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The System of Bamboo and Wooden Tablets

in Ancient China

(A Summary)

The earliest form of the Chinese book is the tablets of bamboo or wood which were con-
nected by strings and used like the paged books of modern times. Bamboo and wood were the
most popular materials for writing before paper was invented, and they served as a medium for
writing over a longer period in Chinese history than any other material. The use of tablets for
writing has had a most significant and far-reaching effect on the tradition of the Chinese book and
culture. Not only the vertical arrangement of Chinese writing and its movement from right to left
is believed to have been derived from this system, but also many terms for the book, and the
format of narrow columns on a written or printed page, used until today, are supposed to have
originated from those of the tablets.

The history of various writing materials in China may be divided into three periods: (1)
bamboo and wood from the earliest times to the third or fourth century A.D.; (2) silk from the
fifth or fourth century B.C. to the fifth or sixth century A.D.; ‘paper fr
Christian era to the present. Thus the uses of bamboo an silk o
those of silk and paper b 500 years,.and those o 00 4 ‘p
fashioned materials were & ually by new ones and not until after the thlrd century
A.D. were bamboo and wood entirely superseded by paper.

Since the turn of ‘this ¢entury, no less than 20,000 tablets of bamboo and wood have been
unearthed from various locations in China. Their dates cover a span of almost 1,000 years of
Chinese history. The important discovery sites include Ch’ang-sha and Hsin-yang in the central
part of China, Tun-huang, Chii-yen and Wu-wei in the northwest, and Lou-lan and Khotan in
Eastern Turkestan. Among them, Ch’ang-sha yielded the oldest specimens of bamboo tablets,
dating back to the Warring States period (468-221 B.C.); Chii-yen supplied the largest quantity
and the most important core of wooden tablets of the Han dynasty (206 B.C.-220 A.D.); and Lou-
lan produced documents all of which belong to the Chin dynasty (215-419). The bamboo tablets
found in Ch’ang-sha all relate to funeral ceremonies, and the wooden ones from the northwest
include official documents, private letters, calendars, beginners’ lexicons, laws and statutes, medical
prescriptions, and miscellaneous records. Among the most interesting items so far discovered are
seven chapters of the I-li & , or Book of Etiquette and Ceremonial, written on some 600 tablets
of extra length, and a list of weapons written on 77 connected tablets strung together on two lines
of hemp thread at the ends.

The preparation of tablets involved sev

stem was first cut into
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cylinders of a certain length and then split into tablets of a certain width. After the external green
skin was scraped off, the tablets were dried over a fire to prevent quick decaying. The writing was
placed on the under surface and sometimes on the inner side of the stem. Wood was cut into large
slabs which were split into pieces of various sizes, and the surfaces were then smoothed for use as
documents. Most of the wooden tablets are made of pine, willow, poplar, and Chinese tamarisk,
noted for their whiteness, light weight, fine texture, and absorbency. Old tablets could be re-used
after the writing on them had been removed with a book knife, which was also used to erase errors.

Bamboo tablets were narrow strips from eight inches to two feet four inches long, used for
draft or final editions of classics, literary compositions, and ceremonial documents. The size of
wooden tablets was fixed at from five inches to two feet, and y. were! used pnmanly for official
documents, personal correspondence, and short messagé% tablets: were invariably narrow, in
most cases not more th; o tablet was called chien f& and several
chien were bound tog with cords to:form sical unit called rs%e Ji} . Writing of a certain
length which formed : ary unit like a chapter was called pien % . Square or rectangular
wooden pieces, called fang 5 or pan i , sometimes had a wider surface to accommodate more
lines of characters. '

Characters were usually written with brush and lampblack ink on one side, but in some cases
on both sides. There was no definite number of characters for each column of a tablet; they ranged
from a few to as many as 80, depending upon the length of the tablet and the size of characters,
but generally each tablet contains an average of 30 characters. The vertical arrangement of Chinese
writing since very ancient times is believed to have been influenced by the grain of bamboo or
wood and the soft brush which wrote more easily in a downward direction. The habit of a right-
handed person, who would lay the tablets to his right in order as he finished them, might have
resulted in a right-to-left arrangement of the column. Modern studies, however, indicate that
vertical lines can be read faster than horizontal ones.




