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XIX. Eugraphia Sinensis ; or, the Art of Writing the Chinese 

Character with Correctness : contained in Ninety-two Rules and Ex 

amples. To which are prefixed, Some Observations on the Chinese 

Writing. By John Francis Davis, Esq., M.R.A.S., F.R.S., ?c. 

Read June 18, 1825. 

ON. THE CHINESE WRITING. 

The graphic beauty of a written language, which approaches so near to 

the hieroglyphic as the Chinese, where many of the characters are intended 

as pictures of the idea to be conveyed, where the variety of the lines, or 

strokes, is so great, and their combinations are-so numerous, must be allowed 

at once to exceed, and to be more difficult of attainment than, that of the 

alphabetic writing of Europe. The number of the simple characters, or 

elements, of which ali the compounds of the language are formed, greatly 
exceeds that of any one alphabet; but, when compounded, their relative 

juxta-position and arrangement, the shortening 6f some strokes and the 

lengthening of others, is of course subject to some general rules ; which, 

from the very nature of the subject, must be more numerous and com 

plicated, than the mere joining together of our European letters. The 

advantage of simplicity (and a very great advantage it is) constitutes the 

chief merit of alphabetic writing; that of variety and graphic beauty may 

fairly be claimed by the Chinese. 

It must be observed, however, that there are two forms, under which the 

character generally appears: of these, the Sung pan,* in which books are 

commonly printed, being stiff and inelegant, lays claim only to correctness; 

the other, viz. the Keae shoo,\ in which all papers of consequence are 

written, and which occasionally is also used in print, combines both. cor 

rectness and beauty ;t it is at once the most elegant, the most useful, and 

* See Plate IV, No. /. t See Plate IV, No. II. 

X There are several other forms, and among the rest the seal character, which is somewhat 

analogous to our black letter; and which being hardly ever used, does not deserve much attention 

from Europeans. 
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the most studied form of the Chinese character. To attain skill in writing 
it, is more or less the aim of every educated Chinese ; and to impart that 

skill, is the object of the work, whose rules I have translated, and given 
its examples, in the following pages. 

Of the two points, correctness and elegance, the first only is absolutely 
re 

quired of students, at their public examination;* though, of course, if the latter 

exist it is held to be an additional recommendation. If graphic skill be ever 

held cheap in China, t it is only in the possession of him wrho can lay no 

claim to the higher attainments of solid erudition. 
* 

It will always procure 
as much consideration as it is worth ; and that it is worth a great deal, 
when combined with learning and critical accuracy, is proved by the care 

with which it is studied. 

Having derived some advantage, in writing the character correctly, from 
an observance of the rules that follow, I concluded that they might prove 

equally useful to such Englishmen, 
or others, as studied the language, of 

which the written character must be allowed to form an important depart 

ment. It is well known, that the Chinese themselves write with a hair 

pencil, but partly with a view to make it more difficult for them to forge 
such papers, and partly because it is a readier method. 

' 
The British Factory 

at Canton, in their correspondence with the local government, are accus 

tomed to have their letters, &c. in the native language, written with a pen, 
on English paper; though it certainly is not possible with our pens exactly 
to imitate the pencil strokes of the Chinese; yet by dint of practice much 

may be done with it, even in point of neatness and beauty: the form of 

the character, and its proportions, may be most accurately preserved; and 

there is no reason whatever why, in point of correctness, the writing of 

the pen should not be fully equal to that of the pencil. 
The rules and examples that follow include every possible class of 

written character; and indeed, some few of them are little more than mere 

repetitions of the same general directions, though, as 
they 

were made for the 

instruction of the Chinese themselves, I have thought it right to omit none, 

* 
To prove how much stress is laid on this, the Chinese have a common 

story of some can 

didate, who having written the character for a horse, with a horizontal line at the bottom, instead 

of with four points, 
was 

rejected altogether, being told "it was 
impossible for a horse to walk, 

without its legs." 

f See Chinese Moral Maxims, page 175. 
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in my translation. It may be as well to notice, in this place, two or three 

leading precepts, which, as they apply to the writing of every character in 

the language, are more especially io be kept in mind. 

First, it is a rule both in printing and writing, that each character should 

occupy about the same space in the page, or be nearly of the same size as 

the rest, whether it consist of only 
one or two strokes, or of a great 

number. 

Secondly, it follows from the above, that where the strokes are few, they 
must be thickened and. enlarged in proportion; and that where they are 

many, they must be proportionably diminished, and written close to one 

another. 

Thirdly, in forming a character, it is proper to commence at the top, 
towards the left hand ; thus, in writing Lin,w it is right to begin with the 

horizontal stroke in the left portion, then to bring down the perpendicular 
across it, next the left oblique stroke, and lastly the right: this being done, 

the right hand portion of the character is completed in the same manner. 

The remembrance of a few such rules greatly simplifies the subject, and, 

joined to regular practice, renders the acquisition of a sufficient portion of 

skill, for every useful purpose, by no means a difficult undertaking. 
But it.is not alone for the purpose of learning to write, that Chinese 

writing is to be studied; without some practice in this way, it is impossible 
ito fix .many characters in the memory, and no man can properly be con 

sidered to learn the language, who does not devote a portion of his time 

'to this important branch of the subject. 
.No reasonable person, at the present day, will deny the necessity that 

there is, for some few, at least, of our countrymen being possessed of a 

competent and practical knowledge of the Chinese language. He who 

ever carries his thoughts back to the past, will allow how ill we should have 

fared without it, on many critical discussions with a people, of all others 

the most extravagant in their assumptions, and the most difficult to manage; 

and he who can look beyond the present day to the future, may not only 
foresee (as long as our government neglects to make some sort of provision 

against such contingencies) the possibility of discussions still more embar 

rassing, and more difficult, than have ever yet occurred at Canton ; but 

* See Plate IV, No. III. 
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when he takes into consideration the extension of our Indian frontier to the 

northward and eastward, may easily anticipate the chance of our 
being, 

some day, unavoidably placed, with respect to the Chinese empire, in rela 

tions of a far more weighty and important nature, than such as are simply 
commercial. 

The Chinese, themselves, are cunning enough to know, that " 
knowledge 

is power;" and, though they have, of late years, gradually relaxed in their 

vigilance, and may at length be considered to have relinquished the point* 
the jealousy with which they, not very long ago, regarded the attainment of 

their language by Europeans, sufficiently shewed the importance that they 
attached to it and the consequences that they foreboded, from such know 

ledge, to their selfish interests. 

Every step that renders us independent on native aid, in acquiring and 

making use of the language, may be considered as something gained: not 

to mention, that such aid is hardly procurable by the student in Europe. 
The Chinese might at a future period, revise and greatly increase the 

penalties against such of their people, as give instruction to Europeans, at 

Canton ; and the very occasions, on which the use of the language was 

most required, would be those on which the assistance of natives was most 

likely to be cut off. Besides, as experience has shewn that the local govern 
ment, notwithstanding its pretended pride and indifference, has con 

descended to employ spies upon our actions and intentions, these persons, 

being necessarily acquainted, in some measure, with our counsels, would be 

the most convenient that it could select for the purpose. 
The assiduous labours of our countrymen, during the last ten or twenty 

years (I, of course, especially allude to the valuable dictionaries of Dr. 

Morrison),, have done nearly all that was required towards this desirable 

independence on native aid. Something, however, seemed still wanting, 
which might make us acquainted with the general rules by which the 
Chinese are guided, in writing the great variety of their characters: and the 

object of the present compilation, imperfect as it is, has been to supply, in 
some measure, the defect. 

Macao, 5th July, 1324. 

* It was insisted upon by the British Factory, in the discussions of 1S14, and at length 
yielded to them. 

Vol. I. 2 S 
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All characters are composed of the six following kinds of strokes, or 

lines,* viz.:? 

Hung .... Horizontal. 

Shoo . Perpendicular. 
Pee . Left oblique. 

N&. Right oblique. 
Kow. Hooked, or bent 

Teen . A point, or dot. 

THE NINETY-TWO RULES FOR WRITING THE CHINESE CHARACTERS WITH 

CORRECTNESS.t 

1. The upper part should cover in what is below. 

2. The horizontal stroke below should be rather extended, as a: founda 

tion for what is above. 

S. In these, the left-hand portion should be elevated, and..the right 

depressed. 
4. In these, the left-hand portion should be small, the. right full and 

extended. 

5. In these, which are compared with something carried on.a pole, .the 

horizontal stroke in the middle should be long. 
6. Let the perpendicular, in these, be drawn down perfectly, straight 

through the middle. 

7. The 20th of the 214 Chinese keys, or radicals, should uxot be much 

deflected nor short, in these. 

S. Let the 20th radical in these be neither too upright nor too long. 

9. The horizontal-line in these must be short, the oblique long. 
10. The horizontal lines must be long, the. oblique short. 

11. The horizontal strokes short, the perpendicular longhand the oblique 
at full length. 

12. The horizontal lines in the 75th radical, at the lower .part of these 

characters, must be long, the perpendicular short, and the two oblique 

contracted into points. 

* See Plate IV, No. IV. 

f For the Chinese examples, see Plate IV. to XI, No. 1 to 92. 
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13. The transverse stroke.long, the upright.short., 
14. The transverse short, the upright long. 
15. When there is an horizontal.stroke at the: top and bottom, the upper 

one should be short and the lower one long. 
16. When there are perpendicular .lines at-the .-left, and right, the left 

should be short and the right full and extended. 

17. When there is an oblique stroke. to, the left;/ and a perpendicular to 

the right the former should be contracted, and the latter brought down. 

18. When there are perpendicular strokes to the left, and oblique ones to 

the right the former should be short and the latter free and extended. 

19. When there are several]. dots, their relative size and position should 

be varied, to prevent uniformity. 
20. Where horizontal strokes are repeated, they must be of. different 

lengths, like scales, or feathers, to prevent stiffness of appearance. 

21. Both sides being nearly equal;-they must: be even at the top and 

bottom. 

22. Where a character is compounded of three simple parts; placed side 

ways, the middle one should be narrow and upright 
Note.?As every character ought to approach, more1 or less, to a 

squarish 

form, it follows, that where the component parts are placed sideways, each 

should be narrow and long, as in this example; but where: they are placed 
one above the other, each should be broad and short, as in the next 

example. 
LZS. The two separate parts must be broad and fl^t that the whole may 

approach to a squarish form. 

24. Where a character is composed of three, placed one above the other, 
let some of the horizontal strokes be short and some moderately long. 

25. Where the left-hand portion is small, it should be even with the top 
of the character. 

26. Where the right-hand portion is small, it should be even with the 

bottom of the character. 

27. Where four characters are repeated on the. outside: of another, the 

whole should have a square form. 

28. Where four characters are repeated on the.inside of another, they 
must be written very close together. 

29. Here the long strokes should not be horizontal, but written with an 

inclination. 

2 S 2 
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30. The long lines should be horizontal, and the perpendicular without 

any inclination. 

31. The oblique stroke should not be too much elongated. 
32. The long oblique in these should be nearly straight,. with a certain 

appearance of strength; that is, as if drawn with a firm steady hand. 

S3. Let the hooked stroke below.be sufficiently bent. 

34. Here the bent stroke should include, and, as it were, embrace the 

character at the side. 

35. The lower strokes must be placed centrically under those above. 

36. The hooked strokes in the left-hand portion must be contracted. 

37. The point of the hooked. stroke should be directed towards the 

middle of the four dots. 

38. These should be even at the top. 
39. These should be even at the bottom. 

40. Where there are many right oblique strokes, some must, be at full 

length, and some contracted. 

41. Some of the hooks in the component parts must be suppressed, and 

some indicated. 

42. The hook in the upper portion should be slightly, and in the lower, 

more strongly indicated. 

43. The hooked stroke at the top should be contracted,, and the. one 

below extended. 

44. The upper part of these characters should be broader than the 

under. 

45. The under part in these should be broader than the upper. 
46. Let. the left-hand portion yield in size to the right. 

47. .Let the right-hand portion yield in size to the left. 

48. Let the. two sides be large, and the middle small. 

49. In these the middle portion should be fully written. 

50.. The middle portion in these should be small. 

51. The hooked stroke in these must be bent, and with au appearance of 

strength, as if. drawn with a firm hand. 

52. The bent stroke must be round and.flowing. 

53. The oblique stroke to the left must not be too thin and elongated. 

54. The two left oblique strokes must not be parallel to each other. 

55. When there are three oblique strokes together, let the top of each 

proceed from the middle of the one immediately above it. 
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56. In writing the contracted form of the 85th radical, the lowest dot 
should be drawn up in a point towards the highest 

, 57. The 25th radical in these characters must be upright and placed 

immediately under what is above. 

58. The 32d radical in these must be erect and the perpendicular stroke 

in a line with the perpendicular stroke below. 

59. Where characters consist of a great number of small uneven parts, 

care must be taken lest they become confused. 

60. Where the strokes, are thickly, placed, 
more care is required in 

writing them. 
61. The descending stroke, must. be. thick, at top,, and diminish towards 

the bottom. 

62. The descending stroke should be of nearly equal thickness throughout. 
63. Though the lines of these be inclined,. 

" the heart of each character 

must be centrical." 

64. The lines should all be straight and strong. 
65. The body of these characters should be of a long shape, and the 

strokes rather slender. 

66. These should be of a dwarfish shape, and the strokes rather thick, 

partly because there are few of them. 

67. The oblique strokes which cover in what is below must balance 

each other. 

68 The foregoing rule also applies when they are in the middle of the 

character. 

69. Though the lines in these should be thick, let them not be clumsy. 
70. Though in these the strokes should be rather long, let them not be 

meagre. 

71. Where there are but few of them, the lines should be thick. 

72. Where there are many strokes, let them be small, and equally 
blended. 

73. Where the same character is thrice repeated in a compound, each 

must be nearly of a size with the rest 

74. Where the strokes, from their number and form, are involved, care 

must be taken lest they become confused. 

75. The horizontal line below must meet, and be carried a little beyond, 
the descending stroke to the right 

76. Let the hook below be strongly indicated. 
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77- When a character is compounded with the l62d radical, the upper 

part of it should be written larger than the lower. 

78. Where the oblique strokes art short, and the horizontal long, the 

oblique stroke on the right must be contracted. 

79. In these, let the upright lines to the left be short, those to the right 

long. 
80. Let the perpendicular stroke to the left of these be extended a little 

beyond the others. 

81. The hook in the upper part of these should be turned inwards. 

82. These characters require skill and care in writing them. 

83. Examples for writing such characters as are compounded of the 26th 

radical. 

84. Examples of such as have the 163d radical on the ;righfc 
85. Examples of such as have the 170th radical on the left, 

S6 to 92. Examples of characters compounded with various radicals, &c. 
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