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A Reappraisal of ¥ and Related
Characters in the Oracle Bone
Script and Bronze Script

Chang Yu-Wei"

Abstract

Regarding the interpretations of the oracle bone character ¥ , scholars have
contributed significant theories. This article reviews previous interpretations and
reaches the conclusion that this character represents the shape of a soft branch, the
original form of shao (¥, the top of a tree). In view of the close relation between the
sound shao and the sound zhao, “jin {7 should be read as “jin zhao,” meaning
“today morning,” and “/ai ¥ ” should be read as “lai zhao,” meaning “tomorrow
morning.” Since the characters % and 3 in oracle bone script and bronze script have
the same usages as the character {8, Wu Zhen-wu and Chen Jian assert that & stands
for suo (), a kind of silk fabric) and % should also be pronounced as suo and
borrowed to mean sha (%%, to kill) and jian (54, to cut). However, this article suggests
that {% should not be pronounced as suo; it is a picto-phonetic character pronounced
as shao because of the phonetic element 1§ . It can be borrowed and pronounced as
jian (%) because in ancient times the rhymes in the shao (ff) group are often

interchangeable with those in the yuan (JT) group. Moreover, this article reexamines

* Ph.D Student, Department of Chinese Literature, National Taiwan University.
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earlier interpretations of the character ¥ (f# jie) and discovers an association
between ¥ and % in both the form and the sound. The reason why this phenomenon
does not exist in the bronze script is that the word jie ($f) is used in early documents
as an intransitive verb which should be read as lue (l%) or zhe (#7). Despite the
association among the characters jian (54), jie ($), and zhe (), they should be
pronounced differently in accordance with the context. Finally, oracle bone script and

unearthed documents such as the bamboo slips of Chu are appended as evidence.

Keywords: oracle bone script, bronze script, { (ki shao), %t (5§ jian), jie (}),
Jie ()
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