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The Special Pronunciation for the Character “Waanl” in

Hong Kong Place Names

Chaak-Ming Lau and Sze-Wing Tang
The Chinese University of Hong Kong

Abstract

The character waanl is read with the tonal category yin-ping [wan®] in Hong Kong Cantonese,
but is exceptionally read as yang-ping (low-falling) [wan’'] in three local place names: “tou2
gwaal waan4”, “coeng4 saal waan4”, “tung4 lo4 waan4”. Evidence from romanisation in old
maps, sound-change rules, and other exceptions reveals that the low-falling “changed-tone” is
likely to be the result of language contact. Among Sinitic dialects spoken in Hong Kong and
nearby regions, Punti (aka. Weitou), Tanka and Hakka do not have mechanisms to change a
syllable into a low-register tone. Coincidentally, Sze-yap has lexical tone sound change rules that
cause certain words to be pronounced with a low-register tone; also the pronunciation of “waanl”
is segmentally close to Hong Kong Cantonese. Despite minor differences with Hong Kong
Cantonese in terms of tone realisation, Sze-yap dialects are a plausible source of this exceptional

low-falling changed-tone.
Keywords

Hong Kong Cantonese, waanl, special pronunciation, low-register changed tone, Sze-yap dialects
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