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PREFACE

One of the most difficult tasks in learning Chinese is the mastery of Chinese charac-
ters. For beginners, Chinese characters are difficult to recognize, read, write and remem-
ber. Some Western learners who are used to alphabetical writing may even view the
square-block Chinese characters as some kind of impenetrable enigma.

There are two main reasons why Chinese characters are difficult for foreign learners:
the large number of them and the lack of correlation between the forms and the pronuncia-
tions. There are more than 50, 000 Chinese characters, and even the most frequently used
ones still total three or four thousand. To a foreign beginner, each character is completely
different from the others, and he has to learn it as it is. Although the majority of Chinese
characters are phonetic-compound characters, containing some components indicating the
pronunciation or meaning, the learner has to first master a large number of basic components
and characters before he can comprehend the rules and apply them to his study of new
characters.

Aiming at smoothing away these difficulties, this book is designed to provide beginners
with a fast and efficient way to master 500 basic characters, and through the study of these
characters, they can also gain a basic knowledge of the components of Chinese characters—
the radicals, pronunciations, meanings and inter-relationships. This will enable them to
further build up their reading skills rapidly.

This book takes a new approach completely different from other books in this field of
study. It aims to mobilize every learning technique, including vision, imagination, asso-
ciation, comparison, analysis and assimilation. For instance, the character Hj is inter-
preted as “a picture is being framed”; the character B2 (early) is imagined as the morning
sun ( H) rising over the roof of a church (1); it’ s still early; the character #& (cup)
contains a ‘wood’ (/K) radical, but, this certainly does not (/) mean that Chinese cups
are made of wood; the character B (want) is explained as: “what he wants is a Western
(7§) girl (%).” Interpretations like these, matched with lively illustrations, will help the
learners remember the meanings of the characters and reinforce their visualization of their
forms. This new approach may seem to deviate from the traditional method of using lexi-
cographic explanations based on the classical Chinese work X< ( The Interpretations
of the Words and Characters). However, through our many years of experience of teaching
Chinese as a foreign language, we have found that the unconventional, imaginative, hu-

morous way of presentation can frequently achieve better results than the conventional way.
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Moreover, most of the readers of this book will be students who eventually will have to work
with the simplified characters that are used in China’ s mainland. In this case, tracing the
origins of the complex forms of the characters would be less useful to them.

Two other unique features of this book are the inclusion of seven types of script and an
array of exercises. Each character is shown in seven types of script, ranging from the an-
cient “seal script”, “grass script”, “running script”, to the modern “standard script”,
“Sung-style printing script” and even the “hand-written style”. This feature will give
learners an understanding of the evolution of Chinese characters as well as an appreciation of
Chinese calligraphy. The 80-odd various types of exercises are so designed that the learners
will absorb the characters through games and fun rather than by dull memorization.

This book helps learners understand the structures of Chinese characters in a com-
mon-sense and painless way, by breaking them down into radicals and basic components
while explaining their inter-relationships. Having a mastery of the simple components, you
can better understand and write the various combinations of the more complex characters
formed with them. It should be noted that, although most of the characters have only one
radical, some, as listed in this book, can have two or even three radicals, i. e. alternative
ways to look them up in the dictionary. This classification of radicals is made in accordance
with the Xinhua Dictionary (Commercial Press, Beijing, 1998) and A Dictionary of
Modern Chinese (Commercial Press, Beijing, 1996).

Among the 500 characters introduced in this book there are over 3, 000 entries of
freqently used words (two- or three-character compounds) and phrases. In considering their
practicability and frequency of use, the selection of these entries is not limited to those
beginning with the heading character, but extends to any word or phrase that contains the
heading character. The selection of these entries was based on two sources: A List of 3, 000
High-frequency Chinese Characters (published by the Chinese Character Reform Commis-
sion in 1985) and An Outline for the Classification of Chinese Vocabulary (published by the
Association for Teaching Chinese as a Foreign Language in 1988) . It is believed that the
500 characters in this book are extensive enough to cover 80 percent of the vocabulary items
listed under the A and B categories (most frequently used levels) in An Qutline.

Three indexes are provided for convenient reference: the “Character Order Index”; the
“Stroke Order Index” and the “Alphabetical Index” . Although pinyin (the Romanization
system adopted in China’ s mainland) is used in this book, the “Chinese Phonetic Alpha-
bet” (the system adopted in Taiwan) is also used to show the pronunciation of the heading
character.

We would like to express our sincere appreciation to Professor Bing-cai Rao for his
suggestions and comments on the draft of this book, and to the editors of Sinolingua for their
cooperation and valuable contributions to its revision. Any criticisms or suggestions that

might make future editions more useful for beginners are welcome.
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