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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 X7 (d& xué)
which means “university”. You first learn the words & and “# separately since K% is
formed by combining the two characters (you might call them elements of language). In
meaning, F“ has to do with both K and ##, and yet K% is not a simple case of K plus
#. 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

five syllabic components u/ni/ver/si/ty, you would definitely get nowhere, because separately,
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word “university” means. So, the character forms the basis in learning Chinese, whereas the

these components have no meaning at all and certainly have nothing to do with what 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, [H,%f-,7£; others as complicated
as ¥, 35, =, /5. 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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ER2-TREF. Zn ‘P B ‘8 0EE, R ‘BU°. 54K ‘% BR
= ‘MW", 'R “EURATISEMNETIS". RBONE—BEM&IEEN, FWeIx0.

A pictogram. “ F” on the left is an abbreviation of B., meaning a tall mountain. The other
half, %%, meaning addition, implies that an earthen defence is built on the top of a mountain.
The combination means a place which is strategically located and difficult to access, or
simply a mountain pass.

[835] Radical [ (ear)

[EE&E=] Characters under the radical
BB(cloudy), BH(block), BR(get rid of)

[131E] Words and phrases

B0 dikdu (mountain) pass
[ragiz ailu narrow passage
BB qixiang a narrow lane; alley
kS xid Qi narrow-minded
Bhs ydo i a strategic pass

Each Character A Picture 6  the Chinese Written Language
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Xin xiong xid Qi

narrow-minded; intolerant
FEEWE
xid ¢i de shan doo

mountain trail

[5I©] Example
AR R AN BRI A8, TR —FAERY. R AR .
ddo nd ge ciin zhudng de zui dudn IU xidn ba shi na tido zht gong IU. ér shi yi tido xid
zhdi de. clu ye cong shéng de i U
The shortest route to the village isn’t by the main road but by a

narrow, overgrown track.
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an

(dark; hidden)

V{0 (R |8 |8 |8 |87 |87 |8 | e |0l | eE R

ETFEHFAEMEM: ZTaM “‘B” FRRKM, FUESHEBX; 68 ‘8" W
5X88X. ‘18" REBRNXEAEMSIESN, FRERELTXT B =F.

This pictophonetic character comprises two parts. On the left is the character H (sun),
and on the right 3 (hidden, secret). The combination suggests darkness due to insufficient
light.

[E8&] Radical B (sun)

[BE3&=] Characters under the radical
BA(bright), B2(dawn), B (vast)

[1315] Words and phrases

IS ancdng hide; conceal

=3 anchang unlicensed (or unregistered) prostitute
(=303 andan dim; faint

T anhai kill secretly; stab in the back

EH anjing blind shaft; winze

P antan secret agent; detective

e anxitio laugh in (or up) one’s sleeve; snigger
iZiE anyu code word

Each Character A Picture 8 the Chinese Written Language
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an wa tian ri

complete darkness; total absence of justice
BEESE
an du chén cang
do one thing under the cover of another; illicit activities
BEERGR
an song giu bo
make eyes at sb. while others are not looking; make secret overtures
to sb.

[$51©9] Example
s EE IR E T, !
ta an shi yao wo zdu kai

He hinted that he wanted me to leave.




bai

(a hundred)

NG

SENERONEN, RESLBRENNASZER: (bai), FX, GERHAERETR
By, XREZECR. BROER. BANXFNRRRTIE, EOREBNMFTRABRHIE
F, M ‘B8 A+ HET.

By comparing two ancient Chinese pictograms “@” and “@” , both pronounced as bai,
we find the latter is derived from the former, which means white or bright. How it came to
mean a hundred is not clear.

[33&] Radical B3(white)

[@8&3"] Characters under the radical
L(black), E5(all), SR(spring of a small stream)

[18iE] Words and phrases

Bi% bdiban in a hundred and one ways; in every possible way; by every
means
[=Fies baibei a hundredfold; a hundred times
288 baibu the tuber of stemona ( Stemona japonica or Stemona
sessilifolia)
(=) baihé lily
\ 85 bdihuo general merchandise j

Each Character A Picture  [()  the Chinese Written Language




B bdinidn a hundred years;

a century
8h bdiwan million
=} bdixing common people

EEEZ NG
bai du bu yan
be worth reading a hundred times
BRRZE
bdi gdn jido ji
all sorts of fellings well up in one’s heart
BT
bd&i kdng qidn chuang
riddled with gaping wounds; afflicted with all ills
allli3E
b&i chudn gut hai
all rivers flow to the sea; all things tend in one direction
BRARE
bdi si bu jié
remain puzzled after pondering over sth. a hundred times; remain
perplexed despite much thought
BR¥L, B#—%
bdi chi gan téu. géng jin yi bl
make still further progress

[519]1 Example
XA AT AR,
zhé gé gu shi bdi ting bd yan
You never get tired of hearing this story.
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béi

(north)

BR—TERF. PEXPN ‘It FRATERELENA. SANSNZEGES
ma, WREAETMELRIBLRT .

An ideogram. It derived from “ ?\%” found on oracle bones depicting two persons sitting
with their backs to each other. Ancient Chinese used to think that facing the south was the
correct way of sitting, while facing the north was thought to be sitting backward.

[E(&] Radical | (vertical line)

[@3f&E=] Characters under the radical
1B (old), & (goout), @ (center)

[1518] Words and phrases

it baibéi defeat

I8 béidduxing the Big Dipper; the Plough

b ] b&ifang north; the northern part of the country, esp.the area north of
the Huanghe river; the North

bl Béiji the North Pole; the Arctic Pole; the north mangetic pole

ItZ= Béijing Beijing(Peking)

JEEM Béiméizhou North America

R béiwendai the north temperate zone

Each Character APicture 12 the Chinese Written Language
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béi fa zhan zhéng
the Northern Expedition(1926-1927)
FEBEXE

béi gud féng gudng

northern scenery
Jt@3%k
béi hui gut xian
the Tropic of Cancer
EEZE
béi yang jun fa
the Northern Warlords(1912-1927)

[A©] Example
FAfEE T, BEMMEREILS.
wo shéng zai ndn fang. dan cong xido shéng hué zai bei fang
I was born in the South, but I’ve settled in the North since my
childhood.
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bei

(cowrie; shellfish)

IRIRNIRN

SHFE, ‘I () NEERINE (&), TESMA (1), YRINRESBHNE
Ve, MTRNZZEN DU, UANREASHESANSHKISENS, ©RAIEA
VEEkM0E!

A pictogram, I refers to the empty shell which remains after the meat of the clam inside
is removed. Its origin found on oracle bones looked like this %” .The upper part
“&” represents the shell and the lower part “ /}” the clam's two feelers. From the artifacts
unearthed by archaeologists, we discover that the primitive people were very fond of

decorating themselves with stringed shells.
[E&] Radical  M(shell)

[BE3& 3] Characters under the radical
fA(loyal), H(tribute), MA(wealth)

[1315] Words and phrases

DI beidigo shell carving

AL beiké shell

D12k béiléi shellfish; molluscs

D13 béimu the bulb of fritillary (fritillaria thunbergii)

Dl beiqil shell mound j

Each Character APicture |4 the Chinese Written Language




