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The Wordless Speech

Yi Cunguo

Milan Kundela once said, “God starts to laugh when human beings start to think”.

Under God’s wise supervision, the change of time and the marks of history have created
countless humans and artifacts as the fruits of their speculation.

Research reveals that man has been in existence for millions of years. But, what was the
world like before that? Today, while God is quietly overlooking its creatures, a casual glimpse
tells him that a group of human creatures are busy thinking about Chinese symbols. What
would he think of it? Funny? Maybe. But it is not necessarily so.

It can be safely said that since God showed its solicitude for the earth and created hu-
man beings, culture and thought have emerged, dotted with various emotional implications.
They, like the air around us, have spread over the globe, with the magic charm and over-
whelming power. They no longer look feeble and seem submerged in the deserted moun-
tains; instead, they have become more and more substantial and expressive.

Consequently, implications such as “symbolism”, “subjectivity”, and “transcendence”
have been conveyed through the skin-deep superficial layer, and emerged in a sequence. By
and by, we are able to understand the implications by observing the surface, and appreciate
the nature regardless of the surface. With the passing of time, terms such as “humanism”,
“historicity”, and “universality” have been fascinating people for generations with an ever-ris-
ing interest.

Gradually, a kind of fantastic aesthetic distance has been developed between the descen-
dants of the goddess “Nii Wa” and the various fragments of the heritage from their ancestors,
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and more profound cultural implications have been accepted and revealed unconsciously-
what is accepted is life, and what is revealed is the divinity. The divinity has added to the
depth of culture; life has been merged into civilization which has in turn given impetus to
the development of history; history has then reorganized the connotation which has extended
the volume; the volume has built up civilization, and civilization has once again emerged in-
to life, which makes life full of magic. This magic is attributed to the divinity which has cre-
ated symbols, and the symbols have concealed the literal meaning while the implication is re-
vealed--+ The constant concealing and revealing have contributed to the dual function of the
symbols. Driven by the carriage of dual function, human culture moves forward and becomes
an integrated part of the ups and downs of history.

Then what is symbol? A symbol is the crystallization of human endeavor.

What is human being? A human being is a creature that has the awareness of life, and
gives shape to this awareness, thus arouses some emotional sympathy among the others.

Human endeavor creates culture, and culture is a form of communication; communica-
tion is a media, while emotion is the content.

Seen from the origin of culture, “human being” is the essential concern of culture,
while “symbol” is its form and concentration. There is something identical between “human
being”, “culture” and “symbols”. It is just through those cultural symbols that humans are
constantly strengthening their aesthetic sentiment, and the rhythm of life is the first grand
movement of human culture.

It is safe to say that once the sentiment in life is concentrated by symbolic culture, a
fantastic power arises which will become the ultimate drive for human progress. Perhaps, this
is the deep reason why we make such exclamations as “God’s work” when we are con-
fronted with the great works produced by nature or human culture.

The authors of this series do not venture to establish a new discipline called “Chinese
Cultural Semiotics”, because the broad cultural conception itself entails a thorough and com-
prehensive study. Naturally, we will not focus on the detailed textual analysis or investigation,
because human beings’ misinterpretation of history provides an immanent determinant for
symbols. Nor do we intend to compare the difference between Chinese symbols and West-
ern cultural symbols, because we are of the same family with our own individuality. It is not
only natural but also necessary for universality and individuality to coexist at the same time,
and this is typical of historical development. Pluralism is just the nature of cultural symbols.

Chinese culture has a distant origin and a long development, and with its breadth and
profundity, it has formed its own system. To present Chinese culture vividly, we’ve selected
the titles of several classical Chinese music works which have passed down from Ancient
China, as the subtitle of each volume of the series, for example, “Gu Shen Hua Yin” and

“Bangiao Dao Qing” etc. This series is meant to use symbols of the first layer (words) to in




terpret symbols of the second layer (images), and to elaborate symbols of the third layer (im-
agery), so as to reveal the implications of the symbols with both a refined and popular taste,
thus to enable the readers to get a deeper insight into Chinese culture.

Taking into consideration of all these above, we have made a meticulous plan and se-
lected about 200 classical symbols which cover the various aspects of Chinese culture. This
may not be perfect, but it enables the readers to have a glimpse of the whole view. Given
the prescriptive nature of cultural symbols, and the present tendency to resort to visual im-
ages in aesthetic activities, we have tried to use vivid language style to create a harmonious
multi—part concerto which combines history, culture, art, aesthetics, folklore, impressions and
images.

The “symbol” we are discussing here is not equivalent to the study of Semiotics which
is very popular among scholars worldwide. During the past 50 years, semiotic study has been
well under way abroad, and it has aroused increasing interest at home. Therefore we have
reasons to be sure that what Professor Li Youzheng said is not without adequate foundation.

He argues:

Semiotics will become a popular subject in China in the early 21st century, and Chinese
Semiotics will become the center of the international Semiotics. At the same time, Chinese Semi—
otics will become an effective tool for the modernization and internationalization of traditional

Chinese humanistic ideal.

It needs to be pointed out that this series has gone through a pleasant and prolonged
waiting, from the earlier design to the final draft. Fortunately, our effort has been backed up
by Mr. Ji Xianlin, Mr. Zhang Dainian, and Mr Zhang Daoyi, with their enthusiastic encour-
agement and whole—hearted support. Though in his 90s’, Mr Ji wrote the title for the series,
and Mr Zhang Dainian wrote the inscription as an encouragement. My respected teacher Mr
Zhang Daoyi expressed his willingness to be a “real consultant” for this series --- The en-
couragement from these respectable experts and the care from these learned scholars would
always remain an impetus for us to move ahead.

The authors of this series would be responsible for their respective contribution to this

work; yet there is so much for us to care and let what is not said remain unsaid.

Is God still laughing? Amen.

Translated by Luo Jiagiong
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