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Unit 1 Chinese Characters

= Introduction

Written language is a visual symbol system which is based on the spoken language , so
the characters’ functions are to convert the spoken language into the written one. As with
all other characters in the world, the Chinese characters record the Chinese language from
the beginning of its development. The question is, “How do Chinese characters record
Chinese language?” The Chinese characters represent the speech purpose of Chinese in its
written form, so it has three elements: figure, sound and meaning.

Perhaps the correspondence between the Chinese character units and speech
constituent (4 /%) can be confusing: sometimes one unit represents a Chinese word;
sometimes it is a morpheme (5% ); and at other times it is a syllable.

Chinese is the oldest extant character system; Egyptian hieroglyphs ( £ %)
and Mesopotamian ( E£Z&AJAXKT) cuneiform (#2JE L5 ) have long ceased to be
used.

When did Chinese characters originate? It is difficult to reach a convincing conclusion
at present. According to archaeological evidence, the basics of Chinese characters
appeared in the late primitive society. In 1974, Chinese archaeologists found four
pictographic (£ XL F #J) symbols from Dawenkou ( K7 [1) relics in Shandong
Province. Comparing the symbols with the inscriptions on bones, shells and bronze,
experts eventually confirmed the relationship between them. Since Dawenkou relics are
more than four thousand years old, we know that the Chinese characters have a very long

history.
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Part | Reading

Text A The Legend of Cangjie

Activity 1 Lead-in Questions
1. Do you know how Chinese characters were first invented?
Share with your partner any legends you know about the Chinese characters.

There are many differences between Chinese characters and Western language forms.

List as many of these differences as you can.

“When Cangjie created writing , heaven rained millet and the ghosts wailed at
night. ” —Huainanzi

This is a description of what happened when Chinese characters were created.

Legend tells us that Cangjie was a very important figure in ancient China (2650
B. C. ). He is said to have been a bureaucrat during the reign of the Yellow Emperor
and is credited with being the inventor of Chinese characters. Legend has it that he had
four eyes and four pupils and that when he invented the characters, as the above legend
suggests, the ghosts cried and the sky rained millet, as it marked the beginning of the
world.

Shortly after unifying China, the Yellow Emperor, being terribly dissatisfied with the
“rope knot tying” method (e. g. , Quipu) of recording information, charged Cangjie with
the task of creating a more reliable system of writing. Cangjie, a wise man who had faith
in, and loyalty to, the great emperor, and the desire to contribute to the culture capital of
the nation, then settled down on the bank of a river and devoted himself to the completion
of the task at hand. However, even after devoting much time and effort during his
prolonged period of reflective practice, he was unable to create even one character. At
this point, lesser mortals would probably have given up the project in vain, but not our
strong-willed hero Cangjie. Fortunately, Cangjie was able to draw on support from
colleagues in the animal kingdom where he became accepted as a non-threatening presence
at the river bank.

Like human society, animals have their positions, roles and responsibilities and the
phoenix was persuaded by her husband, the dragon, to adopt the role of bearer of good

2



~Unit I . Chinese Characters

news. The next day, Cangjie rejoiced at the sight of the phoenix flying in the sky above,
carrying an object in its beak. The object fell to the ground directly in front of Cangjie,
just narrowly missing his left ear and he screamed “My God! That was close!” Cangjie
recognized the object to be an impression of a hoof-print although, not being able to
recognize which animal the print belonged to, he asked for the help of a local hunter who
was passing by on the road. The hunter told him that it was, without a shadow of doubt,
the hoof-print of a Pixiu. The fact that it was different from the hoof-print of any other
living beast greatly inspired Cangjie. Cangjie was left believing that, if he could capture in
a drawing the special characteristics that set apart each and every thing on the earth, then
he would truly be in the position to develop the perfect kind of character for writing. From
that day forward, Cangjie studied the animals of the world, the landscape of the earth,
and the stars in the sky. He paid close attention to the characteristics of all things
including the sun, moon, stars, clouds, lakes and oceans as well as all manners of birds
and beasts. He began to create characters according to the special characteristics he
found, and before long, had compiled a long list of characters for writing and finally had
invented a symbolic system called zi — Chinese characters.

To the delight of the Yellow Emperor, Cangjie presented him with the complete set of
characters. The emperor then called the premiers of the nine provinces together in order
for Cangjie to teach them the new system of writing in what many people suspect may have
been the first format of a formal and structured education system. As a result, monuments
and temples were erected in Cangjie’s honor on the bank of the river where he created
these characters and the phoenix won the undying respect of her husband because she had
done what he asked her to do. (637 words)

( This article is edited from :http : // www. ask. com/wiki/Cangjie? gsrc =3044. )

* Related Readings

. http; // en. wikipedia. org/wiki/ Chinese_calligraphy

. http: // www. bbe. co. uk/news/world-asia-pacific-14693677

. http: //ts. hjenglish. com/page/345990/

. hitp // en. wikipedia. org/wiki/ Talk ; Chinese_character/Archive_1

. http ; // faculty. virginia. edu/cll/chinese/introduction. html

. http . // guodongr. blog. sohu. com/8594554. html

http: // english. cntv. cn/program/learnchinese/20100803/100891. shtml
. http : // www. china. org. cn/video/2009-11/18/content_18911578. htm
. hap // en. wikipedia. org/wiki/ Chinese_character
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New Words and Expressions
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compile [kom'pail] . %R, %H, %BE
premier [ ‘premio] n. H4g, HiE
undying [ An'daiin] adj. F4585; Kkiséh

VO LB LB LB BN L BN L BN LN L BN LB BN L BN L BN L BN L BN BN BN VBN L BN L BN BN BN L BN LN BN BN L BN BN BN LN BN N LN L

millet [ 'milit] n. 2k, E wail [weil] o &vi. ®ey, L ¢
bureaucrat [ 'bjusroukret] n. B H. BH é
reign [rein] n. S8, ZELEAM v 08 g
pupil [ ‘pjuzpl] n. BE3IL knot [not] n. (&%e&y) &5 ¢
prolonged [proulond] adj. #%&5R 485 reflective [ri'flektiv] adj. :R2 g
mortal [ ‘moitl] n. ALA phoenix [ 'fizniks] n. &4 8., KA ¢
rejoice [ri'd3zois] wi. FRE beak [bitk] n. Z-% 2
hoof [huif] n. 3 hoof-print [ "hu:fprint] n. FHEp é
§
N
¢
¢
2

Notes

L.

When Cangjie created writing, heaven rained millet and the ghosts wailed at night.

“EHEBTRNRE, BB watiA: (HEET - AL,

. Huainanzi (HERT). X4 (MBI (X%T), EFHE G EI1ER

—HEICHE, MU REHER EX L EFFRE, BEE. KHEMKTSRE
KB IEAL b, 284G TIET AR AP RREERRY, X5 T2 DU 3
s TEEEM,

. Yellow Emperor #7 (/AJCH] 2697 — /ATJCHIT 2599 4F) ., i SHEK., BHE

T E, BOSE . MRERE—PRERIRAOHSMEA LM . &, W,
S8 FERMEIAR, TLUAEWRAEFRZEH ., H SREHEEBMREER
RIIEHE, BPEAAR AR “RETH o

. rope knot tying ZEicE, A ERXF AW, AR —FicEl

W, BIE—RMT BATSS, RMcE. Eh s E R EREZNERI
I, BMER TIER, —EEAXFHRE, MARASRICERERER
Quipu &FH “BE" (['kirpu]), REVIMA (PFEHESF AL AR AT HALE B AIED
FRN) BRERICRAAEE B — PS8 307

Pixiu  $E4k. &P 0B M XGRS, BT YA, Hea e
TZMHEE.



Activity 2 After-reading Exercises

I. Choose the correct answer for each of the following statements according to
Text A.

The first paragraph describes Cangjie as having

A. two eyes and two pupils B. four eyes and two pupils

C. two eyes and four pupils D. four eyes and four pupils

According to Paragraph 2 of the text, the concept of “ rope knot tying”
means

A. a means of measuring the depth of water from a river bank

B. a means of recording information in ancient China

C. a means of trapping phoenix in ancient China

D. a means of satisfying the Yellow Emperor during the unification of China

The text suggests that Cangjie’s relationship with the Yellow Emperor can be described

as :

A. loyal and faithless B. loyal and friendly

C. faithful and loyal D. faithful and lovable

Which of the following best describes Cangjie’s relationship with the animal kingdom?
A. A good communicator. B. A collector of animals.

C. A coordinator of animals. D. A colleague of animals.

The written account suggests that the first Chinese character probably

was
A. a Pixiu’s hoof-print B. a human’s foot-print
C. a phoenix’s claw print D. a dragon’s claw print

Linguists believe this account justifies Chinese characters as being
A. a unique representation of everyday matter

B. alphabetically structured

C. not symbolically expressed

D. easy to pronounce

The Yellow Emperor gathered together a group of people to be the first ones to learn
the new writing system. They were the

A. ambassadors B. councilors

C. Pixiu D. premiers

The emperor was overjoyed to receive from Cangjie

A. a complete set of ivory chopsticks

B. a complete set of cigarette cards
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C. a complete set of characters
D. a complete set of quiz questions

9. Cangjie was credited with inventing

A. the first millet grinder B. the “rope knot tying”
C. the first anti-phoenix gun D. the first Chinese characters
10. Which of the following adjectives has not been used in the text to describe Cangjie?
A. Reflective. B. Reliable.
C. Devoted. D. Strong-willed.

II. Work in groups to discuss the following questions.

What are the differences between a legend and a historical account of an event?
Reading the text from a purely historical point of view, what do you think is missing from
this version of the legend of Cangjie?

Activity 3 Learn by Doing

Directions: In groups, discuss ways in which the missing parts of the story could be

discovered and give a report.

Text B Approaching Chinese Characters

Activity 1 Lead-in Questions

1. Legend says that Cangjie created Chinese writing. Do you believe it? Why or why not?
If not, how do you think Chinese characters originated ?

2. With a partner, list as many characteristics of Chinese characters as you can. You can

think about the sound, shape and meaning of these Chinese characters.

Knowledge of Chinese characters provides a useful basis for anyone wishing to
understand China itself. Chinese is one of the world’s oldest, most mysterious, and most
charming languages. Every character is a picture, a note, and has a story, a history, even
a soul. To approach China, let’s approach Chinese characters as a start; to know China,
let’s first make friends with its characters.

Invention of Chinese Characters

In ancient China, an unusual man was born with four eyes, which gave him the talent
to see things far away, with great vision and amazing accuracy. He also had the ability to
memorize anything he had seen and never forget it. This man’s name was Cangjie and it
was he who, according to legend, invented Chinese characters.

About four to five thousand years ago, Cangjie worked as an historian under the



Yellow Emperor, who we regard as the ancestor of Chinese people. Once he went hunting
with the emperor. Seeing how experienced hunters could tell different animals by the trail
they left on the ground, Cangjie had an idea. He suggested that they should draw signs
based on the shape of objects so as to record the things that represent different tribes. The
Yellow Emperor approved of the idea and commanded him to go around tribes and teach
them the method. Thus, Chinese characters originated.

Modern archaeology has discovered that even ten thousand years before the Yellow
Emperor’s time, signs that were the early forms of Chinese characters had been inscribed
in rock drawings, which, in part, reveal the secret of the origin of Chinese characters.

In reality Chinese characters were created in everyday life by Chinese people, and
passed down from generation to generation. It is likely that it was Cangjie who collected
them.

Word-formation of Chinese Characters

The hieroglyph is the earliest form of Chinese written characters. Hieroglyphic writing
is based on drawing objects. For example, in ancient Chinese, “[l|” (hill) was written
as [l which looks like a hill, “H” (sun) was written as © which looks like the sun, and
field as 8. Similarly, “H” (moon) looks like the moon, “7K” (water) looks like a
river and “H” (eye) looks like an eye.

Early Development

However, there is a great limitation to forming words by drawing pictures. Some
objects cannot be represented by drawings, and abstract principles, like truth, cannot be
drawn. So, meaning and sound were added to shapes when creating characters. Thus, six
invention laws of Chinese characters developed, i.e. pictographs, self-explanatory
characters, pictophonetic characters, associative compounds, mutually explanatory
characters and phonetic loan characters.

Statistics show hieroglyphs only account for 5% of the total number of Chinese
characters, yet they are significant in helping us learn about the origin and creation of
Chinese writing.

Structure and Writing Sequence

Chinese characters are in the shape of squares, and therefore are called “square
words” . Every character takes about the same amount of space and is composed of several
strokes, which include the heng (horizontal stroke), shu (vertical stroke) , pie (a long
left-falling stroke) , dian (dot), na (right-falling knife-shaped stroke) , ti (short right-
rising stroke ) , etc. There are fixed rules about the direction and sequence of strokes, and

this is called “orders of strokes”.



