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Is it the true definition of =.?

* According to the Cosmic Covenant of the Spring and Autumn Annals Apocrypha

(Chungiu wei yuanming bao &k & i £1), = was interpreted as two kou [

(mouth) holding shi -+ (scholar-official). (Wi 1 {#7 T /A= © )

 However, when referring to the Explaining Simple Graphs and Analysing Compound

Words (shuowen jiezi 7 X fi£=F), it is assuredly not the true meaning of this

character.

* This PowerPoint will analyse the definition of =.. Section one draws from Shuowen’s
explanation; sections two and three examine the two components that construct =;

and section four states two acceptable definitions for this character.



e = means joyful. Itis composed of 55 and [. (& » &4t - MG M <)
According to Shuowen, =. is an associative compound character.
* The definition of the associative compound in the Preface of Shuowen:

Associative compounds combine constituent graphs to synthesise a new meaning, to make
appear what is indicated in the composite character. (&= > tEEE&sH » DLRIESE -

* Asthe definition signifies, associative compound characters are combined by two
individual characters to convey a new meaning, so analysing the composed characters
aids in comprehending the meaning of an associative compound.

Therefore, it is necessary to analyse the two components of character =: & and 1.



« 5 appeared in the Shang dynasty (c. 1600-1046). (Li 2012, 427)

* This character will be analysed based on the three basic elements of Chinese

characters: form, pronunciation, and meaning.

* The following pages present nine interpretations of this character’s form,
covering the period from the Western Han dynasty (202 BCE-8 CE) to the
modern period, which signifies the distinct word formation principles

putatively used in this character, including pictograph and associative
compound.



Western Han dynasty (associative compound)

1. Xu Shen ZFE (c. 58-148 CE): & presenting an instrument standing upright, [with
ceremonial adornments] visible at its apex. It is composed of che [ and dou ..

Tang dynasty (618-907) (pictograph)

2. Xu Kai 5% (920-974): Decoration feather+the erection of drum [PPJfE+15557 7 2]
Song dynasty (960-1279) (pictograph)

3. Dai Tong &[5 (1200-1285): Sawtooth-shaped adorned on the erecting
stand+drum+drum stand [E¢E s S +5+ DY 7 =]

Qing dynasty (1644-1912) (associative compound)

4. Duan Yucai Bz £ F (1735-1815): Sawtooth-shaped carvings on a bell
stand+instrument+erecting position [52 - +4425+ 77 ]



5. Wang Yun -

- ¥4 (1784-1854): Sawtooth-shaped carvings and ceremonial

feather on a bell stand, representing 4 +erecting position, representing 7 [LH

(=F

1) +5 (37) ]

6. Zhu Junsheng sKE£7F (1788-1858): Sawtooth-shaped carvings on a bell
stand, representing LH+erecting position, representing 7 [(H (=) +

(172) 1
Twentieth century (pictograph)

7. Jin Guotai &z

Bifi+

—

=

SIS+ HllEE]

Z%: ceremonial feather+round drum shape+base stand [>]]

8. Yin Liyun F%Z~: Sawtooth-shaped adorned on the erecting stand+drum
body+drum stand [ExE = +5% B+ 57 2R ]

9. Tan Fei &

EjT¢: Bovine horns+drum body+drum stand [£-F5+55 2 +55 FE]

(For original assertions in Chinese, please reference Appendix One.)



The above interpretations can be categorised into two:
1. Xu Shen’s Associative Compound Interpretation

The foundational analysis originates from Xu Shen’s Shuowen, which interprets T as an
instrument standing upright, [with ceremonial adornments] visible at its apex, and

classifies this character as an associative compound composed of two components: 1 and .

Qing dynasty Scholarship:

Most Qing scholars adopted Xu’s framework, further explained his interpretation into:
« L s apictograph representing the visible upper adornments of musical instruments (_E &).

e T isanideograph conveyingthe implicit meaning of “erect positioning” (JH£417).



2. Alternative Pictographic Interpretation (Xu Kai, Dai Tong and Post-imperial China scholars)
In contrast to Xu’s approach, an alternative tradition interprets T as a pictograph of a drum.

* Upper Component has three competing theories:
1. Decorative feathers P/ 1PIER).
2. Sawtooth-shaped carvings on the drum frame (5= 4F).

3. Bovine horns (4~19).
« Middle component: The drum resonator (55H2%/55 ).
« Lower Component: The drum stand (55 FE/55ZE)

Contemporary research, based on archaeological finds (such as paintings on the lacquered box in
the grave of the Marquis Yi of Zeng & {#=/, (c. 477-433 BCE), see Appendix Two), strengthens

the pictographic drum theory. This interpretation now enjoys broader scholarly consensus, as it
aligns more closely with material evidence and may better reflect the character’s original semantic
value.



When the character &5 is regarded as a pictograph depicting the outline of a
drum, its pronunciation and meanings are indicated as follows:

Pronunciation: gu (Yin 1998, 167)

Meaning: the outline of a drum, and considered as the orthograph of gt 5%
(drum).



The form, pronunciation, and meaning of [ 1 have a simpler picture, as there is

a wide consensus in academia compared to ©.

Shuowen’s definition: [1 is the organ by which humans speak and eat. (1 -

ANFILE & R - )

Form: A pictograph. The character’s shape has remained remarkably
consistent from oracle bone inscription to the modern regular script, retaining
its simple, square-like outline resembling an open mouth.

Pronunciation: kou U U H

Meaning: Mouth



After analysing the two components of =, the interpretation of this character

becomes tangible and accessible. Three main definitions exist in academia:
1. Joyful when hearing music.

Ti: atype of music instrument; [1: the shape of mouth when laughing

EFEF (BifEFEzE) (AE. Mo, SEREasmER, Kok, KTH
., HLLANTE, )

trRis (ERSCEE) (R&EH, 2 AL, LAGHEAZ, LBEHIFLE,
SESE AT S, AL E HE, )

RBERE (BoCmdllERE) (HEERLE, G, BHAFX, #HK2, )

il
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2. The joy of drumbeats expressed in laughter.

T : the orthograph of &¥; [[1: joy expressed in laughter

B (GRATE ER]) (RIAAKXKBE, Ao, XReH, ZHH

ZHEX, BB, )

SEZE (FJR) (BREW R ML, a5 Atk
Bak 2R AEFEFR, AT, )

3. Joyful.

i : the orthograph of &; [1: an ideographical symbol

BrAME, BKEN

FIHA (GRSCHEE) (FARBEREAZEORBR [ 5] Gegm) ,

AREBEEFTORE, EH—BE25F, KB ERFL
FEHAR 2 | B ER—%. )

T35 [ o |, RTE18
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The various interpretations of = share a common understanding of the character as representing joy
arising from the rhythmic patterns of instrumental music (particularly drumbeats).

Among these interpretations, the second and third views prove more convincing as they explicitly identify
T as the orthograph of §%. This connection finds further support when examining the character 2, which
similarly incorporates the T radical. Significantly, Xu’s Shuowen defines 5%~ by directly associating the &
component with a drum, rather than vaguely classifying it under the broader category of musical
instruments. (578t - M& > Z&F, ) This clarification substantially strengthens the argument that &
functions as a pictographic representation of a drum, serving as the original orthographic form of 5.
While both the second and third interpretations present plausible explanations, they propose
fundamentally distinct principles of character formation for =.. The second interpretation follows Xu’s
traditional classification as an associative compound combining & with [ to signify joy produced through
drumming. In contrast, Ji Xusheng’s analysis positions = as an ideograph, drawing upon evidence from
oracle bone and bronze scripts. His interpretation highlights a broader pattern in early Chinese writing
where abstract concepts were commonly expressed by adding the [ radical to concrete objects
associated with those concepts. In this context, [ 1 operates as a semantic abstractor, distilling the
essential quality of joy from its concrete manifestation in the drum.

12



Three significant conclusions emerge from this analysis.

First, it is evident that & functions as a pictograph depicting the outline of a drum,

carrying the pronunciation g, meaning drum, and serving as an orthograph of 5.

Second, the [ 1 component, itis widely accepted that it is also a pictograph, which
depicts an opening mouth, pronounced as kou, meaning mouth. However, it can also

operate in compound characters as a conceptual marker for abstract qualities.

Third, the character = demonstrates a dual interpretative possibility: it may be
understood either as an associative compound representing joy expressed through
drumming, or alternatively as an ideograph where the abstract concept of joy is derived
from the concrete image of the drum through the semantic abstraction function of [I.
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Appendix One (Original Chinese Assertations Regarding the Form of %)

SPE (BRXRT) 2, RE&sm ERA L, KRy KRE,
2. tREE (GRS EEEH) , MEZz %, VP, AERKRL, 27,

3. #Eiffd (EitREE GGREFEFE) )5, 5%, MAZF g, &
TERE, LRIFEFZTIIN, TREHIE,

4. EGEFH (GRUfEF:EE) ' BALEZAEATZ. R LR TE A, oiFd
fr?‘%’?ﬂ‘ o2 BT % f«‘i}@q’%)& JE8, P FERE, TFEETERL, AP
8, 84, B, BB, SARMA L. HEENKRE, TITMNE, ¥
. ERZ K&, MARmAR AL, &MAY,

llP

=
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5. £ (GRNHEFEAEE) =24, Tlagks, ez, LI RHKS

AL, e ~ A&, THEmMEY AL L, mE FARL,
6. KL (i (i wﬁ%>@po@iﬁﬁ , BEEL, Bh, HHEL,
EmE R, T AL,

EHZE (FJR) 2HMF. LA L4ER 4, T A MR E 55,

REOT (GEFEEIRLLIE) (dE TR RE |, mAENET., EAXE

FAFKY, TAHE

9. {ER (‘T “BNHMEF) 2] WP ELFHOWELZINMFRLFA., 3

B2, 3%, AFIRHQBATR, TRAHA[/RZA,

d

/.
8.
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Appendix Two (Archaeological Finds Evidential for the Pictographical

Explanation of )

The painted decoration on the lacquered box
discovered in the tomb of Marquis Yi of Zeng
presents a vivid ritual scene that strikingly aligns
with the pictographic explanation of the character 5.
On the left side of the box, half-human, half-animal
figures are depicted in what appears to be a
ceremonial dance, while on the right, an
unidentifiable animalis shown striking a drum. At
the centre of the composition stands a large drum
supported by a duck-like base, mounted on a long
pole, and adorned with a decorative plume.

This imagery resonates strongly with the 20th-century scholarly interpretation of . The upper part of
the character is thought to represent a feathered ornament, much like the plume depicted on the
drum in the painting. The middle component corresponds to the drum’s resonator, while the lower
element signifies the base or stand, paralleling the duck-shaped support in the artwork.
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