February 16, 2011

The Standard Article

Why Mong Kok is not lost in translation
It is quite common for non-Cantonese speakers to mispronounce some Chinese names in Hong Kong.
Part of the problem is because transliteration - converting Chinese sounds into the Roman alphabet - can be misleading. For instance, the family name “Lee” should be pronounced as “lay.”
Another example is the “kok” in Mong Kok, which should be pronounced as “gok,” or “point.”
But in this particular case, non-Cantonese speakers seem to be correctly pronouncing the word.
Mong Kok was originally named after a type of fern, or grass, called “mong.” In later years, when fishermen occupied the area, it may have been named after a different sort of “mong,” meaning net.
More recently, however, the Cantonese name changed. People started calling the area “Wonggok,” which means prosperous point, to, perhaps, reflect the changing status of the neighborhood.
Mong Kok was originally rural, then it became a small fishing port; reclamation took it inland, where it became a busy commercial district. Or maybe the new name was dreamed up by developers who wanted to promote the area. Whatever the reason, nobody ever changed the written form of the English name.
Today, it is one of the most densely populated places in the world, packed with restaurants, clothing, electronics and other retail outlets. Its current Chinese name, with its connotation of a bustling, prosperous place, makes sense.
But those who pronounce the Romanized name are not necessarily wrong. Even if they may not realize it, they are using its original name.
