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Chapter 1
Introduction

The Jianghan Plain (江汉平原, JiĀnghÀn PíngyuÁn), located in the south-central
part of Hubei (湖北省, Húběishěng, Hubei province) in China, is created from the
deposition of the sediment brought by the Yangtze River and its main tributary,
the Han River (汉水, HÀnshuı̌). It is a ‘land of fish and rice’ historically, and now
it is still a main production area for freshwater fish and crops in China. Both the
uni-phonational phonological systems and the multi-phonational ones are found on
the Jianghan Plain, and the tone systems are complex here. Especially in the five
adjacent counties—Songzi (松滋, Sōngzı̄), Gong’an (公安, Gōng’Ān), Shishou (石
首, Shíshǒu), Jianli (监利, JiĀnlì), and Shayang (沙洋, ShĀyÁng), the co-existence of
the uni- and multi-phonational systems prevails. The book introduces an exploration
of tone evolution in thesefive counties through an acoustic studyof their tone systems.

1.1 Research Aim and Subject

Among the five counties, the first four belong to Jingzhou (荆州市, Jı̄ngzhōushì,
Jingzhou city) and the last one to Jingmen (荆门市, Jı̄ngménshì, Jingmen city).
The phonological systems of the five counties share a lot in common in terms
of their initials and finals, but differ in their tones. In Language Atlas of China
(1987), Songzi, Gong’an, and Shishou are classified into Subgroup Changhe (常鹤
片, ChÁnghèpiÀn) and Shayang into Subgroup Chengyu (成渝片, ChéngyúpiÀn) of
Southwestern Mandarin (西南官话, Xı̄nÁnguĀnhuÀ, the biggest dialectal group in
China), while Jianli is a member of Subgroup Datong (大通片, DÀtōngpiÀn) of Gan
(赣语, GÀnyǔ, the Gan dialects). Uni-phonational systems only apply modal voice
to produce speech sounds.Whenmodal voice is made, the glottis operates ‘with only
moderate adductive tension and moderate medial compression, with moderate longi-
tudinal tension’ (Laver, 1980: 111). In addition to modal voice, falsetto and breathy
are also applied in the five counties on the Jianghan Plain, and thus the phonological
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systems are uni-phonational (modal voice), di-phonational (modal and falsetto), and
tri-phonational (modal, falsetto, and breathy).

The application of different phonations and the varied intensity of the nonmodal
phonations among varieties or speakers make the definition of tones in this area
a challenge. For example, the Middle Chinese (MC) Ciqing (次清, Cìqı̄ng, a MC
phonological group) [Refer to Wang (1967) for the definitions of the MC terms.]
and Zhuo (浊声, Zhuóshēng, a MC phonological group) characters are produced
by breathy now in southern Jianli, and breathy covers the beginning or the whole
process of the production of the syllables. The Ciqing and Zhuo characters sound
murky or unclear, and their initials are voiced or voiceless. As for the voiced initials,
they are voiced plosives/affricates, implosives, or prenasal plosives/affricates. To
define these syllables by segmental features, i.e., by ‘voiced aspirated initials’, is
only a provisional method. Moreover, the pitch height and contour between some
corresponding MC groups (e.g., between Ciqing and Quanqing tones) are similar,
even though they are produced differently by modal or breathy voice. How to define
the multi-phonational tone systems?

Abundant varieties and variations of tones exist in the five counties on the Jianghan
Plain.Amongdifferent investigation spots or evenwithin the same spot, speakersmay
differ in their re-categorization of the MC groups, tone numbers, phonation types,
and pitch height and contour of the same tonal category. Among the five counties,
some tones show the same tone value and contour, but they come from different MC
origins. Strong correspondences, however, are found among these tonal varieties and
variations. Despite the tone systems being different in terms of their re-categorization
of the MC groups and even the tone numbers, some tones with the same MC origins
among the five counties show similarities in their tone contours and values. As for
the varieties and variations of the tones with the same MC origins, ‘regular’ changes
are found. The tone systems of the five counties demonstrate a close correspondence
and the features of being ‘dynamic’ and ‘changing’. How to study these nonstatic,
related tone systems in these geographically adjoining counties?

This book attempts to answer these questions. Different from the studies based
on the one-county-one-spot fieldwork, this research collects sound materials at the
town level, and at one investigation spot we record the sounds qualified for acoustic
analyses from two or more speakers. At the place where nonmodal voices appear
or the tonal varieties or variations are complex, the investigation is conducted at the
village level. This research is mainly based on the statistical analyses. Under the
Multi-Register Four-Level (RL) tonal model (Zhu, 2009, 2010, 2011, 2012a), this
research defines the uni- and multi-phonational tone systems in the five counties on
the Jianghan Plain and then reconstructs the process of tone evolution through the
comparison of the synchronic features and distribution patterns of the tones.

For general readers, the book may shed light on their curiosity for ‘What are
tones?’ by offering a comprehensive introduction to simple as well as complex tones.
There are uni-phonational tone systems in the five counties on the Jianghan Plain.
These tone systems are produced only by the modal voice like the case of Beijing
Mandarin and include four to five tones. Moreover, there are multi-phonational tone
systems produced by both modal and nonmodal (falsetto and breathy) voices, and
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the tone number ranges from five to ten. In addition to the general curiosity, the book
may also help the students and teachers of language education with its description
and definition of tones. And for the study of tones, this book attempts to support
the criterion of ‘distinguishing different phonation types’ in the definition of tones
and to show the effect of the evolutionary perspective in the study of the ‘changing’
languages demonstrated by the synchronic differences among and within individual
dialectal varieties and speakers.

Given the aim, the book attempts to answer the questions ‘How to define themulti-
phonational tone systems?’ and ‘How to study the nonstatic tones?’ These concern
the issues below.

(1) What is the relationship between phonations and tones?
(2) What are the components of tones?
(3) How to understand and interpret the ‘dynamic’, ‘changing’ tones demonstrated

by their synchronic varieties and variations?

1.2 Tones: Identification, Definition, and Transcription

In 1911, Yuen Ren Chao ‘coined’ the term ‘声调’ (ShēngdiÀo, ‘tone’), to ‘refer to
the phoneme using different pitch heights to distinguish characters’ (Chao, 1959: 59,
64). Before this definition, Chinese tone existed as an uncertain object.

About 1500 years ago, Shen Yue (441–513 A.D.) (沈约, Shěn Yuē; a Chinese
philologist, historian, and politician) used ‘四声’ (Sìshēng, ‘the Four Tones’) to
denote the tones ofChinese phonological systems. To helpwriters rhyme their poems,
Shen wrote Sisheng Pu (四声谱, Sìshēng Pǔ, Score of the Four Tones), and his friend
Zhou Yong (周颙, Zhōu Yóng) wrote Sisheng Qieyun (四声切韵, Sìshēng Qiēyùn,
a rhyme book) and invented Yongming Style (永明体, Yǒngmíng Tı̌, a poem style)
that rhymes according to the Four Tones, Ping (平, Píng, Level, one member of
the Four Tones), Shang (上, ShǍng, Rising, one member of the Four Tones), Qu (
去, Qù, Departing, one member of the Four Tones), and Ru (入, Rù, Entering, one
member of the Four Tones). The two rhyme books were both lost in the history, but
the expression and the concept of the Four Tones were spread and used from then
on. Though the word ‘Sheng’ (声, Shēng) or other similar expressions did appear in
some earlier works, it is generally accepted that the concept of tone becomes definite
and spreads only after Shen and Zhou’s application (Liu, 1924: 86–91; Tang, 2002:
54–55; Wang, 1957–1958: 8).

After this non-segmental component was identified, for a long period of time,
though the ancient rhyme books were compiled according to the Four Tones, only
a few remarks concerned what the Four Tones were like. In Yuanhe Yunpu (元和
韵谱, YuÁnhé Yùnpǔ, Yuanhe Rhyme Score) by some monks of the Tang Dynasty,
the Four Tones are described as ‘平声哀而安, 上声厉而举, 去声清而远, 入声直
而促’ (‘Pingsheng is sad and placid; Shangsheng is sharp and rising; Qusheng is
clear and distant; Rusheng is straight and checked’). In Yuyaoshi Gejue (玉钥匙
歌诀, YùyÀoshi Gējué, Yuyaoshi Verse Formula), written by some monks of the
Ming Dynasty, the Four Tones are recorded as ‘平声平道莫低昂, 上声高呼猛烈
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强, 去声分明哀远道, 入声短促急收藏’ (‘Pingsheng is spoken level, neither low
nor high; Shangsheng is shouted out, violent and intense; Qusheng is distinct and
clear, a sad voice on a far road; Rusheng is short and checked, the sound retrieved
promptly’). These words are ‘very metaphysical’ (Chao, 1959: 72) to answer the
question ‘What on earth are the tones?’ Together with the varied contemporary states
of the MC groups, these poetic descriptions leave us only the space to imagine what
the tones sound like then. Although it is uncertain what the Four Tones are, the rhyme
books after Shen Yue and Zhou Yong’s contribution offer the evidence for the re-
categorization and evolution of theMC tones. For example, in the fourteenth century,
Zhongyuan Yinyun (中原音韵, ZhōngyuÁn Yı̄nyùn, Central China Rhymes) by Zhou
Deqing (周德清, Zhōu Déqı̄ng, a Chinese philologist of the Yuan Dynasty) pointed
out that Level split into a Yin (阴, Yı̄n, a MC phonological category) tone and a Yang
(阳, YÁng, a MC phonological category) tone, Zhuoshang (浊上, ZhuóshǍng, the
MC Shang category with Zhuo/voiced initials) merged into Qu, and Ru fell into the
three non-Ru tones.

Around the seventeenth century, the Western missionaries introduced the Roman
alphabetic transcription to China and adopted a set of symbols to transcribe the
Chinese syllables, e.g., as in the Portuguese-Chinese Dictionary (Ruggieri and Ricci
1583–1588, unpublished, cited from Tao, 2019) and Wonder of Western Writing
(Ricci, 1605). Figure 1.1 is excerpted from Wonder of Western Writing. As shown
in the figure, Ricci (1605) transcribes the Chinese initials and finals with alphabetic
letters and uses five graphic marks , ¯ ˆ ` ´ ˇ, to designate respectively the five Chinese
tones—Yinping, Yangping, Shangsheng, Qusheng, and Rusheng.

The tone marks are put over the finals in this transcription. As shown in Fig. 1.1,
Yinping is represented by ¯ as in the cases for the Yinping characters like之天堅;
Yangping, as in the cases for the Yangping characters like疑何乎然元, is marked by
ˆ; Shangsheng by ` as in the case for the character火; Qusheng by ´ as in the cases
for the characters like瞬浪懼命; and Rusheng by ˇ as in the cases for the characters
like則一莫石復.

A Help to Western Scholars (西儒耳目资, Xı̄rú Ěrmùzı̄; Trigault, 1626) follows
Ricci’s approach to transcribe the Chinese syllables. Trigault states in the book his

Fig. 1.1 Transcriptions of Chinese syllables in Wonder of Western Writing


