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A complete Chinese language audio version of the San Zi Jing verses in this book is available free of charge. To access it, go to www.youtube.com and search for the Imagin8 Press channel. There you will find free audiobooks for this and many of our other books. 

You can also visit our website, www.imagin8press.com, where you will find a direct link to the YouTube audiobook as well as information about our other books.
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Throughout this book you’ll see QR codes. These are pictures that your smartphone camera will convert to a web address. So for example in Section 3 verse 26 you’ll see this QR code:
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If you point your smartphone camera at this code, it will convert the code to the web address
https://www.heredg.com/2015/12/the-end-of-the-song/ which will take you to an interesting article about the end of the Song Dynasty.
The good news is that we use static QR codes which have no tracking software, so nobody will ever know whether you have used this code or not.

Note tht we have tried to use high-quality websites for these codes, but we have no control over the sites. The owners may delete or change the pages, so please don’t be surprised if you get a “page not found” error or similar message from time to time.
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Introduction
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Welcome to 三字经, the San Zi Jing, known in English as the Three Character Classic. 

The Chinese character 三 is pronounced sān and, as you might guess from looking at it, means “three.” The character 字 is pronounced zì and means “a written Chinese character.” And the character 经 is pronounced jīng and means “a classic book.” 

The San Zi Jing was written by Wang Yinglin during the Song Dynasty in the 13th century, modified many times since then, and memorized by generations of Chinese students. It’s a box of treasures, a puzzle within a puzzle, with layers of meaning waiting for you to discover.

At the simplest level, the San Zi Jing is just a workbook, a way for you to learn how to read, speak and write Chinese. The book consists of 101 verses. Each verse is a set of four phrases of three characters each, for a total of 12 characters. For example, the very first verse reads:

人之初，性本善。 
性相近，习相远。
In pinyin, which is the phonetic spelling system used by foreigners and young Chinese kids and everyone who types Chinese on a keyboard, this verse is:

Rén zhī chū, xìng běn shàn. 
Xìng xiāng jìn, xí xiāng yuǎn.
Each character usually represents one word, so you can think of each verse as a twelve-word poem. But since Classical Chinese is a much more compact language than English, the English version is always longer than twelve words. This verse in English is translated as:

When people are born, their nature is good and all are alike. 
But as they grow up and learn, they become different
But the San Zi Jing is more than a workbook. It is a grand tour of Chinese history. It starts off with brief stories about Confucian values and principles, then it shifts gears and takes us on a dizzying historical journey, starting with the legendary Yellow Emperor back in the misty beginnings of Chinese culture, and leading up to the end of the last dynasty in 1912. The verses are very short and extremely cryptic, so for each verse you’ll see a short translation in contemporary English, and also a hundred words (exactly!) of commentary that we’ve written to help you understand the verse. 

[image: ]

If you want to learn more, you can use the QR codes (see sample above) at the bottom of each even-numbered page. Use your smartphone camera to visit these pages to find additional online resources for each verse. If you want to read these but prefer not to use the QR code, the actual links are in the Resources for Learning section in the back. 

And finally, the San Zi Jing is a window into the soul of China. Many of the verses provide bits of Confucian philosophy, or hint at stories told centuries ago. Even the historical verses in the middle of the book show us what life in China was like in the past, and give you a glimpse of how Chinese people see the world today. Read the San Zi Jing carefully, and you’ll get a glimpse of what it’s like to be Chinese.

A few quick notes before you dive in. The San Zi Jing is over 700 years old, and the Chinese language has evolved quite a bit since then. For that reason, reading the original text is similar to an American reading Beowulf or one of Shakespeare’s plays today. Some of the words are unfamiliar even to educated modern Chinese speakers. Other words look the same but have changed meaning over the centuries. To make things even trickier, Chinese words often have many, many different possible meanings depending on context. So for each word in the verse you’ll see a one-word translation that tells you what it means in that context when the book was written. That might not match how the word is used in ordinary conversation today.

To make things a bit easier for you, we use the Simplified Chinese character set that’s standard in mainland China and around the world, rather than the original Traditional Chinese character set still used in Taiwan. So for example, the title of this book is written as 三字经 instead of 三字經. Same words, but simpler characters.

And finally, you’ll notice that in pinyin most vowels have little marks called “tone marks” above them. So for example, the book’s title in pinyin is Sān Zì Jīng. The tone marks tell you how to pronounce the word using the five different tones in modern Chinese: a high flat tone (ā), a rising tone (á), a down-and-up tone (ǎ), a falling tone (à), and a neutral tone (a). To hear the correct pronunciation of the words, listen to the free audiobook available on YouTube’s Imagin8 Channel.

OK, let’s get started!

Jeff Pepper
Pittsburgh, PA
March 2020
Revised April 2026
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