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iZrasaa CHINESE PRONUNCIATION

Chinese is not a phonetic language. As a result, its pronunciation is not entirely based on the
written Chinese words (characters). In order to help non-native speakers to learn correct Chinese
pronounciation, a system called “Pinyin” was developed by a government committee in the
People’s Republic of China (PRC) in 1958 to transcribe the sounds of Standard Chinese. Pinyin
uses the letters of the familiar English alphabet to help students determine the pronounciation of
the unfamiliar Chinese words. Most Mandarin sounds are easy for English speakers to pronounce
although some require more practice than others.

Pinyin is also a useful tool for learning new vocabulary and for looking things up in a dictionary
as well as for typing Chinese. Other than this, however, it has no practical usage since Chinese people
do not read or write in pinyin. Therefore, it is critical that you learn to read and write in characters
as soon as possible.

Chinese is a tonal language. Tones are the variation of pitch levels in the pronunciation of a
syllable. A syllable may be composed of three components: (a) initials; (b) finals; (c) tones. Except
for nasal sound like “n” and “m”, all Chinese syllables end with vowels. We call them “final sounds”.
The consonants at the beginning of a syllable are called “initial sounds”.

There are altogether 21 initials (shown in Table 2). Initials only refer to the consonants that appear
in the initial position of a syllable. Although it is possible to have a syllable without an initial, there must
always be a final. A final may have one or more vowel sounds and sometimes a consonant ending like -n
and -ng . In fact, other than -n and -ng, the consonants can’t appear in a final at all. Altogether, there are
39 finals (listed in Table 3).

s _5  High Pitch
nd -4 Middle High Pitch
4th -3 Middle Pitch

L2 Middle Low Pitch
3rd

1 Low Pitch

Figure 1: Mandarin Chinese Tone Contours (Yuen Ren Chao)
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There are 4 tones in Mandarin Chinese (illustrated in Table 1). Every Chinese character carries
a tone. Perhaps the most important thing to remember at this stage is that different tones of a certain
syllable generally indicate completely different meanings. The features of the four tones are clearly
illustrated in Figure 1.

The representation of tonal pitch contours as numbers was devised by Yuen Ren Chao to
illustrate the tonal aspects of the Chinese language as well as other tonal languages. Unlike the
music score, it consists of five arbitrary levels and each is labeled from the bottom upwards from
1 to 5. As with the music score, the lowest line represents the lowest pitch, and the highest line, the
highest pitch. The variance of the pitch is captured using the reference pitch numbers by observing
the starting, middle and end-points of the tone. The numbers are then enclosed in two forward slash
marks. For example, /55/ is a high level tone, while /11/ is a low level tone. /51/ indicates a high
falling tone, /35/ is a mid rising tone, while /31/ is a mid falling tone. /214/ is a tone that starts low,
falls and then rises again. Short tones can also be represented as a single number. For instance a short
mid level tone is represented by /3/.

Using this numbered system, tone one is /55/; tone two is /35/; tone three is /214/ and tone four
is /51/. The lines in the above table indicate the pitch contours of the four tones. The four tones can
also be represented with the following symbols (See Table 1):

Tone Example

First

Second

Third

Table 1: Symbols of Tonal Accent

If we use musical notes to illustrate on the five scale, the four tones have the following patterns:

A e

s //? s

¥ 9
Y L~ h

Figure 2: Mandarin Tones in Musical Notation

o
\
L™

B Tone One:

Tone One has the highest pitch level. It starts and ends high. It is near the top of your comfortable
range. As a result, you should be able to sound the first tone syllable continuously without effort.

mad: ma a a a a Q......
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B Tone Two:

Tone Two starts in the middle of your voice range and rises straight toward the level of the first
tone. It is similar to the English tone when you are questioning: What?

B Tone Three:

Tone Three is the lowest tone of all. It starts low and then rises towards the middle high pitch
level and has longer duration. Your pitch level should drop until you feel out of breath and then
release.

B Tone Four:

Tone Four begins at the top of your comfortable range and proceeds quickly to the bottom. It is
short and sounds as if you are being stern.

Tonal exercise:

1. Listen to the recording and read aloud:

. maema fGesfd tGestd daodd pdpd
" maema fGfa tGortd déda p&—pa i
' maemd fare-fd t3otd dd—dd pd—pd
miemi NN treti di—di ple>pI
mi—mi ni<nt tiotl diedr pi>pT
L mieml bie>dY fiodY ¥ niomy |
L el NIt lf>nT N7 fi>nt :
|Gmad |G->mad ma«Id Id<mad pd<-mdad
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ting ding ning ming lin ping hao lao dong nin

ta da ni mi fa ma pu tu hen bo

As was introduced earlier, Mandarin Chinese has a total of 21 initials. Initials are similar to
English consonants. However, the term “initial” only refers to consonants that appear in the initial
position of a syllable. The 21 initials are listed below according to the positioning of one’s mouth in
producing the sounds. (See Table 2)

Table 2: Table of Initials

Voiceless  Voiced |
Unaspirated Aspirated Nasal fricative fricative Continuants

Labial

Alveolar

Guttural

Palatal

Retroflex

Dental sibilant

Please note that the initials can not be pronounced without adding certain finals. Please practice
with your teacher in class and listen to the audio sounds after class. The initials listed in row 1 are
called labials because the lips must be used to pronounce them. The sounds in row 2 are dentals
because the teeth are employed to produce these sounds. The initials listed in row 3 are called
“gutturals”, which means their pronunciation is controlled by the muscles in the back of the mouth.
They are different from the English velar consonants g, k£, # mainly because of the position of
articulation. Actually, since the initials listed in rows 1-3 are very similar to English consonants, you
should be able to achieve the sounds very easily.

The “palatals™ in row 4 require more practice. When pronouncing j and ¢, you must first raise
the front of the tongue to the hard palate and press the tip of the tongue against the back of the lower
teeth, and then loosen the tongue and let the air squeeze out through the channel. The two sounds
differ only in that the ¢ is an aspirated sound. To pronounce x, you should raise the front of the
tongue towards (almost touching) the hard palate and then let the air squeeze out. In short, j(@) is like
Jj in jeep. q(i) is like ch in cheap and cheese. x(i) like sh in banshee, between the s in see and the sh

4
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in she. Refer to Figure 3 for a better understanding.

Figure 3: Palatals

The initials in row 5 are “retroflexes”. To pronounce these sounds, the tongue is curled back
(retroflexed) until the tip touches the front part of the roof of the mouth. The tongue is only a little
farther toward the back of the mouth than when pronouncing the initial » in run. To pronounce zh
and ch, the tip of the tongue begins by touching the roof of the mouth, then quickly moves away.
The two sounds differ only in that a strong puff of air accompanies with ch sound. Zh(j) is similar
to dg in fudge, and ch(i) is like ch in church, but curl the tongue up toward the roof of the mouth
while pronouncing the ¢4 sound. However, when producing the sound of sk and r, the tip of the
tongue never touches the roof of the mouth but simply rests in a close-by position as illustrated in
Figure 4 below. sh(i) sounds like sh in English, but you should curl the tongue up toward the roof of
the mouth while pronouncing the sk sound. r(/) sounds zAr as in pleasure. Please note that r is the
only initial that is voiced in a real sense. The two nasals n and m as well as the continuant / are only
considered as semi-voiced.

zh-ch sh r

Figure 4: Retroflexes

Dental sibilants (buzzing or hissing sounds) are listed in the last row. They are called “dental
sibilants” because their pronunciation involves the tip of the tongue placed behind the top of front
teeth. The tongue must be farther towards the front than when pronouncing an English s and z, is
not too far from ds in reads. c is similar to the ts in carts though more air should be blown out.
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1. Listen and repeat:

b: babf

o |
gl =
g @
(@]

o =
o
Qs N
(@)
Q
@]

r: rbéurudn
: jigjt
q: gl

X:  Xiaxiang

zh: zhizhong
ch: chichu
sh: shisheng
z.  zzd

c: céngc

S:  SISuo

baibéi
pdipdo
fanfa
héihai
déddo
tidoting
lanlud
réngran
jinjT
qinging
XIXIN
zhaizht
chéngché
shishi
zUlzong
cdncln

susong

badobi
elelele

fafd

héht
didian
tantd

1Gilin
renrén
jingjic
qinggi
XIXiG
zhangzhou
chachado
shénsheng
zdizdo
cdice

sansi

benbo
pGpi
fangfd
huthudng
ddidong
tingténg
linglt
réngrl
jingjie
gingqudn
XINX
zhazhéen
chachdng
shanshuf
Zizdn
cuncdo

sisul

babi
pidnpdng
fenfu
hudhut
dongdan
tongtian
lanling
ranr
jiajin
gingié
xianxiang
zhazhai
chuanchi
shangshi
zangz(
cuicu

stisudn

2. Listen and pronounce the following syllables. Please pay attention to
the unaspirated initials and aspirated initials:

b—p:

pidobd bianpdai pingpdo  pingbl
pdibdn bdnping  pdobing  péngbi
d-t

tongdéng  détr tidu diantt
ditéu daiti tidd didotéu

pibdo

péibéi

tidan

dantién

Exercises on Initials:
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z-c:
zdici cizl ziceé caizf zGcdo cazdo
cGozuo zanci c@nzan zdice cezi zicdn
g—k: .
gékai kaigud kekU kangu guke kdigong
gongkdi  kdonggdng gaku kudigdn  gudku kagudn
3. Please pronounce the following retroflexes:
zhtcht  chichéng chishuf chishdu  zhichi cdishui
shizhdng shichdng chdngchu zhénzhéng chudngshdng chdéuchd
shisht shiishéng chudnchdng shénzhi  chdngchéng chudnchdng
zhizh shdosht  zhénzhdng  chishuf shice shashi
chdshi  zhashi chishu zhéngshi  chlzhong shangren
réshul rizhdo shirén zhirdn rushi réngrdén
ruoshi ruizhi renzhi rénzhi zhira rachdng
4. Please practice the following palatals with the recording:
pijing gixian Xigi chiqu jiagr pingjing
grjian jingqgl jiin chaijian pingxt jidoqi
qgicdai xiagi gixiang jiji jiangi xingjin
Xigin qixi jinxing Xingqt ginxin jiingi
qijia jioxido xidojing gingjin gingjing jigido
gingie xidnxidng  xidngxin jingji giGngqudn jigjié
jiiq ginjidn Xiaji jingx’ xiangjin gingxing
5. Read aloud and compare:
b-f: bafang fabido binfén fangbian  bufd
p—f: pifd fapin pifa fangping  pingfan
d-I: dailY ddi dalian ladd ddnlidng :
- tdlido g filiain Gntian  tianliang
f-h: fahut MU fnhuan  héfd fanhué
=l 10rd rangl il ranlidio irén
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zh-z: zhizdo zizhu zhuz{ zéngzhdng zhizé
ch-c: canchudn chici changci chéci chicu
shs: shist sishi shénsT shansé shisan

| zh—j: zhijing fizh& zhijin jidzhf Zhijy
ch-q: chaaqi giché chdigidn  ginchai chdangqging
sh—x: Xishou shanxt xidosht shixi xishi

m (ne simpie |

There are altogether six basic vowels in Chinese as shown in Figure 5.

a

Figure 5: Basic Vowels

a is a central vowel. To pronounce it, the tongue remains in a natural, relaxed position, as a in
father.

0 is a rounded semi-high back vowel. It sounds like o as in or, or like the wa in wall. You
should have your lips rounded to pronounce it.

e is an unrounded semi-high back vowel. To produce this vowel, first pronounce o, then
change the shape of your mouth from rounded to unrounded. At the same time open the mouth
wider. This vowel is different from e in English, which is pronounced with the tongue raised slightly
forward. It needs special practice. Also é can be regarded as its variant sound of e as in ye.

i is an unrounded high front vowel. The tongue is raised higher than when pronouncing its
counterpart in English as in fea.

u is a rounded high back vowel. The tongue is raised higher than it would be to pronounce its
counterpart in English. It slightly resembles the o as in English oo. To pronounce it:
(1) The tongue must be pulled toward the back of the mouth while the lips make a very small
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opening in front.

(2) Imagine that you hold as much water as possible without either swallowing or spilling any of
it out of the lips.

(3) Try to whistle the lowest note possible, then vocalize instead of actually whistling.

U 1s a rounded high front vowel. It is a combination of i and u. To produce this vowel, (1) first
pronounce 7, then modify the shape of the mouth from unrounded to rounded; (2) try to whistle the
highest note, but vocalize instead of actually whistling.

-i represents two additional special vowels: one is an alveolar front vowel, it goes with z, ¢, s;
the other is an alveolar back vowel, it goes with zA, ch, sh, r.

M The compound finals:

A final may have one or more vowel sounds and sometimes a consonant ending like -n and -ng.

In fact, other than -n and -ng, the consonants don’t appear in a final at all. 39 finals are listed in
Table 3.

Table 3: The Compound Finals

iao iufiou |ic

|uai ui/uei [uo

el sounds like eigh in sleigh and eight.
ao  sounds like ow like the au in sauerkraut.
ou  sounds like oA, as in soul.
an  sounds of ahn, between the an in can and the on in con.
en  sounds like un as in run, en as in chicken.
ang sounds like ahng, a as in father and ng as in sing.
eng has the sound of ung as in hung and lung.
ong (ueng) is like the ung in German jung or, u as in put plus ng as in sing.
er  crosses between ar and er.
ia  sounds like ee-ah (quickly, as one syllable), like the ya in yacht.
ie  sounds like ee-eh (quickly), like the ye in yet.
id0  starts with ee in see and end with ow in now.
iu (iou) sounds like yo as in you or eo as in Leo, close to u in union.
ian  sounds like ee-en (quickly)( an after i sounds between man and men in English)
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in (ien) sounds like een as in seen, like the ine in machine.

iang

ing (ieng) is similar to ing as in ring.

iong
ua
uo
uai

sounds like ee-ahng (quickly) .

sounds like ee-ong (quickly), almost like German jung.

sounds like wa as in wash and the wa in wander.

sounds like wo as in wore and the wa in waltz.

sounds like why or like the wi in wide.

ui (uei) sounds like way, between we and weigh.

uan

is similar to wahn, as in wander.

Ui (uen) is similar to when or the wen in Owen.

uang

ueng
ue

uan
un

sounds like wahng.

starts with u as in put then quickly goes to eng.

sounds like the German umlaut u in uber plus e in ie.

starts with z and then goes on to wan as in wander.

starts with z and then goes on to en quickly.

Please note that the vowel quality of some finals varies with different tones. For example, the
final iu (you) with the first and the third tone will sound different. Therefore, our focus should be
on the accuracy of the tones instead of on the distinctions.

Exercises on Finals:

1. Please read the following syllables aloud:

S £ @ O

ei:

ao:
ou:
uo:
ue:

ui:

pomMmo
lehé

bufd
yUju

N

erjia
feiche

canldn
zhénrén
binlin
chinstn

bolud
keke
pubu
xuqu
erhd
xuéfei
gdozhao
ouzhou
nuorud
tongxué
zhuisut
tdnpan
rénzhén
ginxin

hundun

lGobdo
shougou
tudluo
yudnyué
cuthui
canzadn
ménzhén

Xinxin

bdochdo
goushodu

~ ~

cuoluo
yuéndn
hesui
shanshi
shénchén
Ximnyin
zUngui



