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| ntroduction

The Chinese script isoneof the oldest and most widely used writing systemsin theworld . It
has a history of five or six thousand years, and is used by about one fourth of the total population
on the earth . The creation and evolution of Chinese charactersis closely interwoven with the de-
velopment of Chinese culture . Chinese characters are the basic carriers of the traditiona Chinese
culture and as an important tool for extending, spreading and exchanging ideas they have played
a tremendous role in the long history of the Chinese nation . One may well argue that without
Chinese characters there would be no such splendid Chinese culture . In the world today, Chinese
characters are not only indispensable to any Chinese user but also have an ever increasing impor-
tant role to play in worldwide cultural development .

Anyone learning Chinese will have to learn the charactersfirst . How to help learners master
the characters efficiently, therefore, is a major task for Chinese language workers .

The Chinese script is an ideographic writing system, in which the form is related to the
meaning directly . Hence the first step toward the mastery of Chinese characters is to learn the
characteristics and regularity in their compostion . It is arule every student of Chinese characters
must follow to base on€ sjudgment of the original meaning of acharacter on its form, and only
when that relation is clear can one go on to discuss its extended and shifted meanings .

In the study of the composition of Chinese characters, thereis atraditiona theory known as
Liu Shu (six writings) . That is there are six types of characters in terms of their composition:
pictographs, indicatives, ideographs, phonetic compounds, mutual explanatories and phonetic
loans . Strictly speaking only the first four refer to the ways to compose Chinese characters, the
last two are concerned with the ways to use them . The traditional view that Liu Shu isa sum-
mary of the different ways of composing characters, therefore, is not very accurate . Neverthe-
less the theory Liu Shu is basically correct in revealing the general pattern in the creation and de-
velopment of Chinese characters . It may help learners to better understand the composition of
Chinese characters and their original meanings, and thence use them more accurately .

1 . Pictographs A pictograph is a depiction of a materia object . Chinee characters
mostly originaled from picture writing . In other words, most Chinese characters were originaly
pictures of objects . However there is a fundamental difference between pictographs and pictures:
the former, usually rough sketches of objects (e.g. “ sun’, moon” , mountain” ,

“ river”, man” , “ big’) or congsting of a characteristic part only (e.g. *“ ox”,
“ gheep’), are much simpler than the latter . More important is that pictographs are associat-
ed with definite meanings and pronunciations, and have become symbolic . And as a result of in-
creasing simplification and abstraction, pictographs of the later ages are quite different from their
originas. Compaed with those in the Oracle-Bone Inscriptions, pictographs in the Regular
Script are no longer picturelike . In a sense they are not really pictographic, but simply symboalic .

Pictographs are based on the external form of material objects, but the abstract conceptsin
language are formless, which renders it impossble to picture them . Thisimpossibility inevitably
hinders the growth of pictographs, and that iswhy their number islimited . However, pictogra-
phy remains the most important method of composng Chine characters . The others are only
developments on this basis: indicatives are mostly formed by adding indicating signs to pic-
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tographs, ideographs are usually made up of two or more pictographs, and phonetic compounds
are also composed of two pictographs (or ideographs or indicatives), except that one of them
specifies the meaning while the other represents the pronunciation .

2 . Indicatives Indication refers to the way to form abstract characters with indicating
signs . There are two subtypes of indicatives: one is composed of a pictograph and an indicating
sign, e.g. (knife-edge) , (root), (treetop); the other is composed purely of ab-
stract signs, e. g. (on top of), (underneath) , (one), (two) and (three) .

Indicatives account for the smallest percentage of Chinese characters . The reason is that for
most characters there are simpler ways of composition: characters referring to material objects
may be composed pictographically and those expressng abstract concepts may be composed ideo-
graphically or by way of phonetic-compounding .

3 . Ideographs | deographs are compounds, composed of two or more than two existing
characters . In terms of structure, an ideograph isthe composition of two or more characters side
by side or one on top of another . In terms of meaning, an ideograph is aso the composition of
the meanings of its component characters . For example, asingle character  stands for a tree,
two trees together () refers to a group of trees—forest, and the character made up of three
trees () means a place full of trees, a thick forest . And the character consists of
(man) and (tree), signifying that a man is taking a rest against a tree .

| deographs are made up of two or more than two pictographs, hence they differ from each
other in that the former are complex while the latter simplex . Compared with pictography and
indication, ideography is more adaptable . Characters of various kinds may be composed in this
way, whether they refer to materia objects or express abstract concepts, depict static states or
describe dynamic processes . The same pictograph may be used to form different ideographs with
different pictographs, or with the same pictograph by appearing in different positions. Thus
there are more chances of existing pictographs used in the compostion of new characters . As are-
sult there are much more ideographs than pictographs or indicatives in Chinese . Ideography was
the most important way of composing characters before phonetic compounds became popular . It
was only because phonetic compounds, with a phonetic component, are more convenient to use
that the importance of ideographs decreased . Some ideographs were even changed into phonetic
compounds, e. g. (the original complicated from being ), and some were replaced by
phonetic compounds pronounced the same, e. g .

4 . Phonetic compounds A phoneitc compound consists of a radical and a phonetic . The
radical indicates its semantic field and the phoneitc its pronunciation . For example, phonetic
compounds with (tree) as the radica like (pine), (cypress), (peach) are dl
names of trees; those with (hand) astheradica like  (push), (pull), (lift),
(press) al refer to actions performed by the hand . However the radical only shows the genera
semantic class of the character, not its specific meaning . The specific meanings of the characters
sharing the same radical are differentiated by the phonetics they each have . The phonetics in
some phonetic compounds may also be semantical, e. g . the phonetic in isaso meaningful
in the sense of take’”, hence the name ideographic-phonetic compounds . But asfar as the major-
ity of phonetic compounds are concerned, the phonetic is only phonetical, not semantical . For
example, the phonetics and in and respectively areonly indicative of their pronuncia
tions, and have nothing to do with their meanings .

Compared with pictography, indication and ideography, phonetic compounding is more
flexible . There are many objects and abstract ideas which are difficult to express through pictog-
raphy or ideography . For example, is the genera term for birds, but there are tens of thou-
sands types of birdsin the world, and it is imposgble to differentiate each of them by way of pic-
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tography or ideography . In contrast this is eadly achieved in phonetic compounding by adding
different phonetics to the radical , e. g. ( pigeon), (crane), (chicken) and
(swan) . Thus there is an enormous number of phonetic compounds in Chinese, and this number
Is growing larger and larger in the modern period . Statistics show that phonetic compounds ac-
counted for 80% of the total characters in the Origin of Chinee Characters (Shui Wen Jie Zi)
of the Han Dynasty, 88% in Aspectsof the S x Categories of Chinex Characters (Liu Shu Lii e)
of the Song Dynasty, and 90% in Kangxi ( K’ ang-Hsi) Dictionary of the Qing Dynasty . In
the modern simplified form currently in use, phonetic compounds make up an even larger per-
cent .

5 . Mutual explanatories Mutua explanation is a most dubious concept in the theory of
Liu Shu . Numerous definitions have been offered, but none of them is definitive . According to
Xu Shen s définition in his Origin of Chinese Characters, mutual explanatories are those which
share the same radical, mean the same and are mutualy explainable . For example, the charac-
ters and , both of theage radica ( ) and meaning the same, are mutua explanatories .
Thus the Origin of Chinese Characters says, “ means ” and means 7 .

Strictly speaking, mutual explanation is a way to explain the meaning of characters through
comparison . Thereis no new character created in this way . Hence mutua explanation is not a
way of composng new characters, but away of usng existing ones .

6 . Phonetic loans Phonetic loan is aso a way of udng existing characters . Xu Shen de-
fined it as a character which is used in a new sense on account of its pronunciation . In other
words, it isan interna borrowing on the basis of pronunciation: a character is used in a new
meaning which is expressed by a similar sound in the spoken form . In thisway an existing char-
acter has acquired a new meaning, but no new character is created . Phonetic loan, therefore, is
not a way of composing Chinese characters ether .

At the early stage, there were quite a few phonetic loans in the writing system . As the
number of existing characters at that time was limited, many concepts had to be expressed by
phonetic loans . For example, the character in the Oracle-Bone Inscriptions was originaly a
pictograph and referred to the nose, but it isnow used in the snse of' self” as a result of pho-
netic loan . The character in the Oracle-Bone I ncriptions was aso a pictograph, referring to
the wheat, but is now used in the sense of* comé as a phonetic loan .

This book is entitled the Composition of Common Chines Characters: An Illustrated Ac-
count . The charactersin the book, 652 in total, mostly have a high frequency of use . A few
characters, which are not as frequently used, are also included for the purpose of presenting a
complete picture of the charactersin the same series, e. g .thecharacter inthe series. In
terms of composition type, most of the characters are pictographs, indicatives and ideographs .
The few phonetic compounds included are developments of earlier pictographs or ideographs .

The 652 characters are clasdfied on the bass of their meaning into categories of the human
body, implements, buildings, animals’ plants, astronomy, geography, etc., under which
there are specific classes, again based on the meaning . The arrangement of charactersin thisway
Is intended to help readers better understand the regularity and characteristics of character creation
in the early stage, thatis, people modelled the characters on all kinds of things, as close as the
various parts of the human body and as distant as materia objects like implements and buildings .
In order to compose characters more rationally, they looked closely upward at the celestial bodies
in the sky and downward at the configuration of the earth’ s surface. They observed the move-
ments of animals and appearances of plants .

The origina meaning of a character is determined in accordance with itsform in ancient writ-
ing systems and its use in classical records . The emphads is on the revelation of the relation be-
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tween the original meaning and the shape of the character, the extended and shifted meanings are
mentioned in passing . There are common expressions at the end of some entries to deepen read-
ers understanding of the charactere concerned . To show the origina meaning of the characters
more vividly, thereis a picture, or rather a cartoon, accompanying the text for each character .

At the beginning of each entry, the character is represented by its simplified form in the
Regular Script, after which isitsorigina complicated form in brackets, and the variant, if any,
Is enclosed in square brackets . The phonetic transcription given shows how the character is pro-
nounced when it is used in its original meaning or common meaning . After the pronunciation are
the representative forms of the character in ancient writing systems, tracingit toitssource. The

characters and beside the ancient forms are abbreviations of (the Oracle-Bone
Inscriptions) , (the Bronze Inscriptions) and (the Later Seal Character) . In addi-
tion, is short for (the Stone-Drum Inscriptions) and is short for (ancient
seals) .

To facilitate readers use of the book, there are two indexesin the end, oneisin the order
of the number of strokes in a character and the other isin an alphabetical order of the charactersin
Pinyin .

Xie Guanghui
Jinan University, Guangzhou
October 1996
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The corresponding original complicated forms are enclosed in round brackets, and the variant

forms in square brackets .
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|ndex in Pinyin

R - 389 329
420 () 384
398 [ B12B ] 547 [ F53D ] 282 626
() 582 () 453 () 13
5 () 413 104 211
(BODC ) 321 [ B530 ] 553 579 -
271 298 149
442 328 | B522 535 () 60
(BlA6 ) 270 540 () 4 76
59 577 122 93
218 () 64
) 576 375 ° -
5 () 257 () 152 171
() 272 () 326 26 341
146 (B3BE ) 474 () 373 125
532 235 431 515
3 89 573 () 506
() 296 443 () 221 507
418 () 488 () 210 445
354 137 192 194
() 224 43 () 621 638
383 136 214 () 504
219 8 330 () 240
377 () 114 498 () 332
196 643 299 630
() 401 228 () 592 () 495
509 () 477 308 318
181 () 509 [ BO22 ] 10 32
564 391 246 | B427 372
[ BO3C ] 6 376 319 448
301 ( BO74 ) 555 399 135
550 () 281 351 132
143 602 [ FBAF ] 129 306
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D655 206 165 334 () 500
187 [ FDAD ] 333 537 229
133 417 508 250
() 278 542 203 386
() 243 y D671 234 323
618 159 497
314 205 335 521
- 589 307 ( ) 370
629 () 34 315
() 350 265 395 295

220 51 212 ”

107 559 | C956 316

464 339 () 425 () 428
(BSD5 ) 226 14 565 85
458 [ F24A ] 288 () 87 239
410 40 () 91 400
441 ( ) 261 631 102
168 587 185 403
390 204 155 () 414
291 () 317 30 ( ) 238

249 469 30 .

207 422 62

110 () 548 512 () 560
409 () 297 521 436
268 365 522 65
386 642 213 () 289
486 607 169 593
601 554 371 233
520 () 338 186 624
( ) 478 | BE4A 461 () 348 632
285 635 () 505 | D254 331
558 503 411 231
402 ( ) 324 () 367 35
( ) 429 ; 538 195
361 580 () 472
346 280 432 544
645 () [ B345 ] () 17 325
267 496 [ F576 ] 557 412
() 484 134 311 () 258
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