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PREFACE

“The worst is that they possess neither letters nor an alphabet. They express everything by means of symbols or pictograms, which at times have two or three different meanings or even make up entire parts of a sentence.… To acquire the terms and phrases paramount for the propagation of faith, and the most commonly used ones, necessary for everyday conversation, a knowledge of merely 9,000 symbols should suffice.” This is how the Jesuit Johannes Grueber is quoted on two separate occasions by two illustrious men, who claimed to have led what today would be called an interview with the traveling missionary in 1665: Lorenzo Magalotti (Relazione della China, 1677, 15) and Melchisédech Thévenot (Voyage à la Chine, 1666–1672, 8).

With regard to the number of symbols, the pious man from Linz presumably told a bit of a fib, since at the time even the average academic elite only knew slightly over half as many. This, by the way, corresponds quite accurately to the number of characters (just under 4,500) that today, three and a half centuries later, university students of the People’s Republic of China are required to know in their first semester.

This is a tremendous challenge, and Grueber’s lament will be echoed from time to time by not only prospective Sinologists but also the countless Western laymen trying to acquire a more or less thorough understanding of Chinese, not least out of respect for Chinese culture, of which the written language is a constitutive component: as a medium of communication, as an artistic mode of expression, and as a chief element in the display of national identity.

The author too faces a great challenge: on the one hand, he may not upset the already knowledgeable reader with an at times necessary “reduction in complexity”; on the other hand, he should not discourage the layman with too great a focus on detail and technical jargon. He is also barred from fleeing into footnotes, in which he could elucidate the strengths and weaknesses of a given hypothesis.

There are different ways to approach the Chinese script. So when a primarily historical approach was chosen for this modest edition, it was not out of disrespect for other disciplines but simply on the grounds of limited competence. Due to the predetermined length of the book, even within this historical framework, several topics could only be touched upon superficially, such as the politics of script, book printing, and calligraphy—all of which would certainly warrant their own monographs.

The Chinese characters in the text serve to illustrate the arguments brought forth, not to lend it exotic flair or the pretense of scientificness. Except in the sections that deal explicitly with simplified characters, traditional characters were given preference throughout, not only because of their disparately longer tradition but also—and especially—due to their greater clarity. Transliteration consistently follows the rules of the Pinyin transcription system. Lastly, emperors of the Ming and Qing dynasties are referred to using their far more commonly known era names instead of their (technically correct) posthumous names. The author translated all quotes and excerpts into German himself, and his translations were used as the basis for the English version of this book, except for quotes or excerpts originally in English.

The making of this book was accompanied by Ulrich Nolte, Petra Rehder, Gisela Muhn, and Bettina Seng on the part of the German publisher; Johannes Bahle, Werner Berthel, Claudia Burgert, Cai Jiehua, Rebecca Ehrenwirth, Waltraud Gerstendörfer, Sabine Höllmann, Anette Liersch, Markus Michalek, Shing Müller, Marc Nürnberger, Luise Punge, Dennis Schilling, Renate Stephan, and Christine Zeile contributed countless pieces of advice to improve its lucidity. I owe them all my sincerest thanks. Incidentally, what Zhu Fu wrote in a letter to Peng Chong in the year 26 is valid: “In everything you do, avoid causing those closest to you pain, and those hostile to you joy” (Wenxuan, 521, ch. 41).





 

1

INSPIRATION AND DRILL

You’ll see them in parks in the big cities: small groups of men and women carrying buckets of water, into which they dip giant brushes—in a pinch, mops—with which they proceed to write characters on the pavement, large enough so that they can be read even from a distance. This is often followed by passionate discussions about the calligraphies’ aesthetic qualities. But the discussions never last long, for neither do their subjects; the water dries quickly, and from the moment of its creation, every piece carries within it the seed of impermanence. In other contexts too, script is a popular topic of conversation in China. It has great cohesive force and is perhaps the most visible symbol of national identity. But there are also entirely practical reasons the Latin alphabet never stood a realistic chance of being adopted, and almost every program on television is subtitled.

Many Languages, One Script

Even though China strives to give the impression of cultural homogeneity and consistency, to this day the coexistence of its regional traditions plays a role almost as important as its governmentally decreed unity. The same is true of its linguistic diversity: not only with respect to ethnic minorities, who, for instance, converse in Uyghur, Mongolian, or Tibetan, but also regarding the Han, who make up 91.5 percent and therefore the majority of the country’s population. There are plenty of good reasons to summarize all of China’s commonly used (Sinitic) languages under the umbrella term “Chinese.” Yet this choice of terminology communicates—intentionally or unintentionally—a closedness that cannot be wholly reconciled with China’s everyday reality.

TABLE 1.1

Major Sinitic languages




	
Name


	
	
Alternate name


	
	
Regions (among others)


	
	
Percentage of speakers (among the Han)







	
Mandarin


	
	
Putonghua


	
	
Almost all of China


	
	
 71%





	
Wu


	
	
	
	
Jiangsu, Zhejiang, Shanghai


	
	
9





	
Gan


	
	
	
	
Jiangxi


	
	
2





	
Xiang


	
	
	
	
Hunan


	
	
5





	
Min


	
	
	
	
Fujian, Taiwan


	
	
4





	
Kejia


	
	
Hakka


	
	
Guangdong, Taiwan


	
	
4





	
Yue


	
	
Cantonese


	
	
Guangdong, Guangxi


	
	
5







Besides Mandarin, which was originally only prevalent in the north and then spread almost throughout the entire country by way of traveling officials and later through radio and television, there are at least six other mutually incomprehensible languages that are used as principal means of communication by at least 29 percent of the Han population.

The differences among the individual languages and their varieties are vast. If one compares Cantonese and Mandarin, for instance, this applies to syntax (sequence of direct and indirect object, position of the adverb) and even more to phonetics. The number of available syllables is also comparatively low (about 630 in Cantonese, only slightly over 400 in Mandarin), resulting in an abundance of homonyms, i.e.,identical-sounding words.

The number of tones, which help to limit the plurality of meaning, is also uneven: up to nine in Cantonese, while Mandarin has merely four. These four can be distinguished as follows: first tone: high and level; second tone: rising steadily (interrogative); third tone: first falling, then rising; fourth tone: falling abruptly (imperative). In some systems of phonetic notation—such as the commonly used Pinyin transcription system—the tones are shown by means of diacritics placed above the vowels: macron (mā), acute (má), caron (mă), and grave (mà). But for all that, there remain several words that have exactly the same pronunciation (as well as the same tone) but differ in meaning, and in conversation can only be distinguished through context.

TABLE 1.2

Characters pronounced yi (small selection)




	
Character


	
	
Tone


	
	
Meaning


	
	
Character


	
	
Tone


	
	
Meaning







	
一


	
	
1


	
	
one


	
	
以


	
 


	
3


	
	
by means of





	
醫


	
	
1


	
	
doctor


	
	
蟻


	
	
3


	
	
ant





	
衣


	
	
1


	
	
garment


	
	
倚


	
	
3


	
	
to lean on





	
漪


	
	
1


	
	
ripple


	
	
已


	
	
3


	
	
already





	
移


	
	
2


	
	
to move


	
	
藝


	
	
4


	
	
skill





	
儀


	
	
2


	
	
behavior


	
	
易


	
	
4


	
	
easy





	
遺


	
	
2


	
	
to lose


	
	
譯


	
	
4


	
	
to translate





	
宜


	
	
2


	
	
fitting


	
	
異


	
	
4


	
	
different







TABLE 1.3

Homonyms in Mandarin (small selection from a popular dictionary)




	
Syllable


	
	
First tone


	
	
Second tone


	
	
Third tone


	
	
Fourth tone


	
	
Total number







	
ai


	
	
5


	
	
5


	
	
6


	
	
10


	
	
26





	
chang


	
	
7


	
	
11


	
	
5


	
	
6


	
	
29





	
fo


	
	
—


	
	
1


	
	
—


	
	
—


	
	
1





	
ji


	
	
41


	
	
34


	
	
13


	
	
35


	
	
123





	
ma


	
	
1


	
	
5


	
	
6


	
	
2


	
	
14





	
nei


	
	
—


	
	
—


	
	
2


	
	
2


	
	
4





	
tie


	
	
3


	
	
2


	
	
—


	
	
2


	
	
7





	
yi


	
	
19


	
	
31


	
	
22


	
	
71


	
	
143







The differences among Sinitic languages also show in their respective characters, but the number of discrepancies is surprisingly low. Therefore, written texts are in principle equally comprehensible to all Han, even when they are not able to communicate verbally.

However, the written script is by no means always clear or unambiguous either. First and foremost, this is due to the characters’ semantic breadth. The character hui 會, for example, can be translated as a noun as follows: “meeting,” “session,” “gathering,” “conference,” “society,” “association,” “festivity,” “opportunity,” “understanding,” “ability,” “skill,” “possibility,” and “moment.” On top of these, naturally, are its applications as a verb (“to meet,” “to understand,” “to be able,” “to treat someone to something”), adjective (“possible”), and adverb (“possibly”).

There is neither declination nor conjugation in Chinese. Number and tense are discernible solely through context, if at all. In addition, individual characters exhibit phonetic variability, so that different readings—at times even just differing tones—will in most cases result in diverse meanings.

TABLE 1.4

Range of meanings for the character shu 書 in “classical” Chinese




	
Noun


	
	
Verb


	
	
Adjective, adverb







	
script


	
	
to write


	
	
written, in writing





	
book


	
	
to compose


	
	
literacy





	
letter”


	
	
to correspond


	
	
by letter





	
certificate


	
	
to certify


	
	
documentary







TABLE 1.5

Characters with different pronunciations and meanings in Mandarin




	
Character


	
	
Pinyin


	
	
Meaning


	
	
Pinyin


	
	
Meaning







	
盛


	
	
cheng


	
	
to fill


	
	
sheng


	
	
to bloom





	
屬


	
	
shu


	
	
to enjoin


	
	
zhu


	
	
category





	
還


	
	
hai


	
	
still


	
	
huan


	
	
to return





	
行


	
	
hang


	
	
row


	
	
xing


	
	
to walk





	
校


	
	
jiao


	
	
to proofread


	
	
xiao


	
	
school





	
樂


	
	
le


	
	
fun


	
	
yue


	
	
music





	
說


	
	
shui


	
	
to persuade


	
	
shuo


	
	
to speak





	
遺


	
	
wei


	
	
to endow


	
	
yi


	
	
to misplace







TABLE 1.6

Characters with different tones and meanings in Mandarin




	
Character


	
	
Pinyin


	
	
Tone


	
	
Meaning


	
	
Tone


	
	
Meaning







	
好


	
 


	
hao


	
	
3


	
	
good


	
	
4


	
	
to like





	
橫


	
	
heng


	
	
2


	
	
horizontal


	
	
4


	
	
unexpected





	
禁


	
	
jin


	
	
1


	
	
to tolerate


	
	
4


	
	
to forbid





	
卷


	
	
juan


	
	
3


	
	
to roll


	
	
4


	
	
chapter





	
看


	
	
kan


	
	
1


	
	
to guard


	
	
4


	
	
to see





	
強


	
	
giang


	
	
2


	
	
strong


	
	
3


	
	
to force





	
往


	
	
wang


	
	
3


	
	
to go


	
	
4


	
	
past





	
相


	
	
xiang


	
	
1


	
	
mutually


	
	
4


	
	
physiognomy







TABLE 1.7

Nouns beginning with the character shu




	
Characters


	
	
Pinyin


	
	
Meaning


	
	
Composition







	
書獃子


	
	
shudaizi


	
	
bookworm


	
	
book + nerd + person





	
書法


	
	
shufa


	
	
calligraphy


	
	
script + rule





	
書記


	
	
shuji


	
	
secretary


	
	
script + note





	
書局


	
	
shuju


	
	
publishing house


	
	
book + store





	
書目


	
	
shumu


	
	
title catalog


	
	
book + list





	
書契


	
	
shuqi


	
	
contract


	
	
certificate + document





	
書生


	
	
shusheng


	
	
scholar


	
	
book + adept





	
書信


	
	
shuxin


	
	
letter


	
	
letter + letter







Besides, for about three millennia, texts were not simply written conversions of the spoken word, since the spoken language dealt with different topics than its written counterpart. There were also substantial differences in grammar. Additionally, words consisting of two or more syllables played a significantly smaller role in books and newspapers than they did in verbal discourse.

Although literary genres like the novel existed, and in imperial China already used elements of colloquialism as stylistic devices, the historical divide between “classical” and “modern” Chinese can be drawn quite clearly. To be exact, it runs through the first decade after the revolution of 1911, when intellectuals called for reforms that were in part meant to facilitate their outreach to larger parts of the population. Today, the idea of equating one word to one syllable and one character, which was valid at least in principle in “classical” Chinese, is mostly outdated, and compound terms have become nearly as common in writing as in speech.

Two of the presently most comprehensive dictionaries comprise 85,568 (Zhonghua zihai) and 106,230 (Yitizi zidian) characters. However, the number of variants listed therein is extremely high and the actual number of individual characters significantly smaller. A popular Chinese-German dictionary (Xin Han De zidian) makes do with about 6,000 characters, additionally listing more than 70,000 compound words. This is more or less comparable to the vocabulary of a Chinese college graduate.

Privilege and Deficit

Up until the twentieth century, dealing with the written script was generally considered men’s business and tied closely to social and familial backgrounds. Elites who sought a career at court were expected to have a sound knowledge of the script. A career as a civil servant could be secured simply by being descended from an influential family, with the help of powerful sponsors, or through financial donations, but tiered examinations were still the core of clerk recruitment.

Almost all men were admitted to these examinations, provided they possessed certain knowledge and skills that could only be acquired over years of intensive mentoring. Technical expertise, which would have been potentially useful in exercising the candidates’ future offices, was usually not tested; proving judicial, medical, economic, or geographical know-how was only required when training for hierarchically subordinate posts. Otherwise, acceptance almost exclusively depended on whether one could work through philosophic and literary subjects within a prescriptive paradigm.

In the firmament, the stars mirror the hierarchy of civil service; on earth, it is the flow of rivers and mountain ranges. The choice can [therefore only] be men, who are endued with heavenly perfection and have insight into human action. Only then will they be awarded an office based on their abilities, and assigned a corresponding field of duties. (Wang Rong, quoted in Wenxuan, 531, ch. 36)

Of course, many did not succeed: because they failed the extremely challenging examinations; because, lacking the necessary protection, they wasted away in third-rate positions in the provinces; or because they realized just in time that they were not willing to completely bend over backward. Additionally, clerks of the administrative system, which was always kept small, received anything but ample wages. As the statesman Wang Anshi noted in 1058, it was “impossible to stay honest with the current amount of earnings.” As a result, not only corruption and frustration but also cynicism and alcohol abuse were rampant among elite bureaucrats.

GETTING DRUNK INSTEAD OF WRITING

When I drink,

I drink all night,

and my drunkenness lasts

for three days straight.

The time’s wasted

and nothing’s written;

how can one ever

come to fame and riches like this?

Just look at the dead

in their brush-graves:

forget the scribbling,

better hand me a cup!

(XIN QIJI, 1195)

Without intensive support from family members and home tutors, chances of passing the examinations were extremely slim. To add to that, attending an institution of higher education was tied to rigorous requirements: sometimes admission was based primarily on the rank an applicant’s forefather had held in office. Gaining access to inferior institutions was, of course, far easier. Financed by the state, the municipality, an affinity group, or a religious association, these institutions would also open their doors to less well-situated students. However, the number of available spots was by no means enough to accommodate the majority of children and adolescents.

[image: image]

Figure 1.1  Emperor Kangxi reading. Work of an unknown artist from the early eighteenth century. Yu Weichao, ed., Huaxia zhi lu (Beijing, 1997), vol. 4, 152

The schooling and upbringing of women, conversely, served a vastly different purpose. First they were to obey their fathers, later their husbands, and finally their sons. Their ambitions were to pertain to keeping a clean household and a tidy kitchen; making a smart reference to literature or, worse still, voicing their own thoughts could easily be construed as garrulity.

5Girls’ upbringing takes all day, over the course of which they have a variety of chores to complete: from sweeping the floors to lighting incense to producing hemp fabrics. They must also be taught how to behave toward guests.… Otherwise, girls should be kept away from songs and poetry, lest they become dissolute and depraved. (Nü lunyu, circa 780, ch. 8)

[image: image]

Figure 1.2  Man reading from handscroll. Clay figurine from a grave in Tangxian (Hebei), tenth century. Yu Weichao, ed., Huaxia zhi lu (Beijing, 1997), vol. 3, 227

But there were also exceptions. Xue Tao (786–831) and Li Qingzhao (1084–1151) are undoubtedly among the country’s most famous poets. The former was allegedly even recommended for the post of an official at the age of thirty-eight, despite having grown up in simple circumstances and having had to hire herself out as a courtesan. But this record, being entirely inconsistent with the usual practices and traditions, is not truly reliable. It is well documented, however, that she cultivated intellectual exchanges with some of the most prominent poets of her time, and that these exchanges were met with enthusiasm and marked by mutual esteem and respect. All the same, not a single one of her poems is included in the most famous anthology of works of her epoch, the Tang shi sanbai shou, nor is the work of any other female poet of the Tang dynasty.

Though occasionally even conservative statesmen like Sima Guang (1019–1086) demanded that girls should acquire suitable reading skills, such appeals evidently had no effect on the lives of the majority of the population. Besides social aspects, other important factors were the different requirements and educational opportunities presented by rural and urban life. Even in the first third of the twentieth century, women’s literacy rates in some rural areas were still only as low as one or two percent (versus 30 percent for men). An exception was the so-called “women’s script” (nüshu), which was customary in southern Hunan province up until the twentieth century and was a medium not accessible to men. While its characters’ formal composition is inspired by cursive variations of Chinese regular script, they are never logograms, but phonetic renditions of the Chinese syllabary. Nüshu therefore consists of significantly fewer characters than regular script.

TABLE 1.8

School attendance and literacy rates in rural area




	
Year


	
	
Age


	
	
Total population


	
	
Men


	
	
Women







	
1987


	
	
from 12 years old


	
	
26.77%


	
	
15.79%


	
	
38.05%





	
1997


	
	
from 15


	
	
16.36


	
	
9.58


	
	
23.24





	
2007


	
	
from 15


	
	
8.40


	
	
4.35


	
	
12.44





	
Polled 1929–1933 by Nanjing University (Buck 1937: 373)

The respondents’ minimum age was seven.







Mastery of the script was hence a privilege enjoyed by only a minority until well beyond the end of the imperial era, and illiteracy rates were accordingly high. But how are they even determined? From the court’s perspective, everyday vocabulary probably would not have played a deciding role; in fact, anyone who didn’t regularly read Confucian classics presumably would have failed the test. This was basically just as ludicrous as the 1918 survey by Presbyterian missionaries in which the key criterion was the speed at which people were able to read a Chinese translation of the New Testament.

TABLE 1.9

Illiteracy rates through the ages




	
School attendance (3–4 years)


	
	
Reading ability (by means of an ordinary letter)





	
	
	
TOTAL


	
	
YES


	
	
NO


	
	
UNCLEAR


	
	
YES


	
	
NO


	
	
UNCLEAR







	
Men


	
	
46,358


	
	
20,955


	
	
25,100


	
	
303


	
	
14,069


	
	
32,117


	
	
172





	
Percent


	
	
100


	
	
45.2


	
	
54.1


	
	
0.7


	
	
30.3


	
	
69.3


	
	
0.4





	
Women


	
	
40,690


	
	
902


	
	
39,750


	
	
38


	
	
482


	
	
30,181


	
	
27





	
Percent


	
	
100


	
	
2.2


	
	
97.7


	
	
0.1


	
	
1.2


	
	
98.7


	
	
0.1





	
Source: Statistical annals of the People’s Republic of China







Due to these massive differences in approach, even school attendance, which has been hailed the sole criterion by some pollsters, is not a surefire indicator, and the answers given in surveys don’t exactly convince with an acute sense of reality. Moreover, the exceptional nature of Chinese script makes verification very time-consuming, whether it concerns 51,000, 2,000, or 3,000 characters. The People’s Republic’s official statistics too should be reconsidered against this backdrop, since their parameters were repeatedly changed. There is no doubt that illiteracy has distinctly decreased since 1949, but sustained progress is by no means guaranteed, even if certain numbers would suggest so.

[image: image]

Figure 1.3  Old party secretary with his notebook. Propaganda poster from 1974. Stefan Landsberger, Chinesische Propaganda. Kunst und Kitsch zwischen Revolution und Alltag (Köln, 1995), 162

Acquiring the Script

Even in antiquity, a poor farmer’s son would occasionally succeed in learning a considerable number of characters and rise up into the class of scholars. In the middle of the sixth century, for instance, Li Xuan is said to have “[learned] how to write … in just over one month” (Bei Qi shu, 636, ch. 44). He achieved this impressive feat by using the Jijiu pian (“Quick Access [to Characters]”), a popular primer compiled in the first century B.C.E., which contains lists of common vocabulary divided by topics. By the thirteenth century, three more compendia had emerged at the outset of learning:

The Qian zi wen (the “Thousand-Character Classic” from the sixth century), a text composed of 250 verses, which, according to legend, its editor created using only a list of words provided by the ruler, which he then successfully managed to order into a coherent context

The Bai jia xing (the “Hundred Family Names” from the tenth century), a list of common family names, not least ordered by political expediency, which originally comprised 411 entries

The San zi jing (the “Three-Character Classic” from the thirteenth century), a work consisting of 400 short verses, each composed of three characters, of which there are countless variations.

TABLE 1.10

Number of characters taught per school year according to the People’s Republic of China’s curriculum




	
Class


	
	
Addition to core curriculum


	
	
Core curriculum total


	
	
Extracurricular addition


	
	
Total characters







	
Grade school 1


	
	
+ 626


	
	
626


	
	
160


	
	
786





	
Grade school 2


	
	
+ 724


	
	
1,350


	
	
+ 70


	
	
1,580





	
Grade school 3


	
	
+ 570


	
	
1,920


	
	
+ 120


	
	
2,270





	
Grade school 4


	
	
+ 302


	
	
2,222


	
	
+ 148


	
	
2,720





	
Grade school 5


	
	
+ 167


	
	
2,389


	
	
+ 123


	
	
3,010





	
Grade school 6


	
	
+ 108


	
	
2,497


	
	
+ 183


	
	
3,301





	
Middle school 1


	
	
+ 116


	
	
2,613


	
	
+ 221


	
	
3,638





	
Middle school 2


	
	
+ 53


	
	
2,666


	
	
+ 195


	
	
3,886





	
Middle school 3


	
	
+ 25


	
	
2,691


	
	
+ 153


	
	
4,064





	
High school 1


	
	
+ 8


	
	
2,699


	
	
+ 180


	
	
4,252





	
High school 2


	
	
+ 12


	
	
2,711


	
	
+ 147


	
	
4,411





	
High school 3


	
	
+ 5


	
	
2,715


	
	
+ 46


	
	
4,462





	
On the basis of several textbooks, based on Wang Youmin







[image: image]

Figure 1.4  A stationary salesman from Beijing painting calligraphies in preparation for the New Year’s festival, to be decoratively hung in entrances and doorways. Watercolor, circa 1870. Liu Lingcang, ed., Beijing minjian fengsu bai hua (Beijing, 1982), 83

All together, this “canon” teaches about two thousand characters, which students were to learn as quickly as possible. Whether one month is really enough to acquire a solid understanding of all of them is doubtful. Even learning ten—or twenty—characters a day, as several sources claim was common, seems a great challenge, especially if reading and writing abilities are to be trained equally. In any case, one thing should be evident: without full-time commitment and discipline, success was very unlikely.

Students will be divided into three groups [according to their performance]: (1) Daily tasks include … reciting [a text] of two to three hundred characters, a written [discussion] of ten lines, and reciting an … eight-line regulated verse; additionally, every third day, students will be tested on four segments from a work of rhymed prose …, must study one poem of this genre, and read three to five pages of historiographic literature, from which three events are to be memorized. (2) Daily tasks include reciting [a text] of one hundred characters, a written [reflection] of ten lines, reciting a verse … from a poem, as well as memorizing two motifs from rhymed prose and one historical topic. (3) Daily tasks include reciting [a text] of fifty to seventy characters, a written [reflection] of ten lines, and reciting a poem. (inscription in a school from 1054, quoted from Jin shi cuibian, 1805, ch. 134)

While in the past the main concerns of primary education were evidently learning the script and how to discuss texts, modern elementary schools offer a much wider selection of subjects. Thus mathematics, ethics, arts, music, health education, and sports are all part of the curriculum from day one.

Nevertheless, “Chinese,” of course, remains one of the core subjects. The curricula are correspondingly strict: first grade teaches simple characters, and students focus on re-creating them as precisely as possible while following the given stroke order. From second grade on, the number of more complex characters gradually increases. Collectively reciting texts is another important component of the children’s education, and Pinyin, a transcription system that uses the Latin alphabet, has long been used to teach proper pronunciation.

[image: image]

Figure 1.5  Class in Guangzhou in the late nineteenth century. The photograph shows students from the gentry with their teacher. Recolored photograph by D. K. Griffith on a postcard

Attending school is compulsory in China, but this doesn’t mean that every child gets an adequate opportunity for education. Especially in economically underdeveloped regions the purchase of school supplies poses an almost insurmountable problem for poorer families. This social chasm has become even deeper since the introduction of expensive private schools with comprehensive care in the 1990s and is further complicated by the fact that teachers expect to receive extra compensation from parents; considering these issues, optimism with regard to an ultimate victory over illiteracy in China is barely justifiable.





 

2

THE SCRIPT

“When Cang Jie, scribe for the Yellow Emperor, observed the marks of bird claws and the tracks of wild animals, he noticed that different tracks could easily be told apart. Thereupon he created the script” (Shuowen jiezi, circa 100, epilogue). Many a critical mind of antiquity believed this, even when believing little else. Yet the time span between the compilation of the Shuowen jiezi and Cang Jie’s creation, which allegedly occurred in the third millennium B.C.E., is rather large. Besides, the story lacks any kind of factual footing on which to extrapolate its historical background. The Yellow Emperor (Huangdi) was, it would seem, a mythical figure before he was ever included in official historical narratives. The same is true of his loyal assistant Cang Jie: the more time passed, the more detailed the records grew, and the more was supposedly known about him—just as about the other two cultural heroes credited with inventing the written script, Shennong and Fuxi. In any case, it is highly unlikely that the accomplishment of inventing script could be traced back to a single person’s spontaneous moment of inspiration. This idea is also contradicted by clear epigraphical and archaeological evidence.

Historical Basis

There is no definite evidence for the existence of a script (that is to say, a medium that allows for the recording of complex matters) before the Shang dynasty (sixteenth to eleventh century B.C.E.). Individual elements, however, are found much earlier, especially on ceramics dating back to Neolithic cultures of the fifth to third centuries B.C.E. (specifically the Yangshao, Majiayao, Dawenkou, Longshan, and Liangzhu).

Even though these symbols, which have mostly been found isolated, painted on or carved into objects, bear close resemblance to the characters of the Shang, a pictorial likeness does not necessarily indicate a semantic one—with the exception, perhaps, of numbers, but even this equivalence is by no means certain. It is much more likely that the majority of the signs are emblems (of kinship, for example), symbols (pertaining to an as yet completely unknown religious context), and above all manufacturer’s and owner’s brandings. Similarly, the marks could indicate time of manufacture, production figure, the item as part of a set, or a classification of the item’s quality.

[image: image]

Figure 2.1  Clay pot engraved with an emblem from Juxian (Shandong), third century B.C.E. Yu Weichao, ed., Huaxia zhi lu (Beijing, 1997), vol. 1, 97

None of this, however, provides sufficient evidence of a syntactically correct implementation of language—the deciding factor for the existence of a script. Even the assumption that these symbols could be a kind of precursor, as characterized by a standardized usage of mnemonics, is likely unjustified. Indeed, even the discovery of a ceramic shard in Dinggong (Shandong province) adorned with eleven relatively cursive “characters,” which, according to some archaeologists, dates from the third century B.C.E., does not change this, since apart from the discussion about its exact historical placement, there are serious doubts concerning the object’s authenticity.

TABLE 2.1

Early styles of writing, roughly in historical sequence




	
	
	
Chinese denotation


	
	
Fully developed by (approx.)







	
Oracle bone script


	
	
jiaguwen


	
	
甲骨文


	
 


	
Shang dynasty





	
Bronze script


	
	
jinwen


	
	
金文


	
	
Shang dynasty





	
Seal script


	
	
zhuanshu


	
	
篆書


	
	
Zhou dynasty





	
Clerical script


	
	
lishu


	
	
隸書


	
	
Qin dynasty





	
Semicursive script


	
	
xingshu


	
	
行書


	
	
Jin dynasty





	
Cursive script


	
	
caoshu


	
	
草書


	
	
Jin dynasty





	
Regular script


	
	
kaishu


	
	
楷書


	
	
Tang dynasty
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Figure 2.2  The consulting of an oracle documented on a bovine bone from Anyang (Henan), thirteenth century B.C.E. Yu Weichao, ed., Huaxia zhi lu (Beijing, 1997), vol. 1, 156

A well-known report on the discovery of inscribed animal bones, which is still frequently quoted today, should also be met with moderate reservations: Wang Yirong, a highly esteemed member of the imperial academy, is said to have suffered a malaria-induced ague in 1899, which he wanted to combat by taking a remedy containing pulverized “dragon bones.” Shortly before grinding them, however, he and his friend Liu E allegedly noticed characters engraved in the bones, which they identified as an early form of script.

In reality, the two scholars were also antique collectors. They had recently started complementing their inventories—which up to that point had consisted primarily of stone objects, bronze vessels, and old books—with inscribed bones. They acquired the bones from merchants, who had in turn bought them from farmers in the vicinity of Anyang (Henan province), home to the Shang dynasty’s last seat of power, which was located in the northwest of the city.

Only much later, in 1928, did archaeologists begin systematically excavating there. They found a row of pits that were identified as having been part of the royal oracle archives. As was to be expected, several illicit excavations had occurred in the meantime, whereby the bulk of the material had come into private hands and was scattered all over the globe. The majority of the predictions date back to the twelfth and eleventh century B.C.E., were inscribed on different ossa (especially the shoulder blades of cattle) and tortoiseshells, and more or less directly referenced the ruling house. They refer to matters such as sacrifice, causes of disease, pregnancy due dates, the founding of settlements, warfare, hunting expeditions, tribute, weather forecasts, and dream interpretation.

TABLE 2.2

Symbols of the oracle bone script and their contemporary equivalents




	
Oracle bone script


	
	
Today’s character


	
	
Figurative element(s)


	
	
Pinyin


	
	
Meaning





	[image: image]

	
	
山


	
	
mountain


	
	
shan


	
	
mountain, hill





	[image: image]

	
	
水


	
	
waterway


	
	
shui


	
	
water





	[image: image]

	
	
馬


	
	
horse


	
	
ma


	
	
horse





	[image: image]

	
	
木


	
	
tree


	
	
mu


	
	
tree, wood





	[image: image]

	
	
京


	
	
tall building


	
	
jing


	
	
granary, capital





	[image: image]

	
	
集


	
	
bird on tree


	
	
ji


	
	
to collect





	[image: image]

	
	
安


	
	
woman under roof


	
	
an


	
	
quiet, safety





	[image: image]

	
	
家


	
	
pig under roof


	
	
jia


	
	
home, family







The divination process relied primarily on cracks formed by exposure to a strong heat source. Multiple persons were evidently involved in the process at all times, and we have to surmise that there was a strict division of labor. The tasks of preparing the bones, wording the initial question, and carving the symbols, as well as the prediction itself, its verification and archiving, were each entrusted to respective specialists, who presumably performed their work in complete isolation, ensuring that the script was only dealt with beyond the public eye. The prediction’s interpretation was, anyhow, a prerogative of the ruler and his inner circle.

The king [Wu Ding] interprets the cracks as follows: “There will be a storm.” [Verification:] On the eighth day [after consulting the oracle] huge clouds came from the east and darkened [the sky]. In the afternoon a rainbow appeared in the north, drinking from the [yellow] river.

The king [Wu Ding] interprets the cracks like so: “Should the birth occur on an [auspicious] day ding, it will comply well, should it occur on an [auspicious] day geng, it will work out favorably.” [Verification:] On the 31st day [after consulting the oracle, his consort Hao] delivered. It was rather unpleasant news: a daughter. (Heji Inscriptions 10405 and 14002, early twelfth century B.C.E.; Guo Moruo and Hu Houxuan, Jiaguwen heji, 1979–1982)

Around the same time, some of the characters, which appear to be quite illustrative, began to appear on ritual bronze vessels: often isolated, of course, which suggests a rather emblematic function. Although there were also combinations of two or three characters, which referenced ancestors, longer texts were not cast at the time. Writtenness continued to be tied closely to worship.

[image: image]

Figure 2.3  Inscription on the inside of a bronze vessel from Kelaqin (Liaoning), presumably tenth century B.C.E. The lower part of the final character represents a large bowl. Yu Weichao, ed., Huaxia zhi lu (Beijing, 1997), vol. 1, 174

This only changed toward the end of the Shang dynasty, when the amount of epigraphic evidence that allows insight into the political and social lives of elites increased significantly. Many vessels acted as official records, documenting contracts, designations, distinctions, and enfeoffment, among other things. Although originally a privilege of the royal court, the right to cast bronze was eventually also claimed by the individual regions’ notoriously independent gentry.

Moreover, the designs of the characters adorning these objects grew more varied: most notably in the form of “bird seal script,” common in the Yangzi region as of the fifth century B.C.E., whose lines are reminiscent of beaks, talons, and feathers. Countless other varieties, barely still discernable as derivatives of oracle bone script and bronze inscriptions, existed in the east and south of the politically divided country.

TABLE 2.3

The development of script styles




	
	
Mountain

shan


	
Water

shui


	
Horse

ma


	
Tree

mu


	
Granary

jing


	
To collect

ji


	
Quiet

an


	
Home

jia





	
Oracle bone script
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Bronze script
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Seal script
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Clerical script
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Regular script
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Semicursive script
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Cursive script
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The rather conservative northwest, however, tended to be less adventurous and only made cautious progress in the development of their characters. In the process, a style emerged that would later be called “large seal script.” However, to this day scholars have not agreed on what exactly can be associated with the term. The only point of consensus among them is the fact that “large seal script” was superseded by “small seal script” after Qin Shihuangdi’s accession to power, toward the end of the third century B.C.E.

The latter’s character composition was less pictographic than that of the classic bronze script, and the design of individual elements followed stricter rules. This was in line with the emperor’s desire to set new standards after the establishment of the Qin dynasty, reforming not only metrics and weights but also the script. At least in terms of official statements, for instance on stone steles, the emperor got his way. Countless “officially calibrated” weights and measures of capacity that have been found in excavations over the past decades, however, show clear deviations from the supposed norm:

The emperor marks the beginning, ensuring conformity of standards and measurements.… Everywhere beneath heaven he works toward unified thoughts and wishes [among people]. The dimensions of vessels and tools are standardized just as notation and script are. (stele inscription from Langye mountain, Shandong province, 221 B.C.E.)

Contrary to the regulations set forth by the First Emperor, the people are currently [under the regency of the Second Emperor, 210 B.C.E.] no longer following those norms. This regression is caused by the passing of time. [Of course,] should [this tendency] amplify, there will eventually be nothing left of the great achievements. (inscription on a measure of capacity from Nanyan, Shanxi province, 210 B.C.E.)

It is therefore not certain at all whether, as is still argued occasionally, 90 percent of local variants were truly eliminated. Also, orthography was by no means heeded as strictly in antiquity as works of reference might suggest. Even the occasional threat of punishment probably didn’t lead to frequent panic attacks like the one described in the case of Shi Jian (second century B.C.E.). In shock upon noticing that he had missed a stroke in a character, the young clerk is said to have cried out: “They’ll have me executed for this!” (Shiji, 89 B.C.E., ch. 103).

Essentially, however, the “small seal script” was already an anachronism at the time of its official introduction. That is to say, its character composition remained complex, and even offices that kept civil registers and trial records ended up resorting to the cursive styles that had emerged in many parts of the kingdom in the fourth century B.C.E., due to their simplicity and the convenience of being able to handle them faster.
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Figure 2.4  Work composed in 1800 by the calligrapher and seal-cutter Deng Shiru in clerical script. Ye Yusheng and Ma Yuting, ed., Huaxia jingcui (Taibei, 2011), 79

These included the “clerical script,” originally also native to the northwest, which ultimately prevailed and achieved a true breakthrough. All other styles that can be traced back to the early imperial period evolved from this one, even those whose degree of cursiveness is so great that the similarity is not immediately discernable.

Compared to this early restructuring, the reforms implemented in the People’s Republic of China in the 1950s were relatively moderate. A large share of the “simplified characters” introduced at the time, which were meant to induce a higher literacy rate, only differ from the “traditional characters,” which had been mandatory up to that point, in that shorthands that were already commonly used in handwriting were now also to become the official standard in print. However, quite a few of the simplified characters harbor the potential for misunderstandings. The simplified character 发 (fa), for instance, stands for two traditional characters: 發 (fa, to send) and 髮 (fa, hair).

Every writing reform was also a demonstration of power, under Qin Shihuangdi just as under Mao Zedong. But even minor modifications could carry an underlying political message, as when Wu Zetian (Wu Zhao), the only empress in Chinese history, prepared for the founding of her short-lived Zhou dynasty (690–705) by having several characters modified.
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Figure 2.5  Calligraphy in cursive script, created in 1929 by Yang Caoxian at the ripe age of 91. Ye Yusheng and Ma Yuting, ed., Huaxia jingcui (Taibei, 2011), 227

Among other things, she replaced her personal name, Zhao 照, with an up to that point nonexistent, homonymous version of it. This was a relief for the population, since the original name of any current regent was categorically tabooed, and zhao 照 (illuminate) was not so easy to avoid in everyday life. In some circumstances, this sticky situation could be avoided by simply omitting a line from the character in question. Not following this rule, however, was met with draconian punishment, in most cases even a death sentence.

TABLE 2.4

Traditional and simplified characters in comparison (small selection)




	
Traditional character


	
	
Simplified character


	
	
Reading


	
	
Meaning







	
見


	
 


	
见


	
	
jian


	
	
to see





	
當


	
	
当


	
	
dang


	
	
appropriate





	
風


	
	
风


	
	
feng


	
	
wind





	
壓


	
	
压


	
	
ya


	
	
to push





	
龍


	
	
龙


	
	
long


	
	
dragon





	
壠


	
	
垄


	
	
long


	
	
ridge





	
開


	
	
开


	
	
kai


	
	
to open





	
觀


	
	
观


	
	
guan


	
	
to look





	
導


	
	
导


	
	
dao


	
	
to lead





	
為


	
	
为


	
	
wei


	
	
to act





	
無


	
	
无


	
	
wu


	
	
without





	
鍾


	
	
钟


	
	
zhong


	
	
bell





	
論


	
	
论


	
	
lun


	
	
to discuss





	
會


	
	
会


	
	
hui


	
	
to can





	
飲


	
	
饮


	
	
yin


	
	
to drink





	
處


	
	
处


	
	
chu


	
	
place





	
夢


	
	
梦


	
	
meng


	
	
dream





	
絲


	
	
丝


	
	
si


	
	
silk








TABLE 2.5

Ambiguous simplified characters (small selection)




	
Simplified character


	
	
Reading


	
	
Traditional character 1


	
	
Traditional character 2







	
复


	
	
fu


	
	
複 double


	
	
復 again





	
蒙


	
	
meng


	
	
蒙 to cover


	
	
曚 before daybreak





	
面


	
	
mian


	
	
面 face


	
	
麵 flour





	
须


	
	
xu


	
	
須 must


	
	
鬚 beard









Character Structure

An enormous amount of studying was expected of elites and the in most cases poorly paid scribes who were being trained in file keeping for government agencies. Reference books, which facilitated the work, therefore emerged early on. The Erya, presumably compiled in the second century B.C.E., already contained more than two thousand lemmata organized into groups (such as kin, birds, music, and astronomy) and included more than twice as many definitions.

The dictionary Shuowen jiezi, however, presented to the court in 121 C.E., contained a total of 9,353 entries, and it can be reasonably assumed that a scholar needed to be familiar with at least half of these if he wanted to avoid embarrassment. For the epilogue, its publisher, Xu Shen, created a systematic overview of the characters’ construction principles, according to which there are six distinguishable types:


	The pictogram: an originally pictographic representation of a concrete object, as in the case of 木 (mu, tree), 水 (shui, water), 山 (shan, mountain), or 日 (ri, sun).

	The ideogram: a symbolic illustration of a circumstance or an abstract idea, as in 上 (shang, above) and 下 (xia, below).

	Compound ideographs, or the conjunction of multiple semantic elements: doubling the element 木 (mu, tree) results in 林 (lin, woods), its tripling in 森 (sen, forest). Combining 女 (nü, woman) 子 and (zi, child) produces 好 (hao, affection).

	Variation of meaning: “sun” and “day” are both written using the character 日 (ri).

	The phonetic loan character: the quantifier 萬 (wan, ten thousand) uses a homophonic character that originally held a completely different meaning (scorpion). If the semantic element 月 (rou, meat) is removed from 腰 (yao, kidney), the character 要 (yao, to want) is derived.

	Phono-semantic compound characters, or the combination of elements that provide meaning and sound: the rebus 干 (gan) provides the phonetic basis for combinations with determinative characters such as 木 (mu, tree), 日 (ri, sun), and 月 (rou, meat), to create the characters 杆 (gan, pole), 旰 (gan, sunset), and 肝 (gan, liver).



The last-mentioned kind is by far the most common. It can even provide a clue to the pronunciation of a previously unfamiliar character. However, this clue is by no means always as clear as the above example may suggest; in other combinations with the same rebus, the pronunciation changes to kan or han. Often radicals (classifiers) provide a rough idea of a character’s interpretation: for example, indicating an attribution to fauna (with a component like 鳥 niao, bird), to culinary matters (with a component like 食 shi, dish), to metallurgy (with a component like 金 jin, gold), to communication (with a component like 言 yan, language), to emotion (with a component like 心 xin, heart), or to religion (with a component like 示 shi, omen).

Although the categorization by 540 characters and character elements that structures Xu Shen’s paleographic-etymologically oriented work is not free of imagination and arbitrariness, it did create a system that tremendously facilitates approaching the script. After all, the Shuowen jiezi served as a paragon for the majority of lexicons in use today, whose composition has been mostly based on 214 radicals, ordered by stroke number, since the seventeenth century. While some of them are to be understood solely as graphical units, most convey a clue as to the semantic context.


TABLE 2.6

Different readings of the same phonetic




	
gan


	
	
kan


	
	
han







	
旰 sunset


	
	
刊 to engrave


	
	
旱 drought





	
杆 pole


	
	
衎 pleasure


	
	
汗 sweat





	
肝 liver


	
	
        —


	
	
扞 to defend









TABLE 2.7

The positioning of radicals in common characters (small selection)




	
Radical


	
	
Left


	
	
Right


	
	
Top


	
	
Bottom


	
	
Inside


	
	
Outside







	
口 kou, mouth


	
	
吐 tu, to spit


	
	
和 he, peace


	
	
員 yuan, clerk


	
	
吾 wu, I


	
	
問 wen, to ask


	
	
器 qi, device





	
言 yan, to speak


	
	
謝 xie, to thank


	
	
—


	
	
—


	
	
誓 shi, oath


	
	
—


	
	
—





	
心 xin, heart


	
	
恨 hen, to hate


	
	
—


	
	
—


	
	
怒 nu, anger


	
	
愛 ai, love


	
	
—





	
彳chi, step


	
	
從 cong, to follow


	
	
—


	
	
—


	
	
—


	
	
—


	
	
—





	
戈 ge, dagger axe


	
	
—


	
	
戰 zhan, battle


	
	
—


	
	
—


	
	
—


	
	
—





	
竹 zhu, bamboo


	
	
—


	
	
—


	
	
笛 di, flute


	
	
—


	
	
—


	
	
—





	
皿 min, dish


	
	
—


	
	
—


	
	
—


	
	
盂 yu, bowl


	
	
—


	
	
—





	
門 men, gate


	
	
—


	
	
—


	
	
—


	
	
—


	
	
—


	
	
開 kai, to open







Most radicals (classifiers) are assigned fixed positions within a character, although their notation can vary. So, for example, in the case of 心 (xin, heart) and 手 (shou, hand), whose depictions are clearly modified (忄 and 扌, respectively) when they appear on the left side of a character.

TABLE 2.8

Three versions of the ethnonym yao




	
 


	
 


	
 


	
猺


	
傜


	
瑤







However, distinguishing a radical’s position is not always straightforward. For the character 愛 (ai, love), for instance, there are inherently four possibilities (positioned from top to bottom): 爪 (zhao, claw), 冖 (mi, to cover), 心 (xin, heart), and 夊 (sui, slow movement). Only the third option leads to the correct interpretation, which seems logical and evident only once the character’s meaning is known. Otherwise, one would presumably look toward the topmost or bottommost component.

Incidentally, radicals can also be used to conduct politics, as evidenced by the repeated modification of the character Yao, which refers to an ethnic minority living in the southwest of China. During the first third of the twentieth century the semantic element 犭 (quan, dog) was habitually placed beside the phonetic yao, but was gradually replaced with the classifier 亻 (ren, person). However, this character too was not free of negative connotation (its principal meaning being forced labor), so finally, in 1949, a notation including the radical 王 (yu, jade) was chosen. This was—at least formally—meant to express appreciation for the minority.

Dictionaries

Knowing character structure is crucial to conducting research in reference works. In the traditional search procedure, once the radical is identified, the next step is to determine the number of additional strokes. Sure enough, in order to do this, one must pay attention to a certain set of rules that follow their own logic. The near-quadratic element 口, for example, is defined as consisting of only three strokes, because the upper and right-hand lines are regarded as a single entity.

和 (he, peace) = 口 (radical 30: kou, mouth) + 禾 (5 strokes)

戰 (zhan, war) = 戈 (radical 62: ge, dagger axe) + 單 (12 strokes)

誓 (shi, oath) = 言 (radical 149: yan, to speak) + 折 (7 strokes)

Most Chinese lexicons have been structured according to this system ever since Mei Yingzuo compiled the Zihui in 1615. Zhang Yushu, who began working on the Kangxi zidian after receiving an imperial commission in 1710, finally set the absolute standard that is principally still valid today. The Kangxi zidian was completed six years later and contains more than 47,000 characters.

Apropos, I cannot think of a better way to illustrate the sheer amount of Sinic letters and characters than to account herein of how the recently deceased emperor Camhi [Kangxi] ordered the printing of a Sinic dictionarium or lexicon, which in its first edition comprised ninety-five thick volumes printed in very small lettering. (Joseph Henri-Marie de Prémare, 1723, in a letter about the Peiwen yunfu, contained in Stöcklein 1732: Nr. 415, 91–92)

Zhang Yushu was also responsible for compiling the Peiwen yunfu, completed in 1711: a dictionary of quotations, organized by 106 end rhymes, that provided an incomparable resource for anyone wanting to prove their literary prowess. The extensive work was naturally not a one-man operation. Zhang Yushu presided over a nine-person editorial board, which employed more than sixty officials to oversee the compilation, correction, and collation of entries, as well as the production of printing plates.

Today, many dictionaries are organized alphabetically by pronunciation as rendered after transliteration. Nonetheless, even in these books research must be conducted via an index ordered by radicals if one isn’t familiar with a character’s pronunciation. This structure is, however, far more common in bilingual lexicons—in which the entries appear in the foreign language—than in Chinese works of reference.

[The forty-eight most common radicals] should be committed to memory so thoroughly alongside their numbers, meanings, and potential variants that number and radical become inseparable in the mind. It will quickly become self-evident that this technique hugely facilitates the use of the dictionary. The numbers of the remaining radicals need not be memorized, but one should be able to identify them as radicals. This way, one can simply determine their stroke number and easily locate them in the table of radicals. They will eventually be internalized through continuous usage. Once the radical of the character in question has been determined, one must count the number of strokes in the character aside from its radical, and can thereupon effortlessly locate the correct character in the index. (from the “Directions for Use” in Rüdenberg and Stange, Chinese-German Dictionary [Chinesisch-Deutsches Wörterbuch], 1963)


TABLE 2.9

The modification of radicals (small selection)




	
Traditional character


	
	
Simplified character


	
	
Traditional character


	
	
Simplified character







	
馬


	
 


	
马


	
 


	
—


	
	
去





	
風


	
 


	
风


	
 


	
—


	
	
光





	
龍


	
	
龙


	
 


	
土 and 士


	
	
土





	
龜


	
	
龟


	
 


	
人


	
 


	
亻 or 人





	
見


	
	
见


	
 


	
心


	
 


	
忄 or 心





	
門


	
	
门


	
 


	
手


	
 


	
扌 or 手





	
黃


	
 


	
—


	
	
水


	
 


	
氵 or 水





	
隶


	
 


	
—


	
	
火


	
 


	
灬 or 火





	
聿


	
 


	
—


	
	
金


	
 


	
钅 or 金





	
—


	
	
是


	
	
食


	
 


	
饣 or 食









As part of the script reform in the People’s Republic of China, radicals also underwent transition, in many cases taking up variants that were already commonly used in cursive writing. At the same time, some classifiers were entirely eliminated and new elements were introduced. It had been previously completely unusual, for instance, to “divide” semantic units by graphic criteria. Lastly, a new category for nonallocatable characters was created, the introduction of which is not entirely plausible.


TABLE 2.10

Comparing the two prevalent transcription systems




	
	
	
Meaning


	
	
Wade-Giles


	
	
Pinyin







	
借


	
 


	
to borrow


	
	
chieh


	
	
jie





	
篆


	
 


	
seal


	
	
chuan


	
	
zhuan





	
拳


	
 


	
fist


	
	
ch’üan


	
	
quan





	
想


	
 


	
to think


	
	
hsiang


	
	
xiang





	
人


	
 


	
person


	
	
jen


	
	
ren





	
融


	
 


	
to melt


	
	
jung


	
	
rong





	
跟


	
 


	
heel


	
	
ken


	
	
gen





	
空


	
 


	
empty


	
	
k’ung


	
	
kong





	
食


	
 


	
to eat


	
	
shih


	
	
shi





	
堆


	
 


	
heap


	
	
tui


	
	
dui





	
同


	
 


	
same


	
	
t’ung


	
	
tong





	
藏


	
 


	
storehouse


	
	
tsang


	
	
zang





	
蹭


	
 


	
to rub


	
	
ts’eng


	
	
ceng





	
夜


	
 


	
night


	
	
yeh


	
	
ye





	
油


	
 


	
oil


	
	
yu


	
	
you





	
雨


	
 


	
rain


	
	
yü


	
	
yu









Up until the reforms of the 1950s, characters were usually arranged in vertical columns (from top to bottom), progressing from right to left. Since then, texts have usually been formatted in a Western manner: written in horizontal lines (from left to right), which are aligned from top to bottom. The order of individual strokes, which together form a character, also follows certain conventions. There are generally three rules of thumb to remember for stroke order: from left to right, from top to bottom, from outside to inside. Even though there were attempts to mark semantic units as early as antiquity, the introduction of systematic punctuation too followed only in the twentieth century.

Attempts to reproduce Chinese—for now meaning Mandarin—by means of the Latin alphabet are countless. To name only some, such efforts in the nineteenth and twentieth century were made by James Legge (1815–1897), Thomas Wade (1818–1895), Séraphin Couvreur (1835–1919), Herbert A. Giles (1845–1935), Otto Franke (1863–1946), Ferdinand Lessing (1882–1961), Bernhard Karlgren (1889–1978), Joseph Needham (1900–1995), George Kennedy (1901–1960), Zhou Youguang (born 1906), and Ulrich Unger (1930–2006). Yet the West still uses numerous terms, especially place and personal names, that did not originate from any of the commonly used transcription systems: Peking and Canton, for instance, or Sun Yat-sen and Chiang Kai-shek. On one hand, this is due to the fact that political terminology is not necessarily advised by linguistic correctness, and on the other hand, it is due to a large portion of the terminology having been derived from regional linguistic variants (especially Cantonese).

There are two prevalent transcription systems in use today: Wade-Giles and Pinyin. The latter was developed in the People’s Republic in the 1950s and is increasingly establishing itself all over the globe, not least due to decades of political pressure. Its linguistic arguments, however, are not consistently persuasive. And its compatibility with European languages is in part quite low, for instance regarding the use of q (for tɕh, in terms of the International Phonetic Alphabet) or x (for ɕ).

Nowadays the identification of characters is, admittedly, made considerably easier through electronic reference works. Electronic pocket dictionaries, and even more so smartphone apps, allow searching not only by radical, alphabet (Pinyin), or stroke number but also by directly drawing the character onto the touchscreen, with a finger or using a stylus pen. The software is in fact so well engineered that it even recognizes sloppy or scrawled characters, so even beginners can swiftly profit from these technological advancements.





 

3

INGENUITY AND PASSION

Aside from materials like oracle bones and bronze vessels, both of which were primarily used in ritual or official contexts, up until the early imperial era there were only two other resources commonly available as writing surfaces, and both were somewhat problematic: “All along, bamboo strips and silk were the most common writing materials. However, neither proved to be very practical for the people, since silk was expensive and bamboo was heavy” (Houhanshu, 450, ch. 78). For the most part, these drawbacks were finally overcome with the invention of paper, which could be produced comparatively cost-efficiently and did not pose any logistical problems. Moreover, the use of brush and ink took hold, which in the course of history would become a downright “classical” representative of Chinese culture.

Bamboo and Silk

Many paleographers assume that the character ce (册) found on oracle bones shows a couple of wooden or bamboo tablets bound together by string. To a certain degree, this assumption is even validated by an antique dictionary, according to which “the character ce is derived from slats of unequal length, which are twice bound together in the middle by string” (Shuowen jiezi, 121, ch. 2). That said, it is conspicuous that despite intensive excavation efforts, there has been no archaeological evidence of such documents existing during the Shang dynasty, and even many later finds did not fit the description of individual components with uneven dimensions.

[image: image]

Figure 3.1  Cost report on strips of wood from Jianshui jinguan (Gansu), probably dating back to the first century B.C.E.; even substantial books were made of these slips, which were bound together as illustrated. Ma Jianhua, ed., Hexi jiandu (Chongqing, 2003), 34

Countless wood and bamboo slips have been unearthed over the past decades, especially from graves dating back to the early imperial era. The garrisons meant to protect China’s northwestern expansion zone also proved to be rewarding excavation sites. On a single fortress’s grounds near Jinta (Gansu province) alone, over 20,000 tablets carrying texts of various content were recovered between 1972 and 1976. A considerable portion of this evidence includes mention of dates ranging from 99 B.C.E. to 32 C.E., which has been uniquely instructive in re-creating a model of daily life during that time period.

Besides treatises concerning politics, warfare, jurisdiction, and religion, the records include several administrative files, one of them a cost report made from nine wooden slips (23 cm in length, 1 cm in width) tied together by two strings. The text recorded on them begins on the right-most slip, and each slip is to be read from top to bottom. The resulting vertical lines were the standard of character arrangement up until the twentieth century, even when the increasing use of alternate writing surfaces essentially made them neither necessary nor logical.

Treating bamboo was generally more complex than treating wood. To begin with, the bamboo needed to be stripped of its epidermis, and the cane had to be split; the nodules often needed to be removed as well. Ultimately, the smoothed product underwent heat treatment over an open flame to ward off insect or fungal infestation. At least in one respect, however, bamboo tablets were superior to almost all other writing surfaces: using a small knife, specifically made for this purpose, erroneous passages could be removed and corrected, and even entire portions of text could be erased. Then again, longer treatises had a distinct disadvantage: they were comparatively heavy and very unwieldy.

One must not forget that the people of antiquity, whom we today consider our role models, used bamboo slips to copy entire books.… When, under the late Han dynasty, Wu Hui wanted to have tablets trimmed for a transcription of the Hanshu, his son Wu You worriedly noted, “Should this work [ever really] be completed, it will have to be transported on a cart.” (Zhuzi yulei, 1270, ch. 10)

Today, these kinds of traditional texts enjoy great popularity—as do all other antiques—among public and private collectors. Since many museums, universities, and snobbish collectors believe the acquisition of such pieces will raise their prestige, a specialized, high-end market for such texts has emerged. In this kind of environment, scientific integrity often enough falls behind. Illegal doings are covered up, and grave robbers and counterfeiters are not uncommonly subsidized with government funds.

Silk, on the other hand, has always been valuable and was China’s most important export commodity for several centuries. The term “silk” usually refers to fabrics whose threads are made from the glandular secretions formed during the pupation of any of several butterfly species. The domestic silk moth (Bombyx mori), however, guarantees an especially high quality of silk, since it prefers eating the leaves of white mulberries (Morus alba) as a caterpillar. This species has been domesticated in China since the Neolithic Age. The delicacy of its thread is perhaps best gauged by its weight, which even at a length of several kilometers adds up to only a few grams.
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Figure 3.2  Silk arm guard found in a tomb in Niya (Xinjiang), presumably fourth century. The inscription reads: “The five planets appear in the east, [ensuring] China’s prosperity.” Ma Chengyuan and Yue Feng, ed., Silu kaogu zhenpin (Shanghai, 1998), 115

However, several additional steps are necessary before the textiles may finally take shape on the loom: cooking the cocoons (to kill off the pupae), reeling (combining threads to form thicker strands), and degumming (removing the sticky sericin).

As early as the Han dynasty, China’s palette of fabrics included taffeta, gauze, crepe, damask, and brocade; patterns were primarily achieved by weaving in dyed threads, but also by applying prints or embroidery after the weaving process.

Texts written on silk have been found in several burial sites, among them extensive works that shed light on religion, philosophy, and medicine. Perhaps the most significant piece of evidence was discovered as early as the 1930s under dubious circumstances near Changsha (Hunan province). The text, which is composed of approximately 600 characters and lined with a row of illustrations, a considerable number of which can be interpreted as spirit representations, grants insight into the mythological traditions customary in regions south of the Yangtze a couple of centuries before the unification.

Polychrome silks, which were probably originally produced in imperial factories and found their way into the hands of the rulers controlling the empire’s periphery as diplomatic gifts, were discovered in some of the graves that have in recent years been uncovered in the Tarim Basin (in the Xinjiang Uyghur Autonomous Region), some of them adorned with woven-in characters. Considering this context, the articles of clothing and textile commodities that accompanied several local princes from around the region that is today Niya into the hereafter during the third and fourth centuries are especially telling, embellished with this passage from the Hanshu (115, ch. 69), among other things: “The five planets appear in the east, [ensuring] China’s prosperity.” A subtler kind of propaganda is hard to imagine.

Paper

History has it that the eunuch Cai Lun, acting director of the imperial workshops, introduced the first method for papermaking in 105 C.E. However, the assumption that this event also marks the invention of paper is incorrect. It is probable, rather, that Cai Lun merely presented the court with an improved manufacturing method, since archaeological finds of paper made from plant fibers—especially hemp—have dated its existence back to pre-Christian times. Although it was initially also used as a packaging material, there is evidence for its usage as a medium for documentation as early as the first century B.C.E. Two finds from Gansu province provide particularly striking proof: the remains of a map from a grave in Fangmatan and paper scraps covered in short fragments of text, found in a settlement excavation in Xuanquan.

[image: image]

Figure 3.3 Fragments of a paper with text from Wuwei (Gansu), presumably early second century. Yu Weichao, ed., Huaxia zhi lu (Beijing, 1997), vol. 2, 201

In any case, it is not least thanks to Cai Lun’s restlessness and his love for experimentation that paper became increasingly popular in and beyond the second century C.E. Its manufacturing process was only slightly tweaked and refined thereafter. Apart from paper that was mainly made from mulberry or bamboo fiber pulp, from which the sheets were screened in layers, there were also blends containing shredded fabric. The resulting writing material was not only light, durable, absorbent, and cheap but also easily scrolled, folded, and trimmed.

The knowledge of papermaking presumably reached India toward the end of the seventh century, and soon thereafter spread to central Asia. Tradition has it that the necessary know-how was passed on by craftsmen who were abducted by Arabian troops after the victory over the Chinese army in 751 and brought to Samarkand as prisoners of war. According to present knowledge, this date may need to be pushed back a little. What is certain, however, is that the technology spread rapidly throughout the entire Islamic world, whereas it only reached the Christian south and central Europe significantly later.

Over the course of history, papermaking has been discussed in countless books. An especially instructive example is included in the illustrated monograph Tiangong kaiwu, compiled in 1637, which presents the agricultural and technological knowledge of the time in encyclopedic order. The process of bamboo paper production is elaborately described in chapter 13 and can be broken down into several consecutive steps:


	Cutting the young stalks into pieces of equal length

	Soaking them for several months

	Stripping the epidermis, pounding the fiber

	Heating the resulting pulp for several days

	Repeatedly cleaning the fibers while adding ash

	Stomping the coarse pulp into a finer pulp

	Spreading the pulp in a rectangular trough

	Adding supplements for sizing and coloring

	Screening the paper with a bamboo screen

	Pressing out the water and drying



The antique paper fragments from Xuanquan already exhibit clear differences in terms of quality and coloring. Over the course of the following centuries, the variety of paper became significantly greater. Apart from mulberry fibers (especially Broussonetia papyrifera, but also Morus alba) and woody species of bamboo (Bambuseae), papermaking resorted to the following plants: hemp (Cannabis sativa), flax (Linum perenne), jute (Corchorus capsularis), ramie (Boehmeria nivea), rattan (Calamus rotang), confederate rose (Hibiscus mutabilis), and wingceltis (Pteroceltis tartarinovii).

The bark of the last-mentioned tree was a principal component of Xuan paper, named during the Tang dynasty after its native region, Xuan prefecture (in the southwest of what is today Anhui province). It is white, relatively resistant to aging, and particularly absorbent, which is why even today it is still highly valued among artists for the production of script and picture scrolls. With other papers, durability and color retention were decided problems. Therefore, additional substances were often added to the pulp: an extract derived from the seed of the Amur cork tree (Phellodendron amurense), for example, to prevent insect damage.

An insecticide made of lead, sulfur, and saltpeter served the same purpose. Whether this concoction was really only toxic to bookworms or may have also caused poisoning symptoms in workers at the paper mill—or even in scribes—remains unresolved. In any case, yet another consequence of this insecticide was happily accepted: it dyed the paper an almost gaudy-seeming orange, and at the time colorfulness was certainly “in.”

Letter paper in particular was available in a wide range of colors. It is said that Xie Jingchu (1024–1084) had his paper produced in ten different colors. Nine of them have been determined: bright yellow, pink, apricot, red-brown, light blue, dark blue, light green, dark green, and blue-green. The final color can be translated as “slightly overcast,” but still awaits a convincing interpretation.

The physical properties of paper during the Chinese imperial era were equally manifold, for instance its weight, tear resistance, porosity, and translucency. The same is true of the names given to different kinds and brands of paper, among them “gold-blossom paper,” “glimmer paper,” “silkworm paper,” and “fish-roe paper.”
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Figure 3.4  Fragment of a sutra text written in 577 on paper from Gaocheng (Xinjiang). Handwritten by a Buddhist nun, who hopes “that those who read or recite this reach the bliss of Nirvana.” Li Jian, ed., The Glory of the Silk Road: Art from Ancient China (Dayton, 2003), 116

As noted in the Tiangong kaiwu (1637, ch. 13), a recycling process was even developed in northern China, where bamboo was significantly more expensive than in the south, leading to the production of “reborn paper.” Otherwise, natural resources were conserved through repeated usage: for packaging, heating, to strengthen a book’s binding, or even on the toilet. In the case of disassembled books, however, ideologically firm and particularly sensitive minds did not want to see just any work meet its end so disgracefully in the restroom. “Should I find deliberations from the five Confucian classics or the names of wise men on a piece of paper, I refrain from using it on the toilet” (Yanshi jiaxun, circa 590, ch. 5).

Brush and Ink

In 1983, a tomb with several chambers was excavated under a hill in the center of Guangzhou (Canton). The seals found on site pointed to King Zhao Mo, who ruled over Nan Yue from 137 to 122 B.C.E.: one of the few political systems at the time that managed to elude the Chinese empire’s control. The potentate’s wealth and status become evident in details such as his jade robe, made from 2,291 gemstone platelets, as well as the fact that he was “accompanied” in death by fifteen of his followers.

[image: image]

Figure 3.5  Two-part inkstone and small ink pellets from the tomb of king Zhao Mo, deceased in 122 B.C.E., in Guangzhou (Guangdong). Margarete Prüch, ed., Schätze für König Zhao Mo. Das Grab des Königs von Nan Yue (Heidelberg, 1998), 215

An inkstone, padded with straw and wrapped in a red cloth pouch, was found in one of the two antechambers filled with grave goods. It consists of two parts: a slate cylinder (2.2 cm in height, 3.3 cm in diameter) used as a pestle and a flat pebble (13.2 cm in length), which served as the base for grinding; their surfaces reveal black and red traces of usage, reflecting the colors of over four thousand small pellets of ink (with a maximum diameter of 1.31 cm) that had been deposited in the entrance area, and whose principal components have been identified as pine soot and glue. The ink pellets had originally been kept in a lacquer box, of which, unfortunately, only fragments remained.

There is substantial archaeological evidence pointing to the use of ink before the Han period. However, it only begins appearing in written sources astoundingly late; the oldest detailed description of its production can be found in the Qimin yaoshu, a treatise on agriculture and craftsmanship dating back to the sixth century. The production of glue, one of the two main ingredients of the ink, is addressed in great detail in the compendium’s ninth chapter: “The skins of domestic cattle, water buffalo, and pigs are the best for this purpose, while the skins of donkeys, horses, camels, and mules are less suitable.”

Glue could also be produced from used shoe soles and straps, as long as the leather was untreated. Later records even mention high-quality glues made from stag horn and cooked carp scales. Among other things, these binding agents determined the ink’s consistency, durability, and ease of grinding.

The most important coloring agent was soot. As the illustrated handbook Mopu fashi from the eleventh century details in its first chapter, the use of “small pieces of wood from old, preferably resinous pine trees, which had been previously stripped of their branches and needles” was preferred. These were burned in an oven, from which finally, after a long wait, a deposit of black particles could be collected. Another popular kind of soot was created by heating different oils, primarily derived from hemp and tung tree seeds.

Ultimately, there was an array of other ingredients meant to influence coloring, improve solubility, and neutralize the glue’s sometimes quite severe odor: among these were minerals (vermilion), sulfates (such as copper and iron vitriol), and animal secretions (such as musk and sticklac). Naturally, the variety of botanical ingredients was particularly large.

After the stomping, soot of an especially pure quality is sifted into a receptacle through a fine silk fabric to remove unwanted components such as sand, dust, and dirt. One must make sure never to perform this task outside, since the extremely light and volatile substance will otherwise blow away. For one pound [of the substance derived from this sifting process] use five ounces of the best glue, dissolved in a greenish broth made from the bark of a Japanese ash (Fraxinus longicuspis or Fraxinus pubinervis).… To improve the color, one may admix five egg whites. Alternatively, use one ounce of true vermillion and musk, respectively, sift and mix [the two ingredients], and crush them in a brazen mortar with thirty thousand—or better yet, even more—strikes of the pestle. The production process should be completed by the second or ninth month. In warm weather the ink will rot and develop a foul smell. In the cold, it will not dry properly and lose its firm consistency; it will [immediately] crumble in a draught of air. The most important skill is sizing the ink pieces correctly. They should be rather small and weigh no more than two to three ounces. (Qimin yaoshu, circa 540, ch. 9)

TABLE 3.1

Botanical additives of ink




	
Amur cork tree


	
	
Phellodendron amurense


	
	
wood





	
Bamboo


	
	
Phyllostachys edulis


	
	
sprouts





	
Birch-leaved pear


	
	
Pyrus betulaefolia


	
	
leaves





	
Bog blueberry


	
	
Vaccinium uliginosum


	
	
fruit (?)





	
Camphor tree


	
	
Cinnamomum camphora


	
	
different parts of the plant





	
Chinese lacquer tree


	
	
Toxicodendron vernicifluum


	
	
resin





	
Chinese lovage root


	
	
Ligusticum sinense


	
	
root, rhizome





	
Clove


	
	
Syzygium aromaticum


	
	
blossom bud





	
Common gromwell


	
	
Lithospermum officinale


	
	
rhizome





	
Common verbena


	
	
Verbena sinensis


	
	
different parts of the plant





	
Common walnut


	
	
Juglans regia


	
	
nutshell





	
Dragon’s blood palm


	
	
Daemonorops draco


	
	
resin





	
Eurasian smoke tree


	
	
Rhus cotinus


	
	
different parts of the plant





	
Gardenia


	
	
Gardenia sp.


	
	
seeds





	
Great burnet


	
	
Sanguisorba officinalis


	
	
leaves (?)





	
Indian sandalwood


	
	
Santalum album


	
	
wood





	
Indigo


	
	
Indigofera spp.


	
	
leaves





	
Japanese ash


	
	
Fraxinus longicuspis


	
	
bark





	
Japanese goldthread


	
	
Coptis japonica


	
	
rhizome





	
Monkshood


	
	
Aconitum sinense


	
	
(?)





	
Mountain peony


	
	
Paeonia moutan


	
	
bark





	
Myrobalan


	
	
Terminalia chebula


	
	
fruit





	
Pomegranate


	
	
Punica granatum


	
	
bark





	
Purging croton


	
	
Croton tiglium


	
	
seeds





	
Rough horsetail


	
	
Equisetum hyemale


	
	
different parts of the plant





	
Safflower


	
	
Carthamus tinctorius


	
	
different parts of the plant





	
Sappanwood


	
	
Caesalpinia sappan


	
	
different parts of the plant





	
Skullcap


	
	
Scutellaria sp


	
	
different parts of the plant





	
Soap bean


	
	
Gleditsia sinensis


	
	
fruit





	
Spikemoss


	
	
Selaginella sp


	
	
(?)





	
Tung oil tree


	
	
Aleurites fordii


	
	
different parts of the plant





	
Valerian


	
	
Valeriana officinalis


	
	
root, rhizome





	
Compiled after references in the Mopu fashi
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Figure 3.6  Inkstone and small lacquer box from a tomb in Jianyi (Shandong), ca. second century B.C.E. Yu Weichao, ed., Huaxia zhi lu (Beijing, 1997), vol. 2, 203

Along with the brush, ink is to date not only a highly esteemed writing material but also an important medium—perhaps even the most succinct means of expression—of Chinese art, in calligraphy as well as in painting. Its degree of dilution, in particular, represents a subtly graded scale ranging from chalky, dry lines to a blurred wash.

As is to be expected, the topic is correspondingly well represented in literature. Beginning with Yang Xiong (53 B.C.E.–18 C.E.), even the great thinkers didn’t miss an opportunity to praise “master ink” and “professor brush.” Those producing ink-drawn pieces of art were, of course, lauded as well—educated amateurs and creative artisans alike. Additionally, there was a considerable flock of passionate collectors who delighted not only in high-quality products but also in the diversity of three-dimensional design, surface decoration, and inscriptions.

My whole life, I never indulged any other passions; instead, all my affinity was devoted to ink. A thousand miles weren’t too far when it came to viewing excellent pieces of ink in their owners’ homes. I myself have purchased over a hundred kinds.… To me, the ink on my table is an object of modest leisure, not just despicable stationery, as most of my contemporaries view it. (Mopu fashi, circa 1095, preface)

The variety of inkstones, which have been archaeologically documented since the third century B.C.E., was at least equally vast. The earliest specimens were simply flat pebbles, but later on, flat, rectangular blocks of stone with raised edges became predominant, sometimes with a molded depression for water. Even later, additional forms and designs emerged, for instance round, oval, or leaf- or flower-shaped ones, or forms resembling eaves tiles, mirrors, and musical instruments. Relatively hard stones were preferred, since they ensured finer abrasion. Over time, the use of pestles became obsolete; ink no longer came in small pellets but chiefly in oblong, rectangular sticks, which were simply ground directly on the stone by hand. Today, ink is increasingly sold as an already liquid product in small plastic bottles.
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Figure 3.7  Piece of ink art produced during the reign of Emperor Qianlong (1735–1796), displaying one of the emperor’s poems. Yu Weichao, ed., Huaxia zhi lu (Beijing, 1997), vol. 4, 279

Brushes also begin to appear among grave goods from the third century B.C.E. onward. A find from the Changsha region (Hunan province) is commonly considered to be the oldest archaeological evidence. It consists of an 18 cm-long bamboo handle, at the end of which a tuft of rabbit hair was affixed with a silk thread; a coat of lacquer provided additional strength. The modern technique of inserting hair or bristles directly into the hollow shaft seems not to have arisen until somewhat later.
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Figure 3.8  Brush with ivory handle from the reign of Emperor Qianlong (1735–1796). Yu Weichao, ed., Huaxia zhi lu (Beijing, 1997), vol. 4, 278

An especially well-preserved example of this technique dates back to the first century C.E. The object, from grave 49 in Mozuizi (Gansu province), was made of wolf’s hair and bore the inscription bai ma zuo, “white horse product,” on its handle, an indication of the producing workshop’s name, not of the use of hair from a horse’s tail or mane. In fact, horsehair was not commonly used at the time—unlike the hair of deer and goats, mentioned in contemporaneous literature, and later joined by hair of weasels, martens, and foxes. Combinations of different kinds of animal hairs were also used, especially to create blends of harder and softer bristles.

Bamboo remains the most common material for brush handles, but specifically the late imperial era saw the production of more luxurious versions, made from ivory, crystal, cloisonné, and precious woods, or furnished with silk jackets. Early on, the brushes, which existed in countless types and sizes, were already protected with sheaths or bamboo caps; stands, cups, and boxes for storage were introduced bit by bit later on.

Along with high-quality paper, the ink, inkstone, and brush were all traditionally parts of the “four treasures of the study.” This passion for exquisite writing and drawing materials must have been around as early as antiquity, as evidenced by the elaborately decorated containers in which these objects were sometimes stored. The inkstone found in grave 11 in Jinqueshan (Shandong province), for example, which presumably hails from the first century B.C.E., was discovered in a small lacquer box painted with cloud and animal motifs—lacquer being one of the most valuable materials of the time.

Similarly, desk accessories were often made from precious materials like jade, porcelain, or ivory—for instance, brush rests, which often resembled mountain ranges, and small animal-shaped pitchers, from which one could carefully dose the water needed to mix the ink.
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BOOK PRINTING AND ITS CONSEQUENCES

In terms of improving communication, there is at least one technological achievement that is in no way inferior to the invention of paper: printing, which also originates from China, and which would play an equal part in steering the world’s fate. It has at least three roots: stone steles, which were used to create rubbings; seals, used to legitimize people and institutions; and stamps, used to reproduce simple motifs and amulets in large quantities. Producing larger batches of longer texts, however, only became feasible with the introduction of wood blocks, which were carved as a reversed image of the original.

The Precursors

To demonstrate his claim to power, the First Emperor undertook five large-scale inspection tours starting in 220 B.C.E., which led him through different parts of the unified empire. In each region, he visited important sacred sites and offered sacrifices at mountains and rivers. Most significantly, however, he erected steles that were meant to bear witness to his achievements. The construction of inscribed stone monuments was nothing new at the time, but Qin Shihuangdi seems to have been the first to utilize them as a means of implementing a political program across different regions.

Over the following centuries, Confucians especially went on to erect steles, largely to give certain works authenticity and settle disputes over their correct interpretation. At the time, there was even confusion as to which texts could be hailed as “classics.” Even in the Houhanshu (450) the number of classics is given alternately as five and six. And that’s within one and the same context. What can be more reliably traced, however, is that between 175 and 183 more than forty stone tablets were erected before the gates of the capital, Luoyang, presumably covered in about 20,000 characters.

A long time has passed since the great sages gave us the classics. Since then, countless mistakes have crept in, and the less educated have led their students astray with misinterpretations. In the fourth year of the xiping era (175), [Cai Yong and a number of senior officials] submitted a petition to the imperial court, asking for the texts of the six classics to be officially settled. The emperor agreed, and Cai Yong personally wrote the texts on steles [as templates] for the stonemasons. The steles were raised in front of the imperial academy’s gates, so that the following generations of scholars and students would be able to resort to the authorized versions. At first, [so many people came] to observe the raising of the steles and to [make] copies, that more than a thousand carts were blocking the road each day. (Houhanshu, 450, ch. 60b)

Moreover, a whole string of new, large-format written media was introduced in the second century, consisting mostly of epitaphs but also of commemorative plaques and contracts. Despite laying claim to “eternity,” only a comparatively small number of steles survived the centuries. Of course, some are preserved by way of rubbings created in later epochs. This is not least thanks to rich collectors from the Song dynasty, who commissioned copies of pictures and inscriptions. These rubbings were produced by a method of duplication known since antiquity, in which absorbent paper is fastened on the original, moistened, and then so skillfully dabbed with ink that the text appears in white on a black background.

Starting in the sixth century, Buddhist monks also increasingly made use of stone inscriptions to safeguard and spread their teachings. They typically chiseled characters into rocks, large enough to be visible from a distance, or alternatively decorated the interior of cave temples by chiseling the characters into the inner walls, so that the bulk of the texts were not visible from the outside. However, Yunjusi monastery southwest of Beijing is an exceptional case, harboring about 15,000 stone tablets that were produced between the seventh and twelfth centuries.
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Figure 4.1  Stele featuring text, erected in 780 by the famous calligrapher Yan Zhengqing to record his family history. Yu Weichao, ed., Huaxia zhi lu (Beijing, 1997), vol. 3, 166

What could have driven these monks and laymen to record almost 25 million characters in one place and on rather unwieldy material? While on a personal level the desire to improve their karma (and thereby influence the quality of future lives in the cycle of existence) may have been paramount, the theological incentive was perhaps to authorize a specific tradition from a broad spectrum of doctrines. Yet the “stone library” of Yunjusi was erected with another—in this case deciding—motive in mind: creating a way to ensure that their knowledge would be preserved and passed on in the face of the often virulent persecution of Buddhism, as well as the supposedly impending apocalypse.

And what about the Taoists? Since they were still a long way from committing themselves to a binding doctrine, recording their dogmas in this way was not an immediate concern. They finally began erecting stone steles on a larger scale during the Tang dynasty, although the steles almost exclusively referenced Laozi (i.e., the Daodejing): a text by a philosopher who essentially had little to do with the very religion operating under its guiding concept, and which formed its worldview according to national bureaucracy rather than ethical norms or spiritual impulses.

[image: image]

Figure 4.2  Seals of the Sihe prefecture, found in Niya (Xinjiang), ca. late first century. Ma Chengyuan and Yue Feng, ed., Silu kaogu zhenpin (Shanghai, 1998), 165

The seals that served to identify and authorize persons and institutions even before the unification were also geared toward durability and authenticity. Therefore, the materials from which they were made were correspondingly hard and precious, including jade, ivory, gold, and silver. The legends themselves can be divided into two fundamental types: zhuwen (for which the background is cut away, so that the characters leave a colored imprint while the remaining surface remains uncolored) and baiwen (for which the characters are carved into the stamp, producing a lighter text on a colored background); a combination of the two is also possible. Even today, imprints are still obtained using a red paste made from a mix of castor oil, vermilion, and silk fibers (or moxa).

The production and distribution of seals downright boomed during the early imperial era, especially during the Han dynasty. Archaeologists and historians view them as one of the essential indicators of Chinese cultural expansion along the empire’s periphery. However, their significance in the People’s Republic has considerably dwindled. Only in letters from official authorities is a seal on occasion still more important than a signature. The seals’ everyday use is equally waning in Taiwan, yet some transactions—such as banking transactions or the closing of a contract—still only become legally binding through the imprint of a personal seal.

As early as antiquity, characters were pressed into not yet fired ceramics and the clay models used to produce bronze vessels. The resulting textured surfaces were soon copied and imitated. Nonetheless, the number of such imitations was likely limited, since they were complex to produce, compared to those made with stencils and stamps, with which images and short texts were easily duplicated on paper and other textile surfaces.

The Printing Process

The aforementioned circumstances favored the development of a technique with which even extensive discourse could be reproduced; yet by no means did they lay down the path leading to the invention of book printing. After all, any halfway ambitious text comprised several thousand differing characters and would not be limited to the constantly repeating letters of an alphabet based on pronunciation.

The resulting technical challenges were not initially mastered by stringing together individual graphemes in a type case, but by using wood blocks, into which the prototype of an entire page was etched as a mirror-inverted relief. This was achieved by cutting away several millimeters of the board’s surface save for the traced-on shapes of the characters, line marks, and page margins, so that these would remain as elevated lines.
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Figure 4.3  Wood block for the production of paper money, twelfth century. Yu Weichao, ed., Huaxia zhi lu (Beijing, 1997), vol. 3, 296

Depending on circulation volume, desired print quality, and the typeface’s aesthetic, the block cutters, who were in most cases highly professional, used various carving knives and chisels, as well as an array of woods: especially pear (Pyrus spp.) and jujube (Ziziphus jujuba), but also gingko (Gingko biloba), boxwood (Buxus sempervirens), spicewood (Lindera tsumu), and soap bean (Gleditsia sinensis). To produce a print, a sheet of paper was placed on a printing block previously brushed with ink, then pressed onto it with the help of a baren or brush, creating a copy of the relief on its surface. A press was not needed for this technique.

Beginning in the seventh century, especially religious scriptures, flyers, and almanacs were replicated this way. Particularly with regard to calendars, the printing process was under strict supervision by authorities to ensure that the imperial claim to power, which manifested itself, among other things, in the definition of temporal order, was not challenged by differing representations. Subsequently, philosophical discussions and encyclopedias joined the printed media, as well as another new product in the eleventh century, which was soon required in great numbers: the banknote. Just as on the previously used coins—which were quite impractical in trade due to their low nominal value—characters, rather than rulers’ portraits, dominated the design of bills in China until the nineteenth century.

Woodblock prints did, however, lend themselves splendidly to graphic illustration, and works that combined both elements—text and image—emerged early on. One successful such combination is the Meihua xishen pu by the painter and poet Song Boren, first published in 1238: a booklet of one hundred woodcuts accompanied by short poems that depict the various stages of a plum blossom’s life cycle, from budding to wilting.

The album is known as China’s earliest sample book. Even though the illustrations were only meant to copy the master’s sketches, which he had captured earlier with brush and ink, these woodcuts are of such supreme quality that they could hardly be described as anything other than art. Unlike earlier graphics, which were almost exclusively used to illustrate texts, Boren’s prints point to the development of a new, independent means of artistic expression.
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Figure 4.4  Album sheets from the drawing compendium Meihua xishen pu; reprint from 1261. Sherman Lee, ed., China—5000 Years: Innovation and Transformation in the Arts (New York, 1998), 187

This is how the Meihua xishen pu came to be a paragon for the multicolored painting manuals of later dynasties, among them famous works on the collections of the “Mustard Seed Garden” and the “Ten Bamboo Studio.”

The use of movable type also finally surfaced during the Song era. At first, the type sorts were made from ceramics, then from wood, and finally from copper. The invention of this method is usually accredited to Bi Sheng, but this remains uncertain.

During the qingli era [1041–1051] Bi Sheng, who was just a regular citizen, developed a printing method with movable type. For this procedure, he carved each character into a clay type with great precision, and subsequently hardened it with fire.… To be prepared in case a character was repeated on the same page, he created several types of each character, even producing more than twenty of the most common ones. (Mengxi bitan, 1086, ch. 18)
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Figure 4.5  Reconstructed type case with movable type, mid eleventh century. Yu Weichao, ed., Huaxia zhi lu (Beijing, 1997), vol. 3, 315

However, the movable type method did not completely replace block printing. This was primarily due to the specifics of Chinese script, which would have made it necessary—unlike for Arabic or Latin alphabets—to keep a giant assortment of types with several thousands of characters on hand. Even the later invention of the typewriter couldn’t solve this problem, for these machines too needed to be equipped with interchangeable type cases. What is more, keeping complete printing plates on hand enabled a kind of franchise that is currently growing more and more popular: the book on demand.

Only under Mongolian rule did printing techniques finally spread to the West. At least for the Islamic region, this is an indisputable fact. As for Europe, however, an independent development cannot be ruled out, even though the chronology of events makes it very unlikely.

Bibliophiles and Censors

Of the various methods of book production that used paper, only four shall find mention here. The first three techniques listed were used primarily for the distribution of Buddhist texts.


	Handscrolls, made from sheets of paper that are consecutively glued together and rolled around a wooden stick attached to one end

	Leporello, or accordion binding, for which sheets of paper are glued together in a concertina fold, meant to facilitate locating specific parts or passages

	Books with pothi binding, often featuring solid covers between which oblong, single pages are fixed using a continuous thread

	Texts that are tacked or glued on the right side of the inner book; these give a Western reader the impression of reading from back to front



To this day, books are commonly divided into chapters (juan), the term for which is derived from the antique word for “scrolls.” Furthermore, particularly extensive works are often subdivided into issues or fascicles (ce). This expression originally stood for a bundle of bamboo or wood slips with text on them, and goes to prove how present the script’s history still is in the structuring of reading material.
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Figure 4.6  A copy of the Buddhist canon, completed circa 1300. Block print, bound as leporello. Günter Grönbold and Renate Stephan, Die Worte des Buddha in den Sprachen der Welt (München, 2005), 95

There is sporadic evidence that bookstores and publishing houses existed during the Han era, offering copies and rubbings. Naturally, the industry’s true upswing only began during the Tang dynasty, when printing technology made rapid progress, allowing for higher circulation. Some circumstances, however, still required a tremendous effort. For instance, a warehouse had to be built solely for the purpose of storing the 130,000 wood panels needed for the publication of the Buddhist canon (Tripitaka), which was completed in 983.

The competing Taoist endeavor—the publication of the Daozang, completed in 1019—required more than 80,000 printing blocks. Besides the financial expenditure, these kinds of spectacular undertakings called for a considerable amount of knowledge, organizational structure, and religious ardor. In comparison, the effort made by the imperial court around the same time to make the Confucian classics accessible in a canonical format, since they were so crucial to the state ideology, seems to have been rather modest.

However, not only were investments high, so was the profit margin. Leaving aside propaganda texts, books were relatively costly measured against average living expenses, and they remained luxury products until at least the Song era. Even if the circulation was small, after deducting expenses—manufacture or rental of the printing plates, paper, ink, glue, and workforce—the publisher was usually still left with considerable revenue. Some authors lamented that the changed reproduction method had less positive effects on active mastery of the script: “Ever since books started being printed, people have stopped reading attentively and with concentration.… They even shy away from copying texts by hand” (Zhuzi yulei, 1270, ch. 10).

Naturally, the prospect of high returns seduced some entrepreneurs into publishing unauthorized reprints, versions that were drastically abridged or altered, as well as works that were advertised using false authorial information. Toward the end of the twelfth century, this led to books being protected by copyright for the first time. However, the idea of copyrighting was not established for the long run.

Another implement of control that was developed for the book market during the Song era continues to have an effect today, but was by no means always successful: censorship. In 1090, in resolute continuation of already restrictive policies, it was finally decreed that every manuscript had to undergo an approval procedure prior to publication. Despite draconian punishments, however, the procedure was consistently circumvented. This was true not only with codes of law, calendars, and historiographic works but also withheterodox religious scriptures, whether Buddhist, Taoist, or of any other religious orientation. Yet the most violated policies of all were those that prohibited the export of books into neighboring states—thereby trying to prevent supposed treason and the leaking of state secrets.

The goal of these laws was also to prevent readers from becoming depraved by “salacious” texts, and there were even times when printing any given material could be entirely forbidden solely on the basis of stylistic shortcomings. The agency in charge of these assessments was, however, overburdened and understaffed, so that the latter regulation was presumably rarely enforced.

Books spread knowledge, imparted pleasure, and, if showcased accordingly, gave prestige to the author, publisher, and buyer alike. Even some Taoist and Buddhist thinkers, who for the most part propagated spontaneity, not bookishness, were not free of a relatively down-to-earth aspiration to gain recognition.

“Only fools are talkative.

The wise one remains silent.”

This is what was passed down from Laozi.

But if it is true,

how come the master himself

wrote a work of five thousand characters?

(BO JUYI, 834)

Part of the fame was also reaped by patrons who had committed themselves to promoting literature: not just snobs merely interested in raising their own status but also those who genuinely wanted to make a difference, free of conceit and arrogance. These people would invite authors who had been creatively restricted through financial troubles, work overload, or political distress into their homes. Freed from everyday worries, the writers were able to indulge their creative urges and possibly develop ideas they had harbored for a long time, finally bringing them into literary form. Hence, the “artist in residence” is evidently not an invention of the twentieth century.

Additionally, these benefactors financed the printing of various written works: from poetry chapbooks to multivolume compendiums, from scientific treatises to philosophical essays, from emerging to established voices. But most of all, they purchased books, so that, in addition to the imperial library and comprehensive inventories of academies and cloisters, impressive private collections arose in China. Such endeavors were, however, not entirely risk free. The eccentric monk Hanshan possibly alluded to these dangers as early as the seventh century, stating in the first lines of an untitled poem, “books won’t protect you from death, nor save you from poverty.” Quite the contrary: more than a few bibliomaniacs ruined themselves with their passion.

One such example is Chen Jinfeng (1718–1784). As a member of a respected family of salt merchants from Yangzhou, he began systematically acquiring books as an adolescent. For a time, he was in possession of a stately collection comprising over 50,000 volumes, but he had to sell almost his entire stock when the debts he had amassed, which were in part brought about by that very collection, began weighing too heavily on him. He lived the rest of his life in utter poverty.

His contemporary Lu Jianzeng (1690–1768), whose library was tellingly dubbed the “house of borrowed books,” fared even worse. The renowned literary scholar and author of several anthologies died in prison, shortly before the enactment of his death sentence. He certainly did not face this sentence because he had been too late in returning his books, but rather because his administration as the director of a salt bureau had been accompanied by severe irregularities. At the same time, his position had allowed him to influence the business deals of many a bibliophile businessman, which could explain the extreme generosity he received in his book return agreements.

Gazettes and Newspapers

As early as the Han dynasty, written announcements, copied manifold by hand, served as a method of communication between the court and different authorities, primarily passing on edicts and official letters verbatim. The court’s strictly regulated information policy lasted into the late imperial era, but from the Song dynasty onward saw a slightly less formal style of reporting, of course, still based on official announcements, but overall with greater entertainment value. These kinds of periodicals could be purchased in markets and therefore, in retrospect, can be viewed as precursors to newspapers.

Nonetheless, they had little in common with “modern” journalism. This is basically also true of the newspapers run by Christian missionaries during the first half of the nineteenth century, which indeed spread the news, but were primarily concerned with the “correct” biblical exegesis. Their circulation was therefore quite low, and the papers were often discontinued after just a few years. Once the Shenbao was founded in 1872, however, the situation changed drastically. Even though the Shanghai-based daily was published by a British businessman, the perspective from which its editors gave their opinions was first and foremost Chinese.

This is evident not least in the Dianshizhai Huabao, a regular supplement to the Shenbao starting in 1884, which not only covered local news but also addressed foreign topics. Some of these stories must have appeared quite exotic to the domestic reader: for example, reports on a variety show in Austria, a brothel visit in France, the increase of marriage announcements in Germany, or an unseemly portrait of Queen Victoria being publicly displayed in Great Britain. Every article was furthermore illustrated, which means the Dianshizhai Huabao could certainly be considered a magazine. This, in turn, necessitated an outstanding printing quality:

We have imported several different printing presses from around the world. Our printed products—books, graphics, copies, and classic editions—have enjoyed great popularity over the past ten years, and are held in veneration by the scholarly world. (publisher’s advertisement in the April 1887 issue of Dianshizhai Huabao)

However, the lithographs that were copied with imported flat screen printers were not always realistic. Errors, in particular some that would today seem quite odd, tended to sneak in when technological progress needed to be documented without the help of reference images—for instance, of airships and submarines.

Most articles were rather apolitical, and above all avoided any kind of criticism of the imperial family. Only during the last decade of the nineteenth century was there suddenly a new wave of newspapers that called for reforms and supported the corresponding factions at court—without any lasting success, of course. The conservative forces prevailed, and the “audacious literati scum” was gagged with even stricter regulations. Freedom of the press emerged only, if at all, in the first centuries after the dynasty’s collapse; otherwise, censorship prevailed with an astounding persistence.

Communication in the Twenty-First Century

With about 120 million copies sold per day, China is the global leader in total circulation of daily newspapers; however, this statistic is far less impressive when seen in relation to the country’s population size. It becomes especially evident in comparison to Japan, where approximately every other resident has a subscription.

Additionally, China ranks among the world’s largest book markets, for new releases and used books, and despite having only circa 600 officially licensed publishers. By now, China’s national library has joined the leading collections worldwide, even if it still trails far behind the British Library and the Library of Congress. Similarly, China’s media retail is lagging behind in international competitiveness—not least because the Chinese script is difficult to place abroad.

Furthermore, especially the younger generation is less and less involved with printed media. Even though e-books and e-readers play a much smaller role than in the United States or in Europe, directly downloading from the Internet is in turn much more common. In the metropolitan areas of eastern China, the Internet is accessed primarily via smartphone instead of PC, so that the desired media are available anywhere and at any time—so long as the authorities have no reservations concerning the content. Their censorship is vigilant, and with the mechanisms that are in short often called the “Great Firewall of China,” in reference to the famous edifice, they have created an instrument meant to enable extensive control.

Web portals and social networks like Google, Facebook, YouTube, and Twitter are currently not accessible in China—at least not by legal means. This does not, however, mean that the country’s Internet users are despondently sitting in front of their screens, careworn and desperate. Among search engines, Baidu dominated the market by about 60 percent even prior to the introduction of rigid censorship methods. Among micro-blogging services, which are summarized under the term Weibo, Tengxun (Tencent) and Xinlang (Sina) have been giants for several years, also when compared internationally.

The entries are made on a PC or smartphone—similar to SMS texting—usually using the Latin transcription system Pinyin. All characters with the corresponding articulation (for example, li, ma, or zhi) appear on the screen or display in order of frequency, so that finding the desired character usually doesn’t take long, and one simply selects it by clicking on it. Some methods even let users annotate the tone (for instance, zhi3 for zhi in the third tone) to further narrow down the choices provided. Other procedures work by positioning individual elements of a character or manually drawing it on the touchscreen. In any case, people are able to use these systems with surprising ease, and as a visitor in China one is constantly in awe of the speed and dexterity with which fingers glide over buttons and displays.
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IMPORT–EXPORT

Even though more than a billion Han have mastery over the Chinese script, it plays a subordinate role internationally—unlike the Latin and Arabic alphabets. Its presence is even fading from neighboring countries, such as Korea and Japan, where it once marked the Central Kingdom’s claim to hegemony; in Vietnam the Chinese script has already completely disappeared from official communication. Yet inversely, there are a number of groups who use differing character systems living in Chinese territory.

The Scripts of Others

China is a multiethnic state. After all, approximately 120 million people are part of ethnic minorities. Using European countries as benchmarks, the Zhuang’s demographic figures correspond to those of the Netherlands, the Manchus’ to those of Greece, and the Miao’s to those of Sweden. The languages used by these minorities are not least tools for them to distinguish themselves from the Han, who make up the majority of the Chinese population, and the linguistic variety they display is enormous.

TABLE 5.1

Officially recognized ethnic minorities of China and their languages (2010)




	
Group


	
	
Members


	
	
Main settlement region


	
	
Language affiliation


	
	
Script







	
Achang


	
	
0.040 million


	
	
southwest (Yunnan)


	
	
Tibeto-Burman


	
	



	
Bai


	
	
1.936 million


	
	
southwest (Yunnan)


	
	
unclear/disputed


	
	
x





	
Bao’an


	
	
0.020 million


	
	
north (Gansu)


	
	
Mongolian


	
	



	
Benglong


	
	
0.021 million


	
	
southwest (Yunnan)


	
	
Mon-Khmer


	
	



	
Bulong


	
	
0.120 million


	
	
southwest (Yunnan)


	
	
Mon-Khmer


	
	



	
Buyi


	
	
2.872 million


	
	
southwest (Guizhou)


	
	
Thai


	
	
x





	
Dai


	
	
1.262 million


	
	
southwest (Yunnan)


	
	
Thai


	
	
x





	
Daur


	
	
0.132 million


	
	
north (Inner Mongolia)


	
	
Mongolian


	
	
x





	
Dong


	
	
2.883 million


	
	
southwest (Guizhou)


	
	
Thai


	
	



	
Dongxiang


	
	
0.622 million


	
	
north (Gansu)


	
	
Mongolian


	
	



	
Dulong


	
	
0.007 million


	
	
southwest (Yunnan)


	
	
Tibeto-Burman


	
	



	
Evenks


	
	
0.031 million


	
	
north (Inner Mongolia)


	
	
Tungusic


	
	



	
Gaoshan


	
	
0.505 million


	
	
southeast (Taiwan)


	
	
Austronesian


	
	



	
Gelao


	
	
0.551 million


	
	
southwest (Guizhou)


	
	
unclear/disputed


	
	



	
Gin


	
	
0.028 million


	
	
south (Guangxi)


	
	
unclear/disputed


	
	



	
Hani


	
	
1.662 million


	
	
southwest (Yunnan)


	
	
Tibeto-Burman


	
	
x





	
Hezhen


	
	
0.005 million


	
	
northeast (Heilongjiang)


	
	
Tungusic


	
	



	
Hui


	
	
10.596 million


	
	
north (Ningxia)


	
	
Sinitic


	
	



	
Jingpo


	
	
0.148 million


	
	
southwest (Yunnan)


	
	
Tibeto-Burman


	
	
x





	
Jino


	
	
0.023 million


	
	
southwest (Yunnan)


	
	
Tibeto-Burman


	
	



	
Kazakhs


	
	
1.463 million


	
	
northwest (Xinjiang)


	
	
Turkic languages


	
	
x





	
Koreans


	
	
1.832 million


	
	
northeast (Jilin)


	
	
unclear/disputed


	
	
x





	
Kyrgyz


	
	
0.187 million


	
	
northwest (Xinjiang)


	
	
Turkic languages


	
	
x





	
Lahu


	
	
0.486 million


	
	
southwest (Yunnan)


	
	
Tibeto-Burman


	
	
x





	
Lhoba


	
	
0.004 million


	
	
west (Tibet)


	
	
Tibeto-Burman


	
	



	
Li


	
	
1.464 million


	
	
south (Hainan)


	
	
Thai


	
	
x





	
Lisu


	
	
0.703 million


	
	
southwest (Yunnan)


	
	
Tibeto-Burman


	
	
x





	
Manchus


	
	
10.411 million


	
	
northeast (Liaoning)


	
	
Tungusic


	
	
x





	
Maonan


	
	
0.101 million


	
	
south (Guangxi)


	
	
Thai


	
	



	
Menba


	
	
0.011 million


	
	
west (Tibet)


	
	
Tibeto-Burman


	
	



	
Miao


	
	
9.433 million


	
	
southwest (Guizhou)


	
	
Miao-Yao


	
	
x





	
Mongols


	
	
5.991 million


	
	
north (Inner Mongolia)


	
	
Mongolian


	
	
x





	
Mulao


	
	
0.217 million


	
	
south (Guangxi)


	
	
Thai


	
	



	
Naxi


	
	
0.327 million


	
	
southwest (Yunnan)


	
	
Tibeto-Burman


	
	
x





	
Nu


	
	
0.038 million


	
	
southwest (Yunnan)


	
	
Tibeto-Burman


	
	



	
Oroqen


	
	
0.009 million


	
	
north (Inner Mongolia)


	
	
Tungusic


	
	



	
Pumi


	
	
0.043 million


	
	
southwest (Yunnan)


	
	
Tibeto-Burman


	
	



	
Qiang


	
	
0.310 million


	
	
southwest (Sichuan)


	
	
Tibeto-Burman


	
	



	
Russians


	
	
0.015 million


	
	
northwest (Xinjiang)


	
	
Indo-European


	
	
x





	
Salar


	
	
0.131 million


	
	
north (Qinghai)


	
	
Turkic languages


	
	



	
She


	
	
0.709 million


	
	
southeast (Fujian)


	
	
Miao-Yao


	
	



	
Shui


	
	
0.412 million


	
	
southwest (Guizhou)


	
	
Thai


	
	



	
Tajiks


	
	
0.051 million


	
	
northwest (Xinjiang)


	
	
Indo-European


	
	



	
Tartars


	
	
0.004 million


	
	
northwest (Xinjiang)


	
	
Turkic languages


	
	



	
Tibetans


	
	
6.286 million


	
	
west (Tibet)


	
	
Tibeto-Burman


	
	
x





	
Tu


	
	
0.290 million


	
	
north (Qinghai)


	
	
Mongolian


	
	
x





	
Tujia


	
	
8.364 million


	
	
south (Hunan)


	
	
unclear/disputed


	
	



	
Uyghurs


	
	
10.071 million


	
	
northwest (Xinjiang)


	
	
Turkic languages


	
	
x





	
Uzbeks


	
	
0.011 million


	
	
northwest (Xinjiang)


	
	
Turkic languages


	
	



	
Wa


	
	
0.430 million


	
	
southwest (Yunnan)


	
	
Mon-Khmer


	
	
x





	
Xibo


	
	
0.191 million


	
	
northwest (Xinjiang)


	
	
Tungusic


	
	
x





	
Yao


	
	
2.798 million


	
	
south (Guangxi)


	
	
Miao-Yao


	
	
x





	
Yi


	
	
8.721 million


	
	
southwest (Sichuan)


	
	
Tibeto-Burman


	
	
x





	
Yugurs


	
	
0.014 million


	
	
north (Gansu)


	
	
Turkic languages


	
	



	
Zhuang


	
	
16.938 million


	
	
south (Guangxi)


	
	
Thai


	
	
x





	
The mention of just one province or autonomous region serves only to give a rough idea of geolocation. Linguistic classification essentially follows Robert S. Ramsey’s suggestions; it is, however, only vaguely able to reflect the diversity among China’s common languages.
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Figure 5.1  A Sogdian contract, dating back to 639, detailing the sale of a young female slave. From grave 135 in Astana (Xinjiang). Ma Chengyuan and Yue Feng, ed., Silu kaogu zhenpin (Shanghai, 1998), 170

Additionally, around half of the ethnic minorities possess a script of their own. Most of them were derived from the Latin alphabet, which was in part brought to China by Christian missionaries in the nineteenth and early twentieth centuries and in part introduced by public authorities, especially in the early stages of the People’s Republic. Some groups, however, possess scripts that are constructed entirely differently: the Kazakhs, the Kyrgyz, the Manchus, the Mongols, and the Uyghurs (with roots in the Aramaic), for example, and the Tibetans (originating from Brahmi). Koreans and Russians use the alphabets common in their countries of origin (Hangul and Cyrillic, respectively).

What’s more, access to the scripts of the Naxi and Yi is exclusively given to religious specialists. Finally, the Yao are an exceptional case. For centuries they have used Chinese characters to record not only their liturgies, which are heavily shaped by Daoism, but also myths, genealogies, medical treatises, and prognostic literature. However, advanced reading abilities are not necessarily required to deal with these records, since merely the presentation of a text can demonstrate spiritual power during rituals.

The coexistence of different languages and scripts in China can be traced back to antiquity, and particularly great diversity can be found in the country’s fringe regions of Gobi and Taklamakan. Countless texts, often only preserved in tiny fragments, came from Turfan and Dunhuang especially. A large portion of them was, however, taken out of the country at the turn of the twentieth century to be archived in London, Paris, or Berlin.

The writing materials used included paper, which was at least partly imported from production centers in the Middle Kingdom, as well as palm leaves, birch bark, silk, parchment, wood, and stone. Many texts were handwritten; however, several woodblock prints have also been identified, although they are assumed to have come predominantly from Chinese workshops.

Most of the records cover religious themes from Buddhist, Manichaean, and Nestorian traditions; many of them demonstrate translation work that is in equal measures devoted and academic. Furthermore, customs specifications, bills, and lease or purchase agreements provide an opportunity to extrapolate the details of daily life. The greatly fragmented texts cover a time span from approximately the second to the fourteenth century. Whereas the earlier finds are predominantly Chinese, Iranian and Old Turkic prevail among the later texts.

TABLE 5.2

Languages and scripts found in antique texts from the fringe regions of Taklamakan and Gobi (northwestern China)




	
Language family


	
	
Language branch


	
	
Language


	
	
Script







	
Sino-Tibetan


	
	
Sinitic


	
	
Chinese


	
	
Chinese





	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Uyghur





	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Sogdian





	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Tibetan





	
	
	
Tibeto-Burman


	
	
Tibetan


	
	
Tibetan





	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Uyghur





	
	
	
	
	
Tangut


	
	
Tangut





	
Altaic


	
	
Mongolian


	
	
Mongolian


	
	
Mongolian





	
	
	
	
	
	
	
’Phags-pa





	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Brahmi





	
	
	
	
	
Khitan


	
	
Khitan





	
	
	
Turkic languages


	
	
Old Turkic


	
	
Orkhon





	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Uyghur





	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Sogdian





	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Manichaean





	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Pahlavi





	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Brahmi





	
	
	
	
	
	
	
’Phags-pa





	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Tibetan





	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Arabic





	
Afro-Asiatic


	
	
Semitic


	
	
Hebrew


	
	
Hebrew





	
	
	
	
	
Syrian


	
	
Nestorian





	
Indo-European


	
	
Tocharian


	
	
Tocharian I


	
	
Brahmi





	
	
	
	
	
Tocharian II


	
	
Brahmi





	
	
	
Indo-Aryan


	
	
Sanskrit


	
	
Brahmi





	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Pala





	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Chinese





	
	
	
	
	
Prakrit


	
	
Brahmi





	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Kharoshthi





	
	
	
Iranian


	
	
Sogdian


	
	
Sogdian





	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Brahmi





	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Manichaean





	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Nestorian





	
	
	
	
	
Bactrian


	
	
Hephthalite





	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Greek





	
	
	
	
	
Parthian


	
	
Runes





	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Sogdian





	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Manichaean





	
	
	
	
	
Khotanese-Sakan


	
	
Brahmi





	
	
	
	
	
Tumshuk-Sakan


	
	
Brahmi





	
	
	
	
	
Middle Persian


	
	
Runes





	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Sogdian





	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Manichaean





	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Pahlavi





	
	
	
	
	
New Persian


	
	
Manichaean





	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Nestorian





	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Hebrew





	
	
	
	
	
	
	
Arabic





	
	
	
Hellenic


	
	
Greek


	
	
Greek







Even though the majority of the Chinese population did not necessarily deal with foreign scripts directly in their daily lives, the sight of them was by no means unusual, even before the mass installment of Western-inspired advertisements. This is especially true for the epochs of foreign rule by the Khitans, Jurchens, Tangut, Mongols, and Manchus. As a result, some official statements were even chiseled into steles in four different languages under the Qing dynasty: Manchu, Chinese, Mongolian, and Tibetan.

Loanwords and Translations

Religious conviction was evidently an essential factor motivating the very active translation scene, even more so than political ambitions or economic interests. Translating Buddhist sutras from the Indian languages was, however, a particularly tough challenge, tackled in different ways throughout history: focusing either on phonetically reproducing the texts or on faithfully rendering their content.

The transcription of terms from Sanskrit or Prakrit was already difficult because of their disparately longer words, as for example in the case of upādhyāya (teacher) or parivrājaka (itinerant monk), which would have to be rendered as five- or six-syllable words in Chinese, lacking any kind of meaning: you-bo-di-ye-ye (有撥第耶夜) and bo-li-fa-luo-ju-jia (般利伐羅句迦) respectively.

The greatest difficulty posed by this kind of translation was having to adapt to an utterly different mentality and intellectual environment. In the early stages, it was common to use supposed equivalents that were loaned from the Daoist vocabulary. Three examples are as follows: Dharma (Sanskrit: teaching, truth, or norm) was translated as dao: “way,” or rather “method”. Nirvāna (Sanskrit: blowing away, mostly in the sense of deliverance) was translated as wuwei: “not to act [contrary to the cosmic order].” Arhat (Sanskrit: the worthy one or the saved one) was translated as zhenren: “true person” (someone who has left behind the trivial circumstances of life).

But Confucian norms also ended up influencing text composition. The original wording of a passage concerning the distribution of duties in marriage, for example, was modified so greatly that it completely changed the text’s meaning, “the husband supports his wife” becoming “the husband controls his wife,” and “the wife takes care of her husband” translated as “the wife reveres her husband.”

TABLE 5.3

Loanwords of Western origin




	
唯物論


	
 


	
wei wu lun


	
	
Only + object + view


	
	
Materialism





	
唯心論


	
 


	
wei xin lun


	
	
Only + feeling + view


	
	
Idealism





	
共產主義


	
 


	
gong chan zhu yi


	
	
Common + production + primary + meaning


	
	
Communism





	
自由主義


	
 


	
zi you zhu yi


	
	
Self + cause + primary + meaning


	
	
Liberalism





	
進化


	
 


	
jin hua


	
	
Advance + transform


	
	
Evolution





	
汽車


	
 


	
qi che


	
	
Steam + vehicle


	
	
Car





	
狐步舞


	
 


	
hu bu wu


	
	
Fox + step + dance


	
	
Foxtrot







The balance between religious subject matter and linguistic form was finally achieved in the fifth century, after previous translations had suffered either from inconsistent accuracy in wording or excessively liberal approaches. The terminology’s standardization followed between the seventh and ninth centuries. However, the ensuing terminological rigor also resulted in a loss of poetical suggestiveness.

The Nestorians, in turn, often took terms directly from Buddhist scripture. However, the Chinese versions of these tractates hardly ever achieved the same literary rank as the originals. How important a confident command of language and script is for the communication of religious matters is at least indirectly illustrated by the following description of the Immaculate Conception by Nestorian missionaries, who brought their message to the Middle Kingdom in the seventh century.

The Divine God instructed the Cool Wind to approach the virgin. The Cool Wind followed the Divine God’s command and entered the virgin’s belly, whereupon she fell pregnant. This was arranged by the Divine God because he knew the virgin was yet unmarried, and he wanted to prove that she could conceive even without a husband. After the conception, the virgin bore a son, whose father was the Cool Wind. (Xuting mishisuo jing, seventh century, ch. 5)

When European ideology increasingly reached China during the nineteenth century, the question of how to appropriately handle loanwords arose anew. Terms that didn’t stem from personal names—such as “Marxism” or “Darwinism”—were for the most part translated with words bearing a semantic likeness rather than a phonetic one.

The Chinese Script as a Paragon

In the centuries following the downfall of the expanding Tang Empire, neighboring nations from the steppes seized the Chinese north, and one after another, the Khitan, Tangut, and Jurchen founded three powerful dynasties: Liao (916–1125), Western Xia (1032–1227), and Jin (1115–1234). Very soon after their accession to power, each of the three ruling houses developed scripts whose composition was based on Chinese characters.

A notable advance in the research of Khitan script was made in 2000 with the discovery of two epitaphs penned in honor of a couple interred in the eleventh century, who had had direct family ties to the ruling house. The text referring to the man is written in Chinese. The text honoring the woman, however, is written in Khitan characters, of which a substantial portion can be deciphered by comparing passages that present biographical overlaps. Apart from this, considering the vast array of pending philological and linguistic questions, the amount of evidence supporting research in this field is definitely still too small to allow for a true breakthrough.
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Figure 5.2  Tangut character on a badge of uncertain origin, ca. twelfth century. Yu Weichao, ed., Huaxia zhi lu (Beijing, 1997), vol. 3, 259

The starting point for understanding Tangut, of which there are ten thousand preserved documents, among them an array of complete works, is far better. Even though most of the works are Buddhologica, there are also translations of Chinese classics, as well as glossaries and dictionaries. This comprehensive pool of resources has helped identify roughly six thousand characters, many of which are composed of multiple semantic elements that contribute to their overall meaning. This results in a relatively high total number of strokes, creating the impression that the characters are simply detailed enhancements of their Chinese models.

The most important sources of Jurchen script, besides multilingual steles, are a particular set of glossaries compiled by the Ming court’s “Office of Barbarian Control” starting in 1407, i.e., several centuries after the collapse of the Jurchen dynasty, which were named Nüzhen Yiyu and added to a script series specifically created for the instruction of interpreters and translators. If one is to believe historiographic sources, then there are—as also in Khitan script—two script variants, which can be characterized as “large” and “small.” The purpose of these distinctions, however, has not yet been conclusively resolved.

The Path to Korea and Japan

Visible records of Chinese script can also be found west of the current state border: for instance in the north of Pakistan, where the Hunza, Gilgit, and Indus rivers meet, marking what was for a very long time an important junction in the Silk Road’s transportation network. The significance of this place is evidenced not only by countless petroglyphs but also by several thousand inscriptions carved or picked into the rocks, documenting the presence of merchants, monks, and diplomats. Comparatively few Chinese characters are found, but those few verify, among other things, the passing through of a Wei dynasty delegate, who presumably sojourned in the area during the fifth century. From time to time, discussion arises about whether there may even have been a permanent Han settlement in the Indus valley, but this remains rather unlikely.

The situation was entirely different in Vietnam, which the Middle Kingdom viewed as a downright natural area of expansion, and which was annexed several times throughout history. It appears that the native upper class was heavily pressured to assimilate during the early imperial era, which resulted in the assumption of Confucian norms and various cultural achievements, one of which was, of course, the Chinese script. However, the script experienced so many modifications that in the end, it became barely decipherable for travelers coming from its own land of origin. It was only replaced, finally, in the twentieth century under French colonial rule.
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Figure 5.3  Korean “Story of Buddha” with Chinese characters (Hanja) and elements of a phonetic script developed in Korea (Hangul). Print with movable letters from 1449. Jeong-hee Lee-Kalisch, Korea. Die alten Königreiche (München, 1999), 258

Although phases of political control in Korea were distinctly shorter, elite groups, who geared themselves toward the imported values and world order, developed quite quickly within the native population. When, in an attempt to make texts accessible to the majority of the population, an independent script was developed in what is today Seoul in the mid-fifteenth century, it was met with massive protests from the scholarly community. After all, those men who had undergone the rigorous civil service examinations could call upon a thousand-year-long tradition in which discourse was held in Chinese. Literate upstarts—or, worse still, declaiming women—simply had no place in their world.

Comparing this to the role Latin held in medieval Europe is, therefore, quite accurate—with the small difference, however, that its supersession by national languages had only marginal effects on the script. In Korea, though, the “characters of the Han” (Hanja) that had been imported from the Middle Kingdom were replaced by a newly conceptualized phonetic alphabet (Hangul) of initially twenty-eight letters, arranged in almost quadratic syllable blocks.

Therefore, although there are absolutely no typological commonalities, at least the graphic structure somewhat resembles Chinese. This impression is further amplified in the Western observer by the fact that the structure of individual elements and stroke orders exhibit similarities. In a hybrid script that has been nurtured over centuries, in which characters and letters alternate constantly, finding a correlation is naturally not a great challenge.

Despite massive political intervention, Hanja has by no means died out. This may be in part due to its semantic clarity, which prevents the misinterpretation of homonyms. Even though Hanja has been banned from official statements in North Korea since 1949, in middle and secondary schools pupils must still learn around two thousand of its characters. In some circumstances, another thousand are learned at university. However, most of the graduates lack any opportunity to practice or implement their knowledge of Hanja, so forgetting it soon after their studies becomes almost inevitable.

The number of Hanja characters taught in South Korean schools of higher education, in contrast, has clearly been much lower over the past decades, around 1,800. It is impossible to predict what the future might look like, since the inclusion of the “foreign” script continuously kindles fierce debates. While one side is inclined to further unburden students with a presumably truly overladen curriculum, the other side wants to better the next generation’s chance for dialogue with their great neighbor.

Making its way farther and farther east, Buddhism in particular fostered the proliferation of the Chinese script during the course of the first century. This is true not only in Korea but also in Japan, since eager monks were the most diligent importers of texts, which they brought back from their stays in the Middle Kingdom’s monasteries and went on to impart to a wide circle of readers back home. These impetuses grew especially strong from the sixth century onward, when Japan’s tendencies to emulate China politically and culturally were joined by the gradual acquisition of its script. The script was dubbed Kanji—analog to Hanja—and just as in Korea, the “character of the Han” was a medium of communication completely inaccessible for the majority of the population: not only because of the enormous amount of studying it required but also because of its substantial incompatibility with the hitherto habitual phonology and syntax of Japanese.

To facilitate reading and correct recital, several phonetic scripts were developed during the time period following the introduction of Kanji. They were created using Chinese characters “empty of meaning.” Originally used as a reading aid for Kanji, they eventually became distinct syllabic scripts whose elements were derived from cursive character variants. Monks, for instance, used the rather static Katakana to write notes, whereas the more dynamic Hiragana initially proved especially popular among women of the gentry. “They write from top to bottom.… They have this in common with the Chinese and other peoples, from whom they adopted the characters they use to write books.… Furthermore, women use other characters than men” (Varenius 1673, 78).
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Figure 5.4  This poem from the twelfth century, written by the Japanese court lady Ise, is composed of Chinese characters (Kanji) as well as elements of the phonetic Hiragana script. Chen Xiejun and Wang Qingsheng, Riben wenwu jinghua (Shanghai, 2000), 182

In the mixed script, which today is obligatory, Kanji are still dominant, at least with regard to graphic composition. Recently, their number has slightly risen, and students these days once again learn more than 2,100 characters—not including a larger number of characters that are exclusively used in names. Shortly after the Second World War, a “simplification” of Kanji was implemented in Japan. These newer Japanese versions in part clearly differ from those redefined in the People’s Republic of China a few years later.

The moraic or syllabic scripts that are mixed in with Kanji characters are visually even more humble, and comparatively easy to master: Hiragana, which is, among other things, used for inflexional morphenes (for instance in conjugation); and Katakana, which is chiefly used for the transcription of foreign words and accentuations. Rōmaji—the Japanese name given to the Latin alphabet—is nowadays also increasingly found in written texts.

While the export hit that is the Chinese script prevailed in many countries, there is one place it will probably not be so lucky to last: the Western world. But not to worry! This mild doubt of its sustainability in the West does not pertain to the kind of educational success that countless Confucius Institutes and language schools aim to achieve, but rather to the characters that increasingly many people in Europe and America are tattooing on their skin. Presumably, this trend is even more common in the West than in East Asia, since the majority of the population in China, Japan, and Korea still feel rather unenthusiastic about tattoos, which historically were predominantly used to mark criminals. Therefore, it was considered thoroughly unseemly to embed a loved one’s name in one’s skin, and only among Japanese prostitutes was it allegedly common for some time to immortalize regular customers’ names on not so easily accessible body parts.

In Europe, however, displays of admiration and favor are currently expressed in slightly different ways: for example, by using the character for “love,” “fortune,” or “beauty”—unless “noodle soup,” “catastrophe,” or “diarrhea” is immortalized by accident. Usually, there is no way to correct this kind of mistake! But perhaps this is just another, shorter kind of perpetuity.

Even highly esteemed research institutions are at times not immune to these kinds of errors. So, for example, in the case of an issue of the Max Planck Society’s magazine published in 2008. Its cover boasted a Chinese text, which didn’t promote—as one might expect—scientific progress, but instead an event at which young, good-looking women display their charms. Evidently, the agency responsible for designing the cover mistook the leaflet for an extract from a venerable educational document, and the editorial office had forgone reviewing the text. The ensuing malice was inevitable, and the magazines in question had to be withdrawn from circulation.
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CALLIGRAPHY

In its aesthetic dimension, the script is the most elegant of all arts in China. Pablo Picasso even alluded to this in 1956 when he said to Zhang Ding: “Had I been born Chinese, I would have been a calligrapher, not a painter” (quoted in Barrass 2002, 54). Of course, it is impossible to pinpoint the exact moment in time when characters went from merely being a medium to record and pass on information to, additionally, a medium of creative expression. It remains equally unclear since when awareness has been tied to an individual act of creation, and therefore a concomitant consciousness; it is historically quite trivial whether the arrangement of script on an oracle bone or a piece of bronze appeals to us three thousand years later or not. Besides, the distinction between art and craftsmanship is perhaps even more difficult to make in ancient China than in ancient Europe, where fame was attributed to authorship much sooner. Nonetheless, archaeological remains—steles and countless pieces of evidence left as grave goods—support the conclusion that there were, at least, standards on the basis of which the quality of a written text’s type and style was assessed.

The Power of Characters

The uniformity of skylines the world over has increased in recent decades, and only little regional character remains to oppose the monotony. In East Asia, the elaborately designed characters found on neon advertisements and signs, meant to lure shoppers into some of the stores and restaurants lining the otherwise bleak strip malls, are among these remaining characteristics. They are part of a long tradition of advertising banners that have livened up the streets and markets of China since ancient times.

Additional color is brought to the daily gloom during the New Year’s festival, when paper strips with auspicious sayings are hung on either side of front doors, where they complement loudly colored pictures that nowadays—contrary to official politics—increasingly praise fertility.

The state too banks on the appeal and symbolic power of the characters, both in its internal communication and in its contact with the population. Unlike the Roman Empire, which preferred using the portrait of the reigning emperor for its propaganda, the Middle Kingdom chiefly employed its script. Although the majority of people were unable to read the texts that were written on steles or buildings, the very chasm emphasized by this indirectly highlighted the emperor’s completely isolated position.

The same is also true of money, which not least bears witness to the state’s authority and with which every citizen came into contact (quite literally). While in antiquity the engravings on coins were limited to indications of weight, later—especially starting in the Song period—the era name in force at the time of issue became predominant: so, for example, “Perennial Joy” or “Genuine Virtue.” However, the imperial motto was not granted equal longevity under the different dynasties. It was issued exclusively at the time of a new ruler’s inauguration under the Ming and Qing, but some Tang and Song potentates modified it a number of times during their reign, especially in times of crisis, when it was meant to impart hope for an impending turnaround.
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Figure 6.1  Outdoor advertising on a hardware store in Beijing, unknown graphic artist, nineteenth century. Yu Weichao, ed., Huaxia zhi lu (Beijing, 1997), vol. 4, 240

Only an extremely limited number of banknotes from China’s imperial epoch survived. If, however, the few specimens that have been preserved from the early Ming dynasty can be considered representative, it can be said that these large bills, adorned with red seal marks, were made to honor the entire dynasty rather than emphasize individual regents. To what extent the elaborate, almost edictlike design really warranted respect for the monarchy and its currency is anyone’s guess, since the bills’ longest text passage concerned threatening potential forgers with the death penalty.

[image: image]

Figure 6.2  New Year’s picture in the shape of the character shou (“long life”) from the mid-twentieth century. Else Unterrieder, Glück ein ganzes Mondjahr lang. Chinesische Neujahrsbilder und ihre Bedeutung (Klagenfurt, 1984), 93

Besides, due to high inflation, banknotes continuously lost significance from the fifteenth century onward, and, following a long break, the use of bills was only reestablished under Western influence. The tradition of so-called “hell money,” however, which was derived from paper money, was conserved and practiced throughout. Even today, mock banknotes are burned in order to send them to the deceased, so that they may secure the ancestors’ living standards in the afterlife. The printing of these mock bills was initially dominated by the script; nowadays, as is also the case for legal tender, it has increasingly turned toward the suggestive power of imagery: by including, for instance, the image of a certain luxury car that is produced in the German town of Untertürkheim, which carries a lot of symbolic value in its star-shaped emblem alone.
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Figure 6.3  These kinds of amulets with magic characters are believed to aid in curing a cough when burned and dissolved in turnip stock. Nineteenth century. Henry Doré, Researches Into Chinese Superstitions (Shanghai, 1914), vol. 2, 170

In addition to communicating with one’s ancestors, it was also popular to contact the gods and ghosts, as is evidenced not only by the oracle bones of the Shang dynasty, from which, after all, the Chinese script arose, but also by several forms of divination that are still in use today. For example, it is believed that a person’s fate can be predicted by breaking down certain characters they provide into the characters’ individual elements and rearranging them to create a new semantic context, from which a divine destiny can then supposedly be extrapolated.

The purpose of hewing large-format Buddhist inscriptions into the cliffs of what is today Shandong province, in contrast, was not to predict the future but to control it. Chiseled in stone forever, they were meant to bear witness to the Buddhist teachings in the era following a potential apocalypse, ensuring the teachings’ survival and continuity.

Daoism, however, relies less on lasting monumentality. At times, it even demonstrates impermanence, as for instance when the medium in a Taiwanese possession cult etches the will of the gods into a surface of sand or flour. For this ritual, two people in trance guide a writing instrument, oftentimes forked like a dowsing rod, while assistants try to make out individual characters in their scrawls, which will serve as a starting point for the divination.

Another predominantly Daoist accessory are amulets and talismans, which chiefly display script elements and are often rather artfully designed. They are meant to protect the body from sickness, the house from being struck by lightning, or the ship from sinking, as well as supposedly leading to wealth and ensuring great posterity. As early as 320, Ge Hong recommended an especially wide variety of protective measures for staying in remote mountainous regions in the Baopuzi neipian (ch. 17). According to him, characters drawn in red ink on paper or silk could ward off potential tiger, wolf, or demon attacks, as could seal imprints in the loamy ground.

Principally, such “magical” practices were in no way incompatible with the rather Confucian-minded reason of state. Han yu, for example, who was a governor of Chaozhou (in what is today the southern province of Guangdong) and was known to occasionally resort to satire, is even said to have driven away a huge crocodile in 819 by having a pig, a sheep, and a well-worded written directive, in which he requested the beast to retreat, thrown into the water:

While the emperor has given me the task of guarding the territory and its inhabitants, you, googly eyes, do not content yourself with the deep waters, but devour man and animal.… Let us therefore reach the following agreement: within three days, you and your ugly spawn will betake yourselves yonder [to the southern periphery of the empire, by the sea] and will yield to the emperor’s appointed governor. (“Edict to a Crocodile,” Han Yu, 819)

Among the addressees of letters, however, reptiles were clearly in the minority. As early as the Han period, written communication encompassed not only agreements between public authorities and business associates but also intimate exchanges between relatives, friends, and lovers. Some letters even reached what can be called a high literary standard. Twenty-four such examples were already included in the Wenxuan, which is probably the most well-known cross-genre anthology in the history of China: a work compiled by Xiao Tong (501–531), an offspring of the imperial family, with the help of a few of his friends shortly before his death. At times, correspondence was carried out entirely in verse, as for instance between the famous poets Bo Juyi (772–846) and Yuan Zhen (779–831), who maintained their lifelong friendship by mail.

Script as Art

From quite early on, what mattered most in letters circulating among members of the educated class was not only refined word choice but also a sophisticated personal style. A prerequisite for this was, of course, confident command of formal conventions, but in order to prove true expertise it also took a bold individual dynamic. In this sense, calligraphy has always been more than just the technical mastering of the brush—and more than the term shufa, which is used to describe the skill and literally translates to “writing rule,” initially conveys. After all, even in China, art and rank don’t arise from scrupulous attention to norms, but from a creative interpretation of the guidelines.

These kinds of letters became coveted collector’s items from no later than the sixth century onward, and, mounted on album sheets or handscrolls, they even made up a not inconsiderable portion of the imperial collections. The perhaps most well-known example, which is the rendition of three letter extracts composed in different characteristic styles, can be traced back to Wang Xizhi (307–365) (see frontispiece). To this day, he is revered, along with his youngest son, Wang Xianzhi (344–386), even though all works attributed to him have only been handed down in later copies.

Shortly before embarking on a journey to the capital, [Wang] Xizhi wrote some characters on a wall, which [his son] Zijing [= Wang Xianzhi] then scraped off in order to perpetuate himself in the same spot. While he thought the result was “not bad at all,” when Xizhi laid eyes on the work upon his return, he just sighed and wondered: “How drunk, after all, must I have been when I left?” Zijing thereupon felt rather embarrassed. (Shupu, 687)

In a country known to traditionally show a rather generous attitude toward the authenticity of art, exorbitant prices are being paid for calligraphies even when the legitimacy of an alleged original is not assured. In 2010, for example, a fragment of rather modest dimensions (24.5 x 13.8 cm), also allegedly traced back to Wang Xizhi, brought no less than 308 million yuan (about 45 million U.S. dollars) at an auction in Beijing.

This is almost reminiscent of the Tang dynasty, when Emperor Taizong (599–649) tried with great effort to complete his collection with all the master’s calligraphies, whether the owners of the pieces were willing to sell or not. One of the works, the “Preface to the Gathering at the Orchid Pavilion” from 353, is believed to have been stolen from its previous owner—a monk—on behalf of the ruler, and is even said to have accompanied the “Son of Heaven” to his grave. It was composed on the occasion of a meeting of poets, during which intoxication and poetry entered a union that stirred creative urges in at least some of the participants—similar perhaps to the creative atmosphere in the salons of later times, where those gathered would recite verses, paint, or draw calligraphies.

The works of Huaisu (circa 725–785) too only exist in the form of copies. Huaisu was a Buddhist monk who, contrary to the rules of his religion, repeatedly found inspiration through excessive drinking, and is considered to be one of the most important representatives of the “wild” and barely legible cursive script. He often worked with stimuli that he encountered in nature:

I observed how summer clouds piled up into strange formations. Henceforth, they served me in their spontaneity time and again as teachers, like birds abruptly rising from the trees, startled snakes fleeing into the undergrowth, or cracks forming in bursting walls: one after the other, all on their own. (Huaisu, circa 770, quoted from Liuyi zhi yilu, early eighteenth century, ch. 272)

His most famous work, generally known by the title “Autobiography,” is a handscroll dating back to the year 777. However, its title only very inadequately captures the scroll’s contents. Only 14 of the 126 lines could be considered actual memoir; the rest is simply the epitome of vanity, in which the artist’s self-importance is supposed to be underpinned by a string of quotes from namable contemporaries.

Yet what today seems like almost unbearable adulation never lessened the object’s value. Quite on the contrary: more than twenty colophons additionally underscore its high renown. Two of them are from Emperor Qianlong (1711–1799), whose admiration was due not only to the “spirit of purity and profundity” imparted by calligraphy but also to his respect for the earlier inscriptions of the Tang and Song dynasties. Additionally, there are countless red seal imprints made by collectors and admirers, not least Emperor Zhangzong (1168–1208), the sovereign of the Jurchen Jin dynasty, which ruled over what is today the north of China during the twelfth and thirteenth centuries.
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Figure 6.4  “Autobiography” written in cursive script by Huaisu in 777 (detail). Jiang Fucong, ed., Gugong fashu xuancui (Taibei, 1970), plate 4

Nevertheless, for many intellectuals “the two Wangs” overshadowed Huaisu. The admittedly somewhat eccentric connoisseur Mi Fu (1051–1107), for instance, offered not only a calligraphy by Huaisu but also several works of highest distinction, including two written works by Ouyang Xun (557–641) and six landscape paintings by Wang Wei (699–759), in exchange for a letter, in which Wang Xianzhi recorded the delivery of three hundred pears. And yet, the deal fell through.

Of course, first and foremost, Mi Fu was not a collector but an artist. While his career in civil service proceeded rather sluggishly—at least in comparison to the swift promotion of some of his friends—his renown as a painter, calligrapher, and critic grew and spread at an early age. Furthermore, he was appraised as an excellent copyist, so much so that later generations were constantly debunking apparent originals of Wang Xizhi and Wang Xianzhi as imitations by Mi Fu. This is also what Wang Shu (1668–1739) is alluding to, with an obvious tongue-in-cheek undertone, when he notes in the Xuzhou tiba (1788, ch. 1): “He who regards the works of the old masters must possess a pair of [well-trained] eyes.”

According to Mi Fu himself, the quality of his works highly profited from studying the “old masters.” Like almost all great calligraphers, he views imitation not only as a method to refine one’s own technique but also as paving the way for the artistic maturation process, at the end of which stands one’s own excellence.

People say my script is an accumulation of old characters, of which I took the best, joined them, and brought them to perfection. Meanwhile, I only found my own style at an advanced age, and when looking at my work people can no longer recognize who once inspired me. (Haiyue mingyan, 1102, ch. 1)

Mi Fu was one of the most renowned artists of his epoch, but not a “universal genius” like his contemporary Su Shi (1037–1101), who came to fame as an artist and calligrapher and was also an acclaimed poet and philosopher. His position as a statesman, however, was controversial, and his career, which temporarily placed him in the highest offices at court, suffered several heavy setbacks. The two of them knew of and respected each other, and on occasion are said to have enjoyed drawing calligraphy together.

In addition, they belonged to a particular circle of distinguished men who excelled in rank, wealth, mind, or talent, but not necessarily in terms of tact and public spirit. However, all of them sought to demonstrate their virtuosity by investing in extensive collections, and some didn’t even stop short of theft and forgery when it came to raising an object’s value in order to enhance the prestige it imparted to its owner.

Many people in China believe that calligraphy, the most respected of all arts, is able to reveal the innermost nature of a person. But not Su Shi, who refused to recognize a direct connection to particular character traits: “It is not appropriate to assess a person based on their face. It is of course even worse to do so based on their calligraphy” (Su Shi, circa 1090). He was incapable, however, of freeing himself of a different prejudice: in his opinion a work of distinction could only be created by a scholar who expects no material compensation in exchange; solely trading among friends or collectors is legitimate. By implication, this means that those lacking the adequate financial backing are denied the capability of performing a creative act and are merely conceded the mastery of a handicraft.

Yet the border separating the praised amateur from the scorned professional was never as distinct as Su Shi, and with him almost the entire scholarly community, suggests. This was ensured not least by collectors, who at the mere “proposal” of a new work would often provide an advance, which was only meant pro forma for the purchase of paper, ink, and brushes.

Furthermore, stipends were given out frequently. They were meant to at least intermediately ensure an adequate standard of living, but quite often even offered a lifelong backup, be it thanks to a single benefactor or with the help of a network of reciprocal relationships.

Even some of the “Eight Eccentrics” of Yangzhou had no problem fulfilling their buyers’ wishes. One of them, Zheng Banqiao (1693–1765), even went a step further at an already advanced age. Disregarding existing conventions—and his own once vehemently advocated conviction—he displayed a list of prices for his work:

Large scrolls 6 ounces [silver]; medium scrolls 4 ounces; small scrolls 2 ounces; colophons 1 ounce (for two); fans and album sheets, each 5 [brass] coins.… Any food and gifts sent are no good compared to silver money.… If you really want to make my day, just pay in cash! The pictures and calligraphies will be correspondingly good. (Zheng Banqiao, 1759)

However, perhaps this was just meant to provoke those of his contemporaries who had so excellently arranged themselves within the system of patronage in a city in which especially salt merchants had amassed untold wealth, and the commercialization of art had received its strongest boost yet.

Script, Image, Performance

For a while, Jin Nong (1687–1763) and his student Luo Ping (1733–1799), probably the two most famous of the “Eight Eccentrics,” were part of this group of sponsored painters and calligraphers. Whereas inscriptions on paintings had most of the time been clearly separated from the artwork’s motif—especially explanations and additional information on the subject, as well as signatures and dedications—the two calligraphers now increasingly incorporated them as main components in the overall composition, as a counterpoint creating tension or as a backdrop to heighten contrast. So, for example, in a hanging scroll by Jin Nong from 1760, on which written characters follow the contours of the Buddha, portrayed at the center.

These new formats indicated a path that artistic development only managed to really reconnect to in the late twentieth century, through Xue Song (b. 1965), for instance, whose two portraits of Mao Zedong from 1996 were designed so that in one of them the Great Leader’s likeness and in the other the background is made up of irregularly arranged characters (see image before appendix 1). Collages incorporating propaganda material from the time before the Cultural Revolution make up the remaining surface—that is to say, the bust or the surrounding area.

Regarding the employment of written characters in art, however, continuity is dominant. Seal script, clerical script, semicursive script, regular script, and cursive script are all still in use, mostly in their traditional forms, and often enough artists resort to antique models as a deliberate stylistic device. Not Xu Bing (b. 1955), however: in 1987, in his now famous Book from the Sky, the trained set designer was inspired by elements of “classical” calligraphy, but used them to create an entirely new medium whose characters make absolutely no sense, so that the resulting text is completely illegible. The viewer is, of course, presented with a potentially even bigger challenge when studying the script later created by Xu. Its characters, which at first glance appear to be Chinese, can be disassembled into letters of the Latin alphabet, from which one can, in turn, build English words.

Xu Bing writes not only on paper but also on rather unusual materials, including pigs, among other things. One performance held in Beijing in 1994, for which he had a pigpen erected and filled with straw and books, was especially provocative. He positioned a sow made from papier-mâché and covered in pseudo-Chinese characters in the pen, then had a live boar, whose body was decorated with real and supposed English words, mount it. In a variation on this theme, the papier-mâché pig was replaced by a figure portraying a human on all fours.

In New York City in 2000, in contrast, the conceptual artist Zhang Huan (b. 1965) made his own head and neck available as a canvas to three calligraphers, who proceeded to cover him in blessings, classical quotations, and information about his family. Over the course of the day, the writing grew denser and denser, so that eventually the individual characters could barely be recognized and the body parts in question were dyed almost completely black. Zhang captured the individual stages of the transformation—which he equated to chapters of his life—on photographs, of which he published nine as a portfolio.
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Figure 6.5  Hanging scroll with effigy of the Buddha and a long inscription, which makes up almost the entire background, by Jin Nong from 1760 (detail). Kim Karlsson, Alfreda Murck, and Michele Matteini, Luo Ping. Visionen eines Exzentrikers (1733–1799) (Zürich, 2009), 286
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Figure 6.6  Calligraphy by Xu Bing from 2014. Although reminiscent of Chinese script, the characters are actually composed of letters from the Latin alphabet. Dirk Luckow, ed., Secret Signs. Zeitgenössische chinesische Kunst im Namen der Schrift (Hamburg, 2014), 72
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Figure 6.7  Zhang Huan in an early stage of the performance during which his face was covered in writing by three calligraphers in 2000. Dirk Luckow, ed., Secret Signs. Zeitgenössische chinesische Kunst im Namen der Schrift (Hamburg, 2014), 223

Qiu Zhijie (b. 1969) chose a similar path, copying Wang Xizhi’s “Preface to the Gathering at the Orchid Pavilion” (from 353) onto a large sheet of rice paper exactly one thousand times between 1990 and 1995: at first using ink and later, once the surface was already uniformly blackened, only as a meditative “dry practice.”
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Figure 6.8  Characters ablaze. From a video piece by Deng Dafei and He hai, which was created on the outskirts of Beijing in 2014 in connection to a performance. Dirk Luckow, ed., Secret Signs. Zeitgenössische chinesische Kunst im Namen der Schrift (Hamburg, 2014), 186

Alongside calligraphers who condense the script until it is no longer legible, there are also artists who aim to completely destroy the characters, among them a performance duo known as The Utopian Team, which consists of Deng Dafei and He Hai (b. 1975 and 1974, respectively). In 2014, the two of them released a video piece in which sequences of a poem’s text, positioned at different places, burst into flames simultaneously with their recitation.

The Character of Power

Art in China was not least a medium of distinction, be it for the self-assertion of the educated elite, who fought to preserve their cultural legacy, or to articulate dissatisfaction, as in the case of critical intellectuals who saw tradition as a burden. Hence, calligraphy was used not only as a medium of creative self-fulfillment but equally as an instrument to position oneself and one’s views—in some cases even to demonstrate power.
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Figure 6.9  Handscroll featuring calligraphy of a poem authored by Emperor Huizong, early twelfth century (detail). Jiang Fucong, ed., Gugong fashu xuancui (Taibei, 1970), plate 8

Naturally, rulers were not exempt from these kinds of calculations, even if many a sovereign had to be downright forced to properly respect and deal with the script, and some found their fulfillment in collecting art rather than creating it. Regardless, in a court environment in which the representation of hierarchy was in part regulated through the exchange of gifts, royal calligraphies were considered one of the most prestigious presents for high-ranking officials and other notables: on the one hand as a personal award, on the other as a reassurance of their loyalty. While some monarchs, such as Kangxi (1654–1722), created their works in front of a distinguished group of witnesses, others required the undisturbed atmosphere of their studio—and often enough the extensive support of an assistant.

One of them, however, was certainly not in need of any help: Emperor Huizong (1082–1135), who is art historically one most significant of an illustrious bunch of creative potentates. He was a renowned poet, great painter, and masterful zither player. But in calligraphy especially he developed an unmistakably elegant style, which was referred to as “slender gold” in reference to the visual effect of the inlaid gold wire in damascening. Unfortunately, Huizong failed to accomplish his governmental tasks. He was forced to give up office, was abducted by the Jurchens, and died in captivity.

While by no means averse to these imperial gestures, Mao Zedong (1893–1976) was politically more successful. In public, the statesman often demanded that artists remain true to Chinese Communist Party principles, but he was not just a ruthless autocrat. He also wrote poems that felt almost intimate, and was a quite talented and utterly dynamic calligrapher whose early work is slightly reminiscent of Huaisu, the bibulous monk from the eighth century, who came to fame with his “wild” cursive script. Over time, however, the “Great Helmsman,” who also owned a respectable collection, curbed these passions, and became, if you will, the leading commercial artist of his country. Even today, traces of his doings are visible everywhere: for example, in the logo of the People’s Daily (Renmin ribao), the highly circulated key organ of the CCP, or the widespread slogan “Serve the people” (Wei renmin fuwu), which adorns many official buildings.

However, the characters preceding the “Little Red Book,” which contains the “words of the Great Chairman,” are by Lin Biao, Mao’s vice chairman and designated successor, who lost his life under dubious circumstances in a 1971 plane crash. Quite soon after Lin’s death—and before the population was even informed of it—the freshly regrouped heads of state seized all obtainable copies of the booklet that contained a reproduction of Lin’s calligraphy. They also removed all inscriptions that could be traced back to the “traitor” from the bases of countless Mao monuments.

The task of conducting the investigation committee, which was supposed to uncover the background of Lin’s alleged coup attempt, was entrusted to Hua Guofeng (1921–2008), Mao’s successor as Party chairman and—in his own opinion—as a notable calligrapher. However, his attempt to secure authority by means of the art of the script failed. And this time around it was the vice chairman who systematically and successfully expedited the disempowerment of a politician so deeply entwined in the Cultural Revolution’s excesses.

Deng Xiaoping (1904–1997) and his entourage made use of the target offered by Hua’s rather rustic-seeming style, for instance, by rehashing a caricature already publicized earlier in 1978, in which a young girl is seen holding a sign that reads “How dearly we love Chairman Hua.” What at first glance looks like a kind and naïve tribute turns out to be poignant mockery when examined more closely, if one knows that the childish writing is meant to allude to the head of state’s angular style.

In the 1980s Deng utilized calligraphy to distinguish himself from Mao as well, having been repeatedly ostracized and humiliated by him. Therefore, the main reason Deng halted the production of the highly theoretical Party newspaper Red Flag (Hongqi) was presumably that its logo had been created by none other than the “greatest Marxist-Leninist of all time.” He replaced the magazine with another, Seeking Truth (Qiushi), whose masthead he designed himself.

And yet, Mao Zedong’s slogan “Red Flag” lives on, as part of the company logo of an automaker with the same name, who—in cooperation with VW, Audi, Nissan, and Toyota—is one of the country’s biggest automobile producers. Deng Xiaoping, who himself often enjoyed publicly indulging in the use of brush and ink, is also firmly established in the transportation industry; his style can be found in the national airline Air China’s signet.

Despite this kind of profanation, the script is still used in political discourse. For instance, after the devastating earthquake of 2008, President Hu Jintao (b. 1942) visited a school in Sichuan province, an area catastrophically affected by the disaster, and wrote optimistic slogans on a classroom blackboard, which turned out to serve quite effectively as good publicity. Immediately after his visit, the blackboard was taken away to a museum. Ai Weiwei’s reaction to the catastrophe that claimed the lives of more than five thousand schoolchildren alone—mostly due to the rampantly poor quality of construction work, for which money-hungry contractors and corrupt officials are to blame—must be seen in contrast to Hu Jintao’s. To commemorate the children whose lives had been lost, the government-critical artist mounted nine thousand colorful backpacks on the façade of the Haus der Kunst (lit. “House of Art,” a noncollecting art museum) in Munich the following year. They were arranged to spell out fifteen characters, quoting the mother of a girl killed in the earthquake, reading: “For seven years she lived happily in this world.”





[image: image]

Xue Song (b. 1965), Shape (Red Mao), 1996. Dirk Luckow, ed., Secret Signs. Zeitgenössische chinesische Kunst im Namen der Schrift (Hamburg, 2014), 207





 

NOTES ON PRONUNCIATION

The pronunciation of sounds rendered in Pinyin transcription is in part considerably different than it would be in English. The following selection highlights the most important differences.




	
ao


	
similar to ow as in “cow”





	
c


	
similar to ts as in “cats”





	
ch


	
similar to ch as in “church”





	
e


	
similar to uh as in “duh”





	
ei


	
similar to ei as in “eight”





	
h


	
1. similar to h as in “hand,” but with a heavier pronunciation; 2. similar to ch as in “Chanukah” or “Bach”





	
i


	
1. similar to e as in “me”; 2. almost silent filler following c, ch, r, s, sh, z, and zh





	
j


	
similar to j as in “jeep,” but the tip of the tongue touches the lower front teeth





	
o


	
1. similar to u as in “but”; 2. follows b, p, m, and f, similar to wha as in “what” (almost a uo sound)





	
q


	
similar to ch as in “cheese”





	
r


	
similar to r as in “road”





	
s


	
similar to s as in “sun”





	
sh


	
similar to sh as in “shoe”





	
u


	
1. similar to oo as in “boo”; 2. follows j, q, x, and y, no equivalent in English, start with ee as in “cheese” but then round the lips





	
w


	
similar to w as in “way”





	
x


	
similar to sh as in “sheep,” but tip of tongue pointing toward lower teeth





	
y


	
1. similar to y as in “you”; 2. silent before i





	
z


	
similar to dz as in “adze”





	
zh


	
similar to j as in “judge”
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CHINESE DYNASTIES

XIA

twenty-first to sixteenth century B.C.E.

SHANG

sixteenth to eleventh century B.C.E.

ZHOU

eleventh century–771 B.C.E.: Western Zhou

771–221 B.C.E.: Eastern Zhou

QIN

221–207 B.C.E.

HAN

207 B.C.E.–9 C.E.: Earlier Han

9–23: Interregnum of Wang Mang: Xin

24–220: Later Han

THREE KINGDOMS

220–265 Wei

221–263 Shu

222–280 Wu

JIN

256–316: Earlier Jin

317–420: Later Jin

304–433: Various foreign dynasties in the north

SOUTHERN DYNASTIES

420–479: Song

479–502: Qi

502–557: Liang

557–589: Chen

NORTHERN DYNASTIES

386–534: Northern Wei

534–550: Eastern Wei

534–550: Western Wei

550–577: Northern Qi

557–580: Northern Zhou

SUI

581–618

TANG

618–907

690–705: Interregnum of Wu Zetian: Zhou

FIVE DYNASTIES

907–923: Later Liang

923–936: Later Tang

936–947: Later Jin

947–950: Later Han

950–960: Later Zhou

904–979: Ten kingdoms of the south

SONG

960–1127: Northern Song

1127–1279: Southern Song

Foreign dynasties in the north

916–1125: Liao

1032–1227: Western Xia

1115–1234: Jin

YUAN

1279–1368 (Mongols)

MING

1368–1644

QING

1644–1911 (Manchu)
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