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Abbreviations used in this book.

Ab. Abbreviated from.

Less. Lesson.

Orig. Originally.

S. Simplified from.

> it points that a meaning evolved into other meaning.

K1, K2, K3, etc. refer to the levels of the Chinese official examination
HSK.



I.LESSON 1. ON PEOPLE

person standing, with legs separated. It is one of the more

j\ rén — person, human being. This is a pictogram of a

frequently used characters. When it forms part of other
characters it is simplified as / . K 1

&

Pictogram
of a person

AR rénmin — the people (person + people)
A rénminbi — PRC currency (people + money)

recognizing one’s fault, and accepting punishment.

\A rén — know, recognize; accept. Words 1 of a person A

Recognize > know. K 1

AN rénwéi — think, consider (know + because)

Ij\] rou — flesh, meat. This is the pictogram of a chunk of meat
N

with its veins and nerves. When it forms parts of other

characters it is simplified as /: A body with its ribs outlined.
K2

£ nitrdu — beef (ox + meat)
FW  zhirou — pork (pig + mear)

liing — two; unit of weight. It seems the pictogram of the
I}aél harnesses of a chariot drawn by two horses. Now, two people
A\ inside a roofed — chariot. K 2
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P~ lidinggerén two people.

liing — measure word for vehicles; car. Two I chariots
% To start to count chariots. K 3

=% sanliang ché three cars.

mdn — full; satisfied; very. The right part comes from an
archaic pictogram of two P4 vessels /% firmly tied up.

Water { flowing from two P vessels = connected, to

mean full. K 3

B mdnyi — satisfied (satisfied + wish)

qian — yawn; owe; lack. Pictogram. The upper part is an
open mouth. A person A with an open mouth is yawning, or
trying to avoid the lack of air. K 6

An open
mouth
\
a person —

=

yin — drink; keep in the heart. An open mouth X
drinking from a vessel £ =7. K3

Bl yinlido — beverage (drink + material)

=

cl — second; times, stand. This is two — breaths (or two
sneezes) with an open mouth R, emphasizing the second
one, giving the idea of something not so good: order and
categories. K 2




HIR  qici — next; second (this + second)

g¢ — measure word for people. Here we see that the number

of people A is fixed with a vertical line | that represents their
bodies. K 1

T gézi - height; stature.

=

ji¢ — be situated between; interpose. It evolved from the
pictogram of a man protected by an armor made of leather
pieces, which interposes between him and his enemies’
weapons. Now, what separates /\ the people A. K 2

~ ——
a person
'l an armor made /
, of leather pieces

M8 jieshao — present, introduce (interpose + connect)

22

ji¢ — boundary; extent. It marks the separation I between

the fields H. K 3

HF shijie — world (world + limit)

/

sn — umbrella. A pictogram of an umbrella. K 3

F<=  ylstin — umbrella (rain + umbrella)

= %

ba — eight; separate. An old pictogram showing two lines
separated; was later used for the number eight, maybe
because it is easily divisible. Now it is a person A divided in

half J\.K 1




litr — six. It was the pictogram for a hut, later used to
represent six. Perhaps for the six lines used to draw a simple

hut. K1

FHATN xingqilit — Saturday (week + six)

yi — use; by; according to. It is a person A using a tool,
which resembles an old hook /. K 2

A[LL kéyl — can; may; not bad (can + as well as)

da — big, great, main; adult. A person A with the arms
extended —, a common gesture to express “big”. When it
forms a part of others characters, it means “person”. K1

KK dijia — all of us; everyone (big + family)

yin — cause, reason; because. To meet a person N lying in
bed [ at daytime make think that there is of a reason. K 2

K1 yTn'ér — consequently (because + and yet)

tai — great, greatest; very. Originally the same as big K,
now the big person is above a piece of wood or a stone, to
point out that he is even bigger. K 1

fit — man; husband; laborer. An adult man X with a pin in
his hair —. In old China when men reached 20 years old
they grew ponytails. K 2

KK daifu — doctor (great + man)

jitl — for a long time; long. Pictogram of a person A with
something in his leg, possibly a rope that forced him to walk
slowly. Walk slowly > for a long time > long. K 3




%

téu — head; chief; lead; first. Head is a person K with two
" hairs floating on the air. Head > chief > to lead. K3

sk téufi— hair (head + hair)

mdi — buy, purchase, get. A cap covering the head 3k, as
worn by people when going to the market. K 1

mai — sell. To buy % many (ten 1) things suggests buying
to resell. K'1

2z IS

dt — read; read aloud. The words 1 written by the seller
SE about his goods: a list of shop items, a catalogue. K 1

#F5  dishi - study (read + books)

\l.
/I

shi — real; true; solid; fact. In real, everyday life, most of the

time the head % is at home " 7. K 3

SE R shiji — reality; real; actual (real + inside)
SEAE  shizai — indeed, really (real + be in)

.

qudn — dog. A pictogram of a dog tremendously changed.
Now remembered as a person K holding a dog’s leash in his
hand. It is a radical used (ab. as 4 , the outline of a dog
turned 90 degrees) to name many mammals and fiery or
savage conditions. K 6

Pk

til — dash forward; suddenly. A dog X going out of a cave
K. K3

RIR  tirdn — suddenly (suddenly + right)

0
g

ki — cry, weep. Wailing in a funeral. Two mouths H (of
people crying) and a dog K. In China, straw and porcelain
dogs were used during funerals. K 3
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S kagqi - cry, weep (cry + cry)

AR

rin — correct, right; so. To roast ... dog K meat f in
order to make a sacrifice is to act correctly. K 3

e

VAR

EI#R  zirdn — nature, natural (one self + so)

céng — follow; obey; from. One person A follows the other
. To follow > to obey > from (the starting point). K 2

MK céngldi — never (from + come)
JRM  ficong — obey; submit (oneself) to (submit + obey)

tian — heaven; day; season. A person K with the head
emphasized (now a line —) referred to Heaven, the
anthropomorphic god of the Zhou dynasty. K 1

KA tiangi — weather (heaven + air)

song — see somebody off; give. A man K walks I_ with a
torch to see somebody off. Sometimes farewell gifts were
given. K 2

xiao — laugh; smile; ridicule. A man bent x laughing,
making the same movement that bamboo 17 does when it is
bent by the wind. X ydo is a man with his head bent
forward. K 2
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i xiaohua — joke, jest (laugh + words)
JTEi5E kai winxido — joke; make fun of (start + play +
laugh)

hé — drink/ h¢ — shout. Action of the mouth [ when one is
in need . & hé is a beggar, a person in need: A person A
bent 7J asking FI for alms. K 1

Wy7K  héshui — drink water (drink + water)

ké — thirsty. To ask 4 for water 7 . K 3

12




LESSON 2. ON FIRE

huo — fire; anger. A pictogram of the flames of a fire. One
important radical which abbreviated as .. or placed in the
left side forms a part of around 400 characters, giving the
meaning of fire, heat, cooking, etc. K'1

— /

—
three flames

‘K% hudché — train (fire + car)

qilt — autumn; harvest time. The season when the grain /&
is riped thanks to the sun’s heat ‘K. Autumn is the time of
harvest. K 3

ON giatian — autumn (autumn + season)

bing — illness, sickness; fall ill. In the bed ill with fever (fire
7). A bing, the 3rd of the 10 Heavenly Stems, is

interpreted as a fire extending above the roof, symbolizes fire.

K2

A9 shengbing — fall ill (get + sickness)

zhdo — foretell, divine; omen. This is the pictogram of the
cracks that appear in a turtle shell after it has been heated for
divinatory purposes. K 6
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s

tido — jump, leap; beat. The feet J& taking part in the ritual

dances of divination JK sessions. K 2

BkZE  tidowll — dance (leap + dance)

14




[LESSON 3. ON THE
UNIVERSE

y1— one; same; single, alone. An horizontal line to

represent “17. This is the unity of the universe. Placed in the
upper part of a character it means heaven, or roof. Placed in
the lower part it is a base or foundation. K 1
—3L  yigong — total (one + altogether)
ér — two; different. Two horizontal lines. The duality of
heaven — and earth —. K2
—H  éryue - February (two + month). Names of the
months are composed with a number referring to its order
followed by the character for month .
—+ | san — three; several, many. Three horizontal lines. The
three components of the world: heaven —, earth —, and
_

mankind —. K1

|
L

wéng — king; chief; great. It was the pictogram of an ax,
which was used to kill or punish; it became a symbol of
strength and power. Remembered as the person who
connects | heaven, earth and mankind =. K 5

82l

ban — class, team; shift, duty. A knife /] divides a piece of
jade Tt in two parts. To cut, separate, divide in clases, teams
or shifts > the work that makes each of them. K 2

¥t shangbian — go to work (go to + duty)
Ji¥E  jiaban — work overtime (add + duty)

15




wang — gaze into the distance; hope. A king F hidden T-
in the darkness of the night (moon 1) gazes into the
distance. K 2

A7 ¥  xiwang — hope (hope + hope)

LHl

L1l

zhll — lord, master; view; main. A pictogram of a lamp, its
original meaning, now F.. From lamp, main, prince, that
gives light and is seen by the subjects, lord > master >

owner. K 3
__— \
a flame
of fire
-

F 2 zhilyao — main (main + will)

F3  zhudong — initiative (main + movement)
F R zhilyi — idea; plan (view + idea)

zhti — live, reside; stop. A person 1 at home, where his

hearth (fire %) is. K 1

zhll — pour; concentrate; record. To pour is to serve water

{ for the lord F. To pour is to concentrate in a place > pay
attention (concentrate the mind) > record. K 3

{E%  zhuyi — pay attention (concentrate on + idea)

feng — plentiful, abundant; big. Pictogram of an exuberant
branch. K 4

FE  fengfu - rich, abundant (abundant + rich)

16




bang — help; assist; gang. To follow the flag M1 of the state
#. F bang means state, nation. A city & = [ and the
territory marked with trees 3. K 2

I bangmang — help (help + hurry)

7é — choose, select. A hand X selects a plant . the action
reinforced by the other hand F on the left. K 3

EFE xudnzé — choose, select (choose + choose)

hai — injure, harm; kill. Words I inside home "~ that can
hurt (as a stick F). K 3

FE4 haipa — be afraid (harm + afraid)

duan — segment, section, part. At first it was a hand with a
tool that hits in a cliff breaking fragments of stones
(minerals). Now to cut % something into fragments —

using a stick | .

a hand with
a tool
fragments
of stone

BB jieduan — phase, stage (step + segment)

H

duan — forge. To create segments (pieces) B of metal % .
K3

Wl duanlian — exercise (forge + train)

17




gud — nation, country, state. The territory [ ] of the king
£ (symbolized as his jade ). K 1

H zhonggué — China (center + country)
B2  gudjid — country; nation (country + home)

18




LESSON 4. ON THE EARTH

tl — soil, earth; land, ground. Pictogram of a heap of earth.
Later the two levels, ground — and underground —, from
which the plants grow; a radical that forms part of characters
related to the earth, soil, land and earth constructions. K 5

+Hh  cidi - land, soil (earth + soil)

ok
wal

zai — stay, remain; exist, be at. The earth + where plants
grow /" (cdi phonetic, modified) is a good place to stay. K 1

IEAE  zhéngzai — be in the process of (just now + be at)

qu — go; leave; remove; past. It is a person (K changed to
1), who leaves through a gate (I changed to A). K 1

a person
A

a gate —

Z:4F qunidn — last year (last + year)

fd — law; way, method. It can remove % unfairness and
level (as water 7 ) the society. K 3

A fall - law (law + law)

que — reject; retreat; however. Order to leave % to a
kneeling person H.K 4

19




IBH)  tuique — retreat (retreat + retreat)

i

jidio — foot; leg; base. The part of the body / that allows
for retreat 2. K 3

122 jidobu — step, pace (foot + step)

L[>~
LI~

zud — sit down, take a seat. Two people A sitting on the
earth . K3

WAL qingzud — please have a seat (please + seat)

i

shéng — sage, saint; holy, sacred. A person who blesses the

land + with his hand X. K 6

&N sheéngrén — saint (saint + person)

e

guai — strange; monster, blame. A sage is a strange,
uncommon person. The strange thoughts f of a sage .

K3

APE qiguai - strange (strange + strange)

it

si — palace; temple. The place where the people walk 1E:
carrying tributes in their hands . Later temple, which is the
place where the hand ~I carries offerings from the earth .

1 B ot

/—@hand Y

20




SFJH simido — temple (temple + temple)

déng — rank; equal to; wait for. The order in which
bamboo 17 tablets (to write) are stored in the palace <F or
temple. K 2

S denghou — wait, await (wait + wait)

t¢ — special; particular. The bull }* selected to be sacrificed
in the temple SF must be an exceptional one. K 3

K7 tebié — particular, special (special + differentiate)
Y5 tedidin — characteristic; peculiarity (special + point)

B

shéng — voice; tone; sound. It is a part of the pictogram of a
musical instrument % (a hand with a stick 4& beats a stone
in a frame /¥ and an ear H- listens). Now only a musical
stone in a frame 7. K 3

FE  shéngyin — sound (sound + sound)

Ll

gui — jade tablet symbol of power. A symbol of power that
the emperor gave to the new fiefs, which included a vast
amount of land (1 twice).

jie — street; market, fair. A place of the earth 1= where the
people walk 17. K 3

718 jiedao — street (street + way)

xié — shoes. Leather * objects used to walk on the earth .
K3

BT xiézi — shoes.

shi — scholar; person; soldier. It was a phallic symbol,
regarding adult men, later male servants, soldiers, officials,

21




scholars, etc. Remembered as one — among ten +. A
scholar is somebody who is chosen among many. The upper
horizontal stroke is longer than the lower. K 4

Z1:  nlshi - lady (woman + person)

ji — lucky; propitious. A phallic symbol - on the platform
[ where it is worshiped. Remembered as the mouth of the
scholar, which speaks propitious words. K 6

Tk jixidng — lucky, auspicious (propitious + auspicious)

ot

-

jié — settle; conclude; tie, knot. Silk £ ties up offerings in

auspicious 75 ceremonies. K 3

455 jiégud — result (settle + fruit)
455 jieshi — strong, solid (tie + real)

it

zhou — complete; circumference. It was a pictogram of a
field full of plants, or perhaps of a piece of jade full of dots. It
means dense, complete, all around. Remembered as an

auspicious 7 surrounding J1, a complete place. K 3

JH zhouwéi — all around (complete + around)
JA#|  zhoudao — attentive; thorough (complete + arrive)

dido — tune// tido — regulate. Perfect words 1 in harmony

with the people around J#. K 3

WH  didochd — investigate (regulate + investigate)

22




LLESSON 5. UP AND DOWN

i

shang — upper; previous; go up. A vertical line to point out
to all that is above the ground line —. K1

M shangwdng — be on the internet (go up + net)

ik

rang — let, allow; offer; give way. Words 1 allowing to go
up F. K2

ik rangbu - yield, compromise (offer + step)

xia — under, below; next; downward. The opposite of .
Everything that is under the ground line —. K1

T dixid - ground (soil + under)

NIR xiaci — next time (next + time)

bt — foretell, predict. Pictogram of a crack in a turtle shell,
which heated on the fire was used to divine.

i N zhanbl — divine, foretell (divine + predict)

chdng — long// zhding — grow up; head. S. <: It evolved
from the pictogram of the long hair of an old man. Hair =
that reaches clothes 4. K 2

KI®  Changchéng — Great Wall (long + wall)

JK

zhiang — open, spread; expand. To make grow 1 the
opening of the bow 7. K 2

23




shi — ten; complete. Originally it was a vertical line | . Now
itisone — ten | = 1. It means perfection, a complete
matter. K'1

14> shifén — very, extremely (ten + points)

shén — what?; assorted, ten. Ten |~ people 1 constitute an
assorted sample. K 1

124 shénme — what? (what + what)

zhi — juice. The liquid 7 extracted from some (ten +)
fruits. K 3

BT gudzhi - fruit juice (fruit + juice)

qi — seven. It evolved from a sign to represent this number,
similar to . It showed a cut, written 1] qié when -+ was
used to seven. K 1

%t diqi — the seventh (ordinal + seven)

lido — material, grain; stuff. The quantity 2} (dou, the
pictogram of a big ladle is a measure of capacity equivalent to

10 liters) of grain used. K 3

zhang — unit of length (3,3 m); husband. Pictogram of a
hand M with a stick *: the patriarchal power. Unit of length
is ten 1 hands .. K 2

LK zhangfa — husband (husband + husband)

qian — thousand. It was ten |- people A\, that is, many.
From many, it extended to mean thousand. K 2

TJi  qianwan — absolutely (thousand + ten thousand)

24




gan — trunk; do, work// gan — dry. Pictogram of a stick

| | used as a weapon or the handle of a pestle. Dry because it is a
dry stick, without leaves or flowers . K 3
Fi%#  ganjing — clean (dry + clean)
N ping — flat, even; calm; peace. A pictogram of the air that
1 | separates /\ uniformely after leave the mouth - (less. 19).
Even > uniform > pacify > peace > quiet. K 3
“FI pingshi — normal times (flat + time)
P pingching — common, normal (level + frequent)
—4~ | ping —apple. Fruit that grows in flat ¥ lands. K 1
M/

R pinggud — apple (apple + fruit)

ding — man. Itis the image of a nail, with its head and its
point. It means soldier, so easily substituted as a nail. Soldier
>man. K5

|

dd — hit, beat; do, construct. A hand F that hits a nail | .
K1

FTHL1% dadianhud — make a telephone call (do + phone)

i

déng — lamps; lantern. A fire ‘X fixed as a nail T in a place.
K3

B4  tdideng — table lamp (desk + lamp)

xing — go, walk; do// hdng — line; shop. Originally a
pictogram of a crossroads meaning road. People walk on the
road. Then go > do. Road > line > street > shops in the street.
It is a radical (ab. as 4 ) that forms part of many characters
related to movement or travel. K 2

25




JiRAT llixi ng — travel; journey (travel + go)

gong — work, labor; industry. A pictogram of a tool used by
carpenters and builders. K 1

TN gongrén — worker (work + person)

Z1.

héng — red; popular, happy. The color of the silk £ work
T for a Chinese bride. K2

214 hongse — red color (red + color)

zud — left. It is the hand that grabs the tool T.. K2

i zuSbian — left side (left + side)

kong — empty, void; sky. A cave 7N made working with
tools T.. K 3

7]  kongtido — air conditioned (void + adjust)
<. kongqi — air; atmosphere (sky + air)

28

e

jing — warp; manage; undergo. S. #£. The work T of silk
Z in the loom %. The silk passes through the loom in
longitudinal direction. K 2

frame of 5
a loom

Z g ngguo — pass; go through (undergo + pass)
2P jingll — manager; director (manage + manage)

26




qing — light; soft; gentle; young. A chariot 7 in the correct
direction £ goes lightly, in the incorrect one it will need to
cross the land furrows and its movement will be difficult. K 3

2¥r  qingsong — light, soft (light + relaxed)
fF4  nidngIng — young (years + young)

ya — inferior, second; Asia. The plan of a building with the
hearth in the center, the point of a secondary worship (after
that of the ancestors). Asia for the sound “ya”. K 4

WP Yazhou — Asia (Asia + continent)

<

y¢ — employ, job; trade; industry. Employed in the work of
making a building M, not yet finished, without roof — yet.
Job > trade > industry. K 3

Ll zhuanye — specialty (special + employment)
A5 yéwl — business, professional work (employ +
service)

AR yéyt — spare time; after-hours (work + spare)

27




LESSON 6. ON THE SUN

H

ri — sun; day. A pictogram of the sun, with one of its rays in
the center. It is a radical that forms a part of characters related
to the sun, time, and sun qualities, for example light and

brightness. K 1

A H  shéngri - birthday (birth + day)
Hid  riji — diary; journal (day + notes)

ying — sunny; masculine; yang. The sun H shines on a
mound ¥ . K 3

XPFH  taiying — sun (great + yang)

dan — dawn; morning. The sun Fl rising above the horizon
line —, as seen at dawn. K 5

dan — but; yet; only, merely. A person 1 at dawn H.
implies that he changes from sleeping mode to action mode,
suitable for “but”. K 2

fHJZ  danshi — but; yet (but + is)

dan — carry on a pole; undertake. To carry working tools
on the hand ¥ atdawn H > to undertake a task. K 3

fH.0y  danxin — worry; feel anxious (undertake + heart)

dé — get; obtain; result. To walk 4 atdawn H to grab
(hand ) shells. K2

28




53]  dédio — obtain; gain (obtain + arrive)
1 déyl — be complacent (get + wish)

chang — sing. The flourishing & activity of the mouth 1.

& chang prosperous, is 2 mouth ] that praises the sun H.
K2

&K changgeé — sing (sing + song)

shi — period, season; hour. A hand ~}" measures the
movements of the sun H. K 1

IFIA] shijian — time (time + interval)

jitt — past, former; old, used. The line | connecting with

past days H.K 3

IHf&  jitji — former residence (past + house)

z30 — morning; early; in advance. When the sun H rises

above the branches of a tree 1. K 2

H.E zioshang — morning (morning + on)

10

cdo — herbs; grass, straw. Plants H that grow early o Iris
a radical, ab. as 1, that forms part of characters related to

plants. K3

zhué — outstanding; tall. It was a net (now El) to catch
birds, usually placed high in the braches of the trees +;
therefore high, elevated. K 6

29




zhud — table, desk. An elevated 5 piece of wood K. As for
the Chinese people that before the Song dynasty used to sit
kneeling on the floor, a table was an elevated piece of
furniture. K'1

5T zhuozi — table.

chd — examine; investigate. S. 75: To examinate the

wooden K altars F.. Now one — investigates something

dark 7 (the sun H below a tree K). K 3

WH  didochd — investigate (regulate + investigate)

hian — wed, marry; marriage. The ceremony of a woman B-y
at dusk B (the sun H down [X). In ancient China marriages
were usually celebrated at evening. K 3

4505  jiéhin — wed, marry (join + marry)

xi — past, former times. Originally referred to the days H of
the flood. The upper part was a pictogram of waves, as )|

turned 90°. K 6

i gixi—in old times (old + past)

30




waters

\/

cuo — error; mistake; wrong. To use old E metal £ tools.
A mistake. K2

&R cudwl — error, mistake (error + error)

ji¢ — borrow, lend. A person 1 that helped in former
times . K 3

chiin — spring; life, vitality. The season when the sun H
makes the plants (two ¥ melted) grow. K 3

%K chiintidn — spring (spring + season)

bdi — white; clear; pure. Some scholars think it is a grain of

rice, others see the first ray of the sun [ which brings light
to the world. K2

FHfh  bdisé — white color (white + color)

pa — be afraid, fear. Feeling (heart | ) that makes the face
turn white FH. K 3

#11  haipa — be afraid (harm + be afraid)

de — particle/ di — objective. The clear H target to which
one moves the spoon ], suggests possession as each one
moves the spoon towards his own food. K1
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RI¥)  nide — your (you + possessive)

bai — hundred; numerous. One — bag of grain (white H)
with about one hundred grains. K 2

A /i bidiwan — a million (hundred + ten thousand)
H%  biixing — common people (hundred + families)

shou — thin, emaciated; lean. The sick body of an old man
8, (a man with a stick | in his hand X cheking the contents
of a mortar ). K3

yué — say; speak; call. A little wider than the character for
sun H, it shows a mouth - with the tongue — inside, as it
moves in the process of talking.

»

tidn — sweet; agreeable. The tongue 1 tastes something
sweet 1. 1" gan sweet, is something — kept inside the

mouth El. Sweet food is usually kept in the mouth to be
savoured. K 3

H#l  gantidn — sweet (sweet + sweet)

I+

nian — twenty. Studied here for its similaricy with H. Itis
ten | and ten 1 (merged).

AN
/T

gong — common; together. Pictogram of two hands rising
offerings. To offer, put in common, share. Now twenty I
(two ten | merged) pairs of hands JI* meaning to work
together. K 2

3[7  gongténg — common; mutual (common + together)
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