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INTRODUCTION

This book is intended as a guide to the origins and histories of Chinese characters. Although it could be
used as a Chinese etymological dictionary, the book is an attempt to find a new way to teach the practical

ideography of Chinese to those whose native scripts are alphabet-based.

Writing is a system of conveying ideas by means of conventional symbols that form visible marks.
These symbols are traced, incised, drawn, or written on the surface of materials such as tortoise shells,
bones, stone, metal, bamboo, papyrus, parchment, or paper. Writing gives permanence to human
knowledge and enables communication over great distances.

Writing grows out of pictures. This is as it should be, since the most natural way of communicating
visually is through pictures. At some remote time in the Upper Paleolithic period, perhaps about 20000 BC,
early man in southern France and northeastern Spain drew sketches of his prey—horse, buffalo, deer and
other animals—on the wall of his cave and colored them with earth and vegetable dyes. Several factors may
have led to the creation of a primitive drawing, some aesthetic, some spiritual or magical. This mav have
been the beginning of art, but it was hardly the beginning of writing. Such pictures do not represent writing
because they do not belong to a system of conventional signs and their significance can be understood only
by the man who drew them or by his family and close friends who had heard of the event. However,

genuine-writing, whether it retains a pictorial form or not, serves purely to communicate.

In the process of using pictures to identify and recall objects or beings, a complete correzpondencs is
established and gradually conventionalized between certain written signs and certain objects and Jeinge.
These simple pictures contain only those elements that are important for the communication of meaning ans
lack the embellishments that are included in an artistic representation. Since these objects and beings have
names in spoken language, a correspondence is also established between the written signs and their spoken
counterparts. When individual signs are used to express individual words and syllables, a consequence
might be the development of a complete system of word signs; that is, word writing or so-called
logography. In logography, one sign or a combination of signs expresses one word or a combination of
words. However, pure logography is not found in any known system of writing. It exists normally only in

conjunction with syllabography, as best represented in logo-syllabic writing.

IiI



INTRODUCTION

Logosyllabic writing—that is, writing in which signs express words and syllables—is found in the
Orient, the vast belt of Asia extending from the eastern shores of the Mediterranean Sea to the Western
shores of the Pacific Ocean. Egypt and the area of the Aegean Sea, at least in the pre-Hellenic period, are
included within the orbit of Oriental civilizations.

In this large area are found seven original and fully developed logosyllabic systems of writing:
Sumerian in Mesopotamia, 3100 BC to AD 75; Proto-Elamite in Elam, 3000 to 2200 BC; Proto-Indic in
the Indus Valley, around 2200 BC; Egyptian in Egypt, 3000 BC to AD 400; Cretan in Crete and Greece,
2000 to 1200 BC; Hittite in Anatolia and Syria, 1500 to 700 BC; and Chinese in China, 1300 BC to the
present. Other logosyllabic system may at some time come to light, but at the present there are no likely
candidates to be added to the above list of seven. The Proto-Armenian inscriptions discovered within the last
few decades are too short and too little known to allow any safe conclusions. The mysterious Easter Island
inscriptions are not writing even in the broadest sense of the word, as they are probably nothing but
pictorial concoction for magical purposes. Finally, the systems of the Mayas and the Aztecs do not represent
a full logosyllabic writing; even in their most advanced stages they never attained the level of phonographic
development of the earliest stages of the 6riental systems.

The Rosetta Stone B AR
(section of Egyptian hieroglyphics)
Stone found in 1799 that is celebrated for having
furnished the first clue o the decipherment of Eqyplain
hieroglyphics .since it bears an inscription in
hieroglyphics, demotic characters, and Greek.
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INTRODUCTION

Of the seven systems, three—namely, Proto-Elamite, Proto-Indic and Cretan—are as yet
undeciphered. Consequently, modern understanding of the logosyllabic systems is limited to the remaining
four systems. Sumerian, Egyptian, Hittite and Chinese. Chinese writing is the only logosyllabic writing
system used today and it has developed a formidable degree of sophistication.

History does not throw much light on the beginning of Chinese writing. Chinese mythology attributes
the invention of writing to Ts’ang Chieh (i cangjié). It is said that he got his ideas from observing
animals’ footprints and birds’ claw marks on the sand as well as other natural phenomena. When we try to
fix in detail the developmental stages of the Chinese writing, there is a simple method to divide all Chinese
characters into three stages, often overlapping chronologically: ideography, phonetic borrowing, and
pictophonetic writing.

Ideography is the basic stage, the forerunner of writing. It consists of a drawing or a combination of
drawings to represent the thing or action shown. The drawings are simplified and give a clear impression as
a memory-aid device. Samples of these devices can be found all over the globe. The following Chinese
ideographic characters are good examples: /K mu stands for a tree; fii ya for a fish, H{ chéng for a snake,
and ¥ she, literally ” shoot”, is the combination of a hand and the bow and arrow. The number of
ideographic characters in Chinese writing system is limited. However, the surviving ideographs have static
and definite meanings with simple but distinctive strokes. They are basic and easy to understand and many

of them, especially the pictographs of single objects, are used as "radicals” in the Chinese writing.

Ideography is a natural method. But a complete system of ideographs have probably never existed

either in antiquity or in modern times. To create and memorize thousands of signs for newly acquired words
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and names is so impracticable that ideographic writing either can be used only as a very limited system, or
it must be adapted in some new way in order to develop into a useful system.

Phonetic borrowing is the second stage. The number of function words and abstract nouns is very
limited, but they are used frequently and difficult ta draw or show. Therefore, signs for function words
and abstract nouns were borrowed from ideographs with similar pronunciation.” Such signs should also be
simple and distinct. A borrowed character should have few strokes; and if the borrowed ideograph was not
obsolete, it should be “returned” to its original meaning by adding an auxiliary element to distinguish the
new character from its original borrowed pictorial form. These borrowed ideographs are called phonetic loan
characters (PLC) in this book. The phonetic loan characters could be regarded as symbols. However, in
many cases there is a tie of meaning between the original and borrowed forms. Let’s see some examples ;

dt béi, literally ”north” , is borrowed from an ideograph of two figures back to back. The ” north”
may derive from the fact that early man sat facing the sun to the south with his back to the north, thus it
bei is a PLC. The word for ”back” itself is returned as ¥ bei, adding a "human body” radical below.

H zi, literally ”self” and ”from”, is bortowed from the pictograph of a nose. Both ”self” and
"from” are difficult to express as drawings. Here, ”self” may derive from a man pointing at his nose to
express "himself” , and the character was also adopted to indicate the abstract concept ”from”. [ zi thus is
a PLC. The word # bi, nose, is returned, includes the pictorial element [ zi and a phonetic element B bi
below.
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INTRODUCTION

Finally, 3 dié¢, meaning thin, derives from a pictograph of a tree with leaves, while ¥=ﬂ+ yé,
meaning leaf, has a plant-radical above. Note that since antiquity many of the pronunciations have
changed, so that the origina! borrowed and returned forms no longer sound alike sometimes.

The adoption of the borrowing method in the Chinese writing system was a watershed between
memory-aid picture writing and practical iogo-syllabic writing. As the development of the society and the
deepening of practice and realization, more and more objects and beings should be named precisely.

Therefore, pictophonetic characters or pictophones emerged.

A pictophone consists of at least two parts: one part refers to the meaning of the character, and is
usually called the ”radical” ; the other, the phonetic element, gives its sound. ln most cases, the phonetic
element also has meaning value as a ” pictophonetic” element. The following examples are similar to rebus
writing: 4% dié and % die, literally butterfly and flounder, with the " worm” and ” fish” radicals
respectively, and the pictophonetic element XX dié. thin. This stage is the last stage of development.
Pictophonetic characters comprise about 90%; of all Chinese characters. Today, the number of characters is
fixed. When the Chinese need to introduce a word from the West, they use a new combination of
characters to form a Chinese word such as & ¥ jipa for jeep, /B @ langman for romance, Bk B
xiésidill for hysteria, ¥ jiguang, or 4&&¢ léishe (in Taiwan) for laser.

Whether borrowed or created, a character generally begins its life in Chinese with one meaning and its
ancient pronunciation. Yet no living language is static, and in time words develop a new pronunciations or
meanings and lose old ones. However, the forms of the ideographic characters are somewhat static,
especially the pictographs which detive the ”letters” of Chinese from common objects or beings. This book

will show you a panorama of these fascinating characters.

A look at the origins of the characters that make up the Chinese writing system involves also a look at
the origins of the Chinese civiiizauon. The carly history of both China and the Chinese dates from the
Neolithic period (about 3000 BC; 10 e Han Dynasty (206 BC 1o AD 220). including the Shang Dynasty
(1523 to 1028 BC) and the Zhou Dynasty « 1027 1o 221 BC). By the Han Dynasty , the number and
forms of common characters were fixed. Some illuminations and brief summaries of the ancient Chinese

culture will help understand the ancient but practical ideographs as well as the remote civilization.

Etymology is not an exact science. Many times we are unable to discover the origin of a character, but
more often there are ten origin stories for one character. Unproved but often ingenious etymological theories
are put forward frequently, some plausible and attractive, some wildly improbable. 1 will choose the most
likely explanations in this bock . because the purpose of the book is not to introduce scholarly debates but to

serve as a new way to learn Chinese characters.

A picture is worth one thousand words. The origins and histories of Chinese characters should be not a

blind spot in the Chinese puzzle, but a key to resolving the puzzle.
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INTRODUCTION
Some Chinese characters have been simplified as jianhuazi ({ij4, %), and these simplified forms are

used on mainland China. But, the ancient form of Chinese characters must be referred to in such a book as

this.

And although the explanations for each entry are bilingual, they are not equivalent, the Chinese part

being simpler with easy characters.

For transcription, the Chinese phonetic alphabet, or pinyin (Pt ) as it is known, has been used with

”four tones” (PQAT) in this book.

At the end of each article in this book, there are certain bracketed etymological and cross-referenced

characters which are marked with pinyin and sometimes have a compact statement of the history of the given

character.

Inscriptions

B

;
B

” Shell and bone character” Inscriptions were carved on oracle bones with practical and angular

strokes, Shang Dynasty.

” Bronze character” Inscriptions are found on bronze vessels of the Shang and Zhou Dynasties.

Bronze characters derive from prehistoric picture writing, and their lines are smooth yet forceful.

" Ancient character” Inscriptions, which appear on the surface of bamboo, stone, pottery or ancient

seals, were used mainly during the Warring States Period (475— 221 BC).

”Seal character” A kind of standard or decorative character which appeared in the Qin Dynasty (221
— 207 BC).

"For reference”

H. Y. WANG
Dec. 1991
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CGhapter 1
.MAN AN

The first inhabitants on Chinese soil whose remains are known to us were the race to
which Yuanmou Man belonged 1, 700, 000 years ago. However, Peking Man is more
famous, and it was the focus of worldwide attention in 1927. Peking Man was later and more
“human” than Java Man. Peking Man’s bones were firstly discovered by Professor Pei
Wenzhong at Zhoukoudian near Beijing. Unfortunately, all the Zhoukoudian hominid remains
disappeared when being transferred from Peking to an American ship during the Japanese
invasion of China prior to the Second World War. In Chinese characters, the form of a
standing man means “great”, perhaps because standing was a great feat in man’s evolution.

FEAMEEBEA T L EENFTARMENEITEHREN,. EHCRAMNE,
FORENHANE AL 20054 BHEETA EHEAGHEAS NN BEHGAX
B XL P REANRENNES 180 F AN BERE XML ELIFEL 170 F £ i
TRA(ETH), 1927 F XX P HRAEL T A ELANNLTANZEEE XA, &
RARMNTEEIA FTEHR AERAEBFHLRARYT AEEIN AL EFAL
CERTERAEAFRERSBRAN 2 BENNLEAFERABTETH,

Figures in rock art (after Gai, S. L. # L4k (2) fig. 195; 765; 902; 908).
&P RLARG,
* AR T AR R AL 1983 A A IR R LML L IRAME FRTARE 73 F
F,THEIES 50 £ 60 7 F, L FTAIEAS 70 £ 20 545,



MAN  Man’s Body
1.1 Man’s Body &1{&

yCRERANE ﬂ)l’( g4 il

—man, person # Drawing of a man, a figure in profile. The orlgmal
=M, K, Hh, cong; = form of A rén may reveal evolution from anthropoid
Mo, (A=) cong; (=28 apes to man. [{ as radical]
zhong; il =1A rén). A BT .
tmsm' 2 g @Z .é:@ @
£ %

— good erect (archaic) * Drawing of a man standing on land. #E ting. to

#ﬁv Ev ﬁv E’ '{5‘_:‘ ﬁng; .

erect; with a hand-radical which indicates a verb. [ T

|
BE, f#, 8@, & ting. | rén, A rén, £ ta, land]
| AmERTFLLE.
WU T 5 a 7?- & 4 ﬁ ] ﬁ % 72
j]: & 'S by X
—~proud; upright; bald #* A derivative of A rén by adding a stroke on the

H Bl wi; 5 =35 yao; 1% jido; man’s head. [ A rén. man]
% jido; 3%, B2, B8 ndo; BE,Be AL—8.

giao; X qido, qido; BE, #%,
22, 1% rao; %% rio, rao; 4=

shao; L% xiao; B xido.

SHR R 78’(?{(

— basic, first,, primary “* Two strokes drawn on a man’s head; a composite of
# Bt ruan; Ig, W, FE, £ the characters for “man” and ”"above”. [ I shang, A
wan; 3£, B, B% wan; U, &, rén ]

(@ =H) yuin; GE = ¥ TFENAKIE, T TR G, JU‘E‘._.$§
yudn); 3%, fF yuan. XEX,




Bk« A%

SHAAAAR x’k gA A {R

—big, great * A standing man with his legs apart and his arms held
#OK two; GE=3ik, $ da). out. See below.
AWEEE. “KR’AFEPA5 8 H—-FHET
. &rEH EEER. 2 AR KEF.

da

Nourlange rock painting, Northern Territory, Australia. & %k #| & + ¥ £ &,

AR A% BEF BA

—greatest; too, over * Shows one man placed over on another man. Later,
s, BK, £k, Bk, =) the lower man was simplified as a dot. [ X da]
tai. ABT—H. iXFERXRK—F.



MAN  Man’s Body

A AL EN

— hlgh, haughty; excessive, » Derives from KX da: a standing man by adding a
extreme stroke between the person’s legs. [k da]
HAT, H1, 4 kang; #, BTG, AL TUAKE RIS,
hang; Ji hang.

g112gR 2 X go s o
_\"[_ X x X
—stand; set up; exist; at once * Drawing of a man standing on land. [ X di]
HRL, T U; BLL,EL la; W la; RAMLTKRHZ L,

N oqi; ff wei; 3,3 yi.

o e RR AR R 57 &

— overhead; sky; heaven, god; * A standing man drawn to emphasize the head. [ K
day, weather da]

H ¥R tian; 7%,# tidn; F tn, KEPBCETO, BRFE“R D" L.

wam P64 ﬁﬂra Qé@ 3 f{
E, X X =

—body, life; personally * A side view of a man’s body depicting the arm,

prominent belly with navel and phallus. £ shén is a
radical that indicates the body or an action of the body.

(B yin]
REBHMRATE . S E DS T AR
EXF . BHB AN,

N
20527 ?’ﬁ"g", 728 R




Bk - A

woman * A modest woman squatting down with hands crossed
# &k nl; Y ra; Y zhuang; IF in front of her body.
héo. XFRBENLZTE.
%
--spine, backbone; ridge * Drawing of a man’s backbone and ribs. The lower
HA, %, Wi part is a radical indicating a person’s body. [P rou]
H7LRBRAHETHNHEL.

P> The "X-ray” figure on a painted pottery plate,
Banpo, the Neolithic.

FHRHE LG X RXARL., (RA(PEH LEH
REIFRHE AR, 23 T, ke 42,1982 +,)

—stomach

* The upper part is said to be derived from a drawing

HiE, M, H wei; W= fu; of a stomach. The lower is a radical indicating a man’s

Mg kui. body. [ tidn, P rou]
BEF LEMH"BETEHHRE.
P Qe pe

seer g PGP g
—heart; feeling; center, core * A primitive anatomical representation of a heart.
# 0 xin, xin; ¥ qin; ¥ = There are two radicals derived from this pictograph—a
B W5, I8 ,I% B a; Bl B vertical one on the left side of a character; and a flat
=4, =1L you. one written on the bottom of a character such as 7% lian

and ¥ mi. Both of them are used in characters
referring to emotions. [ , . as radicals ]

ROB . LHWEE _MER. ERRTENE
FEART L




MAN  Man’s Body

4ho Y,
g"%’ és

—important; want to; must
H . to ask, coerce, JE yao.

E: é%é tﬁ‘é t%?

* Ancient pictographs of ZE yao showed two hands
placed to indicate the midsection of the body. PLC, fE
yao. waist, kidney; with the human body radical.
According to Chinese tradition, the kidneys are the
body’s most important organs.

The second pictograph of Z& yao portrays a woman
being grasped by two hands, hence, the meaning
“coerce ”. The upper middle part was an ancient
phonetic element. Later, both the phonetic element and
the hands merged in the character P8 xi. [% nii]

BRI RAFE X B RIES, “BE T
—BZE”, |

£
et [fLe g %ﬁwa

— scholar-official;  scholar,
gentry; soldier; person
# 11 shi. to be an official.

9o 4

G
=3 28 ¢
— favorable omen, good luck;
propitious, auspicious; good; a
surname.
#%9’;?:: it; %‘ ji;’ %9%’i§,
& e K io; By xia; M, B

xieé.

* Drawing of a phallus. Or it derives from a drawing
of an ancient weapon. PLC. [4l mu: male (animal)]

FUBZE. —ERHRERZE.

2 8 1Y

BEHE

* A combination of - shi and a square. [+ shi]
HFFEALMAO,

|



Bk« AR

H-RRY ff” AL

-- to compare; liken to; ratio; » Shows two persons racing. [ 5 bi]
next to R - ALHETERRE.
#t, nk, B =#At of; X, 2,
Be, Mg, 2, (=8, 58 =5%)
bi; #t,5,4t pi; &, 8L, B, 8
pi; fit pi; & pi.

) ‘ )
bﬁ‘(?; f{{ ﬂ ﬁnu:

—an ancient type of spoon » Derived and simplified from H, bi. It is also a
# nk chi; 4 pin: female symbol for female, see below. PLC. [fit bi. deceased
(animal). mother, 4t ma. male (animal)])
LRHLFZE.
gt g YL gy gW
B vy
—this * A combination of the symbol for female |, bl and a

# B ci; BE ci; & chai; £ phonetic element | zhi. PLC, M i, female
zhai; %%, W, %, B, # «; (animal), with the element of bird, f£ zhui. [ K

%, Wzi; Bt zi; B zul. xiéng: male, b bi, IF zhi]

N A
yiﬁﬁbw é’x‘j\t ﬁ'x iﬁ
—also (literary form) * Drawing of a man with two dots indicating the
#2355 vi; b ji. armpits. PLC. See below.

IRRE B0 3C, AP SR AR, 8 A,

7



