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Preface

The objective of this series is to provide a link between Chinese
language and culture, so that learners will not only know the
meanings of the characters, or the common phrases in which
they appear, but also the cultural context of the characters. It

is hoped that the series will motivate learners to take a keen
interest in this language.

This series contains the most common 128 Chinese characters
that will help both interested students and foreign learners to
understand the Chinese language and mind. Although they

are all ‘radicals’ ##, the term has been deliberately avoided
because it is rather technical. Instead, the term ‘component’ {R3%
has been chosen in its place.

Most of the 128 characters can be used on their own to form
phrases. A small number of them can only be used in word
formation and almost never on their own.

The ancient characters are largely pictograms #&#, or picture-
words, and are listed according to their simplified form f&j{&

in this series. The evolution of these characters can be seen
through their different scripts over more than 3,000 years,
namely B (B3X) (oracle-bone script, the earliest known Chinese
writing), & (3X) (bronze script), % (#k) (seal script), R (#)
(official script in the Han dynasty), and modern-day regular script
# (#). The oracle-bone and bronze scripts invariably explain
the original meanings of the Chinese characters concerned.
Occasionally, it is necessary to mention the conventional
characters ¥{% for elaboration.

The panels in each unit explain the word origin, the phrases in
which the character appears, its use as a component in word
formation and, where applicable, its cultural significance.
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/ \ ba (2 strokes)

) COU)

The ancient character for /\,
meaning ‘eight’, depicts two
curved strokes in opposite
directions. Its original meaning
was 'to separate’ or ‘to divide'.

/\ /\

(Y

;ft

J\ now means ‘eight’
and can be used in
phrases, for example
J\E (ba mian, \eighf
sides’) and /\ B (ba
yue, ‘August’). In some
phrases it also means
‘lots of’, as in MHE/\
7 (st mian ba fang, ‘in
all directions’) and /\
B (ba chéng, ‘in all
probability’).

J\ can be used as a
component in word
formation, for example
9 (fen, ‘to divide’).

In some cases, /\ is
inverted and becomes
¥, as in # (ban, ‘half’).
These words still retain
the original meaning of
‘separation’.

N
The number J\ (‘eight’)
is an auspicious number
in Chinese belief,
because it sounds like
% (fa), which means
‘prosperous’. So car
plates with the number,
whether it is 8 or

128, for example, are
generally very popular
and cost a great deal.




Idioms and phrases
I\FE Z 3 ba bai zhT jido
sworn brothers

I\ EF ba bei zi

literally ‘eight lifetimes’, meaning ‘a long time’

J\ZPER 1B ba gua xin wén
gossipy news

I\ ba zi
the year, month, day and hour of one’s birth, which is
supposed to have an influence on one’s life and fortune

INF & — W ba zi méi yT pié
The word #f in Chinese penmanship refers to the left
stroke J, which is the first of the two strokes in the word

J\. The expression /\Fi&—# means that you have not
even started taking the first step.

Try it!

J I\



E bAi (5 strokes)

G

The word H means ‘white’ or
‘bright’, amongst other meanings.
Its pictogram depicts a grain of rice,
which is generally white in colour.

The word B is often
used in phrases to

mean ‘white’ or ‘bright’,

for example BX (bai
tian, ‘morning’), B&
(baifs, ‘white hair’)
and B% (baity, ‘white
rabbit’). It also means

‘wasted’, for example
B# (baifei).

H can also be used

as a component in

word formation, in
different positions, often
expressing the meaning
of ‘white’ or ‘clear’,

for example R (quan,
‘spring’), B (jido, ‘white
and bright’) and fi& (hao,
‘white’).

{
In Chinese culture, red
is generally preferred
to white. The colour
red represents
happiness and good
luck while white is the
colour of mourning.




Idioms and phrases
B 3 bai cai

Chinese cabbage

A& DK baifeliqi
one has wasted one's strength and effort

Aif baijid
This generally refers to the traditional Chinese wine made
from sorghum or other cereals. It can also refer to white
wine made from grapes.

B FF 7K bai kai shui
plain water for drinking

B¢ bai mang mang
(of fog or snow) a large area of whiteness

B baise
white colour

B3 baishi
literally ‘white matters’, referring mainly to matters about
funerals

A& E baitou xié lao
an expression used to wish that a couple will be happily
married till the end of their lives

B & baiyan
white clouds

Try it!



(3 strokes)

E

\

The pictogram of the character ™~
represents X (jia, ‘house’). ~ is /
always used as a component, never g
on its own. It is placed at the top
of the word that contains it.

x

is made up of two parts.
The top part ™~ depicts
a house and the bottom
part & (ni) means
‘woman’. The word

% therefore means

‘a woman in a house’,
which was viewed as the
safest place for her in
ancient times.

r 3
The word & (an, ‘safe’)

Likewise, the character
™ appears in the word
R (zai, ‘disaster’).
Although R contains
the fire component X
(hus), meaning a house
on fire, its meaning is
extended to refer to all
types of man-made and
natural disasters.

The word 5 (zong,
‘praying to the
ancestors’) contains
the house symbol ™~ on
top and the word 7R
(shi, ‘praying’) below,
meaning to pray in a
house. Praying to the
ancestors may also
take place in a temple,
where the ancestral
tablets are kept.




| p—

(2 strokes)

p—

conveys the meaning ‘to cover’ or
‘to hide’ or ‘in the dark’

E ® ES

The pictogram of the character —
resembles a piece of material used
for covering things. It therefore §

‘ m

The character can
only be used in word
formation, not on

its own. Words that
contain this component
generally keep its
original meaning, for
example 3 (zhang,
‘grave’) and & (yuan,
‘victimized’ - since the
facts are hidden).

f

Since a hat covers
the head, the word
7@ (guan), an old word
for ‘hat’, also has the
component — on the
top.

The word & (ming,
‘dark’) bears the

— component. The
Chinese believed that
when people died,
they would go to the
nether world Eff
(ming fu).

-




D—I béi (4 strokes)

P v R

& £ E S E4

Dl'is the simplified form of the conventional
character B. The pictogram looks like a
cowrie (a type of seashell). In ancient China
cowries were rare and therefore much
valued. Since only the rich could afford to
own them, they came to be associated with
wealth. Later the cowrie even became one
of the earliest forms of money.

Dl can be used in phrases, though there are not many :
in which it appears. The most common phrase is 5%
(bei ke, ‘seashell’).

Dl is used mostly as a component in word formation,
mainly on the left of a word. Most words with this
component are related to ‘treasure’ or ‘money’, for
example Mt (cai, weal‘rh') i (zhang, ‘accounts’), i
(gou, ‘buy’) and £ (huo, ‘goods’).
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