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Introduction

The Japanese language has three distinctive writing
systems: kanji, hiragana, and katakana.

Kanji

In early Japan, Japanese was a spoken language only
and there was no writing system. China, however, had
already developed a sophisticated writing system based on
symbols called hanzi. As early as the first century, Japanese
people had some exposure to these Chinese symbols on
coins, official seals, and other decorative items imported
from China. Like many other Asian countries, Japan
adopted the Chinese writing system and by the 5th century,
Chinese characters began to be used earnestly in Japan. The
Japanese called this writing system kanji, which literally
means “Chinese characters.”

This new writing system created a new literacy for the
Japanese. When the Japanese adopted the Chinese writing
system, they used the characters to represent both meaning
as well as sound. As a result, in Japan there are two ways to
“read” or pronounce a single Chinese character:

* on yomi, based on the original Chinese pronunciation,
* kun yomi, native Japanese pronunciation.

Many kanji have multiple pronunciations in both on yomi
and kun yomi.
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How many kanji are there?

That depends on various sources. One of the most
comprehensive dictionaries contains approximately 85,000
characters, but only an estimated 7,000 are said to be in
daily use. Today in Japan, a kanji dictionary contains
approximately 50,000 characters of which 2,100 to 2,200
characters are commonly used.

Hiragana

Some Japanese sounds and meanings were difficult to
represent using kanji. To fill this gap, kana symbols were
invented, based on the sound and the shape of the kanji.
One such phonetic system is hiragana, which was invented
between the eighth and the tenth centuries. Unlike kanji,
hiragana represent a sound and not meaning. Hiragana is
derived from a cursive form of kanji and the letters are
curvilinear in style. They are used to express Japanese
grammatical elements such as particles and the endings of
adjectives and verbs.

There are forty-six basic hiragana syllables. There are
also twenty-five additional modified syllables, thirty-six
modified / contracted syllables, and one that is used to
transcribe double consonants.

Katakana

Katakana came into existence at about the same time
as hiragana. The shapes of the katakana letters were also
formed based on the kanji, but katakana have straighter
lines, while hiragana are curvier.

2



IBPANESE

Today katakana is used mainly to write loan words
which the original Japanese language did not have. An
example is, the word for “coffee,” since coffee didn’t exist
in Japan until it was imported from abroad. Katakana is also
used for representing onomatopeia, the names of plants and
animals (with some exceptions), and for placing emphasis
on certain words.

There are the same number of katakana syllables as
hiragana.

Reading Kana

Hiragana and katakana are phonetically consistent, and
reading them is relatively straightforward once the letters and
their sounds are learned.

Today in Japan, the three writing systems are combined
--- kanji, hiragana, and katakana can all appear within a
single sentence. Here’s an example:

TN— M ITATEET,
(I) go to a department store. (depaato ni ikimasu.)
e
department store (katakana)

Wz

post positional word to show direction (hiragana)
17

the “root” of the verb “go” (kanji)
TET
ending of the verb “go” (hiragana)

3
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In this course, you will learn how to read hiragana. For
practice, all the words and sentences in the Reading Lessons
are written in hiragana. Spaces have been added in the longer
phrases for ease in reading.

Basic Hiragana Chart

a » i W u ) e 2o B
ka 7» ki /% ku < ke I ko =
sa & /¥ |shilL su kR se Hso &/ %1
ta 72 chit tsu D te CTlto &
na 72/ 7% |ni T m ¥ ne ¥ no M
ha i |hi O | fu(hu)5/ 5 | he ~ ho I%
ma F mi & mu /L med | mod
ya /% ya @ yo X
ra b/5 i V/Y | % re 1L ro A
wa > o &

n A

Hiragana with diacritic marks

ga M gi /% gu< ge I |go T

za I/ ji U AR ze ¥ |z0o & /%
da 72 i B zu D de T |do &

ba X bi OV bu 5/ 3 [be X bolE

pa I pi O pubs /3 pe X polFE
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Hiragana with small % (ya), ¥ (yu), X (yo), or modified /
contracted syllables

kya &% /&% kyu T /&y |kyo TX /&«
sha L% shu Lw sho L X
cha H% chu Hw cho Bk
nya (2% nyu (2w nyo (T Xk
hya U hyu Ow hyo O~X
mya A myu @ myo 7+ k
rya D= /Y ryu Vv /Y ryo VX /Y«
gya T /¥ jgyu T /&y gyo X /¥ g
ja LC=x ju LUw jo LCux
ja B ju bHw jo Bk
bya "% byu O byo Mk
pya (Rx pyu U'wp pyo fkx

Small letter tsu () --- transcribes double consonants
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Lesson One
1. &
2. WV
3. 1Fw»
4. Z
5. WX
6. Wz
7. Z
8. 1IZ
9. =
10. ZWCZ
11. IZ
12. 1%
13. 1&/1%
14. A
15. ITIFA
16. IZIFAT
17. 1ZA
18. WACZ
19. ZIFA
20. AA
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Lesson Two
. 2w
2. ZZ
3. 13AZ
4. 1FZ
5. b
6. b
7. HIT
8.
9. b
10. HIZ
11. b
12. by
13. %
14. ¥hZ
15. 7
16. %90
17. H»h%7,
18. PO ETH,
19. HAZ
20, \\»
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Lesson Three

ZlIA
PHET,

Vi)

Vi)

WZIEAZ D3
WIFAZ D3 DT,
DA

DG B WVET,
+

AR
FHA
LODEEA,
P

THAERA,

D

DHET,

L

JL

23
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Lesson Four

1. OYET

2. WL\ AR

3. 7z

4. \IHLET,

5. 3% LEEA,

6. 7

7. il

8. bl I

9. IZIZFALCA

10. H7L X ITIFALCA
11. T

12. TY

13. H7L X ITIFALCA TY,
14. T

15. TIFA

16. ZbH7

17. 72T

18. Zor?¥

19. %ZL<T
20. %z
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Lesson Five

. &

2. HVET

3. &

4. &b

5.9

6. %

7. HHHEI,

8. <&

9. JAor T A

10. 7% 3IA

11. 75D 3A I HET,
2. ¥

13. &7

14. HHBE) TX0FET,
15. %

16. 16

17.  ZAITBIZ,

18. WH I XA LT
19. &
20. 3B
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Lesson Six
1. &
2. BTA
3. Zor X
4. BTAZ
5. WL EBTAZ TT,
6. X
7. BlZXH,
8. BIFXHITIWVET,
9. A
10. T4
11. &¢25
12. bkl O LIAT
13. <
14. XALKL
15. Ht
16. &
17. 2T
18. &" ZTATOET),
19. IZ TATVLET,
20. EZ T DAETH,
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Lesson Seven

(A
SBA

z

EVZE
EVZ £kAHLL,
%)

bhrb
BE5

O

0%
ODBZI3A
HIZTITA
%4

XA XA
ZAIXA
~

~7z
ANAL

~

7eRET,
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Lesson Eight

1. AL LBES

2. &

3. 1A & DPVLET,

4. IZIFAT 2 13 LET,
5. 1

6. 1

7. FNn

8. 1

9. W\ TIH,

10. BRI OLET,

11. &

12. &bbordb b b6

13. 7ZXRGNEEA,

14. EIDk D TRoNEEA,
15. %

16. Hild

17. E9b TAHAEEA,

18. O

19. WOy
20. Lot LEL7,

14
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Lesson Nine
1. W2HLDTY,
2. Por¥®
3. AR
4. ¥
5. 13 TELT,
6. W
7. WE
8. WENTZTY,
9. S or.h
10. S50
1. S ICWE 2 SEDET,
12. &
13. O
14. O HD B 5HDFET,
15. &
16. &#ab\»
17. &b
18. IF
19. HHWT WITET,
20. TAb Z PIFVTT,
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Lesson Ten

1. BV

2. bhd

3. I LWV
4. FIDIXIED
5. HEWL

6. TLord

7. IO

8. LITIIA
9. ¢

10. &L
1. APOZE
12. 2 /2O Wn»
13. T
14. ¥

15. BAPT
16. &

17. HAXA
18. O WVWELWTT,
19. 72
20. (72&\,
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Lesson Eleven

BT
HAEA
7272

ERE
ZIODOH
I TY,

HZWL
[6N6)

VBNV
HFART
E3

ITA I
EY);

=4
AL
DA

OX:31%)
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Lesson Twelve
1. WwHNA
2. BAZR TS TIh,
3. 1FAZWVLZ PnELL,
4. DA B LET,
5. UHo B HHET,
6. % or O
7. Sk Sk
8. TAXRL
9. TASEL Z IeXEL7,
10. RAD
1. X
12. RA
13. ¥
14. 1%IF
15. AT
16. IAIFE LET,
17. &/%®
18. Ex
19. %[
20. BERLIZ
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Lesson Thirteen

TASS 2 Bl T,
OAIEA % LET,
RAEN & BRELT,
EEEEES

e e B e
ni
&

S 3320 FR o0~
C G
é%i%pgégww
- (o —

v G 3 >

NGNS 1 S -5

Lol wX

)
S

19
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Lesson Fourteen

)T

ErH, WIVAEXL ITVWEET,
FALWI), LeLA Z EDELT,
LX{L % LELXI,

5%

Bbe

Bbe 2 DAELLEY),

H W

Hw) I

HW ) D3

5k

LIEA

FOhLHVH L)

HLRWAH

Iz

Z AT K

IZ2HIled
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Lesson Fifteen
1. Bbbe D (%%
2. HbWwIHITKIT D RAELH
3. FOobLEVLE) D IFA
4. DIwH) & EIHZ,
5. ZAIZRL BTETT,
6. Tk
7. 1256\
8. IZxLDIC
9. U=
10. UK
1. XAUDRLZA
12. Ow
13. 0w9H7
14. OX
15. 0%
16. VxHE
17. &%
18.  A%X
19. ZAHAK
20. AL

21
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Lesson Sixteen

LIl own
0¥ 14
Lw) %D
HLUES
DEIHLE
Kx)H&E
DEIE/VEHE
AW

A LK
XoT
Hrkok

A&

AEIHL
AEIITH
RS

DT

Dw

Dw 9D
hx

D XA

22
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Lesson Seventeen

1. x9H

2. 0Ox9

3. &9C

4. K9

5. bl

6. HwIDHK
7. <

8. (HW»

9.

10. EAL

11. Ew

12. EwHicl
13. EwIHIZw9H
14. &k

15. TxAHRA

16. Fx¥x9
17. C=x»

18. U%d

19. U»d 7,
20. U=»d 7z HL7z,
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Lesson Eighteen
1. &L
2. EwI)h
3. HAZX
4. LAL=®
5. Lw
6. Lw?
7. ULwORA
8. L&
9. L9797
10. B .Bw. bk
1. U
12. SAURK
13. %
14. 13-o0%K{
15. Uw
16. 0w
17. Uw
18. UwIZF
19. Uk
20. 1Zo0%9

24



DO = = = e e e e e e e
© PO ®» Nk LD = O

e e B e

JAPANESE"S

Lesson Nineteen

TAHAEFA, 20T B O1NFETH,
WWZ, DD FERA,

WZIZA T DS DD T,

F, TIL bhET,

DTz 1Z HOVIPLA TT D,

I\, b7l 1E HOH2 LA TY,
THTIA. ) DELIS & AL,
DELH? FEATHERA,
PELS T ETTI D,

ZIh6 HEH LB HNEEA,
ETH ENnnhk L2A TTL,
2T, LZiFF IF AFLE,
TH DELS 1T R ATHERA
CedH, HLZ VoL kI ...

MELS NVEFEAD
WOTTR, T HL D HIIT ..
LZE B HVET,

CedH, VDD W0 TID,
HIHTI1F?

ZZ 29 T,

25
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Lesson Twenty

OHhL LHL

OEND BEIDWEL,

BEZOD LTEIT ..

ZoE9H% Tl

HH) LRI WEEL7,

Z2IZ RIS VEL,

RIZIE ETH 9oL 5T ..
2% -RTVWEL,

BEZIE 52130
EBbHOFEL,

(the antique dealer) T1AZDS IZL\WATT DI, |
(the antique dealer) T\ > & TI D>, |
BEZIE 7{SAD Bz ..
IIonEL 7,

TLwlAlZ weElL,

(the café owner) "U b, l% EIZ, |

(the antique dealer) THOEH, Ued, 6 (7K
S\, |

(the café owner) "\O\Z, I T,
FZ. L2lF 6720 1ZLo7ATY,
TH I 7{ZA Bz FowELK!
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