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Introduction

Regardless of how you break it down, studying Chinese is an overly daunting task.
When people invest their time to study, they want to know that the material that
they are struggling to learn is used in public discourse. Over the past two and a half
years, | have had access to a cross section of Chinese life. I have lived with two
young Chinese professionals; had Chinese classmates, tutors and friends with
whom I spent time on both formal and informal occasions; worked in an all-Chinese
professional services firm; taught English to students aged 6-50; and conversed
with my older generation neighbors on a regular basis. Due to this complete immer-
sion, I have been able to capture the contemporary nuances of urban Chinese. Ur-
ban Chinese : Mandarin in 21" Century China is a compilation of my notes which
will give the reader the vocabulary, and more saliently the usage necessary to effec-
tively operate in 21 Century China.

I started studying Chinese in the fall of 1998. At that time, like most foreigners,
the characters, tones, pronunciation, etc. overwhelmed me. What I did to overcome
these obstacles was subconsciously develop word association techniques that facili-
tated my learning process, utilizing Chinese strong logic, based on my native lan-
guage English. After all, when studying a foreign language, one cannot help but
use their mother tongue as a base, at least in the beginning stage. By breaking
down the meaning of each individual character, words became easier to learn, as I
was not memorizing a word, but an idea. These mnemonics also proved helpful
when learning grammar.

Throughout the course of my studies, I have been a very diligent note taker. If I
heard a new word, | would write it down and the next time I met with my tutor,
we would go over how I could apply it into my everyday vocabulary. Indeed, these
techniques have made it possible for me to attain a high level of proficiency, some-
thing that I thought would never happen when I commenced my studies. In fact, a
Chinese language teacher at Tsinghua University learned of my experience and in-
vited me to lecture on the very techniques introduced here.

I began working on this project after a few of my classmates expressed their dissat-
isfaction with their Chinese learning materials, and suggested that I explore the op-
tions of publishing my notes. My sincere hope and belief is that Urban Chinese will

satisfy their and your demands.

Gerald Scott Klayman
Beijing, 2001



Structure

Urban Chinese is broken down into five sections. The first section, Pinyin and
Tones provides the reader training wheels for learning Chinese. Based upon stan-
dard American English, the pinyin component will present similarities to which
speakers of English can relate. The tones section will outline and explain the tones
of Chinese, providing tips and practice exercises.

Section Two, Radicals, reveals the logic and meanings of the most commonly used
radicals, the components that are mixed and matched like puzzle pieces to form Chi-
nese characters.

The third section, Category Usage Dictionary, provides the most frequently used
words on topics such as the body, business, cabs and directions, colors, countries
and country leaders, education, electronics, emotions and feelings, foods and
restaurants, hobbies, holidays, language study, telling time, vehicles, weather and
Chinese zodiac signs.

Learning the stories behind Chinese idioms is a great way of deepening your under-
standing of the Chinese culture while also expanding your vocabulary. In Section
Four, Idioms, the background stories of 25 idioms are told along with an example
sentence that will enable the student to use the idiom in public discourse.

Section Five, Slang, will provide the student with the “real” language that is not
printed in textbooks, but is said as much as, if not more than, the material that is.
Each entry has undergone a usage test. Only if a majority of the people questioned
use the word, was it selected. Examples with the “Chinglish” formula are used to
guarantee the student complete understanding and usage.

Lastly, throughout the book, there are backgrounds and words of some of China’s
most commonly referenced personages including Lei Feng, Da Shan, Norman
Bethune, etc., which will give the reader a basic understanding of why these per-
sons are brought up today.
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2 Pinyin

The Pinyin Romanization System

English has a phonetic alphabet, which enables the reader to pronounce with rather
certainty a never-seen-before word even if he/she does not know the meaning. Chi-
nese, on the other hand, is an ideographic language, meaning that if the reader has
not studied the character, he/she probably will not be able to read it. In order to
facilitate the learning process for Chinese and foreign students of Chinese alike, an
official international transcription system was introduced by the Chinese govern-
ment in the 1950s. This system, called pinyin, which in Chinese means pin—
spell and yin—sound, constitutes your training wheels for Chinese.

FINALS

1. Simple vowels

a like ‘a’ in ‘father’
like ‘ur’ in ‘fur’
like ‘i’ in ‘bin’

=

0 like ‘o’ in ‘or’

u like ‘v’ in ‘flute’ ,

U place your lips as if you were going to whistle and pronounce ‘ee’ , like
‘@’ in ‘lune’ (French pronunciation)

er like ‘ar’ in ‘are’

2. Compound vowels

ai like ‘y’ in ‘fly’

ao like ‘ow’ in ‘cow’

ei like ‘ay’ in ‘say’

ia like ‘ya’ in ‘yard’

ie like ‘ye’ in ‘yesterday’

iu like ‘yo’ in ‘yolk’

iao like ‘i’ in ‘bin’ plus ‘ow’ in ‘cow’
ou like ‘ow’ in ‘blow’

ua pronounced like wah

ui like ‘way’ in ‘sway’



Pinyin 3

uo like the word ‘ war’
uai like the word ‘why’
e like “u’ in ‘lune’ (French pronunciation) plus ‘e’ in ‘yesterday’

3. Nasal finals

an like ‘an’ in ‘and’
ang like ‘a’ in ‘father’ plus ‘ng’ in ‘long’
en like ‘en’ in ‘stolen’
eng like ‘en’ in “stolen’ plus ‘ng’ in ‘long’
ong like ‘o’ in ‘worn’ plus ‘ng’ in ‘long’
in like ‘in’ in ‘bin’
ing like ‘ing’ in ‘sitting’
ian like the word ‘yen’
iang  like the word ‘young’
iong like ‘i’ in ‘bin’ plus ‘o’ in ‘wern’ plus ‘ng’ in ‘long’
uan like ‘wan’ in ‘swan’
uang like ‘u’ in ‘flute’ plus ‘a’ in ‘father’ plus ‘ng’ in ‘long’
un like ‘u’ in ‘flute’ plus ‘en’ in ‘stolen’
ueng like ‘u’ in ‘flute’ plus ‘ng’ in ‘long’
uan after |, g, and x, like ‘u’ in ‘lune’ (French pronunciation) plus ‘an’ in
‘and’
un like ‘un’ in ‘lune’ (French pronunciation)
INITIALS
b like ‘p’ in ‘speak’

like ‘p’ in ‘peak’
like ‘m’ in ‘me’
like ‘f’ in ‘fast’
like ‘t’ in ‘state’
like ‘t’ in ‘tea’
like ‘n’ in ‘meed’
like ‘1’ in ‘let’

like ‘g’ in ‘game’
like ‘k’ in ‘keep’
like ‘h’ in ‘he’
like ‘; in ‘jeep’
like ‘ch’ in ‘check’
like ‘sh’ in ‘shirt’
like the ‘ds’ in ‘fads’

like ‘ts’ in ‘nuts’

O N X O— IIXx@Q —3 0 ™30T



4 Pinyin

s like ‘s’ in ‘sir’

zh like ‘j’ in ‘jeep’

ch like ‘ch’ in ‘cheese’
sh like ‘sh’ in ‘shy’

r like ‘r’ in ‘raise’

When pronouncing ‘zh’, ‘ch’, ‘sh’ and ‘r’, curl the tongue over and press it onto
the roof of the mouth to create retroflex sounds.

When ‘i’ appears aflter retroflexed consonants ‘zh’, ‘ch’, ‘sh’ and ‘r’, it is al-
ways pronounced like ‘r’.

When ‘i’ appears after ‘z’, ‘¢’ and ‘s’, it is always pronounced like ‘z’.

Tones

4 |

16t Tone CmdTome  T3dGme AT oo Tons

Chinese is a tonal language, which means that the tone of your voice changes the
meaning of the word. For instance, if you say mai in the third tone, it means to
buy, but in the fourth tone means to sell. Tones are by far the biggest obstacle con-
fronted by foreigners when studying Chinese. Getting your tones down early in
your studies will pave the way for future success. And, not placing enough impor-
tance on your tones will lead to frustration. Chinese ears are very sensitive to tones.
So if your tones are not accurate, more often than not, they will not understand
you. As time goes on, the tones will become more and more natural.

If asked, most Chinese will say that there are only four tones in Mandarin Chinese,
but actually there are five. The first tone is flat and high-pitched and is conveyed by

a

The second tone is the rising tone and is conveyed by a * . Your voice starts out low
and rises, kind of like the intonation of your voice when you are asking a question.
Notice the difference in your voice when you say these two sentences: “He is coming
here.” and “He is coming here?” Another hint is to make your voice explode up-

wards.



Pinyin S

The third tone starts at a low pitch and then rises. It is conveyed by a = . The
secret to the third tone is to make a dip or pause in the voice. The second and third
tones are the hardest for foreigners to conquer, as they are the most similar. If your
voice does not go directly up when pronouncing the second tone, it very likely will
be mistaken for the third tone.

The fourth tone starts out high and then sharply declines, similar to the situation
when you are speaking in a shrewd manner. Shut up! It is conveyed by a ° .

The tone that Chinese often forget is the silent tone, or neutral tone. The neutral
tone, which has no tone mark, is the easiest to pronounce, as the speaker just
needs to speak in his normal voice inflection.

Tonal Changes

There are a few words in Chinese whose tones are dependent upon the tone of the
character by which it is followed. The most common four are yi(one), gi(seven),
ba(eight) and bli(no). If the word following these words has a first, second or
third tone, the bl and yi are pronounced in the fourth tone. If the following word
carries a fourth tone, the bl or the YT is pronounced as a second tone. The following
are the examples of yT and bu:

CyitiEin - oneday

When there are consecutive third tones, the tone of the first character automatically
becomes a second tone while the tone of the second character stays a third tone. In
theory this sounds rather difficult, actually as you will see, this is the natural shape
that your voice will take when pronouncing consecutive third tones.

| mingdn becomes mingdn  (sensitive)
zhiybu becomes zhiydu (only)
midngiding becomes midngiding ~ (reluctant)




Pinyin

Tonal Exercises

boxusd (expictt) i
yBogiG (request)
 yongil (crowded)
gangd  (awkward)

yilu  (clothes) -

zhéma (t.ormxe)

bichi  (idiot)

5 melmenr( no way)

huéxus (ki)
qy_égnh (power)
matan  (hassle)

ion) i xléo maékxtten)
. héow&m(fun)
' ;iéngpm (pme)

dgjia  (fight)

. dizi (base)

: mel txﬁm (every&ay)

kéxtaso (funny)
yizi :(chaxr)

ff(jchopstxcks)

o S&iche (race car)

. _ﬂéiréng (ccmtent)

buguan (regardless)
t8sd  (special)

highi - (aurse). -

rénao.

Zitén (natural) |
teditn. '
chizi  (deficit)
(ixvely) :

(feature)




Chapter 11

RADICALS
THE



