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Ancient China

FRANCOISE BOTTERO

As in many other cultures, the beginning of Chinese lexicography is rooted in
the philogical heritage. Interest in classical texts whose meaning had become
difficult to understand engendered a significant number of explanations.
Following or inserted into the texts, these explanations were subsequently
collected to form the first glossaries and collections of synonyms. Later
scholars would draw deep from within this rich exegetic tradition to create
the first dictionaries.

Before Dictionaries: The First Wordlists

The practice of writing requires methods and then perhaps even manuals to
learn how to write. In the case of ancient China, there was also the need
to manipulate different styles of writing, depending on the type of documents
to be produced. Nothing is known about how the earliest Chinese scribes
were educated or what kind of documents they may have used to learn and
practise.

Shizhou Pian S

The first primer for children of which there are records is the Shizhou pidn
SR, traditionally attributed to the scribe of King Xuan ‘H. of Zhou, who
reigned in the late ninth and early eighth centuries BC. The original text,
which comprised fifteen chapters written in large seal script (ddzhudn K52
or zhouwén $30), has not survived.' By the Han dynasty (206 BC-AD 220),
nine chapters were already lost, but it appears that some 225 graphs were
chosen from the chapters which were still extant and included in Shuowén
jiézi (for which, see below). Based on the analysis of these characters and
their graphic constituents, it is thought that the Shizhou pian was probably

' Ban Gu, Hanshii, 30.1719.
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composed under royal command around the fifth century BC, in an effort to
introduce an orthographic norm.”

Cangjié Pian B

A series of other wordlists was produced when the first emperor, Qin Shi
huangdi Z4f 77, conquered the Chinese territory in 221 BC. As part of the
unification of the Chinese empire, he tried to impose unification of writing on
all the ancient states that had developed their own graphic variants. His
prime minister Li ST 227 compiled a manual of characters called Cangjié pian
B #HJR. The original text, in seven sections, consisted of rhyming sentences
of four characters, and its study was strongly recommended for those who
wanted to get a position in government. Two other texts, one in six sections
and one in seven, soon followed, forming a larger work, which was still
known as Cangjié pian. With the Han dynasty the Cangjié pidn was rearranged
and augmented for pedagogical needs. Different versions, some including
explanations, were also produced. Most of them were lost, but fragments
have been found in different places in China, suggesting the importance and
the wide diffusion of the text at that time.

Jijit Pian bR
Among the ten or so (mnemonic) wordlists produced during the Western
Han and recorded in the bibliography of the great historical work Hanshii,
only the Jijiti pian 7Z3ER is still available today.? This manual, conceived to
help its readers learn a text of 2,016 characters rapidly, was written by Shi You
K%, under the reign of King Yuan Jt, in the second half of the first
century BC. It consisted of thirty-two sections of sixty-three characters
each, with different lengths of rhyming phrases. The words, very often
disyllabic, were enumerated without being embedded in sentences. The
vocabulary was organized thematically: family names, fabrics, colours, buy-
ing and selling, cereals, vegetables, metallic objects, manufactured objects,
aquatic animals, women, servants, sleeping room objects, musical instru-
ments, kitchen, food, the human body, weapons, charts, buildings, terms
related to work in the fields, trees, animals, diseases, pharmacopeia, and
terms from the religious and ritual domain. In the end, Shi Yéu gave a general
presentation of government organization with officers” names and titles, a list
of the texts officers were supposed to study, and the laws and regulations they
should know. The Jijits pian ended with a paragraph to the glory of the Han.

* See Pan Yukin, ““Shizhou pian” nidnddi kdo’. ? Ban Gu, Hdnshii, 30.1719—20.
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From the study of the Jijitt pian as well as that of the various fragments of
the Cangjié pian, we can understand how these manuals were composed, and
how they could have been influential for the lexicographic tradition that
would arise a century or so later. Not only did they collect words, with close
or opposed meanings, but they also tended to put together characters written
with the same semantic constituent (a graphic element which enters into the
formation of multiple characters, and is supposed to give them its meaning).
In the bamboo slips C33-C34 of the Cangjié pian, discovered in Fuyang B.f5; in
1977, or in chapter 11 of the Jijiti pidn, for example, we can see no fewer than
nine characters with the semantic constituent heéi ‘black’, and nineteen
characters with the semantic constituent jin 42 ‘metal’, in a row. This no
doubt gave Xu Shén (see below) the idea of radical classification, which
would later play a role in Chinese dictionaries equivalent to that of the
alphabet.

Before Dictionaries: The First Collections of
Glosses and Synonyms

Next to wordlists, collections of glosses or synonyms were also produced
before and after the development of dictionaries in the second century. Three
of them are still extant: the Eryd, the Fingydn, and the Shiming. The Eryd was
by far the most important lexicographic work of its time.

The Erya FE Tt ‘Approaching Perfection’

The Eryd is traditionally presented as the oldest Chinese dictionary. The
author is unknown but, from the Eastern Han dynasty onwards, different
dates have been proposed for its composition. It has been said, for instance, to
have been written by disciples of Confucius (who died in the fifth
century BC), or by the younger brother of the first duke of Zhou (twelfth
century BC). The content and the heterogeneous structure of the text suggest
a much later date. The Eryd gathers many expressions from the classics and
pre-Qin (late third century BC) authors, but it also includes a certain number
of terms and toponyms clearly linked to the Han. Thus, it should best be
considered as a compilation regrouping different glosses, scholia, or texts
written between the fifth and the first centuries BC, and compiled around the
time of Emperor Han Wudi A7, whose reign ended in 87 BC.*

* Zhou Zumo, Wén xué ji, 675.
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The text of the Eryd which has been transmitted to the present day is 13,000
characters long and comprises 19 chapters. A preface is said to have existed,
and a major early source counts twenty chapters, one of which was pre-
sumably the lost preface. One should distinguish two (or even three) parts in
the Eryd. The first three chapters present lists of words (nouns, verbs,
adjectives, grammatical words, adverbs, and so on) with more or less the
same meaning, whereas the last sixteen chapters resemble small encyclopedic
treatises organized according to different themes and providing information
concerning names and expressions related to each theme. In other words, the
Eryd combines three collections of synonyms (chapters 1 to 3) with sixteen
topical glossaries (chapters 4 to 19).

The first chapter, Shi gu Tk (‘Explaining old words’), gathers 173 lists of
words that can be found in ancient texts. Each of these lists is defined by a single
and more common word that comes at the end of the list (that is, the bottom:
Chinese texts were written from top to bottom): for example, ‘Qf % [ is
a rare character] is like qf ¥ “vapour”.” The lists can include as many as thirty-
nine ‘synonyms’ (with words used in different contexts to refer to the same
notion), the longest being the third list of words corresponding to the meaning
‘big’. The text starts with words referring to the meaning ‘beginning’ and ends
with those referring to the meaning ‘death:

First, sprout [of a tree], head, basis, initiate, ancestor, primary, foetus, start,
set, bud are [like] ‘beginning’ [chiu ), zai &%, shou &, jT B zhao BE&, zu fH,
yudn JC, ta@i iR, chic fi, o ¥, quanyi HEEEL, shi yé S ...

Collapse, death of a prince, death, die, pass away, die are [like] ‘die/death’
[beng AR, hong 22, wili 1%, za 25, culuo 1HIE, vi 55, siye SEMH]°

Next to formal, poetic, or ancient words, we find common as well as
dialectal words. An example is a list of first-person pronouns, ‘dng FJ, wit &,
yi B, yit T, zheén K, shén &, fil 15, yi 4%, ydn 5, wo yé Tt .° Here, dng L)
is a dialectal word corresponding to wit & “‘we’, as yi 73 corresponds to yii
T7 Zhén JIK was an ordinary southern dialect first-person pronoun in the
Songs of Chii (Chii ci %ERE, fourth—third century BC), before it became an
honorific first-person pronoun in the third century BC. Shén & ‘body’ is
a pseudo-pronoun used by a speaker to refer to himself. Fii F is a courtesy
name that is explained as referring to the first person in the Books of Rites (Liji
T4 5c, fourth-second century BC). The pronoun yi 4%, like yi T ‘we

> Erytiv, 1.1, 1.173. For matter of convenience I refer to the numbers Xt Chaohua provides in
his Eryd jinshii for each list.
° Eryd, 1.43. 7 XG Chaohua, Eryd jinshil, 27.
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[personallyT, is often used by poets. Ydn 5 ‘to speak’ can be used to refer to
the speaker(s) of the speech. The more standard wo F& ‘we [the speaker’s
group] is used as the definiendum.

Words have different meanings, and therefore they may appear more than
once. In the next list, another meaning of zhén [ and yii 4%, which we have just
seen as pronouns, is made clear as they are brought together with gong 47 ‘body,
person’ in a list of words equivalent to shén & “person, ego, self.* Moreover,
words in the same list do not necessarily have the same meaning. In the next list,
the six words yi 13, zhén Ik, lai %, bi 5, bii [, and ying [5; are all glossed with
the character .° But this character records in fact two different words: yii ‘give’
and yii ‘we’. Here, yi 5 and zhén JIK, refer, as they did in the list discussed above,
to the first-person pronoun. Bii > is said to be used for ‘we’ in a verse of the Book
of Songs (tenth—sixth century BC)." As for ydng [5, it stands for the homopho-
nous dialectal pronoun dng 1 “we’, which was discussed above. In between
these four words equated with yii ‘we’, however, ldi £f and bi 5 both mean ‘to
give’, and are being equated with yii ‘give’. So, in this particular case, the
definiendum has two meanings, and the list combines words with one meaning
or the other. This potentially confusing list shows that the Eryd was aimed at
scholars who already had a good knowledge of ancient Chinese.

The second chapter, Shi ydn ¥ 5 (‘Explaining words"), gathers 280 smaller
lists of synonyms of more ordinary use, such as “yong VK is like yéu i “to
swim”’ and ‘méu if “to plan” is like xin .L» “to think™." It is interesting to
note that the second chapter ends with two words meaning ‘end’: ‘mi i is
like zhong #% “end™. One is tempted to think that this second section could
have been compiled as a development of the first one to form an independent
set, and thus count as the third part of the Eryd.

With its own independent structure, the third chapter, Shi xun FEdl
(‘Explaining meanings”), gathers 116 lists. The first seventy-five lists present
disyllabic expressions, taken from the classics (for instance, the Book of Songs
and Book of Documents, eleventh—third century BC) or other pre-Qin and Han
texts, which are defined by a monosyllabic word or a sentence. For example:
‘Mdomdo I, mumn B, is midn I “to make earnest effort”.”™ The
expression mdomdo JKF appears in the Book of Documents.” It had been

® Eryd, 1.44. ° Eryd, 1.45.

 The verse is P i &) 5% 58 “We predict for you a myriad years of life without limit’
(“Tian bdo’ KPR, in Shisanjing zhiishii, 412b); in fact, the subject “we’ has been dropped
in this verse, and bu I\ is simply a verb meaning ‘to divine, predict’.
Erya 2.97, 2.137. Erya 3.28; X1 Chaohu4, Erya jinshit, 136.

 Shisdnjing zhiishii, 161b.
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explained by the earlier Han commentator Kong Angué fLZE[E] as midn
‘to make earnest effort’ (midnli #17) ‘to make effort’, qudnmidn il to
encourage’), just as it is in the Eryd. In another passage from the Book of
Documents, Koéng Angué also explains mdo 3 as midn ] “to make earnest
effort’.™ This example shows how glosses given by commentators on the
Book of Documents or other ancient texts were culled to form the Eryd. The end
of the third chapter also gathers forty-seven expressions excerpted from
ancient texts and explained: for example, ‘shéi xi #ff & is equivalent to xi &
“before, in the past™.”

The other sixteen chapters of the Eryd follow a different pattern since they
are organized thematically, with the subjects of kinship, architecture, uten-
sils, music, the heavens, the earth, hills, mountains, rivers, bushes and
grasses, trees, insects, aquatic animals, birds, beasts, and domestic animals.
Chapters 13 to 19 all gather essentially plant and animal names, formal as well
as colloquial; as will be discussed in Chapter 6, some later works in the Eryd
tradition focused exclusively on this semantic domain.

In the sixteen topical chapters of the Eryd, most of the formulae used to
gloss words and expressions take the shape X corresponds to Y’ or X s called
Y’ or X is like Y. Thus, for example, ‘A zonggi [“fishing net”] is called jiuyi,
a jitiyn is a net for fishing’ and ‘Zdi is like sui “year”. The Xia called it sui
[“harvest”], the Shang called it si [“sacrifice”], the Zhou called it nidn [“har-
vest”], [the legendary emperors] Yao #Z and Shun % called it zdi [“year”].’m
Subthematic ordering is used to classifiy words and expressions in these
chapters.

A close look at chapter 8 of the Eryd shows how the topic of the heavens
(more precisely, ‘Explaining celestial [terms]’) is organized under twelve
subdivisions. This chapter first provides, under the heading ‘Four seasons’,
the different names for the sky according to the four seasons; then secondly
“The auspicious signs’ according to the four seasons; and thirdly “The dis-
asters’, with the different terms for hunger engendered by different kinds of
bad harvest. Fourthly to seventhly, under ‘Names of Jupiter’, it lists the
names of the ten and the twelve years of ancient Chinese chronology
according to the position of Jupiter in the sky; then the five ‘Names of
the year’ according to the different dynasties (this passage was quoted
above); the different names for the moon according to its ten positions in
the sky; and the names for the months. Eighthly, the text presents under

I“ Shisanjing zhitshi, 130b. s Eryd, 3.113. . .
° Eryd, 6.4, '@%5?2%% ; TLER, AR (X4 Chaohua, Eryd jinshi, 178); Eryd, 8.9,
i, Bk, B ER, BEC, JE E A, EREHE (Xa Chaohua, Eryd jinshii, 201).
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‘Wind and rain’ the different names of the wind according to the quarter from
which it blows or to some of its particularities, and the names for frost,
rainbow, hailstone, and thunderbolt, as well as different types of rain.
Ninthly, under ‘Constellation names’, it provides names of different stars
and constellations, grouped according to cardinal directions. The names for
the different sacrifices are listed according to the four seasons and their
beneficiaries (such as heaven, earth, mountains, rivers, constellations, and
winds) in tenth place. Then we find the different names for hunting according
to the four seasons, followed by two excerpts taken from the classical Shijing
(F#f% ‘Book of poems’), explained and commented on at length under the
eleventh heading, ‘Military training’. The first excerpt discusses the impor-
tance of offering sacrifices before letting armies march, and the second the
order of seniority when going to or coming back from war. The twelfth and
last part describes the different kinds of banners and flags.

In the Eryd, the lexicographic unit is the word, and words are often
disyllabic. Some of them have different meanings, others refer to different
words, and characters very often stand for homophonous words. Thus,
polysemy is partially taken into account as well as homonymy. The Eryd
was no doubt compiled to help the reading and understanding of the classics
and the ancient texts. But the non-homogeneous structure of the text and the
lack of systematic ordering makes it difficult to count the Eryd as the first
dictionary. Yet, as the first attempt to collect semantic glosses and discuss
words out of their context (excerpts set apart), the Eryd played a very
important role for the begining of Chinese dictionaries.

The Fangyan J7 5 ‘Regional Words’
Another glossary of a different kind was produced at the beginning of the first
century AD. It is called the Fingydn Ji 5 (‘Regional words’), which is an
abbreviation of the full title, Youxudn shizhé juéddi yiishi biégud fangydn Faif-f
F e REERERIE] 5  (‘The imperial light carriage emissary explaining dis-
cursively the regional words in different states through the ages’).” Compiled
by Yang Xiéng #5HE, the Fangydn collected synonyms taken from different
dialects and languages, gathered by court messengers who had been sent to
varijous regions of China. It is the oldest known Chinese documentation on
languages other than Chinese. The text, divided into 13 thematic chapters,
contained more than 9,000 characters. Like the beginning of the Eryd, the
Fangydn first presents lists of synonyms, before naming the area of use for

7 Fangydn jido jian 775 B2 (1956) is an edition.
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each word. It also mentions ancient versus contemporary words, and words
of common usage all over the Han territory or among a speech community,
as well as close or slightly modified pronunciations between dialects.™
However, Yang Xiong was in fact more concerned with the different ways
to write words rather than with words per se.

The Shiming ¥4 “Explaining Names’

The Shiming F#44 (‘Explaining names’) was apparently composed by Lit Xi
ZIEE in AD 200." The particularity of this topical glossary lies in the general
use of paronomastic glosses (also called puns or phonetic glosses, sheng xun
3 in order to clarify the supposed etymology of some 1,500 words. This
method consisted in giving a more or less homophonous word with the entry
to show a semantic link between them. These supposed motivations at the
basis of the creation of words usually corresponded to folk etymology, as in
the following examples.

Yue ‘moon’ is associated with que lacking’: it wanes after being full.

When a man begins to discontinue breathing, we talk about si ‘death’. Si
‘death’ is associated with si i “disappear’: it is to move towards disintegra-
tion, xidost.

Zengziu ‘great-grandfather’: the ones below [i.e. the ones who died later]
push the ones above [i.e. the ones who died earlier], so the position of the
ancestors is removed and goes further up [‘augments’ [zengyi] in the ancestral
hierarchy].*

Lia X1 arranged the words into twenty-seven thematic sections: heaven,
earth, mountains, rivers, hills, roads, regions and kingdoms, shapes and
bodies, appearances, seniority, kinship, expressions, food, silks, ornaments,
clothes, palaces, beds and curtains, written documents, classics and arts,
tools, and musical instruments.

Compared to the preceding lexicographic works, if Liti X1 also gathered
many glosses from ancient texts and commentators, his interest in the every-
day use of words was quite original. He introduced colloquial words that one
would hardly find in any other extant glossary, with senses such as ‘caress’,
‘laugh’, and ‘latrines’. He also discussed the polysemy and the homonymy of
some words. Wang %, for example, is not only explained as ‘to look into the
distance’ in chapter 9, its deviant use referring to a kind of beam is also

8 Harbsmeier, Language and Logic, 77.

" Shiming hui jido T4 1% (2006) is the standard edition.

*° Shiming, 1.3, “H Bt SRR 271, - NARREE B 56,58, Wi th, RV ) e, &
L8 T HE |, AT 2 h,
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explained in chapter 17, and the meaning full moon’ is discussed in the first
chapter.® When using the formula ‘A is associated with A’ (A A H1), Lit Xi
could record examples of homonymy, for instance ‘Bu “cloth” is associated
with bit “spread”” (ffiffitl).* He showed, moreover, that different words
could refer to the same thing not only between dialects, or different periods,
but also in what may be called the standard language. Last but not least, he
expressed a special interest in the pronunciation of spoken words and went as
far as referring to the way sounds should be articulated.

But the Shiming was too limited by the small number of entries Lit Xi
could explain with his ad hoc phonetic glosses. It had little impact on later
generations of dictionaries, which essentially focused on the meaning of
characters in the classics.

The Invention of Dictionaries in China: Shuowén
Jiézi, and Yupian
The period of the Eryd, the Fangydn, and the Shiming, from around 100 BC to
around AD 200, overlaps with that of the first Chinese texts which can

uncontroversially be called dictionaries, namely Shuowén jiézi (around AD
100) and Yupidn (AD 543).

Shuowén Jiézi 55 SLfRT- ‘Explain the Graphs to Unravel
the Written Words’

Shuoweén jiézi £t SLfEF- (abbreviated as Shuoweén), which preceded the Shiming
by a hundred years, is the first dictionary of Chinese characters.” It was
composed by Xt Shén #F[E around AD r1o0o0. For the first time, all the
characters included in the work were presented according to a new system
of classification invented by the author. This is a tremendous achievement in
the history of this non-alphabetical writing system. Xt Shén gathered as many
as 9,353 characters and organized them according to 540 ‘classifiers’ or semantic
constituents (also called ‘radicals’ bishéu B such as ‘one’, “‘woman’, ‘jade’,
and ‘aquatic animal’. It counted 14 chapters followed by a postface, and also
included some 1,163 allographs. Each of the 540 radicals gathered between 1 (the
radical only) and more than 400 headgraphs or characters. It appears that when

* Shiming, 9.29 and 12.112 (‘look into the distance’), 17.25 (‘kind of beam’), 1.73 (‘full
moon’).

** Shiming, 14.14.

* XU Shén, Shuowén jiézi (2006), is an edition — not of the lost original, but of the tenth-
century recension by Xt Xuan (see Chapter 6) which is used in its place.
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many entries were collected under a single radical, a certain number of
semantic series structured the text.** The headgraphs were presented in the
small seal-style xido zhudn /N3, an older style of writing on which Xt Shén
based his graphic analysis. For each entry, Xt Shén provided a gloss as well as
a graphic analysis into constituents, semantic, phonetic, or both. But he some-
times also gave supplementary information concerning meanings, pronuncia-
tions, allographs, or illustrative quotations, as well as encyclopedic material.
The originality of Shuowén is that the lexicographic unit is the character,
and no longer the word. X1 Shén wanted to show the necessity of retrieving
the proper way to write characters from older-style graphic forms. He was
not interested in the basic meaning of words. When he glossed wii 11. ‘five” as
Tfor example] the Five Elements’, he did not define it as a number, but
instead provided an illustrative quotation, which from our modern perspec-
tive corresponds to the mistake of using the definiendum in the definiens. And
then when he said in his graphic analysis that TThe graph 1] has “two” as
a semantic constituent, with the Yin and the Yang intersecting between
Heaven and Earth’, we can see that he wanted to make a connection between
the Five Elements and the Yin and Yang theory.” In his dictionary, Xu Shén
tried his best to define the meaning of a graph according to its semantic
constituent. In other words, characters with ‘heart’ as a semantic constituent
were usually defined in terms of psychology, and those with, for example, the
semantic constituents ‘woman’, jade’, or ‘aquatic animal’, in terms of those
constituents. The use of the older small seal-style graphs allowed Xt Shén to
recover graphic constituents before they were modified in modern script and
to provide what he saw as a correct analysis of graphs, which could clarify
their supposed original meaning in the classics. Thus, Shuowén is not
a dictionary of the meaning of words. It is a graphic etymological dictionary
in which Xu Shen tried to provide the meaning that best suited the graphic
structure of the graph (written word) and its immediate constituents. Xt
Shen came close to composing a dictionary of the orthography of words.
This being so, we can understand why polysemy is scarcely touched upon
in Shuowén: the supposed original meaning of a graph was unitary. So, Xt
Shen usually only gave one gloss for each headgraph. He drew many of his
glosses from the rich exegetic tradition, sometimes mentioning his sources
(including the Eryd and commentators on classical texts), but often keeping
silent about them. Thus, we find all sorts of glosses in Shuowén: near-

** Bottéro and Harbsmeier, Chinese Lexicography on Matters of the Heart.
Xt Sheén, Shuoweén jiézi, 14B 7b, “ T FATHL, M ZREBHIE R HIHIAS T4,
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synonymic glosses (‘Zhong “loyal” is [a way of] showing respect’); analytical
glosses ('Li “minor official” is someone who keeps order among others’);
dialectal glosses (‘In Yanzhou, they refer to cheating by saying tud’); parono-
mastic glosses, usually followed by an explanation (i “fermented wine” is
[evocative of] jin “approach”. It is the means by which one approaches the
good or evil nature of man’); technical glosses (‘A zii is an auspicious relief on
a cong-type jade’); geographic glosses (‘Ying is the ancient capital of the
Kingdom of Chu; it is located 10 li north of the south province of
Jiangling’); and others.*® X1 Shén not only dealt with lexical items, but also
included proper names in his work. For example, under the radical “water’,
the 464 entries are divided into 2 sections. The first section deals essentially
with the names of rivers, and the second with lexical items. The rivers are
neatly arranged according to the four cardinal directions and the centre, with
all the provinces of his time included. Thus, this section dedicated to rivers
offers a kind of encyclopedic treatise on Chinese rivers. In other words,
Shuowén, which incorporates features of an organized thematic encyclopedia,
is much more than a dictionary of orthography and graphic etymology.

Following the Eryd, but in a more systematic way, X Shén explained
words out of their context (although in an orally based culture, the context
was probably more present in the reader’s mind and recognizable than it may
seem to us). XU Shen also provided a method to organize the entries
equivalent to the alphabet in European dictionaries. Yet looking for
a character in Shuowén was not an easy task, for the radical classification
was so much intertwined with the Han philosophical context (for instance,
the Five Elements, and Yin and Yang) and Xu Shén’s own worldview. For
example, for the first character and radical, yi — ‘one’, Xu Shén referred to
traditional Chinese cosmogony, which placed One at the very beginning of
the creation of the Universe, and thus did not gloss it as a number but as the
metaphysical beginning of all things (characters included): ‘Initially, at the
great beginning, the Way established through the One. By separation it
created Heaven and Earth, and [thus] transformed so as to bring to comple-
tion the Myriad Creatures.”

In the postface, Xt Shén provided the first account of the history of the
Chinese script, explaining what preceded it and how it came to be invented
by the scribe of the legendary Yellow Emperor. He also touched upon the ‘Six
ways of writing down (words)' linshi 7NE: a pedagogical method,

* Xt Shén, Shuowen jiézi, f& HCHL; B8 10 NFEHL; FE W MNEEIKEGE; 8 tt, FrLlsk
NVEZ 358 TH ER 2 B B0 Wi e, AERIARILRE -
7 Xt Shén, Shuoweén jiézi, 1A ta, “HERI KA, WAL —, &5 KMl {Lpk#y .
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traditionally used to introduce writing to eight-year-old children. Four
among these ‘six ways’ — ‘symbolize physical shape’ xidng xing G/, ‘refer
[pictorially] to something’ zhi shi fi5 5, ‘indicate shape and sound’ xing shéng
JEAE, and ‘associate ideas’ hui yi @& _ referred to character creation,
whereas the last two — ‘borrow [one graph for another] jid jie fff and
zhudn zhii #{E — referred to the re-utilization of the others. But it is not clear
what exactly zhudn zhii #{E or ‘refer (pictorially) to something’ zhi shi fif5 5+
mean.”® If X1 Shén occasionally mentioned that a character ‘symbolizes
physical shape’ xidng xing ¢/ in his work, he never characterized characters
in terms of liushii. The litishit were in no way imposed in the body of his
dictionary, as some scholars would imagine a few centuries later (see Chapter
6). The importance of the liushi lies in the fact that phonetic constituents in
the characters were recognized for the first time. And this, no doubt, made
Xu Shén’s graphic analysis into semantic and phonetic constituents possible.

Shuowén was not a book to consult; it was a text one would read from the
beginning to the end or memorize, until indexes were added much later to
facilitate its consultation. It had a tremendous influence on the dictionaries of
later generations. We know that, among the lexicographic works compiled
between the second century and the fourth that have not survived, some
copied its organization. The Zilin “F-#K (‘Forest of characters’) written by Lii
Chén =1, for example, gathered 12,824 entries and used the 540 radicals to
classify the characters. It was composed to complete Shuowén. The author
sometimes added the pronunciation of the entries using methods such as
fingi¢ [ Y (for which, see Chapter 6), or zhiyin [E. 5 (which consisted in
providing a homophonous character). Yet none of these character diction-
aries reached the level of the Yipidn £, to which we now turn, in terms of
lexicographic improvement.

The Yiipian EJ& “The Jade Chapters’

One of the first real Chinese meanings dictionaries is the Yipian £/,

composed in 543 by the very learned and talented Gu Yéwang %S .. The

original text, which counted 16,917 headgraphs for 30 chapters, plus a preface,

was already lost by the Song dynasty (960-1279), and was replaced by the

augmented version of Chén Péngnian [ 524, Dagudng yihui Yipian K EE LS

Eig (1013), which included 22,561 entries.* Many versions of the Yiipidan
% See Qit Xigui, Wénzixué gdiydo, 100-T.

* Chén Péngnian, Song bén Yupian (1983), is an edition of this recension; see also
Gu Yéwang, Yudnbén Yipidn cinjudn (1985).
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were produced as early as the seventh century, with more or fewer modifica-
tions. Among them Siin Qidng’s $R7# Yiipidn (674) and the Ddgudng yihui
Yupian are the most famous. But there were also a Buddhist and a Taoist as
well as a Korean and a Japanese version of this work.

Luckily, more than a tenth of the original Yiipidn was found at the end of
the nineteenth century in Japan, where it had been imported around the end
of the ninth century. The study of these fragments (which include sixty-
three radicals from seven chapters) shows little change in the organization
of the dictionary between the original and the extant version, but, as we
shall see, drastic cuts in the presentation.’® Gu Yéwang took over Xu Shén’s
system of classification, but modified it more than it seems. Among the 540
radicals used by Xu Shén, he suppressed 10, and added 12 new ones, which
made a total of 542 radicals. As we can tell from the eleventh-century
augmented version, the first and the last entries (or radicals) were faithfully
reproduced, but the organization of the radicals in the chapters was com-
pletely modified to provide a thematic organization. It started with radicals
related to the subject ‘heaven’, followed by ‘earth’, ‘man’, kinship terms’,
‘parts of the body’, buildings’, “plants’, and ‘musical instruments’, and
proceeding through other categories including ‘animals’, to end with ‘num-
bers’. Gu Yéwang was not interested in the structure of the characters, as Xu
Shén had been, but in their meaning. Therefore, he only used the current
kdishii 125 style to write all the entries (including ancient allographs in the
zhouwén and giiwén scripts taken from Xu Shén). One can incidentally notice
the importance of Shuowén in the eyes of Gu Yéwang, who often referred to
it. The author of the Yiipian also referred to other lexica or glossaries, many
of which have disappeared — for instance, the Eryd, Fangydn, Cangjié pian, Pi
Cang YRI&, Guangyd &K, Zishii 7-3, and Shéngléi B4 — for the way they
defined words or wrote them differently.

The comparison between the Song version and the original version of the
Yupian is very instructive if we are to understand the level of development of
Gu Yéwang's original work. In the case of the entry didn #& ‘canon, law,
decree, document, classic’, for example, the Song version gives only the
pronunciation with the fingié Y] spelling method, and a very simple
semantic definition. By contrast, the original Yupidn offered a much more
complete and elaborated definition of this term in the classics, focusing on
polysemy. Gu Yéwang first gave the pronunciation with the fingié¢ method.
Then, using various examples, he presented the different meanings of didn

% Bottéro, Sémantisme et classification, 96-105.
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in the classics followed by commentators’ glosses. The first example is from
The Book of Documents: ‘He had didn H, he had patterns.’ It is followed by
a gloss by Kong Angu6é which says ‘(Didn ) refers to the canons.’
The second and third examples are from the Rites of Zhou (third
century BC), ‘He is in charge of the six didn #’ and “Two middle-rank
servants are attributed to the rulers’ wives HLiF’, with another Han com-
mentator’s glosses explaining didn Hi in these passages as equivalent to chdng
% ‘law’ and zhii = ‘ruler, direct’ respectively. Gt Yéwéng then introduced
his own reading of a classical text: ‘I, Yéwang, observe that when “King Shun
commanded Boyi {B17% to didn Bl his three rites” and “Xia to didn #”, didn
#iL corresponded to this meaning’, namely, ‘direct’? Then he referred to
a commentary on another text which defined didn . as fd £ law, statute’.®
He quoted the Eryd for the gloss ‘didn L is like jing £ “canon, classic™’, and
Shuowen jiézi for the statement that ‘Didn # is like the documents of the five
Emperors. [The graph] has c¢ “bound documents” on a small table, where
they are placed respectfully, as semantic constituents. Another explanation
says “didn Hi are great documents”.’
‘I, Yéwang, observe that in the Book of Documents, there are the Yao didn E=1iii
and the Shun didn 74, According to Kong Angué’s explanations “they can
represent the eternal way/conduct of the preceding generations”.” Finally, he
turned to other ways of writing the character ‘canon’ and the character
representing the word ‘direct: “The ancient graph is written #§ and is
classified under the bamboo radical. As for didn ¥ meaning “direct” it is
classified under the radical pi 4.’

We can see that Gu Yéwang gathered all the meanings of the character and
the word didn B in the classics. He did not limit his presentation to concrete
examples taken from the classics: he also referred to their commentators,
added his own opinions, and reproduced glosses from older lexicographic
works such as the Eryd and Shudwén jiézi. But what is probably more original
is that he went as far as providing cross-references between entries within his

Returning to the first person, he added

dictionary. At the same time, his new thematic organization of the radicals
facilitated looking for a character in the dictionary, and so did the number
attached to the radicals as well as the total number of entries they gathered.
The author of the Yupian intended his dictionary to be easy to consult. Thus,
compared with previous lexicographic works, we can see in the original
Yupian a clear step in the direction of a real dictionary. But the Yupian was

* The texts cited are from the Book of Documents, in Shisanjing zhushii, 131b, 134b.
** The original text is a passage in the Book of Songs which refers to “The statutes of Wen
Wang’ (Shisanjing zhishii, 584c, 588b).
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not a dictionary of contemporary meanings of words; it too was limited to
the meanings or characters in the classics.

We can only regret that such a masterpiece was lost. Gu Yéwang’s
dictionary had a strong influence on later works, such as Leéipian FER
(1066), Zihui T-HE (1615: see Chapter 6), and Zhéngzitong 1EF98 (1680).
Even in Japan, the famous Buddhist monk Kikai ZZ{ff copied it to write
the Tenrei bansho meigi 25§ # 524 7 (see Chapter 10), but suppressed the
quotations from the classics as well as Gu Yéwang’s observations. For a long
time the term Yiipidn was used in the general sense ‘dictionary’.

A New Type of Dictionary: The Rhyme
Dictionaries

With the growing importance of literary composition, different types of
books providing the pronunciation of characters were produced. Some of
them distinguished a certain number of rhymes or finals under which they
classified the characters.” Most of the earlier texts have been lost, apart from
the Qiéyun UJEE (see Chapter 6), which was copied, recopied, and augmen-
ted, and had an immense influence, so as to create a new genre.

Conclusion

All the lexicographic works I have introduced here were compiled to help in
the reading of classical texts or the composition of poetry. Thus, except for
the Shiming, none of them included a wide range of everyday words. The
discovery of lexica dating from the Tang dynasty (618-907), at the beginning
of the twentieth century in the desert of Dinhuang, shows that lists gathering
everyday vocabulary according to thematic categories did in fact exist, and
that dictionaries did not draw on these. Until the sixth century, monolingual
dictionaries were the rule. The Fangydn included non-Chinese items and thus
constituted an interesting exception until the translation of the Buddhist
canon from the fourth century onwards led to the compilation of certain
bilingual lexica (Sanskrit/Prakrit/Pali-Chinese). However, these multilin-
gual dictionaries dealt with a much smaller part of the total vocabulary
than the older monolingual dictionaries.

With the increase in characters included in dictionaries from Shuowén
onwards, the need was felt to facilitate the retrieval of given entries. When

» Bottéro, Le developpement des livres de rimes en dictionnaires’.
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Xu Shen invented the radical system of classification, he did not think of it as
a way to find characters in his dictionary (although for all we know he may
well have come to notice the advantages of the radical system for retrieval of
lexical entries). He was primarily looking for a system to organize the
characters which represented the structured realities of the world in his
eyes. Gu Yéwang considerably modified the system to make it easier to
consult. The new system of classification on the basis of rhymes employed
in the Qiéyun would offer a much more efficient way of retrieving lexical
entries.

With the radical and rhyme systems of classification, lexical entries could
not be words but had to be characters. However, since characters constitute
the units of the Chinese writing system, and since characters write the roots
of compound words, looking up characters was of great help for finding the
meanings of even complex words consisting of more than one character.
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