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Chinese characters form the only pictographic writing system still in wide use, a testament
of their extraordinary endurance. Characters are not only an expression of Chinese culture,
they are its quintessence. Every character originates in a picture that evokes a scene with
originality and ingenuity; each character provides a glimpse of Chinese culture and civilization,
as if through a window, that allows the viewer to extract a kernel of meaning.

Despite 4000 years of evolution, characters still retain the pictorial qualities of the early bone
inscriptions that date from the Shang Dynasty. The 3500 characters now in common use
are comparable in number to the 4000 characters of the bone inscriptions. However the
information load that they carry has risen exponentially, which demonstrates the vitality of
the system and the degree to which it can develop, adapt, and absorb new material. One of
the reasons for writing Times Encyclopedia of Written Chinese is to demonstrate, amply and
concretely, the unique qualities of Chinese characters, their vigor and expressiveness, and
the interest and the fascination they evoke.

Given the fact that Chinese characters have preserved their pictographic origins much
more than the symbols of alphabetic languages such as English, it is no surprise to find
that learning them effectively requires different methods, and a different orientation. A
thorough comprehension of written Chinese depends on understanding the core meanings
of characters, as well as of the compounds formed by characters. The 3500 characters
cited in this dictionary make up 99.5% of words in common use today. If one can grasp
the core meanings of these 3500 characters, then one will be able to infer the meanings
of the numerous, commonly encountered compound words with relative ease. Since there
are far more compounds than single characters, learning the core meanings of characters
involves minimal effort for maximum gain, and provides a short-cut to learning to read. Times
Encyclopedia of Written Chinese places particular emphasis on disassembling characters
and revealing the meanings of their constituent parts.

Knowledge of the structure of individual characters is just as important as knowledge of
pronunciation in learning to read Chinese. In their pictographic aspect, Chinese characters
do not always depend on sound to transmit meaning; rather, they evoke meaning through
symbols. Times Encyclopedia of Written Chinese focuses on the analysis of characters, and
provides large, clear illustrations of the pictorial features of each of them, These illustrations,
in fact, provide a visual aid for learning characters that will greatly reduce the burden of rote
memorization.
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Philologists have long relied on the 2 century dictionary called the Shuowen Jiezi, compiled
by Xu Shen (circa 58-147 CE), for an analysis of Chinese characters. However. the characters
have undergone significant changes since the time of the Shuowen Jiezi: in particular, the
simplified set has been standardized, resulting in radical changes in the form of many
characters. A dictionary suitable for modern users needs to take into account the current
linguistic situation, and present all the changes that have taken place from earliest times to
the present day.

Logically, characters come before analysis; analysis then reveals general trends, particularly
since characters have undergone such extensive changes over the time since they were
created. Characters are unique among written symbols in that they can be continuously
reanalyzed, and thereby, rediscovered. This rediscovery of the relationship between form
and meaning, as set out in Times Encyclopedia of Written Chinese attests to the fact that
the writing system remains, in essence, pictographic. Of the 3500 characters analyzed in
the dictionary, 73.9% are either pictorial, indicative, or associative (the three iconic types),
while pictophonetic characters make up only 26.1%. New discoveries and revelations about
the logic of form and meaning of characters are not only useful for teaching and learning the
language, but also help to fill gaps in linguistic research.

Characters are primarily pictographic representations of meaning; and that turns out to be
true even for phonetic components, whose primary function may be to represent sound, but
which are also selected for semantic appropriateness. This is a feature of characters that has
not always been recognized, even by experts in the field. So Times Encyclopedia of Written
Chinese also endeavors to supply the semantic rationale behind the selection of phonetic
components in pictophonetic characters. This is another aspect of analysis that can shed light
on the enigmatic forms of Chinese characters.

The consequences of change in the pronunciation of Chinese over the ages have had even
more drastic consequences than change in meaning; for sound change has often altered the
value of phonetic components beyond recognition. In Times Encyclopedia of Written Chinese,
the decision has been made to categorize characters that were originally pictophonetic in
structure but whose phonetic component has lost its phonetic significance through sound
change, as associative characters (i.e. as the synthesis of two semantic components rather
than a semantic plus phonetic).

There is no doubt that the structure of characters is among the most complex of written
symbols in current use. There are four main types of character: those with only a single
component; those with a top and bottom; those with left and right; those with interior and
exterior; which includes more than sixty other minor combinations of components. The total
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of possibilities exceeds even those of the Rubik's Cube. It is no easy feat to grasp all the
possibilities. But that is no reason to feel discouraged. The greater the challenge the greater
the rewards. Learning characters inspires the imagination, promotes an aesthetic sense, and
even improves |Q and emotional intelligence (EI).

Times Encyclopedia of Written Chinese promotes creativity, imagination, delight, precision,
succinctness and good sense, qualities that have the beneficial effects of maximizing the
return on time and effort applied to learning the language. It performs two roles: it is a practical
dictionary for learning the language; and it is a fascinating guide to the subtleties of Chinese
characters.

| am honoured that the linguist, Dr Julian K. Wheatley, who was formerly director of the Chinese
Language programs at the Massachusetts Institute of Technology and Ccrnell University, and
who, more recently, was a visiting Associate Professor in the Asian Language Group at the
National Institute of Education here in Singapore, agreed to serve as the English consultant
for the dictionary. His involvement has definitely enhanced the quality of the work.

Times Encyclopedia of Written Chinese is the fifth dictionary that | have compiled. If dictionaries
were children, this would be the youngest daughter — the apple of my eye. She has refined
looks, but is intellectually lively, with a distinctive personality. The immanent publication of
the book is like being on the verge of marriage for her. It is my fervent hope that she can
look forward to a warm welcome from her readers and even more so, that she will prove a
dedicated guide to mastery of Chinese characters, to success in learning the language, and
to a deeper understanding of Chinese culture.

Jianping Gu
August, 2010
Singapore



The Chinese writing system is revered for its longevity and exalted for its aesthetic qualities;
but equally, it inspires trepidation for the time needed to learn it. Even students who already
speak standard Chinese, and who can exploit the powerful linguistic intuitions that one’s first
language brings to the process of learning to read, require considerable time before they can
learn to read the script. For students learning the language from scratch, the task is even
more arduous; for they are learning to speak and read at the same time. Given the number
of characters, and the difficulty of recognizing them quickly enough to be able to read with
fluency, anything that can assist the learner is bound to be greatly appreciated. That is why
Jianping Gu's {7l is of such interest. It eases the task of character recognition — the first
step in the reading process — by providing a link between the form of characters and their
meaning. In many cases, it does this by tracing characters back to their earliest appearance in
bone and bronze inscriptions, when the pictorial origins of character components were more
discernible, and the creative ingenuity of the early scribes who first transformed Chinese
speech into writing is easier to infer. In effect, the 7’71l provides a set of mnemonics —
aids to memory — for each of the 3500 graphs that constitute about 99% of the characters
encountered in modern texts.

Different terms are often applied to the Chinese writing system in an attempt to characterize
it with a single comprehensive label. These include: pictographic (characters representing
words pictorially); ideographic (characters representing ideas); and logographic (characters
representing words). Such neat characterizations, however, can be deceptive. A more apt
approach would take in to account how the language is being viewed': historically, in terms of
how it was created; pedagogically, in terms of how people learn it; functionally, in terms of how
it functions in the reading process; or aesthetically, in terms of how it is written or displayed;
and so on.

Pictorial features of characters, for example, become more relevant when characters are
examined in isolation, or when they are being learned for the first time. In fact, if beginning
students are not provided with stories or narratives to help account for the form of characters,
they often create their own. However, as the {7iii makes clear, pictorial features are only
part of the picture. The early scribes often assigned characters created for one word to other
words of the same sound, relying on context to disambiguate: thus, 2 (pronounced yun in
the modern language), originally looking like a representation of clouds or vapor, was also
‘borrowed’ to write the unrelated word ‘say’, which was pronounced in the same way. As
Jianping Gu notes, the extension of one character to a new meaning (‘cloud’ to ‘say’) may also
have been guided by semantic considerations (cloud, vapor > whisps > whispers > say?) as
well as phonetic identity, or near identity. At other times, where context alone might have been
insufficient to distinguish homophones represented by a single character (z: meaning ‘cloud’

' This point 1s discussed and elaborated in a fine article by Mark Hansell "Functional Answers to Structural Problems in
Thinking About Writing”. in Mary S Erbaugh. ed  Difficult Characters (Pathways to Advanced Skills Series, Vol. VI)
Calumbus Ohio National East Asian Language Resource Center the Ohio State University 2002 pp 124-76
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and ‘say’), scribes would add a semantic indicator — a hint. Thus z< 'clouds’ was differentiated
from z ‘say’ by the addition of [ ‘rain’ to the former, giving = (a graph now only used in the
traditional character set). Again, as Jianping Gu points out, change in pronunciation may have
obscured or completely obliterated the original phonetic function of a character component:
J7 fang may have originally been phonetic in both Jj; |~ fangzi ‘house’ and 77 pang ‘near’, but
the phonetic inspiration in the latter case is now only apparent to historical linguists.

Once the writing system has been learned and the reader can move relatively seamlessly from
character to meaning, then the pictorial aspects of characters fade, and the writing system
operates functionally, as a medium of written communication. The task of the reader becomes
one of grouping characters into words, phrases and clauses so as to be able (o access the
meaning of the text. In this function, the writing system is often characterized as logographic,
with characters representing morphemes or words: z = cloud. There is disagreement,
however, about whether word identification proceeds by way of sound (z = yun = cloud), or
not; if it does (z: = yun = cloud), then the characters would be functioning syllabo-graphically
(2 = yun, a syllable, but not yet a word). This is certainly the case with the transcription of
foreign names, such as i A fl yidali ‘Italy’, where the meanings of the individual characters
(‘meaning-big-profit’) are completely suppressed. It is also likely to be the case when the
meaning of the phrase is not obviously related to the characters that compose it. So when a
reader encounters a compound like %:/l, s/he is likely to make reference not to 4 ‘east’ + I
‘west’, but first to the sounds dong + x1, then to the compound dongxi and the meaning 'thing'.
Or to cite a slightly more complex example, someone reading the phrase ) JI-*7(#Ik ) li-kai-
xué-de-shi-jian is likely to make reference to sound before meaning in order to recognize that
the first two characters (1 JF) do not form the word likai ‘leave’, but that the correct parsing is
li kaixué de shijian ‘(from begin-term de time-space) from the time that school begins’. In such
cases reference to sound seems to be the most efficient way to do the reading; but that does
not necessarily mean that characters in text are always processed in this way. These are
issues that linguists or reading experts try to resolve through experimentation. But regardless
of how they are resolved, they do not alter Jianping Gu's general concept that envisioning
the characters pictorially helps learners to retain their core meanings, and knowing their core
meanings is invaluable in reading Chinese texts, particularly those texts whose styles tend
towards the more formal and classical, rather than the colloquial.

I would like to thank Jianping Gu for inviting me to participate in his project as a consultant. |
would also like to thank him and Cong Yue, the editor, for showing generosity and patience as
| (along with the preliminary translators) struggled, under relatively tight time constraints, to
cast his succinct Chinese style into English that is both accurate and concise.

Julian K. Wheatley (8 /A '%)
New Orleans, July 2010.
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(M ) provides explanations for 3500 commonly used characters in
English and Chinese. It is especially suitable for elementary and junior high
students, teachers, as well as adults who self-study Chinese.

This informative and engaging character dictionary is an effective tool to
increase one’s knowledge of both the language itself and also Chinese
characters by unraveling profundities related to Chinese through
explanations on the evolution of characters.

The characters are arranged by Hanyu pinyin, which is essentially a
romanization system for Mandarin, in alphabetical order. On every page
are explanations of four characters, in larger fonts with Hanyu pinyin above
them.

Each character is accompanied by original illustrations drawn by the author.
They depict clearly every stage of the evolution of the character, thereby
enhancing the learning experience.

The illustrations corresponding to every stage of the evolution help readers
to grasp the meanings of the characters in a pictorial approach. This
approach deepens readers’ impression of what is being explained. This
will prove to be more desirable than mere rote learning.

Bone and bronze inscriptions as well as seal and regular scripts (including
both traditional and simplified forms) are analyzed. Official scripts, as they
are similar to regular scripts, are not included.

On the right of the illustrations are bone and bronze inscriptions as well
as seal scripts. In the absence of textual evidence, certain forms of the
characters are excluded; on the left of the illustrations are regular scripts,
both simplified and traditional forms.




12 User’ s Guide

in most cases, only the more commonly used meanings of the characters
are being analyzed, using concise explanations. Archaic meanings are
usually excluded unless they have relevance to modern meanings.

©, @ @ denote the various pronunciations of a character whereas 1, 2,
3’ separate the different meanings of the character.

Each meaning is accompanied by functional examples on how it can
be used. In this example, “~" represents the character being analyzed.
Vertical lines separate the different examples.

In cases where a character renders no meaning on its own, | | is used to
contain a meaningful term made up by the character and the term will then
be explained.

For a character with more than one pronunciation, the page number with its
primary pronunciation and explanation is indicated at the bottom page(s) of
its other pronunciation(s).

Two tables containing Hanyu pinyin and writing strokes are included with
the latter listing only the simplified and standardized forms of Chinese
characters.

Following the main text are two articles titled “Different Forms of Chinese
Character Structures” and “The Evolution of Chinese Characters”.
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