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Introduction

You are holding the first of a series of three books aimed at teaching you the first 1006

kanji in Japanese writing, the so-called Kyõiku kanji (kyõiku means “educa-

tion”). The Kyõiku kanji are called so because they are the kanji Japanese children learn

systematically during their six years in Elementary School (from 6 to 12 years old) as

part of their basic education. This list is established by the Japanese Ministry

of Education and Science.

The idea of creating a new method in a widely explored field like kanji arose on notic-

ing two facts. First, the enthusiasm with which young students and lovers of the

Japanese language received the Japanese in MangaLand method. The series is currently

published in several languages and consists of three textbooks and three exercise books,

through which students can reach an intermediate level in Japanese. This will qualify

them to pass levels 3 and 4 of the Nihongo nõryoku shiken (or 

Nõken), the official test for Japanese as a foreign language. Japanese in MangaLand came

to fill in a gap in the educational material for studying Japanese as a foreign language:

that of texts aimed at teenagers and young adults. Furthermore, in a time when Japanese

pop culture is driving people wild wherever it goes —due to the influence and wide-

spread distribution of products such as videogames, manga, cartoons, or cinema—

young people are developing, more and more, an interest towards everything related to

Japan; an interest which, in the linguistic arena, few have considered fulfilling before

Japanese in MangaLand. These teenagers are becoming younger and younger, and here

we find the second fact that drove us to creating Kanji in MangaLand. Those who

become interested in Japan and the Japanese language do so at an increasingly younger

age; therefore, their study tools must also be suitable for their age, as well as for their

cognitive abilities and their process of assimilating ideas.

To date, we observe two Japanese kanji teaching methods for foreigners. The first is

the traditional method, where the study of kanji is approached in a similar way to that

used in Japanese schools —by following an arbitrary order, consisting of the repetition

of writing characters over and over again, until the kanji (or the movement of the hand

when writing it), is engraved in the pupil’s memory. The second method was introduced

by professor James W. Heisig (whom two of the authors of this present work have had

the honor of collaborating with on several occasions) and was based on the student’s

imaginative memory (see Remembering the Kanji I and II). To these two methods we

now add a third one: Kanji in MangaLand, a method based on visual memory. This

method will enable young students to tackle the study of kanji even if their capacity for
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abstract conception is not as fully developed as it may be at an adult age; or, alterna-

tively, without the need of making a mental effort as demanding as with other methods.

Kanji in MangaLand combines the best of the two methods described above. On the

one hand, it introduces kanji, with some order variations, just as they would appear in

Japanese schools. That is, first, the most basic and commonly used; and, afterwards, the

most complex ones. Each kanji comes with its most frequent readings, a breakdown of

its writing, alternative spellings, number of strokes, and a good number of compounds,

which makes this a valuable reference book even for advanced students. On the other

hand, each kanji is represented as a set of amusing pictures, all equally flamboyant (each

sub-picture represents a forming element of the whole kanji), which make its identifi-

cation and subsequent memorization much easier. This aspect of Kanji in MangaLand

is clearly original and different from any other books on kanji that you may find on the

market, making it the trademark of this book, along with the rest of the “MangaLand”

series. Why get bored studying if there are more enjoyable ways, which are equally, if

not more, effective and, besides, use the cool art of manga as a tool?

Kanji in MangaLand combines (as does its father, Japanese in MangaLand) the study

of kanji with the motivation which drives many people to study it: the Japanese style of

manga art. Our method allows you to study kanji not as isolated entities, but as real

words in context because we provide you with an original short story of one manga page

for each lesson you study.

Everybody can use Kanji in MangaLand. Those students who have already initiated

themselves in the study of Japanese, either with a teacher or self-taught, will find this book

to be a supplement to their study and a backup for kanji (probably the main difficulty a

Westerner comes across when learning Japanese). In addition to reading some original

manga pages, beginner-intermediate level sentences and texts are used, which will allow

the student to practice their knowledge of grammar. Even if they don’t know anything

about the Japanese language, those curious about kanji will find in this book a system to

help them remember, identify, and learn how to write the characters since all texts and

sentences in the book have been translated. Our purpose of using kanji in context is that

of creating a real framework to learn the language —understanding kanji is not an isolat-

ed entity, but one part of a system as a whole.

Kanji in MangaLand is obviously a member of the “MangaLand” family, and, as such,

it is designed to complement the three textbooks and the three exercise books in the

Japanese in MangaLand series. While the primary focus of the last three is on Japanese

grammar and vocabulary, they never leave writing aside. However, for obvious space

reasons, they push the aspect of writing into the background. Thus, the need arose to

create these three Kanji in MangaLand volumes, in order to provide an equally fun and

innovating method to study kanji. However, Japanese is not only kanji, nor is it only
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grammar. Therefore, we highly recommend that students work simultaneously with the

textbooks Japanese in MangaLand 1, 2, 3, and their corresponding exercise books, to

consolidate the study of grammar and vocabulary; and the Kanji in MangaLand volume

that is appropriate to their level.

This method will consist of three books, each containing two of the six grades in

which the Kyõiku kanji are divided. The books are structured in lessons of 8 or

12 kanji, to which we add one page of a manga-comic, one page of exercises, answers to

the exercises, and a translation of the comic-book. We must state that Kanji in Manga-

Land is a progressive study method, which means that what has been learned in a lesson

is considered as assimilated in successive lessons and, therefore, what has been learned

in the first book will be applied in the second and third books. Thus, we do not recom-

mend that you start studying with this method from book 2 or 3.

Japanese writing

Japanese writing is the result of a combination of three writing systems:

Kanji: The subject of study in this book. They are complex characters “import-

ed” from China to Japan in the 6th century, which represent “ideas” or

“concepts” (that is why they are also called “ideograms”).

Hiragana: One of the two syllabic alphabets or “syllabaries,” with cursive forms.

Katakana: The second of the Japanese syllabaries, with rectilinear forms.

We only have documentary evidence of written Japanese from the 5th and 6th cen-

turies and on; before this, Japanese language was oral, and had no writing system. In this

period, Chinese ideograms (or kanji) were introduced into Japan, and were originally

only used phonetically, but soon went on to be used ideographically to represent

Japanese words. These kanji were imported along with their readings. Although, due to

the need to adapt them to a preexistent language (oral Japanese), they were also given

new readings. The result is this: one kanji can have several readings, which derive from

their on’yomi (Chinese reading) and kun’yomi (Japanese reading). This fact

really complicates the Japanese writing system, even in comparison to the Chinese,

where readings are for the most part univocal.

Nowadays, there are 1,945 “common use” kanji ( Jõyõ kanji) of compulsory learn-

ing in elementary and high school, which enable you to read, with no trouble, all kind

of texts in common Japanese. Among these, only 1,006 (the Kyõiku kanji in Kanji in

MangaLand) are systematically taught during the six years at elementary school. The

rest are gradually learned as years of study and reading draw on. An average Japanese

person usually recognizes about 3,000 kanji; it is worth mentioning that among them

are the Jinmei kanji (kanji for people’s names), which consist of almost 600 char-

acters mainly used in first names and recognized by almost everybody.
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The kana

Hiragana and katakana are a series of characters which represent a sound consisting

of a simple vowel or formed by a consonant plus a vowel. Together, they are generical-

ly called kana (syllabic alphabets of the Japanese language).

Since there was no native writing system in Japan with which the Chinese kanji could

merge, and because Chinese and Japanese sounds are substantially different, during se-

veral centuries about 970 Chinese characters were used as phonetic symbols for the 88

Japanese syllables, giving birth to an older katakana syllabary. Halfway through the 8th

century, some of these kanji were transformed into more cursive, curved lines, mainly

by women in court during the Heian period (794-1185). They became the origin of the

development of a phonetic syllabary with a univocal relationship between sound and

written form. In the 10th century, this syllabary was recognized as an official writing sys-

tem: hiragana. Nowadays, hiragana is used to write characteristic Japanese words, to add

grammatical desinences, and to write those words with difficult or non-standard kanji.

Katakana forms also derive from kanji, but unlike hiragana they were not based on the

calligraphic writing. Instead, a “part” (kata) of a kanji was taken to represent sounds.

These forms were written in a rectilinear style. Nowadays, katakana is used to write for-

eign language loanwords (including proper nouns), to draw the reader’s attention to a

specific word, and for onomatopoeia.

In Kanji in MangaLand, because the kana are used to indicate kanji readings, know-

ledge of the kana syllabaries is essential. Thus, following the traditional convention, the

kun’yomi reading of a kanji will be indicated in hiragana, while the on’yomi

reading will be in katakana. If you already have some experience in the study of

Japanese, you should already know the kana (hiragana and katakana) syllabaries, and be

able to read and write them; if so, then you can skip the next part and jump to the sec-

tion entitled “How to use Kanji in MangaLand.” But if such is not your case, then keep

reading and use this section to learn the kana; thus, overcoming the first obstacle in the

Japanese language.

K
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a ka sa ta na ha ma ya ra wa n

i ki shi chi ni hi mi ri wi

u ku su tsu nu fu mu yu ru

e ke se te ne he me re we

o ko so to no ho mo yo ro wo

a ka sa ta na ha ma ya ra wa n
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u ku su tsu nu fu mu yu ru

e ke se te ne he me re we

o ko so to no ho mo yo ro wo

Katakana table
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Velarizations: adding two tiny strokes on the top right part of some kana, we

obtain the so-called “impure sounds”: voiced (or velarized) versions of these kana. This

phenomenon affects “k,” “s,” “t,” and “h” columns:

Hiragana: (ga); (gi); (gu); (ge); (go); (za); (ji); (zu); (ze); (zo);

(da); (ji); (zu); (de); (do); (ba); (bi); (bu); (be); (bo).

Katakana: (ga); (gi); (gu); (ge); (go); (za); (ji); (zu); (ze); (zo);

(da); (ji); (zu); (de); (do); (ba); (bi); (bu); (be); (bo).

On the other hand, adding a small circle on the top right part of the kana in the “h”

column, we obtain the occlusive versions of these kana:

Hiragana: (pa); (pi); (pu); (pe); (po). 

Katakana: (pa); (pi); (pu); (pe); (po).  

Diphthongs: another essential point in order to use kana perfectly is knowing about

diphthongs, which are combinations of the characters in the “i” line with those in the

“y” line (the latter written in a smaller size):

Hiragana: (kya); (kyu); (kyo); (gya); (gyu); (gyo); (sha);

(shu); (sho); (ja); (ju); (jo); (cha); (chu); (cho); (nya);

(nyu); (nyo); (hya); (hyu); (hyo); (bya); (byu); (byo); (pya);

(pyu); (pyo); (mya); (myu); (myo); (rya); (ryu); (ryo).

Katakana: (kya); (kyu); (kyo); (gya); (gyu); (gyo); (sha);

(shu); (sho); (ja); (ju); (jo); (cha); (chu); (cho); (nya);

(nyu); (nyo); (hya); (hyu); (hyo); (bya); (byu); (byo); (pya);

(pyu); (pyo); (mya); (myu); (myo); (rya); (ryu); (ryo).

Vowel lengthening and double sounds: the kana ended in “o” or “u” can have

this last sound lengthened (that is, pronounced for a longer time than usual). This effect

is indicated in hiragana adding the character at the end. Thus, the diphthong will

be pronounced shõh (and not shoU, as could be thought), will be juu, will be

byoo, etc. When romanizing Japanese, this effect is usually represented with a dash on

top of the lengthened “o” or “u;” thus, ð and byõ. In this book, we will use the same

method to indicate the lengthening in katakana: (jõ), (nyð), (gyõ).

For phonetic reasons, and to make pronunciation easier, we sometimes have, as well,

the phenomenon of “double sounds” (when the tongue sort of suddenly stops when

pronouncing the sound). This effect is indicated with a small character (in hiragana)

or (in katakana) before the consonant to be doubled. This phenomenon only happens

before those kana starting with k, s, t, ch, g, z, d, b, and p. Examples: (pronounced

matte), (baddo), (asshi).



K
an

ji in
 M

an
gaL

an
d

 1

“We” & “wi”: you have probably noticed that in the “w” columns of the hiragana and

katakana tables two forms corresponding to the sounds “we” ( and ) and “wi” ( and

) appear in grey. They are old forms whose usage was ceased after the language reform

that took place at the end of the Second World War. You don’t need to remember them,

since in modern Japanese you will never come across them; they are included in the

table for the sake of curiosity.

To conclude: the explanations on kana we offer here are very basic and just enough

for you to use this book without any other kind of help. However, we highly recom-

mend that —in order to know more about their usage, pronunciation, and other char-

acteristics— you resort to other more specific texts, such as Remembering the Kana, or

Japanese in MangaLand 1 and its exercise book.

At the end of this introduction you will find a table with the breakdown of the writ-

ing order for each syllabary: both hiragana and katakana.

How to use Kanji in MangaLand

Kanji in MangaLand is a self-learning method for kanji, designed for self-taught stu-

dents, both for those who study Japanese grammar and vocabulary, and for those who

don’t. (Although, as we have mentioned before, we recommend the simultaneous study

of the grammar and the writing, since knowing kanji alone is not very useful knowledge).

Therefore, this book has all the necessary tools to be self-sufficient: readings for those kanji

which have not yet been studied in the book; translations of the sentences in the exercis-

es, of the manga pages, and of the review texts; and answers to all the drills we propose.

This book covers the first two grades of kanji studied at a Japanese school, which

would be the equivalent to the program of the first two years at an elementary school.

Lessons 1 to 7 cover the first grade (80 kanji), and lessons 8 to 21 cover the second (160

kanji). Altogether, providing you with a a course of 240 kanji for this first volume, which

consists of two steps that you must climb in the suggested order. Book 2 will cover

grades 3 (200 kanji) and 4 (200 kanji), while Book 3 (the final book) will cover grades 5

(185 kanji) and 6 (181 kanji). Altogether, we will study the 1006 Kyõiku kanji.

Even though we have chosen to follow the system of arranging kanji by grades as is done

in Japanese elementary schools, we have opted to stray from the traditional order in which

they are introduced because we find it to be unideal for students of Japanese. The Japanese

school system generally introduces kanji of progressive complexity; that is, it usually intro-

duces the simpler and most commonly used kanji in the first grades while leaving other

peculiar, more technical kanji for higher grades —we find this is to be a very good idea.

However, they sometimes tend to introduce complex kanji (such as ) in their first grade,

and much simpler kanji (such as ) in their second grade. Because is one of the radicals

(that is, an element) of , ideally it should be introduced before . In spite of its faults, the
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arrangement into 6 grades is the most traditional and well-known; therefore, many stu-

dents are familiar with it. Keeping this in mind,  Kanji in MangaLand proposes an original

arrangement, which will help the non-Japanese student who is unfamiliar with the kanji

writing system. The arrangement that we have implemented is designed to help you

remember and distinguish the characters, and tries to cover the criteria specified below:

Difficulty: our course will first introduce the simpler kanji and then progress, little

by little, in stroke number and complexity.

Coincidence or similarity of elements: the Kanji in MangaLand method is based

on the pictorial representation of the “elements”, or “radicals,” which form each kanji.

Sometimes, the element is a kanji in itself (as in , #1), as well as being an “element” in

other kanji ( , #60, for example); sometimes, it’s only an element in other kanji (as the

pregnant woman’s belly in , #25, and in , #92). Sometimes, the elements are slightly

deformed when forming part of another kanji (as happens with , #54, which some-

times becomes ). And, sometimes, some simple elements are combined to form a

compound element to which we associate a new meaning (as the trident, the tutu,

and the apron, which are combined to form the element for housewife, lesson 15).

Differentiation of very similar kanji: in one same grade we will study the fol-

lowing kanji together: big, #47, and dog, #48; horse, #230, and bird, #231, so

as to emphasize their differences and to avoid mixing them up.

Semantic fields, synonymy, and antonymy: we group and learn the following

kanji together: father, # 212, mother, #214, and elder brother, #215; those with

very similar meaning, such as door, #131, and gate, #132; or opposites, like go,

#136 and come, #135.

The lessons

The lessons in Kanji in MangaLand consist of various parts. The first is the longest and

is made up of the kanji tables (we will explain in detail in the following section). These

are in fact the essence of the book. All the necessary information related to the kanji stud-

ied in each case is included here. Most importantly, a picture representing the kanji is also

given to remind us of its form. This helps express the image of an abstract entity as some-

thing concrete, something we can visualize, and later on reproduce when needed.

Besides different kinds of information, the kanji tables also offer a word list where the

studied kanji is used in words called jukugo (compound words). These are the

words we will later find used in context in the following page: the manga page. This

book contains 21 cartoon stories with which you can stop studying for a moment, have

a pleasant break, and see in context, as well, the compound words and kanji you have

studied. Those who already know grammar, can test their reading comprehension capa-
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city with these manga stories; those who don’t, can resort to the translation of the story

(on the last page of each lesson). Thus, they can also follow the story, and still see the

words they have learned in the real context of a Japanese text.

After the manga, a page of exercises will help you practice your acquired knowledge.

You can check whether you have memorized the kanji form with the pictures in the

tables; whether you remember how to draw them in their correct stroke order; and how

to read them depending on whether they are combined with other kanji or they are on

their own, and depending on the meaning of the sentence. We have tried to find a bal-

ance between the reading and the writing exercises, as well as the mistake identification

exercises, which are always helpful to prevent mistakes one could make later on.

Finally, in the last page of each lesson, we offer you the answers to the exercises, so

that you can assess your progress; the translation of the manga; and a look ahead at

the next elements, which will be covered in the following lesson. The answers to the

exercises are an essential component part of any self-taught learning method; remem-

ber you must use them for your assessment once you have finished the exercises, and

not before.

At the end of the first grade, which covers lessons 1 to 7, we suggest you take a break:

you have studied the equivalent of a full year course! Therefore, stop on the way, and

complete the level 1 review, with which you can make sure that you have assimilated

the knowledge acquired in the first seven lessons. Also, because your learning is cumu-

lative, it is best to check that by the end of lesson 7 you still clearly remember what you

studied in lesson 1. This is always true for the study of any language; but more so with

kanji, since they are studied by “elements” which form each other. It is, after all, like

building in your mind a gigantic Lego model. The same is to be applied to the level 2

review, at the end of the 21 lessons, which then prepares you for the second book.

To conclude, at the end of the book you will find two indexes. The first one is a kanji

index, following the numerical arrangement of the kanji in the book, from 1 to 240; the

second one is an index of readings in rõmaji (Roman letters), in alphabetical order. It is

a joint index for both the readings of on’yomi and kun’yomi; the on’yomi in capital let-

ters and katakana, and the kun’yomi in lower case letters and hiragana, which is the con-

ventional and generally preferred method. With this index, you will be able to find any

kanji, even if you only remember one of its readings.

The tables

The essence of Kanji in MangaLand is the kanji tables for study and their pictograms,

which graphically represent each kanji. They are what make this learning method orig-

inal and fun, besides making it suitable for a very wide age range. Here we have a kanji

learning table, where we can see what its twelve parts have to show us:
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to write

calligraphy

text, sentence

certificate, diploma

( )

to write

(kanji) stroke
order

rough draft

epilogue

113

(3rd)

(156)

(Jõyõ)

i (alt)Write with colored pencils, in the sunshine.

(10 strokes)

(4 )

Kanji number: its number in our method. Kanji will be numbered from 1 to 1006;

this book will cover kanji numbers 1 to 240.

Nõken Level: level of the kanji in the official test for Japanese as a foreign language,

the Nihongo Nõryoku Shiken (Nõken). The Nõken standards differ quite a lot from the

Ministry of Education, which is why we will surprisingly come across simple kanji which

appear in advanced levels of the test (level 4 being the most basic, and level 1 the most

advanced).

Readings and jukugo: the reading or readings of the kanji we are studying (in

katakana the on’yomi [Chinese reading], and in hiragana the kun’yomi [Japanese read-

ing]), as well as several examples of jukugo (compound words). Be careful with velar-

ization, occlusion, and sound division phenomenons (page 10) that some readings

undergo in combination with other kanji to make their pronunciation easier, a perfect-

ly normal occurrence. Unfortunately, in these cases, the only solution is to learn them

by heart. Examples:

In table 112, the jukugo is not read ookoe, but oogoe (velarization).

In table 88, is not read sanho, but sanpo (occlusion).

In table 78, is not read gakukõ, but gakkõ (sound division).

In table 1, is not read ichihon, but ippon (sound division + occlusion).
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Meaning: general meaning of the kanji.

Kanji: the kanji we are studying.

Pictogram: picture representation of the kanji. Each “element,” or radical, form-

ing the kanji has been assigned a picture, and the sum of the various pictograms pro-

vides us with an effective and original way to remember the kanji. The slogan is: the

more absurd and flamboyant, the better!

Stroke order: detailed, step by step, order of strokes in which the kanji is written,

which is very important in order to write it properly. There are certain rules, as well, for

stroke writing order. Here we give the most basic ones. You should learn them by heart:

a) Kanji are written from top to bottom (see kanji #5 and #70 for clear reference).

b) Kanji are written from left to write (see #9, #106, and #139).

c) Horizontal strokes come before vertical strokes (see #31, #47, and #116).

d) The center portion comes before the strokes which flank it (see #49, #53, and #144).

e) The outside encasing comes before the inside (see #33, #34, and #182).

f) Strokes which bend toward the left come before strokes which bend toward the right

(see #17, #57, and #212).

g) The stroke dividing the kanji from top to bottom comes after rules a-f (see #18 and #13).

h) The stroke dividing the kanji from left to right comes after rules a-g (see #76 and #77).

Stroke number: the number of strokes the kanji has.

Other kinds of writing: Japanese, like Western languages, evolved over hundreds

of years. As a result, it has many styles of calligraphy with which it has been, and can be,

written. Here we give different ways that you might find the same kanji (for example, in

italics, bold, hand-written, artistic, primitive versions, historical versions, etc.). This list

is only for your reference, and to help you identify kanji that you know, but which is writ-

ten in a different style. Although we show you these variations, you should commit your-

self to writing the kanji with the modern stroke order that we have provided.

Easily confused kanji: different kanji which can easily be confused with the kanji

we are studying, usually due to similarity. The number after each kanji indicates its

order in this book. “3rd,” “4th,” “5th,” or “6th” indicates which of the corresponding

grades of Kyõiku kanji that they belong to. Thus, the 3rd and 4th grades will appear in

Kanji in MangaLand 2, while the 5th and 6th grades will appear in Kanji in MangaLand

3. When we indicate “ Jõyõ,” it means the kanji is one of the 939 “common use kanji”

( Jõyõ kanji), which are not studied in elementary school. “not Jõyõ” indicates

the kanji is not in the list of Jõyõ kanji.

Mnemonic caption for the picture: so that you can remember the picture bet-

ter, and the kanji by extension, we offer a simple sentence using the elements and the

general meaning of the kanji.

06;

ge,

he

ch

ost

in

d-

ar-

gs

ct-

m
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Alternative forms: alternative or archaic forms of the kanji we are studying. We

offer them basically for the purpose of reference, and you don’t need to study them.

“alt” indicates it is an alternative version; “old” an archaic form, now obsolete; “hom”

indicates kanji which are read the same way and have similar meanings, though slight-

ly different nuances of usage; and, last of all, “simp” indicates a simplified form of the

kanji (generally used with handwritten kanji).
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