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Some Observations on Kunio Shima’s
“A Synthetic Classification of Oracle Inscriptions
Rescued from the Ruins of Yin's Capital”

(A Summary)

YiM LEE

A year after Dr. Kunio Shima published his book on 4 Study of Oracle Letters
Rescued from the Ruins of Yin's Capital in 1958, he started to work on a new method
of classifying oracle inscriptions. It took him eight years to finish this book. What
he adopted was no traditional method — not the 540 radicals of Hsu Hsin’s Shuo
Wen ( #@2C##5 ), but an entirely new method of his own. His method, by analysis
and synthesis of over 3,000 character shapes inscribed on different shells and bones,
contains 160 radicals. To each radical is attached many characters; these characters,
each combined with other characters, make meaningful phrases, and are categorized
according to phrases. Characters which do not fit into his categories are put into a
miscellaneous section. The original inscriptions are copied but they have not been
transcribed into standard characters and there are no explanatory footnotes.

Since the discovery of oracle bones more than six decades ago, no Chinese
scholar has ever produced so painstaking and comprehensive a compilation as this.
For the last twenty years, beginners in oracle bones research have been faced with
the absence of books as source material. Therefore, the contribution of this book to
this field of study is considerable. It is understandable that a first creative attempt of
this nature will scarcely be faultless. The observations that I shall make are mercly
based on my personal views from a different perspective and are by no means intended
to be carping.

The body of this book consists of 555 pages, which are not without imperfec-
tions here and there. I am not here attempting a complete account of the weaknesses
to be found in the book. The following are a few examples of slips which appear
to me rather important.

(1) The first character on the first page:
The shape ‘4’ contains 49 sub-readings with 619 inscriptions, The 31st sub-
reading, under the shape “¢|’, fails to differentiate between the following two
possible readings:
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(2)

(3)

YIM LEE

a) a combination of two characters meaning “ten” plus “men”,
b) a single character standing for a noun which is a personal name.

As I understand it, inscriptions 1, 3 and 5 should be put together as nouns.
Inscriptions 7, 8, 9, 10, 11, 12, 13, 14 and 15 should be singled out as “ten”
plus “men”. Inscriptions 2 and 4 should be listed in the miscellaneous section.
This rearrangement of the items should make for greater clarity.

I also tend to think that prior to grouping together the complexes, each indepen-

dent character should be listed. For example, the shape 4 (A) has at least 3

different explanations:

a) personal name (see Hsiao-T'un Ping-Pien plate 316);

b) geographical name (see Hsiao-T’un Ping-Pien plates 55 & 276);

¢) proper noun meaning human sacrifice (see Hsiao-T"un Ping-Pien 79); meaning
kinsmen or tribesmen (see Hsiao-T’un Chia-Pien 206 and Hsiao-T un I-Pien
5906); meaning a soldier stationed away from home (see Yih Chung Pien
Yu II1. 43.6 and III 46.7 and Yin Chi Tsui Pien 1198) meaning congrega-
tion after the verb ‘die’ or ‘despatch’ (see Hsiao-T'un Chia-Pien 1099 etc.)
also meaning congregation, after the adjective ‘multitude’ (see Yin Chi I-
tsun 487 etc.) In Hopkins 124 and Hsiao-T'un Chia-Pien 2123 together
with the combination of ‘—A’, it is a term used by contemporary kings in
referring to themselves.

If these different meanings were listed before the introduction of the individual
characters, the reader would find the book more helpful. This omission is of
considerable importance to such a book as this.

The author tends to make apparently wanton additions to or deductions from
the original inscriptions used in the book, thus making the same character in-
consistent in shape as well as in meaning. There are also misunderstandings of
meaning and over speculative suggestions about certain inscriptions. The follow-
ing is one example: on page 433, under heading ‘E# ’, the author adopted one
reading according to Hsigo-T’un I-Pien 8503; and on page 508 under heading
‘41’, using the same reference from Hsiao-T'un I-Pien 8503, he produces a quite
new reading. Furthermore, he not only omits one character from his reference,
but also removes three question marks by the side of three doubtful characters.
The shape § is@also unjustifiably completed as © 7§ £ . In a particular quota-
tion, the shape g usually considered as a character denoting time, is separated
into three characters.
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Pages 577 to 588 inclusive contain a glossary of ‘interchangeable characters’,
‘borrowed characters’ and ‘synonymous characters’, covering over 300 groups of
examples. These examples are meant to be an important contribution towards
oracle bone research. They are the very essence of the author’s study. In each
group, two key words of different shapes are given, using two or more oracle
inscriptions to indicate the relations between the key words. But the author fails
to classify clearly the interchangeable, the borrowed and the synonymous charac-
ters, neither does he succeed in categorizing the items according to their meanings.
The reader is forced to guess for himself.

Having studied all Dr. Shima’s groups, I find that whereas borrowed char-
acters seldom appear, interchangeable and synonymous characters are extensively
used. Among them, thirty-four groups are worth mentioning. I have ventured
to form these into 9 divisions:

(i) In the same inscription, the author takes two characters of different shapes
and obviously of different meanings, and considers them interchangeable,
Two of Dr. Shima’s groups are of this kind.

(ii)  Separating one shape into two characters and establishing them as indi-
vidual items and trying to identify the disintegrated half-shaped characters
with those from another inscription are based on a mistaken assumption.
A character which the author thinks to be separable in this way appears
on page 462 of the book. He seems to have forgotten that an independent
group has already been established just for this character, in its full shape.
One of his groups is based on this unwarranted separation,

(iii)  There are seven groups which have been misunderstood by the author. As
a result, some characters have been taken as interchangeable or synonymous.

(iv)  There are six groups which include two characters of different shapes and
meanings.

(v)  Some character groupings similar in meaning to an individual character
have been derived from comparing one shape with a phrase or idiom.
There are three groups like this.

(vi)  Four groups have different functions and shapes, but are regarded as being
the same.

(vii) Three groups close to one another in meaning but of different shapes have
been regarded as being the same.

(viii) Five groups have different meanings and shapes.
(ix) Four groups have opposite functions and meanings.



