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Understand Chinese culture through learning about the wisdom
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Preface

The Wisdom of Chinese Characters is a learning resource designed for foreigners
who wish to understand Chinese characters and the culture that they represent.
Using intuitive visuals and simple language, the book reflects the wisdom of
Chinese characters. While shedding light on the culture and ideology of the
Chinese people, the book also demonstrates that Chinese characters are not only
fascinating but also possess a certain degree of regularity in their structures and
are surprisingly easy to learn. One of the purposes of this book is to dispel the fear
that many non-Chinese feel when setting out to learn Chinese characters and to
foster an interest in Chinese language and culture. This book can be used either as
a textbook for Chinese culture classes or as pleasure reading for those interested in
Chinese characters.

The Wisdom of Chinese Characters was written and compiled by Beijing
Language and Culture University’s Chinese Character Research Institute. In
addition to the editors-in-chief, Bi Qiuyue, Chen Pengyu, Li Zhina, Lian Shumin,
Luo Moyi, Ru Fei, Shi Huichao, Yang Lin, Zhou Linyuan, Zhu Lu and others also
took part in the book’s compilation. The manuscript was proofread and revised by
Chen Pengyu and Han Yujiao.

Editors-in-Chief: Shi Dingguo
Luo Weidong
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Part 1 The Origins of Chinese Characters

Thousands of yéars ago, each of the four major ancient civilizations created its own
written language. The ancient Egyptians used Egyptian hieroglyphs; the people of
Babylon used the cuneiform script; ancient India witnessed the creation of the Brahmi
script and Kharosthi (or Gandhari) script; and the script employed by ancient Chinese was
that of Chinese characters. Of all the writing systems that emerged in antiquity, Chinese is
the only one that is still in use today. Every Chinese character is like a picture filled with
Chinese wisdom and culture. There are many beautiful legends regarding the origins of

Chinese characters.

In Chinese mythology, Fuxi was one of the earliest
ancestors of ancient China and the creator of the bagua

(“eight trigrams or diagrams”):

According to one legend, Chinese characters derived

from bagua. For example, the trigram “#k(kan)” (==),

P\
written vertically, became the Chinese character “'\?\' ” (7K,

shul: water); the trigram “E§(I)” (==), written vertically,

became the character « A” (¢k, hud: fire); and the trigram “}i(kan)” (==), written

vertically, became the character “I lz” (JIl, chuan: river).

According to another legend, an ancient Chinese historian named Cangjie carefully
observed all forms and recognized the principles for distinguishing the footprints of
different animals from each other. He was thus inspired to create
written symbols and relied on different forms and structures to

differentiate meaning.

Each of the above legends offers its own unique explanation. So
then, what is the real origin of Chinese characters? With respect to
archaeological findings, carved symbols from as early as the Early
Neolithic period (7,000 to 8,000 years ago) have been found at some

cultural relic sites. Some of these symbols were carved on pieces of Statue of Cangjie
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pottery or on the backs of tortoise shells and, later, some were carved on jade articlesk\

Some of them depict concrete objects, while others are abstract symbols.

Symbols carved on pottery * :

Symbols on pottery excavated at the Banpo Ruins in Xi‘an, Shaanxi
5

/
These symbols, which were carved on excavated archaeological materials, reflect the

embryonic stage of Chinese characters.
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Part 2 The Evolution of Chinese Characters

The earliest Chinese writing system that has been preserved to the present day is the
oracle bone inscriptions (“H‘f 3 (Jidgiwen)”), which dates back 3,000 years: to China’s
Shang Dynasty (1600 BC to 1046 BC).

The ancient Chinese people believed that both nature and human affairs were governed
by a kind of mystical force. As a result, divination was commonly used to forecast the
auspiciousness of pending activities related to sacrificial worship, war, hunting, farming,
marriage, and so on. The oracle bone inscriptions refer to Chinese symbols that were
inscribed on turtle shells and animal bones to record the subjects and results of divination.

The oracle bones and shells were buried under the ruins of Yin, the late Shang Dynasty
capital. In 1899 AD, the scholar Wang Yirong fell ill at the site of the ruins of this ancient
capital and inadvertently noticed that there were some symbols etched on a medicine
called “Dragon Bone” that he had purchased to cure his ailment. Wang realized that
these symbols might be those of an ancient script. It was in this way that the oracle bone
inscriptions were accidentally discovered. Wang Yirong was later deemed “the father of
the oracle script”. Xiaotun of Henan Province’s Anyang City, where inscribed bones and
tortoise shells were excavated, became the World Cultural Heritage Site known as Yinxu
(“the Ruins of Yin”).

Tortoise shell Ox bone
The oracle bone inscriptions reflect many aspects of the history of China’s Shang Dynasty.

Example 1: “Gui-mao bu, jin ri yu, qi zi dong lai yu?” The meaning of this oracle
inscription is: “Divination was conducted on this gui-mao day. Will it rain today? The rain
will come from the east, won’t it?”
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