| Unit 1 Basic Cantonese Sound System I

1.1 A syllable

Initial +  Final +  Tone =  Syllable

Each syllable of Cantonese is composed of three elements:

Initial  : the beginning sound element of a syllable
Final : the ending sound element of a syllable
Tone : the relative pitch, or variation of pitch, of a syllable.

Ton7ark

Séung (“#8 ”means “want”)
Initial(S) Final(eung)
Tzne jarks
Séuhng (“_E”means “up”)
Initial(S) Final(eung)
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1.2

1.2.1

1.2.2

Tones

Tone marks
The six tones in Cantonese are grouped into one of three main
contours: falling, rising and level, which are distinguished by using

tone marks on top of the first vowel in the final.

The low level tone mark “h” is put after the vowel or the diphthong

but before the ending consonant (if there is any). i.e. LR, LL and LF
tones.

The Cantonese tones with mnemonic words

Cantonese has 6 distinctive tones:
Tonel HL g ~ pitch level of = «pe»

Tone2 HR ~ pitch level of “then”

Tone3 ML g ~pitchlevel of “you” in “see you”

Tone4 LF &p  ~pitchlevel of «cy» in “Tracy”

Tone5 LR ¢fh ~pitchlevel of <«gee” in “Igee” *

Tone 6 LL i ~pitchlevel of <y

* Some Hong Kong people pronounce “I see” in this way”.

The respective 6 tones with the English examples:

he then you “cy” see in

ST st si sth sth sih
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1.2.3 The tones table

o 1.24 Actual recorded tone patterns
Tone  Tone Name Mnemonic Tope |E.g.  Meanings The following diagram shows the actual recorded pitch pattern of the
No. words otk six tones.
1 HL  HighLevel he — st poem i Phanetc
400
2HR  HighRising then - st history 5 0
- 360
3ML  Middle Level you si totry & 340
4LF  LowFalling Tracy h |sh  time [k - A
5LR  LowRising see “h |sth  market ffi -
6LL  LowLevel in h |[sih matter ZF E o oy ,
200 . 3 ! ‘ -
180 \"“/ \‘.\ ‘\,M'! =
160 ‘ . ‘-\
120
100
80
‘(SEEE) 1.hDD 2.bDD 3.600 4.bDD S.hDU E.DUD 7.hDD E.bDD H.hDD WD.‘DDU HIDUD
Tone No. 1 2 3 4 5 6
Tone names HL HR ML LF LR LL
Tones marks - 7 notonemark h “h h
Cantonese e.g. s1 st si sih sth sih
i‘;ﬁgt;’grds with the he then see “you” ra“‘cy” 1 “see” in
Character: 3 i =X ES kil *
Meaning: poem  history try time market matter

http://www.clc.com.hk Page 3 Basic Cantonese Sound System Page 4



125 Schematic tones diagram

The following is a tones diagram illustrating the co-relation of the six
tones in Cantonese: (it’s schematic only, not in scale)

5(s0) 1.HL /
——p

>

\

4(fa) » HR

3(me) 3.ML
5.LR

2(re) 6.LL

4.LF

1(do)

In this diagram, “5” stands for the highest pitch level while “1”
stands for the lowest pitch level.

The arrows show the pitch level or the variation of the pitch of the

tones.

Tone No. |Tone Name From Pitch  |To Pitch

Tone 1 High level 5 5

Tone 2 High rising 2 5

Tone 3 Middle level 3 3

Tone 4 Low falling 2 1

Tone 5 Low rising 2 3

Tone 6 Low level 2 1

http://www.clc.com.hk Page 5

1.2.6 Comparing the tones

1) As you can see, the order of these 6 tones — tone 1 to tone 6 are not in
the order from the highest pitch to the lowest pitch. And therefore it
is quite difficult for learners to compare the relative pitch levels of
these 6 tones.

2) Here is just a comparison which rearranges the tones order to make it
easier for learners to compare the differences between the tones.

|
Group |Tone Tone Mnemonic |Tone E.g.
No. name words marks
Level |1 HL he — s
3 ML you si
6 LL in h |sih
4 LF 13 Cy” \h Sil-l
Rising |2 HR then - s
5 LR see “h  |sth
3) This is a reference only for comparing the pitch values. Ordinarily

learners should follow the sequence of previous tones table (tone 1-6),
because it is the sequence adopted by traditional Cantonese and most
systems.
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1.27 Examples of the 6 tones «

1. S1

/
2. Sl

3. S1

Tone 1 (HL) Tone 2 (HR) Tone 3 (ML)

High Level High Rising Middle Level

Tone mark: Tone mark: / Tone mark:

a line on top a line going up Nothing

Example: Example: Example:

— yat one F shu hand #H sai small

% bat pen % déng wait = gwal expensive

oy man  dollar  |FE séi die Jgg sau thin

= sdam three | it paper  |PY sei four

E ché car B chin money %}ﬁ fu trousers

% do many  |ff héu  good  |E heui ¢

\] / ] . ]

Tone 4 (LF) Tone 5 (LR) Tone 6 (LL)

Low Falling Low Rising Low Level

Tone mark: Tone mark: Tone mark:

a line going \ a line going / Nothing but

down with “h” h up with “h” h “h” only h

Example: Example: Example:

A yahn  people  |Fk ngbh I i faahn  rice

boe kwahn dress {;']K néih you ] maahn slow

il féih  fa B kéuih he = sihk et

AN péhng cheap ﬁ yéuh have %@ mihn  noodles
nthn year ﬁ méuh  don’thave 7N luhk six

= tihng  stop = méaaih buy JE! yuht  month
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1.2.8

1y

2)

3)

4)

1.2.9

Mnemonic words for the 6 tones

In the following sentences, the 1% syllable is tone 1 high level, the 2™
syllable is tone 2 high rising and so on.

.1
394052

siam giu sei lihng figh yih
39 4 0 5 2

boss went to, friend’s place

bo-s1 heui, pahng-yAuh douh

boss go to, friend’s place

1:30, come to my place
yitdimbun, 1iih ngdh douh

1:30 cometo my place
taxi is fast, won’t be slow

dik-si faai, thh whih maahn

taxi  fast, not will  slow

General problems with the tones

Many learners don’t follow what the tone that a syllable should be.
It’s because in English, speakers change the pitch levels according to
the rhythm of the sentence.

eg. I am happy. —The pitch of “py” is low

Happy Birthday —The pitch of “py” is high

However in Cantonese, the tone, means the pitch level is a decisive
element of a syllable. So try the best to stick with the tones.

Same sounds with different tones may mean something very
different.

eg. buy: maaih, sell: maaih
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.. 1.3.2 The examples
* s the 1nitial can not be pronounce 1tselt, 1n the tape, the voca
1.3 Initials As the initial be p d by itself, in the tape, the vocal
element “a” is added to the initial to form a complete syllable.

1.3.1 The initials table
For easy comparison, all the following syllables are pronounced at

1) Cantonese has 19 initials as follows: 4 high level.
Manner of Plosives/ Articulation symbol English eg. example meaning
Articulation Affricates Non- b ba boy (1)  bus
3 aspirated dark a dozen
Place of *q"é 3 3 - P d da i[ .
Articulation % ) § ) _% 23 | . % stops g ga guard Ed family
S5 |58 |2 g £ |E 2 gw gwa guava JIs melon
P |<»n @ Z 2 | > ) . . . .
Bilabial j ja_ Jar & residue
(two lips) b p m w Aspirated p pa park B\ lie on one’s
Alveolar stomach
(Tip of tongue and the alveolar ridge) d t n, 1 stops t ta tart ﬂ'f_:ﬂ he
car card
Palatal-Alveolar k ka ) ji
(blade of tongue articulates with hard _] ch S kw kwa qUICk 55 boast
palate). ch cha charge 7= inferior
Velar « Fricatives £ fa  fast 1t flower
back of and soft pal: n;
(back of tongue and soft palate) g g b ha ha(interj,) @Eﬁ prawn
Labial-velar s
(adding the sound of “g” or “k” with “w”) |GW kw s Sa sand = sand
o Nasals / m ma mummy mummy
otta .. )
(narrowing vocal cords) h thIdS n na hame 2 LF ple
leg ik PM
Labiodental 1 la .
(lower lip and the upper teeth) f ng nga sing E_F LF tooth
Palatal Semi- W wa went £ frog
y vowels y ya  yes t LR also

4 The sequence of the initials said in the sound files is:
b,p, dt, jch, gk gwkw,
s,h,f, m,n lng wy
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1.4

1.4.1

ng

Finals

142 Examples for some syllables 4

|aa |a |e |1 0 u eu yu
The finals table
Cantonese has 51 finals as follows: ¥ a € 1 0 u eu yu
fa X ché i go ki héu syl
. flower 1 car HL know 4[] song # hoop #ii boot book =
aa aX [ 1 o u eu yu
1 |aai ai el oi ui eul
aai al €1 01 u cu1 taai gai fei toi fui séui
tie 0K chicken & |fly 7€ embryo fl5  |grey Ik bad
u |aau au u ou
aau au u ou _ _ _ _
baau nau biu gou
bun £ angry # a watch §% |tall 55
aam |am m
m |aam am im
saam sam jim
aan an mn on un cun yun three = heart /[» sharp 42
n |aan an in on un eun yun
aang |ang eng ing ong ung eung faan man chin gon biin j€un syln
back X dollar 57 thousand F |dry §Z move g bottle f& sour [
ng |aang ang eng ing ong ung eung
aap ap p jaang jang téng bing bong fing chéung
owe ¢ hate {6 listen & |ice /K help & wind J&| window &f
aat at it ot ut eut yut :
p |aap ap 1p
taap ML |jap lip
aak ak ek ik ok uk cuk tower 5 |juice ¥} lift #if
t |aat at it ot ut eut
i o o saat ML  |chat mit gotML |wuhtLL |chéut
4 The sequence of the finals said in the sound files is: kill £ seven pinch #§,  |cut & [alive]’&  |out HY
aa, aai, aau, aam, aan, aang, aap, aat, aak, k J|aak ak ek ik ok uk euk yut
ai, au, am, an, ang, ang, ap, at, ak jaak ML |dak lek sik gok ML (luhk LL |déuk syut ML
e, ei, eng ... and so on narrow %% |okay 15 smart '] [color & corner 4 six [chop]iEK snow =&
There is no single “a” sound, which is with “X” besides it, in
Cantonese. Therefore it is not pronounced. Actually in Yale, the
symbol of “a” stands for the sound “aa”.
http://www.clc.com.hk Page 11 Basic Cantonese Sound System Page 12




1.4.3 The finals table with mnemonic words

aa a e i 0 u eu yu*
rather cut ten see or too fur tu
i aai ai ei oi ui* eui*
see five ice page toy oo+ee oy+ee
u aau |au u* ou
too loud out ee+00 g0
m |aam |am im
farm come him
n aan |an in on un eun yun*
aunt fun in on moon nation une
ng |aang* |ang |eng |ing ong |ung* eung*
arn+ng  [sung sang  |king long tone+ng earn
P aap  |ap 1p
carp cup sip
t aat at it ot ut eut*
art cut sit lot boot short put
k aak  |ak ek ik ok uk euk yut*
ark luck echo [sick lock book jerk chute

Where there is an asterisk “*”, it means there is no English
equivalent.

For the column of “yu”, the examples are French words.
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144 Notes

1) “a” in the Yale system
Cantonese has the final “aa” but doesn’t have the final “a”. In the

Yale system, final “aa” will be written as “a”. But the sound is still

19 29

aa .

| eg. flower : fa (the sound is actually faa)

2) The unreleased consonants
Finals ending with “p, t, and k" are not aspirated, which means don’t
blow out air at the end of the final. People call these “p, t and k the
“unreleased consonants”

o

1: yat but not yat~
6: luhk but not luhk~
10: sahp but not sahp~
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| Unit 2 Tone Drills I

2.1 Table 1 - From HL to other tones «

2.3 Table 3 - From ML to other tones «

ML—-HL ML—-HR ML—-ML ML—LF ML—LR |ML—LL
ga-I&i daai-ji Taai-Gwok  |taai-ndahn |pa-néih sau-yuhk
curry scallop Thailand too difficult afraid you lean pork
ILE LiEh ZRE N THPR A
la-ba taai-tai  |Faat-Gwok |jeui-féih  |taai-hduh jeui-hauh
loudspeaker wife France fattest too thick last

GIUN PN 5B il NE R
daai-syt gaan-chék |sai-gaai jeuk-hdaih |baak-mbuh  |jeuk-maht
bring books ruler world wear shoes friend’s mum wear socks
T HEN 5 EEE {(8153 ik
heui-gdai  |dang-jai gam-gwai syun-tduh  [tiu-mbuh jyun-sehk
2o out stool SO expensive garlic to dance diamond
ENC] [ER & Frod BegE B
Syut-bik  |cheung-pin |sung-fo syut-ydhn  |seun-kéuih  |syut-gwaih
Sprite music records |deliver goods SNOW man believe him refrigerator
EC VN
24 Table 4 - From LF to other tones ¢

LF—HL |[LF—HR |LF—ML |LF—LF LF—LR LF—LL
yauh-chdai |y&h-ji yauh-haak |ydhn-ydhn  |ngduh-méih |ndahn-sihk
postman coconut tourist everyone ox tail terrible taste
T BT [l AN R R
kéih-ta yih-ché  |kéih-gwaai |ngduh-yiuh |kihm-miahn |ngduh-yuhk
other moreover strange butter last night beef

HA MmH &k Al Wik A

yih-ga pihng-gwb|péih-hei  |pihng-sih ydhn-nbuh  |kihm-yaht
now apple temper ordinarily human brain yesterday
M R PR ekt NI e H
lihng-miing |yth-gwd |sih-gaan  |yihng-yihn  |pdhng-yAuh  |Idh-baahk
lemon if time still friend Chinese radish
fEs L S i S & HEE]
yuhn-bat  |syuh-jai  |chihng-fong |ylh-sylhn  |yth-lduh yéuhng-yuhk
pencil potato situation fish boat fish fillet lamb

7 3 = Bk i Al FA

HL—HL |HL—HR |[HL—-ML |HL—LF HL—LR HL—LL
yat-mdn  |faan-ké |[sdam-seui |gd-yihn gim-méahn  |sdu-yahp
one dollar tomato 3 years old family member |tonight income
—l Fhh R EIN S ON
fei-géi fa-ytn Dik-Gwok |ma-mih ting-mAahn gim-yaht
aeroplane garden Germany mum tomorrow night today

TR e 1l ES g “H
sin-siang  |bé-jau stu-aap d&-dih yét-mfuh sang-wuht
Mr. beer roast duck daddy one second live

pira R BES e —F AT
hoi-sam fei-ldm  |tin-hei chiing-mihng |wan-nyfin chiik-daih
happy film weather clever warm courier
AL FEMR KR A bl HOE
ding-tin  |fing-ging |jlng-yi chiu-ydhn  |sau-1éih fik-jaahp
winter scenery like/love superman repair complicated
2% |Ag e BA |es g
2.2 Table 2 - From HR to other tones ¢

HR—HL HR—HR HR—ML |HR—LF HR—LR HR—LL
géi-do géi-chin  |dim-heui séui-chith chéng-ch6h  |chiau-faahn
how many how much how to get to pool please sit down |fried rice
%% S35 B2 Kith At KOER
ji-gan ji-ytu ging-chaat  |ging-yihn hé-yih chéau-mihn
tissue kite policeman unbelievingly can fried noodles
AR Mg B TR G K%
shu-biu  [sfu-stu  |gb-go héu-feih héu-kéhn hd-lohk
wrist watch  |a little bit that one very fat very near coke

Tk s | agi o byt QIES
dim-sam  |f6-téui hé-kaau héu-yihn héu-yfihn hbu-sihk
dim sum ham reliable nice person very far tasty

il K HISE /SN Iy im Iy g
hbéu-lek  |hdi-séui  |[hbu-gwai gwong-chéuhng |séung-mAaih |héu-meih
very smart sea water very expensive  [plaza want to buy delicious
USR] K I R HE fefR
http://www.clc.com.hk Page 15

Basic Cantonese Sound System

Page 16




2.5 Table 5 - From LR to other tones 4

LR—HL |LR—HR |LR—ML LR—LF LR—IR |[LR—LL
mAaih-ché |néuih-j4i |mihn-fai yuh-sih mAaih-yéh |mah-seuhng
buy car girl/lady free of charge sometimes shopping at once
B ZhF Bk o HIFF Ey G E
chbéh-dii  |néihhéu |l4ahng-hei léuih-hihng  |yAuh-mduh |maih-maaih
sit down wish you well |air conditioning |travel do you have buy and sell
AR {A1Y55 R i) 17 HE
léuhng man |méih-fin  |l4ih-baai néaih-chh wihng-yGhn |l4ahn-doh
two dollars rice noodles  [week milk tea forever lazy

[GEESS Kby G FF WIES K5 Ll
yih-ging  |yth-whi  |M&h-Gwok |yfh-wiih 16uh-y4uh  |méih-laih
already parliament America wrongly thought  [pal, buddy beautiful
EAE Eiizd e DIFS EXR XHE
mbuh-bit  |léuhng-dim |yfih-gaap mbuh-ydhn  (1éuhng-mfuh |yih-hauh
no pens two o’clock  [pigeon nobody two seconds from now on
175 Rk e N WD L&
2.6 Table 6 - From LL to other tones 4

LL—-HL |[LL-HR |LL-ML |LL—LF LL—-LR |[LL—LL
laaht-jiu  |deih-jf daaih-gwo |mahk-péih  |dihn-nbuh |daaih-hohk
chilli address bigger than oatmeal computer university
BRI ikl Rt B oAl KRE
dauh-jéung |dehng-t6i |baahk-choi |mahn-tdih meih-yduh |dauh-fuh

soya milk book a table Pak Choi problem not yet have bean curd
A ElkiE HZ [ AE TS
mihn-b3au |dihn-w dauh-gok |deih-tduh jih-mbuh  |daaih-luhk
bread telephone string bean map English letter  |mainland

sy, Ch NS e FEE ZNE
meih-jing |lihk-s laahp-saap |sehk-yduh  |lohk-ylth  |dihn-sih

MSG history rubbish petroleum rain TV

UL JES hrh A7 PR Fb
dihn-ché  |leuht-j seuhng-chi |sih-yduh juhk-ytih yeuhng-yeuhng
tram chestnut last time soya sauce slang every kind

o i EX B {aia] E3E
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