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James Heisig Remembering The Kanji

James Heisig Remembering the Kanji: Unlocking the Secrets of Japanese Characters Learning
Japanese kanji can be an intimidating and time-consuming process for students worldwide. With
thousands of characters to memorize, many learners find themselves overwhelmed by the complexity
and sheer volume of information they need to absorb. Recognizing this challenge, James Heisig
developed a groundbreaking method known as Remembering the Kanji, which aims to simplify the
process and make learning kanji more manageable and efficient. This article explores the core
concepts of Heisig’s method, its applications, benefits, and how it can transform your Japanese
learning journey.

What Is James Heisig’s Remembering the Kanji?

James Heisig’s Remembering the Kanji is a popular systematic approach to learning Japanese kanji.
First published in 1985, the book provides a mnemonic-based system designed to help learners
memorize the meaning and writing of over 2,200 kanji characters used in everyday Japanese. Unlike
traditional methods that focus heavily on pronunciation and vocabulary, Heisig’s approach emphasizes
understanding the meaning and visual composition of each character. The core philosophy behind
Remembering the Kanji is that by breaking down complex characters into manageable, memorable
components, learners can build a solid foundation for reading and understanding Japanese texts. The
method is especially favored by self-studiers, students preparing for exams like the JLPT (Japanese
Language Proficiency Test), and anyone interested in gaining a deeper grasp of kanji.

Core Principles of the Heisig Method

Understanding Heisig’s approach involves grasping several key principles that set it apart from other
learning techniques:

1. Focus on Meaning First

The primary goal of the method is to learn the meaning and writing of kanji before memorizing
pronunciation or vocabulary. This helps learners develop a visual and conceptual understanding of
each character.

2. Mnemonic Devices

Heisig emphasizes the use of mnemonics—creative memory aids—to associate each kanji with a
memorable story or image. These mnemonics help encode the character's shape and meaning in the
brain.



3. Breaking Down Kanji into Components

Most kanji are composed of smaller parts called radicals or components. Heisig’s system assigns each
radical a meaning and a story, which can be combined to form the meaning of the entire character.

4. Sequential Learning

The characters are arranged in a logical sequence based on complexity and frequency of use. Learners
typically start with simpler, more common characters and progress to more complex ones.

5. No Focus on Pronunciation at First

Initially, the method does not prioritize learning how to pronounce each kanji or its associated
vocabulary. Instead, it aims to establish a robust visual and meaning-based foundation.

Structure and Content of Heisig’s Book

The original Remembering the Kanji book is divided into two main parts:

Part 1: Remembering the Kanji

- Focuses on writing and meaning. - Contains around 2,200 kanji. - Each kanji is assigned a unique
storytelling mnemonic. - Learners learn to recall the shape and meaning without relying on
pronunciation.

Part 2: Remembering the Vocabulary

- Extends learning to vocabulary words and pronunciation. - Not included in the original book but often
used in conjunction with other resources like Remembering the Kanji II or Remembering the Kanji 2.
Additionally, Heisig’s method is complemented by various workbooks, flashcards, and digital apps that
facilitate active recall and spaced repetition.

How to Use Heisig’s Method Effectively

To maximize the benefits of Remembering the Kanji, consider these practical tips:

1. Follow the Sequence

Start with the first characters and progress sequentially. Avoid jumping ahead, as each character
builds on earlier ones.
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2. Create Personal Mnemonics

While the book provides suggested stories, customizing mnemonics to your experiences can enhance
memorability.

3. Practice Writing

Repeatedly write the characters by hand to reinforce visual memory.

4. Use Spaced Repetition Tools

Leverage flashcards or apps like Anki to review characters at optimal intervals.

5. Gradually Incorporate Reading Practice

Once you’ve memorized meanings and shapes, start connecting characters to vocabulary and
pronunciation.

6. Supplement with Pronunciation and Vocabulary

Use additional resources to learn how to read and pronounce the characters in different contexts.

Advantages of the Heisig Method

The popularity of Remembering the Kanji stems from several notable benefits:

1. Accelerated Kanji Recognition

Learners quickly develop the ability to recognize and write many kanji, boosting reading speed.

2. Reduced Cognitive Load

By focusing on meanings and visual shapes first, learners avoid feeling overwhelmed by pronunciation
and vocabulary initially.

3. Strong Foundation

Understanding the shape and meaning of characters creates a durable mental framework for further
learning.

4. Self-Directed Learning

The method is well-suited for independent study, allowing learners to progress at their own pace.



5. Long-Term Retention

Mnemonic techniques promote durable memory retention of characters.

Limitations and Considerations

While Remembering the Kanji offers many advantages, there are some limitations to keep in mind:

1. Lack of Pronunciation and Context

The initial focus on meaning means learners may struggle with pronunciation or understanding how
characters are used in real speech.

2. Not a Complete Language Program

The method primarily addresses reading and writing kanji, so learners need supplementary resources
for listening, speaking, and vocabulary.

3. Requires Consistency and Practice

Success depends on regular review and active practice. Without reinforcement, memorized characters
can fade.

4. Potential for Over-Mnemonics

Some learners may find creating mnemonics time-consuming or distracting if overused.

Complementary Resources for Learning Kanji

To maximize your kanji mastery, consider integrating Heisig’s method with other tools:

Wanikani: An online platform combining mnemonic techniques with spaced repetition for kanji and1.
vocabulary.
Anki Flashcards: Customizable decks for reviewing kanji and vocabulary.2.
Japanese Textbooks: For contextual reading and pronunciation practice.3.
Language Exchange: Using conversation practice to reinforce vocabulary and pronunciation.4.

Conclusion: Is Heisig’s Method Right for You?

Remembering the Kanji by James Heisig is a powerful tool for learners aiming to build a solid
foundation in reading and writing Japanese characters. Its mnemonic-based approach simplifies the
complexity of kanji and accelerates recognition skills, making it a favorite among self-learners and
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exam candidates alike. However, to become truly proficient in Japanese, it’s essential to complement
Heisig’s method with studies focused on pronunciation, vocabulary, grammar, and listening
comprehension. By integrating these strategies, learners can develop a well-rounded command of the
language. Ultimately, whether you are new to Japanese or seeking to enhance your existing skills,
Remembering the Kanji offers a structured, engaging, and effective pathway to mastering the intricate
world of Japanese characters. Embrace the mnemonic techniques, stay consistent, and watch your
kanji recognition skills flourish. Start your journey today and unlock the fascinating world of Japanese
kanji with James Heisig’s proven method!

James Heisig Remembering the Kanji: Unlocking the Visual Memory of Japanese Characters

The journey of mastering Japanese kanji is often described as both fascinating and daunting. With
thousands of characters to memorize, many learners find themselves overwhelmed by the sheer
volume and complexity of the script. Enter James Heisig’s "Remembering the Kanji", a groundbreaking
method that has transformed how students approach kanji acquisition. This comprehensive approach
emphasizes the importance of mnemonic devices, visual imagery, and cognitive association to
facilitate long-term retention. In this article, we delve deep into the core principles of Heisig’s method,
exploring its structure, effectiveness, and practical application for learners committed to conquering
Japanese characters.

The Genesis of "Remembering the Kanji"

Origins and Development

James Heisig, a renowned linguist and educator, developed "Remembering the Kanji" in the early
1980s. Frustrated by the traditional rote memorization methods that many students relied on—often
involving repetitive writing and memorization—Heisig sought a more efficient, engaging approach. His
goal was to help learners internalize the meaning and writing of kanji in a way that minimized
confusion and maximized retention.

Heisig’s method was first published as a standalone book, Remembering the Kanji, which quickly
gained popularity in language learning communities worldwide. Its focus on mnemonic devices and
logical structuring set it apart from conventional methods, making it a preferred choice for self-study
and classroom environments alike.

Core Philosophy

At its core, Heisig’s approach posits that understanding the meaning of a character is more
fundamental than memorizing its pronunciation or reading. By focusing on visual elements and stories
that connect the components of a kanji, learners can develop a mental framework that makes recalling
even complex characters easier.

The philosophy emphasizes that every kanji can be broken down into simpler parts called radicals or



components, which serve as building blocks. By associating these components with mnemonic stories,
learners build a mental map that aids in both recognition and recall.

Structure and Methodology

The Two-Volume System

"Remembering the Kanji" is typically published as a two-volume set, each serving a distinct purpose:

Volume 1: Learning the Meaning of the Kanji1.

Focuses exclusively on teaching the meanings of 2,200+ kanji characters. The primary goal is to
familiarize learners with the core concepts and visual cues.

Volume 2: Learning the Readings and Pronunciations1.

Complements Volume 1 by associating the learned characters with their various readings and
pronunciations, primarily in Japanese.

The Process of Learning Kanji

Heisig’s method involves a systematic, step-by-step process:

Radical and Component Identification1.

Break down each kanji into its radicals or primitive parts. Many radicals are common across multiple
characters.

Creating Mnemonic Stories1.

For each character, learners craft a vivid, memorable story linking the radicals to the meaning. This
story is designed to be personal, humorous, or striking to enhance memorability.

Associative Visualization1.

Visualize the story repeatedly, anchoring the character’s shape to its meaning through the mnemonic.

Writing Practice (Optional but Recommended)1.

Initially, focus on mental recall and mnemonic stories before practicing writing the characters by hand,
reinforcing the mental image.

Progressive Review1.

Regularly revisit previously learned characters to consolidate memory and prevent forgetting.

Emphasis on Meaning First

Unlike traditional methods that often prioritize pronunciation, Heisig’s system is meaning-centric. The
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rationale is that understanding what a character represents provides a stronger and more durable
mental anchor than simply memorizing how it sounds.

This approach also enables learners to recognize unfamiliar characters by their components and
meanings, even if they haven’t encountered them before.

Advantages of Heisig’s Method

Accelerated Learning Curve

By focusing on meanings and visual mnemonics, many students find they can memorize a large
number of kanji in a shorter period. Some report acquiring the ability to recognize and recall thousands
of characters within months, a feat that traditional rote methods often struggle to match.

Deepened Character Comprehension

Understanding the radicals and the stories behind kanji fosters a more profound appreciation of the
language’s structure. This comprehension can also aid in learning vocabulary and recognizing patterns
across different characters.

Flexibility and Self-Paced Study

The method lends itself well to self-directed learners. Learners can tailor their mnemonic stories to
personal interests and recollections, making the process more engaging and less monotonous.

Foundation for Further Learning

Once the meanings are well established, students can later focus on pronunciation, vocabulary, and
more advanced reading skills, knowing they have a solid grasp of the characters’ core structures.

Challenges and Criticisms

Cognitive Load of Creating Mnemonics

While mnemonic stories can be powerful, they require deliberate effort and creativity. Some learners
may find it time-consuming to develop stories for hundreds of characters, especially at the beginning.

Lack of Pronunciation Focus

Since the primary focus is on meaning, learners might initially struggle with reading aloud or
recognizing how characters are pronounced in different contexts. This can be mitigated with
supplementary tools or later stages of study.

Variability in Effectiveness

Not all learners respond equally to mnemonics. Personal learning styles vary, and some may find
traditional methods more straightforward. Combining Heisig with other resources can address this.

Potential for Oversimplification



Some critics argue that focusing solely on meaning without immediate pronunciation practice could
lead to gaps in understanding spoken language or reading comprehension.

Practical Application and Tips for Success

Incorporate Consistent Review

Memory retention improves with spaced repetition. Using flashcard apps like Anki, which support
spaced repetition, can reinforce the images and stories over time.

Use the Stories as Launchpads

Create your own stories that resonate personally. The more vivid and unusual, the better they will stick
in your memory.

Combine with Other Resources

While Heisig’s method provides a solid foundation in character recognition, integrating it with
pronunciation guides, vocabulary exercises, and listening practice ensures a well-rounded skill set.

Practice Writing

Although initial learning emphasizes mental recall, practicing writing characters can reinforce the
visual memory and improve handwriting skills.

Be Patient and Persistent

Mastery of thousands of kanji is a marathon, not a sprint. Consistent daily study, even for short
periods, yields the best results over time.

Impact and Legacy

Since its publication, "Remembering the Kanji" has influenced countless learners and educators
worldwide. Its innovative mnemonic-based approach has been adapted into various supplementary
materials, apps, and courses. Many students credit the method with transforming their perception of
kanji from an insurmountable obstacle into an achievable goal.

Moreover, Heisig’s philosophy has inspired broader applications beyond Japanese, prompting language
learners to leverage visual mnemonics and cognitive associations in mastering complex scripts and
vocabulary.

Conclusion

James Heisig’s "Remembering the Kanji" stands as a pivotal resource for anyone embarking on the
challenging yet rewarding journey of learning Japanese kanji. Its emphasis on visual memory,
meaningful associations, and structured learning offers an effective alternative to rote memorization.
While it is not a standalone solution—particularly for mastering pronunciation or conversational
skills—its foundational approach provides learners with a robust toolkit to recognize, understand, and
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recall thousands of characters.

By adopting Heisig’s methodology, students can unlock the visual and conceptual intricacies of kanji,
paving the way for deeper language comprehension and a richer appreciation of Japanese culture. As
with any learning strategy, success depends on consistency, creativity, and integration with other
skills, but the potential for accelerated mastery makes "Remembering the Kanji" a compelling choice
for dedicated learners worldwide.

Questions & Answers About james heisig remembering the kanji

No Question Answer

1 What is the main goal of James
Heisig's 'Remembering the Kanji'
method?

The main goal is to help learners memorize the meaning
and writing of kanji characters efficiently by using
mnemonic techniques and imaginative associations.

2 How is 'Remembering the Kanji'
structured for learners?

The book is organized into individual lessons, each focusing
on a set of kanji, with a focus on their meaning and writing,
often using stories and visualizations to aid memorization.

3 Does 'Remembering the Kanji'
cover pronunciation of kanji?

No, the book primarily emphasizes learning the meanings
and writing of kanji; pronunciation and readings are
generally learned separately later.

4 Is 'Remembering the Kanji'
suitable for complete beginners?

Yes, it is designed for beginners with no prior knowledge of
kanji, as it starts from the basics and builds up gradually.

5 Can 'Remembering the Kanji' be
used alongside other Japanese
learning resources?

Absolutely, it complements other resources by providing a
strong foundation in kanji recognition, which can be
reinforced with vocabulary and listening practice.

6 How many kanji are covered in
the original 'Remembering the
Kanji' book?

The original book focuses on around 2,000 kanji, which are
considered essential for literacy in Japanese.

7 What are some common
criticisms of 'Remembering the
Kanji'?

Some learners find the mnemonic approach time-
consuming or less effective for pronunciation and
contextual usage, preferring more integrated methods.

8 Are there digital or app versions
of 'Remembering the Kanji'
available?

Yes, there are digital flashcards and apps inspired by
Heisig's method that help reinforce memorization using
spaced repetition systems.

9 What is the best way to
supplement 'Remembering the
Kanji' for comprehensive
learning?

Pair it with vocabulary practice, listening, and speaking
exercises to develop well-rounded language skills and
contextual understanding of kanji.

James Heisig, Remembering the Kanji, kanji learning, Japanese characters, kanji memorization, kanji
study method, kanji radicals, Japanese language, kanji book, kanji mnemonics, Japanese writing
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