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The aim of this book is to help beginners learning Chinese to improve their reading and writing.
We have selected 400 of the most commonly used characters in Chinese language textbooks.

These 400 characters are divided into 20 lessons, 20 characters in each lesson.

Each lesson includes:

1. The description of the etymology of the characters which is based on authoritative studies.
These descriptions help to understand the characters and can be used as a memory

technique.

2. The presentation of each character in a square block. This helps to understand how to write

the characters in a clear manner with the strokes in the correct order.

3.  Word recognition practice. This helps to reinforce the understanding of each character and

enables us to discover the meaning of new words.

4. Reading and writing practice. This helps to use the characters in a meaningful context. Most

characters used in the example sentences appear at least 4 times.
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Chinese writing, commonly known as a logographic writing system, has a history of over 5,000
years. Although it is not the only ancient writing system, it is the only one in the world still in use
today that, despite a long evolution, remains faithful to its origins.

Logograms are visual symbols representing words rather than sounds or phonemes that make
up words. The Chinese writing system has remained logographic for several practical reasons.
In classical Chinese, most words were monosyllabic, so there were many homophones, and a
logographic writing system could help to distinguish them. The Chinese language has been split
into seven major dialects, phonetically very different. A uniform written language has helped
maintain a unity in this vast country. At different times in history the Chinese characters were
adopted by several neighbouring countries—Vietnam, Korea and Japan. Literate people in
Japan and to a certain extent in South Korea and Vietnam can still read them. Despite the fact
that the spoken language has evolved, the characters have remained a wide reaching means of
communication.

Originally, Chinese characters represented existing objects with no reference to pronunciation.
At present, nothing much remains of the figurative aspect, and the number of characters which
contain a phonetic element has increased progressively. The writing system has evolved gradually
and has been standardized, reformed and simplified. The majority of characters are semantic—
phonetic compounds, which are composed of a semantic and a phonetic indicator.

The most frequently asked question by people learning Chinese is: how many characters does the
average literate Chinese person know? Chart of Common Characters of Modern Chinese (
RIGE R ) lists 2,500 common characters and 1,000 less frequently used characters.
These 3,500 characters cover 99.48% of a two-million word sample. How many characters
are required to understand media material? Studies carried out in 2006 have shown that 581
characters can cover 80% of all kinds of media material, 934 characters 90% and 2,314
characters 99%. These statistics have enabled us to understand which characters we need to

learn first.



Characters and words

Chinese characters should not be confused with Chinese words. Every Chinese character either
represents a word or a morpheme (the smallest meaningful unit of language). Not every word
in modern Chinese is monosyllabic. The word for “country”, for example, is EZ(qudjid).
Since this word has two syllables, it is necessary to write it with two characters. Each of these
characters has an independent meaning: [& (gud) means “country”, and £ (jiG@) means “home”.
In modern Chinese [E (gud) cannot be used on its own as a word. Knowing the meanings of the
individual characters of a word will often allow us to understand the general meaning of the word.
The majority of modern Chinese words are written with two or more characters. In classical
Chinese, most words were single—syllable words with a close correspondence between the

characters and the words.

Basic strokes of Chinese characters

In Chinese, the characters are often called 75 (fangkudizi), literally “square characters”.
Each character must occupy the same square area of space. Regardless of the number of features,
all characters must be roughly the same size.

Far from being complicated drawings, Chinese characters are made up of simple single strokes
and combined strokes. A stroke is a dot or a line which is drawn without lifting the pen from the
writing surface. All strokes have a name and are written according to certain rules.

There are six single strokes:

Stroke Name Description Examples
s f#ihéng Horizontal stroke - = k + &
| Zshu Vertical stroke ¥ K £ %K #F
) fpig Leftward sloping stroke A F K F
\ #na Rightward sloping stroke A X K KR
\ sdign Dot X R &K X
4 Bt Rightward rising stroke £ X J & oW

The length of a stroke depends on its position within the character. For example, the leftward
sloping stroke and the rightward sloping stroke should descend far enough to provide a balanced
base for the character.

A compound stroke is formed by lines that include one or more abrupt changes in direction.

There are 5 groups of 26 compound strokes:



Stroke Group Stroke Name Examples
| hé?fjhé L
* hérf iﬁiﬁzhé *
3 y BT &
“Turning” Group héng zhé zhé zhé
L N boF o E
L sh?zfghé *
L i il
L p?gﬁé % 4 K %
“Leftwardiﬁéing“ Gaonp 7 hfg%iié i )
7 héngﬁ zﬁféﬁz?& pié * M
L’ sh%ﬁ?ﬁié N
i L s%ﬁ, A R
“Rightward-rising” G
—— v héﬁﬁﬁ tf e
- s T 5 %W
- hén?flifq gou 7875 &
R héng%h?ﬁ? z?é gou %
B ] st%%giéu Nk F B
“Hook” G
e & shu%gifggéu SR
. e} AR OK R
. bl o
wo géu
N BT % H &

héng zhé xié gou




SR

Stroke Group Stroke Name Examples
T .
) wan géu T RW
L ki T e
shu wan gou
1 B4 & i
S héng zhé wan géu
“Bending” Group W
3 s ol fa AR
héng pi& wan gou
L EE P
& héng zhé wan R & &
L)
L shi wan .

Basic stroke order

In order to write a character you must respect the way in which the lines are drawn as well as the

order in which they are drawn. If you do not respect the direction of each stroke and the stroke

order, the characters become illegible when they are written quickly. Stroke order also helps to

learn and memorize the characters.

The most effective way to learn the rules concerning the direction of the stroke order is by

practising, slowly at first, then getting faster as the stroke order becomes more familiar. Care

must be taken in positioning the beginning and end of each stroke in order to write the characters

correctly. By crossing or intersecting strokes that should not meet, it is possible to write a

completely different character with a completely different meaning, for example, % and EL.

Basic stroke order Examples
Horizontal stroke precedes vertical stroke + F *
“Leftward sloping” precedes “rightward sloping” A X X
From top to bottom 2 & &
From left to right A ko
Middle stroke precedes the two side strokes v dk L
Outside strokes precede the inside strokes A A
The inside strokes precede the sealing stroke B @ g
Dots last % $ =




Maijor types of character structure

The different possible combinations of making up characters are shown below:

Major type of character structure Examples
Single body * A
Left-right structure "
Top—bottom structure 5 &
Semi—enclosed from the lower left corner X iE
Semi-enclosed from the upper left corner E K
Semi—enclosed from the upper right comer g 4
Enclosed on the left, top and right side =R
Enclosed on the left, bottom and right side X
Enclosed on the top, left and bottom side E X
Enclosed structure =

Essential points of handwriting

In order to write in a clear and legible manner, it is necessary to follow the basic rules of strokes,

structure and balance, which determine the harmony, stability and aesthetics of the characters.

Essential point of handwriting Examples
Balanced centre of gravity 34857
Fine proportions ZAWHF
Matching sides B 5 1R %
Harmony between strokes, components, neighboring characters s &
Modification of radicals to create a more compact character 3F A H K

Learning tips

1. The first step in learning to write is to observe the characters. It will help you become familiar

with the characters as you discover this entirely unfamiliar form of writing.

2. Use paper with big squares.

3. Make yourself character flashcards with the pronunciation, words, and example sentences.

_— -




4. Apply the memory techniques mentioned in this book. The key is to find a relationship among
the form, the pronunciation and the meaning of a character.

S. Test yourself at the end of each lesson to ensure that you can remember all the characters and
how to write them with the strokes in the right order.

6. An effective way to test your progress is to check that you know the meaning of each character,
that you can pronounce it correctly and that you can use it in a two—syllable word or in an

expression or sentence from the corresponding dialogue.
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XN s

¥ This lesson includes 20 characters, which are typical of the five types of modern characters.

Alx|F| B |e|la|lw|A|lL|H
X|l— |8 9|3 |®B |5 |E£|K|R

PICTOGRAPHS ( %JEFxiangxingzi)

Pictographs are derived from pictures of concrete objects. This type of character is the basic
unit for forming the Chinese script. In order to discover the character’s origin, we start with the

ancient writing script.

§ n—> /\ rén person

A

)| Note. The meaning given here is for each individual character. Knowing the meanings of the

individual characters of a word will often allow us to understand the general meaning of the word.
In some cases, however, the meaning of a word may be quite different from the meaning of the

individual characters.

—==5s—-  akneeling woman with hands clasped
% n—> -k‘ n U woman

1]
KN X
WORD RECOGNITION PRACTICE:

1. % ( ) + A ( Bl TN )

| || Note. “Z&” cannot be used as a word on its own. The word for “woman” is ZC A..

-
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;’ — F  Zi  chid

g n—> % ma horse

d —> ¥ 4 kdu mouth

-

™
=

—

@ — H ri sun

el

b

E —> m tian field

'

J

J

R
<J

—> ﬂ yue moon; month
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o)) Note. A character may have a whole range of meanings, of which one is the original

meaning, and the rest are figurative or extended meanings. Here “moon” is the original meaning

of A. “Month” is the extended one. In this book, the first meaning given is always the original

one or the basic one.

i —> _-}_ ta soil; earth

hand and arm with muscles
O ——y e

% — )7 li strength

~

J |/

% nw—> i t|én sky; day
WORD RECOGNITION PRACTICE:

2 — { ) + X ( ) ==X { )
3. % ( )+ £ ( ) =+ RE ( )

IDEOGRAPHS ($§55zhishizi)

Ideographs are simple diagrammatic indications of abstract ideas or concepts. This type of

character is also the basic unit for forming the Chinese script. Ideographs and pictographs are

— e



