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Preface

Recently the discovery of Gansang Carved Symbols in Pingguo County,
Guangxi Zhuang Autonomous Region is a great event in the research of Zhuang
historical culture and it arouses the curiosity of numerous experts. But they soon
get completely lost in the mystery and bewilderment when they are chewing
over the single symbol. It is some kind of secret power that makes Gansang
Carved Symbols both attractive and hard to approach. The first question that lies
ahead is which culture it belongs to? According to the researches and historical
records, the ancestors of Zhuang people have been living here from ancient
times, without many outsiders settling in. So it will be groundless to hold that
Gansang Carved Symbols do not belong to the Zhuang nationality but to some
other nationalities unrelated to this land. A large scale of written language’s
coinage like this could not be fulfilled with a single person’s work. It must be
fulfilled based on the existence of a large stably- distributed population with the
economical, cultural and powerful support of the local regime. Among the early
written languages of mankind, there exist similarities between some specific
symbols or sounds. For example, “dai” (die) in Zhuang dialect, shares the same
pronunciation and meaning as “die” in English. But they are not at all any
relevant to each other. It’s purely coincidental. It can be inferred that Gansang
Carved Symbols were invented by Zhuang people with no doubt. Another
question is in what dynasty Gansang Carved Symbols were created? Although
we cannot make a judgment with the help of Chinese ancient books since there
is no Chinese record about it, still, we can try some other ways to solve this
problem. Zhuang dialect develops in the following progression: Ancient Carved
Symbol (sawva), Old Zhuang Character (sawndip) and Modern Zhuang Script
(sawcuengh). Modern Zhuang Script was officially introduced and popularized
by the State Council on November 29, 1957; and Ancient Zhuang Character
firstly appeared after Han culture flooded into South of the Five Ridges (Today’s
Guangdong and Guangxi) with Emperor Qin Shihuang’s unifying the south of
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China. In “Analytical Dictionary of Characters”, a book which explains
principles of composition of Chinese characters, there is a character “E&”
seemingly written in Chinese character, but pronounced as “vaiz” in Modemn
Zhuang Script, meaning “cow” in English. It is an ancient Zhuang character, but
it is included into the book by the author Xu Shen only because of its similar
shape to Chinese characters. Some other Old Zhuang Characters are also
contained in this book for the same reason. Ancient Carved Symbol disappeared
after the appearance and popularization of Old Zhuang Character, which means
that Ancient Carved Symbols came into being earlier than Old Zhuang
Characters and they should have been used during Spring and Autumn Period.
Judged From the shape, Ancient Carved Symbols do not share the same
structure with “Seal Script”, “Official Script”, “Running Script” and Jin Wen
(inscriptions on ancient bronze objects). But they resemble Oracle Bone
Inscriptions. Studies show that Luo-Yue Kingdom, in the south, had sent a lot of
turtle shells to Zhou Kingdom in the Central Plains. After King Xuan of Zhou
came to power (827BC—782BC), Oracle Bone Inscriptions were written on
turtle shells instead of animal bones. Therefore, what brought about the
appearance of Gansang Carved Symbols should have been the influence of
Oracle Bone Inscriptions. Since Oracle Bone Inscription was created during Yin
and Shang Dynasty, Gansang Carved Symbols should have been created during
the Spring and Autumn Period. In addition, In 1885, tombs of Shang and Zhou
Dynasty were found at Yuanlong Slope and Andengyang in Matou Town,
Wuming District of Nanning. Among more than 10 carved symbols found in the
tombs, only one symbol was found at Yuanlong Slope, the others at
Andengyang. Tombs in Andengyang belong to the Warring States Period, which
means Ancient Carved Symbol was in its boom at that time. The capital of
Luo-Yue Kingdom was located in the triangle of three towns—— Matou, Lugan
and Luopo in Wuming district. The area of today’s Pingguo County was within
the scope of the ancient capital city. It can be inferred that Gansang Carved
Symbols were the official characters of Luo-Yue Kingdom. Gansang, could be
the exact place where Luo-Yue’s “publishing house” was located. Judged from
the number of the slates and the carved symbols, the accuracy of the carving
technique, all the work must be systematically arranged and fulfilled by the local
authority. Firstly, several “Cang Jie”s (the craftsman who created the Chinese
Character) were needed to create the symbols and specify their structures and



Preface 3

basic rules; And daily life of the craftsmen must be guaranteed by rear services;
Secondly, lots of hard flagstones must selected and shipped back to the working
site; Iron carving tools must be provided and they must be strong enough to
carve on stone. Researches show that not until the Warring States Period did
Zhuang people know how to make iron tools. Finally, people would have to rack
their brains to decide what to carve on the flagstones. Without support of the
local authority, this gigantic project seemed impossible.

However, the most difficult part of the research on Gansang Carved
Symbols lies in the decoding of symbols but not in what are mentioned above.
Since neither a single word is mentioned about it in Chinese documents, nor can
any trace be found in some kind of Zhuang’s written language, it becomes a
tough task. But we should realize haste cannot help anything. With more than
100 years’ hard work of numerous experts, who could refer to lots of ancient
Chinese books, among the total number of 5,000, only less than- 2,000 Oracle
Bone Inscriptions have been decoded. The first step in the research on Gansang
Carved Symbols is the researchers must be clear of the total number of stones
and the symbols on each. Mr. Li Zhiqiang has managed to do this important and
fundamental work. It is far from easy, because enough knowledge is required to
select the original flagstone, but not the counterfeit. In today’s market economy
anything concerning money is possible, even the fake flagstones. But it won’t be
an easy work to make a counterfeit of the carved symbols. The next step comes
to the cleaning of the flagstones. Over 2,000 years, they were abandoned and
scattered everywhere, even some were used to build the ridge of rice field,
which greatly damaged the stones to such an extent that some of the strokes of
the symbols are unable to recognize. To complete his manuscript, what Mr. Li
had to do was to completely copy the symbols from the stones, including the
shape, stroke, position and sequence of the symbols. This requires great efforts
and concentration for its complication and tediousness. This manuscript’s
advantages lie in, firstly, copying all the symbols on ﬂagstones discovered by so
far and making it a collection with the originals, will surely make the research
easier and more convenient; Secondly, collecting all the copied manuscripts will
make it easier for the researchers to make comparison between different
symbols. With comparison, it becomes possible to decode the meanings and
sounds; Thirdly, The copied symbols are much clearer than the original ones,
thus will help to solve the problem of the symbols’ being blurred and indistinct
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caused by wear and destruction.

The Manuscript tries to make a deeper research of the Carved Symbols
based on their signs. Gansang Carved Symbols resemble the Oracle Bone
Inscriptions, because they both mainly consist of Hieroglyphics and ideograms,
not phonograms. But a hieroglyphic is not the symbol close to the real image,
nor is it the same as the meaning. It is something that lies between. It is exactly
what provides us with the key to decoding the symbols. Otherwise, the symbols’
decoding will become much more difficult. Only after we have decoded some
hieroglyphics and ideograms, will it be possible for us to discover phonograms.
Examples in Mr.Li’s manuscript are the results of chewing over hieroglyphics
and ideograms, and they will surely give some revelations to the experts in the
subsequent research. The decoding of the symbols should start from the
flagstones with fewer symbols. We should read from the first symbol to the last,
and the decoding of the single symbol cannot be accurate if the adjoining
symbols don’t read smooth or make no sense. Selecting one of the symbols and
studying its sound and meaning may help to find a breakthrough, but it’s still far
away from the decoding itself. Although not perfect enough, the manuscript is
really of great value, because it has gone further than this. The decoding of other
symbols can be expected if we apply this kind of research method. For example,

the symbol “ W% (QC025)”, should mean “naz” or “suen” (“paddy field” or

“vegetable garden”). To achieve the ultimate goal of decoding, we must decode
both the meaning and sound on the basis of the ancient Zhuang dialect, which
belongs to the ancient Dong-Tai dialect, the research of which can refer to “The
Introduction to Ancient Dong-Tai Dialect” by Liang Min and Zhang Junru. Yet,
the speech system of ancient Zhuang dialect has not been established. Lots of
obstacles lie in the way of the decoding of Gansang Carved Symbols. But I have
much faith in the abilities of scholars like Li Zhiqiang, though facing great
difficulties and unprecedented challenges, they will cut out a path and find the
fabulous world that lies behind all these mystic symbols.

With a history of over 1,000 years, Luo-Yue Kingdom has created splendid
culture. Gansang Carved Symbols are among the most important heritages.
Having experienced ups and downsl in the past thousand years, the ancient
Luo-Yue people must have been aware of the importance of leaving to their

descendants something about the history, their sorrow and happiness. And
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Gansang Carved flagstones, imprinted with all the stories, would be the best
present. Hence we should realize how significant the decoding of Gansang
Carved Symbols is, as it will be the key to decoding the mystery of Luo-Yue
Kingdom. I hope more scholars join Mr. Li, who is diligently striving and
making contribution to unlocking the mystery of Luo-Yue Kingdom.

Liang Tingwang

Minzu University of China
August 4, 2017

Translated by Li Meiqin
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