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Preface

Chinese characters have been in use for thousands of years, and despite ar-
guments that have probably raged for about the same amount of time, the
Chinese people have never bothered to reform these characters in any mean-
ingful way. Oh, sure, in the mid-50s, the People’s Republic did revamp a
couple of thousand of them, thereby providing us with the so-called simpli-
fied character set (the subject of this volume), but you could argue that this
step only made the situation—at least for us poor foreign students—ever more
burdensome. For now, it has become necessary to learn not one system, but
both systems (traditional and simplified) in order to cope with mainland and
overseas documents, as well as with the oceans of legacy documents that
remain—older material printed before simplification.

Nevertheless, the very fact that these characters have persevered for such
a long time must mean something. It means that in some allegorical and
mystical sense they “want” to be learned, and indeed in my strictly empirical
and anecdotal research, I've not run into a person brought up in China who
complained about all the work it took to learn them. That’s cold comfort for
us non-native speakers, and the purpose of this book is to advance a method
which makes this daunting task much less so for us. Please see the ‘Read
Me First!’ introduction for a fuller, far more expansive discussion of this
innovative method.

I will conclude this section with a plethora of acknowledgments. First
off, I must point out that many of my ideas in this presentation drew upon the
earlier work of James W. Heisig and Michael Rowley dealing with Japanese
kanji.

My old college chum Chris Rider possesses critical acuity that I swear is
second to none. She graciously proofread the entire text, not only keeping
silly errors to a minimum, but also ensuring that my little stories stay on
point, remain consistent, and maintain their pedagogical integrity—a far more
demanding endeavor. I am grateful beyond words.

Matters artistic were the province of Jim Hannan, who performed yeoman
service in the design of the cover. If you don’t agree, you can blame me, for
I’'m the one who transformed it (as best I could) to electronic media. Thanks
to Jess Cerezo for the charming cover photo (of my mother-in-law).

Thanks to Web-meister (and Meistersinger) Mitch Clarvit for his expertise
in setting up www.EZChinesey.com . His bemused patience in the face of my
fearsome naivety had to be seen to be believed.
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I fear that errors remain in this book, despite the scrupulous care I took
(or attempted to take). Most of them are mine and mine alone, but not all. I
relied heavily on a small handful of remarkable reference works, but they did
not always agree, and not knowing whom to follow in those instances may
have led me down the wrong path. The three books in this personal canon
are the “Oxford Concise English-Chinese Chinese-English Dictionary” (I used
the second edition); Rick Harbaugh’s “Chinese Characters: A Genealogy and
Dictionary” (1998, published by Zhongwen.com; mine is the fourteenth print-
ing); and the “Chinese-English Comprehensive Dictionary,” edited by John
DeFrancis (2003, University of Hawai'i Press). These books, especially the last
two, should be at hand to every serious student.

Speaking of errors, I hope that I can rely on you, gentle reader, to assist
me in ruthlessly rooting them out. If you find any mistakes, or if you have
suggestions for improving the stories in any panels, or any suggestions for
improvement whatsoever, and if you include permission for me to use this
material in any and all subsequent editions and printings, then I will cheerfully
list the name of the first person who finds an error, and the names of all
readers whose suggestions are incorporated into the volume. Many thanks in
advance.

Without my kids Hannah and Sam, this book would have been written
in half the time! Thanks, kids. Hey, Max, thank you, too. My wife, Jozefa,
has been, as she has so frequently in the past, my bulwark against stupor,
discouragement, crankiness, and lassitude, the four horsemen of the authorial
apocalypse. More positively, she has supported and encouraged this venture
with good cheer, great advice, and unstinting love.

I deeply regret my mother not living to see this volume in print. The
example of her endlessly inventive creativity, nurturing care, and maternal
love was a remarkable role model for myself and my siblings and, indeed, for
anyone who knew her. I therefore dedicate this book to her. This one’s for
you, Ma.

—Alan Hoenig
Huntington, Long Island, New York
2008 August 8, 8:08AM
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Read Me First!

...Or in other words, should I buy this book?

EZChinesey™: the method.

Begin by staring at some Chinese text. No matter how intense your concen-
tration, it’s simply not possible to extract any meaning from the characters.
After a while, though, you may become sensitive to differences in appearance.
For example—and this is key—some characters have a simpler structure than
others. Compare, for example, a pair (of admitted extremes) such as = and
I

Okay, so any one character may be more complex than any other. What’s
the point?

Here’s how we can turn this observation to our advantage: Let’s decide
to arrange the characters of interest—the 2000 most common—in order of their
complexity. That is, we’ll arrange this list in order from simple to somewhat
less simple, to more complex, to downright frightening.

So how does this help? With luck, the simplest character is so simple you
can learn it instantly. Move forward to the next character in the list. If our luck
continues to hold, we should be able remember this next character by means of
some simple story or memory aid which relates the first character—which we
learned easily—to the change we need to get to the second, current character
we are focusing on.

Now keep on doing this. That is, we try to express every character as
some combination of a previous simpler character plus some small change, a
change so small that it’s easy to remember the current character as well. By
great good fortune, this method works splendidly! (See the technical notes
at the end of this introduction for additional details.) Actually, though, we
have to be a little more forgiving than this statement implies. We may need
to look at more than one of the previous characters, and from time to time
we need to introduce into our master list some components which comprise
various arrangements of strokes that aren’t themselves independent Chinese
characters.
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EZChinesey™ at work: an example.

Now let’s see how this helps us learn the meanings of the eight simplest
characters. The three simplest are —, =, and =, which mean ‘on€, ‘two’,
‘three’ respectively, and you’ll agree that it’s easy to learn them just as they
are. It won’t always be quite this easy, for there aren’t any additional legal
characters you can build up solely from horizontal strokes.

To move forward, we’ll need to introduce a component that provides
flexibility in constructing new characters. Here’s one that looks like an upright
stick: “ | °. Sturdy sticks are useful as primitive but effective tools, and as
scepter-like symbols of authority that identify kings, politicians, and other
self-important riffraff. This staff combines with bars to form new characters,
and we can keep track of them by creating simple stories which combine the
meanings of each component and embedded character. We show no mercy in
the creation of these stories—outrageous puns, incredible settings, and striking
images—in short, anything that makes it easy to remember them—are grist for
our mill.

Let’s keep going to show this method in action.

The next character on our list is -+, Chinese for ‘ten’ and constructed
from the single bar meaning ‘on€ and this new ‘sti! ’ component. It’s easy to
remember this meaning, for the crossed strokes look like the ‘t’” which begins
the word ‘ten’. Moreover, if you try to balance this cross-like structure, you
couldn’t. It would lean to the left or right, coming to rest as an “X’, the roman
numeral for ‘ten’.

Now, what might you make of this character: 2, which features ‘ten’
on top of ‘ONE? Someone smart enough to count backwards from ten to one
would have regarded themselves as a s"olar , and that’s one meaning for this
character.

The sti! can combine with =, tw0’, in several ways. First, imagine
trying to force the stick between the two bars to keep them far apart, like this:
I.. You can do it, but it takes work, which is one meaning for this character.

In X, ‘sti! * pierces ‘two’. Perhaps the stick is a hoe, and the bars
represent the top and bottom of the layer the hoe passes through. Layer of
what? Why, layers of earth, of course—and this character often means earth
or soil.

Sometimes, perhaps in time of drought, the earth is so soft and powdery,
that the hoe slips all the way through the earth until only its top is at the
surface, like this: . This happens when the soil is thirsty and dry, and that’s
what this character often means.
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Reviewing our work.
Okay, now don’t look back. Here are the eight characters we just discussed.

- = = + £ = £ F

Can you remember their meanings? I bet you did better than you expected.

EZChinesey™: results.

In this way, we build up the meanings for the two thousand most frequent
characters. With knowledge of these meanings, you will recognize—on aver-
age—97% of all the characters in any piece of modern Chinese writing. Not
bad. (In other volumes of this series, we’ll consider more characters and
methods for learning how to read and pronounce characters.)

You may still have many questions, but let’s pause for an important
message. We need to emphasize what EZChinesey™ is not It is not a
calligraphy manual. Nor is it an historical survey of the development of
character forms from ancient times until now. These and related topics are
certainly important and interesting, but you’ll need to go elsewhere to learn
more. Moreover, some scholars may find that the mnemonic scenarios I use
fly in the face of scholarly study—well, too bad! My goal here is a simple one,
and that is to present a simple method for rememberingChinese characters,
period.

One"aracter, onepanel.

Pause now to flip through this book to see how it’s organized. You’'ll see a
bunch of numbered panels, each of which contains information about a single
character or component. Each panel deliberately displays the character or
component in two font styles, so you get practice learning to recognize the
character. Out in the margin, you also get the pinyin pronunciation for it.

A visual graphic lets you know what components or previous characters
we use to construct this "aracter . Attached to the several little squares in
this display are the names of these components and panel numbers in which
they are defined, so you can easily flip back if you need to refresh your
memory. Moreover, the squares are filled in interesting ways which suggest
what portion of the character is occupied by which component. For example,

this display
l] manr 953 [ll inch 210

tells you that, roughly speaking, the left half of the character contains the
component named ‘manr’, presented first in §953, and the character ‘in" ’
from §210 appears on the right. (‘§’ is the ‘panel’ symbol; ‘§§° means ‘panels’.)
Chinese scribes build up one character that means ‘to pay’ (see §971) from
these components.
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The components for ‘eaglé (§1006) provide another illustration, and

E wild goose 1005 (altered) E bird 885

shows how the allocation of space can be a bit more complex. Sometimes,
components find themselves altered a bit, and the accompanying label makes
that clear.

(Rarely, characters contain miscellaneous strokes that are hard to identify
with any other components, and never again appear in any other character.
You’ll see a descriptive label to help you make sense of its shape, but there
won’t be any panel reference number to go along with it.)

le narrative scenario.

But the heart and soul of each panel is the central narrative which provides
a scenario for learning and remembering its meaning. You can see how some
words in this little story merit special typographic treatment. Words that
use type that appears like this refer to the components—that is, the building
blocks—of the current character. Words looking like this refer to the meaning
of the character. In this way, you can look at the narrative and see how the
parts contribute to the whole. You may have noticed that we have already
used these conventions above.

Sometimes, a story line begins with the abbreviation ‘8F which stands
for ‘bound form’. This means that the character never stands by itself, but
with at least one other character that precedes or follows it. Essentially, a
bound form character is only part of a Chinese word.

A little extra information appears just for fun. You learn how many
pen strokes it takes to draw the character, and the frequency ranking of the
character. The particle #9, pronounced ‘de’, has a frequency ranking of one;
it’s the most common character in written Chinese.

Of course, components also get their own panels. The abbreviation ‘cmp’
lets you know this is a component panel, and some other typographic con-
ventions differ slightly. Components do not have pronunciations, but do have
names. Sometimes components and characters coincide. For a variety of rea-
sons, it seems a good idea to present the item twice—once as a component,
and a second time, immediately thereafter, as a character.

There’s one more convention that proves useful from time to time. An as-
terisk * that follows a definition flags another character with the un-asterisked
definition which has appeared previously with a different character. For ex-
ample, in addition to <, ‘elder brother’, this volume presents characters >t
and %, ‘elder brother*” and ‘elder brother**’.

Now you’re good to go. If you'd like, you're can skip the remainder of
this introduction, and start the first unit.
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We’ve prepared some on-line resources to assist you. For example, at
our Web-site, Www.EZChinesey.COM you’ll find downloadable flash cards, re-
view material for each unit, graded reading practice, and much more—all free.
Further discussion of this material appears on our Web site and in this vol-
ume’s Appendix. The remainder of this introduction contains more about
EZChinesey™.

Exactly what doesit meanto Olearn®"aracter?

This question has two answers, and both miss the mark by a bit. Should we
concentrate learning the character’s pronunciation or should its meaningbe
our focus?

I rejected the ‘pronunciation’ alternative for several reasons. First off,
a significant minority of characters has several different pronunciations, de-
pending on context and meaning. More important, though, is the fact that,
in general, Chinese pronunciation is so different from English so as to render
any memory schemes seriously deficient, for how can an Englishmnemonic
refer to a pronunciation with no English counterpart?

We are led to the second candidate—meaning That is, we tie our memory
scheme to the meaning of each character. But even here there are difficulties.
Most of the time, there is not one single meaning for each character. Other
times, the character stands not for a ‘word’ in our usual sense, but for a
portion of word. Sometimes, too, the character represents a special Chinese
grammatical construct, for which no English equivalent occurs.

Even so, this seems to me the best method to choose. It was my intention
at all times to choose the most prominent meaning for each character, although
sometimes that’s a matter more of personal preference than actual Chinese
usage. I found it a particular challenge to provide a correspondence between
untranslatable ‘words’—particles and the like—and some reasonable English
pseudo-equivalent.

Of course, how do you learn the pronunciation of each character? Other
titles in the ‘EZChinesey™’ series address this important issue, but for the
time being, refer to the pinyin pronunciation in the right margin.

Advantagesand disadvantagesof EZChinesey™.

One finding of this book is that it is possible to deconstruct virtually every
character in terms of one hundred or so components. That’s certainly a lot
more than the 26 letters of the English alphabet, but it’s vastly less than
the figure of ‘thousands’ that unthinking instructors use to frighten would-be
students of Chinese.

Nevertheless, there iS one striking disadvantage to this method. The
order in which we learn characters the EZChinesey™ way matches that of
no known Chinese language curriculum. How could it? Language courses
go from common vocabulary to challenging words (more or less). This book

b5b



CHINESE CHARACTERS: LEARNN& REMEMBERINTHEIR MEANINGS

presents words from the visually simple to the visually complex, and the two
orderings will hardly ever line up. Although it may be difficult to use this
material in a traditional classroom setting, the author hopes that the ease and
rapidity with which novice learners can commit meanings to memory will
mitigate this problem.

Who decideswhat the 2000-mostommon“aracters are?

The earliest survey I know of Chinese character frequencies was made in 1928.
According to it, 2000 distinct characters account for 96.5% of the text selec-
tions in this study, which comprises over 900,000 characters. Most recently,
in an analysis of over 87 million characters of non-technical material, Jun
Da basically reproduced this result—2000 characters account for 96.5% of the
text. [Please refer to Proceedingsf the FourthInternational Conferenceon
NewTe"nologies in Tea"ing and LearningChinese(edited by Pu Zhang et.
al), pp. 501-11, 2004. (Beijing: Tsinghua University Press) for further details.]
Moreover, there were only 8,435 distinct characters in this large sample—a far
cry from the “tens of thousands” that the uninformed claim need be learned.
This scholar has made his list of character frequencies available for down-
loading (from lingua.mtsu.edu/chinese-computing ), and it is the first 2000
of these characters with which we concern ourselves in these pages. I am
grateful to this researcher for allowing me to use his results.

Componentsversus"aracters.

I’ve spoken above of “characters” and “components,” but I'd like to spend a
few minutes clarifying the distinction between them. Basically, if a glyph can
stand by itself in a Chinese document, and be recognized as having its own
pronunciation, then it’s a "aracter . Otherwise, it’s a componenta building
block for other independent characters.

You may already know about radicals which are special types of com-
ponents used by scribes to categorize all Chinese characters. Many radicals
(but not all') show up in this book as components. Radicals often appear
independently as characters. For example, a common radical is ® (it means
“mouth”), which is a character in its own right, but appears as a radical in
words like *t, ¥, %, and many, many others.

Sometimes, when a component in the EZChinesey™ method coincides
in form with one of the more-or-less two hundred recognized radicals, we
identify it as such with the suffix ‘r’. So while ‘man’ is ‘A, the man radical
‘mant’ looks like 1, and frequently makes an appearance in this volume as
a component.

‘Words’ themselves sometimes play the role of components: ¥ ‘ancient
is part of #&; K ’end,tip’ appears in 4k and &; and there are numerous
other instances.
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READ ME FIRST!

Although our purpose is to present narratives for the two thousand most
common characters, it was sometimes necessary to relax this restriction. It
often happens that a well-defined portion of a common character contains a
sub-unit which is itself an independent character, but a rare one. For example,
the Chinese use % to mean a generic form of short-tailed bird. However,
while this character is only the 5837th most common character in use, it
itself appears often in other, far more frequent characters; 3£ (meaning ‘heap
up’, rank 1370), 4 (‘push, sos), £ (‘criterion’, 379), 1 (‘-ism, 1856), %
(‘gather, 406), & (‘burnt’, 1554), and #& (‘look at’, 1551) barely scratch the
surface. I deemed it closer to the spirit of this work to include ‘£ among
the list of characters for this book. After all, even though it is rare, it still
occurs from time to time, it can’t hurt to know it, and it helps learn many
of its offspring. That’s why all told, this book includes narratives for close to
2300 characters and components.

WhatOshe bestway usethis book?

Using our method to learn characters is a skill, and skill sets improve and
strengthen the more you use them. You may find the ideas of learning char-
acter meanings daunting at first—that’s why the first few units are much
shorter than most of the units in this volume.

You should strive to do some of this work each day. Of course, if you stick
to the book while doing this, it’s easy to wonder—are you really learning the
meaning for each character (and vice versa), or are you learning to regurgitate
this material in the order it appears? For that reason, I strongly recommend
the use of flash cards (which can be shuffled) and other memory aids. Our Web
site—forgive us for bragging one more time—contains several kinds of practice
material, including flashcards, end of unit review material, and graded reading
practice. Fuller discussion appears on-line and in the book’s Appendix.

I myself seem to have gravitated to a two-ply system, and I have become
addicted to using flashcards for review. It’s ‘two-ply’ for while I am reviewing
or learning the words in some current unit, I also review the material in a
previous unit. I review a units-worth of entries in two ways. From the
definition (that is, I cover the left-hand, ‘character’ side of the cards), I try
to recreate its form in my mind (actually, I tend to ‘draw’ it on the palm of
one hand with the index finger of the other). Then, (after shuffling the pack
of cards) while looking at the characters (this time covering the right side), I
identify its definition. And I try to do this three times a day for each of the
two units I am learning and reviewing.
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CHINESE CHARACTERS: LEARNN& REMEMBERINTHEIR MEANINGS

In conclusion...

Learning Chinese is rewarding and challenging, but the problem of grappling
with Chinese characters threatens the success of the whole endeavor. With
this book, you will learn a method that takes the sweat out of learning them,
a method that, well, puts the ‘ease’ into ‘Chinese’.

Abbreviations Used

BF  bound form
CMP component
LIT  literary

M measure word
r radical

SB  somebody
STH something

v variant

b8b



Unit 1
New Beginnings

— — bar
What else could this be?

2— ~—— one . bar 1
Chinese tally marks are evidently horizontal rather than vertical. One such
bar stands for one [1 STROKES RANK 2]

3 = :. two . one (times 2) 2

Onetally twice stands for two. Notice that the upper bar is shorter than the
bottom one.

Sometimes this character, especially at a character’s bottom, represents
two horizontals. [2 STROKES RANK 157]

4= = three C] one 2 E two 3
Iree Dbars generate the number three. Since the middle stroke is the shortest,
it is natural (and important!) to interpret this symbol as one plus two.

[3 STROKES RANK 125]

] | scepter

This is a simple vertical stroke, and it’s helpful to assign to such primitive
forms a similar shape, such as a scepter which is what we’ll do here. The
presence of a scepteroften conveys impressions of authority and leadership,
used as this object often is by rulers and leaders.

The scepteris a tool conferring authority, and we might sometimes regard
it as a symbol of such. But sometimes, too, we’ll just regard it as a stick-like
tool.

er

san



CHINESE CHARACTERS: LEARNN& REMEMBERINTHEIR MEANINGS UNIT 1, =u6D10

6 + —l_ ten E one 2 |]:| scepter 5

1 Go ahead—try to balance this cross-like shape on its bottom point. It
can’t be done. It will teeter to the left or right, and come to rest on two
points—the bottom plus the left or right end of the horizontal stroke. In
this position, it looks like the Roman numeral X, or ten.

2 The character -+ looks like the letter ‘t” which stands for ‘ten’.

When used as a component, this character will sometimes take on the
meaning of ‘a good several’. [2 STROKES RANK 112]

7 I— I Iabor, work . two 3 m scepter 5

The components of T are = and | . Normally, though, the horizontal strokes
of two are close together. If we pry these strokes apart, and keep them propped
open with our scepterwe have done some useful work.

[3 STROKES RANK 118]

8 ':]: j: s"olar ten 6 D one 2

1 A s"olar is someone so smart they can count backwards from ten to

one
2 A s"olar combines many positive attributes—as many as ten—within
one individual. [3 STROKES RANK 372]

9 i- i earth,soil : two 3 m scepter 5

Our scepter has uses other than conveying authority. Now let’s use it in
farming. Imagine the earth, and that the = component shows two layers of
the ground in a sideways, cut-away view. The upper stroke shows the surface,
and the lower, represents the level to which we dig the hoe. Times are so

tough that even the king needs to participate—even he must use his scepter

for hoeing, and that’s what we see here. The scepter pierces the surface of
the soil for some small distance. .. [3 STROKES RANK 515]

10 ;l; :F' dry 5 two 3 m scepter 5

...but if the soil is exceptionally dry, as during a drought or in the desert,
the sti! might well plunge through the two layers to its very tip, as we see
here. [3 STROKES RANK 353]
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Unit 2
Onion-Like Layers

11-£- E klng EJ one 2 ; two 3 m scepter 5

Because the middle horizontal scepteris shorter than the other two, we can
group the horizontals as ‘0né€ followed by ‘two'. This character’s components
are therefore ‘oné-‘two'-‘lead; a king is chosen by a nation as some one
to (sounds like ‘two’—get it?) lead A scepteris a symbol of authority, and
therefore of leadership [4 STROKES RANK 299]

12* $ plentiful N king 11 (altered)

BF In times of abundance, or plentiful economics, a king’s authority grows and
expands. In this character, his scepter overflows the bounds of the horizontal
components to emphasize this abundance. [4 STROKES RANK 1189]

13 3}5 E”E not I:I three 4 [D scepter 5 [ﬂ scepter 5 [I three 4

The left and right halves of 3F consist of a pair of threetoothed combs which
are mirror images of each other. Each comb looks alike but they are never-
theless not equal. [8 STROKES RANK 283]

14 i——- g:: jadetablet = earth, soil (times 2) 9
A jadetablet was a symbol of great authority in ancient societies and pos-
sessed very great value. How do you safeguard such an item? Here’s one
way—create several piles of earthand secrete it in one of them, but only you
(the tribal leader) know which one. [6 STROKES RANK 3537]

15 .EL E_ moreover . bar (times 4) 1 [[I] scepter (times 2) 5
Do you like this small system of shelves? With it, you can stack more stuff
over each other. [5 STROKES RANK 296]
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CHINESE CHARACTERS: LEARNN& REMEMBERINTHEIR MEANINGS UNIT 2, oal16D20

16 ﬁ E straight, vertical m ten 6 ; moreover 15 (altered) zhi
If we pile ten bookshelves from the definition of ‘moreovet on top of each
other, they need to be as straight and vertical as possible so they don’t topple
over. Moreover we need to add an extra horizontal ‘shelf’ to each bookcase
for additional strength and support. (As if to tempt fate, the vertical shaft of +
lists a bit to starboard in this character—look closely!)  [8 STROKES RANK 255]

False identity alert: At first blush, it seems that E ‘moreover’ acts as a
component in B ‘straight, vertical’. But look very closely—the stovepipe hats
have different numbers of bars: E. versus Z..

17 E =] subjectof a ruler N king 11 (altered) L] scepter 5 chén
What do subjectsdo to acknowledge their servile status to the king? They
kneel. Here’s a view from the top of one such servant. His back is to the left
(next to the King’s scepte), and the servant’s head is between his kneeling
legs. The two short verticals represent his knees, which are all you can see of
his legs. [6 STROKES RANK 1138]

18 E E huge . subject of a ruler 17 D vertical struts jfl
(In the schematic, gray indicates removal or subtraction or minor alteration
of some elements.) If you've ever gone off a diet, you know the ‘overshoot’
effect at first hand. Not only do you regain—instantly—all your lost weight,
but you overshoot the mark and now weigh more than you did originally. In
the same way, when we erase the vertical ‘knee’ marks (of §17) to show that
the subjectis standing up, in some magical way, he overshoots his original
height to become huge [4 STROKES RANK 913]

19.5- ﬁ lve .l labor, work 7 E one 2 ‘j unexpected stroke wu

Here’s the profile of a royal throne, and we see the supports for the 1ve major
limbs of the queen—supports for the head, two arms, and two feet.
[4 STROKES RANK 279]

2042 H mutual M i ooieed  hu
Look carefully to see the stylized arm reaching down to grab a second arm
reaching up to grab it. Imagine they are giving each other mutual assistance.

[4 STROKES RANK 819]
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Unit 3
Curiouser and Curiouser

21 I—LJ IJ_I mountain . three 4 (altered) D one 2

#ree peaks form one mountain. [3 STROKES RANK 259]

22 th |I:E| exit = mountain (times 2) 21

Although this character looks like it has some connection to b, it’s better to
focus on the five vertical strokes, which have the appearance of bony fingers.
In fact, when you stare at it, 3 resembles a hand, highly contorted perhaps,
like that of the wicked queen in the guise of the hag who beckoned Snow
White out of the dwarfs’ cottage, persuading her to exit from the safety of
the room and so to her fate. [5 STROKES RANK 28]

23% ﬁ.jl: strike 5 earth, soil 9 ; mountain 21

BF Earth from a mountain is a landslide—it strikes with great force.
[5 STROKES RANK 395]

J J hookedsti2
The long vertical ‘scepter’ stroke of the preceding panels sometimes ap-
pears with a hook. In this context, the vertical can refer to something hook-
like, but sometimes the hook acts as an ‘abbreviation’ sign. That is, the hooked
vertical will remind you of a more elaborate shape.

25 T T fourth D one 2 m hooked stick 24

(The definition here refers to ‘fourth in a series of items or fourth in a list’.)
This shape reminds me of the special hooklike keys you use to open onecan
of sardines. With the layers of cramped fish finally exposed, they are free to
go forth (sounds like fourth) for your gustatory delight.

We will sometimes use this shape to refer to a platform or table, because
that’s what it looks like. [2 STROKES RANK 1168]
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CHINESE CHARACTERS: LEARNN& REMEMBERINTHEIR MEANINGS UNIT 3, =a26D30

265" 3: in; at; to D two 3 [I] hooked stick 24

Prepositions are the worst part of learning foreign languages—they never
translate cleanly, which is why we must append three meanings to F. How
do you even visualize prepositional relationships? Here’s our hook—we’ve
already compared two horizontals to the surface of dry earth (see §10), but
the hook helps lock the stick in place or at our location. Furthermore, the
‘two’ strokes which indicate the earth sound like to. [3 STROKES RANK 40]

27 % %E' hand E three 4 m hooked stick 24
The hookedsti! is shorthand for an entire arm; the hook is the elbow, but
only the forearm is explicitly drawn. The three horizontal strokes are the
stylized fingers of the hand, so stylized that no one cares that we show six
fingers! [4 STROKES RANK 143]

28%?‘ ?i do obeisancesalute | I 27 (altered) I king 11 (altered)
Is this character evidence for subtle subversion on the part of ancient scribes?
Observe a slightly disfigured left hand performing a salute to a trumped-
up king—too many chevrons and a scepter threatening to drop out of the
frame. [9 STROKES RANK 1218]

31L ?: handr

When the character F appears as a component in another character,
it takes this somewhat abbreviated and distorted form—now there are only
four fingers! (Or perhaps there are five—the four ends of the more-or-less
horizontal strokes, and the upper protruding end of the central hook.)

30 ;}i H:; hang I] handr 29 [I jade tablet 14

If you take your hand and hang the jadetablet which symbolizes our lead-
ership and power, then everyone can inspect it and render proper respect to
you. [9 STROKES RANK 1232]

Sometimes, when we use a character as a component, it suffers mild
distortion. For example,

i becomes 3
£ becomes 2
T becomes —T
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UNIT 3 CURIOUSER AND CURIOUSER
Sometimes, though, the distortion is more severe. We will draw your attention

to instances of these disfigurations by including the word ‘altered’ in the label
that identifies the component.
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Unit 4
Action and Inaction

313‘5 ?E resistor repel B tandr o huge 18

BrF The giant’s hand is huge With it, it’s easy for him to resist and repel his
enemies. [7 STROKES RANK 1331]

32;}5”_: ?ﬂF pUt in order l] hand r 29 [ll not 13

The straight lines of ‘not’ suggest the ordered arrangement of soldiers who are
drilling. Here’s a young boy using his hand to put his toy soldiers in order.
And in fact another meaning for ‘pai’ is ‘platoon’. [11 STROKES RANK 682]

33 ;}T *T hit E hand r 29 u fourth 25
The hand (on the left) is clutching the ‘fourth’ component on the right, which
we earlier compared to a metal key, as if it were a pair of brass knuckles.
We are getting ready to hit someone with a vengeance. What’s the point of
fighting if you’re not going to win? [5 STROKES RANK 223]

=1 d boarOtead N
The design emphasizes the stiff bristles that cover a boarOsead

3542 $3 sweep B handrzo [ boars head 34

Officially, the right component represents a boarOBead but we’ll interpret it
as the bottom of a broom, which is what it looks like! After all, we have to
put these stiff bristles to good use. We see a hand holding a broom getting

ready to Sweep [6 STROKES RANK 1435]
36 %ji :-EEEE broom plentiful (times 2) 12 E boar’s head 34

I'm a champion sweeper, and I wear out brooms plenty fast. The bristles
come from a boarOkead and I use an abundanceof them.
[11 STROKES RANK 3591]
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UNIT 4, oo37D42 ACTION AND INACTION

37ﬂ- _:B. hideous . boar’s head 34 (altered) |:[| scepter 5 chou
The underlying ‘boarOkead is a variant of the form shown above in §34.
Wild, feral boars are far more hideousand frightening than their domestic
cousins. This character shows one so ancient and mighty that a giant fang
extends upward from his horizontal jaw to the top of his head The fangs are
weapons and, like a sceptera symbol of his authority within the pack.
[4 STROKES RANK 1901]

3841 A twist, wren” B hondrzo (W hideouss;  niti
Twisting and especially wren"ing are ugly motions, often accompanied by
ugly emotion. It’s not surprising that a hand accompanied by uglinesshas
this meaning. [7 STROKES RANK 1805]

39 1?—‘ $ pen,writing instrument
E boar’s head 34 m scepter 5 E two 3 yfl
BF There are a total of five horizontal strokes in this rare character, representing
five fingers holding the vertical pen The first and third fingers are linked,
to emphasize that the first three fingers of a hand are the strongest and most
dexterous. [6 STROKES RANK 3526]

[l O enclosure

Normally, only [ contains additional elements inside it; P never does.

41 v l:l mouth E enclosure 40  koOu
Almost everyone already knows this is a stylized representation of an actual
mouth. It’s square rather than round because the calligraphy brush made
circular curves difficult to execute, but it represents a small enclosure It’s
often useful to imagine that & represents a speaking person, or sometimes
just a person. It’s only possible to reliably distinguish [0 from 2 when
they’re next to each other. [3 STROKES RANK 212]

42 @ IEI return . enclosure 40 E mouth 41 hui
Here, a lonely man imprisoned in an enclosureuses his mouth to signal his
distress, his desire to return home to friends and family.

[6 STROKES RANK 172]
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CHINESE CHARACTERS: LEARNN& REMEMBERINTHEIR MEANINGS UNIT 4, oa43D48

43 Yg El bamboopit" pipes : mouth 41 5 mouth 41
BF Bamboopit” pipesare flute-like things we blow into to get a pure musical
tone. Here are two of the holes—mini-mouths so to speak.

[6 STROKES RANK 1716]

44 U?? IIII:IIZI product m mouth 41 E mouth 41 G mouth 41
Here is a stylized crowd of merchants, represented by their mouths. They are
busy hawking the products they have for sale. [9 STROKES RANK 308]

45 ‘:F EFI middle E enclosure 40 ‘:[I scepter 5

An enclosure-a small pen—pierced by a scepterthrough the middle nicely
illustrates this concept. [4 STROKES RANK 14]

46 $ $ Strung together E mouth 41 E mouth 41 m scepter 5
Here’s a grisly tale—natives from a cannibal isle take their shrunken heads,
symbolized by a pair of mouths, and use a small pole or scepter to string
them together. [7 STROKES RANK 1832]

47 EP EFI express E mouth 41 m ten 6

BF A skilled orator can expressherself on any subject—figuratively speaking,
ten words emerge effortlessly from her mouth [5 STROKES RANK 1110]

48 ‘ﬁ EE let sbdo sth E mouth 41 ten 6

You can think of the “®’ part as the portcullis on a medieval castle. Someone
has just raised the central vertical to let you walk through.
[5 STROKES RANK 136]
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Unit 5
Moving and Standing Still

49 ;IH?] THEI take out I] hand r 29 [ll let sb do sth 48

The vertical on the right looks for all the world like a thorn embedded in a
hand or a paw. The fingers of the ‘hand’ on the left are about to take out
this offending object by clamping on it. [8 STROKES RANK 1178]

50F  FR  dirstin aseries ™ mouth 41 W tens
A protest rally is getting under way. You are at the head of the line holding
a sign which looks just like this character. You hold it by its long handle, so
people can read it. It lets them know to stand behind you. You are 1rst in the
seriesof ten marchers, all of whom are loudmouths  [5 STROKES RANK 1106]

51 .é- E- ancient 5 ten 6 E mouth 41

This character shows ten mouths. Mouths next to each other in time (rather
than space) can represent generations. Thus, something like ten generations
ago is ancient [5 STROKES RANK 509]

52 pA]— u_l_ leaf l:l mouth 41 ﬂ ten 6

If you rotate % (§51) by ninety degrees, you get this character, *t ‘leaf’.
The rotation means ten mouths in space, not time, ten people (Omouti)
clamoring for food. Fortunately, there’s enough—to the host’s relief (sound
like leaf!). [5 STROKES RANK 920]

53 solid . enclosure 40 ‘E ancient 51

Ancient ruins, surrounded or protected by an enclosuremust be pretty solid
to have lasted this long. [8 STROKES RANK 893]
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CHINESE CHARACTERS: LEARNN& REMEMBERINTHEIR MEANINGS UNIT 5, oa54D60

54 V# ua clu2 l] mouth 41 |:. ancient 51

For some ancient people, the sounds from their mouthsoften resemble mut-
tering or the clu2s of chickens. [8 STROKES RANK 2418]

55‘7-}- uj: spit I] mouth 41 [. earth, soil 9

From your mouthto the earth—that pretty much sums up the act of spitting.
[6 STROKES RANK 1653]

-
56 -:"3: = |U2y 5 scholar 8 E mouth 41
BF The words from a s"olarOsmouth are considered lu2y . I assume this is
a scholar’s definition of luck! [6 STROKES RANK 856]
57 ‘33 Eﬂ leld . enclosure 40 ‘il ten 6

Officially, this pictograph represents a leld with irrigation ditches. In keeping
with our methods, it’s better to think of a cultivated 1eld as an enclosure
containing any number of crops, perhaps ten or so. [5 STROKES RANK 778]

58 i l_=_|:|E appear m mouth 41 king 11
In ancient societies, Kings were often isolated from their subjects. Their ap-
pearancefor ceremonial or ritual purposes would have been a key event in an-
cient life, so it makes sense to use this event to stand for the verb appear. The
mouth represents the physical features of the king. [7 STROKES RANK 1563]

59 ;J"D TD to button E hand r 29 u mouth 41
Here, you use your hand to button the button, which looks like nothing so
much as a doll’s mouth [6 STROKES RANK 1625]

60—‘}]- -m- can,may EI fourth 25 E mouth 41

Children’s tales often involve an important character who succeeds in a task
only after several trials. A big, bad wolf, for example, may need several
attempts to huff and puff to blow a house down. Here, only after the expulsion
of a mighty breath from its mouth on the fourth attempt can the wolf succeed
in his demolition work.
¥ often appears as part of another character. Then, it will often receive
the interpretation of ‘ability’, the noun referred to by canand may.
[5 STROKES RANK 30]

b20b

ji

tian

chéng

kou



UNIT 5, or61D66 MOVING AND STANDING STILL

61 UEJ- uﬁ,l- breatheout D mouth 41 m can; may 60
Breathing out is one of a mouthOspecial abilities [8 STROKES RANK 1861]
58 =

62+ 'E_F elder brother H can; may 6o (altered) E can; may 60

1 erIf you have an elderbrother, you know it’s not an easy life, especially
when you’re young. Lots of fights break out, so you really need physical
a doubledoseof ability to survive.

2 Elder brothers are frustrating creatures. Since they’re older than you,
they have so many more abilities [10 STROKES RANK 804]

63 EI E day,sun . enclosure 40 E one 2

BF A stylized pictograph of the sun A day enclosesnemajor time period.
[4 STROKES RANK 101]

64 E’ EI speak . mouth 41 E one 2
1 Onemouthis used for speaking
2 The horizontal line represents the expulsion of breath when speaking
[4 STROKES RANK 1656]

65 ——-9— E dawn day, sun 63 D one 2
How can you help but see the sunrising above the horizon line at dawn?

[5 STROKES RANK 1300]

66 i-a— i_a 3at E earth, soil 9 dawn 65
BF No matter what the terrain, the earth at dawn appears 3at.
[8 STROKES RANK 1017]
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Unit 6
Up and Down

67%—2 ?E undertake l:l hand r 29 [I dawn 65
Undertaking the tasks of daily life begins early. At dawn, people begin using
their handsto perform their various chores. [8 STROKES RANK 720]

68 ]EJ IEI Old; bygone D scepter 5 [. day, sun 63
An aged leader, with her scepteras symbol of authority, has seen many days
and reflects on past, bygone times. [5 STROKES RANK 915]

69 \% E{ 30urishing H speak 64 E speak 64
BF Merchants 3ourish when they speaka lot. Their sales pitches nail their
deals. [8 STROKES RANK 1606]

70-? E morning ™ day, sun 63 B o

1 The sunis jauntily perched on a ten—it’s 10:00, a frabjous time to finally
begin the morning.

2 The horizontal line of the ‘ten’ component represents ground level. The
vertical stroke is a flower stalk, on top of which sits a sunflower bud.
In the morning, the bud opens and prepares to follow the sun.

[6 STROKES RANK 462]

71 E. E inside |I| field 57 ; earth, soil 9

Inside a $eld's soil are the roots of a goodly number of crops.
[7 STROKES RANK 50]

72 «l"_;q_ i_@ bury I:I earth, soil 9 [ll inside 71
When are you part of the earthOgside® When they come to bury you!
[10 STROKES RANK 1640]
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UNIT 6, oa73D78 UP AND DOWN

73 EE. EE rational l] king 11 [.l inside 71
How does a king get to be in charge, at least in theory? The kingOsnsides
supposedly endow him with superior logic and rationality , so much so that
he deserves our fealty. [11 STROKES RANK 89]

74"2 M8  enumeration L ot o (W insice 71
I’ve chosen a slightly non-standard use for this glyph. The enumeration I refer
to has to do with listing items:

Yingwén i, Déwén li, Fawén i, ta dou hui shuo.
He canspeakEnglish,German,and Fren".
When speaking, you enumerateitems by speaking each item (with your

mouth naturally) as it bubbles up from within (inside) you.
[10 STROKES RANK 1949]

75 ué” HE sing E mouth 41 u flourishing 69
It’s possible to think of song as enhanced speaking, that is, the expressive
powers of the singing mouth have %ourishedeyond normal.

[11 STROKES RANK 1252]

76 l‘ﬁ:‘] EIEEI crystal EI day, sun 63 E day, sun 63 G day, sun 63
BF The light on the facets of a crystal, so bright and brilliant, looks just like
several suns [12 STROKES RANK 1725]

77 -f% % measure 5 dawn 65 E inside 71
At the break of dawn visibility improves inside your room, making it easy
to measurethings by natural light. [12 STROKES RANK 241]

78 E] E eye . enclosure 40 E two 3

gF The twoenclosuresn the upper half of your head are your eyes Also, you
can imagine yourself taking an open eye, turning it on its end, and simplifying
all curves to horizontal and vertical segments, to get H.

[S STROKES RANK 239]
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CHINESE CHARACTERS: LEARNN& REMEMBERINTHEIR MEANINGS UNIT 6, oa79D84

=2 =
B E brave Dhelmet ‘I’ two 3 : eye 78
It’s easy for a soldier to be brave when he is helmetedin such a way to

protect his two eyes (We have no component called ‘helmet’, but to me, this
seems an obvious piece of imagery.) [9 STROKES RANK 1222]

79

80 HT E-_I- Stare I] eye 78 [l fourth 25
A stareis a fixed gaze, in which one person hooksyou with his eye (Here,

we are decomposing the T component of §25 into its components.)
[7 STROKES RANK 1906]

81'?2_ 3|:|5' me AE‘ five 19 : mouth 41
I don’t know about you, but my head, with its $ve Omouths orifices (two

ears, two nostrils, mouth) is the essence of me, the center of consciousness.
[7 STROKES RANK 1649]

82 'EF H ear . eye 78 (altered)

Earsand eyes are the main sensory receptors of a person. The ear is shown
here as a slightly deformed eye The horizontal extensions emphasize the
additional external structures that surround our ears The lower vertical stroke
on the right is the earlobe of the right ear. [6 STROKES RANK 887]

83 M expressaddObut contrasting info

E‘ one 2 i eye 78 (altered)

Think of this diagram as a sketch whereby the little ‘dab’ connects two con-

trasting forms, the smooth horizontal surface on the top, and the rough,

beard-like form below it. Consequently, we’ll use this character to express
contrast

Also, an eye subject to rotation and gross alteration, surveys the horizon

All kinds of stuff are visible, similar and contrasting. [6 STROKES RANK 36]

g4t TH face,aspect
. express add’l but contrasting info 83 m a few alterations
BF Regard this character as a triptych of mirrors, perhaps on a lady’s dressing
table. The topmost stroke is a light bar connected to the top of the mirrors.
The lady of the house facesthe mirrors and can inspect any of three aspects
of her reflection. [9 STROKES RANK 74]
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Unit 7
From Sideto Side

85 \:F] Tsﬁ rain . express add’l but contrasting info 83 (altered) |E| drops of rain

1 What a contrastwith yesterday! It was bright sun yesterday—today it’s
pouring rain!

2 Look at the driving rain outside the dual windows. (It’s a double window,

with a long decorative sill on top.) [8 STROKES RANK 928]

86 '?5 '%E' thunder M ain 85 . feld 57
It’s not enough to have rain to water the crops in the $elds The rainfall must
be intense, otherwise you tease the crops but don’t let them grow. Typically,
intense rainstorms, sufficiently intense to nourish the $elds are accompanied
by thunder, so this character is fitting for this natural noise.

[13 STROKES RANK 686]

87 ?-; EEE' snow E rain 85 E boar’s head 34

1 Here’s precipitation lying in white layers on the ground. Can’t be rain,
so it must be snow.

2 Here’s precipitation that needs sweeping away with my boarOsead
broom. It’s snow! [11 STROKES RANK 1003]

88'?7%{ FIE'% needs requirements

5 rain 85 E express add’l but contrasting info 83

BF Rain often marks a contrast with previous conditions. Moreover, once it
starts raining, you will needother stuff—hats, umbrellas, boots, raincoat—to
stay comfortable, so this is a good way to indicate needsand requirements
[14 STROKES RANK 408]
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CHINESE CHARACTERS: LEARNN& REMEMBERINTHEIR MEANINGS UNIT 7, oa89D93

80¥% I auspicious
Ij king 11 m mountain 21 E express add’l but contrasting info 83  TUl

BF The right pair of components combines soaring mountainsseemingly con-
nected to a contrasting image, roots firmly anchored underground. The
Chinese people must have felt that the ideal king combines lofty ideals—
mountains—with down-to-earth practicality, symbolized by the roots. A king
thus endowed would surely have an auspiciousreign.

[13 STROKES RANK 1332]

90%% M gaspfor breath
mouth 41 m mountain 21 E express add’l but contrasting info 83 chuédn
BF Consider a mountainand its contrast the valley down below, and suppose
you run like the wind from the mountain down to the other. Through your
mouth you’ll be gaspingfor breath
Could the gasping be due to asthma? Asthma is another meaning for
this character. [12 STROKES RANK 1977]

91%‘77 :_r"EF mortgage,pawn, give assecurity
l:l hand r 29 [I first in a series 50  ya
Before I get a bank loan, I hand over the item that’s $rst in my affections,
as a guarantee they get their money back. This is the essence of pledging
collateral or mortgaging your house. [8 STROKES RANK 1775]

M Ll speakup!
Here’s someone cupping their ear with their left hand to better hear what
someone is saying.

93 UL] HLI to becalled 5 mouth 41 |:. speak up! 92 jido
It looks like someone is standing attentively, cupping their ear with their left
hand to betterhear what the mouth is saying. The person with the mouth
(on the left) is calling somethingto the hearing-challenged friend.
[5 STROKES RANK 387]
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O ™ grassr

1 Short grassplants emerge vertically from the horizontal ground.

2 Here, in the United States, where these words are being written, we think
of grassas a charming, but bland, garden ornament. In fact, the many
species of grasses throughout the world belie this blandness. Many are
highly colored and highly ornamental. Some, like some majestic forms
of bamboo, are breathtaking. Consequently, it sometimes behooves us
to interpret this component as a form of decoration, particularly outdoor
decoration.

3 Remind yourself of the hand component of §29. That character looks like
our bit of grass but arranged vertically instead of horizontally. Some-
times it’s useful to refer to this image as another hand.

95 ﬁ E grass D grassr 94 E morning 70

1 The small ‘grass component on top of this character is the actual grass

To get the whole character, think of your gardener arriving to cut the
grassin the morning

2 Grassis even grassierin the morning Glowing in the morning light,

freshened by its breakfast of dew, a perfect lawn seems even more perfect

at this hour. [9 STROKES RANK 789]
- —++ .

96 E bitter D grassr 94 E ancient 51
It’s famine time. Bitter experience soon teaches you that grasswhich is
ancient tastes the most bitter. [8 STROKES RANK 634]
= .

o7 W H seedling E grassr 94 E field 57
The product of seedlingssprouting in the fenced-in $eld is a whole bunch of
grassesLater on, we transplant the mature plants. [8 STROKES RANK 1920]
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98 j&"] T% to trace l] hand r 29 [. seedling 97 miao

1 The ‘grass’ component on the right top of 4% looks sorta kinda like the
left-hand ‘hand’ component rotated by ninety degrees and distorted some-
what. ‘Hand’ becomes ‘grass’—a poor job of tracing the original. The
‘field’ component is your grade for this assignment—only ‘ten’ marks (out
of one hundred) circled by a mouth-like enclosure.

2 Sometimes, when plants sprout, we use our hand to manipulate the
seedlingsand their fine, hairlike leaves. Think of plucking these tiny
seedlingsturning them upside down, and holding them to trace a pic-
ture—a type of primitive Chinese calligraphy. [11 STROKES RANK 1246]

99 gﬁ‘:- ::IHE luxuriant D grass T 94 not 13 féi
BF We've previously (§13) identified the components as combsin the hair of
a royal princess. She further affixes a costly gold hair clip at the top of her
head. The clip, with its clasp mechanism, looks like a tuft of golden grassin
her hair. How luxurious! [11 STROKES RANK 1418]

‘H" 'l:l' horned animal

Every so often, we’ll come upon a component that appears in a handful
or so of characters. We’ll call this one a horned animal, something like a
cow or ox. The verticals represent the horns and the sides of the head. A
horizontal stroke shows the top of the head. Sometimes, as we see here, the
component includes a short stroke connecting the bottom of the verticals—the
base of the head.

101'% i animal hide m horned animal 100 ‘EI mouth 41 @ ten 6 ge

1 When you skin a hornedanimal to get its hide, there are lots of cutouts
in the leather representing places where the poor animal used to have
four hooves, two eyes, one nose, one actual mouth, and two ears. These
openings are like mouthsin the hide, and there are ten of them .

2 We'’re looking down at the tanned hide of some unfortunate animal
(sheep, antelope, etc.). That’s the head of the hornedanimal at the top,
followed by the mouth component, which here suggests the animal’s
body, and finally the strokes of the ten which sketch the spine, tail, and
limbs. [9 STROKES RANK 521]
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UNIT 7, =102 FROM SIDE TO SIDE

102§i $::||:Z shoe I] animal hide 101 |] earth, soil 9 ‘] earth, soil 9 xié
To create shoes the cobbler uses leather in which you can comfortably put

both feet on the ground which is why the ‘soil component occurs twice.
[15 STROKES RANK 1638]
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