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Introduction One: Modern Chinese Phonetics

To learn to speak Chinese well, you need to know the Chinese sound
system well. Once you know how each sound in Chinese is produced by using
various parts of your mouth, it will be easier for you to try to produce each
sound consciously.

Modern Chinese takes the Beijing pronunciation as its standard.
According to the conventional method of analyzing Chinese phonetics, a
syllable in Chinese usually consists of three components: an initial, a final,
and a tone. For example, the syllable ¢a is formed with the initial ¢, the final a,
and the tone 2 (the level tone). Now let us look at the initials, the finals, and

the tones in the Chinese sound system respectively.

L. Initials

In modern Chinese, there are 21 initials. Initials are consonants at the
beginning of syllables. The pronunciation of each of these 21 initials is as
follows. Note that the notations of the International Phonetic Alphabet are
provided in the square brackets. If you do not know how to read these IPA

notations, ask your Chinese language instructor to help you.

Table of Initials

Method plosive affricate fricative nasal |bilateral
voiceless voiceless Voiceless | Voiced | voiced | voiced

Place unaspirated | aspirated |unaspirated |aspirated
bilabial b [p] P [p" m [m]
dental-labial 1]
blade-alveolar z [ts] e [ts"] s [s]
alveolar d [t] £ [t nn] | I[1]
blade-palatal zh [tf] chtf" | sh[f]l | rlz]
palatal J [te] q[te' | x[e]
velar g [K] k K" h[x]
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Now, let’s look at how each of the 21 initials is pronounced more closely.
Listen to the recordings for each sound or ask your instructor to pronounce the
sound several times for you to listen to and then imitate closely.

b Close both lips and hold the air in the mouth, and then open both
lips suddenly to release the air. The vocal cords do not vibrate. This is an
unaspirated voiceless bilabial plosive, which is pronounced as [p]. Note that it
is a voiceless sound and should not be pronounced as “b” in the English word
“be”; rather, it should be pronounced as “p” in the English word “space”.

p The place of articulation is the same as that of /. However, when
opening the lips, the air stream is burst out with force, which is usually
referred to as “aspiration”. The vocal cords do not vibrate. This is an aspirated
voiceless bilabial plosive, which is pronounced as [p"]. It is the same as “p” in
the English word “pay”.

m  Close both lips. When it is pronounced, the soft palate goes down,
the air stream goes out from the nasal cavity, and the vocal cords vibrate. This
is a voiced bilabial nasal. It is pronounced as [m], which is the same as “m” in
the English “my.”

f The upper teeth touches the lower lip, and the air stream goes
through the crevices between the teeth and the lip with friction. The vocal
cords do not vibrate. This is a voiceless labio-dental fricative, which is
pronounced as [f] and is the same as “f” in the English word “for.”

d The tip of the tougue is against the upper alveolar ridge, the
air stream is hold inside the mouth, and then move the tip of the tougue
downwards suddenly to release the air. The vocal cords do not vibrate. This is
an unaspirated voiceless alveolar plosive, which is pronounced as [t]. It is the
same as “t” in the English word “stand”, not the same as “d” in the English
word “do”.

t The place of articulation is the same as that of d. However, the air
stream is burst out with aspiration. The vocal cords do not vibrate. This is an
aspirated voiceless alveolar plosive, which is pronounced as [t"] and is the
same as “t” in the English word “to”.

W ZEPUEICH]. indd 16 4@*

2009-3-11 10:35:38’7


http://www.purpleculture.net

| T T ] o séecdure et [ T |

AlT—: BCRGEEE
Introduction One: Modern Chinese Phonetics

n The tip of the tougue is against the upper alveolar ridge. When the
sound is pronounced, the soft palate goes down, and the air stream goes out
from the nasal cavity. The vocal cords vibrate. This is a voiced alveolar nasal,
which is pronounced as [n] and is the same as “n” in the English word “no”. This
sound may also be combined with a vowel sound to form a nasal final and is
pronounced as “n” in the English word “pen”.

1 The tip of the tougue is against the upper alveolar ridge, and the soft
palate goes down. The air stream goes through the sides of the tougue, and the
vocal cords vibrate. This is a voiced alveolar bilateral, which is pronounced as
[1] and is the same as “1” in the English word “low”.

q The back of the tougue is against the soft palate, and then let the
back of the tougue suddenly leave the soft palate to release the air. The vocal
cords do not vibrate. This is an unaspirated voiceless velar plosive, which is
pronounced as [k]. It is not pronounced in the same way as “g” in the English
word “go”; rather, it is pronounced as “k” in the English word “sky”.

k  The place of articulation is the same as that of g. However, when
the back of the tougue leaves the soft palate suddenly, the air stream is burst
out with aspiration. The vocal cords do not vibrate. This is an aspirated
voiceless velar plosive, which is pronounced as [k"] and is the same as “k” in
the English “key”.

h The back of the tougue is close to the soft palate, and the air stream
goes out between the back of the tougue and the soft palate with friction.
The vocal cords do not vibrate. This is a voiceless velar fricative, which is
pronounced as [x] and is the same as “h” in the English word “hot”.

z The tip of the tougue is against the back of lower teeth, and the
front part of the tougue touches the back of upper teeth. The air stream goes
out from the crevices between the tip of the tougue and the back of teeth with
friction. The vocal cords do not vibrate. This is an unaspirated voiceless blade-
alveolar affricate, which is pronounced as [ts] and is similar to “ds” in the
English word “beds”.

c The place of articulation is the same as that of z. However, the air

stream is released between the tip of the tougue and the back of teeth with

W ZEPUEICH]. indd 17 4@*

7

2009-3-11 10:35:38’7


http://www.purpleculture.net

| T T ] o séecdure et [ T |

18

BrRsitE

aspiration. The vocal cords do not vibrate. This is an aspirated voiceless blade-
alveolar affricate, which is pronounced as [ts"]. It is pronounced in the same
way as “ts” in the English word “bets” except that this sound always occurs at
the beginning of a syllable and never ends a syllable in Chinese.

s The tip of the tougue is close to the back of lower teeth, and the air
stream goes through the opening between the surface of the tougue and the
back of the upper teeth with friction. The vocal cords do not vibrate. This is a
voiceless blade-alveolar fricative, which is pronounced as [s] and is the same

(I3l
S

as in the English word “so”.

zh  The tip of the tougue is curled up to be against the hard palate and
hold the air stream in the mouth. Then let it go through between the tip of the
tougue and the hard palate with friction. The vocal cords do not vibrate. This
is an unaspirated voiceless blade-palatal affricate, which is pronounced as [tf].
It is similar to “g” in the English word “germ”.

ch  The place of articulation is the same as that of z4. However, release
the air stream through the tip of the tougue and the hard palate with aspiration.
The vocal cords do not vibrate. This is an aspirated voiceless blade-palatal
affricate, which is pronounced as [t{"] and is similar to “ch” in the English
word “chirp”.

sh  The tip of the tougue is curled up to be close to the hard palate, and
the air stream goes through between the tip of the tougue and the hard palate
with friction. The vocal cords do not vibrate. This is a voiceless blade-palatal
fricative, which is pronounced as [{] and is similar to “sh” in the English word
“shirt”.

r The place of articulation is the same as that of sh. When the
air stream goes through between the tip of the tougue and the hard palate,
the vocal cords vibrate. This is a voiced blade-palatal fricative, which is
pronounced as [7]. It is not the same as “r” in the English word “river”; rather,

(1Pt
S

it is similar to in the English “vision” or “pleasure”.
J The front of the tougue is against the hard palate, and the tip of
the tougue is against the back of the lower teeth. The air stream goes through

between the front of the tougue and the hard palate with friction. The vocal
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cords do not vibrate. This is an unaspirated voiceless palatal affricate, which
is pronounced as [te]. English does not have this sound. It is close to “j” in the
English word “jeep”, but you need to say it without curling up the tougue.

q The place of articulation is the same as that of ;. However, when
the air stream goes through between the front of the tougue and the hard
palate, there is aspiration. The vocal cords do not vibrate. This is an aspirated
voiceless palatal affricate, which is pronounced as [te]. It is close to “ch” in
the English word “cheat”, but it needs to be pronounced without curling up
the tougue.

X The front of the tougue is close to the hard palate, and the air stream
goes out between the front of the tougue and the hard palate. The vocal cords
do not vibrate. This is a voiceless palatal fricative, which is pronounced as [e].
It is close to “sh” in the English word “sheet”; however, the tougue must not

be curled up.

I1. Finals

Apart from an initial, there is always a final in a Chinese syllable.
Without a final, a syllable cannot be formed. A final can be 1) a simple final
with only one vowel sound as a in ma, 2) a compound final which consists
of two or three vowels as ao in mao or iao in miao, or 3) one or two vowels
with a nasal consonant at the end as @ and ng together in mang and ia and n

together in mian. In modern Chinese common speech, there are 39 finals.

Table of Finals:
1 [i] u [u] i [y]
a[A] ia [iA] ua [uA]
. o [0] uo [uo]
Simple
finals el
é [€] 1e [ig] iie [ye]
-], -7l
er [&]
ai [ai] uai [uai]
Compound ei [ei] uei [uei]
finals ao [au iao [iau]
ou [au] Iou [iou]
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an [an] ian [ien] uan [uan] iian [yen]
en [on] n [in] uen [uan] tin [yn]
Nasal ; :
finals ang [an] iang [iap] uang [uan]
eng [on] i(e)ng [ion] ueng [uon]
ong [un] Iong [iun]
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There are five vowel letters in the Chinese phonetic alphabet, called
pinyin: a, e, i, o, u, and ii. However, do not take it for granted that each vowel
letter represents just one vowel sound. From the above Table of Finals, you
can see that each of the six vowel letters can be used alone or in combination
with other vowel letters and nasal consonant letters to represent more than
one vowel sound in Chinese. For example, the vowel letter / represents the
sound [i] after the letters ¢, d, /, and n, but it represents the sound [1] after the
letters z, ¢, and s, and the sound [] after the letters zh, ch, shi, and r. You need
to understand the tougue positions and the mouth shapes and to develop the
ability to tell the differences among the different sounds each vowel letter
represents on its own or in combination with other letters. Again, you need
to listen to the recordings or your instructor first carefully and then imitate

closely.

a [A] The central part of the tougue faces the central part of the hard
palate, the mouth is wide open, and the lips are not rounded. This is a front
low unrounded vowel. Its pronunciation is the same as “a” in the English
“father”.

o[o]  The back of the tougue goes up towards the soft palate, the mouth
is quite open, and the lips are rounded. This is a back, mid-high, rounded
vowel. There is no such a sound in English, but the tougue position for the
pronunciation of this sound is between “0” in the English “out” and “0” in the
English word “oat.”

e[¥] The position of the tougue is a bit high, the mouth is half open,
and the lips are not rounded. This is a back, mid-high, unrounded vowel. Its
pronunciation is close to “e” in the English word “term”.

éle]  The tougue goes towards the front, the mouth is half open, and

o
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the corners of the mouth are spread to the sides. This is a front, mid-low,
unrounded vowel. It is pronounced as “e” in the English word “yes”.

1 [i] The tip of the tougue touches the back of the lower teeth, the
front of the tougue goes close to the hard palate, the opening of the mouth is
narrow, and the lips are spread. This is a front, high, unrounded vowel. It is
pronounced as “ee” in the Enlgish “see”.

-1 [1]  This vowel is never pronounced alone. It appears only after the
initials z, ¢, s and is pronounced as their continuation. This is a blade-alveolar
high unrounded vowel. English does not have this sound. The tougue position
for this sound is between “ee” in the English “seek” and “i” in the English
word “sick”.

-i[\] This vowel is never pronounced alone either. It appears only
after the initials zh, ch, shi, r and is pronounced as their continuation. This is
a blade-palatal high unrounded vowel. English does not have this sound. Its
pronunciation is close to “ir” in the English word “chirp”, but the tougue is a
lot closer to the upper hard palate.

u [u]  The back of the tougue is close to the soft palate, the opening
of the mouth is narrow, and the lips are rounded. This is a back high rounded
vowel. It is similar to “00” in the English word “zoo”.

ii [y] The position of the tougue is a bit lower than that of 7, and the
lips are stuck out and rounded. This is a front high rounded vowel. English
does not have this sound, but to pronounce this sound, stick out the lips and
keep them rounded while trying to say 1.

er [3]] While pronouncing [a], curl up the tougue. This is a blade-palatal
unrounded retroflex vowel. Sometimes, the [a] sound may be replaced by [a]
for certain words in Chinese, such as — for “two”.

ai It is formed with [a] and [i]. The opening of the mouth is from
wide to narrow. Its pronunciation is the same as that of the English letter “i”.

ao It is formed with [a] and [u]. Its pronunciation is the same as “ou”
in the English word “house.”

ou It is formed with mid-high rounded vowel [2] and [u]. Its

pronunciation is the same as that of the name for the English letter “0”.
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el It is formed with mid-high unrounded [e] and [i]. Its
pronunciation is the same as that of the name for the English letter “a”.

Ia It is formed with [i] and [A]. [i] is soft and short, and [A] is
comparatively louder. Its pronunciation is the same as “ya” in the English
word “yard”.

ie It is formed with [i] and front mid-high unrounded é [g]. It is
pronounced in the same way as “ye” in the English word “yes”.

ua It is formed with [u] and [A].

1o It is formed with [u] and [o].

iie It is formed with [y] and front mid-high unrounded é [e].

iao It is the combination of 7 [i] and ao [au].

iou It is the combination of 1 [i] and ou [ou]. After zero initial, it is

written as you. After other initials, it is written as /u.
uar It is the combination of uz [u] and a7 [ai].
uer It is the combination of v [u] and e/ [ei]. After zero initial, it is

written as wer; and after other initials, it is written as u7.

an It is formed with front, low, unrounded [a] and the nasal [n].

en It is formed with middle vowel [9] and the nasal [n].

in It is formed with front, high, unrounded vowel [i] and the nasal [n].
iin It is formed with front, high, rounded vowel [y] and the nasal [n].

ang It is formed with back, low vowel [a] and the velar nasal [g].

ong It is formed with back, high, rounded vowel [u] and the velar

nasal [p].

eng It is formed with central vowel [a] and the velar nasal [g].

ing It is formed with front, high, unrounded vowel [i] and the velar
nasal [p].

lan It is formed with [i] and [en].

uan It is formed with [u] and [an].
uen It is formed with [u] and [on]. After zero initial, it is written as
wen; and after other initials, it is written as un.

iian It is formed with [y] and [en].
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iang It is the combination of / [i] and ang [an].
iong It is the combination of / [i] and ong [up].
uang It is the combination of v [u] and ang [an].
ueng It is the combination of v [u] and eng [an].

In modern Chinese, most of the syllables have initials and finals;
however, some syllables have finals only and no initials. Syllables of this kind
are called zero initial syllables. For example:

a e ao ou en an (IH(]

However, zero initial syllables with 7 or u and no other vowel letters to
follow, then add y before / and add w before u. For example:

1>y n>yin ing > ying u>wu
When ii is preceded by a zero initial, just change i to yu. For example:
i>yu tie > yue lian > yuan lin > yun

If zero initial syllables with / or u with other vowel letters to follow, then

change 7 to y or change v to w. For example:

a>ya 1ao > yao 1e > ye iou > you
ian > yan iang > yang  iong > yong
ua > wa uo > wo uai > wai uer > wei

uan > wan uen > wen uang > wang ueng > weng

i and the finals that begin with i will omit the two dots on top when
preceded by /, ¢, and x and are written as ju, qu, and xu. However, when ii is

put after n and /, the two dots on top are kept, and they are written as nii and
lii.
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When iou, uei, and uen are preceded with an initial, they are written as
-fu, -ui, and -un with the vowel in the middle omitted. For example, diu, dui,
and dun.

When the syllables that begin with «a, o, or e are placed after another
syllable and the distinction of syllables may be confused, the apostrophe is
then used to separate the two syllables. For example: ping’an (peaceful) and
xi"ar (be fond of).

II1. Tones

Chinese is a tonal language. Tones are the changes in pitch when
syllables are pronounced. Like initials and finals, tones have the function of
differentiating meanings. When the tone of a syllable is changed, the meaning

of the syllable is also changed. For example,

ma (%% mother)
ma (i hemp)
mdi (& horse)
ma (& scold)

The standard Chinese pronunciation has four basic tones:

The 1" tone:  a high level tone, using - as its tone mark.
The 2" tone:  a rising tone, using « as its tone mark.
The 3" tone:  a low dipping tone, using - as its tone mark.

The 4" tone:  a falling tone, using ~ as its tone mark.

The four basic tones in the standard Chinese pronunciation can be
graphically displayed in the following diagram with 5 as the highest pitch and
1 as the lowest pitch:
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