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1. What Is Jiaguwen?

Divination with tortoise shells and animal bones was in vogue in ancient China.
When a piece of shell or bone was burnt, fortune or luck could be told by studying how
it cracked. Such shells and bones have been found in many sites of the Neolithic Age.
In the 1980s, 8000-year-old inscribed shells and bones were unearthed in Jiahu,
Wuyang County, Henan Province, one of the Neolithic Age sites. However, the term
jiaguwen (oracle bone inscriptions) refers to the writing of the Shang Dynasty
(¢.1600—¢c.1100 B.C.) deciphered by modern Chinese scholars.

Jiaguwen , the Shang Dynasty writing, has a history of more than three thousand
years, However, it was not discovered and identified as such until the threshold of the
twentieth century. The first excavators of the oracle bones were farmers near Xiaotun
Village of Anyang County, Henan Province. The place is the old site of the capital of
the Shang Dynasty. The villagers often found pieces of tortoise shells and animal bones
while working in the fields. They collected and sold them to the pharmacy as traditional
Chinese medicine called “dragon bones” . In 1899, Wang Yirong, a well-known pale-
ographer in Beijing, was ill and bought some Chinese medicine in which he accidentally
and surprisedly discovered that some “dragon bones” bore inscriptions. With his pro-
found knowledge in paleography, he determined and established that they were the
Shang Dynasty writing. Since then jiaguwen has become widely known.

After the death of Wang Yirong, his collection of oracle bones came into the pos-
session of Liu E. Liu made further efforts to enlarge his collection and by 1903 he had
obtained as many as over 5000 pieces. In the same year he picked out 1058 pieces from
his entire collection to make rubbings, with which he published the first selection of jia-
guwen entitled Tie Yun Cang Gui (A Collection of Oracle Bones by Liv E) . The next
year, Sun Yirang, a then noted scholar, completed his Qiwen Juli ( Decipherment of
Some Inscribed Characters ), which was the result of his research work on Tie Yun Cang
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