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1.  ​Foreword
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Evolution Of The Chinese Written Script?: Is Jiaguwen Really The Earliest Chinese Script? Missing Links?

The evolution of Chinese writing is a fascinating story.

And Jiaguwen, also known as the oracle bones script, is said to be the first ever Chinese script.

But is it really?
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2.  ​Jiaguwen
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Jiaguwen 甲骨文, was found carved on a large number of ox shoulder scapula blades and turtle lower shell of plastron. They were found in abundance at the Yinxu Shang archaeological site at Xiaodun village, Anyang, Henan, China.

Yinxu was the capital of Shang during the reign of the famous King Wuding.

Jiaguwen were mostly from around 1400 BC onwards, and were used by the Shang rulers for divination purposes, throughout the Shang dynasty.
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These scripts were first recognized as a well-established ancient Chinese script only in around 1900, after they had previously been treated as “dragon bones” by the local people, who had pulverized them for use as Chinese medicines.

Among the some 150,000 pieces of oracle bones discovered, some 4500 distinct words could be made out, of which about 1500 have now been deciphered and matched successfully with modern Chinese words.
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Interestingly, the numerals in Jiaguwen were as follows:
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More impressively, the full Gan-Zhi (干支)scripts of the 10 heavenly stems and the 12 earthly branches (甲乙丙丁戊己庚辛壬癸 子丑寅卯辰巳午未申酉戌亥) for the incredibly ancient Chinese system of dating years in the unique 60-year cycle had been found in Jiaguwen.

Using matched pairs of the odd ones of the heavenly 10 with the corresponding odd ones of the earthly 12, interspersed with doing the same for the even ones, the 60 years in a cycle are designated respectively as 甲子 乙丑 丙寅 ... etc.

Amazingly, the full 60 years of a cycle had been found in its entirety in the Jiaguwen on a piece of ox scapula bone, carved vertically first on the right side and then continuing similarly to the left side to give 6 columns of 10 year-names each, as shown below:
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One wonders if this was a model piece of Jiaguwen specially meant for use in training student scribes?
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3.  ​Jinwen
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There was also the contemporaneous but slightly later Jinwen 金文, literally the metals script, with words and sentences similar to Jiaguwen, embossed or inscribed on many bronze vessels and other ritual items from the Shang and Zhou dynasties.

These Jinwen were cast imprinted on bronze bells and vessels, mostly at the later stage of the Shang dynasty (around 1300 BC) through to the following Zhou dynasty.
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ALTOGETHER, THERE WERE 3700 separate words found in Jinwen, with 2400 words successfully deciphered.
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4.  ​Comparing Jinwen And Jiaguwen 
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It is useful to compare corresponding words in Jinwen and Jiaguwen.

From the fully formed, more complex shapes of the words in Jinwen, it would appear that Jinwen was the proper script of the words, while the corresponding Jiaguwen was the abbreviated versions carved simply with knife on the turtle plastron or ox scapula specifically for divination purposes.

So, while Jinwen seemed to have appeared slightly later in time than Jiaguwen, it probably was the full form of the words that had previously been written with a brush pen, or a pointed pen, dipped in ink, on bamboo or some other perishable materials. 

This was probably well before it became possible for the Shang scribes to commit the fully formed words to the bronze wares later on in time.

Interestingly, this theory would be proven correct if, in future, some such perishable materials with Jinwen written on them was found in some Shang archaeological sites.
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5.  ​The Shang Scripts 
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These scripts in Jiaguwen and Jinwen from the Shang dynasty were 3400 to 3300 years old.

These words were words developed on the basic principles of the typical Chinese pictograms, logographs, combination forms, employing the common basic radicals, ideographs, compound ideographs, transference, and related pictophonetic methods. 

And they were all written in the distinctive squarish block form of Chinese words.

They are as elegant as they are mysterious. Many of these Jiaguwen words have already been deciphered, with many bearing close resemblance to the modern Chinese words. 

That really means that Jiakuwen was not a primitive form of the Chinese script, but was a fully developed Chinese script even in that early age of Chinese history more than 3000 years ago.
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6.  ​Any Earlier Scripts? 

[image: ]


This fact that the Shang scripts were already fully developed Chinese scripts points to the likely existence of earlier Chinese scripts which were still in transitional and developmental stages.

It therefore seems that there is a missing link of early or intermediate written Chinese scripts which are yet to be discovered.

So, where are the precursors of the Jiaguwen and Jinwen?
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