mother
tongue, including its phonological and phonetic system, 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 pronuncia-
tion; rarely do they speak any other foreign language, before going to the country
where it is spoken, and working there for a while.

When we 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, t, k, as opposed to b, d, g. Reading the three couples according
to their Italian pronunciation —[p, b], [t, d], [k, g]— they sounded identical to our
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Chinese teacher. He could not help insisting on the ‘aspiration’ factor, for p, ¢, &
/ph, th, kh/, totally ignoring the fact that [Ch] do not belong to neutral Italian, un-
less one is using 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 unable to tell what was wrong in the first
place. One can easily figure out what invariably 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, because no reliable and

scientifically coherent notational system for tones or intonation is available.

7.3.1. 'The general lack of interest in the potential of phonetics, now apparently
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 pub-
lished (besides Zhao Yiidnrén’s Mandarin Primer) is the well known Chinese, by the
Linguaphone Institute in London, whose first edition dates back to almost a cen-
tury ago. This brilliant product is entirely transcribed in IPA (also because pinyin
was yet to come, in the Thirties), including quite an extensive tonetic notation,
with thick symbols for the tones in ['$], and thin ones for the tones in [$].

It is worth noticing that the phonetic notation adopted in Chinese is surprisingly
very similar to the ‘simplified’ one presented above, notwithstanding some peculiar
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:

@nh, phl b, ph] @n[dz, tsh] H(dz, tsh]
“"[d, th] “M1d, th) “"d, tgh] (3, ch]

“nlg, kh] g, kh] “"[dg, tsh] *f[d3, tfh]

can[ ] off [x] can [Z] off [1]*

“n[g] A1)

anfg] off[g] *described as a constrictive: “"[z]
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[V] are treated in a less similar way, yet the two systems remain largely coherent

and —so to speak— mutually intelligible (fig 7.2). Please observe the following list:

“nfjs, ye]  Mie, yo] “n(a]  MVia]
can ] fs]; after [g, kh, x]: [4]

“nlwo]  Muol; after [ph, b, m, f]: [5]

“lw] A anfgl ol
CAn[(w)EI, (W)AE] oflwer, war]

“M"ao, jao, (jou] H(i)ao; ou, iu]

“nin, yn, (| oﬂ[m, yn; 11]

“M[jen, yen] ofien, yan]

“n[(w)An, (j)an, wan] off[(wyan, (har, uarg]

“anf(w)sn] ofon, un; Ag]

“an[(j)on] B liyun)]

fig 7.2. Vowel diagrams as presented in Chinese, by the Linguaphone Institute.

7.3.2. Clearly, this analysis was produced when no highly technological equip-
ments were 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 ‘antediluvian’ devices as the artificial palate, modeled
out of fragile resin, or even papier-miché; the palate had to be covered in chalk
powder, or cocoa powder, then inserted in the mouth, and immediately removed,
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 pro-
nounce 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 multiple photo-
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graphs of the phonatory act (with a much higher exposure to radiations 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 read-
ers 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 generations
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 re-
cords, and in their second editions, on 45 rpm records); unfortunately, the succeed-
ing editions —on audiocassettes, and CD’s— reduced the phonetic sections to one

plain and cold page, or completely abolished any IPA symbols..

7.3.3. Given such premises, it is quite hard to understand why the Journal of the
Phonetic Association, as recently as in 2003, sanctioned an official description of
Mandarin Chinese, by LEE, W-s. & ZEE, E., [llustrations of the IPA — Standard Chinese
(Beijing), which is embarrassingly inferior to what was available decades before.

Just have a look at the ‘official’ vowel diagrams (fig 7.3).

fig 7.3. Vowel diagrams as presented in Journal of the Phonetic Association (2003).

ie

AN R s
A R . 6 A W

Apart from the questionable collocation of [¥] 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)] sequences, eg ‘[ye,
uei, iau]” (““*[yE, woi, jao]). Regarding ‘[uai, iau]’, we cannot help criticizing the
lower ‘angle’, which should indicate ‘[a]’, but —clearly— rather lies in the area of
of5] (for [uail’, the angle might be rendered as off[3], too, but nothing lower than

that; not even %f[e], which would appear less absurd).
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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, ts, s, ¢/
appear as ‘[tSh, tS, S, 1I’, maybe to avoid that someone would interpret ‘[ts", ts, s, 1]’
as the corresponding apicopalatal contoids, used —for instances— in many Dravidian
languages (““"[tsh, ts, 5, 7]). We shall not repeat here what we have said about the
official treatment of /w/ [w, w]. Besides, the authors do not even mention the pos-
sibility of some kind of consonantal gradation, nor do they draw any clear line be-
tween phonemics and phonetics. Tones and taxotones are treated vaguely and
clumsily, while intonation is... not discussed at all. If the members of the Interna-
tional 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.

7.3.4. There is, nonetheless, something that must be said, loud and clear. What
is most annoying in many official analyzes is not the use of %0IPA in se, but rather its
misuse. Undeniably, °fPA is structurally simpler than “"[PA: from one point of
view, this is a practical advantage, but also a functional limitation. In other words,
when one is dealing with just a few dozens of symbols, and is not forced to be pre-
cise, a parlous mistake is less likely to occur (hence our harsh criticism of the slov-
enly treatment reserved to ‘[uai, iau]’ in the JIPA diagrams); “"[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 2011, many generic analyzes 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 something
better than it has been so far; possibly, with a better system. Invariably, “"[PA
works more efficiently than its official ‘competitor’, when the complexity of certain
languages (including Chinese) poses so demanding challenges, that excessive sim-
plicity 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.

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
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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 atten-
tion to what we call vocograms and orograms: if these are drawn correctly, an oth-
erwise ambiguous transcription regains reliability and, ultimately, its scientific rele-
vance. Whether this was the case with JIPA’s Standard Chinese, we will let our read-
ers judge by themselves.

7.3.5. More important than that, we are interested in proving that %fIPA 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 “"[PA symbols with three diacrit-
ics, usually representing peculiar articulations % co-articulations, as in [§]: nasal-
ized, laterally contracted, and laryngealized. But, in most cases, unitary symbols are
available, and no diacritic is necessary at all.

When using offIPA, instead, diacritics are inevitable almost everywhere: the point
is deciding whether all of them should be printed —or handwritten— at all times, or
should they be presented only once, in conjunction with the relevant illustrations.
In fig 7.4, we give a practical example: only official symbols are used, apart from

€N, <+ «+ 4], whose value is intuitively self-evident.

fig 7.4. Official vowel diagrams of Chinese ‘normalized’ pronunciation (with %/TPA symbols).

[y+] (] [v«(n)]
i] ° o o] [u
[1v(n), 1<(N)] d
° [%>] g1 (o), (jo+(w)]
[, (I{)&N ° \ o [(w)o-] \ (A0, (W) (]
\ § [ ])ET(D), (q n)] \ o §
[ ]

(4] [a(n), 4), (W)a+(w)]

N\ A
(Wedm \ [ s

[(w)dex, de< (j)dox, a+05]
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The diacritics help understand which symbol corresponds to which dot (or ar-
row); but, once the exact value of a certain vocoid has been understood, thanks to
the diagrams, the diacritics could be gradually abandoned, until only primary sym-
bols are used. That would work acceptably well, if we stick to a teaching-oriented
kind of transcription. But, as we know, the rea/ pronunciation of neutral Chinese
implies frequent cases of laryngealization: [V, 1, v, 7, {1; nasalization is quite com-
mon, too, ey [V, 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 —adding partial labialization— [§]. And if we were to annotate all the sub-
tleties involving Chinese [C], some symbols could feature even more diacritics!

Now, it is clear that doing the same in %fIPA would not be viable, especially in
continuous transcriptions. The only option would be that of skipping all basic dia-
critics, whenever more specific ones have to be inserted. Frankly, that does not
seem very satisfying, nor entirely scientific; rather, it proves —once again— that no-
body should expect to ride a bike and travel faster than sound: that is what super-
sonic jets have been invented for! However, a bike still can be a good bike, if we do

not try to use it as a jet. The bottom line is: let us keep %fIPA true to itself.

7.3.6. In this paragraph, we present an example of how *fIPA 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: learning the pronun-
ciation of foreign languages. As such, we will not attempt to transcribe neutral
Chinese, with all its taxophones and other peculiarities, but the slightly simplified
pronunciation described in § 7.1.1-2. Where necessary, the exact value assigned to
an official symbol will be specified between ‘[ ]’, by means of diacritics. Let us start

from the consonantal inventory:

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

d [d] t [th] n [n] [ 1]

z [de] ¢ [tsh] s [s]

j [de] q [teh] x [¢] y [j] & [q]
zh [dz] ch [tsh] sh [s] r 1] [z]
z [4g] k [kh] h [xl Ix-]1  ngln] w [w]
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Of course, all the relevant articulatory illustrations (orograms, labiograms and
laryngograms) must be provided, as in fig 3.2-7. As far as the actual symbols are
concerned, o0 [C] may correspond to “"[C, C]; this can be positively exploited, after
all, by presenting %[C] as ‘synthetic’ symbols, capable of expressing a certain free
oscillation. Similarly, even if offTh] is primarily given as a constrictive, or ‘fricative’,
in 2f[Ch] it should be articulated, rather, as an approximant: off[h~] (¢4*[h]).

For [tsth), s, 7/, the corresponding ‘retroflex’ ds, tsh, s, 1] are fine, but the rele-
vant orograms should help the students distinguish Mandarin postalveolars from
true ‘retroflex’ contoids (“"IPA: apicopalatals). The notation ‘[z-]’ dispels any
doubt about the exact articulation of [q].

Since our font contains unitary symbols for all stopstrictives, we obviously use
them: [ts, dz; tg, dz; ts, dz]. Most Unicode typefaces still have ‘[ts, dz; tg, dps tf, &]’,
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 ed-
iting 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, d%; ts, dZ], avoiding sad things like ‘[tg, ts]’.

Regarding the vocalic inventory, there is little to say, more than what has been
clearly explained in § 7.1.2. Please refer to the official trapezia in fig 7.5, and com-
pare them with our “"JPA vocograms in fig 7.1.

fig 7.5. Official vowel diagrams of Chinese ‘simplified’ pronunciation (with *fIPA symbols).

\ h \ \

IY I»( ° ° .

[¥] [o+(), (j)o~(w)]

[Grer, e-] \® ol [w)p-] [¥>(), (W)¥»()]
\ § [ n)] \ ® §

[4] [a(m), 4m), (W)a+(w)]

[er1, (W)er1] [5:0]

[aeTa (W)ée"; (j)éOT, Cl-iOT]
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A

a [a] [4]

ai  [ae] [e-] uai [wae] [de-] a0 [ao] [a+o-] iao [jao] [do-]
(w)an [(w)an] [[4] ian [jen] [e«] ian [yen] [e<]
(i)ang [(pan] [d] wuang[wan] [a+]

E

e [¥] [%4] ie  [jE] [e-]l ie [ye] [er] ei le1] [er]
en [3n] er  [¥7] [%4] eng [¥n] [34] ueng [wen] [¥4]
I

Z [i] i [w, 1] [w-]  wi [wer] [e-]]

in  [m] [14] ing [n] [1+]

o)

0 [5] [2-] ou [ou] [[o+] uo [wo] [[o+]
ong [on] [o-] iong [jon] [[o~]

U
u  [u] i [yl [y] iu  [jou] [o+]
un [wsn] iin  [yn] [v]

For /Cu/, as said, we use [¢], ie °[{], and the same contoid can be employed in
the articulation of érhua: [Vy]. For transcribing more genuine articulations, those
with [V], the official inventory offers no unambiguous solution. Clearly, we cannot
employ Yy] to render our “"[yl, a postalveolarized provelar semi-approximant
(with lateral contraction, see § 2.3); the only official alternative is off[1]. In cnPA,
the same symbol is —more conveniently— employed for the most typical realization
of American English 7, a postalveolarized prevelar slightly rounded approximant
(with lateral contraction, as well), which we could render as ‘[wjp*]” in offIPA: [w] is
quite advanced, [uw-], and the [] diacritic —generically described as implying
‘rhoticity’— apparently is the only passable solution to mark lateral contraction.
(Again, here, [1] is a simple postalveolar approximant: [z-], or [1].)

However, since °/[1] is usually employed as an alveolar approximant, a notation
like ‘[Vi]’, or ‘[Vi]’, could lead to legitimate criticism. As a practical solution, ‘[ur]’
might work well; for “"[V], then, we would have Muar, v, o, >] & Anyway, off[PA
always leaves room for ‘personal preferences’! Therefore, when using a very small

type size, we suggest ‘[Vi]” as less hard to decipher than the tiny ‘rhoticity hooklet’.
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8. Peking.

The Peking accent vs the Peking dialect

8.1. We have carefully considered whether to include analyses of regional pro-
nunciations in a thesis that specifically focuses on neutral Chinese pronunciation.
That would be the logical continuation of this work, and —in fact— we have already
started collecting material for a thorough examination of the most important re-
gional accents, from both the People’s Republic of China and other parts of the
vast Chinese-speaking world.

To this end, we have prepared a detailed pronunciation questionnaire (enclosed
in a separate appendix, at the end of this thesis). Based on the recordings of several
informants and numerous other audio files, we are collecting a rich sound database,
which —we hope— will be useful also to other researchers interested in the subject.

For the purposes of this dissertation, nonetheless, we think it is advisable not to
venture into some descriptions that may certainly be interesting, but would also re-
quire a lot of space, to be presented in full (certainly much more than what would
be advisable in a monographic essay, like the present one). Otherwise, we should
limit ourselves to scattered considerations, without actually providing accurate
transcriptions nor illustrations. Quite evidently, such a reading could be rather dis-
appointing.

However, Peking certainly deserves an exception, given the close relationship be-
tween the Common Language and the dialect spoken in the capital. But it is im-
portant to point out that we will deal with the Pekingese accent of Mandarin Chi-
nese, not the Peking dialect proper, as the latter is an independent language, with
its phonological, lexical and grammatical peculiarities. Surely, there is no sharp
boundary between the accent and the dialect of 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 uncon-
sciously oscillates, even within the same utterance, depending on the context and

the linguistic register.



8. Peking

8.2. 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 linguistic
situation in the area. Many dialects coexist with different degrees of proficiency in
speaking piutonghua. Moving from one part of the city to another, nowadays, is a
frequent phenomenon, as social and job mobility has increased dramatically in re-
cent years. Under such circumstances, pronunciation will evolve more quickly,
making it harder to define a univocal pattern for describing what a ‘Peking accent’
sounds today.

The old-fashioned pronunciation, consecrated by xiangshengr crosstalk masters as
Héu Baolin and Guo Qird,* is no longer the only one used by the locals; indeed,
what many call ‘Pekingese’ now is a largely stereotypical relic, confined to local
comedy and a small number of (very) aged speakers. From a phonemic and pho-
netic point of view, traditional Pekingese largely coincides with Mandarin. The
paraphonic settings, instead, are remarkably different: for example, Héu Biolin’s
Pekingese-accented piitonghua sounded high-pitched and crisp, with clearly uttered
tones and a rapid flow; this is precisely how proper xiangshengr delivery style is
supposed to be. By contrast, Héu’s stooge, Gud Qird, would intentionally speak
with a less refined —yet understandable— pronunciation, which was decidedly more
on the side of the dialect proper, while interacting with Héu, to convey the theatri-
cal 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 Gud, which is highly
advisable to carefully listen to, in comparison with neutral voices from contempo-
rary Chinese courses audio files. Also the recordings attached to the old Lin-
guaphone Institute Chinese Course offer abundant examples of Peking-accented
pronunciation.

Therefore, and contrary to popular belief, the ‘traditional’ pronunciation de-
scribed above has little to do with the ‘lazy mutter’ most often —but unjustly— asso-
ciated with speakers from the hiitongr alleys.* This is infamously known for its anar-
chical use of érhua (see (r2), and the frequent reduction —if not ‘annihilation’!~ of
constrictive and stop-strictive contoids. Foreigners, as well as many Chinese them-

selves, would typically find it nearly unintelligible, but also fascinating, and would
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even try to imitate it, in order to ‘sound local’. We cannot help discouraging such a
practice: true locals will hardly appreciate a bad imitation of something that they
consider exclusively their own, while people from other parts of China could won-
der why Westerners should waste their time learning how to mispronounce the
Common Language.

8.3. Upon suggestions from our informants, we managed to determine three ex-
amples of what can be honestly targeted as a ‘modern’ Peking accent (again, not
dialect). First of all, Mr Jiang Wén (1963-), a well known movie star and director;
then, Ms Yang Lan (1968-), a successful entrepreneur and talk show hostess; finally,
Mr Zhang Bin (1969-), a sport anchorman from ccTvs.

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, although not old; then, 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
putonghua, 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 plenti-
ful 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 ac-
cepted as putonghua) can easily succeed. It is sufficient to compare the pronuncia-
tion of the three above-mentioned people with that of Mr Jiang Kan (1950), a mas-
ter of xiangshengr, who, on the contrary, habitually speaks using the real Pekingese

dialect (even if it is no longer that of Héu Béolin).

Fundamental traits

8.4. 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 recordings,
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 § 1.5.1-3, 3.4.2-3, and 3.7: primarily, [ tsth), s/ [2] (& [j]) and /. tsch), .8/

[¢], in unstressed syllables with ‘zero’ tonemes, not in an intoneme. This is not sur-
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prising, and actually happens in more colloquial varieties of English, too, as anyone
will easily notice, by comparing the language spoken daily among relatives, friends
and colleagues, with that adopted in dubbing foreign movies and documentaries.

The typical buzz accompanying Pekingese Mandarin is rather a consequence of
the behaviour of [(Q)w/ and érhua. Depending on the speaker and the elocution
speed, [w] may feature a noticeably stronger lateral contraction than in neutral pro-
nunciation; frequently, it is realised as a postalveolar intense approximant [¢], pos-
sibly ‘coloured’ by the addition of a certain degree of lateral contraction (represent-
able —if really needed— with ‘[7y]’); finally, a more marked variant is [wy] (with a
laxer and less advisable alternative, [wg]).

The massive use of érhua is perhaps the most stereotypical characteristic of
Peking-accented Mandarin. However, so far we have not found two single speakers
from Peking who would totally agree on which words should take the ‘extra’ [-7/ (ie
one not strictly requested in neutral pronunciation) and which ones should not. If
a clear rule existed, we might treat the behaviour of érhua in Pekingese pronuncia-
tion not simply as a morpho-lexical phenomenon; but, until solid evidence of a cer-
tain ‘logic’ is found, we prefer not to reproduce here a boring list of words, as those
invariably presented in self-styled ‘serious’ essay.> As far as our field of study is con-
cerned, the mere frequency of érbua is of little importance, compared to its true
phonetic nature, which shows oscillations similar to that just described for /(C)wy/.
Therefore (beside neutral or nearly neutral [V]), [V, Vgyl are also possible (includ-
ing their nasalized counterparts).

Modern Pekingese also features a distinctive realisation of [*w/ as [v], a labio-
dental approximant (or [v], a semi-constrictive), except in [fwo[: wanwéiwdng
‘World Wide Web’ P[\vanvar,vaqy, -"var] (with further variants for [Eif; see be-
low), but ta wén wo ‘he/she asks me’ P['tha\vsn wo(z]), -wg(s])] (obviously, other
stress patterns are possible). Sometimes, but not systematically, partial labialization
can occur: [0, V]; yet, [v] can be safely employed in a ‘broad Pekingese’ kind of
normalized transcription.

Such variants are gradually gaining ground among youngsters, while being far
less frequent, if not virtually absent, among most elders. In their early attempts 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
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genuine pronunciation, only to be mildly reprimanded by their teacher, who may
reinterpret a fully constrictive [v] as a badly pronounced [f[. Therefore, unless one
is able to distinguish [v] from [v] (as many Dutch speakers are, for example), [w/
[w] is the best and only choice for teaching purposes.

Another trend —popular among young Peking speakers— involves articulating [Ei,
ou/ as narrower diphthongs: [ee, oo] (fig 8.1). In quicker speech and in prein-
tonemes, even monotimbric realizations are possible, [, 66] (particularly in [o$/).

As far as stress and intonation are concerned, there are no significant differences
with respect to neutral Chinese. However, a relatively large number of common
words ending with a marked toneme, [('$)'$'$/, feature a “zero’ toneme in Peking-
accented Chinese: pdngxie ‘crab’ [‘phanije], wéigiin ‘apron’ ['vErteyn, “vee], ndn-
gua ‘pumpkin’ [‘nan-gwa); these coexist with their ‘normal’ realizations, as pre-
sented in most dictionaries: pdngxié [phanicje], wéiqfin [‘ver'tchyn, “vEe], ndngua
['nankwa]. Similarly, post-verbal monosyllabic pronouns wé, ni, ta are more sys-
tematically reduced to [§/ than in neutral pronunciation (unless emphasis is

added): wé wen ni ‘1 ask you’ [ wglogn.nll, gén ta zéu ['§an-ta,sggy, -tsggol.

fig 8.1. Diphthong reductions in Pekingese accent, especially among younger generations.

]
R
R\

feif [E1] fou/ [ou]

e
T .
u

[eif [Ee] [oy/ [oo] [eif [EE] H_\_\_%_\ fou/ [oa]
1
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8. Peking

NoOTES:

1

Xiangshengr is a traditional Pekingese comic performance, featuring jokes and funny dia-
logues arranged in a crosstalk pattern. It requires an exceptional mastering of the language —
traditionally, the Peking dialect, rich in puns and popular jargon— and a good deal of dry wit.

Hoéu Biolin (1917-1993) is still remembered as an outstanding 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 actively promoted the use of pitonghua in performing
modern crosstalk, both to spread the Common Language throughout China (thanks to radio
and —later— tv broadcasting), and to make a quintessentially Pekingese art become popular
across the country and beyond.

Always assisted by his lifetime friend and colleague Gué Qirt (1900-1969), he even dedi-
cated 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 Prtonghua
yit fangydn [Common Language and Dialects], and especially Béijinghua [The Peking Dialect],
remain as valuable testimonies of how the delicate matter of language evolved in China in the

past decades, besides being a precious collection of authentic Pekingese pronunciation.

> 'The hitongr 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
sthéyiianr, the traditional Pekingese square courtyard residences; many neighbourhoods have
been formed by joining one sihéyiianr to another to form a hitongr, and then joining one
hitongr to another. The word hitongr is also used to refer to such neighbourhoods.

Since the mid-20th 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 Chi-

nese cultural history.

5 also LU, Y-zH.(2001) Qingsheng he erhua, p. 151-189; and HE, P. (2006) Chinese Pronuncia-
tion Course, p. 159-162.
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9. ‘Praateries’

Usefulness of computer-aided analysis applied to phonetics and tonetics

9.1. As far as our field of study is concerned, and coherently with the ‘natural’
approach that we chose to adopt, no particular equipment is absolutely necessary,
apart from a good recording apparatus (whether a classic tape-recorder, or a more
modern digital device) and a high quality headset. Our ears and brain will do the
rest. That does not mean that speech analysing softwares —such as the easily avail-
able Praat—* are useless to ‘natural’ phoneticians; just the opposite is true, but the
user must be aware of the technical limitations that all similar computer-aided re-
search protocols —so far— have been unable to overcome.

The bottom line is that instrumental data will bear fruit only when supported by,
and submitted to, the phonetician’s own scientific reasoning, which —in turn—
should be mediated by the attentive listening of well selected audio samples. It
must be remembered that machines will record and analyse everything, without
previously filtering out what a human being would spontaneously discard, for be-
ing fortuitous and therefore not representative, such as background noises, or voice
distortions due to contingent factors. Yet, such a remarkable degree of (unneces-
sary) comprehensiveness, paradoxically, fails to provide a full account of what a
diligent phonetician really needs.

As a blatant demonstration of our point, we invite anyone to download the latest
version of Praat from Boersma and Weenink’s webpage. We have chosen Praat
precisely because it is readily available and is free of charge, in addition to being
constantly updated both by the authors and by a large community of users world-
wide. Once installed, load the software and select an appropriate audio file, for ex-
ample a .wav clip (note that .Mp3’s are not supported) from any Chinese course at
hand. A wide range of choices are available to the user, including the possibility of
‘drawing’ vectorial images for successive editing (the three illustrations enclosed

hereby precisely originate as Praat-generated .Eps vectors).?
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9.2. With little effort, it is easy to determine where the vocal chords are vibrat-
ing and how intensely —within certain limits— making it possible to tell fully voiced
phones from fully voiceless ones. But, as soon as one tries to analyse mixed phona-
tion contoids, or partially devoiced vocoids (among others), what appears on the
screen is often very elusive and ambiguous.

In a similar way, constrictive articulations are not hard to find, as they produce a
unique, densely ‘indented’ contour. However, it is practically impossible to deter-
mine the exact place of articulation of a given contoid, apart from very loose dis-
tinctions, such as ‘front’ (like [s]) vs ‘back’ (like [x]). Nor is it possible to univocally
distinguish ‘slit’ and ‘grooved’ contoids, or certain constrictives and their corre-
sponding approximants, which even untrained persons may be able to recognise on
the spot. Interestingly, Praat appears to be less reliable precisely where the human
ear does its job with more ease!

The only reasonable way to detect the characteristics of a given contoid through
Praat and other ‘Praat-esque’ softwares, would be to compare the tracings and dia-
grams extractable from the informant’s recording with those from ‘specimen’ audio
files, ie audio samples of (generally single) phones whose articulation is certain and
‘certified’. Typically, a ‘specimen’ should feature the voice of a neutral speaker,
preferably a professionally trained one, like a dubbing voice actor; or, the phoneti-
cian’s own voice, provided the articulation is performed after careful phono-
kinaesthesia.

Even in that case, however, instrumental phoneticians cannot confidently assert
‘this phone is...”, but only ‘based on what I see on the screen, this phone looks more
or less similar to...". At the end of the day, not an exceptional performance, unless
the ultimate evidence is provided: an X-ray of the phonatory organs while the
phone is being uttered, or a sequence of photographs —if not an X-ray film!- for dy-
namic articulations, eg to distinguish [i:] and [jz].

Now, it goes without saying that such a purely instrumental approach would be
‘mathematically correct’, for being detached from the human element —which is
subjective and relatively fallible— but nothing proves that it could also be resolutive,
in terms of scientific reliability; or, of any practical use, for example to those who
develop an interest in phonetics to improve their language learning skills. Even
more importantly, the instrumental approach is simply not viable, when a phonetic

survey is to be conducted on a large basis of informants, and an expensive and
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cumbersome X-ray machine... happens not to be near at hand! Not to mention the
non-secondary fact that the amount of radiation to be administered to each infor-

mant would be more than enough to cause severe consequences.

9.3. With regard to vocoids, Praat clearly shows their guantity (: duration), ob-
viously in terms of seconds, or fractions of a second, according to a mental category
readily understandable by human beings: time. But, as far as vocalic quality is con-
cerned, the software can simply report a number of ‘representative frequency val-
ues’, ot formants, expressed in hertz (: cycles per second), which —on the contrary—
humans cannot measure naturally.? It is the coexistence of the right formants as a
whole that allows the hearer to disambiguate vowels; or, in the case of language
teachers, to tell whether their students have learned how to pronounce the vowel
sounds which do not exist in their mother tongue(s), or continue to employ their
native phones as a substitute. In this respect, mere frequency values are of little use.

From the point of view of a ‘natural’ phonetician who wants to prepare the
“"PA vocogram, or the %fIPA trapezium, of a given language (or just of a certain
speaker), computer-measured formants may be worth the effort of being collected
and analysed only if the same microphone and the same recording device are in-
variably used, without altering any of the settings, and always under the same envi-
ronmental circumstances (humidity, pressure, sound insulation degree &c). Consid-
ering how variable the situation can be, when a phonetician records different in-
formants, or when they produce an audio file by themselves, and then send it to the
researcher, anyone can easily imagine why we are far less enthusiast than ‘acoustic’
phoneticians are about dealing with those ‘cryptical’ Hz values.

It must be remembered that the same vocoid, eg [a], can be produced by differ-
ent formant combinations, depending on the speaker’s sex, age and physical charac-
teristics, too; this happens even within the same speaker, depending on whether
one is whispering, or roaring out loud in a stentorian way, since also voice intensity
plays a certain role. Finally, of course, vocalic formants are —slightly— influenced by
surrounding contoids, too, which makes the scenario even more intricate. Quite
enough to look at the ‘prodigies’ of computer-aided phonetics with a bit of prudent
scepticism.

Therefore, before recording a pronunciation test, every informant should provide

some basic data to ‘calibrate’ the software, so that it is possible to treat the formant
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values relevant to a single utterance not as an absolute, mathematically measurable
item unrelated one another, but as something comparable with a general ‘grid’,
where both a five-year-old boy’s [a] and that pronounced by his grandmother can
be collocated according to a universal criterion.

Such preliminary data should include, at least, a perfect rendition of the four ex-
treme vocoids [i, &, «, m], and the corresponding rounded ones, [y, «, o, u], whose
formant values will constitute the fundamental ranges which all other vocoids shall
be compared to. Unfortunately, apart from being a tedious and time-consuming
process, that would require the uncommon blessing of finding a non-phonetician
informant who perfectly knows what to do and how, to articulate unfamiliar vo-
coids, including the theoretical ones not attested in any living language, eg [1m, «].
The inevitable question is, should we really bother going through so much trouble
to meet a machine’s needs, when our ears and brains can do the job for us just fine?
As long as voice-analysing softwares lack the ability to automatically accommodate
to different voices without the tiresome pre-setting procedures described above, the

‘natural’ approach will remain the winning choice.

9.4. In our view, a software like Praat really offers phoneticians a helping hand
only in studying tonality, which is very intuitively represented by a series of irregu-
lar segments, or —when these happen to be tightly connected— by a solid line. The
pitch contours relevant to complete sentences, if considered as a whole, can be a
good hint to the intonational patterns of non-tonal languages; while the segments
corresponding to single syllables reveal how taxotones behave in tonal languages.

In Chinese, the two layers of intonation and tonemicity are tightly intertwined,
which makes it difficult to interpret Praat-generated tracings, if one does not know
what to look for in the first place, and how. But, no matter how careful and rig-
ourous one can be, yet there is little hope to truly understand Chinese intonation
merely by means of instrumental measurements; even more so, for those who actu-
ally have to learn it, to improve their pronunciation of the language. To provide a
clear example of our point, we have extracted the tonal contour of six short sen-
tences submitted to a reliable informant from Peking, and recorded in a nearly
sound-proof environment (of course, the recordings can be made available to any-

one who may be interested in double-checking what we report hereby).
The original tracings produced by Praat were somehow too ‘coarse’ to be used as

such, as in some parts no tonal contour appeared at all (mainly due to an excessive
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laryngealization), while in others the same contour was clearly incoherent with
what could be heard from the earphones. Consequently, fig 9.1-2-3 must be consid-
ered as the result of a patient and meticulous editing process, whose length and
error-proneness in se should be exasperating enough to warn wannabe instrumental
phoneticians against any form of ‘easy optimism’.

All four fundamental intonation units, /. , ; ?/, are duly represented. We inten-
tionally selected sentences where the first toneme abounds, given that the slightly
deformations produced by intonation are far easier to observe, when the toneme’s
theoretical profile is a horizontal one. Please, be noted that tonality is indicated by
the solid thick line, while the dotted line represents intensity (which must be con-
sidered, due to its influence on tonality, at least at the perceptive level).

The grey areas suggest the corresponding intonational bands: the criterion we fol-
lowed is the ‘grapho-arithmetic mean’ of the actual height of the various taxotones,
compared to the height that we would expect to find in [;/, when the tonal band is
clearly expanded, and the four tonemes are realised with their ‘fullest’ taxotones, ie
those typically used at the beginning of all Chinese courses.

9.5. The six sentences are presented hereby in pinyin romanization first, then in
“n]PA transcription, and are followed by their English translation:

Ma danxin jid-ban ma?

/¢ ma “tan’sin"tsja panema?/

[¢"ma “tap"cip’dzja pam-ma’]

‘Is Mom worried about working overtime?’

Ma hén danxin jia-ban.

["ma sl¥n"tansin “tsja pan./

[[ma san tan’cip “dzja pan’]

‘Mom is very worried about working overtime.’

Ta shi ni mama ma?
[¢"thalsur ;ni-macmaoma?/
["tha'sug n[Tma-mama]
‘Is she your mother?’

Ta bii shi wé mama?
["tha “pulsw ;,wo maema./
["tha ‘bujsu; wg ma-ma’]
‘She is not my mother.’
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Ni kan nd-bén shii?
[¢.nilkhan nap¥nTsu,/
[¢nilkhan ‘na bansu’]
“Which book do you read?’

Ni ai kan nd-bén shii jin kan nd-bén shii.
[mil?ae\khan na,p¥nsu;| itsjouikhan ;na,p¥nsu./
[ n(24ztkhan ‘na bag'sul| ‘dzjovikhan ‘na bagsu’]
‘Read whatever book you like.’

fig 9.1.
:"ma “tan’sin “tsja"panoma?( [ma ¥n"tan7sin “tsja"pan.|
b e ey | | -
Pl I '-‘1 L "' “\ b '!""\‘ \ sy hh“H
L " rl 1‘“: “l‘ L L 1“‘ : “"4.‘ :r .l; J’-“ J"‘."‘. : 1“
"ma “tap‘gip “dja pam-ma ‘ma g “tap emp djapan
fig 9.2.
J¢ tha\swr ;ni"maemacma?/ [tha’pu \sur,wo maema.|

— N

"“ r""u"‘.'\ P -
4 F 1I‘. w4 L1 A 3 .|
“thasuy ni "ma -ma.ma “thabu " \suy wg "ma ‘ma
fig 9.3.
Jenilkhan na,p¥nsu,/ [.ni \Paelkhan jnapsnsu;| \sjoulkhan napynsu./

nilkhan ‘nabay Tu -nj agkhan’naban su UmLer,l’ﬂaJm s
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NOTES:

' Praat (also the Dutch word for ‘talk’) is a free software program for the analy-
sis of speech in phonetics. It has been designed and continuously developed by
Paul Boersma and David Weenink of the University of Amsterdam. It can run
on a wide range of operating systems, including various Unix versions, Mac OSX
and Microsoft Windows (95, 98, NT4, ME, 2000, XP, Vista). The program also
supports speech synthesis, including articulatory synthesis.

2 In this case, we used Praat 5.2.03.

> For a detailed explanation of how formants are generated, and to produce the
distinct ‘timbre’ of the various vocoids, please refer to a reliable book or, with
extreme caution, to a similar website.
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10. Conclusions

We will not try to summarise in a few lines the considerable amount of data pre-
sented in this work, as every aspect of Mandarin Chinese pronunciation has been
described in details, but we also did our best to avoid any unnecessary rigmarole.
The purpose of these conclusions is highlighting the main reasons why —in our

view— this analysis is worth reading.

Phonology in general

Though pinyin is, all in all, a fair representation of the essential components of
putonghuia pronunciation, yet it cannot be taken as a true phonemic transcription. It
is surprising, then, that the matter is not addressed effectively by most of the analy-
ses that we have consulted. Many linguists feel content with a simplified kind of
phonetic transcription, whose 2fIPA symbols are so generic that —apparently— a sepa-
rate phonemic transcription would be almost superfluous, also because the -emic
and the -etic layers are often mixed up.

That is why we regarded it important to draw a clear line between them, and de-
vised a thoroughly meditated phonotonemic scheme. In it, we made it clear that the
‘aspirated consonants’ are simply /Ch/ sequences, and there is no real need for an ex-
tra ‘[tg, tch, ¢/” phonemic set, as [ts, tsh, s/ can safely include the taxophones repre-
sented by j, g, x in pinyin. Instead, the ‘mythological apical vowels” have been re-
conducted to their genuinely vocalic nature, by adopting ‘[w/’, irrespective of the
numerous taxophonic variants that may occur. Where possible, a realistic symbol
has been employed, instead of a generic one (as the %fIPA practice recommends):

thus, [E, 7, 3/, instead of something like ‘/e, 7, x/’.

Vowels and consonants

We chose to include eight phonemes in the vocalic system of Mandarin Chinese,
as that makes it easier and more natural to manage the numerous taxophones re-
quired in neutral pronunciation. Diphthongs have been analysed with full realism,

rejecting traditional renditions like ‘/ei, ai, au, ou/’ even at the phonemic level.
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We are particularly proud of & 2, where the érhua phenomenon is treated in
great depth; once again, avoiding superficiality and abstractness. Instead, a set of
laterally contracted vocoids has been introduced, finally explaining why érbua does
not sound exactly like the ‘American 7, as many phoneticians still seem to think.

Our treatment of Mandarin contoids accepts no compromise, and clearly indi-
cates —for the very first time, as far as we know— three stress-related consonantal de-
grees for stops, stop-strictives and constrictives. This three-level system can imply a
partial or total voicing of the contoid; and, for /Ch/, a difference in ‘aspiration’
strength. Other linguists have had a similar intuition, too, but sadly never imple-

mented it in a truly systematic way, as we have done in this work.

Tonemes, tones and intonation

Instead of focusing only on consonants and vowels, we devised an effective nota-
tional system, to indicate tonemes and intonemes as well. At the phonotonetic
level, our transcription is even capable of indicating stress, stress-related taxotones
and important intonation details at the same time, without jeopardising readability
and typographical elegance. It may look complex, of course, but that is simply be-
cause what it represents is complex. However, it is not complicated, nor visually
chaotic, since each symbol of our inventory univocally corresponds to a single ele-
ment that is indispensable for a neutral pronunciation, and has been carefully de-

signed not to interfere with other symbols.

Suggested pronunciation

Most people learning Chinese are not phoneticians, and do not actually need —or
want— to acquire a genuinely neutral pronunciation. The average student would be
quite happy with a reasonably simplified scheme, but not as generic as that generally
presented in Chinese handbooks. For this specific purpose, we have provided a sug-
gested pronunciation which, while renouncing some phonetic subtleties, yet features
no peculiarities that an average Chinese native speaker would consider regional, or

even typical of a foreign accent.

As a final statement, we hope that this work can provide a useful contribution for
a better understanding of the pronunciation of Mandarin Chinese, whose impor-

tance as a global language will consistently increase in the near future.
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