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The English-speaking world learnt about Cantonese
foods like ‘chop suey’, cooked in a thing called a
‘wok’, during Hong Kong's period as a British colony,
and over the last century, the success of the Hong
Kong action film industry has introduced us to
martial arts cinema and therefore the language. In
this guide we use the Yale system. There's a world of
Cantonese food, culture and people to discover, so
don't just stand there, say something!
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QUESTION WORDS

Hello

Goodbye

Yes

No

Please

Thank you

You're welcome
Excuse me

Sorry

What's your name?

My nameis ...
Where are you from?
I'm from...

DIRECTIONS

Where's ...2

It's straight ahead
Turn towards the left
Turn towards the right
Turn at the next corner

Turn at the traffic lights

LANGUAGE DIFFICULTIES
Do you speak English?

| don’t speak Cantonese

What does.. mean?
I (don’t) understand

TIME & DATES
What time is it?
morning
afternoon
evening

today
tomorrow
yesterday
Monday
Tuesday
Wednesday
Thursday
Friday
Saturday
Sunday
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dim<yéung
mat-yé
gdyesi
bin-do
bin-gaw

haa-lo

joyegin

hai

ngehai

fig-goy

daw-je

ngesdi haak-hay

11g+goy jesje

deuiengejew

Idy giu mateyé
méng a

ngaw giu ...

Idy hai binedo yan

ngdw hai hdi ...

...hdi<bindo

hdi chinemin

heung jaw jewn

heung yau jewn

hdi sap-ji-lo-hdu
Jjewn-waan

hdi hing-luk-dang
Jjewn-waan
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gdwng ying-mdn a
ngdw ng sik gdwng

gwdwngediing wda
...hai mateyé yiesi
ngdw (g) ming

yi-gaa gdy-dimsjiing
jitiejo

haasjau

mdan
gam-yat
ting-yat
kameyat
singekay=yat
sing-kay-yi
singkay-saam
singekay-say
singskay-rig
singekay-luk
singekay-yat

SHOPPING & SERVICES
I'dlike to buy ... Eg Al

How much is it? MR
Can|look atit?

I'm just looking iy

Do you have something cheaper? 7 7| PB’J ?
That's too expensive! T !
PSR s
RN

Can you write down the price? Pf‘,F R =i

Do you accept credit cards?

PLACES
church

city centre
embassy
market
museum
post office
public toilet
tourist office

TRANSPORT
What time does it leave?

I'd want to travel by ...

boat

bus

plane

train

Where do | buy a ticket? Q‘ 1%@ 1 2
platform t i

ticket office

timetable Eﬁ Fs.J

train station

EMERGENCIES
Help!
I'velostmy...
Go away!

Call the police HiPE'JPLI o

gL

Call a doctor!

Entry

Exit
Information
Open

Closed
Vacancy

No Vacancy
Police

Police Station
Toilets
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ngdw séung mdi ..

gdy-daw chin

ngdw hdw-nge
hdweyitdi haa

tdi haa

Yydu=md péng di gaa

taai gwai laa

ldy-day sau-ng-sau
seunsyung-kaat a

fg-goy sé dai gaw
gaaschin

gaau-tawng
sisjting-sam
daaiesi-gti
gaaiesi/sichéung
bawksmat-gtin
yau-guk
gungschi
léui-hangesé

gdy-dim jung
chéut-faa

ngdw séung chaw...

séewn

guing-gung hay=ché

fay-gay

fdeche

heui bin-do mdai fay

yewtstoy

piusfawng

siegaan<biti

fdechésjaam

gau-meng

ngaw... ngeginsjdw

jdushoy

faai-di giu
ging-chaat

faai-di giu yi-sang




What a difference a border makes. Cantonese is still the most
popular dialect in Hong Kong, Guangzhou and the surrounding
area. It differs from Mandarin as much as French differs from
Spanish.

Speakers of both dialects can read Chinese characters, but a
Cantonese speaker will pronounce many of the characters dif-
ferently from a Mandarin speaker. For example, when Mr Ng
from Hong Kong goes to Beijing the Mandarin speakers will call
him Mr Wu. If Mr Wong goes from Hong Kong to Fujian the
character for his name will be read as Mr Wee, and in Beijing he
is Mr Huang.

Unfortunately, several competing systems of Romanisation of
Cantonese script exist and no single one has emerged as an
official standard. A number have come and gone, but at least
three have survived and are currently in use in Hong Kong:
Meyer-Wempe, Sidney Lau and Yale. In this guide we use the
Yale system. It's the most phonetically accurate and the one
generally preferred by foreign students.

The vowel sounds in Cantonese are similar to those found in
English. There is, however, a distinction between long and short
vowels in Cantonese. But in our pronunciation guide, there is
only a long and short distinction for ‘a’, to aid in being under-
stood. This vowel sound is represented with a double ‘a’ -
the letter ‘a’ represents a short sound and ‘aa’ represents a
long sound. Note that the examples given below for the pro-
nunciation of vowels reflect British pronunciation.

a as in ‘father’

ai as the ‘i" in ‘find’, but shorter

au as the ‘ow’ in ‘cow’

e asin‘let’

ei as the ‘a’ in ‘say’, but without the ‘y’ sound

eu similar to the ‘ur’ in ‘urn” with lips pursed, but with

out the ‘r" sound
i as in ‘marine’

iu similar to the word ‘you’

o as in 'not’; as in ‘'no’ when at the end of a word
oi as the oy’ in ‘boy’

00 as in ‘soon’

ou as the word ‘owe’

u as in ‘put’

ue as the ‘u-e’ in ‘suet’

ui as ‘oo-ee

There are only a few differences between consonant sounds in
English and Cantonese. Firstly, the ‘ng’ sound can appear at the
start of the word in Cantonese. You can practice by saying ‘sing

along’ slowly and then eventually do away with the ‘si’ at the
beginning. With a little practice, it should come easily. In addi-
tion, this sound doesn’t have an obvious g ending in Cantonese
as it does in English.

Another difference is that words ending with the consonant
sounds p, t, and k are clipped in Cantonese. This means that
these sounds, at the end of words, must start to be sounded out
normally but then intentionally and abruptly stopped before
breathing out the sound.

In general, consonants are pronounced as in English. Three that
may give you a little trouble are:

g asin ‘go’
j as the ‘ds’ in ‘suds’
ng as in 'sing’

Cantonese has seven tones (although you can easily get by
with six). In the Yale system used here, six basic tones are
represented: three ‘level’ tones, which do not noticeably rise or
fall in pitch (high, middle and low), and three ‘moving’ tones,
which either rise or fall in pitch (high rising, low rising and low
falling).

Remember that it doesn’'t matter whether you have a high or
low voice when speaking Cantonese as long as your intonation
reflects relative changes in pitch. The following examples show
the six basic tones. Note how important they can be to your
intended meaning:

high tone: represented by a macron above a vowel, as in
féo (husband)

middle tone: represented by an unaccented vowel, as in
foo (wealthy)

low tone: represented by the letter 'h’" after a vowel, as in fooh
(owe); note that ‘h’ is only pronounced if it occurs at the start
of a word; elsewhere it signifies a low tone

middle tone rising: represented by an acute accent, as in
féo (tiger)

low falling tone: represented by a grave accent followed by
the low tone letter ‘h’, as in fooh (to lean) low rising tone: repre-
sented by an acute accent and the low tone letter ‘h’, as in
féoh (woman)

Chinese grammar is much simpler than that of European
languages. There are no articles (a/the), no tenses and no
plurals. The basic point to bear in mind is that, like English,
Chinese word order is subjectverb-object. In other words, a
basic English sentence like ‘I (subject) love (verb) you (object)’
is constructed in exactly the same way in Chinese. The catch is
mastering the tones.



