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CHINESE WRITING

Chinese Writing
1. INTRODUCTION

The Chinese writing system is more than 3,000
years old. The oldest known documents are bone
and bronze inscriptions that go back to the 13th
century BCE. As these inscriptions mostly deal
with divinatory (for bones) or commemorative
concerns (for bronze inscriptions), their con-
tent is rather limited. The inscriptions reveal the
syntax of the language that we recognize in later
texts, in a more concise but not necessarily less
complex way (- Shang f Chinese).

The Chinese script was adapted to record the
Chinese language, but it was later also used
to write down other languages as different as
Vietnamese, Korean, and Japanese. It is not only
a tool for writing down speech, it is also widely
practiced as an art. Many Chinese universities,
for example, display Mao Zédong's (EFEH
1893-1976) characteristic - calligraphy.

If the syntax of the Chinese language can be
reconstructed as early as the Shang inscriptions,
a phonological reconstruction of the language
of that time can only be speculative, since the
earliest documents used to reconstruct the pho-
nology of so-called - Old Chinese (the Shijing
##% or Book of Odes) date from several centu-
ries later, circa from the 8th-6th centuries BCE
(cf. Baxter 1992; Sagart 1999:4; Baxter and Sagart
2014). Here I will limit my analysis to the relation
between characters and the modern standard
language.

2. THE CHARACTERS

The basic units to write Chinese are not let-
ters, as in an alphabetical system, but charac-
ters. In modern Standard Mandarin Chinese
(Putonghua #EEL), a character typically
represents a whole syllable of the spoken lan-
guage with a tone. The length of the syllable
may vary from a simple vowel to segmentally
more complex syllables of the CSVC type
(C=consonant, S=Semivowel, V=vowel). We find
some extremely rare but noteworthy exceptions
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for this one-character-one-syllable-rule in the
case of the noun suffix -r -52, a few 19th-century
creations such as hdil{ {# (¥ H) ‘nautical mile’,
hdomi ¥& (Z°K) ‘milimeter, gianwa FE (T EL)
‘kilowatt’, and some modern popular inventions
like tiishugudn [& ‘library’, also read tuan.

Graphically, characters or graphs are written
symbols occupying a square space ( fangkuaizi
JIBRF ‘tetragraphs’). They are made of a cer-
tain number of strokes: from a single one, e.g,
yi — ‘one, to as many as 36, e.g, nang Wk
‘snuftle’ among the current characters, but one
can always find more complex—but seldom
used—-characters in dictionaries, such as zhé
1% ‘talkative’ (64 strokes). The number of basic
strokes used to write Chinese characters may
vary according to schools of calligraphy. Modern
dictionaries like the Hanyii da zididn {EZEK
Ui [Great dictionary of Chinese characters]
and the Xinhud zididn #FEFHL [New China
character dictionary] have only retained 5 basic
strokes:

1. A horizontal stroke from left to right (héng
Tﬁi): e.g.,

2. A vertical stroke from top to bottom (shi &):
eg, |;

3. A long diagonal stroke downward from right
to left (pié fil): e.g., J;

4. A very short dash stroke (or dot) downward
from left to right (didn #f):e.g, > ;and

5. A horizontal stroke from left to right, ending
with a downwards hook to the left (na #5):

eg, Z(L,7).

There is in fact a wide variety of strokes repre-
senting realizations of each of the above abstract
basic strokes, such as |, |, J, ., \,
Z, L, and 7.

Strokes follow an imposed directionality.
Characters also follow a prescribed way, a duc-
tus. This ductus was probably adopted around
the sth century BCE (Yau 1993:203). It is useful
to know the total number of strokes in order to
find unknown characters in dictionaries, since
from the 17th century, characters are still often
ordered by number of their strokes.

Combined, strokes form graphic constituents,
or graphemes. Graphic constituents represent

596

recurrent graphic elements constitutive of char-
acters that are, in principle, taken to consist
of a well-defined number of strokes. It is this
stable stroke count that make Chinese charac-
ters retrievable by radical and stroke number
(» Premodern Lexicographic Ordering). Usu-
ally associated with a meaning or a sound, they
are said to bear semantic or phonetic functions
in characters, but when none of these func-
tions can be retrieved, they are simply called a
graphic constituent. These two functions were
first described by Xt Shén #F1E (58-157) in his
- Shuowén jiézi #t X f#F- [Explaining graphs
and analyzing characters] (100 CE) (- Lexicogra-
pic tradition, and - Wén versus zi).

We call “semantic” those constituents that
usually provide a general indication of the mean-
ing of the graphs. 7 (an abbreviation of shui 7K
‘water’ ), for example, represents the semantic
constituent in the character yéng ¥k ‘swim’; yi
MY ‘rain’ fulfulls this role in shuang 7§ ‘frost’;
so does bl & ‘nose’ in nang B ‘snuffle’. A few
characters may include more than one seman-
tic constituent. There are, for example, the two
semantic constituents { ‘man’ and X ‘dagger-
ax’ in fd X ‘attack’, the three constituents mu
K ‘tree’ in sén #x ‘forest, the five constituents
kéu [ ‘mouth’ (four times) and téu H ‘head’ in
xido £ ‘clamor’, etc. Due to various contingent
historical reasons, semantic constituents are not
always accurate or even helpful to convey the
general meaning of the characters. For instance,
it does not help to know that the “semantic” con-
stituent of yang £k ‘manner’ is mi K ‘timber,
that of zh{ 1% ‘nephew’ is nit 27 ‘womar’, and
that of wit ¥ ‘thing’ is qudn X ‘dog’.

We call phonetic constituents (or “phono-
phoric”, cf. Boodberg 1957:118; Boltz 1994:72) the
constituents that provided a more or less precise
indication of the pronunciation of a character at
the time of its creation, such as yong 7K in ydng
UK ‘swim’, yang 3% in yang Bk ‘manner’, ndng 2%
in nang ¥ ‘snuffle’, ting I in ting §& listen’, etc.

Semantic constituents correspond in many
cases to ancient (oracle bone) graphs encod-
ing words through the medium of iconic
depiction or to what the Chinese philologi-
cal tradition calls xiangxingzi RIZF ‘sym-
bolizing shape’, ie., ‘pictographs’. In ancient
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oracle bone inscriptions, some of these graphs
were closer to drawings: ’A‘. - 7K ‘river/water,
M - W ‘rain’, & > [ ‘mouth’, § - 7Z ‘woman’,
@Y - B ‘eye, R - 4 ‘aquatic animal, ) > A
‘moon’, & - [ ‘tiger, etc. That explains why
they tend to play a semantic role in the composi-
tion of the graphs they form, even if they are not
necessarily part of the original graphs, but sec-
ondarily added “determinative” elements used
to differentiate homophonous or homoiopho-
nous bare phonetics. However, one should not
forget that these ancient so-called pictographs
were in fact symbols standing for syllables or
linguistic segments of the spoken language, and
could always play a phonetic role as well (Bot-
téro 2004:251). This is true in the case of kdu I
‘mouth’ in kou ¥ ‘knot, buttor’, or yu =2} ‘aquatic
animal’ in yu iffi ‘to fish’ (Note that in this last
example, yii F plays in fact both phonetic and
semantic roles.)

Some graphemes represent independent char-
acters: wd L ‘tile’, yué & flute, qiit - ‘mound,
gian X ‘yawn/owe’, etc.; other graphemes do not
have this characteristic: ~~, B, > , B2 but lexico-
graphs have usually given them a pronunciation
if not a meaning: midn 7 roof; jian ¥, old form
of jian X firm’, can also be read gian or xidn;

\ is pronounced didn in modern dictionaries
(but zAu in Shuowén Jiézi with the meaning ‘end,
stop’), etc.

Characters are in turn made of a certain num-
ber of such graphic constituents. There are two
kinds of characters: simple characters and com-
pound characters.

Simple characters (diitizi J&#5F) consist of
one single graphic constituent that can only
be analyzed into a certain number of strokes,
like yong 7K ‘eternal’, with 5 strokes forming no
subconstituents;

Compound characters (hétizi £#87) consist
of two or more graphic constituents:

* 2:7 ‘water’ and ydng 7K in ydng VK ‘swim’;
2 semantic: rén { ‘man’ and gé X ‘dagger’
in fa {X ‘attack’; 2 phonetic: ji ' and g/ H
in ji & ‘to set with the leg crossed’;

¢ 3: K, F, K in yang B ‘manner’;

CHINESE WRITING

e 6: 5, F, -, =, —, L in ting F= listen’; and
° 11: E) Bﬂ’ jTY g’ I:l) I 7’_” I:l) D’ ﬁrﬁin
nang Y& ‘snuffle’.

Depending on their position within a graph,
the shape of the constituent may vary to a cer-
tain degree. The phenomenon already existed
in ancient writing, but what we see in modern
script is directly derived from cursive handwrit-
ing variants or abbreviations. Thus, for example,
in modern kdishi T& 2 orthographies, 7K ‘water’
on the left side is written 7 (in xi {t ‘wash’), F
‘hand’ » F (in shi #& ‘pick up’), /L ‘heart’ > |
(inyué 1t ‘happy’), fi & hill > [ (in ydng [5).
On the right side yi & ‘city’ is written [ (in di
&R ‘capital’), on the bottom ‘fire’ hud ‘K becomes
s (as in ré Z ‘hot’), etc. Graphic constituents
become smaller, larger or longer to adapt to the
square space they occupy. This idealized square-
shape, first sporadically marked in grids appear-
ing in bronze inscriptions of the 8th century
BCE, seems to become increasingly important
on wood and bamboo slips.

Irrespective of the actual number of constitu-
ents in a graph, the general lexicographer’s ten-
dency is to analyze complex characters into only
two immediate constituents:

 Kand 3 in yang £k ‘manner’ (instead of 3 as
indicated above);

e W and #H in shuang 7§ ‘frost’ (instead of
3, K, B)

* 7 and 7§ in shuang I ‘widow’ (instead of
4722, W, K, H);and

e £ and # in nang ¥& ‘snuffle’ (instead of
w B, W/, )7, —, &9, [, 7, d,
M, =, )).

But this is not always the case: ting ¥2 ‘listen’ is
usually analyzed as having 3 graphic constitu-
ents: 5 (¢r) ‘ear, B ({i& dé) ‘virtue’, T ting, so
does sén #x ‘forest’, which has 3 mi K ‘tree’ (but
note that the Han lexicographer Xu Shén (100)
distinguished only 2 (£ and K) in his Shuowén
Ji¢zi), whereas ji [iii ‘clamor’ counts 4 graphic
constituents ‘mouth’.

For use by the Author only | © 2017 Koninklijke Brill NV



CHINESE WRITING

3. PHONETISM IN CHINESE CHARACTERS

Phonetic as well as semantic constituents are
often recurrent in several characters. Phonetic
constituents may appear in different characters
with more or less the same pronunciation today.
Characters with the same phonetic constituent
form what is called ‘phonetic series’ (- xiéshéng
xilié 755 % 51). These were identified long ago
by Chinese scholars (Baxter 1992:150 sg), but it
is the Swedish sinologist -~ Bernhard Karlgren
(1889-1978) who was the first one to system-
atically apply historical linguistics to the study
of the Chinese language and who attempted to
provide an explicit phonetic reconstruction for
as many as 1,235 phonetic series of Ancient and
- Old Chinese (Karlgren 1957).

The fact that characters with identical pho-
netic constituents might have different pro-
nunciations in one single series can partly be
explained by the constant evolution of language.
Moreover, as Karlgren (1940:459) pointed out,
“[i]t must be remembered that all the characters
were not invented at one and the same time,
on the contrary, the thousands of hie sheng
[xiésheng G, FB], phonetic compounds, must
have been created during centuries as a result
of frequent kia tsie [jigjie fE1/&, FB] phonetic
loans, by adding elucidating radicals [semantic
constituent, FB]. In this slow process the sound
value of a ‘phonetic’ was step by step shifted and
enlarged.”

In today’s writing system, we can distinguish
four types of phonetic constituents:

1. Phonetic constituents that provide the exact
pronunciation of the character: ydng 7K
in ydng YK (GSR 732); ké ] in ké #f ‘good’
(GSR 8);

2. Phonetic constituents that provide the same
syllable but a different tone: ydng ¥ in yang
3% (GSR 732); ké 7] in ké #T ‘severe’ (GSR 8);

3. Phonetic constituents that provide the same
rhyme (=rime): yong FH in tong ;8 (GSR 1185);
ké ] in hé 17 ‘river’ (GSR 8); and

4. Synchronically no longer transparent pho-
netic constituents, whose role can be deduced
from the phonetic series: gong 1. in jiang {1
‘river’ (GSR 1172); gong < Middle Chinese *kur
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< Old Chinese **kooy in jiang < *kyoy <
**kroor) (reconstructions acc. to Pan Wuyun,
TLS); v & in tai i foetus’ (GSR 976); yi < MC
*jt < OC **lw in tai < MC *thai < OC**IMu.

In most cases, we have to take into account
the diachronic perspective and look at the pho-
netic series in order to understand the possible
role played by phonetic constituents in ancient
times. Phonological reconstructions can give us
a better understanding of the role of phonetic
constituents, but they should always be taken as
hypothetical.

4. THE TYPOLOGY OF CHINESE WRITING

From the Han dynasty on, the Chinese philo-
logical tradition distinguishes six ways of writing
down words, or - liushii 75E. Three different
lists of liushii with different denominations were
provided during the Han dynasty, but it is the
list of the historiographer Ban Gu Ht[&] (32-92)
with the terms given by Xt Sheén that is usually
retained today: xiang xing I, zhi shi 1555,
hui yi © ., xing shéng ToEE, zhudn zhi #F,
and jid ji¢ {Rf&. Yet it should be stressed that
perpetuation of this old approach does not
further our understanding of the relationship
between written and spoken language.

Most modern Chinese specialists distinguish
two kinds of writing systems in the world,
bidoyin wénzi X X F ‘phonetic writings’
and bidoyl wénzi FE F ‘semantic writings’
or ‘ideographic writings. Wéng (2009:8) has
replaced bidoyi wénzi by gouyi wénzi TE L F
‘semantic structure writing’. Yet whether called
bidoyi wénzi or gouyi wénzi, it does not make
much difference, since it always refers to a writ-
ing that supposedly represent meanings or even
ideas directly.

On the other hand, many labels are used in the
West to characterize the Chinese writing system:
ideographic, logographic, word-syllabic (Gelb
1952), morpho-syllabic, ideophonographic, etc.
Which of these terms defines the Chinese writ-
ing system more properly?

If ideographic devices may have been useful
in ancient times for creating graphs (such as

the ancestors of zhit & ‘pursue’ or fd ‘attack’),
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ideography is unfortunately unable to record
speech as a whole, for it lacks what makes writ-
ing systems work: phonetism. Both ideographic
signs [@] ‘mo-smoking’ and [Jl] ‘fork+knife’,
for example, convey the meanings ‘Smoking
forbidden/not allowed’ and ‘place where one
can eat’. But the whole point is that these ideo-
grams do not refer to specific words in any given
language. The sign [[ll] ‘fork+knife’, for example,
can refer to a restaurant, a snack, a fastfood
restaurant, a cafeteria, an automatic vending
machine (providing forks and knives), a café, etc.
Such signs are necessarily ambiguous since they
are not limited to single words. One can hardly
think of using any pure ideograms to record sen-
tences like “I would like him to stop smoking” or
“we did not eat in this nice restaurant”. Abstract
meanings as well as grammatical terms can sim-
ply not be properly or efficiently recorded with
ideograms.

When we speak, we use sounds to refer to
words and meanings, and it is mainly via the
pronunciation that meaning is understood. It is
the same type of mapping that applies to writ-
ing systems. Whatever device (drawing, abstract
representation, ideography) is used to record
a word, it is always the pronunciation that is
encoded in the reading or enunciation process.
Without phonetism, writing would not only be
too ambiguous, it would also be too cumber-
some for us to manipulate. The Chinese writing
system is no exception. It used rebus writing
from its earliest known beginnings in the 13th
century BCE in order to record words that could
not be encoded otherwise than phonetically.
The rebus use of graphs is well attested in oracle
bone inscriptions for all sorts of actions, gram-
matical words, names, sacrifices, etc. ‘To come’
AR (ldi < MC *lai< OC **m-ruuw), for example, is
written with the almost homophonous sign for
‘wheat’ (mai < *myek < *
particle g/ £ (gi < *gi < **gu) is written with
an almost homophonous pictograph for ‘basket’
(gf < *ki < **kw). This is possible because the
so-called pictograms record sounds as well. In
short, the opposition between phonetic and

*mruwg), the modal

semantic writings is not only awkward, it is
simply wrong. There is no such thing as an ideo-
graphic or semantic writing system.

CHINESE WRITING

Despite a few exceptions mentioned above
(under 2), since Chinese characters typically
record syllables (with tones), the Chinese writ-
ing is by and large necessarily a syllabic writ-
ing. But unlike most other syllabaries such as
Japanese hiragana or katakana, for example, it
also records meaningful units, or information
related to the meaning of the syllables. While
there is only one way to write the Japanese syl-
lable ma using hiragana: X, in Modern Chinese
(if we ignore tones) there are as many ways to
write ma as there are meanings attached to it:
e ‘interrogative particle’, 1% ‘mother, I ‘wipe’,
ff ‘twins’, fiit ‘hemp’, I ‘toad’, B horse’, #5 as
in W5I% ‘ant, 3 as in I ‘agate’, B ‘curse’,
B ‘mark’, 1§ ‘board’, etc. (When writing down
tones, we distinguish 5 different kinds of ma
syllables: md, ma, md, md, ma. Thus the num-
bers of different characters attached to each of
them naturally decreases: mad "5 ‘interrogative
particle’, ma 1 ‘mother’, £ ‘wipe’, ff ‘twins’, md
it ‘hemp’, 55 toad’, md F5 ‘horse’, 15 as in WH5E
‘ant’, 35 as in 353 ‘agate’, and ma B8 ‘curse’, K
‘mark’, 1% board’, etc.). In other words, a distinc-
tion should not be made between phonetic and
semantic writings but between writing systems
whose basic units encode sound only and those
which encode meaning as well.

In Modern Chinese, characters can corre-
spond to words, morphemes (lexical as well as
grammatical), but also to syllables with no refer-
ence. Quite a few characters write monosyllabic
words (kdu 1 ‘mouth’, shdu F ‘hand’, shui 7K
‘water’, ting B isten’, etc.), yet most modern
words are polysyllabic (zixingché H1TH ‘bicy-
cle’, dianndo IS, Jisuanji R ‘computer’,
tiankong KZE ‘sky’, nongye F23E ‘agriculture’).
At the same time, one character can often repre-
sent several words (xing 1T ‘to go’, hdng T ‘line’;
shit B ‘to count’, shi B ‘number’, etc.). It is thus
misleading to establish a simple correspondence
between characters and words.

To establish a plain correspondence between
characters and morphemes is also to oversim-
plify, since there are many polysyllabic mor-
phemes such as hudié Wi butterfly, ganga
ML ‘awkward’, qaqa & & ‘trivial’ (approx. 7%
of 10,400 morphemes, Yang-Drocourt 2007:215,
354), a few characters that write two morphemes:
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bié H): bii yao 1N, li {8: hdili 15, zha 3&: zhi
hi ZF, as well as the sub-syllabic morpheme
- 5, mentioned above (see also the article
on - Erhua). Note also that foreign words tran-
scribed into Chinese often represent polysyllabic
morphemes, e.g., kafei WIWE ‘cofffee’, wéitaming
AT vitamin’, and that words like giqu
[ [ ‘trivial’ cannot be analyzed as the reduplica-
tion of one free morpheme, since they represent
‘cranberry’ or bound morphemes that cannot
readily be assigned an independent meaning or
grammatical function.

In addition, a very small number of characters
have no meaning at all (a [, b6 3%, i 38, pu
#l, tdo %, gan M, ga Jit, etc.), whereas most
of them can always be used as meaningless syl-
lables to transcribe all sorts of foreign names (ba
B, li %, hud #E, shéng 7%, dun 18, in Bali %2
‘Paris’ or Hudshéngdun #EESHH ‘Washington’).

This complex situation clearly prevents us
from using the often employed term “logo-
graphic” to characterize the Chinese writing
system. Logograms are defined as written signs
representing words (Coulmas 1996:309), but
as we have seen representational units of the
Chinese writing system do not always stand for
words. Moreover, since all writing systems write
words, they would all have to be called logo-
graphic. The term is simply not precise enough
to clarify the relationship between the written
and spoken language. Thus, from the linguistic
point of view, the term morphosyllabic is more
explicit because it shows that characters are
basically related to morphemes corresponding
to syllables, even if, as we have seen, this is not
always the case. Now from the graphic point
of view, the term ideophonographic (Cohen
1958:45) (or semantophonographic) can also be
useful because it suggests that characters record
meanings and associated ideas as well as sounds.
Without being limited to semantic-phonetic
compound characters (xingshéngzi ToET),
as usually understood, the term also describes
simple characters such as ri H ‘sun’ - ‘day’,
nido B ‘bird, shul 7K ‘water’, where the graph
represents a meaning and a syllable at the
same time.
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5. THE HISTORY OF THE WRITING
STYLES

The appearance of the Chinese writing has
changed over time. Graphs have undergone
formal transformations for all sorts of reasons
(material, political, aesthetic, etc.), but the prin-
ciples used to compose them did not change
significantly.

5.1 Writing on bones

The jidgiiwén F"5 L represent texts written on
bones (mostly bovine scapulae and tortoise plas-
trons), between the 13th and n1th centuries BCE.
We possess around 150,000 pieces (Héji 5
1999) from tiny fragments to complete plastrons.
Over one-third (1,682) of the 4,378 characters
included in the Jidgiwénzi bian FE T4
[Compilation of oracle bone characters] have
been deciphered. Since most of the jidguwén
record oracle matters, they have been called
Oracle Bone inscriptions (OBI), although other
kinds of notes can also be found on the bones
(» Paleography). The orientation of the texts
could go from right to left or left to right, and
was usually vertical, but we also have exam-
ples of horizontal sentences. The bones were
engraved with a metallic instrument that gives
this special aspect and style, but a small num-
ber of them were first written with a brush
(Keightley 1978:46). Different methods were
adopted to encode words in the graphic system
of the jidguwén: pictography, phonography or
rebus writing, abstract representation, as well as
graphic combination (Bottéro 2004). The large
number of graphic variants produced with these
different methods shows that the scribes had
the possibility to choose among them to write
graphs (Bottéro 2001).

Chinese writing is commonly said to have
“pictographic” origins (e.g., Tang 1981:87). Some
of the OBI graphs clearly depict objects from
the visible world, but the pictographic aspect
of some graphs should not impede a proper lin-
guistic analysis of the real nature of the writing
system. Just like modern characters, jidguwén
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characters are symbols representing elements of
the spoken language.

5.2 Writing on bronze

During the Shang and the Zhou dynasties (13th—
3rd cents. BCE), another kind of script called
Jjinwén &L ‘bronze inscriptions’ was written on
bronze sacrificial vessels, musical instruments,
weapons, and other bronze objects. The ves-
sels were mostly used in the context of sacri-
fices made to the ancestors and the inscriptions
(when they existed) commemorated all sorts of
merits, events, gifts, as well as the person who
had the vessel cast. Inscription length varied
considerably. Rather short at the beginning of
this tradition, with one single ‘clan sign’ (zuming
154, zuhut ) that could refer to the caster
of the vessel or to the name of the ancestor or
his lineage, and an ancestral title (e.g., fit X %
‘Ancestral Father X, zit X fH ‘(remote) ancestor
X, bi X It ‘deceased mother X, etc.), some of
them became much longer from the mid- and
late Western Zhou onwards, so as to count as
many as 498 characters in the Maogong ding £
JNW tripod (8th cent. BCE). In early times, the
inscriptions were written with a stylus in the wet
clay of the piece-mold used to cast the bronze,
but later inscriptions were sometimes engraved
after the casting of the bronze. More than
120,000 inscribed bronzes have been published
until now. The total number of graphs in the Xin
Jjimwén bian #1544 [The new repository of
bronze inscription characters], edited by Dong
Lianchi Z# M in 2011 is 4,637 (not including 105
héwén &L ‘ligatures’). Characters were written
vertically, mostly from right to left, but with
some noticeable exceptions (such as the Ludn
shi fou E[%#)E1H inscription, dating from
573 BCE). One notices an increasing number of
graphic combinations of the xingshéngzi &
type involving semantic and phonetic constitu-
ents in the bronze inscriptions. Lit1 (2009) even
reports an increased percentage from 13,75% in
OBI writing to 58,54% in bronze writing, though
one should remember that it is always tricky
to deal with exact percentages. Nonetheless,
the liberty to write words differently still per-
sisted. It was always possible to use more or less
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“homophonous characters” (tongjid ) e.g.,
yi 5 (OC **leegs) ‘change’ for ci #5 (OC **sleegs )
‘give’ or xi # (OC **sleeg) ‘reward’.

The different writing supports, as well as
the different techniques for inscribing bones
and bronzes, have engendered stylistic differ-
ences. The use of a stylus to write in the wet
clay molds allows jinwén strokes to be rounder
and thicker than jidguwén strokes. But, as Qit
(2000:63) shows, an important “register” dis-
tinction should also be made between formal
and everyday writing. Jinwén corresponded to
a solemn style related to the grave nature of
the ritual context in which bronze vessels were
used, whereas jidgiiwén corresponded more to
an everyday style related to the routine prac-
tice of divination. This does not exclude that
some of these inscriptions could also have had
a “display” function (Keightley 1978:46, n. go).
Notwithstanding these stylistic and “register”
differences, or changes in individual characters,
there is a clear continuity between bone and
bronze writings: the structure of the graphs in
the bronze inscriptions is the same as that of the
graphs in the bone inscriptions.

5.3 Writing on silk and bamboo

During the Warring States period, the situation
of the script started to change. The texts pro-
duced were no longer limited to certain topics,
as were jidguwén and bronze inscriptions. More-
over, all sorts of new media appeared (such as
money, weapons, seals, measures, and weights),
and all sorts of materials were used (such as
stone, metal, jade, pottery, and seals) (Hé 2003).
But next to wood, bamboo was probably the
most common support for all kinds of texts,
whereas silk was more limited to special and
distinguished use. Writing on bamboo, wood,
and silk were made with a brush and ink. Brush
written characters on stone and bone already
existed during the jidgtiwén period, but the cur-
rently earliest examples of Chinese ink writings
on bamboo were discovered in the tomb of Mar-
quis Yi of Zéng &% ., dating to circa 433 BCE.

Among the Warring States documents exca-
vated throughout the 20th century (mostly dis-
covered in southern tombs of the ancient state
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of » Chii Z£ before it was overrun by the Qin in
278 BCE), specialists usually distinguish two
kinds of writing: zhuan %% ‘seal script’ and
li & ‘scribe script’, with variations convention-
ally labelled zhuan [i 5555 ‘seal scribe script, Qin
li Z%8 ‘Qin scribe script, git [l #75 ‘old scribe
script’ and Han £ 5 ‘Han scribe script’.

The seal script xidozhuan INEGE, or Qin
zhuan %%, is traditionally presented as a Qin
simplification of bronze style called dazhuan
KZE ‘arge seal script’ or Zhouwén 8L ‘script
of [Scribe] Zhou', and the ‘scribe script’ is said
to have been invented under the Qin dynasty by
scribes of offices such as the judicial administra-
tion in order to write faster (Shuowén jiézi 15A
2a; Hanshui 1962:1721). However, evidence shows
that both styles existed as early as Warring States
period and were more related to the idea of
formal versus everyday writing (QiG 1990:67;
2000:103). Compared to the elongated and cur-
vilinear seal script, the scribe script was more
square and more angular, with straight strokes.

Most states developed their own writing
habits, with graphic variants as well as aestheti-
cally appealing styles during the Warring States
period (Hé 1998, 2003). Writing had, however, a
common base and graphic influences must have
existed between the feudal states due to all sorts
of exchanges among them.

With the Han dynasty, the seal script was
mostly limited to some stone and stelae inscrip-
tions, whereas the scribe script was used for
everyday writing. Each style had its running
script, usually referred to as xingshi { T2 (‘semi-
cursive’) or cdoshii H.2 ‘rough script’. The scribe
script was transformed into cursive following
three main methods: (a) omission of a part of
graph; (b) merging strokes while using dots or
short strokes to represent the missing parts; and
(c) by modifying certain strokes and making
them continuous (Qit11990:88; 2000:136).

5.4 The Zhéngshii 1.3 or Kdishu 14 &
‘Regular Script’

The regular style that is still in use today started
to replace the scribe script around the 3rd
century CE, probably in connection with the
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spread of paper. This style was developed from
the scribe script by Zhong Yéo ##%f (151-230),
and matured under the famous calligrapher
Wiéng Xizhi £#.Z (321-379), as well as under
great calligraphers of the Tang dynasty like
Ouyang Xtn [EX[53 (557-641), Yan Zhénqing
PIEIH (708-784), etc. In the square graphs of
the regular script, the beginning or the ending
of strokes are reinforced by a pause of the brush
movement.

6. THE DIFFERENT TYPES OF
CHARACTERS

There are not only different styles of graphs,
there are also different types of graphs. After
a rich period of graphic variants of any kind,
engendered by the proliferation of the script in
all walks of life, as well as the necessity to propa-
gate Buddhist faith, the need was felt during the
Tang dynasty to organize and clarify the script.
The increased importance of the state examina-
tion system lead to the development of model
of characters, called ziyang F4% (Zéng 1988),
in which authors distinguished types of graphs
such as suti {48 ‘vulgar, zhéngt! 1ERE ‘ortho-
dox’ or ‘classical’, tongzi J#F ‘current’ (‘correct’
and ‘common’ according to Bokset 2006:21), wiiti
ZEH8 ‘erroneous’, jin “ ‘modern, gu T ‘ancient’,
etc. ‘Orthodox’ or ‘classical graphs’ were usually
related to the - Shuowén jiézi 7t - diction-
ary. For example, according to the Ganlit zishii
+1%5F [Character book for a lucrative offi-
cial position] written in the 7th century by Yan
Yuansin BHTC# (ch. 1), cong #& corresponds to
the classical graph, whereas both #4 and H& rep-
resent “current” graphs, that is graphs that have
been used for a long time by habits. In the Léng
kan shéu jing (Long kan shou jing jian) FESE T3
(FESEF-#2%) [The handy mirror of the dragon
shrine] of 997, P is defined as the popular
graph, and 44 as the current graph of the classi-
cal graph ti # (ch.1, s.v. radical shén &, Xingjiin
1985:161). Popular graphs were mostly used in all
sorts of administrative, judicial, religious, and
everyday writing. The different types of graphs
are one reason for the huge number of entries in
modern character dictionaries.
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7. THE SIMPLIFICATION OF CHINESE
CHARACTERS

During the 1950s, after a long period of debate
going back to the end of the 1gth century, the
government of the People’s Republic of China
decided to simplify the characters in order to
educate the people (Milsky 1974:30). Basing
themselves on a wide historical, philological, and
bibliographical documentation, the members of
the “Committee in charge of the simplification of
characters” (Zhonggué Wénzi Gaigé Wéiyudanhui
B S B ), inaugurated in 1954,
chose certain graphs among existing ancient,
popular, as well as cursive graphs for simplified
forms, e.g.:

* yin Z (ancient), instead of Z ‘cloud’;

* wéi }J (cursive), instead of B become’;
e t{{& (popular), instead of f& ‘body’;

They also sometimes chose one constituent of a
particular graph to replace the traditional char-
acter, e.g.:

« yi[E (phonetic) instead of &&.

They replaced phonetic constituents in some
characters:

o b1 £ instead of .

They replaced semantic constituents in some
other characters:

e ji 3 instead of #f.
They used a homophonous graph, e.g.:
e gan T for gan ¥ ‘trunk (of a tree)’.

Or they replaced the phonetic and the semantic
element, e.g.

* ting VT instead of &&;
* béi 75 instead of fifi.

CHINESE WRITING

The overall goal was to reduce the total number
of strokes. Compare, for example, 6 strokes in
guan M. instead of 24 in #4; 10 in zuan £ instead
of 27 in #%; 7 in ting WT versus 22 in 8% = in long
V. versus 16 in BE. Vis-a-vis the non-simplified
characters, the simplified characters constitute
another kind of graphic variants.

In 1977, a second list of simplified characters
(such as cai f* for 3£, jiti UL for ) was pub-
lished and was meant to replace the first one
(Bourgeois 1978). However, due to much confu-
sion and too many people complaining, the sec-
ond list was eventually abrogated in 1986.

8. THE TOTAL NUMBER OF CHINESE
CHARACTERS

If the repertoire of graphic constituents is closed,
while the inventory of characters stays open, one
can always create new characters, although this
is rather rare now. Thus, it is difficult to answer
the question “how many characters are there?”
The total > number of characters included in
dictionaries has not ceased to grow since the
1st century CE: 9,353 characters in the Shuowén
Jiézi of 100 CE; 16,917 characters in the Yupian
£ & [Jade tablets] of 543; 26,430 characters in
the Léngkan shoujian FESETZE of 997; 47,035
characters in the > Kangxi zididn FEEE 7 [Dic-
tionary of the Kangxi emperor]| of 1716; 60,370 in
the Hanyii da zidian JEZERF 4 [Great char-
acter dictionary of the Chinese language], etc.
A dictionary of graphic variants like the Yitizi
zididn FEEF U [Dictionary of variant char-
acters], published in Taiwan in 2004, gathers
some 76,338 variant graphs for 29,892 characters,
which gives a total of 106,230 characters. As a
matter of fact, most large modern dictionaries
include a significant number of graphic variants
and rare graphs. However, about 6,000 to 8,000
characters are sufficient to read most modern
publications. In 2013, the Ministry of Education
of the People’s Republic of China published a list
of 8,105 standard Chinese characters (Tongyong
guifan Hanzl bido EMAIFIEIEF ) including
6,500 common characters and 1,605 characters
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for family names, toponyms, as well as other rare
but useful characters.

BIBLIOGRAPHY

Primary Sources

Ganli zishi = Yan Yuansan EETTER, Ganli zisha T %k
5 [Character book for seeking an official emolu-
ment], in: Bao Yanjué fU/EE}, comp., Hou zhi buzi
zhai congshi HHI BTG #E [Collectanea of the
“awareness of inadequacy” studio, vol. II], 1869.

Hénsha = Ban Gu FE[&E], Hansha EZE [Book of Han],
Béijing L. 5{: Zhonghud FHHEA3/F, 1962 (reed. 1992).

Héji = Hit Houxuan tHIE 'S et al., eds., Jidgiiwén héji
FH &A% [Collection of the oracle bone inscrip-
tions], Béijing JL7T: Zhonggué shehui kexué H1[E
&R, 13 vols,, 1999.

Léng kan shou jing (Léng kan shou jing jian) = Xingjin
1744, Long kan shou jing (Long kan shou jing jian)
FERE T8 (BERET#i%) [The handy mirror in
the dragon shrine], Béijing JL7: Zhonghua Hi1E
JiF, 1985.

Shuo wén jié zi = Xti Shen FFIH, Shuo wén jié zi Ft ST
5 [Explaining graphs and analyzing characters),
Chéngsha 5=i0: Yuelu 8 151t 2006.

TLS = Christoph Harbsmeier et al., eds., Thesaurus
Linguae Sericae, on: http://tls.uni-hd.de/search/
searchPhon_short.lasso (last accessed Februari 1,
2016).

References

Alleton, Viviane, L’écriture chinoise [ Chinese writing],
Paris: PUF, 1970, repr., 1976, 2005.

Alleton, Viviane, L'écriture chinoise: Le défi de la
modernité [Chinese writing: The challenge of
modernity], Paris: Albin Michel, 2008.

Baxter, William H., A Handbook of Old Chinese Phonol-
ogy, Trends in Linguistics: Studies and Monographs
64, Berlin: Mouton de Gruyter, 1992.

Baxter, William H. and Lauren Sagart, Old Chinese:
A New Reconstruction, Oxford: University Press, 2014.

Bloomfield, Leonard, Language, New York: Holt, Rine-
hart and Winston, 1933, 21963.

Bokset, Roar, Long Story of Short Form: The Evolution
of Simplified Chinese Characters, East Asian Mono-
graphs 11, Stockholm: Universitetsservice US-AB,
2006.

Boltz, William G., The Origin and Early Development
of the Chinese Writing system, American Oriental
Series 78, New Haven: American Oriental Society,
1994.

Boltz, William G., “Early Chinese Writing”, in:
P. Daniels and W. Bright, eds., The World’s Writ-
ing Systems, Oxford: Oxford University Press, 1996,
191-199.

Boltz, William G., “Language and Writing”, in: Michael
Loewe and Edward L. Shaughnessy, eds., The Cam-
bridge History of Ancient China: From the Origins

604

of Civilization to 221 BC, Cambridge: Cambridge
University Press, 1998, 74-123.

Boodberg, Peter A., “The Chinese Script: An Essay on
Nomenclature (The First Hecaton)”, Bulletin of the
Institute of History and Philology 29, 1957, 113-120.

Bottéro, Francoise, “Les trente premieres années
du déchiffrement des inscriptions oraculaires”
[The first thirty years of deciphering the oracle
bone inscriptions], in: Yau Shun-chiu, ed., Ecri-
tures archaiques et déchiffrement [Ancient writing
and decryption], Paris: Langages croisés, CRLAO,
EHESS, 1995, 73—98.

Bottéro, Francoise, “Variantes graphiques dans les
inscriptions sur os et écailles” [Different graphics
in bone and shell inscriptions], in: Yau Shun-chiu,
ed., Actes du colloque international commémorant
le centenaire de la découverte des inscriptions sur
os et carapaces [Proceedings of the international
symposium commemorating the centenary of the
discovery of inscriptions on bones and shells],
Paris: Editions Langages croisés, CRLAO-EHESS,
2001, 179-193.

Bottéro, Francoise, “Revisiting the wen and the zi: The
Great Chinese Characters Hoax", Bulletin of the
Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities 74, 2002, 14—33.

Bottéro, Frangoise, “Writing on Shell and Bone in
Shang China”, in: S. Houston, ed., The First Writing:
Script Invention as History and Process, Cambridge:
Cambridge University Press, 2004, 250—261.

Bottéro, Francoise, “Ecriture, parole et lecture du
monde: la mise en place d’'une théorie de I'écriture
a I'époque des Han (Ile s. av. J.-C.—Ile s.)” [Script,
speech, interpreting the world: the elaboration of
a theory of writing during the Han dynasty], in:
F. Bottéro and R. Djamouri, eds., Ecriture chinoise:
Données, usages et representations [Chinese script:
data, functions and representations], Paris: EHESS-
CRLAO, 2006, 115-135.

Bourgeois, Pénélope, “Simplification des caracteres
chinois: ‘Ebauche’ du 2éme projet de simplifica-
tion” [Simplifying Chinese characters: draft of the
Second project], Cahiers de Linguistique—Asie
Orientale 4/1,1978, 89—103.

Cohen, Marcel, La grande invention de écriture et son
evolution [The great invention of writing and its
evolution], Paris: Imprimerie nationale et Librairie
Klincksieck, 1958.

Coulmas, Florian, The Blackwell Encyclopedia of
Writing Systems, Oxford: Blackwell, 1996.

DeFrancis, John, The Chinese Language: Fact and
Fantasy, Honolulu: University of Hawai’i Press,
1984.

Déng Lidnchi FSEl, Xin jinwén bian 1< 4 [The
new repository of bronze inscription characters],
Béijing L5 Zuojia R AR, 201

Falkenhausen, Lothar von, “Issues in Western Zhou
Studies: A Review Article”, Early China 18, 1993,
139—226.

Gelb, Ignace J., A Study of Writing: The Foundations
of Grammatology, Chicago: University of Chicago
Press, 1952.

For use by the Author only | © 2017 Koninklijke Brill NV



605

Hé Linyi (AT, Zhangué giwén zidian BT
“FH [Dictionary of Warring States paleographic
characters], Béijing 4l7: Zhonghud H#EEF/F,
1998.

Hé Linyi MY, Zhangus wénzi tonglin ding bii
fESCF®EIE (IT#h) [A revised and enlarged
edition of A comprehensive discussion of Warring
States characters], Nanjing F5i: Jiangst jioylu
TLIE0E HhRAL, 2003.

HG Pian TR, Zhonggud wénzixué shi "B ST
£250 [ A history of the study of Chinese characters],
Shanghii _|-¥#: Shangwi F#5FIEEH, 1973.

Karlgren Bernhard, “Grammata Serica, Script and
Phonetics in Chinese and Sino-Japanese”, The
Bulletin of the Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities,
Stockholm: Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities,
1940, 471.

Karlgren Bernhard, Grammata Serica Recensa, Stock-
holm: Museum of Far Eastern Antiquities, 1957,
repr. 1972, 1987.

Keightley, David N., Sources of Shang History: The
Oracle-Bone Inscriptions of Bronze Age China,
Berkeley: University of California Press, 1978.

Li Zongkian R, Jidguwénzi bian HE 9w
[Repertoire of oracle bone inscription characters],
Béijing JL7: Zhonghua HHEE R, 2012.

Lit Zhiji 2I752, “Zi pin shijito de gt wénzi ‘si shi’
fenbu fazhan yanjia “FAUHI AR S SCF DU
1AL RIS [A study of the “four types of writing”
in paleographic materials from the perspective of
character frequency], Gii Hanyii ydnjia {50}
5t 4, 2009, 54-63.

Milsky, Constantin, Préparation de la réforme de
Uécriture en République populaire de Chine [Prepa-
ration of writing reform in the People’s Republic of
China], The Hague: Mouton, 1974.

Qin Xigui EH=E, Weénzixué gaiyao LT FME
[Essentials of grammatology], Béijing -|l.7{: Shangwu
75 55 EN-14E, 1990 [2013].

Qi Xigul E#=E, Chinese Writing, G.L. Mattos and
Jerry Norman, transl, Berkeley: Society for the
Study of Early China and the Institute of East Asian
Studies, University of California, 2000.

Rong Géng A, Jinwén bian S3# [A repository
of bronze inscription characters], Béijing JLA:
Zhonghua FEEE S, 1925, 31996.

Sagart, Laurent, The Roots of Old Chinese, Amsterdam:
John Benjamins, 1999.

Schuessler, Axel C., ABC Etymological Dictionary of
Old Chinese, Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press,
2007.

Schuessler, Axel C., Minimal Old Chinese and Later
Han Chinese: A Companion to Grammata Serica
Recensa, Honolulu: University of Hawai'i Press,
2009.

Shaughnessy, Edward L., Sources of Western Zhou His-
tory: Inscribed Bronze Vessels, Berkeley: University
of California Press, 1991.

Tang Lan R, Zhonggué weénzixué WHIEISLF5E
[Chinese grammatology], Shanghai - Shanghai
guji R FE AR, 1979.

CHONGNIU #ift (REPEATED BUTTONS)

Tang Lan [Ef, Guwénzixué ddolun v X T8 5
[An introduction to paleography], Jinan V%F:
Qi-Lu BB E T, 1981

Wing Ning £, Gudai Hanyi d7{E [Classical
Chinese], Béijing 4L7: Béijing daxué LA EEH
R L, 2000.

Yang-Drocourt, Zhitang, Parlons chinois [Let’s speak
Chinese], Paris: L'Harmattan, 2007.

Yao Xidosul WhFER, Zhonggud wénzixué shi FHIESC
“FE2 53 [A history of the study of Chinese charac-
ters], Jilin Z Ff: Jilin jiaoyt & AMREE HIFRHE, 1995,

Yau Shun-chiu, “A Linguistics for the Chinese Writing
System—With Special Reference to Its Paleogra-
phy”, in: Yau Shun-chiu, ed., Essays on the Chinese
Language by Contemporary Chinese Scholars, Paris:
Langages croisés, CRLAO, EHESS 1993.

Zeéng Réngfén TV, Ziyangxué ydnjin FEEE:
TF% [Studies in character models learning], Taipei
H b Xuésheng 24 F 5, 1988.

Francoise Bottéro

Chéngniti Eiffl (Repeated Buttons)

The term chongniti Efft, literally “repeated
initial consonants”, refers to situations where
certain thymes (=rimes) in the Middle Chinese
- rhyming dictionaries of the Qi¢yun VJEH tradi-
tion (- Traditional Chinese phonology) include
separate homophone groups that seem to have
the same initial consonant (based on - fangié
JZ1J) spellings and on placement in the rhyme
tables), which cannot be distinguished as kaikdu
BH versus hékou &1, and which the later
rhyme-table tradition distinguished by placing
one in the third row of the tables (sandéng
—%¥) and one in the fourth row (sidéng VU5F).
The syllables placed in the third and fourth rows
are conventionally called “division-III chdéngnin”
and “division-IV chdngnitt” syllables respectively
(in Chinese, chdngniti sandéng Bt =% and
chéngniit sidéng EEFHIUTF); sometimes the
word “grade” is used instead of “division”. For
example, the Zhi 37 rhyme of the Gudngyin
[&#H includes two homophone groups with the
traditional initial Qun A (g-), headed by the
words gi #F and gi 1K respectively, with different
fangié spellings: both are kaikou, and the Yunjing
#E#% puts g/ FF in the third row (division III),
and g/ 1 in the fourth row (division IV).

The chdngniii contrasts are limited to syllables
with non-coronal initials (labials, velars, and
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