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China is an old civilized country with a long history that
has lasted for 5,000 years. According to reason, she must
have gone through an over five-thousand-year develop-
ment of writing. However, China’s written history, as
known so far, can be traced only to the Shang period.
This writing is the oracle-bone inscriptions discovered in
the Yin Ruins 3§, which are left over from the late
Shang after Pan Geng %3¢ moving to Yin. The earliest
of them go back to the time about 3,300 years ago,
leaving a great distance apart from the beginning of
China’s civilization history. As a type of rather mature
writing, the oracle-bone inscriptions involved a number
of character-making methods, including those of
pictographs, associative compounds and pictophonetic
characters. It is obviously inappropriate to take these
inscriptions as the representative of the beginning of
Chinese writing.

The House of Xia is the first dynasty in China’s
history. As a rather mature writing was used in the Shang
period, there must be no problem as to the existence of
writing in the Xia. But is this really true? It is a difficult
question that has puzzled academic circles for a long
time. If you take it to be true, who can show tenable
evidence; if you give a negative answer, almost an
overwhelming majority of the researchers believe this to
have been impossible. The settlement of this problem
calls for two preconditions. One is the successful ar-
chaeological excavation of the important Xia sites that
can provide as much as possible relevant information.
The other is the meticulous analysis and study of such
information and the definite identification of the discov-
ered marks as remains of writing. Not a single one of
these conditions can be dispensed with.

The Erlitou site in Yanshi of Henan has been verified
to be the Xia culture site where the capital of the late Xia
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pottery glyphs in the Erlitou culture

oracle-bone

Dynasty was located. It was discovered in 1959. Excava-
tion there for several decade years has brought plentiful
results and accumulated massive data, including en-
graved marks on pottery. While sorting and studying the
unearthed material, archaeologists made identification
of these pottery signs. In 1965, Prof. Fang Yousheng
P 4E stated in the “Henan Yanshi Erlitou Yizhi Fajue
Jianbao Vi Eg I — H S bl & PR fa7 41k ~(Preliminary
Report of Excavation on the Erlitou Site in Yanshi,
Henan) that “The engraved marks discovered number 24
types--- Their meanings have not been known so far.
They possibly represent a kind of primitive writing and
call for further research.” In 1999, the Institute of
Archaeology, CASS, issued the voluminous excavation
report Yanshi Erlitou {8 _ 53k they compiled. The
book publishes all the data unearthed from the site in
1959-1978, including the engraved signs on pottery, and
points out that “Some of them are close to petrographs.”
The above-mentioned material publications and academic
researches laid the foundation of further deciphering
these marks.

The pottery-engraved signs published in the Yanshi
Erlitou include most of those mentioned in Prof. Fang’s
paper, and only a very few of them remain beyond the
circle. A part of incised glyphs, such as | , ||, || and X, must
be numeral symbols and can be putaside. Another part,
including A, N, T, 7,11, U, UL ¥ AN DT
and ﬁf , should be assigned to writing (Fig. 1). They have
close genetic relationship with oracle-bone inscriptions of
later time. Below is a table for a comparative study of
incised marks on Erlitou pottery with corresponding char-
acters in oracle-bone and bronze inscriptions (Table 1).

‘P and P are hieroglyphs for the arrowhead and
should be deciphered as %< ”(arrow). In oracle-bone
inscriptions, “4<” is written as ‘f, //L\ or /f, a “tail” more
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Fig. 1 Rubbings of pottery glyphs from the Erlitou site

Table 1 Decipherment of pottery glyphs in the Erlitou culture

INDC

Pottery glyph @ /I\ I I ZI m
Corresponding oracle-bone|
and bronze inscription H /

U YA
il R A R

Decipherment arrow | arrow well well vessel

J
hué

vaginal

vessel tree . - road walk whip wheat

Table 2 Comparison of the pottery glyphs for the
arrow with the corresponding characters in
oracle-bone inscriptions

Erlitou pottery /Y\
glyph

Correspondig ) \ Cﬁ b
oracle-bone % @ ? f ? ? /1\4\

inscription . / . . .
Qian 5.27.7 Yi5520| Jia3117 He 336 Qian5.1.16. Jia 3113

Decipherment arrow arrow

than the corresponding mark among the Erlitou glyphs.
To take the characters of Yi 5520 and Jia 3113, their
upper parts are exactly the same as the forms of the
Erlitou pottery glyphs for the arrow (Table 2). Therefore
the two Erlitou marks can be confirmed to be the primi-
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tive forms of the character * 2<.

7] and 1 are hieroglyphs of the well and should be
deciphered as “3” and “ﬁ” respectively. In ancient
times, people lived largely near the water. They dug
wells for catching animals rather than for drawing water.
Ancient wells were actually shaped like T] in cross
section. In oracle-bone inscriptions, the character for the
well has four long-projected sides, which must have
resulted from its evolution. As regards the slanting line
in the glyph “¥J,” it must have symbolized the camou-
flage on wells for tricking animals. The character “3”
is used in oracle-bone as well as bronze inscriptions. It is
derived from the “JJ” (Table 3). Thus it can be con-
cluded that ] is a variety of T] and both are primitive
hieroglyphs of the character “3F.”

[ is an associative compound. It consists of “ J<
and “3” and can be deciphered as “$&.”The combina-
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tion of the well (‘“t+”) with the arrow (“4< ") was for Table 3 Comparison of the pottery glyphs for the well

more effectively catching animals. This glyph died out with the corresponding characters in oracle-
later, so it has no counterpart among the Chinese bone inscriptions
characters. =

\_J and(J are the glyphs for the vessel, and should be Erlitou pottery T
deciphered to be the charactergll” and “&l” shipln L_l. |
respectivelyl J is for the flat-based vessel. In oracle- 5
bone inscriptions, we see the pictophonetic characte Correspondig %\ Et %‘
“ @7 consisting of “F-” and “IIL,” the lower part ;r:;::;:;:e 1—'—? }E‘
showing the ring-foot of the vessel. Flat-based or ring- Cui1163  Qian 6.63.5. Jingjin 3050 Fuza 57
footed, it is only a matter in shape; as vessels for contain bpeciphermen well well

ing food, the two types share the same essence. Moreover,
in the character i " of Qian 5.5.6, the lower part  aple 4 Comparison of the pottery glyphs for the
symbolizes the flat-based vessel, exactly the same as the vessel with the corresponding characters in
Erlitou pottery glyphs. The other sigh {” is the symbol oracle-bone inscriptions
for the vessel with food contained in. In oracle-bone
inscriptions, the charactefs!” is written as , meaning Erlitou pottery / \{ l/
mainly a sacrificial vessel, which, of course, contained glyph \
food atsacrificial ceremonies. If we move out the sign
for the ring-foot from the characte®?,” the remaining Correspondig| F :f)’J Sf/ (‘?g
upper part would be roughly the same as thé™on oracle-bone E[{ B{ \J
Erlitou pottery (Table 4). For a detailed discussion of MSCIPION | Qlan5.3.7 Jia6e2 Qian556| Jia2473 Cun1.1494
“ L&l " I would like to recommend my essay “Yinxu Buci
. Nai ‘Dui’ Zhi Chuwen Kaof EEH 3 3 >
W13 ” (Decipherment of theif’ in Yin Ruins Oracle-
bone Inscriptions as the Primitive Form of the Character
* ") for reference.
¥ is the hieroglyph for the tree or its branch and
should be deciphered to be the charactéer‘in oracle-
bone and bronze inscriptions, theE*” is written as
“¥ (Ming Cang 633; Kang Marquiging-tripod &
). The lower part - is the sign for soil, meaning the
planting of the tree or its branch in the ground. Another
relevant character in bronze inscriptions $™in the
shape off~ (Feng Mo Fuou-overtop-handled pof &
A2 Bi) or %~ (Feng Diaoyi-ewer %& & [). The lower part
of the latter charactersg” is basically identical with the
“ 3" on Erlitou pottery. Inancient times, the character
“zE” was originally for the tree or its branch and later
for “enfeoffment” as a result of rmaing extension. In
the then enfeoffment, the most important was the demar:
cation of territories, which was often made with trees or Fig. 2 Painted pottery pot with human figures from the Liuwan site
their branches planted as marks. This is well exemplified
by the inscription of the San Shin-basin. It records that  reproduction. This cult was an inevitable historical stage
the re-demarcation between the Shi, Jing and San states for the course of social development. In the cemetery of a
settling their land dispute was done just by planting primitive community at Liuwaij[liZ, Ledu<#5, Qinghai
willows for designating the boundaries. 51, archaeological excavators found a pot painted with
/A is the hieroglyph for the vaginal orifice. It was a a female figure. It represents a woman giving birth to a
reflection of the Xia people’s worship of female child, with the pudenda shown like the Erlitou pottery

Deciphermen vessel vessel
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