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Mandarin Tones

Some Mandarin speakers may have problems discerning tones: I know how to say "2&" (come)
perfectly well, but which tone is it in after all, and is it just me or "/" does sound different in
"AE" (not correct) and "ANEE" (not difficult), for example. If this is the case with you, read the
following closely. Some of the most commonly heard tonal changes in speech are discussed
here.

Single Tones
- Pitch Contours of Mandarin Tones
- Tone Marks
- Examples

Tones in Combination
- The Neutral Tone
- The Full 3rd Tone and the Half 3rd Tone
- 3rd + non-3rd Combination
- 3rd + 3rd Combination
- A String of 3rd Tones
- 4th + 4th Combination
- "—" (yi;.one)_.and "A" (bu; no/not)

How to Discern Tones
- Compare and contrast

Single Tones

Pitch Contours of Mandarin Tones

Mandarin has four basic tones* , the pitch contours of which are shown below.
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; i One's Natural
Pitch Contours of Mandarin Tones S
Voice Range
- 5 High
B 5 "5 B\ 4 Mid-high

il /4 \ 3 Middle
3 / A\ 2 Mid-low

2\/ \ 1 Low

t tone (5-5) 2nd tone (3-5) 3rd tone (2-1-4) dth tone {(5-1)

* The Chinese for the four tones are —%, %, =%, and JU%. (3 : shéng)

Back to Top
Tone Marks
Mandarin Tone Marks
1st tone: — 2nd tone: -~ 3rd tone: 4th tone: -~

da da da da

16u 16u lou lou

bei béi béi béi

mi mi mi mi

*Tone marks are put above vowels. (Refer to "Spelling Rules" for details.)

Back to Top
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Examples of Single Tones

Play audios to the right to listen to each row of four tones of the same syllable pronounced one
by one from left to right, and play audios at the bottom to listen to each column.

ma ma ma ma [ - ]
da da da da I - I
bao bao bao bao [ - ]
peng péng péng péng I — ¢ I
(- J0-J0-:J0- ]

Back to Top

Tones in Combination

The Neutral Tone

e The second characters in the word below are all pronounced in the neutral tone -- "H{ "
(qingshéng) in Chinese.

HF (zhud.zi; desk)

HEM (shéi.de; whose) .
H-Z¢ (&r.duo; ear) [ ]

A075 (ji.de; remember)

e The tone mark is usually omitted to indicate that a certain syllable has a neutral tone.
Many dictionaries and textbooks also put a dot before a syllable in the neutral tone -- in
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this web site, we will follow this convention.

Back to Top

The Full 3rd Tone and the Half 3rd Tone

As is shown in the Chart of Pitch Contours of Mandarin Tones, a full third tone
should begin from mid-low to low and then rise to mid-high pitch. But in
spontaneous speech, the third tone is rarely pronounced in full. Say the following
phrases/words as naturally as you can.

5 71 4F- (tebié hio)
(exceptionally good)

=i (sanbai) [ - ]
(three hundred years)

A (kebén)
(textbook)

You will probably find that "hao", "bai", and "bén" did not rise at all when you said
them. Instead, they started and stopped low. A third tone pronounced in this fashion
is called a half third tone, because only the 2-1 part of the 2-1-4 full third tone
contour is produced. Nevertheless, the tone mark remains the same in writing.

Back to Top

3rd + non-3rd Combination

First, think about the tonal contour of the full third tone, and pronounce "4f" (good;
hao).

Now say the four words below, paying special attention to how you pronounce" %"
in these words.

117 (3rd + 1st) o
(tasty; haochi) ‘[ ]H
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U N\ (3rd + 2nd)

(nice person; hdorén)
Uf& (3rd + 4th)
(pretty; haokan)

JFNE (3rd + neutral)
(all right; hao.ba)

You will find that in these four words, "#f" is pronounced in the half third tone --
there is no rising. Examples like this abound in speech: "&:4E" (mé&inidn; every
year), "*ZHifi" (13oshi; teacher), "HRFE" (yin.jing; eye) ...

Conclusion:

In speech, 3rd + non-3rd => half 3rd + non-3rd.

The tone mark remains the same in writing.

Back to Top

3rd + 3rd Combination

Now try these:

1R3F (hén hio)
(very good) )
& .(Iiohtt) [ ]

(tiger)

The "{R" and "#" are neither pronounced in a full third tone, nor in a half third
tone. Instead, their tonal pitch contour is the same as that of a second tone, like "3"
(14i; come). And notice that 4f (hdo) and J%.(hti) are both in the half third tone.

Conclusion:
In speech, 3rd + 3rd => 2nd + 3rd.

The tone mark remains the same in writing.

Back to Top
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A String of 3rd Tones

Consider this: & X A A VELREE. (WO zhi you lidng bén Fiyu shi; I only have
two French books.) Which of the following is how you will say the sentence?

Wo (half 3rd)
zhi(2) you (half 3rd)

liang(2) ben(half 3rd) [ - ]
Fa(2)yu(half 3rd) shu.

Wo (2)
zhi(2) you (half 3rd) [ _ ]
liang(2) ben(half 3rd) :

Fa(2)yu(half 3rd) shu.

Both are acceptable. Notice how the sentence is divided into color-coded "groups of
meaning", and how tones change accordingly.

* Things may seem a bit complex, but don't worry about this as long as you know
the actual tone of a character when it is by itself, because you already have the
phonologic knowledge.

Back to Top

4th + 4th Combination

You may have noticed that the two fourth tones in

1EZE (zuoye)

(homework)

7 (Han zi) [ _ ]
(Chinese character) :
5% (zudmeng)
(to dream)

are slightly different -- the second syllable sounds more "emphatic". You are right.
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When one 4th tone is followed by another in a word, the first has a 5-3 pitch
contour instead of a 5-5 one. Again, the tone mark does not change in writing.

Back to TOP

"—" (y1; one) and "/ " (bu; no/not)

(1) /7~ + 4th => 2nd yi/ba + 4th

— &y (yiwan)
(ten thousand)

— I (yikuai)
(one dollar)

—2 (yiban)
(a half)

ANE (blugui)
(not expensive)

AN (badui)
(not correct)

A2 (buman)
(not slow)

(2) —/A~ + non-4th => 4th yi/bu + non-4th

— K (yitian)
(a day)

— (yishéng)
(one's whole life)

A% (budud)

(not many/much)

ANHZ (bucht)

(not eat)
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—4F (yinian)
(a year)

— ¥ (viqin)
(a group of) ;

¥ (bundn) [ ]
(not difficult)

AL (bumang)
(not busy)

— M (yiwdn) **
(one night)

—H (yizdo)

(early in the morning)

ANHf (buwin)
(not late)

KL (buzdo)
(not early)

% n__.n

is pronounced in the first tone (y1) when it refers to "1", the number.

** Both the original first tone of "—" and the actual tone in speech are accepted in
writing. The same holds for "A".

**% i (win) and - (z0) are pronounced in the half third tone here.

Back to Top

How to Discern Tones

Compare and Contrast
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If you have problems telling the tone of a character, apart from remembering the
first tone is high and flat, the second rising, the third low (consider the half third
tone), and the fourth falling, the most practical advice is perhaps to memorize four
characters representing the four basic Mandarin tones as "model" characters. For
example:

=+ L% (sanshijiti sui) [ _ ]
(39 years of age) :

And if you are not sure of the tone of a certain character, simply do some comparing
and contrasting.

Back to Top
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