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Characters and Synthetic characters
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The Chinese language boasts a large number
of characters with a long history. Generally
speaking, the Chinese characters are divided
into two categories: pictographs and synthetic
characters. The two categories combined
the written system of Mandarin. Pictographs
are usually just simple portray the things,
and the synthetic characters are complicated
characters which consist of pictographs. This
book is aimed to explain the most common
basic characters in Chinese. Accordingly, this
chapter is entitled “iii i " (Explaining
Basic Characters), some basic characters are
listed to show how the Chinese characters are
said to be pictographs.
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“3”, a character in modern Chinese, means articles or compositions. However, its earliest
form refers to patterns or stripes in ancient Chinese.

The primeval Chinese characters were drawn according to the patterns of real things in
nature. Therefore, they look very much like things in the natural world. E.g. “H”(the sun)
shows the image of the sun, “ H”(the moon) shows the outlines of the moon, “[L|”(mountains)
shows patterns of mountains, and “7K™(water) manifests the image of a river. Such symbols

’

were called “3¢” in ancient times. Its two ancient forms are: “‘X‘ " and “?”, both indicating a
man with patterns on his body. Up till now, the word “3¢ & (tattoo) is still used in Chinese.
Later on, the old form of “3¢” evolved until it was simplified into the outline of the human

body.
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Linkage: “3_” can be used as a component of a
few Chinese characters. One of the commonly
used characters with “3 " as a component is
“#t”(piebaldness), which is used together with
others, forming such words as “# & "(flecks,
speckles), “#t & "(zebra), and “#t & £ "(zebra
crossing, pedestrian crossing). Besides, there is
another character known as “#”, which frequently
appears in personal names, it consists of “"
(articles, compositions) and “#,"(Chinese martial
arts). If a person is able to wield both the pen and
the sword, he or she is really remarkable. Almost
every child in China is expected to become such
exceptionally outstanding talents. That is why “#"
is often included in some personal given names.
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“F2" means characters in modern Chinese. Boasting a long history of several thousand years,
the Chinese characters have multiplied from a few hundred in the beginning to about 70-80
thousand at present.

Among them, not every character is a pictograph. In fact, there are only several hundred
pictographs in Chinese, owing to the fact that many things in the world are impossible to
draw. E.g. colors are inexpressible with pictographs. Such abstract concepts as greatness,
love, beauty and hatred are even more difficult to draw.

Our intelligent ancestors managed to add a sign, a figure, or even a sound-indicating symbol
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to a character which denotes a meaning category, thus creating abstract characters.

“" initially means “feeding or nurturing a child”. From its form, we can deduce its
meaning: A person is feeding a child in the room. Many characters were created by
combining a pictograph with a meaning-denoting and a sound-indicating character.

Nowadays, “3” and ““£” are put together, which denotes all the Chinese characters.
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Linkage: Perhaps nobody can tell the exact
number of the Chinese characters, which have
constantly increased in number over thousands
of years. There were only about 3000 characters
3000 years ago. Now there are more than eighty
thousand. You are not required to memorize all
of them. If you have learned about 1000 Chinese
characters, you are able to read Chinese materials.
When you have memorized 3500, you have no
trouble in reading most of Chinese books.
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Of all things in nature, the sun perhaps exerts the greatest influence on human life. The
sun was probably one of the first things that came to be familiar to human beings. It is
fundamental to the growth of all things on the earth and indispensable to human existence.
Our ancestors referred to “J<FH”(the sun) as “H”.

“H” is one of the earliest Chinese characters. You can find its earliest form among Chinese
characters which existed over 6000 years ago. Its earlier form “(@” found in the inscriptions
on tortoise shells is a vivid portrayal of the shape of the sun. Its subsequent form in the
scripts on bronze vessels is very much like the sun. Afterwards, it gradually became squarer
“B”. However, it has become so square that it doesn’t look like the sun at all in the regular

script in modern Chinese.
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Linkage: Many Chinese characters contain “ 8",
The most typical one is perhaps “2", which
means early morning when the sun rises, “2"
consists of “H™ and a “—" below, which denotes
the horizon. When the sun rises from the horizon,
it is naturally early in the morning. The antonym
of “E." is “#"(dusk). The initial form of “&"
was written as “ 8", which obviously means that
the sun sinks behind thick grass, meant the time
when the sun set. Later on, “H " was added to
“3¥"  hence “#&", which is the present character

referring to dusk.
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