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LEARNING CHINESE IS EASY!

And if you believe that, you probably also believe in the Easter Bunny and that pigs can fly. If you’re like most people in the process of learning Chinese, then the adjective to describe what you’re going through is more likely unrepeatable in polite company. If you’re just starting out, well, prepare for a rough ride.

Countless textbooks, audio/video lessons, and websites proclaim their methods to be easy, easier, simple, instant. Many are quite good, great even, but easy? Sorry to pop your bubble, but such promises only set you up for disappointment, discouragement, and devastation to your self-esteem.

But a hundred million Chinese four-year-olds speak perfect Chinese!

What choice do they have? If you were stuck day and night with people speaking nothing but Chinese, being sent to bed without sweet bean dessert if you didn’t respond, then you’d be happily fluent right now. Total immersion learning absolutely works. But for those of us neither adopted by Chinese parents nor trapped in a remote Hunan village, prepare for the following booby traps as you advance across the linguistic minefields.

Mandarin vs. Cantonese, Shanghainese, and a squillion other dialects

Mandarin, the national language, goes by so many names—Zhongwen, Putonghua, Hanyu, Guoyu—that Lesson One should be, “What do you even call it?” You should learn it if you’re going to mainland China or Taiwan to study or do business. But unless you live in Beijing, don’t expect to necessarily be able to eavesdrop on party conversations. For that, you’ll also need Shanghainese in Shanghai, Minyu in Fujian and Hainan, Taiwanese in Taiwan, and so on, not to mention Tibetan, Mongolian, Uygur, and other languages which dominate enormous swaths of the Motherland.

Cantonese sometimes feels like it was designed by a committee for the sole purpose of being impossible for foreigners to learn. However, if you live in Hong Kong, where Cantonese is the official dialect, then studying Mandarin would be like living in Paris yet learning Spanish just because it’s the more widely-spoken Latin-based language. If you live outside China, and are seeking friendship or business in your nearest Chinatown, take into account that historically most Chinese emigrants came from southern China, and you’ll get better service in Chinatown noodle shops by showing off your Cantonese or Hokkien. If it’s movies you’re into, remember that Bruce Lee, Jet Li, Chow Yun-fat, Tony Leung, Maggie Cheung and other stars you’ve heard of, are Hong Kongers who speak Cantonese in the majority of their films not meant for export (hence the ones which earn you hipster points). 

It’s incorrect to even label Mandarin and Cantonese as different dialects of a macro language called “Chinese”. They may be rooted in some ancient Ur-Chinese and share similar writing systems, but they’re as mutually incomprehensible to each other as Romanian and French, both Latin-based languages. Yi means one in Mandarin, while yi in Cantonese means two. It gets more complicated from there. So choose your Chinese lingo carefully.

Aside from being the “official” language, Mandarin’s primary advantage over the rest is its tones.

Tones

Mandarin has four tones—or five, if you count the “neutral” tone. That doesn’t mean you can somehow slur or fudge your tones and get away with it. You could end up losing an eye ([image: ] yan3 jing1) rather than just your eyeglasses ([image: ] yan3 jing4).

Still think you might get away with a little mistake in tone here and there? Try reciting the famous poem, Shi1 Shi4 shi2 shi1 shi3 ([image: ]), “The Lion-eating Poet in the Stone Den” by Chao Yuen Ren ([image: ]):

[image: ]

Shi2 shi4 shi1 shi4 Shi1 Shi4, shi4 shi1, shi4 shi2 shi2 shi1.

Shi4 shi2 shi2 shi4 shi4 shi4 shi1.

Shi2 shi2, shi4 shi2 shi1 shi4 shi4.

Shi4 shi2, shi4 Shi1 Shi4 shi4 shi4.

Shi4 shi4 shi4 shi2 shi1, shi4 shi3 shi4, shi3 shi4 shi2 shi1 shi4 shi4.

Shi4 shi2 shi4 shi2 shi1 shi1, shi4 shi2 shi4.

Shi2 shi4 shi1, Shi4 shi3 shi4 shi4 shi2 shi4.

Shi2 shi4 shi4, Shi4 shi3 shi4 shi2 shi4 shi2 shi1.

Shi2 shi2, shi3 shi2 shi4 shi2 shi1 shi1, shi2 shi2 shi2 shi1 shi1.

Shi4 shi4 shi4 shi4.

 

A poet goes to market, kills ten lions with arrows, then drags them back to his den and eats them, as long as the speaker gets the tones correct. A single slip of tone can be lethal, resulting in a lion eating ten poets instead.

Poets are in greater danger in Cantonese. The general wisdom is that there are six major tones, and three sub-tones, for a total of nine, though others claim a fourth sub-tone, adding up to ten. Infuriatingly, most systems note only the six main tones, leaving you to guess whether “1” refers to “high level”, “high falling”, or “high clipped”. If you make the logical conclusion that you can therefore get away with slight variances and still be understood, three minutes of conversation with a Cantonese native speaker will have you pulling the tongue from your head.

Chinese ears, by necessity, are so acutely attuned to the slightest subtleties of phonetics and pitch that their ears leave little margin for error. Which is outrageously unfair, if you think about it. Most English speakers, for example, have a reasonable tolerance for mispronunciation. When the pretty Chinese weather girls on Hong Kong English television report the day’s relative humility, we know they’re talking about moist air, not about government officials’ shameless elegance—that is, arrogance.

Yet make a tiny error like I did, instructing a contractor in Cantonese to separate two rooms with a long wall—[image: ] cheung4 cheung4 (both fourth tone)—ending up instead with an enormous new picture window—[image: ] cheung1 (first tone). True story! To make matters more confusing, my contractor, from the island of [image: ] Cheung4 Chau1, was surnamed [image: ] Cheung1.

Writing

At first glance, reading and writing Chinese seems an insurmountable task. To be considered minimally literate, you need to know 3000 to 5000 different characters. How can there possibly be space inside a single human brain to fit all those spoken tones and written characters, and still have enough synapses left over to remember how to tie one’s shoe?

Once you calm down from your panic, you begin to realize that there is a certain sense, even superiority, to the Chinese writing system. It’s all based on pictures, assembled like little puzzles to make meaning.

For example, [image: ] is a picture of the sun (the line through the middle was originally a dot in the center), while you can’t deny that [image: ] somewhat looks like an abstract crescent moon. Easy to remember! Squeeze them together into a single character and you get [image: ], which means “bright” or “clear”—in both a literal and a figurative sense. You don’t even have to know how to say it in order to understand.

Sometimes combining the constituent parts, or radicals, produces a more metaphorical meaning. For example, take woman [image: ], which is clearly a picture of a female body modeling a string bikini, and child [image: ], which looks like a big whining mouth and two stubby waving arms. Long ago, some scholar decided, in an ancient Chinese Hallmark moment, that woman and child together—[image: ]—is the embodiment of good.

Feel better yet? Take a guess how to write “home” and “family”.

A man, woman and child together? No such character. A housewife under a roof: [image: ]? In fact, that word means “peace”, presumably because her husband is out of the house. How
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MANDARIN – The four major tones:







CANTONESE – The six major tones:













OPS/image5.png





OPS/image9.png





OPS/image15.png





OPS/image11.png





OPS/image1.png
HOW TO USE THIS BOOK

MANDARIN
Sunplit:;‘e;iin characters CANTONESE
win Traditional characters
o + Lau pronunciation

yéng gui zi

o ENGLISH

CAUCASIAN MAN Literal meaning
(n) Caucasian male. Literally’ translates as “ghosb
chap”, and nob “white uncivilized Tairy-faced
Teathen barbarian devil”, as is commonly believed.
O Not very literal

definition

5 o

CAN_YOU SPOT__THE DIFFERI

° Ridiculous
cartoon





OPS/CoverDesign.jpg
AIEEYAAA!

LEARN
CHINESE

!
:' The English-Chinese
/N

Dictionary

frs, ol L
fa®
FEE
LARRY FEIGN

4
L

\/‘.'A

&0, ==
e 2o





OPS/image6.png
ﬁ@tﬁ, LR S N

R, AT

2 ST

, R A,
?ﬁ‘iﬁ'—:ﬂ‘?ﬁﬁy Cagd iy






OPS/image16.png





OPS/image2.png





OPS/image12.png





OPS/image13.png





OPS/image21.png
=]
== R

fed FH T
nose

+

ten canter DD -
E; cover  song  Mmouth
% !wo
1]
nang e
assist
sound of a N

voice with a
stuffy nose Zi\z

clothes





OPS/image7.png





OPS/image3.png





OPS/image17.png





OPS/image8.png
=}





OPS/image10.png





OPS/image4.png





OPS/image0.png
T THE MARD

)

V.
" FROM Al TO ZI
B8Y

JoraiE
LARRY FEIGN

CALLIGRAPHY BY
DR. CATHY TSANG-FEIGN





OPS/image14.png





