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0.!!Introduction

We provide the modern neutral pronunciation of modern Mandarin Chinese, or 
pûtönghuà /'p#u&t#oW(hwa/ <3px¨«t#9W(hwå", \ the ‘common language', based on 
Peking dialect. We obviously use the o‚cial romanization system pïnyïn /&p#in&jin/ 
<«p#In&jIn", accompanied by a careful phonetic transcription, to show and acquire a 
good pronunciation.!1

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 pïnyïn su‚ces to highlight any relevant phonemic facts.

<e o‚cial romanization – Hànyƒ pïnyïn fäng'àn.

0.1.! !Pïnyïn stands at midway between the Chinese characters and our phono-
tonetic transcriptions. <is romanization scheme was developed, and o‚cially 
adopted, in 1958, by the People's Republic of China, and now is the worldwide de 

facto standard. Its full Chinese name is Hànyƒ pïnyïn fäng'àn˚ where pïnyïn 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.

<e 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 /p#/ <px" f /f/ <f" m /m/ <m"

d /t/ <T" t /t#/ <tx" n /n/ <n" l /l/ <l"
z /⁄/ <Á" c /⁄#/ <⁄x" s /s/ <s"
j /⁄/ <Q" q /⁄#/ <qx" x /s/ <©" y /j/ <j" “ /J/ <J"
zh /c/ <C" ch /c#/ <cx" sh /ß/ <ß" r /r/ <r"
g /k/ <K" k /k#/ <kx" h /h/ <h" w /w/ <w"



0.2.!!<e finals are 39 (with three occurrences of i and three di‡erent values), and 
we present them according to their pïnyïn graphic syllabic nucleus. <is time, they 
are given in alphabetical order, even where their romanization has not been the 
happiest one (as we show in >! "). <e 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!/ <wa"÷
ai /ae/ <AE", uai˚ !wai /wae/ <waE"÷ an /an/ <An", ian˚ !yan /jen/ <j=n", uan˚ !wan 

/wan/ <wAn", åan˚ !yuan (j/q/x + uan) /Jen/ <J+n"÷
ang /aW/ <aW", iang˚ !yang /jaW/ <jaW", uang˚ !wang /waW/ <wìW"÷
ao /ao/ <ìé", iao˚ !yao /jao/ <jaé".
e

e /°!/ <°, °§|, 7§|", ie˚ !ye /je!/ <je", åe˚ !yue (j/q/x + ue) /Je!/ <Je"÷
ei* /ei/ <eI" ><EI"!, en /°n/ <En", er /°r/ <°s"÷
eng* /°W/ <§W", ueng˚ !weng /w°W, woW/ <w0W, woW".
i

i /i!, !ji!/ <i, ji"÷ (s/z/c) /ù!/ <ù", (sh/zh/ch) /ù!/ <R" >we adopt œ, instead"÷
in˚ !yin />j!in/ <In, !jIn"÷ ing˚ !ying />j!iW/ <àW, !jàW"÷
ui˚ !wei /wei/ <weI" ><wài"! >uei would have been better than ui".
o

o /o!/ <o, o§|", ou /ou/ <oU" ><0U"!, uo˚ !wo /wo!/ <wo, wo§|" ><w0, w0§"!÷
ong* /oW/ <9W", >/uW/ <UW"!, iong˚ !yong /joW/ <jOW"
u

u˚ !wu /u!, !wu!/ <u, wu"÷ å˚ !yu (j/q/x + u) /y!, !Jy!/ <y, !Jy"÷
un˚ !wen /w°n/ <w%n"; ån˚ !yun (j/q/x + un) /Jyn/ <!JYn";
iu˚ !you /jou/ <jOU" ><j¨u"! >we employ å whenever it stands for /y, J/÷ besides, 

uen and iou 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 ër (er in the first tone).!4

Mandarin phonology has been analyzed according to very di‡erent criteria, but 
we maintain that any Chinese syllable consists of an initial element and a final one, 
traditionally called shëngmû /&ß°W'mu/ <«ß§W'm¨¨" ‘mother of the voice', and yúnmû 

/(Jyn'mu/ <[JÎµ'm¨¨" ‘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, 
!u¸, then, we actually have /ji, Jy, wu/ <>j!i, >J!y, >w!u".!6  Before other vowels, our 
choice is /ö/: /öe, ö°, öo, öa/ (/öù/ does not occur) — which can be safely realized as 
such, <ö", or –less advisably– as <Ì, W, „, w" (: velar semi-approximant, lenis laryngeal 
approximant, uvular tap, and provelar semi-nasal). Nevertheless, when there is no 
risk of hiatus with a preceding vowel, /ö/ spontaneously reduces to ‘zero', <Ó".

In its full form, a final is a sequence of three parts: a glide /j, J, w/; a vocalic nu-

cleus /i, y, ù, u; e, °, o; a/; and a coda, which can be vocalic /i, e; u, o/, or conso-
nantal /n, W, r/. For example, combining /ß, w, W; a, o/, we obtain /ßa/ sha, /ßao/ 
shao, /ßwa/ shua, /ßaW/ shang, and /ßwaW/ shuang. Also, glides can act as initials: /wa/ 
wa, /waW/ 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 érhuà phenomenon.!7

Notes:

0.!!Introduction

3

 1 We assume that our readers have a working knowledge of the Canepari International Pho-
netic Alphabet — ‘˚ñ', 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.

  <e ˚ñ inventory is a groundbreaking development of the ‘o‚cial' ñ (cursorily: 
‘÷ñ'), 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 ˚ñ 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-
daihua he Hanyu pinyin fang'an˚ 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 dèn˚ 
which not only are absent in the o‚cial inventory, but also not permitted˚ even in theory. See 
also zhou, y-m. (2002) Xiandai Beijinghua yanjiu, particularly Ã 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 (Õ English sea, {now} pro-
nounced like see].

  <en, a mechanism called fânqiè˚ or ‘cross-cutting', was developed: it consisted in a pair of 
characters, which indicated the initial and the ‘rhyme', respectively (Õ a combination like chë-
huáng, to express chuáng÷ or, in English, she-lock˚ to express shock]. Hence the importance of 
keeping initials well distinct from the ‘rhymes'. <e latter, moreover, were particularly impor-
tant for classical poetry; not surprisingly, then, ancient poets used to refer to specifically 
rhyme-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].

 6 ° lin, h-y. (2007) <e Sounds of Chinese˚ Ã 3, especially § 3.2 (and § 5.2.4). <e author 
seems reluctant to grant full phonemicity to <j, J, w", yet she methodically adopts <ji, Jy, wu" 
–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 <j, J, w" before other vowels, and after 
other contoids (where present), Õ huan <–wan", for ˚<hwAn" (but always better than 
‘<#uan"', as found in too many books and articles).

 7 <e 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, <e 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, ù, u÷ e, °, o÷ a/. In ̇ 1.1-a, the various vo-

coids and  their  taxophones –\ contextual  allophones–  are  grouped  by  phoneme; 

while, in ̇ 1.1-b, we present the same taxophones arranged in ‘functional' groups: 

/zò, zn, zW/. 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).!1

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

1.1.1.!!First, we find the close front phoneme /i/: />!j!i, >!j!in, >!j!iW/ <>!j!i, >!j!In, >!j!àW" 

(C/y)i̊ (C/y)in̊ (C/y)ing\ <&ji" /&ji/ yï̊ <'n¤¤" /'ni/ nî̊ <"jIn" /"jin/ yìn̊ <&QIn" /&⁄in/ jïn̊ 

<(j̀„" /(jiW/ yíng̊ <&QàW" /&⁄iW/ jïnğ Oscillations are possible and not infrequent: <>!j!àn, 

>!j!iW, >!j!iàW" and <>!j!ùW, >!j!ieW, >!j!iùW".  <e  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,  -W/',  ‘/p#jin,  -W/',  ‘/tjiW/'  (or  even  ‘/lj°n,  -W/',  ‘/p#j°n,  -W/',  ‘/tj°W/', 

which nevertheless should be reserved for more marked variants, as those found  in 

heavily Peking-accented Mandarin).!2

1.1.2.!!Secondly, there is the close front-central rounded phoneme /y/, with a fairly 

limited  distribution: />!J!y, >!J!yn/ <>!J!y, >!J!Yn" (frequent variants with n: <>!J!In, 



>!j!Yn, >!j!YLn"). <e o‚cial orthography adopts å only in nå and lå, 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 å anywhere: <&Qy" /&⁄y/ jß˚ <'qx¥¥" /'⁄#y/ qƒ˚ <(©¥" /(sy/ 
xŸ˚ <'J¥¥" /'Jy/ yƒ˚ <&QYn, &QJIn, &QYLn" /&⁄yn/ jßn˚ <"qxYn, "qxJIn, "qxYLn" 
/"⁄#yn/ q!n˚ <(©Î~, (©JÙ~, (©Îı~" /(syn/ xŸn˚ <"JYn, "JIn, "jYn, "jYLn" /"Jyn/ y!n˘"3

More conveniently, pïnyïn could have used zå˚ cå˚ så˚ yå, by phonemically inter-
preting these syllables as we do: <Qy, qxy, ©y" /⁄y, ⁄#y, sy/. Indeed, /Jy/ could 
even be /jy/; but since the phoneme /J/ 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 <JYn, jYn, jYLn, JIn": /Jyn/, and ‘/jyn, Jin/'. (<ere-
fore, it could have been possible to write ziong, ciong, siong, too, more internation-
ally, instead of the o‚cial jiong, qiong, xiong˚ for <QjOW, qxjOW, ©jOW" /⁄joW, 
⁄#joW, sjoW/). 4

˙ 1.1-b.!!Mandarin fundamental vocoids and their taxophones: /zò, zn, zW/.

1.1.3.!!<en 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 
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often diphthongized): <«gu"Tu" /&ku"tu/ güdù˚ <“wu'r¨¨" /'wu'ru/ wûrû. Given that 
we encounter <UW" as a secondary taxophone of <9W" /oW/, the alternative phonemi-
cization ‘/uW/' must be considered, at least for scientific purposes: <«gUW(KÛ„" 
/&koW(koW/ “ ‘/&kuW(kuW/' gönggòng.!5

1.1.4.! !Following, we have the open vowel /a/, with its distributions and various 
taxophones: />c!a!, >w/c!an, >j!aW, waW/ <>c!a, >w/c!An, >j!aW, wìW". A few examples: 
<&öaèÜa, -»ºa" /&a⁄a/ äza˚ <(txå" /(t#a/ tà˚ <'öÅÅ~" /'an/ ân˚ <"pxAn" /"p#an/ pán˚ 

<"pxaW" /"p#aW/ páng˚ <'wÅÅ~" /'wan/ wân˚ <"jaW" /"jaW/ yáng˚ <'wœœ„" /'waW/ wâng˘

As far as ¸jan, Jan¸ are concerned, we think they are better represented by /jen, 
Jen/ (in spite of the o‚cial rendering with an): <"j=n" /"jen/ yán˚ <'Tj$$~" /'tjen/ 
diân˚ <(J±~" /(Jen/ yåàn˚ <"qxJ+n" /"⁄#Jen/ qåán˘

1.1.5.!!<e vocalic inventory of neutral Chinese continues with three mid vowels: 
/e, °, o/. Since the interjection Å is rather theoretical, the only environment where 
we find /e/ <e" alone (\ not combined in diphthongs, /ei, ae/) is in the two se-
quences /je!, Je!/ <je, Je".

For the former, pïnyïn writes ye˚ when lacking a graphic initial; otherwise, ie 
/'⁄je, &⁄#je, "sje, (nje, (lje/ <'Qj™™, &qxje, "©je, (nj™, (lj™" jiê˚ qië˚ xié˚ niè˚ liè, 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˚ qie˚ xie˚ seen above. Interestingly, some characters in the 
Peking Opera, JïngjŸ /&⁄iW(⁄y/ <«¬àW(Q¥", 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 låe and nåe (no other 
combinations occur, even those –like måe– that might be articulated without prob-
lems). As with å(n), ‘our' pïnyïn will always show åe, instead: /'⁄Je, &⁄#Je, "sJe, 
(nJe, (lJe/ <'QJ™™, &qxJe, "©Je, (nJ™, (lJ™" jåê˚ qåë˚ xåé˚ nåè˚ låè.

1.1.6.! !<e mid-back vowel /°/ plays an important role in giving Mandarin its 
distinctive sound, and shows the following distribution: />!ö!°!, >!ö!°r; >!ö!°n, w°n; 
>!ö!°W, w°W/ <>!ö!°>§|!, >!ö!°s; >!ö!En, w%n; >!ö!§W, w0W" e˚ er˚ en˚ wen/Cun˚ eng˚ weng. 
<e last one has the variant <woW" (which, in case, could be indicated as /woW/). A 
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few examples: <«k#°(kx#>@|!" /&k#°(k#°/ këkè˚ <&CoU«öEn"lAE, -«öEl"lAE" /&cou&ö°n"lae/ 
Zhöu Ënlái˚ <“ö°s'qxj™™" /"°r'⁄#je/ érqiê˚ <«gEm'PÈÈ~" /&k°n'p°n/ gënbên˚ 

<«sw%n"w%n" /&sw°n"w°n/ Sün Wén˚ <«f§W&ß§W" /&f°W&ß°W/ fëngshëng, <[f¨&w0W÷ -&woW" 
/(fu&w°W/ fúwëng˘

1.1.7.! !Finally, />!ö!o/ <>!ö!o>§|!" o˚ which can occur in the interjections /öo, jo/ 
<o>§|!, jo>§|!" o˚ yo˚ or be preceded by /w/ in the sequences /mwo, pwo, p#wo, 
>c!wo/ <mo>§|!, %o>§|!, &Xo>§|!, ƒo>§|!, >c!wo>§|!", mo˚ bo˚ po˚ fo˚ wo/Cuo. A few ex-
amples: <“mo(mø>@|!" /"mwo(mwo/ mómò˚ <“Êo"&Xo>§|!" /"pwo"p#wo/ bópó˚ 

<[lwø)twø>@|!" /(lwo7t#wo/ luòtuo˚ <{ºwo(⁄Xwø>@|!" /(⁄wo(⁄#wo/ zuò cuò˚ <“HìW&jo" 
/"haW&jo/ hángyö˚ <(öø>@|!" /(öo/ ò!

As far as (i)ong is concerned, a traditional approach favours ‘/>j!uW/', and we con-
sider it as perfectly legitimate (along with ‘/JuW/', for certain secondary taxo-
phones). Nonetheless, we have observed that <9W" and <jOW" are by far the most 
typical realizations, and the phonemic status bestowed on /o/ suggests us to switch 
to the more realistic />j!oW/. Two examples will su‚ce: <«g9W(KÔ„" /&koW(koW/ 
gönggòng˚ <“q"jOW'QjØØ„" /"⁄#joW'⁄joW/ qióngjiông.!6

Phonemic conciseness vs realism: the interphonemic choice

1.2.! !We are perfectly aware that from an intraphonemic point of view, \ just 
within the Chinese language, <°, E, %, §, 0" and <e" could –or should– be considered 
as taxophones of the same phoneme. Besides, in contact with labials [mo˚ bo˚ po˚ fo˚ 

ou˚ wo/Cuo], <o" could be considered as a variant of /°/ too, as many Chinese pho-
nologists do (÷‘/w°/' or ‘/w*/'). In that case, a more ‘Solomonic' symbol would be 
the ubiquitous ‘/*/', or –even better– the same ‘/%/' 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 /°/: <%" (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 di‡erent 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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1.2.1.! !<us, 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÷ *, a÷ ù, u/.

Accordingly, our /je, Je, ei÷ wo, >j!ou, >j!oW/ should appear as ‘/j*, J*, *i÷ w*, 
>j!*u, >j!w*W/' (or ‘>j!uW', for the last one, as previously noted). In other words, our 
/e, o/ would be treated as taxophon(em)es of the ubiquitous ‘/*/', when in contact 
with /i, j/ or /u, w/; inevitably, /ae, ao/ 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 Å! and o!, 
two very common interjections. In our analysis, we do not have to think twice: /e, 
o/ (usually: ̀ ˚ ò /(e, (o/ <(™, ($÷ (ø, (Ô, (ã", but Chinese dictionaries permit any toneme 
for both). <e 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. <is 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 ah ah! (or 
something like that); the basic pronunciation should be something like 
("[h]a:ha'ha;), but we can actually hear anything ranging between <#, W, x, ·, –, h÷ +, 
A, a, $, %, ì, ^, §", just to list a few. None of these belong to neutral pronunciation, of 
course, except <a", \ the phoneme /a/. Now, how should we treat this? In fact, /#/ is a 
xenophoneme in Italian; as such, it is frequently omitted, and often it has to be: an 
English loan like hi-fi is currently pronounced (ai'fa;i), then, while (hai'fa;i) would 
be regarded as pedantic or a‡ected. But ah ah ah! is purely Italian; thus, the only 
solution to represent it is accepting <#" as an incidental phoneme, />#!/ – to say, a 
phone that deserves to be exceptionally phonemicized, without actually being a 
fully functional component of Italian phonology.!7
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1.2.3.! !If we want to stick to the ‘/i, y÷ *, a÷ ù, u/' scheme rigidly, there is little 
choice but retaining />e, o!/ as incidental phonemes in Chinese, like />Ñ!/ (which, 
more exactly, is rather a xenophoneme). To make it even more captious, one may go 
as far as treating <e, o" as incidental monophthongizations of ‘/*i, ai/' and ‘/*u/' 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 ‘/ä/' as an archi-phoneme, and to split it into three 
di‡erent semi-phonemes: /e, °, o/. 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 di‡erence between <oU" and <°U", for 
instance, or <AE, Ae" and <AI", as well as between <uW, UW" and <9W, oW"; but we insist 
–once more– that phonology has to be internally coherent, but also as useful and 
explicit as possible.

<at is why we have departed from the ÷ñ 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 ‘/«/' instead of the nearly-
passable ‘/*/', since there is no opposition between <«, e, =, %, °" Æ!

Fortunately, the latter practice has been dismissed, but the former still rules the 
land: as a consequence, most English dictionaries continue to employ ‘/«/' to repre-
sent modern British <e", for which ‘/=/' would be far better (but it is finally –and 
happily– gaining popularity among scholars).!8

1.2.4.!!In some analyses of Chinese, we find sober compromises like ‘/«, °, 9/' or, 
better, ‘/=, °, _/', but also masterpieces of schizophrenia, such as ‘/«, °, _/' or ‘/=, °, 
9/' — and even ‘/=, *, °, 9/', mixing phones and phonemes! <is is highly confusing 
for foreign learners, who often rely on these poor examples of ÷ñ misuse to build 
their own Mandarin phon(em)ic inventory, when first attempting to learn pïnyïn 

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 (x)' (and /'E/ is 

(E) as well, in those languages; neutral German even distinguishes between ‘/'e:, 'E:, 
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'E/ (e:, ™:, E)').!9 „at 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 ˚ñ, 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) /e, o/ suggest that the learner is dealing with something di‡erent from <«, 
9" and <=, '", while at the same time implying a certain auditory and articulatory 
resemblance with both pairs. Besides, while our /e/ is able to cover successfully <e, 
=, +", ‘/«/' makes it necessary to revive the unrealistic ‘/jan, Jan/', to explain <j=n, 
J+n" 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'. <ey 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, =" and <9, 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 di‡erent accents. For instance, English awe /'ø:/ is ('ø:) in modern 

Standard British, but ('o;o) in Mediatic British, and ('O:) in most American accents; 

to an untrained ear accustomed to hear and speak only American English, ('o;o) 

may easily suggest owe /'ø¨/ ('ø;¨) at first, but once the listeners are able to detect 

(o) in isolation, they would promptly recognize a mono-timbric diphthong like 

('o;o), and distinguish it from ('ø;¨).!10

On the phonemic status of -œ.

1.3.! !<is last vowel phoneme requires a longer, but necessary, explanation, al-
most a chapter on its own. <is 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.

1.!!Vowels and vocoids

11



We strongly support ‘/ù/' as the phonemicization of what pïnyïn transcribes as i 
after z(h)˚ c(h)˚ s(h) and r. As explained below –° Consonants– we adopt œ instead, in 
order to mark, even at the graphemic level, and in parallel to /ù/, that we are deal-
ing with another fundamental component of Mandarin phonology, not with taxo-
phones of /i/. Our choice falls upon /ù/, 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 ÷ñ 
inventory: ‘ä, ã'; the former represents œ in zœ˚ cœ˚ sœ — the latter, œ in zhœ˚ chœ˚ shœ˚ rœ. 
<ough 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. <ey 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 ‘!' as a unified expedient to represent both 
‘ä, ã'. <e o‚cial 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 <¡"), nor is it totally assimilated to /⁄>#!, s/: in that case, we should perceive a 
continuous ‘buzz', though lighter than that of <(". 

More realistically, we have a vocoid, <ù", with negligible assimilation to the pre-
ceding segment: in fact, just a very short portion of the vocoid –its contiguous part 
to /⁄>#!, 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, <R", may result auditorily quite 
similar to <ù", 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 
s⁄, paying attention to any transition from s to ⁄; if this is done correctly, the result 
should resemble something like ˇ&s:z(#¡Rù:‹.!11
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<is being said and recognised, yet we have to determine what really matters –\ 
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') ˇz, (, Z, #, ƒ, ’‹ and to keep only <ù" as the real distinctive 
element of sœ <sù", which we therefore phonemicize as /sù/ (with /⁄>#!ù/, too), 
discarding ‘!' and similar expedients.

1.3.3.!!A slightly di‡erent criterion must be applied to /ºù/, \ when /ù/ follows 
the post-alveolar initials: zhœ˚ chœ˚ shœ˚ rœ. In this case, the automatic assimilation 
a‡ects the entire articulation of /ù/, and cannot be regarded as a merely transi-
tional event: even an untrained ear can detect a continuous ‘buzz', incomplete –or 
even absent– in /ù/; auditorily, the latter has a very di‡erent timbre too, even if the 
mid-dorsum generally remains in the same ‘box' as <ù".

Much debated is the true nature of this /ºù/. 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 di‡erent 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 Hànyƒ yƒyïn jiàochéng, Cáo  Wén often refers to how ‘Peking 
speakers' would pronounce something, as if the pûtönghuà 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 ‘ã' is still employed describe it as 
something of the same nature as ‘ò', 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 Cáo and others as ‘a less fricative <¡"'.!12 
Provided ‘less fricative' does not stand for a semi-constrictive phone (˚<Î"), we can 
safely infer that an intense post-alveolar approximant is actually meant (˚<®"), in ac-
cordance with the o‚cially 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: <cC ".

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 
<º", 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'. <e resulting phones <<, a, c" Æ 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 <®" into a sequence like <ùr" (or 
worse, <lr", even elongated in <lr:", which might be misunderstood as /°r/). <is 
trait is pretty common among native speakers of ‘rhotic' English accents, typically 
those from the United States and Canada, in particular when they have just started 
learning Mandarin. Not rarely, instead of <r", these speakers would actually use any 
one of their most familiar r phones, namely (<, ƒ, >, >) Æ (with their ‘intense' coun-
terparts, (!, ‡, ˇ, !) Æ, for /®/). <ese 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 <®".!13

1.3.5.!!<e 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 <R", which –for the sake of conciseness– we 
shall describe here as a laterally contracted <ù". Since we have detected an entire set 
of such latero-vocoids as natural realizations of the so-called érhuà phenomenon, we 
suggest our readers to refer to the relevant æ 2, where we describe all the features 
involved in this –quite complex– co-articulation process.

Here, su‚ce to say that the presumable reason why professional voices favour 
<R" is both of an articulatory and euphonic nature. By comparing the orograms of 
<r" and <R", it is quite clear that the latter phone requires little –if any– movement 
of the apex, yet the auditory result is not very di‡erent from that of <®". <erefore, 
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, J÷ t>#!, 
⁄>#!, s, l, n/ Æ).

Subjective and questionable as it can be, euphony certainly does play a role, even 
if <R" 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 –\ dubbers, actors, broadcasters, singers, and the like– know perfectly 
what sounds better… and instinctively adopt it.

It is worth noticing that using <R" suggests no far-fetched ‘stage pronunciation' 
at all, like –for example– (r, R) in old-fashioned 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 <R" instead of <®" (or alternating between them).

<ere is a certain timbric di‡erence between <ù" and <R", though mostly as a 
side e‡ect 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 <q"; not so much the post-alveolarity, which plays just a marginal role). Apart 
from this, <ù" and <R" 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 
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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 ‘<T"' might be useful. In fact, kinesthesia reveals that it is possible to ar-
ticulate a fully functional <q" as front as in the area of (…), 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 (˙ 1.2): /ei, 
ae, ao, ou/ <eI, AE, ìé, oU". <e former two may be preceded by /w/, the latter two 
by /j/, with slightly di‡erent vocalic traits: /wei, wae, jao, jou/ <weI, waE, jaé, jOU". 
We insist that /i, u/ (and /y/) are always vowels, while /j, w/ (and /J/) are always ap-

proximants, thus consonants, not miraculous ‘semi-something'; consequently, we 
cannot help disapproving of such renditions as ‘/«j, aj, aw, 9w/' or ‘/u«i, uai, iau, 
i9u/' either (see our reference to /j, J, w/, § 3.5.3).

˙ 1.2.!!Mandarin diphthongs.

Pïnyïn duly represents simple diphthongs as ei˚ ai˚ ao˚ ou (though ae would have 
been more realistic, and more coherent with ao too); wei˚ wai˚ yao˚ you are also 
very reasonable. „en wai and yao follow another initial, their spelling change into 
uai and iao, making grapho-syllabification easier in some cases: chënguài ‘to blame, 
to rebuke' is unmistakably /&c#°n(kwae/, while chéngwài ‘outside of a town or a 
city' leads automatically to /"c#°W(wae/; otherwise, pïnyïn would abound in apos-
trophes or hyphens, like older romanization schemes: chën'guài ÿ chéng'uài, or 
chën'gwài ÿ chéng'wài.

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

into uei˚ iou, the o‚cial 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, \ 
uï˚ iù˚ uî˚ iú, rather than the more friendly and correct ‘uëi˚ ióu˚ uêi˚ iòu'!

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 pïnyïn 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 <wài, j¨u" (and <EI, 0U" for /ei, ou/, see ˙ 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 di‡erent 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): <&feI÷ &fEI" /&fei/ fëi˚ <&TweI÷ &Twài" 
/&twei/ duï˚ <'öÅÅÈ, 'ö±±Ù" /'ae/ âi˚ <(wåÈ" /(wae/ wài˚ <'öœœ´, ö¢¢ô" /'a9/ âo˚ <'hœœ´, 
'h¢¢ô" /'hao/ hâo˚ <"jaé" /"jao/ yáo˚ <&öoU÷ &ö0U" /&ou/ Öu˚ <'møøÛ÷ 'mÒÒÛ" /'mou/ 
môu˚ <&TjOU÷ &Tjõu" /&tjou/ diü˘ Less advisably: /ou/ <v9", />j!ao/ <ja§, ì§".

˙ 1.3.!!Mandarin diphthongs (variants).

Vowel reductions

1.5.! !Mandarin vowels may undergo some timbric reductions ¸ shortenings, 
mainly when the relevant weakly-stressed or unstressed syllables occur in positions 
di‡erent 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  di‡erent  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.!!̇ 1.4 shows the  most important reductions  which may occur in fast  ̧

casual  speech,  and  in  connection  with  the  so-called qïngshëng, /7ë/, or  ‘zero 

toneme'. <is 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. 

<e 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  pre-intoneme (for the other  variants). For 

/zn, zW/, the variants with <Z" 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 <zn" and <zW" merge into <Z".

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).

 ̇ 1.4.!!Vowel  reduction  in /6ë/ (in  quick  speech,  not  in  an  intoneme;  whereas,  in  an  in-

toneme, the distinct timbers of ̇ 1.1-2 are used).

1.5.2.!!As can be seen, <à" applies to /i>n/W!, y>n!/: <(T¤‘d¤÷ -))̀" dídi̊ <&KwAn»£i÷ -)*̀" 

guänxi̊ <(©jå‘q"¥÷ -)q¤, -)q̀" xiàqå÷ and <l", to /ù, u/ (with <S" for /ºù/): <(j¤‘zæ÷ 

-)(¬" yísœ̊ <(rÈ̇‘òÍ÷ -)¡fi" rènshœ̊ <&ßu»vu÷ -èÑl" shüfŭ
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In addition, we have <*", for /je, Je, >w!°n/, and <*à" for />w!ei/: <'Qj™™«¬ªe÷ çúªe, 

-çúª*" jiêjie̊ <(öÅÈ‘rÈ~÷ -)rÈ~, -)rÚ~" àiren̊ <(m™Ù‘m™Ù, -)mÚ̀" mèimei÷ then <°", for /°, 

>w!°W, >w!o/,  and <>j!°õ",  for />j!ou/: <&K°»g°÷  -èŸ°" gëge̊ <3T̀„«†°÷  -ç̨°" dîngzhe̊ 

<&©j=N»ò§W÷  -è¡°W" xiänsheng̊ <(qj™‘mø÷  -)m#" jièmo̊ <3nwÅ„«Hwo÷  -̇ç·+°" nuânhuo̊ 

<(jØ„‘t#øÛ÷ -)t#ô" yòngtoů <"px§W»joU÷ -èª°õ" péngyoŭ

Lastly,  we  have: <$÷  $E"  in />w!a>n!÷ >w!ae/: <(På‘bå÷  -),¢" bàbå <&ma»ma÷  -èm$" 

mämå <3©¤¤«Hwan÷  -ç·+$n" xîhuan̊ <(txÅÈ‘t#åÈ÷  -)t¢È" tàitai÷ and <̂÷  ̂é"  in />j!aW÷ 

>j!ao/: <'wÅÅ̇«òaW÷ -ç¡̂W" wânshang̊ <&CR»dìé÷ -è)̂é" zh⁄daŏ

 ̇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 ̇ 1.4 are also possible).

1.5.3.!!In even quicker speech, and  not  in an  intoneme,  further  reduction are 

possible (̇ 1.5): <ù" for /i, y, ù, u÷ r/ œ̊ å̊ u\ <(T¤‘d¤÷ -))̀, -))æ" dídi̊ <&KwAn»£i÷ -è*à, -è*ù" 

guänxi̊ <(©jå‘q#¥÷ -)q¤, -)q̀, -)qæ" xiàqů <(j¤‘zæ÷ -)(¬, -)(æ" yísœ̊ <(rÈ̇‘òÍ÷ -)¡¬, -)¡æ" rèn-

shœ̊ <&ßu»vu÷ -èÑl,  -èÑù" shüfu÷  and <0" for /ou, wo,  ao/: <3nwÅ„«Hwo÷ -̇ç·+°,  -̇ç·0" 

nuânhuo, <(jØ„‘t#øÛ÷ -)t#ô, -)tÒ" yòngtoů <"px§W»joU÷  -èª°õ, -èª0" péngyoů <&CR»dìé÷ 

-è)̂é, -è)0" zh⁄daŏ

Besides, <E" in /ae, ja/ <E, ªE": <(txÅÈ‘t#ÅÈ÷ -)t¢È, -)tÈ" tàitai̊ <"rEn»¬ja÷ -èúª$, -èúªE" 

rénjia÷  and  <%"  for /°/  an  for  any  other  /a/ a: <&K°»g°÷  -èŸ%" gëge̊ <3T̀„«†°÷  -ç̨%" 

dîngzhe̊ <(öÅÈ‘r@~÷ -)rÆ~" àiren̊ <&©j=N»ò§W÷ -è¡%W" xiänsheng̊ <(På‘bå÷ -),¢, -),Æ" bàbå 

<&ma‘ma÷ -)m$, -)m%" mämå <3©¤«Hwan÷ -ç·+$n, -ç·+%n, -ç·£n" xîhuan̊ <3wÅ̇«òaW÷ -ç¡$W, 

-ç¡%W" wânshanğ

Notes:

1.!!Vowels and vocoids
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 1 It is indispensable to read through  and carefully consider canepari, l. (2007) Natural Pho-

netics “ Tonetics – articulatory, auditory, functional\ Ã 1-7, to understand the basics of ˚ñ 

and  of the ‘natural' method; and Ã 8, entirely devoted  to vowels (vocalic phonemes)  and vo-

coids (vocalic phones).
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 2 See lin, h-y. (2007) <e 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' pïnyïn˚ precisely to avoid ñ 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 pïnyïn and phonetic symbols on the page. <erefore, 
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 pïnyïn over ñ.

  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 <UW" than <9W, oW". „at really matters is that the 
speaker keeps a certain consistency.

 6 ° 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 di‡erent pronuncia-
tion, such as <yN" and <iUN"', \ our ˚/JuW, juW/ respectively.

 7 See canepari, l. (2004) Manuale di Pronuncia Italiana˚ particularly Ã 2-6; and, more con-
cisely, canepari, l. (2007) A Handbook of Pronunciation˚ Ã 3 ‘Italian'.

 8 See canepari, l. (2009) English PronunciationS˚ Ã 1-12.

 9 See canepari, l. (2007) A Handbook of Pronunciation˚ Ã 5 ‘German'.

 10 See also canepari, l. (2009) English PronunciationS˚ Ã 53 “ 55.

 11 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 cao, w. (2008) Chinese Pronunciation Practice˚ p. 25 “ 32.

 13 We strongly suggest to read through canepari, l. (2009) English PronunciationS  ̊Ã 26 ‘<e 
£whole truth$ on English r'.



2.!!<e r grammeme and 

the so-called érhuà 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 su‚xes, still in use today, like zœ and li…!1  Being 
very frequently used, these su‚xes were progressively eroded, until they reduced to 
a mere -r coda; at first, it retained a certain syllabicity (probably as an intense con-
toid, <ˇ"), 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, 
Õ 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

<is phenomenon is called érhuà in Chinese, literally ‘r-ization'; we could render 
it as ‘rhotacism', which is partially adequate, or ‘syllabic retroflexion', which is par-
tially inadequate; it might be better to keep the original term (as with st@d, when 
describing Danish pronunciation), or to resort to something like ‘r-colouring' if 
really needed. Érhuà not only influences the phonic outline of a lexeme; moreover, 
any r has its own semantic and even grammatical relevance: it is a true grammeme, 
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 -r\

bäng /&paW/ <&PaW" ‘to help' ÿ bängr /&paWr/ <&PìG" ‘gang';
gän /&kan/ <&KAn" ‘to be dry' ÿ gänr /&kar/ <&K$s" ‘dried food';
huà /(hwa/ <(hwå" ‘to depict' ÿ huàr /(hwar/ <(hw¢ß" ‘a painting';
huó /"hwo/ <"hwo>§|!" ‘to live' ÿ huór /"hwor/ <"hwég" ‘activity';
shú /(ßu/ <(ß¨" ‘to stand vertically' ÿ shúr /(ßw°r/ <(ßw#ß" ‘vertical brush stroke in 

Chinese calligraphy'.



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

tóu /"t#ou/ <"txoU" ‘head' ÿ tóur /"t#our/ <"txoj" ‘chief' (interestingly, chief de-
rives from Latin caput ‘head', through French chef );

xín /(sin/ <(©Ù~" ‘letter' ÿ xínr /(sj°r/ <(©j#ß" ‘information, news';
bàntiän /(pan&t#jen/ <[bÅ~&txj=n" ‘a long time' ÿ bàntiänr /(pan&t#jar/ 

<[bÅ~&txj$s" ‘half a day';
mäoyânr /&mao'jar/ <«mìé'j¢¢ß" ‘peephole' ÿ mäoryân /&maor'jen/ <«mìH'j$$~" 

‘opal'.

2.1.3.! !Finally, an r-su‚xed word may easily suggest a diminutive, reductive ¸ 
a‡ectionate acceptation:

bïnggúnr /&piW(kw°r/ <«bàW(Kw#ß" ‘ice lolly';
nánháir /"nan"har/ <“nAW"h$s" ‘baby boy'; 
ménfèngr /"m°n(f°Wr/ <“mEM(f@$" ‘a tight crack between a door and its frame, or 

between two doors';
xiâo Zhängr /'sjao&caWr/ <‘©jå´&CìG" ‘young Zhäng';
lâo mäor /'lao&maor/ <‘lœ´&mìH" ‘old dear kitten';
àiqìngr /(öae"q#j°Wr/ <[>ö!ÅÈ"qxj§d" ‘unimportant love';
méi shír /"mei(ß°r/ <“meI(ß#ß" ‘no problem';
xiâoshuör /'sjao&ßwor/ <‘©jå´&ßwég" ‘novelette'.

2.2.! !With all its taxophones, érhuà provides one of the most prolific fields of re-
search on neutral Chinese pronunciation: if a simple addition of <r" to any syllabic 
rhyme –V(V)˚ Vn and Vng– might be su‚cient 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 /r/, which is primarily a postalveolar 

approximant, <r"; any foreign speaker of Chinese may feel content with it, and em-
ploy it everywhere safely, including for érhuà. <is 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 o‡ as a sacred dogma. 
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2.2.1.! ! For decades, nonsensical and frankly embarrassing transcriptions like 
‘<zr"' have been proposed in handbooks and essays, nothing being said about that 
curious mixture of pïnyïn and ñ… and sometimes the former prevails over the lat-
ter! Luckily, some ‘enlightened' scholars at least resort to less shameful solutions, Õ 
‘/zr/' or ‘<z<"', but still inadequate both phonemically and phonetically. Such in-
adequacy derives both from the conceptual and typographical limits of the ÷ñ, 
and from the fact that érhuà 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 <r" rarely occurs in neutral érhuà, since it 
would require a considerable e‡ort if methodically applied to continuous speech. 
Instead of a vocoid plus a truly postalveolar approximant (with potential nasaliza-
tion, as well), <zr, Zr", in truly neutral and spontaneous pronunciation –neither 
emphatic nor mannered– /zr/ sequences are more often realized as <zq, ZQ", \ a 
simple vocoid followed by a provelar (: midback) vocoid with lateral contraction.

2.3.! !As shown in ˙ 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 <ò"' fre-
quently encountered in traditional descriptions of érhuà. A certain degree of 
postalveolarity in any <q" 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 <q" is a coarticulation of vocalic traits, \ 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˚ <‰"; the corresponding approximant is nothing but the famous ‘Ameri-

can /</', (<) (while Southern British /</ is, rather, a postalveolar rounded approxi-

mant, (>), pace what most phoneticians still seem to think).!3

<e very symbol ‘(<)' suggested us the presser-foot-like diacritic in ‘<q"'. Yet, there 
are some di‡erences worth noticing: while pûtönghuà <q" are generally pro-velar, (<, 
‰) are pre-velar; the latter two are also intrinsically rounded, instead any <q" owns its 
potential roundedness to that of its basic <z". 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˚ 

<L". <erefore: <z" + <L" ï <q".
˙ 2.1.!!<e orograms of the laterally contracted vocoids.

˙ 2.2.!!<e vocograms of the laterally contracted vocoids for the suggested pronunciation.

2.4.!!Before analyzing how these peculiar vocoids behave in érhuà, it is important 
to note that, even in /ºù/, we normally find a lateral articulation, <R", rather than 
an intense appproximant like <®", as various ÷ñ notations –Õ ‘(!, ˇ)'– would sug-
gest. Many sinologists use ‘<ã"', a nonstandard symbol whose ÷ñ equivalent 
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should be ‘<¡C "', described as a ‘syllabic retroflex fricative' or even ‘retroflex vowel' 
(though written with a contoid glyph!). Undoubtedly, <®" belongs to neutral pro-
nunciation as <R" does, but it is associated with a tenser articulation and a certain 
emphatic component (if not with a marked Peking accent).

˙ 2.3.! !<e vocograms of the laterally contracted vocoids with no simplification (but without 

secondary variants).

2.5.! !Starting with />ô!zr/,  />ô!a, °, wo/ and /r/ interact without phonemic ad-
justments: /ar, jar, war÷ °r÷ wor/. Chinese taxophonics does not allow ¸ir, yr¸ as 
such, and adjusts them to /j°r÷ J°r/. Exceptionally, ¸ir, yr¸ present oscillations that 
might suggest quite peculiar phonemicizations: <is, ys" /i°r÷ y°r/; but all the sound 
files that we have examined clearly show that these oscillations are always related to 
intentionally slow ¸ careful speech. In addition, ¸cùr, ºùr  ̧ change into /c°r, 
º°r/, in order to be better distinguished from <cù, cR" and especially from <ºR, 
º®". Herein we list the most frequent taxophones, including those with á<r" (where 
‘á' suggests a less spontaneous pronunciation, often used by native speakers with a 
regional background and an intentional e‡ort to approach a neutral pronunciation.
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2.5.1.!!Let us notice that ‘•<…"' means Suggested Pronunciation, that is a sober and 
su‚cient 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, <$S" is the most typical for /ar/, yet we 
‘suggest' <$s", because it sounds as much as natural to natives, and it employs what 
we consider to be a very versatile taxophone, <s".

ar÷ yar˚ iar÷ war˚ uar /ar, j-, w-/ <$S, j-, w-" “ <-g" “ á<-r" – •<$s, j-, w-"
er “ œr /°r/ >¸ùr¸! <§s" “ <°g" “ á<°r" – •<°s"

yir˚ ir÷ yår˚ år /j°r, J°r/ <j°S, J-" “ <j°g, -" “ á<j°r, J-" – •<j°s, J-"
wor˚ uor÷ (m-b-p-f-)or /wor/ <wéh, wég÷ ‹éh, ‹ég" “ á<w°r÷ ‹°r" – •<wég"

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÷ 

yåer˚ åer ¸jer, Jer¸, the sound files suggest three groups of realizations: less fre-
quently, á<jEs, JEs", which plausibly lead to ‘/jer, J-/'; more often, <j°g÷ J°g" /j°r, 
J-/, totally assimilated to ¸ir, yr¸; yet the most typical realizations are <j%s÷ J%s", 
which we still prefer to assign to /-er/ (in a more useful interphonemic analysis, ac-
cording to the principle of Natural Phonetics, rather than to /-°r/, in a supposed 
‘more economical' –but more abstract, and less useful– intraphonemic analysis). 
So, we recommend the last taxophonic sequences shown, <j%s÷ J%s" (or, at most, 
á<j%r, J%r", which risk to sound too precise, because of the use of the contoid <-r", 
instead of the more typical laterally contracted vocoids, º ˙ 2.1):!4

yer˚ ier “ yåer˚ åer /jer, Jer/ <j%s, J" (“ á<j%r, J").

2.5.3.! !Similarly, ¸ur¸ provides two choices: /w°r/, which we consider primary; 
and /ur/, certainly not indispensable, but useful to improve one's understanding of 
spoken Chinese:
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(w)ur /w°r/ <w°S" “ á<w°r" – •<w°s" (“ ¸ur¸ <uD").

2.5.4.! !<e second elements of the diphthongs />w!ei, >w!ae/ are incompatible 
with the place of articulation of /r/; they are therefore reduced to a ‘zero' element, 
leaving />w!°r, >w!ar/; in theory, this causes homophony with er and ar, though the 
very few cases where this happens are substantially negligible. For ¸>w!eir¸, <>w!%g" 
is not totally uncommon, but it is better to adopt <>w!°s" as the ‘•' norm, in order to 
keep an advantageous consistency with other /°r/ sequences.

2.5.5.! !Regarding /aor, jaor/, both vowels are preserved, though a slight di‡er-
ence in /a/ can be observed: with /j/, the /a/ phoneme is prevented from being real-
ized as far back as <ì", which otherwise would be very natural, considering the in-
herent midback quality of <H, ég". A similar behaviour distinguishes /our/ from 
/jour/, as clearly shown (º ˙ 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 />j!our/ phonemization; />j!or/ surely su‚ces for an ‘Inter-
national' pronunciation, nonetheless it cannot properly represent secondary realiza-
tions like <oUj, 0Uj" (if really needed, ‘/>j!o>u!r/' might work well as a practical 
shorthand for both />j!our, >j!or/).

aor /aor/ <ìH, ìég" “ á<ìér" — •<ìH" 

yaor˚ iaor /jaor/ <jaH, jaég" “ á<jaér" — •<jaH"

our /o>u!r/ <oj" “ á<oUr"
your˚ iur /jo>u!r/ <jOj" “ á<jOUr"

2.6.! !In -nr, /n/ disappears, too. Consequently, gër ‘song' and gënr ‘root' are pro-
nounced alike, /&k°r/ <&K°s"; as well as bàr ‘handle' and bànr ‘obstacle, petal', /(par/ 
<(P¢ß". It is important to note that pïnyïn is certainly not the actual phonic struc-
ture of Chinese (as many are lead to think), but just an o‚cial romanization, which 
does not exactly correspond to the phonemes of the language. As a matter of fact, 
pïnyïn might be more similar to a hypothetical, more abstract, phonological level, 
more like our possible ¸- ¸ symbolization. For instance, we might have the se-
quences ¸inr, ynr, w°nr¸, for inr˚ ånr˚ enr÷ but /j°r, J°r, w°r/ are certainly better. 
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As for ¸jenr, Jenr¸, it must be remembered that /jen, Jen/ are simply more real-
istic phonemicizations for <j=n, J+n" than ‘/jan, Jan/'; when /n/ disappears, the syl-
labic nucleus resumes its original theoretical vowel quality: /jar, Jar/ >¸janr, 
Janr¸!, with the same values as described above for /ar/, Õ <“J+n&qxJ$s" 
/"Jen&⁄#Jar/ yuánqåänr˘

2.6.1.!!Also -ng /W/ is dropped before /r/, but it does not vanish totally; instead, it 
nasalizes the preceding vowel and the following /r/, with a certain number of taxo-
phones. It must be considered that <Q" 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 <z". In short, the actual realizations may vary: we have 
chosen the most frequent ones, including those with <Zr". 

<e neutralizations and readjustments explained for ordinary /z>n!r/ largely ap-
ply to /zWr/, as well: ingr /j°Wr/ (with a rare <id" realization, too, ¸ciWr¸); ongr can 
be explained either as a variant of wengr, thus /w°Wr/ (with a fully audible <w" or, 
better, a milder <+"), or as an autonomous ‘rhyme', /oWr/. <is requires a concise 
explanation: by and large, realizations referable to /w°Wr/ instead of /oWr/ are fairly 
common and certainly a good choice for foreign speakers; but with the labial pho-
nemes, /m, p, f, Ñ/, the glides <w, +" merge with the preceding /c/, producing a <‹" 
articulated with rounded lips:

yingr˚ ingr /j°Wr/ <j§d, j%d" (“ á<id, j§r", ¸iWr¸) – •<j§d";
angr÷ yang˚ iangr÷ wangr˚ uangr /aWr, j-, w-/ <ìG, j-, w-" “ á<ìr, j-, w-"
engr /°Wr/ <§d" (“ á<§r")
wengr˚ ongr /w°Wr/ <w%d, w§d, w0d" (“ á<w§r, w0r") – •<w§d"
ongr /oWr/ <éJ, éG" (“ á<or") – •<éJ" 
yongr˚ iongr /JoWr/ <JéG, JéJ" (“ á<J0r") – •<JéJ".

2.7.! !We now present a few examples, transcribed according to our Suggested 
Pronunciation, though our readers will not find it di‚cult 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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a.!!/ar/: <$s" ar̊ air̊ anr÷ <j$s" iar̊ ianr÷ <J$s" åanr÷ <w$s" uar̊ uair̊ uanr\

/ar/ >̧a>i!r, anŗ!: huà-huàr <{Hwa(hw¢ß";

/jar/ >̧jar, janŗ!: chuängliánr <«c#wìW"lj$s";

/Jar/ >̧Janŗ!: yåánqåänr <“J+n&qxJ$s";

/war/ >̧wa>i!r, wanŗ!: hâowánr <‘Hœ́"w$s".

b.!!/°r/: <°s" er̊ eir̊ enr̊ œr÷ <j°s" ir̊ inr÷ <J°s" år̊ ånr÷ <w°s" ur̊ uir̊ unr\

/°r/ >̧eir, °>n!r, ùŗ!: bèikér <[b™Ù"kx°s";

/j°r/ >̧i>n!ŗ!: sh™jínr <‘ßÍ(Qj#ß"; 

/J°r/ >̧y>n!ŗ!: qßqår <&qxyèq̂°s";

/w°r/ >̧ur, weir, w°nŗ!: kôuwèir <‘k#øÛ(w#ß".

Again, yer̊ ier “ yåer̊ åer might be given as /j°r, J°r/ too, yet we prefer to inter-

pret them precisely as /jer, Jer/, thus:

/jer/: sh#jiër <“ßR&Qj%s";

/Jer/: mújåér <[m̈"QJ%s".

c.!!/our,  jour/:  <oj" our,  <jOj" iur÷ /wor/: <wég, ‹ég" (u)or÷ />j!aor/: <ìH" aor, 

<jaH" iaor\

/our/: tûdòur <‘t#̈(Tøª";

/jour/: zhïliùr <«†R"ljOj";

/wor/: shänpör <«ßAm&&Xég"÷

/aor/: nâimáor <‘nÅÈ"mìH";

/jaor/: màimiáor <[mÅÈ"mjaH".

d.!!/aWr/: <ìG" angr÷ <jìG" iangr÷ <wìG" uangr\

/aWr/: piänchângr <«p#j=N'cxœœ‚";

/jaWr/: dòujiängr <[døÛ&QjìG";

/waWr/: tiänchuängr <«t#j=N&cxwìG".

e.!!/°Wr/: <§d" engr÷ <j§d" ingr÷ <w§d" uengr\

/°Wr/: bândèngr <‘bÅn(T@$";

/j°Wr/: qî mìngr <‘q"¤"mj§d";

/w°Wr/: xiâo wèngr <‘©jǻ(w@$".
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f.!!/oWr/: <éJ" ongr÷ <JéJ" iongr\

/oWr/: töukòngr <«t#oU(kx´ˆ";
/joWr, J/: küqióngr <«k#u"qxJéJ".

2.8.! !Compared to the huge number of the Chinese-speaking population world-
wide, it is just a tiny minority that can use érhuà 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 érhuà phenomenon at all, or lack 
those phones necessary to realize it correctly. In other dialects, something compa-
rable to érhuà has crystalized in a more conservative phase than that of Peking 
érhuà, or it has taken a di‡erent course.

Beside dialectal interference, the Chinese script, too, influences speech habits of 
those for whom érhuà is an (often erratically) acquired feature: the r 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:

*<[ß¨)ß" /(ßw°r/ shúr ‘number; vertical stroke in Chinese calligraphy'; 
*<“©i&fuès" /"si7fw°r/ xìfur‘wife'; 
*<‘©jå´"qxjOUès" /'sjao"⁄#jour/ xiâo qiùr‘small ball'; 
*<[⁄xwø)ß" /(⁄#wor/ cuòr‘mistake'.

2.8.1.! !Proper érhuà enjoys prestige in speaking pûtönghuà, 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 érhuà 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 o‚cial texts as they are written: 
without the character ér and –consequently– with no érhuà. Instead, a markedly 
colloquial register shows the opposite trend: érhuà abounds, sometimes overwhelm-
ingly –if not anarchically– in vernacular Pekingese.
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2.8.2.! !From a general perspective, the formal ÿ colloquial opposition is not the 
best criterion to explain érhuà, as many scholars still do. In fact, we are dealing with 
the result of a historical process inherent to the language, from which the new r de-
rives: a true grammeme, not a mere embellishment. Regardless of any artificiality, 
érhuà is as much a part of the spoken language as the aforementioned su‚xes -zœ 

and -li are. To put it bluntly, certain words must have -r, others may have it, while 
others are not entitled to. <e most authoritative reference work in the field is, by 
and large, the Contemporary Chinese Dictionary, where any lexeme requiring or al-
lowing érhuà 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. <erefore, 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 su‚ce, namely <ar, %r, or", to which any other /z>z!r, znr/ shall adhere and 
conform. For /zWr/, <Är, %r, or" are fair enough to make oneself understood; but at-
tention should be paid not to omit this nasalization, given that <Är, %r, or" are not 
to be merged with <ar, %r, or". Let us examine a few examples: bänr <&par" ‘job; 
scar' ÿ bängr <&pÄr" ‘band, gang'; bèir <(p%r" totally; generation' ÿ bèngr <(p%r" 
‘separation; little coin'. After all, such nasalization is not di‚cult at all, provided 
the speakers are able to lower their velum, as illustrated in ̇  2.1. For yingr˚ we rec-
ommend <j%r"; while, for yongr and iongr, the learner could usefully evaluate the 
alternatives, <jor, J%r, Jor", though we recommend iongr <jor" and ongr <or", 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 Ç<ar", we have: Ç<ar" ar˚ air˚ anr÷ Ç<jar" iar˚ ianr÷ Ç<Jar" åanr÷ Ç<war" 
uar˚ uair˚ uanr.

Ç<jar": chuängliánr Ç<«c#waN"ljar", •<«c#wìW"lj$s";
Ç<Jar": yuánquänr Ç<“Jen&q#Jar", •<“J+n&qxJ$s";
Ç<war": hâowánr Ç<‘#ao"war", •<‘Hœ´"w$s".
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b.!!Related  to Ç<%r", we have: Ç<%r" er̊ eir̊ enr̊ œr÷ Ç<j%r" ir̊ ier̊ inr÷ Ç<J%r" år̊ åer̊ 

ånr÷ Ç<w%r" ur̊ uir̊ unr.

Ç<j%r": sh™jínr Ç<‘ß®(qj%r", •<‘ßÍ(Qj#ß";

Ç<J%r": qßqår Ç<&q#yèq#J%r", •<&qxyèq̂s";

Ç<w%r": kôuwèir Ç<‘k#ou(w%r", •<‘k#øÛ(w#ß".

c.!!Related to Ç<or", we have: Ç<or" our÷ Ç<jor" iur÷ Ç<wor" uor÷ Ç<aor" aor÷ Ç<jaor" 

iaor.

Ç<or": tûdòur Ç<‘t#u(tor", •<‘t#̈(Tøª";

Ç<jor": zhïliùr Ç<«c®"ljor", •<«†R"ljOj";

Ç<aor": nâimáor Ç<‘nae"maor", •<‘nÅÈ"mìH";

Ç<jaor": màimiáor Ç<[mae"mjaor", •<[mÅÈ"mjaH";

Ç<wor": shänpör Ç<«ßam&p#wor", •<«ßAm&&Xég".

d.!!Related to Ç<Är", we have: Ç<Är" angr÷ Ç<jÄr" iangr÷ Ç<wÄr" uangr.

Ç<Är": piänchângr Ç<«p#jeN'c#ÄÄr", •<«p#j=N'cxœœ‚";

Ç<jÄr": dòujiängr Ç<[tou&qjÄr", •<[døÛ&QjìG";

Ç<wÄr": tiänchuängr Ç<«t#jeN&c#wÄr", •<«t#j=N&cxwìG".

e.!!Related to Ç<%r", we have: Ç<%r" engr÷ Ç<j%r" ingr÷ uengr.

Ç<%r": bândèngr Ç<‘pan(t%r", •<‘bÅ~(T@$";

Ç<j%r": qîmìngr Ç<‘q#i"mj%r", •<‘q"¤"mj§d";

Ç<w%r": xiâowèngr Ç<‘©jao(w%r", •<‘©jǻ(w@$".

f.!!Related to Ç<or", we have: Ç<or" ongr÷ Ç<jor" “ <Jor" iongr.

Ç<or": töukòngr Ç<«t#ou(k#or", •<«t#oU(kx́ "̂;

Ç<jor": küqióngr Ç<«k#u"q#Jor", •<«k#u"qxJéJ".

Notes:

Marco Cerini — <e Pronunciation of Mandarin Chinese 

32

 1  A detailed analysis of the historical origin  and development of the érhuà phenomenon, and 

of its dialectal variation, is provided by li, s-j. (1984) Hanyu £ér$ <̋" yin shi yanjiu.

 2  °  also lu,  y-zh.(2001) Qingsheng he  erhuå which,  besides érhuà̊  provides abundant exam-

ples of words with a ‘zero' toneme, too.
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 3 Again, see canepari, l. (2009) English PronunciationS˚ Ã 26 ‘<e £whole truth$ on English 
r', as it helps avoid any further misunderstanding (and misuse) of the relevant phonetic sym-
bols, especially in consideration of the noticeable di‡erence –in this regard– between ÷ñ 
and ˚ñ.

  Besides, ° lin, h-y. (2007) <e Sounds of Chinese  ̊ § 2.1.3.2, on /rz/; and § 3.4.5, where 
‘rhotacized/retroflexed vowels' are concisely described. <ough 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 érhuà˚ see li, m. “ shi, p-w. (1986, rist. 2004) Hanyu 
putonghua yuyin bianzheng˚ Ã 12.



3.!!Consonants and contoids

3.1.! !<e consonantal system of Mandarin Chinese shows some interesting pecu-
liarities, including some alternative possibilities of phonemic analysis. For example, 
the phonemic status of <qx, Q, ©" is debatable; in fact, pïnyïn has chosen their 
‘o‚cial' acknowledgement –as j˚ q˚ x– to the detriment of vowels, especially /y/: 
this is rendered as u˚ even if its phonemic values are indisputably /y, J/. On the 
contrary, it would have been su‚cient to systematically use å, instead of fluctuating 
between yu˚ ju˚ qu˚ xu and nå˚ lå – all the more so because, with nå˚ lå, both an 
Umlaut and a tonal mark are to be used anyway. If no å 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. <en, simply yu˚ jiu˚ qiu˚ xiu for <Jy, Qy, 
qxy, ©y", and you˚ jiou˚ qiou˚ xiou for <jOU, QjOU, qxjOU, ©jOU".

˙ 3.1.!!Table of Mandarin contoids.

Considering the vowel phonemic inventory that we have adopted, it appears 
more reasonable not to consider <qx, Q, ©" as phonemes, but simply as taxophones 
of /⁄, ⁄#, s/ when followed by /i, y÷ j, J/.!1 All this, of course, is irrespective of both 
morphological and lexically-derived considerations, since they are not at all abso-
lute. In fact, <qx, Q, ©" historically derive from two distinct series: /⁄>#!, s/ + /i, y÷ 



j, J/ and /k>#!, h/ + /i, y÷ j, J/. <e ancient ‘Phags-pa inscriptions, as well as compari-

sons  with  modern dialects,  testify  that both  series still  existed  in Early  Mandarin 

(around the xiii century ad), but then gradually  merged.!2  Nevertheless, we insist 

that phonology  must be explicit, in order to be useful. <e simple reason why  we 

have chosen to assign <qx, Q, ©" to /⁄#, ⁄, s/ only, then, is that this series is nearer 

to the phonetic reality than /k#, k, h/ is, both at the auditory and articulatory level.

Nasals

3.2.!!<ere are three nasal phonemes (̇ 3.2): /m, n, W/ <m, m÷ M, n, N, n, N÷ W", 

which pïnyïn correctly renders as m̊ n̊ nğ In syllable-final position, only /n, W/ 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, nJ/, though: <nj, nJ"; for /nòw/, <Nw" is a 

possibility. Besides, let us notice the reduced forms of wômen and tämen, which be-

come monosyllabic in  very  fast speech,  with /m!/: /'wom, &tam/. <e tendency  of 

/n!/ to assimilation is so strong  that we can find cases such  as: <¿“¬je&hw%nèl°»ma)ç" 

(“ <&hw%lèl°") /¿"⁄je&hw°n7l°7ma?/ Jié-hün le ma? Mandarin has /n/ <n" + /i, y÷ j, J/, 

as said, although <n" is possible as well, and can be safely used by foreign learners. 

On the other hand, before the dentals, /t, t#, ⁄, ⁄#, s/, the more specific symbol 

would be ̌û‹, but this is not at all necessary. On the contrary, it is useful to clearly 

mark <m" in /mwo/ <mo>§|!". Syllable-final and  word-final nasals always have an in-

audible release, even before a pause: ̌næ, Wæ‹. (<is is quite normal for other oriental 

languages such  as Cantonese, <ai, Cambodian, Vietnamese, Tagalog, Malay, and 

Indonesian – even for final voiceless stops, now lost in Mandarin.)

 ̇3.2.!!Nasal contoids.

3.2.1.!!Here  are  some  examples: <&mìé" mäo̊ <&mo" mö̊ <'nœœ́" nâo̊ <"pxEn" 

pén̊ <"px§W" péng÷ <‘HÈ~(ö#>@|!" hên  è̊ <“q"J+n'tx¤¤" qåántî̊ <“¬Ù~'Áœœ́" jînzâo̊ 

<{dwAn(lj$~,  -Al-" duànliàn̊ <“rEm"mIn" rénmìn̊ <“lw%m&PAn" lùnbän̊ <[k#å̄'fåå" 
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kànfâ̊ <«bj=n"Qi" biänjì̊ <[¬Ù̇'CÍÍ" jínzh™̊ <[p#Å~"QJe" pànjåé̊ <‘bj$~"Jy" biâny!̊ 

<“gÅ̇'rÅÅ~" gânrân̊ <«bIN'KwÅÅ~" bïnguân̊ <{qj=n(wœ„,  -N(w-" jiànwàng̊ 

<“lj=W&hwAn" liánhuän̆

With /W/: <“ji(l̈ “p#àW&öAn" yìlú pìng'än̊ <«f§W(mj$~" fëngmiàn̊ <‘k#Ô„(P̈" kôngbú̊ 

<{laW(f™Ù" làngfèi̊ <«f§W'T¤¤" fëngdî̊ <‘k#Ô„(©¤" kôngxí̊ <“p#àW"Jy" pìngy!̊ <«ß§W(rÍ" 

shëngr®̊ <«f§W(ßÅ~" fëngshàn̊ <“p#àW'Kwøø, 'Kwø@|" pìngguô̆

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 hyper-phonetic 

level, ‘̌-‹', where necessary).

 ̇3.3.!!Stop and stop-strictive contoids.

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

minimal  pairs  through  ‘aspiration':  ÷/câ, c/.  In  fact,  ‘aspirated'  consonants  are, 

rather, /c#/ sequences, where /#/ is therefore a true phone and  phoneme, indeed. 

Since voicing is not phonemic, many Chinese phoneticians –simplistically– explain 

‘/câ, c/' exactly as ‘<câ, 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, <1ë",  a secondary 

one, <óë", or if it is unstressed, <7ë". For  stops and  stop-strictives, we have /Ü#, Ä#/ 

<1̧x,  ó̧#,  7̧>#!",  and /Ü, Ä/  <1Ê,  óC,  7Ñ".  <is  is  absolutely  automatic  for  native 

speakers, who instinctively  give priority  to fully stressed syllables, while producing 

much laxer articulations in unstressed ones. 

Yet, for /1Ü#, 1Ä#/, native speakers might also employ <1̧X" instead, with  a semi-

constrictive  (obviously  weaker than its constrictive counterpart <x"), or even <1̧#", 

with the lenis laryngeal approximant  more commonly  found in /óÜ#, óÄ#/. <at 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  Táng  lady-in-waiting  is  supposed  to 

talk in a most refined, mellifluos voice, coherent with her social status.

Regarding <7̧>#!", we shall employ <7̧" in general transcriptions, but it is impor-

tant to underline that a residual ‘aspiration' may  be present, here and  there, espe-

cially  in  relatively  slow  speech:  if  not <#",  possibly  something  even  lighter  and 

shorter, Õ a semi-approximant, <7̧.".

3.3.2.!!Similar flexibility must be applied to <1Ê, óC, 7Ñ", respectively voiceless lenis̊ 

partially voiced (actually, a mixed-phonation contoid) and voiced contoids. First of 

all, it is hard  to present Mandarin /1Ü, 1Ä/  as simply voiceless <̧": in that case, na-

tive speakers of languages with a true /̧, Ñ/ opposition would notice no di‡erence 

between –say–  their /t/ and what d is supposed  to  represent in pïnyïn. Instead,  to 

Italian speakers, for instance, a sequence like dàodá múdídí /(tao"ta (mu(ti(ti/ would 

almost certainly sound like a hypothetical Italian sequence /1ta9)amu )i1ti/, or even 

/1)a9)amu )i1)i/, 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 <[Tœ́“da 4mu{di(T¤, -è)i-": never-

theless, as good recordings easily demostrate, <óÊ" occurs too, as well as <1C, 7C". 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 di‡erence, especially among 
stop phones (while voicing is somewhat easier to detect in stop-strictive phones, 
thanks to the /À/ component that makes voicing much more evident). 

Even if /1Ü, 1Ä/ were occasionally articulated as purely voiceless <¸", and not as 
voiceless lenis <Ê", a degree of distinctiveness between ‘aspiration' and ‘non-
aspiration' would be guaranteed anyway. In fact, only /7Ü#, 7Ä#÷ 1Ü, 1Ä/ 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 /¸, Ñ/, 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 /Ü#, Ä#/ 
<¸#" and /Ü, Ä/ <C" as a versatile compromise. <is is certainly ‘safer' for foreign 
learners: first, it ensures a larger auditory distance between /c#/ and /c/ than sim-
ply <¸#÷ ¸" (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 (Ê), dad (-fl) (alveolar, though, not dental as in Chinese, <d"), gag (-Ÿ), 
before a pause or an unvoiced contoid. In fact, if we listen carefully, we shall notice a 
subtle di‡erence between Bob comes (-Ê 'kh-÷ -") and Bob goes on (-b 'g-÷ -z).

English has no unitary /⁄/, yet the sequence ds as in dads (-#") o‡ers a rough ap-
proximation to <º"; for <¬, †", one should start from English judge, first compar-
ing j- (G-) and -dge (-‚), then gradually approximating to the correct points of ar-
ticulation (˙ 3.4 shows the orograms of (t, d÷ c, G), for a useful comparison be-
tween English (fl, ‚) and Mandarin <d, †, ¬").

˙ 3.4.!!<e orograms of (t, d÷ c, G), for a useful comparison between English and Chinese.
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3.3.4.!!Let  us  now  see  the following  examples: <&PIn" bïn̊ <"%o" bó̊ <(&Xø" pò̊ 

<"Tje" dié̊ <"kxweI" kuì̊ <«p#àW&pxaW" pïngpäng̊ <[t"jǻ'ẅ "̈ tiào-wû̊ <&kx§W" këng÷ 

<(På‘bå|,  -),¢" bàbå <(t¤‘d¤|,  -))Ù" dídi̊ <&K°»g°|,  -èŸ*" gëge̊ <(ßÍ‘p#ÅÈ|,  -)p¢È" sh®pai̊ 

<"pxu»t#ìé|, -èt̂é" pùtao̊ <"pxuèt̂é'QjØØÛ÷ -èt0" pùtaojiû̊ <(⁄xæ‘k##|, -)kÚ" c®kĕ

3.3.5!!As far as stop-strictives are concerned, therefore, we have /⁄, ⁄#/  <1Á, óº, 

7Ü÷ 1⁄x, ó⁄#, 7⁄" z̊ c÷ before /i, y÷ j, J/, they are realized as <1Q, ó¬, 7ú÷ 1qx, óq#, 7q" 

j̊ q. Finally, /c, c#/ <1C, ó†, 7̨÷ 1cx, óc#, 7c" zh̊ ch̆ As previously said, <7⁄, 7q, 6c" 

must be intended as <7⁄>#!, 7q>#!, 6c>#!", \ with a possible residual ‘aspiration'.

Here  are  some  examples  (expressly  chosen  with  final  syllables  with  a  zero-

toneme): <&ÁAE" zäi̊ <(⁄xwÅ~" cuàn̊ <&Qy" jß̊ <"qxjOW" qióng̊ <(C™Ù" zhèi̊ <"cxR" 

ch#÷ <"Pi»ºù|,  èÜù" bìzœ̊ <"JYn»⁄#AE|,  -è⁄AE÷ "jYn-" y!ncai̊ <(Tj$~‘¬¤|, -èú¤" diànji̊ 

<&txj=n»q#i|, -èqi" tiänqi̊ <"⁄xAE»†R|, -ę̀ R" cáizhœ̊ <"pxeI»c#En|, -ècEn" péichen̆

Constrictives

3.4.!!<ere are three constrictive phonemes, all phonemically voiceless: /f, s, ß/; 

they are also phonetically voiceless in syllables with a primary stress, <1ë", as well as 

in those with a secondary stress preceding another <1ë", \ />1ë!1ë1ë/ <óë1ë" “ <1ëóë1ë" (see 

Ã  4): fânfú <‘fÅ̄(f̈", sän  suí <«sAn(sw™Ù", sh®sh# <[ßÍ"ßR"; fánfënshú <"fAM«fEN(ß̈", 

sän-s® suí <&sAn{sù(sw™Ù", shôushúsh® <3ßø̈{ß̈(ßÍ". It is to  be  remembered  that, in a 

typical <1ëóë1ë" trisyllable, the former <1ë" is auditorily less prominent than the latter, 

due to the influence from the rhythmic structure.

3.4.1.!!„en the most prominent syllable comes first, as in the /1ë7ë>7ë!/  <1ë7ë" “ 

<1ë7ëóë" sequences, the following less stressed syllables are articulated with much less 

energy, too. <ey 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 /1ë7ë/ <1ëóë" instead of the <1ë7ë" 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 

<1ë7ëóë" pattern, in terms of  phonatory  energy. It is precisely such syllable-strength 

attenuation that produces a kind  of ‘voicing gradation' similar to that observed  in 

stop  and  stop-strictive contoids: <1̧, óC, 7Ñ". <us we have: /f/  <1f, óv, 7Ñ" f, /s/ <1s, óz, 

7(" s and <1©, ó£, 7*" x, /ß/ <1ß, óò, 7¡" sh.
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A few examples: <"ma»vAn|, -"maèÑ$n" máfan˚ <(Kœ´‘z¨|, -è(¨" gàosu˚ <&KwAn»£i|, -è*i" 
guänxi˚ <"ljaW»òR|, "ljaWè¡R" liángshœ˘ <is 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.

˙ 3.5.!!Constrictive and semi-constrictive contoids.

3.4.2.!!Nevertheless, we do not support the <1¸, ó¸, 7¸" 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 <1¸" and lenis <7C" 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): <1¸", <ó¸, óC", <7C". 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. <e ‘professional' choice favours <1¸", <ó¸, óC", <7C, 7Ñ" (again, with smooth and 
flexible transitions between the edges), from which we have devised the normalized 
scheme ‘<1¸, óC, 7Ñ"' presented above. 

Statistically, <Ñ, (, *, ¡" are much more common in a preintoneme than in an in-
toneme. Besides, ‘laxer' articulations abound in informal and colloquial environ-
ments: more <7Ñ", 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 Ã 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: <F, V÷ S, Z÷ Â, 8÷ fi, !"; however, it is hard to define an explicit criterion for this 
last point, as it appears to be a side e‡ect 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 (Õ 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.! !<ough not precisely a constrictive, /h/ h must be included here as well, 
since we have chosen to describe it –primarily– as a uvular semi-constrictive, <h". 
Our choice has a decisive advantage, hidden behind this unitary symbol, free from 
annoying diacritics: as a matter of fact, it is extremely di‚cult, 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, <H". In syllables 
with a primary stress, native speakers themselves oscillate airily, probably more 
than with any other consonant. <us, <h" appears to be the ideal ‘normalized' 
choice, capable of suggesting both the main taxophones, at the same time; sec-
ondly, by attempting to articulate <h", foreign learners will happen to automatically 
reproduce the same –very natural– taxophonic variation observed in neutral 
pronunciation.!4

Statistically, <H" is most common in syllables with a secondary stress, while we 
frequently find a velar approximant, <·", in unstressed ones (be noted: a change in 
place –not manner– of articulation). <en, for héhâo /"h°'hao/ and hâohë 

/'hao&h°/, we actually have <“H°'hœœ´, ‘Hœø&h°"; while, for huôhou /'hwo7hou/ and 
còuhe, /(⁄#ou7h°/, we have <3hwøø«HoU, -ç·oU÷ (⁄xøÛ‘H#, -)·#". 

In fact, any of the taxophones of /#/, <x, #", would work as well, at the phonemic 
level; but phonetically, only <x" is auditorily ‘strong' enough to replace <·", not so 
much <H" (while, certainly, <h" would not be fit). More examples: <“H°(ßÍ" hésh®˚ 

<[ßÍ"h°" sh®hé˚ <[HøÛ'hwÚÚÙ" hòuhuî˚ <(%ø‘H#>@|!, -)·@" bòhe˚ <"ßR»HoU, -»Hoj÷ -è·-" 
sh#hou(r)˚ <«ßaW(hÅÈ" shänghài˚ <‘Hwœ„(hwå" huânghuà˚ <&©i{ºaW(hwå" Xïzànghuà ˚ 

<«H°(⁄x¨" hë cú.
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Approximants

3.5.!!In our analysis, Mandarin Chinese has five approximant phonemes (˙ 3.6). 
<e first one is postalveolar, /r/ <r" r: <(r#" rè˚ <"rEn" rén˚ <(rwÆ~" rún, <"r9W" róng, 
<(rÍ" r®, <“r§W"rAN“roU'rwÅÅ~, "r§W«rAN«roU'rwÅÅ~" réngrán róuruân. <e various oc-
currences of /r/ at the end of a syllable –\ the érhuà phenomenon– are treated in 
depth in Ã 2, since most speakers actually realize /z>z!rò, zórò/ not as sequences 
ending in <r", but rather as peculiar vocoids featuring both lateral contraction and a 
slight post-alveolarization.

˙ 3.6.!!Approximant and semi-approximant contoids (with <’", for the theoretical /ù/ <R")

3.5.1.!!Besides <r", the corresponding post-alveolar constrictive <¡ " is an important 
taxophone of syllable-initial /r/; in fact, there is a certain degree of free variation, 
with the possibility of an intermediate articulation too, \ the semi-constrictive ˇÎ‹ 
(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 r, con-
trary to what nearly all phoneticians ¸ sinologists insist on presenting in their 
analyses, where only ‘/¡/' and ‘<¡"' are generally employed.!5

From a certain point of view, that is an understandable choice: for one thing, ‘/¡ /' 
looks like the logical counterpart of /ß/, in terms of phonemic opposition (which 
theoretical linguists and acoustic phoneticians consider to be more than enough); 
secondly, the ÷ñ inventory lacks a unitary symbol for ˚<r", and the only two 
‘candidates' worthy of consideration, ÷(<, >), are not entirely adequate… not to 
mention that there is little agreement, among ÷ñ enthusiasts, on what ‘(<, >)' pre-
cisely stand for. As far as ˚(>) is concerned, we employ it univocally for British 
English r, which is certainly post-alveolar, but also laterally contracted, and it has a 
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certain amount of lip rounding,  thus  it is di‡erent from <r"  —  ° British  English 

('>a;Ö) /'<aø/ row ‘dispute' ÿ Chinese <(rœ́" /1ra9/ rào ‘coil'.

Nevertheless, another  problem  arises with  ‘/¡/':  how to  represent érhuà phone-

mically? No doubt, ‘/&k°¡/' would seem a bit exaggerated as a phonemicization for 

gër.  <e  sources  consulted  so  far  show  a  variety  of  solutions,  from  ‘/-</'  or  ‘/->/' 

(with  the  possible  ambiguities mentioned  above),  to an embarrassing  ‘/-r/'. Some-

times, the question is ignored altogether, and the érhuà ends up being banally tran-

scribed with a mixture of pïnyïn and a few scattered ÷ñ symbols, not always with 

a clear distinction between phonemes and phones (even (-r)!). It is self-evident that 

/r/ 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, w", and also /J/ <J", for it cannot be consid-

ered to be a simple taxophone of /j/ (in that case, a syllable like /Je/ yåe 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 <ª", semi-post-palatal rounded <̂", and semi-velar  rounded <+". 

A few examples: <3jaW«jaW, -çjaW" “ <-çª̂W" yângyang̊ <&Tje»dje, -è)je" “ <-è)ª*" diëdie̊ 

<3Qj™™«¬je÷ -çúje" “ <-çúª*" jiêjie̊ <3l¤«bj=n, -ç,j=n" “ <-ç,ª=n, -ç,ªEn" lîbian÷ <‘J¥&ji" 

yƒyï̊ <‘©J™(qxJ™" xåêqåè̊ <(T¤‘£jØ„, -)*jØ„"  “ <-)*ªØ„"  (“ <-‘£JÛ„,  )*̂Û„") díxiong÷ 

<"wìW" wáng̊ <&hweI÷ &hwài" huï̊ <3txœ́«lw%n, -çlw%n" “ <-çl+*n" tâolun̆

3.5.3.!!Some might even argue that /j, J, 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 

o‡er our readers a chance to judge by  themselves. According  to such a minimalist 

approach, then, /1>c!ôz>z!, 1>c!ôzó/ should be rendered as ‘/1>c!zz>z!, 1>c!zzó/'. 

A few concrete examples will instantly  underline  what the basic fault is, in this 

kind  of analysis: ‘/(⁄#ien/' qiàn̊ ‘/'sye/' xåê̊ ‘/&cuaW/' zhuäng. Apparently, there is 

no major di‡erence with respect to our /(⁄#jen, 'sJe, &cwaW/; but, let us examine 

the phonetic reality and listen carefully: in normal speech, we would normally en-

counter <(qxj™~, '©J™™, &CwìW". Surely, the  most prominent segments are  the vo-

calic  nuclei, namely <(™, '™™,  &ì", where most  of  the phonatory  energy  insists and 

focuses on.
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Nevertheless, should we rigorously  accept something  like ‘/(⁄#ien, 'sye, &cuaW/', 

the  phonetic  outcome  would  inevitably  be <(qx¤™~,  '©¥¥™,  &CuìW",  with  major 

prominence on <(¤, '¥¥, &u". It could  not be otherwise, because /ie, ye, ua/ are cer-

tainly diphthongs, as much as /ei, ae, ao, ou/ are. It is self-evident that such an ab-

surdity could be avoided only by means of a (no less problematic) phonemicization 

as ‘/7⁄#i(en, 7sy'e, 7cu&aW/'. But, even so, we would expect, as a primary rendition, 

something  like <çqxi(™~,  )©¥'™™, çCu&ìW":  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 /j, 

J, 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, /l/ <l" (which remains unchanged even before /i, y÷ j, J/): <"lAE" /"lae/ 

lái̊ <"l9W"  /"loW/ lóng̊ <'lj$$~" /'ljen/ liân̊ <(l¥"  /(ly/ lŸ̆ Native speakers  of  English 

should pay attention, moreover, not to pronounce Mandarin l as the so-called Eng-

lish ‘dark' l̊ found in preconsonantal or prepausal position: velarized lateral̊ (ı), or 

–less conspicuously– velarized semi-lateral̊ (§). <ough neutral English /l/ is <l" 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 /w/. 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.

 ̇3.7.!!Lateral contoids (with a useful comparison with phones occurring in English).
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Casual speech

3.7.! ! We present hereby some supplementary information, regarding casual 
speech˚ \ 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.

„at 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, >ê$, 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, a‡ecting vowels and consonants in 
fast speech and in a pre-intoneme (\ not in an intoneme), for they can make Chinese 
less easy to understand. <ey 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 /p>#!, t>#!, k>#!÷ ⁄>#!, c>#!÷ f, s, ß, h/, 
\ not after sonants, and with the fourth toneme, particularly its ‘long' taxotone <[" 
(see below): /i, y, ù, u/ <î, Ö, í÷ ÿ, É÷ ü÷ }, ]". Be noted that partially devoiced vo-
coids do not feature any ‘creaky voice', \ laryngealization, <%", as their fully voiced 
counterpart would, when associated with low taxotones.

A few examples: <[p#î"ru" /(p#i"ru/ pírù˚ <[b}'fåå" /(pu'fa/ búfâ˚ <[t#î&ßEn" /(t#i&ß°n/ 
tíshën˚ <[d}'kxøøÛ" /(tu'k#ou/ dúkôu˚ <[¬ÿ"txwAn" /(⁄y"t#wan/ jŸtuán˚ <[k#}'cxåå" 
/(k#u'c#a/ kúchâ˚ <{g}(kx#" /(ku(k#°/ gúkè˚ <[⁄#ü&Qi" /(⁄#ù&⁄i/ c®jï˚ <[ºü'm¨¨" 
/(⁄ù'mu/ z®mû˚ <{c#}(fÅ~" /(c#u(fan/ chúfàn˚ <{¬íW(Áwø" /(⁄iW(⁄w9/ jíngzuò˚ 
<{f}(P¨" /(fu(pu/ fúbú˚ <[©Ö~'jåå„" /(sin'jaW/ xínyâng˚ <[©ÿ'qx¥¥" /(sy'⁄#y/ xŸqƒ˚ 
<[ß}"fu" /(ßu"fu/ shúfù˚ <{H}(Cœ´" /(hu(ca9/ húzhào˘

Besides, in unstressed syllables with ‘zero' toneme, again not in an intoneme, ap-
proximant realizations are possible for /7s/: <Í" instead of <(", and <ª" instead of <*"; 
for /7ß/, <¡" is seldom reduced to <r". In very fast and uncontrolled pronunciation, 
stop-strictives may feature the same reductions: then, /7⁄>#!/ <Í" also for <⁄, Ü", and 
<ª" for <q, ú"; /7c>#!/ <r", also for <c, ˛".

A few examples: <(Kœ´)(æ, -)Í¬, -)Íæ" /(ka97su/ gàosu˚ <&PeIèÜù, -èÍl, -èÍù" /&pei7⁄ù/ 
bëizœ˚ <"⁄xoUè⁄oU, -èÍl, -èÍù" /"⁄#9u7⁄#9u/ cóucou˚ <&T9Wè*i, -èªà, -èªù" /&toW7si/ döngxi˚ 
<3j$$~çúàW, -çªàW, -çªùW" /'jen7⁄iW/ yânjing˚ <&cxuèqy, -èªà, -èªù" /&c#u7⁄#y/ chüqu˚ 
<&CRè¡R, -èrR" /&cù7ßù/ zh⁄shœ˚ <&PaWè˛u, -èrl, -èrù" /&paW7cu/ bängzhu˚ <&qxàWècu, 
-èrl, -èrù" /&⁄#iW7c#u/ qïngchu˘
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Notes:
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 1 In lin, h-y. (2007) <e Sounds of Chinese˚ the author seems to share our view on j˚ q˚ x.

 2 ° pulleyblank, e. g. {1991} Lexicon of Reconstructed Pronunciation in Early Middle Chi-
nese, Late Middle Chinese, and Early mandarin˚ p. 6-8.

 3 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 ñ (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, g"' Æ should visually prevent foreign learn-
ers –especially native speakers of English– from realizing ‘<p, t, k"' as <p#, t#, k#", due to the 
interference of common orthography. In fact, the diacritical circlet simply means devoicing˚ in 
the o‚cial system, with no further indication whether devoicing is partial or total; thus, ÷<C" 
may correspond to ˚<C", but also ˚<¸" (and ˚<Ê", too). Consequently, ÷<b, d, g" Æ 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 <p#, t#, k#" could certainly misinterpret ‘<b, d, g"' as 
<,, ), Ÿ", too, which is simply not correct in <1ë, óë".

 4 Most handbooks on Chinese pronunciation simplistically resort to ‘<–"' (as they do with 
‘<N"', instead of ˚<W"), with no gradation or further taxophones. We made a di‡erent choice, 
but we admit that <–, N" can be perfectly legitimate, if used by non-native speakers, for purely 
communicative purposes.

 5 ÷(>) corresponds to a number of di‡erent ˚ñ symbols, but could be a decent replace-
ment for ˚<r", in simplified transcriptions. However, it is the questionable use of ÷(>) to ren-
der the American English r  ̊whose articulation has little to do with a true <r", that forces the 
÷ñ aficionados to resort to <¡", nonetheless always implying something like ‘<¡µ"', \ an ap-
proximant˚ or a semiconstrictive phone.



4.!!Chinese tonemes, tones, taxotones “ stress.

4.1.! !One of the most remarkable features of all Chinese languages is that they 
employ di‡erent 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. <at is why it is paramount to practice all 
tonemes –and their phonetic counterparts: the tones– with as much care and perse-
verance as possible.

„ether 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 
Hàn 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 <ai, 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 /åtåmåsiùi/ (3å'tå2måœ¿ii) ‘new', kokoro /køkøùmø/ (3k!'kø3mø) ‘heart' ÿ shin, the 
Sinic pronunciation of both the corresponding Chinese characters (as in shinbun 
/siôùbMô/ (Ç¿iõ2bMP) ‘news', and shinri /siùômi/ (Ç¿ió3¬i) ‘mentality, psychology').!1

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. Pûtönghuà and the Pe-
king dialect lie somewhat in between, with only four marked tonemes, or shëngdiào 



<«ß§W(Tjå´", collectively called s®-shëng <[sæ&ß§W" ‘four voices'. <ey are indicated by 
their ordinal number –t-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):

–! yïnpìngshëng <&jIm“p#àW&ß§W, -«p#àW-, -çpàW-", ‘lower level', nowadays rather a 
steadily high and level toneme, in neutral Chinese; 

–!yángpìngshëng <"jaW“p#àW&ß§W, -«p#àW-, -çpàW-", ‘higher level', nowadays a mid-to-
high rising toneme (in its basic form);

–! shângshëng <‘ßåW&ß§W", ‘ascending', nowadays nearly always a low and slightly 
descending toneme, only seldom with a rising coda;

–!qŸshëng <[q"¥&ß§W", ‘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 pïnyïn marks with a diacritic the most prominent 
graphic vowel in each ‘final' (which not always coincides with the phonic vowel): 

–!t-1, qïn /&⁄#in/ <&qxIn", and qiän /&⁄#jen/ <&qxj=n";
–!t-2, lóu /"lou/ <"loU", but liù /"ljou/ <"ljOU" (instead of ‘lióu');
–!t-3, hên /'h°n/ <'hÈÈ~", but gûn /'kw°n/ <'KwÆÆ~" (instead of ‘guên');
–!t-4, hèi /(hei/ <(h™Ù", but huí /(hwei/ <(hw™Ù" (instead of ‘huèi').

4.1.3.!!<e marked tonemes only occur in syllables with a primary stress, <1ë", or a 
secondary one, <óë". However, since syllables are rarely uttered in isolation, some of 
them may easily undergo a further accentual reduction and become destressed sylla-

bles, <5ë"; 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.

<e same criterion can be applied to unstressed syllables, \ 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. <erefore, another tonal group must 
be considered: a true unmarked toneme. <e Chinese call it qïngshëng <«q"àW&ß§W" 
‘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 di‡erent 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 Lónghùzhèn, near Zhèngzhöu, Hénán Province, the locals pronounce t-1 
and t-2 in a very similar way to t-3 and t-4 of pûtönghuà 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 tä xåé Hànyƒ ‘he/she is learning Mandarin' becomes a 
puzzling *tâ xåè Hányß.

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 e‡ort 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 su‚ciently insist on the importance of 
linking the proper (taxo)tones in a natural speech continuum, provided their pupils 
are able to put ‘the right shëng (toneme) on the right z® (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 (˙ 
4.1), to be used in <1ë" (and –of course– in emphatic enunciation): <&", <"", <'", <("; 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

˙ 4.1.!!<e four marked tonemes (schematic and realistic).

Consequently, in normal speech, the various tonemes are expressed by di‡erent 
taxotones capable of interlinking more smoothly, thanks to a number of continuous 

and reciprocal small adjustments (or sandhi, should we want to show-o‡ by using 
that technical term borrowed from ancient Sanskrit linguists), which produce a 
rather complex and composite pitch contour. Taxotones (see ˙ 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, <óë": <«", <“", <‘", <[" (not consider-
ing other taxotones modified by intonation). Since the ‘zero' toneme is regularly 
associated with <6ë", the actual pitch contour is so feeble that it can be represented 
by a single dot, and only three symbols are necessary: <ç", <è", <)" (see ˙ 4.8-9); but, in 
slow speech and in an intoneme, t-0 may receive more phonatory energy and sub-
stantially merge with <óë": <«", <»", <‘". 

To be entirely rigorous, a notation like ‘<ó"' would su‚ce to express a secondary 
stress with medium pitch, but we prefer ‘<»"' to keep consistency with <«", <‘"; be-
sides, in non-tonal languages, <ó" may be completely unrelated to pitch. For exam-
ple, in English, Mexico /1meksàkoõ/ is actually <1meksàókoõ" (American and ‘interna-
tional' pronunciation; while neutral British English would have <-ók%õ"); 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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– conclusive̊ /1meksàkoõ./ <1meksàókoõ))", \ ̌1mek)sà‘koõ‹;

– interrogative̊ /1meksàkoõ?/ <1meksàókoõèç", \ ̌1mekèsà“koõ‹;

– continuative̊ /1meksàkoõ,/ <1meksàókoõè", \ ̌1mekèsà»koõ‹.

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.  <ese do  not necessarily  correspond  to words,  no matter  which  particular 

language is concerned, but to syllabic strings within actual utterances, with at least 

one prominent syllable –bearing  most of the 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 <óë1ë" pattern: zh⁄yåán 

<«†R"J+n"  ‘employee',  liánxí <“lj=n(©¤" ‘to  link',  hëibân <«HeI'PÅÅ~"  ‘blackboard', 

jiàosh⁄ <[¬jǻ&ßR"  ‘teacher'; wô  shuö <‘wø&ßwo" ‘I  say', huài  háir /(hwae"har/ 

<[HwåÈ"h$s" ‘naughty boy'.

A useful comparison between the basic tones and three their important taxotones 

is clearly shown in ̇ 4.2: attention should be payed to <2" /'/ â, 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 <3" /'/ â, when preceding 

some other marked tonemes. Finally, there is even a ‘half t-4', <4" /(/ à, 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, <3" and <4", in particular, <3" and <4" 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 

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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˙ 4.2.!!Tones and taxotones.

˙ 4.3.!!Fundamental taxotones in dissyllabic sequences.

A better explanation of how the taxotones behave is provided by ˙ 4.3, as well as 
by the following examples, where secondary-stress reduced taxotones are also em-
ployed. It is clear that <'" ï <3" (“ <‘") allows for a smoother transition from /'/ to /&/, 
or /"/, or /(/: huôchë <‘Hwø&cx°", dêngy! <‘d@„"Jy", kâosh® <‘k#œ´(ßÍ". Similarly, a 
sequence like /'ë'ë/ would be unpractical, if realized as such, or even with the taxo-
tone just seen, \ <‘ë'ë"; instead, <2" decidedly improves the enunciation: shôubiâo 

<“ßoU'Pjåå´" (again, with a secondary stress and a reduced duration: <2oU" ï <“oU", 
instead of <'øøÛ").

In /(ë(ë/, there is a generally descending contour: of course, the theoretical <[ë(ë" 
would require an uncomfortable ‘zig-zag' movement, should we actually try to 
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make our voice ‘climb up' (from <)" to <ç") before falling down again. Instead, with 
<4", a very straightforward <{ë(ë" is obtained: fàng jià <{faW(Qjå". In short, seven tones 

and as many symbols are required for <1ë": <&a", <"a", <'åå, 2a, 3å", <(å, 4a"; but only 
five, for <óë": <«a", <“a", <“a, ‘å", <[å, {a" (because <"" “ <2" ï <“"; <'" “ <3" ï <‘"); and three, 
for <6ë": <ça", <èa", <)å".!6

4.6.! !Generally speaking, trisyllables composed by marked tonemes follow the 
<1ëóë1ë" pattern, which is substantially coherent with that of disyllables, as it can be 
analyzed as ‘<1ë"+<óë1ë"'. 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 <1meksàókoõ" ÿ Mòxïgë <(mø«©i&K°"; moreover, 
both <(mø" and <&K°" bear a primary stress, though the former is auditorily less 
prominent, due to the influence of rhythm.

Other examples: yöumògân <&jOU[mø'KÅÅ~" ‘sense of humor', féngrènjï 

<"f§W[rÈ~&Qi" ‘sewing machine', huôchëzhàn <3hwø«c#°(CÅ~" ‘train station', fúmû 

shuö <(f¨‘m¨&ßwo" ‘(my) parents say'. It is interesting to notice that the primitive 
lexemes, if taken in isolation, would switch from <1ëóë" to the <óë1ë" pattern: yöumò 

<«jOU(mø" ‘humor', féngrèn <“f§W(rÈ~" ‘to sew', huôchë <‘Hwø&cx°" ‘train', fúmû 

<[f¨'m¨¨" ‘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: <“" ï <«".

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 <«" 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 ˙ 4.4, presenting the behaviour of /&ë"ë1ë/, \ /&ë"ë/ 
followed by any other marked toneme: <&ë“ë1ë" ï <&ë«ë1ë", Õ xiänrénzhâng 

<&©j=N«rEN'Cåå„", döngnánfëng <&T9W«nAM&f§W", sänniánjì <&san«nj=n"Qi", xïhóngsh® 

<&©i«H9W(ßÍ". As said, in slower speech, a slightly less spontaneous but ‘safer' realiza-
tion would resume <-“nAM-", <-“nj=n-", <-“rEN-", <-“H9W".

˙ 4.4.!!Taxotones in /&ë"ë/+/1ë/ trisyllabic sequences.

Besides, ˙ 4.5 presents the behaviour of /"ë"ë1ë/ <"ë“ë1ë" ï <"ë«ë1ë", Õ Méi Lánfäng 

<"meI«lAM&faW", wánquán dông <"wAn«q"J+n'TÔÔ„", hái méi lái <"hAE«meI"lAE", 
x!nyáng-jiàn <"©Yn«jaW(Qj$~".

˙ 4.5.!!Taxotones in /&ë"ë/+/1ë/ trisyllabic sequences.

Finally, ˙ 4.6 describes what happens when the /'ë'ë/ sequence follows one of the 
first three marked tonemes: <1ë‘ë'ë" ï <1ë“ë'ë" ï <1ë«ë'ë" (with <1ë" ^ <(ë"), Õ tä hên 

hâo <&txa«HEW'hœœ´", hánshûbiâo <"hAN«ßu'Pjåå´", wô yê yôu <2wo«je'jØØÛ" (be noted: 
<2wo", not ‘<"wo"'; depending on rhythm and emphasis, the alternative reading 
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<3wø“je'jØØÛ" is possible as well). Even if a rhythmic unit includes more than three 

syllables with  marked  tonemes, it would  have a primary  stress on the last syllable, 

anyway, and another on the first one; \ with a strong tendency to keep most of the 

phonatory energy on the ‘outer ends', and  to reduce it in the middle. <is means 

that,  in  a  four-syllable  sequence,  the  usual  distribution  is <1ëóëóë1ë",  rather  than 

<óë1ëóë1ë",  which  would  not sound very  smooth; but  with  five syllables,  there is no 

reason to  subvert the <1ëóë1ëóë1ë" pattern  resulting  from  the simple  juxtaposition of 

<1ëóë1ë" + <óë1ë", or the spontaneous adjustment of <óë1ë" + <1ëóë1ë" (lexical factors play 

their role too).

A practical example: taken separately, pïnyïn ‘to spell words out (phon{et}ically)' 

and z®mû ‘alphabet'  are  naturally <óë1ë": <«p#In&jIn",   <[ºæ'm̈ "̈.  By  combining 

them into pïnyïn-z®mû ‘phono-alphabetic script', ‘romanization', the theoretical (yet 

possible)  rendering <«p#In&jIn  [ºæ'm̈ "̈  normally  changes  into <&pxIn«jIn 

[ºæ'm̈ "̈. In English we have examples like the seven-year itch ($È5s™vÈn&j¤È> '¤c) or 

fifth-generation  computers (5f¤f†  G™nÈ'>™ISó  k=m'phj̄utÈ"),  which  combine  their 

plain  elements: seven ('s™vÈn), year ('j¤;å),  itch ('¤c)  and fifth ('f¤f†), generation 

(&G™nÈ'>™ISó), computer (kh=m'phj̄utå).

 ̇4.6.!!Taxotones in /1ë/+/'ë'ë/ trisyllabic sequences.

It has to be underlined, both from the learner's and teacher's point of view, that 

rhythmic 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 Máo Zédöng 

zhûxì <"mìé«º°&T9W  ‘†̈"©i" ‘chairman  Mao  Zedong',  with  simple  juxtaposition: 

<1ëóë1ë" + <óë1ë". But, in the basic sentence tä sh® zhûxì ‘(he/she) is (the) chairperson', 

we have <1ëóë+óë1ë": <&txa[òÍ ‘†̈"©i"; in fact, <«t#a(ßÍ ‘†̈"©i" (omitting sentence in-

tonation symbols) would not be a mere variant –as in pïnyïn-z®mû– but would im-
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ply  that ‘he/she is (the) chairperson', though  with less assertiveness than <«t#a(ßÍ… 

‘†̈"©i"  ‘(he/she) definitely is (the)  chairperson',  with  an  extra-strong,  emphatic 

stress on sh®̊ the copula.

On  the  other  hand,  one  might  say Lî  fúzhûxì  <3l¤  (f̈‘†̈"©i"  ‘(the)  vice-

chairperson  Li',  where  two  contiguous  syllables  retain  a  primary  stress,  for  they 

logically  belong to  di‡erent semantic entities: rhythmically, however, they  can be 

regarded  as  part  of  one  sequence  (even  if  –auditorily–  with  slightly  di‡erent 

prominence).

4.7.!!A  Chinese  disyllable  may  feature  a  ‘zero'  toneme  on  its  second  syllable, 

which  is therefore considered  as intrinsically unstressed: /6ë/ <6ë"; in that case, the 

primary  stress obviously  falls on the first syllable. Pïnyïn systematically  annotates 

unstressed  syllables by  leaving  them  without tonal  marks: wôde̊  nàli̊  érzœ̊ rènshœ̊ 

luóbo̊ zhàogů méigui̊ Æ. Such typographical convention is mandatory, and (good) 

teachers would reject such misspellings as *érz™, *rènsh#, and *méiguï.

<ere  are also  some de-stressed  syllables, /1ë/ <1ë"  ï  <5ë",  \ those  with  a  marked 

toneme, which –under specific circumstances– may be ‘weakened' up to  the point 

of acting, de  facto̊ as t-0 syllables. <ough  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. <e o‚cial or-

thography is somewhat inconstant, on this respect: de-stressing 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: <ç, è, )"; but, phonetically, four 

di‡erent pitches may be detected, as shown in  ̇4.7: jïzœ <&QièÜù" ‘chicken', jìzœ 

<"QièÜù" ‘collected works', jîzœ <3Q¤çÜù" ‘muntjac', jízœ <(Q¤)Üæ" ‘bun'.

In slow speech and in an intoneme, as said in § 4.3, the last syllable may receive a 

secondary  stress, <1ëóë", so  that it becomes slightly more prominent than it usually 

is: Õ <&Qi»ºù", <"Qi»ºù", <3Q¤«ºù", <(Q¤‘ºæ". <e di‡erence 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  ̇4.7, again, there is clearly  a mid  pitch  after both t-1 and t-2; 

more precisely, a lower mid pitch, after t-1, and a slightly raised mid pitch, after t-2: 

bïpo <&Piè&o, -»&‰o", pìqi <"pxièqi, -»q"i". After a t-3, which is automatically ‘short-

ened' to <3", we have a lowered high pitch; finally, after a t-4, the ‘dot' lies just in the 

middle of the low band: bîfang <3P¤çÑaW, -«vaW", bíhui <(P¤)·w™Ù, -‘Hw™Ù".

 ̇4.7.!!Taxotones in /1ë/+/'ë'ë/ trisyllabic sequences.

„at above mentioned, of course, works well with single rhythmic groups pro -

nounced  in isolation; but, when a‡ected  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 three-level dots we have already seen <ç è )").

4.8.!!„en  a  marked  toneme  is followed  by two unmarked  ones, /1ë6ë6ë/, the 

phonatory energy  is redistributed  as <1ë6ëóë", akin to the general trend of reducing 

stress in the middle –as observed in /1ë1ë1ë/ <1ëóë1ë"– while keeping most of it on the 

edges.  As  ̇  4.8  clearly  explains,  we  have käilai  le <&kxAEèlAE‘l#>@|!", nálai  le 

<"naèlAE‘l#>@|!", zôulai  le <3ÁøÛçlAE«l°>§|!", sònglai  le <(sÔ„)lÅÈ‘l#>@|!",  with /"lae/ 

destressed to /6lae/ (see below).

 ̇4.8.!!Taxotones in /1ë/+/6ë6ë/ trisyllabic sequences.

Between two marked tonemes,  a t-0 (̇  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: ch⁄le  fàn <&cxRçl§(fÅ~"̊  pá-bu-shàng <"pxaç,u(ßå„"̊  wôde  shü 
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<3wøè)§&ßu"̊ liângge  rén <3ljå„èŸ§"rEn"̊ kàn-de-jiàn <(kxÅ~))§(Qj$~"  (“ 

<4kxAnè)§(Qj$~").

<e 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: yïnwèi ‘because' is  regularly <«jIn(w™Ù",  but 

the alternative pronunciation <&jInèweI, -»weI" is permitted (with a di‡erent spelling, 

too: yïnwei). <e authoritative Contemporary Chinese Dictionary signals these alter-

natives by putting a dot before a syllable with a marked toneme, as in ‘yïn"_-wèi'.

 ̇4.9.!!Contextual pitch of a t-0 in some trisyllabic sequences.

Resultative complements are most often destressed. Taking kàn <(kxÅ~" ‘to see', 

and qî <'qx¤¤" ‘to start; to lift', as main verbs, we can add an enclitic verb to them, 

like jiàn <(Qj$~"  ‘to  see',  or lái <"lAE" ‘to  come';  we  obtain kànjian <(kxÅ~)új$~, 

-‘¬j$~" ‘to  see'  and qîlai <3qx¤çlAE,  -«lAE" ‘to  rise  up,  to  commence'  (and  other 

meanings). But, if we insert dé <"T°" ‘to reach' or bú <P̈" ‘not' between the verb and 

its  resultative  complement,  a  potential  construction  is  obtained; dé and bú lose 

their stress, <6)§, 6,u", while the other verb resumes the original toneme: kàndejiàn 

<(kxÅ~))@(Qj$~", qîbulái <3qx¤è,u"lAE".

Let us also compare shöu + qîlái + le ï shöuqilai le <&ßouèqièlAE»l°>§|!, -»lAEèl§" ‘to 

have collected scattered things'; if le comes after the main verb, the sequence shöu + 

le + qîlái gives shöule qîlái <&ßoUèl§ ‘q"¤"lAE, 3qx¤çlAE". A monosyllabic pronoun like 

tä  ‘he,  him;  she,  her;  it'  might  be  inserted  too:  if  fully  stressed,  we  would  have 

shöuqi tä lái le <&ßoUèqi&txa  "lAEèl§",  or /-6lae-/  <&ßoUèqi  &txaèlAE»l§"  (more than  one 

arrangement  is possible,  depending  on  what  the  speaker  wants  to  underline). Tä 

can be  used  as an enclitic too; but, since pïnyïn does not permit such  spellings as 

‘ta' (unlike lai̊ qi̊ jian̊ Æ), we are compelled to write shöuqi tä lái le anyway, for 

/&ßou6⁄#i6t#a "lae6l°/ <&ßoUèqi»t#a "lAEèl§".

4.9.!!Lastly, there are some peculiar uses to be learned  ‘as they  are', concerning 

the negative adverbs bú and méi̊ and  the numerals yï ‘one', qï ‘seven', bä ‘eight'. 

Before a t-4, bú /(pu/ changes into /"pu/, producing a smoother combination: wô bú 
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qú ‘I  don't go' /'wo(pu(⁄#y/  ï  /'wo"pu(⁄#y/  <3wø“bu(qx¥" (“  <3wøè,u(qx¥",  with 

loss of  stress); for a moderately  stronger  assertion, like ‘I do not go', the spontane-

ous pronunciation would  rather be <‘wø"Puèqy". However, if  the speaker wants to 

emphasize  that  he  or  she  has  ‘absolutely no intention  to  go', bú may  retains  its 

toneme,  possibly  with  two  distinct  rhythmic  units  and  a  potential  pause,  Õ 

/'wo(pu. (⁄#y./  <3wø(P̈ç)…  (qx¥ç)" (the  intonation symbols will be explained  in the 

next chapter). <e o‚cial orthography permits the written variant bù, as in wô bù 

qú, but this expedient is not systematically used.

In x-not-x interrogative patterns, bú and méi are generally  destressed  (this could 

be indicated by their romanization, too: bů mei): dông bu  dông <3TÔ„ç,u'TÔÔ„"; ch⁄ 

mei ch⁄ <&cxRèmeI&cxR, -çmeI-".

<e numeral yï ‘one' keeps its original t-1 when the lexeme is used alone, or at 

the end  of an utterance: sh#yï <“ßR&ji" ‘eleven', yï  yï dé  yï <«ji&jiè “d°&jiç)"  ‘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, yï becomes /"ji/: yïgòng <“ji(Kø„" ‘altogether', 

yï  bàn <“ji(PÅ~" ‘a half'. Before other  tonemes, instead, yï changes into /(ji/: yïdiânr 

/(ji'tjar/ <[j¤'Tj¢¢ß"  ‘a  bit', yï  tiän <[j¤&txjen" ‘a  day', yï  nián <[j¤"njen" ‘a  year'.  For 

teaching purposes, more realistic spellings are found, though they  are not encoun-

tered in o‚cial orthography: yìgòng̊ yì bàn̊ yídiânr̊ yí tiän̊ yí nián.

Traditionally, qï ‘seven' and bä ‘eight' used  to  be pronounced as /"⁄#i, "pa/ be-

fore  a t-4: qïyåè <“q"i(J™" ‘July', bä-wèi  lâoshï <“ba(w™Ù  ‘lœ́&ßR"  ‘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'. O‚cial 

spelling does not record it, by the way, and today we only have qïyåè <«q"i(J™", bä-

wèi lâoshï <«ba(w™Ù ‘lœ́-&ßR".!7

Notes:

4.""Chinese tonemes, tones, taxotones “ stress.

59

 1  See canepari, l. (2007) A Handbook of Pronunciation̊ Ã 12 ‘Japanese'

! 2!° huang,  b-r.  “  liao,  x-d. (2002) Xiandai Hanyů  p.  78-90;  “ li,  m.  “  shi,  p-w. (2004) 

Hanyu putonghua yuyin bianzheng̊ Ã 9.
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 3 A full treatment of qïngshëng can be found in lu, y-zh.(2001) Qingsheng he erhua. Also, ° 
he, p. (2006) Chinese Pronunciation Course  ̊vol. a, Ã 6; “ li, m. “ shi, p-w. (2004) Hanyu pu-
tonghua yuyin bianzheng˚ Ã 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! ° canepari, l. (2009) English PronunciationS˚ Ã 34-37.

 6 Despite remarkable di‡erences, in terms of tonetic notation and iconic representation of 
intonation, our approach has many points in common with what Cáo Wén presents in his 
Hanyu Yuyin Jiaocheng˚ especially § 4.4.1-4 (he even introduced the notion of ‘transitional 
tone', guòdú shëngdiào˚ 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! ° <e Contemporary Chinese-English Dictionary˚ p. 26 “ 1508.



5.!!An introduction to Chinese intonation

5.0.! !<is chapter is presented as an introduction to Chinese intonation, and not 
as a comprehensive description of what we have observed so far. <ere are good 
reasons for keeping such a prudent approach, considering the highly peculiar 
mechanisms determining intonation in a tonal language. <us, 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'.!1

Intonation surely is what conditions the most how a language sounds, \ 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, Õ ‘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 



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 di‡erent communicative purposes; let us consider 
this minimal conversation:

– Really?

– Really.

It is clear that, from a phono-syntactical point of view, there is no di‡erence 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 ˚ñ 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 a‡ect its word order, \ its (syntactical) 

linguistic arrangement (though, in English, most interrogative sentences and their 
a‚rmative counterparts may have a di‡erent 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 di‡erences 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 <e Pronunciation of English around the World (‘PEW', 
particularly, æ 36-49. <ey follow the Natural Tonetics Method˚ which is not min-
gled with paraphonics, by clearly separating it, though –of course they are closely 
related). <ey 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 æ 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 four-lined, three-spaced 
‘sta‡', akin to that employed in the Gregorian Chant, and based on very similar 
(but relative, not absolute) principles. <is is called a tonogram (˙ 5.1).
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˙ 5.1.!!A ‘graphemic-iconic' representation of British English intonation.

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 (\ 
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 ˙ 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. <is is not only necessary, but 
also useful, in order to modulate one's own pronunciation with full awareness and 
flexibility.
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<e intonation of English

5.4.!!From the very intuitive –but not entirely rigorous– depiction of intonation 
as presented in ˙ 5.1, let us now become familiar with more methodical tono-
grams: ˙ 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 ˙ 5.1), while the tonograms on the right –those currently used– 
are more schematic, but totally su‚cient 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.

˙ 5.2. British English preintonemes (realistic and schematic).

˙ 5.3. British English intonemes (realistic and schematic).

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 
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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 
di‡erence 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 tonetic 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 di‡erent 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, 
/˘/: some may argue that these are not purely intonational units, but rather some-
thing more on the paraphonic side. Surely, /˚/, /˘/ 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 /h¤z'kåzóz 

'n™¤m ¤zbA:%'†ØlÈmjuu/. <e intoneme corresponds to the full name of Bartholomew, 

while the preintoneme is everything prior to it: his cousin's name is… If the example 

were his  cousin's  name  is  Dick /h¤z'kåzóz  'n™¤m  ¤z'd¤k/,  the  intoneme  would  be is 

Dick. <e 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 (̇ 5.4).

 ̇5.4.!!Intonemes with di‡erent number of syllables (from tonic to posttonics).

Once again, we remind our readers that the parts of an intonation group do not 

necessarily  respect  lexical  ̧  syntactical  boundaries,  as  the  following  examples 

clearly show:

<at's my favorite dictionary (5$xTs maÙ'f™Iv>Èt 'd¤kSó>i33)÷

<at patient thinks he's Giuseppe Verdi ($xp5ph™ISóT '†¤̇ks izḠu's™pi 'v™‘di33).

In fact, the intonemes in these utterances are, respectively: (>Èt'd¤kSó>i33) (-rite dic-

tionary) and (i'v™‘di33) (-{p}e Verdi); while the preintonemes are (5$xTs maÙ'f™Iv) [My 

favo-] and ($xp5ph™ISóT '†¤̇ks izḠu's™p) [<at patient thinks he's Giusep-].

5.6.!!Let us observe, then, the sequence see you  on Saturday in ̇ 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). <e 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.

<e crucial point is that a suspensive intoneme is characterized by an element of 

suspense, as its name implies, \ 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, /./ (2& '&3&3) (see ˙ 

5.3, as well as Õ 1, 3, 4, in ˙ 5.1): Bartholomew (bA;'†ØlÈmj¯u33) (which, to be me-

ticulous, means ˇ2bA;& '†Øl& 3È& 3mj¯u‹). At the very opposite, the interrogative in-

toneme is rising (/?/ (2& '& 2& 1)), as in the one-word question Bartholomew? (¿bA;'†ØlÈm-

j¯u21) (\ ˇ¿2bA; '†Øl 2È 1mj¯u‹).!3

<e suspensive intoneme is falling-rising, /÷/ (2& '& 3&2): Bartholomew… (bA:'†ØlÈmj¯u32) 

(\ ˇ2bA; '†Øl 3È 2mj¯u‹). It is to be underlined that a certain resemblance between 

(2& '& 2& 1) and (2& '& 3& 2) is undeniable, as the posttonics are rising in both cases: however, 

this happens at di‡erent heights, and with a di‡erent contour. In fact, to have a to-

tally similar pattern, /÷/ should produce something like (2& ç& 3& 2) or (2& è& 3& 2), which is 

clearly not the case. <at is why we disapprove of the classical British School ap-

proach –shared by many, alas!– of reducing (2&'&2&1) and (2&'&3&2) to ‘two sides of the same 

coin', merging both in a very broad “ general ‘rising intonation unit, ‘ï', or ‘/', or ‘±'.

5.9.! !˙ 5.2 and the second example of ˙ 5.1 also feature the interrogative prein-

toneme, /¿/, whose characteristic movement anticipates (as said, in an attenuated 

shape) that of the following interrogative intoneme. <us, /¿&?/ 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. 

<en, by asking „at 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, /¿&?”/.

Plain /¿&?/ should be carefully avoided in partial questions, as it would sound re-

dundant, or convey another meaning, Õ How much? /¿haø'måc./ (or /-'måc,/, 

/-'måc?”/; asking for a price) ÿ /¿haø'måc?/ (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 /¿haø'måc?»/ 

(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.

˙ 5.5.!!Di‡erence between total questions (1) and partial questions (2).

<e 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.

5.""An introduction to Chinese intonation

69



<is double use of tonality is actually very complicated for non-native speakers, 
including the Chinese whose native ‘dialect' is remarkably di‡erent from 
pûtönghuà: inevitably, intonation overlaps and intertwines with the tonal flux, 
a‡ecting 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 ˙ 5.6. 
However, compared to the English tonograms seen above, these ones feature a 

striking –and, apparently, inexplicable– di‡erence: they are empty! 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. <e 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.!!<e peculiar nature of Chinese intonation, then, makes it necessary to clar-
ify how to interpret our ˚ñ 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 <èç" and <)è" 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 a‡ect the tones and taxotones. Let us shortly review 
our tonemic and tonetic symbols (and the corresponding tonograms, which are 
more explanatory than any description): /&/ <&", <«"÷ /"/ <"", <“"÷ /'/ <'", <3", <2", <‘", <“"÷ /(/ 
<(", <4", <[", <{"÷ /6/ <ç", <è", <)". It is self-evident that adopting something like <çè", <è)", <èç", 
<)è" to show intonation would be highly confusing and misleading.

After all, what matters is having a generic indication of the pitch range (raised ÿ 
lowered, compressed ÿ expanded)  ̧ the movement (horizontal ÿ ascending ÿ de-
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scending). <erefore, <ç)" or <)ç" 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 <è" (not to be confused with <èë", a 
taxotone of ‘zero' toneme, /6ë/!), nor any gradual rising, <)ç", or falling, <ç)".

Numerous handbooks, including many of those published in China, resort to 
arrow-like symbols to show intonation: ‘<á", <f", <F"'; however, we are convinced 
that such ‘darts' are not as intuitively self-explanatory as our <\", <ç)", <)ç" (not to men-
tion that ˚ñ better employs ‘<á", <f", <F"' for sociophonic remarks).!4

˙ 5.6.!!Mandarin preintonemes and intonemes.

5.12.! !<is being said, let us now examine the Mandarin preintonemes: the ge-
neric symbols employed in our phonemic transcription –/! / (for the ‘unmarked' 
preintoneme) “ /¿/, /˘/, /˚/– can be safely employed at the phonetic level too: <- ", 
<¿", <˘", <˚". „erever 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.

<e unmarked preintoneme, /-/ <-", features a moderate compression towards the 
lower range of the tonogram, ˇ7‹, which makes tonal transition easier, by avoiding 
too large tonal ranges.

<e interrogative preintoneme, /¿/ <¿", is compressed upwards, which means that 
the lower edge of the tonal band is evenly rising, ˇ5‹. 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 (\ 
‘measurable') di‡erence 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. 
<ose who already speak a tonal language are accustomed to pay attention to such 
subtle di‡erences 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 height, but –more importantly– their shape, \ 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.!!<e 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): ˇ57‹.

<e emphatic preintoneme is generally not compressed at all: /˚/ <˚" ˇ”‹; or, if we 
chose to consider the unmarked /-/ <-" as the preintonemic ‘benchmark', ˇ”‹ could 
be regarded as an expansion of ˇ7‹. Honestly, it is nothing but a matter of point of 
view. „at 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 ˙ 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. <ese should be studied care-
fully, and taken as a reference to understand the changes a‡ecting other taxotones 
in real, extended utterances.

Marco Cerini — <e Pronunciation of Mandarin Chinese 

72



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 di‡erent 
from the tonemic one (while, for the preintonemes, some ‘circlets' can be used, but 
are confined to extremely accurate transcriptions, as previously said).

<e conclusive intoneme –or assertive intoneme, though not used exclusively in 
assertions– gradually compresses its tonality downwards, thus producing an overall 
falling profile: /./ <ç)". 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.! !<e interrogative intoneme is rising, /?/ <)ç", 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 rising-falling inter-
rogative intonemes, /?/ <)ç)", where a rising part is still there, anyway;!5 this can hap-
pen especially when the suspensive intoneme is a rising one, /÷/ <)ç".)

<e Mandarin suspensive intoneme is expanded, without any distinctive move-
ment: /÷/ <\". <is 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: /,/ <è". It can be 
considered as the unmarked one (similarly to the ‘normal' preintoneme, /-/ <-" ˇ7‹), 
though on a slightly higher register, as it makes tone articulation easier, and adds 
no emphasis to the utterance.

˙ 5.8 shows ‘isolated' tones in black ink, as pronounced in vocabulary lists, or in 
/÷/ <\", as well as in /˚/ <˚" ˇ”‹. Besides, in gray ink, all the taxotones of the four 
marked tonemes are shown, as they are realized in the conclusive (/./ <ç)"), interroga-
tive (/?/ <)ç"), and continuative (/,/ <è") intonemes. We urge our readers to carefully 
observe all the –often subtle– tonal alterations in their shape and height, due to 
di‡erent intonational constraints.
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˙ 5.7.!!Taxotones in preintonemes.
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˙ 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 di‡erent 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 o‡er 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, di‚cult 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. „ile 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. /¿- ?/ is regularly 
used, but, with ne, /¿-./ (“ /¿-,/) can be used as well, expressing di‡erent nuances: 

Tä bú lái ma?

/¿&t#a(pu"lae6ma?/
<¿&txa[b¨"lAEèma)ç"
>he/she not come *mod"

‘Is he/she not coming?'

Tä bú lái ne?

/¿&t#a(pu"lae6n°?/ /¿&t#a(pu"lae6n°./ (or /n°,/)
<¿&txa[b¨"lAEèn§)ç" <¿&txa[b¨"lAEèn§ç)" (or <n§è")
>he/she not come *mod"
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Tä  bú  lái  ne?  said  as /¿&t#a(pu"lae6n°?/  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, Tä  bú  lái  ne?  /¿&t#a(pu"lae6n°./ (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?'. Clearly, we  cannot simply  answer  that  with  ‘yes' or ‘no',  but with  some-

thing  like ‘no big deal', or ‘it will be a trouble, then' Æ. One could also introduce 

emphasis, of course: /¿&t#a6pu÷ ¿"lae6n°./ <¿&txa;è,u\ ¿"lAEèn§ç)" ‘what if he/she does not 

come?'; /¿&t#a(pu÷ ¿"lae6n°./ <¿&txa(P̈;\ ¿"lAEèn§ç)" ‘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 got a wide range of  possible applications. An as-

sertive clause like tä xåéxì ne  is perfectly  legitimate, but it means ‘he/she is study-

ing', \ an action predicated while it is happening.

<e same polysemy holds true for a <>ö!a, La, Ëa" (and its further euphonic vari-

ants,  with  a separate  spelling: ya <ja"̊ wa <wa"), and  ba.  „en used  in questions, 

these  two  particles  imply  that  the  answerer  is  supposed  to  express,  respectively, 

confirmation or denial  (\ consensus or refusal]̆  Please,  pay  attention  to  how  the 

same particle is used both in questions and in answers:

Nî bú lái ya?  Sh® a.

/¿'ni, ¿(pu"lae6ja,/  /(ßù6a./

<¿3n¤è ¿[b̈"lAEèjaè"  <(ßÍèLaç)"

>you not come *mod"  >to-be-so *mod"

‘So you are not coming?'  ‘Right.'

Zánmen qŸ ba?  QŸ ba.

/¿"⁄am6m°n (⁄#y6pa,/  /(⁄#y6pa./

<¿"ÁAmèmEn (qx¥),åè"  <(qx¥),åç)"

>we go *mod"  >go *mod"

‘Shall we go?'  ‘Let's go.'

In nî bú lái ya? (which could be rendered also as /¿'ni6pu "lae6ja,/ <¿3n¤è,u"lAEèjaè"), 

the  asker  already  has a rough  idea about  the  answer,  and  is  ‘double-checking'  it. 
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Zánmen qŸ 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  su‚ce to  ask a syntactically unmarked question, especially 

in very colloquial speech (as we can do in English):

Zánmen qŸ?  QŸ.

/¿"⁄am6m°n (⁄#y?/  /(⁄#y./

<¿"ÁAmèmEn (qx¥)ç"  <(qx¥ç)"

>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, zánmen qŸ? 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 di‡erent 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). 

<e ‘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 /¿-./ 

<¿-ç)" (somewhat ‘cold', potentially inappropriate with strangers), through /¿-.6/ <¿-ç)6" 

to a milder /¿-,/ <¿-è", and up to /¿-?6/ <¿-)ç6" (where 6  indicates the attenuation of a 

preceding intoneme). In the following examples, only the first one will be used:

Nî shénme sh#hou qŸ Luómâ? 

/¿'ni "ß°n6m°"ßù6hou, ¿(⁄#y "lwo'ma./

<¿‘n¤"ßEmèm§ "ßRè·oUè ¿(qx¥“lwo'mååç)" 

>you which? time go Rome"

‘ „en are you going to Rome?'
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Nî gën shéi qŸ Luómâ? 

/¿'ni &k°n "ßei, ¿(⁄#y "lwo'ma./

<¿3n¤«kEN"ßeI (qx¥ “lwo'mååç)" 

>you follow who? go Rome"

‘ „om are you going to Rome with?'

5.17.!!<e  same  is  true for exclusive (or alternative)  questions, which  require  a 

global reply, but focus their  actual ‘interrogativeness' on one portion only, the ‘x-

not-x' structure; from the intonational point of view, then, exclusive questions act 

pretty  much  as  partial  questions do.  <erefore,  an  interrogative  interrogative  in-

toneme  is  not  needed,  su‚cing  an  interrogative  preintoneme.  As  usual,  the  in-

toneme can vary from /./ to /?6/. Be noted that the negative adverbs bú and méi are 

often reduced to bu and mei:

Nî qŸ bu qŸ Luómâ? 

/¿'ni(⁄#y6pu (⁄#y, ¿"lwo'ma./

<¿‘n¤(qx¥),̈ (qx¥è ¿“lwo'mååç)" (“ <è,u", ‘attracted' by the following fourth toneme) 

>you go not go Rome"

‘Are you going to Rome (or not)?'

Nî zuò mei zuò zuòyè? 

/¿'ni(⁄wo6mei (⁄wo, ¿(⁄wo(je./

<¿‘n¤(Áwø)m™Ù (Áwøè ¿{Áwo(j™ç)" (“ <èmeI")

>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 háish®/háishœ ‘or…?'.  In fact, we  are  not dealing  with 

‘individual questions' proper, but with  complex  sentences whose interrogative  na-

ture derives from  the  opposition between di‡erent choices. Depending on the ac-

tual meaning,  there can be ‘total' and  ‘partial' selective questions; respectively: ‘x, 

or not-x?', 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, /¿-,/ <¿-è", while the second part ends with a con-

clusive intoneme, /./ <ç)". To express a stronger participation, we can have /¿-÷/ <¿-\", 

and even /¿-?/ <¿-)ç" –thus, separating more clearly the two parts– regularly followed 

by /./ <ç)".

With more than two alternatives (‘x, or y, or z, or…?'), the same scheme repeats 

before any háishœ̊ which  itself normally  bears a continuative intoneme, /"hae6ßù,/. 

Depending  on the speaker's attitude,  one alternative can be clearly  underlined by 

ending with /÷/ <\", while other alternatives (but the last one) keep /,/ <è". Examples: 

Nî qŸ háishœ bù qŸ Luómâ? 

/¿'ni(⁄#y, "hae6ßù, "pu(⁄#y,… "lwo'ma./

<¿‘n¤(qx¥è "hAEèßRè “bu(qx¥è… “lwo'mååç)" 

>you go or not go Rome"

‘Are you going to Rome (or not)?'

Nî qŸ Bälì háishœ qŸ Luómâ?

/¿'ni(⁄#y &pa"li,| "hae6ßù, (⁄#y "lwo'ma./

<¿‘n¤(qx¥è «ba"liè| "hAEèßRè (qx¥ “lwo'mååç)"

>you go Paris or go Rome"

‘Are you going to Paris, or Rome?'

Nî qŸ Bälì háishœ qŸ Luómâ, háishœ qŸ Bêijïng?

/¿'ni(⁄#y &pa"li,| "hae6ßù, (⁄#y "lwo'ma÷| "hae6ßù, (⁄#y 'pei&⁄iW./

<¿‘n¤(qx¥è «ba"liè| "hAEèßRè (qx¥ “lwo'måå\| "hAEèßRè (qx¥ ‘b™Ù&QàWç)"

>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, /,/  <è", 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' 

e‡ect,  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:

Ännà zâoshang qîle chuáng xî-zâo, chï diânr zâofàn zài chü-ménr.

/&öan(na,| '⁄ao6ßaW 3⁄#i6l°"c#waW 'si'⁄ao,| &c#ù'tjaar '⁄ao(fan, (⁄ae&c#u"m°r./

<«>ö!An(nåè| 3Áœ́«ßaW 3qx¤èl§"cXwìW “©i'Áœœ́è| &cxR))j¢ß ‘ºœ́(fÅ~{ºÅÈè «c#u"m°sç)" 

>Anne morning rise*mod bed have-shower 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, /&öan(na.|  '⁄ao6ßaW  3⁄#i6l°"c#waW  'si'⁄ao.|  &c#ù'tjaar  '⁄ao(fan, (⁄ae&c#u 

"m°r./ –with /./ both after Ännà and xî-zâo– would be correct, as well; but /&öan(na.| 

'⁄ao6ßaW 3⁄#i6l°"c#waW 'si'⁄ao.| &c#ù'tjaar '⁄ao(fan. (⁄ae&c#u"m°r./ would not be 

so (not to mention /&öan(na÷| '⁄ao6ßaW 3⁄#i6l°"c#waW 'si'⁄ao÷| &c#ù'tjaar '⁄ao(fan÷ 

(⁄ae&c#u"m°r./).

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.

Nà güniang, jiúsuàn bú héshàn wô yê huí ài tä.

/(na&ku6njaW,| &⁄jou(swan6pu"h°(ßan÷|| 'wo'je(hwei, öae&t#a./

<[nå&KuènjaWè| {ºjoU(swÅ̄è,u “H°(ßÅ~\|| 2wo‘j™(hw™Ùè (öÅÈ‘t#åç)"

(as usual, with the possible variants: <)ta, ‘t#a, &txa")

>that girl even-if not good I also can love she"

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

Wô zhën xïwàng néng xåé-hâo hànyƒ.

/'wo&c°n &si(waW, "n°W"sJe'hao (han'Jy./

<‘wo&CEn «©i(wœ„è “n§W"©Je‘Hœ́ [HÅ~'J¥¥ç)"

>I true hope can learn-good Chinese"

‘I truly hope I can learn Chinese well'
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Wômen sh® lîjiê nìnde kànfâ / kànfa. 

/'wo6m°n (ßù 'li'⁄je,… "nin"t° (k#an'fa./, /(k#an6fa./

<3wøçmEN (ßÍ “li'Qj™™è… "nInèt§ [k#Å̄'fååç)", <(kxÅ̄)Ñåç)" 

>we be-so understand you-Sir-*de point-of-view" 

‘We surely understand your point of view, Sir'.

Tóngsh®men döu fëicháng gânxiè nìn. 

/"t#oW(ßù,… &tou &fei"c#aW, 'kan(sje"nin./

<“t#9W(ßÍ)mEnè… &ToU «feI"cxaWè ‘gÅ~(©j™“nInç)" 

>colleagues with-no-exception extremely thank you-Sir" 

‘All colleagues thank you very much, Sir'.

By underlining fëicháng and nìn̊ for example, the entire tonal structure should 

be reorganized around the syllables with stronger prominence:

/"t#oW(ßù,… &tou÷ &fei"c#aW 'kan(sje, "nin./

<“t#9W(ßÍ)mEnè… &ToU\ &feI“c#aW ‘gÅ~(©j™è "nInç)" 

‘All colleagues thank you very much, Sir'.

Lián nîde qïzœ yê bù huí zuò-fàn.

/"ljen'ni6t°&⁄#i6⁄ù÷ 'je"pu(hwei, (⁄wo(fan./

<“lj=n3n¤6)§ &qxièÜù\ 3je“bu(hw™Ùè {ºwø(fÅ~ç)" 

>even your wife also not can cook" 

‘Even your wife cannot cook'.

Mâkê jî-yåè jiú huì-guó? 

/¿'ma'k#°,… ¿'⁄i(Je6⁄jou "hwei"kwo./ (less spontaneously: /(⁄jou/)

<¿“ma'kx##>@!è… ¿‘¬¤(J™)újøÛ “HweI"Kwoç)" (“ <{ºjøÛ")

>Mark how-many? month then return-country"

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

Wèishénme bù dào Bêijïng zhâo göngzuò? 

/¿(wei"ß°n6m° "pu(tao 'pei&⁄iW, ¿'cao&koW(⁄wo./

<¿(w™Ù“ßEmèm§ “bu(Tœ́ ‘b™Ù&QàWè ¿3Cœ́«g9W(Áwøç)" 

>why? not go Peking look-for job"

‘Why not looking for a job in Peking?'
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Pùde gòngjià-bànjíng sh® duöshâo? 

/"p#u6t° (koW(⁄ja(pan(⁄iW, ¿(ßù&two'ßao./

<¿"p#uè)§ {K9W(¬jå {bAn(Q̀„è ¿{ßR&Two‘ßœ́ç)"

or, more spontaneously:

<¿"p#uè)§ (KÔ„èúja{bAn(Q̀„è ¿{ßR&Twoè¡ìéç)"

>protactinium-*de covalent-radius to-be-so how-much?"

‘ „at is the covalent radius of protactinium?'

Nî zênme zào zhème shâde jŸzœ? 

/¿'ni'⁄°n6m° (⁄ao, ¿(c°6m° 'ßa6t° (⁄y6⁄ù./

<¿“ni3⁄Èµèm§ (Áœ́è ¿(C#)m@ 3ßåè)§ (Q¥)Üæç)" 

>you how? create this-way stupid sentence" 

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

Tä huí yïngyƒ ma? 

/¿&t#a(hwei &jiW"Jy6ma?/

<¿«t#a(hw™Ù «jàW3J¥¥çma)ç" 

>he/she can English *mod"

‘Does he/she speak English?'

Nà nî bù qŸ? 

/¿(na 'ni"pu(⁄#y?/

<¿(nå‘n¤ “bu(qx¥)ç" (“ <ç,u")

>that you not go"

‘Oh! So, you are not going!?'

Wômen zônglî shuö-huâng le? 

/¿'wo6m°n &⁄oW'li,| ¿&ßwo'hwaW6l°?/

<¿3wøçmEn «º9W'l¤¤è| ¿&ßwo'hwœœ„«l°§)ç" 

>we Prime-Minister tell-lie *mod" 

‘ „at!? Did our Prime Minister tell a lie!?'
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Jiârù wô bù gàosu nî, nî jiú zênme le? 

/'⁄ja"ru 'wo"pu(kao6su 'ni÷… ¿'ni(⁄jou, ¿'⁄°n6m°6l°?/ (better: /'wo6pu/)

<‘¬jå"ru ‘wøè,u(Kœ́)(̈ 'n¤¤\… ¿3n¤{újoUè ¿'ÁÈÈµèm§«l°§)ç" 

>if I not tell you you then how? *mod" 

‘If I don't tell you, what would you do?' (\ ‘what would you dare to do?')

Jiârù nî bù gàosu wô, yê méi shénme. 

/'⁄ja"ru 'ni"pu(kao6su 'wo,… 'je"mei"ß°n6m°./

<‘¬jå"ru ‘n¤è,u(Kœ́)(̈ 'wøø\… ‘j™"meIèßEm»m§ç)" 

>if you not tell I also not something"

‘If you do not tell me, no big deal'.

Guóhuí bú bäng wô töngguò zhèxië fâlŸ, jîngchá jiú yào dàibû wô!

/"kwo(hwei, (pu&paW 'wo &t#oW(kwo (c°&sje 'fa(ly÷| '⁄iW"c#a (⁄jou(jao, (tai'pu 'wo./

<“gwo(hw™Ùè [b̈&PaW‘wø «t#9W(Kwø [†#&©je ‘få(l¥\| [©j$m&PàW {¬joU(jǻè (tÅÈ«bu'wøø@ç)" 

(or <(C#)*j™ ‘fa(ly\|", “ <[dÅÈ2Pu‘wøç)", )

>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!'

Guóhuí bú bäng wô töngguò zhèxië fâlŸ, xiànbïng yê méiyou zhèngjú dàibû wô. 

/"kwo(hwei,  (pu&paW  'wo  &t#oW(kwo  (c°&sje  'fa(ly,|  '⁄iW"c#a  'je"mei6jou  (c°W(⁄y, 

(tai'pu 'wo./

<“gwo(hw™Ùè  [b̈&PaW‘wø  «t#9W(Kwø  [†#&©je  ‘få(l¥\|  [©j$m&PàW  ‘j™"meIçjoU  {c°W(Á¥è 

(tÅÈ«bu'wøø@ç)" (or <(C#)*j™ ‘fa(ly\|", “ <[dÅÈ2Pu‘wøç)")

>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 di‡erent words. Double-line symbols, <&, ", 2, ', 3, (, 4", very intuitively 

represent the  reinforced  intensity  of  emphatic taxotones, with  respect to  ‘normal' 

<&, ", 2, ', 3, (,4"). We chose to employ Canepari in these sentences, especially  because 

it is a four-syllable surname, rendered as /'k#a"ni&p#a(li/.

Marco Cerini — <e Pronunciation of Mandarin Chinese 

84



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:

Kânìpälí jiàoshòu zài Wëinìs⁄ dàxåé jiâng yƒyïnxåé. 

>Canepari professor to-be-in Venice university explain phonetics"

<3kxå"ni&pxa(l¤\ {¬jìé(ßøÛè| [ºÅÈ&weI«ni&sù [då"©Je\| 2QjaWè 3J¥&jIn"©Jeç)"

‘It is professor Canepari that taught phonetics (not another subject) at Venice Uni-

versity'.

<3kxåèni«p#a(l¤è 4Qjaé(ßøÛ\| [ºÅÈ&weI«ni&sù [då"©Jeè| 2QjaWè 3Jy&jIn"©Jeç)" 

‘Professor Canepari (not a generic Mr Canepari) taught phonetics (not another sub-

ject) at Venice University'.

<3kxåèni«p#a(l¤ {¬jaé(ßøÛè| [ºÅÈ&weI"ni&sù\… [då"©Jeè| 2QjaWè 3J¥«jIn"©Jeç)" 

‘Professor Canepari taught phonetics at Venice University'.

<3kxåèni«p#a(l¤ {¬jaé(ßøÛè| (ÁÅÈ\ &weI«ni&sùè [då"©Jeè| 2QjaWè 3J¥«jIn"©Jeç)" 

‘Professor Canepari taught phonetics at Venice University'.

<3kxåèni«p#a(l¤ {¬jaé(ßøÛè| [ºÅÈ&weI«ni&sùè (Tå"©Je\| 2QjaWè 3J¥«jIn"©Jeç)"

‘Professor Canepari taught phonetics at Venice University'.

<3kxåèni«p#a(l¤ {¬jaé(ßøÛè| [ºÅÈ&weI«ni&sùè [då"©Jeè| 'Qjåå„\… 3J¥«jIn"©Jeç)" 

‘Professor Canepari taught phonetics at Venice University'.

<3kxåèni«p#a(l¤ {¬jaé(ßøÛè| [ºÅÈ&weI«ni&sùè [då"©Jeè| 2QjaWè 3J¥&jIn"©Je\" 

‘Professor Canepari taught phonetics at Venice University'.

Parentheses “ quotations

5.22.!!Lastly, ̇ 5.9 shows the diagram of parenthetic phrases, or simply parenthe-

ses (either low, <=&'"; or mid, <Õ&ï"), and of quotations, <+&±". In the following sentence, 

each of them occurs once: 
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‘First of all' –he said– ‘let's consider ‘‘Natural'' Phonetics̊ as it's properly called'.

(5f‘;st Èv'ø:ı2 Õhi's™;d2ï 5l™Ts k=n's¤dÈ ̂'nxc>®33Œ fÈ'n™t¤ks33\ ìÈz¤Ts5ph>ØpÈli 'khø:ıfl33œ).

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. <e symbols <=&'", <Õ&ï", <+&±" are 

more than su‚cient to bear  in mind  all these di‡erences, with respect to ‘normal' 

utterances. <en, even with regard to stress (and taxotones, as far as tonal language 

are 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'' Phonetics̊ 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.

 ̇5.9!!Parentheses and quotations.

Chinese parentheses are low, <=&'", after a conclusive intoneme; and mid, <Õ&ï", after 

other intonemes; quotations, as said, are high, <+&±". 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:

Wô ài nî, qïn'àide. Nî yê ài wô; name, zánliâ hái dêng shénme? 

/'wo(öae'ni'. =&⁄#in(öae6t°.'|| 'ni'je (öae'wo.| Õ¿(na6m°,ï| ¿"⁄an'lja, ¿"hae't°W "ß°n6m°,/

<‘wø[öÅÈ'n¤¤ç)| =«q#In(öÅÈ))@ç)'|| 2ni‘j™ (öÅÈ‘wøç)| Õ¿(nå)m@èï| ¿“ºAl3ljåè ¿“HAE3T@„ "ßEmèm§è"

>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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Jírán zánliâ xiäng'ài, qïn'àide, wô xiâng gën nî jié-hün.

/(⁄i"ran "⁄an'lja &sjaW(öae÷ Õ&⁄#in(öae6t°,ï| 'wo'sjaW &k°n'ni "⁄je&hw°n./

<[¬¤"rAn "ÁAl‘ljå «©jaW(öÅÈ\ Õ«q#In(öÅÈ))@èï| 2wø‘©jå„ «gEn3ni “¬je&hw%nç)" 

>given-that the-two-of-us love-each-other beloved I want be-with you marry"

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

Tä s⁄-kai shàngbian  xiêzhe  "Mâkê  shuàigë shöu&  de  xínfëng yï kàn, xínli jiú xiêzhe: 

"Wô yîjing jié-hün le, huìtóu zài shuö&.

/&t#a&sù6k#ae,|  (ßaW6pjen 'sje6c°,| +'ma'k#°  (ßwae&k°,  &ßou6t°,±| (sin&f°W  &ji(k#an÷| 

(sin6li (⁄jou'sje6c°,| +'wo'ji6⁄iW "⁄je&hw°nèl°ç)|| "hwei"t#ou (⁄ae&ßwo.±/

<«t#a&sùèkAEè| (ßaW),j$~ 3©j™ç̨§è| +“ma3kx#  [ßwÅÈ&K°è &ßoUè)§è±| [©Ù̄&f§W  «ji(kxÅ~\| (©Ù))l¤ 

[¬jøÛ3©j™ç̨§è| +“wo3j¤èúàW “¬je&hw%lèl§ç)|| "hweIètoU [ºÅÈ&ßwoç)±"

>he rip  upper-side being-written Mark handsome-guy  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:  ̇5.10 shows a horizontal tonogram 

(in Chinese, it could be a /-/ <-" ̌6‹, or a /̊/ <̊" ̌”‹), and –superimposed  in dotted 

line– the tonal range which would be produced by such acoustic softwares as Praat.

<e  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. <is 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. <ese 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 
˙ 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.

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

Notes:
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 1 <e complex mechanism of intonation is described in depth in canepari, l. (2007) Natural 
Phonetics “ Tonetics˚ Ã 13 et seq.

! 2! None of the books that we have examined so far o‡ers 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].

 3 Among the very few reliable works on the matter, we would suggest Kingdon, R. (1958) 
<e 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 /?/ <)ç)".



6.!!Phono-tonetic analysis of extended texts

<e 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 <e 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. <e 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, o‡ering 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 di‡erent dynamics, paying 
much more attention to rhythm and ‘flow', rather than simply delivering informa-
tion. „en these two di‡erent 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. <e 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. <at is why 
‘verbatim' transcriptions –like parliamentary and judiciary records– look so redun-



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 <e 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 ˚ñ 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. 

<e Mandarin text is presented, first, in pïnyïn romanization: punctuation and 
hyphenation are somewhat ‘richer' than what is found in common usage (as pïnyïn 

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 o‡er a useful reference to underline similarities and 
di‡erences 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 her˚ his or 

her… <e Wind and the Sun, though ‘personified' here, will be referred to as it.

6.1.2.! !Yôu yï-huì, Bêifëng gën Tàiyáng zhèng zài nàr zhënglún shéide bênshœ dà. 
Shuö-zhe shuö-zhe, lái le yï-ge zôudàorde, shënshang chuänzhe yï-jiàn hòu páozœ. Tämen 
liâ jiú shängliang-hâo le shuö: "Shéi néng xiän jiào zhè-ge zôudàorde bâ täde páozœ 
tuö-xiàlai ya… jiú suàn shéide bênshœ dà&.

Hâo… Bêifëng jiú shî-qi dà jínr lái jînguä jînguä; kêsh® tä guä de yuè líhai, nà-ge 
rén bâ páozœ guô de yuè jîn. Dào mòliâor, Bêifëng méile fázœ, zh™hâo jiú suàn le. Yïhuír 
Tàiyáng jiú chülái rèrërde yï shài, nèi zôudàorde mâshàng jiú bâ páozœ tuö-le-xiàlai. 
Suôyî, Bêifëng bú néng bú chéngrèn, dàodî háishœ Tàiyáng bî tä bênshœ dà.

Nî xîhuän zhè-ge gúshœ ma? Wômen zài jiâng yï-biàn ma?
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<at is\
Once upon a time, {the} North Wind and {the} Sun were there disput{ing} 

whose skill was great{er}. {„ile still} talking {and} talking {again}, a traveller came 
{along}, wearing a thick cloak on {his} body. <e two, having discussed, said then: 
‘{<e one} who can first make this traveller take his cloak o‡… let us consider its 
skill {as} great{er}'

OK… {<e} 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 o‡ 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. <e two made 
deal and said: ‘„o first succeeds in making this traveller take o‡ his cloak… shall 
be declared the stronger'.

OK… <e 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 o‡ 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 pïnyïn (which, more or less, can be viewed as a non-ñ phonemic transcrip-
tion in se). With respect to pïnyïn˚ 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 yï ‘one': yï-huì 
/(ji"hwei/, yï-ge /"ji6k°/, yï-jiàn /"ji(⁄jen/, yï-biàn /"ji(pjen/. Secondly, it avoids ambi-
guities in rendering érhuà˚ as in yïhuír /(ji'hw°r/ (with two tonal changes, too, typi-
cal of idiomatic use; while, in a more formal delivery, /"ji(hw°r/ 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 di‡erent duration: /-|/, /-||/, /-|||/), 
and paraphonics, as well.

Regarding this last point, we have decided to be quite ‘sober'. We could not 
omit the raised larynx˚ >ê$, and the backing of the body of the tongue, >–$, so typical 
of a genuine ‘Mandarin voice' (but not necessarily of all Chinese languages); and 
we put them together, >ê-–$, before the actual transcription, in order to mean that 
they are referred to the whole text (or, in this case, to any text in Mandarin Chi-
nese). <en, we simply added >õ$, indicating that the following unit (here, a mono-
syllable: /'hao/) is uttered more slowly than usual, to increase the suspense; and >\$, 
implying that the entire sequence /¿'wo6m°n(⁄ae, ¿'⁄jaW "ji(pjen6ma?/ 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, >7$; or its raising˚ >5$; or 
an overall expansion˚ >”$; or, finally, a compression˚ >6$. Of course, these pitch set-
tings can be employed for proper intonational purposes –\ 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.

>ê –$ /='jou(ji"hwei÷'| 'pei&f°W, 6k°n(t#ae"jaW,… (c°W(⁄ae(nar &c°W(lw°n.| "ßei6t° 
'p°n6ßù (ta.|| =&ßwo6c° &ßwo6c°,'| "lAE6l° "ji6k° '⁄ou(taor6t°.|| &ß°n6ßaW, &c#wan6c°, 
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"ji(⁄jen (hou"p#ao6⁄ù.|| &t#a6m°n'lja,… (⁄jou&ßaW6ljaW 'hao6l° &ßwo,|| +"ßei "n°W&sjen 
(⁄jao,… (c°6k°'⁄ou(taor6t°,| 'pa&t#a6t° "p#ao6⁄ù,| &t#wo, (sja6lae6ja,|| (⁄jou(swan, 
"ßei6t° 'p°n6ßù (ta.±||

õ ˚'hao÷|| 'pei&f°W, (⁄jou'ßù6⁄#i (ta, (⁄j°r"lae, '⁄in&kwa, '⁄in&kwa.|| 'k#°(ßù&t#a÷|| 
&kwa6t° (Je(li6hae,|| (na6k° "r°n÷… 'pa"p#ao6⁄ù, 'kwo6t° (Je'⁄in.|| (tao (mwo'ljaor÷|| 
'pei&f°W "mei6l° "fa6⁄ù.|| 'cù'hao, (⁄jou(swan6l°.|| (ji'hw°r÷|| (t#ae"jaW 
(⁄jou&c#u6lae,|| (r°&r°r6t° &ji(ßae.|| (nei'⁄ou(taor6t°,|| 'ma(ßaW, (⁄jou3pa"p#ao6⁄ù, 
&t#wo6l° (sja6lae.|| ='swo'ji,'| 'pei&f°W,|| (pu"n°W(pu "c#°W(r°n÷|| =(tao'ti,' 
"hAE6ßù(t#ae"jaW,| 'pi&t#a, ˚'p°n6ßù (ta.||

¿'ni'si6hwan (c°6k° (ku6ßù6ma?|| \ ¿'wo6m°n(⁄ae, \ ¿'⁄jaW "ji(pjen6ma?|||/

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. <us, for Italian dice /'Dice/ ‘(he or she) says', one could actually say ('Dice), 

instead of the expected ('Di:c™), without any fear of being misunderstood or harshly 

criticized. In Chinese, the same distance is more relevant, and a word like jiêjie 

/'⁄jie6⁄je/ ‘younger sister' should not be articulated exactly as <'⁄jeè⁄je"; native 
speakers would certainly understand it, but would not accept it even as a ‘passable' 
alternative to the possible neutral realizations: <3Qj™«¬je" (“ <-çúje, -çúªE", in fast 
speech, and in a preintoneme).

In other words, if pïnyïn can largely su‚ce to ‘transcribe' Mandarin phonemically 
(provided intonation, pauses and paraphonics are adequately registered too, possibly 
via our own ˚ñ 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. <ere are multiple examples of vocalic and 
consonantal taxophones, and as many taxotones. <ere is more than one occurrence 
of érhuà and qïngshëng. 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/ <1Ê, óC, 7Ñ" and /c#/ 
<1¸x, ó¸#, 7¸", represents the taxophonic extremes reachable in fast, fluid and con-
nected speech, but oscillations are absolutely normal. In particular, for /6c, 6c#/, 
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<7Ñ, 7̧" are more common in preintonemes; while, in an intoneme, /6c, 6c#/  <óC, 

ó̧#" (or <7C, 7̧#", and even ‘full' <ó̧, ó̧x") are statistically frequent. <us, for better 

realism, we will precisely adopt <óC, ó̧#" in intonemes, and <7Ñ, 7̧" elsewhere.

>ê –$ <=3jØÛ[j¤"hw™Ù\'|  ‘b™Ù&f§Wè  èŸEn[t#ÅÈ"jaWè…  4C§W{ºAE(n¢ß  «†§W(lwÆ~ç)|  "ßeIè)§ 

3PÈ̇«òR  (Tåç)|| =&ßwoę̀§  &ßwoè†°è'|  "lAEèl§  "jièŸ§‘ºøÛ(Tœ·‘d#ç)||  &ßEN»òaWè  &cXwAN»†°è 

"ji{¬j=W  [HøÛ"pxìé»ºùç)||  «t#aèm%l3ljåè  [¬jØÛ&ßaWèljaW‘·œ́çl§  &ßwo§è|| +"ßeI  «n§W&©j=n 

(Qjǻè…  (C#)Ÿ@‘ºøÛ(Tœ·‘d#è|  ‘bå&txaè)§  "pxìé»ºùè|  &tXwoè  (©jå)lÅÈ‘jåè||  {¬jOU(swÅ̇è 

"ßeIè)§ 3PÈ̇«òR (Tåç)±||

õ ̊'hœœ́\|| ‘b™Ù&f§Wè [¬jØÛ3ßÍçqi (Tåè (Qj#ß“lAEè ‘¬Ù̇&Kwaè ‘¬Ù̇&Kwaç)|| 3k##[òÍ&txa\|| 

&Kwaè)§  {Je(l¤‘HÅÈè||  [nå)Ÿ@  "rEn\…  ‘bå"pxìéèÜùè  3Kwøç)§  [J™'QÙÙ~ç)||  (Tœ́  [mø'ljåå·\|| 

‘b™Ù&f§W  "meIèl§  "fa»ºùç)||  “†R3hœ́è  [¬jØÛ(swÅ)‘l#ç)||  [j¤'hw##ß\||  [t#ÅÈ"jaW 

[¬jØÛ&cxu»lAEè||  [r#&r°sè)§  «ji(ßÅÈç)||  (n™Ù‘ºøÛ(Tœ·‘d#è||  ‘må(ßå„è  [¬jØÛ‘bå"pxìé»ºùè 

&tXwoèl°  (©jå)lÅÈç)|| =“swo'j¤¤è'|  ‘b™Ù&f§Wè||  [b̈"n§W[b̈  “c#§W(rÈ~\|| =[dœ́3T¤¤è' 

"hAE»òR(txÅÈ“jaWè| ‘b¤&txaè ̊3PÈ̇;«òR (Tå;ç)||

¿“ni3©¤«HwAN (C#)Ÿ@ (K̈‘òÍ»ma)ç|| \ ¿‘wøèm%n(ÁÅÈè \ ¿3Qjå„ “ji(Pj$µ‘må)ç|||"

6.2.!!We propose another short text, taken from Hé Pìng's Chinese Pronunciation 

Course vol.2, lesson 1: "Liùyôu  y!dí&̊ 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.

Liùyôu y!dí.

YàmâxŸn  Hé  rèdài  yƒlìn  zhöng  yôu  yï-zhông  jiào yîxióng  de  dòngwú.  Zhè-zhông 

yîxióng sh® sh®jiè-shang zuí dà de sh#yîshòu, mêi-tiän yào ch⁄ 1.6-wàn-zh⁄ mâyî.

Rán'ér, ràng rén dàwéi jïngtàn  de sh®  yîxióng yôu  yï-zhông xìxíng: tä ch⁄  mâyî sh# 

juébú zhân-jín-shä-jué, däng tä páo-käi mêi yï-ge yôu chéng-qiän-shàng-wàn zh⁄ mâyî de 

yîxåé sh#, tä jiú zh™ ch⁄ qìzhöng yï xiâo búfen, zuíduö wéi 500-zh⁄, tä duí shèngxià de 

mâyî bú-wén-bú-wèn, jíngzh# qŸ x!nzhâo xià yï-ge múbiäo. Kêjiàn, yîxióng qïngchu de 

zh⁄dao,  yào  sh™  z®jî  de  zhôngq!n  shëngcùn-xiàqu,  jiú  bíxß  yôu  mâyî-jiäzù  de  shëng-

shëng-bú-xï.

Yîxióng shàngqiê zh⁄dao liùyôu y!dí, "jíhuà& sh™yòng z⁄yåán, rénlèi bú gäi sän-s⁄-ér-

hòu-xìng 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 <e 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 di‡erent 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 di‡erences (often very minute) between the romanization and our ˚ñ 
transcriptions

>ê –$ /"ljou'jou"Jy(ti.||| 
(ja'ma(syn"h° (r°(tae 'Jy"lin&coW,|| 'jou(ji'coW, =(⁄jao,| 'ji"sjoW6t° (toW(wu.'||| 

(c°'coW'ji"sjoW,| (ßù,… (ßù(⁄je6ßaW,| (⁄wei(ta6t°, "ßù'ji(ßou.||| 'mei&t#jen (jao&c#ù÷|| 
&ji6tjar,  (ljou(wan6cù 'ma'ji.|||

"ran"ö°r÷| (raW"r°n, (ta"wei &⁄iW(t#aW6t°(ßù.|| 'ji"sjoW÷| 'jou (ji'coW"si(siW.||| &t#a&c#ù 
'ma'ji "ßù÷|| "⁄Je(pu,| 'can(⁄in &ßa"⁄Je.||| &taW&t#a "p#ao&k#ae 'mei"ji6k°,| 'jou "c#°W-
&⁄#jen(ßaW(wan6cù 'ma'ji6t°, 'ji"sJe"ßù÷|| &t#a(⁄jou'cù&c#ù "⁄#i&coW, (ji'sjao- 
(pu6f°n.||| +(⁄wei&two÷±… "wei,… 'wu'pai&cù.||| &t#a(twei, (ß°W(sja6t° 'ma'ji÷… (pu"w°n- 
"pu(w°n.||| (⁄iW"cù,… (⁄#y"syn'cao, (sja6ji6k° (mu&pjao.||| ='k#°(⁄jen.' 'ji"sjoW, 
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&⁄iW6c#u6t°  &cù6tao.|||  (jao  'ßù  (⁄ù'⁄i6t°  'coW"⁄#yn,  &ß°W"⁄#w°n(sja6⁄#y÷|| 

(⁄jou(pi&sy, 'jou 'ma'ji&⁄ja"⁄u6t°,| &ß°W&ß°W(pu&si.|||

'ji"sjoW÷ (ßaW'⁄#je  &cù6tao,  "ljou'jou"Jy(ti.|||  (⁄i(hwa,  'ßù(joW  &⁄ù"Jen÷|| "ren(lei.| 

¿(pu&kae&san&sù÷| ¿"ö°r(hou "siW6ma.|||/

>ê –$ <"ljOU‘jØÛ“Jy(T¤ç)||| 

(jå‘må[©Î„"h°  {r°(TÅÈ  ‘J¥“lIN&C9Wè||  3jØÛ[j¤3CÔ„è =(Qjǻè|  ‘j¤"©j9Wè)§  {d9W(ẅç)'||| 

(C#)̨ Ô„‘j¤"©j9Wè|  (ßÍè…  {ßR(Qj™‘òå„,|  {ºweI(Tå))@è  "ßR‘j¤(ßøÛç)|||  ‘m™Ù&txj=n  {jaé&cxR\|| 

&jiè)j$sè  {ljOU(wÅ̇)̨ Í “ma'j¤¤ç)|||

“rAn"ö°s\|  [rå„"rEnè (Tå"weI «¬àW(t#å„))@  [ßÍç)||  ‘j¤"©j9W\|  3jØÛ  (j¤‘†Ô„“©i(©̀„ç)||| 

&txa«c#R “ma3j¤ "ßR\|| “¬Je(P̈è| ‘†å~(QÙ̇ «ßa"QJeç)||| «daW&txa “p#ìé&kxAE ‘m™Ù"ji»g°è| 

3jØÛ  "cx§W«q"j=̇{ßaW(wÅ̇)̨ Í  “ma3j¤ç)§è  3ji“©Je"ßÍ\||  &txa[¬jØÛ‘†Í&cxù  “q"i&C9Wè 

(j¤‘©jǻ(P̈‘vÈ~ç)||| +[ºw™Ù&Two\±…  "weIè…  2wu‘bÅÈ&CR.|||  «t#a(Tw™Ùè  {ß§W(©jå‘d#è  “ma3j¤\… 

(P̈èw%m“bu(wÆ~ç)||| [¬̀„"CRè… (qx¥"©YN3Cœ́è (©jå)j¤»g° [m̈&Pjaé.||| =‘k##(Qj$~ç)' ‘j¤"©j9Wè 

&q"àWècu»d°  &CR»dìéç)|||  (jǻ  3ßÍ  [ºæ3Q¤ç)§  ‘†Ô„"qxYN6  &ß°W«⁄#w%n(©jå)q¥\|| 

(QjØÛ[b¤&©yè 3jØÛ 2ma‘j¤«¬ja"Áu»d°è| &ß§W«ò§W[b̈&©iç)|||

‘j¤"©j9W\ [ßå„3qxj™ &CR»dìéè  "ljOU‘jØÛ“Jy(T¤ç)||| {¬i(hwåè ‘ßÍ(jÔ„ «ºù"J+n\|| “rEl(l™Ùç)| 

¿(P̈«gAE «sAn&sù\| ¿“ö°s(høÛ "©àWèmaç)|||"

6.2.2.!!<e 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 ‘yï-zhông jiào yîxióng de dòngwú', the speaker produces <)jØÛ(j¤‘†Ô„è", 

instead of <3jØÛ[j¤3CÔ„è", underlining the numeral yï /(ji/ ‘one'; this implies a general 

reorganization of the rhythmic unit, <1ëóë1ë" ï <óë1ëóë", also under the influence of the 

primary stress of <(Qjǻè" nearby.

In yîxióng de dòngwú̊ the audio file presents <3ö¤“©j9Wç)§ (tÔ„‘ẅç)", with <ö" before 

a front vowel (a permitted alternative to <j"), and the primary stress on yî̊ as this is 

the  lexeme  –meaning  ‘ant'–  that  distinguishes  a yîxióng ‘anteater'  (lit.  ‘ant-bear') 

from any other kind of xióng. Besides, note <ç)§", instead of <è)§", as <ç" allows for an 

easier transistion from <“" to <(". Finally, <(t9W‘ẅ" reveals  a semi-neutral pronuncia-

tion, dòngwů  which  is  nevertheless  used  by  professional  voices  as  well;  the  un-

voiced, non-lenited <t" is as normal a taxophone, in <1ë", as <T, d" would be, too.
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<en, there are two other cases worth noticing: sh#yîshòu <"ßRçji(ßøÛ" ‘myrme-
cophagid' and mâyî <3måçji" ‘ant'. <us, their two <çji" are easily explained, when a 
full toneme becomes a t-0 one, according to normal Mandarin structures, produc-
ing /" ' (/ ï /" 6 (/ ï <" ç (" for the first one, and /' '/ ï /' 6/ ï <3 ç" for the second). For 
<3måçji", there is a clear stress shift: <óë1ë" ï <1ëóë" ï /1ë5ë/ (where /5ë/ is a de-stressed 

syllable, and so a ‘toneless' one). In addition, of course <3ëçë" is subject to the strong 
influence of the conclusive toneme /ç)/ <ç)", which lowers considerably its final part.

In jïngtàn de sh® ‘{what is} surprising is', the copula sh® 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: /&⁄iW(t#aW6t°7ßù./ <«¬àW(t#å„))@‘ßÍç)".

For mêi-yï-ge and búfen˚ the normalized renderings, <‘m™Ù"ji»g°" and <(P¨‘vÈ~", 
slightly contrast with <‘mÈÙ"jièg§" and <(P¨)vÈ~", as found in the actual recording. 
Lastly, we have jiäzù de <&QjaèÜu‘d#", explainable through the following passages: 
¶<«¬ja"Áu‘d#" ï <&Qja“ºu‘d#" ï <&Qja»ºu‘d#" ï <&QjaèÜu‘d#". It goes without say-
ing that any language admits a certain degree of –mostly random– divergence from 
what is ‘normal', \ statistically more frequent, for the simple reason that the very 
act of speech, though extremely e‡ective, yet is not a mathematically flawless 
mechanism. „at 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.!!Phonetic transcriptions in current handbooks.

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).
<e 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.

<is 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.



<erefore, a slightly simplified –but not inaccurate– version of our ‘normalized' 
pronunciation is the most advisable and viable solution, for teaching purposes. <is 
‘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.! !Our proposal is simple and e‡ective: for each group of <c" taxophones, 
just one contoid is used, thus avoiding the aggravation of rigidly respecting the 
three-way consonantal ‘gradation', that is natural for native speakers, but not neces-
sarily for foreign learners; namely, our choice fell on <¸#, C", for stops and stop-
strictives, and on <¸", for constrictives. Here follows a complete list:

b <b" p <p#" f <f" m <m"

d <d" t <t#"   n <n" l <l"
z <º" c <⁄#" s <s"
j <¬" q <q"" x <©"   y <j" “ <J"
zh <†" ch <c#" sh <ß"   r <r"
g <g" k <k#" h <H" ng <W" w <w"

˙!7.1.!!Simplified vowel inventory, for teaching purposes.
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7.1.2.! ! For <>ô!z, >ô!zz, >ô!zó", a similar criterion is followed, but without re-
nouncing realism: thus, a diphthong like <oU" will not be simplistically reduced to 
‘<ou"', even though <U" is not used individually elsewhere. In other words, simplic-
ity must be combined with realism (˙!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, I, à÷ 
e, =÷ A, a, ì÷ %, °÷ ù÷ u, U÷ o"; to these, we add <r, ®, r" (for ¶<R" and the various oc-
currences of érhuà]. We keep <i, I, à", <e, =" and <A, a, ì" distinct, as well as <%, °" 
and <u, U", instead of simply <i, e, a, °, u", because certain combinations (especially 
those with <-n, -W") are actually easier to reproduce, if the inventory available is just 
a bit more complex than what would be phonemically indispensable.

a

a <a"
ai <Ae" uai <wae" ao <ìo" iao <jao"
(w)an <>w!An" ian <j=n" åan <J=n"
(i)ang <>j!aW" uang <wìW"
e

e <°" ie <je" åe <Je" ei <eI"
en <%n" er <°r" eng <°W" ueng <w°W"
i

i <i, !ji" œ <ù, ®" ui <weI"
in <>!j!In" ing <>!j!àW"
o

o <o" ou <oU" uo <wo" 
ong <oW" iong <joW"
u

u <>!w!u" å <>!J!y" iu <joU"
un <w%n" ån <>!J!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 di‡erent 
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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 (x) is a more familiar replacement for <=": let it be so 
(many Chinese themselves, after all, say (jx¯n) instead of <j=n"). Similarly, while <%" 
is common in British English (Õ fur <1f%:"), most Americans could not be able to 
distinguish it from their regular <*": no panic, let them use <*", at first; listening to 
audio files and practicing kinesthesia, with a constant ear feedback, will enable 
those really interested in acquiring <%" –and, at a more advanced stage, also <E"– to 
succeed. <e 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 <ì". 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 <ì" should be used, in case 
they manage to acquire them. In other words, this ‘simplified' transcription is the 
ideal intermediary between the essentiality of pïnyïn˚ 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 érhuà is concerned, we have devised a reasonable scheme, derived 
from that proposed in § 2.7, with just minor adjustments. <en, we have:

a. <ar": huà-huàr <{Hwa(Hwar" (¶<{Hwa(hw¢ß");
 <jar": chuängliánr <«c#wìW"ljar" (¶<«c#wìW"lj$s");
 <Jar": yuánquänr <“J=n&q"Jar" (¶<“J+n&qxJ$s");
 <war": hâowánr <‘Hìo"war" (¶<‘Hœ´"w$s").
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b. <°r": bèikér <[beI"k#°r" (¶<[b™Ù"kx°s");

  <j°r": sh™jínr <‘ß®(¬j°r" (¶<‘ßÍ(Qj#ß");

  <J°r": qßqår <&q"yèq"J°r" (¶<&qxyèq̂°s");

  <w°r": kôuwèir <‘k#ou(w°r" (¶<‘k#øÛ(w#ß").

 <jEr": sh#jiër <“ß®&¬jEr" (¶<“ßR&Qj%s");

  <JEr": mújåér <[mu"¬JEr" (¶<[m̈"QJ%s").

c. <or": tûdòur <‘t#u(dor" (¶<‘t#̈(Tøª");

  <jor": zhïliùr <«†®"ljor" (¶ <«†R"ljOj");

  <ìor": nâimáor <‘nAe"mìor" (¶<‘nÅÈ"mìH");

  <jaor": màimiáor <[mAe"mjaor" (¶<[mÅÈ"mjaH");

  <wor": shänpör <«ßAm&p#wor" (¶<«ßAm&&Xég").

d. <ìr": piänchângr <«p#j=N'c#ììr" (¶<«p#j=N'cxœœ‚");

  <jìr": dòujiängr <[doU&¬jìr" (¶<[døÛ&QjìG");

  <wìr": tiänchuängr <«t#j=N&c#wìr" (¶<«t#j=N&cxwìG").

e. <°r": bândèngr <‘bAn(d°r" (¶<‘bÅ~(T@$");

  <j°r": qîmìngr <‘q"i"mj°r" (¶<‘q"¤"mj§d");

  <w°r": xiâowèngr <‘©jao(w°r" (¶<‘©jǻ(w@$").

f. <or": töukòngr <«t#oU(k#oŕ "̂ (¶<«t#oU(kx́ "̂);

  <jor": küqióngr <«k#u"q"jor" (¶<«k#u"qxJéJ").

Needless to say, the learners can choose to make a step forward, and acquire the 

full inventory of native érhuà instead: actually, in the course of using  ‘simple' <-r", 

many  speakers spontaneously  will end  up articulating <q", due  to the  e‡ect of co-

articulation  and  articulatory  economy,  which  obviously  give  preference  to  what 

makes pronunciation easier and more natural.

7.2.!!„en  the  present ‘simplified'  phonetic  transcription  is  used  in  ordinary 

handbooks, and in extended texts, no  phonemic transcription is needed, as pïnyïn 

certainly  su‚ces 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:

>ê –$ <"ljoU‘joU“Jy(diç)|||

(ja‘ma[©YW"H° {r°(dAe ‘Jy“lIN&†oWè|| 3joU[ji3†oWè =(¬jaoè| ‘ji"©joWèd° {doW(wuç)'||| 

(†°)†oW  ‘ji"©joWè|  (ß®è…  {ß®(¬je‘ßaW,|  {ºweI(da)d°è  "ß®‘ji(ßoUç)|||  ‘meI&t#j=n  {jao&c#®\|| 

&jièdjarè {ljoU(wAN)†® “ma'jiç)|||

“rAn"ö°r\|  [raW"r%nè (da"weI «¬àW(t#aW)d°  [ß®ç)||  ‘ji"©joW\|  3joU  (ji‘†oW“©i(©àWç)||| 

&t#a«c#® “ma3ji "ß®\|| “¬Je(buè| ‘†an(¬IN «ßa"¬Jeç)||| «daW&t#a “p#ìé&k#Ae  ‘meI"ji»g°è| 

3joU  "c#°W«q"j=N{ßaW(wAN)†®  “ma3jiçd°è  3ji“©Je"ß®\||  &t#a[¬joU‘†®&c#®  “q"i&†oWè 

(ji‘©jao(bu‘f%nç)||| +[ºweI&dwo\±…  "weIè…  2wu‘bAe&†R.|||  «t#a(dweIè  {ß°W(©ja‘d°è  “ma3ji\… 

(buèw%m“bu(w%nç)|||  [¬àW"†®è…  (q"y  “©YN3†ìoè  (©ja)ji»g°  [mu&bjao.||| =‘k#°(¬j=nç)' 

‘ji"©joWè  &q"àWèc#u»d°  &†®»dìoç)|||  (jao  3ß®  [ºù3¬¤çd°  ‘†oW"q"YN6  &ß°W«⁄#w%n- 

(©ja)q"y\|| (¬joU[bi&©yè 3joU 2ma‘ji«¬ja"ºu»d°è| &ß°W«ß°W[bu&©iç)|||

‘ji"©joW\ [ßaW3q"je  &†®»dìoè  "ljoU‘joU“Jy(diç)|||  {¬i(Hwåè  ‘ß®(joW  «ºù"J=n\||  “r%l(leIç)| 

¿(bu«gAe «sAn&sù\| ¿“ö°r(HoU "©àWèmaç)|||"

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. 

<e  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.

„en 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 p̊ t̊ k̊ as opposed to b̊ d̊ g. Reading the three couples according 

to their Italian pronunciation –<p, ,", <t, )", <k, Ÿ"– they  sounded identical to our 
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Chinese teacher. He could not help insisting on the ‘aspiration' factor, for p˚ t˚ k 

/p#, t#, k#/, totally ignoring the fact that <c#" 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 o‡er, 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.! !<e 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 Zhào Yåánrèn'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. <is brilliant product is entirely transcribed in ñ (also because pïnyïn 

was yet to come, in the <irties), including quite an extensive tonetic notation, 
with thick symbols for the tones in <1ë", and thin ones for the tones in <óë".

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 ñ 
in those –otherwise glorious– pioneering days). Here is a complete list of the <c" in 
the two systems:

˚<b, p#" ÷<b, p#" ˚<d(, ts#" ÷<d(, ts#"
˚<d, t#" ÷<d, t#" ˚<¬, q"" ÷(ˆ, ©h)

˚<g, k#" ÷<g+ , k#" ˚<†, ⁄#" ÷("Z, ch)

˚<H" ÷<–" ˚<r" ÷(<)*

˚<ß" ÷(S)

˚<©" ÷<©" *described as a constrictive: ˚<¡"
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<z" are treated in a less similar way, yet the two systems remain largely coherent 
and –so to speak– mutually intelligible (˙!7.2). Please observe the following list:

˚<je, Je" ÷<i=, y*" ˚<>ô!a" ÷<>z!ì"
˚<°" ÷<°"; after <g+ , k#, –": <^"
˚<wo" ÷<u'"; after <p#, b, m, f": <'"
˚<ù" ÷<ù" ˚<®" ÷<<"
˚<>w!eI, >w!Ae" ÷<>u!«I, >u!aI"
˚<ìo, jao, >j!oU" ÷<>i!ì9÷ 9u, iu"
˚<In, Yn, àW" ÷<In, yn÷ IN"
˚<j=n, J=n" ÷<i=n, yan"
˚<>w!An, >j!aW, wìW" ÷<>u!an, >i!ìN, uaN"
˚<>w!%n" ÷<*n, un÷ ^N"
˚<>j!oW" ÷<>i!uN"

˙!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. <ey simply had their ears, their brains, some 
quite rudimental phonographs, and a limited number of Chinese informants at 
hand. <ey employed such ‘antediluvian' devices as the artificial palate˚ modeled 
out of fragile resin, or even papier-mâché; 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. 

<e idea that ñ 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 ñ 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 o‚cial description of 
Mandarin Chinese, by lee, w-s. “ zee, e., Illustrations of the ñ – Standard Chinese 

(Beijing)˚ which is embarrassingly inferior to what was available decades before. 
Just have a look at the ‘o‚cial' vowel diagrams (˙!7.3).

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

Apart from the questionable collocation of <°" in the first diagram, the other two 
trapezia mix up true diphthongs, like ‘<«i, ai, au"' (˚<eI, AE, ìé"), and what should 
be treated not as diphthongs, or even ‘triphthongs', but as <ôz>z!" sequences, Õ ‘<y«, 
u«i, iau"' (˚<Je, weI, jaé"). Regarding ‘<uai, iau"', we cannot help criticizing the 
lower ‘angle', which should indicate ‘<a"', but –clearly– rather lies in the area of 
÷<*" (for ‘<uai"', the angle might be rendered as ÷<%", too, but nothing lower than 
that; not even ÷<$", which would appear less absurd).
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<e o‚cially sanctioned symbols for Mandarin <c" are not ‘wrong' in se˚ but are 
certainly far from being the ideal choice. For one thing, postalveolar /c#, c, ß, r/ 
appear as ‘(t!S5, t!S, !S, Î<)', maybe to avoid that someone would interpret ‘<tßâ, tß, ß, >)' 
as the corresponding apicopalatal contoids, used –for instances– in many Dravidian 
languages (˚<<â, <, a, c"). We shall not repeat here what we have said about the 
o‚cial treatment of /ù/ <ù, R". 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 o‚cial 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.! !<ere is, nonetheless, something that must be said, loud and clear. „at 
is most annoying in many o‚cial analyzes is not the use of ÷ñ in se˚ but rather its 
misuse. Undeniably, ÷ñ is structurally simpler than ˚ñ: 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 Jñ diagrams); ˚ñ symbols, on the 
contrary, number in the hundreds, and that obviously requires a good deal of care 
and perfectionism. However –be noted– this greater e‡ort eventually pays o‡, 
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 ñ to date, ad 2011, many generic analyzes have been 
realized for most languages. <e 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, ˚ñ 
works more e‚ciently than its o‚cial ‘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. „ether this was the case with Jñ'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 ÷ñ 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 ˚ñ 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. 

„en using ÷ñ, 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 ˙!7.4, we give a practical example: only o‚cial symbols are used, apart from 
˚(¯!ı!æ!º!µ!¬!Æ!˜), whose value is intuitively self-evident.

˙!7.4.!!O‚cial vowel diagrams of Chinese ‘normalized' pronunciation (with ÷ñ symbols).
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<e 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. <at would work acceptably well, if we stick to a teaching-oriented 
kind of transcription. But, as we know, the real pronunciation of neutral Chinese 
implies frequent cases of laryngealization: <%, ~, „, fl, ‚"; nasalization is quite com-
mon, too, Õ <Z, r". Vowels may be partially devoiced˚ <Ë", but also totally devoiced˚ 
<É". We might have to indicate more than one peculiarity at the same time, as in 
<@", and –adding partial labialization– <Ò". 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 ÷ñ would not be viable, especially in 
continuous transcriptions. <e 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. <e bottom line is: let us keep ÷ñ true to itself.

7.3.6.!!In this paragraph, we present an example of how ÷ñ 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. „ere necessary, the exact value assigned to 
an o‚cial symbol will be specified between ‘ˇ-‹', by means of diacritics. Let us start 
from the consonantal inventory:

b <b" p <p#" f <f" m <m"

d <d" t <t#"   n <n" l <l"
z <º" c <⁄#" s <s"
j <¬" q <q#" x <©"   y <j" “ <J"
zh <†" ch <c#" sh <ß"   r (>) ˇ¡µ‹
g <g" k <k#" h (X) ˇXµ‹ ng <W" w <w" 
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Of course, all the relevant articulatory illustrations (orograms, labiograms and 
laryngograms) must be provided, as in ˙ 3.2-7. As far as the actual symbols are 
concerned, ÷<C" may correspond to ˚<C, ¸"; this can be positively exploited, after 
all, by presenting ÷<C" as ‘synthetic' symbols, capable of expressing a certain free 
oscillation. Similarly, even if ÷<#" is primarily given as a constrictive, or ‘fricative', 
in ÷<c#" it should be articulated, rather, as an approximant: ÷ˇ#µ‹ (˚<#").

For /c>#!, ß, r/, the corresponding ‘retroflex' ÷<†, c#, ß, >) are fine, but the rele-
vant orograms should help the students distinguish Mandarin postalveolars from 
true ‘retroflex' contoids (˚ñ: apicopalatals). <e notation ‘ˇ¡µ‹' dispels any 
doubt about the exact articulation of (>).

Since our font contains unitary symbols for all stopstrictives, we obviously use 
them: <⁄, º÷ q, ¬÷ c, †". Most Unicode typefaces still have ‘<⁄, Ü÷ q, ú÷ c, G)', 

but the general trend, nowadays, is expressing <Ä" as <ÜÀ" 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 di‚culty. However, 
if there is no choice but following the o‚cial recommendations, up to the last, the 
correct renderings should be <ts, dz÷ t©, d£÷ tß, dò", avoiding sad things like ‘(tXß, txs)'.

Regarding the vocalic inventory, there is little to say, more than what has been 
clearly explained in § 7.1.2. Please refer to the o‚cial trapezia in ˙!7.5, and com-
pare them with our ˚ñ vocograms in ˙!7.1.

˙!7.5.!!O‚cial vowel diagrams of Chinese ‘simplified' pronunciation (with ÷ñ symbols).
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a

a <a" ˇä‹
ai <a«" ˇ«µ‹ uai <wa«" ˇä«µ‹ ao <ì9" ˇìÆ9µ‹ iao <ja9" ˇä9µ‹
(w)an <>w!an" ˇä‹   ian <j=n" ˇ=º‹ åan <J=n" ˇ=º‹
(i)ang <>j!aW" ˇä‹ uang <wìW" ˇìÆ‹
e

e <°" ˇ°Æ‹ ie <je" ˇ«µ‹ åe <J«" ˇ«µ‹ ei <«I" ˇ«µ‹
en <%n" er <°r" ˇ°Æ‹ eng <°W" ˇ°Æ‹ ueng <w°W" ˇ°Æ‹
i

i <i" œ <ù, ˇ) ˇùÆ‹ ui <w«I" ˇ«µ‹
in <In" ˇIÆ‹ ing <IW" ˇIæ‹
o

o <'" ˇ'¯‹ ou <'U" ˇ'¯‹ uo <w'" ˇ'¯‹ 
ong <9W" ˇ9µ‹ iong <j9W" ˇ9µ‹
u

u <u" å <y" ˇyæ‹ iu <j'U" ˇ'¯‹
un <w%n" ån <Yn" ˇYæ‹

For /ºù/, as said, we use <®", \ ÷(ˇ), and the same contoid can be employed in 
the articulation of érhuà\ (é>). For transcribing more genuine articulations, those 
with <q", the o‚cial inventory o‡ers no unambiguous solution. Clearly, we cannot 
employ ÷(>) to render our ˚<L", a postalveolarized provelar semi-approximant 

(with lateral contraction, see § 2.3); the only o‚cial alternative is ÷(<). In ˚ñ, 
the same symbol is –more conveniently– employed for the most typical realization 
of American English r˚ a postalveolarized prevelar slightly rounded approximant 
(with lateral contraction, as well), which we could render as ‘(µX>&„)' in ÷ñ: <Ç" is 
quite advanced, ˇÇÆ‹, and the <&" diacritic –generically described as implying 
‘rhoticity'– apparently is the only passable solution to mark lateral contraction. 
(Again, here, (>) is a simple postalveolar approximant: ˇ¡µ‹, or ˇ<<‹.)

However, since ÷(<) is usually employed as an alveolar approximant, a notation 
like ‘(é<)', or ‘(é<)', could lead to legitimate criticism. As a practical solution, ‘<Ç&"' 

might work well; for ˚<q", then, we would have ÷<ù&, °&, 9&, '&" Æ. Anyway, ÷ñ 
always leaves room for ‘personal preferences'! <erefore, when using a very small 
type size, we suggest ‘(é<)' as less hard to decipher than the tiny ‘rhoticity hooklet'.
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8.!!Peking.

<e 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. 
<at 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.



8.2.!!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 di‡erent degrees of proficiency in 
speaking pûtönghuà. 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.

<e old-fashioned pronunciation, consecrated by xiàngshengr crosstalk masters as 
Hóu Bâolìn and Guö Qîrù,1 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. <e 
paraphonic settings, instead, are remarkably di‡erent: for example, Hóu Bâolìn's 
Pekingese-accented pûtönghuà sounded high-pitched and crisp, with clearly uttered 
tones and a rapid flow; this is precisely how proper xiàngshengr delivery style is 
supposed to be. By contrast, Hóu's stooge, Guö Qîrù, would intentionally speak 
with a less refined –yet understandable– pronunciation, which was decidedly more 
on the side of the dialect proper, while interacting with Hóu, to convey the theatri-
cal idea of a naœve character. 

Video-sharing websites, like YouTube and its Chinese alter ego˚ Yöukú˚ provide 
quite a rich selection of xiàngshengr performed by Hóu and Guö, 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 o‡er abundant examples of Peking-accented 
pronunciation.

<erefore, 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 hùtòngr alleys.2 <is is infamously known for its anar-
chical use of érhuà (see Ã2)˚ 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 Jiäng Wén (1963-), a well known movie star and director; 
then, Ms Yáng Lán (1968-), a successful entrepreneur and talk show hostess; finally, 
Mr Zhäng Bïn (1969-), a sport anchorman from cctv5.

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 
pûtönghuà, 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 di‡erences between a (‘clean' 
Pekingese) mediatic accent and a proper Pekingese dialect (too marked to be ac-
cepted as pûtönghuà) can easily succeed. It is su‚cient to compare the pronuncia-
tion of the three above-mentioned people with that of Mr Jiäng Kün (1950), a mas-
ter of xiàngshengr, who, on the contrary, habitually speaks using the real Pekingese 
dialect (even if it is no longer that of Hóu Bâolìn).

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, /7⁄>#!, 7s/ <Í" (“ <ª") and /7c>#!, 7ß/ 
<r", in unstressed syllables with ‘zero' tonemes, not in an intoneme. <is 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.

<e typical buzz accompanying Pekingese Mandarin is rather a consequence of 
the behaviour of />º!ù/ and érhuà. Depending on the speaker and the elocution 
speed, <R" 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 ‘<®L"'); finally, a more marked variant is <ùr" (with a 
laxer and less advisable alternative, <l<").

<e massive use of érhuà 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' /-r/ (\ 
one not strictly requested in neutral pronunciation) and which ones should not. If 
a clear rule existed, we might treat the behaviour of érhuà 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.3 As far as our field of study is con-
cerned, the mere frequency of érhuà is of little importance, compared to its true 
phonetic nature, which shows oscillations similar to that just described for />º!ù/. 
<erefore (beside neutral or nearly neutral <q"), <zr, zrL" are also possible (includ-
ing their nasalized counterparts). 

Modern Pekingese also features a distinctive realisation of /òw/ as (V), a labio-
dental approximant (or (!), a semi-constrictive), except in /òwo/: wànwéiwâng 
‘World Wide Web' Ì<(VÅ~“VeI'Vœœ„, -«VeI-" (with further variants for /ei/; see be-
low), but tä wèn wô ‘he/she asks me' Ì<«t#a(VÆ~‘wø>@|!, -)wø>@|!" (obviously, other 
stress patterns are possible). Sometimes, but not systematically, partial labialization 
can occur: <¶, 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 /Ñ/ as distinct phonemes are easily puzzled by that ‘v-sound that should not 
be there'. Some of them will actually use their own <Ñ" 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 <Ñ" as a badly pronounced /f/. <erefore, 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: <e«,  o9"  (̇  8.1).  In  quicker  speech  and  in  prein-

tonemes, even monotimbric realizations are possible, <ee, oo" (particularly in /6ë/).

As far as stress and intonation are concerned, there are no significant di‡erences 

with  respect  to  neutral  Chinese.  However,  a relatively  large  number  of  common 

words ending  with  a  marked  toneme, />1ë!1ë1ë/, feature a ‘zero' toneme in  Peking-

accented  Chinese: pángxie ‘crab' <"pxaWè£je", wéiqån ‘apron' <"VeIèqYn, "Ve«-", nán-

gua ‘pumpkin' <"nANèŸwa";  these  coexist  with  their  ‘normal'  realizations,  as  pre-

sented  in most dictionaries: pángxiè <“p#aW(©j™", wéiq!n <“VeI"qxYn, “Ve«-", nánguä 

<“nAN&Kwa".  Similarly, post-verbal monosyllabic pronouns wô̊  nî̊ tä are more sys-

tematically  reduced  to /6ë/  than  in  neutral  pronunciation  (unless  emphasis  is 

added): wô wèn nî ‘I ask you' <‘wø(VÆ~)n¤", gën tä zôu <«gEnèta'ÁøøÛ, -ÁøøÔ".

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

/ei/
<eI≤ /ou/
<oU≤

/ei/
<e«≤ /ou/
<o9≤ /ei/
<ee≤
 /ou/
<oo≤
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 1 Xiàngshengr 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.

  Hóu Bâolìn (1917-1993) is still remembered as an outstanding xiàngshengr performer. He 
was most revered for his creativity and ability to play with language, but also for his high-
profile approach to xiàngshengr\ he actively promoted the use of pûtönghuà 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 Guö Qîrù (1900-1969), he even dedi-
cated some famous xiàngshengr to the relationship between dialects and what he believed 
should be the ‘national' language of all Chinese. Such famous pieces of crosstalk as Pûtönghuà 
yƒ fängyán {Common Language and Dialects}, and especially Bêijïnghuà {<e 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.

 2 <e hùtòngr are ancient narrow streets, or alleys, most commonly associated with the oldest 
and most traditional parts of Peking. In that city, hùtòngr are formed by several lines of 
s®héyåànr˚ the traditional Pekingese square courtyard residences; many neighbourhoods have 
been formed by joining one s®héyåànr to another to form a hùtòngr  ̊ and then joining one 
hùtòngr to another. The word hùtòngr is also used to refer to such neighbourhoods.

  Since the mid-20th century, the number of hùtòngr has dropped dramatically in Peking, as 
many of them have been demolished to make way for new roads and buildings. More recently, 
some hùtòngr were designated as protected areas, in an attempt to preserve this aspect of Chi-
nese cultural history.

 3 ° also lu, y-zh.(2001) Qingsheng he erhua˚ p. 151-189; and He, P. (2006) Chinese Pronuncia-
tion Course˚ p. 159-162.



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. <at does not mean that speech analysing softwares –such as the easily avail-
able Praat–1 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. 

<e 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).2



9.2.! !With little e‡ort, 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") ÿ ‘back' (like <–"). 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!

<e 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, \ 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, Õ to distinguish (i:) and (j:). 

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 quantity (: 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', or formants˚ expressed in hertz (: cycles per second), which –on the contrary– 
humans cannot measure naturally.3 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 
˚ñ vocogram, or the ÷ñ trapezium, of a given language (or just of a certain 
speaker), computer-measured formants may be worth the e‡ort 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 Æ). Consid-
ering how variable the situation can be, when a phonetician records di‡erent 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, Õ <a", can be produced by di‡er-
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.

<erefore, 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, #, å, *), and the corresponding rounded ones, (Y, ì, Ø, 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, Õ (*, ì). 
<e 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 di‡erent 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 o‡ers 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. <e 
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 di‚cult 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). 

<e 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,  ̇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).

<e 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, \ 

those typically used at the beginning of all Chinese courses.

9.5.!!<e six sentences are presented hereby in pïnyïn romanization first, then in 

˚ñ transcription, and are followed by their English translation:

Mä dänxïn jiä-bän ma?

/¿&ma &tan&sin&⁄ja&pan6ma?/

<¿&ma &TAn«©In«¬ja&PAm»ma)ç"

‘Is Mom worried about working overtime?'

Mä hên dänxïn jiä-bän.

/&ma 'h°n&tan&sin &⁄ja&pan./

<&ma ‘HÈ~&TAn«©In «¬ja&PAnç)"

‘Mom is very worried about working overtime.'

Tä sh® nî mäma ma?

/¿&t#a(ßù 'ni&ma6ma6ma?/

<&txa{ßR ‘n¤&maèma)må)ç"

‘Is she your mother?'

Tä bù sh® wô mäma?

/&t#a "pu(ßù 'wo&ma6ma./

<&t#a “bu(ßÍ ‘wø&maèmaç)"

‘She is not my mother.'

Marco Cerini — <e Pronunciation of Mandarin Chinese 

122



Nî kàn nâ-bên shü?

/¿'ni(k#an 'na'p°n&ßu,/

<¿ni(kxÅ~ 2na‘bÈ̇&ßuè"

‘Which book do you read?'

Nî ài kàn nâ-bên shü jiú kàn nâ-bên shü.

/'ni(öae(k#an 'na'p°n&ßu÷| (⁄jou(k#an 'na'p°n&ßu./

<‘n¤4öÅÈ[k#Å~ 2na‘bÈ̇&ßu\| {¬joU(kxÅ~ 2na‘bÈ̇&ßuç)"

‘Read whatever book you like.'

 ̇9.1.

 ̇9.2.

 ̇9.3.

&ma
&TAn«©In
«¬ja&PAm»ma &ma
‘HÈ~
&TAn«©In
«¬ja&PAn

/¿&ma
&tan&sin
&⁄ja&pan6ma?/ /&ma
'h°n&tan&sin
&⁄ja&pan./

&txa{ßR‘n¤ &maèma)må &t≈a“bu (ßÍ‘wø&maèma

/¿&t≈a(ßù
'ni&ma6ma6ma?/ /&t≈a"pu
(ßù'wo&ma6ma./

‘ni(kxÅ~2na‘bÈ̇&ßu ‘n¤
4öÅÈ[k≈Å~2na‘bÈ̇
&ßu {¬joU(kxÅ~
2na‘bÈ̇&ßu

/¿'ni(k≈an
'na'p°n&ßu,/ /'ni
(öae(k≈an
'na'p°n&ßu÷| (⁄jou(k≈an
'na'p°n&ßu./
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 1 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.

 3 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.



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. 
<e purpose of these conclusions is highlighting the main reasons why –in our 
view– this analysis is worth reading.

Phonology in general

<ough pïnyïn is, all in all, a fair representation of the essential components of 
pûtönghuà pronunciation, yet it cannot be taken as a true phonemic transcription. It 
is surprising, then, that the matter is not addressed e‡ectively by most of the analy-
ses that we have consulted. Many linguists feel content with a simplified kind of 
phonetic transcription, whose ÷ñ 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.
<at 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 /c#/ sequences˚ and there is no real need for an ex-
tra ‘/q, q#, ©/' phonemic set, as /⁄, ⁄#, s/ can safely include the taxophones repre-
sented by j˚ q˚ x in pïnyïn. Instead, the ‘mythological apical vowels' have been re-
conducted to their genuinely vocalic nature, by adopting ‘/ù/', irrespective of the 
numerous taxophonic variants that may occur. „ere possible, a realistic symbol 
has been employed, instead of a generic one (as the ÷ñ practice recommends): 
thus, /e, r, h/, instead of something like ‘/«, ¡, –/'.

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.



We are particularly proud of Ã 2, where the érhuà 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 érhuà does 
not sound exactly like the ‘American r', 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. <is three-level system can imply a 
partial or total voicing of the contoid; and, for /c#/, a di‡erence 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 e‡ective 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. <e 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.

Marco Cerini — <e Pronunciation of Mandarin Chinese 

126



Bibliography

Bouquiaux, L. “ Cloarec-Heiss, F. “ Thomas, J.M.C. (1976) Initiation à la pho-

nétique˘ Paris: puf/orstom (a vinyl record to be used alone or in reference to 

Thomas “ Bouquiaux “ Cloarec-Heiss; expanded ñ).

Canepari, L. (1983) Phonetic Notation _ La notazione fonetica  ̆Venezia: Cafoscarina 
(with 2 enclosed audiocassettes; almost ˚ñ).

Canepari, L. (2000) Dizionario di pronuncia italiana {‘A Dictionary of Italian Pro-
nunciation'}. Bologna: Zanichelli (˚ñ).

Canepari, L. (2004) Manuale di pronuncia italiana {‘A Handbook of Italian Pro-
nunciation'}. Bologna: Zanichelli (with 2 enclosed audiocassettes; ˚ñ]˘

Canepari, L. (2006) Avviamento alla fonetica {‘Breakthrough in Phonetics'}. 
Torino: Einaudi (˚ñ).

Canepari, L. (2007) Natural Phonetics “ Tonetics. Articulatory, auditory, func-

tional. München: Lincom (˚ñ).
Canepari, L. (2007”) A Handbook of Pronunciation: English, Italian, French, Ger-

man, Spanish, Portuguese, Russian, Arabic, Hindi, Chinese, Japanese, Esperanto. 
München: Lincom (˚ñ).

Canepari, L. (2010) <e Pronunciation of English around the World. München: 
Lincom (˚ñ).

Canepari, L. (2010”) English PronunciationS. Roma: Aracne (˚ñ]˘

Canepari, L. “ Cerini, M. (2009) Pronuncia cinese per italiani {‘Chinese Pronun-
ciation for Italians'} (˚ñ).

Canepari, L. “ Cerini, M. (2010) ‘Mandarin: the r grammeme and the so-called 
érhuà phenomenon' (downloadable from the ˚ñ Natural Phonetics website: 
http://venus.unive.it/canipa/; ˚ñ).

Cao, W. (2000) Hanyu fayin yu jiuyin {‘Chinese Pronunciation and Orthoepy'}. Pe-
king: Peking University Press (simplified ñ).

Cao, W. (2002) Hanyu yuyin jiaocheng {‘A Course in Chinese Phonetics'}. Peking: 
Beijing Yuyan Daxue Chubanshe (almost ñ).

Cao, W. (2008) Chinese Pronunciation Practice. Peking: Peking Univ. Press (ñ).
Catford, J.C. (1977) Fundamental Problems in Phonetics˘ Edinburgh: Edinburgh 

University Press (ñ).



Catford, J.C. (1988) A Practical Introduction to Phonetics˘ Oxford: Clarendon 
Press (ñ).

Chao, Y-R. (1948) Mandarin Primer˘ Cambridge (mass.): Harvard University Press 
(non-ñ).

Cheng, C-C. (1973) A Synchronic Phonology of Mandarin Chinese˘ <e Hague: 
Mouton (almost ñ]˘

Contemporary Chinese Dictionary˚ <e (Chinese-English Edition˚ 2002) Peking: 
Commercial Press.

DeFrancis, J. (2003) ABC Chinese-English Comprehensive Dictionary. Honolulu: 
University of Hawai‘i Press.

Delattre, P. et alii (1951) vwljùl s¿tetik l d@ f§rmãt e vwljùl klrdinll˚ in ‘Le 
Maître Phonétique' (ñ].

Dow, F. D-M. (1972) An Introduction to the Pronunciation of Chinese˘ Edinburgh: 
Edinburgh University Press [ñ).

Dow, F. D-M. (1972) An Outline of Mandarin Phonetics˘ Canberra: Australian Na-
tional University Press [ñ).

Duden Aussprachewörterbuch (2005•, 1962») Mannheim: Bibliographisches Institut 
“ F. A. Brockhaus AG (ñ).

Haudricourt, A.G. “ Thomas, J.M.C. (1976) La notation des langues. Phonétique 

et phonologie˘ Paris: Institut Géographique National (with 2 enclosed vinyl re-
cords; ñ).

He, P. (2006) Chinese Pronunciation Course. Peking: Peking University Press (with 
2 cd's; ñ, but not systematically).

Huang, B-R. “ Liao, X-D. (2002) Xiandai Hanyu {‘Modern Chinese'}. Peking: 
Gaodeng Jiaoyu Chubanshe.

Hyman, L.M. (1975) Phonology: theory and Analysis˘ New York: Holt, Rinehart “ 
Winston (non-IPA).

Jones, D. (1956) Cardinal Vowels˘ London: Linguaphone Institute (2 {78 rpm} re-
cords with booklet; now partially downloadable by surfing on the Internet; ñ).

Jones, D. (1967’) <e Phoneme: its Nature and Use˘ Cambridge: He‡er (ñ).
Kratochvìl, P. (1968) <e Chinese Language Today˘ London: Hutchinson (almost 

ñ]˘

Ladefoged, P. “ Maddieson, I. (1996) <e Sounds of the World's Languages˘ Ox-
ford: Blackwell (almost ñ]˘

Marco Cerini — <e Pronunciation of Mandarin Chinese 

128



Laver, J. (1980) <e Phonetic Description of Voice Quality˘ Cambridge: Cambridge 
University Press (with a non-enclosed audiocassette; ñ).

Laver, J. (1994) Principles of Phonetics˘ Cambridge: C. Univ. Press (ñ).
Li, M. “ Shi, P-W. (1986, repr. 2004) Hanyu putonghua yuyin bianzheng {‘<e Cor-

rect Distinction of the Common Chinese Language Phones'}. Peking: Beijing 
Yuyan Daxue Chubanshe (almost ñ).

Lin, Y-H. (2007) <e Sounds of Chinese˘ Cambridge: Cambridge University Press 
(ñ, but almost exclusively as a phonemic counterpart of pïnyïn].

Lu, Y-Zh. (2001) Qingsheng he erhua {‘Zero Toneme and érhuà'}. Peking: Com-
mercial Press.

Mioni, A. M. (1973) Fonematica contrastiva˘ Bologna: Patròn (ñ)˘
Mioni, A. M. (2001) Elementi di fonetica˘ Padova: Unipress (ñ)˘
Norman, J. (1988) Chinese˘ Cambridge: Cambridge University Press (ñ)˘

O'Connor, J.D. (1973) Phonetics˘ Harmondsworth: Penguin (ñ)˘
Practical Chinese Reader (1985) Peking: <e Commercial Press (almost ñ)˘

Qin, Z. (1980) On Chinese Phonetics˘ Peking: <e Commercial Press [almost ñ)˘
Scurfield, E. (1991) Teach Yourself Chinese. Sevenoaks: Hodder “ Stoughton (with 

an audiocassette).

Shan Pao Li, J. (1975) Introduction to the Chinese Language˘ Taipei: Ke Ji Publish-
ing Co [ñ)˘

Smalley, W.A. (1964”) Manual of Articulatory Phonetics˘ Terrytown (ny): Practical 
Anthropology (with 33 non-enclosed {18 cm, 19 cm/s} reels, lasting 32 hours; 
non-ñ).

Speshnev, N.A. (1980) Fonet$ka k$ta=ckogo r‘vka. Len$ngpad: *‘datelìctbo 

Len$ngpadckogo Yn$bepc$teta (hybrid ñ)˘

Thomas, J.M.C. “ Bouquiaux, L. “ Cloarec-Heiss, F. (1976) Initiation à la pho-

nétique˘ Paris: puf (completed by the vinyl record of Bouquiaux “ Cloarec-Heiss 
“ Thomas; expanded ñ).

Trubeckoj, N.S. (1939) Grundzüge der Phonologie˘ Göttingen: Vandenhoeck “ 
Ruprecht – (1969) Principles of Phonology˘ Berkeley: University of California 
Press (non-ñ).

Zhu, Ch. (1997) Waiguo xuesheng Hanyu yuyin xuexi duici {‘Counter-measures in 
the Study of Chinese Phonetics by Foreign Students'}. Peking: Yuwen Chuban-
she (scattered use of ñ).

Bibliography

129


