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Revisiting the Phenomenon of Tone Change in Early Cantonese Literature
Kwanming Tsoi

Zhang (2000) and Yiu (2010) examined the phenomenon of tone change in Cantonese
Made Easy (CME 1883/1888/1907/1924). By comparing different editions of CME, they
found that the High-Level Changed Tone and the High-Rising Changed Tone increased over
time, with the growth of the High-Level Changed Tone being particularly significant. Based
on this, they proposed the following hypotheses 1) The spread of the High-Level Changed
Tone should be completed earlier. 2) The High-Level Changed Tone mainly originated from
the yinping tone, while the High-Rising Changed Tone had a complex origin, so the spread of
the High-Level Changed Tone took longer.

This paper re-analyzes the annotation system and tone system of CME and believes
that there are two tone systems in CME. The 1883 and 1888 editions used a system of ten
primary tones and one changed tone, while the 1907 and later editions adopted a system of
nine primary tones and two changed tones The rapid growth of the High-Level Changed Tone
was caused by differences in the systems. At the same time, the description of tone values in



the literature indicates that the High-Rising Changed Tone has an unstable tone value and a
special duration, while the High-Level Changed Tone has a stable tone value and no
difference in duration. Therefore, the early editions of CME classified the High-Level
Changed Tone as a primary tone, and it was only reclassified as a changed tone in subsequent
editions.

According to Wang’s (1999) theory, we believe that this shows that the two types of
changed tones originate from different time levels. Materials from modern Guangzhou dialect
and Nanhai Cantonese (Chen and Wang Y2022) support this view. We believe that 1) The
emergence of the High-Level Changed Tone was earlier than that of the High-Rising
Changed Tone. 2) The High-Level Changed Tone can be appended to all tones. 3) After the
emergence of the High-Rising Changed Tone, except for the High-Level Changed Tone
derived from yinping, most of the High-Level tones were replaced by High-Rising tones,
with only a few remaining as remnants of early High-Level tones.

Keywords: early Cantonese, high-level changed tone, high-rising changed tone, tone
development



