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The American poet Ezra Pound once said,*“The easiest language in the world for writing
poetry is Chinese.” And in the words of E. E. Cummings, another American poet, ‘Chinese
poets are painters.” This book, Chinese Characters in Pictures is one which uses words to
explain and pictures to illustrate the form and structure of Chinese characters. Therefore, it

is both a collection of poetry and a picture album, so to speak.

Each Chinese character has a form of its own, representing a particular sound and a
particular meaning, one at least. In other words, each character is a unity of form, sound and
meaning. The student of Chinese must call on every one of the individuals if he or she is to

really know the personality of each.

Learning Chinese is quite different from learning any other language. The way of
learning is different. In learning a Western language, for instance, you swallow a whole series
of sounds, lock, stock and barrel. If you were to take a word apart, separating it into SO many
phonetic syllables, it would lose its meaning altogether. In learning Chinese, however, what
you have to do is exactly that, not into so many syllables, but into so many characters. You
learn first the characters, then the word. Take, for instance, the Chinese word K“# (da xué)
which means “university”. You first learn the words X and % separately since K% is
formed by combining the two characters (you might call them elements of language). In
meaning, K¢ has to do with both -k and 2%, and yet K7 is not a simple case of X plus
2. K%~ is the Chinese equivalent of the English word “university”. But if you were to take

the English word “‘university” and try to figure out its meaning based on the meanings of the

kﬁve syllabic components u/ni/ver/si/ty, you would definitely get nowhere, because separately,




these components have no meaning at all and certainly have nothing to do with what the word
“university” means. So, the character forms the basis in learning Chinese, whereas the word
or sentence forms the basis for learning a Western language. It is no wonder then that there
should have been so many textbooks written since ancient times on learning Chinese
characters, e.g. Qian Zi Wen (Learn A Thousand Characters) and Bai Jia Xing (One Hundred

Family Names).

The pictures as represented in the Chinese characters vary in complexity. Take the
characters contained in this book. Some are as simple as A, [1,4~,2£; others as complicated

as W, 7%, =, F. Whether simple or complicated, they are each a picture and a poem. Of

course, one cannot expect everyone to agree in their analyses of each and every character,
just as people couldn’t totally agree, in fact they might totally disagree, in their understanding
and interpretation of a painting or a poem. Regardless of whether the poet or painter agrees
or disagrees, the reader or viewer would have his own appreciation of the work on the basis
of his or her own understanding. The same holds true, more or less, for the written script. It
is your right to create the written character, it is my right to interpret it.

Chinese Characters in Pictures is written for those non-Chinese who intend to explore

the secrets of the civilization. It is somewhat like a guidebook, listing nearly two hundred
cultural sites. Like the looking glass in Alice in Wonderland, the characters depicted in this

book will take the tourist into the kaleidoscopic world that is Chinese culture.

by Cheng Xianghui
Dean of College of Chinese Language

University of Macao
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(peaceful; quiet; calm)
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‘%" (H) FWHNE (M) 2B, BRE-TTBENZF (). LA, Afl
WNZABERPHE-NES, REERENLESE.

This character is comprised of two parts: the outer portion is a house (). Inside the house

there is a bowing woman ( Q) facing towards the left. “A woman stays inside the house” has
long been considered the condition of peace, the earliest known meaning of this particular
pictograph.

[285] Radical ~(roof)

[EERe=2] Characters under the radical
5R(a surname), H(suitable), FE(treasure)

[18iE] Words and phrases

ZE anding stable; settled

25 anfen be law-abiding
bod/s] anhdo safe and sound; well
283 anjing quiet; peaceful

ZFE anqudn safe; secure

ZR anwei to comfort

Each Character A Picture 6 the Chinese Written Language
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an fen shou ji

keep one’s duty and be self-restrained
i.e., act properly according to one’s status
RERW
an ju le ye
live and work in peace and contentment
BRI
an ran wu yang
safe and sound
1.e., (escape)unscathed
Z30zRW
an ru tai shan
as secure as Mount Taishan
BABRE
an bu wang wei

mindful of possible danger in time of peace

[519] Example
BUR— P4
zhu ni yi lu ping an
Have a good trip!
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(eight)

2 I\

O\” EXRY, DEIRERFICHED N, FIUE “DF 3 287 IR,
BX “OFF XTEBWHERTH \" BRT, ITHFE-H8AES, /\7 1=
WEE, M \” ABENFIHES N HER.

The character /\ seems very simple. Yet, it is a combined representation which shows
one thing being divided or parted into two halves. So originally /\ meant “divide” or
“part”. But later the meaning of “divide” was completely lost. /\ came to mean the number
“eight”, which has nothing to do with the original meaning. /\ is also a radical. Most

Chinese characters formed with /\ have something to do with the meaning of “divide”.

[E8&5] Radical J\(eight)

[E& &3] Characters under the radical
EE(soldier), HH(standard)

[133iE] Words and phrases

J\A% bachéng eighty percent

INE badu octave

AV} bafang the eight points of the compass; all directions

J\EN bagua the “Eight Diagrams” (eight combinations of three
& whole or broken lines formerly used in divination)

Each Character A Picture 8 the Chinese Writien Language




J\l baxian the “Eight Immortals”
(in the legend)

I\R bayue August

AVs1 123V
ba fang ha ying
respond from all sides
INF 3R
ba fang zhi yudn
help from all quarters
I\BRH
ba mian ling léng
manage to please everybody
INTSZRET
ba shi sui xué chui da
learn to pipe and drum at the age of eighty
i.e., never too old to learn
NS, SRl
ba xidn guo hdi. gé xidn shén tong
like the Eight Immortals crossing the sea, each one showing his

or her special prowess

[519] Example
LT AKE B A,
wo madi le ba bén zhong wén shi
I bought eight Chinese books.
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ES2HEE, (Y) BrEE— I WREBEE—DEETLN, BARSHBGE, BX
TESE SEE. B, BRT NEN.

The original meaning of [ is brightness. In the oracle bones, it is a picture of a fire

burning with a bright ring surrounding it. Later it evolved to mean “clarity” or “clearness”.

[Efe] Radical B3(white)

[E& &) Characters under the radical
S (imperial), BJ(a particle), #(clear and bright)

[13iE)] Words and phrases

=E bdicai Chinese cabbage
B% bdichi idiocy
Bik baifan : plain cooked rice
B bgiféi waste

= bdigong the White House
=)z bdise white (colour)
=P baitian daytime; day
B4R bdiyin silver

Each Character A Picture  1()  the Chinese Written Language
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bdi bi wu xid

flawless white jade
i.e., impeccable moral integrity
BHELR
bdi fei xin si
to rack one’s brains in vain
SLipest
bdi ja guo xi
like glimpsing white colt flashing past a chink in the wall
i.e., time flies
SI=[0 e
bdi ri zudb meng
daydream
Bk EE
bdi téu xié léo
remain a devoted couple to the end of their lives
BEAMTILE, RAERVONR
bdi ri bu zud kut xin shi. ye ban qido mén xin bu jing

A clear conscience laughs at false accusations.

[#5] Example
T FXANE B R A TR,
ta ting dao zhe gé xido x1 dun shi liGn sé cang bai

She went as white as sheet when she heard the news.
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bén
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(the root of a plant; foundation)

NELIRERE, £ A (F) DESNL-ES, REXT X" F. & =8
RABIRD, SRISIBARN “FIESYNRE", BT ‘B2 HNRR.

An additional short stroke is put near the base of the character A( ® ), originally
meaning“tree”, it is to emphasize where the roots of the tree are. So,“root” is the original
meaning of 4. It extends to mean the foundation for all the things. From the meaning of

“foundation” , it also extends to mean “one’s own’.

[E35] Radical AK(tree)

[E&8e557] Characters under the radical
#(material), #(village), #t(a surname)

[13i&] Words and phrases

KE béngud one’s own country
V., =15 bénnéng instinct
ik béngidn capital
KA bénrén me; myself; oneself
y, Nu s béntu one’s native country
A bénxing natural instincts

k VN1 bényi original meaning

Each Character APicture 12 the Chinese Written Language
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P, | bé&nyudn origin; source

KERFR
bén gu zhi réong
When the root is firm, the branches flourish.
AREE
bén mo dao zhi
take the branch for the root
i.e., put the cart before the horse
K=K
bén di jiang bu la
Local ginger is not peppery.
i.e., Familiarity diminishes appreciation.
xkEE
bén Idi mian mu
true colour
1.e., true features
KEKT
bén xidng bén tu
one’s native land

i.e., one’s hometown

[51©] Example
AR ZA,
zhu rén shi kudi le zh1 bén
Helping people is the foundation of happiness.
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(compare; close to)

- {F |

IREEB RN E (ff) EERTABSRILID, CHENENED, RER Tl
“EB NER, BERTALBLER, T R, WR FERT. RITL—ot
RABEOIES: “BRBAIC, XRESLEW” 137 ERRANELEZMBHRICEREL
R, BTXRESMA, RUNOEEERIE,

This character originally shows two people standing together facing towards the right
(ff), very close to each other, giving us the original meaning of “close”, as we can see from
the well-known verse : RN TFEIC , KIEFELAR (Keeping good friends in mind wher-
ever they roam, even to the ends of the earth, you would feel them as close as next door.).
Over time it has evolved and acquired the additional meanings of “compare” as in Eb4% and
*tLt, as well as EbMi.

[Z3&] Radical tt,(compare)

[@EZB &) Characters under the radical
Bt (adjoin), EE(finish), E5(all)

[15i5] Words and phrases

EbaR bijico comparison; contrast; relatively
Eb 2R bilin next-door neighbour
=S bilt rate;ratio

Each Character A Picture |4  the Chinese Written Language




