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PREFACE

Mastering characters is often the most challenging task for learners of Chinese. Unlike an
alphabetical language with a writing system composed of a limited number of letters, the
Chinese writing system is built upon about 200 radicals, which are the most basic
components of Chinese characters. (Radicals, along with stroke counts, also provide the
organizing principle for Chinese dictionaries.) Although there are over 50,000 Chinese
characters, 2,500 characters are required for basic literacy. Furthermore, the pronunciation
of a particular character does not necessarily relate to its meaning. The sheer number of
Chinese characters, in addition to the frequent lack of visual pronunciation guides, makes
character memorization a significant challenge for many.

Paradoxically, this complexity is precisely what draws many people to learn
Chinese. The presence of pictographic elements in Chinese characters is one of the unique
and fascinating aspects of the language. Most radicals, for example, are pictographs, or
visual representations of objects or concepts. Given a pictograph, learners can turn the
character into a vivid picture, or associate the character with a shape, color, sound, smell,
feeling, emotion, movement, or action. When using this method of employing pictographs
as memory aids, students will find that learning Chinese characters can be enjoyable, and
can provide valuable insight into Chinese culture.

We believe that each and every Chinese character is a crystallization of the wisdom
and creativity of our ancient Chinese ancestors. When given the logical and historical
origins of each character, as described in this book, learners can also remember characters
in an efficient and intelligent manner, rather than mechanically reproducing strokes that
may seem meaningless to them. Students can also acquire knowledge of Chinese history
and culture while learning the origins and evolution of characters, as their pictographic
features often reflect vivid aspects of ancient life, such as agricultural and domestic life,
war, trade materials, crafts, rituals, etc.

After studying The Way of Chinese Characters, learners will understand
pictographic forms, interpret the logic behind the meanings of characters, and know

something about the ancient forms of the most commonly occurring characters.



Selection and Presentation of Characters

The characters included in this book are frequently used in modern Chinese, and
correspond with the glossary of the Second and Third Editions of Integrated Chinese,
Level 1, Part 1 Textbook (by Tao-chung Yao, Yuehua Liu, et. al.), a Chinese textbook used
at colleges and high schools across the United States.

Explanations are given in both English and Chinese. The English entries are
meant for students, while the Chinese entries may serve as references for teachers and
advanced learners.

For each entry, we display the character in its various ancient scripts (see Types of
Script below), and we include each character’s classification, which indicates how the
character was constructed (see Types of Characters below). Illustrations help readers
instantly connect the characters’ pictographic elements to their meanings, both ancient
and modern.

Also included are four indices, organized by chapter, pinyin, and stroke count (of
both traditional and simplified characters), respectively. We hope all readers will find

these indices convenient and practical.

Types of Script

The characters in The Way of Chinese Characters are written in “Regular Script” (or
traditional characters) and simplified characters. Regular Script can be traced to the late
Han Dynasty (207 B.C.—220 A.D.) and is still used in Taiwan, Hong Kong, and many
overseas Chinese communities. Simplified characters were introduced and promoted by
the government of the People’s Republic of China in the 1950s, and have since remained
the standard in mainland China.

In this book we focus on Regular Script, or traditional form, because we have
found that it is often difficult for beginning learners to appreciate the visual flavor of
simplified Chinese characters. We present the ancient forms of the characters and provide

illustrations, so that students can identify characters’ original pictographic traits. We hope
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that with such imagery in mind, students will have a much easier time remembering
Chinese characters.
This book also introduces other forms of Chinese script including “Oracle-Bone

Inscriptions FF ‘& 3C,” “Bronze Inscriptions 4 3,” “Seal Script %% 3,” and “Cursive

Script #&.” “Oracle-Bone Inscriptions” come from carvings on ox bones or tortoise
shells, which were used during the Shang Dynasty (ca.1600—ca.1100 B.C.) to record
events and devise predictions. “Bronze Inscriptions” are found on bronze vessels of the
Shang and Zhou Dynasties (Zhou Dynasty: ca.1100—ca. 221 B.C.). “Seal Script” includes
both “Big Seal Script” and “Small Seal Script.” The former was used in the Qin State
during the Eastern Zhou Dynasty (ca.770—ca.221 B.C.) and the latter became official in
the Qin Dynasty (221-207 B.C.). As an abbreviated form of traditional Chinese
characters, “Cursive Script” originates from the Han Dynasty (207 B.C.-220 A.D.).
These characters are written swiftly such that the strokes flow together, and were thus
considered an artistic form of Chinese calligraphy. Many of the simplified characters
used in mainland China today were born out of this cursive style.

In the book, we display each character in its various forms: Oracle-Bone
Inscriptions, Bronze Inscriptions, and Seal Script, alongside Regular Script and
simplified forms. You will notice that some characters are without ancient forms,
however, such as it (ta, she), #& (nin, polite form of the pronoun you), and " (pi, beer),
as these were created in later periods. Cursive Script is also shown for those simplified

characters which were derived from the cursive style.

Types of Characters

Chinese characters are constructed differently from alphabetic languages. According to
the Han dynasty scholar Xu Shen, in his Analysis and Explanation of Characters, they
can be divided into six basic categories: pictographs (%), explicit characters (¥55%),
associative compounds (& &), picto-phonetic characters (JE%), mutually explanatory
characters (873), and phonetic loan characters ({£f).

Pictographs delineate the shape of certain objects or their parts. Examples include:
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A (mu, wood; tree), JJ (dao, knife), % (nli, woman), and 55 (mi, horse). Although such
characters are relatively easy to identify, the limitation of this particular category is that
pictographs cannot convey more abstract meanings.

Explicit characters are simple diagrammatic indications of abstract ideas, such as
I+ (shang, above), or T (xia, below). Others are formed with the addition of a symbol to
an existing pictograph, such as A% (bén, root; basic), or 7] (rén, edge). Explicit characters
constructed via this method comprise only a small proportion.

The meanings of associative characters are derived from their components, which
may combine two or more ideographs. Examples include Ff] (ming, bright, the
combination of H ri, sun and H yué, moon), and # (sén, forest, the combination of
three trees K mu).

The majority of Chinese characters are picto-phonetic, which combine semantic
and phonetic components. For instance, the character 4§ (ma, mother) consists of % (ni,
female) and 55 (md, horse). % suggests the general meaning of the character while &
signals its pronunciation.

According to Xu Shen, mutually explanatory (or synonymous) characters refer to
those that are of the same or similar meanings, and thus can be used to define one another,
e.g., % (lao, old; aged) and % (kio, aged; long life; test). However, the exact meaning of
this category is ambiguous. Some contemporary scholars consider that the characters in
this category actually refer to those later invented characters for recovering their original
meanings. A common way to make this type of characters is to add radicals or other
components to the original characters. The character i (shé, snake) is an example from
this category. The character & (ta) was a pictograph of a cobra-like snake and originally
meant “snake”. Later ‘&) was borrowed to mean “other,” “it,” etc., and these meanings
overwhelmed its original meaning. Therefore, a worm radical #{ was added to the left of
‘E to make a new character . Other examples are /A (L. 4), #X/2A (L. 9), and 5/H
(L.11).

Phonetic loan characters refer to those that originally had no written form, and so
borrowed existing characters of the same or similar pronunciation. For example, the

character X resembles a weapon with a saw-toothed blade and long shaft, and originally
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referred to a kind of ancient weapon. Because the pronunciation of this character is

similar to that of the pronoun “I,” 3% was borrowed to mean “I,” or “me.”

Using This Book as a Teaching Tool

This book is the result of a serious, meticulous, and extensive study of the origins of
Chinese characters. Many of the books currently on the market on this topic offer learners
imaginative, yet inaccurate pictorial representations of characters. While imagination can
help learners remember Chinese characters, such historically groundless explanations
may misinform them. This book’s academic, accurate, and straightforward explanations
allow learners to study Chinese characters thoughtfully, but without the risk of becoming
overwhelmed by overly detailed information on origin and evolution.

It is our belief that this book will provide teachers with a new, efficient,
interesting, and scholarly way to teach Chinese characters to learners of Chinese, as well
as learners of Japanese and Korean, whose writing systems employ Chinese characters.
At Pomona College, where this book is required reading material for our beginners’
classes, the explanation of certain characters, such as ¥ (méi, have not, Lesson 2), %
(jia, family; home, Lesson 2), #{ (jido, teach, Lesson 7), 2 (héi, black, Lesson 9), often
induce laughter and excitement. We give tests weekly, asking students to briefly explain
how some characters came into being, in addition to identifying the characters’ pinyin
spellings and English definitions. We have noticed that our students not only memorize
Chinese characters more quickly and logically, but also retain far more knowledge about
the Chinese language in general.

It is our expectation that this book will benefit all learners of Chinese characters,
especially those who have difficulty memorizing numerous characters. In short, we hope
that reading The Way of Chinese Characters helps learners overcome the obstacles to

memorizing Chinese characters in an academically sound and creatively engaging way.

Jianhsin Wu
August 2009

Preface ix



BIBLIOGRAPHY
Gu, Yankui & fiT2E, ed. Hanzi yuanliu zidian, (&7 I 7 4) . Beijing: Huaxia
chubanshe, 2003.

Hanyu dazidian bianji weiyuanhui 5 K5 M 4REEZE 8 &, ed. Hanyu dacidian (55
K-4L) . Chengdu: Sichuan cishu chubanshe & Hubei cishu chubanshe, 1993.

Jiang, Lansheng VLEi’E and Zunwu Lu BE8i4E, eds. Jianhuazi fantizi duizhao zidian
(Pl e pi BB i) . Shanghai: Hanyu dacidian chubanshe, 2004.

Jiang, Shanguo #% 32, Hanzixue (EF-%:) .Shanghai: Shanghai jiaoyu chubanshe, 1987.

Liu, Yuehua %1 H #£ and Tao-chung Yao #ki& 7, et. al. Integrated Chinese ™ SCHEF
FE% ) |, Level 1, Part I Textbook. 3rd ed. Boston: Cheng & Tsui Company, 2009.

Rong, Geng %X B%, ed. Jinwen bian 4 C##) . Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1985.

Shi, Dingguo S 5E M, et al., eds. Jianhuazi yanjiu {fELFH5) . Beijing: Shangwu
yinshuguan, 2004.

Wan, Zhiwen %8 & 3, et al., eds. Gujin hanyu changyong zidian {2 VEEH F 7 ) |
Wuhan: Hubei renmin chubanshe, 2002.

Weng, Zhifei $E, et al., eds. Xinbian caoshu zidian g 7 M) . Hangzhou:
Zhejiang guji chubanshe, 2005.

Xie, Guanghui #6HE, et al., eds. Hanyu ziyuan zidian (ERETIRT ) . Beijing:
Beijing daxue chubanshe, 2002.

Xu, Shen [¥#] #F1H. Shuowen jiezi (GRICAAT-) . Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1978.
Xu, Shen. Preface to Analysis and Explanation of Characters in Zang, Kehe & 5. 1 and

Ping Wang T°F, ed. Shuowen jiezi xinding (i CAEFH5]) . Beijing: Zhonghua
shuju, 2002.

Xu, Zhongshu 4z &7, et al., eds. Hanyu guwenzi zixingbiao (G LT IEEK) .
Chengdu: Sichuan renmin chubanshe, 1981.

Xu, Zhongshu #xH 47, et al., eds. Jiaguwen zidian & 3T ) . Chengdu: Sichuan
cishu chubanshe, 1998.

X Bibliography



Yao, Tao-chung #ki&H' and Yuehua Liu 2| ] #, et. al. Integrated Chinese " SCHE3

fE% ) |, Level 1, Part I Textbook. 2nd ed. Boston: Cheng & Tsui Company, 2005.

Zhang, Shuyan 5R&E 7, et al., eds. Jianhuazi suyuan {FLTHIJH) . Beijing: Yuwen
chubanshe, 2005.

Bibliography xi



RADICALS

Key: H refers to the Oracle-Bone Inscriptions,
4 the Bronze Inscriptions, % the Seal Script, and
E the Cursive Script. See the Preface for more

information.

A

A rén (man; person; humankind)

Pictograph. In the Oracle-Bone and Bronze
Inscriptions, the character A\ presents the profile
of a figure with a head, arched back, arms, and
legs, which could indicate the early stage of
humankind as evolved from primates. Later, the
character came to resemble a person with two
long legs. The person radical { is often used in
characters related to human beings and their
activities, such as & (ni, you), 4 (ta, he; him),
{¥ (zhu, to live), and K (xi, to rest).

AN Bi%. WEX. €XBEE. B, B, BAmm AL,

A

jj dao (knife)

Pictograph. In ancient writing systems, the character JJ
resembles a knife, with the upper part as the handle and the
lower part as the edge. In Regular Script, the handle is
shortened so that it becomes almost unnoticeable.
Characters with the knife radical 1] usually have something
to do with knives, or cutting, such as ] (bié, to separate),
B (ci, to stab), and F| (li, sharp).

Tl B. BINE. EBIIW, TH&RITTIEITE.



jj li (physical strength; power)

Pictograph. In both the Oracle-Bone and Bronze
Inscriptions, the character /J resembles an ancient plow,
with the upper part as the handle and the lower part as the
plowshare. Since plowing requires great physical strength,
77 means “strength.” In Regular Script, /7 is similar in
form to JJ] (dao, knife) except that its top sticks out.

71 BJ%. WL @G A . BB 2 ),
G & 15

A A

x you (right hand; again)

Pictograph. In the ancient writing systems, the
character X represents a right hand. Later
M came to mean “again,” possibly because
most people are right-handed and therefore
use their right hands again and again in daily
life.

X %t. BAHTE.
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D kou (mouth; entrance)

Pictograph. The character H looks
like an open mouth. Characters with
the mouth radical are often
associated with the movement of the
mouth, e.g. ¥z (chi, to eat), ¥y (hg,
to drink), P& (chang, to sing), and
MY (jido, to shout).

0 ZE. BANOEIR,

« U
I:I wéi (enclose)

Pictograph. []  represents the
periphery or border of an area.
Characters relating to boundaries
often include the radical [, such
as B/ (guo, country; state) ,
/B8 (yuan, garden; park), /K
(t4, map). Note that [] is larger
than the radical [ (kou, mouth),
indicating a large area that can
contain many objects.

O gt. GEEIE. 1007 245N EB0E 5
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LESSON 1

A -

;I } xian (first; before; earlier)

Associative compound. In the
ancient form, the upper part of %%
is a foot and the lower part is a
person, indicating one person
walking ahead of another. In
Regular Script, the upper part is
& (tu, soil; earth), with a stroke
on the left, and the lower part still
resembles a person.

% 'E. BEXite G L
(N BT, A A EAEMR AT -

I G

EE shéng (to be born; to grow)

Associative compound. In the
Oracle-Bone inscriptions the character 4
looks like a seedling growing out of the
ground. Hence the original meaning of 4=
is “the growth of plants.” It can also mean
“grow,” “life,” “give birth to,” “unripe,”
“student,” etc. In Regular Script the
bottom part of 4 is 4 (ti, soil; earth),
and the upper part resembles grass or
plants growing above.

A gE. Bt EEIR PR, AEEEALR.



'f;ﬁ ni (you)

Phonetic loan character. The character
fR is derived from ® (ér). In the
ancient form, B looks like silkworms
spinning silk to make cocoons. Later
this character was borrowed to
represent the pronoun “you.” since the
pronunciation of “you” is similar to
that of . In Regular Script B is
simplified to /K with the person
radical 1 added on the left.

PR R, RELARAT . —SUBAERE T 2. BE R s AR R
HEE N5

PR

ﬁ hio (good; fine; 0.K.)

Associative  compound. In  the
Oracle-Bone Inscriptions and Bronze
Inscriptions, the character % shows a
woman holding a child. In traditional
Chinese society, giving birth to children,
especially sons, was a married woman’s
main responsibility. The inability to bear
children was considered a legitimate
reason for a husband to divorce his wife.
Mencius said: “There are three major
sins against filial piety, and the worst is
to have no heir.” It follows that women
who had sons were considered good.
You have already learned both % (nii,
female) and -F (zi, child) in the Radicals Section.

W oEE. ek, 18T, DAREA S E 28 SO0 BLIE A 4 4 R i o
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SE

/J\ xido (small)

Associative compound. In the
Oracle-Bone  Inscriptions  and
Bronze Inscriptions, the character
/Iv consists of three dots, like three
tiny grains of sand. In its later
forms, /) resembles a knife
(represented by the vertical hook in
the middle) cutting something into
two smaller pieces.

/J\ @'%o EF'%EE&%}«EEES’
BA NI RE, FoRTUMTE R

6
QH jié (elder sister)

Pictophonetic character. The character
%H contains & (nii, female) as the
radical and H (qi€) as the phonetic
element. This combination shows that :
the character relates to something ; 30
female and is pronounced as, or similar 1

to, the sound of H (qi€)". In the
Oracle-Bone and Bronze Inscriptions, ~

the character H. looks like a memorial s E
tablet used in ancestral worship. The
original meaning of H is “ancestor.”

_/\/\.
—_—
—
D
it
o na .'3
o 9®
T~ —~
~~

WO, fik, B, HAERE i‘”i”
GG IR FAL 2 B MR, (s
ISl

#
Please note that this book uses Mandarin pinyin to show pronunciation, which may not reflect ancient pronunciation. Some
characters contain phonetic elements that seem unrelated to pronunciation; this may be because the remaining phonetic element
within the character refers to the ancient pronunciation. It is difficult to trace the history of such pronunciation changes due to

changes in the pronunciations of phonetic elements themselves.
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APPENDIX

Explanations in Simplified Characters

Key: FF refers to the Oracle-Bone Inscriptions,
4 the Bronze Inscriptions, %% the Seal Script, and

E the Cursive Script. See the Preface for more information.

Radicals

A0

AN . WEIX. @XBAkL 1. B RN AIL.

R

J1 B, GBI, &I, TRIITILTIHN.

PRI

71 B WEX. &XHGHHEAA. RFHZERD), 518877

AL A

X %, BhHTFik.

0 .Y . g

A %E. BAIIER.



Radicals

« U

. GHEE. W24 5N E B0 5 .

IFORIPE R &

+ g%, Gt T 7 TEHE A,

DD

& . BANHT, BB E.

A KA

X . GMEIE R IEmATL. RPN RN, S AERR “R” &

4R

% B WEXBLTIE, SELTFHE.

FF LT

T 8. BEHRZ PRI IL.

ogEH. W M X7 AT, T TR T2k hERTE .

UL

N BE. WE. @XE=R, RRWRRMUNRE.
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CHARACTER INDEX

(by Pinyin)
KEY
* Bound Form (a character that is “bound
together” with another character—it appears in
combination with another character, not by itself)
MwW Measure Word
P Particle
QP Question Particle
A
7 cai just; not until; only 121
i} a P 137 | | 3% cai vegetable; dish; food 84
B/% ai love; be fond of 61 | | & can meal 161
% cha tea 113
B H chang often 94
SEAN chéng long 196
AN ba eight 24 | | Y5/3% ching field 221
= ba dad 43 | | 1§ ching sing 88
- ba question indicator; a B/ che car 222
onomatopoeic /%t chén lining 181
H bai white 78 | | % chéng wall; city wall; city 216
" bai hundred 190 | | w7 chi eat 68
2 ban half 76 W chi go out 208
/2 ban manage 132 | | B chua except 168
/3 bang help 135 | | % chi clear; neat 171
W/ bao newspaper 162 | | 2z chuan wear 184
M bei cup; glass 116 | | 4k/K chuing bed 158
Ik béi north 214 | | % chiin spring 211
H/N bei cowry shell 16 | | &/1d] ci word 149
Hi/#% bei prepare 140 | | % ci MW for occurrence 213
%/ bi pen 144 | | ~t cun inch 6
kb bi compare 201 | | #5/5% cud wrong; error 98
&/ bian side 159
i bian convenient 131 D
7/ 3l bié other 103
S bu not; no 40 | | 4T di hit; strike 86
w bu step 171 K da big; great 5,67
(=] dan but 138
C
300 Character Index by Pinyin




J1C1) dao knife 1
e dao go to; arrive 132 G

8 dao road; way 139
% dé obtain; get 100 | | F/ M gang just now 208
Ef] de P 47 || = gdo tall; high 55
e dei must; have to 100 | | %% gdo cake 207
& déng wait 134 | | % gio tell; inform 164
56 di younger brother 52| Xk gé dagger-ax 9
) di (ordinal prefix) 145 aF ge elder brother 57
Hh di earth 224 | | #K gt song 89
B/ dian dot; o’clock 75 | | &/ gé MW 49
&/ dian electricity 87 | | 44/ gdi give 117
JE dian shop; store 195 | | BR gén with; and; follow 141
/7R dong east 177 | | & géng even more 202
ZS dong winter 211 | | 5 gong bow 8
i dong understand 148 | | T gong tool; work; labor 7,111
#R dou all; both 60 | | A gong public 133
352 duin short; brief 197 | | T gong skill 151
/%5 dui correct; toward 92 | | 3% gong altogether 187
% dud many 67 | | GE/TH guin accommodation 119
15 /5% guan be used to 170
E B/5 gui honorable; expensive 32
2/ guo country; nation 42
5/ ér son; child 54 oSS guod fruit; result 196
il ér and; in addition 202 | | /3t guo pass 229

H &r ear 15

- er two 21 H

F % héi child 50
12 /1 hai still; yet 73
/K fa emit; issue 160 | | i hai sea 206
2 fa method; way 147 | | € han cold 219
S5/ 10 fan bother 228 | | /W han Chinese 149
8/ R fin meal; food 69 | | 17 hang firm 134
Vil fang square; side 131 | | 47 hio good; fine; OK 28
gk fei *coffee 114 ur hao like; be fond of 28
/% fei fly 220 | | 9&/%5 hao number 63
7 fen penny; minute 189 | | " he drink 112
EE) feng MW for letters 166 Fl hé and; harmonious 58
i fa clothing 180 | | & hé suit; agree 193
/5 fu duplicate 142 h&i black 192
fF fu pay 186 | | 1R hén very 81
Character Index by Pinyin 301






