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Middle Chinese

The vast majority of linguistic material in Cantonese can be
traced to Middle Chinese

“Early Middle Chinese” in Chinese historical phonology:
(YJ#E) giéyun / cit3 wan5 (rime book; 601 &)

Only parts of it have survived; but there are many augmented versions
e.g. {fEER) gudngyun / gwong2 wan5 (1008; official rime book of )

Author of (PJ#8) : P 1u fiyan / luké6 faat3 jing %

F& Sui (581-618) unified China in 589 CE after ~ 300 years of disunity

Eight scholars (friends of % 5’s father) were trying to create a new unified
standard, based on a compromise of the “best” pronunciation of characters
from the old northern and southern standards
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U X8 1\

TR [PR] XOK# I3
Ml ZER =

[ % dol H gung3]

[MC % ta® H ku"n® =
tu"n°]

K

[XY JZ, later XY 4]

Hence the name of this
method: /< V] faan2 cit3 ~
faanl cit3 / fangie]

https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b8302736g/f1.item.zoom


https://gallica.bnf.fr/ark:/12148/btv1b8302736g/f1.item.zoom
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Middle Chinese

& 9n

ST B RASA Tk

B & 3%
N N o i : Ji{#%& (-am/-ap), 1 of 16 groups of
L} =% )\i!F ﬁ 1
- STEa nals
W ne) | fav® e & . & “rounded” vs. §f (non-rn)
& & (ve) | fap®? e — 1234 “divisions” of finals
(¥ ") k;&'
zf:’:l) fc;;s e A :*}EZXA Tones ABCD
# 5 (0w | fat® e = ! Z -jopP final (J&# has
e () | fat® 574 +55B + 60C + 34P = 206 finals)

: o mm) i:z;’ e JE : JE pf- [LMC], 1 of about 40 initials
WO(W OB )

#ow o we) | fab? (3'32 pﬁapD)

wmswm) | Pet?
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Transcriptions of Middle Chinese:
do not carry * (because not reconstructions)

Various transcription systems of MC, e.g.
Baxter’s transcription for Middle Chinese
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Baxter%27s_transcription_for_Middle_Chinese
Hill’s Indological transcription of Middle Chinese

https://doi.org/10.1163/19606028-bja10028

Here, my own transcription of MC is used
(mostly based on Baxter’s)


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Baxter%27s_transcription_for_Middle_Chinese
https://doi.org/10.1163/19606028-bja10028
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MC Tones

sonorant-ending -p-t-k
A B C D
- i x A
‘Level’ | ‘Rising’ | ‘Departing’ || ‘Entering’
pE | w I .
bjen® | dzjap® k"ia® nipP
ping4 | soeng5 heoi3 jap6™®
ping | shang qu ru

https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Four_tones_(Middle_Chinese)


https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Four_tones_(Middle_Chinese)
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Tone splitting:
e.g. Proto-Yue
/taj¢/ [tajd]
/daj/ [daji]

tone-splitting may occur:
/taj¢/ [tajd]
/ dajc/ [daj—l] (voiced onset lowering pitch)

In most, but not all, Sinitic languages, voiced initials have become voiceless
tone-splitting becomes phonemicised:

/taj¢!/ /taji/ Canto. %% daai3

/taj®?/ /tajd/ Canto. K daai6

cf. Cantonese tone 3 /1/ 6 /4/ both descended from MC tone C
cf. Standard Mandarin where MC tone C has not split:
# dai, K dai (as in KR dai fu)
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* X'Z 7':A ‘ * J: 7':B * ZA 7':C * )\ 7':D

Izéz: *voiceless i initial 1 —|(~\D 2 1~ 31 31 11

K% *yoiced sonorant {Xi# initial 4 J""J 5 /{ 6 -I 6 -I

=]
Izh_j *voiced obstruent % initial

Table 1: Tones in Standard Cantonese

*SIZ*A * | *B *zﬂi*c -}:)\f:D

7N
K% *voiceless {# initial 1 -l 3 \A 4 \l random

H.

|§7ﬁ *voiced sonorant {Xi# initial 2 /l 4 \l
=]

IZ@ *voiced obstruent 42 initial (€= AR 53] 2 /l

Table 2: Tones in Standard Mandarin
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Examples of 27 2 !

fat MC gie® ‘to stand’
Mand. ji4 ©
Canto. kei5 B2 4 (MC khieP) for ‘to stand’ is etymologically wrong

#% MC bie® ‘to cover’
Mand. bei4 ©
Canto. pei5 ®2 ‘quilt’; bei6 (¢ pass

F7 MC gie® ‘technique’

Mand. ji4 ©

Canto. gei6 (¢?

(Cf. HK Hakka ki3 (B) Hakka has kept this character in tone B)




Lower tone D:

H MC gwijat® ‘moon’
Canto. jyut6 (02
Mand. yue4 ©

#ll MC bjet® ‘to part’
] p

Canto. bit6 (P2)

Mand. bie2 A2



T
- MCTons

FA | EB|&AC AD
ﬁ§ smooth )\ﬁ checked
syul singl japb singl
shii shéng ru shéng

1|2§ Tevel m% oblique
ping4 singl zakl singl
ping shéng zé shéng
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CRREARIE) T2 fh 658742 B/

H H #& 5% - S

5 A S F XK

g THA IX

H L KK IK F F

pekd netd 9jY {an) tfend baaké jat6 jil saanl zeon6
hounl hol pepd hajd low wong4 ho4 jap6 hoi2 lau4
nuk4 konJ tftinY 19j4 mukA juk6é kung4 cinl lei5 muk6
kep1fen/ etd tfeg] lew) gang3 soeng5 jatl cang4 lau4
Bach nhat y son tan pik-jit i-san tsin

Hoang Ha nhap hai luu hong-ho jip-hai liti

Duc cung thién ly muc iok-kiéng tsian-li-bok

Céanh thuéng nhét ting lau king si6ng it-tsing-1i6
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MC initials & Late Middle Chinese

Early Middle Chinese: {VJ#2) qiéyun / cit3 wan5 (601 F#)
(artificial: compromise between N and S Standard Chinese)

Organised by tones and finals
no organised information on the initials

Late Middle Chinese: rime tables #[E| yuntd / wan5 tou4
(#$%) yunjing / wan5 geng3 ~10% ¢ 7ifX; 1161 FK ed.)
(L&) qiyinliie / catl jam1 loek6 (before 1161 Fi*K)
information on tones and finals: basically the same as (JJJ#8)
information on initials: current (10 century)

(There are rime tables like {/YEEF) (1039 LK) and (UTERIEEIE)
(1230 F4*K) which reflected pronunciation at the time better)
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MC initials & Late Middle Chinese

BH - B & ¥+ FlF FTH R
EAE A Bk |E R | le
R B I % i R R

chorrgongzu|l |40 = onaE ool
00 0000|00KQO O 0000/0000]Q0 005
() 380200000k & 5.5 5Okt ¥ E 30T
] [OO®0000%000 COOOI0000I00 O Olpgld
i |OROBIFOMOOE COROFED T FHE OF
g [0 0|00 000000 C 000000000000
ooooooooooo 00Q0|0000l0000
000000000 0Q 000000000000
U [OFOHBEOZERER COXTWMAM A FEOO|
.@ooooooooé‘mo ele]elo]lslo)ololcle)ele A8
5 OO0 O&OO O O%kK OO O|OM O % 158, 1.5,
00000000 OKD 000000000000
O ORI E OFE I EH OORBOBER LI T
@oooooooﬁ'ﬁpﬁﬁ&m elelolelefeleYeleleXoke
A AR O F A EE ] O M R S Rt
O O[FE0 C O[O & .38 000000000000

Figure 1: first table in #E#5



MC initials & Late Middle Chinese

Figure 2: 36 FH} / initials in ##%

MC initials
00®000000
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MC initials & Late Middle Chinese

a4l m]ﬁtl:]ﬂﬂ <t ik sk| 8K 1 4. lalzrunénm!fﬂ%i,ai
] wE A RS ] b | | ] |#
i /A NN S

O ,‘= @

k)] ra (lEle ] (2] RLaREE
LT L m T +
B AR A e 30N IR T e U

¥ W paralh] R e R aU imieEan
U1 L] ] el aRN ) X
L L L LT N
EIE w&xj@?;&ﬁ R ||
B L] L

NN %& Y S 25 U

Ll LIS S . O O O A O - 1

Al k| BA BB | k] [mAR I
LT s 11N
SIS L SR TR R AT T R ST Y
| 1] Ll 3T S O

Figure 3: first table in L&

VU5 si déng / sei3 dang?2 ‘division’ or ‘grade’
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Early MC initials

Initials in Early Middle Chinese:
Information not displayed systematically in (JJ#8)

B can4 lai5 / chén Ii (1810—1882 Canton)
(@J%ﬁ% >> he worked from {J&#8) , ignored characters that were not in {HJJ#8)
MZHifi%) xilidnfd / hai6 lyun4 faat3, e.g.

(19t century Cantonese:)

% Sam1: 3 $ikl £ zam1 V)

1 Sik1: & Soeng2 W zik1 V]

H Soeng2: &F Syul i loeng5 Y] etc...
i.e. FINEE... share the same initial

Discovery: EMC (YJ#8) Initials = LMC rime table Initials



MC initials

Early MC initials

ERE VL e (] gl R R
# [#%] bongl |5 pongl |ifi [ifi] bing6 Wl ming4
[p] bang |[p"l pang |[b] bing [m] ming
ity dyunl |3 tau3 %€ ding6 6 nai4 | loi4
[t] duan |[[t"] tou [d] ding [n] ni [11 lai
H zil fit (901 cit3 | cing4 #  noeng4
[tl zhi [t"]1 che [dl chéng [n] nidng
1 zingl |i§ cingl |f& [M\] cungd L saml B ce4
[ts] jing [ts"] qing |[dz] coéng |[s] xin |[z] xié
iF ] zongl |#] col |5 sung4 |2k sangl % zi6
[tsl zhuang|[ts"] chG |[dz] chéng |[s] shéng|[z] si
i3 zoengl |B) coengl|# soeng4|3H [15] syul i syun4|H jat6 ji5
[t¢] zhang |[t¢"] chang [[dz] chéng |[¢] sh@ |[[z] chuan|[n] ri (0j) yi
=) gin3 [{& kail |% [Bf] kwan4 B jia
[kl jian [K"] xi [g] qin [p] yi
2 jing2 % (58] hiu2 | hap6 wan4
[?] ying [h] xido |[A] xid (j) yan
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Early MC initials

Some notes:

e not all were phonemically contrastive, e.g. & [n] #& [n]
were in complementary distribution

e in Canto., /& voiceless = high tone, # voiced = low tone
(MC 27 voiced obstruents have become voiceless)

e Traditional ifi > Simplified J¥; but linguists in
Mainland China writes MC initial [b] as i
(Simp. ¥ < Trad. 3% MC [p] or $f [p/b] or if: [b])

* {% MC [z] only has two characters (&%) in ¥J#, both
merged into 52 [dz] in J&#E (so [7] is often ignored)

® (excluding £ [z]) In Cantonese,
MC retroflex § #5244 (zongl col sung4 sang1) often have
back vowels
MC palatal # 5% FHMT (zoengl coengl soeng4 syul
syun4) often have front vowels (rules not 100%)




MC initials

Late MC initials

215 RiE 2 215 e R R
#1 [#%] bongl |34 pong1|if; [f] bing6 M ming4
[p] bang |[p" pang [[bS] Dbing [m] ming
Ik feil | ful |% fung6 W meid
[f] fai [f] fa [vi] féng [m] wéi
it dyun1|i& taud | ding6 & nai4 | loi4
[t] duan |[t"] tou |[df] ding [n] ni [11 1ai
H zil  |fit ()] cit3  |BE cing4 i  noeng4
[tl zhi [t"1 che [[d"] chéng [n] nidng
5 zingl |{f cingl [# [M] cung4 1L sam1|%B ced
[ts] jing |[ts"] qing |[[dzf]l c6ng |[s] xin |[zf] xié
[ ziu3 |5 cyunl [} DK] cong4 |# [#] sam2|fiit [#] sim4|H jat6
[ts] =zhao |[ts"™] chuan|[dz®] chuang|[s] shén [[z%] chéan|[n] ri
=) gin3 [{& kail |% [Hf] kwan4 Bt ji4
[kl jian |[[k"] xi [g®1 qin [n] yi
% jing2 I [I5¢] hiu2 | hap6 jyué
[?1 ying [h] xido |[A] xia (0j) yu
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Late MC initials

Some notes:

¢ voiced obstruents became breathy, and were on their way
to become voiceless (in Northern Chinese)

e labiodentals JFE(Z=7# developed out of bilabials & {51l
(#)% hingl seon4 vs. E/E cung5 seon4 respectively)

e {ii TW Mand. wéi, BJ Mand. weéi. However, when
referring to the MC initial {#{, N Chinese people may
change their pronunciation to f#{ wéi

o JEB were earlier [pf] [pf*]; soon they merged to [f]

e Cantonese usually have /f/ for JEBZE;
but some /p//p"/ are retained, e.g.

# faanl but ## punl jyu4 (Panyd)
{k fuk6 but fREEE buké neil neil ‘hide and seek’
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Late MC initials

e In Cantonese, LMC [f/v] JE#(Z have developed, but LMC
[m] # (Mand. [v] f#) has not
(between EMC and LMC; =9th-10t C, late /& / 5 1X)

e MC [t]1[t"]1[d] AIf7% have become Cantonese [ts][ts"]

some exceptional plosive reflexes
e.g. ¥k dit6 (cf. Mand. zhi)

e MC Al [t] B8 [ts] series > Mand. [ts][ts™1[s]
MC #5 [ts] series > Mand. [ts][ts"][s] or [t¢][te"][¢]
Canto. all > [ts][ts"][s]; but the distinction existed earlier
e.g. it Ngau Chi Wan (ngau4 ¢i4 waanl) vs.
#%% ||| Tsz Wan Shan (cz4 wan4 $anl) (now both ci4)
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Late MC initials

e MC 5 [ts] vs. K [k]:
Cantonese : f§ [tsenl], 5 [kind]
BJ opera: fd [tsin ], & [tgjend] ( [574R[E | zian tuédn)
BJ Mand.: #§ [t¢i™1], i [tejenV] ( TR735QH ) )
e MC [k"] {%: Canto. [k"] / [h]
e.g. MC k"sj Canto. 1§% [k"oj4] BHA! [hojT]
(with MC -w-) [k""] / [f]
e.g. MC k"woaj Canto. 2521 [k"Pej1] BEAL [fujl] B! [faj4]
® MC [n] %t has remained [n] in front non-high vowels
e.g. ¥ [pal] 2F [gewl] T [9o4] # [goud]
(etc.)
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MC voiced plosives / affricates: ifi b i€ d & q /¢ dz Kk dz Z g
e.g. MC [b] > [b]? [p]l? [p"]? (other thing?)

MC > | #ber  #%bjeP JF bjen® H bakP
‘placard’  ‘quilt’ ‘sickness’ ‘white’
20O | bajd A2 bi1C  biglC  bol A2
P | pajl A% pejiB2  pond €2 pekd PP
HIYNE | phajd A2 | pid © pjeni € palA2
JEME | phajl A2 pPejl B2 | pend € pakd P2
HER | phajl A2 phid Al phjapy©  phakl P2
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Cantonese: AB aspirated, CD unaspirated

Mandarin: [F%% [KAR7%] i.e. A aspirated, BCD unaspirated
not entirely correct:

Standard Mand. *IE A BB * K *C | * A*D
B2 voiceless i# initial 11 34 4\ random
F% *voiced sonorant % initial 2 4\
F% *voiced obstruent 27 initial 21

Few cases of *voiced obstruent initial still in tone B:
fiE thind, 78 mjent te"jand, %iSE jaol t"jaod,
RRZEA phidl teid thaj\ laj/

i.e. same as Cantonese: AB aspirated, CD unaspirated
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MC initials
The trait of AB aspirated, CD unaspirated:

Cantonese got this pattern from Early Mandarin

13™ century wars between Song China and the Mongols: Huge waves
of refugees from/via Jiangxi arrived in the Pearl River Delta,
bringing with them (native or non-native) Mandarin. Canto. and
many Yue dialects inherited this immigrant pattern.

The older pattern in Yue/Pinghua is ABCD unaspirated

= N - e gl y
% &
R -

https://youtu.be/c-WDbr9gTgE?si=SgphYoloCFdlclro&t=13


https://youtu.be/c-WDbr9gTgE?si=SgphYoloCFdlclr9&t=13
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