LEARN TO
RECOGNIZE AND WRITE

CHINESE
CHARACTERS

www.digmandarin.com

TIPS & TOOLS
COLLECTION




LEARN CHINESE CHARACTERS

Catalogue

LEARN CHINESE CHARACTERS ...t 2

INEFOAUCTION ...ttt s st 3

1. Overview Of ChineSe CharaClers ... 3
i.  Are Chinese Characters Worth Learning? How Do | Get Started? .......cccccoeveviviniine. 3
ii.  Four Main Types of Chinese CharaCters.........ccoiiiiiiseeseesee e 7
iii.  Top 10 Most Common Chinese CharaCters........ciinieseeeseeee e, 11
iv. = F(dub yin zi) — Chinese Polyphonic CharaCters.............cooo..cooevvecoomeeeeeeeeneerce 18

2. Tips and Tools for Learning to Recognize Chinese Characters.........cccooovveinnincninenen. 27
i.  Cool Chinese Character Memarization Methods...........ccccocoiiiiininisissececene, 27
i, Hacking Chinese CharaCters...........cooiiiecee et 31
iii. For the Love of Characters! Introducing the Block-Headed Hula Girl and Other
USETUL SHIINESS ..ottt 36
iv.  Fun with Chinese HOMONYMS ........coiiiiiiecee st 40

3. Tips and Tools for Learning to Write Chinese CharacCters.........cccccoeveeveeeciieveveieeeeeeenns 46
i.  Why Stroke Order is Important and HOw to Master It........cccconnninneenens 46
ii.  The Best Resources to Improve Your Chinese Handwriting..........c.cooevvinincniinineiene, 52



www.digmandarin.com

Introduction

Chinese characters (;X =, hanzi) comprise the oldest continuously used system
of writing in the world, but their complex structures and formations often terrify
many modern learners. To add to the confusion, certain countries (mainland
China, Singapore, and Malaysia) use the Simplified version of certain characters
(f8]1&=), while others (Taiwan, Hong Kong, Macau, and, to a limited extent,

& =x
3

South Korea) use the corresponding Traditional version (E4K=).

But have no fear: If you are determined to learn Chinese and master the writing
of Chinese characters, we have the tools and techniques for you here to help

you overcome your anxiety and achieve success in your learning journey.

1. Overview of Chinese Characters

Are Chinese Characters Worth Learning? How Do | Get

Started?

As we all know, Chinese uses characters as the basis of its written system. This
aspect makes it quite different from most other languages. This characteristic has
also become a barrier for westerners to learn Chinese. Some individuals decide
not to learn the language at all because they think they could never master it.
Others are brave enough to get started but decide to learn only to speak. Every

year | get students who ask me the same question: “Should | learn characters?” So
3



first we will talk about learning characters. Hopefully, it will help you to decide on

a strategy!

Should I learn characters?

To answer this question, first ask yourself what your goal is.

1. Ifyour goalisshortterm,i.e. a trip or greeting to your Chinese business partner,
the answer is “NQO”. Obviously, you only need some survival phrases. It just

isn't worth it.

2. For along-term purpose, i.e. mastering the language or passing the HSK test,
the answer is “YES”. You might think you don’t need to master the language
100% if you just plan to spend 1-2 years in China, so do you really need to
learn characters? The answer is still “yes”. Despite what you might think, it will
make your Chinese learning easier and not the other way around. A few

reasons here:

1). You can'’t survive in China without reading characters. Although we all
learn pinyin, you seldom see anything written in pinyin in China. You can'’t

even recognize a sign without knowing characters.
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2). The spoken language is more confusing if you don’t know characters.
EFE(zh'4l) and 38 ¥EE(zhV'ai)  are exactly the same in pinyin, but one means
“to cause cancer” and the other means “to treat cancer”. The more words

you learn, the more trouble you will have.

3). Understanding new words will be easier if you've studied the writing. If
you know characters, you can guess the meaning of new words. For
example, if you know “ZE ché” (vehicle, Al level) and “& ma”(horse, Al level),
you can probably get “T;ZE(maché)” is “carriage”. If you only know pinyin,
there are six characters marked as “ma”; it will be hard for you to figure out
which one is relevant. As you see, you will be able to make out Chinese
words when you are able to recognize the characters. So, | suggest you

learn characters from the very beginning!

How should | learn characters?



Now you make your decision. Writing characters is a bit like drawing a picture.
Even Chinese kids need to learn for several years before they master it. You may

be wondering, “How can | do it?”

1. Learn rules and strokes for handwriting first. Although there are thousands of
characters, there are only 4 main types of Chinese characters and only 8-40
(depending on how you count) strokes used to write these characters, and the
order is rule based. For example: always write from left to right, from top to

bottom, and from outside to inside.

2. Learn radicals and components second. Along with strokes, radicals and

N
wy o

components are also very helpful. For example: the radical “; " (three drops

of water) is always on the left side of a character and it usually implies the
character is somehow related to water. If you learn a new character with it, you

can memorize it as “the left part is three drops of water”.

3. Recognizing characters is much easier and more important than handwriting.
Two reasons here:
1) Before you can write, you need to know how to read. That's the same
principle in language learning.

2) You can type characters if you can recognize them. Like this:


https://www.digmandarin.com/chinese-characters-learning-the-three-drops-of-water-radical.html
https://www.digmandarin.com/chinese-characters-learning-the-three-drops-of-water-radical.html

mal| B4 E (554
.13 25 3. 4.3 G.FFHFE:. S

You only need to choose which one you want. Even Chinese people type
characters more than they handwrite nowadays. This can save you a lot of time
and energy.

Of course, handwriting is still useful for memorizing what characters look like, so

having a piece of paper and a pencil around is still a good idea.

Chinese characters have been used for about 3300 years, and the earliest Chinese
characters were oracle bone inscription. Before New China was founded in 1949
people used traditional characters, but after that people started to try to make
traditional Chinese characters easier and more convenient to use and learn, so
they invented simplified Chinese characters which have been used in the mainland
up to now. But traditional Chinese characters are still being used in Hong Kong
and Taiwan at present.

Before you learn Chinese characters, you need to know the six categories of
Chinese characters: pictographs, pictophonetic characters, associative
compounds, self-explanatory characters, phonetic loan characters, and mutually
explanatory characters. Here we only introduce the common four categories,

because the other two categories are unusual.
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1. Pictographs

Some Chinese characters were created from pictures of real things,

like “kdu @ mouth.”

Picture

‘md & horse”

Picture

“mén |7 door”

Picture

e e
e
T, e 4

‘mu K tree”

Picture

i
A

You can see that some simplified Chinese characters are still the same as

Oracle Bone
Inscription

J

Oracle Bone Traditional Simplified
Inscription

Traditional Simplified

= |

= =l
5 M4

.\‘s s

AN

Oracle Bone Traditional Simplified
Inscription

AT

Oracle Bone .. gitional Simplified
Inscription

QI N

traditional Chinese characters.



2. Pictophonetic characters

Pictophonetic characters are always made from a radical and a single Chinese
character.

Pictophonetic characters can be divided into 8 types. The most common type is
“left radical right phonetic.” The left part of the Chinese character is a radical; it
shows you the possible meaning this Chinese character might be related to, and
from the right part, you can guess how to read this Chinese character.

Like “ma ™ a question word”

The left part is a radical, “kdbu @ mouth;” you need to ask questions by mouth,
so the left part shows you the possible meaning, and the pronunciation of the
right part “ma I horse” is similar with “ma 1 a question word.” So “I§" is the

meaning side “H” plus the phonetic side “53.”

“ma 3% mother”
The left side is a radical, “nl % female” shows the meaning; the right side shows
the phonetic, because “ma & horse” and “ma %8 mother” have similar

pronunciations.

nou ” o

The other types are “right radical left phonetic,” “up radical down phonetic,” “down

"o noow

radical up phonetic,” “outside radical inside phonetic,” “inside radical outside

phonetic,” and so on.



3. Associative compounds
These Chinese characters can be divided into two parts: One part is about figure,

the other part is about meaning.

For example in “xi0 K rest,” the left part is the radical of person, the right part
means tree; it's like a man leans against the tree. In ancient times, people worked
in the field, and when they felt tired, they could have a rest beside a tree. When

you see this Chinese character, you can think of this figure naturally.

“dan B daybreak, dawn,” can also show you a figure. The upper partis‘ri H the
sun,” and the lower part is like the horizon line; when the sun rises from the
horizon line it's daybreak.

“ndan 3 male, man, " can be understood by the meaning. The upper part is “tian
H farm field, " the lower partis “i J] strength,” for people who work in the field

with strength are just men.

4. Self-explanatory characters

These types of Chinese characters are not convenient to be drawn as a concrete
image, so they are shown by a single abstract symbol, line, or a Pictograph and
an abstract symbol.

[INTISN ELITS

For example “yi — one,” “er — two,” “san = three,” one line represents the

10



number “one,” two abstract lines are just the abstract image of two things, and so

is three.

“shang _E£ on, up,” the short line shows the position; it's up the long line “xia T

down, below,”the short line is below the long line.

o/ =N

E 3

Like “xiong X deadly trap ”

w - U ( cupped pit) * X (crossed thorn), when people fell into a trap or pit the scared

feeling and the bad situation is just represented by X

We have six categories, but not every Chinese character can be classified into a
certain category, because they have experienced a long-term process of evolution.
However, knowing the principles of making Chinese characters can help you

memorize more easily and make it fun.

There are around eighty thousand Chinese characters. To the new Chinese learner,
this can seem daunting. However, just like many words in English, the majority of
these characters are not used in day-to-day vocabulary. If you can recognize even

one thousand characters, you would be able to read and comprehend up to 80%
11



of Chinese writing.
Not to worry, we're here for you. We've compiled a quick list on the top 10 most

common Chinese characters and how to use them.

1. B9 (de)

Known as one of the three “de” particles of Chinese, “Hy” is used to indicate
possession as well as attribute adjectives.

Examples:

/NBBRY¥E (xido ming de gou)

Xiao Ming'’s dog

T EBMH% (héng se de hua)

Red Flowers
2. — (y1)
“—" means one. The reason why “—" is so common is because it can also mean

the following: first, best, a little, once, only, etc. So many phrases require the —
character, which bumps it to second place on this list. It is also a component of

many ChengYu, or Chinese idioms.

2T —NER, (wo chile yT gé ping gud)
| ate one apple.

12



(ETHE—%. (WO naled yl ming)

| got first place.

REFAME—. (nshiwd de wéi y)

You are my one and only.

3. 7 (le)
“ 1" is loosely used to indicate tenses, specifically past-tense or ongoing incidents.

It can also be used to intensify adjectives.

Example:

FIZBEIR T o (WO chi wan fan le)

| ate dinner.

RFBEEWET . (W & dao méi gud lidng nian le)
I've been in America for two years.

REGFRSCKREF T » (T de zhong wén tai hdo le)

Your Chinese is too good!

4. & (shi)
“&"is closest to the meaning of “to be,” in English. Because Chinese doesn’t have

conjugations, there are no other forms of this basic word. It is mostly used to link

13



two nouns together.

Example:
HFEPEAN. (WO shi zhdng gud rén)

| am [a] Chinese [person].”

XE—ZAH, (zhe shiyi bén sha)

This is a book.

WA E 4 @ E. (ta de xié shi hong seé de)

Her shoes are [the color] red.

5. & (wo)
“X" means “l,” so it is not surprising that this is a very common word. It also

appears in phrases such as “us,” and “we.”

Examples:

FEEKT . (Wo huijia le)

| went home.

FA1—EEM. (WS menyi gl qu de)

14



We went together.

6. 4~ (bu)
“A" means “no” or “not,” and is used to negate other words. It is commonly used

with “&" as in, “f~&" to mean “isn't.”

R E2EE A, (ta ba shi méi guo rén)

He is not American.

FAFE XL, (Wo bu xidng qu)

| don’t want to go.

7. £ (zai)

“ZE” is a preposition that can be confusing for many Chinese learners. It is mostly
commonly used to indicate location, similar to how “at” is used in English. In
Chinese, it also follows verbs to describe the place of an action. It can also be used

on its own to describe an ongoing action.

WENH . (WS zai ji chang)

| am at the airport.

REEZEMRER? (T zhi zai na 1Y)

15



Where do you live?

WAEFES] ., (WS zai xué xi)

| am studying.

8. A (rén)

Another common Chinese character, “ A" means “people,” “person,” or “man.”
You may have noticed in #4 that “A” is often used to describe people from a
specific country. Instead of “Chinese” as an adjective, we say “HE A" or “Chinese
people.” It also appears in words such as “kX A (wife),” and “58_A (men)” and
many other nouns that relate to people. Another word for the Chinese currency,

“JC (yuan)”is “The People’s Currency” or “AEK ™ (rén min bi).”

PRESNE ALE? (nf shi wai gud rén ma)
Are you a foreigner?
ANEB B B2 42( rén sheng de mu di shi shén me)

What is the meaning of [human] life?

9. i1 (mén)

As you may have seen in number 5, “{]" is used as a plural for human nouns, as
well as human pronouns such as the three “tas” of Chinese: ff, #t, ©.However,
you do not usually use “{{1” with numbers or precise measurements. They can be

16



used with imprecise quantifiers such as “some,” or “a lot”.

LA, FKEA], AFKEE LT (nGshimen |, xianshengmen , dajia wan shang
h&o)

Ladies and Gentlemen, good evening!

KABPEN—EZ TR, (WS hé péng ydu men yi gi chi le fan)

| ate with my friends.

MIEBET?  (tamenqunalile)

Where did they go?

10. & (you)

The main meaning of “B" is “have,” to indicate possession. “Not have” or “don’t
have” is “X% .” However, “B” is also used to establish the existence of something,
like “there is” in English. Another common Chinese phrase that includes “&” is “Ffr

F,” which means “all” or “everything.”

REBIFIG? (N ySu wen ti ma)

Do you have a question?

BoxBEF. (WO méi you qian)

17



| don’t have money.

XEBEHMNER, (zhe IV ydu gé cud wi)

There is a mistake here.

While studying Mandarin, one feature of the language you have to remember is
that you can have a specific character in mind, but you can also have several
different ways of pronouncing it. These kinds of characters are called polyphones,
or &5 in Chinese. The English equivalent is called a homograph, which are
words that are spelled the same but are different in meaning and/or
pronunciation.Depending on the context, a different pronunciation can alter the
intended meaning of that Chinese character. This is why proper listening and

pronunciation is so important in Mandarin.

For example, did you know that there are actually two ways to pronounce the
character ¥¥? You can say it using the third tone (hdo), or the fourth tone (hao),

and both ways have different meanings.

Here we will present #F and nine other characters — #1 = & & 1 17 £ &
X — each of which can be pronounced in different ways, which can then change

the meaning and usage of the character. (Our new e-book, we listed top

18
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50 commonly used polyphones or &5 for you to learn.)

Practice your pronunciation of these characters, and you will certainly impress

others with how well you can use them in different situations and contexts!

#1: ¥

This is one of the first characters that any beginner learning Chinese will encounter.

Most of the time it is pronounced as the third tone, “hdo”, and it means “good”

or “easy”, as in fR&F(very good) or #¥ A (a good person). However, in a handful

of words and expressions it is pronounced as the fourth tone, “hao,” and it then

becomes a verb which means “to like”, as in Z%f(hobby), #FZF(curious) etc.

hédo

(NT de xiang fa hén hao, dan shi bu hao shi xian.)
RVEERY, BEAFEI.

Your idea is very good, but not easy to achieve.

hao

(WO hén hao qi, td wei shén me you na me dud ai hao.)
BREFS, AT AaEBAZER.

I'm curious why she has so many hobbies.

#2 I

This character becomes prominent during sales season at the mall. Most of the

19
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time it is pronounced as the third tone “zhé” and it means “discount”, as in ¥T#t
(have discount). As a verb, it means “ break”, as in #T# )(break off). However, in
a handful of words and expressions, it is pronounced as the first tone “zhé” and
it's a verb which means “roll over”, as in #Tf&(toss about). The third way to

pronounce this charter is “shé”. The meaning for it is to “lose money in business”.

zhé

(RU I ji fu kudn ké da jiti zhé .)

Az RIS R AT FT LT

A 10% rebate for immediate payment.
zhe

(Shui y1 huir, bié zhé teng le.)

EE—=)L, BT .

Sleep for a while. Don’t toss and turn restlessly.
shé

(Ta jin nian shé le hén duo gian .)

LS FH T RZ .

He lost a lot of money in his business this year.

#3 =
There are two pronunciations for this character. The first way is “kong”. As an
adjective, it means “empty” or “hollow”, as in %= [8](empty room). As a noun, it

20



523 (a bright sky). As an adverb, it means “in vain”. The

means “air” or “sky”, asin H
second way to pronounce it is “kong”. As a verb, it means “to leave empty or
blank”. As an adjective, it means “unoccupied”, as in % EEfZ(unoccupied seat). As

N

a noun, it means “free time”, as in yx=(not available).

kong

(Zha zi hén ging , yin wei ta zhong jian shi kong de )
7R, EAEHEI=.

Bamboo is light because it is hollow.

kong

(Méi duan kai téu yao kong liang gé )

BRI LETHIE,

Leave two blank spaces at the beginning of each paragraph.

#4 &

This is a frequently used character and there are four ways to pronounce it. The
first way is “zh&o”; it means “burn”, as in &K (be on fire). It also means “fall
asleep”, asin BEZE (fall asleep). The second way to pronounce it is “zhe”. It means
“the action or the state is ongoing”, as in &#& (is / was looking). The third way is
“zhud”. The meaning of it is “wear”, as in HZ 1<k (be dressed in red clothes).
The fourth way to pronounce it is “zhao”. We use it as a noun frequently. The

[y

meaning is “move”, as in Ef5—%& (make a false move).

21



zhdo

(LG hud zhédo dé hén wang .)
PREFRE.

The stove is burning briskly..

zhe

(Ta ti zhe xiang zi zOu le in qu .)
iR ER/FETHE,

He went in carrying his suitcase.
zhué

(Ta shén zhuo Vi tido piao liang de qun zi.)
ihGE—FEHET,

She is wearing a beautiful dress.
zhao

(Sha ta yi zhao.)

Bfh—&.

Lose a move to him.

#5 &
This is one of the first verbs that any student of Chinese will learn. Most of the
time it is pronounced as the third tone, “kan”, and it means “look” or “read”, as in

E B (watch TV) or &P (read book). However, in a handful of words and

22



expressions it is pronounced as the first tone “kan” and it means look after, as in

E#F(look after children).

kan

(Kan zhU ta , bié rang ta pao le )

Fitfth, Bt 7!

Keep an eye on him. Don’t let him run away.
Kan

(WO ming tian qu kan ta . )

WX EEM.

I'll go and see him tomorrow.

#6 F

This is one of the first characters that anyone will learn in Chinese. Most of the
time it is pronounced as the second tone “hé” and it means “and”, as in FF1{R
(you and me) . However, with somef words and expressions it is pronounced as
the fourth tone, “h&”, and it's a verb which means “to join in”, for example: F10§
(join in the singing). The third way to pronounce it is “hud”, it means “mix” or

“blend”, as F17K(mix water with something).

hé
(Yi zhang zhuo zi hé si ba yi zi .)

23



—sk R AR T

A table and four chairs .

huo

(Dou sha I huo dianr tang.)

S EMSILE.

Mix a little sugar into the bean paste
he

(Ta he zhe chang.)

fbFIE NS,

He is joining the singing.

#7 17

Just like the character f, you can also use this character to express “OK”. In a

majority of words and expressions, this character is pronounced “xing”. As a verb,

it means “to go”, as in & 4T(go on foot). As an adjective, it means “capable”. And

as a noun, it means “behavior”, as in = #T(words and deeds). The second way to

pronounce it is “hang”, it means “trade and business” when it's used as a noun, as

in 478\ (all trades and professions). As a measure word, it means “a row of”,

as in —f74(a row of trees)

xing

(Tayoéu yu le hén jia , ran hou shud “xing”.)



WK TRA, REWR 1T

She hesitated a long time and then she said ‘ok’.
hang

(Gan y1 hang ai y1 hang. )

F—HE—1.

love whatever job one takes up.

#8 18

There are two ways to pronounce this character. First way is “ba”. As a noun, it
means “handle”, as in I£3F(handle). As a measure word, it means “a handful of”,
as in —3EK(a handful of rice), As a verb, it means “to hold”, as in E{¥#4F(hold
on to a railing).The second way to pronounce it is “ba”. It means “stem”, as in &

o (stem of a pear).

ba

(Ba mén guan shang .)

Xk,

Close the door.

ba

(Ta shou [T you y1 xié hua ba .)

b FEH LRI,

There are some pedicels in his hand.

25



#9 &

More often that not, this character is pronounced “hui”. As an auxiliary word, it
means “going to, will”. As a verb, it means “to meet” or “to see”, as in & (meet).
As a noun, it means meeting, as in FF%=(have a meeting). In a handful of words
and expressions, it reads “kuai”. It means “compute” or “calculate”, as in =1t

(accountant).

hui

(Jiao sht hé jia zhang zai xing gt lit xia wa ju hui.)
BIMHRKEEPATTER.

The teachers and parents got together on Saturday afternoon.
kuai

(Kuai ji gang gang li kai .)

SITRIRIE T

The accountant just left..

#10 R

There are two pronunciations for this character. The first way is “le”. It means
“joyful” when it is used as an adjective, as in [R5 (happy). As a verb, it means
“enough”, as in KItLARJE(enjoy doing something without stopping). As a noun,
it means “pleasure”, as in Z /k(enjoy life). As an adverb, it means “gladly”, as in

26



KT (be happy to). The second pronunciation is “yug”. It is a noun that means
“music”, as in Z= & (play music).

le

(NTlé shén mevya 7))

R AW

What are you laughing at?

yue

(Yao gun yue yijing jinru leyi geting zhiqr.)
BRREEHENT —MEHH,

Rock'n’roll had entered a period of stasis.

Learn more % =: 50 Commonly Used Chinese Polyphonic Characters (Ebook).

2.Tips and Tools for Learning to

Recognize Chinese Characters

It seems like every day a new app comes out that promises to help you learn
characters easily. With a growing pool of research in memory and memory
competitions on the rise, this article will be a quick round-up of some of these

learning methodologies and some of my thoughts on how you can use them to
27
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learn characters quickly.

Mnemonic

A mnemonic (RpE: /na'montk/, AmE: /ne'ma:n1k/ the first “m” is silent),
mnemonic device, or memory device is any learning technique that aids
information retention in the human memory. Mnemonics aim to translate

information into a form that the brain can retain better than its original form.

Mnemonics that can be used for character memorization can come in the form of

Acronyms, and mental imagery.

Acronym

To remember the names of the American “Great Lakes”, we can use HOMES as an

acronym. |.E. Huron, Ontario, Michigan, Erie, Superior

This method is very beneficial because it allows our brain to narrow down
possibilities in passive knowledge by giving us prompts in the form of letters. For
example, if | said, think of a cartoon character with the initials M.M. it would be
pretty easy for you to guess Mickey mouse. Over time using this technique will
help us transfer those possibilities to our active knowledge center, improving
recall.

28



| like to employ Acronyms while trying to learn Chengyu or 2/4 character
couplings. One of my favorite F{IE (chéngyl) , BELFAF — (poO fu chén zhou)
(Eliminate all options for retreat, No turning back. Loosely translated.) could be

called PFCZ for example.

Visual Imagery / Word Pictures

The most popular mnemonic for learning Characters is creating a visual image out
of the character. The character for Large/Big X (da) can be taken as an
example. Imagine a man holding his arms out and telling you “It was this big!!!”

while using his arms as a way to demonstrate size.

Or how about H(n), the character for Sun. Imagine it as a window, with a blue
sky in the background and a Sun on the upper pane. O(kdu), the character for
Mouth can be imagined as someone yawning. You can put teeth inside the square
and a tongue and it will be easily remembered as mouth. These characters are
quite simple. But one way to do this is use a building block approach by assigning
radicals mental imagery and then coding your characters into these mental

images. For example, to return, [El(hufi) Could be a mouth within a mouth.

The more vivid the mental imagery the better. Some memory researchers have

29



also found that adding mental imagery that is dangerous or sexual in nature can
evoke a heightened response and create a more lasting imprint. Other ways to do
this would be to make something non-congruent. All that means is that it
wouldn’'t make sense in reality. So for example a man floating defies the laws of
gravity so it would be memorable as a story because your brain would closely

examine it logically on a subconscious level.

Memory Palace

From Wikipedia: The method of loci (loci being Latin for “places”), also called the
memory palace or mind palace technique, is a mnemonic device adopted in
ancient Roman and Greek rhetorical treatises. In basic terms, it is a method of
memory enhancement which uses visualization to organize and recall information.
A lot of memory contest champions claim to use this technique to recall faces,
digits, and lists of words. These champions’ successes have little to do with brain
structure or intelligence, but more to do with their technique of using regions of

their brain that have to do with spatial learning.

Have you ever moved to a new apartment? How quickly were you able to
remember how to find your way home from work? Human beings are excellent
locational memorizers. Our brains are built in a way that remembers things
effortlessly based on location. A memory palace is a way to exploit this. When
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used in combination with a visual image, it can be an extremely powerful

technique that can cut down hours of learning time.

Creating a memory palace is easy - pick a place that you know very well, such as
your childhood home, or your office. Then, create a visual story in each room of
the well-known location, walking through the location in your mind. For example
if | wanted to learn the character for “Large” from earlier, | would put a man on
my front porch with his arms out holding two oversized pencils, and it would be
very easy for me to remember the character meaning. Then after | entered the
front door of the house, | would create a visual image for the second character |
wanted to learn. After | had filled all of the rooms of the house with word stories,
| would walk back through the house and look at all of the character stories that |

created.

Hacking Chinese Characters

Have you ever wondered how much the radical means in Chinese? For example,
the “Ice” radical, which contains only two strokes and looks like two drops of
water — > , has characteristics of what water is like and what it can do. The
radical mainly appears on the left side of a character, there are some characters
where it is on the bottom. The most well-known example is & (meaning

‘winter”). In the Kangxi Dictionary, one can find more than 115 characters
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listed under the “ice” radical. Some of them are directly related to coldness,

frost and freezing like:

+ 7K (shul) = 7K (bingl) (ice)

NG

NG

+ phonetic component % (ling) = % (I&ng) - cold

+ phonetic component % (dong) = 4 (dong) — cold

N7

Here is also a visual chart of how the ice radical is used in Chinese characters.

However, there are Chinese characters, which have this radical that may be seen
as part of some commonly used words. It will not completely relate to how
water feels or what it is state it is. Here are a couple examples of commonly used

words:

&5 (ging kuang) — situation, circumstances
J means “condition” but initially the meaning was “cold water”. i

IS phonetic in this case.

BT (jian jid) — to reduce price, to discount
J& derives from ice > and phonetic J&. The character means, “to decrease” (An

act of pouring outlike a watertall).
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RE (jué ding) — to decide, to resolve

A is from jce > and phonetic # (also means ‘to decide”).

As you can see, the radical ice can be directly related to the ice and its

characteristics, but it can also be indirect. It is intriguing how the Chinese

language is designed to be connected with the radicals to build on simple ideas

to express complex concepts. We hope you enjoyed learning about the ice

radical.

~ ~ SAAS
7K Vi =2
% A EE
e '.. -20 =30
=) a =37
bing ha léng
ice frozen cold winter
A ——— N N
32t R ZZl =S
B & £©=
 liang dong  lie . huoé
to freeze very cold frost
N,
B = e
jian zhan jué kuang

to decrease

level, standard

to decide

condition

Start building your vocabulary of Chinese characters with a continuous and vivid

approach that is both fun and easy. We made a character channel on our site,

you will learn to recognize characters/vocabulary with vivid illustrated flashcards.
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[151] = =
2N S o
B 3 L “asd — ]
mian nose, self shou
face HOC, cam head
=+ Ju= ==)
g e &R
shdu mao ; zu shé
hand hair, feather J foot tongue
= H i TR
i.d K=& > O
|V V| | N — <
ya éer xue X1
tooth ear blood heart

As in many other languages, Chinese has multiple words that each have multiple
meanings, also known as polysemy. These polysemantic words convey several
concepts at once, and can mean one of many things at the same time. One
common example is B which means “side”, “surface” or “face”.

E(mian) is not the only important Chinese character related to the body. What

is the most interesting about these bodily characters is that their pictographs are

often very similar to what they actually mean.

For example, look at the word H (kdu). Similarly, the ancient written form of B
(ér) looks like a human ear, and that of f&(z0) reminds a foot. It is commonly
thought that 37(shdu) is written to resemble the shape of a hand'’s five fingers
(but remember not to confuse F(shdu) with FE(mao), which was composed to

look closer in resemblance to a feather).
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H(mu) looks like a human eye on its side, with its left end at the top and the
right end at the bottom. Nowadays, it is not used as a standalone word, but it is

still used as a part of some important Chinese words, like the following:

Bt (mu guang) — vision, sight, view

B#r (mu bido) — target

Beginners often confuse B (mu) with B(zi), which instead refers to one’s
“nose”. The character was derived from the resemblance of a human nose, but
its meaning extended over time to also refer to one’s “self”. This may be because
when one speaks about one’s self, a person often points to his or her nose. B
(zi) is used as a part of the commonly used word B2 (zi ji) — oneself, one’s

own.

Another one character that should not be confused with B (mu) and H(z) is

& (shdu), written to resmemble the shape of a human head.
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Fo¥ o+
R

o RO
| |

B T1 S
|

g © S 8 —H

¢ @ & ¥ H #
)

¥ & £

The character /> (xin), standing for the heart, was probably not a recognizable
object in the ancient times. It is most likely a pictograph that originally referred
to the entire torso, understood to have the heart inside it. As for Ml (xu&), which

means blood, it is probably a pictograph for a basin of sacrificial blood.

iii. For the Love of Characters! Introducing the Block-

Headed Hula Girl and Other Useful Silliness

Chinese characters are beautiful, but there are just so damned many of them.
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And only very few are true pictographs that actually look like the thing they
represent. A (rén) is person, A(kdu) is mouth (or opening), AK(mu) is tree (or to
be more precise, wood). Even some characters that used to look like the thing
they represent-like 7K(shuf / water), Z£ (yang / sheep), 5 (ma / horse), & (xiang

/ elephant)-have evolved over time into more abstract forms.

Next, there are the ideograms, which are still considered to be simple, basic
characters that represent concepts. These include numbers such

as —, —, =, [, & ; and symbols, like £ (up), T (down), X (big), 7]x (small).

After these, things get a bit more complicated. To learn a few hundred characters,
or more, you'll need a system, a bag of tricks to help you commit them to
memory. I'm going to give you a few examples of visual association, a method |
have used to wrap my head around some of the more tricky characters. | also
want to encourage you to get creative, and learn to trust whatever visual
associations work for you. Here is the secret —the more creative & outlandish the

association is, the easier it will be for you to remember.

If you have spent time in China or Taiwan, you probably have been in a lot of
restaurants. Deciphering menus is one great way to learn characters, and one

that you'll see often is:

VATEN

A(8)
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which means “fish” (yU). The character is another pictograph that started out in
the shape of a fish, but looks quite abstract now. Maybe the four lines on the
bottom are fins. Whatever it is, or was, don't overthink it. The simplified form
(shown in parentheses — this is what you'll see on restaurant menus in Mainland
China and Singapore), replaces the four fins with a single horizontal stroke. The
bottom line (pun intended) is that the fish character is so common that you really

don’t need any tricks to learn to recognize it.

But, consider another less common character. | started noticing this character
while riding around the streets of Shanghai and Taipei, especially on the sides of

hospitals:

Armed with my knowledge of the fish character, this looked very familiar. |
thought to myself, yup, there are the four fins, although one is a bit longer than
the others. So | came up with a mnemonic, a way to remember this new
character: STRIPED BASS WITH ONE ABNORMALLY ELONGATED FIN. Well it
turns out that this character (ji), has nothing to do with fish. It appears in words
like “urgent”, “anxious”, “emergency”. But to this day, my random fish analogy

helps me recognize it as well as to write it.

Let's do another. Here is a common Chinese surname, which also happens to be
my wife’s family name:
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It's pronounced (wu) in Mandarin. It is also the character behind the Cantonese
last name Ng, and the Korean last name Oh. But how do | remember it? Well,
to me it looks like a stick figure, but not just any stick figure. | call her BLOCK-
HEADED HULA GIRL WAVING WITH ONE HAND. Notice that in the simplified
form, she looks less friendly — she is no longer waving. Also, her block-head is

more prominent — but the analogy still works.

In fact, | see stick figures in many other Chinese characters. For example:

=

This is (shi), which basically translates as “is”. Look at that extended leg on the
bottom — this guy appears to be in a hurry, and he is carrying something on a tray,

so | call him: WAITER RUSHING WITH A BIRTHDAY CAKE ON A TRAY.

Here is our friend the hapless waiter again:
=
What is he juggling now in addition to that birthday cake? Another tray — or a

ladle? Turns out this character forms part of the word “spoon”: ;5 =t (tangchi).

| don’t know about you, but | have particular trouble remembering characters that
stack multiple elements vertically on top of one another. Here too, visual

association can help. Consider:
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This character is (I6u). It refers to multi-story buildings, common in words such as
“high-rise” K 1£ (daléu) and “go upstairs” £ 1 (shanglou). The left side is
‘wood”, a common building material, but how about the right? Well there is a
“woman”, Z& (nl), on the bottom. Then there is what looks to me like a lollipop
and a pair of sunglasses. So, there you have it: LOLLIPOP-EATING, SUNGLASS-
WEARING WOMAN STANDING NEXT TO A TREE. In the simplified form, the
lollipop and sunglasses are replaced with 2K (mY), the character for uncooked

rice. Looks like a mini explosion, ‘'no? I'll leave that one to your imagination.

| hope you're enjoying my visual associations, but you should also realize that you
can make up your own vivid descriptions, something that clicks for
you. Remember that the descriptions do not have to do anything with the

meaning of the characters.

‘Do you believe my tears can tear up the world?” Well, if you are a native English
speaker, you probably feel nothing special about this sentence. An English learner
however must contend with the two different meanings of “tear” here before
finally arriving at the intended meaning. A group of words that share some same
spellings and pronunciations but have many different meanings are called

homonyms in linguistics. What about homonyms in Chinese? | dare say there are
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so many homonyms in Chinese that would beyond your imagination.

There are two categories of Chinese homonyms, one is that the words share the
same characters and pronunciations but have different meanings, such as £5
(shéng qi) not only means being angry with somebody but also means vigor or
vitality in Chinese; the other is that they share the same pronunciations but have
different characters and meanings, such as X{/1(dai jid) means price or expense
and 1F1%(dai jid)which has the same pronunciation means that a girl is waiting to
be married.

Because of Chinese homonyms, we often have some jokes that make people

laugh. Here is an example: The English translation is as follows:

Just before a test, the teacher was helping the students prepare by pointing out

the important parts of the text.

j2IE VS EE (xingxing)

Teacher: This topic is very important. Mark this section with a star.
Elf X—EREE, HFEHEZEE.

(Laoshi: Zhe yi ti hén zhongyao, zaiqian mian hua xingxing.)

Xiao Zhi: Can | just use a checkmark? A monkey is too hard to draw-
N BB N XFT A, YR A

(Xido Zhi: Laoshi, ke bu kéyi da gou, xingxing” hao nan hua )
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In Mandarin, “star” (2£) and “gorilla” (J23&) have the same sound and tone and
they are homonyms. The student was very naughty and naive to ask this question

and that also represents the humors of daily life in Chinese homonyms.

Since there are significant numbers of homonyms in Chinese, we need to learn
more to avoid these awkward situations just like the joke. There are also some

useful word-homonyms in Chinese that can help you with general Chinese study.

LRI Vs #FR (beiju)

Take “béiju” for example:

“FEE"and “#RE"have the same pronunciation “béiju” but “J&&]” means tragedy
and “#RE" means cups. One of my foreign friends once had a funny story about
“béiju”. It was his Chinese girlfriend’s birthday and he knew that she broke many
cups a few days ago so he thought she might need a new set of cups. On her

Birthday, he took out those cups he bought as a birthday gift and said in Chinese.

| want to send these cups as a gift for you and | hope you will like them.
"KEBXGHINR, FEGENL

(Zhe shi wo song ni' de bér ju, xi wang ni xi huan)

Well, the problem is that “béiju” also sounds “tragedy” in Chinese so giving cups
to her can be understood as giving a tragedy. So, when the girl heard this, the girl
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thought he wanted to end up this relationship and she was really sad without
saying any words to him for a long time. He was so confused and did not figure
out what was the problem until he told me his unpleasant experience and | told

him “¢R¥E 7" (NT ‘béi ju’'le)( You were a tragedy).

HE VS 3 (xiang jiao)
Using Chinese homonyms, we can make some brain twisters. Let us see this short
conversation:
Do you know why monkeys do not like parallel lines?
A: RHIERETF T4 FEL-FIT40 7
(NI zhi dao hou zi wei shén me bu xi huan ping xian ma?)
/ do not know.
B: A&,
(Bu zhr dao.)
Haha, Because Monkeys love bananas.
A BETE, B 9IRFEZ0E B A (TR

(Ha ha, yin wei hou zi ai chi xiang Jiao ya.)

In Chinese, &% (“banana’) and #H3Z (“to cross over; to intersect; to make

friends”) are both called “xiangjiao” in pronunciation.

PE{E VS #4E (ban hua)
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Another interesting thing | would like share with you is “ban hua” which can be
understood as “HEFE" (Class Beauty) and “#{#£" (move flowers). A teacher came
into the class hurriedly and said “F& ™A, ZZE#MZ" (L4 lidng gé rén, wo yao
ban hua) (Please find two persons for me to move flowers). After hearing this,
the boys in the class were so excited and they carefully select two beautiful girls
to the teacher. Then the teacher said &, FIEZIHEFZLMHZ" (Zou, hé wo qu jido
wu chu ban hug) (Come to the dean'’s office and move flowers with me). The boys

thought beautiful girls when the teacher said “ban hua”but they misunderstood

just because of the homonymes.

TR VS 3% (chénmo)

Besides some jokes that foreign learners would meet in communication,
sometimes you can learn to use them accurately to demonstrate your excellent
performance in Chinese. Here is another example. An English guy read the book
of “Titanic” in Chinese version. After reading, he wrote a very smart comment,
which surprised his Chinese teacher a lot. He wrote “&t8/E 5%, 11T R ZH
EHI 0, BENTFEEZIRRZLIE" ( taitdn niké , wd men ké yi'rén
shou ni zan shi de chén mo , dan wo men bu yuan kan dao ni zui zhong de chén
mo) (Titanic, we can accept your temporary Silence but we do not want to see
that you sank into the sea). In Chinese JlLBR (“silent; taciturn”) and J17% (“to sink”)
have the same pronunciation “‘chénmo”. So he cleverly made a sentence with
Chinese puns to express the sad feelings.

44



There are also other useful and practical Chinese homonyms for you to read, such
as:

youyl: BT (“because of; due to”) and &t & (“squid”)

jivi: 1212 (“remember”) and 2 (“skill; art”)

jiaodai: X or 3fF (“to hand over; to explain: to make clear; et al”) and Bty
(“tape”)

yuanyin: JRA (“cause; origin; reason”) and Jt& (“vowel”)

wangguo: E (“kingdom”) and T- (“country/kingdom heading for
destruction or that has vanished”)

quanli: XF (“power; right; privilege”) and X7 (“power; authority”)

yivi: X (“sense; meaning; significance”) and i (“objection; dissent”), plus
=¥ (“meaning-based translation”)

shdushi: F# (“gesture; signal”) and E1if (‘jewellery”), plus sF# (“defensive
position”)

gongshi: A%, (“formula”) and F (“military offensive”)

xingli(n: 472 (“luggage”) and 174L (“to salute”)

lihai(hai): [FE (“ferocious; awesome; et al”’) and FZE (“pros and cons”)

45



3.Tips and Tools for Learning to Write

Chinese Characters

When it comes to Chinese stroke order is surprisingly important. The Chinese take

great pride in their language, which includes the complex writing system.

| remember my Chinese teacher cringing every time | used the improper Chinese
stroke order for a character and shrieking “E3&% (dao cha bY)" in my ear. The
sole meaning of the phrase“f#[3H5E" is to criticize someone for using improper
stroke order. Other phrases often heard in elementary classrooms are “ELE !(luan

xi&)" or “writing crazily” and “E & 7! (xi& cud le)” which is “You wrote it wrong!”

So, why is Chinese character stroke order so important?

First, let’s talk a little bit about strokes themselves. As you can see from the graph

below, there are 11 basic strokes that comprise all Chinese characters.
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Stroke | Direction | Mame In Contesxt

N I P

= B R &
EEEREEE:

J | AR R F
v | R OR
/ Py i | IR Pk
hénggou | S = =
I | | e | 2D B AR
N[ N | e | 3R ORE X
T T3 | hengzne | [B] [FY BB
b | Ly | snimne | 4T B A5

Using the wrong stroke order or direction would cause the ink to fall differently

|

7 | %
-

)
.

on the page. You can see that the “#t (na)” stroke has starts out thin, but thickens
and thins out again in an elegant sweep. Should you write it backwards, you would
not have the same effect. Don't believe me? Try writing the letter “S” on a piece
of paper. Now try recreating it, but start from the bottom instead. Do you see how

you lose some of that natural flow?

The Chinese have always believed in balance and harmony. For example, when
one fell ill, he or she was thought to have an imbalance of yin and yang in his or

her body system. Traditional Chinese medicine was produced to restore balance.
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Similarly, the Chinese stroke order system was designed to produce the most
aesthetical, symmetrical, and balanced characters on a piece of paper.
Furthermore, it was also designed to be efficient — creating the most strokes with
the least amount of hand movement across the page. You may notice that all
Chinese characters fit neatly into a square box. None of them skew dramatically
to one direction or the other, which again reflects how much we value symmetry

and balance.

“7k (ydng)” the character for eternity, is often the poster-child character for
calligraphers. If you examine this character closely, you will notice that this one
character has 8 of the most common stroke types that appear in the Chinese
writing system. This is why calligraphers are often judged on skill by how well they

write the character K.
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héng #;%\'

-

“ _ R
wan 5 " gou 44 shi 5

When children are learning to write at a young age, Chinese stroke order is often
taught to them using the “Eight Principles of Yong,” which are the 8 different
strokes combined in this one character. Frequent practice of this character can
improve basic handwriting.

Even in today’s technological age, knowing the proper stroke order can go a long
way to helping you master Chinese. A lot of Chinese input methods and dictionary
apps have a handwriting feature that requires the proper stroke order to
recognize the character. Knowing Chinese stroke order will also help you
understand “EF (cdo sha)” or “Chinese cursive writing.” My knowledge of stroke
order has helped me decipher messy Chinese handwriting on more than one
occasion.
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Here are some tips on mastering stroke order.
1. Top to bottom

When a Chinese character is “stacked” vertically, like the character 3z () or “to

stand,” the rule is to write from top to bottom.

- - - - - -

v) \ v) v)
2. Left to right
When a Chinese character has a radical, the character is written left to right. The
same rule applies to characters that are stacked horizontally. Take a look at the

“I'z, (chi)” example below, which means “to eat.”
gy wow v owfup

3. Symmetry counts
When you are writing a character that is centered and more or less symmetrical
(but not stacked from top to bottom) the general rule is to write the center stroke

first. Check out the character “7J\(xido)” which means “small.”

N

4. Horizontal first, vertical second

Horizontal strokes are always written before vertical strokes. Check out how to
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write the character “+(shi)” or “ten.”

++4

5. Enclosures before content

You want to create the frame of the character before you fill it in. Check out how

1 FH H

My mom used to teach me this concept by saying “you want to fill the closet

to write the character H(ri) or “sun.”

6. Close frames last

before you close the door.” After you write the middle strokes, close the frame,

such as in the character “[El(hui)” or “to return.”

I 1) 1] |s) |s) [B)

7. Character spanning strokes last
For strokes that cut across many other strokes, they are often written last. For
example, the character ¥ (ban), which means “half.” The vertical line is written

last.
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There are always small exceptions to the rule, and Chinese stroke order can vary
slightly from region to region. However, these variations are very miniscule; so by

following these general tips, you'll have an astute grasp on stroke order!

Personal handwriting is also important in Chinese culture. In Chinese, we have a
saying called “ZFI0E A(zi ra gi rén),” which means “the handwriting reflects the

person.” You can start your character training from Hands On Writing Guide

Course.

Writing anything down helps us to remember it better. A quick web search will
yield a plethora of websites, software and mobile applications that all promise to
significantly improve your Chinese handwriting skills. With all the options out
there, it can be confusing to find those that are the most effective — that’s where
this article comes in!

Websites

The most well-known resource to improve one’s Chinese handwriting is Skritter.

The website itself, as well as its companion IOS and Android apps, is a very
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enjoyable and effective way of learning. Skritter is fun and engaging (if not
downright addicting!). Its repetition-based system is very well scheduled. If you've
failed to write a particular character more often than another, it will be shown
again at an increased rate. Similarly, a character which has been written multiple
times without mistakes will be shown at a greatly reduced frequency.

Skritter’s handwriting recognition system checks whether your stroke order is
correct or not, and if you are lost, a quick tap on the screen will show you a hint
as to the next step.

Another tool that allows you to boost your writing skills is Arch Chinese

Handwriting Practice. It uses handwriting recognition technology to provide

instant feedback about the stroke order and form of various components of

Chinese characters.

1C3_P2a.arch 09:23 3/50

Xiaxué » F

snowy. fo wipe away shame, to avengs

Unfortunately, one must pay to get the most of both resources. If you are a cash-

strapped learner, consider the free Chinese Time School's Writing Tool:
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XFF T

R

(i B2 )

Unlike the Skritter app, though, Chinese Time School’s tool doesn’t provide any
feedback. Furthermore, Skritter’'s vocabulary lists include thousands of items, while
this website has only 500 basic Chinese characters. However, it is better than
nothing, especially for beginners.

Apps

On the i0OS App Store and Google Play, more free alternatives may be found.
The HelloChinese mobile app, for example, contains a long list of characters in
order to practice handwriting and learn Chinese quickly. It's hand-picked
vocabulary is vast, but unfortunately not customizable. Additionally, advanced
learners may find the hints about the correct stroke order a little bit annoying.

However, the app is completely free!
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If you need more flexibility, try out the Pleco app. It's primarily a dictionary, but it
comes with a built-in handwriting recognition technology. Pleco lets you write
characters by yourself, which is useful for learning new characters, but is tolerant

of stroke order mistakes, so you won't get any feedback about your accuracy.

s Ay A

RERBRE A

TrainChinese’s Chinese Writer is styled more similar to a game. Characters fall

from the top of the screen, and you have to draw them correctly to don’t let them

reach the bottom. This is really fun!
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wei not, did not, have not

All the apps and websites mentioned above are strong alternatives to writing on
paper. They are particularly helpful when you need:

to get used to the rules of writing Chinese characters.

to understand the importance of the correct stroke order.

to learn how to distinguish commonly confused characters.

The only limitation is that most handwriting recognition systems used in those
resources are not perfect yet. Despite their general accuracy, sometimes they pick
up incorrect strokes, for example, a vertical line may be recognized as a hook. On
the contrary, components correctly written, but slightly in the wrong direction or
location are sometimes not “accepted” as correct.
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Worksheets

If you believe using an application would somehow impede your learning, you're
probably more interested in practicing your writing skills on paper. Of course,
there are many workbooks and worksheets available in bookstores, but what if
you prefer to practice characters from a customized list? Fortunately, there are a
lot of online tools that help you to create your own grids: from the pretty simple to
the rather sophisticated.

Some services, like Hanzi Grids, provide customizable fonts, background guides,

grid colors, and other customizable features.

Create Grid Examples Purchase Account

= Page
Grid Setup ' Size | Lemer ¥
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Just type in the content you need, adjust the settings, and print out your custom-
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www.digmandarin.com

generated PDF file!
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