Zheng Qiao’s Grammatology

Elvin Meng

Abstract. This paper begins by examining Chinese grammatology’s complex re-
lationship with empirical, epigraphic research and questioning to what extent
it is—or should be—an offspring of traditional /iushu studies, conventionally but
ahistorically traced back to Xu Shen’s Shuowen postscript. But instead of answer-
ing these questions in the context of current academic debates in their respec-
tive disciplines, this paper returns to the philological writings of Zheng Qiao
(1104-1162) whom many consider to be the progenitor of later /ushu studies,
and demonstrates that these writings contain multiple currents of thought that
do not lend themselves easily to be recruited by a single, coherent research pro-
gram.

1. Introduction: Pluralizing Chinese Grammatology

7=y

11. The Case of &

The third sentence of the “first” Guodian Laozi manuscript (generally
known as Guodian Laozi A or FEE T H) had to be interpreted multi-
ple times by some of China’s most erudite philologists.! The sentence
corresponds to—and therefore finds itself read against—the second sen-
tence in chapter 19 of the Laozi #F text as we have received it through
Han-dynasty (202 B.C.E.—220 C.E.) editors, which reads
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1. My exposition in this paragraph follows that of Shaughnessy (2006, pp. 23-28).
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a number of Chinese and English language publications (Allan and Williams, 2000;
Cook, 2012; Henricks, 2000; Jingmen shi bowuguan, 1998). It should be noted that
the bulk of the disagreements revolved around the interpretation of the fourth char-
acter of the manuscript, while I describe here, for the sake of simplicity, the multiple
possible interpretations of the second.
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B RIEFER -

Cut off humaneness and discard propriety, and the people return to filial
piety and parental love.?

The Guodian text, also composed of eight characters, differs from the
received text at several points, one of which is the graph that replaces
1= as that which is “cut off”: & <{--Z%0(»> (Jingmen shi bowuguan, 1998,
pp. 3, 111).> The character assembles familiar significs (“action” %5 and
“heart” /[, respectively) but, as a composite, does not appear in any re-
ceived texts and is certainly not used in modern written Chinese. The
idiosyncratic graph therefore was given the customary treatment by the
Jingmen Museum editors preparing a transcription of the bamboo slips
for publication: following the reading of Qiu Xigui ¥# ¥ who reviewed
the manuscript for Beijing University Press, the editors interpreted the
graph as a variant of a known character, in this case wei {4, or “artifice”
(ibid., pp. 111, 113). Under this and another similar interpretation, they
transcribed the line inscribed on the bamboo slip as

Cut off artifice and discard deceit, and the people return to filial piety and
parental love.*

The problem of this interpretation, as Edward Shaughnessy suggests,
is that “by forcing the script of the Warring States period to correspond
to the script of the Han and later, [it is] possible that we lose some of
the nuance of the original” (2006, p. 27). The habitual practice in War-
ring States epigraphy of seeing the unruly script forms of bamboo slip
inscriptions as variants of the more legible Han forms epitomized by
Xu Shen’s FF{E Shuowen jiezi #i X f#¥ dictionary (ca. 100 C.E.), a pro-
cedure already underway in the Han dynasty, leaves unexamined the
formation of the very conceptual categories it necessitates.” Namely,
the naturalized notion of a “standard form” of characters and with it, a
weakened definition of graphic variant as always already that of a char-
acter in such a standard form. “Is not another reading possible?” asked
the late historian Pang Pu i, who took the heart signific /> in the

2. Translation modified from Shaughnessy (2006, p. 24).

3. For this and other difficult-to-represent sinoform graphs, I follow the conven-
tions of Ideographic Description Sequences (The Unicode Consortium, 2011, §12.2).

4. Jingmen shi bowuguan, 1998, p. 111. Translation modified from Shaughnessy
(2006, p. 24).

5. This editorial tendency enacts, in effect, only the first of the four methods Tang
Lan JH# (2015, pp. 163-277) proposes for the decipherment of unknown graph forms,
the remaining three being: deducing the meaning of a graph from context, identify-
ing the meaning of its components, and positioning the graph in a larger context of
graphic transformations.
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Guodian manuscripts to be semantically significant, even if it appears in
composites unattested in later texts. Could £ not have been a now-lost
term, evanescent though it may have been in the first place, that meant
an action of the heart, or emotional (as opposed to physical) activity?°

Reading from, or reading into? Haun Saussy’s (2021) question re-
garding the challenge posed by the recently published bamboo slip Clas-
sic of Poetry (Shijing #4€) can also be posed to the study of writing in gen-
eral.” To what extent could an unexpected graph in manuscript culture
be made intelligible without assuming that it is only a familiar graph,
veiled by orthographic idiosyncrasies that are identified merely to be
discarded?® More specifically, where does “graphical variation” end and
“lexical variation” begin?’ (An especially important question given the
disparity of exegetic significance conventionally attributed to the two.)
While the interpretation of 4 itself is a matter of disagreement among a
relatively small set of experts, their process of making sense of the graph,
which is typical of the laborious and difficult endeavor of reading pre-
Han inscriptions in general, betrays aspects of Chinese grammatological
thinking underdeveloped in generic descriptions thereof.

1.2. The Problem with liushu

By generic descriptions of Chinese traditional grammatological think-
ing, I mean those articulated by historians as well as grapholinguists
which, for various reasons, take as their chronological or conceptual
(often both) anchor the “Six Modes of Character Formation” (liushu 753&)
paradigm most famously described in the Shuowen Jiezi.'° It is not my aim

6. For a more detailed summary of Pang Pu’s position and Qiu Xigui’s response,
see Shaughnessy (2006, pp. 26—28).

7. Saussy is commenting on the Anhui University manuscripts, whose first batch
was published in 2019 (Huang, 2017; Huang and Xu, 2019). A number of English
language studies of the Bamboo Classic of Poetry already exist and can be found in the
2020 issue of Bamboo and Silk, in which Saussy’s essay appears.

8. It is not that the process of epigraphic interpretation forecloses the encounter
with the new. Qiu Xigui (1980) pointed out decades ago that excavated texts may
contribute to our understanding of received texts. However, with a few welcome ex-
ceptions, in practice the linguistic or referential content of the text, and in particular
its “original” form reconstructed by processing the manuscripts through grammato-
logical and hermeneutic procedures, tends to be the preferred subject of investigation
rather than the logistics of graphic or textual variation per se.

9. To borrow the (in my view problematic) distinction in Boltz (1994, p. 159).

10. For a summary of the “Six Modes” in English, see Boltz (ibid., pp. 143-155) and
Qiu (2000, pp. 151-162). More detailed surveys of the historical context as well as the
evolution of the paradigm in later intellectual history can be found in Boltz (2017),
Bottéro (1998), and Wang (1979).
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here to survey the traditional paradigm or its various proposed modifi-
cations (e.g., Chen, 2006; Myers, 2019; Qiu, 2000; Tang, 2015). Nei-
ther do I reiterate the familiar thesis that the Shuowen Jiezi’s component-
based analysis of characters, which is related but irreducible to the liushu
paradigm that only briefly appears in the dictionary’s postscript, pro-
vided perhaps a far more influential framework of character analysis
than liushu itself in the history of Chinese lexicography.!! Rather, by
pointing out and then bracketing the central position /iushu occupies in
our understanding of emic theorizations of Chinese characters, I want
to draw attention to different modes of grammatological thinking ne-
cessitated by the constant encounters with apparent neographisms such
as 4% in epigraphy. Modes of thinking which foreground graphic vari-
ance, for which the liushu theory, which treats characters as a closed set
of graphs whose standardization is a fait accompli, has proven time and
time again to be inadequate.’

An instructive example is the published Ph.D. dissertation of the
epigraphist Liu Zhao #I8], who professes a graph-oriented approach to
the study of earlier character forms (2011, pp. 228-234)."* Liu studies
patterns underlying the various graphic variations within oracle bone
and bronze inscriptions, and identifies the following operating “rules”
that might explain the diversity of graph forms in oracle bone inscrip-
tions specifically:

1. graphic inversions, which may be subdivided into the inversion of
strokes, components, or full graphs;

ornamental strokes;

simplification or linearization of contour;

omission of strokes or components;

multiplication of strokes, components, or a full graph;

substitution of significs with those having similar meanings;
replacement by a visually similar graph;

other types of allography that are more challenging to explain (per-
haps to be attributed to periodization or the style of the scribe);
unique graphs of proper names;

PN LN

©

11. For the component-based organization of the Shuowen Jiezi, see Bottéro and
Harbsmeier (2008). For a study of its legacy in medieval Chinese lexicography, see
Bottéro (1996).

12. On the prescriptive nature of the Shuowen Jiezi, and a fortiori that of the liushu
paradigm, see Boltz (1994, pp. 145-146) and especially Galambos (2004).

13. Xing %, as opposed to sound (sheng %) or meaning (yi 3%). This trichotomy is
conventional in characterizations of Chinese classical philology, historically termed
“Lesser Learning” (xiaoxue /N, in contradistinction to what may be termed “philos-
ophy”). It can be traced back to the division between hermeneutics, phonology, and
graphology drawn in the Yubai Kif§ encyclopedia compiled by Wang Yinglin T B
(1223-1296) of the Southern Song dynasty (Tang, 1969, pp. 4-6; Tang, 2015, p. 356
ff.).
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10. adaptation of character form to the specific textual context.'

Liu identifies similar, but not identical, patterns in early and Western
Zhou bronze inscriptions, before discussing even more general patterns
of graphic transformation including intra- and inter-graphic assimila-
tion and the becoming-semantophonetic of syssemantographs. In other
words, in early Chinese inscriptions, the fundamental multiplicity of
graph forms, crisscrossed by a plethora of mutational trajectories that
cannot be simplistically predicted by a teleological view of script evolu-
tion (pace Gelb, 1963, pp. 190-205), meant that every instance of writing
was less a citation of a predetermined repertoire than a moment of that
repertoire’s own continuous transformation.!’® It is therefore unsurpris-
ing that, in the methodological reflections near the end of his book, Liu
criticizes those modern scholars whose veneration of the liushu as the
fundamental means of character analysis verges on “superstition” (2011,
pp- 226—228). Even a generous reading of Jushu, in which shu is taken
as a verb such as “scribal act” (Bottéro and Harbsmeier, 2008, p- 252),
is undoubtedly insufficient given the variational complexity at play in a
corpus such as Liu’s.

While Liu may have been deliberately polemical in his criticism of
liushu, it is undeniable that, for any scholar who works in a hands-
on manner with historical Chinese inscriptions, knowing how to make
sense of graphic variance (which would have become familiar to such
a scholar early in their training) is just as useful, if not more so, than
liushu or similar taxonomic theories that presume a standardized cor-
pus of characters and a standardized way of using them. But such
forms of knowledge are sometimes presented as merely supplementary
to Shuowen Jiezi-style speculations about the nature of Chinese writing,
even in the writings of those scholars who know the former to be equally
indispensable forms of grammatological knowledge. Qiu (2000) exem-
plifies this tension in the organization of his book’s chapters: chap-
ters 7, 8, and 9 explicate his “three-principles” theory that continues
the revision of Jiushu in the footsteps of Tang (2015) and Chen (2006),
but the substantive nouns that comprise those chapters’ titles (“seman-
tographs,” “phonograms,” and “loangraphs”) are subverted in the sub-
headings by the proliferation of verbal nouns (“addition,” “alteration,”
“replacement,” “abbreviation,” “interchange,” “deformation,” “borrow-
ing,” and so on) whose logic is continuous with the earlier and later
chapters—-chapters that deal not with “classification” (the title of chap-
ter 6 which frames chapters 7, 8, and 9) but with processes of graphic

”»

14. See Liu (2011, pp. 9-67) for the detailed demonstration of these patterns.

15. Analogically, this relationship between “repertoire” and “graph” recalls reinter-
pretations of the relationship between Jlangue and parole (Saussure, 1986) as one of
autopoiesis in the sense of Maturama and Varela (1980); see, e.g., Thibault (2011).
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change along various timescales.'® Returning to earlier scholarship,
Tang (2015) displays a similar internal differentiation of grammatolog-
ical knowledge, with his version of “three-principles” being placed un-
der “the origin and evolution of writing” CCFHREIFMEIES) while the
more complex and heterogeneous patterns underlying graphic variance
are described under “how to recognize ancient characters” (JERkEwR 5
#i3F). Within these organizations of knowledge, the grammatology
of variations becomes the epigraphical métis (practical wisdom) from
which categorizing projects struggle to distinguish themselves as better-
codified ways of seeing, not least because they can never fully leave the
former behind without risking the collapse of their own practical effi-
cacy.!”

What, precisely, is the relationship between epigraphy and gramma-
tology in the Sinographic context? This is by no means a simple ques-
tion, and the answer one gives will likely depend on one’s own discipli-
nary affinities.’® It is not uncommon, especially in the West, for those
who research the grammar of Chinese characters in the last few decades
to follow Ferdinand de Saussure’s (1986) suggestion that the study of
language can be separated along the lines of synchronic and diachronic
inquiries—the modern science of linguistics on the one hand and the old-
fashioned tradition of philology on the other (e.g., D. K.-W. Wang, 1979,
pp- 32-38)."” What Qiu Xigui the epigraphist has to say about writing, if
we were to follow this train of thought, would be of limited import to the
interlocutors of Qiu Xigui the grammatologist, and to insist otherwise
would be to commit a category mistake.

But delimiting the object of linguistic research in this way comes
with its sacrifices. A particular legacy of the Saussurean distinction in
linguistics, as philosopher Frederik Stjernfelt notes, is that studies of

16. The “three principles” are followed by chapters 10 and 11, dealing respectively
with “allographs, homographs, and synonymic interchange” and “graphic differentia-
tion and consolidation,” whose placement outside chapters 4 and 5 (“the evolution of
the shapes and styles of Chinese characters”) suggest that they, like the “three princi-
ples,” are more general patterns of graph formation rather than processes specific to
an earlier stage in the history of Chinese writing.

17. Cf. Scott (1998, pp. 309—-341). For the notion of métis in Ancient Greece (which
Scott invokes), see Detienne and Vernant (1974).

18. The question is especially complex when one takes into consideration the fact
that many prominent twentieth-century Chinese epigraphist-grammatologists were
also tasked with a third commitment: writing reform. The empirical or historical
study of ancient inscriptions, the scientific categorization of a panchronic inventory
of character forms, and the reinvention of writing in light of modern political and
technological concerns were therefore interlinked, each informing the others. For a
sketch of this complicated history, see Hou (2021), Tsu (2022), and Zhong (2019).

19. It is noteworthy that the disciplinary-specific definition of “language” in mod-
ern linguistics, with its emphasis on synchronicity and speech, was also repeatedly
invoked in earlier polemics around the “ideographic myth;” see Lurie (2006).
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meaning tend to “see static structures as having ontological prominence
over their transformations” and to be “interested primarily in ‘codes’
seen as stable relations between content and expression,” which in turn
has “hindered the insight into the centrality of the concept of transfor-
mation” (Stjernfelt, 2007, p. 120). “The place of synchronous descrip-
tion in the middle, between diachronous linguistic development on the
one hand and linguistic use on the other,” Stjernfelt continues, “has split
this structuralism into two concepts of time without mutual contact
and both ontologically underweight, with the often-noted implication
that diachronous system change as the result of changes in use tends to
become invisible” (ibid., p. 120). Such a differentiation of differences
is already at work in aforementioned bifurcations of grammatological
knowledge: the distinction between lexical and graphical variations, for
example, or that between variations of script forms falling under “evolu-
tion of writing” and those that are merely circumstantial and therefore
inconsequential.??

The difficulty that scholars such as Tang Lan and Qiu Xigui had
in trying to fully separate taxonomic grammatology from empirical
epigraphy can therefore be interpreted as a symptom of the syn-
chrony/diachrony distinction’s maladjustment to the study of Chinese
character formation. Recent developments in grammatology in China,
of which Liu (2011) is just one example, demonstrates the benefit of side-
stepping this distinction through a new, non-teleological approach to
the “evolution of character structure,” which creates a richer descrip-
tion of the formation of characters by deemphasizing their structure
at any given historical moment to focus on the pluralized materially-,
aesthetically-, and pragmatically-conditioned transformative processes
in which they are involved (see, e.g., Zhang, 2008; 2012). Nevertheless,
the emphasis of these scholars tends to land on the early history of Chi-
nese writing, which creates its own set of problems.

One needs only note that the productivity of any Chinese character-
grammatical rule is best observed through the introduction of neo-
graphisms into the inventory of characters, although the exponential
growth of this inventory is a sedimentary (rather than evolutionary)
process that takes centuries to unfold (Myers, 2019, pp. 3—-6). In fact,
the vast majority of character forms in use today came about not in
what is usually thought of as the “formative period” of Chinese writing—
that is, up to the Han dynasties—but in the roughly two-millennium gap
between the Shuowen Jiezi and The Unicode Standard, an interval often ne-

20. The distinction between lexical and graphical variation underlies Martin Kern’s
(2002) otherwise erudite discussion of textual variants and hermeneutics in the con-
text of the Classic of Poetry, which nevertheless remains useful as an introduction to
the topic in a Western language.
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glected in studies of the formation of Chinese characters.?! What is one
to do with the proliferation of neographisms in manuscript and print
culture of this long temporal span—neographisms not all of which have
survived to the twentieth century??> A leading scholar of medieval Chi-
nese manuscript culture points out that “we need a mechanism for in-
terpretation of the structure of a character in its existing state, the way
it appeared to contemporary readers of manuscripts or inscriptions. In
the process of being used, characters continue to change and this change
is often governed by rules that may be largely independent of the prin-
ciples that had been at play during the formative stages of the writing
system” (Galambos, 2014, p. 55).>> Imre Galambos is understating the
stakes of his article here, as he writes a few pages later that “[he] be-
lieve[s] that the principles underlying [his attempt at formulating em-
pirically determined, non-/ushu strategies of character formation] are
theoretically valid for any time period that produced texts written with
Chinese characters,” and that his is a list that, not forming “a closed set
with a specific number,” will instead “grow as new categories are iden-
tified and we will not have to force every character form into one of
the existing categories” (ibid., pp. 57-58).%* If these statements seem to
echo those of the epigraphists cited earlier in the introduction, it is be-
cause early and medieval Chinese practices of writing, though separated
by the monumental transformations of the Qin and the Han empires,
might have more in common at a fundamental level than what received
wisdom otherwise imparts. Commonalities that demand a rethinking of
what the study of Chinese character structure should take as its empiri-
cal objects, and of the presuppositions about the ontology of characters
underlying various types of analysis.?

21. A specific consequence of this neglect is that the syssemantograph category
(buiyi §72) of the liushu is sometimes considered a “myth” by twentieth-century lin-
guists (see, e.g., Boltz, 1994, pp. 147-149, 153-154), but those who study medieval
manuscript culture closely observe that, to the contrary, characters with such “folk-
etymological” structures are widely attested in preserved manuscripts, even if some of
those graphs are no longer in use today (Branner, 2011; Galambos, 2011; 2014, pp. 62—
64).

22. For useful inventories of variant graph forms in medieval and early modern
Chinese manuscript and print culture, see Huang (2019), Zeng and Chen (2018) and
Zhao (2019).

23. Scholars of medieval manuscript culture have made great process on this topic
in recent years, but their insights regarding the nature of graphic variation remain,
so far, confined to the specialized field despite those insights’ relevance for the study
of writing at large. For a snapshot of recent developments, see Van Cutsem (2022).

24. Galambos’ (2014) short list of proposed formation principles are the following:
archaized structures, folk-etymological structures, taboo characters, ligatures, and as-
similated forms.

25. An exemplary precedent in redirecting the study of Chinese characters in this
direction through the examination of manuscript evidence and considering the impe-
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1.3. The Goal of the Paper

These tensions between the observable productivity of graphic varia-
tion and the paradigm set forth by Xu Shen, between descriptive and
prescriptive modes of thought when confronted with the proliferation of
variant characters in historical practices of writing, call for a reconsider-
ation of the data and method of Chinese grammatology. It is in response
to these concerns that this paper critically engages and reactivates ways
of thinking from an earlier moment in the history of the discipline. Typ-
ically, instead of attending to the operating concepts and methods in
medieval scholarship on their own terms, early modern and modern
grammatologists prefer to think of the history of their discipline as—in
the words of a historian of science—®a chronicle of errors overcome and
currently accepted doctrines anticipated” (Daston, 2017, p. 137). This
retrospective tendency often leads to highly distorted narratives of the
discipline’s history, attributing great importance to the postscript of
the Shuowen and other early texts while neglecting millennia of schol-
arship between Xu Shen and the twentieth-century epigraphists. But
this scholarship is invaluable not only for understanding how Chinese
grammatology became what it is but also for seeing what it could have
been. This is not only because they established early modern interpre-
tations of the Shuowen model as the canonical mode of character analysis
but also, and more importantly, because they experimented with many
other methods for analyzing the structure of characters that presuppose
a different understanding of the nature of writing.?® And my introduc-
tion to this study took the form of a prolonged examination of the con-
temporary legacy of the liushu paradigm because excavating those earlier
modes of thought are of contemporary relevance.

This paper takes as its main point of reference the medieval gramma-

tological treatise “Compendium on the Liushu” (liushu lie 75ZWE) written
by the historian-encyclopedist Zheng Qiao i (1104-1162) during the

rialist legacy of Han fictions of writing is Galambos (2006), who, by carefully study-
ing variance in recently unearthed Warring States manuscripts, concludes that “one
could imagine the totality of individual character forms visually as a ‘cloud’ of poten-
tial forms, as opposed to one discrete form” (ibid., p. 2). However, it should be noted
that this cloud still presupposes the autonomy of /ogos. Jacob Reed points out to me
that Galambos’ metaphor resembles the “cloud of exemplars” model of phonetic varia-
tion proposed in Pierrehumbert (2001), which “probably says more about the growth
of ‘probabilistic thinking’ in the humanities than anything else” (2022, personal com-
munication).

26. For a brief but insightful history of Chinese grammatology, see Tang (1969,
pp. 12-25). For a more extensive history that decenters the /iushu paradigm, see the
two-volume Hu (1965).
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Southern Song, one of the most vibrant periods for Chinese thought.?’
Traditionally, Zheng Qiao is known to be the first scholar to convert the
liushu paradigm from a paragraph-long commentary on an opaque term
in the Rites of the Zhou (Zhouli JE#8) to a full-fledged taxonomic framework
systematically applied to tens of thousands of characters, initiating what
later become “liushu studies” (liushu xue 75EF%E), the precursor to modern
Chinese grammatology.?® But treating Zheng Qiao’s writing as a het-
erogeneous corpus—that is, acknowledging that it moves along differ-
ent threads that may branch out in different ways—this paper explores
other aspects of the work that may supplement, recontextualize, or even
undermine his conventional legacy, while at the same time indexing
other possibilities for conceptualizing Sinography that center around
the problem of variance.

Such possibilities begin with a reexamination of the purview of the
study of writing in the Chinese context, which will be the topic of the
next section, followed in the section after by a summary of Zheng Qiao’s
theory of writing.

2. The Fuzzy Boundaries of Sinography

2.1. Un-knowing “Chinese Writing”

What is Chinese Writing? In response to this question—which any ex-
position of Zheng Qiao’s grammatological thought will have to think

27. In this paper I use the two-volume 1995 Zhonghua Shuju H##5 edition of the
Twenty Compendia to the Comprebensive Treatise (Tongzhi Ershi Liie W% 1), in which
the compendium in question is included. This edition is based primarily on Wang
Qishu’s {ERGH (1728-1799) edition printed in Qianlong 14 (1749), itself revising the
Ming-era xylograph edited by Chen Zongkui Ffi5R% (1522-1566) (Zheng, 1995, p. 6).
The Twenty Compendia originally circulated in manuscript form, often alongside the
remainder of the 200~juan Comprebensive Treatise (Tongzhi #35), and as such its orig-
inal text can be difficult to ascertain from extant xylographic editions. Nevertheless,
according to the philological glosses of the Zhonghua Shuju edition, textual variations
in the sections I discuss in this paper is relatively insubstantial. Translations from the
Compendia mine unless otherwise noted.

28. Zheng Qiao, in other words, was less an ‘author” than a “founder of a discursive
practice,” to use Michel Foucault’s useful distinction (1979). Unfortunately, while
Zheng’s unconventional claims that heavily influenced second-millennium scholar-
ship on the Classic of Poetry have rightfully received attention in Western scholarship
(see, e.g., Mittag, 1993a,b; 2010), studies of his grammatological writings are few,
even in Chinese, and tend to follow the presentist mode of historiography mentioned
above. For selected previous scholarship on Zheng Qiao’s grammatological writings,
see Bo (2009, pp. 15-68), Bottéro (2004), Han (2008), and Shi (1974). Bottéro’s short
article is, to my knowledge, the first to realize the significance of non-Sinitic writing
systems for Zheng Qiao’s grammatological thought at large.
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anew—stand in eagerness a series of familiar answers, provided for us by
figures from Athanasius Kircher (1602-1680), Gottfried Wilhelm Leib-
niz (1646-1716), and Nicolas Fréret (1688—1749) to Ernest Francisco
Fenollosa (1853-1908), Herrlee G. Creel (1905-1994), and John DeFran-
cis (1911-2009). It is not insignificant that to trace a chronicle of these
answers would involve recounting the histories not only of Sinology and
linguistics as we know them but also of Western philosophy, literature,
and a range of other disciplines from the early modern period to the
present.?? But the familiarity of the question—and the assumptions it
carries—obscures the instability of its terms in historical Chinese gram-
matology.

Typical assumptions that make the question legible for us tend to fall
under two categories. First, Chinese writing conventionally meant the
writing system that has more or less stabilized in form by the end of the
Han dynasty, and as such is conveniently tied to the historical moment
at which “China” itself became a meaningful sociopolitical entity.?? It
is routinely admitted that this script further became a “scripta franca”
of a larger world, but one with a distinct center or origin, fixed not only
in space but also in time (one speaks, even today, of hanzi or kanji or
hanja).®! Second, there is usually a glottocentric bias in the study of Chi-
nese writing, that is to say an overemphasis on the correspondence (or
lack thereof) between writing and the spoken utterance which is even
thought by some to be the primary task of writing.>> These biases have,
among other things, resulted in the negligence of non-glottographic

29. The bibliography for this history is far too enormous to present even in
abridged form. For reader unfamiliar with the early history, an excellent introduc-
tion is the monograph of Madeleine V.-David (1965), complemented by Bruce Rusk’s
(2007) article tracing the thoughts of Kircher and others to early modern Chinese
contexts.

30. For a short introduction to this script transformation process, which is often
narrated as one of “modernization,” see Schindelin (2019).

31. For a typical articulation of this view, see Holcombe (2001, pp. 60—77). Note
that the idea that Sinographs enabled “worlds without translation” (Denecke, 2014)
was already familiar to Europeans in the 16th century, and was one of the reasons
Chinese writing became a key inspiration for universal language schemes such as that
of John Wilkins (1614-1672) (Knowlson, 1975, pp. 15-27).

32. T acknowledge but do not follow the distinction between “semasiographic writ-
ing” and “glottographic writing” introduced by Geoffrey Sampson (1985) and has been
adopted by scholars of Mesoamerican archaeology (e.g., Colas, 2011) as a more inclu-
sive framework than that of Gelb (1963). By the glottocentric bias I do not mean a
bias toward glottographic writing within this dichotomy, of which critiques have been
plenty, but rather a more general approach to the study of meaning that takes spoken
language as the privileged point of comparison and reference for meaning-making in
general (Petrilli, 2014). Furthermore, I find it misleading to make substantialist tax-
onomies of writing systems in this way, as the same graphs very often afford multiple
modes of meaning-making even within one, albeit heterogeneous, linguistic environ-
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uses of Sinoform writing both inside and outside geographical China,
as well as the customary classification of Sinoform writing systems by
way of spoken languages, despite the value “Sinoform writing” already
holds as an analytic frame for understanding writing in ways other than
the recording of language (cf. Handel, 2019; Osterkamp, 2017).

These presuppositions accompanying the phrase “Chinese writing”
in its usual sense create a tunnel vision before any inquiry even be-
gins, privileging a de facto closed, internally homogeneous, already-
standardized inventory of characters, fully and solely determined by
their Sino-glottographic functions, as the default—if not only—subject
of analysis.®® This circumscription, however, does not necessarily re-
flect how a historical Chinese scholar theorizing writing as they knew it
would define the purview of their study. To the contrary, just as in Eu-
ropean intellectual history, the understandings of speech, language, and
writing derive their complexity—however misguided this complexity
appears in retrospect—from encounters with peoples, artifacts, and cul-
tural practices different from one’s own (“the becoming-legible of non-
Western scripts,” as Jacques Derrida memorably puts it; see Derrida,
2016, p. 82), Chinese theories of writing emerge from the knowledge
that writing—Dbe it under the character wen 3, zi ¥, shu &, or others—is
a densely heterogeneous field rich with historical, cultural, stylistic, or
pragmatic differences, and that “ordinary” Sino-glottographic writing
can only be understood, if not constructed, through an organization of
this heterogeneity.

2.2. Graphic Heterogeneity in Xu Shen

Viewed in a different way, just as the history of Chinese writing consti-
tutes a history of variance, so is the history of Chinese grammatology the
history of a preoccupation with these differential relations among and
between graphs, meanings, and sounds. We should recall that grapholin-
guistic heterogeneity already saturate Xu Shen’s depiction of writing in
the postscript to the Shuowen Jiezi. The postscript begins with an account

ment, with “glottographic” graphs taking on “semasiographic” significance and vice
versa (Osterkamp and Schreiber, 2021).

33. On open and closed writing systems, see Kiister (2019). While Kiister correctly
notes that in Chinese writing “signs can be added to /; if a need is felt to do so” and
it is difficult to make an exhaustive inventory thereof (ibid., p. 19), it is important to
note that the script users’ ability to do so is heavily dependent on the technological
infrastructures of inscription. It would have been much easier for me—or any other
ordinary user of the script—to use a graph like £ in manuscript or woodblock print-
ing (two predominant inscriptional media in historical China). In the absence of the
possibility of ad hoc neographisms in everyday script use, a finite inventory, regardless
of size, should be considered a closed writing system.
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of an “evolution of scripts” that traces the beginning of writing to Fuxi’s
hexagrams, Shennong’s knotted cord, and Cangjie’s imitations of bird
traces. It then moves on to a more abstract genealogy from wen to zi to
shu, followed by the liushu principles which allegedly formed part of the
Zhou curriculum for the prince.>* But notably, Xu Shen’s hasty account
of these legendary diachronic and synchronic diversities of writing—to
momentarily revert to the Saussurean division—is quickly followed by
other, more problematic (for Xu Shen and his imperial audience, any-
way) types of diversity that followed the Zhou’s disintegration:

HZF I RN T~ R O & LR o 77 2% CB - WG5S « 5
TRELHL LR~ R FRERE - T RE -

[Thereafter], the various marklords warred with one another; they were
not unified under one king. They considered the “harmful” effects of the rites
and music to be bad and in all cases discarded their canons and records. The
realm was divided into seven states. Agricultural field divisions had different
measures, carts and road-ruts different axle-widths, laws and commands dif-
ferent rules, ritual garb different sumptuary regulations, spoken words and
language different sounds, and writing different graphic structures (O’Neill,
2013, pp. 432—-433).

Xu Shen is not simply narrating the history of writing here, of course,
but presenting the state of affairs from the point of view of the Chancel-
lor to the first emperor of China, with a tacit suggestion of what needs
to be done about land measurements and graph forms alike. But while
one of the products of Li Si’s Z{f (c. 280-208 B.C.E.) project “to ho-
mogenize these things, so as to remove what did not conform to the
Qin pattern of culture,” namely the Small Seal (xiaozhuan /N5%) form of
characters, plays a central role in the Shuowen itself, Xu Shen is not en-
tirely satisfied with the Qin empire’s linguistic reform (ibid., p. 433).
What the burner of books and murderer of scholars failed to see, and
what Xu Shen’s addressee does, was that imperialism without philology
will always remain an incomplete enterprise (ibid., pp. 437-438). “Writ-
ing systems and their offspring characters,” after all, “are the root of the
classics, the origin of kingly government, what former men used to hand
down to posterity, and what later men use to remember antiquity” & X
FHE, REZAR, TR, AT N R, B AFTLGES (ibid., pp. 435-436).

There is an noticeable anachronism in Xu Shen’s use of contemproary

34. A full English translation of Xu Shen’s postscript can be found as the appen-
dix of an excellent article by Timothy O’Neill (2013), which helpfully bridges Xu
Shen’s rhetorical and political gestures with his grammatological method at large
from the perspective of early modern Chinese philologists. In what follows I quote
directly from O’Neill’s transcription and translation, which use the Song woodblock
text edited by Xu Xuan &#% (916—-991), known in Chinese scholarship as “Da Xu ben”
(KERA), as base text.



702 Elvin Meng

graph forms to illustrate the /iushu principles upheld before writing it-
self entered into the state of disarray, but the very purpose of his project,
which highlights rather than hides this discrepancy, is to at once affirm
this anachronism (i.e., the way of the ancients can no longer be taken for
granted) and to announce its overcoming (i.e., the merit of Han standard
character forms lies precisely in their inheritance of those bygone prin-
ciples). And so Xu Shen carved out a space for others like himself in the
“empire of writing”: his function is one of (diachronic) organization that
supplements (synchronic) homogenization, a matter of folding graphic
variation into a coherent historical narrative whose origin is once again
accessible, and of simultaneously disavowing and justifying the eradi-
cation of difference per se through force (cf. Lewis, 1999).

It is unclear whether Xu Shen’s project of script organization and
standardization was, as some scholars have recently speculated, a re-
action to the pressing cultural rivalries (and with them, anxieties) of
his era, namely “the Chinese encounter with Indo-Iranians and the cul-
tural invasion of Buddhism they brought with them” (Zhang and Mair,
2020, p. 29). Regardless, for those theorizing the structure of “Chinese
writing” after Xu Shen, those “letters from the West” were to become
much more difficult to ignore.®® Recent Anglophone scholarship has
brought attention to the roles played by Sanskrit, Tibetan, Mongolian,
and Manchu writing systems (which are variably derived from Gupta
and Old Uyghur scripts) in grammatology of the Ming (1368-1644)
and Qing (1644-1912) periods (e.g., Soderblom Saarela, 2020; Vedal,
2022), whereas the study of Sanskrit in medieval East Asia is gener-
ally situated in the histories of Buddhism or phonology (e.g., Van Gu-
lik, 1980). Together with Sinoform musical notations (predominantly
studied by musicologists)*® and aforementioned “vernacular character
forms” (predominantly studied by epigraphists), the peripheral status of
non-Sinoglottographic writing systems such as various Brahmic abugi-
das in the historiography of Chinese grammatology is misleading: it
retroactively projects early-modern and modern disciplinary divisions
such as phonology, grammatology, musicology, religious studies, “eth-
nic studies” (as opposed to the study of “Chinese tradition proper”),
and so on onto historical modes of thought wherein such specializa-

35. What is much more often discussed is the role of Sanskrit learning on the de-
velopment of Chinese poetry and phonology, which is not dissimilar to the related
story in Japan. For medieval Chinese poetry, see Mair and Mei (1991). Chinese “rime
tables,” which play an important part in the phonological scholarship, is tradition-
ally (in part due to Zheng Qiao’s influence) taken to be of Buddhist origin; for recent
studies see the introduction to an essay collection edited by David Branner (2006).

36. For surveys of traditional Chinese musical notation, see, e.g., Wang (2006) and
(in English but less detailed) Zang (2002).
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tions were either yet to assume relevance or would be articulated dif-
ferently.?’

2.3. Graphic Heterogeneity in Zheng Qiao

This is why readers of Zheng Qiao’s “Compendium on the Liushu” will
find, perhaps to their surprise, that the concepts most crucial in his
analysis of Sinographs are never specific to the set of graphs used for
writing down Chinese language, but are procedures operating also in
other writing systems or practices of writing within the purview of an
observant medieval Chinese scholar. Contractions in Chinese (e.g., that
of 2% [*to ?an] to i [*tjan], Baxter’s reconstruction) are compared to
the formation of syllables in written Sanskrit, and so are ¢iz musical no-
tations that likewise fall under the category of Chinese writing (buasbu
#E) (Zheng, 1995, pp. 340, 350-351). Missing are the “hard” classi-
fication of writing systems into abugida and logography, glottography
and musical notation, “Chinese” and “Western;” instead, what is empha-
sized are character grammars shared by various zones of writing and, in
relation to those commonalities, their respective specificity.

If the boundary of Chinese writing becomes fuzzy here—if, indeed,
both “Chinese” and “writing” become pluralized in Zheng Qjao’s ency-
clopedic attention and assured rejection of incommensurability—it is
because, while his project to organize Sinographs according to liushu
is explicitly framed as a more assured attempt to reactivate grammato-
logical knowledge lost since the Zhou, this motive is conjoined, almost
paradoxically, with a contrary one toward the examination of writing in
general. Speaking of his earlier work on Chinese characters (now lost),
he writes in the introduction to the “Compendium” that

MBI~ HIMER/NE ~ R T XCFEMATE - 1A B AT AR -

Now I have taken the essence of Xianglei, abridged it and organized it in
accordance to the Jiushu. This is so that no writing [wen and zi] under the
Heaven can escape [from the purview of my analysis], and anyone with eyes
can understand it thoroughly (ibid., p. 234).

Of course, there is more to “[all] writing under the Heaven” than what
can be made to fit within the /iushu paradigm, a fact that Zheng Qiao, who
concludes the “Compendium” with a three-part essay on the Sanskrit
alphabet, knows well.*® And in the face of this heterogeneity of known

37. Cf. the non-differentiation of cosmology and philology in Ming scholarly cul-
ture as discussed in Vedal (2022).

38. The three-part essay, titled “On Sinitic and Sanskrit [Scripts]” (Jun Hua Fan &
Hi8E) is available in English translation (Mair, 1993).
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writing greatly exceeding that of Xu Shen’s time, Zheng Qiao did not
invoke moral corruption and expel unorthodox (or non-Sinitic) writing
from his study, nor did he—following early medieval Buddhist thinkers
such as Sengyou ff§#fi (445-518) and Annen %%} (841-915) to whom
he was nevertheless indebted—unite Sinitic, Brahmic, and Kharosthi
scripts in an universal fraternity ultimately symbolizing the Buddha’s
three bodies (Skt. trikaya).>® But he did inherit from the earlier Buddhist
thinkers their mixture of empirical and speculative ways of thinking, of
both closely studying the heterogeneous field that is “writing” beyond
Sinoglottography in its concrete mechanisms and readily acknowledg-
ing those mechanisms’ cosmological significance.

Understanding the tendency in Zheng Qjao’s writing to reorient
grammatology toward living practices of writing (be they of his own
or earlier times) in all their plurality and difference is important, not
only for seeing how his epistemic attitude differs from those of his pre-
decessors (Xu Shen and the medieval Buddhists) and successors (early
modern Chinese philology and modern linguistics), but also for seeing
how, more concretely, this choice of sources allowed him to formulate
the technical functioning of writing in an idiom that may otherwise ap-
pear idiosyncratic. I will discuss that idiom at length in the next sec-
tion, while the remainder of this section will briefly outline the various
corpora of writing with which Zheng Qiao was familiar, and which had
profound influences on his grammatological thought.

2.3.1. The Brabmic Analogy

While it is difficult to overstate the importance of Sanskrit writing sys-
tems, which were abugidas with the aksara as a basic unit, for Zheng
Qiao’s conceptualization of writing in general, this discussion some-
times fails to emphasize a key aspect (Bottéro, 2004; Mair, 1993). Zheng
Qiao’s staging of “Sanskrit versus Chinese” in claims such as “For the In-
dians, the basis of sound-distinctions lies in the sound rather than in the
writing; for us Chinese, the means of distinguishing characters lies in
their written form, not in their sound” AR ~ EZAEFE ~ FEARIE -
fEFARIEE; Zheng, 1995, p. 351), like Xu Shen’s history of writing, is not
so much a disinterested description of fixed facts about language than it
is a statement about temporary states of affairs that the T'wenty Compen-
dia is determined to mend. The interlinked parallel prose in “Preface to
the Seven Sounds” (géyin xu £ &J¥) intimates that “sound” versus “graph”

39. Sengyou’s statement in Collected Records on Producing the Tripitaka (chu sangzang
Jiji =370 HR) is available in English translation (Sengyou, 2006). For the philosoph-
ical background of this claim, and in particular the religious significance of the trans-
latability between languages in Mahayana Buddhism, see the discussion on Sengyou
in Kin Bunky®6 (2021, pp. 25-28).
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was never an either-or situation even in the Chinese context alone, as
both were entailed in the sages’ teachings but subsequently forgotten.*°
What the Chinese can learn from Sanskrit is therefore the phonographic
potential latent within Sinography itself, which is neither antithetical to
Sanskrit phonography nor more advanced (in the sense of a linear pro-
gression) than Sinography as it is ordinarily practiced in his day. This
is why his actual comparison between the two writing systems takes
its tertium comparationis (the “third term” that makes the two terms in a
comparison comparable) from the wide-spread practice of transliterat-
ing written Sanskrit using Chinese characters in the context of Buddhist
sutras, and especially magical spells (Skt. dbarant).

The medieval Buddhist practice of stacking Chinese characters in
the same way that one stacks graphic components in, say, the Siddham
abugida does not have a proper name. The phrases Zheng Qiao uses to
describe it—“conjoining two [graphs]” (er be —.&) or “conjoining three
[graphs]” (san he =#)—are such generic descriptors that they could have
been used to describe any situation in which a new graphical whole
is created by juxtaposing multiple components, and this generality or
vagueness is precisely the point. These phrases originated not in reflex-
ive discourses about writing, however, but simply as reading instruc-
tions in transliterations of Sanskrit where such stacked characters ap-
pear. In a fragmented scroll recovered from the “Library Cave” in Dun-
huang (sealed in the 11th century) on which a spell is written side-by-
side in Siddham and Sinographic transliteration, we find the Sanskrit
syllable dav, which requires the vertical stacking of two graphs in Sid-
dham (<da> and <ba>), transliterated as ¥ <-{H¥> , two graphs whose
pronunciations in Early Middle Chinese can be reconstructed as [*tat]
and [*buak], respectively (Pulleyblank’s reconstruction).*! Below the
compound #¢ is written, in smaller characters, “conjoining two [graphs]”
as well as “prolonged” (yin 5|), the latter meaning the vowel is to be read
long. Outside the context of Dunhuang manuscripts, the prevalence of
this transliteration strategy is attested by its omnipresence in the “Eso-
terica” (mikkys %) section of the Taisho Tripitaka.**

40. For example, on how the sages’ teachings differentiate humans from animals:
“The seeing and hearing of humans are the same as those of beasts and fowl. The sages
created patterns of sound so as to guide the auditory faculty of the ear, created graphs
so as to expand the visual faculty of the eye” ABLZEL « HIE— « B A\HIEERT A H 2 HE -
LR H ZBH (Zheng, 1995, p. 353). Knowledge of both were lost in the subsequent
centuries, Zheng Qiao continues later, as those who study graphs had forgotten the
difference between simple and compound graphs, while those who study sounds had
forgotten the vertical and horizontal axes of the rime table.

41. See Pelliot chinois 2778, digitized through the International Dunhuang Project:
http://idp.bl.uk/.

42. Which is fully digitized: https://21dzk.1.u-tokyo.ac.jp/SAT/index_en.html.
The “Esoterica” is vols. 18—21.
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FIGURE 1. Codification of “character stacking” practice for transliterating Bud-
dhist spells, based on the Tibetan script, in the Qing dynasty. Qinding tongwen
yuntong SREFRI IR (preface 1751, rpt. 1910). East Asian Collection, University
of Chicago Library.

The later trajectory of this practice, which leads to the unexpected
territories of Chinese opera theory and the Qing imperial sponsorship
of Tibetan Buddhism, is beyond the scope of this paper (see Séderblom
Saarela, 2016). What should be noted for now is that through typograph-
ical grids on the page which may be explicit (as in the case of the Dun-
huang manuscript) or implicit (through correspondence to the Sanskrit
syllables they are understood to represent), what is produced through
“conjoining” becomes in some sense a single compound graph with a
regular logic of composition, even if the resulting graph is not what we
conventionally call a “Chinese character.”*

43. The Ming scholar Zhao Yiguang ## % (1559-1625) famously believed a sub-
stantial number of Sinographs in his day were created in this way, under Sanskrit
influence (Vedal, 2022, p. 59). In fact, such graphs are rare, and the most well-known
of which is A (“not to need to”), read as béng today as a contraction of RN &4 yong
(“not” + “use”) although it was originally a “vernacular” graph form of # ¢i (to aban-
don) and was read as such (Branner, 2011, pp. 73-74).
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2.3.2. The Gestural Analogy

Zheng Qjao is careful to explain how the product of this general oper-
ation of conjoining (which can be found in Sanskrit writing but also in
ordinary Sinography such as the syssemantograph) is to be mereologi-
cally understood, stating, in the case of Sanskrit syllables, that “when a
graph is called ‘conjoined from two [graphs],” its sound is neither that of
one graph nor that of two” L& ~ &% » HIL&EIE—7FIE -t (Zheng, 1995,
p. 351). What he means is that a conjoined graph is neither replaceable
by a single graph (i.e., its significance is derived compositionally from
both of its components) nor is it simply the concatenation of one graph
to another without their individual functions being thus affected. To
put it positively, what conjoining entails, as a general operation that
Zhen Qiao finds across multiple corpora of writing, is a twofold trans-
formation: the specialization of component graphs into specific types
of sub-graphic functions (i.e., being read only for the initial or only as
the semantic signific, when by itself the graph signifies more) and the
coordination of specialized components in light of the blueprint of the
composite graph.

Focusing on how different scripts operate in practice rather than what
they are or do (which presume a fixity of their function if not exis-
tence), Zheng Qiao thus effortlessly compares Chinese writing to San-
skrit abugidas, but also compares glottographic writing to musical no-
tation:

HA_AGZE B _G2F RA G =6 WEZH ~ INAHT - EEES
Az~ BFWE > —EHH] 7% LEYT2H - DIEEZS -

The Chinese language has sounds that conjoin two components, but does
not have graphs that show this conjoining. Sanskrit has sounds that conjoin
two, three, or four elements, and also have corresponding graphs. Among
Chinese writing, [such multiply-conjoined graphs] can only be found in
scores for the gin zither. This is because [the playing] of the giz emphasizes
its sound, and yet a single graph is often inadequate for a single sound. Thus
it is necessary to conjoin the bodies of multiple graphs, so as to obtain ex-
pression made up of multiple sounds (ibid., pp. 350—351).%4

Thematically, it should hardly be surprising, given his general argument
that “graph” and “sound” were equally important in the teaching of the
ancients, that Zheng Qiao would turn to existing sonographic uses of
Chinese scripts (such as the transliteration of Sanskrit and Sinoform
musical notation) as examples of what else Chinese writing is capable
of. Qin “shorthand” (jianzi J&, literally “abbreviated graphs”) notation,
which Zheng Qiao references here, deserves a closer look for our pur-
poses, not only as another example of “conjoining” but also as a species

44. Translation modified from Mair (1993, p. 336) for terminological consistency.
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of Sinoform writing relatively unknown outside the field of musicol-
ogy.4s

Conventionally attributed to the Tang-dynasty (618—907 C.E.) musi-
cian Cao Rou ¥z (730-2), gin notation in the second millennium builds
upon but greatly simplifies the earlier convention of describing manual
gestures—the location of the left hand on the fingerboard of the instru-
ment, the technique on the right hand for attacking the string—in full
sentences for recording a piece of music.*® Perhaps due to the aesthetic
value traditionally associated with the wide timbral range produced by
different fingering techniques, this new shorthand notation does not de-
viate far from the earlier method in that, not unlike Western tablature
notations, it is the precise movements of the hands rather than the pitch
and duration of musical notes that are to be recorded. Each of the as-
pects of left and right hand movements—or the lack thereof—are asso-
ciated with a radical or stroke group (tellingly named zimu “F8} in early
modern texts) taken from the full graph(s) denoting the technique.*’
Here is an partial list of this “alphabet” of gestures that demonstrates
their graphic basis, meaning, and position in the composite graph. I
have used some intuitive abbreviations (L for left, BL for bottom-left,
etc.). Two notable positional absences in this chart are the right of top,
where a number is usually written indicating the location on the string
using the thirteen ornamental jades (bui %) as reference points, and the
center of bottom, where the string number is given. A complete compos-
ite graph denoting a plucklng gesture therefore would have the structure
: =, which would be parsed in prose as “arrive at the
tenth bui GP) with the index finger of the left hand (#), after plucking
inward with the middle finger of the right hand (“J), by sliding the left
hand up (1) along the string (=).” And in a musical score one will find
hundreds of such graphs, alongside other shorthand graphs conveying
finger movements (e.g., J for %, vibrato), tempo (e.g., % for #&, slowly),

45. The discussion given here is cursory. For a more detailed description of this
notation system in English, the locus classicus is Van Gulik (2011, pp. 117-139). See also
Kaufmann (1972, pp. 267-295), as well as John Thompson’s English translation of the
third fascicle of the Great Collection of Superlative Sound (Taiyin daquanji X5 KEH,
15th century) with the original illustrations: http://www.silkqin.com/02qnpu/05tydq/
ty3.htm. On the history, see also Wang (2006, pp. 55-68) and Zang (2002, pp. 46—
48). For its importance in the comparative study of musical notation systems and
recording technologies, see Chua and Rehding (2021, pp. 140-145) as well as Rehding
(2021).

46. The best-known example of this earlier and scarcely-attested notation method
is the “Secluded Orchid” (Jieshi diao youlan WA FH M%) manuscript dated to the 7th
century, which has received a detailed discussion in English in Yang (2014).

47. Note that, while zimu refers unambiguously to “letter” in the sense of the alpha-
bet in modern Mandarin Chinese, its meaning in early modern Chinese is much more
complex. This will be discussed in the next section.
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TABLE 1. An incomplete list of common components in gz shorthand notation.

Stroke group  Full graph Meaning Hand Position
PN PN Thumb L LofT
1 &’ Index finger L Lof T
2l Hh Middle finger L LofT
o4 % Ring finger L Lof T
I i “Kneeling” ring finger L Lof T
h 1 Open string L T

~ o Slide up L T of B
b b Slide down L L of B
I B Thumb inward pluck R TL of B
£ £ Thumb outward push R BL of B
VN E7 Index inward pluck R T of B
L Pk Index outward push R BL of B
7] 3] Middle inward pluck R TR of B

rest (e.g., & for /K, brief rest), and other information (e.g., # <Ii#h%&)
for Ali%%, end of score).

The character grammar of ¢gin shorthand notation cannot be treated
in full here, but a general sketch can nevertheless be attempted to better
situate this practice within what is already established of Zheng Qiao’s
grammatology. First, regarding the formation of the zimu or stroke
groups. Quite clearly the selection of stroke groups, which may be a rad-
ical (7 for {¥) but more often a more arbitrary (albeit distinguishing and
conventionalized) graphic subset of the full graph, exceeds the purview
of “idiosyncratic allomorphy” as discussed in Myers (2019, pp. 55-69)
and should be compared instead to medieval manuscript ligatures ob-
served, again, in the Dunhuang manuscripts.*® More generally, the ab-
breviation process can be situated along one of the two “pathways” of
Chinese character simplification identified by David Lurie (2011, p. 314
ff.), namely abbreviation (or synecdoche) as opposed to cursivization
(cf. Champollion, 1836, pp. 14-18). And similar to the products of
these two pathways in the case of Japanese writing (katakana and bira-
gana, respectively), gin shorthand notation may be distinguished from
the roughly contemporaneous musical notation system derived through
cursivization—“vernacular character notation” (suzi pu {55 5%)—not just
graphically but also with respect to social prestige and musical genre
(Kaufmann, 1972, pp. 174-182; Zang, 2002, pp. 53—60).

48. The most well-known of such ligatures is writing pusa ¥## (Bodhisattva) as 37-
{EH****> | For a history of this type of ligature traditionally referred to as bewen &
I or “conjoined graphs,” which already appeared in oracle bone inscriptions and was
perhaps most popular in early texts in general, see Galambos (2010). Note, however,
that in ordinary ligation only up to two characters will be combined into one, which
is not the case for ginz shorthand notation.
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FIGURE 2. The beginning of “Ancient Lament” (guyuan 157%%), composed by
Jiang Kui 2% (c. 1155—c. 1221), with lyrics. Baishi daoren gequ shuzbeng 14
M NS (preface 1749, rpt. in Liaohai congshu #iF# 3 1934). East Asian
Collection, University of Chicago Library. For a modern performance, see
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=kxT4paThVbM.

Second, at the level of conjoining, it should be observed that, of
the composite graphs created from the stroke groups in the table
above, the fundamental structure is more-or-less nonnegotiable and
non-recursive.*” The composite graph can always be split into an upper
and a lower portion, where (very heuristically speaking and disregard-
ing the numbers) we can state that the upper portion communicates a

49. Only one “template” in general allows a full graph such as |
to be a component, which is structured by 5 (for ##) and denotes two strings being
plucked at the same time by different fingers. In this case, one full graph each would
be placed to the bottom-right and bottom-left of .
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steady state concerning only the left hand, while the lower portion com-
municates movement either to or from this state (right hand attack and
left hand motions before or after the attack). On the top, the left hand
fingering is always to the left, while on the bottom, the right hand tech-
nique will always conjoin directly with the string number, and it is to
this composite that the left hand movement (if present) conjoins. The
result is that each stroke group will always occupy the same position,
and thus graphic allomorphy is reduced to a minimum. As in the case of
transliterating Sanskrit syllables, conjoining in this case operates under
a very stable blueprint in which each of its internal positions is func-
tionally specialized.

2.3.3.  Tbhe Challenge of Archaeology

One last, unusual corpus of writing that greatly affected Zheng Qiao’s
grammatological thought must be introduced here, although it is some-
what different in nature from the previous two. While writing prac-
tices related to Buddhism or music were for Zheng Qiao recent his-
tory or even contemporary practice, Zheng Qiao also lived shortly af-
ter the appearance of the first-ever dedicated woodblock print publi-
cations of inscriptions (both facsimile and transcription) found on ex-
cavated bronzes from as early as the Shang and Zhou dynasties, pub-
lications such as Ouyang Xiu's BXF318 (1007-1072) Jigu lu bawei 8%k
2 (Colophons from the Records of Collecting Antiquity), Lii Dalin’s {5 KHf (1046-
1092) Kaogu tu 5 518 (Illustrations for the Study of Antiquity, preface 1092) and
Bogu tu 18518 (Hlustrated Catalogue of Antiquities, 1122) created by Huizong
#5% (r. 1101-1125), the last emperor of the Northern Song dynasty
(Pirazzoli-t’Serstevens, 2010; Sena, 2010; Shaughnessy, 1991; Visconti,
2015).%° These publications add to two other major works of Song epig-
raphy, the Han jian I8 (Sweating the Bamboo) by Guo Zhongshu ZhER& (d.
977) and the Guwen sishengyun 15 XVUEHE (4dncient Graphs Organized by Tone
and Rime) by Xia Song H¥f (985-1051), both of which contain large in-
ventories of “ancient” (that is, Warring States) graph forms taken from
various inscriptions available to the authors at the time (see Galambos,
2006, pp. 15-20).

These publications, which undoubtedly partook in the Zeitgeist of an-
tiquarianism of the Song dynasty, also provided specific epistemologi-
cal opportunities and challenges for philologically-minded scholars who

50. It should be noted that these were not the first publications of archaeologically
discovered texts after the Han dynasty, but rather the first that focus on—and accurate
reproduce in print—the original inscriptions in large quantities (the two works cited
describe over 200 and over 500 objects, respectively). For earlier instances of pub-
lishing excavated texts, consider the famous (and famously contentious) case of the
Bamboo Annals (Zbushu jinian Y14 4E) discovered in the autumn of 279 C.E. (Shaugh-
nessy, 2006, pp. 185-256).
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FIGURE 3. Facsimile and transcription of the inscription on a cauldron known as
“Jinjiang ding” & Z ! dated to the early Spring and Autumn period. Kaogu tu %
HilE (preface 1092, rpt. 14th-15th century). Harvard-Yenching Library.

read the inscriptions closely.>! For the compiler of the Ilustrations for the
Study of Antiquity, for example, the impressive presence of excavated in-
scriptions serves as a reminder of what is lost when later scholars take
on a more rebellious attitude toward the ancients. Taking aim specif-
ically at a text often associated today with philosophical Daoism—the
Zhuangzi—Li Dalin writes in the preface:

51. On Song dynasty antiquarianism and the appreciation of ancient inscriptions,
in addition to the already cited scholarship, see Egan (2006, pp. 7-59) and Sena
(2019).
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Ak JA R R B RAEE S AR 2 S e DU S
B~ GE) () #RZE > MHEE o REARE  FAIRR - BWARIERF
Hilga A B -

Zhuangzi states that scholars obsess after traces [of the ancients] and lose
sight of what is true, learn [from the books] but are not flexible, and there-
fore created [various fables and legends] that are insulting to scholars to the
extreme. It may be true that it is a mistake to study [the Classics] without
understanding how things have changed; but to drastically depart [from re-
ceived teachings] without knowing where to stop, that is far more deleterious
(Lii, 1092, juan 1: 17-1%).52

And the true traces of the ancients (which Lii would insist, contra
Zhuangzi, is not an oxymoron) that are most worth venerating are to
be found in the inscribed artefacts of antiquity, of which the Han dy-
nasty editors, who tried to restore a textual order after the Qin “burning
of the books,” only possessed fragments (yibian duanjian B ¥mEif, liter-
ally “remnant scrolls and broken bamboo slips”). Therefore his epoch is
fortunate to be in possession of the various types of bronze vessels that,
“over the course of millennia and centuries, emerged in mountains cliffs,
the walls of buildings, agricultural fields, and tombs” (ibid., juan 1: 3").
But his goal in gathering these inscriptions together, the compiler has-
tens to add, is not merely to delight in the accumulation of antiquaries;
rather,

BUHES ~ SH S - TPAE S UG = EE ~ RIS o DURE ~ S Hl
TEZ I~ DUAS 2 AT ~ IR 22t o

By inspecting the vessels and chanting the ancients’ inscriptions, a vague
glimpse of their countenance becomes perceptible. And in this way we re-
cover the lingering customs of the Three Dynasties, as if being in the presence
of the ancients ourselves. One may thus venture to speculate their intentions,
and investigate why [the inscribed vessels] were created. Thus one may mend
the lacunae of the received Classics, and correct the errors of various scholars
[who have opined since then] (ibid., juan 1: 3V—4%).

The general gesture made here—that the outcomes of archaeologi-
cal investigations challenge received wisdom about the past—is a rec-
ognizable one, as powerful then as it is today. Zheng Qiao—who like
many of his age believed that a better-mediated relation with the past
is possible—mirrored this rhetoric freely in his own “Preface to Bronze
and Stone” (jinshi xu &f1J¥%), even borrowing wholesale Lii Dalin’s mo-
tif that what excavated inscriptions make available are not merely the
uttered speech but the countenance of the ancients:

52. In the interest of succinctness I have opted not to translate Lii’s numerous al-
lusions to specific passages in the Zbuangzi. For a comparative study of this motif in
Zbuangzi against the veneration of written texts from ancient times, which discusses
some of these “fables and legends,” see Zhang (1992, pp. 1-34).
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FEE A2 B o RO A2 [...] BRI « R A
i RETRURE o ST GO B2 1  HEHURZ AR « feh &2
FRLLEAF ~ T b |...]

Today’s codices consist of the spoken words of the ancients; ancient in-
scriptions consist instead of their countenance[...] [As Wang Cheng from the
Jin period writes,] “studying vainly the ritual norms is much inferior to wit-
nessing mannered demeanor in person, and chanting the remnant speech is
much inferior to receiving the sound of the instruction oneself.” What is be-
ing conveyed in codices today has undergone thousands if not tens of thou-
sands of phases of transmission, and it has strayed far from what was received
[by the ancients] themselves. Only bronze and stone persist without decay,
and now I list them to form a “Compendium” [...] (Zheng, 1995, p. 1843).

It is often said with respect to this early period of Chinese archaeol-
ogy that “complex theories were proposed to explicate the historical and
ritual significance of ancient objects. As a result, historical narratives
and cosmological outlooks were modified or expanded based on the re-
vised understanding of antiquity” (Sena, 2019, p. 3). It is important that
most of the terms in these claims are in the plural: what this face-to-face
with the ancients meant for Zheng Qiao—the “understanding of antiq-
uity” it results in and the modification of historical narratives that it
necessitates—should be distinguished from a general antiquarian point
of view represented by scholars like Lii Dalin. Li Dalin, in his celebra-
tion of antiquity, tends to downplay the strangeness of the past (espe-
cially from a grammatological or epigraphic perspective), but the earlier
epigraphist Yang Nanzhong #3Rif, whose opinion was cited at length by
Ouyang Xiu, is much more forthright in his comments on the inscription
on the Hancheng ding %9 cauldron:

HZZ G Ay~ X EHBEMNEDR - F2 M HiE - fFrHESRHE - &
w2 HEY A AR IR - SRR AT AR R o HAEE ~ Selfihas - i
Firficys ~ BELUIREN - KA P2 A RS s S [...]

This inscription has many ancient and strange graphs, and few after the
Han dynasty have known them. As for graphs with received counterparts,
scholars like Jia Kui and Xu Shen have failed to give us appropriate interpre-
tations of them. The way things were in the past differs sometimes from the
way they are now; and for this reason, the original intention behind the cre-
ation of the graph cannot be fully understood. Of graphs without received
counterparts, and which we have now chanced upon in ancient vessels, there
is nothing upon which to base our speculations. We can roughly conjec-
ture that ancient graphs often omit radicals and prefer simpler forms [...]
(Ouyang, 1888, juan 1: 57).

The face-to-face with the ancients, far from confirming what is already
known (the ambition of cultural conservatism), is for this experienced
epigraphist instead almost humbling: it reveals how little one knows
about the chronotope at the heart of “this culture of ours” (cf. Bol,
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1992).%3 It is a strangeness that calls for a reevaluation of what is gained
or lost in traditional scholarship, among other things.’® Zheng Qiao’s
response to this challenge, which is much closer to Yang Nanzhong’s
than to Li Dalin’s, will be outlined below. For now, however, I will
only mention that while Zheng Qiao’s “Compendium on Bronze and
Stone”—which contains only the list of names of inscriptions with date
and location—is often cited in the history of Chinese archaeology, his
much-closer analysis of the ancient graph forms as would have been
available to him through print publications, which can be found near
the end of the “Compendium on the Liushu,” is rarely discussed in that
or other contexts, as previous scholars have tended to focus on aspects
of the latter that anticipates later “/iushu studies.”

3. Outline of Zheng Qiao’s Grammatology

3.1. The Vitality of Writing

From today’s viewpoint, Zheng Qiao’s selection of what counts as writ-
ing is thus free from a number of “-centrisms”: it takes into account
both writing practices from other cultures and minor practices within
one’s own culture, both graphs that record speech and graphs that in-
form performance, and both scripts of the present and scripts of the
past. This series of “both”s, furthermore, does not introduce binaries
but at most a space of variation, with underlying technical continua and
analogies, as we have already begun to see. In this section, I switch from
an etic account of Zheng Qjao’s sources (differentiating them, as I have
done above, using familiar categories such as Indian, music, or archae-
ology) to an emic exposition of his concepts. The emphasis will fall on
how Zheng Qiao created grammatological concepts, often by extrapo-
lating and radicalizing existing ones within Chinese grammatological

53. On the multiple transliterations of the Hancheng inscription and their prove-
nance, as well as Ouyang Xiu’s suspension of judgement on their veracity, see Sena
(2019, pp. 54-63).

54. Thus, after reading the transcriptions and learning about how pre-Qin charac-
ter grammar differed from his own, Ouyang Xiu laments, in a sentiment that antic-
ipates Zheng Qiao’s: “The seal scripts of antiquity at times have additional [compo-
nents], and at times omit [components] entirely, and [the same component] can also
be move to the left, right, above, and below [of the other] in accordance to the [arti-
san’s] desire but also limited by their skill. Since the time of the Qin and the Han, all
this are limited and forced into one set of graph forms, thus [inscriptions such as this]
is all we see of ancient writing. How regretable!” H2 25« EWE - Bz EH L
T EHRZ AT 27FA TR o %~ UK ~ #ibi— 8~ Bl TR kL M58 ! (Ouyang,
1888, juan 1: 6°).
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discourse, to structure these heterogeneous corpora of writing and ren-
der legible their intra- and inter-corpora relations.

At the conceptual borderlands of Zheng Qiao’s grammatological
thought, which is far enough from the formal analysis of graphs that it
cannot be studied in detail here, is an anthropology that attempts to un-
derstand what makes the human (in a world peopled also by plants and
animals) uniquely capable of writing, which also differentiates written
texts (shu &) from drawn images (¢« [&).5° The latter point is particularly
significant because, while Zheng Qiao makes clear that all the /iushu are
variations derived from original xiangxing %J% or “pictographs,” he is
also clear that despite their shared point of departure, pictographs and
images follow fundamentally different patterns of meaning-making, the
former taking on “form” (xiang &) with a tendency toward simplification
while the latter takes on “shape” (xing ) with a tendency toward details
(Zheng, 1995, p. 234).5°

Writing thus shares the same basis as, yet is defined by an origi-
nary departure from, pictures. Owing to its tendency toward simplic-
ity, Zheng Qiao continues, the “pictograph” lends itself much more than
does picture to variation and diversification (bian ), the two processes
that produce the liushu categories (ibid., p. 234). These transformations
are not evolutionary or sequential but sedimentary, resulting in a het-
erogeneous field resulting from their interplay not unlike a game of go
resulting from the minimal difference between the white and the black
stone:

R ANE MR A ML L] e BT~ ANBE G [ A AR EER
o~ B E A~ LA ?

That the Classics are composed of [graphs of the] liushu types is like the
game of go being composed of stones of two types [...] the game has infinite
variations, yet it does not depart from those two colors [...] and had there
been no difference between the two types of stones, with the white being in-
distinguishable from black and the black being indistinguishable from white,
how could one decide the win and the loss? (ibid., p. 233).

This metaphor is both elucidating and misleading. Elucidating, because
it demonstrates that a mixture of multiple types of graphs (rather than a
homogeneous inventory of “pictorgraphs” or “phonographs”) is crucial

55. On human nature, Zheng Qiao’s position essentially is that humans are at once
animal-like (dongwu #1%), moving-things) and plant-like (zhiwu 1%, planted-things),
capable of horizontal movement yet having a vertical corporeal orientation. This
hybridity—a bipedal posture, to risk an anachronism—renders the human body some-
thing of a site of interaction between Earth and Heaven, born from the former yet
receiving the Way of the latter (Zheng, 1995, p. 349).

56. On Zheng Qjao’s writing on the relation between images and writing, including
translations of the relevant primary texts, see Si (2008, esp. pp. 5481, pp. 137-141).
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for the function of writing; misleading, because it paints a picture of
writing that is merely generated combinatorially by a finite set of types,
while we have already seen that Zheng Qiao’s epoch is one in which
many corpora of writing challenged the millennium-old claim that the
combinatorial logic of /iushu is the origin of the creation of graphs (za0zi
zhi ben 7T ZA). Indeed, Zheng Qiao touches upon this claim but im-
mediately moves on to two more general—and original—principles that
lay the foundation of a more general grammatology, and subsumed the
liushu categories under their operation. The two principles are:

1. The generative relation between child-graphs and mother-graphs ¥
REZAHAE; and

2. The difference between simple and compound graphs X ¥ Z F [
(ibid., p. 233).

Just precisely what the two principles entail is the topic of this section.
For now, I will note that it is here that we find the polysemic concept
that, much more than Jiushu, is most general and generative for Zheng
Qiao’s conception of writing, and which indeed can be found every-
where in “Compendium on the Liushu”: sheng 2, which translates (across
a number of grammatical categories) to “to grow,” “to give life to,” “to
live,” “to produce,” “to generate,” “living,” or “life.”

It would not be an exaggeration to state that for Zheng Qiao, the most
general and salient characteristic of writing in general is its vitality or
generativity, its manifold engagement with growth.5’ This dependence
on life is not a naive vitalism that locates an élan or entelechy within ma-
terial things, but a specific reference to the etymology of “zi” ¥ (graph,
or in Zheng Qiao more specifically compound graph), as given for ex-
ample in the Shuowen:

» «

R o
zi ¥ is the same as 7« FL.
oo AREETHR > BHE -

When human and birds give birth to offspring, it is called r« #L.. In the
case of beasts, it is called chan FE.58

57. Yannis Haralambous points out to me that the centrality of this life metaphor
in Zheng Qjao’s grammatology bears resemblance to the “Chinese DNA” project de-
veloped by Chu Bong-Foo’s team (2000; n.d.).

58. For Xu Shen’s definitions in the Shuowen, I use the convenient digital edition
https://wuw.shuowen.org/, which also includes the influential commentary of Duan
Yucai B E# (1735-1815). The two graphs are numbered 9720 and 7665, respectively.
A more complete but also more complex online philological aid that collates various
Shuowen commentaries can be accessed at http://www.kaom.net/book_xungu.php.
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This earlier usage of “zi” (which graphically decomposes to a child ¥
under a roof 77), as something akin to establishing a parent-child rela-
tion (through birth or, more often in received texts, metaphoric adop-
tion), is attested in a number of canonical texts composed before the Qin
conquests, and was clearly on Zheng Qiao’s mind as he categorizes dif-
ferent components of compound graphs into child-graphs and mother-
graphs.’® To write a compound graph is already to bespeak a relation
between its components, wherein one (the phonetic component, in to-
day’s parlance) enters into the care of the other (the determinative).

But the significance of sheng or life eventually outgrows its origin in
the etymology of 27, and comes to denote a general orientation of Zheng
Qiao’s project, which as we have seen is committed to living practices of
writing. In his own words (and referring to his earlier work that is now
lost):

FNE R EASNAE ~ FLFFIREEREZ ~ JEEEZ o HFEFFFIRE » KB
SO~ RSORT s TR o HECPRFIRE « BRMSCT 2K > s LUNE 2 3%
WHNEER o AFFIRZ IS ~ SR MEER « FF RIS IINGE ~ R TRt H A o
fent K2 3% ~ R E M AREMER S « WGHZIE - BR 23R~ BlHE ML ~ ERITAE
BN~ R o

My “Verified Chapters on the Liushu” were written with the Shuowen as
their basis. I followed Mr. Xu whenever he is correct, and contradicted
him whenever he is wrong. Where I followed him: because simple graphs
(wen) have their basis in drawings, all simple graphs have an explanation; be-
cause compound graphs (z7) have their basis in simple graphs, all compound
graphs also have an analysis. Where I contradicted him: every chapter col-
lected graphs as we find them, and verified them with the Jiusbhu, which is
why the work is titled “Verified Chapters on the Liushu.” While Mr. Xu has
mainly empty speech, the Verified Chapters have only real significance. What

59. In the Zuo Tradition of the Spring and Autumn Annals (Zuoshi chungiu & IRERK,
traditionally attributed to Confucius’ contemporary Zuo Qiuming /¢ :#H), where this
earlier sense of the graph is used most consistently, “z7” denoted something closer to
an adoptive relation rather than a blood relation, a matter of “taking someone under
one’s wing,” so to speak. Consider the following examples:

FERER ~ JEER - HEF T ?

Although Chu is great, its people are not our kin. Will it be willing to care for
() us? (Zuo, 2016, p. 747).

M ~ NHER ~ RP/DZEE ~ FRIEIHM G ~ F/NMEMELATE

By definition, ritual propriety means that the lesser serve the greater and the
greater care for () the lesser. Serving the greater consists of respecting timely
commands from them. Caring for the lesser consists of showing concern about
the things that they lack (ibid., p. 1705).

The quotations are from the Fourth Year of Duke Cheng (587 B.C.E.) and the Thir-
tieth year of Duke Zhao (512 B.C.E.), respectively. This usage, rather than biological
offspring, seems to be much better represented across the Zuo Tradition.
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is discussed by Mr. Xu is constrained by the [scheme’s] being inert/dead
(s 3E), whereas the discussions of Verified Chapters are uniquely receptive to
life (sheng). This is because Mr. Xu’s writing is attached to inscriptions on
bamboo slips but cannot be lifted therefrom, hence I say they lack life. My
Verified Chapters leave behind the aged traces of bamboo slips and lets words
move about freely without being constrained to one place, hence I call their
characters “alive” (Zheng, 1995, p. 343).

The concept of life or sheng £ thus operates in Zheng Qiao’s “Com-
pendium” in two, interrelated, ways. First, sheng denotes intra- and
inter-graphic relations that his study of writing focuses on, such as the
relation between different components in a compound graph or the lines
of variation or diversification linking one graph to another. Second,
sheng signals that this way of thinking about writing is both dependent
on and applicable to the expanded field in which the boundary of Sinog-
raphy has become fuzzy, leaving behind Xu Shen’s limited corpus to in-
clude, as we have seen, other writing practices known in Zheng Qiao’s
time that he felt grammatology needed to take into account.

3.2. Simple Graphs

The entanglement between these two meanings of sheng can be seen
throughout the five-volume “Compendium on the Liushu,” where new
grapholinguistic data engender new conceptual paradigms and vice
versa. This interconnection between epigraphy and grammatology is
especially salient in the work’s fifth, most theoretical volume, which will
be the focus of the remainder of this paper. I follow Zheng Qiao’s sec-
ond principle and present this material by establishing first a distinction
between simple and compound graphs (wen X and zi F, respectively).
This historically contentious distinction, famously articulated as “those
graphs whose body is isolated are/become wen, and those graphs whose
body is conjoined are/become zi” i 25X ~ G #E2F, concerns not so
much what each graph is, as an unchanging quality insensitive to its con-
texts, but the trajectory of becoming or the network of relations that a
graph encrypts, while alternative trajectories or networks always lurk
not too far away (ibid., p. 5).°

The opening essay in the fifth volume of the “Compendium on the
Liushu” is titled “The Diagram of ‘— Arising and Becoming Simple

60. In the fifth volume, essays that deal with the grammar of simple graphs and
compound graphs do not exhaust all the forces conductive of neographism, as Zheng
Qiao also discusses contractions (Zheng, 1995, pp. 339-341), what is lost and gained
between the Seal and the Cleric Scripts (ibid., p. 346), graphs created ex novo by spe-
cific historical persons such as Empress Wu Zetian (r. 690-750) (ibid., p. 347), and
other topics. Their omission in this paper is the choice of this author, not Zheng

Qjao’s.
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Graphs” (giyi chengwen tu #— [ ), and it situates the formal origin of
the simple graph in “—,” the trace left on the inscriptional surface by a
steadily moving hand.®* The bulk of this essay follow a repetitious syn-
tactic pattern, demonstrating the transformations of the stroke through
various geometric operations, often through intermediate graphic pat-
terns for which Zheng Qiao always provides a phonetic gloss. A repre-
sentative sequence of transformation of “—” would read:

j"ﬁ“t"lj ‘}ij %y r,ﬁ r?éb Ly LA o Mg o

Bend — and [it] becomes -, invert 4 and [it] becomes [, rotate rand [it]
becomes L, invert Land [it] becomes-' . [When this line of variation] reaches
- it is exhausted (Zheng, 1995, p. 335).5%

The stable quadri(grapho)syllabic syntax here gives a sense of regularity
or recursivity: [#]A % B, or [transform] A and [it] becomes B, to be fol-
lowed by C (from B), D (from C), E (from D), etc. This phrase structure
dominates both the first essay (wherein five different, diverging lines of
variation from “—” are given) and the second essay. The verbs denoting
the transformation proliferate as the essays go on. It is therefore infor-
mative that, at the beginning of this procession or cascade of becomings,
this syntax is altered slightly:

Miz— o6& | oMW &) ~RK) B\ B \AE -

Horizontal and [it] becomes —, vertical and [it] becomes |. Tilt | and
[it] becomes J , invert ) and [it] becomes "\. [When this line of variation]
reaches "\ it is exhausted (ibid., p. 335).

I have left out from the translation of the first sentence information that
is not in the original (and which Zheng Qiao could have provided had
he intended to). What is noteworthy here is that — is not, in itself, held
to be the origin of the cascade, which is instead occupied by an absent
“A” whose content we are left to conjecture: the movement of the hand?
ink on paper? something else entirely? What Zheng Qiao does explain
is that — is chosen for a reason, which is what differentiates the graph
from two other alternatives that might, upon first sight, seem to better
represent the origin or perfection, the dot and the circle:

61. Undoubtedly Zheng Qiao is playing upon cosmological claims in canonical
philosophical texts that posit the arising of all things from Oneness (the linguistic
signification of yi —), which arises from Nothingness, but his reference to this dis-
course is interesting precisely because he reformulates it—and in so doing modifies
it—in grapholinguistic terms. On Oneness and the changing conceptions of coherence
in (pre-Song) Chinese thought, see Ziporyn (2012; 2013).

62. Once again, we should be reminded that Zheng Qjao insists all of these graphs
can be read out loud. Thus, he notes that 4 should be read as & [*gip], and so on.
However, I will not provide these readings in this paper as with other Sinographs,
since they are often not attested anywhere else and are, in my view, meaningless.
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Fl—migEEZ ~ JHIZ O~ JHIZ O 2 O HIFEmES « —2HFHR - ~ ~ Bl
@~ —REE N RREZE ~ DURATE B~ SORRIS] S SRR | [L.] Rihz 2 ~ BERE 2 PR

Prolong — and close it upon itself, if squared it becomes [J, if circled it
becomes O. Reaching O, [the graph] turns in a circle and lacks the propensity
for deviation, and here the Way of — is exhausted. The dot > is the opposite
of —. — is capable of generating (sheng 42), but > is not. This is because it
cannot bend or form curves, and neither can it be prolonged: if prolonged it
just becomes | [...] Such is the Way of Heaven of Earth, the pattern inherent
in yin and yang (ibid., p. 335).

“The Way of —” is tellingly exhausted upon reaching a homogeneous
curvature, when the “propensity for deviation” is expelled: that which
qualifies — as the substitute origin of simple graphs is precisely its ca-
pacity for variance, be it in the form of bending, being prolonged, or
anything else.

If this first essay in the fifth volume of “Compendium on the Liushu”
demonstrates the proliferation of graphs generated by — or, in what
amounts to the same thing, its propensity for deviation, the second, ti-
tled “Diagram of the Formation of Forms from Simple Graphs” ([A3 /%
L&), displays the diversity of generative relationships or trajectories of
variation among a larger repertoire of graphs, many of which epigraphic
evidence found in publications such as the Hlustrations for the Study of Antig-
uity and the Ancient Graphs Organized by Tone and Rime introduced above.®
A total of nearly twenty types of inter-graphic relationships are sug-
gested, although no claim is made that all such relationships are exhaus-
tively listed in the essay. Each of these relationships is introduced with
a phrase such as “there are [graphs] obtained through vertical inversion”
(B FHY), followed by a list of examples (less sequentialized than in the
previous essay). An exemplary subset of these relationships is as follows
(ibid., pp. 335-336):

With the benefit of hindsight, it is not difficult to see that Zheng re-
lies, without discrimination, on graphs from a variety of sources to make
his points, some more reliable than others.®* But thinking through the

63. Other significant sources for graphs analyzed in this essay are the Seal Scripts
given in the Shuowen, graph forms of his own day, as well as the Classic of Changes
(Yijing 5%%%) hexagrams, which are analyzed as the origins of some later glottographic
graphs.

64. We know, for example, that = is a common form of “four” in oracle bone and
bronze inscriptions, and only became replaced by the “modern” form U en masse in
Warring States manuscripts. The ligature fI is likewise familiar to any student of Chi-
nese even today, and the calligraphic differentiation of # and # is a textbook exam-
ple in Chinese paleography for the reduction of a polysemic graph’s lexical load (Qiu,
2000, pp. 325-326). On the other hand, the form f for “left,” while clearly taken
from the aforementioned Sweating the Bamboo lexicon, is only attested among exca-
vated materials in oracle bone inscriptions, which neither Zheng Qiao nor his prede-
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TABLE 2. Selected transformations/relations of simple graphs.

Transformation Zheng’s Term Example
Vertical inversion Ed| L. (up) to T (down)
Horizontal inversion Al f (left) to 3 (right)
) !
Back to back ish=1C] ¢h (to do) to 1S (north)
Taking from what is near i = (the kun trigram) to W (earth)
Reduplication hn ~ (two) and — to = (four)
Subtraction R — and + (ten) to 1 (twenty)
Changing the middle r # (do not) to £ (mother)

internal logic of the text rather than evaluating his arguments against
the yardstick of epigraphic accuracy, the point of the essay becomes
clearer: simple graphs are generated from each other through graphi-
cal operations, and it is first and foremost through the invisible threads
left behind by these operations that we should understand their forms.
Thus the cascade of variance that Zheng Qiao traces back to the hori-
zontal stroke — continues through a much larger corpus of graphs, past
and present, through plural yet specific patterns that have little to do
with the radical-based system of the Shuowen or any of the liushu prin-
ciples. A cascade that flows through the world of simple graphs until
the appearance of a different type of relationship fundamentally differ-
ent from everything discussed so far—the bending, adding, subtracting
of strokes, the geometric manipulation of components, and so on. This
relationship is the intra-graphic relationship of conjoining.

3.3. Compound Graphs

In the texts available to Zheng Qiao and in his own writing, the term
zimu 7B (mother-graph) meant something more intricate and intrigu-
ing than letters in an alphabet. The term can be traced to its specialized
use in Buddhist scriptures or commentaries, where it signified the ini-
tial consonant (with an inherent vowel) in the Brahmic writing systems
known in China since the third century C.E., while intermittently desig-
nating the basic unit of Brahmic writing systems, the aksara (Mak, 2014,

cessors likely had knowledge of. The more common form in bronze inscriptions and
later manuscripts is in fact the one given in the Shuowen (similar to the “modern” form
#£), while in the Chu manuscripts the T. signific is often replaced by the [1 signific.
For epigraphic aid and the images of graphs in excavated inscriptions, I refer to the
Open Ancient Chinese Characters Glyph Database: http://wuw.ccamc.co/cjkv_oaccgd.php?.
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p- 215).%5 Its more general usage, which Zheng Qiao relies upon, derives
from the Sinographic zimu attributed to the late-Tang monk Shouwen ~f
ifl, who selected thirty-six graphs, in imitation of the phonological or-
ganization of Sanskrit syllables, that represent the thirty-six initials of
the Chinese language.®® Zheng Qiao’s praise for these zimu, which form
the backbones of phonological rime tables, is unreserved:

HRIEME L ~ A=t B~ BEEE - RRHA - RitbEY 25 - FRIR -
HERSIRUEE ~ FERAIR ~ BEER - WEHE - AR URAEF o

The Chinese monk followed [Indian phonology] and established the
mother-graphs with thirty-six graphs, which preserved the distinctions be-
tween accented and unaccented, voiced and voiceless sounds. In these [writ-
ten characters] are the sounds of all the myriad things of heaven and earth.
Though it be the cry of a crane, the voice of the wind, the crow of a cock, the
bark of a dog, the crash of thunder which startles heaven, the buzz of a tiny
insect passing by your ear, all can be rendered [through these graphs]. How
much more so [can it render the sounds of] human speech!®” (Zheng, 1995,
pp- 353-354)

Zheng Qiao’s fascination with the use of Sinographs in phonology likely
informed the vocabulary he uses to discuss grammatology, where the
becoming-initial of a graph in fangie )X V] spelling or the becoming-
consonant of a Sanskrit zimu when a vowel mark is added becomes a
blueprint for how the becoming-component of a graph is conceptual-
ized. Zheng Qiao was not the first to notice the grammatological anal-
ogy between the Sanskrit abugida and compound graphs in Chinese
writing, as Buddhist writers such as Sengyou had carried out similar
analyses half a millennium earlier; but his systematization of this vo-
cabulary connects component-based analyses of compound graphs to
his general concept of life and enables a reformulation of the /liushu the-
ory (Bottéro, 2004).

It is safe to conjecture that Zheng Qjao’s concept of the child-graph
(zizi FF) is his own (or otherwise contemporary) invention, reassess-
ing zimu as being only half of the vocabulary necessary to describe com-
pound graphs. Unlike the operation of conjoining, which as we have
seen is shared across various writing systems that Zheng Qjao discusses,

65. The Tang dynasty monk Huilin 2, in a widely-referenced lexicon of Buddhist
terms titled Sound and Meaning of All Sutras (Yigiejing yinyi —V]#& & 3%, c. 807), described
Sanskrit wenzi X as having twelve vowel markers (fanzi shengshi &%), thirty-
four mother-graphs (zému), and four “helping sounds” (zbusheng B1%). See Jao (1990,
pp. 113-117).

66. On the history of Chinese traditional phonology, including discussion of key
terms such as the rime table, fangie spelling, and the thirty-six zimu, see Branner
(2006) and Pulleyblank (1999).

67. Translation modified from Mair (1993, p. 339).
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the idiom of child- and mother-graphs is primarily reserved for com-
pound Sinographs. At the most basic level, Zheng Qiao defines them in
the following way:

SRR RE S PO T o REETE ~ 73 o

That which establishes a category is the mother-graph, and that which
follows an established category is the child-graph. The mother-graph pri-
oritizes its shape, while the child-graph prioritizes its sound (Zheng, 1995,
p. 344).

There is an echo here to Xu Shen’s organization of the Shuowen here,
however critical Zheng Qiao is of Xu’s actual categories that sometimes
file graphs under their child-graphs instead of mother-graphs.®® Zheng
Qiao is careful to establish that, while the mother-graph in this context
is fully analogous to the zimu of phonology, their difference can be ac-
counted for by the different meanings “category” (lei %) assumes when
different organs of perception are in play. The visual identity of the
Shuowen “radical,” which Zheng Qiao takes to be the more important in
the “learning of the eye” (yan xue IR, that is, grammatology as opposed
to phonology; cf. (Zhang and Mair, 2020)), establishes a category under
which is gathered various adopted children, components that are now
under its care (i F).

Of the six categories of the liushu, only two consist of compound
graphs that can definitionally be analyzed through this new idiom: the
syssemantograph (buiyi §3%) and the phonetic compound (xiesheng ).
Of which, “[the conjoining of] two mother-graphs form the sysseman-
tograph, [the conjoining of] a mother-graph and a child-graph form the
phonetic compound” Z~RAFE » —F— R A% (Zheng, 1995, p. 233).
Nevertheless, Zheng Qiao uses these two terms as the main anchors for
his analyses of graphs falling under those categories as their numer-
ous subcategories. These numerous subcategories have been studied in
previously-cited scholarship that situate Zheng Qjiao in the context of
liushu studies, and therefore will not be examined here.

68. For example, Zheng Qiao criticizes the ] category in the Shuowen. in which are
included graphs i and #i. Zheng Qiao argues that #J should be subsumed under the
hand radical and #i the metal radical, and the 4 category is pointless because 4] is a
child-graph, not a mother-graph (Zheng, 1995, pp. 344-345).
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4. Conclusion: Time and Variations

Instead of condemning or excluding, one consigns
a certain thing to antiquity, to archaism. One no
longer says “false” but, rather, “out-of-date,” or
“obsolete.” In earlier times people dreamed; now
we think. Once people sang poetry; today we
experiment efficiently. History is thus the
projection of this very real exclusion into an
imaginary, even imperialistic time. The temporal
rupture is the equivalent of a dogmatic expulsion.

Serres, 1995, p. 50

It is the variation itself that is systematic, in the
sense in which musicians say that “the theme is the
variation.”

Deleuze and Guattari, 1987, p. 93

This paper began by examining Chinese grammatology’s complex re-
lationship with empirical, epigraphic research and questioning to what
extent it is—or should be—an offspring of traditional /iushu studies, con-
ventionally but ahistorically traced back to Xu Shen’s Shuowen postscript.
But instead of answering these questions in the context of current aca-
demic debates in their respective disciplines, I returned to the philolog-
ical writings of Zheng Qiao—whom many considers to be the progeni-
tor of later /iushu studies—and demonstrated that these writings contain
multiple currents of thought that do not lend themselves easily to be re-
cruited by a single, coherent research program. The “Compendium on
the Liushu” certainly contains an attempt to categorize a standard reper-
toire of glottographic Sinographs according to the Zushu, but it is also
something different and more. Zheng Qiao’s grammatology, when read
along the lines sketched out in this paper, exemplifies an explicit inter-
connection between grammatological and epigraphic modes of think-
ing: by drastically expanding the purview of what is included in the
study of writing, the basic concepts and operating underlying formal
theorizations of writing are also continuously transformed, resulting in
deep analogies between different repertoires of writing and provisional
lists of operations that are never fully finalized. All of the methodol-
ogy and results that emerge along these lines—the commitment to living
practices of writing, the centrality of inter- and intra-graphic relations,
the recognition of the propensity for deviation as the originary force of
neographism—are encapsulated in the term sheng £, which Zheng uses to
align the realm of writing with its immanently productive or generative
forces. Seen in this light, the term “grammatogenetics” as opposed to
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“grammatology” is perhaps more fitting for the nature of his endeavor,
since the invention of writing is no longer a rarefied event of the distant
past but a continual, only derivatively signifying process central to the
nature of writing itself.%°

It goes without saying that Zheng Qiao’s study of grammatogenesis is
at once linguistic and philosophical, and I will not further summarize its
details beyond what is already given above. A further dimension of this
grammatogenetics is its politics. It has sometimes been observed that, in
the context of twentieth-century Chinese archaeology, “the transforma-
tion of archaeology into the virtual handmaiden of antiquarianist his-
toriography coincide with an increasingly reactionary political climate”
(Von Falkenhausen, 1993). We have already seen how such a dynamic
was already at play in the Northern Song, with Lii Dalin’s preface herald-
ing an elimination of difference and a return to antiquity, whose glory in
part derives from a presumed homogeneity and unity. But Zheng Qjao’s
antiquarianism, if we can call it that, imagines that the archaeology of
writing and writing-related concepts alike will open up another possi-
ble relation with the past, not establishing a dichotomy of orthodoxy and
deviation but a relation of kinship in diversity.” His patience for and
attention toward the graphic heterogeneity of his own time is echoed
by what the study of excavated texts enabled him to confirm: that the
scripts of the ancients had variance and deviation as a core element, and
that instead of an imagined teleological orthography that later scholars
so eagerly project backward in time what prevailed were local habits
and sensibilities.”! Zheng Qiao’s response to such antiquarian tenden-
cies within paleography in the “Compendium” proceeds in four essays,
the first three being lists of examples while the fourth developing a fo-
cused argument.

The first three essays are titled “Diagram of Variant Graphs Across
Time” (gujin shuwen tu 5% L&), “Diagram of Variant Graphs Within a
Single Era” (yidai shuwen tu —{R& L[ ), and “Diagram of Variant Graphs
in Various States” (zbuguo shuwen tu &% L&), and they enumerate ex-
amples of what, in today’s parlance, amounts to the diachronic change
as well as synchronic variability of graph forms (cf. Galambos, 2006).
In the first essay he chooses commonly appearing graphs such as &, &
(both meaning “currency”) or ff (a common particle at the beginning of
texts) and traces the various forms they take in inscriptions dated from

69. I am inspired in this formulation by Brian Massumi’s distinction between “on-
tology” and “ontogenetics” in philosophy, one prioritizing positions and entities while
the other emergence and becoming (2021, pp. 1-23).

70. Zheng Qiao’s position in this regard, as is perhaps clear by now, is also taken
by this author.

71. T use the term “orthography” strictly in the sense of a normative standard of
graph forms.
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the time of the legendary Yellow Emperor to the Shang and the Zhou
dynasties.”? The second essay focus on local corpora such as “the coins
of Fuxi” and the money and inscribed vessels of Shang to demonstrate
that even under one sovereign, the “same” graph can be written with
a considerable degree of variance. Finally, in the third essay, Zheng
Qiao turns to the same graph inscribed on vessels attributed to vari-
ous dukes of the Zhou, and once again finds considerable variance in
how graphs such as 3 and A are written. Neither of the three essays
are particularly long, although they each end with a sentence that states
that graphic variation of the type described are too many to list, and
the examples given in the essays should provide a general idea of the
phenomena (Zheng, 1995, pp. 337—-339).

I+ QS B A 7]
R 8k At 3t 5T

FIGURE 4. Variants graphs of & Zheng Qiao gives in “Diagram of Variant Graphs

Across Time” (gujin shuwen tu 5% % X[&]), attributed to money dated from the
Yellow Emperor’s time (top left) up to the Zhou.

All this, Zheng Qiao concludes, is evidence of the arrogance of the
Qin conquerors who “unified” China, that is to say, homogenized it, and
also of later scholars who attempted to legitimize the imperialistic in-
stallation of the “modern” orthography. How could the intent of the an-
cient sages be tied to this or that specific graph form (which, according
to Xu Shen, the Clerical Script of his day inherits) when there were no
fewer than thirteen ways of writing a graph like & in inscriptions dated
to their era? Thus the hermeneutic attitude in the study of a privileged
set of graph forms—an attitude that focus on the graphs’ original intent
or inherent meaning (yi 8)—is a futile endeavor misguided from the

72. In this and the following essay, Zheng Qiao references many graphs found on
ancient money, but I have been unable to locate the source of those inscriptions in
any received text. Ming scholars cite Zheng Qiao’s now-lost work Quanpu FR& or
Catalogue of Coins as a paleographic authority, therefore it is likely that Zheng Qiao is
referring to inscriptions included in this work, inscriptions that he perhaps played an
active part in collecting.
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start.”? In this way, Zheng Qiao recovers the intention of the ancients
by suggesting, paradoxically, that the very idea of such an intention that
can be discerned from graph forms is a later fantasy:

BAZEH ~ MRS BAZE ~ FFENCL o MERE ~ BB EW - R
JEXE ~ ERRGRRMING ~ SN ERATERE - R AZAOW -

Later scholars graft “meaning” to their writings, while the ancients write
by leaving “meaning” behind. All writings that are without inherent intention
or meaning are the writings of the ancient sages. The formation of graphs
with “meaning” attached to them, on the other hand, are dependent upon
mental speculations and are meaningless without them. Such are the artifices
of later scholars (Zheng, 1995, p. 339).

But what is without “meaning” in this strong sense created by Han schol-
ars is not arbitrary or disorderly, as the Xu Shen postscript portrays;
rather, what differentiates between the writing practices of pre- and
post-Qin China is that in the former, the source of meaning is not legit-
imated by the authority of the origin, but rather by various local habits
of reading and writing:

BEEEERSC ~ RN =Z 0 ~ s 2 & ~ ARAR - SEEFTEmZ ~ Al 2z R o
%)\’ﬂ?%ﬂ  WER M E RSN - HR T ZOMAE 20 ~ 5K T ZHEmFE&EZ

Beholding the various graphs of each nation, we see that at the time of the
Three Dynasties [Xia, Shang, and Zhou] the writings of each state had their
similarities but also their differences. They were each content with what
was habitual for themselves and did not territorialize writing to enforce ho-
mogeneity. The Qin regime was ignorant and wanted to forcibly make the
preferences of all under the Heaven follow its own preferences, to change
the heartminds of all under the Heaven to be the same as its own heartmind,
to alter the countenance of all under the Heaven to be the same as its own
countenance (ibid., p. 339).

Or worse: it may have eradicated the heartmind (xin /[») of others
entirely through the mutilation of their senses (cf. Dean and Massumi,
1992, pp. 26—39). It is perhaps fitting to conclude this conclusion by
citing at length a recent study by Liu Baojun Z|E{& of the use of the
iL» signific across three corpora of bamboo inscriptions from the Chu
state (namely the Guodian, Shanghai, and Tsinghua manuscripts), and
in particular his discussion, in light of Chu heterographic practices in

73. The polemical argument against the overemphasis on “meaning” strongly
echoes his famous argument against the exegetical tradition surrounding the Classic
of Poetry, claiming that the songs therein should not be read for their implicit moral
messages—as has been done since the influential Mao Tradition of the Han dynasty—
but were edited by Confucius primarily on the basis of their appropriateness for var-
ious ritual occasions as musical compositions (Mittag, 1993a).
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general, of the % graph with which this paper began. Citing the opinion
of Pang Pu and echoing the sentiment of Zheng Qiao, Liu Baojun writes:

“%%” is a specialized graph created by the people of the Chu state to em-
phasize “an action of the heart,” and in fact appears earlier than “f” [...] The
correspondence between the Chu graph “&” to graphs in the Qin lineage “f%”
is the same as that between the Chu graph “& <{{&/L) ” [body-heart] and
graphs in the Qin linage “/=,” and seems to contain an implicit pattern of cor-
respondence that intimates the oppositional difference between the systems
of thought of the Chu and the Qin peoples. The Chu “%” graph emphasizes
not the external, artificial action of “f%” (A% ) but the internal, mental
action of “&” (A2 %&): it is the mental state of action or an action of the
mind, not physical activity but a mental action (RZ{TAMZ/04). In the
later competition between the Qin graph “f%” and the Chu graph “/&,” follow-
ing Qin’s unification of all under the Heaven, the homogenization of writing,
and the eradication of all that is different from Qin graphs, “f%” became the
orthodox, standardized form that is promoted through governmental power
and have survived to this day. And the Chu graph “/%” has disappeared fol-
lowing the Chu state’s demise at the hands of the Qin. It is fortunate that
due to archaeological excavations some two thousand years later, the mental
traces (L) of the Chu people once again see the light of day, and the efforts
of their mind are at last no longer in vain (Liu, 2020, p. 84).
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