RUDIMENTS
OF CHINESE CHARACTER WRITING
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INTRODUCTION

This book is a textbook on how to write Chinese characters prepared specially for for-
eigners.

For a long time, Chinese characters have been regarded as the most difficult writing,
and many foreign students have felt it so hard to learn Chinese characters that they gave up
their study of the Chinese language all together.

Chinese characters are hard to learn because they are complex. However, I believe that
another reason why the Chinese characters are hard to learn lies in our teaching.

At present, when we teach foreigners Chinese characters, we basically follow the teach-
ing mode of “written after spoken”, that is, we teach Chinese characters after we come
across them in our talks. I think such teaching mode is suitable for the teaching of the alpha-
betic system of writing but not for the teaching of Chinese characters.

The form, sound, and meaning of a Chinese character are integrated. Every character
has a certain form, pronunciation and meaning. Their forms represent meaning but not pro-
nunciation. Chinese writing is an ideographic system.

Chinese characters have a logical, discernible structure. The basic component is a
stroke, of which a number make up an independent character. Independent characters or
character components make up combined characters. When we teach written Chinese charac-
ters, we teach strokes first, then independent characters, and finally combined characters in
order with the structure of the forms of Chinese characters. Students may learn the main
meaning of the forms of Chinese characters while memorizing their forms with the help of
their meanings. In this way, they will feel it easier to learn and write Chinese characters.

The teaching mode of “written after spoken” does not aidin teaching only throw it into
confusion of Chinese characters in their natural order, and will formation. If today you teach
“#R#F” (How are you !), and tomorrow you teach “i#{i#f” (Thank you.), the writing of
these characters cannot be taught in a systematic way, difficulties will be increased.

The teaching of reading Chinese can be separated from that of Chinese character writ-
ing. Reading is easier than writing. One who is not able to write down all Chinese charac-
ters, may be able to read all of them. This is a fact we have learned from our teaching .
Since reading can be separated from writing , the teaching of writing Chinese characters may
not go alongside the reading of the written language in the primary stage of learning. It can
be carried out independently in accordance with the characteristics of the formation of Chi-
nese characters. By following a natural order and advancing step by step, beginning with in-
dependent characters and then combined characters, from the simple to the complex, and
from the easy to the difficult. The systematic teaching of the formation of Chinese characters
may not only make it easier to teach, but more importantly help students to understand the
structural relations between Chinese characters to better remember the form, meaning and
pronunciation of a characrter.

There are more than 3500 Chinese characters in common use, each of whose structure
has a regular pattern. Therefore, as students master the basic strokes, independent charac-
ters and character components, (which were derived from independent characters) as well as
the pattern of the structure of the characters, they will be able to analyze the forms of Chi-
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nese characters and learn new Chinese characters by themselves. It is not necessary to teach
students all the 3500 characters, but it is necessary to help them to understand the pattern of
the structure of characters , and master the basic technique of writing them .

It is in the above mentioned spirit, that this textbook is written.

The stylistic rules and layout of the textbook are as follows:

The first chapter introduces the characteristics of Chinese characters, and the major dif-
ference between characters and alphabetic writing.

The second chapter introduces the basic strokes for writing Chinese characters and the
rules of stroke order observed in calligraphy.

The third chapter introduces the important position of independent Chinese characters in
the system of Chinese characters, and the 80 most important and commonly used pictograph-
ic characters, each of which has an explanation of its expression (the simplified form and the
original complex form) , pronunciation, meaning, strokes and stroke order. There are also
places for students to practice writing.

The fourth chapter introduces indicative characters by the above-mentioned method.

The fifth chapter introduces 70 associative characters. It also introduces the structure of
combined characters.

The sixth chapter introduces about 80 pictophonograms.

And the seventh chapter introduces the concept of “ Bushou”, radicals by which charac-
ters are arranged in Chinese dictionaries, and a group of Chinese characters with the same el-
ements or basic structural parts of Chinese characters under each Bushou . This lesson covers
73 Bushou in common use and more than 200 characters.

The whole book introduces more than 400 Chinese characters, most of which are char-
acters frequently in use. A few rarely used characters are also introduced. The reason why
we introduce them is because of their strong capacity of forming characters and serving as ba-
sic structural parts of other Chinese characters or Bushou .

To help students to search for Chinese characters, the book has a “Catalogue of Chinese
characters” and an “Index of Syllables of the Phonetic Transcriptions of Chinese Characters”
attached to it.

The purpose of the book is to help students to easily remember the form of Chinese char-
acters and to acquire the ability to write them. Therefore, the classification of some Chinese
characters and the analysis of the structural relations in Chinese characters, which are based
on my teaching practice, are different from the convention. This is a first attempt in teach-
ing, and comments from experts and colleagues will be appreciated.

Zhang Pengpeng August, 1997
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1 CHARACTERISTICS OF CHINESE CHARACTERS
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The different writing systems of the world can be divided into two categories: phonetic writing
systems and semantic writing systems. The Chinese writing system is a semantic one.

Every Chinese character has its pronunciation but its written form does not show it. In-
stead, it shows the character’ s semantics. Different forms show different meanings even
when the pronunciation is actually the same.

For example.

In alphabetic writing systems, the written form of a word is derived from its pronuncia-
tion. We can get help from the pronunciation to memorize the written form. In the Chinese
writing system the written form of a character does not give a guide to pronunciation but to
meaning. Consequently, one cannot use phonetics to help memorize the written form. It is
the meaning of a character that can help in memorizing a character.

The aim in teaching to read is to link up the pronunciation and the written form of a
Chinese character in order to be able to read it aloud. The aim in teaching to write is to link
up the form of Chinese characters and their meaning in order to express oneself in writing.
As a result, in order to learn how to write Chinese characters, one must know the different
ways of expressing their meaning as well as their structural form. Through the analysis of
Chinese characters one can memorize their meaning. It is also necessary to refer to the mean-
ing of a character to help memorize the written form.
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2 BASIC STROKES AND STROKE ORDER

— EAXEH Basic strokes

RFHEERRE, HRERH - HIHEETRY. #EXFRFHBURMEH TR
HEFI WAL, T FRUBEA SRR . WFEEHR - +EM, E-+ILHEEY R
EAHH/N\F, EROTILFHREXN\FEM EAERRBENEL, ¥ENFHERE
BEXFZENGE, X TRETEEERS S RIENTFRET,

Although there are many Chinese characters, all of them are composed of no more than 30
kinds of strokes. We could draw a parallel to the alphabet which has an inventory of twenty-six let-
ters. The difference is that Chinese is a morpho-syllabic writing while western writing systems are
composed of letters. Of the 30 kinds of strokes mentioned above, it is necessary to only learn the
eight most important ones and view the others as variants of these.

e i Bk g XK Bl F | BEAF
| | Strokes | Writing Requirement Examples| Names
. NEEG, B -
—/ 2
1 From left to right, level — B2 heng
MNEEIT, 2E : .
2 l ” From top to bottom, straight + % shi
M ERfET ‘ N
3 ) )/ From top to lower left I\ # pie
: MERAT .
4 \ \ From top to lower right % B no
_ WFRAE .
5| & - From bottom to upper right %@ #
-—7 ﬁ) g .
6 From left to right and turn down = 9t zhe
B4
7 b & From top to bottom, turn right and % #) gou
tick at the end
N\ AT o .
8 > N Dot toward lower right N R didn
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Z EIEMMN Rules of stroke order

HE— T NFHEEEREREA —ENFH. WREL FHEEELES, AHE
EEES, &EIERZEFRNSS T, /LRSS 8RR P ERE,

EWHMNBEIEERETMEFHR—-EEE, B—EEENE. BEEEKFF -1
SRR, R — 0 s, —Ra e S

AHRNBEWAN . BXREEFHEET, FEFEH G EFHEN" PR,

In writing Chinese characters, one should follow a certain order of the strokes which
compose a character, some strokes proceed others. Following the correct stroke-order one can
raise the speed of writing and ensure correctness.

Stroke-order is especially important for writing independent characters. In writing com-
bined characters, one should follow the order of structure, some components proceed others.

This chapter presents the rules of stroke-order. About the structural rules in combined
characters, see Chapter 5 “Structure. of the combined character”.

Moom Bl F £ W
Rules Examples Stroke-order
SRR
1 “heng” before “shu” + - +
2 Sae A J A

“pie” before “na”

3 EEET - - -
From top to bottom - -
SERH
4 From left to right L )L
5 %EPI‘ETJEW@ ‘J‘ J ‘] 'J‘
Middle before the two sides

From outside to inside

SeirEHEO

Inside before the sealing stroke
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3 INDEPENDENT CHARACTERS(1) — PICTOGRAMS

Ik FFIS KT

WF N LR AR, —KRMET, —REEGHF, MEFREHE
B 20 LR S RE R T U R T ) F o IR TS B BT SR A DL IR R

WA ESRMAT, W SR F R RS, B R BRI, SUE R R AT
RUF S, FlL, MEFREINFHEM. XETHET, BERNBSESRFRES
To

REF

BEFARETR LD WP, —HEREF, HEKEFF. FHEREFTERY
B, EFMFUREF,

FEFEFEHNTEHN S 9. BRENKED, BEREINFHEHWER
KHREEN—HT.

Independent characters and combined characters

Chinese characters can be divided into two categories : independent characters and com-
bined characters. Independent characters consist of elementary strokes which cannot be sub-
divided.

With regard to structure, independent characters are the basic elements out of which
combined characters are made up. Combined characters will be easier to understand and write

once independent characters have been mastered.
Pictegrams

From the way they express meaning, independent characters can again be subdivided in-
to two kinds: pictograms and indicative characters. Pictograms represent in stylized form the
objects they refer to.

although only 5% of all Chinese characters belong to the pictographic kind, but they are

of crucial importance to the mastery of the structure of Chinese characters.



N darén adult

NI rénmin people
j\ rén }]uman being N rénkou population
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GRS EEC-S SRR DA PN 8

The ancient form of “ A" shows a standing man in profile.

A

XK dajia everybody
dd big s great K2 daxué  university
XA

* —>¢ —>

d ORG-S ST K T, A A

The ancient form of “ K™ shows the frontal view of a tall man standing with arms and legs spread out.
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_] Lk zhangfu husband
7[% fu husband’ man PN daifu doctor

NS furen wife

-n - X

R G AN IR OIS, Ll - B R B R, B AR YR
The ancient form of * X" shows the frontal view of a man with a pin through his hair, which signifies that
he has reached adulthood.
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A 2N ¥har zhanli stand

) ! i Stand, set up SME like at once
A chéngli found
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AR - AFRR T, fEM BV E

The ancient form of “3Z" shows a man standing on the ground with his legs apart.
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¥ daozi pocketknife
J I d(]o knife 857] jiandao  scissors

71 kaidao  operate

f -7 —~ 7

HRTITH B RGBT REAR, R, TERT) &.
The ancient form of “J]” looks like a knife, the upper part standing for the handle, and the lower part the
blade.

1|7

J]

h& Ii liang force
, li force, power ) 85 nuli work hard

A quanli power

S B

f’iﬁ"‘ﬁ"%’:fﬁlﬁﬁé’ﬂﬁf‘#ﬂié@iﬁﬂ, FMMTFERA, FUAHERRASMAE,
The ancient {form of “J1” looks like a garden tool; to turn up soil one needs strength, therefore this charac-

ter means strength or power.
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J L [ EE, ] ér child, son ﬁ{g

Lr

érzi

niiér

s0n

daughter

érténg  children
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BRLTFR AR EEDEILTER, B F RO RE — X R

The ancient form of “JL” looks like a child with a big head.

JL

JL

?

zi son, child Tk
%7

haizi
zinii

niizi

child
children

woman

AT ERR PP KT E L,

The ancient form of “-F” shows a baby in his swaddling clothes with his arms raised.
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LA koucai

2. qs lukou

kou mouth FIH ménkou

eloquence
entrance

crossing

WO FIRAR YK ITEIRE T,

The ancient form of “11” looks like an open mouth.
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a3k shitéu
E shi stone HF  yanshi
. oy shiyéu

stone
rock
petroleum

cd“*[a—*

HRATFRIDETH —8RA %,

The ancient form of “£” shows a cliff with a rock underneath.
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