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Lesson 1

Traditional Chinese grammarians divided words into two categories: “empty”
i (xit) and “full” B (shi). “Empty” words are so-called “function words” or “par-
ticles.” “Full” or “content” words name a thing, action, or quality. The dividing line
between function and content words is not hard and fast; a given character may serve
sometimes as an “empty” word and at other times as a “full” word. Examples of “empty”
words are yin [K|(because of), yi L’/ (in order to), yit ¢ (at), ba 1~ (not), and yi #i(and).
Examples of “full” words are wdang T (king), di # (earth), héng %I (red), xido /I\
(small), hdo %7 (good), zou 7 (run), fet 7 (fly), qidn Hi(front), and shang - (top, go up).

This lesson uses only “full” words.

Structural Principles

The simplest structures in wénydn consist of two concrete (“full”) words juxta-
posed. There are four basic ways in which the two words can relate to each other:

[) Modifier + Modified
i hdo wdng = good king
#L4L  hdng hua = red flower
LLi#k  shan lin = mountain forest
R dong liti = eastward flow: flow eastward
& yudn st = distantly think: think of from afar

2) X and Y (where X and Y are balanced terms)
FMi tian di = heaven and earth
MEE fi mui = father and mother
25 hei bdi = black and white
H7 riyé= day and night
HH  riyue = sun and moon; day and month
&% gil jin = ancient and modern

3) Subject ~ Predicate (or) Topic - Comment
Kz wogqu=1go
KFZ tan hei = the sky grows dark
TR nido fzi = the (a) bird flies or birds fly
59 ma si = (the/a) horse(s) die(s)
TCAL  hua hong = (the/a) flower(s) is/are red
AR rén da = (the/a) person is large
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4) Verb — Object
B55%  qimd = ride the/a horse
ETL kan hua = look at flower(s)
B shi rou = eat meat
SHE  hug hua = paint a painting
FEFT kai mén = open the gate
R jian shan = see the mountain(s)

Note that:

I. Number and tense are indefinite unless explicitly specified, or implied by con-
text.

. The relation between juxtaposed words is determined by the semantic content
of the words themselves as wel] as by the context in which they occur. Often
the relation between isolated pairs of words can be ambiguous, ¢.g.:

H'F yué xia = under the moon; the moon descends
MK liti shii = flowing water; cause the water to flow
N& - rén sheng = a person is born; human life
WiBk  shan lin = mountains and forest; mountain forest
A larger context usually suggests which reading is appropriate.
3. The four relationships presented above can be made explicit by use of par-
ticles or other structural devices. Several of these particles wil] be introduced
in subsequent lessons.

2

Larger word groups follow the same four patterns illustrated above. Their component
parts combine to make larger structures:

KE B shui niso Jei = water-birds fly

H ¥ yuéjinrén= the moon draws near the person

HE A bditéurén= white-haired person

1 KR de luo shui 80u = beat a dog who has fallen into the water
WA Aols shen rit rén xin = deeply enter people’s hearts

Parallelism

One of the most important stylistic devices in wenydan is the use of parallelism —
two phrases with the same grammatical structure juxtaposed to each other. The simplest
form is to juxtapose two two-character phrases of the types illustrated above:

—EA e YIji lidng dé = lit., one action two attainments; “kill two birds
with one stone™
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HOEEES i qidng wo ruo = the enemy is strong and we are weak
Keattidt  dan nan di béi = lit., south of heaven and north of earth; poles apart

Notice that the two parallel phrases often contain pairs of opposites or balanced
terms such as /& and {5, % and 4*, H and A .

Parallel phrases are common in all kinds of classical texts, including philosophi-
cal and historical works as well as poetry, and developing the ability to recognize them
will greatly increase one’s skill in reading wénydn. The last two lines in the poem at the
end of this lesson are an example of parallelism in poetry.

Set Phrases or “Chengyu” ;35

Both classical and modern Chinese contain hundreds of set phrases, called
chéngyii, which are usually four-character classical phrases, often consisting of two
parallel terms. Chéngydi have a status similar (o proverbs in other languages, and are
used in both speech and writing to impart a lively or sometimes literary quality, depend-
ing on the chéngyii used. Below are several common chéngyii used in modern Chinese,
derived from the structural principles introduced above.

BRI kai mén jian shan

lit., open the door and see the mountain:

means “get straight to the point,” “don’t beat around the bush.”
ESFEEE T  gf hii ndn xia

lit., (if you) ride a tiger (it is) hard to get off:

means to be involved in something that is hard to get out of.
EHENL  zoumd kan hua

lit., look at flowers while on a running horse;

means to give something a cursory glance.
MNILAKE  rén shan rén hdi

lit., human mountain and human sea,

means a huge crowd of people.
D RERE shdo jian duo guai

lit., the less one sees the more one wonders

describes an ignorant person who is easy to amaze.
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Exercises

L. Give the meanings for each of the following two-character phrases. Explain the struc-
tural relation between the two characters in each example, and state which pairs are

ambiguous.

. = 11. B4
2. HH 12, Hijtz
3. {Fa¥ 13. T&
4. FH 4. RE
5. U@ 15. gy
6. /\EL 16. 17k
7. Bk 7.
8. %7 18. &It
9. 4 19. [
10.  FRE] 20. F3p

2. Give the meanings and explain the structures of the following three-character phrases,
all of which come from Tang poems.

1. &l Z
2. b &
3. W Kb
4. B T
3. HE
6. ¥ HBH
7. ®E B
8. XE H
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9. HEAE %
0. FEAR B
1. BFH
2. thf9 &

3. Below is a well-known poem by the Tang poet Li Bdi 2= (701-762). The poem
consists of four lines of five characters each. Typically, in five-character lines the first
two characters have a close syntactic relation to each other, followed by a pause or
caesura, and the last three also form a syntactic unit. Note that in Chinese poetry it is not
necessary to specify whether the subject is “I” or “he/she.”

L
R

22 EWA
B3R B
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