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Looking	up	Kanji	
Typed	
If	you	are	lucky,	and	have	found	the	word	you	want	to	translate	on	a	computer-accessible	place,	simply	copy	
and	paste	into	appropriate	translation	software	or	website.		In	the	Komonjo	example	above,	the	scanned	
original	is	accompanied	by	typed,	legible	copy.	
	

By	radical	
From	their	beginnings	as	pictograms	and	ideograms,	many	Kanji	are	formed	by	combining	two	or	more	parts,	

one	being	a	radical	which	may	give	a	clue	to	the	root	of	the	word.	For	example,	the	characters	晴 (sunny),	明	

(bright),	and	星	(star)	all	have	the	radical日	(day/sun)	which	is	it’s	own	character	as	well.		However,	this	is	not	
always	the	case.		

	
	
Radicals	are	usually	found	by	position,	as	shown	on	the	chart	below.		
	

	
Source:	https://www.sljfaq.org/afaq/radicals.html		

https://www.sljfaq.org/afaq/radicals.html
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In		Japanese,	there	are	214	historical	radicals,	some	of	which	have	variant	forms	based	on	position	of	the	
radical		Once	you	identify	the	radical,	the	rest	of	the	character	can	be	found.	Usually	in	dictionaries,	Kanji	
ordered	by	radical	are	then	listed	in	order	of	stroke	count.		Some	of	the	radical	variants	may	have	different	
stroke	counts,	and	dictionaries	such	as	Nelson’s	The	Modern	Reader's	Japanese-English	Character	Dictionary		
will	cross-reference	to	the	full	radical	version.		

	
Source:	The	Modern	Reader's	Japanese-English	Character	Dictionary	

	

For	example,	for	the	character	交,	the	meaning	is	found	under	the	two-stroke	radical,	with	four	remaining	
strokes.	Compound	words	follow	in	order	of	the	stroke	count	of	the	following	Kanji.			
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By	Stroke	Count	
Most	dictionaries	have	lists	of	Kanji	by	stroke	count,	which	can	be	very	tedious,	but	helps	if	you	can’t	figure	
out	the	radical.		
	
Strokes	are	every	line	you	can	make	without	picking	up	your	brush/pen,	in	theory.		

	
However,	corners	are	also	sometimes	made	in	one	stroke,	only	if	going	left	to	right.		

	

By	reading	
If	by	some	fortune,	you	know	how	the	kanji	is	pronounced,	you	can	look	up	all	the	kanji	with	the	same	reading	
in	most	dictionaries.		
	

Writing	
With	the	rise	of	touch-screen	and	track-pad	technology,	it	has	become	
possible	to	look	up	Kanji	by	direct	input	via	handwriting	recognition.	Most	
apps	that	accept	direct	input	do	not	care	about	stroke	order.		Some	apps	and	
websites	that	accept	written	input	are	listed	at	the	end.	Modern	electronic	
dictionaries	also	have	track-pads	that	accept	stylus	input.	
 

								à						 	
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Part	2.		Stroke	Order	
In	general,	the	stroke	order	is	top	to	bottom,	left	to	right,	and	from	the	outside	in,	EXCEPT	when	there	is	a	
central	line,	such	as	the	three	dots	above,	or	the	dot	and	vertical	stroke	in	the	character	to	the	right.			
	

	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	
	

Most	calligraphy	books	should	give	the	stroke	order	numberings	with	the	number	at	the	beginning	of	the	
stroke,	so	you	know	where	to	start.		

Source:	Kanji	&	Kana:	Handbook	and	Dictionary	of	the	Japanese	Writing	System	(English	and	Japanese	Edition)		

Part	3.		Translation	tips	and	advice	
Translation	Issues	
Writing	reforms	
China	has	gone	through	several	writing	reforms,	most	notably	with	the	People’s	Republic	of	China	(PRC)	
simplifying	characters	to	increase	literacy.	These	Simplified	Chinese	characters	are	used	in	Mainland	China	and	
Singapore.	Traditional	Chinese	characters	are	used	in	Taiwan,	Hong	Kong,	and	Macau.		
	
Japan	went	through	their	own	reforms.	In	1922,	the	government	created	an	approved	Kanji	list,	which	has	

gone	through	several	revisions.	Currently,	the	Jouyou	Kanji	(常用漢字)	numbers	2,136	characters	approved	
for	regular	and	official	use.	Along	with	approving	characters	for	use,	some	simplifications	were	made.	
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How	does	this	affect	SCA	scribal	work?	
Since	we	seek	to	recreate	pre-1600’s	work,	we	need	to	be	aware	that	kanji	change,	and	much	of	our	
translation	resources	will	use	modern	characters.		
	
For	example:		

	 Lightning	 Country	 Dragon	

Traditional	Chinese	

電光 國家 龍 
Simplified	Chinese	

电光	 国家 龙 
Japanese	

電気光学	国	 竜 or 龍 
	
Due	to	politics,	some	sites	and	resources	will	favor	Simplified	Chinese	over	Traditional,	or	vice-versa.		Since	
most	of	the	reforms	are	post-period,	I	always	try	to	default	to	Traditional	Chinese	characters.		So,	if	I	am	

writing	“Country”	in	a	Japanese	piece,	I	will	check	my	dictionaries	to	see	if	國 was		used	in	period	Japan.		

Nelson’s	Dictionary	and	many	others	will	have	lists	of	older,	pre-simplified	kanji	one	can	check	against.		
	
Also,	with	simplification,	some	words	in	Japanese	are	usually	written	in	kana	because	the	kanji	is	so	difficult	to	
write.	However,	for	period	work	the	difficult	kanji	is	best	to	use.		

Rose	

バラ 薔薇 
Hawk	

たか 鷹 
	

Grammar	issues	and	word	breaks	
Translations	beyond	a	word	or	set	phrase	is	tricky	at	best,	as	the	grammar	of	Japanese	and	Chinese	is	vastly	
different	from	English.	Google	translate	and	other	online	sources	are	better	now	than	in	the	past,	but	still	
problematic.	From	the	Komonjo	example	above,	we	have	the	following	line:	
	

永々在坂本事候其後  à  Eiyasaka	Sakamoto	incident	after	that	
	

Breaking	up	reveals	that	永々在	=	eternally	or	a	long	time,	坂本	=	Sakamoto,	事候	=	cause,	and	其後 =	
after	that.		Princeton	translates	the	text	to	be	“You’ve	been	at	Sakamoto	for	quite	some	time,”	because	the	
original	line	is	written	in	kanbun,	or	Chinese-style,	where	mainly	kanji	are	used,	so	grammar	is	implied.			
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Homonyms	
Also,	many	words	in	English	have	more	than	one	meaning,	and	online	sources	will	translate	to	modern	
languages.	Also,	English	words	can	have	different	meanings	and	connotations.	If	you	need	to	use	a	translation	
program	to	do	English	to	Japanese	or	Chinese,	it	is	always	good	to	reverse	the	translation	to	check.		
	

Order	of	the	Rose	à	バラの注文 à	Rose	Order,	but	checking	the	meaning	of注文 reveals	synonyms	of	

sequence.		The	proper	term	would	be	shou	章, such as the Order of the Rising Sun (Kyokujitsu-sho 旭日章), 
but		that	term	is	modeled	on	the	European	system	in	the	Meiji	period. 
 

As	Japan	didn’t	seem	to	have	knightly	orders	in	period,	other	terms	need	to	be	used.		For	orders,	I	use	gumi	

組, which	can	have	some	problematic	modern	connotations,	but	has	been	used	as	far	back	as	578	AD	for	the	
world’s	oldest	continuously	operating	company,	Kongou	Gumi.		Therefor,	currently	I	translate	Order	of	the	

Rose	as	薔薇組 (bara-gumi). 
	

Dictionaries	and	other	books	
• Hadamitzky,	Wolfgang	and	Mark	Spahn.	Kanji	&	Kana:	Handbook	and	Dictionary	of	the	Japanese	
Writing	System	(English	and	Japanese	Edition).	Tuttle	Publishing,	1989.	ISBN	0804813736	/	978-
0804813730	

• Nelson,	Andrew	N.	The	Modern	Reader's	Japanese-English	Character	Dictionary.		Tuttle	Publishing,	
1990.	ISBN	0804804087	/	978-0804804080	

• Fazzioli,	Edoardo.	Chinese	Calligraphy:	From	Pictograph	to	Ideogram:	the	History	of	214	Essential	
Chinese/Japanese	Characters.	Abbeville	Press,	1987.	ISBN	0896597741	/	978-0896597747	

• 	
	

Dictionary	apps	
• Midori	(iOS	app)		-	iOS	app	store	–	can	draw	kanji	and	dictionary	will	try	to	match.	$9.99	

• Imiwa?	(iOS	app)	–	iOS	app	store	–	can	look	up	by	radicals.	Free.	Kanji	examples	
fromwww.tatoeba.org	–	investigate	this	site	

• Kanji	lookup	(iOS	app)	–	iOS	app	store	–	can	draw	kanji.	Free,	but	with	ads.	

• gSho	(android)	–	android	store	–	needs	investigation.	Free	but	ads.	

• Aedict3	(android)	–	android	store.	$8.99	similar	to	Midori	on	iOS.	

• Google	Translate	App	–	iOS	and	Android	–	direct	input	can	be	jumpy,	but	also	has	photo	and	voice	
translation.		

	

Websites	
Learning	radicals:		
https://kanjialive.com/214-traditional-kanji-radicals/	
https://www.sljfaq.org/afaq/radicals.html	
	

Lookup	by	radical:	
http://www.romajidesu.com/kanji_radicals/	
https://kanji.sljfaq.org/radicals.html	
https://www.kanshudo.com/search?cb=y	

http://www.tatoeba.org/
https://kanjialive.com/214-traditional-kanji-radicals/
https://www.sljfaq.org/afaq/radicals.html
http://www.romajidesu.com/kanji_radicals/
https://kanji.sljfaq.org/radicals.html
https://www.kanshudo.com/search?cb=y
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Lookup	by	stroke	count:	
http://www.japaneseverbconjugator.com/KanjiByStrokes.asp	
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_kanji_by_stroke_count		
		

Draw	it	out:	
https://kanji.sljfaq.org/draw.html	
https://translate.google.com	–	handwriting	mode		(input	style	in	the	box)	
http://www.qhanzi.com/index.html	
		

Others	
Years	and	numbers	as	well	as	back-and-forth:	
https://jisho.org/	
General	translation:	
https://translate.google.com/	
Kanji	learning	(Japanese)	
https://www.wanikani.com/		
 

Documents:	
http://komonjo.princeton.edu	
	

Other	sources:		
https://www.tofugu.com/japanese/look-up-kanji/		
https://www.tofugu.com/japanese/kanji-stroke-order/		
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chinese_characters		
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kanji		

http://www.japaneseverbconjugator.com/KanjiByStrokes.asp
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/List_of_kanji_by_stroke_count
https://kanji.sljfaq.org/draw.html
https://translate.google.com/
http://www.qhanzi.com/index.html
https://jisho.org/
https://translate.google.com/
https://www.wanikani.com/
http://komonjo.princeton.edu
https://www.tofugu.com/japanese/look-up-kanji/
https://www.tofugu.com/japanese/kanji-stroke-order/
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Chinese_characters
https://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Kanji

