The Chinese writing system 214

Chinese is written with characters which are known as #5 [JX%] (hanzi).

The characters were originally pictures of people, animals or other things,
but over the centuries they have become increasingly stylised and no longer
resemble the things they represent. Many characters have been combined
with others to create new ones.

Until the early 20th century, Classical Chinese, 3= (wényan), was the main
form of writing in China. It was standardised during the late Han Dynasty
(25-220 AD) and was also used in Korea, Japan and Vietham before they
developed their own writing systems.

In Classical Chinese most words were monosyllabic and written with a single
character. However, during the 1920s a new form of written Chinese
modelled on spoken Mandarin was developed. Most Chinese publications

since then have been written in this form, which is known as H&f [HiF ]

(bdihua), though Classical Chinese constructions and especially proverbs are
still used to some extent.

In spoken Chinese, words are made up of one, two or more syllables. Each
of the syllables is written with a separate character. Each character has its
own meaning, though many are used only in combination with other
characters.

Every character is given exactly the same amount of space, no matter how
complex it is. There are no spaces between characters and the characters
which make up multi-syllable words are not grouped together, so when
reading Chinese, you not only have to work out what the characters mean
and how to pronounce them, but also which characters belong together.

How many characters?

The Chinese writing system is an open-ended one, meaning that there is no
upper limit to the number of characters. The largest Chinese dictionaries
include about 56,000 characters, but most of them are archaic, obscure or
rare variant forms. Knowledge of about 3,000 characters enables you to to
read about 99% of the characters used in Chinese newspapers and
magazines. To read Chinese literature, technical writings or Classical Chinese
though, you need to be familiar with at least 6,000 characters.


http://www.omniglot.com/soundfiles/mandarin/zhongwen_mandarin.mp3

Usage

Characters can be used on their own, in combination with other characters
or as part of other characters. Click here to see how this works for the
character for horse: /&

Strokes

Chinese characters are written with the following twelve basic strokes:
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A character may consist of between 1 and 64 stokes. The strokes are always
written in the same direction and there is a set order to write the strokes of
each character. In dictionaries, characters are ordered partly by the number

of stokes they contain.
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http://www.omniglot.com/writing/chinese_horse.htm

Notes

The 39-stroke character (3 x thunder) means "the sound of thunder" and is
always written doubled (##%). The 48-stroke character (3 dragons) means
"the appearance of a dragon walking".

Homophones

There are approximately 1,700 possible syllables in Mandarin, which
compares with over 8,000 in English. As a result, there are many
homophones - syllables which sound the same but mean different things.
These are distinguished in written Chinese by using different characters for
each one.

Not all the following characters are pronounced with the same tone, so to
Chinese ears they sound different. To Western ears however they all sound
the same. These syllables can be distinguished in speech from the context
and because most of them usually appear in combination with other
syllables.

% % MO BB 8 B B kA 8

bang  bang bing bing bing bing  bkadng  bang  bdng  bang  bdng  bang

rear to help  walchmans nation, lisk of tablet, totieup shoulder todepend stick, pound(lb), pound(£]
wanden state, rnates  plagque on,todraw  club, scales
clappet  countpy riear cudgel

If you look closely, you will notice that some of the characters above have
parts in common. These parts give you a clue to how to pronounce the
characters.

More examples of homophones

It is even possible to write a text in Chinese using on one sound, pronunced
with different tones, of course. This is exactly what Chinese linguist, Zhao
Yuanren, did when he wrote the "Story of Shi Eating the Lions" using nothing
but the sound 'shi'. The story makes sense in written form, but is impossible
to understand when read aloud.

You can see and hear the story on:
http://www.yellowbridge.com/onlinelit/stonelion.html
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Compound words

Chinese verbs and adjectives generally consist of one character (syllable)
but nouns often consist of two, three or more characters (syllables):

TH Rk K2 kEH #MEE B aoHEE
computer asroplans university radio owl schizophrenia
{electric brain)  (flying machine) (great kaming) (receive sound machine) (cat-headed eaglk) {split mind dis=ase)

More examples
Simplified characters

In an effort to increase literacy, about 2,000 of the characters used in China
have been simplified. These simplified characters are also used in Singapore,
but in Taiwan, Hong Kong, Macau and Malaysia the traditional characters are
still used. Here are some examples (simplified characters in red):

TiE AL R SRAK BRIR B & 4rir

More examples

Chinese characters, with some modifications, are also used in written
Japanese and Korean, and were once used to write Viethamese.

Sample text in Chinese

ﬁﬁ% EIJ’ 3{ _’? (Traditional Chinese characters)
AANET A£G FFEA E—FFE - kA 2
PEFo R o 36 & CA ST % B AR 09 45 A AR HHAF -

i‘,‘;ﬁ /If)l'\ E]? ii%i (Simplified Chinese characters)
AANEmBE, EF5fRA E—EFF NRA R

Mfe B, JFRLVASL 5 K RO H AP AR AF,
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