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Foreword

The discovery of inscribed oracle bones and shells in 1899 and subsequent identification of
Yinxi, the ruins of the last Shang Capital located near Anyang, Hénén, proved to be a watershed
for Early China studies, as these inscriptions represent the most archaic form of Chinese writing
( more precisely hanzi 5" ) and the earliest documentary source in China. Almost all of these
documents belong to the royal house of late Shang Dynasty ( ~1300 to 1100 BcE ). These
documents survived for so long because they were engraved on animal bones ( mostly bovine
scapula ) and turtle shells ( plastron or carapace ), hence the name ‘oracle bone inscriptions’ ( OBI )
or, in Chinese, jidguiwén ( H & 3C ), literally ‘shell bone writing’. The inscriptions engraved on
undreds of thousands of bones and shells provide the most precious source for studying early Chinese
history. It was based on OBI that Wang Guowéi ( F [ 4 ), one of the most eminent Chinese scholars
of the early 20th century, was able to identify names of Shang kings and ascertain the historicity
of the figures previously thought to be legendary. By doing so, Wang confirmed the authenticity of
the Shang history as written by Stma Qian ( 145—86 Bce ) in the Shiji ({ 2 5C ), The Records of
Grand Historian ).

Oracle bone inscription ( OBI ), the earliest from of Chinese, together with Egyptian, Mayan,
and Sumerian constitute the four writing systems independently invented in human history. All
four primary writings are logographic in nature. Among them, only Chinese writing system
survives and remains logographic. The study of OBI not only plays a pivotal role in connecting
the archeological data to the transmitted textual tradition in China, it is also of great import to
the comparative study of origin of writing systems and civilizations. Despite this, OBI has not
garnered the attention and popularity in the western world that Egyptian hieroglyphs, Sumerian
cuneiform, and Mayan glyph have long enjoyed. In fact, there are only a very few scholarly
books in English that focus on OBI ( e.g. Sources of Shang History, 1978, 1985; The Ancestral
Landscape, 2000; Working for His Majesty, 2012; written by David Keightley, University of
California, Berkeley, and Studies of Fascicle Three of Inscriptions from the Yin Ruins, 2010,
by Ken-ichi Takashima, University of British Columbia ) and there are virtually no books for
the general public in the West to learn about OBI. This can be contrasted with the tens or even
hundreds of books on Mayan and Egyptian hieroglyphs and civilizations found on online book
selling sites such as Amazon.com.

The author has had the fortune to learn OBI in college and in graduate school from several
leading Shang scholars, including the late Professors Jin Xidnghéng ( 4 #£H , National Taiwan
University ) , Chang Kwang-chi ( 5% )% B , Zhang Guangzhi, Yale University ) and Professor
JaoTsung-1 ( #%5%EH , Rdo Zongyi, Yale University ). The author has offered a course on OBI
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( Chinese 165:424, Origin and Development of Chinese Writing ) in the Department of Asian
Languages and Cultures at Rutgers University, New Jersey for many years. The course material
forms the basis of this book. The main body of this book is a collection of 120 pieces of rubbings
( tabén #17% ), mainly from the corpus of Jidgiiwén Héji ({ 45 SCE4E ) ), that contain inscriptions
covering a wide array of topics including weather, astronomy, kingship, sacrificial ceremonies,
rituals, agriculture, hunting, military campaigns and politics. Each rubbing is accompanied by a clear
tracing ( mobén %=4% ), which will be helpful in case the graphs on rubbing are not clearly legible.
The direct graph-to-graph transcription, both in digital OBI font and in archaic Chinese script ( or
liding %7€ ), will help the reader to become familiar with the sequence and direction of reading OBI
on the rubbings. Transliteration from OBI graph to English is also provided; so that, by comparing
this transliteration with the English translation the reader can appreciate the grammar and sentence
structure of archaic Chinese. Finally, translation and annotations are provided in Chinese and in
English.

The book is intended to benefit both scholars and lay public who are interested in East Asian
civilizations in general and Early China in particular. Readers can use this book to get acquainted
with the writing of OBI graphs, just like students learn Mayan or Egyptian hieroglyphs from
reading original scripts. In light of the lack of books in English for the study of OBI, it is hoped
that this book will fill the need for an accessible introduction to the subject.

During the preparation of this book, I have greatly benefited by discussions with Professors
Lin Yun, Jilin University, and Song Zheénhao, Institute of History, Chinese Academy of Social
Sciences. I am grateful to Dr. Lid Yuan, who has read the Chinese portion of the manuscript, and
to Professor Dietrich Tschanz, Rutgers University, who has read and commented on the English
part of the manuscript. Both Song Zhénhao and Lit Yuan have participated the project from its
inception. Dr. Matthew Anderson, a student in my 2006 OBI class, helped with the transcription
( OBI font, Chinese and English ) and did most of the English translation of the inscriptions. Dr.
Zhi Xidona, a student of Professor Song, did the tracing work. Without their help, the book could
not have been accomplished. It goes without saying that [ am solely responsible for any remaining
mistakes, big or small. Finally I wish to thank my wife, Alice Liu, for her continuous support and
understanding.

Kuang Yu Chen
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e, [ERREEAE, AfLIEAE s

. Transcription (#9185 ). A6 2 BEAT B FH - SO~ 60 IR 9 Y35 - M0 S e SCRgR ViR
5 {58 S R e B {1 FR R SOME P BT O E o S SCi e, n] DAREGE A N IE
BB SCFA B S0, B S R e, o LAGEER D oefBik 22 52, A BB b
BECE . R MR —MEESCE 07 Fw, HocBEFE 2R —RESCRgeERRIE 117
g e FOR. BOCATLUSCEIMEA, BRI [ ) 8 [ ] Fom, AEPICAL MR
BREPHE o BV £ b LR R A B T s 4 R A HL T A i P B =

. Reading ( H:% ): SRZIGHA PO CHESE, WRAVE, SHMRER (Annotation ) IH
BRI PARE . B E b Mae, ROMDERES CHoC) 1 |, MREB” BEiEE, M
Z RfA), R, R EFEFE LR MEEAERMA), AN A5,

. Annotation ( 7EFE): WEEIEERRBUMNE, B G REMRE. 08 5 CE
TR, 0 8 (2202) 7, RoRZTAE CHESCFRK) BIS5% R 2202, S
ek 2% (a3 CFak), BA——EHE, HAibs| HEHEE . R
“FEZSEEHT.

7. Practice (%Y ). BH—iktkf L—Z=PUR AN A, ERSE U EEH,
8. Appendix ( [fff% ).

Bfek— s (MEGEAE T AT HIE SO, B B R i M e i e A R L3 A

I, DMEAR.)

k= 2FHA (B IAHEL O EF, w3, iy rZagnfastaes

HH)
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Explanatory Notes

The main body of this book is a collection of 120 pieces of oracle bone inscriptions ( OBI )
from the late Shang Dynasty ( ~1300—1046 BcE ). The inscriptions deal with various aspects
of life of Shang royal house, including calendar, astronomy, kingship, sacrificial rituals, hunting,
agriculture, and war. For each piece we present rubbings ( tabén #i4x ), tracings ( mobén A< ),
text in OBI font, Transcription ( Chinese and English ), Reading ( straight translation in
Chinese and English ), Annotation ( Chinese and English ) and Practice. The book is intended
for readers who are interested in Shang civilization and archaic Chinese and can be used as
either a textbook for teaching or for self-learning.

The primary source of OBI inscriptions used in this book is ink-squeezed rubbing gleaned
from Jidgiiweén héji ({ 5 3CE4E ) ). We also provide mobén, which means ‘tracing, facsimile,’
to ensure that all graphs are clearly legible. To facilitate the reading of inscriptions on the bone
or plastron, the direction and sequential order of graphs are indicated on the mdbén by arrows.

In addition, we present the inscriptions in a text format using digital OBI font so that the
reader can easily compare the OBI text with the transcribed Shang text in modern Chinese and
in English.

Transcription: We have provided a graph-to-graph transcription of the bone inscriptionsin Hanzi
( J£57 ), or ‘modern Chinese characters’ and in English. In cases where there is no corresponding
modern Chinese character, we use the kdishii liding ( #5 # &€ ), or ‘direct rendering
transcription’. The graph-to-graph transcription in English should help the reader to better
appreciate how the English rendering of the inscription has come about. In the transcription of
OBI text, missing graphs ( due to damage ) are indicated by either * [] * or * [/] ’, the former
for one graph missing and the latter for more than one graph missing. The bracket sign [ ] /
[ ]is used to indicate the missing graphs that can be reconstructed based on the context. The
translation of Chinese personal name follows the standard Pinyin, except for scholars from
Hong Kong, Taiwan and overseas, who may have used other spelling methods.

Reading: The OBI inscriptions are translated into both Chinese and English in a straight
forward style. In the case of Chinese, we use wénydnwén ( L5 3 ), or ‘Classical Chinese,’
as it follows the style of oracle bone inscriptions more closely. Scholars are divided on the true
meaning of the graph zhén ( £ ) as to whether it was used as an indicative or an interrogative
verb. Here, we follow the Shuowén ({&3C)) and treat the zhén ( El ) as an interrogative verb
in most cases.

Annotation: We first give the source of the OBI rubbing and then the diviner group of that
oracle bone piece according to Jidgiiwén héji fenzii fenléi zongbido ({ H & L& 47 4 4
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$4E %)) ‘Classification Table of Oracle Bone Collections’ . For each bone graph discussed
here, the number in parenthesis refers to the designated number in Jidgiiwénzi giilin ({ H &
XFEHM)) ‘A Forest of Oracle Bone Graphs’ . For example, ‘ % (2202) ’ indicates that
the number for the graph ¥ in Jidguwénzi giilin is 2202. This will help the reader should they
wish to consult Jidguwénzi gilin for more detailed information and references related to that
bone graph.

7. Practice: We have included additional rubbings containing inscriptions relevant or similar to
the selected piece for the reader to practice reading.

8. The book includes the following appendices:
Appendix 1: Vocabulary List
Appendix 2: References and Bibliography
Appendix 3: Ganzhi Table ( Table of Sixty Day Cycle )
Appendix 4: Shang King List
Appendix 5: Five-Ritual Cycle ( adapted from Shangdai zhouji zhidin R4 JE 5 HIEE ))
Appendix 6: Brief Introduction to Oracle Bone Inscriptions
Appendix 7: Brief Introduction to Four Original Writings
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(BR)
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(HT-H)
(AAERE)
(& A)
oL H i, )
(%, )

Foreword

Explanatory Notes

Title

Ganzhi Cycle

The Millet Harvest
Fifteen Dogs

Rain in the First Month
Rain from the East
From Daybreak to Morning
Tricolored Clouds
Heavy Rain

Encounter Gusty Wind
Strong Gale

Rainbow Appears

Xin Day Brightened Up
Changing Date

East is Called X1

Performing Di- Ritual to Northern Fang

Burnt Offering to the East Mother

New Big Star

Bird Star

Eclipse of Sun and Moon
Xun No Disaster

Moon was Eclipsed
Night Wind

Flag Shows No Wind
Pacifying Wind
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31
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52
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(B23%h0h )
()

(B LRZETZH)
(tmX=)

CH A EH )
(RZFHMN )
(BT o)
(EZ EHEFF )
(HFEZ EH )
(TR
(HETER)
(it )
(HETRE)
(HFEE)
(BELAC)
(HTFEIF)
(HETHF)
CHERLAIE )
(=)
(RZ597)
HXT)
(BH#HHZH)
(B LRI

(M HAEAH)
(Tt e S b b )
(e SR )
(e )
(WHEZ)
(REZ)

( THLH 4 )
({ZFPUERH )
(EHREFELTRE)
(F L3 )

Wine Libation and Bundle Ceremony

Ten Shi with Rams

From Shang Jia to Duo Hou

Ten and Three Shi

Yi-Ritual for Shang Jia on jiaxu

King Da Yi with Queen Bi Bing

Ceremonial You Sui for Brother Ji

Arrived at Temple of Hé

Liao for H¢, Wang Hai, and Shang Jia
You-Ritual for Tang

Liao-Ritual for Ndo

High Ancestor Nao

Liao-Ritual for Mie

You-Ritual for Wang Héng

Liao-Ritual for Tu with Pig
You-Ritual for Huang Yin
You-Ritual for Y1 Yin

She Téng Takes Qiang

Sinking Three Sheep

Béng at Wi Y1 Temple

You Father Ding

Three Ri Rituals

Ji from King Shang Jia

You-Ritual for Sun

Exorcise Lady Hao Against Bi Géng

Exorcise Fu Xuan

Shi Qiang

High Ancestor Wang Hai

Ji Cai Xié Rituals

Ceremonial Codex Presentation

Raid My West Border Field

King Forms Alliance with Wang Chéng

Earth and Heaven Not Agreeable
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35406
36194
27615
34294
01182
01273
14369
30398
14804
14762
34185
00563
34192
32023
05522
36076
32054
32714
32212
7X543
02617
00301
00466
32083
41704
35756
06057
00032
06316
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(EAEF AR )

CHEREIX )

(ERAEANTT )

(EEHS)
(MRS )
(FEAET)
CUEELARAT )

(EfELET)
(EME=8H )
(SEFERTT)

(=1

(44 Ei = )

(HEERL)

CAEER 5 BE )

CHFE)
(ZHFF)
(AR5 )
(R )
(REREZS )
(&)
(BE5)
(FRIREE)
 EHFF)
(EAN)
TR )
(ERER)
(B4TH)
(AT £R )
(=)
(EARE)
(R L3Z4E)
(KZRE)
()

Expedition Against Marquis Yén of Yufang

Stationed at Qi

The King Came to Attack Rénfang
The King Went to Attack Gongfang
Reconnaissance about Gongfang
Supply Five Thousand Men

Zhi Gué Presented Codex

Shock and Awe Against Tufang
The King Established Three Divisions
Command Royal Clan to Chase Zhaofang
Three Clans

No Commotion This Evening
Display Royal Troop

Officer Zhong Reported Elk
Hunting at J1

A Day of Hunting

Safe Hunting Trip

Elephant Captured

Six Deer Captured

Chased Rhinoceros

Seven Rhinos Captured

Zi Yang Fell

King Went Hunting

Eight Peacock Captured
Encountered Heavy Rain

Big Tiger Captured

Inspecting Cattle at Diin
Continuing Fishing

Thirty Thousands Fish Captured
Chase Deer of Shui

East Land Received Harvest

We Received Millet Harvest
Yue Hé Nao
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36509
36493
36484
06209
06167
06409
06401
06399
33006
33017
32815
34720
26879
27902
37471
10198
37379
10222
37408
10398
33374
10405
10939
09572
37646
37848
11171
12921
10471
28789
36975
10094
10076
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91
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98
99
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103
104
105
106
107
108
109
110
111
112
113
114
115
116
117
118
119
12

)

(ERT5H)
(IR RF)
(ELZTFTER)
(ZH)
(&%)
CoRA= T LB )
( e 8 )
(FKiE)
(Bei)
(HTHBTH)
(Ex)
(EfER)
(&R )
(R )
€TV
(EHESH)
(PEEE )
(BE )
(EH)
(EHAEHE)
(SBHETH)
(HA )
(HEXZ=)
(EATH)
(Pivu%e)
(MET AAERR)
(BAER )
(HHE¥)
(EHZE)
(S RT 7T )

* PRE 6, 48, 116, 117, 118, 119, 120 i 4, #HERE (FH XA £).

Calming Locust at Deity Stin

Not Having Abundant Harvest
King Orders Opening Land
Plowing Jointly

Crop Inspection

Pray for Childbearing

Fu Hao Gave Birth

Toothache

Nose Pain

Fang Swayed from the East
King’s Inspectional Campaign
King Established Settlement

Di Damaged This Settlement

Di Terminated This Settlement

Adding Lu Qi

Zhi Managed Royal Affairs
West Minister Zhi

Mining the Ore

Royal Inspection

Inspect the Sang Field

Today Perambulate at Le
Coming News

Music Performance

The King Enters the Shang

Banquet at West Temple-Gate

The Ding Personally Attack Shao

Sui Ancestor Zu Jid
Sheep for the Yi-Ritual
The King Chased

To Calm Wind at Four Corners*

All pieces, except Piece 6, 48, 116—120, are from Jidgiiwén héji.
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