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Graphic Form Evolution

m%
Oracle Bone Bronzeware Clerical script Clerical script
Script script
Shang Dynasty Shang Dynasty Qin Dynasty Eastern Han
Dynasty
1600 B.C. 220 A.D.

Xiaoxuetang zixing yanbian INFEFALE, <https://xiaoxue.iis.sinica.edu.tw/yanbian>[accessed 14 November 2025].



Polyphone

£z

Medieval pef‘iOd “E%tﬂu \\)J__—I%_t}]u “E%ZUJ"

pronunciations |
(€r8) § l l l
Modern times | yue lao luo liao
evolution |
central music happiness  to like s’rh.@
meaning s (only in specific
i Jég expressions)
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Original Meaning

<Shuowen Jiezi>

- music
(R fR=Z) -

‘% is the general name for the Five Tones
and Eight sounds (in ancient China)."

/
P —
~

e

https://www.flaticon.com/search?word=music



Original Meaning

- instrument

(B RERIEZRE) -

“The character is a picture of 'si’ (4
threads) attached to ‘'mu’ (kwood), like a
shape of a gin (Fzither) or se (Fzither-
like instrument). The component 'Q

is added later to represent the tuning
device."

~ Wood (main |||
material to |

make the

instrument)




Definitions of ‘le’ (¥) from Hanyu Da Cidian

yue 1. S music (n.) e QO
5 et : sic
ZIEEEAEEDE general reference to music and dance (n.) @ mu
O

2. O J related
3. &4k playing music (v.)

4. 84288 instrument (n.)

B. tR&, E&thappiness (n.)

6. fEEESto make sb. happy (v.) @
7. Z%4cozy, comfortable (adj.)

8. %laugh (v.)

9.

EiFlike sth. (v.) (similar to the 10th meaning) emotion, state &

yao e’ o
specific identification

https://www.flaticon.com Hanyu da cidian chaxun SEsEAGRIEEERA), <http://www.kaom.net/book hanyudacidian8.php> [accessed 13 November 2025].



http://www.kaom.net/book_hanyudacidian8.php

yue

=44 music (n.)

- Ancient Chinese

s, FUERALREE /J e J /
~y,
Music serves to change customs and '/- /

cultivate folkways.

https://www.flaticon.com/search?word=music 1 Ban Gu 3[#, Han shu ;&2 ((Beijing: Zhonghua shuju, 1999), p. 1902.



yue

IS ESSLEENT General reference to music and dance (n.)

- Ancient Chinese

"=EARE 255, . 2. B " = B[O
e e
Third, the Liuyi (Six Skills): Etiquette gEelE(2|=

disciplines, Music and Dance,
Archery, Driving, Calligraphy, and Arithmetic.

https://www.flaticon.com/search?word=subject Hanyu da cidian chaxun.


http://www.kaom.net/book_hanyudacidian8.php

yue

Z4playing music (v.)

- Ancient Chinese

"B, FRAE... TEGEAZ, "

In years of drought and flood, when the harvest is poor, scholars
cannot play music to entertain their quests.

https://www.flaticon.com/search?word=playing%20music Hanyu da cidian chaxun.


http://www.kaom.net/book_hanyudacidian8.php

yue

#428instrument (n.)

- Ancient Chinese

"R ENE, FISRFELLER,
Therefore, when the Yu (an ancient wind instrument) plays first,

Zhong and Se will make its accompaniment, and other instruments
will follow and play together.

https://www.flaticon.com/search?word=chinese20%instrument Hanyu da cidian chaxun.


http://www.kaom.net/book_hanyudacidian8.php

le

Rk Ehhappiness (n.) AA

-

- Ancient Chinese

"MEBAMLARZLE, TARAZE"

But birds and beasts know only the delights of the mountains and
forests, not the pleasures of man.

https://www_flaticon.com/search?word=happiness Hanyu da cidian chaxun.


http://www.kaom.net/book_hanyudacidian8.php

le

{FELE %0 make sb. happy (v.)

- Ancient Chinese

"BREL, EmRT, XHEFRIULERE, "

The king stood on ’rhe eastern side, wearing a ritual cap (a special
headgear for sacrificial ceremonies) and holding a shield in his hand.

He led his ministers in a dance to please the royal corpse (imperial
personator of the deceased ancestor).

https://www.flaticon.com/search?word=kind Hanyu da cidian chaxun.


http://www.kaom.net/book_hanyudacidian8.php

Z#kcozy, comfortable (adj.) ‘.‘\
- Ancient Chinese cé \
"EMAEEE, BERE,

To be prepared for important matters that require vigilance against
accidents is said to be prepared; o expereince no misfortune is
is said to be peaceful and comfortable.

https://www.flaticon.com/search?word=cozy Hanyu da cidian chaxun.


http://www.kaom.net/book_hanyudacidian8.php

%laugh (v.)

- Modern Chinese
BELAIEAR TR,

He couldn't stop laughing.

https://www.flaticon.com/search?word=laugh




yao

=iFlike something (v.)

- Ancient Chinese

“HESOK, {ZE%L, " H

The wise delight in water, the
benevolent in hills.2

https://www.flaticon.com/search?word=happiness 2 Paul White, The Analects of Confucius (Beijing: Foreign Languages Press, 2019), pp. 97-98.



https://www.flaticon.com/search?word=question

Why different pronunciations ?

4

\ '
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Why different pronunciations ?

! “®-
convey different meanings in same line 'Q\

g5z

https://www.flaticon.com/search?word=idea



https://www.flaticon.com/search?word=idea

Why different pronunciations ?

|
. J/ . . . y v .
convey different meanings in same line g™

@ “"tEBINRLAELL (yue), % (le) HiEth, "3
So, when kings had their work done, they compose a musical work

to recognize it.

|

to praise their work
(benevolent government / extension of meaning
territory expansion, etc.) ! -

https://www.flaticon.com/search?word=idea 3 Ban Gu, Han shu, p. 1902.



https://www.flaticon.com/search?word=idea

Why different pronunciations ?

|
. J/ . . . y v F
convey different meanings in same line g™

@ "F& X, =& ... ..50& , 1Z&S. "
The wise water, the benevolent in hills... ... The wise
, While the benevolent achive longivity.4 i
(n.) (adj.)
— be happy

flexible use of meaning

o 4

https://www.flaticon.com/search?word=idea 4 Paul White, The Analects of Confucius, pp. 97-98.



https://www.flaticon.com/search?word=idea
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Semantic context digram

person whose perfession is

yue : : . yue
e e dancing and playing music (n.)
music and dance (n.)
H% playing music (v.) yue
’é“l?
yue yue to make sb. happy (v.) le
instrument (n.) —— music (n.)

like sb. or something (Vv.) le / yao

willing to (v.) le

le

- cozy, comfortable (adj.)
happiness (n.)

sensual pleasures (n.)
harvested, prosperous (adj.)

laugh (v.) le



Semantic context digram

*compound extension:
chain + radiation

g4

yue

instrument (n

yue

.) — music (n.)

yue

general reference to
music and dance (n

le
happiness (n

<<

{

person whose perfession is
dancing and playing music (n.)

playing music (v.)
to make sb. happy (v.)
like sb. or something (Vv.)
willing to (v.)
cozy, comfortable (adj.)
sensual pleasures (n.)
harvested, prosperous (adj.)

laugh (v.)

ue
yue

le

le / yao

le

le



Semantic context digram

person whose perfession is

*compound extension: el dancing and playing music (n.) ~
chain + radiation general reference to
music and dance (n.)
PA = F A playing music (v.) yue
]
yue Yue to make sb. happy (v.) le
instrument (n.) —— music (n.)

like sb. or something (Vv.) le / yao

willing to (v.) le

—

le
happiness (n.)

cozy, comfortable (adj.)

sensual pleasures (n.)
harvested, prosperous (adj.)

laugh (v.) le



Semantic context digram

- : e person whose perfession is e
compound extension: 5 dancing and playing music (n.) =’

chain + radiation general reference to
music and dance (n.)

B4 playing music (v.) yue
—%—1?
yue yue to make sb. happy (v.)
instrument (n.) —— music (n.)

like sb. or something (Vv.) e / yao

willing to (v.)

E cozy, comfortable (adj.)

happiness (n.)

sensual pleasures (n.)
harvested, prosperous (adj.)

laugh (v.)




Semantic context digram

person whose perfession is

*compound extension: i dancing and playing music (n.) et
chain + radiation general reference to
music and dance (n
4194 @ playing music (v.) yue
/l\
yue yue to make sb. happy (v.) le
inst £ (M) — i .
TEI AT, TSI like sb. or something (v.) le / yao
willing to (v.) le
le .
" cozy, comfortable (adj.)
appiness (n
sensual pleasures (n.)
harvested, prosperous (adj.)

laugh (v.) le

Xiaoxuetang zixing yanbian.



Semantic context digram

*compound extension:
chain + radiation

= i

instrument (n.) —— music (n.)

- causal extension

Xiaoxuetang zixing yanbian.



Semantic context digram

*compound extension:
chain + radiation

= 1

music (n.)

- causal extension |
e

happiness (n.)

Xiaoxuetang zixing yanbian.



Semantic context digram

*compound extension:
chain + radiation

= 1

music (n.) . like sb. or something (v.) | le / yao
- real — virtual
willing to (v.) le
le
happiness (n.)

Xiaoxuetang zixing yanbian.



Cultural comparison of the meaning ‘'music’



Cultural comparison of the meaning ‘'music’

T

Ancient times °

1. "12"(li) and "£&"(yue) were usually
used together to represent the
core method of establishing a
stable and harmonious society.

2. Therefore, "#£" not simply means
'musics’ we llsTen to nowadays, but
a tool strongly associated to
politics and ethics that can
cultivate people’s temperaments
natually.

https://www.flaticon.com/search?word=instrument



https://www.flaticon.com/search?word=idea

Cultural comparison of the meaning ‘'music’

T
Ancient times ° '
1. "12"(li) and “%&"(yue) were usually 1. "£4" as a meaning of 'music’ losts
used together to represent the its ancient political and ethical
core method of establishing a function.

stable and harmonious society.

2. Only refers to entertaining
'musics’ like:
Popular / Instrumental / Pure... ...

2. Therefore, "#£" not simply means
'musics’ we IlsTen to nowadays, but
a tool strongly associated to
politics and ethics that can
cultivate people’s temperaments
natually.

https://www.flaticon.com/search?word=music

https://www.flaticon.com/search?word=instrument



https://www.flaticon.com/search?word=idea
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CONCLUSION

;}g\; Different literature — Different original meaning.

(graphic shape / <Shuowen Jiezi>)

https://www.flaticon.com/search?word=music



https://www.flaticon.com/search?word=idea

CONCLUSION

j@ﬁ; Different literature — Different original meaning.
(graphic shape / <Shuowen Jiezi>)
9

}]J; Evolution in a Chinese character’s pronunciation

refelcts and symbolize the appearance of an extended
category of meaning. (‘music' related (yue) — emotional
state (le))

https://www.flaticon.com/search?word=music
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CONCLUSION

Different literature — Different original meaning.
(graphic shape / <Shuowen Jiezi>)

@ ?
oy

Evolution in a Chinese character's pronunciation
refelcts and symbolize the appearance of an extended
category of meaning. (‘music' related (yue) — emotional
state (le))

@ *
oy

ey

The phenomenon of definition extension can strongly
associates with changes in cultural backgrounds.
(politics — entertainment)

@2

https://www.flaticon.com/search?word=music
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