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At the opening ceremony of the 2008
Beijing Olympic Games, China presents
to the world a palace of civilization, long-
standing, profound and colorful. There,
897 moveable-type blocks powered by
897 performers bounced up and down,
spelling out the character “harmony”
in different fonts, which conveys the
Chinese value of peacefulness to the
whole world, and meanwhile vividly
demonstrates the historical evolution of
Chinese characters.

The Chinese character, Sumerian
cuneiform and Egyptian hieroglyphics are
the world’s most ancient writing systemé.
But among all the three, only Chinese
is still in use, carrying on the Chinese
civilization of five thousand years’ history.
Different from any other writings in the
world, Chinese character as a mature
ideogram system has its own features.
First, it is squarely shaped and hence also

known as square-block character. Second,
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phonetic notation takes the form of Pinyin
(Chinese Romanization). Third, there are
rules for stroke order in writing. Fourth,
the formation of Chinese character can
be varied from pictogram, ideogram,
ideogrammic compound, phono-semantic
compound, transformed cognate and rebus.
Fifth, in the long evolution history, a variety
of styles come into being, such as small seal
script, clerical script, cursive script, regular
script, running script, etc. Besides, Chinese
calligraphy, seal carving, poetry, couplet
and other traditional art forms all manifest
the varied structure of Chinese character
and its beauty in thythm. Even in the world
civilization, Chinese character emits unique
brilliance.

This book mainly introduces the history
and features of Chinese character. It also
refers to calligraphy, seal carving, poetry,
couplet and other related traditional Chinese
culture, in order to reveal the very essence

of Chinese characters.
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The Long History of Chinese
Character

WFE, 7FR “PEFE" . HXF . FRFE" , BICERNK
BEN—MXFE, BTREXFNARETIXF, FRTNEMX
H, RPEPANEEREZ — XNFERUHFREFERANRSZ. £
SRR . EHANERKAXT, REEREFEXFERFE. KA
REBAHERANREXF—HBTHR LBHZNXTF, LRESH
— {51 F RS R R o
Chinese character (Hanzi), also known as Chinese word, Chinese
script or square-block character, is a writing system of the Han
people and also gets its name therefrom in the Han Dynasty (206
B.C.-220 A.D.). It is ideographic and morpheme-syllabic, serving
as one of the important symbols of Chinese civilization. Moreover,
Chinese character is the most populous, most widely and longest
used writing system in the world. Besides, unlike the ancient
Egyptian hieroglyphics written on the holy books, and the Sumerian
cuneiform born at Mesopotamia, Chinese character is not only most

ancient, but still in current use.
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> The Origin of Chinese
Character

At Dawenkou Cultural sites of the late
Neolithic Age (ca.4500 B.C.-2500 B.C.)
archaeologists have found fragments of
pottery vessels engraved with symbols.
As the symbols reveal features of simple
script, experts generally regard them as
ancient Chinese characters. Later at the
Banpo Sites of Shaanxi Province were
unearthed many painted potteries made
in the early period of Yangshao Culture
(ca.5000 B.C.-3000 B.C.). There we can
see decorated patterns of human face,
fish, deer, branch and leaf of plant, and

geometric forms, among which the fish

« NH&SE (WEXt)

Basin with Human Face and Fish Design
(Yangshao Culture, ca.5000 B.C.-3000 B.C.)
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Neolithic Age

In archeological chronology, the Neolithic Age (ca.10,000-4000 years ago), corrésponding to the
Paleolithic Period (ca.1,700,000-10,000 years ago), is the last phase of the Stone Age. During this
period, human beings began to use polished stone implement and also created painted pottery.
It is an important stage in the development of material civilization. The Chinese Neolithic
Age appeared circa 10,000 years ago at the Yellow and Yantze rivers. Yangshao Culture and
Longshan Culture are representative of this historical period.

) o RS BB R

Black Pottery Cup with High Stem in
Longshan Culture (ca.2800 B.C.-2300 B.C.)

o AR ST FCR M

Boat-shaped Painted Pot with
Net Pattern in Yangshao Culture
(ca.5000 B.C.-3000 B.C.)
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pattern is proved to be strongly related
with the early pictographs.

Before the generation of Chinese
characters, the ancients would tie knots
into different sizes and numbers to keep
daily records, or by wood notching which
is another way to set down everyday
life. Usually they would notch symbols
of different sizes and styles on bamboos
or woods, but for all practical purposes,
such ancient methods can only help to
record simple events. As the need arose
for more communication, ancient people
began to explore a better channel to
exchange information. Thus since the
demand of social development went
beyond the range of knot-tying and
wood-notching, some pictographs and
symbols gradually emerged to meet

the needs; they are the early forms of

* HAILHE
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Keep Records by Tying Knots

In ancient China, people usually tied knots to record
economic activities and denote quantitative relations.

This method is widely used before the generation of
characters.
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Chinese character. Pictographs are
evolved from visual and realistic images.
Their inter-connection is established
through repeated use which in turn helps
to facilitate communication in practice.
The symbols, born around 10,000 B.C.,
are developed from pictographic writings.
They are the prototype of Chinese

characters in ancient times.
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Cangjie, the Inventor of Chinese Characters

Based on the legend, Cangjie played a crucial role in the generation of Chinese characters. This
legend first appeared in Mister Lii’s Spring and Autumn Annals (Liishi Chunqgiu), a literary
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document of the Warring States Period (475 B.C.-221 B.C.). There Cangjie is claimed to be
an official historian of the Yellow Emperor about 2500 B.C. and later revered as the Great
Inventor of Chinese Characters. From the footprint of birds and animals, he found inspiration for
pictographs and hieroglyphics. Moreover, as his work needed words to record history, Cangjie
began to collect and collate characters spread among the ancients and put them into use, just
as the legend goes. In brief, Cangjie has made a significant contribution to the development of
Chinese characters.

* BEEF
Cangjie, the Inventor of Chinese Characters
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Oracle Bone Scripts Incised on Turtle Shell

> The Evolution of Chinese
Character

In around 2000 B.C., Chinese characters
began to enter the stage of accumulation.
Its evolution can be broadly divided into
five stages, oracle bone script, bronze
script, seal script, clerical script -and
regular seript.

The oracle bone script of the Shang
Dynasty (1600 B.C.-1046 B.C.) is the
earliest Chinese characters existent. The
rigorous writing system, dating back over
3000 years, is developed from the early
ideographic symbols. Oracle bone script,
as the name suggests, is characters incised
on animal bones or turtle shells, used
in the palace of the late Shang Dynasty
for divination or recording. It was only
discovered by the end of the 19th century.
Since oracle bone script is hieroglyphics
evolved from pictographic writing, in the
early Shang Dynasty it more resembles

pictographs. Only towards the late Shang
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Oracle Bone Scripts of the Shang Dynasty
(1600 B.C.-1046 B.C.)

Dynasty, does the proportion of phono-
semantic compounds gradually increase.
Now, more than 5000 oracle bone scripts
have been unearthed, among which 1000
characters can be clearly identified. In
all, the discovery of oracle bone script
has great significance for our study of the
generation of Chinese characters.
Following the steps of oracle bone
script, the bronze script gradually
emerged. During the Shang and Zhou
Dynasties (1600 B.C.-256 B.C.), bronze
ware came into fashion. Instruments like
bell and ritual articles like tripod were
often inscribed with characters; hence
bronze script is also known as Script on

Bell and Tripod. Chronologically, the

« TAM (ER)

Maogong Tripod (Western Zhou Dynasty,
1046 B.C-771B.C))
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development of bronze script can be
divided into four periods, bronze script
of the Shang Dynasty (1600 B.C.-1046
B.C.), Western Zhou Dynasty (1046
B.C.-771 B.C.), Eastern Zhou Dynasty
(770 B.C.-256 B.C.), Qin and Han
Dynasties (221 B.C.-220 A.D.). Among
others, bronze script of the Western
Zhou Dynasty is most representative.
One masterpiece is the Maogong Tripod
engraved with 499 characters. Oblong in
structure, the bronze inscriptions outshine

in style, pouring forth unaffected vigor

* RABEX (FHKR)
(EARH: FOTOE)
Qin Gong Zhong Bronze
Script (Spring and Autumn
Period Qin,770 B.C-476 B.C)
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Stone Inscrlptuon “Curse on the State of Chu"
(State of Qin in Warring States Period, 475
B.C.-221 B.C.)

In the late Warring States Period, the State of Qin
and State of Chu battled for hegemony. This article
is written to pray for the triumph of Qin and defeat
of Chu, Stone drum script retains certain feature of
the bronze script, but appears more standard and
principled in form.

and integrity. Hence seal script of the
Zhou Dynasty (1046 B.C.-256 B.C.) has
always been regarded as lineal descent of
it.

The large seal script is a transitional
writing form that goes between the
bronze script and the small seal script. In
the Warring States Period (475 B.C.-221
B.C.) people in the State of Qin adopted
Zhouwen as their characters. Originated
in the late Western Zhou Dynasty, this
kind of script resembles small seal script
in style, but has overlapping structures.
Meanwhile, the other six states Qi,
Chu, Yan, Han, Zhao and Wei persisted
with their own language, known as
Ancient Script of the Six States. To

have a glimpse of the large seal script,



