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Deciphering the Graphs Lai and Qiu, with an
Excursion on the Fangie Spellings in Ancient
Chinese Writing

LAI Guolong
School of Art History, University of Florida

This is the first in a series of articles on the methodological issues in
using later Warring States period clues to decipher earlier Western Zhou bronze
inscriptions. It points out that the current practitioners of this method have
largely overlooked the inherited phonological and graphic changes by forcing
Western bronze inscriptions to match directly with transmitted texts. Using the
graphs “lai” (OCM *mrak > *rak > *13) and “qiu” (OCM *gu) as examples, 1
argues that “lai” had gone through phonological changes from *gwdk > *gwo
> *gu, and its forms changed accordingly. Thus the graph in Western Zhou
bronze inscriptions should be “lai” rather than “qiu.”I also discuss the often-
overlooked phenomenon of fanqie spellings in paleographical data, which has
great implications for our understanding of the nature of the ancient Chinese
writing system. A character with radicals of ge and qiu in the Chu bamboo

writing is typical of the fanqie phonetic compounds.

Keywords: Lai vessel, bronze inscriptions, one graph with multiple readings,

Jfangie spellings
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