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A study on. the Upper Evén Tone ._énd Changed Tones
in Cantonese as Spoken in Hong Kong

(A Summary)

CHEUNG YAT-SHING

It is generally accepted that there are three pitch contours in Cantonese, namely,
level, rising and falling, each of which has an upper and a lower register making six
tones altogether- In the traditional order of reckoning, the three types are called the
Even Tone (Z5# ), the Rising Tone (%), and the Going Tone ( %% ). In
addition to these six tones, words with consonantal endings -p, -t, -k have a level pitch
contour of upper, middle or lower register. They are traditionally grouped into special
tone classes called the High Entering ( LA ), the Middle Entering ( "Fj&A ), and the
Lower Entering (A ). However, Entering Tones (A% ) can be disregarded, be-
cause tones are recognised by pitch contours rather than by consonantal endings. In
his Cantonese Primer, Prof. Y.R. Chao describes these tones by a simpliﬁed' time-pitch
graph of voice:

Even Rising Going Entering
High Middle

111 41 -

53: or 55: 35: 33-

I‘—A—‘-—\

Lower \| /{ 1 4‘ 4\
21: 23 22: 2: or 22:

It has long been pointed out by scholars that there are two variants in the
Upper Even, the tonal values of which are 53: and 55:. The former is regafded as
the basic form, while the latter the changed; but no conclusion as to the nature of
these variants, whether free or conditional, has been arrived at. Recently Tsung Fu-
pang ( 53iE3 ) observed that in standard Cantonese there are sufficient minimal con-
trast pairs to establish that these variants are actually two independent tone classes.
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This paper produces further evidence based on Cantonese as spoken in Hong Kong
to support Tsung’s proposition. Although phonological conditions for the differentia-
tion of the Upper Even is unclear, it appears that Tone 55: occurs chiefly in concrete
nouns, and also in a few particles and measure words, while Tone 53: in abstract
nouns, verbs and adjectives. Thus Tone 55:, here named the High Bven ( &7 ) as
opposed to the Middle Even 53: ( TFpZ ), is the seventh tone in Cantonese,

In addition to the basic tones, there are two changed tones in Cantonese having
tonal values of 55: and 35: which are in coincidence with that of the High Even and
that of the Upper Rising respectively. Generally speaking, the changed Tone 55: is
a free variant of the Middle Even in colloquial language as well as in tone sandhi.
The rules for tone sandhi are:

1. Middle Even + High Even — Changed Tone 55: + High Even

2. Middle Even + Middle Even — Changed Tone 55: + Changed Tone 55:

The second rule only applies to colloquial language, and both words in juxtaposition
remain unchanged in reading. Changed Tone 35: is a variant for all tones other than
the Middle Even. It usually occurs in the last syllable of a compound noun to express
familiarity, in verbs for substitution of the perfective aspect marker j6 (), and in
the last syllable of numeral-measure compound when it is followed by a reduplicated
measure. Both changed tones appear in reduplicated terms of relationships. For
reduplicated modifiers, the different positions of their appearance imply different degrees
of comparison.



