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PREFACE

Unicode is the foundation of mathematical platform for human beings, and in math we
trust that it is the basic for the Earth. Meanwhile, Unicode is a new gift from the West to the
East, not only due to the huge quantity of the ideographic characters in East Asia, but also for
the convenience it offers for editing or compilation, and survival of the Chinese dictionaries
themselves.

Having acknowledged the profound significance of this universal standard, one idea
about or opportunity for its application appears in front of us. If we include the Unicode for a
character entry in a dictionary, by means of the code we can input the character in our
computer immediately. For example, MS Word has a simple method: Internal Code Input
Method. When we type in the Unicode 5B9D for =, then press ALT+X simultaneously, the
character & shows up on our screen, and vice versa. Moreover, we can also try to hunt the
5BID for FE or SBF6 for its traditional form E in BableMap (Unicode Character Map for
Windows), a web search engine, the Wiktionary, or even the unicode.org.

The Origins of Chinese Characters is a dictionary-like book of mine first published 25 years ago.
In this revised edition, the primary job is to introduce Unicode as the reference for each character
entry, allowing readers to make use of these electronic characters. The other revisions in this Unicode
edition are: (1) Corrections to some errors in the original edition; (2) Additions and replacement for
some character entries; (3) Additions of many glyph shapes; (4) Additions of page numbers for
reference characters in the text, to facilitate quick search; (5) Additions of some Chinese and
English contents for most entries. The modifications are under the original page format, and all the
revisions are moderate. In the mean time, I removed the bibliography since this book is used for
learning and teaching Chinese as a foreign language, instead of for studying the ancient Chinese

writing itself.
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Chinese writing system is the centralized embodiment of primitive thinking mode,
mythology, aesthetic ideology and creation rules of ancient Chinese, however, the source and
development of Chinese characters have been sometimes illusory or incomprehensible. For
example, as a common character and abstract concept, B di poison, is confused sometimes
with its two components: &£ shéng fo live, and £} mii mother. Is it originally from the
legend of tasting the herbs or from the understanding that harmful and poisonous plants grow
wildly? Meanwhile, some readers will find that the component % nll sometimes has a
negative meaning, such as in §=ﬂ: jiin wicked, ﬁ XiGn disapproving and W nii slave.
However, fortunately we have the word %F htio nice, good, fine, combining 2 niiz, that
is woman or female literally.

I wrote this bilingual book, The Origins of Chinese Characters, around 1990 when I was
a student in the Department of Physics, Tsinghua University. It was reprinted many times and
translated into French in 1995 and German in 1996. After leaving the university, I was
engaged in international trade, and then studied abroad, earning a degree in electrical and
computer engineering from the University of Waterloo, and then ran a database company.
However, I have always had a great interest in the ideographic characters, and editing The
Unicode Han Dictionary is a hobby and took years of hard work. This revised Unicode
edition is as another episode of my regular time-consuming work on the dictionary. I have
really enjoyed the experience, and hope I can update and enlarge this book within a decade.

Harrison Hongyuan WANG
October. 20™ 2018
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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, this 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 symbol 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. Some time in the Upper Paleolithic period,
perhaps about 20,000 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 — some aesthetic, some spiritual or
magical — may have led to the creation of these primitive drawings. This may 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 depicted. 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, complete
correspondence is gradually established between written signs and objects or beings. These
simple pictures contain only those elements that are important for the communication of
meaning and lack the embellishments that are included in an artistic representation. Since
these objects and beings have names in spoken words, a correspondence is also established
between the written signs and their vocal counterparts. When individual signs are used to
express individual words and syllables, it can lead to the development of a system of word
signs; that is, script or logography. In logography, one sign or a combination of signs
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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 or
syllabic writing, as best represented in logo-syllabic writing.

Logo-syllabic writing, that is, writing with signs express that words and syllables, is
found in the East, including continental Asia 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.

This large area is home to seven original and fully developed logo-syllabic 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 logo-syllabic systems may exist, but at
the present to the above list stands. 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 logo-syllabic writing system;
even in their most advanced stages they never attained the level of phonographic
development of the earliest stages of the Oriental systems.

Of the seven systems, three — Proto-Elamite, Proto-Indic and Cretan — are not yet
deciphered. Consequently, modern understanding of the logo-syllabic systems is limited to
the other four systems: Sumerian, Egyptian, Hittite and Chinese. Chinese writing is the only
logo-syllabic writing system still in use 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 €0 Cang Jié. 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. We can divide the development of all Chinese characters into three
stages, which overlap: ideography, phonetic borrowing, and picto-phonetic writing.

Ideography is the earliest 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 simple 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: A mi

Vi
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stands for a tree, & yli for a fish, H chong for a snake, and 5% she, literally fo 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 has probably never
existed either in antiquity or in modern times. To create and memorize thousands of signs for
newly acquired words 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 to draw or show. Therefore,
signs for function words and abstract nouns were borrowed from the ideographs with similar
pronunciation. Such signs should also be simple and distinct. A borrowed character should

N G ) :
SISl T e ey

O T iR B e e TR

B TR T DA el

S AR SRR T o ST eig
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Copy of a hieroglyphic Hittite inscription from the site of Carchemish (after Renfrew, p. 48).
WA E R L F (FRIVEHDEN),
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have few strokes; and if the borrowed ideograph was not obsolete, it should have its original
meaning restored 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 can be regarded as symbols.
However, in many cases there are semantic connections between the original and the
borrowed forms. Let’s see some examples:

1t 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 1t b&i is a PLC. The word for back is ¥ bei, adding a human body-radical
below.

B 1z, literally self and from, is borrowed from the pictograph of a nose. Both self and
from are difficult to express using 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. B 2 thus is a PLC. The word 8 bi, nose, includes the pictorial element B zi and a
phonetic element 5% bi below.

X
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Finally, 3% y&, meaning thin, derives from a pictograph of a tree with leaves, while =
M y8, meaning leaf, a plant-radical on the top. Note that since antiquity, many of the
pronunciations have changed, so that the original borrowed and returned forms no longer
sound alike sometimes.

The adoption of the borrowing method in the Chinese writing system was a watershed
transition from memory-aid picture writing to practical logo-syllabic writing. As in the
societies become more developed, more and more objects and beings were named more
precisely. Therefore, picto-phonetic characters or pictophones emerged.

A picto-phonetic character 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 the
sound. In most cases, the phonetic element also has meaning value as a picto-phonetic
element. The following examples are similar to rebus writing: % dié and 8§ dié, literally
butterfly and flounder, with the worm and fish radicals respectively, and the picto-phonetic
element 3E ye: thin. This is the last stage of development. Picto-phonetic characters comprise
about ninety to ninety-five percent of all Chinese characters. Today, the number of characters
is almost fixed. When the Chinese needed to introduce a word from another language, they
use a combination of characters to form a new Chinese word, e.g., & jipli for jeep, SR
langman for romance, &REFJE L xigstdili for hysteria, #F fiquang in mainland China or &
5% léishe 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 stagnant, and in time words
develop new pronunciations or meanings and lose old ones. However, the forms of the
ideographic characters are somewhat quiescent, especially the pictographs which derive the
letters of Chinese from common objects or beings. This book will show you a large sample
of these fascinating characters.

A look at the origins of the characters making up the Chinese writing system involves a
look also at the origins of the Chinese civilization. The early history of both China and the
Chinese dates from the Neolithic period (about 5000 BC) to the Han Dynasty (206 BC to AD
220), including the Shang Dynasty (1523 to 1028 BC) and the Zhou Dynasty (1027 to 221
BC). By the Han Dynasty, the number and forms of common characters were fixed on the
whole.

Etymology is not an exact science. Often we are unable to discover the origin of a

XI
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character, but more often there are multiple genetic stories for one character. Ingenious
etymological theories are put forward frequently, some plausible and attractive, others wildly
improbable. I have chosen the most likely explanations to be included in this book 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 the missing piece in the Chinese puzzle, but a key to
resolving the puzzle.

Some Chinese characters have been simplified as Jianhuazi 8445, and these simplified
forms are used in 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 $3 as it is known, has been used with four-tones
P97 in this book.

INSCRIPTIONS

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
Hongyuan WANG
December 1991
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Ghapter 1
MAN A2

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 Zhkoukoudian near Beijing. Unfortunately, all the Zkoukoudian 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.

FEAGLIEBEATLFENFTAXRMEPEEBRAEYW . ZH4CRAHE,
POBRAENHMABEL 20 FL, AFEEIAEHEABMEALINBEHAX
B XLFRANRENNES 180 FEHTERE XML EHMES 170 7 4£ 6
TRA(EHE), 19271 FEXPHBELEA O FRAGLTANREELA, &
RARPHTEEIATEFHR AERADHALTARD . BEEIMKERF L
CRMTERAEATFERSBAN 2 BENNLBAFERRTETNA.

&3R5

Figures in rock art
% & F B AT
* RARAR F R R G H AR, 1983 FA AN MR TE) LM, RAALRAREFRTAL 737
F,THESES 50 £ 60 7 %, JLFKAIES 70 £ 207 ¥,



MAN MRS BOAY /17t .

1.1 Man’s Body &1

réAn)775’?@‘}7)? 89 N &R

4EBA — man, person. A man, a figure in profile. The original form of A rén may
TA=8rén; 11 sroe=hA aece, reveal evolution from anthropoid apes to man. & { aesB as
M=8cong, X, Hhcong; radical.

R=5Rzhong. ARz, ®, HXE, %, HX&E,

g@Z i @2 B & R

2123C— good, erect (archaic). A man standing on land. ?ﬂﬂng: to erect; with a hand — radical

B8 som.ting: listen; ¥E ser, which indicates a verb. T ssec.rén is very close to T, and
B, 3 4 Bng E also a useful element in ¥, #F, {Erén, fErén. & rén.1, t0.2.
fiE, B AEting. ABIF L E,

wi

tm ? $ % J » 8% &nf

5140 — proud; upright; bald. A derivative of Arén.1 by adding a stroke on the man’s
Blwis; 25 seor=3% scar, fyco: head. 7E ydo, a legendary monarch in ancient China

SHiido: Ejdo:d%. endo: BE around 2300 B.C,, is also a useful phonetic.
Bigico. Haivo, %, %, fre: | AL—H. ($X) T, BRWLFH, MA—FEAL.
rao; WEshdo; Bxido; Bxido. %, Bth. MBELL, Biath, T, KIH. &

P, EIERAL, PIPE, TRH|, HEML. PR,

T (% )@ A & R

5143 — basic, first, primary. Two strokes drawn on a man’s head; a composite of the
Briruan; Im, T, 5T sesc, characters for man and above. & _shang.195, Arén.1.
fRwan; 5, B8R, BRwin; 7T, FTFLEMAKE, FRATEIE (K) . T8 ZF8
E=E, R|yuon; iZ=iRyuan; XiENX ., “RE"—ERETCR", BRTE, XA
1%, BRyuon. BB TR, BRRE.




