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Mystery of Chinese Writing

Roving Exhib
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Chinese characters are an important root of Chinese culture and
an embodiment of Chinese civilisation. They serve as a cultural link for building
the sense of community for the Chinese nation. Being one of the oldest
written languages, Chinese characters have been in use to this day.

Throughout thousands of years of development, the use of Chinese characters
has never been ceased, so that Chinese civilisation continue to flourish. Today,
as one of the six official working languages of the United Nations, Chinese
character as a written language is the most widely used in the world.

Jointly organised by the Chinese Culture Promotion Office of the Leisure and
Cultural Services Department and the National Museum of Chinese Writing,
the "Mystery of Chinese Writing' roving exhibition introduces the origins,
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Chinese culure, with i long history, vast scope and profound depih is
characterised by fs perpetuity, diversity and incusivensss. It has shaped
the values and way ofife we all share. We aspie to make use of exhibitons,
activiies, exchanges, colaborations and promotions t enable young people
and the public at large o apprecate the essence of Chinese culture and
nhance their sense of natonal identty and cultural confidence.

and of Chinese characters, and showcases
the charm of Chinese writing
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National Museum of Chinese Writ
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The National Museum of Chineso Wring is the only natonal first-grad
museum in China that integrates heriage conservaton, extibiion dispay.
academic research, social education and culural exchangss on th thems of
charactes, and s the cientfic centro of Chinese characer cuure,
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EPRLEREFMENOMA  EMRE—ER BRI E
Drill a deep and round hole on the bone  Carve a jujube kemel-shaped groove
along the hole
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Mouse Ox Rabbit
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Dragon

Tiger Snake

Oracle Bone Script

Oracle bone script is the earliest surviving and relatively complete system
of writing in China. It was inscribed on turtle shells and animal bones, and
was used 1o record the contents and results of divination. It dates from
the Shang Dynasty (14th century BC ~ 11th century BC), more than 3,000
years ago. About 160,000 pieces of oracle bones have already been
unearthed mainly at Yinxu in Anyang, Henan Province. There are about
5,000 single characters identified on the oracle bones, and nearly 1,500
characters could be interpreted. The oracle bone scripts have pushed
the recorded history of China forward by about 1,000 years

Divinations through oracle bones in the Shang Dynasty cover almost every
aspect of daly ffe, such as rituals, wars, hunting, weather, reproduction and
accidents, etc. The people in the Shang Dynasty would perform divination for
everything to seek blessings and protection from their ancestors and deiies.
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Put a burning branch along the hole
‘and groove untilthe bone cracks
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Decipher the cracks and write down
the interpretations nearby
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‘Geng-xu’ refers to the date of divination while *Ke’ (%) is the name of
the zhen ren (a spiritual officer who performed divination in the Shang Dynasty).
The inscription aimed to divine whether there would be a harvest if millet was
grown and whether Hua should send an ox as a tribute 10 the Shang king.
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Bronze Inscription
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Simuwu Square Cauldron (Ding)
(or Houmuwu Square Cauldron)
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Late Shang Dynasty, unearthed in Wuguan Village of Anyang,
Henan Province in 1939.
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Early Western Zhou Dynasty, unearthed in Lintong, Shaanxi
Province in1976..
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Bronze inscription is the writing cast or carved on bronze vessels in the Shang
and Zhou Dynasties (17th century BC - 221 BC) to record ceremonies,
decrees, battles, trealies and the eulogies 1o imperial ancestors and nobilly.
Most of the bronze vessels in the Shang and Zhou Dynasties were ceremonial
vessels. Since the ancients called copper and bronze gold, the bronze
insciptions are therefore lterally known as ‘gold writings' in Chinese.

This cauldron is the heaviest bronze cauldron from ancient China ever
discovered. There are three characters ‘FIS /%' (Si Mu Wu) engraved inside
the vessel of which ‘[%’ (Wu) refers to the temple name (a name given to
a deceased Chinese emperor for ancestral worship in temple) of the owner,
suggesting that it was probably made by King Zugeng of the Shang Dynasty in
honour of his mother. Since there are many examples of reverse writing on
oracle bones and in bronze inscriptions, some scholars suggest that
the character ‘" (Sj) should be &' (Hou, literally ‘empress’) instead,
representing the status of the owner during her lifetime.
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King Wu conquered Shang

There are 32 words cast inside the vessel. It is the only extant relic recording
the significant historical event of King Wu's conquest of the Shang troops. Gui
is a food utensil for keeping rice and millet, etc. In Guangdong, a popular
term, ‘Nine Big Gur, refers to a sumptuous meal.
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Small Seal Script
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During the Spring and Autumn Period and the Warring States Period (770 BC
- 221 BC), feudal lords ruled the country, and the Chinese characters have
different forms and pronunciations. After the unification of six states by Qin
(221 BC), the measure of ‘witing in the same script' was implemented. Small
seal script was created as the common writing in the whole country to replace
large seal script which was formerly used in the state of Qin, promoting social,
‘economic and cultural prosperity.
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Comparison of Writings in the Qin State and Other States
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The Stele of Mount Yishan

(EEN) 0027
guanyin 0027

BEZ+N\F (QTFI219%F ) FHIL -
BROVENRRIE AZTABIERIEENE
Written by Li Si in the 28th year of Emperor Qin Shihuang
(219 BC), this stele is a prominent example of small seal
script that extols the achievements of Qin Shihuang.
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B4 0050
Xi hui 0050

(&) 11131

Jicheng 11131

KX 1708

huo xi 1708
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The emperor founded the country
in the beginning, and his successors
were called the kings.




_\

Y 4

K =

Clerical Script

HERENBERN  BEAMRATHTIE - SBYGIE  Clerical script originated in the late Warring States Period and became
the mainstream writing in the Han Dynasty. It simplified and transformed

BRI - BEALREATIE B 1o round irokes of small oalscript by repacing them with squares an folds,
ETORTAENE  FEEHER o f/\EREEHB/A moking it easier to wrie. Since then, the piclographic nature of Chinese

characters disappeared and the strokes of characters gradually formed

BEER T HE,  REFHENFEASIFREE  The development from small seal script to clerical script is the watershed from
the ancient to the modern stage of Chinese characters.
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Carvedin the 2nd year of the Zhengshi reign of Weiin the Three
Kingdoms Period (AD 241), this stele is also known as
the three-script stele because each character of the inscri

Fzhong
s writtenin three forms including ancient characters, small
script and clerical script. The main purpose of the inscri

was to promote Confucianism and standardise the contents
of iterature.
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E Regular Script

BRI - EBTH  AI/EHE - BHE MM EZEE  Theregular scriptis characterised by its square structures and upright strokes,

. . . P making it a model for writing. Hence, the name of regular script was given.
AR~ ESSENR] - FERBALABRARILAT  LARHMT  adgonaly, s simple and clean strokes are convenient for printng, making
SEBAEEET o HBIGHEE (/ATL254 — 2004 ) +  reaular script the most popular siyle of writing and the standard characters

we commonly use today. Regular script originated in the Eastern Han Dynasty
EEERSH (ATT581E—907HE ) BRMH - (AD 25-220) and matured during the Sui and Tang Dynasties (AD 581 907).
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Inscription on the Li Spring at Jiucheng Palace

EARAE(RAT6325)%1 - BRIEEE -
REEX > BIRNE  RABATEAKE LS
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Erected in the 6th year of Zhenguan of Tang Dynasty (AD 632),
this stele of Tang Dynasty bears an inscription in regular script
written by Ouyang Sun. The content composed by Wei Zheng
records that Emperor Taizong of the Tang Dynasty found the Li
Spring when he summered at the Jiucheng Palace .
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The Magical Formation of Chinese Characters
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“Liu Shu' (six principles of Chinese characters composition) is an ancient theory
onthe structural analysis of Chinese characters'formation. The six approaches
are pictographs, indicatives, ideographs, pictophonetic compounds, derivative
cognates and phonetic loans. It is generally agreed that the first four are
methods of character creation while the remaining two are methods of
character usage. In terms of character formation, pictographs, indicatives,
ideographs and pictophonetic compounds came into existence during
the period of oracle bone script.
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Indicatives
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Combining two or more piclograptic characers.
o create a new word.
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The Art of Chinese Characters: Calligraphy
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Itis characterised by the neat and narrow.
structures of characters, evenly proportioned
lines as well as smooth and rounded
brushstrokes .

) FHABR - RIE9HE

SR = mk
i/ The Tonks by
Li Yangbing of the Tang Dynasty
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Cursive script is a simpliied cursive form of the clerical script,
developed during the Han Dynasty for the sake of convenience in
writing. Its character structures are simple and its brushsirokes are
continuous. There are three forms of cursive script, including clerical
cursive, cursive and highly cursive.
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Running script is a writing style that lies between regular script and
cursive script. It was created to address the slow writing speed of
regular script and the diffculty in recognising cursive script. Styles that
are inclined to regular script are called running-regular script, while
those with more cursive elements are called running-cursive script
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Chinese calligraphy is an ancient art of writing that reflects people’s aesthetic
pursuits in the act of writing. Rooted in Chinese characters, Chinese
calligraphy has presented numerous artistic masterpieces at every stage
of development of Chinese characters.

np
TR B3 Clerical Script
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It features square and flat character
shapes, with long horizontal strokes and
short vertical strokes. Its brushstrokes
are straiht rather than curved, often
incorporating pronounced  wave-like
strokes while emphasising rightward or
downward diagonal ones .

AStele in Praise of Zhang Qian of the Han Dynasly.
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‘Autoblography by Monk Huaisu of the Tang Dynasty
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The Art of Chinese Characters: Seals

ENERE=TaE  ZHPEMBERE B35 - 538« Seals have a history of over 3,000 years and have gradually developed into
[T — . — a unique art form that combines calligraphy, layout design, casting and
TVAR MBI RIERBERME  BREEE  caving techniques. Initially, seals were used on clay blocks which once
EAEME 2  BERETHIE - 4B L o $075<F  0ried and hardened could serve as a means of authentication and security.
With the invention of paper, seals began to be applied to paper as well. Within

ZM -~ Az BERLET EF & EERAREEARN the limited space of the seal and the interplay of red and white, seals create

a variety of aesthetically pleasing structures and forms of Chinese characters.

FEQ
Great Seals of Pre-Qin Period

HENR AL AREEAEE - REEENR S IR Seals have been used as a symbol of credibilty. The earliest Chinese seals
. PR appearedn the late Shang Dynasty and became widely used during the Spring
R ENMERSREHEEEA o and Autumn Period and the Warrng States Period
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Seals of the State of Chu Seals of the State of Qi

Seals of the States of Zhao,

1 70 )
Ejj ¥

a2z IFEN =5 Rt (%) B BRA s ARE RER

Seals in the Western and Eastern Han Dynasties

TEBE Y T/ - BT ESE - FRMEME o The scripts on seals during the Western and Easter Han Dynasties feature

B Y neat characters and upright structures, exuding a stately and dignified style.

BENZ BB - ERtAMHiHS o The flourishing seal style of the Han Dynasty was highly regarded by later
generations

SEFLFLED
Private Seals of
the Han Dynasty

MFEEN HIEEE
Official Seals of the Xin Dynasty Official Seals of
(AD9-23) the EasternHan Dynasty

BEEEEN
Official Seals of
the Western Han Dynasty
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Seal Carving in the Ming and Qing Dynasties
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No Rules for My Caligraphy by
huo

| BErEEaR AR
Geting Druk in Front of Flowers
and the Skyis a Qui by Wen Peng

From the mid-Ming Dynasty onward, the art of seal carving became
popular, often incorporating bronze inscriptions or seal scripts. The use of
seals in calligraphy and painting added an ancient and rustic charm to
artworks. Seal canving futher developed during the Qing Dynasty,
branching into multiple schools and becoming a specialised field of study. shiny
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