
James Heisig Remembering The Kanji

James Heisig's "Remembering the Kanji" is a groundbreaking series of books that has
transformed the way learners approach the daunting task of mastering kanji, the
characters used in the Japanese writing system. The series has gained immense popularity
among students of Japanese, linguists, and educators because of its innovative method
that simplifies the learning process. In this article, we will explore the key concepts
behind Heisig's work, the structure of the books, the methodologies employed, and how
learners can effectively utilize the series to enhance their kanji learning experience.



Understanding Kanji and Its Challenges

Kanji, one of the three scripts used in the Japanese language alongside hiragana and
katakana, consists of thousands of characters derived from Chinese characters. Each kanji
character represents not only a sound but also a meaning, making it complex and
multifaceted.

The primary challenges learners face when studying kanji include:

The sheer number of characters (over 2,000 commonly used in everyday writing).

The intricate strokes and variations of each character.

The need to remember both the meaning and pronunciation of each kanji.

The lack of a phonetic component in kanji that aids memorization, unlike the
hiragana and katakana scripts.

Heisig addresses these challenges with a unique approach, focusing on mnemonic devices
and imaginative storytelling to facilitate memorization.

The Heisig Methodology

James Heisig's "Remembering the Kanji" series is primarily built around the following
principles:

1. Mnemonic Techniques

Heisig advocates for the use of mnemonic devices—memory aids that help learners create
associations between kanji characters and their meanings. By constructing vivid stories or
images, learners can create mental hooks that make recalling the kanji easier.

For instance, the kanji for 'tree' (木) can be visualized as a tall tree, while the kanji for
'forest' (森) can be imagined as three trees grouped together. This imagery helps learners
remember the characters more effectively.

2. Focused Learning

The series emphasizes focused learning by breaking down the kanji into manageable
parts. Learners are introduced to kanji in a specific order that builds upon previously
learned characters. This step-by-step approach prevents learners from feeling



overwhelmed and encourages a sense of progression.

3. Meaning Before Readings

Heisig's method prioritizes understanding the meaning of kanji before learning their
readings (pronunciation). This approach allows learners to create a solid foundation in
recognizing kanji, which can later be applied to reading and writing.

By separating meaning from reading, learners can first concentrate on visual recognition
and recall, which is essential for developing reading skills in Japanese.

Structure of "Remembering the Kanji"

The "Remembering the Kanji" series is structured to provide a comprehensive learning
experience. The books are divided into volumes, each focusing on different aspects of kanji
learning.

Volume One

The first volume introduces 2,200 kanji, covering the most commonly used characters. It is
divided into sections, with each section presenting a set of kanji along with their meanings
and mnemonic aids.

Key features of Volume One include:

- A systematic approach to introducing kanji.
- Detailed explanations of the mnemonic techniques.
- Exercises to reinforce learning and retention.

Volume Two

Volume Two focuses on the readings of the kanji introduced in the first volume. It provides
learners with the necessary tools to understand how to pronounce the characters and use
them in context.

In this volume, learners will find:

- A breakdown of kun'yomi (Japanese readings) and on'yomi (Chinese readings).
- Contextual examples illustrating the use of kanji in sentences.
- Exercises designed to practice reading comprehension.



Volume Three

The third volume delves deeper into the complexities of kanji, introducing more advanced
characters and their nuances. This volume also emphasizes the importance of context in
understanding kanji usage.

Features of Volume Three include:

- Advanced kanji characters and their specific contexts.
- Additional mnemonic strategies for complex kanji.
- Comprehensive review sections to consolidate learning.

Benefits of Using "Remembering the Kanji"

Heisig's approach has garnered a loyal following for several reasons:

1. Increased Retention

Learners often find that using mnemonic devices significantly increases their ability to
retain kanji over time. The imaginative and narrative-based memory techniques create a
stronger connection to each character.

2. Empowerment

By focusing on meaning first, learners gain confidence in their ability to recognize and
recall kanji characters independently. This method empowers learners to tackle the
complexities of the Japanese language with a solid foundation.

3. Flexibility in Learning

The series is adaptable to various learning styles. Some learners may prefer visual aids,
while others may benefit from storytelling or auditory methods. The flexibility of Heisig's
techniques allows individuals to tailor their learning experience.

How to Effectively Use "Remembering the Kanji"

To maximize the effectiveness of Heisig's series, learners can follow these strategies:

Start with Volume One: Begin with the first volume to establish a strong base in1.



kanji recognition.

Engage with Mnemonics: Actively create your own mnemonics or modify those2.
provided to enhance personal connection to the kanji.

Practice Regularly: Incorporate daily practice sessions to reinforce memory3.
retention and recognition.

Review Frequently: Regularly revisit previously learned kanji to ensure long-term4.
retention.

Combine with Other Resources: Supplement your learning with reading materials,5.
apps, and language exchange to contextualize your knowledge.

Conclusion

James Heisig's "Remembering the Kanji" series presents a revolutionary approach to
learning kanji that has proven beneficial for countless language learners. By utilizing
mnemonic devices, focused learning techniques, and a structured methodology, learners
can tackle the challenging world of kanji with confidence and efficiency. Whether you are
a beginner or someone looking to refine your skills, Heisig's work offers a valuable
resource that can significantly enhance your journey toward mastering the Japanese
language.

Frequently Asked Questions

What is the main purpose of 'Remembering the Kanji' by
James Heisig?
The main purpose of 'Remembering the Kanji' is to teach learners how to effectively
memorize the meanings and writings of kanji characters through a mnemonic method that
emphasizes the use of imaginative stories.

How does James Heisig suggest learners approach kanji
learning in his book?
James Heisig suggests that learners should focus on learning the meanings and writings of
kanji characters independently, using mnemonic devices and personal associations to
reinforce memory, rather than relying heavily on vocabulary or grammar.

What are the key components of Heisig's mnemonic



method?
Heisig's mnemonic method includes breaking down each kanji into its components or
radicals, creating memorable stories or images that associate the meaning with the
character, and practicing writing the characters to reinforce memory.

Is 'Remembering the Kanji' suitable for absolute
beginners in Japanese?
Yes, 'Remembering the Kanji' is designed to be accessible to absolute beginners, as it
starts from the basics of kanji characters and gradually builds up to more complex ones,
making it a foundational resource for learning kanji.

What are some criticisms of Heisig's approach to
learning kanji?
Some criticisms of Heisig's approach include that it may lead to an overemphasis on rote
memorization without context, potentially neglecting the importance of learning kanji
within the framework of actual language use, such as vocabulary and sentence structure.
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