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Preface
A glance at Shuishu

My study into Shuishu started quite late actually. In 1980s and 1990s, 1 conducted
investigation to Miao, Dong, Yao, Zhuang and then Bai people. They all have invented
square characters derived from Chinese characters like square Miao characters and square
Dong characters. Those characters are considered as deviation of Chinese characters like
ancient Japanese and Korean characters as well as Xixia characters, Qidan characters and
Nvzhen characoers once in Chinese history.

Even on the two symposiums on Chinese dissemination in Tsinghua chaired by
me, there was no discussion on Shuishu. One possible reason was that senior linguists
seemed to have an agreement on Shuishu already. For example, Wang Jun wrote in his
encyclopedia on Chinese language and writing/volume for ethnic writing that Shuishu

was a reversed writing comprised by about 300 characters. That was how [ told students

T (for Chinese

in my class, using example like . (for Chinese character “" ) and

character “ 117 )

Although many Shuishu characters are derived from Chinese, it 1s different from
other Chinese variations which have borrowed Chinese particles. Shuishu characters
are written in a reversed way like characters on a seal. This rose my question: how was
Shuishu writing created? What are its current usages?

[n another symposium in 2005, [ met an old lady from Guiyang. I told her that I
hoped to do field research on Shuishu, so she introduced Pan Chaolin to me.

Therefore I had an appointment with Mr. Pan, to have a glance at Shuishu, its
genesis and usage.

Pan told me that one glance was far from enough. He was sure that I would come
again.

And he was right. One glance at Shuishu and that was how my study into it began.

Because Shuishu still lives and spreads in Shui people, toughly but continuously.

On the bus from Kaili to Sandu, the first thing came into sight were Shui people in
ethnic clothes. They wore their own clothes in daily life, which was quite different from
many other minorities who only wore them on festivals or betore visitors.

That caught my attention immediately—traditions were still alive here, natural and
pure, with no disappearance and deviation.

Thereafter, | was increasingly interested in Shuishu and Shui people.

At that time, 1t took me 30 hours to visit Kaili by train, almost two days and a night.
Next day [ had to travel on bus to Sandu, then tricycles, and then farm vehicles to meet

Mr. Pan in his hometown, where he took me to visit an old Shuishu master in Shuiyao



Town, Libo County.

Pan bought 6 fishes, 6 jin of pork, leek and some other ingredients. Those were
Shuishu priests’ offering for ancestral sacrifices. I didn’ t know any manners to meet
Shuishu priests. Thanks to Mr. Pan!

Mr. Ou Haijin conducted a very solemn and authentic ancestral worship ritual for
me, a new comer from outside. Then we sat on a platform before his house, where he
showed his Shuishu books to me. That was the first time when I saw living Shuishu
books 1n use.

What impressed me most was a story told by Mr. Pan Yonghui, who was the NPC
deputy director of Libo County. Once he studied in Beijing, where he addressed a
seminar about Shuishu rescue in Tsinghua. In 20th century, Shuishu books were almost
devastated in political movements like Cutural Revolution. Libo government started
rescuing Shuishu and its culture in 2002 as an urgent governmental program. However,

some Shuishu priests concerned that it would be other political conspiracy, alluring them

to give out their books. To convince those priests, governmental officers voluntarily
donated their Shuishu books first as examples. The priests were moved and donated
their own books too. Several years after that, tens of thousands of books were collected

in Libo, Sandu and other Shui residences respectively. Archives and museums were also

"

built in di

ferent areas and the categorization work progressed well.

After hearing the story, Tsinghua students were inspired by patriotic enthusiasm and
would like to do something for it. Just before the Beijing Olympic Games in 2008, they
set up a student research training team and did several field research in Libo and Sandu

on their own expense after their term exams. With one to one instruction from Shuishu

priests, those students accomplished the huge amount of translation work from Shuishu
books to Chinese, after which they came back to Beijing for Olympic volunteer work

immediately.
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What is Shuishu?

Academic interest in Shuishu dated back to Mo Youzhi (1811~1871) in Qing
Dynasty. In 1942, Mr. Li Fanggui had field research about it in Libo and mentioned it in
the preface of his Study into Shui Language. Researchers like Cen Jiawu did research
into it too. After 1949, more and more scholars have conducted fruitful research about
Shuishu.

Our team reviewed previous research and discussion about Shuishu, participated in
the translation of Ten Shuishu Volumes Collected in Tsinghua University,  FaEfR 7 )
and { /ST H-f ) and then raised a proposal for Shuishu for Unicode. Those experiences

helped us a lot in the study of Shuishu.

For a long period of time, Shuishu has been the script used by Shui people, who
reside in Libo, Sandu, Dushan, and Duyun in Guizhou Province and on the border of
Guangxi Province.Shuishu is called [le13 sui33] by Shui people, which means “script of
Shui people” .

Most Shuishu users are Shuishu masters, also known as the priests, on whom the
interpretation of Shuishu entirely depends. Shuishu, functioning as a religious writing
system, 1s applied only to the cultural activities related to divining, such as involving
calendars, farming, marriages and funerals. The number of the words in Shuishu 1s as
small as approximately three hundred.

The Shui Book has been used for tens of thousands of years in every field of the
Shui’ s daily life. It has a great relationship with the Shui’ s production and daily life.
Even if in their today’ s life, the Shui Book still has a great influence. The activities,
both whatever they are, faming, climate, construction, egression, marriage, burial or
fete, all activities will go by the principles conveyed in the Shui Book. Among those
activities, the Shui Book especially has the greatest influence on construction, marriage,
burial, fete, farming, egression and observation of festivals. As the literature of ancient
religion and folk customs and the encyclopaedia of collection of the Shui’ s experience in
recognizing and conquering nature, the Shui Book does not only collect ancient data in
Shui’ s language, but also preserve a great deal of data in astronomy, geography, calendar,
meteorology, philosophy, literature, arts, customs and religion. It 1s the key to researching
the culture, society and history of Shui people and the valuable reference materials for
researching linguistics, astronomy, meteorology, ethnology, folklore, philosophy, ethnics,
religion and other disciplines.

Shuishu masters are the in—service professionals who are proficient in Shuishu
and capable of divining. Ordinarily, they are peasants, who lead a traditional folk life

and occasionally get invited to the ritual activities. Hitherto, the ordinary life of Shui



people, such as birth, senility, illness, death, marriages, funerals, farming, housing, and
travel, could not be separated from divination. Therefore, Shuishu masters enjoy a great
reputation among the Shui people.
However, Shuishu is an incomplete writing system and is unable to transcribe the
language thoroughly. Thus, no existing narratives such as folk songs have been found yet.
For example, consider the following sentence:
FH=HEHALHEFHLE
With supplementary characters?

F=(H)AKH . A(H)BHfFH, /L2

The sentence above says that a marriage, a funeral or building a house (which is

summarized as /L& . in which JL refers to not nine but all kinds of businesses in life) is

discouraged on the twenty—third day in the third month and on the first day in the fifth
month in the ninth year in Shui Lunar Calendar.

Shuishu is written in the way that each icon basically expresses a concept and stands
for a syllable. Shuishu icons consist of Chinese variants, primitive pictographs and abstract
symbols. The script is written vertically top—to—bottom and right—to—left without
punctuation, which is analogous to the ancient Chinese writing tradition.

Related to the Chinese Heavenly Stems and Earthly Branches, numerals, Wuxing
and good or ill luck, the shape of Shuishu characters mostly derive from Chinese
characters (up to 51%) but can have a reversed shape, can appear upside—down or can
take on a slightly twisted form. Such characters make up approximately two thirds of all
the Shuishu characters.

There are also some dubbing characters and prompting characters in Shuishu
writing. Dubbing characters, which are relatively few in number; and prompting
characters, which identify a scripture and appear frequently in religious books.

Like other folk words, without the specification, there are large amounts of variant
characters in Shuishu. Some 1n Chinese characters directly, some reversed or upside—
down of Chinese characters such as Chinese character “Z.” has &= . V1. W , Chinese
character “ | " has T .[J. E ;others are changed shape completely such as Chinese
character “ =" has [J€ . & . 5. T ,Chinese character “T¥ %" (the entry name in
Shuishu and Holy Books) has M\E\! and so on.

Shuishu 1s strictly private. Every Shui family possesses its own version, transferring

the knowledge of the script from generation to generation. Generally, outsiders are
prohibited from seeing it. Moreover, Shuishu masters usually distort the shape of the

symbols to increase the difficulty of decipherment, which diversifies Shuishu characters.




