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Abstract 

The focus of this thesis is on the categorization of handwritten Chinese characters. The main 

question is, ‘How can handwritten Chinese characters be categorized in order to make unknown 

characters findable?’. Handwritten Chinese characters differ from regular or printed Chinese 

characters. Learning to read handwritten Chinese is not part of any university curriculum and it is 

usually not taught in language schools. There are only a few sources that can be used to find the 

corresponding regular form of an unknown handwritten character. Four sources are reviewed in 

order to explore and judge various methods. This research is based on the methods used in A Manual 

of Chinese Running-Hand Writing: Especially as it is Used in Japan written by Groeneveldt and De 

Saint Aulaire (1861), Dictionnaire des formes cursives des caractères chinois (1909) by Stanislas Millot, 

Sōsho Daijiten (1936) by Sukeyuki Endō and Chinese cursive script: An introduction to handwriting in 

Chinese (1958) by Fang-yü Wang.  The product of this research will be a set of guidelines of what a 

user-friendly dictionary would look like.  
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Symbols, abbreviations and other conventions 

 

/   in quoted text and translations, a forward slash represents a line break in the 

   original  

“text”   double quotation marks usually mark text as a citation 

‘text’   single quotation marks transcribe meanings  

BCE   Before Common Era  

CE   Common Era 

Hànyǔ Pīnyīn  The Mandarin pronunciation of characters is spelled in the Hànyǔ Pīnyīn 

   transcription, which is a transcription method to Romanize Chinese  

   characters. 

Hebon-shiki Rōmaji The Japanese pronunciation of characters is spelled in Hebon-shiki Rōmaji,  

   which is a transcription method to Romanize Japanese characters. 

汉字   Character materials are rarely given Pinyin transcription or English glosses; 

   Chinese characters are used only when relevant:    

   - for most handwritten characters corresponding regular characters are not 

     given for didactic reasons (see § 2.2) 
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1. Introduction 

Chinese handwriting is difficult to read for second-language learners. In June 2013 I went to work in 

Shēnzhèn as a football coach. I encountered Chinese handwriting the first week I arrived in China. As 

a network activity, we often played matches against parents of the young players we coached. In the 

first week I worked for the academy, we played a match against a team of parents. It turned out that 

one of our opponents was an author called Xiāo Wǔ. After the match we exchanged gifts. All coaches 

received Xiāo Wǔ’s latest book with in which he wrote a personalized autograph after the match. 

  

    Figure 1. Autograph by Xiāo Wǔ 

  At the moment, I was only able to read the English parts of the note: “To: Rick/China and the 

Netherlands/friendship forever”, and the date ”13.6.19” i.e. June 19th 2013, even though I had 

already learned to read over 2,000 characters. To decipher this note, I started searching for manuals 

and handwriting dictionaries. It seemed that there were only a few sources and that there is not one 

standardized method for categorizing handwritten characters in order to easily look up handwritten 

characters in a paper dictionary. This thesis will explore methods of categorizing handwritten Chinese 

characters in order to make unknown handwritten characters findable in a paper dictionary.   
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  This introduction will firstly show the structure of this thesis. Secondly, I will talk about the 

basis of the conducted research. Lastly I will talk about the main and sub questions that will be 

answered with this research. 

  In order to talk about handwritten characters, I need to throw a light on the types of 

characters. Regular characters and handwritten characters are usually distinguished. These types and 

the differences between these types are further explained in Chapter 2. Although most second-

language learners are unable to read handwritten Chinese, there are only four known manuals to 

help decipher handwritten texts. Methods used in regular dictionaries will not work. Chapter 3 gives 

examples of regular methods and explains why these methods do not work for handwritten 

characters. The four manuals that do help deciphering handwritten Chinese use alternative methods 

to categorize handwritten characters. These four sources will be introduced briefly in Chapter 3 as 

well. The Chapters 4 to 7 will thoroughly study the four manuals and the used methods to categorize 

handwritten characters. Each chapter will introduce one manual and its author(s). Each of the 

Chapters 4 to 7 will also show the contents of one manual and gives examples of how characters are 

arranged. Subsequently, an overview of the categories in the manual is provided and will be 

explained. To illustrate how each manual works, an example is provided of how an unknown 

handwritten character can be found in the manual. Thereafter,  a set of advantages and 

disadvantages for the used method of categorizing handwritten characters will be discussed. 

Eventually each manual will be used to translate the autograph of Xiāo Wǔ. This is a fixed structure 

which is used in the Chapters 4 to 7. The manuals will be discussed in chronological order. Therefore, 

Chapter 4 is on A Manual of Chinese Running-Hand Writing: Especially as it is Used in Japan, Chapter 

5 on Dictionnaire des formes cursives des caractères chinois, chapter 6 on Sōsho Daijiten and Chapter 

7 on Chinese cursive script: An introduction to handwriting in Chinese.  
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     This research is based on the usage of four manuals on several handwritten texts. For 

a course in Chinese handwriting, I have translated seven handwritten texts. Besides the course in 

Chinese handwriting and its texts, I have studied the guiding texts of each manual and checked 

whether the handwritten characters fit the set characteristics. It becomes clear that the criteria are 

sometimes ambiguous and characters are categorized inconsistently. Ultimately, I will conclude this 

thesis by highlighting the most interesting findings. I will give guidelines of what a good handwriting 

dictionary in my opinion should look like and how characters would be arranged ideally.  

  The main question of this thesis is; ‘How can Chinese handwritten characters be categorized 

in order to make them findable in a dictionary?’ The sub questions that will be answered are; ‘What 

methods are currently used to categorize handwritten characters?’, ‘What are the advantages and 

disadvantages of the researched methods?’,  ‘What features should a user-friendly handwriting 

dictionary consist of?’. 
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2. Different types of characters 

Before talking about handwritten Characers I will first explain what a regular character is and what it 

consists of. I will explain what a handwritten character is and what the difference is between a 

regular and a handwritten character. 

   It seemed that I could not read Xiāo Wǔ’s autograph because handwritten Chinese characters 

look different from regular characters. Languages schools and universities only teach reading and 

writing regular characters. Books and study materials are  printed in regular characters. The 

distinction between these two types of characters, regular characters and handwritten characters is 

clearly explained by Wang (Wang 1958: i). The figure below shows the two types of characters. On 

the pages to come, I will elaborate on the terms regular character (§ 2.1) and handwritten character 

(§ 2.2). 

- Regular characters    

- Handwritten characters    

Figure 2. The two types of characters. 
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2.1 Regular characters 

I will explain what a regular character is and what it consists of. Regular characters are also called 

standard characters (Wang 1972: xi). This character type evolved from previous character forms 

during the Chinese Hàn dynasty (206 BC-220 AD) and Three Kingdoms period (220-280). “From the 

Later Hàn dynasty until the present. It is has continued to be used for formal writings. It has also 

been customary for all publications up to the present time” (Wang 1972: xi). This is still true anno 

2018. 

 We distinguish characters consisting of one single graphic constituent and characters 

consisting of more than one constituent. “Simple characters consist of one single graphic constituent 

that can only be analyzed into a certain number of strokes, like yǒng 永 ‘eternal’, with 5 strokes 

forming no sub constituents”. “Compound characters consist of two or more graphic constituents,  

氵‘water’ and yǒng 永 in yǒng 泳 ‘swim’ ” (Bottéro: 2015). These constituents are usually called 

components.  “Depending on their position within a graph, the shape of the constituent may vary to 

a certain degree” (Bottéro: 2015). 

 One component or part of a component of a character is the radical. The radical can be used 

to categorize characters. Two examples of radicals are 艹 in 草 and 荷 讠 in 说 and 谊. A component 

is a part that is separate in a regular character. For example 弋 in 式 . There are some exceptions 

where the radical is part of a one-constituent character. The radical丨 is a part of the characters 丫, 

中 and 丰 and it is the part on which these characters are categorized in dictionaries. I would state 

that the stroke 丨 is merely a part and not a component of the characters丫, 中 and 丰. 

  One widely used set of radicals is the 214-radical system, which “consists in 214 recurrent 

graphic elements selected to organise the classification of characters in dictionaries” (Bottéro: 2015-

2). The method that has been used for a very long time is based on a set of radicals used in the康熙

字典 the Kāngxī dictionary.  
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 Regular characters come in different fonts, like our alphabet. The most common regular fonts 

are now made into computer fonts. Below are the most seen fonts used in books, newspapers, and 

on television. Both Chinese children, as well as second-language learners, learn to read any form of 

regular characters. Some well-known computer fonts are Sòngtǐ, Fǎngsòngtǐ, Káitǐ and Hēitǐ.  

宋体  Sòngtǐ      

仿宋体  Fǎngsòngtǐ    

楷体  Káitǐ     

黑体  Hēitǐ     

Figure 3. Different regular-characters fonts.  

  The corresponding characters in different fonts look very similar to each other and it is easy 

to recognize characters that are written in another regular-script font. Some horizontal lines are 

slightly tilted in Fǎngsòngtǐ and Kǎitǐ, but overall, the differences are minimal.  

 The fonts Sòngtǐ, of which is Fǎngsòngtǐ a variation, Hēitǐ and Kǎitǐ are commonly used in 

printing (Ho 2005: 25). Textbooks for second-language learners are also printed in regular character 

fonts similar to the fonts above. Chinese characters used in newspapers look like the above 

characters as well.  

  Regular characters are written with a standard stroke order. In principle, it goes from top to 

bottom, left to right, middle before the sides, horizontal before vertical, enclosures before content, 

close frames last and character spanning strokes last (tutuorming.com). 

  This introduction to regular characters shows briefly that regular character consist of one or 

more constituents. These constituents consist of components. Characters can be categorized and 

unknown characters can be found, because even in various fonts, components are recognizable. 
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2.2 Handwritten characters 

The various regular-character components differ slightly when written in another font. This is not the 

case for handwritten Chinese characters. This paragraph shows that components in handwritten 

Chinese characters cannot easily be recognized and that there is more variety in the way characters 

are written.  

  Chinese handwriting is a mix of different calligraphic styles. There are many different 

calligraphic styles. Below are three examples of calligraphic styles.   
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草书 Cǎoshū    

行书 Xíngshū   

狂草 Kuángcǎo    

Figure 4. A few examples of calligraphic styles 

  Every calligrapher has his own style. It is an art to write the same characters in a different 

way each time written in one single piece of art. Cǎoshū is usually even more simplified or modified, 

as can be seen on the list of modifications (§ 2.3), than Xíngshū. Kuángcǎo also called wild script, is 

readable in the example above, but this is usually not the case.  

  There is not one standardized way to write cursively. Handwriting differs from person to 

person. People may have a preference for a particular calligraphic style or learn to write characters in 

a certain way.  The different personal writing styles may derive from various calligraphic styles (Wang: 

xi). In one’s handwriting, it is very likely that some handwritten characters look similar to the regular 

form of that character, while some handwritten characters do not. Because each personal style is a 

mix of multiple calligraphic styles it is hard to compile a full dictionary of all occurring handwritten 

characters.  

  Handwritten characters are mainly used in informal communication. It is currently used less, 

due to the extensive use of computers and telephones. From my own experience I can tell 

handwritten Chinese informal communication is predominantly written with a pen and you will be 

confronted with handwritten Chinese when living in China or working in a Chinese environment. 

  When the corresponding regular character is right next to a handwritten character it seems 

clear that a handwritten character consists of various components, without it, it is much harder to 

abstract the various components. Therefore I will only give the regular form if necessary.  



H.J. Keek – S1527266 – How to categorize Chinese handwriting?  

16 
 

 There is another important thing that needs to be addressed. At the time when Groeneveldt 

and De Saint Aulaire wrote their manual, around 1860, there were not many people who were able 

to write. The only people who wrote, were educated in writing characters in a calligraphic style. 

Therefore I suppose that there was less variation between characters and personal styles than in 

present-day informal writing. Most writing was done with a brush. When more people started to 

write and when the pen came into use, new styles emerged out of calligraphic writing.  
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2.3 Difference between writing regular characters and handwritten characters 

When writing characters cursively, characters may differ from regular characters in a few ways. 

According to Wang, there are ten aspects in which handwritten characters differ from regular 

characters (Wang 1958: XXV)  

1. Strokes originally separate in regular form are represented by running strokes  to  

2. A stroke in regular form which begins from a position other than the end of the preceding stroke b 

  begins from the said end in handwriting  to  

3. Two or more dots in regular form are represented by a line in handwriting  to  

4. Straight lines in regular form are represented by curves; sharp corners without running strokes are 

 represented by loops formed with rounded corners and running strokes   to . 

5. Number of strokes in regular form is reduced as a result of the nonessential strokes being 

 eliminated from  to . 

6. Original lines in regular form are represented by shorter lines or are contracted into dots 

  to  

7. A complex element is represented by a simpler one or by a symbol; for example:  to . 

8. Relative position of strokes or elements in regular form are changed  to  

9. Stroke order of a regualar form is changed and connecting lines added, resulting in a  

 new form  to  

10. Starting point of a stroke is changed from   to . The writing order goes from  

to  

  The difference between handwritten characters and regular characters is relevant in the 

chapters to come.  
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3. Various methods of categorizing characters 

 There are various methods to categorize Chinese characters. The usual methods to categorize 

regular Chinese characters cannot be used to categorize handwritten characters. This chapter will 

talk about the most used methods of categorizing characters and will explain why these methods are 

not suitable for categorizing handwritten characters. At the end of the chapter, four sources with 

suitable methods will be introduced. 

 Handwritten characters need to be deciphered in order to read a handwritten text. Chinese 

dictionaries may use one of the following methods to categorize characters. For regular characters, 

there are mainly three ways to find its pronunciation and/or meaning.   

  From my own experience I can tell that the most used method is digital recognition. The 

character is rewritten by hand on an electronic device or even photographed. A digital dictionary 

gives the pronunciation and meaning of the character. Most programs give multiple possible 

corresponding regular characters. However, for handwritten characters it is still unclear whether the 

given regular character corresponds with the found handwritten character. I will not review any 

digital solution to the problem of being unable to read handwritten characters because I think that 

when people use a paper tool to decipher handwritten texts they will learn to read it without the 

paper tool faster than when they use a digital solution. Furthermore, there are already multiple 

studies on this topic. 

  The second most widely used method is looking up a character by pronunciation. As for 

unrecognizable characters, it is not possible to look up, since the pronunciation is unclear.   

  A third method is finding a character by its radical. For handwritten characters it is can be 

hard to find the corresponding character by radical. Because handwritten characters are written 

differently, it occurs that different components of handwritten characters look similar. For example, 

the radicals 氵冫讠亻 look very similar when written by hand (§ 2.3 aspect 3). 
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 For handwritten characters, most calligraphy dictionaries cannot be used either. Calligraphy 

dictionaries usually give possible calligraphic forms of a corresponding regular character.  However, 

we want to find the regular form of a handwritten character. Therefore the dictionary needs to be 

designed differently.  

  The few dictionaries which are designed to decipher handwritten character are listed below. 

The four manuals that have been used for this research are very diverse, but have one special thing 

in common. The books are designed to find the corresponding regular character of a handwritten 

character. The books are all arranged on the basis of the appearance of the handwritten character.  

Willem Groeneveldt & Rutger de Saint Aulaire - A manual of Chinese running-hand writing: 

Especially as it is used in Japan (1861). 

As Kuiper states, there was no guide or manual to learning running-hand writing available in about 

1860, therefore Willem Groeneveldt and Rutger de Saint Aulaire compiled their own manual (Kuiper: 

86). The manual gives around 3,500 handwritten characters written by brush and corresponding 

regular characters side by side. The handwritten characters are arranged on the basis of their first 

stroke, last stroke and number of strokes. This manual will be discussed in Chapter 4. 

Stanislas Millot – Dictionnaire des formes cursives des caractères chinois (1909). 

French Lieutenant Millot collected many handwritten characters and arranged them according to the 

first strokes. The dictionary contains about 7,200 different handwritten characters and 

corresponding regular characters. The handwritten characters are arranged by the first strokes only. 

The dictionary contains characters written with a nib pen. His method will be discussed in Chapter 5. 

Sukeyuki Endō - Sōsho Daijiten (1936), 

This dictionary consists of many calligraphies. It can be used to find handwritten characters, even 

though many handwritten characters are not calligraphic. For this reason many handwritten 

characters can probably not be found in this dictionary. The calligraphies in this dictionary are 

arranged by the first stroke of the character and subsequently by the second and the third stroke. 

This dictionary is the topic of Chapter 6 
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Fang-yü Wang - Chinese cursive script: An introduction to handwriting in Chinese (1958). 

Chinese Fang-yü Wang, who was Professor Chinese at Yale University and Seton Hall University wrote 

Chinese Cursive Script: An Introduction to Handwriting in Chinese (1958). This is a very useful book to 

learn reading handwritten Chinese. The dictionary part of this book only lists around 300 

handwritten characters. It is hard to tell whether the method is usable for a larger number of 

characters. This booklet will be discussed in Chapter 7. 

 The reviews of the manuals methods are based on usage of the books on seven handwritten 

texts. These texts were provided by Professor Wiedenhof at a course in reading Chinese handwritten 

texts. In addition to the texts, this research is based two guides in writing Chinese with a fountain 

pen and the course by Professor Wiedenhof itself. The course gave knowledge of the great variety of 

handwritten characters that may represent only one single corresponding regular character. The 

questions I asked when reviewing the books are the following; ‘Are the features of the book 

explained in the introduction of the book?’, ‘Are the guidelines of how to find a handwritten 

character clear?’, ‘Do the handwritten form in each division meet the set criteria?’ and ‘Can 

characters be searched reversely, from regular form to handwritten form?’. 

  This resulted in a clear overview of the advantages and disadvantages of each method. With 

the gained knowledge I will give a view on what a useful method would look like based on my 

research. 
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4. A manual of Chinese running-hand writing 

An old manual which can be used to find the regular form of a handwritten character is A manual of 

Chinese running-hand writing: especially as it is used in Japan. The Dutch students Willem 

Groeneveldt (1841-1915) and Rutger de Saint Aulaire (1827-1864) were confronted with Chinese 

handwritten characters when studying Chinese and Japanese at Leiden University in 1859-1861 

(Kuiper 2017: 46). They encountered the same problem as many students of Chinese and Japanese 

nowadays do. It was hard to read handwritten characters. A source to lookup handwritten characters 

was not available in the West (Kuiper 2017: 86). The difference between corresponding regular 

traditional Chinese and regular Japanese characters is relatively small, although it is not completely 

clear what the differences are between handwritten Chinese characters and handwritten Japanese 

characters. Though I found that many handwritten forms used in this manual are still used in Chinese 

handwriting nowadays.  

 Groeneveldt and De Saint Aulaire made a dictionary for themselves with the support of Prof. 

Dr. Hoffmann. The Japanese encyclopedias Banpō  setsuyō fukizō 萬寶節用富貴藏 and Bandai 

setsuyō jirin pōzō 萬代節用字林寶藏 were used as the source of the handwritten characters. The 

two books belonged to the Von Siebold collection from Leiden University. Nowadays these 

dictionaries are still part of the Von Siebold collection and can be found in the Special Collections of 

the Asian Library Leiden.  

  The main source Banpō  setsuyō fukizō 萬寶節用富貴藏 is an encyclopedia which consists of 

45,000 characters (Groeneveldt & De Saint Aulaire: II). However, there are way less than 45,000 

unique characters. Groeneveldt and De Saint Aulaire have only around 3,800 handwritten characters 

in the second part of their manual. To compare, Chinese students that have finished high school 

know about 4,500 characters.  Many of the 3,800 characters are counted double since an unknown 

number is placed twice in the dictionary. The two books belonged to Professor Dr J. Hoffmann, who 

taught Groeneveldt and De Saint Aulaire the principles of character handwriting.  

  The manual consists of two parts, the first part consist of regular characters with their 
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corresponding handwritten characters. The second part consists of handwritten character with the 

corresponding regular characters.   
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Figure 5. A part of a page of the first part of the manual of Groeneveldt and De Saint Aulaire. 

 The first part of the manual gives regular characters ordered on the number of strokes (1) of 

a regular character. In every group with the same number of strokes, the characters are ordered on 

the basis of the number of the radical (6). For every given regular character (2), there is at least one 

handwritten form (3). When this character is a component of a more complex character, the complex 

regular character is given (4) with the corresponding handwritten character (5). For the scope of this 

thesis, I will not go further into this order.  
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Figure 6. A part of a page of the second part of the manual of Groeneveldt and De Saint Aulaire. 

 The second part of the manual provides handwritten characters and their corresponding 

regular characters. Every new category starts with a symbol to indicate the first and last stroke of 

each character that falls in that category (1). Every page in the second part is labeled with the first 

category (2) and last category (3) on that page. The characters are then arranged based on the 

number of strokes (4). For every handwritten character (5) the corresponding regular character (6) is 

given.  
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4.1 Structure of the second part of the manual  

The method Groeneveldt and De Saint Aulaire used to arrange the handwritten characters is based 

on the first stroke, the last stroke, and the number of strokes. They divided all the character’s first 

strokes into six chief divisions. On the left side, you can see the division, on the right side provides 

various examples within that division. 

I.  

   

    

II.  

  

III.   

  

IV.   

  

 

V.   

  

VI.  ?  

 ? ? ? 

Figure 7. Overview of handwritten characters that fall in each Chief division 
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Groeneveldt and De Saint Aulaire divided each chief division into eleven subdivisions based on the 

last stroke of the handwritten character.

 

1.   

  

2.   

3.  

   

4.   

5.   

6.   

  

7.   

  

  

8.   

9.   

 

 

  

10.  

 

  

11.   

  

Figure 8. Overview of handwritten characters that fall in each subdivision.

A detailed overview of the boundaries of the classification can be found in Appendix 1. 
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  This means that the second part of the manual is divided into 66 divisions in total; 6 Chief 

divisions each consisting of 11 Subdivisions, as Groeneveldt and De Saint Aulaire named it. 

I will use the following symbols to talk about a specific category. 

Chief divisions I to VI  I.  II.  III.  IV.  V.  VI.  

Subdivisions 1 to 11  1.  2.  3.  4.  5.  6.  7.  8.  9.  10.  11.  

For a specific division, I will use combined symbols like I-1.  or I-10. . These symbols are used 

by Groeneveldt and De Saint Aulaire as well. To indicate the number of strokes a character has, I will 

place the number of strokes inside the circle. For example,  or . This is my personal addition to 

the original symbols. 

  Groeneveldt and De Saint Aulaire look at the first stroke to determine in which Chief division 

a handwritten character belongs. Then they look at the last stroke of the character to determine the 

subdivision. In the introduction, they talk about a number of 45,000 handwritten characters 

(Groeneveldt & De Saint Aulaire: II). The second part I counted only roughly 3,800 characters, of 

which a few are counted twice because the same character is sometimes categorized into two 

different categories. The huge difference in number comes from the fact that the source is an 

encyclopaedia and not a dictionary, therefore characters oftentimes occur more frequent then once.  

  I have looked through the full dictionary and looked specifically if the characters were 

arranged in a consistent way. For all characters which this was not the case, I made a note in my 

writing block. This led to a list of findings. These findings are ordered into the following categories;  

How to look up a character (§ 4.2), hollow strokes (§ 4.3), dividing the characters (§ 4.4), stroke order 

(§ 4.5), counting the strokes (§ 4.6), Inconsistencies in the categories (§ 4.7) and cross-referencing (§ 

4.8). 
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4.2 How to look up a character? 

As an example of how the manual works, we will look up the unknown character.   

To look up a character in the manual, you have to determine the category of the first stroke first. 

There are six Chief categories to choose from; I.  II.  III.  IV.  V.  VI.  This character 

falls in Chief category I. . The chart with similar-looking categories can be used to clarify each 

category. One of the characters in the table illustrating the classification of characters is . This 

confirms that the first stroke of our character belongs to I. . 

  Secondly, you have to determine what the last stroke of the character is and in which 

Subdivision the handwritten character falls.  The eleven Subdivisions to choose from are the 

following; 1.  2.  3.  4.  5.  6.  7.  8.  9.  10.   11. . The last stroke of our 

character  looks like 3. .. When looking at the table illustrating the classification of the 

characters, you can compare the last stroke with example character .  

Lastly, you have to count the number of strokes. In this case it looks like the character has two 

strokes. This is not as easy as it sounds, so I will come back on this (§ 4.6). When looking at the 

characters at the page with characters from category I-3. .  

The character is listed in this category, but consisting of three strokes. 

Figure 9. Part of the page with character in category I-3. .   
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4.3 Hollow strokes 

The index in the back of the manual gives an overview of examples for each Chief and Subdivision. 

The introduction on the first pages of the manual tells you that the characters are categorized on the 

basis of the first stroke, the last stroke and the number of strokes.  

  Some characters in the index have a component that is hollow. The manual does not explain 

what this signifies. 

 

  The characters above are in . I came to the conclusion that the hollow components do not 

make part of the described component. If it was the case, then the characters would fall in ,  

and . 

 

  This is also the case for the subdivisions, based on the last stroke. The characters above are in 

. The hollow component is not taken as part of the character, otherwise the characters would be 

in ,  and . 

  In the introduction, Groeneveldt and De Saint Aulaire explain that when the separateness of 

a character is clear, they have taken them separately. If not, they have taken it entirely. The 

separateness of the characters in the index is not clear to me. This is especially true for the last two 

characters mentioned above.  
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4.4 Dividing the characters 

Sometimes it seems that a certain character is put in the wrong place in the dictionary. However, 

when you count the strokes it seems that they only talk about a specific component of the character 

and leave one or more components out. Groeneveldt and De Saint Aulaire use the term 

“separateness”. They say “when the separateness of the parts was clear, we have taken them 

separately” (Groeneveldt & De Saint Aulaire: III). It can only be guessed what they mean with a clear 

separateness. Based on the large number of characters taken separately, their definition has to be 

taken very broad. In my opinion too broad. I will show that one has to learn to divide the characters 

to work with this manual. 

 This character is placed in the category . However, if I would look up this character, I would 

look for it in category  . I cannot split this character without knowing what the regular character is. 

In this case, the character is placed twice in the dictionary. This is the case for a large number of 

simple characters. A few examples of characters that are placed twice in the dictionary are listed 

below. 

 both in   and  .  

both in  and . 

Most complex characters are only placed once in the dictionary.  

 this character for example, is only placed in  and not in . This is confusing because 

initially, you will often look in the wrong section of the dictionary. 

  These are only few examples, it shows that characters are split in the manual. The basis of 

these splits is mostly due to the regular form of the characters. The regular form of above-mentioned 

character  is 盛.  
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  However, when you want to look up a character in the manual, you clearly do not know how 

to separate the character properly. Therefore, some characters, especially characters with a small 

number of strokes, are placed twice in the dictionary. More complex characters are also split, but the 

full character cannot be found by taking the first and the last stroke. Groeneveldt and De Saint 

Aulaire state that they only separated the characters when the separateness was clear. However, for 

many characters it is clear to them, but probably not to the user of their manual.  

4.5 Stroke order 

The stroke order for a handwritten character can be different from the regular stroke order (§ 2.3) 

This may lead to problems in finding a character in the manual. In order to find the first stroke, the 

user of the manual looks at the top-left component of the character. This is where a characters first 

stroke usually begins.  

The first stroke is .  The writing order of the regular character 上 is  . Since the top part 

looks similar to上, you would expect the stroke order to be the same, but in handwriting it is not the 

same (§ 2.3 aspect 2). The writing order is . 

   It can also be hard to determine what the last stroke of a handwritten character is. Especially 

in the example below. 

This character can be found in . This is because het last stroke is the stroke crossing the long 

stroke in the middle.  

   In handwriting, it is usually harder to know what the first or last stroke is. However, this does 

not cause big problems when looking for a character in most cases. 

 

 

 

  



H.J. Keek – S1527266 – How to categorize Chinese handwriting?  

34 
 

4.6 Counting the strokes 

Another issue can be that the number of strokes is hard to determine. However, you will get used to 

counting the number of strokes in handwritten characters like Groeneveldt and De Saint Aulaire do, 

when using the manual regularly. Furthermore, when you look at the categories with one stroke 

more and one stroke less, you are probably already on the right page of the dictionary. The manual 

puts it as follows; “They, [the handwritten characters] run for the most part, into one another, [thus] 

must be counted by the tempos or touches of the pencil” (Groeneveldt & De Saint Aulaire: III). 

  In practice, this definition is useless. When using the manual, you will find that this means 

that some strokes which have a sharp corner count for two strokes. Some strokes with a sharp corner 

count as a single stroke.  

this character consists of four strokes,. .  The first stroke has a sharp corner, 

but the fifth stroke in the following character is counted as two strokes. 

   You can see that this way of counting numbers or strokes needs to be learned by using the 

dictionary, because it seems to have nothing to do with ‘tempos or touches’. Groeneveldt and De 

Saint Aulaire already address this problem, but claim that this is just a minor issue because characters 

of one stroke more or one stroke less are near the found location in the manual (Groeneveldt & De 

Saint Aulaire: III). 
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4.7 Inconsistencies in the categories 

I have reviewed all Chief divisions and Subdivisions. Some categories are straightforward, other 

categories are inconsistent and some even overlap with other categories. Groeneveldt and De Saint 

Aulaire do not explain their categories other than giving sample characters in a specific category and 

one table with similar-looking characters to contrast similar-looking categories.  

  One example of these inconsistencies is a certain first stroke which looks like  

I will first give the table with example characters of Chief division I  and Chief division II  as in 

the back of the manual. 

Chief division I  

 

Chief division I is very clear. It is noteworthy that even the smallest vertical first stroke belongs to this 

division. Also slanting left strokes belong to this division. Even curly lines which seem to begin with a 

dot belong to . 

  /  Many slanting strokes fall in , even vertical lines with a crinkle belong to .  
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Chief division II  

 

These characters are in  , but characters with similar first strokes are in . 

Below is a list of characters in each division. The first strokes look very similar. 

 
 

 
 

 

As shown above, it is very hard to tell in which category you have to look for a specific character. This 

is not unique to this specific stroke. There are similar problems for almost every category. 

4.8 Cross-referencing 

A major disadvantage of the manual is that it does not contain cross-references. In other manuals 

there are references from a handwritten character to other similar-looking handwritten characters of 

to a list of regular characters with a similar component. It is not possible to see where a certain 

character comes from. It is clear that the characters in their manual are copied from Banpō setsuyō 

fukizō and Bandai setsuyō jirin pōzō, the main source for their handwritten characters. Since the 

characters have been copied by hand with much precision and care, cross-references are helpful 

because they show where to find related characters. It also makes it easier to see where they put 

which character and what the basis is for their classification. Other books that will be rieviwed have 

cross-references, which is very useful to quickly see, which other forms of the characters exist in 
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handwriting (p.13).  

 

4.9 Reading the note 

 

 

When using the manual to transcribe the note Xiāo Wǔ wrote in the book he gave me. The first 

character cannot be found in . We can see that a handwritten character can be found when we 

reverse-search it, it looks slightly different in the first part of the manual (Groeneveldt & De Saint 

Aulaire: 6), but are unable to find it the proper way.  The third character can be found in the first part 

(Groeneveldt & De Saint Aulaire: 8), but not in the second part when looking for .  

  The second, fourth and fifth character are not in the dictionary in the above handwritten 

form. I doubt that anyone can decipher the last character with the help of this manual because it 

looks different than the forms the manual contains and therefore it cannot be found. The character is 

in the dictionary but the shape is different from the character Xiāo Wǔ wrote. 

  So, the dictionary does not help us decipher the note since many characters are not in in the 

dictionary or written in a different way.  
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5. Dictionnaire des formes cursives des caractères chinois. 

The French Lieutenant Commander and Chinese palaeography specialist Stanislas Joseph  Émile 

Albert Millot (1875-1931) compiled a dictionary for handwritten Chinese characters. For this 

dictionary, Dictionnaire des formes cursives des caractères chinois he received the Stanislas Julien 

Award in 1910 and one year later, he was received into the Legion of Honour, the highest French 

order of merit for military and civil merits (Bibliothèque nationale de France).  

  In the preface of the dictionary Millot gives an example of the problems he had encountered. 

He went to Baku with the cruiser Le Pascal and encountered about 30 warships of different 

nationalities, among them were ships from Tiānjīn and Běijīng. The French marines received a 

handwritten Chinese letter addressed to a Chinese Admiral prisoner. With the help of the study they 

had done, they were able to translate the letter (Millot: 5). Years before this encounter, he took part 

of the China campaign of 1900 with the French navy. There he encountered a script he and his men 

were unable to decipher. The dictionary he used did not help much since the characters were 

unrecognizable.  

  The dictionary contains about 7,200 handwritten characters. Millot had used only two kinds 

of sources for his Dictionnaire des formes cursives des caractères chinois. Namely, “Chinese books for 

the study of cursive script: 草字汇, a dictionary containing 3559 forms and with which we have 

corrected the many faults (lithographic edition of 1886), 千家诗草法, 千字文草法, etc;” (Millot: 5). 

The second source were “various texts of which we possessed the transcription in cursive characters 

and in regular characters; in drawings of illustrated novels for example, oftentimes the titles are 

transcribed in cursive characters” (Millot: 5).   

  Millot arranged the 7,200 handwritten characters in 248 series. Each series is a group of 

handwritten characters that look similar or have at least a similar top of the character. These series 

are divided over 20 synoptic tables. The synoptic tables are two times ten categories. Each Synoptic 

Table consists of characters that all have a similar character top. To find in which series an unknown 

handwritten character falls, you need to follow a nine-step plan, of which I will give a summary on 
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page 37 (Millot: 122).    
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Figure 10. Part of a page of the main part of the dictionary with handwritten characters. 

  The dictionary has numbered (1) all handwritten characters (2). Every handwritten character 

(2) has its corresponding regular character (3) right next to it and an index number (4) based on 

number of radical as in the 康熙字典 the Kāngxī dictionary and number of strokes of the regular 

character. Each horizontal black line (5) signifies the end of a series.  
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5.1 Structure of the dictionary  

The characters in the dictionary are arranged based on 20 tables in which all characters have a 

commonality. I will try to give the principal commonality, but due to wide variety within each table, 

which is shown below, it is rather hard.  

Table no. 1  

The top of each character in this category has two vertical lines and one horizontal line which can be 

curved. The horizontal line is in most characters between the two vertical lines, but not necessarily, it 

is always the highest part of the character. 

 

Table no. 2 

The top of all characters in table no.2 have one horizontal line and one vertical line. These two lines 

can be connected. In some cases even two vertical lines belong to this category. 

  

Table no. 3 

This category consists of characters as in Table no. 1, only with its top penetrated by a vertical line or 

in which the vertical line is the highest point of the character. 

 

Table no. 4 

A dot on top of each character is present in each character in Table no. 4. Sometimes the dot is 

connected to the rest of the character. 
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Table no. 5 

Penetrated horizontal lines which are not running into any other line belong to Table no. 5 

 

Table no. 6  

The characters in Table no. 6 start with an oblique line which may run into a horizontal line.  

 

Table no. 7 

At least one horizontal line which is cut by a line thatruns from top left to bottom right.  

 

Table no. 8 

Character with two vertical lines, accents or slanted lines in opposite direction on top of the 

character belong to Table no. 8. 

 

Table no. 9 

Characters of which the top consists of three dots or vertical lines at more or less the same height.  

 

Table no. 10 

Any other character that does not fit the descriptions above. 
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  Table no. 11 to table no. 20 consist of characters with a left and right side. Table no. 11 has 

characters with a component on the top-left side of the character that would otherwise be in Table 

no. 1. Table no. 12 is similar to Table no. 2 etcetera. A detailed overview of example character can be 

found in Appendix 2 of this thesis. 



H.J. Keek – S1527266 – How to categorize Chinese handwriting?  

45 
 

5.2 How to look up a character? 

To show how this dictionary works, I will give an example of the unknown character:           . 

On page 122 of the dictionary is a list (the nine-step plan) of characteristics for all of the synoptic 

tables (Millot: 122). Example forms can be found on page 124 of the dictionary (Millot: 124) When 

looking at the top of the character and going through the nine-step plan, you can see the character 

has two vertical lines with a broken horizontal line in between. The line is the highest part of the 

character, so it qualifies for Table no. 1.  

 

Figure 11. Table no. 1  
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 A similar character cannot be found in Table no. 1. So we have to follow the nine-step plan to 

find other Tables with similar characteristics. The first Table with a similar top can be found in Table 

no. 9. Series 108. When looking at the example characters, the top part looks a little bit alike, but 

there is not yet a sample character that looks like the character we are looking for.  

 

  As I will show on the following page it can be a challenge to find the character. We have to go 

to characters 2936-3042 to see if our character is among these characters because the top part of 

the character looks similar to the characters example characters in series 108.  
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5.3 Dividing the characters 

Due to the fact that it is not necessary to count the number of strokes to find a character in  

Dictionnaire des formes cursives des caractères chinois and only divide the characters in a left and 

right part, it is rather easy to find the corresponding series. I would say that it is for many characters 

which consist of a left and right part, it is rather easy to see this divide. 

5.4 Inconsistencies in the categories 

Because there are more categories and the categories are better defined than in Groeneveldt and De 

Saint Aulaire, there are less inconsistencies in the categories. I think that Millot has done a terrific job 

in categorizing all the handwritten characters he found in the various sources he used.  

5.5 Cross-referencing 

A big accomplishment by Stanislas Millot is the way characters have cross-referencing. Every 

handwritten character has an index number based on the number of the radical and the number of 

strokes in the regular character (Millot: 9-119).  

  A list of all corresponding handwritten characters can be found for all regular characters that 

are present in the dictionary (Millot: 143-172).   

  In the synoptic tables, various indications for similar series are given. This way it is possible to 

find characters that seem to fall in a certain category but cannot be found because they belong to 

another series (Millot: 124-135).  
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5.6 Other useful tables 

There is a Table of equivalences of the characteristics (Millot: 137-142). If the top part of a 

handwritten character is unclear, this table can be used to find similar-looking tops or components 

and in which Synoptic table they can be found.  

  There is also a list for the inferior bottom components (Millot 177-180) and right-hand 

components (Millot: 180-189). Unfortunately, this list goes from regular character to handwritten 

component.  

  A table of similar-looking handwritten characters can be found in the back of the dictionary 

(Millot: 189).  

5.7 Reading the note 

 

 

When we want to transcribe the note with Millots dictionary, we can see that the dictionary is not 

very useful nowadays. The third character can be found (Millot: 34), although it looks slightly 

different from the variant written by Xiāo Wǔ. The other characters are not in the dictionary in this 

handwritten form.  

  It is a fabulous work, the method is worked out consistent, clear and unambiguous, but the 

set of handwritten characters that is used is not up-to-date.  

  



H.J. Keek – S1527266 – How to categorize Chinese handwriting?  

50 
 

6. 草書大字典 Sōsho Daijiten. 

The Sōsho Daijiten is a very large dictionary. The editor is the Japanese Sukeyuki Endō (1875-1951). 

Endō wrote several books about Cǎoshū and compiled at least two dictionaries before his most 

intriguing work, the Sōsho Daijiten of 1936 (Webcat Plus). This book is very unique, since it is made 

to find the corresponding regular character and the author for calligraphies made by well-known 

calligraphers of different eras. The dictionary is unique, even to the extent that a Taiwanese 

publishing house reprinted the biggest part of the book without referencing to the original book of 

Sukeyuki Endō.  It is the only book known by Fang-yü Wang which gives the corresponding regular 

form of a handwritten character and is (Wang: XXX).  

  The calligraphies in the dictionary come from nearly one thousand calligraphers. The oldest 

calligraphies date back to the Late Han Dynasty (25-220) and the most recent calligraphies are 

written during the Qing-dynasty (1644-1911). However, most calligraphers whose work is present in 

this dictionary lived during the Ming-dynasty (1368-1644). The style of all characters is Cǎoshū. 

Although it is one of the most used styles and a basis for present-day handwriting, it is unclear 

whether a large number of handwritten characters written nowadays can be found in this dictionary.  

  The dictionary consists of thousands of different handwritten characters. For every 

handwritten calligraphy the name of the calligrapher is provided. There is an index based on the 214 

Kāngxī radicals. With the use of this list it is possible to find handwritten forms of 7,200 regular 

characters.  
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6.1 Structure of the dictionary  

The dictionary divides all characters according to their first stroke. It is either a dot  (点 diǎn), a 

horizontal stroke  (横 héng), a vertical stroke  (直 zhí) or a slanting left stroke  (撇 piě). The 

dictionary has 54 subcategories as is shown below.  The pages thereafter are divided into 364 

subcategories. 

点 diǎn 

 

横 héng 

 

直 zhí 

 

撇 piě 
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6.2 How to look up a character? 

To find a handwritten character in the dictionary, you have to determine what type of stroke the first 

stroke is. It is either a dot, horizontal stroke, vertical stroke or slanting stroke. We will show how to 

find a character using the following character . 

  In the index we first go to the list of点 diǎn, because the first stroke is a dot. Subsequently, 

we look at the second stroke of the character, which is a horizontal stroke. It looks like it could be in 

this category   or . The first category we found consists of only five characters which do not look 

like the character we are looking for.  

  The second category  gives characters of which the left side looks like the left side of the 

character we are looking for. Then, we have to determine the next stroke of the character, which is 

clearly a dot again. We can ultimately find our character in category  (Endō: 79).  
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6.3 Stroke order 

The stroke order is very important when finding a handwritten character in the dictionary. It is clear 

that one has to search stroke by stroke to find the corresponding category. However, it is not always 

clear what the first, second or third stroke of a character is.  

6.4 Inconsistencies in the categories 

Sometimes it is hard to tell whether the character is placed in the proper category. A few examples 

are shown below. The first character starts with a horizontal stroke according to the dictionary. The 

second is too, but both seem to start with a slanting stroke.  

 (p.276) 

6.5 Recognizing elements 

In some cases it is very hard to find a character in the dictionary. For example, the following 

characters are categorized under . Although the regular form of these characters consist of a 

horizontal stroke and two dots, the handwritten form does not clearly consists of those components. 

In case of the second character, even the regular form does not contain two dots, but a square. 

Although a square can be written cursively by two dots, I assume that many users of a dictionary like 

this are unlikely to identify the middle part of the handwritten character as dots. 

 (平) (叵) 
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6.6 Reading the note 

 

 

 

The first character was not easy to find. It starts with a vertical stroke but in this dictionary it can only 

be found without this first stroke (Endō: 583). 

  The second character has a horizontal stroke crossed by two vertical strokes on top. We have 

to skim over ten pages to come to the conclusion that we cannot find this character. Reversed search 

shows us that handwritten forms of the regular form of this character are written on different five 

pages. From these five characters, only one has a similar top but at all five, the bottom part looks 

very different. Obviously, the character usually cannot be found this way, because we look up the 

character since we do not know the regular form. 

  The third character is findable, but it is hard because in the dictionary the curl consists of two 

separate strokes. The fourth character is not in the dictionary. Even when we split the character 

ourselves and both halves are in the dictionary, the handwritten forms look different. The fifth 

character has a unique top, therefore it is hard to determine, where in the dictionary we need to look 

for the character. A similar-looking handwritten form of this character in the dictionary (Endō: 744), 

but I can hardly imagine that anyone would be able to find by using the index. Because it is not 

similar I did not include it in the table as a proper search result. The sixth handwritten character is 

not present in this dictionary, only other handwritten characters with the regular form. 

  We can say that only one character can be found, two other characters are in the dictionary 
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but cannot be found by using the index. Three handwritten characters are not in the dictionary in the 

used handwritten form.  
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7. Chinese Cursive Script: An Introduction to Handwriting in Chinese. 

One of the few course books in reading handwritten Chinese is Chinese Cursive Script: An 

introduction to Handwriting in Chinese. The manual is written by Fred Fang-yü Wang (1913-1997), 

who was a Beijing-born Professor in Chinese Language at Yale University and Seton Hall University 

(Dobrzynski). Wang wrote several course books and dictionaries, mainly for second-language 

learners, among them, Mandarin Chinese dictionary: Chinese – English and Read Chinese: a beginning 

text in the Chinese character (WorldCat).  

  Wang made a course in reading Chinese handwriting for beginners. Therefore he chose to 

use the three hundred characters from Read Chinese: Book one. He gattered various handwritten 

forms of these three hundred characters from friends who contributed samples of their own 

handwriting (Wang: acknowledgements).  

  The result of his research is Chinese Cursive Script: An introduction to Handwriting in Chinese 

with an index that can be used as a dictionary. The index counts around eight hundred handwritten 

characters. This is a very small number of characters and the characters that are part of this selection 

are the first characters students learn. Therefore complex characters are rare in his manual. The 

course book is obviously more than the dictionary-like index in the back of the book.   The book is 

very informative. The book gives an introduction to Chinese handwriting and its origin. It gives an 

overview of the types of characters that were used at different times. From ancient graphs about 

2000 B.C. until the modern script, which is still in use nowadays (Wang: I-XXIV). Wang clearly 

describes the effects on the appearance of the characters when they are written without lifting the 

tip of the pen (Wang: XXV).  

  Then 20 lessons in reading handwritten characters follow. These lessons are based on 

another reader he wrote, Read Chinese, book one. Within these 20 lessons, 300 characters are taught. 

The 300 characters, which are the same 300 characters as in Book one come in different styles, from 

similar to regular to very cursive (Wang: 1-188). 
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 Each lesson consists of three parts, an overview of handwritten characters and their 

corresponding regular character, a set of sentences in handwritten script to transcribe and list of 

notes on the various handwritten characters and the parts of which it consists. 

 

Figure 12. A part of a character-overview page, each lesson starts this way. 

  Each lesson starts with a list with handwritten characters, which occur in that corresponding 

lesson (1). Each character may come in different forms, so variations are given (2). For each 

handwritten form, the corresponding regular form is given (3). The list is simple and straightforward.  
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Figure 13. A list of sentences to practise reading handwritten characters. 

  The sentences are written from top to bottom, from right to left. Currently most documents 

are written from left to right, from top to bottom. Each sentence may contain multiple handwritten 

forms of the same character. Characters from previous lessons occur in later lessons in order to 

prevent forgetting how to read certain characters.  
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Figure 14. An example of a note at the end of each lesson 

  Each lesson closes with a list of notes. Each note gives various handwritten characters with a 

similar component (1) and its corresponding regular character (2). The component is given separately 

(3) and Wang clarifies where this element in a character may occur and which regular components it 

represent. For some characters further examples are given (4). Lastly Wang gives some references to 

later lessons in which the particular component occurs (5). 

  The book has two appendices. In Appendix 1, Wang gives various handwritten components 

and example characters in which these components occur (Wang: 189-207). Appendix 2 lists 

handwritten characters which can be easily confused (Wang 208-211).  The book closes with the 

index, which is the most interesting part of the book for this research. (Wang: 213-240). It will be 

discussed in the following paragraph. 
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7.1 Structure of the index  

Wang states in his references that the only dictionary available to find a the regular form of a 

handwritten character is草书大字典 Sōsho Daijiten by Sukeyuki Endō (Wang: XXX). This means that 

Wang was not familiar with the books of Groeneveldt & De Saint Aulaire and Millot. When looking at 

the structure of the index, it seems clear that Wang used the Sōsho Daijiten by Sukeyuki Endō as a 

basis for his index. He created some new dictionary-heads and divided the characters on more than 

only the basis of the first stroke(s).  

  Fang-yü Wang divided handwritten characters in his index in 16 categories, based on the first 

stroke of each character. The only method to rely on, according to the references in his book, was 

Sōsho Daijiten by Sukeyuki Endō. In contrast with the 364 subcategories Endō distinguishes, Wang 

distinguishes only 113 subcategories (Wang: 212). This might be the case because his work only 

arranges about a total of 800 different handwritten forms from 300 different characters (Wang: 216–

240) . Actually the difference is even bigger. Wang gives only 34 Top categories, with a total of 170 

characters. To me this confirms that, with a bigger database, the model of Wang needs to be 

extended with more dictionary-heads.  

  The index starts by describing five steps to find a certain handwritten character. The first step 

is to split the character in two halves when possible. 

   

Figure 15. Most handwritten characters can be split “horizontally or vertically according to Wang, if 

not they are taken as “Wholes”. 

 

Wang states that most handwritten characters can be split. When a character is split horizontally, it is 

divided into a “top” and a “bottom”. If the character has a clear “left” and “right” it is split vertically. 

If a character cannot be split, it will be taken as a “whole”. Characters which can be split diagonally 

are taken as a “top” and “bottom” rather than “left” and “right” (Wang: 214). 
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  Then, characters are arranged in a similar way like in Sōsho Daijiten, “dot”, “horizontal line”, 

“vertical line” and “slanting line”. 

 

7.2 How to look up a character? 

 The index gives an explanation of how to find the regular form of, for example, the 

handwritten character . Firstly the character needs to be split horizontally or vertically when 

possible. When there is no clear ‘Top’ and ‘Bottom’ or ‘Left’ and ‘Right’, the character is arranged in 

the category ‘Wholes’. Each of these five categories are further divided into four sub-groups, as 

Wang calls them, namely, ‘Dot’ (diǎn), ‘Horizontal line’ (héng), ‘Vertical line’ (shù) and ‘Slanting line’ 

(piě) (Wang: 213). The Chinese translations given between brackets in Wang’s index, match the four 

main categories in Sōsho Daijiten.  

  The character above can be split into a left and a right side. The second step is to choose the 

simpler part of the two. In this case, the left side is the simplest, therefore it is categorized as ´Left´. 

Then you have to determine what the first stroke of the simplest part is. In this case it is a dot, so we 

have to look for this component within the category ´Left Dot´. An overview of key elements, as 

Wang calls them, is provided (Wang: 212). This overview tells us to go to page 228.  

 

Figure 16. A part of a page of the Index of Chinese Cursive Script.    
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7.3 Small number of characters used 

Because only a small number of characters is used in the index, it is unclear if the method of Wang is 

still usable for a bigger number of characters. What we can see, is that there are more subcategories 

needed.  

7.4 Unclear categories 

Some categories are suitable for finding the characters, the way they are written in Wang’s book. 

However some characters look different when they occur in handwriting. For example these 

characters.  

 

They are usually written without the first horizontal stroke. 

 

When looking in the Top Slanting part of the index, there are no such characters. With a larger 

number of characters, as in Endō’s dictionary. It is highly unlikely that the regular form of the 

character will be found. 

7.5 Large number of wholes 

Wang groups all the characters which cannot be split easily under the header Wholes. After looking 

at a large number of handwritten characters, I came to the conclusion that many characters would 

fall in the category Wholes. Especially characters that are enclosed and characters which contain only 

one ór more than two components. 
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7.6 Dividing the characters 

There are, even though only a small number of characters is used, some inconsistencies in the index. 

One example is, when to divide a character. The characters below can be optically split in a left and 

right side. One of the two comparable characters is split, the other one is taken as a whole. 

  

This is probably due to the regular form of the characters 外 and 水 respectively. 

  Another problem is that characters will be placed twice in the dictionary. It is inevitable to 

put different handwritten forms at multiple places in the dictionary, but the problem would be more 

severe when splitting characters. The former would be a Top Bottom, the latter a Whole. 

 

7.7 Determining what the easiest part of a character is 

  

Some character need to be split in order to find the regular form in the index. The characters are 

placed in the dictionary on the basis of the easiest part of a character that consists of more than one 

constituent. It is often hard to see what part is the easiest. So you have to search for both parts. In 

some cases it is taken as a Whole and you have to look for the handwritten character in three 

different places. 

7.8 Reading the note 
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The first character cannot be found in this form. The second, fourth and sixth character are not part 

of the 300 characters Wang used. The third character can be found, but has a different top. The first 

stroke is Top Horizontal. The fifth character is in the dictionary, but written in a different handwritten 

form.  

    It is already mentioned that the number of characters in this booklet is very small and it is a 

course book, not a dictionary. Therefore it cannot be used as such. 
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8. Conclusions 

 This conclusion will once more explain why a method for categorizing handwritten characters is 

necessary. It will conclude that with the help of the four manuals, we are still unable to translate a 

simple autograph. The methods of the four manuals are thoroughly reviewed and the findings will be 

noted shortly once more. Lastly, an overview of the findings will be given of what features a user-

friendly method of categorizing handwritten Chinese characters would consist of. 

  It is clear that anyone who wants to read handwritten Chinese has to learn to read cursive 

script because you cannot solely depend on a dictionary. I think that it is important that when 

learning to read handwritten Chinese, one has to learn to work with a specific handwriting dictionary 

because every dictionary has a different way to arrange its characters. Because every writer has his 

or her own unique handwriting style, it is impossible to include all variations of handwriting. When a 

reader has learnt to recognize uncommon oddly-written variants of the first strokes of a character, 

he will be able to find the character he has been looking for.  

  The demand for a dictionary to find the regular form of a handwritten character is evident. It 

is acknowledged by scholars Groeneveldt and De Saint Aulaire when they prepared their travels to 

China and Japan. They translated documents for the Dutch government and thought it was useful to 

compile a manual. Stanislas Millot felt the need to study Chinese handwriting for intelligence 

purposes and seemed not to be aware of the manual of Groeneveldt and De Saint Aulaire. Sukeyuki 

Endō compiled a dictionary to make calligraphies readable. When Fangü Wang wrote his course book 

in reading Chinese handwriting, he was only aware of the existence of the dictionary of Sukeyuki 

Endō, and made it very clear that it is necessary for students of a Chinese language to learn to read 

handwritten Chinese. I agree with the authors of the books that it is not only useful, but also a 

necesity to learn to read handwritten Chinese. It is puzzling that there is only a handful of sources to 

consult. The available sources contain characters that got into disuse or in case of Wangs booklet, 

only contain a very limited number of handwritten characters. 
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  The shortcommings of the books becomes clear when using it on a present-day handwritten 

note. Translating this single note written by Xiāo Wǔ is just a small example, but it represents the 

issues that occur when using it on a bigger text. The extent of the shortcommings need further study. 

The result of using the manuals to read the note in the introduction provides us the following 

overview. 

 

Xiao Wu’s autograph 

 

Groeneveldt & De Saint 

Aulaire 

 

Stanislas Millot 

 

Sukeyuki Endo 

 

Fang-yu Wang 

 

Figure 17. Overview of the characters found in the manual in order to transalte the autograph. 

 A manual of Chinese running-hand writing: especially as it is used in Japan is an exceptional 

work because it is the first of its kind.  It is a pioneering work written by two Dutch students from 

Leiden University over 150 years ago. Wim Groeneveldt and Rutger de Saint Aulaire put an enormous 

amount of effort in compiling this manual. It is a very useful work to look up a regular character or 

component of a handwritten character.  

  Looking more closely at the manual, there are a few conclusions that can be drawn. The 

index has hollow strokes of which the significance is not explained in the manual. The characters are 
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divided into parts when the separateness is clear. There are no clear indications given for when this 

unclarified separateness is present in a character. The stroke order in handwritten characters is 

different from regular characters and it depends on the writer. Therefore it is sometimes hard to 

determine what the first and the last strokes are of a character. Counting the number of strokes in a 

handwritten character is also hard. Groeneveldt and De Saint Aulaire do not explain how they count 

strokes, but it becomes clear that it is harder than just “count the tempos or touches of the pencil” 

(Groeneveldt & De Saint Aulaire: III). It is also unclear what they mean with tempos or touches of the 

pencil. Furthermore the dictionary is oftentimes inconsistent in which category a certain first or last 

strokes belongs to. This is problematic when trying to find a character, even when using the index in 

the back of the manual. It would also be an advantage to use cross-references to quickly look for 

other corresponding handwritten characters.   

  The question remains, how many of the characters are still in use today and thus, whether 

the method is still usable. After critically reviewing the methods used in the before-mentioned books 

(p.13) as well. I believe that the categories are too broad. Categorizing characters on the basis of the 

last stroke is also harder than on the basis of the first strokes. 

  Dictionnaire des formes cursives des caractères chinois uses a method that is my personal 

favourite among the four reviewed books. The characters seem to be organized in a very clear and 

unambiguous way. There are many cross-references and the characters are written in different styles.  

  Sōsho Daijiten is as plainly organized as Millot’s dictionary. It is a pity that it only contains 

calligraphies from the imperial period. Although modern handwriting shares a lot of characters, it is 

unclear how useful it is to decipher for example, a letter from a Chinese colleague.  

  Chinese Cursive Script: An introduction to Handwriting in Chinese is one of its kind, a course 

book with reading exercises. Wang intended to improve the method he knew, used by Sukeyuki Endō. 

I personally think that he made it easier for a part of the characters, but made it harder for many 

other characters to be found. The method works for the small number of characters he uses, but for 

a large number, it would give many problems. Many characters are hard to split into left and right or 
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top and bottom, therefore there will be many characters to be taken as a whole.  

  I would suggest to use a method that is solely based on the appearance of handwritten 

characters. The database should include characters that are written in the past 30 or 40 years 

because writers of these characters grew up with simplified characters. Every character that is 

written in a different way should be included in the dictionary as a separate entry. The categorization 

of Millot and Endō can be used as a basis for dictionary-heads, but on the basis of a full database a 

decision needs to be made which dictionary-heads are able to divide the dictionary into reasonable 

sized parts. In the main part of the dictionary I would take characters as Wholes and not divide them 

in any way.  

  In order to learn how the dictionary works, a student needs to work with it. When the 

dictionary comes with a course it is likely that the followers of the course continue using the 

dictionary because they learned how to use it.  

  Although the main part of the dictionary consists of Whole characters, it would be an 

advantage when characters can be found by handwritten components. Therefore I would 

recommend to reference to or list characters that have a specific handwritten component in it. Of 

course this would be a major challenge to do. Extensive lists would be necessary to refer to all 

characters with a specific component. 

  What I also should include is a list of disyllabic words, so it is not necessary to look for two 

characters, but rather one.  

  The four works are all very unique and special. They have worked for the authors shortly 

after being written. However, to use it to decipher a present day note, the dictionaries contain too 

many outdated characters. There are more variants today which are not part of any of these four 

dictionaries. A new dictionary based on present day handwritten sources would benefit everyone 

who encounters handwritten Chinese. 
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