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Chapter One
How to Choose a Proper Chinese
Name for Yourself
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Introduction

Four Beauties refer to four prettiest women in ancient China, and their names are
Shi Yiguang (jifi #7¢;) , Wang Qiang ( £1{i%) , Ren Hongchang ({T41 ) and Yang
Yuhuan (4 E¥£). Though these are their real names, they are normally addressed
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by people as Xi Shi ( P4jifi) , Wang Zhaojun ( FH#FH ), Diaochan ( 5#) and Yang
Guifei (4754 ). Besides their original names, why are they being addressed in that
way, where do those names come from, and why do they have more than two
names? In addition to those names mentioned above, they also have nicknames such
as Chenyu (7101ff1), Luoyan ( 75}f), Biyue (4] H ) and Xiuhua ( 2{£). What are
the stories behind these nicknames? To answer these questions, it is necessary for you

to understand the name-related culture in China.

Section One You May Have Four to Five Chinese Names

In western society, names are composed of three parts: given name, middle
name and family name, while in China, traditional names may include four to five
parts, including family name, given name, courtesy name, and art name.

It is said that Chinese surnames were originated from the prehistoric matrilineal
society. The Chinese character™ Itk is composed of“ %" and “#:" , which means
“female” and “birth” respectively. To show respect for women, many Chinese

”

surnames include the character “ %", which means female. However, in patrilineal
times, with the decline of women'’s social position, the father’s surname became more
important in the whole family, and children began to inherit their father’s surname
instead of their mother’s. Apart from Xing( #4 ) , there is another character that stands
for surname in Chinese, which is Shi( [§). Xing (£ )and Shi( [C) both existed in
the Han Dynasty ( BC.206-220), but Shi( [X,) was gradually replaced by Xing ( #})
as time goes by. So now in China the surname is Xing (i) , §lery few people use the
character Shi( [{.). A Chinese surname is for the public and belongs to the whole
family. In old times a person could be widely respected just because of his surname
and this was particularly true for those who come from a notable family, hence he
couldn’t change his name, especially his surname. If he did change his surname, it
maybe either because he had committed a serious crime and as a result was deprived
of his original one, or he wanted to leave his family and started a new life. For those
people who share the same surname, they think that they share the same ancestors
despite the lack of an actual blood relation between them. There are approximately
thousands of family names that are used in China.

Nowadays about 100 family names are commonly used, which cover almost

87% of the total population. The most popular three surnames in China are Li( &%) ,

— 2



Chapter One How to Cheose a Proper Chinese Name for Yourself e

Wang( £ ) and Zhang ( 7 ). Some Chinese people have compound surnames,
consisting of two Chinese characters, like Ouyang( Kiffl), Shangguan( [-F ), Sima
(7)), Zhuge ( i % ). Now there are about 80 compound surnames existing in
China.

The Given name follows the family name. Originally in China, Mingzi ( given
name) is composed of two parts, Ming( 44) and Zi(¥). Ming( 45 ) refers to the
normal given name, which is usually given to the child by his parents when he is
born. In ancient China, given names, especially for girls’ , could only be known to
family members, and she would be addressed only by her family name. Zi( ),
which can also be referred to as courtesy name or style name, is a name bestowed
upon a person at adulthood in addition to his or her given name, which is a tradition
in East Asian cultures, including China and China-influenced countries such as Japan,
Korea, and Vietnam. A Zi(5%) will replace one’s given name when one turns the
age of twenty—mostly in terms of male—as a symbol of
adulthood and respect. It could be given either by the
parents or by the first personal teacher on the first day of
family school. One may also adopt a self-chosen courtesy
name. Normally, Zi ( %) is somehow related to Ming
(%), and it should be an explanation or supplement of

Ming( 44 ). However, because of the complexity, Zi( )

is gradually being phased out. In modern China, most
people ( >98% ) do not have Zi( %) , and those who have Mao Zedong ( EZ%:)
and use Zi (%) are mostly artists, writers, poets and

philosophers, now Mingzi( 455 ) basically equals with Ming( #4).

Take Chairman Mao as an example, his surname ( xing) is Mao( & ) ; his given
name ( Ming) is Zedong ( £ %< ), and because he was born in 1890s, when style
name (Zi) was still popular in China, his Zi( %) is Runzhi( j§22 ).

It is notable that a courtesy name is not to be confused with an art name ( hao,
Chinese: 5 ), another frequently mentioned term for an alternative name in Asian
culture-based context. As its name reveals, an art name is usually associated with art
and is more of a literary name or a pseudonym that is more spontaneous compared to
a courtesy name. In some cases, the art name can be changed. An artist may adopt
different art names at different stages of his career and the art name is used to mark

significant changes in his life. Art names were frequently used by artists, writers,

— 8
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poets, and philosophers in ancient China, while nowadays very few people have art

names.

Li Bai
Li Bai (701-762), a great poet in the Tang Dynasty. His surname ( Xing) is Li
(&), given name (Ming) is Bai( &), his courtesy name (Zi) is Taibai( X &), and

his art name is Qinglian Jushi( % &4 ).

Exercise: Check out the art names of the following poets.

o o e B T
e Tt

Bai Juyi Li Qingzhao Su Shi

The Nickname is a familiar or humorous name given to a person or thing instead
of or as well as the real name, and it is more common in modern society. Nicknames

given by different people can have different meanings and purposes. For example, a

4 —



Chapter One How to Choose a Proper Chinese Name for Yourself [

nickname given by parents is a term of endearment, which shows the affection towards
the child, like Lele ( 4k%4k) or Choudan( 545 ) ; while a nickname given by friends
can either be a term of amusement, which shows the familiarity between them, like
Yanjinger (HR#E5JL), or a term of contempt, like Feizhu ( i & ). Sometimes,
nicknames can also be used as complimentary remarks, like the nicknames for the Four
Beauties: Chenyu ({j{ff1), Luoyan (#%Wf) ,Biyue ([4]H ), Xivhua ( 254{F).

Exercise; After reading this section, can you find out the complete names,
including family names, given names, art names and even nicknames for the

following figures?

Four Great Beauties

§p

SEF PR eY

Guan Yu(%3) Kong Zi( FL¥)



Section Two Chinese Names and Their Structures

Though westerners and Chinese all have family names and given names, they are
ranged in totally opposite orders.

As to the order of ordinary Chinese names, the family name comes first, and
then follows the given name. A boy called Ming () and belonging to the Zhang
(5K ) family is called “Zhang Ming” in Chinese culture, while in west it would be
formally Ming Zhang. A Chinese is only to be called in that way when he is
travelling abroad. Again taking Chairman Mao as an example, his family name is
Mao( E), and his given name is Zedong (£ %), so his full name is Mao Zedong
(£ %) in Chinese.

When names are used to address somebody, the ways used in China and western
society are the same. It is considered to be polite and respectful to address a Chinese
by his/her surname, followed by honorific titles like %t/ ( xian sheng) ( Sir)/ %+
(niishi) (Madam) or the job position. Normally Zhang Ming would be formally
referred to as Mr. Zhang, not Mr. Ming, while among friends he would be casually
referred to as Zhang Ming. Like westerners, people with close relationships can
directly address each other by their given names, but there is an interesting
phenomenon in China. It is very rare for people with a one-character name
( monosyllabic, which will be introduced later in this chapter) being referred to only
by his/her given name, except by his/her lover. But when the person’s given name
is made up of more than two characters ( disyllabic), it is OK for him/her to be
addressed only by given names by his/her friends. For example, Zhang Ming is
rarely addressed by his friends as “Ming” , while it is normal for a person named

Zhang Mingming to be addressed as “Mingming” by his friends.

Exercise: A man named Wang Qiang ( F 58 ) is a professor working in a
university, how should he be addressed by his students/colleagues/ friends/ wife?

The structure of Chinese names could be a little unique. Typically a full
Chinese name consists of two of three syllabus/characters, with each syllable having a
particular tone and being written as a single Chinese character. Most Chinese

surnames are monosyllabic (one character) , which are called “Danxing” ( §.4%:) . In

— 6 —
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Chinese, “Fuxing” (&%), which means two-character ( disyllabic) surnames also
exist in China, but they are not that commonly seen as the monosyllabic surnames.
Generally speaking, a child is always entitled to the surname of his father. However,
it is getting increasingly popular in China to have surnames of both their parents’ in
children’s names. For given names, both monosyllabic and disyllabic are commonly
used in China, with the latter one being more popular. There are several structural
patterns for Chinese names;
1. A monosyllabic surname + a disyllabic given name [l + [I[]
e.g. Li Zhiguo (7% EH)
. A monosyllabic surname + a monosyllabic given name [l + []
e. g. Zhang Ming (5§ BH)
3. A disyllabic surname + a mbnosy]labic given name [l + [
e.g. ZhuGe Liang (i& 5 %)
4. A disyllabic surname + a disyllabic given name Il + (][]
e.g. Lvgiu Luwei ( [8] Fr #5£%)
Among these four patterns, the first one is the most commonly used. The

SV}

number of people whose names are made up of a monosyllabic surname and a
disyllabic given name accounts for 85% of the total population. But apart from these
ordinary patterns, there are also special cases in the structures. A person may have
both of their parents’ surnames, as in the example of Zhang Wang Sheng ( 8 T %) ,
It is very hard to tell whether his family name is Zhang or Zhang Wang. Another case
is more common in Hong Kong. A girl is sometimes required to add the surname of
her husband in front of her name after marriage. Take Fan Xu Litai ( {{Lffzfi %) as an
example, her original name was Xu Litai, but after marrying a man whose family
name is Fan, her name becomes Fan Xu Litai.

In China, especially in ancient times, there are strict rules that have to be
followed when a baby is named. In other words, there are model names for
generations in different families. Usually, the model names can be divided into three
types:

(1) The first syllable/character of the given name is settled for each generation

Take the writer’'s case as an example ;

Chen Jingtong ( B #i([7])

Chen Zhaozhu ([ 47 8h) Chen Zhaoxie ([ 8 1h)
Chen Xianxiao ( 4 Jcf) Chen Xianjian ( % &)

— P —
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>' From this list, it is clear that the first character of each generation is settled. In
the first generation, the settled character is Jing, in the second generation the settled
character is Zhao, and in the third generation, the settled character is Xian.
(2) The last syllable/character of the given name is settled
In the novel A Dream of Red Mansions, the Jia family has strict rules in naming ,

and for girls, they have their last character in given names settled as Chun (7).

Jia Yuanchun (& &) Jia Yingchun (& i1%)
Jia Tanchun (& &%) Jia Xichun (& 1£&)

(3) Part of the character is settled for each generation
Different from females, the naming methods of males in the Jia family of the
novel A Dream of Red Mansions are much more complicated. Instead of settling a
certain word in the given names of females, only a part of the character is settled in
the given names of the males.
Ist Jia Yan (5% {#) Jia Yuan (5% J§)
2nd Jia Daihua (%% f84k) Jia Daishan (%% {{3%) Jia Dairu ( 8 {8fF)
Jia Daixiu (% f81&) _
3rd Jia Fu (%{ ) Jia Zheng (%% ) JiaJing (%% #%) Jia She (%% #0)
Jia Min (5% i)
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