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Ripples riding on waves:  
Cantonese tone-melody match mechanism illustrated 

 
 

Cheung Kwan Hin 
The Hong Kong Polytechnic University 

 
 
Chao (1930, 廣西猺歌記音) demonstrated how an utterance can be melodized in accordance 
with the Cantonese lexical tone of the words. Afterwards the intriguing question of tone-
preservation in Cantonese songs and the mechanism of tone-melody match behind it were not 
picked up until the 1980s, when Cantonese opera established itself in the Hong Kong 
academia and Cantopops conquered the Chinese race world-wide. The speaker has been 
tackling this topic from the 1990s onwards. He believes that by now the fundamental 
questions in relation to Cantonese tone-melody match have been answered. The following 
major steps of recognition can be identified in the quest: 
 

1. What really matter in Cantonese tone-melody match are the 4 tone categories, with 
tones 1 and 2 conflated and tones 3 and 5 conflated, hence the name “melody-tones” 
or “m-tones”. 

2. The 4 m-tones form a series of pitch heights that bears some resemblance with a 
musical scale, hence the name “pseudo-scale” and the names of heights “sharp”, 
“high”, “low” and “deep”. 

3. Given the above, the research question remains “How are the 4 m-tones in the 
pseudo-scale (like ripples) matched to a much larger variety of notes in a song, with a 
range in the region of a 13th (like waves), while maintaining the within-scale order of 
pitch heights?” 

4. The two fundamental attributes of lexical tones elasticity and transposability are the 
keys to the above question. 

 
Realizing (4) above is one thing, devising and making use of expository designs and 
conventions to explicitly formulate how elasticity and transposability work together in the 
tone-melody match mechanism is another. On the basis of such designs and conventions, it is 
more specifically posited that:  
 

a) The Lyrics of a song is separated into m-tone groups. 
b) Group boundaries are where transposing (and to a lesser extent tone range 

widening/compression) occurs. 
c) Within a group, a default matching relation holds between an m-tone and a musical 

note, with principled variation permitted by virtue of tone elasticity. 
 

While lexical tone identification is often uncontroversial, there are cases of indeterminacy, 
when tone identification is supplemented with or overruled by other linguistic considerations, 
e.g. systematic gaps, accidental gaps, syntax, semantics, the lexicon, etc. So such 
indeterminacies and considerations need to be identified as well. 
 
The Cantopop classic soeng6hoi2-taan1 (上海灘, The Bund) will be used for illustration. 
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(1980 34 36) *-m
*-n *-ng *-ngw *-b *-d *-g *-gw

*-p *-t *-k *-kw *-p *-b *-d *-t *-g *-k

CVC( + + ) (1947)

*-m *-n *-ng *-p* -t* -k

(Klas Bernhard Johannes Karlgren)
(1940 455) -b -d -g

bA:t -p -t -k

(2001 266) *-d *-g -i
-i -u -u *-t *-k

(1987 457)
-m -n - -p -t -k

-b -d -g

bed be bet bet -b
-d -g -m -n - -m -n -

(1999 405)
1. -u
-uk -u
2. - -k

-
3. -n -t

-i
4. -m -p

(1994 90)

*-b *-d *-g
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*-gw *-r
(1987 457)

(1999 405) (1994 90)

(1985 49 50)

(2004 295)

(1982 23 24)
( )

(2004a 101 102 107)

( )

2003 17 21 24 35

2002 22 31

2000 2004b 205 206 J.Lyons 1978
Semantics sense

1.
2.

(2004a)
( )

19



(1994 399 402)

(2000 71 72)

(1997 81 82)

(2004 17)

(2001 24 242)

( )
( ) ( )

20



( n i t
(1996 254) -m -n -

(2001 243)

(1996 254)
-ng -m -n

(1997 208 218)

(1984 157)

(2005 156)

(2006 315)

(2006 315 336)

(2002 19) ( )
( ) ( )

(1998 84)

(1995 48)

21



(2002 394 395)

40

( )

(1972 2007 4)

a a:m, a:n, a: a:p, a:t, a:k ;
k -m (homoganic) -p -n

-t - -k
1996 93

(1990 264)

(1998) (2002) (1993)
(1994)

(1992 1996)

-m -p -n
-t - -k m p 16 n t 21

k 18

(1)
(2)
(3)

22



(1998)
(2002) 
(1993)

(1994)
(1992 1996)

1992,5 (306 315)  
1996,10

(4) /
(5)
(6) [ ] [ ] 

(7)
(8) { }
(9) 9 55/53(1) 35(2) 33(3)

21/11(4) 13(5) 22(6) 55(7) 33(8) 22(9)
(2002 10)

6
(10) h

-m/-p 16

1 m44 297
p7 [

              ] 431 / 263
              19.
2 kh m2 [ ] 297
             91 / 24

kh p7 ( ) [ ]
431 / 91

kh p7 ( ) 431 / 204
kh p9 431 5.

3 tim2 ( ) 301
tim3 302
tip7 434

4 nim1 302
nip9 434

5 m2 ( 298
             m2 115 / am2 221

m7 (
            432 p7 115 / ap7

494

23



6 n m6 289
n p9 [

              ] 428 27.
7 t m2 ( ) 288

t p9 ( ) 427 1.
8 sim2 304

sip8 435
9 t m3 ( 288

t p7 427 13.
10 lam3 281

lap8

              laap lap 231
11 lam3 11

lap8 ( ) 421 6.
12 jim1 /jip8 435
                 (1998 88)
                 444 11.
13 tsam2 dzaam
                 tsam 487 281

tsap8 ( )
                 dzaap tsap 485 21.
14 tsam5

        [
                 282

tshap9
      tsaap tshap

                 224 24.
15 him3/hip8 304
                  450
16 ham2       206

ham2/hap9 481

-n/-t 21

1 pan6 [ 306
phat9 A)     

                  B)     436
2 m n5

2 322
m n2 322
mat8 [ 436

             / 208
3 than1 310

that8 A)     [ ]
               B)( ) 438
4 tsan2 313 { } 231

tsat8 A) B) 438 {
              } 202

24



5 tsan3 313
tsat8 439

6 m n6
     322

m t7 A) ( )
               B) 442
7 t n1 324

t t9 A) B) 444
            28.
8 t n2 324

t t7 ( ) 442
9 ts n3 326

ts t9 445
10 h n6 331

h t7 448
11 ts n1 337

ts t7 A) B) 454
12 khin2 349

khit8 223 18.
13 thyn5 354

thyt8 463
14 tshyn1 356

tshyt8 ( ) 463
15 tsoen6 A) B) 296

tsoet7 A) B) 20
16 hon5 406

hot8 20
17 fun1 136

fut8 146
18 tshyn2(3) 458

tshyt8 A) B) 287
19 an4 475

at9 253 26.
20 bin6 585

bit9 44
21 tsin3 144

tsit7 [
          102

tsit7 [
          208 17.

- /-k 18

1 khua 3 / khuak8 367
                      472
2 kh 2 ( ) 370

25



kh k7 475 30.
3 ph 1 373

ph k8 ( ) 476
4 pha 1 ( 360

phak9 467
5 fe 6 380

fek9 480
6 t 1 /t k8

   ( ) 390
                 117 252
7 t 1 ( ) 390

t k8 487 23.
8 5 405 4

              407 91
k9 496 7.

9 l 3 375
l k7 476

10 le A) B) 382 ne 1

              91
nek7 481 9.

11 te 3 381
tek7 480

              14.
12 p 2 319

p k8 325
13 ka 3 364

kak8 469 16.
14 thong2 A) B)
                216

tok7 A) B)
             18 ( )  ( : 500 
15 jie 4 A) B) 495

jat9 A) B)
             116 ( )
16 kwa 1    A) B)
                375 376
17 kwak7 [ ]

263
18 ko 1 416

kok9 343 4.

k 14 15 (
)

26



(1992 1996 306 313 314)

(1992 1996)
30 30

(1992 1996)
10

(1992 1996) 2 n p 3 t 8 29 k 10 15
22 25 m p 12 20 n t

(2008)

(2003)

k 14 15

(2003 260 277) -m -n - -p -t -k

(2003 287 294) 25

(2001 278 286)
( ) -m/-p -n/-t - /-k

-m -n - -p -t -k

27



(1998 155)

(1995 504)

(1993) (1994) (1995)
(1992 1996)

1987,10
(

1994
1998,5
1999,4
2004.3

2001,10

1989.4

204 216 2004b,5
2000 3

Klas Bernhard Johannes Karlgren
       1940,9 

2004.10 
2008 4

1985,7
301 322

2004.8
93 112

1996.10
2005.8

1993,12

    50 2001,1
   2003.6
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       2000,12
1991,12

2005.9
1980,7

1990.11
1998,12

(1992 1996) 1992,5
           (306 315)  

            1996,10

1994,10
1995,6

(389 402)  1994,9
2001,6

(152
157)  1998,4

2004,5

( 2003,12  
(503 515)  1995,9

1997,12

2003,12
2006.1

       1997,5
1982,10

2000,6
1984,5
1996,8

1993,8

      (248 261)  1998,4
2000,3

2001 1
1972,10

(390 414) 
2002,12

2002,7
2002,7

       90 106 2003, 4

      118 134 2003, 4
135

140 2003, 4
-m/p -n/t - /k

2003,12
2002, 9

2004,2
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Kao 1971: 43-58 1985

> >

> > 1  CVV CVVN CVVO CVN CVO  ka2 ka:m ka:p k m k p 

Kao 1971: 43-58  308 203 169 100 89 

1985 3 345 238 162 104 77 
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1 Khorat CVO CVN Roengpitya 2006  

2  
3 1985  

4 tense-lax Yue 1972 tense-lax long-short
long-short tense-lax

long-short
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