Introduction to Kanji

A brief history of Kanji

Chinese characters, along with the Chinese culture, came to Japan in the fourth or
fifth century, at a time when the Japanese language had as yet no writing system. The
Chinese characters were adopted to represent in writing the Japanese spoken
language.

At the beginning, the Chinese characters were used phonetically to represent similar
Japanese sounds, regardless of the meaning of each Chinese character. For example,

“yama” which means mountain in Japanese, came to be written as #&Z f§. The Chinese
pronunciation of these two characters was ya-ma, however, the meaning is not at all
related to mountain.

"B ya-ma mountain

At a later stage, the Chinese characters were used ideographically, regardless of their
Chinese pronunciations, to represent Japanese words of the same or related meaning.

For example, “yama” came to be written as Ll , though LU in Chinese was
pronounced ‘““shan”.

i yama mountain

That is why many kanji have so-called Chinese readings and Japanese readings.
EG. W Y2 san B A (on-yomi, F meaning “sound”) Chinese reading

®FE yama FEHEH (kun-yomi, Sl meaning “explanation”) Japanese reading

Kanji came to be used to express nouns, main parts of verbs, adjectives and adverbs.



Why do Japanese kanji have more than one pronunciation?

As explained above, many kanji have Chinese & Japanese readings. The
pronunciations of Chinese characters were different depending on the periods and
regions in China from which they were adopted. Over time, the Japanese people
adopted three pronunciations as Chinese readings for the Japanese kanji. They are

called &8 (go sound), EF (kan sound) and [EE (fou sound).

58 (go sound) is the pronunciation used in the & (Wu) region around the lower
Yangtze River during the Southern & Northern Dynasties. These pronunciations
were brought to Japan by the 6th century.

7E8 (kan sound) is the pronunciation used in the northwest region during the T’ang
Dynasty. They were brought to Japan by the Japanese delegations sent to the T ang
court during the 7th ~ 9th century.

FE& (tou sound, it is sometimes called RE sou sound) is the standard pronunciation
during the Song Dynasty. They were brought to Japan by monks and merchants
around 12th and 13th century.

Here, for example, are three Chinese readings for the character 7.

EG. 1T 30U 55
aw =1
7 BE (RE

One further reason for the proliferation of Chinese readings is that the Japanese
people applied some Chinese characters to the Japanese original words when the
meanings of those Chinese characters were the same as the Japanese words.

Here, for example, are Japanese readings for the character 17.
E.G. 1T LM<)to go
H Z75(D) to do, carry out, perform



Six ways of classifying Kanji

Formation 1. Pictograph HREXF (L&£25FWWHU)
Kanji created from simple illustrations of objects in daily life

- XN 5 M LAJ - tlI  mountain

|
@09 e

Qﬂ% N :}//’ - :F, N 3‘; — F hand
2 . Ideograph BEXF (LLUBL)

Kanji created to indicate abstract concepts

— - i on, up

—— — I under, below
— > = three

3. Phono-semantic characters EEXF (IFHEWLH L)
Kanji created by combining an element expressing the meaning and an element

expressing the sound

<meaning> <sound>

TR heart + JE hi — 3K <pronunciation> hi
<meaning> SOrrow, sad

£ gold, metal + [@ dou —  §/  <pronunciation> dou
<meaning> COpper

4 . Compound ideographs SEIF (ML l)

Kanji created by combining two or more kanji
The compound kanji is related to the meaning of the original kanji but the

sound has nothing to do with the original ones.

<meaning> <meaning>
H sun + A moon — BA <meaning> bright

A person  + K tree — 4K <meaning> to rest



Usage 1. Associated meaning characters i (TABwD)
Kanji used to express words related to or associated with a kanji’s core
meaning

o beauty, virtue, goodness — $FE (ZDT) <meaning> to like

= music - EZELL (FFoLd) <meaning> tO €njoy
2 . Provisional-use characters R& (ML »)

Kanji used for phonetic purpose only, with no regard for their meaning

HRFM (F AV AH) <meaning> America

(America is usually written in Katakana)



1 OBasic Strokes B (P< . stroke)

All kanji can be written with some combination of 10 basic strokes.

1. & Z 1A (ahorizontal line)

—

-3

‘-T-"

2. J=TH A (avertical line)

| 2N

3. 15758t A (adiagonal line)

o

N
N

/

/

\

AN BB R

-
4. TA (adot) /

TARRY

K

pz.f
g1

(¥

7]

AR

5. 15758 M EF (astroke which includes a diagonal line and hook or change of

direction)

7—""—’

7

y

+ K

7



6. TINE (acurved stroke with a hook formed like the last stroke in the kanji
ZF, pronounced T, meaning “hand”) ) \‘

7. L IME (a stroke with a corner) -1 '] L
g B o B
8. #» W% (The name of this stroke means “duck,” but it is unclear why this is s0.)
L 5 ]ﬁl,

9. < DU (the hiragana character “<” ) L

7~ 4 fH

10. DY LY (a fish hook) n

Lo S

..JI.\.\

-




Basic Rules of Stroke Order ZZJIg (OEUwA)

A kanji must be written according to a fixed stroke order so that it will look neat and
well-balanced. Here are the basic rules of stroke order. Note that these are the basic rules
of stroke order. There are exceptions to these rules.

At the beginning of the study of kanji it may see burdensome to have to learn the
meaning of each character, two or more pronunciations, and correct stroke order as well.
However, stroke order is quite systematic, so if you make an effort to learn it correctly in
the beginning, you will find that you will know how to write the stroke order of most of
characters you later encounter. Note, that neat handwriting is valued in Japan. People
who write sloppily may be considered to be uneducated or stupid.

Click on each Kanji to view a (stroke by stroke) movie.

“Hit 'esc’ key to close the movie.

1. From top to bottom

—_—

—

%
i

2. From left to right

1T i

3. When two or more strokes cross, horizontal strokes usually precede vertical ones

+ K

4. Center first, then left and right

7/
%m
/N

71N

5. A vertical line running through the center is written last

+ B


GUEST
Click on each Kanji to view a (stroke by stroke) movie.


6. A horizontal stroke that goes through the entire kanji is written last

5 £

7. Outer frame first, but bottom line last

=

8. Right-to left diagonal stroke precedes left-to-right

A PY

9. Nyo, z\ , §\ (two of the radicals which wrap around the lower left of a kanji)
are written last

36 A

10. Nyo, i, ﬁ_J (these two nyo, or wrapping kanji) are written first

AL ik

11. First the vertical stroke then the short horizontal stroke which adjoins it on the right

+

12. A dot at the north-east corner is written last

A (he



3 ways to end a stroke

1. stop k& The writer does not begin to lift upon the brush or pen until

the stroke is completed.

2.sweep (6D The writer begins to let up on the brush or pen before
finishing writing the character. Thus the end of the stroke
becomes thin and stretched out.

3. hook [Ths At the end of the stroke the writer lifts the brush or pen
abruptly at a diagonal. The small “hook” should not be
made too large.



Radicals P&

Kanji are classified in a kanji dictionary according to their main components which are called

radical (roots) in English and BRE (3L ) inJapanese. B8 (3%) means a group and

B (Lw) means a chief. There are 214 historical radicals. You will soon become familiar with
the most frequently used radicals. Almost no one uses all 214 radicals.

Here are 8 representative categories of radicals according to their position within a character and

some examples.

1. A radicals on the left side of the kanji

R = T T SIS o | J PN RN

-
—
P

S Sp

person
strength
soil

mouth
woman
child
mountain
cloth

bow

street, to go

hand

mind, spirit, heart
sun, time
moon, period

tree, wood

[CANA
BEMH NN
DHEA\A
<BAAL

Y VYASaVLY)
N\~
PEANN
(FEANA
WHN\A
FLOICARA
TN
UoLANA
[CBEAA
DENN

ENNW



~7y

-—

water, sea, river

3 beast

I jewelry

B field

-

o vovey B g omodul S SE o seseose S m

-

eye, to see

stone

altar, festival, religious service
grain

thread

meat, flesh

insect, bug, reptile
clothing

word, to speak, say
shell, property, wealth
car

sake jar, bird

metal, mineral, gold
food, to eat

horse

fish

SATNAA
(FHDNA
TeEANA
e~NA
HNA
WA
LHITAA
DENN
WEANA

< D&
2V
ZBAH\N
AN
MONA
<BENA
EUNA, D&BDEY
Y ARV
L&< AL
DEANN

SENA



% bird
gV
|3 hill, mound

2. D< VY radicals on the right

]J )7 sword

B village, country

E head, face

ﬁ small bird

3. DALY radicals on the top

™7 house, dwelling place

A% bamboo
+ grass, plant

rain, cloud

4. L radicals on the bottom

J W\ fire, to burn

/ b human legs

X111 Dplate

y_q:_ contrary, to err

EUNA

b Y

Uo kD
L
BB

2%EY

DAty
iFhAt Y
<EhrATY

bHOPAITY

nomm. han

0EHL

=5

FWbl



5.V Z radicals which enclose the kanji

I T =hn

:] territorial boundaries ICHEZ
=
ﬁ gate bADEZ
box [FIHEZ
=
T steam ENER

6. 7=f1  radicals which hand down

f— roof e

J‘ sickness PEIVEN
}:j door EkEn
’ awning Lt

7. 12 & S radicals which wrap around the bottom of a character

& road, walk, to advance LAICED
}\ stretching ANICED
i to run Z2I1C&D
%J demon =3 [ )



8. one stroke radicals

&
J
|
/

This document is prepared by Harumi Hibino Lory, proof-read by Janet Fair, with technical

the second

vertical stroke with a hook

vertical stroke

diagonal sweeping stroke

one, horizontal stroke

support from Keiko Yoshimura.

Th

ED UT£D)

Fhlx>

=TIX>

E50MED

DPALT Y.

Wb



	Top
	A brief history of Kanji
	Why do Japanese kanji have more than one pronunciation?
	Six ways of classifying Kanji
	Formation (4)
	Usage (2)

	10 Basic Strokes
	Basic Rules of Stroke Order
	3 ways to end a stroke
	Radicals by category
	1. hen
	2. tsukuri
	3. kanmuri
	4. ashi
	5. kamae
	6. tare
	7. nyou
	8. one stroke


