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Preface

I often hear people saying “It's Chinese to me”,
referring to something beyond comprehension.
But after five minutes of explaining how Chinese
characters work, they are able to look at the Chinese
words and guess. This word is about mouth, that is
about water, the other is about people. The unique
pictography of Chinese characters makes it possible
to grasp its essence.

Nobody knows exactly when Chinese chara-
cters were created. The Chinese legend says that
Cangjie, with four eyes and four pupils, observed
nature closely. Inspired by the animal tracks on
the ground, he created Chinese characters. The
discovery of oracle bone inscriptions puts Chinese
writing back to 3300 years ago. But earlier writing
must have existed long before that. In 221 BC,
Emperor Chin unified China and standardized the
Chinese writing system. This decision profoundly
influenced not only the reunification of China, but
also the development of Chinese culture.

Chinese characters are the foundation of all
art forms in China, such as painting, calligraphy,
architecture, and the art of gardening. The work
of Wang Wei, one of the greatest Chinese poets
and artists, was praised thus: “There is painting




in his poetry and poetry in his painting.” This is
the highest state of art, for Chinese people believe
painting and writing come from the same source.

It was only when I began research for this
book that I realized how creative and avant-garde
the Chinese characters are. Chinese writing is more
abstract and artistic than any other abstract art.
No wonder American artist Jackson Pollock was
inspired by Chinese writing.

I hope this book will enable people to appreciate
the beauty of Chinese characters, the créme de la
creme of world heritage. I also hope this book will
build a bridge to this ancient culture. Moreover, I hope
that my nieces Megan, Maya and Emily, whose native
tongue is English, will master Chinese and never say
“It’s Chinese to me”.

Thanks for the art grant from the City of Ottawa.
My gratitude also goes to Helen Deachman, Dorothy
Howard and Fei Ma for their valuable feedback.
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