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The Character xi 1 and the True Origin of the Form

zai &

CHEN lJian
Centre for the Study of Excavated Texts and Paleography, Fudan University

Collaborative Innovation Centre of Unearthed Documents and Ancient Chinese

Civilization Studies

The character xi & , which is found in many different oracle-bone

inscriptions from Yinxu, has nothing to do with the so-called “ancient flood”
or “The Great Flood.” The original meaning of the character xi & is indeed
“bygone days” or “former days.” It is not a syssemantograph, but rather a
phonogram without much cultural information, having i H as the semantic

component and cuo Nl / B9 as the phonetic component. The graph cuo N
/ @ , depicting a rough and wrinkled texture, is a semantographic protoform
for both xi fif and que # (and maybe cuo #& as well) and functions as a
phonetic component in various characters.

In oracle bone inscriptions the character zai 3£ is occasionally written
with a variant form that the phonetic component cai 4~ is added on top of the
original semantograph. The form {1, denoting the word zai “disaster” in oracle
bones, is a simplified version of that variant. Therefore there is no inherent
relationship between the form g and the one 4 in the later writing system.
The form 4% was derived from a variant of the form [, the upper section
and phonetic component of the form & / ¥ (i.e. & ), and probably was not
considered to be a character on its own in the first place. The development
of the form 3¢ (i.e. £ ) is a result of the simplification and structural

transformation of the form of f§ (i.e. % ).

Keywords: Origins of graphic forms, the character xi 1 , the form zai 4 , the

character zai {5



