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Preface to the English Edition

The two volumes that make up this method of learning Chinese were published in
France at the end of 1989 ([) and 1991 (II) respectively. They are intended for students
with no previous knowledge of the language.

We would like to express our gratitude to those colleagues in Germany, America,
England, China and Scandinavia who, acquainted with the French manuals, first put
forth the idea of an English edition. Our thanks go to them for the continued interest they
have shown in the present volumes, in which there is, no doubt, room for improvement.
This interest, we feel, has been kindled by an entirely different conception of learning
Chinese. Departing from the usual form of teaching in vogue for the last forty years, this
new approach is nevertheless intrinsically traditional, in that it shows a great respect for the
originality of the Chinese language.

In every aspect of life, only when we chose to look reality in the face, can we avoid
encounters with conflict and disorder. In terms of learning Chinese, the written language
is not merely a graphic duplicate of the oral sounds. Bearing this consideration in mind,
Chinese students as well as their professors must adopt two separate approaches of the
language which consist of distinguishing two systems of logic of thought. Those two
systems are not identical and they may even conflict with each other. ~Meanwhile, one
has to keep in mind that the Chinese characters as fundamental unit of written language
should always be entitles to a specific place and that is what I strove to do in this book.
We would like to thank Mrs. Anne Alexis and Ms Jocelyne Finazzi for their attentive
editing.

J.B.



INTRODUCTION

“Once upon a time in the north of China, there lived a farmer who, wanting to has-
ten the growth of his new shoots, went every morning to pull them up slightly. After a
short time the shoots withered and died. ”

The ancient wisdom of the Chinese teaches us through this story that we must not
fight against the nature of things. This is the first idea that guided me in devising this
method. Many texbooks (Chinese ones included) westernise and “alphabeticise™ Chi-
nese. It is surely far more appropriate, however, to present the language as it really is, to
reveal its own logic, its own spirit.

I is generally agreed that learning Chinese is a question of memory. Memory,
however, is afraid of emptiness; it needs supports. Any method of learning Chinese must
be constructed accordingly, providing where possible the essential elements for learning
every Chinese character or sinogram (we have borrowed this new term from Delphine

Weulersse and Nicolas Lyssenko, authors of Merhode programmée du chinois moderne ).

These supports will be visual (the student will readily observe a character’s origi-
nal design), auditory (the student who remembers things when he hears them will benefit
from saying out aloud the elements that compose a character) and gestural (the stroke
order and positioning ).

Futhermore. considering the effort involved in memorising them, the number of
new sinograms in a text must not exceed a certain threshold: it is often far better to have
two texts of ten lines than one of twenty.

The Chinese language is made up of signs. This is an unavoidable fact generally
ignored by textbooks that present only words without paying attention to the characters
that make them up.

Our method proposes to give characters the place they deserve and to reveal them
in their many different facets .
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Some sinograms are extremely rare whilst others are very frequently used. Fre-
quency of usage is a major, although not absolute criterion in selecting the characters that
make up this book. The naming of the characters in the dialogues for example was used
as a chance to integrate other frequently-used sinograms that had not previously appeared
in the book. The 400 characters used in the texts were chosen in such a way as to per-
mit the recognition of 66.27% of all characters appearing in current reading materi-
al. They also constitute almost the entire list entitled SMIC("Seuil Minimum Indispens-
able de Caracteres”i. e. Indispensable Minimum Threshold of Characters) established by
“L’Institut national de la recherche pédagogique” that serves as a standard for the level
required for the (French) Baccalaureat.

Chinese characters are constructed with a puzzle-like logic and they are combined
with a logic much like that of dominoes. The character “bright” for example is com-
posed of two “pieces”, the “sun” and the “moon” and when this character is combined
with the character “white” it forms the word “to understand”. Is it not therefore advanta-
geous to learn these new signs and to explore the different possible combinations? This
type of synthesis as utilised in all three sequences of this book is the application of a
“snowball” effect that is unique to Chinese.

_“Once upon a time in ancient China, a musician who had just finished composing
a piece of music caught sight of a buffalo in a field and played for it the tune on his
lute. The indifferent buffalo continued to browse on the grass. "

Let us know how to marry our thoughts and acts with our objectives. Let us know
how to adapt to those we communicate with as this story tells us. The originality of a
language such as Chinese can neither be without consequence for the way we learn it,
nor for the writing of a textbook such as this one.

I this Fundamental Approach manages, not to bring solutions, but at least to outline
the overall picture and open new doors, it will have served its purpose.

Jo&l Bellassen

Paris, Septembre 1989
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CHINESE WRITING

On its own, Chinese writing gives the whole of the Chinese language a radically
different appearance. It is a non-alphabetic, non-phonetic writing. Unlike the Latin,
Greek, Cyrillic, Arabic and Hebrew alphabets it is not a code that indicates sounds. It is
the painting of meaning, of ideas. The meaning of a character can be learnt without go-
ing through the stage of learning its pronunciation. A sinogram in isolation, to a certain
extent, seems to be just like a logo, a road sign or an Arabic numeral.

Owing to this fact, China, a true tower of Babel with regards to its different pro-
nunciations and dialects, has found in its writing system a unifying ele-
ment. Furthermore, such different languages as Korean, Japanese and Vietnamese have
also adopted these Chinese signs. Leibniz, a German philosopher from the Age of En-
lightenment even saw in Chinese a possible universal writing system.

Consequentl_y the present Chinese world is the only great civilisation of which
writing has not known the tremendous leap towards abstraction that the appearance of an
alphabet constitutes. Language and writing being far more than simple instruments of
communication, we can appreciate that this is a major fact of which all the consequences
are undoubtedly still far from being measured.

On their own, sinograms are a whole world to be explored. Apart from the differ-
ent meanings they can have, they also possess their own structure, their rhythm and their
history.

One can never “read Chinese”; one can know a certain amount of characters, and it
is preferable that the number be as high as possible! However one is always at the mer-
cy of “Meeting a tiger in one’s path” i.e. an unknown character. On the other hand,
Chinese writing is such that a child can learn several signs at two or three years of age.
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Sinograms have a consistent and independent form. They must be centred inside an
imaginary square without occupying the entire square.

The strokes, with their interior movement, order and orientation are the basis of
sinograms in the field of calligraphy. There are eight fundamental strokes:

@ The point ® The left descending stroke
@ The horizontal stroke (left to right) @® The right descending stroke
@ The vertical stroke (top to bottom) @ The bending stroke
@ The upcutting stroke @ The hooked stroke

[ ] (2] ® [ 1]

10 ® o ®

The essential rules of stroke order are as follows:

ﬁ] Horizontal then vertical = -
@J From top to bottom -
ﬁn From left to right )
ﬁl] The outside then the inside J] H
@] Close after filling the frame MR B
ﬁ] Left descending then right descending stroke / A
ﬁﬂ The middle stroke then the left side then the right side 1o o
&] The point comes last : E




Wit regards to memorising sinograms, it is the graphic elements, true “puzzle
pieces”, making up each character that are the base units. Seen from this angle a sino-
gram with many strokes is not necessarily a “complicated one”.

Sinograms can be classified into four large families:

1) Pictograms: Stylised or symbolic representations of reality (e. g. the sign “tree”
showing its branches, trunk and roots).

2) Ideograms: associations of ideas from simple elements (e. g. the sign “forest” is
composed of two trees).

3) Ideophonograms: composed of a pictographic root or “radical” and another ele-
ment suggesting the pronunciation of the new whole thus formed (e. g. the sign
“to listen” wén is composed of the semantic root “ear” and a phonetic ele-
ment which in isolation is pronounced men). In a considerable number of cas-
es the phonetic also plays a semantic role at the same time.

4) Borrowings: e. g. there once was a character “waist” which was pronounced yao
like the verb “to want” which did not have a sign of its own. This character
was therefore borrowed to mean “to want” and in order to distinguish the two
meanings, the flesh radical was added to the character “waist”.

The phonological scheme of a sinogram is a tonal syllable. There are about 400
syllables.

One must not confuse the terms word and sinogram. A sinogram is not necessarily
a word and in this case it cannot be used on its own. For example, the sinogram guo
means “country” but it must be combined with ji@ (“family”) to form the word
“country”.

Towards the end of the 1950 s the People’s Republic of China began to simplify a
certain number of characters by reducing the number of stroke. Books and newspapers
are now printed in simplified characters as is also the case in Singapore. These are writ-
ten horizontally from left to right. In Hong Kong, Taiwan and in foreign China towns
the unsimplified characters written in the traditional way, vertically and from right to

left, are still in use.
. 7



)’ There is a magical dimension to Chinese characters. Some sinograms are believed to be
good luck charms (on or above doorways) . Futhermore, the act of writing certain signs
with a brush can have a deep symbolic significance. It confirms the prestige of their author
and honours the person or the place they are dedicated to.

> There is a gymnastic dimension to Chinese characters: To write a character presupposes
breathing control, steadiness of gesture and great concentration. . . all those concepts that
are found in martial arts.

> There is an aesthetic dimension to Chinese characters: Calligraphic signs beautify homes
and make up gallery exhibitions in just the same way as paintings.

> Finally, Chinese writing by its own originality even leaves its mark on the brain. By the
manner in which characters are used and the commitment of images to memory they ne-
cessitate as well as by the very special motor skills required, Chinese writing employs the
right brain as much as the left which is normally associated with language.

FREQUENCY TABLE

Frequency of usage of characters in modern readings

(Source: Chinese Character Frequncy Dictionary — Beijing 1986)
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PINYIN

There have been many different systems of transcription used for learning to pro-
nounce Chinese. Once, the name of the Chinese capital could be written “Peking” or
“Pekin”. Today the official transcription accepted on an international basis is the PINYIN
alphabet developed in China at the end of the 1950’s. Peking must now be written
“Beijing”.

1 = INITIALS

—
9, b P m f
d t n |
g k h
J q X
Z C S
zh ch sh r
w m,f,n,l,h,and sh are pronounced as in English
» d like “t" in “straight” (unaspirated)

j  like “g" in “genius” (unaspirated)
z like “ds” in “beds”
zh like “j” in job
» b like “p” in “spin” (unaspirated)
g  a soft unaspirated “k” sound
like “sh™ in “sheep” but with the corners of the lips drawn back

r  somewhat like “ge” in lodge

@




 Particular attention should be paid to the pronunciation of the so called
“aspirated” consonants.
It is necessary to breath heavily after the original consonant is sounded:

p=p’ (like in “pop™) q =ch harder than “ch” in cheap

t=t"(like in “tap") ¢ =ts’ (like in “cats”), with aspiration

k =k’ (like in “kangaroo™) ch =ch’ (tongue curled back, aspiration)
'@ @. ® Distinction between certain initials:

' b/p d/t g/k j/q z/c zh/ch
1 5

2 —FINALS

Vowels do not present any particular difficulty in pronunciation. When they
are combined they must not be pronounced separately.

]
[
=
=
]
0}

L

a ia ua
uo
i ie ile | W ie like “ye” in “yes”
e » e like “e” in “her” (open)
er W -r (final) like “er” in “sister” (American pronunciation)
ai uai ai like “y” as in "by” (light)
ei uei ei like “ay” as in “bay” (light)
ao iao
ou iou ou like “o” in “go”
an ian uan iian an like “an” in “can” (without stressing the “n™)
en in uen iien
ang || iang uang ® -ng (final) a nasalised sound like the “ng” in “bang”
eng ing ueng without pronouncing the “g"
ong || iong




® an preceded by y ori = “yen” without stressing the “n"

In zi, ci, si, zhi, chi, shi and ri the i is not pronounced. It indicates that the
consonant only is pronouced.
E.g.zi = “ds" as in “beds”

ri = “r” as in “right”

® The consonants j, q and x are all followed by long vowels like the “ee” in

an

“bee’.

®  When placed in the initial position -u and -i are written as w and y respec-

tively.
:@ o: ®» Distinction between certain finals.
|:| in/ing en/eng an/ang
3 —-TONES

The pronunciation of each syllable i. e. each sinogram includes a tonal melody. There are
four accented tones, a high tone, a low tone, a rising tone and a falling tone. On a chart of
the movement of the vocal chords and the muscles that control them , the high tone consists
of a prolonged stretch, the low tone a prolonged retraction, the rising tone consists of a
normal tension followed by a stretch, and the falling tone consists of a slight stretch and
then a sharp retraction.

® 0 ma mother
b : ma hemp
I:] ma horse

ma to insult /' \




The four tones are usually called:

First tone: this is the high tone, high in pitch and even. It is conveyed (only above a
pinyin transcription and not above sinograms) by the sign — (ma).

Second tone: this is the rising tone, starting from a low pitch and rising briefly. It is

conveyed by the sign /(md) and corresponds roughly to the intonation of the English
“Eh?".

Third tone: this is the low tone and is naturally inflected. It is conveyed by the sign v
(ma).

Fourth tone: this is the falling tone, starting from a high pitch and descending briefly.
It is conveyed by the sign \ (ma) and corresponds roughly to the intonation of “NO! .

®»  There is also a neutral tone. It is short and unaccented. Its pitch relies on a
natural extensioin of the preceding tone. It is conveyed by the absence of a sign
(ma).

»  When one low tone follows another, the first one becomes a rising tone.

Having a good pronunciation depends greatly on getting the tones right (of the
sounds only the aspirated consonants pose any real problem). Of all the difficulties
found in learning Chinese, the problem of tones is undoubtedly the most difficult. It
would therefore be advisable to listen often to the cassette and to try to imitate the
melody of the sentences as a whole.

R |



PRONUNCIATION EXERCISES

_  — Shandong feifl fayin guanxin
Shandong acroplane pronunciation to care for
. Zhénggué huacha jinnian huanying
sl China jasmine tea this vear welcame
. kaishui gangbfl shéentl jichang
boiling water fountain pen health airport
— & gongzuo chifan yiyuan shangdian
1o work [0 et hospital shop
o tamen zhidao duéshao gége
they to know how many older brother
s — Ndanjing shijian zuotian Changjiang
Nanjing (period of ) time yesterday the Yangtze River
s/ héngcha tongxué Hudanghé changchang
black tea schoolmate the Yellow River often
. « chagudn liangshut chijiti rénkdu
tea house eold water lasting population
RN nidrou nankan baicai ylyang
beel ngly cabbage the same
Y mingzi shihou xuesheng pengyou
name (point in) tiine / moment student friend
~ — laoshi Béijing xihudn hudché
teacher Beijing to like train
~ o [Faguo xidoshi kénéng shuiping
France hour maybe leyel
- « Nihdo Kéngzi gudingchdng Bé&ihdi
leila Confucius square, plaza Beihai
P  mifan haoxiang zhuyao hdohan
rice It seems main brave
i jidozi mugin wdnshang zaoshang
ravioli motheér evening morning
N\ — Sichu@n shangban qiché keting
Sichuan 10 go 10 work car parlour
< / jiuxié parén ditd sishi
old shoe to be afraid map forty
NV Ribén Hanyu Shanghai fangudn
Jupan Chinese Shanghai restaurant
N N 9uixing Hanzi huabao zaijian
SUTTILNE SINOZIaN illustrated magazine goodbye
N diren difang xiéxie baba
spouse place thank you daddy. papa
-r final nar zher nar yidianr
wlhere? here over there u little
nanhdair nuhair
boy girl




GRAPHIC ELEMENTS (RADICALS)
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animal with claws
tree — wood
bow (archery)
bamboo

single door
insect

blue — green
mouth

cattle

field

chariot — vehicle
horse

heart

heart

seashell

knife

knife

melon

cereal

ghost
divination
dragon

water

wall, enclosure
collar

child

place

woman

fire

fire

son

arow

> i X3 )~

N B H R BT o g e e S e A e dh

strength

ice

claw

axe

dagger-axe, halberd
garass

person with mouth open
person

upside-down person,
dagger

leg

tongue

scholar, literati, soldier
moon or flesh-meat
hand

right hand

hand holding a stick
sickness

walk

walk quickly

sheep

metal

mother

food

eye

bird with short tail
bird with long tail
ear

ornament

west

word

step with left foot

AN N R

wl

= ohe R kem R B W I o
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foot
stone
stake, mace
rain
fish
door
thumb
private
rites
rice
king or jade
container
dividing up
silk
soya bean or vessel
sun
standing up
small table
sieve
earth

mound, knoll (when on
left of a sinogram)

cloth

roof (two strokes)
roof

work

head

town (when on right of
a sinogram)
see

clothing




TABLE OF 400 SINOGRAMS

ABCDEFGHIJKLMNOPQRST

o 2 = A\Fere g B EF SRR A ILELR
R JE AR A R EKF G E IR A A&
KRR IT KA B3GR E SR ET A
A R IEFERAT S 4RIV K ER T HAAE RS
R KR TF R AR & IR AR E T F X
b 5 B RS R IGR T A BAR LB 1R
B B TE KR B A E KA LT K a) it
HErE v A4 U B TR LB AR A T IR A
Lok EREERERTRABFLIEHRAMHO
EAABBLLEREELELAXEZTNER
& B4 SR B s R AR B G
deZ K B 2 L BRAA TR FRRK
R ERiEHAGAE A =& LF LS4 E
EAIT T e iR ks A T 2T B KL E W
& Y e KERMARXEIRE KEIT
%h IAEAEIXEBELLFNEEET LI
AR LR BSOS ARSI FET
THFIHEHLR—ERUERFTHREAA A
X &iERABEEALEFFESRKREIFALE
s RO AP AR E T AAEAE T F B AR EFL




